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A lightning flash illuminated the Learjet that waited on the runway of the private airstrip moments before a thunderclap startled Dr. Clifford Grant. Grant scanned the darkness for signs of life, but there were no other cars in the lot and no one moving on the tarmac. When he checked his watch his hand trembled. It was 11:35. Breach’s man was five minutes late. The surgeon stared at the glove compartment. A sip from his flask would steady his nerves, but he knew where that would lead. He had to be thinking clearly when they brought the money.

Large drops fell with increasing speed. Grant turned on his wipers at the same moment a huge fist rapped on his passenger door. The doctor jerked back and stared. For an instant he thought the rain was distorting his vision; but the man glaring at him through the window was really that big, a monster with a massive, shaved skull and a black knee-length leather coat.

Open the door, the giant commanded, his voice harsh and frightening.

Grant obeyed instantly. A chill wind blew a fine spray into the car.

Where is it?

In the trunk, Grant said, the words catching in his throat as he jerked his thumb backward. The man tossed an attach case into the car and slammed the door shut. Water beaded the smooth sides of the briefcase and made the brass locks glisten. The money! Grant wondered how much the recipient was going to pay for the heart, if he and his partner were receiving a quarter of a million dollars.

Two rapid thumps brought Grant around. The giant was pounding on the trunk. He had forgotten to pop the release. As Grant reached for the latch another lightning flash lit the view through his rear windowand the cars that had appeared from nowhere. Without thinking, he floored the accelerator and cranked the wheel. The giant dove away with amazing agility as the sedan careened across the asphalt, leaving the smell of burning rubber. Grant was vaguely aware of the screech of metal on metal as he blasted past one of the police cars and took out part of a chain-link fence. Shots were fired, glass shattered and the car tipped briefly on two wheels before righting itself and speeding into the night.

The next thing Clifford Grant remembered clearly was banging frantically on his partner’s back door. A light came on, a curtain moved and his partner glared at him in disbelief before opening the door.

What are you doing here?

The police, Grant gasped. A raid.

At the airfield?

Let me in, for God’s sake. I’ve got to get in.

Grant stumbled inside.

Is that the money?

Grant nodded and staggered to a seat at the kitchen table.

Let me have it.

The doctor pushed the briefcase across the table. It opened with a clatter of latches, revealing stacks of soiled and crumpled hundred-dollar bills bound by rubber bands. The lid slammed shut.

What happened?

Wait. Got to... catch my breath.

Of course. And relax. You’re safe now.

Grant hunched over, his head between his knees.

I didn’t make the delivery.

What!

One of Breach’s men put the money on the front seat. The heart was in the trunk. He was about to open it when I saw police cars. I panicked. I ran.

And the heart is ... ?

Still in the trunk.

Are you telling me that you stiffed Martin Breach?

We’ll call him, Grant said. We’ll explain what happened.

A harsh laugh answered him. Clifford, you don’t explain something like this to Breach. Do you understand what you’ve done?

You have nothing to worry about, Grant answered bitterly. Martin has no idea who you are. I’m the one who has to worry. We’ll just have to return the money. We didn’t do anything wrong. The police were there.

You’re certain he doesn’t know who I am?

I never mentioned your name.

Grant’s head dropped into his hands and he began to tremble. He’ll come after me. Oh, God.

You don’t know that for sure, his partner answered in a soothing tone. You’re just frightened. Your imagination is running wild.

The shaking grew worse. I don’t know what to do.

Strong fingers kneaded the tense muscles of Grant’s neck and shoulders.

The first thing you’ve got to do is get hold of yourself.

The hands felt so comforting. It was what Grant needed, the touch and concern of another human being.

Breach won’t bother you, Clifford. Trust me, I’ll take care of everything.

Grant looked up hopefully.

I know some people, the voice assured him calmly.

People who can talk to Breach?

Yes. So relax.

Grant’s head fell forward from relief and fatigue. The adrenaline that had powered him through the past hour was wearing off.

You’re still tense. What you need is a drink. Some ice-cold Chivas. What do you say?

The true extent of Grant’s terror could be measured by the fact that he had not even thought of taking a drink since he saw the police through his rear window. Suddenly every cell in his body screamed for alcohol. The fingers lifted; a cupboard door closed; Grant heard the friendly clink of ice bouncing against glass. Then a drink was in his hand. He gulped a quarter of the contents and felt the burn. Grant closed his eyes and raised the cold glass to his feverish forehead.

There, there, his partner said as a hand slapped smartly against the base of Grant’s neck. Grant jerked upright, confused by the sharp sting of the ice pick as it passed through his brain stem with textbook precision.

The doctor’s head hit the tabletop with a thud. Grant’s partner smiled with satisfaction. Grant had to die. Even thinking about returning a quarter of a million dollars was ridiculous. What to do with the heart, though? The surgeon sighed. The procedure to remove it had been performed flawlessly, but it was all for nothing. Now the organ would have to be cut up, pureed and disposed of as soon as Grant took its place in the trunk.
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The deputy district attorney had asked three questions of Darryl Powers, the arresting officer, before Amanda Jaffe realized that the first question had been improper. She leaped to her feet.

Objection, hearsay.

Judge Robard looked perplexed. How could Mr. Dart’s question possibly be hearsay, Ms. Jaffe?

Not that one, Your Honor. I believe it was ... let’s see. Yes. Two questions before.

Judge Robard looked as though he were in great pain.

If you thought that question was hearsay, why didn’t you object to it when it was asked?

Amanda felt fires ignite in her cheeks.

I didn’t realize it was hearsay until just now.

The judge shook his head sadly and cast his eyes skyward, as if asking the Lord why he had to be plagued with such incompetence.

Overruled. Proceed, Mr. Dart.

It took Amanda a moment to remember that overruled meant she had lost. She collapsed in her seat. By then, Dart had asked another killer question. Welcome to the real world, a tiny voice whispered in her head. She had earned an A in Evidence at one of the nation’s top law schools and had written a note on hearsay for the law review, but she could not think fast enough to make a timely objection in court. Now the judge was certain that she was a moron, and only God knew what the jury thought of her.

Amanda felt a hand patting her forearm. Don’t feel bad, girlfriend, LaTricia Sweet said. You’re doin’ fine.

Great, Amanda thought. I’m screwing up so badly that my client feels she has to console me.

And were you dressed as you are now, Officer Powers? Rodney Dart continued.

No, sir. I was dressed in civilian clothes, because this was an undercover operation.

Thank you, Officer. Please tell the jury what happened next.

I asked the defendant how much it would cost to have her engage in the sex acts she had suggested. The defendant said that she had her crib in the motel across the street and would feel more comfortable discussing business there. I drove to the motel lot and followed the defendant into room one-oh-seven.

What occurred inside the motel room?

I asked the defendant to explain the price of the various sex acts, and she mentioned rates ranging from fifty dollars to two hundred dollars for something she described as a night of ecstasy.’

What exactly was this night of ecstasy,’ Officer Powers?

Quite honestly, Mr. Dart, it was too complicated to remember, and I couldn’t take out my notebook at that time because I was undercover.

Darryl Powers had baby blue eyes, wavy blond hair and the type of smile Amanda had seen only in a toothpaste commercial. He had even blushed when he answered the night of ecstasy question. Two of the female jurors looked as if they were about to leap the railing of the jury box and tear off pieces of his clothing.

Amanda grew more despondent as Powers continued to explain the circumstances leading up to LaTricia’s arrest for prostitution. Her cross examination was pathetic. When she was through, Rodney Dart said, The State rests. Then he turned toward Amanda, his back to the jury, and smirked. Amanda thought about giving Dart the finger, but she was too depressed to defend herself. What she really wanted to do was finish her first trial, go home, and commit seppuku. Besides, Dart had every right to smirk. He was riding roughshod over her.

Officer Powers smiled at the jury as he left the stand. All five of the women jurors smiled back.

Any witnesses, Ms. Jaffe? Judge Robard asked, but Amanda did not hear him. She was thinking about the previous afternoon when the senior partner in her law firm, her father, Frank Jaffe, had given her LaTricia’s case and told her to be ready to try it in the morning.

How can I possibly try my first case without interviewing any of the witnesses or doing any investigation? Amanda had asked in horror.

Believe me, Frank Jaffe had replied, with LaTricia as your client, the less you know, the better off you are.

Amanda had read over the file in State v. Sweet four times before marching down the hall to her father’s office, planting herself in front of his desk and waving it in his face.

What am I supposed to do with this? she’d demanded angrily.

Put on a vigorous defense, Frank had answered.

How? There’s only one witness, a sworn officer of the law. He’s going to testify that our client promised to do things to him for money that I’ll bet ninety-five percent of humanity has never heard of.

LaTricia can take care of herself.

Dad, get real. She has thirteen priors for crimes like prostitution, prohibited touching and lewd behavior. Who is going to take her word over the cop’s?

Frank had shrugged. It’s a funny world, Amanda.

I can’t try a case this way, Amanda had insisted.

Of course you can. Trust me. And trust LaTricia. Everything will work out just fine if you go with the flow.

Judge Robard cleared his throat, then repeated himself.

Ms. Jaffe, any witnesses?

Uh, yes, Your Honor.

The skirt of her black Donna Karan power suit rode up her long legs as Amanda stood. She wanted to tug it down, but she was afraid that everyone in court would see her, so she stood before the court with her thighs partially exposed and color rising in her cheeks.

The defense calls LaTricia Sweet.

Before leaving her seat to cross to the witness box, LaTricia leaned over and whispered in Amanda’s ear.

Don’t worry about nothin’, honey. After I swear to tell the whole truth, you ask me what I do for a living, what I said to that police and why I said it. Then sit back and let me do my thing.

Before Amanda could reply, LaTricia sashayed across the room. Her bust and butt were so huge that Amanda was afraid that they would rip her tight red sweater and black leather mini skirt. A blond-orange wig, slightly askew, sat atop her head. Amanda compared her client to the radiant Darryl Powers and moaned inwardly.

Since she had no plan, Amanda decided to follow her client’s instructions.

Ms. Sweet, she asked after LaTricia was sworn, what do you do for a living?

I walk the streets of Portland and sell my body, Ms. Jaffe.

Amanda blinked. The confession was a surprise, but she was relieved that her client was not lying under oath.

Can you tell the jury what happened on the evening of August third of last year?

Yes, ma’am.

LaTricia composed herself and turned toward the jury.

On August third I was working on Martin Luther King Boulevard when Officer Powers drove by.

Did you know that he was a policeman?

Yes, I did.

You did?

Oh, yes. I’ve seen Officer Powers run a game on several of my friends.

Then why did you ... Uh, what happened next?

LaTricia straightened her skirt and cleared her throat.

Officer Powers asked me if I would have sex with him. Now, I knew what he was trying to do. I’ve seen him arrest my friends, like I said. But I knew he couldn’t arrest me if I didn’t mention money. So I told him that I had a room in the motel across the street and I would feel more comfortable discussing our mutual interests there. Officer Powers asked me what those interests might be, and I described a few things that seemed to perk him up. At least I thought they did, because his face got all red and I noticed that something more than his temperature was rising.

Two of the jurors glanced at each other.

What happened then? Amanda asked.

LaTricia looked at the jurors, then down at her lap.

Officer Powers parked in the motel lot and we went to my crib. Once we was inside I ... This is a little embarrassing for me, Ms. Jaffe, but I know I got to tell the truth.

Just take your time, Ms. Sweet, Amanda advised her. LaTricia nodded, took a deep breath and continued.

Like I said, I’d seen Officer Powers around and I thought that he was about the sweetest thing I ever did see, so young and shy. All those friends of mine he’d busted said he was polite and treated them like ladies. Not like the other police. And, well... 

Yes?

LaTricia cast her eyes down. When she spoke, her voice was barely audible.

The truth is, I fell in love with Officer Powers and I confessed my love as soon as I shut the door to my room.

The jurors leaned forward. Someone in the back of the room giggled.

I know that sounds crazy, LaTricia said, directing her comment to the spectators, and I know Officer Powers didn’t say nothin’ ’bout my confession when he was on the stand. I don’t know if he left that out because he was embarrassed or because he didn’t want to embarrass me. He’s such a gentleman.

LaTricia squared her shoulders and turned back to the jury.

Soon as we was alone I came clean and told him that I knew that he was a policeman. Then I told him that I knew that I was just an old whore, used up by life, but that I had never felt about any man the way I felt about him. Officer Powers, he blushed and looked like he wanted to be anywhere but with me, and I can understand that. He probably has himself a fine white woman, someone foxy. But I told him that all I wanted was one night of love with him and that he could take me to jail when it was over, because one night of his sweet love would be worth an eternity of jail.

A tear trickled down LaTricia’s cheek. She paused, drew a handkerchief from her purse, dabbed at the tear, then said, ’Scuse me, to the jurors.

Do you want some water, Ms. Sweet? asked Amanda, who had been swept up in the drama of the moment. Rodney Dart leaped to his feet.

Objection, Your Honor. This is too much.

Oh, I don’t ’spect you to believe any of this, Mr. DA. An old bag like me trying to find love with a man half her age. But can’t I dream?

Your Honor, Dart begged.

The defendant is entitled to put on a defense, Mr. Dart, Judge Robard answered in a tone that let the jurors know that he wasn’t buying LaTricia’s act, but several of the jurors were casting angry glances at the prosecutor.

Ain’t much more to say, LaTricia concluded. I gambled for love and I lost. I’m ready to take what fate has in store. But I want you to know that I never wanted money from that man. All I wanted was love.

Frank Jaffe, the senior partner in Jaffe, Katz, Lehane and Brindisi, was a big man with a ruddy complexion and black curly hair that was streaked with gray. His nose had been broken twice in his youth, and he looked more like a teamster or a stevedore than an attorney. Frank was in his office dictating a letter when Amanda walked in waving the Sweet file.

How could you do this to me?

Frank grinned. You won, didn’t you?

That’s beside the point.

Ernie Katz was in the back of the courtroom. He said you weren’t totally awful.

You sent Ernie to watch me be humiliated?

He also said that you looked scared to death.

I was, and giving me this insane case didn’t help.

You’d have been scared no matter what case you tried first. When I tried my first case I spent the whole trial trying to remember the words you say when you want to introduce a piece of evidence. I never did get it right.

Thank you for sharing.

Hey, I lost my first trial. I knew you’d have a fighting chance with LaTricia as your client no matter how badly you screwed up. I’ve been representing her for years, and she usually comes out okay. Ernie said the jury was back in twenty minutes.

Twenty-two, Amanda answered with a grudging smile. I have to admit winning was a rush.

Frank laughed. Ernie also said that your closing argument was a doozy. Especially the part where you told the jury that you had scoured the statutes of the state of Oregon and had been unable to find love defined as a crime.

Amanda grinned. It had been a great line. Then she stopped smiling.

I still think you’re a bastard.

You’re a warrior now, kiddo. The whole office is waiting at Scarletti’s to celebrate.

Oh, shit, they’re just going to razz me. Besides, I didn’t do much. LaTricia won the case with her cockamamie story.

Hey, trial lawyers should never be humble. Crow about your victories and blame your defeats on biased judges, ignorant juries, and the tricks of fascist prosecutors. As of now, you’re the only lawyer in this office who’s never lost a case.

Until she found a place of her own, Amanda was living with Frank in the green, steep-roofed East Lake Victorian where she had grown up. Amanda had not been home, except for summers and holiday visits, since she’d started college, nine years ago. Staying in the second-floor bedroom where she had spent her childhood felt strange after so many years of independence. The room was filled with mementos of her youth: diplomas from high school and college, shelves loaded down with swimming trophies and medals, framed newspaper clippings detailing her athletic feats.

Amanda was exhausted and a little drunk when she climbed into bed at ten, but she was too upset to sleep. Frank had had no business throwing her into court unprepared in the same way he’d thrown her into the pool at the YMCA when she was three to teach her how to swim. Then, at Scarletti’s, Frank had embarrassed the hell out of her by giving a speech that compared her victory in court to her surprise win her freshman year at the state high school swimming championships. She wanted her father to stop thinking of her as his little girl and to realize that she was a grown woman who had earned credentials that could open any door in the legal community.

Amanda had forgotten how controlling Frank could be. His assumption that he always knew what was best for her was infuriating. Tonight was not the first time she’d wondered if she had made a mistake by joining Frank’s firm instead of going to one of the many San Francisco firms that had courted her or applying for a clerkship at the United States Supreme Court, as Judge Madison had advised.

Amanda stared at the shadows on the bedroom ceiling and asked herself why she had come back to Portland, but she knew the answer. Ever since she had been old enough to understand what her father did, she had been steeped in, and seduced by, the mystery and adventure of criminal law, and no one was better at criminal defense than Frank Jaffe. As a little girl, she had watched her father charm juries and confound hostile witnesses. He had held her in his arms at news conferences and discussed his strategy with her at the kitchen table over hot chocolate. While her law school classmates talked about the money they would make, she thought about the innocents she would save.

Amanda turned on her side. Her eyes had grown used to the dark. She studied the symbols of her successes that Frank had assembled. Frank had lived a lost childhood through her. She knew he loved her and wanted what was best for her. What she wanted was the chance to decide for herself what was best.
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Mary Sandowski burst through the operating room doors. As the nurse rushed along the crowded hospital corridor, she ducked her head to hide the tears that coursed down her cheeks. Moments later Dr. Vincent Cardoni slammed through the same doors and ran after her. When the powerfully built surgeon caught up with Sandowski, he grabbed the slender woman’s elbow and spun her toward him.

You incompetent cow.

Visitors, patients and hospital personnel stopped to stare at the outraged physician and the woman he was berating.

I tried to tell you....

You switched the cups, you moron.

No. You

Cardoni shoved her against the wall and leaned forward until his face was inches from the cowering nurse. The pupils in his bloodshot eyes were dilated, and the tendons in his neck swelled.

Don’t you ever contradict me.

Vincent, what do you think you’re doing?

Cardoni pivoted. A tall woman with caramel-colored hair and an athletic figure was bearing down on him. She was wearing a loose brown dress and a white doctor’s smock. The cold eyes she fixed on the surgeon were the color of jade.

Cardoni turned his rage on the newcomer.

This is not your business, Justine.

The woman stopped a few paces from Cardoni and stood her ground.

Take your hands off her or I’ll have you up before the Board of Medical Examiners. I don’t think you can stand another complaint, and there will be plenty of witnesses this time.

Is there a problem, Dr. Castle?

Justine glanced at the broad-shouldered man in green OR scrubs who now stood beside her. The white letters on his black plastic name tag identified him as Anthony Fiori.

There’s no problem, because Dr. Cardoni is going to leave, Justine said, returning her gaze to Cardoni. A pulse throbbed in the surgeon’s temple and every muscle in his body tensed, but he suddenly noticed the crowd that had gathered, and he released Sandowski’s elbow. Justine stepped closer to Cardoni and studied his eyes.

My God, she said in a low tone that was still loud enough to carry beyond them. Are you on something? Were you operating on drugs?

Cardoni’s fists knotted. For a moment it appeared that he would strike Justine. Then he spun and stalked away, shouldering through the onlookers. Sandowski sagged against the wall. Fiori caught her.

Are you okay? he asked gently.

She nodded as she wept.

Let’s get you someplace less public, Justine said, taking Sandowski’s arm and leading her down a side hall and into a call room where the residents sacked out. Justine eased the shaken nurse onto a narrow metal-frame bed that stood against one wall, and sat beside her. Fiori fetched a cup of water.

What happened? Justine asked once Sandowski regained her composure.

He said I switched the cups, but I didn’t. He filled the syringe without looking.

Slow down. I’m not following you.

Sandowski took a deep breath.

That’s better. Just relax.

Dr. Cardoni was performing a carpal tunnel release. You anesthetize the hand with lidocaine before you operate.

Justine nodded.

Then you irrigate the wound with hydrogen peroxide before suturing it.

Justine nodded again

The lidocaine and the hydrogen peroxide were in two cups. Dr. Cardoni insisted on filling the syringe himself. He didn’t look.

He injected the patient with hydrogen peroxide instead of the lidocaine? Justine asked incredulously.

I tried to tell him that he had it wrong, but he told me to shut up. Then Mrs. Manion, the patient, started complaining that it was stinging, so he injected her again and she started to scream.

I don’t believe this, Justine said, shaking her head in disgust. How could he possibly mistake lidocaine for hydrogen peroxide? One of them is clear and the other has bubbles in it. It’s like confusing Champagne and water.

I really tried to tell him, but he wouldn’t let me. I don’t know what would have happened if Dr. Metzler hadn’t stopped him. It wasn’t my fault. I swear I didn’t mix up the cups.

Do you want to report this? I’ll back you up.

Sandowski looked startled. No, no. I don’t have to, do I?

It’s your decision.

Sandowski’s eyes were wide with fear. You’re not going to report it, are you?

Not if you don’t want me to, Justine answered soothingly.

Sandowski’s head dropped, and she started to cry again. I hate him. You don’t know what he’s like, Sandowski sobbed.

Oh, yes, I do, she said. I’m married to that bastard.

Fiori looked surprised.

We’re separated, Justine said forcefully.

She handed Sandowski a tissue. Why don’t you go home for the rest of the day? Justine suggested. We’ll clear everything with the head nurse.

Sandowski nodded, and Fiori used the phone to make arrangements for the nurse to leave.

Something’s got to be done about him, Justine said as soon as Sandowski was out of the call room.

Were you serious when you accused Cardoni of operating on drugs?

Justine looked at Fiori. She was flushed.

He can’t get through the day without cocaine. He’s a malpractice case waiting to happen. I know he’s going to kill someone if something isn’t done, but I can’t say a word. He’s an established surgeon. I’m only a resident. I’m also suing him for divorce. No one would take me seriously.

I see what you mean, Fiori answered thoughtfully. It puts you in a tough spot. Especially if Nurse Sandowski won’t report him.

I can’t ask her to. She’s scared to death.

Fiori nodded.

Thank you for stepping in when you did, by the way. I don’t know what Vincent would have done if you hadn’t been there.

Fiori smiled. You looked like you were handling yourself okay.

Thanks anyway.

Hey, we lowly residents need to stick together. Fiori saw the time on a wall clock. Oops, got to run or I’ll be late for a date with a fatty tumor in Lumps and Bumps.

The handsome resident took off down the corridor with a purposeful stride. Justine Castle watched him until he disappeared around a corner.
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Martin Breach’s sandy hair was thinning, his drab brown eyes were watery and he had the pale complexion of someone who rarely went outside during the day. He also had dreadful taste in clothes. Breach wore orange or green slacks with garish jackets and loud ties that were unfashionably wide. His outfits made him look silly, but Breach didn’t care. By the time his enemies realized that they had underestimated him, they were frequently dead.

Breach had started in the trenches breaking legs for Benny Dee, but he was too intelligent to stay a leg breaker for long. Now Breach ran the most efficient and ruthless criminal organization in the Pacific Northwest. No one knew where to find Benny Dee.

Martin’s right-hand man, Art Prochaska, was a giant with thick lips, a broad nose and pencil-thin eyebrows. Rumor had it that in his days as a collector for the mob he had used his huge head to stun debtors as effectively as an electric charge from a Taser. Prochaska had none of Breach’s smarts, but he shared his taste for violence. When Martin climbed the ladder of crime, he pulled along the only person in the world he trusted.

Prochaska limped through the door of Breach’s office in the rear of the Jungle Club and settled himself across the desk from his boss. He had injured himself when he hit the pavement at the airfield diving to avoid Clifford Grant’s car. The office was tiny, and the furniture was rickety and secondhand. Pictures of naked women and a calendar from a motor oil company decorated the paper-thin walls. Raucous music from the strip club made it difficult to hear. Breach wanted the club to look run-down so that the IRS could not get a true picture of the money that flowed through it.

So? Breach asked.

Grant’s gone. We checked his place and the hospital. No one’s seen him since he split during the raid.

Breach was very quiet. To someone who did not know, he seemed relaxed, but Prochaska was aware that a rage of monumental proportions was building.

This is bad, Arty. I’m out a quarter of a million bucks, I’m out my profit and my reputation has taken a hit because of that quack.

If he hadn’t taken off with the heart, we’d have been arrested.

Breach stared at Prochaska long enough to make the giant look down.

Where is he?

No one knows. Eugene and me searched his apartment. We didn’t find squat. I got the feeling someone had tossed it before we did, but I couldn’t say for sure.

The cops?

No, the place was too neat.

The partner?

Maybe.

Who is he, Arty?

Prochaska answered hesitantly. He always hated to tell Breach bad news. I got one possible lead. My friend at the phone company gave me Grant’s records. He made a few calls to a number in the West Hills. The phone belongs to Dr. Vincent Cardoni.

Is he a surgeon?

Yeah, and he works at St. Francis Medical Center.

Breach’s eyes narrowed. Clifford Grant had privileges at St. Francis.

The lady across the way from his apartment said that Grant didn’t get many visitors, but she saw a woman up there and a man, maybe two. Anyway, the woman was a knockout, so the neighbor kidded Grant about her. She says he got all nervous. He said she was an associate from work named Justine Castle.

So what?

She’s a doctor, Arty, a surgeon, and that ain’t all. Castle is married to Vincent Cardoni.

Breach thought for a moment while Prochaska shifted nervously in his seat.

Do you think the cops have Grant? Breach asked.

Our people in the Bureau say no.

Do a background check on those two, Arty.

I’m doin’ it already.

I want Grant, I want his partner and I want my money back. And once I’ve got all three, I’m going to get me a replacement for the heart I lost.
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Dr. Carleton Swindell, the hospital administrator for St. Francis Medical Center, won his bid on the computer bridge game, then checked his watch. He’d kept his appointment waiting for twenty minutes. Swindell’s thin lips drew into a satisfied smile. Stewing was probably more accurate, if he knew Dr. Cardoni. Well, that was too bad. It would do Cardoni good to learn a little humility.

Swindell clicked his mouse. The bridge game disappeared and was replaced by a screen saver showing Einstein and Leonardo da Vinci playing tennisanother game at which Swindell excelled. The hospital administrator went into his private washroom and adjusted his bow tie in the mirror. He believed himself to be a handsome man, still as dapper at forty-five in his tweed sports jacket, blue Oxford shirt and sharply creased slacks as he had been at Yale. His blond hair was growing a bit thin in places and he needed his gold wire-rimmed glasses for reading, but he sculled every morning on the Willamette, so his weight was the same as it had been during his university days.

Carleton returned to his office and glanced at his watch again. Twenty-five minutes. Cardoni would be boiling, he thought with satisfaction. Oh, well, no need to overdo it. He leaned forward and buzzed his secretary.

Please send in Dr. Cardoni, Charlotte.

Swindell composed himself and waited for the explosion. He was not disappointed. Charlotte opened his office door wide and pressed against it. Cardoni charged in. The scene reminded Swindell of a bullfight he’d seen in Barcelona. Charlotte was the matador, the door her cape, and the bull... He had to fight to suppress a smile.

I’ve been out there half an hour, Cardoni said.

I’m sorry, Vincent. I was on an important long-distance call, the administrator replied calmly. If Cardoni had seen the unlit lines on Charlotte’s phone, he’d know that Swindell was lying, but Swindell bet he wouldn’t call him on it. Have a seat.

What’s this about? Cardoni demanded.

Swindell leaned back and made a steeple of his fingers. I’ve had a disturbing report about you.

Cardoni glared. The administrator noted the surgeon’s flushed pallor, his disheveled hair and unkempt clothes. Cardoni was clearly on the edge. Maybe the rumors of drug use were true.

Did you accost a nurse in a public corridor yesterday?

Accost? Cardoni mocked. What does that mean, Carleton?

You know very well, Vincent, Swindell answered evenly. Did you accost Mary Sandowski?

Who told you that?

That’s confidential. Well?

Cardoni smirked. No, Carleton, I did not accost her. What I did was ream her out.

I see. And you, um, reamed her out in front of patients and staff at this hospital?

I have no idea who was around. The dumb bitch fucked up during an operation. I should have gotten her fired.

I’d appreciate a little less profanity, Vincent. Also, you should know that more than one person has informed me that you were responsible for the mistake in the OR. Injecting your patient with hydrogen peroxide instead of lidocaine, I believe.

After that moron switched the cups.

Carleton tapped his fingertips together and studied Cardoni before replying.

You know, Vincent, this isn’t the first complaint of... well, to put it bluntly, incompetence that’s been made against you.

Every muscle in the surgeon’s body went rigid.

I want to be frank, Swindell continued. If Mrs. Manion were to file a malpractice case against you, it would make three complaints. Swindell shook his head sadly. I don’t want to take action, but I have a duty to this hospital.

None of those charges has any foundation. I’ve consulted my attorney.

That may be, but there’s a lot of talk. Rumors of drug use, for instance.

So you’ve been chatting with Justine.

I can’t reveal my sources. Swindell looked at Cardoni sympathetically. You know, there are wonderful programs for doctors in trouble, he said in a man-to-man tone. They’re all confidential. Charlotte can give you a list when you leave.

She really got to you, didn’t she, Carleton? Did you know that Justine’s filed for divorce? She’d do anything to blacken my reputation.

You seem to have a number of court cases going on. Wasn’t there something last year involving an assault?

Where is this going?

Going? Well, that depends on what I find out after my investigation is complete. I invited you here so you could tell me your side of the story.

Cardoni stood. You’ve heard it. If there’s nothing more, I’ve got things to do.

There’s nothing more for now. Thank you for dropping by.

Cardoni turned his back on the administrator and stalked out without shutting the door. Swindell sat motionless.

Did you want this closed? Charlotte asked.

Swindell nodded, then swiveled his chair until he was looking out at the lights of Portland. Cardoni was crude and disrespectful, but the problem he presented could be dealt with. Swindell’s lips twisted into a smile of anticipation. It would be a pleasure taking the arrogant surgeon down a peg or two.

Vincent Cardoni waited for his connection beneath a freeway off-ramp. Thick concrete pilings straddled the narrow street. There was a vacant lot across the way, and a plumbing supply warehouse was the nearest building. At ten in the evening the area was deserted.

Cardoni was still in a rage as a result of his meeting with Carleton Swindell. Cardoni never called the administrator Doctor. The wimp may have trained as a surgeon, but he couldn’t cut it. Now he was an administrator who got his rocks off by making life difficult for the real doctors. What really burned Cardoni was the prick’s refusal to say whether it was Sandowski or Justine who had informed on him. Cardoni was leaning toward Justine. The nurse was too afraid of him, and it would be just like his bitch wife to use Swindell to put on the pressure so that she would have leverage in the divorce proceedings.

Headlights at the far end of the block flashed on and off, and Cardoni got out of his car. Moments later Lloyd Krause pulled under the off-ramp. Lloyd was six-two and a fat 250 pounds. His long, dirty hair reached the shoulders of his black leather jacket, and there were grease stains on his worn jeans. Cardoni could smell him as soon as he climbed out of his car.

Hey, man, got your page, Krause said.

I appreciate the speed.

You’re a valued customer, Doc. So, what can I do you for?

I’ll take an eight ball, Lloyd.

My pleasure, Krause answered. He walked to his trunk, popped the lid and rummaged around. When he stood up he was holding a Ziploc bag filled with two and a half grams of white powder, which Cardoni pocketed.

Two fifty, my man, and I’ll be on my way.

I came straight from the hospital, so I don’t have the cash with me. I’ll get it to you tomorrow.

The dealer’s easy smile vanished.

Then you’ll get the snow tomorrow, he said.

Cardoni had expected this. Where do you want me to meet you? he asked, making no move to return the cocaine. Krause held out his hand, palm up.

The Baggie, he demanded.

Look, Lloyd, Cardoni answered casually, we’ve been friends for almost a year. Why make this hard?

You know the rules, Doc. No dough, no snow.

I’m going to pay you tomorrow, but I’m using this cocaine tonight. Let’s not damage a good relationship.

Lloyd’s hand plunged into his pocket. When it came out, he was holding a switchblade.

That’s a scary knife, Cardoni said without a trace of fear.

The coke, and no more fucking around.

Cardoni sighed. I’m certain you’re experienced with that knife.

That is fucking correct.

But you might want to ask yourself one question before you try to use it.

This isn’t Jeopardy. Give me the coke.

Think for a moment, Lloyd. You’re bigger than me and you’re younger than me and you have a knife, but I don’t look worried, do I?

Doubt flickered in the dealer’s eyes, and he took a quick look around.

No, no, Lloyd, that’s not it. We’re all alone, just the two of us. I wanted it that way because I thought you might act like this.

Look, I don’t want to hurt you. Just give me the dope.

You’re not going to hurt me, and I’m not returning the eight ball. I know that for a fact. You better figure out why, quickly, before something bad happens.

What the fuck are you talking about?

It’s a secret, Lloyd. Something I know that you don’t. Something I know about what happened the last time someone pulled a knife on me.

Cardoni noticed that the dealer had not moved closer, and he noted a tremor in Krause’s hand.

There’s a lot about me that you don’t know, Lloyd.

He looked directly into his connection’s eyes.

Have you ever killed a man? Have you? With your bare hands?

Krause took a step back.

Fear the unknown, Lloyd. What you don’t know can kill you.

Are you threatening me? Krause asked with false bravado.

Cardoni shook his head slowly.

You don’t get it, do you? We’re all alone here. If something happens, no one can help you.

Cardoni straightened to his full height, moving sideways to give the dealer a smaller target.

I honor my debts, and I will pay you tomorrow.

The dealer hesitated. Cardoni’s cold eyes bored into him. Krause licked his lips. The doctor got in his car, and Krause made no move to stop him.

It’s three hundred tomorrow, Lloyd said, his voice shaky.

Of course, for the inconvenience.

You better fucking bring it.

No problem, Lloyd. Cardoni started the car. You have a good evening.

Cardoni drove off, waving casually, the way he might after finishing a friendly round of golf.
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Mary Sandowski’s eyes opened. Wherever she was, it was pitch black and a blanket of warm, muggy air pressed down on her. Mary wondered if you could feel the touch of air in a dream but was too tired to figure out the answer, so she closed her eyes and dozed off.

Time passed. Her eyes opened again, and Mary willed herself out of the fog. She tried to sit up. Restraints cut into her forehead, ankles and wrists and anchored her in place. She panicked, she struggled, but she soon gave up. Lying in the dark, in the silence, she could hear her heart tap-tap-tapping.

Where am I? she asked out loud. Her voice echoed in the darkness. Mary took deep breaths until she was calm enough to take stock. She knew that she was naked because she could feel the air on her body. There was a sheet under her, and under the sheet was a firm padded surface. She might be on a gurney or an examining table like the ones at the hospital. A hospital! She must be in a hospital. That had to be it.

Hello! Is anybody here? Mary shouted. A nurse would hear her. Someone would come in and tell her why she was in the hospital ... if she was in a hospital. It dawned on Mary that the air smelled slightly foul. Missing was the antiseptic odor she associated with St. Francis.

A door opened. She heard the click of a switch, and a flash of light blinded her. Mary closed her eyes in self-defense. The door closed.

I see the patient is awake, a friendly voice said. It sounded vaguely familiar. Mary opened her eyes slowly, squinting into the light of the bare bulb that dangled directly overhead.

I hope you’re rested. We have a lot to do.

Where am I? Mary asked.

There was no answer. Mary heard the sound of shoes moving across the floor. She strained to see the person who was standing at the foot of the table.

What’s wrong with me? Why am I here?

A shape moved between Mary and the lightbulb. She saw a section of a green hospital gown that surgeons wore when they operated. Mary’s heart lurched. A needle pricked a vein in her forearm.

What are you doing? Mary asked anxiously.

Just giving you a little something that will heighten your sensitivity to pain.

What? Mary asked, not certain she had understood correctly.

Suddenly Mary’s throat constricted. She became aware of a warm feeling. Every nerve in her body began to tingle. She heaved for breath and began to sweat. Her pores exuded the smell of fear. Suddenly the sheet beneath her was damp and rough to the touch, and the air that caressed her naked body felt like sandpaper.

Without a word, a hand slid across her left breast. It felt unbearably cold, like dry ice.

Please, she begged, tell me what’s happening.

A thumb caressed her nipple, and she felt fear so intense that it raised her body a fraction of an inch from the table.

Good, the voice remarked. Very good.

The hand slid away. There was complete quiet. Mary bit her lip and tried to stop shaking.

Talk to me, please, she pleaded. Am I sick? Mary heard the unmistakable metallic ping of surgical instruments touching accidentally. Are you going to operate?

The doctor did not answer her.

I’m Mary Sandowski. I’m a nurse. If you tell me what you’re going to do, I’ll understand, I won’t be afraid.

Really?

The doctor chuckled and moved to Mary’s side. She saw light dancing off the smooth steel of a scalpel blade. Now she was babbling with fear, but the doctor still refused to answer her question and began to hum a tune.

Why are you doing this? Mary sobbed.

For the first time the doctor seemed interested in something she had said. There was a pause while the surgeon contemplated her question. Then the doctor leaned closer and whispered.

I’m doing this because I want to, Mary. Because I can.
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Amanda Jaffe executed a flip turn and felt her foot slip on the tiles as she somersaulted off the pool wall. The bad turn made her shimmy as she headed into the final lap of her 800-meter freestyle, and she had to fight the water to get her body right. Amanda was on the edge of exhaustion, but she dug in for a final sprint. When she saw the far wall through the churning water, she gritted her teeth for one last, great effort, lunged forward and collapsed against the side of the pool. A clock hung on the wall in front of her. Amanda pulled her goggles onto her forehead. As soon as she saw her time, she groaned. It was nowhere near the time she had registered five years ago in the finals of the PAC-10 championships.

Amanda tugged off her swim cap and shook out her long black hair. She cut an imposing figure, with shoulders that were broad and muscular from years of competitive swimming. When her breathing leveled, Amanda checked the clock again, noting that her recovery time was also a hell of a lot slower than it had been when she was twenty-one. For a brief moment she thought about working out a little longer, but she knew she’d had it. She hoisted herself out of the pool and headed for the Jacuzzi, where she would soak until the pain in her tired muscles disappeared.


When she was dressed, Amanda went to the reception desk at the Y and stood in line to swap her key for her membership card. She had noticed the woman ahead of her when she was showering. She had the hard, muscled physique of someone who works out with weights and runs long distances, and her looks were as impressive as her body. The woman got her card from the clerk and walked toward an equally striking man in a blue warm-up suit. They made quite a couple. The man looked athletic. He had a dark complexion and blue eyes, and his black hair fell across his forehead in a boyish tangle.

Amanda frowned. There was something familiar about the woman’s companion, but she couldn’t remember where she’d seen him before. Then he smiled and she knew.

Tony?

The man turned.

I’m Amanda Jaffe.

Tony Fiori’s face lit up.

My God, Amanda, of course! How many years has it been?

Eight, nine, Amanda answered. When did you get back to Portland?

About a year ago. I’m a doctor. I’m doing my residency at St. Francis.

That’s great!

What are you up to?

I’m a lawyer.

Not medical malpractice, I hope?

Amanda laughed. No, I’m with my dad’s firm.

Hey, I’m forgetting my manners. Tony turned to the woman. Amanda Jaffe, Justine Castle. Justine’s a friend from the hospital, another overworked and underpaid resident. Amanda and I went to high school together, and her father and
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