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Prologue




11:45 A.M., Thursday, March 4,
 San Francisco

The hostess for the rooftop café at the San Francisco Shopping Emporium made her decision the moment Hank Sutherland got off the elevator. She would jump him to the head of the waiting list. There was something about Sutherland’s boyish face, barely controlled sandy brown hair, and friendly hazel eyes that appealed to her. It was a simple decision made for the most human of reasons. Yet, it was to mean so much.

At forty years of age and five-feet-ten-inches tall, Henry Michael Sutherland was not an imposing man. Nor was he considered handsome. But women found him extremely attractive and men trusted him. He cultivated a slightly hunched-shouldered stance to enhance his image as a deputy district attorney and let an impeccably tailored dark suit hide his paunchy body.

“I’m waiting for a reporter,” Sutherland told her. “Marcy Bangor from the Sacramento Union, short dark hair.” He almost added “young, pretty, and ditzy” but thought better of it.

“I’ll tell her you’re here,” the hostess said, pleased to be of a little more help. She led Sutherland to a corner niche against a side wall. He had barely sat down when Marcy Bangor joined him. She gave him a warm smile and pulled out a microcassette tape recorder and her digital camera.

“How is the case going?”

Sutherland considered his answer. Interviews with the press were always tricky. “I’ve never seen anything like it in an appeals court. It was crazy in there.”

“The U.S. Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals,” Marcy said, “is crazy by definition.”

Sutherland nodded. He had appeared before the Ninth three times in the past defending cases he had successfully prosecuted. “Jonathan Meredith was there.”

Jonathan Meredith was always news and Marcy became very interested. “Did he say anything? What was he doing? Any idea why he was there?”

Rather than talk about his suspicions, he shook his head. “The judges were afraid of him, the audience was packed, there were five bailiffs there, a lot of noise. It was weird and I kept wondering who was running the show.” Their waitress, a pretty young college student from the University of California across the bay at Berkeley, came over and took their orders. She called him “sir” and, suddenly, he felt old.

Sutherland recounted his day in court. But Marcy wanted to hear about Meredith, not an appeals case involving a questionable roving telephone intercept that could get the conviction of four terrorist bombers overturned. “What do you make of Meredith?” she asked.

“Off the record,” he said. Marcy gave an audible sigh and turned off her microcassette tape recorder. “He’s a demagogue in the making, complete with a fanatical band of followers.”

“You mean his First Brigade.”

“And his Neighborhood Brigades,” he replied, thinking of the next case on his docket. “Meredith already sees himself marching down Pennsylvania Avenue on inauguration day.” He fell silent when the waitress returned, carrying a tray with their food.


What happened next would puzzle Sutherland for the rest of his life. The waitress just seemed to rise in the air and fly across the patio, two or three feet off the floor. The tray moved beside her as if it were in free fall. He wanted to say something witty or make a telling comment or tell Marcy to take a picture. But he sat there, dumb-founded by the sight. It seemed to take forever for the girl to blow up against the far wall.

Then the blast hit.

The sound roared over him and pounded him against the wall. He felt his back grind into the bricks as his feet came up over his head. He watched Marcy’s miniskirt being blown off as he slipped down the wall into a sitting position. Another part of his mind told him it was all happening very quickly but that he was registering it in slow motion.

Then he tried to breathe. He couldn’t.

The blast had knocked all breath out of him, and for a moment, he was on the edge of total panic. With a calm that surprised him, he placed a fist against his chest and performed a Heimlich maneuver. He sucked in the dust and soot that had saturated the air. He coughed out and breathed in. Marcy was slipping away from him as if she were on a slide. He reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her to him as the floor fell away. He shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs that were enfolding him in a gossamer haze. His vision cleared.

“Whaa,” Marcy moaned. He quickly checked her for bleeding, and other than a few scratches and cuts from flying debris, she was fine. He tasted blood but an inner voice told him he was okay. He looked at his feet. They were hanging over the edge of a precipice, six stories down to the street. What had been the front half of the building had simply disappeared. He could feel the floor shake as it started to collapse underneath his weight. Without thinking, he scooped Marcy up in a fireman’s carry and moved against the back wall. Marcy’s camera was still clenched in her hand and one shoe was gone.


Now he was standing over the semiconscious waitress. “I’m okay,” Marcy said. He bent over and lowered her to her feet. Smoke billowed up from the street below and washed back toward them. Marcy stood there, one shoe missing and her skirt gone, and snapped a picture. That simple act brought Sutherland into full consciousness.

The San Francisco Shopping Emporium had been bombed and the three of them were trapped on the slowly collapsing roof. He looked around. What had been a lovely rooftop café was now a grotesque slaughterhouse littered with shattered, twisted bodies. It was a scene from Hell, worse than any nightmare his subconscious could conjure from the depths of his primeval fears and obsessions. And he knew. They were alive only because the hostess had seated him in a sheltered table in a corner niche.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” he said. The waitress groaned and he bent down. She had a heavy gash across her cheek and her right shoulder was pushed back and her arm twisted at an obscene angle. She had taken the blast full on and was lucky to be alive. He gently picked her up in his arms and she screamed in agony. “I’m sorry,” he said. He looked around, trying to get his bearings. “Where are the stairs?” The girl’s good hand pointed to the left before she passed out from the pain. Marcy pulled off the girl’s shoes and slipped them on. She led the way and stepped carefully over the debris that littered what was left of the floor. He was vaguely aware of a misshapen ball painted with a man’s features. He fought the bile that threatened to choke him when he realized it was a man’s head.

Marcy led the way through an opening and found the stairwell. It was earthquake proof and still structurally intact. She opened the door and smoke billowed out. The blast had turned it into a chimney. She let the door slam shut. The sound of the floor giving way echoed over them. He kicked the door open. “Go!” he shouted. He held his breath and plunged into the smoke. Badly disoriented, he moved in a sideways motion, feeling his way down the stairs with his left foot. His lungs were bursting. Suddenly, he was clear of the smoke. When he turned and looked back, all he could see were Marcy’s bare legs hanging from smoke. Again, he shook his head. He wasn’t crazy. The blast had blown the stairs into a steep angle and she was climbing down after him, coughing and sputtering.

The sound of the collapsing roof drove them down the stairwell. The steps were increasingly twisted into bizarre shapes as they descended, and finally, they could go no further. They were standing on the edge of a pit. “Where are we?” Marcy asked.

“On the first floor, I think.” He ducked as debris fell on him. The girl moaned. He gently laid her down and looked over the edge. “Yeah, I think that’s the bottom. About fifteen feet below us.”

Marcy did the sensible thing and screamed for help.

A teenage boy appeared out of the gloom and directed the beam of his flashlight upward. “I’ve got an injured woman here,” Sutherland shouted. The boy yelled back acknowledgment and disappeared. After what seemed an eternity, he was back with two other men. More debris fell down the stairwell.

“We’ll get you out of here,” one of the newcomers shouted. Something about his voice was vaguely familiar. He held up his arms to take the girl. Sutherland told Marcy to grab the girl’s feet while he lowered her over the edge. He used her clothes as handholds as he lowered her head first into the rescuer’s waiting arms. Then he lowered Marcy over the edge by her hands. “We got her,” the man yelled. Chunks of concrete started to fall and Sutherland jumped, slamming his head against the floor and knocking himself out.
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5:50 P.M., Thursday, March 4,
 The White House, Washington, D.C.

Three men clustered around the TV in the President’s private office in the west wing. The sound was turned low and the voice of the reporter at the scene was only a murmur. The grisly image on the screen said more than any words could describe. The President hit the remote control and turned off the sound. The silence was complete as the men continued to stare at the screen. “Do they have a casualty count yet?” the President finally asked.

Kyle Broderick, the chief of staff, picked up the phone and asked the same question. He didn’t like the answer. Broderick was a young man, hard and street savvy, who delighted in using the power that went with being the President’s chief of staff. “I want a hard number in the next five minutes or you’re history.” He punched off the connection and turned to the President. “Sorry, sir. Everyone seems asleep at the wheel.” Almost immediately, the phone rang. Broderick picked it up and listened. He hung up without saying a word. “The initial count is over two hundred and rising fast,” he told the President.

“You’ll have to go there,” the Vice President said to the President. He was a handsome man who had his eye on the presidency in five years. But first, they had to survive the upcoming election. He looked at his watch. “Time your arrival for early in the morning while it’s still dark. Make it look like you’ve been up all night. We’ll work the networks at this end and have you lead the morning news.”

The President nodded in agreement. Again, they stared at the TV. The silence was broken by the distinctive beat of a helicopter’s rotor as the aircraft settled to earth on the South Lawn. “That must be Nelson,” the President said. A few minutes later, the door opened and a stocky man with thinning brown hair was ushered in. Nelson Durant was fifty-four, and his rumpled clothes gave no clue about who, or what, he was. He was average looking in the extreme and could disappear into a crowd with ease. His image shouted “wimp” but his blue eyes carried a far different message. “Thanks for coming so quickly,” the President said. The Vice President moved over so Nelson Durant could sit next to the President.

“Have you seen the TV coverage on the bombing?” Broderick asked.

The answer was obvious and Nelson Durant ignored the question. Besides, Broderick wasn’t worth his time. “What can I do for you, Mr. President?” Durant asked.

“We need quick answers on this one,” the President replied. “Can you help?”

Durant ran a hand through his thinning hair. For those who knew him, it was a warning gesture that he was wasting his time and had better things to do. “If you’re referring to the Project, we’re still a month away from startup and then we’re looking at another year before coming on-line.”

The President looked disappointed. The Project was a highly advanced intelligence-gathering computer system that one of Durant’s many companies was developing for the National Security Agency. If the Project lived up to Durant’s promises, it could find and track any foreign or terrorist threat targeting the United States.

“But I’ll have my people check into it,” Durant said. The President looked pleased. Durant’s worldwide business contacts gave him an intelligence database that rivaled the CIA’s. A discreet knock stopped him from saying more. Broderick opened the door and Stephan Serick, the National Security Advisor, stomped in.

“You need to see this,” Serick said, holding up a videocassette. Stephan Serick’s childhood Latvian accent was still strong, and the basset hound jowls, heavy limp, and twisted cane were famous trademarks of the man who had served under two presidents of different political parties. “Communications took it off a satellite feed.” He collapsed into a chair while Broderick fed the cassette into the TV. “A tourist filmed it. Damned videos.”

At first, the scene was a repeat of what they had seen before; the huge crater in Market Street, the mangled cars and the gaping hole that once was the façade of the San Francisco Shopping Emporium. Serick shuddered. “They even got BART.” BART was the Bay Area Rapid Transit subway that ran under Market Street. Then the scene on the TV changed as the tourist ran through the debris following a fireman. The camera jolted to a stop and focused on a man emerging from a cloud of dust and debris, his clothes smoking. He was carrying an unconscious girl in his arms.

“That’s Meredith,” Serick muttered. They watched as Meredith handed the woman to the fireman, his face racked with anguish.

“Just like Oklahoma City,” Durant said in a low voice. On the screen, Meredith collapsed to his knees, panting hard. A blanket was thrown over his shoulders.

A voice from off screen said, “My God, the man’s a real hero.”

Meredith looked up, his lean, handsome face ravaged. He pointed to four firemen wearing respirators descending into the smoke billowing from the underground BART station. “There’s your real heroes.” He struggled to his feet. “I had to do something…. I was there.” The tape ended.


“Son of a bitch!” Broderick roared. Then more calmly, “Would you care to guess when this will hit the air?”

“About the time the President lands in San Francisco,” the Vice President replied. Meredith was going to preempt the President’s arrival on the morning news.

Broderick looked at Durant. “Can you stop it?”

“I don’t see how,” Durant replied.

“Well,” Broderick said, “Meredith is your boy.”

Durant’s face turned to granite. Kyle Broderick, arguably the second most powerful man in the United States government, had overstepped his bounds. Durant’s next words were spoken quietly. “Nothing could be further from the truth.” Durant was seething at the suggestion he would have anything to do with Meredith. He stood up to leave.

“Ah, Kyle,” the President said, frowning at his chief of staff, “why don’t you check with the communications section for foreign reaction?” Broderick nodded and hurriedly left the room. Durant sat back down. “Sometimes I think that boy is suicidal,” the President said soothingly. “But seriously, we are concerned about Meredith and there have been rumors….” He deliberately let his words trail off.

Durant looked at the Vice President and Serick. “I need to speak to the President in private.”

The two men stood and Serick led the way out, his limp more pronounced. The President’s personal assistant took the opportunity to stick her head through the open door. “Mr. President, the British Ambassador and Secretary of State are waiting in the Oval Office.” She looked at her watch, a sign they were far behind schedule.

“Ask the ambassador if she’d like another cup of tea,” the President said. He waved a hand and his personal assistant closed the door. “What’s bothering you, Nelson? If it’s Kyle, he’s gone.”

Durant shook his head. Kyle Broderick had only given words to what the President was thinking. Chasing the chief of staff out of the room had been enough to set things right. He looked at his hands. “I’m not in contact with Meredith. We have no common interests.” The President was stunned. It was a tacit admission that Jonathan Meredith was beyond Durant’s influence. “And Meredith is running for President,” Durant added.

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” the President replied.

“Jim, Meredith fancies himself an American Caesar, and he’s about to cross the Rubicon.” Durant’s analogy to Caesar taking the fateful step and ordering his army to cross the Rubicon in his quest to become Rome’s emperor hit home. Nelson Durant stared at his President. “All of Rome couldn’t stop Caesar. Can you?”

1:00 A.M. Friday, March 5,
 San Francisco

“It was Oklahoma City all over again,” Marcy said. She was sitting beside Sutherland in the hospital’s waiting room, which had been turned into a makeshift emergency ward. The room was filled with walking wounded from the explosion. “The doctor said you’ve got a bad concussion,” she told him. “They want to hold you awhile for observation.”

Sutherland reached for her hand, needing human contact. She responded, her hands clasping his. “The other people on the roof?” he asked.

She shook her head, and he could feel her tremble. “We were the only ones. Hank, you saved me. I was going over the side, you grabbed me…” She lost her voice.

“The waitress?”

“She’s going to be okay.” Then, stronger, “Thanks to you. I could’ve never gotten her off the roof or gone down that stairwell by myself. If you hadn’t been there…”

The enormity of it all came crashing down on him. “Oh, shit,” he moaned as a new emotion swept over him, driving him into deep despair. “The hostess, she jumped me to the head of the line, if she had sat us at any other table…” That was all he could say as guilt claimed him, demanding a penance for being alive.

“It was just one of those things,” Marcy said, understanding what he was going through. “It was just coincidence.”

Sutherland lay his head back. Just coincidence, he thought. We’re alive and they’re all dead because of coincidence. He tried not to think about it and focused on the TV in the corner.

“The FBI is now certain,” the commentator said, “that this was a calculated act of terrorism gone wrong. The bomb exploded prematurely while being moved down Market Street. So far, the death toll has reached four hundred twenty-two and is expected to go higher. We’re awaiting the arrival of the President, who is due to land at any moment.”

“Screw the President,” Marcy grumbled.

As if on cue, the commentator held his hand to his ear to be sure he heard right. “The video coverage we are about to show was taken by a tourist moments after the explosion.” The screen flickered and the back of a fireman appeared as he ran toward the collapsing building. The camera came to a stop and Meredith appeared running out of the building with an unconscious girl in his arms. Sutherland pulled himself into a half-sitting position. The movement made his head hurt. “That’s the waitress,” he said. “Holy shit, it’s Meredith!”

Marcy waved a hand at him, commanding him to be quiet as the scene played out. Meredith’s face filled the screen as he uttered, “I had to do something…. I was there.” The scene cut back to live coverage. Meredith was being interviewed by Liz Gordon, CNC-TV’s premier reporter. In the background, floodlights lit the façade of the Shopping Emporium. Sutherland had to concentrate as his mind reeled.

Meredith was forty-six, handsome, six feet tall, with dark hair that was lightly streaked with gray. His lean body was taut and conditioned, the result of countless hours of exercise. But it was his voice, full of warmth and honesty, that captured the moment and came through the glass. “We could have prevented this,” Meredith said. His face filled the screen. “We need to go after these cowards and stop them dead in their tracks. We’ve been too concerned with their constitutional rights. Where are the rights of the victims? We need to send a message to our leaders, our judges, that this must stop. Give the FBI, our police, the power they need to root out this evil before they kill again.”

“He’s right,” Marcy whispered. Then, louder, “So right.” Sutherland turned away from the screen and studied Marcy, taking the measure of her reaction. She stood up. “My editor wants a follow-up. I’ve got to go.”

Sutherland sat up but almost passed out. “Marcy, take some time to get over this.”

She stood and touched his hand. “Do we ever have enough time?” She bent over and kissed his cheek. “See you around.”

He watched her walk away. “See you around,” he repeated as the guilt came crashing back.
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6:00 A.M., Tuesday, April 6,
 Aspen, Colo.

Nelson Durant stood at the picture window and watched the long shadows of early morning retreat across the valley below him and up the side of the mountain. So much like Kandersteg, he mused, thinking of his chalet in the Swiss Alps. He sipped at the steaming mug of coffee. He loved this time of day and wondered how many more of them he had. The cancer was in remission, and his health was good so he probably had a few more years. Don’t beg for more, he chided himself. Take however many good days you can get and enjoy them. The trick is knowing when you’re having one.

He scanned the news summary his staff prepared every morning. Lately, the media was hyping the craziness that was sweeping the country as the end of the millennium approached. The Pet Cemeterians were launching a multimillion-dollar lobbying campaign to create federal pet cemeteries that would endure for the next thousand years; Heaven’s Gate Revivalists were holding a convention in Las Vegas; and a millenarian had sealed himself, along with his four wives and a hundred ardent followers, in the cafeteria at the bottom of Carlsbad Caverns until the century ended in nine months, on December 31, 1999. But like so many, the millenarian was confused: the century, and the millennium, ended a year later. Nothing serious, Durant thought. So far.

Arturo Rios, his longtime assistant, came through the open door and stood in front of the fireplace absorbing warmth from the burning logs. Rios had started out as Durant’s copilot and bodyguard. When the big man proved he was a trustworthy and accomplished aide, Durant had made him his personal assistant. And somewhere along the way, Rios had become as good a friend as Durant could have. “Anything on the bombing?” Durant asked. It had been a month since the San Francisco Shopping Emporium had been destroyed and there were still no leads.

“Nothing,” Rios answered. “Everything is coming up dry.”

“Up the ante.”

“How much?” Rios asked.

“Make it two million and a pardon. That should get someone to start talking.” Durant looked out the window and studied the early April morning. It was a perfect day for flying and he hadn’t flown his beloved Staggerwing Beech in weeks. “How’s the schedule today?”

Rios knew the signs. “Nothing pressing,” he replied. “The videotape from the field test came in last night. Interesting results.” The videotape in question was the product of a micro TV camera and a remote videocassette recorder created by Century Communications, one of Durant’s many companies. The camera was a triumph in miniaturization and was being field-tested under real conditions. “The FBI or CIA would kill to get their hands on it.”

Durant shook his head. “It might get in the wrong hands. See if we can sell it as an add-on to the Project.” While Durant firmly believed in making money off government contracts, long experience with the political establishment had taught him caution. Partisan politicians were not above turning a system like the Project against their fellow Americans. Fortunately, the National Security Agency was well insulated from the politicians because of its technical nature.

They walked into the secure office built into the side of the mountain. Durant sat down in an easy chair in front of a bank of TV monitors. An image of Jonathan Meredith sitting at a conference table in a roomful of people filled the center screen. “We ran the test at Meredith’s headquarters,” Rios explained. “We had no trouble getting past security.” He laughed. “They caught the FBI at the door. We’re satisfied with the picture but the sound needs work. Couldn’t get it all.”

“What was the meeting about?” Durant asked.

“It was a planning session for a rally in Sacramento on the first of May. We caught some reference about a ‘bombshell.’”

“Stay on top of it,” Durant ordered.

“Will do, Boss.”

Durant arched an eyebrow. Rios only called him “Boss” when he wanted to get Durant’s attention or was very upset. “What’s the matter?” Durant asked.

“It’s Meredith.” He spat the name.

Durant was surprised at the emotion in the big man’s voice. Normally, Art Rios only got emotional about his wife, children, and flying. Not necessarily in that order. “You’re really worried?”

Rios nodded. “He’s dangerous. Very dangerous. Someone’s got to stop him before he turns into a Hitler.”

Whatever joy Durant felt was gone and the day turned sour. “That’s the President’s job,” he grumbled. “Not mine. What else is on the schedule this week?”

“The Project is still scheduled for start-up tomorrow. You might want to be there.” Rios’s face brightened. “The weather’s clear all the way to Virginia and the Staggerwing is good-to-go.”

Durant smiled. Rios knew how to cheer him up. “Well, if the weather’s cooperating, the day won’t be a total loss.”


11:30 A.M., Tuesday, April 6,
 Sacramento, Calif.

Hank Sutherland sat alone at the prosecutor’s table listening carefully as the famous R. Garrison Cooper ended the defense’s closing arguments. Sutherland still wore a small bandage on his forehead to remind the jury of the San Francisco bombing, but nothing in his face betrayed what was churning beneath its surface. The great Cooper, the nemesis of every district attorney, was blowing it.

“The prosecution’s case,” Cooper bellowed, his gravelly voice betraying years of boozing, “hinges on the testimony of two low-life scumbags—” Cooper paused, waiting for Sutherland’s objection. There wasn’t one. “—who are convicted rapists of a thirteen-year-old girl.”

Sutherland folded his hands and nodded, knowing every eye in the courtroom was on him, not Cooper. He glanced at the defense table, the rank of high-priced and famous defense attorneys who took up the left side of the courtroom, the troupe the press delighted in calling “the dream team of the century.” To a man, they all wore solemn expressions.

The three worried defendants refused to look Sutherland’s way. The memory of his destruction of the first defendant who had taken the stand was still painful. Sutherland had pursued the first defendant so relentlessly that the dream team refused to let the other two testify. Now the three solid citizens, the pillars of their community, were crouched behind the pile of law books, documents, computer monitors, and briefcases that littered the defense table.

Like everything else in his life, Sutherland’s table was clean and neatly arranged with only a legal pad, a pencil, and a thin folder arranged squarely in front of him as he sat alone. At first, the dream team had exuded confidence and spoke in patronizing tones when alluding to the lonely prosecutor in their statements to the media. But as the trial wore on, Sutherland single-handedly destroyed every argument the dream team advanced. Much to the shame and anger of the defense, he became the lone voice crying out for justice. When the dream team finally realized they were overmatched, it was too late to do anything about it. Their confidence, and with it their egos, wound up in the trash can.

Cooper cast a sad look in Sutherland’s direction before turning to the jury. All very good theater, Sutherland decided.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Cooper pleaded, “do not be afraid to do the right thing. Do not be afraid to let good citizens defend their neighborhoods. In the name of justice, find these three worthy men not guilty.” He dropped his chin to his chest, his gray shaggy mane of hair flopping over his forehead for effect. The defense had rested.

Jane Evans studied the faces in her courtroom, clasped her hands, and leaned forward. “We are nearing lunchtime and this would be a good time to break.” She smiled at the jury. “You have been most patient and we’re nearing the end. By now, you know by heart the instructions not to discuss the case. We’ll reconvene at one-thirty.” The jury smiled back at her as she rose and left the bench. Sutherland also smiled. He had been lucky in drawing the big woman as the trial judge. He could almost feel R. Garrison Cooper’s hate and fear for Jane Evans emanating from the defense table.

Sutherland stood and let the courtroom empty before pushing out into the corridor. Finally, it was time. He walked up the aisle, through the doors, and into Marcy Bangor. He gave a mental sigh. Regardless of the ordeal they had shared in San Francisco, Marcy was superficial in her reporting. He chalked it up to youth and inexperience. As usual, she was wearing a provocative miniskirt and low-cut blouse for maximum exposure of her better assets.

Two TV reporters and their cameramen were directly behind her, shoving their microphones over her shoulder. But Marcy held them at bay and cornered Sutherland  against the wall. “Haven’t seen you since the San Francisco bombing,” Sutherland said. “You look great.”

“It was really just a few bad bruises and scrapes,” she replied, pleased that Sutherland had established her credentials with the TV reporters pushing at her back. “Do you think Mr. Cooper’s plea for ‘doing the right thing’ in the name of justice swayed the jury?”

“Mr. Cooper always sways a jury,” Sutherland conceded. “But I think the jury will see through his argument and realize we’re dealing with criminal conduct here.”

“Many people claim they were only acting in self-defense,” Marcy said, holding her minicassette up in the videocamera’s lens.

Hank Sutherland shook his head. “By acting like vigilantes from a private army? I find that argument hard to accept.”

Marcy was persistent. “Private army? They were members of a Neighborhood Brigade protecting their homes from gangbangers.” She deliberately omitted mentioning the Neighborhood Brigades were created by Jonathan Meredith.

“They were three adult men patrolling the streets who discovered a thirteen-year-old girl and two fourteen-year-old boys spraying graffiti on a wall at two o’clock in the morning. They should have called the police.”

“What could the police do?” Marcy asked. “They were juveniles and would have been back on the street in an hour, back at it.”

“That did not give the men the right to strip the kids naked,” Sutherland snapped, “spray them green with their own paint cans, and dump them in a parking lot.”

A TV reporter pushing at Marcy’s back chimed in. “But it wasn’t their fault that two punks were sitting in a car drinking.”

Marcy stepped on the TV reporter’s toe forcing her back. “It was the drunks, not the defendants, who raped the girl.”

Marcy had missed the point and Sutherland decided to drive the issue home. “And beat up the boys when they tried to intervene. Those drunks almost killed a kid. And these three ‘worthy men’—those are Mr. Cooper’s words, not mine—did nothing. They stood by, laughed, watched, and encouraged the men. They are as guilty as the two punks who—”

A TV reporter interrupted. “Who you successfully prosecuted.”

Sutherland made them focus on the crime. “We don’t strip our kids naked and turn them over to criminals. Because of what they did, these men are being tried for kidnapping, conspiracy to commit murder, assault, and conspiracy to commit rape.”

“Isn’t the possibility of a life sentence overly harsh for this crime?” Marcy asked.

“That is also for the jury to decide,” Sutherland said. “Please excuse me,” he said, “but I would like to eat lunch.” He shouldered his way past the reporters and headed for the district attorney’s office where his team was waiting for a last-minute prep. He may have been alone in the courtroom, but he was backed up and coached by three of the brightest assistants on the D.A.’s staff.

“His wife left him for another guy,” one of the TV reporters said.

“Can you blame her?” her cameraman replied. “He’s such a tight asshole.”

Marcy Bangor considered the possibilities and picked at her front teeth with a fingernail. “Why throw him away if he isn’t broken?”

 

Sutherland was back at the prosecution table early, his hands folded over the legal pad, his head bowed. He ran through the main points of the closing argument he had rehearsed with his staff. He rose when Jane Evans entered, and after the routine of reconvening, stepped in front of the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “justice needs only one voice…” His words trailed off as the doors at the back of the courtroom opened and two late arrivals entered. A collective gasp escaped from the audience. Jonathan Meredith entered, escorting the wife of the defendant Sutherland had destroyed on the witness stand.

Evans was about to rap the court to order and admonish the late arrivals, but the room was deadly silent as the two found open seats directly behind the defendants’ table and sat down. The wife reached across the bar and touched her husband. Before Evans could caution her, the hand was drawn back and held safely in the grasp of Jonathan Meredith. But the damage was done. Meredith had shown the jury that the defendants were safely under his wing and the foreman’s eyes were wide and lustrous, her face glowing.

Sutherland looked to the bench for help. But Jane Evans only gave him a slight shrug. There was nothing she could do without making the situation worse. Sutherland stood motionless for a moment, his head bowed. Then he raised his eyes to the jury and started to speak. But every face in front of him was a perfect reflection of what he had seen in the foreman. “Every society,” he said, improvising as he spoke, “finds its future in its children. If we do not protect them, and in many cases save them from their own rash actions, we have no future. This is our duty as a society, this is your duty as citizens.” Somehow, his words sounded hollow and meaningless.

 

“Hank,” Marcy called as he stepped through the courtroom doors into the corridor. This time she was alone and the hallway deserted. Everyone was clustered around Jonathan Meredith, the defendants’ wives, and the dream team in the main lobby. “How long do you think the jury will be out?”

“Hard to say,” he answered. “Every jury is different.” Marcy bobbed her head and hurried down the hall, toward the main lobby where Meredith and the news was. Sutherland stared at her back and then took the side stairs to return to the District Attorney’s building. Outside, he walked slowly, in no hurry to return to the pandemonium sweeping his office. Meredith’s well-timed arrival had muddied the case. Still, he fold himself, juries have a way of seeing the truth.

His cellular phone beeped at him. He fished it out and flipped it open. “The jury’s back,” a voice told him.

“That must be a record,” he muttered.

 

Jane Evans unfolded the verdict forms and, satisfied they were correct, handed them to the clerk. “Before the clerk reads the verdict, I want to warn the audience that I will not tolerate any outburst or demonstration in my courtroom, and I will have the bailiffs immediately clear the room.” She nodded to the clerk.

The clerk stood and unfolded the forms. Her face lit up and tears filled her eyes as she read. “We the jury in the above entitled cause, find the defendants not guilty.”

The room exploded in applause and shouts as Meredith jumped to his feet and reached across the bar, pumping the hand of the nearest defendant. Immediately, the other two defendants joined in, their hands all coupling in a common cause. The bailiffs went crazy and headed for the bar, determined to reestablish the sanctity, not to mention the security, of the courtroom. Jane Evans rapped hard to no avail and the bailiffs looked to her for guidance. But they could not hear her over the uproar. She shook her head and motioned them back, still banging the gavel.

Meredith looked at her and smiled. He drew his hand out of the pile and raised his arm high above his head. Immediately, the courtroom fell silent as he sat down.

Evans took a deep breath and swallowed what she really wanted to say. This was her courtroom and not his. “You have been found not guilty and will be returned to the county jail for immediate processing and release.” She motioned to the bailiffs to escort them from the courtroom.

Meredith sprang to his feet. “Your Honor, these are free men and cannot be treated like common criminals.”

Sutherland was on his feet. “Your Honor, Mr. Meredith has no standing to speak here. We must still follow the rules and regulations.”

“Must I repeat myself?” Meredith thundered, his voice commanding the room. It was a rhetorical question that, under the circumstances, neither Evans nor Sutherland chose to answer. “These are free men. Your rules and regulations no longer apply. One of my assistants will process them. I am going to escort them and their families outside where they can breathe the pure clean air of freedom.”

Meredith reached over and swung the gate at the bar open, holding it while the defendants and the dream team walked through. The last man out was R. Garrison Cooper who looked over at Sutherland. “Eat shit, son,” he growled in a low voice.

 

Sutherland took the elevator to the fourth floor of 901 G Street and braced himself when the doors swooshed open. It was going to be a long walk to his office. “Hey, Hank,” a voice called, “anyone can lose a case but it takes skill so the jury doesn’t even have to sit down.” He smiled. How many times had he pimped his fellow prosecutors when they lost a case? He rationalized that the good-natured kidding went with the territory.

“For a slam dunk, you didn’t fuck it up too bad.” This from the oldest and most experienced deputy D.A. More heads popped out of their cubicles and a few doors from the window offices swung open. The walk was turning into a gauntlet.

“Welcome to the real world.” Again, Sutherland smiled. He didn’t have a choice.

A woman deputy D.A. joined the fun. “Finally had to take a hard one, Hank?”

Another voice joined the growing chorus. “It wasn’t your fault, you did about as good as you could.”

“Better than you, mate,” Sutherland muttered under his breath. A mental picture of crabs scurrying out from under rocks at low tide flashed in front of him. He finally made the sanctuary of his office and closed the door. He flopped into his chair and looked out the window, not really seeing. He took a few deep breaths and checked his voice mail: call his realtor and the D.A. wanted to see him soonest. The realtor could wait. He heaved himself out of his chair and ambled down to the D.A.’s corner office. He muttered the D.A.’s favorite word “Soonest.” The secretary waved him in.

The D.A. was a big man with gray hair who was not what he seemed. The voters thought he was a sensitive man who cared about them and the community. In reality, he only cared about winning and ran his office with an iron fist. It was the fuzzy warm wrapper around his personality that made him dangerous. “Hank,” the D.A. said, “I heard.” He waved Sutherland to the chair beside his desk. Common wisdom on the fourth floor held that it was the goat seat reserved for those special occasions when some hapless individual was about to make office history. Sutherland sat down. Unfortunately, the chair felt comfortable. “You had a great run,” the D.A. said. “How long has it been since you lost a case?”

“Over four years,” Sutherland mumbled.

“Well, you had to lose one sooner or later.”

“Too bad it had to be this one,” Sutherland said. He heard the patronizing tone in the D.A.’s voice and it hurt.

“No one can match your record,” the D.A. replied. “Think about it. One loss in a long string of outstanding wins.” Sutherland winced as he endured the pep talk. “I heard the troops work you over out there. You were flying high and they were jealous; don’t let them get you down. Knock it out of the ballpark next time, Slugger.”

A telephone call from the governor’s office claimed the D.A.’s attention and Sutherland escaped back to his office.

He dialed his realtor and the woman’s perpetually cheery voice echoed in his ear. “Hank, we’ve got an offer on the house. Given the market, I think it’s a fair one.” He bit his tongue as she related the details. The “fair offer” was more than fifty thousand dollars less than he had invested in the house. She hammered him with the hard reality of what happens when you buy a house as an investment and not a home. Still, it had been Beth’s idea and most of her money that went into it.

Beth, he thought, where are you? Out of long habit, his eyes came to rest on the silver-framed photograph of his ex-wife on top of the bookcase as the realtor prattled on. “Look at it this way, Hank. You’re still getting more than you paid for it, which means selling isn’t a total loss.” He told her he’d think about it and get back to her in the morning.

His next call was to his accountant, who gave him the bad news. Because he had recently refinanced the house, he would owe $10,000 in prepayment penalties. It was $9,000 more than he would clear from the sale. He grunted an answer and punched at the phone, breaking the connection. Disgusted, he took off his coat, pulled his tie loose, and pulled out the folders for his next case. This one involved the murder of an inmate at Folsom Prison by another inmate and was also a slam dunk. Although now, he wasn’t so sure.

 

When he closed the last folder, it was dark outside. Rather than go home and rattle around the huge empty house, he went to Biba, an Italian restaurant on Capitol Avenue. It was a delightful habit left over from his marriage and worth every penny. The bartender recognized him and automatically mixed a semidry martini. As always, it was perfect and the aromas coming from the kitchen tantalized him with forbidden excess. He savored the drink and read the menu, in itself a sybaritic pleasure.

“Hello, Hank,” a soft voice said. He turned and tried to remember the name of the young woman standing behind him. She was a new face at the public defender’s office, a very pretty one, which he hadn’t faced in court. Sherry something. Then it came to him. “Shari with an i,” he said, giving her his best lopsided grin. He couldn’t remember her last name.


She returned his smile. “I heard you had a bad day in court.”

“It happens.”

“Not to you.” She sat down next to him as her skirt pulled up and her knee brushed against his leg. It wasn’t an accident.

“Care to join me for dinner?” he asked.

Her hand stroked the top of his thigh. “I’d love to.” They conferred over the menu like conspirators before going into the dining room. As expected, the food was excellent and, much to his surprise, Shari carried on a sparkling conversation. It all made for a delightful meal. They lingered over the last of the wine and then ordered coffee. “Does lawyer sex always start like this?” she asked.

He had never heard of the term but liked where it was leading, even if he suspected Shari was on the make, looking for a career jump into the D.A.’s office. Her hand moved along the inside of his thigh and he felt the stirrings of an erection. It had been a long time. “Hopefully, lawyer sex is more than just professional courtesy,” he replied. “Or a cynical career thing.”

“Does it matter?” she murmured, moistening her lips.

It didn’t.
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7:30 A.M., Wednesday, April 7,
 The Farm, Western Virginia

The sprawling complex in western Virginia was anything but a farm. Its Colonial-style redbrick buildings, covered walkways, and gently rolling lawns against the backdrop of the Blue Ridge Mountains were more reminiscent of an Ivy League college than the headquarters of Century Communications, one of the world’s most sophisticated research and development centers. But it was a topsy-turvy world. The scientific staff, a young and eager bunch commonly referred to as the whiz kids, looked like students while the much more numerous, older, and sedate technicians resembled professors. As a result, not one of the small group who escorted Nelson Durant and Art Rios into the Project appeared to be over the age of twenty-five.

They were standing on a small balcony lounge overlooking a conventional control center. “Our studies,” a trim young woman explained, “confirm that a traditional control room reinforces expectations.”

“It gives visiting congressmen something they can hang their hats on,” an equally young man added. “But this is the heart of the system.” He gestured at two TV monitors sitting on a simple work table in front of them. “We show ’em the main floor and that keeps them happy.” Durant smiled at the pointed barb about the mind-set of politicians and sat down in a comfortable chair that swiveled in front of two TV screens. “Meet Agnes, Mr. Durant. Agnes, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Durant.”

The screen on the right monitor came to life at the sound of the name “Agnes.” The image of a pleasant-looking woman in her mid-thirties appeared and the camera built into the monitor swept the room, matching the movement of her eyes. It briefly paused on Rios before focusing on Durant. “Hello, Mr. Durant,” the image said. “I am so pleased to meet you.” The image and the voice were computer generated and designed to be friendly.

“Well, Agnes,” Durant replied, “I’m glad to meet you too. The whiz kids tell me you can do some pretty amazing things.”

The image actually blushed. “Not really, Mr. Durant. All you do is give me a few key words so I can focus on a subject. Then I search existing libraries, files, and governmental sources for information to create an intelligence brief.” The image looked embarrassed and the voice became confidential. “I have access to the secret files of every government that uses computers to store information. Any information.”

Durant was enjoying the interplay. “Agnes, I’m shocked.”

“Well,” Agnes replied, “sometimes a girl has to do what a girl has to do.”

“Is that all you do?”

“Oh, no. I can target specific communications through satellites and things like that. For example, say you wanted to know what the German government was doing about Poland.”

“Are they doing anything about Poland?”

“I don’t know. But I could build an intelligence brief to find out. Then I would monitor, decrypt, and translate their communications to learn what was currently happening. Would you like a demonstration? I’ve never done it before, not for real.”


“What do you know about me?” he asked, throwing a curve. The image on the screen looked perplexed.

“Agnes has not been programmed to target an individual,” one of the whiz kids said.

Durant was curious to see what the system could discover about his personal life. He was the only child of a Swiss couple who had immigrated to the United States prior to World War II. Although he was born in Virginia in 1945, he still had dual citizenship in Switzerland. Because he was an only child, his mother had tutored him at home, and owing to her early influence, he became something of a recluse. When his parents had been killed in a boating accident when he was nineteen, the young Durant gained his freedom and inherited a small fortune. Still preferring anonymity and remaining in the shadows, he parlayed his inheritance into a megabillion-dollar empire in computers and communications. But Durant’s aristocratic father had instilled in him a sense of obligation and service that demanded an outlet. True to his nature, he started to move behind the scenes exploiting his wealth and contacts. Soon, he branched out and was influencing elections and events.

A reporter had once discovered Durant’s growing presence in the shadows and managed to penetrate the veil he had fashioned to protect his privacy. The reporter had learned, in very short order, what real power was and gave up the idea. The few senators and congressmen who did know of him were very discreet and only mentioned his name in private. Not even the IRS audited his tax returns, which were filed under a special arrangement and never entered in a computer. Durant valued his privacy above all else.

Agnes looked positively embarrassed. “Mr. Durant, I can’t find a thing. This is unheard of.” A determined look came over her face. “If you want, I can force the gatekeepers to talk.”

One of the whiz kids turned the monitor off. “I don’t want her to hear,” he explained. “Agnes has a built-in learning program and this is a good example of the problems we’re having bringing voice-activated interaction on-line.” He sighed. “We had a terrible time getting past idioms. You should have seen how she responded to ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.’ But this is totally new. How in the world can she force a computer’s gatekeeper to talk?” No one could answer his question and he turned the monitor back on.

“Sorry, Agnes,” Durant said. “We wanted to have a private conversation.” The image nodded in understanding. “I’m rather boring old stuff so forget me. What can you tell me about the number-one terrorist threat to the United States?” This was exactly what the Project had been created to do.

“Oh, that’s easy, Mr. Durant.”

“Please display,” one of the whiz kids said.

Agnes got huffy. “Please. I’m working with Mr. Durant.”

“Please display, Agnes,” Durant said. The second screen came alive. This time a man’s voice started to speak as Agnes looked on. This was all new to her. The words The Armed Islamic Group—the primary terrorist threat appeared on the screen. A series of pictures, maps, and video sound bites scrolled for viewing as the man talked.

“The Armed Islamic Group, or AIG for short, is a privately financed terrorist organization currently operating in the Sudan and under the protection of the Sudanese government. The AIG is led and financed by this man, Jamil bin Assam.” A picture of a short, dumpy man wearing a general’s uniform appeared on the screen. He was smiling through a heavy beard and standing in front of a U.S.-built C-130 cargo plane. “The AIG has discovered a new strain of fast-burning Ebola virus in the Sudd of southern Sudan.” Pictures of corpses in a Dinka village ravaged by the virus scrolled on the screen. The pictures were horrible and showed bodies lying in their own mucus, blood, and excrement.

“How does Ebola work?” Durant asked.

The voice never missed a beat at the interruption. “Ebola attacks the circulatory system. First, it infects platelets in the blood and soon the blood won’t clot. Then the endothelial cells fail and blood vessels leak. It’s a double knock-out and once a person is infected, there’s no known cure. According to our reports, this new strain is very fast-acting and kills its victim in less than twelve hours. Because the virus dies with its victim, it is its own worst enemy.

“Until recently, technicians working with the AIG in the Sudan managed to keep the virus alive in human hosts while they developed a stable host culture that was immune to the virus. Needless to say, the cost in human life was horrific as the victims died so quickly. Two weeks ago, the AIG’s technicians developed the host culture they were looking for. Currently, the AIG is experimenting with aerosol delivery systems at its underground laboratories in western Sudan.” A map and pictures of what looked like an agricultural experimental station in a desert valley scrolled on the screen.

“What is your assessment?” Durant asked.

“We believe,” the voice said, “that the Armed Islamic Group will have an operable weapons system of mass destruction using this strain of Ebola virus within six months.”

Durant asked the question that had baffled intelligence analysts and political leaders the world over since time immemorial. “What are their intentions?”

The computer never hesitated. “They will use it. But as of now, we don’t know when or where.”

“Who else knows about this?” Durant asked.

“The CIA,” the computer replied. “But as of this time, it has not been forwarded to the National Security Council or the President.”

Durant thought for a moment. “Agnes, can this be brought to the attention of Stephan Serick?” He assumed Agnes knew that Serick was the National Security Advisor to the President.

“Of course,” Agnes said.


9:20 A.M., Wednesday, April 7,
 Sacramento, Calif.

The news of Sutherland’s spectacular defeat the day before in court had been thoroughly discussed, analyzed, and embellished by the office pundits. While most laid the defeat of the D.A.’s top gun at Meredith’s feet, a few thicker heads saw the hand of R. Garrison Cooper at work. Now the crabs were waiting for Sutherland when he got off the elevator, eager for a fresh breakfast after the meal from the day before.

“Sleeping with the enemy, Hank?” Someone had seen him with Shari at Biba’s. For all their supposed sophistication, Sacramento’s deputy district attorneys traded gossip like old biddies out of a bad romance novel.

“Hope you’re practicing safe sex.” Someone was into socially meaningful literature.

“Never trust a lawyer,” a woman called, obviously a legal thriller fan.

“Does she have an overbite?” a reader of pornography asked.

He shut the door to his office a little too hard. Damn! he raged to himself as he looked around. All his furniture was gone. He knew where to look and marched down to the men’s room. There, carefully arranged exactly as it had been in his office, was all his furniture. He sat down at his desk. The crabs were having a field day, and it was going to be a long morning. Much to his surprise, the phone rang. He picked it up, expecting another prank.

It was Marcy Bangor. “Hank, I’m doing a follow-up from yesterday. How are you doing?”

“You might say I’m in the toilet.”

“Do you have any comment on the jury’s verdict?”

Sutherland put on his best lawyer hat. “In our system, the jury has the final word, and they have spoken. Anything I have to say at this point is moot.”

“Any comment on the rumor that Cooper has filed a complaint with the State Bar charging you with unethical conduct during the trial.”

“I hadn’t heard,” Sutherland admitted. “Coop got his feelings hurt and likes to rub salt in open wounds.” He forced a laugh. “He’s a sorry loser and a mean winner.”

“Can I quote you?”

“Quote away.” He broke the connection and the phone immediately rang. It was his realtor.

“Hank, what about the offer on the house? We’ve only got twenty-four hours to respond.”

“I want to walk away with ten thousand cash. You work the numbers and come up with a counter.”

“That’s not reasonable in this market,” she told him.

“Well, that’s the deal. See what you can do.” He hung up.

Again, the phone rang and he picked it up. This time it was a woman he didn’t recognize. “Gus Perkins is in the hospital, Mr. Sutherland. He’s dying.”

Gus Perkins, he thought. An old promise had come back to haunt him and the name echoed with sorrow. “Where?”

“Mercy General,” the woman answered. “He’s been waiting for over four years.”

“I know,” Sutherland said. “I’m on my way.” He broke the connection and dialed building maintenance to have them move his furniture back into his office. He banged down the phone. “What the hell,” he muttered. He was in the right place. He headed for the elevator before the phone rang again. But an administrative assistant stopped him with the news that the D.A. had called an emergency staff meeting. Sutherland shook his head. “I’m late for a prior commitment. The staff meeting will have to wait.”

 

Mercy General was all brisk efficiency and he had no trouble finding the room. A dowdy, very tired, middle-age woman was sitting beside the bed. Should I know her? he thought. At first, he didn’t recognize the man lying in the bed. He remembered Gus Perkins as being a portly, robust, friendly old man. Now, he was a wizened, shrunken gnome. “He’s drifting in and out of consciousness,” she said. He recognized her voice from the phone call. “He got up every morning and got dressed waiting for you to come, like you promised.”

Sutherland shook his head. “I’m really sorry.” He wanted to offer an excuse, but everything rang false.

“Talk to him,” she said. “He can hear you.”

Sutherland sat down. “Hello, Mr. Perkins. I hope you remember me, Hank Sutherland, the prosecutor who tried to convict the man who murdered your daughter. I know that I promised I’d come see you and explain why he got off scot-free. But for some reason I kept putting it off and never got around to it.” He looked at the woman, not able to go on.

She nodded gently. “Just tell him the truth.”

“I put it off because it was my fault. I screwed up during the trial and he got off on a technicality.” He stopped himself from going into a masquerade of excuses. It was too late for that. “But I learned and that was the last time I let a killer walk.” Perkins stirred and turned his head toward Sutherland. His eyes were alert and knowing. His hand reached out and Sutherland gently held it until the old man fell into a deep sleep. Sutherland stood to leave. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“Who knows,” the woman said, taking his place. “Maybe waiting was what kept him alive.” She sighed. “He loved her so much. Will they ever get that bastard?”

Sutherland shook his head.

 

Six messages were waiting when Sutherland went back to the men’s room. The most important was from the D.A. who wanted to know why he had missed the staff meeting. The second was from his realtor. The prospective buyers wanted to go over the house in detail with him before making a counter to his counteroffer. He ignored the other messages and escaped to the parking lot. On the drive home, he tried to visualize the condition of the bedroom. It had been quite a night and they had slept in. Then Shari had suggested an encore in the big Jacuzzi, which had further delayed their departure. Neatness was such an ingrained part of Sutherland’s nature that he couldn’t remember if he had tidied up the bedroom in the scramble to get to work.

His realtor and the buyers were waiting for him when he pulled into the driveway. He hurried to unlock the door and the couple marched in. They took a great deal of pleasure in finding fault with everything and the woman loudly announced they had to be crazy even to be making an offer. Sutherland dutifully followed them from room to room as they trashed every improvement Beth had lavished on the house. The man fancied himself a building inspector and declared it would never pass a structural inspection. Finally, Sutherland pulled the realtor aside. “These are the buyers from hell,” he told her. “They wouldn’t know a good deal if it bit them in the ass.”

“Oh, they know a good deal,” she assured him. “That’s why they’re here.”

The couple wandered back. “Why does a single man like you,” the woman asked in a nasally voice, “need a big place like this?”

Sutherland smiled at her. “Well, ma’am, what with all the registered sex offenders living in the neighborhood, it’s a perfect location for orgies.” The inspection was over.

 

It was late afternoon when he arrived back at G Street and the D.A.’s office was emptying out. Someone had moved his furniture out of the men’s room and into the hall. He decided that it was all he was going to get and collared a janitor to help him lug the desk, files, and bookcases back to his office. He took time to reorganize his desk drawers and files. Then he turned his attention to the bookcases, dusted the shelves, and arranged the books in proper order.

The D.A. paused as he passed by on his way to a fundraiser for a state legislator who had gubernatorial ambitions. “Hank, the next time I call a staff meeting, be there. We’ll talk about it in the morning.” He jerked his head and was gone.

“Screw you and the horse you rode in on,” Sutherland muttered under his breath. What’s the matter with you? he wondered. Why the sudden hostility? He’s always been a prick. Like most successful lawyers, Sutherland was constantly going over lost ground and replaying past events. It was a trait of the trade that often led to success in the courtroom. But now it only drove him deeper into his frustration. His personal life was shaking apart and he couldn’t control it. He sat down, leaned back, and closed his eyes. Suddenly, he was fully awake. He wasn’t sure how it came to him, but it hit him with all the force of a revelation. The more he thought about it, the more logical it became. Why? Wrong question. Why not? He opened his laptop computer and opened a new directory labeled BOOK. Now he needed a title. Slowly, he typed:

 

NONE CALL IT JUSTICE
 by
 Henry M. Sutherland

 

He was going to write the great exposé of the American legal system.

 

Sutherland was vaguely aware that it was morning when the phone rang. It was the woman from the hospital. “Oh,” she said, startled that she didn’t get his voice mail. “Gus passed away about an hour ago. I thought you would want to know.”

“I’m really sorry,” he said. He heard his own voice and it sounded trite and routine. “Thank you for calling.” He tried to sound more human. “Please forgive me, but I didn’t remember your name and was too embarrassed to ask.”

A long pause. “I’m Louise, her sister.”

Sutherland cursed himself for not remembering. Louise was the identical twin of Gus Perkins’s murdered daughter. Sutherland had a near-photographic memory and could recall printed pages in their entirety. Yet he was terrible when it came to matching faces with names. “Louise, if there’s a memorial service or funeral, please call me.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sutherland. I will.” She hung up.

“All right,” Sutherland muttered to himself. His life was getting back into focus. He returned to the outline he was working on
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