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Prologue




JUNIOR ACHIEVEMENT
December 1970



Pedro Aragon lay naked on a white sand beach in the arms of a lithe, brown-skinned woman who smelled of hibiscus. The fronds of a sheltering palm swayed to and fro above the lovers. Waves beat wildly against the shore. The moment would have been perfect had it not been for the fly buzzing in Pedros ear.


Pedro tried to ignore the insect, but the incessant hum would not stop. He flicked a hand at it. The buzzing grew louder. Pedro opened his eyes, and the sun-kissed beach morphed into a narrow bed covered by soiled sheets. The sound of waves was replaced by the rat-a-tat-tat of rain beating on the grime-streaked windowpanes in Pedros low-rent apartment. Gone, too, was the sweet scent of hibiscus. In its place was the musty smell of sweat, stale beer, and half-eaten pizza.


Pedro rolled on his side and stared at his droning alarm clock. For a moment, he regretted setting it. The dream had been so good. Then he remembered what might happen this evening, and he struggled out of bed. Pedro had seen too many lazy men miss their chances, and he was not going to let his slip away.


Pedro Aragon had left the slums of Mexico City for the gold-paved streets of America when he was fourteen. He was a slender boy with pearl-white teeth, dancing eyes, and a well-groomed mustache that covered lips prone to smile. It was hard to picture him hurting, let alone killing, anyone. But Pedros easygoing mood could change without warning, bringing on brief moments of insane violence. It was this lack of predictability that made him so dangerous and caused even hard men to hesitate before challenging him.


Jesus Delgado, Portland point man for a Mexican cartel, was quick to recognize the young mans talents. Under his guidance, Pedro had become an effective member of Delgados narcotics operation. Two months ago, Jesus had instructed his protg to use a chainsaw to downsize a crew chief who was skimming profits. His reward was the deceaseds job. Normally Pedro sold street amounts of heroin to burnouts, but tonight three college punks were looking to move some weight, and he could smell the money.


Pedros current place of business was an abandoned house in a rundown neighborhood where people knew better than to complain to the copsassuming that theyd talk to the cops at all. The lawn of the dilapidated house was out of control, dull gray paint was peeling from every exterior wall, and the overhang on the porch threatened to collapse. Pedro dashed through the rain and rapped on the front door. It opened instantly.


Que pasa? Pedro asked the armed guard.


Business is slow.


Itll pick up when the sun goes down.


Clyde Hopkins, a muscular cowboy with ties to Las Vegas gangsters, greeted Pedro then followed him down the hall. When they entered a small room at the back of the house, a slender man with glasses was swapping a stoned Janis Joplin wannabe a bindle of white powder for a fistful of crumpled currency. The woman rushed out without even a glance at Pedro. He knew that the entrance of the Devil himself wouldnt distract a junkie from her fix.


Hey, Benny, Pedro said to the slender man, who was sitting behind a rickety bridge table on which lay baggies filled with product. Behind the table stood an armed and grim-looking bodybuilder.


Business is slow tonight, Benny answered, pointing to a stack of bedraggled bills bound with a rubber band. Pedro counted the days take. It was low, but he wasnt worried. The college boys would come at ten-thirty and make everything right.


The preppies appeared right on time. Pedro watched them through the front window and laughed out loud as they got out of their wine-red Jaguar.


Do you believe this? he asked Clyde, who was watching over Pedros shoulder.


How have these boys stayed alive? Clyde answered with a shake of his head. Driving a fancy car into this neighborhood was tantamount to carrying a sign that read please rob me.


Pedro judged the boys to be about his ageeighteenbut where the streets had made Pedro into a man, these three looked...juvenile. Yeah, soft, childlike, their well-fed faces still marred by acne; fear and want absent from their eyes. He remembered the way they had acted the night before at The Penthouse, Jesus Delgados upscale strip club, all peace signs and groovy, larding their conversation with high-school Spanish to show that they were coolcalling Pedro amigo and bro.


The preppies were wearing a uniform as distinctive as gang colors: school blazers, chinos, Oxford blue button-down shirts, and crew-neck sweaters. The first boy was football-player big, but flabby and soft, with a mop of unruly blond hair. Still carrying his baby fat, Pedro thought. The next one through the door was Pedros heightfive tenand skinny, with black horn-rimmed glasses and limp black hair that hung to his shoulders. He looked young, like a kid. Most people would figure him for junior high way before they thought college. The last preppie was a light heavyweight, rangy and strong-looking, with a crewcut. If any of them were dangerous, it would be number three. But Pedro did not expect danger; he expected cash, or mucho dinero, as the boys had put it when they explained their proposition, which involved moving dope on their college campus. Pedro had listened politely, knowing he couldnt lose. Hed rip them off if their deal didnt feel right, or hed
start a pipeline into a sellers market where the consumers could pay top dollar.


Pedro, my man! Baby Fat said.


Amigo, Pedro responded, initiating an elaborate handshake that he made up as he went along. Mi casa es su casa.


Right on! Baby Fat answered enthusiastically. He beamed while the other two looked around nervously, taking in the AK-47 that rested on a table near a sagging couch, and the three hard cases who watched them from various parts of the room.


So, we do business, no? Pedro asked, putting on a heavy accent hed mostly lost after four years in the States.


Business, si, amigo. Lots of business.


So, what you got for me? Pedro asked.


Hey, hey, that depends on what you got for us, Baby Fat answered cagily as the heads of the other two continued to swivel from one of Pedros men to the other.


Pedro grinned. For you I got the best shit ever. Come, I show you.


He started to turn but stopped, as the front-door guard stumbled into the room. Blood was running down the front of the guards tie-dyed T-shirt. Someone had slit his throat. The guard collapsed on the floor. Behind him stood a muscular black man sporting a wild Afro and holding a very large gun. The preppies eyes went wide, and Clyde dove for the AK.


Nah, I dont think so, the black man said, squeezing off two rounds. By the time Clydes dead body hit the floor, the room was filled with armed and dangerous-looking men. The man whod murdered Clyde lowered his weapon. Two of his associates moved cautiously down the hall toward the back room.


You must be Pedro, he said calmly. Pedro did not answer. Soon youre gonna be ex-Pedro. He chuckled. As Pedros brain raced, trying to figure out a way to stay alive, he heard several shots and a scream from the direction of the back room. The leader grinned.


I think my boys found your stash, he told Pedro. Then he looked at the white boys, paying attention to them for the first time. They looked terrified. Their hands were stretched high above their heads as if this were a western and the stagecoach robbers had just told them to grab some sky.


What have we got here? He looked over his shoulder at a man with an eye-catching scar that traced a ragged path from cheek to jaw. Abdul, what you call those nice young boys who sing all pretty at the high school?


Glee club.


Yeah, glee club. He turned back to the boys. You all in a glee club?


He shifted his attention back to Pedro. Did I fuck up, Pedro? Word I had was that youre selling dope where you aint supposed to, stealin my customers, but I apologize if I messed up here. Was you all getting ready to sing Old Black Joe?


Pedro didnt answer.


Yeah, thats what I thought. You motherfuckers aint a glee club. He pointed his gun at Pedro. I think youre a dope dealer whos dealin dope in my territory. He shifted the gun muzzle so it pointed at the college boys. And youre customers giving this spic motherfucker my money. Which means, you all got to die.


Please, sir, the kid with the horn-rimmed glasses stuttered. Cant you let us go? We wont tell anyone. I swear.


The leader looked as if he was considering the proposal.


You swear, huh?


Yes, sir. We didnt know this was your territory. We can buy our dope from you. We have plenty of money.


The black man grinned and nodded. That sounds reasonable. He turned his head. That sound reasonable to you, Abdul?


They do look like upstanding white boys, Abdul answered.


You are upstanding, aint you? the leader asked.


Yes, sir, said the kid with the glasses, nodding his head vigorously. We all have very good grades.


That right? Well then, Abdul, I think we can take their word that they wont tell the police that we blew away a house full of people and stole their money, dont you?


Definitely, Abdul said, flashing an evil smile at the boys.


You will promise, wont you? Scouts honor?


His light tone disappeared as he slowly raised the muzzle of his gun so it was pointing at the gold emblem that was sown on the blazer directly over the quaking boys heart.


I have money, the kid pleaded. Lots of money.


As he reached behind him toward his wallet pocket, a wet stain spread across the front of the kids chinos and a yellow puddle formed on the floor at his feet. The gang leader stared, then started to laugh. The eyes of the black invaders focused on the skinny kids pee-stained crotch.


You see that? He pissed himself.


They were all laughing when the kid whipped out the pistol concealed beneath his blazer and started blasting. The gangsters froze, then tried to react as the Light Heavy and Baby Fat pumped shots into them. Glass shattered, and chunks of the wall flew in all directions. Pedro dove for the AK-47. A shot blew out plaster where hed been standing. He grabbed the gun, rolled behind a couch, and came up shooting as two men rushed out of the back room. The automatic sprayed shots across their chests, and they crumpled to the floor.


Stop, the Light Heavy shouted, pressing the hot muzzle of his gun against Pedros temple. Put it down, Pedro. Be cool. I just want to be sure I dont get shot in the confusion.


Pedro weighed his chances. The gun screwed tighter into his skull, twisting the skin. He dropped his weapon.


Okay, the Light Heavy said as he stepped back. Pedro looked around. Everyone was dead except him, the three schoolboys, and the leader of the black gang, who was gut-shot and rolling back and forth on the floor.


Man, that was something, the kid with the horn-rimmed glasses said in an awed whisper.


That was fucking-A great, Baby Fat agreed, especially when you peed yourself.


Hey, it got their attention, didnt it? the kid asked with a grin.


Baby Fat sniffed as he waved a hand in front of his nose. Its getting mine now.


Screw you, the kid laughed, and he and Baby Fat traded high fives while Pedro stared in amazement. Then the kid walked over to the wounded black man, who was moaning in pain. The preppie grinned.


Golly, I bet that hurts.


Fuck you, the wounded man managed.


Frankly, sir, I dont think you could get it up in your condition.


Baby Fat laughed.


Finish him, the Light Heavy said, his voice tight. We gotta get out of here.


Be cool, the kid said as he circled his prey, pointing his gun at various parts of the mans anatomy while chanting, Eeny meeny miny mo.


Stop being a jerk, the Light Heavy told him.


Gosh, youre no fun, the kid answered as he blew out the wounded mans kneecap, eliciting a hideous scream.


The kid laughed. You can really hit those high notes. Then the smile left his lips and he looked the screaming man in the eyes. Were you in your high school glee club, asshole?


Oh, for Christs sake, the Light Heavy said, emptying two shots into the screaming mans head. Now cut the shit and lets move.


Pedro tried to contain his fear. If he was going to die, he wanted to die like a man.


The Light Heavy turned to him. Grab your dope.


Pedro wasnt sure hed heard correctly.


We gotta go. The cops will be here any minute.


They werent going to kill him! Pedros legs suddenly worked. He ran to the back room. Benny lay sprawled on the floor, a bullet hole in the center of his forehead. His bodyguard lay crumpled in a corner. Pedro tore his eyes away and stuffed his stash into a suitcase, then headed back to the front room.


The goodies! Baby Fat shouted.


We got your money, the kid told Pedro. We can still do this.


Pedro hesitated, confused.


You owe us, amigo, Baby Fat told him. Youd be dead if we werent so fucking lethal.


Pedro stared at the Jaguar outside. I dont know, man. Youre gonna be hot. The cops will trace your car.


The preppies looked at each other and broke out laughing.


Not to worry, bro, the kid assured him. Its stolen.


Pedro thought he was beyond surprise, but these guys were from outer space. Then Baby Fat wrapped an arm around Pedros shoulders. One look at his face told Pedro that everything that had happened here and at The Penthouse had been an act. He was suddenly more frightened than hed been when he was facing certain death.


We could kill you and steal your drugs, the fat boy told him in a quiet and confident tone, but that would be short-sighted. What we want is a mutually beneficial partnership that will make us all a lot of money.


The kid shrugged. If youre not interested, take off and Godspeed.


What do you say, Pedro? the Light Heavy asked. Do you want to make some money?


Pedro thought about the woman in his dream and the clean white beach.


Lets go someplace and talk, he said.







Part One



THE FLASH
The Present









one




United States Senator Chester Whipple, Republican from South Carolina, a staunch soldier of God, did not drink, a fact he regretted as he paced back and forth across the front room of his Georgetown town house. It was two in the morning; his investigator, Jerry Freemont, was three hours late, and prayer alone was not calming his nerves.


The doorbell rang. Whipple rushed into the foyer, but he did not find his investigator standing on his front stoop when he opened the door. Instead, an elegantly dressed man, wearing an old school tie from Whipples alma mater, smiled at him. The senators visitor was of medium build and height. He wore his sandy hair slicked down; wire-rimmed glasses perched on a Roman nose. Whipple, a scholarship boy from a rural public school, disliked most of his privileged Harvard classmates, but they did not threaten him. In truth, Chester Whipple was a difficult man to frighten: He had the physical strength of a man who worked the land and the spiritual fortitude of one who never wavered in his faith.


Senator, I apologize for the intrusion at this late hour, the man said, handing Whipple his card. It announced that J. Stanton Northwood II was a partner in a prominent D.C. firm. Later that week, Whipple would discover that the firm employed no one by that name.


What do you want? Whipple asked, genuinely puzzled and anxious for Northwood to leave before Jerry arrived.


Whipples visitor looked grim. Im afraid that Im the bearer of bad news. May I come in?


Whipple hesitated, then led Northwood into the living room and motioned him into a seat. The lawyer leaned back, crossing his right leg over his left to expose freshly polished wingtips.


Its Mr. Freemont, Northwood said. Hes not coming.


Whipple was confused. The lawyer looked solemn. He was a fine investigator, Senator. He found the memo proving that several biotech companies contributed millions to a secret slush fund that Harold Travis is using to defeat the anti-cloning bill. Mr. Freemont also had pictorial and audio evidence that would have made a very persuasive case for criminal charges against Senator Travis and others. Unfortunately for you, he no longer has this evidencewe do.


Whipple was truly bewildered. He had no idea how Northwood knew about Jerry Freemonts assignment.


Its all very perplexing, isnt it? Northwood said. Youre expecting your investigator to bring you the key to your presidential nomination, and I show up instead. He dipped his head in mock sympathy. But surely you didnt think that my principals would just stand by quietly while you put us out of business?


The lawyers condescension sparked Whipples anger. He was a powerful man, feared by many, and he was not going to be patronized.


Where is Jerry Freemont? he demanded, rising to his full height so that he towered over the lawyer. Northwood was not fazed.


I advise you to sit down, Whipples visitor said. Youre in for a fairly strong shock.


Listen, you two-bit shyster, youve got ten seconds to tell me where Jerry is before I beat it out of you.


Let me show you, Northwood said as he pulled a snapshot out of his pocket and set it on the coffee table that separated him from the senator. He was very brave. I want you to know that. It took several hours to convince him to tell us where he was hiding the evidence.


Whipple was stunned. The photograph showed a man, barely recognizable as Jerry Freemont, suspended in air by a length of chain that bound his wrists. It was impossible to tell where the shot had been taken, but the bare beams and peaked roof suggested a barn. Only Freemonts torso and head were visible in the shot, but the cuts and burns on his body could be seen clearly.


Not a pretty sight, Northwood sighed. But you need to know that my clients are very serious when they say that they will stop at nothing to achieve their ends.


Whipple could not tear his eyes from the photograph. Jerry Freemont was a tough exstate trooper, a dear friend who had been with the senator since his first run at political office twenty years earlier. Whipples features suffused with rage, and his muscles bunched for action. Then he froze. Northwood was pointing a gun at his heart.


Sit, he said. Whipple hesitated for a moment. Northwood dropped two more photographs on the coffee table. The blood drained from the senators face.


Your wife is a very handsome woman, and your granddaughter looks charming. Shes five, isnt she?


What have you...?


No, no. Theyre perfectly fine. If you cooperate, there will be absolutely nothing to worry about.


Whipples hands curled into fists but he stayed where he was, seething with impotent fury.


Please dont force me to shoot you, Senator. That wouldnt be good for you or my principals. And it certainly wouldnt save your family. If you think well forget about them once youre dead, youre mistaken.


Whipple felt his strength and anger drain out of him. He slumped back onto his chair.


If you do as we say, you and your family will be safe.


What do you want? Whipple asked. He sounded completely defeated.


Northwood stood up. Twenty years is a long time to be in politics, Senator. Maybe this would be a good time to retire so you can spend more time with your family. And you can do something for mankind as well by making certain that the anti-cloning bill doesnt make it out of your committee. There are some very fine companies trying to develop cures for disease through the use of cloning technology. When you think about how many sick people those companies can help Im sure youll see that your previous position on the bill was a mistake.


Northwood pocketed the photographs. Do we understand each other, Senator?


Whipple stared at the top of the coffee table. After a moment he nodded.


Im glad, Northwood said, sounding genuinely pleased. Good evening.


Whipple listened to the clack of Northwoods shoes as he crossed the parquet floor of the foyer, undid the latch, and stepped outside. He heard the front door swing shuta sound that signaled the end of a lifelong dream.







two





Amanda Jaffe stroked hard and felt her body rise as she cut through the water in the YMCA pool. This was the final fifty of a two hundred-meter workout leg, and she was going as hard as she could. For a moment, she felt like she was flying instead of swimming, then the far wall appeared and she jackknifed her body into a flip turn. Amanda came out of it perfectly and dug in for the final twenty-five meters. She was a tall woman with broad shoulders and well-muscled arms that moved her forward with grace and speed. Seconds later, she crashed against the wall and came up gasping for air.


Not bad.


Amanda looked up, startled. A man crouched on the edge of the pool with a stopwatch in his hand. He had messy auburn hair and looked to be in his early thirtiessomewhere around her age. His build marked him as a competitive swimmer. Despite his cheery grin and pleasant features, Amanda backed away from the wall to put space between them.


Want to know your time?


Amanda tried to ignore the sliver of fear that cut through her gut. She was still too winded to speak, so she nodded warily. When the man told her the time, Amanda couldnt believe it. She hadnt swum that fast in years.


Im Toby Brooks. He motioned toward the first two lanes where several men and women of various ages were churning the water. Im with the Masters swim team.


Amanda Jaffe, she managed, fighting to tamp down her fear.


Nice to meet you. Suddenly Brooks looked puzzled. Then he snapped his fingers. Jaffe. Right! Amanda was certain he was going to mention one of her cases. UC Berkeley about 1993?


Amandas eyes widened from surprise, relieved that Brooks was not going to make her relive the recent past. 92, but thats pretty good. Howd you know?


I swam for UCLA. You won the two hundred free at the Pac-10s, right?


Amanda smiled despite herself. You have some memory.


My girlfriend at the time was one of the women you beat. She was really upset. You sure ruined my plans for the evening.


Sorry, Amanda said. She felt uncomfortable with Brooks so close.


Brooks grinned. No need to be. We werent getting on that well, anyway. So, what happened after the Pac-10s?


Nationals. Then I quit. I was pretty burned out by my senior year. I stayed away from pools for about five years after I graduated.


Me, too. I ran for a while until my joints started to ache. I just got back into competitive swimming.


Brooks stopped talking and Amanda knew he was waiting for her to continue the conversation.


So, do you work at the Y? she asked for something to say.


No. Im an investment banker.


Oh, Amanda said, embarrassed. I thought you were coaching the team.


I swim on the team and help out. Our coach is out sick today. Which reminds me. I put the clock on you for a reason. Ever thought about competing again? The Masters program is pretty low-key. Weve got a good spread in our age groupslate twenties to three swimmers in their eighties. We could use someone with your experience.


Thanks, but I have no interest in competing.


Could have fooled me, the way you went at that last two hundred.


Amanda knew that Brooks was just trying to be friendly, but he just made her anxious. To her relief, he glanced over at the far lanes where a group of Masters swimmers had gathered along the wall. He stood up.


Duty calls. It was nice meeting you, Amanda. Let me know if you change your mind about joining the team. Wed love to have you.


Brooks walked back to his charges. Amanda sank low in the water, leaned her head against the edge of the pool, and closed her eyes. Anyone watching would think that she was recovering from her swim, but Amanda was really fighting to keep her fear in check. She told herself that Brooks was just being friendly and that she had nothing to worry about, but she still felt anxious.


Little more than a year ago, she had almost died solving a horrifying series of murders committed by a surgeon at St. Francis Medical Center. She had never fully recovered from the experience. Before the Cardoni case, swimming was a sure way to relax. That didnt always work now. Amanda thought about trying another hard two hundred, but she didnt have the mental or physical energy to swim another lap. The encounter with Brooks had drained her.







three





The caterers were packing up and the band had already left when Harold Travis said good-bye to the last of the guests who were not on the special-contributors list. Those four men were lounging in the den, smoking Cuban cigars and sipping 1934 Taylor Fladgate port. They were also making the acquaintance of some special ladies who were going to give them an erotic thank-you for their illegal campaign contributions to the man who would soon be the Republican nominee for president of the United States.


The fund-raiser had been held in the countryside, miles from Portland, in a seventeen-thousand-square-foot octagonal house; one of four owned by the chairman of the board of a California biotech company, who was in the master bedroom with a stunning Eurasian beauty. Moments after the taillights of the caterers van faded away, Travis nodded to one of several bodyguards who had moved among the guests inconspicuously during the evening. When the guard began speaking into his cell phone, Travis crossed the lawn and lay down on a lounge chair at the edge of the swimming pool. The house lights reflected in the dark water, floating ghostlike in the ripples caused by the breeze. It was the senators first moment alone in hours, and he savored the quiet.


All of the partys biggest contributors were lining up now that Chester Whipple was out of the race. If the newspapers had been caught off guard by his sudden withdrawal, they were stunned by the vote hed used to block the anti-cloning bill, which he had supported with religious fervor. Whipples supporters were forced to back Travis now, if they wanted to have any influence in the White House. The senator was making it easy for them. He had fought the anti-cloning bill behind the scenes, using front men to do the dirty work, and he was solidly conservative on most of the other issues Whipples people favored.


Travis closed his eyes and imagined his victory in November. The Democrats were in disarray. They didnt even have a clear front-runner in the primaries, let alone someone who would threaten him in the general election. The presidency was his for the taking.


Theyre pulling up, Senator.


Travis had been so absorbed in his thoughts that he had not heard the bodyguard approach. He followed the man to the front of the house. A black Porsche was just rounding the last turn in the long driveway. Travis grew hard with anticipation and did not notice Ally Bennett, a dark-haired woman in a short black evening dress, who also watched the arrival of the Porsche from the front door.


When the car stopped, the bodyguard opened the passenger door, and Lori Andrews, a slender blonde, got out. She looked around nervously. The heat rose in the senators cheeks and groin, making him feel like a horny teenager who was about to get laid for the first time.


Jon Dupre, a handsome young man dressed in jeans, a tight black T-shirt, and a white silk jacket got out of the drivers side of the Porsche and walked over to Travis. Ally Bennett walked to his side and smiled at Lori.


Special delivery as requested, Senator, Dupre said, flashing a cocky smile.


Thank you, Jon.


When Lori saw the senator, the blood drained from her face. Andrews was frail and tiny, and looked as if shed just recently hit puberty, even though she was a mother in her early twenties. Loris parents were hard-nosed farmers who had kicked her out when they learned that she was pregnant. She hadnt finished high school, she was not particularly bright, and her looks were all she had going for her. Jon Dupre had taken her off the streets, cleaned her and fed her, and added her to his stable, because he knew that she would do anything to keep her daughter, Stacey, safe and warm. Fear and necessity had made her Jons slave, but that was going to change. She knew that she and Stacey would be free soon. Until that happened, she had to do what Jon commanded, but she never dreamed that Jon would make her go with the senator again, especially after the last time.


Lori grabbed her pimps sleeve. Please, Jon.


Whats the matter? asked Ally Bennett as she slipped a miniature cassette into Dupres hand. He pocketed it quickly.


Hes the one, Lori said.


Ally looked blank for a second. Then she understood. She stepped in front of Dupre, blocking his path to the senator.


You cant, Jon. Please, Ally begged.


Its out of my hands, Dupre answered.


Youre a real bastard.


Dupre looked embarrassed. Before he could answer, Travis said, Arent you supposed to be in the den?


Travis nodded to one of the bodyguards. Get her out of here.


The bodyguard took hold of Allys elbow.


Let go of me, Ally said angrily. She tried to pull away but the guards grip was too strong.


Im sorry, Ally told Lori as she was led into the house.


I thought you were bringing your best girls, Travis snapped.


Ally is great, Dupre assured him. Shell be terrific.


Shed better be, Travis said. Then he nodded to another man who had been quietly smoking in the shadows at the side of the house. The man walked into the light. He was dark-skinned, wiry, and of average height. His short-sleeved shirt showed off muscular arms covered by threatening tattoos. The mans face was flat and pockmarked; his brown eyes were lifeless. A slight mustache covered his upper lip.


Buenos noches, Lori, he said in a sweet voice that belied his hard looks. Once again, I will be your driver.


Loris hand flew to her mouth.


Come, chiquita.


She cast a pleading look at Dupre, but he would not meet her eye.


What about one of the other girls, he suggested to Travis, a slight quaver in his voice.


Dont you have enough trouble without pissing me off? the senator answered angrily before turning his back on Dupre and walking into the house.


Manuel, Dupre said to the man who was standing next to Lori, cant you do anything?


Who am I to stand in the way of true love?


Hes a fucking psycho, Dupre said, lowering his voice so that only he, Manuel, and Lori could hear. Manuel nodded his head toward Andrews.


Shes just pussy, man. Harold is gonna be the head of the FBI, the CIA, the DEA, and a lot of other letters in the alphabet that can fuck up both of us. Thats not a man you want to annoy.


Reality set in and Dupre swallowed. When he turned to Lori, he tried to look reassuring.


Im sorry, kid. Theres nothing I can do.


Lori looked sick. Manuel took her by the arm and led her toward a waiting car. As they faded into the dark, Dupre touched the cassette through the fabric of his coat. Manuel was right. He was out on bail, and his lawyer wasnt too sure about the outcome of his case. He needed friends in high places, and there wasnt any place higher than the White House.


Harold Travis uncurled his clenched fists and noticed that they were covered in blood. How had that happened? He remembered the girl fleeing the bedroom. My, she was fast. Her little rump had been tight and her little breasts had jiggled when she jumped across the bed. Hed let her think she could get away before catching her in the living room. He remembered leaping over the couch and grabbing a fistful of hair, but the rest was a blur. Now, Andrews was sprawled on the floor, her head turned at an odd angle and surrounded by a halo of blood. What a waste.


Travis closed his eyes and took slow, deep breaths. When he opened his eyes, he felt calmer and better able to evaluate the situation. No need to get excited, he convinced himself. This was just a tragic accident. The girl must have hit her head on the baseboard and snapped her neck or some such thing. Accidents happened every day. It wasnt his fault if the girl met with an accident. The phrase itself flooded him with relief.  Met with an accident was exactly what shed done. The little blonde was in the living room, and an accident was in the living room, and theyd met, thats all. It had nothing to do with him.


Travis caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror. It startled him. Blood had turned some of his curly black chest hairs red, and there was spatter on his cheeks and forehead. What a mess.


What to do? What to do? Take a shower, of course, but what about the body? He wasnt going to risk getting caught moving it, which meant that hed have to have Pedro Aragons manManueltake care of it. Shower first or call Manuel first, that was the question. There was the sticky problem of getting blood all over the phone, so Travis compromised. He headed for the kitchen sink. It felt good to walk naked through the house. He was in his late forties, but his body was still firm, powerful. He liked feeling strong and sexually potent. 


Travis continued to consider his options as he washed his hands. Manuel had been very efficient that other time. Of course, he only had to take the girl to the hospital and threaten her a little, then pay her something extra. There hadnt been a body to dispose of, or a room to clean. And the downside of using one of Aragons men was that Manuel would tell Pedro, and Pedrod tell the others, but it couldnt be helped. He was certain that they would call him on the carpet, as they had before. He smiled as he remembered how they had berated him. Hed hung his head and acted contrite, but inside hed been laughing. Let them save face, let them think that they were in charge. He was the United States senator. He was the one who would soon be the president of the United States.
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Tim Kerrigan groped for his coffee mug without taking his eyes from his computer monitor. He took a sip and grimaced. The office coffee was vile to start with. Now it was cold. How long did it take for hot coffee to cool? The senior deputy district attorney looked at his watch and cursed. It was already seven-thirty, and his brief had to be in Judge Lerners chambers by nine.


Patrolman Myron Tebo, with all of six weeks on the job, had arrested Claude Digby while he was standing over the battered body of Ella Morris, an eighty-five-year-old widow. The teenage burglar had confessed to the murder but yesterday, moments before court adjourned, Digbys lawyer had cross-examined Tebo about the circumstances surrounding his clients statements. It was the rookies first time on the stand and hed fallen apart, forcing Kerrigan to spend the previous evening in the courthouse library researching the law of criminal confessions.


Tims wife, Cindy, had been upset when he told her he wouldnt be home for dinner. Megan, too: she was five years old and didnt understand why Daddy wanted to write a memo to a judge when he should be reading her another bedtime installment of Alices Adventures  in Wonderland. Tim had thought about trying to explain why his work was important, but he was too tired to make the effort. Cindy had barely spoken to him this morning when he crept out of bed at five-thirty to go downtown to finish the memo. Since six-fifteen, he had been hunting for the words that would convince a liberal judge that a flustered rookie cops slightly altered version of the Miranda warnings should not invalidate a confession of murder. 


You busy?


Kerrigan looked up and found Maria Lopez standing in the doorway. Crumbs from one of the doughnuts she was always munching clung to her lower lip. After a year of handling misdemeanors, the slightly overweight, bespectacled deputy DA had graduated recently to Unit D, which prosecuted sex crimes, assaults, and other felonies. Tim was the senior deputy in Unit D, which made him Marias supervisor. The interruption annoyed Tim but he didnt let it show.


Whats up? he asked, taking a quick look at his watch.


Maria slumped into a seat across from the senior deputy. Her suit was rumpled and her long black hair had partially slipped out of the barrette that pinned it in a bun at the back of her head. Marias bloodshot eyes told Kerrigan that the deputy hadnt slept either.


Im prosecuting a guy named Jon Dupre.


Pimping, right?


Lopez nodded. Compelling and promoting. The guy runs an upscale escort service.


Drugs, too, no?


Cocaine and ecstasy for college kids. My case is strictly the escort service, and it depends on the testimony of one of Dupres women, who we rolled.


Lopez shifted in her seat. She was definitely on edge.


And? Kerrigan prodded.


Stan Gregaros cant find her.


Does Stan think she split? Kerrigan asked, concerned. Dupre wasnt the biggest fish in corruptions pond, but he wasnt a minnow, either.


Hes not sure. Loris kid was staying with a neighbor....


Lori?


Lori Andrews. Shes the witness.


Go ahead, Kerrigan said, sneaking another look at his watch.


Andrews and the neighbor have an arrangement. The kid stays with her when Loris working. The problem is, Lori never picked up Stacey.


Is Andrews the type to run and leave her kid?


Lopez shook her head. The kids the reason she agreed to testify. We had her on possession and sale, and she knew Childrens Services would take her daughter away from her if she went to prison.


Do you think Dupre did something to her?


I dont know. He couldve. Hes brutal if his girls get out of line.


What happens if Stan doesnt find her?


Lopez fidgeted and looked down. When we indicted, we convinced Judge Robard to treat our witness as a confidential reliable informant so we wouldnt have to give Dupre her name.


Why didnt you just put her somewhere he couldnt find her?


Lopez reddened.


Kerrigan sat up straight. Tell me shes not still turning tricks.


The feds are involved. They wanted her inside to find out where Dupre kept his records.


Kerrigan calmed himself. It wasnt Marias fault. Federal agents could be intimidating, and she was new in felonies and would want to play ball. Kerrigan remembered how important hed felt the first time one of his cases had been big enough to involve the FBI.


The trial starts this afternoon, Lopez continued uncomfortably. I dont have a case without the CRI.


Ask for a setover.


Weve asked for two already so the FBI could milk the witness. Dupres attorney went ballistic the second time, and Judge Robard said there wouldnt be a third.


This woman is essential? Kerrigan asked.


Lopez nodded.


If you pick a jury and she doesnt show, will Dupre get a Judgment of Acquittal?


Robard wouldnt have a choice.


Then you have to dismiss, because Double Jeopardy attaches as soon as the jury is sworn.


Dupres lawyer will move for a dismissal with prejudice.


Kerrigan thought for a moment. Robard is a hard-ass, he said. He wont grant one. And, even if he does, the odds are that it wouldnt stand up on appeal.


Lopez balled her fists. I really want this guy.


Youll get him, Maria. Guys like Dupre always trip over their egos. Trust me. Its just a matter of time.


Heads turned when Tim Kerrigan pushed through the courtroom doors and took a seat on the backbench of Judge Ivan Robards courtroomfewer than would have turned when he first joined the office four years ago, but enough to still make him feel uncomfortable. The bailiff, the court guards, and the other regulars were used to seeing Kerrigan, but some of the casual spectators cast excited glances his way and whispered to each other.


Tim saw his celebrity as a curse. It meant being constantly on display. He also thought of his looks as a curse. He was six two, tall enough to always be in plain sight, and he had wavy blond hair and green eyes that made him stand out in a crowd. More than once, he had daydreamed about walking into a courtroom unrecognized. He envied Maria Lopez. No one looked twice at her; strangers didnt stop her on the street or interrupt her meals to ask for autographs. Tim was certain that given the chance to be a celebrity, Maria would trade places with him eagerly. He would have swapped in an instant, without warning her to be careful about what she wished for.


Kerrigan had just gotten settled when Jon Dupre strutted into the courtroom in a dark, tailor-made suit, basking in the same stares that Kerrigan dreaded. He was tall, tanned, handsome, and muscular, and he walked with an easy confidence that came from growing up wealthy and pampered. A gold earring in the shape of a cross dangled from an earlobejust one of many pieces of flashy jewelry that the light danced off as he walked.


Trailing behind Dupre was his lawyer, Oscar Baron, a short, nervous man who, rumor had it, took part of his attorney fee in the women and drugs that Dupre sold.


Lopez looked up from her case file when Dupre entered the bar of the court. The defendant ignored the deputy DA and took his seat at the defense table, but Baron paused to speak to his opponent in low tones. When the bailiff rapped his gavel, there was a broad smile on Barons face and a grim look of defeat on Marias.


Judge Robard entered the courtroom through a door behind the dais, and everyone stood. Most eyes turned toward the judge, but Kerrigans stayed focused on Dupre who had been talking to a woman seated behind him in the spectators section. Another spectator blocked Tims view of the woman, but the man shifted slightly when he stood for the judge. Kerrigans breath caught in his chest.


Every once in a while a man will see a woman whose beauty short-circuits his senses. This womans raw sensuality stunned Kerrigan. Lustrous, jet-black hair framed her heart-shaped face. She had olive skin, full lips, wide brown eyes, and high cheekbones. The bailiff rapped his gavel a second time, and Kerrigan lost sight of her again when everyone sat, but he could not tear his eyes away from the spot where shed stood.


Nice ass, huh? whispered Stanley Gregaros, a detective with vice who was working Dupres case. 


Kerrigan felt heat spread across his cheeks. Who is she?


Ally Bennett, answered Gregaros as he slipped into the seat beside Kerrigan. Shes in Jons stable. Calls herself Jasmine when shes working.


She doesnt look like your typical hooker.


None of Jons girls do. Theyre all classy fillies. College kids, smart, sassy, corn-fed. Jons clientele is rich and influential. A congressman or CEO isnt going to spend a grand or two on a crack whore.


Call the case, Judge Robard ordered. The bailiff rattled off the case name and number as Maria Lopez stood.


Are you ready to proceed, Miss Lopez? the judge asked.


The state has a problem, Your Honor. Im asking for a setover.


We object, Your Honor, Oscar Baron said, leaping to his feet. This is the third time Miss Lopez has done this. The last time...


The judge cut him off with a wave of his hand. He did not look happy. Whats the basis for your motion, Miss Lopez?


Our key witness has disappeared. We were in contact with her as late as two days ago. The witness was under subpoena and assured us that she would appear.


But she hasnt?


No, Your Honor. I talked to my trial assistant before I came to court. We sent an investigator to pick her up, but she wasnt home.


The last time I granted your setover request I told you that I wouldnt grant another. Can you give me one good reason to change my mind?


Lopez cast a nervous glance at Jon Dupre, who looked bored to death.


Mr. Dupre has been out of custody since his bail hearing. He has a history of violence toward women...


This is outrageous, Oscar Baron shouted. Mr. Dupre has always claimed that hes innocent of these groundless charges. Im not surprised the states witness didnt show. Shes probably worried about perjury. And to suggest that my client had anything to do with her disappearance...


Theres no need for speeches, Mr. Baron, Judge Robard said.


He turned back to Lopez. Does your case rest completely on the testimony of this missing witness?


Shes essential, Your Honor.


Then it looks like youre between a rock and a hard place. Mr. Dupre has a right to have his case tried. This is the time weve set for the trial. Youre going to have to chose between proceeding or dismissing.


Lopez moved for dismissal and Baron moved for a dismissal with prejudice. While they argued, Kerrigan turned to the detective.


What do you think happened, Stan?


He shook his head. No idea. Andrews seemed standup. But Dupre can be a scary guy. Maybe she got cold feet.


Kerrigan shifted his attention to the front of the courtroom when Judge Robard began to speak.


Ive heard enough. The case will be dismissed on the motion of the district attorney. Bail will be exonerated.


Is that dismissal with prejudice, Your Honor?


No it is not, Mr. Baron. Court is adjourned.


Everyone in the courtroom stood when the judge rose, and Kerrigan moved his head slightly so he could see Ally Bennett again. She turned toward him for a moment, and his gut tightened. Bennett was dressed in a black tailored jacket over a cream-colored silk blouse. A string of pearls graced her slender neck. A short black skirt showed off lightly muscled and tanned legs.


A dispirited Maria Lopez stuffed her paperwork in a file and marched, head down, up the aisle. Kerrigan and Gregaros fell in step beside her.


Its not your fault, Maria, Kerrigan assured his disconsolate deputy. Ive been through this. So have most of the DAs in the office.


Well find Andrews, Gregaros assured her. Then youll put that arrogant prick away.


As they passed through the courtroom doors, Kerrigan cast one more glance at Ally Bennett, who was having an animated conversation with Dupre. She looked upset. Then the door closed behind Kerrigan, and the couple was lost from view.


That evening, Tim Kerrigan braved his wifes anger and daughters disappointment and stayed late again, but he only pretended to work. There were cases to prepare and legal briefs to write, but he was too distracted to concentrate. By six, only a few stalwarts were still working. When all of the deputies and secretaries in the area had left, Kerrigan wandered over to Maria Lopezs desk. The cleaning people were starting to move through the office, but Kerrigan was not concerned about them, and he had a story prepared if another deputy spotted him.


The loose-leaf binders containing the Dupre case were neatly stacked on one corner of Marias desk. Kerrigans hand trembled when he opened the top binder. It contained the police reports in the case. He leafed through them until he found what he wanted. Then he wrote Ally Bennetts address and phone number on a slip of paper and walked back to his office.


His pulse was pounding when he closed his door. He sat down and stared at the white notepaper with his nervous scrawl. On his desk was a photograph of Cindy and Megan. Kerrigan squeezed his eyes shut. His blood roared in his ears.


Kerrigan reached for his phone and dialed Allys number. The receiver felt hot in his hand. The phone rang twice. Kerrigans grip tightened. He started to hang up.


Hello?


It was a woman. Her voice was husky.


Hello? she repeated.


Kerrigan replaced the receiver on the cradle, closed his eyes, and leaned his head back. What was he thinking? His heartbeat was rapid enough to alarm him, so he took long, deep breaths. After a moment, he picked up the phone and dialed again. Cindy answered.


Hi, hon, he said. I caught a break. Tell Megan Ill be home soon.
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Can you take a look at something for me? Frank Jaffe asked from the doorway of Amandas office. Amandas father, a solidly built man in his late fifties, had a ruddy complexion and gray-streaked, curly black hair. A nose broken in his youth made him look more like a stevedore than a lawyer.


Amanda glanced at the clock. I was wrapping up. Ive got a date tonight.


This wont take long. Frank walked over to her desk and handed her a thick file. Its that new case I picked up in Coos Bay, the murder. There was a search at Eldriges summer cabin and I want your opinion. I dictated a memo on the points Im interested in. Id do it myself, but Im off to Roseburg for a hearing.


Cant this wait until the morning?


I have to make some decisions in the case early tomorrow. Come on, help me here.


Amanda sighed. You can be a real pain in the ass sometimes.


Frank grinned. Love you, too. I have to be in court at nine in the morning, so call my motel room around seven. The number is clipped to the file.


As soon as the door closed, Amanda opened the file. When she pulled out a stack of police reports, some crime-scene photographs fell onto her blotter. One showed a womans body sprawled on a beach where the tide had left her. Close-ups of her bloated and ravaged face documented the destruction the sea and its creatures had wreaked on her humanity.


A horrible memory overwhelmed Amanda. Without warning, she was naked, her hands bound, running in the dark, prodded by the point of a sharp knife. She fought for air, her breath coming in short gasps, just as it had on that terrible night in the tunnel. For a moment she even thought that she smelled damp earth. Amanda jammed her fist into her mouth to keep from screaming. She flung herself out of her chair and huddled on the floor in a corner of her office, bringing her knees to her chest and squeezing her eyes shut. The blood had drained from her face. Her heart was racing.


Amanda had a very clear memory of the first time she saw an autopsy photograph. She had graduated from New York University School of Law near the top of her class and had been offered a clerkship at the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. One morning, Judge Buchwald had asked her to review the file in a death penalty case. From the briefs, Amanda learned that the defendants wife had died from shock after he shot her in the shoulder with a shotgun. Shortly before lunch, Amanda noticed an innocuous-looking brown envelope buried under some papers. She became curious and opened the flap. The envelope contained a stack of photographs. When she turned the first one over, she almost passed out. In retrospect, this black-and-white photograph of a dead woman on an autopsy table had been rather tame. The only wound was in the victims shoulder. Without color, it was hard for Amanda to tell that she was seeing torn and mutilated flesh. Still, she had been dizzy and disoriented for the rest of
the day.


In the intervening years, Amanda had viewed photographs portraying every manner of cruelty that can be inflicted on a human being. Soon the most gruesome sights had no effect on her. Then the surgeona sadistic murdererhad entered her life. Policemen or medical examiners are sometimes viewed as callous by civilians who hear them cracking jokes while standing over a victim, but people who deal with violent death on a daily basis have to shield themselves from the horrors that they encounter, so they can continue to function. Amandas trauma had ripped away her shield. 


When Amanda opened her eyes, she saw where she was. She didnt remember hiding in the corner. She had no idea how shed gotten from her desk to the floor.


Amanda parked in the basement garage of a converted red-brick warehouse in Portlands Pearl District and took the elevator to her loft. It was twelve hundred feet of open space with hardwood floors, high ceilings, and tall windows that gave her a view of the metal arches of the Freemont Bridge, tankers churning the waters of the Willamette River, and the snow-covered slopes of Mount St. Helens.


Amanda double-locked her door and checked the apartment. It was irrational to think that someone was lurking inside, but she knew that she wouldnt be able to relax until she made sure that she was alone. Amanda thought back to her equally irrational reaction to Toby Brooks. She had to stop being afraid of everything. Every person she met was not a monster.


Amanda changed into sweats and went to her liquor cabinet. She was still upset by her reaction to the autopsy photographs and she needed a drink. The doorbell made her jump. Who...? Then she remembered. She looked at her watch. How had it gotten so late? She peered through the peephole. Mike Greene was in the hall. He had a bouquet of flowers. Shit! What was she going to do?


Mike had been the prosecuting attorney in the Cardoni case, and Amanda had gone out with the deputy district attorney a few times since its violent conclusion. Mike was a bear of a man, with curly black hair and a shaggy mustache. Despite having a body that made people think football or wrestling, he had never competed in any sport. Greene was a gentle soul who played tenor sax with a local jazz quartet and had a passion for chess. She knew that he also cared about her, but she found it impossible to make any kind of emotional commitment since her encounter with the surgeon.


Hi, Mike said when Amanda opened the door. Then he saw the way she was dressed.


Im sorry. I forgot we were going out.


Greene could not
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