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To Scott & Natasha and Veronica & Mike,
part of my family and four of the coolest people I know
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JAMIE MELDON rubbed his eyes vigorously, but when he stared
back at the computer screen it was still no good. He glanced at his
watch; nearly two in the morning. He was toast. At age fifty he
couldnt pull these all-nighters consistently anymore. He slipped
on his jacket and pushed back his thinning hair where it had drifted
down to his forehead.


As he packed his briefcase he thought about the voice from out
of the past. He shouldnt have, but hed called; theyd talked. Then
theyd met. He didnt want that part of his life dredged up again.
Yet he would have to do something. Hed been in private practice
for nearly fifteen years, but now represented Uncle Sam. He would
sleep on it. That always helped.


A decade ago hed been a hotshot and highly paid criminal defense
attorney in New York, legally hand-holding some of the sleaziest
of Manhattans underworld. It had been an exhilarating time
in his career, and also represented his lowest point. Hed lost control
of his life, been unfaithful to his wife, and become someone
hed grown to loathe.


When his wife had been told that she had perhaps six months to
live, something had finally clicked in Meldons brain. Hed resurrected
his marriage and helped his spouse beat a death sentence.
Hed moved the family south, and for the last ten years, instead of
defending criminals, he was sending them to prison. Everything
about that felt right, even if his financial circumstances werent
nearly as rosy.


He left the building and headed home. Even at two a.m. there was 
life in the nations capital, but once he got off the highway and rode
through the surface streets toward his neighborhood it grew quiet
and he grew more drowsy. The blue grille lights flashing off his
rearview mirror jolted him to alertness. They were in a straightaway
not a half mile from his house, but one bordered on both sides by
trees. He pulled off the road and waited. His hand slid to his wallet
where his official credentials were contained. He was worried that
hed dozed off or been driving erratically because he was so tired.


He saw the men coming toward the car. Not uniforms, but suits,
dark ones that made their starched white shirts stand out under the
three-quarter moon. Each man was about six feet tall with an athletic
build, clean-shaven face, and short hair, at least that he could
make out under the moonlight. His right hand gripped his cell
phone and he punched in 911 and kept his thumb poised over the
call key. He rolled the window down and was about to hold up his
official creds when one of the other men beat him to it.


FBI, Mr. Meldon. Im Special Agent Hope, my partner Special
Agent Reiger.


Meldon stared at the ID card and then watched as the man
flicked his hand and the familiar FBI shield appeared on the next
slot in the leather holder. I dont understand, whats this about,
Agent Hope?


E-mails and phone calls, sir.


With whom?


We need you to come with us.


What? Where?


WFO.


The Washington Field Office? Why?


Questioning, Hope replied.


Questioning? About what?


We were just told to make the pickup, Mr. Meldon. The assistant
director is waiting to talk to you.


Cant it wait until tomorrow? Im a United States attorney.


Hope looked put off. We are fully aware of your background.
We are the FBI.


Of course, but I still


You can call the AD if you want, sir, but our orders were to
bring you in ASAP.


Meldon sighed. Thats all right. Can I follow you in my car?


Yep, but my partner here has to ride with you.


Why?


Having a highly trained agent riding shotgun for you is never a
bad thing, Mr. Meldon.


Fine. Meldon slipped his phone back in his pocket and unlocked
the passenger door. Agent Reiger climbed in next to him
while Hope walked back to his car. Meldon pulled in behind the
other car and they started on their route back to D.C.


I wish you guys could have come to my office. I just came from
town.


Reiger kept his gaze on the other car. Can I ask why youre out
this late, sir?


As I mentioned, I was at my office, working.


Sunday night, this late?


Its not a nine-to-five job. Your partner mentioned phone calls
and e-mails. Was he inferring ones that I made or received?


Maybe neither.


What? Meldon snapped.


The Bureaus intel division gets chatter and scuttlebutt all the time
from the dirtbag world. It might be that someone you prosecuted
wants payback. And we understand that when you were in private
practice in New York you did not leave on the best of terms with
some of your, uh, clientele. It could be coming from that sector.


But that was a decade ago.


The mob has a long memory.


Meldon suddenly looked fearful. I want protection for my family
if theres some nut out there gunning for me.


We already have a Bucar with two agents stationed outside your
house.


They crossed over the Potomac and into D.C. proper, and a few
minutes later neared the WFO. The lead car hung a left down an
alley. Meldon pulled in behind it.


Why this way?


They just opened a new underground garage for us to use with
a hardened tunnel right into WFO. Quicker this way and under
Bureau eyes 24/7. These days who the hell knows whos watching?
Al-Qaeda to the next Timothy McVeigh.


Meldon looked at him nervously. Got it.


Those were the last words Jamie Meldon would ever speak.


The massive electric shock paralyzed him even as a large foot
stomped down on the cars brake. If Meldon had been able to look
over he wouldve seen that Reiger was wearing gloves. And those
gloves were curled around a small black box with twin prongs
sticking out. Reiger climbed out of the car as a twitching Meldon
slumped over.


The other car had stopped up ahead and Hope ran back to the
second car. Together they lifted Meldon out and leaned him face first
against a large Dumpster. Reiger pulled out his pistol with a suppressor
on the muzzle. He stepped forward, placed the barrel against the
back of Meldons head, and fired one round, ending the mans life.


Together they heaved the body into the Dumpster. Reiger
climbed into the dead attorneys car. He followed his partners ride
out of the alley, turned left, and then headed north while Meldons
corpse finished sinking into the garbage.


Reiger pushed a speed dial button on his phone. It was answered
after one ring. Reiger said, Done. Then he clicked off and slipped
the phone back in his pocket.


The man on the other end of the phone did likewise.


Jarvis Burns, his heavy briefcase pressing against his bad leg,
struggled to catch up to the rest of the party as they headed across
the tarmac, up the metal steps, and into the waiting aircraft.


Another man with white hair and a heavily lined face turned back
to look at him. He was Sam Donnelly, the Director of National
Intelligence, which essentially made him Americas top spy.


Everything okay, Jarv?


Perfect, Director, said Burns.


Ten minutes later Air Force One rose into the clear night air on
its way back to Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland.
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SIXTY-EIGHT . . . sixty-nine . . . seventy.

Mace Perrys chest touched the floor and then she rose up for the
last rep of push-ups. Both of her taut triceps trembled with this max
effort. She stretched out, greedily sucking in air as sweat looped
down her forehead, then flipped over and started her stomach
crunches. One hundred. Two hundred. She lost count. And next
came leg lifts; her six-pack ridges were screaming at her after five
minutes and still she kept going, driving through the pain.


Pull-ups were next. She could do seven when she got here. Now
she lifted her chin over the bar twenty-three times, the muscles in her
shoulders and arms bunching into narrow cords. With one final shout
of endorphin-fueled fury, Mace stood and started running around
the large room, once, twice, ten times, twenty times. With each lap,
the lady increased her speed until her tank shirt and shorts were
soaked through to her skin. It felt good and it also sucked because the
bars were still on the windows. She couldnt outrun them, not for
three more days anyway.


She picked up an old basketball, bounced it between her legs a
few times, and then drove to the hoop, which was a netless basket
hung on a makeshift backboard bolted to one wall. She sank the
first shot, a layup, and then paced off fifteen feet to the left, turned,
and sank a jumper. She moved around the floor, set up, and nailed
a third shot, and then a fourth. For twenty minutes she hit jump
shot after jump shot, focusing on her mechanics, trying to forget
where she was right now. She even imagined the roar of the crowd 
as Mace Perry scored the winning basket, just as she had done in
the high school state championship game her senior year.


Later, a deep voice growled, Trying out for the Olympics,
Perry?


Trying for something, said Mace as she dropped the ball,
turned, and stared at the large uniformed woman facing her, billy
club in hand. Maybe sanity.


Well, try and get your ass back to your cell. Your buff times up.


Okay, said Mace automatically. Im going right now.


Medium security dont mean no security. You hear me!


I hear you, said Mace.


You aint here much longer, but your ass is still my turf. Got
that?


Got it! Mace jogged down the hall that was enclosed by stacked
cement blocks painted gunmetal gray, just in case the residents here
werent depressed enough. The corridor ended at a solid metal door
with a square cutout at the top as a viewpoint. The guard on the
other side pushed a button on a control panel and the steel portal
clicked open. Mace passed through. Cement blocks, tubular steel,
hard doors with tiny windows out of which angry faces peered.
Clicks to go. Clicks to get back in. Welcome to incarceration for
her and her fellow three million Americans who enjoyed the luxury
of government housing and three squares for free. All you needed
to do was break the law.


When she saw who the guard was she muttered one word. Shit.


He was an older guy, fifties, with pale, sickly skin, a beer belly, no
hair, creaky knees, and a smokers caustically cracked lungs. Hed
obviously switched posts with the other guard whod been stationed
here when Mace had come through for her workout, and Mace knew
why. Hed developed an eye for her, and she spent much of her time
ducking him. Hed caught her a few times and not one of the encounters
had been pleasant.


You got four minutes to shower before chow, Perry! he snapped.
He moved his bulk into the narrow passageway she had to navigate
through.


Done it faster, she said as she tried and failed to dart past him. 
He spun her around and leaned his heft against her while she braced
herself with her palms against the wall. He shoved his fat size twelve
boots under the flimsy soles of her size sixes; now Mace was on her
tiptoes with her back arched. She felt the brush and then grip of his
meaty hand on her butt as he pulled her to him, doggie-style. Hed
managed to position them both in the one blind spot of the overhead
security camera.


Little patdown time, he said. You ladies hide shit everywhere,
dont you?


Do we?


I know your tricks.


Like you said, I only got four minutes.


I hate your kind, he breathed into her ear.


Camels and Juicy Fruit are quite a combo. He slid a hand across
her chest, squeezing hard enough to make her eyes water.


I hate your kind, he said again.


Yeah, I can really tell, she said.


Shut up!


One of his fingers probed up and down the cleft of her butt
through her shorts.


Theres no weapon in there, I swear.


I said shut up!


I just want to go take a shower. Now, more than ever.


I bet you do, he said in his gravelly rumble. I just bet you do.
One hand riding on her right hip, the other on her butt, he shoved
his boots farther under her heels. It was like she was tottering on
four-inch stilettos now. What she wouldnt have given for a stiletto,
just not the shoe kind.


She closed her eyes and tried to think of anything other than what
he was doing to her. His pleasures were relatively simple: cop a feel or
rub his hard-on against a chick when he got the chance. In the outside
world this sort of conduct wouldve earned him a minimum of twenty
years on the other side of these bars. Yet inside here it was classic he-said,
she-said, and no one would believe her without some DNA
trace. Thats why Beer Belly only pantomimed it through the clothes.
And throwing a punch at the bastard would earn her another year.


When he was done he said, You think youre something, dont
you? Youre Inmate 245, thats who you are. Cell Block B. Thats
who you are. Nothing more.


Thats who I am, said Mace as she straightened her clothes and
prayed for an early diagnosis of lung cancer for Beer Belly. What she
really wanted was to pull a gun and lay his brainson the off chance
he had anyagainst the gray walls.


In the showers she scrubbed hard and rinsed fast, something you
just innately did in here. Shed already experienced her initiation in
here after only two days. Shed busted the womans face. The fact
that shed avoided solitary or time tacked on had not endeared Mace
to her fellow inmates. They simply tagged her as a privileged bitch,
and that was about as bad as it could get in a place where your cell rep
defined every right you had or didnt have. Nearly two years later
she was still standing, but she wasnt exactly sure how.


She hustled on, every minute now precious, as she counted down
her time to freedom, with both anticipation and dread, because on
this side of the wall nothing was guaranteed except misery.
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A FEW MINUTES LATER a wet-haired Mace walked through the
chow line and received her basic food groups so crapped and fatted
up that in any other placeexcept possibly high school cafeterias
and airline coach classthey would be deemed inedible. She swallowed
enough of the garbage to keep from passing out from hunger
and rose from her seat to throw the rest away. As she passed by one
table a drumstick of a calf shot out and she fell over it, her tray clattering
away, the goop on it painting the floor a nice greenish brown.
Up and down the perimeter line, guards tensed. The inmate whod
done the tripping, a prisoner named Juanita, glanced down as Mace
slowly got to her feet.


You a clumsy bitch, said Juanita. She looked at her crew who
sat all around the queen bee Juanita had become in here. Aint she
a clumsy bitch?


Every member of Juanitas crew agreed Mace was the clumsiest
bitch ever born.


Juanita carried two-hundred-and-fifty-plus pounds on a wide six-foot
frame, with each hip the size and shape of a long-haul trucks
mud flap. Mace was five-six, about one-fifteen. On the surface Juanita
was soft, mushy; Mace was as hard as the steel doors that kept all
the bad girls inside this place. Yet Juanita could still crush her. Shed
landed here after a sweetheart plea deal for murder in the second in
which her tools had included a tire iron, a Bic lighter, and lots of
accelerant.


It was said that she liked this place much better than she ever had
her world on the outside. In here Juanita was queen bee. Out there 
she was just another GED-less fat chick to punch the hell out of,
courier drugs and guns through, or make babies with before the
man abandoned her. Outside prison Mace had known a thousand
Juanitas. She was doomed from the moment shed tumbled from
the womb.


That might have explained why Juanita had done enough crazy
stuff inside here, including two aggravated assaults and a weapons
and drugs bust, to tack twelve more years onto her original sentence.
At that rate the woman would be here until they hauled her carcass
out and slipped it into a potters field somewhere. Her fat and bones
would soon fertilize the earth and no one would either care or remember
her.


However, that left the living woman with nothing to lose, and
thats precisely what made her so dangerous, because it carved normal
societal inhibitors right out of her brain pattern. That one factor
turned mush to titanium. No matter how many reps or laps Mace
did, she could never match what Juanita had. Mace still had compassion,
still had remorse. Juanita no longer had either, if she ever did.


Mace held the fork ready. Her gaze drifted for a moment to Juanitas
wide hand planted flat on the table, orange nail polish muted
against her skin that was obscured only by a tattoo of what looked
to be a spider. An obvious target, the hand.


Not tonight. I already two-stepped with Beer Belly. Im not dancing
with you too.


Mace kept walking and slid her tray and utensils into the dirty
bin.


Only as she was leaving did she glance over at Juanita, to find the
woman still watching her. Keeping her gaze dead on Mace, Juanita
whispered something to one of her crew, a gangly lily white named
Rose. Rose was in here for nearly decapitating her husbands sexy
plaything in a bar restroom using the gutting knife hubby kept for
his fish catches. Mace had heard that the husband hadnt come to
Roses trial, but only because he was so upset shed ruined his best
blade. It was definitely more the stuff of Jerry Springer retro than
Oprah couch chatter.


Mace watched as Rose nodded and grinned, showing the nineteen 
teeth she had remaining in her gaping mouth. It was hard to believe
she was perhaps once a little girl playing dress-up, sitting on her
fathers knee, forming her cursive letters, cheering at a high school
football game, dreaming about something other than one hundred
and eighty months in a cage playing second fiddle to a bloated queen
bee with the mental makeup of Jeffrey Dahmer.


Rose had visited Mace on the second day shed been here and told
her that Juanita was the messiah and what the messiah wanted, she
got. When the cell door opened and the messiah appeared, she would
like it. Those were the rules. That was just the way it was in Juanita
Land. Mace had declined Juanitas offer several times. And before
things had truly gotten out of hand, Juanita had suddenly backed
off. Mace thought she knew why but wasnt sure. Yet it had led to
two years of fighting for her life every day, using her wits, her street
smarts, and her newly found muscle.


Mace trudged to Cell Block B and the doors slammed into place
behind all of them at precisely seven p.m. So much for another exciting
Sunday night. She sat on the steel bed with a mattress so thin laid
over it that Mace could almost see right through the damn thing.
Over the two years shed slept on it her body had absorbed every
buckle and bend in the old metal. She had three more days to go.
Well, now really only two, if she made it through the night.


Juanita knew when Mace was getting out. Thats why shed tripped
her, tried to bait her. She didnt want Mace to leave. So Mace sat in
her cell, crouched into a hard, tight wedge in the corner. Her fists
were clenched and there was something shiny and sharp in each one
of them that she kept hidden in a place not even the guards could
find. The darkness came and then strengthened into the time of night
when you figured nothing much good was going to happen because
the evil that was coming scared all the good away. And then she
waited some more. Because she knew, at some point, her cell door
would open as the guards on the night shift looked the other way in
consideration for drugs or sex, or both.


And the messiah would appear with one goal in mind: to never
again let Mace experience the light of a free day. For two years
shed been building herself up for this moment. Her buffed body 
waited with anticipation as adrenaline pumped with each exhalation
of breath.


Three minutes later the cell door slid open, and there she was.


Only it wasnt Juanita.


This visitor was tall too, over six feet with the one-inch polished
boots she wore. And the uniform was not like that of the guards. She
wore it well, not a baggy part or dirt stain to be seen. The hair was
blond and smelled good in a way that no hair in here ever could.


The visitor took a step forward, and though it was dark, there was
enough light coming from somewhere out there that Mace could see
the four stars on each shoulder. There were eleven ranks in the District
of Columbia Metropolitan Police Department, and those four
stars represented the highest one of them all.


Mace looked up, her hands still clenched, as the woman looked
down.


Hey, sis, said the D.C. chief of police. What say we get you
the hell out of here?
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ROY KINGMAN pump-faked once and then darted a bounce pass
between his defenders legs and into the paint, where a giant with
rockets in his legs named Joachim stuffed it home, the top of his
head almost above the rim.


Thats twenty-one and Im done, said Roy, the sweat trickling
down his face.


The ten young men collected their things and shuffled off to the
showers. It was six-thirty in the morning and Roy had already gotten
in three games of five-on-five full-court at his sports club in
northwest D.C. It had been eight years since hed suited up for the
University of Virginia Cavaliers as their starting point guard. At
only six-two without rockets in his legs, Roy had still led his
team to an ACC championship his senior year through hard work,
smart court sense, good fundamentals, and a bit of luck. That luck
had run out in the quarters of the NCAA when theyd slammed
headfirst into perennial power Kansas.


The Jayhawks point guard had been a blur of cat quickness and
numbing agility, and, at only six feet tall, could easily dunk. Hed
poured in twelve threes, mostly with Roys hand in his face, dished
off ten assists, and harassed the Cavs normally solid point man into
more turnovers than baskets. It was not exactly how Roy wanted to
remember his four-year collegiate career. Yet now, of course, that
was the only way he could recall it.


He showered, dressed in a white polo shirt, gray slacks, and a blue
sports jacket, his standard work wear, threw his bag in the trunk of 
his silver Audi, and headed to work. It was still only a little past
seven, but his job demanded a long, full day.


At seven-thirty he pulled into the parking garage of his office
building in Georgetown located on the waterfront, snagged his
briefcase off the front seat, chirped his Audi locks shut, and rode the
elevator car to the lobby. He said hello to Ned the thirty-something
heavyset guard, who was cramming a sausage biscuit into his mouth
while leisurely turning the pages of the latest Muscle Mag. Roy knew
that if Ned had to get up from his chair and simply shuffle fast after
a bad guy, he not only would never catch him but someone also
would have to perform mouth-to-mouth on old Ned.


As long as its not me.


He stepped on the office elevator and punched the button for the
sixth floor after swiping his key card through the slot. Less than a
minute later he reached his office suite. Since Shilling & Murdoch
didnt open until eight-thirty, he also had to use his key card to release
the lock on the law firms glass doors.


Shilling & Murdoch had forty-eight lawyers in D.C., twenty in
London, and two in the Dubai office. Roy had been to all three
places. Hed flown to the Middle East in the private plane of some
sheik who had business dealings with one of Shillings clients. It
had been an Airbus A380, the worlds largest commercial airliner,
capable of carrying about six hundred ordinary people or twenty
extraordinarily fortunate ones in ultimate luxury. Roys suite had a
bed, a couch, a desk, a computer, two hundred TV channels, unlimited
movies on demand, and a minibar. It also came with a personal
attendant, in his case a young Jordanian woman so physically perfect
that Roy spent much of the flight time pressing his call button
just so he could look at her.


He walked down the hall to his office. The law firms space was
nice, but far from ostentatious, and downright slum-dogging it compared
to the ride on the A380. All Roy needed was a desk, a chair, a
computer, and a phone. The only upgrade in his office was a basketball
hoop on the back of the door that he would shoot a little rubber
ball into while yakking on the phone or thinking.


In return for ten- or eleven-hour days and the occasional weekend work he was paid $220,000 per annum as a base with an expected
bonus/profit share on top of that of another $60,000, plus
gold-plated health care and a month of paid vacation with which to
frolic to his hearts content. Raises averaged about ten percent a
year, so next cycle he would ratchet to over three hundred grand.
Not bad for an ex-jock only five years out of law school and with
only twenty-four months at this firm.


He was a deal guy now, so he never set foot in a courtroom. Best
of all, he didnt have to write down a single billable hour because
all clients of the firm were on comprehensive retainers unless
something extraordinary happened, which never had since Roy had
worked here. Hed spent three years as a solo practitioner in private
practice. Hed wanted to get on with the public defenders office in
D.C., but that was one of the premier indigent representation outfits
in the country and the competition for a slot was intense. So Roy
had become a Criminal Justice Act, or CJA, attorney. That sounded
important, but it only meant he was on a court-approved list of
certified lawyers who were willing basically to take the crumbs the
public defenders office didnt want.


Roy had had his one-room legal shop a few blocks over from
D.C. Superior Court in office space that hed shared with six other
attorneys. In fact, theyd also shared one secretary, a part-time
paralegal, one copier/fax, and thousands of gallons of bad coffee.
Since most of Roys clients had been guilty hed spent much of his
time negotiating plea deals with U.S. attorneys, or DAs, as they
were called, since in the nations capital they prosecuted all crimes.
The only time the DAs wanted to go to trial was to get their incourt
hours up or to arbitrarily kick some ass, because the evidence
was usually so clear that a guilty verdict was almost inevitable.


Hed dreamed of playing in the NBA until hed finally accepted
that there were a zillion guys better than he would ever be, and almost
none of them would make the leap to professional hoops.
That was the principal reason Roy had gone to law school; his ball
skills werent good enough for the pros and he couldnt consistently
knock down the threes. He wondered occasionally how many other
tall lawyers were walking around with the very same history.


After getting some work lined up for his secretary when she came
in, he needed some coffee. It was right at eight oclock as he walked
down the hall to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The kitchen
staff kept the coffee in there so it would stay fresher longer.


Roy didnt get the coffee.


Instead he caught the womans body as it tumbled out of the
fridge.
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THEY RODE in a black Town Car, an SUV loaded with security
behind them. Mace glanced over at her older sister, Elizabeth,
known as Beth to her friends and some of her professional colleagues.
However, most people just called her Chief.


Mace turned and looked at the tail car. Why the caravan?


No special reason.


Why come tonight?


Beth Perry looked at the uniformed driver in front of her. Keith,
turn some tunes on up there. I dont want you falling asleep. On
these roads well end up driving off the side of a mountain.


Right, Chief. Keith dutifully turned on the radio and Kim
Carness jagged voice reached them in the backseat as she crooned
Bette Davis Eyes.


Beth turned to her sister. When she spoke her voice was low.
This way we avoid the press. And just so you know, Ive had eyes
and ears in that place from day one. I tried to run interference the
best I could for you.


So thats why the cow backed off.


You mean Juanita?


I mean the cow.


She lowered her voice further. I figured theyd planned on giving
you a parting gift. That was the reason I showed up early.


It irritated Mace that the chief of police had to have the radio
playing and whisper in her own car, but she understood why. Ears
were everywhere. At her sisters level, it wasnt just about law enforcement;
it was about politics.


Howd you manage the release two days ahead of schedule?


Time reduced for good behavior. Youd earned yourself forty-eight
whole hours of freedom.


Over two years, it doesnt seem like that big an accomplishment.


Its not, actually. She patted Mace on the arm and smiled. Not
that I would have expected it from you.


Where do I go from here?


I thought you could crash at my place. Ive got plenty of room.
The divorce was final six months ago. Teds long gone.


Her sisters eight-year marriage to Ted Blankenship had started
to unravel before Mace had gone to prison. It had ended with no
kids and a husband who hated his ex principally because she was
smarter and more successful than he ever would be.


I hope my being in prison didnt contribute to the downfall.


What contributed is that my taste in men sucks. So Im Beth
Perry again.


Hows Mom?


Still married to Moneybags and the same pain in the ass as
always.


She never came to see me. Never wrote me a single letter.


Just let it go, Mace. Thats who she is and neither one of us is
going to change the woman.


What about my condo?


Beth glanced out the window and Mace saw her frown in the reflection off the glass. I kept it going as long as I could, but the divorce
took a big slice out of my pocketbook. I ended up paying
alimony to Ted. The papers had a field day with that even though
the file was supposed to be sealed.


I hate the press. And for the record I always hated Ted.


Anyway, the bank foreclosed on your condo four months ago.


Without telling me? They can do that?


You appointed me as your power of attorney before you went
in. So they notified me.


So you couldnt tell me?


Beth glared at her. And what exactly would you have done if
I had?


It still wouldve been nice to know, Mace said grumpily.


Im sorry. It was a judgment call on my part. At least you didnt
end up owing anything on it.


Do I have anything left?


After we paid off the legal bills for your defense


We?


That was the other reason I couldnt keep paying on the condo.
The lawyers always get their money. And you wouldve done the
same for me.


Like you ever wouldve ended up in a pile of crap like this.


Do you want the rest of the bad news?


Why not? Were on a roll.


Your personal investment account got wiped out like everybody
elses in the economic freefall. Your police pension was history the
moment you were convicted. You have a grand total of one thousand
two hundred and fifteen dollars in your checking account. I talked
your creditors into knocking your debt down to about six grand and
got them to defer payments until you got back on your feet.


Mace was silent for a long minute as the car rolled along winding
roads on the way to the interstate that would eventually carry them
into Virginia and then on to D.C. In all your free time while you
were running the tenth largest police force in the country and presiding
over the security details for a presidential inauguration. Nobody
couldve done better. I know that. And if it had been me overseeing
your finances, youd probably be in a debtors prison in China.
Mace touched her sisters arm. Thanks, Beth.


I did manage to keep one thing for you.


Whats that?


Youll see when we get there.
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THE SUN was starting to come up when the Town Car turned down
a quiet residential street that dead-ended in a cul-de-sac. A few seconds
later they rolled to a stop in the driveway of a comfortable-looking
two-story frame house with a wide front porch that sat at
the very end of the road. The only giveaway that this was where the
highest-ranking cop in D.C. lived was the security stationed outside
and the portable barricades that had been moved out of the way
when theyd turned onto the street.


What the hell is this for, Beth? Mace asked. You never had a
security detail at your house before. You usually dont even have
a driver.


Different world and the mayor insisted.


Has there been a threat?


I get threats every day. Stalkers at HQ, here at home.


I know, so whats changed?


Not for you to worry about.


The car slowed and Beth Perry rolled down her window and exchanged
a few words with the officers on duty, and then she and
Mace headed into the house. Mace dropped the duffel bag containing
everything shed brought to prison with her and looked around.
Youre not going to tell me the truth about all the new security?


Theres nothing to tell. I dont particularly like it, but like I said,
the mayor insisted.


But why did he


Drop it, Mace!


The sisters did a staredown and Mace finally backed off.


So wheres Blind Man?


As if on cue, an old fifty-pound mutt with gray, black, and tan
markings came into the room. As it sniffed the air, it gave a yelp and
bounded toward Mace. She knelt and scratched Blind Man behind
the ears and then gave the dog a lingering hug, pushing her nose
into its smooth fur as Blind Man happily licked her ear.


I think I missed this guy almost as much as I missed you.


Hes been pining for you.


Hey, Blind Man, you missed me, man, you missed me?


I still cant believe they were going to put him down just because
he cant see. That dogs nose is so keen its better than having
two pairs of twenty-twenties.


Mace rose but continued to stroke Blind Mans head. You always
have been one to bring in strays with special cases. The deaf
cat, and three-legged Bill the boxer.


Everybody and everything deserves a chance.


Including little sisters?


Youve lost weight, but otherwise you look to be in great
shape.


Worked out every day. Only thing that kept me going.


Beth looked at her strangely. It took Mace a few moments to interpret.
Im clean, Beth. I was clean when I went in and I didnt
touch anything while I was in there, although let me tell you there
were more drugs in that place than at Pfizers world headquarters. I
exchanged meth for endorphins. Ill take a pee test if you want.


I dont, but your probation officer will as a post-release
condition.


Mace took a deep breath. Shed forgotten that she was now officially 
on probation for a full year because of some complicating
factors in her sentencing. If she screwed up they could send her
right back for a lot longer than twenty-four months.


I know the guy. Hes okay. Plays fair. Your first meeting is next
week.


I thought it would be sooner than that.


It usually is, but I told him youd be staying with me.


Mace stared fixedly at her sister. Any news on who set me up?


Lets talk about it later. But Ive got some ideas.


There was something in her voice that made Mace decide not to
argue. Im starving, but can I grab a shower first? Two minutes a
day of cold drizzle over two years gets to you.


Towels, soap, and shampoo are all set upstairs. Ive got the rest
of your clothes in the guest bedroom.


Thirty minutes later the two sisters sat down in the large, airy
kitchen to scrambled eggs, coffee, bacon, and toast that Beth had
prepared. The chief had changed into jeans and a sweatshirt with
FBI Academy stenciled on the front. Her hair was pulled back in
a ponytail and she was barefoot. Mace had on a white long-sleeved
shirt and a pair of corduroy pants shed last worn over two years
ago. Snug before, they now rode low on her narrow hips.


Youre going to need new things, said her sister. What are
you now, about one-fifteen?


A little less. She ran a thumb inside the waist of the saggy pants.
I didnt know I was such a porker before.


Yeah, a real porker. You could sprint circles around most of the
force even back then. No donut runs for Mace Perry.


As sunlight spilled through the windows, Beth watched as Mace
took her time with each bite and drank the coffee in careful sips.
Mace caught her sister eyeing her and put her fork and cup down.


Pathetic, I know, Mace said.


Beth leaned across and wrapped long fingers around her sisters
forearm. I cant tell you how good it is to have you back safe. What
a relief it is


Beths voice faltered and Mace saw the tall womans eyes suddenly
tear up; the same eyes that had stared down the worst the city had to
offer. Like Mace, shed started as a beat cop in the toughest neighborhoods
of D.C. that no tourist would ever have ventured into unless
he was tired of living.


The chief hurried over to the counter and poured another cup of
coffee, gazing out the window into the small backyard while she
regained her composure. Mace returned to her meal. In between
bites she asked, So what was it you kept for me?


Relieved by this change in subject, Beth said, Follow me and Ill
show you.


She opened the door to the garage and nudged the light on with her
elbow. It was a two-bay arrangement. In one parking slot sat Beths
black Jeep Cherokee. The vehicle sitting in the other space caused a
grin to spill over Maces face.


A Ducati Sport 1000 S motorcycle painted cherry red. It was the
only thing Mace had ever splurged on. And still shed gotten it dirt
cheap and secondhand from a portly cop whod bought it after going
through a midlife crisis only to realize he was terrified to ride
the damn thing.


She stepped down to the garage floor, ran her hand along the upside-down high-performance Marzocchi front forks forged from
glorious brushed aluminum. Then her fingers slipped over the Sachs
shocks that had softened journeys over some rough terrain when
shed used her private ride to chase down some bad guys off-road.
The bike had a removable tailpiece cover to give it a sporty, aerodynamic
look, but if you popped it off, it revealed a seat and became a
two-person ride. However, Mace liked to ride solo. It had a six-speed
gearbox, Marelli electronic fuel injection, L-twin cylinders, and its
engine generated nearly a hundred horses at eight thousand rpms.
Shed kept the bike far longer than any man she ever had, because she
loved this machine far more than any guy shed ever dated.


Howd my creditors miss this?


I assigned it over to myself, so there was nothing to miss. I did
it in lieu of payment for administering your affairs. She held out
the key. Your license still valid?


Even if it wasnt, you couldnt keep me off it.


Nice thing to tell the chief of police sworn to uphold and
protect.


Just uphold that thought, Ill be back.


Mace slipped the helmet on.


Wait a sec.


She looked over in time to see Beth toss her a black leather jacket
shed bought for her when shed gotten the bike. Mace slipped it on. 
Her shoulders had widened enough to where it was a tight fit, but
it still felt wonderful, because those shoulders and the rest of the
body attached to it were now free.


Mace engaged the engine.


From behind the door to the kitchen there came the sounds of
claws scratching and then Blind Man started to howl.


Hes always hated you on that thing, Beth yelled over the roar
of the bikes engine.


But God, it sounds so good, Mace shouted back.


Beth had already hit the control for the garage door. Good thing,
because a few seconds later the Ducati roared out of the bay and
into the crisp morning air, leaving its signature mark in burned-off
tread on the cement.


Before the security detail could even react and move the barriers,
Mace had already whipped around the staggered portable walls,
angling the Ducati almost parallel to the ground. The machine responded
flawlessly, like she and it had already fused into one organism.
Then she was gone in a long exhale of Italian-engineered
exhaust.


The security detail scratched its collective heads and turned to
look back at the chief. She raised her cup of coffee in mock salute to
their dedicated vigilance and returned to the house. She kept the
garage door open, however. Four years ago shed lost one garage
door to her little sisters overeager entry. She did not plan on repeating
that mistake.
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MACE KNEW that D.C. was the sort of town where on one block
you were as safe as you would be in the middle of a small town in
southern Kansas on Sunday afternoon in front of the local Methodist
church. Yet one block over, you better have Kevlar covering
every square inch of your body because chances were very good
that someone was going to get shot. That was where Mace wanted
to be. Her brain was wired to run toward the gunfire instead of
away from it. Just like her sister.


Shed been working another assignment when a slot had opened
with the Narcotics and Special Investigations Division. Shed applied.
Her arrest record was stellar, her late-to-work and tardies nonexistent.
Shed impressed the brass board and gotten the position. Shed
worked 4D Mobile Force Vice, though it was now called Focused
Mission Unit, which to her didnt sound nearly as cool.


Shed started doing jump-outs as a plainclothes, which basically
meant you cruised looking for dealers and when you saw them you
jumped out and arrested as many as you could. In certain areas of
D.C. you couldnt miss them. She could hang as many as she wanted.
The only thing holding her back was how much paperwork she
wanted to do and how much court OT she could stomach.


Shed cut her teeth on street-level dealers hand-selling rocks and
making two grand a day. They were small fish to be sure, but they
also shot people. Then there were the scratch-offs. They were either
checking a rock of crack in their palm or doing a lottery card, it was
virtually the same hand motion. And lots of lottery tickets were sold
where Mace worked. Yet shed gotten so good that she could tell by 
the motion of the index finger at twenty feet whether it was a rock
or merely Lotto. Later, shed gone undercover in the drug and homicidal
hell of the Sixth and Seventh districts. Thats when all the trouble
really began. Thats why two years of her life had vanished.


Mace flew through block after block enjoying her first free day
in nearly twenty-four months. Her dark hair whipped out from
under the racing helmet as she quickly moved from the fortress of
solitude around her sisters house, to fairly decent and safe D.C.,
then to a neighborhood whose turf battle had not yet been fully
decided between cops and bandits, and finally onto ground where
the thin blue line had failed to establish even a beachhead.


This was the Sixth District, or Six D in the MPDs carved-up fiefdom.
If Mace had a hundred bucks for every time shed seen a PCP
zombie running naked screaming through the streets here at midnight,
she wouldnt have been so ticked about losing her police pension.
In certain sections of Six D there were shuttered houses, trashed
buildings, and cannibalized cars on blocks. At night on virtually
every corner here something bad was going down and gunfire was as
ubiquitous as mosquitoes. All of the honest hardworking citizensand that constituted most of the folks who lived herejust stayed
inside and kept their heads down.


Even in daylight people moved around on the streets with furtive
looks. It was as though they just knew stingers launched from nickel-plated
Glocks with drilled-off serial numbers or else hollow-points
exploding out of virgin pistols looking for first kills could be heading
their way. Even the air here seemed to stink, and the sunlight felt
degraded by a cover of hopelessness as thick as the carbon emissions
eroding what was left of the ozone.


She slowed the Ducati and watched several of the people walking
by on the street. The homicide rate in D.C. was nowhere near what
it used to be in the late 1980s and early 1990s when young drug
kingpins wearing brutish crowns formed from the tendrils of the
crack cocaine era enjoyed their reign of terror. Back then a body
violently dropped on average over once a day, every single day of
the year, including the Sabbath. Yet currently nearly two hundred
mostly young African American males every year required a medical examiners certification as to their cause of death, so it wasnt
exactly violence-free either. The men around here craved respect,
and they seemed to believe they only would get it in increments of
nine-millimeter ordnance. And maybe they were right.


She stopped the bike, lifted off her helmet, and shook free the static
from her hair. Normally coming here on a fat-cat motorcycle at any
time of the day or night was not smart, particularly if you were white
and weaponless, as Mace was. Yet no one bothered her, no one even
approached her. Maybe they figured a woman not of color coming
here alone on a Ducati was obviously psychotic and thus apt to blow
up herself like some suicide bomber.


Hey, Mace! That you?


She twisted around on her seat to look behind her.


The gent coming toward her was short and stick-thin with a shaved
head. He had a pair of two-hundred-dollar LeBron James sneakers
on his feet minus the shoelaces.


Eddie?


He approached and looked over the bike.


Nice, nice shit. Heard you were in.


I got out.


When?


About five seconds ago.


Just a deuce, right, so you just be an inmate. He grinned at this
insult.


Just two years, thats right. Not a con. Just a lowly inmate.


My little brothers already done ten, and hes only twenty-five.
No family court crap for little bro. Hard time, he added proudly.


How many people did he kill?


Two. But them assholes both had it coming.


I bet. Well, two years was plenty long enough for me.


He patted the Ducatis gas tank and grinned, showing teeth so
white and perfect that she assumed hed gotten a nice deal on some
veneers, probably bartering some prescription pills for them. Being
seen talking to even a former police officer was not smart around
here. However, Eddie was just a bottom-level huckabuck, a street
thug. Not too bright and not connected at all, and the most illegal 
thing hed ever done was to retail bags of processed weed, a few C-rocks,
and handfuls of stolen OxyContin pills on the street. The
real players here knew that, and they also knew that Eddie had no
information about their operations that he could possibly sell to the
cops. Still, Mace was surprised he was alive. The dumb and the weak
around here were usually eradicated extremely efficiently. So maybe
he was wound tighter than she thought. Which could make him
useful to her.


Neighborhood all the same?


Some things dont change, Mace. People pop and drop. You know
that.


I know someone screwed me.


His grin faded. Dont know nothing bout that.


Yeah, but maybe you know somebody who does know.


You out now, girl. Aint no good looking in the rearview mirror.
There might be something you aint want to see. Besides, your
sister already had her boys come down through here with a fine-tooth
comb. Hell, they were just down here last week.


They were? Doing what?


Asking questions, doing their CSI thing. See thats the cool thing
having a police chief in the family. Cold case dont never go cold.
But I bet she gets some shit for it anyway. Not everybody loves the
top blue, Mace.


Like what shit?


How the hell I know? I just on the street getting by.


Her guys talk to you?


He nodded. And I told em the truth. I aint know nothing bout
nothing. He patted the Ducatis gas tank again. Hey, can I take it
for a ride?


She removed his hand from the Ducati. Theres an old saying,
Eddie, to go forward, you have to go back.


Whoever said that aint from round here.


She eyed his windbreaker, the way his left elbow was clenched
tight to his side, and how he leaned ever so slightly that way because
of the weight of what was in his pocket. You know, bro, if you want 
to carry a gun and not have the cops know, youre gonna have to
learn to walk a straighter line and loosen up your arm.


Eddie glanced down at his left pocket and then looked up, grinning.
Got to protect yourself round here, Mace.


You find out anything, you let me know.


Uh-huh, Eddie said, his veneers no longer visible.


Mace drove through the neighborhood, drawing more stares
from folks sitting on their tiny porches or clustered on the street
corners or peering out windows. A lot of peering went on around
here, usually to see what the sirens were coming for.


She was not making this circuit just to celebrate her release. She
wanted to let certain powers-that-be know that Mace Perry had not
only survived prison but also was back on her old turf even if she
no longer had a badge, gun, and the might of the MPD gang backing
her.


But what Eddie had told her was troubling. Beth had apparently
continued to investigate the case long after Mace had gone to prison,
devoting scarce police resources to the matter. Mace knew several
people who would use that if they could to attack Beth. Her sister
had already done enough for her.


She finally turned around and rode back to the house. One of the
cops on protection duty waved her down as she approached the barricade.
She braked to a stop and lifted her visor.


Yeah? she said to the man, a young cop with a buzz cut. She
could easily tell that he was an egg, meaning a rookie.


Sit on them until they hatch.


She remembered her T.O., or training officer. He was a vet, a slow
walker who wanted to pull his shift as easy as possible and go home
in one piece. Like many cops back then, he didnt like women in his
patrol car, and his rules were simple: Dont touch the radio, dont ask
to drive, and dont complain when they went to what cops referred
to as the hoodle. It was a gathering place, usually a parking lot, where
the police cruisers would cluster and the cops would chill out, sleep,
listen to music, or do paperwork. The most important rule of her
T.O., however, had been to just shut the hell up.


Shed endured that ride for one month before getting checked
out by a sergeant and certified to roll on her own. And from that
day forward Maces call signal had been 10–99, meaning police officer 
in service alone.


I understand youre the chiefs sister.


Right, she said, not desiring to volunteer anything more than
that.


You were in prison?


Right again. You got another personal question or will two do
it for you?


He stepped back. Look, I was just wondering.


Right, just wondering. So whys a young stud like you pulling
barricade action? You oughta be running and gunning and locking
up and getting some court OT so you can buy a new TV or a nice
piece of jewelry for your lady.


I hear you. Hey, put in a good word for me with the chief.


She doesnt need any help from me on that. You like being
a cop?


Until something better comes along.


Mace felt her gut tighten. She would have given anything to be a
blue again.


He twirled his hat and grinned at her, probably thinking up some
stupid pickup line.


Her teeth clenched, Mace said, Piece of advice, dont ever take
your hat off while on protective duty.


The hat stopped spinning as he stared at her. Whys that?


Same reason you dont take it off when youre on a suspects
turf. Just one more thing to get in the way of you drawing your gun
if something hairy goes down. Egg.


She double-clutched, popped a wheelie, barely avoiding his foot
as he jumped back, and roared on into the garage.
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HER SISTER was waiting for her in the kitchen, fully dressed in a
fresh uniform. A stack of documents was on the table in front of her.


Homework? said Mace.


Daily Folder, Homicide Report, news clips, briefing for internal
ops meeting. The usual.


You wear the four stars so well, said Mace as Blind Man sniffed
around her ankles and she scratched his ears.


How was the ride?


Not as enlightening as Id hoped.


I hoped youd disappoint me and not go back to Six D.


Sorry not to disappoint you. Mace poured another cup of coffee
and sat down at the table. Saw Eddie Minor.
 

Who?


Small-fry huckabuck, replied Mace. He said your guys were
down there asking questions about my case just last week.
 

Beth put down the folder she was holding. Okay, so?


So you still working it?


I work all cases where justice hasnt prevailed.


Eddie said you might be pissing off some high-ups over this.


Come on. Youre listening to a huckabucks take on D.C.
politics?


So it is political?


Ive obviously forgotten that you tend to take every word literally.


Is that what the heightened securitys for?


What do you mean?


People gunning for you because you wont let the case go?


If there are some higher-ups in town who think Im being a little
overzealous in pursuing what happened to you, they sure as hell
arent going to order a hit on me. They have other avenues they can
employ.


So why the extra security?


The number of threats against me has gone up a little. Some of
them are credible, so a few extra precautions were in order. I dont
like it but I have to live with it.


Where are the credible threats coming from?


Dont lose sleep over it. If I had a dollar for every death threat
Ive gotten over the years.


It only takes one, Beth.


Ive got lots of folks watching my six.


Well, you just got one more added to the group.


No! You focus on you.


Beth


Focus on you.


Okay, so what exactly are my options? she asked bluntly.


You dont have many.


That wasnt my question.


Beth sat back, double thumbing her BlackBerry with skill. You
have a felony conviction involving a firearm and youre now out on
probation. You obviously cant be a cop anymore with that hanging
over you.


Someone kidnapped me, strung me out on multiple meth cocktails
laced with who knows what, and forced me to participate in
armed robberies while I was whacked out of my mind.


I know that, you know that, but thats not what the court
found.


The jury and the judge got steamrolled by an overzealous U.S.
attorney who had it in for me and you.


That overzealous U.S. attorney now heads up the entire office.


The color slipped from Maces face. What!


A month ago Mona Danforth was named interim U.S. attorney
for the District of Columbia by the AG.


U.S. attorney! Dads old office?


Thats right, Beth said with disgust.


The attorney general named her? I thought they had to be Senate
confirmed after the president appointed them.


The AG gets to appoint Mona for a hundred and twenty days.
If the president doesnt name a permanent candidate and have that
appointee confirmed by the Senate by then, the authority to appoint
goes to the district court. The problem is, the AG, the president,
and the district court folks all love Mona. So shes a lock for
the job any way you cut it. I expect the president to formally name
Mona any day now. And from what I understand the Senate confirmation
is a gimme.


I cant believe that woman is running the largest U.S. Attorneys
Office in the country. She has the least morals of any prosecutor
Ive ever been around.


Shes still out there screaming that you got a sweetheart deal because
of your connections. Meaning me, of course. And if we hadnt
gotten the sentence knocked down on appeal she might have been
crowing instead of screaming.


She ought to be in prison. How many times has she looked the
other way when evidence got doctored or else went missing when
it didnt cut to her side? How many times has she sat and listened
to people on the stand commit perjury by feeding back the lines she
wrote for them?


Beth slid her BlackBerry in her pocket. Proof, little sister. Hearsay
wont cut it. Shes got everyone who matters to her climb up the
ladder snookered.


Mace put her head in her hands and groaned. This has got to be
the parallel world where Superman is evil. How do I get off the
ride?


You never get off the ride. You just learn to hold on a different
way.


Mace looked at her sister through a gap in her fingers. So, is
the political pressure on you coming from Mona and her demented
heavyweight supporters?


Mona has never been my biggest fan.


Ill take that as a hell yes.


And I can handle it.


But it would be better if you backed off trying to find out who
set me up.


Better for whom? The bandits or Mona? Neither of whom I give
a crap about. There is no law against the police investigating crimes.
And if we get lucky and nail the bastards, you get your record expunged
and also receive an official apology and reinstatement to the
force.


An apology from who, Mona?


Dont hold your breath.


Okay, we were talking options?


You cant do anything that would require a security clearance,
which in this town cuts out a lot of possibilities, and the overall job
market sucks right now.


If youre trying to pep up my spirits, please stop before I stab
myself in the heart with a fork since I can no longer own a gun to
use to kill myself.


You wanted options. Im giving them to you.


I havent heard an option. All Ive heard is what I cant do.


Beth slid a paper across to her. Well, heres maybe something
you can do.


Mace looked down at what was written on the sheet.


Dr. Abraham Altman? I remember him.


And he remembers you. Not many college professors run afoul
of one of the worst drug crews in Ward Nine.


Thats right. Nice guy, just doing some research into urban
issues. The HF-12 crew didnt see it that way and came over to
G-town to give him grief.


And you stepped in and saved his ass.


Youve kept up with him?


I was a guest lecturer in criminal justice over at Georgetown
when you were in West Virginia. He and I reconnected.


So what does that mean for me?


Hes looking for a research assistant.


Mace gaped at her sister. Beth, I didnt even finish college. My
graduate work was sixteen weeks at the police academy, so Im
not exactly the poster girl for research assistants.


Hes doing urban research, specifically into impoverished and
crime-ridden areas of D.C. I dont think theres anyone out there
more qualified to help on that issue than you. And Altmans got a big
federal research grant and can pay you well. Hell be home tonight.
Around seven, if you can make it.


So you arranged all this?


All I really did was make a suggestion to Altman. He was already
your second biggest fan.


It took a moment for Mace to interpret this remark. Meaning
youre my biggest?


Beth rose. Ive got to run. Ive got testimony on the


Her cell phone buzzed. She answered, listened, and clicked off. Change of plan.


What is it?


Just got word that some big-shot lady lawyer dropped out of
a fridge at her law firm. Boards been called, she added, referring
to the ambulance. Bandit apparently long gone.


Mace looked at her sister expectantly.


What? Beth asked.


I dont have anything to do.


So relax, go sleep on a real bed. Theres some Rocky Road in the
freezer. Go put some weight on those bones.


Im not tired. And Im not hungry. For food, anyway.


What, you want to go to the crime scene?


Thanks, Beth. Ill follow you on the bike.


Hold on, I didnt say you could go.


I just assumed.


Never assume, Mace. If Dad taught us one thing, its that.


I wont get in the way. I swear. I . . . I just . . . miss it, Beth.


Mace, Im sorry. I dont think it would be a good idea


Mace cut her off. Fine, forget it. Youre right. Ill just go eat some
Rocky Road and take a nap. And try not to die from excitement.


She started to walk off, her head down, her shoulders slumped.


All right, you can come, Beth said grudgingly. But keep your
mouth shut. Youre invisible. Okay?


Mace didnt answer; she was sprinting to her bike.


And stop whining, Beth called after her.
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ROY KINGMAN had hit thirty-one shots in a row on his behind-the-door basketball hoop. The police had swarmed the place minutes
after hed phoned 911. It still didnt seem possible that hed
gone to make coffee, opened the fridge, and caught Diane Tollivers
dead body before it hit the floor. Hed been asked lots of questions
by lots of people, some in uniform and some not. As the other lawyers
had arrived at work, word had quickly spread as to what had
happened. Several partners and a few associates had stopped by to
see him, offering supportive words and also expressions of sympathy,
puzzlement, and fear. One fellow lawyer had even seemed a bit
suspicious of him.


The cops wouldnt tell him anything. He didnt know how long
Diane had been dead. He didnt even know what had killed the
woman. There was no blood or wounds that he could see. Although
hed defended accused murderers when hed been a CJA and had
seen his share of autopsy photos, he wasnt exactly an expert on
violent death.


He looked at his desk full of work to do and then glanced away.
Not today. The clients could wait. He hadnt been Diane Tollivers
closest confidant, but he had worked with her and liked her. Shed
taught him a lot. And somebody had killed her and stuffed her in a
fridge next to a container of days-old potato salad.


He palmed the little rubber ball, cocked his arm back, and with
a smooth motion released his thirty-second shot. It sailed straight
and true right to the hoop. Only the door opened and the rubber
ball hit Beth Perry in the head instead. She bent down to pick it up 
and tossed it back to him as he rose from his chair, his mouth agape
as his gaze took in the four stars. Not that he needed that to know
who she was. The D.C. police chief was in the media spotlight
quite a bit.
 

People marched in behind her. The last one closed the door. The
last one was Mace, doing her best to get lost in the crowd. Beth introduced
herself and some of the folks with her. Shed already interviewed
the first responders and looked at the body. Other than Roy
there were no witnesses, at least that they had found so far. The paramedics
had preliminarily pronounced Tolliver dead, and the ME was
on the way to make that pronouncement official.


As two detectives took notes, the chief guided Roy through the
events of the morning and what he knew about the dead woman. Her
questions were crisp, her methodology spot-on. This was not by accident;
shed worked homicide for two years.
 

Roy finally said, You always do the questioning, maam? I
thought youd have, you know, some bigger butts to kick around.
He added hastily, I meant that with all due respect.


In the back of the room Mace smiled at his comment. Beth did
too.
 

Beth said, I like to keep my hand in things. So you were a CJA?


Thats right.


You didnt like it there?


I like it here better.


So no reason you know of that someone would want to harm
Diane Tolliver?


None that I can think of. She wasnt married. She went out some,
no serious dating, at least that she talked to me about.


Would she talk about things like that with you?


Well, probably not, he admitted.


Were you one of her nonserious dates?


No. It wasnt like that with us. She was, well, she was a lot older
than me.


Forty-seven.


Right. Im about to turn thirty.


Okay. Go on.


Her clients were mostly big companies, most of them overseas.
She traveled. We both did. She never mentioned any problems.


When you say you traveled, you mean together?


Sometimes, yeah.


Where, for example?


We have an office in London and one in Dubai too.


An office in Dubai?


Lot of money and development going on there. And they need
lawyers.


Did she usually work late?


Only occasionally. I do too sometimes.

Did you ever work late together?

A few times.

You were the first to arrive this morning? Around seven-thirty?

Yes, at least I didnt see anyone else.

The office space has a security system?

Yep. Were each assigned cards, so thatll tell you exactly when
she came in.

And exactly when you came in too, the voice said.

Everyone turned to stare at Mace, whod looked chagrined the
second shed finished speaking. Her sister frowned and turned back
to Roy, who had his gaze dead on Mace. He squeezed the rubber
ball tight in his hand.

But you dont need the key card to leave the space after hours? asked Beth.

No, theres a door release button you push.

And of course during business hours the security system is
turned off?

He said, Thats right.

The garage elevator doesnt have a key card access?

Thats right, but you need a key card to access the garage.

If youre in a car.

Yeah, it is a gap in security, I know.

A real gap, she said, eyeing Roy closely.

He shifted uncomfortably. Look, am I a suspect?

Were just collecting information.

His face flushed. I called 911. I caught her damn body in my
arms. I was just going to make coffee. And I had no reason to
kill her.

Were getting way ahead of ourselves, Mr. Kingman. So just calm
down.

Roy took a breath. Okay. Do you need anything else from me?

No, but Im sure my detectives will have some follow-up. No
travel plans to Dubai coming up, I hope? She was not smiling
when she asked this.


I dont think so, no.


Beth rose from her chair. Terrific. Lets keep it that way. Well
be in touch.

They all filed out. Mace held back while the others disappeared
down the hall.


He eyed her. Can I help you?


I dont know. Did you kill her?


Roy stood, towering over her. Are you a cop?


No, just tagging along for fun.


You think murder is fun? Are you some kind of sick freak?


Well, if you put it that way I guess I am.


Ive got some work to do. He glanced at the door.


Instead of leaving Mace plucked the ball from his hand. In one
motion, she turned and drained the shot, hitting nothing but net.


He said, Nice mechanics.


High school girls basketball. We won the state title my senior
year.

He appraised her. Let me guess, you were the leave-it-all-on-the-court point guard who could score and also play some wicked
D, including the occasional knocked-on-their-ass flagrant foul to
cold-face the other teams?


Im impressed.


Im not.


What?


You just basically accused me of murder. So why dont you get
the hell out of my office.


All right, Im going.


Best news Ive heard all day.
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THE D.C. Metropolitan Police Department headquarters was located
on Indiana Avenue, near the D.C. Superior Court building. It
was named after Henry J. Daly, whod been a homicide sergeant
with twenty-eight distinguished years on the police force before an
intruder had gunned him down in the building. It was a multistory
structure with lots of people in uniform coming and going. And
lots of people not in uniform hanging around either waiting for
court time next door or else cooling their heels while friends or
relatives had some quality face time with the cops inside HQ. The
probation and parole offices, along with the Department of Motor
Vehicles, were also located in the Daly Building. That pretty much
guaranteed that no one going in or out of the place was particularly
thrilled to be there.


The chiefs office was in a secure area and one had to pass locked
doors and lots of cubicles containing people who brought guns with
them to work. The office was a corner suite; the door was a keyed
entry. The room was large with nice moldings and two windows. A
wall of shelves contained ceremonial mugs and hats, stuffed animals,
and stacks of newspapers and official reports. The American flag
was in front of one window. There was a small sitting area with an
ornate chess set on a coffee table. A plasma screen on a hinged arm
hung on one wall. There was also a large wooden desk that had seen
a lot of wear and tear over the years. This included numerous coffee
cup rings marring the surface and probably a few hundred angry
fists slamming down on the wood.


Beth sat on the chief side and Mace on the other.


I took a leap of faith letting you tag along, Beth said as she stared
at the stacks of files and phone messages on her desk. It apparently
was a mistake on my part to believe that you might just remain quiet
and unobtrusive. Im not sure how I miscalculated considering its
only happened a few thousand times before.


It just popped out. Im sorry.


Beth pointed to the pile of phone messages. Your little pop has
already gotten a lot of attention. The mayor, in fact, wants to know
why a recently released convicted felon was even allowed near the
crime scene, sister or not.


Im really sorry, Beth. I dont know why I did it.


Just go see Altman tonight and become gainfully employed.


Is he still at G-town? Because the address you gave me is in
McLean.


Hes on sabbatical but the address is for his home.


McLean? Fancy area. They must be paying professors better
these days.


Wait a minute, didnt you know?


Know what?


Altman is one of the wealthiest people in the Washington area.


Howd he make his money?


He didnt.


Mace gave her sister a funny look. What?


You used to be a pretty good detective. Youll figure it out.
Beth pointed to the door. Now go, I have to play police chief for
a while.


Mace headed to the door but then turned back. I am sorry about
today, sis.


Beth smiled. If thats all I had to worry about, it would be a very
good day.


What about Mona and the mayor?


The mayors a good guy. I can deal rationally with him.


And Mona?


Mona can go screw herself.


The secure door clicked open and Beths assistant, Lieutenant
Donna Pierce, looked in. Theyre here for the meeting, Chief.


Send them in.


The door opened wider and a man with white hair and dressed in
a custom-tailored pinstripe suit walked in, followed by a fellow in
a baggy gray suit who limped awkwardly, his fat briefcase in his
right hand.


The white-haired gent put out his hand. Its been too long, Beth.


Crazy schedules all around, Sam.


Hello, Chief, said Jarvis Burns, the man in the baggy suit.


I dont think either of you ever met my sister, Mace.


Mace, this is Sam Donnelly and Jarvis Burns.


Donnelly gave Mace a searching look. Im really surprised weve
never run into each other before.


Ive been away for a while.


I know. What happened to you was a case of prosecutorial
overreach. That is my personal opinion, he hastily added. Off the
record.


We know the president loves Mona, Beth said grudgingly.


And I serve at his pleasure, added Donnelly.


When Mace looked at him inquiringly Beth explained, Sam is
the DNI, Director of National Intelligence.


Yes, but Jarvis here does all the heavy lifting, amended Donnelly.
I just try to keep everyone playing nicely together.


Then Ill let you and Beth get to it.


Nice meeting you, Mace, said Donnelly while Burns opened
his briefcase. But his gaze trailed her until the door shut.


She just got out, didnt she? said Donnelly as he seated himself
at Beths small conference table.


Thats right.


Any plans?


Some things in the works.


I hope things come together for her.


They will.
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TWO PATROL COPS, one senior and one junior, were admiring
Maces Ducati when she came out of HQ.


Nice ride, said the older blue as Mace slid onto the seat.


Yes, it is, she said.


Ducati? he said, looking at the name label.


An Italian-engineered street machine that once you ride it, you
dream about it.


The younger cop checked out her lean, buffed figure and pretty
face and his mouth edged into a grin. Wanta take me for a ride one
night? Maybe we can share a dream.


Get back to your shift and stop wasting time talking to ex-cons!
The voice came with such a bark that both cops and Mace
jumped. When Mace saw who it was, her hand went reflexively to
the spot where she would normally wear her sidearm.


The two cops faded away as the woman marched forward.


Mona Danforth had on her usual expensive two-piece Armani
suit, and a bulky litigation briefcase large enough to carry the fates
of several targets of the ladys professional ambition tapped against
one shapely leg. To add insult to injury, Mona was tall and exceptionally
lovely and not yet forty. The way her blond hair curved
around her swan neck Mace had to grudgingly concede would turn
most guys to mush. She had legs about as long as Maces entire
body. Shed graduated from Stanford Law School, where, of course,
shed been editor in chief of the law review. She was married to a
sixty-five-year-old multimillionaire based in New York who provided
all the financial resources she would ever need and wasnt 
around very much. She lived in a fabulous penthouse with wraparound
terraces near Penn Quarter that hed bought for her. And
her looks, money, and power position werent even the primary reasons
that Mace hated her guts, although they certainly didnt hurt.


Mace knew that being U.S. attorney for D.C. was just another
stepping stone on the climb up for the woman. Mace had heard that
Mona had her life all mapped out: a short stint as the U.S. attorney
for D.C., then attorney general of the United States, next a court of
appeals position, and then the prized plum, a lifetime appointment
to the United States Supreme Court. When she was wasnt trying
and winning cases by any means necessary, including bending the
rules until they shattered from the torque, she was lining her pockets
with all the political favors she would need to fulfill that ambition.


She had already been to the White House for dinner, not once but
twice. Her hubby had been a big donor to the current presidents
election campaign. Beth Perry, whod reached the top of her profession
on hard work and guts and by playing by the rules, hadnt even
been invited once. That still rankled her little sister.


Mona stopped and looked down at Mace, who sat astride her
Ducati, her helmet dangling in one hand.


My God, said Mona. You look like shit. I figured you werent
nearly as tough as people made you out to be, and I guess I was
right. And, hell, you were only in a kindergarten lockup for two
years. Just think what a hag youd be if youd done the proper time
in a max. A deuce for that was a joke. Thank goodness for you that
big sister was around to hold your sweaty little hand.


Mace slipped on her helmet and fired up her bike. Then she lifted
up the visor so she could eyeball the woman. Hey, Mona, Ive
been gone for twenty-four months and the best you can do is interim
U.S. attorney? You need to ratchet up the political humping,
babycakes, before your looks really slide into your ass.


Mace popped the clutch and sped off. In the side mirror she saw
Ms. Interim staring at her. That had been pretty stupid, Mace had to
admit, but she had actually shown restraint. What shed really
wanted to do was find a wood-chipper, stuff Mona in it, and get
right to work.


She had a chunk of time before she was to meet the rich Altman
and she knew exactly how she wanted to spend her first day of freedom.
She clicked the Ducati into high gear.


As she roared along down by the river, the seagulls dipped down
to grab shiny trash off the muddy Potomac before tilting their wings
and angling skyward. The monuments basked in the glow of a warming
sun. Tourists wandered around, maps in hand; Secret Service
agents hovered at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue keeping the man safe.
Over on Capitol Hill, senators, House reps, and armies of aides and
golden-tongued lobbyists shuffled through their elaborate dance of
running the country right into the dirt.


In many ways the town was sick, corrupt, maddening, frustrating,
and patronizing. Still, Mace couldnt help but smile as the Ducati
blew past an Old Town Trolley carrying a load of out-of-towners
eyeballing with awe the shrines to Tom, Abe, and the mighty white
obelisk to George.


That was because this was her town.


Mace Perry was back.
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