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Prologue

The Air Force Academy,
Colorado Springs, Colorado

FALL 1991

SHE AWOKE WITH A VIOLENT START, HER SLEEP-DULLED mind reacting with confusion. Then came the panic as her head was roughly pulled back and something was jammed into her mouth. A cloth. She tried to scream but gagged. Dark figures descended upon her and strong hands pinned her to the bed. She attempted to kick, wrench free, but the grips were too powerful.

There were two of them. They looked enormous. Her eyes darted wildly and for an instant, she thought she was having a nightmare. It had to be a nightmare. From the moonlight filtering in through the window, she recognized the surreal faces of her attackers. Cartoon faces.

Donald Duck and Pluto.

She flinched at a sudden tearing sound. A third figure materialized.

It was Mickey Mouse and he held a knife.

As the blade moved toward her, she screamed to herself, This can’t be happening! Not here!

The blade pressed against her throat. She began to whimper.

Mickey Mouse whispered a guttural command: “Move and you die.”

She nodded numbly.

Mickey Mouse produced a cloth laundry bag and threw it over the girl’s head. The sudden blackness enhanced her feeling of powerlessness and terror. Her arms were pulled high above her head. More tearing sounds; her hands were quickly duct-taped together.

Mickey Mouse went to the door, opened it a crack, then cautiously stepped outside. Donald and Pluto grasped the girl by her legs and armpits and carried her after Mickey.

The hallway was still and silent. A clock on a wall read 3:32. The procession crept past a line of closed doors, entering a corner room containing two sofas, several chairs, and a television.

Donald and Pluto lay the girl on the carpeted floor, securing her taped hands to a metal sofa leg with rope. When they finished, they each grabbed one of her thighs and pried them apart.

The girl twisted and writhed, trying vainly to resist.

She again felt the knife against her throat and relaxed, accepting her fate. At some point, she began to cry.

Mickey Mouse straddled her torso and cut away her T-shirt. She wore no bra and he fondled her large breasts, squeezing each nipple. His breathing became labored and excited. When he could stand it no longer, he cut off her panties and undid his zipper.

“You cocksucking tease,” he whispered. “We’re going to show you, bitch.”

Forty minutes later, Mickey, Pluto, and Donald emerged from the room. Mickey carried a small vacuum while Donald held a trash bag. As they closed the door behind them, they traded silent high fives and playful punches. None took notice of the large mural on the opposite wall, which showed a female pilot standing beside an F-15 fighter.

“The New Air Force,” the caption read.


Chapter 1

United States Air Force Academy

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 5, 2005

NO ONE FAMILIAR WITH THE MILITARY WOULD have mistaken the lone occupant of the Security Forces holding cell to be a field-grade Air Force officer. He appeared a few years too young, no more than late twenties, and his disheveled black hair pressed the limits of military grooming. Instead of a blue uniform, he wore an expensive silk suit—slightly wrinkled since he’d spent the night in it—that far surpassed the budgetary constraints of an officer of his rank.

Major Nathan Malone lay on a cot, a tie folded over his eyes to block the light, his breathing deep and regular. Since it was only 7:00 A.M., he could have been asleep, but he wasn’t. For the past five minutes, he’d been listening to muffled shouts and the squawking of radios, trying to determine the cause. Twice, he’d been on the verge of asking someone, but decided to wait. If they needed him, they’d let him know … assuming he still had a job.

Malone felt a twinge of regret over what had transpired last night, but there was nothing he could do about it now. Officers arrested for a DWI rarely get a second chance. Officers who commanded the local Office of Special Investigations detachment, the Air Force’s equivalent of the FBI, never do. As the base’s top criminal investigator, he more than anyone should know better than to drink and drive.

As usual, a woman was responsible for his predicament. As long as Malone could remember, they’d found his chiseled good looks and spare, six-five frame irresistible. And his affluent lifestyle certainly didn’t hurt, funded by an inheritance courtesy of his grandfather, a former military officer who’d made a fortune on Wall Street. At thirty-four, Malone had never come close to settling down because he knew he’d never be able to resist the temptations that swirled around him.

For once, he should have tried.

The woman at the Officers’ Club bar last night had been a stunner. A brunette captain with a body to die for and a face like an angel. She struck up a conversation, batted her lashes and cooed all the right things in his ear. How was he supposed to know she had a light colonel boyfriend, and the guy would show up—

Footsteps coming toward him.

Outside, the commotion had died off. When the footsteps stopped, Malone removed the tie and focused on the one-way mirror installed in the solid cell door. His head throbbed dully against the brightness of the fluorescent lights, a reminder that tequila and beer don’t mix. At the click of the lock, he eased his long frame off the cot.

The door opened, revealing a baby-faced security cop and a compact major in Class A service blues. Malone frowned at the major. He’d expected to be released into the custody of his boss, the air base wing commander. Instead, he was looking at Seth Wilson, the executive officer to—

“I’ll take it from here, Airman Crotter,” Major Wilson ordered.

“Yes, sir.”

As the cop departed, Wilson entered, cryptically eyeing Malone, who towered above him. “Jeez, you look like a bag of shit, Malone.” Wilson sounded pleased. Years earlier, Wilson had been an upperclassman in Malone’s basic cadet training squadron; he’d resented Malone’s lack of military bearing then and cared for him even less now.

“Heard about the altercation at the club,” Wilson went on. “The lieutenant colonel must have been the one who tipped off the security cops that you were driving drunk. Hell, it had to be him. You were hitting on his girl. Hope she was worth it.”

“I love you, too, Seth,” Malone grunted warily. “What are you doing here?”

“The boss wants to see you.”

Wilson’s boss was Lieutenant General Neal Crenshaw, the Academy superintendent.

“Why?”

Wilson shrugged. “No clue. I was told to spring you from custody.”

“Cut the shit, Seth. He going to fire me?”

A thin smile was the only response. It was enough. Malone felt stung by the realization that General Crenshaw wanted to personally fire him instead of letting the air base wing commander handle it. Obviously, the general sought to extract his pound of flesh, not that Malone blamed him.

This was another bridge he burned long ago.

Following Wilson into the hallway, Malone remarked on the near-empty Security Forces squadron building. Normally it should be bustling with activity. He asked, “Mind telling me what’s going on, Seth?”

Wilson walked away as if he hadn’t heard him.

Malone sighed, shaking his head. The little prick was determined to play I-got-a-secret.

At the duty desk, Malone signed for a packet containing his wallet and personal items, including his cell phone. His badge, holster, and nine-millimeter weapon were turned over to Wilson.

Wilson said, “You might want to clean up a little.”

“Why?” Malone asked mildly.

“For chrissakes, you’re about to see a three-star general.”

“So?”

“Didn’t you learn anything while you were a cadet, Malone? It’s about respect. You show up looking like that and you’re telling General Crenshaw you don’t respect him.”

“You have a razor or a toothbrush, Seth?”

“Well, no—”

“A change of clothes, maybe an extra sports coat?”

“Of course not—”

“I got an overcoat in the car. Best I can do.” He brushed past Wilson and headed out the door.

*      *      *

Another spectacular Colorado morning. The snow had stopped, the air was crisp and cold, and the sun hung low on the horizon, framed against an easel of brilliant blue. Wilson drove off in a staff car, Malone trailing in a black BMW turbo that he’d bought for cash. Early in his career, he’d resisted flaunting his wealth, figuring that would make it easier to be accepted by his fellow officers. It was wishful thinking. Working for the OSI was like being an IRS auditor. It seemed everyone had a guilt complex and once they learned what Malone did, they’d take off. It got to be a joke with Malone. He’d hold out his hand and say, “I work for the OSI,” and mentally start a time hack. It rarely took more than two minutes before the person beat a retreat.

Not that Malone particularly cared. If he was looked upon as a black hat who got his rocks off busting people, so be it. Besides, he was free to enjoy his toys.

Two blocks later, Malone eased behind Wilson, who’d stopped at the intersection across from wing/base headquarters, the building where the OSI offices were located. After his arrest, Malone had phoned the night duty officer, to notify him what happened.

“I’ll call Mother, sir,” the DO said. “She might know someone who could smooth things over.”

“No.”

“Sir, Mother has contacts who might—”

“Don’t call her. That’s an order.”

The DO sounded confused when he hung up. But Malone wasn’t up to facing Mother. Besides, this was the military, not some civilian cop force where favors could be called in.

Wilson turned west on South Gate Boulevard, heading toward the cadet area nestled at the base of the Rampart Range mountains. Since it was early on a Saturday morning, traffic was nonexistent. In a few hours, that would change when the crowd arrived for the game against Utah. It was another sellout; for the first time in a quarter-century, Air Force was undefeated, with two games left in the season, and was ranked in the top five.

Settling in for the short drive, Malone felt his trepidation grow, recalling the last time he’d faced the full wrath of General Crenshaw. Even though it was almost fourteen years earlier, the memory was still vivid. He’d been a sophomore or third-class cadet and Major Crenshaw was the Air Officer Commanding, in charge of Malone’s squadron.

Crenshaw had put him in a brace and was holding up a bottle of Scotch, saying, “So you admit this is yours and your roommate Cadet Wasdin knew nothing about it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You know this means you’re gone? You’re already on conduct probation.”

“I understand, sir.”

Crenshaw contemplated him disgustedly “You don’t really give a damn, do you? You want to leave.”

Malone was silent.

“You figure a rich, pampered kid like yourself doesn’t have any reason to put up with the hassle. That it? You going to work in the family firm? Get some cushy job on Wall Street where you can sit at a big desk and play grab-ass with your secretary?”

Malone still said nothing.

“What I don’t understand, Malone,” Crenshaw went on, “is why you did it this way. You’ve played by the rules for almost two years, yet lately you’ve been screwing up by the numbers. If you wanted to leave, you could have quit. Why make us throw you out?”

“It’s the only way, sir.”

“Only way for what?”

It was too complicated to explain, so Malone didn’t bother.

Two days later, he was out-processed and escorted off the base. Before he left, Crenshaw told him he would regret leaving. “Maybe not now, but eventually. They all do.”

“I doubt it, sir.”

“You will. You’re better than this. You’re not a quitter, but that’s what you did. You quit, took the easy way out.”

Crap, Malone had thought. But in the ensuing years, Crenshaw’s words gnawed at him. He told himself he had nothing to prove, but the compulsion grew. After graduating from Colorado State, he’d applied for Officer Candidate School with no expectation of being accepted. After all, he’d been tossed from the Academy and the last thing he thought was that the Air Force would take him back now.

They did.

Even then, he almost didn’t join. Among the reasons he’d orchestrated his departure from the Academy was he’d tired of the rigidity and blind obedience to the seemingly senseless regulations. Still, he had to admit it was the one place where he’d found acceptance and a sense of camaraderie he’d never before experienced. What finally swayed him was the realization that he had no other good options, nowhere else to go. His grandfather had passed away and with his mother’s recent death from cancer, he had no family except for a father he barely knew. Malone was two when his father left and other than the generous court-mandated support checks, he’d had almost no contact from him. On his fourteenth birthday, Malone’s mother finally explained his father’s abandonment; he’d believed she’d tricked him into the marriage by becoming pregnant.

“He thinks I was after his money. It’s me he’s angry with, not you.”

“Then why doesn’t he want anything to do with me? I’m still his son.”

“He will. Someday. Give him time.”

But someday never came.

After his mother’s funeral, Malone was surprised to see his father waiting for him in a limo. He was accompanied by his fourth wife, Molly, a big-haired redhead with a drop-dead figure and a reputation for using it. Molly sipped a martini and greeted Malone with a sloppy smile. She looked like she’d put on a little weight.

As usual, his father was all business, not even bothering with condolences over his ex-wife’s death. With a trace of irritation, he announced, “You haven’t returned my calls.”

As if he actually expected Malone to do so.

Malone debated whether to tell him to go to hell or simply walk away. Before he could decide, his father thrust a folder through the window.

“What’s this?”

“A quit-claim agreement for you to sign over your voting rights in the firm’s board.”

His father had tried once before to deny Malone his legacy, but his grandfather had intervened. “And if I don’t sign …”

“I’ll contest the terms of your grandfather’s will.”

“You’ll lose. I satisfied his conditions.”

“His intent was for you to graduate from a service academy. Since you never—”

“His terms stated I couldn’t resign. I didn’t.”

An icy smile. “It doesn’t matter. My lawyers will tie up your money with injunctions. You’ll be an old man before you can spend another dime.”

Malone had no doubt that his father would carry out his threat. He supposed he should have been angry; but he wasn’t. He’d used up his anger long ago.

He took the file. “If everything is in order—”

“It is.”

Watching him sign the documents, his father said, “I’m sorry it never worked out between us.”

But he didn’t look sorry. Malone shrugged. “I’m not. This way I don’t feel guilty.”

“Guilty?”

Malone stooped down, so he could see Molly. She noticed him looking and giggled. Malone said to his father, “Remember when I was in New York to sign the acceptance of the will—”

“Yes.”

He winked at Molly. “I invited her to my hotel and she accepted. I fucked her.”

Molly gave a gasp and dropped her glass. His father turned bright red and snarled, “Why, you miserable son of—”

Malone tossed the folder into the car and calmly walked away.

Two months later, he was in Officer Candidate School. Because of his Academy experience, Malone breezed through training and had his pick of assignments. Since he was too tall to fly—he exceeded the ejection-seat height requirement—he chose the only other profession that held any interest.

Military criminal investigator.

What attracted him to the job was that it freed him from the usual military protocol. OSI investigators worked in civilian clothes and acted with an autonomy their uniformed counterparts could only dream about. To Malone, these benefits far outweighed his exclusion from the base social scene.

Over the years, Malone had solved a number of big cases and moved up the chain. While his superiors criticized his less-than-military demeanor and overly aggressive methods—he’d received letters of reprimand for insubordination and use of excessive force—they couldn’t deny his results. Whenever a big case came down, it was invariably entrusted to Malone.

Upon receiving the assignment to head the Academy office—a job he’d lobbied hard for—Malone felt he’d come full circle. He’d never intended to make the military a career and considered separating when he learned Crenshaw would be the new superintendent. Crenshaw’s appointment was made in response to a growing scandal in which one hundred forty-four women, mostly female cadets, alleged they’d been sexually harassed, intimidated, and/or raped. In the subsequent uproar, the majority of the Academy leadership—none who had been present when the incidents occurred—had been summarily dismissed. Crenshaw was being installed to conduct damage control, revamp the training system, and determine the extent of the sexual misconduct.

At the Officers’ Club reception the night Crenshaw assumed command, Malone made a point of walking right up to him. When they came face to face, there was no look of shock or surprise on Crenshaw’s face. Just the opposite; the general seemed to expect him.

He immediately drew Malone off to the side and blindsided him with the pronouncement: “I’m relieving you, Malone.”

Just like that, after all these years. Malone was floored. “But why—”

The general was already telling him. “It’s the scandal, Malone. Congress, the public, and the media are up in arms. As the OSI chief, you’re going to be caught right in the middle. The pressure will be intense. You’ll be investigated and your conclusions will be second-guessed. The bottom line is I need someone I can trust. Someone who won’t cave in to the pressure when—”

“You mean quit,” Malone said.

Crenshaw gave him a long look. “You quit once before.”

“I was dismissed, sir.”

“Still sticking to that song and dance, huh? Well, your reliability isn’t my only concern. I’ve studied your record. Over 90 percent of your cases solved, but you’re still a loose cannon. Jesus, you broke a suspect’s arm—”

“He killed two people and resisted arrest.”

“I don’t give a damn. There’s simply no justification for—”

“One victim was a child, General,” Malone said. “The bastard raped and strangled her. The girl was five years old.”

Crenshaw swallowed. “Jesus …”

A female colonel with a clipboard came over. “General, Senator Smith and Congressman Martin have arrived.”

Crenshaw eyed Malone. “They’re here to provide guidance on the scandal. That’s the kind of scrutiny you’ll be under.”

“A chance, sir. I’m only asking for a chance to prove you’re wrong about me.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t afford—”

“You were wrong about me before. If I am a quitter, would I be here, sir? Would I?”

Crenshaw didn’t reply. Malone realized he’d planted a seed of doubt.

The colonel said, “General, the senator wants to get started right away. He’s on a tight schedule—”

Crenshaw shot her a look and she clammed up.

“All right, Malone,” he said reluctantly. “You can remain in place for now. You check out each allegation and report directly to me. You cross every i and dot every t. You give no one an opportunity to second-guess your findings, you understand?”

“I understand, sir.”

“One fuck-up and you’re gone.”

“Yes, sir.”

Since that conversation last summer, Malone had investigated eight of the most serious allegations. In each case, his methods had been thorough and above reproach. Only last week, Crenshaw had complimented his work.

Only last week …

“Shit,” Malone muttered.

He followed Major Wilson up Interior Drive. They were on the back side of the Academy, against the mountains, the planetarium and the chapel’s gleaming aluminum spires just ahead. In between stood a long building resembling a bread pan with feet.

It was Harmon Hall, the office of the superintendent. As Malone pulled into the parking area and retrieved his overcoat from the backseat, he recalled a popular military ditty, one that explained his predicament.

All it takes is one fuck-up to wipe out a hundred ’attaboys.


Chapter 2

SPARTAN. FUTURISTIC. ANGULAR.

Those words described the Air Force Academy architecture and Harmon Hall mirrored that theme. It was a chrome-and-glass three-story rectangle covered by glittering red tiles. The ground level consisted of two square pedestals, which supported the upper floors and housed the stairs and elevators. From the exterior, it was easy to pick out the superintendent’s third-floor office. It overlooked the cadet area and was the only one with a balcony.

Seated behind his desk in a spacious paneled office and surrounded by two full colonels, a one-star general, and a woman in a business suit, Lieutenant General Neal Crenshaw made no attempt to hide his anger as he hunched over a speaker, listening to a tinny voice. A rail-thin black man with closely mowed gray hair and intense eyes, the general was not someone accustomed to being talked down to, but that was precisely what was occurring now.

The honorable Kevin Smith, the senior senator from Colorado and the person behind the Senate panel investigating the Academy’s sex scandal, was ticking off a list of demands. With each one, the general’s jaw knotted perceptibly. Glancing at the woman, he noted her look of satisfaction.

Bitch, Crenshaw thought.

When the senator fell silent, a hiss of expectation followed. Crenshaw said nothing; Smith wasn’t waiting for his response.

The Secretary of Defense’s voice cracked over the speaker. “Senator, we can agree to most of your conditions—”

“All, Mr. Secretary. The American people need assurances there won’t be a cover-up.”

“Senator, that charge is out of line—”

“Is it? Your people covered up dozens of rapes.”

“Unproven charges of rape. You’ve seen the reports. We didn’t have the evidence to pursue—”

“Reports written by your investigators. Look, you do what you have to do. But if you go against me on this, I’ll go on the floor and demand a complete investigation into your handling of this affair.”

“Now just a damn minute—”

“I also intend to contact the president and the majority leader. I’m sure I can convince them to appoint an independent counsel. In my estimation, that’s the preferable approach, but it will take time. Still, if you force my hand …”

“Okay. Okay. Your representative can monitor the investigation.”

“Monitor? I want her raised to the level of a coinvestigator. She’ll have full authority to request documents, conduct interviews—”

“She already has that authority.”

“Through the subcommittee panel’s subpoena power. Again that takes time. I’m talking about immediate access. Passwords, entry badges, the works.”

A long hiss. The woman in the business suit resisted the urge to smile. The four officers traded worried glances. The senator had the SECDEF by the nuts and was squeezing hard.

The SECDEF sighed audibly. “Okay. She’s on the team.”

“I knew you’d see it my way. You don’t want to be caught in the middle of this thing, believe me.” Senator Smith paused, adding ominously, “Oh, one more thing. Tell your people not to fuck with her or I’ll have their asses.” He clicked off.

“You heard the man, General,” the SECDEF said. “We cooperate fully. Any questions?”

Crenshaw looked to the one-star, Brigadier General Timothy Scully, the commandant of cadets and the person responsible for overseeing cadet discipline. The Com shook his head.

“No, sir,” Crenshaw said.

“Answers, General. I want answers and fast.”

“Yes, sir.”

Another click and the SECDEF was gone.

Crenshaw punched off his speaker, looking at the woman. Even though she’d been conducting her investigation for several weeks, he couldn’t get used to the sight of her. It was unnerving.

“There are more reliable investigators,” he said to her. “Certainly ones with less professional baggage. In light of this latest incident, his character could be an issue. I suggest you reconsider—”

“I read through his personnel file, General. He’s the perfect choice.”

Crenshaw tensed at her remark. He’d suspected her presence here hadn’t been mere coincidence, and now there seemed little doubt. The Academy was in serious trouble.

“Come in,” he said, reacting to the knock on the door.

Overkill.

When Malone followed Major Wilson into the office and saw the other senior officers, he was convinced General Crenshaw intended to dress him down in front of the Academy’s hierarchy, thoroughly humiliate him before firing him.

Then his eyes drifted to the right and he saw the woman. His knees almost buckled and he told himself he had to be mistaken. It was impossible, it couldn’t be her.

Dead people don’t come back to life.

Christina Barlow had been a cheerleader, a fourth-class cadet in his squadron. Malone could still recall almost the precise moment when he last saw her. It was in late October of his third-class year, and they lived across the hall from each other. When Malone heard hysterical crying, he rushed from his room and found a crowd outside her door. Pushing through, he saw Christina sitting on her bed, sobbing uncontrollably and hugging a blanket around her bare shoulders. She appeared nude underneath and there were bruises on her wrists, where ropes had cut into the flesh. A upper-class female cadet was kneeling beside her, asking her what happened, but Christina wouldn’t answer.

Until she saw all the faces staring at her. Male faces.

“They raped me,” she screamed. “They raped me.”

“Who raped you, Christina?” the female cadet asked. “Which ones?”

“All of them. All of them.”

Later, Malone realized she had been right. In a way, they all had raped her.

When he heard about her death from a mutual friend a few years later, Malone assumed she’d committed suicide. Christina had been so traumatized by the rape that she’d suffered a massive breakdown and had been institutionalized.

“All I know,” the friend had said, “is she died in a car accident. Drove off a cliff or something.”

The woman smiled broadly, enjoying Malone’s reaction. She looked as beautiful as he remembered. Shoulder-length auburn hair cascaded down the side of her face, hugging wide cheekbones and flawless skin. Her eyes were still an opaque green, matching the business suit that clung to her willowy frame. But what finally convinced Malone was her height. The one characteristic that was undeniable.

She was an Amazon who stood over six feet.

Major Wilson went over to General Crenshaw, handed him Malone’s weapon, holster, and credentials, and quickly withdrew. For several beats, no one spoke. Malone became aware of disapproving stares, a reaction to his stubble and roadmap eyes. It took him two attempts before he formed a response. “My God, it can’t be …”

“No,” General Crenshaw said. “It’s not Christina.”

“Kaitlin,” the woman said. “I’m Kaitlin Barlow, Christina’s twin. She probably mentioned me.”

Fourteen years was a long time, and Malone tried to recall—

“It doesn’t matter.”

Kaitlin came forward and they shook hands. Her grip was firm, lingering on his longer than necessary. She wore designer gloves and hadn’t bothered to remove them. She said, “Christina spoke of you, how you tried to help her. Thank you.”

Malone was surprised by the familiarity of her perfume. “I wish … I wish I could have done more.”

“We all did.”

An awkward silence fell upon the room. Everyone was familiar with Christina’s story, but then they should be. It was the worst sexual assault incident in Academy history and had come to be known as the Mickey Mouse rape. In the early morning hours, Christina had been accosted in her dorm room, threatened with a knife, bound and gagged, carried to the soundproofed TV room, and gang raped. When it was over, her attackers left her tied between two large sofas, where she was found the next morning. Despite the brutality of the rape, it had been conducted with precision. To lessen the chances they could be identified, her attackers had worn masks of Disney characters, covered her head with a laundry bag, spoken in unrecognizable whispers, and used rubbers. They had also been careful to vacuum her pubic area and the carpet, ensuring they left behind no hairs that could be linked to them.

Their efforts proved successful. Not a single rapist was ever identified.

They all got away.

Kaitlin briefly closed her eyes as if willing away the memory. Refocusing on Malone, her tone became clipped and professional. “I’m an attorney on Senator Smith’s staff. He assigned me to replace Todd Jensen as the primary investigator for the sexual misconduct panel.”

“I see.” But of course Malone didn’t see, not completely. Like Crenshaw, he found it more than coincidental that she would be placed in this role.

Kaitlin Barlow stepped back and addressed Crenshaw. “I’d like to get going, General. I’ll brief Agent Malone on the way.”

Crenshaw nodded, but didn’t look happy about it.

“On the way?” Malone said. “Where?”

Kaitlin continued talking to Crenshaw. “To avoid confusion, General, I’d like the appropriate agencies informed of my status. Hospital personnel, Security Forces, local law enforcement—”

“We’ll see to it,” Crenshaw said.

She fingered the access badge clipped to her lapel. “I also need this proxy card upgraded to one without restrictions.” Proxy cards were a post-9/11 security enhancement—digitized swipe cards that allowed entry into the various buildings in the cadet area.

“Chuck,” Crenshaw said.

One of the colonels pivoted and left the room. Crenshaw said to Kaitlin, “You can pick up a temporary badge from Admin on your way out. Anything else?”

“Not at the moment.”

Malone’s curiosity meter was pegged out on high. Not only hadn’t anyone mentioned his DWI, but Crenshaw appeared to be taking orders from Kaitlin. Another sexual incident? Had to be. Why else would Kaitlin be calling the shots?

“We’re conducting an investigation,” Kaitlin said to Malone. “You’ll need your credentials. I assume you have a car, Nathan? You go by Nathan?”

“Yes. I prefer Malone.”

“Fine. You drive.” She snatched a coat, purse, and briefcase from a chair and turned for the door.

Malone moved toward Crenshaw’s desk and found himself confronted by a piercing scowl. “If it was up to me,” Crenshaw growled, “you’d be out of a job. As far as I’m concerned, you still might.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Next time, you better have a shave. You’re not a civilian; quit trying to act like one.”

“Yes, sir.”

Crenshaw shook his head and pushed over Malone’s credentials, holster, and weapon. As Malone donned the items the general’s irritation faded.

“Don’t quit on me. I’m counting on you.”

Malone was struck by the emotional undercurrent in his voice. He nodded slowly. “The case we’re investigating, sir? I imagine it’s—”

Kaitlin called out, “Let’s go, Malone. We’re wasting time.”

He glanced back, saw her motioning impatiently. As he hurried toward her, Crenshaw made a parting remark, but it wasn’t the response he expected.

“Watch her,” he said. “She thinks you’re perfect for this job.”


Chapter 3

THE INSTANT MALONE AND KAITLIN LEFT, THE Com swung around to Crenshaw. “Sir, how the hell did she get hold of Malone’s personnel file?”

“Base personnel. She handed them a subpoena and a list of names.”

“A list?” the Com said.

“Seven names, Tim. All but Malone were senior Academy leadership.”

It took the Com a second. “She’s got my personnel records.”

“Mine and Marv’s, too,” Crenshaw said, glancing at the remaining colonel, Colonel Marvin Greenley, a vice commandant of cadets. “And it gets worse. DIS also turned over their background investigations for our security clearances.”

The Com’s face darkened. The Defense Investigative Service exhaustively researched a person’s past, to ensure his or her reliability. Kaitlin Barlow would know extremely private details about his professional and personal life.

“Sir,” the Com snapped, “this is a violation of our rights. She’s out of control.”

“Don’t act so surprised, Tim. Why the hell do you think she took over the investigation? The damn thing is stalled and they’re desperate to find evidence to support a conviction. Something to parade in front of the cameras. Well, they’ve got what they wanted now. If it turns out a cadet is responsible …” He grimaced without finishing the thought.

“Sir, she pulled our records. We’re not the ones under investigation.”

“It’s another power play, like Senator Smith’s conference call. To make sure we know who’s in charge.” Crenshaw addressed the colonel. “Marv, better tell Public Affairs to arrange a press conference ASAP. If we don’t make an announcement soon—”

“Smith will,” the Com said angrily. “He’s probably slapping high fives over what happened.”

Crenshaw voiced no disagreement; there was truth in the Com’s damning indictment. A vacillating politician with no core values to guide him, Smith had lost the confidence of his constituency and was given little chance to win a third term. When the Academy scandal broke, Smith saw an opportunity for political salvation and seized upon it, painting himself as the champion of women’s rights. For months, he relentlessly criticized the Air Force as being unresponsive and uncaring, and accused the Academy leadership of a well-orchestrated cover-up. His public onslaught achieved the desired effect; within weeks, the Academy leadership was replaced and Smith’s poll numbers began to climb.

Did the senator truly believe that the plight of female cadets who’d been assaulted was a worthy cause? Probably. But what angered Crenshaw and the Air Force was the blatant manner with which Smith twisted the truth. He continually cited the number 144, as if that represented proven cases of sexual assault. In reality, the majority of those incidents—over 80 percent—were anonymous allegations made to a hotline. The actual numbers supported by evidence were far lower, no more than twenty. And even those had little chance of getting an actual conviction.

In a private meeting with Smith, Crenshaw had asked the senator what he would have done when confronted with cases of “he said, she said,” where there was no corroborating evidence.

“Do you want us to arbitrarily accept the word of the female, Senator?”

“Of course not. My issue is fairness. I would expect a thorough and objective investigation.”

“We’ve done that. There is no semen, no torn clothing, no witnesses, nothing.”

“Come now, General. Surely there must be some supporting evidence—”

“In most instances, the attacks went unreported, often for years. All we have is her word against his. What would you do, Senator? Who would you punish?”

Passing on a response, Smith informed the general that he empathized with the difficulty of the military’s position. The senator made the statement with a smile, his tone completely sincere.

The next day, he stood on the Senate floor and accused Crenshaw of stonewalling the investigation.

Crenshaw rubbed his eyes, feeling suddenly tired. He’d worked so hard to turn things around. Now, when he was so close …

Colonel Greenley gave a little cough. Crenshaw sighed, squinting at him. “What’d I forget, Marv?”

“The game, sir. If you’ve made a decision, we need to inform Public Affairs.”

“Postpone it.” The Com nodded his agreement; no choice.

As Greenley left, the Com said, “What about the AD and Coach Ralston, sir?”

His tone held a note of caution, making it clear what he was really asking. While the generals had no concerns about the athletic director, Ralston was another matter. A young coach who’d gotten the job because he’d been an Academy football star, his team’s success had inflated his ego to the point where he’d become impossible to deal with. If Ralston considered a policy detrimental to his players, he immediately voiced a complaint to Crenshaw or the Com; if he didn’t receive satisfaction, he went over their heads to the Air Force chief. Crenshaw had put up with Ralston’s antics out of necessity; the football team provided a necessary distraction from the scandal.

“You notify the AD,” Crenshaw said. “I’ll handle Coach Ralston.”

The Com remained dubious. “He’ll call the Chief, sir. You know he will. There isn’t enough time to make up the game. It’ll cost the team a chance to play for the BCS.”

“Ralston,” Crenshaw said grimly, “won’t call the chief. He’ll do exactly what I damn well tell him. Now give me a couple minutes, Tim. And have Mrs. Weaver hold my calls.”

“Yes, sir.”

As the Com headed off, Crenshaw’s eyes dropped to the two blue files on his desk. Each was stamped with an Academy crest and a name. Opening the topmost one, he saw a smiling face. He slowly, almost reverentially touched the image, unaware the Com had paused in the doorway and was watching him.

“Bullshit rumors,” the Com said.

But he looked uneasy as he left.

As Malone and Kaitlin exited Harmon Hall, he kept waiting for her to give him a chance to speak, but she continued with a running commentary on a subject he was already knowledgeable about—himself.

Kaitlin seemed to know everything about him. She spoke of his mother’s death, his estrangement from his father, his family’s wealth, practically his entire history. She’d obviously done her homework, and thanks to Crenshaw’s remark, Malone had a growing suspicion why.

He gestured to his car and they walked toward it. Kaitlin kept up her nonstop chatter. She discussed his short-lived Academy stay and assessed his OSI career. Specifically, she focused on the less-than-favorable comments found in his performance evaluations and his letters of reprimand.

“There’s a definite pattern,” she said. “While you’re a solid investigator, you don’t give a damn about proper procedure and tend to overreact. You also have trouble with authority. I can’t believe you told off a two-star general. That’s a trip. It really is.”

Malone’s second letter of reprimand. He started to explain that the general had been obstructing his investigation, but Kaitlin talked right over him.

“From your record,” she said, “I’m surprised the military ever promoted you. I thought they wanted team players and that’s something you’re not. You’re not a member of the team.”

As easy as that. The confirmation Malone had been seeking.

Crossing the road onto the parking lot, Kaitlin abruptly faced him. “Mind a personal question?”

“You serious?” he said dryly.

She ignored him. “It’s something General Crenshaw mentioned. He was trying to convince me why you shouldn’t be on the case—”

“Surprise, surprise.”

“You arranged to be kicked out of the Academy. Why?”

She knew his grandfather had willed him money, so he explained the conditions. She said, “ Nice granddad. He tried to make up for your dad, huh?”

“Somewhat.”

“Why tie the money to your attendance at an academy?”

They resumed walking. “He wanted me to get discipline.”

“Obviously, that didn’t work.”

He let it go.

“So,” she pressed, “how much money did you inherit? Several million? Five? Ten?”

“Quite a bit.”

“I can find out with a couple phone calls.”

“Quite a bit.”

She surrendered with a smile. Dimpled, like her sister’s. Looking at her, Malone had to remind himself that she wasn’t Christina.

Approaching the car, Malone dug out his keys and thumbed the door release. “A BMW,” Kaitlin said, shaking her head. “It’s all image with you, isn’t it? The car, the clothes. That Rolex.”

Behave, Malone. “I like nice things.”

“Including women?”

Malone heard the challenge in her voice. She had him pegged and couldn’t resist baiting him. He went with it and said, “Especially women.”

And he ran his eyes over her in a suggestive way.

Her face flushed. She was flustered and had no idea how to react. Twice she appeared on the verge of speaking, but nothing came out. She gave up and hurried around him to get to the passenger door. As she did, she caught a heel on the curb and stumbled, banging her knee against the bumper. She swore.

“You okay?” Malone asked, reaching out to her.

She jerked back as if scalded.

“Hey, hey,” he said. “I don’t bite.”

She rubbed her knee, glowering. “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not interested.”

“In?”

“You.”

Malone gazed over the parking area with amusement. “You think I’m going to jump you right here?”

She straightened warily. “I know you, Malone. I know you.”

Malone smiled pleasantly. “Crap,” he announced loudly.

She blinked.

“Your research is crap. I’m not some oversexed, undisciplined Neanderthal—”

“If the shoe fits—”

“What I am is an Air Force officer. I obey orders. I don’t buck the system unless I have a helluva good reason. I’m also not some ticked-off former cadet bearing a grudge; I wanted to be kicked out of the Academy, remember? All in all, I’d say you blew it. I’m not your perfect choice.”

Understanding swam across her beautiful face. “General Crenshaw?”

Malone nodded. “You took this job because of what happened to your sister. The more dirt you can dig up against the Academy, the better.” Her eyes turned cold. “Look,” he said, “I’m not judging you—”

“Like hell.”

“You deny you have an agenda?”

A silence. She did a slow burn and Malone waited for an eruption. None came.

In a controlled voice—a lawyer’s voice—she said, “I could express the same concerns about you. For all I know, you’d cover up a crime to protect the Academy.”

“Only to get laid.” She had asked for it.

Kaitlin stiffened, but kept her composure. “Agent Malone,” she said formally, “do you believe the panel’s investigation is a waste of time?”

“Agent Malone?”

“Answer the question.”

Malone hesitated. “No. It led to needed changes. Female cadets now feel free to report any harassment.”

“I’m referring to the past harassment allegations. Should they be investigated?”

“I’m conducting those investigations, remember?”

“With a notable lack of success.”

“You’re the attorney. You know we can’t prosecute without evidence, but that isn’t for lack of trying.”

“It isn’t?” Her eyes measured him. “How do you explain what happened to my sister and her treatment by the administration?”

Malone had known this question was coming. He was tempted to say Christina was partly at fault; she’d played with fire by throwing her sexuality around. But that didn’t excuse what had happened to her.

Nothing did.

“The Academy tried to find those responsible—”

She snorted.

He said, “Could they have done more? You better believe it. But the truth is—”

“The truth is the investigation failed because the administration wanted it to fail. An arrest would have meant a trial and a scandal. To save the Academy’s precious reputation and their even more precious careers, the generals let my sister’s attackers walk. You deny it?”

Christ. “Listen, the OSI did everything possible to find your sister’s rapists—” She was about to interrupt and he added quickly, “I’m not saying your concerns aren’t valid. But you’re talking about something that took place in 1991. The culture was different. What happened to your sister would never—”

He broke off. She was giving him a superior smile and he realized he’d strolled into her set-up line. “Okay, okay,” he said. “There’s been another rape, but that doesn’t necessarily reflect—”

“That was only the motive.”

“Motive?”

“A double homicide. The bodies of two female cadets were found in Jack’s Valley. Near a place called Dead Man’s Lake.”

“Oh, Jesus—”

“One victim was a girl who confided in me that she’d been raped. The second was her roommate. I’d say that throws a wrench into your change-of-culture theory.” She opened the passenger door, looking at him coolly. “By the way, you’re also wrong about why I wanted you. It’s because my sister said you were the one person who tried to protect her. I guess I made a mistake. Now do me a favor and get in the fucking car, Agent Malone.”

She climbed inside and shut the door with a bang.

As Malone climbed behind the wheel, he was still reeling from the stunning revelation. He felt her watching him and waited for her to say something.

But she just sat there, staring.

He sat in silence until they turned north onto Academy Drive, heading down the sweeping hill toward Jack’s Valley. “You going to tell me the rest of it?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“If we’re going to work together—”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Little late to have me removed, isn’t it?”

“I haven’t decided.”

A power play to prove her clout? Or did she really harbor doubts about him?

Malone realized there was one thing he could say to convince her. It was related to the ground rules the Senate panel negotiated. To prevent their investigation from being a complete witch hunt, they could only look at cases dating back to 1995.

Four years too late for Kaitlin.

“I’ve opened Christina’s file,” Malone said. “I run down leads in my free time.”

No response. He saw her suspicion.

“It’s one of the reasons I came here. I liked your sister and promised myself I’d find the bastards who raped her.”

Kaitlin’s suspicion slowly faded. She even managed a tiny smile.

“I knew I was right about you.”

She finally told him about the murders.


Chapter 4

WHEN GENERAL CRENSHAW CALLED COACH RALSTON and informed him the game was postponed because two cadets had been murdered, the coach reacted precisely as anticipated. He exploded in a stream of profanity, calling Crenshaw’s decision unnecessary and asinine, and demanding the general reconsider. It was a shockingly callous response, but one Crenshaw understood. It came down to money; the greater the team’s success, the more big-name schools would be throwing high dollar contracts in Coach Ralston’s face.

As Ralston ranted, Crenshaw tried to tell him to be quiet, but the coach was too incensed to listen. He said, “I’m sorry two cadets are dead, but this is a goddamn overreaction. You’re overreacting, General. Canceling the game serves no fucking purpose. My boys busted their asses and have an opportunity to play in the national championship. The national championship. Now you’re punishing them because you believe it’s somehow inappropriate—”

Crenshaw interrupted him angrily. “Coach, you don’t know the facts—”

“Have you told the Chief? I’m betting you haven’t. He knows how important we are to Air Force morale. There’s no way he’d agree to—”

“Shut the hell up, Coach.”

That finally got through to Ralston. On the other end of the phone, Crenshaw finally heard silence.

“Now listen to me,” Crenshaw growled. “You’re in trouble. If you’re not careful, everything will come out.”

“Come out? What are you talking about?” His tone was insolent.
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