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PROLOGUE


THE TRIM, DARK-HAIRED MAN IN THE TUXEDO AND WHITE gloves walked into the mansion’s library and immediately absorbed all that he saw. He noted the standard dark walnut paneling and the leather furniture, the massive hickory desk, and the obligatory wall of important and/or obscure books. The decor was a bit old-fashioned for his taste but understandable given that the house was more than one hundred and fifty years old.

He glanced at the fireplace, where, in a single concession to modern times, blue flames of natural gas licked around ceramic logs; then he turned his attention to the cliché bearskin rug in front of it. He took note of a pair of cherry-red high-heel shoes—Gucci, I believe—cast aside at the end of one rear claw, waiting for their owner to retrieve them. Unfortunately, that will never happen, he thought, more as something else to file away rather than any sentiment.

The mantel above the fireplace had been decorated for the Christmas holiday with what smelled to be real cedar boughs but with suspiciously uniform, and therefore fake, red berries attached. A few more holiday items—a flickering, cinnamon-scented red votive candle surrounded by plastic mistletoe, as well as a stack of Christmas cards—adorned the desk that dominated the room. There was also a photograph of the man who lived in the mansion, as well as his blue-eyed, blond Barbie of a wife and their three college-age daughters. The smiles on the faces of the parents looked about as real as the berries and the logs.

Now for “the talk,” he thought. He had a carefully honed ability to assess a situation and make a decision almost instantaneously. This was, after all, what made him successful. His business card stated: “Discreet risk assessment and mitigation.” It was an ambiguous way of saying that he made prodigious amounts of money by quietly and definitively “fixing” problems for wealthy and powerful people who messed up.

In fact, most of those who received a business card, which bore only the inscription and a toll-free telephone number, knew him as the Fixer. That’s how he was referred to—usually by satisfied former customers, who then passed on his information to others in need of such services. And it was how he preferred the relationship to remain, though as he also traveled in some of the same social circles as his clients, they occasionally bumped into one another. His clients had been instructed on what to do in the event of a chance meeting. They knew better than to behave as if they’d ever met him anywhere else or as anyone else. For all intents and purposes, he was Jim Williams, a quiet and unassuming investment banker.

Of course, that was not his real name, but it was perfect in its forgettable-ness. Physically, the Fixer didn’t stand out, either. He looked like the typical middle-aged businessman who kept in shape at the local health club and watched what he ate but was otherwise unremarkable. Average height. Average looks. Average slightly receding hairline above a bland oval face. Then again, it was an asset in his line of work not to be noticed or remembered from a casual glance.

If there was anything that stood out about him, it was his heightened state of alertness, evidenced by the way his dark eyes seemed to record everything they saw, and the calm confidence he exuded when dealing with clients and their issues. But even that he kept under wraps unless he was working. He did have a way of standing that a trained eye might have concluded meant a military background, and indeed he’d gone from Special Forces many years earlier to the Company before going into the business of fixing problems for people with money. Speaking of which . . .

The Fixer’s attention shifted to the man in the plum-colored smoking jacket sitting on the edge of a Chesterfield leather chair in a dark corner of the room. The object of his attention was bowed over, his tanned, ruggedly handsome face buried in his hands, as his shoulders and silver mane of hair shook with each muffled sob.

Crying . . . and with good reason, the Fixer thought clinically. There was a young woman lying naked, and in a state of rigor mortis, on the master bed upstairs, and this apparently despondent family man had killed her. And for what? A shortcircuit between his brain and his balls?

The Fixer shook his head. It never ceased to amaze him how people with as much station, power, and money as the man in the corner could be so good at throwing it all away for some ass, or more power, more recognition, or a few more bucks they didn’t need. Like heroin junkies, they were addicts: the more they got, the more they needed. Then they’d refuse to acknowledge that they had a problem until they really had a problem.

Good thing, he told himself as he began to cross the room toward the man. Or I wouldn’t be in business.

Upon arriving at the house, he’d spoken briefly with his new client’s assistant, a young man named Peter, who’d placed the call to him. Thank God someone in the house was thinking with something other than, well, you know. The Fixer had then directed the semihysterical client to make himself a stiff drink and have a seat in the library. “Don’t make any calls. Don’t touch anything,” he’d warned.

After that, he’d gone upstairs with the members of his team and Peter to view “the problem.” She was lying on her back, her head and waves of auburn hair hanging over the edge of the four-poster bed. Her pale blue eyes were wide open and upon closer inspection revealed subconjunctival hemorrhaging, which occurs when tiny blood vessels break just underneath the clear surface of the eye—a common feature of death by strangulation. As if the bruises around her neck weren’t proof enough of what happened here, he thought as he knelt beside the bed.

Despite the waxy pallor of her skin and the bluish tint to her lips, he could tell that she’d been a real beauty. But all she is now is a liability. He stood and left the room to make his way back down the stairs to the library, leaving his men to begin their work.

He’d put on gloves before entering the house, as had all of his men. Their job was to remove evidence, not add to it. However, the tuxedo wasn’t his normal business attire. He’d been at a holiday party in Manhattan when he got the call, and there wasn’t time to change clothes before climbing into his Porsche 993 and rushing to this home in Westchester County. He wasn’t happy about the call, as it meant leaving his beautiful girlfriend surrounded by wealthy, better-looking men who thought that she could do better than a boring, if financially well-off, middle-aged banker. But part of being the Fixer was that he was on call anytime of the day or night; for the kind of money he commanded, he had to be.

There will be an extra fee for that tacked onto tonight’s invoice, he noted in his mental ledger. The bill would go to the people Peter really worked for, and they’d gladly pay it. They had a lot invested in the man’s future potential.

At least they’d had the sense to keep someone on the payroll to monitor their prize rooster. Peter might have saved the day. He was a little surprised it had taken so long for the proverbial shit to hit the fan with this man. The rumors about his serial philandering had been out there for years, but a friendly liberal press had not tried very hard to confirm the allegations, and the missus was apparently resigned to the role of a stoic cuckquean.

However, that was before her famous husband killed a young woman. Now neither she nor the press nor the police would be able to look past this transgression.

“What was her name?” he asked, sitting on a corner of the desk. His voice was quiet but firm.

The man looked up through tear-filled eyes. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

It was a pretty typical reaction, and the Fixer let it go the first time. In these sorts of situations, clients felt the need to express remorse for their fuckups. But part of his job was to remove the emotion from the moment and keep the client focused.

“I’m sure you didn’t,” he said dryly. “But it doesn’t matter now, and it’s not my concern. Most respectfully, sir, my job is to make sure the problem goes away. Was this an affair or a ‘professional’ relationship?”

“It was . . . it was both,” the man said. His lip trembled, and he moaned. “Oh, God, help me . . . she was a call girl, but I fell in love. I was going to buy out her contract so that she could be with only me. And maybe someday, when the timing was better, I was going to divorce my wife and marry her.”

Now the man was starting to annoy him. Most of the people he had to help were idiots, but some were worse than others and needed to be brought down to earth, or they could make his job impossible.

“Yes, and let me guess, the two of you would then ride off into the sunset and live happily ever after,” he said, his voice still flat and emotionless. “Instead, you killed her. Judging by the bruises on her throat and the position of her body, I’d say you were engaged in something pretty damn kinky, things got exciting and before you knew it, she wasn’t moving anymore.”

“It was an accident,” the man said, now scowling slightly. He wasn’t used to being dressed down. “She liked it rough, to the point of passing out just as I . . .” The scowl faded as the man rubbed his eyes; his lip quivered again. “But we loved each other. You make it sound so cheap. I should just . . . I should just turn myself in.”

The Fixer remained still as stone, but he allowed the intensity of his voice to turn up a notch. “Cut the shit. I need you to wake up and smell the coffee. We’ve got a real problem on our hands, and just because I’m here now doesn’t mean it’s over. You choked the life out of an expensive prostitute while getting your rocks off. It was not a beautiful thing, and it ended in murder. If you don’t get your shit together, they’re going to lock you up and throw away the key, if they don’t stick a needle filled with poison in your arm to execute you. Is that how you want to go out?” The Fixer looked down at his client. “You knew this was bound to happen,” he said. “People like you are so seduced by your power and money that you believe you can do anything you want and get away with it. But then the high isn’t high enough, so you do just a little bit more. And the more you get away with doing, the more you think you can.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“Oh, no? You want to tell me that you didn’t get an extra kick out of screwing a prostitute your daughter’s age, in your marriage bed, while the wife and kids were out of the house? Why not a hotel or her place? In fact, I’d bet it was a thrill to think that even if the chance was remote, your wife might come home early and catch you. Of course, you would have been up shit creek if she had, and they would have called me then, too. But that still would have been better than this; making a sordid little affair go away is a lot easier than hiding a murder. So right now, I need you to quit sniveling about your hopeless love for a hooker and answer my questions as quickly and accurately as you can. Now, I asked you once before if you knew her name; I need an answer.”

“Brandy,” the man replied. “Brandy Fox.”

The Fixer blinked once. “Brandy Fox? Now, that doesn’t sound like a stage name, does it? Any idea about her real name?”

The man held up a small black purse that he’d had in his lap. “This was hers. Maybe there’s some ID.”

The Fixer’s eyes darkened. “Where did you get that?”

“She left it on my desk.”

“You were told not to touch anything.”

The man looked frightened. “I wasn’t thinking . . . this is such a shock . . .”

The Fixer held up his hand. “I don’t want to hear it.” He took the purse as he continued to glare at his client. “Did you touch anything inside this purse?”

“What?”

The Fixer let his breath out slowly. “Did you put your hands inside this purse for any reason? Would your fingerprints be on anything other than the outside?”

The man swallowed hard and shook his head. “I didn’t open it.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

The Fixer opened the purse and removed a wallet. He glanced through the contents and placed it back. “Fake ID. You said she was a call girl. Was she an independent, or did she work for a service?”

“I was introduced to her through the Gentleman’s VIP Club,” the man said. “It’s an online, um, dating service.”

“Do you know if she told them or anyone else that she was coming here tonight?”

The man shook his head and offered a slight smile. “Tonight was . . . she said it was her Christmas present to me, off the books.”

“I saw the jewelry box on the floor, so I presume the two-carat diamond earrings were your Christmas present to her. Not exactly a freebie, but I guess it’s a matter of perspective. . . . The people who run this club, were they aware that ‘Brandy’ was seeing you? They know who you are?”

“The owner is a woman. Actually, an old acquaintance, and I’m sure she can be counted on for discretion.”

“I’m sure . . . at least under normal circumstances, but that might not include someone killing one of her girls,” the Fixer responded. “But the ‘Christmas present’ could be a bit of luck. Tomorrow I want you to contact this woman and try to make another date with ‘Brandy.’ Two reasons. One, you’ll know then if ‘Miss Fox’ was telling the truth and her boss didn’t know about this Christmas present. And two, if you’d just killed a prostitute, would you call her pimp and ask for that girl again?”

The man nodded. Hope crept into his eyes. “I see. Of course. That’s clever.”

“Clever is what I do,” the Fixer said. “In fact, I want you to try to get a date a few times over the next couple of weeks. Get angry when it can’t be arranged. Accuse them of holding out on you. . . . And I’ll need to know how to contact this club. I’ll want to keep an eye on this friend of yours. Did Miss Fox ever say anything to you about her personal life—tell you about her friends or family, maybe a boyfriend she actually fucked for free?”

The man’s eyes hardened, and his lips set in a tight line, but he shook his head. “We didn’t talk much about our other lives.”

“Yet you were going to marry her someday,” the Fixer said with a hint of sarcasm. He was purposefully goading his client and was glad to see that, like many powerful men with big egos, he functioned best when angry.

“Why is it important?” the man demanded.

The Fixer smiled slightly. “Because I’m going to have to invent a plausible story to explain her disappearance, and to do that, I need to know who’s going to miss her and what lengths they will go to in order to find her. She’s obviously not someone you picked up at the bus station. She had some pretty expensive dental work, I would guess when she was a teenager. Not exactly a Forty-second Street hooker. I want you to rack your brain and see if you can come up with anything she might have told you about her ‘other’ life.”

The client seemed about to say something, but he was interrupted by the appearance of a muscular-looking young man in the library doorway. He, too, wore white gloves, as well as a knit cap, a black turtleneck, and warm-ups.

The young man held up a plastic lawn bag. “Sheets, pillowcases, mattress cover. Danny’s vacuuming the carpet now.”

“Thanks, Josh. Will we be able to match the linens?” the Fixer asked.

“Yes, sir. Dreamsack silk sheets, pricey but easy to find. The comforter can be bought at any decent home-furnishings store. How much time do we have?”

The Fixer looked at his client and said, “Your assistant, Peter, told me that the family is due back from the Bahamas on Christmas Eve. Is that correct?”

The man nodded. “In the afternoon. I’ll have Peter check on the exact time.”

The Fixer smiled; he liked to reward cooperation, make the client feel like part of the team so long as he did what he was told. “That gives us until tomorrow, practically an eternity.” He leaned forward so that he was nearly at eye level with the man. “Did you use a condom?”

“What?”

“A condom . . . when you were banging this girl, did you use a rubber? I don’t intend for anybody to find the body, but it’s always good to be thorough.”

“She didn’t make me wear one,” the man said. “We both took blood tests to show we didn’t have any diseases. It’s part of the requirements with the VIP Club.”

The Fixer looked incredulous. “You submitted to blood tests so that you could fuck a prostitute?” He gave Josh a knowing look. “Add it to the list of gets.”

The young man nodded.

Turning back to his client, the Fixer said, “I need you to think carefully about this next question. I need to know where else we should look for any body fluids.”

The man looked puzzled. “Fluids?”

“Yes, semen, blood, sweat, urine, hers or yours, anywhere you might have had sex or deposited some bit of DNA. That includes the kitchen counters, toilet paper, or the sheets like my friend Josh has in the bag.” He pointed at the bearskin rug. “For instance, did you have sex on old Smokey there?”

“Um, yes, I suppose there could be something,” the man admitted.

The Fixer nodded and looked at Josh. “Get a photograph of the bear and send it to the Russian and see how close we can get. If he has a suitable replacement, let’s get it out of here; if not, clean it the best you can. I assume the high heels are Miss Fox’s, yes? Okay, get them packed up. Now, where else was there sexual contact?”

The man pointed to the ceiling. “The shower in the master bathroom.”

The Fixer turned back to Josh. “We’ll want those towels and whatever looks used. Make sure the tile gets scrubbed, and run drain cleaner down the pipes.” He looked back at the client. “Anywhere else?”

The client shook his head.

“All right,” the Fixer said. “We’re making real progress. We’ll be wiping obvious areas of fingerprints, and we already found the champagne flutes and bottle in the bedroom. What else did she touch? The refrigerator? The good china? Maybe you let her fondle the wife’s jewelry? No? Well, let’s walk me through what you did from her arrival up to the moment I got here. You’ll be surprised what will jump out at us.”

After the man had provided the chronology of his evening and had been asked to repeat it several times, the Fixer moved on.

“Now, what about her clothes? I saw what I assumed to be her underwear upstairs. We’ll pick up anything we see there. But did she undress anywhere else?”

“Her coat is in the hall closet. The black mink,” the man said.

The Fixer favored his client with another smile. “Very good. We might just get away with this.” The man smiled back like a schoolboy praised by his teacher, who now said, “I assume the smoking jacket could have something on it, her hair perhaps? Please, take it off and hand it to Josh, as well as any other clothes you might have worn in the young woman’s presence.”

The man started to do as told but quickly reached into his pocket. He answered the Fixer’s questioning look by holding up a silver charm on a necklace. “My kid’s,” he said. “She wanted me to fix the clasp. I better not lose it.” He casually walked over to his desk, where he hung the jewelry from the lamp’s switch.

The Fixer looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. “Take off the robe.”

The man did as he was told until he was standing naked. The Fixer motioned him over to a floor lamp that he switched on. “Stand in the light, and turn around slowly,” he commanded.

The man blushed but complied. “What are you doing?”

“Looking for scratches, bite marks. Do you remember anything like that?”

“Not sure,” the man said, continuing to turn.

“Okay, I don’t see anything.” The Fixer looked at his watch. “It’s two A.M. I want you to drive back with me to New York, do a little Christmas shopping in the morning, where you’ll be seen. I’ll have my people contact the press and make sure they get wind of the photo op. I have a friend with a hotel who’ll make sure his books say that you checked in earlier this evening—alone—so remember to tell the media that you came down early to shop before picking up your beloved wife and kids. Right now, I want you to run upstairs and take a shower, and I mean scrub every nook and cranny, and make the water as hot as you can, with plenty of soap and shampoo.”

Ten minutes later, the man walked back downstairs, towel-drying his hair. He was dressed casually in slacks, a button-down shirt, and a cardigan and was carrying a small suitcase.

Young men were carting several lawn bags out the front door as the Fixer stood in the foyer, talking to Peter and another sandy-haired young man. He signaled for the client to come over and nodded to his employee. “Jason, would you explain what you’ve been up to, please?”

The young man turned and said, “Basically, I wiped your security tapes clean from shortly before the young lady showed up; they won’t start recording again until about five A.M., long after we’re all gone.”

“What if somebody notices?” the client asked.

The Fixer shrugged. “Unless there is some reason for somebody to go back and review the tape—like a break-in—I think we’re pretty safe. They recycle every seventy-two hours. Besides, Jason here is a master at making it look as if such things were caused by power spikes or viruses.” He took the man by the elbow and guided him over to another young man he called Lex, who, like the others, was dressed in a black knit cap and a turtleneck, clean-cut but unremarkable. “How did the young woman get here?”

“She drove.”

“Then I assume that’s her BMW parked around the side?”

“Yes.”

The Fixer pulled a set of keys from his pocket and handed them to the young man. “Lex, would you do the honors? Park it in our garage until I decide what’s next. Remember, keep it under the speed limit, full stops—we can’t have you getting pulled over.”

“Yes, sir,” Lex replied as he took the keys and left the house.

The Fixer’s attention turned to Josh and another young man coming down the stairs with a large zipped bag between them. It was apparent what was in the bag.

“What . . . what are you going to do with her?” the man stammered.

“Better you don’t know,” the Fixer replied. He clapped his client on the shoulder. “I believe it’s time for us to go. We have a lot to talk about.”
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THE SKY WAS OVERCAST AND THREATENING MORE SNOW ON Christmas morning as the three-car motorcade pulled out from the garage beneath the Varick Federal Detention Center at Foley Square in lower downtown Manhattan. The armored sedans turned left onto Centre Street and headed north, leaving a cyclone of flakes in their wake.

New Yorkers who had hoped for a white Christmas had had their prayers answered during the night. It was as pretty as the city got in the winter; the four-inch blanket of white covering the sidewalks, streets, and buildings was still pristine and virtually untrammeled, as traffic was light and most citizens were home with their families.

Christmas decorations hung from streetlights and overhanging wires or blinked with holiday cheer from shop windows and restaurants as the convoy passed through Chinatown. It wasn’t as hip or ostentatious as the displays uptown at Saks, Barneys, Bloomingdale’s, or Bergdorf Goodman, but the neon Buon Natale hanging above the door of the Italian restaurant at the corner of White and Centre and the electric menorah in the window above the shoe-repair shop across the street were more quintessentially New York.

Only a few pedestrians trudged along the sidewalks, huddled against the cold, their breath puffing from their mouths like old locomotives, as the sedans plowed forward as fast as traffic and road conditions would allow. At the corner of Centre and Canal, a man dressed in a Santa Claus suit, talking on a cell phone, waved merrily as the convoy turned left again and rolled west.

In the second car, a skinny black man stretched out his long, lanky frame and smirked at the decorations, sentiments, and Santa. Good riddance, New York. Allah curses the air you breathe. We tried to ruin Christmas for you this year, but it was not his will. So enjoy your false religions and peaceful streets a little while longer, but we’ll be back.

Spotting a sign for the Holland Tunnel ahead, Sharif Jabbar licked his thick purple lips and smiled so widely that his large white teeth protruded from his thin face like a skeleton’s grin. He wanted the others in the car to see his triumph and know that there was nothing they could do about it. There were three U.S. marshals in the vehicle and four each in the sedans in front and back. But they weren’t there as his captors, not anymore. He was an important man, and it was their job to make sure nothing happened to him until he was safe and on his way out of the cursed United States of America. That’s why they’d chosen this morning, when no one was around, to spirit him from his cell and take him to Fort Dix in New Jersey, where a jet was waiting to fly him to freedom.

Apparently, there had been several threats to assassinate him for his role in the attack on the New York Stock Exchange the previous September, including a plot by NYPD officers because of their colleagues who’d been killed in the battle. His attorney told him that there was also a rumor that some of his former congregation at the Al-Aqsa mosque in Harlem were after thar, or “blood vengeance,” because some of their sons, and one daughter, had died for Allah because of him.

A bunch of uneducated ghetto niggers and stupid African immigrants, he thought, who don’t understand that jihad requires sacrifices; they don’t remember that Islam means “submission.”

Jabbar wondered what it was going to be like living in Saudi Arabia or wherever he ended up. He’d never been out of the country before. He’d been born in Harlem Hospital and christened DeWayne Wallace in the Abyssinian Baptist Church on 138th Street and only converted to Islam some twenty-five years later while serving time in Attica for manslaughter and armed robbery.

Released with time off for “good behavior,” he’d decided to study to become an imam, then founded a “mosque” in an abandoned liquor store in Harlem. For ten years, he’d preached a virulent anti-Semitic, anti-white, and anti-U.S. screed that found a small but enthusiastic audience with some of the young men in the neighborhood. His congregation grew to include families and even a few Muslim immigrants looking for a place to pray with others of their faith, even if Jabbar’s political rants made them uneasy.

Still, it had been a meager living until he met with certain foreign “Islamic scholars,” who questioned him about his beliefs in the late 1980s. The mosque had then received a sudden infusion of money from the governments of Saudi Arabia and Libya, as well as private contributions from wealthy men in other Muslim countries. The funds had paid for a comfortable, even luxurious, life for Jabbar, as well as millions for the construction of the Al-Aqsa mosque on 126th and Madison.

At first, he’d been asked to show his appreciation for the “gifts” by hosting various visitors supposedly in town to raise money for “Muslim charities” overseas. He knew that these were just the front men for terrorist organizations, who were also using fundamentalist mosques in America like his to create networks for sleeper cells. It was easy money for a while. But then he received word from a visiting imam, a radical with the conservative Wahabi sect, that his benefactors wanted him to assist the “Sheik” with a plot that, if successful, would destroy the economy of the United States by crashing the stock market.

The Sheik turned out to be terrorist Amir Al-Sistani, who had arrived in the United States acting the part of a meek, subservient business manager for a Saudi prince, Esra bin Afraan Al-Saud, who’d come to check on his vast holdings as principal owner of a hedge-fund company. Of course, the trip had been at the suggestion of Al-Sistani, who had then manipulated the prince into insisting on a private tour of the stock market. The prince had not known he was being used to gain access to the most sensitive area of the market, the computer room, until Al-Sistani revealed his plan and killed bin Afraan.

It had been Jabbar’s job to recruit young men from the streets of Harlem and brainwash them into believing that it was a martyr’s mission to destroy the stock exchange. Once he realized that most of the danger would be to others and that he would be amply rewarded, Jabbar had no objections to doing as he was asked or to using the mosque as the staging ground for training and the attack.

But something had gone wrong. The attack had failed, though he still wasn’t clear why. The last he’d heard, everything was progressing according to plan, and he’d left Harlem for a private airfield in New Jersey toting a suitcase filled with large-denomination currency. U.S. authorities were certain to trace some of the jihadi foot soldiers to the mosque and Jabbar, so Al-Sistani had arranged for the two of them to leave after the attack aboard a private jet and fly to a friendly Muslim country.

However, Al-Sistani never showed, and Jabbar had been surprised when federal agents had appeared to arrest him. In short order, he’d been indicted by a federal grand jury for murder, conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping, and terrorism. He was denied bail, and the future looked bleak from his cell in the federal detention center. Indeed, some of his guards made sure to talk near his cell, wondering aloud what it would feel like to be put to death by lethal injection. “Like a dog at the pound.”

A federal agent named Jaxon had shown up one day early in the month and asked what he knew about Dean Newbury, who’d been the mosque’s attorney. Apparently, the old man had been arrested, and the agent wanted to obtain any information Jabbar could provide regarding a group called the Sons of Man.

Jabbar had played dumb. He was aware that the lawyer and the Sons of Man were connected to Al-Sistani’s plot, which had initially surprised him because Newbury—and, he supposed, the group he represented—was a rich old white man, who didn’t really fit the image of a religious zealot or terrorist. But he’d been kept out of the conversations between Newbury and Al-Sistani and had no real information to trade.

Then, a little over a week ago, his lawyer, Megan O’Dowd, a heavyset white woman who’d described herself to Jabbar as a “radical activist” attorney, had visited and told him that Al-Sistani had just been captured by the federal authorities. The Sheik had disappeared following the stock-exchange attack, but apparently neither the feds nor Al-Sistani’s friends in the Muslim world knew what had happened to him. The news that he’d been apprehended was an answer to Jabbar’s prayers to Allah, because now he would have someone to turn state’s evidence against and cut a deal with the feds. But what O’Dowd had said next was even better. Al-Sistani had some sort of information that the people who had hired O’Dowd to represent them both didn’t want out.

“Just sit tight,” O’Dowd had told him. “Something’s in the works.” Otherwise, he wasn’t to speak to any law-enforcement agents about Al-Sistani . . . or anything else.

A few days later, the attorney had returned and informed him that U.S. charges against him and Al-Sistani were being dropped and that they were to be turned over to Saudi authorities and tried for the murder of Prince Esra bin Afraan. Jabbar’s bulbous eyes had nearly popped out of his skull. “How is this better?” he’d demanded as a ripple of fear shook his bony body. The Saudis were known to behead murderers, especially the murderers of members of the royal family, no matter how low-ranking. It wouldn’t take twenty years of appeals, as it would in the United States, before the sentence was carried out.

O’Dowd had told him that Al-Sistani and, by association, Jabbar were folk heroes in the Muslim world. The attempt on the New York Stock Exchange had been greeted with dancing in the streets of Gaza, Tehran, Tripoli, Beirut, the West Bank, and Damascus. After Al-Sistani’s recent arrest, there’d been large demonstrations in Muslim capitals in support of him, amid claims circulated on Al-Jazeera television that he was being tortured by the Americans. The radical imams of Saudi Arabia had pressured the royal family to insist that Al-Sistani and Jabbar be brought to the kingdom for “a fair trial.”

However, O’Dowd had said with a wink, the trial would be for show. It was widely believed in the Muslim world that Prince Esra’s death, as well as most of the other fatalities, actually had been at the hands of the Americans, who’d overreacted as usual and gone in with guns blazing. More important, incurring the ire of the imams, who kept the populace in check, wasn’t worth the life of a minor prince of the royal Al-Saud family. At worst, the two “heroes of Islam” would receive a slap on the wrist and be “forced” to seek asylum with another Muslim regime.

Jabbar had a feeling that there was more to this stroke of good fortune than his sudden popularity in the Muslim world. This had been confirmed the next day, when he was surprised to find himself in the detention center exercise room with Al-Sistani. Up to that point, they’d been kept apart, but now they were allowed a private meeting without any other inmates or guards present. That was when Al-Sistani revealed his “secret weapon” that would result in their freedom.

The next morning, O’Dowd had told him that Al-Sistani had been quietly flown out of the country. Apparently, the authorities who might have been expected to object—particularly New York District Attorney Roger Karp—had been distracted by the most recent terrorist attack on New York City, when jihadis tried to sail a ship filled with natural gas up the East River to blow up the Brooklyn Bridge. They, too, had been stopped by the police, according to news accounts Jabbar saw on the television in his cell, with the assistance of a group of armed Russian immigrants in tugboats.

Jabbar had had to fight off a panic attack when he learned that Al-Sistani was gone. He knew that back in September, Karp had agreed to hold off indicting Jabbar on state murder charges in case the U.S. attorney needed to be able to offer him a carrot to testify if Al-Sistani was apprehended. The district attorney had been tight-lipped when the media found out that Al-Sistani had been flown to Saudi Arabia and asked for a reaction. His spokesman said only that Karp was “disappointed” with the decision by the U.S. Attorney’s Office and the State Department.

Then O’Dowd had showed up on Christmas Eve and told him to be ready to leave in the morning.

“What about Karp?” Jabbar had asked.

“He’s afraid of getting his ass kicked by the feds.” O’Dowd laughed. “He’s not even in town, and you’ll be long gone before he hears about it.”

As the sedans entered the east end of the Holland Tunnel, Jabbar rubbed his eyes and yawned. He’d had a difficult time getting to sleep that night worrying about Karp. When he finally drifted off, his dreams were haunted by Miriam Juma Khalifa.

Miriam, the young widow of one of Jabbar’s followers, had been murdered in the basement of the mosque by the Russian terrorist-for-hire Nadya Malovo, a.k.a. Ajmaani. Miriam’s husband had blown himself up in a Third Avenue synagogue months before the NYSE attack, and Malovo claimed that Miriam had dishonored her husband’s martyrdom by carrying on an affair after his death. But Jabbar doubted it. He knew that Miriam, who’d immigrated from Kenya with her family, was not the sort of Muslim woman to have a lover. Her father was a respected elder in the mosque, one of the voices countering Jabbar’s politics within the congregation. And Miriam was a modest young woman who followed her father’s example.

Jabbar suspected Ajmaani had other motives for murdering the girl: preventing Miriam from disclosing anything she had learned about the impending stock-exchange attack from her husband, raising the bloodlust of the jihadis who would take part, and warning anyone who might contemplate betraying Ajmaani. The brutality of the act—cutting her throat in front of the men and himself as a video camera recorded the event—also suggested that the woman simply enjoyed killing.

Personally, Jabbar hoped he’d never meet Ajmaani again. But the same held true for Miriam Juma, whose ghost had troubled his dreams. She’d often been accompanied by another woman dressed in a burka, and they’d followed him in his nightmares as he tried to escape from a menacing presence.

Thinking of the women while sitting in the sedan, Jabbar felt a chill run down his spine. He glanced at the man next to him. He knew that the marshals were none too happy with what was going on. They’d hardly spoken to him except to say what was necessary to lead him from his cell, cuff his wrists behind his back, and place him in the car. He suspected that if they had their way, they would have rather thrown him off a bridge into the Hudson River than escort him safely beneath it.

His stomach knotted when the female U.S. marshal sitting in the front passenger seat, who seemed to be in charge, turned to the marshal next to Jabbar and nodded. For a moment, he thought that his fear of assassination was about to come true. But instead, the man ordered him to turn around so that he could get to the handcuffs with a key he’d produced from his pocket.

Jabbar smiled. “I was getting a little uncomfortable,” he said, and smirked as he rubbed his wrists. “I’ll make sure to send you a postcard from Mecca.”

The man tensed but didn’t say anything as he turned his head to look out the window. Jabbar laughed and made a face for the driver, who was looking in the mirror at him.

He started to hum a tuneless melody as the car emerged from the tunnel on the New Jersey side of the Hudson, but then he jumped at the sudden sound of sirens behind them. A moment later, a dark unmarked police car with a bubble light on top sped past. He started to relax, thinking the cops were responding to a call up ahead, when a Newark patrol car pulled alongside. The passenger window slid down, and an officer indicated that he wanted the marshal’s sedan to pull over.

There was another quick blast of a siren behind them. Jabbar whirled around in his seat and saw that a third patrol car was trailing the last sedan with its red and blue lights flashing. His escort’s radio crackled on. “Marshal Capers, this is Marshal Joe Rosen in car one. It appears that the locals want us to pull over. What do you want to do?”

The woman in the front seat picked up the microphone. “It’s their turf, Joe. If they want us to pull over, pull over.”

Jabbar’s eyes grew wide. “What are you doing? Don’t stop!”

The woman turned around. “We’ve been asked by local law-enforcement officers with jurisdiction over this road to stop, and we will comply.”

“You’re the feds, you don’t need to pay attention to those New Jersey pigs,” Jabbar said as the car rolled to a halt off the side of the road. “I demand that you continue!”

“I don’t appreciate you referring to any police officers as pigs,” said the woman, her dark brown eyes flashing with anger. “And I suggest you relax until we can find out what this is about.”

With that, U.S. Marshal Jen Capers opened her door and got out of the car. By craning his neck, Jabbar could see her talking to a large black man in a suit as two uniformed Newark cops stood listening. The black man handed several papers to the marshal, who turned around and pointed at Jabbar’s sedan.

Capers and the man walked back to the car, where she opened her door and looked back at him. “Mr. Jabbar, I’m going to have to ask you to get out of the car.”

“What for?” he whined, shrinking back against the seat.

“This is Detective Clay Fulton with the New York Police Department, though if I’m not mistaken,” she said, turning to the large black man who’d come up to stand behind her, “you actually work for the district attorney.”

“That’s right, Jen,” Fulton replied. “I head up the detectives who conduct investigations for the DA.”

“And Clay, I believe you have an arrest warrant for Mr. Jabbar?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then Mr. Jabbar, I’m afraid you’re going to have to go with these men. Please step out of the car. Clay, would you help Mr. Jabbar out of his seat?”

Fulton smiled and stepped to the door, which he opened. “Let’s go,” he said, offering a large hand.

Panicking, Jabbar tried to avoid the detective’s grasp. He looked past him to Capers. “I’m still a federal prisoner,” he said. “I insist that you take me to Fort Dix and hand me over to the proper authorities there.”

The marshal pursed her lips and shook her head. “Well, actually, that’s not true. Once we passed through the Holland Tunnel and into New Jersey, we were no longer in the Southern Federal District, nor were you my prisoner. At this point, we were merely escorting you to Fort Dix as requested by the U.S. Attorney General’s Office. But that was as a favor to the Saudi Arabian government. As you know, U.S. federal charges against you have been dropped, but NYPD Detective Clay Fulton and these officers from the Newark PD have what appears to be a valid warrant, and we’re in their jurisdiction.”

Fulton grabbed Jabbar firmly by the upper arm and half slid, half pulled him from the car.

The imam blinked. “I’m not your prisoner? I can leave?” he asked Capers.

The marshal scratched her head and grinned at Fulton. “I suppose you could try to leave, and I won’t even try to stop you—unless, of course, the detective requests my assistance as a law-enforcement officer. However, seeing as how these men are here to arrest you for murder, I would caution you that there is the potential for them to use deadly force to prevent you from escaping.”

Jabbar stared from face to face, noting the smiles. “This was a setup!”

Capers shook her head. “I can honestly say that I had no idea that this would happen,” she said. “I admit that I’m not terribly disappointed to be deprived of a trip to Fort Dix, and it’s nice to see my old friend Detective Fulton on a Christmas morning. But if this was a setup, I wasn’t in the loop. Perhaps, Clay, you’ll be kind enough to fill me in on how you knew about our plans someday?”

Fulton laughed and shrugged. “I’m just following orders. How’s your daughter? You going to be at church this evening?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Capers responded. “I love singing Christmas carols.”

“Me, too,” the detective said, and then nodded to the Newark officers. “Want to do the honors?”

The Newark cops grinned as they spun Jabbar around to face the trunk of the sedan. One of the officers ordered Jabbar to spread his legs and place his hands on the vehicle as they patted him down.

“I just came from jail,” Jabbar protested as they cuffed him. “What do you think I’m carrying? I want to call my lawyer now!”

Fulton stepped forward, grabbed Jabbar by the front of his shirt, and pulled his face within two inches of his own. “I don’t give a shit, you phony fuck,” he growled. “You’ll get your call after I’ve tossed your ass in the Tombs.”

Immediately, with barely controlled violence, Fulton rattled off the Miranda warnings. “You are under arrest for the decapitation-torture murder of Miriam Juma Khalifa, committed in concert with others, in the basement of the Al-Aqsa mosque in Harlem, of which you are—you son of a bitch—the so-called imam. You have the right to remain silent. If you choose to say anything, it can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you.”

Two minutes later, Jabbar was being stuffed into a Newark patrol car as Fulton turned to the federal marshal.

“Thanks for making that easy,” Fulton said. “We were concerned that some by-the-book guy might want to call the U.S. attorney or Jabbar’s lawyer, and this could have got messy. I didn’t know it was going to be you in charge, or I wouldn’t have worried.”

Capers shrugged. “Happy to turn the bastard over to someone who will nail his hide to the wall. To be honest, I don’t think you would have got much resistance from the marshal’s office no matter who was riding shotgun today. Nobody likes these kinds of ‘politics over justice’ cases. All we needed was a legal excuse, and the warrant worked. I’m glad whoever the little bird is who told you about this figured it out. What’s next for the son of a bitch?”

“The boss will go to the grand jury for an indictment as soon as he gets back from his vacation,” Fulton explained.

“Knowing Karp, I’m surprised he goes on vacation,” Capers said with a smile.

“I practically had to threaten him with my resignation to get him to go.” Fulton laughed. “Even then, he was looking for excuses until Marlene put her foot down and insisted he join the family. If there’s one person on this planet who can tell him what to do, and maybe get him to do it, it’s his wife. It helped that the courts are closed for the holidays until Monday, which gives him three more days to relax. He needs the rest.”

Fulton stuck out his hand to Capers. “Thanks, Jen. I need to get this dirtbag over to the Tombs and call Butch. Then I can go home to the family.”

“Hey, thanks to you, I’m going to be home a lot sooner than I would have if I had to go to Fort Dix,” she replied. “See you tonight. I look forward to hearing that lovely baritone. Merry Christmas, Clay.”

“Merry Christmas. And thanks again.”
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AS HE WAITED FOR FULTON’S CALL THAT MORNING, ROGER “Butch” Karp perused the New York Times, which had been delivered that morning to the family’s suite in the Kit Carson Inn, a luxury hotel in Taos, New Mexico. The Times and the presidential suite were both courtesy of a man he’d never met, who owned the ranch west of town where Ned Blanchett, his daughter’s fiancé, was foreman. The generous offer had been tendered after their wealthy benefactor had learned the family would be staying in Taos over the holidays.

Karp had resisted the trip to New Mexico. After all, as he’d pointed out to Detective Fulton and his wife, Marlene Ciampi, they’d just weathered another terrorist attack conceived by his diabolical archenemy, Andrew Kane, who’d joined forces with Islamic terrorists and tried to blow up the Brooklyn Bridge. To make sure that Karp understood the personal nature of Kane’s animosity toward him, the sociopath had also abducted Karp’s daughter, Lucy, in an effort to make him choose between her and many other innocent lives. Fortunately, as a result of the heroics of some brave men, it hadn’t come to that, but it was one more reminder that evil seemed to have a personal vendetta against the Karp-Ciampi clan.

And if the terrorist attack had not been enough to deal with, Karp had just finished up with a high-profile murder trial. An eccentric, well-known theater producer, F. Lloyd Maplethorpe, had murdered an actress in his Tribeca hotel penthouse but then claimed that she’d committed suicide. Karp had presented a bare-bones, “just the facts, ma’am,” case based on the incontrovertible evidence and then counted on the jurors’ common sense to cut through the defense’s endless string of “expert” witnesses—with his guidance. In the end, the jury had sided with the prosecution and convicted Maplethorpe.

Karp had looked forward to the sentencing, but then Maplethorpe had been murdered in the Tombs, as the Manhattan Detention Complex was known. Thinking about Maplethorpe’s death now caused him to frown as he glanced back down at the Times. The suspect in the killing was a member of the Inca Boyz, a Hispanic gang out of Spanish Harlem, whose one-time leader, Alejandro “Boom” Garcia, was yet another of the unusual characters whose fate seemed woven into the fabric of his and his family’s lives. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes’s assistance for Karp to suspect that Garcia had ordered the hit.

Alejandro’s girlfriend, Carmina Salinas, another aspiring actress, had also been assaulted by Maplethorpe and testified to that effect after the producer tried to have her killed to silence her. Garcia had wanted to go after Maplethorpe himself, and only the intercession of Marlene and Carmina had persuaded him to let Karp and the justice system handle it. But apparently, the gangster-turned-rap-star had decided not to wait for a judge to pronounce sentence. Maplethorpe had been stabbed to death while waiting in line with other inmates.

Nothing could be proved regarding any involvement Garcia might have had in Maplethorpe’s death—saving Karp the dilemma of having his office prosecute a young man who’d risked his own life for Karp’s family in the past. He just hoped that the truth that he suspected was buried with the producer.

Karp shook his head at the thought. There’d been a time—back when the color of his hair was still dark coffee, not pewter, and the lines around his gray gold-flecked eyes were far fewer—when the concept of hoping that a murderer would go unpunished was unthinkable. However, somewhere along the line, he’d reached an uneasy compromise with his sense of justice. So long as it did not impinge on his duty as district attorney to prosecute crimes committed in New York County, he wasn’t going to shed tears for the violent end of evil men and women.

He still abhorred the concept of “street justice” (though there’d been plenty of it meted out by his own wife), and if the evidence ever warranted charging Garcia, he wouldn’t interfere. Maplethorpe’s death had occurred in his jurisdiction, and if a case could be made against Garcia, he’d have no choice but to ask that a special prosecutor be appointed and then step out of the way. But until, and if, that day arrived, Garcia’s involvement in the death of Maplethorpe was nothing more than a hunch.

Nor had it kept Karp in New York over the holidays. His arguments that it was a bad time for him to go on vacation had fallen on the deaf ears of Fulton and Marlene. The stress was all the more reason he needed to go, they’d insisted, and they’d finally convinced him that the DAO would not collapse in the two weeks he would be gone.

Now, sitting in an overstuffed leather chair in the presidential suite of a New Mexico hotel, Karp turned back to his newspaper and noted that the attack on the Brooklyn Bridge and Maplethorpe’s murder had finally dropped off the front page. However, there was still plenty of carnage and scandal to report, alongside the annual feel-good story about some multimillionaire basketball player giving away a few toys to underprivileged children. The major political parties were, of course, blaming each other for the economy being in the toilet, while at the same time increasing massive government spending on entitlement programs and handing out taxpayer dollars by the billions to financial institutions, apparently to reward mismanagement and malfeasance.

As he turned the page, a photograph accompanying a short news story out of Westchester County, a suburb just north of Gotham, caught his eye. The photo was of the Westchester district attorney, Harley Chin, seated behind his desk during a press conference. According to the story, a young debutante named Rene Hanson, from the upscale town of Purchase, had been reported missing by her distraught, and wealthy, parents. The twenty-two-year-old had disappeared shortly before Christmas and had not been heard from since.

Chin had called the news conference apparently for the purpose of announcing that he was “putting all the resources of my office, working with the Westchester, state, and federal law-enforcement agencies, to locate Miss Hanson. And if, heaven forbid, her absence is due to criminal activities, to put the perpetrators on notice that this office will not rest until justice has been served.”

Karp rolled his eyes. There was no reason for a district attorney to be issuing statements at that point—or ever—in a missing-persons investigation. For one thing, there was no clear evidence that Hanson was the victim of criminal activity, and certainly no one had been arrested or charged with a crime that would have involved Chin’s office. There was simply no point to holding such a news conference and making those kinds of statements, except to grab the media spotlight, which, given the personality of the man involved, did not surprise Karp.

He had known Harley Chin for years. The tall, forty-five-year-old Chinese-American’s immigrant parents owned a small grocery store on the Lower East Side in Alphabet City between Sixth and Seventh Streets on Avenue B. They had scrimped and saved to put their only son through Harvard Law School. After graduation, he’d come to work at the New York DAO.

In fact, at one time, Karp, who was then head of the DAO Homicide Bureau, had taken Chin under his wing, intending to groom him to run the bureau himself someday. The younger man had seemed to have all the right stuff. He’d graduated near the top of his class, and he possessed a sharp mind, a keen intellect, and a willingness to learn. He was an eloquent speaker and a pleasure to listen to as he deftly put together his cases so well that much more experienced attorneys in the DAO were usually at a loss to find any flaws at the weekly meetings of bureau chiefs.

However, much to Karp’s disappointment, Chin also possessed an enormous ego, and a lot of gray areas when it came to his ethics eventually undermined his attributes. Although Karp wouldn’t learn the full extent for some time after his former protégé had left the office, Chin saw nothing wrong with taking “shortcuts” and using morally questionable tactics if that’s what it took to “win” at trial. Some of his former colleagues had later confided that Chin equated his success in the courtroom with climbing the ladder at the DAO—a means to an end rather than dedication to justice.

Chin loved the limelight. Nothing seemed to make him happier than getting his name and face in the newspapers or on television. He usually ignored, or tried to get around, Karp’s admonishments to stop talking to the media about his cases. That included one instance in which Karp suspected his protégé had leaked a grand-jury indictment, a misdemeanor, to a Times reporter before it was filed with the court. But Karp had no solid evidence to back up his suspicion.

Karp couldn’t prove it, and after another stern warning, he chalked the publicity seeking up to youthful immaturity and continued to work with Chin, hoping he’d wise up and see the light. But it turned out that Chin’s problem wasn’t just liking a little ink. He stepped over the line when he showed a witness to a murder photographs of a suspect before the witness was to view a police lineup. The witness then picked the man in the photograph and became adamant about the identification.

The defendant had an airtight alibi and proved it in court. Karp didn’t learn about the corrupted lineup until he read a posttrial article in the Times quoting the witness, who claimed to have been “intimidated” into identifying the wrong man. Karp was livid. Not only was the real killer still walking the streets—and probably could never be successfully tried because the defense would use the impeached witness—but an innocent man had gone through the misery of jail and a trial and had nearly lost his freedom for life.

Chin, in his arrogance, had explained it all away as a “gut instinct” that he’d had the right man, but the witness had been a bit iffy about his ability to identify the killer and needed a little help. “Win some, lose some,” he’d said, shrugging, as he sat in the chair across from Karp’s desk. Twenty minutes later, he was slinking out the door with his ears still burning and no longer employed by the New York District Attorney’s Office.

After leaving the DAO, Chin had gone into private practice, mostly minor criminal cases from well-heeled clients who liked the idea of a former hotshot with the New York DAO defending them or their kids. Then, several years ago, he’d popped up in Westchester County, where his sudden, well-financed entry into the district attorney’s race there had surprised the incumbent, a lazy, multiterm good old boy who didn’t recognize the threat until it was too late. Chin won the election handily.

Now, according to the office grapevine, Chin was angling to get the governor’s nod to replace the current New York attorney general, who was intending to run for the U.S. Senate in the spring. And, according to the Times article, the missing girl’s parents and their wealthy friends were major contributors to Chin’s political war chest.

Karp shook his head. That pretty much explains it, he thought, turning the page.

The antics of Harley Chin were hardly his concern. He’d awakened at four that morning unable to sleep, thinking about events that would soon be transpiring in New York City regarding one Sharif Jabbar.

Leaving the warm, gently serene presence of his wife, he’d wandered out onto the deck off the suite’s expansive living room and let the frigid predawn air shock him fully awake. Looking up, he’d marveled at the clarity of the New Mexico night sky. In New York, stars—if they could be seen at all—were dim facsimiles of these brilliant spots of light. On the high plains of northern New Mexico, stars stood out as individual entities, their light as crisp and as brilliant as diamonds even though they were millions of light-years away.

Karp lowered his gaze. The deck overlooked the snow-covered Taos Plaza, which he’d learned had been in existence since the late 1700s. The plaza was set up in the traditional Spanish style, with a park in the middle, surrounded by a narrow lane and an outer ring of shops and cafés occupying what had been the adobe homes of early inhabitants. It had once been the town’s and the region’s center of government and was still a favorite meeting place for locals.

A coyote howled in the desert on the outskirts of town. Karp shivered with the cold and with pleasure at the wild, independent cry. Ever since he was a child growing up in Brooklyn, he’d dreamed of someday visiting the wide-open spaces of the American West. In a neighborhood populated by immigrants and their children, most of whom had never been farther west than New Jersey, he and his friends had spent many summer days and evenings fending off Indian attacks and bravely dying in gunfights against the bad guys.

Karp had learned his moral values from his parents. But their values were reinforced and magnified by his heroes on the silver screen, such as Gary Cooper in High Noon and Alan Ladd in Shane. At the top of the list of heroes was John Wayne as he appeared in westerns and World War II movies. Karp had lived for the Saturday matinees at the Avalon and King’s Way theaters on King’s Highway in Brooklyn, just a few blocks east of Ocean Parkway, where he grew up.

They were simple stories pitting virtue against evil. Heroes were often opposed by their mirror opposites, evil that they had to destroy. Villains often had the advantage or cheated, but heroes played by the rules and were defined more by their integrity, courage, and toughness than by even their exceptional prowess with a Colt .45 Peacemaker. The hero was a leader of men, but if necessary—especially in the defense of those who had no one else—he would stand alone and never, ever compromise his principles for expediency, personal gain, or safety.

Such morality tales were not lost on Karp as a boy, nor was their deeper meaning ignored by the man. Many years later, as an adult, he’d recognize these themes as allegories for the potential for evil that resides within every human. While most resisted their baser impulses, those who didn’t were the sorts of criminals he prosecuted on behalf of the People.

Karp’s appreciation for the romanticized hero of the Old West wasn’t the result of his belief that such a man had existed. It was what that hero represented. An ideal of living up to principles. A role model to aspire to. And if you failed at first, then, like one of Karp’s screen idols, you picked yourself up, dusted yourself off, and climbed back into the saddle again.

It had carried over into his choice of profession. His one goal upon finishing law school was to work for the New York District Attorney’s Office, where the legendary DA Francis Garrahy was the “sheriff” in town who ran his office according to a strict moral and ethical code, what Karp came to think of as the institutionalization of virtue. There would be no cheating, no shortcuts, no compromising of principles for the sake of expediency, self-aggrandizement, or glory. Ever since, Karp had made his living putting the guys in black hats behind prison walls, though even in his wildest dreams as a young assistant district attorney, he’d never imagined that someday he would be the old man’s actual, as well as philosophical, heir.

Karp had left the deck and retrieved the Times from outside the apartment door. As he began to read, he paused and noted the nearly absolute quiet surrounding him. Even with the windows closed in New York City, there was no escaping the sounds of traffic and the constant hum of the machinery that supported millions of people packed together on an island.

He liked it in Taos and had even entertained what it would be like to move there and go into private practice, maybe hang his shingle outside some small office down the street from the house where Kit Carson and his wife, Josefa, once lived. Or perhaps he’d apply for a job as an ordinary prosecutor for the local district attorney. Why not? he’d mused. What’s the difference between bringing a murderer to justice in New York City or in New Mexico? The victims were just as deserving of justice, the killer just as deserving of punishment.

The fantasy didn’t last long. It was a question of scale and of being where he was needed most. Certainly, a victim in New Mexico was just as deserving of justice, but there were a lot more of them on the island of Manhattan. And that was where he could have the greatest impact against the evil that lurked in some men’s souls. For better or worse, he was the chief law-enforcement officer for the County of New York, responsible for directing the efforts of some five hundred assistant district attorneys to prosecute more than one hundred thousand criminal cases every year.

In the years between the old man’s and Karp’s terms in office, Garrahy’s institutionalization of virtue had succumbed under the leadership of less principled men, who had precious little, if any, trial experience and who corrupted justice by engaging in excessive plea bargaining to manage the massive DAO caseload. So, believing that to return the DAO to its former glory he needed to lead by example, Karp took on high-profile, complex, and legally significant cases himself. Not for personal or ego-driven reasons, like Harley Chin, but to set the standard for what he expected of those who worked for him, as well as to take on such issues as organized crime, public corruption, terrorism, and disingenuous defense tactics such as the “big lie frame defense” and the “insanity of the insanity defense.” He hoped to leave a legacy of well-trained trial-lawyer prosecutors who would someday replace the old guard like himself, while carrying on the principles of Garrahy.

The article in the Times reminded him that he’d once imagined Harley Chin was one of those, only to be disappointed. Maybe Kenny Katz, he thought. So far, his new protégé, an Iraq War veteran and Columbia Law grad, seemed to have Chin’s legal brilliance without the warts. He could be impatient and brash, but to date, his ethics were beyond reproach.

Karp glanced at the clock on the wall. Six-thirty, eight-thirty in New York. At that moment, Katz was supposed to be working with Fulton to apprehend Sharif Jabbar. If the caller was accurate and had the time right. He rapped his knuckles on the wooden lampstand next to the chair. As if on cue, the telephone rang. He grabbed it before it rang again, hoping not to wake Marlene and his twin boys while he talked to his longtime friend.

“Merry Christmas, Clay, what’s cooking?”

“And a Happy Hanukkah to you, too, boss,” came the reply. “And that burned smell is Sharif Jabbar’s chestnuts roasting. He’s being processed as we speak, and then, as per your instructions, Mr. Kenny Katz is waiting to see if he wants to answer a few questions before he lawyers up.”

“Beautiful,” Karp said. “Glad to hear that Mr. Katz was able to drag himself out of bed on a cold winter holiday morning.”

“As a matter of fact, he went above and beyond the call of duty,” Fulton answered with a chuckle. “He insisted on getting to be the guy who dressed up in a Santa Claus outfit and stood on the corner of Centre and Canal to watch for the motorcade just in case they took another route. I’m told he looked somewhat like a deflated red balloon.”

“Has to be the skinniest kosher St. Nick on record,” Karp said, and laughed. “So I take it Jabbar’s attorney wasn’t along for the ride?”

“Nowhere to be seen,” Fulton replied. “I thought it was a little odd, but I guess she figured she’d cut a deal and there was no reason to leave her cozy cave. It wouldn’t have mattered. Even if she could have found a judge willing to listen to her on Christmas morning, I was dragging Jabbar down to the Tombs and booking him. In fact, I was sort of hoping I’d get the chance to watch her face turn that lovely shade of eggplant when I bounced her boy off the hood of the car and cuffed him.”

Karp noted the bitter distaste behind Fulton’s words. The detective had been a rookie police officer walking a beat in central Harlem many years earlier when self-proclaimed black nationalists murdered four cops in cold blood. The killers had walked up behind the unsuspecting officers who were patrolling a section of the projects and executed them without warning. One of the murdered officers, a black thirty-year-old father of two, had been Fulton’s first cousin.

The killers’ defense attorney was Megan O’Dowd. She’d argued that the shootings were justified as self-defense, that the cops had “invaded” the projects for the purpose of harassing young black men like her clients because of their political beliefs. She’d also claimed that the police department had knowingly sent officers into the projects to incite a violent confrontation. And when the officers came out on the losing end, the department and the DAO had framed her clients to make it appear that “justifiable resistance to government provocation” had been an act of premeditated, cold-blooded execution.
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