Prologue


There were few modern police precincts in New York City.  If you had the misfortune to become a temporary resident of one of them, when you walked down a corridor to a holding cell, you could smell perhaps a century's worth of urine and vomit that permeated the countless layers of paint and mingled with contemporary smells of backed-up toilets, sweat, exhaled whiskey fumes, and the fluids of sex.  An earthy, almost primal odor assailed the nostrils, near-primitive catcalls and shouts reached the ears, and anonymous hands, as if disembodied, were thrust between bars to grasp like claws.  Except for the cement and paint and electric light, the walk to the holding cell could have been some paleolithic gauntlet.


The woman guard had made this trip before, maybe hundreds of times.  She was an inch over five feet tall and nearly as wide, but hers was a confident, rolling gait.  Her prisoner was firmly in her grip.  Sweat streamed down her cafe au lait face, bright in the harsh light.  Her hair was perfectly styled in an intricacy of loops and whorls on top of her head.  Not a strand of it was out of place, nor was her elaborate manicure of nails painted with palm trees disturbed in any way.  In black vernacular that was a language all its own, she chided the clutching prisoners, addressing them by name, telling them to quiet down, shaking her head and tsking at their behavior.


At the cell at the far end of the corridor, she paused and used her night stick, looped around one fleshy wrist, against the bars to suggest to the cell's occupants they needed to step back.  They did.  Without letting go of her charge, she unlocked the cell door and guided her inside.  The guard stayed in the doorway, just barely wide enough to accommodate her.


"Okay, ladies," she said, in a loud voice, "this here yo' new guest.  Be nice or I'll have to whup me some ass."


"What her name?" asked one sullen black girl, surely no more than 17, dressed in a skirt about the size of a dinner napkin and a glittery halter top.


The guard put a hand on her ample hip and slipped her back.  "This here is Miss No Name, 'cause she ain't be giving no name to anyone."  She put the end of the night stick in the small of the newcomer's back and gave a gentle shove before backing out and locking the cell door.  As the guard walked back down the corridor to her station, the ululating chants followed her, gradually quelling as the door at the far end of the corridor slammed shut.


The five other occupants of the holding cell began to walk around the newcomer, circling her like prowling cats, their eyes raking up and down her frame.  At they did so, she took in her surroundings.  A 15 by 15-foot cell with a sink and exposed toilet in one corner, a drain in the middle of the room.  No windows, just an impossibly small air vent up near the ceiling and out of reach.  Metal beds bolted to the floor, four of them for six women, with no mattresses or pillows.  A surveillance camera also high and out of reach.


"Miss No Name," another black woman taunted.  She wore a pink wig and lots of elaborate make-up.  Her left eye was badly bruised and nearly swollen shut.  "What kinda outfit that?" she asked.


The women were in a semi-circle around the newcomer, their arms folded over breasts of all sizes.


"It like what them SWAT cops wear," said the only other white woman in the cell.  She was dressed in gold lame and a blonde wig.  Her thin arms bore needle tracks, and she sniffed constantly.


"You a cop?" asked another.


"If I were, do you think I'd be in here?" the new prisoner asked.


"Oh, well, excuse me," the pink-haired prostitute sneered.  "She talk all proper, like them people on public television."


"What you know about public television?" said the black girl with the incredibly short skirt.


"My Tee Vee only gets the UHF channel," she said, responding to the challenge with exaggerated bravura.  To the newcomer, she said, "If you not a cop, why you dress like a cop?"


The new prisoner was dressed all in black-a high-neck turtleneck sweater, BDU pants tucked into combat boots, a long-sleeved BDU shirt.  


"I'm not dressed like a cop," said the woman.  "I'm dressed for B&E."


"You no good at it, then," said pink hair.


"Really?" said the black-clad woman.  "How would you know that?"


Pink Hair snorted.  "You in here, ain't you?"


The newcomer actually smiled.  "You do have me there," she conceded.


Pink Hair held out a hand in a gimme gesture.  "Let me have a cigarette."


"Sorry.  Don't smoke."


"Shit, you useless," said another black woman.


The five women began to circle her again, this time plucking at her clothes, pushing her slightly back and forth.


"Maybe not totally useless," said Pink Hair, reaching out and grabbing the newcomer's breast.  She kept her hand there and squeezed suggestively.


The newcomer's eyes looked at the hand touching her then back up into the rheumy eyes of Pink Hair.


"Move your hand," the woman in black said.


"Fuck you," said Pink Hair, then she emitted a little squeak of pain.  The newcomer had grabbed her thumb and was bending it back at a bad angle.  Pink Hair tried to jerk her hand away but got only more pain.  Before the other four women could react, the newcomer got her back against the bars, spun Pink Hair around, and circled her neck in a choke hold.


"Hey," said the needle-tracked woman.  "You let her go.  You can't do that."


"Who's going to stop me?" said the woman.


Needle Tracks looked up at the camera.


"That won't do you any good," said the newcomer.  "The wire's broken."


Two of the women—the short-skirted one and another one, bigger and wearing a spaghetti strap short dress in a leopard print—stepped toward the two of them, and the new prisoner applied pressure on the choke hold, which wouldn't suffocate Pink Hair but would break her neck if the pressure continued.  Pink Hair gave another little squeak, and the two women stopped.


"Let's call a truce," said the new prisoner, "and no one will get hurt.  It's been a long time since I've beat the shit out of five at once but don't think I can't do it."


She released Pink Hair and gave her a slight shove toward the other women.  Pink Hair turned back, her face angry, her one visible eye glowering.


"A john give you that?" asked the newcomer, pointing to the black eye.  "Or your pimp?"


"Miss Uptown Talk, what you know about johns and pimps?" Pink Hair challenged.


"Enough to know I wouldn't sell it for anyone except myself."


"Well, lucky you," Pink Hair said.  "I got a kid to feed."


"And who's feeding him while you're in here.  Your pimp?"  Her mimicry talents good, she dropped easily into black vernacular.  "Yo' mama?  Yo' gran'mama?"


"Fuck you, bitch," said Needle Tracks.  "Fucking social worker."


"Right," said the woman.  "I really look like a social worker."


"Where you B&E?" asked Short Skirt.


"You really expect me to tell you so you can call the guard and tell them everything I've closed my mouth about for the last hour and a half?"


"What?  You didn't call yo' lawyer?" snapped Pink Hair.


"Didn't you?" the woman snapped back.


"My man, when he find out I here, he get me out."  She waggled her ass suggestively.  "He always do."


"How long have you been in here?" asked the woman.


"Since 5 p.m."


"It's two o'clock in the morning.  How long do you think he's going to keep you waiting?"


"Humph!  I don't see no bail bondsman coming for you."


"I'll be out of here before dawn."


Pink Hair gave her a skeptical, "we'll see" attitude, as she and the other four women retreated across the cell to stretch out on the four beds.  They all glared at the woman, who slid down the bars and squatted in front of the cell door, her back still against the bars.


What an evening this had turned out to be.  Not only had she had to exact a little B&E on an unsuspecting diplomat's apartment but she'd been caught at it and was locked up with some of New York City's most hard-working girls of the night.  Bad enough to be caught red-handed, literally with your hand in a wall safe, extracting a packet of dispatches that could prove embarrassing to a well-known European democracy, and with your breaking and entering tools on your person, not to mention the Beretta 92F in a tactical holster on your thigh.  All that was endurable and to be expected once or twice in the career of a spy.  If you were going to be caught, best to be caught by local cops and not Federal agents.  They took a dim view of espionage within the borders of the U.S., even when it wasn't perpetrated against the U.S.


The worst part of it had been the sexist remarks from the cops after they had cuffed her then pulled her balaclava off and seen her gender.  And it wasn't really the remarks, but the fact that if she'd kicked some balls in response to them, she'd have received some "disciplinary action" from their night sticks and slap jacks.  Of course, she had no identification on her, and she wasn't about to give up her name.  Her fingerprints had been taken and would be run; then, she'd be out of here.  In the meantime, UN spy Mai Fisher would just have to endure an interlude in city jail.
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After the ride in a filthy paddy wagon, she was booked, her fingerprints taken, her equipment, her flak jacket included, logged in and signed for.  Then, the police had locked her in a witness room whose air was as old and stale as the building itself.  She had been trained for far worse than this, so she had visualized images of beaches and clear, turquoise water while the detectives kept her waiting.  In the U.S. law enforcement vernacular, she believed it was called "making her sweat."  There was always the possibility she would draw a really hard-nosed cop, especially in New York City, but she had been conditioned to endure interrogation, hardened against torture, and she wasn't likely to experience either here.


The two detectives who had entered the room after nearly an hour were a mixed gender duo, likely a policy to preclude an accusation of sexual assault by a female suspect.  The woman was a stylish African-American, her hair straightened and worn brushed back like a white woman.  She wore an expensive pants suit and an absolutely no-nonsense expression.  The man was tall, almost bookish looking with round wire rimmed glasses.  His face could be pleasant if it weren't for the acne scars.


Rather than punish her buttocks by sitting in the rigid metal chair, Fisher had instead sat on the floor and done some isometric exercises to relax her back.  That position had seemed to piss the woman cop off.


"Get the fuck up off the floor," she demanded when she entered.  Unlike the women she would encounter later in her cell, this woman's voice was cultured, all trace of ghetto accent gone.  Mai wondered if that had been done on purpose to better fit into a white world.


"I'm fine here, thank you," Mai had responded politely.


"Get the fuck up, or I pick you up," the cop instructed.


"Elaine, take it easy," said the tall man.  Mai smiled to herself.  Elaine was going to do "bad cop," and the tall accountant impersonator was going to be "good cop," which meant he was really the one to look out for.  He leaned down to Mai and extended a hand.  "Let me give you a hand up," he said, smiling.


Mai locked eyes with him and tensed her leg muscles.  With a smooth, fluid motion, she levered herself up into a standing position, leaving the cop still bent over at the waist.


"My, my," said Elaine, sarcastically, "how impressive.  Now, do you do some weird ninja shit or something?"


"'Ninja shit?'" said Mai, "I've never learned any of that."


"Somebody taught you a few B&E skills, though, didn't they?" Elaine asked.


Mai smiled.  "I was informed of my right to remain silent, and so I shall."


"We've got you dead to rights," said Elaine.  "It'll be easier if you just come clean right now."


Mai crossed her arms over her chest and smiled politely.


"Cooperation does make the DA more amenable to deals," the man said.  Mai remained silent, her expression still polite and half-smiling.


"What's the get-up you're wearing?" asked Elaine.


"Just a little something out of my casual closet," Mai replied.


"Flak jacket, assault vest," Elaine said, ticking off the items they had taken from her.  "Lock-picking tools, electronic gizmos we can't begin to fathom.  And you're English."


"Irish, actually," Mai said.  The two detectives exchanged a speculative look.  "I see you're thinking," Mai continued, "hmm, Irish?  Perhaps IRA?  I can assure you that's not the case."


"Industrial espionage?" Elaine said, her eyebrows raised in inquiry.


"In a diplomat's apartment," said her partner.  "An East European diplomat's apartment.  What industries do they have that any U.S. or British company might be interested in?"


"Maybe we should just kick the shit out of Miss Commando here and find out," Elaine said, her tone matter-of-fact.


Mai laughed heartily at that, though between the two of them, they could do some damage to her.  American police were generally a bit more careful about rough stuff, unless, of course, you were black or Hispanic.


"Is that funny?" Elaine asked.


"Extremely," Mai replied.  "Look, it's late.  I'm not going to say a word about anything because when you get the report back on my fingerprints I'll be out of here."


"I could conveniently forget to transmit the request to the FBI computer," Elaine said, "for, say, 48 hours or so?"


Mai shrugged.  "An hour or 48 is immaterial.  I can be very patient.  Your quaint little jail here will be a diversion."


Elaine almost gave herself away and showed she found that amusing.  It was her partner who glowered deeply before he caught himself.  He might be worth the fun of tormenting him a bit more, but there was nothing to be gained by it other than some bitchy personal satisfaction.


"Or I could withhold the request to the FBI indefinitely," Elaine continued, "and we'll see how quaint you think our jail is after a few days.  Saturday night is coming up.  We get some priceless characters in lock-up on the weekends."


"If that's the way you want to play it, my one phone call, which I haven't yet requested, will bring a phalanx of attorneys from two countries, filing all sorts of suits against the city and against the two of you."


The tall, male cop didn't like that.  "Are you pulling an attitude with us?"


"I haven't begun on attitude yet, but just give me time, especially if you 'forget' to transmit my prints."


"It's going to be a long night," said Elaine.  "Can I get you some coffee?"


They had switched roles, a tactic that would confuse a weary and nervous regular suspect.


"No thanks," Fisher said.  "Just take me to my cell."


"We'd like to talk first," said the man.


"What part of 'right to remain silent' don't you comprehend?" Fisher said.


"You've got diarrhea of the mouth right now."


"Well, there's nothing that says we can't have a civilized conversation," Mai replied.  "How about those Yankees?"


"It's football season," said Elaine, again almost not keeping the amusement off her face.


"American sports are not my forte," she commented.


"What is your forte?" asked the man, moving into her space to intimidate.  "B&E?"


Mai stood her ground, a warning in her eyes.


"You don't get out of here to your cell until I say so," said the man.  "So you can talk now or I can send Elaine for coffee and a first aid kit."


Mai laughed, not the sexy, throaty laugh her husband got turned on by, but her snotty, British upper class, derisive laugh.


"You'll need the first aid," she told the man.


He took another step to close the distance between them, and Mai subtly moved her body into a defensive stance.


"Bill," said Elaine softly.  "Easy."


"Got a problem roughing up the perps, Bill?" Mai queried, her voice still sarcastic.  "Is that why Elaine looks a little panicked?  Has she lied for you before but sworn she won't again?"


Bill's scarred face suffused red, and Elaine stepped up to him this time, laid a restraining hand on his arm.


"Bill, she may not want coffee, but I want some.  Will you go to the coffee shop down the street and bring me a skim latte?"


The woman's calm tones didn't change his angry demeanor, but he did leave the room.


The two women faced each other.


"I worked CID when I was in the Army," said Elaine.  Mai said nothing.  "So I can recognize a spook when I see one.  Am I right?"


Mai didn't respond for a moment then, she said, "It must piss you off to have to defer to him, lie for him, doesn't it?"


Elaine smiled.  "Okay, sistah," she said, dropping into vernacular, "you ain't gonna win me over with talk of the man and his oppression."


"I'm not trying to 'win you over.'  I'm serious.  I could see the look in his eyes."


"Don't you have anyone you defer to?"


Fisher was thoughtful, then smiled slightly.  "Only in bed, and then I just let him think he's in charge."


"Oh, I see.  Miss Ball-Breaker.  Answer my question."


Mai shook her head and said, "All will be revealed when my fingerprint report comes down.  You have rules, and so do I."


"The rules end here.  There are none down in the holding cell.  Fresh meat, you know."


"I can take pretty good care of myself."


Elaine snorted and crossed her arms over her chest.  "Yeah.  You got caught by a couple of flat foots who responded to a neighbor's report of a suspicious person.  Pretty suspicious, rappelling down the side of a building."


Mai considered this information.  Her days of surveillance before the covert entry had revealed a next door condo where the occupant was apparently an insomniac.  Tonight that apartment had been dark, but obviously the insomnia had still reigned.  As she had silently slipped down between the two balconies, she thought she had seen a shadow behind the neighbor's curtain but had convinced herself it was a trick of light.  However, it must have taken the neighbor some convincing before the police dispatched anyone.  Mai had had a good half-hour in the apartment to case it and finally locate the safe.  She said nothing to Elaine.  Mai's diplomatic immunity would come through, but in the meantime, there was no need to be self-incriminating.


After a moment of silence between them, Elaine sighed heavily.  "I'm debating whether I should just let you go now and save the city the trouble," she said.


"That's up to you, of course," Mai said.  Except it probably wasn't.  Bill, older and more forceful, was the senior in the partnership, and Mai knew how her own partner hated it when she went against protocol—the same partner who likely had been laughing his ass off since he heard the cops shout "Freeze!" over the tactical radio she was wearing to communicate with him.  He was miles away, making sure the occupant of the apartment she'd broken into, the lower echelon diplomatic courier, was still with his mistress in Westchester County.  Neither of them had counted on a nosy neighbor, and that would be a bit embarrassing in the report.  However, the object of her thievery was secured in a secret compartment inside her tactical radio--a micro-cassette memory medium containing the dispatches a certain democracy didn't want to be read on the floor of the UN General Assembly.  That had been her primary objective.  The secondary had been any other items of interest she found, and that was when she'd been busted, as the American parlance went.


"All I can suggest," Mai continued, "is that you should get me to a cell before your partner gets back.  If he pulls the intimidation crap again, he'll get hurt."


Elaine's mouth almost twitched in a smile, and Mai read that the woman would have liked to see her partner put in his place.


"Your wish is my command," said Elaine, "though you may not thank me for it in the morning."
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Which was how she got where she was now, in a stinking, filthy cell with five shop-worn women who were so far down it would take a crane to get them to the lip of the gutter to crawl out.  The one with needle tracks on her arms was starting to feel the need for a fix.  Her eyes darted nervously around, the sniffing was nearly constant, and she rubbed her abused arms as if she were cold.  Heroin, Mai decided, since she didn't have the hyper-alertness and paranoia of someone spiking speed.  If Alexei hadn't insisted that she give up cocaine, Mai would have at least had a hit of that, which she would have gladly given to the woman.  That would have been hidden in her boot and wouldn't have been found by the cops unless they cut the shoes up.  She and Mai locked eyes.


"You want off it?" Mai asked, quietly.


The woman hesitated then nodded.


"How long?" Mai asked.


"Four, five months."


"Don't be asking no life stories," warned the black woman who seemed to be the senior of the group.


"I'm not asking for biographical purposes.  Only a few months on the stuff makes it easier to get off it," Mai replied.


"What do you know about it?"


"More than you might think.  You want to be rid of the prick who scored the black eye on you?"


The black woman took an angry step toward Mai.  "Mind your own business," she warned.


Mai stood up.  "Or what?"


The black woman looked into eyes as dark as her own skin and saw reality there.  She faced a killer.


"Nothing," she muttered.  "Why you so worried about us if you gonna be outta here so soon?"


"I'm a sucker for hard luck stories."


"I bet you ain't never heard no 'hard luck stories,'" said the leader.


Mai lowered herself back down to a sitting position.  "Well, I'm not going anywhere for a while," she said.  "Enlighten me."

3


Mai glanced at the clock on the wall above the property clerk's head.  Twelve minutes before 0500.  This had been the proverbial long night, made longer by the five tales of woe she'd asked for.  They were common enough stories of abandonment, abuse, rape, and drug addiction, repeated in any major metropolitan area.  Alexei, her husband, would tell her it was good for her to realize occasionally that not everyone lived so comfortably as she did.  A cynical person would wonder if such people from the lowest levels of humanity were worth risking life and limb over.  Mai would respond, if not them, then whom?


"That's the last item," said the weary clerk, probably eager to end his shift and get home.


Mai tucked her tactical radio inside the duffel the police had confiscated.  A quick check of the hidden compartment showed her bounty to be still concealed.


"Thank you," she said, using her bright smile as she signed the property sheet.


"So, I was right about you," came a voice from her right.  Mai picked up her duffel and walked up to Elaine.


"Never could put much past CID," Mai replied.


"You posted bail for your cellmates," Elaine said.  Mai nodded.  "Why?"


"I was feeling magnanimous.  Are you done with me?"


"Sure.  There's a really good-looking white man waiting outside for you.  Belong to you?"


"Lock, stock, and swinging dick."


"Too bad.  I have a preference for white men."


"If we ever divorce, I'll give him your name."  Mai turned to leave then turned back.  "A piece of advice."


"For me or from me?"


"For you."


"Why not?  What is it?"


"Dump the partner.  He's bad news, as in someday he'll take you down with him."


"Nope.  Put my transfer request in last week."


"If you ever want a more international job, get in touch."


"Only if I get to do ninja shit."


Mai smiled and got the detective to smile in return.


Outside, parked illegally in front of the police station was a large, dark blue van with diplomatic plates.  Leaning against the front fender was a tall man, dressed in expensive casual, all in black.  He was blonde, blue-eyed, and could set your heart racing with a smile.  Mai walked up to him.


"Laugh later," she instructed.  Alexei Bukharin, her husband of more than a decade, gave her his best look of utter innocence.


"Actually, I was just thinking," he said, "that perhaps you should have stayed in for a few days.  Caged women, I hear tell, can be wild for sex when they're released."


"I'll try not to disappoint."


"Good.  Now, why did you request I come with the transport van?"


Mai looked at her watch.  "They should be finished processing shortly," she said.


"Processing?"


The precinct door opened to allow a jumble of raucous voices to interrupt the pre-dawn quiet.  The five women who had shared a cell with Mai skittered down the steps, waving to the cops and generally teasing them with gestures and swinging hips.  The leader saw Mai and jogged over as much as her spike heels would allow.  She stopped, gave Alexei a salacious look which he coolly returned.  Mai pulled open the transport door and made a welcoming gesture.


One by one the women filed in, each giving Alexei a visual examination and some sort of verbal compliment.  Dinner-napkin skirt leaned over to Mai and whispered something.  Mai responded with her throaty laughter and replied with some comment Alexei couldn't overhear.  After all the women were loaded, Mai slid the door closed.


"Tell me we're giving them a ride somewhere," Alexei pleaded.


"Yes, we are," Mai replied, though she didn't try to disguise the coyness.  "I'm beat.  Let's get back and debrief."


"And our passengers?"


"I never was one to waste time," Mai replied, opening the passenger side door and stepping up into the van.  "You can recruit in the unlikeliest of places nowadays."


She shut the door, locked it, and gave him her sexy smile before she leaned her head back and closed her eyes.  Muffled shouts and laughter sounded from the back of the van, joined by laughter from a half-dozen cops observing the scene from the precinct doorway.


"Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em, right, mister?" called out a desk sergeant.


Alexei gave a them a shrug and walked around to the driver side of the van.  A long night was about to turn into a longer day.  Under his breath and in Russian he muttered, "The KGB did not train me to be a social worker."


"I heard that," Mai murmured.  "Good deeds will get you into heaven some day."


Alexei couldn't help except smile as he drove away.  He suspected he had to accumulate far more good deeds to counterbalance his sins.  He glanced over at his wife, serene, her eyes closed in relaxation.  She had more than mitigated hers.


The partition behind his head slid open.  "Hey, hey," said pink lame, "this ain't got no mini bar."


Then again...

THE END

