






Praise for the novels of Jeffery Deaver





‘Deaver knits a seamless fabric of tightening tension right up to an explosive double-whammy ending. A Maiden’s Grave is a gripping sleight of hand and an explosive punctuation mark. It is Deaver’s best book yet.’


The Times





‘Teeth-chattering suspense’


Daily Mail





‘Compulsive reading’


Guardian





‘This is a novel that will chill your blood on the warmest day of any summer holiday. Keep looking over your shoulder . . .’


Independent on Sunday





‘The best psychological thriller writer around’
 

The Times





‘Jeffery Deaver is a master at crafting intricate crimes that are solved through guile, tenacity and sheer creative genius.’


Harlan Coben





‘The most creative, skilled and intriguing thriller writer in the world . . . [Deaver] has produced a stunning series of best-sellers with unique characterisation, intelligent characters, beguiling plots and double-barrelled and sometimes triple-barrelled solutions.’
 

Daily Telegraph




Also by Jeffery Deaver





Mistress of Justice


The Lesson of Her Death


Praying for Sleep


Speaking in Tongues


The Devil’s Teardrop


The Blue Nowhere


Garden of Beasts





The Rune series


Manhattan is my Beat


Death of a Blue Movie Star


Hard News





The Location Scout series


Shallow Graves


Bloody River Blues


Hell’s Kitchen





The Lincoln Rhyme thrillers


The Bone Collector


The Coffin Dancer


The Empty Chair


The Stone Monkey


The Vanished Man


The Twelfth Card


The Cold Moon


The Sleeping Doll





Short stories


Twisted


More Twisted




A MAIDEN’S GRAVE





Jeffery Deaver







HODDER & STOUGHTON




Copyright © Jeffery Deaver 1995


1


The right of Jeffery Deaver to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978 1 8445 6895 6
Book ISBN 978 0 34065 375 3


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
A division of Hodder Headline
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





I’d like to give special thanks to Pamela Dorman at Viking, an editor with the persistence and patience (not to mention just plain guts) to keep authors striving for the same level of excellence she achieves in her craft. My deepest appreciation too to Deborah Schneider, dear friend and the best agent in the world. And to the entire Viking/NAL crew, especially Barbara Grossman, Elaine Koster, Michaela Hamilton, Joe Pittman, Cathy Hemming, Matthew Bradley (who’s earned the title Combat Publicist a hundred times over), and Susan Hans O’Connor. No mention of gratitude would be complete without acknowledging the fine folks at Curtis Brown in London, especially Diana Mackay and Vivienne Schuster, and at my top-notch British publisher, Hodder Headline, notably my editor, Carolyn Mays, and Sue Fletcher and Peter Lavery. Thanks to Cathy Gleason at Gelfman-Schneider, and thanks and a ‘hey’ to my grandmother Ethel Rider and my sister and fellow author, Julie Reece Deaver, and to Tracey, Kerry, David, Taylor, Lisa (Ms X-Man), Casey, Chris, and Bryan Big and Bryan Little.





[image: THE CROW RIDGE BARRICADE]




I
 




THE KILLING ROOM




8:30 A.M.


‘Eight gray birds, sitting in dark.


‘Cold wind blows, it isn’t kind.’


The small yellow school bus crested an abrupt rise on the highway and for a moment all she could see was a huge quilt of pale wheat, a thousand miles wide, waving, waving under the gray sky. Then they dipped down once again and the horizon was gone.


‘Sitting on wire, they lift their wings


‘and sail off into billowy clouds.’


When she paused she looked at the girls, who nodded approvingly. She realized that she’d been staring at the thick pelt of wheat and ignoring her audience.


‘Are you nervous?’ Shannon asked.


‘Don’t ask her that,’ Beverly warned. ‘Bad luck.’


No, Melanie explained, she wasn’t nervous. She looked out again at the fields that streamed past.


Three of the girls were drowsing but the other five were wide awake and waiting for her to continue. Melanie began again but was interrupted before she’d recited the first line of the poem.


‘Wait – what kind of birds are they?’ Kielle frowned.


‘Don’t interrupt.’ From seventeen-year-old Susan. ‘People who interrupt are Philistines.’


‘Am not!’ Kielle shot back. ‘What is that?’


‘Crass dummy,’ Susan explained.


‘What’s “crass”?’ Kielle demanded.


‘Let her finish!’


Melanie continued:


‘Eight little birds high in sky,


‘They fly all night till they find sun.’


‘Time out.’ Susan laughed. ‘It was five birds yesterday.’


‘Now you’re interrupting,’ lean tomboy Shannon pointed out. ‘You Philadelphian.’


‘Philistine,’ Susan corrected.


Chubby Jocylyn nodded emphatically as if she also had caught the slip but was too timid to point it out. Jocylyn was too timid to do very much at all.


‘But there are eight of you so I changed it.’


‘Can you do that?’ wondered Beverly. At fourteen, she was the second-oldest student.


‘It’s my poem,’ Melanie responded. ‘I can make it as many birds as I want.’


‘How many people will be there? At recital?’


‘One hundred thousand.’ Melanie looked quite sincere.


‘No! Really?’ offered enthusiastic eight-year-old Shannon, as a much older eight-year-old Kielle rolled her eyes.


Melanie’s gaze was again drawn to the bleak scenery of south-central Kansas. The only color was the occasional blue Harvestore prefab silo. It was July but the weather was cold and heavily overcast; rain threatened. They passed huge combines and buses filled with migrant workers, their Porta-Pottis wheeling along behind. They saw landowners and sharecroppers, piloting their huge Deeres, Masseys, and IHs. Melanie imagined them glancing nervously at the sky; this was harvest time for the winter wheat, and a storm now could ruin eight months of arduous work.


Melanie turned away from the window and self-consciously examined her fingernails, which she trimmed and filed religiously every night. They were coated with faint polish and looked like perfect flakes of pearl. She lifted her hands and recited several poems again, signing the words elegantly. Now all the girls were awake, four looking out the windows, three watching Melanie’s fingers, and round Jocylyn Weiderman watching her teacher’s every move.


These fields go on forever, Melanie thought. Susan’s gaze followed Melanie’s. ‘They’re blackbirds,’ the teenager signed. ‘Crows.’


Yes, they were. Not five or eight, but a thousand, a flock of them. The birds watched the ground, the yellow bus, and the overcast sky, gray and purple.


Melanie looked at her watch. They weren’t even to the highway yet. It would be three hours before they got to Topeka.


The bus descended into another canyon of wheat.


She sensed the trouble before a single clue registered in her conscious thoughts. Later she would conclude that it was no psychic message or premonition; it was Mrs Harstrawn’s big, ruddy fingers flexing anxiously on the steering wheel.


Hands, in motion.


Then the older woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. Her shoulders shifted. Her head tilted a millimeter. The small things a body does that reveal what the mind is thinking.


‘Are girls asleep?’ The question was blunt and the fingers returned immediately to the wheel. Melanie scooted forward and signed that they weren’t.


Now the twins, Anna and Suzie, delicate as feathers, were sitting up, leaning forward, breathing on the older teacher’s broad shoulders, looking ahead. Mrs Harstrawn waved them back. ‘Don’t look. Sit back and look out opposite window. Do it. Now! The left window.’


Then Melanie saw the car. And the blood. There was a lot of it. She shepherded the girls back to their seats.


‘Don’t look,’ Melanie instructed. Her heart pounded fiercely, her arms suddenly weighed a thousand pounds. ‘And put seat-belts on.’ She had trouble making the words.


Jocylyn, Beverly, and ten-year-old Emily did as instructed immediately. Shannon grimaced and peeked, Kielle blatantly ignored Melanie. Susan got to look, she pointed out. Why couldn’t she?



Of the twins, it was Anna who’d gone still, hands in her lap and her face paler than usual, in sharp contrast to her sister’s nut-brown tan. Melanie stroked the girl’s hair. She pointed out the window on the left side of the bus. ‘Look at wheat,’ she instructed.


‘Totally interesting,’ Shannon replied sarcastically.


‘Those poor people.’ Twelve-year-old Jocylyn wiped copious tears from her fat cheeks.


The burgundy Cadillac had run hard into a metal irrigation gate. Steam rose from its front end. The driver was an elderly man. He lay sprawled half out of the car, his head on the asphalt. Melanie could now see a second car as well, a gray Chevy. The collision had happened at an intersection. It looked like the Cadillac had had the right of way and had slammed into the gray car, which must have run a stop sign. The Chevy had skidded off the road into the tall wheat. There was no one inside; its hood was twisted and steam plumed from the radiator.


Mrs Harstrawn brought the bus to a stop, reached for the worn chrome handle of the door.


No! thought Melanie. Keep going! Go to a grocery store, a 7-Eleven, a house. They hadn’t passed anything for miles but surely there was something up ahead. Don’t stop. Keep going. She’d been thinking those words but her hands must have been moving because Susan responded, ‘No, we have to. He is hurt.’


But the blood, Melanie thought. They shouldn’t get his blood on them. There was AIDS, there were other diseases.


These people needed help but they needed official help.


Eight gray birds, sitting in dark . . .


Susan, eight years younger than Melanie, was the first one out of the school bus, running toward the injured man, her long, black hair dancing around her in the gusting wind.


Then Mrs Harstrawn.


Melanie hung back, staring. The driver lay like a sawdust doll, one leg bent at a terrible angle. Head floppy, hands fat and pale.


She had never before seen a dead body.


But he isn’t dead, of course. No, no, just a cut. It’s nothing. He’s just fainted.


One by one the little girls turned to gaze at the accident; Kielle and Shannon first, naturally – the Dynamic Duo, the Power Rangers, the X-Men. Then fragile Emily, whose hands were glued together in prayer. (Her parents insisted that she pray every night for her hearing to return. She had told this to Melanie but no one else.) Beverly clutched her chest, an instinctive gesture. She wasn’t having an attack just yet.


Melanie climbed out and walked toward the Cadillac. Halfway there she slowed. In contrast to the gray sky, the gray wheat, and the pale highway, the blood was so very red; it was on everything – the man’s bald head, his chest, the car door, the yellow leather seat.


The roller coaster of fear sent her heart plummeting toward the ground.


Mrs Harstrawn was the mother of two teenage boys, a humorless woman, smart, dependable, solid as vulcanized rubber. She reached under her colorful sweater, untucked her blouse and tore off a strip, making an impromptu bandage, which she wrapped around a deep gash in the man’s torn head. She bent down and whispered into his ear, pressed on his chest and breathed into his mouth.


And then she listened.


I can’t hear, Melanie thought, so I can’t help. There’s nothing I can do. I’ll go back to the bus. Keep an eye on the girls. The roller coaster of her fear leveled out. Good, good.


Susan crouched too, stanching a wound on his neck. Frowning, the student looked up at Mrs Harstrawn. With bloody fingers she signed, ‘Why bleeding so much? Look at neck.’


Mrs Harstrawn examined it. She too frowned, shaking her head.


‘There’s hole in his neck,’ the teacher signed in astonishment. ‘Like a bullet hole.’


Melanie gasped at this message. The flimsy car of the roller coaster dropped again, leaving Melanie’s stomach somewhere else – way, way above her. She stopped walking altogether.


Then she saw the purse.


Ten feet away.


Thankful for any distraction to keep her eyes off the injured man, she walked over to the bag and examined it. The chain pattern on the cloth was some designer’s. Melanie Charrol – a farm girl who made sixteen thousand, five hundred dollars a year as an apprentice teacher of the deaf – had never in her twenty-five years touched a designer accessory. Because the purse was small it seemed precious. Like a radiant jewel. It was the sort of purse that a woman would sling over her shoulder when she walked into an office high above downtown Kansas City or even Manhattan or Los Angeles. The sort of purse she’d drop onto a desk and from which she’d pull a silver pen to write a few words that would set assistants and secretaries in motion.


But as Melanie stared at the purse a tiny thought formed in her mind, growing, growing until it blossomed: Where was the woman who owned it?


That was when the shadow fell on her.


He wasn’t a tall man, or fat, but he seemed very solid: muscled the way horses have muscle, close to the skin, rippled and defined. Melanie gasped, staring at his smooth young face. He wore a glossy crewcut and clothes gray as the clouds speeding by overhead. The grin was broad and showed white teeth and she didn’t believe the smile for a second.


Melanie’s first impression was that he resembled a fox. No, she concluded, a weasel or a stoat. There was a pistol in the waistband of his baggy slacks. She gasped and lifted her hands. Not to her face but to her chest. ‘Please, don’t hurt me,’ she signed without thinking. He glanced at her moving hands and laughed.


From the corner of her eye she saw Susan and Mrs Harstrawn stand uneasily. A second man was striding up to them; he was huge. Fat and tall. Also dressed in overwashed gray. Shaggy hair. He was missing a tooth and his grin was hungry. A bear, she thought automatically.


‘Go,’ Melanie signed to Susan. ‘Let’s go. Now.’ Eyes on the yellow skin of the bus, she started walking toward the seven unhappy young faces staggered in the windows.


Stoat grabbed her by the collar. She batted at his hand, but cautiously, afraid to hit him, afraid of his anger.


He shouted something she didn’t understand and shook her. The grin became what the grin really was – a cold glare. His face went dark. Melanie sagged in terror and dropped her hand.


‘What’s . . . this?’ Bear said. ‘I’m thinking we . . . about that.’


Melanie was postlingually deaf. She began losing her hearing at age eight, after her language skills were honed. She was a better lipreader than most of the girls. But lipreading is a very iffy skill, far more complicated than merely watching lips. The process involves interpreting movements of the mouth, tongue, teeth, eyes, and other parts of the body. It is truly effective only if you know the person whose words you are trying to decipher. Bear existed in a different universe from Melanie’s life of Old English decor, Celestial Seasonings tea and small-town, midwestern schools. And she had no idea what he was saying.


The big man laughed and spit in a white stream. His eyes coursed over her body – her breasts beneath the high-necked burgundy blouse, her long charcoal-gray skirt, black tights. She awkwardly crossed her arms. Bear turned his attention back to Mrs Harstrawn and Susan.


Stoat was leaning forward, speaking – probably shouting, as people often did with the Deaf (which was all right because they spoke more slowly and their lip motion was more pronounced when they shouted). He was asking who was in the bus. Melanie didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her sweaty fingers gripped her biceps.


Bear looked down at the injured man’s battered face and tapped his booted foot lethargically against the head, watching it loll back and forth. Melanie gasped; the casualness of the kick, its gratuitousness, was horrifying. She started to cry. Bear pushed Susan and Mrs Harstrawn ahead of him toward the bus.


Melanie glanced at Susan and shot her hands into the air. ‘No, don’t!’


But Susan was already moving.


Her perfect figure and runner’s body.


Her one hundred and twelve muscular pounds.


Her strong hands.


As the girl’s palm swung toward Bear’s face he jerked his head back in surprise and caught her hand inches from his eyes. The surprise became amusement and he bent her arm downward until she dropped to her knees then he shoved her to the ground, filthying her black jeans and white blouse with dust and mud. Bear turned to Stoat and called out something.


‘Susan, don’t!’ Melanie signed.


The teenager was on her feet again. But Bear was prepared this time and turned to meet her. When he grabbed her his hand found her breasts and lingered there for a moment. Suddenly, he grew tired of the game. He hit her solidly in the stomach and she dropped to her knees, clutching herself and struggling for breath.


‘No!’ Melanie signed to her. ‘Don’t fight.’


Stoat called to Bear, ‘Where . . . he?’


Bear motioned toward a wall of wheat. He had a curious expression on his face – as if he didn’t approve of something but was afraid to be too critical. ‘Don’t . . . time . . . this bullshit,’ he muttered. Melanie followed his eyes and looked into the shafts of wheat. She couldn’t see clearly but from the shadows and dim outlines it appeared to be a man, bending down. He was small and wiry. It seemed that his arm was raised, like in one of those Nazi salutes. It remained poised there for a long moment. Beneath him, she thought, was the form of a person, dressed in dark green.


The woman who owned the purse, Melanie understood in a terrible flash.


No, please, no . . .


The man’s arm descended leisurely. Through the undulating wheat she saw the dull glint of metal in his hand.


Stoat’s head bent slightly; he’d heard a sudden noise. He winced. Bear’s face broke into a smile. Mrs Harstrawn’s hands rose to her ears, covering them. Horrified. Mrs Harstrawn could hear perfectly.


Melanie stared into the wheat, crying. She saw: The shadowy figure crouching lower, over the woman. The elegant movement of the tall wheat, swaying in the intemperate July wind. The motion of the man’s arm rising and falling slowly, once, twice. His face studying the body lying in front of him.


Mrs Harstrawn fixed Stoat with a stoic gaze. ‘. . . us go and . . . won’t bother you. We won’t . . .’


Melanie was comforted to see the woman’s defiance, her anger. The sturdy set of her jaw.


Stoat and Bear ignored her. They herded Susan, Mrs Harstrawn, and Melanie toward the bus.


Inside, the younger girls huddled in the back. Bear pushed Mrs Harstrawn and Susan inside and gestured toward his belt, where his gun bulged. Melanie was the last person inside before Stoat, who shoved her into the back. She tripped and fell on top of the sobbing twins. She hugged them hard then gathered Emily and Shannon into her arms.


The Outside . . . Caught in the terrible Outside.


Melanie glanced at Stoat and saw him say, ‘Deaf as . . . all of them.’ Bear squeezed his fat torso into the driver’s seat and started the bus. He looked in the rearview mirror and frowned then spun around.


In the distance, at the end of the ribbon of asphalt, was a dot of flashing lights. Bear pressed the pad on the steering wheel and Melanie felt the vibrations of the horn in her chest.


Bear said, ‘Man, what the fuck’s . . . think we . . .’ Then he turned his head and the words were lost.


Stoat shouted toward the wheat. He nodded when, apparently, the man answered. A moment later the gray Chevy sped out of the field. Badly damaged but still drivable, it rolled onto the shoulder, paused. Melanie tried to glance into the front seat for a glimpse of the man behind the wheel but there was too much glare. It appeared there was no driver at all.


Then the car accelerated fast, fishtailing onto the asphalt. The bus followed, easing forward into the faint clouds of blue tire smoke. Bear slapped the steering wheel, turned for a moment and barked some words to Melanie – angry words, vicious words. But she had no idea what they might be.









The brilliant flashing lights grew closer, red and blue and white. Like the Fourth of July fireworks over the park in Hebron two weeks ago, when she’d watched the streamers of color crisscross the sky, felt the explosions of the white-hot bangs against her skin.


She looked back at the police car and knew what would happen. There’d be a hundred squad cars all converging up ahead. They’d pull the bus over and these men would get out. They’d put their hands up and be led off. The students and teachers would go down to a stationhouse somewhere and make statements. She’d miss the Theater of the Deaf performance in Topeka this time – even if they still had time to make it – but there was no way she’d get up on stage and recite poetry after all of this.


And the other reason for her trip?


Maybe it was a sign that she shouldn’t go, shouldn’t have made those plans. It was an omen.


All she wanted to do now was go home. Back to her rented house, where she could lock the door and have a cup of tea. Okay, a hit of blackberry brandy. Fax her brother in the hospital in St Louis, tell him and her parents the story. Melanie fell into a nervous habit, twining her blond hair around her bent middle finger, the other digits extended. This hand shape was the symbol for ‘shine.’


Then there was a sudden jolt. Bear had turned off the asphalt and was following the gray car down a dirt road. Stoat was frowning. He asked Bear something Melanie didn’t see. The big man didn’t answer but just spit out the window. Another turn and another, into hillier country. Getting close to the river.


They passed under an electric wire covered with a hundred birds. Big ones. Crows.


She looked at the car ahead of them. She still couldn’t see him clearly – the driver, the man from the wheat field. At first Melanie thought he had long hair, then a moment later he seemed bald or crew-cut, then appeared to be wearing a hat.


With a skidding turn the gray car spun to the right and bounded down a narrow weed-filled driveway. Melanie guessed that he’d seen the dozens of police cars up ahead – the cars racing toward them to save them. She squinted and looked. No, nothing ahead of them. The bus turned and followed the Chevy. Bear was muttering, Stoat was looking back at the police car.


Then Melanie turned and saw where they were headed.


No! she thought.


Oh, please no.


For she knew her hope about the men surrendering to the trooper who was fast approaching was just a fantasy. She understood where they were going.


The worst place in the world.


The gray car suddenly broke into a large, weed-filled field. At the end of the field, on the river, squatted a red-brick industrial building, long abandoned. Dark and solid as a medieval fort. The acreage in front of the plant still held a few of the fences and posts from the animal pens that had subdivided the area long ago but mostly the field had been reclaimed by the Kansas prairie of mid-high grass, sedge, bluestem, and buffalo grass.


The Chevy raced right for the front of the building, the bus following. Both skidded to a stop just to the left of the door.


Melanie peered at the ruddy brick.


When she was eighteen, and a student herself at the Laurent Clerc School, a boy had brought her here, supposedly for a picnic but of course to do what boys of eighteen will do – and what Melanie too wanted, she believed at the time. But once they’d snuck inside, carting a blanket with them, she’d looked at the gloomy rooms and panicked. She’d fled and had never seen the perplexed boy, or the building, again.


But she remembered it. An abandoned slaughterhouse, a place of death. A place that was hard and sharp and dangerous.


And dark. How Melanie hated the dark. (Twenty-five years old and she had five night-lights in a six-room house.)


Stoat flung open the bus door, dragged Susan and Mrs Harstrawn out after him.


The police car – a single trooper inside – paused at the entrance to the field. He leapt out, pistol in his hand, but he stopped short when Bear grabbed Shannon and put a gun to her head. The eight-year-old surprised him by spinning around, kicking his knee hard. He flinched in pain then shook her until she stopped squirming. Bear looked across the field at the trooper, who made a show of putting his gun back into his holster and returning to his car.


Bear and Stoat pushed the girls toward the slaughterhouse door. Bear slammed a rock into the chain that bound the door closed and snapped the rusted links. Stoat grabbed several large bags from the trunk of the gray car, where the driver continued to sit, staring up at the building. The glare still prevented Melanie from seeing clearly but he seemed relaxed, gazing with curiosity at the turrets and black windows.


Bear yanked open the front door and he and Stoat pushed the girls inside. The place stank of cave more than building. Dirt and shit and mold and some sweet-sickly decay, rancid animal fat. The interior was a maze of walkways and pens and ramps and rusted machinery. Pits surrounded by railings and parts of old machines. There were rows and rows of rusted meat hooks overhead. And it was just as dark as Melanie remembered.


Bear herded the students and their teachers into a semicircular, tiled room, windowless and damp. The walls and cement floors were stained dark brown. A worn wooden ramp led to the left side of the room. An overhead conveyor holding meat hooks led away from the right side. In the center was a drain for the blood.


This was the room where the animals had been killed.


Cold wind blows, it isn’t kind.


Kielle grabbed Melanie’s arm and pressed against her. Mrs Harstrawn and Susan embraced the other girls, Susan gazing with raw hatred at whichever of the men happened to catch her eye. Jocylyn sobbed, the twins too. Beverly struggled for breath.


Eight gray birds with nowhere to go.


They huddled in a cluster on the cold, damp floor. A rat scurried away, his fur dull, like a piece of old meat. Then the door opened again. Melanie shielded her eyes against the glare.


He stood in the cold light of the doorway.


Short and thin.


Neither bald nor long-haired but with shaggy, dirty-blond strands framing a gaunt face. Unlike the others he wore only a T-shirt, on which was stenciled the name L. Handy. But to her he wasn’t a Handy at all – and definitely not a Larry or a Lou. She thought immediately of the actor in the Kansas State Theater of the Deaf who had played Brutus in a recent production of Julius Caesar.


He pushed inside and carefully placed two heavy canvas bags on the floor. The door swung shut and once the ashen light vanished she could see his pale eyes and thin mouth.


Melanie saw Bear say, ‘Why . . . here, man? No fucking way out.’


Then, as if she could hear perfectly, Brutus’s words sounded clearly in her mind, the phantom voice that deaf people hear sometimes – a human voice yet with no real human sound. ‘It don’t matter,’ he said slowly. ‘Nope. Don’t matter at all.’


Melanie was the one he looked at when he said this and it was to her that he offered a faint smile before he pointed to several rusty iron bars and ordered the other two men to wedge the doors tightly shut.




9:10 A.M.


He’d never forgotten an anniversary in twenty-three years.


Here’s a husband for you.


Arthur Potter folded back the paper surrounding the roses – effervescent flowers, orange and yellow – mostly open, the petals perfect, floppy, billowing. He smelled them. Marian’s favorite. Vibrant colors. Never white or red.


The stoplight changed. He set the bouquet carefully on the seat beside him and accelerated through the intersection. His hand strayed to his belly, which pressed hard against his waistband. He screwed up his face. His belt was a barometer; it was hooked through the second-to-the-last hole in the worn leather. Diet on Monday, he told himself cheerfully. He’d be back in D.C. then, his cousin’s fine cooking long digested, and could concentrate on counting grams of fat once more.


It was Linden’s fault. Let’s see . . . last night she’d made corned beef, buttered potatoes, buttered cabbage, soda bread (butter optional, and he’d opted), lima beans, grilled tomatoes, chocolate cake with vanilla ice cream. Linden was Marian’s cousin, in the lineage of the McGillis forebear Sean, whose two sons, Eamon and Hardy, came over in steerage, married within the same year and whose wives gave birth to daughters, ten and eleven months, respectively, after the vows.


Arthur Potter, an only child orphaned at thirteen, son of only children, had enthusiastically adopted his wife’s family and had spent years plotting the genealogy of the McGillises. Through elaborate correspondence (handwritten on fine stationery; he did not own a word processor) Potter kept up religiously, almost superstitiously, with the meanderings of the clan.


Congress Expressway west. Then south. Hands at ten to two, hunched forward, glasses perched on his pale fleshy nose, Potter cruised through working-class Chicago, the tenements and flats and two-family row houses lit by the midwestern summer light, pale in the overcast.


The quality of light in different cities, he thought. Arthur Potter had been around the world many times and had a huge stockpile of ideas for travel articles he would never write. Genealogy notes and memos for his job, from which he was soon to retire, would probably be the only Potter literary legacy.


Turn here, turn there. He drove automatically and somewhat carelessly. He was by nature impatient but had long ago overcome that vice, if a vice it was, and he never strayed above the posted limit.


Turning the rented Ford onto Austin Avenue, he glanced in his rearview mirror and noticed the car.


The men were in a blue-gray sedan, as nondescript as could be. Two clean-shaven, clean-living, clean-conscienced young men, and they were tailing him.


They had Federal Agent printed on their foreheads.


Potter’s heart thudded. ‘Damn,’ he muttered in his low baritone. Furious, he tugged at a jowl and then wrapped the green paper tighter around the flowers as if anticipating a high-speed chase. When he found the street he sought, however, and made the turn, he was doing seven cautious miles per hour. His wife’s bouquet rolled against his ample thigh.


No, he didn’t speed. His strategy was to decide that he was mistaken, that the car contained two businessmen on their way to sell computers or printing services and that it would turn off on its own route soon.


And leave me in peace.


But the car didn’t do any such thing. The men maintained an innocuous distance, traveling at the identical, irritatingly slow speed of Potter’s Ford.


He pulled into the familiar driveway and continued a lengthy distance, then rolled to a stop. Potter climbed out of his car quickly, cradling the flowers to his chest and waddling up the walk – defiantly, he hoped, daring the agents to stop him here.


How had they found him?


He’d been so clever. Parking the car three blocks from Linden’s apartment. Asking her not to answer the phone and to leave her machine off. The fifty-one-year-old woman, who’d be a Gypsy if she could have rearranged her genes (so different from Marian, despite their common blood), excitedly accepted his instructions. She was used to the inexplicable ways of her cousin-in-law. She believed his manner was somewhat dangerous, if not sinister, and he could hardly dissuade her of that, for so it was.


The agents parked their car behind Potter’s and climbed out. He heard their footsteps on the gravel behind him.


They didn’t hurry; they could find him anywhere, and they knew it. He could never get away.


I’m yours, you self-confident sons of bitches.


‘Mr Potter.’


No, no, go away! Not today. Today is special. It’s my wedding anniversary. Twenty-three years. When you’re as old as I am you’ll understand.


Leave. Me. Alone.


‘Mr Potter?’


The young men were interchangeable. He ignored one and thus he ignored both.


He walked over the lawn toward his wife. Marian, he thought, I’m sorry for this. I’ve brought trouble with me. I am sorry.


‘Leave me alone,’ he whispered. And suddenly, as if they’d heard, both men stopped, these two somber men, in dark suits, with pale complexions. Potter knelt and laid the flowers on the grave. He began to peel back the green paper but he could still see the young men in the corner of his eye and he paused, squeezing his eyes closed and pressing his hands to his face.


He wasn’t praying. Arthur Potter never prayed. He used to. Occasionally. Although his livelihood entitled him to some secret, personal superstitions he’d stopped praying thirteen years ago, the day Marian the living became Marian the dead, passing away in front of his joined fingertips as he happened to be in the middle of an elaborate negotiation with the God he had, all his life, more or less believed existed. The address he’d been sending his offers to turned out to be empty as a rusted can. He was neither surprised nor disillusioned. Still, he gave up praying.


Now, eyes closed, he lifted those same fingertips and gave a backhanded wave, warding off the indistinguishable men.


And federal agents, yes, but God-fearing agents perhaps (many of them were), they kept their distance.


No prayers, but he spoke some words to his bride, lying in the same place where she had lain for these long years. His lips moved. He received responses only because he knew her mind as well as his own. But the presence of the men in the matching suits kept intruding. Finally he rose slowly and looked at the marble flower etched into the granite above her tombstone. He’d ordered a rose but the flower looked like a chrysanthemum. Perhaps the stonecarver had been Japanese.


There was no point in delaying any longer.


‘Mr Potter?’


He sighed and turned away from the grave.


‘I’m Special Agent McGovern. This is Special Agent Crowley.’


‘Yes.’


‘Sorry to trouble you, sir. Mind if we have a word?’


McGovern added, ‘Maybe we could step to the car.’


‘What do you want?’


‘The car? Please.’ No one says ‘please’ quite the way an FBI agent does.


Potter walked with them – he was flanked – to their vehicle. He realized only when he was standing beside it that the wind was steady and ridiculously cold for July. He glanced at the grave and saw the green paper of the flowers roll in the steady breeze.


‘All right.’ He stopped abruptly, deciding to walk no further.


‘We’re sorry to interrupt your vacation, sir. We tried to call the number where you’re staying. There was no answer.’


‘Did you send somebody over there?’ Potter was worried that Linden would be upset if agents came calling.


‘Yessir, but when we found you we radioed them.’


Potter nodded. He looked at his watch. They were going to have shepherd’s pie tonight. Green salad. He was supposed to pick up something to drink. Samuel Smith Nut Brown Ale for him, oatmeal stout for them. Then, after dinner, cards with the Holbergs next door. Hearts or spades.


‘How bad is it?’ Potter asked.


‘A situation in Kansas,’ McGovern said.


‘It’s bad, sir. He’s asked you to put together a threat management team. There’s a DomTran jet waiting for you at Glenview. Particulars are in here.’


Potter took the sealed envelope from the young man, looking down, seeing to his surprise a dot of blood on his own thumb – from, he supposed, a latent thorn somewhere on the stem of a rose with petals like a woman’s floppy-brimmed summer hat.


He opened the envelope and read through the fax. It bore the speedy signature of the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


‘How long since he went barricade?’


‘First report was around eight forty-five.’


‘Any communication from him?’


‘None yet.’


‘Contained?’


‘Completely. Kansas state troopers and a half-dozen agents from our Wichita office. They’re not getting out.’


Potter buttoned then unbuttoned his sports coat. He realized that the agents were looking at him with too much reverence and it set his teeth on edge. ‘I’ll want Henry LeBow as my intelligence officer and Tobe Geller for communications. Spelled with an e but you pronounce it Toby.’


‘Yessir. If they’re unavailable—’


‘Only them. Find them. Wherever they are. I want them at the barricade in a half-hour. And see if Angie Scapello is available. She’d be at headquarters or Quantico. Behavioral Science. Jet her out too.’


‘Yessir.’


‘What’s the status of HRT?’


The Bureau’s Hostage Rescue Team, consisting of forty-eight agents, was the largest tactical barricade force in the country.


Crowley let McGovern deliver the unfortunate news.


‘That’s a problem, sir. One team’s deployed to Miami. A DEA raid. Twenty-two agents there. And the second’s in Seattle. A bank robbery that went barricade last night. Nineteen there. We can scramble a third team but we’ll have to pull some agents off the other two. It’ll be a while before they’re assembled on site.’


‘Call Quantico, put it together. I’ll call Frank from the plane. Where is he?’


‘The Seattle incident,’ the agent told him. ‘If you want us to meet you at the apartment so you can pack a bag, sir . . .’


‘No, I’ll go right to Glenview. Do you have a siren and light?’


‘Yessir. But your cousin’s apartment’s only fifteen minutes from here—’


‘Say, if one of you could take the paper off those flowers, there on that grave, I’d appreciate it. Maybe arrange them a little, make sure the wind doesn’t blow them away.’


‘Yessir, I’ll do that,’ Crowley said quickly. So there was a difference between them; McGovern, Potter realized, was not a flower arranger.


‘Thank you so much.’


Potter started down the path again, following McGovern. The one thing he’d have to stop for was chewing gum. Those military jets climbed so fast his ears filled up like pressure cookers if he didn’t chew a whole pack of Wrigley’s as soon as the wheels left the asphalt. How he hated to fly.


Oh, I’m tired, he thought. So damn tired.


‘I’ll be back, Marian,’ he whispered, not looking toward the grave. ‘I’ll be back.’




II
 




THE RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT




10:35 A.M.


As always, an element of circus.


Arthur Potter stood beside the FBI resident agency’s best car, a Ford Taurus, and surveyed the scene. Police cars drawn into a circle like pioneers’ wagons, press minivans, the reporters holding their chunky cameras like rocket launchers. There were fire trucks everywhere (Waco was on everyone’s mind).


Three more government-issue sedans arrived in caravan, bringing the total FBI count to eleven. Half the men were in navy-blue tactical outfits, the rest in their pseudo Brooks Brothers.


The military jet bearing Potter, reserved for civilian government transport, had touched down in Wichita twenty minutes before and he’d transferred to a helicopter for the eighty-mile flight northwest to the tiny town of Crow Ridge.


Kansas was just as flat as he’d expected, though the chopper’s route took them along a wide river surrounded by trees, and much of the ground here was hilly. This, the pilot told him, was where the mid-high-grass and short-grass prairies met. To the west had been buffalo country. He pointed toward a dot that was Larned, where a hundred years ago a herd of four million had been sighted. The pilot reported this fact with unmistakable pride.


They’d sped over huge farms, one- and two-thousand-acre spreads. July seemed early for harvest but hundreds of red and green-and-yellow combines were shaving the countryside of the wheat crop.


Now, standing in the chill wind beneath a dense overcast sky, Potter was struck by the relentless bleakness of this place, which he would have traded in an instant to be back amid the Windy City tenements he’d left not long before. A hundred yards away was a red brick industrial building, like a castle, probably a hundred years old. In front of it sat a small school bus and a battered gray car.


‘What’s the building?’ Potter asked Henderson, special agent in charge of the FBI’s Wichita resident agency.


‘An old slaughterhouse,’ the SAC responded. ‘They’d drive herds from western Kansas and Texas up here, slaughter ’em, then barge the carcasses down to Wichita.’


The wind slapped them hard, a one-two punch. Potter wasn’t expecting it and stepped back to keep his balance.


‘They’ve lent us that, the state boys.’ The large, handsome man was nodding at a van that resembled a UPS delivery truck, painted olive drab. It was on a rise overlooking the plant. ‘For a command post.’ They walked toward it.


‘Too much of a target,’ Potter objected. Even an amateur sportsman could easily make the hundred-yard rifle shot.


‘No,’ Henderson explained. ‘It’s armored. Windows’re an inch thick.’


‘That a fact?’


With another fast look at the grim slaughterhouse he pulled open the door of the command post and stepped inside. The darkened van was spacious. Lit with the glow from faint yellow overhead lights, video monitors, and LED indicators. Potter shook the hand of a young state trooper, who’d stood to attention before the agent was all the way inside.


‘Your name?’


‘Derek Elb, sir. Sergeant.’ The red-haired trooper, in a perfectly pressed uniform, explained that he was a mobile command post technician. He knew SAC Henderson and had volunteered to remain here and help if he could. Potter looked helplessly over the elaborate panels and screens and banks of switches and thanked him earnestly. In the center of the van was a large desk, surrounded by four chairs. Potter sat in one while Derek, like a salesman, enthusiastically pointed out the surveillance and communications features. ‘We also have a small arms locker.’


‘Let’s hope we won’t be needing it,’ said Arthur Potter, who in thirty years as a federal agent had never fired his pistol in the line of duty.


‘You can receive satellite transmissions?’


‘Yessir, we have a dish. Any analog, digitized or microwaved signal.’


Potter wrote a series of numbers on a card and handed it to Derek. ‘Call that number, ask for Jim Kwo. Tell him you’re calling for me and give him that code right there.’


‘There?’


‘That one. Tell him we want a SatSurv scan fed into—’ he waved his hand at the bank of monitors— ‘one of those. He’ll coordinate the tech stuff with you. All that loses me, frankly. Give him the longitude and latitude of the slaughterhouse.’


‘Yessir,’ Derek said, jotting notes excitedly. In seventh heaven, techie that he was. ‘What is that, exactly? SatSurv?’


‘The CIA’s satellite surveillance system. It’ll give us a visual and infrared scan of the grounds.’


‘Hey, I heard about that. Popular Science, I think.’ Derek turned away to make the call.


Potter bent down and trained his Leica field glasses through the thick windows. He studied the slaughterhouse. A skull of a building. Stark against the sun-bleached grass, like dried blood on yellow bone. That was the assessment of Arthur Potter English lit major. Then, in an instant, he was Arthur Potter the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s senior hostage negotiator and assistant director of the Bureau’s Special Operations and Research Unit, whose quick eyes noted relevant details: thick brick wall, small windows, the location of the power lines, the absence of telephone lines, the cleared land around the building, and stands of trees, clusters of grass, and hills that might provide cover for snipers – both friend and foe.


The rear of the slaughterhouse backed right onto the river.


The river, Potter mused. Can we use it somehow?


Can they?



The roof was studded with parapets, a medieval castle. There was a tall, thin smokestack and a bulky elevator hut that would make a helicopter landing difficult, at least in this choppy wind. Still, a copter could hover and a dozen tactical officers could rappel onto the building with little difficulty. He could make out no skylights.


The long-defunct Webber & Stoltz Processing Company, Inc., he decided, resembled nothing so much as a crematorium.


‘Pete, you have a bullhorn?’


‘Sure.’ Henderson stepped outside and, crouching, jogged to his car to get it.


‘Say, you wouldn’t have a bathroom here, would you?’ Potter asked Derek.


‘’Deed we do, sir,’ said Derek, immensely proud of Kansas technology. The trooper pointed to a small door. Potter stepped inside and put on an armor vest beneath his dress shirt, which he then replaced. He knotted his tie carefully and pulled on his navy-blue sports coat once again. He noted that there was very little slack on the draw strap of the Second Chance vest but in his present state of mind his weight had virtually ceased to trouble him.


Stepping outside into the cool afternoon, he took the black megaphone from Henderson and, crouching, hurried through a winding path between hills and squad cars, telling the troopers, eager and young most of them, to holster their pistols and stay under cover. When he was about sixty yards from the slaughterhouse he lay on a hilltop and peered at it through the Leica glasses. There was no motion from inside. No lights in the windows. Nothing. He noted that the glass was missing from the front-facing windows but he didn’t know if the men inside had knocked it out for better aim or if local schoolboys had been practicing with rocks and .22s.


He turned on the bullhorn and, reminding himself not to shout and thus distort the message, said, ‘This is Arthur Potter. I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’d like to talk to you men in there. I’m having a cellular telephone brought up. I’ll be getting it to you in about ten or fifteen minutes. We are not planning an assault. You’re in no danger. I repeat: We are not planning an assault.’


He expected no response and received none. In a crouch he hurried back to the van and asked Henderson, ‘Who’s in charge locally? I want to talk to them.’


‘Him, there.’


Crouching beside a tree was a tall, sandy-haired man in a pale blue suit. His posture was perfect.


‘Who is he?’ Potter asked, polishing his glasses on his lapel.


‘Charles Budd. State police captain. He’s got investigative and tactical experience. No negotiating. Spit-shined record.’


‘How long on the force?’ To Potter, Budd looked young and callow. You expected to see him ambling over the linoleum in the Sears appliance department to shyly pitch an extended warranty.


‘Eight years. Flew upstream fast to get the ribbons.’


Potter called, ‘Captain?’


The man turned his blue eyes to Potter and walked behind the van. They shook firm hands and made introductions.


‘Hey, Peter,’ Budd said.


‘Charlie.’


To Potter he said, ‘So you’re the big gun from Washington, that right? Pleasure to meet you, sir. Real honor.’


Potter smiled.


‘Okay, sir, near as I can tell, here’s the situation.’ He pointed to the slaughterhouse. ‘There’s been movement in those two windows there. A glint, maybe a gun barrel. Or a scope. I’m not sure. Then they—’


‘We’ll get to that, Captain Budd.’


‘Oh, hey, call me Charlie, why don’t you?’


‘Okay, Charlie. How many people you have here?’


‘Thirty-seven troopers, five local deputies. Plus Pete’s boys. Yours, I mean.’


Potter recorded this in a small black notebook.


‘Any of your men or women have hostage experience?’


‘The troopers? A few of them probably’ve been involved in your typical bank robbery or convenience store situations. The local cops, I’m sure they never have. Most of the work round here’s DWI and farm workers playing mumbledypeg on each other Saturday night.’


‘What’s the chain of command?’


‘I’m supervisor. I’ve got four commanders – three lieutenants and one sergeant waiting for rank – overseeing those thirty-seven, pretty evenly split. Two squads of ten, one nine, one eight. You’re writing all this down, huh?’


Potter smiled again. ‘Where are they deployed?’


Like the civil war general Budd would one day resemble he pointed out the clusters of troopers in the field.


‘Weapons? Yours, I mean.’


‘We issue Glocks here, sir, as sidearms. We’ve got about fifteen riot guns between us. Twelve-gauge, eighteen-inch barrels. I’ve got six men and a woman with M-16s, in those trees there and over there. Scopes on all of ’em.’


‘Night scopes?’


He chuckled. ‘Not round here.’


‘Who’s in charge of the local men?’


‘That’d be the sheriff of Crow Ridge. Dean Stillwell. He’s over yonder.’


He pointed to a lanky, mop-haired man, whose head was down as he talked to one of his deputies.


Another car pulled up and braked to a quick stop. Potter was greatly pleased to see who was behind the wheel.


Short Henry LeBow climbed from the car and immediately pulled on a rumpled tweed businessman’s hat; his bald crown had offered a glistening target more than once during the two hundred hostage negotiations he and Potter had worked together. LeBow trudged forward, a pudgy, shy man, and the one hostage-incident intelligence officer Potter would rather work with than anyone else in the world.


LeBow listed under the weight of two huge shoulder bags.


The men shook hands warmly and Potter introduced him to Henderson and Budd.


‘Look what we have here, Henry. An Airstream trailer to call our very own.’


‘My. And a river to catch fish in. What is that?’


‘The river? The Arkansas,’ Budd said, with the emphasis on the second syllable.


‘Takes me back to my youth,’ LeBow offered.


At Potter’s request Henderson returned to his car to radio the FBI resident agency in Wichita and find out when Tobe Geller and Angie Scapello would arrive. Potter, LeBow, and Budd climbed into the van. LeBow shook Derek’s hand then opened his satchels, extracting two laptop computers. He turned them on, plugged them into a wall socket, and then connected a small laser printer.


‘Dedicated line?’ LeBow asked Derek.


‘Right there.’


LeBow plugged in and no sooner had he gotten all his equipment on line than the printer started to groan.


‘Goodies already?’ Potter asked.


LeBow read the incoming fax, saying, ‘Prison department profiles, probation reports, yellow sheets and indictments. Very preliminary, Arthur. Very raw.’ Potter handed him the material delivered by the agents in Chicago and the voluminous notes he’d begun jotting on the plane. In terse words they described the escape of Lou Handy and two other inmates from a federal prison in southern Kansas, their murder of a couple in a wheat field several miles from the slaughterhouse and the taking of the hostages. The intelligence officer looked over the hard copies and then began typing the data into one of his computers.


The door opened and Peter Henderson entered. He announced that Tobe Geller would be here momentarily and Angie Scapello would be arriving within the hour. Tobe had been flown in via Air Force F-16 from Boston, where he’d been teaching a course in computer-programming profiling as a way to establish the identity of criminal hackers. He should arrive any minute. Angie was taking a Marine DomTran jet from Quantico.


‘Angie?’ LeBow said. ‘I’m pleased about that. Very pleased.’


Agent Scapello resembled Geena Davis and had huge, brown eyes that no amount of failing to wear makeup could make less seductive. Still, LeBow’s excitement had nothing to do with her appearance and everything to do with her specialty – hostage psychology.


En route to the barricade Angie would stop at the Laurent Clerc School and gather as much information about the hostages as she could. If Potter knew her at all he guessed she was already on the horn to the school, writing up profiles of the girls.


LeBow taped a large sheet of blank paper on the wall above the desk and hung a black marker by a string from it. The sheet was divided in half. The left was headed ‘Promises,’ the right, ‘Deceptions.’ On it LeBow would record everything Potter offered to Handy and every lie he told the man. This was standard procedure in hostage negotiations. The use of the crib sheet could be explained best by Mark Twain, who’d said that a man needs a good memory to be an effective liar.


Surprised, Budd asked, ‘You really going to lie to him?’


LeBow smiled.


‘But what exactly is a lie, Charlie?’ Potter asked. ‘The truth’s a pretty slippery thing. Are any words ever one hundred percent honest?’ He tore pages from his notebook and handed them to LeBow, who took the small sheets, along with the faxes that were spewing from the printer, and began typing on the keyboard of the computer that was labeled ‘Profiles,’ the word written long ago on a piece of now dirty masking tape. The label on the second computer read ‘Chronology.’ The latter screen contained only two entries:


0840 hours. Hostages taken.


1050 hours. Threat Management Team – Potter, LeBow – in place.


The backlit liquid-crystal screens poured eerie blue light onto the man’s round face; he looked like an Arthur Rackham rendering of the man in the moon. Charlie Budd gazed at the man’s fingers, flying invisibly over the keys. ‘Lookit that. He’s worn off half the letters.’


LeBow grumbled to Potter, ‘Saw the building. Lousy situation. Too well shielded for SatSurv and not enough windows for infrared or mikes. The wind’s a problem too.’


As in most barricades the bulk of information here would have to come from traditional sources – released or escaped hostages and the troopers who took food and drinks to the HTs and stole a glance inside.


LeBow tapped computer buttons and created a small window on the chronology computer. Two digital stopwatches appeared. One was headed ‘Elapsed’; the other, ‘Deadline.’


LeBow set the elapsed time clock to two hours, ten minutes and pushed a button. It began moving. He glanced at Potter with a raised eyebrow.


‘I know, Henry.’ If you don’t contact the hostage taker soon after the taking they get nervous and begin to wonder if you’re planning an assault. The negotiator added, ‘We’ll give Tobe a few minutes then have the briefing.’ He looked out over the fields behind them, the tall pale blanket of grass waving in the chill breeze. A half-mile away the combines moved in gentle, symmetrical patterns, cropping the wheat fields like a new recruit’s scalp.


Potter examined a map of the area. ‘All these roads sealed off?’


‘Yessir,’ Budd said. ‘And they’re the only way in.’


‘Set up a rear staging area there, Charlie.’ He pointed to the bend in the road a mile south of the slaughterhouse. ‘I want a press tent set up near there. Out of sight of the barricade. Do you have a press officer?’


‘Nup,’ Budd said. ‘I usually give statements ’bout incidents around here if somebody’s got to. Suppose I’ll have to here.’


‘No. I want you with me. Delegate it. Find a low-ranking officer.’


Henderson interrupted. ‘This is a federal operation, Arthur. I think I should make any statements.’


‘No, I want somebody state and without much rank. That way we’ll keep the press in the tent, waiting. They’ll be expecting somebody with the answers to show up. And they’ll be less likely to go poking around where they shouldn’t.’


‘Well, I don’t exactly know who’d be good at it,’ Budd said uncertainly, looking out the window, as if a trooper resembling Dan Rather might just wander past.


‘They won’t have to be good,’ Potter muttered. ‘All they have to do is say that I’ll make a statement later. Period. Nothing else. Pick somebody who’s not afraid to say “No comment.”’


‘They won’t like that. The press boys and gals. I mean, there’s a fender-bender over on Route 14 and reporters here’re all over the scene. Something like this, I’ll bet they’ll be coming in from Kansas City even.’


SAC Henderson, who’d served a stint in the District, laughed.


‘Charlie—’ Potter controlled his own smile— ‘CNN and ABC networks are already here. So’s the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the L.A. Times. Sky TV from Europe, the BBC, and Reuters. The rest of the big boys’re on their way. We’re sitting in the middle of the week’s media big bang.’


‘No kidding. Brokaw, too, you think? Man, I’d like to meet him.’


‘And set up a press-free perimeter one mile around the slaughterhouse, both sides of the river.’


‘What?’


‘Put five or six officers in four-by-fours and start cruising. You find any reporter in that zone – anybody with a camera – you arrest them and confiscate the camera.’


‘Arrest a reporter? We can’t do that. Can we? I mean, look at ’em all out there now. Look at ’em.’


‘Really, Arthur,’ Henderson began, ‘we don’t want to do that, do we? Remember Waco.’


Potter smiled blandly at the SAC. He was thinking of a hundred other matters, sorting, calculating. ‘And no press choppers. Pete, could you get a couple Hueys down here from McConnell in Wichita? Set up a no-fly zone for a three-mile radius.’


‘Are you serious, Arthur?’


LeBow said, ‘Time’s awasting. Inside for two hours, seventeen.’


Potter said to Budd, ‘Oh, and we need a block of rooms at the nearest hotel. What’d that be?’


‘Days Inn. It’s up the road four miles. In Crow Ridge. Downtown, as much as they’ve got a downtown. How many?’


‘Ten.’


‘Okay. What’s the rooms for?’


‘The parents of the hostages. Get a priest and a doctor over there too.’


‘Maybe they should be closer. If we need them to talk to their kids, or—’


‘No, they shouldn’t be. And station four or five troopers there. The families are not to be disturbed by reporters. I want anybody harassing them—’


‘Arrested,’ Budd muttered. ‘Oh, brother.’


‘What’s the matter, Trooper?’ LeBow asked brightly.


‘Well, sir, the Kansas state song is “Home on the Range.”’


‘Is that a fact?’ Henderson asked. ‘And?’


‘I know reporters, and you’re gonna be hearing some pretty discouraging words ’fore this thing’s over.’


Potter laughed. Then he pointed to the fields. ‘Look there, Charlie – those troopers’re all exposed. I told them to stay down. They’re not paying attention. Keep them down behind the cars. Tell them Handy’s killed officers before. What’s his relationship with weapons, Henry?’


LeBow typed and read the screen. He said, ‘All indictments have involved at least one firearms count. He’s shot four individuals, killed two of them. Fort Dix, M-16 training, he consistently shot low nineties on the range. No record of sidearm scores.’


‘There you have it,’ Potter told Budd. ‘Tell them to keep their heads down.’


A light flashed toward them. Potter blinked and saw, in the distance, a combine had just turned on its lights. It was early of course but the overcast was oppressive. He gazed at the line of trees to the right and left of the slaughterhouse.


‘One other thing, Charlie – I want you to leave the snipers in position but give them orders not to shoot unless the HTs make a break.’


‘HTs – that’s the hostage takers, right?’


‘Even if they have a clear shot. Those troopers you were telling me about, with the rifles, are they SWAT?’


‘No,’ he said, ‘just damn fine shots. Even the girl. She started practicing on squirrels when she was—’


‘And I want them and everybody else to unchamber their weapons. Everybody.’


‘What?’


‘Loaded but not chambered.’


‘Oh, I don’t know ’bout that, sir.’


Potter turned to him with an inquiring look.


‘I just mean,’ Budd said quickly, ‘not the snipers too?’


‘You can pull the bolt of an M-16 and shoot in under one second.’


‘Not and steady a scope you can’t. An HT could get off three shots in a second.’ The initials sat awkwardly in his mouth, as if he were trying raw oysters for the first time.


He’s so eager and talented and correct, Potter mused.


What a day this is going to be.


‘The takers aren’t going to come out and shoot a hostage in front of us before we can react. If it comes to that, the whole thing’ll turn into a firefight anyway.’


‘But—’


‘Unchambered,’ Potter said firmly. ‘Appreciate it, Charlie.’


Budd nodded reluctantly and reiterated his assignment: ‘Okay, I’m gonna send somebody down to give a statement to the press – or not to give a statement to the press, I should say. I’ll round up reporters and push ’em back a mile or so, I’ll get us a block of rooms, and tell everybody to keep their heads down. And deliver your message about not loading and locking.’


‘Good.’


‘Brother.’ Budd ducked out of the van. Potter watched him crouching and running down to a cluster of troopers. They listened, laughed, and then started herding the reporters out of the area.


In five minutes the captain returned to the command van. ‘That’s done. Those reporters’re about as unhappy as I thought they’d be. I told ’em a Feebie’d ordered it. You don’t mind me calling you that, I hope.’ There was an edge to his voice.


‘You can call me whatever you like, Charlie. Now, I want a field hospital set up here.’


‘Medevac?’


‘No, not evacuation. Trauma-team medics and triage specialists. Just out of clear range of the slaughterhouse. No more than sixty seconds away. Prepped for everything from third-degree burns to gunshot wounds to pepper spray. Full operating suites.’


‘Yessir. But, you know, there’s a big hospital not but fifteen miles from here.’


‘That may be, but I don’t want the HTs to even hear the sound of a medevac chopper. Same reason I want the press copters and our Hueys out of earshot.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I don’t want to remind them of something they might not think of themselves. And even if they do ask for a chopper I want the option to tell them that it’s too windy to fly one in.’


‘Will do.’


‘Then come back here with your commanders. Sheriff Stillwell too. I’m going to hold a briefing.’


Just then the door opened and a tanned, handsome young man with black curly hair bounded inside.


Before he greeted anyone he looked at the control panels and muttered, ‘Excellent.’


‘Tobe, welcome.’


Tobe Geller said to Potter, ‘Boston girls are beautiful and they all have pointy tits, Arthur. This better be important.’


Potter shook his hand, noting that the dot of earring hole was particular prominent today. He recalled that Tobe had explained the earring to his superiors in the Bureau by saying he’d done undercover work as a cop. He never had; he simply liked earrings and had quite a collection of them. The MIT graduate and adjunct professor of computer science at American University and Georgetown shook everyone’s hand. He then looked down at LeBow’s laptops, sneered, and muttered something about their being antiquated. Then he dropped into the chair of the communications control panel. He and Derek introduced themselves and were immediately submerged in a world of shielded analog signals, subnets, packet driver NDIS shims, digital tripartite scrambling, and oscillation detection systems in multiple landline chains.


‘Just about to brief, Tobe,’ Potter told him and sent Budd to run his errands. To LeBow he said, ‘Let me see what you’ve got so far.’


LeBow turned the profile computer to Potter.


The intelligence officer said, ‘We don’t have much time.’


But Potter continued to read, lost in the glowing type of the blue screen.




11:02 A.M.


The jackrabbit – not a rabbit at all but a hare – is nature’s least likely fighter.


This is an animal made for defense – with a camouflaging coat (gray and buff in the warm months, white in the winter), ears that rotate like antennae to home in on threatening sounds, and eyes that afford a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the terrain. It has a herbivore’s chiseling teeth and its claws are intended for tugging at leafy plants and – in males – gripping the shoulders of its mate when creating future generations of jackrabbits.


But when it’s cornered, when there’s no chance for flight, it will attack its adversary with a shocking ferocity. Hunters have found the bodies of blinded or gutted foxes and wildcats that had the bad judgment to trap a jackrabbit in a cave and attack it with the overconfidence of sassy predators.


Confinement is our worst fear, Arthur Potter continues during his lectures on barricades, and hostage takers are the most deadly and determined of adversaries.


Today, in the command van at the Crow Ridge barricade, he dispensed with his Wild Kingdom introduction and told his audience simply, ‘Above all, you have to appreciate how dangerous those men in there are.’


Potter looked over the group: Henderson, LeBow, and Tobe were the federal officers. On the state side there was Budd and his second-in-command, Philip Molto, a short, taciturn officer in the state police, who seemed no older than a high-school student. He was one of the tactical unit commanders. The others – two men and a woman – were solemn, with humorless eyes. They wore full combat gear and were eager for a fight.


Dean Stillwell, the sheriff of Crow Ridge, looked pure hayseed. His lengthy arms stretched from suit coat sleeves far too short and his mop of hair could have been styled from the early Beatles.


When they had assembled, Charlie Budd had introduced Potter. ‘I’d like you to meet Arthur Potter of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He’s a famous hostage negotiator and we’re pretty lucky to have him with us today.’


‘Thank you, Captain,’ Potter had jumped in, worried that Budd was going to begin a round of applause.


‘Just one more thing,’ the young captain had continued. He glanced at Potter. ‘I forgot to say this before. I’ve been in touch with the attorney general. And he’s mobilizing the state Hostage Rescue Unit. So it’s our job—’


Keeping an equable face, Potter had stepped forward. ‘Actually, Charlie, if you don’t mind . . .’ He’d nodded toward the assembled officers. Budd had fallen silent and grinned. ‘There’ll be no state HRT involvement here. A federal rescue team is being assembled now and should be here later this afternoon or early this evening.’


‘Oh,’ Budd began. ‘But I think the attorney general—’


Potter glanced at him with a firm smile. ‘I’ve already spoken to him and the governor on the plane here.’


Budd nodded, still grinning, and the negotiator proceeded with the briefing.


Early that morning, he explained, three men had murdered a guard and escaped from Callana maximum-security federal penitentiary outside Winfield, Kansas, near the Oklahoma border. Louis Jeremiah Handy, Shepard Wilcox, and Ray ‘Sonny’ Bonner. As they drove north their car was struck by a Cadillac. Handy and the escapees murdered the couple inside and got as far as the slaughterhouse before a state trooper caught up with them.


‘Handy, thirty-five, was serving a life sentence for robbery, arson, and murder. Seven months ago he, Wilcox, Handy’s girlfriend, and another perp robbed the Farmers & Merchants S&L in Wichita. Handy locked two tellers in the cash cage and set the place on fire. It burned to the ground, killing them both. During the getaway the fourth robber was killed, Handy’s girlfriend escaped, and Handy and Wilcox were arrested. Visual aids, Henry?’


With an optical scanner LeBow had digitized mug shots of the three HTs and assembled them onto a single sheet of paper, showing front, side, and three-quarter views, highlighting distinguishing scars and characteristics. These were now spewing out of his laser printer. He distributed stacks to the people assembled in the van.


‘Keep one of those and pass them out to the officers under you,’ Potter said. ‘I want everybody in the field to get one and memorize those pictures. If it comes down to a surrender things may get confusing and we’ve got too many plainclothesmen here to risk misidentification of the HTs. I want everybody to know exactly what the bad guys look like.


‘That’s Handy on top. The second one is Shep Wilcox. He’s the closest thing Handy has to a friend. They’ve worked together on three or four jobs. The last fellow, the fat one with the beard, is Bonner. Handy apparently’s known him for some time but they’ve never worked together. Bonner’s got armed robbery on his sheet but he was in Callana for interstate flight. He’s a suspected serial rapist though they only got him for his last assault. Stabbed the victim repeatedly – while he was in flagrante. She lived. She was seventeen years old and had to change her eleventh plastic surgery appointment to testify against him. Henry, what can you tell us about the hostages?’


LeBow said, ‘Very sketchy so far. Inside we have a total of ten hostages. Eight students, two teachers from the Laurent Clerc School for the Deaf in Hebron, Kansas, about fifteen miles west of here. They were on their way to a Theater of the Deaf performance in Topeka. They’re all female. The students range in age from seven to seventeen. I’ll be receiving more data soon. We do know that they’re all deaf except the older teacher, who can speak and hear normally.’


Potter had arranged for a sign language interpreter but even so he knew the problems they could anticipate; he’d negotiated in foreign countries many times and negotiated with many foreigners in the United States. He knew the danger – and the frustration – of having to translate information precisely and quickly when lives hung in the balance.


He said, ‘Now, we’ve established a threat management team, consisting of myself; Henry LeBow, my intelligence officer and record keeper; Tobe Geller, my communications officer; and Captain Budd, who’ll serve as a state liaison and my right-hand man. I’m the incident commander. There’ll also be a containment officer, who I haven’t picked yet.


‘The TMT has two jobs. The primary one is to effect the surrender of the HTs and the release of the hostages. The secondary job is to assist in a tactical resolution if an assault is called for. This includes gathering intelligence for the hostage rescue team, distracting the HTs, manipulating them however we can to keep casualties to an acceptable level.’


In barricade incidents everybody wants to be the hero and talk the bad guys out with their hands up. But even the most peace-loving negotiator has to keep in mind that sometimes the only solution is to go in shooting. When he taught the FBI’s course in hostage negotiation one of the first things Potter told the class was, ‘Every hostage situation is essentially a homicide in progress.’


He saw the looks in the eyes of the men and women in the van, and recalled that ‘cold fish’ was among the kinder terms that had been used to describe him.


‘Any information you learn about the takers, the hostages, the premises, anything, is to be delivered immediately to Agent LeBow. Before me if necessary. I mean any information. If you find out one of the HTs has a runny nose, don’t assume it isn’t important.’ Potter glanced at two hip young troopers rolling their eyes at one another. Looking directly at them, the agent said, ‘It might mean, for instance, that we could slip knockout drops in cold medicine. Or it might indicate a cocaine addiction we could use to our advantage.’


The young men were above contrition but they reined in their sarcasm.


‘Now I need that containment officer. Lieutenant Budd here thought that perhaps some of you have had hostage experience.’ He looked out over the group of cocky young law enforcers. ‘Who has?’


The woman state trooper spoke up quickly. ‘Yessir, I have. I took the NLEA hostage rescue course. And I’ve had negotiating skills training.’


‘Have you negotiated a release?’


‘No. But I backed up the negotiator in a convenience store robbery a few months ago.’


‘That’s right,’ Budd said. ‘Sally led the tactical team. Did a fine job too.’


She continued, ‘We got a sniper inside the store, up in the acoustic tile. He had all of the perps acquired in his sights. They surrendered before we had to drop any of them.’


‘I’ve had some experience too,’ a trooper of about thirty-five offered, his hand on the butt of his service automatic. ‘And I was part of the team that rescued the teller in the Midwest S&L robbery last year in Topeka. We iced the perps, nailed ’em cold, not an injury to a single hostage.’


One other trooper had trained in the army and had been part of two successful hostage rescue assault teams. ‘Saved them without a single shot being fired.’


Peter Henderson had been listening with some dismay. He piped up. ‘Maybe I better take that job, Art. I’ve had the standard course and the refresher.’ He grinned. ‘And I read your book. Couple times. Should’ve been a best-seller. Like Tom Clancy.’ His face went somber and he added softly, ‘I think I really ought to. Being federal and all.’


Dean Stillwell lifted his head then glanced at the troopers, decked out in flak jackets and dark gray ammunition belts. The movement of his moplike hair gave Potter the chance to avoid answering Henderson and he asked Stillwell, ‘You going to say something, Sheriff?’


‘Naw, I wasn’t really.’


‘Go ahead,’ Potter encouraged.


‘Well, I never took any courses, or never shot any – what do you call them? – hostage takers. HTs, heh. But I guess we have had us a coupla situations down here in Crow Ridge.’


Two of the troopers smiled.


‘Tell me,’ Potter said.


‘Well, there was that thing a couple months ago, with Abe Whitman and his wife. Emma. Out on Patchin Lane? Just past Badger Hollow Road?’


The smiles became soft laughter.


Stillwell laughed good-naturedly. ‘I guess that does sound funny. Not like the terrorists you all are used to.’


Budd glanced at the troopers and they went straight-lipped again.


‘What happened?’ Potter asked.


Stillwell, looking down, said, ‘What it was, Abe’s a farmer, pig farmer born and bred, and none better.’


Now Peter Henderson, SAC though he was, struggled to stifle his own smile. Budd was silent. Potter gestured for Stillwell to continue and, as always, Henry LeBow listened, listened, listened.


‘He took a bad hit when the pork belly market went to heck and gone last spring.’


‘Pork belly?’ the woman trooper asked incredulously.


‘Just tumbled.’ Stillwell missed, or ignored, the mockery. ‘So what happens but the bank calls his loans and he kind of cracks up. Always been a little bit of a nut case but this time he goes off the deep end and holes up in his barn with a shotgun and the knife he used for dressing the pigs he kept for his own table.’


‘Cooked up that pork belly, did he?’ a trooper asked.


‘Oh, not just bacon,’ Stillwell explained earnestly, ‘That’s the thing about pigs. You know that expression, don’t you? “You can use everything but the squeal.”’


Two troopers lost it at this point. The negotiator smiled encouragingly.


‘Anyway, I get a call that something’s going on out at his farm and go out there and find Emma in front of the barn. His wife of ten years. He’d slit her from groin to breastbone with that knife and cut her hands off. Abe had his two sons in there, saying he was going to do the same to them. That’d be Brian, age eight, and Stuart, age four. Sweet youngsters, both of ’em.’


The troopers’ smiles were gone.


‘Was about to cut off little Stu’s fingers one by one just as I got there.’


‘Jesus,’ the woman trooper whispered.


‘What’d you do, Sheriff?’


The lanky shoulders shrugged. ‘Nothing fancy. In fact, I didn’t really know what to do. I just talked him up. I got close but not too close ’cause I’ve been hunting with Abe and he’s a heck of a shot. Hunkered down behind a slop trough. And we just talked. Saw him inside of the barn there, not but fifty feet in front of me. Just sitting there, holding the knife and his boy.’


‘How long did you talk for?’


‘A spell.’


‘How long a spell?’


‘Must’ve been close to eighteen, twenty hours. We both got hoarse from shouting, so I had one of my boys go out and get a couple of those cellular phones.’ He laughed. ‘I had to read the instructions to figure out mine. See, I didn’t want to drive the cruiser up and use the radio or a bullhorn. I figured the less he saw of cops, the better.’
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