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PROLOGUE


Holman Correctional Facility, Escambia County, Alabama


Randal Korn had waited for this moment for four long years.


He stood in the death chamber, arms folded, staring at the chair. It was almost one hundred years old. Constructed from mahogany and then painted bright yellow with highway-line paint borrowed from the State Highway Department, just down a ways from Holman Correctional. They called the chair Yellow Mama.


One hundred and forty-nine people had sat in that chair, never to stand again.


The digital clock on the wall read 23:45.


It was almost time. He exited the brick chamber and found himself in a cinderblock hallway. Unpainted. A door to the left led to the control room for the chair – the hot box. He didn’t go inside, instead he went straight to the enclave at the end of the hall. Two couches faced each other. On one sat a priest, on the other were the execution team. Four corrections officers, trained to get the prisoner from his death cell to the chair, and strap him in, all in under two minutes.


Korn waved a hand at the death team, and the lead officer nodded back. He ignored the priest. Beyond the couches, a narrow corridor broke left. At the end of that corridor a small, barred cell and inside it, sitting on the cot, watching TV, was Darius Robinson. He’d eaten his last meal – chicken-fried steak, cornbread and a Pepsi. The last rites had been given by the priest. His head and left calf had been freshly shaved. One man stood between Darius and Yellow Mama.


His name was Cody Warren.


Cody was outside the cell, using the phone fixed to the wall. Korn knew exactly what Cody was doing. He was on the phone to the Governor’s Office, waiting while Governor Chris Patchett looked over the papers Cody had sent through appealing for a stay of execution. As a defense lawyer with experience of death-penalty cases in Alabama, Cody was the one person who could persuade the governor to save his client’s life.


Korn stood very still. A tall, thin man with little musculature over his frame and no body fat. Not that he kept in shape. He ate little and it showed. High cheekbones that could slice a New York strip. No age lines visible, anywhere. Some said his face was that of a peculiar porcelain doll. With his dark hair parted to one side, his wire-rimmed glasses perched carefully on his nose, he looked like a much older man who had stolen a younger body to inhabit. Korn had small, black eyes that were hooded by his brow, as if to conceal his gaze. His mouth was just a dark slit in his face. That six-foot-seven-inch tall body could have been an advantage if it had ever taken up sports, but instead it stayed inside, in the dark, reading, learning and thinking. Like an old spider, spinning a web that only it could see.


Darius Robinson, twenty-five years old, had been convicted of murder four years ago, and sentenced to death. His appeals were quickly exhausted. The victim was a used-car salesman who’d been shot in the chest during a robbery. A man named Porter shot the salesman while relieving him of five grand in cash. Robinson had driven Porter to the lot and driven him away after the robbery. He maintained that he hadn’t known Porter was armed, and all he was doing was giving him a ride to the lot to pick up a new car. Porter had been shot dead by police twenty-four hours after the robbery. Robinson told the jury he hadn’t been armed, he hadn’t even set foot on the lot, he was in the car the whole time and hadn’t known Porter intended to rob anyone until he heard the shot. He even said that Porter threatened to shoot him if he didn’t drive him away from the scene after the robbery.


That didn’t matter in Sunville County. Randal Korn, the district attorney for the county, convinced the jury Robinson was in on the robbery and he had known Porter was armed. Under party laws, that was enough to put Robinson on death row and treat him as if he had been the one who fired the gun. All executions in Alabama are carried out at Holman, in Escambia County, the next county over from Sunville.


Korn knew that because Porter had been the one who actually pulled the trigger, there was always a very good chance Darius could have his death penalty commuted.


Cody was older than Korn and wore every year of his sixty-three on his face. Deep lines creased his forehead. Crow’s feet crowded his eyes, but they remained bright – hopeful. His suit jacket lay on the painted concrete floor, along with his tie. He rubbed sweat off his forehead into his gray hair, then pressed the phone back to his ear. Cody Warren was a good lawyer, and he was confident of saving Darius’s life, even if he couldn’t set him free.


‘Any word from the Governor’s Office yet ?’ asked Korn.


Cody turned, shook his head, then checked his watch. Ten minutes to midnight. Ten minutes until Darius Robinson took his last steps to the chair. The wall phone was a dedicated line to the Governor’s Office, but most lawyers sat on hold. Like Cody. Listening to dead air, and waiting for an act of mercy.


‘He’s gonna commute my sentence. I know it. I’m an innocent man,’ said a voice. Korn turned to see Darius in the death cell, holding onto the iron bars, almost dancing from foot to foot, his teeth were in his lips, biting down in anticipation. Sweat covered his face, even though the hallway was cool. Waiting on a phone call to decide if you’re going to live or die can tear a man apart, and the mental strain was showing on Darius.


Korn took his cell phone from his jacket, swiped, tapped and placed the device to his ear.


‘Lieutenant Governor Patchett,’ said Korn. ‘I’m here with Cody Warren and the man of the hour, Mr. Robinson. I believe Mr. Warren has been on hold for some time trying to get through to the office.’


The Governor of Alabama was in the middle of an impeachment hearing, which had been adjourned on account of the governor taking leave due to illness. He was currently recovering in a hospital in Arkansas. As he was out of the state, the lieutenant governor was acting up.


Korn tapped the screen again for speaker, so Cody and Darius could hear.


‘I’m still considering the decision. Wanted to ask your opinion first,’ said Patchett.


‘Sure, let me discuss the position with Mr. Warren. I’ll just put you on hold.’


Warren slammed down the phone in its cradle. He’d been on hold to the Governor’s Office for almost an hour, and Korn liked letting him know that he could get the governor instantly. These little power plays gave Korn a momentary thrill.


‘Look, Korn. He had a lesser role in that robbery, no matter what way you dice this. He doesn’t deserve to die, and you know it. He’s still a young man. He can still have a life and I’m convinced there’s new evidence out there that’s going to clear his name one day. Please, just give him a chance,’ said Warren, his voice cracked and shrill – he’d been working flat out to save Darius Robinson from the chair for five days straight.


Korn’s expression remained impassive. That blank, doll face. He said nothing in reply and took enjoyment from watching Warren’s eyes search his own, looking for an answer, searching for hope, holding his breath.


No one spoke. No one dared breathe. Korn could stand very still when he wanted to, one of the other traits that made him seem at times inanimate. A portentous silence enveloped them. It was filled with possibility and dread. And Korn luxuriated in that ominous quiet as if he were bathing in dead water.


And then, the silence was broken. Darius took a breath. He inhaled deeply. Like the momentary vacuum in space as the core of a star collapses, drawing everything inside its fractured heart, right before it explodes.


‘Porter held a gun on me after the robbery ! If I hadn’t driven him away, he woulda killed me. I didn’t know he was gonna shoot somebody and rob ’em. I swear I didn’t know !’ shouted Darius, the fear and desperation dripping from every single word.


‘I believe you,’ said Korn.


‘You what ?’ asked Warren.


‘I believe him. And the acting governor will do whatever I tell him. I’ll get him back on the phone right now. Give me a second, and it will all be over soon,’ said Korn.


Tears began to run down Darius Robinson’s cheeks.


Cody Warren’s shoulders slumped, as if five hundred pounds had just been lifted off his back. He looked to the ceiling, whispered a thank you to the heavens and closed his eyes. He had saved a young man’s life. And right then, nothing could be as sweet as that relief.


He strode up to the death cell, put his forearms through the bars and held his client’s face. ‘It’s going to be okay,’ he said.


Korn pressed the screen on his cell with this thumb. ‘Governor, are you still there ?’


‘I’m here. We’re cutting this fine, Randal. What do you want me to do ? I’m inclined to commute the sentence based on Mr. Warren’s submission, but I won’t go against my district attorney – not if you have strong views. What’s your attitude ?’


Korn took a step back, admiring the scene in front of him. Warren and Robinson were hugging each other through the bars of the cell. Both of them were crying now.


‘I’ve spoken to Mr. Warren. He is very persuasive. He has a strong argument for commuting Robinson’s sentence. I understand that is your preference too. It’s not easy to take a life in the name of justice,’ said Korn.


Warren and Robinson were now smiling through their tears, laughing. The vast, unfathomable fear that had held them for weeks had gone, and the relief was total.


‘But that’s why we must go through with the sentence in this case,’ said Korn.


Warren was the first to register what Korn had just said. His head snapped to the side, his eyes locking on the district attorney.


‘A jury convicted Mr. Robinson of murder and sentenced him to death. We are dishonoring that jury, and dishonoring Mr. Robinson’s victim, if we allow him to live. No, in my opinion, Darius Robinson dies tonight.’


Warren started toward Korn, but two guards stepped in between them, grabbing hold of Warren and forcing him back.


‘Like I said, Randal, I’m not going to go against your wishes. The execution will proceed as planned. Appeal denied,’ said Patchett.


The Department of Corrections staff had performed training drills for weeks leading to this day, making sure the straps were tight, the sponge on his head held enough saline, the electrodes securely attached. They finished their well-practiced work in under two minutes, and stepped out of the death chamber leaving Robinson strapped into Yellow Mama and blindfolded.


The chamber itself was relatively small. The chair was in the center of the brick-walled room, facing the large viewing window. The controls for the electric current were in a separate room. It was through the glass pane in the control-room door that Korn would watch the execution.


Robinson’s blue prison-issue uniform had been altered somewhat. His left pant leg had been cut away just above the knee. An electrode strapped to that calf, which had been smeared with a conductor gel. Both legs were secured to the chair by thick leather straps with bright silver buckles around his ankles. More straps around his stomach, chest, arms and forehead. A sponge containing exactly three fluid ounces of saline sat ready on the electrode emanating from what they called the ‘helmet’, the cap which delivered most of the current into Korn’s body. If there was too much saline in the sponge, the electrode would short. Too little, and Darius’s head would catch fire.


The prisoner’s uniform had damp patches on it. Under the arms and on the chest. Robinson was sweating through his uniform. Even strapped down tightly, he was still shaking like a pistol in a child’s hand.


A lever in the control room pulled open the curtain in the death chamber to reveal the glass wall, and the people beyond. Half a dozen witnesses. None of them related to the dead used-car salesmen who’d been murdered by Porter. No, these were professional witnesses and reporters. Cody Warren was not present. He had been removed from the building. Korn could see the witnesses, but they could not see him. His viewing pane was one-way glass.


The condemned man was offered his final words.


‘I’m innocent and they all know it.’


Korn knew it. And he didn’t care. He didn’t become a prosecutor in a death-penalty state to concern himself with guilt or innocence. It was the system that appealed to him. Justice was simply a cloak he wore to disguise his true nature.


All was quiet now. Then, he heard the sound of the machine kick to life.


Korn heard something else, a low hum, which suddenly became louder as Robinson’s left shoulder jerked and then slammed back against the chair.


Yellow Mama had begun her first cycle.


Almost two-and-a-half-thousand volts were now coursing through Robinson. Korn’s eye’s widened, his lips parted. He could taste something metallic in his mouth. The air was thick with static.


For the first two seconds, Robinson appeared as if an invisible force had pinned his shoulder to the back of the chair. Another two seconds passed with his body jerking wildly, like a jackhammer was buried in his stomach. This first jolt was supposed to knock him out, stop his heart.


It did neither of those things. The human skull is a poor conductor.


After another five seconds the current was shut off. When it reconnected, it was much lower – just seven hundred volts. This would remain on for thirty seconds and then the machine would shut down automatically. If Robinson wasn’t dead in that time, then the whole process would be repeated.


Korn stood at the window and watched the entire time, never taking his eyes from Robinson.


His gaze did not break from the man in the chair.


Not even when his skin began to smoke. Not even when the current fractured his left shinbone. Not even when the bloody foam erupted from his mouth.


All the while, Korn felt as if there was electricity flowing in his own veins. An elemental power that coursed through him. As district attorney, he had the power of life and death in his long, crooked hands. And he loved it. He had killed this man as surely as putting a bullet through his head, and the thought was intoxicating. Shooting or stabbing someone wasn’t the same for Korn. Too animalistic. Korn killed using the power of his office, and his mind, and his skill. And that gave him more pleasure than he could ever have imagined. All the while he was willing Robinson to stay alive, just a little longer.


Long enough for the suffering to last.


When it was done, a cloud of smoke sat above Yellow Mama, and Korn was breathless.


It took nine minutes for Darius Robinson to die.


And in those nine excruciating minutes, Randal Korn felt truly alive.




FIVE MONTHS LATER


SKYLAR EDWARDS


Skylar Edwards sheltered in the corner of the kitchen in Hogg’s Bar and used both thumbs to type the message on her phone. The clicks that she heard with every tap on the screen were just effects, mimicking the noise from an old keyboard, but even those sounds carried the anger she’d just put into the text. She finished the message, hit send, stuffed the phone in the pocket of her jeans before the bar owner came looking for her.


It was almost midnight, the kitchen had closed hours ago and the chef, who wore that title loosely, had left shortly after wiping down the grill with a dirty cloth. There was no good reason for her to be in here, other than to get five minutes’ privacy with her phone. It wouldn’t take long to get a reply. Her boyfriend, Gary Stroud, never sent long messages. He used emojis, or GIFS, to hide his bad spelling. But Skylar didn’t have time to wait. She pushed through the double doors, into the hallway, past the bathrooms and through another door into the bar.


Just three customers left. Locals from Buckstown. Soft rock still played on the speaker at one corner of the bar, but the customers were ignoring it. Instead, they were looking at the TV.


‘Say, Ryan, can you turn that up?’ asked the big man at the end of the counter. He’d sat there most of the night, after he’d finished his meal, and drank club sodas and ginger beer while he worked. She’d seen him here before. He usually came in when it was quiet, did some paperwork and watched a game. Not a handsome man, but he was well built and he always tipped well.


‘Sure, Tom,’ said Ryan as he put down two full beers in front of the other customers.


Tom. That was his name. She knew he worked as a prosecutor in the district attorney’s office. Seen him on TV, and they’d even discussed one of his cases, about five months back. The man who got executed up in Escambia County. Tom had helped convict the man. He said very little about it, but then again, Tom didn’t talk much. Ryan Hogg, the bar owner, was always extra nice to him.


She glanced up at the TV as Ryan turned down the stereo and turned up the volume on the flatscreen on the wall above the bar. The new governor, Pratchett, was on the news, talking about the plant again.


‘… I will do whatever it takes to save those jobs at Solant Chemicals …’


‘They closing the plant?’ asked Ryan.


‘They’ve been threatening to do it for years,’ said Tom. ‘Looks serious this time if the governor’s involved.’


Skylar began collecting glasses from the tables, keeping an eye on the TV. Her father, Francis, worked at the plant. He drove trucks for them. Had done so for twenty years and he was earning enough to help Skylar with college. While Skylar was smart, she wasn’t able to secure a scholarship, and her father was paying her tuition fees. If he lost that job, she might have to drop out. Just something else to worry about.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She turned away from Ryan as she slid it out of her jeans. Ryan Hogg wasn’t a bad boss. He paid a little more than most, and he didn’t skim her tips. While he never said anything inappropriate, and he certainly never put a hand on her, she sometimes caught him looking at her. And not in a way that a boss checks that their employee isn’t wasting time texting her boyfriend. It was only a look, but it still made her feel a little sick in her stomach.


She opened the text message. A heart emoji and Please come over soon. Gary’s sister, Tori, was having a party that night and he’d begged her to call in sick. She’d told him she had to work and he’d been sour about it. Bugging her to quit early and join him. Skylar didn’t want to give Gary false hope. She was tired and didn’t feel much like partying. He’d been going on about the party for days, and so she texted Tori and asked if the party would still be on when she finished her shift.


‘Is that a double-thumb conversation?’ asked Andy.


She knew his voice and turned to smile at him. Andy had a handful of dirty beer glasses. He’d cleared the rest of the tables while she had been distracted.


‘What do you mean, a double-thumb conversation?’ she asked.


‘When you and Gary are fighting you use both thumbs to text. Sometimes I think you’re gonna break that screen, you type so fast,’ he said.


She smiled, warmly. Andy Dubois made working at Hogg’s Bar much more tolerable. He was younger than her, just a little. Starting college in September. A smart kid, with a warm heart. Smarter than Skylar, because he’d won a full scholarship. She didn’t begrudge him, because that was the only way Andy could go to college. It was just Andy and his mom, and in Buckstown there were the white middle classes, like Skylar’s folks, who got by and had enough to put money away, and then on the other side of town were the poor black and immigrant families who seemed to have it harder than most. Once Skylar graduated college, she was going to get the hell out of this town. She knew Andy would too, and he’d bring his mom with him.


Andy turned away with a smile and returned the dirty glasses to the bar. She saw a paperback novel sticking out the back pocket of his jeans. Any spare moment on the job, and Andy was reading. He didn’t have a cell phone. Skylar thought that if she spent as much time reading as Andy, instead of staring at her phone, she might have gotten that scholarship after all. Still, it reminded her she could upgrade her phone next month. She had already decided to give her old model to Andy, with some credit.


Skylar collected the last of the glasses and Ryan made a discreet suggestion to the two customers in front of him, on bar stools, that it was about time he closed up.


They were large men. One tall, one average height, but every one of their limbs were thick with muscle.


Two cops. Both in plain clothes, off duty.


The tall one was Deputy Leonard. He had red hair, a moustache and an attitude. Especially when it came to Andy. The other was Deputy Shipley. He had small, dark eyes that seemed to catch the light at strange angles – almost like there was a fire behind his eyeballs that could occasionally be glimpsed. He wasn’t as hotheaded as Leonard, but Skylar suspected he was more dangerous.


They were regulars and they always sat up front on bar stools so they didn’t have to tip the waitress. Ryan didn’t share any bar tips. What was on the tables was for Skylar and Andy, whatever green got slapped on the bar was for him.


‘Hey, Sky, your old man still work at the plant?’ asked Leonard.


He called her Sky. No one else did, but she smiled and answered like always.


‘Sure does,’ she said.


‘Hard times for a lot of folks,’ said Shipley, and then they returned to their own conversation. Skylar loaded the dishwasher as Tom gathered up his papers, settled his tab and strode out the front door. Ryan started turning off the lights, and then Shipley and Leonard got the message and left. They cleaned up the bar, and then Ryan told Skylar and Andy they could go.


They left together, stepping into the warmth of the evening at around twelve-fifteen. She waved goodnight to Andy as he started his long walk home. Her phone buzzed. A text message.


A reply from Tori that said, What party?


Raking her fingers through her hair, Skylar swore. She took a screenshot of Tori’s message, and was about to send it to Gary with a WTF? You lied about a party? when her phone rang. It was Tori. She answered the call.


‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Please come over, I’ve messed up,’ said Tori, over loud rock music in the background.


‘What the hell’s going on? Gary has been pressuring me for weeks to go this big party at your house.’


‘Yeah, just come over,’ she said, hesitantly.


Skylar had been friends with Tori before she’d even met Gary. She knew her well, and could tell when she was holding back.


‘What’s going on? Tell me, right now or I’m going to call Gary and—’


Tori cut her off.


‘I’m in Buddy’s Bar. Gary is at my house. Alone. You need to go—’


‘Tell me what the hell is happening or I’m—’


‘He’s bought a ring,’ said Tori.


Skylar’s hand covered her mouth just as she gasped a lungful of air and her fingers shut her lips tightly, as if she dare not let a single breath escape. She stayed like that for a moment.


‘I’m sorry, I messed up so bad. Please just go over there now. He’s waiting to surprise you. So act goddamned surprised and don’t tell him I told you.’


‘I can’t believe he did this …’


‘He’s been planning it for weeks. It’s five years to the day since you met him. At my house. He wanted to make it special.’


There was warmth in Tori’s voice now and Skylar felt the tears welling up in her eyes, her joy erupting through her stomach, moving up to cloy at her throat. She and Gary had an anniversary – marked by their first date. She hadn’t even remembered when they first met, but it was incredibly sweet that he had, and that he’d gone to all this trouble.


‘We’re going to be sisters,’ said Skylar. ‘Like, for real.’


‘This means you’re gonna say yes !’ said Tori.


‘Of course I’m going to say yes.’


They talked a little more, then Skylar hung up the call. She had to go and meet Gary and she could hardly contain her excitement.


Hogg’s Bar was on Union Highway, two miles outside of Buckstown, beside a gas station.


Skylar stood by the highway, thinking about what to do.


She could walk into town. She’d done it before. But it was hot tonight, and she’d been on her feet for ten hours straight. The highway always had traffic, and it slowed here coming into Buckstown to thirty-five miles an hour. She could get a lift, easy.


She’d done it before. There was one cab company in town. None of the digital taxi companies had made it this far into Alabama just yet. People drove around here, even when they were drunk.


Skylar stood by the side of the road, waiting for a sober, friendly driver.


She started typing a text message to her father, telling him not to wait up, when a semi-truck began to slow down. It flashed its lights, stopped beside her and the passenger door opened. Skylar took hold of the handle on the door, climbed the steps so she could see into the dark cab.


The driver wore a cap, so it was hard to see his face. He had one hand on the wheel, the other on his thigh.


‘Need a lift, little lady?’ he said.


There was something off about this man. A smell in the cab. Her father was a truck driver, so she was used to the odor of sweat, chewing tobacco and coffee. It wasn’t that. It was something else. Something foul.


Her father hated her doing this. He worried about her a lot. Said she was too trusting. She would need to toughen up or folks would walk all over her, or worse. Of course, Skylar dismissed this, but right about now she thought her father may have a point. She could imagine getting into the truck, and then, in the few minutes it would take to get into town, a hand moving across the seat toward her. And then the truck not stopping in the town, and she wouldn’t get to meet Gary, and she would never get engaged, and her face would end up on a milk carton. Then again, she wasn’t sure if people her age got their faces on milk cartons. Maybe they didn’t do that anymore, or maybe it was just for kids.


Then the analytical part of her brain kicked in. The odds of something happening to her on a short trip with a stranger were low. Very low. Like, a million-to-one. She had to stop worrying, and just get into the goddamn cab.


The driver reached out a hand to help her inside.


His skin was ingrained with dirt, and she could see the sweat on his palm, and the slight shaking, perhaps with excitement of having a young woman in his cab. And a pretty one, too.


Something inside her yelled NO.


‘You know what, it’s fine. I’m sorry, sir, I just got a message from my boyfriend, he’s gonna pick me up,’ she said as she stepped back down onto the blacktop at the side of the road.


The driver swore, but she didn’t catch it as she shut the door to his cab. He gunned the engine and took off as Skylar got her breathing under control.


And then she heard a vehicle pull up, right where the semi had stopped. She looked inside, saw the driver.


This was okay. This wasn’t a stranger. It was perhaps the last person she expected to meet. And there was no worry about getting into this car. She knew the driver. She’d heard him talking in Hogg’s Bar not twenty minutes ago, while she collected the dirty glasses.


Of course, he offered her a ride.


Skylar got into the passenger seat, said she was just going into town, and began texting her father.


Don’t wait up for me. I got a ride into town with


Skylar didn’t finish the message.


As the driver punched her in the face, her phone slid down into the gap between the passenger seat and the console of the vehicle. And there it stayed.


Skylar didn’t get time to scream, or think, or feel.


She would never reach Tori’s house. Would never get to kiss Gary again, or hear his proposal, or give him her answer and her heart.




THREE MONTHS LATER




CHAPTER ONE


EDDIE


I don’t go looking for trouble. I don’t need to.


It has a way of finding me all by itself.


If only money came with it, maybe then it wouldn’t be so bad. Some people become lawyers with the hope of making a lot of money. Money is nice, don’t get me wrong. I like having a roll in my pocket as much as the next guy, but I like being able to sleep at night too. The more cash in your pocket, and the more scumbags you put back on the street, the harder it is to sleep. A criminal attorney’s wealth can be measured by their bank account and the weight they carry on their souls. Until that day, that magical day when they just stop giving a shit. Then, there’s just the money and it can be enjoyed without a conscience getting in the way.


I never rode that path. Getting a guilty client off was against the rules. My rules. This makes me either the worst defense attorney in the world, or the best, depending on how you looked at it. While I occasionally looked at it, if I was really short on cash, I could always hit the tables at Vegas for a weekend and that would be enough to get me over. A previous life as a con artist comes in handy when criminal work dries up for a spell. For now, I was doing just fine. My new partner, Kate Brooks, was a rainmaker. Mostly she was raining shit on big law firms and businesses in class-action sexual harassment suits. And she was damn good at it. Our investigator, Bloch, who’d come with Kate to the business, was just about the most resourceful PI I’d ever met. Bloch and Kate were childhood friends and it sure helped melt the ice on Bloch’s tongue. She didn’t talk much. Mostly she talked to Kate. That didn’t mean she was unfriendly – she spoke when she had something to say and it paid to listen.


My criminal practice was thriving. Harry Ford, retired New York Justice, and now my consultant, was able to take appointments in the office with clients while I wore my shoe leather thin in Center Street and the Brooklyn courthouse. Harry preferred to stay in the office so he could be with his dog, Clarence, who was now pretty much the office dog.


The only thing we lacked as a new firm was a good secretary to take calls, type and organize our asses. A lawyer is only as good as his administrative support – and usually only half as smart.


Kate had put an ad online for a legal secretary and was fielding the applications. There was someone due in sometime this morning for an interview, and Kate wanted me to sit in. We were joint partners, everything fifty-fifty, including decisions, good or bad. It was coming up on nine-fifteen. Our office was in Tribeca, just above a tattoo parlor. Kate had wanted offices in a shiny tower close to Wall Street – all glass, pine and leather. I couldn’t work in that kind of place, and Kate took pity on me by letting us rent a fleapit above a tattoo parlor called Stinkin’ Ink.


Kate and Bloch were shuffling bundles of papers around the Xerox machine, Harry was on the couch in the small reception area with Clarence. He’d bought Clarence a fancy new collar with a GPS locator. He’d been trying to activate the collar for the past ten minutes without success. I was trying to get the coffee machine to produce something that didn’t wipe three layers of skin off the roof of my mouth, when the buzzer rang downstairs.


‘Eddie, can you get that? I bet that’s Denise,’ said Kate.


‘Who?’


‘Denise Brown, the applicant for the secretary’s position. Didn’t you read her resume?’


‘You gave me a resume?’


‘Last week. It’s probably still on your desk.’


I couldn’t remember reading it. That’s not to say I didn’t get it. Administration is my weak spot.


I pressed the button to open the front door and waited at the top of the stairs.


Heavy footsteps made me wonder if Denise wore boots. I leaned over the rail. There, coming up the stairs, was the last man on earth I wanted to see.


He wore a trilby hat, an old gray raincoat that must’ve been a gift from a now deceased spouse because that was about the only excuse you could have for wearing it. Beneath the coat was a bespoke suit, and inside the suit was one hundred and eighty-five pounds of serious trouble.


‘Unless you’re here about the secretarial job, I’m afraid you’ll have to leave,’ I said.


He got to the top of the stairs, tipped his hat and smiled at me in a way that reminded me of a crocodile about to take a bite out of my ass.


‘My secretarial skills are not what they used to be,’ he said.


‘Can you type and make coffee? If so, you’re in. The pay is bad, but the work is lousy.’


‘I’m here about a job, Eddie. But it’s got nothing to do with typing. May I come in?’


His name was Alexander Berlin. When I last saw him, he was working for the State Department. I’d heard he’d moved around since – CIA, NSA, Justice Department. He was a fixer, and a black-ops man who bent the laws to get a result for whatever limb of federal government that happened to employ him at the time. He knew where all the government’s bodies were buried. And if he had a job for me, then I wasn’t interested.


‘I don’t need a job. Whatever it is, it’s going to be a no from me.’


‘You haven’t heard what it is yet. Let me in for ten minutes and a hot cup of coffee. You don’t want this? Fine, I’ll walk out straight after. No hard feelings. No grudges.’


‘I think it’s premature to say you won’t hold a grudge, you haven’t tasted my coffee yet. And you won’t like my answer. I’m not interested, Berlin.’


It had been raining out. His old coat was soaked through and he was dripping on the stair carpet. We hadn’t had time to get the carpets cleaned yet, and his dripping coat was beginning to make a clean spot among the stains.


‘Hear me out, Eddie. Please,’ said Berlin.


‘Give me one good reason why I should listen to you.’


Berlin removed his hat, looked at me with heavy, wet eyes and said, ‘Because, if you don’t, a nineteen-year-old kid is going to be murdered.’


‘Murdered? Murdered by who?’


‘Technically, me.’




CHAPTER TWO


EDDIE


Berlin’s coat dripped water onto the floor of my office while it hung on the coat rack in the corner.


He took out a pair of glasses from his pocket and began wiping them clean with the wide end of his tie. If the old coat was a treasured gift from a loved one, the tie looked like a present from a mortal enemy. I let him settle, closed the file that was open on my desk and gave him my attention.


‘Who’s the kid, and why are you going to be responsible for their death?’


‘That’s a long story. Do you know what I do in government?’ he asked.


‘Can’t say that I do, exactly.’


‘Neither can I. Not without divulging classified information and thereby committing treason. All I can tell you is that I move around government departments solving problems.’


‘I knew you were a fixer of some kind. What type of problems do you solve?’


‘The kind of problems that Fortune 500 companies have with government policy, the kind of problems that law enforcement have when their hands are tied, and the kind of problems that we had two years ago.’


I’d first met Berlin in upstate New York, after a fed had been shot. Berlin helped us clear up the mess.


‘One of your dogs gone wild again?’ I asked.


He shook his head, said, ‘Let’s say part of my role is to keep the status quo. Government doesn’t like change. Doesn’t matter who’s in the White House, the day-to-day tasks of policing and justice need order and consistency. This is on a state and federal level. We’re not limited in our scope. There’s a district attorney in Sunville County, Alabama, named Randal Korn, and it was made clear to me that he was to be re-elected.’


‘You rigged a local district attorney election?’


Berlin rolled his eyes.


‘Please, Eddie. We’ve rigged national elections in more countries than I can count. This was small potatoes. There are businesses that finance our politicians, and they always have a hand in local elections. Someone with credibility and cash was running against Korn, and I made a few calls to the youngblood’s backers – got them to pull their checkbooks. That’s all it took. You win elections in the US by spending money. Usually, whoever spends the most wins.’


‘Okay, so then what?’


‘Then I got a little curious. Korn has been DA of Sunville County for the past seventeen years. In his tenure he has brought most crime statistics to record lows in the county. That’s why we liked him. Good for business, good for property prices in the area, good for investors. Maintain the status quo. I should’ve left it alone after the election, but there was something wrong about this guy. I went deeper, what I found was disturbing.’


‘What was that?’


Before Berlin could answer, he hesitated, distracted by the noise outside my office. The usual commotion. I got up and opened my door a crack to see what was happening. Harry was swearing at the new digital dog collar he’d bought for Clarence, still unable to activate the GPS signal through his phone and his agitation was wearing on the dog, who barked every time Harry used a cuss word. The Xerox machine had jammed again, and Bloch was banging the side of the copier with her fist. The phone was ringing, which Kate then answered, holding a laptop in the other hand and her cell phone cradled on her shoulder. Organized chaos. I closed the door. Sat down. Gestured for Berlin to continue.


‘It sounds busy out there,’ he said.


He was stalling. There was something he needed to say, but he didn’t feel able to do it. Not yet.


‘Just tell me the whole thing. You’re under client confidentiality here. This is a safe room.’


Berlin glanced at pictures on my desk. My daughter, Amy, at summer camp, paddling a canoe. I had since stopped putting up pictures of my ex-wife. She had moved on with another man.


‘Cute kid,’ said Berlin. ‘How old?’


‘Fifteen. Come on, you worked up enough spit to get this thing out yet?’


His eyes flicked to mine. They were troubled and red. The bags underneath them seemed heavier all of a sudden.


‘Sunville County leads the US in death-penalty convictions. The county encompasses a few big towns, but no cities. Randal Korn has sent more people to death row than any other district attorney in history. Currently, one in every twenty of the death-row population for the whole of the United States was put there by Korn. One hundred and fifteen convictions in seventeen years.’


I said nothing. I’d heard about zealous prosecutors in the South who valued marriage, church, family, assault weapons and the death penalty above all things. Even so, those figures couldn’t possibly be accurate.


‘Around two to three percent of the counties in the United States are responsible for convicting the vast majority of death-row inmates. Sunville County is top of the league. When I discovered this, I thought exactly the same as you’re thinking right now – bullshit. This can’t be true. Eddie, it’s one hundred percent accurate. I checked the records myself.’


‘There has to be a mistake.’


‘Look, you know a prosecutor has huge discretion on whether to make a serious felony a capital case. Korn has never prosecuted a murder without calling for the death penalty. He’s never been successfully appealed, and he’s never lost a case.’


‘Why does he go for the death penalty every damn time? And why has no one noticed this before?’


‘Oh, it’s been noticed. When I was checking out Korn I found a few breadcrumbs left behind by previous investigations. All of them came to nothing because Korn is still district attorney, thanks to me. You asked why this guy goes after the death penalty? Isn’t it obvious?’


‘Not to me,’ I said.


‘Why do people join the army? Most say they want to serve their country, a lot of them join because of family, more still because of pay or training, and then there’s the tiny percentage of people, the two percent, who join the army for one simple reason – they want to kill somebody.’


‘You’re saying this guy, Korn, became a district attorney so he could kill people?’


‘No, that’s not what I say, that’s what he says – all the damn time. He’s the king of death row. Wears it like a medal. I’ve dealt with bad people before. After a while, you can see it in their eyes. Korn is a killer. And he’s doing it on my watch.’


‘Who is this kid who’s going to be executed?’


‘His name is Andy Dubois, he goes on trial for murder in a week. He’s innocent and Korn just wants to watch the kid fry. When I found out about Korn, I had someone keep an eye on his cases. This kid is accused of murdering a young waitress from a dive bar on the highway. Andy couldn’t swat a fly on a dog’s ass. There’s nothing I can do to get rid of Korn now. I had my chance. So I hired a lawyer in Sunville to represent Andy. His name is Cody Warren. He copied me in on the case files. They’re in my car right now. I haven’t heard from Warren in a week. His secretary reported him missing three days ago. I think he’s dead.’


‘Woah, that’s quite a leap. A lawyer goes missing and you think he’s dead? What? You think Korn killed him?’


I didn’t know if it was a trick of the light from the shades on my window, but Berlin’s features seemed to darken, and his voice dropped low as he said, ‘Korn runs the biggest town in Sunville – Buckstown. And he’s tight with the county sheriff. He’s bloodthirsty, crooked and ruthless. It was only a matter of time before a defense attorney mysteriously disappeared on his patch. If Korn didn’t do it himself, he had help. I think Korn could’ve arranged for Warren to disappear, and he wouldn’t even have blinked.’


‘So call the FBI,’ I said.


‘The feds would swamp that town, spend six months tearing the place apart and end up with nothing. I don’t need a sledgehammer here. I need someone smart enough to take on Korn in the courtroom, get the kid off. If something bad has happened to Warren, no one will ever find him. Korn is too careful. Warren is beyond my help now. What I want to know is will you go to Alabama and save this kid’s life?’


‘I know nothing about the case. What if the kid is guilty? I’m no friend of the death penalty, but I won’t get someone off just to save their life. Not if they’re guilty.’


‘Didn’t you hear me? I checked it out. I believe he’s innocent. I think you will too. They’re keeping him in the county lock-up. Isolating him. Eddie, this is your wheelhouse.’


The cacophony of noise outside the office rose even louder.


‘I need to think about it, but I want to know why you’re doing this. The kind of work you do means you checked your conscience at the door when you joined up. No offense.’


Berlin stared off into the distance, his eyes were twenty years and a thousand miles away when he said, ‘I didn’t know who Korn was when I buried his opponent. There’s a line for everyone. When a sadist has the power of life and death and I helped give him that power, then there’s a personal responsibility. I took an oath once. A long time ago when I first strapped on a gun. His current tenure is down to me, so our fortunes are partially linked. I need evidence, something juicy enough to let me make the right phone calls and quietly retire him.’


‘This is about self-preservation,’ I said.


‘It’s not just that. If I had the time, I would build a case against Korn. Slow, solid – brick by friggin’ brick. There’s a ticking clock now. I can’t wait. I have to do something before he sends this kid to death row. If I can save one life …’


Berlin swung his gaze at me, leveled it and kept it there.


I knew the look.


People make mistakes, other people get hurt. There comes a time when you realize you drove past the exit a long time ago, and you can’t roll back the years, but you can damn sure do everything in your power to stop one more soul getting hurt or killed. Berlin’s conscience was getting to him. There’s a price to be paid for his kind of work, and it was almost time to collect. Everyone seeks redemption in the end. That’s how the song goes. I had been singing that same song for a long time.


‘I need to talk to my partner and the rest of the firm,’ I said.


‘I’ll wait,’ said Berlin.


He wasn’t going to leave and come back. He wanted an answer, right then. Maybe he figured he had me on the ropes and he didn’t want to risk losing his advantage. I got up and opened the door to my office, then stopped. There was something wrong. For a second I didn’t know what it was, then it hit me.


There was no sound from the outer office. No shouting. No banging. No swearing or barking.


I pulled open the door, fully expecting the place to be empty.


Clarence’s new leash was attached, Harry was gazing happily at his phone. The photocopier was humming as it merrily produced paper, Bloch stood beside it with a contented smile. Kate was sitting quietly in her office tapping on the keys of her laptop, and a lady I didn’t recognize sat at the desk we used for a reception. She was in her forties, blond hair cut short, smiling as she arranged papers on the desk and occasionally looked at the computer screen in front of her.


Clarence padded over to her, and she bent low and said, ‘I love your new leash. Do you need any more help with the app, Harry?’


Harry said, ‘No thank you, ma’am. You’ve worked enough miracles for one morning. Oh, Eddie, this is Denise. She works here now.’


She turned away from Clarence, stood and approached me. She held out a hand and I shook it.


‘I’m Denise. I love your office.’


‘I’m beginning to like it too,’ I said as I heard Kate coming over.


‘Eddie, I know we said we would discuss candidates for the secretarial post but Denise here—’


‘Let me guess. She fixed Clarence’s leash, mended the copier and arranged all your papers for your case.’


‘And I fixed the coffee machine,’ said Denise, brightly.


I took a moment and looked at the faces present. For the first time since we’d set foot in the new building everyone was calm and happy.


‘Denise,’ I said, ‘you’re not only hired, but you are forbidden from ever leaving this place.’


‘Things will be running smoothly from now on,’ said Kate.


‘Well, I guess this is the time to tell you all I’m thinking of going away for a while. We’ve got a potential case out of state. A capital murder. I might need some help with it too.’


‘I’ve got my big divorce case coming up next week,’ said Kate.


‘Don’t worry, Harry and I can handle this.’


‘What’s the case?’ said Harry.


‘Young kid about to be sent to death row for a murder he didn’t commit. We’d be working pro-bono, but a friend will cover expenses.’


‘Do you know the kid?’ asked Kate.


‘Never met him before.’


‘So you’re going to go out of state to do a capital murder case for free, for a kid you’ve never met?’ asked Bloch, from the kitchen.


‘Yep. This job isn’t about helping people you know. It’s about helping the people you don’t know.’


‘Do it, I think we’ve got everything covered here,’ said Kate.


I looked at Denise and said, ‘I think you have now. Look, there’s something else, this kid’s attorney has gone missing. This could be dangerous.’


‘It wouldn’t be your goddamn case if it wasn’t,’ said Harry. ‘There’s just one problem, Eddie. You’re not licensed to practice outside of New York.’


Berlin stepped onto the office floor, whipped a brown envelope from his jacket and said, ‘He will be by three o’clock this afternoon.’




THE FIRST DAY




CHAPTER THREE


KORN


At 9:01 in the a.m., limping slightly, Randal Korn threw open the doors to the Sunville County District Attorney’s Office and made his way, silently, through the rows of desks occupied by secretaries and assistant DAs. No morning greetings were exchanged. There was work to be done. And besides, he didn’t need to say anything.


His presence was felt.


The door to Korn’s private office was half glass and at least seventy years old. The names of the respective district attorneys for Sunville had been painted on the window, removed and then repainted as their tenures came and went. By the time Randal put a hand on the door, he was already being trailed by one of the assistants with a binder of documents in his hand. Sinking into a green leather studded chair behind a wide mahogany desk, Korn gazed up at the assistant DA, a man of thirty in a white, short-sleeved button-down shirt with a blue tie. Tom Wingfield was Korn’s number one ADA. He handed Korn the binder.


‘This is the index for the jury bundle in the Dubois case?’


Tom nodded.


‘Where are we with Andy Dubois?’ asked Korn. ‘And no bullshit, Tom, I want to know the lie of the land. We’re picking a jury in three days.’


Tom pulled at the knot in his tie, tightening it. He was putting on weight recently. Bulking up by pouring protein shakes down his throat at every opportunity. He wasn’t exactly small to begin with, but now his arms and shoulders looked as though they were filled with helium. When Tom wasn’t in the office, he was in the gym hauling weights. His shirt was old enough to remember when Tom was slimmer and had less strain on the sleeves and the buttons around his chest.


‘Forensics are ready. Reports complete, witnesses primed. The photographer is blowing up the photographs of the murder victim nice and big, just like you asked …’


‘How big?’


‘Life-sized, or thereabouts. The jury will think they’re looking at the actual body.’


‘Remember I asked for the colors to be pumped up, remind him to do that. I want that blood on her face to look bright red. These photos have to shock this jury. That’s the first step, remember?’


Tom nodded.


Korn took time to school his assistant DAs on how to get a conviction in a capital murder case. Picking a jury and convincing them to send a man to his death is no easy thing. The jury would seek to preserve life as it’s the default human reaction. The first job was to shock them as much as possible, preferably using images that would stay with the jurors for the rest of their lives. The more visceral and bloody, the better.


Next, give them someone to hate. A defendant who was the cause of that vile, bloody mess. Part of this step was to elevate the victim to near sainthood. Paint them as a real person – a good, honest, God-fearing member of the community. Make the victim sit on the jury, make them familiar and relatable to each juror as a spouse, child or parent.


The more a jury loves the victim, the more they hate the defendant.


The last step was the most difficult. There were two approaches. The more Christian the jury, the more Korn relied on select retributive passages from the Bible which he had memorized over the years – an eye for an eye – all the hits. Alongside the Bible was the personal. Make the jury think that their child, spouse, partner or parent would be next if they didn’t take action to protect society and send this demon to death row.


Conducting a death penalty case was an exercise in dehumanizing a defendant – turning them into a monster to be feared and put to death. Once a jury was convinced of these elements, it was simple to show that it was this defendant who was guilty. As long as the jury feared the defendant they would convict. Hate is a great motivator, but it’s not enough to make a jury kill. Fear was much better. Fear is a powerful weapon. One Korn learned to wield a long time ago.


‘What about Dubois’ attorney, Cody Warren? Any sign of him showing up?’ asked Korn.


‘I got no clue. His secretary hasn’t seen him for days now. Judge Chandler says the case goes ahead whether he turns up or not.’


‘Good,’ said Korn.


‘There’s just one more thing,’ said Tom. He hesitated, raised a forefinger to his lips and closed his eyes. It was as if some unseen force was preventing Tom from speaking. A sense of duty, perhaps. Something else that Korn would need to train out of him.


‘I heard some of the clerks talking in the judge’s chambers last night. It seems there’s been an approval for a guest bar certification.’


‘Some lawyer from out of state shopping around for class-action lawsuits?’


‘No,’ said Tom. ‘At least, I don’t think so. The way I heard it, this guy is coming down here from New York to defend Andy Dubois.’


‘When did you hear about this?’ snapped Korn.


‘Late last night. I heard them talking when I locked up the office to go home.’


‘A lawyer from New York? Who?’


‘Some guy named Eddie Flynn.’


A small brush fire burst into life behind Korn’s eyes. He licked his lips, said, ‘Find out all you can. Flynn is a serious player. I’ve read about some of his cases. I want to know everything. There’s got to be some connection between Dubois and Flynn. Dubois doesn’t have a cent to his name, he couldn’t afford an attorney. The ACLU wouldn’t fund Flynn either ; they’d just get one of their own lawyers down here. Could be some connection with Cody Warren’s office, but that doesn’t seem likely. Go and talk to the clerks, the judges, whoever you have to, just find out why Flynn is here representing a two-bit killer,’ said Korn, then looked back at the binder, leafing through the pages.


‘No problem, I’ll find out all I can. Who is he? I never heard of Eddie Flynn.’


‘He’s a hand grenade is what he is. There are rumors about him. Some say he used to be a con artist before he was a lawyer, and he’s been conning juries in Manhattan ever since.’


Wingfield nodded, backed out of the room, leaving Korn to his thoughts.


It was a plain office, with filing cabinets on one side, some framed pictures of Korn with various mayors and state politicians on the other. Whirling his chair around, he gazed at the one hundred and fifteen individually framed mug shots that hung on the wall behind his chair. Men in various states of dishevelment, their eyes either wide in fear, or low and booze-sleepy. Looking at the wall made him sit up straighter, his heart lifting. This was his legacy. His life’s work. These were the men he’d sent to death row. He’d gotten to watch seventy-nine of them die. It was not enough, not by a long shot.


His father had been a man consumed with thoughts of the family name, who had built a fortune on the stock market, and handed most of it to Korn in his will. But Korn wasn’t interested in his father’s money. Nor anyone else’s. There had always been plenty of cash around, and so it held no fascination for him. With thirty million in his bank account now, it still didn’t concern him. What Korn had taken to heart was his father’s talk of family legacy. That was more important.


It doesn’t matter how much money you’ve got when you die, son. A man is not measured by the stack of dollars in his vault. It’s the corpses of broken enemies that you leave in your wake. That’s how you measure your life. When you’re still standing at the end, and you’ve put all your competitors down. That’s when you know who is best.


Korn drew strength from the faces of the dead and those he had condemned to die. Darius Robinson was the last to give him that personal pleasure. Andy Dubois would be the next face on the wall.


He picked up the phone, called the Sheriff’s Department and asked for Sheriff Lomax. After a small delay, his call was transferred.


‘Good morning to ya,’ said Lomax, in a low, country drawl.


‘I wanted to check if there’s been any progress on our missing attorney?’


‘Nothing, I’m sorry to say. We’ll keep looking, keep making calls. I’ve got some of my best officers working this one hard.’


‘I’m glad to hear it. So, how was the fishing this weekend?’


‘Pretty good. Got me a catfish that damn near broke the rod.’


‘Keep on Cody Warren, I want to know the instant he’s found. I’m praying for his safe return.’


‘We all are, Randal.’


‘Have yourself a fine day, Sheriff,’ said Korn, and hung up.


Ten minutes later Korn was working the wheel of his Jaguar around the tight corners of the country roads on the outskirts of Buckstown. He made a series of turns along narrower and narrower roads, until he was on a dirt road that didn’t look like it went anywhere. Another ten minutes on this road and the thick trees on either side parted, just briefly, as the road curled toward the Luxahatchee River. Buckstown stood in the center of Sunville County. To the north was the bottom of the Talladega Forest – half a million acres of pinewood. To the south, swampland from the overflow of the Luxahatchee. East of Buckstown lay rich farmland, and to the west lay the industrial side of the county occupied by a steel mill and a large chemical processing plant that was ever on the verge of closure.


Korn stopped the car, got out and made his way through the thinning tree line. The trees were very old and draped in Spanish moss. The Luxahatchee narrowed here, before reaching full flow a few miles further south. Its banks were brimming with brown, fast-moving water. Korn had grown up in an apartment in Lower Manhattan with a view of the East River. He would often watch the dark water from his bedroom window, a curious teenager, wondering what secrets lay at the bottom of that river. He wondered how the river grew so muddy and black. And how many men his father had sent tumbling into those freezing depths from the top of the Brooklyn Bridge.


The bubble and rumble of flowing water brought his thoughts back to the present and provided the baseline to the crickets and cicadas that were still singing in the early morning sun. Another sound joined the orchestra. A V8, gurgling to a slow crawl. The engine died, a car door squeaked open and slammed closed. Footsteps rustled through the brush.




CHAPTER FOUR


LOMAX


Sheriff Colt Lomax could smell something foul as he approached the riverbank. He’d parked the department cruiser on the dirt road and was making his way to the meeting point. During the phone call with Korn, he’d been asked about fishing – a code that meant they had to meet here. If he’d been asked how his bowling arm felt, they would meet in the bowling alley parking lot. Similar meeting points had been arranged for the diner parking lot, the boathouse on the lake and the old mill. Fishing meant the river, so that’s where he had come.


Korn was a cautious man.


The vegetation rotting in the heat and humidity did not account for the odor that grew stronger as Lomax came through the brush. The sweet decay that comes from the moss and the river is quite pleasant. This was different. He sometimes thought he caught the scent from Korn, as if the man was rotting from the inside out. When that happened, he told himself it was just his imagination – no one could smell that bad, not unless they’d been lying in the river for a few days, dead and filling with gas.


He came into a small clearing at the bank and caught sight of Korn’s tall frame, sheltering from the sun beneath the branches of a pine tree.


‘It’s hotter than all hell,’ said Korn.


The accent was muddled. Sometimes he was pure Sunville County, born and bred, but at odd times some of his Manhattan accent would peep through in a word, just enough to remind Lomax that Korn was not from around here. Lomax wondered whether Korn spent his life affecting the Sunville accent – that it was a permanent role he was playing for an unseeing crowd, and at times, just for a second, the veil dropped to reveal the real Korn.


The DA was pale and sweating. He was not overweight, far from it. Korn looked thin and ill, all the time. A fine veneer of sweat seemed to permanently coat his bone-china skin. Korn liked to stay out of the sun. He took a handkerchief from his top pocket, wiped his neck and forehead.


‘You should be used to the heat by now,’ said Lomax.


‘I hate it. Always have, always will.’


‘What’s the problem? I already told you Cody Warren is on ice. No one is going to find him.’


‘This isn’t about Warren. Well, not all of it.’


There it was again, that smell, hitting Lomax like a brick wall falling on his head.


‘No, this is about his replacement. I hear there’s some hotshot from New York coming down here to kick our asses in the Dubois case.’


‘I wouldn’t worry. Dubois is sewn up nice and tight. Don’t matter how good a lawyer this city boy is, he can’t get an acquittal, not with the confession.’


‘That’s not my concern. Dubois doesn’t have any family or connections in New York, and his momma ain’t got a dime. My concern is how the hell this lawyer got hired in the first place. There’s something we don’t know. Something we’re missing.’


‘You want me to speak to Dubois?’


‘You do that. Maybe let Dubois know the last thing he needs is a fancy lawyer making things worse for him. That reminds me. I still need to prep Dubois’ old cell mate, Lawson, for trial.’


‘With Lawson’s testimony, and the rest, that should be enough to get us over the line with any jury. Don’t sweat this city boy.’


Korn moved quickly out of the shade to stand over the sheriff. Lomax took a step back, his heart quickening. Korn could move fast when he needed to. Like a spider when it feels a fly land on its web. That’s how Lomax felt – as if he’d just caused a tremor on a thin wire and awakened something hungry that could devour him at any moment. Sweat flooded his face, and his mouth felt like he’d been sucking on a dry stone.


When Korn spoke, his voice was lower, like he was training a dog.


‘You think I’m scared of Mr. New York? I grew up there, I know those guys. I can beat them any damn day in a courtroom. Don’t you dare think otherwise, not for a second.’


‘No offense intended, Mr. Korn,’ said Lomax, averting his stare so he didn’t have to look into Korn’s dead eyes. ‘I just meant there’s no need to be hasty. If two lawyers working the same case go missing, this town will be crawling with FBI.’


Korn nodded, said, ‘I can see your point, but the FBI won’t find anything. Same as last time. If I think Flynn needs to go on ice you’ll oblige me, won’t you, Sheriff? We’ve talked about this. An enemy of justice is our enemy. You saw what Dubois did to Skylar Edwards. He can’t get away with this. And if someone stands in our way …’


Lomax nodded. His eyes were far away. He had been the first officer on scene when the victim’s body was found. He had seen, first hand, the horrors inflicted on her body. It didn’t take long to pick up Andy Dubois, and Lomax got a confession out of him pretty fast. Then the damn medical examiner’s report came in and Dubois didn’t look so good for this one anymore. It was too late though. He’d already been charged and Korn had made up his mind that Dubois was the killer. There had been a short discussion about further investigations into alternative suspects, but Korn wouldn’t hear of it. Dubois’ confession would automatically weaken any case against another suspect.


‘We’re not going to let anything stop us from getting the death penalty for Dubois. Until then, see what you can find out about Flynn. Call me when you’re done. Oh, and one more thing …’


Lomax swallowed, his throat dry and painful.


‘Make sure Flynn gets a warm welcome when he arrives in town.’


And with that, Korn turned away and walked back to his car. Lomax breathed out, the sweat coming off his moustache sent a fine spray into the air. He took off his hat, and found he’d sweated right through it.
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