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CHAPTER ONE

 


They came for
him through the shadows of a Virginian night, a night so still that
the mist from the river draped itself along the banks like some
monstrous gray web. Two men came for him. Silent, stalking
predators under a hunter’s moon. They
came for him in that deadest of times − the hour before dawn. Two mute
figures darting and flitting through Indian Wood, using the ancient
oak boles as cover until they reached the dirt path at the eastern
border of the woodland.

Aware of
being in the open for the first time, the duo increased their pace
as they loped alongside a line of creosoted ranch fencing, towards
the five-bar gate at the property’s riverbank edge. It was his
wife’s house, a prime piece of real-estate in the heart of
Virginia, hunting country for Washington’s elite. Strictly Private,
the wooden sign warned. No access to road. A black-leather-gloved
hand stretched out and lifted the simple metal catch, before giving
the gate the gentlest of nudges. It swung back on well-oiled hinges
and admitted him and his shadowing companion.

They paused, exhaled breath wreathing them
with plumes of gray vapor. Above them the lawn rose steeply towards
the house. The dew-soaked grass glowed in the moonlight, as though
a coating of silver leaf had been applied.

The sounds of the night carried to them
across the still air. From beyond distant hills came the thrum of
diesel engines as eighteen-wheeled behemoths sped along a highway.
Behind and below them, the slow waters of the river lapped gently.
The creaking of the trees added a sharper, more urgent note. The
house was silent. Silent and dark.

They sprinted diagonally up and across the
lawn, backs bent low, sneakers quickly saturated by the damp grass.
Only one of the house’s occupants observed their progress: a
tortoiseshell cat watched them warily as they breasted the rise of
the garden. Startled by this unwarranted intrusion, she chose not
to defend her territory but dashed across the smooth stone slabs of
the rear terrace and sought sanctuary in the double garage, under a
Lincoln.

They approached the solid Victorian house at
the inner corner of its southern aspect. Past the empty blue bowl
of the swimming pool. Onto the stone terrace so recently
vacated.

Through the
leaded windows they could make out the layout of the kitchen as the
stove’s digital timer threw a ghostly green pool of light across
the room. Stark white units took up most of the vast expanse of
wall space. A jarring choice for a house like this, one of the men
thought. Too harsh.

They froze when the burner of the oil-fired
furnace kicked into life. The house had no basement and the furnace
room was behind the wooden door next to the kitchen door.
Ventilation panels set into the exterior door were proof of that.
Gradually confidence that they were still undetected returned and
their hearts started to beat again. The burner would be set on a
timer to heat the water for bathing and to take the chill off the
house before he arose. A reminder to the men, if any was needed,
that time was short.

Sam, the
taller of the two, made a start. He cautiously set the small
Chicago Bears’ kit bag on the ground and slid open the zipper. He pulled
out two suction cups and a glass cutter. Hunkering down, he placed
the rubber cups against the lower glass panel of the kitchen door
and carefully snapped the levers on their backs to complete the
vacuum bond. The grating of the cutter against the clear glass
panel sounded to him as loud as a young girl’s scream as he ran it
around the wooden edging. Now they had reason to be thankful for
the noise from the furnace masking the sound of their labors. The
foreign sound of the splintering glass might have registered with
the occupants, but their slumber would be untroubled by the
familiar throb of the burner.

With his partner holding the rubber clamps,
Sam tapped gently around the edges of the glass panel with the
heavy head of the cutter. A snap indicated the first parting of the
glass and his accomplice applied a steady out and downwards
pressure until, with a fierce crack, the entire panel broke free,
leaving a hole in the door’s glass panel large enough for an adult
to crawl through.

Cautiously
they clambered through and stood erect in the kitchen. Sam pointed
out the alarm breakers still in place on the door and kitchen
windows. Gary shrugged, his meaning obvious. Fairly dumb having
contact points on exterior doors if they have glass panels large
enough to remove and crawl through. Shoddy security
work.

Sam sniffed. He picked up a lingering trace
of a woman’s scent in the air, overriding the usual kitchen
smells.

Against the wall of the rear hallway off the
kitchen stood a grandfather clock, its tick the solitary sound
within the house. Sam checked the time: 5.10. It had taken them
only twenty-five minutes from hiding their car in a clump of
cottonwoods on the other side of Indian Wood to gain undetected
access to the house.

Their work in the kitchen wasn’t finished.
From the depths of the kit-bag Sam pulled two white enameled coffee
mugs, the type much favored by construction workers the world over.
From a pocket of his dark blue overall he produced a tube of
Superglue and two pencil slim flashlights. He handed one to
Gary.

Sam’s located the first of his two targets.
It was on the interior wall, next to a phone. A red plastic button,
two inches across - what the security industry described as a panic
button. One press on this and they would have every state trooper
for fifty miles on the doorstep. He smeared the rim of the enamel
mug with a generous dollop of the Superglue and, taking care to be
precise, lowered it over the alarm button, pressing it tightly
against the wall. No one would be triggering this alarm in a hurry.
One down, one to go.

The second
panic alarm was the critical one, Sam knew only too well. Situated
next to the double bed in the master bedroom at the top of the
stairs, which Carlson shared −
if their information was to be trusted and so
far it had been spot on −
with his wife. But no matter how meticulous you
plan, there was always an element of chance. A too-vivid dream or a
full bladder could put an end to their scheme. How many middle-aged
people had the ability to sleep right through the night without at
least one trip to the john? On the other hand, the Carlsons had
been late home last night: a performance by the National Symphony
Orchestra followed by dinner. Sam expected the tardy hour of their
return to work to his advantage, just as the absence of children
would. The Carlsons had no family, so perhaps they had never been
conditioned to that half sleep all parents know so well. Neither
had they any live-in staff. The housekeeper did not arrive until
nine on Saturday mornings and the gardener never worked
weekends.

Cautiously,
they climbed the stairs, mindful to keep to the carpeted runner in
the center of the sweeping mahogany staircase. Surprisingly, for a
house of this age, they were not betrayed by a single creaking
floorboard. Through an east-facing window half-way up the stair
case Sam caught the first rays of a rising sun; heralding another
fine day. The door of the master bedroom was directly facing them
when they reached the landing. They paused while Sam coated the rim
of the second mug with glue. He nodded when he was
ready.

Snatching
Carlson was to prove easier than Sam had ever dared to hope. Both
the house’s occupants were still deep in sleep when the intruders
entered the bedroom. His wife was bleating short delicate snores on
the far side of the bed, while he was lying face down in the pillow
on the side next to the door. A peach silk spread embroidered with
cream roses covered them. The room was in semi-darkness, but Sam’s
flashlight beam quickly located the second panic button: on the
wall on Carlson’s side of the bed, just above a chest of drawers. A
heavy Persian rug covered most of the floor, leaving a two foot
border of bare dark oak floorboards around the edges. He crossed
over and as he had done downstairs pressed the mug to the wall,
forming a metal barrier around the alarm. Neither of the bed’s
occupants stirred.

Sam pulled a silenced automatic from inside
his overall. His confederate did the same. It was time.

He examined
the top of the chest of drawers again. There was a bedside light, a
heavy base of Italian marble with a parchment shade, and a radio.
What Sam’s father used to call a wireless. Much bigger than it
needed to be in the age of micro-chip technology, the radio had an
old-fashioned station dial on the front. Sam turned the volume dial
before he flicked it on, immediately followed by the lamp. A news
reader started to recite Friday’s fat-stock prices.

“Hands off
your cock and on with your socks!” Gary shouted, as he yanked the
peach silk spread from the king-size bed.

The woman
stirred. Still heavy with sleep, she unconsciously reached for the
quilt as the cold air hit her exposed thighs, but came up
empty-handed. Her dark green silk nightgown had ridden up over her
hips during the night and Sam was given a flash of black hair
between boyish thighs as she twisted across the bed. A scowl
creased her face as she made another stab for the bedspread. The
blare of the radio prompted a deepening of the scowl as she hauled
herself upright on one elbow. Blinking as her eyes adjusted to the
room’s brightness, she was the first to see the two hooded figures
pointing a brace of automatics at them. Her mouth formed the shape
of an ‘0’ and Sam caught a glimpse of moist gaping throat as she
started to scream.

Her husband, slower to gather his wits, had
just reached out a fumbling hand to turn down the radio. His wife’s
piercing scream snapped him into full consciousness.

“Wha---” He turned around and saw at
once what had provoked his wife’s screech.

“Waken up Conrad, for Christ’s sake,
waken up,” she yelled at him.

Sam saw the
thought go through her head a split second before she transformed
it into action. She threw herself across her husband and reached a
hand towards the panic button. There was a hollow metallic clink as
her wedding ring clipped the enamel mug. Scarlet nails clawed at
the mug but the glue was all its manufacturer claimed. The sight of
her naked buttocks vibrating with effort transfixed
Gary.

“They’ve
disabled the alarm,” she wailed. “The bastards.”

Her husband
extricated himself from under his flailing wife and looked up at
them. A great flap of tangled brownish hair hung limply down the
left side of his head, exposing his shining dome. He was an
advocate of the comb-over school of hairdressing.

Sam turned off the radio. Some economist had
just assured them that the drop in pork belly prices was a
temporary blip due to seasonal overproduction.

The sudden silence gave the two occupants of
the bed time to gather their thoughts. The woman spoke first.

“We don’t keep valuables in the
house.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Sam said,
pulling up a tapestry-cushioned chair and sitting astride it. He
allowed himself a wry smile as he considered the foresight that
must have gone into her declaration. The couple would know that
their house would be a magnet for burglars and had obviously
planned their response if the worse was to happen.

“What do you want?” they both said at
once, their voices sounding frightened.

Sam fixed on her. “If you behave, you have
nothing to fear. We only need one of you. We’re going to borrow
your husband for a few days.”

Mrs Carlson cottoned on that her nightgown
was around her waist and Gary was lewdly ogling the satin blackness
between her thighs. She pulled down on the green silk, just far
enough to deprive him of his voyeuristic treat. Gary was put
out.

“You’re wasting your time,” she spat
angrily.

Conrad Carlson threw his wife a look, letting
her know he was in command of the situation and would do the
talking. Her return sneer made it plain what she thought of that.
Sheila Carlson, Sam concluded, clearly did not have a very high
opinion of her husband’s capabilities, but for now at least she
seemed willing to take a back seat.

Her husband
asked, “What possible use could I be to you? I have no money. I’m
just a public servant for Chrissakes!”

Carlson used a hand to slide the great mop of
trailing hair over his baldness. Determination flooded through him
as he restored his composure. He might be semi-naked and about to
be abducted by armed men, but his hair was back in place, so it
wasn’t all bad news.

Sam switched his attention to him. “You
underestimate yourself. As an assistant director of the FBI and
head of its laboratory division, you’re considerably more valuable
than you give yourself credit for.”

A look of
defiance appeared on Sheila Carlson’s face. “If I am in no
immediate danger − if you wanted me dead you could have shot me while I was
still sleeping − may I suggest I be allowed to put on my robe. I’m beginning
to feel cold.”

Sam eyes didn’t move. “Where is it?”

“Over there.”
Sheila Carlson nodded towards a chaise-longue, upholstered in the
same tapestry as the chair Sam had pulled up for himself. She made
a move to get off the bed.

“Just stay where you are!” He signaled
to Gary. “Check them out.”

Gary duly obliged. Mrs Carlson’s was a green
silk creation. His was a sturdier affair of white toweling, with
the initials CRC embroidered in crimson thread on the breast
pocket. Having found nothing more dangerous than a crumpled tissue,
Gary threw them unto the bed.

Sam addressed Carlson again. “You can put
yours on as well if you want. Don’t try anything stupid. You’re a
fifty-year-old, overweight scientist, whose most strenuous exercise
is a round of golf with your buddies on Sunday morning. I have
almost twenty years on you and I’m in a hell of a lot better shape.
I could take you with one hand behind my back if I had to, and my
companion wouldn’t be averse to a tussle with Mrs Carlson.”

Carlson nodded and reached for his robe. The
heavy paunch hanging over the waistband of his pajama bottoms was
proof enough of Sam’s assessment of his physical prowess. It was
just as Sam had been briefed to expect: the wife had the balls in
the Carlson household. There would be no need for physical force,
even though a certain level had been sanctioned. Mrs Carlson fired
a look of pure loathing at him as she rose from the bed and
elegantly slipped an arm into her gown.

Sam waited for them to finish dressing before
he gave his next command.

“Good. Now I want you both to lie face
down on the bed with your hands behind your backs.”

Mrs Carlson made no move to obey. “Why are
you doing this?” she demanded. “My husband may hold a high-rank in
the FBI, but he’s not an investigator. He knows nothing of any
value to you.”

“I don’t give
a damn what he knows or doesn’t know. It’s about what he is. Now,
lie face down and shut up or I’ll have my associate shut you
up.”

She obeyed with as much aplomb as she could
muster. Carlson flopped over onto his gut like a walrus slithering
across an ice flow.

As Gary secured their wrists with plastic
tags, Sam expanded on why they were there.

“Okay, listen
up. You might as well hear the reason why we’re taking your
husband, though our demands will be relayed to the media later this
morning. In thirteen days’ time, Friday week, a death row inmate,
Tom Austin, is due to be executed in the electric chair at the
Greensboro State Penitentiary, North Carolina. Our demands are
simple. We want him released and flown to Brazil. When we hear that
he’s sunning himself on Copacabana beach, your husband will be
returned unharmed. If Austin’s execution goes ahead, your husband
will also be executed.”

Carlson twisted around to look at Sam. The
long lock of hair was hanging down the side of his head again. For
the first time there was genuine fear in his eyes. His voice wasn’t
much more than a whimper.

“This is crazy. After what Austin did
to those kids, there’s no way he’s ever going to be released. The
man’s a perverted butcher.”

Sam ignored him. He looked at his accomplice.
“Tape both their mouths and Mrs Carlson’s ankles. Then have a look
around for the keys of their Lincoln. We might as well leave in
style.”

 


 


Sunday morning, exactly thirty hours after
Conrad Carlson’s abduction, a meeting to be chaired by the FBI
director, Howard E. Worden, at the FBI’s headquarters on
Washington’s Pennsylvanian Avenue was about to get underway.

Worden’s office was L-shaped. The short arm
of the L contained his antique double pedestal oak desk, two
computer terminals, a glass display case and a filter coffee
machine. The furniture of the longer arm of his office consisted of
a maple conference table surrounded by twelve padded chairs.

Five men and
one woman had foregone their Sunday morning leisure pursuits to be
gathered around Worden’s conference table. The six composed the
action group leading the hunt for the missing assistant director
and would continue to meet every twelve hours until Carlson was
found. Apart from the director, the other personnel were Frank Y.
Wright, assistant deputy director of investigations, Daniel W.
Epstein, special agent in charge of Washington’s metropolitan field
office, Larry J. Brooke of the FBI’s hostage rescue team. Peter
Haining, seated opposite Brooke, represented the Justice
Department. The only female present was Joan Ceruti, a White House
enforcer, seated on Haining’s left.

Worden spent a few moments introducing each
member of the group and briefly out-lined their qualifications for
being there. Then he asked Epstein to fill them in on any progress
in the investigation.

Epstein was two months short of his
thirty-fifth birthday. A married man with a young daughter, he was
the youngest SAC in the country. A dynamo of a man, he was known
for running a tight, successful office. Epstein had been Worden’s
first SAC appointment after he was awarded the director’s post. A
short man, with dark curly hair and rounded shoulders, Epstein
looked more like a government filing clerk than a top crime
fighter. The secret of his rapid advancement since his recruitment
from the Harvard law school was his uncanny ability to fathom and
steer a path through the complexities of computer fraud. The FBI
had been slow, some said reluctant, to associate themselves with
this eruption of white collar crime. That they eventually did owed
much to Epstein.

He first made
a name for himself in New York unraveling the banking crisis and
the large scale frauds associated with it. Six months later he had
been transferred to Washington to work on defense contract fraud
and since then had given sleepless nights to more than a few
senators. The agents under his control had a lot of respect for the
man. They claimed he could see around corners.

Epstein cleared his throat, pushed his
gold-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose and started his
briefing. His voice had an east-coast educated crispness. “ADIC
Carlson was abducted from his house at Indian Wood, Virginia, at
5-3O yesterday morning. Two hooded and armed men were involved in
the kidnap, leaving his wife, Sheila, bound and gagged in the
master bedroom. She was unharmed. They gained access by removing a
glass panel in a kitchen door and used Carlson’s privately owned
Lincoln to make their getaway.

“The alarm
was raised when Carlson failed to respond to his eight o’clock
telephone security check and a local police radio car was
dispatched. With the benefit of hindsight, it’s easy to say that
Carlson’s security wasn’t adequate. In our own defense, of all the
ADICs, he was the one assessed as least likely to be considered as
a target. The man was a forensic scientist and an administrator. He
played no direct part in investigations, though the work carried
out by his department provides invaluable back-up to the field
agents. His workload at the time of his abduction did not contain
anything that could be considered politically sensitive or related
to national security.

“Three hours
after his kidnap, fifteen audio compact discs − fifteen that we know
about − were
distributed to the media, all around the same time and all by the
same means. In each case a phone call was made to the respective
news editors informing them that an audio CD had been left
scotch-taped to the underside of certain tables in restaurants near
the offices of the said newspapers and TV stations. Both
The Washington Post
and The New
York Times received a call, as did CBS,
CNN and ABC. There was also a CD intended for the FBI headquarters
which was left in the breakfast restaurant of the Four Seasons. The
recordings are identical and repeat the demands that the two
kidnappers had earlier communicated to Mrs Carlson. Those demands
are that the convicted child-murderer, Tom Austin, due to be
executed in North Carolina in twelve days’ time, should be released
and allowed to leave the country.”

“Of course there is no question of
releasing Austin,” Haining interrupted, quickly reaffirming the
Justice Department’s point of view. “His lawyers are still working
their way through the usual last ditch motions and appeals, but
it’s highly unlikely that the Supreme Court will grant any stay of
sentence at this late stage. Most of the possible grounds for
petition have already been exhausted. A final appeal for clemency
to the Governor is also very unlikely to be granted. Pardoning
Austin would make the Governor the most unpopular man in North
Carolina since George III.” Haining expected to raise a laugh. He
didn’t.

Epstein
continued. “Thomas William Austin, aged thirty-nine, is awaiting
execution by electric chair in the North Carolina State
Penitentiary at Greensboro. Ten years ago he was a member of an
active fixated-pedophile ring in Greensboro and during a
fifteen-month period he was responsible for the abduction, sexual
molestation and unlawful imprisonment of eight children between the
ages of five and eleven. He was charged and convicted of raping and
killing two children: sisters Anne and Jo Cassidy, aged seven and
nine respectively.”

Worden
watched as Epstein sipped from a glass of water. The agent made
eye-contact with each person in the room before continuing. There
was a couple at the table, he knew, who had questioned his
appointment and would be watching his performance on this
investigation very carefully.

“Our first
priority is to locate and rescue ADIC Carlson as speedily as
possible. To that end we have already assigned over five hundred
agents to work on the kidnapping and all FBI leave has been put on
hold. Three hundred agents have been assigned in Washington and
Virginia, a hundred in North Carolina and the rest covering any
contacts or associates that Austin had around the time of his
arrest. A reward of half a million dollars has been posted. Some
progress has been made. The telephone calls to the newspapers and
TV stations originated from two payphones at a K-Mart in Manassas,
Virginia. Our recording of the telephone call made here is of a
Caucasian male and matches the voice on the CD recovered from the
Four Seasons. Mrs Carlson has positively identified it as the voice
of one of the kidnappers. Other CDs recovered from the media
sources are being voice-printed at this moment, but it appears that
all the recordings are identical. We also have the physical
descriptions of two men seen near the payphones. Unfortunately the
details are pretty vague, though they appear to roughly correspond
with those given to us by Mrs Carlson. Both are white. One tall and
broad-chested, dirty blond hair, with a Southern accent. The
shorter, thin one didn’t speak in Mrs Carlson presence. We are
checking the retailer’s surveillance cameras in case the suspects
were caught on security video at the K-Mart. No prints have been
recovered so far, either from Carlson’s house or the pay
phones.”

Frank Wright
spoke for the first time, “Although the CDs were widely
distributed − New York, Washington, Greensboro − that can’t be taken as
confirmation that other personnel were involved. It’s feasible that
the two men who kidnapped Carlson are working alone. The evidence
so far collated supports that assumption; if there had been others,
then there would have been no necessity to risk making all the
phone calls from the one location. It would have been a relatively
simple matter for just the two of them, working separately, to
conceal the CDs in all of the restaurants some days or even weeks
before the kidnap. We have agents checking restaurant reservations
and correlating them with plane and train bookings for the last
month to and from the five cities where tapes were
found.”

“What about Carlson’s car?” Worden
asked.

“His Lincoln
was found in the long-term parking lot at Dulles Airport. The
airport lies between Indian Wood and Manassas,” Epstein told the
others. “Forensics is still working on it, but it’s highly probable
that Carlson spent some time in the trunk. We found hairs and
fabric traces and, encouragingly, an absence of blood stains.
Carlson most probably was driven from his home in his own car
before being transferred to another soon after. We have found fresh
tire tracks in Indian Wood, presumably from the car the two
kidnappers drove to the scene.”

Worden turned to Brooke. His next question
was in the FBI’s hostage-negotiator’s realm of expertise. “How do
you assess the chances of being able to negotiate with the
kidnappers?”

Brooke straightened in his seat. A tall,
athletic man with dark hair and blue gray eyes, with a pronounced
Adam’s apple, he had been taking notes on a yellow legal pad. He
looked uncomfortable in his dark wool suit and probably felt more
at ease in the assault suit and body armor that Worden had seen him
wear as he put his squad through their paces at the FBI’s national
academy at Quantico. Originally assigned to the
counter-intelligence division of the FBI, Brooke had requested a
transfer three years before and had become that rarest of
law-enforcers, a cerebral gunslinger.

“Not looking good at the moment. Their
demands for the release of Austin are unequivocal. They were
explicit in their message, stressing that there would be no further
communication from them. You can’t negotiate with someone who has
no need or desire to talk with you.”

“Maybe we can force them to talk to
us?” Haining suggested.

“And how do we do that?” Brooke gave
Haining a hard stare.

“Tell them that Austin won’t be
released until they provide us with proof that Carlson’s still
alive.”

“They’ve already pre-empted that
strategy in their recorded instructions, and I quote, ‘Any
misguided attempt to open lines of communication will result in
Carlson’s summary execution.’”

Haining flapped an arm in dismissal. “They
all say that. You should know better than most that kidnappers
always start off by bluffing, but become keen enough to talk in the
end.”

“Not this time,” Epstein broke in. All
eyes turned back to him.

“What makes you so sure?” Anne Ceruti
asked.

Worden had almost forgotten about Ceruti. She
hadn’t spoken since the meeting started. An attractive dark-haired
woman in her early forties, thin as a catwalk model, she had a
fragile air about her, which Worden had heard was purposefully
contrived to lull her victims into believing they faced no threat
from her direction. A trail of broken White House and government
officials left in her wake was adequate proof that her subterfuge
worked. The President had requested she sit in on the action group
to assess the political repercussions of the Carlson abduction.

Epstein started to explain his reasoning.
“There are several aspects of the kidnappers’ demand that don’t
quite ring true. If they are serious in their objective to have
Austin released, why have they waited until now? He was convicted
nine years ago, so why, thirteen days before his execution, do they
make their move? If Austin has any friends on the outside, and a
pedophile has few, that friendship has grown more than a little
thin by now. His last visitor, other than his lawyers, was five
years age.”

“Perhaps some liberal group opposed to
capital punishment is behind Carlson’s abduction?” Wright
suggested.

“No,” Epstein
said firmly. “The abolitionists have steered well clear from any
involvement in opposition to the Austin execution. Any tenuous
public support they have would dissipate if they voiced too many
objections to this one, and they know it. Let’s look at it from
another angle. Whoever kidnapped Carlson, did it, not because they
want Austin freed, but because they want to ensure he’s executed. That’s
why they’ve left it to now. They’re out to make certain that
there’s no last-minute stay of execution, no successful petition to
the Supreme Court, no eleventh hour phone call from the Governor
granting clemency.”

“On what do you base that assumption?”
Ceruti asked quietly.

“Why do think
the abduction was timed for early Saturday morning? And what was
the purpose of so many tapes being sent to the media? To have
maximum media impact with the public over the weekend. You’ve seen
the Sunday heavies and the TV news? Press speculation on the
kidnapping already has the Justice Department backed into a corner.
ADIC Carlson was FBI, so ultimately he’s part of the Justice
Department. There’s no way they can be seen to favor Austin in any
way now that the life of one of their own is threatened. With the
media so effectively alerted and watching their every move, they
can’t lift a finger to save Carlson.”

Epstein waited for silence before he
continued. “The kidnappers have already proven they’re not dumb. If
Carlson’s kidnap had been a genuine effort to spring Austin, then
no one would have needed to know other than the FBI. At least not
until after Austin had been released. That would have left the
Justice Department room to maneuver. It’s quite feasible that some
grounds could have been found to justify granting a reprieve. Now,
even if fresh evidence is found which throws doubt on Austin’s
conviction, the Justice Department would have to think long and
hard about granting any petitions for a stay.”

What Epstein was postulating made a lot sense
to Worden. He had already been pressurized into giving two press
conferences, and the sixty-four thousand dollar question all the
journalists wanted to know the answer to was: How far would the
Justice Department allow itself to be shafted to save Carlson’s
life? The answer of course had to be that they would never give in
to extortion.

“So if we let Austin fry, we could be
saving Carlson’s life?” Worden asked.

“It appears
that way to me.” Epstein’s eyes were as hard and gray as granite
under his glasses. His expression made it clear that he did not
expect any contradictions.

“Who do think is behind it then? The
victims’ family?” Worden asked.

“Could be. Or someone who knew the
Cassidy girls or any of the other victims Austin abducted and
raped.”

“You don’t sound too convinced,” Ceruti
said.

“I’m not.
They’ve done their grieving. I’ve spoken on the telephone to most
of them over the last twenty-four hours, and they all feel much the
same. The day Austin was found guilty was the day they started to
rebuild their lives. That was a long time ago and I can’t see any
of them wanting to open old wounds now, especially since many of
them considered execution as the easy option for Austin. They would
rather have seen him spend the next fifty years behind bars in the
regular prison populace, so he could experience a little payback
for what he did to their children and the Cassidy girls. A
pedophile receives rough justice in jail. They are at the bottom of
the prison pecking order and can expect to be assaulted and
victimized on a regular basis by the other inmates, no matter how
tight the security. Austin, as a death row inmate, has a cell to
himself and is separated from the prison population. If the
Cassidys or their supporters were to pull a stunt like this, they
would have been demanding life for Austin. And before you ask, I
don’t think demanding Austin’s release is a
double-double-bluff.”

The room was
so quiet Epstein could hear muffled
sounds originating from other floors in the building. He carried
on, “Let’s consider who would have the most to gain from Austin’s
execution. What if Austin was innocent of the murders as he
maintained throughout his trial? The physical evidence proving he
sexually assaulted the girls was pretty conclusive and Austin
readily admitted the rapes. But he consistently denied killing
them − that’s
partly why the prosecutor pressed the jury for the death penalty.
The evidence that he killed them was at best circumstantial. What
if someone else strangled those girls? The real killer would be
tormented by the thought that as long as Austin remains alive there
is always a chance of the case being reopened. It would be in his
interest to ensure that Austin dies. Should Austin’s execution be
transmuted, the real murderer would never be certain that he was in
the clear.”

There was an uneasy shuffling around the
table.

“Finding the real killer will lead us
to the kidnappers. But at what cost?” Epstein said.

Worden put into spoken words the conclusion
that everyone at the table had reached. “That’s the bottom line. If
we execute Austin, we may be killing an innocent man, but if we
make any attempt to reopen the investigation, we’ll be putting
Carlson’s life in jeopardy.”

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


It was an almost perfect Louisiana evening.
The dining room doors had been left open and the scent of
night-blooming jasmine drifted in from the veranda. The electric
insect killers, glowing purple behind the wisteria, zapped only an
occasional mosquito and the cicadas chirped contentedly in the
peach trees. The warm breeze barely raised enough energy to stir
the banana palms.

Yet even in
this idyllic scene not all was well. Harry Meurant’s steak was full
of gristle and hard yellow fat. It was inedible. Exactly the way he
had known it would be since his law firm partner, Frank Bissette,
had sprung on him that Harry and he were entertaining a client at
the Clinton Country Club on Monday night. Frank, playing off a
handicap of sixteen, had been a popular member at the club for over
five years and liked to show prospective clients of their two-man
law firm what the movers and shakers of Clinton thought of their
good buddy Frank Bissette. Harry was rarely included in these
dinner invitations, which suited him fine, but on the few occasions
when he had eaten there the cuisine had been disappointingly poor.
The setting was elegant, the service great, the food lousy. The
club had a captive custom, more or less, so they did not have to
try too hard on the catering front.

The latest
Meurant and Bissette client recruit to have his digestion tested by
the Clinton Country Club was a real estate developer, Billy Ray
Cobb. Frank had been wooing the Texan billionaire and his latest
project for a couple of months and was confident that he was about
to swing it. For the last twenty minutes, as Harry had pushed his
steak around his plate, he’d been compelled to listen to Billy
Ray’s grandiose talk of a new out-of-town golf course development.
The Texan planned to gouge out a three-acre, man-made lake, at a
site fifteen miles north of Clinton near the state line with
Mississippi, using the excavated soil to landscape the flat
featureless countryside into a golf course. A proposed program of
mimosa and pecan tree planting around the lake − which would provide a sanctuary
for wildlife as well as acting as a reservoir for course water
sprinklers − would, Billy Ray forecast, help keep the tree-huggers off
his back.

Nothing new
so far, thought Harry, and wondered how long it would take before
Billy Ray started describing the project as a championship course.
He didn’t have long to wait.

“The mounds we create either side of
the fairways with the excavated earth will serve two purposes. One,
they can be used to isolate and buffer small pockets of residential
units, creating a sense of privacy for the residents. Two, they
will make the perfect spectator knolls that any championship course
must have these days.”

Frank nodded enthusiastically. He swallowed a
mouthful of tender-looking chicken and asked, “How many residential
units do you envisage in the completed project?”

The question was clearly intended for Harry’s
benefit. Frank was keen to impress upon him the size of the
undertaking. What’s wrong with calling them ‘homes’, wondered
Harry.

Billy Ray
turned to him. “The preliminary plans and permits allow for three
thousand units − a mixture of villas, town houses, and garden apartments. Of
course only three hundred and fifty of these will be front line,
but what the hell, not everybody wants to look at a golf course all
day?”

“Isn’t that something?” Frank said to
his partner.

“Swell,”
Harry said.

Frank had
more good news to impart, “And Billy Ray wants us to handle
− exclusively
− the legal side of
the realty sales! Think what three thousand new clients will do for
the firm.”

Harry lifted
his glass of red wine. At least the club’s Merlot was passable.
“Here’s to Billy Ray and his golf course development.”

They clinked glasses and Frank shot a mean
look at his partner. Harry couldn’t blame him. He had put a lot of
time and effort into this deal; it was just that he didn’t have it
in him to feel as enthusiastic as Frank did about Billy Ray’s
venture. Still, that was no reason to scupper the project before it
was launched. He grinned at Billy Ray across the table and tried to
make like a man happy with his lot in life.

The remnants of dinner had been cleared and
the coffee and brandy served before Billy Ray headed for the
washroom, leaving the partners free to talk.

Frank went on the offensive immediately. “How
many JDs did you have before we got here?”

“I was drinking, not
counting.”

“At least you could try to look as if
you’re interested. This is one hell of a good deal.”

Harry
swallowed a slug of brandy before replying. “It’s a shit deal and
you know it. He has us so screwed down on our fee structure we’ll
end up losing money on it. And how are we going to handle this
sudden influx of new business? It will mean taking on extra staff
and the margin just isn’t there. Besides the mortgage companies are
still in the toilet.”

Frank broke off to greet a well-dressed
elderly couple as they passed their table. Then he lifted the
silver spoon from his saucer and waved in front of Harry’s face.
“You’re not looking to the future. Okay, I agree there isn’t going
to be a lot in it for us now, but we’ll have generated a whole
bunch of new clients. The repeat business will come and keep
coming. You’re still young, this will set you up for life. I’m not
going to be a small town lawyer all my life.”

“What new clients? We’ll have one new
client, Billy Ray Cobb. The lucky purchasers of the residential
units won’t be our clients. They’ll want to use their own
lawyers.”

Frank shook
his head. “You’re not looking at it from the right angle. We have
to get out and hustle. A lot of the purchasers will retain us
simply because we’re already involved in their financing. We’ll be
offering very competitive loans −
too attractive for them to say no to
− and then there’s the
insurance spin-off. It’s money in the bank.”

“Billy Ray’s
bank. How come he didn’t use us for the land purchase deal? Some
slick law firm in Baton Rouge with three hundred lawyers got the
cream and now he’s throwing the buttermilk out to us.”

Frank’s voice
hardened. “The purchasers won’t be from Clinton. They’ll be
out-of-towners. They’ll be wanting local legal advice and if we
don’t offer it, then some of the other Clinton law firms will. We
have to take this deal on, even as a initial loss leader, if for no
other reason than to prevent our competition muscling in on it.
It’s okay for you − still in your thirties −
but I have less than ten years to retirement. I
didn’t agree to a partnership to see our firm stagnate.”

“Maybe we
should let them. See how long it takes them to go belly up. What do
you know about Cobb? Who’s backing him? Maybe it’s drug-money he’s
laundering.”

“You would be a lot happier if it was.
You would have no qualms about taking him on as a client then,”
Frank spat angrily at Harry.

They glared at each other across the table. A
globule of spittle had landed in Harry’s coffee cup. He pushed the
cup to one side.

Frank rapped the table with his knuckles.
“That’s all you’re interested in these days: friggin’ hoods,
muggers and small-time gangsters. What money is there in that? Most
of the criminal defense work you do ends up being pro bono. And
what repeat business is there from clients in the state pen?”

“At least you
know where you stand with them. Cobb will probably end up fucking
us in our lawyerly asses and we’re just going to bend over and let
him do it.”

Frank allowed
his tone to become more conciliatory. “We’re a small firm in a
small town, and in the past, to survive, we’ve had to take on all
types of work. That’s about to change. This is our chance to grow
and become more specialized. But how’s it going to look if one of
the partners keeps getting his name in the papers for defending
low-life sonofabitchs?”

“I like
criminal practice. And even low-life sonofabitchs are innocent
until proven guilty.”

“I know you
do, and if this deal with Cobb comes off, then at some stage in the
future you’ll be able to devote all the time you want to it. All
I’m asking is that for the next few weeks − until I have Cobb in the
bag − you lay
off. I don’t want him to get the impression we’re primarily a
criminal office. Jenny told me that you’re planning a trip to
Angola tomorrow − to see Jim Piwko.”

Harry wasn’t
surprised to discover that Frank already knew all about his visit
to the state penitentiary. It was difficult to keep a secret from
your partner in a small firm, especially when the receptionist is
your partner’s sister-in-law. He had intended calling Frank from
his car the next morning when he was well on the way to
Angola.

Harry shrugged and said, “He called today. He
wants to see me.”

“What about?”

“Wouldn’t say on the phone. Just said
it was important.”

“Huhh! Maybe he’s going to come up with
the rest of the money he owes us.”

Harry did not
allow Frank’s cheap-shot to get to him. “He sounded
anxious.”

“Well, don’t tell Billy
Ray.”

Harry downed
the last of his brandy. “I’ll leave him with you. As soon as he
comes back from the john, I’ll say goodnight and split.”

Frank shook his head. “Not so fast. He wants
to go on to the Gator Club. You’re going to take him. Give you a
chance to convince him that you’re behind this deal one hundred
percent.”

Harry rolled his eyes and groaned. “He
doesn’t look much like a night-clubber to me.”

“He’s not going there to dance. I’ve
got him an invitation upstairs.”

Upstairs at
the Gator Club was one of only a handful of cat houses in Clinton,
but it was by far the most gracious. Run by a Cajun with exacting
standards named Ami, entrance was by invitation only. Although
Harry knew Ami well, the one and only time he had been upstairs at
the Gator Club was at Ami’s special request. He had just bought a
Steinway grand piano for his salon and he knew that Harry could
hammer out some fine blues whenever the mood struck him. Harry had
played piano for three hours that night, drinking Ami’s bourbon and
watching half-a-dozen of Louisiana’s most beautiful women pretend
to be enthralled by some of Clinton’s most colorless
men.

“That’s real cute. You don’t want Billy
Ray to know that we represent clients like Jim Piwko, yet you don’t
hesitate to land us both in the procurement business. If Billy Ray
wants to get laid, keep me out of it. Take him
yourself.”

“I
can’t. I’m a married man.”

“That’s no great stigma at the Gator
Club.”

“You know what I mean. Until this deal
is concrete, I need to watch my step---”

“---but since I’m already well known as
a degenerate criminal defense lawyer who’s a little too fond of the
juice, it doesn’t matter where I’m seen. That’s what you’re trying
to say?”

“You’re single. You’ve less to loss.
And I’ve already told Billy Ray you’ll go with him.”

“Thanks, partner.”

Frank looked past Harry. “He’s coming back.
Tell me you’ll take him and I’ll lay off on Piwko.”

“Okay, okay,” Harry said and wondered
if Cobb had any ear for Leadbelly. He doubted it, probably a Dixie
Chicks man.

 


 


Angola,
Louisiana’s state penitentiary, aka the Farm, was some forty-five
miles west of Clinton along Route 10. The sun was as hot as a
magnesium flare and the water in Harry’s windshield washer bottle
had long since run out, leaving the glass smeared with a thick film
of gray and red insect pulp. After a tardy departure, he had tried
to make up some time. As he sped through Bains, he calculated that
a steady fifteen miles an hour over the speed limit would have him
there on bang on time. Traffic was light and his hangover wasn’t
severe enough to screw up his driving. Harry leaned his head
against the door pillar as he recalled the previous
night.

As soon as he and Billy Ray had reached the
Gator Club, having left Frank in the member’s cocktail lounge at
the country club, Ami had introduced a Jerry Hall clone to the
Texan, then opened a bottle of vintage champagne Frank had
prearranged. Billy Ray, not one for socializing, barely touched his
drink before whisking the girl into one of the back rooms.

A piano player was already working the
ivories, so Harry had taken a seat at the bar and concentrated on
making a sizeable donation to the profits of the Jack Daniel’s
distillery while he waited for Billy Ray to finish. He didn’t have
all that long to wait. He’d dropped Billy Ray back at his hotel
before rounding off the evening with a few in Al’s Tap Room.
Clinton’s all-night drinkery. He’d been in bed by one. Alone.

A few miles out from Angola two chain-gang
work parties were swinging scythes at drainage-ditch weeds by the
roadside. A penitentiary gun-bull, dressed in army fatigues,
sporting wrap-arounds and armed with a Remington pump, sat atop a
statuesque bay stallion. The chain-gang concept was a degradation
recently reintroduced by the Louisiana Department of Correction.
Through the shimmering heat haze rising from the black-top, Harry
caught his first sight of Angola. The main body of the prison
consisted of a vast spider of ugly gray concrete blocks set in the
center of four secure compounds. Originally a slave plantation, the
farm was now 18,000 acres of misery. An almost all white
administrative staff kept America’s largest penitentiary population
in check. The inmates were eighty percent black, and their odds of
leaving Angola alive were only one in six. The nearest town was
Tunica, a few miles to the east, and that was where the majority of
the prison guards made a home for themselves and their families.
Unmarried guards were entitled to use the accommodation block at
the prison, but few did. Tunica was no Shangri-La, but it beat the
hell out of living full time at Angola.

Harry drove
up to the front gate of the prison, which rolled sideways at some
unseen and unheard command, allowing him access to a brightly-lit
search lock. The gate clanged shut, enclosing his Honda in the
steel box. In each of the four top corners there was a mounted
surveillance camera. A digital sign flashed on, instructing Harry
to cut his engine and get out of his vehicle. He obliged. After the
air-conditioned interior of the Honda, the heat inside the
steel-walled security lock hit him like a physical blow. He had
stepped into an autoclave.

Two guards
emerged from a steel door in the side wall. They stood well over
six foot and were powerfully built. Dressed in the all black
uniform with cerise piping and flashes of the Louisiana Department
of Correction, they were identified by embroidered name tags on
their chests. The one called Merrill, who carried a clipboard,
looked at Harry as if he had trouble focusing. Too many hours spent
staring at security monitors, Harry thought.

“State your name and purpose of visit,”
Merrill barked. He held a pen an inch above the clipboard, poised
for Harry’s response, as his fellow guard, Woods, started to check
the underside of the Honda with a circular mirror the size of a
dinner plate mounted on a three-foot grip.

“Harry Meurant. Attorney. I have an
appointment to see inmate Jim Piwko.” Harry could feel his shirt
start to cling to his back. The guard nodded and ticked his
clipboard. Apparently Harry was expected.

“Purpose of visit?”

“Request from the prisoner.”

For the first time since entering the
security lock, Merrill managed to concentrate on Harry’s eyes. He
shook his head slowly and spat on the ground. Woods had climbed
into the Honda and was searching the vehicle’s pockets.

“Sign where indicated,” Merrill
ordered, handing over the clipboard.

Harry could feel the guard’s perspiration on
the plastic barrel of the pen as he scrawled his name at the bottom
of the form. Merrill looked over to his fellow guard and Woods
nodded. Harry handed back the clipboard and pen.

“Okay, Mr Meurant. Warden Robas has
asked to see you before you meet with Piwko. When we vacate the
lock, you can re-enter your vehicle, but do not start the engine
until the interior gate is open. Once the gate opens, you’ll have
access to the reception compound. Keep to the main road until you
reach the reception building. Park your vehicle in one of the
visitor designated bays and wait until a guard arrives to escort
you into the building. Do not stop your vehicle at any other
location other than the visitor zone. Do not leave your vehicle
until the guard arrives. Are you clear?”

“Absolutely.”

Merrill finished his memorized part of his
welcoming speech and handed Harry a plastic visitor’s pass with
attached crocodile clip. Apart from his spitting on the ground at
the mention of Piwko’s name, the other guard could have been a
robot. Job satisfaction clearly did not rate highly at Angola.

Harry gratefully slid back into the
air-conditioned Honda and, following the signs, drove it the half
mile to the visitors’ zone outside the main prison block. He
wondered why Warden Robas had requested a meeting with him.

From the visitors’ parking lot it was
impossible to speculate on the prison layout because the walls of
the reception compound were over twenty feet high. A row of oak
stumps were starting to rot under the twin assault of the
relentless sun and the sapping humidity. Poured concrete, baked
whitish gray under the strong Louisiana sun, continued to be
Angola’s dominant architectural feature.

The promised
guard was waiting for Harry as he parked his car in one of the
visitors’ bays. A dozen others were parked along the opposite wall
in bays with a yellow-lettered code sprayed onto the bleak concrete
wall. There were no other visitors’ cars. Perhaps Tuesday was a
slow day for Angola or regular visiting hours were later in the
day. Harry didn’t know; it had been a while since he’d been here.
By the time his clients got to Angola, there was little more he
could do for them. The new warden, Leonore Robas, had taken over
since his last visit three years ago. He slipped on his jacket and
clipped the visitor’s pass to his lapel before picking up his black
leather attaché case and climbing out of the Honda.

Mick Bryson
was the dour-faced guard who had been designated to ensure that
Harry didn’t spend any time dawdling and admiring the aesthetics of
the grim compound’s architectural minimalism. Unlike his
Neanderthal compatriots in the security lock, Bryson had a physique
much like Harry’s own. Average build, but with the start of a beer
gut.

“If you would follow me, Mr Meurant.”
His smile displayed a mouthful of teeth that would have paid for a
dentist's new Beamer.

He held open an inch-thick glass door before
leading Harry down a short corridor into the main building.

The reception
foyer was reminiscent of the El Al security gate at any
international airport. Harry was asked to step through a metal
detector frame while his attaché case was examined for contraband.
The guard on duty ran what looked like a vacuum hose over Harry’s
clothes.

“Explosive detector,” Bryson
explained:

Harry was allowed to hold on to his
tape-recorder, but only after a test run had proved that it was
what it purposed to be.

Once the
staff was assured Harry was no threat to
the one hundred percent escape proof record of Angola’s new warden,
he was allowed to proceed with Bryson. There was a pervasive odor
of stale sweat and disinfectant. A bright yellow-and-black-winged
Monarch butterfly fluttered past Harry’s head, its natural beauty
strangely alien in the confines of the grim
penitentiary.

They entered a circular hall. The spider’s
abdomen, off which corridors radiated like the legs of the
arachnid. Each corridor looked exactly the same: harsh overhead
lighting, windowless, and festooned with security cameras. They
reminded Harry of the cheap sets used in the early episodes of
‘Startrek’. He half expected to see Spock come running down one of
the corridors with his phaser set on stun. Along each grim concrete
tunnel were a series of steel doors with brass T-handles. The doors
were marked with yellow codes in the same manner as the parking
bays outside.

Bryson stopped at a door designated W1 and
opened it. After the unrelenting gray conformity of the prison, it
came as a relief to Harry to step into a normal office environment:
the block of filing cabinets, the photocopier, the switchboards,
the computer terminals, plus the faint lingering smell of furniture
polish hanging in the air. A heavily made-up woman dressed in
civilian clothes was busy keying data from what looked like
time-sheets into a computer. She stood up and put a hand to her
auburn hair. Fifty if she was a day, but struggling to look forty.
She wasn’t wearing a wedding band, just an array of costume rings
that looked cheap under the harsh lighting.

“Harry Meurant for the Warden,” Bryson
said.

The woman looked at her watch and said
sharply, “You were expected at eleven.”

Harry shrugged.

She sidled round the desk, looked him up and
down and said, “He’s to go straight in.”

Bryson pushed open the door into the inner
office and nodded. Harry walked in and the door was pulled quietly
behind him.

Warden Robas stepped around her desk and held
out a hand.

“Welcome to Angola, Mr
Meurant.”

Harry shook
hands. Robas was an attractive woman of around forty-five. Five
eight or nine. After the mean-faced guards Harry had encountered,
he had half-assumed Robas would have been cast in the same mould.
She had cafe-au-lait skin color, was thin- waisted and hard of
body. Wearing a pink polo shirt tucked into burgundy pants, she was
dressed more for the golf course than a high security prison. Maybe
she would be in the market for a residential unit, he
thought?

Harry took a
seat and placed his case on the floor beside him. Robas’s office
was plainly decorated: a green utility carpet on the floor, a
mahogany desk with two conference chairs in front. Pinned on a side
wall was a year planner plastered with brightly colored stickers.
No windows. Harry wondered who you had to be to warrant a view in
this place.

Hanging on
the wall behind the desk was an enlarged aerial photograph of
Angola. The main body of the prison was located roughly in the
center of a vast square delineated by the gray
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