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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.
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