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When men are pure, laws are useless; when men are corrupt, laws are broken.


	Benjamin Disraeli (1804-1881)



Lawyers, I suppose, were children once.


	Charles Lamb (1775-1834)





Prologue

THE BLACK VAN PULLED over on the south side of Eleventh Street. The driver rolled down a smoked glass window and smiled. He was a handsome man, especially when he smiled.

“Are you the one?” he asked.

The girl on the street corner stopped chomping her gum. “That depends on what you’re looking for, pal.”

“I’m looking for you.”

“Then I guess I’m the one.” She returned his smile, adding a raised eyebrow to complete the message. She was wearing a turquoise tube top, black spandex pants, and a black leather jacket with fringe dangling from the sleeves. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

“Peace. Contentment. An end to suffering.”

“That’s a tall order. Probably will cost you extra.”

He shrugged. “Cheap at any price.”

“Who’s cheap? Are you calling me cheap?”

“Of course not.” He flashed his winning smile again. “Step into the light, fair maiden. So I can see you.”

She hesitated a moment, then approached the van. The neon signs of the massage parlors and sex shops flashed about her, bringing her features into sharp focus.

The man examined her carefully, from her swirling bleached-blond hair down her long, coltish legs to the tips of her pink-painted toes. Clothes and makeup could not conceal what her thin flat figure betrayed: she was in her mid-teens, sixteen at the most.

The man checked the Polaroid photo he held out of her line of vision. Yes—she was the one.

“Let’s go for a ride,” the man said.

“Not necessary.” She felt less skittish, now that she could see his honest, handsome face. “I have a room upstairs.”

“What, some closet rathole in a house full of rat-holes, with a different couple pumping like pistons on every square foot? I think we deserve something better than that.” He popped open the door. “Get in the van.”

“I can’t.” A worry line creased her brow. “We’re not supposed to leave with anyone. Two girls have disappeared from The Stroll in the past week. I knew the first one. Her name was Angel.”

The man appeared surprised. “What happened to her?”

“No one knows. But some of the rumors I’ve heard…” Goose bumps suddenly appeared on her neck and shoulders. “I just hope they’re not true.”

“When did you see her last?”

“The day she disappeared. It was her birthday. Trixie gave her a necklace, a gold heart broken into two pieces. It was real nice—cost Trixie a whole night’s pay. She’s always doing sweet stuff like that.”

“Perhaps Angel moved on,” the man said in a comforting voice. “Perhaps she found her own slice of paradise.”

“Yeah, maybe. Still…” She leaned forward and touched his arm. “Why don’tcha come upstairs? You’ll be glad you did. Everyone says I’m real good. I’ll do almost anything. Some of it costs extra, though.”

“Sorry. I don’t like crowds.”

The girl pushed away from the van. “Then you’d better move on. I’m not supposed to talk to anyone who’s not a customer.”

The man took out his wallet, removed five hundred-dollar bills and laid them end-to-end on the dash. “I’ve got a room at the Doubletree, just ten minutes from here. If you’ll come with me, all this will be yours.”

The girl stared at the money, her mouth gaping. “How…long?”

“You’ll be back by midnight,” he lied.

“I don’t know….”

“Come on now. Do I look like someone who would hurt a poor working girl?”

The corners of her lips turned up, almost involuntarily. He didn’t seem dangerous; on the contrary, he was friendly and wholesome and all-American. The kind of man she could’ve brought home, back when she had one, without sending her father through the roof.

Maybe she was being foolish—letting a few rumors get the best of her. He was offering more money than she could make in a week, and the night would only be half over. Judging by the wad he was carrying, he must be rich. Who knew? It was just possible, if he really liked her…

“All right,” she said. “You sweet talker, you.” She slid into the passenger seat, sweeping the bills off the dash and tucking them inside her spandex pants.

“I’m glad.” He fastened his seat belt, adjusted the rearview mirror, and turned the ignition. “This is going to be the greatest adventure of your life.”

“Swell.” She stroked the side of his face. “I’m excited already.” It wasn’t entirely untrue. She wasn’t sure if it was the man or the money or both, but she was definitely feeling charged up.

The black van pulled away from the corner and zoomed down the street. In the darkness, she did not see his smile flatten and fade and become something else altogether, just as she did not see the black garbage bag in the back of the van, or the white silken cord, or the golden half-heart necklace.



PART ONE
Tennessee Gold
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BEN GNAWED ON THE end of his pencil. Things were worse already.

The lawyer representing the defendant, Topeka Natural Gas Limited, had just completed the direct examination of his expert witness, and the expert was magnificent. Authoritative yet relaxed, confident yet not overbearing—everything an expert witness should be. Ben hadn’t a chance of convincing the jury that the proposed gas processing plant would cause permanent damage to endangered animal habitats unless he came up with some way to take this expert apart on cross. And so far he hadn’t come up with any.

Ben had prepared cross-examination questions in advance, but the expert had anticipated his every feint and effectively cut Ben off at the pass. To compound matters, Christina still hadn’t shown up. It was hardly unusual for her to be late, but this morning he needed her more than ever, not just for her services as a legal assistant but for her intuitive leaps of insight and perception. To make matters even worse, his investigator, Loving, hadn’t put in an appearance yet either. Times like these made Ben wish he could afford to hire an associate, but as a solo practitioner barely scraping by, such luxuries were out of his reach. Once again, Ben was on his own.

He grabbed his briefcase and popped it open. A black plastic object flew out and dropped onto the floor.

Judge Hart peered down from the bench. “Mr. Kincaid, what is that on the floor?”

“That…appears to be a plastic spider, your honor.” He was going to have to stop letting his cat Giselle play in his briefcase.

“And I assume that is going to play some pivotal role in your cross-examination of this witness?”

“Well…you never know, your honor. On cross, one has to be prepared for anything.”

“I see.” Ben was glad he was in Hart’s court this morning; at least she had a sense of humor. “Getting to the point of the matter, Mr. Kincaid, have you any cross-examination for this witness?”

“Uh…yes. Definitely. Pages and pages.”

The judge seemed surprised. Apparently she found the expert’s testimony as flawless as Ben did. “Do you anticipate that your cross-examination will be time-consuming?”

“That’s entirely possible, your honor. Could we please have a short recess?” So I can dream up some more questions? Please?

“I suppose. Ten minutes, counsel.”

Thank goodness. A reprieve.

The courtroom attendants stood and stretched as Judge Hart retreated to her chambers. Ben scanned the courtroom high and low—and it was low that he spotted a familiar pair of yellow leotards. Help was on its way.

“Christina! Glad you could make it.”

“I hurried as fast as I could.” She seemed out of breath, as did Ben’s secretary, Jones, who was standing beside her. “Have you crossed the expert yet?”

“No, but I’ll start in about ten minutes. What have you been doing?”

“Working, of course.” She was carrying a huge posterboard. Even folded down the middle, the board was shoulder-high on Christina, who was just over five feet tall. “Am I not your faithful aide-de-camp?”

“Spare me your French.” Ben focused on the poster. “What’s that?”

“Your Exhibit A. Let’s go somewhere private and talk entre nous.”

Ben followed her to a relatively unpopulated corner of the courtroom. She was wearing a brown leather skirt, not quite knee length, a noisy chain belt, and a silky blouse. And she wondered why he didn’t let her sit at counsel table!

“Did Loving discover anything?”

“No,” Jones answered. His eyebrows bobbed up and down. “That’s why I got into the action.”

“Jones, when are you going to get it through your head that you’re a secretary? You’re not supposed to be skulking around dark alleys. That’s Loving’s job. You’re supposed to answer the phone.”

“Aw, Boss, no one ever calls except your creditors. That guy you stiffed for the photocopier is driving me crazy.”

“I told him I’d pay as soon as some money came in.”

“Yeah, but that was four months ago. Anyway, Loving was upset because you wouldn’t let him talk to the expert witness directly.”

“The Rules of Professional Conduct don’t permit me or my staff to contact opposing witnesses.”

“Loving felt stymied.”

“There are methods of gaining information other than beating the witness into submission!”

“Perhaps,” Jones said, “but that’s sort of Loving’s specialty….”

“Okay,” Ben said, “I know I’ll regret asking, but what did you do?”

“I followed Mr. Expert Witness when he left Anglin’s offices last night.” Anglin was the attorney representing Topeka Natural Gas Limited.

“And where did he go?”

“To a classroom at Tulsa Junior College.”

“Pick up the pace, Jones. I don’t have a lot of time. Did you find out what the class was?”

“I didn’t have to. The classroom was being used as a public meeting room. I knew because I’ve been there before with Christina.”

This did not bode well. “And what undoubtedly auspicious group meets there?”

“The Tulsa Past Lives Society.”

Ben slapped his forehead. Surely this was a mistake.

“See, Ben,” Christina interjected. “I’ve been saying for months that you should attend some of those meetings with me. But you always refuse.”

“I can’t get too excited about spending the evening with a bunch of people who think Shirley MacLaine is on the inside track.” He glanced at his watch. “I suppose you checked this out?”

“Of course.” She tossed her long strawberry blond hair behind her shoulders. “Where do you think I’ve been? I wasn’t at the meeting last night, but my girlfriend Sally Zacharias was, and she says that the expert was just the cutest man, very polite and a vegetarian—”

“Cut to the chase, Christina.” He saw the judge’s clerk reentering the courtroom. “What did you find out?”

She smiled. “Perhaps it would be simpler if you just looked at the exhibit.”

Ben laid his hand on the oversize posterboard. He had a definite suspicion he was going to regret this.

“Mr. Kincaid, are you ready to proceed with your cross-examination?” Judge Hart asked when she returned to the courtroom.

“Yes, your honor.”

“And you still believe it may be lengthy?”

“It’s…possible I’ll finish sooner than I anticipated, your honor.”

The judge’s eyes brightened. “Now that’s encouraging. Remember, Mr. Kincaid, brevity is the soul of wit.”

“I will, your honor.” He approached the witness stand. “Dr. Lindstrom, you are a Ph.D., are you not?”

In fact, Dr. Lindstrom was the stereotypical picture of a Ph.D.—tortoiseshell eyeglasses, tweed jacket, salt-and-pepper beard. “I am. I received my degree in Environmental Sciences, with an emphasis on toxic gases.”

“And you belong to a myriad of professional organizations.”

He seemed pleased at the opportunity to flaunt his awesome credentials. “Yes, and I’m also a delegate to the National Environmental Congress for North America.”

“I’m sure we don’t want to bore the jury with a litany of your countless awards and commendations.”

He sniffed. “Well…if you say so.”

“You also hold an endowed chair at the University of Oklahoma, correct?”

“I have been fortunate to receive the John Taylor Ross chair, yes.”

“But the vast majority of your current income does not come from the University, does it?”

He paused. “I’m…not sure what—”

“You make far more money these days as a professional expert witness, right?”

“I have been called on occasion to offer my expertise—”

“And always by right-wing groups or businesses that want to destroy something natural so they can erect something artificial.”

Anglin rose to his feet. “Objection.”

Judge Hart nodded. “Sustained.”

“Your honor,” Ben said, “I’m endeavoring to make the point that this witness has been paid to testify twelve times in the past three years, and in each instance he has testified that the project in question would not harm the endangered species whose habitat was being destroyed.”

“Then perhaps you should establish that through cross-examination testimony,” Judge Hart said, “rather than by making long-winded speeches.”

“That’s all right, your honor. I’m ready to move on.” Especially since the point was already made. If Ben had learned anything in the time he’d been practicing, it was when to leave well enough alone. “Dr. Lindstrom, I’d like you to look at an exhibit.”

Dr. Lindstrom reached for the stack of previously admitted documents.

“No, no, Doctor,” Ben said. “I want you to examine a new exhibit.” He lifted the posterboard off plaintiff’s table, unfolded it, and propped it up against the courtroom easel. The poster was an enlargement of a full-length photo of an attractive platinum blonde in a white party dress.

Anglin was back on his feet the instant the blow-up was displayed. “Objection, your honor. What relevance can this possibly have to the question of whether the proposed gas treatment plant will cause environmental harm?”

The judge fingered her glasses. “I admit I’m a bit mystified myself….”

“I will make me relevance clear very quickly,” Ben assured her.

Anglin continued to protest. “Your honor, I have no idea what he’s planning to do!”

“Well, life is an adventure,” the judge said. “Let’s just kick back and see what happens.”

Obviously unhappy, Anglin returned to his seat.

Ben confronted the expert witness. “Dr. Lindstrom, do you know who the woman in this photograph is?”

“Uh…I believe that would be Jean Harlow.”

“I believe you’re right. And you’re familiar with Miss Harlow, correct?”

He tugged at his collar. “I…am familiar with her, yes…”

“And can you tell the jury why you’re familiar with Miss Harlow?”

“I…uh…was Jean Harlow.”

“I’m sorry.” Ben pivoted toward the jury box. “I’m not certain the jury got that. What did you say?”

“I said I was Jean Harlow. In a past life.”

In the corner of his eye, Ben saw Anglin slump down into his chair.

“A past life. You know, Doctor, some members of the jury may not be familiar with that concept. Could you please explain exactly how that works?”

The doctor turned to face the jury. “In 1937,” he explained, “Jean Harlow developed a painful inflamed gallbladder, probably exacerbated by kidney damage she sustained during a beating her ex-husband gave her years before on their honeymoon. Unfortunately, my—er, her mother was a devout Christian Scientist who refused to permit Jean to seek medical treatment. Jean lay helplessly in her bedroom, in great pain, becoming sicker by the hour. Eventually, her fiancé, William Powell, broke into the house with some friends, scooped Jean into his arms, and carried her to the hospital.” He sighed. “William Powell. What a man he was.”

After a long moment, Lindstrom broke out of his reverie. “Bill did the best he could, but he was too late. Jean Harlow died.”

Ben nodded. “And then what happened?”

Lindstrom leaned forward in the witness box. “You see, it wasn’t her time to die. She was only twenty-six. She was just getting started. She was engaged to be married. She hadn’t had a chance to live, to love—” He made a choking noise, then covered his face with his hand. “She was so young.”

Lindstrom didn’t continue until he had fully recovered. “So she was reincarnated. As me.”

Ben allowed a respectful silence. “And how do you know all this?”

“I recalled it under hypnosis.”

“Do you have yourself hypnotized often?”

His left eye twitched. “From time to time.”

“Before you testify in court?”

“It…does help calm my nerves…sharpen my memory—”

“Are you testifying today under hypnotic influence?”

“I’m fully awake and able to—”

“Please answer my question.”

He pursed his lips. “Yes.”

Bingo. “Now Doctor, getting back to your story—as the jury can see from the poster, you were quite a sexy gal.”

“It was Hollywood. They insisted on photographing me in that objectified manner.”

“No doubt. I understand you were often seen in the company of Clark Gable.”

“Ugh. Horrid man. Had false teeth—was a dreadful kisser.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Let me ask you about your relationship with William Powell—”

“Your honor, I object!” It was Anglin again, giving it the old college try. “Mr. Kincaid is turning this trial into a circus!”

“Perhaps so,” Judge Hart said. “But he’s not the one who put the clown in the center ring. Proceed.”

Ben eyed the jury. They were eating it up—barely suppressing their laughter. It wouldn’t matter now if this guy had a degree from God. His credibility was shot.

“Dr. Lindstrom,” he continued. “Isn’t it true that Jean Harlow loved little furry animals?”

After the jury retired, Ben and Christina began packing their files and exhibits. “Well, congratulations, Ace,” Christina said. “Your performance was sans pareil. You saved a lot of endangered prairie dogs today.”

“The jury is still deliberating,” Ben replied. “Let’s not jinx it.”

“Aw, the gas company hasn’t got a chance. You were sensational on cross.”

“Well, thanks for the show-and-tell. I would’ve been up a creek without you.”

She batted her eyelashes. “My pleasure. I always enjoy pulling your fat out of the fire.”

“How sweet.” Ben closed his briefcase, leaving the plastic spider on top. He grabbed a document box and headed for the door.

“Excuse me. Mr. Kincaid?”

Ben saw an unfamiliar man in a gray business suit standing in the doorway.

“Look,” Ben said, “if it’s about the photocopier, I promise I’ll pay you as soon as I can—”

“Oh, no. You misunderstand.” He waved his hands rapidly in the air. “I’m not here to hit you up for money. On the contrary, Mr. Kincaid, I’m here to make you a wealthy man.”
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“YOU’RE HERE TO DO what?”

The man smiled pleasantly. “I want to set you up for life, Mr. Kincaid. If you’ll let me.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” The man gestured toward the front row of the courtroom. “Let’s sit, shall we? You can come too, Ms. McCall. This offer involves you as well.”

Ben and Christina exchanged puzzled looks. “Offer?”

“Perhaps I should start at the beginning.” He reached into his suit pocket and withdrew a business card. “My name is Howard Hamel.” A confident demeanor accented Hamel’s clean-cut, well-scrubbed features. “I’m a member of the legal staff for the Apollo Consortium, an amalgamation of interrelated corporate entities. Have you heard of us?”

Ben nodded. Of course he had. The Apollo parent corporation was probably the largest business entity in Tulsa, possibly in the entire state of Oklahoma. It had started as a small oil exploration company, but during the boom years of the Seventies expanded into natural gas, manufacturing, transportation, and even entertainment. The diversification helped them survive the bust years of the Eighties—survive them quite well, in fact. Apollo was a Fortune 500 corporation—one of the few in the Southwest.

“Then you probably also know,” Hamel continued, “that we have an in-house legal staff of over fifty lawyers. Heck, if we were a law firm, we’d be one of the largest in the state. And we’d like you to join our team. We can discuss the details at your leisure—salary, bonuses, pension plan, benefits—but I think you’ll be pleased with the offer. If you don’t mind my saying so, it’ll be a step up for you.”

And how. But then, Ben thought, almost anything would. “What kind of legal work would this involve?”

“That’s one of the advantages to working at a place like Apollo,” Hamel answered. “We have so much going on, you can do almost anything you want. Your background is in litigation, and rightfully so, I might add. You were magnificent in the courtroom today.”

“Well…thanks…”

“I see you joining the litigation team and taking charge of some of the multimillion dollar cases that pass through our office on a daily basis. We like to keep these cases in-house whenever possible; outside counsel fees are exorbitant, as I’m sure you know. There’s a new product liability case recently filed against Apollo that you would be perfect for.”

The words rang in Ben’s ears. In-house counsel. Products liability. Multimillion dollar cases. That would certainly be a step up from the Three Ds: divorce, deeds, and dog bites. “It’s an interesting offer. How long will the position be open?”

“Perhaps I haven’t made myself clear. There is no position. This isn’t some slot we need to fill with a body. We want you—Ben Kincaid—on our legal staff.”

Ben was flabbergasted. “But—why me?”

“We believe you have a real future in the law, and we want it to be with us.”

Ben shook his head, trying to verify that he was hearing clearly. Kudos like this didn’t come that often to the solo practitioner. “I’m not sure I’d be happy working for the same client day in, day out.”

“Really? Most people prefer it—the satisfaction of being a team player trying to accomplish a worthwhile, common goal, rather than being a prostitute for whoever walks into the office that day.”

“Well…I’m used to setting my own hours, taking lots of vacation time—”

“So am I. Apollo is a worker-friendly corporation. Myself, I love deep-sea fishing. If I could, I’d spend my entire life doing just that. Apollo gives me far more opportunities than anywhere else would. In fact, I’m leaving for Miami for a fishing trip day after tomorrow.”

Ben eyed Christina. She was saying nothing, but something was definitely going through-her mind. “Look, I want to be totally up-front with you. I worked for a large law firm once, and it was a complete bust.”

Hamel brushed Ben’s concerns away with a flip of his hand. “We know all about that, Ben, and we couldn’t care less. Frankly, a sizable portion of our staff, myself included, came from Raven, Tucker & Tubb or other large law factories. They seem to suck up the new talent like a black hole. A few years later, though, the lawyers all start asking ‘Is this what my life is about? Sixteen-hour days, constant billing pressure, invisible and interchangeable clients?’ They start looking for something more—a client they can care about, a job that leaves time for family, friends, and personal interests. That’s when they come to Apollo.”

“I don’t doubt that I’d make more money at Apollo,” Ben said, “and probably with less trouble. But money isn’t my paramount interest. I became a lawyer because I wanted to do some good in the world.”

“Then by all means,” Hamel replied, “come to Apollo. We take our role as a corporate citizen seriously. We’re active participants in charity drives and several community service programs. We believe we have an obligation to use the Consortium’s resources for the common good. And we don’t merely hang back and do the politically expedient. We take an active leadership role.”

Hamel gazed into Ben’s eyes. “You can be part of that leadership, Ben. You can chart the course.”

Ben didn’t know what to say. He could barely contemplate the offer, much less its ramifications. “I have some outstanding obligations,” he finally managed. “I have a solo office on the North Side.”

“I know,” Hamel said. “And don’t feel obligated to wrap it all up overnight. Give us a trial run, see what develops. You can always go back to your private practice if that’s what you decide. Frankly, with the salary we’ll be paying you, you’ll easily be able to pay the rent to maintain that office.”

“I have a legal assistant on my payroll,” Ben said, tilting his head toward Christina. “I would want her to come with me.”

“Done,” Hamel said flatly. “We’ll make her part of our in-house staff of legal assistants and assign her to you. We’ll start her at ten percent above our usual starting salary, which, I might add, will be a significant increase from her current, ah, irregular salary. Will that about cover your responsibilities, Ben?”

“No. There’s more than just that. I have unpaid debts…office supplies…”

Hamel grinned. “Ah—the photocopier company. I know about that, too.”

“Well, then you know how difficult it would be—”

“How much do you owe, Ben?”

Ben suddenly felt rather hot under the collar. “I don’t know exactly…Two thousand, something like that?”

Christina nodded in agreement.

Hamel withdrew a checkbook from his suit jacket, filled out a check, and handed it to Ben. “Would that about cover if, Ben? Consider it a signing bonus.”

Ben stared at the check made out for five thousand dollars. “That would definitely cover it. And my other outstanding debts as well.”

Christina pressed in between them. “How do you know so much about Ben and his business, anyway?”

“Don’t get the wrong idea, Ms. McCall—we’re not the FBI. Still, you must realize that a corporation the size of Apollo would hardly make an offer of this magnitude without investigating the offeree.”

“Sounds Big Brotherish to me.”

“Not at all. It’s just smart business. You don’t buy a used car without trying to find out where it’s been. Ben, we’re acquainted with your past employment at the D.A.’s office, and your current relationship with Clayton Langdell and his animal rights organization. We’re aware of your successful representation of Ms. McCall a few months ago. In short, we’re familiar with the total package and we are very favorably impressed.”

“Really,” Ben said. “How impressed?”

Hamel flipped over one of his business cards, wrote a number on the back, and passed it to Ben.

Ben took the card. He tried to mask his reaction, but it was impossible. The number after the dollar sign had six digits. Before the decimal.

“Not bad, eh?” Hamel said. “And no, to answer your next question, we don’t make offers like this to anyone. Just to you.”

Ben coughed. “I…I don’t know what to say. I’ll have to think about it.”

Hamel slapped his thighs, then stood. “I understand. Take all the time you want. And when you decide to accept, call me at the number on that card. I’ll send some boys over immediately to collect your files and anything else you’ll require.”

“So soon?”

“Why wait?” He nudged Ben in the ribs. “Might as well start bringing home those big bucks as soon as possible.” He hoisted his briefcase. “Enjoyed meeting you both. I’ll be waiting for your call, Ben.”
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“YOU’RE NOT SERIOUSLY CONSIDERING his offer, are you?”

Ben and Christina sat at opposite ends of a table in the back of Louie D’s, beside the grill and beneath the Renoir prints and Native American art. Ben was in the process of finishing his cheeseburger—the best in downtown Tulsa as far as he was concerned.

“How can I not seriously consider it? It’s a very serious offer.”

“Yeah—six digits serious.”

“That’s not the only advantage, but it’s a definite selling point.”

“I thought money wasn’t so all-fired important to you.”

“It isn’t, but I’ve got to live. Think about it—I’ll make more money in two months than I made all last year.”

Christina frowned. “Do you know anything about this job you’re so eager for us to latch on to?”

Ben hedged. There was no point in trying to bluff Christina. She always had the inside skivvy.

“No, of course you don’t. Well, before you bid adieu to private life, let me provide a few hard facts. First, if you imagine you won’t have to keep time records, you’re wrong. They say it’s for internal management, but really it’s the same old same-old. The big bosses are checking up on you, ensuring that you’re sufficiently profitable. It’ll be just like the late unlamented days at Raven, Tucker & Tubb.”

“I doubt it, unless my old boss steps down from the bench and goes corporate. And I can live with filling out time sheets.”

“Do you realize who your boss at Apollo will be?”

Ben shook his head.

“Robert Crichton, one of the biggest, most sexist SOBs who ever lived. From what my friends tell me, he’s the five-hundred-pound gorilla of Apollo Legal. Rules the department like a tinhorn demagogue. Total creepola.”

“I’ve dealt with second-rate bosses before.”

“You remember Emily Gozonka, don’t you? She was a lawyer at Apollo—till they dumped her. She told me sexual harassment was everywhere—practically de rigueur. She had to put up with all kinds of crap-nicknames like ‘Legs,’ indiscreet fondling, comments about her bra size, being accused of having PMS every time she dared to disagree. You get the picture. She didn’t play along, so they canned her. How, you ask? They gave her an assignment to work with the legal department’s hatchet man, Harry Carter, another creep who’s at least fifty—but acts fifteen. Drives a Camaro, dates teenage girls—the whole works. That’s how they fire people like Emily; they give them an impossible assignment from Harry, and Harry rants and raves about what a horrible job they’ve done, thereby creating a record for the file to justify the firing. If the woman decides to file a lawsuit later on, they’ve got a perfect paper trail to back them up.”

“Christina, Emily Gozonka is a world-class exaggerator.”

“Granted. But this time I believe her.”

“Well, I can’t believe that systematic sexual harassment of that magnitude goes on in this day and age.”

“You’re living in a dream world, Ben.”

“Then how do you explain yourself? You’re a woman who’s succeeded in a man’s world.”

“Because I’m a legal assistant, Ben—a subservient, clearly nonthreatening role. I could be at Apollo twenty years, but I’d still have to take orders from the greenest male attorney in the department. It’s different for women trying to make it as attorneys. When they start invading the old boys’ club, the old boys get nervous.”

“Christina, I’m not going to judge an entire corporation based on one isolated rumor.”

“Why not? That’s your biggest problem. Don’t you know that?”

“I didn’t even know I had a biggest problem. What the hell are you talking about?”

“You won’t trust your feelings. That was your problem in the courtroom today—you were planning to battle the expert on his own turf, challenging his empirical data. As a result, you missed what should’ve been apparent—that he was several irons short of a golf bag. Same here: all you see are the career advantages, the high-profile cases, the chance to be a corporate do-gooder.”

“And what am I missing?”

“You’re missing my gut feeling which says, in boldface letters: don’t do this! I can’t explain why. I just know it’s a mistake.”

“But what if you’re wrong?”

“What if I am? Your life is perfectly fine as it is. Why risk screwing it up? The key to success is to find something you enjoy doing and to do it. You already have that.”

Ben finished his cheeseburger and washed it down with the last of his chocolate milk. “I don’t know, Christina.”

She laid her head heavily on the table. “You’ve already decided, haven’t you?”

Ben didn’t reply.

The waitress came by and left the check. Christina scooped it up. “You’re thinking about your mother, aren’t you? How excited she’ll be that you finally have a respectable job.”

Ben looked away. “The thought did cross my mind.”

“Jeez. How old do we have to be before we stop ordering our lives to please our parents?” She examined the tab. “What about Jones? And Loving?”

“Loving’s private investigations are practically more than he can handle. We’ll let Jones secretary for him for awhile, just to hold down the office. If this new job becomes permanent for us, we’ll see about bringing Jones over.”

“I can’t believe I’m going along with this. Kincaid, sometimes you are almost more trouble than you’re worth.”

“Thank goodness for the almost.”

“Yeah.” She tossed him the check. “Here, pal, you can pay. After all, you’re about to be rich.”
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SERGEANT TOMLINSON ENTERED THE briefing room and took his assigned seat on the end of the first row. All the other officers were already there, but Morelli wasn’t, thank God. The last thing he needed was for Morelli to have another excuse to chew him out in public.

Tomlinson didn’t understand why, but ever since he requested a transfer to the Homicide Division, Lieutenant Morelli had been riding him, humiliating him in public, and taking every opportunity to make him look like an idiot. Maybe he wasn’t the brightest guy on the Tulsa police force. Maybe he hadn’t gone to college like Morelli and couldn’t quote Shakespeare at the drop of a pin. But he worked hard—harder than any of the other candidates. He did his homework and he never turned down an assignment. And once he took an assignment, he didn’t give up. So why was Morelli always ragging on him?

Tomlinson supposed it was because he was married. Very married. And he and Karen had a six-year-old daughter, Kathleen, to boot. For some reason, that really seemed to jerk Morelli’s chain. Once, in a booming voice in front of all the other officers, Morelli asked if Tomlinson had been playing paper dolls during the briefing. On another occasion he suggested that Tomlinson join a stakeout—if he could get his wife’s permission to stay up late. Tomlinson had heard that Morelli himself was married a while back, but that it dissolved into a bitter divorce. Now he was apparently down on any police officers with families.

Tomlinson thumbed through the briefing book that had been left on his chair. As he suspected, this meeting was about the mutilation-murders of the teenage girls. After three dismembered corpses, there seemed little doubt—they had a serial killer on their hands.

Tomlinson pored over the materials, all of which he had seen before. He wanted badly to be assigned to this case, so he’d made a point of reviewing everything that came through the office on it. If he could track down this serial killer, he’d be transferred to Homicide for sure. Chief Blackwell would sign the transfer, even if Morelli wouldn’t. And who knows? Maybe Morelli would back off. At least for a day or two.

As if on cue, Lieutenant Morelli came stomping into the room in that ridiculous tan overcoat he always wore. What a pretense. It wasn’t even cold outside. Morelli gripped the podium and began talking, without any introduction or greeting.

“As you’ve probably figured out,” Morelli growled, “you’ve been selected to be part of a special task force to investigate—and solve—this recent chain of murders.”

Tomlinson grinned. A special task force. That sounded cool, very elite. The boys down at the bowling alley would be impressed.

“Don’t get excited,” Morelli said. He seemed to be looking directly at Tomlinson. “This is no great honor. You were chosen because…frankly, you’re all that’s available. We’ve got every able-bodied person on the force working this case, and that’s going to continue until it’s solved. Everyone’s in on this one—Homicide, Sex Crimes, the Special Investigations Unit—and just about anyone else we could round up. This could be the most grotesque crime spree Tulsa has seen since the race riot of the 1920s. I don’t have to tell you how we’ve been crucified in the press since the killings began. This bastard has killed three teenage girls—and I want him caught. Because if we don’t, he’ll kill again.

“There’s something else,” Morelli added, “and this will really curdle your blood. If we don’t solve these crimes soon, the FBI will be butting in. So far we’ve been lucky; all three murders have occurred within Tulsa County. Unfortunately, it looks like we’ve got a serial killer, so it’s just a matter of time before those federal bozos descend with their profiles and high-tech geegaws. I don’t care for that a damn bit. I want this case solved before it happens.

“Now open your books and follow along.”

Tomlinson opened his briefing notebook to the front page.

“You’ll find all the police reports, the medical examiner reports, and the forensic lab reports. Everything we’ve got is right in here.”

Morelli’s subordinates flipped to the next page, a photo taken at one of the crime scenes.

“As you probably remember, the first body was found on the morning of May second, the next was found on the fourth, and the third was found last night. In each case, the victims were teenage girls, found nude, with no identification”—he took a deep breath and stared down at his notes—“and with their heads and hands cut off.”

Tomlinson saw several officers flipping ahead in their notebooks to the morgue photos. They must have stronger stomachs than he.

“The bodies have been impossible to identify. No face, no fingerprints. We have yet to figure out who any of the victims are. If there is a connecting link among the three, we don’t know what it is.”

Tomlinson raised his hand. “Sir, may I suggest that we make the identification of the victims our number one priority—even over identifying the killer? After all, if we can figure out the pattern, we may be able to save future lives.”

“What a brilliant plan,” Morelli replied. “Are you sure you aren’t a lieutenant? Or maybe even a captain?” A mild tittering filtered through the room. “Or did you steal that idea from your wife?”

Tomlinson ground his teeth together. When would he ever learn?

Morelli resumed his briefing. “All the bodies have been found within a twenty-mile radius in an unpopulated area in the western part of Tulsa County. Everything has been neat and tidy; the killer hasn’t left us a clue to work with. Even the amputations have been effected with almost surgical precision.”

He looked up from his notebook and stared out into the sea of uniforms. “The bottom line is this: we’re in the dark. We have a major crime, no leads, and no likelihood of preventing repeat offenses. We’re looking for ideas, people. Any suggestions will be considered, and anyone who suggests something that helps will find some extra change in his or her pay envelope—and maybe another stripe on his or her shoulder. Even you, Tomlinson.”

Another mild chuckle from the crowd. Tomlinson realized the insidious reason he must’ve been invited to this briefing: so he could be the butt of Morelli’s jokes.

“On the next page of the notebook,” Morelli continued, “you’ll find an action plan I’ve devised in coordination with Chief Blackwell. Item one, as you can see, is to identify the victims. We’ll call that the Tomlinson Plan.”

Laughter again, even more unrestrained than before. What did the man want—his resignation?

“Other action items involve creating a useful profile of the killer, defining his working environment, and setting a trap. But we’ll talk about those when the time comes.” He flipped to the back of his notebook. “On the last page, you’ll find orders informing you of your work assignment on the task force. A lot of thought has gone into these assignments, so I don’t want to hear any bitching about them. We’ve tried to distribute the work so as to make maximum use of our available talent. We expect each of you to perform your assigned tasks to the best of your abilities.”

Tomlinson turned to the back of his notebook and read the order sheet. Under his name, the assignment name read: SWITCHBOARD/RADIO DUTY.

Switchboard/radio? Tulsa was facing the most heinous crime wave in its history—and he was going to be the frigging telephone operator? Tomlinson slammed the notebook shut.

Morelli heard the noise, but didn’t comment. He told everyone to “get their butts in gear” and dismissed the meeting.

Tomlinson followed the crowd out of the room, then started down the hallway to—he could barely even think about it—the switchboard room. He wasn’t going to take this lying down. If Morelli didn’t have any faith in him—fine. He’d prove himself without Morelli’s help, and with any luck, he’d make Morelli look like a fool in the process.

He checked the duty roster. He would be off the switchboard by midnight. No problem—he’d start then.

Someone was going to have to make the first breakthrough. This time, it was going to be him.



5

BEN SCANNED THE OUTER offices of the Apollo Consortium headquarters. The architecture was elegant and expensive—the general design was of spiraling glass columns and gold-plated panels. The glass glistened; the gold panels were polished and gleaming. The building was less than a year old; Apollo was probably the only business entity in all of Oklahoma that was ostentatiously spending money during the recession that had paralyzed so much of the Southwest.

Howard Hamel stepped out of the elevator after Ben had waited less than a minute. I don’t get service this prompt when I visit my mother, Ben thought.

“Ben! Great to see you again,” Hamel said, his hand extended. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you accepted our offer.”

“Well, it was a difficult offer to refuse.”

“Good. It was intended that way. In case you haven’t gotten the message yet, the Apollo Consortium wants you bad.”

“I suppose I’ll need to fill out some forms. Insurance, direct deposit…”

“Sure, sure, but later. Let me take you on a tour of the complex. Our first stop is at the top—Robert Crichton’s office.”

“He’s the head of the legal department, right?”

“Right. In fact, he’s general counsel for the entire Apollo Consortium.”

“And he wants to see me?”

“Damn straight. He told me to show you in the moment you arrived.”

Hamel ushered Ben into a glass elevator that rose up the south side of the office building. Ben watched south Tulsa recede as the elevator rose toward the penthouse floor.

“Great view, huh?” Hamel said. “Strictly speaking, these exposed elevators are illegal here, but we managed to pull a few strings with the city counsel and get a variance.” He winked. “Called in a few vouchers.”

“I’ll bet.” Ben gazed out through the elevator glass. He could spot Southern Hills, the Sheraton Kensington, and the Oral Roberts campus, with its shimmering towers like something out of a Fifties science fiction movie. He felt a sudden clutching in his chest; Ben was not handy with heights. He turned away. “The view must be terrific at night.”

“It is. But don’t take my word for it. Come up some night and see for yourself.”

The elevator bell dinged, and they stepped off. They passed through an elegant private dining room staffed with waiters in formal attire, and a large health spa.

“Is this open to the public?” Ben asked.

“You must be kidding. We have over three thousand employees in this building. If the spa and restaurant were open to everyone, no one would be able to get a toe in edgewise. No, this whole floor is strictly for the top executives.”

“Oh. Pity.”

“Fret not, Ben. If you want in, we’ll get you in.”

They approached two huge wooden doors with ornate burnished paneling. A secretary sat at a desk outside.

“Janice, I have Mr. Kincaid.”

She pointed toward the doors. “Mr. Crichton said you were to bring him in immediately.”

“Right-o.” Hamel pushed the heavy doors open. Ben followed. The outer office was large and luxurious. No surprise. The glass and gold design of the front lobby was repeated, although one wall was white stucco. A painted mural stretched from one end to the other. It was an N. C. Wyeth mural, if Ben wasn’t mistaken. Could it possibly be an original?

They stepped quietly into the inner office. A man in his mid-forties was seated behind a desk, while a much younger woman slumped down in the chair opposite him.

“Look,” the man said, “I’m not saying you should put your job ahead of your baby, but—” Mid-sentence, he noticed his two visitors. “Hamel, what’s the meaning of this?”

Hamel stiffened ever so slightly. “I’ve brought Ben Kincaid to see you, Mr. Crichton.”

Crichton’s expression and manner changed the instant he heard the name. He rose to his feet. “Ben Kincaid. A pleasure.” Ben stepped forward, and they shook hands. After a moment, Crichton looked back, almost regretfully, at the woman in the chair. “Shelly…why don’t we continue this later?”

The woman in the chair was small, with a thin face and dishwater blond hair. She seemed to be pressed back as far as possible in the chair. Her eyes were red, as if she had been crying or was likely to start at any moment. After Crichton dismissed her, she turned and rushed out without saying a word.

“Thanks, Hamel,” Crichton said. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Okay. Catch you later, Ben.” Hamel left the office.

Ben took the chair the woman had vacated.

“Sorry about that business with Shelly,” Crichton said. “Embarrassing to walk in on something like that, I know.” Crichton was an attractive man who wore his age well; the flecks of gray at his temples only accented his full black hair. He tossed himself into a chair and propped his feet up on the desk. “I hate it when a member of my staff isn’t performing up to snuff, but at the same time, I don’t believe in mollycoddling anybody. And it always seems to be the women.”

“Excuse me?” Ben said.

“Forget I spoke. I sometimes forget that I’m supposed to pretend that everyone is exactly the same these days. You don’t have a wife or kids, do you?”

Ben shifted his weight uncomfortably. “No.”

“Pity. I’m a big believer in families. My Emma is a saint; I don’t know how I’d get along without her. And my four kids are the most important parts of my life. Sure, I work hard and I’m not home a lot of the time, but everything I do, I do for them. They wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Ben wondered if they had been consulted for their opinion on this issue.

“Has Hamel taken you through the paperwork yet?”

“No. He said we’d do that later.”

“Take my advice, Ben. Let your secretary do it.”

“I wouldn’t want to take her away from important work for other lawyers.”

“Other lawyers? What kind of fleabag outfit do you think this is? You’ve got a secretary of your own.”

“My own? All my own?”

“Of course. Some of the worker bees at the bottom of the hive share secretaries—but a lawyer of your caliber? No way.”

“You know…” Ben said cautiously, “I don’t want to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs, but I can’t fathom why you’re so…interested in me.”

Crichton spread his arms across his desk. “I can answer that question in three words, Ben. You’re a maverick.”

“I am?’

“You’re a maverick, and that’s just what this maverick corporation needs. I’ve been following your career for some time. I consider it part of my job—constantly scouting for talent that can serve the Apollo Consortium. I wanted a real honest-to-God litigator. Not just some flunky to make an occasional phone call while outside counsel does all the real work. Someone to take the bull by the horns! A maverick, goddamn it!”

Ben was overwhelmed. “My preference would be to work in the litigation department. At least at first.”

“Done. And I have the perfect case for you to start on immediately. Hamel may have mentioned it—a products liability problem turned into a wrongful death suit. Rob Fielder has been working it, but he won’t mind backing off in favor of someone with your experience.”

“You know, sir, I’ve actually only been practicing for a few years—”

“The hell with that, Ben. It’s not the number of years that matter. It’s what you’ve learned during those years. You’ve got the right stuff. I can feel it in my gut.” He picked up a file on his desk and tossed it into Ben’s lap. “Here’s the case. We’re barely into preliminary discovery. Documents are being produced tomorrow; plaintiffs’ depositions are being taken the day after. I want us to get out there and win it.” He laughed. “Hell, I’d like to see the look on those poor plaintiffs’ faces when Ben Kincaid comes in to depose them! They’ll wet their pants!”

Ben listened in stunned disbelief. Had he fallen down a rabbit hole, or what? “What’s the case about?”

“Our transportation and automotive department designed a suspension system that our manufacturing department constructs and sells. They call it the XKL-1. Anyway, a local high school held a tractor pull after a football game—you know, sort of a hayride without the hay. Teenage boy fell off, got caught in the machinery, and was mangled to death. Horrible accident—but they want to blame it on us because we designed and supplied the suspension system used on the flatbed. It’s preposterous. How much do you know about cars?”

“Not much.”

“Well, here’s all you need to know. The axle is attached by U-bolts to the leaf spring, which in turn is attached to the frame of the flatbed. Subsequent examination revealed that the leaf spring—a half-moon-shaped contraption that runs the length of the flatbed—was broken. That caused the flatbed to dip to one side. The kid’s parents say our design was defective. We say they drove too fast on an uneven, bumpy dirt field.”

“We deny any responsibility for what happened?”

“Believe me, no one sympathizes with that poor kid’s parents more than me—I’ve got a boy about that age myself—but it’s just not Apollo’s fault. The parents’ lawyer went looking for a deep pocket to pick up the medical expenses, and Apollo was the only one he could find.”

“If we’re really not culpable,” Ben said, “we should be able to get summary judgment granted after we’ve taken the parents’ depositions.”

“That’s great! Brilliant!” Crichton rose to his feet. “My God, you’re winning cases for us already. I knew you were a champ.”

Ben felt his face flushing bright red. He hadn’t heard such effusive praise since he memorized “A Visit from St. Nicholas” in the second grade. “Of course, the validity of the summary judgment motion will depend on what we learn during the depositions. If the parents have a valid claim, it would be wrong to try to cheat them out of it with legal maneuvering. I believe that as officers of the court we have an obligation to see justice done.”

“Admirable sentiment, Ben, although I think you’ll find that in the corporate world most cases are somewhat less noble. Most of these lawsuits are just one asshole suing another asshole. Over money. It’s not about ethics; it’s not about right or wrong. It’s about bucks.”

Ben cleared his throat. “I’m sure that’s true in some instances, but—”

Crichton slammed his hand down on a button on his phone console. After a short buzz, Janice answered. “Yes, sir?”

“Get Fielder in here,” Crichton barked. “I want him to meet his new partner.”

“Right away, sir.” She clicked off.

“By the way,” Crichton added, “this weekend I’m taking my legal staff on a DARE retreat. I want you to be there. You don’t already have plans, do you?”

“Not that I recall. What’s a DARE retreat?”

Crichton grinned from ear to ear. “Just wait and see. And we’ll expect to see you turn out for our softball game next week, too. We’re taking on the Memorex Telex team. We’re going to clean their clocks.”

“Is Christina also invited?”

Crichton was puzzled for a moment. “Christina? Oh, she’s the legal assistant you brought on board, right? I saw a picture. What a babe—great ears on that cob. I can see why you wanted to bring her along.” He grinned again. “Hell, Ben, as far as I’m concerned, you’ve already made a significant contribution to the office! Sure, she’s legal staff, so she’s invited. I can’t wait to see her in an exercise suit.”

“Do we do a lot of these extracurricular activities?”

“Oh, yeah. I require it. Work hard, play hard—that’s what I always say. And I want you to be involved in all of it.”

Before Ben could reply, a young, athletic man in a pinstriped suit inched into the office. “You called, Mr. Crichton?”

“Yeah. Rob Fielder, meet Ben Kincaid. He’s taking over the Nelson case.”

Ben closed his eyes. Oh, thanks. This will undoubtedly be the start of a beautiful friendship. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Rob replied. To his credit, Rob showed no trace of resentment over the loss of his case.

“As I said,” Crichton continued, “tomorrow we’re producing documents. It’s a paper blizzard, but you’ll have to endure it so you can be prepared for the depositions. Rob will tell you everything you need to know.”

“Gladly,” Rob said amiably. “I’ll come by your office around ten-thirty.”

“That’ll be fine,” Ben said.

“Great, great, great,” Crichton said. “I can tell already you two are going to hit it off. Ben, I’ll let you get on with your business. We’ll have a staff meeting later so you can meet the other lawyers. But don’t work too hard, okay?” He winked. “It’s your first day, for Pete’s sake. No one’s going to notice if you disappear around noon.”

Hearing his cue, Ben started to leave.

“And Ben,” Crichton added, “one last thing. If you need anything, and I mean anything, just come to me. Don’t feel like you have to mess around with the toadies and middlemen. Just come to me. Understand?”

Ben nodded, then followed Rob out of the office. The truth was, his nod was a lie. He didn’t understand. He didn’t understand at all.
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