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Dedication


			To my sister, Charolette Chitty Crawford, and brother-in-law, Joe Crawford. Thank you for helping me with details of names of businesses, streets, and bridges from the years we lived in Houma. I cherished those many calls, not just for your help but also for the love we share, now more than ever after the passing of our dear Joe.


			









Prologue


			New Orleans
Spring of 1967


			Dense clouds and constant rain sucked the color from the Crescent City coastline, leaving it a sickening gray. A slow-moving tanker stacked high with containers slipped past Jackson Square virtually unnoticed as residents went about their day, unaware of the tortured souls trapped inside the vessel.


			High in the ship’s wheelhouse, the captain nodded to a leather-faced man a few feet away.


			The man left the wheelhouse, went to a remote section in the ship’s bowels, removed a large duffel bag from a locker, and carried it to a metal door at the back of the vessel. He released the bolt on the door, tossed the bag into the room, and stepped in.


			Four Hispanic men jumped from cots and backed away as the man approached, pinching his nose.


			“Damn, it stinks in here.” He picked up the bag and threw it at one of the men, knocking him to the floor. “There’s soap and a change of clothes for each of you there. Get washed and changed before I get back.” He turned to leave, then hesitated. “Do I need to remind you why you’re here?”


			There was no response.


			“Don’t play dumb with me. I know you speak English. Romeo, you seem to be the bright one here. Explain to your amigos what will happen if they don’t follow orders.”


			The captor raised his head and drew back his shoulders. “My name is Ramiro García Montez. Not Romeo.”


			The man chuckled. “Answer my question, little man.”


			“If we don’t do as you say, our wives and children will die.”


			A grin spread across the man’s cracked lips. “That’s right, and if any of you fail your assignment, it means you all failed.”


			“Please. You can’t do that,” Ramiro said, clasping his hands together.


			The man approached him and chuckled in his face. “We make the rules, Romeo, so I suggest you convince your buddies to complete their assignments. Now get cleaned up!”


			He left, locking the door behind him.


			One of the men crumbled onto his cot, sobbing.


			Ramiro went to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We must be strong, José, for our family’s sake.”


			“But my son is not yet two, and my wife is carrying our second child. I can’t let them die.” He paused, then looked up at his fellow companions. “Maybe we can escape these men when we get off the ship and get back to save our families.”


			“No, José, we can’t. Even if we got away, we don’t know where they hid them. They will be killed long before we can reach them.” Ramiro looked at each of the men. “The only chance we have of saving our wives and children is to do as we are told.”


			A long moment passed before one of the men took the bag from the floor and emptied the contents onto a cot. He went through the clothing, found what he needed, and went to the only water spigot in the room to wash.


			One by one, the other men did the same.


			Hours passed before the leather-faced man returned, followed by a man holding a rifle.


			“Good. You’re ready. It’s time to get you off the ship. Keep quiet, or my friend here will shoot you and dump you in the river with the rest of the trash. Behave yourselves and follow me.”


			The man with the rifle stood back and followed the group out. He nudged them forward as the ship’s crew members stepped out of the way or turned their backs. When the men reached the ship’s deck, a church bell marked midnight in the distance. They were herded past the workers, down the ramp, and onto the dock before being told to stop.


			“Keep quiet and stand in a row,” the man ordered as four black automobiles drove out of a warehouse and stopped in front of them. The car door of the first vehicle opened, and one of the two men in the car got out.


			“Which one of you is Ramiro Montez?”


			Ramiro glanced at his companions and saw the fear in their eyes before raising his hand. He was grabbed by the arm and shoved into the backseat, and the man slid in beside him. As the car pulled away, Ramiro looked out the rearview window and locked eyes with José just as he was taken to the second car. He watched as long as he could because Ramiro knew this was the last time he would see José, or any of his companions, again.


			









Chapter One


			Arizona


			Rob Chambers fumbled for the light switch with his free hand as he balanced a cup of coffee and newspaper in the other. He entered his office and settled his body, still muscular and lean in his early thirties thanks to years of swimming, behind his desk and started to read his paper.


			A man dressed in black with a ski mask over his face slipped from behind a tall bookcase and started wrapping a thin wire cord around the palms of his gloved hands. Moving silently to a position behind Rob’s chair, he raised the wire above Rob’s head and, in one swift move, looped it around his neck, choking him.


			Rob clawed at the cord as the newspaper and coffee flew everywhere. Unable to free himself, he ran his hands up his attacker’s forearms and jerked him forward as he threw his head back, striking the attacker in the face, causing him to loosen his grip.


			Rob pushed against the desk with his feet, propelled himself backward, and landed atop his attacker. He thrust his elbows into the man’s ribs and heard him gasp. Rob ripped the cord from his throat, flipped over, and wrapped the cord around his attacker’s neck, then pinned him down with a knee.


			Someone applauded across the room, and Rob released the cord. He got to his feet and pulled his attacker from the floor.


			“Nice job,” Senior FBI Agent Tom Neal said coolly from the doorway.


			The attacker jerked the hood from his head, exposing his sandy blond hair and a growing red mark across his face.


			“Dang it, Rob, you almost broke my nose.”


			Rob grinned. “You said to make it real.”


			“That was quite a show,” Tom said, stepping into the room.


			“Yeah, a painful one,” Steve replied, carefully checking his bruised ribs.


			“How’s he doing?” Tom asked, jerking his chin in Rob’s direction.


			“My abused body thinks he’s done great.”


			“How is he with firearms?”


			“He’s good, but that’s not his strong suit. I focused more on other skills and even challenged him to learn a new language.”


			Tom chuckled. “How long did that take?”


			“I’ll be damned if he wasn’t reading and speaking like a native in less than a month. Hell, it took me over three years to learn Russian, and I still have trouble writing it. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was cheating.”


			A slight grin crossed Agent Tom Neal’s lips, and he glanced at Rob before responding. “So The Kid didn’t tell you, did he?”


			“Tell me what?”


			“Rob has a photographic memory.”


			“So that’s how you memorized all the Bureau’s codes so fast!” Steve said to Rob, who shrugged in response.


			“Codes?” Tom stepped closer. “Steve, you could go to prison for that. Our codes are classified.”


			“What are you talking about? Rob has clearance.”


			Tom looked at Rob and back at Steve and shook his head. “No, he doesn’t. He’s not with the Bureau.”


			Steve paused a moment, then began to chuckle. “Stop joking, Tom. We’re standing in the middle of a former FBI training center. I had to get a special pass from you to get through the gate.”


			“I’m not joking. The Kid isn’t FBI.”


			Steve’s mouth dropped open as he looked from man to man. “Then who in the hell is he?”


			Once again, Tom and Rob exchanged glances, but neither said a word.


			“Damn it, Tom, say something! My career is on the line, and so is my freedom.”


			Tom Neal put a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Calm down, son. Nothing will happen if we keep quiet about this.”


			“Easy for you to say. For all we know, this place is bugged. The least you can do is tell me who Rob is.”


			“He’s right, Tom,” Rob said. “He deserves to know the truth.”


			“Then you tell him.”


			Rob stepped closer to Steve. “Which name would you like? I’ve had several.”


			“Let’s start with the one your mama gave you,” Steve scoffed.


			Rob extended his hand. “Robert Chambers, but my friends call me Rob.”


			“Chambers, Chambers, Robert Chambers.” Steve’s eyes widened, and he pulled his hand back. “You’re lying. Chambers was the lawyer and money launderer for the Rojas Martínez drug organization. The reports we got said Chambers drowned.”


			Hearing the name ‘Rojas’ brought Rob’s memories rushing back. He’d been given the choice of laundering Rojas’s drug money or watching his wife die. So Rob had done what Rojas wanted until his work as a money launderer was exposed, and he and Wanda had to run—not only from Rojas, but also from the FBI. They’d managed to stay hidden until Rojas, determined to kill Rob, found him at a safe house. With his own death imminent and his wife’s life in jeopardy, Rob had been forced to bring the whole saga to an end in the murky water below an oil rig five miles out in the Gulf of Mexico. It was an episode of his life he tried not to think about.


			“I posted that report,” Tom said, the sound of his voice snapping Rob back to the present. “Hoover and I want the Rojas organization to think he’s dead. Rob and his family are in WITSEC.”


			“WITSEC? The new witness protection program? I didn’t know it was operational yet.”


			“The Kid and his family are among the first to be placed. Rob’s knowledge of the Rojas organization is invaluable to the Bureau. We need him to testify when the remaining leaders are captured.”


			“Good for him, but why drag me into this?”


			“I wanted him to have the skills to protect himself and his family in case the drug organization discovers he is alive.”


			“That’s ridiculous. This is a secure base. Hell, there are guards everywhere you look.”


			“There is no such thing as secure,” Rob said. “Wanda and I were on the run for almost a year when I called Tom and turned myself in. Rojas and his people found us in the safehouse Tom had placed us in. I was taken out of there to be killed, and Wanda almost died.”


			Tom glanced at Rob before responding to Steve. “We lost good people that day.”


			Steve dropped his head and shook it slowly. “I remember. Two agents died that night.”


			“After that experience, I thought The Kid should be prepared to defend himself and his family if it happened again. But giving him the codes was never part of the plan.”


			Steve stood inches from the older agent. “Then you should have told me who he was when you asked me to come.”


			Rob stepped between the two men. “Stop. If anyone’s to blame for this, it’s me. I asked Tom for training. If the organization learns I’m alive, they won’t stop with me. They will kill my whole family.”


			“You don’t have to tell Tom or me about this drug organization, Rob.” Steve gave Tom a softer look. “We know exactly what they are capable of. The problem is, I’m not even supposed to know you are here. Hell, once they learn I’ve shared our codes, I’ll spend the rest of my life in federal prison.”


			“I’m sorry for that. I never meant to cause you harm,” Rob said.


			“Look,” Tom said, putting a hand on both men’s shoulders. “Nothing is going to happen to either of you.”


			Steve started to chuckle.


			“What’s so funny?” Tom asked.


			“I don’t know why this just popped into my brain, but before I came out here, my girlfriend said if I ever stopped being an agent, I could always join her in selling Mary Kay. She keeps telling me they’re going to be big. Maybe I should consider it.”


			Tom patted Steve on the cheeks. “Don’t think so. You aren’t pretty enough.” He glanced at his watch. “I have a meeting with Hoover early tomorrow morning. I need to get to the airport.”


			“And I need to return to my unit,” Steve added.


			Rob crossed his arms and sat on the edge of the desk. “And I’m staying right here.”


			“You better be,” Tom said. “I’ll be in touch with both of you.”


			Rob heard the outside door close as Tom left. He glanced at Steve, who was curling up the cord they had used in training. “Steve, I’m so sorry I got you into this.”


			“I think it will be all right. Tom has a lot of clout with the director.”


			“You are fortunate to have such a close friend in his position looking out for you.”


			“Tom doesn’t have close friends anymore. When he lost both his wife and son in less than a year, he shut everyone out.”


			“Not true. It’s clear to see Tom cares for you.”


			Steve took a moment. “That’s only because he helped raise me. I used to live next door to Tom and his family. His son Scott and I grew up together. He was my best friend. We even attended the same university.”


			“What happened to Scott? I know he was killed, but I don’t know how.”


			“Our senior year of college, one of our buddies was getting married. About eight of us decided the best way to celebrate his bachelor party was a road trip to Mexico. I got the flu just before we left and had to stay behind. While the guys were in Tijuana, one of our buddies slipped away and bought pot, then bragged to the group that he had paid for it with a twenty-dollar bill wrapped around a roll of dime-store play money.”


			“And Tom’s son went along with that?”


			“Never. Scott was as straight and narrow as his dad.”


			“Then why was he killed?”


			“The next night, the drug dealer and his thugs found the group, grabbed the guy who bought the drugs, and started beating him.”


			“Did the rest of them try to help?”


			“They claimed they did, but I saw them right after they returned, and none had a mark on them. I think they panicked and ran. That is, everyone but Scott.” Steve took a deep breath, exhaled, and closed his eyes. “The next morning, Scott and our friend who’d bought the pot were found with their throats cut, hanging from streetlamps on the town’s main street. Their pant pockets had been turned inside out.” Steve swallowed, opened his eyes, and looked at Rob. “Their hands were missing. Tom was told they cut them off as a sign to the community of what would happen to anyone that cheats them.”


			“That’s horrible. But how did Tom find out the Rojas Martínez organization did it?”


			“After we buried Scott, Tom spent months in Tijuana looking for the people who killed him.”


			“Alone?”


			“Not exactly. Tom has a friend with the CIA down there. Apparently, this guy knew which organization ran Tijuana and the surrounding communities. Turns out, it was the same group that put you here.”


			Rob lowered his head. “I know what losing someone to them feels like. The organization killed my best friend, and I’ll never be over it.”


			Steve took a long look at Rob. “I’m surprised Tom asked me to train you. As long as I’ve known him, he’s never gone off-book like this unless . . .”


			“Unless what? I’ve asked Tom several times why he’s done so much to help us, but he’s never given me an answer.”


			“He’s doing it because you remind him of Scott. Not only are you built like him, but you’re smart and seem to share a few of his characteristics. Has Tom said anything to you about that?”


			Rob shook his head. “As you know, Tom is a man of few words. But once he did ask if I had gotten into this because I was protecting someone.”


			“Were you?”


			“The organization said they would kill everyone close to me, starting with my wife, if I didn’t work for them.”


			“And I’m sure they would have.” Steve zipped up his supply bag.


			“Why did you decide to become an agent?”


			“As a kid, I thought Tom’s job as a G-man was so cool. Every time he was home, I made a nuisance of myself, following him around and asking questions.” Steve paused and cleared his throat. “After Scott died, I knew I had to be an agent, and I asked Tom to help me get an interview with the Bureau. He did, and now I’m here. Best decision I ever made.”


			“You’re all he has left, Steve. Tom’s not going to let anything happen to you.”


			“Or to you.” Steve grabbed his bag and started for the door. “Good luck, Rob. It’s been great getting to know you.”


			“Same to you. Be careful out there, and thanks for everything.”


			After Steve departed, Rob’s mind returned to a phone call he’d received from Tom over two years ago.


			Rojas knows you’re helping us, Kid. He’s coming for you. Get out now!


			He recalled flying through the streets of Dallas with Wanda scrunched down on the floorboard of his car as he outran Rojas’s men. It was only later he learned that his lifelong friend Joey, who was secretly aware of his connection with Rojas, had been tortured and murdered because of his closeness to Rob.


			I’ll die before I ever let Martínez or his people near my family again.


			









Chapter Two


			New Orleans


			Deep in the center of the historic Garden District, a two-story building was a landmark for two reasons. The bottom floor was home to Savoy’s Restaurant, a cherished Crescent City location known worldwide for its Creole cuisine. The top floor was famous, too, but for a very different reason.


			As cooks and staff worked frantically below, a slim, immaculately dressed man in his early thirties sat holding a phone in one hand and tapping his fingers on his enormous mahogany desk. His tapping stopped when his call was answered.


			“Jean-Claude DuMont calling for Señor Diego Martínez. Tell him it’s urgent.” DuMont heard Spanish spoken in the background before Martínez came on the line.


			“Has my shipment been released?” Martínez demanded.


			“It has not. You haven’t completed all of your assignments.”


			“Three of the four are already done. I need that shipment.”


			DuMont rolled his eyes and admired the manicured nails on his free hand. “Sir, the agreement between Mr. Pascal and your predecessor precedes your demands. All shipments will be held until all assignments are completed.”


			“I know the agreement, DuMont. I’m the one who’s been handling them since we started.”


			“That may be true, but after the unfortunate death of Carlos Rojas, things under your command have not been the same. Señor Rojas was meticulous with every detail, and each assignment was swiftly handled. You still have much to prove before earning Mr. Pascal’s trust.”


			“Our arrangements may have been Carlos’s idea, but I’m the one who found the people to carry them out and made sure they were completed.”


			The corners of DuMont’s lips turned upwards. “So, if Rojas was the brains of your organization, what did that make you?”


			“Careful, little man. Tell your boss the last assignment will be completed before tomorrow, and I want my shipment released to my men as soon as they arrive.”


			DuMont’s intercom buzzed twice as the call ended, and he hastened to the adjoining office. “Yes, sir?”


			“I take it our little drug lord doesn’t appreciate being reminded of my expectations.”


			“Sir, I suppose it’s difficult for some people to realize their place in the order of things.”


			Marcel Pascal chuckled. “True. We wouldn’t be dealing with this riff-raff if Rojas were still alive.”


			“I agree. Rojas was far more professional and pleasant than his replacement.”


			Pascal glanced at his assistant. “I wouldn’t put it past that power-hungry Mexican to have killed Rojas so he could take over.”


			“Sir, if that’s true, he can’t be trusted.”


			“I’ve already considered that, but their favors have eliminated many unwanted obstacles without being traced back to us. I think for now we give Martínez time to prove himself before I end our arrangement.”


			“I understand the value of the service, sir, but the man is insufferable.”


			“We don’t have to like him to do business with him, Jean-Claude. Which reminds me—get our illustrious governor on the line. He needs to answer a few questions. While I’m on the phone, call downstairs and order a plate of softshell crabs for my lunch. My mouth has been watering all morning from the smell coming through the baseboards.”


			“Yes, sir. Right away.”


			*    *    *


			Baton Rouge


			Governor Parker Thompson stood with his assistant outside one of the capitol’s conference rooms.


			“Time to razzle-dazzle them, Lucas,” he said. “If you want a career in politics, the skills of flirting and flattery are the shortest ways to fill your coffers. Every one of those old biddies is worth a fortune.” Parker straightened his tie, then gave his assistant a sideways look. “Have you made the contact I requested?”


			“The young lady will be waiting for you at Antoine’s at nine this evening.”


			“The private room?”


			“As always, sir.”


			“Perfect. I wasn’t sure about this one.”


			“Sir. You’re the governor. How could she possibly refuse?”


			“You’re worth your weight in gold, Lucas. Now, let’s get this show started. I’ll need a little nap before my rendezvous tonight.”


			His assistant pushed open the doors, and the chatter in the room stopped.


			“Ladies, the governor of the state of Louisiana, the Honorable Parker Thompson.” The assistant stepped aside, allowing the governor to make an elaborate bow as the room’s occupants applauded.


			Thompson dismissed his assistant and began circling the table. He kissed a hand here, a cheek there, and continued until he had personally greeted every member of the Daughters of the South committee. In minutes, he had them swooning. His reelection campaign wouldn’t start for another two years, but that was no reason to miss an opportunity to collect donations ahead of time.


			One never knows when you might have a few incidentals along the way, he liked to say.


			“Ladies, thank you for filling these cold, dreary halls with warmth and beauty. I am so humbled and honored to be your servant.” He beamed as laughter filled the room. “Please help yourself to sweet tea and cookies while we visit.”


			The group complied and began nibbling as they gushed over their host.


			The governor was deep in conversation when his assistant came to his side.


			“Pardon the interruption, sir. You have an urgent call.”


			“Lucas, tell Lyndon I’m with The Daughters of the South and cannot be disturbed.”


			The room filled with ‘Oh my!’ and ‘Dear me!’ as others giggled.


			“It’s not President Johnson, sir. The call is from the Garden District.”


			Thompson’s toothy grin vanished. He exchanged a glance with his assistant and then got to his feet. “Ladies, I must beg your forgiveness. I promise to return to you as quickly as possible.”


			He turned to his assistant. “Lucas, I am giving you an executive order to take care of these lovely ladies until I return.” He gave a short bow and made a hasty retreat.


			Thompson rushed down the hallway to his office, closed the door, and picked up the phone.


			“This must be important to pull you away from your lunch, Marcel.”


			“My lunch will arrive shortly, Parker. I hope, for your sake, you don’t spoil it. Where are we on the contracts for the construction of the Super Dome? It’s been a year since the bond was passed.”


			“You know how this works, Marcel. The committee must accept bids and thoroughly review them before they are awarded. After that, it could take as long as three years, maybe four, before the first shovel of dirt is turned. But rest assured, I will see that as many of your companies as possible are selected.”


			“Parker, I’m assured of nothing where you’re concerned. I trusted you a year ago to get me the levee rebuilding contracts after Hurricane Betsy. You sat on your well-dressed ass and allowed Old Man Claymont’s Slidell plant to take the lion’s share of the program. All I got was scraps.”


			“Marcel, I did my best to sway the vote for your companies. But once it was placed in the hands of the Corps of Engineers, there was nothing I could do.”


			“Why was that, Parker? I lowered my rates like you suggested, and they still gave Crescent City Concrete the contract.”


			“That wasn’t my fault, Marcel. How was I to know his reputation for being on time and quality overrode price in that decision?”


			“Damn, it, Parker! The reason I made you governor was to get me every contract I wanted.”


			“I’m so sorry, Marcel. How can I make it up to you?”


			“By making certain I get the levee maintenance contracts. I just learned that the Levee Board will be taking bids on the multimillion-dollar program in the next few months. I want that contract, Parker, and this time, you’ll make sure I get it. If you don’t, I’ll find someone else to fill your chair in Baton Rouge.”


			“Now, let’s not get all worked up, Marcel. As I recall, the old man who owned the plant died shortly after he won the rebuilding contracts. His company must be in trouble without him running the place.”


			There was an uncomfortable pause.


			“Unfortunately,” Marcel said finally, “it’s more profitable now than when the old man was alive. Turns out his kid is better at running it than he was.”


			“Then, perhaps you should consider arranging for his heir to join him.”


			There was another pause at the end of the line.


			“You may be on to something, Parker.”


			“You see, I am helpful.”


			“I’ll decide that after I get the maintenance contract.”


			“I’ll do my best, Marcel, but it may require you to step in and help.”


			“I don’t have time. I’m dealing with some Yankee labor asshole trying to unionize my dock workers.”


			“Don’t worry, Marcel. I’ll take care of the board. Now, if that is all you need, I must get back to governing Louisiana.”


			“You don’t run this state, Parker. I do, and don’t you forget it.”


			The call ended.


			









Chapter Three


			Virginia


			Agent Tom Neal entered the corridor to Hoover’s office and glanced at the photos on the walls. He had seen them many times but never tired of the images depicting the FBI’s history. The first photos dated back to 1924, when President Coolidge welcomed his newly appointed twenty-nine-year-old head of the Bureau. Others were of every president since Coolidge, standing next to J. Edgar. There were also international leaders, government officials, Supreme Court judges, and movie stars. Working under Hoover was no easy task. He was closed-minded about many things and would carry a grudge for years when offended. Despite this, Tom admired the man and knew he was as sharp today as he had been when Hoover welcomed Tom as a new recruit. That was over twenty-three years ago, just before the end of the war.


			“Good morning,” Tom said to Hoover’s secretary. “Is he in?”


			“Great to see you, Agent Neal. Mr. Hoover was just asking about you.” She reached for her phone. “Sir, Agent Neal is here . . . Yes, sir.” She hung up the phone. “Go right in.”


			Hoover looked over his dark-framed glasses and pointed to a chair when Tom entered his office. “I was beginning to wonder if you got my message.”


			“Sorry for the delay, sir. I was out of state, checking on our informant.”


			“How’s my new program working?”


			“Excellent, sir. However, he still has concerns about his family’s safety. It’s understandable, considering what they went through. And they are even more concerned now, with a baby in the family.”


			“Add more security if you think it will help. Your informant’s knowledge of this organization is vital.”


			“Thank you, sir, I will. I’m sure the President is pleased to hear how much information Chambers has given us?”


			Hoover leaned back in his chair. “Not in the slightest. He’s so blinded by the Cold War and Vietnam that he’s oblivious to the real danger sneaking into this country right under our noses. If we don’t stop this new drug flow from entering, the loss of lives and cost to this country will be devastating. You know better than anyone what these drug organizations are capable of.”


			Tom exhaled, and his eyes glazed over. “Yes, sir, I do.”


			“I know it’s hard for you to let someone else handle the case against the organization, but the Bureau has rules where family is involved.”


			“Yes, sir, I’m well aware.”


			“That’s why I agreed to put you in charge of Chambers and put him and his family into WITSEC. I thought that would remove some of the sting of being sidelined from working the case.”


			“I appreciate that, sir.”


			“Good. Let’s move on to why I called you in. I recall sending you to New Orleans after the Kennedy assassination.”


			“Yes, sir, you did.”


			“Well, I thought we were past all the wild conspiracy speculation around the assassination, but apparently we’re not. I’ve been inundated with rantings from the New Orleans District Attorney, Jim Garrison. Have you heard of the man?”


			“I met him several times during my trips to investigate Oswald’s history in New Orleans.”


			“Good. That will give you a credible cover story.” Hoover took a folder from his desk and gave it to Tom. “There have been numerous murders in and around New Orleans over the last eighteen months. Several of those killed were federal judges, government officials, and other business leaders.”


			“Isn’t our New Orleans office handling this?”


			“Supposedly they are, but this has been going on for too long, and they’re not making a damn bit of progress.” Hoover paused a moment. “What do you know of the organized crime base down there?”


			“Marcel Pascal has dominated every criminal element in Louisiana and most portions of the Gulf Coast for years. Whenever we think we have him, he wiggles out of it.”


			“That’s because many local authorities and government officials in the area are under his control. That’s why I’m sending you to New Orleans. I want you to make sure none of our people in that field office are on Pascal’s payroll.”


			“Should I use the standard notification channels before I arrive?”


			Hoover paused. “Hold off on that. I think you will get a better look at things if they don’t know you’re there.”


			“True, but what do you want me to say if they discover I’m in town?”


			“Tell them I sent you undercover to investigate Garrison’s conspiracy allegations. And Tom? One more thing. No one is to know about this. All the information you gather comes straight to me. Is that clear?”


			“Very clear.”


			Hoover pointed to the folder. “You need to study every word in that file before you go. As soon as you’re done, let me know, and my secretary will make the arrangements. She and I are the only ones who will know you’re there.”


			“Yes, sir. I understand.”


			“It sickens me to think anyone carrying our badge is working for Pascal, but anything’s possible where that man is concerned. Now get out of here. If there’s a rotten egg in my basket, find it.”


			“Yes, sir.” Tom got to his feet.


			“See my secretary before you leave. She has something for you.”


			Tom retreated to the outer office, and Hoover’s secretary handed him a large manila envelope. He opened it and removed one of several small black devices. “This looks like a pager.”


			“It’s the advanced model. The range is extensive, and the display screen is larger to add code and symbols. I’ve placed those codes and their meanings in the envelope. Mr. Hoover insists you use the pagers to contact this office in an emergency and never use the Bureau’s radio communication. There’s extra in case one gets damaged.” She took one from her center desk drawer. “I have one, and so does the director. Mr. Hoover’s pager number and mine are on the list of codes. Don’t hesitate to use them. If you can’t reach him, contact me.”


			“He seems to have thought of everything.”


			“That’s why he’s the director.”


			“Point taken.”


			“Have a safe trip, Agent Neal.”


			*    *    *


			Arizona


			Rob sipped coffee at his kitchen table as he watched Wanda try to pry a scrambled egg-covered teddy bear from their seventeen-month-old daughter’s arms. His thoughts wandered back to the day Sarah was born and he’d learned they were being moved from a safe house into this former FBI training complex in the Arizona desert.


			The sound of his daughter’s infectious laughter brought him back, and her hazel-green eyes met his.


			“How did we get such a perfect child?”


			“She’s perfectly covered with egg, and so is her bear.”


			The phone rang, and he got up to answer. “Yes?” Rob listened for a moment, then hung up the phone. “Tom’s at the gate.”


			“Did you know he was coming?”


			“I didn’t. He hasn’t called in weeks.” There was a knock at the door, and Rob went to answer.


			“You’re out early.”


			“I left Virginia at three this morning.” Tom Neal removed his hat and entered. “Good morning, Wanda.”


			“Good to see you, Tom.”


			He reached over and tickled the baby’s chin. Sarah threw out her arms and leaned towards him. “What does she want?” Tom asked.


			“She wants you to take her.”


			Tom gave Rob his hat and the large manila envelope he was holding and took the child from her mother. “What do I do now?” he asked, keeping her at arm’s length.


			“Just hold her close to you.”


			Tom did, and Sarah laid her head on his shoulder.


			“Wow,” Rob said. “I thought I was the only man she liked.”


			“Tom,” Wanda said, “she’s getting her breakfast all over you.”


			“That’s all right. I can’t get over how much she’s grown.”


			“Here, let me take her,” Wanda said. “There’s coffee in the kitchen if you’re interested.”


			Sarah protested when Wanda took her from Tom and carried her to the other room.


			“Let’s go in the kitchen,” Rob said. “I’ll get you a damp cloth for your jacket.”


			Tom followed Rob and waited as he ran water onto a dishcloth. He brushed away the egg off his jacket as Rob poured coffee from the percolator into cups and sat them on the table.


			“It’s been so long since we talked, I was concerned Steve had gotten into trouble for training me.”


			“No, I’ve been busy. As far as the Bureau knows, Steve was never here.”


			“At least you have something to do. I’m going crazy doing nothing.”


			Tom gave him a sideways glance and put down the cloth. “Maybe I can help you with that. I need your help with something.”


			“Whatever it is, I’m in.”


			“Not so fast. This could get both of us in a lot of trouble.”


			“Will it help find the drug organization?”


			“Possibly. That’s what I’m here to find out.”


			“I thought you weren’t allowed to work on the case?”


			“I’m not. However, this new assignment I’m on could have ties to them. You know more about these people than the Bureau does.”


			“How can I help?”


			“This conversation can’t be shared, Kid. Not even with Wanda. Are you good with that?”


			“If this will help keep her and Sarah safe, she will understand.”


			Tom picked up the manila envelope. “This is your last chance to say no. Once I open this, there’s no turning back.”


			Rob nodded, and Tom opened the tab. He spread photos of crime scenes, victims, and artists’ drawings on the table.


			Rob turned them around and looked at each image. “Where were these gruesome photos taken?”


			“They are murders that occurred along the Gulf Coast. Take a close look. At the bottom of the photos, I listed the names and occupations of each victim.”


			Tom arranged the photos into four groups, then took several index cards with dates and numbers from the envelope and matched them with each drawing and picture.


			Rob looked up. “What does all this mean?”


			Tom pointed to the photos. “Every one of the people in these photos was murdered within days of each other in or around New Orleans.”


			“Okay, but what makes you think these murders are connected to the drug organization?”


			Tom tapped every drawing. “These men were executed. Their bodies were dumped within twenty miles or less of each murder. There were witnesses from a couple of the murders, and their descriptions match the first two men.” He pushed another pair of images before Rob. “This one was shot by a cop after killing a witness at the courthouse before he testified against a Mafia hitman.”


			“What happened to the case?”


			“No witness, no case. The suspect went free.” Tom sat back, crossed his arms, and waited. “Is there anything about this that reminds you of your dealings with the organization?”


			Rob read each note and studied every photo for several minutes. “Except for the witness, each victim appears to be an important official or community member.”


			“Keep going.”


			Rob started regrouping the photos by the occupations listed at the bottom of the images. “These four were politicians, three had connections to law enforcement, and two were trial witnesses. The rest were executives in companies. Do we know anything about those companies?”


			Tom grabbed the envelope, took out a sheet of paper, and gave it to him.


			“One was chairman of a steel manufacturing plant out of Beaumont. Another owned a food processing plant,” Rob said, studying the sheet of paper. He glanced at Tom. “You seem to know about the victims. What can you tell me about these men in the drawings? It appears all are Hispanic, but I don’t see any information on them.”


			“That’s because we don’t have any. Take the men in the drawing out of the equation and see what links the other killings.”


			Rob hovered over the table for several minutes. “The witness and district attorney killings make me think there are some crime boss connections. Their murders could be political or lead to control of some outcome, but I’m not sure what the food processing plant or the steel manufacturing executives have to do with the rest.” Rob hesitated a moment. “We need to look at who would benefit most from their deaths.”


			Tom raised a finger and pointed it at Rob. “Now you’re thinking.”


			“Thinking what? I don’t understand where you’re going with this.”


			“Kid, all of the murders of the witnesses, officials, and businessmen were done by amateurs.”


			“Amateurs? How did you come to that conclusion?”


			“The killings were sloppy. There was evidence left all over the place, not to mention witnesses. And that’s not all.” He gathered the images and cards and slid them into the manila envelope, then took newspaper clippings from his jacket pocket and spread them on the table. “Take a look at these.”


			Rob read each clipping. “These people were killed almost two years before the other ones you showed me.”


			“Right. Now, look at the articles I clipped to the back.”


			Rob turned them over and started to read. “The same number of men were killed a few days later.”


			“That’s right. The same MO as the first group you saw, and every person on the attached list of killings was Mexican. They were found within miles of the murders, each with a single shot to the back of the head.”


			“So, you think all these deaths are connected?”


			“I do, and there have been two more scenarios like these dating back to 1964. What does it sound like to you?”


			“Nothing I see here would benefit Diego Martínez or the organization. These look like Mafia killings.”


			“True. And if the men killed were white, black, or Chinese, I would agree this has nothing to do with the organization. But all of them were Mexican. I think that’s the connection to the organization.”


			“Is there any way to get information on those men from Mexico?”


			“I’ve tried, but it’s almost impossible to get that side of the border to share any information. No one is willing to talk to us.”


			“Maybe they aren’t Mexican. They could be from Colombia.”


			“Why would you say that?”


			“Don’t you remember when I was debriefed? Diego Martínez is from Colombia, not Mexico.”


			“I don’t have your memory, Kid. I’ll look into that.”


			Rob returned to the clippings. “If this has happened two times before, it could happen again.”


			“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Tom gathered everything from the table and placed it in the envelope.


			“If this is all you have to go on, how are you going to stop it?”


			“I had hoped these images might stimulate a memory that could help me.”


			“Sorry,” Rob said, sighing. “I just don’t see anything here that connects these killings to the organization. But now that it’s locked in my brain, I’ll keep working on it. If I come up with something, I’ll tell you the next time you call.”


			Tom shook his head. “We can’t discuss any of this over the phone. The Bureau records all of your phone conversations. Any information you have, we discuss in person.”


			Rob’s brows raised. “Are you saying our phone is tapped?”


			“It is. It’s done to protect you.”


			Rob got to his feet. “Is our home bugged too?”


			“Of course not,” Tom said, rising from his chair. “Everything said or done inside your home is private. Tapping your phone is one way the Bureau is keeping you and your family safe.”


			“I appreciate that, but staying confined like this takes its toll.”


			“I understand. Hopefully we will capture the leaders of the organization soon, and you can get back to a normal life.”


			“That won’t be possible until the drug organization is destroyed and these people are in prison for the rest of their lives.”


			“That’s the plan, Kid. Time for me to go.” Tom went to the door, and Rob followed. “Don’t let Sarah grow up before I get back.”


			“I’ll do my best. You be careful out there.”


			Rob watched him drive away before closing his door. He stood looking at the confines of their small apartment and his heart ached. Wanda had almost been killed, and now she and their daughter were forced to live in the middle of nowhere to keep them safe. He had to find a way to change that, but how? He couldn’t risk the drug organization finding them.


			









Chapter Four


			New Orleans


			Caroline Broussard waved at the guard as she entered the Crescent City Concrete plant. She drove to the main office building, went up to the second floor, and was greeted by her secretary.


			“Good morning, Miss Caroline.”


			“Good morning, Abigail. Has the bill for the satellite plant’s backup generators come in?”


			The secretary picked up a folder from her desk and followed Caroline into her office. “It came in this morning. The first payment is due on the fifteenth.”


			Caroline settled into her chair. “The fifteenth? That wasn’t the agreement.” She put her handbag in the bottom drawer of her desk. “I specifically told them to make it the first of the month. Get them on the phone. I need to straighten this out.” Her assistant didn’t move. “What is it, Abigail?”


			She handed Caroline the folder.


			“Here are the final invoices for the new site and the payroll figures you requested for the new employees at that location.”


			Caroline looked over the pages. “Looks like it’s going to be tight around here until we win that contract.”


			“I pray that happens, Miss Caroline.”


			“So do I, Abigail. We need all the help we can get.”


			“I also made a copy for Mr. Broussard.”


			“Jack won’t be in today. He’s meeting with the governor, mayor, and several other business owners to try to set up some type of provision for government assistance for businesses in case another storm like Betsy hits us.”


			“Dear God.” Abigail crossed herself. “If that happens, there may be nothing left to rebuild.”


			“We hope it won’t, but Jack is trying to get something in place in case it does. Oh, there’s one more thing. Jack asked me to arrange a meeting with our division managers tomorrow morning in the conference room. Tell them he is requesting suggestions on how to cut expenses in each department. We’re going to need it so we can cover the new expansion.”


			Abigail hesitated for a moment. “I hope this doesn’t mean we will lay people off.”


			“We are a long way from that. This new plant has strained our cash flow, but it’s temporary. Stop worrying. We’re going to be fine.”


			“I hope so. I’ll make the calls and set up the meeting.”


			As her assistant left, a man wearing a company shirt walked in with a hard hat under his arm.


			“Sorry to bother you, Miss Caroline. I need to speak with Mr. Broussard.”


			“Jack’s out of town, Mark. What is it?”


			“I just got word that the batch control panel on number Three West Seven unit was vandalized.”


			“Vandalized? How bad is it?”


			“It looks like someone took a sledgehammer to it.”


			Caroline jumped to her feet. “Dear Lord. Do we know who did it?”


			“No, ma’am. It happened either late last night or early this morning.”


			“Did anyone from the night crew see anything?”


			“I just left the guard station, and he said there was a note from the night guard that a couple of guys stumbled up to the front gate last night and tried to get in. He had to call in some of the men to help run them off. Even with the extra guys, it took a while to get rid of them.”


			“Those men could have been sent to distract him. Have your men check the surrounding fences to see if they were cut.”


			“Yes, ma’am. I’ll get every inch of our fencing checked.”


			“Have you notified the plant manager?”


			“No, ma’am. When I saw what happened, I came here to report it.”


			“You get our fences inspected. I’ll call the plant manager, and I will inform Jack when he’s out of the meeting with the governor.”


			“Yes, ma’am.” He rushed out the door.


			Caroline picked up her phone and dialed the plant manager’s office. “David, I need you to check all the panels on the lot. The number Three West Seven panel was vandalized last night.”


			She hung up the phone, closed her eyes, and sat in her chair. This is the last thing we need right now, she thought. Without that unit, our production level is cut by a third.


			It was late evening when Caroline looked up and saw her husband walk in. “Can it be repaired?” she asked.


			“Too soon to tell. The technician is working on it. Until it’s fixed, that plant section is down.”


			“I know. What are we going to do?”


			“Replacing the entire panel may be more cost-effective than waiting for it to be repaired.”


			“Jack.” She sighed. “That would cost thousands. I’ve spent all day cutting every expenditure I could to cover the bill on our expansion.”


			“Sweetheart, this is the proverbial chicken or egg dilemma.” Jack sat on the edge of her desk. “We’ve got to get that section up and running as quickly as possible.”


			“True, except either outcome will cost us more than we can handle now.” She leaned back in her chair and shook her head. “When will the technician have an answer?”


			“He said he should know by morning.” Jack went to her and lifted her chin. “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it, honey.”


			She touched his face. “I know, but the timing is horrible. We need this plant running to full capacity before submitting our bid to the Levee Board.”


			“Let me worry about the plant. You do your magic and keep the bills paid.”


			“I’m afraid I’m almost out of fairy dust.”


			“You’re as brilliant as you are beautiful, Caroline. You’ll figure it out.”


			“I couldn’t do this without you.”


			“Oh, I know.” Jack kissed her on the forehead. “But it’s nice to hear you say it.”


			She gave him a little shove. “Go fix that panel.”


			“And you get to work winning that contract. Remember what Papa said.”


			“How could I forget? Making concrete takes sand, money, and fortitude. Run out of one of the three, and you’re out of business.”


			“Right, and fortitude is your middle name,” Jack said with a grin.


			*    *    *


			Arizona


			Rob opened the door to their apartment, breathing heavily and soaked with sweat.


			“How many rounds did you do this time?” Wanda asked as she put Sarah in her playpen.


			“Two.”


			“Two times around the whole complex?”


			“Yes,” he said between gasps. “I need something to drink.”


			Wanda followed him into the kitchen. “Stand back. I’ll get you some water. I don’t want you touching anything except a glass.”


			Rob gulped down the whole glass of water and handed it to her to refill. “I sure wish this place had a working swimming pool.”


			“I’m sure you do. Swimming has always been your stress relief.”


			“Swimming was much more than that. It cleared my head from all the clutter of memories,” he said. “At least momentarily.”


			“I wish I could. I still have nightmares of us being found again.”


			“Apparently, you aren’t the only one.”


			“What are you talking about?”


			“As I circled the complex, I noticed twice the number of guards than I’ve seen before.”


			Wanda pressed her hand to her chest. “Do you think they know we’re here?”


			Rob took hold of her shoulders and looked into her troubled eyes. “Wanda, if there was a problem, Tom would have told us.” The words were barely out of his mouth when the phone rang. He looked at Wanda again before answering it.


			“I’m in Phoenix, Kid. I’ll be there in about an hour.”


			“Has something happened?”


			“We’ll discuss it when I arrive.” The call ended.


			Wanda went to Rob as he hung up the phone. “Was that Tom?”


			“He’s on his way here from the airport. Why don’t you make some iced tea while I jump into the shower? It’s hot out there.” He saw her chewing her bottom lip and knew she was worried. “Sweetheart, if there was a problem, Tom would have told us. I’m sure we’re fine.”


			She exhaled. “All right. I’ll make tea, but I’m packing some of our things in case.”


			He kissed her on the forehead and went to shower. After he dressed, he took Sarah from her playpen just as Wanda answered the phone in the kitchen.


			“Thank you,” Wanda said as Rob came up to her. “That was the gate guard. Tom’s on his way in.” She took Sarah and followed him to the door.


			As they waited, Rob noticed her chewing her lip again. “If you don’t stop, you won’t have lips left to kiss.”


			A brief smile crossed her lips just as they heard a knock.


			“It’s good to see you, Tom. Come in.”


			Tom removed his hat. “Nice to see you, Wanda. How’s this little lady?”


			“Do they know we’re here?” Wanda blurted out. “Rob saw a lot more guards around the post.”


			Tom glanced from her to Rob, then back to Wanda. “Everything is fine, Wanda. I requested more security so you would feel safer.”


			“You would tell us if we weren’t, wouldn’t you?”


			“Of course I would.” Tom reached over and tickled Sarah on the cheek. “I would never let anyone near her or either of you.”


			Sarah reached for Tom, and he took her willingly.


			“I brought you something, little lady.” Tom reached into his pocket and presented Sarah with a toy giraffe. She took it and hugged it to her body.


			“That’s so sweet of you.” Wanda paused a moment. “I’m sorry for attacking you.”


			“I understand completely. May I borrow your husband for a while?”


			“Of course you can. It’s time I put this little girl down for a nap.” Wanda took Sarah and went into the other room.


			“Let’s go to the training area, Kid.”


			The men walked across the complex to the row of buildings where the mock office was used for training and sat in chairs facing one another.


			“Sorry about that, Tom. I shouldn’t have told Wanda about the extra guards.”


			“Don’t worry about it. Wanda has every right to be concerned.”


			“Are you here because of the information you showed me on your last visit?”


			“I am. I did more digging and found nothing to connect the murders to Pascal or the drug organization, so I decided to turn my focus to the Hispanic men and see if I could find out who they were.”


			“How? The FBI has no jurisdiction in Mexico.”


			“We don’t, but I know someone who does. I contacted this person two weeks ago and just got word he thinks he has something. He wants us to come and check it out.”


			“Tom, I can’t go to Mexico. Someone from the organization will recognize me.”


			“I won’t let that happen.”


			“You can’t guarantee that, and I’m not leaving my family.”


			“I need you, Kid. That’s the reason I increased the number of guards.”


			“I appreciate that, but this is a large compound. There’s no way to guard every inch of this place.”


			“That’s why I’m also bringing in four of the best agents I’ve worked with to stay with your family until we return.”


			“If the Bureau finds out, we will be kicked out of the program.”


			“They aren’t going to know. These are retired agents. They won’t say a word. Kid, I promise you. Your family will be in good hands.”


			“We were in good hands at the safe house when we were found, and those agents were killed.”


			“Yes, but there wasn’t this level of protection. I can assure you, Kid. No one is getting near your family.”


			“What happens to us if the Bureau discovers I’ve left the country?”


			“Listen, I understand your concern. And I just saw how afraid Wanda is of being found. But the only way to ensure she and your baby are safe is to end this organization and imprison everyone involved. I’m convinced the only way that will happen is with your help. When it does, you won’t need the FBI’s protection, and you can give Sarah and Wanda a normal life.”


			Rob sat looking at him for a time before he answered. “What do you need me to do?”


			“You know more about these people and their business methods than anyone. I want you with me if we see or hear anything that connects these murders to the organization. Once we’re done, I’ll get you home before the Bureau knows we’re gone.”


			“And if we’re discovered, what happens to my family?”


			“I’ll make sure they’re taken care of. Nothing’s going to happen.”


			Rob paused, then nodded. “How long before we go?”


			Tom checked his watch. “Three hours.”


			“Three hours?”


			“Timing is crucial.”


			“I need to talk to Wanda about this.”


			“Then I suggest you get to it. I’ll stay here and wait for my men.”


			Rob was deep in thought as he walked home from the training complex. He desperately wanted to end this. But even though he knew this was the safest place his family could be, the thought of leaving Wanda and Sarah terrified him.


			When he got to his door, he took a deep breath and entered his apartment. He found Wanda, sat her down, and told her the reason for Tom’s visit.


			“Rob, this is insane. What if someone recognizes you? Is Tom trying to get you killed?”


			“He assures me that won’t happen.”


			“What about Sarah and me?”


			“He’s bringing in four agents whose sole job is to keep you and Sarah safe while I’m away.”


			Wanda took their daughter from her playpen and started to pace. Rob gave her time to process the information and didn’t speak. After several minutes, she stopped and looked at him.


			“Was this the reason for all that training you did?”


			“I wanted to be able to protect us if we were found.”


			“Does he expect you will use it on this trip?”


			“Probably not. Tom needs my knowledge of the organization to help him solve a case. I’m only there to observe.”


			“Just observe?”


			“That’s what he said.”


			“If observing helps end this madness, then I guess I agree. I don’t want Sarah to spend all of her life behind these fences.”


			Rob went to her and wrapped his arms around her and their daughter. “Neither do I, sweetheart. This isn’t the life I want for either of you. Sarah will need friends her age to play with. Not FBI agents. That’s why I’m willing to go.”


			“You’re right. I love you, Rob.”


			He kissed her. “And I love you.”


			“When do you leave?”


			“In less than three hours.”


			She stood looking at him, then forced her lips into a smile. “Then we’d better get you packed.”


			A few hours later, Rob was putting Sarah down for a nap when Wanda entered the room.


			“Tom’s waiting for you at the door.”


			Rob kissed Sarah’s cheek, then took Wanda in his arms and held her. “This may be the last kiss I get for a while.”
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