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            I WANT TO HUG MY MOMMA ONE MORE TIME!

          

        

      

    

    
      A branch slammed into her forehead, and briars embedded into her soft skin. She smelled the fear rising from the pores in her body as she crashed through the swamp, her tear-filled eyes unable to focus in the dark of the moon. Splashing across the logs and the downed limbs, the dread of being caught and returned to the life of the last few weeks drove her forward through the unseen night. Her feet and legs, bleeding and aching from the unseen obstacles she tripped over in her dire attempt to escape, barely kept her teetering on the shaky path of escape. The pain, however, was nothing compared to the abasement and torture she had endured.

      She looked over her shoulder, unable to control the terror of what she might find on her trail, but saw no better in that direction than in front of her. Her mind froze with fear, and she was unsure if the mental numbness was from sheer panic or from the drugs they had given her to keep her sedated.

      Why me, Lord? If you let me get home, I will never lie to Momma again! I will never go to the park to smoke cigarettes with my friends. I'll even clean up my room! Just let me get home, Lord! I want to hug my momma one more time!

      Tears flowed from her swollen eyes and clouded her limited vision even more. Her forehead hit squarely on the low-hanging limb of a giant live oak tree, opening a gash and dropping her to the ground in a mindless puddle. Her instincts propelled her forward slowly on hands and knees.

      She heard them coming from behind. The young girl felt her way forward until she reached an unusual tree. Heavy roots lifted it out of the water like umbrella ribs. The girl's slim body barely squeezed between two of them. The pursuing men passed her unseen among the natural cover. She stood in knee-deep water under the God-given sanctuary for a long time after they passed.

      When the girl could no longer hear them, she waded from beneath the hiding place. Direction meant nothing to her in the dark. Every way she turned looked the same; murky water filled with green algae. It wasn't the water that bothered her. The venomous cottonmouths lurking beneath its surface could kill her in a matter of seconds, but she had no choice.

      The youngster used the last ounce of strength in her small body and mind to trudge through the swamp. She ached all over. It was no use continuing. Better to die in this hell-hole rather than get captured. The world around her opened up, and she found herself free of the foreboding darkness of the forest floor.

      A road! I made it to a road! Thank you, Lord! I made it to a road!

      A deep calm encompassed her entire body, and the first tiny smile she could remember in a long time surfaced on her bruised lips. Too late! She cringed and curled into a ball as the blinding light grew closer and closer until it seemed to engulf her. She had no energy or the will to move. As it passed over her, the young girl felt as if heaven had closed about her.
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            MARY ALICE, YOU'D BETTER COME SEE THIS!

          

        

      

    

    
      "I think they cook fish bellies for the buffet instead of filets. They're tougher than a left-over Tuesday two-dollar steak that you get around to eating on Thursday. They don't taste like the fish you get on the dinner platter. I don't even think it's catfish, and I betcha it's gar," said Roy after treating his bride of thirty-nine years, Mary Alice, to a night out at the local Katfish Hut. They headed over Burned Down Road, a winding gravel path through some of the thickest backwoods in southern Mississippi. Their little farm sat only eight miles out of Evergreen, but it usually took them over twenty-five minutes to make the trip.

      "Well, you should know. You ate enough of them to fill a wheelbarrow. I figured they were going to have to go out and re-bait the lines," Mary Alice replied.

      "Well, I'm fuller than a bloated tick on a bloodhound. You may have to rub my belly when we get to the house."

      "You used to ask me to rub more than your belly." A playful smile crossed her face.

      "I never said you had to stop at the belly, but that's a good place to start."

      He returned her smile and gazed over at her. The 'THAWP' of the undercarriage on his old pickup truck quickly brought his attention back to the present.

      "What in the world was that?" she blurted.

      "I don't know," he replied with a dark frown covering his face. He firmly gripped the steering wheel as he brought the old pickup to a stop. "I was looking at you. Hope it wadn't somebody's hunting dog. Gotta get out and see what we ran over."

      Roy grabbed his flashlight and reluctantly climbed down from the cab of the old pickup. His pace slowed as he tried to reconcile what had happened. He knew there were lots of folks who still ran deer dogs out in these woods, and he knew how much they prized them. He paused at the rear of the truck bed as he tried to decide if he should leave the dog or take it back to its owner and offer to pay for it. Mulling this dilemma, he shuffled forward behind the bright beam, his trembling hands unable to keep the flashlight steady. When the ray focused on the mound in the center of the gravel road, Roy's eyes widened, and his mouth dried up instantly.

      "Mary Alice, you'd better come see this!" he hollered.

      When she got to the back of the truck bed, her legs turned to jelly, and she almost fainted. Nausea swept the very depths of her soul, only to manifest itself in the pit of her stomach when she collapsed to her knees. Mary Alice grabbed the rear bumper and pulled herself back to her feet. She clutched her stomach, trying to quell the uneasiness.

      There, in the middle of the road, lay a young girl without a stitch of clothes on.

      While she stared at the small heap in the middle of the road, Roy kneeled beside the body, which couldn't have weighed more than seventy pounds. To his astonishment, he felt life in the diminutive figure when he checked for a pulse. He saw her little chest barely move. Sweat poured from his forehead as he took off his coat and covered the little girl.

      "Is she dead?" Mary Alice barely uttered the words with nausea still gripping her.

      "She's still alive!" he yelled.

      "Are you sure?" Some hope returned to her voice.

      "Yep, but she can't be over ten years old. She's in really awful shape."

      Mary Alice regained her composure and kneeled beside Roy and the girl. She ran her hands up and down the girl's legs and arms.

      "She doesn't seem to have any broken bones, at least from what I can feel. The truck might have been high enough that it didn't hit her too hard. Do you think we should move her or try to get an ambulance out here?"

      "I don't believe we have a choice, Mary Alice. She won't make it if we don't get her to the hospital. There's not enough time for us to get to a phone and get an ambulance to find its way out here." Sweat dripped down his face.

      "I told you we needed to get cell phones, didn't I?"

      Roy grimaced, not wanting to rekindle the old argument between them at a time like this. He gingerly lifted the diminutive figure in his arms and shuffled back to the truck cab.

      Mary Alice, running faster than she had in years, climbed into the old cab, and took the little bundle from Roy's arms, wrapping her in the shawl that had been around her shoulders on this cool night.

      "How long will it take to get her to the emergency room?" Her high-pitched voice gave evidence that her composure hadn't fully returned. Mary Alice gripped the girl tightly, not wanting her to feel any more pain as the old truck bounced down the gravel road.

      "I don't know!" he replied, as he took out a handkerchief to wipe his brow. "We can take the old logging road and save time if we don't get bogged down."

      "Do you think we should chance it?" Mary Alice was never in favor of taking a risk, and the frown on her forehead showed she wasn't in favor of it this night.

      Roy's grip on the steering wheel tightened as he confronted his indecision. As he approached the logging road, he clenched his jaw and jerked the wheel. "We don't have a choice, Mary Alice."
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            I'M NOT TAKING THE BLAME FOR THIS ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Just as he turned off Burned Down Road and onto the old, rutted logging road, a large, black F250 crested the ridge. Inside the Ford, the two men grew tense.

      "If we don't find this girl, we're dead," one said.

      The other man quickly responded.

      "You got a frog in your pocket? Don't include me in that we. I'm trying to help you find her. You were the one who couldn't control yourself and let her get away. I'm not taking the blame for this one, Buddy. You're gonna face the firing squad on this deal by yourself."

      After reaching the end of Burned Down Road without spotting the girl, the first man fidgeted in his seat and ran his hand through his hair time and time again.

      "That won't help," the second man observed. "Rubbing yourself bald won't keep them from killing you."

      "Do you think they'll go that far?"

      "I don't know. They're gonna find us no matter where we go."

      "But we could go to Mexico. They won't think to look for us down there," the first man replied.

      "Buddy, you're as good as dead. I ain't gonna join you. If you want to get out and start walking, be my guest. Just remember, when they catch you, I tried to talk you out of it."

      The first man couldn't control his trembling body. He peered into the dark swamp beside the road. Perhaps he should take his chances with the perils of the eerie bog. His future had died with the disappearance of the girl. But he had never been brave. If he went back to the lodge, he could live for a few more hours.

      "All right," he sighed. "Let's go back and send in the report."

      They turned around and headed back to relay the bad news.
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            WE'RE ONLY GOING TO SEND YOU ON THIS CASE

          

        

      

    

    
      With his eyes blankly staring at his desktop monitor, Wade Dalton daydreamed about the day he would finally go into the field. In the three months since he had arrived in New Orleans as a new field agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the young man had yet to accompany a senior agent on any case. His supervisor, Andy Netterville, handed him a pile of handwritten notes every day and told him to input them into the standard report forms for which the agency was famous. Wade muttered under his breath with each new pile of data. To him, this seemed more like a job for a stenographer than someone who had graduated in Criminal Law from LSU and endured some of the most rigorous training imaginable at Quantico. He looked up as the door opened, and Andy held another pile of field reports.

      "Andy, do you have a minute?" Wade asked.

      "Sure. What's on your mind?"

      "I'm starting to feel like the proverbial mushroom here. You know, all the excrement and none of the sunshine. I could do this assignment with six weeks of typing classes at the vo-tech school."

      "Relax, soldier. There'll be plenty of time for action. This is part of the process to ensure you're ready for field duty."

      "So part of the process is getting dumped on day after day until I go completely bonkers?"

      "Going into the field is serious business. I know it looks a lot more exciting than what you're doing now, but reviewing these field reports is the best way to show you how different agents handle various scenarios when they encounter them."

      "I understand that, but eventually, I'll have to face the situations myself to know how to react. Watching people drive cars around New Orleans won't qualify me to race in the Indy 500."

      "No, but it might qualify you for the bumper car championship the way people around here drive."

      Wade smiled, but got serious again, his steady gaze focusing on his supervisor.

      "How long does the mushroom treatment last, Andy? Are all the agents subjected to this?"

      "Just the new ones," Andy laughed.

      "Well, I don't remember the recruiting officer mentioning this to me when he told me about the thrilling career I would have with the agency."

      "Just keep your pants on and hang in there. I'll speak to Thomas."

      Thomas Frey was the area director for the southeast zone.

      "Okay, Andy. I don't mean to complain, but at some point, I need to do something other than improve my typing skills."

      Andy laughed and exited Wade's office. Wade leaned back in his chair, feeling the tension in his shoulders that exposed his anxiety about possibly overplaying his hand with Andy. Despite the reassurance from his supervisor, he couldn't help but grimace as he faced the latest pile of field reports that covered his desk.

      He was still staring at the pile when the shrill ring of the desk phone startled him, making him jump in his chair.

      "Andy here. Bring your case book to the conference room."

      "Yes, sir! I'll be right there." Wade couldn't hide the excitement in his voice.

      His feet barely hit the floor as he almost skipped to the conference room. His mind was overloaded, searching for the right protocol questions to ask when faced with a new case. He wondered who the senior agent would be and what type of case he would have. With these thoughts racing through his mind, Wade swung the door open, stepped into the room, and froze.

      There, he saw not only Andy, but also Thomas Frey seated at the table. The corners of his mouth contracted, and the conversation he had been planning on the brief trip from his desk died on his lips. He stammered, his mouth opening and closing, with nothing coming out.

      "Please. Have a seat," Director Frey said with a slight smile.

      "Thank you, sir." Wade clumsily plopped into a chair on the opposite side of the table.

      Andy spoke first. "Wade, we have a situation that we'd like you to look into. They found a girl last night in Evergreen, Mississippi, right across the lake. She matches the approximate age and description of one who was reported missing from Metairie a couple of months ago."

      "Wouldn't this be a case for the local authorities?" Wade asked.

      Andy handed the file to Wade.

      "It would be, but if she's the missing person, someone took her across state lines from Louisiana into Mississippi. If so, we need to find out how she was transported and by whom."

      "We don't want to make a big deal of our presence there. Just go in, gather the facts, and get back to Andy. We should have the dental and DNA results by the time you get back. We're only going to send you on this case. It should be a good one for you to get your feet wet."

      Wade tried to glance through the file and listen to Andy and Thomas at the same time.

      "Your contact is the local sheriff, an old fellow named Sam Cates. I met him a few years back at some seminar on the Gulf Coast. He's a crusty old bastard, but you'll get along with him, I'm sure."

      Wade took the statement from Andy as an instruction to get along with the old sheriff and keep the agency's reputation intact. He almost stumbled, rising from his chair, and had trouble forming his words.

      "I want to thank, uh… both of you. I'll try to make you and the agency proud."
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            WHY IN THE HELL IS A PRIEST WEARING COWBOY BOOTS, EVEN IN SOUTH MISSISSIPPI?

          

        

      

    

    
      Wade returned to his office and quickly examined the contents of the file. The Metairie Police Department had handled the missing person's report on Michelle Thibodeaux but had done very little follow-up work. They had met with the single mother of the nine-year-old girl. Michelle had simply vanished while playing with some of her friends after school at the local park on a Thursday afternoon. She had been under the watch of her thirteen-year-old sister, but the older girl got distracted by constant text messages from her boyfriend and had wandered away from Michelle. The police department tried to locate Michelle's father but was unsuccessful.

      On the drive across the Twin Span over Lake Pontchartrain, heading through Slidell to Mississippi, Wade wondered if this was a test for a rookie or if the senior agents had turned down the case. The assignment seemed to consist merely of an interview with the victim's mother and confirmation of a hospital report.

      I'll be back in New Orleans tomorrow with this case wrapped up.

      Wade made the ninety-minute trip in about seventy-five minutes without realizing how anxious he was about finally getting a case. Not only was he involved, but it was also his case, no matter how simple or how limited the information in the file had been. According to the reports in the file, a motorist hit a girl on a country road, and a different vehicle transported her to Evergreen Memorial, the only hospital for miles. She hadn't regained consciousness when the report came in, but the injuries, although gruesome, didn't seem lethal. The hospital records indicated a pattern of sexual abuse over time and fresh bruises and cuts, mainly on her lower extremities.

      Hopefully, when I get to Evergreen, the girl will be awake and make it easy to fill in all the missing details about the two absent months. For Michelle's mother, it'll be a great present to get her back in time for the holidays.

      Pulling into the hospital parking lot, Wade couldn't keep the smile off his face.

      The beautiful morning had developed into a warm noon when Wade pushed through the revolving front door of the hospital. He held cautious optimism about returning the girl to her mother as he entered the lobby. If this was indeed Michelle.

      It'll be good for my career to start out with a successful case, but Andy and Thomas might not consider it a success unless I find out who took her. Maybe it's not Michelle at all. Perhaps it's another young girl around her age.

      "Good morning," Wade said to the elderly woman sitting at the information desk.

      She looked up and cheerfully returned his greeting.

      "Good morning, sir. How can I help you?"

      "I'm Wade Dalton with the FBI."

      He proudly flashed his badge for the first time on a case.

      The woman seemed less impressed than he had hoped. "Yes, sir. May I help you?"

      Wade shrugged.

      "Yes, ma'am. I'm looking for the young girl brought to the hospital last night who was found outside of town. I'm not sure what name you have assigned to her."

      "We used the last name of the couple who brought her in, Stevens. We didn't use a first name."

      "Yes, ma'am. Can you tell me what room she's in?" Wade impatiently shuffled his feet.

      After finding out the girl was in Room 329, Wade anxiously paced as he waited for the elevator. When he reached the third floor, he stopped outside the room, searching for the local law enforcement he assumed would be posted by the door. He checked the note he made at the nurse's station and rechecked the number on the hospital door.

      Maybe the old sheriff has someone inside the room watching her, or maybe this is how it's done in a small town.

      When he pushed the door open, Wade again stopped when he saw not one but two men wearing the traditional white collars and black robes of the clergy. Someone had placed a vase full of yellow roses on the small wooden table sitting between the bed and a brown recliner that could be converted to a sleeper. One man stood beside the bed with his back to the door, while the other stood at the foot of the bed. The priest at the foot of the bed turned and walked slowly to the other side of the room, where he picked up a Bible. Wade silently inched to the side of the bed toward the first priest, who had his head lowered, mumbling low, saying what Wade assumed to be a prayer over the little figure under the blankets.

      Wade fidgeted, more than a little uncomfortable. His parents had brought him up as a Baptist, and he wasn't sure about the idiosyncrasies and formal rites of the other denominations within the Christian religion. He waited for a few seconds, not wanting to interrupt something sacred. This unease compelled him to look down at the floor as he approached.

      "Pardon me," he finally said as he sidled next to the priest. "Is she okay?"

      Still looking down at the floor, he noticed the priest wore silver-tipped cowboy boots.

      Why in the hell is a priest wearing cowboy boots, even in south Mississippi?

      As Wade turned toward the priest and lifted his gaze, he saw the syringe in the priest's hand. Taken by surprise, he managed, Hey, before his world went black.
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            HOW OLD DO ANGELS GET, ANYWAY?

          

        

      

    

    
      Wade couldn't shake the cobwebs out of his head. He imagined an angel looking right into his face, but he couldn't hear what she said. She was the prettiest angel he had ever seen, even prettier than in the pictures in his mother's old Bible. The angel seemed so real he wanted to reach out and touch her, but his body and brain weren't working together. Finally, he heard her voice.

      Boy, she sounds young. How old do angels get, anyway? Do they age like us?

      His thoughts scrambled, unable to coalesce.

      "Hey, Agent Dalton! Are you going to wake up?"

      Through his cloudy vision, he could barely see the face that went with the voice.

      She's an angel. No, she isn't an angel, but a live young lady. She could be a model or a movie star with a face like that. Her blue eyes sparkled, and her shoulder-length hair was pure blonde. Why is she yelling at me?

      "I don't think he's all together yet," the young lady said to someone behind her. "Are you sure they didn't crack his skull?"

      "Nope, dented it a bunch," came a gruff reply from behind.

      "They sure don't make the feds as tough as they used to," continued the gruff voice. "Them guys used to get shot six or seven times and stabbed until they looked like Swiss cheese. They'd put a Band-Aid over the holes and go out and kick some serious ass. Now, they crack a fingernail and declare it a national disaster."

      "C'mon, Gus. How often have you had your head bashed in?"

      Wade liked her already.

      "Hell, I've been shot at, hit with a baseball bat, run over by a tractor, and kicked in the nuts. And that was what my first wife did to me while we dated. I'm not gonna tell you what she did to me after we got married!"

      "And you married her? Did you ever think to have her arrested?"

      "Nope, that was all foreplay. Got me all worked up, too." Gus grinned. "Thought she was prettier than a speckled pup under a wagon wheel. After we got married, she met this lawyer, and she turned into a blasted cur."

      "Gus, you're horrible. Look, he's coming around."

      When Wade finally got his eyes to cooperate and send images to his brain, he saw the young lady wearing a uniform. He also saw a nurse dressed in green hospital scrubs and an old unshaven guy behind her in a deputy's uniform, the same as the lady had on.

      Uniform?

      He saw the star on the angel's chest.

      She's a cop! Why didn't I notice that before? How could they hire someone so young?

      He struggled to speak. The words got stuck somewhere in the vast chasm between his brain and mouth.

      "I need to see Sam Cates," he finally managed.

      He thought he heard. "I'm Sam."

      He faded back into the comfort of a black world. When Wade opened his eyes again, only the nurse stood by the bed.

      "Did you have a good rest?" she asked.

      "Yes. Seemed like it was a little forced on me, though. How long have I been out?"

      "About three hours. Whoever hit you didn't play around. I'm supposed to call the sheriff when you wake up. Can I get you anything?"

      "Yeah, a new head. Mine feels like a mad mule stomped on it."
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            THERE SHE WAS! THE SENSUOUS MOVEMENTS OF HER SLIGHT BODY AROUSED HIM BEYOND ANYTHING HE COULD HAVE IMAGINED!

          

        

      

    

    
      When the door to his hospital room swung open, Wade looked up with anticipation, hoping to see the angel he had dreamed about. In the thirty minutes since he awakened, he wondered if she was as pretty as she appeared in his muddled state or if she was an illusion brought on by the bump on the head. Instead of the angel, the old, unshaven deputy came through the door.

      "Hello, pard. I'm Gus Deville, deputy sheriff here in Evergreen. How's the head?"

      "Not bad, if you don't mind a marching band going by the back of your eyelids every three seconds."

      Gus chuckled.

      "Just keep focused on the short skirts on them bouncing cheerleaders they always have at the front. That'll keep the tubas and drums from sounding so loud."

      Wade groaned as another wave of pain flooded his head. He hadn't gotten the two bottles of Advil he had asked for but had talked the nurse into some strong pain inhibitors. He wondered when they would start working.

      Gus got down to business.

      "The nurse found you in that little girl's hospital room. She was dead, and you were lying on the floor with a big knot on your head. Can you tell me what happened?"

      "I'm Wade Dalton. At least, I think I am." Wade tried to rub his head, but even this slight effort was too painful. "I'm with the FBI out of the New Orleans office. They assigned me to the Michelle Thibodeaux case."

      He took a breath before going on.

      "I came into the room about eleven thirty this morning, and two men dressed as priests were already there. One had his back to me, standing by the bed, and the other one turned away to get a Bible off the table. When I got to the side of the bed, I noticed a syringe in one guy's hand. That's the last thing I saw before I got slugged."

      "Were they Catholic, Lutheran, or Methodist? Don't guess they were wearing name tags, huh?" Gus laughed at his own joke.

      Wade tried to recall the details. Funny, with all his training and attention to detail, he didn't remember much about them. He reached into the depths of his memory.

      "I don't think they were priests at all. But they dressed like Catholics."

      "What do you remember about them?"

      "The one by the bed was about five foot ten, stocky, clean shaven, brown hair, kind of wavy, brown eyes, and wore cowboy boots. The other one was taller, about six foot two, leaner, probably not more than a hundred and seventy-five pounds, lighter brown hair, almost blonde, but not quite. He had a day's growth. Didn't shave this morning, I guess."

      "Not bad for a quick glance. You boys take some sort of special course in that?"

      "Thanks. It's part of our training." Wade shrugged. "What did they give the girl?"

      "Don't know for sure. Doc Havlen is running the tox screens right now. Should know more by morning. We found your ID and your file. We also found remnants of what looked like a field kit, but the rest of it was gone. Sam said it was okay for me to look through it since you were found in a dead girl's room here in Evergreen. We needed to know who you were and why you were here."

      There was a Sam, after all. He hadn't been dreaming. And Sam was a she!

      Gus continued.

      "Why would someone want to kill that little girl?"

      "Don't know. I got assigned to the case this morning. Don't even know for sure who she is."

      "Damn. I thought you guys knew everything." Gus laughed. "She's Michelle Thibodeaux, or she was. Got the call from some guy named Netterville at your office. Sounded like a damn prick to me. Oh yeah, give him a call when you get a chance. He didn't sound real excited about her getting killed while you were in the room. Asked us to make sure to leave that out of the public report. Back to the girl. She had been used and abused pretty terrible for a long time."

      "Is there a coroner's report out yet on the body? Or a tox analysis?"

      "Nope, not yet." Gus shook his unruly mop of hair.

      Wade touched his sore head but said nothing.

      "We don't get much of this up here. Since the hurricane, things haven't been the same. We got some of your thugs up here from New Orleans, and they're trying to do things like they did down there. We'd like to get 'em to go home. Probably some of them did this."

      "I don't think so. These two priests were Caucasians. About ninety-eight percent of the people you're talking about came out of the projects. The vast majority of them aren't Caucasian. Besides, dressing up as priests doesn't fit the profile for thugs from New Orleans, as you called them."

      "You're right. It's easier to blame somebody from somewhere else than to think it might be one of my good buddies from right here in Evergreen."

      "If a guy you know did this, he might be your buddy, but he's not good. How come there wasn't a deputy posted outside the door?"

      "We had one, but it was time for shift change. Takes about thirty minutes to get the boys back to the station and change out."

      Wade shook his head.

      "Why so long? How far is the sheriff's office from here?"

      "It's not far at all. But we have a shortage of cars. By the time the deputy on duty gets back to the station and cleans out the car, it's about thirty minutes before the next deputy gets back to the hospital."

      Wade thought about this for a few seconds, knowing there was a clue there.

      "How many people around here know when you change shifts?"

      Gus looked puzzled, glancing out of the window as if the answer would come from somewhere unknown to him.

      "Not too many. There's me, Sam, the other eight deputies … uh, their families, the hospital staff, the hospital staff's families, and about half of Evergreen … and their families."

      Wade couldn't help but chuckle despite the headache.

      "So much for narrowing down the suspect list."

      He put off the call to the agency until later.
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            WHAT DID I STUMBLE INTO?

          

        

      

    

    
      Wade woke the next morning with a dull throb. How hard did he get hit, anyway? He hoped to see Sam following up on the investigation when he opened his eyes, but much to his dismay, it was the one person he didn't want to see.

      "Hello, Andy. What brings you to Evergreen?"

      "Not funny, Wade. Frey's really pissed off about this. We send you out here, and the first thing you do is get somebody killed and lose your field kit in the process! How is this going to look to the media if they find out we lost a victim because we sent someone who wasn't up to the job? He's wondering if I trained you right and wondering what the agency's going to do to him."

      Wade knew everything in the agency was about image. It wouldn't matter if the FBI ever actually solved a case, but how it was perceived by the media and public was the bottom line. In the poor economy gripping the nation, every agency and bureau looked for money in the budget, and Congress was split between the fiscal conservatives and the tax-and-spend liberals who wrangled over every penny. Bad press already threatened the very existence of some agencies, including the FBI, the IRS, and the NSA. It wouldn't look good for this misstep to get leaked to the public. Andy was in Evergreen to keep the FBI's name out of the headlines on this story. It irked Wade that the agency was more concerned over a missing field kit than a dead girl.

      "Andy, I was only here for ten minutes before someone interrupted my investigation really painfully. I want to find out who it was and repay the favor!"

      Andy paced around the hospital room, seemingly forever, before replying.

      "Let me talk with Frey. You have a concussion right now. Just stay here until I get back to you. Don't talk to anybody, especially anyone from the press. And to clarify your role here, tell the locals you were following up on a girl's disappearance, nothing else. Are we clear?"

      Before he could form a response, Andy was gone. Wade lay back in the hospital bed, trying to put all of his thoughts in order.

      What did I stumble into? Is this the way they normally do things in the Bureau?

      He wished his mind would settle down and focus, but everything seemed jumbled. He drifted back into the hazy world of incoherent thoughts that included Sam Cates.

      Was she really real?

      When he awoke next, the haze had disappeared, replaced by a pounding in the back of his head. Surely, there was a crack in his skull somewhere. A nurse stood beside him and talked as though he could comprehend what she said. Finally, the words made sense.

      "And the doctor said you get out of here tomorrow if you can pass the tests. They aren't that bad. We'll do a CT scan, some blood work, and some comprehension tests. If you pass those, you should be on your way."

      "That's great, but right now, I'd settle for an aspirin."

      "We have some pain medicine in your IV. I'll increase the amount a little, and you'll be fine. It may make you a little sleepy, but that's okay. The more rest you get, the better you'll feel," the nurse replied.

      As the nurse played with the syringe on the IV, Wade put everything in order. He had shown up at the hospital expecting a routine missing person's case. Now, there was a murder, and he had seen the two people who were responsible. Sam Cates, who he imagined while driving up from New Orleans to be an old, grizzled town sheriff, was actually Sam Cates, an attractive young lady who looked like an angel. With that thought, the medication affected him. Wade again drifted off with his mind on the more pleasant thoughts of Sam Cates.
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            AND WHY IS THE FBI SO INTERESTED IN THIS GIRL?

          

        

      

    

    
      Evergreen Memorial released Wade the following morning. Arriving at his car, he found someone had gone through it. They had tried to be careful, but small things were out of place. The pack of gum faced to the right in the center console instead of the left. The floor mat had wrinkles on one side. Someone had definitely been looking for something, but he didn't have a clue who would want to search his car or what they sought.

      Andy had called and told him to wrap things up with the locals before coming back to New Orleans. Wade decided this meant a visit to the local sheriff's office. Besides, he wanted to see if his memory was real or if Sam Cates was a fantasy induced by a hard knock on his head.

      Wade drove to the small sheriff's office in a few minutes. Evergreen resembled the small town he had grown up in as a child. There were a few modern strip malls surrounding an outdated core of old buildings. Finding the office on Main Street didn't surprise him. He walked into the little brick building and went to the desk in the reception area where a blonde in her early thirties sat. She looked up at him and gave him a full examination from head to toe.

      Her eyes lingered on his.

      "You're cute. Are you married?"

      Wade wondered if she greeted everyone who walked in this way. While he stuttered and stared at the woman, Gus opened a door from the back.

      "Ginger," Gus said. "Leave this boy alone. You can't marry every guy who walks in here."

      "I don't need to marry every one of them, just one. Besides, one like him doesn't walk in here every day." Ginger smiled.

      Gus laughed and motioned for Wade to come to the back with him. They meandered down a small hallway to Gus's office. The most cluttered Wade had ever seen. Piles of papers covered his desk, and there was barely enough room to maneuver to a chair because of the open boxes strewn over the floor. The file cabinets overflowed, preventing the doors from closing. Gus plopped into a big reclining chair, and Wade took a seat in the wooden chair across from the desk.

      "Boy, let's go over your story one more time to make sure I've got everything down right."

      Wade told Gus the story again, recounting everything he remembered from the time he entered the hospital to the moment someone struck him on his head. He didn't mention the silver tips on the cowboy boots. Gus seemed to be a likable guy and honest enough, but Wade didn't know whom he could trust. He kept that information to himself until he could sort this out.

      Gus didn't interrupt his story until after Wade finished.

      "I have a couple of questions. Could you recognize these guys if you saw them again? Also, do you know of any reason they would want to kill the little girl?"

      Wade thought back.

      "I would definitely know the shorter, stockier one if I saw him. The other, the taller one, I probably would if I had the same angle, but maybe not. As far as the girl, the only things I know about her are in the file, which you guys have already looked through."

      Gus lifted his gaze but didn't deny they had pilfered through the file. Wade continued.

      "Why anyone would want to murder this girl would be conjecture, but I imagine they didn't want her to tell what had happened to her since she disappeared. To me, given what you told me at the hospital, the perpetrators could be locals and had her here in Evergreen against her will. That would rule out her father as a suspect."

      The door opened, and Sam Cates came in. She looked more angelic than Wade remembered. She couldn't have been over five feet tall, he guessed slightly over one hundred and twenty pounds, with everything in the right place. Her silky-smooth complexion and bright blue eyes were as beautiful as any he had ever seen. When he realized he was staring at her, he dropped his gaze to the floor.

      "Good morning."

      Her voice was as feminine as her looks.

      He managed a muffled reply and knew he wasn't making a good first impression.

      Wait, this is my second meeting, so I'm not making a good second impression. Is this better or worse?

      He wasn't sure, but knew he had to get his act together quickly, or he wouldn't get a chance to make a third impression. He raised his head and was struck again by Sam's perfectly symmetrical form.

      Gus cleared his throat to break the uncomfortable silence.

      "We're going over the events to make sure we didn't miss anything. Would you care to join us?"

      "I would love to, if Agent Dalton doesn't mind."

      "Of course not, and please call me Wade, sheriff," he blurted.

      "Thank you. I will if you call me Sam."

      Gus sat back in his chair and grinned at the two of them. Wade guessed this wasn't the first time Gus had seen this reaction to Sam with other men, and he enjoyed it. Wade couldn't blame him but wished he could get his self-composure back.

      "I asked the Bureau if we could keep you for a couple of days to help with the investigation. They were hesitant, but a little gentle persuasion convinced them it was better than letting the world know their agent might have been involved in the death of a young girl."
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