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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Julie Bergeron peeked over the partition of the assigned cubicle. Her weak knees barely supported her. He was still there, just like he had been for the last thirty minutes. The man with a crew cut stood six feet tall, not an ounce of fat on his muscular body. He looked like a Marine, though the computer programmer figured he wasn't there to save the day—especially hers. The man blocked the path to the elevators.

      Julie was small. Some would describe her as petite. The talented young lady won battles with her mind, not her limited physical capabilities. It was time to instigate the backup plan she had developed over a long stretch of time. But as she peeked at the sturdy man, panic set in. Her eyes failed to focus on objects. The geek had trouble picking up the small package. Thank goodness the other one was already in place. Julie could not have managed to arrange for its placement under such scrutiny.

      Bending, the petite lady eased into the adjoining cubicle, carefully remaining below the partitions separating the open offices. The programmer placed the small package in her coworker's outbox before sneaking back into her own space.

      Julie stood, ensuring the man guarding the exit could see her. With him staring, she walked around the partitions to the hallway instead of toward the elevators she took every day. The stairs were located at the other end of the partitions. She saw the surprised man start toward her. Julie picked up the pace, but the man closed the distance between them.

      No more games! Julie ran to the stairwell, pushing open the door. She descended as fast as her short legs could carry her, two steps at a time. The programmer heard pounding feet behind her. She judged her pursuer to be one story behind her. Julie pressed forward; thankful she had maintained a rigorous fitness schedule.

      On the ground floor, Julie burst into the lobby. Another man, cut of the same cloth as the first, walked at a rapid pace toward her, his eyes fixed. The programmer turned and sprinted for the fire exit. It wasn't in her character to create a commotion, but she knew her very existence depended on getting away from these men.

      When Julie pushed open the fire door, alarms sounded. Loud alarms. They didn't stop the programmer. Instead, she sprinted toward the parking garage adjoining the office building. Panting, she arrived and looked back. Neither man came into view.

      Unable to control her fear, Julie stumbled up to the third floor. Easing the door open, the petite lady looked out to see if anyone was lying in wait. Right. Left. Straight ahead. Nary a soul. She sprinted to the blue Ford Mustang. Hitting the button on her fob, the programmer didn't have to fool with a key. As soon as her hand touched the door handle, she sensed something wrong. Someone was behind her.

      Julie didn't have time to turn. The sharp blade sliced through her tender neck like hot butter. She tried to scream, but only a gurgle emerged. The programmer felt hot liquid streaming down her slim body. All was not lost. The package was in the mail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Niki Dupre closed her eyes and took a sip of the cold cherry Dr Pepper. She lay back in the recliner at her townhome, which served as both an office and a residence. It was time for a brief respite.

      The most famous private investigator in Louisiana had solved the case of the missing monkey. Gonzo, the personable chimpanzee at the Baton Rouge Zoo, a main attraction for the kids, had been stolen and held for ransom. The zoo didn't want to create a public uproar and called Niki instead of the police. The case took several unexpected turns. Some amusing. Some dangerous. Gonzo returned to the zoo in the end. For a change, the strawberry blonde investigator had no cases requiring her immediate attention, a rarity much appreciated.

      "What's this?" Donna Cross yelled as she came through the door holding a small box.

      Donna joined Niki after the investigator cleared her of a murder charge in the slaying of a stockbroker. The hourglass blonde's talents centered on researching databases unavailable to the general public. She was what most people would call a computer nerd who legally hacked into private and public databases with ease.

      Donna looked unlike any nerd Niki or anyone else had ever seen. The thick, shining blonde hair, hourglass figure, and flawless complexion accented bright blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires. The combination melded into the most beautiful girl the investigator had seen live or on TV.

      Not only were Donna's physical attributes outstanding, but she had an effusive personality. When the blonde walked into a room, the energy level rose significantly. Everyone would turn and watch her walk across. The men drooled, and the women turned green with envy.

      "I see you picked up the mail," Niki said after opening her eyes and smiling.

      "Yep," Donna beamed. "Looks like you've been holding out on me."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I can tell the sound and feel of jewelry in any box anywhere. This is definitely jewelry and isn't from Dalton. When did you drop the senator and find a new boyfriend?"

      "I haven't dumped Dalton, and he hasn't dumped me," Niki replied, referring to Dalton Bridgestone, her fiancé and current United States Senator from Louisiana. "We are extremely happy together."

      "Well, somebody named J. Bergeron didn't get that memo. He sent you a box with jewelry."

      The young blonde had Niki's attention. The name on the box didn't ring a bell, but with all the people who crossed her path in the last few years, she could have easily forgotten.

      The investigator looked at the name on the return address. Sure enough, it said J. Bergeron. Again, no recollection. The street address was a government building in downtown Baton Rouge.

      Niki tore into the cardboard box. Donna stood peering over the investigator's shoulder. The strawberry blonde found a beautiful white gold cross with a diamond set in the middle. An expensive gift, not one sent casually, which piqued Niki's interest even further.

      She took out the cross and the attached gold chain, holding them to the light.

      "It's stunning," Donna oohed. "Now tell me you don't have another boyfriend. That didn't come from some long-lost cousin unless he's one of those kissing kind."

      "There's a note." Niki looked into the small container. "I hope it explains everything."

      "For those markings?" Donna asked.

      Niki, with her hand on the note, looked back at the cross, which had strange symbols foreign to the investigator etched into it. She held it close to her face for an inspection.

      The markings reached to each extension of the cross: left, right, up, and down. These made no sense to the strawberry blonde. The more she stared, the more confused the investigator became.

      "Perhaps the note explains it," Niki said.

      She took out the small, folded piece of paper sitting below the cross. She scanned the eight words before carefully reading each aloud. Tears flowed down her cheeks.
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      "Who is Julie Bergeron?" Donna asked, referring to the name in the last two words on the note.

      "She was on the cheerleader squad with me at Central High. She was Julie Bergeron back then. For a while, we were best friends."

      "What does the note mean? Is Julie really dead?" Donna cited the first six words.

      
        
        NIKI, THIS IS WHY I DIED!!

      

      

      "I don't know. We haven't kept in touch with each other over the years. I haven't talked to Julie in almost two years."

      "It sure looks like she kept up with you. She must think a lot of you to send this. What does it mean?"

      "I don't know. I didn't even realize that Julie had married and had changed her name. How could she know she would die before sending me this note?"

      "The first thing we have to do is to make certain this isn't a sick joke. You never know what people think is funny anymore," Donna said.

      "It's not." Niki sighed. "I can feel it in my bones. Julie is dead. She wants me to tell the world why she died."

      "She died because of this cross?" Donna stared at the jewelry. "What's so special about it?"

      "The only thing I can see are those markings. They have to mean something. Julie was trying to tell me what that is."

      "I wish she had used plain English."

      "Perhaps Julie put it in code because she was afraid someone would intercept the cross," Niki said. "In that case, her death wasn't accidental. Somebody wanted her dead if they couldn't find this cross."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      "Billy? Is this Billy Netterville?" Niki asked over the phone.

      She preferred to meet him in person but didn't know the circumstances surrounding the strange case.

      "Yes, this is Billy," the man answered, his tone reserved and almost sad.

      "Is this a good time to talk?"

      The man broke into sobs on the other end of the line. There was no doubt in Niki's mind that Julie Netterville Bergeron was dead.

      "Is there someone else with you I can talk with, Billy?"

      Silence followed the question at first before the masculine voice came back onto the line.

      "Hello, I'm sorry. We've had a tragedy in the family. To whom am I speaking?"

      "Billy," Niki yelled. She was so relieved to speak with Julie's older brother. She and Billy had dated some in high school and continued to get along fabulously. "This is Niki Dupre. I went to high school with you and Julie."

      "Like I would forget you," Billy almost laughed. "I might forget the president's name, but I will never forget you. How are you?"

      "Okay, but I understand something happened to Julie. What's up?"

      "She's dead, Niki. Murdered in the parking garage next to where she worked."

      "Oh, my goodness. I'm so sorry, Billy. I got a note from her a few minutes ago, and it made me nervous. I was afraid something had gone wrong."

      "You got a note from Julie?" the brother asked. "I didn't realize ya'll were still close."

      "Unfortunately, we weren't. That's one reason I was surprised to get a note from Julie."

      "I don't know what to tell you, Niki. Other than it might be a horrible coincidence."

      "I don't think so." Niki told Billy about the contents of the note. At first, there was nothing but silence from Julie's brother. Niki then heard him let out a long sigh of resignation.

      "I told her she was being silly. I guess she wasn't so silly after all."

      "What are you talking about, Billy?"

      "Julie told me she feared for her life. That she knew things she shouldn't have known. I told her she was being paranoid."

      "What did she know?" Niki asked.

      "I never got it out of her. I thought she was being foolish and fantasizing about a boogieman. I wish I had taken her seriously."

      "Do you know if she told anyone why she thought she was in danger? Her husband or a close friend?"

      "That's just it, Niki. She quit talking to her close friends and left Andy three months ago. Surprised the hell out of him."

      "Why did she change so suddenly? What happened?"

      "I don't know. I think Julie tried to tell me, and I blew her off. She had no one else to turn to. Now, she's dead, and I have no clue why. I feel terrible."

      "Perhaps I can help. If I can figure out the code on the necklace, we'll know the answer."

      "Be careful, Niki. If they killed her, they won't hesitate to kill you."

      "Who are they, Billy?"

      "The state of Louisiana," the brother replied solemnly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      After Niki hung up, the investigator sat in silent meditation for several minutes. So long, Donna couldn't stand it anymore. The blonde reached over, touching Niki's arm.

      "C'mon. You can't keep a secret forever. Tell me what you heard."

      "I'm trying to sort it all out. According to her brother, Julie was killed by someone in the state government."

      "That's ridiculous," Donna exclaimed. "We don't live in a state that kills people for no reason."

      "If he's right, somebody working for Louisiana thinks they had a good reason. We've got to find out what that reason is and who had it."

      "I thought we were taking a couple of weeks off. Nothing personal, but you get a little cranky when you pile too much on your plate."

      "And you get cranky if there isn't enough on yours, literally. If you don't get enough food, you get in a foul mood in a hurry."

      "That's different." Donna sighed. "I eat because I love to eat. You work because…" The blonde paused. "Perhaps it's not so different after all."

      Before Niki could respond, the doorbell rang. When she peeked through the eyehole, she saw a well-dressed, fit young man with a crew cut. A duplicate stood beside the man. Neither looked as if their mothers had ever taught him how to smile. Niki cracked the door open.

      "May I help you?"

      "We're looking for Niki Dupre. Is she in?"

      "I'm Niki Dupre. How may I help you?"

      "We need to talk to you about a security issue. Is it okay if we step inside?" the first man asked.

      "Tell me what this is about the first," Niki responded.

      "I'm sorry, but I'd rather not discuss this in front of everyone. This conversation would go much better inside where nobody else can hear."

      "I'm also sorry. You aren't coming in until I know what this is about. Please tell me."

      The crew cut's eyes gave her a look that could have turned volcanic rock into red-hot liquid lava. It was plain to Niki that he wasn't accustomed to being denied his requests. It was also apparent that he didn't appreciate her resistance.

      "I told you we need to come inside. Now, stand aside and let us enter."

      Niki didn't budge. She continued to look at them through the crack in the door. She glanced over her shoulder once and saw Donna holding her S&W revolver.

      "I tell you what," Niki said. "I don't know who you are or who you work for. Why don't we start with that?"

      Crew Cut rolled his eyes, indicating the conversation was a waste of his valuable time.

      "I am Ross. He's Duhon. We work for LSD."

      "LSD, as in the drug?" Niki laughed out loud. "I didn't think anybody use that since the seventies."

      "Not that LSD," Ross said. "Louisiana Security Detail. We work for the state of Louisiana."

      "I haven't heard of it before, and I know a good bit about how the state government is organized. My fiancé used to be a state senator."

      "We are very well aware of Senator Bridgestone and his current position in Washington. That is one reason we are trying to be so nice."

      This time, Niki laughed directly in his face.

      "If this is your nice approach, you might need to enlist in another semester of charm school. The first one obviously didn't catch too well."

      "Let's cut to the chase, Miss Dupre. Did you recently receive a package from Julie Bergeron?"

      Niki tried to cover the surprise and shock she felt. The investigator had no idea how they had learned about the cross she had received in only two days. But then, she parsed his words. He didn't mention the cross. He had used the word package. Maybe he didn't know what Julie had shipped.

      "I'm not sure that's any of your business, Mr. Ross. Why are you interested?"

      "I'm not at liberty to say," Ross replied. "I can only tell you it is a matter of state security."

      "No LSD on the state organization chart," Donna yelled from behind Niki. "They don't exist."

      Niki arched an accusing eyebrow at Agent Ross. At first, he wasn't sure what to do. He exchanged glances with his partner before setting his jaw.

      "We exist, or we wouldn't be here. Now, I must insist you allow us in and search for any material that may have been illegally shipped to you."

      "I assume you have a warrant," Niki said.

      Ross took in a deep breath before doing the unexpected. With his right hand, he jammed the investigator in her chest. With his left hand, he threw open the townhome door. Niki fell backward, almost losing her footing. Ross charged in.

      The agent attempted to push Niki all the way down with his left hand. She grabbed it with both of hers and used his momentum to drive the agent head-first onto the floor.

      Without delay, the private investigator kicked Duhon's arm, which now held a Glock 9mm. The gun flew back into the parking lot when her grip bent back his thumb into a position it was not designed to be. The second agent screamed like a three-year-old.

      Niki turned to Ross. The aggressive agent was picking himself up off the floor. The investigator didn't allow him to get all the way up. Her foot caught him between his upper lip and his nose. Cartilage and sinew in the latter became crushed like tissue. He fell backward, grappling at the bleeding orifice. No matter what he did, the agent couldn't stand the blood flow. Niki turned to Duhon.

      The second crew cut charged, holding his injured hand at an odd angle. Duhon was trained in hand-to-hand combat, and it showed. But in his vigor, the agent became overly aggressive. He swung a wild left-handed haymaker designed to inflict permanent damage. The problem with that kind of a blow was the delivery time. It simply took too long to wind up and get to its target.

      When he hit the spot where he aimed, Niki wasn't there. She had already sidestepped the agent and kicked him solidly on the knee joint. The cracking of Ross's nose was minor compared to the sound of Duhon's knee popping out of place. His kneecap was now on the inside of his leg. The second agent crumbled in a heap.

      Niki stepped outside and picked up the weapon before retrieving an exact copy from Ross's holder. She placed both on her kitchen table. The investigator helped both men to their feet and escorted them outside her door.

      "Gentlemen, please call before you come again. As you can see, I don't appreciate uninvited guests."

      "Laugh if you want," Ross said as best as he could with his broken nose. "The next time we come, we won't be so nice."

      "Neither will I," Niki responded. "The next time, I'll make sure neither of you will walk away without assistance."
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      "What was that all about?" Donna asked after Niki had a chance to sit and catch her breath.

      "I wish I knew," the investigator replied. "Thanks for the quick scoop on LSD. That was impressive."

      "Nothing to it. Heck, even an old lady like you could do it. No offense, it was really elementary."

      "Do you realize I'm not that much older than you? We're not that far apart."

      "Only in chronological years," Donna scoffed. "You still act like my grandmother. She thinks if God wanted us to spend our time on computers, He would have built us with one."

      "I'm not that bad," Niki chuckled. "I just think there is a place for computers and a place for common sense. If we rely upon one or the other too much, we miss out on things."

      "Well, my computer tells me we're in trouble. What does your common sense say?"

      "It says we're in deeper than wagon ruts, and somehow, this little cross is the key to it all. Can you Google it and see what all the symbols mean? That'll get us started."

      Donna picked up the piece of jewelry and studied it with care. After several long minutes, she entered data on the laptop.

      "It's gonna be tough," the hourglass blonde said. "As best as I can tell, there are only two identical symbols. Those two on the right side of the cross looking at it. That leaves a gazillion possibilities."

      "Gazillion? Does that mean it will take your little computer more than fifteen minutes to come up with the answer?"

      "I doubt we will get a definitive answer," Donna replied. "What it'll probably spit out are a bunch of different scenarios with some probability assigned to each. My guess is twenty-four to forty-eight hours before we even get that."

      "Then I'll order three or four pizzas. I've got a feeling your laptop isn't the only thing that will need recharging."

      Donna beamed and doubled her efforts.
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        Thursday night

        Central

      

      

      Niki had a hard time going to sleep. Her mind remained in overdrive, refusing to shut down and take a break. Instead, it replayed the events of the day repeatedly. Images popped as she parsed every word Agent Ross had said. She examined his attitude and actions.

      The private investigator came out with a big blank. Nothing made sense. She saw no reason for two guys who didn't show up on a government organizational chart to force their way inside her townhome to retrieve a piece of jewelry.

      But she came to one conclusion. Neither agent knew what Julie had sent her. They only knew her friend had sent a package. It hit her how they had come to that conclusion in the wee hours of the morning.

      The version of Microsoft Word on her computer printed mailing labels. They must have found one with Niki's address on Julie's computer. It was probably the last one she constructed and printed. At least one mystery was solved, leaving a myriad of others to tackle.

      Just when she finally got her brain to take a break, the investigator sat up with a start. Somebody was in the townhome. Looking at the clock, she realized she had fallen asleep for more than an hour. Even with the limited rest, her senses sprang to full alert.

      Niki quietly pushed the covers aside and slipped from the bed. She pulled on her robe, grabbed the S&W .38 revolver, edged to the bedroom door, and leaned in.

      She heard the intruder in the living room, looking through the books on the shelf. Niki immediately knew the LSD agency had sent the trespasser to find whatever package had been sent.

      The investigator opened the door and peered down the hallway. She could only see the shadow of a figure moving back and forth. Niki could never get a good look to tell if it was a man or a woman. She decided to go with the odds and assumed it was a man. Statistics showed that ninety percent of burglars were male.

      That meant he was, in all likelihood, bigger and stronger. He was also armed, according to statistics. Very few burglars broke into a residence without a weapon. Niki opened the door the rest of the way with no undue noise. The burglar was so intent in his search that he never glanced down the hall. He continued to ransack the shelves in the living room.

      The investigator took a short step and stopped. She worked extremely hard to control her breathing. Niki wanted to gulp in deep spurts but maintained an even systematic approach. Her hands remained steady despite the anxiety threatening to revolt throughout her entire body.

      When she reached the end of the hallway, the investigator peeked around the corner before withdrawing. It took a little while to process what she saw. The intruder wasn't one of the two men who had visited earlier but was definitely a male. A big one, standing over six and a half feet tall and carrying a gut that hung over his belt. Niki took a deep breath before deciding on a course of action.

      She pocketed the revolver and stretched her muscles. The investigator exploded! In one fluid action, Niki was atop the intruder. She kicked him hard in the side, intending to crack a rib or two. It didn't work. Instead, her foot buried halfway up to the shin in massive fat and flab. Her foot sank so far in that it stuck. Niki failed on her first attempt to extract it. The ogre slapped a big paw on her slim leg, completely encircling the limb. She thought it must be the same as being caught in the grip of a boa constrictor.

      He yanked the foot from his side. A true thorn in his mind and nothing more. Niki was then in an awkward position, one foot high in the air, her balance precarious. It became even more so when the giant yanked the investigator off her feet, beginning a slow pivot.

      For a colossal man, he demonstrated surprising nimbleness. The rate of rotation increased while Niki tried to keep his hand holding the leg to no avail. She swung almost horizontally in the air, getting dizzy from the centrifugal force. She knew this would probably not end well. The investigator was right.

      The last thing Niki remembered was the behemoth releasing her leg, allowing her body to fly across the room.
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      Though she didn't remember the collision with the wall, there was little, actually no doubt it had happened. A smear of blood where her face made an impact about two feet above the back of the sofa was her first clue. The next was the extensive indentation in the wall where her body hit it.

      Her eyes struggled to focus without success. The whole room looked like a dense fall. She heard a shuffling noise coming down the hall. The figure filled the entire hallway, blocking out all beyond it. The investigator tried to speak. She tried to reach for the revolver in her holster in the small of her back. No holster. In the haze that clouded her mind, she remembered stuffing the weapon in the pocket of her robe. She tried both pockets without finding the gun.

      The giant blob loomed over her. She barely felt the blow to the side of her head. The impact, however, became immediate and effective. All light faded. Not merely splotches of darkness and shades of dimness. A complete blackout, almost peaceful.

      When the investigator woke the second time, her head felt like a hammer pounded from the inside out. The outside felt more like being abused with a tire iron. Her first surprise was the light shining through the blinds in the window. It was already Friday morning or later. She wasn't sure.

      Her orbs began to focus. She gasped. Nothing within her blurry sight was in its place. Her books and pictures were off the shelf and strewn across the room, most torn and tattered beyond repair. Cushions off the sofa were shredded like confetti.

      Niki closed her eyes, afraid to open them again. The investigator was unaware when she slipped back into darkness. A voice awakened her.

      "Niki!" The voice sounded far, far away. The more it rang out, the closer it seemed. Niki felt a cold, wet cloth on her face. When she finally opened her eyes, the investigator saw Donna's shining face—only this time, it had more concern than shine.

      "What happened here?" the hourglass blonde asked.

      "Intruder," Niki mumbled. "Big intruder."

      "There must've been a pack of them to do this much damage," the young beauty said, looking around the destroyed room. "Do you need an ambulance?"

      "No." Niki tried to shake her head, but it hurt too much. "Shower."

      Donna helped her into the bath. Twenty minutes later, the blonde tucked the investigator into bed and called Samson Mayeaux, the chief of the homicide apartment and a good friend of Niki's. Though this wasn't an official homicide, it was close enough in Donna's mind.
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      When Niki opened her eyes again, she remained confused at first. The only thing she could remember was flying through the air. Nothing after that. The investigator had no idea how she had gotten to her bedroom and under the covers.

      The side of her head throbbed. Her nose was sore and tender. One leg felt like it had a vice wrapped around it. Her whole body ached with every breath and movement.

      "Hey, Sunshine." Donna's energetic voice broke through Niki's examination of all her woes.

      "When did you get here? What happened?"

      "The best Samson and I can tell, you wrestled with a big ape and lost. Round one went to the ape."

      "What time is it?" Niki asked.

      "Almost four in the afternoon. You've been out most of the day. There's a big bruise on your temple."

      Niki's hand instinctively moved to the source side of her head. The slightest touch caused her to wince.

      "My stuff?" She suddenly remembered. "He tore up all my furniture. All my books and pictures."

      "It's okay," Donna reassured her friend. "The forensic technicians have already gone through everything and booked whatever evidence they found. Samson and I began putting things together again."

      "Samson?" Niki's focus wandered.

      "Did I hear my name?" The doorway blackened with the immense bulk of the head cop.

      Niki immediately shrank under the covers. The last time she had seen anyone that big didn't turn out so well for the strawberry blonde. After only a second or two, her cognitive powers returned.

      "Hi, Samson," she said. "Sorry for the reaction, but you reminded me of the guy last night. He was bigger than you if you can believe that."

      "From the looks of your house and you, I believe it. I've seen you beat people bigger than me before."

      "This guy was unimaginable. I'm not sure what you wait, but at a hundred pounds, you'll have him."

      "Sorry to interrupt the chitchat, folks." Donna rose from the side of the bed. "I missed lunch, and you know I get in a terrible funk when I don't eat. Do ya'll want pizza or chicken?"

      "Pizza sounds good to me," Samson replied. "I usually get two large supremes."

      "Don't be shy, Samson. I know you eat more than that. I'm getting three for myself," Donna laughed.

      "Alright, make it three." The big cop shrugged.

      "What about you, Niki? How many do you want?"

      "One personal size. You know, the little ones."

      "You'll never get better by starving yourself." Donna started to leave before turning back. "By the way, I plan on using your credit card."
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      Niki ate half of the small pepperoni pizza delivered to the townhome. Donna and Samson had no problem inhaling three large Italian pies each, along with shared assorted chicken wings and bread sticks. They dug around in the refrigerator for desserts.

      "You need to stock up on more real food," Donna said.

      "Yeah, like Oreos and chocolate chip ice cream to go with chocolate syrup," Samson added. "What do you do when you get tired of eating all this rabbit food?"

      "I can't eat like Donna," Niki explained. "If I did and got no more exercise than she does, I would weigh as much as that goon who attacked me last night. Only, it wouldn't look so good on me."

      "Are you saying you were attracted to him? Should Dalton be worried?" Donna teased her friend.

      "The only part of me stuck on him was my foot," Niki explained the events of the previous night she remembered. The rest she had to discern from the wreckage remaining.

      "Did he find the cross?" Donna asked.

      "Nope." Niki could finally shake her head without feeling like it would fall to the floor. "I put it somewhere they'll never figure out."

      "What's so special about that little piece of jewelry?" Samson asked.

      "The only thing I can see are the markings. They are some sort of code, and Donna is working on figuring it out."

      "No luck so far. When I said there were about a gazillion possibilities, I underestimated by a lot."

      "What is this LSD group, Samson?" Niki asked. "Who are those morons?"

      "I asked everybody I know about them after Donna told me about their visit yesterday."

      "What did you find out?" Donna asked.

      "If they were in the military, they would be called black ops. If they were in the federal government, they would be called clandestine. In Louisiana, they're called business as usual."

      "What is that supposed to mean?" Niki asked.

      "It means they do the bidding of whichever agency pays the bill. There aren't any official ties and no paper trail back to the boss."

      "How can that happen in this century? Our state isn't a banana republic. We have laws," Niki said.

      "You're talking to someone who embraces and enforces those laws." Samson stuck his plump thumb into his massive chest. "But our politicians don't think the laws you and I follow apply to them."

      "How do we find those morons if they aren't listed on any organizational chart?" Niki lifted her gaze to the massive cop.

      "If my gut feeling is right, you won't have to find them. They'll find you again."
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      Niki spent the weekend in her townhome. She cleaned it up as best she could, realizing many of her belongings were damaged beyond repair and would have to be replaced.

      She called Julie's brother, Billy. From him, the investigator learned where Julie worked and her manager's name. The long-legged strawberry blonde found out as much as Billy knew about his sister's job duties, though he didn't know a whole lot. Julie said little about work when around other people.

      Donna hacked into the state computer system, finding support for what Billy told Niki. Julie had indeed worked with the same system the young blonde hacked into. Only her job title was described as more of an analyst than a programmer.

      For the last six months, Julie had been assigned to a special task force that reported directly to Governor Ponder. Donna tried to access the team's records in every way she knew, but came up short. That was an unusual experience for the hourglass blonde. She had tapped into secure databases such as the FBI and CIA before, but this one seemed impenetrable.

      Donna had a difficult time finding the names of the other task force members. After hours of probing here and there in the system, she was confident of only three identities.

      Gary Dixon was the head of the governor's internal security detail. That detail was the first and last means of protection for Governor Ponder. Whether he slept in the mansion, campaigned in Shreveport, or relaxed in his hunting blind in the marshes south of Morgan City, that agency was ultimately responsible for the governor's safety.

      The next name uncovered was Lieutenant Governor Rock Marshall. Marshall's responsibilities were few, primarily ceremonial. He would, however, fill in for the governor should any unforeseen tragedy befall the leader of the state.

      The third man was Paul Stevens. She found his name but only a vague job description. Stevens was the governor's campaign manager and assumed the position of Chief of Staff soon after the election. Six months ago, he had been replaced with another political opponent. That connected with the timing of the formation of the task force.

      All three men were heavy hitters in state government. To most residents, these three ran the state operations. Governor Ponder might have held the position and was the face of the policies, but nobody thought he formatted any.

      Julie Bergeron, on the other hand, was a simple computer analyst. She was not in the same power structure as the other members. From all Donna could find, the force did not consider the young lady simply a support technician. The records uncovered indicated an equal footing for the deceased despite the lesser title.

      "What does it all mean?" Niki asked.

      "I wish I knew. Normally, the first thing that a task force does is to define its goal. That ensures everyone is working toward the same end. I couldn't find one for this team in any documents."

      "So, we don't have a clue what they were trying to accomplish. Kinda makes me wonder."

      "I'm young, but it goes against all standard protocol and logic. The task force has to report to the governor. He must tell them what he wants and see if they're on track to accomplish that. That should have been the first thing done, but I see no evidence of those reports."

      "Unless it was something nobody wanted to have a chance to leak to the press. If so, they might have kept it under wraps, telling nobody."

      "That fits with everything else I've seen. This is the most secretive bunch of folks I've ever seen," Donna said.
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        Monday morning

        Baton Rouge

      

      

      "I'd like to see Julie Bergeron's office, please. Her husband and brother asked me to gather her personal things. They are getting ready for the funeral today," Niki told the receptionist at the government building on 3rd Street.

      "I'll have to check with her supervisor. I don't know if they have released her office yet," the attractive young lady replied.

      Niki looked around the reception area while she waited for the young girl to make the call. It could have been any government building in the state. Clean but aging, it was built before the time the state dealt with massive debt. The original pompous look had faded because there were other places where the limited revenue was required. The legislature didn't garner favors by having the reception area redecorated.

      After what seemed like an eternity, but only fifteen minutes in real time, the receptionist motioned to the investigator. A tall, fit man in his forties arrived at the elevator at the same time. He wore an expensive suit for a government employee, in the four thousand dollar range. She knew because Dalton sometimes wore the same logo, but her fiancé didn't make his money in the government.

      Niki recognized the gentleman immediately. His picture had been all over TV during the election. Rock Marshall, the Lieutenant Governor, approached her with a pleasant smile and outstretched hand.

      "Niki Dupre, at last, we get to meet. I've heard so many good things about you from Dalton."

      "Don't believe everything he says. Remember, he's also a politician," the investigator replied with a smile.

      "Touché." Rock grinned as he took her hand. "One thing is true I've already found. He told me you have a quick wit and don't pull punches."

      "That's actually two things, Rock. Dalton has also told me a lot of things about you."

      "All favorable, I hope." Marshall continued to grin, though his eyes grew wary. "Tell him to be careful. I might have a few stories of my own."

      "I'm sure. I guess they told you I've come to get Julie's things. Do you have a problem with that?"

      "Not at all. The only requirement is that I be there to ensure no government property is taken by mistake. A silly rule, but one I must follow."

      He led the strawberry blonde to the elevator. They remained silent on the long ride up. Niki tried to appraise the man to her side—a professional politician, brimming with self-confidence, quick smile, though not always genuine, firm grip, thick black hair, strong.

      When they departed the elevator, Niki followed Rock Marshall to a set of cubicles next to the enclosed offices. Julie's partition sat around a corner next to the outside wall. Niki's first thought was the lack of privacy. At least three people in the adjoining cubicles could overhear any conversation the young lady would have, including any telephone calls.

      The inside looked immaculately neat, precisely as Niki had pictured when remembering Julie. The young teen's clothes had always been perfectly fit, precisely aligned with all ideally matched accessories. Nothing was ever out of place, a rarity among high school students.

      The space was so small there was not much room for personal effects. A single plant that needed water. Niki noticed the soil in the pot had been recently disturbed. Three pictures on the wall, all depicting a humorous theme. Another trait of Julie – a seriously dry humor.

      The first picture said My Mom Didn't Like Bananas. Niki knew Julie believed in the Genesis version of the dawn of man and not the Charles Darwin version. The frame held two likenesses: one of an ape with a banana and the other of a mother holding a child.

      The second said To Ere Is Human. It took a little while to catch the intentional misspelling of err. A drawing pictured a caricature of a man missing the toilet while urinating. Even under the circumstances, Niki had to break into a smile.

      The third said No Good Deed Will Go Unpunished. It showed cops firing tear gas canisters into a group of antiwar protesters. Julie had been opposed to any form of combat. She thought that regional party should work out their differences without conflicts.

      Inside her desk, little remained. A spare key to something. It had no tag to identify where it might be used. On closer examination, Niki saw fresh markings. Someone had put it in a vice and made a copy recently.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/murder-encrypted.jpg
JIM RILEY

Eucnvprin4

LOUISIANA MURDER MYSTERIES BOOK 2






