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PROLOGUE

Grosse Tete, Louisiana
1989

ITWAS A sSwelTERING October morning when Austin Landry and the rest

of the crew drove through the gates of Savior’s Rest Cemetery, the
rust-black of the wrought iron spikes almost invisible under a coating
of lichen and moss. The cemetery wasn’t large, and Landry could
see, ahead and to the right, the burial party: a black-clad cluster of
people, heads down, bowed either in grief or by the relentless sun.

He steered the van left, off the cobbled lane and down a dirt
path, so he could approach the ceremony from the rear. “You boys
ready?” he asked.

Various murmurings and mutterings from the passengers. Landry
glanced over at them. “Heaven'’s sakes, will you tidy up? All y’all look
like the Three Stooges.”

As he watched from the corner of his eye, the others—Stanley
Trahan, Ned Fontenot, Martego Unpronounceable-Last-Name—made
half-assed attempts to straighten their ties, tuck in their shirts, and
in general make themselves as presentable as the cheap black suits
would allow.

This wasn’t Landry’s full-time job, thank the Lord. He and his
acquaintances only got called by Albert Kroker—director of Kroker
Brothers Funeral Home—when the bereaved couldn’t assemble a
group of their own pallbearers to carry the coffin. Kroker didn’t mind
that, of course: it gave him another line item for the bill he'd present
the grieving family once the proceedings were over. Eight men, $150
each. Except Kroker just hired the four of them, paid them seventy-
five dollars apiece, and knew that in the general trauma the
difference in manpower would go unnoticed.

Unnoticed—except by Landry and the other three, who had to



heft the coffin from hearse to grave with a semblance of dignity.

As the van came around the rear side of the cemetery, he got a
better view of things through the shimmering curtains of heat.
Hearse; escort car for the priest; flower van; Kroker’s six-door black
Caddy for the grieving family at three hundred dollars an hour. The
group of mourners was relatively small, about a dozen—a family
named Montcalm, mostly white-haired and balancing on walkers,
and a couple of younger men who'd probably been fellow workers.
The family had chosen Parson Jessup to officiate: he liked the long,
old-fashioned rites, though Landry suspected even the stringy, bad-
tempered man of God would hurry things up today, with the
humidity hovering around 100 percent. He could see the cemetery
workers had already prepared the grave site, metal supports in place
on both sides and a granite headstone set into the earth. Granite,
must have cost some bucks. Clearly, the family wasn’t hard up for
cash... and the funeral director would have taken full advantage of
the fact.

Landry wound down his window just enough to hear what the
parson was intoning.

Man, that is born of a woman, hath but a short time to live,
and is full of misery...

Wasn't that the truth. Shoot, they were further into the
proceedings than he'd expected. Leaving the window open and
nodding to the others, he turned off the engine. All four got out and
gathered behind the van, out of view, making final adjustments to
the Woolworth’s-grade suits Kroker had provided them with. Landry
looked them over one last time. Fontenot's eyes were red and
sunken, and he swayed ever so slightly. Up close, he stank of beer.

“Goddamn it, Ned—drink your breakfast again?”

Fontenot looked away, mumbled something. Landry glared at him
another moment, then took a deep breath. “All right. Let’s get this
over with.”

“What kind of coffin they using?” Stanley asked.



“How should I know?”

“That last one was so heavy, my back hurt for a week.”

“Don’t worry about it. Thirty minutes and we'll be gone. Fontenot,
you'd better keep it together.”

They made their way in a funereal line toward the open-backed
hearse. As they walked, heads bent in simulated solemnity, Landry
tried to recall the details of this particular burial. Not that it made
any difference, but he remembered the deceased was young, about
his own age. The guy had worked in construction, crushed his head
when he'd slipped off a girder and fell half a dozen stories. That
meant a closed coffin—too bad for Kroker, who could make a lot
more dough fixing up faces with superglue, Nair for the nostrils, and
tampons in the mouth to wick away moisture. Not that Landry felt
bad for the funeral director—he had a dozen other ways, legal or
otherwise, to aid the bereaved in parting with their money along
with their loved one.

Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of our hearts...

The four approached the hearse and took up their positions, two
on each side of the open rear doors. Landry raised his head and, like
a general preparing strategy, took in the field: about ten feet from
the hearse to the grave, on good level ground. No problem.

Then, glancing back at the coffin for the first time, his heart sank.
It lay in the shadow of the hearse, but he could nevertheless see the
mourners had chosen the heaviest of Kroker's offerings: the
Mahogany Requiem, with SlumberSafe brass appointments. It
figured: Kroker always did his best to push this particular coffin onto
families in no condition to think sensibly about such details. In the
Viewing Room, where the various coffins were laid out under soft
light and piped-in organ music, the Mahogany Requiem was always
the shiniest of the lot. Kroker had made damn sure the top and sides
were heavy as hell, so the bereaved knew they were getting their
money’s worth. Of course, nobody ever asked to look under the
coffin, where the mahogany stopped and the plywood began.



A muttered curse from Fontenot: he'd noticed the coffin, too.

Landry looked back at the graveside and the small assembly
surrounding it. Kroker was giving him a surreptitious stink-eye,
warning him to do a creditable job. Next to him was Kroker’s
assistant director, three months on the job, youthful and radiating a
lot more life than the rest of the group. Seeing Landry, he gave a
sympathetic nod. Unlike Kroker, the assistant was a friendly, stand-
up guy: Landry hadn’t spoken to him much, but he knew the man
didn’t care for the way Kroker took shortcuts, bilked customers, and
ignored the rules. He'd once heard an argument between Kroker and
the assistant in which the younger man had warned the funeral
director that, with all the new environmental regulations President
Reagan was pushing through in his second term, he'd better get his
act together. It was no longer okay to just dump formaldehyde,
phenol, and a boatload of other carcinogens straight from the
embalming room into the Atchafalaya River and then downstream
into Bayou Chene. The assistant meant well, but Landry knew Kroker
was too old and cheap to change his ways.

The parson raised his arms over the empty grave, and his voice
rose: that was the signal. Landry and the others lined up along the
back of the hearse, another cursing as he, too, recognized the
casket. With Landry murmuring instructions, they grasped the brass
handles, gently pulled the coffin forward—Jesus, it was even heavier
than he remembered—and, with a few gasps and additional curses,
balanced it on the rear lip of the hearse. All eyes swiveled toward
them: showtime.

“On three,” Landry said.

They lifted the coffin free of the hearse and began moving—front
bearers stepping first, rear bearers after—in the shuffle-procession
they'd learned was the easiest way to lug a dead person toward an
open grave.

“Shit fire,” Trahan muttered through gritted teeth. "I thought this
stiff was fit. He must weigh three hundred pounds.”

“Save your breath.” Landry was concentrating on the job—one
step ahead; wait for the rear guard to move; then the other foot
forward. The coffin did seem even heavier than usual. He guessed



Kroker had begun installing extra-thick lids so he could jack up
prices still further.

They were halfway to the grave when Landry heard a cracking
sound.

He was struggling with the weight and, at first, wasn't sure where
it came from. But then he heard another: snap, like a pistol shot. It
was coming from the underside of the coffin.

Oh Jesus—had Kroker replaced the plywood base with frigging
balsa wood? Speaking of the funeral director, his face had suddenly
gone gray.

No time to worry about it now—another step, and they’'d have the
coffin positioned over the framework of metal poles that paralleled
the grave, with heavy green lowering straps extending across the
deep hole in the earth. They'd lay the coffin on the straps, transfer
the weight to them, then crank both the straps and the casket down
into the earth—and when it was all over, he’d have a few words with
Mr. Kroker.

We commend the soul of our brother departed, and we
commit his body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to
ashes, dust to dust...

Just as they were placing the casket onto the straps, and Landry
was preparing to expel a breath he'd held too long already, he saw
something that made his insides turn to ice despite the heat: the
front left strap assembly, the one used to crank the coffin down into
the grave, wasn't seated properly. The cemetery workers hadn't
fixed the strap securely to its banding clip. As Landry grunted with
effort, straining to get a better look around the edge of the coffin, he
realized that, if they set the casket down, the straps would slip right
through their fairings, drop into the grave... and the whole mess
would give way completely.

Sweet mother of God...

If they had the normal eight pallbearers, or if the casket wasn't
so heavy, he could briefly one-hand the coffin and secure the strap



into position. But the four of them were struggling as it was. How
the hell was he going to fix this?

He glanced at Kroker, but the funeral director seemed to have
seized up—as if that cracking sound was still echoing in his brain. It
probably was. Cheap-ass skinflint son of a bitch...

“Lower it!” Fontenot, who could not see the problem, gasped.

“Hold on!” Landry overruled him. Could they move the coffin back
to the hearse, fix the lowering framework? A quick look at his three
associates, purple-faced with effort, told him they couldn't.

A third crack sounded, louder than the first two, causing even
Parson Jessup to pause mid-intonation. It was the unmistakable
sound of wood giving way.

"I can’t hold it!"” Fontenot half spoke, half gurgled.

“Wait!” said Landry. “ Wait—!"

The next set of events came in quick succession. Fontenot let his
portion of the load slip down onto the framework. The other three,
finding their own loads now intolerable, had no choice but to do the
same. As the friends of the deceased, realizing the situation,
prepared to lend a hand, Landry grasped for the lowering strap,
praying he could fix it in position... but with the sudden introduction
of hundreds of pounds it slipped immediately from its axle and
curled down into darkness like a thick, flat snake. The coffin tilted;
righted; tilted farther, and then—with another cracking noise, this
time accompanied by a groan of metal and a rising gasp from the
onlookers—fell into the open grave.

Landry stared, paralyzed by horrified fascination.

The head of the coffin slammed into the base of the freshly dug
hole with a terrible thud, shivering the entire casing. At the same
time the bottom of the casket gave way, splitting into several pieces
and allowing the body within to flop out. Gasps and curses rose as
the deceased was exposed: crushed head, strips of hospital tape
holding the bits of jaw in place; corpse nude from the waist down
and already an eggplant purple; body cavity seals popping loose
from the impact, followed by a gush of fluids.

Shrieks erupted around Landry. Parson Jessup was calling for
order and praying at the same time. The funeral director was, quite



suddenly, nowhere to be found.

As the scene grew increasingly chaotic, Landry suddenly heard a
scream, louder than the others, and an elderly woman collapsed to
his left. A few seconds later, he heard a chorus of dismayed cries,
followed by the sound of retching. Another person collapsed on the
far side of the grave, fainting dead away and falling prostrate over
the remains of the metal scaffolding, already badly askew.

Distantly, as he stared down into the open grave—shocked by
how quickly things had gone from normal to nightmare—he
wondered what had caused the fainting and delayed screams. The
worst imaginable had already happened—a coffin had accidentally
been dropped into its grave, and the ill-prepared remains dumped
unceremoniously from beneath it—what could be any more awful
than that?

And then—as he stared down into the hole yawning before his
feet—he saw... and understood.



PART ONE



August 7, 1994

THE ExpepiTeED MepicAL TRANSPORT company occupied the rear of a

nondescript building in an equally nondescript industrial park in
East New Orleans. Although a few tech start-ups were sprouting up
here and there, attracted by low commercial rents and easy access
to downtown, the area remained a monochromatic landscape: squat
buildings of corrugated steel amid a welter of chain-link fences and
shabby one-way streets.

As J. F. Foreman pulled into EMT’s parking lot and eased his
Cadillac DeVille Concours into his space, he felt—as always—that he
liked the industrial wasteland just the way it was. Talk of a new “tech
corridor” being established here was just that: talk. Silicon Valley
had a lock on that enterprise, and he didn't see things changing
anytime soon. Besides, the computer industry was never going to
cause much of a change, beyond a lot of secretaries and
accountants losing their jobs: look at Gateway, its stock way
overvalued and headed for a fall. Apple, already moribund, would be
next.

By force of habit, he glanced around before killing the engine. He
grabbed his briefcase and stepped out into the overpowering
humidity of a Louisiana summer. He shut the door, locked it, and
gave the new Caddy an affectionate pat. The Japanese could try
taking over the luxury segment with their Acuras and their Infinitis,



but Foreman had always bought American and always would.

He took another, briefer look around, then walked up to the
smoked-glass entrance to his business, which instead of a company
sign merely bore a small tag reading pLeasE PrRess Buzzer. But Alice had

seen him approaching, and the door popped open with the hush of a
well-oiled lock just as he raised his hand toward it.

“Morning, Alice!” he said cheerfully to his secretary-receptionist-
accountant. EMT was a small outfit, less than a dozen employees.
“Is everybody there?”

“Yes, Mr. Foreman. They're all waiting for you.”

“Thank you.” As he passed her, heading for the reinforced metal
door of his office, he looked back to give her one last smile—noting
approvingly as he did so that the short-barreled 12-gauge was in its
proper place below her desk, easily accessible.

He entered his spartan office, shut and locked the door behind
him, hung up his suit jacket, and placed the briefcase—which was
empty—on his desk. Then he slid behind the desk, accessed a safe
behind a wooden panel, and withdrew a thin folder. Closing the safe,
he walked toward a second door set into the rear wall of his office.

It opened into a conference room, with a table around which six
men were already seated. He looked at them in turn. Each glance
was brief, but his highly tuned instincts could spot anything even
remotely out of place. The men all looked calm and alert, with
nothing in either their dress or expressions to alarm him. Anybody
else might find such a motley aggregation—some dressed as
plumbers or electricians, others as businessmen, one in a cheap tank
top—peculiar. But all J. F. Foreman felt was satisfaction.

He placed the folder at the head of the table, then took a seat
behind it. “"Gentleman, we're on for August 9.”

He was pleased at how this announcement was greeted.
Eagerness gleamed in their eyes, not unlike what he'd seen in the
marines when he’d told his squad a new mission was in the offing.

After leaving the armed forces, Foreman had spent a few years as
a guard in a private bank, then as armed escort for Middle Eastern
billionaires visiting the United States. In their own ways, both jobs



had opened his eyes to the state of the security industry—and within
it, @ niche that seemed ripe for exploiting. So he'd taken his small
inheritance and founded Expedited Medical Transport.

Despite the name, EMT had nothing to do with health care.
Rather, it acted as a courier service—a kind of bespoke armored car
company—for high-value customers and corporations who wished to
move their assets, in whatever form they took, as inconspicuously as
possible.

Over the last three years, Foreman had built a client base
sufficient for his operational needs. He had two heavily reinforced
medical transport vans—armored cars, with their high visibility, were
precisely what he didn't want—along with a small fleet of backup
and escort vehicles. He was careful in choosing which clients to take
on and ensuring the goods transported were legal, not weapons or
drugs: he did not wish to attract the attention of the authorities or
get involved in a gang war. His few employees were carefully curated
and vetted. Most were ex-military or ex-police; all were well trained
in the use of weapons and had concealed carry permits. All were
single. All dressed for “work” in their assigned ways, be it
businessman or blue-collar. And all lived far apart from each other
and did not fraternize.

This last element was vital to Foreman. It was easy to guard
against one bad egg trying to steal from his boss. An internal
conspiracy among several, however, to hijack a delivery was more
difficult to prepare for. That was why Foreman took on only one job
at a time and always used the entire team; why he paid them
extremely well—and why he’d carefully drilled into them an ironclad
rule: if one of his men went rogue during a delivery, the rest were to
incapacitate him without hesitation. This was also why he always
assigned four men to the delivery vehicle, and three others to the
escort car that followed. He had a perfect record, and he intended
for it to remain that way.

He had just been given the green light for a new delivery, and
now it was time to brief the team. He gave one more quick look
around the table, his gaze stopping at Arnold Carson, whom he'd
met during the Gulf intervention and considered his informal second-



in-command.

“A Gulfstream G-IV SP will be landing at the Lakefront Airport at
approximately twenty-one hundred hours the night after next,” he
said, opening the folder. “Our package will be aboard. We are to
deliver it to a location within a three-hour drive from the airport,
over interstate and primary roads.”

Everyone knew Carson would be handed an envelope with the
precise location on the actual day of the op.

“The package itself will be unusual. It will be a woman—in fact,
the client herself.”

This raised a few eyebrows.

“Naturally I have no photographs. But she is Asian, about five
feet tall, and thirty years old. A small attaché case—Hermes, brown,
crocodile—will be handcuffed to one wrist, and will remain there
until she reaches the destination.”

He took a deep breath. “Other than that, there should be nothing
out of the ordinary. She will ride in the transport vehicle, inside the
safety chamber. There will be no need to speak with her. Now: are
there any questions?”

Carson shook his head. The rest remained silent.

Foreman nodded. “Good. Then make the usual preparations. We'll
meet back here at fifteen hundred on the ninth. I'll inform you of
any updates should it be necessary.”

As they rose to leave, Foreman spoke to the man in the tank top.
“Proctor? Got a minute?”

Proctor halted and waited for the others to leave.

Proctor was Foreman’s most recent hire. He was promising but
inscrutable. He'd been with EMT half a year and had performed his
duties flawlessly. Foreman wasn'’t the kind to fully accept somebody
until he was absolutely sure of their qualities—but Proctor was not
an easy one to pin down. He'd provided excellent references from
his most recent employment as a security guard. He was an
excellent shot and was accustomed to taking orders: obviously ex-
military. He was six foot four, ripped as hell, but he also carried a
quality of litheness and grace that seemed God-given rather than the
product of a gym. Yet he'd declined to specify what branch of the



military he'd been in, or in what capacity, and he was evasive
regarding details of his personal life. When asked, he'd shown
Foreman discharge papers that were equally imprecise, indicating
he’d been involved in classified work, which he had nothing to say
about. He had little to say, period. While this might have put off a
more traditional employer, Foreman sought out qualities like these.

Since his hiring, Proctor had reported for work, accomplished his
duties faultlessly, and left when the op was done. Foreman
sometimes worried about his men getting too chummy with one
another—but with Proctor, it was the opposite. He had none of the
swaggering, jocular tough-guy attitudes his other men had. Foreman
had kept a close eye on Proctor, worried that the reticence might be
from PTSD, but in the end he realized the man was just quiet.

“You know Rodriguez is still out.” This was Foreman’s seventh
employee, missing from today’s meeting. He was currently in the
hospital with diverticulitis. That meant Foreman was a man short—
one risk of running so tight a ship.

Proctor nodded.

“That means I'll need to shift you from the escort car and give
you Rodriguez’s position in the van. That leaves only a driver and
navigator in the tail vehicle, but it's more important the asset be fully
covered.”

“Understood.”

“I'm glad to hear it. Because this is an opportunity, Proctor: a
high-value transport. Do a good job, keep it clean, and there’ll be a
nice bonus for you at the end.”

Proctor nodded again.

“That's all. Come by the office tomorrow at three for your
briefing.”

The man rose and left the conference room the way the others
had taken. Foreman stared at the door as it closed behind him,
chewing his lip meditatively, for a long time.
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