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      Dale Tidwell was drunk. Not a little bit wasted. He was totally inebriated. But he was accustomed to being like that. Every Friday and Saturday night, he declared a “boy’s night out.” This was Saturday, and he still had a hangover from Friday. Still, Dale showed few outward signs of the effects of alcohol.

      He talked without slurring his words. He walked without teetering. Years of alcohol abuse had brought him to this point. Though there weren’t any outward indications, that didn't mean his brain was working at normal speed.

      When a man bumped into him without apologizing, he didn't accept such behavior. He followed the man to the bathroom. A small crowd slowed the man, allowing Dale to catch up. Then Dale did something stupid.

      Dale tapped the large man on the shoulder. When the other fellow turned around, Dale cold-cocked him, dropping the fellow to the floor. He didn't move. Three bar patrons carried the fallen man outside, and dropped him by the dumpster.
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      The .357 Dan Wesson revolver rested on top of the hood of the jacked-up truck. The man holding it had a score to settle. And tonight, he would.

      Every time the door opened, the man expected his target to walk out. But each time, for over two hours, he was disappointed. None of the exiting patrons paid any notice to the truck parked by the dumpster. In fact, they avoided looking at the origin of the stench.

      Finally, eight minutes before closing time, Dale walked out of the door. As usual, he was alone.

      The dim lights illuminated the area enough for the man to see the bead at the end of the eight-inch barrel. He adjusted the vertical position until the bead filled the gap between the V sight. Then he exhaled a long breath as Dale closed within ten feet, almost point-blank range.

      When fire exploded from the end of the barrel, it surprised the shooter. It also surprised Dale. At first, he could make no sense of the deafening noise so close. Then his chest burned. His first thought was of the late shot of tequila. Maybe it was one too many.

      Then he tried to rub the burn and couldn't feel anything. When he looked down at his hands, a crimson liquid covered them. As he stared, his eyesight failed him. Then, there was only blackness.
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      Niki Dupre slowly drove down the road in front of the bar in her white Ford Explorer. She spent the night looking for a man she suspected of murdering his entire family. They were found with their throats slit, all of them still in their beds. In addition to his wife, his two six-year-old daughters met the same fate.

      The strawberry blonde private investigator was certain the husband was guilty. But she could not prove it. Not yet. Her mind was on that case when a jacked-up, four-wheel-drive pickup truck tore onto the road. Only lightning-quick reflexes and anti-lock brakes kept her from T-boning the vehicle.

      Niki glanced at the bar parking lot to ensure no other vehicle was chasing the pickup. None were, but she noticed something else.

      A body laid on the surface only fifteen feet from the door of the bar. It was also close to the spot where the truck recklessly spurted onto the road.

      She had a choice. Trying to catch the truck to apprehend the shooter was her first instinct. But the person on the lot might still be alive. She couldn’t just leave and allow for him to die if there was any hope.

      The long-legged private investigator jerked the SUV into the lot. Jumping out, she was already on the phone with the East Baton Rouge Sheriff’s Department. Her mentor and friend, Samson Mayeaux, was Chief of Homicide. When she raced toward the body, Niki wasn’t sure if it was murder or attempted murder. As soon as she knelt beside him and felt for his pulse, she knew it was murder.
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      Jeff Trout drove slowly on his way home. The last thing he wanted to do was to draw attention from the cops. If one of them pulled him over, the consequences of his actions would catch up to him in a hurry.

      That was why he was so surprised when the blue flashing lights glared in his rear-view mirror. His initial hope that the Sheriff’s unit was after someone else faded when the deputy blared the sirens. Jeff had no choice but to pull over.

      Jeff sweated waiting for the deputy to come out, but the man sat behind his steering wheel for an inordinate amount of time. By the time the lawman got out of the squad car, the big driver shook from his toes to his ears.

      With an unsteady hand, Jeff lowered the window. Then he had to look down at the cop. With the uplifting kit of springs and shocks, his truck sat thirty inches higher than normal. His wide mud grip tires added to the macho look of the vehicle. Trout was not unhappy he was sitting high. Maybe the cop wouldn't smell the alcohol on his breath. To his disappointment, the deputy already had his ticket book out and writing on it.

      “What is the problem, sir?” He tried not to slur.

      “Your license plate is covered with mud. To be legal, it has to be legible. Don’t worry. I’m only going to give you a warning this time. It’d be a shame for this rig not to find a mud hole. How do you like it?”

      Jeff breathed a long sigh of relief. Things were working out much better than he could have expected. Little did he know that was about to change in a hurry.
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