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To Patty Gardner-Evans,
for all the years. (Sorry about
the gator; maybe next time.)

And, as always, to Jay,
with love.
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New Orleans, Louisiana




I’ve always adored a Libra man,” the blond purred.

“Have you now?” Nate Callahan grinned and drew her closer. There were few things in life more enjoyable than making love to a beautiful woman.

“Oh, absolutely.” Cuddling up against him, she fluttered her lashes in a way only a true southern belle could pull off. “Why, a Libra man can charm the birds out of the trees and flatter a girl right out of her lace panties.”

“It wasn’t flattery, chère.” He refilled her crystal champagne flute. “It was the absolute truth.”

Nate had always enjoyed females—he liked the way they moved, the way they smelled, their soft skin and slender ladies’ hands. From the first time he’d filched one of his older brother Finn’s Playboy magazines, he’d flat-out liked everything about women. Fortunately, they’d always liked him right back.

He toyed with a blond curl trailing down her neck. It was a little stiff and hadn’t deflated much during their session of hot, steamy sex, but Nate was used to that, since most of the women he dated favored big hair. Big hair, big breasts, and, he thought with a pleasant twinge of lust, big appetites for sex.

“Your moon is in the seventh house.” She trailed a glossy coral nail down his chest.

“Is that good?” He skimmed his palm down her back; she arched against the caress like a sleek, pampered cat.

Outside her bedroom, a full moon rose in a star-studded sky; inside, flames crackled cozily in the fireplace and gardenia-scented candles glowed.

“It certainly is. You’re ruled by Venus, goddess of beauty.”

“Seems that’d fit you better than me, sugar.” He nuzzled the smooth curve of her shoulder. His accent, always more pronounced when romancing a woman, turned thick as Cajun gumbo. “Bein’ how you’ve gotten more beautiful every year since you won that Miss Louisiana crown.”

“I was only first runner-up.” She pouted prettily.

“Officially,” he allowed. “But everyone in the state knew the judges were obviously blind as swamp bats.”

“You are so sweet.” Her laugh was rich and pleased.

Nate’s mind began to drift as she chattered on about the stars, which, if he were to be perfectly honest, didn’t interest him. He’d never thought much about lunar signs until the afternoon he’d shown up to give the blond astrologer a bid on remodeling her bedroom.

Although he’d arrived ten minutes late at her Garden District house, he’d gotten her out of the shower; she’d shown up at the door, breathlessly apologetic for not being ready, prettily flushed, and smelling of jasmine. It was only later, when he’d remembered that her hair hadn’t been wet, that Nate realized he’d been set up. Having always appreciated female wiles, he didn’t mind.

She’d hung on to his every word as he’d suggested ways to open up the room—including putting a skylight over the bed—declared him brilliant, and hired him on the spot.

“You are,” she’d sworn on a drawl as sweet as the sugarcane his granddaddy used to grow, “the first contractor I’ve interviewed who understands that a bedroom is more than just a place to sleep.” She’d coyly looked up at him from beneath her lashes. “It is, after all, the most important room in the house.”

When she’d touched a scarlet fingernail to the back of Nate’s hand, warm and pleasant desire had ribboned through him.

“You’ve been so sweet. Would you do me just one teensy little favor?”

“Sure, chère. If I can.”

Avid green eyes had swept over him in a slow, feminine perusal. “Oh, I think you’re just the man for the job.”

She’d untied the silk robe, revealing perfumed and powdered flesh. “I do so need to exorcise my horrid ex-husband’s memory from this room.” The robe dropped to the plush carpeting.

That had been six months ago. Not only had Nate done his best to exorcise her former husband’s memory, he’d done a damn fine job on the remodeling, if he did say so himself. Lying on his back amid sex-tangled sheets, Nate looked up at the ghost galleon moon, decided he’d definitely been right about the skylight, and wondered why he’d never thought to put one over his own bed.

“Of course, Venus is also the goddess of love.” The L word, slipping smoothly from her coral-tinted lips, yanked his wandering mind back to their conversation.

“She is?” he asked with a bit more caution.

“Absolutely. Make love, not war, is a phrase that could have been coined with Libras in mind. You became interested in women at a young age, you make sex a rewarding experience, and will not stop until your lover is satisfied, even if it takes all night.”

“I try,” he said modestly. She’d certainly seemed well satisfied when she’d been bucking beneath him earlier.

She smiled and touched her lips to his. “Oh, you not only succeed, darling, you set the standard. Libras also rule the house of partnerships.”

“Now there’s where your stars might be a little off, sugar.” He stroked her smooth silk back, cupped her butt, and pulled her closer. “’Cause I’ve always enjoyed working alone.”

It wasn’t that he was antisocial, far from it. But he liked being his own boss, working when he liked, and playing when he wanted.

“You weren’t alone a few minutes ago, and you seemed to be enjoying yourself well enough.”

“I always enjoy passin’ a good time with you, angel.”

“If you didn’t play well with others, you wouldn’t have run for mayor.” She rolled over and straddled him. “Libras are not lone wolves, darling. A Libra male needs a permanent partner.”

Nate’s breath clogged in his lungs. “Permanent?”

Having grown up in South Louisiana, where water and land were constantly battling, with water winning most of the time, he knew that very few things were permanent. Especially relationships between men and women.

“We’ve been together six months,” she pointed out, which exceeded any previous relationship Nate had ever had. Then again, it helped that she’d spent most of that time away, selling her astrology books at New Age festivals and talking them up on television talk shows around the country.

Doing some rapid calculation, Nate figured they’d probably been together a total of three weeks, and had spent most of that time in bed.

“I’ve been thinking,” she murmured when he didn’t respond. Her clever fingers slipped between them, encircling him. “About us.”

“Us?”

“It occurred to me yesterday, when my flight was cruising at thirty thousand feet over New Mexico, that we should get married.”

Married? Having not seen this coming—she’d certainly never shown one iota of domesticity—Nate didn’t immediately answer.

“You don’t want to.” Danger sparked in her voice, like heat lightning flashing out over the Gulf. She pulled away.

Sighing, Nate hitched himself up beside her and saw any future plans for the night disappearing.

“It’s nothing to do with you, chère.” His cajoling smile encouraged one in return. “But we agreed goin’ in that neither of us was the marrying kind.”

“That was then.” She left the bed and retrieved his shirt from where it had landed earlier. “Things change.” The perfumed air swirled with temper. “The moon is also a mother sign.”

“It is?” Nate caught the denim shirt she threw at him. Christ, he needed air.

“Yes.” Her chin angled up. Her eyes narrowed to green slits. “Which is why Libras often repeat the same childlike behavior over and over again in their relationships.”

It was a long way from charming to childish. Boyish, Nate might be willing to accept—in the right context. But he hadn’t been a child since that life-altering day when he was twelve and a liquored-up, swamp-dwelling, gun-carrying idiot had blown away his father.

“If I didn’t know better, I might take offense at that, darlin’.” He bent to pick up his jeans from the loblolly pine floor; one of his boots came sailing toward him. “Mon Dieu, Charlene.” He ducked the first one and snagged the second out of the air an instant before it connected with his head.

“Do you have any idea how many proposals I get every month?” She marched back across the bedroom and jabbed her finger against his bare chest.

“I’ll bet a bunch.” Nate reminded himself that he’d never run into a situation he couldn’t smooth over.

“You damn well bet a lot!” His chest now bore little crescent gouges from her fingernail. “I’ve turned down two in the past six weeks—from men who make a hell of a lot more money than you—because I was fool enough to think we had a future.”

“You’re a wonderful woman, chèrie,” he tried again, hopping on first one foot, then the other, as he pulled his pants up. “Smart, beautiful—”

“And getting goddamn older by the moment,” she shouted.

“You don’t look a day over twenty-five.” Thanks to a Houston surgeon whose clever touch with a scalpel had carved a good ten years off her face and body.

When she began coming toward him again, Nate backed away and yanked on his shirt. Not pausing to button it, he scooped his keys and wallet from the bedside table and shoved them into his pocket. “Twenty-six, tops.” He debated sitting down again to pull on his boots, then decided not to risk it.

“It’s not going to work this time, Callahan.”

A champagne glass hit the wall, then shattered. She tossed her stiff cloud of honey blond hair. “If I’d taken the time to do your full chart before hiring you, I never would have let you seduce me.”

Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, Nate wisely didn’t point out that she’d been the one who’d dropped the damn robe.

“I would have realized that you’re suffering from a gigantic Peter Pan complex.”

Peter Pan? Nate gritted his teeth. “I’ll call you, chère,” he promised as he dodged the second flute. PMS, he decided. “Later in the month. When you’re feeling a little more like yourself.”

A banshee could not have screamed louder. Nate escaped the suffocating room, taking the back stairs two at a time. Something thudded against the bedroom wall; he hoped to hell she hadn’t damaged the new plaster job.

Feeling blindsided, Nate drove toward his home on the peaceful bank of Blue Bayou, trying to figure out where, exactly, an evening that had begun so promising had gone offtrack.

“Peter Pan,” he muttered.

Where the hell had she come up with that one?

The full moon was brighter than he’d ever seen it, surrealistically silhouetting the knobby bayou cypresses in eerie white light. Having just survived Hurricane Charlene, Nate hoped it wasn’t some weird portent of yet another storm to come.
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Los Angeles




Oh, God, doesn’t that hunk just jump-start your hormones?”

L.A. homicide detective Regan Hart glanced up at the billboard towering over Sunset Boulevard. “Not really.” He was too blond, too good-looking, and even with that ragged hair and scruffy beard, somehow too perfect. Regan preferred men who looked as if they had some mileage on them.

“Any woman who doesn’t respond to Brad Pitt needs her head examined,” Vanessa Kante, Regan’s partner, said on a deep sigh. “Not to mention more vital body parts.”

“My head and all my other body parts are working just fine, thank you.” At least Regan assumed they were; it had been a while since they’d been subjected to a field test. “And in case you’ve forgotten, you’re married. Aren’t you supposed to be directing those leaping hormones toward your husband?”

“I’m married, not dead. Part of the reason our marriage is so strong is that Rhasheed doesn’t mind who I lust after, so long as he’s the one whose tall, lanky bones I’m jumping when I get home.” She shot Regan a knowing look. “Since you’ve been in a crappy mood all shift, I take it the Santa Monica plastic surgeon wasn’t exactly Mr. Right.”

Regan heaved out a breath. “He wasn’t even Mr. Maybe if a meteor hit Santa Monica and we were the only man and woman left on earth I might just maybe consider having sex with you only to perpetuate the species. Enough said.”

“Sorry.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know why I even let you fix me up with him in the first place.”

“Perhaps because it’s been too long since you’ve had sex that didn’t involve batteries?”

“It’s not that easy. First of all, we’re living in the land of gorgeous women, where every waitress is a Cameron Diaz wannabe and any female over a size two is a candidate for liposuction.”

“I’m not a size two. And Rhasheed likes me just the way I am.”

“What man wouldn’t? I’ve seen stone-cold killers swallow their tongues when you sashay into the squad room.” A dead ringer for Tyra Banks, Vanessa even dressed like a supermodel. “And besides, Rhasheed grew up in Nigeria. You keep telling me the brothers like their women with curves.”

“That’s what he tells me, and if actions back up his sweet-talking jive, it’s true. I think it’s one of those Neanderthal things about looking for a woman who’ll make a good breeder, even during famine. But Rhasheed says it’s mainly so he’ll have something to hold onto so he won’t fall out of bed.”

“Then I’m out of luck with Neanderthals, too. All my adolescent growth hormones went into my height, so I didn’t have any left for curves. As Dr. Bill felt obliged to point out when he suggested I consider implant surgery.”

“Ouch. I never realized he was such a silver-tongued devil.”

“It wouldn’t have worked out anyway. If guys aren’t intimidated by a woman who wears a pistol to work, they just want to hear gory war stories about dead bodies.”

“Which kind was Dr. Bill?”

“The first. We were out on the dance floor for about two minutes when he admitted he couldn’t handle getting that close to a woman who was wearing a Beretta beneath her jacket.”

Van shot her a disbelieving look. “Tell me you didn’t actually wear your sidearm on a date?”

“I got a call while I was in court to testify on the Sanchez case, saying one of the Front Street Crips had some info on that Diamond Street gangbanger who was killed while collecting drug taxes for the Mexican Mafia. Would you go into that neighborhood unarmed?”

“I’ll have to give you that one.”

“Besides, I looked pretty damn good. I was wearing that suit you talked me into buying last week.”

Van had unearthed the designer knockoff at Second Hand Rose, a trendy consignment boutique on Melrose. The label read “Armini,” the simple change in vowels keeping the counterfeit police from declaring the suit illegal. It was also several hundred dollars less expensive than the original.

“Couldn’t you have left the gun in the trunk of your car?” her partner asked.

“And have it stolen like Malloy’s? Boy, wouldn’t that be a career booster.”

Just last month Devon Malloy, a rookie B&E detective, had left his pistol in the trunk of his car to keep it away from his kids. Unfortunately, his car had been stolen, and the gun ended up being used in an armed robbery that had left a liquor store clerk wounded. By the time IAD eventually got through dragging Malloy over the coals, he might still be a cop, but any chances of advancement were nil; if he stayed on the force, he could look forward to spending all his days on pawnshop detail.

“Actually, it was kind of funny,” Regan said. “We were slow-dancing, and every time he’d pull me close and try to cop a feel, his fingers would hit cold steel. After the third time, he suggested we call it a night. Not only was I crushing his libido—apparently it’s a little disconcerting to go out with a woman who can shoot your balls off—but the metal in my Beretta was screwing up his qi. Whatever that is.”

“It’s feng shui. In Taoist thought, everything is made up of qi—or energy. It’s the essence of existence.”

“And here I thought that was DNA.”

The rain was picking up. Regan turned on the wipers, which dragged across the glass with a rubbery squeal like fingernails on a chalkboard. LAPD never retired their crap cars; they just assigned them to her. The heater hadn’t worked for six weeks. By the time it got repaired, the weather would have warmed up, and she wouldn’t need it. Which, she thought darkly, was probably exactly the department’s reasoning.

“Hey, there are a lot of things in this world we can’t understand,” Van said. “If it wasn’t for feng shui, I wouldn’t have gotten pregnant.”

Regan shot her a look. “You got pregnant because when you and Rhasheed were off cavorting in the tropics, you had one too many mai tais and forgot to use birth control.”

“True. But before we went to Kauai, between the stress of his job and mine, we were having some sex problems—which is why we made the reservations at the Crouching Dragon Inn in the first place.”

“Ah yes, the sex palace.”

“You make it sound like someplace with mystery stains on the sheets and porno movies playing on a TV bolted to the dresser. The Crouching Dragon Inn was designed on the feng shui principle that we should live with nature rather than against it, so it was constructed for all the bed and beach qi to flow properly. As soon as we got there, all our problems just flew out the window. Except for going to that luau, we made love all week.”

“So you said.” From the play-by-play her partner had shared, she was amazed Van had still been able to walk when they got back from Hawaii.

“All that positive loving energy sent out a special frequency that allowed Rhasheed’s essential elements to come together with mine and create Denzel’s life force.”

“It’s called a sperm swimming up to fertilize an egg.”

With the exception of certain truisms such as full moons make the crazies come out, and you always get a floater the day you’re wearing new shoes, Regan didn’t believe in feng shui, voodoo, fate, or anything else that she couldn’t see with her own eyes or touch with her own hands.

After she’d been set up to be killed by a gang who was tired of her hauling in their dealers, the psychologist the department had forced her to see had blamed her skepticism on all those childhood years waiting for her father to return home from Vietnam. In her child’s mind he would walk in, declare her the most beautiful, lovable little girl in the world, get down on one knee just like the prince did in Cinderella, beg her mother to remarry him, and they’d all live happily ever after.

None of which had ever happened. Unfortunately, Lieutenant John Hart, U.S. Marines, had never returned from Vietnam. Her mother, who’d filed for divorce before Regan was born, had returned to her law practice when Regan was a week old, leaving her in the hands of a continuously changing series of nannies and housekeepers who never quite lived up to Karen Hart’s standards. When her father never showed up in a suit of shining armor to sweep his daughter onto the back of a prancing white steed and take her away to his palace, Regan had decided fairy tales belonged in the gilt-edged pages of books, not in real life.

In a way, she’d always thought that youthful disappointment had served her well. The very same realism and skepticism the department shrink had advised her to overcome was what made her a good cop.

“Birth’s a miracle.” Van repeated what she’d been saying since the day the little pink cross had shown up on the test strip. “Rhasheed said he knew I was pregnant that morning when I began glowing from the inside.”

“You sure you didn’t get confused about what you were putting in your mouth, and swallow your mag light?”

“Very funny. The glow was the red lightwave from baby Denzel’s heart.” She patted her rounded stomach, which had been showing her pregnancy for the past two months.

Regan shook her head. “Only in L.A. would cops be into New Age.”

As happy as she was for Van, Regan wasn’t looking forward to losing her as a partner. But Van and her husband had decided a homicide detective’s twenty-four/seven lifestyle wasn’t exactly family friendly and she’d decided to leave the force in another six weeks.

“Feng shui isn’t new. The concept goes back eight thousand years.” Van turned in the passenger seat toward Regan. “Maybe you should have a master check out your apartment. You’ve been under a lot of stress lately.”

“I’m a murder cop. Stress comes with the territory.”

“Which is why you need to find something that helps.”

“What would help would be for the good citizens of Los Angeles to take a forty-eight-hour ceasefire.”

“Russell Crowe’s going to show up in the squad room in full breastplate and sandals before that happens,” Vanessa said dryly. “You know, I took a class last month with the guy who advised Donald Trump to change a set of French doors at Mar-a-Lago to the other wall. If you weren’t so hard-minded, you might actually like him.”

“I don’t need an architectural adviser. I just need to close the Lancaster case. And the fact that Donald Trump wants to pay some so-called building wizard big bucks to tell him to tear out some doors is just proof that some people have more money than sense.”

“I hope you didn’t tell Dr. Bill all this. He lives by feng shui.”

“I know. We had to wait an hour for a dinner table that faced the right direction.” An hour she’d spent nursing a glass of wine and eating bar mix. “Give me some credit. I merely told him that the mental vision of scalpels cutting into my breasts had the same negative effect on me that guns seemed to have on him. So, since cold steel seems to be destined to come between us, we might as well give both our qi s a break and make it an early night.”

“I was really hoping you two would work out. What about the Century City investment banker? Mike something? He was good looking.”

“His name was Mark Mitchell.” Regan had met him after a real estate developer got shot execution style in a parking garage. Since Mark had discovered the body, Regan had interviewed him, then given him her card in case he thought of anything that might prove useful to the investigation. He’d called that night to ask her out. She’d declined, not wanting to cross the professional/personal line she’d always firmly maintained.

It hadn’t taken long to apprehend the shooter, a bumbling first-time hit-for-hire guy. The day the jury found him guilty, she’d received another call from Mark Mitchell. This time she’d made the mistake of taking him up on his offer of a late dinner.

“He kept an iguana named Gordon Gekko in his bedroom.” And revealed he’d always viewed the “Greed is good” character Michael Douglas played in Wall Street as a role model.

“That is a little weird,” Van allowed. “You could always go out with someone on the force.”

“I’d rather shoot myself than date a cop.” She’d no sooner spoken when she wished she could take the words back. Rhasheed was an L.A. county sheriff’s department deputy. “Hell, I’m sorry. Rhasheed’s an exception.”

“He’s special, all right.” Van’s smile showed she hadn’t taken offense. “We were supposed to go out tonight to celebrate the fifth anniversary of when we met.”

Then they’d gotten called out on what could well prove a wild-goose chase. It was tough enough to have a normal life when you were a street cop. Homicide detectives might as well forget about relationships, romance, or any type of social life, especially on weekends, when the majority of murders occurred.

On the rare occasion she stopped to think about it, Regan found it ironic that she could have grown up to be so different from her mother, but still end up in a career that discouraged marriage and a family.

She checked out the block-long white limousine gliding past. When she’d worked in Vice, she’d busted a prostitution ring doing a bang-up business using limos as rolling motel rooms. Since this one had a Just Married sign in the back window, she let it pass.

It was turning out to be a quiet night in the City of Angels, almost as if the city had done an aerial spraying of Valium, but neither Regan nor Van commented on it, since another Murphy’s Law of police work declared that unspeakable evils would befall anyone who said, “Sure is a quiet night.”

The rain streaking down the windshield of the black-and-white patrol car had driven most of the drunks, batterers, and robbers indoors, leaving only the neighborhood’s homeless sleeping beneath soaked newspapers and plastic garbage bags. The souvenir shops selling Marilyn Monroe posters, movie clapboards, and maps to stars’ homes were closed, their heavy metal shutters drawn down.

There’d been a time, before Regan was born, when the area that made up her precinct had been the glittering home of the motion picture industry. Glamorous movie stars had dined at the Brown Derby, drank champagne from crystal flutes, and attended premieres at Grauman’s Chinese Theater in limousines. But T-shirt shops, check-cashing joints, and pornographic bookstores had invaded the once elite neighborhood, and addicts, prostitutes, and homeless men and women were as common a sight as Japanese tourists.

Hollywood was beginning to make a comeback, but Regan knew that even if the area did succeed in becoming Los Angeles’ version of New York’s Time Square, the dispossessed would simply pack up and drift somewhere else.

“This tip had better pan out,” she muttered as they cruised by the Rock & Roll Denny’s. “Even the working girls have enough sense to come in out of this lousy weather.”

Inside the bright, twenty-four-hour restaurant, forlorn prostitutes seeking relief from the rain hunkered in the booths, drinking pots of coffee, smoking packs of cigarettes, and rubbing feet sore from pounding the pavement in ankle-breaking five-inch platform heels, all the time keeping an eye on the street outside the restaurant window in the unlikely event a silver Lotus might happen to cruise by.

Unfortunately, the average john who frequented these blocks was no Richard Gere, and the Pretty Woman Cinderella story about the tycoon falling in love with the heart-of-gold hooker was so far removed from these mean streets it could have been filmed on Mars.

“Word is, Double D’s back from Fresno to hit some guy from the Eighth Street Regulars who’s been poaching on his territory.” Van repeated the phone tip that had gotten Regan to leave the warmth of the station. The seventeen-year-old with the yellow sheet as long as a Russian novel was as elusive as smoke. “He’s got a new girlfriend and is laying low at her grandmother’s place. The old lady got busted two years ago for running a crack house with her son and grandkids.”

“And they say the American family’s in decline. How come Granny isn’t in prison?”

“Because she looks like she should be baking cookies rather than cooking dope. The DA couldn’t get the grand jury to indict.”

Regan shook her head in disgust. She’d become a cop because she’d wanted to make a difference, to help make people’s lives better. But lately she’d begun to feel like a sand castle at high tide. It seemed that more and more of the idealist she’d been when she’d first put on that blue LAPD uniform was getting washed away each day.

“You’re doing it again,” Van said.

“What?”

“Humming that damn song.”

“Sorry. Sometimes it gets stuck in my head.” Some people’s minds grasped onto jingles; whenever her mind drifted, it tended to break into “You Are My Sunshine.” She’d stopped noticing it years ago; others, who found it understandably annoying, weren’t so fortunate.

A gleaming black Lexus with muddy license plates caught Regan’s attention as it passed in the opposite direction.

The passenger was looking straight ahead. The driver turned his face, but not before she caught a glimpse of him. Adrenaline sparked like a hot electrical wire hitting wet pavement. “I’ll bet my next pay grade that’s our boy.”

“Sure looked like him.”

Regan made a U-turn, then cursed as a grizzled, bearded man clad in camouflage with an American flag sticking out of his backpack began marching across the street with the determination of the soldier he’d once been.

“Come on, come on.” Her fingers tapped an impatient drumbeat on the top of the steering wheel. Having suffered from post-traumatic stress herself, she resisted hitting the siren.

Mad Max was a fixture on the street. Since he claimed to have served in Vietnam, Regan had once, in a rash moment, asked him if he’d ever served with her father. He’d taken a look at the photograph she always carried with her, shook his head, and rattled off a string of gibberish from a mind burned by drugs, alcohol, and God only knew what kind of flashbacks.

It had, admittedly, been a long shot. But Regan could never stop herself from asking.

She took off the second Mad Max cleared the lane. That the vet didn’t even glance back when the siren began screeching said a lot about both the neighborhood and his life.

Regan caught up with the Lexus at a red light just past Hollywood High. Van tapped the car’s description, license number, and tag into her computer. The light turned green.

The vehicle started out slowly, testing the waters. Testing Regan.

Every instinct she possessed told Regan this was the murder suspect who’d managed to elude her for the past forty-five days. If she didn’t nab the kid in another two weeks, she’d be forced to write up a sixty-day report, the closest thing in the murder business to conceding defeat.

The Lexus picked up speed.

“Come on, dammit.” The computer, ancient and as cranky as she herself was feeling, seemed to take forever.

“It’s him.” Van’s voice was edged with excitement. “He and another gangbanger carjacked the vehicle after committing an armed robbery at the Hollywood Stars Motel.”

“Guess the son of a bitch ran through the five bucks he stole from that old lady,” she muttered.

Last month’s beating death of the eighty-five-year-old woman had been the most heinous thing she’d witnessed during her twelve years working Los Angeles’ meanest streets: five in a patrol car, a year lost to hospitals and office duty, a year in robbery, another in vice, and the past four in homicide. Regan was thirty-three years old, but there were times lately she felt a hundred. And counting.

She flipped on the lights, unsurprised when the driver rabbited. Regan took off after it, Code 3, blue lights flashing, siren whooping.
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Blue Bayou, Louisiana




So,” Jack Callahan asked his brother, “how’s the search for a new sheriff going?”

“Lousy.” Nate frowned as he tackled another stack of evidence bags from the police property room. Since they’d been collecting dust for decades, he figured they should be properly dealt with before he could begin remodeling the office. Opening the bags was like unearthing an ancient city; the deeper he dug, the older the evidence.

“I wasted Monday morning interviewing yet another Dirty Harry wannabe from Shreveport, who opted for early retirement to save himself from being suspended for excess brutality on a prisoner. There’s a lawsuit pending on that case, no surprise.”

The envelope held a slug that, according to the accompanying papers, had been dug out of a wall.

“Do you remember when Henri Dubois and Julian Breaux fought that duel at Lafitte’s Landing?”

“Sure.” Jack dug into his brown paper bag and pulled out one of the thick muffulettas he’d brought along for lunch with his brother. “It was Mardi Gras,” he said around a mouthful of deli meats and cheese. “They got the fool idea firearms were the best way to settle who’d get the first dance with Christy Marchand.” He frowned thoughtfully. “I recall them both being too drunk to hit their targets, but I don’t remember what happened next.”

Nate skimmed the papers. “Dad arrested them, they pleaded guilty to disorderly conduct, and they were sentenced to give ten percent of their crawfish catch to the parish food bank for the next six months.”

“That sounds like something the judge would come up with,” Jack agreed.

“Not that there was any excuse for shooting guns off in a crowded dance hall, but I can kind of understand how they might have been moved to passion. I was in love with Christy myself in those days.”

The Blue Bayou Mardi Gras queen had gone on to be Miss Louisiana, landed a job as weather girl on KATC in Lafayette, then began working her way up the network ladder through larger and larger markets. She was currently a foreign correspondent for NBC’s nightly news, and although her long, dark hair was now a short, perky blond bob, Nate still enjoyed looking at her.

“That’s not surprising, since you tended to fall in love with just about every girl in the parish on a regular basis.” Jack took a swig from a can of Dr Pepper. “Though I have to admit, Christy was pretty cute. So, got any other hot sheriff prospects?”

“Don’t I wish.” Since the case had been settled a dozen years ago, Nate tossed the papers and the slug into the circular file.

“How about the guy who was just leaving when I got here? The goofy-looking long-haired guy with the gold stud in his ear.”

“Strange criticism from a man who returned to town sportin’ an earring himself.”

“I’m not applying to be a cop. Besides, Dani likes it. She says it reminds her of a pirate.” Jack flashed a rakish grin Nate had to agree was damn piratelike.

Jack had always been the most dashing of the three Callahan brothers. And the wildest, having earned his teenage nickname, Bad Jack, the old-fashioned way: by working overtime to be the baddest-assed juvenile delinquent in the parish.

“The guy was some sprout eater from Oregon who wanted me to know right off the bat that he refused to carry a gun because he was a pacifist. Then asked me if there were any good vegan restaurants in town.”

“Not much call for tofu burgers here in hot sauce country.”

“That’s pretty much what I told him.”

“Question is, why he’d want the job in the first place?”

“He’s a former soc major.” The scent wafting from the bag was mouthwatering. One bite confirmed that the sandwich tasted as good as it smelled. “Seems he’s got new liberal ideas ’bout law enforcement that none of the other cities he’s interviewed with seem eager to embrace.”

“Let me guess. The theory is based on the idea that all those murderers and rapists up there in Angola Prison are merely victims of a harsh, vengeance-driven society.”

“From the little I let him tell me, that’s pretty much it.”

“Hell, that’s an old retread idea.”

“Well, like I said, it probably isn’t real popular in the cop community. Which was why he was willing to come all this way to interview.”

“So he thought we were so desperate we’d be willing to end up with him by default?”

“That’d be my guess. I explained that even though the last crime spree was Anton Beloit’s kid taking that can of John Deere green paint and spraying his love for Lurleen Woods on the side of every bridge in the parish, I’d prefer the chief law enforcement officer in Blue Bayou to carry a weapon. And know how to use it. He told me he’d have to think about it. I told him not to bother.”

“Lucky for you Blue Bayou’s a peaceful place.”

“Since the town’s entire police force consists of Ruby Bernhard, who mostly sits behind her desk and crochets Afghans for her hoard of grandchildren while waitin’ for someone to call in a crime so she can play dispatcher; Henri Pitre, who refuses to tell me his age, but has gotta be on the long side of seventy; and Dwayne Johnson, who’s eager enough but green as Billy Bob Beloit’s damn paint, I sure as hell hope things stay peaceful.”

Nate studied the former-DEA-agent-turned-thriller-novelist over the top of the crusty round loaf of French bread. “I don’t suppose you’re startin’ to get bored, being out of law enforcement these past few years?”

“Nope.” Jack shook his head. “I figure it’s damn near impossible to get bored with a perfect life with the world’s sexiest pregnant wife, two terrific good-lookin’ kids, a great dog, and getting to tell lies for a living.”

The yellow dog in question lifted her huge head, looking for a handout. She swallowed the piece of cheese Jack tossed her in one gulp.

“Nice to hear you put Dani in first place.”

“We might have taken a thirteen-year detour, but she’s always been first. Always will be.” Jack took another hit of the Dr Pepper. “You know, marriage could be the best invention going, right up there with the combustible engine. You might want to give it a try someday.”

“No offense, bro, but I’d rather—”

“I know.” Jack shook his head. “Go skinny-dippin’ with gators. Anyone ever tell you that line’s getting a bit old?”

Nate frowned. Three weeks later, and the debacle with Charlene still irked. “Do you think I have a Peter Pan complex?”

“Probably.”

This was not the answer Nate had been expecting. Or hoping for.

“That’s why it’s gonna be so much fun watching when you take the fall, you,” Jack said with a pirate’s flash of white teeth.

“I wouldn’t hold your breath, you. ’Cause it’s not going to happen.”

“That’s pretty much what I said, before Dani came back to town. And I’ll bet Finn sure as hell never imagined getting hitched to some Hollywood actress.” Jack shrugged. “When it’s right, it’s right.”

“Marriage might be right for you guys, but it’s not in the cards for me. Long-term relationships are just too much heavy lifting.”

“Never known you to be afraid of hard work.”

“It’s different in construction. Eventually things come to an end.”

“I doubt Beau Soleil will ever be done.”

“That’s beside the point.”

“And that point was?”

“When I’m building something or restoring an old house, eventually I have something to show for the effort, something I can be proud of. The more time you put into a place like Beau Soleil, the better it gets. The more time you put into a relationship with a woman, the more likely it is that you’ll fuck it up. Then everyone just ends up angry, with hurt feelings. The trick is to know when to bail, before you get to that pissed-off point.”

Granted, he hadn’t pulled that off with Charlene, but usually he was able to remain friends with a woman after the sheets had cooled.

“Never met a woman yet who didn’t feel the need to change a man,” he grumbled.

“Dani’s never tried to change me. Guess that’s ’cause I’m already perfect.”

“Talk about telling lies.” Nate looked out the window at the January rain streaming down the glass. “Do you ever just want to take off?”

“I did that thirteen years ago,” Jack reminded his brother. “But like the old sayin’ goes, there’s no place like home.”

“Easy for you to say, since you’ve been just about every place in the world.”

“That’s true.” Jack studied him more closely. “Is there a point to this?”

“I’ve never been anywhere.”

“You went away to college.”

“Tulane’s in New Orleans, which is not exactly much of a journey. And I came home my freshman year.”

“When Maman was dying.” Jack frowned. “I don’t know if I ever thanked you for that—”

“That’s what brothers are for. Finn was tied up with that manhunt, and you were off somewhere in the Yucatán Peninsula chasing dope dealers.”

Since he’d loved his maman dearly, Nate had never regretted his actions. He was happy in Blue Bayou; it was where his friends were, where his life was. Life was good. And if truth be told, there wasn’t anywhere else in the world he’d rather live.

But there were still times, on summer Saturday afternoons, when he’d be watching a ball game on TV and wonder whether if he’d stayed in school and not given up the athletic scholarship that had paid his tuition, he might have made it to the pros. After all, the scouts had called him a phenom, possibly the most natural third baseman since Brooks Robinson.

He stifled a sigh. Yesterday’s ball scores, as Jake Callahan used to say. He tore open the last evidence envelope.

“Hey, look at this.” He fanned the yellowed papers out like a hand of bouree cards.

His brother leaned forward. “Stock certificates?”

“Yeah. For Melancon Petroleum.”

Jack whistled. “They’ve got to be pretty old, since Melancon must’ve quit givin’ out paper certificates at least two decades ago. If they’re real, I’ll bet they’re worth some dough. ’Specially now that the company’s rumored to be bought up by Citgo.”

“There’s also a death certificate for a Linda Dale.”

“The name doesn’t ring a bell.”

“It was thirty-one years ago. Back when Dad first got elected sheriff.” Nate frowned. “She died of carbon monoxide poisoning.”

“Heating accident?”

“No.” His frown deepened. “Suicide.” He flipped through a small ringed notebook. “But Dad didn’t buy that.”

“He thought she was murdered?”

“Yeah,” Nate said.

“Blue Bayou’s only ever had two murders that I know of. That one back when we were in high school, when Remy Renault got wasted and shot that tin roof salesman he found fuckin’ his wife.”

“I remember that.”

He also remembered the long, hot, frustrating summer when Mrs. Renault hired him to mow her lawn and clean her pool. She’d liked to sunbathe topless. When he got a bit older and realized that she’d been purposefully tormenting him, Nate had been real grateful he hadn’t been the one Remy found rolling in the sheets with the woman who’d made the models in Finn’s Playboy magazines look downright anorexic.

He skimmed some more of the notes, written in a wide, scrawling script not that different from his own. “Seems Dad even went up to Baton Rouge, to try and get the state cops to come in on the case, but while he was gone, Dale’s sister showed up and had the body cremated.”

“Which would have destroyed any physical evidence he needed to make a case.”

“Yeah. But the ashes aren’t all the sister took away with her. There was a toddler in the house. Dad figured she’d been left alone about forty-eight hours. She’d obviously been scrounging for food; he found some empty cookie packages on the kitchen floor and an empty bread wrapper in her room.”

“Shit. What about Mr. Dale? Where was he while all this was going on?”

“Appears there wasn’t any Mr. Dale.”

“Single woman havin’ a baby out of wedlock sure wasn’t unheard of three decades ago,” Jack said. “But it could’ve created a bit of a stir in a small Catholic town like this one.”

“That’s what Dad thought.” It wasn’t that people were more uptight here than other places around the country; people in Blue Bayou certainly knew how to pass a good time. But whatever sexual revolution had taken place during the sixties and seventies had been kept behind closed doors.

“Linda Dale was a lounge singer at Lafitte’s Landing. Seems like it would have been hard to save up enough money from whatever salary and tips she was making to buy all this stock.”

“How much does it come to?”

Nate checked out the certificates again and did some rapid calculation. “The face value back then was twenty-five thousand dollars.”

Jack whistled. “Which means that there’s a thirty-three-year-old woman out there somewhere who’s due a tidy inheritance. Though if Dale was murdered, it’s strange the killer would leave the stock behind.”

“The sister was from L.A. When Dad tried to find her, he ran into a dead end.”

“That’s not surprising. L.A.’s a big place.”

“True.” Nate picked up a small bound book. “But Linda Dale kept herself a journal, too. If we’d never known Maman, but she’d left behind somethin’ that would tell us a little about her and then someone stumbled across it, wouldn’t you want them to try to find you?”

“Mais sure. But finding her’s gonna be a long shot. If Dad couldn’t find this Linda Dale’s sister back then, what makes you think you can after all these years?”

“He didn’t have the Internet. Besides, we’ve got ourselves an ace in the hole. Our special agent big brother.”

“Finn quit the Feebs.”

“Just ’cause he left the FBI doesn’t mean he lost his talent for trackin’ people down. And since he’s living in L.A., that’s gotta make things easier.”

Nate picked up the phone and began dialing.
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Regan called in to Dispatch, requesting all available units in the vicinity to respond. While Van called off the intersections as they sped past them, she floored the gas pedal. The Crown Vic skidded around the corner and flashed through the rain-slick streets, the high-pitched wail of the siren shattering the night.

The police-issue sedan was no match for the Lexus, but the fact that she was a lot better driver was on Regan’s side. Working against her was the twinge of fear in the back of her mind at each cross street. It had been seven years since the car chase that had nearly cost her her life, and she still had the scars.

Dammit, homicide detectives didn’t do chases. They showed up after the killing and methodically began working a case that would take them from a dead body to a live suspect.

“Shit!”

There was a flash from the Lexus. A slug hit the windshield, shattering it into a spiderweb of cracks.

Regan’s already hammering heart was flooded with a burst of adrenaline as the slug buried itself in the backseat. One of the reasons she’d worked so hard to make this division was because any adrenaline rushes were supposed to come from the thrill of putting together all the pieces of a crime so well that when she showed the finished picture of the puzzle to a jury chosen at random, those twelve men and women would find one human being guilty of murdering another. Murder cops weren’t supposed to be risking the lives of innocent civilians, not to mention their own, by acting out the raging pursuit myth created by movie and television scriptwriters.

“Shots fired,” Van reported.

“Shots fired,” Dispatch echoed. “Ten-four.”

“That was close,” Van said.

“Yeah,” Regan agreed grimly, trying not to think about the fact that her Kevlar vest had been supplied by the lowest bidder.

The chase had been picked up by at least five patrol cars. The screaming, flashing light parade, which was now hitting speeds in the sixties, left Sunset to barrel through a quiet residential neighborhood. Regan’s murder books—a stack of three-ring binders that contained all the homicide cases she was currently juggling—went sailing onto the floor when she hit a speed bump full-on.

The Lexus took a corner too tight, tilting onto its right two wheels and looking in danger of rolling over; Regan backed off a bit to avoid crashing into it. No sooner had it settled back onto four wheels than it careened over the center line, sideswiping two vehicles parked on the other side of the street, taking out two mailboxes and a section of Cyclone fence. Brakes squealing, it came to a shuddering halt in the front yard of a tidy 1930s bungalow.

Two males exploded from the car and took off into the shadows.

“Suspects are on foot.” Regan gave Dispatch their description, as best as she’d been able to tell from the spreading yellow glow of the porch light.

“Copy. All units, suspects are fleeing on foot. Ten-twenty. Officer needs assistance,” the disembodied voice announced as Regan sprinted between two houses.

She was within inches of the passenger when he swerved and ran straight into a darkened swimming pool. Water splashed into the air and over the deck, drenching her already rain-wet sweatshirt and jeans.

“One suspect just landed in a pool,” she reported into the radio, pinned to her sweatshirt. “You scoop out Flipper,” Regan called to Van, who was on her heels. “I’ll stick with Double D.”

Having begun running years ago, to get back in shape after surgery and as rehabilitation, Regan was now nearly the fastest runner in the precinct. The only guy who could beat her was a former USC running back who had a good six inches on her and legs as long as a giraffe’s.

Heart pounding painfully against her ribs, Regan dashed through a hedge. As branches scratched her hands and face, all her attention was focused on her perp. The whop-whop-whop sound of the police helicopter reverberating overhead told her the cavalry had arrived. They beamed a light down on the scene, turning it as bright as day. “Freeze! Police!” she shouted, just like they’d taught her at the academy. Twelve years on the job, and she’d never seen it work. It didn’t tonight. “Dammit, I said freeze!”

She managed to grab the back of his T-shirt, but since he was as wet as she was, half her age, and outweighed her by at least fifty pounds, he jerked free, scrambled to his feet on the wet grass, and took off again, clearing the fence like an Olympic hurdler.

Regan followed, ripping both her sweatshirt and her arm on the barbed wire along the top of the fence. The shirt bothered her more than her arm; she’d just bought it yesterday. “There’s thirty dollars down the damn drain!” she cursed.

They pounded down an alley, splashing through the puddles formed by countless potholes, past huge dogs barking behind fences. Just when Regan was sure her lungs were going to burst, she launched herself into the air and nailed him with a flying tackle that sent them both skidding across what seemed like a football field’s length of gravel. They finally came to a stop when they crashed headfirst into a group of galvanized metal trash cans.

“When a police officer says freeze, you’re supposed to stop running!”

“How the hell I supposed to know you’re a goddamn police officer?” he shouted back. “You ain’t wearin’ no uniform.”

“I suppose you figured all those flashing lights and sirens were just a parade?” Hugely ticked off, she slammed her knee into his back, holding him facedown while a pair of uniforms arriving from the other end of the alley grabbed his arms and legs.

“The guy needs peppering,” said one cop, who had to be a rookie. It was obvious he was having a grand time with all this. Regan was not.

“We don’t need it.” One absolute truism in police work was that you were always downwind from pepper spray. He’d find that out for himself, but Regan would just as soon not be in the vicinity when it happened. The perp’s elbow slammed into her rib cage, nearly knocking the air out of her.

Once they’d finally gotten the suspect subdued, she said, “Congratulations. You win tonight’s grand prize by racking up at least a hundred moving violations. That doesn’t begin to cover the carjacking and motel robbery. And let’s not forget the original murder and rape counts.”

Regan snagged one of his wrists. Ignoring the string of epithets, all colorfully graphic, several anatomically impossible, she caught the other wrist, then yanked on the plastic restraints. While she missed the decisive sound of the old metal handcuffs clicking closed, the ratchet sound of the plastic teeth was still damn satisfying.

“What about my rights?” he shouted between curses. “I got rights, bitch.”

She scooped wet hair out of her eyes. She was breathing heavily, but felt damn good. “You bet you do. Beginning with the constitutional right to be a boil on the butt of society. But in case you haven’t figured it out yet, even most of your homeboys draw the line at killing a little old lady who never did anything but give you a job cleaning up her yard and made you a glass of lemonade.”

With the help of the others, she yanked him to his feet and recited the Miranda warning she suspected he’d first heard in grammar school. Then, ignoring the pain in her solar plexus and the burning of the slice on her arm, she walked him down the middle of the street to one of the cruisers angled at the curb.

Tonight’s bust, as satisfying as it was, would create a mountain of paperwork. She’d be lucky if she managed a couple hours sleep before having to show up at the courthouse tomorrow.

 

Six hours later Regan had showered, changed, and was hunched over her laptop keyboard, attacking the stack of report forms, trying to push yet more paperwork through the byzantine legal system.

You never saw television cops doing paperwork. Homicide cops on TV only handled one or two cases at a time, and except for the occasional season-ending cliffhanger, always managed to wrap up the crime in an hour, minus time for commercials. In real life, a detective was forced to juggle dozens of old cases while struggling to stay ahead of the deluge of new ones.

The motto of the LAPD homicide division was “Our day begins when yours ends.” What it didn’t mention was that it was not uncommon for a homicide detective to work around the clock.

“So,” Barnie Williams, who was two months away from retirement and a house on the beach in Mexico, said from the neighboring desk, “this guy calls nine-one-one and says his wife saw a light on out in the garage. He looked out the bedroom window, and sure enough, there are some guys moving around in there, looking like they’re loading up stuff.

“Dispatch explains that it’s Saturday night, cops are all tied up with more vital shit, there’s no one in the vicinity, but stay put and they’ll send someone out as soon as possible.

“Guy says okay, and hangs up. A minute later, he calls nine-one-one again and says there’s no hurry sending the cops out, because he just shot and killed all the guys in his garage.”

He’d succeeded in capturing Regan’s reluctant attention. “So, what happened?”

“Well, the shit hits the fan, and it takes less than three minutes for half a dozen cars to pull up on the scene, including Rockford and me, Armed Response Unit, and a producer and cameraman from that TV show Cops, who just happened to pick tonight to ride around with a couple patrol officers.”

“Jones from Rampart,” elaborated Williams’s partner, Case Rockford. He was leaning back in his chair, hand-tooled lizard cowboy boots up on the desk. “And that rookie with the Jennifer Lopez ass that even manages to look fine in blues.”

“Her headlights aren’t bad, either,” a detective from across the room volunteered.

“She spends her own bucks to have her uniform privately tailored,” offered Dora Jenkins, a female detective. “If she didn’t, her ass would look as big as Montana. As for the headlights, they’re silicone.”

“No way,” Williams said.

“Way. She got them back when she was a Hooters waitress. The restaurant loaned her the bucks for the surgery.”

“Are you saying those Hooters girls aren’t naturally endowed?” another detective asked with mock surprise.

“So what happened with the guy who shot the robbery suspects?” Regan asked Williams in an attempt to return the typically wandering cop conversation to its original track.

“Oh, turns out they’re all alive, and the department’s own J.Lo and her partner get to make a bust for the cameras,” Rockford replied. “They’re happy as white on rice, but Barnie and I were majorly pissed, ’cause we were at the drive-through at Burger King and had just gotten our Whoppers when the call came in.”

“I hate cold burgers,” Williams muttered.

Rockford picked up the story again. “So Barnie gets in this guy’s face and yells, ‘I thought you said you killed them!’ The man just stands there, puffing away on a cigarette, cool as can be, and says, ‘I thought you guys said there weren’t any cops available.’”

The story drew a mixture of laughs and groans. Wishing caffeine came with an IV option, Regan shook her head and returned to her typing.

“Hey, Hart,” called a deep voice roughened by years of cigarettes.

Since another Murphy’s Law of police work states that computers only delete reports when they are nearly done, Regan saved her work for the umpteenth time and looked up at the uniformed cop standing in the doorway.

“What’s up, Jim?”

“There’s a guy here to see you. Says it’s personal.”

“Obviously he doesn’t know anything about cop shops.” She glanced around at the bank of desks crowded together, files that no longer fit on desktops piled onto the floor beside them, telephones jangling, computer keys tapping, the cross conversations that kept anything from being personal.

“Should I bring him on back?”

“No need,” a drawled voice offered.

The cop spun around, one hand going instinctively to his sidearm; Regan stood up, pulled her .38 from the desk drawer, and quickly skimmed a measuring look over him.

Six-two, one-ninety, blue eyes, brown hair. No scars, tattoos, or identifying marks that she could see. He was wearing jeans that looked faded from use, rather than any trendy stone or acid wash. His unabashedly becoming bomber jacket was unzipped, revealing a blue shirt that whether by accident or design matched his eyes; his leather boots were scuffed and, like his jeans, looked well worn. He was carrying a manila envelope.

He didn’t look dangerous. Then again, neither had Ronald Lawson, that Robert Redford lookalike serial killer who’d finally been arrested by the FBI last summer.

“How did you get back here?” It was her street voice, controlled, but sharp enough to cut granite.

“Detective Kante was just coming in and was kind enough to show me the way.”

A dimplelike crease flashed at Van, who’d just arrived with coffee from the espresso shop across the street.

“Hey, he came with a letter of recommendation.” Van smiled up at the guy with the warmth of an old friend as she handed Regan the brown cardboard cup.

“A recommendation?” Regan lifted her brow, the only one of the three not smiling.

“From the FBI.” He took a folded piece of paper from his shirt pocket and held it out. “Well, to be completely accurate, Finn’s a former special agent. He said he worked with you on the Valdez murder.”

Valdez was one of Lawson’s victims, which could only mean the letter was from Finn Callahan. Regan snatched it from his hand and skimmed the few lines, which were as terse and to the point as the special agent had always been, merely suggesting that she might want to hear Nate Callahan out. It was signed “Just-the-Fucking-Facts-Ma’am-Finn.”

Since Finn Callahan wasn’t one for chitchat, Regan suspected he hadn’t told anyone about the late-night argument they’d had after eighteen hours of canvassing the UCLA area in record-breaking heat, searching for witnesses in the Lawson case. Finn’s cut-and-dried method of keeping conversation to the subject certainly allowed for more people to be interviewed, but she’d insisted that by allowing them to chat a bit, you often learned important facts the witnesses might not have realized they’d known. Regan rarely lost her temper, but too little sleep and too much caffeine made her blow up that night. She’d shouted at him, shoved impotently against his chest (the man was huge), and accused him of being Just the Fucking Facts Ma’am Finn Callahan.
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