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Shane Parker loved the darkness.  It made the fire shine brighter—the other houses pulsed with an orange glowing heartbeat as the light from the flames shimmered through the nocturnal landscape.  Squatting beside a garage and peering through a broken wooden fence across the alley, Shane watched his creation grow with ferocious intensity.  Flames licked out of the windows and waved at him.  He waved back, confident that no one could see him.  He could practically feel the heat—he learned to stay far enough away, having been singed once or twice before.

As expected, the Federal Q siren of the first fire truck screamed like a banshee in the night.

Shane knew the firemen were coming from the nearest station—almost two miles away.  He still had time.  Knowing they’d park right in front of the place and block the best view, Shane always staked out a spot for a clear line of sight before he ever set flame to the fuel load.  He’d wait until they started to put it out.  Once the firemen put water on his baby, it would darken down.  Hating to see his children die, Shane would sneak away right after fire crews arrived.  The fire was so powerful, so natural.  And all those assholes ever did was kill it.  They never cared what it meant to him.

Smoke banked down across the alley, temporarily blocking his view.  Shane sucked in a deep nose-full of the acrid carbon-scorched scent as the sirens grew louder and closer.  For a second, he thought he saw someone standing in the smoke—thought he caught a glimpse of the echoes of flames dancing on the reflective striping of a fireman’s turnout gear.  

As the smoke lifted, the alley was clear.  No one stood there.  Not a fireman.  Not a soul.  Shane just shook his head and focused on his monster.  She (he decided this fire was female and mentally named her Sheila) was getting a little precocious.  Sheila’s flames reached out farther and started warping the vinyl siding on the neighboring house.  Soon, that house might light off too.  Sheila could spawn a twin.  Shelly, he decided—if she let loose.  Sheila and Shelly, his twin daughters for the night.

A soft thud sounded behind him.  But Shane couldn’t take his eyes off of the blaze.  The noise wasn’t enough to truly trip his senses into an alarm.

Shelly started to live.  The siding draped down in a slow liquid sag.  And the wood behind it blackened with char.

Shane’s breath caught.  He was witnessing a second birth tonight.  This one, though, was a natural birth.

The encroaching sirens—multiple ones coming from three different directions—covered the sound of the steady foot treads.

So enraptured in the birth of Shelly, Shane didn’t notice.  Not until he heard the distinct inhale and exhale of the Fireman wearing his SCBA (self-contained breathing apparatus).  It sounded eerily similar to Darth Vader.

Shane popped up and spun around at the creepy sound.  For a brief moment, he stared at his own reflection in the glossed over facepiece of the Fireman.  He couldn’t see the face behind the mask—just his own frightened image mirroring him.

Shane’s breath caught again.  But not at the thrill of witnessing the birth of another fire.  This time, he couldn’t breathe as the steel tines of the Fireman’s Halligan speared through his heart.  

As the Fireman impaled him onto the wall of the garage he’d been hiding beside, Shane realized he couldn’t hear the sirens anymore—it was just the damn inhale/exhale reverberation from the Fireman’s respirator.

The Fireman watched until the life fully ebbed from Shane’s eyes.  Then he slowly and methodically made his way toward the rear of the burning house, leaving the dangling arsonist spiked to the structure.

Alice Durnell knew this was it.  She could see the glow against the darkness as they got closer.  The dispatcher had already advised that multiple people had called about this structure fire—to the firefighters, that meant there was no chance this was a false call or a simple trash fire.  This one was going to be legitimate.  She had three months on the job and had yet to make a first-in fire.  Her classmates from the fire academy had labeled her as a jinx or “white cloud” as some had come to refer to the dubious distinction.  

But not anymore.  Not after this.  This fire was going to be hers.  And all those labels and stupid nicknames could go right to hell.

Rounding the final corner, Alice’s eyes widened as the house came into view.  Flames clawed their way out of the first-floor windows.  Dark smoke violently roiled from the upstairs windows and eaves.  

Alice slid her facepiece on—leaving it unclipped from her regulator so she didn’t use any air from her bottle for now—then snapped her helmet into place.

John Marconi, the other firefighter on the back of the engine with her, muttered, “No way that got goin’ that good without help.”  In his opinion (as most seasoned firefighters would agree), this fire had grown too rapidly to have started accidentally.  Neighbors would usually notice and call it in pretty early on.

“Might have to go defensive,” Captain John McPheeters offered from the front of the cab.

Those were not the words Alice wanted to hear.  She wanted to get inside the house and directly attack the fire.  The last thing she wanted to do was stand outside and spray water from a safe distance.  She knew that a defensive fire wouldn’t count for shit to add credit to her reputation.

Glancing back at Alice and knowing the itch was killing her, McPheeters asked, “You up for it, kid?”

“Hell yeah!” she shouted through her facepiece.

The driver pulled the engine to a stop as McPheeters ordered, “Cone (Marconi).  Grab a line and hit that exposure.  Nelly (Alice’s nickname and a play on her surname Durnell).  You’re comin’ with me.  If I say to back out, you do so without question.  Understood?”  He knew this fire had spread too quickly—probably due to the use of accelerants.  If it got too hot too fast, they’d have to bail out quickly.

“Yes sir!” Alice responded.  She knew his concern.  She also knew that, like many men on the job, McPheeters probably wondered if she—a girl—could handle the heat.  This was her chance to prove her worth and silence the potential critics.  She hopped out and grabbed the nozzle and an armload of the canvas-jacketed hose.  Yanking it free of the hose bed, Alice scrambled toward the front door.

McPheeters followed—multitasking as he snatched the remaining bedded hose with one hand and slid his mask in place with the other.  Once he flaked the hose out, he unclipped his helmet as it dangled from a clasp on the front of his bunker coat.  Securing it on his head, he gave the driver a signal to charge the hose.

High pressure water snaked its way through the flat hose, inflating it to its full size.  As soon as the hose tightened, Alice opened the nozzle slightly and was greeted with the hiss of escaping air.  Once water sprayed out, she closed it, clipped the regulator to her facepiece and sucked in her first breath of pressurized air.  She’d trained with the equipment often enough that there was no longer a claustrophobic chill with that first breath.

“Give the ceiling a quick shot,” McPheeters said.

All of her academy training told her not to upset the thermal balance by spraying water high.  But when her captain told her to do something, she obeyed.  She opened the nozzle and sprayed until he told her to stop.  Looking back, which took considerable effort with all of the equipment on, she saw him nod.

McPheeters pushed on her shoulder as he said, “It’s not too hot yet.  We can go.”  He had witnessed some of the water raining back down as she had sprayed the ceiling.  If no water came down, the room was getting too hot and wouldn’t be safe to enter.  He made a note of explaining that to her after they had put the fire out.  “Keep it low now.”

Alice slid into the first room in a half-crawl/half-slide.  Pulling the bale back fully, she swept the nozzle back and forth, drenching the room.  

The room immediately darkened down as the heat converted the water to steam.  The room started to gradually cool, but visibility was virtually nonexistent.  Alice couldn’t see the flames anymore, but she knew they were still there.  She continued sweeping the hose stream back and forth.

“Move up!” McPheeters shouted over all of the noise.

Alice surged ahead with three quick kick-slides and continued spraying the area.

“Good knock,” the captain said, telling her they were making headway on the inferno.  “Into the next room,” he ordered.

Alice pushed ahead, keeping low, until she ran into the wall.  Reaching her hand out to push off of the wall, she found nothing but open air.  It didn’t make sense.  She was right up against the thing and it hadn’t budged.  It had to be the wall.  Alice put her hand right in front of her face and extended her arm forward.  She felt it again—the unmoving object.  Sweeping her arm to the left, she again found nothing.  Figuring she must’ve crawled straight into the corner of a partial wall; she reached for the solid object and went to slide around it.  That’s when she realized what it was.  She was pressed up against a leg.  She could clearly feel the stone-hard kneecap under her hand.  It still didn’t make sense, though.  This guy was standing up in the middle of a house fire.  “Cap?  I think I got a victim,” Alice called out.

“What?” McPheeters replied.

Alice heard the thud of a tool being dropped.  Then she felt two vice-like clamps on her shoulders.  She had the weirdest sensation—like the floor had disappeared beneath her.  The pressure on her shoulders released and the world came up at her with a vengeance.  Alice slammed into the ground, landing squarely on her airpack.  The impact snapped her head back and knocked her helmet off.  Her breath heaved out of her lungs.  With a stifled groan, she rolled to her side.  Then she noticed the flashing red lights pulsing on the blades of grass.  What the hell? she thought.  Alice was outside.  She wondered how that could be.  Then her mind suddenly focused on the pain in her neck and back.

“What?” McPheeters called out again and slid forward.  Something slammed hard into the side of his head, almost knocking his helmet off.  Years of experience instantly told him that it was an unmanned hoseline flailing about.  He flattened himself out on top of the hose and rolled along the floor, keeping it pinned beneath him.  Finally getting a hold of the nozzle, he trained it on the area where he believed the fire was still raging—it was hard to tell since their attack combined with the thrashing hose had caused more superheated smoke to bank down.  He wondered how the hell Alice had lost control of the hose.  “Nelly?  Where the fuck are you?”

Somehow, over all of the crackling and popping of the fire and the sounds of the water hissing and rumbling against the walls, Captain John McPheeters heard the distinct woosh of an axe being swung with an inhuman amount of force behind it.

“What the fuck?” Marconi shouted as he saw Alice crash through the window and slam to the ground.  “Where’s Cap?” he yelled.  When she didn’t answer, he growled, “You can’t bail on someone.”  Turning and racing to the front, Marconi snapped his regulator in place and barreled through the front door.  He followed the hose, tracing his way to McPheeters.  “Cap?”  He shook the man’s leg.  “Cap?” he called out again.  When no response came, Marconi knew his leader was in trouble.  Snatching McPeeters by the legs, Marconi dragged him as he crouched against the heat.  Using everything he had, Marconi pulled his captain to the front door then tumbled out onto the porch, tugging McPheeters with him.

The commotion drew others firefighters to that spot.

“I gotcha, Cap,” Marconi huffed out as he yanked his own facepiece off.  

“Jesus Christ!” one of the others blurted.

Marconi looked up at the bewildered and disgusted looks on their faces.

“Where’s his fuckin’ head,” somebody said as Marconi finally got a look at his bloodied and decapitated officer.
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Third shift sucked ass for Javier Martinez.  Getting home while everyone else was just starting their day was a damn annoyance.  But the extra pay almost made it worthwhile.  Javier had been plugging more money into his savings account than his retirement fund.  He so desperately wanted to move into a better neighborhood.  This one had gotten rundown and he found himself surrounded by rentals—and only a few of those tenants even half-maintained their houses and yards.  The whole street looked like shit.  Other than Javier Martinez’s yard.  He kept the lawn looking immaculate.  He’d always taken pride in having straight, precise rows as he mowed.  The lawn and landscape always had perfect edges and trim lines. 

Since he lived alone, and since none of the neighbors gave a shit about his sleep schedule, Javier decided that the lawn could use an early post-breakfast mowing.  He grinned as he sat at his small kitchen table and opened the fast-food bag containing two breakfast sandwiches and a hash brown.  He’d already slugged down about a third of the coffee on the way home.  He inhaled the smell of the warm food then realized how hungry he really was.  Polishing all of it off in just a few minutes, Javier leaned back and subconsciously rubbed his belly.  

Deciding he had wasted enough time, Javier stood, gathered his wrappers and dropped them in the trash can on his way out.  Walking out to his shed, he noticed the bright yellow scene tape across the alley.  He stopped to examine the house.  He’d noticed the firetruck sitting in the next street over on his way home.  Since it was only one firetruck and none of its lights were flashing, he had barely paid it any attention.  Now, though, he saw that the house was a skeleton of its former self.  Javier could see all the way through the house.  He stared at the firetruck through the open charred black spindles that barely resembled studs.  All of the walls were gone on the first floor.  And the second didn’t fare much better.  

He then noticed the melted siding on the house beside what was left of the first house.  Suddenly relieved by the distance the alley provided, Javier was glad his home remained untouched by the inferno from last night.  Even though he hated this house and neighborhood, he wasn’t financially set to move—yet.

Sticking the key in the padlock for the shed, something nagged at Javier.  He couldn’t place it.  Something was just... off.  He unclipped the hasp, stuck the lock in his pocket and pulled the door open.  As he bent down to put gas in his mower, he tried to figure out what was tickling his brain.  After filling the mower, he walked it out of the shed and glanced toward the twisted remains of the house.

The scene tape fluttered in a cooling morning breeze.  The yellow line stretched from one telephone pole to the next on the other side of the alley.  Javier shrugged.  At least they didn’t try to wrap the tape around that stupid wooden fence of the neighbor he never saw.  He hated that damn fence.  It was so out of place.  The fence between their yards was chain-link.  Then there was that one section of grayed, warped wood at the back of the yard.  Half of the slats were broken at the top or bottom.  It was just another eyesore in a neighborhood full of them.  Shaking his head as he turned away, he saw it.

Doing a quick double-take, Javier finally locked on to the smear of dark paint on the side of his neighbor’s garage.  A hole sat near the top of the stain.  It certainly wasn’t a bullet hole.  It was about fist size.  If the hole had been in the old fence, he would have paid it no attention.  The garage was still in good shape.  There was no way someone could have punched a hole straight through that wall.

He stepped closer to the chain-link separating the yards and his knees went weak.  Lying in a crumpled heap against the foot of the garage was a body.  The smear of paint wasn’t paint.  It led straight down to the obviously dead body.

“Dios Mio,” Javier whispered.  After tapping himself with a quick sign of the cross, he wanted to bolt inside and call the police.  But a better opportunity presented itself.  “Hey!” he shouted to the uniformed man taking pictures of the rear of the charred house.  When the man turned to face him, Javier pointed toward the body.

Chris Jenkins just waved back to the man across the alley.  He had been with the fire investigation division for nearly three years now.  It never ceased to amaze him how many people wanted to stop him in the middle of a task to thank him for his service.  He focused on the house again, knowing most, if not all, of the evidence had been destroyed.  From all of the descriptions he’d gotten from the guys on scene, this one had to have been deliberately set.  For the life of him, he couldn’t find anything indicating some sort of rig that would have decapitated Captain McPheeters.  To do that, whatever it was had to have been spring-loaded with a tremendous amount of pressure and force behind it.  There was nothing—absolutely nothing—on the scene that could have done that.

“Hey!” Javier shouted with more urgency.  He hadn’t realized that Chris couldn’t see the body.

Chris huffed out a sigh and mumbled, “Better get this over with.”  As he strode toward Javier, he advised, “Sir, we have a serious situation over here that requires all of my attention.”

Javier just looked from him to the body then pointed again.

Chris stepped closer and craned his neck to peer around the side of the warped fence.  He spotted the lifeless heap, the smear of dried blood and the hole in the garage.  “Fuck.”  He keyed up his radio and requested a police unit to immediately respond.  To Javier, he asked, “This how you found him?”

Javier nodded, not able to take his eyes off of the dead man.  “Just now, yeah.”

“I’ve got police coming.  They’re going to want to talk with you.”  Chris saw the dread in the man’s eyes.  “You might want to wait inside.  There’s no point in staying out here.”

Javier nodded, dropped his eyes to the ground and skulked back inside his house.  The flawless grass wouldn’t get manicured today.
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Right about the time Javier Martinez made his gruesome discovery, Jake Norton groaned in frustration.  The damn thumping started up again—a constant drumbeat hammering right behind his eyes.  First it was the ringing of his phone—until he finally silenced it and tossed it on top of a pile of unwashed clothes to mute the vibrations.  With his hangover taking centerstage, the last thing he needed was all of that godforsaken noise.  No one showed concern for him for the last few months; why the hell should they care about him now?

“Jake!  Wake the fuck up!” a voice called from just outside of his bedroom window.  An open palm repeatedly slapped against the glass.

Squinting against the morning light as it poured in through that same window, Jake caught sight of the silhouette.  He could only make out that it was a female.  With the pounding thrumming in his ears, he couldn’t distinguish who the voice belonged to.  He lifted his arm to block the glaring sunlight.  That’s when the head turned and he noticed the ponytail.  Ellie?  Could it be?  After all this time?

“Open the damn door!  Or I’m going to kick it in!” she shouted then her silhouette disappeared from the window.

Jake shot up out of bed, his brain slamming against the inner wall of his skull.  Grunting out a moan, he clamped a palm to his forehead and pushed himself to his feet.  He mumbled an inaudible response as he plodded toward the door.

The pounding started again.  

Jake snatched the door open before she started kicking.  “This better be good,” he groaned.

“Jesus!  You look like shit!” Ellie Beck barked as she pushed past him.  Scanning the small living room and open kitchen, she took in the scattering of debris, the trash can overflowing with empty bottles and the dirt-worn path leading through the place.  “I take it your maid’s out to lunch,” she scoffed.  Judging by the acrid stench of the place, she could tell he had taken up smoking too.  “I wouldn’t count on getting your deposit back,” she added, insinuating that this was a rental house.

Jake sighed as he plopped down on the dirty couch.  A part of his heart had pumped to life when he thought it was her banging at his window.  But now...  Now, he just wanted her to leave and take her condescending cheap shots with her.  “It’s paid for,” he blurted as he stuffed his hand between the couch cushions.  Withdrawing it, he came back with a half-empty pack of cigarettes, tapped one out and lit it.  “No mortgage,” Jake added after he blew out that first steady stream of smoke.

“When did you start smoking?”  He hadn’t smoked at all during the time she’d known him.  She had never tasted it on him while they were seeing each other.  And he never mentioned anything about quitting it before.

“When do you think?” was his curt reply.

“You can’t go on like this.”  Ellie scanned the room again.  She caught a glimpse of bright yellow reflective striping among the pile of clothes in one corner of the room.  The place probably hadn’t been vacuumed for months and the clothes surely hadn’t been washed in weeks.  It was as if he’d given up on life and was just waiting to die—which, to an extent, she could understand.  

“You’re better than this, Jake.”  She finally focused back on him.  His body looked weak, almost emaciated.  The pale, ashen color of his skin made her wonder how long it had been since he’d stepped outside during the daylight hours.

Jake didn’t respond.  He just kept taking drags of his cigarette and tapping the ashes out into a coffee mug.

Ellie’s attitude softened.  She initially wanted to beat his ass for letting himself go like this.  Pity had somehow taken hold and pushed her toward sympathy.  She simply couldn’t take it anymore.  The mess had gotten to her.  “Do you need any help?” she asked as she crouched down, grabbed a shirt from the floor and went to fold it.  The sour stench hit her and encouraged her to return it to its original position.

Jake watched her as she bent over.  Her jeans pulled tight against her legs.  He could tell she was still in fantastic shape—just like she was when they were together.  He wanted to be that guy again.  But he just couldn’t.  Not with everything that happened.

“I’m serious,” Ellie stated, waiting for some kind of response.

For a moment, he wondered if they could get back together.  But Jake soon realized he wasn’t good enough for her.  Wasn’t good enough for anybody.  Not anymore.

“Goddamnit, Jake!  Answer me!” she shouted.

Jake stubbed out his cigarette in the mug.  “Why are you here?”  It had been almost a year since he’d last seen her.  He had no idea why she just showed up out of the blue.  And today, of all days.  The hangover that wouldn’t end snapped back with a vengeance.  He slumped back further into the couch.

Ellie stared at him for a beat.  What little hope she had for him deflated just like his posture.  “McPheeters is dead,” she blurted.  Turning toward the door and speaking over her shoulder, Ellie said, “Just thought you should know.”

Jake watched her leave, studying the sway of her body as she moved.  He used to know those curves so well.  If ever there was an embodiment of what he didn’t deserve, Ellie Beck was it.  Having her that close to him had brought him closer to some semblance of hope than he’d felt in quite some time.  But that notion turned to shit, forging a mental path of depression and indignation.  It soon evolved into anger.

Jake stood and trudged to the bathroom.  After pissing and refusing to flush, Jake washed his hands and stared at his reflection.  “Who the fuck does she think she is?  Coming here like that...  Like I give a shit about McPheeters anymore.”  He shook his head and went to step out.  For some reason, he leaned over and flushed the toilet.

Marching out of the bathroom, Jake was surprised to hear her voice. 

“I’m Ellie Beck.  And I was the best thing in your life.  And now...  You just don’t care about anything.  Not even yourself,” Ellie growled with her hands perched on her hips.  She had stepped back inside, intending to tell him something more.  Upon overhearing his little tirade, she decided to give him a piece of her mind.  

Jake just glared at her.  “Get out of my house.”

Ellie stepped to the door again.  “And you goddman well should give a shit about McPheeters. He was your captain too.  At least he didn’t quit like you did.”

“I said, get the fuck out.”

Ellie stopped, spun around and stepped toward him.  “Don’t even try to sound threatening to me, you scrawny sack of shit.  The shape you’re in...  I could drop you in a heartbeat.”

“Get out of my house.  Right.  Fucking.  Now,” Jake growled through gritted teeth.

Ellie could obviously see the anger.  But she could see the torturous crawl of the hangover dragging him down.  Still, she didn’t budge.

“I don’t need this,” he spat.  Steadying himself by bracing an arm against the wall, Jake added, “Yesterday was a year...”  That was all he could get out.

“I know.  I was there, remember?” she countered.

Jake teetered for a second, then slid down the wall.  “He was my brother...”

“Jack died.  And I’m sorry.  Everybody’s sorry.  And everybody tried to help you.  But you just turned your back on them.  On all of us.”  She paused for a moment.  “Jack and McPheeters saved my ass that day.  Otherwise, we would’ve had two funerals from that same fire.”  Ellie crouched down beside him.  Her tone softened.  “You heard the results.  It was arson.  Some asshole cut the basement rafters.  Jack died saving me after we fell in.”  She paused to wipe the tears away.  “You don’t think I wake up and go to sleep with that guilt every damn day?”  She stood.  “But if I don’t carry on...  If I don’t move forward...  And get better every day...  Then it was all for nothing.  I have to be a better firefighter, a better person.  For him.”  

Once again, Ellie went to the door.  “I’m sorry, but Jack would be disgusted if he saw what you’ve become.  I just needed to come by and let you know that McPheeters was murdered and...  I won’t bother you.  Ever again.”  Ellie stormed out and didn’t look back.

Jake just sat there and silently sobbed.

He didn’t know how long he stayed in that spot.  The throbbing in his head hurt like a motherfucker.  And the pain of losing his brother felt raw and new again.  But something nagged at him—pulled his mind to focus on what she had said.  McPheeters was murdered.  Not that he died.  Or that he was a line-of-duty-death.  He had been murdered.
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“What’s the verdict?” Fire Chief Len Chartwell asked as the coroner, Jerry Edgars, and the pathologist, John Dupree, strode out from the autopsy.  Chartwell was unfortunately in familiar territory.  He’d been the chief for six years and thought he had seen everything.  The city of Taylor, Indiana, hadn’t suffered a line-of-duty-death (LODD) in over 40 years—until last year.  The fire department, as a whole, still hadn’t mentally recovered from that one.  

Now this.  Another death.  Exactly one year from the last one.  And this one looked confusing as hell.

Police Chief Erica Kaden stood wordlessly behind Chartwell.  She had previously offered her condolence and promised her department would do everything it could to help out.  

One other figure occupied the space—Keith Burbank, TFD’s union president of the local chapter of the IAFF (International Association of Fire Fighters).  Normally, Burbank and Chartwell found themselves on opposite sides of the table.  But under these circumstances, both men wanted the same thing—answers.

Dupree shook his head.  “The wounds have been partially cauterized from the exposure to the extreme heat.  Especially the, uh...”  Dupree tapered off, not wanted to talk about the details involving a coworker of two of the men present.

“The head,” Police Chief Kaden concluded.  She’d heard the stories which had filtered out from the scene.  One of the firefighters had dragged the headless corpse out, unintentionally leaving the victim’s severed head behind inside the raging inferno.  She stepped up with a hardened edge to pull the horrendous information out—and she would expect the same from Fire Chief Chartwell if this had been one of her own.

Dupree nodded.  “As far as we can tell, the cut was not made with an extremely sharp blade.  However, it would have to have been swung with an incredible force to sever the bones of the spinal cord.  We can only evidently define two things at the moment.  The blade entered from his left side to the right.”  He didn’t want to add the detail of how they could clearly observe that the skin had torn down through McPheeters’ shoulder on the exit wound side.  “And only one chop had occurred.”

“Chop?” Burbank asked, immediately thinking of an axe.

“Blunt force wounds with a blade or sharp object are referred to as chop wounds,” Edgars interjected.

A stagnant pause hung in the air.

“Best guess as to what weapon was used?” Kaden asked.  

Edgars and Dupree looked to each other.

“Best guess?” Dupree started.  After a few seconds he offered, “Machete.”

Edgars nodded his agreement.

Kaden stepped away from the others, pulled out her cell phone and called one of the detectives working their side of the case.  When he answered, she simply said, “Find out if he has any connection or recent run-ins with Los Vicios.”  Then she disconnected the call.  She didn’t need to specify who she was asking about.  And the revelation of a machete as the possible murder weapon led all minds in the room to focus on the recent rash of violently mutilated bodies at the hands of the upstart Hispanic gang in the area.  The name translated to the vices in English.  The machete-wielding hoodlums had already developed a ferocious reputation.

When the fire department representatives left the room, Kaden turned to the pathologist and asked, “You said it was one swing?”

Dupree nodded.

“Ever seen anything like this before?”

He shook his head.  “Everything else has been multiple chops.  Except for fingers and toes.  Nothing like this through that much tissue and bone.”

“Whoever did this had to be strong as hell,” Edgars offered.

“Yep.”  Kaden nodded.  “And maybe fresh out of prison.”  She spun on her heels and strode out of the room with purpose.  She clearly had someone in mind.
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The awkward repetitive thumping droned on and on.  Seven others occupied the Main Stay Wellness Center.  The small fitness boutique prided itself on limited membership to wealthy clientele.  Lined with glistening Nautilus machines and a small selection of dumbbells, the main room focused primarily on cardio equipment.  All five elliptical machines were occupied by women.  Two of the four rowing machines found men using them and sneaking furtive glances at the yoga pants-clad women striding on the machines in front of them.  Only one of the six treadmills saw any action this day.  And that was the source of the irritating rhythm.

Derrick Carter plowed away, hammering out a gangly stride.  Not known as a runner, the slightly overweight fireman plodded along in his fifth two-minute set.  Carter had to find a way to release his frustration.  He’d listened to the scene last night.  A year ago, he’d seen a coworker and friend die.  He eventually bid out of Station 2 in an attempt to escape the haunting nightmares.  Then, last night, he heard the man down call and the confirmation of Captain McPheeters’ fatality.  Having contacted other firefighters from the scene, he’d learned of the horrific outcome.  Trying like hell to shake the image of John McPheeters decapitated head out of his mind, Carter went to the gym to punish the haunting visage away.  

The others sneered and snickered at the struggling man.  After all, he didn’t really belong there.  Carter’s membership came through his wife, Allyson, and her wealthy family.  Allyson had been a member there for over a decade.  When they married, her husband had been “allowed” to join as the owner assumed the man would rarely set foot in the place.  He just didn’t fit with them—and he’d realize that fact after only a trip or two.

But Carter proved them wrong.  He usually came in during the morning hours before the snobbiest of the clientele arrived.  He normally stuck to one of the elliptical machines, kept his earbuds in and his head down.  Never wanting to strike up conversation with any of the others, Carter always wanted to get a solid cardio workout in then shower and leave.  He knew how the others there felt about him.  He didn’t belong.  He also didn’t give a shit.

This day, however, he skipped the elliptical and opted for the agony.  His knees already screamed in pain as his body protested.

The two men on the rowing machines glanced at Carter then at each other, smirking at the guy they all considered a loser.  A couple of the women looked at each other and rolled their eyes.  How could this guy not see that other people—more important people—were trying to exercise in peace?  They had no clue what he was going through.

Finally, on his ninth set, Carter’s right knee locked up, causing him to stumble.  He caught himself on the handrails, preventing a nasty fall.  Even over the music blaring in his ears, he could feel their laughter.  Carter didn’t even try to catch them in the act.  He just kept his legs braced, straddling the belt.  After slowing it down, he tried walking, but the knee didn’t want to cooperate.  He limped away, refusing to wipe the treadmill clean.

As he hobbled around the corner, Carter saw Rudy approaching.  Rudy worked the counter, selling energy drinks, Frappuccino’s, Lara Bars and the like.  The older man also acted as the maintenance man for the facility.  Carter figured the guy was going to give him shit about leaving his sweat on the equipment.

“Thought you were going to burn that machine up,” Rudy scoffed, trying to throw in a fire reference.

Carter just nodded and limped toward the locker room.

Seeing that his joke didn’t necessarily break the ice, Rudy said, “I was wondering if I could borrow you for a minute.”

Carter stopped, unsure of how to respond.  He just wanted to get the hell out of there and start drowning his trauma with whiskey sours.

“One of the air conditioners is acting up.  Almost smells like it’s on fire.  Would you check it out for me?”

“Probably just a belt,” Carter replied.  “Did you shut it down?”

“Yes.  But I need it up and running.  People don’t like this place to get too warm.”

Carter looked at him.  “You mean they complain if they sweat during a workout?”

Rudy just held out his hands as if declaring What can I say?

Carter limped behind him until they arrived at the unit on the exterior of the building.  “You know I’m not going to repair it, right?”

“I just want to make sure I can run it.  Make sure it won’t catch the whole building on fire.”

Carter eyed the brick structure then shrugged.  

Rudy did something on his cell phone and the unit started to life.  Its blades quickened their pace to match that of its already running twin.  Without warning, black smoke poured out and swirled in the updraft from the fan.  The pungent odor of burnt rubber floated through the air.

“Shut it down,” Carter said as Rudy had already keyed the command into his phone.  “It’s a belt,” he confirmed.  “Won’t catch the place on fire, but I think your clientele will bitch more about the smell than they will about the heat.”

As Carter hobbled back around the building, Rudy focused on the steady stream of fading black smoke as it twirled into the sky.  He dialed the number for the heating and air company as the smoke dissipated.  

No one could see the pall of smoke snaking through the ducts of the HVAC system.

Carter shambled into the locker room, completely ignoring the uppity assholes as he had passed by the main exercise area again.  Plopping down on the bench, he probed his knee, jerking harshly when he hit the area to the left of his patella.  “Fuck,” he groaned.  He probably needed to get it checked out—it felt worse than a sprain.  Carter’s mind crashed hard with guilt as he comprehended that he’d been feeling sorry for himself instead of mourning the loss of his friend.  With his head hanging low, Carter stood, stripped off his clothes, grabbed his soap and limped into the shower.

He never saw the stream of dark smoke waft down through the overhead vent.

Carter stood under the rain of hot water until his skin grew pink.  Pressing his fists against the tiled wall, he wondered why the hell he stayed on the job.  He’d lost two friends within the course of a year.  The people in this place looked at him like he was some kind of a joke.  He could easily make twice as much if he took a job at one of the local factories.

Lost in thought, he failed to hear the other’s approach.

Carter finally noticed a different noise.  It sounded like an SCBA—almost like a scuba diver breathing underwater.  

At first, Carter figured he was going insane.  Then he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched.  If one of those pricks was watching him or mocking him or what-the-fuck-ever, he wasn’t going to let it go.  In his mental state, nothing would have felt better than to take out his anger and fear by beating the shit out of one of those snobs. 

Carter spun around.  And couldn’t move.

He stood toe to toe with a man in full fire gear, complete with an SCBA mask and pack.  The guy looked like he’d just stepped out of a raging inferno.  The beige bunker gear had heat-scored char marks along the shoulders.  The reflective tetrahedrons on the helmet were smudged and the corners curled inward with age and wear.  The facepiece reflected darkness—almost as if the smoke was inside of the mask.  The Fireman held a pickhead axe in his right gloved hand and a Halligan in the other.  Water droplets beaded on the facepiece then slid down in snaking wet trails as his gear darkened with the moisture.
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