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Chapter 1
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“I made the right decision,” Lauren McBride said to Harold, her short-haired German pointer as they walked the moonlit neighborhood street. “Yes, I did.”

Harold snorted as if to say, who you trying to convince, me or you?

She didn’t feel antsy about being out this late alone. It was Calamity, Texas, after all. A town so safe the only crimes were occasional litterbugs and randy teenagers spray-painting lovey-dovey sayings on the water tower.

Once upon a time, Lauren had been one of those teenagers. She’d grown up here, but as a kid, she yearned for the bright lights of the big city. 

At nineteen, after a brief but infuriating showdown with the most stubborn man she’d even known, Lauren impulsively moved to California—desperate for a fresh start and looking for something more than her small town had to offer. 

She attended San Diego State University and found a new place to call home. She’d fallen in love with the stunning beaches and amazing views, as well as the near-perfect weather. But seven years later, desperation drove her back to Calamity. 

A place that held so many memories, it sometimes made her claustrophobic. Lauren gulped and let out a soft sigh. 

The quaint cobbled streets and wide sidewalks in the historic district were well lit by the cast-iron lampposts, casting a warm and inviting glow during the evening hours. The cool November breeze rustled the oak tree leaves overhead, and a few fluttered to the ground and crunched under her shoes. 

While she missed the comforting ocean waves and strolling along the warm sandy beaches of San Diego, there was something special about autumn in Calamity. Maybe it was the scent of woodsmoke from the fireplaces burning again after a long summer hiatus. Or having fun with friends at the local pumpkin patches and corn mazes. 

Or simply spending a fall weekend hiking the stony hills and scenic canyons just outside of town. 

Harold sniffed a tree and finally did his business. 

Yay! Now they could head home. 

She turned just as the wind changed directions, ruffling her hair and bringing to her ears an odd sound. 

Listening, she cocked her head. 

The sound of rapidly approaching footsteps slapped against the sidewalk. Out of habit from big-city living, her body tensed, and goosebumps spread across her arms.

Easy. 

This was Calamity and despite the unfortunate name, the town was the opposite of calamitous. 

Someone must be out jogging.

Car lights shone down the street and a blue pickup truck rattled past. See? Not all alone. Her cell phone was in her pocket. She was perfectly safe. 

“Stop imagining things,” she whispered and rolled her eyes.

Living in San Diego had taught Lauren how to fend for herself and she’d enjoyed the hustle and bustle of city life. The only reason she’d even considered moving back to this small town in the middle of Texas was because of Harold. She loved him so much and would do anything for him. Even if that meant returning to Calamity, a place she’d sworn never to step foot in again. 

Harold halted and Lauren almost tripped over him. “What is it, boy?”

He looked up at her with big woeful brown eyes and let out a nervous whine. Was he picking up on her anxiety?

“It’s okay, baby. We’re safe.” She bent to adjust his new glow-in-the-dark collar that had arrived in the mail just this morning. This time she’d only put her name and phone number on the tag and not her address.

She adopted Harold last year, after he flunked out of bomb-sniffing-dog training school. He’d gotten too close to a small training device that malfunctioned and exploded. 

Harold suffered minor burns but developed a morbid fear of loud noises, among other things. The veterinarian diagnosed him with PTSD, and that was when a friend from the training program had contacted Lauren about adopting him. 

She’d taken one look into Harold’s sweet face and knew they were meant to be together. But she’d had to earn Harold’s trust, which had taken much longer than she’d anticipated. 

Finally, the vet told her if Harold was to ever heal from his post-traumatic stress symptoms, he needed to live somewhere quiet and peaceful, far away from loud noises and big crowds. She only knew one place like that.

That’s when she decided to return home to Calamity, even if it meant giving up her career in San Diego.

Nestled in the heart of Texas, Calamity hadn’t changed much in the years she’d been gone. Time moved at a slower pace here, just like the traffic. Drivers greeted friends and strangers alike with a two-finger salute as they passed each other on the street. There were neighborhood cookouts, street parades, and a Founder’s Day celebration to honor Calamity Reid, the town’s namesake. 

So why didn’t it feel like home yet?

At least Harold seemed more at peace here. Although, he still bolted whenever a door slammed or there was a thunderstorm. Three days ago, when a car backfired on the street, Harold crashed through a loose board in the backyard fence and ran off.

Lauren searched for him for over an hour, growing panicky when she couldn’t find him. At last, she’d spotted him cowering in a small thicket of overgrown bushes more than six blocks from home. He’d needed three stitches on his back leg where he cut it on a nail while busting through the fence. 

After that, she started walking him at night. Less traffic and noise. His disappearing act was also the reason she’d ordered his new glow-in-the-dark collar because, unlike the spotted white-and-brown coat common to many of the GSP breed, Harold’s sleek, shiny coat was a solid reddish-brown color, making him more difficult to see in the dark. She needed something to help him stand out. 

Harold whined again, swished his tail, and turned his head toward the looming Victorian half-hidden behind a pair of tall pine trees in front of them. He growled, low and throaty, and his hackles raised from neck to tail.

“What is it, boy?” 

He growled again.

She heard a crackling noise, like the sound of campfire kindling. An acrid scent filled Lauren’s nose. Behind the house, she saw a bright plume of orange sparks as flames shot up into the night. Shocked, her mouth dropped. She stared at the Victorian’s detached garage, unable to move.

Fire! Her brain screamed at her body. The garage was on fire.

Panic shoved adrenaline through her veins as she watched the engulfing flames consume the building.

Harold whimpered and tugged hard at his leash. She dug the heels of her sneakers into the pavement and used both hands to clutch the leash. She couldn’t let him get away from her! What if he ran toward the fire?

But Harold’s PTSD was stronger than Lauren’s grip.

With a loud, terrified bark, Harold charged, yanking the leash from her hands. Lauren stumbled backward, lost her balance, and landed hard on the sidewalk. Just as she feared, Harold bolted toward the burning garage.

She hopped to her feet and blasted after him. “Harold! Come here!”

Panting hard, she searched for his glow-in-the-dark collar so she could track him and spied the collar lying in the grass. Hand trembling, she picked up the collar and saw it was torn. Harold had been so petrified that he’d broken right through the binding. 

Now she couldn’t spot him in the darkness. 

"Harold!" she screamed at the top of her lungs and heedlessly sprinted toward the garage now completely swallowed up by flames. Smoke swirled in the air, seared her lungs, and burned her eyes painfully. But to Lauren, these were minuscule concerns; nothing compared to Harold's life.

She heard running footsteps again. That jogger? 

Or, her mind whispered, the arsonist?

Scared out of her wits, and beside herself with worry for Harold, Lauren whirled around, her heart galloping, a cough pushing its way up her throat.

A man, cloaked in darkness, stood a mere ten yards away.

She shrieked, fear stealing all rational thought.

The orange flames illuminated the mysterious figure, revealing he wore a ski mask and aviator sunglasses. He looked like an assassin from a crime drama. 

And he was studying her.

Intently.

Lauren froze. 

The lamppost light illuminated her in the soft golden glow. He could see her face! He knew who she was! Fear shot through her spine like an electric current and stole all rational thought from her mind. 

Forget him. Harold is in trouble! Save your dog!

Spinning away from the stranger, she sprinted in the direction Harold had gone. Straight for the flames. Please, God, let him be okay.

“Harold!” she screamed, but he was nowhere in sight.

She kept running, screaming his name over and over again, but there was no sign of her dog. The fire was so hot, she couldn’t get any closer. 

An alarming thought occurred to her.

What if the arsonist had Harold? Horrified, she jerked her head around, searching the darkness once more.

But the mysterious man had vanished. 

Gasping for breath, she bent over, placing her hands on her knees, and frantically tried to figure out what to do next.

Call 911! Get help!

Right. She should have already done that. Coughing and blinking against the gathering smoke, Lauren pulled her cell phone from her jacket pocket.

That’s when she heard wailing sirens of the emergency vehicles coming closer and closer; someone else had already called.

But were they too late?
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Chapter 2
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Sheriff Ben Kane’s police cruiser slid to a halt at the scene of the fire, tires crunching on loose gravel. He parked next to the curb and watched an ambulance pull out of the driveway, its red lights flashing.

“Dammit,” he muttered. Dispatch hadn’t mentioned a victim. “I wish I could have gotten here sooner.”

He’d made decent time driving in from his cattle ranch, ten miles outside of Calamity. The old garage had burned down so quickly that the firefighters were rolling up hoses and packing their truck. Flames had devoured the structure within minutes, sending plumes of black smoke into the darkening sky. Now only ashes remained, mounted in piles on the ground. 

One firefighter in turnout gear stood off to the side, arms folded over his chest, and speaking with Ben’s second-in-command, Trey Booker. 

Ben left them to their conversation. He wanted to see for himself before asking their opinion and walked over to survey the scene. He tightened his jaw and approached the charred remains of the detached garage. 

Melted glass crumbled under Ben’s cowboy boots. A breeze kicked up, dissipating the smoke somewhat, but the charred scent still clogged up his nostrils. 

He pulled the flashlight from his duty belt and took his time walking through the wreckage. Water dripped from the blackened wood, and he caught a whiff of lighter fluid. 

Another fire.

Third arson within three weeks. Before this, they hadn’t had a house fire in Calamity in over four years and that one had been a malfunctioning coffee-maker.

The other two arsons had taken place in the country, outside of Calamity, without a soul around. The first incident had scorched an old shed. The second had burned down an abandoned barn. With each fire, the arsonist seemed to be getting more brazen. But now this outlaw had come into his town. And Ben was more determined than ever to stop him.

Trey walked over, carrying a roll of yellow crime scene tape. “Hey, Chief.”

“Deets?” Ben arched his eyebrows.

“Not much yet. Smells like arson. Hence the crime scene tape.” Trey held up the roll. “Luckily, someone called it in quickly and the FD got here lickety-split, otherwise the fire might have leapt right over to the house. It was built in the 1920s and would have gone up like a box of matches.”

“What about the ambulance?” Ben asked, fearing the worst. The two previous fires hadn’t resulted in any human causalities, but this current escalation worried him.

“The ambulance took away Gus Crawford, the owner of the house, to Calamity General. I asked Gus a few questions while the paramedics were working on him. He’d fallen asleep in his recliner watching an old episode of Maverick on TV. The sirens woke him. That’s when he looked out the window and saw his garage was on fire. He ran for the door but tripped over an empty beer bottle. Banged himself up pretty good and broke his ankle.”

Ben whistled low and shook his head. “That’s gotta smart. Did Gus see or hear anything else?”

“Nope. He was in a lot of pain though, and madder than a wet hen about the fire. He said he wants top priority.”

“We try out best to make every case top priority. I’ll swing by the hospital for a follow-up interview and make sure he’s doing okay.”

“Better you than me.” Trey grinned. “He’s one cantankerous old cowboy.”

“I know Gus. Good thing he’s tough as an old boot, too.” 

“Sheriff, this is the third fire in less than a month.” Trey’s gaze moved slowly over the decimated garage. “What do you make of all this?” 

“Somebody likes playing with matches.” Ben grunted. “And lighter fluid was the accelerant, so it’s the same MO as the other two fires. I’m getting tired of his games.”

“He?” Trey echoed. “Are we sure it’s a man? Could be a woman.” 

Ben shook his head. “Statistically, only about twelve percent of arsonists are women. So, the odds are we’re looking for a man. But we’ll go wherever the evidence takes us.”

He crouched and examined the remains of a charred support beam. The remnants left behind a residue of ash and debris on his fingers. He took out his handkerchief and wiped them clean. He should be wearing gloves.

“He’s escalating. We need to stop this guy before something deadly happens.” He stood and rubbed his hand over his jaw. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll canvass the neighborhood to see if anyone saw or heard anything unusual. Check if people have securities camera that might have caught something.” 

“When I arrived here, a few of the neighbor lookee-loos were hanging around, but they headed back to bed once the fire was out. Except for the witness,” Trey said.

“We have a witness?”

“Sure do.”

“Why didn’t you say so?”

“I’m saying so now.”

“Where are they?”

Trey pointed toward the rear of the house. “She’s waiting for you on the back porch.”

Ben cocked his head and studied Trey. “What’s up? Why are you grinning like a canary-eating cat?”

“You’ll see.” Trey laughed and started unrolling the crime scene tape.

* * *
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Ben strode across the lawn toward Gus’s back porch. He didn’t have time for games, especially with a serial arsonist on the loose. He needed a game plan. Tomorrow, people would call his office, concerned their house might be next, a reporter from the Calamity Gazette would want a statement, and he needed to bale hay before it rained again.

He rounded the corner of the house. 

A young woman sat in a white Adirondack chair with her back to him. He didn’t need to see her face to know who she was. He thought he’d never set eyes on again.

Ben stopped short, his pulse quickening.

The flickering porch light cast a fiery glow on her long hair, still as red and silky as he remembered. It hung in soft waves to the middle of her back, and her slender fingers tapped repeatedly against the thick wooden arm of the chair. 

For a moment, Ben couldn’t breathe. 

He hadn’t seen or spoken to Lauren McBride since she’d walked out of his life seven years ago, but he would recognize her anywhere. What in the world was she doing in Calamity? More importantly, what was she doing here? At the scene of an arson. Especially at this time of night. None of it made sense.

“Lauren?” he said, more gruffly than he’d intended.

She jumped up from the chair and whirled to face him. For a long moment, they just stared at each other. She folded her arms across her chest. 

“I’ve been waiting forever.” 

So much for a happy reunion. 

“You skipped town without a word seven years ago,” he said, “and you’re still mad at me?”

“I’m not mad,” she said, softening her tone. “It’s late. I’m tired and I’m desperately worried about Harold....”

“Harold?” he echoed, struck by an unexpected stab of jealousy. He found himself imagining what kind of guy Harold might be, but could only picture someone kind, good-looking, and strong–the only type of man worthy of her.  

Her face softened and her lush pink lips curved into an enigmatic smile. “He’s my best friend. The love of my life—”

“Look,” Ben said cutting off her soliloquy about the dream guy in her life. “We can catch up later if you’re still in town, but for now, I just want to talk to you about the fire. You may be our only witness.”

“I didn’t see much. A dark figure was watching us. He was dressed all in black, ski-mask, and sunglasses too. He terrified Harold, who just took off running without me.”

Harold ran off and left her to face an arson alone? Now that did not sound like a dream guy in Ben’s book.

“Hold on. Let’s start from the beginning. When did you come back to Calamity? And why?”

“What does that have to do with the fire?”

“I’m the one asking the questions,” he said, trying to regain control of the interview. 

“Wow,” she said, shaking her head. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

The way she said it didn’t sound like a compliment, but it was obvious to Ben that she had changed. Lauren was just as beautiful as the day she’d left him, maybe even more so. Tall and graceful, she carried herself with a new confidence that he found almost formidable...and sexy as hell. 

He fought the temptation to turn this conversation to more personal matters, but as she’d just said, he hadn’t changed much since their last day together. In fact, he might even have more of those stubborn traits that had sent her packing. 

All of which had nothing to do with solving this case. He drew in a deep breath and muscled up the resolve to keep matters professional between them.

“Look, I don’t want to take up any more of your time than necessary.” He kept his voice low, the way he did when coaxing a nervous filly into the trailer. “I just have a few questions, and then you can be on your way.”

“Fine. Go ahead.”

He took out a notepad and pen. “Who in the heck is this cowardly Harold fella?”
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Chapter 3
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Lauren burst out laughing.

Ben thought Harold was a man? And not just any man, but her man. She’d always liked pushing his buttons, but this was just too easy. Now that Harold was safe at home, she could joke.

“Harold?” She batted her eyelashes. “Why do you want to know? Do you consider him a suspect?”

“Not necessarily a suspect, but he’s obviously another witness. Is there a reason he didn’t stay with you? Because it seems pretty odd to me that he would just run off and leave you here.”

Lauren twisted a lock of hair between her fingers, letting his question linger between them. “It does seem a bit cowardly, doesn’t it?” 

Ben snorted. “Yep.”

It took every bit of willpower she had not to smile, although she did feel a slight twinge of guilt for teasing Ben at an actual crime scene. but then again, he deserved it. 

“Harold wasn’t in the mood to go out again tonight. He’s a homebody.”

Ben didn’t say a word, but the expression on his face told her he knew something was up.

Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t hide her smile anymore. “Harold is my dog. He does have a lot of human qualities, but he’s not nearly as much trouble as a man.” 

“So, I guess that means Harold won’t be giving me a statement.”

“No, she said. “Although, I do have something suspicious to report. Harold got spooked when he saw the fire and yanked so hard on his leash that he broke out of his new collar and ran off.  I was planning to pick up the collar to take back home with me, but it’s gone.”

“Well, maybe somebody found it.” He shrugged. “My deputy said some of the neighbors were milling around until the fire was extinguished.”

“I asked everyone at the scene. Nobody claimed to have seen it, which is strange because it does glow in the dark.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Your dog’s collar glows in the dark?”

“This isn’t the first time Harold’s run away. I bought him a glow-in-the-dark collar so that he’d be easier to find.”

“Where’s Harold now?”

“I ran back home looking for him after we saw the guy in black and found Harold hiding under the front porch deck. I let him into the house and came back over here. I knew I needed to tell investigators what I saw.” She just hadn’t known Ben would be one of those investigators. 

“So, Harold is safe?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Good, let’s focus on the fire. You’re the only witness I have, so far. Tell me why you were out walking your dog after midnight.”

She didn’t like his brusque tone or the way he’d dismissed her concern about the missing collar. It reminded her too much of their last days together as couple, but the sooner she could answer his questions the sooner she could go.

“Harold is terrified of loud noises, so it’s easier to walk him at night. He’s also scared of fire.” 

She wasn’t about to explain Harold’s diagnosis or share too much of her life with Ben. He’d made it clear he wanted to focus strictly on the investigation. Which was fine with her. It would be best to get the questioning over with and get back to the nice, quiet life she was trying to make for herself in Calamity. 

“Well, that explains the broken collar. He was desperate to get away from the fire.”

“I brought him to Calamity thinking it would be quieter than San Diego.” She shook her head. “But I guess this town has problems of its own.”  

“Not for long,” Ben said. “I’ll see to that, and if you’re looking for a more peaceful place for your dog, you can stay at the ranch. I’ve got plenty of room and my bloodhound loves other dogs.”

This was the old Ben. The softhearted country boy who would do anything for anybody. Her mutinous thoughts drifted back to their past. Anyone but her. She straightened her shoulders and refused to think about the past. It was over. 

“So, you still live with your folks?”

“No, I bought the ranch from my parents. They decided they wanted to move closer to my sister and the grandkids in Amarillo. I’m raising Angus cattle and just a few horses because my job as sheriff comes first.”

“I appreciate the offer, that’s kind of you. But I think Harold is better off with me.”

He nodded. “I get it. He’s the love of your life.”

“Well, he can’t talk back or tell me what to do, so that’s a point in his favor.” 

Ben slipped his notepad and pen into his shirt pocket. He cleared his throat in what sounded like a self-conscious attempt to shift back to sheriff mode. “It’s past one a.m. and I don’t want to keep you any longer. So, if there’s nothing else you remember....” 

“Actually, there is something else you should know. Something that might be important.”

He took a step closer, a spark of curiosity in his mahogany-brown eyes. “What’s that?”

The intensity of his gaze took her breath. How was it possible that Ben Kane could still have this effect on her after seven years apart? 

Or maybe it was just a stress reaction to everything that had happened tonight. That would explain the odd fluttering in her stomach and the heat burning her cheeks. 

“What is it?” 

“He saw me.”

“The arsonist? He saw you?” Ben sounded concerned.

“Yes.” She could see the concern etched on his handsome face. “But I can’t tell you what he looks like because he wore the ski mask.” 

“Tell me everything your remember?”

Lauren closed her eyes for a moment, picturing the man in her mind. “He wore a black sweatshirt that covered his arms, and black pants and shoes. He has an average build and is taller than me by about three or four inches.” 

“And you’re five-eight unless you’ve grown taller while you were away.”

She wasn’t surprised he remembered. Ben had always been good with concrete facts. Dates. Times. His girlfriend’s height. It was the emotional elements of life that had often tripped him up. She wondered if that had changed. Then she realized it didn’t really matter. What mattered was catching the jerk who’d started the fire, caused Gus to hurt himself and frightened her dog. 

“Anything else?” Ben asked.

“He laughed,” she said, the memory coming to her. “That’s the reason I turned around in the first place. I wouldn’t have seen him otherwise.” 

Ben’s eyes hardened, and he said through gritted teeth, “He wanted you to see him.”

That seemed to anger Ben. She paused and considered his reaction. “I guess.” She shrugged. “He just...watched me.”

“Do you think it’s someone you know?”

“I have no idea. I heard the deputy say this isn’t the first fire he’s started, so what do you know about him?” 

“Nothing,” Ben said. “You’re the first person to lay eyes on him since this whole thing started, assuming it’s the same guy.” His brow furrowed. “But there has to be more. Was he thin? Heavy?”

“Neither. He was just...average. And he wore a pair of aviator sunglasses, so I can’t even tell you the color of his eyes.”

“And you’re sure he didn’t say anything?” Ben asked her.

“No, not a peep. But I didn’t stick around long enough to talk to him. I just turned and ran after Harold.” 

“That was a good move,” he said. “You could have been in danger.”

She remembered the eerie feeling she’d had walking Harold and hearing the jogger, shortly before seeing the fire, but those two things seemed disconnected from the fire. 

“You mentioned your house earlier,” Ben said, “and finding Harold hiding under the front porch.”

She blinked at the sudden change of subject. “Yes, what about it?”
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