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      Karma had decided Jennifer Bayani, nurse and part-time assistant to the Assistant Fire Marshal, needed to pay for her sins.

      There could be no other explanation for why, while driving on these back roads, her GPS went blank, and she had zero bars on her cell phone.

      Crud, crud, crud. The GPS had gone from its helpful little voice advising her to ‘turn here’ to a black screen and red searching for signal message. Why did it insist on ‘searching for signal’?

      “This isn’t happening. How am I supposed to find the hospital?” Jennifer tossed the printout with the hospital’s phone number and her stupid cell phone back into the front passenger seat.

      Fabulous. Without a signal, she couldn’t call the hospital to find out how to get there, either. Now ninety minutes outside of Cleveland, her drive around the back roads of who knew where had been interrupted by geese, cow, and horse crossings thus far.

      This didn’t include trying to stay awake after working the past two weeks on the night shift, but before she could contemplate needing a nap alongside her other problems, a high pitch noise behind her called for her attention.

      This particular noise included flashing lights and a patrol car.

      Jen tried to find a safe spot to pull off. The  route she was on was only a two-lane road with a speed limit of sixty. Every once in a while, another car whizzed by.

      By then, the patrol car had settled directly behind her. In her rearview mirror, she saw the officer point to the side several times.

      Finally, after at least a half mile, she saw an empty field with a driveway. She had to make a sharp turn to pull off into that driveway before she parked.

      This day only got better. She checked her reflection in the mirror and confirmed her dark hair was still neatly tied back and braided. Her navy-blue scrubs were immaculate, and her makeup was appropriately understated.

      At least she would look nothing like her life had suddenly spun out of control in the last forty-eight hours, and she was running on fumes.

      The officer parked behind her, leaving his lights on, and approached from the side. She rolled down her window, and he said, “Good morning, ma’am. Do you know why I pulled you over?”

      “I was speeding?” Jennifer guessed, since she probably had alternately sped.

      “No, ma’am.” The officer took off his sunglasses, revealing eyes even darker than Jennifer’s, light skin, and a smile. “You were weaving in and out of your lane. Driving somewhat eccentrically. I was concerned for your safety and those around you.”

      Also a reasonable explanation. “I’m sorry, sir, my GPS and my cell phone quit.”

      He chuckled. “Cuyahoga County, right? The plates.” He waved a hand at her car.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where were you headed?”

      “Geauga Regional Hospital. I’m a nurse from MetroGen ER.”

      “Ah, must be one of their traveling nurses,” he commented. “License and registration?”

      “Absolutely.” She fished through the glove compartment to find her registration under a fire safety magazine. Her license was easier to find in her purse. “Here you go, officer.”

      “Deputy.” He smiled and her eyes caught his. She scrambled to put the requested items into his hand, which connected to his tattooed forearm.

      There was a shiver of awareness because Deputy Whoever was darn cute. He filled out his black uniform quite trimly, and, even though his face was shaded by his wide-brimmed hat, she got the sense he was giving her a similar once over.

      “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Jennifer Bayani.”

      “Miss,” she volunteered, a grin forming behind her lips. Perhaps today would not be totally terrible.

      “Bayani. Interesting name.”

      “It’s Filipino, as you would expect.”

      He tilted his head. Goodness gracious, did he have dimples? Tattoos and dimples? “Why would I expect that?”

      “Because Filipino nurses own the ER,” she said. She fit right in with the rest of the MetroGen ER, and her sister was a nurse. The most unique thing about her was the four years she’d been a firefighter and her part-time job in the fire marshal’s office.

      “Not in Geauga County,” he said. “But if you want to own me, can’t say I’d complain… when I’m not working, of course. What do you think I should do now?”

      “Let me off with a warning. And meet me later for a drink, maybe?” She batted her eyes and was too slap-happy-tired to recognize that she was flirting outrageously with the hot deputy.

      He let out a low chuckle of good humor. “Aww shucks. What have we here? A proposition by a lovely lady for me to abandon my moral framework.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “For shame.”

      Their eyes held briefly, and, for all they were playing, Jennifer would not have been sad to meet the deputy for a drink.

      “Oh, darn it, you don’t have bars in this county to let the deputy get dirty after hours?” 

      “The deputy was going to let you off with a warning, cuz I’m not going to ticket everybody who is a bit lost. Besides, if the deputy decided to take leave of his senses, I wouldn’t ask for a drink to forget the ticket. I’d ask for a quickie in the back of your car.” He winked at her and mock turned to her back seat.

      “I don’t have a seat big enough,” Jennifer quipped as she was driving a 2005 Saturn S-class.

      He didn’t respond for a second, and she peeked backward. “You okay, Deputy?”

      “Ma’am,” his tone was now completely different. “Please step out of your vehicle and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      She got out. This was an unusual way to flirt; she could play along. “Are you off of work already?”

      “Put your hands on your head.” He patted her down in an official, businesslike way.

      “I think it’s a little early for this,” Jennifer said with amusement.

      “Place your hands behind your back.” When she obeyed, he actually cuffed her.

      This didn’t seem like a game. “Umm, I definitely don’t do this before the first date.”

      “Miss Bayani, please follow me to my patrol vehicle, and we’ll be having a long discussion at the Geauga County Safety Center.”

      “What’s going on? I didn’t do anything.”

      “You didn’t? Can you explain to me why you have a bomb in the back of your vehicle?”

      She glanced back and saw he’d understated the situation. Her half dozen demonstration incendiary devices were clearly visible in her backseat as their securing tarp had slid off them after her less than stellar driving performance. .

      “Those aren’t actual bombs. They’re for educational purposes. I’m an assistant to the Assistant Cleveland Fire Marshal.”

      “Right. We can settle this down at the Safety Center.”

      As Jennifer headed to his car, she resolved to roll with the punches. Bad luck could always be fought with a good attitude.

      Besides, if she was going to be there for a while getting her story checked out, she might as well take a nap.
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      WEDNESDAY - 24 HOURS EARLIER

      Jennifer walked up to the tasteful condo and gritted her teeth, suppressing a yawn. She hated asking favors, but she needed one now. She knocked on the door.

      There was the sound of footsteps running toward the door, but they were lighter than she anticipated.

      The door swung open, and a small child around the age of three wearing a chocolate-covered pink princess costume greeted her. “Who are you? Who are you? You’re a stranger.”

      “I’m here to see your mom,” Jennifer volunteered. “Your mom, Leslie.”

      “Mommy! Daddy. There’s a stranger at the door.” The child took off again in a flurry of flounces and chocolate.

      “Hold your horses,” another voice yelled, which sounded just like Jennifer’s friend Leslie McClunis.

      They’d been friends for a decade, united in solidarity, despite dealing with the machismo of the fire department in completely different ways.

      Leslie, a former prima ballerina, played the game by being meaner, tougher, and cockier than the other guys in the firehouse. Not even her marriage to a man had ever successfully quashed the rumor that she was a lesbian.

      Jennifer had taken the opposite tactic in her role of the empathizer—calmer and more polite and in general obviously feminine despite working in a man’s world. As a teammate, she’d soften Leslie’s bark but never failed to back up Leslie when they needed some bite.

      Right now, Jennifer could use that bite on her side from the meanest, most ball crushing version of Lieutenant Leslie McClunis.

      Or not, because Leslie came around the corner from the kitchen in a pink dress partially obscured by a fire engine-themed apron embroidered with the words, ‘Mommy puts out.’ She pointed to the apron bearing its own chocolate stains. “Jennifer? Sorry about this. Iris decided we’re making cupcakes.”

      Closing the door behind her, Jennifer followed Leslie deeper into the condo. It never ceased to amaze her the interesting variety of furniture. Some furniture was built for the tiny five-foot tall Leslie and then there were other pieces built extra-large, dwarfing everything around it.

      “Look who’s here. It’s Jennifer.”

      She was talking to her husband who was sitting at a child-size table with an entire tea party set and a Play-Doh cupcake in front of him.

      “Jennifer, great to see you.” Trevor McClunis unfolded from the table, and Jennifer gasped.

      It wasn’t the fact that he was six foot five and weighed in over two-twenty-five, towering over Jennifer’s five foot seven inches. It wasn’t the bulging muscles which Leslie had told Jennifer all about when they worked together. It was because he was wearing a pink T-shirt that said ‘girl dad.’ He was dusted in glitter sparkling off his umber skin, and he wore a very sparkly gold crown.

      Yes, this former NFL defensive end known for crushing quarterbacks and winning a Super Bowl with the Baltimore Ravens had gone native—full girl dad.

      “Daddy. You’re not done with your tea. I need you to give tea to the baby,” the chocolate covered moppet whined.

      With all the pink, Jennifer had missed seeing the nine-month-old in the baby bouncer. The little boy happily chewed on a pink teacup.

      “Oh, honey, I drank the tea,” Trevor reassured his daughter.

      “If you don’t drink your tea, you have to go on time out,” little Iris insisted.

      Leslie stepped up on the child-size chair and kissed her husband on the cheek. “Don’t worry, hun. Iris, I’ll play tea party while Daddy checks on the cupcakes.”

      “She needs to play tea party too.” Iris meant Jennifer.

      Jennifer nodded, almost forgetting her problems for a moment. “I am happy to play tea party as long as I can talk to your mommy.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Leslie immediately sat down on her chair, and Jennifer followed suit while Trevor backed off toward the oven.

      “What brought you here today? You didn’t call.”

      “No.” Jennifer took a deep breath. She might as well say it out loud. “I think I just got fired from the Fire Marshal’s office.”

      “Hang on.” Leslie put her hands over Iris’s ears. “How the fuck did you get fired from the Fire Marshal’s office?”

      When Jennifer had broken her leg, she’d opted to take a desk job at the Fire Marshal’s office while she got her nursing degree. She still worked there part time to keep her foot in the door, unable to let go of a career she’d worked so hard to enter.

      “I punched someone… and I broke his nose,” Jennifer admitted.

      “You? ‘Ms. never gets mad, always a polite lady’ you?” Leslie removed her hands.

      “Punching is bad,” Iris said. “Unless someone attacks you first and then you have permission to beat them up. Unless they’re your little brother.”

      Trevor snorted. “Iris, why don’t you come help me make more tea? Or lemonade.”

      “Is that what happened? You got attacked?” Leslie asked, bouncing the baby with her foot. “Tell me you punched Cordova.”

      “No, it was that crony of his, Jack Conley. He’s on temporary assignment at the Fire Marshal’s office.”

      “Asshole probably deserved it. I mean that bad guy.”

      “Yeah. He got on my case because he found me doing an unauthorized arson investigation.”

      “An unauthorized arson investigation? How?” Happy wife and homemaker Leslie instantly transformed into the lieutenant of the Cleveland Fire Department.

      “I was finishing my night shift, and there was another dead burned teenager out of Geauga County.”

      “Another one?”

      “Yeah, there’s been three burned dead girls that I know about. All of them came from Geauga County in the past two weeks. All of them died.”

      “Arson?”

      “I don’t know. Either they’re doing something dangerous, or possibly—yeah. But why always at night? Why teenage girls?”

      “So naturally you went to our files to see if we’d had anything similar.” Leslie’s tone was thoughtful.

      “Exactly.”

      “So how did this end up with you punching Conley?” Her friend didn’t sound like she was the slightest bit sad Jennifer had punched Jack Conley.

      “We had words.”

      “Words made you break his nose?”

      “I think it had something to do with him grabbing my arm and telling me that ‘only a flip like me would care about some crispy critters who were outside of our jurisdiction.’”

      “I suppose that would do it. How did it feel?”

      Jennifer flexed her right hand. “It hurts.”

      “You’re the only firefighter I ever knew who cared about what happened to her nails.”

      “I’m the only other female firefighter you know, and I like my nails. Besides, I didn’t break them when I punched him.”

      “Don’t be coy. You know that wasn’t what I was asking. How did it feel to punch the rat-faced bast… bad guy?” Leslie peeked at her daughter, whose ears Trevor had already covered. “Didn’t it feel better? I highly recommend it.”

      “Yes, for about ten seconds before we had to call our union rep and fill out an incident report. I drove him to my hospital while he threatened to have Cordova fire me.”

      Leslie shook her head. “He won’t. I’ll handle that.”

      “Which doesn’t solve anything. We still have three teenagers who burned to death. Somebody else’s problem.”

      “You feel strongly about this?” Leslie asked. This was one of the places where she and Jennifer had always differed. Jennifer never got as much of a thrill out of a fire as she did the one-on-one medical scenes.

      “Yes. I can’t… I can’t turn my back on this. Not if I’m the only one who cares to stop it.”

      A few seconds passed while Leslie visibly pondered the issue. “I’ve got it. When is your next ER shift?”

      “Umm, mid next week. I was on for a solid two weeks of nights.”

      “I think I can save your job and get the arson investigation started. I’ll need you to trade some ER shifts and free up a few weeks.” Leslie got up and headed to a different room. “You hang out here for a second. You can drink my lemonade.”

      As Leslie left, Iris hopefully brought over two cups of lemonade. Or what was mostly lemon juice, which Jennifer was tense enough to drink without comment.

      After about ten minutes, Leslie returned. She had a slight smile, but her eyes were serious. “Jen, do you really believe that these burnings are connected?”

      “I don’t know. They all happened to the same age girls, all on the night shift, in roughly the same area. It’s pretty rural, so who knows who’s following this.”

      “As of now, the person following this is you. Battalion Chief Mondragon is putting you on a one-month temporary assignment in Geauga County to perform arson education at their volunteer fire departments and evaluate the transfer center at Geauga Regional.”

      “Arson education? Transfer center?”

      “That’ll get you in the door at the hospital and their volunteer departments. You are officially the lead investigator on this suspected arson.”

      “Are you being serious? I’ve never been the lead on anything. Cordova acts like I lost my leg, not broke it.” Jennifer pointed to her shin where the scars were covered by her scrub pants.

      “Yet you let him,” Leslie said.

      “Leslie, we’ve been over this before. There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to wake up every morning and prove myself of being worthy to be a firefighter because I’m a woman every single stupid day.”

      “Then why bother working at the Fire Marshal’s office if you’re a glorified secretary and can do just fine as a nurse? Why’d you punch that asshole in the face if the toughness that made you a firefighter isn’t there anymore?” Leslie crossed her arms over her chest.

      Jennifer tried to glare back but was outclassed. “I hate it when you’re right.”

      “Very sad. Except I’m not sorry. I’ll drop off the arson education equipment tonight. You’d better take a nap. Tomorrow you’re headed to Geauga County.”

      “Just like that? No one cares I assaulted Conley?”

      “Well, Conley cares and so would Cordova, but if we suspended every guy who punched another guy at the firehouse, we’d lose half our firefighters. It’s best you get out of Dodge while you can and lie low in Geauga County.”

      Jennifer found herself agreeing. The least she could do was put on a happy face about this.

      And feel a tiny bit good that Conley wouldn’t be able to reach her with his stupid injured nose.
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      “I don’t see why you don’t believe me,” the beautiful, impossible woman said from the holding cell.

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Geauga County senior Sheriff Deputy Brandon Smythe said. “You’re wandering around with bombs in the back of your car and you expect me to believe that they’re for education? Also that there’s an arsonist running around who’s murdered three teenagers in the past two weeks.”

      “I didn’t say there was an arsonist. I said it was possible.”

      He’d interviewed Ms. Jennifer Bayani for about an hour before putting her in the holding cell. She gave him names and dates of three dead girls—all in high school, and insisted their deaths could be connected.

      “So why don’t you have anything from the Fire Marshal’s office. You had me call a Leslie McClunis and a battalion chief.”

      “The bat chief is in charge because the Fire Marshal’s office didn’t think it was a priority.”

      “Right.” As beautiful as this woman was, she must have been delusional. “But we couldn’t get a hold of the bat chief or Lieutenant McClunis.”

      “Yeah, sometimes stuff burns down. That’s what fire departments are for. Which includes preventing the fiery deaths of teenage girls,” she said quite calmly and yawned.

      “You seem quite nice but also quite the arguer,” Brandon said, unreasonably annoyed by her yawn. She’d said she’d been working the night shift, but she was in jail.

      “I’m not an arguer. You’re a terrible listener.”

      “Because your story is terrible and unbelievable,” he retorted.

      “If you would just look more closely at the back of my car, you’d see those devices were fake. They’re for demonstration.”

      “Oh, we’re getting a closer look with the bomb squad.”

      “You guys have a bomb squad in Geauga County?” she perked up.

      “No, the bomb squad is coming from Cleveland. They should be here in a few hours.” Fortunately, she’d pulled into an empty field, so he only had to spare one of the other twenty deputies to monitor her booby-trapped car and prevent any tampering. Per current protocol, he’d left everything in the car as nothing was to be touched in a suspicious package or vehicle without the bomb squad.

      “What is wrong with this place? You told me I couldn’t talk to the sheriff because he’s selling houses.”

      “It’s called a sheriff sale.” That was part of what was grating on him. Was it necessary for her to act like Geauga County was past the edge of civilization?

      “Then they should be selling the sheriff.” She snuggled back into the thin blankets of the holding cell’s cot.

      “Very funny. You’re quite the joker. He’s selling foreclosed houses on the steps of the courthouse. That’s why it’s called the sheriff’s sale.”

      “Sure, awfully convenient that he’s been gone all day.”

      “Awfully convenient I can’t get a hold of anybody except the battalion chief’s aide, who said he didn’t know anything about it.”

      “But he’d pass the message on,” she said. “Why are you acting so grumpy? I’m the one in the cell, cursed for my desire to save lives.”

      There it was again. He would expect a domestic terrorist to be swearing a blue streak now that they were captured, and she merely seemed mildly annoyed with him. He hadn’t booked or fingerprinted her because he wasn’t sure if he was overreacting.

      Still, he couldn’t ignore the contents of her back seat, even if he found her attractive and had flirted with her.

      Or she was a cold, calculating killer trying to throw him off the scent with the sexy.

      Interestingly, she hadn’t even brought that up during their interview. She could have. Nor did she ask for a lawyer yet.

      Then again, she wasn’t charged with anything or accused with anything, exactly.

      “I’m not grumpy. I’m doing my job. Checking out your stories and running your plates.”

      “And?”

      “It’ll take a couple hours because we had to fax everything to Cuyahoga County and they’ll have to get back to us. Pull DMV records and such.”

      “I’m sure that’ll be fast. If the plates clear, can I get my car back?”

      “Not until the bomb squad is done with it. Presuming you haven’t killed them.”

      “They’ll be fine. I’m innocent, so I have nothing to fear.” She yawned again. “If it’s gonna take a while, is it okay if I nap while I wait for my alibi to show up?”

      Alibi was a bit of a strong word, but the average person didn’t understand the workings of law and order. Watching CSI, CSI: Miami, CSI: NY and Law and Order made everybody a DNA expert. He didn’t even want to start on that new one, NCIS. Any day there would be one in CSI Geauga County: Who ran over this cow?

      She was getting to him. He loved it here. He loved the quiet. He loved not having to worry about regular murders, gang wars, or terrorist attacks.

      “I’m going to get some coffee. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.” She actually rolled over and went to sleep.

      He went back to the main room and found two of the other junior deputies waiting for him while they watched her through the closed-circuit video feed. “Is there a problem?”

      “None at all. You think she’s a real terrorist?” Tom Parsons asked.

      “She said she’s with the fire department. From Cleveland. And that she’s an ER nurse,” Brandon said.

      “The clothes are right for the nurse thing. Scrubs are so unattractive,” the other deputy observed.

      “I think she could have nice curves. Particularly if she’s innocent,” Paul Herman commented. “What do you think?”

      “I think whether or not she’s cute has nothing to do with the situation here,” Brandon said tensely. He didn’t want to think about how he knew exactly how her curves felt when he’d had to pat her down. Nor was he imagining wrapping her braids around his fists while he directed her head… Damn inappropriate to think of suspects this way.

      “Well, if she’s right, she’s hot and smart,” Tom observed. “A serial arsonist killing our high schoolers?”

      “If there’s such a thing,” Paul said, more skeptical.

      “I faxed a request to Geauga Regional for information. Until someone vouches for her with actual paperwork, there she stays.” Brandon pulled out yesterday’s and today’s newspapers. “Besides, she’s not completely wrong.”

      He spread out the News Herald, the Star Beacon, the Plain Dealer, and the Geauga Maple Leaf. “There was a fire yesterday. It was in Thompson. We haven’t even officially been informed of the death yet. That’s about an hour from the last death in Newbury.”

      Geauga County was set up like a staircase, with each township forming its own ‘block.’ Paul checked the distances. “Not a lot of communication between those fire departments. Might go ask Chardon if they had a fatality.”

      Brandon refrained from rolling his eyes like he suspected Ms. Bayani would have. Every fire department in the county was volunteer, and six of the communities were one-stoplight towns, if they even had a stoplight. The police in the county seat, Chardon Village, totaled five or six guys. The County sheriff’s department which ran the county jail was larger than the rest of the township police forces combined, and they were about thirty people and two drug-sniffing dogs.

      Murder investigations, real or imagined, were not their forte, and this had landed right on his lap.

      Right where he wanted their prisoner.

      Couldn’t her alibi come already?

      It was almost seven by the time someone else arrived for Ms. Bayani.

      A young blonde man in the uniform of Cleveland Fire Department was escorted in by their almost giddy desk clerk. This was almost as exciting as the time the DEA had come by and busted that marijuana ring.

      The man stood at attention, and Brandon took a moment to note the neatness of his uniform and bright blue eyes. He gave off an ‘all-American-hero’ vibe without a tattoo in sight. Brandon had worked hard to cultivate the same, despite the hearts and vines tattooed on his forearms.

      “I am Lieutenant Noah Baker. I understand you have a member of Cleveland Fire staff here.”

      “At ease. I’m senior Deputy Brandon Smythe,” Brandon welcomed him. They shook hands with Lieutenant Baker’s eyes lingering on those same tattoos and his uniform. “Sorry you had to come all the way down here.”

      “It’s no problem. I can’t say long because I have a twenty-four-hour shift scheduled tomorrow, but if I may?” Lieutenant Baker took a messenger bag off his shoulder. “I brought you a photocopy of Ms. Bayani’s Cleveland FD ID, a letter from Bat Chief Hector Mondragon, a letter from Lieutenant McClunis, and a request from the Operations Chief, Alan Hastings to assign Ms. Bayani here for a month to assist Geauga County in the investigation of three suspicious deaths.”

      He passed the aforementioned papers over to Brandon, who said, “Then her story is true. Arson killed those three teens?”

      “I actually don’t know about that. I’m simply the messenger. The Bat Chief is going to send her an assistant to help with the investigation.”

      “That does sound wise.”

      “Cleveland FD does not want to overstep here, and we’d love to collaborate with the Geauga County Sheriff’s Department.” Those words rolled off Lieutenant Baker’s tongue in a way that Brandon felt said ‘vote early, vote often.’ No wonder they had sent this guy over to secure her release. “We do not want to imply things are amiss here the way the hospital situation did.”

      Lieutenant Baker must have been well informed about the politics. Everyone knew that Cleveland Clinic, MetroGen, and University Hospital systems were sniffing around Geauga Regional with the intent to purchase it. The local populace was loath to let them muscle into their town.

      “It would an excellent idea for a sheriff’s representative be present when she attempts to procure information from the hospital,” Brandon agreed.

      “Told you a chick this hot couldn’t be a terrorist. Let me be the first to volunteer to escort her to the hospital and anywhere else she likes. I’m willing to work day and night and in close quarters,” Tom volunteered with a smirk.

      “That’s enough,” Brandon said. “When will this assistant be arriving?”

      Lieutenant Baker didn’t answer because he was looking at Tom with a blank look in his eyes. “Oh, let me see.”

      He and Brandon reached toward the papers on the desk, and Baker mistakenly knocked them onto the floor.

      If it truly were a mistake because Brandon could have sworn that it was deliberate.

      As they crouched down to collect them, Lieutenant Baker had an extremely fierce look in his now icy blue eyes.

      “Si alguien la toca, los mataremos,” he murmured, convincing Brandon of his previous suspicion.

      Brandon ignored the comment and stood up. “I completely see why she would need an assistant. Are you taking her back to Cleveland with you?”

      “No, I actually have explicit orders not to do that. She has a hotel allowance.”

      “I see. Let me call the sheriff and confirm.” He called the sheriff and explained the situation in a few short sentences. He received immediate instructions to release Jennifer and to meet the sheriff in his office.

      With the pile of papers from Lieutenant Baker in hand, he grabbed a newly arrived paper from the Department’s fax machine. He glanced at it and swore under his breath. The Cleveland Bomb Squad had sent an update, and it was not good.
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      Brandon opened the door to the sheriff’s office and stood at attention. The sheriff, an older man in his early sixties, had been waiting at his desk. This was Brandon’s third sheriff as it was an elected position of four years.

      “I know I was out today, but let me make sure I understand this.” The sheriff rubbed his beard. “We have a representative from the Cleveland Fire Marshal’s department in our holding cell, and they are here because they believe we have an arsonist killing teenage girls in our county?”

      “That is correct, sir.”

      “How did we not know about these girls? Nothing will make us look less competent than a slew of dead girls.” He did not mention it was an election year and he’d been out of the office not just for the sheriff’s sale, but also giving extra face time to his constituents.

      “It’s a sphere of control problem,” Brandon said. “As I understand it from Ms. Bayani, the first girl died in Thompson in early July.”

      “I do remember that tragedy. Cristina without an H,” the sheriff mused.

      “The second girl was a week and a half later in Chardon, so we weren’t called to it.”

      The sheriff shook his head, “Which they haven’t sent anything over about, of course, because its their business, not ours. What about the third girl?”

      “Officially, she’s not dead yet. The fire took place in Newbury early Wednesday morning. She died at MetroGen in Cleveland, and therefore we have not received official word. The papers ran a story on the fire this morning, but only mentioned a minor was LifeFlighted to MetroGen. We’ll likely get a fax by next week confirming her death.”

      “Then where does this woman from the Fire Marshal’s department fit in?”

      Brandon set the copies of Jennifer’s ID on the desk. “She claimed she is a nurse at MetroGen ER and also works in the Fire Marshal’s office. It appears they had intended her to meet with the local fire departments and Geauga Regional to see if further investigation was required.”

      “But not us?” the sheriff sounded miffed at being left out of the loop.

      “If you pardon me for saying so, its very unlikely they had time to formulate much of an official plan or had time to research how to contact us. We may communicate with Cleveland Police, but not the Fire Marshal’s office, and our website is not . . .well done.” That was putting it mildly. Their website had been designed three years ago by a local high schooler on GeoCities. “Now they are aware of us, this has changed. You’ll find an offer from Cleveland Fire to lend their assistance in our investigation for the month of August.”

      “An investigation that we haven’t started yet.”

      “It seems we have one now.”

      The sheriff took out his stamp and department letterhead. “You’re damn right we do. I want you on this. You are one of my most experienced and trusted deputies. It was a great day for Geauga County when you moved here in high school. Everybody knows you’re loyal to the bone and would do anything to protect our citizens.”

      “I would,” Brandon confirmed. Geauga County was about the size of Cuyahoga County and about one tenth the population. A fifth of the population was Amish and didn’t even use electricity.

      “It seems rather far-fetched, a serial arsonist, but we will investigate. However, we need to control the message. We’re fortunate school is out and word of this hasn’t spread like wildfire yet. Can you imagine what would happen if people got wind of the unlikely possibility an arsonist may be murdering our daughters?” The sheriff wrote out an order authorizing Ms. Bayani to participate in the investigation.

      “It would go over badly,” Brandon agreed, not mentioning it would certainly result in the sheriff not being re-elected.

      “We’ll handle this delicately. The department’s position is that we are following our standard procedure of inquiry into the untimely deaths of three of our citizens. As a precaution, due to their relationship to fire, we brought in an expert. Or experts?”

      “She has assistant coming next week.”

      “Experts then. As we have no evidence of foul play or any suspects, there are no warrants to be had until we have actual evidence. I will personally interview the Thompson and Newbury families, and hopefully get Chardon’s approval to interview their family in the next week or so.”

      “You don’t want myself and Ms. Bayani to do it?”

      “Not right away. As I said, we’re going to take a very light touch here. Nothing shows we care more than having the sheriff personally visit you. However, until we know more, this is routine follow up. We’ll use the official channels to get your the necessary coroner reports and so forth from Cleveland, but locally this will be a goodwill operation. You understand.”

      “Yes, I do. Speaking of goodwill, there is a problem beyond Ms. Bayani spending the greater part of today in a holding cell.”

      “On the phone, it sounded like she understood the reasoning. The world has changed since 9/11, and you said those were realistic looking bombs.”

      “I’m not the only one who thought they were realistic. When Cleveland bomb squad came and towed the car, they took it back to Cleveland and disassembled it piece by piece.” Brandon handed him the fax.

      “Piece by piece?” The sheriff read in disbelief.

      “Piece by piece. It says they’re very sorry and will eventually fill out the paperwork to reimburse her.”

      “Fabulous, we have a not-quite-murder investigation, and our borrowed investigator trapped her twice – in our holding cell and without a car.” The sheriff calmed himself. “I assume you can show her our Geauga County hospitality, especially since you’re going to be the one working with her primarily for the next month.”

      Brandon nodded carefully. Hospitality was one word to describe the things he’d considered for Ms. Jennifer Bayani when he met her. Assuming ‘hospitality’ included her moaning his name on her back. “I will do everything in my power to make sure her stay is pleasant.”

      “Excellent, dismissed.”

      By the time he returned, he’d missed Lieutenant Baker, who had apparently hightailed it back to Cleveland the moment she was released. Instead she was sitting on his desk, chatting with her very attentive audience of Tom and Paul.

      “I have news. Sheriff has agreed for us to participate as long as we keep things quiet. And the bomb squad sent a fax.”

      “Can I get my car back?”

      Brandon hesitated before throwing himself onto the grenade. “The good news is that those were not real bombs. The bad news is the fake bombs looked so convincing that they disassembled the car.”

      “They what?”

      “They took apart your car. You won’t be getting it back tonight or ever. The Cleveland police are willing to reimburse you for the car and its contents.”

      “Okay, well, I guess I’m going to need to have someone drive me to a hotel. Actually need to find a hotel too,” she sounded contemplative.

      Tom asked, “You don’t have anywhere to stay?”

      “I thought I was going to go to the hospital and somebody there was going to suggest a hotel. I couldn’t find anything on hotels.com before I left.”

      “Because there are none,” Brandon said. “We have exactly one hotel in Geauga County. It’s called Quail Hollow, and it’s booked all summer for the PGA tour and high school summer camps.”

      “Oh. My backup plan was to sleep in my car at a Walmart… which I don’t have.”

      Paul volunteered more information. “The nearest Walmart is in Lake County about an hour away.

      “In that case, then,” she ventured. “What if I spend the night back in my holding cell, and I’ll be here when you get back tomorrow morning? I’ve slept on much worse at the hospital. At least it was quiet.”

      That was not going to happen. While she might have thought nothing happened here in Geauga County, they’d actually have drunk drivers pulled over by the night shift. The last thing they needed was her sharing a holding cell with them while they sobered up.

      “You’re not spending the night in our holding cell,” Brandon said. “I have a guest room and you can stay there. Per the sheriff’s instructions, I will escort you wherever you need to go.”

      Now he could feel the silent communications between his fellow deputies. Brandon’s reputation as a loner was longstanding. His suggestion of taking her to his place would have been received with similar surprise to the announcement that he wore a pink dress and went by Mrs. Doubtfire during his free time.

      Ms. Jennifer Bayani had the nerve to ask next, “You’re sure there’s no other hotels anywhere?”

      “Nothing you can’t rent by the hour,” Tom winked.

      “When you put it that way, I’ll take the deputy who thought I was a terrorist,” she laughed and shrugged.

      “You had bombs in your car,” Brandon heard himself growl. So much for showing hospitality.

      “Except I don’t have a car anymore.”

      “Then let’s go now. It doesn’t look like you’ll have much to pack.” He handed over her IDs, which didn’t have a purse or a wallet now.

      She tucked them into the pocket of her scrubs, right over her left breast. “I’m sure you have stores somewhere.”

      “Yes, we have stores.” Brandon couldn’t make himself move toward the door. “I’ll sign off some forms and⁠—”

      “No need to do any paperwork.” Paul blocked him and pulled his chair backward. “We’ll finish it for you. Bye now.”

      With those helpfully barbed words, Tom and Paul practically shoved him outside. Brandon snagged his bag and escorted her to his patrol car for the second time that day.

      This time she sat next to him, and he decided it was a good idea to attempt an apology. “Ms. Bayani, let me tell you how sorry I am about your car.”

      “Can you please just call me ‘Jennifer’? Do I have to call you Deputy Smythe?” She raised her eyebrows and smiled.

      On its own volition, his brain inappropriately flashed him the powerful image of her on her knees, calling him exactly that. No. Not okay. Be professional.

      “Please call me Brandon, Jennifer.” He started driving. “We’re heading to my thirty-acre farm. I want to assure you, as a fellow investigator and law enforcement member, I will never make any untoward advances.”

      “I’d have never thought otherwise.” She watched the trees go by for a few minutes. “What city are we going to?”

      “No city. You were just in Burton Village. I live in Auburn Township.”

      “A township? With a mayor and stuff?”

      “No, we have trustees. We elect three and they do most of the public works—cemeteries, clearing the roads. Can’t have a mayor when its only three thousand people and six thousand cows.”

      “Six thousand cows? Do you have a hundred cows?”

      “Not on thirty acres. I only own one cow.”

      “What is its name?”

      “Her name. Cow means female, bull means boy cow, steer means he got his packaged clipped.”

      “Fine, what is her name?”

      “Bashful.”

      “Bashful? You have a cow named Bashful.”

      “Yes, though technically she’s a freemartin.” Brandon found his answer coming easily, while he had intended not to talk if he could avoid it.

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Cows twin differently than people. Male-female twin pairs almost always leave the female as a sterile female. No ovaries.” He’d never tried to explain this to anyone. Most of the locals already knew this basic fact of bovine life.

      “You have a transgender cow?”

      “I have a freemartin. They’re considered females, but most of the time it doesn’t matter since they’re usually eaten right away.”

      She wrinkled her cute as a button nose as if he’d announced he was a cannibal. “You named her Bashful, and you’re going to eat her?”

      “No. We’re not going to eat her. The same way I have chickens for eggs, but the chicken dinner waiting at home is one I didn’t know personally,” he answered with more vehemence than intended.

      “It was just a question. I didn’t accuse you of eating your animal friends.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Okay, yes, I did.”

      “Why do you care about what kind of animals I have, anyway? Does it help you to know that I have five dogs, one cat, and ten chickens?”

      “Well, Dr. Doolittle, forgive me for trying to make small talk. I don’t have any pets. I can’t even keep a plant alive.”

      “I thought you were a nurse.”

      “I’m good at keeping people alive, which has nothing to do with a goldfish, a cat, or my ficus.”

      “You killed your cat?”

      “I never had a cat. But I did have a few short-lived goldfish. So, forgive my curiosity. You have thirty acres of your own?”

      “Yes, I inherited it from my aunt.”

      “You grew up here?”

      “I moved here for high school after my dad died of cancer.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “She split before kindergarten.” Didn’t she understand his short answers meant he didn’t want to talk?

      “So no siblings?”

      “No.”

      “I have a brother and a sister. He works in construction and my sister is a nurse just like my mom.”

      “Very nice. Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because we’re going to be around each other and I’m trying to build rapport.”

      “I see. You actually don’t have to. We’re both professionals. We can just do the job and not talk.” Brandon wanted to shut this down now. He didn’t need to get to know her.

      The drive continued in silence.
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      It was amazing how frustrating a handsome sheriff’s deputy could be. When he thought she was a traveling nurse, he was perfectly friendly and flirty. Once he decided she was a terrorist and now knew she was attached to the Fire Marshal’s office, he’d gone one hundred percent prickly.

      Jennifer mentally made a list of the many things she was going to need to pick up. She needed a new cell phone, clothes, shoes, and underwear. Cleveland FD probably wouldn’t even have a uniform for her till Monday at the earliest.

      The major plus of this was the destruction of her Saturn S-series gave her an excellent excuse not to go anywhere near Cleveland for the near feature. Hopefully she could get a rental car worked out… assuming Geauga County had a Hertz.

      Then again, possibly not since they turned onto a dirt road. “Are those ’no trespassing signs?”

      Brandon, finally agreeing to speak, said, “Yes, there’s a three hundred acre abandoned farm here.”

      “Abandoned?” She craned her neck at the overgrown trees. Three hundred acres of empty fields defied her usual imagination.

      “Yes, you need at least three to five hundred acres to make it as a family farmer. His kids didn’t want it, so eventually it will go to the sheriff’s sale.”

      “Where you can buy the farm and not the sheriff,” she tried to joke, and he ignored her again.

      They came to a mailbox accompanied by three different newspaper boxes and pulled into what she assumed to be his house.

      The one-story ranch had a deck and an aboveground swimming pool. His thirty acres comment had been true because she could see a shed, a barn, a pickup truck, and a large, fenced corral with a grey-brown cow looking over the fence. A gaggle of five dogs trotted up to meet them.

      Brandon briefly smiled and patted their heads. The dogs appeared happy to see their owner, rather different from how their owner treated her.

      The second she got out of the patrol car, they descended on her with equal affection. They were a motley crew of what she guessed to be beagle and basset hound mixes. However, despite their enthusiastic greeting, she noted two had mangled ears, another two had semi useless tails, and the last had only one eye.

      “What are their names?” she asked, trying to pet the mob in five different directions.

      “Dopey, Sneezy, Doc, Happy, and Grumpy.”

      “You named your puppies after the seven dwarfs?” She glanced at Bashful, the cow—the freemartin “Is the cat named Sleepy?”

      “I didn’t name them. My aunt did.”

      Jennifer opted not to point out that his aunt should have named Brandon Grumpy. The actual Grumpy had already rolled over onto his back for a tummy rub.

      “Hey, you guys need to eat,” Brandon pointed and the dog instantly jumped up. “You head into the house while I feed them. Look around and get settled or something.”

      He handed her keys, and she made her best guess which one was the house key. It took three tries, but she unlocked the door, prepared for whatever random bachelor cranky sheriff man cave awaited her.

      Which ended up being quite clean, and a meowing cat on three legs sauntered toward her.

      “Aren’t you cute?” She bent down to pet the orange cat, which clearly expected affection as well.

      As she had nothing to unpack, there wasn’t much of a reason to do anything with the guest room beyond poking her head in it. It contained a simple double bed and a layer of dust. She opted not to check out his room across the hallway but did use the bathroom.

      The cat was still waiting and led her past the living room to the kitchen and dining room. A crockpot roasting chicken—which he claimed not to have a personal relationship with—smelled amazing.

      She glanced past the back deck beyond the swimming pool and could see him engaged in a vigorous game of fetch with his pack of dogs.

      He seemed to be having a great time, all smiles and praising each dog when they returned the ball to him. His tanned skin practically shone, reminding her of those first few moments of spark before the bombs in her backseat led them here.

      No doubt about it. He was a nice guy who rescued cats, dogs, and cows who would have otherwise been eaten.

      She wrinkled her nose. She’d met this kind of person before. If he thought he had anything on the guys in a firehouse, he was wrong. She would kill him with kindness… and possibly kisses.

      Absolutely not. She kissed nice guys who bought her flowers and held the door for her. Between the firehouse and the ER, she was fully committed to the tattoo to teeth dirt-bag calculation. The more tattoos you had, the less teeth, which typically increased the likelihood you were a shiftless dirt-bag.

      He might not have been a dirt-bag, but he had the tattoos for it.

      Time to make herself useful. She went through the cupboards to set the table. More surprises there. None of the plates were chipped, and they matched. Not exactly an uncivilized caveman.

      She tied her hair back, found paper towels and cleaning spray. This would be a great moment to channel her Filipino mother and start cleaning. Back at the Firehouse, Leslie had always teased her about her tendency to clean everything when given the earliest opportunity. Even in the MetroGen ER, Jennifer never needed to be reminded to disinfect a room.

      Her guest room was finished, and she contented herself with cleaning his mantle and the sitting space by the window. It would have made an excellent sewing nook, near the fireplace with good natural light.

      He entered about ten minutes later carrying a bundle of beans and tomatoes. “From the garden.”

      “You want me to cut them up?”

      “No, I’ll set them up later while I caramelize them.” He headed to his room to do whatever it was he was going to do. “Don’t blow it up.”

      She stared afterward. He’d use the word ‘caramelize’ in a sentence. No man, not even in the firehouse, had ever uttered that in her presence.
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