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        There’s so much I miss about you.

        Like our very important discussion on who’s better: Judas Priest or Journey. Random phone calls in the middle of the night. Adventures in the city. But mostly, I just miss you. Always.

        You left us way too soon, having lived life with no regrets. You are gone, but never forgotten, and always loved.

        P.S. I let you win the battle of the bands in this story, but keep in mind…it’s fiction.
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      Fire had ravaged the building three days ago, yet the air still reeked of burnt wood and plastic. Neither building on either side had been touched, thanks to the speedy response of the Pawcatuck Fire Department. Or maybe to the nosy lady in the second-story apartment building currently spying on her. Kat Jones ignored her audience and snapped off a succession of pictures. The insurance company had sent over copies of pictures from the fire inspector when they hired her firm, LexaKat PI, to investigate a series of medical clinics being torched, but nothing replaced seeing the scene for herself.

      “We gonna stand here all day, or do you actually plan to go into the building—what’s left of it? Maybe we could go talk to Nosy Norma up there. Bet she saw something.” Vinnie Mattetuci, former wiseguy turned PI, nodded toward the upstairs window.

      With her camera draped around her neck, Kat reached into her car for her powder-pink hard hat. No sense taking unnecessary chances. “Vinnie, don’t you have someplace else to be? Like visiting your girlfriend over at the strip joint?”

      “A—she’s not my girlfriend, just a friend who happens to be of the female persuasion. And B—I’m your intern. It’s my job to follow you around and learn. Besides, I promised Lexie I’d keep you safe and out of trouble while she’s gone.”

      A ping of envy shot through her as she thought of her best friend and business partner. Lexie Smith, now Barandas, had recently married her one-time high school sweetheart. Kat couldn’t be happier for her, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t jealous as all get-out. While she’d never admit it aloud, Kat was thankful Vinnie kept her company. Although calling him an intern was a bit of a stretch. “Yep, I’m the lucky one, all right. While poor, mistreated Lexie is being dragged off to bask on some sunny beach in Antigua for the next two weeks by a gorgeous guy who worships her, I get to stay home and man the firm. With you.”

      “Hey, some women consider me good-looking.”

      Kat side-eyed her companion. If not for the baggy jeans hanging off his rear and oversize New York Ranger’s jersey, Vinnie could have been considered a good-looking guy in his early forties. Except he was dead. For the past few months he’d been trying to find himself, whatever that meant. Mostly, Kat and Lexie ignored his outlandish outfits, but not today.

      “Not in that getup,” she said.

      Pushing Vinnie’s buttons was only fair considering he’d made it an art form to get a rise out of her over the years. Suppressing a satisfied smile, Kat made a mental note of the companies and homes nearby. She’d need to interview the employees and residents after her inspection of the burn site. On one side sat a small strip of businesses: an insurance agency, a fish market, and some kind of health food store. She doubted anyone there would have paid any attention to the comings and goings of patients into a low-income medical clinic, but you never knew.

      The other side sported a poorly paved driveway separating the burned-out clinic and the two-story apartment building where their curious friend lived. Given the close proximity, it made sense that some of the residents might also be patients. The insurance company suspected a disgruntled patient had set the fires. Kat didn’t disagree. A grudge equaled the perfect motive for arson. But to burn down three clinics, all owned by the same people? It must be one hell of a chip to shoulder around.

      Standing in between two blackened pillars of what might have been the front door, Kat slipped on the hard hat and examined the inside. Most of the interior walls were gone, now piles of rubble and ash. She stepped deeper into the bowels of the building, cringing at the squishy noises her feet made in the murky wet residue.

      “These boots are toast. I’ll never get this gunk off them or get the smell out.” Kat wrinkled her nose in protest of the strong aroma of burnt plastic.

      Tromping through the pools of water, Vinnie walked next to her, not that he got gunk on his shoes or left any prints. “What’re we looking for? The cops and fire inspector already went through the place and there ain’t nothing left.”

      Kat toed a pile of rubble that might have been a desk at one time. Hard to say for sure. “Nothing in particular, just trying to get a feel for the damage.” She grabbed her camera, capturing the destruction inside. Letting it drop against her stomach, she stood in awe. “Whoever did this wanted to make sure there was nothing left to salvage, that’s for sure.”

      “Ya think?”

      Ignoring his sarcasm had become a lifelong habit. Vinnie had been haunting the two girls since the day they were born, minutes apart, which also happened to be the day he died. Keeping her focus on the task at hand, Kat studied her surroundings. The medical clinic was a single-story, rectangular building. Before the fire a series of tall windows ran across the front, yet the sides had only small openings near the ceiling. Recalling the blueprints the insurance company provided, Kat walked deeper into the rubble. To her left would have been the exam rooms. The right side housed the patient files and the windowless supply room.

      Everywhere she looked stood mounds of charred wood, ash, and melted metal. The fire’s hungry flames had consumed almost everything. A flash of color amid the gray caught her eye. Bending down, Kat snagged the charred photo.

      Smudged, smiling faces stared back, causing her pulse to pound a little harder, a little faster, and a whole lot pissed off. “He didn’t just steal the employees’ possessions. He stole their livelihoods. With this economy how are they going to make ends meet? I need to talk to the fire marshal and we need to find this bastard because next time it might be a life he takes.”

      “I agree, the bastard needs to be found and stopped, but how can you help?” A smooth, slow, masculine drawl slid over her skin and roused her senses.

      Turning around, Kat found a pair of hazel-green eyes taking inventory of her. She returned the favor, noting muscular arms crossed in front of an equally impressive chest. Hey, not her fault his tee fit like a glove. Wondering if the rest of him measured up, she let her gaze drift lower to take in long, lean legs clad in well-fitting jeans. None of those baggy-ass, barely-hanging-on pants for this guy. Thank you, Powers That Be.

      Still, a stranger. Big and muscular. A secluded crime scene and a blonde. It was like a hacker movie come to life.

      Thankfully she had a ghost to protect her. Sort of. Hopefully. Who knew with Vinnie’s unpredictable skills?

      Stepping forward, she extended her hand in greeting. “Kat Jones, LexaKat PI Services. I’m here⁠—”

      “Katarina Jones?” He stepped forward, hesitant. Surprise, followed by delight, flashed across his eyes. “Guess you don’t remember me. Shawn Randall. I worked the Big E last year at the Masonic CHIP booth. I’m the lucky guy who got to try to stick a cotton swab—which they all thought was a needle—into the kids’ mouths for DNA.”

      “I remember. Kind of hard to forget, you know, with all the screaming kids. You weren’t the most popular person.”

      “Hey, I was when I took them to play on the fire truck. At least you had a fun job. Some kind of kids’ charity, right?”

      “Temporary tattoos and arts and crafts. I got to make friendship bracelets and ‘ink’ the kids. I was very popular.” A cheesy grin spread. “We were raising money and awareness for childhood diabetes. Pretty good memory. Sorry, I didn’t recognize you at first. Your fire marshal helmet threw me.”

      Hard to forget him or her stint working New England’s combined state fair. Fourteen-hour days filled with sweat, screaming kids, and eye candy. If she remembered right, the guy liked to joke with the kids, had an incredible smile, and an easy and casual way of flirting—with her and every female around, young and old alike. Very hard to forget indeed. Also, that he was already claimed and off the market. All the good ones are.

      “So, what are you doing here?” He gestured toward the wreckage around them.

      “The insurance company hired my firm to help find who’s setting these fires. I was just on my way to the fire department to talk with you. Well, not you in particular, as I didn’t know you were the fire marshal, but . . . never mind. What can you tell me about the fire?” Kat slipped off the hard hat, slyly fluffing her flattened hair.

      “Definitely arson.” He walked around the piles of rubble to a spot in the back and waited for her to join him. “See the dark lines here? Traces of an accelerant. From the reports of the responding firefighters, most likely gasoline was used, which would cause white flames and black smoke. “Here,” he walked across the debris to an outside wall, pointing to the small openings near the ceiling Kat noticed earlier, “these were transom windows which could be opened, but according to the staff they never did. Central air negated the need, yet first responders reported they were open in every exam room.”

      “He was feeding the fire.”

      “Yep.”

      Striding across the room, pointing out proof of foul play, completely absorbed in his work, his body vibrated with a passionate energy she could literally feel. When they’d met before she had dismissed him as another victim of the Peter Pan syndrome. The way he played with the kids, on their level, always joking around, smiling and never losing his humor, he could have passed as one of the Lost Boys. But now he was all business. All take charge. All alpha male.

      “I like him, Kat. You should keep him,” Vinnie suggested with a shit-eating grin plastered on his face.

      Kat dipped her head to hide her response. Heat crept up her neck, flaming across her cheeks. If only she looked good in orange coveralls, she’d kill Vinnie all over again.

      “Whoever did this knew fires and there’s no way these were his first.” Shawn looked to her, probably waiting for her to impart some words of wisdom. It would be a long wait. Brains no longer occupied the inside of her skull. Nope, now it was pure mush. Which was bad, very bad. The last time she’d let her heart and libido take over, the outcome had been disastrous. Been there. Done that. Not doing it again.

      “Okay, then. According to the insurance company, all three clinics were owned by the same group of doctors and the fires were identical—burned fast, hot, and left nothing behind, including clues.” Kat headed toward the outside and fresh air. Both man and ghost followed.

      She gave herself a moment to take a deep breath, held it, head tilted skyward while she gathered her thoughts. Exhaling, she looked to the businesses and the apartment house.

      “I’m going to interview the neighbors, see if anyone saw anything remotely off in the days before the fire,” she said.

      “I sent the insurance company copies of the interview reports. Didn’t they forward them to you?”

      “They did, but you never know what a couple of days or a different interviewer can do to jog a memory. Nothing personal, I’m sure you and the police did a thorough job, but sometimes people will talk to a woman instead of a man. We’re less intimidating or something.” She flashed him an apologetic half smile.

      “No offense taken. Arson is one of the toughest crimes to prosecute, so we don’t mind the help. Care if I tag along while you reinterview the neighbors?”

      Did she care? Hell yes. She had a job to do and the last thing she needed was some smoking hot inspector frying what few working brain cells she had left. She didn’t need or want a guy in her life. Been there. Done that. Not worth the frickin’ heartache or the distraction from her job.

      Maybe if she said it to herself often enough, one day she’d listen.

      Plastering on her professional face, the one that showed no emotions except full confidence, she said, “Of course not, but I wouldn’t want to take you away from work.”

      “This is my work.”

      “Right.”

      Vinnie stood in the entranceway, a strange look on his face and his head cocked to the side. She was afraid to hear what he was thinking. With Vinnie, sometimes it was best not to know. He moved to her side and she braced herself.

      “Smooth, Kat. What’s your deal?” Vinnie whispered in her ear. “You’re acting weird—oh, shit, you’ve got the hots for our fire inspector. For what it’s worth, kid, he seems like a decent guy, but then again, what do I know? I’m going to check out the mini-mart across the street. I’ll meet you at the car when you’re done.”

      She ignored Vinnie’s relationship advice. “I think I’ll start with the businesses first,” she said to Shawn. “They’re probably more inclined to talk than the residents in the apartment building, even if they don’t know more than we already know.”

      Shawn fell into step next to her, matching his stride to hers. Barefoot, she stood five nine, with her boots, five eleven, yet she noticed he still had a good two, maybe three inches on her in height, putting him somewhere in the ballpark of six foot two or three. Thumbs hooked into the front pockets of his jeans, shoulders relaxed, Shawn hummed a song as they walked the short distance. His persona had taken a one-eighty from when he’d showed her the site. Then the air had hummed with his energy. Now it soothed. He pulled open the door to the insurance agency and swept his hand in a welcoming gesture, allowing her to enter before him.

      It was your typical setup, main office, hallway leading off to other private rooms farther back. The front office had a plate glass window and door, but unfortunately the side walls were solid brick that blocked the view to the clinic. As employees of the closest business, the two middle-aged ladies manning the desks were her best shot at finding a witness.

      Holding out her hand, Kat introduced both herself and Shawn, explaining they were investigating the fire next door.

      “Hi.” Both women’s eyes were glued to Shawn. “Marshal Randall, what a pleasure to see you again,” purred the redhead with the bad dye job.

      Kat’s hand hung extended in front of her, ignored. Quickly she slid her fingers into the front pocket of her jeans. “Sorry to interrupt you, but we were hoping for a few minutes of your time⁠—”

      “Who are you again?” the bleach-blond grandma type asked.

      “Katarina Jones. I’m a private investigator working for the medical clinic’s insurance company. I have a few questions for you⁠—”

      “Oh, we already told Marshal Randall and that nice policeman everything we know,” cut in the redhead.

      Frustration at not being allowed to complete a single sentence built inside until her head felt like a volcano about to blow. Silently she counted to ten, tamping down on her temper, because once it blew the destruction would rival that of Mt. Vesuvius.

      “Ladies, if you could give Ms. Jones a few minutes of your time to answer some questions, I would be forever in your debt.” A hint of a dimple played at the corner of his mouth and the gold flecks in his hazel eyes sparked with mischief.

      Both women reluctantly shifted their attention to Kat, and she took them through a round of questions. Every few seconds their gazes would roam back toward the handsome fire inspector. Did they notice anyone hanging around the building after hours or early in the morning? Any patients cause a scene? Notice someone walking around with a blowtorch and a chip on their shoulder? No. No. No. Did they happen to notice what a fine backside Marshal Randall had? Kat was pretty sure if she’d asked that question, they would have given her an unequivocal yes.

      Thanking them for their time and cooperation, Kat and Shawn turned to exit the small office. His arm softly brushed against the side of her breast, sending happy, excited chills down her body.

      “Still think people are more open to talking to women?”

      “Hmm. Those two are clearly firefighter groupies.”

      A chuckle escaped from his throat. “That’s an urban legend told to entice young, naive men to sign on with the department, to give up sleep and risk their lives for low pay.”

      “Nope, as you can see, they exist. But don’t worry about them, they seem harmless. I just hope you don’t mind women your mom’s age fantasizing about you though, because trust me, they are.”

      His laughter changed, coming out between a choke and a snort. “They are not.”

      “They are. It was written across their faces clear as a billboard ad.”

      And the message, the fantasy playing out in their eyes, the feeling fueling those dreams, currently ran wild through Kat’s body as well, lighting it up from the inside out.

      She’d missed this sensation, the rush of emotions, the dance of anticipation between male and female leading up to the final mating of the sexes. It’d been months since she’d experienced the elation of love and lust. The rapid pounding of her pulse brought on by hot, sweaty sex. The simple fun of flirting. What she didn’t miss were the pain and anguish that came with love’s betrayal. That not-so-joyful emotion lived with her every day.

      “Shall we see if you have any more groupies in the fish market and health food store?”

      A snippet of an old Judas Priest song broke his stride. Pulling out his phone, he glanced down and tapped the screen before repocketing the cell.

      “As much as I’d love to find out—and what guy doesn’t want crowds of drooling fans?—I have to run. I’ve got a meeting I can’t miss, should last for about two hours or so. How about I give you a call later this afternoon and see if you found out anything new?”

      She agreed. He swaggered back to his truck, leaving her to admire his long, lean legs as they ate up the ground. Heading toward the next business, she reminded herself that it never hurt to look, just no touching. Touching brought trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Shawn couldn’t believe his luck when he’d walked into the site. The insurance company had called this morning and informed him they were bringing in their own investigator. He’d expected to find a guy, one as round as he was tall, reeking of smoke and with fast-food grease stains on his shirt. Apparently, he’d been watching too many B-rated movies lately. Today’s version of a PI suited him fine. A tall, leggy blonde, sexy waves of hair flowing out from under a pink hard hat. Curves in all the right places, showcased in snug jeans and one of those super soft sweaters that he couldn’t wait to run his hands over. A woman whose caramel brown eyes and easy smile sent his blood pumping.

      Last year could have been a million lifetimes away. A time when he’d been blindly and stupidly in love with Debi. The two weeks at the fair had been a welcome change. Looking back, he realized he had Kat to thank for that. Putting their two stations next to each other had drawn in a lot of visitors for them both. Cool by him, he loved kids. Kids didn’t play games, not mind games anyway. Generally, they told you how it was, pulled no punches, and didn’t leave you wondering what they thought. Sometimes, brutally so.

      Kat had been like that too, no head trips. From the start she’d casually mentioned her boyfriend, quickly establishing she wasn’t available, which didn’t stop him from a little casual flirtation. Nothing meant to send the wrong signals, just some fun to help pass the long days and survive the heat. He could deal with the move from the Pacific Northwest to New England about seventy-five percent of the time. The twenty-five percent summer took up he could do without. Back home summer arrived in August, left by September, and had practically zero percent humidity, at least that’s how it felt to him. Hundred-degree days with matching humidity that left you melting in the shade? Thanks, but he’d pass. He didn’t know what it was about the humidity on this side of the country but it was different, heavier, more noticeable, unbearable. If he were going to be hot and sweaty, he’d prefer to have it either be from fighting back a bitch of a blaze or a night of mind-numbing sex.

      These days he didn’t see much action from either. Working as a fire marshal gave him a chance to use his brains instead of his brawn. He didn’t mind the changeup in routine. It kept his mom and gram from worrying about him as much. As for the other, since Debi, the urge to be in a relationship had simply died. The urge to get laid, you bet, it nagged at him on a regular basis. But one-night stands didn’t do it for him, just weren’t in his wiring. Too bad he’d met Kat after Debi. Too bad she was taken. And too damn bad for him, timing was everything and his sucked.

      The drive time from Pawcatuck to New London gave him too much time to think of things better left alone. Visions of a leggy blonde filled his mind instead of the arsonist he hunted. This latest hit followed the same pattern as the first two. If the firebug tagged these three because of an ax to grind with the owners, then hopefully the fires were over. They didn’t own any more clinics. But if that wasn’t the motive, then they had an even bigger problem on their hands.

      He needed a brainstorming session with his fellow inspectors. Both had been in the area longer than he had and perhaps they knew of an old case whose profile matched. Creatures of habit, arsonists followed set patterns, perfecting their technique, leaving few clues behind and making it damn hard to nail the bastards. It’d be nice to wrap this case up in short order. If all went well on his call this afternoon, he’d be leaving for a position with the Seattle Fire Department and be back with his family within the month.

      Most of the smaller towns in Connecticut operated on skeleton crews, but not the New London fire station. Fully staffed around the clock, it also served as the base for the marshals. Today he welcomed the chaos and camaraderie the busy house brought. The station buzzed with activity between a school tour going on, the firefighters cleaning equipment, and the medical services staff restocking the ambulance. All a good distraction from a certain private eye.

      “Hey, Randall, you got a call a little while ago. Some female wants to talk to the, and I quote, ‘hot fireman working the burned-up medical clinic.’ She wouldn’t leave a name or number. Called from a blocked phone.”

      Stopping in the middle of the bay, Shawn knew everyone around had heard the message and he was in for a rash of shit today. “Thanks, Rodriguez. She say when she might call back or anything else?”

      “Didn’t say, but did mention she thought you had a cute ass.”

      Imaginative ways of killing the messenger flashed across his mind as snickers around the open space filtered to him. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope.”

      Many a quiet night had been passed in the house playing tricks on each other and Shawn had gotten Rodriguez a few times. Wouldn’t surprise him if this was payback. Or maybe Kat had called and mentioned his ‘groupies.’ He could see Rodriguez twisting the info into something that suited him better.

      “Anyone else call?”

      “What do I look like? Your friggin’ personal secretary? Check your desk, Marshal.” Rodriguez went back to polishing the chrome on engine three and Shawn headed down the hall to the marshal’s office.

      Entering the ten-by-ten space, he found the other two fire marshals, John Clark and Teri Calabrese. With three desks, file cabinets, and everything else the crews had stuffed into their office, he could barely breathe.

      “Hey, Shawn, did you get the message from Rodriguez?” Teri asked.

      “Yeah. Is he being upfront?”

      “Yep, I checked out the number. Dead end.”

      “So, we have a potential witness and no way to reach her. Great.”

      John hung up and kicked back with his hands crossed behind his head. “How’d it go with the PI?”

      Shawn brought them up to date on the meeting and that Kat would fill him in on her other interviews later. He left out the part about the groupies. No sense adding fuel to the raging fire, the phone message and cute ass comment were enough. He’d be getting razzed for the next week. Couldn’t blame the guys. If the tables were turned, he’d fully take advantage of the situation.

      “I’ve met her before—Kat Jones. We ran into each other at some charity event a few months ago. Seemed like a pretty with-it person. Not to mention drop-dead gorgeous.” Teri handed him and John each a stack of old cases before flipping open the top file on her own pile.

      “Hmm,” Shawn replied.

      “That’s all you’ve got to say?” Teri gave him one of those I’m on to you looks, brows raised, lips tilted upward.

      “I think our boy has a thing for the PI, John.” Man, he hated when they called him a boy. As if five years’ seniority didn’t mean shit.

      “We met last year at the Big E and she’s taken so it doesn’t matter. All that matters is if she helps us solve this case or not.” He kept his voice even, low and slow. Unlike his heart which sped up like a marathon runner at the end of a race with the mention of her name. “What’s with the case files?”

      “All the unsolved arson cases involving gas as an igniter. Since it’s readily available, it’s the most widely used, but you should know that. I pulled all of these this morning after we talked.”

      “Beside the gasoline connection, any of them resemble this current case? So far, this person has been in control, keeping the fires restricted to the clinics, but it wouldn’t take much for it to have jumped to one of the nearby buildings or to the apartments.”

      Before either could answer, the phone rang, Shawn grabbed it in the hopes it was his witness. Listening to the caller, he jotted down notes, shaking his head at the information he heard. Hanging up, he grabbed his keys and the note he’d written.

      “That was the captain over in North Stonington. We’ve got a possible fourth target. This time, we have a victim.”
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        * * *

      

      From the picnic bench outside of Dairy Queen, he had watched the pretty blonde and the fire marshal admire his handiwork. Nothing like seeing others gaze in awe upon your creation to make your day and give your work validation. He’d watched the inspector at the first two clinics, investigating his masterpieces. Idiot. Stumbling around, thinking he could find clues as to his identity. Didn’t the simpleton know a true master of the art left no tattletale traces behind—unless he wanted to? Oh, and how he wanted to give just a little sign, enough to give the fools false hope. But his patron wouldn’t allow it. Not on this commission.

      The blonde intrigued him. Called to his soul. Standing there with her pink hat and what looked like designer clothes, so out of place. A look of anguish marred her features. Such a pity. She had the face of a cover model. What was she doing poking around his creation? She definitely wasn’t one of the owners. Those three women couldn’t be bothered to take care of their appearance, always showing up in scrubs with their hair up in some messy ponytail or something. So busy and important. Thinking they’re better than the rest of us with their fancy degrees. But he knew the truth.

      This woman, this muse, called to him, screamed to the artist inside of him to capture her beauty for eternity. A true challenge. The beast whispered promises of glory in exchange for her sacrifice. Who was she? What was she like? Why was she here? He needed to know in order to find the ideal location. She deserved nothing less than perfection. A place of beauty in which to spend her final glorious moments on this earth.

      A buzzing zinged through his chest and he pulled out his phone. “Yes?”

      He listened to his patron praise him for a splendid job, assuring him his reward would be deposited by the end of the day. His mind drifted back to the blonde, imagined her admiring his greatness, gazing upon him with pure adulation. The patron’s nasal voice brought him out of the fantasy, squelching his longing. As usual, the man demanded information: where was he, what’s the status of the investigation, even going so far as to ask if the authorities had found any evidence yet.

      His hackles stood. How dare he suggest such a thing? I am a master of my craft. I don’t leave clues, unless I choose to do so. He caught the fury dripping off his tongue and reined it in. “As a matter of fact, I’m in Pawcatuck right now, was watching that fool of an inspector run around scratching his ass in confusion. He’s even called in some pretty blonde to witness his idiocy.”

      Pride swelled in his heart, knowing he’d once again stumped the so-called experts. He’d been beating them at this game for twenty-plus years.

      The patron demanded more details.

      “I have no idea who she is. Probably some reporter or insurance adjuster.”

      Hadn’t he learned not to make demands of him yet? While it was true the man on the phone paid him for the job, it didn’t make him the boss. He had no boss, answered to no one but whom he chose, when he chose. Soon he’d be done dealing with this small-minded man. The money from this job would last him for years.

      “She’s tall, probably about five-ten or so. Model-pretty with blonde curly hair, shoulder length. Dressed in designer clothes, but not over the top, and she’s driving a deep blue, Lexus IS C convertible.” What’s it to him? He may be the man paying the bill, but why would he need to know about her?

      “Is anyone with her⁠—?”

      An explosion of swearing and shouts erupted into his ear, followed by a pounding noise which sounded like the phone being smacked into a desk. The noise ceased as quickly as it started and in its place was the calm persona he normally dealt with. He had a request. A new commission for Peter St. Pierre and it sent a thrill to his heart.

      “If she gets in the way, kill her.”
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      Kat walked out of the health food store and headed toward the two-story apartment building. The guys at the fish market definitely landed higher on the friendly scale than the women in the insurance office. Maybe a little too high. Lucky for her, Shawn had left before witnessing the flirtation, because she was sure he would have jumped at the opportunity to give her a little taste of payback for her groupie comment.

      Still, as helpful as they tried to be, they hadn’t seen anything. The young woman in the health food store turned out to be a dead end too. None of the businesses were open at night. During the day it was the usual suspects: families, the elderly, and single parents with little kids or teens, frequenting the businesses and the medical clinic. No one saw anything sketchy, questionable, or dangerous.

      A weird old guy sat on the hood of her car—no, wait. That was just her pesty chaperone of a ghost. Thank goodness no one else could see him. While he looked like he didn’t have a care in the world with his ankles crossed and head resting on his arms, Kat knew the truth. Those seasoned eyes took in every detail of the neighborhood. By the time they left he’d be able to tell her about every person who walked by or peeked out their windows, which cars slowed down and took extra interest in the site, and the clerk in the convenience store would have no secrets.

      True, Vinnie could be a pain in the ass, but he had a knack for situational awareness and reading people.

      Giving him a slight nod to join her, she opened the door of the apartment building, and walked in to find him already waiting for her.

      “Learn anything?” she asked as they headed toward the mailboxes.

      Shrugging, he leaned against the wall while she scanned the names. “Two dudes working. Mohsin, the owner, and Joe. They saw you and the marshal exit and that got them talking.”

      “Love when that happens.”

      “Yeah, from what I can tell Mohsin’s a nice guy. Mostly works the day shift and his cousin, Hamid, manages nights. They’re pretty swamped in there, but in between customers they talked about the fire. Basically, it’s a shame. The place kept busy. Receptionist, Chyanne No Last Name, came in daily to get a diet soda and a chocolate bar. Nice lady, likes her job. Jokes around with them. Joe misses her.”

      “Anything else?”

      “All three of the docs came in from time to time. Same story, friendly customers who are very generous and take good care of their patients, especially the homeless and teens.”

      “Pretty much what I heard too. According to their business neighbors, the doctors are regular saints of goodwill.” She headed down the hall. “Come on, we may as well start with door number one and work our way up.”

      The first floor was a bust with only two occupants at home and they had nothing to add. A few more people were home on the second floor. Still they netted zero clues, even with the two elderly residents who were patients of the clinic.

      “Last door. Think this is Nosy Norma’s apartment?” Vinnie asked.

      “Only one way to find out.” Each stood to a side of the door while Kat knocked briskly.

      From the other side came a shuffling noise followed by a hacking cough along with a few inventive curse words. Kat, head cocked to the side, looked to Vinnie. “Too bad Lexie’s not here. Think I’ll let you take lead on this one.”

      Before he could respond to her absurd suggestion the door whipped open, giving them their first up-close look of Nosy Norma. “What the hell do you want?”

      The raspy voice did not match the body it came from. Before them stood a silver-haired, statuesque goddess. Well, if deities wore bright, flower-patterned, formfitting T-shirts and painted-on jeans, while holding a cigarette in one hand and a beer in the other. The woman stood staring at Kat, waiting for a response to her question. Kat side-eyed Vinnie, surprised to see him slack jawed and with eyes ready to pop out of his head.

      She wished she’d had a video camera to record this moment in history. Without proof, Lexie would never believe that Vinnie had been rendered speechless.

      “Hello. Katarina Jones, LexaKat, PI. I’m here about the clinic fire.”

      The woman’s face remained impassive, simply a blink of the eyes, followed by another blink and another. A master conversationalist.

      “Sorry to bother you. We’re investigating the fire next door.”

      “Yeah, I saw you snooping around. What do you want? Think I set the fire?” The woman barked like a seal as she leaned against the frame of the door and took a long drag on her cigarette before putting it out on the hall floor.

      “No, no, of course not. I’m hoping you can help by answering a few questions.”

      “I already talked to the cops. Told them and that fire guy everything I know, which is nothing. I mind my own business. Don’t stick my nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      Considering she’d been watching Kat’s every move since she and Vinnie parked and got out of the car, her statement was kind of funny. Nosy Norma shot her a look that could freeze the polar ice caps. Kat glanced at Vinnie, wondering why her intern and the man of a thousand quips didn’t have anything to say.

      “She’s not alone.” Vinnie disappeared. Seconds later the temperature in the doorway dropped, wrapping both women in icy shivers.

      Nosy Norma’s eyes widened as she glanced around. “What the⁠—?”

      “Is there anyone else at home who might have seen anything, Ms. . . .?”

      The woman crossed her arms tighter around her middle, eyes crystal daggers. “It’s just me and I said I didn’t see anything.” In the next instant the door slammed in Kat’s face.

      “Okay, that went well. Clearly, we’re on track to becoming new besties and I should put her on my Christmas card list. Not,” Kat mumbled to herself as she wandered back down the hall waiting to see if Vinnie would return.

      It wasn’t unusual for him to pull a disappearing act, but usually his timing was better. Since they’d covered all of the apartments, Kat headed back to her car. One way or another, Vinnie would show up when he was ready. Until then she had work to do. Pulling out her phone, she made a couple of notes to check on similar fires in the tri-state area and to inquire of the insurance company whether one of the owners stood to gain more than the others. She also needed to check in with the police detective working the case and see if the cops would share any info with her.

      She contemplated calling Shawn on the excuse of giving him an update, even though she didn’t really have anything new to share. It was better than focusing on the dead ends staring her in the face or her stomach grumbling in protest because she’d skipped breakfast. Someone was cooking sausage, peppers, and onions, and right then she was very tempted to knock on the door and ask to join them. Nixing both ideas, Kat headed to her car, admitting she didn’t need carbs and fat any more than she needed to hear a certain fire marshal’s smooth, low, sexy voice just to see if she would have the same reaction as before.

      She didn’t have time to contemplate as Vinnie fell into step beside her on the walk to the car.

      “Where did you go and what did you mean, she wasn’t alone?

      “She had a uh, friend who didn’t want to show herself to you. I went to our side to talk to her.”

      “The place is haunted?” Kat screeched and then looked around to make sure she hadn’t caught any pedestrian’s attention. Sliding into the car, she glanced at Vinnie, waiting for an answer.

      “You know I don’t like that term.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No offense taken. Anyway, I think Babs—the woman you talked to—she’s scared. Not sure of what.” He stared straight ahead, avoiding eye contact. “But I’ll work on it during our date.”

      “Date?” Kate squeaked. “You’re going on a date with Babs?”

      “No. I’m taking Marilyn out to dinner.”

      “Who’s Marilyn?”

      “Babs’s spiritual guardian.”

      “Got it.” Spiritual guardian? Is that how Vinnie saw himself? More like spiritual PITA. Total pain in the ass, but she and Lexie loved him. “And you’re going to dinner? Since when can you eat again?”

      “It’s a figure of speech, Kat.”

      “Fine, I was just asking.”

      Now she was being cranky and jealous. Jeez, jealous of a ghost because he had a love life and she didn’t. How low could one go?

      Being dead hadn’t stopped Vinnie from getting some action. She didn’t want to think about love and relationships. They were too much work and while she was over the lying, cheating, douchebag she’d been engaged to—no, really, she was good—she had other things to focus on. Like her career.

      “Let’s head back to the office, Vinnie. I need to make some calls and I’ve got that interview with the new intern today. You can cut out early to get ready for your hot date.”

      She really did need to make calls, but more importantly she needed to make some decisions. Big ones that could affect not only her life, but Lexie’s. And before she went and screwed with another person’s life plan, she’d better make sure she knew what she was really doing.

      They parked behind the office building housing LexaKat Private Investigation Services. Deep in thought, Kat climbed out of the car, then unlocked the back door. She keyed the security system off and flipped the lights on before walking down the short hallway to the main room. The space wasn’t large but it worked perfectly for them. Lexie and she had matching cherrywood executive desks that formed an L-shape. To make clients comfortable they had bought two oversize, ruby-red leather club chairs. A soft Tuscan wash warmed the space and vacation pictures from around the world gave the feel of a home rather than an impersonal office. A bookcase sat against one wall and a few plants were placed strategically around the room to round out the decor. There was a bathroom by the back door and the only other room was a combination file room and kitchen.

      “What do you want me to do?” Vinnie asked.

      “Go ahead get ready for your date.”

      “It’s not until later in the week, so use me.”

      “I need to comb through the files the insurance company sent over and look at the list of employees and their contact info. We need to find out if any of their patients had a grudge against them. If so, why? The doctors can’t tell us, but I’m betting at least some of their staff is upset enough about being out of a job that they’ll talk. Unfortunately, you can’t schedule interviews. Instead, share your thoughts with me before our potential new employee shows for her interview—and no doing anything to scare her off, Vinnie.”

      “Who, me?

      “Yeah, you. No rattling dishing or doorknobs. No whispering in her ear. None of that Beetlejuice crap. Got it?”

      “Sheesh. Play one joke on someone and years later they never let you live it down. Fine.” He dropped into the club chair in front of her desk and propped his black Converses on the pristine desktop. “You want my thoughts? Fine. You should give the fire marshal a call.”

      “In due time. Right now, we’ve got nothing to tell him.”

      “You could ask him to dinner.”

      “What? Why would I do that?”

      “Because you have the hots for him.”

      “I do not.”

      “Do too and don’t lie to me, Kat. I’ve known you your whole life. I can read you as easy as a Dick and Jane book.”

      “A what?”

      “Never mind. You and Lexie always did wear your emotions in your eyes. And let me tell you, I saw a raging fire burning in yours when you looked at the inspector this morning.”

      “There was no such thing.” The fire was raging somewhere else in her body.

      The phone rang, saving her from having to continue this discussion. As usual Vinnie saw way too much. Read her too well and had no problem voicing his opinion. She grabbed the phone and listened to the caller on the other end, guilt sinking its ugly teeth into her soul. She really needed to take this call and talk to the person on the other line, but not with Vinnie present. How could she get him to leave without raising his suspicions? Finally, she squared her shoulders. Screw it. He’d find out sooner or later.

      “Hello, Ms. English, this is Katarina Jones.”

      Vinnie eyed her from the club chair. Probably trying to find out why the elementary school principal was calling.

      “Yes, that’s right, I hold a master’s in education.” Kat dropped her gaze to her desk. “I know most people only know about the criminal justice degree. I guess I thought it was a good idea to have a fallback plan. You never know how things will go with the economy.”

      Since the age of ten, she and Lexie had planned to own their own detective firm. Big fans of Nancy Drew, they dreamed of solving mysteries and crimes. And being best friends, what could be better than working together every day? Her parents fully supported the dream, but when she was getting ready to select a college her mom had suggested that she might want to have a backup plan, just in case she decided being a private eye wasn’t quite what she thought it would be. Together, they sat for hours talking about all the other jobs Kat might be interested in. It was a tie between being an elementary school teacher—she loved kids—and training dolphins. The kids won out, only because, while she loved the ocean and the mammals that lived there, she was terrified of sharks. And kids had smaller teeth than sharks.

      “Yes, Ms. English, I can be at your office tomorrow at nine. Great, see you then.” She hung up and waited. Waited for the questions, the lecture, the doubts, and worst of all, the feeling she was letting her best friend down to invade her head.

      She hadn’t planned to job search while Lexie was on her honeymoon. The opening had just come up, and well, it never hurt to explore her options.

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      “Not right now, if you don’t mind.”

      “Listen, kiddo, I know you still hold it against me for not telling you about Paul. But you’ve got to know, in your heart, I didn’t because it would hurt you and that’s something I’d never want to do. You and Lex, you’re family to me.”

      Kat nodded.

      “So, when you’re ready to talk about it, I’m here.”

      Unable to find her voice at the moment, she simply nodded again.

      Right then the front door opened and a woman in her late twenties stepped inside. She wore black jeans, a dark T-shirt under a black blazer, and totally kick-ass boots. Black curls hung loose down past her shoulders. She wore minimal makeup and jewelry and had an air of don’t mess with me about her.

      “Hi, Kat Jones. Welcome to LexaKat PI Services.”

      They shook hands as the woman looked around. “Ashley Medearis. We had an interview scheduled. I’m a couple of minutes early. Hope that’s not a problem.” It was more a challenge than an apology. Ashley kept glancing in the direction of Lexie’s desk, where Vinnie had relocated. She was probably wondering where they planned to put another body in the small office.

      “Uh, that’s my partner Lexie’s desk. She won’t be joining us today as she’s on her honeymoon. But don’t worry, we’re rarely both in the office at the same time. And when we do, there is a kitchen-slash-file room that has a small table we can use.”

      “I wasn’t worried. Tell me what you’re looking for. The ad said intern/receptionist. What kind of duties are expected of me?”

      As the two women got into the details of the job Kat couldn’t help notice that for the second time in one day Vinnie had been struck speechless. Since Ashley had entered the office, he hadn’t uttered one single word. Not one smartass comment.

      Maybe he was in love . . . again.

      Maybe he thought they were replacing him.

      Maybe he was sick.

      That was silly. Wait, maybe Ashley was one of those people who drained a spirit’s energy. She’d have to talk to Vinnie afterward to make sure everything was okay before she offered the woman a job. She couldn’t have clashing interns.

      Kat turned back to Ashley. “Your resume is impressive, but I’m confused as to why you’re applying to be an intern when you’re an experienced police officer.”

      “I need a job and I want away from big city life. You have a job available. It’s really as simple as that.”

      Vinnie scowled. He shook his head and spoke for the first time, “Bullshit. She’s hiding something.”

      “True, but you’d be wasting your talents. I could put in a good word for you with our police department. The lead detective is practically my brother-in-law.”

      Ashley’s face drained of color. “Thanks, but I’m looking for something a bit different. If you don’t think I’ll be a good fit for you and your firm, I understand, but I think you’re wrong. I worked the missing persons division and I was damn good. I was going up for detective when I . . . left. I know you advertised for an intern and receptionist, but with me on board you could grow the business and use me as an investigator.”

      The color had come back to Ashley’s cheeks and her eyes flared with passion. Whatever had happed that made her leave police work, it hadn’t dulled her love of the job. And she had a good point. With a third investigator on board, one who was experienced, they could expand—something she and Lexie had discussed multiple times.

      Wait. That was the old plan. She had doubts and a job interview of her own in the morning. But maybe, just maybe, Ashley could be the solution to her problem. While Ashley couldn’t be Kat in the LexaKat equation, she might be able to fill the void Kat left in the business. If she left.

      “You make some valid points. How about you give me an hour to consult with my partner and then I’ll give you an answer?”

      “I’m kind of hungry. I’ve heard Elsie’s diner is pretty good.”

      “It’s the best. I recommend the grilled chicken salad or BBQ burger. And you can’t go wrong with her chocolate cream pie.”

      “Sounds good. Want me to bring you back anything?” Ashley stood and waited, one brow cocked, so sure of herself and that the job was a done deal. Kat liked that about her, but she needed to confer with Vinnie first.

      “I’ll call in an order later, but thanks.”

      As soon as they were alone, Kat turned to Vinnie. “Okay, what is going on? You sat there and said nothing for the longest time and then called BS. Is she like one of those emo vamps and she drained you?”

      “No, nothing like that. She reminds me of someone I knew a long time ago. Kind of threw me off my game. Are you really calling Lexie?”

      “Of course not. Besides, she’s probably on the beach or sailing or in the midst of an orgasm. Do you think I should hire this Ashley Medearis?”

      “Check her references, if they’re okay, then sure. But she is hiding something. And this is going to sound weird, but . . .”

      “What?”

      “It was almost as if she could see me. Or sense I was here.”

      “Really?”

      Vinnie didn’t say anything. He faded but didn’t leave, like he was lost in his own world. Whatever or whomever Ashley reminded him of, Kat hoped they were good memories.

      A few minutes later she had her reference check done. Ashley Rebecca Medearis came highly recommended. In fact, her boss hated to lose her. Kat relayed this info to Vinnie.

      “You should call Elsie and put in an order for a burger and ask her to have your new intern bring it back. While you’re at it, add a slice of pie to the order. You’re getting too damn skinny.” And with that lovely compliment he vanished into wherever it was spirits went when they were tired of dealing with the living.

      Kat ordered lunch, ignoring Vinnie’s suggestion that she needed pie. Glancing down at her clothes, she had to admit they were a little looser than, say, six months ago. Okay, so she had lost a few pounds. And yes, she did have to put a belt on with her pants this morning. They wouldn’t have fallen off—she still had enough junk in the trunk to keep them up. However, one bite of Miss Elsie’s chocolate cream pie would introduce about five thousand calories into her system. No telling how many millions of calories a whole slice contained. Holding on tight to her willpower, Kat resisted the urge to call in for a piece to be added to her order. One small step and it would be a fast slide into hedonism and bigger pants.

      Ashley walked in with a white bag smelling of heaven. “Does this mean I have the job?”

      “Welcome to LexaKat PI Services. When can you start?” Kat took the bag and inhaled deep, then groaned when she saw the pie.

      Ashley snickered. “She said you’d do that and to eat it anyway. Also, I can start now. What do you need me to do?”

      Kat pointed to a stack of files and explained what she needed. Ashley listened, grabbed the stack, told Kat to sit and eat, and got to work. Kat was wondering why they hadn’t they hired an intern before . . . one like Ashley who could actually do manual work, unlike Vinnie who was better for comic relief, snooping, and reading witnesses’ bullshit.

      Together they flipped through the insurance files and pulled out the profiles on the owners. Doctors Cora Barone, Brooke Harris, and Selena Walker, all graduated from the University of Washington. Each did their respective internships and residencies at the prestigious university hospital before moving back east, where Selena hailed from, and opened a clinic together. Within two years, they went from one clinic to three. Each of the doctors rotated from one to the next on a regular basis. Not a bad five-year expansion plan. Possibly one or all three came from money, or somewhere in the mix hid a silent partner.

      She flipped through more pages, but didn’t see a financial profile on the owners or even a credit report. Pretty slack of the insurance company. While they thought disgruntled patient, Kat thought financially-in-debt owners. A recent case had taught both her and Lexie never to judge anyone at face value, even if you’d known them your whole life.

      Kat pulled out her phone and sent a text to her dad, asking what, if anything he knew about the three doctors. As a surgeon, he knew most of the medical members of their community.

      “What do the local cops say?” Ashley asked.

      “I’ve got to get hold of them. I’ve been working with the fire marshal.”

      Kat ordered credit reports on all three ladies and then put in for a credit report on the clinics themselves.

      “Want me to schedule interviews with this list of employees?” Ashley asked.

      “Yes, but make it for tomorrow afternoon. I’ve got a personal appointment at nine.”

      While they waited for the financial records to download, Kat mentally prepped for tomorrow’s interview. The idea terrified her, having only gone through the process once before. At the midway point in college she’d interviewed for an internship with a large investigation firm in Hartford and landed the coveted position. The internship lasted two years and upon graduation they hired her as a full-time investigator. Lexie got the other internship and went to work for them as well after college. That had been seven, nearly eight years ago. And the fact that tomorrow’s meeting was with someone she’d known causally for years didn’t make it any easier. If anything, it made her nerves jump more so. Not to mention, within the next hour, the entire town would probably know.

      A drawback of small-town life, the speed of the gossip mill could rival that of an F-18 fighter jet at times. One would think, as a private detective, that rumors could help solve a case. Most of the time, you got bitten in the ass.

      Oh well, she’d have to suck it up and deal. She’d planned on talking to Lexie about her doubts, and thinking maybe this wasn’t the career for her, but things got busy with the wedding. Time slipped by, and the next she knew she was waving goodbye and dodging a bouquet. Until Lex returned, she’d shoulder the guilt and plow ahead. Right now, she had a case that needed her attention, one for a steady client who kept the bills paid and the home fires stoked, so to speak.

      Attention back on work, she scanned the credit reports first. The first thing that caught her attention was the paid-off student loans for all three. Each woman had a modest car and house loan. Low to no balances on their credit cards? Med school was expensive—taking years to pay off—yet these three had managed to pay theirs off while still in their residencies. It was possible they all came from money. Having grown up around the medical community with a renowned orthopedic surgeon as a father, Kat knew firsthand how the interns and residents complained about the amount they had to pay back. She pulled up another website and ordered full background checks on the owners.

      “Interesting reading, isn’t it?” Ashley asked. She’d already scanned through the reports while Kat ate.

      “It is and makes you wonder about our good doctors.”

      Again, she flipped through the file, this time looking for the fire investigator’s interview notes. Not finding what she wanted, Kat dialed the number listed on his business card. He answered with a terse yeah, sirens screaming in the background and multiple people shouting.

      “Shawn, where are you?”

      “Route 2 in North Stonington at the old Millhouse Restaurant. There’s been a fire and it looks like arson.” His voiced faded as he yelled to someone in the background. “Sorry, it’s chaos here.”

      “Do you think it’s the same person?

      “Too soon to tell, and there are differences. To start with, this place is abandoned.” A frustrated sigh came over the phone. “Kat, if it’s the same arsonist, we might have a break. But the bad news is, if it’s him, then either he wasn’t as careful or he’s escalated, because this time someone was hurt.”
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        * * *

      

      Chaos? What came after? Shawn wondered. Whatever it was probably fit the situation better. The old restaurant had been neglected, with weeds and trees growing much too close to the building and creating the perfect path for the fire to travel from the building to the nearby woods. There had been months of high temperatures and no rain, leaving the woods dry and dangerous. A housing development stood on one side of the trees and, on the other, the elementary school. The fire department responded quickly, but like most small towns in Connecticut, volunteers manned the station. People had to leave work or school, come in from the farm fields, and then drive to the call location.

      Precious moments were eaten up as the firefighters commuted. Thankfully, today the fire chief had recognized the danger right away and called for backup. Trucks from all over—Pawcatuck, Stonington, Camden Point—littered the small parking area and surrounding street. Everyone was covered in soot, dripping from the heat, Shawn included. In a situation like this, no one stood around watching, everyone jumped in and did their share.

      By the time he had arrived, charred remains stood in place of the building. The EMTs had transported the victim to the nearest hospital and the crews were fighting the blazing bushes. They had managed to stop the flames before they could reach the first house or come near the school. Shawn had suited up and jumped into the foray and was now working with the crews to put out any hot spots. It might sound wrong, but today was the kind of day he lived for. The adrenaline rush, the closeness of his fellow firefighters as they stood by each other’s sides and contained the beast, beating it back into submission. Saving someone’s life. That’s why he’d chosen this career. Here he was needed, wanted, appreciated.

      “Hey, Randall, the building’s all yours,” Martinez, from the Stonington house, called out.

      Grabbing his clipboard, he waved a hand in acknowledgement and headed into the ruins. The business once housed here had closed long before he moved to the area, but he had overheard one of the others mention that it used to be if you wanted a great steak and to impress your date, you couldn’t pick better than the Millhouse. What was left now were a giant stone fireplace, a few blackened pillars, and the concrete floor. Not much to go on. Grabbing his digital camera from a side pocket on his pants, Shawn walked through the debris taking pictures of everything. Nothing was left unphotographed. Next he pulled out his MiniRAE, a handheld device that acted like a Geiger counter. The closer you got to an accelerant the louder it got. Instantly the machine beeped, getting higher in frequency toward the perimeter of the building and lower in the middle. Whoever started the fire had most likely poured gasoline all over on the inside walls. Of course, he wouldn’t know for sure until the samples he bagged were analyzed by the state lab.

      There was no way to say for sure that this was the same arsonist who had torched the clinics, but the chances of two of them hitting so close in location and time were pretty slim. The next questions were why this place and how did it tie into the clinics?

      And who was the victim? Probably some unlucky bastard who happened to come along at the wrong time. Or one of the many homeless who slept in abandoned buildings. Or could justice already have been served? Was the man lying in the hospital the arsonist, caught in his own trap?
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