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“HERE WE ARE,” IRIS said as she unlocked the door. “I know you’ll love it.”

The Realtor had uttered the same words at every house he and Angie, his wife, had looked at. So far, Angie had rejected all of them.

This one—fingers crossed—would meet her criteria. Except for one minor wrinkle, it was perfect.

“We’ll see.” Angie pushed past him and strode for the staircase. She insisted she be alone while she opened herself to any negative feelings. The wrinkle in question was the dead body Gordon and Iris had discovered in the bathtub. That was over a month ago. To be accurate, the body had been killed elsewhere, so the tub was a dumping ground, not a homicide site. It made a difference to Gordon, Chief of Police of Mapleton. Did Angie see it the same way? Did she regard a dead body as a dead body, regardless of the way it met its demise?

He forced himself to relax. She was here, she knew about the body, she was willing to evaluate the house. Maybe now they could move out of her cramped apartment.

Angie disappeared upstairs and Iris moved through the house, turning on lights, doing whatever Realtors did for a showing.

Gordon’s phone vibrated in his pocket. Ed Solomon’s name appeared on the display. Mapleton Police Department’s lead officer? Pulse quickening, Gordon tapped to accept the call.

“Sorry to bother you on a Sunday, Chief,” his officer said. “There’s a ... situation.”

Solomon’s not coming out with what was going down meant it was something he’d rather discuss privately. Gordon stepped onto the front porch.

“What is it, Ed? I’m alone for the moment.”

“A man, refuses to give his name, is at your house, says he’ll only talk to you. He’s chained himself to the porch and has a jerry can he says is full of gasoline. He’s waving a lighter. Not lit. Yet.”

Gordon’s expletive was far from under his breath. He glanced behind him to make sure Iris wasn’t within earshot. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

He dashed into the house, found Angie and Iris in the kitchen. Trying to keep his anxiety hidden, he approached the two women. “Angie, there’s a minor situation at work, and Ed says I’m needed. Nothing major, but I have to be there. Iris, would you mind driving Angie home when you’re finished? We’ll discuss the house later and get back to you tonight.”

Angie’s brows winged upward, but she accepted Gordon’s request without question. Verbally, anyway. Her expression said she knew he wouldn’t have been called out on a Sunday for anything minor and they’d be discussing a lot more than this house tonight.

He rushed to his SUV and called Ed. “Okay, give me everything you have. I’m in my personal vehicle. Do I need to stop by the station, get my official one with a radio? Additional weaponry?”

“I think coming in hot will scare the guy into doing something he didn’t mean to. I’ve asked for a negotiator from County, but who knows how long it’ll take for one to get here. The guy wants you, Chief, and you might be the best extinguisher we’ve got. No need for the radio. I’ll keep my cell on and will relay everything to Dispatch.”

“I’ll come straight over.” Gordon accessed his hands-free system and set his phone in the console, then pulled away from the curb and wove his way through the suburban streets to the highway. “Any hostages?”

“Negative. Also, he claims he doesn’t have a phone, so it’s hard to carry on a conversation. He gets his knickers in a twist if I get any closer than the sidewalk. All he says is he’s waiting for you.”

Gordon worked on a strategy. “Send someone behind the house where he can’t see them. Check the rest of the exterior.”

“Roger that, Chief.”

Gordon pounded the steering wheel as two cars ahead of him drove side-by-side, both well under the speed limit. Experience had taught him that flashing his headlights or tapping the horn had drivers slowing down out of spite. “You told him I was coming?”

“We did,” Ed said. “He sat down, folded his arms, and hasn’t moved.”

“I suppose that’s a positive. Have Dispatch route any spare officers to that sector, have them on alert, but not close enough to spook him. Same for firefighters and medics.”

“Roger.”

Finally, the car in the left lane overtook the one next to it and moved right. Gordon mashed the accelerator and sped forward.

He hit the entrance to his subdivision, noting the Mapleton patrol car parked a quarter mile from his house. Gordon raised four fingers, letting the officer—Rafe Perez—know all was under control. For now.

“ETA under two,” Gordon said to Solomon. “Everything still okay?”

“No change,” Solomon said. “McDermott checked the outside where she wouldn’t be noticed. Peeked in the windows. No signs of a break-in or disturbance. Guy’s sitting on the top porch step staring into space. No clue what’s going on inside his head.”

Gordon passed the waiting emergency vehicles, gave them the same four-fingers gesture. At his house, Gordon parked on the street alongside Solomon’s unit. 

The man on the porch stood, his lighter—unlit—waving above his head. 

Solomon exited his vehicle, hands in the air. “Chief Hepler is here,” he shouted.

Gordon got out of his SUV, his hands raised as well.

“Keep your phone on,” Solomon said.

Gordon nodded as he took several slow steps toward the porch. There was something familiar about the man waiting for him.
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KEEPING HIS PACE CASUAL, Gordon studied the man. Five-ten, maybe one-forty. Clean-shaven. Faded jeans, scuffed lightweight hikers, navy-blue hoodie half-covering his head.

The man pulled the hood away, shook out a mass of red curls.

Gordon halted. Memories flooded over him. “Rowan?”

“Glad you remember me, Gordon.”

“Of course I do. We were brothers-in-law for three years. What do you need?”

Rowan tipped the jerry can on its side, then flicked his lighter. “I need you to pay.”

“Pay for what?”

Rowan glowered. “You figure it out.”

Gordon raised his hands. “Rowan. Come on. We can talk. Put down the lighter.” He judged the distance to the porch. A puddle of liquid spread from the jerry can. If Rowan dropped the lighter onto the porch, could Gordon get there before the gasoline ignited?

Even if he couldn’t cover the distance fast enough to keep Rowan from igniting the fuel, the flames shouldn’t get out of control too quickly. Contrary to popular belief, gasoline didn’t explode. Only the vapors were flammable, and Solomon would have a fire extinguisher in his vehicle.

Setting a fire meant Rowan was suicidal, because he’d made no effort to unlock the chains securing him to a porch rail. The man Gordon remembered was easy-going, always volunteering. Food bank, VA, literacy programs. What had happened? Gordon braved a step closer. “C’mon, Rowan. You don’t want to do this. Get rid of the chains, come on down, and we can talk. Work it out.”

“Too late,” Rowan said. “You ruined her. Now it’s your turn.”

Gordon decided he was close enough to talk to Rowan, yet far enough away for a getaway if the guy followed through on his threat. “Ruined who?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know. Cynthia, who else?”

Gordon startled. His ex? She’d been the one to call everything off. How could he have ruined her life?

Rowan fished something out of his pocket and dangled it in front of him. A key. To the padlock?

As Gordon moved forward to accept it, Rowan hurled it across the yard into a clump of flowering Russian sage bushes.

If Gordon had any doubts as to Rowan’s current sanity, the burst of maniacal laughter erased them.

“I said your turn to pay,” Rowan said, his tone now somber. He slipped his free hand into the pouch of his hoodie and locked his gaze on Gordon.

“I understand. Tell me what you want. How do I repay you?”

“Isn’t going to happen.” Rowan turned his back.

“Rowan, I’m coming up. We’ll talk. It’s never too late to fix things.”

“That’s what you think.” Rowan spun, and thick red smoke hid the porch.

What the—? Gordon stood rooted as his brain whirled through the possibilities. Before he could single one out as most likely, a resounding boom shook the ground. Sounds of shattering glass followed.

Gordon twisted away, shielded his head, then grabbed his phone from his pocket. “Ed—”

“On it,” Solomon replied before Gordon said anything else.

Smoke filled the air. Flames licked at the windows.

His officer appeared at his side, bolt cutters in hand. They rushed toward the porch. Rowan was gone. The chain lay on the wood next to a smoke bomb canister like a sunbathing snake. The jerry can rested on its side.

“Get those firefighters rolling,” Gordon said.

“Already did. And we’re better off farther away. I don’t want to be this close if something inside goes whoosh.” Solomon rested a hand on Gordon’s biceps and urged him down the steps to their vehicles. Sirens announced the approach of the fire department.

Leaning against his SUV, Gordon stared at the rapidly spreading fire. “Dammit. Rowan bombed my house.”

Solomon looked prepared to offer one of his wisecracks, then merely shook his head.

“Did you see which way he went?” Gordon asked.

“Sorry, Chief. Reflexes. When I saw the smoke, I rolled fire and medics. After the boom, I turned around—just for a couple of seconds. I never saw him leave the porch.”

“Smokescreen,” Gordon muttered. “Get on the radio, put a BOLO out for him. Name’s Rowan Benedict. You’ve got a description.”

Solomon grabbed his radio and told Connie, the dispatcher on duty, to get the lookout order underway as a priority.

“Rowan had this whole thing planned. Why?” Gordon said.

“I figured you’d know the answer to that one.”

The firefighters arrived and set to work. Gordon had a brief flashback to rescuing someone from a fire and not liking the consequences, so he was glad the professionals were here now. He trotted to the Russian sage plant and rummaged around for the key Rowan had tossed there. When he spied the gleam of metal, he hollered to Solomon to come with gloves and an evidence envelope.

His officer complied and raised the key to the light. “Too big to be the padlock key. Looks more like a house key. I’d say he wants us to think he’d thrown away the key to his chains.”

Gordon nodded in agreement. “And for us to think as long as he was his own captive, nothing bad would happen. That he wouldn’t ignite the gasoline.”

“Do you think he’d have set himself on fire?” Solomon dropped the key into the envelope.

“Not the Rowan I knew. This guy—he was totally unhinged. He might have. Hang on a sec. Let me see that key again.” Gordon fished his key ring from his pocket.

Solomon tipped the key out of the envelope and handed it over. Gordon went through his keys and singled one out.

“Holy crap.” Gordon dropped the key back in the envelope.

“What?” Solomon asked.

“At least we know how Rowan got inside. That’s a key to the house.”

Solomon sealed the envelope. “How’d he get it?”

“Damned if I know. Cynthia might have given it to him years ago while we were living here. He visited a couple of times.”

“Could be he forgot he had it until now.”

“There’s no proof this is the same key we saw him throw,” Gordon said, “although it’s highly unlikely there’s another one.”

“I’ll have it printed,” Solomon said.

Gordon gave it a moment’s thought. “It’s moot at this point. How he got the key doesn’t matter. We’re both eyewitnesses to his actions. He had everything staged.”

“Understood, Chief.”

Gordon pointed to the porch. A firefighter picked up the can and jogged toward his truck.

“Not much we can do here while the firefighters are working, Chief,” Solomon said. “You can have the rest of your Sunday. I can coordinate things from the station. Crime Scene Response Team, arson squad, follow up with Dispatch, make sure everyone’s got eyes open for our guy.”

“You do that. I’ll be in later. I want to take a quick spin around the neighborhood, see if I can find Rowan, or at least where he went.”

“Want me to get Buster?” Solomon asked. “I can ask if Mary Ellen’s free to bring him over. Save a little time.”

Buster, the Solomons’ German shepherd, filled in as the department K-9 when needed, which in small-town Mapleton wasn’t often. “Yeah, why not.”

“Roger that, Chief.”

Gordon took in the scene, trying to ignore the smell of smoke, and attempted to get into Rowan’s head. The man—deranged or not—had planned everything, and an escape route would have been part of his playbook. He’d have gone away from the house, away from the street where Solomon’s unit was parked.

By now, firefighters had trampled the ground around the house. Any evidentiary footprints would be obliterated.

Down the block, a dog barked. Then another joined in. Then another. Alerting to a stranger? Gordon slipped into his SUV and headed that way.
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GORDON ACTIVATED HIS hands-free system as he cruised the block and let Solomon know his whereabouts. “It’s worth checking out the barking dogs. Moose lives three blocks away and nobody ever gets past him. Or, he could be announcing the arrival of a squirrel.”

“Keep me apprised,” Solomon said. “I’ll make sure Dispatch knows where you are.”

The barking stopped. Could it have been a squirrel after all? Too bad he couldn’t interview the dogs. He pulled to the curb near Frieda Keller’s house and gave his location to Solomon. “I’ll knock on doors. See if anyone saw anything.”

Starting with Moose’s house. Gordon headed for the yellow bungalow. As soon as he stepped from the sidewalk to the walkway leading to the front door, frantic barking said Moose had noticed him. The black lab barreled toward Gordon, who froze.

“Hey, Moose. It’s me. A neighbor. A friend.”

His owner, seventy-year-old Frieda Keller, lived alone and relied on the dog for her protection. She also had what Gordon thought of as bored old person syndrome and if anyone saw anything unusual, it would be Frieda.

Moose had stopped barking, but he paced the edge of the walkway, hackles raised, canines exposed, growling.

“You all right, Chief?” Solomon’s words came from Gordon’s pocket.

Gordon kept his voice low, his focus on Moose while he talked to Solomon. “Having a friendly discussion with a dog. His owner will be out to investigate the ruckus.”

“Mary Ellen’s bringing Buster to the station. I’ll make all the calls before she gets here. Titch is duty officer, so he’ll mind the store while Buster and I do our reconnoitering.”

“Perfect.” Lloyd Titchener, ex-military, had mellowed since joining the relatively laid-back Mapleton police force, but his attention to detail and no-nonsense attitude made him an excellent cop.

A high-pitched voice—Frieda’s—called to Moose. The dog, tail wagging, bounded to the front porch. “Who’s there?” Frieda clutched the dog’s collar. Moose, still eyeing Gordon warily, sat by her side. Not that the petite woman could restrain him should the dog bolt.

“It’s Gordon Hepler, Ms. Keller. Mapleton Police.”

“Is there a problem? I heard sirens.”

“No, I wanted to ask you a few questions.”

Frieda raised her head and sniffed. “Is there a fire? Are you telling me to evacuate? I’ll have to call my daughter to help me.”

“Nothing like that. Yes, there’s a fire. The firefighters are putting it out.” He hoped. “Can you put Moose inside, please, so we can talk on your porch?”

“Oh, he won’t hurt you. He’s better outside.” She turned to the dog and waggled a forefinger. “You behave now. This is company.”

As if the dog understood, he flopped to his belly. On the porch, Gordon paused, offered a closed hand for Moose to sniff. The dog snorted, gave the hand a sloppy tongue wash, and thumped his tail.

“See. You’re friends now. We can sit over there.” Frieda pointed to a pair of colorful Adirondack chairs, their backs fashioned from decoratively painted skis. “Would you like coffee? Water?”

“No thanks. I’m fine.” Gordon waited for Frieda to sit, then lowered himself into the other chair. He gave her an abbreviated version of what had happened, saying there was a fire at his house, not that someone had set off an explosive.

“Oh, dear.” Frieda raised her hands to her cheeks. “I hope they can save it. Nobody was inside, were they?”

“No.” If Rowan wanted someone to die in a fire, why call Gordon? Didn’t make enough sense, and now, he needed leads to find Rowan. “I heard the neighborhood dogs barking a few minutes ago. Did you see anything, anyone?”

She lowered her hands to her lap, scrunched her face. “Now that you mention it, Moose was very interested in the backyard. He didn’t bark very long, so I assumed it was a squirrel or a raccoon. Or the Lockyers’ dog. He’s always getting out.” She gave Gordon an even stare. “Perhaps Mapleton’s Animal Control people ought to patrol this neighborhood more often.”

“I’ll mention it to them,” Gordon said. “Do you have a doorbell camera?”

Frieda flapped a hand. “Such a bother. Moose lets me know if someone’s coming.”

A camera might have recorded footage Gordon could use, although if Rowan was smart—and despite his mental imbalance, he was—he’d have used backyards where people were less likely to see him.

“Would you mind if I took a look at your backyard? Maybe I can tell what bothered Moose.”

“Of course.” Frieda scooted to the edge of her chair and worked her way to her feet. “We can go this way.” She led him along the wraparound porch, Moose trotting at their heels. When they reached the point where the backyard was visible, she came to a sudden stop. “Oh, my. What happened here?”
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GORDON REACHED A HAND out to keep Frieda from racing to investigate. “Wait here, Ms. Keller.”

Eyes wide, she gripped the porch rail until her knuckles went white. “Do you think whoever did this is still out there?”

“In your yard? No.”

“You’re right. Moose would never let anyone stay in his territory.”

Gordon surveyed the landscaping. The backyard was surrounded by a five-foot-tall fence—vertical planks of weathered cedar. Flowering shrubs lined the base of the enclosure.

“Is there a gate to the backyard, or do you have to come through the house or access it from the porch?” Gordon asked.

“The gate’s on the side.” Frieda pointed to her right. “Over there. It has a latch, not a lock. This has always been a safe neighborhood.” She narrowed her gaze at him. “Until now.”

“I’m sure this was a one-time thing. We’re going to find whoever did it.”

He pulled out his phone and snapped pictures from the porch. No point in destroying potential evidence.

Frieda Keller wasn’t the sort of person to neglect her yard, but if her health had deteriorated, yardwork might be a low priority for her. Trampled shrubs could have been the result of Moose chasing an intruder—or a squirrel.

“I need you to tell me exactly what’s wrong,” Gordon said.

She blew out a lengthy exhale and perused her yard. “I weeded the beds yesterday. Everything I’d pulled was in a neat pile until I could gather it for the compost recycling. Now it’s strewn about, as though someone ran through it.” Frieda turned and pointed at what looked like an arrangement of rocks interspersed with tufted grass, small flowering plants, and little ceramic pots. 

“Over there.” Anger colored her tone. “My fairy garden. He knocked over all my little houses.”

“You sure it wasn’t Moose?” Gordon asked.

“He knows he’s not allowed near it.”

“Not even if a squirrel—or maybe a raccoon—came through?”

She shrugged. “From his barking, it wasn’t an animal. That was a danger bark. I was going to come out and look, but he quieted down right away. I was busy with my spaghetti sauce, and I never went back.”

“Was this before or after you heard the sirens?” Gordon asked.

Frieda thought for a moment. “After. I was stirring the sauce when I heard the sirens. Then, it was about a minute or two later that Moose started barking.”

“Thanks. That’s helpful.” It fit with the mental timeline Gordon had created. “I have an officer coming by with a K-9. Can you secure Moose when he gets here so our dog can do his investigating? We might need a crime scene response team here as well.”

Frieda’s eyes twinkled. “Of course. Always happy to help the police.” She called the dog, who trotted to her side, tilting his head expectantly. She opened the door. “Moose. Inside.”

Moose obeyed with a backward glance as if to say aren’t you coming?

“He’s a good dog,” Gordon said. Perhaps a little noisy, which could be a positive for Frieda, living alone.

“He’s a trained service dog. A compromise with my children who thought I should move to assisted living years ago.” She chuckled. “Moose is my assistant.”

A car pulled into the driveway. “That should be my officer and the K-9.”

“Is it all right if I observe from here?” Freida asked.

“As long as you stay on the porch, yes.”

“After you catch whoever did this, if you need me to testify, I will,” she said.

Gordon swallowed the laugh trying to escape. Not many court trials for scattering weeds or disturbing a fairy garden. “I’ll keep that in mind. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 

He rounded the house to greet Solomon and Buster. The dog wore his work harness and aside from a quick tail-wag, ignored Gordon. Buster knew he had a job to do, and from the way he was quivering, was eager to get started.

“What do we have?” Solomon asked.

Gordon explained what Frieda had said about the disturbance to her yard. “I don’t know how much Buster can do without a scent to compare, and Rowan didn’t leave anything behind.”

“Except his chain.” Solomon waved a large plastic evidence bag.

“Never thought of that. Fixated on clothes.”

“That’s why I’m the K-9 officer, not you.” Solomon grinned. “All right, Buster. Ready to get to work?” Buster yipped. Solomon opened the evidence bag. The dog sniffed.

“Probably came in through the side gate.” Gordon gestured toward that side of the house. “Ms. Keller wants to observe. I told her to stay on her porch.”

“Not a problem,” Solomon said. “On our way. Buster, find it.” The two of them took off.

Gordon knew better than to interfere, so he stood at the corner of the porch and watched Buster and Solomon. He didn’t know who was enjoying the task more, his officer or the dog. While the two of them explored the yard, Gordon called the station and checked in with Titch for an update.

“Crime Scene Response Team has been alerted,” Titch said, his tone clipped and all business. “ETA at your address within an hour.”

“Update that to include another site.” Gordon gave Frieda Keller’s address.

“Right away, Chief.”

Since Moose was in the house, the barking from the backyard was Buster’s. Solomon’s voice followed. “Got something, Chief.”

“Got to run,” Gordon told Titch and disconnected. Buster stood on his hind legs, front paws on the top of the fence.
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NOT WANTING TO DISTURB anything before the Crime Scene Response Team arrived, Gordon called across the yard. “All right, officers. Let’s have your report, please.”

Solomon stood at attention. “Buster find person. Go through yard. Over fence. Buster good dog. Buster want toy.”

Solomon unclipped Buster’s leash and took a rubber dog toy from his pocket. Buster lay at his feet and gnawed on his reward.

“In an area this small,” Solomon said, “it’s hard to know which way Rowan entered and left, but he was definitely here.”

“You’re sure it was Rowan?” Gordon said.

Solomon pouted like a three-year-old. “You saying you don’t believe my dog?” he mock-whined. His expression returned to cop mode. “He knows what he’s looking for. He followed the scent from the chain, and unless someone else handled it and coincidentally ran through Ms. Keller’s backyard, my money says it was Rowan.”

“Dotting I’s, crossing T’s,” Gordon said. He ambled to the other end of the porch where Frieda waited and gave her the news.

Solomon joined him. “What does the other side of your fence look like?”

Frieda pursed her lips. “I can’t say. I had it put in when I bought the house, and I have no reason to go on the other side. My property extends eighteen inches beyond the fence. I do remember that. Didn’t want anyone to claim my fence was on their property.”

“I’ll take Buster around.” Solomon called to the dog. “Buster. Let’s go to work.”

The dog got up, dutifully carried his toy and dropped it at Solomon’s feet, eyeing his handler with an expression Gordon interpreted as joyous expectation. Solomon clipped on Buster’s leash and took the dog to the side gate. From inside the house, Moose’s barking started again.

“I’d better go inside, let him know I’m all right,” Frieda said.

After she was gone, Gordon checked in with Titch, updated him, all the while watching Solomon’s head move along the fence line. “Anything on the BOLO?”

“Negative, Sir.” Titch was quiet for a moment. That pause, coupled with him using Sir instead of Chief, meant he had something to say and was working on how to word it.

“Out with it, Titch. We’re on the same team.”

“I know I’m not a detective, Sir, but I thought I’d do a background check on Rowan Benedict. It’s slow here, and Officer Solomon is out of the office with his K-9.”

Gordon raked his fingers through his hair. “First, Mapleton PD doesn’t have detectives. Doing investigative work on your own is commendable, as long as it doesn’t interfere with your regular duties. Not something you should apologize for.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I was married to Rowan’s sister for three years, but I haven’t had any contact since the divorce. Can’t say I knew him all that well then, either. What did you find?”

“You want it on the phone now, Sir? Or my written report?”

“Give me the gist now, and your report when I come into the station.”

“On a Sunday?”

“Titch, someone I used to know tried to blow up my house. Sunday or not, I want to understand what’s going on. Speaking of my house, ask Dispatch to check in with the firefighters, see how things are going.” He made a mental note to get inside as soon as they gave the okay and dig out his insurance policy. What other important papers did he have at his house? Angie’s tiny apartment had no storage space, so he’d left most of the house paperwork at his house when he’d moved in with her. Had that been a mistake?

“I understand, Sir. Rowan Benedict has a clean record, Sir.”

“Thanks.” Gordon wasn’t going to get into the Sir versus Chief thing now. He made another mental note to see if Titch was uncomfortable in his position, and if so, what he could do to fix it. The man was a damn good officer and Gordon would hate to lose him.

“Titch, I’ll call you back. Solomon and Buster have done another round of recon, and they may have found a lead.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Gordon disconnected. Solomon and Buster joined him on the porch, Buster chewing contentedly on his toy again. “What did you find, Ed?”

“Buster does all the work. I just hang on.”

“Fine. What did Buster find?”

“Best working hypothesis is that Rowan came in over the fence. The braces on the back side would provide a much better foothold than trying to scale it from in here.”

“He left by the gate,” Gordon said. “That would have put him on the street. Neighbors might have seen him. I talked to Titch, he said nothing from the BOLO yet.” Gordon lowered his voice. “On another note. Have you noticed anything in Titch’s behavior that’s been ... off ... recently?”

Solomon cocked his head, thought for a moment. “Nope. With Titch, it’s hard to tell. He’s got one speed. Everything by the book.”

“Agreed. I thought he’d been loosening up a bit, but he was in Über Titch mode today. Anyway, he’s been running background checks on Rowan. Didn’t get further than that.”

“I doubt Rowan will be coming back this way,” Solomon said. “I can take Buster up and down a few blocks, see if he can pick up the guy’s trail.”

“You do that. I’m not sure we need much from the Crime Scene Response Team here. We’ve got a damn good idea who came through the yard, and the arson charge is the one we need to pursue, not trespassing.”

“You’re the Chief. Makes sense to me.” Solomon leashed Buster again and demanded the dog relinquish his toy.

Letting the firefighters work didn’t mean Gordon couldn’t observe from a reasonable distance. “I’m going to take a peek at my house,” Gordon said. “Keep Titch and Dispatch up to speed.”

“You got it.” Solomon and Buster retraced their steps to the side gate.

Gordon went around to the front door and knocked. When Frieda—and Moose—answered, he recapped what Solomon had said and told her they were finished here.

“Aren’t CSI people coming to gather evidence?” she asked.

“There’s no need. We know who we’re looking for.”

She seemed disappointed. “You should know, I guess. Can I repair my fairy garden?”

“I don’t see why not. I don’t think the destruction was malicious. He must have landed on it when he jumped over the fence.”

“Not enough to bother with an insurance claim,” she muttered. “Ah, well. I didn’t have much else to do until the church potluck supper tonight. Just cook the spaghetti, and that’s last-minute.”

Gordon left her and drove to his house. Firefighters were still dousing the structure with streams of water. No sign of the Crime Scene Response Team. He parked across the street and walked over to Ned, the head of the volunteer fire department. The man turned at Gordon’s approach.

“Hey, Chief.”

Gordon nodded. “Ned. What can you tell me?”

“You want the good news or the bad news first?”
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GORDON BRACED HIMSELF. “Start with the bad. Get it out of the way.”

Ned took off his helmet and wiped smoke from his forehead. “No question it was arson. Someone left an explosive on the upstairs landing. Triggered remotely. A cell phone is my guess. The arson experts will pin it down.”

“Any signs of a break-in?” Gordon asked, thinking of the key Rowan had thrown.

“That’s a CSRT thing.” Ned grinned. “Division of labor and all that nonsense. We put out the fires. Leave the other stuff to the experts in their fields.”

Gordon glanced toward the house. No visible flames, but plenty of lingering smoke. “When can I get in, look around? I’ve got important papers in there.”

“You want my thoughts? Wait until this evening after the CSRT people have done their thing. They’ll collect the evidence of the explosives and turn it over to the arson squad. That way, there’s no chance of you contaminating anything. Sometimes, when it’s your own place, emotion takes over and you forget the basics. Tomorrow would be better if you can handle the wait.”

Gordon couldn’t argue. Didn’t mean he liked that he couldn’t satisfy his curiosity—or find his paperwork. Nothing could happen until tomorrow anyway. “Understood.” He gestured to the jerry can sitting by the truck. “Can you confirm what’s in there?”

Ned chuckled. “Good old H two O.”

Gordon blew out a low whistle. “Water? Not gasoline, then.”

“Nope. Is that what your bad guy said it was?”

“Yeah.”

“I wouldn’t risk drinking it in case he contaminated it with something. No way could he use it to start a fire. Might have wanted it on hand in case he needed to put one out.”

“Thanks. I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Wait. Didn’t you want the good news?”

How anything could outweigh what Gordon saw in front of him was his immediate thought. He shoved it aside. “Sure. Give it to me.”

“Because of the origin of the fire, most of the damage was upstairs. The kitchen’s in decent shape. And, since you aren’t living here now, you won’t be displaced while you deal with repairs.”

Gordon gave a wry smile. “Yeah, right. There is that.”

“Some unsolicited advice. Get all those bushes trimmed.” Ned pointed toward the porch. “Better still, replace them with low, slow-growing Colorado foliage. If what you have now caught fire, you’d be in a lot bigger mess.”

Gordon admitted he’d been negligent in keeping the yard maintained. A basic service once a month hadn’t been enough.

“Another piece of advice,” Ned continued. “Call one of those water damage companies and get them to set up fans to help dry the carpet. Mold and mildew are not your friends.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that.”

Ned scratched his jaw. “Look. A bunch of us firefighters work construction on the side. I’m sure I can get a couple of us to do a temporary patch on the roof. Could get to it tonight, I’ll bet.”

Gordon was about to refuse, but Ned wouldn’t offer unless he meant it. “That’s mighty generous of you, and greatly appreciated. Be sure to send me the bill.”

Ned settled his helmet on his head. “Hell, one of us probably has sheets of plywood lying around. No cost for materials. As for labor—consider it a thank you for all you do for Mapleton.”

Gordon swallowed the building lump in his throat. “Thanks. For all that you and all your crew do for Mapleton.”

“Hey,” Ned said. “At least it’s not monsoon season.”

Gordon shook his head. “There is that.” His phone buzzed an incoming call. Solomon. “Gotta take this,” he said to Ned.

Ned gave a thumbs up and went back to work.

“Got anything, Ed?” Gordon asked.

“Maybe. Like the wonder dog he is, Buster picked up the scent. From the Keller house, Rowan went to Granite Street Park. Lots of moms with little kids out there today. One woman said she remembered a car peeling out of the lot not long ago. Fifteen, twenty minutes, give or take.”

“That fits the timeline,” Gordon said. “Did she get a good enough look for a description?”

“Negative on that. She heard the car driving off, looked because it posed a potential threat to the kids playing near the parking lot. All she remembers was that it was an ordinary car, not an SUV. And it was dark-colored. She tried to get the plates, but all she managed was GPY.”

“That narrows it down to a thousand possibilities. Colorado plates?” he asked.

“She thought so. Regular, not vanity. Dark colored sedan will help narrow it down. I can go to the station and start running them,” Solomon said.

Gordon thought for a moment. “Take Buster home first. I’ll give the plate-running task to Titch, see if it perks him up. Maybe he doesn’t feel useful enough.”

“In case that’s not it, remind him he can delegate, too,” Solomon said. “He does have that If I don’t do it, it doesn’t get done right attitude sometimes.” A pause. “Like someone else I know.”

Gordon stepped onto the sidewalk and gazed in the direction of Granite Street Park. He spotted Solomon and Buster strolling down the sidewalk toward him. Solomon was right. Yes, it was Gordon’s house that had been bombed, and yes, someone he knew had done it, but he had good officers who knew their jobs.

“You’ve got the lead, Ed,” Gordon said once Solomon drew alongside him. “Coordinate with Titch. I need to deal with the aftermath.”

He stared at his smoldering house for a long moment. This wasn’t his home. His home was with Angie. Who would have words about what happened. He rubbed the back of his neck, then punched her number into his phone.

“When are you coming home?” was her greeting, followed by “Are you all right?”

He imagined her bright blue eyes shooting daggers. “On my way and fine. Did you like the house?”

“Don’t change the subject.”

Of course. Angie must have been in Daily Bread, the diner she co-owned with another cook, Ozzie, which was news and gossip central for Mapleton. The town’s newspaper was a weekly. The diner was open seven days a week, breakfast, lunch and dinner, so what was printed was often old news to frequenters of Daily Bread. 

“I’m driving. I’ll be home soon, and I’ll tell you everything I know.”

Her tone softened. “I’m sorry I yelled. When I don’t know what’s going on—and it would have to be major for a Sunday call out—and the diner is full of talk about houses exploding, fires, and the crime scene people—”

“All exaggerated.”

“I know. If anything had happened to you, I’d have felt it.”

Gordon deflected before Angie could start another line of questioning. “Love you to the moon.”

“And back.”

“Be home soon.” Gordon put his SUV in gear—only a harmless fib that he was already on his way—and headed for home. With a short detour to the station. Angie would understand.

No. He had to trust his staff. He switched to the hands-free on his phone and called the duty officer’s desk. Titch answered immediately.

“Mapleton Police. Officer Titchener.”

Still with all the formality. Gordon’s name would have shown on Caller ID.

“Got something for you. Solomon will be there within the hour. If you’re caught up with your normal responsibilities, I’ve got a partial plate to run. Dark sedan, make, model, and year unknown, Colorado plates starting with GPY. You can add it to the BOLO, update it if you can pin down the vehicle.” Gordon waited. Reading body language was impossible over the phone, although Titch rarely gave away any clues as to what was going on in his mind.

“On it, Chief.”

Did those three words sound more upbeat than his earlier conversation with the officer? Maybe. With Titch, you had to be tuned in to the tiniest of nuances.

“I’ll have my report on your desk,” Titch said.

“Thanks. I need to deal with the personal side of what happened. I trust you and Solomon will have everything under control.”

“We will.” With that, Titch disconnected.

Gordon resisted the urge to have a face-to-face with the man. Dealing with the personal side—and Angie—took precedence.

Rather than cut through Daily Bread, Gordon parked near the rear staircase and climbed the flight to the private entrance to Angie’s—their—apartment.

He found Angie working on her laptop at the dining table. She closed the lid at his approach. “Took a little longer than I expected,” he said, leaning down for a kiss.

“I’ve learned time is meaningless when you’re working. You’re home now, your day off isn’t over, and I want to know what happened.”

Gordon explained the situation. Angie didn’t interrupt. When he finished, she said, “How does Cynthia play into all this?”
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ANGIE WANTED TO KNOW about Cynthia, not about Rowan and his house? Gordon hadn’t expected that reaction from her. Ned said the damage wasn’t too bad. Would his insurance cover the cost of returning the home to its pre-fire value? All Gordon could think about—beside catching Rowan—was the mountain of work dumped onto the personal side of his life.

Angie had a point. If Cynthia had driven Rowan to such an extreme, she was an important part of the investigation. The cornerstone, perhaps. He hadn’t seen things the way Angie had, or even thought about it.

“Good question,” he said. “And one I should have considered.”

“From what you said, it seemed like the obvious question to me.”

He ran his thumb along her jawline. “You always see things from a different point of view, and I’m glad you keep me looking in a fresh way.”

“Since there’s nothing we can do at the moment, what if we talk about our house?” she asked.

“Of course.” Did that mean she liked it enough to overlook the body in the bathtub? He was handing her the reins for this discussion. “You go first.”

“It means driving to work, not going downstairs.”

“Agreed,” he said.

“It’s not far, and I can rearrange my hours. I’ve been cutting down on my prep work. Training the staff.” She tilted her head. “You know, a lot of big-name chefs who own multiple restaurants hardly show up, much less do the cooking.”

He nodded.

“I ran the numbers. I’m going to hire another cook.”

“Sounds like a good plan.”

She went on. “The house is bigger than the others we’ve looked at, and we’d have to consider a yard service. I’ve never had a green thumb, and your job has—even though it’s not supposed to—crazy hours. Like today.”

He didn’t dispute that. “True.”

“A housekeeper, too.” She looked at him, almost challenging him to disagree.

“I have no problem with that.”

“Now, about the body in the bathtub.”

Since she hadn’t led with that, Gordon dared to hope she could live with that part of the house’s history. “Did you get any negative vibes when you checked the master bath?”

“Nope. I’d still rather get rid of the tub.”

Better than a complete remodel. “I can get the contractor information from Iris.”

“I already did. It won’t be too expensive. Of course, if you want to splurge, we could put in a Jacuzzi.”

Gordon envisioned quality tub time with Angie. “Sounds okay if the numbers work out.”

Angie popped into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of chilled sparkling wine. “I thought we should drink a toast to making our first offer on our first home together.”

Gordon wasn’t going to bring up the fact that this might be a premature celebration. What was life if you didn’t celebrate the little steps along the way?

“You open the bottle, I’ll get the flutes,” Angie said. “There are hors d’oeuvres in the fridge.”

Gordon’s chest bonged, the way it always did when Angie was ... Angie. That she’d prepared this private party said she was on board with the new house despite the setbacks. That together, they’d make things work.

~
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THE NEXT MORNING—ALTHOUGH he’d never consider four-thirty as morning—Gordon got up with Angie. Normally, he’d sleep for another hour or two, but cop-guilt gnawed at his insides. He’d get to the station well ahead of schedule and check the databases for information about Cynthia. She’d divorced him, wanted no part of him in her life afterward, and given the tumultuous final months of their short-lived marriage, he’d been happy to accommodate her.

Then Dix had retired, then died. Based on Dix’s insistence Gordon be his successor, Gordon had accepted the position as Chief of Police. The learning curve had been a cliff, and he hadn’t given Cynthia the undivided attention she felt she deserved.

He popped downstairs to Daily Bread, which wouldn’t open for two hours, and helped himself to the one cup of full-strength coffee his doctor allowed. He found Angie in the kitchen with Ozzie, going over the specials for tonight’s dinner.
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