
  
    [image: Afterburn]
  



    
        
          Afterburn

        

        
        
          Kathleen Lawless

        

        
          Published by Kathleen Lawless, 2019.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      AFTERBURN

    

    
      First edition. January 16, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Kathleen Lawless.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0991805785

    

    
    
      Written by Kathleen Lawless.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  
    
      AFTERBURN

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        KATHLEEN LAWLESS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        DEDICATION

      

      

      

      
        
        Dedicated to Irene. I could not have written this without you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The little girl's long, white cotton nightie, the one with tiny embroidered pink rosebuds around the neck, rode up around her knees as urgent arms carried her out the front door, down the steps and across the lawn to safety near the street.

      She squeezed her eyes shut to block out the surroundings but she could still smell the heavy smoke, still hear the hungry flames crackle as they devoured the wood frame house. The rapid beating of her mother's heart strummed against her tummy.

      She was plunked down, the grass cold and damp against her bare feet. She opened her eyes to the darkness of the night, a strange, eerie dark that seemed alive as flames smashed through an upstairs window. Now that she felt safe it was kind of exciting. Then sudden panic clutched her six year old chest and she blurted out a name.

      "Stay put! Be a good girl and don't move. You hear me? I'll be right back."

      She shifted from foot to foot, shivering in the damp breeze. Why was Mommy taking so long?

      The smoke grew thicker, making her eyes tear. In the distance she heard the scream of sirens approaching. She clung to her shabby teddy with the torn ear and, like a good girl, didn't move.
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      The smell was unforgettable, acrid and dense.

      Even before the car sputtered and backfired as she slowed to park, the heavy odor poured through the MG's open window. Smoldering timbers and ash. Charred, water-soaked wood. And something undefinable that made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.

      Erica managed to steer the MG halfway off the street as the motor died, coasting to a stop near half a dozen police and fire department vehicles. A yellow plastic fire line ringed the charred, blackened mass of what had been, until this morning's pre-dawn hours, one of the oldest theaters in San Francisco. Several uniformed and plain clothes officers prowled the site.

      Hard hat in hand, she slammed the car door and thrust a thick pair of canvas gloves into her overall pockets. Her old friend, Charlie, was gone; someone new was heading up the Special Investigation Squad. Squaring her shoulders, she approached the nearest uniformed officer. "Erica Johnson, Insurance Crime Prevention Bureau. Who's in charge?"

      "Lieutenant Nicols." He pointed. "Over there."

      She stopped a few feet away from him. The lieutenant had his back toward her, probing a floor joist with a penknife, testing for depth of char. She wasn't aware of having made a sound but Nicols spun around so fast his movements seemed to blur.

      "Who the hell let you in here? This is a secured area."

      Nicols sported shoulders that would be right at home on a football field. Stepping closer and tilting her head, Erica shifted her gaze to meet his. His eyes were neither green nor brown but an intriguing combination of both.

      "Erica Johnson, ICPB, Lieutenant. I just received word about the fire."

      He didn't offer his hand, choosing instead to remove his hard hat and rake his fingers through his disordered dark brown hair. All he succeeded in doing was to make most of it stick straight up. Like herself, he appeared to have scrambled into the nearest clothes at hand when the call came through. Rumpled jeans hung over the edges of his rubber boots and the shapeless green sweatshirt was so faded she couldn't read the letters on it.

      "I understand the building's been standing empty for some time."

      "A couple of years," Nicols said. "Probably well insured. But that's why you're here, isn't it?"

      There was no mistaking the patronizing tone, the faint shadow in those hazel eyes. Hostility? Erica shoved her hands into her coverall pockets and squeezed her gloves with tense fingers. Or was she being too sensitive? Expecting, as always, to be challenged? To have to prove herself and her abilities to the new head of the San Francisco Police Special Investigation Squad the same way she'd had to prove it to his predecessor?

      She reacted with anger, but deflected it from this doubting man in front of her to wanton, destructive arsonists. Sick, murderous people who laid match to tinder, burning down property and homes along with people's dreams. A picture leapt to mind and she resolutely buried it, along with the memories it raised of a fire scene from twenty-odd years ago. Her job was to concentrate on this particular fire. And soften up her new police liaison.

      "Any luck with reconstructing the scene?"

      "Minimal." Nicols scowled. "Hell of a mess."

      "Any sign of forced entry?"

      He shook his head.

      Erica glanced up. "I take it the building was originally two stories?"

      "Balcony and projection room up top."

      "But you believe the fire started on the main floor?"

      "Flames have a habit of traveling upward, Ms. Johnson."

      Erica ignored the sarcasm. Maybe the lieutenant just wasn't a morning person. It was barely five a.m. "I introduced myself as a professional courtesy, Lieutenant. We do happen to be on the same side here." She was proud of the way she managed to infuse a modicum of warmth into her tone. "If you have no objections I'll just poke around on my own for a bit."

      Without waiting for his answer, Erica paced the front of the building, then the alley beside it. Part of the front wall was still standing but the first thirty feet of roof and wall on the alley side was gone. The seating and backstage areas, though black and sodden, were otherwise intact. A strong wind had been blowing last night, too, she recalled, a cold blast blowing in off the Pacific Ocean. No doubt the tall buildings that ringed the site had prevented the wind from carrying the fire from the box office and projection room into the seating area.

      She wasn't on her own long before Nicols joined her. He seemed to have thawed a little. At least this time he spoke without her having to ask direct questions. "This was the box office. We found a few remnants of cloth. It's my guess old theater curtains were stored there. We've sent a sample to the lab to see if any hydrocarbons show up."

      Erica craned her neck. Where the roof had been, only a few twisted spans of the building's trusses remained, jagged black limbs contrasting with the fog-choked sky, like the skeleton of a corpse picked clean by vultures. Pulling on her gloves, she moved forward and picked up the stump of a blackened beam. She held it toward the light, noting the alligator pattern of charring that traveled deep into the heart of the wood. "It's certain he used an accelerant." She sniffed the beam. "Gasoline."

      Nicols nodded. "Not the most original method, but it still works. Too damn well."

      "Who turned in the alarm?"

      "Anonymous passerby."

      "What did he have to say?"

      "Not much. Probably long gone by the time the fire trucks arrived."

      "Too bad," Erica murmured.

      Nicols crossed powerful looking arms against his chest and propped his right foot on a blackened block of concrete. "Maybe he'll have a sudden attack of conscience."

      "How often does that happen? Once in a million times?" A muggy breeze stirred a few tendrils of hair clinging damply to Erica's forehead. It was warm inside her coveralls. "Perfect night for a fire," she continued. "That southwester blowing through would be like lighting candles on an explosive birthday cake."

      "There's no such thing as a perfect night for a fire." He looked past her, his lips drawn into a tight, disapproving line that emphasized the stubborn angle of his head. A well-shaped head, she noticed. Perhaps more of a work horse than the thoroughbreds she loved, but the lines spoke of classic lineage and a good gene pool. He patted his jeans pockets. "Got a cigarette?"

      She shook her head. "Got any coffee?"

      Their eyes met and she thought she saw a flash of what could be mutual understanding.

      "I'll send one of the boys for some."

      Coffee or cigarettes? Erica wondered as he strode around the wreckage of the fire debris and approached one of the uniformed officers. When she caught herself staring at the way the faded denim stretched taut across his well- muscled buttocks she pivoted to look at the burned-out building instead. Lieutenant Nicols was a far cry from his predecessor, old Charlie in his shiny checked polyester slacks and scuffed brogues. The lieutenant also filled out a pair of jeans in a way that surpassed anything Mr. Strauss had originally intended.

      "Ms. Johnson!" Hearing her name, she felt hot color scald her cheeks, as if he had climbed into her mind and read her thoughts. She turned in his direction.

      "Cream and sugar?"

      "Black," she replied. This was not the time to let herself be distracted by the lieutenant's looks. Or his early morning grouchiness. She turned her attention to the rear of the building, which had received the least amount of burn. From there she began the methodical work of tracing a pathway to the area that had suffered the most damage so as to establish the point of origin.

      Ten minutes later she straightened up and dropped a chunk of concrete into a plastic bag and tagged it. A second bag held a dirt sample from beneath the floor. Both samples, along with corresponding control samples taken from a different location on site, would go to the lab for analysis and comparison.

      A breeze had come up, stirring wet ashes and the smell of burnt wood until it seemed as if her lungs were saturated with it, as if she'd never been away from the job, never filled her lungs with pure Rocky Mountain air for three whole weeks.

      She locked the samples in the trunk of her car. As she returned to the theater, Lieutenant Nicols and a second man walked toward her. Pulling off her gloves, she accepted the steaming Styrofoam cup. For once she couldn't dredge up any concern about how bad Styrofoam was for the environment. It was the best thing she'd seen all morning. Second best, she amended, her fingers brushing Nicols' as the cup changed hands.

      "Glenn, this is Ms. Johnson, from the Insurance Crime Prevention Bureau." Was it her imagination, or did the men exchange a significant glance that excluded her? "Ms. Johnson, my partner, Sergeant Davenport."

      "Sergeant." Erica shook hands with the fair-haired man. Behind rimless glasses his gray eyes were discerning, yet surprisingly soft. She'd bet the two officers made a great team. The sergeant's forgettable looks would allow him to blend unnoticed into a crowd and his casual slouch was the perfect contrast to the lieutenant's flint-eyed, unyielding stance.

      "Glenn was checking out the surrounding area. Asking residents if they saw or heard anything out of the ordinary last night."

      "And did they?"

      The sergeant shook his head. "Not a thing."

      "What time was the alarm turned in?" she asked.

      "Shortly after three. The fire department arrived at three twelve."

      Erica nodded and sipped at her coffee. Almost at once she felt more alert. More conscious than ever of hazel eyes watching her every move. "How long have you been heading up the Special Investigation Squad?"

      "Couple of months. One month, officially." Nicols' scowl suggested that he hated to admit he and Davenport were the rookies here.

      "You like it?"

      The sergeant answered when it became obvious that Nicols had no intention of responding. "It's a change from Homicide."

      Erica's smile included both men. "I have to confess, I kind of miss old Charlie. He had a colorful way of expressing himself." Which included peppering his speech with four letter words that started with 'f'. Davenport smiled back.

      Not Nicols. The lieutenant observed her from beneath lowered lids while he lit a cigarette. She noticed the way he drew the smoke into his lungs, almost a loving caress, then exhaled slowly, as if with great pleasure. The sensual image gave her a quick insight into the type of lover he would be. She was relieved when Davenport saved her from her thoughts.

      "Charlie's quite a guy," he said. "You work with him a long time?"

      Erica nodded.

      "Once we're finished here, follow us back to the station and we can fill you in on what you've missed. You want a doughnut?"

      "No thanks," she said.

      Davenport glanced at Nicols. "Matt?"

      "Sure."

      "Be right back." The younger man headed toward a squad car, leaving Erica alone with the lieutenant.

      "Have you two been partners long?"

      "A while," Matt replied.

      "I understand it's almost like a marriage," Erica said, wondering why the lieutenant couldn't offer a casual comment or two rather than having information pried from him.

      "I wouldn't know."

      Erica winced at his tone. Did he think she'd been probing? Trying to find out his marital status? It was the furthest thing from her mind.

      His eyes narrowed as he inspected her, inch by inch, from her gumboots to the top of her head. "I'm straight, in case that's worrying you, too. And I still have my own teeth and hair."

      It was great hair, too, even though it was rumpled because he was forever running his fingers through it. But there was no excuse for his rudeness. "I find your manner demeaning and condescending, Lieutenant Nicols. Homicide was obviously the right department for you. A place where the victims couldn't talk back."

      She turned on her heel and, recognizing a familiar figure on the other side of the barricade, made her way to the older man whose uniform identified him as the fire chief.

      "Hi there, Erica. Hell of a homecoming."

      "What have you got for me, Chief?"

      "The fire was a hot one, burned fast. Unusually heavy black smoke."

      "Any idea why?"

      "I'd guess the projection room up top was full of old celluloid film. Can't think what else would cause it to burn so hot and dirty. Looks to me like the projection room collapsed onto the main floor, which is why there's damn little left of it."

      "Could the projection room have been the point of origin?"

      "That wouldn't be my first guess."

      Erica looked up from her notebook. "Thanks, Chief."

      "Lieutenant!" She looked around, hearing the cry from one of the uniformed officers in the restricted area. "Something here you better take a look at."

      Erica hurried forward. The lieutenant stepped in front of her, blocking her way. "Stay here." Then he strode toward the officer who'd shouted, apparently never doubting for a minute that she'd obey.

      Hands on hips, Erica blew out an impatient breath. Who did he think he was? Charlie had never denied her access to anything. And she had a right to look at whatever evidence they found.

      The uniformed officer had been joined by several others together with Glenn Davenport, the chief and the lieutenant. Something about their stance, the way their eyes were riveted to the ground, spurred her into a half-run.

      Nicols blocked her approach again. "You don't want to see."

      "What is it?" Erica rose on tiptoe but he stood like a tank in front of her. It was impossible to see around him.

      "It looks like a body."

      "A body?" she echoed.

      "Yeah. Charred beyond recognition."

      Her stomach lurched at his words. Suddenly the coffee wasn't sitting too well.

      With relentless precision, her mind peeled away the years to a different fire and a different body. A body not burned beyond recognition but dead nonetheless. She'd been six years old at the time. The fire's victim had been her mother.
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      Matt watched the color drain from Erica's face and hoped she wasn't about to keel over on him. He looked around for Glenn. His partner handled this type of thing better than he did. Inspector Johnson passing out in his arms was just the kind of event the press would have a field day with. Hardly Johnson's usual society page photo, with some over-dressed fop on her arm and enough jewelry hanging around her neck to light up San Francisco in a blackout. Not that he often read the society pages, but he'd stumbled across a few shots of her. Johnson was kind of a puzzle. None of the officers could figure out why she worked so hard when it was obvious she was loaded.

      As far as the press went, he was already on their hate list because he'd refused to 'make nice' since being promoted to head of the Special Investigation Squad. He was proud of heading the department's flagship SIS and he was a good investigator. He just wasn't any good at living in a fish bowl. And his screw-up on the Gilbey case would follow him for a long time. If Johnson bested him on this series of fires that had been plaguing the city for the last three weeks, he could kiss his career goodbye.

      The bet pool back at the station hadn't done a thing to ease the blow to his pride over muffing the Gilbey case. Not with Johnson the favorite and him the long shot to solve what was now the fifth in a string of arson fires that seemed to have no motive. Five fires and no hard evidence, adding up to a situation that required total concentration and kept him awake nights. He didn't need a distraction named Erica Johnson from the Insurance Crime Prevention Bureau making him look bad.

      Matt studied her chalk-white face, noticing the way her pale skin contrasted with soft, curved red lips and dark, deep-set eyes. The newspaper shots hadn't done her justice. She had thick, wavy black hair and her delicate features promised fine bones and enticing rounded flesh. He pulled his mind away from imagining what the reality might be like under those sexless, enveloping coveralls. "You all right? Maybe you need to take a break. Seeing that would be a shock for anybody."

      Her chin came up in an obstinate gesture that he had to admire. Color slowly seeped back into her cheeks. "I'm perfectly all right."

      "Long as you're sure." Matt turned to the constable who hovered at his shoulder. "Call the Medical Examiner, will you?"

      Watching his underling hurry away, Matt felt a renewed energy and commitment. He might be new to arson, but after fifteen years in Homicide, he had no doubt about his ability to deal with bodies. Johnson was clearly not accustomed to seeing them.

      He tried to figure her motivation for working at a job that could be damned grim at times. Fires started by arsonists destroyed buildings and sometimes human beings. Weren't women supposed to be more nurturing, more connected to life and growth?

      His cell phone rang and he dug it out of his jeans pocket, hoping like hell it wasn't the office notifying him of another fire. The Special Investigation Squad was already swamped with work. Not to mention the dozens of crank phone calls which ate steadily into everyone's time and temper. But it turned out to be an SIS detective who wanted him.

      "I got a rundown on the theater, Lieutenant. Belongs to Phoenix Properties, a local investment company. Taxes are paid up and the title's clear."

      "You get a name? Somebody we can talk to?"

      "Yeah, Ron Grant, the manager." Matt noted the name and address. As he put his cell away, the Medical Examiner pulled up.

      "Morning, Harry. Got a messy one for you."

      Hodgekiss, a heavy man with a jovial smile, said, "Aren't they all? Especially this time of the morning. I'm too old to be getting up at five, Matt."

      Matt wasn't fooled by Hodgekiss's words. The Medical Examiner was on the ball, no matter what hour he was called. "Me, too."

      "Come off it. Next to me, you're still in knee pants. Any ID on the body?"

      "Too badly burned."

      Hodgekiss looked at the rubble and heaved a sigh. "God, Matt, I remember this place when it was used for live concerts a thousand years ago. It was one of the beautiful old classics. A lot more interesting to look at than modern chrome and glass."

      "I thought it was a movie theater."

      "For the last twenty years, yeah. No, make that thirty. It was converted to a movie house when people were still going to see movies. After the big screen got left behind with the VCR craze, it was shut down altogether. Now, with DVDs so popular, there's not a chance it would ever have opened again."

      "Don't think I was ever inside it," Matt said. "Hell, I never get time to go to a movie."

      Hodgekiss chuckled. "If you didn't spend your off hours playing the ponies or hanging around the stable mooning over that mare of yours you'd have time for culture."

      "Movies are culture?" Matt snorted.

      Hodgekiss grinned, then moved toward the police photographer, who was beckoning him over.

      Matt walked over to join Glenn. He gestured toward Erica, who was on the far side of the building. "What do you think?"

      As usual, Glenn pondered the question before he answered. "Word is she knows what she's doing. She's got a good reputation."

      "Yeah, so I hear." Matt shoved his hands in his pockets and scowled.

      "You have to admit she kind of brightens up the place. Uh oh. She step on your toes already?"

      "Nope. I'm staying out of her way and she better stay out of mine."

      Glenn laid a hand on Matt's arm. "Listen buddy, stop beating yourself up over the Gilbey case. None of us figured that crazy priest would be the one torching all the churches."

      "Guess I spent too many years being an altar boy." He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his mind seeking answers he hadn't found down any of the dead-ends he'd followed. "Anyway, what with the mayor and the Chief breathing down my neck, I've got to produce some answers and damn quick."

      Hodgekiss beckoned. The body was being loaded onto a stretcher. Hodgekiss held up two evidence envelopes. "This stuff was with the body."

      Matt squinted through the clear plastic. One envelope held a large, blackened, old-fashioned key. The second item was a modern key, lightweight and misshapen. "Don't think these will help much, Harry. We're not going to get any prints off them now."

      "The lab might find something," Hodgekiss said. "I'll get the autopsy report to you yesterday, which is when you always seem to want it."

      Matt tensed as Johnson's clear, soft tones sounded near his shoulder. "What did the ME find?"

      "Just two keys." Matt stared into black-fringed brown eyes and felt a lump settle low in his gut. Lynne's eyes had been that exact same color. "Are you up to date on the other fires?"

      Her eyes widened. "Other fires? What other fires? I came home from three weeks vacation late last night. I haven't even had a chance to call my office."

      She sounded as if she almost felt guilty about being away and he felt pleased at her discomfiture, yet annoyed with himself for trying to needle her. "This is fire number five. One every five days, almost to the hour."
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      Erica struggled to maintain her composure. Four other fires and a new man heading up the SIS? "Sounds as if we've got our work cut out for us, Lieutenant."

      "So it would appear."

      Something in his gaze made her uncomfortable. He was looking at her, yet he wasn't. If she didn't know better, she'd say he was a million miles away. Erica repressed a shudder. It was spooky.

      Erica marched over to her car, peeled off her coveralls and swiped at her brow with a forearm. She'd almost lost it back there, twice. First, she let the discovery of a body distract her from her job. The second distraction was the lieutenant himself. She had a hunch he was just waiting for her to slip up. He's running scared, she thought. But he was the newbie here. She was the one who knew her way around.

      She chucked the coveralls in the back of the car. Who did Nicols think he was, anyway? He had a lot of nerve treating her like a second-rate subordinate. She wondered which of her ICPB coworkers had had the pleasure of working with the lieutenant in her absence. She'd better read the reports so she knew what was going on.

      After stopping by her office to pick up the files on the previous fires and inspecting the individual sites, scattered city-wide, she was tired, hungry and smelled like the inside of an incinerator. Her three weeks of vacation in the pristine air of the Rocky Mountains seemed like a dream now. She still needed to stop by the police station to look at the police reports and photographs. After which she'd grab a bite to eat.

      At the police station she greeted several officers by name on her way to the back office occupied by the SIS. The SIS was supposed to be the mayor's pet project, but the drab, windowless room was too small for the half dozen littered desks and filing cabinets crammed into it, the men working almost elbow to elbow. File folders were stacked everywhere.

      "It's a wonder you guys ever find anything," she told one officer who looked familiar, but whose name she couldn't recall. "Nicols inherit Charlie's desk?"

      "Along with Charlie's ulcer," cracked the cop.

      "It couldn't happen to a more deserving guy."

      "Ho, ho." He arched one brow. "I take it you two have met."

      "I've had the dubious pleasure." The wall behind Nicols' desk was covered by a faded city map, punctured with pinholes. Five shiny red pushpins were an obviously recent addition. And they were up-to-date, she thought, noting the site of the old theater was already marked, along with the warehouse, the gas station, the boutique, and the marine-front boat repair. At least the map was organized, which was more than she could say for Nicols' desk.

      "This guy certainly didn't confine himself to any one area." Erica studied the map, wondering which spot was earmarked number six, even as she strengthened her resolve that there would be no number six. There had to be a way to stop this senseless destruction before another person fell victim to the flames. The five new pushpins stared back as though reproaching her.

      She eyed the jumble of files surrounding the computer monitor on the lieutenant's desk. It had taken her a while to catch on to Charlie's filing system but it didn't look like Nicols had one. Eventually she located the files she was looking for and sat down, shifting her bottom against the hard wooden chair. After three weeks of having a saddle underneath her all day, the transition wasn't an easy one.

      Erica frowned as she scanned the files. Hard to say which was worse, the lieutenant's handwriting or his typing. And if there was any evidence that would even find the arsonist, let alone convict him, the pages in front of her didn't reveal it.

      "Got the case solved yet?"

      She glanced up, noting that the thread of exhaustion in Nicols' voice was matched by his expression of tired frustration as he sank into the creaking chair across the desk from her.

      "Did you talk to the theater's owners?"

      "Yup. Their front man told us they're trying to dump the place. Which might lead one to believe…" He paused and Erica realized that was her cue.

      "That they had the place torched to collect the insurance money?"

      "Nice theory. Except he pulls out the insurance policy and we could see for ourselves that the building was under insured."

      Erica digested that information, wondering just when the lieutenant had become an expert on insurance appraisals. "Any leads on the victim?"

      She watched him rub his eyes with the heel of one hand. "Place had a caretaker. Name of Gus Hilliard. I've got men out trying to locate him now."

      Erica longed to lean across the desk toward him and say, 'I have to tell you, Lieutenant. After three weeks and five fires, what you've collected in the way of leads doesn't amount to squat.'

      Instead she gritted her teeth and forced herself to be polite and professional. "Is there any other information I should be made aware of?"

      Nicols jerked upright, tipped his chair back and crossed his arms over his chest. "Phoenix's insurance premiums were fairly high because there was no alarm system in the building. No sprinklers. No smoke detector. Every arsonist's dream."

      "That's it?"

      The scowl returned to Nicols' face. "If you mean am I holding anything back from you, the answer is no. Everything we've got so far is right in front of you."

      Erica tapped the files with the end of her pen. "Not a whole lot to go on, is it?"

      "You think you can do better, Princess, you've got my blessing."

      With slow, deliberate movements, Erica got to her feet. That was better. She could look down at him for a change. "Lieutenant. Why don't you like me?"

      Matt rose also, and something in his stance made Erica glad the desk stood between them. Palms flat on the desktop, he leaned forward until his face was on a level with hers. "Sweetheart, this is not a popularity contest. This is a police station. We try and catch the bad guys and lock them up so they can't break the law again."

      "Well somebody better catch this bad guy. Because the indicators clearly show he'll torch again. In five days, if not sooner."

      "It's always been five days."

      "Have you run a psychological profile?"

      Matt frowned. "We don't even know for sure this is the work of a single perpetrator."

      Erica continued as if he hadn't spoken. "In my estimation, it's a serious oversight on your part."

      A door opened behind her and the buzz of conversation from the other desks ceased.

      "I see you two have met."

      "Captain Bailey." Pivoting, Erica extended her right hand, which was swallowed in the beefy grasp of the ruddy-faced police captain. "I hear I missed a fair bit of excitement while I was away."

      A sober look replaced the captain's welcoming smile. "Depends what you call excitement. Charlie figures he's well out of it." The smile returned. "By the way, Charlie's retirement party is next week. And we won't hear of you missing it. You too, Nicols."

      "I wouldn't dream of it."

      The captain didn't seem to notice the faint sarcasm in Matt's voice. He released Erica's hand to clap a fatherly arm across her shoulders. "Erica here is special people, Matt. I expect your full cooperation with her. More than one time she's made us look pretty darn good."

      "Yes, sir," Matt said, his voice wooden.

      Bailey glanced up at the wall clock and adjusted his tie. "Gotta go. Mayor's trying to light his own goddamn fire. Doesn't understand why we haven't caught this guy yet." He turned to look at Matt. "Anything new I can appease him with?"

      "Why don't you tell him Ms. Johnson is back from her vacation?"

      The captain was already halfway to the door. "Old news, Matt. I told him that at eight this morning."

      Erica flinched at the look in Matt's eyes as they rested on her. It was a look she wouldn't soon forget.
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      Matt molded his stiff jaw muscles into a polite expression. So Inspector Johnson was the fair-haired darling of the Mayor as well as the Chief, was she? That figured.

      Well, he'd cooperate all right. On his terms. If she wanted a psychological profile, fine. Hell, she could profile him if it would get her off his case. Maybe not, he amended. He didn't want anyone poking into his psyche, theorizing about his toilet training or why losing Lynne had soured him on society-darling rich bitches.

      Willing his knotted stomach muscles to relax, he said, "I assume you'll be inspecting the sites of the previous four fires, Ms. Johnson."

      "I've already done that, thank you. My colleagues left me very complete file reports."

      "Dandy," Matt said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice and noticing she hadn't said a word about his investigation reports. She probably couldn't even read his handwriting.

      "I was looking for the police photographs of the fires," she said, her expression bland. "They don't appear to be with the reports."

      "They're in separate files. And on the computer.

      His words were all but lost as her stomach gave a most unladylike grumble. Her cheeks went pink and she fumbled with the file in her hand.

      "Want to look at the photos together over lunch?" he asked.

      Her surprise was evident. He shrugged it off. "I haven't eaten yet either. Might as well grab a bite. Talk about the case." There. No one could accuse him of being uncooperative.

      "If you're sure you can spare the time," she said.

      "I'll make time."

      "That's very kind of you. Why don't we take my car?"

      He almost said 'no'. Chances were she drove a Jag or a Mercedes. But hell, he'd never sat in a car that cost more than a year's salary.

      "Sure." Why not? He shouldn't drive right now, anyway. He was liable to fall asleep.

      Matt followed her along the corridor and down the stairs, conscious of the way her snug denim jeans molded the soft, rounded curves of her hips. Her pant legs were tucked into the tops of multicolored, hand-tooled leather boots. A thick leather belt cinched her impossibly small waist, while a satchel-like leather bag, custom-designed no doubt, dangled from one shoulder. Lynne had liked leather, too. Funny, he'd never realized until just this minute how he'd associated the opulent smell of leather with his old girlfriend.

      She stopped next to a bright red '52 MG.

      Surprise made him abrupt. "This is yours?"

      "What's wrong? Don't you like old cars?"

      "Yeah, I do, as a matter of fact." His acquiescence sounded grudging, which he hadn't intended. "I just happen to favor reliability over looks any day."

      Erica smiled that slow, sweet smile. "She doesn't let me down too often."

      He accordioned himself into the confined space of the passenger seat with a grunt. "This thing must've been built by midgets. Or for them." While hardly the latest model, his own car had loads of room. As she leaned forward to shift gears her dark hair swung over her shoulders and he caught a faint, tantalizing scent of lilac.

      The engine of the MG coughed and sputtered to life. "Sounds like you could use a tune-up."

      "I know.  But I never seem to find the time and it's getting really hard to find parts for something this old. Is Matt short for Matthew?"

      "Yeah." Short for Saint Matthew, actually. His parents had taken Bible names for all their eight kids. Strange, he hadn't thought of that, or of his old neighborhood in the Bronx, for eons. Why did Erica's presence kindle these half-buried memories of times and places most people would call the good old days? They weren't, not by a long shot. Was it just that she reminded him so much of Lynne?

      "Where to?"

      Erica's words brought him back to the present. "Go up a couple of blocks and turn left."

      She followed his instructions, slowed to a stop, and turned to face him. "McDonald's?"

      He noted the faint disdain on her face as she surveyed the famous golden arches. What was she expecting? Top of the Mark or one of her other usual haunts?

      "Do I hear an objection?"

      She shook her head and pulled into the parking lot. "Next stop cholesterol heaven. Are we driving through or dining inside in style?"

      Matt ignored her attempt at humor. If he had to sit squished into this tiny space much longer, smelling her perfume and watching the way her thick, dark hair framed her pale, oval face, it was just possible he might lose control of something other than his temper. The car had barely stopped before he opened his door and jack-knifed himself out. "I've got too much work to take time out for a fancy restaurant," he said, his tone brusque.

      "And I have no doubt you know them all, Lieutenant."

      As a matter of fact, he did. But that wasn't something she'd expect, or needed to know.

      She lagged behind as they entered the restaurant and Matt suppressed a smile. Maybe he'd found the way to freeze her out -- give her a taste of how ordinary people lived. Ordinary people who weren't born with upper-crust WASP silver spoons in their mouths.

      "You grab a table while I order. What do you want?"

      "I won't know till I look at the menu, will I?" She joined him in the line-up, chin tilted at a stubborn angle. The scent of lilac wafted up to tease his nostrils again.

      He pointed. "The menu's up there. Oh, would you believe it, they have salad!"

      "Are you always this charming?"

      "Nah. Today I'm on my best behavior. I'll even treat."

      He sat as far away from Erica as the bright yellow and orange booth allowed and wolfed down his first hamburger without bothering about conversation. Between dainty nibbles Erica was doing a lot of looking around. He squirted ketchup on his fries. "Never eaten at McDonald's before, have you?"

      "Once. What gave me away?"

      Once! So he'd been right in his original assessment of her. Like Lynne, Erica Johnson was not from his world. "What happened? Tried it once and didn't like it?"

      She leaned forward and looked him in the eye. "No. I found Burger King."

      Matt winced. He was acting like a jerk. It wasn't Erica's fault she'd been assigned to the same fire investigation that he was killing himself to solve. Any more than it was her fault she reminded him so damn much of Lynne that it rekindled all sorts of memories he thought he'd succeeded in forgetting. He fanned the photos on the table between them.

      "Any questions about the fire sites?"

      Erica dabbed her mouth with a napkin and Matt was amused to note that she'd missed a smear of ketchup at the corner of her lips. "There doesn't seem to be anything in the way of a common denominator." She tilted her head. "Do you see any pattern?"

      He didn't need to look at the reports or the photos. The details were etched into his mind, mocking him with the randomness of the sites and the apparent lack of motive.

      "Some. None of the five buildings had an alarm system. In the first four, doors were jimmied, but no tools or fingerprints were found and, in all cases, the fire was set with materials existing on site."

      "That's really strange. When someone sets fires for fun, they usually use the latest in equipment, not just settle for what's hanging around the site."

      "Nothing about these fires makes any sense." As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. Sounded like he was making excuses for his lack of leads.

      "There was no sign of forced entry at the theater, though, which means it was unlocked or somebody had a key."

      "I couldn't see any pattern in the insurance." Erica folded her burger paper. "Each building was insured by a different company. The boat repair shop and the clothing store were underinsured; the warehouse and service station were on the mark. And," she added, "no recent additions to any of the policies."

      "That's right; it doesn't look like insurance fraud. We haven't been able to find a connection between any of the building owners either. The thing is …" Matt paused for effect … "the thing is, these fires have been exactly five days apart, almost to the hour. It's like the arsonist is thumbing his nose at us, saying, 'Look what I can do. I can even tell you when I'll hit next and there's no way you can stop me'."

      "Do you think it's a pyromaniac?"

      He shook his head. "These weren't impulse fires. They had to be premeditated. Otherwise, how do you account for the timing? I get the feeling he scouted for specific targets. None of them had alarm systems and none of them would normally have people inside at night."

      "The theater did."

      "Yeah." Matt scowled at his coffee. It would taste better with a cigarette and he wanted one so much his mouth watered, but he was trying to cut down. He'd likely need it more later. He reached into his pocket for a sugar lump, blew the lint off, and popped it into his mouth, biting down for a satisfying crunch of sweetness. "I'd like to know if the death was an accident or part of the plan."

      "Do you think somebody would set five fires in order to commit one murder?"

      "A nut case, maybe. I just hope it isn't. They're a lot harder to catch." As he knew only too well.

      Erica looked thoughtful. "And it appears no one benefits from the fires?"

      "Nope. Nobody."

      "But there must be," she insisted. "If it wasn't a pyromaniac, somebody has to gain something."

      "Not necessarily. Could be a clever psycho who's picked arson as a way of proving that he can beat the system. Or maybe he's a fire fan."

      "If that's true, then the body in the theater was a mistake, which makes it manslaughter, not murder."

      "Whatever. The legal technicalities don't interest me right now. I just want to get my hands on the guy. Three weeks, and I'm still beating my head against a rock wall."

      Erica slid to the end of the booth and stood up. "Easy to see why there's a shortage of leads."

      "Gee, thanks," he said, unable to keep traces of both weariness and sarcasm out of his voice.

      When they folded themselves back into the MG and Erica turned the key, the motor coughed, moaned and died. She tried again, twice, but the engine refused to respond. Matt sighed, levered himself out, and went around to the hood.

      She got out and watched as he poked and tested the cables and connectors. "Times like this I wish I wasn't so attached to this car."

      Matt merely grunted as he straightened up. "I think you have a starter problem. Where's your tool box?"

      "I don't have one."

      He stared at her, disbelieving. "You drive a hunk of junk like this and you don't carry tools?"

      She looked defensive. "Most of the time my car is very reliable."

      "You're damn lucky," he growled. His hands were covered in grease. So was his shirt. He recognized that he was more irritated now than earlier. If he had to put up with having her on this case, the least she could do was drive something that didn't die on her every five minutes.

      "Look," he said. "My place is only a couple of blocks away. We'll go over and grab my tools. I think I can fix it so you can at least get it to a garage."

      "You don't have to…" She hesitated, turning on him the kind of appraising look she'd been giving to photos of ruined buildings. "All right. Thank you."

      As they climbed the steps of his dilapidated three-storey Victorian house, he wondered how she was reacting to it. Probably with disdain. She wouldn't have a clue about renovating a house. He hadn't had time to do much yet, but when he was through it would be a showplace and there was no doubt he'd double his money.

      It had been clever of Francie to find the kind of house he'd wanted, in the right area, too. Not that Francie was ever averse to making a few bucks commission. Unlocking the door to his apartment on the third floor, Matt waved Erica in ahead of him.
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        * * *

      

      Curious, Erica stepped inside. Matt brushed past her, leaving the door ajar, and somehow the fact that he didn't close it behind them made her feel better. Confident enough to move into the middle of the living room.

      Not that it appeared as though anyone actually lived there. The closed curtains gave the room a gloomy, neglected air and her first glance gave her only a vague impression of lumpy, mismatched furniture, bare wood floors and a thick layer of dust.

      "I'll just be a minute." Matt's voice echoed from the next room. She glanced at the doorway. This glimpse of his kitchen matched what she'd seen in the living room. Dirty dishes stacked on the counter and a jumble of copper pans and utensils on a ceiling rack.

      Wait a minute, copper pans? No, couldn't be him. He must have a girlfriend who cooked.

      "Fine." She inhaled and exhaled, each to the count of ten, relaxing her shoulders. It had been a stressful day, negotiating traffic, picking through burn sites and sparring with Matt, knowing he was just waiting for her to slip up.

      An old steamer trunk in front of the couch was littered with empty mugs, glasses, piles of newspapers and what, on closer inspection, turned out to be racing forms. So the lieutenant liked to bet on the horses, did he? That didn't surprise her. The man was as predictable as they came. She resisted the urge to straighten the mud-colored blanket that doubled as a couch throw, empty the overflowing ashtrays and organize the jumbled stacks of files and magazines that occupied every chair. She stepped over what looked to be a handful of neglected mail and paused mid-stride, surprised by the large, bright acrylic painting on the opposite wall.

      She moved forward for a closer look. It was either an original Hearne or a darn good copy. Familiar with the artist's unique style, she examined the painting with care. Unbelievable as it was, she was looking at an original Hollis Hearne.

      "Moon Dance." She spoke the title aloud with admiration, recognizing the picture from catalogs although she'd not seen it displayed at any of Hearne's shows in San Francisco or in New York. The background was dark, misty and mysterious, a cold moon hanging above the tree shapes seen through the columns of a portico. In the foreground the human figures, reminiscent of Picasso, were bright and full of action. One man played a violin, another a piano. A woman handed a bouquet of flowers to a man, while other couples danced.

      Erica blinked, half expecting the painting to disappear while her eyes were closed. But it didn't. And it wasn't the kind of wall art a cop could afford.

      "Did you hear what I said?"

      "What?" Erica spun about. "Sorry. I was admiring your painting." In fact, she could have looked at it for hours, trying to penetrate the mystery and decipher the artist's intent.

      Giving it an indifferent glance, Matt shrugged. "Hearne's a little wild for some people."

      "He's brilliant. Progressive. The critics predict he'll start a whole new trend in wall art."

      Matt hitched the metal tool box higher under his arm. "What do the critics know?"

      "I can't believe you're so nonchalant about owning a work like this."

      "I know what I like. I don't pay any attention to what a bunch of frustrated, dissecting critics happen to think."

      The words were familiar. Her aunt, an artist, expressed the same opinion, even though she was dependent on the approval and good will of the critics. Judging from what she'd seen of Matt, he didn't need anyone's good will.

      She smiled. Approval was another matter. He had superiors to answer to, a difficult arson case to crack, plus herself to contend with. She'd bet it was that third factor that was responsible for the frown puckering at his eyebrows and pulling his lips into a thin line.

      He didn't seem to approve of her smile. His eyes rested on her lips in a way that she found disquieting. Not really aware she was doing it, her glance shifted from Matt to the half-open front door as, with quick sure movements, he set down his tool box and took a step toward her.

      Erica took a step back.

      Matt followed.

      Erica swallowed, feeling her heart rate accelerate. "What… What are you doing?"

      "Hold still." Grasping her chin in one hand he pulled out a hankie and scrubbed at a spot near her lips. "You have ketchup on your face."

      His breath was warm, feathering her bangs. Standing so close to him reminded her just how large he was, his height and powerful build making her feel small and vulnerable. As always, she fought against that vulnerability with the best weapon she had.

      "Ketchup? You let me walk around all day with ketchup on my face?"

      He grinned. He'd stopped wiping but didn't seem inclined to release her. Slowly he balled up the hankie and dropped it on the chair next to them. Erica tried to pull away but his grip tightened a little.

      "Why don't you like me, Inspector Johnson?"

      His words parroted hers of a few hours ago. Her pulse was pounding and she could feel it throbbing in the vein that ran from her throat up to her ear. Could he see it? Preying on someone's vulnerability was what a tough-guy cop like Matt Nicols would do.

      "I like you fine, Lieutenant." Deliberately she made her voice breathy, provocative. As she spoke she placed one hand on his forearm, inching her palm up to his hand, which still imprisoned her chin, tilting her face up.

      "That's good," Matt said, his fingers gliding from her jaw up over her cheekbone and past her ear, to sink into her hair and grasp a handful. "Think how much more pleasant it will be working together, now that we like each other."

      Erica swallowed. He was bluffing, using the oldest tactic in the book. Physical intimidation. He expected her to cry 'uncle', tuck her tail between her legs and leave him alone with his investigation.

      She scanned his face. Whiskers that had been a faint shadow this morning were now more pronounced, as was the tired strain in his hazel eyes, and she felt an unexpected twinge of sympathy. He'd been hard on this case for three weeks without anything resembling a lead. No wonder he was reluctant to have her saunter onto the scene. If she cracked the case she would succeed in humiliating him. In his position, she wouldn't want her around either.

      She lowered her arm between them. "Listen, this isn't getting us anywhere. I know exactly what you're up to and it isn't going to work, so why don't we…"

      Abruptly her words were silenced by the hard, hot pressure of his lips against hers.
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