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Chapter 1: The Firefighter's Shadow
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The smoke had thinned by the time the sun started clawing at the eastern edge of Glendale, but it still stung the eyes and made every breath taste like rust and cinder. John Keller stepped out of the engine, the air so cold it bit the insides of his nose. The house smoldered behind the yellow tape, two stories of scorched beams and glass-toothed windows, the upper floor half-collapsed, the front yard dusted white with what looked like dirty snow but was just blown ash.

He clipped off his helmet, ran a gloved hand over close-cropped hair. Eyes already mapping what was left of the structure, he kept his jaw set tight, face unreadable as the shift captain jogged up.

“Six minutes from alarm to full involvement. Damn thing went up like it had a death wish,” said the captain, voice rough with fatigue and authority.

John nodded once, checked his watch—4:38 a.m.—and ducked under the tape. The other investigators hung back, watching him. They always did. He moved slow, but every gesture was sharp. He drew his flashlight, thumbing the heavy metal Maglite to life, and stepped over the wet grass to the porch. The steps creaked, soft beneath his boots, no resistance in the wood at all. He shined the beam down, saw the telltale scars—char at the leading edges, smoke staining the risers in upward fans.

He stepped into the shell of the foyer, breathing through his mouth, tongue picking flecks of grit off his teeth. The smell was complex: hot wiring, scorched laminate, cheap carpet glue. And deeper, a note that wasn’t supposed to be there. Synthetic, precise. John’s lips twitched, a near-smile, but he tamped it down.

Most of the living room’s contents were nothing now, just melted plastic, the warped skeleton of a TV, couch springs uncoiled like metal intestines. He knelt by what remained of the coffee table, knuckles white around his flashlight. His mind replayed the previous night: the hush of midnight, the thump of his own heartbeat as he placed the device inside the air vent—small, almost elegant, wrapped in aluminum foil with a thin length of magnesium ribbon. The way his hands had trembled, just a little, more from anticipation than nerves.

Now, here, he swept the flashlight along the baseboards. The burn pattern confirmed what he already knew: the point of origin, perfectly placed, low and centered. The fire had started where he told it to start.

A firefighter in soot-streaked turnout gear poked his head through the busted-out window. “Electrical panel’s in the garage, if you wanna look. Breakers all popped.”

John straightened, shaking flecks of char off his knees. “We’ll get to it.” His voice was neutral, clipped. “Anyone see the tenants?”

“Family of four, out of town. Neighbor called it in.”

Of course. He’d known. He always checked, always made sure. Not for their sake, really. Just insurance that the story stayed clean.

He moved toward the hallway, pausing at the scorched threshold. Walls blackened up to five feet, then raw beige, then more soot at the ceiling—a classic V-pattern, the signature of a fire racing up from its belly. He turned, catching the shift captain’s eye.

“Origin looks electrical,” said the captain, as if reciting from an invisible script. “We’ve had four in this tract, last two months.”

John shook his head, a single sharp motion. “No.” He let the word hang, then pointed with the flashlight. “Look at the pattern. Too symmetrical. No arc spatter, no evidence of heat at the panel. This is deliberate.”

He didn’t need to fake the certainty. It came naturally. The other men looked between each other, already revising their notes in their heads.

He squatted near the baseboard, scraping a fingernail over a pale gray smear. The residue flaked off, dry and fine. He pulled a sample bag from his jacket, tapped the evidence inside, zipped it closed. With a small brush, he swept under the vent’s lip, collecting a few metallic threads. One gleamed faintly, even through the soot.

His pulse ticked up, a sudden flutter. He drew in a breath, slow and even, and pressed the moment down. Let his eyes go flat and professional. He stood, brushing off his gloves.

“Let’s get the air handler pulled. I want the register and everything behind it, in evidence bags.” He didn’t wait for a response, already moving toward the kitchen.

The kitchen was a total loss. Counters had slumped, appliances liquefied and pooled on the tile. There, near the back door, another burn pattern—secondary, less intense. Probably ignited by flashover, he thought. Still, he took photos, careful to document every inch.

He could hear the voices outside, muted through the insulation that still clung to parts of the ceiling. They were talking about him. They always did. The Sherlock Holmes of Arson, the press had called him, after he broke that strip mall case. He knew some of the guys resented it. Others just watched him work, trying to figure out what he saw that they didn’t.

Truth was, he just understood fire better than most. He loved it, in a way that would have worried his therapists if he’d ever let them see behind the curtain.

He made his way upstairs, the steps sagging under his weight. The master bedroom was black, windows blown out, but the closet was untouched—fire didn’t care for tight spaces. He lingered there, imagining the heat roiling down the hallway, curling under the door, hungering for air and fuel.

He crouched, scanning the carpet. Nothing out of place. He let his fingers trail the threshold, feeling the crispy edge where flame met safety, then rose. He took more photos, compulsively neat, every angle logged, every inch documented.

Back in the hallway, the firefighter from before was waiting. “You got what you need?”

“For now.” John tapped his notebook against his thigh. “You get the air vent?”

“Yeah, I’ll bag it.”

He heard the awe, carefully disguised as routine professionalism.

John descended the stairs, boots thudding on each step. He paused in the foyer, looking at the heap of blackened timber that had once been a front door. He imagined the fire’s birth—first a slow warmth, then an eager rush, then chaos. He pictured the magnesium ribbon sparking, the incendiary mixture catching like it was hungry for the world. It made his mouth dry out, a surge of excitement he reined in only with effort.

Outside, the sunlight was making the soot on the lawn look almost blue. The crowd of neighbors had thinned, just a few stubborn rubberneckers left, wrapped in parkas against the cold. John ignored them, moved to the back of the engine and began stripping off his gear with practiced efficiency.

A young investigator—Ramirez, one of the new hires—approached, glancing at her notes and then at him.

“Hey, Keller, you really think it’s deliberate? We get a lot of these, sometimes it’s just—”

“Sometimes it’s not,” he cut in. “Sometimes it’s the same person. Over and over.” He didn’t bother softening it.

Ramirez looked at him, eyes narrowing. “You always spot these so fast. What’s your trick?”

He gave her the smallest of smiles, just a lift at one corner of his mouth. “Fire talks. You just have to know how to listen.”

He left her with that, loading his gear into the compartment, hands steady now.

Captain Thompson called him over, away from the others. “You’re sure about this one?” The captain’s face was grave, the lines deepened by lack of sleep and too many years of watching things burn.

“Absolutely.” John didn’t hesitate. “We’re dealing with an expert.”

The captain grunted. “We’ll get the lab boys in. Your report by the end of shift?”

He nodded, already plotting the language in his head. Just enough detail to sell it, not so much that it looked rehearsed.

As he watched the fire trucks roll away, John caught his own reflection in the passenger window—blue eyes too intense, jaw rigid, lips pressed to a thin line. He let himself feel it, just for a moment: the pleasure of making a thing and then unmaking it, the secret joy of being the smartest man in the room and having no one know how deep the game really went.

He climbed into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and pulled away from the scene. As the house faded in the rearview, John allowed himself a single, private smile. Then he wiped it away, switched back to the mask, and drove toward the station—toward the next report, the next chance to prove just how well he understood the language of fire.

* * *
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John parked two houses down, sat for a moment behind the wheel, and let the adrenaline leach out of his hands. In the rearview, the sky was bruised purple, city sodium lights flickering to life. He rolled his neck, inhaled, and caught a trace of engine oil, plastic, and the sharp ghost of burned house in his jacket. He exhaled, slow, then unclipped his badge and stowed it in the center console. He needed to be John Keller the husband now, not the fire whisperer.

He walked the short stretch to the front door, noting the clipped hedges, the concrete walk Susan insisted they pressure-wash twice a year, the gnome by the welcome mat that had survived three birthdays and one windstorm. The porchlight glowed, golden and steady, and he keyed open the lock, stepping into the hush of home.

Inside, the kitchen lights painted everything a buttery yellow. Susan was there, apron over a sky-blue dress, hair twisted back in a loose knot. She didn’t look up from her cutting board. Knife tapped against wood, measured, relentless. Chopped carrot sticks in even rows, a few leeks, sprigs of thyme on a plate. The air was thick with garlic and the earthy sweet of roasting root vegetables.

He shut the door, set his boots quietly against the wall.

“Hey, you’re late,” Susan said, voice gentle, not accusing.

“Yeah,” he said, “big one in Glendale.” He stepped in, placed his phone and wallet on the counter beside her. “Nobody hurt. Family was on vacation.”

She let her knife pause, glanced over at him with those open, tired eyes. “Good,” she said. “You eat?”

“Coffee at the scene. I’ll survive.” He smiled, lips barely parting.

She resumed chopping, but slower now. “You want to set the table?” she asked, a soft request, never quite an order.

He nodded, started pulling down plates, aligning silverware. Every motion echoed with muscle memory. He noticed the smallest chips in the dinner plates, the ones Susan swore to replace but never did.

The dining table was cluttered with case files, his handwriting crowding the margins. He shuffled them into a pile, unable to resist the quick scan of a black-and-white photo on top—a shot of the morning’s house, smoke pillars and the ambulance lights burning in the foreground. He set the file stack at the table’s far end, creating a tidy wall between work and dinner.

She carried over a casserole dish, oven mitts bright green against the hot ceramic. “Smells like your mother’s,” he offered.

Susan let a smile crack the side of her mouth, something sly behind it. “That’s the idea. I called her this afternoon, got her to admit the secret was lemon zest.”

“Culinary espionage,” he said, and for a second it was easy to pretend he was a normal man with a normal marriage, not someone who spent the day picking through the cinders of his own crimes.

They sat. He served himself, felt the familiar tickle in his stomach that always arrived at the dinner table—hunger, but not for food.

She spooned peas onto his plate, gaze drifting to the wall behind him, then back. “Was the house a total loss?”

“Mostly. Upper story collapsed, kitchen gone. Insurance’ll write it off, I bet.” He chewed, swallowed, reached for his water. “But the pattern was different this time. Controlled. Like whoever did it wanted us to see.”

Susan’s fork paused, a green pea skewered at the tines. “You think it’s the same guy as before?”

He shrugged, loading his mouth with another bite. He chewed slow, buying himself time. “Could be. Patterns don’t lie.”

“Does that worry you?” She said it quietly, hands stilled, palms flat against the table. “That someone’s out there, getting smarter?”

He met her eyes. “Not really. We’ll catch him. We always do.”

She looked at him with a searching softness, then busied herself with her own food. For a while, the only sound was fork against plate, the occasional rattle of a glass when Susan refilled his water.

His mind drifted to the evidence bag, the metallic threads he’d taken from the vent. He thought about the way the magnesium had sparked, the chemistry perfect. He couldn’t help himself—his foot started bouncing under the table, heel tapping a staccato on the tile. Every few seconds, his gaze flicked to the case file, as if the answers might crawl out of the folder and onto the tablecloth.

Susan noticed, of course. She always did. “You want to look at your files, don’t you?”

He wiped his mouth with a napkin, mustered a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I just—there’s something there. I need to puzzle it out.”

She pushed her chair back, stood, and began gathering empty plates. “Go ahead. I’ll finish up in here.”

He watched her for a second—back turned, shoulders set in that way that meant she was half-annoyed, half-admiring his focus. He pulled the file back toward himself, snapped it open, and started flipping through the photos. The burn patterns were textbook, each line and swirl an echo of intention. He traced his thumb over the margin, noting how cleanly the point of origin was disguised.

His breath went shallow, the excitement almost pleasant. He pictured the other investigators—Ramirez, the captain, all the brass—reading his report, shaking their heads at how perfectly the fire had been constructed. He thought of the way Thompson had looked at him, that half-jealous, half-grudging-respect glare. It made his jaw tighten in satisfaction.

From the kitchen, Susan’s voice: “You want dessert?”

He hesitated, unable to pull his eyes off the photo. “Maybe later,” he said.

She leaned in the doorway, dish towel looped around her fingers, watching him. “Is it hard?” she asked, softer now. “Seeing those things all the time?”

He glanced up, caught her gaze. For a moment, he felt the urge to tell her everything—not the truth, not the darkness, but just what it was like to understand something better than anyone else, to live with the knowledge and the burden of it. But he couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

“You get used to it,” he said. “You stop seeing the destruction, start seeing the patterns. The logic.”

She nodded, but there was a worry line between her brows, a hairline crack in her calm. “Don’t let it eat you up, okay?”

He closed the folder, forced a smile. “Promise.” He wondered, briefly, if he believed it.

The phone rang—a blunt, electronic noise that shattered the room’s hush. John was on his feet before the second ring, crossing to the hallway where the wall-mount phone hung. “Keller,” he answered, voice dropping into his professional register.

He listened, nodding along as the dispatcher relayed the address, the cross-streets, the details. Another fire. Warehouse, small, already under control but they needed his eyes on the scene.

“I’m on my way,” he said, and set the phone gently back in its cradle.

He shrugged on his jacket, grabbed the keys off the table, and paused by the kitchen. Susan stood at the sink, hands in soapy water, back to him. He stepped up, pressed a kiss to her cheek. She flinched—not from fear, but surprise—then relaxed.

“Be careful,” she said, not turning.

He almost laughed. “Always.”

He moved to the front door, hesitated as he gripped the handle. The house was so quiet, the warm kitchen light spilling into the shadowed hallway behind him. He caught Susan’s reflection in the glass, small and blurred, and felt a pang of something—regret, maybe, or just the cold edge of loneliness he never quite shook off.

He opened the door, stepped into the night, and closed it softly behind him.

Inside, Susan dried her hands, then leaned against the counter, eyes unfocused. The silence returned, heavier now. She stood there for a long time, listening to nothing, wondering where her husband went when he disappeared into the fire.
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Chapter 2: Points of Ignition
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He always liked the last hour before dusk. The city ran a different current then—harder, leaner, nobody watching each other as closely. The parking lot of the South Pasadena hardware store was half-empty, with a low hum of cars in the lot, shopping carts grazing the concrete. John Keller idled a block away, hands on the steering wheel, watching the world through the tinted glass. He let the minutes bleed off until the store’s after-work surge started to drain. People wanted to get home. He liked that about them.

He killed the engine. Checked his face in the mirror—no suit today, just an old heather-gray hoodie, faded Levi’s, and battered running shoes. He looked up at himself. Blank as glass. He could do this, now, on command.

He palmed the small nylon messenger bag from the passenger seat and stepped out. It was cold enough for his breath to hang, but the store’s bright signage made it feel warmer. He slid into the flow of late-day customers: the tired electrician with a coil of Romex, the couple arguing softly about garden mulch, the man in painter’s whites already high on solvent. Inside, the air was heated, dry and humming with the ventilation system, reeking faintly of sawdust and plastic and the sweet bite of fertilizer.

He moved slow, casual, as if unhurried. In reality, every footstep was measured; he’d mapped the store online, timed the security camera sweeps, counted the visible staff on two prior visits. The real world was almost a disappointment—more blind corners, more lazy clerks. No one paid attention. No one wanted to. Even now, he clocked the teenage cashier, bored to tears, the floor manager arguing with a delivery guy near plumbing. Nobody looked twice at him.

John stopped near the hardware aisle and picked up a packet of wood screws, turning it in his hands. The price tag adhesive was gummy with old glue, and he scraped it with his thumbnail, feeling the drag, the give. He listened to the intercom—paging for “Tony to Electrical”—and then drifted onward, threading the aisles at a slow, looping pace. Every row had its rhythm, its character: the dead silence of the garden section, the aggressive music near home security, the dense chemical fug of paint and adhesives.

He let his hand brush a bin of brass fittings, just enough contact to look like idle browsing. He glanced up, mapping sightlines, noting the wide-angle mirror at the far end of the next row. Nobody there, just a dull reflection of his own face—no different than any other man.

He moved on, into the heart of the paint section. This was the part he always liked best. The stacks of one-gallon cans, the neat pyramids of thinner and acetone, the racks of color samples clipped together like poker chips. Here, the air was thickest. The fumes went right to the brain, made you see colors in the margins of your vision. He paused beside a promo display for exterior sealant and pretended to read the label. Ten feet to his left, a man in a windbreaker jostled a cart filled with rags and masking tape. He waited, tracking the other man’s movements by sound as much as sight. Two aisles over, a woman’s laugh, shrill and quick, echoed.

John reached into his bag, slow and smooth, and withdrew a battered notepad and a pen. He pretended to make a list, eyes down. In reality, he watched the windbreaker disappear up the main concourse, then waited as the silence returned. For a moment, the aisle was his alone.

He knelt, fished a can of paint thinner from the bottom shelf, pretended to check the label. The backs of his knees pressed cold to the tile. His hands, gloved in cheap latex, moved with a rehearsed economy: the right slipped under the lowest shelf lip, the left braced the can. From inside the bag, thumb and forefinger found the device. It was small—a palm-sized packet of foil, a twist of wire, a nested coil of magnesium ribbon, all swaddled in a sheath of bright yellow legal paper. Yellow for visibility, but tucked out of sight, it would mean nothing to the eventual sifting of debris. Not unless you already knew.

He slid the device into the shadowed space behind the paint thinner, pressed it tight against the cinderblock wall. The adhesive pads locked it in place. He let his fingers linger, feeling the tension, the potential in the tiny charge. He clicked the timer once, twice, and felt the faint vibration as it armed. Thirty seconds. He stood, fast, heart drumming in his neck.

A store clerk rounded the endcap, pushing a broom with one hand and texting with the other. John smiled, nodded, moved past with a practiced mutter: “Excuse me.” The kid didn’t even look up. He hit the next row, then the next, winding a lazy path toward the checkout.

He kept his breathing even, slowed his walk to a normal gait. At the front registers, he set the screws and notepad on the counter. The cashier, a girl with wet-looking hair and a bandage on one thumb, scanned the items without a word. She didn’t notice the faint chemical tang that trailed him, or if she did, she wrote it off to the store itself.

John watched the front windows, timing the glances of the customers queued up at customer service. No eyes on him. Good.

He paid cash. The girl counted back his change, distracted, mouthing the numbers under her breath. “Have a good night,” she said, already looking past him.

“You too,” he said, with a smile that felt exactly right.

He stepped out into the dying sunlight. His watch ticked over, second hand shivering in place. He walked to his car, resisting the urge to look back. He tossed the bag onto the passenger seat, shut the door, and exhaled. His pulse was still high, blood humming at the wrists. He stared through the windshield at the glowing sign, watched a pair of kids argue about paint chips, a woman hauling a bag of mulch out to her trunk. Ordinary lives, no idea.

He glanced at the digital clock on the dash: 5:36 p.m.

He waited. Thirty seconds, maybe a little more. The device was only meant to start a slow burn, something that would eat at the insulation, crawl along the inside of the wall until the solvents gave it wings. He pictured it in his mind: the magnesium flaring, the foil splitting open, the yellow paper blackening to a crisp. He’d set the timing perfectly. The store would be packed in an hour, but by then the fire would already be alive, invisible and patient, gnawing at the bones of the place.

John Keller sat in the car until the pulse in his throat slowed. He fished the notepad from the bag, wrote a line in tiny block letters—“SP 17:36, plant clean, no eyes”—then tore the page and tucked it into the glove compartment, behind a mess of gas receipts.

He started the car, pulled out of the lot, and drifted into the slow river of rush hour traffic. As he turned onto Huntington, he checked the rearview. The store shrank, then vanished behind a row of fast food joints and neon-lit strip malls. Nobody followed. Nobody ever did.

A slow grin bloomed at the edges of his mouth, invisible to anyone but himself.

The only sound was the soft click of his turn signal, and the knowledge that something perfect had just begun.
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Chapter 3: The Expert's Reputation
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Morning at the station meant burnt coffee, mildew from the showers, and the dull stink of sweat ground into the linoleum. John Keller always arrived first, an hour before shift. The locker room was dark and cool, a vault echoing with distant radios and the hiss of water pipes. He unlocked his metal cubby, set his gym bag on the bench, and hung his uniform with the care of a museum archivist. Shirt, slacks, boots lined up parallel, not a single scuff or loose thread. He took a polishing rag from the top shelf and worked the badge until it caught the overhead fluorescence like a sharp coin.

Half an hour later, the place filled: men and women trickling in, dropping duffels, calling out jokes half-swallowed by the concrete. Most wore sweats, logos peeled off by a dozen washes. Someone in full turnout gear—a rookie move, straight from academy—passed him, smelling of char and gear soap.

“Early again, Keller?” Ramirez asked, voice echoing. She ran a comb through her thick ponytail, squinting at her reflection in the mirror.

“Old habits,” he said, not looking up.

She smirked. “Bet your wife loves that.” The implication hung, but John ignored it. He finished lacing his boots, then checked the crease on his uniform slacks one more time.

The bulletin board loomed above the mail slots, a layer cake of city memos and dog-eared printouts. But at eye-level, dead center, someone had tacked three newspaper clippings side-by-side. The first, a grainy photo of the South Pasadena store’s charred shell, captioned “Blaze Guts Hardware, 4 Dead.” The second, a smiling headshot of the store manager, printed from a memorial website. The third was a color copy of the Glendale News-Press article from two days ago, featuring John’s own name in a pull-quote: “Arson Investigation Led by Keller.”

He stood there, absorbing the collage. It was both shrine and crime scene. His eyes traced the block letters of the death toll, lingering on each number. Four. He knew their names, their routines, their morning habits. He’d studied their faces in the employee roster the day before the fire. He didn’t feel sorry, exactly, but he did feel something—an animal clarity, a sense of the event locked into place. A puzzle box sealed and buried.

A palm smacked his shoulder. “Nice pull last night,” said Jenkins, half-masked by a towel and carrying a two-liter of Mountain Dew under his arm. “You gonna write us all up for overtime?”

“Paperwork’s half the job,” John said, feigning a smile.

Jenkins snorted, leaned close. “Nah, you love this shit.” His teeth were sharp and yellow, eyes bloodshot. “You see the write-up in today’s Tribune? They’re calling you the Sherlock Holmes of Arson now.” He said it loud enough for a couple others to turn and snicker.

John studied the clippings, fingers hovering just shy of the paper. “Catchy.”

He felt the others looking at him, waiting for a real reaction. But he kept his face clean. The joke would pass. It always did.

Chief Martinez came in, a man shaped like a fireplug and built for intimidation. His black uniform was unbuttoned at the neck, a gold pin winking above the breast pocket. He scanned the room, zeroed in on John, and crooked a finger. “Office,” he said. It wasn’t a request.

John followed, feeling every set of eyes tracking him down the hall. Martinez’s office was a converted supply closet with a window that looked out on nothing but HVAC ductwork. The chief sat behind a desk pockmarked by cigarette burns, and gestured for John to close the door.

“You did good work,” Martinez said, voice low. “The South Pasadena guys sent over their report this morning. They want you to review the scene photos before the file goes up the chain.” He slid an envelope across the desk. “But that’s not why you’re here.”

John picked up the envelope. His name, in tight blue Sharpie, sat dead center.

“You ever think about writing up your process for the Journal?” Martinez asked. “You get published, it makes us look good. You get your pick of the new assignments. Maybe even something in the private sector, if you want it.”

John shrugged, palming the envelope’s contents—a letterhead from the National Fire Investigation Journal, formal invite to submit a case study. “Never considered it.”

Martinez grinned. “Well, consider it. You got a gift. Don’t waste it chasing burnt wiring and insurance fraud.”

John nodded, eyes flicking to the stacks of old binders lining the wall—other men’s careers, faded names on the spines. He could picture his own binder up there, someday, thick with solved cases and clipped newsprint.

He stood, pocketed the letter. “Thank you, Chief.”

“Don’t thank me. Just don’t fuck it up.”

Back in the hall, Ramirez waited by the bulletin board. She glanced at the envelope, then at him. “What’s the big secret?”

He hesitated, then handed her the letter. She read it, eyebrows rising. “You’re going national, Keller? Damn. You gonna forget us little people?”

“I’ll always need a good tech,” he said, and she laughed.

The squadroom filled as shift change drew near—boots thumping, chairs dragging. The air grew dense with anticipation, a shared hunger for the first call of the day. John retreated to his locker, hung up the uniform for now, and slipped on a station tee and navy windbreaker.

He found himself drifting back to the board. The photos hadn’t moved, but the tape holding them was already curling at the edges. He pressed it flat, then smoothed a crease in the South Pasadena clipping. His thumb lingered on the photo of the ruined storefront, the blackened windows empty as missing eyes.

Behind him, Jenkins barked a laugh. “Careful, Keller. You keep staring at your own handiwork, people’ll talk.”

John didn’t turn. “Somebody has to.”

The tone in the room shifted—a beat of recognition, maybe respect, maybe something colder. He felt the pulse in his neck, just below the skin, as alive as ever.

He stepped away, the voices rising again as he walked. But in the echoing locker room, the last words followed him, sticky as old smoke.

“Sherlock Holmes of Arson,” someone muttered, half-joking, half-true.

John kept walking, letting the words burn themselves out behind him.

* * *
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The back office at the station was a dead zone for light and sound, tucked behind a steel door and a shelf of old binders. The window faced a cinderblock wall and never let in sun. John liked it that way; he could think. He could control the temperature of the room and the temperature of his own mind.

On his desk: a legal pad, yellow as sulfur, and four crime scene photos clipped to cardboard. Each showed the South Pasadena fire at a different stage—ignition, flashover, collapse, aftermath. The photographs were glossy, the colors loud and chemical. He’d arranged them in a line so they told a story, stepwise, like the pages of a flipbook. To the right, his notes from the initial walkthrough, margins crowded with shorthand and symbols. Above, taped to a lamp, the printout of the journal invitation, the crest of the National Fire Investigation Journal at the top.

He worked in block letters—neat, methodical, no crossouts. Every so often, he’d pause and close his eyes, remembering the fire. Not the event as he’d seen it on video, but the inside version, the sensory logic of the thing. The early crackle as solvent soaked through drywall. The moment the heat gathered enough to bend the rebar. The flush of pressure behind his eyes as the air turned to poison, and the whiteout roar when the windows finally blew.

He’d learned to chase that feeling, but to do it quietly. Even now, sitting at his desk, he could feel the ghost of it in his lungs. He would hold his breath for a count of six, let the memory bloom, then let it go. When he opened his eyes, his handwriting was always sharper, his thoughts tighter.

He chose the photos with care. In the draft article, he explained his process as if it were an investigation, not a confession. Each photo supported a claim—angle of ignition, fuel vector, evidence of accelerant. He wrote about “the perpetrator’s methodology” as if it were some stranger’s. He made sure to note, with asterisks, the bits that a clever reader might want to follow up on, and then he’d decide if he would leave them in or cut them in the final version.

He was halfway through a paragraph on the timing of the burn when the door opened. Daniel Hawthorne stood in the threshold, taking up too much space. Hawthorne’s uniform was rumpled, sleeves rolled, and there were coffee stains on his cuffs. His face had the washed-out look of a man who lived inside his own nerves. But he smiled, warm, and pointed at the stack of papers.

“Keller. Even when you’re not on the clock, you’re on the clock.” He shut the door behind him. “I get it. Some fires don’t leave you alone.”

John kept his hand loosely over the photo of the ignition device, masking the edge of the image. “Got asked to write something for the Journal,” he said. “Chief wants the station in the spotlight.”

Hawthorne nodded, circling behind the chair. He sniffed the air—maybe for cigarettes, maybe for something else—and then sat on the edge of the desk. “You going to include the full sequence? Some of these guys only show the after, the cleanup. It’s lazy.”

“I want people to see the decisions,” John said. “How every pattern is a story. If you only show the end, you miss the intelligence.”

“Exactly,” said Hawthorne. He reached for the top photo, but John intercepted, passing him a less incriminating shot—the warehouse gutted, firefighters silhouetted against the flames. “That’s the one they used for the paper,” Hawthorne said. “Look at your face. You look like you could eat glass.”

John shrugged, took the photo back. “It was a long night.”

“I read your notes on the South Pasadena case,” Hawthorne said, switching gears. “Good catch on the secondary point of origin. Most would have called it a single-source job.”

“Didn’t feel right,” John said, eyes on the legal pad.

“You’ve got a weird sense for these things.” Hawthorne’s tone was a compliment, but under it was a thread of something else. Curiosity, maybe.

John offered a careful smile. “I spend a lot of time reading fire.”

A pause. Hawthorne looked him up and down, as if searching for evidence on the man instead of the page. Then he softened, the way he always did before shifting to small talk. “Susan called me last week. Said you never come up for air. You should let her drag you to poker night.”

John made a show of checking his watch. “Maybe next time. I’ve got to get this draft in before Martinez changes his mind.”

“Don’t let him edit you,” said Hawthorne, standing. “He’ll bleed all the teeth out of it.”

“I’ll keep it technical, but accessible.” John lifted his pen, cueing Hawthorne that the conversation was over.

“Don’t work too late,” Hawthorne said, letting himself out. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

The door shut with a soft thud. John exhaled, slow, letting the mask drop. He shuffled the photos back into their order, this time putting the ignition device shot on the bottom. He reread the last two paragraphs he’d written, then crossed out one sentence entirely—a line about “familiar signatures” that felt too close to the bone.

He took up his pen, checked the window for movement, and leaned in. The legal pad filled with words: pattern, sequence, intent, heat. He wrote with the steady focus of a surgeon, making sure each detail fit, each fact built the myth he wanted to build.

Every few lines, he stopped and shut his eyes, feeling the fire behind his eyelids. The memory didn’t fade; it sharpened, then softened, then returned to a low simmer. When he opened his eyes again, he was calm, efficient, precise.

He finished the section with a line about “the ongoing investigation into the unique psychological profile of the arsonist.” He underlined the phrase, then smiled, baring his teeth to the empty room.

He stacked the papers, capped his pen, and wiped a smudge from the edge of the desk. The air felt clearer now, the ghosts tucked away.

He turned off the light, left the office, and locked the door behind him.

* * *
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The training room was a long, narrow box filled with battered chairs and the stale tang of coffee left on the burner since dawn. Five junior investigators packed the first row, uniforms as crisp as fresh print. John Keller stood at the whiteboard, arms folded, watching them fidget through the last minutes before nine. The room was humming with nervous energy, as if everyone knew they were being watched for mistakes.

Angela Ramirez had the prime seat—front and dead center, spiral-bound notebook ready, the tip of her pen already ink-stained. She sat upright, hair braided tight, and her eyes didn’t blink much. The others—two guys from Burbank, one woman from the Valley, a transfer from San Gabriel—had less focus, but they copied her posture anyway.

John flipped the wall switch. The old projector stuttered to life, painting the board with a blown-up photograph of the South Pasadena blaze. The image was sharp: black V-shaped charring against pale drywall, a vector running clean from the corner of the fuse box to the ceiling. He let the room go quiet before he spoke.

“All right. Let’s see if you can beat the report,” he said. “Ramirez, what do you see?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Primary point of origin is the electrical panel, but the depth of burn’s too regular. No blowout from arcing. There’s something else.”

John nodded, clicked to the next slide. A zoomed shot of the baseboard—lighter streaks against the char, a glimmer of chemical residue. “Good. What about the color here?”

Ramirez: “Accelerant, likely. Petroleum base. The white line is saponification, from the heat.”

He suppressed a smile. “And the timing?”

She leaned forward, eyes bright. “Even burn, no flash marks until upper wall. That’s slow soak. Someone set it hours before ignition.”

“Exactly,” said John, letting it settle in the air. He turned to the group. “Most arsonists start fast, with something they can light and run. This guy waited. Controlled, patient. That’s what trips up people who only look for the obvious.”

He let the pointer drift over the burn patterns. The other students scribbled furiously, but John could tell by their faces they were missing the point. Ramirez watched his hands, not the board, as if trying to figure out the trick behind the demonstration.

He worked them through two more examples: a strip mall torch job and a house fire from Van Nuys. At each, he made the questions harder, the details thinner, until only Angela was still raising her hand.

At the break, he let the group go but caught her attention with a nod. She stayed in her seat, pen rolling between her fingers.

“You want to know how I picked it?” he said.

Angela hesitated, then: “Yes, sir.”

He dimmed the projector, pulled the photo stack from the edge of the desk. “Pattern recognition. Most guys, they memorize the textbook stuff—how flame moves, what materials do under heat. But the best arsonists, they know the investigators are looking for that. So they break the rules, set traps. You have to look past the obvious.”

She thought about it, then said, “You’re saying the fire’s a message.”

John liked the answer. “It always is,” he said. “Sometimes it’s the only way people know how to talk.”

The fluorescent light above flickered, sending a ripple of white across the lenses of his glasses. He saw himself mirrored in her pupils: a narrow figure, half in shadow, lines of the burn photo drawn across his face.

Angela broke the silence. “Was the South Pasadena case the work of a pro?”

He weighed the question. “Someone who studied,” he said. “And who liked to see people try and fail to catch him.”

She smiled, quick and sharp. “I want to catch guys like that.”

“You will,” he said. And he meant it, though a small part of him wondered if she’d someday be the one piecing together his own patterns.

The rest of the group drifted back in, loud and awkward now that the tension had broken. John stepped aside, let Angela run the next exercise. She took the lead with no hesitation, walking them through a mock scene, asking the right questions. She had the poise of someone twice her age. He caught the other students glancing at her, recalibrating their own ambitions.

By the end of the session, John barely had to talk. He stood at the back, arms crossed, watching her teach. The fluorescent lights buzzed above, the dry-erase markers squeaked. It was the quietest and best the room had ever felt.

When the session ended, the students gathered their notes, muttering thanks. Angela lingered, packing her things slow.

He waited until the others left. “You have a good eye,” he said.

She looked up, cautious but hopeful. “You think so?”

“Better than that,” he said. “You see the logic. Most people don’t.”

Angela’s cheeks went pink. She closed her notebook, hesitated. “Thank you, sir.”

He watched her leave, her stride quick and steady. When the door swung closed, John found himself smiling, not with pride, but with anticipation.

He gathered up the photo prints, reordered them, and slipped the top one—his favorite, the moment of flashover—into his pocket before he left the room.

* * *
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The hall outside the training room was dim and cold, lined with trophy cases and old class photos faded to sepia. John closed the door behind him, clutching the stack of burn pattern prints. He made it five steps down the corridor before he heard footsteps behind him, quick and purposeful.

Angela Ramirez caught up, nearly out of breath. “Detective Keller?”

He stopped, looked back. “Just John, after hours.”

She nodded, smiling nervously. “John. You have a minute?”

He gestured to the nearest bench, a welded-plastic relic from some donor’s nameplate era. She sat, spine rigid, notebook pressed flat on her lap. For a moment, she stared at the floor, searching for a way to start.

“I wanted to ask—” Her voice caught. She cleared her throat, tried again. “I wanted to know how you got into this. The investigative side.”

He weighed her for a second—was it an interview, or was she just buying time before telling him something more dangerous? He sat beside her, keeping half a body’s width of space, the way you would with someone who might break if you got too close.

“My father was a fireman,” he said. “I grew up on stories about the ones that made it out and the ones that didn’t. It’s a way to make sense of chaos, I guess.”

She nodded, jaw clenching. “For me it was the opposite. I lost my house when I was twelve. Arson. We barely made it out.” Her hands were steady now, fingers splayed on the blue plastic. “They never figured out who did it. The investigator said there wasn’t enough evidence.”

John’s face was neutral, but inside something dark turned over, animal and alert. He’d heard versions of this story before, from victims and from the occasional rookie with a chip on their shoulder. But this felt real—her body language, the way she said investigator like it was a curse.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That’s tough, growing up in someone else’s mess.”

She almost laughed, a short bark that turned into a cough. “It’s why I started studying. I need to be better than the guy who missed it. I need to not let it happen to anyone else.”

He felt her words settle in, the simple honesty of them. He shifted the photo stack so she could see the top image, the one with the clean V-pattern. “You ever go back to the scene?”

She shook her head. “Demolished. It was an old Craftsman, big porch, wood everywhere. We lived in the rental for a year, then moved to East LA. Mom couldn’t even drive past the old neighborhood.”

John filed away the details—wooden porch, likely old wiring, fast spread, maybe an accelerant for that era. “You remember the way it burned?”

She closed her eyes. “Started in the basement. They think it was set there. I woke up to the smell—I still remember that. It’s not like a normal fire. It’s oily, thick. I made it out, but my brother almost didn’t.”

He let her linger in the memory, noting the way her hands now fidgeted with the notebook spiral. He could almost see the scene, her at the window, the rush of smoke, the crawl of the flames up the walls. The fear, yes, but also the clarity—the way trauma sharpens the world.

“Do you remember the fire patterns?” he asked, gentle. “The way the smoke moved? How fast?”

Angela opened her eyes. “It was black, not gray. Heavy. The whole house felt pressurized. The investigator said it was accelerant, but they never found any residue. I always thought they just didn’t look hard enough.”

He let himself nod, feigning sympathy. “It’s not always easy. The older houses, the right fuel, it can burn almost perfectly clean. No residue left.”

“But there’s always something,” she said. “Isn’t there?”

He almost smiled. “For the people who know how to see it, yes.”

She stared at him, intensity unbroken. “I want to learn. Not just the technical stuff, but the way you—” She stopped herself, cheeks flushing. “The way you read a fire. Like you know what it’s thinking.”

John felt a pulse in his neck, an odd tension he hadn’t expected. “I can help you with that,” he said, and it was both a promise and a warning.

Angela’s eyes went wet, but she blinked it away. “Thank you. Really.” She stood, collected herself, and turned as if to go, then paused. “I’m sorry if that was too personal.”

He shook his head. “It’s the only way to get better.”

She smiled, this time genuine. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow. Early, if that’s all right.”

He said it was.

She left, footsteps echoing down the empty hall. John waited, counting out the seconds until he couldn’t hear her anymore.

He stared at the burn pattern print in his hand, tracing the lines with his finger. He wondered if, in some distant city, a twelve-year-old boy or girl was staring into the dark, trying to remember how the smoke had moved.

He thought of Angela’s determination—the way it could be an asset, or a weapon, depending on who pointed it.

He slipped the photo back in the stack, then headed out, eyes already scanning for anything out of place.

You never knew when someone would start seeing patterns that shouldn’t be there.

* * *
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John liked the city best at night, when the daylight distractions went to ground and the world simplified itself to pools of sodium vapor and the geometry of headlights. He drove slow, windows half down even in winter, the car’s heater on low to keep the glass from fogging. The air had a specific taste: cold, metallic, the faint reek of scorched trash somewhere blocks away.

He wasn’t looking for anything in particular, not yet. He was running reconnaissance.

At the first stop sign, he let the engine idle and scanned the intersection—two-story Craftsman with a wide wooden porch, old paint flaking, grass overgrown. He rolled past at five miles per hour, cataloging sightlines, noting the burned-out streetlight and the unmanned corner. Good kindling, lots of dry trim. Probably a rental. He marked it down in his head, then reached for the notebook in the passenger seat and made a notation: “Glenwood/7th, porch, loose siding.”

A couple blocks down, he found a row of connected townhouses. Each unit had a private garage, plastic recycling bins stacked in the carports. He liked the symmetry of it—one ignition, a domino effect, the spread limited only by how quickly the neighbors noticed. He slowed again, eyes tracking the alley, the second-floor balconies. No dogs, but two cars in every drive. Risky but elegant. “Maywood/Harvard, row, 6 attached, no alarm visible.”

The traffic was dead. He could have been the only living thing on the street. Every so often, a car would appear in the mirror, hang back, and then vanish at the next light. The city breathed in cycles—rush, then nothing, then a new set of patterns.

He hit the commercial strip next: chain donut shop (always open, always greasy), an all-night pharmacy, a laundromat with neon bulbs sputtering. At the corner, a small independent liquor store—no camera dome, no bars on the windows. The clerk inside was reading a paperback, oblivious. John made a mental note: retail was predictable, but also boring. He wanted something more intricate. Still, he jotted “Sunset/Lake, corner shop, poor lock” before moving on.

He tapped the steering wheel as he drove, a slow irregular pattern. It wasn’t nervousness, just a way to keep time. Every pass, he looked for variables: which porch lights stayed on, which homes had security stickers, which driveways showed tire tracks not yet smudged by dew.

Halfway through the run, a patrol car slipped behind him, lights dark but presence obvious. John straightened, let his hands rest at ten and two, and made a deliberate, legal right turn. The police car didn’t follow, but he kept the act going for three blocks. When he was sure he was alone, he let his posture relax, even allowed himself a grin. He was good at blending in, at being nobody.

He circled back to the apartment complex on Sierra Madre. Three stories, gated lot, but the pedestrian gate was always left open for smokers. He passed once, then again, each time cataloging the units with cracked windows and the dumpsters overflowing at the far end. A building like that would be a slow burner, lots of compartments. He imagined the way the fire would crawl through the walls, unseen at first, then erupt all at once. He felt the familiar surge—a tightness in the chest, not quite excitement, not quite panic.

He drove past a third time, then forced himself to keep moving. Too many passes and someone would notice. He made a final note in the book: “Sierra Madre/Alta, apts, smoker gate.”

Satisfied, at least for now, he turned toward home. The heater fought the outside air, blurring the windshield at the edges. He breathed deep, letting the night filter through him, through all the filters he’d built up over the years.

The last thing he wrote before reaching his driveway was: “Find out tenant turnover, check laundry vent after 10 p.m.”

He closed the notebook, stashed it under the seat, and rolled the window up. The quiet of the parked car was absolute. For a few seconds, he sat there, eyes closed, mapping the night’s options over and over until the lines all made sense.

He turned the key to off, grabbed his gym bag, and slipped into the darkness between the car and the front door.

The world outside was always full of noise and movement, but the world inside—his world—was pure logic, sequence, heat.

* * *
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The kitchen was lit warm, all yellow bulbs and soft edges. Susan had set the table with a placemat under every plate, napkins folded crisp as origami. The counters gleamed, each appliance stowed in its rightful place. Even the salt and pepper shakers—ceramic, shaped like little chickens—sat perfectly aligned.

John washed his hands at the sink, watching the ink swirl down the drain. When he came to the table, Susan was ladling out stew. She wore a navy sweater, hair tucked behind her ears, glasses pushed up on the bridge of her nose. She looked up at him and smiled, the way she always did when she wanted the evening to feel like routine.

“Long day?” she asked, setting his bowl in front of him.

He nodded, dabbing his hands with the napkin. “Training the juniors. Couple of them might turn out decent.”

Susan took her seat, arranged her utensils, then looked again at his hands. “You’ve got ink all over you.”

He glanced down, saw the blue-black stains at the base of his thumb, and shrugged. “Paperwork,” he said. “Chief wants me to write up a case for the national journal. I’m supposed to make the department look good.”

“That’s great,” she said, eyes lighting up. “See? All your work pays off.” She spooned a carrot chunk into her mouth, chewed, then reached for the bread basket. “Do you know what you’ll write about?”

He hesitated, selecting a neutral answer. “South Pasadena fire. The big one from last week. They think I caught something the others missed.”

Susan smiled, but there was a tremor in the gesture. “You always do,” she said, and he couldn’t tell if it was pride or concern.

He ate mechanically, letting the silence breathe. In the background, the pilot light in the stove made a faint ticking noise, steady as a heartbeat.

“You’ve been working late a lot,” Susan said. She waited for him to answer, then added, “I know the job’s demanding, but—are you sleeping all right?”

He considered lying, then just nodded. “It’s only temporary. Big cases, new hires to train. Once things settle, I’ll be home more.”

She reached across the table, touched the back of his hand with her fingertips. “I worry sometimes,” she said. “You used to tell me the details, the little stories. Now you’re so closed off when you get home. Like you’re somewhere else.”

He smiled, let her squeeze his hand. “I’m just tired. After the push to get through a scene, all I want to do is eat and forget about it.”

“Is it bad?” she asked, voice almost a whisper. “The things you see?”

He met her gaze, let his face go soft. “Some nights, yeah. But it’s not as bad as it used to be.” He let go of her hand, reached for his water. “Tell me about your day.”

Susan perked up, grateful for the pivot. She launched into a story about her third-graders: two girls fighting over a sticker sheet, a boy hiding snacks in his desk. As she talked, her hands sketched the shapes of the classroom in the air.

John let his mind drift, eyes on the window. Outside, the streetlights made the wet pavement glisten. In the reflection, he could see Susan’s face, animated and earnest, and behind her, the blue ghost of a flame from the gas stove, flickering against the glass.

He stared at the little fire, watching it pulse in time with Susan’s voice. It was beautiful, contained, safe. Nothing like the wild, hungry thing he craved. Still, he let himself stare at it until the rest of the world faded to the edges.

Susan noticed. Her words slowed, then stopped. She followed his gaze to the window, then back to his face.

“John?”

He blinked, snapped back. “Sorry. Just tired, like I said.”

She nodded, but this time didn’t smile. She picked up her fork, speared a carrot, and chewed it in silence.

They finished the meal with only the clink of silverware and the ticking stove to fill the space.

Afterward, Susan cleared the plates, stacked them in the dishwasher, and wiped down the table. She turned back once, as if to say something, but he had already retreated to his office, the door closing with a soft click behind him.

In the dark, the only light was the ghostly afterimage of the kitchen flame, flickering on the back of his eyelids.

* * *
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John arrived at the station before anyone else, his sneakers squeaking on the waxed tile. In the hush before the morning shift, he liked the way the air felt: new, unclaimed, as if each day were a clean sheet of paper.

He clicked on the desk lamp, dropped his keys in the tray, and thumbed through the stack of mail in his cubby. Standard fare—shift schedules, a glossy flyer for insurance open enrollment, a clipped pack of coupons for local coffee. The third envelope was thick, the address written in an unfamiliar hand. He slit it open with the edge of a binder clip.

Inside, an embossed letterhead: “California State Association of Arson Investigators Annual Conference, Fresno.” The print was raised, heavy. Underneath, a note: “Detective John Keller, you are cordially invited to present your findings in the South Pasadena series. Panel: Advanced Forensic Analysis. All travel and lodging provided.”

He held the letter up to the light, savoring it. Fresno. New faces, a different rhythm, nobody looking too closely at his habits. He turned the invitation over, ran his finger along the paper’s edge. This was the sort of thing that made a career. Or, in his case, protected it.

A few minutes later, the squadroom began to fill. Hawthorne was first, juggling a styrofoam cup and three donuts balanced on a napkin. “You gonna be a bigshot now?” he said, nodding at the invite in John’s hand.

“It’s just a panel,” John said, but he let a hint of pride leak through.

Hawthorne grinned, bit into a donut. “You’ll do fine. Just remember to smile for the cameras.”

One by one, the others drifted in—Jenkins, Ramirez, the Valley transfers. Someone pinned up a conference flyer on the bulletin board, and within the hour the whole shift knew Keller was the man Fresno wanted.

The rest of the morning, he kept his head down. He cleared his inbox, updated three reports, and fielded a half-dozen calls about open cases. At 10:12 sharp, he opened the top drawer of his desk and took out a digital voice recorder, a cheap black brick with a red plastic button.

He thumbed it on, checked the time, and began to dictate. “Panel One: Multi-Vector Origin Fires. Case studies to include South Pasadena, Van Nuys, and San Marino. Emphasis on sequential accelerant triggers, delayed ignition devices, and the psychological profile of serial arsonists.”

His voice was measured, almost bored. But as he spoke, he started weaving in the real details—the ones he’d lived, not just read. He described how a smart firestarter staggered their burn points, how you could fool even a seasoned team by switching up accelerants mid-sequence, how to mask a telltale signature by planting false clues at the scene. Each technique couched in academic language, each practical tip tucked in among the theoretical.

He imagined the audience: rows of graying men with notepads, eager juniors like Ramirez with their recorders, maybe a few journalists. He could hear the questions, already forming. How did you know to look there? What tipped you off? He crafted answers as he spoke, careful to keep the narrative just this side of plausible. He wanted them to believe, but not to understand.

He finished with a wrap-up: “The modern arsonist is a student of investigation. As we adapt, so do they. Our only advantage is to learn faster.” He clicked off the recorder and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

The next hour was admin noise—Hawthorne bitching about missing evidence forms, Ramirez scouring the new case files for a challenge. John bided his time, searching the web for info on the other panelists. A quick search on the Association’s site brought up a list: two fire marshals from NorCal, a forensic chemist from state DOJ, and one name in bold—Marvin Thompson, Bakersfield. He’d heard of Thompson. The man was old-school, notorious for never letting go of a case. John smiled, tapped the name into his notebook, and underlined it.

Just before lunch, he opened his bottom desk drawer and ran his fingers along the inside edge. He pressed a hidden catch, and a false panel slid loose, revealing a small roll-up kit of tools—blanks, cord, magnesium wire, foil packets labeled in his own code. He checked that everything was in place. It was.
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