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        Twenty years ago

      

      

      Conditions were perfect. Tonight was the night.

      Richard sat in the front seat of his “nondescript compact.” Or so the police had taken to referring to his vehicle on the news. They had yet to get the color right, considering he repainted it every week or so—and switched out the license plates.

      No one ever got close enough to see the VIN number.

      Or his face.

      He watched the building for a while, imagining the way it would look soon enough. His best work could never be rushed. The moment his desire couldn’t be swayed by prudence, it was going to prove his downfall. The ability to be patient had been his greatest strength thus far. Every night he waited for the perfect conditions to create his work.

      One day he would achieve the ultimate…

      The perfect fire.

      Tonight had shaped up to be the night. For the past two weeks, he’d been working on this apartment building. A nudge here. A fix there.

      Closing vents.

      Sealing sprinkler heads or cutting the wires on the smoke detectors. Disconnecting the fire alarm systems. Finally, he had made sure the basement laundry room would be a tinder box, as it were. Getting in and out quickly, so he wasn’t seen or at least remembered much. He used different utility worker uniforms. Gaining access so he could do his work.

      His lips curled up just thinking about all that lint buildup.

      All that heat with nowhere to go.

      As Richard eased out of the car into the muggy air, the door creaked like it always did. He hadn’t figured out how to get it to quit yet. Too busy working on his far more important occupation. He knew what the psychologist had said about his obsession, so he had endeavored to suppress the urge.

      Until the time was right.

      He’d taught himself to control the need to see sweet flames licking up. To feel the heat himself and know that anything burned would be destroyed. He could bring an end to everything, like God himself. It would all burn in the end, all the efforts of man destroyed by fire until nothing remained but what he deemed worthy.

      Sweat rolled down the sides of his face as he carried the three shoe boxes down the sidewalk to the building. Downtown, close to the center of Benson. The building was at least forty years old. He had chosen well, not just because of the aging wiring and the lingering heat that made his shirt stick to his skin.

      He used a master key copied from the building super to gain entry to the rear door, down the concrete steps. The one most residents propped open when they ran the dryers—at least in the last week. Inside the laundry room the air hung thick, laced with the scents of detergent and fabric softeners.

      Richard set the first device in a dryer, as planned. This one was full of hot clothes because Mrs. Edwin worked the late shift as a nurse and evidently got pulled into overtime tonight. Her son always forgot to retrieve the clothes for her, no matter how many times she asked.

      Every component in the shoe box would burn along with everything else.

      No evidence.

      No way to find him.

      He chuckled at the idea of standing in the crowd, watching the building burn like any other spectator.

      A shuffle caught his attention. A sniff.

      Richard spun around. One of the devices in his hands nearly slid off the other. Almost a disaster, but he caught it and righted the stack in his hands.

      He laid them down and went to the source of the disturbance he had heard. Along the row of dryers, then washers. The shelves above were stacked with detergents and empty boxes of dryer sheets. Bundles of lint between them, handfuls tossed up there by the people who actually bothered to clean out lint traps but couldn’t seem to find the trash can. That was where he’d had the idea of backing up the vents, blocking all the airflow to trap the fire inside this room.

      Wedged between the first washer and the wall, a scraggly dark-haired child wearing threadbare shorts and an oversize T-shirt sat clutching his knees.

      Richard crouched. “Are you lost, little boy?”

      He shook his head, eyes wide.

      “What is your name?”

      The kid swallowed. “Custard.”

      Richard frowned. What a ridiculous name for a child. This building and the people in it all deserved to burn. “Fear not, Custard. It will all be over soon.”

      But he couldn’t have the child be a witness who remembered his face. If he managed to get out.

      “You should go back to your apartment. Back to bed.” Richard stood. “Now.” He said that last word louder than the rest.

      At his bark, the child scrambled out and down the hall. A scrabble of feet on the linoleum floor, carrying a teddy bear in one hand. All skinny arms and legs. At least it wouldn’t take long for someone his size to fall asleep, minutes before his body was consumed by fire.

      Richard yelled after him, “Go!”

      He chuckled to himself and set the final ignition devices precisely where he’d planned. Then he used the same door he’d entered, digging the stack of sliced wood from the bush. He wedged one under the door, then two more around the edges—one in the space above the handle and one in the center at the top of the door.

      He did the same with the front entrance, ensuring no one inside managed to get out.

      And then he sat in his car and waited for the flames.

      Thirty minutes later the orange glow of fire lit the night sky. He cracked the window and smelled it on the air, drawing in deep inhales of the rich tang of burning wood.

      The smell of cleansing.

      Fire truck sirens split the air, coming from the other direction. He never saw them but knew precisely when they pulled up outside the building to find residents banging on the doors. Trapped and trying to get out.

      A smile split his lips.

      As soon as a crowd gathered, he would join it.

      Richard gripped the wheel, eager to go. But he had to be patient.

      Red and blue lights flashed in his rearview. He twisted in the seat and found his car suddenly surrounded by a sea of police cars.

      Richard gritted his teeth. No. They couldn’t have found him! The plan had been flawless! He shoved open the door and stumbled out.

      “Richard Sylvana, hands up!”

      Cops pointed their weapons at him, positioned behind their cars. Like an invading army in a standoff. “You’re under arrest!”

      Richard clenched down on his back teeth.

      This wasn’t over. It would never be over.
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        Present day

      

      

      Detective Samantha Jesse wasn’t on duty for another two hours, which made it the perfect time to be sitting across from her sister in the diner. Not just because Bristol enjoyed the waffles this place served as a special on Fridays, but also because the oven in their apartment was broken again and the company in charge of repairs for the complex hadn’t shown up the last three days.

      Bristol had nearly white-blond hair, currently braided in what she called her “Viking” braids. Slim figure. Perfect makeup. She kicked Samantha under the table.

      Samantha blinked out of her funk about the oven and looked at her sister who lifted her hand and signed, Pea brain at her. Bristol motioned to the server standing by their table.

      “Huh…what?” Samantha said.

      Bristol snorted. She could read lips just fine, and often let out an audible noise like a grunt or groan. She felt laughter in the vibration of the vocal chords in her throat, though a setback in development in the womb had severely impaired her hearing.

      Everything else about Samantha’s sister was perfect. She was a delicate flower—or so their parents had everyone believe.

      Bristol was dynamite wrapped in a delicate exterior. Every guy she met fell head over heels for her, immediately started learning sign language, and inevitably got their heart broken.

      Bristol was waiting for “the one.”

      Samantha told the server, “I’ll have the Mediterranean omelet, no sides, and black coffee, please.”

      Bristol rolled her eyes, understanding perfectly what Samantha had ordered. She lifted the menu and pointed to it.

      “The lemon raspberry pancakes?” the server asked. “Syrup?”

      Bristol looked at Samantha, who mouthed the word syrup. Bristol pointed to something else on the menu.

      “Blueberry sauce. Got it.” The server took their menus and wandered away.

      Bristol signed, What’s on your mind?

      Samantha made a face.

      Bristol said, Tell me.

      Samantha shifted on the bench seat of the booth. Her pistol, tucked in a holster at the small of her back dug into her spine. She might not be on duty, but no way would she remove it and risk leaving it behind. A rookie she’d known years ago did that. He’d been gone from the force two days later.

      Bristol signed the letters C-O-D-A.

      Samantha rolled her eyes. She signed back, I’m not thinking about him.

      Except that now she was thinking about her ex.

      At least she didn’t have to explain everything to Bristol. Her sister had been there through it all. They’d lived together since Samantha got out of college and Bristol had finished high school. She’d joined the Benson Police Department, where she’d risen up the ranks to Detective First Grade. Intelligence/Major Crimes division. Bristol worked from home as a data entry specialist, but when she wasn’t working, she was always out doing something.

      Her sister had a vibrant social life with clubs and events all the time for the local deaf community. They had cookouts and went hiking together. This summer a group of them had run a series of 10k races as a team, raising money for services for deaf kids in Benson.

      Samantha had lost a partner early this year—yet another guy who’d been half in love with her sister. She’d been transferred to Intelligence, where she was partnered with Jasper Hollingsworth, who had shortly thereafter quit to go work for Vanguard, a private investigations company—thankfully before he could meet Bristol. She liked her current partner, newly minted detective Romeo Alvarez, just fine.

      He would not be meeting Bristol, ever. Samantha needed him focused on his new detective position.

      Still, she was aware her sister thought her life void of any semblance of “fun.” Even if they had vastly different definitions of precisely what fun meant.

      No way was Samantha running a 10k.

      She lifted her right hand and touched her thumb to her breastbone. I’m fine.

      Bristol rolled her eyes and sat back while the server put their plates down.

      Samantha said, “Thanks.”

      “Anything else I can get you?” The server stepped back and glanced at them both.

      Samantha knew her sister’s coffee preference well enough to say, “More creamer?”

      “Sure thing.”

      Bristol flipped the little dish upside down on the table and removed it, like a cup and ball magic trick. She took the creamer she’d upended on the table and added more to her coffee—until it was more creamer than coffee. And yet her sister didn’t seem to be affected by the high sugar diet she ate.

      It was almost enough to convince Samantha to take up running.

      Almost.

      Samantha ate a couple of bites, then set her fork down. My new partner is a runner.

      He cute? Bristol’s brows rose.

      Samantha chuckled. You’re looking for a new guy already?

      Her sister had broken up with a chump a few weeks ago. Samantha had thought they might stay together, but Bristol didn’t tell her what the issue was. Just that it was over.

      Her sister glanced at the window and watched a couple of cars pass.

      The server delivered the creamers. “Anything else?”

      Samantha shook her head. When the server turned, she reached across the table and waved at the edge of Bristol’s field of vison. After Bristol turned back to her, Samantha motioned at the extra creamers.

      The door at the far end opened, and a man stepped in.

      Bristol lifted her hands, but Samantha’s instincts woke up as soon as she spotted the guy. Her sister knocked her hand on the table, but Samantha signed, Hold on.

      Samantha watched the man sweep into the room, shove past the hostess, and pull a handgun from under a trench coat.

      He swung it around. “No one move!” The guy turned to point the gun at the hostess, who scrambled back, screaming. “Give me all the cash and credit cards in here! This is a robbery.”

      Samantha edged to the end of the table. She slid her phone across to her sister, unlocking it with her thumb print. She mouthed, 911, knowing her sister would use text to communicate with emergency dispatch.

      “Sir!” She stood, holding both hands up. Needing all his attention on her. “I’m sure the server can get what you want if you give them a second.” She kept her tone light.

      Beside her, she heard a guy whisper, “Let’s tackle him. We’ll take him down.”

      Samantha stopped. “No one is going to move. Everyone is going to stay right where they are.” With her sister behind her, Bristol likely only had a limited understanding of what was going on. She wouldn’t be able to read Sam’s lips on anything she said. She might be able to read this gunman’s lips, but she’d know enough to ask for police officers.

      “That’s right!” The gunman waved his weapon around, not pointing it at anyone in particular. “No one moves, just give me the money or I start shooting!”

      Samantha couldn’t protect everyone in the room from getting hit. Who knew where he’d be pointing that gun when he squeezed the trigger, either intentionally or accidentally. All she could do was attempt to draw his fire.

      With no vest on.

      She had her badge—out of sight—and her gun on her, but those would be a last resort. All she had to do was stall him long enough for backup to show and keep any of these people from getting hurt.

      The gunman swung his weapon around again, leveling it on a woman between the first row of booths and the kitchen hatch. “You! Get me the money from the register!”

      She flinched and dropped a tray. The sound of shattering pottery exploded like a gun going off. Samantha heard her start to cry.

      “Someone better get me my money!”

      The guys in the booth by Samantha were getting antsy. She took a couple of steps toward him to cut them off, and he spotted her coming. Samantha stopped. “What’s your name?”

      He stared at her.

      “I’m Samantha, what’s your name?”

      “Doesn’t matter. I want the money. You gonna get it for me, or am I gonna blow your head off?”

      “Killing people won’t get you what you want.” She took another tiny step, all his attention focused on her. The gun pointed at her. “Tell me your name.”

      “I.P. Freely.”

      Samantha didn’t react. Across the room a mom and two kids were crying, huddled in the corner, and this guy was making jokes? “Maybe we could sit down, Mr. Freely. Have some breakfast and talk.”

      “I want money. Don’t you know how to listen, woman?”

      She didn’t want to get into whatever relationship issue put that ire in his voice. “I’m listening. That’s my job, to listen to what you want.”

      “Just give me the money, and no one gets hurt.”

      “No one is going to get hurt,” Samantha said. “But in order for me to help you, you’ll need to put that gun down.”

      “I’ll kill you and everyone in here!” the gunman shouted.

      “Don’t make this worse than it is.” Samantha had to diffuse this situation. No one from the servers to the manager, if they were even here, had appeared with money to appease the man. If he left, the people inside the diner would be safe and the police could take up the job of finding him.

      With Sam on his tail the guy wouldn’t get far.

      She got her gun out of the holster at the small of her back and lifted it at a forty-five in front of her. Held it in a loose grip. Not aimed at the gunman, but he knew who she was now.

      The gunman’s expression turned thunderous. They were at the precipice, where they either tumbled down the other side of the steep cliff or she finished this.

      “Gun down on the floor,” Samantha ordered. “Face the wall, hands behind your head.”

      His expression contorted into an angry rage.

      The door to the diner flung open and two uniformed officers came in, guns out. “Down. Weapon down. On the floor. Nice and easy.”

      The first officer, an African American woman strode in, all confidence and that command presence every cop needed.

      Her partner followed, an older Caucasian guy with stubble on his cheeks and a smudge of ketchup on his uniform shirt.

      Samantha moved to the gunman. She saw that he’d relented in his expression and the sudden slump of his shoulders. She took the gun from his hand and passed it off to the officer, then pulled out her cuffs and secured him.

      A smattering of applause sounded around the room. Then someone said, “We need help! He’s having a heart attack!”

      Sam handed the gunman off to the officers. “Call for an ambulance.” She rushed to an older man across the room, clutching his throat. Not his arm. “Can’t breathe?”

      “He’s having a heart attack!” A woman clutched his arm, jostling him. Panicked.

      “Let go.” She bent and put her head to the man’s chest. Heard an erratic heartbeat. The man’s panicked gaze met hers, and she saw the fear in his eyes. “Up we go.” Samantha grabbed him around the chest, lifting him with her arms under his armpits.

      The woman wailed, “What are you doing?”

      She got her hands in position and jerked up hard and fast to his diaphragm. The guy coughed and a chunk of some kind of meat flung across the room. He sputtered and gasped. “Thanks.”

      Sam helped him to a chair just as the EMTs ran in. Thankfully.

      Bristol grinned across the room, signing, Teach me how to do that.

      Samantha rolled her eyes. She went over to her sister, grabbed her coffee, and sat on the edge of the table, finishing it. She shot her sister a look of exasperation and signed, Nice breakfast.

      They really needed to get the oven fixed.

      A male voice called out, “Jesse!” across the room.

      Samantha turned to see her partner ease between two people and move her way through the crowd. Romeo Alvarez stopped by her, took one look at her sister, and sort of froze.

      Here we go again.
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      Fire Captain Julio Espinoza-Vasquez tipped his coffee cup toward himself and saw just a ring of dry coffee at the bottom of the mug. He straightened it and looked at the clock. After six in the evening—just over halfway through his twenty-four-hour shift. It had been a long day.

      No way there would be good coffee in the firehouse kitchen this time of evening. He’d have to boil water in the kitchen kettle and make French press in the tiny bunk room he called an office that was only two feet longer than his lieutenant’s office.

      Down the long conference table in the kitchen, two of the shift firefighters were playing chess. At the other end, an older firefighter who’d been here longer than Julio read a battered sci-fi paperback.

      Julio locked the iPad and set it on the table, reaching up with both arms and stretching.

      “Hard day?” The old timer didn’t even look up from his paperback.

      “I was reading the file from that callout last week, the little girl?”

      The paperback lowered. “Yeah?” The guy’s mustache shifted.

      “Arson found the accelerant, but it might be tough to locate the customer who purchased it.”

      One of the guys playing chess lifted his chin from his hand and glanced over. “Did they tie it to the Wilson Street fire?”

      “Not explicitly.”

      “Because it isn’t connected.” The guy’s brow rose. “Or because no one wants to use the words serial arsonist?”

      Julio’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it, about to continue the conversation when one of the younger firefighters on shift strode in and said, “Cap, the chief wants to see you.”

      Julio pushed his chair back and took the iPad with him to set his bowl in the sink. The rookies were on KP duty tonight, and they’d be responsible for all the cleanup in the kitchen after their spaghetti dinner.

      He didn’t get those duties anymore. He’d been on rotation for bathrooms and the kitchen for years. These days he had to write the schedule and file reports. He also had to call firefighters into his office if they needed to shape up. Or give them praise for a job well done. All part of ranking up in any organization, becoming a manager.

      But he still missed the day-to-day of riding truck.

      Julio strode right through the open door into Chief Greyson Frayer’s office. “Chief.” He looked around. “You ever miss cleaning toilets?”

      Greyson barked a laugh. The skin on his hands, below the sleeves of his shirt, and above the collar, showed the telltale burns of someone who’d battled a fire. He might’ve lost a lot—but he hadn’t lost everything.

      Julio wasn’t sure he could continue being a firefighter, even in the chief’s chair, after getting burned the way Greyson had. But the guy was a hero, and firefighting was in his blood.

      “Can’t say I do.” Greyson had gray hair on his temples, but the fact he’d fallen in love a few months ago and was about to get married in a matter of weeks meant these days he looked younger than he had in years.

      Julio would be surprised if he didn’t look ancient. He certainly felt it, settling into the chair across from Greyson’s dark wood desk. Used to be the desk didn’t have anything on it but work stuff, the photos of his mom and his late father, and pictures of his sister’s family were on the shelves in the corner. Now there was a fake plant in the corner of the office, Greyson had a new thermal mug, and the photo facing him that Julio couldn’t see was likely a copy of their engagement picture.

      “You saw the arson report?”

      Julio nodded.

      “They officially tied it to the other two fires. Though, you didn’t hear that from me. At least, not on the record.”

      “Got it, Chief.”

      Greyson wiggled his mouse. “Commander Herrington wants every chief in the city to report in immediately when we come across a fire that might be arson. Especially ones where it appears to have been altered in some way to make the fire more catastrophic.”

      “So it’s for sure, then.” Julio shifted on the chair. “Someone is setting fires and making sure there’s maximum damage.”

      “Not only that. They’re ensuring that lives are lost.”

      “I thought there weren’t any casualties in the first two fires?”

      Greyson winced. “It wasn’t released with the rest of the information. Arson Investigation is keeping things close to the vest, but a body was discovered at the second fire. An older woman. They believe the first was a test. His attempt to perfect the scene and get it right. No one died.”

      “But someone was in the second. It was an abandoned house, right?”

      “A foreclosure, that’s correct.” Greyson nodded. “Until we cleared the scene a couple of days later, we didn’t realize there was a body in the basement. Back corner, in a closet.”

      “Could’ve been there before the fire.”

      “Not according to the autopsy,” Greyson said. “The victim died in the fire.”

      Julio blew out a breath. “I wasn’t on shift when it happened, but I heard about it after. Still, Arson is keeping all this under a tight lid. Is that a good idea?”

      “I know.” Greyson nodded. “Secrets don’t do anyone any good, especially considering everything that happened with your predecessor.”

      The captain before Julio had been stripped of his rank and fired for having an affair with a female under his command, and for harassing other female firefighters. He’d also taken a harsher approach with rookies, especially the females.

      “The higher the quality of our firefighters,” Julio said, “the better the whole department is. But that doesn’t mean we degrade them until they meet the standard.” He leaned forward on the chair and put his elbows on his knees. “It also doesn’t mean we get integrity through transparency by keeping secrets from the public.”

      “You want a panic in the city?” Greyson paused. “What happened years ago was a mess. Hard to believe the impact is still being felt, but it was a different department back then. We are who we are now.”

      “We need to trust people. Tell them the truth.”

      Greyson stared at him. “Commander Herrington advised me to state clearly that if the media obtains any information about these fires, or the person who might be setting them, and the leak is traced back to a firefighter, that person will be fired.”

      Julio pressed his lips together.

      “So how are we going to get the word out without anyone tracing it back to us?”

      He blinked. “Um…Chief?”

      “We can’t keep people in the dark.” Greyson leaned forward. “You know that, and I know that. But we need to play this smart. Feed someone enough information the media connects the dots and it can’t be traced back to us.”

      “I’ll take another look at the files. See what I can think of.”

      “Good.” Greyson pushed his chair back. “I’m heading out.”

      “Ashlynn busy tonight?”

      The chief’s expression softened. “The PD commissioner has an event, and she’s on hand for that. Something with Vanguard Investigations, I believe. A fundraiser. I’m headed to my house to finish painting the dining room so I can get ready to sell it.” He grabbed a backpack from the floor beside him and stood, setting the bag on the chair.

      “Have a good night.”

      Greyson nodded. “Be safe.”

      Julio jogged down the stairs and wandered the halls back to the residence half of the firehouse, from the half where two stories of offices housed staff who worked normal nine-to-fives. He preferred to be closer to the engine bay even if he drove a red truck with the department emblem on it, only going to scenes as the commander.

      His phone buzzed again, and he tugged it out.

      From his mom and dad, in a thread with them both even though his dad didn’t text much—the old man preferred the face-to-face of a video call. She’d sent a photo of their latest bowling scores. Julio grinned. She’d improved. He texted back,

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to go again soon. See if I can beat your high score.

      

      

      

      

      

      He added a couple of emojis and sent it. A few seconds later he got a couple back, then a firetruck and a firefighter guy along with the words,

      
        
          
            
              
        Be safe.

      

      

      

      

      

      Overhead, the dispatch alarm sounded. Ringing through the halls. “Truck eight. Ladder seven. Warehouse fire. Multiple victims trapped.”

      A rush of feet came almost immediately, everyone heading to the engine bays. Julio tugged the turnout pants from the slender closet in his bunk room, then pulled on the same turnout coat he’d worn for years. The name CODA on the back had been a decision the brass made when they discovered the double-barrel last name wasn’t going to fit on the jacket. He wasn’t going to choose which of his parents to honor, so in his own way he honored them both.

      And the nickname stuck, as if it was a regular nickname and not a lot more.

      He jogged out the double doors to the empty engine bay, now an expanse of gleaming floor and rows of shoes on either side of where the trucks would’ve been parked. A swivel chair in the corner, close to the pool table, still rotated.

      He strode to his captain truck. The drive to the scene in the wake of two speeding red trucks with lights and sirens going was quick, and he pulled up down the street. The trucks had offloaded personnel and were already rolling out hoses to spray down the flames lighting up the building from inside. Black smoke poured out into the sky.

      This end of town, the business was manufacturing, but he had to get on the phone with dispatch to find out who leased the unit. With his clipboard and pen, and the information scribbled in the corner, Julio slapped on his helmet and went to the center of the chaos.

      He dialed up his radio and listened to the back and forth between his lieutenants and their people. In a brief break in the conversation, he said, “This is Captain Coda. Situation report.”

      The ladder lieutenant stood at the bottom of the unit on top of his truck. He grasped the radio on his jacket and replied, “Two pairs on a search of the east side, two outside ascending to the second floor now. We’ve got people trapped on this side of the building.”

      They must’ve seen them in the window and decided to get up there from the outside. Meanwhile, their colleagues did a room by room search of the same part of the building from the inside.

      Julio wanted to say a prayer for them, but the most feeling he nursed for God these days was a whole lot of anger. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away was certainly true. But he couldn’t finish the expression. Not with the way he raged inside.

      “Copy that,” Julio said. “Truck report.”

      Static crackle greeted him.

      Julio scanned the building. Flames licked out of broken windows up into the evening sky. Not yet dark, he could see the color of the smoke. “Not good.” He lifted his radio. “All positions, evac now. I repeat, evac now. This thing is turning deadly.”

      Two firefighters fled out the front doors, followed by a third.

      “Out!” Julio yelled into the radio. “Everyone out!”

      The ladder guys paused. Someone screamed from inside the window.

      A second later an explosion from deep inside the building rocked the structure.

      And then it started to collapse in on itself.
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      Samantha led the way out of the residential house and back to the car, parked at the curb. Her department vehicle was an old dark-red Toyota with a hundred fifty thousand miles on it, and temperature controls that only worked when they chose to.

      She beeped the locks and opened the driver’s door.

      On the other side of the car, Romeo pulled open his door. “So that was a bust.”

      She tipped her head to the side in a kind of nod and slid in. “Her dad, I’m guessing. He convinced her not to say anything.”

      “So the kid gets away with harassing her?”

      Samantha pulled the car away from the curb. “Nothing we can do with no testimony and no physical evidence.”

      It would be a measure of the kind of cop he was, what Romeo did when his hands were tied in an investigation. How they reacted said a lot about a person’s character when they had no power in a situation.

      As for her, she gripped the wheel. Maybe just more used to it? Feeling powerless never sat right. Who on earth would say that they were fine with it? She just had more experience—not just in her years on the job. She knew what it felt like to have no control.

      Or no voice, the way so many assumed of her sister.

      Plenty of people had dismissed Bristol as having no feelings, or no will, just because she had no way to communicate with a hearing person who didn’t know her language. Just because she couldn’t understand what a person said out loud didn’t mean she had nothing to say. That wasn’t all communication could be—or should be.

      Life was about adapting to the situation you were in.

      Making the best of it.

      Romeo tapped his phone on his leg. “I’ll text my sister. She’s SRO at the East Benson High School. Maybe she knows this kid and she can keep an eye on him.”

      Samantha nodded.

      “And in the meantime, you can tell me who your friend was.”

      She smiled but didn’t open her lips. Of course, he asked again. He’d been asking all day. Almost as if he’d fallen in love at first sight this morning at the diner—with her sister.

      “She’s who you were having breakfast with, right?”

      “Correct.” And they didn’t look alike enough that he’d immediately pegged them as siblings. Bristol looked like their mother, while Samantha took after their father.

      “You can’t even tell me her name?”

      Samantha figured her sister had already looked Romeo up online if he had profiles. A lot of cops didn’t keep social media except anonymous accounts for work. Bristol probably knew everything about him.

      “You’re a detective.” Samantha shrugged one shoulder. “Detect.”

      Romeo shifted in his seat. “This is a test of the rookie. A hazing thing.”

      “If it helps you sleep at night.”

      “Do you do this to all your partners?” he asked.

      “To be fair, I’m usually the rookie,” she replied. “Guess you drew the short straw getting me as your training partner.”

      “Or they’re easing me in gently.”

      She laughed. “Right. That’s a cop thing to do, for sure.”

      “Good point. My first training officer out of the academy didn’t let me drive for six months.”

      She pulled up at a stoplight and looked over. “I probably won’t make you wait that long.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      She looked to the front again, a smile stretching her lips wide.

      “What about for old times’ sake?” he pressed. “Is that enough for you to tell me who she is?”

      “You’re really gonna pull the ‘we got blown up together’ card?”

      “Will it work?”

      She chuckled, trying to decide if she was hungry enough for food or if they should just hit a gas station and get a soda. “You don’t even remember it. You were in critical condition, and I hit my head. We didn’t go through a foxhole moment together.”

      “Shame.”

      “How have we never talked about what you do remember?”

      He fiddled with the radio dials but didn’t change anything. “I get flashes of entering the house sometimes. I know it had to do with the case Stella and Eric were working, those domestic terror guys in the woods who turned out to be his family. I remember every moment of recovery. Every inch I had to push to get back what the injury was trying to take from me.”

      “I remember waking up after.” Throwing up. A screaming headache.

      The rest of it…those things she tried not to think about. Ever.

      That day was a dividing line in her life between who she had been before and who she was now. The life she would’ve lived if the day had gone differently. Her life as it was, and now. This.

      Her phone buzzed and lit up in the bracket on her dash, to the left of the steering wheel. “What’s that about?”

      He looked at his own cell. “Callout from dispatch. All available units. It’s a couple blocks from here. There’s a fire, and the department has firefighters trapped. They need crowd control.”

      She grabbed the radio out of the cupholder and handed it to him. “Call us in as responding.” Samantha flipped the lights and sirens on and waited for traffic to slow. She flipped a U-turn in the middle of the street and tapped her phone until it showed her directions to the address.

      Then she hit the gas.

      “Crowd control?”

      Yeah, not their usual thing.

      But that area? If he was on shift, he would be there.

      “There’s a firefighter…” How was she supposed to explain it? “I know him.” She gripped the wheel, flying through intersections. Just a few miles away. Was he all right? It was enough to convince her to pray. He believed. She believed. It was just that the knowledge never did her any good.

      It never made her life better.

      Faith didn’t change the fact that anytime she had something good, it was taken away.

      Gone.

      “Overtime money, and more time to convince you to give me her number?” Romeo paused. “We can check on your friend.”

      Samantha didn’t respond to that. Right now she had to keep things tight, get herself in check. Going this fast she had to be far more careful than usual, or a quick trip could turn deadly before they even got to the scene.

      A trickle of smoke scented air floated into the interior of the car.

      When she turned the corner onto the street where the industrial district was packed together, the yellow glow of flames came into view.

      The building had toppled in on itself.

      “That’s bad,” Romeo said. “We need to get these people back. They might be looking to help, but they don’t have gear.”

      Two more fire trucks turned the corner behind them. Samantha got out of the way and decided to just park here. They pulled on PD windbreakers and headed over. Romeo had the radio, and she pocketed her cell phone. Badge on her belt. Gun on her hip. As if any of it would protect her from flames.

      That was his job.

      Was he even here?

      “Looking for your friend?”

      She glanced at Romeo, walking beside her down the waterlogged sidewalk. They stepped over a fire department hose and came up to a crowd of about eight people. Two cops. “All right, everyone!” Samantha called out. “Back up, and keep going. We need to clear this area!”

      Romeo started ushering people back.

      “Sergeant!” She got the attention of the cop who ranked highest, at least so far. “Where do you want us?”

      “We’ll get a barricade up. If you find anyone on this side of it, send them my way.”

      “Copy that, Sarge.” She didn’t know him, just the uniform and the chevrons on his sleeves. But the fact she’d been ordered to have free reign of this side of the divider between civilians and first responders meant she could look for Julio.

      There.

      She spotted his truck, the commander on scene vehicle he drove. Captain over the trucks that had responded and the personnel who worked on them.

      “Where are you, Julio?”

      Never mind that she had no right to care. No right to walk in and demand an update from a bunch of firefighters she’d either never met or hadn’t spoken to in years.

      Samantha walked around, looking for the fire department on scene commander. They were all working the scene—like these two disheveled firefighters pulling an older man from the rubble.

      Someone yelled, “Get me airbags! We need to get this wall stabilized.” But it wasn’t him. It was a lieutenant.

      She shouldn’t disturb them. There was more at stake here than her care for one man. Surely, he was all right.

      You wouldn’t be that cruel, would You?

      Months ago, she’d been trapped in a house. Julio had responded with firefighters and helped get her out.

      She hadn’t seen him since.

      Her stomach roiled. She checked her phone and decided to search for opportunistic civilians on her way to reconvene with her partner.

      Romeo stood by the crowd, talking to a couple, and another man. As she approached, she heard him say, “…let the first responders do their jobs.”

      She stood beside him. “It’s pretty chaotic over there. If we steer clear, they’ll be able to focus.”

      Romeo nodded.

      The couple turned away. Down the street, a news van pulled up.

      “Great,” she muttered.

      Romeo hissed a breath. “Of course, it’s my ex.”

      Samantha looked at him. “Maxine Careu is your ex?”

      “Not my finest moment.” Even in the darker evening light, his cheeks flushed. “I broke it off a few months ago, and she doesn’t seem to have got the message.”

      As far as Samantha was concerned, that was even more reason not to give him her sister’s number. Bristol didn’t need to get to know a guy who went through women the way most people went through a loaf of bread. They probably wouldn’t even be able to have a basic conversation.

      “Romeo!” Maxine waved, trotting over on ridiculous heels.

      One of the people beside Samantha snorted.

      Behind Maxine, a burly guy carried a camera over his shoulder. Maxine stopped in front of them and smoothed down her hair. She batted her eyelashes at Romeo, probably determined to let him know exactly what he was missing. “Can you tell us what’s happening here?”

      Romeo motioned to the building on fire. “Pretty sure it’s exactly what it looks like.” There was a definite undercurrent of unlike you going on in his tone. “Stay back and let the firefighters do their jobs.”

      Maxine blinked, evidently surprised to be rejected so cleanly. She glanced at Samantha, and her eyes lit. “Start rolling.” She waved her cameraman over.
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