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      Did I have to prove myself again? Prove that as the new fire investigator for the regional fire marshal's office, I had the chops? After seven years, I should expect it. A woman treading into what was solely a man's world, especially new to the region, required paying some dues.

      I get it.

      But it would be nice if the confrontations could wait until after the scene is cleared? All I wanted to do right now was my job.

      I inched forward, my helmet light piercing through the gloom of ash and smoke. This was a fatal fire, and we had to recover the victims, a mom and her kids.

      My breath whooshed inside the Versa flow PPE helmet. I looked around, making sure I wasn't straying off the safe path through the gutted house. Hot spots still flared up in the walls. I'd given orders to the truck crews to keep on top of them. Every now and then, water came through the burnt-out walls like a waterfall. I was used to it, but the forensic officer just behind me wasn't. He kept shouting to turn around. I indicated it was okay, to stay on task and follow me.

      We were on the second floor of an older home and had to be laddered up for a window entry. Part of the floor on the left side of the house was gone and had taken the stairs with it.

      When kids were involved, everyone was tense, on edge, and desperate to locate the victims. I was too, but it was important to keep the team calm and go by the book.

      Only this wasn't a rescue. It was a recovery.

      I inched forward. Casting my flashlight about, looking for any indication of a body. I went deeper into the house, carefully avoiding a hole in the floor. The tension coming off the forensic officer was tangible. It irritated me, and I grit my teeth.

      I heard a scratching, and I stopped, shining the flashlight around to see what could be making the noise. But there was nothing.

      A tap on my shoulder startled me, but I forced myself to keep my reaction as minimal as possible. I refused to show any sign of weakness and faced the forensic officer with a blank expression.

      "What's up?" I looked into his eyes. I didn't know his name yet. I assumed he’d also heard the noise.

      "It's nothing." I shook my head.

      "But I hear something," he yelled. There was really no need to yell, and it was further indication of his state of mind.

      I patted him on the shoulder. "If you can't be in here without freaking out, then leave. I've got to find these bodies."

      It was as if saying “bodies” snapped sense into him. He nodded, and his flashlight shimmered through the haze.

      "Stay with me!" I called to him. It wouldn't do for him to get lost in the house. I had the floorplan imprinted in my brain. I knew where we could step, and where we couldn't. I knew which bedroom was where, and who was supposed to be in each room.

      I heard scratching again. There was something in the walls. Maybe a rat trying to get out, or a bird. I couldn't get sentimental over an animal that could be harmed by the fire. I didn't like animals being hurt, but right now, we had to focus on the occupants of the house.

      Something caught my eye through the doorway as some of the smoke cleared. Then it was gone as another wave of smoke and water rained down on us.

      "Hey," I yelled, and the officer looked up from sifting through a pile of charred furniture that was still smoldering.

      I pointed. He nodded. "Through there."

      We inched our way forward. The scratching continued behind us, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      Stop it. Don't let your mind run away with you. This isn't your first time.

      Something caught my eye, and the beam of my torchlight illuminated a pale object protruding from the ash and debris.

      I knew what it was before I got close enough to confirm.

      I put out my right hand to stop him. Our eyes met, and I knew by the expression on his face that he saw what I had. He glanced to the ground, his mouth moving as if he was saying something. Perhaps a prayer?

      I stepped around a broken and burned door into the charred hall. I kneeled, careful not to disturb anything, and rested for the briefest moment, looking down at the small skeletal hand that reached out of a pile of burnt-up fabric.

      We'd found the toddler.

      I pulled the radio from my pocket, spoke into the mic to advise the team of our discovery. I took photos to document the find before marking the location and moving on down the hall.

      This was going to be a long recovery.

      Moving carefully through the upstairs hall toward the other bedroom, I both hoped and dreaded finding the remains of the mother and the other child.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I needed a break. I was hot and felt a bit faint. The last thing I wanted was to pass out or puke in front of the new crew. I'd fight through pretty much any discomfort before letting them think I couldn’t handle my job.

      There was time for a short break before I had to get back into the building. I had to call in Shannon. She was a forensic anthropologist and needed to be on scene when a body was disarticulated. The other toddler was found in the closet, and it was clear Shannon needed to come in.

      My truck was parked just the other side of the fire trucks and the police cruisers. Normally, there was room for me to pull up in front of the building, which I preferred. I've had items stolen from my truck in the past, so I liked to keep it close. I pulled off my PPE gear and Tyvek suit. I wish I'd worn my cooling vest today. Using my supply of wet wipes, I quickly washed my face and hands and then set up my cooling chair in the shade of the truck and filled the arms with ice from my big cooler.

      Finally, I plopped into the chair, and it was heaven. I sat there with my arms immersed in the melting ice, legs spread out in front of me and closed my eyes. A lovely chill pushed the heat in me out. I could stay here forever. Instead, I gave myself a few more moments before getting the lunch and drinks I'd packed in the cooler. I was parched, and the ice-cold water with a drop of lime cordial hit the spot.

      I kept an eye on the house and the fire crews.

      It was my scene, and nobody was allowed back in the house until I said. Sure, there was a lot of power that came with my position. And yes, I'd got a lot of resistance in the beginning. But not so much anymore.

      Now, they looked to me for answers, and many of the fire fighters were interested in my work. It was rewarding to be able to educate them in any small way.

      Gradually, my expertise had become respected, and it wasn't as difficult to maintain a scene now. This was the first fire I was working in this region. I wasn't supposed to begin the new role until Monday, but I’d been called in early for this.

      I was glad I'd decided to arrive a couple days early to scope out Oak Creek. My household items and vehicle were being shipped. It wasn't so bad staying in a hotel. My bed got made and the room was cleaned. There was something to be said about not having to do it myself.

      I watched my new crew. They didn't know what to expect from me, unless they’d heard things through the pipeline. I knew I was tough, but I also knew I had compassion. For both the victims and the crews that were on scene.

      For this fire, I was definitely going to suggest to the chief that they call in some emotional support. Whenever there's kids involved… I sighed.

      What a way to start my first day.

      I paired up a grape, a chunk of cheese, and a Ritz cracker. After munching on them and swigging water, I began to feel a bit more human. Cooling down, filling my belly, and rehydrating did wonders for a girl.

      I checked my watch. I still had about forty-five minutes before Shannon would be here. I'd catch up on some notes.

      I reached over for my clipboard and jabbed my finger on the edge of the aluminum cover, my nail getting caught in the seam.

      "Shit." I pulled my nail out, and the tip had a chip in it I'd have to file, then find a spa to fix it.

      I indulged in pretty nails and pretty lingerie. I had to keep my feminine side somehow in this male-dominated world.

      

      Taylor pulled up to the site and maneuvered his way between the emergency vehicles. Driving the coroner van had its perks and gave him quick access to the scene. He wanted to find a spot fairly close to the house. He dreaded calls like this. It was bad enough when anyone died in a fire, but when there were kids involved…

      Weaving his way through the parked vehicles, he eased to a halt before the fire hose that ran across the street. He took out his notebook, making a notation of the time, the weather conditions, and the temperature. All that was important when doing the postmortem and cause of death.

      He knew most of the fire crews quite well. He'd been called to a lot of scenes, not just fire, but accidents, suspicious deaths and the like. He also went out drinking with them on occasion, even if they had to twist his arm a little. Taylor didn't mind going to Kali’s. Just not every day. Playing football with the crews was a highlight of working with them, and it gave him the release he needed sometimes. So they all knew each other both professionally and privately.

      He got out and walked over to the crowd by the pumper. It was a quiet scene today. The hush was palpable. Taylor clenched his jaw, knowing what he was about to face.

      "Hey, Chief," he greeted Ralph Gregory, affectionately known as Rage not because he raged, but because of the way he bellowed his orders so everyone could hear him. He was in command of the scene today.

      "Doc." Rage reached out and took Taylor's hand, shaking his head. "Not a good day."

      He agreed with him and looked around at the faces of the other firefighters. They were all solemn, and he didn't blame them one little bit.

      "So where's the new investigator?"

      "She's over there." He nodded.

      Taylor looked over at the truck. "She? I didn't know the new fire investigator was a woman." He'd only ever met one at a conference a couple of years ago in Denver. Taylor smiled at the memory. She’d certainly been good at igniting a fire.

      "Yeah, she's new to our region, but she knows her stuff. Her reputation preceded her. She's tough, accurate, and she took control of the scene right away." Rage smiled at Taylor.

      "Whatever makes this scene safe and properly investigated," Taylor told him, knowing the chief was baiting him. But he wouldn't bite.

      "Yes, she's waiting for you and the forensic anthropologist. Found three bodies. One is disarticulated, the other two haven't been recovered yet. Waiting for both you and the anthropologist."

      Taylor nodded and touched his fingertips to his eyebrows. "Gotcha. I'll get suited up.

      At his van, Taylor pulled on his Tyvek suit and PPE. It was a hot day and wouldn't be long until he was sweating.

      He walked over to the house and stood in the shade in front of the white picket fence that ringed the yard.

      He gazed up at the ruined structure. He was dreading going in this time and drew in a deep breath, glad for the shade of the tree. He glanced back and saw the investigator walking toward him. He couldn't see her face behind the mask, so he just lifted a hand in acknowledgment. She did the same. She indicated for him to follow her, and he did as he was told.

      When she led him over to the ladder truck, he knew that they were not going in through the front door. He watched her climb the rungs and followed her up the ladder. Firefighters followed behind them. She easily climbed over the sill of the burned-out window and into the gloom of the one of the upstairs bedrooms. Taylor quickly followed her, and she gave instructions on the layout so he knew where he could go and where he couldn't.

      "Don't go over there," she told him and pointed.

      Looks like the whole floor was gone as well as the stairs to the main floor.

      Taylor flicked on his helmet light and followed the beam as well as the investigator.

      He saw where the first body was. It was marked with a cone.

      He met her eyes, and she nodded. Taylor sucked in a breath and crouched down. May as well get on with it.

      She knelt next to him and gently swished some of the ash away with a brush until more of the child was exposed.

      She took photos, and he stared at the body. Sometimes being the coroner was worse than being an ER doc.

      

      Taylor checked the other two bodies. He wouldn't be the one extracting them from the scene. It would be the fire investigator and the forensic archaeologist in a time-consuming retrieval. They were buried under the layers of ash and debris from the house that had come down.

      There were still hot spots smoldering in the walls, and he was anxious to get out of the building. He didn't know how firefighters did it. For him, coming into a scene like this took a lot of steel. They were trained for it, and it sometimes seemed like a lot of them lusted for it.

      What kind of person wanted to be a fire investigator? Coming in after the fact. Looking for bodies, for the fire’s origin and cause. He peered through the ash and smoke hanging on the air. All he saw were charred outlines of what had once been someone's home. A home that had engulfed a mom and her two children.

      The aftermath of the fire and water was incredible, and Taylor marveled that anyone could make sense of it.

      After inspecting the bodies as best he could under these conditions, he indicated he was done. She turned, and he followed her back down the hall. She paused as they entered the original room they'd climbed into. She tilted her head as if she was listening for something.

      He listened and frowned, not hearing a thing and pretty sure he didn’t want to either, if he was honest. Taylor wasn't freaked or nervous, just eager to get out of the house. Knocking down a fire and running into a fully engulfed burning building was beyond his scope of comprehension. But then not everyone could pronounce death and perform autopsies.

      The investigator tapped him on the shoulder. He looked into her mask and goggles to see if he could recognize her. The gloom in the room shrouded her face, and the light on her helmet blinded him. She yelled loud enough loud enough for him to hear.

      "You go on. Something I need to check."

      "You want me to stay with you?" He felt he should hang back with her in case something happened.

      He could see her cheeks bunch up the bridge of her nose, and the corner of her eyes crinkled. He realized she must be grinning under her mask.

      She shook her head. "No, I'm fine. You go." She waved her hand toward the window.

      "Okay." Taylor picked his way back, doing his best to take the same steps they'd made on the way in. He glanced over his shoulder and saw she was touching the wall just inside the bedroom door. Was there a fire behind it? He climbed through the window and braced himself on the top rung of the ladder. The outline of her body bled into the gloom, and the light on her helmet haloed around her. She held a piece of equipment, raised it, and then swung it into the charred and burned drywall. She continued to break up the wall.

      He was impressed at her lack of hesitation and tenacity.

      At the bottom of the ladder, he pulled off his mask and hood.

      "She's up there alone. Swinging something at the wall. She looks like she has it handled," he advised the crew.

      "She'll be okay," the lieutenant told him.

      "It looks like she's trying to pull down the wall," he said, and took off his gloves, balling them up.

      The three men looked up at the window. Taylor saw a shadow of concern on the lieutenant's face. Maybe he should've waited.

      She stuck her head out the window and waved her hand.

      "Move the ladder closer. She's holding something."

      Taylor stepped back and unzipped his Tyvek suit. It was damn hot, but he didn't look away from her. Had they missed a body?

      He watched her climb out the window with ease and make it down the ladder. At the bottom, the firefighters surrounded her. She did have something in her arms.

      Taylor hung back and watched, curious to see what she'd found.

      News crews were on scene, and he wasn't surprised. This would be a huge headline in their next edition and was probably online already.

      One of reporters pointed in the direction of the huddle around the investigator. The rest turned like a pack and crowded in to see what was happening.

      They blocked his view and were just as curious to see what she'd brought out of the burned-up house.
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      I smashed the Halligan into the wall and yanked down the crumbling drywall. I kept at it until I had a hole big enough to look inside. There were no telltale signs of fire in the wall.

      I had no idea what to expect, but the scratching was driving me crazy. It was probably just a mouse, a rat, or even a bird, but I couldn't just ignore the sound. I looked into the hole, and the light on my helmet illuminated the gloom and darkness. A low growl greeted me, and I froze.

      I half expected the unseen creature to leap at me as it tried to beat a hasty escape. I leaned in a little more and peered down. At first, I couldn't see anything and moved my head so the helmet light pierced into the far corners.

      Even though I was somewhat prepared, I was still startled when two glowing eyes stared back at me. I gasped and retreated quickly. Scratching continued, and there was a sad little mewling sound.

      "Don't be such a baby," I told myself and peeked in again. Two big green eyes looked back at me.

      It was a cat. A black cat. Either that, or he was covered in soot and smoke.

      "Oh hey, little guy. It's all okay."

      I grabbed the kitty and tucked him under my arm. I leaned out the window and waved my arm indicating I was ready to come down, then picked up the Halligan propped against the wall.

      Juggling the cat, Halligan, and holding the ladder, it wasn’t easy climbing down. Thankfully the cat was relatively still, but I hung on to him tight. I had to descend effortlessly, like I’d been born to do it because I could feel all the eyes below watching me.

      Finally, back on the driveway I let out a breath and gave the cat a pat on the head rubbing him gently. He was black underneath all the muck and wet fur.

      The crew gathered around to see him.

      "So, there was something in the wall," the forensic officer commented.

      I nodded. "The scratching was driving me nuts, and I had to see what was doing it. Poor little guy. He's lucky he didn't get toasted. The baseboard was missing, and I guess he climbed up the wall cavity.”

      "He sure is a mess," another said and gave me a wet towel to clean him up

      I wrapped him in the towel. "I'll take him back to my truck. Hopefully, he’ll settle. Thanks."

      When I emerged from the barrier of firefighters, a barrage of questions was thrown at me from photographers.

      "Is that a cat?"

      "Where did you find the cat?"

      “What are you going to do with the cat?"

      The questions kept coming and they were all about the cat, nothing about the victims. I was glad too, because the last thing I wanted to do was discuss the deceased. Not only was it upsetting to me, the crew and family members, it wasn’t something to talk about to the media. You had to be careful with them around. They had boom mics and could hear the slightest whisper. I never said anything of significance until I was in a secure environment.

      I gave interviews if necessary, but I was always cautious on the info I provided. Never more than necessary, just enough to ease the questions, and nothing to compromise the case.

      Not today though. I wasn't prepared to answer them and pushed my way through the crowd.

      A house had caught fire, and three victims died inside, a mother and her children. It was tragic and all these reporters cared about was a cat? Some of the firefighters stepped between me and the reporters so I could escape the crush behind the closest rig.

      Chief Gregory was putting his radio on the fender of the truck. "What you got there?"

      "I heard something in the walls. It was this sad little guy. You don't have a box or anything that I can put him in, do you?" I asked as I checked the cat over.

      Chief Gregory gave him a stroke and shook his head. "No, I got nothing. Sorry about that. Why don't we give him a bit of a cleanup?"

      Over the next few minutes, the two of us cleaned up the cat so it wasn't such a filthy ball of fur. He let us handle him like he knew we were helping.

      This gave me a new insight to the Chief. He had a soft side and wasn’t all ragey like his nick name suggested. I didn’t know why they called him Rage, but his size, presence, and no-nonsense appearance suited perfectly. He was probably in his forties and a good-looking guy.

      Not that I was interested...well, perhaps in the future once I was settled here, but not now. The last thing I needed were complications that went with a budding relationship.

      Once done, I left the captain and went to my truck. We were still waiting for the coroner and Shannon. I glanced around, and there was no sign of her yet. Once she got here, we had to recover the bodies for transport to the morgue.

      I wrapped Kitty in a space blanket which he wasn't overly excited about it thanks to the crinkly noise it made.

      In the back of my truck I made a nest with some shirts and a blanket, opened the windows a bit and grateful the truck was in the shade. It had clouded over, and rain threatened so he should be fine. Plus, there really wasn't anything else I could do right now.

      Finally, I could shed my PPE. If it was going to rain, I wanted to let it wash over me. It would cool me down and help to rinse away some of the grunge.

      I wish Shannon would hurry up.

      Just as I was shimmying out of my Tyvek, a male voice from behind made me pause. My arms stuck in the sleeves.

      "Hey, what you got there?"

      I turned to see who it was. A jolt of recognition made me lose my balance and he reached out to help steady me.

      I knew him.

      "Pardon?" I croaked, my mind racing. Where had I seen him before? My body reacted in a way that told me it remembered quite well.

      But… who… how?

      Oh my God! Denver!

      From that conference trip a few years ago.

      We'd scorched the sheets at that hotel. He was there for a medical conference, and I was there for a bomb and explosives seminar.

      I kept my cool and did my best to remain professional. He did the same. But, the smile that curved his lips was exactly how he’d looked at me in Denver. One side of his oh, so kissable mouth turned up in a sexy grin and his eyes, those deep, sea blue eyes had cast me adrift years ago, almost did the same now.

      He remembered too.

      "Ah, there was a cat in the wall." I looked at him and realized I was still standing with my arms trapped in the suit. He must have noticed too. He raised his eyebrows. Was he remembering how he’d used his silk tie to bind me while…

      Nope, I couldn't let my mind run to the erotic, but damn, it would be so easy to. I quickly shed the suit, kicked my feet out and reached down to ball it up. I always wore a tank top and shorts under the suit to help keep my temperature down, but under that was some very sexy lingerie.

      It didn't do me any favors now. His steamy expression heated me up, and I tried not to remember our sexually uninhibited and wild weekend. But, those memories came rushing back nearly stealing my breath away.

      The way he watched me remove my suit threw me back to the hotel room. The room where I stripped for him. The room where we discovered each other. The room where we agreed it was just for the weekend.

      No strings.

      No commitment.

      No exchange of contact info.

      And it had been mind blowing.

      I drew in a ragged breath and smoothed my top and shorts. I kept my eyes on the group when I shook out my hair and tied it back up in a high pony. It was damp with sweat, and curls slipped out of the clip.

      "What are you doing here?" I was finally able to form words, and my voice was harsher than I’d meant it to be. This distraction and reminder of - that weekend - wasn’t what I needed right now! Nothing could interfere with this new position or jeopardize my reputation.

      "You just took me in there? Didn't you recognize me?" He pointed at the house.

      I shook my head. "No, I didn’t. We were head to toe in protective gear." I furrowed my brows and continued, "I mean, what are you doing here?"

      "I'm the medical examiner," he told me and crossed his bare, very muscled arms over his equally muscled chest.

      "Medical examiner? You're a doctor." I was confused.

      "I am a doctor." He stiffened, and a tight expression crossed his face. I guess I struck a nerve.

      "Yes, I know, but a doctor doctor. You know…" I waved my hand, feeling impatient I had to explain.

      "No I don’t know." His reply was clipped, and his expression told me I'd said something terribly wrong. “I am a doctor.”

      "I know that, but the last time we⁠—

      I trailed off, because if I brought that up, it would also bring our past slamming right into the present. I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. It would be complicated enough to maneuver through this potential minefield.

      I glanced around to see if anyone was watching. Thankfully, no one was. The last thing I needed today, on the first day of a new job, were memories of our wild and uninhibited sexy weekend.

      "Well, the last time we saw each other, you were a doctor and not the coroner."

      "Career change." He stepped back and put his hands on his hips, emphasizing the strength and power of his body. A ripple of desire caught me unaware, and I bit back a gasp.

      Time to get back to business.

      "Okay, let's, uh, move on. Shall we?" I didn't mean to sound edgy again, but I knew I did. "We have three bodies in there for removal. The one in the closet is going to be the most challenging."

      He nodded. "Yes, I expect you've called for the forensic anthropologist?"

      I nodded. "She should be here soon, and once recovery is done, the bodies will be sent to your morgue."

      "You'll be there too?" he asked.

      My heart did a double beat. "Of course. I'm always at the postmortems."

      "Great. I'll have the assistant let you know when we've got the PM scheduled."

      "Perfect, thanks,” I replied.

      Our eyes met, and I was pretty sure he was thinking the same thing I was.

      It was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      Taylor was gone by the time Shannon arrived. He may have left, but I was still wound tighter than a drum. I couldn't shake it, and Shannon knew me well enough to pick up on it. We’d known each other for years. When I’d started training, she was also sitting in on a course, and we connected quickly. We’d shared some fun times together during the course and did a few girls weekends away after. We kept in touch over the years and had the occasional fatal scene where we crossed over. Aside from the scene, it was great to see each other in person. But I had to be cautious. I'd never told her about the weekend.

      I never told anyone.

      She was the one that had told me about this opportunity. I was glad to have her by my side as we crawled through the debris to recover the bodies. It definitely was not a nice task.

      I briefed her on the three bodies, and she was in pure professional business mode. That's how Shannon was. She was all business when it came to fires, but once the workday was done, she turned into a wild thing. We'd had lots of fun together, and she brought out my less-inhibited side. Much like Taylor had. We'd gotten ourselves into some fun situations.

      Shannon drew in a breath. "Okay, so one is beneath debris with only a hand exposed. That's the toddler. The child is in a closet in the second bedroom and is disarticulated. The mom is in the third bedroom."

      "That's right."

      She shook her head. "So sad. Is there any other family?"

      "I'm not sure. I haven't been informed yet."

      "What do you think? Suspicious or accidental?"

      "I haven't done a full investigation yet, but so far, not suspicious. Depends what I find on the main floor. Let's gear up so we can get in there."

      Inside the house, I put my toolkit, which looked much like a tackle box, down where we'd be working to recover the first body

      Shannon crouched down in front of the closet. She always whispered a few words quiet words to the bodies. I never asked her what she said. I respected her moment.

      She took out the tools — a trowel, brushes of different sizes, and some other items she used to gently move away the debris to expose the body. It was much like peeling back an onion layer by layer, and as the body was revealed, we were able to remove it all. The recovery would be time-consuming, and this was the first body.

      I held out a piece of aluminum foil, and Shannon carefully placed the bones and flesh she retrieved on the sheet. I layered another on top and gently pressed the foil together. It molded around the bones and kept them intact to transport for Shannon's examination later. It was especially important for the numerous bones of the hands and feet. I marked the tin foil with black marker stating the location it was found, left leg, right arm, etc…

      All evidence was bagged, labeled, and photographed.

      Hours later, the bodies had been removed. The evidence bags had been sealed and documented with chain of custody tags and placed in the coroner’s van. The bodies would be taken to the morgue for autopsy the next day.

      I would wait for a time notification since I was always at the PMs. Tomorrow, with us all in attendance for documentation, the evidence seals would be broken, and the autopsy would begin.

      After the hours of work, I’d completely forgotten about Taylor. Now, with a moment to think, I was surprised when a tremor of excitement at seeing him tomorrow shivered along my flesh. But on the heels of that, I remembered the cat in my truck.

      "Shit!"

      "What? What's wrong?" Shannon asked in the middle of removing her protective gear and flung her arms out. She was always easily startled and ready to bolt if needed.

      She made me laugh. It’s so easy to jump scare her. Not that I did it on purpose or anything.

      I laughed. "Calm down. Nothing crazy. I found a cat in the wall earlier and put him in my truck."

      She grimaced. "Arg, you could have a nasty-smelling truck waiting for you."

      I close my eyes briefly and shake my head. "Probably, but it's just par for the course right now. Anyway, the poor little guy was distraught, and I wasn't going to just let him fend for himself."

      "Once you check on him and we get cleaned up, we need to chill and relax. It was an awful long day, and I'm hungry, parched and getting moody."

      "You're always hungry and parched. But, rarely moody." I smiled as I shed my own gear.

      "What can I say, I love food. And how do you think I achieved my wonderfully curvy body?" She ran her hands down her sides and over her shapely hips. "By starving myself? Nope. By enjoying life, love, food, and my body."

      "I think you look fabulous," I told her. She wasn't as tall as me, and her curves couldn't be hidden in any type of clothing or workwear. She exuded a sexuality that must come off her in waves of pheromones, because guys flocked to her.

      "Thank you. And I am happy to oblige on the food and drink front." She gave me a saucy smile, and I knew what she had in mind.

      Bar time, patio time, shots, and who knew what food she would order. It depended on where we went, but the table usually groaned, that I knew for sure. And we’d unashamedly ate it all.

      "You know what, I would love to be your partner in crime right now, but I can barely keep my eyes open, I stink, I have to pee, and I’ve got that damn cat to deal with."

      "I. Am. Shocked. What happened to you? You used to be fun." She planted her hands on her hips and gave me the stare.

      I could have taken offense, but I was too tired. She was right.

      I lifted a shoulder. "I don't know. My spark is gone. I've been focused so much on work and the move.”

      She nodded. "Girlfriend, you need to party and,” she looked around, “get laid. There’s plenty to choose from right here. Check out that Chief over there. Yummy." She waggled her eyebrows.

      It felt good to laugh again. It seemed like ages since I had. "Not your kinda party, my dear. I could use time to relax though, and okay, I will admit I could use a few drinks. But I gotta deal with things first. You got my number, right?"

      She nodded.

      "Okay, then let me see what I can work out and call me in a few hours. I checked my watch and groaned. "It's one a.m. Nothing will be open now, and I really need some sleep. Dinner later?

      She wagged her finger at me. "Fine, dinner later. When's the PM?"

      "It's tomorrow, or is that today? I don't know. I'll probably hear in the morning."

      "Okay, I'll see you at the PM anyway, but don't you dare think you're going to bail on our girls’ night."

      "Okay, okay. By then I'll probably feel more human. We can sort it tomorrow?" I raised my eyebrows and nodded.

      "Today," Shannon said and smiled.

      I rubbed my eyes. "Yes, yes, today. Actually, I like the idea of us going out. Now I need to check on that cat."

      I opened the truck, fully expecting a howling cat to launch itself at me, but it was silent. Maybe he was asleep. I moved the nest I'd made earlier.

      "He's not here." I sniffed cautiously. "There's no kitty aroma emanating from the truck either. He's gone." I looked at Shannon.

      "Well, where'd he go?" she asked.
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      I didn't expect the cat to cause this much trouble right off the hop. I don't see how he got out of the vehicle without some help.

      I glanced around, and it was then I noticed a piece of paper tucked under the windshield wiper. Plucking it from underneath the rubber holding it down, I opened it up to read.

      
        
        I took your cat. Didn't seem right to leave it in the truck. Shame on you. It is at Wags & Whiskers. If you don't claim within twenty-four hours, I'm taking him.

      

      

      I stared at the words. There was no signature or name, and I grit my teeth. That was pretty ballsy. Who did this person think they were?

      I drew in a breath and splayed my fingers, a habit I'd developed years ago when stressed. It helped me to ground myself. Even my mood ring indicated I was upset.
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