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  Henry Hyde squatted uncomfortably on the soot-darkened sidewalk. His knees, as usual, were killing him. They were knees that had slogged through Vietnamese jungles, knees that had pounded up too many smoke-filled stairways of too many burning three-deckers and scaled too many ladders under two-and-a-half-inch hoses and heavy air tanks. Hyde was also the other side of fifty and sported a beer belly that tumbled comfortably over his belt. But he was damned if he was going to kneel in the soot and the shards of broken glass shining under the street light.


  A momentary vision of squatting Viet Cong POWs, hand-rolled cigarettes in the corners of their thin, scared lips, flashed through his mind and he closed his eyes. Another world, another time…better forgotten. Yet he never ceased to wonder how the hell the little bastards ever looked so comfortable in that awkward squat.


  “What do you say, Henry?” The on-scene commander was bending down, peering over Hyde’s shoulder. “Wasn’t Bud in that bottle, was it?”


  Hyde squinted against the reflection from the streetlight on his bifocals. He turned his head slightly and looked up at the friendly black face. “No, Roscoe, it damn well wasn’t Bud.” He shifted his feet slightly, easing his weight from the sorest knee, and ran an index finger down a crack in the sidewalk. He held the finger to his nose.


  “Gasoline. Unleaded 87 octane. Want me to guess the brand?”


  “No need to play the game, Henry. No rookies to jerk around tonight.”


  If there’d been a new guy on his truck, Roscoe would have bet him that Henry Hyde could tell just by sniffing which oil company had made the gasoline used in the Molotov cocktail. If the rookie bit, Roscoe would have won because Henry knew where every gas station was in Boston, he knew their hours, and he claimed that every triple-A bought his accelerant at the nearest one. A triple-A was Henry’s term for “average asshole arsonist.” It was a sure bet three out of four times, maybe even four out of five. New guys always bit.


  “We have an alarm box on Atlantic Avenue.” The scratchy voice of Fire Alarm Headquarters came from the two-way Motorola in Hyde’s jacket pocket. “Rowe’s Wharf. Harbor Hotel. Nothing from the hotel.”


  “District Three. That’s going to piss off the troops at Division HQ,” Hyde said. “Dragging out all those units at this hour for some short circuit.”


  He pulled on a pair of yellow surgical gloves and, using a brown paper towel, he scraped up some sidewalk dirt soaked with unburned gasoline. He placed the dirt in a shiny aluminum can.


  “Aha, evidence,” said Roscoe. “You’re going to foil the dirty bastard who woke us up.”


  “When are they ever going to learn how to torch a car properly? Goddamned Molotov’s a useless toy.” Henry called over to his partner, Leo. “I got a theory already.”


  “Just a second,” Leo Carmichael said over his shoulder. He was sitting on the front steps of a three-decker passing the time with two laughing black men who were enjoying his company. That was Leo’s style of interviewing witnesses.


  “A broad did this.” Hyde smoothed his graying mustache unconsciously. “I’m not shitting you, Roscoe. Look for Christ’s sake. The bottle smacked the front window of the car real good, broke, but it bounced off before it could do the job right.” He picked up some pieces of the bottle still stuck together with a charred label and dropped them in another can. “So most of the accelerant sloshed off, burned itself out on the sidewalk. A guy would have started it inside the vehicle or else touched it off underneath so it was a total.”


  Carmichael came over, nodded a greeting to Roscoe and squatted down beside Hyde. He looked as undistinguished as Henry. His long, dark, swept-back hair was graying to match his mustache. Leo was short, slender, dark and looked more North End Italian even though he was South Boston Irish. The .38 on his right hip glinted under the streetlight.


  “Looks like an ex-girlfriend probably did it. The vehicle belonged to the new screwee.” He snorted with disdain. “Another poorly executed crime of passion.”


  “You yanking me around?” Roscoe shook his head. “Your buddy here said it was done by a broad, too. No shit, you two dudes almost make it worthwhile to show up at every half ass fire.”


  The familiar voice from Fire Alarm over Hyde’s radio was partially drowned out by a car engine.


  “That was a second alarm for Rowe’s Wharf,” Hyde said. “Not a short circuit after all. We got flame and smoke in the high rent district.” He rose unsteadily to his feet. “Oh shit, these knees are going to turn me into an old man while I’m still a horny young man.”


  Every person in the department, starting with the commissioner, knew that Henry Hyde was one tough son of a bitch even if he didn’t look the part. He wasn’t shy about his reputation—“a fucking legend in my own time!” Every probationary firefighter learned that fact within a week or so after reporting to his first assignment. But the legend would never have a chance to play himself in the movies, not with the belly, not with the sagging jowls, not with the bifocals.


  A legend, yes—movie star, definitely not.


  He took powerful drugs every other day to counter the effects of a jungle disease he’d acquired in Vietnam, but he claimed that was better than the alternative, a slow, painful death. His once famous drinking, which he blamed on his ex-wife who was the only person who ever got away with calling him an asshole to his face, had become a distant memory.


  Hyde lifted one leg at a time and flexed his knees. “They’re going to want our asses down there soon, Leo. Multiple alarm. How you doing with witnesses?”


  “I was thinking we ought to chase down the former screwee, but I guess that can wait. What’ve they got downtown?”


  Hyde shrugged. “Don’t know yet. Rowe’s Wharf. High class. A whiff of smoke attracts attention. But they struck a second alarm so—” He paused and put a finger to his bps, turning up the volume on his radio. “That’s three. I guess they got more than smoke in the kitchen exhaust down there. Time to saddle up.”


  Roscoe clapped him on the shoulder. “Take care, you old nighthawk. Don’t let the ladies screw off those funny looking ears.”


  “Don’t I wish, Roscoe. Don’t I wish.”


  The Arson Squad was not a visible unit. They often preferred their own civilian clothes rather than fire department uniforms. They also rode primarily at night when their quarry operated.


  Arson had no budget of their own from the City of Boston, surviving on what the fire department gave them. Their vehicles were hand-me-downs from the police force, ancient, black Fords that had seen their last law enforcement days years before. But they were transportation and they were all you needed when you operated under Code C, which meant you had to obey traffic laws unless an emergency was declared. When that emergency was announced—or you declared it yourself to get by the assholes in your way—then you could put a portable blue light on the dashboard, hit the siren, and run red lights and break the speed limit.


  Leo turned down toward the piers to avoid the Central Artery. “If anything’s going on, it’ll be easier to come up this way.”


  Leo always drove and Hyde preferred it that way. Leo knew every street in Boston.


  “You’re the chauffeur.” Henry grunted. “You know, I’ve been thinking that the broad that torched that car back there was sending a warning to the new screwee. You know how it is. Even though the guy walked, she’s sending the message—you keep servicing my main man and your ass’ll be the next thing burning.”


  “That’s how I got the name and address of the ex-screwee. Told the new talent the car was just a message, that the next time the fire would be coming up her stairs and there’d be no way out.” Leo snickered. “The cop there couldn’t get a damn thing from her, but she was ready to tell me her life story once she realized what could happen.”


  “For a little sucker, you’re a smooth son of a bitch. How come you don’t get laid more?” Hyde leaned forward to turn the volume up on the radio.


  “Because I’m married. How the hell else am I gonna’…”


  “That’s four alarms,” Hyde interrupted. “Let’s break some traffic laws.” He pulled the blue light out of the glove box, plugged the business end into the cigarette lighter, and placed it on the dashboard. His hand was on the siren when he heard an unfamiliar voice over the radio.


  “Get your ass in gear, Hyde.” It came by surprise—a detached, eerie flow of words emerging from the void. “I don’t see you here yet and I don’t want you to miss the fireworks.” The speaker pronounced each word separately and succinctly, none of them in the familiar Boston accent that was an integral part of the fire department net.


  “Huh?” Hyde frowned at his partner. “Did you hear—what was that crap?”


  Leo’s expression was a reflection of Hyde’s. “I didn’t say anything.” He pointed at the radio, shaking his finger in frustration. “That voice—it came over channel one.” Henry picked up the mike. “This is K-Six. Say again.” Nothing.


  “This is K-Six…this is Hyde. Repeat.”


  There was silence, followed by a more familiar voice. “This is Fire Alarm, K-Six. We’ve got a big one on the waterfront. All stations on Rowe’s Wharf, switch to channel two.”


  Hyde put down the mike. “I’ve got a big one, too,” he muttered to himself as he punched the button for channel two. Then he glanced over at Leo. “It’s like Alarm didn’t hear that.”


  His partner shrugged. “Maybe we’re not getting enough sleep.”


  There was only a vast darkness ahead as they roared past Pier Four and up Northern Avenue. The lights of Logan Airport to the east shone back across Boston Harbor twinkling off a light chop. “Where’s the Rowe’s Wharf lights?” Leo muttered. “You know…the Airport Water Shuttle…the Odyssey…”


  “They aren’t. Shit, there’s no lights…no power. No, wait. I can see some reflections off some boats… “


  A brilliant flash exploded from the upper floors of a building, illuminating the harbor area. It reflected off the high rises around Rowe’s Wharf, and the boats alongside the ferry terminal piers.


  “What the fuck?” Leo said.


  “Would you look at that,” Henry said with wonder. “White hot…metal or…”


  The sounds over the radio had grown to a chorus of voices and sirens. The on-scene commander had called in two more alarms.


  “Pull over here.” They were at the corner of Atlantic Avenue. “It’ll be faster on foot from here.” They removed their firefighter’s gear from the trunk as the din of chaos overwhelmed every other sound of the city.


  There was light now, and smoke, and they instinctively sorted the various aromas that came to their nostrils as they approached the scene. Giant arc lights powered by portable generators illuminated a chaotic display. The street was jammed with police and emergency vehicles and fire apparatus—ladder trucks with their shiny stairs stretching skyward, pumpers with hoses snaking in every direction, a tower with hose guns aimed toward the building. But there were no streams of water playing on the structure.


  The deputy chief in his white coat held one radio to his ear while he spoke into another. “That’s right…every piece of equipment we can spare from every district. If there’s anything else big, we’ll just have to redeploy from here.” He beckoned the two Arson Squad investigators. “Anybody still in there?” Hyde asked.


  “Yeah, Henry, but I don’t know how many. We haven’t found any on-duty hotel personnel yet. I can’t get guys up to the floors. Stairs are blocked. Too much heat.”


  “Water?”


  “The first guys here hooked up and hardly got a dribble, regular hydrants or high pressure. We’re running hoses from the marine unit now and we’ve got some coming from the other side of the expressway.”


  Hyde grimaced. “Does that mean the sprinkler system didn’t function properly?”


  The chief never answered. Instead he reacted to others who pointed at a window that had just been smashed out on the sixth floor of the hotel. They saw a woman in a nightgown, her screams lost in the deluge of sound that is part of the urgency of every fire. A ladder swung up and toward her, a fireman racing up the rungs as it extended. But before it could reach her, an angry puff of flame burst from behind, hurling her bodily into the night air, her nightgown and hair burning as she tumbled to the street.


  The chief’s expression did not change as he turned to Hyde. “That’s the third one we’ve lost that way. It’s hotter than a sonuva bitch up there. That building’s supposed to be almost fireproof. Had to be an incendiary of some kind to get this going so fast. Even if there was water, it would be like pissing on—” His voice died away as a series of windows on the fifth floor exploded outward. “On napalm,” he finished.


  A stream of water arced out from the Tower. Then a hose on the street level tensed, then another, and then the remainder of the limp hoses filled with water. Moments later a team was moving through the front entrance.


  “Get in there as soon as you can, Henry. See if you can find out where the employees were when this thing started.”


  Leo Carmichael stood at Hyde’s side near the hotel’s front entrance while a third hose team moved through ahead of them. Both waited in their firefighter’s gear—helmets, bunker coats and pants, rubber boots. The stink of smoke and steam and char combined with the din of firefighting was overwhelming.


  “Ever been in this place?” Leo shouted.


  “Nope. Never knew anyone with enough money to stay here,” Hyde answered. “How about you?”


  “When they were building I went along with the inspection team. My uncle was with the department then.”


  “So, what’d you think of this joint?”


  “We wanted to see how the other half lived and we found out—very fuckin’ elegantly.”


  “You just saw how they die. Just like the rest of us.” A firefighter appeared in the doorway and beckoned. “Know where the front desk is?” Hyde asked.


  The fireman jerked his head around and pointed to his right before disappearing behind a cloud of smoke and steam.


  “That’s our first stop.” Hyde paused inside the lobby to gain his bearings. Steam…smoke…ankle-deep water…more steam…more smoke. It swirled before their seal beam lights revealing soot covered walls and ceilings. The decorative columns were fire-stained.


  “There must have been some pressure in the sprinkler system on this level,” Hyde said. “Furniture’s just scorched.”


  Carmichael led the way toward the front desk. The gold letters displaying the word RECEPTION could still be distinguished in the beam of their lights. Leo peered over the counter. “No one here.” His light picked out a closed door to his left.


  Hyde swung his own beam around until it fell on a doorknob. He removed a glove, felt the door for heat, then touched the knob. He turned it; stepping to one side at the same instant he kicked the door open. Thick smoke oozed out at the top but there were no flames.


  Henry dropped to his knees in the dirty water and crawled a few feet, swinging his light from side to side. What smoke remained had risen to the high ceiling. The carpeting in front of him was unburned. He turned to Leo who was on his knees beside him. “Fire must’ve run out of oxygen.”


  They proceeded cautiously until they were certain there was no fire, then separated, splitting the room in half. There were two desks and Leo called out from behind one. “Over here.”


  Hyde crawled to the body lying behind the desk.


  Leo’s hand felt for a neck pulse. “Nope, gonzo,” he commented.


  Henry removed his gloves. “Nose,” he said, tilting back the corpse’s head.


  Leo flashed his light up the man’s nostrils. “Clean.”


  Hyde squeezed on either side of the man’s jaw with one hand, using his free index finger to lift the tongue.


  “Clean again.”


  “Let’s get him outside before some well-meaning idiot screws up our evidence,” Hyde said. “Give me your light. Your back’s younger than mine.”


  Water was pouring down the sides of the building when they emerged from the front entrance. Hyde led the way to the deputy chief’s white car where the rescue company eased the limp corpse, now in a body bag, into the back seat.


  The deputy chief had followed them over. “What do I want with him, Henry?”


  “Evidence. No soot in his nose or mouth. Poor bastard was dead before there was any fire.”


  Raymond Fairchild worked his way to the front of the crowd until he was near the yellow police tape. The gasp from the crowd when Carmichael appeared with the corpse over his shoulder added to the whole spectacle.


  Fairchild saw a look in Hyde’s eyes—was that anger as Hyde contemplated the faces in the crowd? Fairchild hoped so. Angry men were so much easier to manipulate. And Henry Hyde was going to be his tool.


  As Hyde’s studied survey of the spectators swept in his direction, Fairchild’s gaze joined those around him staring upward at the flames gushing from an upper window. It was an exquisite, almost erotic, sensation to know people were dying inside. The first time that special feeling—that deep chill in his loins—occurred was when he tortured a neighbor’s dog to death. He was twelve years old at the time and the creature’s pitiful cries excited him.


  Since that initial experience, he gradually learned to control those feelings. Concentration and discipline were important to avoid being caught. You had to be smarter than everyone else to get away with acts society considered wrong. Now it seemed that each act, each event that he created, had to be bigger and more elaborate than the last in order to achieve equal satisfaction.


  Fairchild avoided public notoriety whenever possible. He preferred being a power behind the throne rather than being a public figure. It didn’t matter jack shit to him that people looked down on his money or his power as long as he had both. Tonight, he remained invisible among the vast throng that would gather for any spectacular fire. It wouldn’t take too many more days before the public would be impressed with the guy who could bring Boston to its knees, and then it would be even better to know something they could only wish they knew.


  This is just the beginning, Hyde.


  Fairchild noticed a photographer snapping pictures of the crowd. It was time to leave—and time to call Jean-Paul and offer his congratulations. Tomorrow he would deposit a bonus in Jean-Paul’s account for a job well done.
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  Hyde was painstakingly tracing the failure of the hotel’s automatic systems when the beam of Leo Carmichael’s flashlight fell on the security officer’s corpse. Unlike the body in the lobby office, this one had not escaped the fire.


  Most of the security officer’s clothes had been burned off, the body charred to a meaty black. Its limbs were drawn into the pugilist attitude that occurred as the muscles contracted from the heat. But the oxygen supply had been depleted so quickly in the tight room that the flames died before the corpse could be destroyed.


  Leo removed surgeon’s gloves from his outer pocket and pulled them on carefully. Even a grilled corpse could be contaminated, and that could ruin a carefully prepared case in court. He pried open the victim’s mouth, holding it open with his fist, and peered down the throat with his flashlight until he could confirm what he’d anticipated—no soot in the larynx. This one had also been dead before the office had been torched.


  The fire investigators were following the firefighters as they secured additional spaces in the hotel. When Hyde studied the structural damage on the fourth floor, he knew a metal accelerant had been used. “Magnesium,” he told Leo. I’ll bet on it. When we were coming up Northern Ave, those explosions of white heat we saw were probably caused by burning magnesium. Let’s see if we can find a trace of it for the lab.”


  Even though fire retardant construction had been emphasized when the building was designed, literally nothing with an ignition or melting point could survive six thousand degrees of heat. When magnesium burned, it turned from solid to liquid to gas—and mostly disappeared into the air, leaving only a trace of white powder.


  “Thank God they couldn’t haul in any more of the stuff than they did,” Leo said.


  Whoever had engineered this fire had followed a well-crafted master plan. Hyde had found where the transformer coordinating the hotel’s power had been disconnected and where the backup generators had been sabotaged. The result was perfect: no alarms from the heat detectors or the sprinkler system, no normal or emergency lighting, emergency exit signs were dark, fire doors failed to close, the elevators jammed—enough of a delay. Plus something he had yet to figure out had been done to confuse the computers at Fire Alarm Headquarters. Basically, nothing had been left to chance.


  Henry and Leo met with the senior department officers in the lobby as the sun was rising over Boston Harbor. It was agreed that what they’d determined up to that point wasn’t ready to be released to the media. Hotel security had been neutralized before any fires were ignited. Fire suppression systems had been negated. Timing devices had probably been used in areas where fires originated, although the intense heat had destroyed most of the evidence. Incendiary trailers had been used to spread fire down corridors. Dozens of tins of suspected accelerant residue were sent to the lab for analysis. It would take days, perhaps weeks, for the entire squad of investigators to detail exactly what had happened.


  Henry Hyde learned long ago to leave the bell on his apartment phone set on maximum. After a night without sleep, it was the only way he could hear it. But he still hated the sound, this morning as much as any other.


  The answering machine clicked on after four loud, insistent rings. His message was anything but fancy: “Leave the time, the date, your name, and your phone number.” Beep. There was no personal identification, no background music, no humorous catch phrases, and no promises.


  He glanced at the digital clock as he waited for the response after his message. Ten o’clock.


  If it were his ex, she’d leave a couple of choice obscenities, mostly as a balance to those he left on her machine. His teenage daughter could be scolding—“I know you’re there, Daddy”—or coy—“If you were there, Daddy, I’d bring over your favorite dinner.” His older daughter usually left a detailed message concerning the progress of her first pregnancy, which Henry forgot in moments because he’d yet to adjust to the idea of being some kid’s grandfather.


  The machine beeped and there was an ominous silence.


  The calling party was still on the line but not responding.


  Henry’s favorite messages were the dirty ones from the girls at the Arson Squad desk: “I want you so bad, Henry, I’ve been rubbing myself you-know-where all day.” There’d be a pause with some giggling in the background. “And by the way, Henry, Albert says there’s an important message from one of your rats. And Assistant DA Donovan says he’s going to throw out one of your cases if you don’t call him back in the next hour. Ta ta, honey.”


  A sharp voice issued from the answering machine. “Hyde, I do know you’re there. I always know where you are.” After a few seconds’ pause, “Just like I knew you were in K-Six last night.” The words were succinct, yet cold and distant, mocking. “And I was at Rowe’s Wharf when you arrived…and when you brought that body out…and…I guess that’s enough to prove I was watching you.”


  Christ!


  Hyde lifted the receiver and snapped off the machine. “Who is this?”


  “Top of the mornin’ to you, Lieutenant.” An Irish lilt this time.


  It wasn’t the commissioner and it wasn’t the deputy chief. He knew their voices, plus neither would start out that way. “Why don’t you just go take a flying fuck,” he growled.


  “Come now, Lieutenant Hyde.” Back to the polished, clipped, no nonsense speech. “That’s not a polite way to treat me. After all—”


  “I’m not a polite person. I’m a mean son of a bitch, and right now I’m meaner than you can imagine because I didn’t get any sleep last night.”


  “Well neither did I. That was one spectacular fire we were involved with. I watched until it was under control—I should say more or less under control since it was pretty difficult for the Boston Fire Department to get a handle on it.” He intoned each word separately, as if attempting to explain something complex to a child.


  “Who the fuck is this?”


  “I simply wanted you to know that last night’s fire was just the beginning, Hyde. There will be others, equally disastrous, until you get me what I want.”


  Hyde’s head fell back on his pillow. He massaged tired eyes with the other hand. “Hey, I don’t know who the fuck you are, I’ve never heard from you before, and—”


  “I beg to differ, Hyde. You heard me last night, on your radio while you and Carmichael were driving to my fire.” No accent now—none at all. Not someone from the department. “Now once you allow your thick head to digest that, you’ll know I’m not kidding you. Playing or perhaps toying with you a bit, though, if you can take a joke now and then.”


  That voice over the radio, taunting.


  “Okay, I remember. You said you wanted something from me.” Hyde rose on his elbow. Wackos want you to play games with them, Henry, so don’t be a dipshit. “What is it you want?”


  But the phone went dead.


  The grey, metal desks were dented and scratched. Blackened cigarette burns edged pocked Formica surfaces. The decay was compounded by hand-me-down file cabinets, worn, lumpy chairs, and a copying machine that might have been a reject from the Xerox museum. The cramped office resembled a decrepit movie set from the thirties, but the Arson Squad made the best of whatever they were given. They were the City of Boston’s orphan.


  Henry Hyde inserted five bullets into his .38 and stared intently at the snub-nosed revolver before he returned it to the holster on his right hip. He glanced down into the street below the window, shaking his head slowly from side to side.


  “You look like you want to use that on some bad guy, Henry. Got a mad on?”


  Hyde turned back and eyed Albert Horgan without smiling. “Yeah, I got a mad on, Al. And, no, I wouldn’t shoot at a bad guy with this thing unless I had the goddamn barrel in his mouth. Wouldn’t be able to hit the son of a bitch any other way with this pea shooter.”


  He and Al Horgan, the senior Arson Squad investigator who ran the Major Case Unit, were the only investigators in the office. The rest were down at the Rowe’s Wharf fire scene.


  “Go ahead! You carry the same piece of crap. Take it out of your holster. I’ll stand right here. Try to shoot me. I promise I won’t move.”


  Horgan grasped both hands together in front of him and pointed his index fingers at Hyde’s middle. “If I held it like this and aimed at your gut, it’d be hard to miss something that large.” Then he leaned forward and rested his thick arms on his desk. “You do have a mad on, Henry. That why you’re here, not downtown?”


  Hyde frowned. “I guess so…yeah, I suppose so.” He plopped himself down in the chair beside Horgan’s desk. “Anybody can figure out the basic causes of that fire. They don’t need me. There were pros involved. I just decided to go through my files, think things out while it was still quiet around here. You know how it’s going to be when the guys start coming in.”


  Al Horgan was a broad-shouldered, husky man. He had wide-set blue eyes, reddish hair, a flushed Irish complexion, a nose that had been broken a number of times, and a broad smile that could disappear in an instant when he was crossed. “Controlled insanity. Then again, maybe not so controlled with the media climbing in the windows.”


  The phone had been ringing constantly all day. After an hour of fending off media inquiries, Horgan had put a message on the squad’s answering machine that there would be a news conference at four in the afternoon at Headquarters.


  “O’Brien will handle them in his inimitable manner.” District Fire Chief William O’Brien was the chief of the Arson Squad. He had ordered that no one in the squad was to field any phone call from outside. Anyone who needed them knew of the squad’s unlisted number. If a call didn’t come in on that line it was double trouble, especially with fourteen deaths recorded at the hotel.


  “I’ll be out of here before they show.” Hyde smoothed his mustache absently. “Those were real pros last night,” he repeated.


  “I understand you were the brain who figured out what happened to the city water.”


  “Not too difficult after hearing the problem. Some writer, a guy from up on the North Shore doing research for a novel, once asked me if there was a way to keep water from flowing through a water main without anyone figuring out the cause. I said you had to freeze it, plug the main. He asked how, considering it was under the street. I said why not carbon dioxide—dry ice. Critically low temperature. Freezes everything it comes in contact with quickly, including city water mains.” Henry shrugged. “And when heated water from the fire sloshes down the manholes into the sewers, the evidence evaporates into thin air.”


  “You’re approaching genius level, Henry.”


  “Except someone beat me to it—last night. I never saw that happen before. That’s why I came in here. Found the writer’s name, called him, figured in about ten seconds he wasn’t involved.” Hyde stroked his mustache ruefully. “No, the genius isn’t me. It’s some son of a bitch who’s too fucking smart for his own good, playing with a lot more shit last night than dry ice. The sadistic bastard wanted to kill.”


  Henry wasn’t about to mention that phone call to anyone yet. Either the caller had it in for him for some reason and it was a personal matter, or he was the victim of a crank. Either way, it would be embarrassing to hang out your dirty laundry only to find out some nutcase was making a fool out of you. Hyde’s ego wasn’t ready for that. “Your stress level’s peaking. Do me a favor. You need to relax.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m gonna do. Different approach. I’m going to take the new kid with me when everybody comes back here.”


  “Robbie Scott?”


  “Naughty, naughty.” Hyde scolded. “Not all blacks are called Robbie or Willy or Junior. His name’s Robert. He’s Bobbie to his friends.”


  “I stand corrected. Bob. Bobbie. Whatever. And I like the kid, too. Lots of potential. Now tell me—why him?”


  Hyde nodded. “Why not?”


  Horgan shrugged. “For one he doesn’t know shit. He’s only two weeks out of that ladder company. He hasn’t been to the range to qualify to carry. He wouldn’t know how to arrest a stray—”


  “Yeah, I know. I like that. But he’s gonna qualify tomorrow.”


  “Shit, I heard him explaining to someone the other day that all of a sudden he’s telling all his old buddies not to rip out all the ceilings at a fire scene. He was laughing because he said it wasn’t so long ago he loved to pull everything apart.”


  Hyde grinned. “Step in the right direction. He knows to preserve the evidence already.”


  “The guy’s from Dorchester. We both know there’s not supposed to be prejudice in the department anymore. But, shit, the only blacks ever got into that hotel other than the help are goddamn dignitaries, mostly foreigners probably. He wouldn’t know what to look for.” Horgan frowned. “I don’t care how bright he’s supposed to be, it’ll take the kid a year before he’s really capable of knowing what to look for in a fire like that.”


  “You took the words right out of my mouth. A fresh approach from a babe in the woods. I’ll teach him everything I know, but I’m banking on Mr. Scott being such a novice he sees what I’ve become too jaded to see in my advanced years.”


  “Okay, okay, you’ve made your point. If it works, if the chief says you’re a genius, I’ll say it was my idea.”


  “Fine, I’ll never say a word. Now how about doing me a favor?” Hyde’s expression was as serious as it had ever been. “I’m saying please on this one. Don’t take this case over. I know it’s already a major case unit assignment. But I need to—”


  “Relax, Henry.” Horgan winked. “We’re working together. No one gets cut out, no one’s a hero. After all, you’re the fucking legend—not me.”


  Hyde parked the black, almost antique Crown Vic in a no parking zone on the Cambridge Street side of City Hall Plaza. A fire helmet was on the rear window ledge and he stuck the blue bubble light on the dashboard. The cops would leave it alone. He hoped the meter maids would too. “Come on, Bobbie, let’s get this over with,” Hyde said.


  They walked down the stairs to the plaza and across toward Boston’s seat of government.


  City Hall hadn’t been a place Bobbie Scott expected he’d ever visit officially when he was a teenager. Now he felt on top of the world strolling across City Hall Plaza on business with a Boston fire inspector’s badge in his wallet. And he was partnered with a man who important people recognized and respected.


  Boston City Hall was all angles, not pretty, not efficient, and not as functional as the “New Boston” designers had planned. But it would continue to serve its purpose in the next century.


  “Hey, Henry!”


  He searched the faces near the entrance to City Hall until he saw the woman waving in his direction. Her smile appeared to grow as he approached.


  “I was afraid you were going to go right by me.”


  Hyde grinned happily. Nomi Cram always seemed to make his day. “Nomi, how goes it?” Hesitating only for a second, he put an arm around her shoulders and gave her an awkward squeeze. “What brings you over here today?” Nomi Cram did look good to him, even if her hair was blowing. She didn’t look like the average, well-coiffed television reporter, but her features were striking enough to keep her on screen almost every day. She rested her cheek on his shoulder momentarily, and then stepped back. “You’re looking as good as ever, Lieutenant Hyde. You here for the mayor’s press conference, too?”


  “The chief asked me just to keep an eye on anything behind the scenes.”


  Nomi’s eyes turned to Scott to appraise the tall, well-built young man. “So who’s your handsome friend that you don’t dare introduce?”


  Scott was good-looking. He had a broad face featuring large brown, laughing eyes and a mustache that enhanced a steady, bright white smile.


  “You haven’t met Bob Scott yet?”


  “Nope, but I’d like to.”


  “Tip your baseball cap, Bobbie, and say hello to my favorite lady, Nomi Cram.”


  She shook Scott’s hand. “New guy, huh?”


  “I’m fresh caught, ma’am,” Scott answered. “I was told that working with Henry would give me a chance to meet famous people. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  “You’re riding with the best, a legend right up there with Wyatt Earp and Doc Holiday.” She turned back to Hyde. “How about if I get you on camera for a moment today, Henry? You know, get the facts from the expert’s mouth. Nicki thought she had the choice spot for tonight’s news over at Headquarters, but I’ll bet a dinner at Grill 23 you could one-up her for me.”


  Hyde shook his head. “Actually, I’ve already been told that one of the dumbest things I could do was say anything around the mayor, so—”


  Nomi interrupted. “Right. You’d think I’d know better.”


  “Sorry,” Hyde said. “Just comes from associating with the wrong people.”


  Nomi looked at Scott. “You heard about how our buddy here made an enemy for life with our dear mayor?”


  Scott shrugged innocently. “Like I said, I’m so new I haven’t caught up on all the stories yet.”


  Nomi tapped Hyde’s chest with her index finger. “Nobody screws with this guy, Bobbie. Children’s Hospital has a program for kids who are first offenders. You must’ve run into them…kids playing with matches who start a fire and get caught. You know, the ones who aren’t bad yet. Your Arson Squad puts them in this program at Children’s rather than getting them involved with cops and the courts.”


  “Yeah,” Scott said, “one of my cousins had a kid
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