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  Chapter One
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Theo Hanson wasn’t surprised the joy from his promotion was short-lived. If there was anything he knew for certain, it was that happiness didn’t last.                                                                                                  
That Friday morning, after a few weeks of salary negotiations, piles of contracts to sign, and a firm handshake, he was the newest investigator at Prometheus Consulting, one of the most respected fire and arson investigation companies in the country. In a few years, he hoped to become a partner. Sometimes he didn’t recognize his own life. When he joined the army at twenty, he didn’t care if he came back. Now at thirty-one, he had a successful career with a promising future. 
After a celebratory lunch with his co-workers, there was a note on his desk: Call Martin Sinclair. 
His heart raced. A note meant Martin told the receptionist not to transfer him to voice mail. Something was very wrong. Not again, said a voice in his head. Theo looked at his cell phone to see he’d missed two calls while he was out. It had to be about Millie, Martin’s wife. Something terrible had happened. Why else would he call?
On the first ring, Theo ran his hands through his hair, gripping the back in his fist. After almost seven years stateside, he still marveled at how long it felt. When the phone rang a second time, he stood. By the third, he was pacing. Finally, a familiar voice answered, “Hello, Theo. Don’t panic. Everything’s fine.”
“Everything can’t be fine, or you would have left a message.”
“Stop pacing, sit down, and don’t pull your hair.”
Sometimes he hated how well Martin knew him, but since Martin and Millie practically raised him and his brothers, it wasn’t a surprise. Theo took a deep breath and sat. “So, Millie’s okay? You haven’t had another heart attack? Because, seriously, you nearly gave me one.” 
“Sorry, son. We’re both fine, well mostly.”
“What do you mean, ‘well mostly’?”
The brief pause was enough to make Theo worry again. “We had a fire in an office building Tuesday night. Two of us went in looking for hot spots, and the stairs gave out from under me. I’ve broken my arm and wrist and bruised a bunch of other things.” A sheen of sweat broke out over Theo’s body. He knew what it was like inside a burning building, even though as an arson investigator he didn’t have to go into the blaze. Not that this kept him safe. His hand went to the scar on his leg, which was a constant reminder of what had happened less than a year ago. “Theo,” Martin said, bringing him back to the present. “This was the third property destroyed by fire in a little over a month.”
Now he understood the reason for the call. Martin getting injured was terrible, but three fires in such a short time were unheard of in their small New Hampshire town. They could go a year and not have as many. “You suspect arson.”
“I do. I haven’t told anyone else, except Millie and my team, but rumors are flying.” Rumors flew easily where Theo grew up. “I won’t beat around the bush. I need you to come home, take over my job while I’m laid up, and investigate. If it is arson, and I’m convinced it is, our volunteer department is not equipped to handle it.”
Theo didn’t hear much beyond “come home.” It had been years since he’d been in New Hampshire, let alone Fable Notch. His reason to even consider returning to where he’d grown up was long gone. He loved Martin and Millie and all they did for him and his brothers, but they understood why he didn’t visit.
Ever.
Theo didn’t want to make the trip if there was another way. He hadn’t even gone back after Martin’s heart attack. It was the only time he’d offered. Truthfully, he didn’t care if the town burned to the ground, but Martin felt differently. Shaking off his thoughts, Theo switched into professional mode. “Why don’t you send me what you have on the fires so far, and I’ll help where I can from here. I can show you how to use Skype or Zoom, and we can talk face to face.”
“And when the next fire happens, and no one knows how to look for or collect evidence?” Theo gave a small smile. Martin had been listening over the years when Theo shared information about the process he used to solve cases. It wasn’t something most firefighters or police understood.
Theo scrambled for options. “Why not call the state investigator?” 
“I did, but there’ve been some issues down in Manchester, so they don’t have anyone available. You know I wouldn’t ask if I thought there was another way.”
Which was likely why it took three days for Martin to call and ask for help. The thought grabbed Theo’s attention. “How long has it been between the fires?”
There was a pause before Martin answered. “Over two weeks between the first and second, and then a little less than that before the third.”
Theo looked at the calendar on his desk. “You have less than a week before the next.”
“How do you know?”
“He’s speeding up. He’s enjoying what he’s doing and is getting a rush from the chaos and concern it’s causing. He won’t want to wait to experience that power again. I’d guess he’ll wait no more than ten days from the last to the next, which means a week from today, a week from tomorrow at the latest.” 
“So you’ll come?”
Back to where he was pitied because his father abandoned them, and his mother was a drunk? Back to where everyone remembered every piece of trouble he and his brothers had gotten into? Back to a place where he’d experienced his greatest heartbreak? Theo couldn’t believe what he was about to say. “Yes. I’m not in the middle of an active investigation. I could be there by Sunday night.”
“Thank you, Theo. This means a lot to me.”
They talked for a little longer before Millie grabbed the phone from her husband and gushed over how much she was looking forward to seeing him. As they spoke, Theo heard children’s voices in the background. None of the boys raised by the Sinclairs — Theo and his two brothers, along with their own son, Ryan — had children, and none lived in Fable Notch. “Who’s there?” he asked.
“Grace Duncan and her twins. Didn’t Martin tell you?” 
“Tell me what?” Of course there was more.
“The second fire destroyed a building with four apartments. Grace and her twins are living here. Which reminds me, you’re more than welcome, but if you stay with us, you’ll be surrounded by two energetic eight-year-olds.”
“No problem. I’ll find somewhere else.” He knew a place that might be available even with Harlow, his arson dog, accompanying him. May as well jump completely into the deep end.
A few minutes later, he hung up and stared at the phone. Like it or not, he was going back to Fable Notch.


      [image: image-placeholder]Theo spent the next day and a half preparing for the trip. He got approval from the senior partner to work remotely and to list this work as a pro bono case, so Prometheus would pick up the tab for any samples Theo sent to the lab. He’d check in regularly and join meetings via video conference. As he packed, he called his younger brother, Nick, to find out if he could stay in their old house, which Nick had renovated and rented to tourists. Fortunately — or maybe not — Nick was having the basement finished, which meant there were no bookings for the next three weeks. Theo hoped it wouldn’t take him that long. The less time he spent in Fable Notch, the better.
On Sunday, after two restless but mostly dreamless nights, he and Harlow set off for New Hampshire. Eight hours later, they crossed the state border, and it wasn’t long before he saw mountains in the distance. As he drove north, the highway dropped from three lanes to two and then one as the White Mountains loomed before him. Less than two hours after entering the state, he got off at the exit and was soon passing the sign welcoming him to Fable Notch. His stomach clenched as if he needed a reminder he didn’t want to be here. 
Driving into town, he saw familiar stores and businesses, as well as a few new ones. The Triangle Market, at the intersection of the main street and the diagonal one that met it, was the first place most tourists stopped. A Thai restaurant was an unexpected addition. There were several souvenir shops, and when he saw a sign telling him there were tastings and tours at the Seven Brothers Brewery, he wondered which members of the large Stewart family opened it. Plenty of places to trigger memories and remind him of one person in particular.
There was hardly anywhere in town where he hadn’t spent time with Eden, his high school girlfriend and first love. Only love, if he were being honest. She’d gotten out of Fable Notch years ago to pursue her dream of being a professional dancer. At one time, he thought he’d be by her side, but they’d split because he didn’t want to hold her back.
There was enough light in the summer sky to check the sites hit by the arsonist before heading to the old house. At least he could be productive while delaying the inevitable. Pulling out the addresses Martin gave him, Theo drove by each site to get a quick impression of the destruction. After taking in what was left of the properties, he headed back into town and made a stop at DeMarco’s picking up a sub for dinner. 
It wasn’t long before he turned onto the street where he grew up. Despite money being scarce, they’d never been in danger of being homeless because his mother’s parents owned the place. He never imagined willingly staying here again. 
As he pulled into the driveway, he thought he might be at the wrong address. Several years ago, Nick convinced Theo and Cole he could turn the house into a profitable rental property for leaf peepers, hikers, and skiers. Truthfully, it was the only building Theo would have gladly set fire to himself, but since Cole agreed, Theo did too. He never looked at the plans or pictures Nick sent and donated the quarterly checks he received to the school that trained Harlow. 
He shut off the engine and stared at the updates. Nothing but the basic structure remained, and Nick had built an addition on the side where his mother’s bedroom used to be. When he was a kid, the outside had been faded blue with the paint peeling, the porch sagging, and shutters missing. Today it was cream color with forest green shutters. The porch looked deeper and now wrapped around one side. There were even oversized chairs and a swing. If the inside was as different as the outside, maybe it wouldn’t be too horrible staying here. 
He got out of the truck and Harlow followed as he went to the back to get his bags. There was a tiny Mini Cooper parked next to him in the two-car driveway, which he assumed belonged to the person Nick had called to open the house and bring in supplies. It seemed like a ridiculous car to have in an area which got so much snow, but when he saw the AWD on the trunk, it made a little more sense.
He found the key where Nick said it would be, gave himself a mental “you can do this”, before going inside. 
He was right — nothing looked the same, and he let out an involuntary sigh of relief. Harlow sniffed around the room as Theo marveled at the changes. He put his dinner on the kitchen island, then realized he’d forgotten to bring in Harlow’s food and dishes from the car. “I’ll be right back, girl,” he said. As she bounded up the stairs, he headed to the door. He was halfway out when a scream brought him racing back.






  
  Chapter Two
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Eden Barrett had a lap full of dog. 
One moment she was lost in the sexy, romantic world of Alisha Rai’s Hate to Want You and the next she was staring into the snout of a big and quite beautiful dog. Her scream hadn’t bothered the animal, since he — or she — remained on the bed, but when Eden heard heavy footsteps running up the stairs, she leapt up and looked for something to use as a weapon. The room, designed to please renters, had nothing useful and the bedside lamp was too large to pick up. 
“Harlow, where are you?” called a voice. A familiar voice.
She was imagining things. The book was about two people who met once a year because even though they couldn’t be together, they couldn’t stay apart. Eden understood the heroine’s yearning but didn’t have the once-a-year benefits. She’d never see her first love again, so thinking she heard Theo’s voice was ridiculous. Not that she wanted to see him. How could she when her life had turned into such a mess? Fortunately, it couldn’t be him.
“What the hell?”
She could be wrong. 
She stared at the man who appeared in the doorway and thought of the expression about having no luck if it weren’t for bad luck. Hadn’t she had enough in the last few weeks? There was a moment of stunned silence before he said, “Eden? Is it you?
After years of missing him, needing him, and making several poor decisions, she’d finally landed on her feet. Sure, since the fire destroyed the apartment she was renting, Eden was back to questioning nearly everything to the point where there were days she couldn’t choose what to have for lunch, but she was managing. 
Of all the times for him to come back, why did it have to be now? 
And why was he even more gorgeous than she remembered? Her body reacted as quickly as her heart. As they stared at each other, she found herself lost in his familiar blue eyes and noticing the changes of time. His light brown hair, which he had worn rebelliously long as a teen, was short. His lips were still full. Would he kiss the same?
Stupid, runaway thoughts.
She finally found her voice and said, “Yes, it’s me. What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same thing.” He’d gone from sounding curious to curt. “Harlow, come, girl.” That answered the dog’s gender question. Harlow, who had been walking around Eden’s legs, left her side to stand by Theo. Eden didn’t need protecting, but somehow, she felt vulnerable without the dog’s nearness. “And I have two versions of that question. What are you doing in this house, and what are you doing in this town?”
She understood the first question, but he had no right to ask the second. He wasn’t around when her life fell apart and had no idea what she’d gone through in the years after he left. So she answered the first one. “My apartment burned down three weeks ago. Millie checked the online calendar and said the place was available for the next several weeks. She told me I could stay until my renter’s insurance check came in, and I found something else.”
“Your place was one of the sites hit by the arsonist?”
“You know about the fires? It’s definitely arson?” Too many questions. And too many others she didn’t want to answer.
“Martin suspects arson, so he called me. I need to investigate before I can say for sure. Which answers your question.” Theo scraped a hand over his face and pulled at his hair. Such a familiar move. The silence continued until he said, “Look, it’s been a long day. I had a ten-hour drive, and I’m starving. I have to get some things from my truck for Harlow and then eat. Can you meet me in the kitchen in a few minutes? We need to talk.”
Eden nodded once, and he returned the gesture before turning and leaving the room, the dog at his heels. Eden sank onto the bed and dropped her head in her hands. Where was she going to go? On the night of the fire, she’d stayed with her closest friend, Janelle Novak, in the apartment above the thrift shop she ran, but all Janelle had was an extra sofa and Eden had been stuck three times in the night by pins trapped in the fabric. Eden’s father offered her a place, but that wasn’t an option. It had taken long enough for her to get away from him. She was not taking a step back.
When Millie Sinclair came to the gym where Eden worked and suggested she stay at the Hanson house, Eden jumped at the chance. Not having to worry about rent for a few weeks was wonderful. She admitted to herself that being in Theo’s old room made her feel closer to the person she’d been when they’d dated in high school, a woman she wanted to be again. But if Theo was here, she’d have to look for a new place as soon as possible.
Great, one more thing for the to-do list.
Maybe he would go somewhere else. It’s not as if he liked this house. He spent as little time here as possible when they were younger and left as soon as he could.
You were a part of that. No, her father was. Patrick Barrett never approved of her relationship with Theo, but he couldn’t keep them apart until he dropped a bombshell the day after her high school graduation. If she stayed with Theo, she’d get no financial support for attending the Boston Conservatory where she’d been accepted to study dance. Eden wanted to have both, but Theo had gone along with Patrick’s ultimatum, refusing to consider other options. Not only had she been hurt and forced to give in to what her father wanted, it started a pattern of not standing up for herself that took years to change.   
She listened for noise coming from downstairs to know when to join him. She considered staying in her room, but what was the point? May as well get this conversation over with. 
Taking a deep breath, she went to the kitchen to face her past. A dog’s water and food bowls were now on the end of the island. Theo was searching for something, even though he’d taken several bites from a large sub. A pile of fries was next to the sandwich. He moved around the kitchen, opening cabinets and closing them with a bang.
“Can’t find what you need?” she said.
“I don’t even know where to look.” His expression was somewhere between frustrated and amused. When he found and pulled out a plate, he gave an exasperated, “Finally. When Nick renovates a place, he doesn’t hold back.” 
“I thought I was at the wrong house when I met Millie here.” 
“Same. If it weren’t for the basic structure and the neighbors’ houses, I would have turned on my GPS to make sure.” He opened the refrigerator and gave a mocking laugh. “Would you look at that? There’s something other than ketchup and milk in here. Although ketchup is what I need. Another change. I suppose all this food is your doing.”
“Only some of it. There’s more in there than when I left this morning. I thought Millie had come by and stocked things for me. I wondered when I saw the beer.”
Taking out the ketchup, Theo closed the refrigerator, then proceeded to nearly drown the fries. Something that hadn’t changed. He ate one and said, “Nick called some service he uses to have the place stocked. He told me the place was available.”
“Guess we got our wires crossed.”
Theo waited a beat before saying, “In more ways than one.” 
Before he could say anything else, she said, “So why are you staying here? You hate this house almost as much as this town. Maybe more.”
“I do, but because of Harlow, the places I can stay are limited. She’s a service animal — an arson dog — so hotels can’t keep her out, but since she doesn’t have to be with me 24/7, sometimes it’s easier for both of us if I leave her where I’m staying. I usually book efficiency apartments in extended stay hotels, but there aren’t any around here. I can’t stay with the Sinclairs because they took in a family who were also left homeless from the fire.”  
“Yes, Grace and her kids.” Eden was glad they were staying with Martin and Millie who would provide the extra care the family needed.
“It never occurred to me to let them know where I’d be.” From his tone, she guessed he regretted that decision.
She decided this time it was her turn to leave. “I’ll start looking for a new place in the morning.”
“You haven’t looked?” 
He sounded shocked. Did he think she was lazy? It had only been three weeks. No one else had suggested she was dawdling. “Too many other things going on, things to replace. I haven’t been able to focus enough to get that done. I was just happy to have underwear.” Underwear? That’s what you choose to mention? 
As her face warmed, she waited for him to comment on her choice of joy, but instead he said, “It’s not uncommon after losing a home to fire to be unbalanced for a while. No one realizes how much they have or what it means until it’s gone, especially things that can’t be replaced. Unlike underwear.”
They needed to talk about something other than her underwear. “It’s not something you can be prepared for.”
“There are lots of things you can’t prepare for.” There was a world of meaning in the one sentence, none of them she felt prepared to discuss. Fortunately, Theo didn’t seem ready either, and he asked, “So, you’ve been here since the fire?” 
“Yes.”
He sighed, ran his hand through his hair, then ate a fry. She let him think. This was always his way — give all the pieces careful consideration before deciding. Except for his last decision. That one he made quickly and never gave her a chance to change his mind. Finally, he said, “You’ve been uprooted enough. Probably feeling settled for the first time since this happened.”
“Yes, it’s been helpful.”
“Millie would never let me hear the end of it if I kicked you out.”
She lifted her shoulder in a half shrug. “You’re not kicking me out. I offered.”
“That’s not how she’ll see it.” More of his fries disappeared.
“We can explain. You need a place for Harlow. I’ll manage.”
“I don’t doubt it.” His simple statement surprised her. She’d been without acceptance for so long she couldn’t help but notice how easily he believed in her. “Look, my priority needs to be solving this case, not finding a place to stay. This is on my time and mostly my dime, not the company’s. If you’re okay with it, we can both stay here. Then if it doesn’t work, we’ll figure something out.”
The tightness in her throat relaxed. She may have sounded casual to Theo, but the thought of having to find a place quickly filled her with dread. She wasn’t ready for more upheaval. Of course, Theo being back — and being in the same house — was an upheaval of a different kind, but if she could keep her emotions in check, she’d keep her balance. As he said, he didn’t plan to stay long. “There’s plenty of room. Nick made the place bigger.”
“So I see,” he said, gesturing to where the back wall had been knocked out to make the living room huge. 
“I’m staying in —”
“In my old room,” he interrupted.
She nodded but didn’t comment. The silence was worse than the mention of underwear, so she suggested, “You could stay downstairs in the master suite. Do you get up early?”
“Usually,” he said.
“Great, because I don’t start until later.”
“You never liked mornings.” He smiled for the first time, and she hated how it made her heart hitch. “You always complained about morning dance practice.”
It wasn’t fair for him to still know her so well. “I’m sure we can stay out of each other’s way.” 
He looked up from his food and met her eyes. Not since her audition days, did she feel so scrutinized. He continued to stare at her as he said, “We’re good at staying out of each other’s way, which brings me back to my earlier question — what are you doing in Fable Notch?”
Clearly, he hadn’t heard anything about her since leaving. “A lot can happen in twelve years.”
“I’m aware, but you were all set, acceptance to the Conservatory in hand.” He picked up the ketchup bottle to put more on his fries. She could hardly see them. “Why aren’t you performing or touring with a major dance company?”
No, no, no. She was not having this conversation. She was not going back to those painful memories and certainly not with him. “Things change. It was a long time ago, and you chose not to be a part of my life.”
“Chose? Do you think I had a choice?” The bottle slammed on the counter, and she jumped. He didn’t usually yell, especially because he knew she hated it. And why was he angry? He was the one who agreed to her father’s demands. He was the one who left, who joined the army, putting thousands of miles between them and never reaching out to her again. “I went along with your father splitting us up was so you could dance. You deserved it. Needed it. I couldn’t take that from you. So why didn’t you go?”
“I did. I was at the Boston Conservatory for two years.”
“And then?”
This was not good. Only a few minutes in the same room and she was already shaking from the feelings of vulnerability. Maybe she would look for a new place to stay after all. “And then my mom was diagnosed with stage four ovarian cancer. I found out when I came home the summer after my sophomore year. I deferred in the fall. She died a few weeks after the New Year of what would have been my junior year.”
His face softened as his hands moved to his jean’s pockets. “I’m sorry. I liked Donna. She was a kind person.”
“She liked you, too. She was always on our side.” Which helped, but in the end not enough.
“Didn’t you go back?”
“No.” She couldn’t bring herself to say more. 
“You gave up dancing?”
“I had to.” She held up a hand before he could say anything. “Don’t ask me to explain.” Numb from her mother’s death, she’d all but hidden away in her room, counting the hours until she could leave again. She planned to stay in Boston permanently once school started, but that summer changed things for her more than the summer when he left.
“So you’ve been here since then?”
“Pretty much. At least one of us got their wish of leaving this town and never coming back.” 
“Never imagined I’d have a reason to return,” he said. 
Would she have been a reason? If she’d tried to find him, tell him what happened, would he have come back? No, he didn’t even visit Martin and Millie. Her dream may have been dance, but his was never coming back here. “You’re here to help Martin.” She said it to remind herself that his being here had nothing to do with her.
Theo gave a non-committal shrug. “He’s out of commission because of his injury. Said he needed me.” 
I needed you, too, her heart cried out. Stupid heart. Eden kept her features schooled. She was good at it. 
Harlow gave a yip, pulling her out of her traitorous thoughts. “Yes, you can have some chicken,” Theo said. 
He took his plate and put food in her dish. He came close enough for Eden to smell the soap he used and sense the heat of his body, if only for a moment. As he walked to sit at the dining room table with his sandwich, she noticed something else. “You’re limping.”
“No, I’m not,” he said, but his rapid answer and tone said he knew otherwise. 
“Is it from an army injury?”
“No, I got out of there without breaking or seriously burning anything. About ten months ago, a beam came down on my leg when I was going through a warehouse hit by a firebug in Pittsburgh. Open femur break. It sometimes acts up at the end of a long day, and this has been a very long day.”
She winced and ignored the comment about his day. “That would be a hell of an injury. The fact that your limp is barely noticeable is impressive.”
“You sound as though you’re speaking from knowledge.”
More than he knew. “I’m a physical therapist. I’ve got a practice over at Maximum Results, the shiny new gym off of 3. I also teach a few classes there.” It was the only dancing she could do.
“Why? I mean, how did that happen? I mean... hell, I’m not sure what I mean.” He ran his hand through his hair, then took a bite of his sandwich. Harlow came over to where Eden was standing, and she was glad petting the dog gave her something to do. “So, about this living arrangement — you’re okay with it?”
“I think we can manage,” she said, looking at the man she once couldn’t imagine being without. There was so much to say and nothing to say. “I’m getting back to my book, then going to sleep. Unless you need help finding anything else.”
“No, nothing. Good night, Eden.”
“Good night, Theo.”
As she headed upstairs, she tried not to think about what his being in town was going to mean. Telling him she quit dancing was hard enough. How was she going to tell him she’d gotten married?







  
  Chapter Three
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Theo’s  first waking thought was of Eden, asleep upstairs. After years of being apart, this morning she was only a few rooms away. It seemed impossible. Then again, a week ago, he would have said willingly coming back to this town was impossible.                                                                                                                                                                                                    
To himself, he could admit he’d never stopped thinking of her and comparing other women to her. She was so beautiful. His memory didn’t do her justice. She may not be dancing professionally, but even wearing leggings and a t-shirt, he could see how strong and graceful she was. Sexy. Her arms were muscled, and he assumed her legs were too. He shouldn’t think about her legs.
Her blonde hair was shorter now, a few inches past her shoulders rather than to the middle of her back. What had changed the most were her eyes. They were the warm brown he remembered, but missing the sparkle that was part of what drew him to her. And he knew why — because she wasn’t dancing anymore.
Her dream was the reason he left. Did that mean none of it had been worth it?
He’d agreed to her father’s ultimatum so she could dance. Since he didn’t have dreams of his own, hers had been precious to him. Her father, Patrick, never thought Theo was good enough for his daughter, and on some level, Theo agreed. When the old man told Eden to either give up Theo or he wouldn’t pay her tuition for college, to Theo it was a no-brainer. 
It had been the hardest thing he’d ever done. She told him they’d figure it out when she got back from her graduation trip. But by then he’d gone on the road with his brother, Cole, and his band. He made certain Eden had no way to contact him.
And still, the pull was too great. To keep himself from going to Boston to be with her, he joined the army. Several thousand miles of distance did the trick. He’d told Millie and Martin to never bring her up, which he assumed was why they didn’t tell him she’d come back.
He’d known before agreeing to Martin’s request, this trip wasn’t going to be easy. Eden being here was going to make it harder. He’d ached to reach out and touch her last night. Was her hair as soft as he remembered? 
No, that didn’t matter. He needed to stifle that urge.
Theo got out of bed, stretched, and did a quick physical inventory. His leg was a little sore, but not bad. As he got dressed, he realized with a shock that he hadn’t had any nightmares. Stress made him prone to violent dreams either about his time in Afghanistan or being trapped under the beam that broke his leg —– or both. It had to be the total exhaustion from the drive. Quiet, dreamless nights like last night were something to be grateful for. Especially considering he spent the night in mother’s old room. 
He stared at his surroundings, amazed. Not much of the original room remained. The master bedroom had been enlarged, so besides a four-poster king sized bed, there was a sitting area with an enormous television over a newly created fireplace, and a luxurious bathroom. He would never get over the changes Nick made. His brother may be brilliant at whatever financial thing he did on Wall Street, but he also had an eye for design.
A glance at the clock told him he had time for coffee and taking Harlow for a quick walk before meeting Martin at the Kinsman Diner. Throwing on a hoodie with the Prometheus logo to remind himself this was a job, along with jeans and work boots, he went into the kitchen, put food in Harlow’s dish and a mug under the Keurig machine. A few minutes later, he took his first sip and looked around the room in the morning light. 
More changes. Everything in the kitchen was new. The last time he was here, only one burner on the stove worked and the oven was sketchy — things either burned or were completely undercooked, which was one of the many reasons why back then he ate most of his dinners at the Sinclairs. Instead of a wall dividing the kitchen from the rest of the house, there was an island in the center, which opened into a dining area, then into an immense living room created by Nick having knocked out the back wall. Theo never imagined the place could look this good. All he ever imagined was getting out.
Now he was back, and Eden had never left. It was a lot to take in. 
Taking his coffee with him as he and Harlow walked through the neighborhood, he noticed how much cooler the morning air was in New Hampshire compared to Maryland. May was barely the beginning of spring. When they got back, he put his mug in the sink and pretended he wasn’t listening to hear if Eden was awake before they jumped in his truck and headed out. The streets were quiet, and he was at the diner in less than ten minutes. 
The Kinsman Diner, a classic train car diner with the name painted in big letters on the front, looked the same. Knowing how little room was in the place, he cracked the windows and left Harlow in the car. Inside, everything looked the way it did when he left. For once, he was glad things hadn’t changed.
At a glance, he took in the black, white, and aqua tiles on the floor, the long counter running the length of the train car, and the round stools with no backs. A short-order cook on the grill out front, a third of the griddle taken up by hash browns cooking along the side, the rest by orders in process. The specials were written on a blackboard over the cook’s head. Fresh baked muffins the size of his fist and iced pastries beckoned from under a plastic dome. About fifteen years ago, they’d built an extension to the side to accommodate more tables, larger groups, and a handicapped entrance turning the building into an ‘L’. It hadn’t been enough to stop a line from forming out the door on the weekends. 
“Oh my goodness, as sure as there is still snow on top of Mt. Washington, it’s Theo Hanson,” said a familiar voice. 
“Rosie Kinsman,” he said, as she came over. Holding the hot coffee carafe at arm’s length, she gave him a hug which pressed the entire length of her compact and ample body against him. She fit under his chin. Her grandfather had owned and operated the diner and people said Rosie was waiting tables as soon as she was big enough to see over them. She was Millie’s best friend and held a special place in his heart. He couldn’t imagine the place without her. “You are one hot momma.”
“You’re damn right I am,” she agreed. “Didn’t you grow up fine? If you’ve been back more than a day without comin’ in here, you are getting none of my cinnamon French toast.”
“I got in last night, and I want a double order.”
She laughed. “You may have gotten older and stronger, but it’s good to see your appetite’s the same. Bet you drink coffee, not Coke, now.”
“I do. Black, one sugar.”
“Sugar’s on the table. Pick yourself a booth, and I’ll be over with a mug.” He slid onto the black vinyl of a middle booth and chose the side facing the door. “Something must be up if you’re here. Gotta be at least a decade since we’ve seen you,” Rosie said, putting down and filling his mug in one practiced move.
“Been nearly twelve years. Martin called me because of the fires.”
“I shoulda known. With all that’s been going on, it’s no surprise he’s called you in. He took a nasty fall. You gonna help him at the station?” 
He nodded as he added sugar, then took a careful sip of his coffee. Piping hot, the way he liked it. “I am. What have you heard?”
“Same as everyone. Those fires are big news. Hottest topic in town, no pun intended. No one hurt except Martin, thank goodness, but a lot of damage. People out of their homes and work. You know we don’t usually get that kind of activity. Hell, we’ve gone years without anything burning, ‘specially when there’s a wet spring or fall.” She sat on the opposite bench and leaned forward. “Helen and I were saying the other night, it seems suspicious.” Helen was Rosie’s wife. The two women had been together as long as Martin and Millie, maybe longer.
“Martin thinks so, too,” he said in a lowered tone. He never could keep his mouth shut with Rosie or Millie. The two of them always got him to spill everything running through his head. He continued without thinking. “He’s hoping I can help uncover who’s behind these. But don’t mention it around.”
“Of course not, silly child.” He smiled at the ludicrous endearment. “If there is someone doing this, I know you’ll catch them. We don’t want any more of our folks getting hurt.”
For Rosie, calling the locals “our folks” wasn’t an exaggeration. She had grown up in Fable Notch, practically raised by the customers in the diner. “I’ll do whatever I can.”
“I know you will,” she said, patting his hand. She stood and took a step away, then turned back. “Should I get you some bacon for the pretty puppy sittin’ in your front seat?”
“She’d love it. Thanks.”
“Good morning, Rosie,” Martin said, coming up to the table and putting down the stack of files tucked under his arm. 
“Morning, Chief. Let me get you coffee and put in an order for a breakfast sandwich. I know Sal’s got crispy home fries on the side of the griddle you’ll love. And a double order of the French toast is on the way,” she assured Theo before walking away.
Theo stood up to hug Martin, still somewhat surprised to be taller than the man who came into his life when he was thirteen and saved him and his brothers in every way possible. As he pulled back, his investigator’s eye made note of the changes in the man. It had been over three years since he last saw Martin at a professional conference in Boston. The recent accident, along with a heart attack, had aged him. Theo took in the heavy cast that started at the wrist and went past Martin’s elbow and the cane gripped in his good hand. His hair was almost completely gray, and he’d lost weight. While the weight was a good thing, seeing Martin look older made Theo do some quick mental math. Martin was almost sixty-five. He couldn’t quite wrap his head around that.
“Bet she chose your breakfast for you, too,” Martin said with a smile as he sat down. Theo nodded as he sipped his coffee. “What time did you get into town last night?”
“Around seven. Drove by the sites for a quick reference, grabbed dinner, and then went to the old house.”
“Why did you stop there?”
“Didn’t stop by. I’m staying there for this trip.
“Guess that’s the first time since you’ve been there since — oh damn.” Martin’s voice trailed off.
“Yeah, I was surprised, too.”
Martin waited until after Rosie poured his coffee and left to continue. “Son, I’m sorry. It never occurred to me to tell you about Eden because I never thought you’d go there.”
“You couldn’t have mentioned in our conversation on Friday that she was here? And one of the victims?”
“Truthfully, I didn’t quite know how to bring it up. I knew you’d find out, but I guess I thought you’d see her name in the file, and I’d tell you then. I certainly didn’t expect for you to run into her first.”
“Actually. Harlow ran into her, and I ran in after.”
“You lost me.” Theo explained how he and Eden came face to face and their current decision on living arrangements. “You’re both going to stay in the house?”
Theo nodded. “She’s not ready to look for another place, and my having Harlow limits my choices. We’re adults. We can make it work. It’s not like I’ll be here long.”
Martin didn’t say anything, and Theo was glad when their food arrived, giving them something else to focus on. He wasn’t as certain about the living arrangement as he pretended. Fortunately, breakfast gave him a distraction. When he forked a huge mouthful of the cinnamon-y, eggy toast into his mouth, he couldn’t stop the moan.
“I heard that,” called Rosie. He didn’t even see her. “Glad you like it.”
“This is why I don’t even whisper around her,” Martin said. “She hears everything.”
“Yes, I do.”
After taking several more bites, Theo asked, “Are those the files on the fires?”
“It’s what I have so far. All my notes and pictures. A few interviews.”
“I want to review the first and the third fire sites today, see how he started and what he did most recently.”
“I’ll join you, at least for the first one. You’re going to have to schedule times to talk to the owner and residents of the professional building. I haven’t gotten to those for obvious reasons.”
“No problem.”
“You won’t say that when you hear who owns it.”
Theo let his fork drop to the plate. “Patrick Barrett.”
“Got it on the first shot.” The French toast turned into a lump in Theo’s stomach. Seeing Eden was one thing. Seeing her father? That was something completely different. As if reading Theo’s thoughts, Martin said, “A lot of time has passed.”
“And you think he’s changed?” Theo couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice.
“No, I think you have.”
Theo said nothing, just sipped more coffee. It wasn’t that he couldn’t see the changes in himself, but he also knew not all of those were good. And the things Patrick didn’t approve of back when Theo and Eden were dating — coming from a broken home with an alcoholic mother and absent father, barely graduating from high school — those remained true. His financial situation had improved, but he had personal challenges that would not be welcomed by any woman or accepted by her father. Who would want to be with a man who traveled regularly, suffered from nightmares, and came with the baggage he did?
As they ate, people came over to talk to Martin. From the conversations, Theo could tell most hadn’t seen him since the accident. Martin introduced or reintroduced him to at least a half-dozen people as Theo tried to finish his breakfast. He watched their faces register surprise at seeing him and looked for disapproval, waited for the first cruel remark.
“No one thinks badly of you,” Martin said after another person left. 
“Why do you say that?”
“I can see the tension in your body. I know you have a lot of mixed memories about this town. But, son, those are the memories of a boy who was barely an adult when he left. A boy who had been through too much loss and hardship. Just because people didn’t approve of what your parents did, doesn’t mean they didn’t approve of you.”
Theo raised an eyebrow. He remembered the looks from teachers, parents, and other adults that went from pitying to mistrustful, as though he’d grab a purse and run at the first available opportunity. They were either ‘those poor Hanson boys,’ or ‘those wild Hanson boys,’ depending on who was talking. And Theo lived up to his reputation, pulling pranks and skirting the edge of breaking the law. “I’m never going to have this town’s approval. It’s enough to know that you and Millie love me.”
“That we do,” said a warm voice.
Theo almost jumped from his seat to give Millie a hug. As she wrapped her arms around him, the smell of violets brought back a thousand memories of her care. After years of his mother’s indifference, it had taken Theo a while to accept Millie’s love, but she’d proven it repeatedly with her support, understanding, and rock-solid confidence in him, his brothers, and Ryan, her son. She changed his life.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said when they sat again.
“Good to see you, too.” And he meant it. Not seeing Martin and Millie for so long had been hard, but as much as he loved them, he hated this town more.
Like her husband, Millie looked older too, and he still thought she looked like Ellen Burstyn. Most importantly, the warmth of her smile was the same. Seeing the two of them was more emotional than Theo expected. He might not believe in happiness for himself, but he believed others could have it because of what Martin and Millie showed him.
“Theo is staying at his old house while he’s here,” Martin said.
“But he can’t because....” Millie stopped. “Oh, Theo, I’m sorry. I had no idea. It never occurred to me you might go there.”
“It’s okay.”
“Where is Eden going to stay? I suppose one of you could come to the house after all. There’s another bedroom, or I could rearrange things in my music studio. You could stay there. Please, don’t make her move. She’s had so much upheaval recently.” Millie’s hands flitted about as though she were moving people around.
“Relax, Ma.” As soon as he called her “Ma,” she calmed. He’d never forget the first time he called her that. It had slipped out one day when he’d thanked her for something, and they both teared up. It was as true now as it was then. “I didn’t kick her out. We’re both staying there and being as adult as possible.”
“Ooh, that sounds—”
“Stop. Don’t get any ideas. We’ve worked it out, but my focus is on these fires. Nothing more. Once the case is solved, I’m heading back to Baltimore.” Theo didn’t want to have this conversation a second time. “I’m going to inspect the first site.”
Martin reached into his pocket and said, “Here’s my work phone for you, and grab the extra squawk box in my car. You should have it with you in case there are any calls.”
Theo’s shoulders tensed. He’d forgotten he was also here to step in as chief while Martin healed. Although chances were there would be little to do in that regard, it was one more responsibility, and Theo felt the weight of it. He preferred coming in after the fire was out. “Is there anyone who will be annoyed at being passed over for the chief job, even if it’s temporary? What about Lloyd Wilson?” Theo named the part-time deputy chief, the only other paid firefighter. He didn’t want to make enemies no matter how short his stay.
“I don’t think so. I met with most of the volunteers after they discharged me, and I told them I was calling you. They agreed it was a good idea. There’s no doubt we need someone with your experience.”
“You don’t think my being in town will raise eyebrows?” Theo asked.
Martin shrugged, and Millie said, “Maybe one or two, but if anyone is curious, it’s because you never come around. People know the amazing things you’ve done since moving away, how you served our country.” Theo knew exactly who’d told them, too. “And everyone knows you’d always help my Martin. There’s no reason for you to feel unwelcome.”
As if he’d felt welcome back then. He knew how the people in Fable Notch saw his family. His mother was the town drunk, and her sons were a trio of troublemakers. It didn’t matter how they’d turned out. Cole was literally a rock star. Nick worked on Wall Street and made more money than God. But if you asked anyone, they’d be quick to mention Cole’s pool shark days, Nick trying to make time with the rich ski bunnies, and how Theo was run out of town for dating the wrong girl. 
Who he was now living with.
He ran his hands through his hair. This was not good. Too many memories.
“Thinking about the cases or something else?” Martin asked.
“The cases,” Theo said, but when he looked at Martin, he knew the man saw through him. He hadn’t been able to lie to Martin since the day they met. Why would years away make any difference? Theo emptied his mug, grabbed the top file, and said to Martin, “Meet me at the Northcott Estate when you’re done.”
“I’ll finish my coffee and be right over.” Theo knew ‘finishing coffee’ could take Martin an hour or more, depending on how many people there were to talk to, and with Millie there, it would take longer. He didn’t mind. He needed the time alone.
As he walked to the door, Rosie handed him a bag and a to-go cup with coffee. “I have a feeling you’re going to need both of these,” she said.
“What’s in the bag?” he said, giving it a shake.
“Something for you and something for the pup.”
He kissed her cheek. “See you soon.”
“You better.”
He got into his truck and gave a little laugh at the smell of bacon. “Rosie’s going to spoil us both while we’re here.” Harlow gave a quick bark that Theo assumed was approval. At least someone was
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