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CHAPTER 1

 


As Bob Masters entered his
apartment, he smiled to himself. Working as an orderly at the local
hospital was the job that he'd always wanted, and had always been
happy to carry out since he'd secured it five years earlier. It
wasn't a job that everyone might have desired, but he enjoyed it
enough. There were perks aplenty with the diverse range of people
he met and interacted with every day, not to mention the joy he
found in the small things that now and then would find their way
into his pockets. To all who worked with him, he seemed happy and
content. Because of that, everyone appeared to regard him with open
friendliness. That - and those little things that might have been
in his pocket when he got home at the end of any working day -
always kept him happy in his work.

After checking out the
day's acquisitions and smiling to himself, Bob tossed his work
uniform in the washing machine. Then it was time to indulge in
enjoying the heat and pressure of a long, relaxing shower. It was
yet another small pleasure, but one he delighted in.

When he'd finally pulled
himself from the calming heat of the water, he quickly dressed and
made his way into his kitchen.

It was a joy, cooking a
decent meal at the end of each working day, but it was also
something Bob took pride in. His nature was perfectly suited to the
care and attention needed to not only prepare a meal to perfection,
but also take the time required to present it equally well. Day to
day, night after night, he most often dined alone in the privacy of
his small home. That didn't matter. He'd made the choice to live by
himself, and although he did get on well with people, he knew he
was most suited to bachelor life. Oh, he'd had his fair share of
relationships - being 34 years of age, of course he had. Now and
then, someone had entered his life who was just that little bit
more special than everyone else. On the rare occasion someone had
made such an impact on him, he'd enjoyed putting in the time and
effort to chase them.

Chase. It was an odd word
to use when he took time to consider it. The thrill of the chase.
The expression was used a lot, especially in dating. He'd always
considered it an odd expression. Maybe that was how it was for cats
and mice, and the very reason those cats played with a mouse,
taunting it for long periods before seeming to finally decide to
kill it. Was it like that within the human race though? Did people
truly like to 'chase' others?

Grinning at where his
thinking had gone, he refocused on the job at hand. There was a lot
that he loved to learn about when it came to the human mind, but no
matter what, all humans needed to eat. That consideration was far
more important than wondering about one single word of the entire
English language.

As his mind centered on
the meal he was about to prepare, he felt a calm flow over him. He
liked that. Even when he was the only person he was cooking for, it
was still worth it for him to present each dish to the highest
standard. That was a bi-product of something his mother had taught
him: always act as if everyone is watching, even when nobody is.
That was her belief - and commitment - right up until the day she'd
died at the age of 65.

Although she hadn't lived
as long as some, Bob knew his mother had lived a full life. Even on
her death bed, she'd reminded him to make the most of however many
years he had left in this world. She'd known she was about to leave
him and go to be at peace among people she'd loved and lost
previously throughout her life. In her final moments, she'd ensured
he understood fully what she was saying - that he needed to seize
every moment because one day it would all be over with.

When she'd spoken to him
that one final time, he'd smiled at her, desperate to make her
believe that he was going to be okay. He'd reassured her that after
she left him, he would get on with living his life to the fullest,
even without her. Only in hindsight could he recognize that he
hadn't been honest to her or to himself about that. In truth, since
the day she'd died, he hadn't felt entirely like his usual self.
Although he demonstrated to others that he was friendly and easy
going, and that nothing bothered him, deep inside of him his soul
sometimes didn't feel quite as wholesome as others might have
thought it would. The small items that made their way to his home
after each shift were a small indicator of that truth. Sometimes he
didn't even know why he grabbed whatever he did. Did he need such
things? No, not usually. Was he hoping to use them in any way in
the future? No, not really. The thrill of the chase - perhaps that
was the same kind of thinking that he had when he took things from
the hospital. Perhaps that very expression wasn't so inaccurate
after all.

As he began to prepare the
ingredients that he'd purchased on his way home, pushing aside any
threat of serious thought further taking over his mind, he felt a
familiar excitement flow over him. There was something oddly
thrilling about preparing and perfecting a new meal that he hadn't
tried before. It wasn't quite as exciting as other parts of his
life, but it was a close second. The other aspects of life that
were far more enjoyable, he'd learned to compartmentalize in his
mind. When he was involved in them, he was all in. Every other hour
of the day, however - the hours when he wasn't doing that
particular thing - he'd trained himself to forget all about
it.

Tasks had to be embarked
upon. Jobs needed to be completed. As much as he enjoyed having a
range of things that occupied his thoughts at different times, he
took pride in his commitment to only focus on what he was doing at
the present moment. There was a time for everything. That was
another thing his mother had instilled into him - don't fall for
all that 'multitasking' hype. Do one thing at a time, and do it
with as close to perfection as is humanly possible. In her honor,
that was exactly what Bob always tried to do. Sure, sometimes his
mind drifted when he wanted to remain focused. Even so, he kept
trying to stay on one path at a time. He wasn't perfect, but he
could always try his best to at least look like he was set on
attempting to be.

Chopping the onions to
uniform size, he felt his usual reaction of teary eyes. In response
to feeling it happen, he chuckled to himself. He knew that he had a
great life, despite how others might view him, living as quietly as
he appeared to. Although he'd felt in his youth that he'd never be
loved or even wanted by anyone romantically, in recent times his
thinking on that had started to turn around. He'd had a few
relationships over the years, even though they'd each ultimately
failed. Now a new chapter had begun in his life, and it had him
feeling not only like he was a new man, but sometimes like he was
an entirely new person. It resulted in a strange blend of sadness
for the person he'd once been, and happiness for who he'd become -
or, at least, the person that people thought he'd become.

Once again pushing aside
his sliver of realization that much about who he was wasn't quite
the truth, he forced the positive side of his mind to remain the
predominant one. As he felt tears work harder to push through and
come forth, there was absolutely nothing to cry about at that
moment in time - only the rigid and strict chopping of onions to
one perfect size and shape. Everything else he had going on was in
perfect alignment with where he wanted it all to be. He knew what
he wanted in his life, and he was on a solid journey to get it. It
had taken some learning to figure people out, with their ways of
saying one thing and then doing something that went completely
against what they'd just said. Now that he had - now that he'd
worked out an equation that almost always seemed to result in a
very positive outcome for himself - his confidence in that aspect
of his life was impressive.

Sensing his thinking
threatening his focus yet again, he shook his head, as if to shake
away the effect the onions were having on his eyes. No, there was
nothing to cry about in his life. Once he'd taken his time to fully
enjoy cooking and eating his meal, he'd sit down at his computer
and indulge in the evening's pleasure. It was a relatively new
hobby of his, but one he couldn't deny suited him well. There were
many hours in the day when he was around lots of people. During
those times, he loved the presence of others around him. Outside of
work, there was calm - and a thrill - in not being in the presence
of any other human being.

After moving on to chop,
slice and ready all other ingredients needed for his evening meal,
he finally grabbed his oversized frypan out of the cupboard and
then turned to face his gas range.

Turning the control dial,
then pressing the ignition button to activate the flame, that was
the last thing that Bob Masters ever saw.


CHAPTER 2

 


"Good to see you both
looking so energized and ready to work," Sarah Johnson said as she
addressed the two agents who sat in front of her. Having summoned
them to her office, she always found some pleasure in watching how
Special Agent Tim Moore and Special Agent Ashley Power interacted
with one another.

"As always, Boss," Tim
replied, delivering his usual stunning grin.

Ashley smiled at her
partner's over-confidence. At the start of each case, she knew he
could be cocky, and he could also be a bit of a jokester. They
weren't traits she'd ever particularly liked in anyone but, for
whatever reason, she didn't mind them in him. Once any
investigation got underway, she knew Tim got just as serious about
the case as she did. Out of all the partners she'd worked with
during her time at the Bureau of Investigation, she had to admit he
was the one she felt she worked best with. They both had their
little personality quirks that were unique to each of them, but
seemed to work well when blended with the quirks of the other. It
made researching and working things out even more interesting, with
so often being thrown a perspective that was completely different.
It also made the thrill of investigations even more
enjoyable.

"Focus, Moore," Ashley
heard Sarah say in her usual serious tone. "I'm sending you two to
investigate a suspicious death."

"Death?" Ashley asked,
surprised. "Confirmed?"

"Yep," Sarah said as she
produced a buff-colored manila folder and slid it across the desk
to the agents. "I know it's been a while since you two had to
investigate something like this, but I have no doubt you're the
right agents for this job."

"Okay," Ashley said as she
reached forward and picked up the folder. She was never entirely
sure why she and Tim were 'the right agents' for any particular job
and, admittedly, sometimes she found herself wanting to ask her
boss how that assessment was even made. As quickly as she found
herself wondering about that very question once again, she forced
herself to focus on what she'd been presented with.

Flicking through the few
pages that were housed within the lightweight cardboard, she
couldn't help but ask the obvious question.

"Gas explosion?" she asked
and saw Sarah nod. "I'm assuming something about this means it
couldn't have just been an accident? Not a simple gas line
fault?"

"It certainly could turn
out to be, but there are serious questions being asked about that.
Fire scene investigators will be doing their part down there, as
are the local law enforcement, but your investigative skills will
be appreciated, I'm sure," Sarah replied. "Hence why you two need
to stop sitting around here, go and get packed, and then get going.
It's a four-hour drive south, but you'll get there with plenty of
daylight hours left to get straight onto it."

"Four hours?" Tim asked,
delivering a cheeky smile to his boss. "We can't fly there
instead?"

As he asked the question,
he forced himself to try and wipe the smile off his face. Whenever
he tried to be cheeky to his supervisor, Sarah always delivered him
the coldest stone face that he'd ever seen on anyone. She never
seemed able to completely hide her slight amusement, revealing just
a hint of happiness in her eyes, but she definitely tried hard to
occasionally answer Tim's questions with what some might describe
as a glare.

"Nice try, Moore," Sarah
finally replied. "That is not
gonna happen, as I'm sure you already
know."

"Okay, well, if we've got
a four hour drive ahead of us, we definitely should get going,"
Ashley said as she stood up, holding the file safely in her hands.
Even though there were always digital copies of what they were
given to begin with, she'd learned over her years of working on
investigations with Tim that he couldn't be trusted with paper. He
could literally grab a piece of pristine paper, hand it back
seconds later, and it would be a mess. No, she had learned to hold
anything papery safely in her own hands if she ever intended to
read it herself. "Anything else we need to know?"

"All that I know is what's
in there," Sarah replied, nodding toward the folder. "Report to the
local precinct when you arrive. Sergeant Pete Thoms is expecting
you. I know the file is scant in details right now but hopefully,
by the time you get there, they'll have some more information to
provide to you."

Ashley watched Tim deliver
a silly and completely unnecessary salute to Sarah before he turned
and began walking out of the office. The sight made Ashley shake
her head and roll her eyes. Yes, her partner could be an idiot. To
her relief, he could also be brilliant at reading people, which
meant he could also be brilliant at doing his job.

Once both agents were
walking down the sterile corridor, Tim turned to face Ashley. He
was about to ask her the same question that he always did. He
chuckled as he realized that this time he couldn't even manage to
get the words out before his partner spoke, directly answering the
question that hadn't yet been voiced out loud.

"Don't even think about
asking, Special Agent Timothy Moore," Ashley said, smiling wryly at
him. "I drive. Always!"

Tim laughed out loud. He,
too, knew they each had individual personality traits which
provided some interesting moments when they worked together. Even
though they sometimes amused one another, he couldn't deny that
when they got involved in a case, they did work extremely well
together.

"See you at yours in half
an hour," he heard Ashley call out as she began to walk to one side
of the carpark.

"Yep," he called back
before embarking on the journey to his own car.

As he walked across the
broad Bureau carpark, he felt content in his life, and he felt
exhilarated to be heading off on another case. Some people didn't
enjoy their work, spending every day going through the same old
motions and never truly liking anything at all about how they spent
most of their waking hours. That wasn't how Special Agent Tim Moore
felt. He absolutely loved his job. It wasn't easy, and there were
certainly days when he was sure that no human should ever see the
sights that he and Ashley did. Even so, at the end of each case,
they knew they'd helped someone in some way. In some cases, it was
too late to help the victims, but even in those instances, it made
him proud to have provided some kind of justice or peace to
victims' loved ones. That kept Tim very happy to keep doing what
they did.


CHAPTER 3

 


"Welcome," Ashley and Tim
heard when they entered the destination police station several
hours later. "I'm Sergeant Pete Thoms," the gentleman in front of
them added as he held out his hand to each of them. "Thanks for
coming all this way to assist with this case. I know you've had to
travel quite some distance."

"Thank you, Sergeant…"
Ashley began to say.

"Just call me Pete," the
sergeant said as he led Ashley and Tim into an office and then
closed his office door. "Everyone here does, with it being such a
small town."

"Thank you, Pete," Ashley
said. "I'm Ashley Power, and this is Tim Moore."

As Ashley settled into the
chair and watched the sergeant sit down behind his desk, she cast
her mind back to all that she and Tim had read about the case
they'd been assigned. As seemed usual in the cases that she and Tim
were assigned to, there hadn't been too much to go on in the
beginning. Part of the thrill that Ashley got from being on cases
was trying to figure out a little bit more, and then a bit more
still.

"We've read some details
about this case, but in the file we've been given, I'm not sure why
we've been called in to investigate this," she said. "Can you
explain the situation to us in your words?"

The sergeant leaned back
in his chair and took his time glancing from one agent to the other
before replying.

"There was an explosion in
a private residence close to here," he began. "When the fire
department finally got in there to put the fire out, one adult male
body - that of Mr Bob Masters - was retrieved from what was left of
the home."

"And it has been confirmed
that the fire resulted from a gas explosion?" Tim asked.

"Yes," the sergeant
replied. "Fire investigators were called in to do their assessment.
You'll get far more in-depth detail about that when you speak
directly to them, but from what I understand, it is their firm
opinion that the explosion was intended."

"And it's expected that
the explosion was intended for the purpose of murdering Mr Masters,
rather than it being either accidental that he was inside when it
happened, or he was deceased before the explosion and the fire was
used as a way to hide a murder?" Ashley asked.

"Any of those scenarios
could be a strong possibility, of course, but at this early stage
of this investigation we do believe it was someone's intention to
kill Mr Masters with the explosion," the sergeant said. "I
recommend you go and talk to the scene investigators. They're at
the town fire station at the moment, I believe. If you head over to
North Road, you can't miss it. In charge of the region's fire
department is Captain John Rogers. He's not a scene investigator,
but he's the man to speak to if you want to talk to the fire
department head."

After waiting for a long
moment in the hope that the sergeant would give them more details,
Ashley smiled and stood. It seemed so little that they were
beginning their investigation with, and even the police didn't seem
to have made any headway in finding much out so far, but Ashley
knew she and Tim had started from scratch on cases before. They
could certainly do it again.

"Okay, well, thank you,
Pete," she said, holding out her hand to him. "We'll go and have a
chat to the fire investigators and see where we can go from
there."

As Tim stood, he turned to
face the sergeant, one question already prominent in his
mind.

"It seems as if this might
turn out to be a case of murder, but no suspects so far that you're
aware of?" he asked, curious about what might have been the aspect
of the explosion that had resulted in the Bureau being called upon
to investigate.

"As yet, we've only gotten
as far as waiting for the scene investigators to do their report,"
the sergeant replied. "There's no criminal record for Mr Masters
and, as far as we know, he's been working as an orderly at the
hospital. I went down to his workplace as soon as he was
identified, and his supervisors have only spoken well about him.
There's nothing that's been mentioned that would indicate foul play
from anyone he works with. Not that that necessarily means anything, as
I'm sure you'll agree."

"And his family?" Ashley
asked, nodding. "Partner?"

"None, that we could
find," the sergeant replied. "As much as everyone at the hospital
seemed to praise Mr Masters for his work ethic and his cheery
personality, nobody has ever heard him talk about any living
family, or a significant other. The only family records we found in
our system were for his parents, who both appear to now be
deceased."

"Has an autopsy been done
on the victim?" Tim asked.

"Yes," Pete replied. "The
final report has yet to come in but the medical examiner has said
that first impressions indicate the victim was most likely alive
when the explosion happened. It seems he might have been standing
right at the point where the blast occurred. We should get
confirmation later today of the ME's final assessment. That'll tell
us for sure whether the explosion itself was what killed
him."

"Definitely no chance of
the fire being the cover-up of a murder that had already taken
place then," Ashley surmised.

"We don't believe so in
this case, no," Pete replied.

"Right. Thank you,
Sergeant," Tim said. "We'll be in touch when we have something to
share with you."

No more words were spoken
as he and Ashley made their way out of the office, and out of the
station. Once settled into Ashley's car, Tim turned to face
her.

"Tell me again why we're
here," he said, not hiding the confused look on his
face.

Ashley grinned at him
before starting the engine.

"Sometimes, Timmy Boy,
that question is the very last one to be answered," she said. She
had no idea where their questioning and investigation might lead,
but that kind of surprise was always part of the fun.


CHAPTER 4

 


"Hi, I'm Captain John
Rogers," Tim and Ashley heard after they were escorted through the
lower level of the North Road Fire Department and into an office
upstairs.

"Hello, Captain Rogers,
I'm Special Agent Ashley Power, and this is my partner, Special
Agent Tim Moore," Ashley said as she shook hands with the man who'd
greeted them.

"I'm guessing you're here
about the fire that killed Bob Masters," the captain said as he
indicated for the agents to sit down on the seats facing
his.

"Yes," Tim said. "We
understand the scene investigation carried out by the inspectors
revealed concerns that the fire may not have been an
accident?"

"Yep," the captain
replied. "You've just missed the inspectors. They're already on
their way back to the city, but I have the full report here. It's
quite a bit of a read, I'm afraid, but to sum up, the investigators
found evidence that the gas line had been tampered with. Why Bob
Masters didn't smell the gas in the house when he entered, we don't
know, but as soon as he began to cook his dinner …
well…"

Ashley nodded. She had no
desire to ponder the depth of destruction the explosion had
delivered to the victim. That was something that other members of
the Bureau would be assigned to investigate. Ashley just wanted to
get on with finding out who might have wanted him dead.

"And there's no possible
way that this could have been an accident?" she asked, wanting to
ensure she had absolute facts. "No chance that the gas line had
corroded due to age, or anything else along those
lines?"

"No, Ma'am," the captain
replied as he shook his head. "The investigators said that line was
cut clean through, most likely with a knife or a box-cutter. You're
welcome to take this copy of the report," he said as he nudged the
paper stack across the table. "Like I said, it's quite a bit of
reading, but you're welcome to take this copy for your
investigation."

"Thank you," Tim said as
he reached forward and pulled the hefty weight of paper toward him.
"Did you know Mr Masters personally?"

"No, I never met him," the
captain said. "From what I understand, apart from his work at the
hospital, he seemed to keep pretty much to himself. Even though
this is a small town, I don't believe our paths ever crossed." He
took a long while to study the agents in front of him before he
spoke again. "Don't take this the wrong way, but it seems a big
deal that the Bureau would be called in to investigate this. Why
exactly are you here?"

Ashley nodded at him.
Although she silently agreed with what he'd said and what he'd
asked, she wasn't sure what to make of the tone that he'd used when
he'd spoken.

"With the gas line being
cut, and Mr Masters having been killed in the blast, at this stage
it is a murder
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