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SANDRA

Sandra Blake kicked through the splintered apartment door, her oxygen tank hissing as smoke poured around her helmet. The hallway stretched ahead like a tunnel to hell, orange flames licking at the walls while a woman's screams echoed from the back bedroom.

"Fire department, anybody in here?" Sandra's voice cut through the roar of burning wood. She dropped to her knees, crawling beneath the heat that would cook her lungs if she stood upright.

The screams grew louder. A child's cry joined the woman's voice.

Sandra's heart hammered against her ribs as she army-crawled down the hallway, her heavy gear scraping against charred carpet. Three families lived in this building. Three families who couldn't afford anywhere else in Reno's skyrocketing rental market.

Just like the Morales family last month. Just like the Johnsons two weeks ago.

She reached the bedroom door and shouldered it open. A woman huddled in the corner, clutching a toddler to her chest while flames consumed the window frame behind them. The fire had cut off their escape route, trapping them against the far wall.

"I'm Lieutenant Blake, bomb squad," Sandra shouted over the crackling inferno. "We're getting you out."

The woman's eyes went wide with relief. "My baby—"

"I got him." Sandra scooped the toddler into her arms, his small body trembling against her protective gear. "Stay low and follow me. Do not let go of my jacket."

They crawled toward the door as burning debris crashed from the ceiling. Sandra's radio crackled with Captain Morrison's voice: "Blake, get out now. Structure's compromised."

"Two civilians in tow," she responded, pushing the toddler ahead of her while the mother grabbed onto Sandra's air tank.

The hallway had become a wind tunnel of superheated air. Sandra's face shield fogged as they crawled toward the front door, each breath a struggle despite her oxygen supply. The building groaned around them, support beams weakening by the second.

They burst through the doorway onto the sidewalk just as the apartment's windows exploded outward in a shower of glass and flame. Sandra rolled away from the building, shielding the toddler with her body while the mother scrambled to safety.

"Medic!" Sandra called out, stripping off her helmet as paramedics rushed forward.

She watched the EMTs check over the mother and child, both alive and breathing clean air. Another family saved. Another building destroyed.

"Hell of a thing," Fire Chief Morton said, appearing beside her with his usual practiced expression of concern. "Third fire this month in low-income housing."

Sandra wiped soot from her face and studied the burning building. The flames followed a specific pattern, spreading too evenly to be accidental. She'd seen this exact burn signature twice before.

"Chief, I need to process the scene for accelerants," she said. "This fire—"

"No need." Morton's tone carried finality. "Already called it in as electrical. Old wiring, you know how these places are."

Sandra's jaw tightened. "I haven't even examined the origin point yet."

"Department's stretched thin, Blake. Can't waste resources on every small fire." Morton turned away, dismissing her. "Pack up your gear."

She stared at the burning building, watching the flames consume evidence of what she knew was arson. Just like the Morales fire. Just like the Johnson fire. All ruled electrical failures before she could complete her investigations.

All targeting families who couldn't fight back.

Sandra's radio buzzed with dispatch sending other units to different calls, but she remained frozen on the sidewalk. Three suspicious fires in thirty days. Three families displaced from affordable housing. Three investigations shut down before they started.

Someone was systematically burning out Reno's poorest residents, and her own department was helping them get away with it.

The toddler she'd rescued looked back at her from the ambulance, his dark eyes reflecting the orange flames consuming his home. His mother clutched him tighter, probably wondering where they'd sleep tonight.

Sandra pulled out her phone and started photographing the scene before anyone could stop her. Burn patterns on the exterior walls. Melted window frames showing accelerant splash marks. The precise way flames had spread through the building's ventilation system.

"Blake!" Chief Morton's voice cut across the scene. "I said pack it up."

She lowered her phone and met his glare with steady eyes. "Just documenting the scene, Chief. Standard protocol."

"Nothing standard about this fire." Morton stepped closer, his voice dropping to a threatening whisper. "Electrical failure. End of story. Don't make this complicated."

Sandra felt ice form in her stomach despite the heat radiating from the burning building. Morton wasn't just dismissing her investigation—he was ordering her to ignore evidence of arson.

"Understood, Chief." The words tasted like ash in her mouth.

She packed her gear while firefighters poured water on the flames, watching twenty years of explosive ordnance training tell her that someone had turned fire into a weapon. Someone was targeting families who couldn't afford lawyers or political connections.

And her own fire department was covering it up.

Sandra loaded her equipment into her truck and pulled away from the scene, but instead of heading back to the station, she drove through Reno's struggling neighborhoods. Block after block of aging apartments and small houses where working families scraped together rent money each month.

Perfect targets for someone who wanted them gone.

She parked outside the Morales family's burned-out apartment complex and studied the blackened shell. Same burn pattern. Same accelerant spread. Same official ruling of electrical failure.

Her phone rang with a number she didn't recognize.

"Lieutenant Blake? This is Captain Rodriguez from Metro Bomb Squad. Heard you've been handling some suspicious fires."

Sandra's pulse quickened. "What kind of suspicious?"

"The kind that aren't electrical failures. We've been tracking similar incidents across the state. Always low-income housing. Always ruled accidental before proper investigation."

"You think someone's targeting these families?"

"I think someone's very good at making arson look like accidents. And I think your department might not want these cases solved."

Sandra stared at the Morales building, remembering the fear in that toddler's eyes tonight. "What do you need from me?"

"Evidence. Real investigation files. Photos of burn patterns before they disappear from your database."

"That could cost me my job."

"Those families are going to keep burning, Lieutenant. How much is your job worth compared to their lives?"

The line went dead, leaving Sandra alone with the weight of thirty days' worth of suspicious fires. Three families displaced. Three investigations shut down. Three chances for justice that had gone up in smoke.

She started her truck and drove toward the fire station, her mind racing through department protocols and chain of command. Chief Morton had made it clear that questioning these fires meant career suicide.

But that toddler's face haunted her thoughts. The way his mother had looked at their burning home, knowing they had nowhere else to go.

Someone was systematically destroying these families' lives, and the fire department was helping them do it. Sandra had spent seven years defusing bombs and investigating explosive devices. She knew the difference between accidents and intentional destruction.

These fires were weapons, deployed against Reno's most vulnerable residents.

And if her own department wouldn't stop them, she'd have to find someone who would.
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MAD DOG

Frank "Mad Dog" Castellano dragged the zip-tied arsonist across the abandoned warehouse floor, the man's boots scraping against concrete as he struggled uselessly against military-grade restraints. Blood trickled from the guy's nose where Mad Dog had introduced his face to a brick wall.

"Please, I don't know anything," the arsonist whined, his voice echoing in the empty space. "I just light the fires, man. Someone else picks the targets."

Mad Dog dropped him next to a metal chair and cut the zip ties with his Ka-Bar knife. "Sit."

The guy collapsed into the chair, shaking hands pressed to his bleeding nose. Late twenties, skinny build, nervous energy of a tweaker looking for his next fix. Perfect profile for hired muscle.

"Name's Tommy Webb," the arsonist said without being asked. "I'm just following orders, you know? Someone calls, I light it up, I get paid."

Mad Dog pulled a small device from his tactical vest—a remote detonator with a single red button. He set it on the table between them and watched Webb's eyes go wide.

"See that support beam above your head?" Mad Dog pointed to the thick steel girder directly overhead. "Got two pounds of C-4 strapped to it. Military grade. The kind that turns concrete into dust."

Webb's face went pale. "Jesus Christ."

"Jesus ain't here, Tommy. Just you, me, and enough explosive to redecorate this place with your organs." Mad Dog leaned back against the table, his finger hovering over the detonator. "So let's talk about who's hiring you to burn out families."

"I don't know names, I swear. They call me, tell me an address, leave cash in a dead drop."

Mad Dog pressed the button.

Nothing happened.

Webb nearly pissed himself, hyperventilating as he stared at the ceiling. "Holy shit, holy shit—"

"Relax. That was just the test signal." Mad Dog's voice stayed conversational. "Next press is the real deal. Now, about those dead drops..."

"Okay, okay!" Webb's words tumbled over each other. "There's this fire chief, Morton. He's the one who calls. Says which buildings need to disappear. Always low-income places, you know? Families that can't fight back."

Mad Dog's jaw tightened. Reckoning Riders territory included half a dozen low-income housing complexes. Working families, single mothers, elderly people on fixed incomes. The kind of people who deserved protection, not persecution.

"Morton's paying you direct?"

"No, man. Some dude named Kowalski handles the money. Detective or something. Leaves cash behind the dumpster at Mel's Diner on Wells Avenue."

"How many buildings you burned?"

Webb's voice dropped to a whisper. "Eight in the last two months. Morton says there's gonna be twenty more. Some big development project coming to clean up the neighborhood."

Mad Dog thought about the families those eight fires had displaced. Forty, maybe fifty people forced from their homes so some rich developer could gentrify the area. Children sleeping in cars or shelters because their apartments had been deliberately destroyed.

The rage that lived in his chest since Afghanistan started burning hotter.

"This development project got a name?"

"Price Development. Run by some city councilwoman. They want the whole east side cleared out for condos and shopping centers."

Mad Dog picked up the detonator again, his thumb resting on the button. "Here's what's gonna happen, Tommy. You're gonna stop burning buildings. You're gonna disappear from Reno. You're gonna find a new line of work that doesn't involve destroying families' homes."

"But Morton will—"

"Morton's about to have bigger problems than a missing arsonist." Mad Dog stood up, pocketing the detonator. "You got twelve hours to get out of Nevada. After that, I hunt you down and finish what we started here."

He cut Webb's restraints and stepped back. "Consider this your only warning."

Webb stumbled toward the warehouse door, pausing at the threshold. "You don't understand, man. These people, they're connected. Police, fire department, city council. They'll come after you."

Mad Dog smiled, the expression carrying no warmth. "Let them come."

Webb ran into the night, leaving Mad Dog alone with his thoughts and the weight of what he'd learned. Systematic arson targeting the most vulnerable residents in Reckoning Riders territory. Corrupt officials protecting the operation. A development scheme designed to price out working families.

His phone buzzed with a text from Serpico: Club meeting in twenty. Something's burning in our backyard.

Mad Dog checked his watch and headed for his bike. The Harley Breakout roared to life, its loud pipes echoing through the industrial district as he rode toward
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