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    Certainly the clock showed no more than ten minutes had passed. Already the fire department had arrived. Smoke billowed from the old building into the evening sky. People had gathered to watch and police had cordoned off the area. But he had the perfect view. He could look down on the entire scene. He wondered if everyone had escaped. Soon he would be able to see up close the ravages of the fire.
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    Jake was standing just inside the cordoned area.


    For him this was just another routine fire. He knew once the smoke cleared and the fire was out he would be called in to determine how the blaze had started and who might be to blame. He waited patiently out of the way as the smoke billowed and the fire crew did its job. His was a waiting job for now. Later he would sift through the rubble looking for the incendiary device that started it.


    Jake overheard the ambulance attendants talking about the people who had been evacuated from the building. Many were senior citizens, others were just getting by. They had lost everything. Most had minor injuries, a couple had been taken to the hospital with smoke inhalation, a child was missing, and there might be a body or two still inside. Jake would know firsthand when the smoke cleared.


    The building had been called the Homestead. It was even spelled out in the brick over the entrance. Once it had been a high class hotel. At sometime in the late 1960’s the owner had converted it into apartments. They had been luxury apartments for the time. Then the building changed hands and as the neighborhood went down so did the upkeep on the building. Some slum lord owned it now. The apartments were rent controlled, which allowed some low income people to keep them. It was a small building only about eight stories high, but it had gargoyles on the top and some beautiful architecture. It was a shame to see it burn. Jake knew they would never rebuild it.
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    He couldn’t see flames anymore, but smoke still rose into the evening sky. It was getting too dark to even see the smoke. Many of the people in the crowd had gone home, to the safety of their apartments and families. He hoped none of them were in buildings which could sell for millions. It made him chuckle. Then he wondered how much the landlord would get from his insurance company, and how much he could hope to gain from this fire.


    He walked away from the window. He would go back to it shortly. Now was the time to get things in order. He had a plan and he needed to have everything ready. But the fire pulled him back.
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    Jake Robins was a young man with blonde hair and blue eyes. He had broad shoulders and slender hips. Standing 6’3” there was an air of confidence when he walked. He had played sports in school, but had not really been interested in them. He was more interested in what caused things to happen, although he had not excelled in science either.


    Jake spent his time with a couple of buddies playing music. They played Christian music in a church band on some Sundays. Jake found a kind of spiritual peace in the music. He played lead guitar and sometimes sang.


    He had a couple of girlfriends along the way, but nothing had been deep or lasting. He wanted an old-fashioned girl. The kind of girl his mom was. He did not care if she had a career, but he was looking for someone solid who could be counted on. Someone who shared his values, and whom he could raise kids with. He figured he would be looking a while longer.


    Jake had done two years of criminal justice then joined the police academy. After two years on the police force he got interested in arson investigation. He did a rotation as a fireman and had a lot of respect for the men and women who fought fires for a living. Still he was more interested in why fires started.


    Here he was waiting for the chief to give him permission to enter the burned out building and work his magic with the ashes. It was his job to find out how this fire had started.


    The coroner had arrived a few minutes ago. It seems there was a body in the basement apartment. Everyone was guessing it was the super. None of the people seemed to know for sure.


    “Ain’t been a super in that building for years,” said one elderly woman. “It’s part of the problem; no one wants to fix the things that are broke.”


    The chief had put in a call to the building owner shortly after he had arrived. So far, Jonathon Billings, III had not arrived on the scene. The news reporters were speculating as to whether or not Billings would show.


    When the chief cleared the building, the coroner went in to retrieve the body. He could tell right away fire was not what had killed the man. His skull was bashed in. Once the body had been removed, Jake would enter the building to begin his search for the place where the fire had started


    Night had fallen, so for safety reasons, the chief ordered him to keep out and had the area cordoned off. Police officers would remain to make sure no one entered and the third shift would relieve them. Jake would return in the morning to begin his search. He walked down the street to where he had parked his car and headed for home.


    

  


  
    


  


    

  


    [image: 6779]

  


    

  


    

  


    A body had been carried out. A bad omen for sure. Hopefully it would be burned beyond recognition and no one would be on to him. It might be a good time to collect his money and get out of town. He would miss going through the rubble.


    He left his perch and went to find a pay phone. It was time to make a call to Mr. Jonathon Billings, III. It was time to collect his due. It was also time to think about leaving Ridge Cliff. His work here was done.
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    Jake took a quick shower as soon as he got home. As he headed for the kitchen to find something to eat his phone rang.


    “Hello,” he said into the mouthpiece.


    “Jake, this is Chief McDonald. I’m sorry to bother you at home,” the gruff voice came through the phone.


    “No problem, Chief,” Jake responded. “What’s up?”


    “The body in the apartment building tonight was an undercover cop.”


    “Oh, no! Any idea who?” Jake asked anxiously. He still had buddies on the police force.


    “Not yet, but his badge was found in his back pocket. Just want you to know this is high priority.”


    “I’ll be there before sun rise, Chief,” was Jake’s reply.


    “Knew I could count on you,” said the Chief then he rang off.


    Jake just sat there for a minute trying to take it in. He knew the fire was deliberate and it would be up to him to find the evidence. He had better turn in early. He went to the kitchen to find dinner, and then headed to bed.
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    The sun was just starting to shine when Jake reached the burned out apartment building. The officers on duty checked his ID then let him go about his business. This was the fourth apartment building which had gone up on the south side of town this month. Somebody was keeping busy. In the others all of the tenants had managed to escape.


    Jake wondered what an undercover cop was doing in the basement of the building. Had the fire been set to cover up his murder? It sure seemed likely. Might as well get busy and see what answers he could find.


    Jake’s kit consisted of a backpack filled with camera, tape recorder, a blue print of the building he had scaled down the night before, drawing pad, latex gloves, surgeon’s booties, pens, pencils, glass vials, long tweezers, and a couple of small clean paint cans. He was ready to collect the evidence as soon as he put on his booties and gloves. He readied his camera and started toward the basement.


    One of the officers stopped him saying, “It will be easier to get to the basement if you use the alley entrance. Go down the right side of the building and enter at the back.”


    “Thanks,” Jake said over his shoulder as he headed toward the right side of the building to follow the man’s instructions.


    Jake put on headphones and cranked up his Ipod. His was a lonely job so; he listened to music as he collected evidence. Today it would be his favorite group Thousand Foot Krutch. Once he found the entrance he stopped and put on the gloves and booties. He got out his camera and a small tape recorder so he could record what he saw. It would save him time later when he was putting together his report. Carefully he went into the basement.


    It was easy to see why no one had been able to get out of here. There were the remnants of boxes and crates everywhere. Jake adjusted the camera and took photos so he could remember the scene as he first saw it. Then slowly he moved through looking for the origin of the fire and any incendiary fluids or devices. It was going to be a long morning.
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    He had a hard time getting through to Billings last night. The servant on the line told him Billings was not taking any calls. It took about fifteen minutes to convince the idiot this was not the press and it was an emergency. He remembered Billings nasally voice as he came on the line.


    “Jonathon Billings, here.”


    “Of course you’re there. It’s where I’d expected you to be,” he replied.


    “Who is this? What kind of prank is this?” Billings demanded.


    “No, prank, Billings. This is the man you owe for getting the Homestead torn down.”


    “What are you talking about?” Billings asked anxiously.


    “The Homestead, you remember the building?”


    “Of course, I know the building, I own it!” he shouted.


    “Well, you do, however; the fire department is going to be interested in why it burned. You don’t want them to know about it now do you?”


    “What do you mean burned?” Billings screamed. Then, “Wait a minute.” Billings placed his hand over the mouthpiece to listen to his butler.


    “Mr. Jonathon, the fire department called a couple of hours ago to say one of your apartment buildings was on fire. You were in a meeting and didn’t want to be disturbed so I just took the message.”


    “Oh, good Lord, man!” Billings exclaimed. Into the phone he said, “I don’t know what paper you are with, but I have no comment at this time.


    “I’m not with any paper or news team. I’m the man who set fire to your building.”


    “What!!!” Billings shrieked.


    “You heard me. Now calm down, Billings and I’ll tell you how this is all going to work,” said the man on the phone.


    “I demand to know what you are talking about!”


    “I’m talking about the payment you are going to make to me so I don’t tell the cops you hired me to burn your building.


    “I did no such thing,” Billings protested.


    “Of course you did. Here is how it works. If you pay me the amount I ask for, I don’t take a tape recording of you hiring me to the press.”


    “What tape recording?” Billings asked suspiciously.


    He went on to tell Billings about the recording made in Billings’ office, where to send the bearer bonds, how many to send, and in what denominations. Billings had sputtered and protested, but after hearing some of the recording was able to see the advantages of paying up. He was also very specific about when the money was due.


    Oh, yes, it was going to be worth it now. He would be leaving the cold and with this fire pay off could retire in style south of this country’s borders.


    He was not going to spend any more time in this town than necessary. He had no desire to get caught. He had just come from the post office where he filed a change of address. The cops would never catch him now.
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