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Chapter 1: The Write-Up
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The morning smelled like burned toast, cheap cologne, and tension.

Alex Vega tightened her ponytail as she stepped out of her car in front of Station 42. The firehouse loomed in front of her, its brick façade glowing with early sunlight, casting long shadows across the driveway where the trucks were parked, gleaming with routine readiness. She adjusted the collar of her fire inspector uniform and took a breath, steadying herself. She had a job to do—one that didn’t allow room for nerves or distractions. Especially not the particular kind of distraction waiting inside.

Logan Vance.

She hadn’t even walked through the doors, and she could already feel the buzz of his presence. He was a walking flame hazard, and she was the extinguisher assigned to keep him under control.

Inside, the scent changed—industrial soap, brewed coffee, and the ever-present ghost of ash. Firefighters moved around in their usual morning shuffle, sipping coffee, joking, stretching. But as soon as she stepped in, their banter softened. Vega had that effect. She wasn’t disliked—just...respected in a way that demanded silence. Her reputation for being sharp, uncompromising, and utterly by-the-book had preceded her to every station she inspected.

And then there he was.

Leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, one leg propped, cocky grin firmly in place like it belonged there. Logan Vance. He wore his turnout pants with suspenders hanging low around his hips and a tight black shirt that hugged his torso like it was custom-made to tempt insubordination. His jaw was a little scruffy, eyes dark with mischief, and every inch of him screamed rule-breaker.

“You’re early,” he said as she approached.

“I’m never late,” she replied, cool and clipped, her clipboard already out.

“That’s not what I said.”

Vega didn’t bite. She simply stared at him until the grin dimmed slightly—not from defeat, but from interest. He liked her seriousness. She despised his lack of it.

“I’m here about yesterday’s response to the warehouse fire on Clinton Avenue,” she said. “You were lead hoseman.”

He gave a mock bow. “That’s me. Hero of the day. No big deal.”

She blinked once, slowly. “You rerouted from protocol. Ignored your captain’s order. Used a backdraft entry that could’ve blown your crew apart. Want to explain that?”

He shrugged, as though her words were suggestions. “The door was blocked. We would’ve lost another ten seconds circling back. I made the call. Everyone’s fine. Building’s out. Lives saved.”

“That’s not the point.” She stepped closer, only a foot away now, and jabbed her pen at his chest—not quite touching, but enough to make him glance down. “You don’t get to make those calls. You’re not the captain.”

“Could’ve fooled me. I’m the one keeping heads above smoke.”

She wrote a line on her clipboard, lips tight.

“Is that a write-up?” he asked, peering at her notes.

“That’s three violations, minimum,” she said. “You’re reckless. You compromised procedure. And if you pull something like that again, I’ll recommend suspension.”

Logan leaned in, not backing down. “You gonna be the one to cuff me, Inspector?”

For a moment, their eyes locked. Heat sizzled, instant and sharp, but she wouldn’t give it space. She stepped back, turned on her heel, and left without another word. Behind her, his low whistle followed her out.

Later that day, Vega sat at her desk in the precinct office, typing up her report. Her fingers were swift, precise, slamming down every infraction with merciless clarity. She didn’t like cowboys. She didn’t like hero complexes. And she definitely didn’t like Logan Vance thinking he could charm his way out of protocol like this was some kind of flirtatious game.

And yet...

When she closed her laptop, his face lingered in her thoughts. Not the smirk, but the moment before it—when he looked at her like he was curious, like he wanted to understand her rules just to know how to break them. She hated that. She hated that she noticed.

At the firehouse, Logan slumped onto a couch in the rec room, tossing a tennis ball at the ceiling repeatedly. The other guys kept their distance. They knew better when he was brooding. He was still thinking about Vega. How tight her uniform was pressed. How her eyes never blinked when she stared someone down. How writing him up seemed to give her a thrill.

He liked her. Annoyingly so.

And that meant trouble.

“Vance,” Captain DeSoto called from the hallway. “My office. Now.”

Logan dropped the ball and rolled his neck. Show time.

Inside the office, DeSoto was already standing. Papers in hand. The door closed like a final gavel.

“Inspector Vega filed her report,” the captain said. “Says you compromised the chain of command.”

“I saved the mission,” Logan replied. “Ask any of the guys.”

“This isn’t about heroics, Logan. This is about protocol. If something had gone wrong—”

“But it didn’t.”

“That’s not the point.”

God, everyone kept saying that today.

DeSoto sighed, running a hand over his bald scalp. “You’re on thin ice, son. I don’t want to suspend you, but if this keeps up—”

“I get it,” Logan said, biting back something sharp. “Noted.”

DeSoto paused. “She’s good, you know. Vega. Don’t underestimate her.”

“I’m not underestimating her. I’m just...annoyed she’s hot while she lectures me.”

The captain shook his head. “Jesus, Vance.”

Back at her apartment that evening, Vega kicked off her shoes and collapsed onto her couch, still bristling from the day. Her apartment was minimal—neutral tones, clean lines, not a speck out of place. Order made her feel safe. Control was comforting. Men like Logan Vance threatened that comfort just by breathing.

And yet...

There’d been a split second—one brief moment—when she’d imagined what it would be like if she weren’t Inspector Vega. If she weren’t so rigid. If she’d said something bold back. If she’d taken a step closer instead of walking away.

She scowled at herself.

She poured a glass of wine and turned on the news, but the arson story caught her attention.

Another fire.

Same area. Different building. Same M.O.

She leaned forward, grabbing her notepad.

This was the third fire in that district this month.

Coincidence?

She didn’t believe in those.

Across the city, Logan was doing chin-ups in the gym, trying to burn out his irritation, when he got the alert too. Another blaze. He texted his buddy at Dispatch.

Suspicious?

The reply came back fast.

Unconfirmed. But same district. Vega’s probably already on it.

Of course she was.

He grinned to himself, sweat dripping from his temple.

If she thought their interaction today was their last round, she was in for a surprise.

Vega returned to the precinct the next morning with two priorities—follow up on the new fire and file the rest of the paperwork on Vance. One was necessary. The other felt...personal.

As she reviewed the new fire’s damage photos, something didn’t sit right. The burn pattern. The ignition point. It was too clean.

Intentional.

She made some calls, set up interviews, booked a visit to the site.

But just as she was about to leave, her phone rang.

It was Captain DeSoto.

“Inspector Vega,” he said. “I have a ride-along request. Arson unit wants someone from the engine company familiar with that district to assist on-site inspections. They requested Vance.”

Of course they did.

She paused, already composing her refusal.

Then she heard herself say, “Fine. He can join me. One ride-along.”

She hung up and immediately regretted it.

But maybe it was time he saw how investigations worked. And maybe, just maybe, she’d get to prove to Logan Vance that control wasn’t the enemy of courage.

Sometimes, it was the only thing keeping the fire from winning.

Outside, the morning sun flared brighter.

Inside, two people who didn’t want to like each other were about to be forced together.

And the real fire hadn’t even started yet.
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Chapter 2: The Firehouse Flirt
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The next morning arrived with a quiet tension that settled over Station 42 like a low-hanging fog. The kind that promised something was brewing beneath the surface, something that might not announce itself until it exploded. Logan Vance sauntered in just after sunrise, coffee in hand, boots untied, shirt half-tucked, the very picture of casual defiance. His hair was damp, unruly from a too-quick shower, and his expression was one of practiced nonchalance. But underneath it all, he was waiting. Waiting for her.

Alex Vega.

She had agreed to a ride-along. He didn’t know why—maybe it was professionalism, maybe curiosity, maybe something neither of them would admit—but whatever her reason, he was damn sure going to enjoy it. Not because he liked ticking off fire inspectors. Not because he liked getting under her skin, though that was a perk. No, this was different. Vega challenged him. She made him feel like he had something to prove, and Logan wasn’t used to that. He was used to being the best at what he did, used to women fluttering around his orbit like moths to flame. But Vega didn’t flutter. She scorched.

When she arrived, she didn’t come through the main entrance. She walked around the side of the building, already in uniform, clipboard in one hand, tablet in the other, eyes scanning. Always scanning. Always calculating. Logan watched from the garage bay, leaning against the engine truck, sipping his coffee with a smirk.

“Morning, Inspector,” he called.

She glanced his way, nodded, didn’t slow her step.

“You look well-rested,” he added.

“I am.” She stopped at the truck, checking the exterior like she didn’t hear him.

“Ready to roll with the big dogs today?”

She arched an eyebrow. “You’re one more comment away from fetching coffee for the whole department.”

“I make excellent coffee,” he said, taking another sip. “Strong, hot, unpredictable. Just like me.”

She didn’t smile, but her eyes flicked to him briefly before returning to her tablet. “Unpredictable doesn’t win investigations. Evidence does. Try to remember that.”

He chuckled. “Lead the way, Detective.”

They climbed into the city-issued SUV together, and for a few minutes, the ride was quiet. Logan watched her from the passenger seat, noting how her fingers tapped rhythmically against the wheel, a nervous habit she probably didn’t know she had. Her eyes stayed locked on the road, expression unreadable.

“You always this quiet on ride-alongs?” he asked.

“I usually don’t do ride-alongs.”

“Special exception for me?”

“Special exception for the arson case.”

“Right. Of course. Strictly business.”

She didn’t respond, but he saw the corner of her mouth twitch. Progress.

The fire site was a crumbling warehouse on the edge of the industrial district. Ash still lingered in the air, faint but distinct, and yellow tape cordoned off the perimeter. They parked, climbed out, and Vega led the way inside, stepping carefully over broken glass and charred debris.

Logan followed, watching her every move.

“You carry yourself like someone who’s done this a thousand times,” he said.

“I have.”

“Still. There’s a grace to it. Precision.”

She stopped and turned. “Are you trying to compliment me, or distract me?”

He stepped closer. “Can’t it be both?”

She shook her head and kept walking. “Focus, Vance. We’re looking for ignition points, inconsistencies in burn patterns, and anything that doesn’t match the report.”

Logan sighed, but followed. “So romantic.”

Vega crouched by a blackened wall, pulling gloves from her pocket and running her fingers along the surface. She pulled out a penlight, shining it across a melted fuse box.

“Fire started here,” she said. “Wiring looks tampered with.”

Logan crouched beside her, scanning the area. “That’s some precise tampering. Pro job?”

“Maybe. Too early to say.”

He watched her, the way she moved, the way she focused entirely on the task in front of her. It was admirable. Maddening, but admirable.

“You ever relax, Vega?”

She stood, brushing ash off her gloves. “Do I look like I have time to relax?”

“You’d be surprised what you could fit into a day if you let yourself breathe.”

She looked at him then, really looked. “And you think I need to breathe more.”

“I think you hold your breath around people like me.”

There it was again. That moment. That brief flash in her eyes before she shut the door again.

They finished the inspection, took notes, snapped photos. As they walked back to the car, Vega’s phone buzzed. She answered it while Logan opened her door.

“Vega,” she said. Her face shifted as she listened. “When? Okay. Text me the address. I’m on it.”

She hung up and looked at him. “Another fire. Four blocks from here.”

“Same pattern?”

“Too soon to tell. But it’s ours.”

Back in the car, the atmosphere changed. The flirtation fell away, replaced by urgency. The next scene was chaos—smoke still wafting from the roof, crews already on site, hoses spraying down lingering hotspots. Vega approached with authority, flashing her badge, motioning for access.

Logan followed her into the building. This time, they didn’t talk.

Inside, the damage was recent. Burned furniture, collapsed beams, scorched insulation. Vega moved like a ghost through the wreckage, flashlight in hand. She paused near a half-melted window.

“There,” she said. “Accelerant residue.”

He leaned in. “That’s definitely not electrical.”

“Nope. This was intentional. Same as the others.”

She pulled out a sample kit, collected what she needed, labeled it. Logan watched her precision, how focused she became when she was in her element. It wasn’t just attractive—it was impressive.

“This is getting worse,” she said softly.

“What do you think they’re after?”

“I don’t know. But they’re getting bolder.”

They left the scene after securing the samples, silent for a long stretch of the drive. Finally, Logan broke it.

“You’re good at this.”

She glanced over, surprised. “Thank you.”

“I mean it. You make it hard to argue. Not that I won’t try.”

She smiled. Just barely. But it was there.

At the firehouse, Logan stayed late. The others filtered out, heading home or off-shift, but he lingered in the engine bay, cleaning tools that didn’t need cleaning. Thinking.

He liked her.

Not just her body, though God, she was stunning. But her fire. Her discipline. Her strength. She didn’t bend. She didn’t flirt back. Not really. But she didn’t ignore him either. And that meant something.

Upstairs, Vega reviewed her notes in the precinct’s dimly lit evidence room. The samples would go to the lab in the morning, but her mind was already connecting dots. The fire pattern. The timeline. The proximity.

It wasn’t random.

And if it wasn’t random, it meant something worse.

She closed her notebook and leaned back, stretching her neck.

She thought of Logan. The way he moved. The way he didn’t push too far, even when he was clearly tempted. There was restraint beneath his swagger. She didn’t expect that.

She didn’t expect to want to see him again, either.

But she did.

That night, Logan stood in the firehouse kitchen, pouring himself a drink of water when his phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

You were helpful today. Try not to let it go to your head. – Vega

He smiled, slow and wide.

Too late. I’m already planning our next date.

No reply.

He stared at the screen, waiting.

Finally:

Just don’t get in my way next time.

He laughed quietly to himself.

This wasn’t over.

This was only the beginning.
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Chapter 3: Inspector Vega’s First Mistake
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The city woke in a haze of gray light and lingering humidity, a morning that promised more heat than comfort. For Alex Vega, it was already a day behind schedule. She’d overslept for the first time in nearly three years. Her alarm, a loyal sentinel on most mornings, had been silenced by her own half-conscious hand at some point in the night. By the time her eyes blinked open, it was thirty-seven minutes past her usual start time, and her morning routine fell apart like a tower of ash.

She didn’t believe in omens, but she believed in patterns. And this one wasn’t good.

The arson case had gained traction. The forensic report from the second site had come in just after midnight, revealing traces of a custom accelerant blend not available through public commercial vendors. That was intentional. Professional. And it suggested that the fires weren’t random acts of destruction, but messages. Alex didn’t know what they said yet, but she knew someone wanted them to be read.

By the time she pulled into the precinct’s underground lot, she’d already recited half the morning’s checklist in her head three times over. She was walking fast, tablet in one hand, phone pressed to her shoulder, listening to her lab tech read off chemical signatures when she almost walked directly into Logan Vance.

He was leaning against her office door.

“Running late?” he asked, pushing off the frame with a smile too self-satisfied for anyone’s good.

“Out of my way, Vance.”

He moved, but not quickly. She had to squeeze past him, his shoulder brushing hers, and she caught a faint whiff of his cologne—clean, peppery, laced with smoke. She hated that she noticed. Hated even more that her pulse responded to it.

“I got the lab results,” she said, stepping inside. He followed, uninvited, but clearly not unwelcome enough to be stopped.

“I figured. Thought I’d swing by and offer my expert opinion.”

“I don’t need your opinion. I need you to not contaminate my scene.”

Logan looked around her office—immaculate, minimalist, every pen aligned. “This your fortress of solitude?”

“It’s where I work. And no, you can’t touch anything.”

He raised both hands, stepping back toward the door. “Heard about a third fire overnight. That true?”

She nodded, sliding behind her desk. “Downtown storage facility. Same M.O. I’m heading out after I review the report.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“That wasn’t a question.”

“Neither was mine.”

She shot him a glare. “You can’t just insert yourself into investigations.”

“I was invited. Captain DeSoto cleared it. He said, and I quote, ‘Try not to piss her off more than necessary.’ So here I am. Your very own ride-along again.”

She cursed inwardly. DeSoto was trying to make a point. Or stir the pot. Either way, Logan Vance was now her shadow.

They drove in silence for a few blocks before Logan leaned back, one arm draped across the seat, staring out the window.

“You really don’t trust anyone, do you?” he asked.

“I trust people who earn it.”

“And what does that take?”

“Consistency. Discipline. Following orders.”

“Ah. So I fail on all counts.”

“Three strikes, Vance.”

He turned to her, expression more serious than usual. “What if I said I was trying?”

She didn’t respond. Not because she didn’t hear him, but because she did—and she didn’t have an answer.

The third fire site was cordoned off with tape, smoke still clinging to the scorched remnants of storage units. Ash coated the ground in a fine layer. The sun filtered through skeletal beams, and the smell of melted plastic and charred paper hung in the air.

Vega snapped on gloves and a mask, motioning for Logan to stay close. He obeyed this time, keeping pace, watching as she knelt by a blackened locker.

“Same chemical burn as before,” she murmured. “Almost identical pattern.”

Logan crouched beside her, squinting at the scorched floor. “What’s this?”

She looked. Her eyes narrowed. Faint impressions in the ash. Not quite footprints. Something smaller. Wheels.

“Someone rolled something in. Before the fire.”

“A cart?”

“Or a dolly. Maybe something to carry fuel.”

She pulled out her camera, took a few pictures, then stood. As she turned, her foot hit a loose beam. It shifted beneath her, and suddenly the ground gave way—not collapsing, but enough to throw her balance off. She stumbled, and in a flash, Logan grabbed her arm, steadying her before she hit the floor.

For a moment, they were too close. Her breath caught. His fingers wrapped around her forearm, tight but careful. His eyes met hers.

“You okay?” he asked.

She jerked her arm away. “I’m fine.”

“You sure? Because your pride looks like it’s limping.”

She glared at him, then checked her footing more carefully. But as she walked away, her cheeks burned. She didn’t make mistakes. Not like that. And certainly not in front of Logan Vance.

He didn’t bring it up again, but the smirk lingered on his face as they left the site.

Back at the station, Vega reviewed the photographs while Logan lingered in the corner of her office, pretending not to watch her. She tried to ignore him, but his presence filled the room like heat.

“There’s a pattern here,” she said finally. “All three fires used the same accelerant. All were properties that recently changed ownership. And all had altered electrical systems.”

“Inside job?”

“Maybe. Or someone with access. Maintenance staff. Former owners. Contractors. I’m pulling records now.”

He stood, stretched, leaned over her shoulder. “Need help?”

“No.”

“Too bad. I’m helping anyway.”

She should’ve stopped him. Should’ve told him to leave. But she didn’t.

Instead, she handed him a file. “Fine. Cross-reference these names with the new ownership records. Look for overlaps.”

He took it, flipping pages with surprising efficiency. “You know, if you gave me more chances, you might actually find me useful.”

“I give you more chances, and I might find myself in trouble.”

“Is that a promise?”

She shot him a look, but it lacked the usual venom.

For the next hour, they worked in companionable silence. He was fast, intuitive, and irritatingly accurate. By the time the sun dipped low, they had three names in common across all properties—and one of them had a sealed juvenile record.

“We’ve got our first real lead,” she said.

He nodded, the smile fading. “Let’s run him down tomorrow.”

She looked at him, surprised by the shift. “You’re actually taking this seriously.”

“I told you I’m trying.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Not yet.

Later that night, Vega stood in her kitchen, staring at her untouched dinner. Her thoughts kept drifting back to the fire scene. To the moment she lost her footing. To Logan’s grip on her arm.

It had been instinct, sure. But it had also been something more.

She didn’t want to analyze it. She didn’t want to let it matter.

But it did.

And that terrified her more than any fire ever could.

Across the city, Logan lay on his back in the bunkroom, staring at the ceiling. The room was dark except for the red glow of the exit sign. The guys were asleep. The station was quiet.

But in his head, he replayed the look on Vega’s face when he caught her. The brief flicker of vulnerability. The way she’d pulled away, but not with anger—with fear.

He wasn’t sure if it was fear of falling, or fear of him.

And either way, he knew one thing for certain.

Inspector Vega had made her first mistake.

She’d let him catch her.

And now, he wasn’t going to let go.
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Chapter 4: The Report Logan Ignores
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The scent of scorched metal and synthetic chemicals still lingered in Vega’s memory when she sat down at her desk the next morning. The arson report from the third fire was due by noon. Her fingers hovered above the keyboard, already compiling the details mentally—accelerant traces, ignition points, burn path trajectories—but her thoughts kept straying. Not to the crime scene. Not to the report. But to the man currently occupying her blind spot.

Logan Vance.

He wasn’t supposed to get under her skin. She had dealt with far more volatile personalities in her career, but there was something about Logan that made her precision falter. He was heat incarnate—undisciplined, magnetic, unpredictable. And she hated that unpredictability even as she was drawn to it.

The precinct buzzed around her, a low hum of voices and movement. Phones ringing. Papers shuffling. The usual cadence of her day. But when she looked up and saw Logan leaning in the doorway of her office, arms crossed, it felt like the tempo shifted.

“You’re early,” she said, tone clipped.

“You’re welcome,” he replied, stepping inside without an invitation. “I brought coffee. Thought you might need a jolt.”

She eyed the cup he set on her desk like it might explode. “I make my own.”

“I know. Tastes like regret and despair.”

She glared at him. He smiled back, utterly immune.

“Report’s due at noon,” she said, gesturing to her screen. “If you’re going to loiter, stay quiet.”

He didn’t. Of course he didn’t.

Instead, he pulled a chair around and sat beside her, sipping his coffee and watching her type. The proximity was irritating. Distracting. His presence always felt amplified, like he took up more space than his body allowed.

“What’s in the report?” he asked.

“Details. Evidence. Observations.”

“Any conclusions?”

“Too early for that.”

He leaned in slightly. “You think the fires are connected, right?”

“Yes.”

“You think someone’s targeting these buildings specifically?”

“I said it’s too early for conclusions.”

He watched her fingers move across the keys, fast and sure. She never hesitated, not even for a second. It was like her brain processed a dozen pieces of data at once and her hands simply obeyed.

“You always this focused?” he asked.

“When people let me be.”

He laughed softly. “That’s probably why you hate me.”

“I don’t hate you,” she said, eyes never leaving the screen. “I dislike your methods. Your disregard for rules. Your sarcasm.”

“But not me?”

She hesitated, just a second. Then kept typing. “You’re a complication.”

“And complications make life interesting.”

“Complications get people killed.”

His smile faded a little, just for a breath, before returning. “Fair point. But not all complications are bad.”

“Keep talking, and I’ll report you for harassment.”

He raised a hand. “Noted.”

By the time she finished the report, Logan had grown quieter. He was watching her differently now—not just amused, but curious. Like he was trying to solve her. Understand how someone so rigid could be so fascinating.

She hit print, grabbed the report, and stood. “I’m going to hand this off. You staying or going?”

“Depends. You want me to stay?”

She rolled her eyes and walked out.

He followed.

The captain’s office was at the far end of the hall. Vega stepped in, placed the report on his desk, and offered a brief summary. Captain DeSoto nodded, flipping through the pages.

“Good work,” he said. “I’ll have the task force review this before the next planning session.”

Vega turned to go, but the captain stopped her.

“Oh, and Inspector?”

“Yes?”

“I’ve assigned Vance to shadow you for the next two weeks.”

She stared at him. “Excuse me?”

“For the duration of the arson investigation,” he said calmly. “He’s been cleared by the chief. Given the proximity of the fires to his sector, and his firsthand knowledge of the area, it makes sense.”

“It’s unnecessary.”

“It’s protocol now.”

She didn’t argue further. She knew when orders came from above DeSoto’s paygrade. But she left the office with a storm cloud brewing behind her eyes.

Logan was waiting in the hallway.

“How’d it go?” he asked.

“You’re stuck with me for two weeks.”

His grin was immediate. “Best news I’ve heard all month.”

She kept walking, faster now. But he matched her pace.

Outside, the sun was climbing higher, the heat pressing down. Vega got into the driver’s side of the SUV, slamming the door harder than necessary. Logan slid into the passenger seat with a casual whistle.

“You mad because I get to ride shotgun or because you don’t have a choice?”

“Don’t push it, Vance.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he opened the folder she handed him with the new fire site address.

“Warehouse off Bryson Street,” he read aloud. “That’s two blocks from the last one.”

“Same company owned it before it went up for sale last year,” she said. “I want to talk to the previous owner.”

As they drove, Logan tapped his fingers on the door, clearly trying to stay quiet but failing. “So what’s your theory?”

“I don’t have one yet.”

“Liar. You always have theories. You just don’t say them out loud until they’re bulletproof.”

She glanced at him. “Fine. I think someone’s torching these properties to drive down the neighborhood value. Create fear. Make buying them cheaper.”

He nodded. “Real estate scam.”

“Possibly. But they’re doing it smart. Clean ignitions. No immediate casualties. Just enough damage to scare off investors and stall competition.”

Logan looked impressed. “And here I thought you were just a rulebook with legs.”

She didn’t reply.

At the previous owner’s address, they found a middle-aged man with tired eyes and a strained voice. He denied knowing anything about the fires. Claimed he hadn’t been to the
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