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      “Is it one of ours?” Detective Eric Cantu kept his voice quiet, facing away from the line of gawkers at the perimeter of the crime scene tape. The media was there, lined up and ready to attack, a certain redhead front and center, her eyes laser-focused on Eric and his partner.

      Dark Falls Police Department had taken hits lately. A lot of them. Everything they were doing as detectives was being called into question, doubted, condemned. When you had a cop who was a serial killer and lab techs who falsified evidence among your ranks, it was hard to defend your department.

      So for now, they had an FBI agent stationed in their building and the press hounding them. From what Eric had heard, the mayor was breathing down the brass’s necks and second-guessing everything the department was doing. All-in-all, they were in a hell of a spot and there probably wasn’t going to be a light at the end of the tunnel anytime soon.

      Eric’s partner, John Sevier, stood to one side of him, Noelle Gray to the other. His question was directed to Noelle. She was the arson investigator for the string of fires they’d been chasing for the last four months. She didn’t need to be told what he was asking.

      He wanted to know if the scenes matched. If the same type of accelerant had been used. If the same boot prints had been found at the scene. If the same perpetrator was likely responsible for this fire.

      If the answer was yes, they were looking at fire number five. That they knew of. It was highly possible there were others.

      But they had four on their list so far. And he wasn’t happy to be adding to it.

      Fire was damaging. Whatever evidence the fire didn’t eat, the fire fighters and water or chemicals necessary to putting out the fire could easily destroy. They were lucky to have the little they did in terms of evidence.

      Noelle gave a slight nod, walking them carefully into and through the rubble of the home. Out of sight of prying eyes.

      Her dark brown eyes scanned the scene again. She was short and fit, light brown skin with a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. The way she kept her braids wrapped tightly in a circle at the base of her neck added to her no-nonsense appearance.

      Noelle was a sharp investigator but Eric knew she was overworked. The city could use two or three more of her, but they wouldn’t get them. Noelle was a shared resource, partly funded by Dark Falls and partly by the surrounding counties. Budget-wise, they were lucky to have one. Most Colorado cities relied on the state’s arson investigator to come over when they had a suspicious fire.

      She pointed out burn patterns as they moved. They were inside the skeleton of the home where the press couldn’t observe, so she spoke clearly now. “There are multiple points of origin. I need to test some samples to be sure, but it appears that he poured the largest volume of accelerant in the closet. The other spots were splashes.”

      Eric nodded. The other sites had been the same and they surmised that he started the fire in the closet first, then doused spots throughout the rest of the house with accelerant on the way out. Even the one that had taken place in a warehouse had been like that. There had been an old storage closet as the largest point of origin there with a concentrated area of accelerant on the floor and walls of the small space.

      “First time he’s gone for a building that’s not abandoned.” John made the observation, crossing muscled arms in front of his chest as he looked around them.

      Eric nodded again. They had already been told the house was lived in, though luckily the residents weren’t at home at the time of the fire. He and John had been partners for five years and they often had the same thoughts at the same time. They had the sort of shorthand you get after working together for so long.

      They’d need to talk to the homeowners. Eric had seen them pull up but they were waiting to talk to them. He and John agreed, they wanted to get a sense of what might or might not be different at this scene before the interview. For now, a uniformed officer was keeping the family away from the house.

      Fire and rescue had left the scene hours before. The family would be allowed in within the next few hours to see what they could salvage of their belongings. Eric looked around. The lower portion of the home was almost gutted and the damage extended into the ceilings of the first floor. It was terrifying how fast fire could spread, eating through everything in its path without conscience or hesitation.

      Eric scrubbed a hand over his jaw. He should have taken the time to shave. With his heritage, he couldn’t really skip a day the way John could. John’s hair was light brown. When John skipped shaving, he got that five o’clock shadow thing. Eric would have a full-grown beard of his almost-black hair by the end of the day. In high school it had been cool. Now? Not so much.

      “He’s getting more confident,” Eric said. The first four fires had been set in abandoned properties—three homes and a warehouse that were almost falling down with neglect before the fire finished off the job.

      “How did he get in?” Eric asked. With the other four fires, their arsonist hadn’t needed to break and enter. The doors on the structures were either missing or hanging off the hinges. He’d been able to take his time, too. They were in isolated areas, without neighbors to call in the fire or notice someone entering the property who shouldn’t be there.

      They would need to canvas the neighbors. See if anyone saw him. They suspected this guy liked to watch his handiwork, but they had no evidence of that yet. It would be harder for him to do that with this location. Harder to get in and out without notice.

      Noelle pointed toward the back of the house. “Broken window pane in the back door. There’s a tech checking it for prints or blood.”

      Eric shook his head. All too often, people didn’t have keyed deadbolts, or if they did, they left the key sitting in the lock or hanging by the door where a burglar—or in this case arsonist–could reach in and use it to open the door.

      “You’ll send us your workup when you’re finished here?” John asked Noelle.

      “You got it.” Noelle turned back to her work as John and Eric went toward the back of the house.

      “Anything?” Eric asked the technician dusting for prints at the back door.

      The tech stood, stretching his tall thin frame. His brown hair was pulled back and tucked into a disposable cap meant to keep stray strands of hair from falling into anything he was examining on the scene.

      “Smudges,” the younger man said. “Nothing clear or useful so far.” He looked around at the ground where he stood. “I got images of the shoe and boot prints, but there are a lot of prints from the firefighters here. I doubt we can isolate anything.”

      John and Eric didn’t need to be told that. It was standard for a scene like this. The firefighters’ priority was getting the fire contained and making sure no one was in the house. Life and property took precedence over evidence.

      Still, they had prints of a size ten boot from two of the other scenes. They might be able to match prints to those and confirm that this was the same person. It would help with conviction when they caught their fire starter. The more arsons they could link to their guy, the longer they could put him away.

      Next up was the interview with the homeowners. Not fun. The trauma of a fire wasn’t as bad as when they had to do a notification of death, but it was pretty bad.

      The minute they walked outside, Eric was aware of her presence. It was hard to miss Merritt McKenna with her dark red hair and eyes that seemed to penetrate like she could see right through anyone she was focused on.

      Her hair wasn’t the typical red hair. He didn’t honestly think it could just be called plain red. There had to be a name for it. It was such a dark red, it was almost brown, but it definitely wasn’t plain old brown, either. Maybe chestnut?

      And, wow, he was thinking about hair colors. He had to get past this thing with Merritt McKenna.

      Whatever this thing was.

      “Press is here,” John said, trying to hide the way his mouth was itching to curl up at the corners.

      Asshole. “Uh-huh.” Eric didn’t have more of a response than that.

      Initially, Merritt was the only reporter following the fires. Since the first four fires had been in abandoned buildings, they hadn’t been on the radar of any of the other news outlets in town, and they certainly hadn’t hit the national news. Dark Falls might have a serial arsonist, but until today, no one other than the police and Merritt seemed to be concerned about it. There was no big money involved or lives in danger, so it wasn’t sexy news.

      Sexy. She's sexy as hell.

      She stood outside the crime scene tape, her eyes taking in everything around her, the small tablet that seemed to be an extension of her arm poised for typing. She would tap tap tap at the thing with those nails of hers.

      He remembered the way those nails had dug into his back.

      Hell.

      Eric turned his back on her and followed John to the family sitting with the uniformed officer. There were a mother and father and two young boys. The Cho family. These people had gone off to work or school or whatever, and they were coming back to nothing.

      John introduced himself and Eric as a neighbor came and whisked the boys away and Eric was glad for that, though why they hadn’t done that sooner, he didn’t know. People always wanted to stay and watch the show when something like this happened, but the kids should have been distracted someplace else so they didn’t have to see everything go up in smoke. Literally.

      The neighborhood was a nice one, but not too upscale. The kind of place where families with multiple incomes lived, which might explain why the house was empty. People didn’t have the money for one parent to stay at home in this neighborhood.

      “Can you tell us where you both were when the fire happened?” Eric kept his tone polite, professional. The couple had already been informed the fire was the result of arson not an accident. “We want to get a sense of whether today was routine for you, whether someone might have known you wouldn’t be home.”

      He was also making sure they had alibis, but he didn’t want to get their defenses up and make them resistant to answering his questions. It was highly unlikely they were involved in this.

      “We were both at work,” the wife answered. She looked around, like she was still trying to take in what had happened. “We both work. Gary dropped the kids at school on his way out this morning. I went in a little later. Nine or nine thirty, I think it was.”

      Her husband nodded. “I dropped the boys at school then went to the office.”

      They would corroborate that if things headed in that direction later. For now, it looked like this was connected to the previous arsons.

      “Have you seen anyone in the neighborhood lately who didn’t belong here? Maybe someone who seemed out of place or suspicious for any reason?” John asked.

      The couple shared a look before shaking their heads, each with the kind of frown that said they couldn’t think of anything.

      “Not that I’ve noticed,” Mrs. Cho said. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her husband rubbed her back. She looked like she was trying to hold it together, but if the trembling in her chin was any indication, Eric had a feeling she’d be crying again soon.

      “Can you think of any reason someone might target you?” Eric asked.

      Mrs. Cho sucked in a breath and Mr. Cho redoubled his back-rubbing efforts.

      “No. We’re normal people,” Mrs. Cho said. “Who would do this? We’re normal people,” she said again, and Eric knew it was the shock of what he was suggesting. That someone might want to hurt them on purpose this way instead of just a random incident.

      John pressed. “Have you had any arguments with anyone lately? Any friction at work or with a friend or maybe an ex?”

      There were any number of possibilities when it came to personal grudges. Eric knew John was trying to jog their memories for any little thing. They needed a break of some kind in this case.

      Again, head shaking and denials by the couple.

      “Have you lived here long?” John asked.

      “No,” Mr. Cho answered this time, wrapping an arm around his wife and pulling her to him as he did. “We moved in about two months ago. It was empty before that. The woman who rents it to us didn’t have tenants for about a year before that, I think.”

      “She was asking too much for it,” Mrs. Cho said, a hint of censure in her tone. “Wanted two thousand a month.”

      The uniformed officer who had greeted them on the scene had referred to the couple as the homeowners. Eric had stupidly assumed that meant the officer had asked the couple if they owned the home. He knew better than to rely on someone else to do the legwork for them.

      He wondered if there was anything to the fact that this home had been empty recently and the other homes had been empty. Although, this was nowhere near the state the other homes had been in, so he doubted it. Still, if they could come up with some hint as to how the arsonist was choosing his locations, they might gain insight into who their guy was.

      They explained the process of waiting for the arson investigator to release the scene, got the contact info for the homeowner, and suggested the family make arrangements for staying with a friend or checking into a hotel.

      Eric felt his phone vibrate in his pocket and pulled it out. It was his mother’s nursing home again. He needed to check his bank account to make sure their check had cleared. That was the only time they ever tried to reach him.

      He didn’t have any choice but to pass Merritt and the rest of the press as they left the scene.

      “Detective,” Merritt said, as he and John approached the crime scene tape and ducked under it. “Can you tell us if this is the same person who started the other fires? Do you have any suspects?”

      Eric growled at her as John gave the standard “no comment” line.

      John waited until they were out of hearing range of the reporters and halfway to the car before he asked, “Did you just growl at her?”

      Eric growled again, drawing a laugh from John. His partner was too damned happy lately. Eric guessed falling in love would do that to a guy. He wouldn’t know.

      “Detective Cantu.”

      Shit. He knew damned well it was their captain.

      With any luck she hadn’t been close enough to hear him growling.

      He turned.

      Yup. She had.

      Captain Scanlon wasn’t a woman you messed with. He expected to find a pissed-off look on her face when he turned, but instead it was carefully blank.

      Next to her, he saw a dark-haired man he didn’t know but he immediately disliked by the look of him. The man’s face said he was in charge and that was all wrong since Captain Scanlon was in charge at any scene she was at. Even more wrong, everything about the man said he was a controlling fuck who didn’t care what other people thought.

      Polished shoes, too tight business suit, and manicured hands. Seriously, the man’s nails were shining like he had clear nail polish on them or some shit. Who does that?

      Eric glanced behind the pair and saw Merritt McKenna waiting off to one side behind them like she expected to be called forward any moment. What the hell was this?

      His captain spoke. “Detective Cantu, Detective Sevier, this is Bill Lincoln. He’s with the mayor’s office, but he’ll be with us —”

      “For the foreseeable future.” Lincoln spoke over the captain and in his head Eric nicknamed the man Jackwagon. It fit.

      Eric ground his teeth together knowing full well his captain wouldn’t appreciate it if he tried to come to her rescue.

      The asshole kept speaking. “We’re going to be working on the department’s image and that means we’re going to be working with the press.”

      Eric stuck his hell no look on his face.

      Because hell no.

      He wasn’t doing it. Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to involve him. It wasn’t that they didn’t work with the press. In fact, they did. Most of the time. Just not now, and not with this reporter. His reporter.

      There was only the slightest narrowing of Captain Scanlon’s eyes, but it was enough. Eric cursed six ways from Sunday in his head, but he pasted a smile on his face. He respected his captain. Liked her, even.

      And with all their department had been through lately, she had stood by them and defended them against all that had been thrown at them.

      “Ma’am,” he said, knowing full well he was going to hate whatever came out of her mouth.

      Captain Scanlon tilted toward Merritt. “Detectives, I’ve just explained to Ms. McKenna that the Dark Falls PD would like to make sure she gets what she needs to cover the arson investigation as we hunt down the person who’s starting these fires.”

      Eric fought to keep his face straight and could see John doing the same next to him. The underlying message was clear in the cap’s words and the fact that they had some asswipe from the mayor’s office standing with them.

      The captain had just been told by higher-ups that the police department needed to play nice with the press.

      When you had techs in your lab falsifying evidence to make a quick buck and a serial killer in your Major Crimes unit, damage control became a way of life. And apparently, damage control has just been stepped up.

      In the past, Eric had been one of the go-to people in the unit for dealing with the press. He could smile and charm them and never minded playing the part. Until now.

      With Merritt, he didn’t have it in him.

      “Captain, this might not be the best—”

      Scanlon’s dark brows rose and her face spelled don’t fuck with me loud and clear.

      “Do we have a problem here, Captain?” Lincoln asked, his tone a little too crisp and a sneer on his face that screamed he hoped they did. Eric could see what was happening. This asshole was gunning for the captain.

      The captain would be the one to pay for it if they did have a problem.

      Eric snapped his mouth shut and slid his gaze sideways to meet Merritt’s eyes. She was entirely too entertained by this.

      “What exactly should this cooperation entail, Captain?” Eric ground out.

      “Ma’am,” his partner added for him. John was better at this than Eric was. Or maybe it was that love thing. Nowadays, not much fazed John.

      So Eric could have been a little more gracious. He probably also should have acknowledged Lincoln’s presence a little more, but he wasn’t in the mood.

      “Let’s start by giving Ms. McKenna an update on what we know so far.” The captain turned to Merritt. “With the proviso, of course, that there will be certain information we cannot share.”

      Lincoln stiffened but the captain spoke over him this time.

      “You understand,” she said to Merritt, but the message was probably intended for Jackwagon.

      It was a directive and Merritt nodded her head in response.

      Captain Scanlon smiled now. “But, the detectives will be happy to update you on the case and Detective Cantu will personally see to it that you have his contact information. And he’ll answer your calls.”

      The last was said to Eric and it was an order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Merritt McKenna couldn’t help but hear her mother’s voice in her head. Payback’s a bear—that was how her mother and sisters said it, anyway. Merritt usually used the more colorful version herself. Her language could use a little cleanup.

      She had been left standing with her colleagues trying to shove down the embarrassment when Eric growled at her. Hopefully, her colleagues would assume his response was because she was with the press, not because he had a grudge against her. A very personal grudge.

      Why had she been at the front of the gaggle? Why had she tried to be the loudest to call out, the first to shout out a question? Why hadn’t she just let one of the other journalists ask the question?

      Because that wasn’t at all her style, that’s why. Merritt had never been one to sit quietly by and wait her turn.

      And because she needed to be tenacious in her reporting right now. Her career had taken a hit when she and her son Collin had moved from Arvada to Dark Falls. She was starting over at a new paper with a new boss and new colleagues. She needed to prove herself.

      Still, the move had been the right one.

      She needed space from her family and Dark Falls was the right distance. Close enough to visit and have their support in an emergency. Close enough for Collin to see his grandparents and be close to his cousins. Far enough for her to feel like she was standing on her own two feet. Far enough that she no longer had a constant reminder that she wasn’t quite what they’d hoped for. That she hadn’t quite managed to meet expectations.

      She’d been about to walk away when Captain Scanlon from the Major Crimes division approached and pulled her aside. She’d seen Scanlon at pressers before, and of course asked her questions from the crowd, but the two hadn’t talked directly until now.

      One minute the captain was explaining that the department appreciated her coverage of the arsons and wanted to work with her moving forward, and the next Merritt was following the woman and a man she didn’t recognize across the lawn to where Eric Cantu and his partner stood.

      She couldn’t keep the grin off her face. Eric had been an ass to her from the minute he found out she was a reporter. Watching him wrestle with the order from his captain to make nice with the press was making her morning and then some.

      Merritt wasn’t entirely sure she’d be given free rein to write what she wanted, but the captain hadn’t made her promise to show the department in a good light or anything like that. Why not see what she could get out of the relationship before she said no?

      She watched as the captain and the man she’d just learned was from the mayor’s office walked away, leaving her standing with Eric and his partner.

      Merritt should have controlled the grin that spread across her face. Should have, but didn’t.

      She held her recorder up and repeated her question from moments earlier. “Detective Cantu, can you tell me if this is the same person who started the other fires?”

      He growled again and she had to press her lips between her teeth to keep from giggling. Not that she giggled. She was a grown woman, dammit. But if there was ever a time for a giggle, this was it.

      Instead, she let the smile cross her face again and cleared her throat.

      Eric’s partner looked as amused as she was and she noticed he didn’t offer an answer in Eric’s place.

      Eric seemed to unhinge his jaw with some effort. “It would appear so at this time.”

      She didn’t acknowledge the fact he was hedging his bets. She would wager it was killing him not to say they couldn’t comment on an ongoing case.

      She had a feeling he wouldn’t tell her if they had any suspects, so she went with another question for now. “Have you found anything to connect the scenes together? This one is different, isn’t it?”

      She was on the verge of starting to babble. She knew it. She could feel the run-on sentences burbling up inside her. It took all she had not to launch into a babblefest of an explanation as to how any idiot could see that this crime scene was different from the others. It was lived in, close to other houses. It wasn’t falling down. The arsonist would have had to break in. At least, she assumed he had.

      “Did he break and enter or did he have access to the house somehow?” she blurted before she could stop herself. To hell with it. She’d been given access, she was going to take advantage of it.

      The fact of the matter was, Eric Cantu made her nervous as hell. He had from the minute she’d walked into the bar on her first night in town. He had drawn her eye as she entered, one foot on the bar rail, a beer lazily dangling from his hand as he graced those around him with a smile.

      And then he turned his eyes on her and she stopped breathing right there in the middle of the bar. The man had dark brown eyes that were almost black and that five o’clock shadow thing that could seem staged but didn’t on him. His nose was too big. It should have made him look awful, but it didn’t. It made him look good enough to lick. She had done a little of that, as a matter of fact.

      So, yeah, he’d made her nervous but she hadn’t let it stop her then, and she wouldn’t let it stop her now.

      In front of her, his face twisted at her question and she could see him wrestling with how much he had to tell her and what he could hold back.

      His partner coughed but she got the distinct impression he was covering a laugh.

      It probably should have offended her that Eric was struggling so much. She’d seen him turn on the charm with the press before. He’d been sent down to give a statement and answer questions a time or two. He would produce that megawatt smile and go all southern boy “yes ma’am” and “no sir” and “I’m happy to help and share everything I can” even when he was hardly giving them anything they didn’t already know. All the while, not answering a thing he didn’t want to, but somehow making them feel like he’d shared all with them.

      As far as she knew he wasn’t southern. As far as she knew, he’d grown up around here, but that didn’t stop him from affecting the southern boy thing just the same.

      Not with her, though. With the exception of that first night, she’d get no charm from this man.

      “There are similarities and we’re chasing those down now,” was all he said in response to her question. He ignored the part about breaking and entering. She repeated it.

      “Yes,” he said. “He entered the home through the back door after breaking a pane in the glass.”

      “Any suspects yet? No one’s been hurt in these fires yet, but it seems like the fire bug is getting closer to hurting someone. Someone could have easily been home when he struck.”

      She saw his flinch even though he hid it well.

      “I think we’re finished here.” He turned on his heel, but Merritt called out after him.

      “You didn’t give me your contact info, detective. I believe your captain said—”

      He stormed back, startling her with the sudden speed and the way he stepped close, almost too close, to her. It did things to her, made her body remember the way he’d touched her. Things she would much prefer her body forget.

      He held her gaze for a minute, anger in his eyes as they locked her in place.

      She firmed her spine, holding the position. It hadn’t been her suggestion that he give her his information. Just like it hadn’t been her suggestion that they go home together the night they met. Or that they hop in bed with little to no information about each other, including the fact she was a reporter.

      She opened her mouth to speak again, but he stopped her, his hand holding up a white business card between them.

      And then he was gone.
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      Merritt started a hot spot on her phone and pulled out her tablet. She brought up property records for Dark Falls, entering the address of the house she’d just left. She knew a lot of reporters would assume the people watching their home burn were the owners, but she’d learned a long time ago to check every tiny detail. The pebble you overturned could turn out to have something under it that was just as valuable as what you might find under a boulder.

      Her phone rang and a glance at the screen had her heart flipping.

      Collin’s school. She answered right away, bracing for bad news. It was always bad news when her six-year-old’s school called nowadays.

      The principal’s voice was no surprise. “Ms. McKenna, it’s Mrs. Willows. We’ve had an incident.”

      Merritt closed her eyes. The woman was being kind in not saying another incident.

      “Do you need me to come down?” Merritt looked at her watch. She could skip lunch, run by the school, and still have time to chase down some kind of lead for her story. She needed something other than the bare minimum essentials before her deadline.

      “I think that would be best. Collin bit one of the other students.”

      Okay, so this was the kind of “incident” that meant Collin would be taking the rest of the day off with her.

      She knew kids bit from time to time, but honestly, she’d thought that ended before kindergarten. Wasn’t that a pre-k thing? What did she know? She only had the one child and most of the time he seemed to make up his own rules and timelines as he went along.

      A lot like his mother, that one.

      A small voice said her sisters would know, but Merritt wasn’t making that call. Kendall and Kerry had memorized every child rearing handbook on the market before their kids were born. They could likely rattle off all the milestones of a six-year old and let her know with painful precision just how off track she’d let Collin get.

      It took twenty minutes in traffic to get to Collin’s school and another forty minutes to get to their house outside of the city. Merritt had a feeling not a whole lot of what she and the principal had said to Collin about his behavior was getting through.

      “Shoes off, mister” she said as Collin raced in the front door. She would have to work from home for the afternoon and hope her boss didn’t mind. As a reporter, she was often out of the office for the full day anyway, but in this case, she’d be tied to home, for the most part.

      Collin ran for the kitchen and Merritt didn’t have to look to know he was headed for his tablet.

      “No tablet and no television!” She called the words out, despite knowing there would be a tantrum.

      The wailing started right away.

      Her phone buzzed as Collin threw himself to the floor with the “but why mom?” refrain she knew she’d hear for the next hour.

      His tantrums seemed to be getting longer and louder.

      Merritt took a deep slow breath and looked at her phone, reminding herself she wasn’t supposed to engage when he was pitching a fit. At least, that’s what all the manuals and her best friend said. She owed Gabby a call. It had been too long since they’d had a chance to really talk.

      Her boss, Paul Barlow, had texted. Need you to cover the ketchup column for tomorrow. Jason is chasing a big lead.

      Merritt buried a sigh. The ketchup column was the office shorthand for the Catching Up Around Town column that appeared each Wednesday in Dark Falls Daily’s print and online editions. It was something the reporters all shared on a rotating schedule, but she’d noticed Jason Wilson was “chasing a lead” more often than not when it was his turn.

      Since it was a Tuesday, that meant she needed to get the copy for the column into the office tonight, along with her own report on the fires so they could be formatted. If she was lucky, she could get her boss to put her write-up about the fire into the print and online editions. He wasn’t as convinced as she was that it was newsworthy yet, so each time she had submitted a piece on it, it was a struggle to get Paul to take it.

      She texted a quick okay to him and then grabbed her tablet to see if she’d gotten the results of the property search back. In her mind, she scanned her to-do list. She’d need to skip running out to pick up her dry cleaning which meant another day of recycled suits, and dinner would need to be takeout or something simple. She had a feeling Collin would love waffles or cereal for dinner. She didn’t hate the idea herself.

      Waffles with butter and syrup sounded great.

      She sent another text to Jason to see if he’d collected any information for the ketchup column and one to her favorite research assistant in the research pool at the office. If Sabrina was available, she could hopefully work her magic—pun intended—and dredge up a few tidbits for Merritt to stick into the column.

      Collin was currently sliding his body across the floor so he could do his crying and kicking thing at her feet instead of in the kitchen.

      How did single moms with more than one kid do it? She felt like she was drowning with just the one.

      Merritt looked down at him. “I hear Kitten whining. He needs to go out to potty. Do you want to take him or should I?”

      The deal had been that Collin would be responsible for the small terrier mix when they adopted him from the pound, but he didn’t seem to be in shape for pottying the dog at the moment. It wasn’t fair to the dog to make him wait out the tantrum. Merritt could hear soft whines coming from the small dog crate in the bedroom where they kept Kitten when they were out.

      She hadn’t been on board with crating the dog when the shelter staff recommended it, but that had changed when she lost three shoes (all from different pairs, of course) and a set of window blinds to the tiny shark teeth in the first week. Now, she mollified herself by giving the dog a few good chew bones every time he had to be crated and called it good.

      Collin stuck a thumb in his mouth—something he knew drove her nuts since he was now six years old—and said what she thought was the word “videos” around the appendage.

      “Okay, I’ll take him,” she said calmly, a little proud of herself for staying cool and not catering to Collin to try to get the tantrum to end sooner. There was a time when she couldn’t resist trying to soothe him, which was probably why he was still acting this way. They both had some growing to do.

      Kitten danced and spun on his small feet when she opened the crate door and then jump/walked his way to the back door. The dog didn’t really have a walk mode or a run mode. He had his jump/walk where he focused half his energy on trying to jump around your legs and half on moving forward. His other mode was leap mode where he jumped like a mini deer through the grass. It was pretty damned adorable.

      “Come on, baby,” she said, “out you go.”

      The dog himself couldn’t really be described as cute. They hadn’t named him kitten because he was soft and furry and pretty. He was likely some kind of cross between a Border Terrier and a Yorkie or Silkie. The mix sounded like it would be cute, but the rough hair of the Border Terrier mixed with the softer hair of the Yorkie or Silkie meant he had some tufts of hair that slicked down and other tufts of hair that stood up on end. The resulting dog looked like a half-drowned kitten. Hence the name.

      Merritt watched as Kitten sniffed in the yard and did his business. Collin was still screaming behind her. She looked at her tablet screen and saw the results of the property search she’d initiated back at the scene of the fire.

      Sure enough, the house was a rental, owned by someone else. Merritt pulled up the details and cross checked with a search of the White Pages—yes, they still existed online.

      Mrs. Jaylen Johnson currently resided in an assisted living center ten minutes away from where Merritt and Collin were renting their house.

      Merritt looked down at Collin. If he ended this tantrum any time soon, maybe she could see if her neighbor could watch him while she ran over to interview the homeowner. They’d gotten to know each other and the older woman had said she was willing to help Merritt if she needed it.

      Unless, of course, the whole neighborhood was listening to this and no one within a ten-block radius would babysit for her now.

      It seemed likely.
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      Eric’s mood lifted slightly when they entered the bullpen. He had been able to straighten out his mother’s housing bill on the drive over and confirm with the nurse on duty that they had only been calling about the bill. His mother was fine and he was happy to ignore the judgmental tone the woman used. He didn’t care what they thought of the fact he didn’t visit his mother.

      He and John got back to the department just in time to see Nate Ryder discover Eric’s latest outfit for the stress ball. The blue gel ball had started as a way for Nate to keep his hands busy and was now a source of entertainment for the whole division.

      Nate was another detective in the Major Crimes Unit. Eric had resisted the temptation to defile the stress ball for as long as he could when Nate first started carrying it around a year or so back. Eventually, though, he’d given in and snatched the ball when Nate was out on a call.

      At first, he only hid the ball, letting Nate find it in strange places like the refrigerator or the men’s showers. Eventually, he started dressing it up. One day, it had worn dark-rimmed glasses to look like Gabe Calder of the Major Crimes Unit, only it was also wearing pink lipstick and a dress. Another day, he’d put it into a tiny glittery top and hot pink miniskirt.

      Today, he’d made it a little Tina Turner wig that stuck straight up and had painted a big red smile and made up eyes on its face.

      Of course, Nate was a lot harder to rile these days. He had started dating a forensic scientist recently and walked around with a goofy-ass smile on his face most days.

      Nate tugged at the tuft of hair and glared at Eric. “Did you glue it on, asshole?”

      Eric only grinned in response. He had.

      Nate lobbed the ball at Eric, who caught it one-handed but tossed it off to John right away. The Turner outfit wouldn’t last long with the guys continuing to use it as a stress ball, but he didn’t care. He already had another outfit for it lined up. And he’d never tell Nate, but he had three new lookalike stress balls waiting in his bottom drawer. He knew it was only a matter of time before his abuse destroyed this one. John threw the ball to Mason as Eric took a seat at his desk.

      He pulled up his computer screen and started to scroll through emails as Harry and Gabe walked over to the group. Harry was short for Delaney Harrison, a tough-as-nails detective who had the kind of looks that stopped men in their tracks. They often put those looks to work with witnesses and suspects alike, even though they respected her mind and her importance on the team.

      Her partner, Gabe, was one of the unit who’d recently fallen in love. He’d met the woman he was now living with when she was his only witness on a murder case. Not exactly something the department endorsed, but Gabe hadn’t cared. To hear him tell it, he’d fallen in love with the woman at first sight.

      Eric looked around. It occurred to him that he was surrounded by lovesick fools. There was a time when most of the unit was like him. They understood the best thing for most cops was to avoid hoping for a relationship. To be realistic about what they could and couldn’t expect from the opposite sex. Or from the same sex, if that’s the way they swung. But most of them knew better than to hope for that happily-ever-after the rest of the world was always looking for.

      Until recently. There had to be something in the water. Eric put down the water bottle he’d just picked up and made a mental note to grab a soda on the way out of the building.

      “Forensics find anything new at today’s fire?” Gabe asked.

      John shook his head. “Not so far, other than the fact this home is lived in. Same MO as the others. Fire began in a closet. Our guy spread lighter fluid around as he left the building to make sure the fire spread.”

      Lighter fluid could be bought in any number of stores. Grocery, big box, hell, even a sporting goods store. Unless someone bought it by the case and paid for it with a credit card, it was an easy untraceable way to start a fire. And getting it to the scene was no big deal. You could pour it into one of those metal water bottles people carried with them everywhere nowadays and no one would know you were carrying a quart of accelerant.

      “No one saw him coming or going?” Harry asked, lines appearing between her brows as she frowned. “We heard the call come in. That neighborhood seems like the type to have a neighborhood watch.”

      Eric shook his head. “No little old lady watching the neighborhood with binoculars. At least not that the uniforms had found before we left. We’ll do another round of canvasing, but it seems like the neighborhood is pretty empty. Nice neighborhood but not wealthy enough for anyone to be home during the day. Two people working in most households, I’m guessing.” He didn’t have to say that it was also not the kind of place they’d find cameras.

      “Merritt McKenna was there,” John said. “She made the connection to the other fires right away.”

      Eric purposefully didn’t look up from his computer.

      “No one reads print newspapers anymore,” Harry offered.

      Eric looked up at that. “Her articles are posted online, too, and she’s gotten a lot more comments on them recently. It wouldn’t surprise me if people start to notice, especially now that we have a fire in an occupied home in a decent neighborhood.”

      He saw his mistake right away. John was grinning at him as he jumped on it.

      “Watching her online?”

      Eric snorted and turned away, focusing his attention back to his emails as he mumbled about his partner gossiping. His team was turning into a bunch of pansies.

      Eric opened an email he hoped would have the details of the owner of the house in it. Bingo. “Owner of our newest arson is a Mrs. Jaylen Johnson. Lives over in the assisted living home on West 5th.”

      John still wore a smirk as he grabbed the keys to their unit and followed Eric out of the building. He waited until they were in the car and on the road before pushing it.

      “So, seriously, you gonna tell me what has your panties in such a bunch over this reporter? You never have this kind of reaction to other reporters, no matter how bad they got over a story.”

      Eric ground down on his teeth. At this rate, he’d need dentures when this was over. How many times had he accused John of having his panties in a bunch? He should have known it would come around to bite him in the ass one of these days.

      “You slept with her, didn’t you?” John asked when Eric didn’t answer.

      Well, fuck.

      “Why do you guys always assume I slept with everyone in a skirt around here?” Eric griped.

      John only laughed.

      His partner was right. Eric earned the reputation, fair and square. In fact, there was a time he’d liked it. Lately, it irked him.

      Maybe because he hadn’t earned it lately. When was the last time he went to a bar and picked up a stranger?

      He knew the answer. Knew damned well it was Merritt. She was the last woman he’d slept with and didn’t that just suck?

      “She didn’t tell me who she was.”

      John nodded as he slapped the turn signal and changed lanes. “And that pisses you off.”

      It was a statement not a question. They both knew honesty was tantamount to all in Eric’s world. When he’d seen Merritt standing in the press group two days after they’d hooked up at the bar—a bar that was a known cop hangout—he’d seen red. When he confronted her, she swore she wasn’t trying to trick him or set him up as a source but he didn’t buy it.

      Everyone knew that bar was where cops went and she’d made a beeline for him when she came in the door. At the time, he had gotten off on that. What an ass he was. He should have grown out of the badge bunny stage years ago.

      Eric’s phone buzzed, saving him from the lecture he could see his partner was gearing up for.

      Eric was really in the reaping what he’d sown stage of life. He’d always been the guy on the force trying to make sure all the other guys talked about their feelings. That shit was coming back to haunt him now, and it sucked.

      He looked at the screen and pulled up a document one of the tech guys had sent over.

      “Looks like two of the properties where our arsonist has struck have the same realtor associated with them. The guy had a listing to sell two of the houses before they were abandoned. It’s a slim connection but it’s all we’ve found so far.”

      John nodded as he pulled into the parking lot of the assisted living home. The place was small but looked well-kept and neat. A two-story building with red brick, black shutters, and shrubs planted along the front of the building on either side of the white double doored entry. The paint of the shutters and doors looked like it might be new, or at least recent. The lawn hadn’t turned brown in the Colorado sun so they were watering it regularly. That would change if the threatened water restrictions went into place. They were headed into drought territory.

      They were crossing the parking lot when Eric saw it. He recognized the dent on the back corner and the little dinosaur family of two on the back windshield.

      Merritt McKenna’s little Nissan was parked in the lot outside.
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      “I smell it on you, Willie. What have you been doing?”

      He turned at the sound of his mother’s question, surprised to find her in the room with him. He hadn’t thought she was there.

      “Answer me, Willie,” she said in response to his silence.

      He hated the name. It was a baby name. Not his name now. Not anymore.

      “Nothing mom. It’s nothing.” He lifted the watering can and watered the last of the plants. He had this idea that if he kept life going around her as much as possible, she might come back to him, so he did his best to keep her plants alive.

      “I smell smoke. That smell doesn’t leave you if you’ve been through what I’ve been through. You remember it forever.”

      He nodded, a jerky movement. She didn’t understand. The fire scared her. Always had. She couldn’t control it the way he could. That made her afraid. But he controlled it for her. He had been there to protect her from it.

      “You have to stay away from fire, Will. I can’t go through that again.”

      “Yes, mom,” he said, nodding more smoothly now. She wasn’t ready to learn his secret. She wasn’t ready to see how he could control it. When she was ready, he would teach her and then she’d be even more proud of him than she had been that day.
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      Eric had to hold back the urge to storm through the little building, shouting for Merritt. He couldn’t believe she’d beat them here and was inside talking to their witness before them. The words when would this woman learn her place went through his head before he heard what he’d thought and checked himself. What the hell was happening to him? He was turning into an asshole with thoughts like that.

      When the woman from the front desk showed them to Mrs. Johnson’s room, they saw the door was ajar and found Merritt and Mrs. Johnson on the couch. Merritt was handing the woman a tissue and patting her back.

      “Hank and I were only in that house for five years. We raised our babies back home in Georgia, but he hand-crafted all the built-in shelves and put in a little eating nook. What do they call that? A Breakfast nook? Hand carved that table by himself after he retired. It just didn’t seem right to sell it but I couldn’t afford to leave it settin’ empty after I moved in here,” Mrs. Johnson was saying.

      Eric forced a calm and professional tone to his voice as he interrupted. “Mrs. Johnson. I’m detective Eric Cantu and this is my partner, John Sevier. We’d like to talk to you about the fire at your house this morning.” He resisted the urge to glare at Merritt even though it should have been he and John breaking the news about the house fire to her.

      He knew from the information he’d pulled up that Jaylen Johnson was seventy-three. Her skin didn’t show nearly the number of wrinkles he would expect for a woman that age. It was smooth and dark, with the kind of lines around the mouth and eyes that said she had laughed often in her life. Her hair was short and gray, her hands showing the effects of arthritis in the large knuckles.

      Merritt moved to stand, but Mrs. Johnson put up her hand. “Can my friend stay?”

      Eric felt like his face might freeze and fall off his damned head. His captain’s orders hadn’t included letting the reporter sit in on their interviews. “No, I’m afraid we can’t allow that.”

      Not that he wouldn’t have let any other friend of the woman’s stay had it been someone else comforting her when they arrived. But there was no way in hell he was letting the reporter sit in on his interview.

      He could feel John’s amusement beside him even though he knew his partner was too professional to let it show. John was enjoying this all just a little too much. They needed to have a talk.

      “I’ll just wait out in the rec room, Mrs. Johnson.”

      Merritt met his gaze with a look of, what? Protective warning. What did she think he was going to do? Beat the woman for information about her house?

      He stepped to the door to watch and see that Merritt walked back down the hall. When she got to the end of the hall, she turned and gave him a wave that clearly said, “see, this is me walking away, just like I said I would.”

      John was already sitting by Mrs. Johnson, starting the interview, so Eric stayed near the door. He listened as John explained that they didn’t know much yet, but that they were working to discover who had set her place on fire.

      “That nice reporter said no one was hurt?” Mrs. Johnson looked from John to Eric and back again. “The people renting the place have two young boys. I liked knowing there were kids in it again.”

      Eric wondered where her Hank was and knew he was probably dead, if he wasn’t here with her in the home. The way she spoke as though the two of them had been a pair rather than two independent people made him think they were married a long time and if Hank could be there with her, he would.

      He wondered if they’d been the type who lived with rose colored glasses, each thinking the other was honest. Or maybe they’d been the kind of couple who knew about each other’s faults but didn’t care about them. There was always the slim possibility they fell into the small category of people who truly had an honest, faithful, and loving marriage together. He didn’t dwell long on that.

      John began taking Mrs. Johnson through their questions, asking about insurance and caretakers for the property.

      Eric slipped out of the room and went down the hall to find the rec room where Merritt said she’d wait. Two turns following signs with little arrows led him to the room. It was filled with small groupings of overstuffed chairs whose fabric was threadbare but looked clean. There were a few card tables and coffee tables, all inhabited with what appeared to be the residents of the home. Walkers and canes were regular fixtures in the place and Eric saw that several of the residents sat in wheelchairs instead of in the room’s permanent furnishings.

      Merritt was scrolling through her phone, looking harried as though juggling numerous tasks and he wondered if she had cracked something else in his case. Who knew, maybe she had another lead she was anxious to track down.

      He felt the anger in him that he’d experienced when he first saw her in the press pool. Not only had she tried to sucker him into a relationship without being up front about who and what she was, she was now one step ahead of them, getting in the way of their investigation.

      He crossed the room in two strides, bending over the chair she sat in. “If you’re hunting up another way to get in the way of this investigation, you can forget about it. We were told to share information with you when it’s appropriate. Emphasis on the appropriate, lady. What you’re doing is out of line.”

      Her head shot up and she narrowed her eyes on him. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. You need to back off this case and let us do our jobs. When we have something, we’ll let you know.”

      It was a nice offer. A good offer. One she should be glad to have. He was essentially telling her he’d give her a heads-up any time they had something newsworthy on the case. It wasn’t an offer he’d make to anyone else, even with the way they tried to share with the press when possible.

      But he needed her out of his hair. She was a distraction to him. One he should be able to fight off, yes, but a distraction nonetheless. It would make his life easier if he could know she wasn’t going to turn up everywhere he went. So, he’d share whatever news he had with her when he could.

      It was a good offer. He realized he was repeating his thoughts and cursed her effect on him again.

      Her eyes flashed and she opened her mouth, indignant anger brewing in her gaze. “I’m doing my job, Detective.”

      She loved to emphasize his title now that she knew it. She’d told him she had no idea he was a cop that first day they met. He called bullshit and then some on that one. It was common knowledge Leo’s Bar was a cop hangout. Common knowledge badge bunnies could go there for a hookup.

      He opened his mouth, but she didn’t let him get a word in. He had kept his voice low as they spoke, but she didn’t seem to be concerned with who heard their argument.

      “I’m not doing anything that’s interfering with your investigation,” she hissed, “and there’s not a damned thing you can do about me taking information that’s within the public realm and hunting down leads. It’s not my fault I’m better at it than you.”

      Eric stood, rearing back at the words. “Better at it than me?” He laughed. “You think you’re better at my job than I am? Is that what you’re saying?”

      She had more nerve than he thought.

      Eric opened his mouth, stepping in again.

      “Mom?”

      He looked down to find a skinny boy with dark black hair. His hair didn’t match Merritt’s cinnamon red, but the eyes sure did. The rich brown color and shape of them couldn’t be explained away as anything other than familial relationship.

      The boy slid his hand into Merritt’s, anxious eyes going from Merritt to Eric and back again. “Why is the man yelling at you, mom?”

      Merritt looked struck at the question and glanced around the room.

      Hell. The whole damned place was staring at them. Card games had stopped. Conversations hushed. All eyes were turned their way.

      The little boy’s chin was doing that shaky thing that meant he was getting ready to cry and Eric realized he’d been an idiot for confronting Merritt. What was he thinking? They were in the middle of a public place and he was reaming her out.

      He knelt to the boy’s level and put his best smile on his face. The one he used when he wanted to charm grandmothers into serving him cookies and milk during interviews.

      “Oh, it wasn’t nothing, little man. We were just bickering about pizza.”

      “Pizza?” The boy looked up at Merritt.

      She nodded, shooting a look at Eric that said he was indeed as stupid as he felt. Still, she hadn’t come up with anything better herself.

      “Pizza,” she confirmed. “Detective Cantu was just telling me he doesn’t like pepperoni pizza. Says it’s broccoli and mushrooms on his pizza or nothing.”

      Eric made a face that told her how he felt about vegetables on his pizza. “Your mother’s pulling your leg. She was saying tomatoes and artichokes are the only way to go on a pizza and I was telling her a pizza isn’t worth the crust it’s cooked on if it doesn’t have a pound of sausage and pepperoni. And it’s even better if you can get sweet sausage and hot sausage on the same pie like they make over at Andrighetti’s.”

      “Andrew who?”

      Eric couldn’t help it. He laughed. The boy had screwed up his face in a confused little twist as he struggled with the name.

      “Andrighetti’s. It’s the best pizza place in Dark Falls.”

      The kid nodded solemnly. “Pizza is important. We haven’t settled yet. Mom says we’ll get settled soon. I think finding a good pizza place is part of settling in.”

      Merritt came forward and put a hand on her son’s shoulder, and when Eric looked up he saw her eyes had calmed. She was focused on her son now, not on Eric.

      “Sorry, Collin. No pizza today. You’ll need to remember to keep your teeth to yourself if you want pizza.”

      Eric felt his brows go up. “Who’d you put your teeth on?”

      Collin looked down. “Davey. But he took my—”

      Merritt cleared her throat at her son and he stopped mid-sentence. Eric picked up on the gist of her correction.

      “No excuse for biting.” He paused after the words came out and rethought the statement. “Unless someone is hurting you physically. If someone is hurting you, you can bite.” He glanced up at Merritt and saw her give a slight nod.

      Eric shoved back and stood in one move. How the hell had he lost complete control of the situation? He’d come in here to make it clear to Merritt that she needed to back off their investigation and let them do their job, and now he was … he didn’t know what he was doing.

      He gave her a look and then gave the boy a small smile. “Keep your teeth in your mouth, kid.”

      He turned away, wondering when, if ever, he would be back to normal. Whatever had happened when he got in bed with Merritt McKenna, it wasn’t something he was able to shake easily, and he didn’t like that one bit.

      John came into the room, Mrs. Johnson, leaning on one arm.

      “Oh, Mrs. Johnson,” Merritt said, going to the older woman as she tapped on her phone. “I got the name of that company for you. My boss says they specialize in fire and smoke cleanup.”

      Eric watched as Merritt led the woman to a table and started writing down information for her. Merritt seemed to have her hands full, but she was making the time to help someone else. Even if she was doing it to try to get information for her story, it was a nice thing to do.

      Dammit, he didn’t like the feeling in his chest at all. He didn’t like any of this one freaking bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      He put the article up on the wall, pressing the tape at the corners so it would stick.

      “Will, what have you got there?” His mother had come in again when he wasn’t looking and he jumped at the sound of her voice.

      He finished tacking up the article. “She understands,” he said pointing to the article. Merritt McKenna had noticed his fires long before anyone else had. She’d told the world what he was doing.

      He didn’t know how she’d seen it when no one else had, but that had to mean something, didn’t it?

      His mother came to stand next to him. She wasn’t leaning on her walker anymore. He scrunched his face in confusion. She had needed her walker for the last five years. Shouldn’t she have it?

      Was she getting strong again?

      He looked around the room, then back at his mom. She hadn’t been there a minute ago. Where had she come from?

      She peered at the articles he had tacked up. “I don’t like these fires, Willie,” she said, backing away. “I don’t like this. I smell the fire all the time now. I don’t like it.”

      He turned and put his hands up, trying to calm her the way he used to be able to when she was upset. “It’s okay, mom. I’m taking care of things for you now.”

      His eyes darted to the closet. “I’m taking care
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