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Synopsis

Arson investigation is not exactly what firefighter
Kate Chambers signed up for. But she doesn’t have a choice when an
injury forces her off the engine and into the office. Her first
case, a fire at a downtown bar, is a clear-cut instance of
insurance fraud, or so she thinks.

But the property co-owner and prime suspect, Alexi
Clark, has spent too many years battling her own demons to quietly
go to jail for a crime she didn’t commit. Soon Alexi is fighting
both the false charges against her and an unexpected attraction to
the investigator determined to prove them.

Amid a blaze that threatens to consume them both,
Kate and Alexi redefine love and trust.
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Chapter One

“I need two apple martinis, a screwdriver, and a Long
Island iced tea.”

“Three Heinekens, a mudslide, two cosmos, and a
vodka, neat.”

Alexi Clark acknowledged each server with a quick
nod, already pouring liquor with both hands. She’d been tending bar
for more than half her thirty-nine years and could fill even the
most complex orders with ease. But these days, as part owner in
this particular bar, she spent less time slinging drinks and more
time hunched over a desk in the office. So she actually enjoyed the
nights when she could get behind the bar.

The hectic pace of the typical Friday night made time
pass quickly. And though she knew she would be worn out by the time
the shift was over, she took a measure of pride in the people
filling every table and sitting elbow to elbow at the bar. During
peak tourist season, they drew a good share of out-of-towners. But
her core customer base consisted of local sports fans, many of them
regulars.

Alexi credited her staff with much of their success.
Her bartenders were knowledgeable and able to suggest the perfect
drink for any occasion. She’d relented when her business partner
insisted that the servers be mostly women, young and attractive.
But she made sure they understood that while friendliness was
perfectly acceptable, they were to remain professional as well. And
Alexi had won the argument over uniforms, nixing the too-short
shorts in favor of khakis and polos. She wouldn’t let her
establishment have the same reputation as a certain wing joint just
a few blocks away.

“Two Budweiser drafts and two Lights in a bottle,”
one of Alexi’s most dependable waitresses called as she passed a
food order through the window to the kitchen.

Alexi tilted a mug under the tap and pulled the
lever.

“You still here?” Alexi’s business partner, Ron Volk,
asked as he moved behind the bar. He uncapped two beers and set
them on a tray next to her drinks. A nasty flu had been making the
rounds of their employees, and tonight, two of their bartenders
were among the casualties. Ron and Alexi had taken up the slack,
and now it was only three hours until closing time.

Alexi laughed and draped an arm over his shoulders.
He was built like a bulldog, short in stature but broad and muscled
through his chest and shoulders. “This place is my life. You, on
the other hand, have a beautiful wife waiting at home. So get out
of here. I’ll close.”

“You sure?” He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up his
nose in what Alexi was sure was a habit he didn’t even notice.

“Yes.”

Ron’s wife, Danielle, had been Alexi’s friend since
their early twenties when they tended bar together in a dive on
Woodland Street. Of course, that had been before East Nashville
became the trendy young-professional-and-coffee-shop area it was
now.

“She’s probably asleep already.”

“Go. I’ve got this.” Alexi took the towel he twisted
in his hands and draped it over her shoulder. She pulled a bottle
of vodka and flipped it in the air, then caught it and filled the
glass in front of her.

“Circus tricks don’t impress me,” Ron said dryly.

“Get out of my bar.” Alexi grinned and slid the drink
across the polished mahogany bar she’d restored herself seven years
before when she and Ron bought the dilapidated building downtown.
Situated one block off Broadway, the building’s location was good
enough to justify the months of work it had taken to get the place
in shape before opening.

Ron waved as he headed for the kitchen and the back
door beyond. Alexi grinned and went back to filling drink orders.
Cheers from patrons who watched the highlights from that night’s
hockey game punctuated the steady hum of conversation in the room.
Rumor had it that the Predators had a shot at the Stanley Cup this
year, and Nashvillians were really getting behind the team. Alexi
still wasn’t convinced that the perpetually unreliable team could
pull it off, but if they did, it would be good for business. She
had carefully positioned eight flat-screen televisions around the
room so customers could see one from anywhere, and they were
usually tuned to a variety of sporting events.

Hours later, as Alexi retrieved the remote from
behind the bar and turned off each television, she made mental
notes on some promotions the bar could offer if the Preds got into
the playoffs. Having sent the last of her employees home ten
minutes ago, Alexi now wandered alone around the room. It had long
been her dream, but she hadn’t realized how much pride she would
feel when she finally had her own place. Ron had hired a decorator
to help out with the design of the interior, and Alexi was pleased
with the result. The dark woods and rich colors in the main room
made the large space feel more intimate. In the back, a cluster of
pool tables sat under stained-glass lamps, and four dart boards
lined the walls.

Among the tastefully scattered sports memorabilia
were several pieces from Alexi’s own collection. A basketball
signed by Magic Johnson that belonged to her father held a place of
honor in a square case behind the bar. And because she knew he
would have liked it, a display humidor with a mahogany finish and
Spanish cedar trays held a selection of premium cigars. A familiar
pang in her chest accompanied thoughts of her father, and as
always, she wished he’d been around to see this place. Alexi didn’t
need a shrink to tell her why creating the kind of upscale sports
bar he would have frequented had still mattered to her a decade and
a half after his death. Of course, she had spent so many years in
between oblivious to just how many of her decisions had centered on
her father’s death.

Alexi glanced at a row of liquor bottles on a shelf
behind the bar, and, though still present, the familiar urge to
have a drink faded a bit every day. Whatever else had happened,
she’d persevered, with some help from her friends, and now she had
this place to show for it.

*

In the hazy light of early morning, a column of smoke
wound above the city skyline. What less than an hour ago had been a
thick, black plume had faded to a light gray. But Kate Chambers had
been on enough fire scenes to imagine it as it had been. As she
steered her Tahoe onto Fourth Avenue, her heartbeat accelerated at
the cluster of fire apparatus parked in the street. The remembered
rush of responding with lights and sirens to a scene sang through
her blood. She parked next to the curb, and when she stepped out
the familiar smell of smoke made heavy and humid by the water used
to suppress the fire assailed her.

After grabbing a turnout coat, helmet, and flashlight
from the truck she walked toward a group of firefighters clustered
near one of the engines. The flames had nearly been extinguished,
but a flurry of activity still surrounded the charred skeleton of
the building that rose from the water-soaked debris. Unidentifiable
men and women in turnout gear manned heavy lengths of hose around
the perimeter of the building, and a couple of lines snaked inside
the front door. Kate had listened to the radio on her way in and
knew that a half hour earlier the district chief in charge had
called for a defensive attack and all personnel had been withdrawn
from the interior. Now that the fire had been knocked down, they
were going back in to check for hot spots, areas still burning or
smoldering.

The white shirt of the chief stood out among the
smudged turnout coats. As Kate headed toward him, several
firefighters stepped aside and she caught sight of her partner,
Jason Hayworth, standing with him.

“Hey, Chambers.” He glanced up from the notes he
jotted in a spiral notebook. As she stopped beside him, she had to
tilt her head back to meet his eyes. At five foot eleven, Kate was
often as tall as most men, but Jason topped six feet by several
inches. Add to that a broad chest, shaved head, thick black
mustache, and deep voice, and he could be quite intimidating.
Though Kate knew he was as gentle as a puppy, he’d told her that
his imposing appearance often convinced witnesses to be straight
with him. That was one tactic Kate wouldn’t be able to employ.
People tended to underestimate her because of her slim figure and
blond hair.

“What have we got?” She slipped her flashlight under
her arm and pulled out her own notebook.

“Looks like you drew a good first case. Sports bar.
It went up quickly. I haven’t been inside yet, but from what the
chief is describing, I’d put money on an accelerant. The owners are
on the way. We’ve got a witness over there.” He gestured toward a
woman talking to one of the firefighters. “You get her statement
and I’ll start talking to firefighters.”

Kate nodded. In twelve years on an engine, she’d
responded to countless scenes, but this was her first as an
investigator. Jason had been with the fire marshal’s office for
eight years so she was glad he was there to guide her, especially
if this one turned out to be arson.

As Kate approached, the witness looked at her
nervously, wringing her hands and shifting her weight. Her hair was
matted and pulled into a sloppy braid. Kate didn’t even want to
guess when the last time her layers of tattered clothing had been
washed. No doubt she was one of the group of homeless that lived
under the nearby interstate overpass.

“Ma’am, can you tell me what you saw?” Kate clicked
her pen.

“A black car.” Her voice was rough and shaky.

“Could you tell what model?”

“I don’t know nothing about cars. It was a black
one’s all I can say.”

Kate nodded. That wasn’t much help. “When did you see
the car?”

“It drove off a few minutes before I smelled the
smoke. Then I called 9-1-1 from that pay phone over there.”

Kate glanced at the phone on the side of the vacant
building across the street. It was covered in spray paint, and the
metal shelf below the phone hung by one side as if someone had
nearly succeeded in tearing it off. She was surprised the phone
even worked.

“Which way did the car go?”

The woman pointed toward the interstate.

“And you didn’t get a look at the driver?”

“I didn’t know I needed to. It was gone by the time I
realized there was a fire.”

So not only was the black car not a good lead, it
might not be one at all. Just because it was in the area a few
minutes prior to the fire didn’t mean the occupant was involved.
Kate left the woman with her card and instructions to call if she
remembered anything else. But she wouldn’t wait for that call.

Minutes later, as she relayed the witness’s statement
to Jason, Kate was surprised to see a black Cadillac park behind
her Tahoe. The driver’s door opened and an African American woman
stepped out. Her tan overcoat hung open to reveal baggy jeans and a
wrinkled T-shirt. Her hair was extremely short, merely an ebony cap
that enhanced her angular features. She looked at the remains of
the building, then away quickly. Her eyes darted among the people
moving about the scene until they locked on Kate’s, and Kate felt
the connection like a hand reaching into her chest. As the woman
drew near, she continued to hold Kate’s gaze, worry evident in her
dark brown eyes.

“What happened?” she demanded. Her brows drew
together, marring otherwise smooth skin.

“There was a fire.” Jason stated the obvious. “Are
you the owner?”

“One of them. Alexi Clark,” she answered, without
taking her eyes from Kate’s face. “My business partner is on his
way. Do you know what caused the fire?”

“Not yet, Ms. Clark. Maybe you can help us with that.
Is that your car?” He pointed at the Cadillac.

“Of course it’s my car.”

“Did anyone borrow it earlier?”

“No.” She glanced between Kate and Jason. “What’s
going on?”

“Alexi! Alexi, what happened?” a man shouted as he
rushed toward them.

“That’s my partner, Ron Volk.”

“You finish up here,” Jason said to Kate as he moved
to intercept the approaching man.

Kate nodded, knowing he would want to question Mr.
Volk and Ms. Clark separately.

“It’s all gone,” Alexi said quietly as Jason walked
away.

Her eyes filled with tears as she stared at what was
left of her business. Kate had recognized the stark sense of loss
on the faces of property owners before, but something about seeing
it on Alexi’s strong features made Kate think she should look away,
as if she was invading Alexi’s privacy. Kate’s chest ached and she
finally did angle herself toward the scene, needing to escape the
heartbreak emanating from Alexi.

“By the time the firefighters arrived they weren’t
able to save your bar—”

“In Left Field.”

“What?”

“That’s what it’s called. In Left Field.”

“Okay. Do you have any idea how the fire may have
started?”

“No.” Alexi whispered so softly Kate barely heard
her.

Kate lifted her hand then jerked it back, realizing
she’d been about to touch Alexi’s shoulder. She pulled her pen from
her shirt pocket in an effort to cover the motion.

Those dark eyes met Kate’s again, determination
shining through her pain. “Can I go inside?”

“No. We can’t let you in until we’ve completed our
investigation.”

“What’s your name?” Alexi snapped.

“Kate Chambers. I’m an investigator with the fire
department.”

“Well, Ms. Chambers, that’s my whole life in there. I
just want to see if there’s anything left.” When tears spilled over
high cheekbones, she swiped at them angrily and turned her head
away as if she didn’t want Kate to see them.

“I understand. But we can’t risk any potential
evidence being disturbed.” Kate shifted uncomfortably. More
accustomed to working with the crews packing up gear around them,
she still hadn’t adjusted to her new role. But she was positive
that no one was allowed inside until they finished documenting the
scene.

Alexi jerked her head back to meet Kate’s eyes. “You
think this was arson?”

“It looks that way. Where were you this morning?”

“At home in bed.”

“Alone?”

“What business is that of yours?” Alexi’s tone was
defensive, but Kate would make no apologies for doing her job.

“Is there anyone who can verify your
whereabouts?”

“No.”

“What time did you get home?”

“I closed last night. So, I guess I was probably home
by three thirty.”

“You don’t know?”

“Three thirty or quarter till four.”

“What about Mr. Volk, when was the last time you saw
him?” Jason and Ron stood near Kate’s Tahoe. Ron pushed up his
glasses and glanced at Alexi as he spoke. Alexi looked up, and
though Kate’s attention never left Alexi, she could tell by the
stiffening of Alexi’s posture that their gaze met. Kate searched
Alexi’s face for some hint of communication between the two of
them, but none was evident.

“I sent him home around midnight.”

“He didn’t close up with you.”

“No.” Alexi still watched Ron and Jason. “Business
was slow, so I told him to go.”

“Are the two of you usually so involved in the
day-to-day operations?”

When Alexi turned back to Kate, her expression was
immediately wary. “It’s not uncommon. Usually there’s a lot of
administrative stuff that gets our attention first. But we were
short-handed last night, so we both pitched in.”

“We need a list of your employees. And I’d like to
know which ones worked last night, or were supposed to and didn’t
show.”

“I can give you names, but Ron should have a complete
personnel roster, with addresses and phone numbers. I imagine
you’ll want that as well.”

“Please. If you could, note which employees have keys
to the building. Do you have an alarm system?”

“Yes.”

“Was it armed?”

Alexi nodded.

Kate made a note to check with the monitoring
company. “Is there anyone who might have a grudge against you or
Mr. Volk?”

Alexi stared at the investigator, hearing her words
but struggling to absorb their meaning. It hadn’t occurred to Alexi
that the fire was anything more than an accident. She’d imagined
the worst when she’d been summoned downtown only hours after
closing the bar. But still she’d been unprepared for the horror of
seeing her livelihood reduced to ash.

“Ma’am.”

It took Alexi a moment to realize that Kate Chambers
was talking to her. Alexi shook her head, forcing herself to pay
attention to what Kate had asked. Was there really a chance the
fire was set intentionally? Electrical problems, maybe. But arson?
What was it Chambers had asked her? Did anyone have a grudge
against Alexi or Ron?

“No.” Alexi shook her head. “I don’t know anyone who
would do this.” She met Chambers’s gaze once again, struggling to
focus on something besides the surreal events moving around her.
Her stomach clenched painfully. Shock and adrenaline were the only
things that kept her from dropping to her knees and vomiting.

The investigator was tall, matching Alexi’s nearly
six-foot frame. Eye to eye, Alexi could see that Chambers’s irises
were the clearest green she’d ever seen, bringing to mind the
waters of Florida’s Emerald Coast. Pale blond hair was drawn back
tightly from her face and into a bun at the base of her neck, and
her equally light brows were shaped into delicate arcs. Aside from
the uniform, she didn’t look like a firefighter. With a classic,
runway-worthy bone structure, she was an attractive package, but
Alexi’s interest lasted only as long as it took her to figure out
she was on this woman’s list of suspects.

“Listen, it’ll probably be a few hours before we can
let you inside, maybe you should—”

“I’m not going anywhere until I’ve had a chance to
examine my bar.” Alexi was surprised to see understanding seep into
Chambers’s expression.

“There’s a coffee shop across the street. You might
be more comfortable waiting there.”

Alexi folded her arms across her chest. “I’ll wait
right here.”

“Suit yourself.”


Chapter Two

“What do you think?” Kate asked as she joined Jason
next to their Tahoes. Twenty feet away, Ron Volk bent his head to
speak quietly to Alexi Clark.

“His wife is his alibi, but I haven’t ruled him out
yet.” He opened the back hatch of the vehicle, then reached inside
and pulled out several empty paint-can-shaped containers used to
store evidence.

“Ms. Clark doesn’t have an alibi. At home in bed
alone.”

“I need to get statements from the guys on Truck 3.
Would you start photographing the exterior?” The truck crew had
been responsible for ventilation, and they needed to account for
any windows they had broken. Then Kate and Jason could try to
determine which, if any, the suspect had smashed and which the fire
had damaged.

“Got it.” Kate grabbed a canvas bag from her SUV and
slung it over her shoulder. She reached back in for a square,
hard-shelled case.

“After we get the scene documented, we’ll head back
to the office and start looking into their personal
information.”

From the bag hanging near her hip, Kate pulled a
Nikon D300, one of a dozen cameras purchased by the department when
they made the switch to digital. She affixed the flash and took a
couple of shots of the front of the business. As she rounded the
northeast corner, the building blocked the light from the
streetlamp. Kate turned on her flashlight as she searched the
shadows close to the building and picked her way carefully over
sodden ground pockmarked with footprints from the heavy boots of
dozens of firefighters. Any evidence of a fleeing suspect most
likely had been eradicated this close to the building.

She photographed shards of glass outside one of the
windows and a segment of the brick wall that had collapsed at the
back of the structure. After pulling on latex gloves, she collected
the glass for analysis. None of the exterior window frames showed
signs of forced entry. She circled the building, documenting the
area from all angles to aid them in diagramming the scene
later.

As she reached the front once more, Jason walked
toward her. Behind him, crews continued to pack up equipment and
roll hose. A ladder truck eased carefully away from the curb and
around the other apparatus. Kate automatically checked the company
numbers on the side of the vehicles, looking for her old crew.

Jason pulled out a small flashlight. “Let’s go
inside.”

The bar’s brick façade still stood, like the false
front of a Hollywood film set, making unfulfilled promises about
what they might find inside. They stepped carefully over the
threshold and began to pick their way through debris. Sections of
the roof had collapsed and burned, and firefighters had ripped down
others searching for pockets of smoldering embers. Larger structure
fires often resulted in engines being called back out hours later
for a rekindle when one of these hidden hot spots ignited
again.

As they entered, they followed the north wall toward
the back of the bar, documenting anything notable, either on paper
or photographically. They began their search in a spiral pattern
that would end in the center of the room.

Kate paused near the same window where she’d
collected the glass fragments earlier. Squatting down, she focused
the camera and took several shots of a pile of soggy gypsum
board.

“What have you got?” Jason asked.

Kate carefully lifted away a triangle of sheetrock to
reveal a fist-sized chunk of concrete.

“Looks like a piece of a curb or sidewalk.”

Kate nodded.

Jason glanced at the broken window then back at the
floor. “What’s missing?”

Kate could tell from his tone that he already knew
and was testing her. “Well, it looks like the concrete chunk
was thrown through the window. Forced entry.” She paused and
watched his expression change to one of disappointment.
“But, there’s no glass on the floor. If the window was
broken from the outside, the glass would be in here, not on the
ground outside, which is where I found it. So, this was planted
here and the window was broken from inside.”

“Right. Collect the concrete.”

They continued to circle the room, working toward the
remains of the bar stretching along the back. Jason pointed out
burn patterns on the walls, and Kate photographed everything he
showed her. They wouldn’t need all of the shots for evidence in the
case, but Kate wanted to study them later. She was training herself
to see and interpret the patterns on her own.

They found the most damage in the back third of the
building, indicating the fire started there. The bar was destroyed,
consumed almost beyond recognition by the flames. Broken and
distorted glass covered the counter behind it, and Kate could
imagine the rows of liquor bottles that once stood there.

Jason knelt in front of the bar. “Look at this.”

Kate joined him. The hardwood floor was heavily
blackened, but an asymmetrical area in the middle was slightly
lighter than that around it. “Could be a liquid accelerant.”

Jason nodded. “Maybe. But responders reported a
flashover shortly after they arrived on scene so we can’t assume
it’s accelerant pooling. We’ll take a sample.” The extreme heat
generated when all the combustible material in the room had ignited
could cause uneven burn patterns as well.

Jason pulled a hammer and chisel from his kit while
Kate snapped a few pictures of the charred shape. Kate set down her
camera and opened one of the paint cans.

“When you pull a sample, you need to make sure you go
deep enough to get below the char line,” Jason explained while he
pried up a sample of the floor. “Since there was a witness who can
give us an approximate time the fire started, I don’t think we’ll
need to measure the depth. But it’s better to have it and not need
it.”

Kate remembered from her classroom lectures that most
materials burned at predictable rates and measuring the char depth
could help an investigator approximate the time of ignition. The
cross-section Jason placed in the can included the hardwood plank
and several inches of subfloor.

They continued their search, ending in the center
section where firefighters had piled many of the burned-up tables
and chairs.

“I never gave much thought to evidence while I was in
here throwing furniture around,” Kate mused while they carefully
lifted away each piece.

“I never did either. Most don’t. It really takes
seeing the incident from another perspective to realize how
important it is to be careful.”

“There’s a balance, isn’t there? During suppression,
our priority is finding the fire. But you guys need to keep as much
evidence undisturbed as possible.”

“It’s not ‘you guys’ anymore. You’re one of us
now.”

Whether she liked it or not.

*

“I’m just saying, she’s hot, but not Halle Berry
hot,” Jason said over his shoulder as he walked into the old brick
building that used to house fire headquarters. When the other
administrative offices had been moved into a new building, the
arson division had been left behind. The eight investigators shared
one large office, each with a battered metal desk. A conference
room adjoined the space and held several tables where investigators
sorted evidence before they sent it off for lab analysis.

“Well, who is? Aren’t you married, anyway?”

“Married. Not dead.”

Kate didn’t quite agree with Jason’s assessment of
Alexi Clark. She wasn’t soft enough to pull off feminine, and she’d
triggered more than a gentle ping on Kate’s gaydar. But she did
have a trim, athletic body and full mouth that had pouted slightly
then tightened when she tried not to cry as she stared at the
remains of her bar. Kate caught herself before she could think too
long about whether those lips would feel as soft as they looked.
Regardless, Kate would choose Alexi Clark over Halle Berry any
day.

“Anyway, she’s a suspect, so how hot she is or isn’t
doesn’t matter.” Although Jason probably didn’t realize it, the
reminder was for herself as much as for him. As far as she knew, he
assumed she was straight. She didn’t usually talk about her sex
life with her crewmates. She figured some of them drew their own
conclusions, but she didn’t substantiate them. And, she reluctantly
admitted, there hadn’t been much to talk about lately anyway. Her
last serious relationship had been over a year ago, and since then
she hadn’t had the energy for dating.

The office was uncharacteristically empty. Kate had
heard another call go out for two of the other investigators while
she and Jason were finishing up at In Left Field. And Branagh and
Walsh had been in and out of the office while working a massive
warehouse fire from two days ago.

Jason set a box containing their evidence on his
desk, and Kate placed hers next to it.

“You’re right. But I’m a guy, Kate, and that means
whether it matters or not, how hot she is still registers in my
brain.” He dropped into his chair. “Damn, I feel like I need a
shower.”

“You do.” Soot and dust streaked his white shirt, and
a smudge slashed across his forehead where he’d obviously swiped at
sweat.

“Let’s go get cleaned up and then we’ll get to work
on these reports.”

They had spent the morning thoroughly documenting the
scene before returning to the office. Now they had several hours of
paperwork ahead of them sifting through evidence and beginning to
pull together background information on the owners and employees of
the bar. They would be much more comfortable if they freshened
up.

“Pizza for lunch?” Jason asked as together they
headed for the sleeping quarters at the end of the hallway. It was
little more than a storage room with several cots and a row of
lockers jammed into it.

“We had pizza Monday. You know I don’t like to eat
the same thing twice in one week.”

“That rule of yours is crazy.”

Kate grinned at Jason, knowing he would defer to her
on this. “It’s a rule nonetheless. Chinese?”

“All right. But I get the extra egg roll.” Jason took
a clean uniform
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