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	A black cloud boiled out of a gaping hole in the side of 412 South Mason Avenue, sending a column of smoke and blistering steam shooting into the heavens, blocking out the narrow strip of sky separating the building from its too-close neighbor. A valiant firefighter perched atop a singed ladder at the base of the fourth story hole, his legs wrapped around the rungs as he wrestled with the hose in his arms. Spouts of water gushed out in spurts, disappearing into the ragged hole to feed the turbulent cloud that refused to subside.

	A weathered, raspy voice muttered next to me. “What a gods damned disaster…”

	I pulled my gaze away from the gaping black maw’s charred wooden teeth. My partner Griggs had sidled up beside me with a silent, catlike grace only a practiced geriatric could achieve—either that or a man whose movements were concealed by a steady barrage of yells, creaking beams, and hissing steam. He stood there, his shoulders hunched and his mouth contorted in a perpetual scowl, lending him a cheerful warmth.

	“Disaster?” I said. “What the hell are you talking about? Looks like the bucket brigade stopped this one before it got more than a third of the way through the complex. I’d call that a win.”

	One of the aforementioned water sloppers called out in a booming voice. “Change!” A fireman in a heavy coat twisted and unhooked the base of the hose from its tanker truck and hauled it to another beside it. The pair of ogres who’d been working the pressurization cranks shook out their arms before moving to the new cart. Another axe-wielder ushered us to the side so they could roll the empty tanker back out the mouth of the alley.

	Griggs ignored all of it. “You can be a real dumbass sometimes, you know that, Jake?”

	“Aww. That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, you old goat.”

	Griggs grunted. “You think this is a victory because the whole building didn’t come down? Try telling that to them.” He nodded toward the mouth of the alley.

	The evacuated families huddled together in bunches across the street, safely out of harm’s way. Heavy blankets provided by the firefighters draped over the shoulders of husbands and wives, grandmothers and grandfathers, not to mention herds of small children, many of them with soot smeared around their mouths and underneath their noses. Some of them shivered, having fled before they could grab winter coats to protect them from the cold. They all stared, their eyes transfixed upon the ruinous cancer that had eaten the core of their apartment building. Their homes.

	“I’m no civil engineer, but I’m willing to bet my ass and yours both that this building’s going to get condemned,” said Griggs. “So fat lot of good it’ll do those families that their apartment complex stayed upright when the sun goes down tonight and the temperature dips below freezing. The lucky ones will be allowed to go in to snag a few personal items, those whose flats didn’t burn to a crisp alongside the one near the source. So maybe next time try engaging your brain before spouting ignorant shit.”

	I gazed at the families and swallowed, hard. I’d meant it as a joke, a stupid one at that. Maybe I owed Griggs an apology, if not to him than to the miserable, fate-cursed wretches across the street.

	My pride kept me from muttering a single word.

	I gazed back at the gaping hole in the building. Water continued to spurt out of the ladder-bound firefighter’s hose as the ogres worked the tanker cart, but the smoke had slowed substantially, reduced to an angry, gray mist. Thick sludge poured out of the jagged hole with each of the hose’s bursts, the fresh water displacing the ash-filled slop that now soaked the building.

	“Hey. You guys the cops?”

	A firefighter with soot smeared over his hands and face and with a heavy axe in hand approached us from behind.

	“That’s right,” I said.

	He pointed to the mouth of the alley. “Fire marshal wants a word with you.”

	We headed out, approaching the building’s front. A pair of firemen exited the structure, empty canvas sacks slung over their shoulders and wet sand clinging to their boots. Next to the door, a guy in plainclothes rested against the façade’s bricks, a shiny golden badge with a pair of crossed axes and an eagle prominently displayed over his right breast.

	He gave us a nod and pushed off the wall. “You’re the homicide detectives?”

	He stood tall and proud, about my height with clean-shaven cheeks, rakishly tousled brown hair, and obvious muscles in his chest and arms. He was like me only better in every way. I immediately disliked him.

	“That’s right,” I said. “Daggers and Griggs. You are?”

	“Fire Marshal Transom. Thanks for getting here so promptly.”

	He extended a hand, which convention forced me to shake. The strength of his grip bit into my fingers, and my dislike deepened.

	Griggs, on the other hand, was so old that he regularly thumbed his nose at convention, except without actually thumbing his nose. That would require too much effort. Instead of shaking hands, he grunted. “So? Anyone dead?”

	“One,” said the marshal. “Or at least we’ve only found one so far. The smoke’s finally clearing, so we’re only now getting to inspect the apartments fully. The good thing is all the women and children seem to be accounted for.”

	Transom nodded to those huddled together across the street. Once again I felt a twinge in my heart, but what was I supposed to do? I was only a homicide detective. My job was to solve the crimes, not take care of the aftermath. That’s what lawyers and judges and counselors were for.

	“And this one dead individual,” I said. “You suspect foul play?”

	“The fire was intentionally set, no doubt about it,” said Transom. “As far as whether it was set with an intent to kill? That’s why you’re here. But given yesterday’s fire…”

	Griggs grunted again, nodding. “It safe to check out the crime scene?”

	“Depends what you mean by safe,” said Transom. “Structurally, I think the building’s fine, at least for now. I’ve had my guys tramping up and down the stairs for the last half hour, and if all the sand and water we’ve dumped on that fire hasn’t triggered a collapse yet, it’s probably not going to. No promises, though. I’ve had guys go through soft spots in floors that looked pristine. You can never tell. Now, if you’re asking about the danger from the fire, that’s a wrap. Still pretty smoky, though. If you want to head up while everything’s fresh, I’d recommend donning a mask.” He lifted something from his back pocket, basically a thick handkerchief with straps attached. I think it had been white once upon a time. “Make sure it’s soaked through. Helps keep the particulates out.”

	“You got any extras on hand?” I asked.

	“The truck’ll have some. I’ll snag you a couple. Mine could use a resoak, anyway.”

	The marshal disappeared around the corner and returned with another pair of the crude masks, both of them dripping wet. The damp cloth felt frigid against my skin as I slipped the straps over my ears, but I had a feeling I’d appreciate the illusion of coolness as soon as I reached the fourth floor.

	Transom slipped his mask on as fluidly as if he were putting on a pair of glasses. The wet rag muffled his voice. “You ready?”

	Griggs and I nodded. Transom turned and headed into the building, and we followed.

	The mask’s cool touch didn’t last nearly as long as I’d thought. The wave of heat hit me as soon as I crossed through the entrance, staggering me with its potency. Sweat immediately beaded from my brow and armpits and in my nether regions—not that it would do any good. Moisture from the firefighter’s efforts saturated the air. It hung in a hot cloud, turning the apartment complex into a sauna. A small rivulet even poured down the stairs, pooling at the base.

	Transom ventured onwards, as if the heat and humidity didn’t even register. He took to the stairs, heading up them slowly and deliberately, making sure he placed his steps in areas that could support his weight—or as a concession to me and Griggs. Thanks to the extra pounds I’d packed on over the years, I was breathing hard by the time we reached the second floor landing, but it was Griggs I was more concerned about. The noises he emitted had a more heart-attacky vibe to them.

	Still, the apartment complex surprised me with its condition. Other than the water damage, it appeared to be in fine shape—until I arrived at the third floor. There, black tendrils reached down the staircase, leaving wisps of uncharred lath and plaster bared like tree roots between them, the wallpaper either turned to ash or soaked through and hanging lifelessly to the floor.

	The heat intensified. I blinked, feeling like I couldn’t quite wet my eyes despite the humidity. I’m sure the lingering smoke had something to do with that, too.

	Griggs swooned and caught himself against a wall.

	“Hey,” I said. “You doing alright, old man? I thought your kind loved the heat.”

	He wasn’t in the mood for banter. He shook his head. “I might have to wait downstairs. At least for a while. Till the air cools a bit.”

	“Need a hand?”

	He didn’t respond, just waved me off and started back down the stairs.

	“Is he going to be okay?” asked Transom.

	“He’ll be fine,” I said through the wet cloth. “He might look mortal, but I’m pretty sure he’s indestructible. He’s just dust and bones underneath that thin exterior layer of skin.”

	The mask made it so I couldn’t tell if Transom frowned or merely gave me a look of confusion, but whatever sympathy he might’ve afforded my ancient partner didn’t extend to me. He waved me on, and I followed him into the steaming hellhole.
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	“So this is where it started?”

	Transom nodded. “I have a long checklist of items to go through. Measurements to make. Walls to pull back and poke and prod. But yes, without a doubt. The fire started here. In the bedroom, probably.”

	I stepped over a charred beam that had fallen across the space I stood in, maybe a living room or family room. It was hard to tell. The fire had turned the walls to charcoal, leaving only the occasional blackened post standing, and not just in the current apartment, but across most of the story. I spotted a collection of soot covered springs on the floor, twisted and bent from the heat of the fire that had consumed them. Broken pottery jutted from piles of dark, steaming debris, the gaseous effluent of which trailed out of broken windows and the hole the fire had eaten in the side of the building. Something crunched underfoot as I walked, something that made more noise than the clumps of wet sand that seemed to be everywhere now. I hoped it wasn’t a sign of the floor preparing to give way. Despite the minimal damage below, gaping holes ravaged the ceiling overhead, and portions of the fifth and final floor had already collapsed.

	I sucked a deep breath in through my mouth, filling my lungs with thick, hot air. I still couldn’t get over the heat. Despite the enormous nearby hole through which the firefighting teams had doused the blaze, the air remained stifling. Every surface radiated warmth. Underneath my jacket, my shirt clung to my chest with suction cup like force, and my feet swam in my shoes.

	“You said there was a body?”

	“Also in the bedroom,” said Transom.

	“And that would be…?”

	“Follow me.”

	Transom skirted a charred pile that featured some blackened hinges—perhaps a former cabinet or even a doorway?—and stopped at the edge of the vacant space near the hole in the building exterior. The air felt somewhat cooler and drier, tempting me to travel all the way to the breach and fan myself, but Transom slowed me with a hand.

	“Careful,” he said. “More of the support beams burned out in this section. I think everything’s still stable thanks to the bracing in the walls, but tread lightly.”

	I nodded. With everything before me painted in black and gray, I thought I might need Transoms’ help identifying the body, but my nose still worked just fine. Even the overpowering smell of pine smoke in the air couldn’t hide it. Charred flesh was its own brand of hell.

	I stepped toward the victim carefully, thankful the mask covered both my mouth and nose. However the individual had died, they now lay on their back, their clothes and body melded by the fire into a human-shaped briquette. An arm bent at the elbow toward the ceiling, almost as if the victim had been reaching to the heavens in prayer, but I suspected the pose had more to with a fire-induced rigor mortis than anything else. A few cracks in the exterior provided a view to a reddish-pink core, but I tried not to focus on those, or upon the mangled face, devoid of gums or a nose and with half a skull poking through the charred flesh.

	I shifted my gaze to Transom, who looked about how I felt. “You, ah…deal with a lot of fire deaths?”

	“Enough,” he said. “But it’s always different when the deceased might be a homicide victim.”

	“I get that. You mentioned yesterday’s fire. I don’t know much about it.”

	Transom nodded. “I wouldn’t expect you to. My investigation’s far from complete, and I wouldn’t send anything to your desk if I wasn’t sure about it myself.”

	“But you have your suspicions.”

	“Of course I do. Two fires in less than twenty-four hours, each of them resulting in one and only one death? If I had to guess, we’re probably dealing with a serial killer more than a serial arsonist, albeit one that uses fire to cover his or her tracks.”

	“Tell me about yesterday’s blaze,” I said.

	“We got the call late, about eight PM,” said Transom. “A single family dwelling on Cordova Lane in south New Welwic. The first responders described the house as being fully engulfed by flames, and though the surrounding dwellings were on the crispy side, luckily the fire hadn’t spread. One of the benefits of the Mason District. A little more space between homes, and more bricks than wood. Anyway, our crews beat back the flames, managed to keep the fire contained, but the home was a total loss. The brick exterior survived, but the interior supports burnt through. The place collapsed in the center partway through. We had to wait until the excavation crews arrived this morning to get in.”

	“And that’s when you found the vic?”

	Transom nodded again. “According to the neighbors, his name was Rufus Guzmann. A retired army vet. Suffered a leg injury and was honorably discharged, but it left him with a serious limp and limited mobility. Apparently that led to a massive weight gain on his part which turned him into a shut-in. Had to get assistance with everything from buying groceries to making his bed. Not that any of that was apparent when I found him. There was nothing of his body left but bones and ash.”

	“Maybe that’s why the fire burned so hot,” I said. “All the extra fuel he brought to the fire.”

	Transom’s face contorted around his mask with what I assumed what a frown. “What that supposed to be a joke?”

	“It was supposed to be, yes.”

	“Well, keep it to yourself. Maybe that stuff flies in homicide, but in the fire department, we respect the dead, especially vets. That said, you’re not far off from the truth. Fat burns extremely well. His physical condition undoubtedly played a role in the state of his remains when we found him.”

	“Fair enough. So you said you didn’t find anything at the scene to indicate Guzmann’s death might’ve been a homicide?”

	Transom snorted. “You know much about fire investigation?”

	“Not a damned thing.”

	“I won’t bore you with the details. Suffice it to say, when you have a catastrophic loss like we encountered last night, everything about the investigation becomes borderline impossible. I’m not even sure at this point if the fire was deliberately set. I may never know. As far as whether or not Guzmann was murdered—assuming it was Guzmann who we found—I have no idea. That’s for you boys to decide.”

	“So at this point, the only thing you have tying yesterday’s fire and this one is their proximity in time and the fact that someone died in each one?”

	“More or less.”

	I lifted a brow. “That sounds like there might be something you’re not telling me.”

	“I guess it depends,” said Transom. “In your department, do you work solely based on facts, or do you follow the occasional hunch or two?”

	“I think my captain would rather I stick to the former, but I’ve been known to go on the occasional wild goose chase. Why?”

	Transom took a few careful steps into the middle of the burned area, looking around. “I’ve seen more than a handful of fires over the years. I have an idea of how they spread, how hot they get, how much damage they cause, and how all those factors interact with each other. Yesterday’s fire got hot, hotter than I would’ve expected without some sort of accelerant having been added, which makes me believe it was arson. This one didn’t get quite as hot. Didn’t do as much damage. But it still didn’t spread as much as I would’ve expected, even after accounting for how quickly our guys got here. The fire yesterday didn’t either.”

	“I thought you said you expected that. Because of the brick construction in the Mason District.”

	“To an extent. But with an accelerant involved? I don’t know. Seems odd.”

	“Any idea what could’ve prevented the fires from spreading?”

	Transom shook his head. “Not yet. I’m going to give it some thought.”

	I heard a heavy crunch and turned toward the sound. A mismatched pair of gents approached from the stairwell, one about six foot six, roughly the size of a barge with close cropped hair and a mug like a punching bag, the other a much more average height and weight with sandy blonde hair, dimples, and pristine blue eyes. Each of them wore a damp mask over their mouths and noses, and both of them were drenched in sweat.

	I held up a hand. “Hold it there, guys. Especially you, Quinto. The footing’s suspect over here.” I wandered over to them, giving them a nod. “What are you two doing here? I thought you were investigating that poisoning.”

	Rodgers, the youthful, good-looking detective, nodded. “Were being the operative word. Captain pulled us off that one and reassigned it to Elmswood and Drake. Said we might be more useful here.”

	Quinto jabbed a finger the size of a sausage in the direction of the stiff. “That the victim, Daggers?”

	“What’s left of him. Or her. I don’t know which yet.”

	“Him, probably, based on the proportions.” Transom stepped up and extended his hand again. “You two in homicide, too?”

	The big guy nodded as he shook Transom’s hand. “That’s right. Detective Quinto. This is Detective Rodgers.”

	Rodgers nodded. “So are we dealing with a homicide, then?”

	“Long story short?” I said. “Probably. But that’s what we’re here to determine. Might be the second one, too. Heard about that fire on Cordova last night? This could be related, in which case we need to hurry.”

	“Right,” rumbled Quinto. “Wouldn’t want this becoming a recurring problem. You figured out who the deceased is yet?”

	I shook my head. “I figured that would be step one. Shouldn’t be too hard. Seems like most of the building’s residents are huddled outside. I’m sure one of them can tell us who’s missing.”

	“Divide and conquer?” said Rodgers.

	“Precisely,” I said. “Speaking of which, either of you see Griggs on your way up?”

	“He’s in front,” said Quinto. “Looked a little pale, but he was alive. What did you do to him? Hide around a corner and jump out at him, screaming?”

	“I enjoy harassing the old codger, but I’m not trying to kill him,” I said. “You have any idea the lawsuits that might invite?”

	Rodgers and Quinto shared a look, as if they didn’t believe my sincerity. To be fair, I did badmouth Griggs. A lot.

	I grunted. “Go suck on some eggs. Preferably after you conduct your interviews. We have work to do, and it’s already getting late.”
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	I poured a mug of coffee from a carafe one of the fire crews had brought with them and carried it over to one of the residents displaced by the fire, a guy with curly black hair who’d identified himself as Mitchell. He sat on the sidewalk, resting his back against the building behind him, one of the heavy blankets brought by the firemen draped over his shoulders.

	“Thanks,” he said as he accepted the coffee. “Who knows when the hell I’ll manage to get another one of these.”

	I didn’t want to sit on the pavement beside him, but I couldn’t exactly loom over him while I peppered him with questions. I might be oblivious to a lot of social faux pas, but this wasn’t one of them.

	I plopped down on the ground, the rough brick pricking at my still damp shirt. I’d hung my jacket up to dry on a random pole protruding from one of the fire trucks. Hopefully it would do so before I contracted hypothermia.

	“You said you lived on the fourth floor?” I said.

	Mitchell nodded. “Yeah. You been up there?”

	I nodded.

	“How bad is it?”

	“My condolences.”

	The guy’s face fell. “Shit.”

	I let him sip on his coffee in silence for a minute, but sixty seconds was about all I could afford. “Look. I know this isn’t a good time. It never is in my line of work, but I need to ask you some questions.”

	Mitchell sighed. “Yeah. Sure. I get it. Fire away.”

	I nodded toward the building. “That enormous hole in the side of your complex. Any idea whose apartment that would fall in?”

	Mitchell looked up. “Well… It’s hard to be sure. I’d have to go up there to get my bearings, but since it’s on the westward side? I’d guess it probably belonged to the Montenegro family, or maybe Jim Worth.”

	“The Montenegro family? They have kids?”

	“Yeah, sure. They’re, ah…” He looked about, eventually pointing a finger toward a family of five talking to one of the firefighters. “Over there. That’s them.”

	“And this Worth guy? Did he make it down?”

	“Uh…I haven’t seen him. At least I don’t think I have. Why? Was there a…?”

	“A body. Yeah. Probably male. Hard to identify.”

	Mitchell’s face sagged again. “Well, crap. You’re just full of good news, aren’t you?”

	“Is that sarcasm?”

	“Sort of. I mean… Aww, hell. I shouldn’t say anything. Even about him.”

	I lifted a brow, feeling my skin prickle in response to a light breeze. “If you’ve got something you want to get off your chest, by all means, don’t pull any punches.”

	“It’s just that… Well, I don’t like to badmouth the dead, but it couldn’t have happened to a better person. Or worse person, if you know what I mean. Hell, if he’d gone any other way, if I hadn’t been living on the fourth floor with him and lost…everything…” He stared into his coffee. “I might even be happy.”

	“He was that bad, huh?”

	“If you started a support group for miserable wretches, he’d be the guy getting kicked out after the first day for being too big an asshole.”

	“You had a beef with him?”

	“Of course I did. Everyone did. He made sure of it with his vile attitude.” Mitchell’s eyes widened a little. “But…I didn’t, like, do anything to him, okay? I mean, we might’ve had a few disagreements, but—”

	“Relax,” I said. “I don’t have any reason to think you killed the guy. Given that the fire consumed your apartment, you’d have to be pretty damn dumb or cold-hearted to go that route. Just tell me about the guy. The disagreement you’d had with him in particular.”

	“Disagreements,” said Mitchell. “And honestly, there are too many to count. The guy would complain about everything. If I had friends over, he’d complain about the noise. If I cooked a meal with garlic in it, he’d complain about the smell. He’d constantly badger people on the stairs if they got in his way, snapping at them like a rabid dog if they dared take the railing in the opposite direction he was going. But that wasn’t even the worst of it.”

	“What was?”

	“When he attacked my girlfriend once.”

	“Physical assault?”

	“Verbal, too,” said Mitchell. “Don’t get me wrong. It was minor, so we didn’t report it. We were kissing in the hallway once, near the stairwell. He comes out of nowhere and gives my girlfriend a shove in the back—she was nearer the steps then me. Told her to get the hell out of the way. Called her a pretty foul name, too. I almost punched him out then and there. I probably would’ve if my girlfriend hadn’t been there to cool me off.”

	“Did other folks in the building have issues with him, too?”

	Mitchell nodded. “You name it, he’s had an altercation with someone over it. I’m surprised the landlord never kicked him out. Either he treated him much better than the rest of us or he paid his rent with impeccable timing.”

	“Any idea what he did for a living?” I asked.

	This time, Mitchell shook his head. “I never asked, believe it or not. I’d guess something to do with the law, because he was always threatening to sue people for everything and anything, claiming he knew some judge or other. He might’ve been full of shit, though. No one I know ever got a summons after pissing him off, which happened in some fashion or another almost daily.”

	“Hey. Jake.”

	Griggs had left the displaced family I’d last seen him talking to and closed on us. He stood at the edge of the sidewalk, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his dark brown duster, half his face cast in shadow by the fading sun.

	“You got something, pops?” I said.

	He nodded. “Sounds like Quinto did, too, so pry your ass off the ground and come join the rest of us.”

	Clearly, whatever damage the stifling heat and humidity had caused had been short lived. Griggs had regressed right back to his dismal, dour self.

	“Your girlfriend have her own place?” I said to Mitchell.

	He nodded.

	“Good,” I said as I stood. “That’ll be your best bet, I think. The social workers are going to be overwhelmed with everyone else displaced so far. Best of luck.”

	I followed Griggs to the corner of the building, where Rodgers and Quinto had gathered. Thankfully, Fire Marshal Transom had left, taking his rugged good looks with him.

	“Griggs said you learned something?”

	Quinto nodded. “Sure did. Victim’s name is in all likelihood Jim Worth. At least that’s who rented the apartment.”

	“And he was a miserable SOB who made enemies with everyone he met,” I said. “Or at least I’m guessing that’s the story you heard, otherwise I’ve already uncovered a prime suspect in his murder.”

	Griggs grunted. “I heard the same. Picked fights with everyone and their mother and threatened legal action constantly. A real prick.”

	“Sounds familiar,” I said. “You got any Worths in your family, Griggs?”

	The old dustbag frowned.

	“So basically, our victim was thoroughly hated,” I said. “I’m guessing anyone who knew him might’ve had motive to wring his neck. Anyone learn what he did for a living?”

	“Sounds like he worked with the courts,” said Quinto. “Might’ve been a shorthand reporter.”

	Go figure. Mitchell was right. “Anyone else get anything useful from the neighbors?”

	“I might’ve,” said Rodgers. “The mother in one of the families I talked to said they saw an unfamiliar woman heading up the stairs earlier this afternoon, maybe an hour or two before the fire started. Said family lived on the third floor, so she couldn’t have been sure the woman was heading to Worth’s place, but she guessed as much.”

	I felt my brow furrow. “If Worth was a miserable cuss, what sort of woman would be willing to put up with him?”

	“The kind who gets paid by the hour, probably,” said Rodgers. “The lady who told me about her couldn’t know for sure, of course, but she said there was something about her. The way she dressed. The way she walked. Made her think she was headed upstairs for business, if you get my drift.”

	“And did this lady see the potential harlot fleeing the building when the fire started?”

	“No, but it’s possible someone else did,” said Rodgers.

	“You get a description?”

	Rodgers smiled. “Yeah, and you’re going to love it. Averageish height, brownish hair, or maybe blonde, with prominently-displayed knockers.”

	I almost laughed. “You’re kidding, right? Don’t get me wrong. If not for my police training, I’d probably get overwhelmed by the goods, too, but I’m a man.”

	“Yeah. Our sketch guy is going to love working with her.”

	“You guys done fantasizing about lady parts?” growled Griggs. “Because the rest of us want to get back to the case.”

	“Relax,” I said. “This is the case. And cut us some slack. Some of us didn’t lose our libidos before the last civil war.”

	Griggs grunted and scowled. I thought he might self combust, but at least we had the fire department on hand.

	“Griggs is right, though,” said Quinto. “There’s only so much we’re going to get out of the residents. We need to bring a coroner down here, and then we need to start pulling records on this Worth guy and the guy who died in the fire last night.”

	I sighed, mental images of sultry hussies replaced by thoughts of dusty files. At least paperwork beat legwork.

	“Fine,” I said. “Let’s head back to the precinct. Captain’ll want an update either way.”
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	I was right. The Captain did want an update, just not the one we had available to give him.

	He leaned forward in his chair, his scowl pulling his face down to the ground. “So let me get this straight. We’ve got—potentially—a serial murderer and arsonist on the loose, and the best clue you have as to his or her identity is that she might be a prostitute?”

	“One with a nice rack, don’t forget that part, Captain,” I said.

	I thought the old bulldog’s scowl couldn’t get any deeper, but I was wrong. His jowls threatened to envelop his mouth and chin, much like the breed after which he got his nickname. Luckily for him, he lacked the two-toned hair and puppy dog eyes necessary for the resemblance to be uncanny.

	“It’s not all bad, Abe,” said Griggs. “We got the name of the vic. And we got the name of the guy who died in yesterday’s fire, too. If there’s a connection, we’ll find it.”

	Griggs was the only person in the department who dared call the Captain by anything other than his title, never mind calling him by his first name. Then again, for all I knew, Griggs had nursed the Captain when he was still wearing diapers. If nothing else, they’d been partners back before the Captain got promoted and I was hired.

	“Griggs is right,” I said. “It wasn’t a mastiff waste of time by any means.”

	The Captain squinted. “What was that?”

	“Massive. I said a massive waste of time.”

	The bulldog’s scowl adopted a more hostile quality, almost as if the Captain was ready to chew me a new asshole. I stashed my remaining puns for later.

	“Well, it sounds as you’ve got a long night ahead of you,” said the Captain. “Lucky for you, we have a head start.” He grabbed a file from the corner of his desk and tossed it forward.

	“What’s that?” I asked.

	“The fire department sent it over while you were out. The file they’ve put together on Guzmann, the guy who died in last night’s blaze. Don’t get too excited. I said it was a head start, not a full-fledged dossier.”

	I picked it up. Despite the fact they’d only been looking into the arson for a day, the thing had some heft to it.

	“Right,” I said. “We’ll get right on it.”

	“The hell we will.” Griggs glanced at the window, taking note of the darkness outside. “I’ll tackle that in the morning.”

	“You can take turns,” said the Captain. “Daggers, you swing first. Take notes so Griggs can follow your trail in the morning.”

	I blinked, suddenly annoyed. “Wait a minute. How come Griggs gets to go home and I don’t?”

	“You volunteered, didn’t you?” said the Captain. “Besides, you hate mornings, and Griggs doesn’t hate them any more than he despises anything else in life.”

	Griggs grunted his affirmation.

	I glanced at the windows myself and sighed. “Fine. I’ll get on it.”

	I snagged the file and hauled it back to my desk. There I plopped down in my chair and threw open the folder, rather violently I might add. Not that working overtime wasn’t a regular occurrence. I put in late nights at least four or five times a week, but for some reason tonight it bothered me. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why.

	I pulled the first page off the file, still marveling at Fire Marshal Transom’s work ethic, assuming it was him who’d put the information together. On one hand, I was glad to have it. On the other, the man’s speed made me look like an amateur. It would take me at least three days to cobble together this much dirt, assuming I ever put it together at all. I had an aversion to writing things down, hence the Captain’s insistence I take notes.

	I got to reading. The document listed Rufus Guzmann as forty-three years of age, a retired army veteran just as Transom had said. Apparently, he’d taken a spear to the knee some eighteen years ago in the Jade Mountain Invasion, a short but ill-advised military expedition (technically a police action) where the geniuses in charge of the federal government thought it would be worthwhile to go to war with a bunch of elven guerillas over tariff infractions. Guzmann survived the wound, but his leg never functioned properly again. He’d been on veterans disability ever since, which apparently was enough to cover the property taxes on the small single family home he’d inherited from his mother, a twice-monthly visit from a housekeeper, and his not inconsiderable food budget.

	I inferred the last part, but it was an educated guess. Neighbors rarely saw the man outside his home, and when they did it was in a custom-built wheelchair. They described him as overwhelmingly obese, though no one ventured a guess as to his actual weight. For the record, he wasn’t some sort of troll or giant hybrid that might be able to carry the weight, either. Just a regular old human like me, about six feet tall.

	There was a bit more information about Guzmann, mostly stuff about his time in the military that looked as it had been plucked straight from another file, so I skimmed over it and moved to the next entry, a list of all the items recovered from his home after the fire. Unlike the dossier, the list was pitifully short. Almost everything had burned. All the books, all the personal effects, all the clothing, and even though it wasn’t listed, I knew the body was gone as well. All Transom and his fire crews had salvaged from the wreckage were metal items, cabinet handles and a kitchen stove and a beefy bed frame. They had found a military issue arm, though. An infantryman’s short sword, illegally kept after the end of his service, no doubt. Not that it mattered now.

	I scribbled down a few observations in the notepad on the edge of my desk and flipped forward in the file, looking to see if Transom had identified any potential suspects. I grunted. He had. Of course he had.

	The first person he’d identified was Guzmann’s maid, a woman by the name of Giuliani Verde. From the documents present, it didn’t look like Transom had tracked her down yet, but he’d scavenged some information about her from the neighbors, same as he had for Guzmann. She came twice a month as already noted, on Mondays, and stayed most of the day. The Nosy Nancies who’d given Transom the information described her as five foot five, with dark hair and a plain face, so she probably wasn’t the same woman with the air of adultery about her that Rodgers had told us about.

	The only other person Transom had scraped together information on, the only other person who visited Guzmann with any kind of frequency, was an unnamed veterans affairs worker who neighbors claimed dropped by every month or two. Statements on her appearance varied, placing her as anywhere between twenty and forty years of age, with inconsistent hair color and a visage described as anything from pretty to stern. Given the total lack of consensus on her, she was a perfect match for our mystery hussy.

	“Hey, Daggers.”

	I looked up from the file to find Quinto looming over my desk. He’d flung his overcoat over his shoulders, a big black woolen thing that could’ve made a wonderful shroud for at least a dozen goblins.

	“Hey, big guy. You get your ducks in a row with Elmswood?” After arriving at the precinct, the Captain had instructed Rodgers and Quinto to check in with Drake and the aforementioned Elmswood, something about a discrepancy in the paperwork they’d passed off to the other detectives. They’d left before Captain had harassed Griggs and me over our lack of progress.

	“Took care of that some time ago,” said Quinto. “Heading out now.”

	I glanced toward his desk, finding it and its neighbor empty. “Rodgers leave, too?”

	“He’s got a wife and two small girls. Of course he did.”

	“Hey, I’ve got a wife and kid and I’m still here.”

	“That’s sort of my point,” said Quinto. “Shouldn’t you get out of here?”

	I lifted the file and nodded toward my notebook. “Captain told me to hit the books. What am I supposed to do, say no? You know him. With two deaths in as many days, he’s liable to combust at the slightest provocation. I don’t need any more fires right now.”

	Quinto glanced at the empty desk next to mine and then at the Captain’s office. “Griggs made it out alive.”

	“Are we really sure he’s alive, though?” I said. “For all I know, that dustbag might as well be fueled by whale oil, dark magic, or the intractable rage of all the kids who’ve played on his lawn over the years.”

	“Griggs has a lawn?”

	“Metaphorically speaking. Knowing him, it’s all weeds.”

	Quinto shrugged and buttoned his overcoat. “Well, anyway. Try not to stay too late. You work too much.”

	I snorted. “That’s like the hyena calling the dog a jackal, isn’t it?”

	“At least I don’t have anything else better to do. See you tomorrow, Daggers.”

	I grunted. “See ya.”

	Quinto turned and headed for the doors, and I frowned. He didn’t have anything else better to do? Implying what about me, exactly?

	I shook my head and turned my attention back to my work, shelving the topic for a moment when the Captain wouldn’t put my ass in a sling for dallying.
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	The hinges creaked as I pushed open the door to my apartment. The air inside was cool and dark, the lights having been extinguished and the fire in the stove doused at least an hour ago. A buttery scent hung in the air, tinged with something acidic and herbaceous. Tomato sauce, maybe.

	Moonlight spilled through the main window in my living room, cascading across the couch and floor, sending shadows trailing from sets of blocks and a rocking horse. Walking carefully to avoid them, I followed my nose to the kitchen, where a bit of heat lingered from earlier. A pot sat on the stove. I lifted the lid, leaned over, and took a sniff. Spaghetti and meatballs. I poked it with a finger. Stone cold. I wouldn’t expect it any other way.

	My stomach grumbled, so I fumbled in a drawer for a fork and dug in. The meatballs felt mealy against my tongue, stiffened by the cold, and the noodles had congealed into a big, saucy clump. I ate some of it anyway, but only enough to appease the protests of my midsection. The meal wasn’t worth any greater effort than that.

	I returned the pot lid to its home and sneaked around the corner into the hallway. I slowed outside one of the closed doors, trying to keep the floorboards from creaking underfoot. I cracked the door and peered in. With the drapes drawn, the moonlight was even fainter within, but I could just make out a still form in a crib. I strained my ears, making sure I heard the regular inhale and exhale of breath before closing the door.

	I moved to my room, the lights there having been extinguished as well. I crept in, noting another, larger form lying on the right half of my bed, on her side facing the wall. I heard soft breaths. I guess Nicole had already gone to sleep.

	I took a trip to the restroom, came back, and sat down on the edge of the bed. Nicole shifted. I bent over to unlace my shoes.

	I paused, with my first shoe halfway off. I’d heard something besides her breathing. A sort of choked moan, maybe a sniff.

	“Nicole?”

	She didn’t respond, but I heard the sound again.

	“Nicole…are you crying?”

	She turned onto her back, her face indistinct in the wan moonlight. Something sparkled on her face. Tears.

	“What do you think, Jake?” she said, her voice breaking. “Of course I’m crying.”

	“Why were you pretending to sleep?”

	“You’re the detective. Figure it out.” She turned back onto her side, away from me.

	“Look, Nicole. I got caught up at work again. This arson case came up. The fire crews didn’t manage to get the blaze contained until nightfall, and the Captain was all up in my ass to get some movement on it tonight, mostly because there’d already been a fire yesterday that killed someone, and—”

	She turned her head. Even in the dim light, I could see her eyes harden. “As if that matters. Today, of all days.”

	“Nicole, I don’t understand. What’s going on? Why are you so upset?”

	I saw her mouth open. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

	I felt a hollow open up inside me. Oh, crap. It wasn’t our anniversary, was it? No. The day we first met? I didn’t think so. Think, Daggers, think…

	“It was Tommy’s birthday today, Jake. You said you’d be back early. You promised.”

	I felt my jaw slacken. “Birthday…?”

	I tried to remember. I’d been in the apartment with Nicole yesterday or the day before. She’d been in her padded sofa chair in the living room, reading a book. Tommy’d been on the floor, playing with his toys. She’d told me about his birthday as I’d grabbed some coffee and my coat. I’d nodded and said I’d be there, but…

	“No. That couldn’t have been today,” I said. “It’s tomorrow, isn’t it? What day is it?”

	“Gods, Jake, are you for real right now? I just told you it’s Tommy’s birthday, so obviously it’s the fourteenth. Don’t tell me you don’t even remember when he was born?”

	I shook my head. “No. No, that’s not what I meant.”

	“Then what the hell did you mean, Jake?” Nicole hopped out of bed, throwing the covers off her. In the darkness, I couldn’t tell what she wore. Fleece pajamas, maybe. Once upon a time, she’d slept naked, or close enough as to not make a difference.

	“I just meant that… I mean… It can’t be his birthday. Someone must’ve messed with my calendar, or—”

	“Oh, heavens, are you KIDDING ME? You’re really going to try to blame this on someone else, or on some trick of fate? YOU FORGOT, JAKE! It’s YOUR fault. All yours. Nobody else’s.”

	I stood and faced Nicole. “Okay. Look, maybe I did, but—”

	“All he wanted was for you to be here, Jake. For you to make it to dinner for once. To eat some cake with him. Blow out the candles with him.”

	“Oh, come on,” I said. “I get that I disappointed him, but now you’re making stuff up. He’s two! He knows, what? Like a hundred words, tops? No way he told you all that.”

	Nicole jabbed a finger at me. “I could see it in his face, Jake! He might only be two, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t know what sadness feels like, or disappointment. Hell, he’s extremely familiar with the latter given that you’re his father.”

	I felt my cheeks warm. “Excuse me? Now, listen here. I may have made a mistake. I might’ve stayed too late at work tonight, and on a bunch of nights. I get it. But your attitude right now is totally out of line. I’m doing this for you, you know.”

	I could hear the strain in Nicole’s voice, her tone becoming higher and higher pitched. “Doing what for me, Jake?”

	“Working my ass off,” I said. “You think I like spending four or five or even six nights a week at the precinct? Swilling stale coffee and huffing other flatfoot’s cigarette fumes and wolfing down cold spaghetti and meatballs when I get home? You think I’d rather stare at Quinto’s ugly mug and get savaged by the Captain than be here with you and Tommy?”

	“Yes!”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“You’re damned right I think you’d rather be at the office than here with me! Gods, you’re so full of shit, Jake.”

	My shock was short lived. My voice lowered, my rage starting to smolder. “I do this for you, Nicole. I work hard to provide for you. You think our landlord lets us live here out of the kindness of his heart? There are bills to pay. Food. Clothes. Soon enough we’ll have school expenses for Tommy.”

	I couldn’t see the tears, but I could her Nicole’s sobbing. She clenched her fists and stomped a foot, her voice becoming hysterical. “Stop it, Jake! Stop it! You think I don’t talk to Allison? Rodgers doesn’t spend every waking moment at the station. He has to work late, too, but not every night, not every weekend. I’m willing to bet he doesn’t sleep in late, either, or rush off to work without saying so much as goodbye, probably because he’s not drunk when he goes to bed.”

	I thought I heard a noise in the hallway. “Now hold on a damn minute—”

	“Don’t you dare lie to me, Jake! You think I don’t know what whiskey smells like? You don’t even bother to brush your teeth to hide it half the time!”

	The sound from the hallway intensified. Crying.

	“Oh, wonderful,” said Nicole, her voice warbling. “Now look what you’ve done! You’ve gone and woken Tommy. Good work! Maybe now you can finally say happy birthday to him!”

	“I woke him?” I said. “You’re the one who’s been screaming this whole time.”

	“Sure. Blame me. Why take personal responsibility for anything, ever?”

	My fists clenched, as did my jaw. I did what I could to counteract my body’s natural response, taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly. “I’m trying, Nicole. Trying to do the right thing, but it’s hard. Life doesn’t give us easy choices sometimes. What do you expect me to do?”

	Nicole stomped to the bedroom door and threw it open. “You could start by saying sorry! You still haven’t! This whole time. This whole fight. Not one apology. Why is that so hard for you? Never mind me. You can’t even apologize to your own son! What the hell is wrong with you?”

	Nicole disappeared. I heard Tommy’s door slam open. His crying intensified, his little shrieks like hot pins stabbing into my heart. Anger coursed through my veins, and even though I knew Nicole was right, knew that despite all the things I’d said, I hadn’t brought myself to say a simple ‘Sorry,’ that didn’t mean I could make myself do it now. With my teeth still clenched, I laced up my half-undone shoe and stormed out of the apartment.
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	I sat in a padded booth, a cold brew gripped between my hands. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a group of four at a table across the space, still talking and laughing and clinking glasses. A small stage more or less in front of me lay empty, the guitarist who’d played there earlier having long since left.

	I pulled the mug to my mouth and tipped it back. Nothing wet my lips but suds. I focused on the glass and found it was empty of everything except my own misery.

	I swiveled my head toward the bar, waiting until the room stopped spinning, and waved to the bartender, a flat-chested, androgynous woman with arrow-straight brown hair parted precisely down the middle. She wore a rib-length checkered blazer, a frilly blouse, a yellow ascot tie, and probably something below the waist, too, though I couldn’t see what with the bar in the way. She acknowledged me with a flick of a dish towel, nodded to the two remaining patrons at the bar, and headed over.

	I pushed my mug to the side of the table as she approached. “Another beer.”

	She ignored my glass and sat down opposite me. “Oh, I got your drift with the initial wave.”

	I glanced at her hands, which seemed too large. Her voice was also deeper than I’d expected and was marked with a notable lisp. “You didn’t bring another, though.”

	“You’re quick.”

	I grunted, and she smiled.

	“You’re Daggers, right?”

	I nodded, but the room started to spin again, so I stopped. “That’s right. How’d you know?”

	“You’ve been coming here for a year, off and on. I keep my ears open. That’s one of the things bartenders are good at, don’t you know?”

	“Well, you’ve never introduced yourself.”

	“The bar’s named Jolliet Jjade’s. I’m always here. I figured you could deduce the rest for yourself. You are a detective, aren’t you?”

	I wet my lips. “How’d you guess that?”

	“Were you not paying attention during the part where I said you’ve been coming for a year and that I keep my ears open? Besides, it’s not as if it’s hard to tell.”

	“That I’m a detective?”

	“That you’re a cop. How many beers have you had?”

	I snorted. “You forgot? Guess it’s my lucky day. Where’s the tab?”

	“I was seeing if you remembered, actually.”

	“If you must know, I’ve had one fewer than I need. Which is why I was trying to get you to bring me another.”

	Jjade gave me the squint eye. “Yeah, I may run a bar and all, but I find that letting my best patrons keel over from acute alcohol poisoning isn’t good for business. Better to have them die slowly from cirrhosis after years of liver abuse.”

	“You’re a savvy entrepreneur.” I might’ve slurred that last bit. Entrepreneuuuuur.

	“Mind if I ask what you’re doing here?” asked Jjade.

	“Trying to have a few drinks in miserable silence. You’re not helping.”

	“Yeah, I got the gist of that already. I meant why. You’re married, right?”

	“Gods, you just don’t quit. And here I thought I was the detective. What don’t you know about me?”

	“You’re wearing a wedding band,” said Jjade.

	I glanced at my hand. “Oh.”

	“Look,” said Jjade. “It’s not my place to pry, but like I said, I’ve noticed you here before. More times than I can count. A couple of times with those cop friends of yours, but most of the time by yourself. It’s late. You’re here, again, alone. If you’re married…”

	I felt my teeth grind. “What are you getting at?”

	“If you want to talk about anything, I’m here. I don’t mind. Comes with the job, to a degree.”

	“I don’t want to talk.” That came out in more of a growl than I’d intended.

	“Not a problem,” said Jjade. “Just offering. But either way, I’m cutting you off. Six beers is enough, especially after those shots you started with.”

	“Six?”

	Jjade smiled as she stood. “So you didn’t know. Your damage is a half crown and ten. Leave it on the table before you leave.”

	Jjade wandered back to the bar. I dug some coins out of my pocket, counting them twice because math seemed to be giving me a problem at the moment, and stood. If the room had swirled earlier, now it decided to dance a jig. I steadied myself on the edge of the booth and took a deep breath.

	I heard Jjade’s voice from by the bar. “You going to be okay?”

	I waved idly. “Just need some air. I’ll be fine.”

	I stumbled out the door and into the chill night air, stopping once again to steady myself against the front of the building. I filled my lungs with New Welwic’s finest, mostly free of the horrid scents of stale piss and rotting garbage that plagued the city in the summer months. The cool air felt good on my face, but it alone couldn’t sober me. I should’ve asked for some water before I’d left.

	I took a few tentative steps and managed not to fall on my face. I felt strength grow in my legs, bringing me confidence, though who knew how misplaced it might be? The alcohol probably wasn’t making me the best judge of my own abilities. Still, as long as I didn’t appear so drunk as to make a tempting target for New Welwic’s most unsavory individuals… I couldn’t risk getting jumped. The folks at the station would never let me live it down, even after death. I could imagine the tombstone. Here lies Jake Daggers, detective extraordinaire, mugged to death over twelve coppers and a leather jacket by an ogre half-breed with a brain the size of a pea.

	I shook off the morbid thoughts and kept moving. Physical activity, that was the key to sobriety, wasn’t it? It burned off the alcohol…or was that a myth? Whatever. I was going with it.

	I walked, but not toward my apartment. That was too close. It wouldn’t provide me the activity I needed, never mind that it was the last place in the world I wanted to be at the moment. Every time I thought of Nicole I felt the anger the beer had displaced growing inside me, frothy and thick and mixed with equal portions of guilt and despair. I couldn’t face her. Not yet. At least Tommy would forgive me. He wouldn’t even remember what happened, I’d bet. As long as it didn’t keep happening. One way or another, it wouldn’t.

	I let my gut lead me, and lead it did, treating me to a unique slice of after hours city life. I travelled down Monroe Street, then south through the Mercantile District, past cobblers and dressmakers and haberdasheries, all of them closed and shuttered, the lanterns on the streets outside lit for safety but none left burning in the windows. I stopped short of making it all the way to the sea, turning somewhere around Appleton before heading back. By the time I’d made it to Rucker Park, I’d started to feel almost human, the stars having ceased their constant meteor shower and coalesced back into distinct, stationary points.

	I stopped in a clearing at the edge of a pond thick with reeds, frogs croaking a steady melody from within. The moon hung low in the sky, hovering over the tops of buildings to the south. I wasn’t much of an astronomer, but that meant it was late, didn’t it? Two or even three? I’d neglected to glance at the clock at Jjade’s before leaving. Fight or no, I needed to get to bed, otherwise I’d never make it to work in the morning, at a reasonable hour or otherwise.

	I looked around me, trying to get a sense of my surroundings—and suddenly realized my gut was an asshole.

	The two benches which straddled the splitting path across from the pond gave it away. I glanced at the body of water, remembering exactly where I’d knelt down. Where I’d reached into my pocket and produced the ring. Where I’d taken Nicole’s hand as she squeaked and covered her mouth with the other.

	The vision didn’t last long. As quickly as it came to me it flew away, replaced with a new one. Nicole in our apartment, yelling and crying. Clenching her fists and pointing her fingers. Tommy, crying in the background. But I saw more than tonight’s events. Others, too. Me, leaving the apartment, slamming the door as Nicole’s angry shouts trailed behind me. Her shoulder, pulling away from my hand as I tried to cuddle after a long day at work. Coming home, time and again to a darkened home. Cold meals. Drink after drink after drink.

	I was wrong. The beer hadn’t drowned the anger. It had only roiled it up, and now it came back, frothy and bubbling.

	I leaned over and retched, vomit splashing to the ground with a wet splat. I heaved, twice, three times, the beer rushing from my stomach to soak the earth. Sadly, my anger and disappointment didn’t leave with it.

	When I stood, I saw for a brief moment all the images overlaid, the happy and the sad, the good and the bad, but mostly the ones that infuriated me. Nicole was at the center of them all. But so was I.

	In a rush of pure anger, I reached down to my hand, wrenched the wedding band from my finger, and gripped it tight. For a moment, I wasn’t sure what I intended to do—throw it into the pond, maybe—but the reckless rage faded as quickly as it came, much like my alcohol-induced malaise.

	With a scowl on my face, I stuffed the ring deep into my pants pocket, turned, and stumbled off.
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	“Daggers!”

	“Hzghrgh!” I flailed and lashed out, blinking furiously as I tried to ground myself in reality. Light seared my vision, my surroundings an indistinct blur that tilted and swayed. I shaded my eyes, and gritted my teeth, waiting for things to come into focus.

	They did, eventually. Quinto stood over me, a concerned look on his face. “Daggers, are you okay? I told you not to get too sucked into those files last night.”

	I blinked one last time, taking note of the desk in front of me, Griggs’ workstation on the other side, and the rest of the pit sprawling beyond. Light streamed in through the windows facing the Captain’s office. A rich, earthy fragrance wafted off the mug held in Quinto’s mitts.

	I sat up in my chair and immediately regretted it. My back screamed in pain, stiff and knotted, but my head was even worse. A thousand goblin skirmishers pricked me with their pikes while the war drums of their colleagues pounded mercilessly inside my skull.

	I groaned. “Urgh. I feel like death.”

	“You don’t look much better,” said Quinto. “And I hate to mention it, but you don’t smell a ton better, either. On second thought, I’m guessing you didn’t stay here all night.”

	I held my head, hoping the contact might make me feel better. It didn’t. “Figure that out all by yourself, did you?”

	“As I always told everyone at the academy, I’m the best of the best of the best.”

	“And we’re all glad you’re on our side.” I glanced around. “What time is it?”

	“About seven thirty,” said Quinto. “Never thought I’d see the day when you beat me into work, but, well…I’m not sure this really counts, does it?”

	“Save your wit for someone who cares.” Slowly, I leveraged myself out of my chair and held myself steady on the corner of my desk. I took a second glance toward the Captain’s office. “The bulldog in yet?”

	“Not as far as I can tell,” said Quinto. “But I’m usually the first one in. Sometimes Griggs beats me.”

	“Of course he does. He needs to stay miserable. I’m sure waking up at the crack of dawn helps keep his rage simmering.”

	Quinto snorted. “I wake up early, and I’m not a sourpuss.”

	“You’re exempt somehow. Genetics, I’d bet. You seem to be immune to anything from dog bites to stab wounds, so why wouldn’t you be?”

	“I feel like you’re trying to make some sort of play on ‘thick-skinned,’ but it’s not coming though. I’ll give you a pass based on your plight.”

	“My what?”

	“The fact that you’re still drunk.”

	“Don’t insult my good name. I’m merely hungover.”

	Quinto raised an eyebrow in suspicion. “Well, whichever it is, you might want to freshen up a bit. I can’t imagine the Captain will be pleased to see you here in this state. And don’t forget to do something about your breath. It’s a dead giveaway.”

	“That I tossed a few too many back last night?”

	“That you tossed something back up, more like.”

	I grunted and stumbled off toward the break room, moving slowly and occasionally steadying myself on someone else’s desk. Luckily, none of the other detectives who populated the floor had arrived, which limited my display of jackassery to the handful of beat cops who nodded and snickered from the direction of the front doors.

	Upon arriving at the break room, I discovered one more reason never to wake up early. There wasn’t any coffee in the pot. Hell, there wasn’t even any warm water in the kettle. Quinto must’ve brought his tea with him from home.

	Muttering angrily, I rummaged around in the cabinets for supplies, feeling like I was trying to birth a porcupine through my skull the whole time. Eventually, I found the beans and took them to the grinder, cranking on the handle only enough times to produce the coffee for a single pot. Let other, more sober officers take care of the rest of the bag. With the grounds packed into the press and set over the stove, I headed off in search of the restrooms.

	I startled myself when I got to the mirror. I looked terrible. My eyes were bloodshot, with dark bags hanging underneath them. My hair looked as if it had been batted about by a kitten who’d gotten high on catnip and mistaken my head for a ball of yarn, and my clothes were in desperate need of a hot iron.

	I filled the sink with water and splashed my face with the contents, sucking air through my teeth as the chill nipped my cheeks. Using the bar of soap in the dish to my right, I soaped my hands and used them to scrub what I could of the night’s events from my face. Unfortunately, most of the damage wasn’t physical in nature. The grime would wash away. The lingering anger and resentment was harder to dislodge.

	I tamed my hair with wet fingers, toweled off, and headed back to the break room, where the coffee pot had started to whistle. I poured myself a mug and topped it off with cold water from the sink, not because I liked my coffee weak but because I needed some now. I could always come back for a second cup later.

	By the time I made it back to my desk, Griggs had arrived. He sat in his chair, leaning back, with one eye on Fire Marshal Transom’s file and the other on my notes from last night. He must’ve seen me in his peripheral vision, because he nodded as I sat down.

	“Morning,” I said.

	He grunted. “You’re in early.”

	“Ask Quinto if you want the details.”

	Apparently, he didn’t. He kept reading, and I was happy to sit there and drink my coffee in silence.

	If we’d secretly entered into some sort of competition, I guess I lost. When I reached the bottom of my cup, I set it down and cleared my throat. “So…what do you think?”

	Griggs looked up. “About what?”

	“The murders,” I said. “Were they intentional or not? Were the fires set to hide the evidence of the killings or were the deaths incidental results of the arson?”

	Griggs shrugged, his shoulders creaking as he did so. “Who the hell knows? We don’t have enough on our plates to guess. We don’t even have a suspect. Not like it matters. It’s a felony either way.”

	“We might have a suspect,” I said.

	Griggs flipped through the file. “Who? Guzmann’s maid?”

	“I was thinking the lady at the VA.”

	“On what grounds?”

	“That she visited his house every now and then.”

	“That it?”

	“I like to make unfounded guesses. It’s what I do.”

	Griggs grunted again. “Okay.”

	“Okay, what?”

	“Okay, we can talk to the lady at the VA.”

	I scrunched my face. Even that made my head hurt, but not as much as before. The coffee was helping. “Seriously?”

	“Not because I think she’s a suspect,” said Griggs. “But we need to learn about Guzmann. Him and yesterday’s stiff, both. Gotta start somewhere. The VA’s as good as anyplace.”

	“Alrighty, then. I didn’t expect you to agree with me. Ready to go when you are.”

	Griggs pushed back from his desk. “Let’s go, then.”

	“What, now?” I said. “It’s ten to eight. They’re probably not even open.”

	“They will be by the time we arrive. And you just said—”

	“Yeah, I know what I said.” I sighed. “Let me snag another cup of coffee and drain the lizard, first. Then I’ll be in business.”
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	We stopped outside a boxy brick building featuring rows upon rows of square windows, evenly spaced and in need of washing. Either the architect had been a big fan of cubism, or the building’s bankrollers had been big fans of not paying their architects well.

	I pointed at the place with a half-eaten churro. “That’s the VA?”

	“It houses a bunch of government offices, not just veteran’s affairs.” Griggs glanced at my breakfast. “You plan on bringing that in with you?”

	“You think they’ll care about cinnamon sugar falling on their floor?”

	Griggs scowled. “Why haven’t you finished it yet? You bought it right after leaving the station.”

	I took another nibble. “I’m easing my stomach back into a groove. I had a rough night.”

	Griggs grunted and headed on in. I followed him.

	After consulting with a directory in the lobby, we headed up the stairs to the second floor. There, we followed the signs to the veteran’s affairs office, a broad expanse of weathered desks and ratty corkboard partitions that reminded me of our own pit, except without the same smells of must, old cigarettes, and sweaty, overweight guys who’d eaten one too many donuts. It did smell of stale coffee, however, unless that was my own lingering scent. I doubted it, though. Today, I smelled like fresh coffee.

	A secretary at the front desk looked up. “Here to talk with Health or Benefits?”

	“Neither,” I said, producing my badge. “NWPD. Got a few questions relating to an arson from a couple days ago. You familiar with a man by the name of Rufus Guzmann?”

	The secretary lifted a practiced eyebrow, one that fully conveyed both her complete and total disinterest as well as her contempt. “Should I be?”

	“He died in the fire we’re investigating,” I said. “He was a vet. Got regular visits from your social workers every few months.”

	The secretary pointed down a corridor between the cubicles. “First right at the intersection. Ask Tannyth, Kieran, or Susan. They’ll be able to point you in the right direction.”

	I followed the lady’s instructions, passing a dozen or so desks before taking a right and arriving at another cluster. A trio of females sat at their stations, a pair of slender elves with dark hair and a young blonde woman, all of them filing paperwork of various kinds.

	“Pardon me, ladies,” I said, holding up my badge. “Detective Jake Daggers. NWPD. This is Griggs. Mind if I have a moment of your time?”

	I felt like a big man, standing there with my shiny badge, but to the lovelies in front of me, I might as well have been a janitor. They regarded me with indifference that rivaled the secretary’s. Maybe the churro in my other hand deadened the effect of the badge.

	“What do you need?” asked one of the elves.

	I turned to her, her face dusky and angular. “I’m looking for someone who worked with one of your charges, specifically the person who worked with a man named Rufus Guzmann. Big guy, took a spear to the knee in the Jade Mountain Invasion?”

	“Rufus. Yeah,” said the blonde woman. “I worked with him.”

	“You’re Susan?” I said.

	“Kieran,” she said. “That’s Susan.”

	She pointed at the dusky elf. The elf pointed to a nameplate on her desk and affixed me with an evil glare, like she thought I was a racist or something. How should I know the elf’s name was Susan?

	There was a chair in front of Kieran’s desk, so I pulled it out and sat in it. If Griggs wanted a place to sit, I’m sure he could find a spare seat somewhere.

	“Is Rufus in some sort of trouble?” she asked.

	I gave her the once over. She was pretty enough, with dirty blonde hair that hung to her shoulders and a small mouth that looked as it would be great for pouting. A pair of thin glasses perched over her nose, giving her a bookish air that didn’t prevent her from being cute at the same time. As far as a memorable rack, though, she wasn’t in possession of one. At least I couldn’t see it under the heavy sweater she wore. In her current attire, I doubt anyone could’ve confused her for a prostitute, but in a racy dress, without the glasses…maybe.

	“Rufus isn’t in any trouble,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean he’s okay. In fact, he’s dead.”

	Kieran’s eyes widened. “What?”

	“Burned to death in a fire two nights ago,” I said. “Griggs and I are investigating his possible murder.”

	Kieran put a hand to her mouth. “Oh my goodness. That’s terrible.”

	Behind me, I heard Griggs mutter something indistinct, probably about the lack of chairs. Not my fault if he was too lazy to find another.

	“You worked with him?” I asked, taking a bite of my breakfast.

	“He was one of the vets assigned to me, yes,” said Kieran, glancing at my churro. “I checked in on him every few months, just to make sure he was doing okay.”

	“Is that normal behavior for your line of work? Checking in on veterans to make sure they’re getting by?”

	“It is for me,” said Kieran. “I’m in skilled home care, specifically working with substance abuse patients.”

	“Substance abuse?” I said. “Guzmann was a drug user?”

	Kieran shook her head. “No, but I understand your confusion. The VA doesn’t have a specific department to cover guys like him, so he fell into my lap. To be fair, he was a substance abuser. It just so happened that substance was food, not narcotics.”

	I blinked. I’d known he was fat, but I didn’t realize he was an addict. “So being overweight classifies as an addiction nowadays?”

	“In his case, yes.”

	I furrowed my brow. Behind me Griggs muttered once more. “Come again?”

	Kieran looked at me over her glasses. “Addiction is extremely common among injured veterans, Detective. Most of them turn to drugs or alcohol, but it’s not rare for them to get addicted to any number of activities. Eating. Gambling. Sex, if they can get it. I could go into the psychological arguments for why if you’re interested.”

	“I’m not.”

	“I didn’t think you would be.”

	Kieran didn’t let go of her judgmental look, keeping her eyes on me and my churro. I wasn’t getting any sort of sexpot vibe from her. She probably wasn’t the harlot, if indeed there was one.

	“Guzmann’s neighbors described him as incredibly obese,” I said. “How big was he, exactly?”

	Kieran shrugged. “I don’t know. Four, five hundred pounds, maybe? I don’t think he’d stepped on a scale since his time in the army.”

	I would’ve whistled if I possessed the ability. It took real effort to put on that sort of weight. “What else can you tell me about him?”

	“I…don’t know. I didn’t see him often. Once every two or three months. I spend my afternoons making house calls to the vets I’m assigned to. I get through a couple a day, usually. It takes me a few months to cycle through them all.”

	“Surely you can tell me something,” I said. “Did he have any friends? Enemies? You realize we’re investigating a possible murder here, depending on how the fire department’s arson investigation goes.”

	Kieran shook her head. “I don’t think he had many friends, if any. Possibly some guys from his time in service, but that was almost twenty years ago if I’m remembering correctly. You talked to his neighbors, right? Did they mention anyone?”

	Griggs snorted. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was mirthful. I didn’t think he knew the meaning of the emotion.

	“Don’t tell me how to do my job,” I said. “What about Jim Worth? That name ring any bells?”

	Another judgmental, over the glasses sort of look. “Should it?”

	“He died in another fire last night. We’re trying to see if there’s a connection.”

	Kieran sighed. “Well, if I’ve ever heard the name, I don’t remember it. Look, I’m terribly sorry to hear about Guzmann, and of course I’m willing to help in your investigation, but I didn’t know him that well. With that said though, he did serve in the military.”

	“Meaning what, exactly?”

	“You should know. You work for the government. It means there’s an extensive file on him. Again, mostly about his time in service, but I document my work, too. I’d be happy to lead you down to the store room.”

	Griggs grunted again, and for once, I mirrored his enthusiasm.

	“Great,” I said. “Just how I wanted to spend the morning.”

	“Does that means you want me to show you the way?”

	“Oh, I don’t want you to,” I said. “But I suppose you should anyway. Go on. We’ll follow.”
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	“So. Tell me about Jim.”

	I stood in an empty courtroom, or at least one empty of judges, jurors, lawyers, and defendants. A trio sat before me, however: a portly middle-aged woman with a chin-length bob cut, an elderly, diminutive woman who might’ve been part gnome, and a young lady with curly dark brown hair that framed a pleasing face. The latter gave me a halfhearted smile. I tried not to ascribe to it any meaning.

	“Do you mind telling us what this is about, exactly?” said the gray-haired woman, who stood maybe four feet tall in heels.

	“I’m the one asking the questions here, ladies.”

	“You realize we work in the city courthouse,” said the middle-aged woman. “We’re going to find out sooner or later. You might as well tell us.”

	I sighed. After toiling for hours in the depths of the VA’s store room, Griggs and I left with little more than we’d entered. The social worker had been right both that the file on Guzmann was extensive and that it included very little of his current life. Though we’d learned about his transfers between regiments, his military assignments, the interactions between him and his superiors, and more than I ever wanted to know about the damage a spear could do to a man’s knee ligaments, of his current acquaintances, there wasn’t a single line. I should’ve trusted Kieran’s testimony and left it at that.

	Of course, that left us without any particular leads to follow except for taking a closer look at Guzmann’s maid, but something told me she’d be a dead end. Besides, the city courthouse had been much closer to the VA building than the public records office, which we’d need to visit to find out more about the maid.

	Upon arriving, I’d found the three women in front of me, all of whom apparently shared the same position as Worth. I hadn’t revealed to them what had befallen the man, not yet anyway. Given that they worked with him on a daily basis, I thought they might take his loss more personally. But, now that I’d isolated them and they were all sitting down…

	“I’m sorry to tell you this,” I said. “But Jim died last night. His apartment building caught on fire. It might’ve been arson.”

	The lady with the bob muttered an, “Oh, my,” and the other two women responded with looks of disbelief but nothing more.

	“You’re all stenographers like he was, right?” I said. “Court reporters?”

	The trio nodded their assent.

	“And you did work with him, correct?”

	“Yes, why?” said the old half-gnome.

	“None of you seem terribly upset to hear he’s gone.”

	They all looked at each other. The young lady with the curly hair ventured a response. “Well, it’s just that… How do I put this? Jim was, ah…”

	“An enormous dick who agitated everyone he ever met?”

	The middle-aged woman sniffed. “Agitated might be too feeble a word.”

	“So you all hated his guts?”

	“Not at all,” said the young lady. “I mean… I didn’t, anyway.”

	I looked at the other two. They shook their heads in an indeterminate way.

	“Well, tell me about him anyway,” I said. “Right now all I know is that he was a miserable cuss, so anything besides that could prove useful. How about you start, Miss…?”

	I nodded to the young lady with the curly hair. She smiled. “Um…Wadley. Emily Wadley.”

	“Go on.”

	“Well, it’s not as if I knew him any better than the others,” she said. “I probably knew him worse, actually. I’ve only worked here for…let’s see. Four years? But he wasn’t a particularly nice individual. Honestly, with his attitude, I’m surprised he’d kept his job for as long as he had.”

	The gnome woman snorted. “My theory is he had a relative somewhere deep in the courts, maybe on the city council. No way he could get by insulting the judges and not get booted onto the street otherwise.”

	“He insulted judges?” I said.

	“Carol’s exaggerating,” said the middle-aged woman. “He’d get snippy, but he was never outright rude. Not to anyone with the authority to fire him, anyway.”

	“But he was to you?”

	Emily nodded. “That’s why we all steered clear of him, which I think was fine by him. He avoided other people. Ate lunch by himself. I guess being a court reporter was a good profession for him, in that sense. He didn’t have to talk almost ever. Just write stuff down. Actually…”

	Emily smiled and sniffed. The grin gave her mouth a pleasing curve, her eyes crinkling. She was certainly cute, but if I had a hard time imagining Kieran walking the night and selling herself on the side, I couldn’t even fathom it with Emily. Everything about her seemed eminently wholesome.

	“Actually, what?” I said.

	Emily hesitated. “Well, we, ah…sometimes joked that he lived his life in shorthand.” Her smile vanished. “I’m not sure why I said that. It’s not even funny.”

	“It’s alright,” I said. “Laughter in the face of death is a natural response. You shouldn’t feel bad about it.”

	“Really?” said Emily.

	“Sure. I joke at dead people’s expense all the time.”

	“Yeah, but you’re an asshole,” said Griggs. “Don’t take life advice from him, Miss.”

	I turned around to glance at the old codger. I’d almost forgotten he was there. “Anyway. I don’t suppose any of you might have any ideas about why he might’ve been murdered?”

	The two older ladies shook their heads. 

	So did Emily. “As I told you, he kept everything to himself. If there was a reason, he didn’t share it with us.”

	“I hesitate to even ask this,” I said, “but did he have any close friends?”

	Gnome lady laughed.

	“Enemies?” I said.

	“Probably dozens,” said the middle-aged one.

	“But ones that would kill him?” I said. “And burn down his apartment complex in the process?”

	This time, I got silence in response.

	I turned back to Griggs. “You got any ideas, you old sack of bones?”

	“Sure do,” he said. “Graziano’s Bistro, on seventh.”

	“What?”

	“For lunch,” he said. “It’s about that time.”

	For Griggs, anytime after ten-thirty qualified as lunch time. “I meant about the case.”

	“Should’ve been more specific, then.”

	I wiped a hand across my face. “Sorry for that ladies. My partner’s cut from a similar mold as your ex-coworker. Thanks for your time. If you think of anything, or hear anything through the grapevine, don’t hesitate to come by the station.”

	The stenographers all nodded, but Emily was the only one to shoot me a smile. Again, I tried not to make anything of it. If she’d been misguided enough to try to befriend a rage-filled jerk like Worth, then her friendliness meant less than nothing.
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	I scowled as I looked down on a stain that had attached itself to me during the last half hour. I lifted the edge of the shirt and sniffed. It smelled like vinegar, but it looked like oil. Must’ve been salad dressing. I knew I should’ve gone for the cheese steak instead of the ham, capicola, and salami trio.

	“What the hell are you doing?” asked Griggs.

	I dropped the shirt as we turned the corner onto 5th. “Nothing. Just a stain. I bet I can blot it out back at the station.”

	“And why do you care about a stain?”

	“Hey. I’ve got pride. I’m not some disheveled slob.”

	Griggs snorted and shook his head, which was about as close as he ever got to having a heart-to-heart talk.

	I could guess pretty easily what he was judging me over, though. He might not have seen me at my worst first thing in the morning, but his nose worked. The coffee couldn’t have totally hidden my vomit breath, nor the hasty grooming job I’d performed in the bathroom hidden the rumples in my clothes and my slovenliness. He knew I’d been out drinking, that I’d never gone home last night—or at least that I’d ended up at the station. He may not have been the world’s best detective, but he could figure that out on his own.

	Was he too embarrassed to say anything about it, or was he trying to send me a message by going out of his way to not say anything? Or there was a third option, that he disliked opening his mouth so much that it would take an act from a higher power to make him talk about anything not work related. Either way, for once I appreciated his silence. I had no interest in discussing the events of last night with anyone. Not even Nicole, though I’d have to get to that sooner or later. Probably sooner.

	I shook my head. I couldn’t deal with it right now. I needed to focus on our case. Guzmann and Worth. There had to be a connection between the two, even if it wasn’t obvious on the surface. Maybe Guzmann had been involved in a court case that Worth had recorded. Perhaps they’d met. Maybe Worth misrepresented what Guzmann or another witness had said, either because he was in cahoots with Guzmann or because he’d been paid off by another party. That sort of thing, if discovered, could be grounds for a case being thrown out and retried, but it almost certainly would’ve resulted in Worth losing his job.

	I heard a noise as we approached the precinct, distant at first, but growing louder. It was sharp and piercing but irregular. A whistle. And something else. Pounding feet. Or something else much rarer in a city that relied on rickshaws for travel. Pounding hooves.

	A tanker truck careened around a corner some two blocks up, the reinsman cracking a whip as he drove the horses in front at a breakneck pace. A fireman clinging to the side of the truck blew on a whistle, the piercing blasts cutting through the air as if it were butter. Another cart followed the first, fishtailing as it barreled around the corner, this one packed with firemen in heavy coats, armed with axes, and with a pair of hulking crank-turning ogres perched on the benches in back.

	I gazed into the heavens. Patchy clouds blocked about a third of the sky, but in the distance, I noticed it. A thin dark column, rising from the direction of the financial district.

	“Uh, oh,” I said.

	The precinct’s doors burst open, and out of them ran Rodgers and Quinto. The pair were set to race up the street in pursuit of the firemen, but Rodgers caught a glimpse of us. He snatched Quinto’s coat and managed not to get dragged off before the big detective figured out what was going on.

	“Daggers. Griggs,” said Rodgers. “What are you waiting for? There’s another fire. Ninth and Magnolia. Let’s go!”

	Quinto and Rodgers took off, as did I, though I paused a second later after realizing I was on my own.

	“Griggs? You coming?”

	The old fart waved a hand. “I’ll try to snag a rickshaw. I’m too old for this crap.”

	“Whatever. See you there.”

	I applied shoe leather to cobblestones and got going, following the fading sounds of the firemen’s carts and whistle bursts as much as Quinto and Rodgers. Within a couple blocks, I wished I’d had the foresight to hire a rickshaw, but my detective pals in front of me weren’t slowing, and I was too stubborn to give up half way. By the time we arrived at our destination, I was sucking down air like it was going out of style, sounding as if I’d surfaced from a lake after five minutes spent at the bottom. I surveyed the scene in bursts, bent over, holding my knees for support, and looking up when I felt physically able.

	The firefighters had beaten us there, and by a wide margin I imagined. They already crawled over the building in question, a six-story high rise with a clean granite exterior, lots of tall windows, and a fancy, leaf-patterned cornice that ran across the top edge. Smoke poured from one of the third story windows, darkening the side of the fourth and fifth stories, but a pair of firefighters on ladders and armed with hoses were already there. The grunts of the ogre crank team punctuated the air, and their efforts didn’t appear to be in vain. I couldn’t spot the red-orange glow of active flames, and the amount of smoke paled in comparison to what we’d seen at yesterday’s apartment complex.

	Someone burst through the front door, a wide thing with glass inlay that spoke to the building’s rents, and gosh darn it if it wasn’t Mr. Good-Looking himself. Fire Marshal Transom. He spotted us and waved us over.

	“Detectives,” he said. “Glad to see you here. Just got down from the scene.”

	I was too busy trying to reoxygenate my blood to respond, but luckily Rodgers and Quinto weren’t in as poor shape as me.

	“Already?” said Quinto. “Is it safe up there? You all must’ve just arrived.”

	“We got lucky,” said Transom. “Lots of stone in this building. The fire didn’t spread quickly, plus we were ready. Had to be, given the events of the last two nights.”

	“And,” said Rodgers. “Was there, ah…a casualty?”

	Transom nodded. “Unfortunately. Two could be a coincidence, but three’s undoubtedly a pattern. Here. Grab some masks. We might’ve killed the fire, but it’s still smoky as all get out up there.”

	I finally caught my breath enough to straighten. My stomach heaved, and I thought I might vomit again. Given my lunch and last night’s remaining queasiness, it was a miracle I hadn’t already.

	I glanced at Transom. He was a bit on the sweaty side, but not drenched. “Is it as hot as yesterday’s blaze?” I wasn’t sure I could handle that particular atmosphere at the moment.

	“Lucked out there too,” he said. “Fire didn’t get a chance to set in, which makes the scene all the stranger…”

	“What do you mean?” asked Quinto.

	“Come with me,” said Transom. “Better you see for yourself.”

	We wet and donned our masks, then followed Transom inside and up the stairs. We passed a number of firefighters before arriving at the third floor landing.

	I’d expected a disaster similar to the one I’d already experienced, but Transom hadn’t oversold it. Smoke and moisture choked the air, and though I felt as if I’d entered a sauna, the heat didn’t overwhelm. Soot darkened the walls, but the walls still stood, having failed to burn through.

	Transom pushed past another fireman into an apartment. There, I found the damage more severe. Char covered most every surface. A few pieces of furniture still smoldered, but though disfigured, I recognized them for what they were. A lumpy, wide thing in the middle of the entry must’ve been a couch, the boxy things along the walls cabinets, and a carbonized shelf or two gave away the remains of a bookshelf across the far wall.

	I took a deep breath, my heart still pounding from the run. “Where’s the body?”

	“Over here,” said Transom.

	We followed him into another room, and the where became immediately obvious. On the floor in the middle of the space, surrounded by a scorch mark that looked as if it could’ve been caused by an explosion, lay the corpse—or rather, the remains, because a full corpse it wasn’t.

	“Gods,” I said. “There’s nothing but bones left.”

	The fire-darkened skeleton lay there, devoid of muscle or fat or gristle, almost as if the arsonist had excavated someone long dead and set their bones carefully at the center of the scorch mark.

	“Hold on,” said Quinto, his rumbling voice muffled by the mask. “This fire wasn’t going that long. You and your team wrestled it under control before it brought the building down, before it even took out the rest of the floor.”

	“So how is it the victim was fully immolated?” said Transom. “I don’t know.”

	I blinked, the confusion probably evident on my face. “You ever seen anything like this?”

	“Personally?” Transom shook his head. “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t read transcripts of other unsolved arsons. That I haven’t heard certain rumors and myths.”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“You know how you asked me at the apartment complex yesterday if I there was something on my mind? And I said the fire hadn’t spread as quickly as I thought it should’ve?”

	“Yeah.”

	Transom nodded toward the body. “This is similar, if not exactly the same. A fire that burned this hot, this fast, that reduced a person to their bones, should’ve taken out the entire building, even in the ten minutes it took us to respond. Yet it didn’t. It stayed contained. Almost as if the fire stayed here for a reason.”

	“I’m still not following you, Marshal.”

	Transom sighed. “Laugh at me if you want, Detective, but I believe there are things in this world besides the sentient races who are capable of setting fire. Beings that bring the fire with them, that harness it from within—and we might be dealing with one of those here.”
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	Transom and his crews might’ve managed to get the fire smothered, but that didn’t mean they’d controlled the situation as a whole. A trio of gawkers arrived at the foot of the burned out apartment husk as Transom, Rodgers, Quinto, and I left, asking questions and looking concerned. I’d given Transom a hard time at that point, thinking he’d already evacuated the building, and he’d taken my berating like a champ. Of course, he’d also produced a quality response, namely that he’d been pretty gods damn busy getting the fire under control and that he’d trusted the rest of his team to do the whole door to door thing.

	Lucky for us, the fire hadn’t spread much beyond the victim’s flat, and given the building’s construction, it didn’t seem as if the structure was in any danger of coming down, not like yesterday’s complex. Still, our commitments to serve and protect took precedence over our duties as homicide detectives. Transom took the trio of residents outside to get them inspected and out of the way while Quinto, Rodgers, and I split up the duties of checking the remaining apartments for stragglers, Rodgers heading to the top floors, Quinto sticking in the middle ones, and me heading to the ones at the bottom.

	I put my knuckles and lungs to good use, knocking on doors and calling for people to open up—in as warm and non-threatening a voice as I could muster, of course. Not that I really imagined anyone could’ve failed to notice the racket caused by the fire and the subsequent arrival of the firefighters, but you never knew. I’d been known to sleep though the occasional volcanic eruption myself, and clearly at least three people had been clueless enough not to leave the building at first warning.

	Still, my initial suspicions proved correct. I knocked and knocked, calling out time and again, yet nobody answered my summons. On the one hand, that made me apprehensive. I hadn’t seen many individuals clustered around the building as I’d arrived, and if they weren’t hiding out in their apartments, that meant they weren’t home at all. Not that I found that fact surprising. The sumptuous nature of the building and its placement near the financial district made me suspect only working professionals lived here, and why would any of them be around at midday? That wouldn’t help my efforts to find out who might’ve set the fire on the third floor.

	On the other hand, I appreciated the absence of the building’s residents because it let me mull over Transom’s musings. When I’d pressed him on what he meant by other things besides people being capable of setting fires, he’d responded with some indistinct suggestions. Fire sprites or hell hounds, maybe.

	I hadn’t immediately dismissed them. I’d seen some crazy things in my near-decade on the force, and I couldn’t help but think about how we’d yet to have a single witness provide us a credible description of a potential suspect. It wasn’t exactly easy to get in and out of apartment complexes without notice, or at least to their higher floors. Fire sprites at least seemed plausible, as those suckers could fly right out a window after doing the deed. Not that I suspected a few sprites could have the power to immolate a body in ten minutes, but I really had no idea how anything magic-related worked, so what did I know?

	Hell hounds, on the other hand? Now that was just silly.

	I headed through the lobby and out the building after having finished my rounds, not having found any stragglers. I spotted a small contingent of residents chatting together across the street, many of them shaking their heads and looking concerned, but none of them looked devastated. Not like the folks at yesterday’s fire.

	A man on my side of the street leaned against the adjacent building, his lips pressed together tightly and his brow creased with worry. He wore a knee-length gray coat with shiny buttons and trim embellished with silver thread. A matching cap perched atop his head.

	I approached him. “Excuse me.”

	He straightened, making sure his cap was in place. “Morning, sir. Or afternoon. I guess it’s the latter, now.”

	I gestured to his outfit. “I don’t suppose you’re the doorman at this place.”

	He nodded. “Yessir. Sure am. Fenrick’s the name.”

	I didn’t ask if that was a given name or surname. “And you’ve been here all day?”

	He looked a little green around the gills. “Ah…yessir.”

	Finally. A stroke of luck. “Perfect. I’m Detective Jake Daggers, NWPD. I’m guessing you know most of the people who live in this unit, then?”

	“Most of them, yeah.”

	I’d also lucked out that the fire hadn’t spread enough to destroy the signage on the third floor. “Any chance you know who lives in apartment three-oh-eight?”

	“Three-oh-eight?” The man’s brow furrowed. “Well, let’s see now… I think that would be Mr. Fletcher.”

	“Does he have a first name?”

	“Well, I imagine so,” said the doorman, “but I don’t recall it off the top of my head. Why? Is his the apartment that caught fire?”

	I nodded. “Tell me about him.”

	“What do you want to know?”

	“What does he look like? Where does he work? Does he live alone, with a girlfriend, with a family?”

	“He’s about your height, sir,” said Fenrick. “Black hair. Short. Well-maintained. Wears rich suits most of the time. Kind of a necessity in his line of work. Why are you asking? Was he…? I mean, when you went up there, was there a…?” He trailed off.

	“We found a body,” I said. “I’m not sure whose yet. What exactly was Mr. Fletcher’s line of work?”

	“Was?”

	“Again, we found a body. I’m assuming it was his. You were saying?”

	Fenrick gulped. “Right. Well, as far as I know, he was a financier, sir.”

	“Like a banker?”

	Fenrick shook his head. “Not exactly. He worked in private finance. Venture capitalism, I think.”

	I lifted a brow. “You’re familiar with the difference?”

	“Lots of residents here work in finance,” said Fenrick. “I’ve developed a working knowledge of some of the basic concepts through conversation.”

	“And do you know where he worked, exactly?”

	Fenrick shot a thumb up the road. “Had his own firm, or practice, or whatever you want to call it. A few blocks from here. I’m sure I can find the address if you need it.”

	“In a minute,” I said. “What else can you tell me about him?”

	“Um…not much, I don’t think,” said Fenrick with a grimace. “He was a workaholic. Some of the residents, they like to stop, chat, tell me about their lives. Mr. Fletcher was never rude, but he was always busy, too busy to tell me much of what was going on. I guess it was paying off for him, though. I heard he’d done quite well for himself lately. Made some good guesses on a number of big investments. Rumor had it he was building a nice home up in Brentford.”

	“Was he married?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Girlfriend?”

	“Not to my knowledge.”

	“So…any idea why he might not have gone into work this morning?”

	Fenrick shook his head. “Oh. No, sir. He went in, or at least I assume he did. Saw him leave at just after seven, same as always.”

	“Wait, so…” I blinked. Maybe I’d been right. Maybe it was someone else’s corpse in Fletcher’s room. “Did he come back? Like for lunch?”

	“Ah…no. I don’t think so, sir.”

	I peered at the doorman more closely. “You hesitated. Why?”

	“Nothing, sir. No reason. It’s just that…” He grimaced again. When he spoke, it was in a low voice. “I ate something that didn’t agree with me last night, sir. Bad beef, perhaps. I’ve had to leave my post a good five, six times already this morning. To, you know—take care of urgent business.”

	“So you don’t know for sure if Mr. Fletcher came back.”

	Fenrick shook his head.

	“And I’m going to take a wild guess that you didn’t see any other suspicious or otherwise unknown faces entering the building this morning, either.”

	Fenrick looked guilty. At least I now understood why he’d seemed so uncomfortable. Either he was worried he’d screwed the pooch by leaving the front door unattended the day an arsonist decided to strike, or his stomach problems weren’t entirely resolved.

	“Did you at least notice when the fire started?” I asked.

	Fenrick perked. “I did, sir.”

	“Anyone strange try to leave after the fact?”

	He shook his head again. “But there’s a fire escape in back. Someone could’ve headed down that way. Might be worth checking to see if the ladder is down.”

	I sighed, feeling defeated once again. How ironic would it be if the escape only helped our criminal mastermind get away? “Sure. I’ll do that.”

	I spotted a familiar face split off from the street traffic and head toward us.

	“Griggs,” I said as the dustbag approached. “What took you so long?”

	He grunted, looking even more dour than normal. “Couldn’t find a rickshaw. Had to walk.”

	“Well, get ready to walk some more. We’re about to follow a lead on a new victim’s place of business.” I snapped at Fenrick for him to go get the address. He hopped off.

	“The hell we are,” said Griggs. “I just walked all the way here from the station. I’m not going anywhere for a good forty-five minutes.”

	“You’re kidding, right?” I said. “I know you’re old, but when did your legs stop functioning?”

	“Wipe that damn smile off your face,” said Griggs. “Knowing you, when you get to be my age you’ll be bitching twice as hard as I am. Balky knees suck, and they suck hard.”

	Fenrick returned, handing me a slip of paper.

	“You realize I’m not going to wait for you,” I said. “This lead is hot and I don’t want it to cool off—no pun intended.”

	Griggs scowled.

	“Whatever. Rodgers and Quinto are still inside pounding on doors. Whenever they’re done and you’ve found a fountain of youth, come find me.” I flashed the note. “Four fifty east eleventh. See you there.”
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	The floorboards creaked under my weight as I reached the third floor landing. I looked around, wondering if I’d misread the sign at the bottom of the stairs, but then I saw it. Off to my right stood a door of frosted glass, and to its side, a placard that read ‘Fletcher Investments.’

	The door opened at my touch, and I pushed into a small lobby, one furnished with a few glossy vases, a pair of leather sofa chairs, and a coffee table laden with books on architecture and contemporary art.

	“Pardon me. Can I help you?”

	I turned in the direction of the voice, and my jaw dropped. A woman stood behind the desk on the far side of the lobby, but not any woman. The perfect woman. Maybe five-feet ten inches tall, with olive skin and wavy, full-bodied brown hair that fell to her breasts. Her eyes were smoky, her lips rich and full and red. A white blouse with elbow-length sleeves hugged her seductively, as did a black skirt that ended several inches above her knees. She couldn’t have resembled an hourglass any more if she’d been filled with sand.

	I stared for a while, eventually realizing I should talk. “Uh…hi. Is this Fletcher Investments?”

	The woman arched an eyebrow. “It is… You are?”

	“Detective Dake Jaggers. I mean, Jake Daggers. NWPD. Is Mr. Fletcher in?”

	“He ran out about an hour and a half ago,” said the woman. “Said he’d be right back. Honestly, I’d started to wonder where he’d gone.”

	“Uh huh.” I approached the desk. Try as I might, I couldn’t take my eyes off the woman. Actually, scratch that. I wasn’t trying very hard.

	“Can I ask what this is about?” she said. “I assure you, Mr. Fletcher follows all the appropriate rules and regulations required of him by law in tending his investor’s finances. We have copies of all the certificates on file if you need them.”

	“No, no, it’s not that,” I said. “In fact, you might want to have a seat.”

	“Why? What’s going on?”

	I waved halfheartedly toward her chair, but the secretary didn’t take the hint. Not that I was particularly upset about that. It kept more of her assets at eye level.

	“There was a fire at Mr. Fletcher’s apartment,” I said. “His personal belongings were all lost, and there was a…body recovered at the scene.”

	The secretary gasped a little, and her face lost some of its color. “A body?” 

	“That’s right,” I said. “The fire consumed it completely. Now, I can’t be sure if it was Mr. Fletcher or not. It—”

	The secretary’s eyes started to roll, and she wobbled. I barely had time to mutter a curse and lunge forward before she crumpled.

	I slammed my thigh into the corner of her desk in my haste, sending sharp pains shooting into my muscle, but I managed to get an arm around her before she hit the ground. Her momentum dragged me down, pushing her body into me, but at least I kept her from hitting her head on the floor.

	I held her there, an arm wrapped around her midsection. I could feel her ribs through the thin weave of her blouse, and the swell of her bosom pressed against the side of my chest. “Gosh, darn it. I told you to sit down. Miss? Miss?” I snapped my fingers.

	Her eyelids fluttered, then opened. She looked at me, her lips slightly parted. “I…I’m sorry. I don’t feel so good.”

	“Don’t sweat it,” I said. “Happens more often that you might think. You should lie down. Maybe get a drink of water. If you think you’re up to it, I could help you to one of those sofa chairs.”

	She shook her head weakly, snaking an arm over my shoulders. “No. The meeting room. There’s a full couch there. It’s…it’s not far.”

	“We’ll stand slowly, okay?”

	She nodded. I counted to three and helped her up. She cut loose with a soft sigh, breathy and vulnerable. Her body pressed even further into mine.

	“Uh…that’s it,” I said. “Just down this hall?”

	“Yes. That’s right. It’s…oh, my.” She wobbled again. “I’m a little dizzy. And hot. Are you hot?”

	“Don’t worry about me, Miss. Here we are.” I pushed through the door she’d indicated, into a room with numerous windows, an oval table with a dozen chairs underneath it, and a long, leather couch matching the sofa chairs in front pushed against the inside wall.

	“There we go. Easy now.” I helped the woman down, laying her head upon the armrest at the end.

	“I… I can’t believe it,” she said. “Mr. Fletcher? In a fire? Gods… I feel like I can’t breathe.”

	“It’s okay. Try to relax.” I’d spotted a tray with a pitcher of water and some empty glasses on the conference table. I filled a tumbler and offered it to the woman. “Here.”

	She batted my hand away. “I don’t want water. I need air. Gods…”

	She ripped at her blouse, pulling open the top few buttons, and snaked a hand into the gap, massaging her breastbone. I got a healthy glimpse of far more than I should’ve and felt myself grow warmer. Goodness, was she even wearing a brassiere?

	A sent a silent prayer for strength to my deities of choice, took a long draw from the water, and set the half-empty glass back on the table. I stripped off my jacket, tossed it over the back of a chair, wiped my forehead on my sleeve—gods, it was hot—and sat down on the edge of the couch next to the woman.

	“Look, Miss,” I said. “You might be having a panic attack. It’s nothing to be concerned about. We just need to get your mind out of the dark place it’s in right now. What’s your name?”

	She looked baffled. “My name?”

	“Yes. You have one right?”

	She gasped a little, taking a ragged breath. Her breasts swelled. “Magdalena.”

	“Where are you from?”

	“What?”

	“This won’t work if you don’t play along. Answer the questions. Where are you from?”

	“Here. New Welwic. Uptown.”

	“Been working here long?”

	“About a year. Ever since…since Mr. Fletcher started his own practice.” Magdalena gasped and clenched her teeth.

	That had been a poorly posed question on my part, but I forged onward. “Tell me about yourself.”

	This time I caught her off guard, in a good way. “What do you mean?”

	“What do you like to do in your free time? You enjoy music?”

	“Sure, I guess,” she said, her breathing quick. “Anything with a nice rhythm. Slower songs, with saxophone and guitar, piano and bass. Soft drums.”

	“That’s great. What about dancing?”

	“Of course. Rumba, especially. It makes me feel…alive, in a way. It’s so fluid. So fiery.”

	I nodded. “It’s a fantastic dance. One of my favorites.” Which was a lie, of course. I hated dancing, and I didn’t have the faintest idea what was involved in a rumba, but anything to keep her talking.

	Magdalena locked eyes with me, and I felt my throat tighten. Gods, she was gorgeous. If not for Nicole and Tommy…

	She sat up suddenly. “Thank you, Detective. I’m…feeling better. I think you were right. I just had to shift my thoughts a little.”

	She trailed her hand across my leg as she stood. It was all I could do not to sigh. “Uh… Anything to help.”

	With her back to me, Magdalena approached the table. She moved her hands to her blouse, presumably to button it back up. “My goodness, though, I still feel fuzzy. And warm. Are you warm, detective?”

	“A little.” I stared at the curves revealed by her tight skirt, feeling sweat bead at the center of my chest. “But I’ll be fine. Now if perhaps we could move on to—”

	Magdalena turned, and I just about had a heart attack. Her shirt hung open to her skirt, exposing her perfect breasts—the right shade of tan, big enough to fill the hand but not so ponderous as to sag.

	Before I could so much as squeak, she was on top of me, pressing her mouth into mine. My lips parted, and her tongue darted in, confident and fierce. Her body pressed hard against mine, her breasts soft but firm, her legs straddling me.

	I couldn’t help it. I kissed her back. Her scent filled my lungs, a mixture of cinnamon and spice and a raw, sexual musk. My hands gripped her hips, moving of their own accord to her round rump. My inner Daggers expressed itself enthusiastically, forcing my manhood tightly against the crotch of my pants. Magdalena moaned, her hands fumbling with my belt, and gods, I wanted it. I wanted it so bad. I couldn’t remember the last time Nicole had attacked me so, that she’d not just taken part but desired me. Craved me. It felt so good.

	I gripped Magdalena’s hips hard—and I pushed her back.

	“Stop,” I said, my breath coming in gasps and my heart beating harder than it had after my post-lunch run. “I can’t. I just…can’t.”

	Magdalena’s eyes narrowed, her mouth hanging open slightly. “I don’t understand. I thought, given the way you were looking at me… I saw the hunger in your eyes. I felt it. The heat. That was us. I was sure you wanted me.”

	“I… I do. Gods, I do. But I can’t. I’m married.”

	“You’re…married?” She glanced at my left hand.

	I glanced down myself, noticing my bare ring finger. “Oh. Shit. I’m sorry. I, uh…took it off earlier. Last night. It was…nothing.”

	My explanation only emboldened her. Magdalena leaned forward, running a hand over my chest as she tightened the grip of her legs. “But you do want me. I can tell. I can feel it.”

	Sweat soaked my armpits and wicked my shirt to my chest. My pants felt as though they might split down the middle under the force of my desire. “I do. I do want you. But I can’t. I won’t. Not to Nicole. Not like this…”

	Magdalena lifted a finger and trailed it across my cheek, undeterred. “No. I can see that now. You might be lustful, but that’s not what drives you. But you failed to put that ring on for a reason. Too much pride, perhaps?”

	Sweat dripped across my temples. My face was on fire. It couldn’t just be the half-naked beauty atop me, could it? “What are you talking about?”

	Magdalena’s voice deepened, becoming sultrier, sexier. “We all have our faults, Detective. Gluttony. Wrath. Greed. You’re no different. You drink too much. I can smell it on your breath, but I don’t need one of those. I already snared one. When I caught you staring at me, I felt your heat, and I was sure this was what drove you.”

	She reached down and stroked me through my pants. I moaned.

	She released me as quickly as she’d gripped me. “Apparently not, though. No matter. You’re a much tougher fish to hook. Tell me, detective, when you came home last night, ready to sleep, what did you do? Tell your wife you loved her? What about when she confronted you?”

	I blinked, befuddled. “What the— What do you know about that? Have you been spying on me?”

	Magdalena pricked my cheek as she fondled me, her fingernails longer and sharper than I remembered. “I don’t have to. It’s written all over you. The pain. The anguish. The internal struggle. Your faults? They’re never yours, are they? Always someone else’s? Yes. That’s how you see it, isn’t it?”

	She leaned back in, pressing her half-naked body against me. My head swirled, and desire coursed through me. Heat poured off her body, flowing into me, scorching me. It hurt.

	Gritting my teeth, I planted both hands against Magdalena’s ribs and pushed as hard as I could, sending her reeling into the table. I stumbled to my feet, nearly falling to my face as black spots filled my vision. Sweat poured off me, and the air seemed to ripple.

	“Who are you?” I said. “What are you?”

	Magdalena pushed herself off the table, her clothing smoldering, charring, and falling to the floor under my gaze. My knees weakened at the sight of her. I wanted to throw myself at her, to let my clothes catch fire and fall the floor, too. To do horrible, unspeakable things to her.

	She took a step toward me, her skin starting to brighten and glow. “Come, Jake. There’s no need to deny your pride. I can feel it, burning within you. It draws me. Give in. You might as well enjoy this.”

	Flames flickered at the edges of the room, but I couldn’t tell if they were real or not. My mind swam. My vision blurred. I could barely think.

	I lunged forward, grabbing the pitcher of water and tossing the contents over Magdalena. The water sizzled as it touched her, turning into mist.

	“Trust me, Jake,” she said. “I’ll enjoy this just as much the hard way, too.”

	With superhuman speed, she reached out and slammed a palm into my chest. I flew, crashing into the windows behind me. I heard them crack—either them, or my ribs. I fell, bouncing off the couch before crashing to the floor face first. The room crackled, Magdalena sizzled, and something tinkled and rang.

	My wedding ring. It rolled from my pocket, spinning and gyrating before coming to a rest inches from my nose.

	I felt Magdalena approach, the heat from her body turning the sweat that slicked me into a searing cloud of steam. I felt the edge of my pants catch fire, and I knew I was about to die.

	With my arm slippery and aching from the fall, I reached out and grabbed the ring. I tried to speak as I slipped it back on, but my throat failed me, resulting in a pathetic croak.

	I’m sorry, Nicole, I thought as Magdalena descended upon me. It’s all my fault. You and Tommy deserve better. I’m so, so sorry…

	Magdalena reached an arm of flame into me. Pain lanced through me, but so did something else. Magdalena’s screams.

	She screeched, as loud as an entire building aflame but high-pitched and angry. A scream of rage and fear.

	And then she exploded.

	 

	
13

	Somewhere in the distance, I heard a commotion. Footsteps. Thumps. Voices. Concerned voices. Several of them. Saying my name. Loud snaps. More commotion. Then a discussion. I could almost make out the words. Something about salts.

	A pungent scent lanced through me and snapped my eyes open. I gasped, glancing about wildly. Griggs, Rodgers, Quinto, and Fire Marshal Transom crouched over me, Quinto holding a small glass bottle near my nose.

	I coughed. “What… What the… Where…?”

	“It’s okay, Daggers,” said Rodgers. “How are you? Are you feeling alright?”

	“I’m…” I lifted a hand to my chest. A black scorch mark covered the center of my shirt, but both it and the muscles and bones underneath were otherwise intact. I felt like I’d sucked half a campfire into my lungs, though. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

	I looked up, recognizing the vases and sofa chairs and desk from the lobby of Fletcher’s investment firm. From my vantage point on the floor, I could only see partway into the hallway to the conference room, but what I could see looked brutal. Blackened walls, broken glass, soot everywhere. Smoke hung in the air, but faint, like the scent of an old friend. I didn’t see any flames.

	“What the hell happened?” I croaked.

	“We were kind of hoping you could tell us,” said Transom.

	I felt like hell, like someone had stomped on me and turned me over a spit. I stretched my neck and tested my jaw. “Uh…you first.”

	Quinto corked the small bottle and put it to the side. “Griggs?”

	The old guy grunted. “Before I say anything, I’m going to need you to guarantee that you won’t pull another stupid stunt like that in the future.”

	“What stupid stunt?”

	“Running off like that,” he said. “Trying to be a gods damned hero. Mr. Johnny on the Spot.”

	“Are you serious, old man?” I said. “We had a lead to follow. I told you to come with me. You’re the one who was dragging his feet.”

	“Enough already,” said Transom. “Can we get to it already?”

	Griggs grunted again. “Fine. After I’d rested, I came after you, only to arrive at this place and have the third floor windows explode as I get here. I hauled my ass up the stairs as fast as I could. Found you inside that room down the hall, flat on your back and out cold, with the room smoldering around you. Heavy scorch marks all over the floor, except where you were. Hauled you out. Almost threw my back out in the process. And here we are. Everyone else arrived a couple minutes later.”

	“Wait,” I said. “You ventured into a burning room to save me, Griggs?”

	“Smoldering,” said Griggs. “Wasn’t really on fire.”

	I looked to Transom for help.

	“It’s the damnedest thing,” said the marshal. “One of my guys saw the smoke. By the time we got here though, it had mostly burned out—and that only took a few minutes, mind you. That said, the furniture inside is burnt to a crisp. Nothing but embers left. And yet here you are. Griggs said you were in there, but…”

	“He was in there,” said Griggs.

	“Yeah. Yeah, I believe you.” Transom’s tone said he didn’t, though.

	I glanced back toward the conference room. A fireman exited the room and tramped across the lobby, looking no worse for wear. “What else did you find in there?”

	“What do you mean?” asked Transom.

	“You know,” I said. “Remains.”

	“Whose?” said Transom. “Was there someone in there with you? Seriously, what happened?”

	I blinked. “Yeah. There was someone else. Fletcher’s secretary.”

	This time, Rodgers and Quinto shared confused looks.

	“That’s impossible,” said Rodgers.

	“Why?”

	“Because Fletcher’s secretary was with us,” he said. “She showed up at his apartment after you’d left. Apparently, Fletcher dismissed her this morning. Was acting weird. She was concerned and came by to see him. Found us instead. She’s devastated. Probably still outside right now.”

	I lifted an eyebrow. “Is she tall, with dark hair, olive skin, and a great figure?”

	“No, she’s blond, pale, and on the plump side.” Quinto peered at me. “Are you feeling okay? I think you might’ve inhaled a lot of smoke.”

	“No. I mean, yes. It’s hard to say. I’m having a hard time remembering things.”

	“Detective Quinto is right,” said Transom. “We need to get you checked out by a physician. It’s a miracle you’re alive at all. We need to make sure there’s no internal damage we’re not seeing. Here. I’ll help you.”

	Transom put an arm around my shoulder and helped me to my feet. My legs wobbled as I stood, making me hold off on telling him to take a hike.

	“Quinto and I’ll try to make sense of the crime scene,” said Rodgers. “Daggers, you sure there was a woman here with you? Was she the arsonist? Did you see her set the fire?”

	“I…” I wet my lips with my tongue and swallowed. My throat felt ready to crack. “I don’t know. I’m questioning so much right now. If there aren’t any remains in the room, I guess not.”

	Rodgers and Quinto exchanged glances. Quinto shrugged, and they headed toward the burnt room.

	Griggs snorted. “You got him on the stairs?”

	Transom nodded. “Don’t worry yourself. We’ll be fine.”

	Griggs grunted that knowing grunt, the one that said he was secretly worried but had already put his life on the line dragging me to safety. Helping me down the stairs would have to be someone else’s job.

	Transom gave me a nudge. “Come on.”

	He helped me out the door and we started on the steps, taking them slow.

	“You got water below?” I asked.

	“You bet,” he said. “And the medic’s going to make you drink more than you ever wanted, so gird yourself.”

	I nodded. We made it to the second floor landing, and I motioned for Transom to take a break. I held myself against the railing and took a deep breath, which caused me to cough up a lung.

	“It was sprites, wasn’t it?

	“What?” I turned and looked at Transom. Fear lingered in his eyes.

	“I’ve never seen anything like that,” he said. “The way that fire spread, or rather didn’t? It’s as if something drew away all the heat, set everything ablaze and took its energy only to suck it back in, condense it into the embers at the middle of the room. I don’t understand how else it could’ve skirted you. It’s unnatural.”

	I paused a second, trying to collect my thoughts. I fingered my wedding ring. Ash flaked off it, but it was otherwise fine. “Yeah. It was fire sprites. What I saw? Must’ve been.”

	Transom nodded. “Going to be hell trying to explain this to my superior.”

	“Likewise.” And it would be, but the truth would be even harder to explain. As rare as they might be, at least fire sprites existed. Who in the world would believe a tale of a succubus looking to consume the sins of worldly men through flame? And not just any men’s sins. Mine.

	I gave Transom the go ahead. “Alright. I’m good. Let’s find that doctor.”
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	As it turned out, the medics who worked with the fire department were thorough. It was hours before they let me out of their clutches, and then a couple hours more before I could convince the Captain of my story and get him to call off the dogs in the department’s continued search for the arsonist. I’m not sure if he totally bought my story about the fire sprites, but given the lack of physical evidence at Fletcher’s place of business, he was willing to let it slide barring further fires popping up over the next few days.

	The barest glimmers of sunlight still hung in the sky as I made it back home. My apartment door creaked as I opened it, long shadows trailing from the living room window and crawling up the walls. A calmness hung over the apartment, the toys on the floor having been cleared and put away. Could Tommy be asleep already? It was possible. The little guy did seem to need about fourteen hours of rest a night, which was a much better situation than what he’d offered during his first four or five months of life. Still, I’d thought Nicole would be up, reading or tapping her foot impatiently, scowling and waiting for me to make amends. She’d probably retreated to our bedroom, shut herself in there, using the walls as a barrier, both physical and metaphorical.

	I headed to the kitchen, this time finding no dinner on the stove, cold or otherwise. Not that I wanted anything to eat, not after everything I’d gone through at Fletcher’s and later at the hands of the medics.

	I reached into a cabinet for a glass and dug in the back of another, higher one for a bottle of caramel-colored liquid. I pulled the stopper, poured myself a finger, and tossed it back. My throat burned as the whiskey passed across it. I took a sharp breath and exhaled in response.

	What the hell was I going to say to Nicole? That I was sorry? Of course. But I doubted that would be good enough. I needed something more. Something heartfelt, and gods, was I terrible at that. I knew I’d screwed up with Tommy’s birthday. That I’d screwed up by not apologizing sooner. I might’ve screwed up this afternoon with Magdalena, too, but I was willing to write that one off as outside my control. Besides, I was the only one who knew about it. Might as well keep it that way—forever.

	I started to pour myself another finger and stopped with the whiskey dangerously close to the lip of the bottle. Did I really need to be drunk to say I was sorry? Wouldn’t that blunt the impact of the apology? Gods, I couldn’t be that much of an alcoholic, could I?

	I put the bottle back and headed into the hallway, stopping at Tommy’s closed door as I had the night before. I cracked it open, stretching my ears to hear his breathing. I waited for a few seconds, then a few more.

	Nothing.

	I opened the door and walked in slowly, trying to keep the floorboards from creaking. The shades were still drawn. With the day’s light all but gone, shadows enveloped the room, but Tommy’s crib stood out plain as day.

	It was empty.

	I ran, my bedroom door bursting open under a blow from my shoulder. “Tommy! Nicole! Where are you?”

	I looked about wildly, my heart racing, my fingers numb. Where could they be? Oh, gods, what if something had happened to them? What if the succubus hadn’t died? What if she’d come back in search of revenge? Found a way to make me pay even though she hadn’t succeeded in dragging me to the abyss? What if…

	I froze. Something rested on Nicole’s nightstand. A letter.

	I snatched it and tore it open, ripping the paper from within and unfolding it with shaking hands. I had to hold it to the window to read it, the lettering sharp and precise.

	 

	Jake,

	 

	You know I love you. I will always love you, and nothing can change that. Your inability to prioritize us, your family. Your inability to remember your own son’s birthday. The way you storm off after a fight instead of trying to make it right. I love you through all of those things. And that love is what makes everything you’ve done to me and Tommy so hurtful.

	But love isn’t enough, Jake. I’ve learned that. Effort matters. Desire matters. Actions matter. What you’ve done to me, what you’ve done to Tommy, and more importantly what you’ve done for us, isn’t enough. I’ve tried to convince myself it was, to see if from your point of view, but I can’t. I just can’t.

	I’m sorry, Jake, but the man you are today isn’t the man I married. I can’t do this anymore. Not with you. I want a divorce.

	Nicole

	 

	A drop fell and splattered across the paper, spreading the ink. I reached up and tested my cheek, feeling the tears wet my fingers. The letter fell from my other hand, fluttering to the floor.

	I sat down on the edge of the bed, for a moment feeling empty, but the solace of nothingness didn’t last. The tears started to flow, and heavy, suffocating pain smothered my chest. The anguish of loss. A dagger to the heart.

	Alone in the darkness, I cried.
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