Point of Ignition

Arson investigation is not exactly what firefighter Kate Chambers signed up for. But she doesn’t have a choice when an injury forces her off the engine and into the office. Her first case, a fire at a downtown bar, is a clear-cut instance of insurance fraud, or so she thinks. 
But the property co-owner and prime suspect, Alexi Clark, has spent too many years battling her own demons to quietly go to jail for a crime she didn’t commit. Soon Alexi is fighting both the false charges against her and an unexpected attraction to the investigator determined to prove them. 
Amid a blaze that threatens to consume them both, Kate and Alexi redefine love and trust.

Chapter One
“I need two apple martinis, a screwdriver, and a Long Island iced tea.” 
“Three Heinekens, a mudslide, two cosmos, and a vodka, neat.” 
Alexi Clark acknowledged each server with a quick nod, already pouring liquor with both hands. She’d been tending bar for more than half her thirty-nine years and could fill even the most complex orders with ease. But these days, as part owner in this particular bar, she spent less time slinging drinks and more time hunched over a desk in the office. So she actually enjoyed the nights when she could get behind the bar. 
The hectic pace of the typical Friday night made time pass quickly. And though she knew she would be worn out by the time the shift was over, she took a measure of pride in the people filling every table and sitting elbow to elbow at the bar. During peak tourist season, they drew a good share of out-of-towners. But her core customer base consisted of local sports fans, many of them regulars. 
Alexi credited her staff with much of their success. Her bartenders were knowledgeable and able to suggest the perfect drink for any occasion. She’d relented when her business partner insisted that the servers be mostly women, young and attractive. But she made sure they understood that while friendliness was perfectly acceptable, they were to remain professional as well. And Alexi had won the argument over uniforms, nixing the too-short shorts in favor of khakis and polos. She wouldn’t let her establishment have the same reputation as a certain wing joint just a few blocks away. 
“Two Budweiser drafts and two Lights in a bottle,” one of Alexi’s most dependable waitresses called as she passed a food order through the window to the kitchen. 
Alexi tilted a mug under the tap and pulled the lever. 
“You still here?” Alexi’s business partner, Ron Volk, asked as he moved behind the bar. He uncapped two beers and set them on a tray next to her drinks. A nasty flu had been making the rounds of their employees, and tonight, two of their bartenders were among the casualties. Ron and Alexi had taken up the slack, and now it was only three hours until closing time. 
Alexi laughed and draped an arm over his shoulders. He was built like a bulldog, short in stature but broad and muscled through his chest and shoulders. “This place is my life. You, on the other hand, have a beautiful wife waiting at home. So get out of here. I’ll close.” 
“You sure?” He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose in what Alexi was sure was a habit he didn’t even notice. 
“Yes.” 
Ron’s wife, Danielle, had been Alexi’s friend since their early twenties when they tended bar together in a dive on Woodland Street. Of course, that had been before East Nashville became the trendy young-professional-and-coffee-shop area it was now. 
“She’s probably asleep already.” 
“Go. I’ve got this.” Alexi took the towel he twisted in his hands and draped it over her shoulder. She pulled a bottle of vodka and flipped it in the air, then caught it and filled the glass in front of her. 
“Circus tricks don’t impress me,” Ron said dryly. 
“Get out of my bar.” Alexi grinned and slid the drink across the polished mahogany bar she’d restored herself seven years before when she and Ron bought the dilapidated building downtown. Situated one block off Broadway, the building’s location was good enough to justify the months of work it had taken to get the place in shape before opening. 
Ron waved as he headed for the kitchen and the back door beyond. Alexi grinned and went back to filling drink orders. Cheers from patrons who watched the highlights from that night’s hockey game punctuated the steady hum of conversation in the room. Rumor had it that the Predators had a shot at the Stanley Cup this year, and Nashvillians were really getting behind the team. Alexi still wasn’t convinced that the perpetually unreliable team could pull it off, but if they did, it would be good for business. She had carefully positioned eight flat-screen televisions around the room so customers could see one from anywhere, and they were usually tuned to a variety of sporting events. 
Hours later, as Alexi retrieved the remote from behind the bar and turned off each television, she made mental notes on some promotions the bar could offer if the Preds got into the playoffs. Having sent the last of her employees home ten minutes ago, Alexi now wandered alone around the room. It had long been her dream, but she hadn’t realized how much pride she would feel when she finally had her own place. Ron had hired a decorator to help out with the design of the interior, and Alexi was pleased with the result. The dark woods and rich colors in the main room made the large space feel more intimate. In the back, a cluster of pool tables sat under stained-glass lamps, and four dart boards lined the walls. 
Among the tastefully scattered sports memorabilia were several pieces from Alexi’s own collection. A basketball signed by Magic Johnson that belonged to her father held a place of honor in a square case behind the bar. And because she knew he would have liked it, a display humidor with a mahogany finish and Spanish cedar trays held a selection of premium cigars. A familiar pang in her chest accompanied thoughts of her father, and as always, she wished he’d been around to see this place. Alexi didn’t need a shrink to tell her why creating the kind of upscale sports bar he would have frequented had still mattered to her a decade and a half after his death. Of course, she had spent so many years in between oblivious to just how many of her decisions had centered on her father’s death. 
Alexi glanced at a row of liquor bottles on a shelf behind the bar, and, though still present, the familiar urge to have a drink faded a bit every day. Whatever else had happened, she’d persevered, with some help from her friends, and now she had this place to show for it. 

In the hazy light of early morning, a column of smoke wound above the city skyline. What less than an hour ago had been a thick, black plume had faded to a light gray. But Kate Chambers had been on enough fire scenes to imagine it as it had been. As she steered her Tahoe onto Fourth Avenue, her heartbeat accelerated at the cluster of fire apparatus parked in the street. The remembered rush of responding with lights and sirens to a scene sang through her blood. She parked next to the curb, and when she stepped out the familiar smell of smoke made heavy and humid by the water used to suppress the fire assailed her. 
After grabbing a turnout coat, helmet, and flashlight from the truck she walked toward a group of firefighters clustered near one of the engines. The flames had nearly been extinguished, but a flurry of activity still surrounded the charred skeleton of the building that rose from the water-soaked debris. Unidentifiable men and women in turnout gear manned heavy lengths of hose around the perimeter of the building, and a couple of lines snaked inside the front door. Kate had listened to the radio on her way in and knew that a half hour earlier the district chief in charge had called for a defensive attack and all personnel had been withdrawn from the interior. Now that the fire had been knocked down, they were going back in to check for hot spots, areas still burning or smoldering. 
The white shirt of the chief stood out among the smudged turnout coats. As Kate headed toward him, several firefighters stepped aside and she caught sight of her partner, Jason Hayworth, standing with him. 
“Hey, Chambers.” He glanced up from the notes he jotted in a spiral notebook. As she stopped beside him, she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. At five foot eleven, Kate was often as tall as most men, but Jason topped six feet by several inches. Add to that a broad chest, shaved head, thick black mustache, and deep voice, and he could be quite intimidating. Though Kate knew he was as gentle as a puppy, he’d told her that his imposing appearance often convinced witnesses to be straight with him. That was one tactic Kate wouldn’t be able to employ. People tended to underestimate her because of her slim figure and blond hair. 
“What have we got?” She slipped her flashlight under her arm and pulled out her own notebook. 
“Looks like you drew a good first case. Sports bar. It went up quickly. I haven’t been inside yet, but from what the chief is describing, I’d put money on an accelerant. The owners are on the way. We’ve got a witness over there.” He gestured toward a woman talking to one of the firefighters. “You get her statement and I’ll start talking to firefighters.” 
Kate nodded. In twelve years on an engine, she’d responded to countless scenes, but this was her first as an investigator. Jason had been with the fire marshal’s office for eight years so she was glad he was there to guide her, especially if this one turned out to be arson. 
As Kate approached, the witness looked at her nervously, wringing her hands and shifting her weight. Her hair was matted and pulled into a sloppy braid. Kate didn’t even want to guess when the last time her layers of tattered clothing had been washed. No doubt she was one of the group of homeless that lived under the nearby interstate overpass. 
“Ma’am, can you tell me what you saw?” Kate clicked her pen. 
“A black car.” Her voice was rough and shaky. 
“Could you tell what model?” 
“I don’t know nothing about cars. It was a black one’s all I can say.” 
Kate nodded. That wasn’t much help. “When did you see the car?” 
“It drove off a few minutes before I smelled the smoke. Then I called 9-1-1 from that pay phone over there.” 
Kate glanced at the phone on the side of the vacant building across the street. It was covered in spray paint, and the metal shelf below the phone hung by one side as if someone had nearly succeeded in tearing it off. She was surprised the phone even worked. 
“Which way did the car go?” 
The woman pointed toward the interstate. 
“And you didn’t get a look at the driver?” 
“I didn’t know I needed to. It was gone by the time I realized there was a fire.” 
So not only was the black car not a good lead, it might not be one at all. Just because it was in the area a few minutes prior to the fire didn’t mean the occupant was involved. Kate left the woman with her card and instructions to call if she remembered anything else. But she wouldn’t wait for that call. 
Minutes later, as she relayed the witness’s statement to Jason, Kate was surprised to see a black Cadillac park behind her Tahoe. The driver’s door opened and an African American woman stepped out. Her tan overcoat hung open to reveal baggy jeans and a wrinkled T-shirt. Her hair was extremely short, merely an ebony cap that enhanced her angular features. She looked at the remains of the building, then away quickly. Her eyes darted among the people moving about the scene until they locked on Kate’s, and Kate felt the connection like a hand reaching into her chest. As the woman drew near, she continued to hold Kate’s gaze, worry evident in her dark brown eyes. 
“What happened?” she demanded. Her brows drew together, marring otherwise smooth skin. 
“There was a fire.” Jason stated the obvious. “Are you the owner?” 
“One of them. Alexi Clark,” she answered, without taking her eyes from Kate’s face. “My business partner is on his way. Do you know what caused the fire?” 
“Not yet, Ms. Clark. Maybe you can help us with that. Is that your car?” He pointed at the Cadillac. 
“Of course it’s my car.” 
“Did anyone borrow it earlier?” 
“No.” She glanced between Kate and Jason. “What’s going on?” 
“Alexi! Alexi, what happened?” a man shouted as he rushed toward them. 
“That’s my partner, Ron Volk.” 
“You finish up here,” Jason said to Kate as he moved to intercept the approaching man. 
Kate nodded, knowing he would want to question Mr. Volk and Ms. Clark separately. 
“It’s all gone,” Alexi said quietly as Jason walked away. 
Her eyes filled with tears as she stared at what was left of her business. Kate had recognized the stark sense of loss on the faces of property owners before, but something about seeing it on Alexi’s strong features made Kate think she should look away, as if she was invading Alexi’s privacy. Kate’s chest ached and she finally did angle herself toward the scene, needing to escape the heartbreak emanating from Alexi. 
“By the time the firefighters arrived they weren’t able to save your bar—” 
“In Left Field.” 
“What?” 
“That’s what it’s called. In Left Field.” 
“Okay. Do you have any idea how the fire may have started?” 
“No.” Alexi whispered so softly Kate barely heard her. 
Kate lifted her hand then jerked it back, realizing she’d been about to touch Alexi’s shoulder. She pulled her pen from her shirt pocket in an effort to cover the motion. 
Those dark eyes met Kate’s again, determination shining through her pain. “Can I go inside?” 
“No. We can’t let you in until we’ve completed our investigation.” 
“What’s your name?” Alexi snapped. 
“Kate Chambers. I’m an investigator with the fire department.” 
“Well, Ms. Chambers, that’s my whole life in there. I just want to see if there’s anything left.” When tears spilled over high cheekbones, she swiped at them angrily and turned her head away as if she didn’t want Kate to see them. 
“I understand. But we can’t risk any potential evidence being disturbed.” Kate shifted uncomfortably. More accustomed to working with the crews packing up gear around them, she still hadn’t adjusted to her new role. But she was positive that no one was allowed inside until they finished documenting the scene. 
Alexi jerked her head back to meet Kate’s eyes. “You think this was arson?” 
“It looks that way. Where were you this morning?” 
“At home in bed.” 
“Alone?” 
“What business is that of yours?” Alexi’s tone was defensive, but Kate would make no apologies for doing her job. 
“Is there anyone who can verify your whereabouts?” 
“No.” 
“What time did you get home?” 
“I closed last night. So, I guess I was probably home by three thirty.” 
“You don’t know?” 
“Three thirty or quarter till four.” 
“What about Mr. Volk, when was the last time you saw him?” Jason and Ron stood near Kate’s Tahoe. Ron pushed up his glasses and glanced at Alexi as he spoke. Alexi looked up, and though Kate’s attention never left Alexi, she could tell by the stiffening of Alexi’s posture that their gaze met. Kate searched Alexi’s face for some hint of communication between the two of them, but none was evident. 
“I sent him home around midnight.” 
“He didn’t close up with you.” 
“No.” Alexi still watched Ron and Jason. “Business was slow, so I told him to go.” 
“Are the two of you usually so involved in the day-to-day operations?” 
When Alexi turned back to Kate, her expression was immediately wary. “It’s not uncommon. Usually there’s a lot of administrative stuff that gets our attention first. But we were short-handed last night, so we both pitched in.” 
“We need a list of your employees. And I’d like to know which ones worked last night, or were supposed to and didn’t show.” 
“I can give you names, but Ron should have a complete personnel roster, with addresses and phone numbers. I imagine you’ll want that as well.” 
“Please. If you could, note which employees have keys to the building. Do you have an alarm system?” 
“Yes.” 
“Was it armed?” 
Alexi nodded. 
Kate made a note to check with the monitoring company. “Is there anyone who might have a grudge against you or Mr. Volk?” 
Alexi stared at the investigator, hearing her words but struggling to absorb their meaning. It hadn’t occurred to Alexi that the fire was anything more than an accident. She’d imagined the worst when she’d been summoned downtown only hours after closing the bar. But still she’d been unprepared for the horror of seeing her livelihood reduced to ash. 
“Ma’am.” 
It took Alexi a moment to realize that Kate Chambers was talking to her. Alexi shook her head, forcing herself to pay attention to what Kate had asked. Was there really a chance the fire was set intentionally? Electrical problems, maybe. But arson? What was it Chambers had asked her? Did anyone have a grudge against Alexi or Ron? 
“No.” Alexi shook her head. “I don’t know anyone who would do this.” She met Chambers’s gaze once again, struggling to focus on something besides the surreal events moving around her. Her stomach clenched painfully. Shock and adrenaline were the only things that kept her from dropping to her knees and vomiting. 
The investigator was tall, matching Alexi’s nearly six-foot frame. Eye to eye, Alexi could see that Chambers’s irises were the clearest green she’d ever seen, bringing to mind the waters of Florida’s Emerald Coast. Pale blond hair was drawn back tightly from her face and into a bun at the base of her neck, and her equally light brows were shaped into delicate arcs. Aside from the uniform, she didn’t look like a firefighter. With a classic, runway-worthy bone structure, she was an attractive package, but Alexi’s interest lasted only as long as it took her to figure out she was on this woman’s list of suspects. 
“Listen, it’ll probably be a few hours before we can let you inside, maybe you should—” 
“I’m not going anywhere until I’ve had a chance to examine my bar.” Alexi was surprised to see understanding seep into Chambers’s expression. 
“There’s a coffee shop across the street. You might be more comfortable waiting there.” 
Alexi folded her arms across her chest. “I’ll wait right here.” 
“Suit yourself.” 

Chapter Two
“What do you think?” Kate asked as she joined Jason next to their Tahoes. Twenty feet away, Ron Volk bent his head to speak quietly to Alexi Clark. 
“His wife is his alibi, but I haven’t ruled him out yet.” He opened the back hatch of the vehicle, then reached inside and pulled out several empty paint-can-shaped containers used to store evidence. 
“Ms. Clark doesn’t have an alibi. At home in bed alone.” 
“I need to get statements from the guys on Truck 3. Would you start photographing the exterior?” The truck crew had been responsible for ventilation, and they needed to account for any windows they had broken. Then Kate and Jason could try to determine which, if any, the suspect had smashed and which the fire had damaged. 
“Got it.” Kate grabbed a canvas bag from her SUV and slung it over her shoulder. She reached back in for a square, hard-shelled case. 
“After we get the scene documented, we’ll head back to the office and start looking into their personal information.” 
From the bag hanging near her hip, Kate pulled a Nikon D300, one of a dozen cameras purchased by the department when they made the switch to digital. She affixed the flash and took a couple of shots of the front of the business. As she rounded the northeast corner, the building blocked the light from the streetlamp. Kate turned on her flashlight as she searched the shadows close to the building and picked her way carefully over sodden ground pockmarked with footprints from the heavy boots of dozens of firefighters. Any evidence of a fleeing suspect most likely had been eradicated this close to the building. 
She photographed shards of glass outside one of the windows and a segment of the brick wall that had collapsed at the back of the structure. After pulling on latex gloves, she collected the glass for analysis. None of the exterior window frames showed signs of forced entry. She circled the building, documenting the area from all angles to aid them in diagramming the scene later. 
As she reached the front once more, Jason walked toward her. Behind him, crews continued to pack up equipment and roll hose. A ladder truck eased carefully away from the curb and around the other apparatus. Kate automatically checked the company numbers on the side of the vehicles, looking for her old crew. 
Jason pulled out a small flashlight. “Let’s go inside.” 
The bar’s brick façade still stood, like the false front of a Hollywood film set, making unfulfilled promises about what they might find inside. They stepped carefully over the threshold and began to pick their way through debris. Sections of the roof had collapsed and burned, and firefighters had ripped down others searching for pockets of smoldering embers. Larger structure fires often resulted in engines being called back out hours later for a rekindle when one of these hidden hot spots ignited again. 
As they entered, they followed the north wall toward the back of the bar, documenting anything notable, either on paper or photographically. They began their search in a spiral pattern that would end in the center of the room. 
Kate paused near the same window where she’d collected the glass fragments earlier. Squatting down, she focused the camera and took several shots of a pile of soggy gypsum board. 
“What have you got?” Jason asked. 
Kate carefully lifted away a triangle of sheetrock to reveal a fist-sized chunk of concrete. 
“Looks like a piece of a curb or sidewalk.” 
Kate nodded. 
Jason glanced at the broken window then back at the floor. “What’s missing?” 
Kate could tell from his tone that he already knew and was testing her. “Well, it looks like the concrete chunk was thrown through the window. Forced entry.” She paused and watched his expression change to one of disappointment. “But, there’s no glass on the floor. If the window was broken from the outside, the glass would be in here, not on the ground outside, which is where I found it. So, this was planted here and the window was broken from inside.” 
“Right. Collect the concrete.” 
They continued to circle the room, working toward the remains of the bar stretching along the back. Jason pointed out burn patterns on the walls, and Kate photographed everything he showed her. They wouldn’t need all of the shots for evidence in the case, but Kate wanted to study them later. She was training herself to see and interpret the patterns on her own. 
They found the most damage in the back third of the building, indicating the fire started there. The bar was destroyed, consumed almost beyond recognition by the flames. Broken and distorted glass covered the counter behind it, and Kate could imagine the rows of liquor bottles that once stood there. 
Jason knelt in front of the bar. “Look at this.” 
Kate joined him. The hardwood floor was heavily blackened, but an asymmetrical area in the middle was slightly lighter than that around it. “Could be a liquid accelerant.” 
Jason nodded. “Maybe. But responders reported a flashover shortly after they arrived on scene so we can’t assume it’s accelerant pooling. We’ll take a sample.” The extreme heat generated when all the combustible material in the room had ignited could cause uneven burn patterns as well. 
Jason pulled a hammer and chisel from his kit while Kate snapped a few pictures of the charred shape. Kate set down her camera and opened one of the paint cans. 
“When you pull a sample, you need to make sure you go deep enough to get below the char line,” Jason explained while he pried up a sample of the floor. “Since there was a witness who can give us an approximate time the fire started, I don’t think we’ll need to measure the depth. But it’s better to have it and not need it.” 
Kate remembered from her classroom lectures that most materials burned at predictable rates and measuring the char depth could help an investigator approximate the time of ignition. The cross-section Jason placed in the can included the hardwood plank and several inches of subfloor. 
They continued their search, ending in the center section where firefighters had piled many of the burned-up tables and chairs. 
“I never gave much thought to evidence while I was in here throwing furniture around,” Kate mused while they carefully lifted away each piece. 
“I never did either. Most don’t. It really takes seeing the incident from another perspective to realize how important it is to be careful.” 
“There’s a balance, isn’t there? During suppression, our priority is finding the fire. But you guys need to keep as much evidence undisturbed as possible.” 
“It’s not ‘you guys’ anymore. You’re one of us now.” 
Whether she liked it or not. 

“I’m just saying, she’s hot, but not Halle Berry hot,” Jason said over his shoulder as he walked into the old brick building that used to house fire headquarters. When the other administrative offices had been moved into a new building, the arson division had been left behind. The eight investigators shared one large office, each with a battered metal desk. A conference room adjoined the space and held several tables where investigators sorted evidence before they sent it off for lab analysis. 
“Well, who is? Aren’t you married, anyway?” 
“Married. Not dead.” 
Kate didn’t quite agree with Jason’s assessment of Alexi Clark. She wasn’t soft enough to pull off feminine, and she’d triggered more than a gentle ping on Kate’s gaydar. But she did have a trim, athletic body and full mouth that had pouted slightly then tightened when she tried not to cry as she stared at the remains of her bar. Kate caught herself before she could think too long about whether those lips would feel as soft as they looked. Regardless, Kate would choose Alexi Clark over Halle Berry any day. 
“Anyway, she’s a suspect, so how hot she is or isn’t doesn’t matter.” Although Jason probably didn’t realize it, the reminder was for herself as much as for him. As far as she knew, he assumed she was straight. She didn’t usually talk about her sex life with her crewmates. She figured some of them drew their own conclusions, but she didn’t substantiate them. And, she reluctantly admitted, there hadn’t been much to talk about lately anyway. Her last serious relationship had been over a year ago, and since then she hadn’t had the energy for dating. 
The office was uncharacteristically empty. Kate had heard another call go out for two of the other investigators while she and Jason were finishing up at In Left Field. And Branagh and Walsh had been in and out of the office while working a massive warehouse fire from two days ago. 
Jason set a box containing their evidence on his desk, and Kate placed hers next to it. 
“You’re right. But I’m a guy, Kate, and that means whether it matters or not, how hot she is still registers in my brain.” He dropped into his chair. “Damn, I feel like I need a shower.” 
“You do.” Soot and dust streaked his white shirt, and a smudge slashed across his forehead where he’d obviously swiped at sweat. 
“Let’s go get cleaned up and then we’ll get to work on these reports.” 
They had spent the morning thoroughly documenting the scene before returning to the office. Now they had several hours of paperwork ahead of them sifting through evidence and beginning to pull together background information on the owners and employees of the bar. They would be much more comfortable if they freshened up. 
“Pizza for lunch?” Jason asked as together they headed for the sleeping quarters at the end of the hallway. It was little more than a storage room with several cots and a row of lockers jammed into it. 
“We had pizza Monday. You know I don’t like to eat the same thing twice in one week.” 
“That rule of yours is crazy.” 
Kate grinned at Jason, knowing he would defer to her on this. “It’s a rule nonetheless. Chinese?” 
“All right. But I get the extra egg roll.” Jason took a clean uniform and a toiletry bag from his locker. 
“Deal.” Kate draped her own clothes over her arm. “I’ll meet you up front in fifteen,” she said as she pushed through the door to the women’s restroom. 
Once inside, she stepped into the dressing area of one of the shower stalls and quickly stripped off her uniform. She’d always been the type to linger in a hot shower, then take her time dressing and putting on makeup. She was the last one ready to go anywhere, and her friends joked about how long it took. But out of necessity, after only a week in the academy she’d pared her preparation time down. She still made sure not a strand of her blond hair was out of place and her face was properly made up, but she’d learned to do so more efficiently. Her obvious vanity coupled with her thin build sometimes made her a target for her fellow trainees’ ribbing. Even the instructors didn’t seem to take her seriously as a firefighting candidate, so she’d worked even harder to prove that she wanted the job. 
Twelve minutes later, with three to spare, Kate looked at her reflection in the mirror as she smoothed a hand over a tight French braid. She refused to compromise attention to detail for time constraints. She grabbed her purse and headed back to the outer room to stow her gear in her locker. 
When she returned to her desk, Jason was already seated with the phone wedged between his ear and shoulder. 
“Kung Pao chicken and…” He gave her a questioning look. 
“Beef and broccoli.” 
“Beef and broccoli. Egg rolls and extra duck sauce, please.” 
Kate sat at her desk and turned on the monitor for her desktop. She removed the memory card from her camera and pushed it in the dedicated slot on the computer. Then she copied the photos from the scene into a new folder, identified by the case number, and backed them up on an external hard drive. As she browsed the pictures she selected several to print. 
When the shot she’d taken of Alexi’s Cadillac flashed on the screen, Kate paused to study it. The car matched the description of the vehicle seen fleeing the scene. And, Kate told herself, that was her only reason for snapping the photo. At the time, she’d barely noticed the figure leaning against the front near the tire. Alexi had waited there, arms and ankles crossed, while Kate and Jason finished examining the scene. While Kate had been concentrating on her work, she had been able to ignore Alexi’s presence, but now as she mentally reviewed their conversation, she could pinpoint the moment Alexi realized she could be a suspect. 
The surge of defensiveness in Alexi’s demeanor had disappointed Kate. She immediately shook away that thought. Even if they ruled Alexi out as a suspect, she was still part of a case, and that meant Kate’s interest should only be professional. It shouldn’t matter that seeing Alexi’s wounded eyes well up as she stared at the bar had nearly inspired Kate to touch her—to offer comfort. 

Chapter Three
Alexi shoved open the door of her apartment and shrugged out of her coat in the foyer. Eager to cleanse herself of the smell of stale smoke that clung to her, she headed straight for the bathroom. She and Ron had waited impatiently for several hours until they had been cleared to go inside the bar. When he attempted to convince her to go home and come back later, she refused. She was not about to leave until those investigators finished searching her property and she could see the damage for herself. She wasn’t sure which tortured her more, the waiting or actually going inside and facing the destruction. 
After she showered and dressed in clean cargo pants and a rust-colored T-shirt, Alexi wandered into the living room. Her calico, Jack, wound between her legs and she bent to scratch his head. 
“Hey, there, did you miss me?” Jack allowed the attention for only a minute, then tossed his head as if throwing off her caress and walked away. He settled on the window seat across the room, his attention on something on the other side of the glass. “Apparently not.” 
Alexi was convinced Jack merely tolerated her, and to be fair she wasn’t exactly a cat person either. One of her waitresses had found him, dirty and emaciated, by the dumpster behind the bar one night, and somehow Alexi had been guilted into taking him home. Since then they’d co-existed in her loft with Jack mostly ignoring her unless she had an open can of cat food in her hand. 
For nearly a decade, Alexi had rented one-bedroom apartments in order to save as much of her salary as she could for the bar. Frugality had become such a habit that even when she could afford it, signing the more expensive lease on this converted loft over a law firm had made her nervous. Downtown real estate was pricey, so she had sacrificed space to find a place she could afford that was only a few blocks from the bar. What it lacked in square footage, it made up in character. Cherry hardwood floors and matching molding added richness, and sizeable windows along the south wall kept the room from becoming too dark. Overlooking Commerce Street, she had a nice view of the Ryman Auditorium. 
But today, as Alexi crossed the room, she was too distracted to appreciate that view. The buildings on Broadway made it impossible for her to see her bar only a few blocks south. Or what’s left of my bar. This morning, she had driven there in a panic that turned to blinding pain when she turned the corner and first glimpsed the building. As she’d stepped from the car, her world tilted in the eerie red flashing lights of the countless fire trucks. She’d cast about for an anchor and found it momentarily when her gaze locked on Kate Chambers. It wasn’t until they spoke and Kate made her not-so-veiled accusations that the inexplicable connection splintered and Alexi was left alone amid her nightmare once again. 
She strode away from the window, angry at the reminder of forces she couldn’t control. She couldn’t sit here alone, brooding. Eager to escape, she grabbed her jacket and keys and took the back stairs to the parking lot below. The Cadillac sat just outside the door in one of two reserved spots assigned to Alexi. The remainder of the spaces belonged to the law firm, and downtown parking was at such a premium that the partners diligently policed the lot. 
Once inside the car, Alexi steered into the grid of one-way streets that made up the heart of the city. Alexi had grown up in a suburb of Nashville and could negotiate the confusing maze with ease. She remembered as a child coming into the city with her parents to see a show at TPAC. She always felt special seated between them with a box of popcorn in her lap and would easily get lost in the moment when the lights dimmed and the first strains of music swelled. Sometimes she wished it was still that easy to escape from real life, even if just for a couple of hours. 
After her parents’ divorce, her mother dragged her in to see the ballet, and her father won her over with season tickets to Vanderbilt basketball. Their lives became a competition for Alexi’s affection, and her father always came out on top. Alexi was never interested in the girlie things her mother suggested. She was much happier on the weekends when she could go to the ball game or a car show with her father. 
But, as confusing as this tug-of-war was at times, she couldn’t blame her problems on her parents’ split. She’d had a typical upbringing for her generation; most of her peers were also children of divorce. She’d been an athlete and a B student, and had partied with her friends to escape her not-so-cool parents. During her senior year in high school she confessed to a crush on her best friend and discovered that her feelings were reciprocated. Thus began her first and longest relationship with a woman. 
Her partying had escalated as she entered college. When she was drinking, Alexi was able to let loose and be what she considered a more fun version of herself. Though Alexi’s social habits sometimes put a strain on her relationship with her girlfriend, she was always able to apologize and gain forgiveness for whatever offense she committed. 
But after college, Alexi had a life-changing experience that she didn’t come out on the positive side of. Her father passed away and she entered the darkest period of her life, the shadows of which still clung to her insides. 

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Danielle, Ron’s wife and Alexi’s best friend, said as she swung open the front door of their condo. 
“How did you know I would come here?” 
“When you’re upset you brood for a while and then you need to talk.” Danielle wrapped an arm around Alexi’s waist and guided her inside. “Come in, I’m making tea.” 
“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Alexi muttered. 
“You never need to find out.” 
Alexi allowed Danielle to lead her into the kitchen and settled on a stool at the island as Danielle pulled a tin of peppermint herbal tea and two mugs from the cabinet. 
“Are you okay, honey?” The concern in Danielle’s voice had Alexi tearing up. 
They’d been through some tough times, and Danielle had always been there even when Alexi didn’t deserve it. She’d thought she was going to lose her once and still wondered if she could ever make amends for the times she’d abused their friendship. She would shut Danielle out one day, then call her in a depressed stupor the next. Danielle always showed up to clean Alexi up and get her through another day. The one exception had been immediately following her father’s death. After the funeral, she got in her car and drove until she couldn’t see through her tears, then checked into a motel off the interstate. She holed up in a room there and didn’t answer her cell phone for a week. When she finally returned home, Danielle wouldn’t speak to her. It had taken a lot of groveling and a promise that she would never scare her like that again before Danielle finally forgave her. 
And now, as the pressure of this day closed in on Alexi, she hoped her friend’s presence could steady her again. She’d come here because she knew Danielle would take care of her. 
“I’m not okay,” Alexi answered. She was uncomfortable letting her emotions flow this close to the surface, but her usual means of anesthetizing them was no longer an option. “What are we going to do?” Alexi rubbed a trembling hand across her forehead. When she thought about how hard they would have to work to rebuild their business, her head ached and her stomach felt queasy. 
Danielle reached across the counter and covered Alexi’s hand. “We’ll get through this.” 
Alexi tried to smile. It was no wonder the three of them made such a good business team. Alexi had the operations knowledge and Ron the business mind, but they both relied on Danielle’s nurturing optimism. The strength of their bonds to Danielle held their partnership together even when they disagreed. 
“The fire department is saying it was arson. And that investigator seemed to think I had something to do with it.” 
Danielle waved a hand dismissively. “They have to look at you guys first. As soon as they figure out both of you are innocent, they’ll move on.” She set a mug in front of Alexi, then circled the bar to sit beside her. 
“I’m losing my mind here, Danielle. I can’t forget that smell, when I first stepped out of the car.” Just talking about the moment brought it rushing back with vivid clarity. The acrid smell had assaulted her. Not the pleasant smoky scent of a campfire, but a sharp odor that burned the back of her throat and made her eyes water. 
“I know, sweetie.” Danielle wrapped an arm around Alexi’s shoulder. “Uh, have you been to a meeting lately?” 
“Subtle.” 
“What, I can’t worry about you? This is a stressful time and—” 
“And I’m handling it.” 
“Okay, okay.” Danielle eased her arm away and folded her manicured hands together in front of her. Even when obviously worried about Ron and Alexi, Danielle was perfectly primped. Flawless makeup covered the tiny lines the years had left in her caramel complexion, and every strand of ebony hair remained in place. 
“How’s Ron doing?” 
“He came home long enough to make a few phone calls, then went back out. You know how he is. He doesn’t talk to me when he’s upset about something.” 
Ron’s inability to open up emotionally had been the major source of conflict in their marriage, and had gotten worse in recent months. Danielle had confided in Alexi that he’d agreed to counseling only after she threatened to leave him, but he was showing no sign of letting her in, and Danielle often complained that she ended up at the counseling sessions by herself. 
Alexi covered Danielle’s hand. “I wish there was something I could do.” 
“He’s so distant. You would think I would know how to handle that type of behavior in my life by now.” 
“He just needs time.” The reference to her own inability to let anyone close hit home, and Alexi found herself defending Ron. Their shared tendency to shut down emotionally was the one area where Alexi was more like Ron than Danielle. 
“The funny thing is, he thinks he’s hiding it from me. I know something’s going on, but he won’t talk to me about it.” 
Alexi hesitated. She had some concerns about Ron’s activities of late, but was unsure how much Danielle knew about his dealings. She didn’t want to broach a subject that would exacerbate their already unsteady relationship until she had more concrete questions. She needed more time before she could begin to think clearly. Instead she simply said, “I need to figure out what happened at the bar last night.” 
“Didn’t you say there was an investigator doing that? Ron said the insurance company has to wait for their report before they can cut a check.” 
Alexi pushed away her untouched tea and sighed in frustration. “Well, in the meantime, I can’t sit around and do nothing. I’ll go insane.” 
“What choice do you have?” 
“I’ll do some investigating of my own.” 
“That’s not a good idea.” Shaking her head, Danielle stood and put their mugs in the sink. 
“Relax, Danielle. I’m not planning to do anything crazy, maybe just ask a few questions. I need to feel like I’m doing something. Besides, the sooner this is settled the better. Preferably before our employees find jobs they like better. We’re already going to lose some time rebuilding. I don’t want to have to train an all-new staff as well.” 
“You should leave the investigating to the professionals. There are other things you could do to fill your time. Why don’t you see if you can pick up a few shifts at the Blue Line?” 
“I’ll think about it.” The Blue Line, a popular cop bar, was owned by an old friend of Alexi’s father, and if she asked he would let her tend bar there a few nights a week. The activity would help take her mind off things. Past experience had shown that she got into trouble when she stayed idle. 

“So suddenly my three-year-old began speaking fluent Russian.” 
“Uh-huh.” 
“Kate.” 
“What?” She looked up from the computer screen she’d just read for the third time. 
“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.” Irritation colored Jason’s voice. 
“Yes, I have. Your three-year-old speaks Russian.” Kate paused as the words she’d absently repeated registered. “Really?” 
“Yes. He’s a prodigy,” Jason deadpanned. “Did you catch anything before that?” 
Kate shook her head guiltily. 
“You’re a million miles away. Something wrong?” 
“No. I’m just a little distracted.” 
“You just got your first case yesterday, and your next won’t be far behind. You can’t afford distraction.” Jason smiled despite his critical words. 
“Sorry.” He was right. She’d been warned she would carry several cases simultaneously. Some, of course, would be simple minor property damage, easily resolved, and others would be more complicated. But cases were assigned on a rotating basis, and since no one could predict when the next fire would be, their workload would fluctuate. 
She rubbed a hand against her jaw and pulled a legal pad closer. She’d been running on the adrenaline of her first case as an investigator since the previous morning when she first arrived on scene. Sleep had come slowly last night, and the alarm had sounded way too early this morning. She would crash eventually, but she needed to get several more hours of work in first. 
Intent on salvaging as much concentration as she could, she grabbed her mouse and clicked through several screens. She’d been reading old newspaper articles, beginning with those that chronicled the opening of a new sports bar, In Left Field, and ending with a story about yesterday’s fire. The first story told of a new partnership—Alexi Clark and investor Ron Volk had purchased a building in dubious condition on what could be a prime location. The reporter had interviewed other downtown business owners who were mostly of the opinion that the area couldn’t support another sports bar. But, the article went on to say, Ms. Clark was unconcerned, stating emphatically that her bar would set itself apart as a classy yet comfortable place to gather and watch the big games. Kate had never been there, but some of her peers had described it as just that. 
As Kate progressed through the years, she could almost see Alexi’s bar ingratiate itself into the community. There were photos of the grand opening, a smiling Alexi cutting a ribbon and drawing the first draft from the tap behind the bar. The next year, In Left Field sponsored a co-ed softball team, and though they lost the championship game, they didn’t seem to mind as they toasted the camera with foam-capped mugs. She skimmed articles about charity fundraisers and game-night specials. With each one, Alexi proved her skeptics wrong as her sports bar carved out a niche. 
“Our bar owners were in financial trouble.” 
“What?” Kate jerked her head up. 
Jason leaned closer to his monitor and squinted slightly. Money was one of the top motives for arson. Jason had been in contact with the district attorney’s office that morning and had secured a warrant for the bar’s financial records. “Yeah, from the looks of this report, if things didn’t change, by the end of the year they needed to seriously think about getting out.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense. Everything I’ve found indicates it was a popular place.” Somehow “financially irresponsible” didn’t fit Kate’s impression of Alexi, which was silly considering she didn’t know the woman well enough to gauge accurately. But the profile of Alexi she’d been building since the moment they’d met told her that In Left Field meant far too much for Alexi to endanger its future. 
“Oh, they were making money. But what I can’t figure out is, once a week for the past three months there’s a large withdrawal from their business account. It doesn’t match up with any of their operating expenses.” 
“How large?” Jason turned his computer screen toward her and Kate scanned the numbers. 
“Are both their names on the account?” Kate tried to rationalize the kernel of hope that Alexi was not involved in whatever trouble her bar was in. She was simply trying to be as thorough in their investigation as possible. 
For several long moments the only sound in the room was the click of Jason’s mouse. Finally, he answered, “Yes. And Ron’s wife as well.” 
“Can we find out which one of them is taking it out?” 
“I’ll look into it.” Jason’s attention continued to swing between the computer screen in front of him and the notebook to the right of his keyboard. “But these aren’t small numbers, Kate. I don’t see how either of them could be in the dark about the shortages.” 
“Maybe they were all in on it.” 
“If his wife was involved, Mr. Volk’s alibi is suddenly a bit shaky. Why don’t you take a pass at the wife?” 
“I’ll call her today.” 
Kate continued to wade through newspaper articles until the words started to blur. She shoved her chair back and spun around to face Jason. “Do you mind if I take a break?” 
He waved a hand toward the door without looking up. “Bring back lunch. Sandwiches.” 
“I know just the place.” Kate couldn’t get out of the room fast enough. They’d been searching paperwork all morning, and she wasn’t yet accustomed to spending this much time behind a desk. She needed some air and her restless muscles needed to move. 

Kate pulled her Tahoe into the parking lot of Station 18, one of forty located throughout the county. She turned off the ignition, but instead of getting out, she sat and stared at the station where she’d spent every third day for most of her tenure with the department. The exterior was unremarkable, red brick with two large truck bays and sparse landscaping. A basketball goal had been erected at one end of the parking lot, and Kate had won more games of Horse than she’d lost under that hoop. Inside Kate knew the layout well: the living quarters and kitchen spanned the front, the sleeping area and offices were tucked in the back. 
As a firefighter assigned to Engine 18 she’d worked twenty-four-hour shifts with forty-eight hours off in between. But ten weeks ago, the course of her career had changed. While at a house fire, she and two of her crewmates were running hose around the side of the building when an exterior wall collapsed. Kate had been pulled from the rubble unconscious and remained so for almost thirty-six hours. 
When doctors said her back injury would likely end her career as a firefighter, Kate refused to believe them. She barely took a moment for self-pity before she immersed herself in physical therapy, with no luck. She’d regained her mobility and most of her strength, but couldn’t get clearance to go back to full duty. If it hadn’t been for her chief’s endorsement to the fire marshal’s office, she might have ended up a glorified secretary in an administrative office. She spent a week wallowing and threatening to leave the department altogether before she finally put away the ice-cream carton and turned off the Lifetime movies. When she was able to think clearly again, she accepted the position as an investigator. 
“Do you intend to sit out here all day?” 
Kate smiled even before she turned to look at the woman standing outside her passenger window. “I was thinking about it. You didn’t know you had a stalker, did you?” 
“Baby, I wish I had a stalker.” Paula Stocks, Kate’s closest friend in the department, made up one half of the best paramedic crew in the city. She pulled open Kate’s door. “Get out.” 
When Kate obeyed, Paula swept her into a tight hug, then released her almost as quickly. Side by side they walked toward the building, and as they rounded the corner a hulking man stood up from the park bench situated under the shade of a large elm. 
“Hey, kid. How are you?” He was affectionately referred to as Bear, and lived up to that name in both height and breadth. 
Kate grinned as he slapped her roughly on the shoulder. “I’m good, man. I figured you’d be missing me by now.” 
“Yeah, we thought you were too good for us now. Whatcha been up to?” 
“Four weeks of rehab for the back. Then training for this investigator gig. I kept meaning to visit, but you know how that goes.” 
“Sure thing. It’s great to see you now though.” 
Paula touched Kate’s arm. “Come on inside. We’ve got some catching up to do.” 
“Don’t be a stranger, kid.” 
Kate shook Bear’s hand, then followed Paula. She waited until they were well inside before she said, “That guy couldn’t stand me when I first got here, and now he misses me like crazy?” 
“You know what they say about absence.” 
“Paula, he constantly acted like I was some weak girl who had no business doing this job.” 
They entered the otherwise empty living room and Paula dropped down on the sofa. Kate perched on the arm of a nearby chair. 
“But you proved yourself.” 
“I shouldn’t have had to. You didn’t.” 
“Well, look at me, Kate.” Paula swept a hand over her reclined body. Her broad shoulders, muscular thighs, and thick waist left little doubt as to her strength. “I’m built like a frigging trucker.” 
Kate always hated to hear her friend put herself down this way. But she’d accepted that Paula didn’t consider her strong, pure heart a fair trade-off for a lack of classic beauty a long time ago. “Paula—” 
“I mean, shit, you look like a model. Besides, I’m a paramedic. Guys like Bear think the only place a woman belongs is in the medical service.” 
“I can’t believe you’re condoning this double standard.” Even now, ten years after Kate’s days as a rookie, women in the fire service had to work harder to earn the respect of their peers than their EMS counterparts. Since some recent promotions had moved a woman into the upper echelon of leadership, Kate was hopeful that things would change someday. 
Paula leaned forward and steel gray eyes met Kate’s. “I’m not condoning anything. But this isn’t about equality in the workplace. We don’t have an office job. These guys have to know they can put their lives in your hands.” 
“Well, there’s no need to worry about that anymore.” Kate couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. She might complain about the disparity to Paula, but she never used it as excuse not to do her job. She simply proved to the men that she could work as hard and as long as they could. Now she would be using a whole new skill set, one that had nothing to do with brawn. And though maybe she should have felt some relief at that change, she didn’t. 
“So that’s what this visit is about, you’re feeling sorry for yourself.” 
“Wouldn’t you? I’ve got a couple decades of basically sitting behind a desk to look forward to until I can retire.” Hopelessness settled in her stomach. She’d been playing the same scenario in her head for weeks and simply couldn’t visualize her new career path. 
“I thought you were past the pity parties.” 
Paula had been there for Kate after her injury. She’d sat at Kate’s bedside when she awakened and, later, had driven her to physical therapy when Kate couldn’t stand her mother’s hovering any longer. After her injury, Kate’s mother hadn’t missed an opportunity to remind Kate that she’d predicted precisely such an incident when Kate insisted on going into the academy. She worried enough about her husband and son, but a woman had no business being a firefighter. 
Paula had been Kate’s only contact with the outside world and the reason Kate was able to hold onto her sanity. She had even patiently endured Kate’s agony over her future. Whenever Kate had a bad day and questioned why she was working so hard just to get behind a desk, Paula had reminded her that a lot of people had a much tougher life than she did. 
“I thought I was past those pitiful parties too. But what you’re doing—it has purpose. You’re saving lives. What am I doing? Helping settle insurance claims?” 
“Sweetie, is there any chance you’ll get back on an engine someday?” Paula touched Kate’s arm as if to take the sting out of the question only she could get away with asking—the question to which she already knew the answer. 
But for Kate no amount of comfort could soothe the barb of knowing that her life would never be what she wanted it to be again. Kate didn’t normally succumb to such flashes of drama, but recently she hadn’t been able to reconcile herself to her fate. “That’s the kicker. As long as I don’t do any heavy lifting I feel great. But the doc says if I go back out, it’s only a matter of time before I reinjure myself, maybe even worse.” 
“And you’ve finally decided to listen to the doctor’s advice.” 
“I don’t want to. But let’s say I somehow get back on an engine. What if I’m carrying someone out, a citizen or someone in my own crew, and I get hurt again. If I’m not able to save someone—I’m not sure I could live with that kind of guilt. Like you said, those guys put their lives in our hands, and being on an engine when I can’t even trust myself wouldn’t be right.” 
“Then you really have two choices. Figure out how to find meaning in what you’re doing now or do something else.” 
“Just go do something else? It’s not that easy.” 
“Sure it is. People change careers all the time.” 
“Because they want to, not because they have to.” With a sigh of frustration, she slid off the arm and into the chair. “I’d feel differently if this had been my choice.” 
“Come on, Kate, you’re not the first person to get a raw deal. We all play the hand we’re dealt. You’re being a bit of a whiner.” 
Kate stared at her. She could always count on Paula for unapologetic honesty. 
A sweep of ebony hair fell across Paula’s face and she shoved it back, but Kate wasn’t sure if the impatient gesture was meant for the lock of hair or for Kate. “It sounds like you need a night out to take your mind off things. What are you doing tonight? How long has it been since we hung out and had a few drinks?” 
“Too long.” Kate glanced at her watch. She’d been gone from the office for thirty minutes. “I have to get back soon.” 
“Are we on for tonight, then?” 
“Sure, why not.” 
“The Blue Line at nine?” 
“See you then. And thanks.” 
Kate strode through the fire station, then the truck bay, letting her fingers graze the side of the engine as she passed. Paula was right. Dwelling on what she couldn’t have any longer wouldn’t do any good. She only hoped she stopped feeling that pang of loss and envy someday. 

Chapter Four
Alexi swiped a towel over the bar, mopping up water rings from the scarred wooden surface. 
“Can I have another beer, sweetheart.” 
Despite this being Alexi’s first shift at the Blue Line, she’d already identified the gravel-voiced man perched at the corner of the bar as a regular. A cop, probably retired, he had the weary eyes of a career patrol officer. She ignored the endearment and pulled another draft. 
“You new here?” He slurred his words as she placed the mug in front of him. 
“Yes.” 
“Good. We need some young blood around this dive.” 
“Sorry, buddy. I’m just temporary.” Alexi turned away without waiting for a response. 
It hadn’t taken long for her to determine that two types of officers frequented the bar—the retirees who showed up in early afternoon and those still on the job who came in after their shifts to drink away the fumes that the worst of humanity left on them every day. The remainder of the clientele consisted of firefighters, paramedics, and a few stray civilians. 
Alexi appreciated the distraction of being behind the bar again, but she missed the familiar surroundings of her own place. She even missed her most demanding regulars. Crazy as it seemed, she actually wondered what bartender was now serving dry martinis to Trish Langley and whether she sent as many back as she had to Alexi. 
The stools opposite her had been filling up rapidly over the past several hours, but the sedate older men perched there couldn’t compete with the group of young men and women who occupied five of the tables in the back of the room. They had come in about an hour ago and were rapidly consuming tequila shots. The volume of their laughter escalated in direct proportion to the number of drinks Alexi sent over. 
The waitress responsible for the raucous crowd rounded the bar. She slid an empty tray onto the surface and sighed. “I need another round of shooters.” A roar rose up from across the room as if to punctuate the request. 
“What the hell is going on over there?” Alexi filled the tray with shot glasses. 
“Fire-academy graduation.” 
“Quite the celebration,” Alexi mused as the waitress carefully balanced the tray on one hand. 
“That’s nothing. Police recruits are worse.” 
“Really?” 
The waitress grimaced. “Oh, yeah. Something happens to a man when you give him a gun and a badge. The ego gets bigger and the brain gets smaller. But firemen,” she grinned, “they’re just hot.” 
Alexi smiled at the pun. Another round of laughter from the firefighters drew her attention. The men were similarly dressed in jeans and T-shirts tight enough to show off muscled chests, bulky shoulders, and ripped stomachs. The women, a minority among them, also appeared to be in prime physical condition. Theirs was a less obvious power, no bulging biceps, but instead compact bodies softened by curves in just the right places. 
Alexi’s thoughts drifted to Kate Chambers. Lithe and blond, Kate didn’t fit Alexi’s idea of a firefighter, but she had projected an air of confidence, as if daring Alexi to question her competence. Kate had made it clear she considered Alexi a suspect, and, under the scrutiny of those probing green eyes, Alexi sensed that she’d have to be careful if she had any hope of keeping her secrets. 
When the front door swung open, Alexi looked up and gasped. Kate Chambers paused in the doorway, almost as if Alexi’s thoughts had conjured her. She was stunning in heather gray slacks and a light blue blouse. Hair the color of corn silk floated around her face and touched her shoulders. Kate stood out in this crowd, and Alexi’s wasn’t the only head to turn. 
Alexi had just enough time to register her irritation at herself for admiring Kate’s beauty before she realized Kate was making her way toward the bar. When Kate noticed Alexi, she paused behind a stool, suddenly seeming uncertain if she wanted to sit. 
“What are you doing here?” Accusation peppered Kate’s words. 
“I work here,” Alexi snapped back. 
“Here?” 
“Not that it’s any of your business, but I needed a job. The owner’s a friend and offered to help me out.” Kate’s obvious displeasure annoyed Alexi. She wasn’t happy about the idea of serving her either, but she didn’t have much choice. She tried for a professional smile, but it felt false so she let it slide away. 
Kate continued to eye her warily as she sat down. 
“Do you want a drink, or what? Because I’ve got other customers.” Alexi knew she was bordering on rudeness, but she couldn’t seem to keep the edge out of her voice. 
“Beer. Whatever you have on tap.” Kate tried to hide her apprehension, but she hadn’t seen Alexi behind the bar until it was too late. She couldn’t leave now or it would seem like she was making a big deal out of what really shouldn’t be. 
Alexi reached under the bar for a mug. Amber liquid spilled into the glass as she pulled back the handle, and Kate watched a line of foam creep up the inside to keep from looking at Alexi’s face. The discontent clearly visible on Alexi’s features caused a knot of disappointment in Kate’s stomach, and Kate preferred not to examine why. 
A wiry man clapped a hand on Kate’s shoulder as he slid onto the stool next to her and signaled for a beer. “Hey there, Barbie. I heard you got your first case.” 
Kate grunted an affirmative and hoped her fellow firefighter would take the hint and shut up. She wasn’t supposed to meet Paula for twenty minutes, but now was rethinking her decision to have a drink at the bar while she waited. The last thing she wanted to talk about was Alexi’s case. 
“Got any leads?” he persisted. 
Kate looked up and met Alexi’s eyes as she set a bottle in front of him. Kate tried to hold her gaze, but Alexi turned away and moved down the bar to help another patron. When Kate didn’t answer, the firefighter finally picked up his drink and headed for a table full of his peers. 
Kate watched Alexi move smoothly behind the bar, uncapping bottles and mixing drinks. Despite her height, Alexi seemed comfortable in the confined space. With one hand she filled a glass with ice while deftly rocking a shaker with the other. She poured the drinks, then swiped her hands over the white apron encircling her hips. When she turned away to serve a new patron, Kate’s eyes were drawn to the way the apron framed Alexi’s firm, denim-encased ass. Alexi turned back toward her, and Kate jerked her head away so fast she thought she might have whiplash. 
“Another?” Alexi paused and Kate was surprised to see a small grin. “Barbie?” 
“Uh, yeah, one more.” 
Alexi rested her palms on the bar and leaned closer. “You’re really not going to tell me?” 
“It’s just a stupid nickname.” When Alexi waited expectantly, Kate sighed. “In the academy, one of the guys called me Firefighter Barbie.” 
Alexi laughed, and the sound gave Kate a rush of pleasure. It was spontaneous and genuine and less restrained than Kate would have expected from Alexi. 
“That’s cute.” Alexi straightened and reached under the bar, bending her head to cover her widening smile. She slid another beer in front of Kate. The nickname fit. Kate resembled a life-sized version of the doll, and Alexi could easily imagine her as one of a new blue-collar professional series. Maybe she would come with her own pink fire engine. 
“Cute? Ha. Makes it hard to be taken seriously.” Kate took a swig from her glass. “Hell, even some of the instructors caught on and starting using it.” 
“So you’ve been proving yourself ever since?” 
“I earned respect when I was on the engine. But now as an investigator I have to start all over.” Kate regretted the words as soon as she said them, fearful she’d revealed too much. 
“You’re new at this?” Alexi was surprised by the admission. Kate projected an air of confidence and a touch of aloofness. 
Kate’s expression turned icy and she shoved her still-full beer away. “I’ve been trained well. I’m going to find out who set that fire.” 
Suddenly aware of the curious expressions of several customers seated at the bar, Alexi stuffed down a biting response. Kate had reacted quickly to the hint of a question about her competence, and Alexi could have easily let her own temper flare. But keeping cool seemed the more prudent course. “Great. Because I’m eager to put all this behind me and begin to rebuild.” 
Kate’s eyes narrowed and Alexi could almost see her struggling with her composure as well. Finally she nodded and said, “That’s good because I have some questions for you.” 
“Like what?” 
“For starters, we checked with your alarm company and your code was used to arm the system at three thirty p.m.” 
“I told you that.” 
“It was also used to disarm it twenty minutes later.” 
“I don’t know how that could be.” Alexi and Ron each had separate access codes, as did their two shift managers. 
“Does anyone else know your code?” 
“Not that I know of. But couldn’t someone hack into that type of system? Or is that something you see only on television?” 
“We’ll continue to check into it.” 
Alexi supposed someone could have gotten her code. But she was usually careful with sensitive information. She hadn’t known any of her employees personally before she hired them. Ron and Danielle were the only two people she trusted with confidential matters. “We also have questions about your financial situation.” 
“My what?” 
“Some of the withdrawals from the business account don’t make much sense.” 
“I hardly think—” Alexi stopped, realizing she was raising her voice, and leaned closer so as not to be overheard. “I hardly think my finances are any of your business.” 
“If they had anything to do with the cause of that fire, they most certainly are.” 
“They didn’t.” 
“Are you sure?” 
She wasn’t, but she’d be damned if she’d let Kate know that. She was aware of what difficulties had led to those withdrawals, but they were none of Kate’s concern. If there was a connection, Alexi planned to find out herself before she gave any information to Kate Chambers. 
“The sooner I finish my investigation, the sooner you get your insurance check. So it would behoove you to cooperate.” 
“Really? It would behoove me?” 
“I’m serious.” 
“And professional, too. Accosting me at work like this.” 
Kate bristled at the derision in Alexi’s voice. She didn’t have a chance to defend herself before Alexi turned and strode to the other end of the bar to take an order. She hadn’t intended to confront Alexi this way. Hell, she hadn’t even known she would see Alexi tonight. But Alexi’s closed-off attitude irritated her. Shouldn’t Alexi be as helpful as possible? Didn’t she want to know who had set the fire that destroyed her bar? Unless she already knew. What other reason would she have for stonewalling Kate, unless she was involved somehow? 
“I wasn’t accosting you,” Kate mumbled. 
“Talking to yourself, Chambers?” Paula clapped a hand on Kate’s shoulder. 
Kate glanced once more at Alexi, who stood with her back to Kate. “Apparently, I am.” 
“Well, let’s get a few more drinks in you and drown out those voices.” Paula hung her arm around Kate’s neck and leaned forward and raised her other arm. “Yo, bartender,” she shouted in Alexi’s direction. 
“Um, Paula.” Kate made a move to grab Paula’s beckoning hand. She wanted to tell her they’d get a table and order from the waitress. Clearly, Alexi didn’t want to deal with her here. 
She caught Paula’s hand just as Alexi turned toward them. Alexi glanced between Kate and Paula, no doubt taking in the seeming embrace and their joined hands. 
“Can I get you something?” Alexi’s tone was detached, giving no indication Kate was anything but a customer. 
Oblivious to the tension between Kate and Alexi, Paula grinned and gave Alexi a quick once-over. “Yeah, I need a beer, Sam Adams if you’ve got it. Kate, do you need another one?” 
“No, I’m good.” Kate raised the drink she’d all but abandoned. She planned on nursing that one as long as she could. 
Alexi handed Paula a bottle and took the bills she dropped on the bar. Kate couldn’t tell if she’d caught Paula’s lingering glance. But the appraisal hadn’t escaped Kate’s notice, and she didn’t feel like spending the night deflecting questions about whether she thought Alexi was gay. 
“Let’s get a table over there.” She stood, leaving no chance for Paula to argue. But she waited until Paula headed for a vacant table, then she dropped her business card on the bar in front of Alexi. “Please find time to come in for a more formal conversation.” 
She didn’t wait for a response before turning to join Paula. She hoped she’d been quick enough not to arouse Paula’s suspicions. But Paula was far too observant, and Kate knew her curious expression was just the beginning. 
“Did you just give the bartender your number?” Paula didn’t wait for Kate to sit down. 
“No.” Kate set her beer on the table, then sank into her chair. “Well, yes. But it’s not what you think.” 
“Hey, it’s okay, I understand. And I’m proud of you.” 
“You are?” 
“Yeah. You’re finally going to play the field a little. Good for you.” Paula lifted her bottle in a salute. 
“I’m not playing the field.” 
“Then what?” 
“She’s…involved in a case I’m working.” 
Paula’s eyes tracked to Alexi again. “That’s a shame.” 
“Why?” 
“Because she’s hot. But you’re too damn ethical to hook up with her if she’s connected to work.” 
“Paula, she might be an—” the word arsonist never made it past her lips. “I prefer to keep my work and my personal life separate.” 
“You’re far too practical.” 
Paula was all talk, and as usual, she needed Kate to point that out. “You wouldn’t get involved with a patient.” 
“Point taken. But she’s not one of my patients. Do you mind if I ask her out?” 
“Yes,” Kate answered much too quickly, then scrambled for a feasible explanation for her refusal. “You shouldn’t get involved with her until I’m through with my case. Please.” 
“Okay. But once you’re through she’s fair game.” 
“Right.” Kate hated the thought of Alexi as fair game. But her first priority was to determine if Alexi had anything to do with that fire. After that, she would deal with whatever else happened. 
Paula nodded in Alexi’s direction. “So if we’re not talking about her, then where does your lust lie these days?” 
Kate laughed. “I haven’t dated anyone since Debbie.” Kate’s ex, a police officer, had accepted a position with the FBI that required relocation. When Kate hadn’t been willing to leave her job, they’d taken it as a sign that they weren’t meant to be. They had parted ways making empty promises to keep in touch, but beyond a few initial e-mails neither had kept that vow. If Kate was being honest, once she’d adjusted to not having someone to talk to over the dinner table, it had been relatively easy to get over Debbie leaving. 
Paula paused with her beer halfway to her lips and stared at Kate. “That was almost a year ago.” 
“So?” 
“What are you waiting for? You need to get back out there.” 
“I’m out there.” 
“So when you said you haven’t dated anyone, you meant you haven’t seen anyone seriously. But you’ve been out on dates.” 
“Well, no.” She’d been busy. At least, that’s why she told herself she hadn’t had a date in nearly a year. 
“Okay, we’re going to fix that right now.” Paula drained the rest of her beer and set the bottle on the table. She sat up straighter and began to scan the room. 
“No, we’re not.” 
“Sure, we are. There are plenty of attractive women in here. Choose one.” 
“This isn’t a gay bar. I can’t just pick one.” As she glanced around, Kate forced herself to allow her gaze to linger on Alexi for only a moment. Of all of the women in the bar, including the straight ones, Alexi was the last one Kate should be looking at. Yet, she was looking, and she had to pull her eyes away. Irritated, she reminded herself there was still a very good chance that Alexi was their arsonist. At the very least, Kate was certain Alexi was hiding something. 
“Honey, this is a cop bar. Even when you throw in the firefighters, I’d say three-quarters of the women in here are lesbians.” 
“Picking up women in a bar is not my style. If it happens to me, it happens. But if not, I’m perfectly happy without a partner.” 
“Well, there’s your problem. You’re waiting for something to happen to you.” 
Kate shrugged. “It usually does eventually.” 
“Of course it does. Damn beautiful people,” Paula grumbled with a slight smile. 
“And until then I won’t stress about it,” Kate continued, ignoring Paula’s good-natured teasing. She saw no point in correcting Paula’s misconception that available women were falling at her feet. In truth, Kate knew that her introverted demeanor didn’t invite advances. “Since we’ve established that my love life is nil, let’s talk about you. Any new prospects?” 
Paula shrugged. “I’m sick of dating cops and firefighters.” 
“I guess that lets out most of this crowd.” 
“Where else does one meet eligible lesbians in this town?” 
“Join a softball league,” Kate suggested, knowing how Paula hated the stereotype about lesbians and softball. 
“Thanks.” 
“I don’t know what else to tell you, Paula.” Kate leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table in front of her. 
“You really don’t miss having someone around? Or get lonely at all?” 
Surprised at the seriousness in Paula’s tone, Kate considered the question. “Sometimes. But my situation is different. For the first few months after Debbie left, I really wasn’t up for getting involved with anyone new. And then I got injured and my focus has been on getting better, then on training for this new job.” 
“Well, I get lonely.” Paula stared at her beer, twirling the bottom of the bottle in circles on the table. “Don’t look so shocked.” 
“I’m not. I just didn’t know that you weren’t happy being—” 
“A slut?” 
“You’re not a slut.” Certainly Paula was a bit freer with her affections than Kate. But then again, Paula had used the word “prude” to describe Kate on more than one occasion. Reality was little more than perception. 
“Okay. But I haven’t had a real relationship in a while.” 
“I know.” In an effort to stop the rhythm of the bottle, Kate lifted it from Paula’s hand and set it aside. “But you’ve had—ah—interactions. And I didn’t know you weren’t satisfied with that type of relationship.” 
“Well, I’ve been very satisfied at times,” Paula said with a grin. “But I’m not getting any younger here. I’d like to have someone to organize my meds when I get too old to remember when I take the little red pill.” 
Kate laughed. “You could hire a hot young nurse to do that.” 
“Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that.” 
“Problem solved.” 
Paula’s expression suddenly turned more serious than Kate had ever seen it. “I might want to have kids.” 
Kate paused with her glass resting against her lower lip. Seconds later and she would have choked on a mouthful of beer. “You…you want—” 
“Come on. Is that so hard to believe? I’m not some cold, emotionless—” 
“I know, I know. But you’ve never talked about any of this before. Why now?” 
“God, I don’t know,” Paula growled, shoving a hand into her hair. “I never thought I would be one of those people that freaked out about getting older, but I’m turning forty next month.” 
“Ah, it’s all making sense now. This is a mid-life crisis.” 
“Keep joking. You’re not that far from forty yourself.” 
“Hey, now. I haven’t passed thirty-five yet.” 
“Give me back my beer.” 
Kate slid the bottle across the table. “All right, so you want to get married and have kids.” 
“I don’t know about married, but…yeah, maybe.” 
“Wow. I need to take this in.” 
“Well, don’t think about it too hard. I’m not making any sudden moves. It’s just something that’s been on my mind lately.” 
“Whatever makes you happy, babe.” Kate raised her glass and tapped it against Paula’s bottle. She couldn’t say she hadn’t thought about the future from time to time. Would she meet someone with whom she could talk about forever? Did she want a family? Maybe. But she’d been cruising through life feeling as if she were still in her twenties, and those serious issues always seemed to be something she would deal with someday. Could someday be sooner than she’d thought? 

Chapter Five
Alexi parked the Cadillac on the street in front of In Left Field and stepped out. A slight breeze stirred the humid night air around her and carried the sharp scent of smoke. Overhead, the streetlight buzzed and flickered then went off, leaving Alexi in darkness. She squinted at her bar through the sting of tears. She didn’t remember leaving a light on inside when she closed up. But as she looked closer, she knew the orange glow wasn’t lamplight. 
She rushed to the front door and pulled, but it wouldn’t open. As she fumbled through her pockets, fear pulsed through her veins. Where were her keys? She always kept them in her pocket, but they weren’t there. She shoved her hands in the pocket of her overcoat and again came up empty. Her throat burned, dry and hot, as she inhaled the smoke rolling from beneath the front door. Desperately, she yanked on the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. 
A loud banging came from the back of the building. Alexi rounded the corner and headed toward the noise. At the other end of the alley, a figure dressed in black moved in the shadows of the doorway. 
“Hey, what are you doing back here?” Alexi called. 
When the figure took off, Alexi tried to run after him, but she seemed to be going in slow motion. She churned her legs and pumped her arms but it was as if she was trying to run underwater. The man increased the distance between them with every step as they twisted and turned through the alleys and onto the empty street a block away from the bar. 
Alexi stumbled to a stop on Demonbruen Street in front of the Country Music Hall of Fame. Now nearly two blocks away, the man cut up Sixth Avenue behind the Sommet Center and was out of sight in seconds. 
The sound of approaching sirens pulled her attention back to the bar. After one last look in the direction in which the man disappeared, Alexi turned away. She rounded the corner as a fire engine pulled up to the curb. Four men in turnout gear tumbled out of the cab and immediately went to work. By now thick smoke poured from the building and flames danced inside the windows. As Alexi ran back through the alley, she heard the sound of glass breaking under the heat of the fire. Two firefighters stretched a hose toward the front of the building while a third attached the end of the hose to a panel on the side of the vehicle. He immediately began to flip switches and check gauges. 
“I chased a guy—by the arena,” Alexi yelled between panting breaths as she rushed up to the fire engine and grabbed the sleeve of the nearest man. 
“The police will be here soon and you can give them a description.” The firefighter tried to shake off her hand, but Alexi clung to the heavy material of the coat. 
“But I didn’t see his face,” Alexi said desperately. 
“Ma’am, you need to stand back and let us do our jobs.” 
A solid crack sounded from behind her, and Alexi whipped her head around in time to see firefighters rush through the now-broken front door. Dark smoke poured out and, freed from the confines of the building, it curled into the night sky. 
“Oh, my God, you’ve got to save my bar.” Panic brought a shrill edge to Alexi’s voice and she began to tremble. 
The firefighter grabbed Alexi’s upper arms, steadying her. “Ma’am, you have to give us room to work.” 
Something in the firm, even alto broke through the fear and Alexi released her grip on the firefighter’s coat. She looked up and was shocked to find clear green eyes behind the firefighter’s shield. 
“Kate?” she whispered. 
Confusion clouded Kate’s eyes but her voice remained resolute. “Stay here.” 
Before Alexi could respond, Kate released her and ran toward the building. She disappeared into the inferno, swallowed up by smoke and flames. 
Alexi awoke with fear still driving her heart rate and the image of Kate’s eyes lingering in her head. She rolled to her back and pulled the twisted sheet from around her legs, apparently having kicked off the rest of the covers in the night. Above her, the ceiling fan spun and a breeze feathered over Alexi’s warm skin. 
She rubbed a hand across her forehead and tried to hold onto the fragile threads of the dream. The figure in black had clearly been a creation of her imagination and she’d assumed it was a man. But the suspect’s build hadn’t been obviously masculine or feminine, and now she struggled to remember if she had noticed any clues in the stride or carriage as the mysterious person ran away. Frustrated when she couldn’t recall anything that might provide a hint, she reminded herself that even if she could, the details would be of her dream and not necessarily the real arsonist. 
And Kate was not real either, at least not the dream version, but she couldn’t shake the image of those steady, green eyes or the assurance in Kate’s voice. She experienced the same twinge in her chest as she had in the dream when she remembered discovering Kate behind the firefighter’s mask. It was no surprise that Kate had made an appearance. It wasn’t even difficult to determine how she’d come to end up behind the mask. The night before, Alexi had Googled Kate and read about her injury while she was assigned to an engine company. The most current newspaper article she could find stated that Kate had regained consciousness and was expected to make a full recovery. But obviously something had necessitated a move to the fire marshal’s office, and Alexi had gotten the impression that Kate hadn’t volunteered for the change. 
What Alexi hadn’t anticipated was the calming effect of Dream-Kate as a firefighter, when, in real life, the investigator stirred antagonistic unease in Alexi. 

“I’m on my way in, Jason.” Kate stood on one leg in the middle of her bedroom, trying to balance her cell between her ear and shoulder and pull her pants on at the same time. “No, that’s okay. You drop the kids off at school and I’ll meet you at the office.” 
She flipped the phone closed and shoved it in her pocket. In what had become a new routine, Kate pinned a badge and nameplate onto a starched and pressed white polyester-blend shirt, then shrugged it on. As she walked down the hallway to the living room, she tucked her shirt into her dark navy slacks. Her stiff leather belt was draped over the back of the sofa where she’d left it after she took it off the night before. She hated this new uniform and doubted she’d ever stop missing the comfortable T-shirts and BDU pants that were commonplace around the fire station. Once in a while she found herself longing for the weight of a turnout jacket and SCBA tank. She would even take her turn mopping the truck bay without grumbling if it would get her back on an engine. 
She scooped up her keys and headed out the front door, patting her pockets to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. In the parking lot, she climbed into the Tahoe, the one perk to her new job—less money spent on gas. Still not a fair trade-off, but after being chastised by Paula she was trying to be more positive. 
As she drove, she mentally reviewed her schedule for the day. Unless they got a new case, she would spend the entire time working on the In Left Field arson. The results should begin coming back from the lab today. Kate knew they would confirm that an accelerant was used, but she didn’t think they would discover much more. They’d probably make more headway following the financial leads from the day before. She prepared herself for the possibility that the evidence would continue to point to Alexi, and maybe her partner, Ron. 
They had several employees of the bar left to track down and interview. And Ron Volk was scheduled to come in to the office and meet with Kate and Jason later this morning. Kate planned to call Ron’s wife and ask her to accompany him. After Kate’s encounter with Alexi the night before, she would be surprised if she heard from Alexi today. Kate hadn’t exactly accosted her, as Alexi had accused, but perhaps she could have handled things a bit more discreetly. She’d been caught off guard at seeing Alexi behind the bar at the Blue Line. 
Kate didn’t necessarily consider herself a regular at the bar, but she did go there when she needed to unwind. She found comfort among her peers—firefighters and police officers—people who knew the stresses of their job. Oftentimes, it was difficult for the civilians in their lives to understand how their job affected them. Luckily, with the exception of her mother, Kate’s family got it. Her father was a career engineer at Station 32, and her older brother had followed easily in his footsteps, although he’d found his place on a rescue truck wielding heavy extrication tools. Kate’s path to firefighting had been met with a little more resistance. As a child, Kate’s mother had curled her pale blond hair into ringlets and put her in frilly dresses. Later, she’d been steered toward cheerleading and dating. The pleated skirt and tight sweater had fit fine, but she’d never been comfortable with the boys. 
She knew her mother always hoped she’d grow out of wanting to be a firefighter. One night at dinner, two weeks before her college graduation, Kate announced that she’d applied to the fire academy, and across the table her mother’s disappointment was palpable. The only time Kate had seen her mother more disappointed was when Kate told her she was a lesbian. I guess she’s probably thrilled now that I’m behind a desk for the rest of my career. If only I would meet a nice young man. Kate grimaced. Her mother didn’t deserve her bitterness. While her mother didn’t always approve of Kate’s choices, she’d never wished Kate anything but success. 
Kate’s father had been the supportive parent Kate had needed. He had immediately begun to quiz her every night at the dinner table. Before she even started in the academy she had a thorough knowledge of fire behavior and could quote the water-flow rates for every type of hose diameter the Nashville department used. Kate’s brother handled her physical training. He woke her early four mornings a week for a five-mile run, and when they returned to the house they lifted weights in the garage until her arms felt like rubber. She dragged the dummy he borrowed from the academy up and down ladders and through the house. For weeks, from the moment she got home in the afternoon until she went to bed at night, she carried that dummy everywhere with her. 
As Kate steered the Tahoe into the office parking lot, she shoved aside thoughts of her family. Back to business. She needed to organize her theories about the investigation. Her head felt like it was going in three different directions, and she hoped that was only because this was her first case. 

Alexi stared at the business card Kate Chambers had so arrogantly thrown on the bar the night before. Now it rested harmlessly on the coffee table in front of her. Considering the lingering sensation of this morning’s dream, Alexi did not look forward to making this phone call. She leaned forward and brushed her fingers over the card, as if she could determine something about Kate from the raised font on the card. But she left it lying there and picked up the coffee mug next to it instead. 
She could put off the call until tomorrow. But Kate knew where to find her and might just show up at the Blue Line again tonight. Besides, she reminded herself, she would only delay the inevitable. Surely, Kate would soon realize that Alexi had nothing to do with the fire; then she and Kate would be on the same side. They both wanted to finish the investigation, Kate to close her case and Alexi to rebuild her business. Kate held all the cards, and that was perhaps one of the things that annoyed Alexi. Her life was in a holding pattern and would remain so until Kate was satisfied. So, with a deep breath, she decided it was time to stop fearing what Kate might find and make the call. 
She picked up her cell phone and dialed, then ended the connection quickly. Maybe she would wait until tomorrow. Certainly anything she could tell Kate about the fire would keep until then. Yes, tomorrow—or maybe the next day. 
She’d taken three steps toward the kitchen when her phone rang. She answered it without thinking. 
“Ms. Clark? It’s Kate Chambers. Did you call me?” 
“Shit,” Alexi muttered. 
“What?” 
“Um—nothing.” Damn caller ID. “Sorry, I must have lost my signal. You asked me to call.” 
“My morning is jammed.” Alexi could hear shuffling papers through the phone and Kate sounded distracted. “Can you come in this afternoon?” 
“Come in? To your office?” Suddenly, Alexi’s stomach was a bundle of nerves. She was innocent and this was a chance to convince Kate of that fact. But just hearing Kate’s smooth, professional voice had her knotted up. 
“Yes. We need to go over a few things.” 
“Could we meet someplace else?” Perhaps neutral ground would help Alexi regain her composure. 
“What did you have in mind?” 
“How about that coffee shop across the street from my bar?” 
There was a long pause, but Alexi waited Kate out. 
“Okay. One o’clock,” Kate finally agreed. 
“See you then,” Alexi said before she snapped the phone shut. She exhaled slowly. “Coffee. I need coffee.” 
Alexi hurried to the kitchen and poured a fresh cup from the carafe. She took a sip and sighed. She’d picked up her coffee habit only after she stopped drinking. But she didn’t stress about trading one addiction for another, deciding as long as she didn’t join the crowd huddled by the back door to smoke after AA meetings she was still ahead of the game. 
Memories of her father, weak, ashen, and wracked with the pain of lung cancer kept her from lighting up. Diagnosed in his late forties, he’d died barely nine months later, when Alexi was twenty-four years old. Alexi was devastated, and alcohol was the only thing that seemed to ease her pain. In the months following his death, Alexi had shut down, eventually driving away the woman she’d been dating since high school. An already strained relationship with her mother grew more so, precisely at the time when they should have been coming together in their shared misery. She’d blamed her mother for allowing him to smoke all those years, even while she drank enough to destroy her own body. And Alexi suspected on some level her mother was relieved to see her pull away, because she didn’t want to watch Alexi kill herself. So they both embraced anger instead of fear and sadness. 
After many years and several failed attempts at sobriety, Alexi could now admit that her grief had not only compounded her denial but also provided her friends with an excuse not to confront her about her drinking. They rationalized her problem just as she did, and they all seemed to believe that she would stop drinking after she’d dealt with her father’s death. But that day hadn’t come, and Alexi had only continued to push them away until only Danielle was left. 
She slid so seamlessly from social drinking into a serious habit that she couldn’t even pinpoint the moment when she lost her grip. Working toward owning her bar was the one thing that gave her the shred of strength to stay semi-functional. A tumbler of vodka tucked under the bar kept her hands from shaking but, when sipped slowly, wasn’t enough to make it impossible for her to work. And if her co-workers noticed, they turned a blind eye as well. 
Later, alone in her apartment, while she chased the elusive thread of sleep, she often drank until she passed out. She could stave off stress, both emotional and environmental, for as long as she kept the glass full. She hurt all the time, but at least she could control when she faced those demons. And she chose to do so alone, trembling in her darkened apartment. 
Alexi shook her head, shoving aside old ghosts, and finished the end of her coffee. This wasn’t the time to lament her miserable past. She’d done what she could to make amends to others, and she’d just have to live with the scars she’d inflicted on herself. 

Chapter Six
Alexi stepped out of the shower to the sound of her doorbell. On her way through the bedroom, she grabbed her robe and slipped it on. She checked the peephole then opened the door. 
“Coffee made?” Ron asked as he walked in and headed directly toward the kitchen. 
“Good morning to you, too.” Alexi moved aside and waited for Danielle to come in. 
“Sorry,” Danielle muttered. 
“Don’t worry about it.” 
Alexi entered the kitchen in time to see Ron pouring a full mug of coffee into the sink. Jack wound between Ron’s ankles, but Ron ignored him. 
“It’s cold.” 
“I wasn’t expecting guests. What’s up?” 
When Alexi made no move to brew fresh coffee, Danielle reached around Ron for the carafe and began to make it. 
“We’re on our way downtown to meet with the arson investigators.” Ron strode across the kitchen then back to stand near the sink. “I wish they would just finish whatever they need to.” 
“I know. I have to meet with them this afternoon.” Alexi braced a hip against the counter. 
“What are you going to say?” 
Ron’s voice carried a hint of accusation and Alexi tried not to be annoyed. Ron was under the same stress she was, and they simply had different ways of dealing with it. 
“The truth. For what it’s worth. I don’t know any more than you do. I closed up, and the next thing I knew I woke up to the phone ringing and news of the fire.” 
“So what are we going to do now?” 
“We’re going to rebuild as soon as the insurance company pays up.” 
Ron shook his head slowly. “It’s a lot of work.” 
“What are you saying, Ron?” Alexi stopped and stared at him. She’d assumed they were all of the same mind regarding their future. 
“Maybe it’s time to consider cutting our losses.” 
“Cutting our losses?” Alexi glanced at Danielle, who kept her back to Alexi and continued prepping the coffeemaker. “Cutting our losses?” Alexi repeated. If she said it again, only louder, it might make things more clear. 
Ron held up his hands and smiled stiffly. “Yeah. We had a good run. But maybe now is the time to go our separate ways, in business anyway.” 
“We had a good…go our separate…I can’t believe I’m hearing this.” Alexi pressed her palms to the countertop, imagining that the cool granite could somehow douse her rising anger. She wouldn’t give up her bar without a fight, and she wasn’t afraid to take the offensive. “Let’s talk about our losses, Ron.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I think you know exactly what I mean. Why does Kate Chambers want to ask me about our financial records?” 
“I don’t know,” he said, but the panic that flashed in his eyes told a different story. “Who knows what those investigators will try to pin on us. They’re probably working with the insurance company so they won’t have to pay. You read about this stuff all the time.” 
Alexi would have laughed at the ridiculousness of his suggestion if he didn’t look so nervous. His eyes darted away from hers to Danielle, and perspiration dotted his forehead. 
“So when I meet with her this afternoon and she shows me our bank statements, what am I going to see?” Alexi asked the question she already knew the answer to—the question that had a sick feeling churning in her stomach. She’d been turning her back on the money situation for months, telling herself if she ignored the issue it would go away. Once again, Alexi had allowed fear to push her to denial. For all the progress she’d thought she’d made in the past year, she was really no better at solving her problems. 
Ron didn’t answer. But, as if on cue, Danielle turned and put an arm around Alexi’s shoulders. 
“Don’t you remember what it was like when we first started out? Honey, the insurance company is only going to give us what the property was worth. We’d still have to do all of the work to rebuild and reopen. We’re just saying that might not be our best option.” 
“We? So you agree with this?” 
Danielle’s eyes cut to Ron. 
Alexi pulled away from Danielle. “Don’t look at him. Answer me.” 
Ron jumped in. “Have you forgotten the long hours we put in during the first few years?” 
“We’ve already got a staff and loyal customers and—” Alexi shook her head, confused about why they were having this argument. She couldn’t believe they were even discussing not rebuilding the bar. “Danielle, seriously, you’re on board with this idea?” 
Ron didn’t give Danielle time to answer. “We’re in agree—” 
“Danielle?” 
Danielle stared at the tile floor. “Yes. Completely.” 
“Look at me.” 
“We’re not as young as we were last time.” Danielle’s eyes remained downcast, and Alexi suspected Danielle couldn’t bring herself to look her in the eye when she lied to her. “Ron and I want to have kids. We need more stability.” 
“I see.” Alexi knew how badly Danielle wanted children, and over the years she’d gotten the impression that Ron didn’t, despite what he’d apparently told Danielle. 
Now for some reason Ron wanted out, and he was using the lure of starting a family to get Danielle in his corner. Alexi wasn’t surprised that he would see the promise of an insurance payout as an opportunity to split. She’d known that the day-to-day operation of the bar was wearing on Ron. Ultimately, he wanted to be a hands-off investor, sitting back and collecting his profits, but he couldn’t trust anyone enough not to micromanage things. Did he want out badly enough to commit arson? 
“What are you afraid of, Ron?” 
Ron glanced at Danielle, then back at Alexi. “Nothing. Danielle and I are just at a different place now than you are. This decision is easier for you because you don’t have a life outside the bar.” 
Alexi flinched. “Real nice, Ron.” 
“He didn’t mean—” 
Alexi shrugged Danielle’s arm off her shoulder. “Yes, he did. It’s okay. He’s not wrong.” 
“Alexi—” 
“Listen, I’ve got some errands to run. And you should get going. You don’t want to be late for your appointment with the investigators.” 
“They can damn well wait until I’ve had my coffee.” 
Alexi removed the carafe and stuck a travel mug under the stream of coffee. 
“Here. Drink it on the way.” Without waiting for an answer she pressed the mug into his hand. 
“We’re not done talking about the bar.” 
“Yes we are, for now anyway.” With a hand on Danielle’s shoulder, Alexi steered them both toward the door. They hadn’t resolved the question of their future, but Alexi just wanted them out of her apartment. They didn’t have to make any immediate decisions regarding the bar until Chambers and her partner completed their report anyway. Today, Alexi’s focus needed to be on her afternoon meeting with Chambers, then later she’d face the inevitable confrontation with Ron. 

“Mrs. Volk, you’re in here. Mr. Volk, if you would, come with me.” Jason showed Danielle Volk into the conference room. Kate, already seated on one side of the table, stood to greet her. 
“I thought we would be speaking with you together,” Ron protested. When he took a step toward the conference room, Jason moved to block his entrance. 
“Actually, things will go much more quickly this way. We’ll just be in the next room.” 
Before he could argue any further, Jason closed the door to the conference room, leaving Kate alone with Danielle. 
“Please, have a seat, Mrs. Volk.” Kate gestured across the table from her. 
Danielle’s hand trembled as she pulled out the chair. Kate waited until Danielle was seated, then she flipped the notebook in front of her to a page of notes she’d taken earlier and clicked her pen. 
“Mrs. Volk, your husband stated that he was with you the night of the fire.” 
Danielle cleared her throat. “That’s right. He came home from the bar early.” 
“Then what did you do?” 
“We talked for a while and went to bed.” 
“What time was that?” 
“About two a.m.” 
“Is there any chance he left the house after you were asleep?” 
“No,” Danielle answered quickly. 
“Are you sure?” 
“I’m a light sleeper.” 
Kate didn’t speak for a long moment. She pretended to consult her notes, even though she already knew what she wanted to ask. People often talked to fill an uncomfortable silence, and those were sometimes the most telling statements. But, though Danielle fidgeted in her chair, she didn’t say a word. 
“And what about Ms. Clark? Do you know where she was that night?” Kate failed to block out the image of Alexi’s face as she asked the question. 
“She said she went home after closing up.” 
Kate considered her next statement carefully. She was certain Danielle was hiding something and she wasn’t likely to spill it when her husband was around. 
“Mrs. Volk—” Kate leaned forward and rested her forearms on the table. She glanced at the door, on the other side of which Jason was having a similar conversation with Ron Volk—“we’ve determined the fire was the result of arson. If you know anything that could help us find who did this, it’s best if you tell us now. Even if you weren’t involved, if I find out later that you concealed something from us, things could go very badly for you.” 
Danielle met Kate’s eyes and her demeanor changed immediately. Her jaw tightened and her expression hardened. “Neither my husband or Alexi had anything to do with that fire.” Her eyes flashed fiercely and Kate reassessed her opinion of Danielle Volk. She wasn’t the meek creature Kate had originally thought. When challenged she was as protective as a mother lion. 

Kate parked the Tahoe on the street in front of Alexi’s bar. The building’s remains were just as they had been the night of the fire. Daylight brought home the devastation Alexi and her partner faced. Kate wondered if they had been able to salvage anything from inside. 
She had just turned toward the coffee shop across the street when a noise from the alley caught her attention and she headed that way instead. Alexi’s Cadillac was parked beside the bar, and Kate skirted it as she continued toward the old carriage house at the end of the alley. 
Inside the open doors, Alexi leaned under the hood of a vintage Chevelle. A halogen work light hung on the inside of the hood and cast a white glow over the engine. 
The night of the fire, Kate had noticed the carriage house and had determined it was locked and not tampered with. When she’d mentioned it to Jason, he said he’d asked Ron Volk for a key and Mr. Volk refused. Since the garage was unaffected by the fire, they’d need to involve the police and get a warrant to search it. Jason didn’t believe they had cause to ask for a warrant, but Kate had kept the building in the back of her mind. Maybe now she’d get a good-enough look around the interior of the garage to determine if it was worth convincing Jason to get that warrant. A few minutes of conversation to distract Alexi could save her hours of legwork. 
Alexi rested her weight on one hand as she stretched to reach farther under the hood. She bent a leg to tap her toe against the floor to balance herself, and the muscles of her arm strained against the sleeve of her T-shirt as she pulled on a socket wrench. When the bolt didn’t budge she growled, a low sound of frustration that Kate found extremely sexy. She grunted softly and tugged harder on the wrench handle. 
Shoving aside her inappropriate thoughts, Kate cleared her throat and said, “Nice car.” Fire Engine Red paint shone under the fluorescent overhead light. She glanced at the sleek black machine parked outside in the alley. “Quite a departure from the Caddy.” 
Alexi straightened and rested a hip against the front quarter-panel. “A girl needs some variety, doesn’t she?” 
When Alexi smiled at her like that, Kate could forget that she was supposed to be casing the garage. She moved close enough to trace her hand over the curve of the car’s roof. “Well, you’ve definitely got that here.” The refined, graceful style of the Cadillac varied greatly from the obvious power of the Chevelle. And though she hardly knew Alexi, she thought the Caddy might be a better fit. She suspected the Cadillac had plenty of aggression beneath the hood, but it was cloaked by the understated exterior. 
“The Chevelle was my dad’s car.” 
“Nice.” Kate leaned down to look in the open driver’s window. The outside was pristine but the inside still needed work. The vinyl seats were worn and cracked in places. The dials in the dash looked original, as did the radio, and Kate wondered if it still worked. 
“He was fixing it up when—” Alexi placed the wrench on a nearby workbench, picked up a rag, and wiped her hands. “It’s been sitting in this garage under a tarp for too long. I think I’m in over my head trying to get it running again now.” 
“Nah, like most things in life, it just needs some time and patience.” Kate tapped a hand on the edge of the window frame and straightened. 
“The last thing I need right now is philosophy from you, Ms. Chambers.” 
Kate blinked. She’d let the spark between them go to her head, and now the distance in Alexi’s voice stung. But they didn’t know each other, and their interaction was supposed to be professional. There was no reason they should have any warmth between them. 
“I’m sorry.” Kate stepped away from the car, and as she turned she scanned the shelves over the workbench. “I was a little early and I heard you down here so—well, I’ll wait for you in the coffee shop.” As her gaze swept lower she spotted a gas can under the bench. Could she have just found their accelerant? 
“Take it.” Kate whipped her head around and found Alexi’s eyes on her. Alexi flicked a glance at the gas can and then back. “Take it. But I’ll tell you now, you’ll find my prints on it.” 
“What about Mr. Volk?” 
“I don’t think so. He doesn’t use the garage.” 
Kate pulled an evidence bag from her jacket pocket and wrapped it around the handle of the gas can before she picked it up. “Does he have a key?” 
“Yes.” 
“Who else?” 
“Just he and I.” Alexi sighed and slammed the hood on the Chevelle. “Are you hungry?” 
“I could eat.” By the time Kate had finished with Danielle Volk, she’d had just enough time to write up her notes and confer with Jason about his interview before heading out to meet Alexi. 
“They’ve got great sandwiches across the street.” Alexi stepped outside the garage, and after Kate followed, she pulled the doors closed and snapped the padlock closed. Alexi stared at the charred shell of her bar. Seeing the misery in her eyes, Kate couldn’t imagine that she was the one to inflict such damage. Clearly, the bar was more than just real estate, or even a business to Alexi. 
“One of the first guys on scene told me they were afraid the garage would go up too. We had an engine crew back here throwing water on the south wall.” 
“I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost my father’s car. It’s bad enough that half the memorabilia in the bar was his.” 
“Is he pissed?” Kate asked. 
“He passed away almost fifteen years ago.” Alexi turned away quickly and headed up the alley toward the street. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Kate caught up with Alexi at the mouth of the alley and fell into step beside her. 
“I’m surprised you haven’t had me thoroughly investigated.” 
“Just what’s relevant to the business.” Kate hated that Alexi thought she’d been prying into her life, even though, to an extent, she had. She stowed the gas can in her Tahoe, then they crossed the street. 
Kate pulled open the door to the coffee shop. “I really am sorry to hear about your dad.” 
“It was a long time ago.” Alexi’s shoulder brushed Kate’s chest as she passed. 
“Yeah, but,” Kate touched Alexi’s arm and Alexi stopped in the doorway, “losing those reminders of him must feel like losing a part of him again. And for that, I’m sorry.” 
Alexi stared at Kate, astonished at how accurately Kate had read her feelings. She’d expected accusations, but sympathy and understanding were a surprise. She was jolted out of the moment when she heard a throat being cleared. A well-dressed older man stood waiting to leave and Alexi still blocked the door. 
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled as she moved aside, but he grumbled impatiently as he hurried past her. 
“Let’s sit over here.” Kate guided Alexi to a table near the front window, away from the rest of the shop’s occupants. “What can I get you?” 
“Coffee, black, and turkey on rye.” 
Alexi waited while Kate went to the counter and placed their orders. Kate leaned against the counter and chatted with the friendly barista. The woman’s smile was quick and wide, and she was obviously captivated by Kate. And why not? Kate’s long, lean body cut an impressive figure in the sharply pressed uniform with the gleaming badge and nameplate. And something about her golden hair smoothed neatly into a bun made Alexi want to see how it would look tumbling over her shoulders. Yes, she was attractive. But she was also trying to prove that Alexi was an arsonist, and Alexi would do well to remember that. 
Kate returned and set a covered cup and a wrapped sandwich in front of Alexi. “Man, have you ever tried to order black coffee in a place like this? Everything is a venti-mocha, half-caf something or other.” 
Alexi started to smile, then pulled it back. She recalled Kate blindsiding her about her financial matters at the bar the night before and was reminded that they weren’t here for small talk. 
“You had something to ask me?” 
Kate paused, then opened her notebook. “Yes. There have been some questionable withdrawals from your business account.” 
“Questionable?” Alexi knew exactly which transactions Kate referred to. For too long, she’d trusted Ron completely when it came to the books. She had her hands full with the day-to-day operations, and honestly, she enjoyed the hands-on part of the business so much more. But she’d been livid when she discovered Ron had been pulling money from their account without her knowledge. Just three weeks before the fire, they’d had an argument about it and he had promised it wouldn’t happen again. 
“I’ve highlighted the dates and amounts.” Kate slid a piece of paper in front of Alexi. 
Alexi could feel Kate watching for her reaction as she scanned the figures. She carefully masked her surprise at the unexpected withdrawal four days ago. 
“Can you explain these?” Kate pressed. 
Alexi met Kate’s eyes. “Business expenses.” 
Kate glanced down at the sheet, then back at Alexi. “You have this much expense in a month?” 
“Yes.” Alexi didn’t flinch under Kate’s unwavering stare. If Kate was trying to intimidate her, she was out of her league. Alexi was an accomplished liar going back to the times when she hid her liquor bottles from her ex-girlfriend. A trait she wasn’t necessarily proud of but one that was useful nonetheless. 
“Do you have receipts?” 
“Do I need them?” Alexi pushed the paper back across the table. “Are you checking my tax return or investigating arson?” 
“Ms. Clark, I had hoped you might cooperate—” 
“If you hoped I would help you prove I burned my own bar down, you were mistaken.” 
Kate sighed and tucked the sheet back inside a manila folder. First she’d been stonewalled by Danielle Volk and now Alexi Clark. These women certainly knew how to circle the wagons. “I’m trying to get to the truth.” 
“I had nothing to do with this fire and that’s the truth.” 
Kate wanted to believe her. She had been following each new thread of the case with the hope that they would lead away from Alexi. But if it turned out that Alexi did have something to do with the fire, there was nothing Kate could to do protect her. Kate had a job to do and she didn’t intend to screw it up on her very first case. 

Chapter Seven
High-rise buildings grew out of the center of downtown as Kate followed the flowing lines of the interstate toward the city. She checked her mirror and changed lanes, anticipating her exit. Having grown up here, Kate had watched the skyline change and spread outward over the years. It seemed as if every six months, a large crane erected a new building, taller than the last. But somehow, Nashville retained the feel of a small town within the big city. 
She passed the football stadium, then crossed the bridge over the Cumberland River. She’d once responded to a man who had jumped off this same bridge. They had scoured the shoreline and divers had searched until dark with no luck. The next morning, his body was found fifty yards downstream. In her time riding an engine, she’d seen a wide variety of emergencies, both fire and medical in nature. She had been invincible and strong as she carried victims from the flames and had shed her tears when, despite all of her effort, a soul was lost. While her motivation to save lives and property and make her community a better place was certainly altruistic, Kate also thrived on the power of fighting one of nature’s strongest elements. She enjoyed the rush of staring down a wall of flames and feeling the heat even through layers of protective gear. 
It’s amazing how life can change in the span of a year, she thought as she turned onto Third Avenue. Now, she was on her way back to her office with her notes from her meeting with Alexi. She would spend her shift sitting behind a desk rather than racing toward a call. She parked in front of the office, grabbed her notebook and the gas can, and headed inside. 
“Did you get anywhere with Ms. Clark?” Jason asked when she walked in. 
“No. But I’m certain there’s something she isn’t telling us.” Kate crossed to her desk and booted up her desktop computer. “On a positive note, I got a look inside that garage. Both owners have keys to it, but Ms. Clark is the one who primarily uses it. She gave me permission to take the gas can.” 
“Check it for prints. But if theirs are the only ones on it, we won’t be able to do much with it. Having gasoline in a garage isn’t exactly a smoking gun.” 
Kate mentally reviewed their progress. Alexi’s alarm code was used to disarm the system, her prints were probably on the gas can, but given that she was the owner, that wasn’t definitive. They hadn’t been able to pull any prints off the concrete that was planted inside. And statements from the witness and other employees hadn’t sent up any red flags. 
“We’re not making much headway on this case, are we?” Kate dropped into her chair with a heavy sigh. 
“Every case is different. Sometimes we have a ton of leads, and other times it’s more about trying to make something out of very little evidence.” 
“You really like this, don’t you?” Kate had assumed that the other investigators also had taken the assignment to avoid a worse fate. But Jason seemed genuinely committed to his work. 
“Yeah, I do. It’s like a puzzle. Some of the pieces are scientific and logical, but when you throw in the human element, the solution becomes complex and much more interesting.” 
“Okay, but don’t you miss riding an engine?” When Kate first joined the department, Jason had been on Engine 13 and the Hazmat team. 
“Sure, sometimes.” 
“What do we do if nothing breaks?” Kate opened her notebook to review her notes, searching for something they’d missed. 
“Eventually, if we don’t get anywhere, we’ll file it as arson by an unknown suspect.” 
“We just give up?” 
Jason shrugged. “We can’t win them all.” 
“Come on, Jason. You’ve got to do better than that. Otherwise, what’s the point of our job?” Kate threw her pen down on the desk in frustration. 
“We don’t have infinite time for every case. There comes a point when we have to file our report based on the evidence in front of us. Then it’s up to the property owner and the insurance company to fight it out.” 
“That’s not good enough.” 
“Someday it will be.” 
Kate waited for him to elaborate, but he turned his attention back to his computer screen. Sighing, Kate picked up her pen and followed suit. She doubted she would change her opinion about her new job anytime soon. 

“Do you work every day?” Ron asked from the doorway of the nearly empty Blue Line bar. 
“Edna’s kid is sick.” Alexi finished wiping a table, then turned around. It was just shy of four o’clock and the evening crowd hadn’t begun coming in yet. The sole waitress was on a smoke break behind the building and Alexi was covering the bar as well as the tables. 
“Doesn’t it bother you to slave away in someone else’s place?” Ron wandered inside and toward the bar. “Let me have a scotch and soda, will you?” 
“I can’t exactly work in ours right now. This keeps me busy.” Alexi rounded the bar and poured his drink. 
“I couldn’t do it.” 
“No,” Alexi murmured. “You’d rather let someone else work to pay your debts.” 
“What is that supposed to mean?” 
“I don’t know. Could it have anything to do with the two men in cheap suits who came into the bar looking for you last week?” As owner of a sports bar, Alexi was used to seeing broad-shouldered, thick-necked former football players, but these two were different. From their ill-fitting suits to their cheap shoes, they had stood out from the moment they entered. They’d made a bee-line for the bar and asked for Ron, then left immediately after Alexi told them he wasn’t working that night. And when she’d asked Ron about it the next day, he’d blown her off, saying they were “business associates,” but they both knew she saw through his words. Alexi laughed bitterly. “You didn’t even pretend you didn’t know who they were?” 
“There was no point. I told you I would handle it.” He shrugged and sipped his drink. 
“You also told me you wouldn’t take any more money.” Three months ago, when she’d first discovered the funds missing from their business account, she had been livid. Accustomed to Ron being the steady, reliable one in their partnership, she’d believed him when he promised it wouldn’t happen again. But it had, several times, and Alexi’s patience was wearing thin. She hadn’t worked so hard to put profit in the bank just so he could gamble it all away. 
“Alexi, you don’t understand. These guys are serious. I needed something to hold them off.” 
“You should have come to me.” 
“Why? So I could get another lecture about how hard you work to keep the bar in the black. You know, I’m not so sure I like the new high-and-mighty you.” 
“I thought you were done gambling.” Alexi ignored the barb. They wouldn’t get anywhere by trading insults. 
The last time Alexi found money missing, she confronted Ron. He swore it wouldn’t happen again and asked her not to tell Danielle. She hated keeping things from her friend but told herself it was for the good of the business as well as Ron and Danielle’s marriage. 
“If LSU had just covered the spread against Alabama, I would’ve had enough to get square.” 
“And then what?” Alexi didn’t believe for a minute that Ron would have stopped gambling once he was out of debt. “I can’t…” Alexi stopped and took a deep breath. “You have a problem and you need to get help.” 
“Where do you get off accusing me? Danielle and I stood by you for years when you couldn’t even get through a shift without a drink. You can’t even give me a break for a few months?” 
“I never once took anything from the business.” Familiar guilt flooded Alexi and she wondered if she owed him a little more slack. She shook her head. She owned her mistakes, but they weren’t excuse enough for Ron’s current behavior. “You know I appreciate how much you both supported me. That’s why I want to help you avoid going through the same thing.” 
“This is different. I’m not an addict. I’m just making a few bets.” 
“Thugs don’t visit you over a few bets.” 
“Alexi—” 
“No.” Alexi couldn’t stomach one more attempt to justify their current situation. “You’re taking money from our business account to pay off your bookie. And now I have to figure out how to explain that to the woman who is investigating the fire that destroyed our bar.” 
“What did you tell the investigator?” 
“Jesus, Ron, I’m talking about everything we’ve worked for here.” 
“So am I. You didn’t tell her why I took the money, did you?” He slid his glass across the bar and gestured for a refill. 
Irritated, Alexi took the glass and shoved it in the sink under the bar, taking petty pleasure in denying him. “No, I didn’t.” When a group of men came in and gathered at the other end of the bar, Alexi lowered her voice. “She thinks I set that fire. We could lose the insurance money. Hell, I could go to jail. Could things get any worse?” 
He waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t be ridiculous. You didn’t start that fire.” 
“Of course not. But she thinks I did.” 
“Well, she doesn’t have any proof. So what she thinks doesn’t really matter, does it?” 
Alexi sighed and turned away to take care of the new customers. She took their order and automatically made their drinks, all the while considering Ron’s words. Why did she care? Why did Kate Chambers’s opinion matter? It didn’t. It shouldn’t. Time would prove Alexi’s innocence, and beyond that, she had no reason to be thinking about Kate. 
But she was. She was remembering the sympathy she’d seen in Kate’s eyes when she’d talked about her father’s death. She hadn’t seen pity—not the kind that meant she felt sorry for her—but a warm, comforting kind of sympathy that made her feel like Kate wanted to take her pain away. 
Alexi had intended to be in front of the coffee shop when Kate arrived, but she’d lost track of time. She knew the bar was a big part of her life, but she’d felt even more unfocused without it. So seeking a touchstone, she had gravitated to the garage and her father’s car. The Chevelle was more than just her father’s favorite car; it represented many of Alexi’s fondest memories of him. 
After her parents’ divorce, Alexi spent two weekends a month with her father. And on those Fridays Alexi rushed home from school anticipating their time together. When after one weekend Alexi told her mother that her father bought a new car—a new old car—her mother laughed and said he must be having a mid-life crisis. But Alexi didn’t think it was a crisis at all. Her father had changed since the divorce, that much was certain, but for the better. He was lighter somehow, and though Alexi couldn’t explain it, she could feel it. He seemed happier, and when he talked about fixing up the car there was a spark in his eyes that Alexi didn’t remember seeing before. 
So Alexi ignored her mother’s bitterness and insisted on spending every weekend with her father. Sometimes they spent both days puttering under the hood of the car. Alexi didn’t think her father knew much about fixing up cars, but she enjoyed simply spending time with him. So much so, that she didn’t care that her mother complained when she came home with grease under her fingernails. She patiently endured her mother’s diatribe against the death of femininity and her insistence that Alexi would never find a suitable husband by hanging around in dirty garages. Alexi’s argument that knowing how to fix her own car would make her more independent didn’t sway her mother’s opinion of how she spent her time. Her mother was of a different generation and, to her, success meant finding a good man to take care of her. Alexi suspected her mother viewed her own divorce as her biggest failure and was afraid Alexi’s life might follow a similar path. 

The rattle of chain link followed the whoosh of Kate’s bat through the air as the ball hit the enclosure behind her. 
“Shit,” Kate hissed as the next ball sailed over her swinging bat. She backed off and took a deep breath while another one passed. With renewed determination, she stepped back up to the plate. 
This time she connected solidly—a line drive that shot into the net thirty yards away and fell harmlessly to the ground. Four more followed until the pitching machine ran out and she put another token in the slot. 
She missed the adrenaline rush of firefighting as much as, if not more than, any other aspect of it. She also hadn’t realized how much her relationship with the other firefighters would change. On the surface, they tried to treat her the same, but that was the problem; she could tell they had to make an effort. As an investigator she was still one of them, but not entirely, because she no longer entered burning buildings with them or stood behind them on the hose. She had become a peripheral part of their lives, and she had even noticed her own father and brother mentally remind themselves who she used to be when they interacted with her. 
Despite her father’s assertion that he understood her situation, he didn’t have the same light of pride in his eyes when he looked at her. But his expression was still preferable to the pity she saw in her brother’s eyes. Pity and a bit of fear. Because she was a constant example of what could still happen to him, and she was all too aware that he couldn’t help but think about how it would feel to face the rest of his career unable to do what he felt he was born to do. He remained outwardly supportive, but at times Kate got the impression that he resented her for being that reminder. 
In addition to the social and psychological effects, Kate was also feeling the physical fallout from her career derailment. Though most wouldn’t guess it from her meticulously feminine appearance, Kate loved the manual labor of her job. She was never happier than when she was on the nozzle of a charged hose. Her duties had challenged her physically on a regular basis and now her body, confined to a desk chair, craved the exertion. So she spent her evenings at the gym or the batting cages trying to quell that need. 
Today, she battled more than her usual restlessness. Her mind wouldn’t stop replaying her conversations with both Alexi and Jason. Alexi Clark was difficult to read. Kate sensed Alexi’s secrets ran deep and were well protected. She was an obvious suspect, but Kate’s gut told her that the pain and loss in Alexi’s eyes was real. That bar was so connected to Alexi’s identity that she seemed very unlikely to have had anything to do with the fire. Still, Kate was certain Alexi held the key to breaking this case. Somebody had burned that bar down on purpose, not on a whim. Vandals wouldn’t have taken the time to go inside and plant the chunk of concrete. 
As dusk crept in and brilliant floodlights came on overhead, the rhythmic crack of her bat drove her thoughts away and she settled into a fluid motion. She continued to swing until her arms were heavy and her torso ached. When her final token ran out she pushed open the gate. At the car, she put her gear in the trunk and sucked in a breath as a twinge shot across her back. She stretched cautiously until she was convinced the pain was temporary—a product of overexertion, not injury. 

Chapter Eight
Fires involving fatalities felt different than those that destroyed only property: an air of loss hung heavily over the scene. And it touched Kate the moment she stepped out of her Tahoe. She’d heard on the radio that neighbors had reported a woman and three children were trapped inside one apartment. Firefighters had been able to get to the mother and two of the kids, and Kate had met the ambulance screaming toward the hospital with one victim, critically injured, as she pulled up. 
The fire had already consumed nearly half the building and still burned before her. Each unit housed a block of four apartments and was connected to the next by a breezeway. The blaze had spread quickly, and the incident commander had determined it too risky to have crews inside. Responders from several engine and truck companies continued to saturate the building from the outside, but Kate could sense a difference in their efforts. The men and women on the hoses still fought, hoped in spite of everything that they could somehow make the save. But those who had been relieved showed the truth in the slump of their shoulders as they sat on the bumpers of their engines with helmets and soaked turnout coats discarded at their feet. 
Near the complex’s business office a crowd of people stood staring at the building, shades of orange and yellow flickering over their shocked expressions. Kate had never gotten used to the absurd uniform of the displaced, aroused sleepers wearing whatever jacket they could grab over various types of pajamas before they fled their home. Those who hadn’t had time to get a coat clutched blankets around their shoulders, which the paramedics had provided. 
Kate quickly located Unit 2, the mobile-command vehicle, just as Jason appeared at the door and waved her over. He stepped down from the converted RV. 
“We got the prints back on that gas can. We found Ms. Clark’s and Ron and Danielle Volk’s.” 
“That doesn’t prove anything. They all had access to the garage.” The information dashed Kate’s hopes that someone else’s prints would show up. 
“I know. But I thought you would want to know the report was faxed to the office.” 
Kate nodded. 
“Come on, they’re waiting for us inside.” Jason climbed back into the RV. 
Kate left her turnout coat and helmet just outside and followed. Inside, the assistant chief paced the length of the narrow center of the space. He paused occasionally to speak to an administrative officer, who diligently took notes at a desk positioned along one side. 
Jason slid into a booth near the front and Kate sat beside him. 
“What do you have on the C side?” The assistant chief stopped and turned to one of his district chiefs, who stood near a large whiteboard affixed to the wall. The rough shape of the building was surrounded by a scrawl of shorthand that a layperson would probably find impossible to decipher. But in one glance, Kate could determine the layout of the scene outside. 
“Twelve and fifteen.” The district chief responded quickly and succinctly, identifying the numbers of the two engine companies assigned to cover the rear of the building. He filled the role of “Operations” and was responsible for managing the personnel who were mounting the assault on the inferno. He tracked the location of the various crews and how long they’d been working. When a crew needed relief he sent replacement companies to their position. The crew then reported to rehab, where they rehydrated and rested until they were called upon for another task. 
Kate leaned forward and looked out the window. A few feet away, between the RV and the closest engine, a woman stood wrapped in a coarse gray blanket. Tears streamed down her face and she sobbed between wracking coughs. The department chaplain placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, but his presence did little to slow the pace of her tears. A rustle of movement in the opening of the blanket drew Kate’s eyes. Tucked beneath the woolen folds, a girl, no more than five years old, clung to the woman’s legs. 
“Her other daughter didn’t make it out,” the chief said, looking over Kate’s shoulder. When a disembodied voice over his radio notified him that representatives from the Red Cross had arrived, he instructed that they be shown to the command vehicle. The Red Cross would help the displaced families find shelter for a few nights as well as provide clothing and other personal items. 
The girl tilted her head back to look up at her mother, fear and confusion etched on her small features. She said something Kate couldn’t hear. But when the woman pressed the child closer in a comforting gesture, her gaze remained on the building in front of her. 
After leaving the pair in the capable hands of a Red Cross volunteer, the chaplain crossed the short distance to Unit 2. As Kate studied his serious expression she wondered how it must feel to constantly be that close to such overwhelming loss. Certainly she’d witnessed the same devastation many times, and over the years, a few victims had stuck with her, but going about the urgent business of her job often kept her physically distant enough to remain somewhat detached. While in the midst of fighting the fire, she often passed off emotional family members to police officers, paramedics, or the chaplain. Only later would she allow herself to feel the mixture of loss and failure that always assailed her when she was unable to save a victim. 
“Early reports indicate that the fire started on the ground floor.” The chief addressed Kate and Jason, as well as the public-information officer, who would later be responsible for talking with the members of the media. “Engines nine and twelve were first on scene, and Captain Webb took her crew inside and completed a successful rescue of all but one of the residents of that apartment. They were about to re-enter for the third child, who we believe was hiding in the back bedroom, when I ordered everyone out. The building was fully involved and it was just too hot to let them back in.” 
Kate had heard the quick exchange between the chief and Captain Webb on the radio. Webb had not been happy about having her rescue attempt cut short, but after arguing as long as she reasonably could, she’d obeyed the order. 
“I heard one of the guys say they suspected this was an electrical fire,” the PIO said, looking up from his notes. 
The chief glanced at him, displeasure evident on his face. “That’s not for public consumption. As usual, we won’t issue an official statement until the investigators confirm origin.” 
“We’ll let you know something when we can, Chief.” Jason stood and moved to the door. 
Outside, Kate retrieved her gear and followed him out across the parking lot to where the bulk of apparatus clustered. Swollen hose connected hydrants to engines, then stretched toward the apartment buildings. 
“There’s a good chance that electrical-fire idea has already reached the media,” Jason said. 
“I know.” If the rumor had passed through the rank of firefighters to reach the PIO, odds were that a reporter on scene had also intercepted it. 
“Forget you heard it. Nothing is fact until our investigation is complete.” 
“Just forget it? Those guys usually know how to spot this stuff.” Electrical fires were common. Kate had seen the evidence of many in her time, and she wondered why Jason would discount the opinions of experienced firefighters on scene. 
“Even if it’s the likely source, you should figure out how to put it out of your mind. If you’re looking for electrical, you might miss something important that would lead in another direction.” 
Kate nodded, and when Jason stopped to talk to the EMS district chief, she took the opportunity to slip on her coat and helmet. 
“Chief, what do you have?” Jason asked. 
The district chief was the immediate supervisor of the medics assigned to the call. He was responsible for making sure enough units were on scene to treat and transport any victims. Standard operating procedure also dictated that one extra paramedic team be on scene at all times in case a firefighter got injured. 
“I’ve got two units still on scene. We’re already transporting three residents for smoke inhalation and two with burns, one pretty serious. And one victim we weren’t able to reach.” 
“Has the on-call medical examiner been called?” 
“She’s on her way.” 
We’ve also got a paramedic from eighteen going to the hospital.” 
“Which one?” Kate asked, the mention of her old station ringing warning bells. 
“Stocks.” 
“Damn it. Paula,” Kate muttered. “Is she okay?” 
“Yeah, she took in some smoke. They were one of the first medic crews on scene and went in to help an elderly woman out of one of the rear apartments. Saved her life, but they’ll catch hell when we get done here.” 
Paramedics weren’t equipped to enter building fires. But neither the lack of protective gear or department prohibitions would have stopped Paula from trying to help that woman. 
“She’s being transported?” 
“Yes. But I think she only agreed to go in order to escape my wrath, or delay it at least.” 
Kate nodded. She scanned the scene, checking to see if the medic unit had left yet. She spotted an ambulance across the parking lot, but another vehicle blocked the number on its side. 
“You can go check on her if you want to,” Jason said as they headed toward the building where the fire originated. 
“That’s okay.” Kate forced her mind back to the investigation. Smoke inhalation was common among firefighters, and they usually had to report to the hospital as a precaution. 
“Hey.” Jason stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “I know it’s not a big deal. But if it was one of my buddies I’d want to see if they need anything. Besides, this is most likely only a lot of paperwork. After all, it was just an electrical fire.” 
“I thought we were supposed to forget that.” 
“Just go.” He shoved her away gently. “Do what you gotta do. I’ll take care of this.” 
“Thanks.” 
“When you get to the hospital, see if you can get any info on the residents that were transported from here. We’ll need to interview them later.” 
“I’ll probably just be sitting around with Paula anyway. I’ll try to knock out a couple of the interviews.” 
“Great. Make sure you check on that critical child. If she doesn’t make it, we’ll need to document her death.” 
“No problem.” Kate strode across the lot already planning her own lecture for Paula. 
As Kate drew closer, she spotted Paula through the open rear doors of the ambulance. From the way she was perched on the edge of the stretcher it looked like she was planning to flee at any moment. A paramedic sat opposite her taking her blood pressure. 
“So is it true that paramedics make the worst patients?” Kate asked as she climbed into the back of the ambulance. 
“Yes,” the man treating Paula answered without hesitation. 
“No.” Paula pulled the oxygen mask away from her face. 
“You need to leave that on.” The paramedic shooed Paula’s hand away and replaced the mask. He leaned toward the front where his partner sat in the driver’s seat. “We’re ready to roll.” 
“I’ll follow you.” Kate squeezed Paula’s hand, then released it. 
“I’m okay,” Paula said. “I’ll probably be back at the station before my crew is released from the scene.” 
“Good. Then you’ll need a ride home.” Kate didn’t intend to let Paula return to finish her shift. “I’ll meet you at the hospital.” Kate didn’t wait for her to argue further. She jumped down from the ambulance and closed the back doors. 

Kate left her Tahoe near the emergency entrance out of the way of incoming ambulances and hurried to the door just as Paula was being pushed in on the stretcher. As they passed a large semicircular desk, the paramedic briefed an approaching doctor on Paula’s condition. 
Kate tuned out the medical terminology in favor of assessing the competence of Paula’s doctor. She was a slight woman, but the shapeless green scrubs didn’t reveal anything further about her build. A no-nonsense bun held her coppery hair captive, except for the strand that had escaped to fall against her cheek. As she scanned Paula from head to toe, her smoky eyes were sharp and intelligent, and somehow Kate knew they didn’t miss a thing in their quick appraisal. 
“Take her to room three.” Not originally from the South, Kate guessed from the staccato words that matched the doctor’s demeanor as she followed the stretcher to the examination room. 
Grateful that her uniform spared her from any questions about her presence, Kate stepped in behind them and immediately moved to the side, out of the way. 
“I really don’t need to be here,” Paula said as the paramedics transferred her to the hospital gurney. 
“You’ll be in enough trouble when the chief gets his hands on you, Stocks,” one of the medics said as they wheeled their stretcher out. “So just be quiet and let the doc examine you.” 
The doctor reeled off a string of tests for the nurse to order and waited while Paula’s vitals were taken. 
“Doctor—” Paula dropped her eyes to the identification tag clipped to the doctor’s breast pocket—“Fields, we bring patients here all the time, and I don’t remember seeing you before.” 
“I just started here this week.” She rested a hand on Paula’s shoulder and slipped the end of her stethoscope under the hem of Paula’s shirt. 
“What do you think, am I going to make it?” 
“Shh. Take a deep breath.” 
When Paula inhaled then began coughing, she flushed. Dr. Fields pulled the stethoscope from her ears. 
“Sorry,” Paula murmured. 
“I want to keep you on the oxygen for a bit longer, but I don’t hear anything to be concerned about.” Dr. Fields replaced the mask with a nasal canula and reduced the flow of oxygen. “We’ll give you a breathing treatment, too. Someone will be in to get your history and start a chart. I’ll be back to check on you in a bit.” 
“Do you think you’ll need to keep me overnight?” 
Dr. Fields paused in the doorway, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Overnight? Certainly not.” 
“I thought you might want to—observe me.” 
If the doctor picked up Paula’s suggestive tone, she didn’t give any indication. “You’ll be out of here in a little while.” 
“Did you catch that?” Paula asked Kate after Dr. Fields had gone. She leaned precariously off the edge of the bed in an effort to see into the hallway. 
“What?” Kate crossed to Paula’s side. “You’re going to fall off there.” 
Paula straightened. “Couldn’t you feel the sexual tension between us?” 
“What are you talking about? She barely noticed you.” 
“Ha. She was trying to make it seem that way.” 
“Convincingly, too.” 
Paula twisted her hands together nervously. “She’s cute.” 
“Are you blushing?” 
“No.” 
“Yes, you are.” Kate grinned. “You’re smitten.” 
“Oh, come on, Kate. Nobody says that anymore.” 
“They do if it’s true.” 
“Shut up.” 
Kate smiled. If Paula really was attracted to Dr. Fields, she may have met her match, because the doctor didn’t seem the least bit interested. 

Kate pushed the Up button on the elevator and stepped back to wait for the car. While Paula was receiving an albuterol treatment, Kate had excused herself to check on the other victims from the fire. In the Emergency Department, she had collected contact information and brief statements from those with minor injuries. When she had inquired at the desk about the critically injured child the clerk informed her that the child had already been transferred to the Pediatric ICU. She was on her way up there now. 
The nurse downstairs said that the girl had been unconscious when she was sent up, but Kate hoped to find a family member or additional witness waiting upstairs. When the doors opened, Kate entered and shifted to move behind the three other occupants. Two doctors in scrubs conferred quietly about a patient’s bypass surgery. The other passenger, a teenager dressed in all black, leaned against the wall opposite Kate as if she wished she could fade into it. When the car stopped at the next floor, all three exited, leaving Kate alone to ride up the remaining two floors. Seconds later, the doors slid back. Kate bypassed the nurses’ station and headed down the hallway. 
She paused in front of a glassed-in pediatric intensive-care room and consulted her notes. At three years old, the girl was the youngest victim of the fire. She looked small and defenseless nestled in the sterile white linens. Wires crossed her inert body and connected to machines at her bedside that sent a continuous stream of information back to the nurses’ station. Kate watched the heartbeat jump as it scrolled across the screen, tiny peaks that didn’t adequately describe the miracle of the heart pumping inside that little chest. Bandages spotted with blood obscured one side of her face. 
“They’re keeping her sedated.” 
Kate turned at the quietly spoken words from behind her. The woman standing there stared past Kate and into the room beyond. Her eyes were red and welled with tears as she looked at the girl. The disheveled state of her short gray hair and the way her clothes seemed to have been haphazardly thrown on gave Kate a hint that she’d been awakened unexpectedly. She clutched a wad of tissue in one fist, and her other hand shook as she touched it to her throat. She didn’t even appear to notice Kate, but there was no else to whom she could have been speaking. 
“Such a sweet girl. She laughs all the time.” The woman finally looked at Kate and Kate almost wished she hadn’t. The agony in her eyes was razor sharp and drew blood in Kate’s soul. “I’m her grandmother, Lynn Keller.” 
“Kate Chambers. I’m an investigator with the fire department. Were you at the apartment complex when the fire started?” 
“No. I live down the street. I got there just as the fire engines arrived. My daughter called me. She couldn’t stand to leave until she knew all of her girls were safe.” 
Kate remembered the woman huddled under the blanket outside the command van. One of her daughters clung to her legs, one was in an ambulance on the way to the hospital, and the other was still inside. Kate couldn’t imagine being torn in so many directions and all of them promising only pain. 

“How are we doing in here?” Dr. Fields asked as she strode into the room. 
“Ready to go home, Doc,” Paula answered as the doctor crossed to her bedside. 
Dr. Fields scanned Paula’s chart. “Your blood gases look fine. I don’t see any reason to keep you. But if you experience any increased shortness of breath, dizziness, or nausea you should have someone bring you back in.” 
“I’m single,” Paula blurted. “There’s no one to—I mean—I can drive myself in.” 
“It would be better if you could have someone stay with you for the night.” 
“I’ll stay with her,” Kate said before Paula could recover sufficiently to come up with a suggestive reply. 
“Good. Stop at the front desk on your way out so they can discharge you.” Dr. Fields turned and swept out of the room. 
Paula’s eyes followed her until she turned a corner in the hallway and was no longer visible. When Kate began laughing, Paula’s gaze cut quickly to her. 
“What’s so funny?” 
“You should see your face. You look like someone just stole your puppy.” 
“She really didn’t notice me at all, did she?” 
“She seems very—focused.” Kate began to gather up Paula’s discarded clothes. “Get dressed.” 
Still sulking, Paula slid off the bed. Kate untied the back of her gown for her, then turned around while Paula changed. After leaving her card with Lynn Keller and at the nurses’ station, Kate had returned to find Paula still waiting for the doctor to return. They had waited another hour before Dr. Fields came back. 
“I’m ready.” 
Kate picked up Paula’s jacket and folded it over her arm. “With all the time you spend in hospitals, it’s ironic that you had to be a patient to meet a hot doctor.” 
“Yeah, ironic.” 
“Oh, stop pouting.” Kate followed Paula into the hallway. “Hey, look at it this way. Maybe she hasn’t realized yet that she can’t live without you, but you’ll be seeing her again when you bring patients here. That will give you plenty of time to sneak up on her.” 
“You may be right about that. Can you drop me by the station?” 
“You should go home and rest.” 
“My truck is there.” 
“I’ll take you over tomorrow to get it. Besides, your chief as much as told me he would have your ass when you got back. Are you really in a hurry to get your dressing-down?” 
“I guess that’s reason enough to wait till tomorrow.” Paula stopped at the emergency-room desk and signed the appropriate forms. 
“What were you thinking, going inside, anyway?” Kate asked as they picked their way through the crowded waiting room. 
“I know you big, bad firefighters think we paramedics should stand on the sidelines and let you be the heroes, but—” 
“Paula, you know I don’t believe that.” Kate fished her keys out of her jacket pocket and disarmed her alarm. She opened the passenger door, but Paula didn’t get in. Instead she turned to Kate. 
“The two crews on scene were already pulling victims from the building when we saw an old woman trying to get out. I was only in there for a second.” 
Kate waited until Paula settled in, then closed the door and circled the car. 
“A second was long enough to land you in the hospital,” Kate said when she was behind the wheel. 
“Oh, please, they didn’t even admit me.” 
“That’s no excuse.” 
“I’ve transported firefighters in worse shape, and they were supposedly wearing gear at the time.” 
“That’s exactly my point. You could have been seriously injured.” 
“But I wasn’t. So why are we arguing about it now?” 
Kate sighed in frustration with Paula’s stubbornness. “Just promise me you won’t do it again.” 
“I can’t promise you that.” Paula covered Kate’s hand on the gearshift and squeezed. “But thank you for worrying about me.” 

Chapter Nine
Alexi sat in her car outside Tony’s Place staring at the front door. As the only other sports bar in the downtown area, Tony’s was technically Alexi’s closest competitor, but Alexi seriously doubted they shared any customers. She’d been sitting here for twenty minutes, and the few people who went inside didn’t look like they’d ever been in her bar. Alexi’s place was several blocks closer to Broadway and she had attracted more tourists. Finally deciding she couldn’t sit in the parking lot all day, Alexi got out and crossed the cracked asphalt. 
Anthony Wilde had run this place for over two decades, and the exterior of the building didn’t appear to have had an upgrade in that time. Alexi couldn’t see through the layer of grime that blanketed the two small windows, and many of the brown wooden shingles that covered the front were rotted and falling off. Several simple cosmetic changes could certainly improve its appearance, but Alexi suspected the clientele didn’t come here for the décor. 
Alexi pulled open the door and paused just inside while her eyes adjusted to the lighting change. The glow from several televisions and a sparse row of pendant lights scattered across the center of the room provided the only illumination in the dark interior. As the shadows cleared, Alexi could make out several figures hulking over the bar. She headed in that direction but glanced at the men only cursorily. Instead, she directed her statement to the bartender. 
“Let him know Alexi Clark is here to see him, please.” 
The man nodded silently and picked up a phone behind the bar. He turned his back to her, then moments later waved her toward a door to her right. 
Since he still hadn’t spoken to her, Alexi saw no need to respond. She tapped on the door and waited until a voice from within beckoned her to enter. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her. This office had obviously received more attention than the rest of the business. The carpet was plush and the furnishings expensive. Behind the large ornate desk a sizable man filled a well-padded office chair. 
“Good afternoon, Ms. Clark. Please, have a seat. What brings you to my fine establishment?” His voice was rough, as if he’d smoked far too many cigarettes. His jet black hair was slicked back, and his garish purple silk shirt overpowered his tailored gray blazer. Alexi nearly laughed when she noticed the thick gold chains inside his open collar. Anthony Wilde was a cliché of his own making. He obviously wanted to be a mobster, but he had absolutely no connections. Instead he was only a small-town bookie with little or no influence outside of this building, let alone the city. 
“Well, Mr. Wilde, since you were kind enough to send two of your men to my bar, I thought I should treat you to a visit as well.” 
“I certainly don’t dictate where my associates choose to spend their leisure time.” He raised his hands in a gesture of innocence that Alexi wasn’t buying. “Just as you obviously have no control over how your partner spends his.” 
“What do you know about my partner?” 
“I think we both know what I’m talking about. So let’s not insult your intelligence or mine by pretending we don’t.” 
“I don’t approve of Ron’s gambling. But he’s a big boy, and whatever he owes you is between you and him. It has nothing to do with my business.” 
“I agree.” 
“So you’re telling me you have no idea how a fire started in my bar.” 
Anthony enfolded one large hand inside the other and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk in front of him. “Your pal Ronnie is down a lot of money and, yeah, I sent the boys over to remind him of his debt. But arson is not my style.” 
Alexi leaned forward as well and met his eyes. Bloodshot with heavy folds beneath them, they reminded Alexi of a basset hound’s. “Is it possible someone may have acted on your behalf without your approval?” 
“No.” 
She wasn’t entirely convinced. But those two idiots he’d sent didn’t seem like independent thinkers. If they did come up with an idea like arson, they probably would be quick to brag to the boss about their exploits. 
“Thank you for stopping by, Ms. Clark. If I hear anything about your bar, I’ll be sure to let you know. After all, we small-business owners need to stick together.” 
Alexi certainly didn’t believe that he was sincere. But she stood, allowing him to dismiss her. She had all the information she was going to get today. She needed to regroup and figure out her next step. 

After Kate dropped Paula off at home with a promise to check on her in a few hours, she drove back to the office. Jason had returned from the scene and was busy cataloging the evidence he’d collected. He’d determined that the fire had started in the bedroom of a ground-floor apartment and was electrical in origin. Kate began to sort through his notes and enter them into the software they used to generate reports while he uploaded the photographs from his digital camera. 
As Kate read Jason’s account of the scene, the image of the mother and daughter kept returning to her. Again, Kate mulled over the fact that throughout her years as a firefighter, with only a few exceptions, she’d conditioned herself to look past the displaced residents. From the time she jumped down from the engine, every second counted, and she couldn’t afford to get caught up in feeling sorry for the families clustered outside. 
But this morning, without an urgent purpose and the adrenaline singing through her blood, Kate had been more aware of the details she usually missed. She’d noticed how the little girl clinging to her mother’s legs looked scared as she watched the firefighters in heavy gear hurrying around them. Did the blanket feel scratchy against the little girl’s face as she peeked out from under it? The mother had cradled a hand on the back of her daughter’s head as the chaplain told her they had been unable to save her other child. The woman’s tears left tracks down her cheeks, and when the chaplain placed a comforting hand on her shoulder she leaned into his touch as if drawing strength. Kate had barely paid attention to the things she normally did, such as hose diameters, building construction, and attack-team placement. She also hadn’t searched the crowd of apparatus for familiar faces. 
Her thoughts returned to the grandmother staring into that hospital room as if she would willingly give her own life to ensure that the child survived. These were the people Kate was accustomed to helping. But what could she do now that the rescuing was done and the fire was out? 
“Sit here behind a desk,” she mumbled. “That’s what I can do.” 
“What?” Jason asked from his desk a foot away. 
“Nothing.” 
When Kate finished entering Jason’s notes, she printed the various reports, then leaned back in her chair and sighed. Jason grabbed the pages as the printer spit them out. 
“We’ll still have to do a little legwork to confirm everything, but it looks like the fire was accidental.” 
“That’s a whole lot of paperwork for one case,” Kate said. 
“It always is when there’s a fire death.” Jason flipped through the pages. “We create our own file and send copies to headquarters and the medical examiner’s office.” 
“I’ve never seen it from this side.” 
“It still gets to you. But I don’t think this is as difficult as being the guys out there on the trucks.” 
“Really? Because being in this office is harder for me. I feel like I’m getting overloaded with the emotional aspects that I used to be able to shut out. And I don’t have that physical outlet any longer.” 
“This job is definitely an adjustment. Don’t put too much pressure on yourself to make that transition quickly. Stepping away from your emotions isn’t as easy when you’ve been in the victims’ homes and seen the pieces of their lives destroyed.” 
Kate nodded. “Sometimes I felt like I could have done something more to get them out. But at least when I was on the engine, at the end of the day I was so exhausted I knew I’d done all I could, and that helped take the sting out of the losses. How did you deal with the ones you couldn’t save when you were on a truck?” 
“I went home and hugged my kids.” Jason was a father of four, three boys and a girl. He joked that his wife let him stop after their daughter because he’d finally gotten it right. “What do you do?” 
Kate shrugged. “I used to go a round or two on the heavy bag in the truck bay, or have a drink at the Blue Line with the guys. Sometimes I’d talk to my dad or my brother.” 
“You can still do all of that.” 
Kate shrugged. “I’m not sure they would understand my complaints about this job as well as they did before.” 
“I’ll have a drink with you anytime you need one.” 
“Thanks, I appreciate that.” 
“You’re lucky to have family in the department.” 
“I guess, but they like to think they’re tough guys. They don’t really like to talk about feelings and stuff. But it doesn’t seem like anyone else can understand the things we’ve seen.” 
“They can’t.” Jason picked up the photo of his family from his desk and smiled faintly as he looked at them. The love he had for them warmed his eyes. “My wife tries, she really does. But I don’t need her to get it.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because back then that’s what my crewmates were for. Those guys who went in with me knew what I felt, and that was enough. My family is my escape, and knowing I could help keep the ugliness in the world away from them for a while longer is what allowed me to go on the next call.” 

“I visited your friend Anthony Wilde today.” Alexi sat on the sofa in Ron and Danielle’s condo and carefully watched Ron’s reaction. His expression tightened but Alexi saw no other outward signs of stress. He stood across the room leaning an elbow on the fireplace mantle in what felt like forced casualness. 
“I told you I would take care of it.” 
“Aren’t you concerned he may have had something do with the fire?” 
“Not in the least.” 
“Does Danielle know what’s been going on?” 
“No.” 
“You should tell her.” 
“Tell me what?” Danielle asked from behind Alexi. Panic flashed across Ron’s face before he quickly masked it. 
He crossed to Danielle’s side. “Nothing to worry about, darling. Alexi is just a little stressed lately.” 
“Of course, I’m stressed.” Alexi stood quickly. “My life is falling apart and I can’t do anything about it.” 
“What did you want him to tell me?” Danielle asked. 
Alexi looked at Ron, waiting for him to speak up, but he didn’t. He put his arm around Danielle and eased her closer, as if to emphasize whose side Danielle was likely to take. Alexi decided the time for secrecy had passed. If they ever hoped to move forward, they needed to have more honest communication between them. 
“Ron has been taking money from the bar to pay off gambling debts.” 
“Are you out of your mind?” Ron strode forward and got in Alexi’s face, but she refused to flinch. 
“I had your back until—” 
“Where do you get off—” 
“You crossed a line when you started stealing from me—” 
“I already knew.” Danielle’s quiet statement stopped them both in mid-argument. 
“What did you—how did…” 
If Alexi hadn’t been in total shock herself, Ron’s stuttering response might have been comical. 
“I’m not an idiot, Ron. I knew you were gambling long before you started taking money from the business accounts. But, silly me, I thought if I pretended I didn’t see it, it would go away. I didn’t want to believe you could let it go this far, that you would jeopardize our future. And look at us now.” Danielle swiped angrily at her tears. 
Alexi took a step toward her, intending to offer comfort, but reconsidered when Danielle glared at her. 
“And you. You’re supposed to be my friend. How could you keep this from me?” 
“I was only trying to protect you.” Alexi moved forward again and touched Danielle’s shoulder. 
“I had a right to know what was going on. I shouldn’t have had to find out on my own.” Danielle shrugged off Alexi’s hand. 
“He promised me it wouldn’t happen again.” 
“Obviously, it did.” 
Alexi glanced at Ron, who still stood across the room fidgeting. “Yes.” 
“And you think these people had something to do with the fire?” Danielle asked. 
“I don’t know. I went to see his bookie today and—” 
“Alexi! That was a dangerous thing to do.” 
“Oh, please. I’m not afraid of some wannabe tough guy.” 
“Maybe you should be, if you really think he’s capable of arson.” 
Alexi remembered how intimidating Anthony Wilde had tried to look, but he had obviously been bluffing. She hadn’t crossed him off her list of suspects yet, but her gut told her that he didn’t have it in him. 
“Okay, listen up. Both of you.” Danielle gave each of them a stern look. “No more arguing about the past. I don’t intend to let this destroy us. And Alexi, you stay out of this investigation. I don’t want you getting hurt. Do you understand me?” 
Alexi glanced at Ron but he was staring at the floor. Alexi wasn’t sure she could simply forgive Ron and move on. She’d tried that once and he’d just betrayed her again. In fact, Ron’s idea to go their separate ways after they got the insurance money was beginning to sound good. 
“Well?” Danielle demanded. 
“I need to know what happened.” Alexi couldn’t promise not to continue asking questions. 
“Let that investigator do her job.” 
Kate Chambers’s face popped into Alexi’s head. She’d seen unexpected strength behind Kate’s serene bottle green eyes and smooth, creamy complexion. For a moment she allowed herself to wonder how it would feel to trust Kate. “I’ll try.” She finally relented because she knew Danielle wouldn’t give up. 

Chapter Ten
Kate shuffled forward as the customer at the front of the line went to the counter. After finishing the reports on yesterday’s apartment fire, she and Jason had decided to break for lunch. She lost the coin toss and now waited for her turn at the deli several blocks from the office. She held a list of lunch orders for Jason and the other investigators wrapped around an assortment of bills. 
“Next.” 
Kate inched closer. There was just one person in front of her when her cell phone rang. Recognizing Jason’s number, she flipped it open. “Yeah?” 
“Where’s your pager?” 
Kate clapped a hand against her hip where her pager should be and encountered only the smooth leather of her belt. “I—um—” 
“It’s sitting on your desk. Or, more accurately, just about vibrated itself off your desk.” Before she could offer an excuse, he continued. “Dispatch put out a structure fire.” 
“It’s not our call. Branagh and Walsh get the next one.” 
“I still thought you might want to know.” 
“Okay, go ahead.” Kate pulled out a pen and wrote down the address he gave. 
“Why does that sound…” When the numbers clicked in her head, Kate stepped back quickly and nearly bumped into the man waiting in line behind her. Ignoring his look of annoyance, she rushed toward the door. “I’ll meet you there.” 
She saw the smoke billowing up between the buildings as soon as she stepped outside. A flash of panic gave way to the calm she was always able to summon even in the most stressful situations. The need to simply do her job swelled within her, and it didn’t matter that the nature of that job had changed. 
Seconds later, as she pulled up in front of the still-charred shell of In Left Field, she was determinedly all business. Three engines and a truck angled in front of the building, and lines of hose snaked into the narrow entrance of the alley. Kate followed them over the cracked asphalt toward the back of the building. As she caught sight of the carriage house, Kate’s heart dropped. The doors stood open, one hanging precariously on its hinges, and through the cloud of smoke and ash drifting from inside, Kate could make out the burnt shape of the Chevelle. Oh, Alexi. 
From the end of the alley she heard raised voices and turned to investigate. Alexi argued with one of the firefighters, who obviously didn’t want to let her any closer to the scene. 
“Son of a bitch,” Kate muttered under her breath. Taking a deep breath she walked toward the street. When Alexi saw Kate, a myriad of emotions crossed her face and Kate tried to decipher them. Confusion. Pain. And grief. 
“It’s okay,” Kate said as she dropped a hand on the firefighter’s shoulder. “Let her in.” 
He stepped aside and Alexi rushed forward. “What happened?” she demanded of Kate. 
“I don’t know. I just got here myself.” Kate placed herself in front of Alexi, blocking her view of the garage, and fisted her hands at her sides to keep from reaching for Alexi’s elbow. “Maybe you shouldn’t go down there right now.” 
“No. I need to see it.” 
“It’ll only hurt.” More than anything, Kate wanted to spare Alexi the inevitable anguish. 
“It won’t hurt any less later.” Alexi visibly drew herself up, and without waiting for Kate’s approval she covered the remaining distance in the alley. 
Kate followed closely and heard a soft sob when Alexi got close enough to see inside the garage. Alexi pressed a hand over her mouth and her eyes welled up. 
“Alexi, I’m so sorry.” 
As firefighters continued to work around them, now rolling hose and packing up tools, Alexi stared at the remains of her father’s car. The once-gleaming red hood was now swirled with black and varied shades of gray. Kate couldn’t see the interior through the discolored and cracked glass of the windshield. 
Alexi stumbled forward several steps and reached toward the front of the car. 
“You can’t touch anything until we’ve photographed it.” Kate caught Alexi around the waist and held her back. She gestured toward another investigator, who moved around the interior of the garage snapping photos. 
Alexi drew her hand back. “It’s my car, my prints are already on it.” 
“We need to preserve any evidence.” 
“What difference does it make now?” The steel Kate had admired in Alexi only moments ago sagged into near-defeat. 
Alexi trembled against Kate and, reminded that she still held her amid the crowded scene, Kate let her go. She took a step away. “Let me…” the words help you died in her throat. 
“What? What are you going to do?” Alexi turned on her, anger burning through her tears. “You can’t possibly believe I set this fire too.” 
Maybe that’s what you want me to think. Kate immediately felt guilty at the direction of her thoughts. Of course, she didn’t believe Alexi could destroy her father’s car. But somehow, Alexi had still seen the idea cross her face. 
“You do? You actually think I did this?” 
“Alexi, wait.” Kate grabbed her upper arm but released her when Alexi flinched. “I’ll make sure you have access to the garage as soon as we’re done.” 
“Thank you,” Alexi said, but the words didn’t feel genuine. 
“Sure.” As Kate walked away she refused to examine her disappointment when the wall between them crept up several feet. 

Kate followed Paula through the crowd at the Blue Line, surprised to find it so busy on a Tuesday night. Kate tugged on Paula’s sleeve, then moved close enough to be heard. 
“Are you sure you should be out tonight?” 
“Give me a break. I sat home all day yesterday and I almost went stir crazy.” Paula was definitely not accustomed to being sedentary. “There’s an empty table over there.” 
“You grab it. I’ll get our drinks.” Kate raised her voice to be heard over the cacophony of voices, then detoured to the bar. 
“Two beers,” Kate called when she caught the bartender’s eye. She looked around while she waited and was surprised to see Alexi on a stool at the end of the bar. Her eyes were on the low-ball glass in front of her, and her fingers played absently around the rim. 
“Aren’t you on the wrong side of the bar?” Kate slid into an empty space next to Alexi. 
“Not working tonight,” Alexi mumbled without looking up, her words softly running together. She picked up her glass and swirled the amber liquid before draining the last swallow. 
“How are you doing?” 
“Just peachy.” 
“Listen, I’m sorry about today.” 
“Don’t worry about it. You already thought me capable of burning down my own bar. It shouldn’t surprise me that you think I torched the garage too.” 
“Alexi, I—I’m just doing my job,” Kate said because she didn’t know what else to say. Alexi still hadn’t looked at her, but misery was evident in her expression. 
The bartender brought Kate’s drinks, glanced guiltily at Alexi, and rushed away. 
Kate leaned close to Alexi as she reached for the two bottles on the bar. “Can I buy you another?” 
“You shouldn’t.” 
Kate stiffened and drew away at the reminder that she had no reason to talk to Alexi unless it had to do with her case. “Right. Have a nice night, then.” She’d intended a peace offering, but Alexi was obviously brushing her off. 
She picked up her drinks and headed back to her table. She could tell by Paula’s knowing smirk that she’d witnessed the exchange at the bar. 
“Ouch. Shot down, huh?” 
“Not exactly,” Kate grumbled as she slid into her side of the booth. 
“From where I’m sitting it looked like you got blown off.” 
“Can it.” It was bad enough that Alexi didn’t even seem interested in being polite, but getting flack from Paula made things worse. 
“Damn, Chambers, when did you get so sensitive?” 
“I’m not.” Hearing the edge in her own voice, Kate forced herself to relax. “I’m sorry.” 
“Hey, it’s okay. But you have been wound a little tight. I think you need to get laid.” 
“That’s not the answer to everything.” 
“Of course not. But it sure helps.” 
“Yeah, well, even if that were true, we’ve already discussed why she is not a good option to fill that particular role. What about you? How do you intend to woo Dr. Fields?” 
“Now that you mention it, I do have a game plan that is brilliant in its simplicity, if I do say so.” Paula rested her elbows on the table and steepled her hands together. 
“I can’t wait to hear this.” 
“I’ll talk all of our patients into going to her hospital. Then she’ll see me several times a day.” 
Kate laughed. “She can’t help but notice how smart and caring you are.” 
“Exactly.” Paula smiled smugly. 
“Sweetie, do you think it’s ethical to convince patients to go to a certain hospital for your own personal gain?” 
“Why not? It’s a level-three trauma center. Where can they get better care?” 
“You can’t be serious.” 
“Okay, maybe not entirely. I can’t influence where patients go. But we already take enough of them over there that I’m bound to see her. And when I do—” 
“You’ll turn on that amazing charm of yours. You’re right, it’s a great plan.” 
“Yeah. We’ll see.” Paula nudged Kate’s arm. “Hey, it sounds like your friend is having some trouble over there.” 
Kate had been trying not to let her eyes wander back to the bar all night. But hearing Alexi’s raised voice pulled them there. 
“I said give me another drink.” Alexi slid off the barstool and faced a big man Kate recognized as the bar owner. 
“I think you’ve had enough, kiddo.” His voice was calm but tension was evident in his rigid posture and the temper he obviously struggled to keep in check. 
“I’ll let you know when I’m through.” Alexi stared at the older man, seemingly undaunted by his size or rapidly reddening face. 
Kate watched, confused as he pinned the bartender with an angry glare. “What did I tell you?” 
The bartender had the good sense to squirm and he stammered slightly when he said, “She’s a grown woman, I thought—” 
“I don’t pay you to think.” He turned back to Alexi. “And you—” 
“Now wait just a damn minute.” Alexi was not backing down, so Kate jumped up and rushed over, worried Alexi might say something that would push him into firing her. 
“Alexi, there you are. Sorry I’m late.” She put an arm around Alexi’s shoulders. 
“What?” Alexi stared at Kate and tried to push her away. 
“Well, I’m here now. So we can head out.” Kate held her tight. She glanced at the owner. “Unless you need another minute.” 
“Get her out of here,” he said, then walked away, shaking his head. 
Kate steered Alexi toward the door. “Come on. I’ll give you a ride.” 
“I can get myself home.” 
“Let’s just get you out of here while you still have a job.” 
“Least of my worries right now.” Then, as if to herself, Alexi mumbled, “Fucked up a year of sobriety.” 
“Where’s your car?” Kate asked as they stepped onto the street. She could drive Alexi home, then take a cab back down here for her own car. 
“Walked. Just live over there.” Alexi flung an arm out, and if Kate hadn’t reacted quickly enough she would have been hit in the face. 
“Okay. We’ll take mine.” She led Alexi to her Altima. 
When Alexi tried to jerk out of Kate’s grasp, Kate wrapped one arm around her waist and opened the passenger door. Once Alexi was seated she shut the door and hurried around to the other side before Alexi tried to escape. Kate started the engine, then steered into the street, while Alexi slumped silently in the seat staring out the window as if the fight had suddenly gone out of her. 
“Do you want to talk about it?” Kate asked quietly. A year of sobriety? There was more to this story and Kate needed to hear it. Several questions clustered in her mind, but she couldn’t sort out which were business-related and which were personal. She’d been having that problem a lot lately where Alexi was concerned. 
When Kate didn’t get an answer from the other side of the car, she glanced over to find Alexi resting against the door, asleep or passed out. Making a quick decision she changed direction and headed toward her own apartment. 
Minutes later, she pulled into a spot near the front of her building and gently touched Alexi’s shoulder. But when Alexi only moaned softly, Kate got out and circled the car, then opened the passenger door slowly. 
“Alexi.” She still didn’t get a response as she bent to slip a shoulder under Alexi’s arm. She managed to ease Alexi from the car and get the door closed, then wrapped an arm around her torso, her hand coming to rest just under her breasts. Alexi’s lean body felt even thinner than Kate had originally thought, and Kate could distinguish the distinct ridges of her ribs. 
“Kate?” The confusion and vulnerability in Alexi’s voice touched Kate. 
“I’ve got you.” She led Alexi up the stairs to her door, fumbling to get her keys out of her pocket. “Just a few more steps.” 
Alexi draped her arm across Kate’s chest and turned her face into Kate’s neck, making it even more difficult for Kate to maneuver as she shoved open the door. 
“My head hurts,” Alexi moaned as Kate awkwardly shuffled them both inside. The words vibrated against Kate’s skin and warmth spread in her belly. She tightened her arm around Alexi. Protective. I’m feeling protective toward her, that’s all. 
She considered the inappropriateness of her actions for only a moment before she led Alexi into her bedroom. She’d get her settled, give her some aspirin and water, then retire to the couch. 
Alexi stumbled into the center of the room, looked at the bed, and turned to Kate. “Are we going to bed?” 
“You are.” Kate pushed back the covers and Alexi climbed in with little urging. 
Alexi caught Kate’s wrist. “What about you?” She slid her hand down, entwining her fingers in Kate’s. 
She tugged lightly, but the motion was enough to pull Kate off balance. Kate caught herself and sat on the edge of the bed, her weight on the mattress drawing Alexi closer to her. 
“I’m not very tired right now.” 
“Me either.” Alexi got to her knees on the bed and wrapped her arms around Kate’s neck. She played her fingers lightly against Kate’s skin. 
“You lay down.” Though Kate didn’t want to, she gently removed Alexi’s arms. “I’m going to sleep on the couch.” 
“Why? Your bed is big enough for both of us.” Alexi touched Kate’s face. “You could just get comfortable in here.” Alexi teased open the top button of Kate’s shirt. 
Kate caught her hands before they could make much progress and held them. “You should get some rest.” Kate urged Alexi to lie down again and she complied without argument. Kate pulled the covers over Alexi’s shoulders and, unable to help herself, lightly stroked Alexi’s temple. 
“Sleep.” Alexi closed her eyes with a sigh. 
Kate wondered if she should help Alexi undress, the desire to make her comfortable warring with respect for Alexi’s privacy. She couldn’t deny her own attraction, and so she was even more reluctant. There were lines here she couldn’t cross. 
“Oh, this was not a good idea,” Alexi said, pressing a hand to her head. 
“You couldn’t be more right,” Kate murmured, though she knew they weren’t talking about the same thing. 
“I was so close.” Alexi’s whisper sounded rough. Kate could imagine the pain of air passing over a tender throat burned by alcohol. 
“To what?” Kate continued to circle her fingers above Alexi’s brow, and Alexi pressed into her touch. 
“Control.” 
“Is that important?” 
Alexi rolled onto her side, curving her body around Kate’s. “It’s crucial.” 
“You’ll probably have a headache in the morning.” If she truly hadn’t had a drink in a year, she would definitely have a lot more than that. But now was not the time to question Alexi further about her sobriety. “I’ll get you some aspirin.” 
When Kate stood, Alexi curled further into a ball and tucked her fisted hands beneath her chin. 

Chapter Eleven
Alexi awoke disoriented. She wasn’t in her own bed, that was certain, but beyond that she didn’t have a clue. The room around her offered little hint as to her whereabouts. The cappuccino headboard, bureau, and nightstands were contemporary in design, and the pristine white bedding smelled like fresh flowers. She sat up and pain speared through her head and settled behind her eyeballs. Her mouth was dry and the familiar sour taste was sickening. It had been so long since she’d awakened like this. And she hadn’t missed it. 
Shoving aside the sheet, she swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her bare legs. Where are my pants? She was wearing only a navy blue T-shirt and her panties. The shirt offered a clue in the form of a colorful logo and the words Nashville Fire Department in white letters. 
“Shit,” she mumbled, covering her face with her hands. 
The events of the previous night trickled back and Alexi’s face warmed with shame. After she’d lost her bar, she tried to take comfort in the knowledge that at least she still had the garage and her father’s car. Trying to figure out what happened had consumed her so thoroughly that she had found it marginally easier to deal with everything else falling down around her. But now, her worst-case scenario had become reality, and as she’d stared at the smoldering garage, she had felt the rope of her sanity slipping through her hands. When she was finally allowed inside and saw the damage up close, her grip became even more tenuous. 
Several hours later she practically barricaded herself inside her apartment, every nerve ending screaming in agony and clamoring for the numbness she knew she could find in the bottom of a bottle. She was terrified that if she left the safety of her alcohol-free apartment, she wouldn’t be able to resist the urge to deaden that pain. But as she paced the hardwood floor, the walls began to press in on her and her chest constricted until she could barely breathe. 
Eventually she fled, and, though she couldn’t admit it at the time, that was the moment she surrendered to old demons. First, she went back to her bar. The firefighters were gone and, though the roof of the garage was still mostly intact, the alley looked emptier. The doors wouldn’t close and she hadn’t bothered to even try to secure them earlier, since there was no longer anything inside worth stealing. 
She touched the hood of the car, almost expecting to caress the smooth, highly buffed finish. The metal felt rough, and when she pulled her hand away her fingers were smeared with soot. The pain in her chest grew and spread into her stomach and, sobbing, she dropped to her knees. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed there before she pulled herself back to her feet and covered the few blocks to the Blue Line. And that’s where Kate had found her two hours and far too many drinks later. 
She remembered arguing with Kate in the bar, but after that things got fuzzy. This wasn’t the first time she’d awakened in a strange bed with no idea how she got there. But realizing Kate was the one in the next room made her even more ashamed than those mornings when she faced a nameless stranger. She wondered if, by some miracle, she could manage to sneak out without confronting Kate, then pretend this never happened. 
Of course, since she couldn’t escape in her panties and Kate’s T-shirt, her first priority was to locate her clothes. She spotted her jeans neatly folded on a chair and hurriedly pulled them on. Then seeing her cell phone on the nightstand she dove for it. 
“Coffee?” She heard the question from behind her just as her fingers closed around it. 
She turned and forced herself to meet Kate’s eyes. Dressed in dark blue jeans and a crisp, pale pink button-down shirt, Kate looked maddeningly put together, and Alexi hated how frumpy she suddenly felt. She couldn’t even imagine what she might have said or done the night before. Averting her eyes, she flipped open her phone but the screen remained black. “Did—um—did you take off my clothes?” 
“Actually, you did. I went to the kitchen for some aspirin, and when I came back you had stripped down to your panties.” 
“So we didn’t—” 
“No.” Kate smiled and a light blush colored her cheeks. “But I had a heck of a time wrestling you into that T-shirt.” 
Embarrassed, Alexi looked away. The old Alexi had been known to shed her clothes pretty quickly after a night of partying. At least she’d left her panties on this time. Since she figured Kate wasn’t exaggerating, she decided to change course rather than argue the point. “My cell is dead. If you’ll let me use your phone I’ll call a cab.” 
Kate stepped closer, and Alexi stared at her hands as Kate plucked away the phone and replaced it with a thick ceramic mug. “I’ll drive you home.” 
“That’s not necessary.” 
“I insist.” 
“Really, I think I should—” 
“Look, I’ll admit this is an unorthodox situation, considering our—um—circumstances. But it’s really not a problem. I’ll drive you home.” 
When Alexi met Kate’s eyes, she didn’t see the expected smug satisfaction, nor did she find even a hint of judgment. Instead, she encountered only a steady calm and a part of her wanted to surrender to Kate’s confidence, even while the rest of her railed against needing anything from Kate. 
“Okay.” Uncertain what to do next, Alexi stood in the middle of Kate’s bedroom and rubbed her hands nervously around the outside of the warm mug. 
“So how does it work exactly?” Kate asked casually as she sank down on the edge of the bed. “A bartending alcoholic. It seems like that would be difficult.” 
Past mistakes still lingering in her mind, Alexi reacted quickly and without thought. “That’s none of your business.” 
A bartending alcoholic. Despite knowing that both of those words did in fact define her, Alexi hated to hear her life reduced to a catchphrase. She strode out of the room and into a short hallway that led her to the living room. A folded blanket and pillow on the couch hinted that Kate had slept there. 
“Relax. We’re off the record.” Kate entered the room behind her and moved the stack of linens to a nearby chair, then settled on the couch. Her nonchalance only further stoked Alexi’s anger. “Sit.” Alexi remained standing with her arms folded stiffly across her chest. “Please,” Kate added softly. She didn’t seem to notice that Alexi flinched when she took her hand and drew her to the sofa. 
Their knees touched as they angled toward each other. Kate released her hand abruptly as if she had just realized she still held it. It occurred to Alexi that sitting in Kate’s living room after having slept in her bed was not exactly appropriate behavior, considering Kate was investigating her for arson, but she could hardly undo last night now. She sipped her coffee slowly, procrastinating for a moment longer. 
“Yes. It can be hard sometimes.” 
“Then why do it?” 
“What was my alternative? Just walk away from all of my plans. Abandon my partner and the place we’ve built because I chose to stop drinking.” She’d been committed to the bar, to Ron, apparently more than he had ever been. 
“I’m sure he would understand.” 
Alexi shook her head, then winced as the slow throb intensified. “Damn, I don’t miss hangovers,” she said to herself. 
“Alexi,” Kate said softly. She lifted her hand as if to touch Alexi’s shoulder, then let it drop back on her own thigh. Instead, she stood and walked into the kitchen. 
“I’m not just talking about a business here, Ms. Chambers.” Alexi raised her voice slightly in order to be heard. 
“Why can’t you call me Kate?” Kate came back into the living room and held out an aspirin bottle and a glass of water. 
Alexi took the bottle and shook out several pills. She ignored Kate’s question, refusing to admit that she needed the added distance of the more formal address. “The bar is my life. I worked for years to get my own place and finally be my own boss. And I’ll fight as hard as I have to for it.” 
“No matter what it costs you?” 
“Yes.” Alexi didn’t hesitate. Thinking about the series of AA meetings she would attend in atonement, she said, “Don’t worry. I’ll pay for what I did last night.” 
“Give yourself a break. You’ve had a rough week. It’s understandable that you might have a moment of weakness.” 
“Life is full of rough days, Ms. Chambers. None of them is a valid excuse to drink.” 
“That’s a pretty sanctimonious statement from someone who tied one on last night.” 
Alexi surged to her feet. For a moment she’d thought maybe she was wrong about Kate, that maybe Kate could understand why the bar meant so much to her. “I think we’re done here. Thank you for—your hospitality, but I need to get home now.” 
Kate caught Alexi at the door and grasped her elbow. “Wait.” 
Alexi turned back toward Kate, and the confines of the small foyer pushed them closer together than was comfortable. 
“I’m sorry,” Kate said softly. Her fingers were warm on Alexi’s arm and the compassion in her eyes pulled Alexi in. “I admit, I don’t know what it’s like to be in your shoes—” 
“No,” Alexi snapped, then forced a more neutral tone. “You don’t.” 
Though Alexi’s expression remained stoic, Kate witnessed the struggle in her expressive eyes. There she found the only hint of vulnerability in Alexi’s rock-hard shell. Kate slid her hand down to grasp Alexi’s and was surprised when Alexi didn’t pull away. “But I can’t understand unless you talk to me.” 
“Are you hoping I’ll say something to incriminate myself?” 
“Damn it, Alexi. This—right now—isn’t about that.” This was about Kate’s overwhelming urge to embrace Alexi and absorb her pain. Despite just how much she shouldn’t want to, she couldn’t forget Alexi’s arms around her the night before and yearned for them again. She’d gone to sleep on the couch gripped with the image of Alexi’s face just before she drifted off, when the weight of her problems didn’t touch her serene features. And her first thought this morning had been of Alexi. Then she felt guilty because she derived so much pleasure from thinking about Alexi lying in her bed. 
“Isn’t it? Can you separate the past from right now, when you’re still not sure I’m innocent?” 
Just then Kate wanted more than anything to believe that Alexi didn’t have anything to do with the fire. She’d tucked this woman into bed last night and was certain she hadn’t imagined the helpless anguish in Alexi’s eyes. How could she still harbor even an inkling of suspicion? Because it was her job to be suspicious, and maybe she was fooling herself if she thought she could read Alexi. 
“I…” She couldn’t explain her conflicting thoughts. 
“I get it,” Alexi said, squeezing Kate’s hand. “On paper, I probably look like a good suspect.” 
Alexi slipped her hand away before Kate could completely absorb the warmth of her fingers. Kate let the connection go because she’d had no right to make it in the first place. She took a half step backward, putting what little space between them that she could. 
“So what now?” she asked. 
“Now, you can call me a cab.” 
“I told you I would take you home.” 
“Now, you can call me a cab,” Alexi repeated. 
“Will you be okay? I mean, about what happened last night.” 
Alexi nodded. “I need to call my sponsor. And later I’ll go to a meeting.” 
Kate knew that restoring the professional distance between them was probably the smartest course for both of them. But she couldn’t forget how defenseless Alexi looked last night curled up in her passenger seat, or the way the tension strung between them softened briefly in the intimacy of her bedroom, or the way Alexi’s hand felt in hers just now. 

Alexi steered the Cadillac into the parking lot of the church she’d attended as a child. The stone steps had loomed large when she was young. She would stand on the sidewalk in front, tilt her head back, and stare up at the twin spires until she felt dizzy. 
As a rebellious teen, she’d been forced through those doors by her mother, despite her father’s insistence that Alexi should be allowed to choose whether she wanted to attend. Her mother was active in the choir and taught vacation bible school. The church had been a means of salvation for Alexi’s mother through the divorce, and Alexi understood now that her mother had been trying to instill in her the same kind of faith. For Alexi, the concepts had always been rather vague. She believed in God, but when she heard her mother go on about the Holy Spirit, she never truly felt like she got it, like she knew Him. 
Later, in her early twenties, she became apprehensive every time she entered the building. She’d heard the minister talking about homosexuals, and she worried that he could tell by looking at her that she was a sinner. The gap between Alexi and her higher power widened. But Alexi didn’t abandon the final thread of her faith until her father died. 
A year ago, when Alexi had been completely lost, she’d ended up at her first Alcoholics Anonymous meeting in the basement of this very church. Ironically, she found salvation here after all. Now Alexi stood on the sidewalk once more, hoping she could regain what she’d forsaken last night. She leaned back and squinted against the blinding midday sun. Somehow the gothic architecture didn’t hold the wonder that it once did, but not much about the world did anymore. 
Standing there ruminating on the past only delayed the inevitable, so she forced herself toward the church basement. She descended the stairs and the shame from this morning crept back into her heart. Several dozen people milled about the room, while others settled in the rows of chairs facing the front of the room. Alexi could pick out the new faces, by their apprehensive expressions and the way their eyes darted around the room as if trying to assess whether they really belonged here. 
Alexi scanned the crowd until she saw her sponsor among a group clustered near the coffee urn in the back of the room, and immediately some of her stress melted away. Many months ago, Alexi had sat silently through her first three meetings and almost decided she didn’t see much point in coming back for another when Jacob introduced himself. He’d asked how she was doing, if she had any questions about what she’d been hearing, and offered a nonjudgmental shoulder. Because of him, Alexi had returned, though she sat through another two meetings before she was able to convince herself to stand up and speak. 
Over the course of several months, Alexi learned Jacob’s story. He wasn’t much older than she was, but he carried many more years in the weariness of his eyes. Like Alexi he’d started drinking in high school, but it had become a problem for him in college after an injury ended his basketball career. And since he no longer had to worry about random drug screens, he began doing meth as well. He stole from friends and family to pay for his habits until they all abandoned him. He soon ended up jobless and was evicted from his apartment. A chance encounter at a homeless shelter with the man who would one day become his sponsor finally brought him to his first meeting. 
“Alexi, I’m glad you came. You really sounded upset on the phone,” Jacob said as he appeared at her side. She’d called him as soon as she left Kate’s and given him the short version of what had been happening to her. 
“It’s been rough lately. Particularly yesterday.” 
“You needed a meeting.” 
“Probably for longer than I’d like to admit. But I also needed to talk to you.” 
“What do you need to hear?” He smoothed a hand down the outside of her arm and grasped her hand. 
She forced a smile. “That everything will be okay.” 
“It can be.” He stopped short of making the promise she asked for. 
“Can’t you just say it will be?” 
“That’s up to you.” 
Alexi sighed. 
“Alexi, you’ve been on this road before. The good news is, it doesn’t have to be as rocky now.” 
“Let’s hope not.” Alexi remembered the night sweats, sleeplessness, and the days when she could barely function, and those were just the physical symptoms of withdrawal. She’d also been forced to face her guilt, delayed grief for her father, and self-esteem issues, all of which she still struggled with at times. 
“They’re about to start. Let’s sit down.” Jacob touched Alexi’s elbow and led her to a row of folding chairs nearby. 
Alexi settled beside him, shifting in the uncomfortable metal chair. The meeting facilitator introduced himself briefly, then opened the floor for anyone who wanted to speak. As Alexi listened to stories from both regular attendees and newcomers, some of her tension eased. The familiar security she felt when she went to a meeting replaced her worry over last night’s relapse. She needed to absorb some of that calming energy, because before the meeting was over she’d have to make herself stand up and admit to her mistake. 

Matching statues stood sentry at the entrance to the Evergreen Cemetery—armored men astride stone horses seemingly oblivious to the biting wind as it swept across their granite faces. Alexi passed between them and followed the left fork in the paved road that wound among rows of headstones of all shapes and sizes. She navigated through the cemetery easily despite the fact that she hadn’t been here in years. Just after her father’s death, she had visited every year on his birthday and the anniversary of his death. But in recent years, shame had kept her away from his grave far longer than she wanted to admit. 
As she turned the final corner the pavement gave way to a dirt driveway. On the day of her father’s burial it had been pouring down rain and this section of the road had been a mess of mud. Alexi remembered because she’d stepped in a puddle as she walked to the canopied area near her father’s graveside and the cold water had spilled into her left shoe. 
Today, the sky was brilliant blue and showed no sign of precipitation. Alexi got out of the car, put on her jacket, and pulled up her collar to block the gusting wind. When she reached his stone, she knelt in front of it. She’d been skeptical when Jacob suggested that after the meeting she should visit her father’s grave. She didn’t see how she could find any comfort in talking to a chunk of granite. But Jacob had insisted that she not think of it that way; instead, she should imagine having a conversation with him. So when she spoke, she closed her eyes and tried to picture his face. Instead of the hollow features that haunted his final days, she conjured an image of him before he got sick. His skin was smooth and youthful, and he smiled often and naturally, not in the forced way he did at the end when Alexi knew the pull of his lips was for her benefit. 
“Hi, Dad. You’re probably wondering where I’ve been. Well, you may already know this but I went a bit astray.” The thought of her father witnessing her downward spiral after his death inspired a renewed rush of shame. He wouldn’t be proud of who she’d become. “I’ve wasted a lot of time and I’ve been trying to make up for it. But lately, things have been more difficult.” 
She took a deep breath and made the confession she’d been trying to avoid. “I lost the car, Dad. There was a—um, a fire in my garage.” She stopped and swallowed several times, her throat aching. Tears squeezed out between her closed eyelids and burned trails down her cold cheeks. “I know how much you loved that car and I kept it, hoping to preserve your memory. I’m so afraid I’ll forget the details—like sometime I can’t remember what your laugh sounded like. 
“You know, Mom hasn’t even called me?” Alexi’s voice broke. Her mother read the newspaper faithfully every morning, believing an educated woman should be up on current events. So Alexi was confident that her mother knew what had happened at the bar, and it hurt that she hadn’t called to check on her. Her relationship with her mother had been rocky following her father’s death, and Alexi’s drinking hadn’t helped. 
In her mind, Alexi had turned her father into a saint, and the only role left for her mother was that of villain. She blamed her mother for the demise of their marriage and for Alexi’s own unhappiness during her childhood. Those memories of her father that she clung to became the highlights of her life. Before long, she viewed her mother’s insistence on responsibility and discipline as a barrier to those carefree periods with her father. Her time with him had been drastically shortened, and while Alexi couldn’t blame her mother for his death, she did hold her responsible for the time she could have had with him. 
On some level, she knew she wasn’t being fair, but the dark hurt in her screamed that it was her mother’s fault—that her mother had deliberately kept her from her father out of spite and jealousy. And when Alexi was drinking, her demons hadn’t let her stay quiet. She’d picked fights with her mother in order to stoke her own anger. She yelled and hurled unreasonable insults at her own mother. And the more her mother tried to help her, the more Alexi shoved her away. Once, on the anniversary of her father’s death, she’d actually said that she wished her mother had been the one to get sick instead of him. That was the last time her mother spoke to her. 
When Alexi stopped drinking, she eventually began trying to make amends. That step was particularly rough for her. Her mother was the last person she went to, bolstered with promises of forgiveness from Danielle and Ron. But Alexi’s mother hadn’t granted the same clemency. 
“I know she hasn’t forgiven me, yet,” Alexi said to her father’s headstone. She dutifully called her mother once a month, hoping with each call that she would answer the phone this time. “But how can I apologize if she won’t even talk to me? How can I show her I’ve changed?” Alexi laid her palm against the cold stone and her fingertips brushed the sharp edges of the letters carved there. She wished she could feel the warmth of her father’s touch. As a girl, she would lay her hands in his large work-roughened ones. He would swing her around, and as her feet lifted off the ground, she had complete faith that he wouldn’t let her fall. “I wish I could see you again.” Alexi smiled a little as she thought about how full of life her father had been. He worked hard except when she visited him. During those times Alexi was the sole focus of his time. “But this isn’t where I should be having this conversation, is it? You wouldn’t be hanging around here. Where would you be?” 
Alexi didn’t have a solid belief about the afterlife. She couldn’t quite get on board with her father sitting on a cloud in heaven somewhere. And it was equally disturbing to think about his soul following her around and watching her. Shortly after her father’s death she tried to talk to her mother about it, but when she rejected the Pearly Gates theory, her mother freaked out and went on and on about sacrilege and Alexi’s eventual destination in Hell. Alexi was left with no clear concept of what happened after her father was lowered into the ground. And it made her sad to think that might just be all there was—the end. 

Chapter Twelve
“Are you almost done?” 
“Alexi, you do this every time,” Danielle answered from the other side of the dressing-room door. “You say you want to go shopping with me and then all you do is rush me.” 
“Well, you’ve tried on a hundred outfits.” 
Danielle exited the dressing room and stopped in front of the three-way mirror. She studied the slim-cut gray slacks and lavender cashmere sweater. “How does this one look?” 
“How much is it?” Alexi had never been one to spend a fortune on her wardrobe. She was most comfortable in jeans and a T-shirt. And being comfortable was one of the benefits of being her own boss. For Danielle, though, clothing was all about image, and the name on the label was as important as the way she looked. Even when she was just coming in to help in the bar she dressed in slacks and a nice blouse. 
“It’s on sale.” She turned around then looked back over her shoulder into the mirror. 
“No. It doesn’t make your butt look big.” Alexi moved to stand beside Danielle and put an arm around Danielle’s shoulders. She compared their reflections and thought about what unlikely friends they were. 
“You always know just what to say.” Danielle smiled. 
“I wish I always knew what to do.” 
“Okay. You’ve been pouting all afternoon. Out with it.” Danielle turned and propped a hand on her hip. 
“I have not been pouting.” 
“You know you’re going to tell me eventually.” 
“I went to a meeting this morning.” 
“Honey, that’s not a news flash.” Danielle went back into the dressing room. 
“I went to a meeting because I had a few drinks last night.” Alexi winced as the cubicle door squeaked back open. Danielle stood there wearing only a black lace bra and the gray slacks, unbuttoned. 
“Do you want to say that again?” 
“Not really.” 
“Are you okay?” 
Alexi nodded. “I will be. But if you don’t go put some clothes on I can’t make any promises,” she teased. 
Leaving the door open Danielle grabbed her blouse from a nearby hook and put it on, then stepped out of the slacks. Alexi returned to the chair by the mirrors. 
“Why didn’t you call me? You shouldn’t have to be alone at a time like that.” 
“Well—I wasn’t exactly alone.” 
“Oh, please, tell me you didn’t hook up with a stranger.” 
“You’re probably going to wish I did,” Alexi mumbled. 
“What?” Danielle came out of the cubicle with several garments draped over her arm. 
“Are you going to get those?” 
“I think so.” 
Alexi followed Danielle to the sales counter and waited while she made her purchases. She could feel Danielle giving her curious looks, but this was definitely not a discussion she wanted to have in front of some random retail clerk. 
As they left the store and headed back into the mall, Danielle cleared her throat impatiently. 
“Okay. When the fire department finally let me in the garage, I was devastated. I knew then that I wanted a drink. But I went home first, hoping I could stop myself.” 
“Oh, honey.” Danielle touched Alexi’s shoulder, but Alexi shifted her stride a half step to her right and Danielle’s hand fell away. 
“I was down at the Blue Line and Kate Chambers came in. Frankie was giving me a hard time about drinking in his place and she intervened. It gets a little fuzzy after that, but—” 
“Chambers? That investigator?” 
“That’s the one.” 
“What was she doing there?” Disapproval was evident in Danielle’s tone. 
“I don’t know. A lot of firefighters hang out there. The next thing I remember, I was waking up at her place this morning.” 
Danielle stopped in the middle of the walkway. “Have you lost your mind?” 
Alexi winced at Danielle’s harsh tone. “I told you, I’d had too much to drink and—” 
“I’m so tired of you using that as an excuse for your actions.” 
“That’s not fair. You know how hard I’ve worked to stay sober. I know drinking is not an excuse.” 
“Then why do you do things like this? What do I need to bail you out of this time?” 
Alexi flinched. If anyone else had said the same thing she would have walked away from them without hesitation. But from Danielle she would take her beating. In the past, she had called Danielle to pick her up when she woke up in a stranger’s house, and Danielle always came without asking questions. Before she bought her place downtown, more times than she could count she had asked Ron and Danielle for a ride to work when she didn’t want to risk driving while intoxicated. 
And Alexi recalled with shame the time Danielle came to the police department after Alexi was stopped for DUI. Danielle had called her cousin, a lieutenant on the force, and managed to get the charges against Alexi dropped. Alexi accepted the reminder of her debt to Danielle, but the bitterness in Danielle’s voice surprised her. 
Danielle took a deep breath and visibly smoothed her expression. “I’m sorry. But what were you thinking?” 
“I wasn’t. I don’t even know how it happened. One minute I was arguing with Frankie and the next I was in her car.” 
“So you slept with her?” 
“No.” Alexi rubbed two fingers against the dull ache behind her temple. “She slept on the sofa. Nothing happened between us.” Nothing had happened, yet when she thought about Kate, she felt a lingering warmth and a tingle of excitement. 
“I don’t think you should be interacting with her on a personal level. Alexi, the woman is trying to prove you burned down your own bar.” 
“I know. Jesus, I know.” Alexi took Danielle’s arm and led her back into the flow of shoppers. They passed several novelty shops without going in. “It’s not like I planned for this to happen. But she was actually kind of nice about it.” Alexi recalled the tender way Kate had taken her hand and asked if she would be okay. But she also saw the flash of suspicion Kate had failed to hide. 
“Nice?” 
“Yes.” For a moment it had seemed that Kate was genuinely concerned about her. Kate had only gotten touchy after Alexi questioned her motives. “Under different circumstances—” 
“Under different circumstances what?” Danielle grabbed her arm and stopped again. 
“I just mean, if we hadn’t met the way we did. If she wasn’t investigating a fire at my bar, I might actually find her attractive.” Might? a voice in her head mocked. There was really no question she would—she did—find Kate attractive. 
“Are you drunk now?” Danielle asked with a chuckle. 
Alexi smiled. “She’s smart and determined. And even you have to admit, she’s gorgeous.” 
Danielle shrugged. “Maybe, but there’s more than a broken heart at stake if things don’t work out how you want them to.” 
“I’m not saying I’m planning to get involved with her.” 
“I know. Just be careful. I still don’t think you can trust her. Let’s go in here. I need some new shoes.” 
Danielle detoured into a nearby store before Alexi could respond. She wasn’t certain what she would have said anyway. Of course she shouldn’t trust Kate. There was no point in thinking about how things could be different, because if she’d learned anything it was that there were things she couldn’t change. Kate was who she was, and that was reason enough not to get involved with her. 

“Hey, I was just in the neighborhood. No. I had a few more questions about… No. I thought you might want to have dinner and… And what, you moron? You’re supposed to be keeping things professional.” Kate paced the parking lot outside Alexi’s building, talking to herself like a crazy person. She’d gotten all the way here then realized she had no clue what she was going to say. Maybe she should just stick with the truth. “I was worried about you.” God, that was worse. 
She was still debating whether she should stay or leave when the door opened and Alexi stepped out. Alexi jumped and clasped a hand to her chest. 
“Geez, you scared me.” 
“I’m sorry.” Kate backed up two steps and shoved her hands in her pockets. 
“What are you doing here?” 
“Maybe I shouldn’t have come but I—wanted to check on you.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“That’s good.” They stood in awkward silence for a moment while Kate searched for something to say. “Yesterday morning, I—” 
“I’m sorry. Did you need something? Because I was on my way out.” Alexi wrapped her brown leather jacket more tightly around her. 
“Where are you going?” When Alexi scowled, Kate realized she might have overstepped. But she hadn’t stopped thinking about Alexi since the day before, wondering how she was coping. “I thought you might still be feeling—er, that you might need to talk or something.” Kate had never had so much trouble expressing herself. 
“You were worried I would drink again.” Alexi turned away and headed toward her car. Kate fell in step behind her and hurried to keep up. 
“I know you’ve been through a lot recently.” 
“God, the last thing I need is you feeling sorry for me.” Alexi stopped so quickly that Kate had to grab her shoulders to keep from running into her. She still ended up pressed a little too closely against Alexi’s back. 
“I’m not feeling sorry for you.” Kate released her. 
“Yes, you are,” Alexi said as she turned to face Kate. “Maybe you should come with me.” 
“Sure. I can do that.” Kate pulled her keys out of her pocket. “Where to?” 
“I’m driving.” The alarm on the Cadillac disarmed with a chirp. “Get in.” 
Kate reached for the passenger-door handle and paused when her eyes met Alexi’s over the top of the car. Alexi seemed in good spirits, but shadows still lingered in her eyes. I wish I could do something about that. Kate shook away the inappropriate thought and lowered herself into the car. 
“Do you intend to tell me where we’re going or is it a surprise?” Kate asked as she clicked on her seat belt. 
“A little drive in the country.” 
Kate waited for further explanation but Alexi didn’t offer any. So Kate settled into the supple leather seat and enjoyed the ride. On the interstate, they quickly left the city behind. The billboards became sparse and Kate began to see exits for suburban areas. 
Alexi glanced over but Kate was staring out the passenger side window. She wasn’t sure what had compelled her to invite Kate along today. Truthfully, she’d been caught off guard to find Kate standing outside her building and hadn’t been thinking clearly at all. While they rode in silence, Alexi tried to tell herself she’d invited Kate to prove she wasn’t as fragile as Kate seemed to think she was. But now, as she replayed the previous day’s conversation with Danielle, she wasn’t sure. Despite the fact that circumstances were still the same, on some level, Alexi wanted to get to know her better. And given Kate’s job that could be dangerous. 
But they were in the car and well outside of Nashville so she couldn’t do much about it now. Instead she would try to ignore the fact that Kate’s hair fell to her shoulder in silken waves and that there was something erotic about the way Kate’s slender fingers drummed idly on her knee. 
“Did you always want to be a firefighter?” Alexi asked partly out of curiosity and partly to fill the silence with something other than her own thoughts. 
Kate nodded. “Never any question.” 
“Why?” 
“There is nothing like walking into a building with fire raging around you. It’s the biggest adrenaline rush. But it’s so much more than that. We make a difference, whether we’re saving lives or someone’s property.” 
“Sounds exciting.” 
“It was.” 
“Was?” 
“Yeah, when I was on an engine. Now, some days I don’t even feel like a firefighter anymore.” 
“But you still make a difference.” 
“Maybe.” Kate stared out the windshield. “But I guess I grew up with a specific idea of what the job is. My dad and my brother are both firefighters here in Nashville. It’s what I wanted for as long as I can remember. But I didn’t understand what it really meant until I was in high school and one night our neighbor’s house caught on fire. I’ll never forget standing outside at three in the morning and watching my father carry two kids, one under each arm, out the front door. The living room flashed over seconds after they got out.” 
“Wow.” 
“Yeah. I was so proud of him. I’d been to the station to visit him a ton of times, and by then my brother was already in the academy. But that morning, I really got what it was about.” 
“How old were you?” 
“Fifteen or sixteen.” 
“That’s pretty young to think about risking your life for someone else.” 
Kate shrugged, surprised that Alexi seemed to understand the seed of fear that had been planted that day. A tiny part of her had wondered if she was really brave enough. At an age when her biggest worry was whether her high-school crush would ask her to the dance that weekend, putting someone else’s life first was a lot to grasp. “Any doubts I might have had were erased once I started doing the job.” 
“So you’ve never been scared?” 
Kate debated lying and wondered if Alexi would believe her. She wasn’t supposed to be scared and was certain most of the guys wouldn’t have admitted to it. “I have been scared a few times. But it doesn’t stop me from doing the job. Besides—” she shrugged—“it’s not all hot calls and blazing fires. There are a lot of routine medical calls, smoke alarms, and cats in trees.” 
“Do you really get cats out of trees?” 
“Hey, what can I say? We’re all-purpose heroes.” 
Kate was spared from any further questions when Alexi turned into a winding driveway flanked by stone pillars. Carpets of green lawn stretched back to a cluster of buildings set an acre or so off the road. 
“Poplar Springs Rehabilitation Center,” Kate read from the painted wooden sign posted at the end of the drive. “Are we visiting someone you know?” 
“In a manner of speaking.” Alexi eased through the paved circle in front of a sprawling one-story brick building and parked near the entrance. 
She led Kate through the automatic doors and into a comfortably decorated lobby. Brightly patterned upholstered chairs were clustered around honey oak coffee tables. Alexi passed through the room and approached a reception desk at the far end. 
“Hello, Mrs. Evans,” Alexi said to the gray-haired woman behind the counter. 
“Miss Alexi, welcome back.” The woman smiled warmly. “We missed you last weekend.” 
“I missed you, too. It’s been a crazy week.” She nodded at Kate. “This is Kate Chambers, a—friend. Okay if I show her around?” 
“Hi there, Kate. Any friend of Alexi’s is okay by me. Go on back.” 
“A friend?” Kate asked when they were out of earshot. 
“It was less complicated than the truth.” 
They entered a large room with thick foam mats and various workout apparatus scattered around. At first Kate thought the room was empty, but in the corner nearest them a man stood with his arms braced on a set of parallel bars. A woman in pale blue scrubs stood in front of him with her hands up as if ready to catch him if he should fall. He inched one leg forward slowly, leaning heavily on the bars. And when he took several painstaking steps, the woman backed up slowly. 
“John, you’re doing great,” Alexi called as she walked over to him. 
He looked up and a smile broke the look of concentration on his face. “Yeah, pretty soon I won’t have any more excuses for not dancing with my wife.” 
“I bet she can’t wait.” Alexi touched his shoulder. “Keep up the good work.” 
He put his head back down and resumed his careful progress toward the other end of the bars. Alexi watched for a few more minutes then nodded toward the far end of the room to indicate Kate should follow. 
She led Kate through the door at the far end of the room and into a hallway. The doors of several rooms stood open and Kate saw patients of all ages. Some sat up talking to visitors at their bedside or watching television, and others appeared to be sleeping. At the end of the hall they exited into a courtyard. A stone path wide enough to accommodate a wheelchair wound through a well-manicured lawn. A few patients sat with employees soaking up the late-morning sun. 
“John was in a motorcycle accident three months ago and his doctor said he probably wouldn’t walk.” Alexi followed the path around the perimeter of the yard and Kate walked beside her. “He has a ten-year-old daughter. He wants to show her that nothing is impossible.” 
“That’s great.” 
“He has been working very hard.” 
They walked on and Kate didn’t feel the need to fill the moment of silence. Instead, she listened to the distant chirp of a bird and the soft sound of their sneakers against stone. Alexi’s arms swung gently next to Kate’s, and Kate could easily imagine that they were just out for a stroll through the park. 
“That woman over there under the magnolia tree—she had a stroke and is paralyzed on her left side. For her it’s less about getting better and more about learning to cope with her limitations,” Alexi said. 
“I guess you come here often.” 
Laughing, Alexi stopped and faced Kate. “Do I come here often? That sounds like a pickup line.” 
“A bad one.” Kate smiled. 
A light glimmered in Alexi’s eyes, and it struck Kate that this was the first time she’d seen anything resembling happiness on Alexi’s face. It seemed all of their conversations were laced with heartache and distrust. Kate stepped closer, wishing she could hold this moment because she suspected it wouldn’t last. 
Alexi sat on a park bench and leaned her head back, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her face. “I try to make it here at least once a week.” 
“Why?” Kate settled beside her. 
Alexi had already revealed her alcoholism to Kate; certainly the rest should be easier. She inhaled slowly, then shoved aside a flash of panic at revealing too much. 
“It took me a long time to admit I had a problem. I used to tell myself I had everything covered. I had a home and a business, and surely if I was an alcoholic I wouldn’t be able to maintain those things. I ignored every sign—how I couldn’t get through a day without drinking or how on particularly bad ones I couldn’t account for whole stretches of time. I rationalized my failed personal relationships and continued to drive away anyone who tried to get close.” 
“What changed your mind?” Kate turned toward Alexi and stretched her arm along the back of the bench. 
“One morning, I woke up in my car outside my apartment with the keys still in the ignition. I went inside and when I turned on the television there was this story about a hit-and-run accident. A woman—a pedestrian—had been struck only a couple of blocks from my place and was in bad shape. The police didn’t have any witnesses or leads.” 
“Oh, Alexi.” Kate rubbed a comforting circle against the base of Alexi’s neck. 
“I ran back outside but I couldn’t find a scratch on my car. It wasn’t me.” 
“Thank God,” Kate whispered. 
“Yes, but that’s when it hit me that it very well could have been and I wouldn’t even have known it.” Alexi remembered the sick feeling in her stomach as she’d inspected her car for signs of an accident. When she hadn’t found any damage, she’d vomited right there in the parking lot. That night she’d attended her first Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. “That was when I decided I had to stop drinking.” 
“And you started volunteering here?” 
“Not right away, but yes. I had heard that the woman from the accident ended up here. So after about six months, when I was through the worst of it, I came to visit her. I’m not sure what I would have said to her, but she was gone by that time anyway. But I kept coming back.” 
“And what happened this week?” Kate’s fingers still traced a rhythmic pattern on Alexi’s skin. 
“I guess I wasn’t strong enough, even though I knew how I should be dealing with things—or rather how I shouldn’t.” 
“You said something similar that night at my apartment. But after everything that happened these past several days, you didn’t come here and you didn’t go to a meeting.” 
“Even though I knew those were the things that bolstered me? Sounds kind of self-destructive, doesn’t it?” 
“Is that what you were doing at the Blue Line?” 
Was it? “No, not consciously. But there will always be challenges to my sobriety.” 
“So how can you be certain it won’t happen again?” 
“I can’t.” 
“That seems like a precarious way to live.” 
Frustrated, Alexi stood quickly and took a step away. “I don’t know, Kate. I don’t have all the answers. Do you? Have you decided now that I didn’t burn down my own bar? Have you figured out who did? Can you tell me when the insurance company will have your report so I can finally move on with my life? Because those are the questions that I need answers to.” 
“I can’t—” 
“I didn’t think so. I need to take care of a couple of things. I’ll find you when I’m ready to go.” Without waiting for a response, Alexi strode away. She was aggravated, with Kate but more so with herself. In the past week and a half she’d lost her bar, her personal memories of her father, and her grip on sobriety, and now her life was on hold. The path of her future was in Kate’s hands. And despite everything she’d learned in the last year, letting people truly see her was still the one thing Alexi had trouble with. 

Chapter Thirteen
Monday morning, the sun rose in a clear sky and sent its golden rays through the break between the skyscrapers and across Kate’s desk. But she barely registered the warmth against the back of her hand as she flipped through a stack of paperwork. She’d awakened early and had been in the office since the first brushes of pink and orange painted the sky. She’d pored over her own case file on the In Left Field fire and now reviewed the file on the fire in the garage. There was no doubt that both fires were the result of arson, and she wasn’t content to file them as suspect undetermined. 
Leaving her first case unsolved was not how Kate wanted to begin her career as an investigator. She hadn’t quite gotten to the point where she was completely okay with her new assignment, but if she was going to do it, then, damn it, she was going to do it well. But no matter how many times she read the report or looked at the photos, she didn’t see anything new. They’d already documented all the physical evidence and examined the science of the fire. 
She wouldn’t find the missing information in these pages, but with Alexi and her partner. Kate was certain they weren’t telling her something, and neither of them showed any signs of giving it up. This weekend at the rehab center, Kate had thought she’d made some headway in gaining Alexi’s trust. But after Alexi’s outburst, Kate had endured a silent car ride home that put them right back where they were. 
Aggravated, she flipped to the beginning of the file and pulled out the photographs again. She was studying them so intently she didn’t notice Jason until he was standing next to her desk. 
“How many times have you been over that file?” he asked as he peered over her shoulder. 
“Too many.” 
“There won’t be anything new in there. If you’re not ready to give it up yet, you need to find a break someplace else.” 
Kate closed the file with an exaggerated gesture. “Like where?” 
Jason pulled a chair close and sat down. “When in doubt, follow the money. What about those withdrawals?” 
“Alexi said they were business expenses.” 
Jason raised an eyebrow, which she supposed was because she used Alexi’s first name, but he didn’t address the personal attachment that it implied. “And you don’t believe her?” 
“No.” That was just one of the many things she sensed Alexi was keeping from her. 
“Then talk to her again.” 
“I don’t think she’ll tell me anything.” 
Jason shrugged and smoothed two fingers over his mustache. “I’m ready to file this as suspect unknown. So if you’re not, you need to bring me something new. Do you have anything else?” 
“No.” 
“Then get her to tell you the truth or we’re done with this.” Jason pulled open the top drawer of her desk and lifted out her navy necktie. “But first, put this on. And go get your dress blazer.” He stood and buttoned the top button of his shirt. 
“Where are we going?” 
“I have to go to court and I want you to come with me.” 
Kate retrieved her jacket, and when she returned Jason was knotting his own tie. He handed her a file, then shrugged on his jacket. 
The A. A. Birch Building occupied most of the block south of the fire marshal’s office and was visible as soon as they stepped outside. The new courthouse, with its smooth white stone exterior and contrasting blue mirror-tinted windows, had been completed the year before and now housed both the criminal and civil courts for Davidson County. 
“This is an attempted-murder case. A man beat his wife until she was unconscious, then set their house on fire and left. She suffered from smoke inhalation, broken bones, and some pretty severe burns.” 
“That’s horrible.” As they crossed the street, Kate opened the file and glanced at the photos of the scene. There were also pictures of the woman’s injuries, apparently taken at the hospital immediately after the fire. She couldn’t imagine a jury looking at them and not putting the guy in jail. 
“From what I understand, the couple has a long history of abuse but she’s never been willing to press charges. The police have tried a few times, but without her cooperation, he’s never gotten more than a slap on the wrist. She’s finally ready to prosecute.” 
Kate and Jason fell in with a stream of people headed into the courthouse. Men and women in suits escorted nervous-looking clients. Police officers nodded at Kate, a gesture of professional recognition that she returned. 
“Usually, you’ll meet with whichever assistant district attorney is handling the case at least once before the court date to go over your testimony.” Jason moved into line behind a couple of officers waiting to pass through the metal detector. As with the officers in front of them, Jason and Kate were waved through by the security guard. “It’s usually pretty straightforward. The ADA will lead you with their questions. Since most of our testimony is based on proven science the defense won’t have much to refute, but they’ll also get their opportunity to question you.” 
They took the elevator up to the sixth floor, then exited into a long hallway. Jason continued to the end of the hall, passing several doors labeled with the name of whichever judge presided in that division. 
“Have a seat. We wait out here.” Jason indicated a row of benches that resembled church pews, situated against the wall. 
On one bench a group of people seemed to be closing ranks around the woman seated in the center. Compression garments covered both of her arms, and a scar constricted the skin on one side of her neck and jaw before it disappeared into the high neck of her shirt. She sat silently, her eyes downcast and her purse resting in her lap. Two women flanked her, one older and one younger, and though neither of them touched her, they angled toward her protectively. 
Kate chose an empty bench closest to the courtroom doors. “How long do we sit here?” 
“Until we’re called. We can’t hear the statements of any of the other witnesses before we testify. Each attorney will give his opening statement, then the prosecutor will start presenting his case. We’ll be called as one of his witnesses.” 
“Do you have any pointers on testifying?” 
“Answer only the question you’re asked, don’t volunteer extra information. Look at the jury when you answer. You’re a firefighter, so they already want to trust you. Make eye contact, don’t look around too much or fidget in the chair. Show them you’re calm and confident in what you’re saying and they’ll take everything you say as the gospel.” 

Nearly an hour later, the door opened and a man stepped into the hallway and called Jason’s name. Kate followed him inside and slipped into a row near the back of the courtroom. Rows of the same dark pews filled the first half of the large room, separated from the rest of the room by a low wooden barrier. 
Jason continued toward the front of the room. He stopped a few feet from the judge’s bench and turned to the clerk seated to the left and a step below the judge. He raised his right hand and waited while she read an oath, then answered affirmatively. Kate watched carefully as she would have to complete these same steps herself someday. Jason projected an air of confidence and his movements were controlled and deliberate. He stepped into the witness box, unbuttoned his jacket, and sat down. 
A man Kate assumed was the ADA stood and moved behind a podium situated between two long tables that faced the judge’s bench. He didn’t look old enough to be out of college, let alone law school. He stood a little too quickly and reached up to nervously adjust his tie so often that his gesture was distracting. 
He adjusted the microphone to his height, flinching at the creaking noise as he bent it down, then asked Jason to state his name and occupation. Referring often to the open file in front of him, he questioned Jason about his investigation of the house fire. As Jason had predicted, most of the questions were straightforward and could be answered by referencing the incident reports the investigators had filled out at the time of the fire. 
When the ADA finished, the defense attorney took a turn. Kate couldn’t help but compare the two lawyers. The defense attorney was the picture of confidence as he smoothed a hand over his rust-colored tie. The color was a bold choice, but with his trendy haircut and stylish square-rimmed glasses, he pulled it off. He asked only a few follow-up questions before Jason was released. Jason came back and slid onto the bench next to her. 
“Aren’t we done?” Alexi whispered while the next witness was being summoned. 
“Usually, yes. But I want you to hear this.” Jason nodded toward the woman from the hallway as she noticeably limped up the center aisle to the front of the courtroom. 
After she was sworn in, the woman took her place in the witness box. She glanced at the jury then away, and her hand hovered self-consciously at her neck. 
From the beginning, it was painful to watch her testimony. The prosecutor was obviously careful with his questions, but still she was unable to contain her tears and the occasional sob as she talked about their tumultuous relationship, punctuated with his drinking and frequent accusations of her infidelity. 
When she began to describe the events of that night, she began to cry in earnest, and the judge called a short recess to allow her to compose herself. Minutes later, she returned to the stand, looking no more composed. Now she clutched a tissue in her fist and her hands shook as she sat back down. 
“Mrs. Hertz, I understand this is difficult, but I need you to tell me what happened on the evening of June fourteenth this year. What time did your husband get home that night?” 
“Shortly after seven.” 
“And how would you describe his mood?” 
“He was angry about something that happened at work.” Her voice shook and she cleared her throat before she continued. “When I asked him why he was letting it upset him, he yelled at me. He said I was too stupid to understand his job.” She looked down at her lap as she said the last part, as if embarrassed to admit her husband’s insult. 
She seemed to be trying very hard not to look at her husband, but he was having no such problem. Seated next to his attorney at a table along the left wall of the courtroom, he had a direct view of the witness box, and when he angled his body to watch his wife, Kate was able to study him. Outwardly he appeared respectful, dressed in a suit and tie, with his hands tucked beneath the table. But his eyes never left his wife, and Kate wondered if the jury could see the predatory gleam in them. Surely they could, since she could spot it from the back of the room. His shoulders bunched as if he were wringing his hands together under the table. The tension of holding himself back radiated from his stiff posture and clenched jaw. 
Kate turned her attention to the jury as the woman described her husband’s escalating anger. Some of them looked at her and others stared at their laps, apparently uncomfortable with her pain. Every so often a pair of eyes flickered to her husband and lingered for just a moment before returning to her. 
“Then he hit me in the face,” Mrs. Hertz said quickly, as if she were having to force the words out. 
“With his fist or an open hand?” 
Her eyebrows drew together as she struggled to remember the painful memory. “With the back of his hand, I think.” 
“Did he strike you more than once?” 
She nodded. 
“Mrs. Hertz, I need you to answer aloud, for the court record.” 
“Yes.” 
“What happened after Mr. Hertz hit you?” 
“I fell backward, into the table, and before I could get up he was there—hitting me again and again. I couldn’t see because there was blood in my eyes, but he yelled at me the entire time.” 
“What did he say?” 
“Mostly he just called me names.” 
“Mrs. Hertz, I know this is difficult, but I need you to tell me specifically what he called you.” 
She nodded and took a deep breath. For a long moment the only sound in the courtroom was the creak of jurors fidgeting in their chairs. 
“He called me a—stupid slut. He said it was all my fault for being such a bitch.” Her face and neck flushed and her voice shook as she said the words. “That I made him so angry he couldn’t help himself and that I deserved a lot worse than what I was getting.” 
“What happened next?” 
“I’m sorry, but that’s all I can remember. The next thing I knew, I woke up alone and the house was on fire.” 
“He was gone?” 
“Yes.” 
“And what condition did you awaken in?” 
“Um, my left eye was swollen shut, and when I tried to move, everything hurt. There was so much smoke, the fire was so close, I could feel it on my skin but I couldn’t—” 
She stumbled, her voice choked with emotion. The prosecutor waited patiently but silently. Kate glanced at the jury and found all eyes on the woman on the witness stand. Like at an accident scene, none of them could pull their gaze from her as she broke down. She smoothed out the tissue she’d been clutching so tight, then swiped it across her cheek. 
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. 
“It’s okay.” The prosecutor lifted a folder from the table nearby. “Your Honor, while Mrs. Hertz collects herself, I would like to offer these photographs, taken by the police that night at the hospital.” Once more the evidence was handed to the court officer. Kate knew the photos portrayed the gruesome scene better than Mrs. Hertz could with mere words. 
When it seemed Mrs. Hertz had sufficiently gathered her composure, the prosecutor began to question her again. 
“Were you able to get out of the house on your own?” 
She shook her head. “No,” she said quickly, glancing at the court reporter in apology. “I couldn’t see very well, and I couldn’t move. It seemed like forever until the firemen got to me and they carried me out.” 
“Were you taken to the hospital?” 
“Yes.” 
“And what was the extent of your injuries?” 
“My right leg was broken. I had four fractured ribs and burns over my arms, chest, and neck. I also had multiple facial fractures.” 
Kate watched Mr. Hertz’s face as his wife described her injuries and saw no trace of remorse. In fact, she saw the tug of a smug smile at the corner of his lips. But when he glanced at his attorney, the lawyer gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head and Mr. Hertz’s expression became neutral. 
“I have nothing further for this witness.” 
Kate had been so intent on Mr. Hertz’s reaction that she’d missed the prosecutor’s remaining question. 
Mr. Hertz’s attorney stood and stepped to the podium. He began with an expression of sympathy for the woman’s injuries, then asked her a series of specific questions about the night of the fire. Most of them she’d already answered, and Kate thought he might just be asking them to upset her. He asked if she had ever been unfaithful to her husband and when she answered no, he asked if she was certain. He talked about a pregnancy she’d ended and forced her to admit that she had lied and told her husband she had miscarried. But Kate wasn’t sure if he lost or gained points when she said that she couldn’t stomach the idea of watching him abuse their child. She felt it would be cruel to bring a child into their home when she already knew of its painful fate. He peppered her with questions for another thirty minutes, obviously attempting to portray her as dishonest and thus discredit her earlier statements. 
After her testimony, the judge called another recess. Jason touched Kate’s elbow to indicate they should go and she followed him out. 
“What do you think?” he asked after they rode the elevator down and exited the building. 
“I think she should have gotten out of her marriage earlier.” As they started up the sidewalk toward the office, a gust of wind swept a strand of Kate’s hair free from her bun and she tucked it behind her ear. 
“Yes, but aside from that?” 
“Well, if he really did it, that’s pretty horrible.” 
“Oh, he did it. The evidence they’re going to hand the jury is overwhelming. And regardless of what history led them to that point, what he did to her was inhuman.” 
Kate nodded. “So this was about more than just showing me the process for testifying.” 
“You needed to know all of that too. But I also wanted you to see this case specifically. I can’t offer you the excitement of an active fire or the adrenaline rush. But our testimony today will help put that man away for a long time, and that is no less important than the actions of those firefighters who pulled her out of the house, because if he doesn’t go to prison, he will kill her eventually. This job does matter, Kate. It may not feel like it when we’re writing reports or issuing citations for burn-permit violations. But we can make a difference. It’s just not as glamorous, and we don’t get to wear turnout gear anymore.” 
“Or pose for the calendar in our suspenders,” Kate joked. 
“Oh, I don’t know.” Jason squeezed her bicep. “If you stay in shape, for you, they just might make an exception.” 

“Scotch, neat, please.” 
Alexi grabbed a glass and began to make the drink even before she looked up at her customer. When she did she immediately stopped pouring. Anthony Wilde slid onto a stool at the bar opposite her. 
“Hello, Ms. Clark, it’s good to see you again.” 
“Mr. Wilde, what are you doing here?” Alexi debated how much trouble she’d get in if she refused to serve him. But her boss hadn’t yet forgiven her for the scene she’d created three nights ago, so she decided not to push her luck. 
“I came to see you.” 
“You didn’t send one of your associates?” She set a glass in front of him. 
He shrugged. “I figured you’d just throw him out.” 
“Probably.” 
“I’ve been looking for Ronnie and he’s making himself scarce, so I hoped you would get a message to him.” 
“I’m not one of your errand boys.” Alexi busied herself filling an order for a waiting server. She set three draft beers on a tray and added an order of hot wings from the kitchen. 
“Mr. Volk and I have some business to settle and he seems to be avoiding my calls.” 
“Well, what are you planning to do? We don’t have anything left to burn down.” 
He scowled and leaned forward. When he spoke his voice was low and menacing. “As I told you before, neither myself nor anyone acting on my behalf had anything to do with the damage to your property, and I would appreciate it if you would not suggest that we did.” 
“Even if I believed—” 
“I promise you, Ms. Clark, you don’t want to spread such blatant lies about me.” 
Alexi pressed her palms to the bar and met his eyes. “I don’t appreciate being threatened.” 
He sat back and raised his hands. “No threats here. I simply don’t wish to have you smearing my reputation.” 
Alexi nearly laughed. It wasn’t as if his reputation was sterling to begin with. 
He pushed his empty glass across the bar and gestured for a refill. “Since you’re so concerned about the truth, maybe you should ask your partner where he was the night of the fire.” 
“He was at home with his wife.” Alexi shook a martini and poured it into a glass, then served it to a customer two stools down from Anthony. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes.” 
“Was that after he left my place?” 
In the midst of pouring another row of shots, Alexi paused. When liquid spilled over the edge of a glass, she fumbled to right the bottle quickly. “What are you talking about?” 
“He came into my bar to pay me his weekly installment just before one a.m. Had the nerve to ask for some action on the Duke game. I told him I was through with him. I thought he had left, but about an hour later, on my way out, I saw him drinking at the bar with some of the guys.” 
Alexi stared at him. 
“Tell your partner to call me.” Anthony dropped a twenty on the bar and walked away. 
Should she believe him? Would he lie to cause problems for Ron? They obviously weren’t on the best of terms. He’d met her eyes and stated things so matter-of-factly that Alexi hadn’t gotten the impression what he said was a lie. But then again, he might just be adept at deception. She wouldn’t jump to any conclusions until after she talked to Ron. 

Chapter Fourteen
“How are you holding up, sweetie?” 
“I’m okay.” Alexi wasn’t surprised to find Danielle on her doorstep on Tuesday morning. She’d been calling several times a day since Alexi admitted she’d had a lapse. Last night, her phone hadn’t stopped ringing while she was working, so she had finally turned it off. This morning she’d been awakened by the doorbell and thrown on her flannel robe to answer the door, already knowing who stood on the other side. 
“Good, because I called your cell last night and you didn’t answer, so I thought something might be wrong.” 
“Nope. I’m all good—clean and sober. We were just super busy and I couldn’t talk.” Alexi turned and headed for the kitchen, leaving the door open. “Come on in. I was just about to start the coffee.” 
“If you wanted me to leave you alone, all you had to do was say so.” 
Alexi couldn’t come up with a correct response to that statement, so she ignored it. If she had told Danielle she wanted her to stop calling, it would have hurt her feelings more than not answering the phone had. She’d learned long ago that when dealing with Danielle it was easier to apologize later. 
“You know I worry about you. I hate that all that’s going on has caused you to drink again.” 
Alexi paused, took a deep breath, then resumed measuring the coffee. “It was a minor setback, Danielle. It won’t happen again.” 
“Good.” 
“Anthony Wilde visited the Blue Line last night.” 
“Really? What did he want?” 
“He was looking for Ron. He also told me that Ron wasn’t at home with you on the night of the fire.” Alexi rested her hip against the counter and watched Danielle for a reaction. She was disappointed by the slight tightening around Danielle’s mouth. “Why would he say that? Is it true?” 
Danielle shook her head slowly, but the tears welling in her eyes betrayed her. 
“Oh, Danielle.” 
“Ron figured they would suspect him so he asked me to say he was there.” 
“I understand how you could deceive the investigators, though I don’t condone it. But you looked me in the eye and lied. To me.” 
“I’m so sorry.” A tear spilled down Danielle’s cheek and she rubbed it away. 
“Damn it.” Alexi pulled a tissue from a box on the counter and handed it to Danielle. Her head swam with this new information. “Where was he?” 
“Does it matter?” 
“Yes, it does. Especially if he was setting my bar on fire.” She’d thought since the beginning the fire might be connected to Ron. But her theory had involved someone trying to send him a message. She hadn’t thought Ron could have actually set the fire himself. 
“He wasn’t.” 
“You’re sure?” 
“Yes.” Danielle avoided eye contact. Instead, she turned away and took two mugs from the cabinet. She pulled the carafe out and held a mug beneath the stream coming from the coffeemaker, then handed it to Alexi. 
“Then where was he?” 
“He never came home after you told him to leave early. He said he went out for drinks with some friends.” 
“Why didn’t he just tell them he was at Tony’s?” 
“If they started asking questions over there, they might dig up his gambling debt.” 
“So? If it’s not connected to the fire, what difference does it make?” 
“He didn’t want anyone to know. He prides himself on the success of the bar and hated that he had to take money to pay his debts.” 
Alexi abandoned her coffee on the counter. “So his damn reputation was more important than our business.” 
“Alexi, you don’t understand.” 
“I don’t understand? You don’t think I know how it feels to have your reputation shot to hell by your own actions—to have everything you do called into question because of your past mistakes?” 
“And you also know that it can take a long time to admit you need help. And that in the meantime you can cause a lot of hurt.” Danielle’s tone was heavily laced with accusation. 
“It always comes back to that, doesn’t it?” Alexi didn’t expect an answer. “What time did he get home?” 
“He says he slept in the car.” 
“Why didn’t he call you to come get him?” 
“I don’t know. We’ve been having problems. Maybe he didn’t want to come home.” 
“Then how can you be so sure he didn’t set the fire?” 
“He doesn’t have it in him.” Danielle’s voice carried a hint of disdain. But before Alexi could question it, she went on. “I’ll admit he’s never loved the place like you did. But then again, who could?” 
“What does that mean?” 
“Come on, Alexi. That place was your whole life. There was no room for anything or anyone else.” 
Anger trickled into Alexi’s blood. Ron and Danielle had deceived her in order to cover his own problems, and now Danielle was attacking her priorities. “That’s ridiculous.” 
“You’re right. Who can say what caused your relationship problems. Between your complete obsession with the bar and your being a drunk, I mean.” 
Alexi’s anger turned to a hot flood, flashing through her. “I can’t believe you just said that.” 
“You have no right to judge Ron. He’s trying to protect us. All of us. That’s more than I can say about you.” 
She’d been selfish before. She could admit that, and had, more than once. But how long did she have to keep paying for past sins? Could she ever redeem herself for the mistakes she’d made while she was drinking? Or would they forever be the ghosts that Danielle and Ron resurrected and used against her on a whim? 
“I think you should go.” 
“Alexi—” 
“Unless the next words out of your mouth are an apology, I really don’t want to talk about this anymore right now.” 
Danielle nodded and set her jaw in a stubborn gesture Alexi was used to seeing. As she left, Alexi stayed in the kitchen until she heard the quiet click of the door closing. 

“Did you forget something?” Alexi asked as she opened the door again five minutes later. But it wasn’t Danielle on the other side. Instead she came face-to-face with Kate. “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.” 
“Apparently.” Kate’s eyes swept downward. Alexi flushed and pulled her robe tighter around her. “Can I come in?” 
Alexi wondered if she imagined the slight huskiness in Kate’s voice. She stepped back and made room for Kate to enter. “There’s coffee in the kitchen. Help yourself while I go put something else on.” 
“Thank you.” 
Kate disappeared into the kitchen and Alexi fled to her bedroom. Once there she shed her robe and pulled on a pair of blue jeans and a T-shirt. She glanced down to assess her appearance and could easily make out the firm peaks of her nipples beneath the thin cotton. 
“Damn it,” she muttered as she grabbed a cable-knit sweater and jerked it over her head. She detoured to the bathroom and checked her reflection in the mirror. Not bad, if you like the exhausted look. She smoothed a hand over her hair and down the side of her neck and debated whether she should add some concealer to the dark crescents under her eyes. What was she worried about anyway? Despite the heat Alexi had seen in her eyes as she looked her over, Kate was most likely not here to make a social call. 
When she returned to the kitchen, Kate handed her a cup of coffee. Kate held the handle of the mug until Alexi had a good grip on it, their fingers nearly entwined in the transfer. 
“Be careful, it’s hot.” Kate pulled her hand away slowly, brushing the back of Alexi’s hand. 
Alexi searched Kate’s face, looking for a sign that the contact was deliberate, but she found nothing. Kate seemed completely unaware that the light touch had made Alexi shiver. Alexi turned away under the ruse of adding cream to her coffee. 
“What can I do for you, Ms. Chambers?” 
“You can fill in some details that I’m still missing.” 
“I’m not sure there’s anything else I can tell you.” 
“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” 
“Let’s sit.” Trying to appear more composed than she felt, Alexi led Kate to the living room. Alexi bypassed the sofa and sat in the chair nearby. 
“I wanted to ask you again about the withdrawals from your account.” 
“I told you—” 
“I know, they were business expenses.” Kate set her mug on a coaster on the table in front of her. She leaned forward and met Alexi’s eyes. “Now I need to know the real reason for those transactions.” 
Danielle’s words echoed in Alexi’s head. Danielle and Ron had both conspired to alibi each other and left her out on her own. And even when they knew she was stressing about being a suspect, neither of them had confessed the truth to her. Why was she trying to protect Ron’s reputation? She’d wanted to track down the origin of the fire on her own, but in truth she’d had no idea how to go about it. So why shouldn’t she help the investigators do their job? More importantly, why shouldn’t she help Kate? 
“Ron withdrew the money.” Alexi felt a rush of panic as soon as she admitted the truth. 
“What did he use it for?” 
“He didn’t have anything to do with the fire.” 
“Alexi, what was the money for?” 
“He had a debt to pay.” 
“I’ve seen the amounts. That’s a lot of debt.” 
Alexi hesitated. Maybe she shouldn’t be telling Kate about this. She didn’t need Kate. She could still figure this out on her own. 
“Okay. That much money,” Kate said as if she were thinking aloud. “Financial problems, bad investments, gambling.” Alexi couldn’t keep from flinching when Kate said “gambling” and she knew Kate saw her reaction. “I guess we have a winner.” 
“Kate—” 
“You should have told me.” 
“Is it really relevant?” 
“How could I know unless you told me? I asked you if anyone had a grudge against either of you. I would say owing that kind of money could inspire some bitterness.” 
“No. I talked to Anthony Wilde and I don’t think he had anything to do with the fire.” 
“Anthony Wilde?” 
“I guess you’d call him Ron’s bookie.” 
Kate stared at Alexi, not believing what she was hearing. “You went to see Ron’s bookie? By yourself?” 
“Yes. But like I said, I don’t think he was involved.” 
“And what if he was? Didn’t you realize the guy could be dangerous? Are you an idiot?” Kate fired off her questions without waiting for an answer. She was probably being harsh, but the idea that Alexi could have been in danger scared her more than anything had in some time. 
“What? No, of course I’m not an idiot.” 
“You could have been hurt.” 
“Obviously, I wasn’t. And I can take care of myself.” 
“But you don’t have to.” Kate surged to her feet in anger. When she realized how telling her words were, she added, “You should have let Jason and me do our jobs.” She walked around the sofa, needing the movement in order to collect her thoughts. Ron Volk had a gambling problem. Now she had that new lead she was looking for—a thread to follow that might direct the investigation away from Alexi. 
“I thought your job was to prove I was guilty.” Alexi stood and rounded the other end of the sofa. Kate changed direction and paced away from her. 
“My job is to determine if the fire was the result of arson and find the suspect.” 
“And I am one of your suspects.” 
“We needed to look at every possible—” 
“Just say it, Kate.” 
When Kate turned around, Alexi stood right in front of her. Too close. She looked down, mostly to avoid the accusation in Alexi’s eyes. Alexi’s sock-clad toes were just inches from the tips of Kate’s shoes, and, though she knew it was ridiculous, Kate imagined for a moment that she could feel them—a teasing nudge across the couch on a Sunday morning. What? What the hell was she doing thinking about Sunday mornings? 
“I need to hear it.” 
Kate dragged her eyes back up to Alexi’s and saw the disappointment shadowing them. She couldn’t say it. Because, though she no longer believed Alexi had set those fires, her certainty wasn’t entirely professional. So instead she changed the subject. “I need an address for Anthony Wilde.” 
“You can find him at Tony’s on Demonbruen Street,” Alexi snapped. “See how easy it is to answer a question when you’re asked?” 
“Alexi.” 
“Tell me that you think I’m capable of burning down my own bar.” 
“We shouldn’t—” 
“Say it.” 
“Damn it, Alexi.” Kate grabbed Alexi’s shoulders, jerked her close, and kissed her. Hard. She was aggressive, without apology, sweeping her tongue inside Alexi’s mouth. And when they separated, they were both breathing hard. Kate still clutched Alexi’s shoulders and she rested her forehead against Alexi’s. “Just shut up, okay?” 
Kate stroked her hands down the outside of Alexi’s arms to her waist. Alexi sighed and Kate felt the whispered breath against her face. Alexi slipped her hands into Kate’s hair and urged her closer. This kiss was gentler and unhurried. Alexi’s lips were soft and responsive, and Kate lost her head for a long moment. 
Almost against her will, Kate eased back. “This is a very, very bad idea.” Arousal spread through her like warm honey, slow and sweet. She curled her fingers around the waistband of Alexi’s jeans, clutching denim and the wide leather of her belt. 
“Yes. It is.” 
Kate tugged experimentally and Alexi’s hips tilted closer. “We should stop.” 
Alexi slowly pulled her hands from Kate’s hair, letting them trail over Kate’s jaw. “You’re right.” 
“I’ll go.” Kate didn’t move. 
“You don’t have to.” Alexi’s fingers lingered at the base of Kate’s throat, playing lightly against her skin. 
Alexi’s voice was saturated with innuendo that made Kate’s heart race and her knees actually feel weak. Well, really it was her whole legs and they were more numb than weak, but regardless, she’d never thought that kind of thing happened in real life. 
“If I stay—well, I just don’t think that would be a smart thing for either of us.” Kate didn’t want to leave. She wanted to stand here with Alexi pressed against her for a little while longer and see where these feelings took them. But even if she forgot that she was supposed to be working today, could she simply shove aside the argument they’d just had? Or the fact that Alexi was involved in one of her cases? 
“Ah, well, apparently I’m an idiot and I do stupid things,” Alexi said with a small smile. 
“With you, I could be convinced to do stupid things.” Alexi looked shocked at Kate’s words, but she was no more surprised than Kate was that she’d actually spoken her thoughts out loud. Kate jerked back a step, because it seemed the best way to separate herself from Alexi and whatever spell had stolen her inhibitions. “I have to go.” 
“Wait.” Alexi took several steps forward, but Kate matched them and kept the distance between them. 
“I didn’t mean to say that. This can’t happen.” Kate backed toward the door. “Promise me if you get any more information about the fire you’ll call me.” 
“Is that what this was about?” 
“No. But I don’t think you should be running around out there investigating on your own.” 
“Thank you for your concern. But my safety isn’t your responsibility.” Alexi reached around Kate and opened the door. “Good-bye, Ms. Chambers.” 

Chapter Fifteen
“Ron Volk has a gambling problem,” Kate announced as she walked into the office that afternoon. 
“Really? How did you figure that out?” Jason looked up from his computer. 
“I did what you told me. I talked to Alexi Clark.” 
He nodded. “Good. Do we know where he placed his bets?” 
Kate sat at her desk and started up her computer. “A place on Demonbruen. Tony’s.” 
“Kind of a rough crowd down there. I can’t picture Ron Volk hanging out there. He seems to think he’s a better class of people than he actually is.” 
“He does think a lot of himself.” Kate pulled up her search engine and typed in Anthony Wilde’s name. 
Jason walked around to her desk and looked over her shoulder as she scanned the results. “So Ms. Clark thinks Wilde had something to do with the fire?” 
“No, actually, she doesn’t. Apparently, she’s already been to see him.” 
“Why didn’t she tell us about this?” 
Kate shrugged. “Don’t ask me to explain anything that woman does.” 
“Whoa, I’m sensing some tension. Did something happen that I need to know about?” 
“You mean other than the fact that she’s apparently been running around asking questions behind our backs instead of helping us?” 
“It’s not uncommon for people to be uncooperative in our investigations, especially when they know they might be suspects.” Jason straightened and returned to his desk. 
“But she’s not still a suspect, is she?” 
“What do you think?” 
“The two fires have got to be connected, so we can assume we’re looking for one suspect. Even if I could believe she started the bar fire, I don’t believe Alexi could have set the fire in the garage. That car meant too much to her.” 
“And the evidence?” 
“Nothing points to her that can’t be explained by the fact that she owns the property, other than her not having an alibi.” 
“So her sentimentality about her father’s belongings is your reason for excluding her? Is it possible she just has you completely snowed?” 
Kate considered the question. Was Alexi conning her? Could she be letting her attraction to Alexi cloud her judgment? Kate didn’t think the grief she’d seen in the alley the day of the garage fire was contrived. And perhaps she’d crossed a line personally with Alexi, but she also believed the anguish in Alexi’s hazy eyes that night in the bar was genuine as well. “My gut tells me she wasn’t involved. And we haven’t found any real evidence to contradict that feeling.” 
“I agree.” 
“You do? Then what was all of that about?” 
“Just a bit of devil’s advocate.” Jason grabbed his coat from the back of his chair. “Let’s go talk to the bookie.” 

“We’re here to see Anthony Wilde,” Jason said as he strode directly to the bar. 
“He ain’t seeing no visitors,” the bartender grunted, without looking away from the television behind the bar. 
“He’ll want to talk to us.” 
“Who’s asking?” 
“Arson investigators. We’re with the Nashville Fire Department.” 
The bartender finally looked at Jason, his eyes dropping down then traveling back up. If he was assessing his chances against Jason, they were slim. Jason towered over him by nearly six inches, and Jason’s bulk was in muscle whereas his centered around his middle. 
“Just a minute.” He picked up the phone. 
While they waited, Kate looked around. The room was dimly lit, but the shadows failed to hide the scarred tables and damaged wood floor. The dark walls were decorated with autographed photos of athletes, but Kate didn’t recognize any of them. She couldn’t imagine that this place provided much competition for Alexi’s bar. The pool table appeared decades older than those she’d seen in photos of Alexi’s place, and the dartboard on the far wall looked like it would fall down if someone actually threw a dart at it. 
At the far end of the bar an over-processed blonde draped against a man with a gray ponytail and a leather vest. Their exposed arms were covered in tattoos, and a line of piercings that ran up the woman’s earlobe and kept on going. 
“I see what you meant by rough crowd,” Kate said quietly. A group of men crowded around several of the tables closest to the television and watched a college basketball game. The score was apparently close, and as the lead changed quickly back and forth, different guys cheered for their respective team. 
“May I help you?” a gravelly voice asked from the doorway behind them. 
When Jason and Alexi turned, Anthony Wilde stepped out of the office instead of inviting them in. He closed the door behind him and crossed his arms. Kate could already guess how this interview would go. 
“I’m Jason Hayworth and this is Kate Chambers. We’re here to ask you a few questions about a fire at the establishment of one of your competitors.” 
“If this is about In Left Field, I’ve already told Ms. Clark more than once that I don’t know anything about it. And now she’s sent you to do her bidding. I’ve got to say, this is bordering on harassment. Is the city condoning that now?” 
“No one has sent us. We’re simply gathering information on an active case. There’s no need to get defensive.” Jason remained composed despite Anthony’s hostile tone. 
“My tax dollars at work,” Anthony grumbled. 
“The sooner you cooperate, the sooner we can get out of here.” 
Kate looked around, letting her distaste show in her expression. “And believe me, we don’t want to hang around any longer than we have to.” 
“You should watch your mouth, young lady.” 
“Let’s focus on the matter at hand,” Jason said. “We understand that Ron Volk owes you a sizable gambling debt.” 
“Mr. Hayworth, gambling is illegal, and I can assure you—” 
“We’re not police officers, Mr. Wilde. I don’t care what you have going on here. At least, I won’t as long as you answer our questions. I’m only trying to determine if that debt might have something to do with the fire.” 
“That’s not how I do business.” 
“What about Ron Volk? In your opinion, would he be capable of setting the fire in order to get the insurance money?” 
“Ronnie? Hell, no. He doesn’t have the balls for it. His wife has got his in a jar.” 
“Thank you for your time, Mr. Wilde.” Jason scanned the bar one last time, then nodded to Kate to signal that they were leaving. 
They walked outside and went immediately to Jason’s Tahoe parked near the door. 
“What do you think?” Kate asked after she was situated in the passenger seat. 
“That guy is small-time. He’s not nearly as important as he thinks he is.” Jason slid behind the wheel. 
“I agree. And I think he’s right about Ron Volk.” 
Ron didn’t strike Kate as a risk taker. She got the impression that the bar was Alexi’s idea and Ron had seen a chance to jump on board as an investor. He didn’t have the passion for the place that Alexi had. What exactly that meant for the future of Ron and Alexi’s partnership, Kate didn’t know. 

“You’ve been spending more time hanging around this station than you did when you worked here.” 
“I’m hoping for a contact high,” Kate said as she walked into the kitchen. There was more truth in her flippant words than she cared to admit. The familiar sights and sounds of the fire station made her feel at home. If she told anyone that the smells of stale smoke from the turnout gear hanging in the truck bay or the hint of exhaust as she passed the trucks inspired feelings of security, they would probably think she was crazy. But it was true. 
Paula, the room’s lone occupant, stood by the stove stirring the contents of a large pot. Kate had passed the guys from the engine removing hose from the hose dryer on the way in. And Paula’s partner was on the phone in the next room. 
Paula laughed. “Are things getting any better with the new job?” 
“I guess so. It’s not like riding an engine, but it’s not as bad as I originally thought.” 
“You’ll just have to get your excitement somewhere else, huh?” 
Kate nodded. “Speaking of which, are you making any progress with Dr. Fields?” 
“I think so. We’ve taken several patients to her hospital lately.” 
“Is she warming up to you?” 
“She’s still playing hard to get.” Paula grinned. “But there’s something in her eyes when we go in there. I think she may actually be happy to see me. And last time I asked her out for coffee, I believe she thought about it for a minute before she said no.” 
“Persistence pays off.” 
“Maybe. But I’m kind of enjoying just flirting with her. She’s smart and quick-witted. I never thought not dating someone could be so much fun.” 
“It’s different, letting her set the pace, isn’t it?” 
“Different. Maddening. Arousing.” 
Kate laughed. “You’ve just summed up women in three words.” 
“What about you? Anything new with that woman from the bar?” 
“Alexi? That’s strictly professional.” 
“Really? Because it didn’t look very professional when you were half carrying her out of the bar.” 
“She’d been drinking. I was trying to keep her from picking a fight with her boss.” 
“Let me ask you something, did you take her home?” 
“Well, yes. But I wasn’t sure she could get there safely by herself.” 
Paula nodded and dipped a spoon into the pot. “Here, taste.” 
“That’s good. What is it?” 
“Stew. Bear brought in some venison.” Paula took another spoonful for herself, then added salt and pepper. “So, you escorted her safely to her door. Then what?” 
“Actually, I took her to my place.” Knowing how that sounded, Kate winced. But without revealing Alexi’s alcoholism, she couldn’t explain why she hadn’t felt right simply dropping Alexi off at her apartment. And while she trusted Paula, she still felt like she would be betraying Alexi’s confidence to do so. 
“Ah, that’s keeping it professional. Did you sleep with her?” 
“No,” Kate answered quickly. 
“But you want to.” 
Kate debated lying, but given Paula’s piercing look there was no need. “Yes. But she’s connected to a case.” 
“Is she a suspect?” 
“Not anymore.” 
Paula raised an eyebrow indicating she wanted to know more, but was wise enough not to ask the specifics of an investigation. “Is the case closed?” 
“It will be. If we don’t get a break soon.” 
“Is there some kind of statute of limitations? You know, after so long is it okay to go out with her?” 
“I don’t know, Paula. I’ve never been in this situation before. When I think about it, it seems like it should be crossing a line, but when I’m with her, the lines get blurry. Though there’s something about her. I can’t get her out of my head.” 
“It sounds like you need to figure out this case first. Then maybe you’ll know what to do about the girl.” 

Figure out the case first. An hour later, when Kate got out of her Tahoe in front of the Blue Line, she told herself that was exactly what she intended to do. The parking lot was unusually full for early evening, and several other people arrived while Kate was loitering outside. A group of men climbed out of a car, talking and laughing. They all had military-style haircuts and walked with a distinct swagger. Kate followed them inside, and when they paused to accept greetings from those already there, she slid past them and picked her way through the crowd. 
Behind the bar, Alexi and another bartender hurried to keep up with the incoming orders. Kate found an empty stool near Alexi’s end of the counter. 
“Beer?” Alexi asked, sparing Kate barely a glance. 
Kate nodded. 
When Alexi returned a minute later with an open bottle, Kate said, “I didn’t expect you to be so busy.” 
“The police academy graduated a class this afternoon.” 
Kate nodded and Alexi moved away to help a new customer three stools down from Kate. As she nursed her beer, Kate watched Alexi work. She really was a good bartender, and Kate could imagine that she had been a good bar manager as well. She filled orders quickly but still took the time to make small talk with regulars and smile at new customers. 
One of the academy graduates sidled up to the bar, and Kate could tell by his body language that he was trying to flirt with Alexi while she made his drink. Alexi slid the glass across the bar and rebuffed him politely. He returned to his table and faced the none-too-gentle ribbing from his friends at his failed conquest. One of the other men stood and looked over at Alexi. He tugged at his collar and said something to his compatriots that elicited a round of laughter. He strutted to the bar amid catcalls from his buddies. 
When he leaned across the bar and spoke to Alexi, the intimate gesture caused a knot in Kate’s stomach. She forced herself to stay rooted on her stool even when the man reached out and caught Alexi’s wrist as she passed a beer to him. When Alexi tried to jerk her hand away, the man held on and Kate surged to her feet. 
She was behind him in seconds, soon enough to hear Alexi’s polite attempt to regain control of the situation and his obvious disregard. 
“I think she wants you to let go of her.” Without thinking, Kate grabbed his forearm and immediately felt the cords of muscle there stiffen. Alexi winced as his hand tightened around her wrist. 
He glanced over his shoulder at Kate and sneered. “Are you jealous? Because there’s enough of me to go around, baby.” 
He was several inches taller than Kate and she couldn’t even guess by how much he outweighed her. The hard muscles beneath her hand and the large, defined bulk of his shoulders told Kate she would probably lose this fight. But he still held Alexi captive, so Kate didn’t consider backing down. “I said, leave her alone.” 
He released Alexi’s wrist, but when Kate’s attention swung to Alexi, he circled his hand around Kate’s upper arm. “I guess you want me all to yourself then.” 
“Actually, I don’t want you at all.” 
Kate was plotting the projectile of her knee into his groin when Alexi interrupted. 
“Take your beer, on the house, and go rejoin your friends. We can pretend this never happened. Otherwise, I’ll have you thrown out of here on your ass.” She nodded toward the other bartender, who was a much better physical match for him. 
By now, the crowd around them was watching. He glanced at them and flushed. But in the end, he relented. He picked up his beer and slinked away. 
Kate barely registered the jeers that greeted him across the room. She kept her eyes on Alexi, who stood behind the bar rubbing her wrist absently as she watched him go. She turned to the other bartender and whispered something before disappearing into the back room. 
“Alexi,” Kate called, but Alexi was already gone. Kate rounded the bar and pushed through the door behind her. “Alexi, wait a minute.” She finally caught up with her in a dimly lit storage room. Stacks of cardboard boxes bearing the logos of various liquors surrounded them. 
“You’re not supposed to be in here.” Alexi spun around so quickly that, startled, Kate backed up. 
“Are you okay?” Kate took Alexi’s hand, intent on examining the reddened skin around her wrist, but Alexi pulled it back. 
“I don’t need you rescuing me.” 
“Really? Because it kind of looked like you did.” 
“I can take care of myself. And I could have resolved the situation without embarrassing him.” 
“Who the hell cares about him? Why should he get to save face in front of his buddies?” 
“Because he’s a customer, Kate.” 
“So he gets to treat you however he wants to?” Kate recaptured Alexi’s hand and rubbed her thumb lightly over the inflamed skin. “He can do this?” 
“No. But—” Alexi extricated her hand, more gently this time—“I know when to draw the line. And I would have asked one of the guys for help if I needed it.” 
“Would you have?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then why is it so hard for you to accept my help?” 
Alexi didn’t answer, but she did look Kate in the eyes, and the conflict that Kate saw there gave her hope. She took a step closer. 
“You can’t let me in?” 
Alexi laughed harshly. “No. That’s far too scary.” 
“Look at me.” Kate assumed her most innocent expression and took another step. “I’m not scary.” 
Alexi backed up a pace. “Oh, yes, you are.” 
“Really?” Kate was still within touching distance, but, fearful of pushing Alexi farther away, she kept her hands balled at her side. 
Alexi nodded. “You might be the scariest person I’ve ever met.” 
“Why?” When Alexi remained silent, Kate wondered if she should back off. But despite Alexi’s body language, something soft and needy remained in her eyes that compelled Kate to push. “Why are you afraid of me?” 
“Because you make me want you,” Alexi finally answered so quietly that Kate could barely hear her. 
“I make you? And that’s bad?” 
“For me it is.” 
“Because you need to keep control. You can’t give even an inch of it.” Surprise flashed in Alexi’s eyes. “You didn’t think I understood that?” 
Alexi shook her head and looked away. 
“I’m not your enemy, Alexi.” Kate touched Alexi’s jaw. 
Alexi jerked her chin away defiantly. “You thought I set my own bar on fire.” 
“I was doing my job. You do understand that I’m trying to help you, don’t you?” 
“When did you stop believing that I did it?” 
Kate laced her fingers together and stared down at her hands. “I haven’t wanted to believe it since the moment we met.” 
“But you did.” 
“Yes. At first, I thought it might be possible.” 
“And now?” 
“Now, I know you’re not about taking the easy way out. Even if you were in trouble, you would find another way.” 
“Just yesterday you thought this was a bad idea,” Alexi said as she took Kate’s hand. 
“It probably still is.” Kate drew Alexi closer and wrapped her arms around her. “But I don’t really want to think about that right now.” 
Alexi stood within the circle of Kate’s arms and wished they could disregard all the reasons why they shouldn’t be involved. She couldn’t remember the last time she was able to simply enjoy a woman’s company without feeling as if she had to hide a part of herself. She entered each new relationship with fear and dread, already knowing how it would inevitably turn out and waiting the entire time for it to end. 
When Alexi tilted her face upward, Kate was waiting. She covered her mouth in a slow, thorough kiss that drove all thoughts of the past from Alexi’s mind. All that mattered was the taste of Kate’s lips and the feel of Kate’s hands stroking her back. Alexi rested her hands in the small of Kate’s back, wrapped her fingers around the smooth leather of Kate’s belt, and held on. 
At the sound of a throat clearing behind her, Alexi pulled away quickly. Kate released her easily and she retreated into a wall of boxes. One of the waitresses stood in the doorway. 
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but Frankie needs your help behind the bar,” she said before she withdrew from the room and closed the door behind her. 
“I better to get back to work.” Part of Alexi was glad for the interruption because the rational part of her wondered how far she would have let things go. The flash of excitement along her spine at the thought of a quickie in the storeroom with Kate was out of character for Alexi. She’d never wanted so much to ignore the logical voice in her head. 

Chapter Sixteen
Kate rolled over, grabbed her pager from the bedside table, and jabbed the button to stop the piercing beep that had ripped her from a sound sleep. It was just midnight, but Kate had already been deeply asleep for two hours. She and Jason had been on call since yesterday, and when the day had passed without a serious fire, Kate had been hopeful they wouldn’t get a new case. She squinted at the display until the message came into focus, then forced herself out of bed. 
A quick shower, just warm enough to be barely tolerable, woke her up, and she put on her uniform as if on autopilot. She pulled her hair into a neat bun and quickly applied her makeup. Just because it was the middle of the night was no reason not to be presentable. 
She tucked her wallet in her pocket and searched for her keys, which she finally located in the pocket of her jacket hanging behind the door, then headed out to the Tahoe. On the way there, Jason called. One of his boys had a fever, and he wanted to know if she would mind taking this call on her own. She had just assured him that she would be fine and hung up the phone as she pulled up on scene. 
After getting her gear from the back of the Tahoe, Kate wove through the maze of fire engines and other apparatus. She found the incident commander standing near the engine closest to the hot zone. He was shouting instructions for salvage and recovery into his radio, and while Kate waited for him to finish she surveyed the scene. In front of her stood a one-story wood-frame residential structure. Though the exterior of the building had sustained fire damage on one side, it was not severe enough to compromise the structural integrity. The flames had been extinguished and now firefighters checked for hot spots. 
“Hey, Chief. What have you got?” Kate asked when he shoved his radio back in the front pocket of his turnout coat. 
“The call came in from a neighbor. The residents reported that the fire started in the kitchen, an unattended pot on the stove.” 
“At this time of night?” 
He shrugged. “They were still trying to put it out when the first unit arrived. But there was a lot of clutter in the kitchen and the fire spread fast.” 
“Where is the neighbor?” 
“She went back inside her house to make coffee for the guys.” He pointed at a house to the right. 
“I’ll take some photos first, then I need to talk to her as well as the residents.” 
“We’ll make sure nobody goes anywhere.” 
As she circled the exterior of the house, Kate carefully reviewed her checklist in her head. Jason trusted her to handle the documentation of this scene and she wanted to be as thorough as possible. She found no evidence that the fire started outside so when she returned to the front of the house, she went inside. 
The entryway wasn’t damaged, but the smell of smoke still hung in the air. As she passed through the living room and into the kitchen she started seeing signs of fire. Kate began to photograph the room from several angles. Char patterns crept up the walls, where they weren’t completely blackened. The range had been pulled to the center of the room by firefighters checking for fire behind it. Small remnants of a curtain, now black, clung to a rod over the window. The countertops were littered with unrecognizable rubble, burnt and soggy. 
“I don’t think these people threw anything away,” one of firefighters said as Kate passed. 
On the dinette table, Kate found the remains of what she guessed used to be a stack of newspapers and magazines. A warped pot sat on the stovetop, and whatever had been inside was indistinguishable now. 
By the time she’d finished in the kitchen, Kate was fairly certain that this fire was accidental. The arson rate in Nashville was fairly low, and she was fast learning that their goal when investigating the majority of the fires was to rule out arson rather than prove it. 
Outside she found the residents, a young couple who had moved into the house only a month ago. They both worked the second shift at a warehouse downtown and had been pulling in a ton of overtime. After work that night, they had begun to make dinner and had both fallen asleep on the sofa. They awoke to the smell of smoke and the smoke detectors going off, but instead of calling for help and vacating the house, they had tried to extinguish the blaze themselves. 
“What do we do now? We used all of our savings to buy this place,” the young woman asked as she clung to her husband. He wrapped his arm tight around her, but could not provide any answers. 
“Do you have homeowners’ insurance?” Kate asked. 
“Honey?” The woman looked at her husband. 
“Yes. We do.” 
“Contact them in the morning. They’ll know how to obtain copies of our report. And they can tell you how to proceed.” 
“Okay.” 
“Is there someplace you can stay for a while?” 
“We can stay with my mother,” the woman said 
The neighbor who called 9-1-1 didn’t have much to add. While taking her dog for his evening walk before bed, she saw the flames through the window. She ran back inside for her phone, then went next door to make sure her neighbors were awake. 
By the time Kate took statements and contact information, the IC had terminated command and the firefighters had packed up the hose and left. Kate called the dispatcher to let him know she was clear from the call, then finished stowing her equipment in the Tahoe. 
This had been one of those routine calls Jason talked about. No excitement here, but just as in the Hertz case, Kate had a role to fill. This time it might not be as dramatic as court testimony, but her report mattered to this young couple who would need their insurance money to rebuild their first home together. 

It was nearly four a.m. when Kate finally pulled back into the parking lot of her apartment building. She had gone by the office and dropped off her notes and evidence from the fire, then, deciding the work would still be there in the morning, she returned home to get a couple more hours of sleep. 
She got out of the Tahoe and grabbed the bag containing her camera from the back compartment. Though she lived in a fairly safe neighborhood, she didn’t take any chances with the valuable equipment. 
As she walked up the steps she saw someone turn away from her door. Her pulse quickened as she recognized the tall figure. Alexi shoved her hands into her jacket pockets and came back down the breezeway toward Kate. 
“Hey,” Kate said when she was close enough to be heard. 
“Oh, hi. I thought you were inside. I didn’t knock because I figured it was too late—or early.” 
“You came all the way over here to stand outside my door, then leave.” 
“When you put it that way it sounds silly. But, yes, I guess I did. I closed at the bar and when I got in the car, it just kind of steered its way over here. But when I got here, I decided not to knock.” 
“Well, since you’re here you can at least come in for a drink.” 
“No, thank you,” Alexi replied with a harsh laugh. 
“I meant—I have diet soda, water, or juice.” 
“That’s okay.” 
“Are you sure? It’s apple juice.” 
“I’m sure. But don’t let that stop you from having what you want.” 
“What I want?” 
Kate’s voice was soft and intimate, and Alexi had no problem imagining what Kate might want. “To—um—drink.” Alexi cleared her throat. “Don’t feel like you can’t have a drink, just because I’m an—have whatever you’d like.” 
“Why don’t you just come in and we’ll figure it out.” 
Kate hitched her bag higher on her shoulder and flipped her keys in her hand until she had the right one. Alexi couldn’t explain why she was here or even what she expected to happen. But she hadn’t stopping thinking about that kiss all night, often stopping in the middle of filling an order to touch her fingers to her lips as if she could still feel it. So when she left work, she’d ended up here, standing outside Kate’s door and wishing she could set aside the events of the past week and a half. She wanted to act without thinking, and she couldn’t recall the last time she’d done that without alcohol as an excuse for ignoring her inhibitions. 
She followed Kate inside and remembered the last time she’d been here when she’d awakened in Kate’s bed. She had been embarrassed and illogically resentful toward Kate for seeing her at her most vulnerable. If someone had told her then that she would be here now, she would have thought they were crazy. 
Kate dropped her bag inside the foyer and her keys on the table nearby. She shrugged out of her jacket and hung it on a hook behind the door. 
“Can I take your coat?” She slipped it off Alexi’s shoulders and hung it next to her own. 
Alexi turned to face her and noticed the smudges on Kate’s cheek and forehead that she hadn’t seen in the darkened breezeway. The sharp odor of smoke stung her nose. 
“Were you working?” 
“Yes, I got called in.” Kate sniffed and stepped backward. “I need to take a shower. Why don’t you make yourself comfortable in the living room and I’ll be right back.” 
“Maybe I should go. This wasn’t a good idea.” 
Kate smiled. “Yeah. We keep saying that. Please don’t go anywhere. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 
Kate disappeared down the hallway toward the bedroom before Alexi could argue. She heard the shower come on before Kate closed the door. Alexi wandered into the living room, but instead of settling on the sofa, she circled the room. A fireplace was centered on one wall and above it hung a flat-screen television. 
But Alexi was more interested in the framed photos placed along the mantle. She’d found she could get a real sense of someone by the photographs they displayed. Alexi’s own walls were decorated with pictures of her and her father. In the occasional shot with her mother, both Alexi and her mother stood stiffly, as if they were enduring the picture rather than enjoying it. 
Kate had five matching black frames, and most of the contents had a similar theme as well. Kate and three men posed in front of a fire engine, and Alexi guessed she was looking at Kate’s old crew. In another shot, Kate stood between two men. All three wore T-shirts bearing fire-department logos. Though neither of the men looked like Kate, they looked enough alike for Alexi to be sure they were related, and she thought she detected a similarity in the wide grins on all three faces. Kate’s brother and father, most likely. Another photo was taken in a kitchen. Kate stood behind a much shorter woman with both arms wrapped around her. Here was the source of Kate’s features. Matching sets of green eyes looked back at the camera. Alexi could easily imagine that Kate would look just like her mother in twenty years or so. There was a photo of Kate and a woman Alexi had seen at the bar with her. And the last one was of two small boys climbing on a fire engine while Kate’s brother looked on. 
“My nephews,” Kate said as she came from the bedroom. 
“They’re cute.” Alexi turned and drew a quick breath. The shapeless gray sweats weren’t attractive in the least. But Kate’s face, freshly scrubbed and free of makeup, was beautiful. Her hair was still wet and she had left it loose. 
“Yeah, when they’re sleeping. Otherwise, they are little balls of energy.” Kate rounded the sofa and sat down. She moved with a natural confidence that made her attractive even in the most casual setting. “You can come over here. I promise I smell better now.” 
Alexi sat next her and immediately felt awkward. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here. It’s late and you probably have to get up for work in a few hours.” 
“Yes, I do.” Kate touched the back of Alexi’s hand, and Alexi turned hers over and slipped her fingers between Kate’s. “But right now I’m not very tired. Finding you on my doorstep was a pleasant surprise.” 
Alexi moved closer and, with her free hand, tucked a strand of hair behind Kate’s ear. “Can we not discuss it?” 
“Discuss what?” Kate stroked Alexi’s cheek. 
“What we both know we’re about to do.” 
“Are you going to regret it in the morning?” 
“It is morning.” Alexi traced the neck of Kate’s sweatshirt and dipped her fingers inside. 
“Answer the question.” 
“Maybe,” Alexi answered honestly. “But isn’t it enough that I want it now?” 
“Alexi—” 
“I haven’t done anything without analyzing it to death in so long.” 
“I’m not interested in being part of some experiment—” 
“I know that.” Alexi rubbed one finger across Kate’s lower lip. “That’s not what I meant. I know that if this is more than a one-night thing we have a lot of issues to work out. I’m only asking for right now that we don’t have to be those two people.” She kissed Kate’s neck. 
“Well, how can I resist when you’re doing that?” 
“Hmm, that’s just it. I don’t want you to resist.” Alexi left a trail of kisses over her jaw and cheek. 
Kate guided Alexi’s mouth to hers and when they met, what began as gentle persuasion flared into a heated exchange. Kate couldn’t have dampened the inferno that engulfed them and she didn’t want to. Alexi’s lips moved against hers aggressively, then when Alexi tore her mouth away, they traced a hot path down the side of her neck. 
Alexi shoved her hands into Kate’s hair and tugged her head to the side. When Kate reached for the hem of Alexi’s shirt, Alexi batted her hands away. She pulled Kate into her lap and Kate shifted so she could straddle Alexi’s lap, squeezing her knees against the outside of Alexi’s hips. 
Alexi lifted Kate’s sweatshirt and touched the bare skin of Kate’s stomach. She stroked her hands upward and brushed the underside of Kate’s breasts. Kate pulled her sweatshirt off and tossed it aside. 
“Every time I saw you, I wanted to find out what was under your uniform,” Alexi whispered, tilting her head back to meet Kate’s eyes. “So proper and perfectly pressed.” 
Kate frowned down at her chest. She cupped her own breasts in her hands and lifted them slightly. They weren’t as perky as they’d been in her twenties. “Not so perfect underneath,” she murmured. 
Alexi leaned forward and kissed Kate’s nipple. “Just right,” she said against Kate’s skin, then pulled back and traced her finger in a circle on Kate’s other breast. 
Kate closed her eyes as Alexi teased the edge of her areola, and tiny points of pleasure flashed through her and settled low in her belly. Alexi maintained the gentle pressure even when Kate couldn’t help arching into her touch. Alexi’s breath feathered against Kate’s sensitive skin and she imagined she could feel the warm, wet sensation of Alexi’s mouth. 
Kate wrapped one hand around the back of Alexi’s neck and urged her closer. Alexi complied, first teasing Kate with a swipe of her tongue, then covering her nipple and sucking it. Kate rested her other palm against the back of Alexi’s head and held her close while Alexi played her tongue and teeth over Kate’s nipple. Alexi’s arms came around Kate and she swept her fingers inside the waistband of Kate’s pants. 
Need swelled within Kate, nearly overwhelming her desire to let Alexi set the pace. When all she could think about was pushing Alexi back on the sofa and touching every inch of her, Kate decided it was time to slow the pace. She slid off Alexi’s lap and took her hand. As she walked into her bedroom, Alexi was right behind her, pushing her sweatpants over her hips. Kate stepped out of them and continued to the bed. She turned and laid her hands on Alexi’s chest, her fingers resting on the ridges of Alexi’s collarbones. But when she opened the top button of Alexi’s shirt, Alexi gripped her wrists and stilled her hands. 
“I’m already so far ahead. You’ve got some catching up to do,” Kate said. She glanced down. She was wearing only her panties and Alexi was still fully dressed. 
“Later.” 
“I want to feel you against me.” 
Alexi unbuttoned her shirt and slipped it off her shoulders, but instead of taking off her bra she urged Kate onto the bed and moved over her. Alexi pressed her hands on the bed above Kate’s shoulders, holding her weight while she kissed Kate again. The position forced her hips firmly against Kate’s, and Kate took advantage of their closeness by thrusting her hips upward. The sweet ache that had been building between her legs intensified with the pressure and Kate couldn’t contain a low moan. 
Alexi’s answering growl vibrated in her chest and she lifted her hips away. She covered Kate’s breast, gently pinching her nipple. 
“Harder,” Kate urged. Pain-laced pleasure shot through her and drew another moan from her throat. She dropped her head back, and Alexi took the opportunity to close her teeth on her neck. 
Kate wrapped her arms around Alexi’s back and pulled her down. She might have expected the feeling of security at having Alexi’s weight settle over her. But the thrill of powerlessness was a pleasant surprise. Alexi swept her hand over Kate’s stomach and the sensitive skin there danced in response. When she covered Kate’s center, over the triangle of cotton, Kate’s hips bucked. 
“That’s not enough.” Kate caught Alexi’s hand and pushed it inside her panties. Alexi rose to her knees, then bent forward to press her mouth to Kate’s stomach. 
“Lift,” she whispered against Kate’s navel. She eased Kate’s panties down her legs and off. 
She pressed her hand against Kate’s center. The feel of Alexi’s mouth on her skin and the sensation of warm fingers on her already heated flesh melded into a molten throb that began deep inside and pulsated outward to her clitoris. 
Through the fog that threatened to steal her ability to form a conscious thought, Kate reached for Alexi’s waistband, intent on opening her fly. She closed her hand around the denim, but then Alexi slipped her fingers down and inside, pressing deep. Kate’s fingers lost their purpose, and the button on Alexi’s fly became an anchor—the only thing keeping Kate from drifting away completely. 
“I want to touch you,” Kate managed. 
“I want—” Alexi moved over Kate—“this.” She began with a long slow thrust that escalated to match the pace of Kate’s hips rising in response. 
She carried Kate so close to the edge that Kate thought she might splinter into pieces, then she backed off and stroked alongside her clitoris frustratingly slowly. When Kate writhed and whimpered beneath her, Alexi slipped back inside to begin the climb again. 
“Please, let me—now,” Kate finally begged after Alexi eased up once more. She framed Alexi’s face and when she slid her hands to Alexi’s neck, Alexi’s pulse jumped wildly against her palms. 
This time, Kate lifted her knee until her thigh rode between Alexi’s legs with the motion of Alexi’s thrusts. Alexi’s eyes were dark and full of need and desire, and she kept them locked on Kate’s face. She pulled her lower lip between her teeth and surged inside Kate, hard and fast, her hips rocking in unison. Kate held Alexi’s gaze as long as she could, but when the searing pleasure of Alexi’s fingers and the feel of Alexi grinding against her leg became too much, she slammed her eyes closed and surrendered. She dug her fingers into the back of Alexi’s neck as her body convulsed. 
Alexi pressed her forehead to Kate’s, and from somewhere else Kate registered the erratic twitch of Alexi’s hips just before Alexi rolled to her side and pulled Kate close. 

Chapter Seventeen
Alexi awoke wrapped in white linens that smelled like flowers. But this time instead of confusion about how she ended up there, she felt only satisfaction. She pushed back the covers and smiled when she saw the same blue T-shirt with the fire-department logo. Kate had coaxed her into it just before they both fell asleep. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table and groaned when she realized that had been a little more than an hour ago. At least she didn’t have to work until that afternoon. She could go home and grab a few more hours sleep before then. 
Kate was the one who had to work early this morning. Alexi was actually impressed to hear the shower running already. She rolled to her side and looked at the empty span of bed next to her. The pillow still held an indentation from Kate’s head, and when Alexi slid her hand across the sheet, it was still warm. 
She felt surprisingly okay about what had happened between them, despite the fact that it had been the first time she’d been with anyone since she got sober. She might be ready, she realized for the first time. She might be ready, and that thought didn’t scare her nearly as much as it should have. Sure, she was a work in progress, but who wasn’t. A year ago she’d vowed to make a change in her life—a change that centered around making herself a better person. That plan hadn’t left room for a relationship. And though she wasn’t done changing yet, she’d actually come a long way from the mess she had been a year ago, even when she considered her latest lapse. 
Did she want to be involved with Kate? When she’d shown up outside Kate’s door this morning, she had half expected Kate to turn her away—had actually been more prepared for that than for what had happened. But now, she realized, she could be ready for a real relationship. While she would forever be an alcoholic, she could minimize the effect that fact had on her life. She could have a healthy relationship. That was perhaps her biggest revelation. And whether things worked out with Kate or not, the knowledge that she was capable of such a connection lifted a weight from Alexi’s shoulders. 
When she’d been drinking, she had gravitated toward women who didn’t ask too many questions and who would accept her bullshit answers when they did. Self-involved women didn’t notice when Alexi’s lies fell apart or when she held them at arm’s length. If she paid them enough attention, they didn’t pick up on the times when mentally she wasn’t really there. 
Alexi’s first impression, which she admitted was based on appearance alone, was that Kate Chambers might be one of those women. But, she now knew, Kate didn’t even come close to falling into that category. Kate paid attention to those around her, probably picking up on more than anyone realized. Alexi wouldn’t be able to hide as much of herself from Kate as she did from everyone else in her life. Something told her Kate wouldn’t be content with Alexi’s half-hearted assurances. Am I ready for that? 
From the bathroom she heard singing and she smiled. Perhaps she’d just discovered the one thing Kate wasn’t good at. Despite the lauded shower acoustics, Kate was extremely off-key. 
Alexi slipped out of bed and padded into the bathroom. A warm mist of steam filled the room. She grabbed a towel from the bar inside the door just as the shower turned off. 
“You have a lovely voice,” she teased, opening the towel in front of her. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
“I figured I’d let you sleep while I got ready for work.” Kate stepped close and kissed her. 
Alexi wrapped the towel around Kate and held her captive for a moment. “Did you get any sleep?” 
“Enough.” 
“You’ll be exhausted today.” 
Kate shrugged inside the towel. “I’ll live. It was worth it.” She grinned. 
“Better hurry or you’ll be late.” Alexi released her and returned to the bedroom. She decided to forego her own shower until she got home. Reluctantly, she took off Kate’s shirt and put on her own. She found her jeans in a heap on the floor and was just stepping into them when Kate braced her shoulder on the doorjamb between the bathroom and bedroom. Her towel encircled her torso and was secured just above her breasts, leaving her smooth, pale legs bare. Alexi felt a flush creep up her neck and a renewed rush of arousal when she recalled the sensation of them wrapped around her. 
“Are you leaving?” 
“Yes.” Alexi checked her pockets for her wallet and cell phone. 
“You’re going to sleep when you get home, aren’t you?” 
Alexi grinned guiltily. “Yeah. Would it make you feel better if I promise to dream about you?” 
Kate tilted her head to the side. “Maybe. Because I will probably be sitting at my desk thinking about you in bed.” 
“I guess that’s better than you falling asleep at your desk.” Alexi headed for the bedroom door, and Kate followed her through it and down the hallway. She grabbed her jacket from behind the door and fished her keys out of the pocket. 
“Hey,” Kate said when Alexi had her hand on the doorknob. Releasing it, she turned around. “Are you okay about this?” 
Touched by the sincerity in Kate’s voice, Alexi answered honestly. “For now.” 
“No morning regrets?” 
“None.” 
“And otherwise? I’m sorry. I haven’t even bothered to ask how everything else is.” 
“Well, on top of all my other stress, Danielle and I aren’t really getting along.” 
“Why not?” 
“I’m not sure. We argued the other day and we’re both too stubborn to apologize, I guess. I feel like she’s choosing Ron over me.” Alexi shrugged. “That sounds kind of selfish when I say it out loud. I’m sure she’ll come around eventually. I’d better let you get ready for work.” 
“Can I call you later?” 
“I’d like that.” 
“Okay.” Kate grasped the edges of Alexi’s jacket and pulled her close for one more kiss, this time lingering to caress Alexi’s lips slowly. When Alexi felt Kate’s tongue slide against hers, she tugged the corner of Kate’s towel free. But Kate caught it against her before it could drop. She released Alexi and playfully pushed her away. “Okay. You go now.” 
“Spoilsport.” 

“You’re dragging in late this morning,” Jason said as he stood and crossed to get some pages off the printer. 
Kate glanced at her watch. “I’m not late.” 
“You’re not as early as you usually are.” 
“I stopped for coffee. The good stuff.” She smiled and lifted the cardboard drink carrier in her hand. “I brought you one, too.” 
Jason watched her a little too closely as she set a cup on his desk and one on her own. 
“Anyone I know?” 
“What?” 
“I haven’t seen you grin like that since you started working over here. Since I doubt it’s the job, it must be a man. So is he a firefighter? Someone I know?” 
Normally, Kate would blow off any questions about her personal life or make a joke to change the subject. But she liked Jason, and she didn’t get the impression that he would be judgmental or treat her differently. 
“It’s not a man, Jason.” 
“Well, what else could it be? I know you’re not suddenly giddy over the job. Was that fire last night really all that exciting?” 
“It’s not a man.” 
Jason was silent for a minute and Kate could almost see his brain working. The wave of disbelief on his face when he figured it out would actually have been comical if Kate wasn’t nervous about his response. 
“No way. You’re way too pretty to be a—” He stopped quickly, censoring himself a little too late. 
Kate laughed. “Oh, I really want to know what word you were going to use just then.” 
“I—well, you’re gorgeous. You could have any guy you want.” 
“Jason, women aren’t lesbians because they can’t get a man.” 
“I know, I know. But you—okay, I need a minute to take this in.” He sat down and sipped his coffee. He looked at her, then away, then back at her again. 
“Should I not have told you?” Kate picked up her notes from the previous night’s fire and started up her computer. 
“No, no. It doesn’t change what I think about you.” He flipped through his reports, signing in the appropriate places. After a minute of silence, he said, “If there’s no man, then who’s the woman?” 
Kate hesitated. 
“What? You’re not going to tell me. You drop this on me and you won’t even give me the details?” 
“I’m not sure you’ll approve.” 
“Why wouldn’t I—” 
“It’s Alexi Clark,” Kate blurted before she could change her mind. Just saying Alexi’s name brought visions of the previous night into her head. Alexi had been amazing and attentive. And Kate’s only complaint was that whenever she’d tried to return the favor, Alexi had turned things around and made love to Kate once more. And though it hardly seemed that was something worth complaining about, instead of feeling completely sated, Kate wanted Alexi more than ever. Today, in addition to having the feel of Alexi’s hands and mouth imprinted on her skin, Kate was still imagining how Alexi’s body would feel beneath her hands, and she thought she might go mad before the end of the day. 
Jason sat quietly for so long that Kate got nervous. “Please, say something. I didn’t mean for it to happen.” 
“You should be careful, Kate.” 
“I know it doesn’t seem like the best idea.” Being with Alexi was the one thing Kate hadn’t had to analyze to death in months. When she was with Alexi, she no longer felt like she was half of what she used to be—she no longer felt like she would forever be incomplete without firefighting in her life. Alexi made her believe she could be whole, like she could be happy in her new circumstances. 
“Doesn’t seem like it? It’s not a good idea at all.” 
“If I thought for a second she could be the one who set those fires, I wouldn’t have let anything happen.” 
“I would hope not. What happened? Was this some kind of booty call or something?” 
“No,” Kate exclaimed. She and Alexi hadn’t talked much about what it had meant; Alexi had insisted on that at first. Then this morning, Kate hadn’t wanted to ruin the lingering intimacy between them. Was this a fling for Alexi? She didn’t think so. Alexi had suggested that if they were talking about more than just one night they would need to address some issues. That didn’t sound like Alexi was intent on a one-night stand. And this morning, she hadn’t seemed in a hurry to leave like one might expect if she didn’t want them to continue seeing each other. In fact, they had even taken time for a little small talk about Alexi’s problems with Danielle. 
Suddenly, Kate replayed Alexi’s words. I feel like she’s choosing Ron over me. She pushed aside her notes from last night’s fire and searched for her file on Alexi’s fire. She flipped rapidly through pages of reports. 
“What are you looking for?” Jason asked. 
“Something I missed.” Kate scanned the page in front of her. “Alexi said that she and Ron were the only ones with keys to the garage, but that most of the contents were Alexi’s personal property. She said Ron never went in there.” 
“So?” 
“So, what about Danielle Volk?” 
“I don’t remember any mention of whether she goes in there or not.” 
“We found her prints on the gas can, on the workbench near where the can was stored, and on the padlock.” 
“Weren’t she and Alexi Clark best friends?” 
“Yeah, I know. And that’s why I didn’t think anything of it, initially. Maybe I’m way off base here.” Kate shook her head, trying to keep her thoughts in line. “But Alexi said something that made me wonder if Danielle was as loyal to Alexi as we assumed.” 
“Pillow talk?” 
“Shut up, I’m serious. Danielle comes off as supportive and a little meek. But a couple of times I’ve wondered if we underestimated her. Maybe if she thought she was protecting her husband, she’s capable of more than anyone gives her credit for.” 
“Let’s ask her. See if she can come in this afternoon.” 
“I need to make a phone call first.” Kate ignored Jason’s look of disapproval and flipped open her cell phone. “If we’re about to shatter their friendship, I owe Alexi that much.” 

“Right through here,” Kate said as she led Danielle Volk into the conference room. “Mr. Hayworth will be right with us. Have a seat.” Kate closed the door behind them. 
As Danielle pulled out a chair on the opposite side of the table, she gave Kate a curious look, but Kate wasn’t ready to divulge anything just yet. 
“You don’t mind if we record this interview, do you?” Kate fiddled with the small video camera she’d set up on the table earlier. 
“I guess not.” 
“Good.” Kate engaged the camera as Jason entered the room. He crossed to stand against the wall on Danielle’s left. When Kate glanced at Jason, he nodded for her to begin the questioning. 
“Mrs. Volk, is there anything else you want to tell us about the night of the fire at In Left Field?” 
“No.” Danielle held Kate’s gaze, unblinking. Kate hadn’t expected such a general, open-ended question to trip Danielle up, but she wanted a baseline to gauge Danielle’s reactions. 
“Can you explain why we found your prints on the gas can in Alexi’s garage?” 
“I must have borrowed it.” 
“Did you also borrow your husband’s keys to the garage behind the bar?” 
“Not that I can recall.” Kate almost admired her steady nerves. If Danielle was experiencing any stress about the direction of Kate’s questions, she wasn’t showing any outward evidence of it. 
“Yours and Alexi’s were the only prints on the padlock.” 
“Well, maybe I did and I just don’t remember.” 
“I have a theory about what might have happened that night. Would you like to hear it?” 
“Not particularly.” Venom crept into Danielle’s voice but her expression remained placid. 
“I think you knew about your husband’s gambling problem and were looking for a way to help him out.” Kate pulled out the chair across from Danielle and sat down. 
“My husband’s personal finances don’t have anything to do with the bar.” 
“They do when he was taking money from the business account.” Kate saw a slight tightening around Danielle’s mouth. Apparently Alexi hadn’t told Danielle that she’d disclosed this information to Kate. 
“How much longer do you think Ms. Clark would have put up with him stealing from the bar?” Jason asked. 
When Danielle didn’t answer, Kate said, “I got the impression she was about fed up. She’d finally gotten her life straightened out, but now she had to deal with Ron’s problems.” 
“What has she been telling you?” Danielle snapped, and Kate glimpsed the first crack in her façade. Kate had purposely implied that she’d had detailed and perhaps personal conversations with Alexi about her feelings regarding Ron’s gambling, and the flash of jealousy in Danielle’s eyes didn’t disappoint her. 
Kate ignored the question. “An insurance payout would have solved his financial problems as well as given him the opportunity to convince Alexi to dissolve their partnership.” 
Danielle glared at Kate. 
Kate chuckled and looked at Jason. “I wish I could have heard that conversation, don’t you?” She shifted her gaze back to Danielle. “After everything you’ve been through together, can you imagine how it must have made her feel to know that you both wanted to abandon her?” Kate was speculating now, but Danielle’s hardening expression told her she was hitting the mark. 
“Everything we’ve been through?” Danielle no longer made any attempt to hide the bitterness in her voice. “Most of it was her fault. We put up with her drinking for far too many years.” 
“That’s right. You took care of her when she couldn’t even get through a day without a drink. I can’t even imagine how many times she must have hurt you, yet you kept coming back for more.” 
“No one would have blamed us if we had given up on her a long time ago. Even her own mother hasn’t spoken to her in years.” 
Momentarily stunned, Kate could only stare at Danielle. She could imagine the damage that statement, so coldly spoken, would inflict. And she suddenly regretted her role in this conversation. But she hadn’t come this far to back down. She needed the truth so she forced out the words that would spur Danielle’s resentment. 
“So where is her sympathy when your husband has his own addiction?” 
“Ron does not have an addiction. He made a few bad bets.” 
Kate stood. “Denial, huh? Perhaps you both have a problem. Maybe you should reconsider, because it sounds like you all have the perfect partnership—one big dysfunctional family.” 
“You don’t know anything about my life.” Danielle slammed her hands on the table and leapt to her feet. 
“Sit down, Mrs. Volk.” 
“You don’t understand the sacrifices I’ve made for that damn bar. The time that place has consumed from our lives. And what do we have to show for it now. Nothing.” 
“And whose fault is that?” 
Danielle didn’t hesitate. “Alexi’s. It’s her fault. She wanted that place so bad and she dragged my husband into it.” 
“That’s not how I heard it. He was more than happy to invest in the place. After all, he knew a good thing when he saw it. She would work her ass off to make it great, and he could hitch a ride on her success.” Kate was on a roll now, and she couldn’t stop her responses anymore than Danielle probably could have. Kate glanced at Jason and saw surprise on his face, but no sign that he wanted her to stop. 
“Bullshit. Alexi needed him. She never would have survived those first few years without us.” 
“She’s never been sufficiently grateful, has she?” 
“Grateful? When my friends my age were having kids and taking family vacations, I was stuck in that bar or at home alone because Ron kept such long hours there.” 
“You’ve been sacrificing for years. So when Ron got in trouble, it was someone else’s turn. Even if that meant Alexi losing her bar.” Kate wanted to point out that Ron found time for gambling, but she didn’t because she needed to keep Danielle’s attention focused on Alexi as the catalyst for her problems. 
“Damn right. I did what I had to do. For my family.” 
“That sounded like an admission of guilt,” Jason said quietly in the silence that followed Danielle’s outburst. 
Kate heard the click of the conference room door opening behind her and closed her eyes briefly. Without even turning around she could feel the hurt radiating from Alexi, and she felt partially responsible. She’d goaded Danielle to the point of frustration and had actually felt relieved when she cracked. 
“What exactly did you do?” Alexi’s voice was laced with pain and disbelief. She moved to stand opposite Danielle, and now Kate could see the hollowness in her eyes. 
“What are you doing here?” Obviously shocked, Danielle backed up a step and nearly tripped over the chair she’d shoved back. 
Jason pushed off the wall and pointed at the video camera on the table. “That’s a Wi-Fi camera. She’s been watching in the next room.” 
Danielle looked at him in disbelief, then turned to Alexi, her expression beseeching. “Ron was in so deep and he wouldn’t stop making bets. He thought he could somehow make things better with just one big win. I just couldn’t see any other way out.” 
Alexi stared at her. Kate wanted to take her hand and let her know she wasn’t alone. But aside from the gesture being unprofessional, Kate wasn’t sure it would be welcome. 
“It wasn’t supposed to be this complicated. After the fire at the bar, I thought the insurance company would just pay up and we’d all move on.” Danielle was still trying to convince Alexi that she had done the right thing, as if she could somehow justify what she’d said only moments ago. 
“How could you do this?” 
“I didn’t know what else to do.” 
“So, the garage, was that you too?” Alexi’s eyes filled with tears and her jaw tightened as if she were trying to keep them from falling. 
Until that moment Danielle had been able to look at Alexi, but now her gaze dropped to the table in front of her. 
“Answer me,” Alexi demanded. 
Danielle flinched. “I wanted to scare you. When you told me you’d been to see Anthony Wilde, I panicked. All your questions were causing problems and you wouldn’t let it go. I was afraid of exactly this scenario.” 
“It’s my fault?” Alexi’s voice shook. “You’re actually telling me it’s my fault you set that fire in my garage.” Alexi folded her arms over her stomach and Kate thought she might double over. 
“Alexi—” 
“You knew. You knew how much that bar meant to me. There was another way, we could have figured out another…and my father’s car…” Alexi’s voice cracked. 
Kate’s heart broke for her even while she was furious at Danielle for making Alexi feel she was responsible. 
“Alexi, we’ve been friends for a long time. When you’ve calmed down, you’ll see that I did what was best.” 
“What you did—was unforgivable.” Alexi turned and walked out without waiting for a response. 
Danielle looked at the camera on the table, then at Kate and Jason. “What happens now?” she asked with resignation. 
Jason answered. “I suggest you speak to an attorney. You’ll be hearing from someone in the DA’s office.” 
By the time Kate was able to escape from the conference room, Alexi was long gone. She debated trying to call her, but was uncertain how she would respond. She wanted to go to her, but everything she knew about Alexi told her that she probably needed some space to process what had just happened. 

Chapter Eighteen
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m doing here,” Alexi said as soon as Kate opened her apartment door. 
Kate stepped back. “Come in.” 
Alexi remained standing on the threshold. “Normally, I go to Danielle when I need to talk, but…” 
Alexi looked exhausted, her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying, and the skin under them appeared bruised. Kate suspected that only sheer will held her upright. 
“I’m glad you’re here.” Kate took Alexi’s hand and guided her inside. Alexi didn’t even seem to notice when Kate led her to the couch and settled her there. “I’m sorry about what happened today.” 
“Why? You were only doing your job.” A trace of bitterness permeated Alexi’s voice. 
“That’s not why I’m sorry. I know how much this hurt you.” 
A muscle jumped in Alexi’s jaw as she clenched her teeth. “I’ll be okay.” 
Kate still held Alexi’s hand and she rubbed her thumb against the base of Alexi’s. “So you came here just to continue shutting me out.” 
“I told you, I don’t know why I’m here.” 
“You said you needed to talk. So, please, talk to me.” Kate’s cell phone rang and she glanced at the display. “Damn, I have to get this. I’ll be right back.” She flipped open her phone as she headed down the hallway. “Hey, Jason, what’s up?” 
“I’m sorry to bother you at home but the assistant district attorney called. She has to move our meeting from tomorrow afternoon to first thing in the morning. I have to drop the boys off at school, so I’ll just meet you over there. Can you run by the office and grab the case file and the video from Danielle Volk’s interview yesterday. They’ll want copies of all that.” 
“Sure. No problem.” 
“Great. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
“Bright and early.” 
Jason laughed. “Yeah. Don’t stay up too late.” 
“I’ll try not to.” 
Kate closed her phone and returned to the living room but found it empty. 
“Alexi,” she called as she stuck her head into the kitchen. Alexi wasn’t in there so she headed for the dining room. 
In the doorway, Kate jerked to a stop, then forced herself to take several slow steps into the room. Alexi sat at the table, staring at a half-full bottle of Jack Daniels. Tears trickled down her cheeks and she seemed oblivious to Kate’s presence. 
“I, uh…” She didn’t know what to say. But the apology she’d nearly made for having liquor in her own house would have sounded ridiculous. Alexi spent most of her time surrounded by bottles. She poured drinks all day long, so one bottle in Kate’s cabinet wasn’t that big a deal. 
“The funny thing is—I don’t even like whiskey.” Alexi sniffed and swiped the back of her hand under her nose. Kate didn’t drink whiskey either. The bottle was left over from a birthday party she’d thrown for Paula months ago. Realizing she should at least take the bottle out of the room, Kate stepped forward and reached for it, but Alexi’s sharp words stopped her. “Leave it.” 
“Alexi—” 
“I’m just looking at it.” 
“You don’t need to.” 
“Yes. I do.” When Alexi glanced at her, Kate felt a twinge in her chest at the pain pooling in her eyes. And as she watched, Alexi pulled the shutters down over those emotions. But, though they were now hidden, Kate sensed they were still there. 
“Why? When I can take it away?” 
“I don’t need you to.” 
“I want to.” She refused to let Alexi shut her out completely. 
“I know you want to help, Kate. But you can’t fix this.” 
Kate pulled out the chair next to Alexi’s and sat. She reached for Alexi’s hand, but Alexi pulled it free and tucked it in her lap. “I can if you’ll let me.” 
“I can’t let you. You’re not always going to be there to eliminate the temptation.” 
“I’m here now. Why isn’t that enough?” 
Alexi wrapped her arms around her own torso, effectively forming a barrier between them. “It just isn’t.” 
“Can I call someone for you? Your sponsor?” Kate braced herself for the answer, trying to convince herself not to take it personally if Alexi needed him instead of her. 
“No.” 
“Alexi, it’s okay to need someone, to ask for help. Isn’t that something they teach in those programs?” 
“Not this time. I have to be strong enough to do this on my own.” 
“Why is that so important now?” 
“I need to trust myself, if I ever expect anyone else to trust me. And I want—” Alexi bit off her words. 
“What?” 
“Never mind.” Alexi shook her head. 
“Please.” Kate touched Alexi’s shoulder. “What do you want?” 
“I want you to trust me.” Alexi gazed at her with eyes that were soft and unexpectedly open. A seed of hope unfurled in Kate’s heart. Even if Alexi couldn’t admit it yet, a part of her wanted to remove the wall between them. They just might have to do it one brick at a time. 
“If this is what you need, then I’ll let you have it.” Kate squeezed Alexi’s shoulder, then stood. “But I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be in the next room when you’re done.” 
Kate wanted more than anything to take that bottle away. But if Alexi needed to prove something, Kate would support her. She forced herself out of the room and into the bedroom, half hoping Alexi would call out to her. But she didn’t. So Kate sat on her bed and picked up a book from the nightstand. 

Alexi wasn’t sure if Kate truly understood why she hadn’t let her take the whiskey. But she’d given Alexi space anyway. Alexi stared at the bottle in front of her. She’d felt this pull before, the promise of a magical elixir to eradicate her pain. But, she now knew that was a lie. There was no magic and the pain did not go away; it only disappeared temporarily. The darkness turned inward and ate at her insides. 
She needed to come to grips with what Danielle had done, and she would do so without alcohol. So she stayed rooted to her chair and stared at that bottle until her vision became hazy and her head ached. She and Danielle had been friends for almost half their lives. In all that time, she thought she knew Danielle as well as she knew herself. But she never would have believed Danielle capable of setting in motion the events that destroyed Alexi’s whole life. 
She’d put Danielle through hell over the years, and once she would have believed that meant she deserved what was happening to her now. But she’d since forgiven herself and asked Danielle and Ron to do the same. She thought they had. But for Danielle to forsake Alexi’s dreams in order to protect Ron, she had to have been harboring at least a little resentment. Because the Danielle Alexi thought she knew could not have set that fire. 
But she had. Not only that, but she’d admitted it to Alexi’s face without a trace of remorse. Nothing Alexi could do would erase that betrayal. The only thing left for her to control was her own reaction to it. 

Kate heard the click of the bedroom door opening and looked up. Her book lay open on her lap but she hadn’t turned a page in ten minutes. Alexi stood silhouetted in the doorway. Kate fought the urge to go to her. Instead she simply closed her book, set it aside, and waited. Alexi’s eyes were shadowed and nothing in her posture gave a hint as to her state of mind. 
“I didn’t drink it,” Alexi said softly. 
“I didn’t think you would.” 
Alexi crossed the room and crawled onto the bed next to Kate. “What if I had?” 
Kate lifted her arm and Alexi moved under it and pressed closer. “Did you want to?” 
“Yes. Well, sort of.” Alexi laid her head on Kate’s shoulder. 
“I told you I wasn’t going anywhere and I’m not.” Kate kissed Alexi’s forehead. 
“You don’t really know what I was like—what I can be like. I was angry and selfish and never concerned about anyone else as long as I got what I wanted. I’ve driven away plenty of people who vowed they wouldn’t leave.” 
“And that’s why you don’t believe me when I say I won’t.” 
“I want to.” 
“We have time. You’re here now.” 
“I needed room to come to terms with things myself before I could share them with anyone.” 
Kate could understand that. She couldn’t imagine finding out that the one person who knew her best in the world could destroy the thing that mattered most to her. And that’s precisely why Kate had let her walk away that afternoon, but she’d also hoped Alexi would come to her when she was ready. And even though Alexi seemed reluctant to open up completely, Kate knew what a step forward it was that Alexi was lying next to her now. 
“What stopped you from drinking tonight?” 
“I don’t want to be that person again. And I’ve accepted that I will never be someone who can drink casually. Besides, it’s hard to not feel guilty now because I know what sobriety is like.” 
“And how is that?” 
“I can feel when I’m sober. I used to drink to get numb.” Alexi rested her hand on the center of Kate’s chest and began to rub slow circles over Kate’s T-shirt. “Finding out what Danielle did hurts like hell. But this—being with you feels good. And if I want that, I have to also take the pain in life.” 
“Alexi, before you decide if you want to be here with me, there’s something you should know.” 
Alexi raised herself up on one elbow and moved her other hand down to Kate’s stomach. 
“We have to turn in our report to the insurance company.” 
“I know. I called them this afternoon and checked my policy. In the event of arson, our coverage allows for an innocent partner to collect. Assuming they believe I didn’t have any knowledge of Danielle’s actions, of course.” 
“So, what are you going to do?” 
“What I had always planned. Rebuild and reopen.” Alexi slipped her hand under the hem of Kate’s T-shirt and traced tiny circles on her skin. 
“That sounds like a good idea.” 
“Only this time, I’ll be doing it by myself.” 
“No more partners?” 
“No. This is my dream. I think I’m ready to tackle this one on my own now.” 
“Really?” Kate caught Alexi’s hand in order to halt the stirring within her that those circles were causing. “Since you’ll have the business under control, is there anything I can help you with?” 
“I might be able to think of some way you can assist me.” Alexi gently freed her hand and resumed the hypnotic caress. “Perhaps by helping me unwind after a stressful day of rebuilding my business—the occasional foot rub, maybe.” 
“Sure. And I could feed you grapes while you recline on the sofa.” 
“That sounds nice.” Alexi’s fingers wandered upward and toyed unhurriedly with Kate’s nipple. 
“Maybe we could start now.” Kate rose and, with a hand on Alexi’s shoulder, urged her to lie down. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Let me show you a little attention. Help you unwind.” Kate touched Alexi’s neck, tracing the tendons along the side of it. 
“I’m not feeling all that stressed right now.” 
“Well, then let me wind you up first.” Kate stroked down Alexi’s arm and over her hip. 
“Kate.” Alexi rested her hand over Kate’s, holding it in place. 
“How long did you hope to keep distracting me?” Kate asked, momentarily allowing Alexi to stop her progress. 
Alexi met Kate’s eyes, imploring her to play along, but Kate purposely showed no indication that she would. 
“You don’t want me to touch you.” Even as she said the words, Kate thought her heart might break if Alexi didn’t deny it. 
“It’s not that—exactly.” 
“I know how much you need to be in control. But I need just as much for you to let go. Put yourself in my hands.” 
“I’m not sure I can.” 
“I promise I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to. But will you hear me out first?” 
“Okay.” 
Kate pressed her mouth close to Alexi’s ear and whispered, “Do you remember what it felt like last night when you were inside me?” 
Alexi shivered against her. “Yes.” 
“Did it make you feel strong? Powerful?” Lightly, Kate licked the shell of Alexi’s ear. 
“Yes.” Alexi’s voice was rough and Kate could hear the arousal in that one word. 
“I want to feel that.” She pushed her hands under Alexi’s T-shirt, then paused and waited for a sign of refusal from Alexi. When none came, she ran her hands up but stopped just short of touching her breasts. “Can you give that to me?” 
Alexi arched her back and pressed her breasts into Kate’s hands. “I want to.” Alexi covered one of Kate’s hands, but instead of pulling it away, she closed her fingers, squeezing Alexi’s nipple. “I’ll try.” 
“Good. Because I’m going to show you how incredible you made me feel.” 
Alexi trembled. Kate slowly undressed her and when Alexi tried to help, she gently removed her hands and resumed her task. Then Kate stood and lifted her own T-shirt over her head. She shoved aside any self-consciousness under the heat of Alexi’s gaze as she bared herself completely. This time, she wanted no barriers between them. 
When she returned to lie next to Alexi, they both sighed at the friction of skin on skin. Kate kissed Alexi’s shoulder then littered a trail of them across her collarbone. She took her time, thoroughly exploring Alexi’s body with her mouth and hands. When Alexi’s hands wandered, Kate didn’t stop them, not wanting her to feel restricted. Alexi’s touch excited her, even while her patience was stretched to the limit. Kate trembled with the effort of holding herself back. 
Kate stoked Alexi’s arousal, letting her fingers drift high on Alexi’s thigh but avoiding the final few inches that would carry her farther. She waited for a cue from Alexi, content to give back that small measure of control if it would comfort Alexi. 
“Show me.” Alexi’s soft entreaty for more nearly undid Kate. 
But she held back for a moment longer. Then, watching Alexi’s face, she slid two fingers inside, just enough to feel Alexi’s muscles trying to draw her deeper. Alexi was so wet, so ready, and Kate didn’t see a hint of hesitation in her expression. When she eased in farther and out again, Alexi’s eyes drifted closed and she moaned—a throaty sound that sent a shaft of pleasure through Kate. Her own body clamored for relief, enticing her with promises of ecstasy if she would indulge in just a few strokes. 
“God, you feel good,” Kate whispered. 
Alexi gasped and wrapped her arms tight around Kate. As Kate led her higher, Alexi pressed her face into Kate’s neck, kissing and sucking her. 
“Can I tell you a secret?” Kate asked. 
Alexi nodded against Kate’s shoulder. Kate slid her fingers nearly all the way out and waited, then punctuated her next words with a steady thrust. 
“I love the way you bite your lip when you fuck me.” 
Alexi cried out as her body jerked, then pulsed rhythmically against Kate’s hand. Kate continued stroking, even after the first wave gave way to a second, and finally Alexi pulled her hand away. 
“Thank you,” Kate said against her temple. 
Alexi laughed. “What you said…what you just did to me, and then you say thank you. I think that should be the other way around.” 
Kate smiled. “Well, then let’s just say the feeling is mutual.” 

Chapter Nineteen
Kate wove her way through the crowd filling the tables all around her. She smiled when she spotted Alexi working behind the bar with a towel tucked into the waistband of her black slacks. She swung foam-capped mugs onto a tray, then grabbed a plate of onion rings from the window that led to the kitchen. Kate didn’t even want to think about what perils awaited Alexi’s white silk blouse if Kate didn’t get her out of there soon. She slipped between groups of customers and rounded the bar. 
After Alexi deposited a glass in front of a patron, Kate intercepted her before she could take another order. 
“You hired bartenders. Just for tonight, let them handle it,” she said resting a hand lightly in the small of Alexi’s back. She pulled the towel free and dropped it under the bar. 
“We had a rush. I came back here for only a minute.” 
Kate caught one of the bartenders smiling. “It looks like your whole night has been a rush. How long have you really been back here?” 
“Five minutes.” 
“Don’t lie to me or I’ll make one of your employees tell me the truth.” 
“Half an hour, tops.” 
“Then I got here just in time.” Kate squeezed Alexi’s waist. “You have a good crowd for your grand reopening.” 
“Yes.” Pride swelling in her heart, Alexi surveyed her business. In only six weeks, she had managed to rebuild In Left Field. She had opted not to decorate the interior exactly as it had been, instead giving it a fresh look for her brand-new start. She missed parts of her old décor, such as her father’s basketball and the humidor. 
But she had made an effort to add special touches when she redecorated. The three pool tables on one side of the room were restored antiques with leather pockets and thick, intricately carved legs. The entire bar had been wired with speakers that were attached to the largest of flat-panel televisions and could be turned on for special events. Many of her employees had returned, though a few who had already gotten jobs in the meantime had not. 
“Let’s go mingle with your guests.” Kate began to ease her out from behind the bar. 
“Okay, babe.” Alexi touched Kate’s arm to stall her. “But first, what can I get you to drink?” 
“A Coke would be great.” 
“We’re celebrating. Have some champagne or a beer.” 
“Just the soda, please.” 
“I keep telling you, I don’t mind.” 
“And I keep telling you, I don’t need to ingest any chemicals when I have you to make me feel good.” Despite the increased amount of time Kate was spending in a bar lately, she actually hadn’t had a drink in months. Alexi insisted that it didn’t bother her for Kate to drink in front of her. But Kate continued to refuse, saying she’d never had more than the occasional beer with Paula and didn’t miss it anyway. 
“You’re sweet. Are you sure?” 
“Yes. You can stop asking me. Now, come on, I think I see some familiar faces over there.” 
Kate led Alexi through the crowd, stopping and waiting patiently when one well-wisher after another delayed Alexi. Finally, they reached a small group of people Alexi recognized as those closest to Kate. There was Kate’s best friend, Paula, whom Alexi had come to know well since Kate had enlisted her as a manual laborer during the bar’s restoration. An attractive woman stood next to Paula. Her expression was soft and her eyes sparkled when she looked at Paula. And her fingertips brushed Paula’s sleeve when she spoke to her. 
Kate’s partner, Jason, wrapped an arm around her shoulders in greeting as she stepped into their circle. Alexi hung back for a moment, watching as Kate’s friends greeted her. Alexi sensed Jason hadn’t always been completely okay with Kate’s decision to get involved with her. But in recent weeks he seemed to have come around. Perhaps the change had come as the time had passed since Alexi’s case was closed. 
Alexi hadn’t been in touch with either Ron or Danielle, but she’d heard that Ron was standing by Danielle. He’d hired an attorney, but the notoriously slow justice system hadn’t made any progress in prosecuting Danielle yet. Alexi expected she would hear from the assistant district attorney when the court date neared, but as far as she was concerned she had already received all the resolution possible. Oddly enough, she couldn’t summon a need for vengeance when she thought about Danielle. All she felt was sadness at the loss of two friends she’d once held dear. 
“Hey, come here.” Kate slipped her hand inside Alexi’s elbow and drew her close. 
“Alexi, you did good here,” Jason said, nodding at the room around them. 
“Thank you. And thanks for coming,” Alexi said. “Hello, Paula.” 
“Alexi, the place looks great. Allow me to introduce Dr. Celeste Fields.” 
“It’s lovely to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.” Alexi grasped Celeste’s hand. 
Celeste glanced nervously at Paula. 
“Don’t worry. She speaks highly of you,” Alexi assured her. 
“Good.” Celeste smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, too. I was here once, before the fire, and enjoyed myself. You’ve definitely done the place justice in the remodel as well.” 
“Thank you.” 
Paula raised her bottle. “A toast. To Alexi. All your hard work is paying off.” 
Glasses and bottles clinked together. 
Kate laced her fingers into Alexi’s, her eyes inviting a private moment among the festivities. Alexi smiled at the woman who had come to mean so much in just the span of two months. Kate had coaxed Alexi’s heart open so patiently, erasing Alexi’s usual panic. Alexi trusted Kate with her future, with her happiness, and with her love. 
“What should we toast to?” Kate asked as she lifted her glass in one hand and took Alexi’s hand with the other. 
“To new beginnings,” Alexi answered without hesitation. 


