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This one’s for Bill—a hero in training

A special thanks to:

Gary D. Newman, Assistant Chief of Fire Investigation—City of Baton Rouge, Louisiana. His kindness and generosity made my research a pleasure. Any mistakes regarding arson investigation practice and procedure should be attributed strictly to the author.

And to Cheryl Wolverton and Sharon Knoell, whose E-mails were works of art.





Debra Dixon
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As a reader, I can always count on Loveswept romances to speak to my heart, to make me laugh and cry, and to keep me on the edge of my seat. Being a part of that tradition has been a dream come true. Where else could I write stories about little boys and bears, ice-skating nuns, ex-Navy SEALs, hit women, and arsonists? And did I mention the psychic archaeologist?

So, happy birthday, Loveswept! I hope it’s a real barn burner!
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PROLOGUE

Watch me.

The fire whispered the invitation like one of Maggie St. John’s playmates.

I’ll dance for you.

And from that moment it had her. The ten-year-old was caught in the spell, frozen in the doorway of her upstairs bedroom. Relentless heat rolled over her from below. The alarm screamed above her, and her eyes burned from the smoke that rose and hovered—trapped against the high ceiling of the two-story entryway. But she didn’t move, couldn’t move.

The flames were terrible and beautiful, creeping up the winding staircase, consuming the first step in their path. They were coming for her. All she had to do was wait, and the fire would take her.

Some days Maggie created fire. Most days Maggie dreamed of fire.

And every day she hated it, because she was afraid of it, of what it could do.

Fear began to penetrate the numbness as she sucked in a breath of the hot, smoky air, almost choking herself. Coughing made her light-headed. She swayed and tightened her hand on the knob of the open bedroom door.

Get out. The command rang in her head. Get out!

Maggie dropped to her knees, terrified of the fire, terrified of her fear, ashamed because the flames had paralyzed her. She crawled backward so fast, the carpet burned her knees, but she didn’t get up. The air was better down there. It didn’t hurt so much to breathe.

Blindly she obeyed the voice in her head. By the time she reached the window she desperately wanted out, but her hands were shaking so badly, she couldn’t undo the stubborn latch.

“No! You have to open,” she begged. “Please. Oh please, oh please.”

The latch swung, and she heaved the old warped window up with as much strength as she had in her thin arms. Even so, the opening was barely wide enough for her to squeeze through. By the time she finally collapsed on the front lawn, she was battered and scraped over most of her body. Something was wrong with her ankle, too—from the fall—but she didn’t care. She was out. The fire didn’t get her. She beat it.

In the distance she could hear the siren of the parish’s volunteer fire department and wondered who could have called them so quickly. The light of the flames was just beginning to creep toward the front windows of the big white house. A column of smoke was just beginning to sneak out the raised window.

And that’s when she remembered Sarah.

Maggie’s scream was lost in the wail of the approaching siren.


ONE

Fire was a bitch, no matter the origin. Especially a hospital fire. Arson investigation was automatic. The potential loss of life was too great to ignore any blaze, no matter how small, and everybody wanted instant answers. Beau Grayson was never inclined to give instant answers. That fact, he guessed, would soon irritate a fair number of hospital administrators.

As he studied the burned utility room, water dripped off the ceiling and onto his head. Beau swore softly and stepped aside. He hadn’t bothered to put on his turnout gear or even a helmet. He rarely did. While he delayed, evidence could be eaten away by flames—fingerprints destroyed by heat and smoke and water; the scene trampled by firefighters battling an enemy that took no prisoners.

And, unfortunately, there was little real need for protective gear. By the time an arson investigator arrived on the scene, the fire and the firefighters had done the damage. Ordinarily, all that remained were the whispers, rumors, bystanders, and damn little evidence. This scene was no different. Not that he had expected anything more. Arson investigation was a war waged as much with intuition and past experience as with hard fact.

Knowing that, Beau scanned the room, looking for the unusual, letting the fire tell its story. There was always a story. All he had to do was pay attention. That was his stock in trade—the little details.

The back wall was scorched but not blackened and charred. The neatly folded, once-white linens were now a soggy mess of half-burnt gray rags, some of them hanging haphazardly off the metal shelving. A mop was stashed by the door in a bucket that had begun to melt into a piece of modern art sculpture. But it was the skeleton of a canvas bin that pointed him toward his answer. The bin had been shoved aside from the pressure of the water trained on it to put out the blaze. Centered in an outline left by the bin’s metal frame was a darkly charred patch of linoleum-covered floor.

Bingo.

He had his point of origin. The fire started in the hamper, probably burned through the linens to the floor, eating away at the fabric, smoldering, and maybe running out of oxygen. Until someone opened the door and pulled air through the room.

That’s what intrigued him. Someone had been right here when the fire flashed. Heroes always got his attention. Especially heroes who discovered small fires before they had a chance to do much damage.

“Yo, Beau!”

The shout broke his concentration, forcing him to turn.

Ron Morris was a big man, made impossibly bigger by the soot-covered yellow turnout coat that flapped open. He was the kind of fire-eating lieutenant who was first in and last out of every blaze. “I scrounged up the woman who discovered the fire. They decided to check her out in emergency. She sucked some smoke. Nothing serious.”

“Nothing short of asphyxiation is serious to you.”

Ron shrugged. “Dead is serious. Everything else is just a minor inconvenience. Or don’t you remember?”

“I remember.” Beau remembered a lot of things he’d rather forget. “But when I said that, I was young and immortal. Things change.”

“Not much. You’re still immortal. You’re still the Iceman.” The words were unexpectedly hard and edged with an old rivalry. “Nobody took a fire the way you did.”

“Except you,” Beau noted wryly.

“Somebody had to back you up.”

“What’s your excuse now?”

“Somebody has to show you up.”

“Just don’t show up dead. Where’s the woman?”

“Treatment room six. I asked her to wait. Maggie St. John is real easy on the eyes, but hard on the ego.”

“Shoot you down?”

“In flames. Look, we’re clearing out.” Ron gave him a mock salute as he walked away. “The field is yours. Happy hunting.”

Beau nodded, realizing that’s what he’d become—a hunter. He used to be a hero, a fireman. He was still a firefighter, but most people forgot that. They avoided him now, afraid his questions would implicate them. Even accidental fires created incredible burdens of guilt. His job was to worry the details, attack the guilt until he uncovered the truth.

When he finished his preliminary examination of the utility room, Beau found no obvious accelerants, no plant to start the fire. All he found was an old and waterlogged cigarette butt in a corner. He slipped it into an evidence bag and wondered if his handy heroine smoked. Only one way to find out. Ask her.

Beau stopped a moment in the depressing gray hallway to get his bearings. Cloister Memorial was old and mammoth with endlessly convoluted corridors from additions through the years. Walls painted the most depressing shade of gray ever mixed had been put up, knocked down, and put up again. But patients didn’t come to Cloister for the amenities or because they wanted to. They came because they had no other place to go.

Oriented, Beau realized the morgue was to his left, and he needed to go right, toward ER. In Baton Rouge, there were no convenient basements in which to stash a morgue. Cloister hid it in the back of the original structure, along with the utility and storage rooms that serviced ER and the outpatient clinic. As Beau walked, his hope of finding more than one witness began to fade.

To have any prayer at multiple witnesses, he needed a well-lit, high traffic corridor. This wasn’t it. At least half the overhead florescent bulbs were out. He suspected people were in and out of this area as quickly as possible. And why not? This was a dark and ugly hallway full of bad memories and musty smells.

But the utility rooms along it provided a perfect place to sneak a smoke. He made a mental note to compile a list of smokers on the staff of ER, the morgue, and the outpatient clinic. That’d make more than a few people cranky. Seemed like this was his lucky day for making friends.

When he reached ER, Beau had to flash his badge to gain admittance to the treatment rooms. One young nurse offered to walk him down, but he declined. He didn’t want the distraction. Or the attention.

Room 6 was about halfway down on the left. A couple of the other rooms were open, bristling with the quiet, purposeful activity associated with a busy ER. His witness’s door was ajar. The slight opening funneled the sound into the hallway as he approached.

In a social setting stopping at the edge of the door without announcing his presence would have been eavesdropping. In his line of work, it was called evidence gathering. He was comfortable with that distinction, so he propped himself against the wall and tried to sort out the two female voices already deep in conversation.

The first was filled with exasperation. “Thank God you’re okay, but what is it with you? It’s not enough to take potshots at Dr. Bennett on your first day back, but, Maggie, you have to go and find a fire too?”

“You’re right. How foolish of me.” The second voice, Maggie’s voice, was confident, soft but with an edge. Had experience put steel beneath the silk? He could hear the smile in her words and pictured her gently smacking her forehead with the heel of her palm. “I should have let the hospital burn down. Now that would really have ticked Bennett off. Damn. And to think I was sooo close.”

“This isn’t about Bennett. He’s the least of your worries, girlfriend. But while we’re on the subject—”

“Hey! You brought up Dr. Just-Call-Me-God. I didn’t.”

“Why can’t you at least try to be nice to the man? He’s on the hospital board.”

“I do try, Donna. I really do.” The protestation was about as sincere as the hokey sigh that followed. Donna obviously didn’t believe her either.

“Ha! Telling him that you were worried ‘something terrible had befallen him’ is not being nice.”

“I said it sweetly. He took three hours to respond to my page, Donna. Three. He’s a jerk.”

“It’s a good thing you’re one of the best, because that’s the only thing keeping your mouth and your butt from being fired.”

Maggie’s laugh was unexpected, like sunlight in winter. “Someone else used to warn me that my alligator mouth was going to get my hummingbird butt in a lot of trouble.”

“Well, whoever he was, he was right.”

Groaning, Maggie said, “Look … if you’ll get off my case and go back up to the floor—where you belong—I promise to think happy thoughts and await my inquisition like a good little child. I won’t draw on the walls or make long distance telephone calls to 900 numbers. Okay, Mother?”

“Not okay. I’m coming back down in half an hour to check again.”

His witness took the threat in stride. “Good. You do that. Now go away. Sick people need you more than me.”

By the time the tall, mahogany-skinned woman opened the door, Beau had stepped away from the wall. It didn’t matter. The nurse never looked in his direction. She had her back to him, delivering one last instruction. “You don’t go anywhere without talking to me first, Maggie. Not home. Not back on the floor.”

Beau assumed she received a nod because she sailed off toward what must have been a staff entrance in the rear of the ER treatment hallway. The woman actually left a noticeable wake as she plowed through the health care professionals in her way. Beau’s opinion of Maggie went up a notch. He didn’t think many people would have the guts to tell Nurse Ratchet to go away. Nor did he think Nurse Ratchet would have gone away for most people.

Curious to match his mental picture of Maggie St. John with the physical reality, he forgot to knock. The lady didn’t sound like someone who needed the kid-glove treatment, and Nurse Ratchet had left the door ajar. Pushing it open was just a reflex. A second later his introduction died on his lips.

Instead of a cocky nurse pacing the floor and ready to give him an earful for keeping her waiting, a small figure in turquoise scrubs sat cross-legged on a gurney, angled slightly away from him. He couldn’t see all of her face, but he could read the panicked body language. She had drawn inward, concentrating so intensely on her clasped hands that she hadn’t heard the door swing open. Hadn’t even noticed him.

Beau eased into the room and revised his list of questions for Maggie St. John. Friday the thirteenth was shaping up to be a helluva day.
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Maggie wove her trembling fingers together and squeezed until they stopped. No one had noticed. Yet. But every time they left her alone, her heart raced, and her hands began to shake again. Without conversation there was nothing to occupy her mind, nothing to push away that terrifying flash from her past.

Why couldn’t someone else have found that fire?

Why was it so cold in here?

She knew why, but that wasn’t the point of the question. What she really wanted to know was why she felt so cold and alone. Not for the first time in her life, she wanted to be somewhere warm, held in someone’s arms. Fire is warm. Maggie shut out the thought. No, no, no.

Right now she’d have killed for a significant other. A father. A mother. Anyone. Someone. Someone to promise her the memories of that night weren’t going to come back, and that it wouldn’t matter if they did. Someone to tell her whatever really happened wasn’t her fault. Someone to tell her that she wasn’t that little girl anymore.

But what if it was her fault?

Watch me.

When she opened that utility room door, the words had been so clear. Just like before. In less time than it took to blink, the world tilted, dragging her down into a dark place inside herself. For a split second Maggie had been there. The fire was in front of her, coming for her. And then it was gone, leaving behind one image, one sound. One terrifying snapshot of a night she had never been able to remember completely. Didn’t want to remember.

At least not alone.

The only family Maggie had was Carolyn Poag, an all-but-blood big sister, who was on the other side of town trying to hold body and soul together by cutting hair and setting perms. Maggie couldn’t call her. Carolyn couldn’t afford to close the shop, not on a Friday.

So she huddled on the bed, trying to pull herself together. Waiting for the past to stab her again. Waiting for the familiar questions.

Déjà vu.

Except this time she knew it wasn’t her fault. This time there wasn’t a huge black hole in her memory. She could recall every single detail about today—from the time she’d gotten up until she’d opened that utility room door. She hadn’t struck a match much less set fire to anything.

Didn’t matter. The knot in her stomach refused to go away.

Maggie drew her legs up and rested her head on her knees. Her eyes drifted shut as she rocked. That’s when the past struck with blinding speed. Like a knife slipped into her brain the memory was sharp, edged with pain. She remembered fumbling with a latch, begging for something.

“No!” Maggie jerked up and forced her eyes to focus on her hands, on the here and now. She didn’t want the memories. Didn’t want to know. Her breathing was almost normal when a man’s compassionate voice startled her all over again.

“You okay?”

Maggie didn’t actually jump off the bed, but she came close before her common sense canceled her instincts. Settling down, she asked, “Who the hell are you?”

“Assistant Chief Grayson, arson investigation.” His voice was harder now, more official. The compassion was gone. “If you’re Maggie St. John, I’d like to ask you some questions.”

She got off the bed. Sitting on it put her at a disadvantage somehow, and Maggie couldn’t shake the feeling that Grayson liked it that way. The jeans and the rumpled shirt couldn’t camouflage the man’s hard edge or the constant assessment in his eyes. Judge and jury.

Maggie wanted to cringe when she realized exactly how much he must have seen. Instead she flicked a glance over his long frame. “Right,” she said. “You’re just here to interrogate me. That’s reassuring. For a minute there I thought you were here to scare me.”

“Something did that before I ever got the chance. Care to tell me about it?”

Suddenly Maggie didn’t want to tell him anything. Not when he looked at her like that. As if he already knew her secrets and wanted a confession anyway. “No. I wouldn’t care to tell you.”

“Have nightmares often?”

“I wasn’t sleeping.”

“Have panic attacks often?”

She bristled. “Only when strange men sneak up on me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was strange.”

Beau saw a grudging smile catch the corners of her mouth. He hadn’t meant to make the joke, but old habits kicked in. The lady was strung tight, and he was an expert at pulling the release trigger. Growing up he’d lost count of the times he’d seen his mother huddled into a ball trying to shut out the world.

But seeing this woman scrunched up hadn’t been the real kick in the gut. Her eyes had. He’d never seen anyone except his mother look so alone and frightened. For a second he’d seen real terror in Maggie St. John’s eyes, and then she put up the mask.

What are you hiding, lady? One way or another he’d find out.

He relaxed his expression, returning her uncertain smile. “Seems like we got off to a bad start, Ms. St. John.”

“Never apologize. I don’t, and call me Maggie. It’s a perfect day for bad starts. Trust me on this one.”

“I’m not the trusting type.”

“It figures.” She leaned against the bed and shoved a hand through hair that looked as if it’d been cut with a Weedwacker.

Parted mostly in the center, it fell in every direction imaginable. Coupled with a generous mouth, the mussed hair gave the impression she’d just been kissed hard—and needed to be kissed again. Her plump bottom lip and the vulnerability in her eyes were a dangerous combination.

He wanted to taste the first and made it a habit to avoid the second. Fortunately, getting to know her better wasn’t a decision he’d have to make. Her involvement in this case placed her squarely in the look-but-don’t-touch category. The unisex scrubs helped too.

Fishing a small notebook out of his back pocket, he said, “This’ll only take a few minutes. It’s pretty basic.”

“Look, I don’t know anything about the fire. I opened the door. There it was. I didn’t see anybody. I didn’t hear anything. I didn’t do anything.”

He raised an eyebrow. “No one’s accused you of anything.”

The word yet hovered unspoken in the air, a sword over Maggie’s head. Just get through the questions, she told herself as the room began to make her feel claustrophobic. Just answer the man, and get him out of here.

He seemed to take up so much space, so much of the air she needed to breathe. She was used to doctors patronizing her, accustomed to interns leering at her, and was an old hand at fending off party drunks. With them she felt she could hold her own. Maggie had no such illusions about Grayson. There would be no question of winning. With him it was a question of surviving.

Intensity came off him in waves. No missteps allowed. He was the real deal. The absolute last thing she needed today.

“What do you want to know?” she asked.

“Full name for starters.”

Maggie hesitated. She always did. “Mary Magdalene St. John.”

He looked up from his pad, but didn’t comment. That was a first. Her name ordinarily earned her at least one wisecrack. In quick succession he got her address, telephone, her floor assignment, and how long she’d worked at Cloister.

“Now, you said you didn’t see anyone, but you didn’t mention how you happened to be in the hallway.”

“I had to straighten out a chart mix-up. The emergency department sent a D.O.A. chart up to the floor with a live patient and sent the live patient’s chart to the morgue. I was on my way to switch them when I smelled the smoke.”

“Is the door kept locked?”

“Never.”

“Who else has access to that hallway?”

Maggie laughed and wrapped her arms around her midriff. “The city of Baton Rouge. There are a million ways to get in and out of this hospital. Though most people just want out.”

“Do you?”

The question was so unexpected, she answered truthfully. “Yeah. Sometimes. But I wouldn’t see the kind of patients we see in Cloister’s ER. I didn’t get into nursing to hand out aspirin.”

Grayson paused, contemplating his pad and then raised his gaze to hers. “You don’t work in ER. Why do you care what patients go through there?”

Maggie realized her mistake. If she didn’t tell him, someone else would. “I worked in ER until last week. I … transferred.”

“Transferred?”

She saw the noose looming before her and had no choice but to put her neck in it. He was fishing for a motive, and she had a dandy one for him. She was about to paint herself as the disgruntled employee trying to get back at the big, bad employer.

“I was reassigned actually.”

“Reassigned?”

“Yeah. I took exception to where Dr. Thibodeaux put his hands. Unfortunately, I had a scalpel in my hand at the time.”
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