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One



The screech of the siren didn’t reach him at first. Exhausted from a hard day’s work, Gabriel Raines slept soundly. But as the shrill cry drew closer and the flashing red lights lit the walls inside his bedroom, something registered in the depths of his mind and he stirred.

Gabe blinked awake, eyes instantly alert as had become his habit during his years as a marine. He’d been out of the corps for years but some things just didn’t change.

The wail of the siren grew louder on the street below the window of his downtown Dallas condominium, then the fire truck shot past and the sounds began to dim as the vehicle drove farther away. With a weary sigh, Gabe turned to look at the red neon numbers on his alarm clock. Three-thirty.

Running a hand over his face, he lay back against the pillow, hoping like hell he’d be able to get back to sleep.


He might have if his cell phone hadn’t started ringing.

The siren’s wail had stopped. The fire truck had reached its destination, which meant the fire was nearby, and the sound of a second engine was beginning to fill the night. Gabe reached toward the nightstand and picked up his cell phone, flipped it open and pressed it against his ear.

“Whoever this is,” he grumbled, “this had better be important.”

“There’s a fire at the Dallas Towers.” The voice of his foreman, Sam McBride, floated over the line. “Looks like all our hard work is going up in smoke.”

Adrenaline jolted through him. Gabe swung his long legs to the side of the bed. “Are you sure it’s the Towers?”

“I was on my way home, about a block away when I heard the first fire truck. I saw it turn toward the Towers and decided to see what was going on.”

Already off the mattress, Gabe pressed the phone more tightly against his ear. “You see what part of the structure is involved?”

“I could see flames in the lobby.”

“Son of a bitch.” They were almost finished with the major renovation they were doing on the Tower’s soaring marble lobby. Almost.

He took a breath to steady himself as he walked toward his closet. “If you were just heading home, you must have had a pretty hot date.”

“I didn’t spend the night if that tells you anything.”

Like Gabe, Sam was a bachelor and both of them lived downtown. An area that formerly consisted of run-down buildings was being revitalized, turned into a chic little district of shops and boutiques. Gabe had built the condos Sam lived in, as well as the Las Posas development that housed his own unit.

“I’m getting dressed. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Gabe closed the phone. He should have known things were going too well. In his experience, every time life went a little too smoothly, bad news lurked around the corner.

Naked, he crossed to the oak dresser against the far wall, jerked open his underwear drawer and pulled out briefs and a pair of socks. Dragging on a pair of jeans and a Dallas Cowboys T-shirt, he ignored the row of Western boots sitting on the closet floor and shoved his size-thirteen feet into the heavy leather boots he wore when he was working.

Gabe left the condo and a few minutes later, he was pulling his big white GMC extended cab pickup over to the curb just a little ways down the block from the Towers. Smoke and flame billowed out through the open glass doors leading into the lobby, but the fire boys were at work inside and had three powerful jets of water hitting the building from different angles. With any luck, the blaze would be brought under control before it burned into the offices on the floors above.

The bad news was, the lobby would have to be completely rebuilt.

Son of a bitch.

“At least the building was insured.” Sam McBride strode toward him, almost as tall as Gabe’s six-foot-two-inch frame, but instead of having Gabe’s dark hair, blue eyes and muscular build, Sam was blond and lanky. On top of being a damned good employee, he was Gabe’s best friend.

“Well, I guess that’s something. It’ll sure put us behind schedule, though. I was hoping to finish up here, split the crew up, use the guys to finish our other projects.”

“Not gonna happen,” Sam said.

Gabe looked up to see one of the firemen walking toward them in full battle gear: fire protection suit, helmet, goggles, high rubber boots.

“Be better if you stepped back a little,” the fireman said, “kept out of the way.”

“I’m Gabriel Raines. My company’s been rebuilding the lobby. A lot of my equipment is still in there.”

“Sorry to hear that, Mr. Raines. Most everything in the lobby’s completely gone. It was a hot, fast fire. We’re lucky we were able to get a handle on it so quickly.”

Gabe blew out a breath. “I hope nobody was hurt.”

“Not that we know of.”

“How’d it start?”

“Too soon to tell. If the lobby was under construction, there was probably a lot of flammable material around. Paint thinner, drop cloths, stuff that really gets a fire going.”

“We’re really careful to seal everything up at the end of the day, pick up whatever we’ve been using.”

“Like I said, it’s too soon to tell. Our investigators will be taking a look at everything, including the security tapes.”


Gabe shook his head. “Afraid that won’t help. The old cameras are down. New ones aren’t up yet.”

“How many people knew that?”

“Not many. Replacing the old cameras was kind of a last-minute management decision. Only a few people knew they weren’t up and working.”

The fireman nodded and headed back toward the fire, pausing for a moment to speak to a second man in a blue uniform, late forties, salt-and-pepper hair. Gabe realized the man had been moving through the crowd that had gathered to watch the blaze, asking onlookers questions. Now he approached Gabe and Sam.

“I’m Captain Daily with the arson investigation squad,” he said. “You’re Raines?”

“That’s right.”

“I understand your company’s been working on the lobby reconstruction.”

“Actually, we were damned near done.”

“We’ve never met but I know who you are. You helped my dad once, Jim Daily? He needed a permit to add a room to his dry-cleaning shop. The building was old and the city was giving him a hard time about it. You put in a good word for him and the permit came through. I appreciate that.”

“I liked your dad. I was sorry to hear he passed away.”

“He was a good man.” Daily straightened, returning to the business at hand. He looked over at the destruction in the lobby of the Towers. “I’ll need to ask you a couple of questions.”

“No problem. This is my foreman, Sam McBride.”


Daily gave Sam a nod and returned his attention to Gabe. “What time did you get here?”

“About twenty minutes ago. We both live in the area. Sam was heading home from a date. He followed the fire trucks and gave me a call.”

“You see anyone going in or out of the building?”

“You guys were already here by the time I arrived,” Gabe said. “I didn’t see anyone else go in or out.”

Daily turned to Sam. “How about you?”

Sam glanced over to the crews mopping up the scene. “The first truck was just pulling up. I saw the flames in the lobby and called Gabe. I watched you guys working until he got here. It wasn’t long before a crowd started to gather. But no, I didn’t see anyone coming or going.”

The captain nodded. “The fireman you were talking to…that’s Mike Dougherty. He says the cameras are down.”

“Didn’t seem like a big deal. No one was going in and out of the lobby during the remodeling.”

“I’m going to need a list of the people who knew.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.” Daily started back toward the men working the fire and disappeared among the throng of spectators.

Gabe and Sam stood watching as the fire crews worked. Eventually, the smoke began to thin and one of the water hoses was turned off.

“Anything you can think of we could have done to cause this thing?” Gabe asked.

“I was here at the end of the day. We left the place clean as a whistle.” Sam shook his head. “We were so damned close to finished.”

“Shit happens,” Gabe said.

“I guess.”

“At least the fire didn’t get too out of control and it doesn’t look like anyone got hurt. I’ll call Fred Parsons, see what he wants us to do.” Parsons managed the building. He had hired Raines Construction to do the remodel. The owner was eager to get the lobby finished and the building running smoothly again. Gabe was sure Parsons would want him to get his crew back on the job as soon as possible.

“I’ll talk to Rich Simmons, too,” Gabe said. Simmons worked for American Insurance. “We’ll need to file a claim.” But even if they did, there was a fairly high deductible. Nothing was ever cheap.

Sam slapped him on the back. “Come on. It’s damn near dawn. Neither of us is going to get any more sleep. Let’s go get some breakfast.”

They might as well. The horizon had begun to turn a pale purple-gray. Gabe’s crew started work at seven and though this job was down for a while, there was still work to be done on several other projects they had going in the area.

“You’re thinking Mrs. Olson’s?” Gabe asked. Mrs. Olson’s Café down the block had the best breakfast in the downtown area and the place opened early.

“Yeah. I could really use a cup of coffee.”

Gabe checked his heavy stainless-steel wristwatch. “It’s after five. Should be open by now.”

They both climbed into Gabe’s pickup. The company name, Raines Construction, printed on the door in bold black letters, flashed in the early dawn light. He fired up the big, gas-guzzling V-8 he had vowed to replace with a more economical vehicle on his next purchase and pulled off down the street.

His stomach growled. A big plate of bacon and eggs was beginning to sound damned good. Might take his mind off having to rebuild the damnable lobby of the Towers.

 

Gabe spent the morning working away on his favorite project, the reconstruction of an old theater he owned on a street in Deep Ellum. The brick building had once been a local cinema, back in the days when they were extravagantly decorated and elegant. The ceiling was hand-painted in bright colors with lots of gold leaf. At least it was back in its heyday. The doors leading into the seating area were guarded by huge gilt Egyptian statues.

Wasn’t much of anything left when Gabe had first started. The red velvet seats were completely destroyed, turned into rust and mold by a hole in the roof that had let in years of rain. But the structure itself was still sound, the brick walls sturdy, once he’d had them reinforced.

He’d bought the place for a song, and a barrel of determination. He wanted to see the Egyptian restored and put back into use. He had already made deals with several local theater groups and the Deep Ellum Arts Festival folks. He had no doubt, once the elegant interior was restored, the theater would again be in great demand.

Besides, he had a personal love for the past that had started when he was a kid growing up in Wyoming. Wind Canyon was a true Western town and though he and his two brothers had been raised in a dumpy, run-down house near a set of abandoned narrow-gauge railroad tracks, the wooden boardwalks, long bar saloons and surrounding ranches had instilled in him a love of the West.

All three Raines boys had left Wind Canyon as soon as they had graduated high school, but a few years back his older brother, Jackson, had returned. He’d made a boatload of money in the oil business, bought himself twelve thousand acres of prime cattle land and renamed the old homestead Raintree Ranch.

Gabe had left Wind Canyon to join the marines. After a four-year stint, he had moved to Dallas and started working in the construction business. With Jackson’s help, he bought his first fixer-upper house, remodeled and sold it. He’d liked the work and the money he made and began doing a second one.

The real estate market was hot and Gabe was a hard worker. He made enough money to start his own company and the business had been growing ever since. Along with that, at Jackson’s advice, he’d invested some of his hard-earned dollars in Wildcat Oil, where his brother had worked as a geologist, and that had made money, too.

He been smart enough to see the recession coming and made changes that kept him from going broke like so many in the construction business had. There were a lot of opportunities, tax credits and incentives, he’d discovered, for doing downtown renovation and area redevelopment. So for the last couple of years he’d shifted his focus to that type of restoration and found he liked that work even more. Liked seeing a near-dead place come back to life, liked what it did for the people who lived in the area.

Gabe went to work with the nail gun, securing the floor of the stage. He didn’t do a lot of his own carpentry these days, but if he wasn’t too busy with meetings or solving problems at different job sites, he often lent a hand, doing what had gotten him started in the business in the first place.

The buzz of a nearby saw went silent and Gabe looked up to see two uniformed policemen sauntering down the aisle in his direction. Setting the nail gun aside, he rose to his feet, jumped off the stage, and strode up the aisle to intercept them.

“You Gabriel Raines?” the first patrolman asked, Gonzales, his name plate said.

“That’s me. What can I do for you?”

“The fire at the Towers was definitely arson. We’ve got a suspect in custody. We’d like you to come down and take a look, see if you might have seen him in the area last night.”

Arson. He’d been hoping it was just some kind of electrical problem. “Sure thing, I can do that.”

Officer Gonzales, with the hard-edged features of a seasoned policeman, and Delaney, the baby-faced cub of the pair, walked him back up the aisle.

“You can come with us or drive down on your own if you prefer,” Gonzales said as they stepped into the warm, humid early September air.

Gabe eyed the white-and-blue patrol car and shook his head. “I’ll meet you there.” In his younger years, he had ridden in the backseat of a police car more than once.


In high school, all three Raines brothers had been hell on wheels. At the rate they were going back then, half the town figured one or more of them would wind up in prison.

Then Steve Whitelaw, the school’s boxing coach, had recognized a talent in Jackson. Gabe’s older brother had been street fighting for years and he was good. Whitelaw taught him how to stop brawling and start boxing, showed him that boxing could mean a way out of the poverty the boys lived in, and Jackson began to change.

Once that happened, he made sure Gabe and Devlin gave up their wild ways, too. Which they did. Mostly.

Gabe arrived at the police station a few minutes later and shoved through the glass front doors. A female officer behind the desk announced his arrival to someone in the back room, and a few minutes later the fire investigator with the silver-threaded hair he remembered from last night walked into the waiting room.

“Thanks for coming,” Captain Daily said. Gabe knew the arson squad worked with the Dallas Fire Rescue Department, but figured now that there had been an arrest, the police were also involved.

“No problem.”

“We think we may have found the kid who set the fire at the Towers.”

“Kid?”

“He’s seventeen. He was pulled over in the vicinity on a routine traffic stop—broken taillight. One of the guys remembered him from the fire he set a couple of years ago.”

“And you want to know if I saw him last night.”


“He’s in a lineup. Let’s see if you can pick him out.”

“All right, but I wasn’t paying that much attention. I was mostly watching the crew work the fire.”

“It’s worth a try.”

“Sure.” Gabe followed the investigator down a long stark-white hallway into a small room with a glass window on one side that looked into a staging area. Five men of varying sizes and ethnicities stood on a platform against the far wall. All of them were fairly young. One looked vaguely familiar.

An image popped into his head of a boy, short and muscular, with dark skin and coarse black hair. He’d been standing next to another Hispanic kid about the same age.

“Number three,” Gabe said as the image formed clearly in his mind. “I saw him last night. He was talking to another boy. They were standing on the sidewalk when I drove up.”

Daily nodded. “Your friend, McBride, was down here a couple of hours ago. Picked out the same kid. Name’s Angel Ramirez. Looks like we’ve got our perp.”

Gabe’s gaze returned to the boy who was being led away. “What’s the kid have to say?”

“Said he was nowhere near the fire last night. Be interesting to see what he has to say now.”

“You say he’s done this before?”

Daily nodded as he pulled open the door leading out of the viewing room. “Three years ago. Set an old abandoned building on fire. Fortunately no one was hurt, but the building was mostly destroyed. Kid was sentenced to two years in juvenile detention for that little trick. Got out in twelve months for good behavior. Makes you wonder.”

Daily walked Gabe back down the hall.

“As I said, thanks for coming in.” The captain extended a hand and Gabe shook it.

“Good luck with the investigation.” Gabe turned and started for the door. He was halfway across the waiting room when a redheaded whirlwind raced through the glass doors and bolted toward the desk.

“Excuse me. My name is Mattie Baker. I need to talk to whoever is in charge of the fire investigation at the Dallas Towers.”

Gabe paused as the information sank in. She was there about the fire. Pausing, he gave the woman a more thorough inspection. About five-foot-four. Late twenties, maybe early thirties. Slender but nicely curved, though it was hard to tell for sure in the conservative brown suit and pale yellow blouse she wore. A great pair of legs, though, and that hair. It wasn’t just auburn; it was warmer, hotter, reminding him of the flames last night.

Gabe inwardly smiled. The lady was a looker. The splash of freckles across her nose and the high cheek bones only seemed to emphasize the fact. And yet the clothes she wore and the way she had drawn all that glorious hair into a tight knot at the nape of her neck made him wonder at the sort of woman she was.

Curious now, Gabe waited patiently as the older blond officer behind the desk looked down at her computer and finally came up with the answer to the lady’s question.

“The man in charge…that would be Captain Thomas Daily. I assume you have information in regard to the fire.”

“Yes, I do.”

“The captain’s here. I’ll tell him you wish to see him.”

When it came to women, Gabe was usually more the pursued than the pursuer, but there was something about this particular female that intrigued him.

He crossed the several feet between them, used the name he had overheard. “Ms. Baker?”

She turned at the sound of his voice. “Yes?”

“I’m Gabriel Raines. My company was working on the remodel of the Towers. I couldn’t help overhearing. I gather you have information on the case.”

“Actually, I’m here for a friend.” She flicked an anxious glance toward the long white hallway where Gabe had viewed the lineup. “The police believe he is somehow involved in setting the fire.”

“And you don’t?”

“No. Angel wouldn’t do a thing like that.”

“From what I understand, he set another fire a few years back. And I saw him at the Towers last night. If he didn’t set the fire, why was he there?”

Huge blue eyes a softer shade than his own stared up at him in disbelief. “You…you saw Angel there? At the fire?”

“That’s right. He and another kid were standing on the sidewalk when I got out of my truck. It was still very early. Not too many people had shown up yet. That’s the reason I remember seeing him.”

Her shoulders drooped, then subtly straightened. “I need to talk to him. There has to be some other explanation.”

“Excuse me, Ms. Baker,” the desk clerk said. “Captain Daily will see you now.”

Gabe reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his wallet. He drew out a business card and handed it to Mattie Baker. “This has my address and phone number. If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

Mattie took the card. “Thank you. I will.”

“Good luck,” he said, figuring she would need it if she planned to help the kid.

The desk clerk pointed toward the hallway and Captain Daily appeared at the entrance. Mattie started hurrying in that direction, strands of fiery hair flying out from the tidy knot at the nape of her neck. Gabe headed for the door, wondering if he would ever see Mattie Baker again.

And hoping like hell he would.








Two



“I didn’t do it, Mattie.” Angel fidgeted on the seat across from her. He was smaller than other kids his age, only five-foot-five, with a stocky build and wide-set brown eyes, but he was a handsome boy, and smart. At least most of the time.

“I learned my lesson three years ago,” he continued. “I would never do anything like that again.” He looked up at her and she could see the fear in his eyes. “You believe me, don’t you?”

Mattie sighed. “If you say you didn’t set the fire, I believe you. Just tell me what you were doing downtown last night.”

Angel glanced away.

“Angel, look at me.” His troubled gaze returned to her face. “You live in central Oak Cliff. You were seen last night at the fire. I need to know what you were doing all the way down at the Towers.”

His blunt brown fingers twitched on the top of the table. “I was just driving around. I saw the fire and I stopped to watch, just like everyone else. That isn’t a crime, is it?”

Mattie ignored the remark. “The police say you may have been there with someone else. Who was it?”

Angel shook his head. “It was just me. And I didn’t set the fire.”

“All right, you didn’t set the fire, but I can see by the way you’re behaving you aren’t telling me everything that happened. I can’t help you unless you’re honest with me.”

He swallowed and for an instant his eyes glistened. “I didn’t set the fire.”

Mattie sighed in frustration. “Then tell me—”

“Time’s up, Ms. Baker.” A policeman stood in the doorway. “I’m afraid you’ll have to leave.”

She was surprised they had let her see him at all, since she wasn’t a member of his family or his attorney, but Captain Daily seemed moved by her staunch defense of the boy and her obvious concern.

“I’ll get you a lawyer,” she told him as she walked out the door. “And I’ll be back to see you as soon as I can.”

Mattie left the small room and was crossing the waiting area when the front door swung open and a familiar black-haired woman rushed in. Angel’s mother, Rosa Ramirez, spotted her instantly and ran forward, her ten-year-old daughter, Elena, and her seven-year-old son, Manny, hurrying along, trying to keep up with her.

“Mattie! I am so glad you are here. The police came to the house this morning. They have arrested Angel. They think he set a fire in some building downtown.”


“The Dallas Towers. Yes, I know. Angel called me.”

Rosa’s thick black eyebrows shot up. “You talked to him?” She was a large, big-busted woman, but short like her son. “Did you tell the police he is innocent?”

“I spoke to Angel just a few minutes ago. Unfortunately, someone saw him at the fire last night. That doesn’t look good for him.”

“Dios mio.” Rosa crossed herself. “He didn’t do it. I know he didn’t. The fire he set before… He was just a boy acting out against his father. But he learned his lesson. He is getting good grades in school. He wants to go to college. He wouldn’t do it, Mattie.”

“I don’t think he did it, either. But I need to know why he was there and who was with him. Can you help me?”

Rosa shook her head, moving the braid hanging down her back. “I thought he was home. I did not know he left the house.”

“What about the friend he may have been with? Any idea who that might have been?”

“Angel has lots of friends.” She looked down at her children. “Do either of you know who your brother might have been out with last night?”

They solemnly shook their heads, their attention focused on the uniformed policemen walking around inside the building and the people being led into the back of the station.

“I want to see him,” Rosa said.

“Talk to the lady at the desk. She’ll be able to help you. I told Angel I would get him an attorney. As soon as bail is posted, we’ll be able to get him out of here.”


“Bail? I have no money for bail.”

“It shouldn’t be too high. I’ll take care of it, Rosa.”

Rose grabbed hold of her hand and pressed it against her lips. “Gracias. Thank you, Mattie. You have always been good to our family.”

Mattie nudged the stout woman toward the counter. “Go on now, tell them you want to see your son.”

Turning away, Rosa herded her children toward the desk. Mattie was convinced that she had been right and Angel was innocent, yet certain there was more to the story.

Was he covering for the person who actually set the fire? If so, who was it?

And why would Angel risk himself that way for an arsonist?

 

Mattie was still pondering the boy’s predicament as she arrived at her downtown office building. She crossed the lobby to the bank of elevators and pushed the button for the fifteenth floor. She couldn’t help thinking of the sullen teenager Angel had been when she had met him three years ago at the Family Recovery Center, a nonprofit organization that dealt with domestic violence.

When she wasn’t working long hours as an architect at Dewalt, Greeley and Associates Design, a job she loved, Mattie spent her spare time volunteering at the center. Though she had been raised in a happy home, her friend, Tracy Spencer, had been a victim of family violence. Mattie had discovered her best friend’s secret, but Tracy had begged her to keep silent and ten-year-old Mattie had agreed.


It was a mistake she had always regretted. Mattie’s work with the FRC was a way of making up for that mistake.

She had been working at the center when Angel and his family had first come in for help. The next day, Angel had suffered another of his father’s vicious beatings. Setting fire to the old empty building was his way of fighting back.

A year later, after Angel got out of juvenile detention, Mattie had been one of the volunteers assigned to his case. He was a sweet boy, and determined to turn his life around. He studied hard at school and volunteered to help other boys his age at the center.

They wound up spending a good deal of time together at the center, and Mattie had even helped him get a part-time job that summer in the mail room at her office. He used the money he earned to help his family.

There was a goodness in Angel Ramirez. Mattie didn’t believe the teenager had set the fire at the Towers and she was determined to prove it.

The elevator opened with a ding. She walked out into the hallway. She pushed open the glass doors etched with the name Dewalt, Greeley and Associates Design, and made her way into the reception area of the busy architectural firm.

“Mr. Brewer called about the gallery,” the pretty receptionist, Shirley Mack, said. “And your mother called.”

Mattie took the messages from Shirley’s outstretched hand. “Thanks.”

“How’s she doin’? Your mom, I mean. Didn’t she just get remarried?”


“Believe it or not, it’s been nearly a year. She and Jack seem happy.” But her mother had been wary of a second marriage after the death of Mattie’s father and the hardships she had suffered. Mattie hoped this time would be different.

“Well, I’m glad for them,” Shirley said.

“Me, too.” Mattie made a mental note to return the call. They spoke on the phone at least twice a week, but her mother had moved to San Antonio to be with Jack, and Mattie missed her.

Passing the receptionist’s desk, Mattie walked through an open area where busy draftsmen sat at their computers using sophisticated software programs to tackle the work of designing offices, schools, condos and luxury homes.

She caught a wave from Aaron Kreski, a coworker and friend. Thanks to her innovative designs and the overtime she put in, she had recently been promoted to head designer and given an office of her own. She was on her way to becoming a vice president, a step up the ladder in the career she so determinedly pursued.

Pushing open the tall walnut door, she walked over to the matching walnut desk. Polished to a glossy sheen, the desktop was bare, except for a sleek, twenty-inch computer monitor, a calendar, a brown felt desk pad, a black-and-gold pen-and-pencil set, and an old, cherished photo of her parents.

Unconsciously, she reached out to touch the gilded frame. The picture reflected the good, happy years, the times she liked to remember. Then her dad had died in a car accident when she was twelve and everything had changed.

With no life insurance and only a high school education, her mother had been forced to take a job at a local Kmart to support them. Through those difficult times, her mother became convinced that a woman could never truly count on a man, even one who loved her. The only person she could count on was herself.

Mattie had taken those words to heart. She’d worked hard to put herself through UCLA, graduated at the head of her class and continued to live by that philosophy ever since.

She glanced at the files neatly stacked on the credenza behind her desk and the stacks beneath the window, but ignored the itch to pick one of them up and get to work. Instead she sat down at the desk, grabbed the phone and called Sidney Weiss, an attorney who did legal work for the FRC.

“Sid? This is Mattie Baker.”

“Hello, Mattie. What can I do for you?”

“Sid, I need your help.”

Briefly, she filled the attorney in on the fire at the Towers and the arson charges against Angel Ramirez. Weiss agreed to take Angel’s case, assuring Mattie he would advance the money, post bail as soon as it was set and get the boy released.

As she hung up the phone, a trickle of relief slid through her and she tried to think what else she might do.

A sudden thought struck. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out the business card she had been given at the police department.

Raines Construction. Beneath it, Gabriel Raines, owner. An address and a couple of phone numbers were printed at the bottom of the card.

A memory stirred of a tall, dark-haired man with a powerful build, long legs and wide, muscular shoulders—if the fit of his faded cambric work shirt and worn blue jeans were any indication. His working man’s tan set off brilliant blue eyes above a hard, square jaw softened by a mouth curved faintly in a smile.

Testosterone seemed to seep from his pores and though a man like that was hardly her type, she had to admit he was handsome. And the glint of male interest in those amazing blue eyes might be something she could use to her advantage.

She needed to know who Angel had been out with the night of the fire and if Gabriel Raines had seen the two boys, maybe she could identify the other kid from his description.

Mattie tapped the card a couple of times and set it down on the desk in front of her. Needing to get to work, she retrieved one of the files she was working on, a remodel of a downtown art gallery, and opened the folder.

Later, she vowed, she would get in touch with Gabriel Raines.

 

Early the following morning, Gabe stopped to talk to Sam at a site they were working on down by the Farmer’s Market: the redevelopment of a dilapidated apartment building—condemned by the city—that Gabe had purchased last year. He was remodeling the units into attractive, affordable rental housing and he was pleased at the progress being made.

His construction trailer sat in front of the job site, a place for file cabinets, a couple of desks and the part-time secretary who worked for him three days a week. Gabe climbed the metal stairs and opened the door.

“Everything going okay, Becky?” She was forty-one and happily married, with curly blond hair and a weathered complexion from too much time in the sun.

“Just need you to sign some checks, boss.”

He ambled over, took the pen from her hand and signed what she needed. “Anything else going on?”

“Mr. Parsons called about the damage to the Tower’s lobby. I told him to call you on your cell.”

“I talked to him. I’m meeting him this afternoon.”

“That’s about it, then.”

Gabe nodded and Becky turned back to her computer. He left the trailer and drove over to McKinney Court, his biggest undertaking yet—a four-story office building uptown at McKinney near Olive. It was the future headquarters of Wildcat Oil, the small but successful oil exploration company his brother, Jackson, had once worked for as a geologist. Even with the current economic downturn, oil made money, and there was no lack of funds to complete the building.

He pulled up in front where a huge crane hoisted steel beams into position. The foreman, Jake Turner, a big, beefy man with iron-gray hair, had twenty years experience building multistory structures.

“How’s it going, Jake?”


“Better than it should be.” Jake lifted his hard hat, mopped his forehead with a handkerchief, then stuffed the cloth into his hip pocket. “Always makes me nervous when things are going too well.”

Gabe thought of the destruction at the Towers and hoped that evened things out, at least for a while. “I know what you mean.” He toured the site with Jake, made a few suggestions, then fired up his truck and took off for the theater.

As he pushed through the ornate front doors, looking forward to continuing his work on the stage, his cell phone began playing the first few bars of Brooks & Dunn’s “Hard Workin’ Man.” He unclipped the phone from his belt and flipped it open. “Raines.”

“Mr. Raines, this is Mattie Baker. We met at the police station.”

“I remember.” Gabe thought of the woman with the tantalizing auburn hair. She had a damned sexy voice to go with it.

“You mentioned you would be willing to help me with Angel, and I had a couple of questions I was hoping you might be able to answer. I was wondering if you might have time to meet me for a quick cup of coffee.”

“Sure, I can do that. Where would you like to meet?”

“Well, I work in the Coffman Building. There’s a coffee kiosk in the lobby. Any chance that would be convenient?”

“Not a problem. My condo’s just a few blocks away.”

“Great. How’s four o’clock?”

Gabe checked his watch. He’d be finished with his meeting with Parsons by three. “That’ll be fine. I’ll see you there.”

Mattie thanked him, and Gabe closed the phone. She wanted to see him. He might have found that interesting if he hadn’t heard the strictly business note in her voice. Still, he couldn’t help a trace of anticipation. Aside from an occasional sleepover with one of his old girlfriends, he hadn’t been seeing anyone for the past six months.

His brother had recently married. Jackson was happier than Gabe had ever seen him. After the devastating breakup his little brother, Devlin, had suffered with his fiancée, Amy Matlock, Dev was an even more dedicated bachelor than Gabe.

Which didn’t mean he didn’t like female companionship. He just didn’t really think the pretty little redhead was going to be his type, no matter the physical attraction.

Still, he had promised to help if he could. The Ramirez kid was only seventeen and he remembered the mistakes he had made himself when he was young.

Gabe thought of his four o’clock meeting, thought of the redhead and smiled.








Three



Mattie sat at a small, round, iron-mesh table in front of the coffee kiosk in the lobby of her high-rise office building. The place was only six blocks from her condo, the reason she had decided to buy it, allowing her to walk to work in the mornings.

Apparently Gabriel Raines lived somewhere in the vicinity, though she had never seen him until their accidental meeting at the police station. She took a sip of her cappuccino, which was hot and foamy, just the way she liked. It was one minute after four. She wondered if Raines would be on some kind of ego trip and make her wait.

She hated the games people played.

A subtle wave of relief slipped through her as she spotted him crossing the lobby, heading for the neon sign above the kiosk. She guessed him to be in his early thirties, maybe three or four years older than her twenty-nine years.


She stood to meet him. “Thank you for coming.”

“I said I’d help if I could. Mind if I get myself a cup of coffee before we talk?”

“Not at all. I’m completely addicted myself.”

Raines smiled and went to the counter. He had a nice smile, she thought, recalling she had seen it before. She had a feeling women fell all over themselves to get one of those easy smiles, silently grateful he wasn’t her type in the least.

Paper cup in hand, he sat down in one of the little white wrought-iron chairs, making it look like it belonged in a doll house. “Now, what can I do for you, Ms. Baker?”

“It’s just Mattie, and I’m hoping you can help me figure out who Angel was with the night of the fire.”

“Well, I probably won’t be much help. Like I told the police, I wasn’t paying all that much attention to the spectators. I was more concerned with watching the fire guys put out the blaze.”

“But you recognized Angel.”

“From a lineup. Yes, I did.”

“What did the other boy look like?”

Gabe took the lid off his coffee, blew over the liquid to cool it, then took a sip. She could tell he was doing his best to dredge up a memory of the second boy he had seen.

“Mind if I ask what your connection is to the Ramirez kid?”

She considered how much to say, then decided she had no reason to keep her work a secret. In fact, she was proud of the help she had given families who needed it.

“I do volunteer work at a neighborhood center that helps recovering victims of family violence. Several years ago, Angel’s mother showed up at the center. Her husband was abusing her and the children. She didn’t want to leave him, but she couldn’t take the beatings any longer.”

“What happened?”

“Angel and his father got into an argument the next night and Benito beat the hell out of him. Two days later, Angel set fire to an old abandoned building in the neighborhood. He was arrested. Because Rosa, his mother, had come to the center for help, one of the FRC attorneys got involved.”

“FRC?”

“Family Recovery Center. Since there were extenuating circumstances—like two black eyes and a broken collarbone—Angel’s sentence was reduced. After his release a year later, Angel went into mandatory counseling. His father had moved out by then and I started visiting him and the rest of his family as a volunteer. I began to realize what an unusual boy he is.”

Gabe took a sip of his coffee. “In what way?” His hands were as tan as his face. She noticed his nails were clipped short, and there was no dirt underneath.

“Angel is extremely smart. He gets straight As in high school and he wants to go to college. He’s always willing to help other kids and because he’s the way he is, he has lots of friends. I don’t believe he set the fire at the Towers, but I need to find a way to prove it.”

Gabe straightened in his chair, making him seem even taller. “I can’t say for sure the boys were together, but they were talking and it seemed like they knew each other.”

“What did the second boy look like?”


“Hispanic. Around the same age as Angel, but taller and thinner. His hair was long, pulled back in a ponytail at the back of his neck. That’s about all I remember.”

“That may be enough. There’s a kid Angel knows. His name is Enrique Flores. He’s got long hair and he wears it pulled back that way. I think they’re pretty good friends. I don’t know why they would have been downtown that night, but maybe Enrique will tell me.”

“Probably ought to tell the police about Flores.”

“I’d really like to talk to him first.”

Gabe slowly nodded. “I guess that would be all right.”

Mattie picked up her paper cup and rose from her chair, giving Gabriel Raines the signal it was time for him to leave. Instead of moving, he just sat there quietly sipping his coffee.

“I’m sorry, but I have to get back to work,” she said, hoping he would take the hint.

“So do I…eventually.”

“Thank you for your time. I appreciate your coming down here.” She fidgeted, anxious now to be away from him. There was something about all that masculinity wrapped in such an attractive package that was putting her on edge.

Gabe slowly rose from his chair. “Where does Enrique live?”

“Somewhere in the Central Oak Cliff district.”

“That’s a pretty rough neighborhood. When are you planning to go?”

“Tonight. After I get off work.”

“Why don’t I go with you?”


She eyed him warily. “Why would you want to do that?”

“Because I was in trouble a couple of times myself when I was a kid. If it hadn’t been for my older brother, I don’t know where I would have wound up. If your friend is innocent, as you believe, and there’s a way I can help him, then I’d like to do it.”

Mattie shook her head. “I appreciate your offer, but I can take care of this myself.”

A slow smile curved his lips, which looked soft at the same time they looked incredibly male. “I’m sure you can,” he said, “but sometimes caution is the better part of valor. If Angel didn’t set the fire, maybe Enrique did. If that’s the case and you approach him, he might get violent.”

Gabe was right. She didn’t really know Enrique Flores. And parts of the central Oak Cliff district were extremely rough. Rosa Ramirez lived at the edge of the district, on a slightly quieter street than some of the others.

“The person you need to be thinking of is Angel,” Gabe pressed. “The sooner you speak to Enrique, the sooner you get the proof you need that Angel is innocent.”

She bit her lip. She was extremely self-reliant. She’d had to be after her father died. On the other hand, it certainly wouldn’t hurt to have someone go with her. Particularly if that someone looked as capable at handling himself as Gabriel Raines.

“All right. I’ve got a couple of things to finish before I leave the office. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“What kind of car do you drive?” he asked.

“BMW convertible.”


“Nice. Unless you want the wheels stripped off, we’d better take my truck. I’ll pick you up at your place at seven. What’s the address?”

No way was she giving her address to a man she had barely met. “I’ll meet you here at seven. I’ll wait for you in front of the building.”

“Smart lady. All right, I’ll be here then.”

Mattie watched him walk away and some of the tension she hadn’t realized she was feeling left her shoulders. She hurried to catch the elevator. Twenty minutes on Google and she would know a lot more about Gabriel Raines. Then she would finish her work, go home and change into a pair of jeans and get back here to meet him.

As she walked out of the elevator onto the fifteenth floor, she quickened her pace. She had to hurry. She had a lot to do before seven o’clock.

 

Gabe spotted Mattie standing on the corner at exactly seven o’clock. He liked that about her, that she didn’t seem inclined to play female games. He pulled his pickup into the yellow loading zone in front of the building and reached down to turn off the engine, thinking to go around and help her inside, but Mattie had the door open before he had the chance.

In jeans and a T-shirt, she climbed into the truck and slammed the heavy door. An independent woman, just as he’d guessed.

“Right on time,” he said, thinking she looked just as good in jeans as she did in her tailored suit, maybe better. Still, her hair was pulled back in the severe style she had worn before, delivering a very clear message.

I’m not interested in anything other than business.

“When you work for someone else, like I do,” she said, “being timely is a necessary habit.”

He pulled away from the curb and turned the corner, starting off toward the area where Enrique lived. “You know the kid’s address, right?”

“I called the center and they gave me his address. Mrs. Flores came in a couple of times. She was worried about her son.”

“Why was that?”

“According to the file, some kid at school was giving him a hard time. She never came back so I guess the problem was resolved.”

“What’s the best way to get there?”

She gave him the address and the cross street and suggested he head out the 35 freeway. They wove their way down one street after another until they reached the apartment building where Enrique Flores lived. It was old and run-down, some of the windows open, the curtains billowing out in the warm evening breeze.

Gabe parked the truck then went around to the passenger side; but as before, Mattie didn’t wait, just opened the door and jumped down. He felt the tug of a smile. He’d always preferred a woman who at least in some way needed a man. This one certainly didn’t seem to. On the other hand, even her conservative clothes and severe hair-style couldn’t hide her femininity.

“Apartment twenty-two,” she said. “Must be on the second floor.”


“Let’s go.”

She ignored the hand he offered and hurried to keep up with his longer strides. They climbed the iron stairs and Gabe stepped back while Mattie knocked on the door. From the start, she had made it clear she was in control of the situation. He was only there in case of trouble.

The door swung open and a small, thin Hispanic woman stood in the opening.

“Mrs. Flores?”

“Sí.”

“I’m Mattie Baker. I’m a volunteer at the Family Recovery Center. This is Gabriel Raines. We’d like to talk to Enrique. Is he home?”

The slight woman eyed Gabe, who was trying to appear as nonthreatening as possible. It must have worked because she stepped back so they could come in. The apartment was cramped, the furniture old and worn, the couch covered by faded fringed throw covers, but the place was tidy and clean.

The woman turned, called down the hall. “Enrique! You have visitors.”

Gabe immediately recognized the boy walking toward him as the slender youth he’d seen with Angel. Enrique looked at Gabe with suspicion but didn’t seem to recognize him. Mrs. Flores cast them a final glance and disappeared into the kitchen, and Enrique turned his attention to Mattie.

“Hello, Enrique,” she said with a smile. “I’m Angel’s friend, Mattie Baker. I work at the FRC.”

“Angel told me about you. He said you helped him and his family.”


“That’s right. And this is Mr. Raines. You might remember seeing him at the fire last night.”

The boy’s dark-skinned face lost half its color. “I wasn’t…I wasn’t downtown last night.”

“You were there with Angel, Enrique. Mr. Raines saw the two of you at the Towers watching the fire.”

Enrique subtly squared his shoulders and his chin inched up. “I said I was not there.”

“Did you know Angel was arrested for setting the fire?” Mattie asked.

The kid’s obsidian eyes widened.

“That’s right,” Gabe said. “He was pulled over because one of his taillights was out. Angel has a record for setting another fire a few years back. The police put two and two together and Angel was picked up and taken in for questioning.”

The kid’s expression turned fearful. “Angel didn’t set the fire. We saw the smoke from a few blocks away. We walked over to see what was happening. That is all we did. We watched the firemen for a while and then we went home.”

“It was a school night,” Mattie said. “What were the two of you doing downtown?”

Enrique glanced toward the kitchen. “We were just out driving around.”

“That’s probably true,” Gabe said. “The two of you were downtown driving around. But what else were you doing? Why did you go down there in the first place?”

Enrique’s gaze darted around the living room as if he searched for a way to escape.

“If you don’t tell us the truth,” Mattie said gently, “Angel may go back to detention. You’re supposed to be his friend. Do you want that to happen?”

The boy shook his head, moving the long black pony tail at the back of his neck. “No, no, I do not want that.”

“Then tell us the truth,” Gabe said.

The boy stared down at the holes in his dirty white sneakers. “Tagging. I was tagging a wall. Angel drove me down to finish what I’d started a few weeks ago.”

The words and the look on the kid’s thin face rang with truth. Angel hadn’t wanted to betray his friend, and spray painting the side of a building was illegal.

“Where were you tagging?” Gabe asked.

“A couple of blocks from the Towers. That’s how we saw the fire.”

Mattie reached over and laid a hand on the boy’s narrow shoulders, which were slumped with resignation. He looked up at her touch. “Are you taking me to jail?”

Mattie squeezed his shoulder. “No, Enrique. It was brave of you to tell the truth. I’ll talk to Captain Daily, see what he can do. But they’ll probably want to talk to you.”

He nodded dully.

“You did the right thing, son,” Gabe said.

They left the run-down apartment building, climbed into the truck and drove back downtown.

Gabe flicked a glance at Mattie. “I think this will help your case. I’m not sure it’ll be enough.”

“I know.”

“I want to talk to Angel,” Gabe said. “I want to hear what he has to say.”


“Sidney Weiss is acting as his attorney. He’s arranging bail. You can talk to Angel after he’s released—if Weiss says it’s okay.”

“I think Enrique was telling the truth. But being downtown vandalizing property isn’t exactly a terrific alibi. I thought you said Angel was turning over a new leaf.”

As the pickup wove through traffic, Mattie sighed. “He’s been doing so well. I don’t understand it.”

“You said he likes to help his friends. Maybe Enrique pressed him and he caved.”

“I don’t know. Angel is the kind of kid who thinks for himself. He isn’t easily influenced by his peers.”

Gabe let the subject drop. He was involved in this case to the tune of several thousand dollars, the deductible on his insurance policy. He wanted whoever set the fire to pay for what he’d done. But he wanted to be sure the right person was paying.

“It’s early yet. Why don’t we stop somewhere and have dinner? You like steak?”

“I’m a vegetarian, mostly. Besides, I’ve already eaten. Thanks anyway.”

A vegetarian. Just his luck. And he didn’t believe she’d had supper. She wasn’t a very good liar—a point in her favor. She just didn’t want to have supper with him.

“Maybe some other time,” he offered.

Mattie made no reply, which kind of unsettled him. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman he was interested in hadn’t returned that interest.

They drove in silence the rest of the way downtown.

“Where do you want me to drop you off?”


She cast him a glance. “I live in the Elm Street Lofts. You can drop me off in front.”

He grinned. “Why’d you suddenly decide you could trust me?”

“I looked you up on Google. You’ve been in Dallas for nearly ten years. You’re quite a respected figure in the community. Your company is currently working on a number of restoration projects and you’ve even won awards for contributing to the beautification of the area.” She looked up at him and smiled, the first relaxed smile he’d seen. “Besides, you were raised in Wyoming.”

He laughed at that. “A good ol’ country boy, you figure?”

“Something like that.”

“If you’d known me back then, you wouldn’t be trusting me to take you home.”

She arched an auburn eyebrow. “Why not?”

“I would have driven you to the nearest motel and tried to convince you to let me get a room.”

She colored faintly beneath the scattering of freckles on the high bones in her cheeks. “I assume those days are past.”

He allowed his gaze to roam over her, taking in the small waist and nicely curved breasts. At the moment, the idea held an amazing appeal. “Mostly,” he said.

The soft flush deepened. “This is it,” she said abruptly, and he wheeled the truck over to the curb. Mattie opened the door and climbed down to the sidewalk. “Thanks for your help.”

“I still want to talk to Angel.”


“I haven’t forgotten. I’ll arrange a meeting once he’s released, assuming his attorney approves.”

Gabe nodded. He watched her walk away, liking the fit of her jeans over her nicely rounded ass. He found himself hoping he would see her again, even if she was a vegetarian. He had her phone number in the “recent calls” section of his cell phone, he reminded himself. He could phone her anytime he wanted.

He wondered if he’d ever make the call.
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