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      Eleri sifted her fingers through the ash and grit on the metal tray table in front of her. The blue gloves meant her hands didn’t make direct contact with anything, and for that, she was grateful. Whatever this creature was, however it had died, the corpse had been brutalized, dismembered, burned, and then pulverized beyond recognition.

      “How are you doing with your reports?” Donovan asked, the underlying tone indicating that he wasn’t overly happy with the situation, and Eleri couldn’t agree more.

      There had been an attempt on their part, and then a second attempt—which had also failed—to get their missing time classified as vacation. Though Eleri didn’t care if her time was paid or unpaid, she knew it would make a difference to Donovan.

      He’d taken a pay cut when he first joined the FBI, though he was paid notably more than a standard young newbie agent because he had an M.D. Also, their SAC, Derek Westerfield, had worked hard to entice Donovan away and the money had helped. Later, Eleri had learned that the offer had come with good timing, as people had begun to get suspicious of Donovan’s work as a medical examiner. Taking another job was better than getting investigated—or worse, run out of town. Or as Donovan liked to put it: getting called out for doing too good a job.

      Maybe that was one reason they’d become friends. Her job offer had come only after a psychiatric hospital stay. Though she’d actually been dismissed for an entirely different reason, the same applied to her too: She’d been too good at finding killers.

      “Finished,” she said. “Wrote the last one, filed it last night.”

      He looked at her, dark eyebrows lowered, one side of his lip curling up, exposing a slightly longer than normal canine. “I have a few more to go.”

      She shrugged at him. They were on duty in the branch office for now. Though SAC Westerfield had already assigned them to the next case, it had stalled out and they were left in the lab analyzing the results. Now she was concerned they were just waiting for the next incident.

      Other agents had already filed reports on a group that had labeled themselves “The Resurrection Men.” The odd instances and unexplainable pieces of the initial documentation had the cases landing on Westerfield’s desk. Westerfield, of course, immediately turfed the problem to Eleri and Donovan.

      They’d flown home from their overseas trip immediately. Yet nothing had happened with the case so far. He demanded they file their reports on their trip to India, the encounter with the new creatures mandating that it not be vacation and that it all be carefully documented. At one point, there’d even been a full meeting of Westerfield’s NightShade Division of the FBI, with many of the agents popping in over internet calls as Eleri and Donovan explained the new, concerning wolves they’d encountered in India. The good news was no one else had seen the same. Maybe it was an experiment gone horribly wrong, and it would fade away, with no one ever coming up against the deadly beasts again.

      “What did you report about the wolves?” she asked. “The new ones—the mega wolves.” She hated the term, but she needed to say it before Donovan corrected her that they weren’t wolves. They all knew that.

      “I didn’t file it yet. I wanted to know what you said.”

      She shrugged. “I said what happened.”

      “You said they were dumb as rocks?”

      “That too,” she replied, half of a grin all she could muster. It might be the saving grace that the creatures they’d seen—powerful as all hell—could at least be outsmarted without too much difficulty. “And the parchments?”

      “I did already file that one,” he replied, his hands still moving through the burnt mess on the table. Westerfield had asked for very specific reports—specific to different topics. “I said the farm had enough to enact the spell to completion⁠—”

      Eleri nodded, agreeing.

      “—and that it appears Miranda Industries does not.”

      “Same thing I said.” Then she paused. “Does that mean we’re done looking for parchment pieces?”

      “I would assume it’s the end of active investigations specifically to find them.” Donovan was looking down at the table, his own gloved hands moving with the skill of someone who wasn’t sifting the remains of a fire for the first time.

      They each picked up a pan with a screen bottom, lifting fistfuls and sifting it. A puff of dust rose up in little clouds and even if they had known what it was, she still would have worn the mask to filter it out. No one needed to breathe this.

      Most of it was ash. Some of it was dirt. Some of it larger flakes left behind, and every once in a while there would be a piece: a small chunk of bone that hadn’t burned. More than one had crumbled as Eleri tried to pick it up. Sometimes one or the other of them would have to lean down close, to get a better view, to see if it was wood, creature, rock, or who knew what else. The agents who collected this had simply dug up the entire fire pit and brought it all as evidence.

      “And the kids?” she asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “I answered everything ‘not applicable’ or ‘unknown.’” She watched as Donovan raised his eyebrows at her, his hands finally still.

      “I didn’t know we could do that.”

      “I’m not sure we can,” she said, “and my non-compliance might get me docked pay.”

      There was an underlying sentiment she didn’t say—she would understand if he didn’t want to follow through with that. Her family had come from money, and Donovan had come from late-nights throwing everything he owned into garbage bags, his father stuffing him in the car and fleeing. They would head to a new town, a new apartment, whatever it took to avoid getting evicted—or maybe something worse. Eleri would absolutely understand if Donovan wasn’t quite willing to file a protest right alongside hers.

      But she didn’t like the idea of Westerfield having all his questions answered about the girls from the school. She didn’t want him to know more than he already did about the boys they’d met and built their little family unit with. She wasn’t confident he could be trusted.

      “Smart,” Donovan said. She had to admire that his integrity meant more to him than his bank account. “Until we know what Westerfield’s involvement was in Axis, I don’t think…”

      He trailed off, but Eleri understood. Maybe it was better not to say that out loud here, in a laboratory in the FBI branch office closest to Donovan’s home. Here, they were employees. They could be monitored. She accepted his silence and nodded in reply. Westerfield didn’t need to know anything more than he already did about what those kids could or couldn’t do.

      Lifting another fistful of ash and dropping it into the sifter, she pulled out three big chunks this time—“big” being relative, barely half an inch across at the longest side.

      “Whoever did this went to town.” She didn’t have to point at the table; she and Donovan had been working together long enough that they understood each other’s shorthand and unspoken phrases. “I don’t like this.”

      “This ash in particular, or is there anything more?”

      She thought for a moment. She would have said just this—the strange ash, the reflective bits she couldn’t identify, the odd placement of it that made the finding agents report it and save it all as evidence. But as he asked, she realized it wasn’t just that.

      “There’s more.” Her hands stopped moving, and she tipped her head, thinking. “It’s undefined general unease.”

      As she added the last two words, Donovan looked up at her, eyes making contact through the broad protective safety glasses they both wore. He didn’t ask further. Anything more wouldn’t be said in this room.

      After setting aside three more pieces, she asked, “Are you heading out with Walter tonight?”

      He nodded, grinning, but pointed at the table. “After a shower, of course.”

      Donovan could smell it even if she couldn’t. With as many wolves as there were around here, Eleri realized she should probably shower it off too. Despite the paper suit and all the protection she wore, it was probably in her hair. Ugh.

      “Since we’re off the next few days, I thought I would catch a flight up and see what GJ’s got going on,” she announced into the room.

      “Keep me posted.”

      There was a time when Donovan would have come with her, but his relationship with Walter Reed dictated that they carve out time wherever they could, and Eleri didn’t begrudge him the relationship.

      On opposite sides of the table, they worked silently for a few moments, each sifting through their pans, setting the larger pieces aside for further analysis. But as Eleri watched the ash fall with a small poof that made her hope her face mask did its job and she wasn’t breathing it in, she looked into the pan at the big pieces that hadn’t filtered through.

      Sighing, she felt her eyes fall closed. “God damn it, Donovan.”

      He looked up just as she held up the new small piece. Anyone else would have passed it by, but she’d done this often enough to recognize each little dent and curve. She was holding her find between her nitrile covered fingers and wondering if she should take the glove off. If she touched it, she could learn more, even though she didn’t want to.

      The expression on his face told her he highly suspected the words before she said them.

      “It’s human.”
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      Donovan sat on the couch in just a T-shirt and boxers. Walter’s one long leg stretched across his lap, her slim foot bearing calluses in a few spots—if someone knew where to look, and he did.

      He liked her like this, without the extra hardware. The IED had taken an arm and a leg from her. Technology had given her passable facsimiles of the limbs she’d lost, but had added many more abilities. Eleri liked to joke that Walter was bionic. But Donovan suspected that was more Walter herself rather than the added limbs.

      However, in moments like these, it was nice to be stripped down. In his own home, on his own couch, where the frogs and crickets were loud enough that their song filtered through the large window where they sat quietly. Neither was the kind for tv or useless chatter.

      He still didn’t know what Lucy Fisher had been before she’d joined the marines and was such a badass that she made it into MARSOC. She’d gathered a handful of commendations and medals even before the one she got just for surviving the unsurvivable. The two of them had been through a lot together already and most of it had not involved this kind of simple, unfettered cohabitation, even if it was just for a few days.

      He was still getting used to the idea of having quiet downtime—getting used to the idea of a woman who truly knew him, understood him, and stayed.

      The few times he’d gotten the urge to ask her what they were, she’d seemed to sense the question before it even made it to the back of his tongue. The expression on her face always told him not to put voice to it. So he stayed good with where they were—with these snippets of time out of time, moments in between cases. There were plenty of other times when they met on a case, somewhere across the country and they were professionals then. Occasionally, they met up in full gear, and wound up back to back, weapons in hand—or in his case, with the weapons coming out of his.

      He’d never expected something like this, and it was likely because of how he’d been raised and the lies he’d been sold. Donovan almost said something then. She was looking out the window, dark hair on the cushion behind her. Lean muscles told the world she was strong, but not just how strong.

      He realized then that Walter had found her own lies in the military. Eleri’s had come from her parents, wrapped in gold foil and served on a silver platter, and none of it had protected her family from tragedy.

      He thought of Walter and the kind of friend that she was. Loyal to the point that she’d shot and killed the grandfather who gave GJ the nickname she still went by. GJ’s past had been grown in the soil of lies, too. Maybe—maybe— that was what pulled them together. Sad though it might be, it worked for them.

      Did Westerfield see that? Had he considered that when recruiting them? Had he even known? Because thinking about it now, Donovan realized it might be an excellent way to build a team that needed to be as loyal to each other as they were to survive what the FBI was putting them through. To keep the secrets they saw.

      His teeth gritting, Donovan wondered once again if they were all being played by their boss.

      He must have been getting pensive, or his quiet had lasted too long. Walter tapped his shoulder and said, “You need to run. I can feel it. You’re starting to buzz.”

      He laughed but agreed. Moving her leg out of the way, he stood, feeling his feet contact the floor and the worries start to ease out even with that simple stretch. A change and a full-out run would do him good. She was right.

      But he didn’t want to leave her here. He’d carried her to the couch in a false show of manliness. She was probably stronger than him. But he’d left her spare limbs in the other room. He knew better than to ask how she would get around. Walter wouldn’t let something as ridiculous as gravity get in her way. “Should I go get⁠—”

      She cut him off. The very idea that she would need her prosthetics was an insult, so he tipped his head at her and smiled widely. Walking out the back door without further word, he grinned to himself. Walter would always be okay, even if she had to do it out of spite.

      At the gate, he peeled his clothing off, hanging it on a hook that kept it high enough to mostly be out of reach of raccoons and skunks. It wasn’t full protection against everything but anything more was too much effort. Still, there was every possibility he would find a frog on his shorts when he came back.

      Lifting the latch, Donovan stepped beyond his own property and into the national forest. The woodland was a large part of the reason he’d bought this place. The trail from his back gate was now well-worn, and for the first time, he thought about inviting someone else. Maybe Wade would like a break from the farm and could come run in different woods. Maybe some of his new aunties would enjoy this place when they visited, as several had promised to do.

      He shook his head at all the changes—the ones he would have said would never happen. Rolling his shoulders, he felt the push of change through his muscles. He rocked his jaw side to side until it slid into a new place, his face pushing out, gums pulling back. The hair on his arms stood on end, suddenly fuller, thicker—a whole coat. He leaned down until he was on all fours and took off at high speed.

      Donovan knew these trails like they were his. Mostly they were. He was apex predator around here, though he didn’t exert his rank much. Even the few bears seemed to sense there was something different about him, that if they crossed him, he might come back as a man with a gun. So mostly they left him alone.

      He stretched to his full form, front paws hitting the dirt, then back legs pulling forward and launching him again. Walter had been right. He needed this. Eleri had found the joint of a human finger in the ash the day before, confirming their fears. Someone had likely murdered the victim, dismembered them and then burned them at a high enough temperature to destroy bone. It was much harder than most people thought. A body couldn’t be destroyed beyond current evidence capabilities in the average campfire. Which meant their perpetrator not only had reason to hide both themselves and the victim, but knew how to do it.

      Donovan ran until his breath came heavy in his lungs. The trees swayed overhead, the thick canopy filtering out most of the damage humans were trying to cause. The forest left him a small refuge and made him contemplate if he needed to purchase some portion of the woodlands just to make sure they stayed. This was his home, even the woods and the trees and the dirt and the creatures.

      Later, winded from the exertion, he loped back home. When he reached the gate, he slowly stretched himself up from four feet to two. Cracking his neck from side to side he then rolled his fingers into fists a few times before stepping through the fence line and back into the clothing he’d left.

      Barefoot, but upright and clothed at least, he was walking toward the back door when a sniff of the air told him she was gone.

      How long had he been out? He wondered what must have happened because he knew, before he hit the patio, that Walter Reed—aka Lucy Fisher, aka the only real girlfriend he’d ever had—was gone.
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      “You’ve got to be shitting me.” Eleri no longer worried about smacking the phone down. She was already mad enough that if she broke it, it would be worth it.

      Picking it up again and finding it still functioning, she checked the face, as if to be sure she’d seen what she’d seen. Sure enough, the text stared at her.

      – Can we talk?

      “No, we cannot talk,” she said out loud to the phone, but she hadn’t hit the button, and it wasn’t transcribing that message back. She hadn’t answered any of his last three texts, so she told herself that if she took a few deep breaths and waited this out, it too would pass.

      But the text had come in right after a call and that had been legitimate. It wouldn’t hold. However, getting the two disruptive messages back to back was making it harder for her to let this one go.

      Maybe it was better to reply, to actually say no. She could tell him he’d had his chance and he’d made his decision, that she was done. Eleri should have been getting her things together. Instead, she stared at the screen and pondered whether that response was petty or adult. Was she protecting herself from someone who would simply hurt her again, or was she seeking revenge for the last time he’d done it? She’d be damned, because she wasn’t sure of any of the answers.

      Then the dots appeared on her screen, and she felt her face go wide. He was following up. How dare he? She had shit to do. Eleri shook her head and told herself not to bother. She had to get up, get moving, but it was as if the phone were glued into her fingers and she couldn’t put it down.

      –It’s important.

      It took all that time to write that? The screen had shown him writing for much longer than those two words should have taken. But that meant at this point she was just being petty.

      She was still mad at him, so she hadn’t let it go. Eleri didn’t like any of those conclusions.

      Unable to stop herself this time, she texted back. –Is this about your sister again?

      –No.

      That was quick.

      It was immediately followed by, –Well, kind of. But no.

      She felt her mouth go flat, and if he’d been there in front of her she would have been staring at him like he was a dumbass. What did that even mean?

      She didn’t ask. She didn’t want to be having this conversation at all. She shouldn’t have engaged. She was trained in interrogation and she couldn’t even reply well to an ex-boyfriend who shouldn’t be texting her in the first place? But none of those skills kicked in.

      Instead, the phone took the brunt of her wrath, which wouldn’t have meant anything except that Eleri Ames’s wrath often made things happen. She tried again to rein it in, but he texted her again first.

      –It’s about us.

      “Nope,” she said again out loud. Luckily no one else but GJ was home at the grand estate. Though help was often brought in when GJ was on a case, there was no one to hear Eleri as she muttered into the empty air, “Us doesn’t exist.”

      Another bubble popped up.

      –I made a mistake.

      No shit, Sherlock, she thought, but didn’t say that out loud. Didn’t move her fingers.

      His initial response—a complete lack of communication—had been a while ago. She’d heard from him the first time when she’d had to step in as an agent and help out with his stupid sister.

      Just the thought of it set her fingers to flying again.

      –You know there’s a warrant out for Janice, right? And if I see her, I have to arrest her and she’ll go to federal prison.

      –I know.

      His responses were fast. Wherever he was, he was sitting there looking at his phone just like her. Damn him. She’d liked him so much up until that last moment when he simply hadn’t been able to deal with who and what she was. But that wasn’t even true. She hadn’t shown him all of it, just the first tiniest part of her reality. Then she’d watched as he freaked the fuck out and disappeared.

      Now here he was, messaging her saying he wanted to talk, and Eleri could hear Dolly Parton playing in the back of her own head.

      This time the message said, –I miss you.

      No, she thought. No, he doesn’t get to do that now. He waited until she was almost over him, confident that he was never coming back and that it was time to close that chapter and put a lid on that hope. Now here he showed up, sending texts and hoping to catch her like an unsuspecting fish. She wouldn’t let him reel her in even if she did want to swallow that hook. Eleri hated the catch in her chest. She recognized it as hope she’d believed she snuffed out some time ago.

      He said it again. –I’d like to talk.

      –I can’t. I have a case.

      It was true, even if it did feel petty. Well, there was her answer to her question.

      –Later, when you’re done.

      Okay, so his sister hadn’t disappeared again. That time he’d called her, frantic, and Eleri had found Janice. She’d also found out what Janice really was. But he wasn’t requesting professional help this time. She told herself it didn’t mean anything, and she didn’t reply to his request with a promise of talking later. There was too much to sort out.

      This time, when her phone rang, it was Donovan, and she was grateful to pick it up. Grateful for the excuse not to answer Avery.

      “Tomorrow morning,” Donovan said, ignoring any other kind of greeting. At this point, Eleri just assumed the conversation between them was ongoing despite gaps and it didn’t need hellos and goodbyes.

      As much as they had been cautious in the beginning with each other—maybe too cautious—and as much as he’d worried her and she’d grated on him, they realized they fit together. They worked well, and they’d each saved the other more than once. She couldn’t imagine a life without him.

      “We’re supposed to be back in the lab in a few hours,” he told her, “ready to ship out tomorrow.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. She’d known from the first call, that it was past time to pack her bags. She’d been waylaid by the texts. Those minutes might make a difference when it came to catching a perfect flight in the narrow window of time she had.

      Reaching up, she lifted one hand as the other held the phone to her ear still. She cast on herself for speed and clarity—that she not forget anything, that she work quickly. Then she cast on the airport. She would need a flight to be there, ready to take off, just as she arrived.

      She asked Donovan, “GJ got called out a few hours before me. Did Walter?”

      “Same,” he told her, and immediately followed that with, “Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

      “Maybe, but sooner or later all the cases feel related.”

      She could think of a few that hadn’t quite come back around—people she hadn’t seen more than once—and yet there always seemed to be some underlying thread connecting their cases. Once a person stepped just slightly beyond the belief that all things were normal and exactly as they appeared, things changed and warped. It was almost like Narnia, a few feet further and suddenly one was in a completely different place.

      But, once someone accepted that some humans had unusual skills that weren’t explained by science yet, there seemed to be some kind of common work. It seemed true for the cases and often for the people as well.

      It made her concerned that the thread tied her closer to her enemies than she wanted. Also, it bothered her that she wasn’t the only one who thought that. There had been more than one clandestine conversation. Even Christina had believed it, before she died. It bothered Eleri more that though she’d been looking for a while, she’d neither been able to prove nor disprove the connection. They couldn’t act until they knew.

      “We have to meet with a tech this afternoon,” Donovan was telling her. “One of the analysts. They found something from the finger we sifted out the other day.”

      Eleri nodded at the phone but didn’t speak the words out loud. If anyone could hear what she didn’t say, it would be Donovan. “I’m headed out the door now. I’ll see you soon.”

      After hanging up, Eleri started to pack in earnest. Standing over her suitcase, she pushed Grandmére’s copper bowl and the linen bags of herbs down in. Without room to spare, she packed it full of socks and underwear—a move that was beyond irreverent.

      Yet, lately, she found herself taking the spell tools everywhere and needing them often. Given the fact that the bone she’d pulled out of the ashes the other day was human, then the case she and Donovan had been handed was not only a murder, but someone skilled enough to do a cover-up that almost slipped by. She had to get back to the branch office.

      Too many times she’d told the FBI she was one place, then she’d gone off somewhere else. She often had to catch a flight or slip into a car and hit the road to hightail it back in time. A quick call to her travel agent had a car delivered. She smiled as she was told the flight she needed had been delayed and she should be able to make it.

      She and Donovan had looked up and studied the “Resurrection Men.” The term went back to the nineteenth century, referring to groups who dug up recently deceased bodies and sold them. To medical schools of the day. To museums. To the strange collectors.

      The term also made sense if Miranda Industries was attempting to find ancient bones to aid their own spellwork and power. The ones she and Donovan had seen hadn’t been fresh graves, but ancient ones. Now that they had the Dauphine sisters working with them, Miranda could enact the old magic—if they found the right kind of bones.

      Every time she thought about it, Eleri suppressed a shudder. Each Dauphine sister was individually stronger than she was. At the farm, they had the advantage of the parchments and the bones of Aegis X. Eleri hadn’t needed to be stronger than the Dauphines, she’d had better magic.

      If these Resurrection Men found the bones they were looking for, and added to their powers, they would all be screwed.

      But the bone she’d found was modern. This was something new. How was it related? Because this killing had been comparatively recent. Eleri wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She pushed her last things into the small suitcase, shoved her unease down in with everything else and zipped it shut.
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      Donovan knocked on the door as he peered through the small reinforced window. He knew some agents would have reached for the knob and walked right in, but he wasn't a dick.

      A brief glimpse of the interior showed a woman in a black lab coat, her back to them. She almost blended into the laboratory’s black bench surface. Her equally dark hair was pulled into a ponytail; but, contrasted against everything else, her hair tie was a bright pink.

      At the sound of the knock, she turned around—wide gray eyes and matching pink lipstick on a face that belonged in magazines rather than stuck away in an FBI lab. Hurrying to the door, she pulled it wide and ushered them in before letting it automatically close behind them.

      “I’m Anya—Dr. Anya Suri. I’m the forensic scientist assigned to the pieces that you pulled from the burn pit evidence yesterday.”

      Donovan nodded, about to speak, but she continued.

      “I understand you have a flight to catch in a few hours.”

      “We do,” Eleri replied as she held out one hand. “Eleri Eames, and Donovan Heath.”

      Though Donovan figured the woman already knew who they were, just the sound of that introduction pulled up old memories from the back of Donovan's brain. It flashed quickly, all the times Eleri had said that, all the times he'd done the introduction himself, saying both of their full names. This morning, when he'd come back from his run and Walter had been gone, he'd wondered briefly if he'd simply gotten too pensive or too maudlin for her. The fact was, since meeting his extended family in India, since dealing with his brother, he was questioning everything. At least the sound of Eleri introducing them felt familiar and right.

      Dr. Suri was turning back to the lab table in front of her, pointing to the pieces, ignoring his stray thoughts and getting right to the point. “I looked at your files briefly, and correct me if I'm wrong, but you, Agent Eames, have a background in forensics.”

      Eleri nodded. Then Dr. Suri turned to him. “And you’re an M.E.”

      Donovan was surprised as the gray eyes pinned him, though the knowledge wasn't deep or probing. There was something that let him know that, despite the pink hair tie, the bright pink lipstick, and the full face of makeup, Dr. Anya Suri knew what she was talking about.

      “My specialty is human forensic identification—with anthropology, biology, chemistry, physics, and so on.”

      Donovan felt his tongue hit the roof of his mouth, but despite the extensive list, Dr. Suri wasn’t grandstanding. Turning, she looked right at each of them. “If either of you see anything that I missed, or want to ask anything that I should have asked, please say so.”

      With that, the items on the table suddenly became far more interesting to her than the people standing by. She was barely five-two, making Eleri one of the taller people in the room.

      Spread out neatly in front of her was every item the two of them had pulled from the ash, most of them lined up shoulder to shoulder across the back of the workspace, with a few key pieces moved forward.

      Snapping on gloves with the ease of an expert, Dr. Suri picked up one of the small, pale chunks and held it up for them. “This was apparently the piece that got this investigation kicked over to me. One of you found it and thought it was a finger.”

      Eleri held up a hand as Donovan looked on.

      Bright pink lips smiled against dark brown skin, eyes lighting up. “You’re right. It’s human and the medial end of a proximal phalanx.” Setting it back down she picked up another. “We also have this one: half of an intermediate cuneiform.”

      Ankle, Donovan knew. Looking at it at the time, and as burned as it was, it could have been anything. He was grateful she’d taken the time to examine it further. He and Eleri had only set it aside as possibly human.

      “And this,” she held up another, “a portion of a talus.”

      An interior bone of the ankle. Donovan looked at it. None of the pieces were even full bones. Just portions, making it even harder to identify or determine that it wasn’t deer or pig. Mammals had many similar bones but were much easier to distinguish when they were intact.

      “The interesting thing here,” Dr. Suri was saying as she pointed at it with a blue-gloved pinky, “is that this side does not appear to have burned and fallen away. Look here.”

      She moved it closer as they each took a moment to peer in, and only as he got his chance did Donovan see what they had missed the first time—what she had caught. “That’s trauma.”

      “It’s a blade mark,” Eleri added.

      This time Dr. Suri looked up at him, eyes shining. “I’m not a medical examiner, so I can say it looks like it’s from an axe blade.”

      Donovan didn’t disagree. Autopsies didn’t allow the examiner to speculate. Any ME who said the dead had been struck with a baseball bat wasn’t doing their job. Though they could absolutely say the injuries were ‘consistent with’ the bat found lying next to the body.

      Seeming to be pleased that they’d all thought the same thing, Dr. Suri put the third piece back in the exact spot she’d picked it up from and turned to the fourth. “This one is the problem.”

      Eleri looked at him, a question in her eyes, but Donovan didn’t have an answer, so they waited.

      “I guess we’re lucky,” Dr. Suri told them, her attention still on the piece she held up. To Donovan, it didn’t look like much of anything until she said, “I believe this is a portion of the right posterior mandible.”

      Once she said that, the shape made more sense. They’d picked out plenty of charred pieces, many of which turned out to be wood. It was a terrible idea to test the bits by seeing if they could be crushed between his fingers. Some bone didn’t, but at the heat and damage this body had suffered, some did. Pressure testing it that way would have destroyed evidence.

      “But here’s the problem with this.”

      Once again, Dr. Suri looked up, her eyes glancing from one to the other of the agents invading her space. “Look here,” she once again motioned with a pinky, and then flipped it over, “and here—these are tendon connection points.”

      Flipping it over each time she spoke, she said, “Medial pterygoid and temporalis.”

      Donovan nodded, though it was interesting to him how the names had already begun to fade in his memory. He’d been with NightShade for a good handful of years now, and he wasn’t examining multiple bodies a day. Most of the time, he wasn’t leaning over corpses and sniffing to see if he could detect poisons. He wasn’t weighing livers and naming ligaments and tendons in his reports anymore.

      “But they’re not in the right places,” Dr. Suri said. “It’s human . . .”

      There was something in her tone that told him what was coming before she said it.

      “But it’s not.” Her attention turned back to the two of them. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      Though Eleri immediately opened her mouth, she just as quickly closed it and offered a shrug. At least it wasn’t a lie, Donovan thought. He was grateful when the scientist’s attention turned back to the bone in her hand and she didn’t immediately hone in on his own jawline.

      “It’s not animal,” she declared. “I’ve checked. Even though it’s a small piece, everything else fits. But whoever this was had a mutation that left their tendons connected a slightly unusual way. I wondered if it would make their jaw work differently.”

      It didn’t, he thought, then immediately amended that idea. It did, but not like she was thinking.

      “It wasn’t fatal,” she added quickly, looking up. Then she held the piece up close to Donovan’s own jaw as if showing where it would go, before quickly pulling her hand away. “I’m sorry, I’m used to having to demonstrate to agents where the various bones are found.”

      Her dark skin flushed a bright swell of pink underneath but it was gone just as quickly as it came.

      “It’s fine,” Donovan told her, though he was thinking that it wasn’t. He didn’t want her recognizing any connections in his own jaw.

      As she put the piece back down, she turned to the two of them. “Whatever this abnormality was, I don’t believe it interfered with life. The bones—at least what I can see—are solid. The person was well fed and so on. Do we agree that the manner of death has to be homicide?”

      Eleri nodded, and so did Donovan.

      Looking back and forth between the two of them, Dr. Suri finally began to speculate. “I mean, why incinerate and destroy a body in the woods if not to destroy evidence?”

      Donovan had to agree—whoever did this knew how to do it. They’d almost gotten it past the people who’d found it and the park rangers. If one hadn’t noticed the oily patch to the side and thought it strange, it would have gone unreported.

      “It looks to me,” she waved one blue-gloved hand at the pieces, all lined up along the back, “that though these are hard to identify, what we can see is evidence of a flat hammer head of some kind used to pulverize the bone. And most of that damage comes post-burn.”

      Interesting, Donovan thought.

      “We’re just lucky that there’s so much to deal with in a human body, and that some of the bones still remain strong enough, even after this intense heat, that it’s difficult to actually destroy all of it.”

      “Oh, also this.” She turned to the end of the line of other found pieces along the back of the surface and reached for a small box. Donovan had noticed it before but hadn’t paid it much attention.

      Pulling back the lid, she revealed creamy bits and pieces of teeth.

      “Also human,” she said, “but not human.”

      “These were in the evidence?” Eleri asked, leaning forward, peering with a frown.

      “They were, but they were charred and blackened. I spent time cleaning them.”

      She was thorough, he’d give her that.

      “There might be enough here for some portion of a dental ID, but I wouldn’t even know who to compare it against to start. And I’m not trained in dental ID. But you are . . .”

      She held the box out toward Eleri who waved one hand up. “I don’t have a comparison yet either, and we have to leave soon. They can stay here with you?”

      “Of course!” Dr. Suri once again turned back to the tabletop, setting the box down and pulling out the teeth pieces, lining them up bit by bit.

      “Anyway, my overall finding is that the original agents were correct, and these are human remains—but there’s something off about this human. Or maybe, if we can get any DNA, we might find it’s more than one.”

      Donovan felt his eyebrows fly up. He hadn’t considered the possibility that there might be more than one body in the pile. So far, nobody had found two identical bones indicating multiple specimens. But Dr. Suri was right—the lack of evidence wasn’t evidence of a lack.

      “As for the bones we do have,” she said, “I believe our victim is female.”

      An interesting conclusion, he thought. The work here—the work Dr. Suri was doing—generally fell under the classification of dry work. More the kind of thing that Eleri did: Working with bodies when there were only bones and no flesh. What Donovan had always done was considered wet work—fresh or post-fresh bodies. The decomposing fell somewhere in between.

      It didn’t surprise him that he’d missed a cue that the victim was female. But Eleri was tipping her head and asking, “How could you tell?”

      The smile on Dr. Suri’s lips this time was not quite as wide. She turned her head back down over the counter, a scientist and not a competent liar. “It’s hard to put my finger on, but you just develop a feel for these things after a while.”

      Dr. Suri kept her eyes down, but the look Eleri gave him behind the doctor’s back let Donovan know that she was coming to the same conclusions he did. But what Eleri asked was a little more telling. “Did SAC Westerfield request you for this case?”

      “Yes.” The response was almost enthusiastic, but as Dr. Suri turned around, she looked between them as if realizing that might mean something.

      “Give us a minute,” Eleri asked before touching Donovan’s wrist and motioning him to follow her. Out in the hallway, she let the door swing itself closed and asked in a hushed tone. “She’s got something, doesn’t she?”

      “Nothing I can smell and nothing I can see,” but he paused, thinking. “The fact that Westerfield requested her probably means more than anyone’s willing to admit.”

      “We’re headed out because there’s another burn pit,” Eleri said. “Do we take her with us?”
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      Eleri opened the door of the green sedan, about to slide into the passenger side, when she realized—maybe not.

      “Dr. Suri?” She motioned to the front seat in an offer, but the other woman shook her head, dark ponytail swishing behind her.

      “No worries, Agent Eames. The two of you should take the front. I'm sure you'll be discussing the case.” With that, Dr. Suri slid into the backseat before Eleri could make any other gestures.

      They’d all three dropped unassuming duffel bags and suitcases into the trunk. Eleri had thought that whoever had booked this green sedan did a very good job of making it not look like anything FBI agents would ever be seen in. It could only be better if it were alien-bright and square-shaped.

      As she buckled herself in, she turned around and added, “Call me Eleri, please. He’s Donovan. We're all in a car headed to a crime scene rather than a hotel.”

      “Anya as well, please.” A smile graced the still-pink lips, and Eleri was wondering how the woman had managed to keep her makeup so fresh from the lab to an unexpected flight and so on.

      Eleri had been impressed as she and Donovan had stepped back into Dr. Suri’s lab after their little conference. Eleri had only asked, “How fast can you pack?”

      The scientist had ducked into her attached office, calling back, “How long will we be gone?”

      “Anywhere from one to four days,” Donovan quickly replied.

      The scientist had stepped out, a smile on her face and a duffel bag in her hand. Eleri’s surprise must have shown because the scientist had said only, “I work for the FBI. This isn’t my first trip on a moment’s notice.”

      After brief discussions of field kits, Eleri said the local officers would have Tyvek suits, masks, face shields, gloves, and more waiting for them. But Dr. Suri brushed it off and simply pointed to her bag. With her cell phone, she’d rapidly snapped pictures of the items on the table before Eleri realized she was prepping for comparison at the new site. Smart.

      Then Dr. Suri pulled out keys, securely locking her office—which must have been solely hers, laboratory included. If she was willing to leave everything out as it was while she left the state, then she was certain no one would touch anything while she was gone. Eleri was even more impressed.

      Despite her own science background, she’d done most of her FBI work as a data analyst and profiler. Much of it had been online and digital or paper research. Occasionally, she’d gotten to act as an assistant to scientists like Dr. Suri. Eleri’s background had made her invaluable there, too. But it hadn’t been her primary job back then.

      Now she let Donovan drive the green machine, as she’d dubbed it in her head. It was going to take a good forty-five minutes to get to the site, though the location was close. They had to park at the lot and hike a trail in.

      Shit, she thought as she turned and looked into the back. “Do you have hiking boots?”

      She and Donovan knew they would need them and packed for it. Once again, Anya gave the same answer, this time by simply hooking a thumb over her shoulder, indicating the duffel bag in the trunk.

      “Damn, girl.” Eleri must have sounded impressed, because the other woman simply tipped her head and shrugged. “I dig up dead bodies for a living. My boots are slip-on and waterproof.”

      Eleri laughed. There was a certain kind of person who owned what she’d always referred to as “mud boots”—the kind she’d seen on distant cousins in Louisiana as they went searching the swamp for gators and crawfish and…things. The same as the ones she and her ilk used as they went looking for corpses.

      Leaning forward almost between the front seats, Anya looked into the rearview mirror at Donovan and then to Eleri. “So were the remains that I was analyzing the first case?”

      “We’re not sure,” Eleri replied, wondering how much to tell. They’d thought the Resurrection Men were tied to what they’d seen in India, so she wasn’t sure how much she could tell Dr. Suri. Though Westerfield approved bringing her along, he hadn’t given them carte blanche to spill NightShade’s secrets.

      “Oh, you can fill me in on a need-to-know basis.” The woman smiled as she leaned back, and Eleri once again saw something that made her wonder if Westerfield was testing the scientist—maybe to bring her into the division.

      Because Anya had answered exactly what she was thinking. Had she heard it from Eleri even though she hadn’t said it out loud?

      “The case, as Donovan and I were assigned to it,” she began explaining, “has a series of finds—mostly empty graves. No other evidence than the recent churning of dirt.”

      “So, no bodies before now?” Anya clarified, and Eleri shook her head no. Though it occurred to her then they weren’t sure it was all the same case.

      “Hardly any bodies or parts to use for evidence this time either. What we do have is information from inside sources.” She didn’t say inside what, because she wasn’t about to have to explain Miranda Industries to someone she didn’t know well enough. “They say this group calls themselves the Resurrection Men.”

      Anya’s face lit up. “Like the old med school thieves?”

      “You know of them?” Donovan asked, his words sudden, chin lifting as he looked into the rearview mirror at her.

      “Only a little,” Anya replied, excitement showing.

      Eleri, having looked it up previously, was impressed once again.

      “It was more a job than an organization, as I understand,” Anya added. “But med schools were surging in England in the eighteen-hundreds and they needed dead bodies. Given the religious depth at the time, people were not willing to just give their dead to the young doctors. These men dug up the newly buried and sold the corpses to the medical schools.”

      There was a pause, then she added, “Though that’s the general story, I’ve heard a few other little things.”

      “Interesting,” Eleri thought, because she’d not gotten much past the same historical documentation Anya had spouted off. “What else have you heard?”

      “Well, it was a job. They were already digging up corpses, raiding local cemeteries. Sometimes even lurking at funerals, waiting for the family to leave their dead unattended. These weren’t the kind of men to hold the highest moral standards, you know.”

      Eleri laughed again.

      “I’ve also heard that they would sell to anyone needing a corpse.”

      Eleri was grateful Donovan asked the obvious question, “Who else would need a corpse?”

      “Who knows,” Anya replied with a shrug and a bit of a laugh, though the light-hearted response had an undertone to it, like maybe it was forced. Maybe Anya Suri did know who else might need a fresh body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A bead of sweat rolled down her spine, and Eleri fought the urge to shudder at the rude sensation.

      "Something bothering you?" one of the officers asked from the row standing and watching as she, Donovan, and Anya were working.

      "Dead bodies? No, they don’t bother me," she told him, on her hands and knees, looking back over her shoulder. She was glad to look away from the bright orange twine lines that defined the space. A level hung from one, and a compass from another. But the officers standing and watching were clearly bored and ready to entertain themselves by mocking her. They didn’t know who they were dealing with, but she didn’t even consider using skill here. "I'm overheating, and I don’t like it."

      His expression said he didn't understand, but she wasn't about to explain. They’d been at this since early this morning, and she already knew she’d be sore soon.

      The officers were already up here guarding the site while she, Donovan, and the newest third member of their team had hiked three miles of trail and another half mile picking their way through dense underbrush. In the early morning light, they’d arrived and donned an additional layer: a paper-hybrid coverall to protect both the evidence and them. But the zip-ups were about as close to being wrapped in plastic as she ever wanted to get.

      The comfort she often enjoyed was sitting on her overstuffed couch on a dark evening, looking out the wide windows at the rolling fields beyond FoxHaven. Preferably, with a book and a cup of tea. But this was what she signed up for.

      Turning back to the wide burned patch, she listened to the fake shutter sounds as Anya snapped an array of digital pictures before giving them the go-ahead to take another layer.

      Here in the field, they didn't sift, at least not more than what they could find with their fingers. Using a flat piece like a shovel, they scooped and lifted, laying what they collected flat into clear evidence bags for future lab work.

      They’d designated the thickness of the layer, and the three of them worked together—often with one of them using the shovel to lift as the next held the bag open. The third was ready to vacuum-seal it and set it aside, fully labeled with its positioning from the orange twine grid that delineated the site.

      Behind them, the officers stood, arms crossed, shifting from one foot to another, waiting impatiently through the tedious work of a forensic dig.

      Though Eleri had not been there to do this work at the first site, she'd recognized that the scene was much the same. Pictures and evidence they’d been given—that she and Donovan had then passed on to Anya—had come mostly in one single bag without the layers separated. Locations within the burned area were also not marked. But it was still recognizable as very similar to this.

      Donovan held the next evidence bag out, and Eleri slid the valuable contents in. Hoping that, somewhere in that thin layer, something precious waited. Though probably not.

      If she had to give her best guess—and that was all she had right now—she would say the body was burned pyre-style. Once it was incinerated enough, the remaining pieces, charred bone only by that point, had been pulverized beyond recognition.

      The goal had been to make their job here as difficult as possible. Whoever had done this had achieved it.

      The last batch of evidence had been handled with somewhat sloppy collection methods, and she didn’t expect to get much from that site. Only enough to match it to this one . . . hopefully.

      Then again, the teeth might be worth gold.

      "It's pretty old, isn't it?" one of the officers standing in line behind her asked a real question for once.

      Maybe he was simply passing time—just curious since he had to just stand there and watch the tedium. She'd ask around more later.

      She pointed a little bit, trying to be decent about it. "The growth of the edges there? That plant life indicates the fire was perhaps a month or two ago."

      On the other side of the designated space, Anya looked up, her expression clear, asking, Can I? When Eleri nodded with what she hoped conveyed Knock yourself out, the scientist picked up like it was a boy scout training hike.

      "That particular plant is an orange agoseris or mountain dandelion. It will take about three or four months to get to that size. As you can see, it’s growing in the ash. So that means this site is at least three to four months old, as it had to be fully cooled before the fern seed could take hold."

      Eleri looked back at the officer, one gloved hand raised as if to say, Well, there you have it. Then she turned back as Donovan carefully lifted yet another thin layer. Something caught her eye, a blob almost like small, smooth rock. But she didn’t get to check it out.

      "Teeth!” Anya called out, pointing, but Eleri shook her head. She didn’t see teeth.

      On her hands and knees with professional-grade knee pads—the kind Eleri would expect on someone who laid tile—Anya leaned forward. Her paper suit was from her bag. It was a pale lavender and had her name printed on the left-hand side.

      Damn, but the woman was prepared.

      Eleri and Donovan wore standard white paper suits, knee pads, gloves, and more lent by the local PD, while Anya's purple non-latex gloves matched everything else. Of course they did.

      But her eyes were as sharp as her fashion sense, and Eleri shook her head once more as the other woman rocked forward. One hand down for balance, she reached as far as she could with one gloved finger, pointing to small pieces in the black ash.

      It impressed Eleri. Though her own skills had faded, they hadn’t degraded that much. Still, Anya was seeing and finding things both she and Donovan missed.

      Eleri had spent years in school, digging up bodies and burn piles and more just like this. While she could still pick up a skull and read the age and racial background and sex, she hadn't spotted these teeth. Or the others.

      She'd spent most of her time with the Bureau in an office, pulling files or out at a crime scene. More often, she was there as a profiler than as a forensic tech. Her ability to find fingerprints and lift information were seen as a bonus to the job of trying to figure out what kind of person could commit whatever crime was in front of her that day.

      So now, as she looked at the black chunks that looked the same to her as all the other black chunks, she was grateful. Anya pointed out more teeth and motioned for Donovan—he was closer—to lift them. Moving to the other side of the pile for better access, Anya didn't even get to her feet. She just crawled, purple paper suit making its own statement.

      One by one, she and Donovan documented the teeth with pictures and locations. They picked up five, then six, then seven pieces and set them aside in their own bag.

      This time, Anya stood, bringing the bag back around to Eleri, who still knelt. She could see now they were clearly teeth. Blackened and charred from the fire, she saw a half piece of an incisor, a root from a back molar, a split of a different molar.

      Eleri nodded. "Good catch. These look popped. Wouldn't you agree?"

      Anya only offered a quick, "Yes," in a nod.

      Looking up to Donovan, and now well confident that Anya would already know this information, Eleri added, "That means the fire was over two thousand, six hundred degrees. That’s what it takes to pop a molar."

      Though Donovan might not have known that fact, from his expression, he was well aware of how difficult it was to get a campfire to sustain that kind of heat.

      Rocking back on her heels and feeling the strain in her muscles as she shifted position, Eleri looked around. Lifting her protective facewear, and knowing it would feel worse when she put it back, she looked up to the trees nearby. Green and healthy with recent growth, they spoke down to her, warning of what had happened here.

      She looked back to the other two, pointing at the charred earth in front of her. "I think they did it here so that no one would see or be concerned by the smoke." Looking up again, she pointed to the canopy overhead. "The trees will absorb some of it, and they'll disperse much of the rest, making it difficult for someone elsewhere to see a signal from here.”

      Though, she thought, if they could find someone who had seen the smoke, they might be able to say when the fire happened. That would be handy. She continued on, voicing her thoughts out loud. "These trees are green, just beginning to change leaves for the fall. Three or four months ago, they would have been in full summer."

      Twisting around instead of getting up—and immediately regretting her decision as her muscles all screamed at her—Eleri tried to look like she wasn't in pain. Digging positions were awkward to hold for this kind of time, and it wasn't what she was used to doing so much lately.

      Keeping her expression clear of the bolts zinging through her sides, she looked to the officers. "What was this summer like? Dry?"

      "God, no," one of them said, as the other pressed his lips and shook his head. "We practically flooded."

      That was exactly what she'd been concerned about. The growth looked fresh—not quite the new yellow leaves that showed when a plant had a spurt over recent weeks, but the kind of branching that indicated recent, sustained rainfall.

      Looking back to the other two agents, she pointed to the burn pile again. There was far too much of it left to collect for her back to be happy about it, but that was the job. Given the way the last evidence had come in, they needed to do it themselves.

      She added up all the pieces out loud. “Whoever it was chose this spot for the burn, but they didn't use local materials.”

      That meant they’d hauled them in. She watched as that information settled in to the other two agent’s thoughts. And she wondered if they had put together what that also meant.
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DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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