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For the brave men and women who risk their lives safeguarding our homes, forests, and loved ones—for every firefighter everywhere






The right to search for truth implies also a duty; one must not conceal any part of what one has recognized to be true.

—Albert Einstein








PROLOGUE

FOGGY BOTTOM

WASHINGTON, DC

Her nose prickled.

Her throat itched.

She coughed.

Old buildings are musty, she told herself, groggy with sleep.

But why the acrid smell? And what was that bitter taste on her tongue?

Had her instincts been correct? Should she have fled upon seeing the nightmare warren of jerry-rigged rooms? The windowless space her fifty bucks had secured?

She opened her eyes.

To total darkness.

Dust. It’s only dust.

Not convinced of that explanation, her hypothalamus ordered up a precautionary round of adrenaline.

Her olfactory lobe IDed the pillow, dank and mildewed from decades spent cushioning the heads of down-in-the-heels travelers. She raised up from it. Slid her phone from beneath it.

The screen came to life, illuminating her hand and the frayed ribbon bordering the ratty polyester blanket. The cast-off glow revealed little else of her surroundings.

Swinging her legs over the side of the mattress, she sat up, scrolled left, and tapped the flashlight app. Sent the plucky little beam looping around her.

Shadows bounced from the room’s sparse furnishings in a jumble of cascading angles and shapes. A bureau held level with an ancient keyboard jammed under one corner. A rusty brass floor lamp. A wheeled metal clothing rack holding four hangers.

Nothing alarming.

Until the narrow white shaft landed on the door.

Black smoke was oozing through the gap where the bottom failed to meet the floor. Beyond the gap, orange-and-yellow light danced fitfully.

Flames?

Barely breathing, she tiptoe ran across the carpet and placed a palm on one panel.

The wood felt warm.

She touched the knob.

Hot!

Using the hem of her tee, she turned the handle and inched open a peephole. Flames twisted around the bed and curled the drapes at the window in the adjacent room.

Her breath froze.

She slammed the door.

Ohgodohgodohgod!

She listened. Heard no alarm. No sirens.

What to do!? What to do!?

She called out.

“Help! Please! I’m in here!”

Nothing.

She yelled again and again until her throat screamed.

Catching her breath, she strained for any sign of another human being.

Heard no voice. No movement.

Make a run for it? Somehow that seemed wrong. There were flames just beyond her door. She had no idea of the safest route out of the building.

Heart hammering, she retrieved her mobile and jabbed at digits with one trembling finger. Missed. Tried again.

A woman answered on the first ring.

Nine one one. What’s your emergency?

The building I’m in is on fire!

Ma’am. Please stay calm.

Oh, God!

Give me your location.

I don’t know the address. It’s a rented room.

Okay. I’ve alerted the fire department. A team will arrive shortly.

I’m going to die!

No. You’re not. I’ll stay on the line with you. Do you understand?

Yes.

She coughed.

Ma’am, are you injured?

It’s getting hard to breathe.

Does the room have a fire escape?

No!

Her eyes felt like smoldering embers. Tears ran down her cheeks.

A window?

No!

A door?

Yes! It feels hot!

Do not open the door. Can you wet a towel or pillowcase and place it over your face?

There’s no water in here.

Choking black smoke was slowly filling the room. She coughed until her belly ached and she tasted blood in her mouth.

What’s your name?

What?

What’s your name?

Skylar.

Skylar, I want you to keep low and move away from the door.

Did the woman sound angry? At her? Was this predicament her fault?

I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen.

Her gut heaved. She gagged.

Skylar. Move away from the door.

Nausea and terror were taking their toll. She could barely hear. Barely think.

Skylar! Move back!

The barked command made her flinch. And spurred her into action.

Covering her mouth with one shaky hand, she crawled into the narrow space between the bureau and a back corner of the room. Pressed her shoulders to one wall. Shot forward upon feeling the heat through the thin cotton.

Arm-wrapping her drawn-up legs, she gulped a series of shallow breaths. Leaned sideways to vomit. Swallowed to wash the bitter bile from her mouth.

Where was the 911 woman? Had she been abandoned? Left alone to die?

Where was her phone? Had she dropped it when the woman’s shout caused her to jump? Had she really had a mobile? Or only imagined one?

The blaze sizzled and popped on the far side of the door, barely visible through the thick dark smoke. Her ears took in the sounds, detached now, incurious.

Beyond her tiny room, something went whoosh. Flames sent tentacles licking through the cracks around the jamb, painting her body in swimmy amber tones. She watched the plastic sign hanging from the knob twist, blacken, and melt. Shh! Quiet! it ordered.

She thought hypnotically: I’m going to die. I’m going to die. I’m going to die.

The mantra calmed her some. Or maybe her brain was succumbing to the lack of oxygen.

Images skittered through her mind. Her dog, Peaky. Her sister, Mellie. The bridal dress she’d worn less than a year earlier.

Had he found her?

She lowered her lids.

Black dots swirled behind them.

She rested her forehead on her upraised knees.

The room began to recede.

The dots congealed into solid black.






CHAPTER 1

CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA

The collection of tiny, gnawed fragments had once been a man. I’d known that right off.

But was that man Norbert Mirek?

I glanced at the wall clock. Eight p.m. I should have left hours ago. But here I was with Norbert. Possibly Norbert.

I was in autopsy room four. The stinky room. My usual haunt.

The whiz-bang ventilation was having little impact on the stench rising from the mix spread out before me. A mix of soil-crusted scat containing vegetation, hair, bone, and sundry unidentifiable inclusions.

The bony bits weren’t the olfactive offenders. They’d long since parted ways with any soft tissue that bound them together. The culprit was the poop.

I’m a forensic anthropologist. I regularly handle decomposed, burned, mummified, mutilated, dismembered, and skeletal remains. Putrefied flesh does not gross me out. But digging through shit has never topped my list of preferred tasks. This case was reinforcing that aversion.

Unsorted droppings lay in piles to my left, findings of interest on a blue plastic sheet to my right. Additional bags lined a counter at my back.

Here’s the story as I learned it from CMPD homicide detective Skinny Slidell. Though officially retired, due to budget cuts and personnel shortages, Slidell was stepping in occasionally to help resolve low-profile cases.

Always a treat. Skinny has all the charm of dripping snot.

Norbert Mirek, age sixty-eight, owned Lost Foot Pastures, a forty-acre tract of woods and farmland in rural Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. For decades Mirek lived alone on the property, his only companions the pack of rescue dogs he allowed to roam freely. Some thirty of them.

One year ago, Mirek went missing. Two days ago, while hunting turkey at Lost Foot, Mirek’s nephew, Halsey Banks, noted coyotes acting oddly beside a road skirting an overgrown field. Curious, Banks walked the area and found several bleached hunks he thought could be bone. And glasses he thought belonged to his uncle.

CMPD cops had run cadaver dogs over the property and collected the motherlode of canine poop. That poop now lay on the stainless-steel table over which I was bending.

Mirek’s family wanted answers. Mirek’s family’s lawyers wanted answers.

Skinny was nagging.

That’s why I was still at the lab.

Yet, I was finding it hard to focus. It wasn’t just the late hour. Or the organic bouquet invading my nostrils and permeating my clothing and hair. My mind kept looping to the upcoming Memorial Day weekend. To a rendezvous with Ryan and a leisurely three days in Savannah.

We’d booked a room at a small B&B called The Tumble Inn. Ryan would fly to Charlotte the next day. I’d pick him up at the airport and we’d head to Georgia. Four-hour drive. Easy-peasy.

Ryan, you ask?

An astute question.

Andrew Ryan, Lieutenant-détective, Section de Crimes contra la Personne, Sûreté du Québec. Retraité.

Translation: For decades, Ryan was a cop with the Quebec provincial police. Now retired, he works as a private investigator. A sort of bilingual, trans-border Philip Marlowe.

Ryan is also my longtime partner, both romantic and professional. More on that later.

Concentrate, Brennan!

I tweezed free another fragment. The round edge and large pit told me it was a chunk of femoral head. The tooth marks told me it had been doggy lunch.

I placed the chunk with the others.

Returned to Mount Turd.



“Hey, big guy.” Tossing my purse onto the kitchen counter and setting the pizza beside it. “Sorry I’m late.”

No feline.

Anticipating a long day, I’d filled Birdie’s bowl with kibble before leaving that morning. Instead of his usual ankle-wrapping welcome, the cat was ignoring me. His way of saying he did not like the dry chow. Or my long absence.

Bird had a point. It was going on ten. I’d been away almost fourteen hours. But I’d managed to finish sorting through the poop.

Satisfied that some of the bony remnants retrieved from the scat were human, I’d bagged samples to send off for DNA testing. I’d also packaged several gifts for the hair and fiber guys. Then, too exhausted to compose a report, I’d dictated a few sketchy notes before heading home.

To a cranky cat.

Who’d soon learn he’d be staying with a neighbor for three days.

Whatever.

All I wanted was a hot shower, the pizza, then bed.

I got my three wishes. Was down and out when Ray Charles burst into song on my bedside table. “Georgia on My Mind.” My current ringtone. You get it, right?

At that moment, I didn’t. My brain was too groggy.

Blinking, I grabbed the phone and checked the screen.

The digits on top said 3:02 a.m. The sequence below announced Katy’s number.

Sweet Jesus!

A veteran of far too many wee-hour calls, I’m convinced that none ever brings good news.

Suddenly rigid with apprehension, I answered.

“What’s wrong, Katy? Where are you?”

“I’m fine. Will you just chill?”

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“I often call in the middle of the night.”

That was true.

“Can you please snap to?” she said.

I sat up and scooched back against the headboard. Took a beat. Then,

“How goes it, Katy Matey?”

“Do you know how dorky that sounds?”

“You used to like it.”

“When I was six.”

“Aren’t we in a mood.”

“I am not in a mood.”

First the cat, now my daughter.

“What’s up?” At three a.m.? I didn’t add that.

“Taxes and Chinese balloons.”

“And you say I’m a dork?”

“I have a favor to ask.”

“Sure,” I said. Automatic.

“You’re not going to like it.”

Great.

“Do you remember my speaking of Ivy Doyle?”

“Sorry, I don’t.”

“Ivy’s a reporter. She was embedded with my unit during my second deployment to Afghanistan. Now she works for a television news station in Washington, DC.”

A TV journalist. Katy was right. I didn’t like where this was heading.

“I want you to do an interview with her. About a fire she’s covering.”

“You know I don’t do interviews.”

“Why not?”

“Nothing good ever comes from talking to the press.” Same category as late-night calls. I didn’t say that, either.

“Jesus, Mom. That’s so close-minded.”

“Let’s just say I’ve been burned.”

“No pun intended.”

“Hilarious.”

I heard the whoosh of a pop-top. Gulping.

“Can you just speak with her?”

“Sweetie, I—”

“I owe Ivy.” A new tension edged Katy’s plea. “Big-time.”

My daughter rarely spoke of her time in the military. Of the combat she’d seen. The back-to-back war zone tours that had changed her forever. The nightmares that still haunted her sleep.

“I wouldn’t lay this on you if it wasn’t important.” Katy’s voice told me this was a hard ask for her. “To me.”

I waited.

Katy drew a taut breath. “Ivy saved my life.”

I remained very still, picturing my daughter’s army-cropped blond hair. Her intense green eyes. The scar on her cheek.

The scar about which she’d never spoken.

“Do you want to discuss it?”

“No. I want you to help Ivy. She really needs this.”

“Why?”

A beat, then, “That’s not important.”

“Help her how?” Resisting a sigh. Already resigned.

“A building is on fire in the district. I don’t have any details, but people are missing and feared trapped inside. Ivy has been assigned to the story and would like you to talk about what happens during the processing of fire scenes containing dead people.”

“Why me?”

“You wrote an article about—here’s a shocker—processing fire scenes containing dead people. Ivy found it, knows you’re my mother, contacted me.”

I had to think a moment. Bingo.

The publication had appeared more than fifteen years earlier in an obscure journal for arson investigators. I was astounded the piece was still available.

“Where did she dig up that bit of genius?”

“Mom. Nothing ever dies on the World Wide Web.”

True. But the fact that Doyle had unearthed it told me she was one dogged sleuth.

“Ryan is flying down from Montreal tomorrow. I’m picking him up at five-thirty in the evening, then we’re leaving town.”

“Ivy can set up a Zoom meeting whenever you want. You pick the time.”

“Why does this smell like an ambush?”

“The entire thing will take five minutes.”

Except for the whole hair and makeup effort I’d have to make.

“Fine. Eight a.m.”

“Ivy will send you an email with a Zoom link. Have I told you that you’re awesome?”

“No.”

“You’re awesome.”



Five hours later I was seated at my computer, blush on my cheeks, hair in a reasonably stable ponytail. The face filling the left half of my screen was that of a thirty-something with aquamarine eyes, perfect teeth, flawless skin, ginger hair, and a provocatively asymmetric nose. A combo that might have landed it on the cover of Vogue.

To say Ivy Doyle was charismatic would be like saying the Atlantic Ocean was damp. Even digitally, the woman radiated a force that was almost palpable.

So why was it such a big deal to interview me?

“I can’t thank you enough for doing this. Perhaps Katy mentioned it, but I’m pitching a show to the network. It’s called ID: Ivy Doyle Digs. Get it? The title uses my initials.”

“Clever.”

“Currently, I do ID as a podcast. But I don’t want to stay a local reporter and podcaster forever. I know this fire isn’t the story of the century, but scoring an on-air interview with a celebrity scientist will improve my visibility. Which never hurts in the TV biz.”

Celebrity scientist?

Unsure how to respond, I said nothing.

“To not waste your time, I’ll do an intro later and paste that part in, explaining that the building has been burning since sometime after midnight, and that recovery will begin as soon as the site is deemed safe. This morning, I’ll just outline your qualifications, then go to my questions. You cool with that?”

“Let’s do it.” A tad uneasy not having seen those questions.

Ivy’s shoulders squared. She nodded, then, receiving a signal that the camera was rolling, began in a voice deeper and more modulated than the one I’d just heard.

“With me is Dr. Temperance Brennan, consulting anthropologist to the Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner in Charlotte, North Carolina, and to the Laboratoire de Sciences Judiciaires et de Médecine Légale in Montreal, Canada.”

Doyle’s French pronunciation, usually mangled by reporters, was perfect.

“One of only a handful of experts ever certified by the American Board of Forensic Anthropology, Dr. Brennan is a specialist in the recovery and analysis of burned human remains. Thank you so much for being here, Doctor.”

“My pleasure.”

Christ. I sounded like a waiter at the Ritz.

“Dr. Brennan. The fire has been raging since approximately two a.m., and at least four people remain unaccounted for.” Slightly breathy. “The building is close to a century in age. Sections of its interior have collapsed. What are scientists up against in cases like this?”

“The search for victims can’t begin until the rubble has cooled and the surviving parts of the structure have been declared sound. Once those conditions have been met, search and recovery can begin.”

“I imagine the process will be slow and painstaking. What difficulties will searchers encounter?”

“One problem might be floor collapse.”

“Please explain that.”

“Though stone or brick walls may survive the flames, wooden floors may collapse and accordion down onto each other. Bodies of victims often end up at the lowest level under layers of debris. But not always.”

“Investigators are trying to establish the names of the missing. People known to live or be renting rooms in the building. How helpful will that information be?”

“Extremely.”

Doyle waited for me to elaborate. When I didn’t, “You say recovery will largely be a matter of working through layers.” She frowned, an appropriately troubled wrinkling of her brow. “What will searchers find?”

“It’s hard to say. Prolonged exposure to intense heat coupled with crushing pressure from the weight of fallen debris are not a good combination.”

A beat, then Doyle shifted gears.

“Once a body is brought to your lab, what procedure do you follow?”

“In the jurisdictions in which I work, a pathologist would be in charge. In a specialty situation, he or she would call for anthropological expertise.”

“A specialty situation such as a fire death?”

“Yes.”

“Because the deceased isn’t visually recognizable.”

“Yes.” Uncomfortable with such a grisly point.

“What would your role be?”

“I would help to establish identifications.”

“How?”

This interview was getting more detailed than I liked. Mindful of victims’ friends or relatives who might soon watch it, I chose my words carefully.

“I would examine the remains to determine age, sex, ancestry, height, the presence of medical or genetic anomalies—any particularities observable on the bones. I would construct what I call a biological profile. A forensic dentist would observe the teeth and create a dental chart.”

“You’re assuming these poor people will be burned beyond recognition.”

“I’m assuming nothing.” Sharper than I intended. Or not.

“What about fingerprints?”

Images of charred corpses bombarded my mind. I saw the scorched flesh. The curled and blackened limbs. The distorted or missing digits.

“One can always hope, but the hands would have to be in printable condition, and even if they were, the prints would have to be in some database to be useful.”

“Of course. I’m told that family members will be asked to provide DNA samples. Is it possible to get genetic information from a burned skeleton?”

“It’s possible.” The subject was far too complex, so I left it at that.

“What are your thoughts when you’re doing this kind of work? Are the victims always foremost in your mind?” Bright red lips pressed grimly together.

“Yes. But at the scene or in the lab I remain focused. Completely objective. My goal is to get every victim back to his or her family, whatever may be left of them.”

“What can you say to those anxious for word on their loved ones?”

“I know that waiting must be unbearably hard. But proper recovery and identification takes time. It’s heartbreaking, but be patient. Those working are doing the best they can.”

“Thank you so much, Dr. Brennan.”

“My pl— You’re welcome.”

When we’d disconnected, I sat a moment replaying my comments in my head. Decided it wasn’t a great interview, not a bad one, either.

Still, the exchange with Ivy Doyle hadn’t altered my view that only woe comes from media exposure.

Within hours that view would be proven correct.






CHAPTER 2

My cell phone rang as I was packing.

The caller’s number began with the digits 202. The area code for Washington, DC.

Normally, I ignore unknown numbers. Something told me to make an exception.

I looked at Birdie.

If a cat could shrug, he did.

Tossing a swimsuit into the rollaboard, I tapped the green icon.

“Temperance Brennan.”

“Dr. Brennan. I’m so glad I caught you. It’s Jada Thacker.” The voice was female, and clearly nervous.

“Yes?”

“I don’t know if you remember me. We met years ago at an AAFS meeting in Seattle. I’d just graduated med school and was about to begin a residency in pathology.”

“Of course.” Total blank.

“I asked your opinion on a field course in forensic archaeology that I planned to take.”

A vague recollection began to coalesce. A very large young woman with enormous earrings and hair the shiny black of crow’s feathers.

And far too much bubbly enthusiasm for that late in the day.

Now that woman sounded pinched and anxious.

“What can I do for you, Dr. Thacker?”

“I just watched the interview you did for WTTG. I got your contact information from Ivy Doyle. The reporter. I hope that’s all right.”

“Uh. Huh.” It wasn’t.

“I’ll come straight to the point. Based on witness accounts, we believe people perished in this fire. I’m the interim medical examiner for the District of Columbia, so handling those deaths is my responsibility. As you so brilliantly pointed out in your responses to Ms. Doyle, proper processing of a fire scene requires a very specific skill set. A skill set no member of my staff possesses.”

Nope. No way.

“My techs are capable of basic recovery, of course. Most have worked fire scenes. But they’ll need expert direction and oversight for this one. Guidance from someone with extraordinary knowledge and vast experience.”

“Isn’t there a board-certified anthropologist in the DC area?” I asked, ignoring that Thacker was laying it on thick.

“Normally I’d rely on Gene Raynor. But Dr. Raynor is in Portugal and unavailable.”

“Aren’t there others?”

“I want you.”

I braced. Anticipating that for the second time in twenty-four hours a forceful young woman was about to try to sell me a line.

“I need your help, Dr. Brennan. I owe it to these victims and to their families to get the job done right.”

“I’m so sorry, Dr. Thacker. I have plans that will tie me up for the next few days. But I’d be happy to refer you to—”

“I’m going to share some intel. What I say must remain strictly between us.”

Confidential info was the last thing I wanted.

“The authorities suspect that the property was being used as an illegal Airbnb.”

“It was unlicensed?”

“Yes. According to witness statements, the second and third floors were subdivided into a warren of rooms, many without windows, none with fire escapes. One long-term renter claims there were at least four people sleeping on the upper levels when the fire broke out.”

“Why wasn’t the place shut down?”

“I don’t know. What I do know is that the poor souls inside that building didn’t stand a chance.”

A new collage of images strobed in my brain, vivid as the day it happened. To me. The old row house in Pointe-Saint-Charles. The acrid smoke. The reeking gasoline-soaked rug. The hungry flames devouring the ancient wood.

Thacker’s voice snapped me back to the present.

“—obtained some names. One of those feared dead is a nineteen-year-old Canadian named Skylar Reese Hill. I’ve heard a recording of Hill’s nine-one-one call. The terror in the girl’s voice is heart-wrenching.”

“Hill is among the missing?”

“Yes. And her husband is demanding answers and not bothering with polite.”

I really didn’t give a damn about the husband who is suddenly greatly concerned, perhaps because he senses the possibility of money. But I was touched by the death of a nineteen-year-old struggling to stay alive.

Thacker allowed a moment of silence to emphasize the gravity of her next words.

“I’m begging you, Dr. Brennan. Please find it in your heart to help me. To help them.”

My gaze dropped to the half-filled suitcase. To the sundresses and sandals stacked beside it. While I’d been thinking about juleps and pecan pie, innocent victims had been perishing in an inferno.

Damnitdamnitdamnit!

“Okay.”

“Really? You’ll come?”

“Yes.” It was so far from okay it wasn’t even in the same galaxy.

“Thank you so, so much.” There was that bubbly that I recalled. “How soon can you leave?”

I glanced at the clock. Nine-seventeen. I had to repack, placate and deliver Birdie to my neighbor, then drive to the airport.

“Eleven.”

“I’ll book a hotel and a flight and call you right back.”

“Right back” was almost an hour later. The bubbly was gone, replaced by an elevated level of distress.

“I’m sorry this took so long. My secretary, my assistant, and I have all been on the phone. In addition to the normal Memorial Day frenzy of tourists, DC is hosting WorldPride 2025 and there’s some mammoth event this weekend. The district will be insane. The good news is that I managed to finagle a room at the Hyatt Place, which is right across the street from our office.

“The bad news is that there isn’t a single seat on any direct flight from Charlotte. I could get you here by seven, but it would involve changing planes and a long layover in Philadelphia.”

Mother of God. Could this get any worse?

“I’ll drive,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“It’s only six hours.” In the wrong damn direction.

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. Text when you’re an hour out and I’ll arrange for a meet in my office. The fire investigator will be thrilled to have you.”

He wasn’t.



I don’t mind long road trips. Cross-country travel brings out the pioneer in me. Not that I was migrating west in a covered wagon. Or blazing a trail through uncharted wilderness.

I’d made the trip to DC many times. Still, I enjoyed reading each exit sign as it flew by. Mooresville. Greensboro. Richmond. Fredericksburg.

I played mental games imagining life in those towns. The school plays. The office rivalries. The neighborhood dramas.

The lure of the open highway. Unknown people. Unknown places.

At the height of the craze, my father owned a CB radio. When I could score the family car, I’d put my “ears” on and chat with Thunderman or Big El or K-Bone, believing they had no idea I was only a kid. Breaker! C’Mon! My handle was Scooter.

Eventually, my sister, Harry, ratted me out. Mama shut down my trucker pastime, fast and hard.

The day was warm and muggy, with fat dark clouds rolling and shouldering low in the sky. The farther north I went, the more imminent the rain seemed. I hoped the storm would hold off until I’d reached the hotel.

As soon as I’d disconnected with Thacker, I’d phoned Ryan. The call had not gone well. Though he’d tried to mask it, I could read the annoyance in his voice. The frustration. As he correctly pointed out, it was the second time that spring I’d canceled plans with him.

Suck it up, dude. I was disappointed, too.

The hasty transfer of the cat was also unpleasant. Released from his carrier, Birdie had shot under my neighbor’s couch and begun howling like his genitals were on fire.

Same sentiment. I wasn’t going to a damn spa, Bird.

Now and then an eighteen-wheeler went by too fast, a black or red blur that rocked my Mazda and roused me from my thoughts. I’d brought coffee in one of those insulated Yetis. With each blast, I downed more, and was soon afloat on caffeine.

For a while I listened to an audiobook. When that ended, I went back to the radio, switching stations as I left different NPR broadcast areas.

I am not a slow driver. Ryan tells me I have a lead foot. An overused descriptor but, in my case, accurate.

I took I-85 to I-95 and made good time. Was near Stafford, maybe an hour from the capital, when two things happened.

The storm broke.

Traffic ground to a halt.

Noting the sea of red taillights ahead, I braked.

Waited.

Nothing moved.

I waited some more.

Cursed.

I am also not a patient driver.

Irritated, I shifted into park and leaned back, resigned to the delay.

Rain slammed the windshield and drummed a million tiny bullets against my hood and roof. The wind gusted, swirling the deluge and occasionally yielding glimpses of the world outside my little bubble. During those brief intervals, vehicles emerged and took shape before vanishing back into the gray void.

As with most thunderstorms, this one passed quickly, and traffic began to crawl. In ten-foot bursts. Accelerate. Brake. Accelerate. Brake. I spent the next hour lurching my way forward.

I’ll be the first to admit that I have a temper. Always have had. My grandmother attributed this character flaw to my Irish genes. But Gran credited everything, good or bad, to that same Gaelic DNA.

As a kid I wasn’t great at keeping my temper in check. It had a high trigger point but once tripped, I’d spew venom on anyone and anything within range.

As an adult I’ve developed techniques to catch myself in that split second before I detonate and let loose. Sometimes I count. Sometimes I do yogic breathing. Sometimes I run through the lyrics of a song in my head.

The shattered plans for Savannah. The cranky cat. The long drive. The unforgiving traffic. The grim task ahead.

Alone in the car, I didn’t even try restraint. Letting the disappointment and frustration blast free, I cursed and wished pestilence on the unseen drivers in the vehicles around me.

The internalized tantrum helped. If not with the clogged artery that was I-395, then at least with my frazzled nerves. When the private outburst had played itself out, I asked my cell phone to dial Thacker’s number. She answered on the first ring.

I reported that my navigation app was putting me at forty minutes away. She commiserated about the traffic and said she’d meet me at the hotel.



With its stacked windows and lighted overhang projecting above glass front doors, the Hyatt Place looked like a thousand other high-rise inns in America. One corner of the building was all glass and steel. Flags flew from poles on the roof. Signs identified the brand in enormous vertical and horizontal letters.

It was almost seven when I pulled up to the entrance. A doorman with chocolate skin and smoke-yellowed teeth queried my intent. His name tag said T. Valentine.

I told T. Valentine I was checking in. Accepting my car keys, he offered help with my luggage. I thanked him and said I’d prefer to pull the bag myself.

The lobby was spacious and done in what the designer might have labeled cubist modern. Rectangular sofas and desks. Square footstools. Oblong slashes on the carpet. Lots of gray and yellow.

I looked around. Saw no one I thought could be Jada Thacker.

Why did I find the woman’s absence surprising? Nothing else was going as expected.

I crossed to one of the desk clerks, an Asian man so small his chin barely cleared the top of the counter. His tag said H. Cho.

I told H. Cho that a reservation had been made in my name. He beamed and asked for ID.

After a quick glance at my license and my face, H. Cho typed my name into the system. His smile held as he studied the screen. Faltered as his fingers again flew over the keyboard.

“I’m sorry, madam. Could the reservation be under a different name?”

“Perhaps Jada Thacker?”

More typing.

“No.”

An eight-hour drive that should have taken six. No holiday with Ryan. No room. No Thacker.

The tripwire in my brain tightened.

I took a deep breath.

It wasn’t H. Cho’s fault.

I opened my mouth to express my displeasure.

“Dr. Brennan.” Breathless.

I turned.

The person rushing toward me was not who I expected.






CHAPTER 3

The woman looked like an ad for Paris Fashion Week. Standing maybe six feet tall and weighing no more than one-fifty, she had high cheekbones and short black hair gelled straight back from her face.

“Dr. Brennan.” Fashion Week extended a hand. “I’m Jada Thacker.”

We shook, moi hoping I was hiding my surprise.

Apparently, I wasn’t.

“I know.” Thacker smiled broadly. “I’ve dropped a few pounds since that meeting in Seattle.”

“Such a long time ago.” Too flummoxed to summon a wittier response.

“My apologies for being late. Something came up as I was leaving the office.”

“Of course.”

“All set here?”

“Actually, no. The gentleman can’t find a reservation for me.”

“What seems to be the problem?”

H. Cho, who’d been following our conversation, perked up when the attention shifted to him.

“We’re fully booked, ma’am. The lady’s name isn’t in the system.”

“The doctor has come to DC to assist with the recovery effort at the Foggy Bottom fire. She’s just finished a very long drive and would undoubtedly like to freshen up. Surely, we can resolve this quickly.”

H. Cho raised both palms in a “what can I do” gesture.

Thacker turned to me, smile now a bit strained. “Please have a seat while I straighten this out.”

I nodded, crossed to one of the yellow sofas, and dropped. Snugging the rollaboard to my knees, I looked around.

The lobby was slowly filling with patrons. Or maybe I hadn’t noticed them when I’d arrived.

Across from me, a couple in matching stars-and-stripes sweatshirts studied a tourist brochure and seemed to agree on nothing. A teen slumped boneless in a chair to their right, working patterns on the armrest with one fingertip.

An old geezer in a rainbow blazer and red bow tie entered from the street and crossed to the elevators. When the doors opened a family of five bustled out. The tense hunch of Dad’s shoulders suggested he was not a happy fellow.

I was checking my watch, again, when a shadow fell across my wrist. I looked up. Thacker was standing close, proffering a room key.

“We’re good for one night.”

“One night?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll sort it. Are you hungry?”

“Yes.” The term didn’t do justice to the grievance my stomach was registering.

“How about I give you twenty minutes to get settled? I’ll order takeout and text the deputy fire chief to meet us at my office.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“What would you like to eat?”

“An entire Chinese buffet.”



DC’s chief medical examiner facility, the OCME, is located in the Consolidated Forensic Laboratory. Sharing the same address at the CFL are the Department of Forensic Sciences and the Metropolitan Police Department. Odd bedfellows. Nerds and cops under one roof.

That roof topped a six-story modern colossus at the intersection of 4th and E Streets in Southwest Washington. Lots of concrete, steel, and glass, with sun-activated solar panels shading one side. Pretty landscaping. And, blessedly, just steps from the hotel.

After swiping her security card, Thacker led me across a lobby whose speckled black-and-white tile gleamed with the commanding appearance of a surgical suite. At eight p.m. on the eve of a holiday weekend the cavernous space was largely deserted.

When I’d signed a register and presented ID, a bored-looking receptionist issued me a pass proclaiming VISITOR: Escort Required in bold block letters. Apparently, I wasn’t to be trusted unaccompanied.

Thacker and I crossed to the elevators, her three-inch stilettos clicking sharply. Thumbing a button, she explained that her office used a portion of the lobby level for intake but was mostly housed on the fifth and sixth floors.

When the car came, we ascended in silence, both doing that eyes-on-the-floor-indicator-lights thing. A previous occupant must have showered in Brut. The small cell reeked of the stuff.

Exiting on five, we walked a long hallway, Thacker’s stilettos muted by the institutional gray-on-gray patchwork carpet. As had been the case downstairs, I saw no one except a receptionist.

Thacker continued her tour, pointing out that the floor above was dedicated to administration, the floor we were on to death investigation. Located on our level were a tox lab and several autopsy rooms. She suggested we skip those areas, since I’d be seeing them soon. I agreed.

The offices we passed were set off by orange walls down low and frosted glass panes rising above. Plaques identified the occupants as pathologists, anthropologists, medico-legal investigators, and forensic identification specialists. A roster as familiar to me as my own hand.

Thacker’s digs—not small and not large—were nicer than most government accommodations I’d seen. Directly opposite the door, an L-shaped desk pointed across the room, then turned left along the wall. Matching wood cabinets hung above the wall arm. A computer sat in the desk’s center.

Occupying every other horizontal surface was evidence of the endless bookkeeping associated with handling the dead. Stacked printouts I suspected were intake rosters, correspondence, lab test results, and reports. Antemortem medical records sent from clinics and hospitals. CDs holding stored X-rays. Manila case files, some thick, others strikingly thin.

Floor-to-ceiling glass formed the back wall. Beyond the plants lining its double sills and the movable solar panels outside, I could see I-395. Twinkling ribbons of head- and taillights streamed in both directions, one white, one red.

Under the desk’s outward-projecting arm was a NASA-level ergonomic seat. Facing it were two chairs, each a complicated arrangement of black Naugahyde and chrome. A grease-stained white bag sat on the desk’s blotter.

Thacker had taken my quip literally. The bag looked enormous. The smells of garlic, ginger, and sesame sent my stomach into a full-gainer flip.

While Thacker got plates and utensils, I withdrew a collection of little white cartons, each decorated with a cheerful red pagoda. We were serving ourselves kung pao chicken, Sichuan pork, dumplings, and fried rice when a loudly cleared throat caused us to turn.

A figure stood framed in the doorway. Maybe five-six, the guy had the body of a former gymnast nurturing a fondness for pastry. Narrow face and shoulders. Pale gray eyes the size of dimes. Thinning blond hair combed painfully forward.

A patch on the man’s black shirt showed the Capitol with US and DC flags above, fire and medical symbols below. The words District of Columbia Fire and EMS wrapped the periphery.

A smoky film on the man’s face suggested he’d come straight from work. Its expression said he was not happy about being called away.

“Ah, Sergeant Burgos. I was expecting Captain Hickey.”

“He’s a tad busy.” The voice was high and nasal, the tone sarcastic as hell.

“Of course.” Thacker arced a palm toward the food. “Please join us.”

“No, thank you.”

“Dr. Brennan, I’d like you to meet Luis Burgos. Goes by Lubu if I recall correctly?”

Burgos didn’t confirm or deny.

“Sergeant Burgos is the investigator assigned to this terrible fire.”

I extended a hand.

Burgos didn’t shake it.

Alrighty, then.

“Please, have a seat.” Thacker’s palm was now aimed at the Naugahyde and chrome.

Burgos yanked the closest chair and sat. Raised his left ankle onto his right knee, body language radiating his eagerness to be gone.

Plate in hand, Thacker circled to her ergonomic perch. Noting that she’d taken only a few spoonfuls of edamame beans to gnaw on, I moved to the seat beside Burgos.

“Dr. Brennan is the forensic anthropologist I told Captain Hickey about. She’s come—”

“Where’s Gaynor?”

“Portugal.”

Burgos flicked the upraised foot several times but said nothing.

“If I’m not mistaken, Engine Company 23 was the first unit to respond to the fire?”

Burgos nodded.

“And you’ve been there with them right from the start.” Thacker’s voice oozed compassion and gratitude.

Burgos’s foot flicked again.

To me, Thacker said, “Sergeant Burgos is here to brief you on the situation.”

Burgos spoke to Thacker, ignored me. “The situation is that the bastard’s still hot and I’ve gotta get back there.”

“Of course. A short summary will give Dr. Brennan an idea of the conditions she’ll encounter.”

Burgos sighed. “What do you wanna know?”

Having worked with equally hostile cops, I recognized the signals. The man thought his time too valuable to be wasted on coaching a geek scientist.

“It would help to have a sense of the fire’s intensity,” I said.

“The call came in as a two-alarm, quickly went to three. Right now, there’s six engine companies with four personnel each, three ladder companies with five personnel each, a heavy rescue squad with five, an ambulance with two EMTs, a medic unit with two paramedics, an air unit, and a rehab unit on site. That give you some sense?”

“Thank you. That’s very thorough. What does the air unit do?” I asked, unfamiliar with the term.

Burgos answered, still without looking at me. “Refill the firefighters’ air bottles.”

“The rehab unit?”

“Provide a rest platform and rehydration liquids.”

“That’s a serious crew.”

“Look, lady. You gotta understand.” Slow, a teacher to a dull student. “It’s Foggy Bottom. The building’s old and full of all kinds of flammable shit. The fire’s been burning since two in the morning. The motherfucker’s still got fuel and she don’t wanna give it up.”

“I understand that people may have died in that building. That there may be bodies in the rubble. I’d like to understand when I can recover those victims.”
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