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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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CHAPTER 1
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The elevator doors closed with a soft pneumatic sigh, sealing Luis Ortega in with his own reflection, the reek of fire clinging to his sleeves and the sharp, secondhand tang of chemical foam wedged in every crease of his work shirt. The uniformed officer at his side didn’t offer conversation; he simply pressed the button for the second floor and stood at parade rest, eyes fixed on the digital display as if every passing number confirmed a private suspicion about the world. Luis watched the numbers too, not because he was interested in the progress, but because focusing on anything else risked catching sight of his own face in the elevator’s brushed steel.

––––––––
[image: ]


He kept his hands folded together—palms rough and red, the kind of callus you didn’t get unless you’d spent years on the line. Under the fluorescent elevator light, the skin looked dry enough to crack. He pressed thumb to palm in slow, nervous circles.
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The second floor landing was a narrow corridor the same color as sanded concrete, though the scuff marks near the door handles suggested most people came and went with little interest in the décor. The officer—name patch smudged, but the badge real enough—led him to the end of the hall, past an empty conference room and a fire safety poster that looked like it hadn’t been updated in a decade. The interrogation room was smaller than he’d expected. Maybe ten feet by twelve, with no windows and a single door. The first thing he noticed: the metal table, bolted straight through the tile, as if the real threat was that someone might try to take it with them on the way out.
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There were two plastic chairs lined up on one side, one lonely seat on the other. A wall-mounted clock, oversized and schoolhouse white, read 7:14 a.m. The air felt pre-staled. Above, a fluorescent tube hummed at just the right pitch to keep a man from ever fully relaxing.
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The officer said, “Just have a seat. He’ll be right in,” then left with a click of the handle that seemed louder than it had to be.
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Luis didn’t sit right away. He took a lap around the table, trying to ignore the way the floor vibrated slightly underfoot, the legacy of last night’s shift. Only when his hands started to feel useless did he choose the single chair, lower himself carefully, and rest his palms on the edge of the table where he could see them. He wondered if the officers who designed this room knew that the hardest part wasn’t waiting for someone to show up. It was waiting for your own body to stop remembering the reasons you might be here.
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Ron Avery arrived at 7:21, dressed for a day off: soft-flannel shirt, dark jeans, boots that hadn’t seen polish in a long time. He had a short beard—trimmed but not sculpted—and a way of moving that was both relaxed and perfectly in control, as if the room had been measured to his precise stride.
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He carried two paper cups of coffee, the kind you only found in gas stations and precincts. He set one in front of Luis and took the other for himself, then eased into the chair across, making a deliberate show of leaving the other seat empty.
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“Luis?” he said, using just the first name, voice even and unhurried. “I’m Ron. Thanks for coming in so early. I know it’s been a hell of a night.”
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Luis stared at the coffee. He couldn’t tell if the invitation was to drink or simply to have something to do with his hands.
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Ron sipped his own. “Not gonna lie, ours is from the machine down the hall, so manage expectations. But the cream and sugar are decent.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Luis took the cup, held it in both hands. He didn’t drink.
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Ron leaned forward, arms loose on the table. “I don’t want you to worry about any of this,” he said. “You’re not under arrest. You’re not being charged with anything. I just want to get your perspective on what happened at Meridian last night. You were there, right? Working swing?”
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Luis nodded.
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“Good. Sometimes the logbook gets it wrong.” Ron produced a tiny spiral pad from his back pocket. He didn’t open it. “Here’s all we’re trying to do: We’ve got some details that aren’t adding up, and I’d like to hear it from your side, just so we can get it down clean. That sound all right?”
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Luis nodded again, this time a little slower.
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“Perfect. So let’s just start with—you get to the site at what time?”
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“Five-thirty,” Luis said. He was surprised by how thin his own voice sounded.
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“PM?”

––––––––
[image: ]


“Yeah. I do fours on, threes off. Yesterday was my first of the block.”
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Ron scribbled in the pad, but only for show. “Who else was on the floor with you?”
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“Patel. Curtis. Couple of new guys, I think. I don’t know all the names. Sorry.”
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“That’s all right. That’s totally fine.” Ron’s eyes were the sort that didn’t bother making a secret of watching you, but he blinked often enough to keep it from being a challenge. “You ever work with them before?”
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“Curtis, yeah. Not the others.”
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“Anything stand out about last night?”
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Luis shook his head, but the movement was short and controlled.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Not even the fire alarm at 3 a.m.?” Ron said, a little smile at the corner of his mouth.
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Luis almost smiled too, because the way Ron said it made it sound like he was trying to catch him in a game, but he only pressed his lips together. “I mean, that was the main thing.”
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“Walk me through it?” Ron prompted. “Start wherever you want.”
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Luis looked up at the clock. 7:27. He tried to remember how the alarm sounded, whether it was the regular one or the pre-evac chirp. He tried to reconstruct the order—first the shouting, then the strobe lights, then the run to the nearest extinguisher, then—
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He realized he’d left too much silence, and Ron was just sitting there, waiting.
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“I heard shouting,” Luis said. “Didn’t think it was a drill because nobody drills at three a.m.”
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“That’s a fair point,” Ron said. “What did you do next?”
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Luis rubbed his hands together. “We ran to the east corridor. Curtis was already there, pulling the lever. Fire was inside the wall, I think. Sprinklers came on, but not all the way. There was a lot of smoke, not a lot of flame.”
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Ron nodded, writing nothing. “You ever see anything like that before? At Meridian or elsewhere?”
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Luis shook his head. “I’ve only been at Meridian since January. Couple years at RivetWorks before that. But nothing like this.”
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“Anyone seem off last night? Nervous, distracted, anything?”
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Luis almost said “no” before thinking about the way Patel had kept fiddling with his phone, or how the new guy with the goatee spent most of the shift asking about security cams. But he kept it to himself, because it didn’t feel like the kind of thing you said without a better reason.
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“Not really,” he said.
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Ron let it hang for a minute, then took a long drink from his coffee, setting the cup down
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