
Spot Fire

A Cascadia Fireline Mystery, Book Seven

Don Adams




  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SPOT FIRE

    

    
      First edition. October 23, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 don adams.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8237191226

    

    
    
      Written by don adams.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Contents


	Chapter 1: Spotting

	Chapter 2: The Redirect

	Chapter 3: The Intact House

	Chapter 4: One Vent

	Chapter 5: Not Smoke

	Chapter 6: Fire Sale

	Chapter 7: The Partner

	Chapter 8: Panic Is a Market

	Chapter 9: Level Three

	Chapter 10: Pass Times

	Chapter 11: River History

	Chapter 12: The Waiting Buyer

	Chapter 13: Chain of Custody

	Chapter 14: The Wrong Side of the Water

	Chapter 15: The Alibi

	Chapter 16: Held Breath

	Chapter 17: Timed Offers

	Chapter 18: Origin

	Chapter 19: The Coat of Grief

	Chapter 20: The Conflicted Parcel

	Chapter 21: Give It Back

	Chapter 22: The Ledger of Harm

	Chapter 23: The Empty Hand

	Chapter 24: The Financier

	Chapter 25: Before the Smoke

	Chapter 26: Family

	Chapter 27: The Only Door

	Chapter 28: The Chain

	Chapter 29: What It Wasn't

	Chapter 30: The Arrest

	Chapter 31: Green in the Black

	A Note on Fire Safety

	Enjoyed the Book?

	The Cascadia Fireline Mysteries




Chapter 1: Spotting

The fire had a name by noon, and so did the road it was reaching for, though the road's name depended entirely on whom you asked.

"Doctor Smoke," Midge Holloway said over the handheld, a little after one o'clock, her voice coming up out of the static the way heat comes up off a shale slope — steady, and older than the equipment. "Advise your position relative to the ferry road."

I was standing on the shoulder of Highway 12 above Sagehen Flat with a wind meter in one hand and a fair amount of the afternoon already in my throat, and I keyed the radio without taking my eyes off the country.

"Old Mill Road, Midge," I said. "There hasn't been a ferry on the Pineglass since before the bridge. Since before you, most likely."

"There has been a ferry road since my mother crossed on it to be married," she said, unmoved, "and one bad bridge does not unmake a road. You're above the ferry road, looking north at a fire that means to come visit it. Incident Command copies you on the highway."

Incident Command was Midge's '88 Subaru, and it was not up here on the highway with me. It was somewhere down in the corridor across the river, nosed into a turnout with the hatch up and a thermos wedged between the seats, because Midge had appointed herself the day's evacuation net without anyone asking — which was the correct number of people to ask when you were retired out of a lookout cab after thirty years of reading country nobody else bothered to read, and possessed of the settled conviction that the county ran better when she was on the radio. She was not wrong about that. I let her have the ferry road. You do not win the road with Midge. You only find out how long she is willing to say it, and the answer is always longer than the fire will wait.

I clipped the radio to my vest and went back to reading.

Mateo Reyes had called me the night before — the Blue Fir fire management officer and the oldest professional friend I have, which is to say the one I argue with most precisely. The Sagehen was three hours old then and behaving itself, a smudge in the flats that the initial-attack crews had half a line around. He didn't call me for that. He called me because the weather said tomorrow, and because he'd learned across twenty years that the time to put an independent set of eyes on a fire's origin and behavior is before it does anything, not after. Not because he thought anything was wrong. Because if it went the way the forecast promised, he wanted the run documented by someone who read fire for a living and didn't answer to the incident, the county, or the six agencies whose logos were already collecting on the command trailer. I read fires the way some people read water. I said yes before he finished asking, which is our whole friendship in one line.

So I was up on the highway with my instruments while the Sagehen Fire decided what it was going to be, and the country was telling me, in every register I knew how to read.

Sagehen Flat is not a forest and never pretends to be. It is a long shallow bench of sage and cheatgrass and bitterbrush below Highway 12 on the south side of the Pineglass River, sloping up toward the rimrock — old grazing ground, the kind of country people call empty because it declines to be dramatic about being full. By early August it was cured to the color of a paper bag. The bunchgrass had gone off months ago; the cheatgrass between it had gone off weeks ago, fine and dead and standing, which is the fuel that frightens me most and impresses people least. Timber makes the photographs. Grass makes the runs. A cured grass fire moves at the speed of the wind laid flat on the ground, and it does not need much wind.

It was going to get much wind. I could feel the afternoon changing already, the way you feel a room change when someone walks into it behind you. All morning an inversion had sat on the valley like a lid on a pot — the smoke from the Sagehen had risen a few hundred feet and then flattened out and slid sideways, gray and sullen and low, refusing to stand up. That flat smoke had been the best news of the morning. It meant the air was stable. It meant the fire was breathing through a straw.

But the sun had been working on that lid since eleven, and now, at a little past one, I watched the column change its mind. The smoke that had been leaning and gray began, over the space of maybe twenty minutes, to gather itself and lift — to punch up through the level where it had been trapped and stand, white-shouldered and hard-edged, climbing. The inversion was breaking. The lid was coming off the pot. When that happens the fire stops breathing through a straw and starts breathing through the whole sky, and everything it does after that, it does faster.

I took a wind reading I didn't really need. Fifteen, gusting past twenty, out of the southwest and freshening, which meant it was pushing the fire straight down the length of the Flat toward the river — across the country below my overlook. The relative humidity had fallen into the teens. The slope ran with the wind. Fuel, weather, and topography were three horses hitched the same direction and just now feeling the whip, and there is a particular ugliness to watching all three line up, because it is also, if you have spent your life at this, a kind of terrible legibility. The fire was about to become very easy to read. That is never good news.

I keyed Mateo. "Your inversion's lifting," I said. "You've got maybe forty minutes before the head really sits up. It's going to make a run at the river."

"Copy the run," he said. He sounded like a man doing four things. "Rivers stop, Mara. Tell me the river stops it."

"The river stops the flaming front," I said. "The river does not stop the fire."

There was a silence on his end that I recognized. It was the silence of a man who knew exactly what I meant and had ten people around him who did not, and no time to teach them.

Because here is the thing about a wind-driven fire in cured fuel, the thing I have spent my career watching people learn too late: it does not politely arrive at a barrier and stop. A fire running that hard throws its own weather ahead of itself. The convection column tears loose burning material — cured grass, bark, the light dead stuff — and lofts it up into that rising air and carries it out in front of the flames, sometimes a little way, sometimes a very long way, and drops it, still alight, into fuel that has not yet been touched. Spotting, we call it, which is a mild word for it. Each ember that lands in receptive fuel and takes is a spot fire: a new fire, started ahead of the old one, on the far side of whatever the old one hadn't yet crossed. A road. A green field. A river.

That is the part people cannot make themselves believe, standing on the safe bank of a wide cold river with a fire on the other side. They believe in the water. Water is what stops fire; everyone knows that; you learn it before you learn to read. And it is true of the front, the wall of flame, which will indeed run down to the water's edge and stand there and go no farther. But the embers do not know about the water. The embers go up and over. A river is a wonderful thing and it is not a wall, and I have read the char on the wrong side of enough rivers to have stopped expecting them to behave like one. Give a fire enough wind and enough dry fuel and a column tall enough to loft, and it will reach across a quarter mile of open water and lay a coal down in your gutter, and the width of the Pineglass is not a quarter mile.

And on the far side of the Pineglass, low along the water where the ground was good and the trees were old, ran Old Mill Road. The corridor. Twenty-some households strung along four miles of river — the small acreages and the older riverside houses, the historic mill site with its collapsed race and its interpretive sign nobody read, the bridge, the pump house squatting concrete and gray where the irrigation district drew its water. Green lawns, some of them, and gardens people watered against exactly this month. But green lawns end at fence lines, and past the fence lines the same cured grass ran up under the same old junipers, and juniper, when it goes, goes like a struck match held to a Christmas tree. The corridor was watered at its heart and tinder at its edges, which is the most dangerous kind of place there is, because it looks safe to the people standing in it.

I watched the head of the Sagehen sit up and start to move, and I watched the first of it happen — the thing I had told Mateo about, made suddenly literal in front of me. Ahead of the main smoke, out over the sage where nothing was burning yet, a thin line of paler smoke stood up. Then another, a hundred yards to the side. Little independent smokes, ahead of the front, where an ember had gone out and found a home. Spot fires. The fire was reaching, testing the ground in front of it with a thousand small hands, and every one that caught pulled the whole thing forward faster than it could have walked. They were still on this side of the river. They would not stay this side of the river. The wind that was throwing them a hundred yards would, when the column got its full height in another half hour, throw them a great deal farther than that, and the river lay directly downwind.

It was, I will say this plainly because it is the truth and the two facts live in the same breath, one of the most beautiful things I know how to look at. The white column standing up into a hard blue sky, the amber country running gold to bronze under it, the smoke shadow sliding across the rimrock, the whole valley gone luminous and enormous with the fire's own light. Lethal and lovely, the way the best of this country insists on being both at once, refusing to let you have the beauty without the teeth. I have never gotten used to it and I hope I never do. The day I look at a fire like this and feel only fear or only wonder is the day I've stopped reading it.

Down along Old Mill Road, four miles of people were watering their gardens and listening to Midge on the radio and looking at the far bank of a river that had never failed them, and telling themselves, most of them, that the river would hold. I keyed the handheld.

"Midge," I said. "Where are you sitting?"

"The ferry road, Doctor Smoke, as I have twice told you. Coaxing the Illing girl out of a house she loves more than she fears. It's slow work. People are attached."

"How's your smoke look from down there?"

A pause, and I heard the door of the Subaru, and I could see her in my mind doing what I was doing up here — stepping out into the open and turning her lookout's eye up at the column, reading it the way she'd read country for thirty years from a cab on a peak, with her own instrument that was only her eyes and everything behind them.

"Standing up," she said, and for once there was no argument in it. "It wasn't, and now it is."

"That's right," I said. "It's going to reach for your side of the water. Not the flames. Ahead of them."

Static, while she decided whether to let me be right. Then: "I have run more evacuations off this ferry road than you have read fires, and I will run this one. Incident Command is not new to weather." Which was Midge for I see it too, and I don't like being told, and I let her have that the way I'd let her have the road.

I stood a moment longer with the wind pushing at my back and the meter ticking numbers I already believed, and I did what I always do at this stage, which is to think about who I was to all these people. Seven years I'd lived in Alder Ridge. Seven years in the cedar cottage with the tack-room office, seven years of the Switchback Grill knowing how I took my coffee, and I was still, in the county's private ledger, the federal one — the outside expert, the smoke-reader Mateo brought in, the woman who could tell you to the minute when your road was going to burn and could not, quite, be counted a neighbor while she did it. Useful and outside. A town I could name every road in, by two names each, and did not yet belong to. It is a specific loneliness, being trusted and not claimed. I'd made a kind of peace with it. I'd told myself the reading was enough — that if I got the fire right, I was spared the harder thing, which was choosing whom in a place to belong to and let belong to me.

The column pulsed and gained another hundred feet, and the spots ahead of it stepped forward across the sage, and across the bright cold water the corridor began, very slightly, to stir — a truck door, somewhere; a dog; the small motions of people who have started, at last, to believe the smoke over the far bank. The evacuation was coming down that road whether Midge called it or the county did, and it was coming faster than either of them thought.

I picked up the handheld to tell Mateo how long the river had.


Chapter 2: The Redirect

The afternoon did what I had told Mateo it would do, only sooner, the way an afternoon on a fire takes your forecast for a floor and never a ceiling.

By half past three I had watched the Sagehen shed the last of its morning manners. The column that had stood up over the Flat at one o'clock now leaned its whole white shoulder into the sky, and the head of the fire had come down the length of Sagehen Flat to the near bank of the Pineglass and stopped there, exactly as everyone who trusted rivers had promised themselves it would. The flaming front stood at the water and went no farther. Down along the far bank, four miles of Old Mill Road, people were surely telling themselves a version of that — the flames are at the river, the river is wide, the river will hold.

I had been on the highway shoulder for the better part of three hours, and I had watched the embers not agree.

They had been going over for twenty minutes. Not many, and not far into the corridor yet — a spot lifting off the column, a bright fleck riding the tilt of the wind out over the water, winking out or, once or twice, not. A thread of pale smoke had stood up on the corridor side around a quarter past three, low along the road, where a coal had found the cured grass under somebody's fence line and been beaten out — a garden hose working it, a small brave arc of water — and gone quiet again. The corridor was watered at its heart and cured at its edges, and the edges were where the embers were shopping.

The official picture did not show any of that yet. The county's map still had the fire tidily on the Flat, on our side of the water, because a map is a photograph of a moment already gone by, and the moment it had caught was one when the fire was still being honest about which bank it was on. I have spent a career explaining to good people that a heat map is a lead and a delay, never a live picture — you cannot outrun a fire on it, only be told where the fire agreed to be a little while ago. The corridor was under a go order regardless. Della Quinn's people at the county EOC had put it out clean at two o'clock — a Level 3, evacuate now, the reasons and the map attached, issued before most of the corridor believed it needed one. Whatever else the day did, it would not be able to say it hadn't been told early. Della's orders never gave the day that opening.

"Doctor Smoke, the net has a question for you." A new voice, an hour on the radio now and already the one I listened for — Sergeant Priya Shah, working the sheriff's-office side of the evacuation, deputies moving house to house down the corridor while she held the whole shape of it in her head from a patrol truck at the bridge. She sounded like a woman who had decided the afternoon was going to be difficult and made her peace with it in advance. "You've got the high seat and the instruments. My people are asking how long the road has. Give me a number I can move on."

That she asked me at all was its own small weather. My first summers here, a sworn officer would sooner have consulted the almanac than an outside smoke-reader on a live evacuation. Priya asked the way you ask the person whose job it is, and waited as if she meant to use the answer, which she did.

"The road's fine right now," I said. "The number that matters isn't the flames, Sergeant. It's the spots. The wind's due to back this next hour, and when it does the throw changes. Keep your people west of the mill and keep them moving. I'll call you the minute the throw finds the corridor."

"Copy west of the mill. I'll take your minute when you have it." No wasted breath. She was already relaying it down her own net, and I heard, under her, the ordinary heroic tedium of an evacuation working the way it is supposed to — a deputy reading off a house number, a truck reported rolling, Della's EOC logging each family out by name so that at the end of the day the county would know to the person who was gone and who was not. It is the least cinematic thing in the world and it is the whole game. Getting people out is not a rescue. It is arithmetic, done early, by people who refuse to make a story of it.

Midge was doing arithmetic too, four miles of it, out of Incident Command.

"Ferry road to Doctor Smoke." She came up between two of Priya's transmissions, unhurried, a woman who had run more of these off this road than the sheriff's office had years. "I have the Illing girl. Took the better part of the afternoon. She wanted her grandmother's dishes and I let her have three and told her the fire would take the rest either way, and she believed me because it's true. We are loading now. I'll bring her out behind the Corley place and cross at the bridge."

"Copy that, Midge," I said, and meant the whole of it — because that was not a hapless old woman on a radio, that was thirty years of lookout patience spent one frightened neighbor at a time, and Cass Illing was coming out alive down a road Midge had talked her onto by handing her exactly as much truth as a scared person can carry. "Nicely done."

"I don't require the grade, Doctor Smoke, but I'll file it."

At about a quarter to four, the wind backed.

I felt it in my own collar first, a quarter-turn of the air, the gust line swinging from square down the Flat to a slant that came off the southwest rimrock and set the whole column leaning a new direction, farther east, longer. A fire's spotting is a function of where the top of that column points, and the top had just pointed itself down the throat of the corridor instead of straight across it. The throw lengthened. I watched three, four, six embers come off the shoulder of the plume at once and ride the new slant out over the water — out past the near edge of the corridor where the garden hoses were, out over the watered lawns that would not catch, and down into the reach past the mill where the old junipers stood in cured grass along the road.

Junipers are not trees so much as stored fire that has agreed, for now, to be a plant. A juniper in August, with a coal in its skirt and a backed wind at its base, does not smolder and consider. It stands up all at once, a column of its own, and throws its heat sideways into the next one, and the next, and a line of them along a road becomes, in about the time it takes to say so, a wall of fire laid across that road.

And the reach past the mill was between Midge and the bridge.

By ten to four I did not have to decide to key the radio. The hand had it before the thought was finished — the way it does maybe twice in a career, when the reading arrives whole and there is a person standing in the middle of it.

"Midge. Stop the car." I heard how flat my own voice had gone and let it be flat. "Do not go past the mill. There's a spot taking the junipers on the road side, east of the mill, and the wind just handed it the corridor. It's going to run to the road and cross it before you reach the bridge. You will not beat it. Turn around now and take Cass out the west end, up the county grade to the highway. Go west. Go now."

There is a silence a fire gives you, and there is the silence a proud woman gives you, and for one full second I got both at the same time and could not have said which was worse.

"I have driven —"

"Not today you haven't." I stepped on it, which you do not do to Midge Holloway and live comfortably afterward, and I did it anyway because the alternative was a memorial. "Midge. The bridge is a dead end for you now. The only line out is west and it is open for four more minutes, maybe five. I am looking at it. I can see what you can't from down there. West end, county grade, now, and take the Illing girl with you. Please."

The please was not strategy. It came off the bottom of me and I heard it land.

For a moment nothing but the hiss. Then the Subaru's door — I would have sworn I heard it even at that range, over the fire, which is impossible and which I heard anyway — and Midge's voice came back, and every degree of the argument had been pressed flat out of it and something operational put in its place, which is the thing about her that the county underestimates and I never have.

"West end. County grade. Illing girl aboard." A pause exactly one heartbeat long. "Reason had better be visible, Doctor Smoke."

"It's about to be very visible," I said. "Roll."

She rolled. I could not see the Subaru — it was down under the smoke shadow, in the corridor's own dusk — but I could see the reach past the mill, and I watched the reading come true the way readings do, which is with no drama at all and no mercy either. The spot in the junipers had been a single pale thread when I keyed her. By the time she reported the turn it had found the second tree, and then it did what junipers do. The line of them east of the mill stood up all together, one after another down the road, a bright ragged wall going up faster than a person could have run beside it, and the backed wind took the heat of it and laid it flat across Old Mill Road exactly where I'd said the road would be, and the road went. Where Midge would have been, had she been the woman the county thinks she is instead of the one she is, the pavement disappeared under fire.

She was not there. She was going the other way, west, up the county grade with Cass Illing and three of a dead grandmother's dishes, toward the open highway on the last line that was still a line.

"Ferry road is clear of the corridor," Midge reported, a long two minutes later, and if her voice was steadier than mine it was because she had been steady the whole time and I had been the one holding a radio too hard. "Illing girl is out. I'll deliver her to the Grange." Then, after a beat, cooler than the fire had any right to leave her: "We will speak about how you spoke to me."

"Yes, ma'am," I said. "We will."

I let the breath go that I'd been keeping, and keyed the sergeant.

"Priya. The corridor's gone east of the mill. The spot took the road about a minute ago and it's got the junipers all the way to the water now. Stop inbound traffic at the bridge. Nobody in behind it. Keep the outbound lane clear for the last people coming out."

"Inbound is closed. We’re clearing the last outbound vehicles." She did not ask me to say it twice, and she did not ask me was I sure. She had built the last hour on my minutes and this one was only the next of them. Down her net I heard the order go — inbound traffic stopped, the final outbound count still being checked against Della's list — the machinery of getting people out working toward the final count. At half past four Priya reported the last vehicle clear and the bridge fully shut. Then, off the formal net, in a lower register meant for me: "That was well seen, Doctor Smoke. I had you west of the mill and I did not have the road. You had the road."

"I had the high seat," I said, which was most of the truth. The rest of it — that I had heard my own voice say please to Midge Holloway and would be a while forgetting the sound of it — I kept.

Across the river the corridor was going under. Not all of it; the watered hearts of some places would hold, green lawns and wet gardens standing like little islands while the cured edges burned around them. That is how a corridor like Old Mill Road survives a day like this — in pieces, unevenly, by the arithmetic of who watered and who cleared and where the embers happened to fall. The fire was across the water now. It had done the thing the whole town had told itself it could not do; it had reached across the bright cold Pineglass and taken the far bank, and the far bank was where the houses were, and the mill, and the bridge that was shut, and the low gray concrete of the irrigation pump house sitting in the middle of it where the district drew its water.

The pump house was concrete. The pump house would stand. I noted it the way you note a thing that will survive when so much around it will not, with no idea yet that I would spend the back half of my summer inside the exact minute the fire reached its one small vent — that the hour I was watching, the hour the spot took the far bank, was a clock I would one day lay against another and find they did not agree.

I did not know that. I knew Cass Illing was on her way to the Grange, and Midge with her, and the road they'd have burned on was burning without them. I knew Priya Shah had closed a bridge on my minute. I knew that for the first time in seven years of reading this county's fires I had used a reading to keep a person out of one, and that it had cost me the flat professional distance I'd told myself was the whole of the job — and that I did not want it back.

I picked up the handheld to tell Mateo the corridor was lost and the people weren't, and past his answer I could already hear the shape of tomorrow coming — the front gone through, the smoke lying down, and a burned road full of intact concrete waiting for someone to walk it and say what had happened there.


Chapter 3: The Intact House

The main run finished sweeping Old Mill Road a little after five, and by full dark the Sagehen had done to the corridor what a wind-driven fire does and then, being out of new country to eat, lain down in the cool to smolder and reconsider. I stood on the highway shoulder and watched it go quiet the way they do — the great leaning column softening to a low brown haze that settled into the river cut and would sit there till morning, the individual fires along the road winking down to orange stitches in the black. The night wind came off the rimrock and pushed the smoke around, and through the gaps in it I could see the corridor the way you read a burn after the fact: unevenly, in pieces, the watered hearts standing dark and whole where the cured edges had gone to ash.

It had held. That was the word that came, and I let it. Della's people had put out a clean count at the EOC, and Priya's had rolled the last truck across the bridge before she shut it, and Midge had carried Cass Illing out the west grade with three of a dead grandmother's dishes rattling in the footwell — and when the corridor burned it burned without anybody in it. Twenty-some households, four miles of road the fire had crossed a river to reach, and the ledger at the end of the day read the only way a fire ledger is ever allowed to read as a good one: property, yes; the country, yes; people, no. Nobody was lost. I have worked the other kind, and I will take a black four miles and a full shelter every summer I am given the choice.

I did not sleep much. You do not, after a day when the reading arrives whole and there is a person standing in the middle of it, even when the person walks out the far side. I lay in the cottage with Ember heavy against my shin and heard, under the ordinary tick of the house, my own flat voice saying please into a radio, and could not decide whether I was proud of the day or only worn thin by it, which is a distinction that keeps better till morning anyway.

Morning came the color of a struck match head, the smoke laid down flat over the whole county so the sun came up as a coin you could look straight at. I was at the Grange by seven, because that is where the day after a fire lives — the reunifications, the cots, the long tables — and because I wanted to lay eyes on Midge Holloway before I did another thing.

She was at the coffee urn, holding court over a paper cup, and she saw me come in and set the cup down with the particular care of a woman clearing her hands for work.

"Doctor Smoke."

"Midge."

"Cass Illing slept nine hours and ate two breakfasts, and her grandmother's dishes are on a shelf where she can see them." She said it as a report, flat, the way she'd read me a house number off the corridor. Then she let a silence sit, and I knew the silence, and I did not fill it, because the one thing you owe a proud person is the room to say their own piece in their own order.

"You put me off that road yesterday," she said, "in front of the sergeant, and God, and the entire evacuation net."

"I did."

"I have been turning it over since." She had a way of squaring her shoulders that made her seem taller than a retired lookout in a canvas vest had any business seeming. "So we will have it now, the once, and be done. I have driven that ferry road in worse than this since before you could read a fuel model, Doctor Smoke. I was not going to burn. I was running an evacuation. There is a difference, and one day you will learn it."

I let it land. There was a version of me that wanted to say what I had watched from the high seat — the reach past the mill standing up all together, the pavement gone where her tires would have been — and I did not say a word of it, because I understood, standing there, that her fury was not about the fire at all. Her fury was that for one minute yesterday she had needed somebody else's eyes to live, and Midge Holloway had spent a lifetime being the eyes. You do not argue a person out of that. You let them keep the shape of it.

"Yes, ma'am," I said. "I expect I will."

She held me another second, deciding whether I meant it or was managing her, and found — I think — that it was some honest mix of both, which satisfied her more than either would have alone. She picked her coffee back up. The matter was, for now, filed. It was not closed, and we both knew it was not closed, and that too was allowed.

I did not get to the pump house on my own schedule. Mateo got me there.

He came into the Grange still in yesterday's Nomex, smelling of a night on the line, and the look he gave me across the tables was the look that has meant walk with me for twenty years of our working lives. Behind him, in the doorway, stood Priya Shah, and the fact that she was standing beside a fire management officer at seven in the morning and not at the sheriff's office told me most of what I needed before either of them opened their mouths.

"They found somebody in the burn," Mateo said, low, when I reached him. "In the corridor. This morning, first light, when the ground crews went in to check the standing structures." He rubbed the back of his neck, which is what he



















