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CHAPTER 1



It all started again that morning in Anchorage, as it had five summers before. I knew the case better than anyone, well enough that I was called back up from the San Francisco office at the very first telltale sign.

They found her with both wrists tied—barbed wire again. We’d always been careful to keep this particular detail out of the press, our one fail-safe to eliminate copycats, phonies, and wannabes. Too many of the other details were also the same: he’d left writing in blood on the kitchen walls, hit her in the head with a narrow blunt object. This, and it happened during the white nights. Everything with him was always late at night in the summer, when Alaska never got fully dark.

None of the monikers that we invented in the office, or that the newspapers devised to sell copies, seemed to stick. Too many of the patterns would disappear and then pick up again later. The only constant was the blood. The blood, the white nights, and the female victims.

Most of them were young, healthy women—women a lot like me.

This was where I picked up the case again: on a commuter plane north from California, looking through the file and remembering. I hated flying, but what could I do? I wasn’t going to drive to Alaska.

Five years had passed since I last worked the case—four summers gone—years when I’d done my best to forget it all, to push him out of my mind, to change the images I saw when I closed my eyes.

Funny thing: it was all just starting to work.

And then the call this morning, the girl’s name—Samantha Parker—and my suitcase packed, my ass in the cheap leather seat on Alaska Airlines, and the file folder spread open across my lap.

There were pictures of Samantha as a girl in high school, family photos. In them she was lithe, athletic, vibrant. She looked a lot like how I used to look before the Bureau got ahold of me and turned me into a machine. She ran track; I played volleyball. But her smile was one I knew. It said, “I can beat you.”

Then came pictures of her apartment: the blood of a struggle in the living room, writing on her kitchen walls, broken glass, her bedroom, the bloodstained bed. Finally came shots of her body on a coroner’s table, the vital and secondary wounds cataloged, photographed, listed.

Behind these pages I found selections from the old cases that I didn’t need to be reminded of. I’d committed all the details to memory during that long summer of horrible nights.

Our plane was filled with the same passengers as any other flight into Anchorage at this time of year: hunters, fishermen, tourists bound for a cruise. Locals coming back from their own trips talked across the aisles about places in the Lower 48, confirming the notion that all Alaskans do know one another. I’d refused to believe this at first—until too many of the killings had turned up connections from Homer to Seward to Glacier View and Anchorage. People connected by ways that spiraled and swirled together so no outsider could understand. The longtime Alaska cops had supported me as best they could, but even they started to lose their patience with my questions and the unavoidable cluelessness of an outsider in the strange northern world.

And here I was, going back again, only slightly more accustomed to the Great Land than I’d been at the start of it all.

The businessman next to me—gray suit, briefcase, laptop—tried to exchange glances during takeoff when he wasn’t eyeing my legs. Now he tried to make small talk. I shifted the folder away from him, pushing the coroner’s photos of Samantha Parker’s nude body underneath the pile.

“Heading to Anchorage for work or for pleasure?”

He had the well-fed look of someone going up for work that involved oil, the faint indentation on his ring finger telling me more than I wanted to know. I felt a nagging need to give him the benefit of the doubt. Blame it on my mother, another woman like Samantha Parker who meant nothing but good and got shit for it in the end.

“Just business,” I said.

“What line you in?” He craned his neck closer, trying to get a look at the folder.

It was a policy of the Bureau never to talk business with civilians.

“Salmon,” I said. “I’m looking to farm-raise coho in the Lower 48.” I turned on the fake smile. “There’s just so much we can learn from our citizens up north.”

I held my breath, hoping he’d stay quiet.

“Yeah, we sure can learn a lot from Alaska, can’t we?” He tapped his fingers along the edge of his briefcase. “Lots to learn, and also a lot we can get for our own use, too.”

“In your case, oil, I’m guessing.”

“Well, that and so much else. If you’re interested, I could tell you about—”

I put up my hand to cut him off. The danger in the airplane brush-off is the uncomfortable vibes that last for the rest of the flight, but that’s part of why Steve Jobs invented the iPhone. “Save it,” I said. “I’ve got to study this file before we land, and after that I’ll be out in the field too much to meet you for a drink. Get me?”

I hit him with my toughest look, one I use in interrogations. At Quantico they called it the Closer. Leave it to the guys there to connect me to Kyra Sedgwick. But I believed in my look all the same.

The businessman blinked hard twice, and then turned back to the window. I took my earbuds out of my bag, plugged them into my iPhone, and turned up Schubert for the last hour of the flight. As I was sticking my face into the file, I couldn’t help but notice a look of disdain pass over his face.

So be it.

I could stand to alienate a few people along the way if it helped me do my job. If what I’d seen on this case the first time around was any indication, Samantha Parker’s wouldn’t be the last of the bodies we would find.


CHAPTER 2



On the ground at the airport, one of the local agents greeted me with a sign and a Lincoln Town Car. He was chipper, well dressed, and ready to serve in that laid-back Alaska way. I rerouted him to Samantha Parker’s apartment. The hotel could wait.

Even at nine thirty, the night sky looked like a late afternoon in San Francisco—on its sunniest day. I remembered this part of the summer best: the nights staying light longer and longer, the sun never fully going away. Even after a midnight sunset, the sky never turned darker than a light gray before sunrise a few hours later. Now, in early June, the sun would go down around eleven, fading to a light overcast blue that wouldn’t last long.

Summer here was memorable for these nights. And for him. He had made the most of the sunshine.

“Funny thing about this case,” my driver said. He was a good-looking kid in his late twenties. Old enough that I’d still look good to him, but young enough that he didn’t yet know the job. If he did, the Alaskans wouldn’t have picked him to drive me around. He’d introduced himself as Martinez, making him one of the few Latinos in the whole state.

“Funny?”

“Just that this guy makes the rounds of the state, the whole Kenai Peninsula at least, and no one ever tags him with a good nickname. You know? Usually we get a case with three, four murders—less than half what this guy did—and we’ve stuck him with a name round the office less than two weeks in.”

“I know. Major problem for us to work on. Got to get him a nickname.” I tapped the top of my briefcase. We were coming into downtown, where Minnesota Drive turns into L Street, and I could see the two high-rise hotels that looked out over Cook Inlet, then beyond them the water and the open land on the other side.

“This guy, his case lasts all summer and then sits on the shelf for five years with no leads, nothing, and we still call him the Writer or the Kitchen Scrawler. What kind of names are those?”

I tried not to take too hard the comment about the lack of solid leads on a case that was my first as lead investigator. It was an insult, but it wasn’t clear whether Martinez knew it.

“We toyed with calling this perp the No-Sex Killer,” I said, “or the Father Figure, but neither of those kept up with his pattern. That’s the problem. His pattern changes.”

A car pulled out in front of us, and Martinez laid on the horn, then flipped the driver the bird.

“Plus, you got the whole George Michael thing with Father Figure, too,” he said.

“Where you from?” I asked.

“Toledo.” He pronounced it like the city in Spain and then laughed. “From the Lower 48’s great state of Ohio.”

“Maybe you haven’t been around enough to get this sense yet, Martinez, but nicknames usually come from the papers, and we just pick them up. So blame the Daily News if you want a good nickname for this guy. Otherwise, we’ll call this the Parker case for now.”

“No, that’s cool. It’s okay.” He waved his hand off the steering wheel. “I actually wanted to float something like the Sunlight Killer by you. You know, that is, if this guy is actually a dude. If he isn’t? I’d go with the White Night Widow.”

“Nice. Definite ring to that.” I looked Martinez over: he was definitely a pup, still wet behind the ears.

“You guys thought about the female angle, right?”

“A few of the local cops liked the scenes as those of a lipstick lesbian slasher flick, but I could never get behind it.” We were passing through Delaney Park, a two-block strip of grass that had been a firebreak for the city in the old days. “But you like that idea. What’s your theory?”

“I mean, don’t get offended because you’re a woman and all.” He looked my way briefly as we stopped for a red light. His gaze slid over my knees, and I had to stop myself from tugging my skirt down. Tomorrow I’d go with a pantsuit.

I waved a dismissal at any possible offense. “Let’s hear it.”

“Sure. It’s just… I mean, I guess I can just see this being a woman because of the way it goes down. What with the struggle, the style of handwriting on the kitchen wall, these women’s backgrounds. You know. All that.”

“Sure,” I said. “I hear you.” I pointed for him to take a left on Ninth Avenue, wanting to get us closer to the water. The thing was, these women didn’t have common backgrounds. He hadn’t studied the files.

I didn’t bring up the backpacking murders that we’d included in this case or any of the details on why they fit. I didn’t mention the feats of strength we knew the murderer had to have accomplished during a few of the killings or the walls that he’d climbed. With only one description from afar of the killer having long hair and the build of a woman, and several of the victims being attractive lesbians, some of my colleagues became convinced the killer was a she.

I’d been through enough arguments about this detail, pissed off enough male agents and law enforcement officers, that I didn’t want to start in on it again my first night back. “At one point they wanted to pull me off this case because I didn’t see it that way, didn’t like the female angle. You know that?”

Martinez was quiet as he made a left onto Parker’s block. He shook his head.

“I had to fight to stay on this because they said I wasn’t seeing things the way a man would.” I tried to keep the emotion out of my voice by reading the numbers on the houses. I’d burned more than a few bridges here. For that alone, it was strange they’d called me back to the case. Samantha Parker’s father and his position in Washington must have meant they were pulling out all the stops.

In San Francisco, I’d done my best to avoid conflict, even if that meant avoiding relationships altogether. I stayed apart from my contemporaries, other than a few close friends. So here I thought it best to go easy on my driver, keep him on my side. “I know it’s a guy, okay? I know this in my gut. Sexy or not, that’s my theory.”

“I hear you, Harding,” Martinez said. He stopped in front of Samantha Parker’s building. “And I won’t bring up the question again.”

He faced me as I looked away from the house. Our eyes met. I didn’t like the idea that he was treating me with extra care because of my sex, so I chose to take it as a show of respect for my authority. I was trying to play nice.

“Thank you,” I said. I opened the door to the car. “Will you wait out here while I look things over? I like to get a feel for the scene by myself.”

He handed me the keys to Parker’s apartment. “You bet.”

I stood up and straightened my skirt, the keys and my briefcase in my other hand. As I turned to face the building, I looked up at the full height of its flat yellow front. Large modern windows adorned the second and third floors to allow a bigger view of the inlet and the hills on the other side.

I stopped in my tracks, surprised I hadn’t realized it sooner: Samantha Parker’s apartment was in a building right behind the last one I’d occupied in Anchorage. The two were both new developments, one yellow and one gray, with adjoining backyards, identical in design. They’d been put up by the same developer only a few years apart, and this yellow one hadn’t been completed until after I left. That was why I’d failed to recognize the address or place the building when I saw the pictures in the file.

Still, I should have seen it.

Now I stood in front of the building, looking up at a mirror image of my own former apartment house. Both my place and hers had been on the third floor. It felt like more than a coincidence—more like a distant voice calling out my own name.

Jessica Harding, it said. I’m glad you’ve come back to play.


CHAPTER 3



I walked up the path from the street. Every yard here in Anchorage was less than ten feet deep. Less permafrost in front of your house in the winter, less snow to shovel. This was the Alaska way.

Except that Anchorage didn’t fit what the locals considered real Alaska. Too much city and strip mall, not enough town or village. That, and the nearest range of mountains seemed a little too far away.

I felt the breeze but didn’t feel cold in Samantha Parker’s front yard. Soon I’d need a windbreaker, something rainproof; but now I felt as comfortable as I had in San Francisco.

The walk ended at three simple steps, and I made my way into the vestibule. Just like my own building on R Street, there was ample room for two people to stand with their groceries in the cold and find their keys while they kicked off their boots. A high bench lined the right wall, leaving enough room underneath for plenty of shoes and boots. To my left I saw a row of mailboxes, the farthest to the right labeled PARKER.

I opened the door onto a carpeted hall, the stairs straight ahead. The sterile scent of new carpet that greeted me had me wondering if the building was even two winters old. If it was, someone was taking very good care of it.

By Anchorage standards, Samantha Parker had been well-to-do. She made more than enough money as a young law clerk and didn’t need to draw on her family money from back home in DC, where her father was a three-term senator with a powerful position on the Finance Committee. She would have had roads paved for her along the way and into her current job. If this killing hadn’t had the marks of my guy, investigators would have wasted at least a week looking at things from the wrong angle—asking who’d want to get at her father from up here, who he’d upset, and what might make someone jealous enough to kill her for who she was.

But here I was, putting together the pieces of a cold investigation because of a few specific details—markers that couldn’t be faked—making my way up the stairs and along landings that looked identical to ones that had been mine. The rugs were even the same light gray, as though the developers had used leftovers to save money. That, too, was just like Alaskans—not wanting to waste resources of any kind.

Samantha Parker’s apartment was on the top floor, just like mine. It was a habit I’d developed, always wanting to live as high up as possible, trying to get over the fear of heights I’d had since I was a child. Funny thing about Anchorage: three floors was about as high up as you could go.

The door had the yellow crime scene tape across it, but I pushed it out of the way and unlocked the door. I opened it slowly, trying to summon a heightened attentiveness to whatever I might find. After all the action and bustle of the police officers, investigators, technicians, and photographers, I knew I’d have to concentrate hard to find him. Five years away and now I was back in a place where he’d been less than forty-eight hours before.

I closed my eyes, inhaled, and listened as best I could. My hunches came alive again, but none spoke loud enough for me to hear clearly. I was tired; it would take a good, long, hot bath later—at least—to sort through the feelings of a day spent traveling two thousand miles from where I expected to be and going back through five years of my life to wind up on the same old case.

I kept my eyes closed until I heard a creak behind me. I spun back toward the hallway. But there was no one there. A branch scratched a window.

The blood spatter expert had left taped outlines in the living room, places where the victim had fallen, sustained certain blows, where she’d been dragged. I set my briefcase down next to the door and removed the file. Martinez had given me new pages of analysis, and the blood report was the first I wanted to see. As I read down the list of findings, I noticed a familiar name at the bottom—Steve Owens. So he hadn’t left Anchorage after everything he’d said and we’d done. Interesting. I made a mental note to collect on our bet.

Back to the list, I ticked off each item, looking at the tape and the discolored bloodstains. I tried to soak in all the details of where Samantha Parker had been and what had happened in the scuffle. What had he done to her exactly, and where had he stood?

Beside the main chair in the room—an Eames lounge chair with ottoman, vintage and in near-mint condition, worth no less than three grand—the blood spots showed more signs of a struggle. The big chair lay tipped over toward the fireplace. He’d hit her here, I could tell. I could feel it. I wanted to hear her scream, but couldn’t. Instead, the thud of her head hitting the corner of the couch came softly to my ears.

I saw the blood there, ticked it off on Owens’s report. He always did find everything. Then to the floor. Here, she’d been hit hard on the back and side of the head. I looked up and saw light touches of blood on the ceiling, droplets flung from a raised arm as he brought his hand all the way up to drop another blow down on her.

What was it that he used? Owens didn’t say. Just a blunt object, with no evidence of it left behind. This would be like the killer, too. Whatever he used, it was the same about half of the time. And whatever it was, we hadn’t been able to figure it out.

It would be good to see Owens again, I realized. Maybe I’d even missed him. Beyond whatever we’d had and maybe still had, it would be good to share the details of the case with someone who remembered. He’d be able to help me put the pieces together and remind me if I left anything out. Not that I thought I would, but still.

I wondered if it had dawned on him that this apartment was a mirror of my own. He might have called if he’d realized that. But he’d either missed it or chosen not to give me a heads-up. Neither alternative made sense. Not for the Steve Owens I remembered.

I shook it off; this was no time for dredging up an old romance. I had work to do.

From the living room, the killer had dragged Samantha Parker from the spot on the rug to her bedroom. I followed the carpet to the hall, keeping my back to the kitchen. Whatever I needed to see in there, the pictures in the file were enough for now. I’d be back tomorrow and likely the next day, and when I was here again, I’d have plenty of time to read his bullshit scrawls in blood.

The writing was just to throw us off track. I knew this but couldn’t put my finger on how. I couldn’t prove it. He wanted to make us think he was crazy, raving mad, but he wasn’t. He knew every bit what he was doing, down to the fact that I’d be the one investigating this killing, the one who had headed up his case before. He even knew where I had lived.

For a second I could feel him, imagine where he’d been, what he’d seen. I knew he was somewhere in Anchorage, out there planning his next move, deciding on his next victim.


CHAPTER 4



The bedroom had thick, congealed blood pooled on the mattress. After a day, it had finally dripped down through the bed and the rug beneath it, then the floor and the ceiling of the apartment downstairs. The tenant was another lawyer from the courthouse downtown. The file connected him to oil and pipeline cases. What a surprise. Maybe he knew my friend from the plane. I doubted it. That guy, he’d be in and out before making any local connections.

Blood stained the rug, even past the sides of the bed. A human body contains only eight pints, but those pints could spread across a floor before dripping into and eventually through the wood. He knew what he was doing, this one, always causing enough blood to be spilled on the floor when he was done so that it’d stain and seep. He never wanted it to take too long for someone to find the body, never wanted us too far behind his trail.

That was the kind of sick, twisted fuck I was dealing with again. I hoped I’d be up to matching him this time around.

I shuddered at the thought of the way things had ended on his last spree. Maybe they’d been right to take me off the case, maybe I was better off in San Francisco. But most of it was bullshit politics I wanted to turn my back on: the prejudice of men not used to working with a woman. Maybe this was a second chance—for them and for me. This was where I had to be, the case I needed to be working. There was no place else I’d choose.

Her hair had been laid across the pillows, spread out and combed intentionally. He’d taken time at the end to groom her. Her hands had been positioned carefully by her sides and her fingernails scrubbed and polished clean. I checked the picture and the file again and made sure. This was how we’d found his first victim way back at the start of it all.

Sheila Wells had rented an apartment in a less prosperous part of town. She was one of the women you could see any time of year at the cheap downtown mall, waiting for a bus. In winter, she’d be inside, pressed up against the glass; in summer, she’d be standing outside smoking. All her hangouts had been dives.

Compared with that beginning, our killer had really risen up in the world to get to Samantha Parker. But meager apartment or fancy new one, he’d left the same scene: a woman in her bed, sheets stained red from her blood. Both women had cuts to the wrists from the barbed wire he bound them with, abrasions around the arms from a struggle, and noticeable bruises and trauma to the head from a serious beating with a hard object.

Ugly stick.

The words popped into my mind from writing he had left on a kitchen wall. He took their blood and wrote on walls. The Writer—another name he’d been called. But I’d heard the words ugly stick before, back in high school when I was too long and gangly—taller than most of the boys—and wore braces on my teeth. “Who hit you with the ugly stick?” they asked.

I wanted to hit them, take it out on anyone. Instead I saved it for the court and the games. I used it to help us win State.

Samantha Parker had been found flat on her back, plenty of blood around her head and neck to seep through the floor and provide the paint for him to tag her walls.

The cursive writing made some think he was a she, a raging dyke coming after anyone in her circle she didn’t like, but this theory was a stretch that didn’t last beyond Sheila Wells. She’d gone both ways after a young marriage, met women at Myrna’s from time to time, but her real interest was drugs. She’d gotten so deep into crank that she would go home with anyone who was holding.

When she died, she’d been right on the edge: far enough gone to do most anything for a fix but still keeping her own apartment. Not out on the street yet, which was unlucky for her as it turned out.

She was last seen in the park between West Fifth and Sixth Avenues at E Street. Some of her friends remembered her being there, but no one saw her leave. Just a regular white night in the middle of June. Just like the night Samantha Parker was killed. Just like tonight would be.

I put a hand against the wall. These details still haunted me. If I solved the case, maybe they would leave me alone. I hoped.

Samantha Parker had finished work and gone for coffee with a girlfriend to talk. According to the file, she was 110 percent straight. After that, she went to the gym for a cardio kickboxing class and then headed home. No one saw her after the gym, not until our guys found her dead.

I shook my head—trying to loosen up some of the memories or knock them away, I wasn’t sure.

Martinez was no doubt getting bored in the car, and I knew I should get to the hotel and settle myself so I could be up early in the morning. Nothing else in the bedroom stood out. Not the dresser, the closet, or anything else, though I’d be sure to give these all a longer look. The shape and layout were identical to my old bedroom, but Samantha Parker had set her bed to face the windows. I’d had mine set to face the door.

Down the hall, her bathroom looked similar to my old one, but it wasn’t identical; the fixtures were different: the shower head bigger, the tiles a darker blue. Everything was different but the toilet.

On a whim, I lifted up the heavy porcelain tank cover and felt its weight. What if she had gotten her hands on this and had a crack at the perp? Where would I be now?

I noticed something on the cover’s underside. One of the techs had marked in Sharpie where something had been found. ENVELOPE, EVIDENCE A17, it read.

I looked through the evidence list in my folder and found no entry for A17, not that that was surprising. Sometimes techs got stuck with too many crime scenes to catalog them all right away. That they hadn’t finished the list on the first day wasn’t uncommon. If we were lucky, they’d have it done in the next day or two.

But the placement of whatever they’d found made me curious. Taking a closer look, I saw white marks where tape had been. Something had been affixed to the underside of the lid.

He had left one or two notes behind at other scenes—“presents” for us—but not in Sheila Wells’s place. Maybe he had, and I just couldn’t remember. I made a note to check.

Tomorrow, I’d look in the evidence locker myself and see exactly what the techs had found and what our friend had to say.

I closed my eyes. Though it was just coming up on eleven now, it was midnight back in San Francisco. With my early morning runs, this was later than I usually went to bed. I stepped back out into the hall and looked across the living room to Samantha’s kitchen. It could wait until tomorrow.


CHAPTER 5



Martinez was only too happy to take me to my hotel. The Bureau had put me up at the Marriott, just as they always did. In Anchorage the Marriott was the only place to stay worth two shakes of a politician’s dick.

I gave instructions to Martinez to pick me up early but then thought better of it and told him I’d meet him at the office or Samantha Parker’s whenever he came on the job. I didn’t know his hours and didn’t want to wait for him any longer than I had to. I wanted to get a jump on things in the morning.

Up in my room, I put my bags by the bed and laid the file out on the table beside the TV. I shuffled a few of the pages around as I got out of my clothes, but before long I was in bed and dead asleep.

That night I dreamed I was trying to cross a shallow river. I was somewhere in Alaska’s wilderness, perhaps not the wide-open emptiness that people called the Bush, but far enough out that no one else was around, not a sign of civilization anywhere.

The current was fast, but not too hard to walk against. The rocks underfoot were the hardest part, slick and uneven, jagged in places and unpredictable. I had to fight to stay on my feet, and in the middle of the river I slipped and fell. I caught myself with my hands, and the left landed on a sharp rock under the water. I barely got wet—the water was less than a foot deep—but when I stood up, I saw a dark red cut across my palm. It didn’t look good. Blood dripped into the water.

This was the image the dream left me with: my own hand cut open and dripping blood.

When I woke up, I tried to shake that off, but it stuck in my head as I showered and dressed. By the time I checked the clock, it was seven. I decided to walk across town to the Bureau.



Our headquarters for all Alaska took up less than one floor of a nondescript office building on the west side of the city, less than a ten-minute walk from my hotel. In the lobby, you’d never know what was in the building or that it housed anything important. On the first floor was a dentist and an accountant, the branch of a local bank. By the elevator a sign said the third floor held offices for D&I Construction. Nothing out of the ordinary, and you might even understand the folks in suits and ties walking in and out if you thought D&I was running construction for the pipeline to the North Slope.

I rode the elevator up to three and saw the same lobby that I remembered from before. Oil well and drilling posters adorned the walls of a simple waiting room with two wooden doors in the middle. What was unusual began here: The doors always stayed locked. You could open them with a passkey and the slide of your ID badge, but someone inside was watching everything you did and had to manually approve your identity before the locks released.

I slid my ID through the scanner and angled my face up toward the camera hidden behind a small black globe. I smiled wide for it, not knowing who might be on the other side.

The door clicked, and I walked in to see the same drab world of cubicles I remembered. The Bureau didn’t go to any lengths to make us feel that our jobs here were glamorous.

“Jess Harding. A blast from the past and a shock to the present. Look who’s back in town!”

I turned to see my old partner, Oscar Linstrom, walking out of a corner office with glass walls.

“Well, look who’s come up in the world.”

He ran his hands back over his slicked hair and held his arms out so I could admire his Armani suit.

“Damn. You getting those shipped up from the Lower 48 now or did they get someone in Anchorage who can sell an actual suit?”

Oscar hugged me and then stood back to get a better look. “My agent! You don’t look one day older than the last time I saw you. San Francisco must be treating you good!”

He still had his hands around my waist, and it was that or the compliment or both that made my face go warm. Now that I’ve grown into my height and filled out a little, I get treatment from most men that’s the opposite of what I got from the boys in high school. Funny thing is, sometimes it still leaves me feeling the same burn.

“Always the charmer with the ladies, huh, Linstrom?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled with the same set of gorgeous whites I remembered.

“Well, good for you.”

“Come, come.” He led me back to his office and pointed out the cubicles and offices of anyone who’d been around when I was still there. I’d been nervous to see the old place on the walk over, but now I felt glad to be back.

It was still early enough that none of the others I knew were in yet. Just a couple of newbies sat at their desks drinking coffee, catching up online, and trying not to look as if they wanted to know who I was or why I was here.

All agents try to act mysterious when they start on the job, trying to emulate their favorite sleuths—we all have a favorite we really want to be, and no, mine’s not Nancy Drew—but we all have to learn the ropes. The single biggest fact about investigation is that once you finally stop caring about how you look, that’s when you become inconspicuous. Not caring led to some of the best work in the field. Strange but true.

Another truth: my desire to be perfect, the drive that made my life awkward all through high school and college and has ruined more dates than I can count, fits right in here, even helps me do the job. It still doesn’t translate to a life outside, but it works while I’m on a case.

Linstrom brought me into his office, and I gave him the quick facts about my world in San Francisco. No major boyfriends, a decent apartment, swimming and hiking and long bike rides to stay in shape. Travel wasn’t too bad; most of our cases weren’t out of the ordinary. In short, it’d been a good five years.

“And now you’re back for the Writer case again. Your old friend.”

I laughed. He knew enough about what I’d been through with this case to know I could have passed on the chance to come up. And now he knew I didn’t pass. Instead, I got on the next plane and hit Samantha Parker’s apartment late last night. He knew I was all in.

But I didn’t know what he’d make of that.

Outside his window, it was sunny. Had been when I went to bed and was when I woke up. You had to love this time of year in Alaska. Even if it did inspire a killer.

Finally Linstrom smiled. “We got a break last night on the case. A possible witness.”
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