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Epilogue


PART I

UNDER THE ICE

“’Tis all a chequer-board of Nights and Days / Where Destiny with Men for Pieces plays / Hither and thither moves, and mates, and slays / And one by one back in the Closet lays.”

—Omar Khayyam, Rubaiyat


1

The Evidence Clock

That night, as the seventh murder unraveled in the storm-lashed shadows of a Colorado nature preserve fifteen hundred miles to the west, Ulysses Grove writhed in fitful slumber in his Virginia apartment.

The FBI profiler had not been sleeping well for months, each evening his mind racing with the minutiae of the six unsolved murders that had come to be known as the Sun City Series (named for the gated community in Huntley, Illinois, in which the first homicide was discovered). Each night, all the dead ends, damaged evidence, and motiveless signatures wormed through the profiler’s brain like parasites eating away at his confidence. Sometimes these feverish ruminations fomented into actual flulike symptoms—and Grove would have to anesthetize himself in order to sleep. But on that blustery night, as the profiler seethed in his tangled, damp sheets, clawing at the edges of sleep, his molasses-brown skin shiny with sweat, he was completely oblivious of what was transpiring on the other side of the country, in the strobe-light flash and thunder of a remote corner of the Rocky Mountain National Park—

—where an unidentified man was silently emerging from a drainage ditch bordering a dense cathedral of spruce. He clutched a hunting bow in his arms, his gaunt, twitchy face streaked with lampblack. A rangy, middle-aged man with voices in his head, the killer fixed his crosshairs on his latest victim through veils of black drizzle.

The snap of the bow was completely drowned by the hiss of rain on the treetops. The victim—a black sanitation worker with a massive belly straining the seams of his city-issue rain parka—hardly had time to glance up, as the whisper of the handmade arrow crackled through the foliage behind him.

The projectile struck the victim between the cords of his neck, nearly lifting him out of his clodhoppers and tossing him across the path. Droplets of arterial blood misted the undergrowth as the garbage man sprawled to the mossy ground, his vital signs closing down even before his body came to rest in the muck. The trash can he was holding tipped and rolled down the trail—a distance of exactly thirty-six feet, as the crime lab people would determine three hours later—making a noise like a death knell played on a tympany drum. The racket was so dissonant and loud, in fact, that it completely covered the sound of the killer’s footsteps approaching from the shadows to the east. These were heavy, purposeful footsteps, purposeful despite the fact that the victim was chosen at random. For there was much purpose in what the shadowy figure was about to do to the body. What the killer was about to do to that corpse would not only provide the key to solving the Sun City case, but would also shape the destiny of the man who would ultimately track the perpetrator down.

The same man who, at the moment, far to the east, was wrestling with his own phantoms.
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In the darkness of the bedroom Grove jerked awake at the sound of his cell phone chirping.

A recurring dream of mass graves and desolate rooms still clinging to his brain, he rolled over and fumbled for the phone, which was plugged into its charger (as it always was on weeknights). As an active field consultant for the bureau’s elite Behavioral Science Unit, Ulysses Grove was not exactly on twenty-four-hour call, but pretty close to it, especially in light of the stubborn Sun City case.

“Grove,” he muttered into the phone after levering himself into a sitting position on the edge of the bed. A tall, thin African-American with chiseled features and a runner’s physique, he was clad only in boxers, his legs rashed with goose bumps in the early- morning chill.

“Got another one,” the voice crackled in Grove’s ear, reporting the news in the kind of clipped, impassive drawl one might hear coming over the loudspeaker in a cockpit during wartime. Grove immediately recognized the source, as well as the import, of the words.

“Sun City?”

“Yeah, Colorado this time,” replied the voice of Tom Geisel, the Behavioral Science section chief. Geisel spoke with the pained resolve of a Confederate general about to surrender an encampment.

“Colorado now,” Grove said with a sigh, rubbing his neck, trying to wake up enough to put the pieces together. In the dim light his dark skin looked almost indigo. “Which means he’s moving west, or at least northwest.”

“The thing is, kiddo, we need to get on top of this one.”

“I understand.”

“Get it as fresh as possible.”

“I agree, Tom.”

“What I’m saying is, we need somebody out there ten minutes ago.”

“I’m on it,” Grove said, standing up. The floor was cool under the soles of his feet. “I’ll catch the next flight out of Dulles, be there before the uniforms are done with their donuts.”

Silence on the other end of the line.

Grove took a deep breath. He knew instantly what that silence meant. Geisel was worried. Not only about the ongoing Sun City case, and all the ugly fallout generated by twelve months’ worth of grisly crime scene photos leaking to the press, gripping the country in utter terror, not to mention all the angry citizen groups, outraged reporters, and righteous politicians coming down on the bureau for allegedly bungling the case. Geisel was also worried about Grove, who was starting to buckle under the weight of expectations.

The pressure was tremendous. Grove had been brought in on the case nine months ago, after the second murder, and had been able to offer basically no help whatsoever. The problem wasn’t a lack of observable evidence. The killer was obviously an organized personality in absolute control of his actions, someone completely cognizant of what he was doing. But the randomness was what continued to stump everyone. Never before had Grove seen such a meticulous yet specific modus operandi and signature—the way each victim was hunted, dispatched, and positioned postmortem—all of it meted out to such a random sampling.

By the sixth murder, Grove felt as if he had sunk into an investigative tar pit, suffocating under the weight of the paperwork. Usually the bureau would get enough calls to engage its criminologists on a number of cases at one time, but the Sun City job would ultimately become a priority for Grove, a burning ember in his gut, then a white-hot poker in his brain that seared his waking thoughts and roiled in his dreams. Grove was not accustomed to failure. He had the highest success rate of any profiler in the history of the bureau. He knew it, and his peers knew it, and they knew he knew it. Modesty was not one of Grove’s finer attributes. But the Sun City perp was threatening to drag the profiler down into the realm of mere mortals. Especially in light of the aspect of the killer’s signature, which had not been made public: the undetermined postmortem staging of each body.

Geisel’s voice finally pierced the silence: “I’m actually thinking that maybe we should send Zorn.”

“Don’t do that, Tom.”

“Ulysses—”

“Zorn’s a good man, don’t get me wrong.” Grove started pacing across the cool tile floor beside his bed, his scalp crawling with nervous tension. His apartment was just beginning to brighten with the pale, predawn light coming through the blinds. The minimal decor reflected the profiler’s austere nature—a single, gleaming stainless steel armchair on one corner, a Scandinavian design lamp that looked like a huge inverted hypodermic needle. It was odd how Grove had removed all natural fabrics, wood, and round corners from his world after his wife had died of ovarian cancer four years earlier. It was as though her death had stolen all the texture from Grove’s life, and left only hard, sharp, metallic edges.

“It’s just that I’ve been on this one from the jump,” Grove finally said. “I need to carry it through to the end. Don’t take me off this one, Tom, I’m asking you not to do that.”

There was a long pause. Grove gripped the cell phone tightly as he waited. Finally Geisel’s voice returned with a tone of weary resignation: “Shirley will fax your ticket and directions. Get your ass out there and figure this monster out.”
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Special Unit Director Thomas Geisel hung up the phone and sat back in his burnished mahogany swivel chair. He ran fingers through his iron-gray hair and let out an exasperated sigh. He wondered if he had just made another critical error in judgment, sending a burned-out profiler back into the wet zone. Ulysses Grove was definitely cracking. Geisel could hear it in the man’s voice. And who wouldn’t be melting down under the kind of workload Grove had been carrying? Not only was the profiler weathering the media storm of Sun City, but he was also juggling at least a dozen other active cases. He was starting to get sloppy. His reports were becoming scattered. But Geisel just didn’t have the heart to demoralize Grove by taking him off Sun City.

Geisel had been making an inordinate number of mistakes lately, and was starting to wonder whether the naysayers at the bureau were right about the Behavioral Science Unit. Maybe the unit had seen better days. With recent advancements in DNA analysis, as well as the proliferation of regional crime labs, the magic had gone out of the modern “mind-hunter.” Some of the wags at the bureau had even started calling Geisel’s outfit “the BS Department” … and who was Geisel to argue?

Rubbing his tired, deeply lined eyes, the director considered starting a pot of coffee. It was going to be a long morning, and there were many phone calls to make.

Geisel was still in his robe and pajamas, hunkered down in the richly appointed study of his Fredericksburg plantation house. The home reeked of money—much of it from the Geisel Family Farm empire that Thomas Geisel, as the eldest of four sons, had inherited—but the accoutrements of the house were solely courtesy of Lois Geisel, the director’s long-suffering second wife. From the cozy country-couture furnishings to the impressive collection of folk art, the house offered a welcome refuge from the exigencies of the BSU offices at Quantico, twenty miles north along the Potomac.

Geisel threw a glance at the in-box sitting on the corner of his cluttered Colonial-style desk. The box brimmed with documents, memoranda, and letters. Geisel often brought his work home, and lately his to-do list had ballooned out of control. Scattered throughout that stack of papers were at least a dozen memos from the FBI brass admonishing Geisel for not relieving Grove. For months, Geisel had been dancing around that same issue with management. Grove would prevail, Geisel assured them. Grove was the best they had. But in his secret, three-in-the-morning thoughts, Tom Geisel was starting to doubt Grove’s invincibility.

At the bottom of that same clogged in-box lay a seemingly innocuous document that Geisel had been relegating to the lowest possible priority for weeks. It was a printout of an e-mail sent to the unit several months ago by a journalist at Discover magazine—the kind of thing that the unit received by the bushel every week. It was either some twenty-four-hour news channel requesting another talking head for some celebrity scandal, or some morbidly curious member of the media asking for a quote. Although it was rare that a pop scientific journal such as Discover would make contact with the unit, Geisel still saw no reason to take it very seriously. He certainly would be the last person on earth to guess that a four-month-old e-mail from some science geek would change the course of the Sun City investigation.

But Geisel had been wrong before, and, as he was about to learn, he would be wrong again.
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In forensics there’s a concept known as the “evidence clock.” The clock starts the moment a murder is committed, at which time the hard evidence starts to degrade. Prints are mingled, DNA washes away, blood dries and flakes and vanishes. Even psychological evidence atrophies over time. Body positioning is changed, uniformed officers move things. It’s an unavoidable aspect to crime scene processing … and nobody knows this better than the FBI profilers.

Which is why Ulysses Grove was in such a hell-bent hurry that morning to get to Estes Park, Colorado.

He didn’t even bother to pack more than a single change of clothes. He brought only his overnight bag, his briefcase, and a threadbare Burberry raincoat that Hannah had given him for an anniversary present ten years ago. Ulysses could not bear to replace that worn-out coat. Very few people knew this aspect of Grove’s personality: he kept things. He was not sentimental, but he secretly kept certain things. Like that plastic bottle of congealed lavender bath oil on the top shelf of his bathroom linen closet, the one that Hannah had used. For months after his wife’s death, unable to cry, unable to let the grief come out, Grove had detected ghostly odors of that goddamned lavender oil in the towels, in dresser drawers, in his own clothing, until finally he filled the bathtub with warm water and half the remaining oil, and got in and cried like a baby for over an hour. That was nearly eight years ago, and Grove still had that bottle of oil.

Therapy hadn’t helped much. One shrink thought Grove was processing his grief by immersing himself in his work, chasing down violent criminals with a holy vengeance as though the mere act of preventing further death would somehow compensate for the loss of his wife. Which was, of course, ludicrous. The fact was, Grove was a born manhunter.

From the moment he had picked up his first Conan-Doyle novel as a child, to his undergraduate studies in criminology at the University of Michigan, to his years as a noncommissioned officer in the army—first as an MP, and then as an investigator in the military’s crack CID unit—Ulysses Grove had proved himself a natural. When he received his honorable discharge in 1987—only months after marrying one of his fellow investigators, the lovely and amazing Lieutenant Hannah S. Washington—Grove was snatched up by the FBI. Affirmative action had nothing to do with it (although the top brass at Quantico were secretly pleased to have such a brilliant, polymath black man on their roster). There was a simpler reason that Ulysses Grove had been on such a meteoric career trajectory: he got results.

Grove was the one investigator in 1990 who believed that Oregon police had the wrong man in the “Happy Face Killer” case. Following a hunch after seeing a happy face scrawled on a gas station restroom wall, Grove eventually led detectives to the real killer—a deranged long-haul trucker named Keith Hunter Jesperson. In 1996, working with Interpol, Grove helped catch Anatoly Onoprienko, a former Ukrainian mental patient and perhaps the most prolific serial killer of all time (with a record fifty-two confirmed homicides). Grove’s discovery of a stolen wedding ring on the finger of Onoprienko’s girlfriend helped close that case.

Then … along came the Sun City Killer.

The instant Grove saw the first victim last spring in that northern Illinois retirement village—the woman lying supine in a cornfield with a sharp trauma wound to the back of her head, her cold, dead arms crossed awkwardly against her breast, one skinny arm frozen in a position higher than the other—he was stumped. None of his tricks had worked. Like an artist wrestling with a debilitating creative block, Grove could not translate the patterns, could not extrapolate one scintilla of psychology.

He was brain-dead.

As dead as all the random victims frozen in their inexplicably baroque poses.
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For most of the flight, Grove was vaguely aware of a young woman in a Colorado State University sweatshirt sitting across the aisle from him, pretending not to stare at him. Grove was accustomed to such lingering glances. Most men would be delighted by such stares from women—but not Grove. His good looks were the bane of his existence, and it wasn’t just the beefcake factor—the male equivalent to being a beautiful woman who perpetually struggles to be taken seriously. The deeper problem was that Grove didn’t feel handsome. He didn’t feel desirable. In fact, there was a lot about his appearance that he hated. He hated his tightly coiled, onyx hair, his sculpted, almost feminine cheekbones, and his long eyelashes. He hated his dark skin—a mixture of his deep-black African mother and his caramel-skinned Jamaican dad.

On some level Grove probably overcompensated for all this self-loathing through a certain formality of dress. He never dressed down, never wore jeans or shorts or sneakers unless absolutely necessary. Even on his days off, he dressed in shirtsleeves and pressed slacks. His colleagues back at Quantico teased him about it, joking that he often looked like one of Louis Farrakhan’s Nation of Islam goons. Which irked Grove even more than the comments about his looks, since he also had issues with his own culture, at least in America. He detested militant blacks, and rap music, and gangster chic. He felt that his own race was responsible for all the black-on-black violence, and if there was one thing Grove understood implicitly, it was violence.

The plane touched down at Denver International a few minutes ahead of schedule, thanks to an unexpected tailwind. Grove disembarked in a hurry.

Nobody waited for him at the gate, none of the customary police liaisons or community relations people who usually escorted him to crime scenes. This was a stealth mission, unannounced to all but the primary detectives working the scene up in Estes. The evidence clock was already at eight to ten hours past probable time-of-death, and the evidence was deteriorating rapidly.

Grove strode through the glass doors into the fragrant mountain air of the cab stand, his briefcase in one hand, his overnight bag in the other. It was late spring, and the rains had lifted, and now the Mile High City was redolent with the perfume of a crystalline early morning. The sky was high and scudded with clouds, and the distant snowcapped peaks of Berthoud Pass, dappled with columbine, were visible on the western horizon of the terminal. But all this scenic splendor went completely unnoticed by Grove as he flagged down a Rocky Mountain Airport cab.

He spent the two-hour cab ride north consulting his notes, saying very little to the chatty driver. He arrived at the crime scene a few minutes before ten, the morning sun slicing through the tops of the Englemann spruce that bordered the nature preserve like ancient sentries. A fleet of squads and unmarked bureau cars crowded the trail head. Clutches of men in sport coats and uniforms huddled here and there. Crime scene tape fluttered in the wind.

The dizziness started the moment Grove emerged from the cab. At first he figured it was the altitude. Or maybe his nerves, or his empty stomach. Or perhaps a combination of all three. He went around to the driver’s-side window, paid the cabby, then carried his attaché and duffel bag across the dusty gravel lot. He was greeted near the tape by a sandy-haired man in a suit with a Colorado State Police ID tag dangling around his neck, twisting in the mountain breeze.

Grove identified himself.

“Made good time,” the sandy-haired man commented, glancing at his watch, then offering a hand. “Lieutenant Jack Slater, CSP Homicide. Appreciate the fast response.”

Grove felt light-headed as he shook the man’s hand, then was introduced to the other primaries. The detectives gave Grove the typical once-over, their suspicious gazes masked by cursory nods and polite smiles. Normally Grove would shrug off such a cool reception. Local detectives, as a rule, mistrust government experts and high-paid consultants. But that morning, their baleful gazes made Grove’s stomach clench and his head spin. He felt as if he were drunk.

They led him under the tape, then down a winding path through a grove of balsams. Sunlight filtered down through the canopy of branches and flickered in Grove’s eyes. The pine-perfumed air was cooler in the woods, cleansed by the evening’s rain. Gnats hummed in Grove’s face. The ground felt spongy beneath his feet. His mind swam.

“First-on-the-scene was a state trooper,” Slater’s voice droned as Grove followed the group deeper into the forest. “He was checking on an abandoned garbage truck, found it idling a mile or so down an access road.”

Figures appeared about a hundred yards ahead of them. Near a toppled iron trash can a couple of plainclothes technicians were crouching on the edge of the trail, taking measurements, dusting for prints. Grove swallowed hard, the dizziness washing over him. He could barely stand. Nothing like this had ever happened to him. Sure, he had experienced dizzy spells before. But never at a crime scene. At crime scenes, Grove was usually a machine, focused with laser intensity. It’ll pass, he thought, it’s just the thin air, it’ll pass.

The group approached the fallen barrel.

“The vic’s just up ahead,” Slater announced over his shoulder, pretending not to notice that Grove was lagging behind, coughing and weaving a little. “ME puts the initial time of death sometime between midnight and two o’clock in the morning. We’re waiting for the initial—”

The light dimmed, and Grove staggered.

“Whoa! You okay, Professor?” Slater’s voice sounded watery and distant all of a sudden.

Grove steadied himself against the trunk of an Englemann, the woods spinning around him as if he were on a carnival ride. Through unfocused eyes he got his first glimpse of the body ten yards away. It lay supine in the leaves, a hefty man, posed like all the others, the ham-hock arms frozen with encroaching rigor mortis across the chest, one higher than the other. Blood trails, blurred by the rain, fanned out from the corpse across the moist floor of pine needles. Blood, as black as onyx, pooled beneath the garbage man’s head, apparently the result of a sharp trauma wound. The same MO and signature as all the others.

“Grove? You all right?”

The profiler tried to say something, but a veil was lowering over his face. He staggered just before his balance went completely haywire and the ground came up and slammed into the side of his head.

Then everything went black.

Black and silent.
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The next twelve hours were an ordeal for Grove—mostly because the doctors at Loveland General could find no serious physical maladies. His heart was fine, his circulatory system healthy, his brain scan normal. His collapse, occurring in full view of a dozen hardened lawmen, was the ultimate embarrassment for Grove. According to the doctors, it was probably the result of stress. Grove didn’t buy it. Stress was a factor that he lived with every day. And nothing like this had ever happened.

For most of the afternoon Grove sat on the edge of a hospital bed in a private room, doing a crossword puzzle, waiting to be released. Every thirty minutes or so a nurse returned to check Grove’s vitals, which were consistently normal, heart rate a steady sixty beats per minute, blood pressure a tranquil one twenty over eighty. Grove couldn’t wait to get out of there. He wanted to put the humiliation of passing out in front of a bunch of coppers behind him, and he wanted to get back to work. But there was another reason he wanted out. His wife had died in a room just like this—the same gigantic contraption of a bed, the same faded drapes, the same rattling wall heater, the same bank of percolating monitors. Grove would never forget sleeping on that hardbacked armchair every night for over a month while his sweet Hannah was eaten alive by cancer.

Just before dinner, a voice crackled through the tiny loudspeaker mounted above the bed’s headboard. “Mr. Grove, you’ve got a visitor—”

Up to that point Grove had been pacing in his ridiculous gown, the cool air on his bony black ass, but now he frowned and headed over to the door, wondering if it was Lieutenant Slater coming to pay his respects, or one of the boys from the state IAB checking in to make sure nobody on the force was liable for Grove’s collapse. Grove peered around the frame of the open doorway and gazed down the corridor, seeing nothing but a bustling throng of white-clad nurses, doctors, and wheelchair-bound patients milling back and forth.

Suddenly a familiar gray-haired head appeared from around the corner of the nurse’s desk, a man carrying his topcoat in his arms, a sheepish expression on his craggy face.

Grove’s jaw dropped open. “Tom?” As Geisel approached, Grove felt his stomach seize up. “The hell are you doing all the way out here?”

“Can’t a general visit a wounded soldier in the field?” Geisel grinned and gave Grove’s shoulder a friendly tap, and all of it seemed a little forced.

“I’m fine … it was just … a fluky kind of thing … exhaustion, I guess.”

“What do the doctors say?”

“They say I have the heart of a twelve-year-old.”

“And don’t tell me—you keep it in a jar on your desk back at your office?” Geisel gave him a look, and the two men shared a nervous smile.

After an awkward moment Grove jerked a thumb at his room and said, “Come on in.”

They shut the door behind them for privacy, and Geisel draped his topcoat over the back of the armchair, then sat down. Grove sat on the edge of the bed, feeling exceedingly self-conscious in his baby-blue robe with the little faded chevrons on it and his rear end sticking out the back. The two men shared some small talk for a few moments. Finally the silver-haired section chief rubbed his mouth thoughtfully and came to the point. “Ulysses, I’m going to need you to take some time off,” he said.

“Tom, I know how this looks, but I promise you—”

“I don’t care how it looks, I care about you,” Geisel interrupted. “I need for you to have all your cylinders firing.”

“I’m fine, Tom, I promise you, I’m fine.”

“I understand that, kiddo. I do. I just think maybe you need to step back, take a breather. Maybe clear your head for a couple of weeks.”

“A couple of weeks.”

“Ulysses—”

“A couple of weeks and Sun City could be back in hibernation, you said so yourself.”

Geisel gave him a hard look. “This is not up for discussion, kiddo.”

Grove sighed.

Geisel reached inside his sport coat and dug something out of his inner pocket. “I knew you weren’t exactly the type to go drown some worms somewhere,” he said, unfolding a letter-sized document. “This thing came over the transom a couple of months ago, and I thought, ‘Wait a minute … what a perfect way for Grove to get away from the case for a few days.’ Here. Rather than me chattering on about it, why don’t you just go ahead and read it?”

Geisel stood up and handed the document over to Grove, who glanced down at it. He had to read the entire document twice just to comprehend the context—

—never suspecting that buried within its lines was a revelation that would not only lead to the solution of the Sun City case but would change Grove’s life forever.
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Subj: An interesting opportunity for a profile

Date: 2/11/04 10:03:01 AM Pacific standard time

From: Mcounty@Discovermagazine.com

To: Tgeisel@BSU/FBI.com

 

Mr. Geisel—

My name is Maura County, and I’m a contributing editor at Discover magazine. I realize that you’re a very busy man, and the last thing you would want to do is humor a member of the much-maligned media (ha!) … but I thought I would take a shot, albeit a long one. Allow me to explain.

As a staffer at Discover, and a regular contributor to the archeology beat, I have been absorbed lately with a recent scientific discovery in Alaska. To make a long story short, last year, on April 13, in Lake Clark National Park, a pair of hikers stumbled across human remains on the side of Mount Cairn, about 500 feet from the summit. The body was well preserved, as it had somehow fallen into a capsule of snow beneath a “driftless” glacier. For this reason it was deep frozen and protected from the elements.

Since that part of the state falls under the jurisdiction of the Bureau of Land Management, the body was placed into the custody of the local field office of the FBI. At first, it was thought that the body was the remains of a local climber who had been missing for a number of years, but then a quick-thinking investigator decided to call the University of Alaska in Anchorage and have somebody from the archaeology department come out and examine the body.

At that point, the authorities were beginning to think that they might have the mummified remains of a nineteenth-century climber, or maybe even somebody from an earlier time. But when Michael Okuda, an anthropologist from the U of A, finally got a look at it, excitement started spreading across the scientific community. Okuda could tell even from a cursory examination that the body was old. Very old. From the garb, from the tools found with the body, and even from the tattoos on its mummified flesh, Okuda guessed it was from the Middle Ages, maybe even earlier. But then the body was turned over to the university, and carbon dating was done. And the results were astonishing.

It turns out that the mummy—which has been dubbed “the Iceman” in the media—is nearly six thousand years old. An adult neolithic male! Dating back to the mid- to early-Copper Age! Needless to say, it is the oldest perfectly preserved human mummy ever discovered. Which brings me to the reason I am bothering you, Mr. Geisel.

The reason I’m writing is this: At first, it was thought that the Iceman had died of natural causes—perhaps had fallen or had become too exhausted at such a high altitude to survive. But recent MRIs of the body have revealed wounds in the mummy that could not possibly have been self-inflicted, and were not from an animal. That’s right: the Iceman is a 6,000-year-old murder victim!

So here’s what I’m asking: would you possibly be interested in having one of your FBI profilers look at the find, and possibly do a psychological profile of the Copper Age killer? It would make a fascinating article. I know our readers would love it. Of course, Discover would be delighted to pay all expenses. We could fly you or one of your people out to Alaska and do a major interview for the magazine.

Anyway … that’s about it. I realize this is an unusual request, and I would certainly understand if you are too busy to fool with such a “dead” issue (ha!) … but if there’s any interest on your part whatsoever, please don’t hesitate to call or e-mail me at any time.

 

Best wishes—

Maura County, Contributing Editor

Class Mark Publishing

415-567-1259 (wk)

415-332-1856 (cell)

 

At first, Grove could not muster a response. Sitting on the edge of that hospital bed, he scanned the e-mail for a third time and wondered if it was some kind of a stunt. “You’re serious about this,” he finally said, holding the e-mail aloft between his thumb and index finger as though the paper were infested with germs. “You want me to go out there, play Indiana Jones.”

“Think of it as a working vacation,” Geisel offered with a wry smile.

“While Zorn works the Sun City case.”

Geisel sighed. “That is so beneath you, kiddo.”

“What is?”

“Paranoia, professional jealousy, whatever you want to call it.”

Anger stirred in Grove’s gut. “Jealousy has nothing to do with it, Tom. It’s not about jealousy. It’s about the case, it’s about Sun City.”

“Alaska is gorgeous this time of year,” Geisel said. “Ever been there?”

“Mummies, Tom? Mummies now?”

Geisel shrugged. “I just figured it was the only way to get you to take a break.”

“By having me go look at a mummy?”

“By having you work.”

Grove pushed himself off the bed and tossed the e-mail onto the bedside table. It fluttered down and landed between a Styrofoam coffee cup and box of Kleenex, where a water ring instantly soaked through the center of it. Grove paced for a moment before pausing and looking up at his boss. “Feels like I’m being exiled to Siberia.”

Geisel smiled. “Yeah, but the food’s better in Alaska, and there’s no language barrier.”

Grove rubbed his face. “If I do this thing, if I go up there and do this nonsense … you have to do me a favor.”

“Anything.”

Grove paused, then trained his gaze on the older man. Geisel was more than a boss, he was a mentor, a friend. Ulysses Grove had never really had a true father. When he was still in his mother’s womb, his dad had vanished without a trace, leaving Grove’s mother—a first-generation Kenyan who spoke very little English—to support her only son. Geisel was probably the closest thing to a father Grove had ever had. But perhaps most importantly, Hannah had always loved Geisel. The two couples had seen each other socially quite often, and the old man had always made Hannah laugh. When she died, Geisel had been one of the few bureau people who had shown up at the funeral.

Now Grove drew on this long history between them when he said, “I want you to promise me if the Sun City perp kills again, you’ll put me back in the game.”

After the briefest moment, Geisel nodded. “You got it, kiddo.”
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“Maura, you got a call on line one …”

Maura County sighed at the crackle of the amplified voice coming over the intercom of the Discover offices, interrupting her once again. She was in midsentence, vehemently defending her latest story pitch, when she felt herself balk at the distraction, like a pitcher on the mound staggering in the middle of a windup. She closed her eyes, slowly shaking her head. What was it this time? Another disgruntled advertiser? Another junior college demanding a dozen free subs for their science faculty?

“Better take that one,” Chester Joyce urged from behind his massive Steelcase desk. The old editor in chief was hunched within the padded confines of his ergonomic swivel like a shriveled despot on a high-tech throne. His liver-spotted bald pate gleamed in the halogen office light. He breathed in halting, raspy wheezes between each sentence, almost like punctuation, his oxygen tank sitting on the floor next to him like a favored pet poodle, constantly hissing, constantly feeding air into his sickly lungs.

“In a second,” Maura said, tossing her long blond tresses out of her slender face. She rubbed her small hands together quickly, as though warming them at a campfire, a habit she had when she was struggling or cornered or stressed out. “I need a definitive slot on this one, Chester, I need to hear it straight from the top—”

“Maura, the thing of it is, we’re not—”

“It’s a good story, Chester.”

“I’m sure that it is.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

The old man rubbed his grizzled face. “The paleolithic diet, Maura?” He wheezed. “If you’ll pardon the language, it just screams Omni to me. If I’m not mistaken, this is the twenty-first century.”

Maura squelched the urge to scream. “All I’m asking for is a thousand words.”

“A thousand words is a thousand words.”

Outside the office, the amplified voice: “Maura … that call is still waiting on one … Maura County … you got a call parked on line one.”

“Seven hundred fifty words,” Maura pleaded, hunching forward eagerly in her chair. “Just a sidebar, that’s all I’m asking.”

After a long moment Chester Joyce said, “Let me think about it.”

“All I’m asking is—”

He raised a palsied hand, cutting her off. “I said I’d think about it, now go answer your call.”

Maura nodded tersely, then rose to her full five-foot-two-inch height. “To be continued,” she said, then whirled and strode out of her editor in chief’s office with fists clenched.

She marched down the hall toward her cubicle, wondering if she had just ruined her future at the magazine by mentioning Chester’s promise to promote her to managing editor. She wasn’t good at office politics. She wasn’t a schmoozer. All she knew how to do was write and edit, and the only subject in which she had any expertise was science. But now she was beginning to wonder if her two master’s degrees—one in physical anthropology, and one in geology—were quickly becoming useless appendages. Like a couple of vestigial tails.

Her cubicle sat at the end of the main corridor, a cluttered hive of books and dog-eared binders sandwiched between rows of fluorescent light–drenched layout tables. The ubiquitous drone of light rock music played endlessly in the Discover offices, and most of her fellow workers’ bulletin boards were adorned with the banalities of personal backstories—snapshots of children, family pets, New Yorker cartoons, and jokey bumper stickers. Only Maura’s cubbyhole reflected any sort of restless intellect. Photos of Stonehenge, Einstein, Egyptian mummies, and Stephen Hawking vied for wall space with obscure advertising placards from long-forgotten punk rock concerts and French lobby cards for old theater du Grand-Guignol performances.

Maura settled into her chair and gazed down at the blinking light on her desk extension, girding herself for another tedious call from an advertiser. Dressed in a sleeveless sweater and faded, patched jeans, she was a small, sinewy woman in her late thirties with a mane of highlighted blond hair cut long across her face. One ear—the visible one—bore a row of sterling silver studs, and a tiny tattoo of a black rose adorned her neck. Her complexion was so pale the veins stood out on her slender arms like finely marbled china.

“Maura County,” she said into the phone after punching the luminous button, expecting to hear the saccharine voice of some obnoxious media buyer.

Instead, a rich baritone filled her ears: “Ulysses Grove calling … from the FBI … Behavioral Science Unit.”

Maura frowned. “Behavioral Science … um … this is in regard to…?”

“The mummy? I assume this is the same Maura County who contacted the bureau a while back about a profiler?”

Maura sat up straight in her chair. “Oh … oh yes, um … thank you. Mr. Grove. Is it Mr. or…?”

“Special Agent Grove is fine.”

Maura stammered on the words: “S-special agent, um, okay, Special Agent Grove, um—”

“Ulysses is fine.”

“Ulysses, great. Um … yeah.”

“So …”

Maura sighed. “Ulysses, I promise you, I’m usually not this flaky. And call me Maura. I’m really sorry, it’s been a crazy week.”

“I’ve had plenty of those,” the voice wanted her to know. Maura could almost see the weary smile on the other end of the line.

She felt a ripple of relief travel through her. She had never in her life dealt with a member of any law enforcement agency. Had never, thank God, been a victim of any crime. Had never even talked to a policeman. Hell, she didn’t even like cop shows or mystery novels. And here she was, talking to Sherlock Frigging Holmes, and he sounded like a decent enough guy. “Anyway,” Maura finally said, “as you can imagine, everybody in the field’s buzzing about this Iceman discovery, especially because it looks like he was murdered. I mean, we’re talking a perfectly intact Copper Age man here. Discover’s already done two full stories about it.”

“I assume they’ve done DNA sequences on the mummy?”

“Yeah, well, see … that’s where things get kind of complicated.” Maura pushed herself away from her desk and stood. She began to move around her cubicle like a caged animal with the phone glued to her ear. “There’s been a battle between the state of Alaska and the park service over who owns the thing. It’s kind of a mess.”

“Where is it now?”

“It’s still at the University of Alaska. They’ve got a pretty impressive lab up there, and they’re keeping him frozen. They thawed him out once to get samples.”

“Bone and tissue, I assume?”

“Yeah, exactly.” Maura nodded. “About a gram from his hip. Which was damaged when the hikers pried him out of the ice. The first analysis was sort of confusing.”

“Let me guess,” the voice said. “They got a lot of different sequences.”

“Exactly, exactly. How did you know that?”

“We see that at crime scenes a lot. You try to do a mitochondrial test, but you end up getting a lot of different sequences because you’re working with the surface. It’s a lot like picking up a dozen different fingerprints at a scene because the victim’s been handled so much.”

“That’s it, that’s it,” Maura said, still nodding. “That’s why they did a second test, cutting away the outside tissue. When they assayed the core they got one clean sequence. And that got everybody excited.”

After a long pause the voice said, “I suppose we should get together and take a look at the thing.”

A spurt of cold adrenaline traveled through Maura’s belly. She couldn’t believe that this was actually going to happen. Screw the “Paleolithic Diet”—Maura County was going to win the damn Pulitzer Prize after all! But in the midst of all the sudden excitement was a momentary hiccup of doubt in the back of her brain. Something about the profiler’s voice bothered her. This guy Grove didn’t sound right. He was saying all the right words, but the tone of his voice sounded wrong. It sounded reluctant, maybe even a little sad. And for a brief instant Maura wondered if she was about to involve the wrong man in this amazing, all-important, once-in-a-career project. But almost as quickly as the notion had crossed her mind, she brushed it off and said, “Great, fantastic … then I guess the next step is setting up a meeting in Alaska.”

The voice said that sounded good.
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The following Monday, which was the fifth of May—a mild time of year for Alaska—Maura County found herself waiting in the outer lobby of the Heinrich Schliemann Building, which housed the university’s archaeology laboratory, on the northwest corner of the campus. It was a clear day, and the mountain sun was a sledgehammer, pounding down through the skylights and battering the carpeted floor with yellow fire. It was nearly three o’clock, and the profiler was late, and Maura was starting to wonder whether he was going to show up at all. She kept thinking back to the sound of the man’s voice over the phone that previous week: that weird reluctance beneath his words. Maybe this was all a big mistake.

Snubbing out her third cigarette in a canister near the glass doors, Maura continued to pace and worry. Her compact body was adorned that day in a very uncharacteristic corporate pantsuit—the pin-striped slacks creased so sharply they looked dangerous. Even her hair was sedate—pulled back, swept up, and pinned against her skull. She felt ridiculous in the conservative attire, but she was representing the magazine that day, and she wanted to make a good impression on Ulysses Grove. She didn’t know what kind of man to expect.
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