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CHAPTER ONE

Callie shoved her hands deeper into her pockets, hooking her elbow in such a way that it pressed
the handbag over her shoulder further against her side. It was the kind of precaution that she always
took when visiting Javier, a friend of hers with a serious talent for art.

They’d met at college, and while Callie had already been forced into an office job, Javier was
at least taking a shot at his dreams. Of course, living as an artist with student debt meant he didn’t
live in the best of neighborhoods. There were times when Callie, being an attractive young woman,
didn’t feel safe here.

But that, she reminded herself as the backs of her fingers brushed against the cool exterior of
the canister, was why she always carried pepper spray in her pocket.

She had an exit plan, too: spray and run, depending on where she had managed to get to. There
was a little alleyway she had to cross through to get to Javi’s studio apartment, and it also represented
the turning point. Before she reached it, she knew the quickest route was to run back on her footsteps,
out to the main street where she could find safety in numbers. Past the halfway point, she would run
to Javi’s door and scream into the intercom until he buzzed her in.

It wasn’t that she spent all of her time preoccupied with the potential dangers of the place she
was walking toward. In fact, it was quite the opposite. Callie had come up with this plan the second
time she had ever visited Javi there, and since then she was free to daydream on the way over to his
place. To daydream about the tattoo he was drawing for her, and what it would look like.

They had been working on designs together for a couple of years, ever since she got her first.
She’d loved it so much that she had begged him to make her another, and this would be the third time
one of his designs decorated her body. There was something strangely intimate about it, though they
had never been lovers. Something about the way his work trailed across her skin, the one gesture of
rebellion against the corporate lifestyle she was no doubt going to have to endure for decades.

Or maybe not. Maybe she could find a way out, to do the things she really loved. Start her own
business, even though she hadn’t figured out what it would be yet. Callie could still hope.

She stepped down into the alleyway, past an overturned garbage can and a mural of graffiti
that had since been tagged over by kids with spray cans. Art, covered by the kind of inane scrawl that
made cities want to crack down on graffiti in the first place. It was a shame. The California sun that
had been shining down on her face disappeared, replaced with the cool shade between tall buildings,
leaving her eyes to adjust to new gloom.

At the opposite end of the alley, a man entered, coming in her direction. Callie stiffened a little,
taking him in while trying to pretend she was looking at the ground to his left. He had a hoodie pulled
up over his head, his face in shadows, his hands deep into his pockets just like hers.

She couldn’t make out his identity. That could be bad news, in a place like this. It could mean
that he didn’t want his identity known. A bad sign.

Callie’s fingers curled and wrapped around the pepper spray, her arm muscles tensing as she
thought about using it. She would pull it out in one swift motion, aim it at his face—she used the
tip of her index finger to find the nozzle so that it would be the right way around—and then spray.
Spray and run.

She stepped up her pace, thinking that the quicker she passed him, the less chance he would
have of getting the upper hand. She looked down the distance between them, trying to figure it out.
A glance up at the sky. Was she halfway yet? Would it be quicker to run forward or back? Javi was
expecting her. Maybe if she ran to him, he would let her in quicker. Yes, she would run to Javi.

She held her breath as the man came closer, trying to keep walking forward as if nothing was
happening, but gripping the pepper spray harder than ever. She was primed, ready to go—

He passed by her without incident.
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Callie breathed again, mentally telling herself off for being so paranoid. That was what
happened to people who were overprepared. Who thought too much about getting attacked in
alleyways.

Javi would laugh about this. She would tell him, even though it was embarrassing. He would
laugh warmly and tell her he would protect her from the big scary men. It would be a bonding moment
between them.

Unexpectedly, Callie was pulled off balance, just when she was breathing easy again. Something
from behind. Him, she realized—it had to be. He had her around the shoulders, one of his arms pulled
around her. Back toward him. Her shoulder blades collided with his chest, and something was pulling
across her throat—something sharp—something—

She wanted to yell for help, yell for Javi, scream, but when she tried, the air only bubbled out
through her throat, through the new opening he had made. He had cut her throat. Something hot was
cascading across her chest—she knew what it was—her own blood.

With a moment of clarity unlike any she had ever felt, Callie Everard knew that she was going
to die.

Dying, even. It was happening, right now, actively, and she was never going to see Javi to get
that tattoo design and she was never going to follow her dream of being her own boss and she was
never going to own that Mercedes she had set her eyes on when she read that a famous fashion editor
drove one. Callie’s hands clutched at her throat, slipping on the blood, and she could only grasp at
the edges of the new opening, the geography of which made no sense to her searching fingers.

Callie fell, unaware that she was doing it until she registered that she was looking up at the sky
and therefore had to be on her back. She strained one last time to make a noise, desperately sucking
in air through her open mouth and trying to expel it again in a shout. All she heard was another gush
of blood from her wound, the oxygen bubbling out in it, not even reaching her lungs.

It was only another moment before Callie stopped seeing anything at all, and stopped breathing,
and then it was only her body that lay abandoned in the alleyway. A shell. Her soul, or her
consciousness, or whatever it was that was Callie, long gone.

10
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CHAPTER TWO

Zoe set down her glass on the table, trying not to let herself calculate the volume of water
still remaining inside it. It was a losing battle, of course. She was always going to see the numbers,
whether she wanted to or not.

“What do you think?”

“Hmm?” Zoe looked up guiltily, meeting John’s waiting brown eyes.

She expected him to lose his patience, but she still had never managed to push him that far.
Instead he gave her a gentle smile, one of those lopsided smiles of his that went higher on the right side
of his face than the left. He always seemed to be giving her those smiles, forgiving her for something
or other. Zoe didn’t really know that she deserved it.

“What’s on your mind?” John asked.

Zoe tried to mold her face into something that would convincingly tell him she was fine. “Oh,
nothing,” she said, and then, feeling that perhaps this wasn’t the best answer: “Just work stuff.”

“You can tell me about it, you know,” John said, slipping his hand over hers on the table. She
felt his calm heartbeat thumping slowly through his thumb where it pressed on her skin, slower than
hers. Slower by a long shot.

Great. Zoe had made up a quick excuse, and now he was asking for details. Now what was she
supposed to do? “It is an open case,” she said, shrugging, hoping he buy it. “I cannot really talk about
the details until it goes to trial.”

John nodded, seeming to accept this. Zoe breathed an internal sigh of relief. She had to focus,
not count the four times his head tipped forward at a thirty-degree angle and the shine on his well-
kept brown hair appeared in the lights, or the six glasses going by on the tray held by the five-foot-
six waitress or the—

Zoe blinked, trying to refocus her eyes on John and her ears on what he was saying.

“So, I had to say to him, ‘Sorry, Mike, but it’s such a shame I have to go out on a date tonight,
he laughed.

Zoe frowned. “You could have rescheduled if the date is inconvenient to you,” she said. “I
would not mind.”

“What? No!” John said, at first leaning back in alarm and then grasping her hand again. “God,
no, Zoe. I've been looking forward to seeing you again. That was just—I was being sarcastic. Or
ironic, or something. I always forget which is which. Honestly, I wouldn’t cancel our date just for
a work thing.”

Zoe’s eyes flicked down to her plate, by now empty of the excellent salmon roulades with
lemon beurre blanc that had been her main course. This was the most recommended date spot in
Washington, D.C., for a meal, and she could barely remember eating it.

She wasn’t sure that she could say that she would always put John first. After all, she was an
FBI agent. She was expected to drop her life in order to pursue a case, not the other way around. She
reached up self-consciously to tuck a strand of her short brown hair behind her ear, feeling as she
did that it was one centimeter longer than she liked to have it cut. Things had been hectic lately. No
time for the daily tasks that kept life going.

“I mean, of course I get it that you might have to cancel sometimes,” John said, sipping at his
wine nonchalantly as if he hadn’t just managed to read her mind. “You have to stop serial killers from
going on murder sprees. Your job is important. No one’s going to be upset if I don’t stay at the office
all night trying to figure out if there’s a common property line across three different surveys from the
1800s and whether they can be applied to my client’s case. Except maybe my client, and he will be
benefitted by the excellent mood I'll wake up in tomorrow knowing that I spent my evening with you.”

“You are too nice to me,” Zoe told him. “Always. I do not understand it.”

299

11
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It was true; she didn’t. She had messed up their first date completely, and on their second, she
had dragged him out to a hospital to try and trace the records of a potential killer. Then he’d waited
for her in the cold, because she—unthinkingly—had not bothered to tell him that she could find her
own way home. Not many men would have wanted to sign up for a third date—and this was their fifth.

“You don’t have to understand it,” John said, smoothing his tie for the eleventh time that night
in a gesture that she was beginning to recognize. “You just have to accept my opinion that you deserve
it. 'm not being too nice. I'm being just nice enough. In fact, I could be nicer.”

“You could not be nicer. It would be against the laws of physics and nature.”

“Well, who needs those, anyway?” John flashed her that bright smile of his again and leaned
back as the waiter collected their empty plates.

“So, what are you working on at the moment?” she asked, thinking she should try to take more
of an interest in his life. He was always so attentive in asking about hers. Was she messing everything
up? She was messing everything up, wasn’t she?

“Like I told you, it’s the ancestral property line row,” John said, giving her a little puzzled frown.
“Are you sure you're feeling all right?”

Zoe looked up at him, meeting his eyes with pupils that were just slightly dilated in the dim
light of the restaurant, hearing the four beats of the gentle piano music in the background and how
each note moved one up, one down, one up, half a note up, one down. If only she could turn the
numbers off, or at least dim their volume. She needed to focus on John and what he was telling her,
but nothing in her brain would stop. She just needed it to stop. Everything was spiraling, and she was
no longer sure that she could regain control.

“I guess I am a little tired,” she said. As far as excuses went, it seemed like it might be semi-
acceptable. If there could ever be any excuse for failing to give him the courtesy of her attention.

He didn’t know about her ability to see the numbers everywhere, in everything, and she wasn’t
about to tell him. Not for the fourteen hundred fifty-three dollars and nineteen cents’ worth of dishes
and drinks she had seen pass by their table in the hands of the wait staff since they sat down one
hour and thirteen minutes ago.

“I have had a wonderful night,” she said. The worst part was that she meant it. When John
spent all of their time together being accommodating and making her feel good, why couldn’t she
at least listen to him?

“Well, I had an awful time. Shall we do it again next week?” he said, wiping his smile with a
napkin. Even though he glimmered at her, his eyes sparking with a mischievousness that match the
uneven curves of his mouth, it still took her a moment to realize he was joking. The words cut her
to the core at the thought she might have ruined everything

“I would like that,” Zoe said, nodding, holding her emotions inside. “Next week it is.”

She got up to go, knowing by now that he would refuse to allow her to pay the ninety-eight
dollars and thirty-two cents they had racked up on the bill, plus the tip.

Though it flashed through her mind, she didn’t say out loud that it would take luck for her to
keep their appointment. Being an active agent meant that you never knew when your next case would
come in, or where you would be required to go.

By this time next week, who knew where she might be?

Even right at this moment, their next killer was probably doing his work, setting them a puzzle
—and there was always a chance that the next one would be the one she couldn’t solve. Zoe fought
the uneasy feeling in her gut, somehow convincing her that she knew: this time next week, she would
be in deep on a case that would make all the others seem like child’s play.

12
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CHAPTER THREE

Zoe adjusted her position on the seat, settling further into the comfortable old armchair. She
was getting used to sitting here, strange as it sounded even to her own ears that she was becoming
accustomed to therapy.

Talking to someone week on week about her personal issues had once seemed like Zoe’s own
idea of hell, but having Dr. Lauren Monk on her side so far hadn’t turned out so badly. After all,
Dr. Monk was the one who had encouraged her to go on more dates with John, and that had, so far
at least, been a good decision.

On her part, anyway. She was beginning to wonder whether John could say the same.

“So, tell me about this date. What happened?” Dr. Monk asked, adjusting her notebook on
her knee.

Zoe sighed. “I just could not concentrate,” she said. “The numbers were taking over. It was
all I could think about. I missed whole sentences of his conversation. I wanted to give him my full
attention, but I could not switch it off.”

Dr. Monk nodded seriously, resting her hand on her chin. Since the session when Zoe had come
clean about her synesthesia—her ability to see numbers everywhere and in everything, like the fact
that Dr. Monk’s pen was heavier than average due to the slight fifteen-degree angle of droop as it
rested on the edge of her fingers compared to that of a BIC—she had been finding the therapy even
more helpful. It was freeing in many ways, to be able to really admit what was going on and how
she was struggling.

There were few people in the world who knew about Zoe’s synesthesia. There was Dr. Monk,
and Dr. Francesca Applewhite, who had been Zoe’s mentor since her college days. Then there was
her partner at the bureau, Special Agent Shelley Rose.

And that was it. She didn’t even need all of the fingers on her hand to count them. Those were
the only people that she had ever trusted enough to tell since her first diagnosis—from a doctor whom
she hadn’t seen since that day. Deliberately so. For a long time, she had thought that there might have
been some way to run away from or ignore the ability that her mother called the devil’s magic.

But so long as it was helping her to solve crimes, Zoe couldn’t say that she wanted it gone.
Not anymore. It just would be useful if it would quiet down when she was trying to forge a romantic
relationship, which didn’t require specific measurements of the liquid in each glass or the distance
between John’s eyes.

“What might be helpful is if we come up with some ways, together, that could help you turn
down the volume—quiet your brain down, so to speak,” Dr. Monk said. “Is that something that you’d
like to explore?”

Zoe nodded, startled by the lump that had taken over her throat at the thought of being able to
do that. “Yes,” she managed. “That would be great.”

“All right.” Dr. Monk thought for a moment, tapping the pen absentmindedly against her
collarbone. Zoe had noticed this habit, always an even number of taps.

“Why do you do that?” she blurted out, only to be embarrassed a second later that she had asked.

Dr. Monk was looking at her in surprise. “You mean, tapping on my collarbone?”

“Sorry. That is your personal business. You do not have to tell me.”

Dr. Monk smiled. “I don’t mind. Actually, it’s something I picked up when I was a student.
It’s a calming exercise.”

Zoe frowned. “You do not feel calm?”

“I do. It’s become something of a habit now, even when I'm thinking. It allows me to go down
into a more Zen state. I used to get panic attacks when I was younger. Have you ever experienced
a panic attack, Zoe?”

13
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Zoe thought back, trying to figure out what would qualify. “I do not think so.”

“Whether it’s a full panic attack or something less severe, what we need is for you to have
something that can calm you down, fade out the numbers. We want your mind to stop racing, allowing
you to focus on one thing at a time.”

Zoe nodded, tracing her fingers over the cracks in the leather arm of her chair. “That would
be nice.”

“Let’s start with a meditative exercise. What I think you should start to do is to undertake
meditation practice every night, perhaps just before you go to bed. This is going to be an ongoing
aid which will improve your ability to control your mind over time. It’s not an instant fix, but if you
stick with it, you will see results. With me so far?”

Zoe nodded mutely.

“Good. Now, listen to my instructions. I want you to give it a try right now, and then you’ll be
able to practice it on your own tonight. Start by closing your eyes and counting your breaths. Try to
shut everything else out of your mind.”

Zoe closed her eyes obediently and started to breathe deeply. One, she thought to herself. Two.

“All right. As soon as you get up to ten, you just start again from one. Don’t let yourself count
any further. You just want to keep counting those breaths, until you start to feel relaxed.”

Zoe tried, attempting to force other thoughts out of her mind. It was hard. Her brain wanted to
tell her that there was an itch on her right leg, or that she could faintly smell Dr. Monk’s coffee, or to
remind her how strange it was to be sitting in someone’s office with her eyes closed. Then it wanted
to tell her that she was doing the exercise wrong and allowing herself to be distracted.

Was she breathing at the right pace, anyway? How quickly was one supposed to breathe? Was
she doing it right? What if she had been breathing wrong for this whole time? For her whole life?
How would she know?

Despite her doubts, she kept at it in the silence, and eventually started to feel herself relaxing.

“You're doing great,” Dr. Monk said, her voice quieter and lower now. “Now I want you to
picture a sky. You're sitting, looking up at that sky. Beautiful blue, just one little cloud floating by
above, nothing else on the horizon. It stretches out over a calm blue sea. Can you see it?”

Zoe wasn’t the best at imagining things, but she remembered an image she had recently seen, an
advertisement for a travel company. A family happily playing in the sand, an impossibly blue paradise
behind them. She put herself there, focusing on that. She gave a small nod to let Dr. Monk know
she was ready to continue.

“Good. Feel the warmth of the sun on your face and your shoulders. It’s a beautiful day. Just a
light breeze, exactly the kind of weather you would ask for. You're sitting in a small inflatable boat,
just off the shore. Feel it rocking gently in the motion of the sea. It’s so peaceful and calm. Isn’t the
sun wonderful?”

Zoe would normally have laughed at something like this, but she did as she was told, and she
could almost swear that she could feel it. Real sun, beating down on her brow. Not too oppressive:
the kind of sun that made you think you were getting a tan, not skin cancer.

Skin cancer. Shouldn’t have thought about skin cancer. Focus, Zoe. Rocking in the current.

“Look over to the side. You'll see the island behind you. The beach where you just came from,
and behind it the rest of this paradise. What do you see?”

Zoe knew exactly what she saw when she looked over there: another image from a travel
advertisement. A place she had wanted to go. Except it had been advertised as a honeymoon
destination, and she had been single at the time, and it had only made her feel more alone.

“Golden sand,” she said, the sound of her own voice strangely distant and unfamiliar. “Then
lush undergrowth. Behind it, tropical trees reach up to the sky, ten feet and more. The sun is coming
down at a harsh angle, shadows only half a foot long. I can’t see beyond them. There’s a tree leaning

14
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right out at a forty-five-degree angle over the water, with a seven-foot hammock tied beneath it. It’s
empty.”

“Try to focus more on the scene than the numbers. Now, listen. Can you hear the waves gently
washing onto the sand? Can you hear bird calls?”

Zoe breathed deeply, letting this new layer of sensation wash over her. “Yes,” she said. “Parrots.
I think. The waves come at intervals of three seconds. Bird calls every five.”

“Feel the warm sun on your face. You can close your eyes, stop counting. You're safe there.”

Zoe breathed, still watching the island in her mind. Her eyes kept straying to the hammock.
Who was it for? For herself, or would someone join her one day? John? Did she want him there, on
this personal island of hers? It was sized for a man. She was only five foot six herself. The hammock
hung two feet above the water.

“That’s great, Zoe. Now, I want you to focus on your breathing again. Count down from ten,
just like we did before but in reverse. As you do, I want you to slowly come back from your island.
Let it fade out, and let yourself wake up, a little at a time. Gently, now. That’s it.”

Zoe opened her eyes, a little embarrassed to find how much mellower she felt—and now aware
of how strange it seemed, to have been away on a little island in her head while her therapist watched
her sit straight-backed in an armchair.

“You did really well.” Dr. Monk smiled. “How do you feel now?”

Zoe nodded. “Calmer.” Still, she felt doubt. The numbers had been there. They had followed
her, even into that space. What if she could never get rid of them?

“That’s a great start. You'll find it more peaceful the more you do the exercise. And that’s
a great thing, because it can be a calm place that you return to whenever you feel stressed out or
overwhelmed.” Dr. Monk dashed out a few notes in her book, her pen making quick and spidery
lines that Zoe could not guess at.

“What if I need to shut the numbers out fast? Like, in an emergency situation?” Zoe asked. “Or
if I can’t tell the other person why I need to calm down?”

Dr. Monk nodded. “Try just counting your breaths as you did to enter the meditation. We’ll
need to test this out in a real scenario, but it’s my belief that counting one thing—your breath—may
allow you to stop seeing the numbers elsewhere. It’s a distraction tactic—keeping the numbers side
of your brain occupied while you focus on something else.”

Zoe nodded, trying to cement that into her head. “Okay.”

“Now, Zoe, about not wanting to explain to people why you need to shut out the numbers—
or the fact that you can see them. Why is it that you’re still determined to hide this gift?” Dr. Monk
asked, tilting her head in a way that Zoe had come to recognize as meaning a change of tack.

She struggled to answer that one. Well, no, she didn’t: she knew the reason. There was a fear
that had gripped her since she was a young girl, reinforced by screams of devil child and enforced
praying sessions that kept her on her knees all night, wishing for the numbers to go away. It was just
hard to say that out loud.

“I do not want people to know,” she said, picking a piece of imaginary lint from the knee of
her trousers.

“But why is that, Zoe?” Dr. Monk pressed. “You have a wonderful ability. Why don’t you want
to share it with others?”

Zoe struggled. “I... do not wish them to think of me differently.”

“You’re afraid that your peers will perceive you differently from how they do now?”

“Yes. Maybe...” Zoe hesitated, shrugging her shoulders. “Maybe they might try to—to do
something with it. To exploit it in some way. I do not wish to be a puppet for someone else to use.
Or the victim of tricks and pranks. Or a performance piece for people to test.”

Dr. Monk nodded. “That’s understandable. Are you certain that’s all you are afraid of ?”
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Zoe knew the answer. She even whispered it in her head. I am afraid that they will all know—
that they will see I am not normal. I am not one of them. I am a freak of nature. I am afraid they will
hate me for it. But, “Yes, I am sure,” she said, out loud.

Dr. Monk studied her for a moment, and Zoe was sure that the game was up. Dr. Monk was
a therapist—of course, she could tell when someone was lying to her. She would press the point, get
Zoe to admit the secret fear she had buried deep inside of herself for so very long.

But all she did was close her notebook and place it carefully on her desk, turning on a brilliant
smile. “We made some fantastic progress today, Zoe. We're at the end of our session, so please put
that meditation into your nightly habits and try to stick with it. I'd like to hear if you’ve made any
progress when we next meet.”

Zoe stood and thanked her and left, feeling like she was saved by the bell.

And then there was a more literal bell, a ringing coming from her pocket. She dug her cell out
as she walked through the waiting room, seeing Shelley’s name on the caller ID.

“Special Agent Zoe Prime,” she said. It felt good to use the proper, official address, even when
she knew who was calling.

“Z, it's me. Chief needs you to come to the airport right away. We’ve got a case in LA. Grab
an overnight bag, and I'll meet you there.”

“How long do I have?” Zoe asked.

“Forty-five minutes, then we fly.”

“See you there,” Zoe said. She hung up the phone and strode more purposefully through the hall,
calculating how much time she would have for packing after allowing for travel time to the airport.

Inside, she thrilled, just a little. It had been a while since their last case, all paperwork and
court dates and bureaucracy. Even if she wasn’t exactly happy that someone had died, it would be
good to get stuck into a nice, easy murder case—and she mentally crossed her fingers that that was
what they were going to get.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Zoe looked out the window at the clouds, passing by under the plane’s wing. Perhaps there
should have been a kind of peace in that for her. There was nothing to count, after all. But she didn’t
enjoy the sensation of being so far above the ground, and she never would. She hated the thought that
someone else was fully in control of and responsible for her life.

“SAIC Maitland left us these files,” Shelley said, proffering a couple of manila folders to get
Zoe’s attention.

Zoe turned back from the window, blinking her eyes to get herself to focus. “All right. What
are we looking at that is so urgent we could not wait for a briefing in person?” Shelley’s blonde hair
was neatly tucked into a bun behind her head, her makeup as neat and precise as ever. Zoe wondered
briefly how she always managed to look so put-together, even with a young child at home—and even
when getting on a plane at short notice.

“Two victims,” Shelley said. She spread the files apart. “Evidently the team on the ground felt
that they were never going to get anywhere without Bureau help. They turned it over voluntarily.”

“Voluntarily?” Zoe’s eyebrows shot up. “No wonder Maitland wanted us over there as quickly
as possible. He probably thought they might change their minds.”

It wasn’t often they got a case that was voluntarily handed over. Law enforcement tended to be
territorial, to want to see a case through from beginning to end. Zoe understood that. Still, it usually
led to tense atmospheres and only the most begrudging assistance. The officers tended to suspect that
the FBI were there to take their jobs and report them as not fit for duty, even though that usually had
no grounding in reality. It might be refreshing to actually be welcomed somewhere.

Shelley opened up the first file and started reading from it. “The first victim to be found was
a male, Caucasian, early thirties. Name of John Dowling, although it took the locals a good while
to ID him.”

Zoe tried to ignore the name and the way it had cut into her heart. John was a common enough
name, after all. She shouldn’t need to imagine John bleeding out or shot or strangled in order to get
past it. “Why so?”

“The body was heavily burned. Postmortem says that his throat was cut first, and then he was
taken elsewhere and burned before discovery.”

“Do we know where the crime was committed?”

Shelley studied the notes. “No location yet on the actual killing. It’s thought it may have
happened in a private home, since there would be a lot of blood, and nothing has been reported. The
body was taken out to an isolated street and burned in the middle of the night. By the time a local
resident noticed and was brave enough to go check it out, a lot of damage had been done.”

Shelley wordlessly handed over a photograph. It showed a blackened and twisted body, almost
to the point of being unrecognizable as a human. It looked like a movie prop, not a real person. Zoe
had to hand it to whoever had managed to determine cause of death. They must have had a real job
on their hands.

There was another photo in the file, a smiling image of a young man. John Dowling in life,
probably taken from one of his social media pages. He was in a dark room, with people visible in the
background—probably a party. He looked happy.

“Any leads so far on him? Enemies, grudges?”

“Nothing yet. Investigation is ongoing.”

“All right. And the second one?”

Shelley closed the first file and picked up the other, sucking in a breath through her teeth.
“Similar story. Throat cut, then burned. A young woman, Callie Everard. Mid-twenties. She was
pretty, too.”
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Zoe just managed to refrain from rolling her eyes. It never failed to amaze her that people, even
her esteemed partner, could put weight on such things. Young, old, pretty, ugly, thin, fat—dead was
dead. Any life taken was something that should be investigated, any killer someone who should be
punished. The particulars made little difference.

“The location?”

“This time it all took place in the same alley. Looks like the killer approached her, cut her
throat, let her drop down dead, and then set her on fire. That’s one small mercy. She wouldn’t have
been conscious for the burning.”

This, at least, was a sentiment that Zoe could agree with. There were very few pleasant ways
to go, and burning to death was not one of them. “How about her? Could she have had a target on
her somehow?”

“The local cops haven’t finished looking into it. She was just found yesterday, only managed
to get the ID early this morning. They’ve managed to inform the next of kin, and that’s it.”

Zoe reached out for the photographs. This body was less burnt, even if only by degrees. It was
still possible to make out that she was a woman, and there were shreds of flesh on the body that shone
red and raw through the blackened mess.

“Are you getting anything from the images?” Shelley asked.

Zoe looked up to realize that she was being watched intently. “Not yet. I do not see anything
that I can use. The fire, it corrupts things and distorts them. I could not even reliably tell their height
and weight if we did not have their medical files.”

“Both healthy young people. Maybe this will just be a crime of passion. They have a mutual
friend, or ex-friend, who lost it and decided to set the world on fire.”

“We can hope.” Zoe sighed and settled her head back against the chair. Why did airplanes
always have to be so uncomfortable? She’d read that premier class passengers had beds. Not that the
Bureau was ever going to swing for something like that.

“How are things, anyway?” Shelley asked. She tucked the files back away into her carry-on and
settled back into her seat with a conspiratorial air. “Did you see John again yesterday?”

It was Friday night, and John had seemingly been happy with the habitual way that Zoe ran her
life. The same things at the same time. The only difference was the venue. “Yes, I did.”

“Well?” Shelley asked impatiently. “Details, Z. It’s going well with you two, isn’t it?”

Zoe shrugged, turning her head toward the window again. “Well enough, I suppose.”

Shelley sighed with exasperation. “Well enough? What does that mean? Do you like him or
not?”

“Of course I like him.” Zoe frowned. “Why else would I go on so many dates with him?”

Shelley hesitated, her reflection tipping its head to one side behind her. “I guess that’s fair.
Although some people just carry right on even when something doesn’t really appeal to them. But
you know what I mean. Are the dates getting serious?”

Zoe let her eyes slip shut. Maybe Shelley would take the hint and think she was trying to get
some rest. “I do not know what that means, and I do not think I want to answer it anyway.”

Shelley paused, saying nothing for a long moment. Then, quietly: “You know, you don’t have
to keep pushing me away. You know you can trust me. I'm not going to tell anyone about anything.
I didn’t spill your secret, did 1?”

There was the small matter of the time when Shelley had mentioned to their superior, Maitland,
that Zoe was “good with math”; Zoe, however, didn’t see any use in bringing that up.

She didn’t answer, at least not at first. What could she say? It was true that she kept herself to
herself, and that was the way she had always been. Did she even need to justify it? First Dr. Monk
and now Shelley were talking like she had a problem. Like it was unreasonable to want to keep one’s
private life private.
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“I don’t even know why you still keep it a secret,” Shelley carried on. “You could do serious
good.”

“How?”

“Putting your skills to use. Catching killers.”

“I already catch killers.”

Shelley sighed. “You know what I mean.”

“No, I really do not,” Zoe replied, more ready than ever to move on from this conversation.
“How long is left on this flight?” She started jabbing at the screen in front of her, changing it to show
their flight path and progress, even though she knew full well exactly where they would be and how
much longer they would fly for.

“It’s something to think about, anyway,” Shelley said. “It feels like you’re happier when you're
around the people who know. You get tense, bottle things up, when you think it’s not safe. Maybe
you would have a more comfortable life overall if everyone knew.”

“Fifty-six minutes,” Zoe said, as if she hadn’t heard her. “We should prepare. We will want to
go straight to the most recent crime scene from the airport. Have you got the address?”

Shelley said nothing, only giving her a long and searching look before returning to the files and
searching for the details that they needed.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Zoe squinted, looking both ways up and down the alleyway, into the sky. It was a crisp, clear
day. A small strip of pale blue ran above them, narrowing off into the distance, hemmed in by grimy
bricks on apartment blocks and warehouse storage facilities on either side.

It was a far cry from the luxury and waving palm trees of Beverly Hills. The streets and
sidewalks were cracked and faded, and the nearest building at the end of the alley was a homeless
shelter. Still, the studio apartments rising tall on the other side probably cost more than her childhood
home in rural Vermont.

There was still something lingering in the air, despite the removal of the body. Zoe could still
smell it. It probably wouldn’t go away for a long time. The stench of burning human flesh and hair
tended to stick around.

Zoe returned her attention to the ground, and the patch of scorched markings that ran across
the tarmac of the street and littered bricks, garbage bags, and needles. Most of them were burned
and twisted up themselves now, made into unrecognizable black plastic shapes that only added to the
eyewatering aroma. The killer, it seemed, hadn’t cared so much about the presentation.

Or maybe they had, and they were making a statement about this young woman—this Callie
Everard—being just another piece of trash.

Shelley was talking to a local police officer nearby, while the others were all but packing up.
The forensics team had been over the site already, and the body had been taken for testing. All that
remained was to pick up all of the little pieces of evidence left behind in the debris of the murder.
A female officer with short-cropped hair and a small stature was gingerly placing them, one by one,
into plastic evidence bags.

Zoe watched her with only vague interest. Her mind was working along its own paths, tracing
what her eyes saw. The woman had been lying with her head next to the overturned trash bags, her
feet pointing toward the middle of the alleyway, at a thirty-degree angle to what would have been
the center line. She had fallen backward, most likely, after her throat was cut. There were still some
traces of blood, beneath the scorching and the melted bodily fluids, that shored this theory up.

They knew a lot abou