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Active Shooter




Prologue

My cell phone pings and the glow from the screen penetrates the darkness.

I immediately grab it and hold it up to my face.

One simple text.

One line.

One word.

I’ve been waiting for this moment—waiting for it ever since we had that first conversation more than six months ago.

My fingers suddenly feel alive with a burst of adrenaline. Tiny tingles make it difficult to continue to hold my phone.

It’s late, well past midnight, but like most nights, I’m wide awake.

Because I’ve been waiting for this text.

And it is going to change everything.

Still, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. After all, not only did the text mean the start of something new, something violent, something exciting, but it also marked the end.

The end of everything.

I slowly rise from bed, cell phone in hand, eyes locked on the text, as I make my way to the closet.

I open the door and observe the clothing arranged on hangers. Then my eyes drop to the handful of sets of shoes on the bottom, and the hamper full of dirty laundry behind that.

Slowly, methodically, I remove the shoes and place them off to one side. Then I grab the hamper and pull it out.

My heart is beating quickly in my chest, thrumming, really—I can feel my pulse in my throat and wrists. With my free hand, I reach for the chest at the back, casually swiping away the laundry that had missed the bin and covered the top. It’s heavy, and I’m forced to set my phone down to pull it all the way out.

When it is finally resting in front of me, I stare at it and listen.

My house is silent.

Everyone is sleeping.

Everyone but me.

The key to the chest hangs on a chain around my neck, as it always does.

I’ve never taken it off. Not when I shower, not when I take part in gym class even though the teacher tells everyone that no jewelry is allowed. No bracelets, no rings, no earrings, and definitely no necklaces.

But like everyone else, the teacher doesn’t pay attention to me.

Nobody does.

They will soon.

I use the key to open the box but just before I flip the lid back, I hesitate. This is the moment of truth.

I can still shove the chest to the back, cover it in laundry, and delete the text.

Nobody will know just how close they came.

Nobody but me.

And that, I think, is the true definition of power.

Knowledge of an impending tragedy while others wallow in blissful ignorance.

It’s the word impending that gets me.

Impending implies inevitability.

My eyes drift to the cell phone sitting on the carpet next to me.

The screen is still illuminated, and that single word glares up at me accusingly.

I nod at it, as if accepting my fate, all of their fates, and then I open the box.

Even though I know what’s inside, the sight of gleaming metal still incites a small tremor of terror.

One of the items is bigger than the rest. More intimidating, more fear-inducing.

The others are smaller, handheld, easily hidden in a backpack or the waistband of a pair of dirty jeans.

I grab the largest object, turning it over in my hand as I look down at the metal. There isn’t much light in the closet, but the glow from my cell phone is sufficient to illuminate my face, allowing me to see my reflection. 

My face. The one that I’ve lived with my entire life.

It’s ugly.

Boring.

Not special in any way.

And the others… the others have made sure I know this.

Well, that is all about to change.

As I adjust my hand on the butt of the gun, I look down at the text one last time.

One simple word that will change everything.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow, things will be different.

Tomorrow will be anything but normal and boring.

And after tomorrow, people will remember my name.

I sigh and shudder again, this time with pleasure, and then I place the gun back in the box.

Then I crawl back into bed and, for the first time in as long as I can remember, I fall asleep with a smile on my face.

Tomorrow will change everything.


PART I – Explosion




Chapter 1

“He’s gonna run,” FBI Agent Chase Adams muttered under her breath. “He’s going to fucking run!”

“I don’t think—” Tate Abernathy didn’t even get a chance to finish his sentence before the man that they’d been following for the last week or so did exactly that: he started to run.

But not before removing his overcoat, revealing his completely naked body beneath.

“What the hell?” she heard her partner whisper.

Chase wasn’t distracted by the man’s alabaster flesh, or the sight of his bare ass cheeks as he sprinted.

She was already on the move, dropping her binoculars, and hightailing it after him.

Behind her, she heard Tate doing the same, cursing repeatedly, saying something inane about how he still hated running after all this time.

As much as Tate Abernathy hated running, Chase had to admit that the past few years of training every day with him had not only made her a better runner, but Tate was actually good at it.

In fact, he was faster than she was, even though she’d been running her entire life.

As Chase’s shoes crunched across the small layer of snow that blanketed the grass, Tate quickly overtook her.

“FBI! Stop!” Chase shouted.

The man had no intentions of stopping. And wiry as he was, he was fast, too.

Chase was suddenly struck with the idea that if it hadn’t been for Tate, he might’ve gotten away. Although, she wasn’t sure how far he would have gone, being that it was coming on six in the morning, and he was completely nude.

“Stop!”

The man continued to run, and Chase dodged a swing set, a teeter-totter, and a plastic dinosaur.

Tate leaped over the dinosaur and continued to gain on the man. Her partner was yelling now, too, but with the blood roaring in her ears, Chase couldn’t tell if he was instructing the man to stop or if he was just upset at being forced to run.

It didn’t matter.

The man made it partway to the school when Tate caught him.

Chase continued to pump her arms and legs, closing the distance between the three of them, and she saw Tate reach out and drive a flat hand into the man’s left shoulder. It was an unorthodox movement, but it proved effective. Chase would’ve stuck her leg out, clipping the man’s heel, causing his legs to tangle. But Tate’s technique, was better because it allowed him to continue running just in case the blow was ineffective.

The man grunted as he fell face-first into the ground, his hands splaying out in front of him. She heard the sound of something popping or breaking, and the man shrieked in pain.

He was lucky. Had he fallen three feet earlier, he would have collided with the 4x4 piece of wood that framed the sandbox instead of grass-covered snow.

Tate was on the man instantly, jumping onto his back and wrenching his thin arms behind him.

The man screamed. Chase figured at least one, and maybe both, of his shoulders had dislocated from the fall.

“My arm! My arm!” the man whined. “It’s broken.”

It wasn’t broken, Chase knew, but she didn’t feel the need to correct him.

Tate took no mercy on the man, cuffing him roughly, and then yanking him to his feet. In the process, the man’s left arm slipped back into the socket, and he screamed again.

“I didn’t do anything,” the man said after the pain subsided. “I didn’t do nothin’.”

Chase observed him as she caught her breath.

He was incredibly skinny, almost emaciated. She could count each one of his ribs, and his lack of body fat made the dark tuft of hair between his nonexistent chest stand out as if it had been tattooed on.

Same for his thick thatch of public hair.

Chase scowled in disgust.

“You didn’t do nothin’?” she repeated. “You’re completely naked outside of an elementary school, and you didn’t do nothin’?”

“My jacket just fell off!” he argued.

“Yeah right,” Tate said. “Same thing happened last week when you exposed yourself to the kids in this very schoolyard?”

To his credit, despite being caught in such a predicament, the man, who Chase knew to be Dennis Mason, still tried to plead his innocence.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—I’ve never been here before.”

Chase knew differently.

There had been three previous reports in this area of Dennis exposing himself to minors. The first few had been in the evening, and he’d opened his coat to a man and a child who were walking their dog. The last time, Dennis had come during school hours and had tossed his trench coat, the same one he’d been wearing today, to the ground.

The kids, seven of them, trying to enjoy their recess, had been traumatized.

Chase was glad that they’d caught the pervert before he escalated even further.

“You do know what I’m talking about, Dennis,” she said sternly, looking into the man’s eyes.

He didn’t even try to mask the surprise he felt at her knowing his name.

“Let me ask you something,” she said slowly. “How would you feel if somebody exposed themselves in front of your children?”

The man’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head.

One of the things that Chase had always had a hard time understanding is how these creeps could live such dichotomous lives.

Dennis Mason was a middle-class man who worked as a project specialist for a large consultation firm. He was married to a pretty if thicker woman, and he had twin seven-year-old boys.

Their research revealed that Dennis was actually a decent father. He had only one prior, for a DUI from years ago when he’d been in college.

And yet, the man had a dark secret.

“That’s disgusting,” Dennis spat, and Chase, despite everything, thought the man meant his words.

How he could be horrified by the idea of somebody doing exactly the same thing he did was almost—almost—unbelievable.

Dennis started to shiver, and his teeth clacked together loudly.

On the other side parking lot, a Quantico PD car pulled up, lights flashing.

“You’re pathetic,” Chase said.

They made it back to the man’s jacket, and she picked it up, pinching it between two fingers as if it was contaminated. She loosely draped it over Dennis’ shoulders.

“It’s all just a misunderstanding,” he whined.

Chase and Tate ignored him, and a cop came forward.

“It’s Dennis Mason,” Tate said and the cop nodded.

The officer gave Dennis the old up-down, his lip curling in revulsion.

“Thank you, I’ve got it from here,” he informed them.

Tate removed his cuffs as the officer applied his own. Dennis made no attempt to run.

“Officer, I don’t know what these guys told you but—”

“Shut up,” the cop warned. Chase and Tate watched as Dennis was pulled roughly to the Virginia PD squad car. He pleaded his case the entire time, but the young officer didn’t even humor him with a response.

When he pushed Dennis into the backseat, he didn’t lower the man’s head quite enough, and she heard him cry out as his forehead struck the door frame.

The cop had a hint of a smile on his face as he slammed the door closed. Then he looked back at them and offered a two-fingered salute.

“Well,” Chase said, stretching and arching her back as the car pulled away from the school, “the good news is that we don’t have to go for a run today.”

When Tate didn’t say anything, she glanced at him and was confused by the far-off frown on his lips.

“What’s wrong?”

Take shrugged and Chase pressed.

“No, tell me.”

“I just… this is going to sound weird, but I was hoping for something more.”

Almost everyone else would have questioned this comment, but not Chase.

After taking down Dr. Helen Niccolo and The Path to Eden, by comparison, the CVU’s next few cases had been rather small time. And the flasher Dennis Mason was no exception.

Tate’s feelings were familiar.

It wasn’t unusual for cops or agents coming off a big case to feel that their regular duties were a bit of a letdown.

In a way, this reminded Chase of her own heroin addiction.

You were always chasing your first high, trying different compounds, different administration methods, anything and everything to replicate those initial feelings.

But you never could quite get there.

Yet, no big cases for the CVU were undoubtedly a good thing.

“Dennis Mason is a scumbag,” Chase said matter-of-factly, staring at her partner’s face. “For now, he just exposed himself to children. In a month, however…” She let her sentence trail off. They both knew the psychology and pathology of these individuals. The way they progressed.

It started with flashing but if they weren’t caught, it would progress to touching.

And worse.

“You’re right,” Tate said with a tired smile. “And hell, if it means we don’t have to run today then I’m all for it.”

Chase was about to remark that they’d run less than half a mile, and they usually did five miles a day, when her phone pinged. She took it out and saw that it was an alarm.

“Shit,” she said, noting the time.

“What?” Tate asked, the smile sliding off his face.

“I gotta go—I promised I’d drive Georgina to school.” She glanced over her shoulder at their car, parked more than a mile away. “C’mon, Tate, just a little more running.”

And then Chase took off before her partner could complain.


Chapter 2

“Georgina!” Chase hollered as she entered the house. “Georgina you up? We gotta go!”

Tate entered behind her, and Chase flicked off her shoes.

“Georgina?”

Chase was annoyed at herself when she felt a familiar pang of anxiety. She’d been getting better at giving Georgina her space, of not needing to see her at every moment, of not feeling anxious and uncomfortable if the girl didn’t reply right away. And yet…

Chase hoisted herself upstairs by pulling on the banister. The door to Georgina’s room was closed, and she flung it open.

When she didn’t immediately notice her niece, she felt her anxiety ratchet up a few notches.

Then she saw a familiar outline on the bed and walked over to it. She yanked on the sheet, and Georgina, groggy with sleep, rolled onto her back.

“What are you doing?” Chase asked, her heart rate slowing to normal.

The girl blinked several times, coughed ever so slightly, and said, “Not feeling well.”

Her voice was timid, quiet.

Chase frowned.

Georgina had been under the weather both Monday and Tuesday, and she had taken both days off of school. But last night, she’d been fine at dinner, joking around, and had a healthy appetite.

“Georgina, you have to go to school today,” Chase said. “You’ve already missed two days this week.”

Gina coughed again, but this time it felt forced.

Chase reached out and put the back of her hand on the girl’s forehead.

It was warm, but not overly so.

“I’m still not feeling well,” Georgina said.

Chase took a step back and observed her niece.

She looked fine. Her eyes were bright and clear, and her skin wasn’t clammy.

Chase cocked her head and said, “What’s going on? You’re not sick.”

“I am!” Georgina protested. “I am, really.”

If it weren’t for the pathetic cough that Georgina mustered now, Chase might have fallen for it.

It was fake, contrived.

High school was difficult for everyone, and it was doubly difficult for Georgina. Although she had been going to school for the past few years after being homeschooled by Brian and Timothy Jalston, she’s done so under the protection of Louisa’s boys.

But that was when they’d been in New York, not Virginia. After the engagement, Chase and Tate had bought a house in Virginia and the four of them had moved in together. This meant that Georgina was destined to attend a local school. And while Williamsburg Collegiate Institute was a prestigious private school, one of the best in the state, it was still a new environment.

New people.

New challenges.

Chase checked her phone. School started at 8:30, it was already 8:10. Not only was Georgina not even out of bed yet, but it would take at least ten minutes to drive to school.

She briefly wondered if Georgina was just being a regular teenager or if there was something deeper at play.

Chase wanted to ask, but there just wasn’t time. And, besides, she was tired, having spent the early hours of the morning waiting for that pervert Dennis to show.

“Get up,” she instructed sternly.

“But—”

“No buts, Georgina. You missed the last two days. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but you’re going to school today. Now, get up.”

It looked as if Georgina was about to argue, but Chase tightened her grip on the blanket and pulled it to the floor.

“Now.”

“Fine,” Georgina snapped, rising out of bed.

Chase waited for the girl to make her way to the bathroom before finally heading downstairs, shaking her head.

“What’s going on with her?” Tate asked. He handed her a fresh cup of coffee and she sipped it.

“I don’t know. Maybe she’s having a hard time adjusting.”

Tate made a face.

“We’re almost two years into the school year, Chase.”

“I know,” she replied more forcefully than intended. She sighed and drank more of her coffee. “I’ll talk to her tonight.”

Upstairs, Chase heard the shower click off.

“Hurry up, Georgina!”

Georgina said something back that Chase didn’t pick up, which was probably for the best.

She was a good kid, a great kid, but even great kids had attitude now and then.

“You want to come with? After I drop her off, we can head to work together. Finish the paperwork on that asshole Dennis Mason.”

Tate shook his head.

“I’m gonna go see Rachel today, remember? Took the day off.”

“Ah,” Chase said, recalling their conversation from the night prior.

It was some sort of Open House day, and Tate was going to spend the day with his daughter, take her out to lunch.

“Looks like you’re going to do Dennis Mason’s paperwork on your own,” he joked, “if you can handle all the minutia.”

Chase smiled.

Nothing that Tate said was by accident, and over the past few years that they’d lived together, Chase had discovered that he was one of the wittiest people that she’d ever met.

“I mean, it was cold out,” Chase remarked.

Tate laughed.

He finished his coffee and kissed her on the cheek.

Then he turned his head toward the stairs.

“Have a good day at school, Georgina!”

“Bye, Tate,” Georgina replied dryly.

Chase rolled her eyes.

“We’ll talk to her tonight,” Tate said, trying to calm Chase’s nerves. “She’ll be fine.”

After Tate left, Chase slipped a piece of bread into the toaster and when it popped up, she smeared some jam on it.

Moments later, Georgina entered the kitchen in her school uniform—a white blouse, tucked in, and a blue tartan skirt that came to just above her knee.

“Here, take this,” she said, offering the toast.

“I’m not hungry.”

Of course, you aren’t.

“You have to eat something,” Chase said.

“Well, I’m not hungry. I have a break second period—I’ll eat then.”

Except, Chase knew that Georgina hadn’t prepared a lunch.

“But—”

“I’ll grab something from the caf.”

And with that, the girl spun on her heels, went to the door, and slipped on her sneakers.

Chase, still shaking her head in annoyance, threw her shoes back on. She was annoyed to find them damp.

“A jacket!” she said. “You need a jacket!”

But Georgina was already outside and had no intention of returning.

Of late, their interactions had followed this pattern. Chase knew that this was a good thing, that this was normal, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

Ever since Rachel had moved into residence at Virginia Tech, leaving Georgina alone, the girl had become more introverted, more private.

And the harder that Chase pressed, the more Georgina retreated into her shell.

She was not looking forward to tonight’s conversation.

Chase got into her BMW and started it up.

They drove in silence for the first five minutes, and then Chase, who should have been accustomed to this treatment from her time working with Jeremy Stitts, felt a strong compulsion to break it.

She fought it for another good thirty seconds.

“What’s wrong with you? Why don’t you want to go to school?”

It was the wrong question to ask, the wrong approach, the wrong everything.

Thinking back to Dennis Mason’s dichotomous existence, Chase felt a strong irony. With a suspect or even a witness, she knew exactly what approach to take.

It wasn’t always the right approach—Chase knew full well that her tactics were often too aggressive—but more often than not, they were effective.

And yet, speaking to her niece, Chase continually found herself saying the opposite of what she thought she should be saying.

“Nothing’s going wrong at school,” Georgina replied aggressively. “I’m just sick.”

This was a lie.

“Is someone bothering you?”

Georgina glared at her, clearly not happy about being challenged.

“No, I’m just sick, all right? Drop it.”

Don’t tell me to drop it, was on the tip of Chase’s tongue, but she bit down hard.

There was something bothering Georgina.

Chase was suddenly reminded of her younger years with her sister, before… before they’d been taken.

Even though this time in her life was still a blur, a confusing mess, Chase knew that they used to fight.

After some of their more intense confrontations, Chase wouldn’t hesitate to apologize.

But Georgina would have none of it.

She would slink away and sulk. Sometimes this lasted an hour, sometimes as long as a day.

Chase chanced a glance at her niece out of the corner of her eye.

They didn’t just look the same, but they acted the same, as well.

God, I miss her.

Chase clenched her jaw and stared straight ahead.

Williamsburg Collegiate Institute, known more informally as WCI, slowly came into view.

It was an impressive building. Shaped like a giant, uppercase ‘A’ the stone facade was covered in ivy.

The WCI reminded Chase of a much smaller Harvard. And it was equally hard to get into—only approximately three percent of applicants were accepted each year.

She wished that this was where the similarities with the Ivy League University ended.

Unfortunately, the costs were comparable, as well.

Thank God for Stu Barnes.

Chase pulled up to the massive iron gates that surrounded the school. Only faculty and students were allowed into the actual building, which was an important selling feature for her. While, during the open house, most parents spent their time assessing the facilities, like the cafeteria and gymnasium, and were interested in classroom size—cell phones, too, had been a big topic and most parents were relieved to learn that all phones were confiscated at the door and returned at the end of the day—Chase’s focus was different.

She was almost singularly concerned with security.

When she’d asked questions like how many guards were on duty, and who was allowed to come and go, she got some strange looks, least of all from Georgina.

“Have a good day, okay?” Chase said softly as Georgina got out of the car. The girl took two steps and for a moment, Chase thought that you would leave without saying anything.

At the last second, however, she turned, looked at her, and said, “Love you, Chase.”

Chase repeated the words and tried to offer a reassuring smile.

But something in her niece’s eyes gave her pause.

Yeah, we’re going to have a real talk tonight, Georgina. No matter how uncomfortable it makes either of us.


Chapter 3

“Rachel!” Tate exclaimed, holding his hands out wide. “Rach’, give your old man a hug.”

Rachel had been sitting at her desk in her dorm room when Tate had arrived. He’d found the door open and had just strode right in.

Now, she spun a startled look on her face.

“I—I didn’t expect you until later, until lunch.”

Tate shrugged.

“You should have seen my morning—I’m hungry now. Also, don’t be too happy to see me.”

He expected his daughter to laugh at this, but she didn’t.

“It’s just—”

“C’mon, gimme a hug,” he insisted.

Tate noticed Rachel’s walking aids, poles that could be strapped to her wrists, near the door and reached for them. But Rachel was already pushing herself out of her chair. Seeing the determination on her face, Tate held the poles but didn’t offer them.

Rachel took four steps, four steady steps, and then hugged him tightly, burying her chest the front of his button-down shirt.

“Missed you, Rach’,” Tate said, hugging her back.

He leaned down and sniffed her hair.

Tate loved the smell.

It reminded him of when she’d been a baby—an angry baby who cried all the time—and he would hold her and rock her.

Tate opened his eyes and glanced over his daughter’s head. Beside her laptop were a half-dozen Starbucks cups and two empty energy drink cans.

It made him smile. Like Chase, he was still coming to terms with living a normal life with his new blended family. The small things, like those energy drinks, reminded him of how far they’d all come.

But then he spotted something else, and these feelings were short-lived.

It was a set of black hair clippers.

His eyes drifted downward.

“Come on, let’s get something to eat then,” Rachel said. “I just had—”

“Hey, girl, you find that set of clippers I left here?” In response to the sound of the man’s voice, Rachel pulled back. She shot a look over Tate’s shoulder and he saw her shake her head ever so slightly.

Tate whipped around just in time to see a man duck back into the hallway.

No, you don’t.

He thrust the poles at Rachel, stepped back, and said, “Hey—hey, you!”

A tall blond man with broad shoulders hunched low and looked as if he was about to run.

It reminded him of Dennis Mason, and he was met with the unfortunate image of the man’s pale ass cheeks bouncing up and down.

But Dennis was emaciated, and this man was not.

And when Tate yelled again, the man stopped and turned.

He had medium-length blond hair swept to one side and deep dimples on both of his cheeks. His V-neck sweater was low-cut and revealed a thick upper chest.

The kid smiled.

“Mr. Abernathy,” he said with a nod. He strode forward and put out his hand.

Tate just looked at the extended limb.

“Who are you?”

Tate knew that he should play this cool, that he should shake this man’s hand and introduce himself.

That’s what the situation called for.

Even after the car accident, when the cops had started questioning him, Tate knew exactly what to say and do.

He put all personal feelings aside and became the person he needed to be to ensure that Robyn didn’t spend the rest of her natural life behind bars.

But ever since he’d come clean with Chase, he found his ability to become a chameleon more difficult.

And right now, it seemed impossible.

“My name is Billy Dalton,” the boy said without hesitation. He lowered his hand. “I’m a friend of Rachel’s.”

“A friend who just happens to leave a razor in her room?”

“Dad,” Rachel pleaded, appearing at his side.

Billy squirmed uncomfortably.

“What year are you, Billy?” Tate demanded.

Rachel was his little girl, always would be, but she was also nineteen years old.

That being said, Billy didn’t look like a freshman.

“Third.”

“Third year?” Tate scowled.

“Let’s just go for lunch, Dad.” Rachel tugged on his arm, but Tate ignored this.

“What’s a third-year student doing here in the dorms?”

“I was just…” The man screwed up his face.

Tate knew that losing the extra twenty pounds from his frame made him a less imposing figure, but he had experience intimidating others.

And he put this into practice.

“What’s a third-year student doing here in the freshman dorms?” he repeated.

Rachel pulled his arm again, and this time Tate looked at her. She was staring at him with pleading eyes.

Eyes that said, Don’t embarrass me.

But what kind of father would Tate be if he didn’t embarrass his daughter?

Still, he was on the fence about what to do next. Rachel was an adult, she could make her own decisions.

He watched as she moved the poles to her wrists.

It wasn’t that long ago that Rachel had been pretty much bedridden. She’d overcome so much over the past four or five years.

So much.

No, Tate thought. Fuck that. I may have lost your mother but I’m not about to lose you.

“Billy?” he challenged.

“I—”

“You know what?” Tate interrupted. “Hold that thought. Let’s discuss this over lunch.”

“Dad,” Rachel whined.

“What? I think it’s a great idea. What do you say, Billy? You look like a big guy. What do you say we grab something to eat?” Tate felt his brow lower. “And while we’re eating, maybe you can tell me why your razor is on my freshman daughter’s desk?”


Chapter 4

Chase was still thinking about her interaction with Georgina when she made her way to the office.

It dawned on her, upon self-reflection, that Georgina had been acting strange not just this week, but for at least the past month or so. At first, her niece’s foray into high school had been an easy transition. Georgina had been excited, coming home each day and telling her news about her classmates, her teachers, some of the extracurricular activities that she was excited to partake in. And when Georgina had expressed an interest in trying out for the track team, Chase had felt proud. But over time, things had slowly begun to change. Gone were the days of Georgina coming home and telling her about what had happened at school.

She’d become reserved and introverted, which wasn’t like the girl at all.

Chase had thought this was because Georgina was missing Rachel, which made sense. The two girls had been inseparable ever since they moved in together in Virginia. They had an extra room, but as Rachel’s night terrors had subsided into near nonexistence, Georgina had insisted that they continue to share.

But Rachel had been gone for more than two months now, and Georgina was only getting worse.

Chase had tried to be the comforting parent, letting the girl know on multiple occasions that she could talk to her about anything. Sex, drugs, becoming a woman, whatever.

Georgina said she appreciated this openness but, to date, hadn’t taken advantage of it.

And when Chase pressed, it seemed to have the opposite effect.

After their strange interaction this morning, Chase cursed herself for not trying even harder. But parenting wasn’t like her job at the FBI—you didn’t get weeks of training, both in class and in the field.

One day you were responsible for just yourself, the next you had an actual person to look after.

Sure, you could read books, listen to podcasts, or even speak with professionals. And their advice was generally helpful.

But each child was different, every interaction unique and impactful. There were no do-overs.

No resets or restarts.

Chase sighed heavily as she walked up to the second floor of the Quantico FBI training facility. She maneuvered past a series of offices and cubicles without drawing notice.

Six weeks ago, Interim FBI Quantico Director Jeremy Stitts, the interim tag all but a formality at this point, had moved the CSU out of the main area and into their own separate office.

Chase stood in front of this door now, eying the CVU tag on the door before entering.

They’d come a long way since that day when she and Tate had practically forced then Quantico Director Hampton, now FBI Director Hampton, to head their own unit. Now, they had a budget, resources, their own office, and even an ‘employee’ of sorts. Linus Bowen retained his position as Director of Training of the FBI Cyber Division, but he was, in essence, as much a part of the CVU as Tate and Chase.

Chase finally opened the door and stepped inside. She was met by three desks, all of which were presently unoccupied.

Tate had elected to put up pictures of their family, including one of himself, his ex-wife, and his daughter on their own, and Linus had personalized his space by outfitting his computer with RGB lights.

Not Chase.

Her desk, which she sat at now, was bland and uninspired. When Tate had asked her about this one day, she’d simply brushed it off, gave him some generic answer.

The reality was, as difficult a task as it had become working with her fiancée, Chase was desperate to keep some semblance of separation between work and private life.

When these tended to blend together, things became… complicated.

And dangerous.

Chase wiggled the mouse to wake the computer up and logged in. She knew she should spend the next hour or so completing the paperwork for Dennis Mason and forward that to Quantico PD.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about Georgina.

I love you, Chase.

She once again resigned herself to having a chat with her niece tonight to get to the bottom of what was bothering her.

Despite being fortified by this conclusion, Chase still pushed Dennis Mason to the back of her mind.

The CVU was due for another case. A big case, one that mattered. Stitts wasn’t like Hampton—he was less concerned about public perception and had zero political aspirations. But Chase wasn’t completely ignorant to the fact that funding for their unit wasn’t infinite. And it was much easier to keep their paychecks coming when the public saw a real need for the CVU.

Linus had set up a custom script that surveyed all local law enforcement agencies, as well as several national ones. It was simple but effective: if there was a mention of a child being involved in any recent cases, then they would get a report. While not officially sanctioned, the unwritten rule was that the CVU had first rights of refusal on any case that involved children under the age of sixteen—nationwide.

This morning, there were three such reports, but only one of them held her attention for longer than a few seconds.

It was a familiar case.

A couple of years back, while investigating The Duffy Group, she’d come across reports of something funky happening with the Social Security numbers of children at a large daycare syndicate. Most people chalked this up to a clerical error, but a local detective, Ethan Perry, started making waves, suggesting something much more nefarious was going on.

He hinted at a potential child trafficking ring. Detective Perry admitted that there was no real, hard evidence to support his claim and he was unable to uncover any dirt on the CEO of the multimillion-dollar syndication.

Still…

Chase pulled up the daycare website.

It was exactly what she suspected to find: smiling children, playgrounds, fingerpainting.

The motto for Little Tots, which claimed to be an early-age Montessori daycare, was Development with Purpose.

Chase continued to stare at the website for a moment, her mind going back to the bodies of the victims they’d found in the cargo truck, the children who had been infected with the weaponized measles virus.

Had Little Tots been one of the target locations?

She couldn’t remember.

Maybe.

Chase changed her approach and found an image of Detective Ethan Perry. The man was younger than she would’ve thought, younger than her even.

The law enforcement website didn’t list birth dates, but she suspected that Ethan Perry, if the picture was recent, was in his mid to late 20s. He was also incredibly good-looking, with a square jaw, dark, almost brooding eyes, and short hair.

There was a phone number listed and Chase was in the process of entering it into her cell when there was a knock at the door.

It was Linus.

Like Ethan, Linus was young but unlike the traditionally handsome detective, the Director of Training of the FBI Cyber Division had an eclectic style, a blend of computer geek and goth, with striking dark hair, pale features, and the skin tone of someone who hadn’t touched grass in months.

Presently, the man was grinning.

“What are you smiling it?” Chase asked.

“Nothing. I just heard that you brought down Dennis Mason this morning.”

There were no secrets in the CVU, and news traveled fast—lightning speed.

“We did. So, what’s with the smile?” Chase wasn’t usually this harsh with the man, but she was tired and annoyed.

The grin slid off Linus’ face.

“It’s just—I got a call from Quantico PD… they said that you and Tate chased Dennis’ naked ass across a schoolyard. If that doesn’t say happy Wednesday, I don’t know what does.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly how I wanted to spend my Wednesday morning.” Chase sighed and pointed at Ethan Perry’s image on her screen. “I’m actually looking into this daycare child trafficking case.”

Linus ran a hand through his hair, which he was now styling short.

“Right—I looked into that months ago like you asked. There’s nothing there, Chase. Just an error with the Social Security numbers. It all checks out.”

Chase tapped her chin with two fingers.

“Yeah, I know,” she conceded. “Still, I would like to have a chat with this Ethan Perry. Can you set up a meeting?”

She still had her phone in her hand, and it buzzed, startling her.

“Chase…”

Linus’ tone reminded her that the man didn’t work for her. They were partners—actually, he was technically her superior.

But they were also a team.

“If you get a chance,” Chase qualified. She didn’t wait for Linus to respond, instead, she looked at her phone. Her brow knitted as she read the text from Tate.

This is messed up. Chase, I need your help.

“Fine, I’ll give him a call,” Linus said as he walked over to his desk and plopped himself down in his chair.

Chase called Tate, but it went to voicemail. Still frowning, she hammered out a text.

Tate? What’s wrong? Is everything okay?


Chapter 5

“Morning, G.”

G—there was only one person who called Georgina G.

Adjusting the straps of her backpack, she looked up at the doughy WCI security guard.

“Morning, Martin,” she said softly.

Georgina wasn’t sure if Martin was always so nice to her because he actually liked her, or just because Chase had spent a considerable amount of time speaking to him during the open house.

Still, irrespective of the man’s motives, she liked him. Martin was always kind and respectful, something she couldn’t say about WCI students.

“You okay?” The man asked, the pleasant expression sliding off his heavily lined face.

Martin’s eyes were soft, and their color matched his gray hair.

“Fine, just tired.” Georgina lied.

The man’s eyebrows lowered in concern.

“You sure?”

Georgina glanced around. She was already ten minutes late for class and the impressive entrance to the school was relatively devoid of activity. Some students were milling about, she counted at least four of them, but most of the upper-year students who didn’t start until later were either in the cafeteria or still outside in the field.

“Yeah,” Georgina lied again.

Aware that others were within earshot, Martin adjusted the belt on his uniform and moved closer.

Lowering his voice, he said, “You know, if you ever want to talk, I’m a good listener. All you have to do is come by my office. Any time, any day.”

Georgina was tempted. She was tempted to say, “Hey, can we go now?”

And together they would walk to the man’s small office, the one that, despite having worked at WCI for the better part of two decades, only had ‘Security’ written on the door and not his name.

But she didn’t.

Instead, Georgina said, “Thanks, Martin. Maybe another time.”

She started to walk away, heading toward the stairs that would lead her to her first class of the day, Geography.

“You know what, why don’t I write you a little note?” Martin offered.

Georgina turned.

“That would be great.”

What Chase didn’t know was that not only had missed the last two weeks, but she’d been so late for Geography over the past two weeks, usually arriving just before class ended, that she had no idea what they were even studying.

Martin removed a pad of paper from his breast pocket and scribbled something on a page. Then he tore it off and handed it to her.

Georgina grabbed the piece of folded paper, but Martin didn’t let go.

“I’m serious, G,” Martin said, his facial expression now matching the seriousness of his words. “If you want to chat, you know where my office is.”

Georgina suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of guilt.

She was on the verge of opening up to this near stranger and yet she’d shut Chase out—Chase, who had done everything for her. Chase, who really had no obligation to her but had rearranged her entire life to ensure that Georgina had a balanced upbringing.

But what could she say?

Despite everything you’ve done to try to keep my past a secret, someone found out? They know about my mom, about how she’d been part of that cult, that she’d been brainwashed and murdered? That they know all about Brian and Tim Jalston… and that they know about you, Chase?

And now I can’t go to class because everyone is looking at me, pitying me, talking about me behind my back?

“I’m fine, really,” Georgina said.

Martin stared at her with his kind eyes but eventually nodded and released the slip.

“Okay, well, you know the drill.”

Now it was the security guard’s turn to hold out his hand, expecting something.

Georgina just stared.

“Cell phone, G. I need your cell phone.”

“Right—of course.”

She passed her phone over and the man took it.

“Don’t forget to swing by and grab it before you leave today.”

And if you want to talk then… went unsaid but Martin’s message was clearly conveyed, nonetheless.

“Have a nice day, Martin.”

“You too, G.”

And then Georgina hustled off, moving quickly down the hallway and up the stairs.

If anything, her little conversation with Martin had convinced her to go to class today. The note helped.

But then, just as she rounded the corner and saw the door—adorned with a giant, colorful map of the globe—Georgina saw him.

Brendan Barstow.

He was sauntering with his regular swagger, strutting his shoulders and taking large steps as he too approached Geography class.

Brendan didn’t notice her—and why would he?

He was too important to pay attention to Georgina Adams. At least now he was.

Georgina ducked behind a row of lockers and watched.

Brendan had a man bun, the sides of which were completely shaved. He also sported a mustache but unlike the other boys in their class, his actually had some substance to it.

Based on the way the other girls ogled him, she supposed he was good-looking. But Brendan wasn’t her type.

Not even close.

Which was why, when during the first two weeks of school, Brendan had come up to her and asked her out to a movie, Georgina had declined. She let him down lightly and had been nice about it.

Brendan had initially played it cool.

If only it had stayed that way.

Brendan pulled the door to the classroom open and stepped inside.

“You’re late, Brendan,” Georgina heard Mrs. Hyatt say. “Again.”

Brendan’s reply, something coy and deflecting, was cut off by the door closing behind him.

Georgina shook her head.

No way was she going to class now. Arriving late, shortly after Brendan, would only start the rumor mill churning again.

And knowing Brendan, he’d lean into it… hard.

The paper in her hand was becoming damp with sweat, and she turned her eyes to it.

“Please excuse Georgina Adams’ tardiness. She was helping me with a technical issue.”

It was signed by Martin Martchenko.

Georgina, scowling now, crumpled the note, and then began walking in the completely opposite direction of Geography.

No fucking way am I going to class this morning.


Chapter 6

Tate waited for the appetizers to be served before he asked the question again.

“Billy, what are you doing hanging out with a freshman?”

“Dad, please,” Rachel begged.

Tate was well aware that he was being unfair and just plain mean, but he couldn’t help it.

This was his little girl. She shouldn’t be dating, period, let alone with a man at least three years her elder.

“I’m a TA and Rachel’s English Lit class,” Billy said uncomfortably. He looked down at his untouched beer as he spoke.

Tate had insisted that they all had a beer with their early lunches. Billy had politely declined, so Tate had ordered for him.

What college kid didn’t like free beer?

“And you think that’s appropriate? Dating my daughter when you’re effectively her teacher?”

“Oh, no, I’m not her teacher—I’m just her TA.”

“Same thing.”

Billy squirmed in his seat and his eyes darted over to Rachel for support. Rachel opened her mouth to come to his aid, but Tate didn’t give her a chance to speak.

“Don’t look at her. You’re the TA, you’re the boss. You tell me if you think it’s appropriate or not.”

“Dad... please.”

Tate’s temperature was rising, and he only saw two ways out of this: one, admit that he’d overreacted and ease off.

Two, double-down.

Was it really a choice?

“Mr. Abernathy, like your daughter, I’m also a student at VT. And there are no rules about seeing students in your class—I checked first. But if you think that—”

“I’m not asking for your dating profile, Bill. I’m asking you, specifically, what you’re doing dating a girl who’s at least three years younger than you?”

Tate’s voice was loud enough that other patrons in the restaurant were taking notice.

So was the waiter, who hurried over.

“Sir, is there a problem?”

Tate angrily slapped his FBI badge, open, on the table. The waiter’s eyes went wide.

“No, no problem.”

The waiter bowed his head and left them alone.

“I like your daughter, Mr. Abernathy,” was all Billy could manage.

Tate sighed and leaned forward as he interlaced his fingers dramatically.

“You know what I did this morning, Billy?”

“No, sir.”

There was trepidation in the man’s voice. Like the waiter, his eyes were drawn to the intimidating FBI badge.

“This morning, I chased a pedophile—” Rachel audibly inhaled but Tate just kept on rolling. “—who was running naked through the schoolyard.”

Billy wasn’t just squirming in his seat now—he looked like his ass was on fire.

“Sir, Rachel is nineteen and I’m only—”

“I know how old my daughter is!” Tate roared. “You have no business being with her.”

A hush fell over the entire restaurant, and out of the corner of his eye, Tate saw two things: the waiter, unsure of whether or not he should approach again, and his daughter.

She was crying.

“I’m sorry.”

And with that, Billy rose to his feet, and cautiously, never taking his eyes off Tate, left the restaurant.

When he was finally gone, Tate looked around angrily.

“Go back to your meals,” he spat. “Nothing to see here.”

The tone of his voice and his commanding presence were enough to convince them to mind their own business.

Everything fell silent for a moment, forks stopped clanging against plates and glass stopped clinking, and then Rachel stood up. She was still unsteady on her feet, and she knocked her chair over. Tate went to grab her, but she pushed him away. In doing so, she stumbled and fell to one knee.

Once more, Tate tried to help his daughter, but she wouldn’t let him get close. The waiter had to ease her to her feet. Rachel grabbed her poles, and with tears in her eyes, she glared at him.

“What’s wrong with you?” she demanded. Now, when Tate tried to speak, it was her who preemptively cut him off. “I hate you. I fucking hate you.”

Leaning on her poles, Rachel left the restaurant.

Tate, dumbstruck, just watched her go. His face burned and he felt a tightness in his chest.

What the hell just happened? What the hell did I just do?

Today was supposed to be a good day, a fun day. It had been nearly six weeks since he’d seen his daughter.

Six weeks… the longest they’d spent apart ever.

And he’d fucked it all up.

He’d embarrassed the shit out of Rachel, and she’d left in tears.

And for what reason? Because she was dating—actually, he wasn’t sure that they were actually dating—a slightly older student?

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Tate sat back down and with a trembling hand, he reached for his beer.

His glass was empty in three long hauls. Then he moved on to Rachel’s with intentions of imbibing Billy’s pint after hers.

At some point during the debacle, his phone had rung but he’d missed the call from Chase.

And a text.

Tate? What’s wrong? Is everything okay?

He didn’t trust himself to speak, so instead of calling his partner back, he wrote her another message, this one just as cryptic.

Shit hit the fan, Chase. I fucked up… I fucked up real bad.


Chapter 7

I’ll go to second period, Georgina thought, rationalizing her actions. History. I’m just not going to geography—I’m late anyway.

It was amazing the lengths you will go to deceive somebody, including yourself.

Almost every hallway in the WCI had a camera, and Georgina knew that if she was spotted on a video, eventually Martin or someone else would approach and ask her why she wasn’t in class. This wasn’t such a big deal for upper-year students, as they typically had flexible schedules—the school offered them autonomy in preparation for college. And if you were in your late teens and didn’t want to go to class?

Well, that was your loss.

But for younger students, especially freshmen, the WCI spent considerable resources following your progress, both academically and physically.

Georgina, despite having only been attending the WCI for a couple of months, knew that there were blind spots to these cameras, however. One such blind spot was on the second floor, just beyond her Geography class and across from the bathrooms.

She took up residence here, sitting on the floor and pressing her back against a series of lockers.

Earlier, she’d told Chase that she didn’t want breakfast because she wasn’t hungry. That had been a lie, but she was pissed at her aunt and knew that Chase would be upset if she didn’t eat.

Now, she wished she’d eaten something, or at least stopped at the caf before heading upstairs. She couldn’t go back down because class had already started and she’d be spotted. Georgina resigned herself to sipping from her water bottle as she pulled a notepad out of her bag.

As she sipped, Georgina started to write.

What she put to paper couldn’t quite be considered journaling and wasn’t exactly diarying either; it was more a combination of doodling and writing down random words that popped into her head.

Today, she drew a picture—a caricature—of Brendan. It was only a rough sketch composed of hatched lines and loose shading, but when it came to drawing the man’s mouth, she elected to give him long fangs instead of teeth.

She turned Brendan into a vampire, a baby vampire, with a soother in his hand and a diaper around his waist.

Brendan was a baby, after all; a baby who couldn’t handle rejection and lashed out with next to zero self-control. At the top, she wrote the word ‘VAMPIRE’ in big, bold letters.

A smirk formed on her lips.

Yeah, you’re just a baby. Poor, baby Brendan.

Georgina was adding a comical cape and collar when she heard people approaching and quickly shut the notepad.

Fearing that it was Martin, she mentally prepared an excuse.

Sorry, but I’m not… I’m not feeling well. My stomach is… upset.

The security guard with the kind eyes had given her a pass earlier, but she knew that he would have no choice this time but to call Chase.

Come to think of it, somebody may have already called her. Despite Brendan’s disruption, Mrs. Hyatt had to notice that her red-haired student had missed class… again.

But it wasn’t Martin.

She heard two voices, young voices belonging to a male and a female.

Grimacing, Georgina tried to make herself as small as possible to avoid being spotted.

Thankfully, the two students who were speaking had no interest in her. She spied them at the end of the hallway. Both were sporting dark sweatshirts, the hoods of which were pulled over their heads. Georgina thought they must be upper-year students, as they had backpacks, which indicated that they hadn’t been to their lockers yet, let alone attended class.

As they spoke in hushed voices, their heads down, Georgina thought she recognized them: Mia Cross and John Schaffer.

And like her, the two were outcasts.

Everyone in the WCI knew who they were—they were hard to miss. The school had a strict uniform policy, but the brass allowed for some level of self-expression.

Mia and John took this to the extreme. They both painted their nails black, both wore thick eyeliner and while John abstained from the dark lipstick, Mia wore enough for both of them.

Even as a first-year student, Georgina had heard the rumors about the duo, which had apparently started sometime last year.

Mia and John had been caught making out in the girl’s locker room before gym class.

Not a big deal, at least not if this had happened to popular students. It was high school after all, and hormones ran wild in teenage bodies. But for two kids who wore makeup and stuck to themselves?

This was a recipe for a disaster.

Nobody knows who started the rumor, and while Georgina had no proof, in her mind, she knew it was Brendan Baxter.

It had to be that asshole.

Like a twisted game of broken telephone, kissing soon became something else. They’d been groping each other—no Mia had been giving John head… no, no, that wasn’t it. They were having sex.

Unprotected sex.

After the incident, which had led to both of them being suspended for a week, the rumor mill hit full stride.

Mia had gotten pregnant, and John had been forced to perform an abortion. How the abortion was performed varied according to who was feeding the rumor. Some said he used a coat hanger, others said that he forced Mia to drink Everclear and she lost the baby that way.

More radical rumors hinted at a satanic ritual.

Georgina put zero stock in any of these stories and refused to even entertain them. But other students, those desperate to fit in and perhaps just pleased that they weren’t the target of these claims, had no such hesitation. 

While never having been formally introduced, Georgina felt an odd kinship with Mia and John.

Outcasts stick together and all that.

Despite only ever observing them at a distance, Georgina instantly knew that something was different about the couple today.

For one, Mia was smiling, her dark black lips turned up at the corners, which was an expression Georgina couldn’t ever remember seeing on the girl’s face before.

And John… he was… sneering?

Maybe that was a smile, too.

Georgina couldn’t tell.

As much as she wanted to remain out of sight—kinship or not, rumors were like viruses, spreading from one person to the next—Georgina was inclined to move forward and watch Mia and John more closely.

They didn’t notice her as they entered the boy’s bathroom.

That’s strange.

WCI was moderately progressive when it came to gender fluidity, but as far as she knew, Mia was a she/her and John a he/him.

Before the door swung closed behind them, Georgina saw John slip his backpack, which appeared unduly heavy, from his shoulder.

Georgina, still frowning, watched as the door stopped swinging before turning her attention back to her notepad. No sooner had she flipped to her drawing of Brendan Nosferatu did the bathroom door fly open again.

“Get out!” Mia shouted.

She shoved the boy who was barely half her size. Like Mia and John, he two sported a backpack and a hoodie.

Weighing in at scarcely a hundred pounds, the kid flew across the hall and then fell on his ass.

“Get the fuck out of here!” Mia said, retreating back into the bathroom.

Just mind your business, G.

But that just wasn’t her.

Georgina put her notepad down and stood. She was making her way over to the fallen boy when he scrambled to his feet.

“You okay?” she asked softly, not wanting to be overheard by Mia and John. Their kinship was imaginary, after all.

The boy grunted.

“Fine,” he said, not meeting her eyes.

Georgina recognized him, too—she’d seen him roaming the halls on one or two of the other occasions that she’d elected to skip Geography—but couldn’t remember his name.

The boy’s upper lip was curled, and he started to massage his backside.

“You sure?” Georgina pressed. “Because—”

She reached out, intending to touch the boy’s shoulder, offering him support as he collected himself, but at the last second, he moved his hand to adjust the shoulder strap of his backpack. And instead of resting a hand on his shoulder, Georgina came in contact with the boy’s wrist.

Something strange happened.

Georgina felt a pressure behind her eyes, as if a headache had suddenly come on, then saw a flash of something.

It wasn’t a vision but more of a feeling.

And it wasn’t good.

Georgina felt her stomach flip and her skin suddenly broke out in a cold sweat.

She yanked her hand back as if it had been scalded.

What the hell was that?

Georgina finally met the boy’s eyes. They were cold and dark, and heavy bags hung beneath them.

“Did you—”

—feel that?

Her words were stolen from her as an explosion rocked the second floor of the WCI and Georgina suddenly found herself airborne.


Chapter 8

Chase’s phone buzzed again, and she looked at the text.

It was from Tate again, and this one perhaps even more cryptic and more troubling than the previous.

Shit hit the fan, Chase. I fucked up… I fucked up real bad.

She shook her head.

What the hell is going on?

Once more, Chase phoned Tate but he didn’t answer. Frustrated, she fired off a few texts of her own, demanding clarification.

“Just spoke to Ethan Perry,” Linus proclaimed.

Chase’s attention was so singular that at first, she had no idea what the man was talking about.

“Hmm?”

Chase saw the three dots on her screen indicating that Tate was typing a message. But then they disappeared.

No message followed.

“Did you even hear me?” Linus asked.

“No, sorry.” She put her phone down on her lap and turned to look at Linus. “What did you say?”

The man looked less than impressed by her lack of concentration.

“I said that Ethan Perry has an opening this afternoon if you want to meet up. I told him I looked into the irregularities with the Social Security numbers, that they were probably just a mistake, but he thinks differently. I don’t know what’s going to come out of this—”

Chase’s phone vibrated on her lap and as much as she did want to focus on what Linus was telling her, it was impossible.

She glanced down and her frown deepened.

Something’s happened. I need your help.

Chase suddenly got to her feet.

“Chase, is everything all right?” Linus asked, concern in his voice.

“I’m sorry, Linus. Personal issues. I think—I think I’m a take the rest the day off. Please reschedule the meeting with Ethan Perry for another day.”

The man was clearly displeased at this, and Chase didn’t blame him. After all, she’d ordered him around like a lowly intern, getting him to do something that she could have, and should have, done herself, and when he finally agreed she changed her mind.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated.

“You want to see if Tate can take the meeting instead?” Linus, always trying to be accommodating, suggested.

“He’s got the day off.” She paused. “Seeing his daughter.”

Is Rachel okay? Did something happen to Rachel?

“All right, I’ll tell Stitts, if he asks.”

Chase stared at the man for a moment longer, realizing how lucky she and Tate were to have Linus on their side. He’d come a long way since that day when they first met, when Tate had asked the man to investigate the Duffy Group without knowing exactly what they were getting into.

It had almost cost him his life.

But in the process, Chase had gained one more person in her small, infinitesimally small group of colleagues whom she could trust. Tate, Linus, Stitts, Floyd, and Director Hampton.

For a time, she’d questioned Director Hampton’s loyalty, but that had been a mistake. The man was tough, hard as nails, and as unforgiving as a piece of Rebar.

But he’d gone to bat for her on more than one occasion. And that meant a lot.

“If you want, you can go talk to Perry yourself,” Chase said with a shrug.

“Uhh… you know me better than that. I’m not going anywhere.”

Chase couldn’t help but smile.

The man was almost pathologically averse to going into the field. Made sense, considering that two of the three times the Linus had left the office in a professional capacity he’d nearly ended up dead.

The sad part was that Chase knew agents, much more seasoned field agents, who buckled and folded under pressure.

Not Linus.

The man had behaved like a seasoned veteran.

“Yeah, I know,” Chase said with a small smile. “See if you can reschedule the meeting for tomorrow, then. And thank you, Linus. Really, thanks.”

She nodded briskly, then left the office the way she’d entered: head down, not acknowledging anyone.

Back in her car, she attempted to contact Tate again.

Where are you? She typed. What’s going on? Is Rachel okay?

Still no answer and Chase scowled.

It wasn’t like Tate to remain silent. If anything, most of the time her partner did the opposite, saying pretty much anything and everything to get a reaction out of her.

Chase started her car and was pulling out of the FBI parking lot when her phone made a strange noise. It wasn’t the typical buzz that accompanied an incoming message, but a different sound.

When she saw the message that accompanied this strange noise, wrapped in a yellow banner across the top of her screen, her blood ran cold. 

Explosion rocks local Virginia school.


Chapter 9

The blast was so powerful that Georgina was thrown from her feet. She was thrust backward, smashing into the wall of walkers that she’d been previously sitting against. It was unclear if it was the shockwave or the force of the collision, which was strong enough to produce a formidable dent in three of the lockers, that scrambled her senses.

She saw stars and blackness began to tickle the edges of her vision. Thousands of bees had crawled into her ear canals and were desperate to get out.

Georgina’s chest felt tight, her lungs only capable of expanding to half capacity.

She shook her head, but this only exacerbated her symptoms.

The pandemonium that ensued wasn’t helping, either.

Immediately following the explosion, the emergency lights, blindingly white LEDs mounted above every door, began to flash.

Seconds later, the sprinklers came on.

Georgina was vaguely aware of the fact that she was quickly becoming drenched, and, in a daze, she reached up and touched the back of her head where it felt particularly damp.

Her small fingers came back red with blood.

That’s weird…

Georgina inspected her hand, watching as the color slowly turned pink as her blood mixed with the water from the sprinklers before running clear.

The alarm, an insanely piercing sound, finally brought her back.

She looked around frantically, ignoring her throbbing skull, trying to find the boy in the hoodie.

He was nowhere to be found.

Where did you go? Where did—

A figure suddenly emerged from the thick black smoke that billowed out of the bathroom. The door had been completely thrown from its hinges and lay smashed not fifteen feet to Georgina’s left. Had she elected to sit directly across from the bathroom, there was no doubt in her mind that it would have crushed her to death.

But she didn’t spend much time considering her own mortality.

Not when a walking dead person was coming toward her.

Georgina’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Or perhaps it wasn’t silent at all, and the shrill alarm just drowned out the sound.

It could have been either John or Mia—there was no way to tell which.

Most of the person’s hair had been completely burnt away, and the skin on the left side of their face was completely black.

But their eyes were most nightmare-inducing thing about them.

They were so wide that Georgina considered the real possibility that their eyelids had been destroyed by the fire.

As Georgina watched on in sheer horror, the figure took two, shaky steps, then toppled.

Georgina, her legs equally unstable, ran.

By some miracle, she didn’t fall.

Georgina made it to the stairwell and flung the door open. She expected to find other students here, other confused kids holding binders over their heads to protect themselves from the water that rained down on them.

But it was empty.

Georgina was on the ground floor when she realized why.

During her first week at the WCI, there had been a mandatory assembly during which Principal Prentiss had gone over the active shooter protocol. In case of an emergency, the school would immediately go into automatic lockdown mode. Electronic locks on each classroom door would engage and nobody would be capable of entering, or exiting, a class until the all clear was given and the Principal put a special code in his computer.

That didn’t mean that there were no students in the hall, however. Upper-year students who were wandering the halls during an emergency were instructed to head directly to the cafeteria and library.

Only, the smattering of kids that Georgina saw now weren’t moving anywhere.

They were just standing around.

Several of them were even laughing.

“Get out!” Georgina croaked as she approached. Her voice was too weak to be heard over the sound of the alarm. “Get out!”

This time, they turned to look at her.

“Hey, it’s Culty!” a girl with long dark hair said.

Culty—that’s what they called her after Brendan had told everyone about her mom.

Normally, this would set Georgina off, but not now.

“Get out!” she shouted again.

The girl crossed her arms over her chest.

“Relax, Culty, it’s just a drill.” She swiped water from her face. “It’s just a—”

“It’s not a drill!” Georgina screamed. “There’s been an explosion.”

The girl looked about to say something, her damp face going pale, when one of the boys, probably a football player judging by the breadth of his shoulders, spoke up.

“Fuck off. It’s a drill. They told us that there would be a drill soon.” He held out his hands. “I didn’t know that they would activate the sprinklers, though. That’s fucked up.”

Another girl, who had an angular face and incredibly small eyes pulled at her wool sweater.

“This school is paying for my dry cleaning. My sweater costs—”

Georgina reached out and grabbed the girl by the shoulders and throttled her.

“It’s not a fucking drill! Mia and John… they planted a bomb!”

The boy physically removed Georgina’s hands from his friend’s shoulders.

“Culty, you need to relax. Take a Xanax or something. You’re—”

“Jim? Jim!”

It was the girl that Georgina had grabbed. She was holding her sweater out, but this time she was indicating the smears of blood from Georgina’s fingers and not the water.

“Oh, shit!”

And then Jim started to run. Once he took off, others followed, forgetting all about Georgina and her injuries.

Like a stampede of bulls, they collected other wayward students as they rushed toward the front of the school.

Now they were yelling, too, reiterating what Georgina had told them about this not being a drill.

Still off-kilter from the blast, Georgina moved much slower than the others and avoided the crush at the front doors.

“G?”

The voice was calm and even, which made it stand out amidst the rest of the ruckus.

She turned and fell into Martin’s arms.

“G! What the hell happened?” the security guard asked. She felt his hands graze the back of her head and she winced. “Oh my god, you’re hurt!”

Georgina pulled back.

“I’m fine, really, but I—I saw Mia and John. Oh, Mia was—she was—she—”

Martin gripped her tightly and stared into her green eyes.

“What? What did you see?” he was all business now. Martin cared for her, but he also had a job to do.

And other students to protect.

“They planted a bomb, Martin. A bomb.” Four letters, two of which were the same. But they felt so foreign on her tongue.

A bomb.

A fucking bomb. 

“Okay,” Martin said with a nod. Georgina was pretty sure that he was talking to himself. “Okay…” he raised his voice. “Everyone, stay calm.”

“Stay calm?” Someone cried. “There’s a fucking bomb in the school. Let us out! Let us out!”

Martin hurried to the front door, pushing his way through the dozen or so students who were pressed against the front doors, pushing them, even though they needed to pull.

“Step aside!”

Some of the students moved and Martin physically displaced those who didn’t.

From her vantage point, Georgina saw the security guard pull the doors.

They didn’t budge.

He tried again, the thick ‘V’ above his eyes deepening.

“Let us out!” someone else ordered.

Martin said nothing as he pulled a set of keys from his belt and slipped one into the lock. He turned it and then pulled the door open again.

Still nothing.

Martin repeated this three more times but when the result was the same, he finally gave up.

“Something’s wrong with the locks,” Martin said.

It was the wrong thing to say.

“Oh, fuck!” someone moaned. “Oh, fuck, we’re all going to die!”

Martin was shoved aside by the football player who had called Georgina Culty and he wrenched on the door.

But the thick metal didn’t care about all those hours spent in the gym and on the field.

They didn’t yield.

The students had been panicking before but now their frantic cries reached new heights.

She heard references to Columbine, Virginia Tech, even Osama Bin Laden.

And Georgina felt the tightness, which had since alleviated, return to her chest.

No.

She straightened.

Living with Chase Adams had taught her certain things about life.

About emergencies and about panic.

Panic got you killed.

And Culty was determined not to die here today.

Despite the crush of bodies, Martin had somehow made his way to the lock again and attacked it with different keys.

Then he stopped.

“It won’t open.”

She saw him shudder and then, like her, he managed to bury his intense feelings of fear and anxiety.

“Everyone behind me,” he ordered. “Everyone to the cafeteria. Stay behind me. Don’t run. Don’t panic.”

The timber of his voice commanded order and the students, looking for someone in a position of authority to take over, obeyed.

“Stay—”

A sound, loud and clear despite the still blaring emergency alarm, cut Martin off mid-sentence.

This was followed by two more identical, clear, and distinct noises.

Gunshots.

Despite Georgina’s resolve and determination to remain calm, she felt her throat tighten.

And when someone screamed, all hell broke loose on the main floor of the Williamsburg Collegiate Institute.


Chapter 10

It was incomprehensible. After the devastating school shooting at Virginia Tech more than fifteen years ago, it was again rocked by an explosion.

Chase raced across the city, thinking of Tate’s cryptic messages.

Was he there? Was he present during the explosion? Was he hurt? Was Rachel?

She expected to be stopped by a cavalcade of police cars but was surprised by the fairly regular traffic leading to the University’s main campus. The entire time she drove, she kept on calling Tate.

When he didn’t answer, she became desperate. Tate had a tracking device in his car, they all did—it was something that Director Hampton had made mandatory before moving to Washington—and she used that to locate his vehicle.

Only, it wasn’t at the University as she’d expected. Instead, she found it parked outside a restaurant about six blocks from the residence where Rachel lived.

Was he being sequestered? Or had he taken Rachel and some of the other students away from the campus?

But the moment she burst through the restaurant’s front doors, Chase knew that this wasn’t the case.

There were no students, no cops.

No nothing.

Except for Tate.

She spotted him near the back of the restaurant and rushed over to him.

He was seated at a four-person table all by himself, sipping a beer as if… as if everything was normal.

What the fuck is going on?

“Tate!” Chase hollered. The restaurant’s few patrons glanced at her, and a skittish-looking waiter appeared shocked by her appearance.

Tate didn’t move. Her mind awash with confusion, she grabbed her partner’s shoulder.

He jumped to his feet.

“Chase?”

“Tate, what the fuck is going on?”

“What—what do you mean?”

Chase’s eyes widened.

“The bomb! The bomb at Virginia Tech!”

“What?”

Chase clenched her jaw.

“The—the report! There was an explosion at VT!”

People in the restaurant started to murmur and, in her periphery, she spotted several of them taking out their phones.

“I—I—”

Chase grabbed Tate and shook him.

“The fucking bomb! Where’s Rachel?”

Still nothing.

She didn’t know if Tate was drunk or stoned or in shock.

“The messages!” Chase yelled. “Your fucking messages! You said you needed help!”

Tate finally found his tongue.

“I—I did. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about… I had lunch with Rachel and her boyfriend, or at least I tried to but…”

As he rambled, Chase grabbed her phone.

Had she imagined the report? No, that was impossible. Was it just a prank? A false alarm?

These thoughts barely materialized before noticing that the yellow header was still present.

And it still read: Explosion rocks local Virginia school.

“Look! Look!” Chase thrust the phone at Tate. He took it from her and squinted at the screen.

Then he tapped it with his finger and continued to read.

“Chase this isn’t… this isn’t at Virginia Tech.”

Chase blinked.

“What?”

“It’s not at—” Chase grabbed the phone back. “—VT. It’s at the WCI.”

Chase felt her entire body tense.

She read the words on her screen at the exact same time that Tate repeated them verbatim.

“The explosion rocked the WCI—the Williamsburg Collegiate Institute.”

***

“It could just be some faulty wiring, a mechanical issue,” Tate said from behind the wheel. He swerved to avoid a parked car and Chase felt her stomach leap into her throat.

“Then why isn’t she answering?” she demanded.

Her cell was pressed to her ear and when Georgina’s voicemail cut in, she slammed the device against her palm. “Why the fuck isn’t she answering!”

Changing her approach, Chase dialed Linus.

“Chase? The meeting—”

“Fuck the meeting. I need to know what’s going on at Georgina’s school!”

Linus paused a beat.

“… Georgina’s school!”

“Yes! For fuck’s sake, there’s an explosion at the WCI. I need to know what the fuck is going on!”

She heard Linus attack his keyboard.

“Fuck, okay, got it. Call came in about fifteen minutes ago from a security guard at the WCI. Said there was an explosion on the second floor. He—”

“What happened? What was the explosion?”

“Doesn’t say but… oh, shit.”

She heard the keys on the man’s mechanical keyboard working again.

“Oh, shit, what?”

“He says—he says he thinks he heard gunshots.”

For the first time in as long as she could remember, Chase felt herself beginning to lose control. She flashed back to a previous life.

She thought about Tyler.

Tyler Tisdale and his haunting words before he gave her that first hit, the one that would change the entire course of her life.

I can make you forget… I can make you forget everything.

“Chase?”

It wasn’t Linus but Tate.

And he was looking at her strangely.

Chase realized that she was furiously scratching the inside of her elbow and forced herself to stop. Tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

“Williamsburg Police Chief Colin Archer is en route.”

Chase couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe.

Tate, despite approaching eighty on a residential street, took the phone from her.

“Linus, it’s Tate. What’s happening?”

Tate went quiet as Linus spoke.

A flurry of disjointed images flashed in Chase’s mind. Images of bodies on the ground, covering the pristine WCI hallways.

Gunshots… explosions… shouting, crying, bleeding, dying.

“Call Stitts,” she heard Tate say from somewhere miles away. “Tell Stitts to meet us there. And tell the Chief not to do anything until we arrive. We’ll be there…” Tate yanked the wheel again and Chase, no longer paying attention, was thrown up against the window. The car fishtailed and Tate raised his shoulder to keep the phone pressed against his ear—he needed both hands to right the vehicle before it went into a deadly tailspin. “Tell the police chief that we’ll be there in under five minutes.”


Chapter 11

They made it to the cafeteria without incident. They heard no more shots or explosions. 

The sprinklers had shut off, thank God, and the only sounds that filled the room now were water dripping off the soaked lunch tables and the obnoxious alarm.

The longer the interval between the shots, the more they began to think, Georgina included that maybe they weren’t gunshots, after all.

That maybe—just maybe—this was all just a mistake.

But then Georgina saw Mia’s or John’s melted face, their burnt hair.

She shuddered and watched Martin hurry to the emergency exit tucked at the back of the cafeteria.

There was safety in numbers, or at least the impression of such, but when Martin found this door locked as well, any calm that befell the sixteen or so sequestered students vanished.

Some started to cry, others moaned.

Georgina just stood and silently watched.

A freshman boy—Why wasn’t he in class? Was he being bullied as well?—tried to pry the metal bars off the cafeteria windows.

All he got for his trouble was sore hands.

They were trapped—there was no way out, and there was at least one troubled teen upstairs.

And this morning when they’d woken up, they’d chosen violence.

“I want everybody to gather here,” Martin said. The man was doing his best to restore order, but the tremor in his voice wasn’t helping. “Stay away from the windows and the doors. Don’t—”

The alarm suddenly stopped and Martin, who had been yelling loudly, closed his mouth.

“Is it—is it over?” The boy who was still holding the bars asked.

Martin tried the exit again and frowned.

“This changes nothing. Stay out of sight of the windows.” He pointed at the dual cafeteria doors, both of which had inlaid windows. “Especially those.”

And then, as most of the students did as he asked, Martin got back on the walkie-talkie. He spoke quietly and Georgina made her way over to him.

As she neared, Martin signed off.

“Are they coming?” she asked. Her throat was raw, probably on account of having to shout to be heard over the alarm, and the fact that she had inhaled the hot smoke upstairs. “Are the cops coming?”

“Williamsburg PD is on their way,” he informed him. He repeated this statement so that the others could hear and then turned his attention back to Georgina.

“Good. I need—I need my cell,” she said.

I need to call Chase. Chase will know what to do.

Martin made a face.

“They’re locked away in my office. And that door is like the classroom doors; it’ll be locked until the principal declares the all clear.”

“Where—where is Principal Prentiss?”

Georgina pictured the tall, crane-like man with the shaggy brown hair.

“I don’t know.”

Martin got a far off-look in his eyes and his gaze eventually fell on the cafeteria doors.

He sighed, shivered, then stiffened.

“There might be kids still out there,” he said. Georgina wasn’t sure if he was saying this to her or himself, but she knew what it meant.

“No, please. Stay here, stay with us.”

They both surveyed the terrified students. Chase counted eighteen now, including herself. Eighteen of… how many? How many students attended WCI?

Georgina tried to remember from the open house, but all she could think about was Chase and how her aunt kept asking about security measures at the school.

Three-hundred? Three-fifty?

Whatever the actual number, the vast majority were trapped in their classrooms.

This was supposed to make them feel safe, but Georgina had seen the explosion in the bathroom. The door had been blown completely from its hinges like a piece of tissue paper.

John or Mia or whoever had come out of the bathroom had collapsed, and Georgina was tempted to think that this meant that it was over.

But the shots had come after the explosion—well after.

Which meant… what? That the person had recovered from the blast? That John or Mia or whoever was still in the bathroom had been somehow unharmed? And now they were enacting the rest of their plan for revenge?

Their backpacks had been so heavy looking.

Could they have more bombs?

Could—

“I have to go out there, G. I have to see if there are other students in the halls.”

Georgina’s mouth fell open.

“No,” she said, shaking her head dramatically. “Stay here. Wait for the cops.”

Chase had told her never to panic, that panicking got you hurt or killed. A strange thing to tell a kid her age, but Chase was a strange woman.

And Georgina was no ordinary kid.

She’d told herself something else, too.

Don’t wait. Don’t ever wait for someone to save you. Do something.

Georgina started to cry.

Why is this happening? Why?

“G,” Martin said softly, wrapping his arms around her. “I have to go. I have to.”

He squeezed her and she sniffed.

“Okay.” The word came out as a wet sob.

No. Get control of yourself. Crying won’t help. Panicking won’t help. Doing nothing won’t help.

As Martin had done moments ago, Georgina straightened. She pushed away from the man and aggressively wiped the tears and snot from her face with the sleeve of her shirt.

“Okay.” This time the word came out with strength.

Martin’s kind eyes fell on hers and he must have seen something in them because he suddenly grew confident.

Stepping back, he raised his voice.

“I’ll be back. Stay here, stay calm. Stay away from the windows. After I leave, I want you to take chairs and put the legs through the door handles so that it can’t be opened from the outside. And then I want you to put as many tables as you can up against them.” Everyone was listening now their faces masks of terror. “Do this as quickly as you can and then remain out of sight. The police are on their way.”

This was met with a smattering of nods and Martin again glanced at her.

“Georgina will be in charge. Listen to her, okay?” A handful of students grumbled. “Just do it,” Martin intoned.

The boy who had been trying to break out of one of the windows suddenly came forward. He moved with such purpose that, at first, Georgina thought he was going to strike the security guard.

But at the last second, his posture changed, and he grabbed for the man’s arm.

“Please,” he whimpered. “Please don’t leave us.”

Martin pulled back.

“I’ll be back. Just listen to G, listen to Georgina.”

The man strode toward the doors, and he peeked out. Satisfied that the coast was clear, he grabbed one of the handles and pulled.

“What are you waiting for?” Georgina said. “Grab a chair.”

Nobody moved.

And why would they?

She was in charge… but who the fuck was she?

She was just a terrified fifteen-year-old girl. An outcast.

Someone the others called Culty.

Martin started to open one of the doors and, in her head, Georgina heard Chase’s voice again.

Don’t panic. Take charge. Do something.

As Martin slipped out of sight, Georgina stomped one foot. But this wasn’t the act of a petulant child demanding that they had chicken fingers the fourth night in a row.

This was the act of a military sergeant demanding attention.

“You heard the man. Help me with the chairs.” She pointed at two of the larger boys. “You and you, grab chairs.” Georgina pointed at the girl in the wool sweater and said, “Gather some friends and start pushing the tables against the door. And do it now.”


Chapter 12

Tate nearly rammed into the back of a Williamsburg police car, slamming on the brakes so hard that Chase was thrust forward.

Despite this, she was out in seconds, rushing toward a man she knew, based on his white mustache and the gold shield on his chest, was the Police Chief.

“Agent Adams and Abernathy,” the man said, more a statement than a question.

“What are you doing? Why aren’t you going in?” Chase demanded.

The man’s eyebrows, a matching shade to his mustache, shielded his eyes.

“We tried,” the chief said. “Doors are locked.”

One corner of Chase’s lips curled.

“Get the fucking key then.”

The man shook his head.

“It’s not that easy.”

“To hell, it’s not.”

Chase strode past the cop cars and through the open wrought iron gates.

“Agent? Agent!” The chief hollered after her.

Chase didn’t turn but she did hear Tate speaking to the man, calming him down. She had to get inside. She had to find Georgina.

But Chase wasn’t so overcome with emotion that she didn’t recognize the fact that there were other students inside and not just her niece. Nor was she oblivious to the fact that the person responsible for whatever the fuck is going on could be forgetting them, as well.

It wouldn’t be the first time that a school shooter had fired bullets outside the building, intent on killing cops.

She kept her eyes trained on the windows and stayed low, moving from one concrete wall for cover to another.

The WCI was shaped like a giant, uppercase ‘A’, with the apex pointed toward the front gates.

The location of the explosion, which Chase realized wasn’t as extensive as she’d expected, was located on the second floor near one of the legs. A thin cloud of smoke drifted upward from the blackened brick. From her vantage point, it wasn’t possible to tell the extent of the damage, but she was fairly confident that the integrity of the building as a whole wasn’t in jeopardy.

The front steps, massive, handcrafted bricks, led to the front doors and Chase was about to bound for them, the only time she would really be exposed when she spotted a dark shadow in one of the windows on the second floor.

She quickly ducked back down and pressed her shoulder against a large pillar.

What had she seen?

The shooter? Or a student?

A teacher, maybe?

Chase counted to three and was about to run up to the doors then changed her mind.

This wasn’t just stupid, it was borderline suicidal.

And she wasn’t just putting her own life in danger—something that she would gladly trade for any WCI student, let alone her niece—but everyone.

If the shooter hadn’t noticed the cop cars arrive—unlikely, but possible—but they spotted her?

They might get spooked and decide to up the ante.

Chase hurried back the way she’d come.

“I told you it was locked,” the chief informed her. She hated the smug look on his face.

“You think it’s a good idea to have your cop cars here, in the open for everyone inside to see?” she accused, waving her hands aggressively toward the two squad cars.

The sound of multiple sirens—fire trucks, ambulances, and more cop cars—suddenly met her ears.

God damn it.

When the chief didn’t answer her, Chase asked, “Why are the doors locked? Can’t you pry them open? We need to get inside.”

“We don’t know. If the emergency system gets tripped, all interior classroom doors lock. But the exits are supposed to remain open. As for prying it open, it’s not that easy.”

A second officer, much younger than the chief, took over.

“The locks are electronic and reinforced. It will take some effort to get them open.”

The cop was just trying his best, but this struck a raw nerve.

“Some effort? Some—”

“Chief Archer,” Tate said, stepping in front of Chase. “Who controls the locks in the school?”

“The principal. He has to put his password into his computer, and this will open all doors when the emergency is over. At least, that’s how it’s supposed to work. But, like I said, the exits are supposed to remain unlocked at all times.”

“And have you talked to the principal?” Chase said. The intervention had calmed her somewhat, but she was still amped.

“The only communication we have is with the security guard.”

Chase remembered the man from the open house. He’d been nice, but he was old, and she didn’t get the impression that he had any experience in the field.

She cursed herself for not raising her concerns with the school.

At the time, Chase had made a mental note of Martin Martchenko and judged him capable of dealing with any issues that might arise. But her thoughts had been bullying related not something like… this.

“Have you tried to reach the principal?” she challenged.

“He’s not answering the phone.”

“You try his cell?”

Chief Archer grunted.

“We don’t have his cell.”

Chase gawked.

“What do you mean, you don’t have his cell?”

“Oh, I’m sorry we don’t have the cell phone of every fucking principal in Williamsburg on our Rolodex, Agent.”

“We’re looking into it. Should have it soon,” the young cop said, trying to keep the peace.

“Let’s just calm down,” Tate said, holding out his hands. “Chief Archer, what do you know about the explosion?”

Again, it was the younger officer who answered.

“Have a schematic over here.” He led the four of them to the hood of his car where Chase saw a blueprint of the WCI. The cop placed a finger on the general area that Chase had seen the smoke coming from. “There is a service room on the main floor. The explosion could have originated there.”

Chase looked back at the school.

“No, it didn’t happen there,” she said almost absently.

“How do you know?”

Chase glared at the chief.

“Because if it happened on the ground floor and the smoke was coming out of the top like that, the entire side of the building would have blown out.”

Chief Archer scowled but didn’t argue the point.

“What about the gunshots?” Chase asked.

Behind them, more cars arrived including two blacked-out SWAT trucks. Chief Archer indicated for the cop to intercept them.

“Three shots fired, according to the security guard.”

Chase felt her forehead crease.

“Three? That’s it?”

“Three.”

“Automatic weapon?”

Archer shook his head.

“No. Martin said it sounded like a pistol.”

This came as a relief. Pistols could still kill, but an AR-15 could kill a lot more. Still, the fact that only a pistol had been used to this point didn’t mean that more advanced firepower wouldn’t be used.

“How long ago?”

Archer checked his watch, a silver, inexpensive-looking timepiece.

“Eleven minutes.”

“And when did you arrive?”

“Two minutes before you.”

Chief Archer was nothing if not precise—Chase gave him that much.

An explosion followed by three shots from a pistol. Then, for the past eleven minutes, nothing.

What are they waiting for?

Chase allowed herself a deep breath. When she’d heard about an explosion and realized that it was at the WCI, she’d feared the worst: half the school was destroyed. When she’d heard that shots were fired, she pictured multiple gunmen with high-powered rifles leaving a trail of bodies in their wake.

“So, the students are locked in their classes and—”

“The ones that weren’t in their class are in the cafeteria with the security guard.”

And just like that, Chase’s anxiety returned.

She hadn’t even thought about kids who weren’t in class.

Georgina… she was in class, right?

Chase had dropped her off at around 8:15 and the first notification of the explosion had been after nine.

Plenty of time to get to class.

Except, if she had to go to the office to get another late slip and there had been a line…

“What’s the plan?” Tate asked.

“Protocol states that as soon as SWAT gets here,” he pointed over his shoulder, “we gain entry and storm the place.”

Chief Archer said this matter-of-factly, which Chase didn’t care for. Clearly, there had to be a middle ground between her manic attitude and the chief’s apathy.

“They’ve only fired three rounds. We go in there, and they might just open up.”

“You remember Columbine?”

Chase didn’t answer; of course, she did. Everyone remembered Columbine.

“Well, at Columbine, they waited, thinking that there might be more explosives rigged to go off. People died because of their inaction.”

Chase grimaced.

She knew the story. It was one of the first mass school shootings of its kind, and the cops had decided to wait rather than try to enter the building. There were just so many unknowns that they didn’t want to risk more carnage.

Or their lives.

But as much as it pained people to admit it, not all lives were created equal.

They should have rushed in and taken their chances. Hence, the new SOP for active shooters. Get in, flood the place with smoke and tear gas, find the shooter, and take them out.

But that was different.

Georgina wasn’t in Columbine. She was here, trapped in a classroom in the WCI.

Chase was about to protest, if for no other reason than to give her time to think when the chief’s radio came to life.

She expected to hear dispatch but instead was met with the sound of a man’s voice.

“No. We —” The chief suddenly pauses radio crackled to life.

Chase expected to hear the Common Pleas jog on, the dispatcher’s name and number, followed by command and over. But she didn’t. Instead, she heard the sound of a man’s desperate voice.

“Chief, I have about two dozen students in the cafeteria. I’m heading out now, seeing if there are any other students in the halls. Shots definitely came from the second floor.”

“Is that him?” Chase asked after a pause. “Is that Martin the security guard?”

“Yes.”

Before the word was completely out of the man’s mouth, Chase grabbed the microphone from his shoulder and pressed the button.

“This is Chase Adams, FBI, I need to know if you’ve seen Georgina Adams. Red hair, bright eyes. Freshman. Over.”

The young officer who Chase was beginning to think of as Archer’s lackey returned with a bearded man in s SWAT vest.

Everyone was staring at her.

Chase held her breath as she waited for the answer.

The mic crackled, went silent, then came to life again.

“Yes, I saw her.”

A giant weight lifted off Chase’s chest.

“When? This morning?”

“No—a few minutes ago. She’s in the caf with the others.”

The weight came down again, this time with friends, and sucked her breath away.

In the caf… she wasn’t safely inside one of the locked classrooms.

Chase the stunned.

She let go of the radio and stepped back.

Her world was spinning again.

“Keep the lines of communication open—let us know what you see.”

“Yeah, will do.”

Chief Archer immediately turned to the SWAT officer. They shook hands.

“Jermaine,” the man that he was off the phone, chief archer turned to face the SWAT officer. He held out his hand.

The two men shook.

“SWAT Agent Jermaine,” he said. “My men are preparing for breach. We need three minutes and we’ll be good to go.”

“Good. Get ready.”

“Wait,” Chase said. “We can’t go in yet.”

Jermaine raised an eyebrow.

“…and who are you?”

“It doesn’t matter who the fuck I am. You can’t go in yet.”

“Her niece is in the school,” Tate said.

“Oh, shit.” Jermaine’s eyes leveled on her. “I’m sorry to hear that. But that doesn’t change the protocol. Her—the students’ best chance at getting out of there without being hurt.”

“Jermaine, get ready,” Archer reiterated.

“No.” Chase’s protest came out as little more than a moan and nobody took notice.

She kept picturing Georgina—Georgina who was only at school today because she’d forced the girl to go—cowering in a corner. A shooter wearing a trench coat.

And he sees her.

Georgina is nothing if not hard to miss.

“I think I see him.”

Chase was so lost in this morbid daydream that she thought it was the SWAT Agent who was talking.

It wasn’t.

It was Martin.

“The shooter?” Archer said into his radio.

“Yeah, I think I see them. They’re—hold on…”

“How many shooters?”

“One… I think. Yeah, just—”

Martin was interrupted by the sound of a distinct gun report.

Archer looked at Jermaine, his face finally showing emotion.

“Go! Go! Get in there!”

Jermaine started off and then stopped when the radio crackled again.

This time, it wasn’t Martin’s voice. It was someone younger.

Much younger.

“Open the doors to the classrooms,” the voice said. “Open them now. And if I see any cops approaching the doors, I’ll kill every single student I see.”


PART II – Mob Mentality




Chapter 13

After Martin left and they’d finished bracing the door with chairs and tables, everything was silent in the cafeteria for some time. With the alarm off, the only sounds Georgina could pick up were the gentle sobs of several of the students and the sound of water dripping off the tables.

Everything was drenched.

Sprinklers had turned the floor slick and had soaked the tables.

They were all terrified, Georgina included.

And they were all waiting for something to happen. Whether that be Martin returning, cops busting in, or, what they really hoped for was for the lights to stop blinking, signifying an end to this horrific ordeal.

Georgina shuffled her waterlogged shoes toward a kid she knew was in John and Mia’s grade.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” she asked.

The kid was a good two years older than her, and he had a ratty mustache, messy blond hair, and a pointed chin.

“Yeah… sure,” he replied hesitantly.

Georgina pulled the boy aside, aware that others were watching them.

“What’s your name?” she said quietly.

“Ian.”

“I’m Georgina.”

He nodded.

“I know—they call you Culty.” As soon as the words left his mouth, the boy cringed. Georgina brushed this off.

“Do you know why they call me Culty?”

He started to nod his head then changed his mind halfway through the motion.

“No, not really.”

“It’s because my mom was abducted when she was a child. It wasn’t a cult, though—just two deranged men who took young girls and turned them all into their wives.” With every passing word, Ian’s eyes grew wider. Chase had done such a good job hiding her past that it had taken Georgina years of searching the Internet to find out the truth. “One of those men is my father. He’s in prison now.”

“Why—why are you telling this?”

“Because I want you to understand what I’ve been through. It’s not exactly like this,” she held her hands out to her sides, “but my life… it’s been anything but normal.” It was clear that Ian still didn’t understand the connection, but at least she’d laid the groundwork. And speaking to him like this, like an authority figure, was impactful. “Ian, what do you know about Mia and John?”

“What? Are they—are they the ones who did this?”

Ian’s lower lip quivered, and Georgina deliberately avoided his question.

“I need you to focus—this is important. Tell me everything you know about Mia and John.”

The man’s eyes darted, eventually falling on the crowd of students that Georgina realized were the same ones that she’d encountered immediately following the blast. The ones who had called her Culty. She’d been so distracted earlier that she hadn’t noticed earlier.

Georgina moved her body to block Ian’s view of this, now-interested, group.

“Ian?”

“Right. I… I don’t know much. They keep to themselves.”

He shrugged.

“I heard about the pregnancy and abortion,” Georgina offered, trying to break the stalemate. Truthfully, she wasn’t entirely sure why understanding Mia and John’s motivations was so important to her. Knowledge was power, but how was knowledge going to help keep them from being shot?

Because you’re not staying here. Remember, Georgina, if you sit around and wait for someone to save you, they never will. You need to be proactive.

She swallowed hard and Ian spoke.

“It’s just a rumor. I didn’t make fun of them, but others did. Like, real bad.”

He was lying, but Georgina didn’t feel the need to call him on it. Mob mentality was real, and there was no more viscous a mob than high school students. It didn’t excuse their actions, but she knew that not everyone who had mocked Mia and John or called her Culty, for that matter, was an evil person.

She reserved this classification for the Brendan Baxter’s of the world.

“When did this first start? When did Mia and John get caught in the showers? Did that—did that really happen?”

Ian nodded emphatically.

“Yeah, that happened. My buddy Kyle was the one who found them. Said they were sucking face. But—but that other shit? About them fucking in the shower? He didn’t have anything to do with that. Me neither.”

You may not have started the rumor, but you sure as hell propagated it, didn’t you?

“Yeah, but when.”

“A year ago. Around this time.”

Georgina cocked her head.

A year was a long time to stew on something like this, but it also made sense. One year after the two socially quiet kids became social outcasts and the focus of ridicule, they decided to exact their revenge.

“What’s going on?”

Georgina was startled and turned. It was the football player.

“Nothing, just trying to—”

“I heard you say that you think it’s Mia and John who did this,” the boy said, cutting her off. “Those freaks are shooting up the school?”

“I never said that,” Georgina countered. “I’m just trying to figure out—”

The girl with the wool sweater, which, Georgina noted, the blood from her hands had since washed away, suddenly appeared by the foot player’s side.

“Listen, Culty,” she said with disdain, “if that baby-killing bitch is behind this, I’ll kill her.”

The change of heart was dramatic; moments ago, she’d been crying into her hands.

“Yeah, we should head out there,” the football guy agreed.

There it was, mob mentality again.

“No, we’re going to stay here. Wait for Martin to come back.”

“Fuck that. We go out there, tackle them both. Take their—

“Shawn, just take it easy, all right?” Ian interrupted. “Georgina’s right. We need to stay here.”

The kid named Shawn shook his head and sneered.

“No way. I say—”

“You want to get shot?” Ian said, eyes blazing. “You want to get shot and killed? Huh?”

This shut Shawn up really quick.

They should stay here, just like Martin had instructed and Ian reiterated.

Except…

“I’ll go,” Georgina offered.

“What? Shawn spat. “You?”

“Yeah, me. I’ll go. I’ll check out what’s happening. If it is Mia and John, I can talk to them.”

Shawn laughed now—it was an unpleasant sound.

“I don’t think anyone should go anywhere,” Ian said, tears forming in his eyes. “I think we should just stay here. Just. Stay. Here.”

That was the easy thing to do. Stay here, wait for someone to save them.

Georgina’s eyes drifted to the barricaded doors.

It looked like a formidable obstacle, but they all knew it wouldn’t hold forever. If enough bullets were fired into the door, eventually the shooter or shooters would get in.

And then what? They’d be trapped.

If this was all fueled by revenge, seeing Shawn and Ian and Sweater Girl would only enrage the perpetrators further.

If Georgina waited until then to try and talk them down, if it was indeed Mia and John who were behind this, she’d likely just get shot like the rest of them.

No, I have to do something.

Georgina suddenly stepped back from the small crowd that had gathered around herself and Ian.

“Listen up, everyone! I know that Martin said—”

—but I’m heading out there. I’m going to try and talk to them, whoever is behind this.

That’s what she intended to say, but never got the chance.

Three loud, staccato gunshots sounded from high above them. The sound was muted by the floor and ceiling, but they all knew what these were.

And that the next shots might be coming at them.


Chapter 14

The shooter went radio silent after his deadly threat. They tried to contact him again several times but were only met by dead air.

“This changes nothing,” Chief Colin Archer said. “We’re not unlocking the doors. We stick to the protocol. Jermaine, get your men in position.”

Tate went along with this.

The young cop, who Chase heard introduce himself as Officer Donovan Pekaruk, agreed.

“He’s bluffing—he can’t kill anyone because he can’t get into the classrooms.”

Except he can, Chase thought. He can kill everyone, including Georgina, who is in the cafeteria.

But before she could say as much, a car pulled up. Chase recognized the vehicle and felt a modicum of relief when she saw Interim Quantico FBI Director Jeremy Stitts step out with Linus Bowen in tow. It took Stitts a while to get to them on account of him leaning heavily on his cane. Yet, Linus, despite having avoided the injury curse that seemed to befall everyone who worked with Chase, took even longer and his movements appeared even more arduous.

Linus really hated going out into the field.

“Who’s this?” Officer Pekaruk asked.

“Not sure,” Archer replied out of the corner of his mouth. He stepped forward, chest puffed. “I’m—”

“Jeremy Stitts, FBI Director,” Stitts said quickly. “And this is Linus Bowen, also FBI.”

Linus awkwardly lifted his laptop bag as if needing to justify his presence.

Either Archer recognized Stitts’ name or respected the man’s position because he quickly gave the director the rundown without hesitating.

When he finished explaining that Jermaine’s men were presently getting into position to breach, Chase spoke up.

“We were communicating with the security guard via walkie-talkie up until moments ago. Then we heard shots, and someone told us to open the classroom doors, or they’ll start killing students. Young voice, probably a student.”

Stitts started to move toward her, but Chase leaned away from the man. She didn’t need comfort now, she needed to get Georgina the fuck out of the WCI.

“Right. Any luck communicating with anyone else on the inside?”

Stitts stared at her as he spoke, and Chase quickly averted her eyes. If the man didn’t catch her drift before, he did now.

“No. We’re still looking for the principal’s cell phone number. Apparently, the WCI has a no cell phone policy. All the kids’ phones are locked up until the end of the day.”

“So, we have no idea of how many are injured? Deceased?”

“No,” Archer stated firmly. “All we know is that there’s been an explosion and six shots fired.”

“Six?” Stitts looked perplexed.

“Just six,” the Chief confirmed.

“Alright, what’s the principal’s name?” Linus asked, pulling out his laptop.

“Paul Prentiss,” Officer Pekaruk answered.

Linus nodded and set his laptop on the schematic of the school and started typing.

“I’m not here to step on anyone’s toes,” Stitts said, addressing the group once more, “but this falls under the CVU’s purview. As such, I will be taking control from here on out.”

The corners of Chief Archer’s white mustache pulled downward.

He didn’t like being told what to do.

“Like I said, Jermaine and his SWAT team are in position. They have snipers set up and are ready to make entry.”

Jermaine nodded in confirmation.

“All we need is the go ahead.”

Chase was pleased to see that the man had directed this at Stitts and not Archer.

“What’s the plan?” Stitts asked.

Jermaine cleared his throat, and his voice became even lower.

“Three points of entry, one on the second floor, and then the main and rear entrances. We breach at the same time, go in with smoke and teargas.”

“Someone’s going to get shot,” Chase said without thinking. She could not stop thinking of Georgina.

Jermaine shook his head and he moved to the hood of the police car. Linus picked up his laptop and stepped aside.

“We know that most of the kids are here.” He jammed a calloused thumb down on the area marked ‘cafeteria’. “The explosion was on the second floor and—”

“The security guard said that he was on the second floor when…” Officer Pekaruk didn’t finish his sentence.

“That was five minutes ago,” Chase countered. “The shooter can’t get into the classrooms but they—he—must know where they’re hiding. Hell, they probably told everyone during a school assembly. If there’s an emergency, go to the cafeteria or the gym or—”
“Look, I appreciate that this is personal for you—”

Chase glared at Chief Archer, but it wasn’t her stare that made the man’s mouth snap shut.

“Stop,” Stitts ordered. “We’re not doing that—the ego thing. I—we—are fully aware of the protocol. But as I said earlier, this is my case. If you have a problem with that you can fuck off right now.”

Stitts let his eyes fall on each one of them, almost begging them to say something.

No one did.

“Good. Right now, we’ve only had six shots fired. Six. From a single fire gun.”

“Agent Stitts?” Linus said.

Stitts whipped around.

“What?” his expression softened when he saw that the man who had interrupted him was Stitts. “What is it?”

“I’ve got Principal Prentiss on the line.”

“Put it on speaker,” Stitts ordered.

Linus did and held the phone out in front of him so that everyone could hear.

“Principal Prentiss?” Stitts said. “This is Agent Jeremy Stitts with the FBI. What’s going on in there?”

“That… that’s what I was hoping you could tell me,” a male voice replied.

Chase scowled but Stitts remained unfazed.

“How many shooters are there? And where are they presently?”

“I—I have no idea.”

Now, Stitts’ brow stitched.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m stuck. Was in the secretary’s office when the lockdown occurred. I can’t—I can’t even get out of here.”

“You can’t get out of the office?” Chase asked, her voice high and tight.

“No, like I said, I’m stuck in here. Did you—did you check the cameras?”

This took everyone by surprise and for several seconds they all just stared at the phone.

“H-hello?”

“What do you mean, check the cameras?” Stitts demanded, grabbing the phone from Linus’ hands.

The man was grateful to be rid of the device and immediately turned back to his laptop.

“There are cameras in the school. You should be able to access them remotely.”

Chase thought back to the open house.

Fuck, why didn’t I remember the cameras? They were everywhere. I even explicitly asked about them.

She shook her head, feeling her face flush.

Maybe I am too close. Maybe I need to recuse myself.

But even as the thought entered her mind, she banished it.

No way. No fucking way. I’m not going anywhere until Georgina is safe.

“Linus?”

“On it. One second.”

“Stay on the line, Prentiss,” Stitts said.

Chase leaned over Linus’ shoulder in anticipation. If they had eyes inside the school, then they could break in knowing exactly where the shooter was. And if he was away from the caf, away from Georgina, then maybe they would be able to take him out with minimal causalities.

But all she saw after Linus had managed to get into the camera system was a black screen.

“Fuck. Someone deactivated them. They’re all black.”

Chief Archer grunted.

“Great, so we have cameras in the school, but they’re broken?”

“I never said they were broken. They’ve been deactivated,” Linus corrected.

“What about the doors? Can you unlock the front doors and the secretary’s office while keeping the classrooms locked?” Stitts asked.

Linus attempted to do just that.

“Can’t—somebody has hacked into the system. Disabled all admin controls.”

Chase felt her mind start to spin again. Their best hope was that this was just a single shooter, a pissed-off kid with a handgun that they could talk down, convince to stop this reign of terror until someone—someone else—got hurt.

But the more they dug into this, the more she was beginning to think that there was something far more sinister at play. Whoever planned this had something else in mind than just a smallish explosion and firing six bullets.

And that did not bode well for her red-headed niece.


Chapter 15

Georgina was acutely aware that she was moving, low, crouched, sticking to the walls, the exact same way that Martin had when he’d left the cafeteria.

And she feared the worst.

The timing of the shots that they’d heard in the cafeteria and when Martin had left them couldn’t be a coincidence.

She forced these thoughts from her mind as she continued to move.

She had to find Mia and John.

What she was going to do if—when—she did, was another question.

At least this time she was armed with knowledge about what they’d been through. On some minor level, she felt that she could relate.

Whether Mia and John felt the same way was still up in the air.

Don’t wait, Chase reminded her, every time her movements slowed, and she considered going back.

Georgina peered into the first classroom she passed. At first, she thought it was empty. A couple of the chairs had been knocked over, as had at least one desk, but there were no students or teachers inside.

Had Martin made a mistake? Were the classrooms open? Had all the other students somehow fled? Found another way out?

But when she pressed her cheek up against the cool glass inlay and looked all the way to her left, she saw them.

The frightened faces of the students. They were all huddled together, their faces identical masks of sheer terror.

When one of the kids, a boy with a mullet, saw her, he gasped and immediately hid his face in the crook of his arm like an ostrich with its head in the sand.

The teacher, one that Georgina didn’t recognize, spotted her and wrapped his arms around as many students as he could.

He looked more terrified than the kids.

Georgina shook her head and held her hand out, trying to instruct them to remain where they were.

She wasn’t sure if her message had gotten across or if they thought that maybe she was the one who was behind all this.

It made sense, after all; she was an outcast, she was the one others called Culty and her attendance was sporadic at best.

Georgina quickly moved to the next class but didn’t look inside this one.

She had to make her way upstairs.

She had to find Martin.

Her head still throbbed from when she’d been thrown up against the lockers and the flashing lights were only making it worse.

As she continued to move, Georgina couldn’t help but think that what she was experiencing was a real-life horror movie.

The lights flickering, the complete and utter silence if you discounted the sound of water dripping.

How many horror films followed this script? Someone who had been in a coma, say, and when they finally woke up, they found themselves alone in an abandoned hospital—or, in this case, a school?

And then, the final, predictable twist: the person never woke up from their coma at all and they were just reliving a twisted version of what had put them in the coma in the first place, and their attacker is finally relieved.

It’s their mother or brother or maybe it’s one of the doctors that treated her.

Except, the constant pounding of her head told Georgina that this was all too real.

Georgina picked up the pace again, practically jogging now, when she reached the doors leading upstairs.

Flashes of earlier, of the explosion, of the person with the melted face, coming out of the bathroom, flashed in her mind.

Don’t stop now, Georgina. Just keep going. You can do this.

It was a mixture of her own and Chase’s voice now.

Georgina lifted her head to the window in the doors leading to the stairs. No frightened students this time, just water-slicked stairs.

This was it, she knew. If she could muster the courage and go up, there would be no coming down. Not without first confronting the shooter.

Georgina wiped tears from her eyes.

There had been a time when something like this, a deranged shooter, a kid, no less, shooting up a school had been unfathomable.

Now, it happens nearly daily in the US.

But that didn’t make it any easier to understand.

Georgina finally made up her mind.

She opened the door and darted inside. Moving as quickly as she could without losing her footing, Georgina mounted the stairs. Then, like moments before, she found herself looking with wide eyes through the window.

The air was thick on the second floor, thick and dark.

She was going in blind.

But she was going in.

Georgina was back where this had started before sitting down and drawing the picture of Brendan Baxter the Vampire.

That felt like years ago, not less than an hour.

Opening the stairwell doors caused some of the smoke to clear, as some of it flooded into the stairs.

Georgina almost coughed, holding it at the last second.

It burned her throat.

Pressing her back against the wall she tried to channel Chase. Chase, who wasn’t scared of anything or anyone.

Chase who had killed Timothy Jalston and had put his brother, her father, Brian behind bars.

The bathroom that had been destroyed by the bomb was a good sixty paces from where she stood. She could barely make out the door, crumpled like a soda can, against the lockers.

Her intention was to move slowly, worried that startling the shooter was probably the fastest way to get a bullet, but this all changed when she saw Martin.

The man was lying on his back, his body surrounded by pale pink blood.

Georgina threw all caution out the window and started to run toward her fallen friend.


Chapter 16

“I can’t,” Linus said for perhaps the fiftieth time. “I can’t access the cameras. All I get are black screens. And I can’t just ‘turn them on’. Someone has completely deactivated them. Probably pulled a cable or something. As for the doors, I might be able to brute force them all open, but I can’t just open specific doors.”

Chief Archer grumbled something and shook his head in disgust.

“Keep them locked,” Stitts said in an authoritative tone. “Jermaine, you said that you have snipers in place.”

“Four of them,” the man replied.

“Good. Keep them focused on the second floor. But they are not to do anything without my explicit command. Do you understand?”

“Understood.”

Agent Jermaine stepped back and relayed this message, with equal gusto, to his men using his radio. As he did, Stitts addressed those who remained standing in front of the Williamsburg squad car—Chief Archer, Officer Donovan Pekaruk, Linus, Tate, and Chase.

“I know protocol states that we should enter immediately, minimize damage. But we only have six shots fired. We all know how these things end; either suicide or suicide by cop. I don’t want that to be the case here.”

“They’re waiting for something,” Chase said absently. Six shots and a small to medium-sized explosion weren’t the endgame here. It couldn’t be.

Her eyes drifted to Tate, and she knew that he was thinking the same thing.

This didn’t make her assertion true, however, and she understood that her thoughts were jaded by what had happened this morning with Dennis Mason.

They were jaded by previous cases, cases that had overarching implications.

Big cases.

Deadly cases.

“Maybe,” Stitts said, noncommittedly. “What I said to Jermaine holds for all of you. Nobody is to do anything without my approval.”

This was primarily for Chief Archer and Chase’s benefit and both nodded.

“Good.” Stitts turned to Linus. “We’re not opening the doors. No matter what, they stay closed. If, as Agent Adams suggested, whoever is behind this has something bigger planned, it starts with getting into the classrooms or getting the students out. We do not want that.”

Chase felt herself nodding again, but without the considerable disdain she’d experienced when agreeing to not do anything without Stitts’ go-ahead this time.

It was common knowledge in law enforcement circles that your best chance of survival, if you were ever in a situation where you were going to be abducted or accosted, was to do the exact opposite of what you were told to do. Essentially, they are giving you a blueprint of how to get away.

They ask you to stay quiet? You yell as loud as you possibly can.

Don’t run? You fucking sprint.

Chase’s mind turned to all those years ago at the Williamson County Fair when her sister and she had been taken. Electroshock therapy and years of heroin abuse had muddied her memories but she thought that both she and Georgina had screamed and tried to run.

Hadn’t they?

She shook her head and clenched her jaw.

Either way, it hadn’t mattered.

They’d still been taken.

And, in a way, both she and her sister had been brainwashed and their lives irrevocably changed forever because of what happened that day and the thousands of days that followed.

“And if there is a plan,” Stitts continued, “we might still have a little time before it’s fully enacted. Archer, I want you to get back on the radio, try to get the shooter on the line—we need to stall. If they answer, hand it to me immediately.”

The police chief attempted to do just that, clicking his radio and saying, “Hello? Anyone there?”

Chase cringed.

They were blind and deaf now.

“We need to figure out who is behind this. The more we know, the better chance we have of getting out of this without anyone getting hurt.”

Chase looked at the black smoke coming off the WCI.

Before someone else gets hurt, she thought.

“Any idea how to narrow down the search?” Linus asked. “The WCI’s a big school.”

Stitts appeared lost in thought for a moment.

“Right now, we face two types of threats, a direct threat, and a conditional threat. We need to migrate the shooter from the former to the latter and work from there. There are four main elements that we need to understand: the personality of the shooter, their family dynamics, the school dynamic—relationships with other students and faculty, and social dynamics. Despite what the security guard said, we might be looking at multiple shooters. The person on the radio,” Stitts paused, and they listened to Archer unsuccessfully try to get someone to answer the walkie, “is most likely going to try to get into the classrooms to seek revenge on a particular student or teacher. But we cannot exclude the possibility that they are also trying to get a collaborator out. Our unsub is most likely someone with a detached personality, which will be reflected in a poor attendance record. They also typically have absentee or extremely busy parents. Significant past trauma is another predominant characteristic of school shooters.”

As Stitts spoke, Linus began accessing school records, his fingers a complete blur on the laptop’s small keyboard.

The unsub has a detached personality and busy parents… with a history of previous trauma.

A terrible thought began to surface in Chase’s mind, but she refused to allow it to take hold.

All eyes fell on Archer as a radio suddenly squawked, but the man with the white mustache just shrugged. It wasn’t his radio, but Agent Jermaine’s. The SWAT Agent barked something in reply and then approached.

“We have movement on the second floor,” he informed them, his mouth a thin line.

Chase’s eyes darted to the windows. She thought she saw a dark shadow pass by one of them but couldn’t be sure.

“Single person, female.”

“Observe, don’t shoot,” Stitts warned sternly.

Jermaine grunted an affirmative.

“Chase?” Linus’ voice had a strange hitch to it, which was concerning enough to draw her eyes away from the window.

Away from what might or might not be the shooter holding the entire school hostage.

“What is it?”

The man was staring at her with his dark eyes, the inner corners lifted ever so slightly.

“Can you come here a second, please?”

Chase ignored the looks from her colleagues as she strode over.

“Yeah?” she said softly.

Linus didn’t reply, he just stepped away from his laptop. On it, Chase saw a list of students’ names.

The first was Trevor Clavin, the second, Mia Cross. There were six names in total, but she didn’t read them all.

The third name took her breath away.

Georgina Adams.

“What the fuck is this?” Chase snapped, shooting an accusing glance at Linus. The FBI Director put his hands up.

“I just searched for students who fit Stitts’ profile,” he said defensively.

“It’s a mistake,” Chase shot back, shaking her head.

“It’s—it’s not a mistake,” Linus said. “Georgina’s attendance record is shotty, and even on the days she attended, she skipped several classes. Also, she’s got a… history. The only class she appears to attend regularly is the computer programming class. And considering that someone hacked the doors and cameras, I think—”

“I don’t give a shit what you think,” Chase interrupted. “Take her name off the list.”

“I—”

“What are you talking about?” Chief Archer demanded, coming up next to her.

“Nothing,” Chase said.

Chief Archer ignored her and instead focused his attention on the laptop.

Chase stepped into his line of sight.

“It’s a mistake. This profile isn’t—”

“Female on the second floor has bright orange hair,” Jermaine stated in a loud voice. “Agent Stitts, let me know what you want me to tell the snipers.”


Chapter 17

Martin wasn’t dead. He was very nearly dead, but his eyes were open, and his eyelids twitched slightly as he stared blankly at the ceiling.

Forgetting all about the fact that there was an active shooter in the school, Georgina dropped to her knees and put her hand behind Martin’s head, lifting it a little.

Martin coughed, speckling his chin with blood.

“G,” he said, his eyes now focusing on her.

“It’s going to be okay, Martin,” she said. Georgina swiped tears from her face with her free hand.

Martin coughed again, and this time she heard a strange sound coming from the man’s chest. It was like a miniature waterfall.

She dropped her eyes and gasped.

There were three bullet holes in Martin’s upper torso and all of them exuded a strange, pink foam.

His lungs had been punctured.

Martin was alive but wouldn’t be for long.

“Dammit,” she cursed, looking skyward as tears continued to roll down her cheeks.

There was nothing she could do for him—nothing anyone could do for him at this point. Even if the cops raided the place now, there just wasn’t enough time to save Martin, one of the few people at the school who was actually nice to her.

He was going to die.

And why?

Because there was a rumor about Mia and John having an abortion?

It didn’t make sense.

None of this made sense.

Martin groaned as he extended his left hand. Georgina’s first thought was that he was trying to reach up and grab one of her shoulders, but then he extended a single finger.

He was pointing.

He was pointing at a walkie-talkie lying on the ground about three feet from them.

And then Martin’s arm went limp.

Her gaze flicked back to the fallen man.

“Martin?” she said desperately. “Martin?”

But he was gone—his eyes completely open now, his jaw slack.

No more waterfall sounds.

Georgina began to sob uncontrollably.

“No, please… please…”

She was shaking so badly that her knuckles beneath Martin’s head were banging against the hard floor.

“Please… please!”

Georgina was fifteen years old.

Fifteen.

And she was holding the head of a dead security guard on the second floor of her prestigious private high school.

It was terrible.

Unfathomable.

Overwhelming.

Get up, Georgina. Get up!

Chase—it was Chase’s voice inside her head.

“I don’t want to get up. Where are you, Chase? Where the hell are you?”

Georgina, GET UP!

Maybe it was her aunt’s voice. Maybe it was the realization that if she sat here any longer, she knew that traction would set in, and she would remain in this very spot until the cops either broke down the doors or someone shot her.

Georgina slowly lowered Martin’s head to the floor. She tried to close his eyes with a gentle brush of his lids, as she’d seen others do in movies countless times before, but they remained open and fixed.

“Fuck.”

Georgina tore her gaze away from the man and scrambled across the floor, soaking her bare legs and the hem of her skirt. She snatched the walkie-talkie and scurried to the lockers, pressing her back up against them.

It took a Herculean effort not to look at Martin again.

The plastic device was wet, and she shook it. Water sprayed from the grill, and she wiped it against a dry portion of her shirt.

Please work.

She clicked the large button on the side.

Nothing happened.

No click, no burst of static. The red indicator light near the top remained dark.

Georgina shook the walkie-talkie again, harder this time. Then she slapped it against her palm.

Just… fucking… work!

Georgina clicked the button.

“Hello?”

Still nothing.

Feeling her frustration bubble over, Georgina banged the bottom of the handheld device on the ground. The plastic casing cracked, and more water came out.

This time when she pressed the button a loud squawk erupted from the tiny speaker.

Georgina jumped.

And then she waited, her eyes scanning the smoke-filled hallway, still unable to come anywhere near Martin’s body.

She saw and heard nothing.

On the verge of hyperventilating, Georgina brought the speaker to her lips.

“Hello?” she whispered. “Hello? Is anybody there?”

She released the button. When there was no response, she pressed it again.

“Anyone? Please?” she whimpered. “Chase? Are you there? Is anyone there?”


Chapter 18

“Stand down,” Chase shouted, her voice bordering on shrill. “Stand the fuck down!”

“What the hell is going on?” Agent Jermaine demanded.

Chase strode forward, intent on grabbing the man by the front of the shirt and shaking him, but Tate got in the way and stopped her. Her partner, her fiancée, wrapped a thick arm around her waist and held her back. She tried to fight free, but he was too strong for her.

“Agent Jermaine, if a single shot is fired by any of your men, I will hold you personally responsible. And I’m not talking about just your job here, I’ll make sure you’re charged with every crime I can think of. Do you understand?”

Chase briefly registered that it was Stitts coming to her aid, but everything around her had taken on a watery, ethereal quality.

Jermaine, who had done nothing wrong to this point—he’d only asked for direction—appeared shell-shocked.

“Who’s the redhead?” Chief Archer asked, cluing into the fact that there was something deeper at play here.

Something personal.

“It’s Agent Adams’ niece,” Tate said, his breath hot on her ear.

Hearing those words incited new anger deep inside Chase.

Georgina was inside. Georgina was inside, and there was a shooter in the school.

And she was only there because Chase forced her to go.

Today, every day.

“There’s something wrong with the profile,” she said, her voice weak now. She felt herself collapsing into Tate’s arms. Chase had made it her mission never to appear weak in front of anyone, let alone other members of law enforcement. It was a lost cause. “It’s not right.”

“It’s just a profile, Chase,” Stitts said, ever the professional. His ability to compartmentalize was legendary. And, in that moment, Chase loathed the man for it. “It’s not an indication of guilt.”

“Guilt?” Chase resented the man’s choice of words. “The only thing Georgina is guilty of is attending a school that is being shot up by some maniac!”

Some of her strength started to return and she pushed Tate off her. He let her do this, and she knew, even without looking at him, that he was ready to grab her again if she tried anything.

“I know, I know,” Stitts said. He turned to Jermaine. “Do not shoot.”

“I’m only telling you what my men saw.”

“Let them know, right now, they are not to take the shot. Any shot.”

SWAT Agent Jermaine liked being ordered around as much as Chief Archer was which was to say, not at all. But he obliged.

His words were authoritative, unambiguous to a fault.

“Satisfied?” The man said begrudgingly after he got off his radio.

“No, I’m not satisfied,” Chase snapped. “I won’t be—”

“I think we’re looking at this all wrong,” Tate suddenly said.

“What do you mean?” Linus said.

“What I mean, is that the Georgina’s no suspect here. She’s an ally. We have someone on the inside, now.”

Someone else, Chase thought. The last person they had on the inside was dead.

“Except we can’t fucking contact her,” Chase said. When she’d learned that the WCI had a strict no cell phone policy at the school and that everybody was required to give up their phones on the way in, she’d considered it a good thing.

Chase never considered that if there was danger, real danger in the school, this would prove problematic.

And that bothered her.

She should have given Georgina another phone, one the girl could hide in her locker, one that could only be used in case of an emergency.

Every single day of her adult life, Chase hunted down criminals. The vilest human beings that society had to offer.

Danger assessment was an important part of not just her job, but her life.

And had she thought about the possibility of an active shooter at the school?

Not once.

“Linus, you said that all doors in the school are locked? Does that include where they keep the cell phones?” Stitts asked.

“I don’t know where they keep the cell phones,” Linus admitted. “But yeah, all doors are locked. And unless they keep the cell phones in the gymnasium of the cafeteria, then I doubt anybody is going be able to access them.”

“Can you open individual doors?”

Linus cocked his head.
“I… don’t know. Whoever hacked the system knew what they were doing. I can open all doors but just one or two…?”

Stitts growled in frustration.

“For now, keep them all locked. Who are the other students who fit the profile?”

Linus called out the names, thankfully skipping over Georgina’s.

With each one, Stitts nodded, and Chase knew that the director was making mental notes on all of them.

“Anybody recognize them?” Stitts asked, but he was just killing time, trying to think. His question was met with unanimous headshakes.

“Of the four names you’ve identified, are any of them in the same class? Do their absent days link up?”

Linus quickly cross-referenced this information.

“Yeah, Mia Cross and John Schaffer. Same grade, most of the days missed line up.”

Stitts nodded.

“Has attendance been completed for today?”

Linus brought up the school records.

“Mia and John’s homeroom teacher didn’t get a chance to record the attendance digitally before lockdown.”

“Fuck. Okay, well let’s—”

“Agents?”

The word came out of nowhere, and it took Chase a moment to locate the source.

It was Linus’ cell phone.

Linus scrambled to pick it up.

Principal Prentiss was still on the line.

“Yeah?”

“Mia and John had a… well, there are rumors about them. They…”

“Just spit it out,” Chase yelled.

“Right. Well, there were rumors last year that John got Mia pregnant and that they had an abortion. Things… got out of hand. WCI has a zero-tolerance rule for bullying, and we suspended three students for their involvement in the rumors.”

Chase’s eyes widened.

This can’t be happening.

“Did you see them at school today?” Stitts asked.

“No… I’m stuck in here. Hadn’t done my rounds yet.”

Just fucking great.

“Okay, Linus, get on the phone, call Mia and John’s parents. See if they’re at home today.”

Linus nodded, told Prentiss to stay by his phone in case they called back, and started to reach out to the students’ parents.

Officer Pekaruk, who had been mostly silent since Linus had run Stitts’ profile, suddenly spoke up.

“Something doesn’t make sense here,” the man said absently.

“What do you mean?” Tate said.

“Well, whoever disabled the cameras must have known that after the explosion, the school would go on lockdown. How can they be smart enough to cut the video feed but not be able to unlock the classrooms?”

The man’s words hung in the air and stayed there like a foul stench.

No, it didn’t make sense, Chase concluded.

“What if they don’t want the students out?” Pekaruk said, answering his own query.

“What do you mean?” Tate demanded.

“Well, you remember 9/11?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, although nobody knows for sure, the hijackers probably told all the passengers that if they just stayed calm, they would land the plane, and everyone would be safe. That they were only out for money. They needed everyone to remain calm, complacent.”

Chase caught on.

“Right, but if someone tried that today, some of the passengers would take things into their own hands.”

Pekaruk nodded.

“Exactly. What if the shooter doesn’t want everyone running around, risk themselves getting attacked? Sure, they might be able to take some of them out but as you,” the officer indicated Linus, who was still on the phone, “mentioned, it’s a big school. Lots of kids.”

Chase winced.

“Then why are they doing this? The explosion… it wasn’t big enough to destroy the school, not even close.”

“You think it was a distraction, then?” Tate asked.

“Yeah, probably. A second wave attack… throw everything into chaos, get the students running around and, in the confusion, start taking them out,” Chase said.

She was becoming analytical again, pushing her personal feelings aside.

“But then why didn’t they know about the lockdown?”

More dead air in response to Pekaruk’s question.

It was Linus who eventually broke the silence.

“Couldn’t reach John’s parents, but Mia’s mom says that her daughter left for school this morning.”

Chase didn’t know if this was a good or bad thing.

A van ripped up the road toward them, and her first thought was that this was the real attack. That the students weren’t the target, but that they were.

The first responders.

Jermaine must have had the same thought because he started barking orders to his men, who moved quickly to intercept the vehicle before it got close.

Chase watched as heavily armored SWAT officers yanked two people from the truck.

A few seconds later, Jermaine said, with a tinge of relief in his voice, “It’s just some fucking news van.”

Chase exhaled loudly.

“Good, then—”

She was interrupted by the radio in Chief Archer’s hand which suddenly came to life.

“Anyone? Please??” A familiar voice said, and Chase’s blood turned to ice in her veins. “Chase? Are you there? Is anyone there?”


Chapter 19

Hand trembling, Georgina stared at the walkie-talkie as if it might grow wings and fly away.

But it did nothing. It was just a piece of wet, broken plastic.

It wasn’t going to help her.

Nothing and nobody was.

It was only her now.

Remember, Georgina, if you sit around and wait for someone to save you, they never will. You need to be proactive.

“Georgina? Georgina, is that you?”

Georgina held her breath.

It couldn’t possibly be Chase, could it?

“Georgina?”

But it was.

Georgina clicked the button.

“Chase? Is it really you?”

“Yes, oh, God yes. Where are you? Are you in the cafeteria?”

There was relief and desperation in her aunt’s voice. She’d heard the first many times, but the second was new to Georgina.

And it frightened her.

“No, Martin—” her voice hitched. “The security guard told me to stay in the caf, left me in charge, but I couldn’t. I remember what you said, how we shouldn’t wait for help… that by the time help comes, it’s already too late.”

When Georgina said Martin’s name, she couldn’t help but look at the man.

There was an uncanny stillness about him, which was wholly unnatural.

For a good three count, Chase said nothing and Georgina was worried that the walkie had broken, that the water had finally short-circuited whatever it was that made the damn thing work.

But then her aunt said, “That’s not what I meant, Georgina. You have to go back. Go back to the cafeteria. Go there now and wait.”

Georgina sobbed.

“I saw… I saw Mia and John. They had backpacks and went into the bathroom. Then… oh, God… the explosion. I saw one of them come out, they were so burnt. So… burnt.”

Someone else came on the line the second she let go of the button, a voice Georgina didn’t recognize.

“Did you see what kind of guns they had?”

Georgina closed her eyes. She pictured the person staggering out of the bathroom, the left half of their face like burnt marshmallows.

“I didn’t… I didn’t see a gun. But they had backpacks. Chase, I’m scared.”

Her aunt returned.

“I know. Go back to the cafeteria.”

“Can you… can you come in?”

Can you save us?

“We’re trying. Just go back, Georgina. Stay out of sight. Hide.”

“Okay. Okay, I—I love you, Chase. I—”

“Put down the walkie-talkie. Now.”

Georgina gasped and the device fell from her hand. She immediately went to grab it but stopped short when she raised her eyes and stared directly into the barrel of a gun.

“Don’t.”

***

“Georgina? Georgina?” Chase rapidly clicked the button, all the while repeating her niece’s name.

She’d heard it, they’d all heard it.

Put down the walkie-talkie. Now.

A male voice, a kid holding a gun, no doubt.

A killer.

A fucking killer

Chase’s eyes met Stitts’.

“We have to get in there now. Right fucking now!”

Stitts just stared at her, unsure of what to do.

Things had changed.

Before, Chase hadn’t wanted to rush in, knew that this would put all the students’ lives in danger.

But as much as she wanted to think that she could put her personal feelings aside, the greater good and all that, it was impossible.

This was Georgina.

Nobody else mattered.

“Should I open the doors?” Linus asked. His voice was tinny as if coming from a speaker with a blown tweeter.

“Yes! Open all the doors. Jermaine, we need to breach the building.”

“Hold on just a second,” Chief Archer said, puffing up his chest. “We can’t—”

Fuck it.

She couldn’t wait.

Wouldn’t wait.

Chase pulled her gun and sprinted toward the school. Jermaine’s men were still at the ready, sporting riot shields and helmets. A half dozen massive men with lined faces poised outside the WCI’s main entrance. One massive man with a chest like an oak barrel clutched a battering ram in both hands.

“Break down the door,” Chase yelled as she ran. “Break down the fucking door, now!”

The men were confused, or maybe they couldn’t understand her instructions with the voices of the men yelling at her from behind.

She’d caught them all by surprise, which meant she had a few minutes—no, not that long, seconds, she only had seconds—to get inside before someone stopped her.

“We’re under specific instructions not to do anything until we get the order from Jermaine.”

Not Jermaine, from Stitts. The FBI is in charge here.

And I’m the FBI.

“This is my fucking case,” Chase screamed, spit flying from her lips and splattering the SWAT Agent’s mask. “And I say break down that fucking door.”

***

Tate’s first instinct was to go after Chase and he almost did, but Linus’ voice drew him back.

“Should I open the doors?” the man’s eyes were wild, darting.

Confused and nervous and terrified.

“No,” Tate said sternly. “Do not. There have only been six shots fired. Six. You open those doors, Linus, and more people are going to die. Kids.”

Despite the order, he saw Linus’ hand creep ever closer to the laptop.

Don’t, Tate tried to send this message telepathically. Don’t do it.

He loved Georgina. Loved the girl like his own daughter.

But he couldn’t do this. He couldn’t risk all those students’ lives.

Not for her, not for anyone.

His mind turned to Rachel and the fight they’d had at the restaurant.

He thought about how much of an asshole he’d been. An absolute cliche of a father.

And why?

Because she was dating a man slightly older than she was?

Life was strange like that. In the moment, things seemed so much more important than they actually were.

Ultimately, the only thing that truly matters is the bonds we forge with those we love.

Tate felt the wall he’d built inside his head, the one that his partner Con Striker had molded in him all those years ago—before Robin’s accident, before even catching the Sandman—starting to crumble.

Stitts picked up on his change in demeanor and came forward.

“Don’t open those doors, Linus.”

The man licked his lips furiously.

“But—but Georgina—”

“Don’t do it.” Stitts turned to Jermaine. “But we are going in. Tell your men to knock that fucking door down.” Then the interim Director of the FBI, Quantico, glared at Tate. “Get her back, Tate. Get Chase back. She can’t go in there. I don’t care what you have to do, get her back.”


Chapter 20

This wasn’t the first time that Georgina had seen a gun. She’d seen Chase with her pistol many times.

But this was the first time that anyone had actually pointed one at her. It was silver, almost comically large in the boy’s hand.

A boy who definitely wasn’t Mia or John.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” the boy said. He was wearing a dark hoodie and the gun trembled in his hand.

Georgina recognized him at once, but she didn’t think that the boy, his eyes bloodshot, his face deathly pale, knew who she was.

“Put the gun down,” Georgina managed to croak. “Please, just put it down.”

The boy wavered, his eyes going to Martin, and then back to her.

“Why are you doing this?”

It was the kid that she’d seen earlier, the one that Mia and John had thrown out of the bathroom before rigging their explosives.

He’d been terrified and Georgina had comforted him.

Were they… were they all working together?

No, that didn’t make sense.

Then… why?

The boy took a deep shuddering breath.

“You don’t know what they’ve done to me,” he said, his voice cracking. “You don’t know the things they’ve said, the things they did.”

Georgina tried not to look at the gun, which shifted from her chest to her throat.

Even a little higher sometimes.

She was at a crossroads. Buying time was the ultimate goal here but if she could talk this frightened boy down without another shot fired, that would be the best-case scenario.

But how?

Show compassion? Understanding? Plead to his common sense?

Did he even have common sense?

A man who comes to school with a gun has only one goal.

Georgina looked at Martin’s corpse.

That’s what he would’ve done. Martin, the nicest man in the school, one of the few people she thought actually cared about the students, would’ve gone the compassionate route.

And he’d ended up dead.

Something else occurred to Georgina then.

That strange, visceral revulsion that had come over her when she’d touched this kid earlier in the day before the bomb went off.

What was that?

She shook her head.

No, trying to reason with this kid with the gun—the kid whose name she still couldn’t remember—wasn’t going to work for her.

That left just one other option. It was easy for Georgina to just let her intense anger bubble up and overflow.

“I don’t know?” she accused. Her tone startled the boy, and he took a small step backward.

“I don’t know what it’s like to be bullied?”

“Don’t—”

Georgina took a chance and stood upright. If the boy shot her now, so be it. Chase might’ve said differently over the walkie, but that was just because the woman had been scared.

Georgina was doing something—taking action.

Not waiting.

She had to. Not just for her, but for the others, even those annoying, sobbing girls who had locked themselves in the cafeteria.

For Martin.

These thoughts fueled her resolve.

“You know what they call me?”

Once more, the boy prepared to speak, but Georgina didn’t even give him the chance to utter one syllable.

“Culty. They’ve called my Culty he ever since that asshole Brendan hit on me and I decide to turn him down—he thought it was all about him, of course. But the thing is, I don’t even like boys. But you wanna know why they call me Culty?” The words just poured out of Georgina—it was impossible to stop them. If the boy decided to put a bullet in her chest, she knew she would keep going, even with that pink foam dribbling out of her wound like it had with Martin. “It’s because my mother was in a cult. It wasn’t her fault, never is. She was kidnapped as a child, raped, indoctrinated. Eventually impregnated by her captors. One of those despicable men is my father. He’s in prison now, never seen him since the day that my aunt came and saved me. Never want to again. Every day—every day, I want to stay home. Every time they call me that disgusting word, a cross between a cunt and a cult, I think about my mom. My mom who’s dead now—murdered. And this makes me want to hurt them. People like Brendan fucking Baxter who only ever think of themselves. So, when you stand there waving your fucking gun around and telling me that I don’t know how you feel, I call bullshit. Bullshit. I know exactly how you feel.”

The boy’s eyebrows lifted in the center.

“I didn’t know. I didn’t—”

“Damn right, you didn’t know, nobody does—nobody fucking asked. No one ever asks.”

“But…” The boy lowered his eyes to the gun, and Georgina saw that his grip on the oversized weapon had loosened somewhat. “But he said that this was the only way, this is the only way to get them to learn.”

“Who did? Mia? John?” Georgina asked.

The boy’s raised eyebrows now became knitted.

“Mia and John?”

As if being summoned, a figure appeared behind the boy.

It wasn’t Mia and John, just the former.

Georgina saw that now.

Her face was horribly burnt, most of her hair gone. Her left eye was missing. Missing.

Georgina never thought that an eye could go missing.

Mia’s walk was something out of a movie. One step, one shuffle, one gravity-defying near fall.

Rinse.

Repeat.

She moaned and the boy spun around.

“Stop!” he said, his voice impossibly dry. He heaved. “Don’t move.”

Blood caked both of the girl’s ears.

Mia couldn’t hear him. Even if she could, it was doubtful that whatever faculties she had left would allow her to comply.

She just… staggered.

“Don’t.”

Georgina knew that she had to do something.

Tackle him?

No, probably not. She was bigger than the boy, but she didn’t want to risk the gun going off.

Instead, she silently moved up next to him.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said in a hushed tone.

The boy’s lips quaked as he looked from Georgina to Mia.

“I—I—he said—he said—”

“You don’t have to,” Georgina repeated.

“I didn’t mean to shoot him! I didn’t!” Martin, he was referring to Martin. “I was just trying to get him to back away, to—”

Georgina didn’t snatch the gun, although she might have been able to.

There was no need.

The boy was already broken, all it took was one final act to crumble.

She reached out and gently put her hand on top of the one holding the gun and forced his aim to the floor.

At least, that was Georgina Adams’s plan. But as soon as her skin touched the boy’s something happened.

***

Darkness. All-encompassing darkness.

Pervasive.

It wasn’t like closing your eyes, it was more like the complete absence of light.

No sun, no stars.

Nothing.

But there was pain.

Intense pain.

Just waking up was agony.

Sleep was the only thing that made it go away.

It shuts the brain off, made the aches and cramps that ravaged your muscles vanish.

But sleep was an elusive animal.

A light appeared, like someone holding a lighter in the vacuum of space.

It shouldn’t work, but it did.

And then came the voice.

“You can suffer alone, or you can make them suffer. You can get payback for everything they’ve done to you.”

It wasn’t a suggestion but an answer.

The answer.

The light glowed brighter and brighter until it burned.

And then another shape appeared.

A gun.

Payback. It was time for payback.


Chapter 21

Chase was reaching for the battering ram even though she doubted she could lift the massive object let alone use it to break down the doors when all the SWAT radios crackled at once.

“Breach! Breach now!”

She was shoved aside and someone else hoisted the ram with ease. They swung it against the door and the heavy metal rocked in the frame, but the lock held.

The noise was deafening.

“Again!” someone ordered.

This time, an Agent grabbed Chase and pulled her back.

“Don’t touch me!”

“You need to move back!”

Another bam.

“Again!”

Bam.

The door bowed inward but still didn’t open.

What the fuck is it made of?

Chase turned, saw Tate running at her.

“Tell Linus to just open the fucking doors!”

Tate didn’t say anything, he just kept on coming, all those years of running finally paying off.

“Clear shot of a female, second floor—” the SWAT radio announced. “—burnt face. No hair.”

Bam.

Bam.

This time, the door frame splintered. Chase could see inside the school now, but the deadbolt, a fucking piece of indestructible metal, refused to allow them entry.

Female… burnt face.

It had to be Mia Cross.

Chase thought back to what Georgina had said.

About her not seeing a gun.

“Wait—”

Bam.

The door finally flew inward with so much force that it smashed against the inside wall. SWAT entered the school, two lines, one left, one right. Guns draw, shields up. Sights aimed over shoulders.

Friendly fire was always a concern with these aggressive entries. There needed to be order, a system.

But Georgina was in trouble.

Chase felt someone, probably Tate, grab for her, but his fingers just barely grazed her hair.

Too late.

She heard something, too. Those damn radios.

“There’s more than one! Second floor! At least a dozen!”

Chase sprinted straight up the middle like a running back through a giant hole cleared by all-star linesmen.

A dozen didn’t matter.

Only one of them did.

Georgina was in trouble, and Chase was going to save her.


Chapter 22

Everything happened so fast that Georgina wasn’t sure what was going on until it was too late.

Far too late to stop it.

The vision, or whatever it was, vanished just in time to see Mia fall.

Not from a bullet, even though Georgina could hear what sounded like many explosions far below them, but because her legs simply stopped functioning.

The girl’s face made a horrible wet smacking sound as it ricocheted off the floor.

The boy jumped.

“I’m sorry… I’m so sorry.”

He lowered the gun completely. It was dangling from just two fingers now. Georgina was amazed that it hadn’t fallen yet.

She reached for it, carefully, trying not to startle the boy or actually touch his skin again, when the door at the end of the hallway flew open.

The smoke from the bathroom explosion had mostly dissipated, but it was still difficult to see past it to get a good view of the crowd of people coming rushing them.

“It’s okay,” Georgina whispered, trying to keep him calm.

It was Chase. Chase and Tate and the FBI.

It had to be.

The group was running and yelling.

The boy backed up into Georgina. Now, the gun fell but neither of them made a move to pick it up.

“There! That’s him!” someone yelled. “That’s the guy!”

It didn’t sound like an FBI Agent, Georgina thought. Nor did it sound like something that an FBI Agent would say.

Weren’t they supposed to announce their presence? FBI, get on your knees! Don’t move! Something like that?

There was no order to their approach, either. It was frenetic, people pushing by one another, trying to get to them.

Oh, shit, she thought. It wasn’t the FBI or the cops.

“Stop!” Georgina shouted. “Stop!”

It was the students, the ones that she’d left in the cafeteria as per Martin’s orders.

Jim and Shawn and those bitchy girls. All of them. Some of them—who knew? Their faces were red. Rage filled their eyes.

Lips pulled back, teeth bared.

Georgina had the presence of mind to kick the gun aside and then moved in front of the boy, hands up high.

“Stop!”

The crowd surged. They were like a tidal wave, one that little Georgina was helpless to stop.

Maybe nobody could.

The lead student, Jim, she thought, although the entire scene was so frenetic that it was hard to be sure, elbowed Georgina in the ribs, knocking her aside.

“Please! There’s no gun! There’s no gun!”

Her words were but a whimper, just labored gasps as she struggled to fill her lungs with air.

The boy spun and as he did, Georgina caught a clear look at his face.

This was no longer a killer. It was just a scared kid, one who had been bullied and harassed until he’d broken.

Jim grabbed the back of the boy’s hoodie and yanked him hard. He fell on his ass, but Jim didn’t let go. He flung him to one side, easily hoisting him off the floor with just one hand.

The boy slammed into the locker and his eyes rolled back.

Somebody tripped on Mia, someone else on Martin.

Neither noticed the corpses.

Fully weeping now, Georgina watched as the mob grew increasingly violent.

Kicking, punching, scratching, pulling.

Flesh on flesh.

Flesh on metal.

Blood.

When Georgina saw the blood, she finally straightened. She was woozy, her legs unsteady.

“Stop.”

Grunts of exertion.

The boy had killed Martin, he was a murderer.

But did he deserve this?

Georgina noticed the gun.

She picked it up.

She’d seen one before, and today one had been pointed at her.

But this was the first time she’d actually held a gun.

Culty… they call me Culty.

That darkness that she’d experienced when touching the boy came flooding back.

As did the words that she’d heard inside her head.

Whose words were those?

Whose?

“You can suffer alone, or you can make them suffer. You can get payback for everything they’ve done to you.”

Without thinking Georgina took aim.

One final attempt to get them to stop.

Just one more.

“Please…”

She pulled the trigger.


Chapter 23

There was just too much going on.

Too much noise.

Chase did her best to ignore all of this. She knew from the WCI’s blueprint how to get to the second floor, which was where Georgina had been spotted.

She sprinted straight ahead, heading toward the stairs. The sound grew louder now, although it was indiscernible.

Violence—that much she recognized.

It was part of her life, had been for years.

She made it to the second step of the water-slicked stairs when the shot went off.

One single report that stole her breath.

Chase fell into some sort of anoxic shock, somehow managing to keep on going.

She opened the second-floor door, and then sucked in a huge breath.

“FBI!” she screamed.

To her right was the source of the explosion. She was forced to climb over a mangled door, burnt and warped, and then cleared smoke from her face with the hand not holding her service pistol.

“FBI! Get on the fucking ground!”

She feared the worst.

Feared that whoever had ordered Georgina to put down the walkie had shot her.

Killed her.

But what she didn’t expect was absolute carnage. Six shots fired—no, make that seven.

There were bodies, three, she thought, but it was hard to be sure on account of the throng of students blocking her view.

“FBI!” Chase shouted again.

The students were soaked with water and blood. Girls stared at their hands as if they were foreign objects. The breaths of big, muscular adolescents caused their chests to heave.

Her mind was having a hard time making sense of this, but then Chase spotted Georgina and her focus became singular.

Her niece was standing near the lockers, a gun in her hand.

A gun.

The students were all staring at her, eyes wide, expressions of shock on their faces.

Chase made it to her niece and in one deft maneuver pulled the gun from her hand.

“FBI! Get on the ground, all of you!”

And they did. Dropped onto their stomachs, soaking their fancy outfits with sprinkler water.

Several of them noticed the bodies now and started to vomit.

Three—yes, three bodies. Mia Cross, Martin Martchenko, and someone else.

A boy in a hoodie, his small frame twisted and bent in ways a body was never designed to articulate.

He was lying face down in a pool of his own blood.

Behind her, Chase heard the cavalry arrive, spilling into the hallway and flooding around her.

Worried that some overzealous SWAT Agent would grab Georgina, Chase tucked both guns into the waist of her pants and hugged the girl tightly.

She was trembling uncontrollably.

“Chase…” Georgina whimpered.

Nothing else mattered now.

Chase had her.

She had Georgina.

Burying her face in the girl’s drenched shirt, Chase Adams began to cry.


PART III — Trigger Warning




Chapter 24

The hospital lock down was nearly as intense as the scene at the WCI.

No one allowed in or out. Patients, doctors, or nurses.

If you weren’t with either the FBI or SWAT or local police, you weren’t getting anywhere near the place.

Even law enforcement agents were undergoing heavy screening.

The national media had latched onto the story, but the low body count—two, plus two more in intensive care—meant that it was only getting second billing.

It’s a sad day in America when a school shooting that doesn’t top double-digit murders doesn’t make the front page.

“Chase?”

Chase pulled her eyes away from the hospital room window. She walked over to Georgina and stroked the back of the girl’s hand.

“Yeah?”

“Are you proud of me?”

The question came out of left field, taking Chase by surprise.

When she didn’t answer right away, Georgina misinterpreted this and lowered her green eyes.

Chase squeezed the girl’s hand, drawing her attention back.

“You stopped the shooter, Georgina. I couldn’t be more proud.”

Tears silently streaked the girl’s cheeks.

“I couldn’t stop them from killing him—the boy.”

Again, Chase hesitated.

She felt for Georgina, for what the girl had been through, but she had it all wrong.

The shooter, whom they’d quickly identified as second-year WCI student Tyler Clavin, had shot and killed Martin Martchenko. If Georgina hadn’t talked him down and if the other students hadn’t intervened, there would have been more bodies.

There was no doubt in Chase’s mind about this fact.

He would have gotten into a classroom or found the kids holed up in the cafeteria.

Then the media would really get their panties in a twist. But rather than tackle this complex issue now, Chase found another way out.

“He’s not dead,” she said.

It was true.

Tyler Clavin had suffered a multitude of injuries, the most serious of which was rapid swelling of the brain, which had deprived multiple areas of oxygen for more than fifteen minutes. Extensive ischemia had occurred. The doctors said that it was very unlikely that the boy would ever wake up again. In the exceedingly case that Tyler opened his eyes, his brain function was going to be severely compromised.

Chase had been around doctors enough to know what that meant.

The kid was brain-dead or very close to it.

As of yet, they’d been unable to reach Tyler’s parents but when they did, they were going to have a tough decision to make.

If it were up to Chase, she’d pull the plug so fast that the outlet was bound to pop off.

“He’s—he’s not dead?” Georgina whimpered. Chase didn’t like the hope that she saw in the youthful girl’s face. It was wrong.

She should be feeling for Martin, not Tyler.

“No. He’s in a coma. It’s serious, though.” Chase wanted to change the subject. Stitts and Linus appearing in the doorway gave her the out she so desperately needed. “You did amazing, Georgina. I mean that. I’m so proud. I gotta go—not far, just for a minute. That okay?”

Georgina closed her eyes, squeezed Chase’s hand, and nodded.

Chase started to pull away, but her niece’s eyes suddenly popped open. Her face was a mask of fear.

“Georgina?”

“Something… something happened, Chase.” Chase waited. “When… when I touched the boy, touched his hand I saw something.”

Chase swallowed hard.

“You… saw something?”

Her mind went there, to the dark place.

To her voodoo, her ability to see through the eyes of victims.

But… that couldn’t be. Long ago, then Head Medical Examiner for the State of New York had found her medical records, had told her that her brain had been rewired by electroshock therapy and years of heroin abuse.

Chase’s brain was fucked up. It wasn’t normal.

But Georgina’s? She was fine.

Wasn’t she?

“It was… so strange, so real, you know?”

“What did you see?” Chase asked again.

“I don’t know exactly. Everything went dark and it was like… I know how this sounds, Chase. I know it—”

“Just tell me,” Chase said, more sharply than she’d intended.

“Well, it was like I was him. Like I was the kid with the gun. And I… I heard someone. A voice.”

Chase tried to swallow, but there was a thick wad of cotton lodged in her esophagus that was fighting peristalsis.

It was winning.

“What—what did the voice say?”

“I don’t know exactly, everything was happening, and the lights were flickering… I think it told him to take revenge. To make them pay.”

Chase knew that the thing to do now was to tell Georgina—no, assure the girl—that she was in shock, that what she thought she saw and heard wasn’t real.

The only problem with that, with the thing to do, was often the same as the difference between telling someone the thing they wanted to hear instead of what they needed to hear.

Or so she thought.

Maybe Chase was still in shock, too.

“Was it his voice? The boy’s voice?”

Georgina took a labored breath.

“No, I don’t think so. I think it was someone else.”

Georgina’s eyes slowly closed again, effectively ending the conversation.

“We’re going to get to the bottom of this. And you did great. Really great,” Chase said, and then walked out of the room.

“I’m so glad—” Stitts began, but she cut him off.

“I think there’s someone else. Another shooter.”


Chapter 25

Tate wanted to go with Chase, Georgina, and the other students to the hospital, but she insisted he stay behind, stay focused on the case.

Figure out what, exactly, had gone wrong at the Williamsburg Collegiate Institute.

There was still so much they didn’t know, like how the cameras had been deactivated, what Tyler’s motivation was, the nature of his relationship with Mia and John.

After the bomb squad cleared the building, Linus started working on the former.

Tate worked on the latter, but he was having a difficult time separating his emotions from the case.

Georgina had almost died.

It was fucking insane.

But Chase needed him to be strong. It wasn’t often that his partner lost control.

Scratch that, Chase lost control all the time. But not in that way.

Together with CSU, Tate discovered John Schaffer’s body in the bathroom. What was left of the kid, anyway.

His face had been completely blown off by the blast, as had his arms.

Tate was in constant contact with Chief Archer, who had prioritized interviewing all of the students who weren’t in their classrooms when the school was locked down.

So far, they’d found no link between Tyler, and Mia and John.

None.

Tyler was a loner, Mia and John an inseparable duo. They were in different grades, didn’t share a single class together.

In addition to working on the cameras, Linus had also reached out to the students’ cell phone providers, trying to find, at the very least, a single text message that connected them in some way.

Anything.

Tyler had a phone on him, a burner, but it was blank.

The boy also had a backpack, and in it, they found a small, semi-automatic weapon.

Two dead, two critical.

This could have been a whole lot worse.

Tate backed out of the bathroom and allowed the CSU and an FBI Agent who specialized in explosives to comb the scene.

He walked the halls.

Tate didn’t have Chase’s innate ability to recreate crime scenes using her mind, but he had experience.

A wealth of experience.

He soon found himself outside room 212 and inspected the three bullet holes near the locking mechanism.

Tate traced the bullet indentations with a gloved hand.

Tyler had tried to get into this classroom.

Specifically this classroom.

There were several others that were closer to the bathroom where the explosion had taken place. Even if the smoke had made it difficult to see some of these rooms, there were others that were unaffected by the blast before 212.

Tate moved closer, peered through the thick glass window.

He pictured the teacher and students huddled in the corner, crying, so scared that they felt as if their bodies were going to levitate off the ground.

They would all have trauma. Injured or not, every single WCI student and staff member will need counseling after today.

Tyler tried to get in here… why? Who was he trying to get at?

The doors had all since been unlocked after the building had been cleared and Tate opened the door to 212 and stepped inside.

He walked around, looking at the abandoned desks, the still-open notepads lying on top. Above the teacher’s desk, he noticed a map of the United States, red push pins in place to indicate the State capitals.

It was likely a geography class and Tate made a note to get Linus to confirm this later.

If Tyler’s goal was to maximize pain and suffering, why didn’t he shoot through the window?

True, there were areas that would have been impossible to reach from the hallway, but a class of—Tate quickly counted the open notepads—twenty-two kids plus a teacher could only make themselves so small.

Even disregarding this fact, breaking the glass would mean that Tyler could just reach inside and shoot through the opening.

The analogy of shooting fish in a barrel came to mind, but Tate shrugged this off.

He always hated it.

These weren’t fish, these were people.

Kids.

But Tyler had only shot the lock.

Why?

He didn’t know.

Perhaps the only person who knew was currently a vegetable.

Tate ruminated on this for a few more seconds before leaving the room. He glanced up and down the hall, confirming what he already knew.

Tyler targeted this class.

And Tate was determined to find out why.

No—not why.

Who.

Who was Tyler Clavin was so desperate to murder?


Chapter 26

“What do you mean another shooter? Like not Mia or John?” Linus asked.

“I don’t know.” Chase was tired, drained. She massaged her forehead, debating how much of the conversation she’d just had with Georgina she wanted to share with these two men. “Georgina thinks there might have been someone else.”

Stitts put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“How’s she doing?”

Chase was comforted by the man’s voice. It had been a long time since they’d been partners, a good six years or more, and after Stitts took over for Director Hampton, who had since moved on to bigger and better pastures in Washington DC, they hadn’t interacted much.

But today having him by her side felt good.

They had had their ups and downs, particularly after Chase had made the mistake of sleeping with him, but that was in the past.

The present…

Oh, fuck you, Dr. Matteo. Just fuck right off.

“It’s hard to tell,” Chase answered earnestly, eyes still closed. With someone else, she might have been inclined to explain her comment, to say that sometimes trauma didn’t rear its ugly head for some time after the inciting incident.

Not with Stitts.

The man just got it.

“Well,” Linus began, clearly uncomfortable, “I can’t find anything connecting Mia and John to Tyler. But I did manage to extract deleted data from Tyler’s burner. There was only a single text on it, untraceable.” He paused, setting the hook in a way that only Linus could, which Chase hated. “It said: Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Chase’s thoughts raced, thinking that another attack at another school was imminent.

“No, no, sorry,” Linus said, realizing what he’d implied. “That text came in yesterday, just before midnight, meaning today.”

Chase frowned disapprovingly but she was relieved.

Still, all schools would be on high alert for the next few weeks. Other kids, angry kids, might be inspired by Tyler’s actions.

Message boards would light up with thoughts and prayers for the victims, a lot of good that ever did. But there was another subset of people who would be secretly happy for Tyler’s actions today.

Good for him, they’d say; good for Trevor for finally getting back at those who’d wronged him, for finally standing up for himself.

“That’s it?” Stitts asked.

“That’s it,” Linus confirmed with a nod.

“And you can’t tell if Mia or John sent that message?” Chase said.

“Like I said, untraceable. Maybe in time, but… well, you know these burner phones.”

And she did.

Burner phones were purchased anonymously with cash, prepaid. Chase had used many when she was desperate to score.

She turned her attention to Stitts.

“You mentioned in your profile outside the school that we might be looking for somebody who is working with a partner.”

“Yeah.”

“You also said that they probably had experience with computers to be able to hack into the school’s system. Was that Tyler?”

It was Linus who answered.

“Not with a forty-two percent in computer class. And not with his shitty attendance record.

“What about the other two? Mia and John?”

Linus nodded.

“Mia, yes. John unlikely.”

Chase locked this information away.

“I just don’t get it. Why were they working together?”

“There’s nothing online linking them.”

“Right, but they’re outcasts and these people don’t tend to have a large online presence. Exposes themselves to further ridicule,” Stitts said.

“Fuck. It doesn’t make sense,” Chase blurted. “These guys plan this, send texts, tomorrow or whatever, disable the cameras but forget to unlock the goddamn doors? What are we dealing with here?”

Neither Stitts nor Linus offered anything.

They didn’t challenge her either.

Chase took a breath. If it hadn’t been for what Georgina had told her, she might have left it at that.

For now, at least.

But the girl’s words haunted her.

I think it told him to take revenge. To make them pay.

“Okay, okay. What about their parents? Mia, John, Tyler? Have they been contacted? Any chance that they might have seen them all together after school or something?”

“Can’t get a hold of John’s parents,” Linus said. “Tyler’s dad, neither. He’s got a long rap sheet. Domestic assault, possession, DUI, you name it, Rick Clavin has either been charged or accused or convicted of it. Wife left about six months ago, no one has heard from her since.”

This came as no surprise to Chase. While not all school shooters were brought up in broken homes, it was a common thread.

“What about Mia?”

“Mia’s mother is a—”

Linus clammed up as Officer Pekaruk approached, looking serious.

“What’s wrong?” Chase asked.

“I thought I just heard someone mention Mia’s mother?”

“Yeah, what about her?”

“Well, she’s here,” Pekaruk said. “She’s here and she’s pissed. I also got word that Mia is awake.”


Chapter 27

Tate was forced to show his identification three times in order to gain access to the hospital.

And he wasn’t happy about it.

“I’m in charge of this fucking investigation,” he shouted at the young police officer who was just trying to do his job.

“I’m sorry, but Chief Archer—”

“Fuck Chief Archer,” Tate snapped. The young cop recoiled.

“I—I was told—he said—”

“I’m in charge. I need to speak to the students of classroom 212. Where are they being sequestered?”

The young officer stammered, and Tate repeated the question.

The man responded positively to the authority.

“They’re being held in the nurse’s staff room. I think it’s on the first floor, down—”

Tate was already on the move, striding briskly in the direction the cop indicated.

He put his badge away, vowing to punch the next person who asked him for it in the teeth.

Thankfully, it was Chief Archer and as much as he wanted to punch him, the man at least knew who he was.

“Agent Abernathy,” the man, his lips nonexistent behind that thick mustache.

“They in there? Class 212?” Tate pointed at the nurse’s room behind the chief.

“Yeah, they’re in there,” Archer said. Before he could enter, someone stepped out of the room. Not a student but a man.

He looked like a typical college professor, complete with a tweed blazer and jeans that were too baggy on him. Short, portly.

Bad hair.

“Who’s this?” Tate asked.

“JC Marshall. He’s the room 212 geography teacher.”

The man nodded, his thin hair flopping side to side. JC offered his hand, but Tate didn’t take it.

“Your classroom was the only one that was shot up,” Tate said matter-of-factly.

The man cleared his throat.

“I know. I saw him—Tyler. It was… terrifying.”

“So, you know the kid, then? You know Tyler Clavin?”

JC took a moment to answer.

“Didn’t really know him. I mean, he was quiet, new to my class, pretty good attendance record. I don’t think I had a personal interaction with him, though. I like to get to know my students, but some of them are resistant, you know?”

It fits the profile, and Tate nodded.

“I know as a teacher you’re supposed to be unbiased, reserve judgment, all that bullshit. But given that your classroom was the only one that appears to have been targeted, we think that maybe he was trying to get to someone inside. Can you think of who that might be?”

JC cocked his head.

“Honestly? I don’t know. I mean, he was so quiet. And if I saw anything—anything at all—I would have reported it.”

It wasn’t quite an answer to his question, so Tate rephrased it. The man seemed to be trying to cover his ass.

“You had to have seen something. Who was bullying him?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

Tate frowned.

Teachers weren’t the same breed they used to be. When Tate was back in school, they formed relationships with their students. It wasn’t just about pushing the kids through, trying to make sure that their students got a decent grade on their government test or whatever.

It was about building them up, giving them the skills they needed to deal with problems inherent in life.

And, as much JC claimed to form ‘relationships’ with his students, the fact that he didn’t know, or at least pretended not to know, that Tyler was being bullied so badly that he felt the need to shoot up the school told a different story.

Tate’s gaze drifted to the closed nurse’s room door.

“How many students are in there?”

“Nineteen,” Chief Archer answered. “They’re pretty shaken.”

“I want to talk to them.”

Chief Archer misconstrued this as a question and began hemming and hawing about how they should probably wait for their parents to show up.

In a criminal case, this was probably the safest course of action.

But hadn’t Stitts said something about how this shooting could be construed as an act of domestic terrorism?

Even if he hadn’t, the director should have—could have.

Tate had been around long enough to know that.

And that meant that Archer could take his rules and shove them up his own ass.

Tate didn’t even wait for the chief to stop talking—he just walked past him and opened the door.

Once inside, it was like a switch had been flicked.

His annoyances of being asked multiple times for ID, of nearly losing Georgina, hell, even his fight with Rachel, were shoved into the deep recesses of his mind.

And Tate Abernathy transformed into someone else entirely.


Chapter 28

It was hard to imagine Brooke Cross being Mia’s mother. It wasn’t just that Mia’s hair was all burnt off, one side and her face was practically melted, and her eye gone, it was that the girl had dark hair, dark nails, wore baggy clothing—goth, if she’d been from Chase’s time. But Brooke Cross was the complete opposite. She was thin and blond, with high cheekbones, full lips, and she was wearing a classy business suit.

Chase immediately thought of Tate, and how her partner would be much better suited to talk to the woman. He’d know what to say.

Tate had tact while Chase was the one to act.

But Tate wasn’t here.

Chase stood outside Mia’s room with the woman and Linus and Stitts.

“Chase Adams, FBI. We need to speak with your daughter.”

This, evidently, was the wrong approach.

Brooke crossed her arms over her chest defiantly.

“Not without a lawyer you’re not.”

There was no time for a lawyer. If Georgina was right and there was someone else involved, they needed to identify them fast.

“Do you know what your daughter did?” Chase asked, glaring at the woman.

“I am fully aware of the allegations.”

Chase scoffed; she couldn’t help it.

“These aren’t allegations. These are facts. Your daughter and her two friends set off a bomb inside the school and then shot and killed the security guard. Now—”

“And that’s exactly why you’re not speaking to my daughter without a lawyer present. You’ve already made up your mind and I’m not going to have you upset my daughter who is in critical—”

“My niece was at that school,” Chase said, her jaw clenched. “She saw Mia and John set off the bomb. So, why don’t you just stop with the ‘allegation’ talk? If you don’t want to join me in there, you can—”

Linus interrupted her, which would have normally set Chase off. But, judging by Brooke’s posture—adroit, aggressive, unwavering—it was probably for the best.

“Mrs. Cross, are you familiar with the terrorism act in Virginia?”

“Terrorism?” The woman spat the word. “My daughter’s a lot of things, but she’s not a terrorist.”

“Just listen to what I have to say.”

Chase was impressed by the man’s tone and his approach. Linus was usually goofy, asking rhetorical questions instead of getting directly to the point.

Not now.

Moreover, she’d seen him in the field, and as much as the man hated it—and he did, with a passion—Linus was actually good at it.

Like her, he was a doer.

“See, that’s the thing about terrorism,” Linus continued, “we can use a very broad description to define the word. And I’d say that three people walking into a high school, dressed in black, setting off improvised explosives, and shooting people? Killing people? Well, domestic terrorism isn’t much of a stretch, is it? The way I see it, you have two choices here, and I advise you to take the first one. You allow us to go in there and speak to your daughter to figure out who else she was collaborating with, or I will get on the phone with a friend at Homeland Security. He will take my recommendation and classify this as an official act of domestic terrorism. And then I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors. We can keep her as long as we want, speak to her as often as we want, without even charging her. It’ll be years before she steps in front of a judge. And regardless of the outcome, she’ll labeled a terrorist. Mrs. Cross, you have three seconds to let me know which option you prefer.”

Again, Chase was impressed. This wasn’t an approach that Chase would’ve even considered, let alone enacted.

And it worked.

Brooke dropped her arms to her sides and her shoulders slumped. Still, she tried to save face.

“Fine, but I’m going in there with you.”

The woman had barely finished her sentence before Chase stepped into the hospital room. The smell of burnt hair and overcooked meat immediately filled her nostrils. Surprising, given that Mia’s bed was covered in a hermetically sealed bubble of plastic.

Up close, the girl’s injuries were even more horrific.

Whatever the outcome, Mia was going to be brutally scared for the rest of her life.

Brooke gasped when she saw her daughter and Linus did his best to keep the woman comforted, under control.

“Oh, God. Mia, what have you done to yourself?”

Chase blocked Brooke out as best she could, but she, herself, was in a mild state of shock. It wasn’t so much the girl’s appearance but just how young she looked.

Younger than Georgina, even.

Mia’s one good eye, wide and bloodshot red, turned to look at Chase as she approached.

Chase reminded herself that this girl had been part of the team that tried to murder her niece.

Any hint of compassion vanished instantly.

“Mia, my name is Chase Adams and I’m with the FBI. I’m going to ask you a few questions, and I want you to answer them truthfully. Do you understand?”

Brooke was breathing in short gasps and Chase moved to block the girl’s view of her mother.

Having her in the room was a bad idea.

“Mia? Please just answer the questions, okay?” Brooke said softly.

Or maybe not.

Brooke Cross was a completely different woman now. She’d gone from a high-powered businesswoman who knew her rights to a mother who was scared and concerned about her child.

Her murderous child.

Mia nodded, confirming that she could hear just fine, which was surprising considering the state of her face and head.

“We know that you and John and Tyler set off the explosion and that you were planning to shoot up the school,” Chase said, her tone flat.

Now, Mia shook her head, which caused the blackened skin on her neck to crinkle painfully. It sounded like someone was aggressively unwrapping a gift.

“This is what we know. You set off that bomb. And we’re pretty sure that you were the one responsible for hacking the school’s security cameras.”

Chase concentrated on the girl’s ruined face as she spoke, trying to read her.

She wanted nothing more than to touch the girl, to see through her one eye. Feel her.

Feel what Mia felt.

But that was impossible.

“Mom?” The word came out thickly, her blistered lips unable to fully annunciate the consonants.

“It’s okay, honey,” Brooke sobbed. “It’s okay. Just tell her the truth, okay? Tell them that you’re not a terrorist.”

Mia’s eye went impossibly wide with that final word.

“Who else were you working with?”

“I—I—”

Chase’s patience had finally run its course.

“What was your plan? What were you, Tyler, and John trying to accomplish? Who was the target?”

“Who… who is Tyler?”

The response was unexpected, and Chase did everything she could to keep confusion from showing on her face.

Was she concussed?

Probably.

“Tyler Clavin. The kid that you planned the attack with. He shot and killed Martin and—”

Mia suddenly gasped and tears spilled down her cheeks. Eye or no eye, her tear ducts were evidently still capable of producing the liquid.

“Martin was shot? I don’t—”

“Yes, he was shot. My guess is that the bomb you made was just a diversion. But it was more powerful than any of you expected. Especially John, because he’s dead, Mia. John’s dead and Tyler might as well be.”

Chase’s words were harsh but necessary.

This was the ace up her sleeve. Nobody had told the girl what had happened to her partners in crime.

Another even more painful gasp, this time originating from the pit of Mia’s stomach.

“John’s dead? John’s dead? He can’t be dead!” Mia was borderline hysterical, and Brooke leaned closer to her daughter. Forgetting about the plastic, she reached out only to stop when the bubble flexed inward.

“Please, Mia. Just tell her that this was all a mistake. A—”

“I don’t know who Tyler is and we didn’t want to kill anybody,” Mia sobbed.

It seemed impossible that even someone with such sadistic intentions as Mia Cross could lie at a time like this.

Looking like this.

Feeling even worse.

Chase shot a look at Linus who appeared as confused as she was.

Could she be telling the truth?

What the fuck is going on?

A new scenario, something that Chase hadn’t considered suddenly popped into her mind.

Generally, she bought into Stitts’s opinion on coincidences, that they were few and far between.

But could this be one of the rare occasions where the director was wrong?

“Mia,” Chase said sharply. “I want you to tell me exactly what you and John planned to do. You understand me? You are in a shit ton of trouble, I’m not gonna lie to you about that, but if you don’t tell me the truth right now, I guarantee you, I will make things very, very difficult for you.”


Chapter 29

“I know you’re all scared,” Tate said as he observed the group of students from class 212. “And I don’t blame you. Now, as an FBI agent, you probably imagine that I’ve seen some terrible things and I’ve been in scary situations, too. But I don’t think any of that comes close to what you experienced today. I want to let you know that I will personally make sure that if any of you want help, and I strongly recommend that you speak to someone, you will have access to the best psychiatrists and psychologists that the FBI can provide. That’s my promise to you.”

Wide eyes fell on him and then each other.

Nobody said anything.

“I know that right now, you probably have plenty of thoughts running through your mind. Thoughts about what could’ve been, what you might have done. Maybe even that this is somehow your fault. That’s natural, normal. But it isn’t true. Nothing you did led to the events that happened today. Absolutely nothing. Today was caused by the actions of one or several individuals who are mentally ill. I don’t say that as an excuse, but as a fact. But you will get through this. It’ll be hard, it’ll take some effort on your part, but there is a light at the end of this proverbial tunnel. The only thing you can do to help is talk to us. Tell us what you know. As I said, you are not to blame. But you can be part of the solution, help us prevent this from happening to someone else. And it starts with opening up.”

Tate paused at this juncture, allowing his eyes to drift over the students. Ideally, he would speak to each one of them individually. But, in this case, he thought that if they were left alone, the rumors would start churning.

And when that happened, facts became obscured.

They needed facts.

“Now, I want to treat this like a classroom. The only difference is what you say here will stay here. I will not share anything you say with your parents, with other students, or even with your teacher, Mr. Marshall. It’s just between us. If you have something to say, please just put a hand up and wait for me to call upon you. If there is something you want to say but don’t feel comfortable saying in front of your fellow students, I can speak to you privately. Does that work?”

A few nods, someone said, Yeah, but most kept their mouths shut. That was to be expected. They were still terrified.

It was time for an icebreaker.

“Does anybody know Tyler Clavin?”

They all did, of course. Mr. Marshall had told him that the kid attended class regularly and that he’d personally seen Tyler outside the class with a gun.  said, starting at the very beginning.

A few more nods, enthusiastic this time.

“Good. Look, it’s not your fault, just—”

“It was Tyler? Tyler did this?” a girl with oversized glasses suddenly whimpered.

“We’re still trying to understand exactly what happened,” Tate said. “But did you know him?”

“Yeah. He was quiet. I can’t believe he did this.”

“What the actual fuck.” This time it was a student with a blue polo shirt, opened to his color bone. He had a smattering of acne on his chin and around his mouth.

Tate ignored him.

“He was a bit of an outcast, right?” he said, continuing to address the girl. “Kept to himself? Didn’t have many friends?”

“No,” the girl answered. She sobbed once, and Tate decided to move on. Before he did, however, he noticed Blue Polo had suddenly become very interested in his hands, rubbing and massaging them together.

“How many of you know Mia Cross and John Schaffer?”

This question drew a myriad of reactions, some of which Tate recognized, others he didn’t.

Polo Shirt was going to rub the skin off his hands if he kept going at this rate.

There weren’t, however, enough affirmations for his liking.

Tate shocked the group by clapping his hands together. Someone shrieked. Not ideal, given the imminent PTSD, but they had started speaking.

“Has anybody ever seen Tyler talking with Mia or John?”

His tactics seemed to work.

“No… they… Mia and John stuck together but I never saw Tyler speaking to anyone but Mr. Marshall,” a girl with long, straight brown hair said.

Glasses girl nodded.

“Yeah, Mia and John kept themselves, especially after the…” This time it was a boy and he let his sentence trail off.

“After what?” Tate pressed. “I can’t help you if you don’t speak to me.”

“There was a rumor last year,” the boy continued, eyes downcast.

“Which is?”

“That John got Mia pregnant and that they had an abortion.”

True or not, this could be the tipping point. Especially if the families of either of them were religious.

Tate asked a few more questions and while the students were more forthcoming now, they weren’t really adding anything new.

John and Mia were caught making out in the showers. Someone said that it wasn’t making out, that it was something more.

The abortion was done with a coat hanger or by ingesting cleaning products.

Or that they performed some weird satanic rituals.

The students were just venting now, and Tate allowed this to go on for several minutes.

When this finally died down, he thanked the class, reiterated that someone would come to talk to them, help them through this.

Before leaving, he singled out Blue Polo shirt.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

The boy, surprised at being addressed, pointed at his chest and looked around.

“Yeah, you.”

“Steve.”

“Right, thought so. Well, your mother’s here, wants to speak to you outside.”

The kid’s blond eyebrows did a little dance.

“My… mother?”

“Yeah. C’mon.”

The kid got to his feet on shaky legs. He was still doing that thing with his hands.

“Can we see our parents, too?” someone asked.

“You will. The FBI is reaching out to all of your parents, letting them know that you’re okay. Steve?”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Tate assured him.

When he left the room with the boy in tow, Officer Pekaruk gave him a look.

Tate shot one back, subtly hooking his chin to the door and scratching his ear.

Get close, listen.

Pekaruk understood.

“Where… is she?”

“Just over here.”

Tate led the boy down a random corridor, took one turn, then another.

He stopped when he reached an area that was pretty much devoid of uniformed officers.

“Steve, I lied to you.”

Steve halted and put a hand against the wall.

“She’s not okay? I know she’s got a bad heart but…”

“You’re mom’s fine. I lied that she wanted to see you.”

Now the boy’s concern morphed into fear. Tate let it simmer, staring Steve down.

“I don’t really understand what’s going on, man.”

“What you don’t understand is how serious this is and how serious it can become for you.”

Tate dropped his eyes to the boy’s hands. Steve finally realized what he’d been doing and quickly moved his hands behind his back and out of sight.

“Tell me about Tyler,” Tate said.

“I don’t know—”

It was time for more shock tactics.

“This ain’t my first rodeo, son. I’ve stared into the eyes of serial killers, men who killed woman, kids, everyone who got in their way. Bad fucking people. The worst. That shit you see on TV? That ain’t nothing. And each of them said the same thing you did, that they don’t know what I’m talking about. They lied. And you lied.”

Steve looked on the verge of tears.

“Please, I didn’t do anything.”

“Maybe not today, but you did.” Tate softened. “Look, I meant what I said back there. Bullying someone doesn’t make you a criminal, doesn’t make you responsible for what they do. Tell me about Tyler, Steve. Just be honest with me.”

Steve made a strange whistling sound with his lips.

“It wasn’t just me. It was everybody. I just went along with it, you know? Teased him a little. I didn’t think he would do this. Shit… if I thought—”

“I’m not blaming you. But I need to know. Tyler wanted to get into your class today and I need to know why. Tell me what happened with Tyler, Steve.”


Chapter 30

Steve crumpled the sheet of paper and tossed it at the back of Lisa’s head. When she turned around, he pretended to be engrossed in his homework, going as far as to push his tongue into the inside of his cheek.

She didn’t buy it.

“Don’t throw things at me, you Dick,” Lisa snapped.

Steve feigned innocence.

“Me? I didn’t do anything.”

Lisa picked up the ball and threw it back.

“I know it was you, Steve. Just let me do my work.”

“I didn’t do it. I’m trying to my work to do, geez,” he said with a droll grin. He liked Lisa. Lisa with the big tits and the pointy chin. She looked a little bit like a bird, knew some of the other boys made fun of her because of it. Called her a pigeon behind her back.

But not Steve.

He liked the way she moved, the way she walked, wiggling that ass. But, most of all, he liked those big titties.

“Steve, please just focus on your work. You have ten minutes left and I want your essay on my desk. Understand?” Mr. Marshall said, staring at him over the top of his glasses.

Steve scowled.

Mr. Marshall was the real dick. Always picking on him.

Sure, Steve knew that he could be a handful sometimes, but Mr. Marshall didn’t like him because he wasn’t a nerd like that fuck Tyler.

“Whatever,” Shawn said under his breath as he turned his eyes back to his page.

He continued to scribble a few lines about Treasure Island, which he gave zero fuck’s about before his mind started to wander again. Before he knew it, Steve was making a doodle of Lisa’s tits, side profile, which was his favorite.

The chick had mommy milkers.

What he’d give to motorboat those things.

Steve was on his third iteration when the blast went off. It was powerful enough to cause two of his four chair legs to lift off his chair.

Lisa screamed, her tits bounced.

His first thought was that it was an earthquake, even though he couldn’t remember ever feeling one before.

Back in LA, sure, they used to get them all the time when he was a kid. But not in Virginia.

“What the hell was that?”

Mr. Marshall rocketed to his feet.

“Everyone stay calm,” he said. Before making his way to the door, Mr. Marshall opened and then closed the top drawer of his desk.

His buddy Rob who sat next to him leaned over.

“The fuck is going on, Steve?”

“Fuck should I know? An earthquake, maybe?”

Rob started to sniff the air.

“You smell that?” Rob asked. “It smells like something’s burning.”

Steve took a big whiff. It did smell like something was burning. Mr. Marshall tried to open the door, only he couldn’t.

Steve watched as the man fiddled with the deadbolt, yanked on the handle. His weak ass hair flopped back and forth as he pulled with all of his might.

It was comical.

A piercing alarm filled the air and the emergency lights, blinking nightclub strobes, started to fire.

Lisa screamed and several of their classmates got out of their chairs.

Steve also rose up.

This was no earthquake.

“Stay in your chairs,” Mr. Marshall yelled. He was still trying to open the door, flipping the deadbolt back and forth, which didn’t make sense.

The locks were electronic.

“It’s locked,” Steve said. “Remember the—”

Mr. Marshall pulled on the door again, every muscle in his neck tensing.

“Sit the fuck down!”

This wasn’t the first time that an adult had sworn at Steve, and it definitely wouldn’t be the last.

But it was the first time that the soft-spoken teacher ever raised his voice, let alone cursed.

Steve’s teeth clacked together making a sound that he heard even over the alarm.

And then the sprinklers turned on and all hell broke loose. Chairs toppled, people screamed.

“It’s a fucking drill,” Rob said, holding his hands out to his sides. Water pooled in his palms.

“It’s not a drill,” Steve shot back. “They don’t set off the sprinklers for a fucking drill.

Lisa turned to look at him and Steve’s eyes gravitated to her breasts.

You couldn’t blame him, no one could—she was wearing a white blouse, and it was quickly becoming see-through.

“What is going on?” she asked desperately.

“I dunno,” Steve said with a shrug.

Mr. Marshall suddenly gave up.

“It’s not a drill. Stay calm, everyone get in the corner.” He pointed to their left, the furthest spot from the door.

Stay calm? You’re sweating like a whore in church.

Most of the students did as they were told, and Mr. Marshall went back to the door.

What the fuck is he doing?

Every year, Principal Prentiss, also a prick who was probably fucking the secretary, held this boring ass assembly where they talked about what to do during an emergency.

The doors would lock, and they were to hide in the corner until the alarms stopped and the all-clear was given over the PA system.

They were to listen to their teacher’s instructions at all times

The teachers were supposed to keep them safe.

Steve still had no idea what was going on, but he knew that Mr. Marshall wasn’t going to save them if it came to that.

The pussy was just trying to save himself.

“What the hell is going on?” Two girls shouted shrilly.

“Get in the corner! Now!” Mr. Marshall yelled back.

Rob grabbed his arm and tried to pull him.

“Fuck off.”

It was his friend’s expression that finally got Steve to stop thinking about Lisa’s tits.

Rob was scared shitless.

And Rob was never scared.

Steve finally obeyed Mr. Marshall’s instructions but not before giving the man one final look. As he did, the teacher pulled away from the door just a little.

And what Steve saw cross in front of that small rectangular window was something he would never forget.

A zombie.

A fucking real-life zombie.

Still burning hair, skin like melted candle wax.

Although he would never admit it later—he would, in fact, joke about how it was Lisa who screamed—it was Steve who had made the sound.

He huddled with the rest of them, all breathing heavily, all sopping wet.

If Mr. Marshall saw the creature, whoever or whatever it was, he didn’t react.

“Mr. Marshall, come here! Come over here!” someone, probably actually Lisa, said.

Mr. Marshall ignored her, and another shadow crossed in front of the door. This time the angle was wrong and, thankfully, Steve couldn’t make out any of the details.

Mr. Marshall could, however.

But he still refused to do anything but try and open the door.

His lips were even moving as if speaking to the thing on the other side, but the incessant alarm made it impossible to make out the words.

Steve tried to read lips.

It won’t open? Can’t open?

Something like that.

At long last, Mr. Marshall gave up and took two steps back.

“Someone’s trying to get in,” Rob whined. “They’re trying to—”

Steve had never heard gunshots in real life. He’d heard them plenty of times in the movies—Heat, which at one time held the record for most bullets fired in a movie, was one of his favorites—but never real gunshots.

But that’s what he heard next. Three of them.

If Steve needed any further confirmation, he got it in the form of three thick dents in the door, right next to the lock that Mr. Marshall had probably worn out trying to disengage.

They all screamed now.


Chapter 31

Tate took a deep breath, feeling the kid’s pain. Steve was fulling shuddering as he told his story. As much as he tried to be the tough guy, you couldn’t hide scared.

Was Steve the target?

Tate still wasn’t sure.

“I know this is hard, but do you think that Tyler was trying to get to you?”

It was an unfair question, one that might make it even harder for Steve to get over all of this, but Tate had to ask.

“I don’t fucking know, man. I told you the truth—I made fun of him, sure, but it’s not like I was the only one. Shit, I prolly only spoke to him a handful of times. He never said anything to me.”

“Thanks.” Tate squeezed the kid’s shoulder and held him in place. “I meant what I said, talk to someone. It’s for the best.”

“Yeah, right.”

Tate guided Steve back toward the nurse’s lounge. The closer they got, the more the boy’s gait changed. He was strutting when they reached the door.

He wasn’t going to talk to anyone.

He should, but he wouldn’t.

Too cool for that.

Steve entered the room and Tate waited for the door to close behind him before he addressed Officer Pekaruk.

“Where’s Mr. Marshall? I want to speak to him again.”

Officer Pekaruk looked around.

“I—I don’t know. He was right here. Right beside me.”

Well, he’s not here now.

“What about Archer?”

Pekaruk looked around again as if he’d somehow missed both men on his first pass.

“I’m sorry, Agent Abernathy. I was focusing on the kids, listening to them talk.”

Tate was about to tear a strip off the man but thought better of it when he saw how fried he was.

He was just a young cop, and the weight of the day’s events was taking its toll.

Fuck.

“You want me to call Chief Archer? Ask him to locate Mr. Marshall?”

“Yeah,” Tate began, then stopped himself. Archer would probably argue, might even chastise Pekaruk for giving him orders. “You know what? Call Linus.” Tate gave him his number. “He’ll be able to access the cameras in the hospital. Tell him to find Mr. Marshall and bring him back here. I need to talk to him about something.”

About how fucking weird Steve said he was acting when shit was going down.

Tate pictured the man in the cheap blazer.

It was probably nothing, just panic setting, but one could never be too sure.

Pekaruk nodded.

“They say anything while I was gone?” Tate asked.

“A little, not much. I did get the impression that Tyler wasn’t well-liked. Mia or John, either. They were talking about some weird stuff about, satanic rituals and abortions. But… I don’t know. A lot of blaming, ‘you called them this, you called them that’, that sort of thing.”

That was what Tate was trying to avoid. But sometimes it was inevitable. Especially with kids.

He thought about Rachel then, about their fight.

Sometimes misbehaving was inevitable with parents, too.

“Okay, thanks.”

“Where are you off to?” Pekaruk asked.

Tate had no obligation to answer but felt he owed the man. Unlike Archer, he’d actually been helpful.

Letting Mr. Marshall walk off notwithstanding.

“To find out what the fuck we’re missing,” Tate said over his shoulder.

And then he was gone.


Chapter 32

“We never wanted to hurt anyone. No one. It was just a stupid prank.” Mia Cross made the mistake of licking her lips. A huge chunk of dead skin stuck to her tongue, and she spent the next few seconds trying to spit it off.

Chase felt her stomach roil and wondered how the girl’s mother was holding it together. If it had been Georgina in that bubble, her face melted, her—

But it’s not.

Chase put the brakes on her runaway thoughts.

Finally, the piece of flesh came loose, and Mia continued.

“I can’t—I can’t believe John is dead. Ohhh, John…”

For some reason, this was what broke Brooke Cross.

“Ohhh, Mia,” the woman cried, repeating the intonation of her daughter’s words, only subbing out the name. “Oh, Jesus Christ, Mia…”

The woman was making a strange mewing sound and Chase knew that she had to put a stop to this.

“You want to be here, in this room, with your daughter?”

Some facsimile of a nod.

The woman had snot running down her face and used the sleeve of her expensive suit to wipe it away.

“Then you need to stay quiet. When I’m done, I’ll make sure you get a few moments with her. Do you understand?”

A wet, bubbly ‘yes’.

“Good.” Chase whipped around, wondering where everyone had gone.

Where was Linus? Stitts? Even that young cop?

No time.

No time.

Another shooter.

I think it told him to take revenge. To make them pay.

“Mia, focus. I know it’s hard right now, but you need to focus. What was your’s and John’s plan?”

Mia inhaled, winced, then finally continued.

“They all made fun of us. We didn’t want to do PE and were hanging out in the bathroom together. I was pretending to have period cramps and John was just sitting there, on the sink, legs swinging, doing nothin’. John… oh, then Brendan came in and he had this… this look in his eyes and we knew that something was up. But we didn’t know he would make up all those lies about us. I don’t—” Mia started to shake her head and stopped. “—they said I was pregnant, that I got an abortion.”

Chase felt Brooke tense beside her and held out her hand, reminding the distraught mother to remain quiet.

“It wasn’t true, none of it was true. But it kept growing… the lies got crazier. Brendan started those rumors a year ago, today. And John… John said that we should get school canceled. Kind of like a big, fuck you to everyone, you know? Like, we won’t have to skip gym class if there’s no school. We saw this movie, I can’t even remember what it was called, but they put these small cherry bombs in the toilet and the thing backed up, flooded the place. That’s all we wanted to do. That’s it. But I didn’t—oh, shit, something went wrong. So wrong. John made this little bomb thing… it—it—I can’t believe he’s dead.”

Chase reigned the girl in.

“What about Tyler? Where did he come in?”

Mia’s single eye, which had been locked on the piece of flesh that had come loose from her lips and was now sticking to the inside of the bubble, rotated to look at her.

“I don’t know Tyler!” she said. “We didn’t—we didn’t have a gun. Nothing like that! You have to believe me. Please. Please. Please. Please.”

“Chase?” Brooke pleaded.

“Not yet,” Chase said forcefully, then to Mia, “How did you shut down the cameras?”

“We didn’t!”

“Come on, I know you’re good with computers. If you and John wanted to put a small bomb in the toilet, like you say, then it would make sense that you cut the cameras so you wouldn’t get caught.”

“No… I mean, yes, we didn’t want to get caught. But everyone knows that there’s a blind spot on the rear stairs and around the bathroom. That’s the way we went—we didn’t have to do anything to the cameras.”

Chase held the girl’s monocular gaze. Held it for a long time.

“You have to believe me. It was just a prank… a prank. That’s it. A fucking prank and John…”

The girl’s entire body seemed to seize then.

Chase wasn’t sure if this was the emotional toll finally coming to a head or if Mia’s injuries were finally causing her body to shut down.

Either way, this was the end of the interview.

Chase nodded, mostly to herself, and then started to walk away.

“Chase?” Brooke’s desperate voice hollered after her. “Chase? What do we do—what do we do, now?”

Despite everything, Chase felt a surge of maternal compassion for the woman.

She forced this down with all of her other mounting emotions.

“You get a lawyer,” Chase said firmly, not turning back. “That’s what you do.”


Chapter 33

“I need access to your security cameras,” Linus told the security guard manning the computer station. He was prepared to show the man his badge, but there was no need.

“From when?” the guard was skinny, not much older than the WCI students.

“Couple of minutes ago.” Linus reconsidered, thinking back to his conversation on the phone with Officer Pekaruk. “Make that ten minutes ago, outside the nurse’s lounge.”

The man nodded and within moments, the footage appeared on one of the three monitors.

“Play it from here,” he instructed.

The kids were already in the room and Chief Archer was standing outside doing a whole lot of nothing. Then someone came out and while Linus had never seen Mr. JC Marshall, he knew it was the geography teacher. He just had that look about him. “Keep it going.”

Tate appeared, spoke to both the teacher and Archer, then the FBI Agent entered the room. A minute later, Officer Pekaruk arrived and said something to Chief Archer. It was during this interaction that Mr. Marshall slunk away.

Linus pointed at the man moments before he exited the frame.

“Follow him.”

The guard did, cycling through different cameras to maintain line of sight. To Linus’ surprise, no one stopped or even spoke to Mr. Marshall. He just walked down the hall, hands jammed in the pockets of his mom jeans, and then left through a side exit.

“God damn it,” Linus cursed.

The hospital was supposed to be on lock down. Even with his badge, he’d had a hell of a time getting in to see Chase.

But this guy just walks out?

“Thanks,” Linus said and left the stuffy security room, intent on following Mr. Marshall’s route.

He was stopped twice before he got outside, and a thought occurred to him: Mr. Marshall just slipped through time and space like a ghost.

It was an acquired skill.

People like Mr. Marshall didn’t want to be seen and they rarely were.

Back in his car, Linus pulled his laptop out and filtered through the school records that he’d first gained access to what felt like three days ago.

A week, maybe.

He quickly discovered that the man lived within walking distance from the hospital and elected to head to his house first.

All the while cursing the fact that he’d once again been roped into doing field work.

Linus fucking hated field work.

Mr. Marshall’s home of record was a typical Williamsburg middle-class residence: a two-story Colonial with red brick siding and white trim. A gray Volvo was parked neatly in the driveway, framed by well-kept boxwood shrubs.

Linus walked to the front door, badge out.

He knocked twice.

No one answered, but he saw a shadow move behind the frosted glass flanking the door.

“Mr. Marshall?” Linus said. He felt his pulse quicken although he wasn’t sure why. The shadow didn’t move. “Mr. Marshall, I’m Linus Bowen with the FBI. We need you back at the hospital.”

He waited.

“Mr. Marshall?”

A voice finally answered, but it clearly wasn’t Mr. Marshall.

“He doesn’t live here anymore,” a female said. Guarded, reserved.

Linus frowned.

“Did he move? Because the school records—”

“He moved out.”

Linus’s expertise lay in computers, in data mining.

And puzzles.

His experience with people was limited at best—suspect or witness or blind dates that never happened, alike.

You didn’t have to interpret computers or data.

They just… were.

Linus sighed.

Fucking Tate. Fucking Pops.

They couldn’t be more opposite, Agent Abernathy and himself—Tate should be here, not him.

“Did Mr. Marshall swing by here?”

“Why would come here?” the female answered immediately. “He’s not allowed—he can’t come within a hundred feet of this place.”

Linus’ eyes narrowed. Even he knew what that meant.

“Well, uhh, you know where he lives?”

Linus cringed at his own words.

“He’s renting a place three streets over. I told the cops it was too close, but they said it was outside the restraining order. You guys refused to do anything about it.”

I’m not a cop, Linus almost said but realized at the last moment that this would be the absolute wrong thing to say.

“Mrs. Marshall, can I have the address—”

“I’m not Mrs. Marshall,” the woman interjected angrily.

“Right, I’m sorry. It’s just, did you hear about what happened at the school?”

“What happened at the school?”

Linus looked skyward.

What are you doing?

“Can I please just have his address?”

“Like I said, two streets over—Cranbury Crescent.”

“Do you have a house number or—”

“It’s the shittiest place on the block. Can’t miss it. What happened at the school?”

“Check the news.”

Linus hurried back in his car and drove to Cranbury Crescent.

The woman—Not Mrs. Marshall—was right: he had no problem finding the house.

At one point, it might’ve been nice, might’ve fit in with the surrounding homes.

But not now.

The grass was overgrown with shin-high dandelions, the pavers that made up the front walkway cracked and uneven.

No car.

Not wanting to be uninformed again, Linus did a quick search of Mr. Marshall before heading to the door.

The man had been employed by WCI for three years, three apparently uneventful years. Linus dug deeper and was surprised to find out that JC had also been a student at the WCI years ago. He made a mental note of this and pulled up the man’s restraining order.

For once, the cop who had filled out the report had gone overboard with the details, and Linus was grateful.

The cop noted that when they arrived, Mr. Marshall was on the front lawn. His appearance was described as ‘disheveled’, and he was incensed. The man repeatedly shouted that his wife was having an affair.

He was detained while they spoke to the man’s wife, who had called 9-1-1.

Melissa Marshall claimed that her husband had come home, made up lies about an affair, and when she yelled at him to get out, he slapped her.

Affair or not, the cop arrested JC and charged him with domestic assault. The charges were later downgraded but Melissa had been successful in getting a restraining order.

Despite the divorce still pending an addendum noted that Melissa was now going by her maiden name, Walsh.

Armed with this information, Linus finally approached the house. Before knocking this time, he peered through the front window. Inside, he discovered a scene that painted a picture of a man who was distraught over his separation, perhaps hopeful of a reconciliation. Boxes were piled high, unopened.

There was a PC setup, a good one, off to one side and Linus saw that the boxes had been arranged in a way that allowed JC clear access to this desk.

He knocked on the door, not expecting an answer based on the fact that the lights were off and there was no car parked in the driveway.

But he footsteps and the door opened quickly.

It was JC Marshall and he looked tired and confused. The way Linus expected someone who had been through what the man just had to appear.

“Mr. Marshall, my name is Linus Bowen with the FBI.”

“Yeah? How can I help you?”

“My colleagues and I would like to have a word back at the hospital.”

“Was I—was I not supposed to leave? No one told me not to leave.”

“No, it’s fine. My boss just wants to have a word about one of your students.” Linus was surprised at how easily the lie came. Officer Pekaruk hadn’t known why Tate had wanted to speak with JC. “Can you come with me?”

“Of course,” JC said, opening the door even wider. “Come in. I just need to get my shoes.” Linus nodded and followed the man inside, keeping the door open behind him. Mr. Marshall kept talking as he moved deeper into the house.

“Is it true what they’re saying on the news?”

“What are they saying?”

Linus’ eyes naturally drifted toward the man’s computer. It wasn’t as elaborate as his setup—Linus had more than thirty thousand dollars’ worth of equipment in his home—but it was pretty good. A custom PC case, two stacked monitors.

“That three students did this. That they planted a bomb in the bathroom.”

“We’re still trying to work out the details.”

Linus, drawn to the equipment, took a step back, admiring it.

It took him a few moments, but eventually, he noticed that something was out of place; beside the mechanical keyboard and LED-lined mouse was an old phone.

A phone that looked oddly familiar to Linus.

Where have I seen a phone like that?

And then his blood ran cold.

It was the same brand that they’d found on Tyler Clavin’s body.

“Mr. Marshall?” Linus said, hating the tremor that had crept into his voice. He started to reach for his gun. “Mr. Mar—”

He never even saw the man coming. He heard him, sure, but before he could so much as turn around, something struck him hard in the back of his head and Linus Bowen’s entire world went black.


Chapter 34

Chase bumped into Stitts hurrying away from the nurse’s lounge. Her partner had that look about him, pensive, introspective.

“Hey, Tate,” she said, startling him. “What are you doing here?”

“Chase? I was—where’s Georgina? How is she?”

“In a private room. She’s… she’s going to be okay. I think.”

Tate hugged her. She felt his shoulders sagged and reminded herself that while Georgina was her niece, the man loved her very much. She was inclined to lean into the hug, but resisted, pulling back.

And then the man started to talk at a rapid clip.

He explained the bullet holes in room 212, the strange way that a student had described the teacher’s behavior when shit went down. With every word, Chase felt her eyes narrow a little further.

“Where’s the teacher now?” she asked, all business.

“Linus is looking for him. What about you? Find anything out?”

Chase bit her lip.

“Mia woke up.” She pictured the girl’s burnt face, that piece of wayward skin clinging to the inside of the bubble that surrounded her. “She’s in rough shape. But she says she doesn’t know Tyler, that the whole bomb was messed up. Today is the anniversary of when the rumors about her and John started. Said they only wanted to cause a flood, didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

Tate scoffed.

“Really?”

“Really,” Chase said, annoyed at her partner’s reaction. “Tate, I think I believe her.”

Tate eyed her for several seconds.

“Seems a little… coincidental.”

Chase thought of Stitts then.

“Yeah, it does. Doesn’t mean it’s not true, though.”

“Hmm. Did Mia say anything about the cameras?”

Chase nodded.

“She did—said she had nothing to do with that.”

“So, that was Tyler? With his forty-two or whatever in computers?”

“Tate,” she said with a sigh, “I don’t know. I don’t—”

Chase stopped when a man approached. He was bald, tall and cranelike, and he moved like someone with authority.

Great, she thought. Another departmental douchebag who wants to take over. Keep walking.

The man stopped, observed them both.

“I’m Principal Paul Prentiss. I’m looking for Agents…” he thought for a moment. “Adams and Abernathy... I think?”

“Well, you’ve found them,” Tate said.

The man’s expression changed. 

“Thank you so much for what you’ve done for the WCI.”

“What is that we’ve done, Paul?” Chase snapped, unable to keep her emotions guarded.

“Minimize the damages,” the principal said without hesitation.

Minimize the damages?

Chase felt her hands ball into fists.

She knew instantly that she didn’t like this man. There was something off about him. He’d just had an active shooter at his school, and he seemed… dispassionate.

Prentiss should be appalled, angry, even. At the very least, upset.

He was none of these things.

“Where were you when the explosion went off?” Chase asked harshly.

The man straightened to his full height. He must have been at least six and a half feet tall.

“Like I told the police chief on the phone, I was in the secretary’s office. The doors locked, trapping me inside. Couldn’t get out until you guys unlocked everything.”

“What were you doing in her office?” Tate asked the question and Chase sensed a deeper meaning to his words.

“We were—we were just going over attendance records.”

And that was why—the man was lying.

Tate gave her a knowing look and continued with his questions.

“Do you know Tyler Clavin, Mia Cross, and John Schaffer?”

“Of course,” the man said with a curt nod. “I know all of my students. I didn’t—I didn’t know that they were capable of this, however.”

“We never said they were involved,” Chase remarked.

Finally, the man grew uncomfortable and started to shift his canoe-sized feet.

“I heard… the news said—”

“What do you know about them?” Chase said, trying not to give Prentiss enough time to collect himself, to plan another lie.

“Look, last year I had to suspend three students because they were bullying Mia and John. I thought that was it, though. Thought it was all over.”

Tate this time: “What about Tyler?”

Prentiss’ lips pressed together so tightly that creases formed on his philtrum.

“Tyler… he was on the verge of being expelled. Never attended classes. I personally reached out to his father on several occasions, but the man never got back to us. He’s… troubled.”

Chase wasn’t sure if the man was referring to Tyler or his father but decided it didn’t matter. She already had a picture of both of them in her mind.

“How does someone like that, like Tyler, attend a private school like WCI?”

“Scholarship.”

The reply surprised Chase.

“Really?”

“Yes. But, like I said, Tyler was on the verge of being expelled.”

“Just one more thing, Mr. Prentiss,” Tate said. “What’s your opinion of the geography teacher? Of JC Marshall?”

Chase saw the principal’s pupils dilate, telegraphing his lie.

“Didn’t have more than a handful of interactions with the man.”

“What about the students? How was he with the students?” Tate followed up.

“What’s with all these questions about Mr. Marshall?”

The principal was trying to gain control of the situation.

Chase didn’t let him—she kept the pressure on.

“We’re asking the questions here.”

The man’s jaw worked.

“I don’t think he was well-liked,” Mr. Prentiss said flatly. “Got a couple complaints of him treating specific students unfairly. A lot of teachers had problems with him, as well.”

“What kind of problems?” Chase inquired.

Before he could answer, Tate put a hand on her shoulder and took over. If it wasn’t for the intense concentration on her partner’s face, Chase wouldn’t have been pissed at the interruption.

“Was Tyler one of the kids who put in a complaint about Mr. Marshall?”

Chase read into Tate’s line of questioning.

He was thinking that perhaps Mr. Marshall had been the real target.

Prentiss’ answer quashed this idea, though, and, for once, he appeared to be telling the truth this time. 

“Actually, no. It was other students, popular ones.”

“Like Steve?”

“Steve Harrison?”

Tate shrugged.

“Sure.”

Prentiss tilted his head upward.

“Yeah, I think he was one of them. What are you—”

“Mr. Prentiss, I think you should stick around here. Stay in the hospital,” Chase interrupted.

“I was planning to. I want to speak to my students, assure them that everything will be okay.”

Everything’s not going to be okay, Chase thought, but said, “It’s probably better if you don’t speak to anyone.”

Except maybe a lawyer.

Chase gestured toward a uniformed officer and the man hurried over.

“Stay with Mr. Prentiss here,” she ordered. “He’s not to leave the hospital. He’s not to speak to any of the students, either.”

“Agent Adams, this really isn’t necessary.”

“Oh, it’s necessary.”

Now it was her turn to grab Tate’s shoulder and lead him away.

When they were out of earshot, Chase said, “We need to find Linus.”

“Yeah,” Tate agreed. “And we need to find JC Marshall.”


Chapter 35

Georgina opened her eyes and sucked in a deep breath.

The vestiges of a nightmare clouded her mind and sweat broke out on her forehead.

In the dream, she’d been back at school. Tyler was in front of her, gun in hand.

Instead of talking him down, Georgina reached for the gun.

Tyler pulled the trigger and a bullet ripped into her thigh. Then, with Georgina just gaping, unable to comprehend what had just happened, the kid apologized, dropped the gun, and ran.

Georgina knew something about gunshots and guessed that if a person took a bullet in the leg, provided the femoral artery wasn’t hit, the likelihood of survival was high.

Both of them might have survived.

As much as she cared for Martin, as much as she was saddened by the fact that he’d been killed, Georgina also felt something for Tyler.

Was it because of the strange vision, whatever the hell that was?

Or was it because she could sympathize with him?

She would have never gone to the lengths that Tyler had gone to, no matter how many times she was called Culty or worse.

But still…

“Chase?” She needed to talk to someone.

Georgina looked around.

She was alone in the room, surrounded by medical equipment.

“Chase?” Desperation began to creep into her voice.

At some point during her nap, the IV had been removed from the back of her hand. Only the O2 monitor on her finger remained and she pulled it off without much thought.

Georgina’s head and back still hurt from when she’d been thrown into the locker from the bomb, but nothing was broken.

She considered herself incredibly lucky.

Gritting her teeth, Georgina got out of bed and slowly made her way to the door.

She looked through the window, surprised that the hallway was relatively devoid of police presence.

Opening the door a crack, she once more repeated her aunt’s name even though Chase was nowhere in sight.

She felt a little like an escaped convict as she exited her room, no real destination in mind.

Georgina just wanted to find her aunt.

Tell her about her feelings, ask her if what she felt made her a bad person.

Head down, Georgina began to walk. She passed two cops, neither of which so much as noticed her.

It felt a little like school. Staying out of the way of others, silently hoping that everyone just left her alone.

Eventually, she heard voices, people her age talking. Georgina followed the sound, which led her to a room at the end of the hall.

She peered inside and gasped.

They were all there.

Jim, Shawn, Ian.

Sweater Girl.

Killers, all of them.

And they were laughing.

Laughing.

Fury rose up in her, and Georgina shoved the door open.

The second she did, the room fell silent.

Jim noticed her first and the lopsided grin didn’t so much as fall off his face as it melted.

“Georgina,” he said. “You’re okay. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

No Culty this time, but Georgina glared at him, nonetheless.

“Georgina, you saved us,” Sweater Girl exclaimed, almost giddy. “You saved everyone.”

“You killed him,” she whispered.

Sweater Girl’s eyes bugged.

“Wh-what?”

Georgina strode across the room and shoved the girl in the chest. Her hands came back sopping wet.

“You killed him.”

Nobody reacted, even when Sweater Girl fell on her ass.

They just watched in horror.

“Georgina,” Jim, or maybe it was Shawn, said at last.

“I’m no hero and neither are any of you.” Georgina, seeing red now, pointed at each one of them in turn. “None of us are heroes.”

“But—”

“No, but. You killed him.” One of the other girls helped the fallen student to her feet and they embraced each other. The fear on their faces did nothing to quell Georgina’s anger. “You killed him.”

“It was him or us,” Shawn said, that proud yet sinister look returning to his face. “We did what he had to do to survive.”

“The fuck you did!” Georgina screamed. “He didn’t have the gun! I did! I did! You didn’t have to kill him!”

The intensity in her voice made all of them back away from her, even Shawn.

Georgina swallowed this empty space with two aggressive steps.

“You could have just—”

The door opened behind her.

“What’s going on?”

Georgina spun around so quickly that she almost lost her balance.

It was a cop in full uniform.

“They killed him!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “They fucking killed him! Arrest them! Arrest them all!”


Chapter 36

A red-faced Officer Pekaruk rushed down the hallway toward Chase and Tate.

“What’s going on?” Chase demanded.

“Came from outside, Chief Archer is organizing a press conference. Thought you should know.”

“Fuck,” Chase cursed. “Tell him not to talk to the press.”

Pekaruk’s face screwed up.

“You should probably tell him. I’m just a—”

“What’s going on?”

Chase swiveled, saw Stitts coming toward them.

Where the fuck have you been?

“Archer is going to talk to the press,” Tate informed the director.

Stitts ran a hand through his hair.

“No one should talk to the press,” Chase said.

“I’ll take care of it,” Stitts replied.

The man’s calm demeanor irritated Chase.

“We still don’t know—”

“Agent Adams, I said I’ll take care of it.”

Tate moved protectively to her side.

This did not go unnoticed by Stitts.

“I was just talking to the students,” the director said, trying to diffuse the situation with an explanation, “their cell phones are still locked in the school. Some are pretty upset—they want to speak to their parents. Let them know that they’re okay.”

It worked mostly because Stitts’ annoyingly level-headed approach made sense to Chase.

“Any word from Linus?” Tate asked.

“He’s not here?” Stitts asked.

Chase realized that the man was not up to speed. Tate began to explain what they’d discovered but was interrupted by Officer Pekaruk’s radio.

“Pekaruk here, go ahead.”

“We’re having a bit of an issue on the second floor. A 10-29 in progress.”

“Shit, I’ll be right there.”

Pekaruk, forgetting that they were all standing there watching, started to walk away.

“What’s a 10-29?” Chase demanded. The officer just looked at her. “A 10-29? What’s that?”

She wasn’t up to date on her cop codes.

“A fight. There’s a fight on the second floor.”

Chase felt adrenaline flood her system and she broke into a run.

Tate followed.

“Chase? What’s going on?”

“That’s Georgina’s floor,” she replied, not breaking stride.

Chase made it up the stairs first but then came to a full stop, skidding on the polished linoleum floor.

Georgina was in the middle of the hallway, her face red, her legs, sticking out from beneath the hospital gun, kicking wildly.

There was a cop holding her around the waist, struggling to keep her from breaking free. Behind them, Chase saw a group of frightened-looking students in a meeting room of sorts.

“Put her down!” Chase yelled.

With all of the commotion, mostly Georgina’s doing, the cop didn’t hear her at first.

“Put her the fuck down!” Chase repeated, once again mobilizing.

The cop looked at her.

“She’s screaming, assaulted one of the students. She—”

The man stopped speaking when he saw Chase’s hand go for her gun. She didn’t draw it, but the gesture was unequivocal.

Tate, coming from behind, bumped her arm knocking it away from her piece—probably accidental, but maybe not.

“FBI Agents Abernathy and Adams,” he said. “This is our case. Let the girl go.”

The man, still bewildered, lifted his hands and backed away.

The instant he did, Georgina made a move toward the room full of kids.

One of the students came into full view and Chase recognized him.

He was part of the mob that had rendered Tyler Clavin brain dead, and Chase instantly understood.

“Georgina! Stop!” The command was uttered so harshly that everyone ceased moving entirely, even the cop who still had no fucking clue what was going on.

Georgina saw Chase for the first time and all of the color drained from her face.

“Chase?” the girl whispered. “They killed him.”

Chase ran to her niece, not unlike what she’d done at the school, and hugged her, cupping the back of her matted orange hair as she did.

“It’s okay,” she whispered in Georgina’s niece’s ear. “It’s going to be okay.”

“We didn’t do anything,” a student said, now brave enough to poke his head into the hallway. “She just came in here and started yelling. Pushed Stacy down.”

“You were supposed to be watching her room,” Tate said angrily, ignoring the student.

“I went for a leak, man,” the cop said defensively. “Gone two minutes, that’s it. She just lost her mind.”

Chase continued to hug Georgina as Tate tore a strip off the cop.

“She should be arrested,” another kid proclaimed. “Pushing someone—”

“Get the fuck back in the room and stay there,” Tate ordered.

Chase heard a door open and close.

“They didn’t have to do that, Chase,” Georgina said between sobs. “He didn’t have a gun anymore.”

“I know, sweetie, I know.” Chase wanted to stay there, holding her niece for as long as possible, but knew that the more distance she put between Georgina and the mob the better the girl was bound to feel. “You need to rest.”

Chase hoisted Georgina to her feet, making sure to keep the girl’s face pressed to her chest as they walked back to her room.

She felt Georgina’s body go limp as she lowered her into the bed.

“Just stay here. I’ll make sure that no one comes in.” Georgina whimpered. “I’ll be right back.”

Chase started to pull away, but Georgina grabbed her hand.

“Chase?” Her voice was impossibly quiet.

“Yes?”

“They didn’t have to do that.”

No, but I’m glad they did.

“I know. Just rest. Just—”

Georgina squeezed her hand.

Hard.

“I… I had a dream. About Tyler. About him being okay. I… I feel bad for what happened to him. I know he killed Martin, but he says it was an accident. He… he… shit, does this make me like him?”

Chase’s heart broke and she had to use every ounce of strength she had left to stop the tears from flowing.

“No. No, not at all. You did great, Georgina. Really. Now rest.”

Georgina finally let go of her and closed her eyes.

“I’m no hero,” the girl whispered.

Yes, you are, Chase thought. You are a hero, Georgina. You are more of a hero than I ever was and ever will be.

Chase started barking orders as soon as she left her niece’s hospital room.

“I don’t want anyone to go near her, do you understand—” she stopped. The cop looked white as a sheet and Chase immediately glanced toward her partner. Tate’s expression was one that suggested the cop’s fear had little to do with the verbal beating he’d just received.

“What? Tate, what’s going on?”

The cell phone in Tate’s hand started to shake.

“That was Linus—he was knocked out.”

Chase didn’t understand.

“Knocked out? What are you talking about?”

“He was hit in the back of the head, knocked unconscious.”

“I know what the fuck knocked out means, Tate! Who hit him?”

Tate’s Adam’s apple rose and seemed to get stuck there, just below his chin.

“JC Marshall. Chase, we’ve got this all wrong. Tyler wasn’t trying to get at someone in room 212, he was trying to get someone out.”


Chapter 37

“I don’t know… I don’t know where he went,” Linus said. He groaned as he rubbed the back of his head.

It could have been worse. JC could have hit him with a frying pan instead of a thick ceramic mug.

Still, it was going to leave a mark.

“Did he drive, walk, what?” Tate asked over the phone.

“I don’t know, Pops. I don’t—wait, his car wasn’t in the driveway. I think he walked here, his car is probably at the school.”

“Shit.” He heard Tate say something to someone else but didn’t catch it. Tate returned to the phone. “How long ago was this?”

Linus looked at the time on his cell.

When had he come here? Two-thirty? Three? When had he left Melissa Walsh’s house?

“I have no idea, Tate.”

There was no way to tell.

“Okay, okay. Linus, what are the chances that Mr. Marshall just got spooked, that he has PTSD or something, and that he’s not actually involved in the shooting?”

Linus’ eyes at once went to the computer desk, his gaze locking on the burner phone.

Tomorrow, the text said. Even without opening the phone, which was probably locked anyway, he knew that it had come from that very device.

“He has the same burner as Tyler. They were working together, Tate. I’m sure of it. He was also a student at WCI years ago.”

“Fuck. Get your ass back here as soon as you can.”

Tate hung up.

“Don’t worry, Pops, I’ll be fine. Just a mild brain injury,” Linus said to dead air.

He walked over to the desk, scooped up the phone, and returned to his car.

As he sped off toward the hospital, he made himself a promise, in addition to the one he’d made earlier about never going up to someone’s door without knowing everything about the people inside first.

Never am I going inside a building without at least my hand on my gun. Better to draw first, just in case.

Linus took a speed bump too fast and winced as pain flared from the back of his head where he’d been struck.

Fuck that—fuck all that. I’m never going into the field again.

***

It all made sense now.

JC Marshall, Tyler Clavin’s geography teacher, was grooming the kid to shoot up the school.

And he had every intention of joining in on the chaos.

“You’re right, Tate, Tyler was trying to get JC Marshall out of the classroom.”

Right or not, Chase detected no pride on the man’s face.

“He’s on foot... and he knows that we’re onto him. Either he’s on the run or—”

“—or he’s on his way here to finish what Tyler started,” Chase finished for her partner. “Which means that every student in this hospital is a potential target.”

Tate shook his head, not in disagreement but in disgust.

“Fuck, I missed it.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Chase looked at the cop. He was still in the dark, confused and shaken. “Nobody comes onto this floor, got it? Nobody.” He nodded but in a way that didn’t instill confidence. “Got it?” Chase repeated aggressively.

The cop tried to pull his gun out, but it snagged.

“Got it. Got it.”

Officer Pekaruk finally made it to the second floor.

“What’s—”

“Get on the phone, tell everyone that if JC Marshall shows his face at the hospital, he’s to be arrested on site. The man is to be considered armed and dangerous. Tell Archer to put out an APB,” Tate instructed.

“Archer’s talking to the press with your director. He’s asked for most of the cops to join him outside. He—”

“I don’t care! Tell him to put out an APB now!”

Pekaruk took off like a rocket.

“The bomb was a coincidence after all,” Tate said, moving with Chase toward the stairs. “It fucked up their plans, trapped Marshall in his room.”

“And when he couldn’t get out, he decided to play dumb,” Chase confirmed. “Piece of shit got lucky that Tyler was attacked by the mob so that he can’t talk.”

“We need to find him. We need—”

“Attention, please. Code Silver, first floor, D-wing. Please respond according to protocol. Code Silver, first floor, D-wing. Thank you.”

Chase knew less about hospital codes than she did Williamsburg PD codes, but this didn’t sound good.

Neither did the three gunshots that followed the hospital’s message, originating from somewhere far below them.


Chapter 38

They had made another critical error, which became obvious the second they saw the first of two bodies in the D-wing.

The students weren’t the targets, at least, not the only targets.

The staff was.

Principal Paul Prentiss lay slumped in a seated position against the wall, the white subway tiles splattered with his blood.

He was still.

As was the cop that Chase had instructed to watch the principal. The man hadn’t even pulled his gun.

And why would he?

Pekaruk hadn’t gotten the message out yet. And with all the cops outside, congregating around their Chief, the geography teacher had probably walked right into the hospital, right up to Prentiss.

Before shooting him in the chest and head.

The cop was taken by complete surprise and took a bullet to the sternum for his troubles.

Pandemonium predictably ensued.

There might have been a lockdown procedure in place for the hospital, probably was, but there were patients here.

Normal, regular people getting their polyps removed or being treated for a twisted ankle.

They were running away from the carnage, screaming, flailing their arms.

Chase shouldered her way toward the bodies, desperately searching for the teacher with the gun. Only, she quickly realized, she didn’t know what JC Marshall looked like.

“Tate? What does he look like?” she yelled over her shoulder. “What does Marshall look like?”

“Short, ugly blazer. Longish, thin hair,” Tate hollered back.

It was hard to see, hard to identify anything except for people in gowns, their faces masks of terror.

“Move!” she shouted, drawing her weapon. “Get out of the way!”

When patients and doctors and nurses saw her gun, their screams intensified. Some ducked back into rooms, reminding Chase a little of the scene at the WCI.

Others bolted in the opposite direction.

Chase spotted a cop, the first she’d seen on this floor, moving toward the downed officer. The idiot was just covering his mouth while he stared at the bodies.

“You!” Chase yelled. “Hey, you!”

Now, the cop turned and when he saw her weapon, he dropped to one knee and reached for his own.

Tate rushed in front of her.

“FBI! FBI!” he screamed. “FBI!”

For a heart-stopping second, the man continued to try and pull his weapon free.

Chase thought she was going to have to shoot him.

But then he stopped and put up his hands.

“What happened? What—”

“Did you see a man with… a short man with an ugly blazer, long, thin hair?” Chase demanded, repeating Tate’s words verbatim.

“I—”

“Did you see him?”

“Yes, I—I think.”

“Which way did he go?”

The officer turned and pointed down the hall in the opposite direction.

“Up the stairs,” he said. “He went up the stairs.”

D-wing ran perpendicular to the floor above that they’d just come from.

Georgina was right above them.

And there was another active shooter on the loose.

“Nobody leaves,” Chase said. “Nobody leaves the fucking hospital.”

And then she was on the run again.


Chapter 39

The hospital was a mess.

A makeshift podium had been set up, and he saw Chief Archer and Stitts at the helm.

They were flanked by more than a dozen uniformed Williamsburg police officers.

What the fuck are they doing here? They should be inside, looking for JC Marshall!

Linus double-parked as close as he could and hopped out.

He intended to go up to Stitts, let him know that they’d figured out who the final gunman was but then the shit really hit the fan.

Some of the cops managed to turn around moments before the doors opened and patients started spewing out.

What the fuck?

Several of the gown-wearing individuals, looking over their shoulders, bowled right into the cops, knocking them over. It was like human dominoes.

The podium toppled, news cameras smashed to the floor.

People screamed.

Linus changed his approach—he wasn’t going to get anywhere near the front doors. Instead, he bolted around the side, weaving through the growing crowd.

He spotted a door and ran right up to it.

A cop with a gun stopped him in his tracks.

“Woah! Woah! I’m FBI!” Linus didn’t recognize his own voice. It was too shrill, too high-pitched.

“No one allowed in or out,” the cop said, not lowering his gun. He was one of those cops, the kind of guy who spent too much time in the gym, a man who lived for times like these.

A cop with a hairpin trigger, figuratively and literally.

Normally, Linus would have just turned around. But Chase and Tate were inside.

Georgina, too.

And as much as he hated fieldwork, they were his friends.

He was loyal to a fault.

“I need to get in. I’m FBI.”

“No fucking chance, pal. Turn around. Get the fuck out of here.”

“You have to let me in.”

“Not happening.”

“Please, I—”

The cop’s radio came alive.

“This is Officer Pekaruk, shots fired, first floor, D-wing. Be on alert for a male subject. Short, wearing a tweed blazer. Armed, dangerous.”

That’s him, Linus thought, his pulse growing so strong that it reignited the pain in his skull. Jesus Christ, that’s JC Marshall. He’s in the hospital.

The cop bared his teeth and Linus knew that he was considering his options.

Linus made the decision for him.

“I’m going, okay? I’m leaving. Just don’t fucking shoot me.”

Hands up, he backed away and ducked out of sight.

Moments later, Linus reemerged. When he saw that the cop’s post had been abandoned, he drew his weapon.

Never am I going inside a building without at least my hand on my gun. Better to draw first, just in case.

He’d forgotten all about his other promise, the one about not doing fieldwork.

As he entered the hospital, Linus saw a crowd building on the bottom floor. A handful of the cops that had been stationed outside with the media had somehow managed to make their way in.

But Linus knew that JC Marshall wasn’t going to stay on the main floor.

The kids were all upstairs.

That’s where he’d be headed.

And that’s where Linus was headed, too.


Chapter 40

Georgina wasn’t sleeping, not really. She was tumbling through that strange purgatory that existed between sleeping and waking.

The sound of three gunshots did nothing to convince her that she was closer to either state. Neither did the blinking lights that she was met with when she opened her eyes.

Was that an explosion? Was that hard object she felt against her spine the lockers?

Georgina blinked rapidly.

Or was it a hospital bed?

“Chase?”

That too sounded familiar, dreamlike, Deja vu.

Even when, still in a daze, Georgina left her room, there was not enough evidence to persuade her that this wasn’t a dream.

The kids were all there—the ones who had attacked Tyler.

Their clothes were soaked.

She saw Jim, saw him point over her shoulder.

Someone called Mr. Marshall’s name.

Now, this was new.

Georgina craned her neck and saw the geography teacher standing alone in the center of the hall.

“Holy shit! He has a gun! He has a fucking gun!”

And he did. Clutched in the man’s right hand was a matte black pistol.

Their eyes met and Mr. Marshall started to smile.

Then he raised the weapon and pointed it at her.

This isn’t real. You’re imagining this.

It’s a dream, that’s Tyler back at the WCI.

He won’t shoot you.

He won’t.

You can still save him.

“Tyler?” she said.

The man with the gun came forward.

“Put the gun down, Tyler. No one will hurt you,” Georgina urged.

Someone screamed as the man grabbed her around the throat and spun her around. Georgina felt cold metal press up against her temple.

“It’s okay,” Georgina said to the mob. “He won’t hurt you. He won’t hurt me. Just don’t do anything, okay?”

***

Chase saw the kids first.

They were blocking her path, shouting about a man with a gun.

She heard Mr. Marshall’s name.

“Move!” she cried.

No one noticed her.

Chase was forced to slide along the wall to get past them.

And then she spotted him, and her brain took a moment that Tate’s description of Mr. Marshall, as sparse as it had been—Short, ugly blazer. Longish, thin hair—was incredibly accurate.

Irrelevant, given the context, but sometimes your brain misfires during times of high stress.

JC Marshall had a hand laced across Georgina’s throat and a gun pressed to her head.

Oh, fuck.

That was more like Chase.

“Don’t come any closer,” Mr. Marshall said in a strangled tone as he noticed her.

Something hit her from behind, nearly sending her sprawling.

“Fuck.”

That was Tate.

“Stay where you are!” Mr. Marshall screamed at the both of them. “Don’t you fucking move.”

Take the shot, Chase’s mind urged. Take the shot.

Maybe her judgment was still clouded, her neurons shot, but she didn’t think so.

It was the right thing to do.

JC Marshall had already killed two people, intended to do as much damage as possible, something that Tyler hadn’t managed at the school.

Taking him out now was risky, but if she didn’t, Chase was putting them all at risk.

“Put down your gun.”

Chase had no choice.

She slowly placed it on the floor.

“There’s no way out of this, JC,” Tate said beside her. “We know that you were grooming Tyler. We also know that he was trying to open the classroom to get you out.”

Chase saw JC sneer, then focused on Georgina.

The girl had an apathetic expression on her face, and even when the geography teacher tightened the grip around her throat and shuffled two steps back, this didn’t seem to change.

I should’ve let her stay home today, I should have just let her stay in bed.

“I wasn’t grooming him,” JC hissed. “Now, put your gun down.”

Wait, Tate hadn’t placed his gun on the ground?

“Yeah, you were,” Tate said, doubling down. “You planned for Tyler to take out the students while you took out the teachers, isn’t that right?”

What are you doing, Tate? Don’t make him angry.

But Tate seemed intent on doing just that.

“I don’t know why you wanted to kill Principal Prentiss, maybe he bullied you, maybe—”

“He slept with my wife!” Mr. Marshall hissed.

This revelation caused Chase’s mind to snap back.

“Tate, just do as he—”

“Yeah, I get it, anyone sleeps with my wife, I’d put a bullet in them, too,” her partner said. “You got your revenge. Now, let her go.”

Mr. Marshall was still one step behind.

“The man got what he deserved.”

“Yeah, and what about John and Mia? They get what they deserved, too?” Tate challenged.

Chase tried to get Tate to lower the gun but was worried about making any quick movements.

Please, Tate just lower the gun, she silently urged.

“You know,” Mr. Marshall said, leering now, “I asked John first. I thought he had the balls to get back at them for those rumors. He said he had something planned for the anniversary of the day they started, but I knew it was just something small.”

So, it wasn’t a total coincidence after all, Chase thought incomprehensibly. It also wasn’t something small, in the end.

“Ah, so you didn’t plan for the doors to be locked. Seems fucked up that the kid you say didn’t have balls messed up your entire plan.”

“No, he didn’t. I’m here now. I’m going to finish what Tyler started. And I’m going to begin with the girl that got him killed.”

This did it.

This comment was what brought Georgina back to the present.

The girl’s eyes widened as if just realizing the imminent danger she was in. Her breathing became labored.

“Georgina, stay calm,” Chase said. “Tate, lower your gun.”

“Yeah, put the gun down,” Mr. Marshall insisted.

“Tate?”

Chase was about to turn to her partner when she saw movement at the opposite end of the hall, behind Mr. Marshall and Georgina.

A man with black hair, black eyes.

It was Linus.

Of all people, it was Linus.

And he had a pistol pointed at Mr. Marshall’s back.

Now—take the shot. Linus, shoot him.

Chase prepared herself to run in case it wasn’t a kill shot.

This was a mistake. Mr. Marshall picked up on her change in posture and focus.

He began to turn, pulling Georgina along with him.

“Take the shot!” Chase said out loud this time. “Linus, take the fucking shot!”


Chapter 41

It didn’t take long for Linus to understand what was happening.

Mr. Marshall had taken Georgina hostage. Chase was pleading for Tate to drop his gun—hers was lying on the ground in front of them—while the man Linus jokingly called Pops seemed to be deliberately trying to enrage the teacher.

Linus was well within lethal range now, but, doubtful of his skills, continued forward.

When is the last time I fired a gun? The shooting range? When was that? Three years ago? Four?

All FBI Agents, including directors, were required to keep their skills up to date, which included annual shooting training.

But Linus never bothered, and nobody seemed to care.

Because he wasn’t a fucking field agent.

One thing was for certain, he’d never fired a shot at another person. Not ever.

Come to think of it, Linus had never even aimed his gun at a human.

He recalled when his house had been broken into during the Senator Duffy case. He had a gun in his room and even when the two masked men were trying to kick his office door in with only one thing on their minds, he hadn’t even removed it from the safe.

He might have told Chase and Tate that he forgot about it, but that was a lie.

He didn’t want to use the thing.

Couldn’t.

But now was different.

Right?

Now it wasn’t his life on the line but an innocent young girl.

Chase’s niece.

His eyes met Chase’s. Buried behind the fear, he saw a message clear as if written in stone: Take the shot. Shoot him. Save Georgina.

Linus took aim at the back of the man’s head.

No, you could miss. You could hit Georgina.

Mr. Marshall wasn’t a tall man—the girl came to his nose, even while being pulled backward.

His back then?

Linus changed his aim.

But that wouldn’t kill him.

Would Tate be able to react in time to make sure that Georgina wasn’t shot in the head?

Maybe.

Pops was a good shot. A great shot.

The gun grip was becoming slick with sweat.

Just take the fucking shot, Linus. Do it!

Mr. Marshall was starting to turn, and Linus panicked.

Every fiber of his being was telling him to just fucking shoot the man.

But he just couldn’t do it.

Instead, when he saw the sheer rage on the teacher’s face, he lunged at the man, leading with the gun.

It was awkward, uncoordinated, especially because the gun was already fully extended in front of him.

JC sidestepped the attack, knocking Georgina to the floor.

Or did he shoot her?

Is she dead?

Marshall drove his elbow into Linus’ face, snapping his nose and sending a gout of hot blood into his throat.

Linus fell, his eyes watering so badly that he didn’t see Mr. Marshall leap on top of him.

***

Everything happened so fast and yet, paradoxically, so slow that Chase had a hard time figuring it all out.

Linus didn’t shoot—that much she knew for sure. Chase had no idea why, but the FBI Director never pulled the trigger.

It looked like he… fell? Fell forward, somehow?

Then Georgina was flung to one side and Mr. Marshall jumped on Linus.

She heard a snapping sound, like someone breaking the thin layer of ice that occasionally forms atop fresh snow.

Chase was already poised to run and now she seized the opportunity. Sprinting, thinking that Tate might shoot her by accident.

Or Linus on the ground.

Or Georgina.

But, still, no shots rang out.

Georgina, miraculously, appeared unhurt, and as Chase closed the distance between them, her niece got up.

“Run! Run, Georgina!” Chase shouted.

But the girl didn’t run.

“Move! Get down!”

Georgina did move, but not away from the combatants.

She appeared to be searching for something on the ground.

Chase was twenty steps away.

Fifteen.

Georgina bent down and picked something up.

Ten.

Five.

Chase was almost there. So close.

So fucking close.

Three.

Close enough to hear Georgina say, “I didn’t kill Tyler—you did.”

Two.

The hallway suddenly filled with the sound of a gun going off as someone finally pulled the trigger.


Chapter 42

Georgina knew now that this wasn’t a dream.

Not after what Mr. Marshall said.

Not after he accused her of killing Tyler.

She was tossed aside and while hitting the hard floor should have been enough to incite her injuries from the school, Georgina barely felt it.

Her eyes remained locked on Mr. Marshall and… Linus?

What the hell was Linus doing here?

She could see blood coating the FBI director’s face, could see Mr. Marshall attacking him like a rabid dog.

And then she saw something else.

A gun on the ground.

Chase was yelling at her, but she ignored her aunt.

Georgina bent and picked up the gun.

A day of firsts, she thought with something akin to disbelief.

First time having a gun pointed at her.

First time holding a gun.

First time shooting a gun into the air.

Georgina calmly straddled the two bodies on the ground, somehow avoiding being knocked down by the four desperately flailing limbs.

“I didn’t kill Tyler—you did.”

First time shooting a gun at another person.


Chapter 43

Tate stood beside Chief Archer while the man made a second attempt to address the media.

Stitts was there, too.

Only Chase and Linus were missing.

The Chief had insisted that he be the one to give the talk and Stitts had agreed only after they had discussed, word for word, what was to be said.

Stitts had warned the man that if he deviated from the script, he would not hesitate to cut the man off.

“Today, the Williamsburg family is in mourning. Our great city was attacked, twice, in two separate but related incidents. We lost several good men in the process.” Archer paused to let his words linger. “The first is Martin Martchenko, a brave and beloved security guard who worked at the Williamsburg Collegiate Institute for nearly twenty years. His actions undoubtedly saved dozens of lives. He was a hero in the true sense of the word.” Another strategic pause. “Here, at the hospital, we lost two more men. Williamsburg PD Officer Ryan Carter was killed in the line of duty. It was his second year on the job, and, like Martin, he too is a hero. Finally, WCI Principal Paul Prentiss also lost his life today while protecting his students. Our thoughts and prayers go out to their respective families.”

They had argued this point, Tate taking the stance that Prentiss, while he in no way deserved to die, had done absolutely jack shit to protect the kids. He was also fucking everybody, including the secretary and JC Marshall’s wife.

He’d been overruled.

At least they hadn’t called the man a hero.

“The main perpetrator behind these attacks,” Archer continued, “was a WCI teacher by the name of JC Marshall. During an attempt to apprehend the man, he was shot and killed bringing today’s terrifying events to an end.”

There was no mention of the students’ involvement. They were all minors, which meant that their names would be redacted from all documents describing what happened today.

Initially, Archer had wanted to name Georgina Adams, mention her connection to FBI Agent Chase Adams, heralding her as a hero as well, but both Tate and Stitts had shot this down at once.

The kids knew what happened, of course, which meant that the names would eventually come out, even with strict NDAs and gag orders in place.

But this was out of their hands.

“While we mourn the tragic deaths of the individuals who died here today, we must also be thankful that the collective efforts of the Williamsburg PD and the FBI prevent further losses.”

This was it, the end of the speech.

Short, to the point.

Now, for the questions.

“Can you confirm or deny that students were also involved in today’s events?”

“As this is an ongoing investigation, we are unprepared to release any more details at this time.” The words seemed to cause Chief Archer physical pain.

After some discussion with the DA, it was agreed that the mob who attacked and had effectively rendered Tyler Clavin brain dead was not going to face any charges. They were, however, being forced to have to undergo mandatory counseling for a minimum of six months.

On this issue, Tate had reached out to Chase for her opinion on the matter.

His partner had been on board with this decision.

These kids—all students, but the mobs in particular—would spend their lives trying to come to grips with what had transpired today.

“What say you about the rumors that Mr. Marshall was working with some of the students to orchestrate today’s plan?”

“As I’ve said, at this time, due to the sensitive nature of this investigation, we will not be revealing any more details.”

The line of questioning continued in this vein for several more minutes before Stitts, as planned, put an end to the conference.

All in all, the press conference was bound to raise more questions than answers, but that was fine by Tate.

Once alone, Chief Archer addressed Tate and Stitts.

“Thank you for all your help today,” the big man said, sounding genuine.

He offered his hand.

Stitts shook it

Tate hesitated, considered his options, and eventually did the same.

Chief Archer might have done a lot of things wrong today, but they’d all fucked up.

Tate didn’t think he was a bad man. Besides, he knew that sometimes, in this job, the hardest part wasn’t hunting the bad guy, but trying not to become one yourself.

And, as Tate shook Chief Archer’s hand, he began to think that the man might be more similar to him than he’d first thought.

Perhaps Chief Archer, like him, was also a chameleon.

Tate knew that he was going to have to be Chase’s rock—Georgina’s, too. His feelings would have to wait.

If he learned anything from today’s disaster, it was that the only thing that truly matters were bonds that he’d forged with those he loved.


Epilogue

One Month Later

“I really don’t want to do this,” Georgina said, shaking her head as they sat in Chase’s car in the parking lot of Grassroots Recovery. “I really, really don’t want to do this.”

Chase eyed her niece closely.

The girl was sitting with her hands clasped between her knees, something that Chase noticed Georgina did often since the shooting.

It was almost as if she didn’t trust her hands.

Chase knew the feeling.

It wasn’t just the shooting, the pulling of the trigger that had taken a man’s life, but it was also what happened when she’d touched Tyler Clavin.

They’d talked about this a lot since the hospital, perhaps even more so than the shooting itself.

And Chase was certain that, for reasons beyond her comprehension, her ‘voodoo’ had somehow transferred to the girl. This ability, a tool Chase often relied on to excel as an FBI agent, now felt like a curse she wished desperately to undo. But hoping to change a reality, no matter how bizarre, was futile.

Even when that reality included ‘voodoo’.

“I was like you,” Chase said softly. “In fact, I am like you. I didn’t think this would help, thought it was a waste of time. I’m not going to lie—this isn’t going to be easy and talking about what happened is going to be painful. But it will also help. Dr. Matteo is a good man, Georgina. Give it a chance. For me. Please.”

Georgina sighed and looked up at the impressive building.

She was stubborn—God, she was stubborn.

Yeah, she’s like me in that way, too, Chase thought, a sad smile creeping onto her lips.

But Georgina surprised her.

“I’ll try, Chase. I’ll try.”

Chase leaned over, cupped the back of George’s head, and kissed her between the eyes.

“You did what you had to do. You did what you had to do to survive and I’m proud. More than anything else, you and are survivors, Georgina. Never forget that. Never.”

Tears formed in her eyes, and this time, Chase didn’t hold them back.

***

Georgina had her head down, shoulders slumped as she returned to the car.

Chase, who had waited outside during the entire one-hour session, her stomach in knots, got out of the car.

“Georgina? You okay?”

She started second-guessing herself but then Georgina lifted her head and offered Chase a sad smile.

“You were right, I think that did help.”

Chase chuckled and hugged her niece.

“I’m not going to ask you what you guys said to one another, that’s your business, but if you ever want to talk about it, about anything—”

“Oh, we’re gonna talk about it.” Georgina’s face changed—she looked almost mischievous when she said, “Because, at our next meeting, you’re coming with me. Dr. Matteo thinks it’s best if we allll talk together.”

Chase couldn’t help but laugh.

And then she thought, No chance.

They got back into the car.

“You want some lunch?” Chase asked, looking at the clock inlaid in the dash.

Georgina rubbed her stomach dramatically and Chase, for a second, forgot all about the shootings and considered her niece just a kid again. A sarcastic, misunderstood teenager.

It wouldn’t last, she knew that, but it still felt good.

These moments, fleeting as they were, reminded Chase of what Tate had once told her over a glass of wine.

That no matter what they did during the day, no matter what tragedies befell others, it was still okay for them to feel good every once in a while.

“Sure—who would have thought that talking could make someone so hungry?”

***

“You being safe?” Tate asked as he pulled up to the restaurant.

“Yeah,” Rachel said. “I’m doing everything you said. Not going out at night by myself, and during the day, I always carry that can of pepper spray you gave me in my purse.”

“Good. Good.”

Tate reached for the door handle.

“Do me a favor, dad?”

“Sure.”

“Let’s not talk about the shooting today, okay? Or about safety or anything like that. Let’s just have a nice lunch.”

“Of course, sweetie.”

A waiter, a different waiter from the last time they’d come here, led them toward a table at the back of a restaurant. They were halfway there when Rachel stopped.

“You okay? Need your poles?”

Rachel ignored the questions.

“What’s he doing here?” she asked.

Tate looked at Billy Dalton who was seated at their table.

“Dad?” There was panic in Rachel’s voice.

“I asked him to come,” Tate said. “I’ll be nice, promise.”

Despite his assurances, Rachel refused to budge.

“Rach, I promise. Please.”

She finally started to move, her gait slightly disjointed. But the closer they got to the table, the more of a concerted effort Rachel made to walk normally.

“Mr. Abernathy, sir,” Bobby said, rising to his feet and holding out his hand. Rachel tensed beside Tate but relaxed when he shook the man’s hand.

“Mr. Dalton, good to see you again.”

There was a moment of awkwardness as Billy tried to decide how to address Rachel. Then Tate saw his daughter’s face start to glow when they settled on a hug.

“Nice to see you, Rachel. It’s been a minute.”

They all sat, and Tate ordered a beer for himself and Billy and a vodka soda for his daughter, which after some snooping, he’d discovered was her drink of choice.

As before, Bobby declined the offer, but Tate insisted.

After their drinks arrived, Tate addressed the elephant in the room.

“First, I want to apologize for the way I acted last time we were here. That wasn’t right, and you didn’t deserve it, Billy.”

“Naw, it’s alright. I understand.”

“No, it’s not okay.” Tate reached out and squeezed Rachel’s shoulder. “I trust my daughter’s judgment, and the fact that she’s dating you means that you must be a good guy.” He let this hang. Apology or not, he wanted Billy to know that if he did Rachel wrong, he would go back to the man he was the first day they’d met.

“Thanks. I appreciate that.”

Tate sipped his beer.

“So, tell me a little—” he stopped. “What are they doing here?”

Rachel laughed.

“I guess you’re not the only one with a surprise today,” she said.

Chase and Georgina walked over to them, both smiling.

When was the last time I saw either of them smile? Tate wondered.

He kissed both of them on the cheek and then introduced Billy.

“It was nice to see you again, Mr. Abernathy. And nice to meet you guys. But, unfortunately, I have to run. Got class.”

“You sure you can’t stay?” Tate asked, still confused as to what Chase and Georgina were doing here. He grew more suspicious when he caught Rachel and Billy exchanging glances.

“I’m sorry, I really gotta run.”

Tate, his brow now perpetually furrowed, pulled out a chair for Chase.

“Why do I get the feeling that I’m the focus of some sort of intervention here?”

Chase laughed.

Another oddity.

“Guys?”

Now, it was Georgina and Rachel who shared a look.

Then the former gave an encouraging nod to Chase.

“Hello?” Tate asked.

He noticed Chase lower her gaze and take a deep breath.

What the hell is going on?

Chase lifted her eyes and stared directly at him.

“I love you, Tate. I do. You can be a pain in the ass but after some discussion with these twerps here, we all agree that we think it’s time.”

“Time for what?”

“Time to get married.”

Tate couldn’t believe his ears.

“What?”

“We’ve booked your wedding date, dad!” Rachel exclaimed.

“What?”

“Can you say anything else?” Chase said, sounding annoyed.

He couldn’t.

Tate was smiling too hard to say anything.

They’d been engaged for four years now, and this was all he wanted.

To make it official.

Sure, they’d both been married before. Both loved before.

But what Tate felt for this strange, damaged woman with the white hair was something he had never experienced before.

“I—I—” he stammered. Tate felt heat rise in his cheeks. “Do I have to say yes?”

“Fuck you,” Chase said with a grin.

“Dad, you should see this place we picked out. It’s amazing. I mean, it was expensive, but it’ll be worth it. And Chase has agreed to make both me and Georgina maids of honor.”

Georgina joined in now, sounding as excited as Rachel. They talked about flower arrangements, guest lists, all things that Tate cared little about but cared too much for them to interrupt.

He did, however, lean close and kiss Chase again, this time on her lips.

“I love you,” he whispered in her ear.

“I love you, too.”

When she pulled back, Tate noticed a crease forming on Chase’s forehead.

He grew serious.

“Listen, I don’t want to force this. If you’re not ready—”

Chase shook her head.

“It’s not that.”

“What is it then?”

Chase looked around the table, but Georgina and Rachel were so deep in conversation about the wedding that they seemed to have forgotten all about the bride- and groom-to-be.

“You said something at the hospital.”

“You’re going to need to be more specific,” Tate remarked.

“You told JC Marshall that if I ever slept with anyone else, you’d shoot them, too. Did you mean it?”

Tate laughed.

“Yeah, probably.”

The End
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I know what you’re going to say, but Pat, you have three more Chase Adams books on pre-order! You must know what’s going to happen, where her life is going.

My answer to that is a resounding… hell no. I don’t even know what I’m going to wear tomorrow, let alone know where someone like Chase (or Tate or Georgina or Rachel) is going to end up. And, honestly, that’s the most fun part of this job (and I have a really, really fun job). I get to follow along with their lives, learning new things as I go.

And all this just a few hours before you get to enjoy it, too (what can I say, it ain’t without perks).

As always, if you have a moment and you enjoyed this insane adventure, please leave a review or just a simple rating.

See you next time, when Chase returns in Frost Bite.

And no, again, I have no clue what’s going to happen in that one. I can promise you, though, it’s going to be insane.

You keep reading, I’ll keep writing.

Pat

Montreal, 2023
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