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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         Casey stayed low to scoop up her sidearm as she ran across the driveway. Another gunshot rang out behind her, cracking off the tarmac somewhere to her left. Everything haywire, no sense of how much it’d missed her by.

         She made it to the far side and threw herself behind the patrol car, landing hard. The impact sent another wave of pain through her ribs and she clutched her side. At first she couldn’t move, lying face down behind the cruiser, her lip grazing the asphalt as she tried not to cry out, waiting for the pain to ebb enough that she could push herself up onto one elbow. She turned and propped one shoulder against the cruiser’s door, and snatched a breath. Looking up, she saw a clear-blue sky she would’ve sworn was tinged with crimson.

         The quiet was brutal. A gentle breeze swept in off Black Reed Bay, just enough to carry off the sound of his footfalls if he was creeping around the cruiser. She pulled her phone out and hit redial.

         The ringing tone sparked instant regret – a reminder of the missed opportunities to see through the lies, the chances she’d had to prevent this. In her failure, a sense of complicity in the coverup – blindness to its existence no excuse. And now this; a last-ditch attempt to make things right, going down in flames before it’d even started.

         She set the call on speaker and reared up a few inches to peep through the cruiser’s windows, but there was no sign of him. The guesthouse was to the left, the woman’s scream still echoing in Casey’s ears. 2

         Billy answered, and she cut him off in a hissed whisper. ‘Ten-thirteen, officer down—’

      

   


   
      
         
3
            CHAPTER ONE

            One week earlier

         

         Dispatch had the location of the shooting as Eighth Street and Villanova. Billy took the wheel so Casey could work the radio while they drove, a high-speed run along the expressway to the western edge of Rockport. Almost eight-thirty on a Thursday morning – rush-hour, but they were headed against the flow that had the other side of the roadway slowed to a crawl. The first 911 call had come in six minutes earlier, a report of shots fired, the caller unclear if the shooter was still active. Casualties unknown at the time, but uniforms had since arrived on the scene and found a body.

         ‘What else do we know?’ Billy said.

         A lights-and-sirens callout was a rarity for the detective bureau, and Casey noted the composure in his voice with a twitch of pride. Hot-blooded Billy Drocker, the department’s mustang of a rookie, starting to sound like a pro. ‘One vic confirmed. Patrol are treating the scene as active. Indications there could be more than one shooter.’

         ‘What’s the firepower?’

         ‘Unclear.’

         The lack of information cast a long shadow, where the spectre of rolling up on a mass shooting always lingered. Rockport had been spared that nightmare so far, but with every tragic headline, the possibility seemed to creep closer.

         ‘Tactical’s on alert in Harrison,’ Casey said, the implication clear to both of them. If a Tactical team were needed, the response time from headquarters in the east of Hampstead 4County was a minimum of eighteen minutes. The standard-issue vests Casey had thrown in the trunk would offer some protection against a handgun, but a round from something bigger would punch through them like tissue paper.

         Billy blew out a breath and focused on the road again.

         Casey ran through details in her head. She didn’t know the area around Eighth and Villanova well. It was a nondescript part of town, not far from where Coleman Carrington Park began, separating Rockport from neighbouring Newridge. Studying a map of the block on her cell, it showed a 7-Eleven, a gym and a handful of other businesses spread around. There were no schools in the immediate vicinity – a small mercy.

         Billy took the exit off the expressway and kept pushing hard along Eighth. Even as her adrenaline surged, Casey felt as if she was slotting into a groove she’d been seeking for two months. She’d worked other cases since the brass gave her back her badge, but this already had a different feel. In a crisis, none of the other bullshit mattered; suddenly she had a sense of purpose again – the one gift the job bestowed in return for all it took away.

         A voice came over the radio, Dispatch cutting into her thoughts. ‘Reports of further shots fired. Two further 911 calls received from civilians.’

         ‘Description on the shooter?’ Casey said. 

         ‘Negative. No reports of visual contact at this time.’

         ‘Jesus,’ she said, under her breath. ‘We’re going in blind.’

         ‘Air support is already airborne, should have eyes on the area in a minute or two.’

         Even as the dispatcher said it, the sound of distant rotor blades reached them. Up ahead, an empty patrol car came into view, parked across the Villanova Road intersection, its lights 5flashing silently. To their left, two uniforms were covering in the doorway of a redbrick Starbucks, one of them peering around the corner to look west along Eighth, the other gesturing to the people sheltering inside the store to stay down. Through the window, a pair of scared faces peeped from behind a couch.

         Billy made a left and pulled up alongside the uniforms as Casey radioed 10-84 to Dispatch to confirm their arrival at the scene. The notification of non-uniformed personnel in attendance came back across all their radios in concert, followed immediately by another update. ‘Unit Two-Alpha-Four headed west on Eighth continuing pursuit. Still no visual contact reported.’

         Casey didn’t recognise either of the Patrol officers on the corner, so she held her badge up as she called out to them. ‘I’m Casey Wray, this is Drocker. What’ve we got?’

         The cop peering around the corner turned to face them, the other one saying something into his radio. ‘One victim out front of the Strongbox gym, two units along.’ He pointed in the direction he’d been looking. ‘Caucasian male, forty to sixty, gunshot wounds to the head and torso. Unresponsive when we got here, no vitals. We were still assessing when we heard more shots.’

         ‘You heard more shots yourself?’

         ‘Yeah, to the west of our position, further along Eighth.’ He gestured again, waving his arm to indicate somewhere past Strongbox. ‘Three, maybe four rounds. Teller and Chau had gone on ahead looking for the shooter, we were attending to the vic.’

         Casey jumped out of the car and inched towards the corner to look along Eighth. Past the Starbucks was a bar called Ellie’s, 6then Strongbox gym, the victim on the sidewalk in front of it, lying on his back. His feet were pointed towards the street, maybe a hundred yards from where she stood. The sidewalks were empty in the area around him, but far off in the distance, maybe four or five blocks away, she could see vehicles and civilians moving around.

         She called over to the car. ‘Billy, check the location of those last shots-fired calls. We need to get those people off the street.’ Then to the uniforms: ‘You get a look at the shooter?’

         They shook their heads at the same time. 

         ‘How long for the medics?’ Casey said.

         ‘Three minutes was the last update. Actually…’ The uniform pointed behind her, an ambulance racing towards the intersection.

         Casey waved both arms to flag down the driver and he pulled up sharply. ‘The vic’s over there,’ she said, pointing down the street. ‘Unresponsive and no vitals according to my guys, but the scene is still hot. Last shots heard were to the west of here.’ She glanced back to the uniforms. ‘How long since you heard them?’

         One of them checked his watch. ‘Four or five minutes.’

         The EMT driver nodded got it, shifting in his seat to peer along the road ahead.

         ‘What’s your response protocol for active shooters?’ Casey said.

         ‘It’s my call, depending on the threat assessment at the scene.’ He checked along the street again, deciding what to do, then glanced at his partner next to him in the cab, already nodding. The driver turned back to Casey. ‘We’ll go, so long as you can cover us.’

         Billy cut in. ‘Big – Dispatch has the most recent call coming from a payphone a block north of here on Villanova.’ 7

         ‘North?’ Casey said, looking around the intersection in all four directions. ‘Shit. We’ve got no idea where this is coming from.’ To the uniforms: ‘Any indication how many shooters?’

         ‘I don’t…’ The first uniform held his hands up, helpless. ‘Sorry, ma’am, I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone.’

         She looked at Billy again and pointed to the radio. ‘Location and status on Two-Alpha-Four?’

         Billy radioed in the question and waited for the response. ‘They’re two blocks north of Eighth, on LaSalle, continuing the search. No visual, no further shots reported. Three more units in the area now, all reporting the same. They don’t even know if they’re looking for a suspect in a vehicle, on foot or what.’

         That put the patrol car northwest of where they stood now, which might or might not line up with the call to 911 reporting shots from due north of their position. Casey looked around one more time, the sense that they were just as vulnerable standing on that corner as anywhere else firming up inside her. She nodded to the EMTs. ‘Let’s go.’

         The driver pulled away almost as she said it, and Casey took off running along the sidewalk towards where the man lay, Billy right behind her. The block was a collection of low-rise commercial units, separated from each other by parking lots and access roads, leaving Casey and Billy open to an ambush from any one of a dozen angles. It was a tactic they’d been briefed on earlier that year: death-wish shooters dropping a victim in plain sight so they could pick off the first responders who caught the call. She sprinted across the parking bays along the side of Starbucks and made it as far as Ellie’s, pressing herself tight against the front wall of the property. The bar was closed, the inside dark, no movement that she could make out through the window. 8

         The EMTs pulled up adjacent to the victim on the sidewalk and Casey sprinted the final few yards to where he’d hit the ground. Coming close, she could see a wound in his head leaking blood down the left side of his face. The wound in his torso wasn’t as easy to make out, the entire front of his dress shirt soaked red. Casey stepped back to give the EMTs room to work, checking both ways along the street with her sidearm drawn, watching for any sign of the shooter returning. Billy was on the far side of the vic, doing the same.

         Strongbox was washed in two shades of blue, one from ground level to head height and a darker shade from there to the roof. The front of the building was windowless, giving the place the appearance of a concrete block – maybe part of the gimmick – with the gym’s name stencilled across the front in six-foot-tall white lettering. The entrance was a single glass door, also tinted dark blue, offering no visibility beyond.

         The door twitched as Casey was looking. She aimed right at it. ‘HCPD – come out slowly, hands showing.’

         The door was cracked ajar and a pair of hands appeared, followed by a man poking his head through the gap. His eyes went to Casey’s gun, then straight to the body on the sidewalk. ‘Oh fuck…’

         Casey called out to him. ‘Sir, is anyone hurt or wounded inside?’

         He shook his head, tight movements. ‘I don’t think so.’

         ‘Is anybody in there carrying a weapon?’

         He shook his head again. ‘I don’t know. No, I don’t think so.’

         ‘How many people do you have in there?’

         ‘Ten, twelve maybe? What the hell is happening?’

         ‘Did you get a look at who did this, sir?’ 9

         He shook his head again. ‘First I knew about it was when Ginny came and got me.’

         ‘Who’s Ginny? Is she there with you?’

         ‘Yeah, she’s … Hold on.’

         The door closed over and Casey kept her weapon aimed at the entrance. She checked over her shoulder and saw Billy had his weapon aimed at the same spot. ‘Stay ready back there, Bill.’

         ‘Got it.’

         After a few seconds, the door twitched again.

         ‘Come out slowly, hands first.’

         The same man appeared again, nudging the door wider to reveal a woman in pink-and-black workout gear standing next to him with her hands up. ‘This is Ginny.’

         ‘Virginia,’ the woman said, staring at the EMTs crouched over the body. ‘Oh my god.’

         Casey lowered her weapon to her side and moved quickly across the sidewalk. ‘Miss, did you see who shot this man?’

         Her face went white and before she could answer, she doubled over, dry heaving at first and then letting loose a line of watery spittle. Casey shot Billy a look to say cover me then grabbed the woman’s arm, the man from the gym doing the same on the other side, and they guided her to the ground to sit with her back against the doorway wall.

         ‘It’s gonna be okay. Keep your head between your knees, take deep breaths.’ Casey turned to the man. ‘Can you get her some water?’

         The woman was trembling. Casey crouched in front of her and put a hand on her arm. ‘Miss, I know how traumatic this is and I want to give you space to process it, but we don’t know anything about this shooter right now, so anything you can tell me will be crucial.’ She stole a glance behind her to check Billy 10was still covering her, alert to possible danger from the doorway, the street – everything.

         ‘I didn’t see anything,’ the woman said, keeping her eyes turned to the ground. ‘Just the guy and the blood. He was already like that when I went out.’ She dabbed her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘The woman told me – she came in screaming.’

         ‘Ma’am? What woman?’

         ‘The woman with the kid. She came in off the street, she was freaking out, so I went outside to see what was going on. I don’t know why, I wasn’t … I wasn’t thinking, I guess. He was already lying there, like he is now. Just like that.’

         ‘Did you see anyone running, a vehicle taking off? Anything like that?’

         ‘No, no, just him, like how he is now.’ She jutted her chin to indicate the dead man, refusing to let her eyes stray from Casey, trying to block it all out. ‘I couldn’t … I couldn’t understand why he was lying in the middle of the sidewalk. It didn’t seem real, like he was playing around, y’know? Taking a nap? Then I saw the blood and I guess I ran inside and got Brandon, I can’t even remember. I didn’t know he was dead. I thought he was just … I thought he fell or something.’ She glanced up at the man from the gym, now standing next to Casey.

         ‘You mentioned a woman with a child? Is she still inside?’

         ‘I don’t know, I didn’t … I couldn’t find Brandon at first, he was in the bathroom, and I don’t think I saw her after that.’

         ‘Did anyone else enter the building after you saw the victim?’

         ‘I didn’t see anyone,’ Brandon said, ‘but I don’t know. When I was in the bathroom, they could’ve … I guess anyone could’ve come in.’ 11

         Casey touched the woman’s shoulder gently. ‘Thank you, ma’am. Just take it easy a minute.’

         She stood up and backed away, seeing another ambulance coming down the street, trailed by a patrol car. The two uniforms from the corner were approaching on foot, and Casey waved them over.

         ‘One of you stay with her, make sure she’s okay and get her details. Get some backup over here too as soon as you can – there were ten or twelve people inside the building right after the shooting. I need you guys to go talk to them and see if you can get any kind of ID on this shooter. If you see a woman with a kid in there, talk to her first – she might be the first person who saw our vic. If she—’

         ‘CASEY!’

         She pulled her sidearm as she heard Billy’s shout, whipping around, looking for the threat. But Billy was standing a few paces past the dead man, staring at the sidewalk like he’d dropped something.

         She started to go to him, but he raised his weapon and took a step forward, then another, then jogged to the far edge of the Strongbox building, where an access road led around back.

         ‘Billy? What is it?’

         He edged his way around the corner then stopped dead for a beat, staring at something out of Casey’s line of sight. Then he holstered his weapon and dropped into a crouch. ‘Get the EMTs.’ 

         Casey ran towards him, passing the victim on the sidewalk, then seeing the blood trail she realised Billy had been following. Two small drops at first, then a gap to a larger one, then a near-continuous line. She came round the corner and saw a woman slumped against the wall in a seated position, chin to her chest, her stomach spilling into her lap.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            Twenty-four hours earlier

         

         Casey tapped her phone screen with one finger, entering the same five starting letters she used every day, one eye on the podium at the front of the room, which stood empty, awaiting the arrival of County Executive Franklin Gates.

         ‘What’s a rise?’ Billy said from the seat next to her in the back row, making no secret that he was reading her screen. ‘Isn’t that two words?’

         ‘Arise. As in come in to existence or happen. One word.’

         ‘For real? Sounds like two words to me.’

         She hit enter and waited as the five letters flipped, the A and the E turning orange to signal she had two letters correct, but in the wrong places. ‘See – “arise”. Wordle doesn’t let you guess a two-word phrase.’ Casey held the phone up to his face for him to see. 

         Billy seemed to think for a second. ‘But how would it know? It’s just a game. Maybe they screwed up. What if the guy coding it didn’t know it was two words?’

         ‘The guy who coded it made millions of dollars – he’s smart enough.’

         ‘Doesn’t automatically mean he can spell right.’

         ‘It’s one word, same as, say, dipshit. Quit it.’

         The woman in the seat in front glanced back over her shoulder at hearing the curse, and Billy nodded to her, trying to stifle a grin like a chastened schoolkid. ‘Ma’am.’ Then he turned to Casey again. ‘I still say it’s two words.’

         ‘Yeah? Well, I got two words for you, pal. Get—’

         ‘A rise. As in, “I, Detective Billy Drocker, am trying to get a rise out of you.” And I’m succeeding.’ 13

         Casey tilted her head, trying to stop herself from breaking into a smile while she shot him a look of disgust. But she couldn’t help herself. ‘You’re an idiot.’

         Billy grinned. ‘You can’t talk to your partner that way.’

         Partner caught her off guard. A harmless joke, Billy oblivious to the effect the word still had on her.

         Dave Cullen was two months in the ground, her former partner’s death like a rock caught in her chest – painful, unmoving, without resolution. Grief that she couldn’t rid herself of, no matter how hard she tried. Grief he didn’t deserve; the revelations in the wake of his death, his lies, should’ve absolved her of any sense of loss, and yet here she was, the pain almost as raw as the day he’d been gunned down.

         Thinking of his wife, his kids. The true victims. Three times she’d called Luisa, Dave’s widow, in recent weeks, wanting to check in on her, but the calls had gone unanswered and unreturned. Casey knew – hoped – it wasn’t personal. The blame Luisa attached to HCPD in the wake of his death made Casey a painful reminder of everything she’d wanted him to walk away from, and if cutting Casey out of her life made that easier, she’d respect that, no matter how much it hurt.

         As far as Casey was concerned, Luisa never needed to know it was Lieutenant Ray Carletti who’d arranged Dave’s murder. She wished she could live in that same ignorance.

         Despite herself, she still thought of Ray on a daily basis. Their boss, friend and mentor; the man who’d destroyed them all, who’d tried to have her killed. The man who she’d never acknowledge a part of her still loved like a father.

         A message made her phone buzz, and she realised it was still pointed for Billy to read.

         His face changed instantly. ‘I’m gonna go ahead and pretend 14I didn’t see that,’ he said, before she had a chance to turn it away from him. She turned it round and saw a text that said: Ready to quit yet?

         Casey swiped the message away, eyes still on the screen as she spoke to Billy. ‘Good. Because I’d hate to have to take your tongue out with garden shears.’

         ‘Uh-huh. Straight to violence – very cool.’ He leaned closer. ‘Look, seriously, though, if you ever wanna talk about anything – the job … I mean, I know I’m the rookie and all that—’

         ‘Forever and in perpetuity.’

         ‘I’m trying to be serious, Big.’

         ‘Say it with me. I. Am. The. Rookie. Forever…’

         Billy sighed. ‘Yes, I am the rookie, forever and in perpetuity…’ He rolled his eyes. ‘But if you ever did need someone to talk to, I promise, I’m a pretty good listener.’

         She laid a hand on his arm, about to dismiss the offer with a crack about it sounding like one of his pickup lines – but the way he was looking at her, clumsy but earnest, killed the notion. The vibe would be all wrong, like yelling at a puppy who’d peed on the rug only because it couldn’t make it outside in time. ‘Sure thing. Thanks.’

         She unlocked her cell, still unsure how to reply to the message. The third of its kind in a week, she’d held her silence so far – but that’d only served to increase the pressure in her head, the right response proving elusive.

         Her phone’s browser opened up on the News 7 page, the press briefing the top story. A red Breaking News tag next to a chyron that read: County Executive to outline next phase of police shakeup. She clicked on the live video feed and straight away picked out the back of her own head in the back row. Instinctively, she turned it to one side and then the other, as if 15she was looking in a hairdresser’s mirror, the movement feeding through to the screen in her hand a few seconds later. Her hair looked no better from behind than from her regular view, barely contained in a loose ponytail, and she swore again that she’d make an appointment at Marcy’s for a cut and dye job her next day off. At least she couldn’t make out all the grey hairs at that distance.

         The briefing room – an over-cooled conference room on the second floor of the headquarters building – looked bigger on the screen than in person, the cameras at the back somehow stretching the room while at the same time making it appear more crowded. An array of suits lined the rear of the podium, all of them from the county executive’s office, but only one she knew by name: Rita Zangetty, chief of staff to the man himself. Zangetty’s mouth was barely visible, her lips were pressed so tight, and Casey saw her check her watch twice then signal to someone out of sight to the right of the stage. The body language was easy to read: her boss was already five minutes late to speak, and Rita was pissed about it.

         Rumours of what might be coming had been flying for twenty-four hours since the announcement of the briefing. The investigations – state, federal – into criminal activities within the Hampstead County Police Department had so far led to the dismissal of four officers, all of whom were expected to face criminal charges, and there was talk of more coming down the pipe. Now the chatter in cop Facebook and WhatsApp groups held that today was the day they brought the hammer down.

         Casey was the silent voice of doubt on that score. One of the few people still alive who knew more about the truth than the investigators, she also knew there was so much more to come out. The shape of the story as it’d been reported was that 16Lieutenant Ray Carletti was the mastermind behind a small group of rogue cops who’d run shakedowns on dealers, sold stolen drugs, and run a string of girls on the side. Words like ‘limited’ and ‘contained’ kept coming up in the reporting. The name of former chief Brian Hanrahan, the real kingpin, had been kept out of it, as had the full extent of his crimes. That was despite Ray leaving a detailed posthumous confession attesting to the scope of Hanrahan’s corruption.

         A lifetime cop who’d played on his Irish roots to cultivate the image of a regular-Joe-made-good, Brian Hanrahan had used the department to build his own criminal empire. Prostitution, drugs, loansharking – anything that happened on the street, Hanrahan had a piece of it. Run by a network of dirty cops that included Ray Carletti, Casey had stumbled across the darkness at the heart of HCPD while investigating the disappearance of a young woman, Tina Grace, from one of the barrier islands across Black Reed Bay. The search had led to the discovery of a group of bodies in a desolate oceanfront marsh and, eventually, to Hanrahan and the revelation that he’d ordered the murders to silence the women he’d abused in the early days of building his outfit. Turned out Tina Grace was the ‘lucky’ one who slipped the net.

         The media had avoided reporting that Hanrahan’s death was by his own hand due to sensitivity protocols around suicides, so any public perception that had formed had coalesced around the idea that the shock of the HCPD revelations had brought on a heart attack. A handful of reporters and their editors knew better, but with none of them willing to risk their access by rocking the boat, that line held.

         Some days Casey wondered whether that narrative had been purposely shaped. Whether it was a deliberate attempt by 17forces within HCPD to protect Hanrahan’s reputation and, by extension, that of the department. With Hanrahan and Carletti both dead, and having been cleared of involvement herself, there was a temptation for Casey to put it all behind her and try to move on with her life. But anytime she got to thinking that way, she found herself back in that car with Tina Grace, the lone survivor, hearing her detail Hanrahan’s inhumanity; the women he’d killed just to protect himself, Tina’s years of living in terror at the fear of being recognised and targeted. And then Casey got mad all over again.

         ‘Detective Wray?’

         Someone tapped her on the shoulder. She swivelled in her seat to find a woman trying to get her attention – the chief’s executive assistant, leaning awkwardly over the back row of chairs. Casey stood up to face her. ‘Sorry, I was in my own world.’

         ‘We need to bump you up in the diary,’ the woman said. ‘The acting chief wants to see you as soon as this is done.’ She twirled the pen she was gripping in her fist, indicating she meant the briefing.

         ‘Okay, sure. Is that a good thing or a bad thing?’ Casey said. 

         But she was already moving off, eyes scouring the room for whoever was next on her list to find. ‘Neither, it’s just a thing.’ 

         Casey sat down again to find Billy grinning at her. ‘Oh, wow, Big, the boss wants to see you urgently. I guess today really is the day.’

         She tugged gently at her bottom lip. Acting Chief Stephen Keirn had run the Admin Division under Hanrahan. Casey could recall a time when he’d carried the nickname Kleenex Steve, back when he was a lieutenant, on account of the stereotype of Admin officers having a role limited to wiping 18the noses of ‘real cops’. It was a notion the brass had worked hard to stamp out, an unfair reflection of the work the different departments within the division carried out, and that push, combined with Keirn’s rise through the ranks, had seen the moniker all but disappear. But she’d never met a cop who didn’t think it’d suited him at the time.

         Elevated to the top job by the county executive after Hanrahan’s death, Keirn’s appointment as acting chief was a strategic move by Gates designed to give himself options down the road. As a cop who hadn’t gotten his hands dirty in years, Gates could sell Keirn to the media and the public as a clean officer, put in place to run the department while the investigations played out – but one still tainted enough by association with the old guard that any new revelations that might emerge could be hung around his neck, if the need should arise.

         Keirn’s assistant had contacted Casey the day before, summoning her to meet with him, no agenda offered. All she’d been told was to attend the briefing first, then hang around headquarters for an hour until the appointed meeting time – but the plan, apparently, had changed.

         ‘What do I call you when they make you lieutenant?’ Billy went on. ‘Is it, like, Lieutenant Big, or Lieutenant Wray?’ He rubbed his chin as if he was pondering the options. ‘How about Big Lieutenant?’

         ‘You can just call me Casey. After I fire your ass.’

         Billy turned away smiling, the point scored. Back at the office, the expectation seemed to be that the promotion was a done deal, and the team had been ribbing her about it for days. Dana Torres had deadpanned her while explaining that she’d follow Casey’s orders but never salute her. Billy had been calling 19her ‘Loot’ on the ride over to Harrison that morning. Even Jill Hart, the youngest member of the team and too timid to join in the teasing, had been quietly asking around if it would mean a new detective sergeant coming into the department to take over Casey’s spot.

         Casey tried not to dwell on it. She’d put her application in on a rare day when the righteous anger overcame the internal voice of doubt telling her she wasn’t up to it. Surprised to find she’d made the shortlist, she’d been called to two rounds of interviews, one with Captain Sharma and two lieutenants from Harrison, and the second with Keirn himself, not even noticing that both panels were all male until Dana pointed out how ridiculous that was ‘two fucking decades into the twenty-first century’.

         Afterward, Casey had heard, unofficially, that she’d impressed. But anytime she allowed her mind to tiptoe towards the prospect of stepping into Ray Carletti’s shoes, the excitement she felt became indistinguishable from terror. So she shut it down and pretended it wasn’t happening.

         A murmur rippled through the crowd, quickly overtaken by a hush as County Executive Franklin Gates crossed the stage and took the podium. Acting Chief Keirn was two paces behind him, taking up a position behind his boss and to the right – exactly the kind of deferential show of support he’d been brought in to deliver.

         Tall and lean in a navy suit and red tie, Gates had managed to keep hold of the physique of the college swim team standout he’d reputedly been thirty years earlier. It was in contrast to Keirn, a head shorter and looking stiff in his dress blues.

         Gates bent the microphone towards himself as he started to speak. ‘Thank you for being here today as I set out the next 20stage of my office’s response to the issues within the Hampstead County Police Department.’

         Someone in the crowd muttered, ‘Issues,’ and scoffed, chuckles rippling outward.

         ‘Today I can announce that the Hampstead County District Attorney will be bringing charges against the four officers dismissed from HCPD last month, and will have the full support of the county in seeking the maximum sentences applicable under the relevant guidelines.’

         The last part made Casey raise her eyebrows. It was tougher language than he’d used before. She glanced at Keirn’s face, but of course he’d been briefed beforehand, so he showed no reaction.

         ‘Furthermore,’ Gates continued, ‘I can announce that an additional three officers have, this morning, been dismissed from duty, as a direct result of the ongoing investigations into misconduct within HCPD. The district attorney will now be pursuing charges against those individuals as well, and will again be seeking the most severe punishments permissible.

         ‘I have come before you today to tell you that there is no room in our police department for corruption. We place our trust in the HCPD to protect and serve our communities, particularly the most vulnerable amongst us, and when that trust is abused, it is a betrayal of those fundamental values for which we expect our officers to stand – and a betrayal of every single one of the very many honest, diligent and dedicated men and women who work day in, day out, to serve our citizens.

         ‘Therefore, beginning immediately, I have instructed Acting Chief Keirn, in concert with my office’s special advisory taskforce, to begin a root-and-branch review of HCPD. Every aspect of the department will be examined, including culture, 21values and working practices, and where misconduct is uncovered, a zero-tolerance approach will be taken. I expect this to lead to a significant change to both the structure and operation of HCPD, and accordingly, I have asked for initial recommendations for reform to be on my desk no later than eight weeks from today.’

         Billy looked at Casey with bug eyes. ‘Holy shit.’

         ‘I want to reiterate that this process is as much about creating a police department fit for the brave and hardworking men and women who make up the vast majority of our serving officers as it is about ensuring that our citizens can have complete trust in their public servants.’ He looked across at Keirn, and the two men exchanged nods. ‘I’ll go ahead and take a couple questions.’ 

         Hands shot up as fast as the noise level, the reporters in the front rows talking amongst themselves even as they jostled to be asked.

         ‘Sir, what does the police union have to say about your plan?’ 

         Gates gripped the lectern in a power stance, feet spread. ‘The union wants the same thing we all do – a police department of which its members can be proud, and which empowers them to do the job they signed up for, which is to protect and serve our communities.’ He pointed to another reporter.

         ‘Sir, will the outcome of this review factor in to who’s appointed as chief of police on a permanent basis?’

         Keirn glanced at Gates – no more than a flick of the eyes, but Casey caught it.

         Gates adjusted his hands on the lectern. ‘Acting Chief Keirn retains my full confidence at this time. Next question.’

         ‘Sir…’

         Casey tuned it out, getting to her feet, Billy following suit when he realised she was about to make a break for the exit. 22

         He caught up to her in the hallway outside. ‘Hey, Big, what’s he saying? Are we all getting fired?’

         ‘No, we’re not.’ She stopped and turned around so they were face to face. ‘I mean, probably you, but not the rest of us.’ She jabbed him in the arm when he didn’t react to the joke. ‘I’m kidding. Listen, it’s a political thing – they’ve got to be seen to be doing something, right?’

         ‘Then why do you look so spooked?’

         She tried to sound casual. ‘Who’s spooked?’

         ‘Level with me? Please?’

         She glanced at her feet, felt her phone buzzing like crazy with messages as the news got out. ‘It’s not the way I expected them to go, that’s all. But it’s just politics. They’ll change things up like they always do, find a couple scapegoats to weed out, and move on.’

         ‘Zero tolerance though? If they come after every cop who ever bent the rules, that’s half the department.’

         ‘Four-fifths would be my guess.’

         ‘C’mon, I’m being serious.’

         ‘Billy, you’ll be fine.’ She clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You haven’t been around long enough to screw up that badly.’

         But his eyes had travelled to someone coming down the hall behind her, and she turned to see Rita Zangetty approaching. 

         ‘What’s up, Rita?’ Casey said. ‘Your boss looked good up there just now.’

         ‘Not hard when he’s got your boss standing next to him. Keirn looked like he just had his toenails pulled out.’

         Casey smiled. ‘Is that how you guys convinced him to agree to tearing up his own shop and making every cop hate him in the process?’

         ‘You all hate him already,’ Zangetty said, pulling a face of mock innocence. ‘Anyway, the acting chief knows how this 23game works. Franklin’s going to make one of those words disappear from his title pretty soon, and he knows which one he’d prefer it to be.’

         ‘Damn, we’re all out of pretence today, huh?’

         Zangetty shrugged. ‘We don’t have a lot of choice.’ She glanced behind herself, checking who was in earshot, then pressed in closer. ‘Keirn’s got to provide cover one way or another – Franklin’s taking friendly fire.’

         Casey wrinkled her face. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Mark Harden’s gearing up to run against him in the primary. The party’s furious about it, but there was no deal to be made to get him to stand aside. Believe me, we tried.’

         Casey looked to the side, nodding. She’d heard Harden’s name mentioned on the news – one of the new generation of ambitious pols looking to build a profile. ‘Blue on blue. Okay, now I get it – so Gates is trying to thread the needle between appearing tough on HCPD without sounding like he’s part of the “defund the police” crowd. I should’ve realised that was an election speech back there.’

         ‘You’re always fighting the next election…’ Zangetty said. ‘Anyway, I believe you’re on your way to see Keirn now, is that right?’

         Casey nodded, realising, belatedly, that this wasn’t a chance meeting in the hallway. ‘Why do I feel like I’ve just swallowed a tasty worm and got a hook through my lip?’

         ‘You make me sound so calculating. I love it.’ Zangetty smiled and lowered her voice. ‘Is there worse to come, Casey?’

         ‘Worse?’ Casey rubbed her throat. ‘Why don’t you tell me.’

         ‘What does that mean?’

         ‘Lotta names didn’t make the nine o’clock news – somebody, somewhere is deciding who gets exposed and who doesn’t.’ 24

         ‘You think we have that kind of sway with the FBI running the investigation?’ Zangetty rolled her eyes. ‘Pffft. They’re keeping some parts close. That’s as much as I can glean.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘You think they’d tell us anything?’ Zangetty scoffed. ‘We wouldn’t be having this conversation if I knew what the Feds were thinking.’

         Casey started to see the outline of Zangetty’s problem. ‘It was your boy Gates who made Brian Hanrahan chief, so it doesn’t hurt you guys if his name is kept out of it, huh?’

         Zangetty stonewalled. ‘I’m not pushing an agenda here…’

         ‘That’d be a first.’ Casey winked as she said it, but immediately worried she’d gone too far – until Zangetty laughed. Rita Z was a realist, and that was one of the reasons why Casey found her easier to tolerate than most other pols. Plenty of them had Zangetty’s drive and ambition, but not many had her ability to laugh at themselves for it.

         ‘You didn’t let me finish,’ Zangetty said. ‘All we want to know is what’s coming – forewarned is forearmed. You were on the inside, so…’

         The kind of thing Casey had heard over and over. Somewhere between an appeal and an accusation.

         Zangetty must’ve caught Casey’s expression souring because she started to walk it back immediately. ‘Bad choice of words,’ she said. ‘You were the one who exposed them, is what I meant. I just want to know if there’s worse to come. Completely off the record, of course.’ A glance in Billy’s direction. ‘We can talk some other time if you’d prefer.’ She flashed him a manufactured smile, as if to say, Nothing personal.

         Casey suddenly felt exhausted to her bones. The weight of it all was crushing, and every time she felt as if it was lifting, 25even a little, it pressed down again with greater force. ‘There can’t be any worse than what was going on – and Hanrahan was up to his neck in it. I told the Feds everything I know, and my guess would be they know a whole lot more besides. How much of it comes out…’ Casey held her hands up.

         Zangetty met her gaze a moment, then nodded with a rueful smile. ‘I guess we’re all stuck on this damn train for as long as it takes.’

         ‘The victims deserve better.’

         ‘I know. They always do.’ Zangetty looked down, solemn, but Casey caught her steal a glance at her watch. ‘Anyway, I better not keep you. Keirn will be waiting.’ She looked up, all business again, eyes switching to Billy. ‘And who’s this?’

         ‘No idea. He just follows me around all day.’ Casey held her hand out, presenting him. ‘Detective Billy Drocker, this is Rita Zangetty, chief of staff to County Executive Franklin Gates.’

         ‘A pleasure, ma’am.’

         Zangetty smiled. ‘Nice to meet you, Detective. Look after this one.’ She gestured to Casey. ‘She’s the best we’ve got.’ She said it with a smile and wink as she moved off, leaving it open to interpretation if it was meant as a compliment – or simply a dig at how low the bar was set in HCPD.

         Casey checked her cell. The message at the top of the screen stood out:

         Now is it time to quit?

         She put it away and looked at Billy, who was still watching Zangetty walk off down the hall. ‘Will you get your jaw off the floor?’

         Billy rubbed the back of his neck. ‘You think you could get me her number, Big?’ 26
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         They took the elevator up to the chief’s office, Casey scanning through her messages again as it climbed. At least a dozen were some variation on Holy shit, have you seen this? and the cop message groups were already buzzing with speculation about what would happen next. The consensus was summed up in a post from one of her old Patrol sergeants: We’re fucked.

         As she skim-read, her cell lit up with an incoming call. She answered and brought it to her ear. ‘This is Casey.’

         ‘Yes, hello … Are you – is this Detective Wray?’ 

         She didn’t recognise the voice. ‘Yeah. Who’s this?’

         ‘I’m … Actually I’d prefer not to say right now. I wanted to talk to you, uh, soon if possible. It’s quite important. Really important.’

         It felt like he was readying to pitch her life insurance. ‘Uh-huh. About what?’

         ‘It’s not really a conversation to have on the phone.’

         ‘No? Where should we have it?’

         ‘Well, that’s the reason for the call. I wanted to arrange to meet.’

         The elevator binged on reaching the seventh floor and the doors slid open.

         ‘Look, I’m kinda busy right now so why don’t you come down to the department sometime and you can tell me what’s on your mind. I work out of the—’

         ‘I know where you work, Detective, that’s a non-starter.’

         ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘It concerns Ray Carletti. And some other acquaintances we share.’

         Casey stood perfectly still in the middle of the elevator, 27white noise in her ears. Billy had already stepped out and was looking back at her from the corridor. He put his arm across the doors to stop them from closing prematurely, his face a question mark.

         ‘Who is this?’ Casey said. She swallowed, trying to compose herself again. She squared her shoulders and walked out of the elevator.

         ‘I have information you might find interesting, and, well, to be honest, I want to put it to work.’

         The skin on her arms prickling now. ‘Then come down to the department this afternoon and we can—’

         ‘Not there. I already said.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Safety.’

         ‘Safety? What does that mean? Are you in danger?’

         He scoffed, a small exhale – no humour in it. ‘We all are.’

         Casey stopped again, Billy turning back to her, a look of concern now.

         The man spoke again. ‘Look, let’s talk. Tomorrow at ten am, there’s a bench by the East Gate at Coleman Carrington Park. I’ll find you.’ He was gone before Casey could say anything more.

         She held her cell over her bag, hesitating before she dropped it inside as she tried to process what she’d just heard. Finally, she let go and zipped the bag shut.

         ‘Big? You okay?’ Billy said.

         The worst timing ever – her certainty that there was no way she’d go to meet this crank already beginning to falter. She looked along the corridor; the chief’s PA was standing in the wide doorway, expecting them. Casey adjusted her jacket, buying herself another second or two, then carried on. 28

         ‘You can go right on in,’ the assistant said as they reached the office. ‘He’s expecting you.’ She rounded her desk, pointing out a leather couch across the room to Billy. ‘You can have a seat here, Detective.’

         Casey knocked once and opened the door to the main office, her thoughts running faster than her pulse. She tried to regain focus by drilling down on the questions that mattered.

         If he made her lieutenant, could she do the job? Could she do that job? It wasn’t like she had a real choice. If she said no, it signalled a lack of ambition that would end her career. But if she took it on, what was she inheriting? Three good but inexperienced detectives, two vacancies that might not be filled because of budget cuts, and a unit carrying a stain so deep, the brass might resolve to break it up anyway.

         They were side issues, all of them, and she knew it. Bottom line: she was scared of standing in his shoes. Of whose baton she was accepting, of what the lieutenant’s job had made Ray Carletti and what it might make her in turn.

         All of it passed through her head in the second it took the acting chief to rise from his seat. There were two chairs facing his desk, one of them occupied by a woman Casey had never seen before. She had shoulder-length auburn hair and watery blue eyes that leant her face a softness the rest of her features couldn’t carry off. Her expression was serious, heavy with intent, and Casey’s first thought was Internal Affairs. Again.

         But she was way off.

         ‘Detective Sergeant Wray, thank you for coming,’ Keirn said, accepting her salute. ‘I want you to meet Helen Dunmore, your new lieutenant.’
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            CHAPTER THREE

            Twenty-four hours later – Eighth & Villanova

         

         The EMTs tried to stabilise the woman on the spot, but she was losing blood too fast. Within ninety seconds, the call was made to move her to the ambulance for transport to the emergency room at St Mark’s.

         The risks attached to moving the woman were huge, which told Casey all she needed to know about her chances.

         She could see Billy further up the street, moving from person to person. There was a vacant property on the lot next to Strongbox and beyond that a sign for a 7-Eleven. Two more patrol cars had arrived, parking in the street by where the dead man had fallen, and the presence of HCPD was enough to bring some civilians out from wherever they’d been sheltering. A drip became a steady flow, and the block filled with dazed faces, becoming even more chaotic than it already was. Billy was trying his best to catch people as they emerged, assessing potential witnesses, but there were men and women crying, strangers hugging each other in shock, a mom gripping two children to her chest. One man fell to his knees on the sidewalk and began to pray.

         Clusters formed around the uniformed officers, some witnesses eager to talk to the police. Casey could see the cop who she’d first spoken to on the corner surrounded by three men and two women, all talking at once as he tried to make notes. From an investigatory standpoint it was a disaster, but Casey’s biggest worry was if the shooter came back – or if they were already moving through the crowd. In the confusion, they were all sitting ducks. She radioed Dispatch for an update. 30

         ‘Every available car is either there already or on the way. Still no description of a suspect. We have Patrol criss-crossing the area around and to the north of your location, where the last shots were reported, but right now we’re looking for suspicious vehicles or behaviour, nothing more concrete than that.’

         ‘When was the last report of shots fired?’

         ‘911 took a call from a payphone on Villanova, north of Eighth.’

         ‘Yeah, I heard about that one. Nothing since?’

         ‘Negative.’

         ‘Copy.’

         Casey radioed instructions for assembly points to be set up, one at either end of the block, and for uniforms to ID and question as many of the people there as they could. But no matter how efficiently they worked, there would inevitably be some who slipped through the net, often unaware they might possess vital information. The hope was always for a witness who’d seen the whole thing and could give them a description, a licence plate or even a suspect name – but that was almost never how it played out. Assembling a picture of a scene like this was like piecing together a jigsaw, and it only took one witness not to realise the significance of the small detail they’d seen to leave Casey with a gaping hole.

         She jogged further along the street, double-checking for victims the uniforms ahead of her might have missed and looking for any clue to the shooter’s direction of travel. But by the time she was a hundred yards west of Strongbox, it was the civilians who were asking the cops what had happened, the shouts of ‘active shooter’ having been enough to send folks running for safety without knowing what was going down. 31

         She doubled back on herself. To her left, a man was on one knee next to an older woman who was sitting on the street. Seeing Casey’s badge, he called out to her. ‘Detective!’ he held up his hand. ‘Detective, here…’

         Casey angled over to them. ‘Sir, ma’am, are you okay?’ She crouched down in front of the woman, who was pale and looked to be in shock.

         ‘I’m just lightheaded. I’m fine, I’m fine.’ She waved Casey away. ‘It all just hit me at once and I got dizzy.’

         The man was holding a water bottle in reach for her to sip from. ‘Just keep taking deep breaths. We’ll get someone to take a look at you.’ He glanced over at Casey. ‘Chris Calder. I’m off-duty out of the Fourth. Can we get an EMT over here? She collapsed right by me. I think she might’ve hit her head.’

         Casey glanced down the street. ‘We’ve got two vics they’re working on right now, but there’s backup on the way.’ She turned to the woman. ‘Ma’am, do you know what day it is?’

         ‘It’s Thursday. I told you, I’m fine.’

         ‘Can you tell me the name of the president?’

         ‘I’ll tell you his name’s Biden, but he’s not my president.’

         Casey touched her lightly on the arm. ‘I think you’re going to be okay, ma’am. We’ll get someone to take a look at you just as soon as we can.’ She turned to Calder. ‘Did you see the shooter?’

         He was already shaking his head. ‘I had my AirPods in. First I knew something was up was when I saw people running every which way. I ducked behind the dumpsters by the 7-Eleven over there, I was trying to creep towards the street to look, but then I heard more shots and I backed off. Sorry.’

         ‘Hey, it’s okay. Are you hurt?’

         He shook his head again. ‘There was a pickup. It was going 32some. I only saw it as I was turning around, dark red kinda colour. I just caught a glimpse. Didn’t get a look at the plate.’

         ‘Make and model?’

         ‘Like I said, it was just a glimpse. Sorry.’

         ‘No problem. You did good.’ Casey radioed in the description of the vehicle to Dispatch, then stood up. ‘I’ve got to get back to the scene. You have a pen and paper?’

         He looked down at himself, jogging pants and a T-shirt, as if in apology. ‘I was just out for a run…’

         Casey handed him a pen and tore a handful of pages from her notebook. ‘Here, write down everything you can remember for me. Stick around. I want to get a full witness statement, okay?’

         He took the pen and nodded. ‘Sure, no problem.’

         Casey took off, heading east again, after a few paces spotting the first man she’d spoken to coming out of the gym, now standing in front of the 7-Eleven. He was wearing Strongbox-branded workout gear and glancing around wide-eyed.

         Casey weaved around a cluster of people all talking over one another to get to him. ‘Sir, have any of the officers had a chance to speak with you yet?’

         He shook his head. ‘Is it over? Did you get the guy?’

         Casey reached for her notebook again. ‘We’re still searching for a suspect. Can I take your name, sir?’

         ‘Brandon.’

         ‘Last name?’

         ‘Sarciniak.’ He spelled it out, the pronunciation different to how it was written.

         ‘You work at Strongbox?’

         ‘Yeah, I’m the shift supervisor. I just got on at eight.’

         ‘And you didn’t see the shooting outside?’

         ‘No, it’s what I told you before – first I knew about it was 33when Ginny came running to get me.’ He looked left and right along the street, as if trying to spot the woman he’d been with before, but she wasn’t anywhere in sight, leaving Casey hoping she was being looked after somewhere. She made a mental note to go check on her when she had a second.

         ‘Did you go out to the victim on the sidewalk at that point?’

         ‘No, I was afraid of getting shot. Ginny went out, and I told her not to, but she was, like, in a trance. I saw him lying there from the doorway while I was calling after her, but I was just trying to figure out what the hell to do, so I went right to the desk to call 911. There was this woman with her kid, the one that came in, and she was screaming that, like, someone was shooting up the street. Ginny was back inside by this point, and I couldn’t see anyone else out there, so I locked the door and tried to get everyone to go into the office.’

         That part caught Casey’s ear. Ginny – Virginia – had told her the woman coming in off the street had first alerted her to the shooting, and that she was gone by the time she’d fetched Brandon. ‘Did you know the woman?’

         ‘Never seen her before.’

         ‘Did you get a name?’

         ‘No, we were all just … It was crazy in there. I wasn’t thinking about her name or whatever.’

         ‘Do you know where she is now?’

         He looked around again, one direction then the other. ‘I don’t see her out here.’

         ‘Where was she last time you did see her?’

         ‘I don’t … I’m not sure. I told you she had a kid with her, right?’

         Casey nodded. ‘How about the victim on the sidewalk – did you recognise him?’ 34

         Sarciniak shook his head. ‘I didn’t want to look for too long, but I don’t think so.’

         The victim was wearing a business suit with a dress shirt and shoes. There was no workout bag in proximity to where they’d found him, but that didn’t rule out the possibility he’d been on his way to or from the gym. ‘Would you know all of your patrons by sight?’

         ‘No, no way. I work eight to five. People come in different times of day. I know a lot of the regulars, but not all of them.’

         ‘Okay.’ Casey shifted her weight onto her other foot. ‘Sir, there was a second victim found to the side of the gym. Were you aware of that?’

         The change in his expression gave her the answer before he could say a word. ‘Shit, what?’ He looked back towards Strongbox. ‘How many…?’

         ‘We’re only aware of two so far, but this is an ongoing incident.’

         ‘So there could be more? This is like … I mean, Jesus, you see these things on the news, shootings, but…’ Sarciniak’s eyes widened. ‘Did the guy go inside anywhere? Like, could he have come inside the building?’ He swallowed, bringing a trembling hand to his throat, realising just how close his brush with death really was.

         ‘We don’t know exactly what’s gone on here today, but you did the right thing, getting inside and locking the door.’ Casey was nodding as she spoke, trying to reassure. ‘Do you have security cameras on the premises?’

         ‘Yeah, but they only cover the inside. Nothing on the street.’

         ‘Sure. We’ll need to take a look at them anyway.’

         ‘Uh, yeah, that’s okay, I guess. I should probably check with my boss. In case there’s, like, a privacy thing or something?’

         ‘That won’t be an issue,’ Casey said, starting to move off. 35‘Okay, walk with me, please. I need your help to find the woman with the child.’

         ‘Why? Is she in trouble?’

         ‘We just need to know what she saw. You didn’t hear any of the shots yourself?’

         He took a slug from his water. ‘The music. It’s loud inside, you can’t hear anything from the street.’

         Approaching the gym, the sidewalk around the male victim was being taped off, the body still in place but his top half covered with a foil blanket. Sarciniak glanced at it and looked away as they passed, closing his eyes for a second.

         Once inside the gym’s reception area, Casey found the two uniforms she’d detailed there speaking to witnesses. Two men were standing and answering questions from the officers, another five civilians sitting on a long couch across from the desk, Virginia one of them, and Casey felt a small sense of relief at seeing she looked okay. There were two other women, but neither of them had a child with them.

         Casey came up alongside the uniforms. ‘Guys, have you seen a woman with a young kid anywhere in here?’

         The two officers shared a look. ‘This is everyone was here when we got here. We missing someone?’

         Casey turned to Sarciniak. ‘You said you barricaded folks in the office?’

         ‘Yeah, it’s over here.’ He led her behind the counter and into a small office with two desks, one against either wall. The room was trashed, papers and bottled waters scattered across the carpet, the smell of sweat from a dozen scared people in the air, but otherwise empty.

         ‘Is there another way out apart from the main entrance?’ Casey said. 36

         Sarciniak nodded. ‘There’s two fire exits lead out back. Want me to show you?’

         ‘It’s fine, in a minute.’ Casey went back out to the reception area and held her hands up. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, did anyone see a woman with a child leave the building?’

         There was silence, the small group exchanging looks with each other before a young man raised his hand. ‘She was here. I didn’t see her go, though. She was right there, pretty much where you’re standing. Only just remembered her when you said that.’

         Some of the others nodded in agreement. 

         ‘How old was the kid?’ Casey said.

         ‘Like, two years old?’ the man said.

         ‘A year maybe,’ Sarciniak said, at the same time.

         ‘No way,’ another woman said. ‘She wasn’t even a year yet.’

         ‘She?’ Casey said. ‘So the child was definitely a girl?’

         All three agreed. ‘She had on one of them headbands with a pink bow on it,’ the same woman said. ‘The kid was screaming and crying, and the woman was holding on to her for dear life.’ She mimed pressing a child to her chest, covering its head with her arm, to illustrate what she meant.

         Casey thanked the group and stepped outside to look for Billy, but he was nowhere to be seen. She called his cell, and he picked up straight away.

         ‘Big?’

         ‘Where you at?’

         ‘Inside the 7-Eleven. We got a couple people here were too scared to come out.’

         ‘They see anything?’

         ‘Doesn’t sound like it. Hiding at the back of the store, as far from the windows as they could get.’ 37

         ‘Okay. Have you seen a woman with a little girl anywhere? Kid could be anywhere from six months to two years.’

         ‘Uh, there were a couple women with kids on the street, but none that were that young. I didn’t speak to them.’

         Casey looked up and down the block for what felt like the millionth time, clusters of civilians, police, EMTs all around. There were only two kids she could see, both of them older boys. ‘Shit.’

         ‘Big? You okay?’

         She blew out a breath. ‘Yeah. I think we lost our best witness already.’
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