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        A professor, a housewife, and a mechanic walk into a gym… and walk out as partners in a twist of fate they never saw coming!

      

        

      
        Runaway Fate

      

      

      

      Katherine wasn’t looking for anything extraordinary in her life. She had a job she loved, a husband she adored, and a home in the beautiful seaside town of Moonstone Cove.

      Okay yes, she worked too much and had fallen out of touch with all her friends, but that happened to everyone, right? And sure, she was feeling a little creaky in the mornings and couldn’t drink coffee after noon, but that was just life at middle age.

      Four minutes was all it took for fate to run away with anything that resembled normal.

      Now Katherine is trying to fit mysterious psychic visions into her previously ordered life. She’s playing referee between a displaced Southern mama and a sarcastic mechanic with a chip on her shoulder. And her quiet life has been upended by a mysterious rash of violent acts by students at her school.

      Thankfully, her new friends have powers of their own, and together they just might discover who or what has it in for the quiet citizens of Moonstone Cove.

      Runaway Fate is the first book in the hot new Paranormal Women’s Fiction series, Moonstone Cove, by USA Today best-selling author Elizabeth Hunter. It’s fiction for lovers of magic, mayhem, and a solid afternoon nap (when they can squeeze one in).
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        Another PWF home run! For those that absolutely loved the Glimmer Lake series, get ready to dive into the perfect book for you. …there are so many surprises waiting for you in Moonstone Cove that will keep you burning through the pages well past bedtime.
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        Elizabeth Hunter hits another home run with this first novel in Moonlight Cove series.
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        You will find laughter, heartbreak, tears, heart-pounding moments and warmth in Hunter's latest novel, I cannot wait for readers to get their hands on it.
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      Are dedicated to the Sisterhood of the First Miracle.
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      If Katherine Bassi could’ve predicted a time and place for her life to change irrevocably, it would not have been at the Blue Wave Gym on State Street at four forty-five on a Thursday afternoon.

      Katherine attended the gym because she enjoyed the yoga class there. But that didn’t start until five o’clock, so at four thirty, she hopped on one of the few available treadmills to warm her muscles up, walking on a machine going nowhere and staring at the bustling pedestrian traffic in downtown Moonstone Cove.

      It was a little town nestled in the heart of the Central California coast with pebbled beaches and crumbling cliffs dotted by wind-twisted cypresses. Moonstone Cove was a town famous for three things: abundant vegetables, an annual wine festival, and a small but excellent state university specializing in marine-biology research, which was where Katherine worked.

      As she increased the pace on her treadmill, Katherine focused on the steady stretch of her thighs and calves. Properly warmed muscles were a prerequisite to get the most out of her twice-weekly yoga class. The class was focused on flexibility and joint maintenance, two areas Katherine knew were vital for older women.

      She was forty-seven and in reasonably good health, which meant her knees ached, her legs twitched at night whether she wanted them to or not, and she’d slowly moved farther and farther back to focus on her monitor at work.

      Which was fine. As Katherine’s mother often said: “Aging can be unpleasant until you consider the alternative.”

      Katherine wasn’t really looking for change. She had a job she loved, and she’d been married for twenty years to a man she adored. She was the happy and indulgent aunt of four children her sister and in-laws were raising. She didn’t have many friends in Moonstone Cove—even after fifteen years—but she still loved her home. She had a house that overlooked the ocean, and she fell asleep to the sound of the waves every night.

      The only improvement she would make was her husband, Baxter’s, feelings about acquiring a dog. Nothing too large. Something medium-sized and fluffy. Katherine had never owned a dog, but the longer she lived in Moonstone Cove—which was undoubtedly a dog-friendly place—the more certain she was that her life would be improved by one.

      Baxter was unconvinced; she was working on him.

      As she pushed the buttons to increase her treadmill pace, she glanced around the gym.

      On her right was a young man wearing a Central Coast sweatshirt, his head down as he listened to music and jogged at a steady pace. On her left was a young woman in a Central Coast Volleyball T-shirt.

      The Blue Wave Gym gave a discount to students, faculty, and staff at Central Coast State, so the number of blue-and-green sweatshirts and T-shirts around the aerobic-machine room was noticeable, but plenty of local people from town were mixed in as well.

      In the row before her was a middle-aged blond woman in ruthlessly coordinated sportswear, sweating her heart out on an elliptical machine. There were professionals leaving work early and plenty of familiar faces even if Katherine didn’t know their names.

      Seeing people from outside the college was one of the reasons Katherine enjoyed coming to this gym. Since she and Baxter were both professors, it was nice to break out of her limited social circle.

      “Hey!”

      Katherine looked over her left shoulder.

      “You dropped your towel.” A freckled woman with a curly cap of short dark hair held a white towel out to her. Katherine had seen her before. She liked the rowing machines and regularly lifted weights.

      “Thanks.” Katherine reached back and grabbed it, then folded it in thirds and placed it on the small bar below the control panel on the treadmill, all the while never slowing her pace. “Are you waiting for this machine?”

      The woman shrugged. “I’m good. I’ve got time.” Her eyes seemed focused farther down the row of equipment.

      Katherine glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’m just warming up before the five-o’clock yoga class. I’ll be done in a few minutes.” It was 4:40, and she would need at least ten minutes to walk to the yoga classroom and set up. Katherine hated being late for anything but especially classes. She slowed her treadmill to cool down.

      “I can wait.” The woman’s eyes swept around the gym before coming back to rest again on whatever she had seen down the row. Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t move from her spot near the wall.

      Katherine returned to the closed-captioned television that was broadcasting the local news. There was something about the classic-car show on Beach Street that weekend. The weather forecast jumped onto the screen. Seventy-five and sunny on Friday. Seventy-three. Seventy-six. Yep, pretty much perfect all week. When you lived on California’s Central Coast, you didn’t get to complain about the weather.

      At 4:44, she stopped the treadmill and grabbed her towel. She dabbed her forehead and looked for the dark-haired woman to point out the machine, but she was already on a different treadmill.

      Gymgoers were shuffling locations as some left for the day and others switched routines. Katherine saw the color-coordinated blond woman heading toward the hallway where the yoga classroom was located and wondered if she was a new attendee.

      Katherine walked toward the aisle, passing another college-aged man running fast on a treadmill. Unlike the people around him, he was running at full speed. A blue-and-green hoodie covered his head, and something familiar about him made Katherine pause at the back of his machine.

      It came to her in a flash.

      The world around her washed into shades of grey as Katherine saw the man stop and pull a black handgun from under his sweatshirt. It was black and had an odd bar sticking out from the handle. Everything around her moved in slow motion as the young man raised the gun and started firing across the gym.

      The sound of screaming was sharp in her ears.

      Once, twice, the gun fired again and again. He didn’t stop. The world around her seemed watery and out of focus, but she heard people screaming. Glass shattered. More screaming.

      She blinked and her ears popped. The world around her came back into focus and vivid color. No one was screaming. The gym was filled with the familiar sounds of treadmills and pumping workout music. The clock on the wall read four forty-five.

      Katherine was frozen at the base of the young man’s treadmill when she saw it start to happen.

      He braced his feet on either side of the treadmill, unzipped his blue-and-green sweatshirt, and reached toward his waistband.

      This isn’t a daydream.

      “Gun!” Katherine screamed and dived for the man, knocking him off-balance. He toppled back and fell on her. The spinning track shot them off the rear of the treadmill and into the next row of machines. “He has a gun!”

      The world compressed around her. She was struggling with the man, but he was so much stronger. Where was the gun? She saw it in his hand and reached for it.

      He elbowed Katherine in the temple and rolled away, trying to lift the firearm and take aim. She felt something cold and hard strike her temple.

      “No!” The blond woman stood over them, her face red and angry. She reached her hand out, and the gun jumped into her palm.

      Katherine blinked.

      Sounds of chaos filled the gym as people ran and yelled. Someone shouted, “Police!” Throughout the chaos, the sounds of loud electronic music filled the air.

      The young man elbowed Katherine again, snapping her head to the side. She saw stars and rolled into the still-spinning treadmill as the man scrambled toward the blond woman who had his gun. He was on his knees when the compact, dark-haired woman leaped over two treadmills and jumped on the attacker, forcing him back to the ground with a thud and a solid punch to the jaw.

      “Stay down!” She looked to be about a third of the size of the guy, but the woman grabbed his shoulders, forced him to the floor, and yelled into his face. “Calm down! Stay down!”

      As if by magic, the man’s body went limp and he relaxed completely.

      The blond woman was holding the gun on him, but her hands weren’t even shaking. She glanced at Katherine. “Ma’am, you doing all right?” She spoke with a pronounced Southern accent. “He hit you pretty hard. Think you might be bleeding on your forehead a little.”

      The dark-haired woman glanced at the woman with the gun. “You a cop?”

      “No.” The blond woman laughed a little. “Just grew up with a lot of good ol’ boys. You doin’ okay?”

      “I’m good.” The dark-haired woman didn’t move off the man. “Please tell me someone is calling the police.”

      Katherine rolled up to sit and propped herself against the front of a stair-climbing machine. “I’m okay.” She watched their attacker lying completely still under the small woman. “I think I’m okay.”

      Almost everyone in the gym had fled and most were milling around outside on State Street. Katherine could see them through the windows.

      A man in a bright blue shirt ran over to them. “We called 911.” His muscles bulged from beneath his shirt, and the word Trainer was emblazoned on the front. “What can I do? Do you want me to hold him, Toni? How can I help?”

      The blond woman didn’t move an inch, and the dark-haired woman the man had called Toni didn’t budge.

      “I think we’ll just stay exactly right where we are until the cops come.” Toni kept her hands pushed into the man’s shoulders, but the young man who’d wrestled so fiercely with Katherine had gone limp. He showed not a hint of resistance.

      The trainer looked at the woman with the gun. “Uh… miss?”

      “It’s Megan, sweetie. Megan Carpenter. I’m good here,” the blond woman said. “I’m new at the gym, but I’m fine with guns and I can wait with these nice ladies for the cops.” She glanced down. “This is a real fancy extended magazine, young man. I don’t think this model is legal in California.”

      The young trainer was running his hands through his curly brown hair. “Oh my God. Holy shit. Patrick and Jan are gonna kill me.”

      Katherine cleared her throat. “If you’re talking about the owners, I doubt you’re going to get in trouble. No one could have predicted this.”

      Except Katherine had.

      She had seen the man pull the gun from his sweatshirt. She’d seen him raise it and shoot people. She’d heard screams and glass shattering.

      But it hadn’t happened yet.

      Katherine glanced at the clock. It was 4:49. In four minutes, everything about her life had changed.

      She looked at the two women, Megan and Toni. All three of them were exchanging nervous glances and trying to pretend not to notice the others’ scrutiny. Katherine had never seen either of the women before that day, but she could read the question on both their faces.

      What on earth just happened?
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      Baxter gave Katherine his best stern face. “Tea.”

      “Coffee.”

      “Darling, this is not the time for your typical morning brew. You’ve been through a shocking experience. The last thing you need is caffeine.”

      “Tea has caffeine.”

      She was being contrary. She knew her husband was right, but it was so rare for Professor Baxter Pang, tenured professor of mathematics and cochair of the department, to be bossy that Katherine was almost enjoying it.

      Baxter lectured her in an elegant Hong Kong accent that had remained crisp through decades of living in the United States. “Darjeeling has approximately fifty milligrams of caffeine as opposed to the typical stew-like mixture you make in your french press, which easily contains three times as much.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Tea.”

      He would have looked more intimidating if his dark hair weren’t in need of a trim and sticking up at odd angles at the crown.

      But the accent… The accent still worked.

      “Fine.” She sighed. “Tea.”

      “Excellent.”

      One of the benefits of being married to the same man for twenty years was that he knew exactly how you took your tea even if it wasn’t your drink of choice. As Baxter fussed over the kettle, Katherine tried to plan her day.

      She’d arrived home to find an extremely distracted husband with a mobile phone stuck to his ear. The news of the shooting had been everywhere, even penetrating her husband’s mental bubble.

      Every teaching assistant Baxter’d ever had would tell their friends that though Professor Pang was unfailingly polite, he lived in a world of his own making, filled with theoretical mathematics and cross-continental chess games with his younger brother in London. He might smile and nod if you told him something related to current events or pop culture, but he likely had no idea what you were talking about. He enjoyed jogging along the boardwalk near their house and playing racquetball with a few of his colleagues once or twice a week.

      It wasn’t that Baxter set out to be uninformed, it was simply that current events were rarely more interesting to him than mathematics.

      Katherine said, “I have to go to the police station today.”

      He glanced over. “Why? You spoke to the police yesterday.”

      “I don’t know how much I told them was very useful. I hardly remember any of it, to be honest. This is the formal statement.”

      “Should you go with an attorney? We can call Kimi.”

      Kimi Nomura was their family attorney. She helped them write trusts and make wills and occasionally looked at a contract. She’d probably never even been to a police station.

      “I don’t think Kimi really deals with criminal stuff, Bax. I’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so, darling.”

      Katherine tapped her fingers on the table and tried to sift through her thoughts. “Have you heard anything more about the… perpetrator? The man they arrested?”

      “No.” He frowned a little. “They made a point of not saying his name on the television, which I thought was odd.”

      “I think there’s a theory that much of the motivation for these kinds of mass shootings is notoriety for the perpetrator. If that’s the case, avoiding the man’s name makes sense.”

      “It’s an interesting theory.” Baxter poured water over the loose tea leaves in the glass teapot. “Psychology.”

      Katherine said it before he could. “Soft science.”

      “They’re just not as exact in their research.” He brought a scarred wooden tray to the table in the breakfast nook that looked over the north edge of Moonstone Cove.

      Katherine smiled. “Well, people are messy.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “Psychology is probably kind of useful in understanding criminal behavior though.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Bax sat across from her and looked out over the ocean.

      When they’d bought the house fifteen years ago, Moonstone Cove had been a sleepy college town and houses along the north end of the cove had been well within their budget as long as they were prepared to do some home repairs. They could never afford their little two-bedroom house if they were buying today.

      It was a redwood-shingled craftsman bungalow with panoramic views of the ocean on the west, a wide deck that wrapped around the entire house, and more than enough room for two introverts. Katherine and Baxter liked North Beach because it was quiet and away from the pier. It didn’t attract tourists or students except on the weekends, and the old wooden boardwalk passed through an extensive preserved area that was rich with birdlife.

      The north end of the cove was also deserted, so when the weather was good, Katherine could run in the sand, which she enjoyed.

      Also, no gunmen were likely to shoot up the beach because targets were too dispersed.

      What a morbid thought.

      Baxter poured the tea and Katherine watched him. His hair was silver at the temples and his eyes were creased in the corners, but he still had a lean build with excellent proportions. When she’d first met him in her midtwenties, she’d imagined that he attracted too much female attention to be interested in her.

      Katherine thought she was a perfectly average-looking person with symmetrical features, medium brown hair, and nice greenish-grey eyes. She didn’t focus much on her looks; it wasn’t how she was raised.

      She’d thought Baxter was startlingly handsome at thirty. He was even more handsome at fifty, and his eyes still lit up when he spotted her across the campus.

      “Who is that dashing man pouring me tea?” she murmured.

      The edge of his too-stern mouth lifted in a half smile. “I believe it’s your husband.”

      She reached for the tea he handed her. “I must be brilliant.”

      “As a matter of fact” —he leaned down and placed a lingering kiss full on her lips— “we’re both certified geniuses.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I’d never joke about that.” He glanced down at her feet. “What are you wearing?”

      He’d taken the day off from classes to fuss over her, which she appreciated even if she didn’t need it.

      “My feet are not cold.”

      “How could they not be?” He nudged her slippers toward her toes. “Put them on.”

      “Fuss, fuss, fuss,” she whispered. “Do I need a hat too?” She slid on her slippers. “A sweater?”

      “Are you going outside?”

      “Maybe.”

      An edge of tension tinged his voice. “You were nearly shot yesterday.”

      “There is no reason to think—”

      “You tackled a grown man carrying a gun and rode off the end of a treadmill. You shouldn’t be going anywhere. You have bruises everywhere and a large cut on your head. You should be resting in bed and keeping your muscles and joints warm.”

      “And eating soup?”

      A hint of humor filtered through Baxter’s tense expression. “Soup might be in order.”

      “I feel fine.” In fact, Katherine felt very sore. She had a horrendous bruise on her hip, both her knees were aching, and the low-grade headache that had started sometime after the police had arrived the day before hadn’t left her even for a minute.

      She kept seeing the grey-tinged vision in her head. She didn’t know what had happened, but her mind kept circling around to it. What had it been? Vivid imagination? Had she picked up tiny clues about what would happen that she wasn’t recalling? If she had, it would be the first time she’d been that observant about anything outside a research study.

      “What do you think about visions?”

      “Visions? As in precognition?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s possible.”

      Katherine’s mind kept circling back to an unusual conversation she’d had months ago with a friend of a friend, a woman from Glimmer Lake in the Sierra Nevada mountains.

      Katherine was a biophysicist who studied neural systems. From an academic standpoint, she’d always been intrigued by the concept of parapsychological phenomena.

      Or, as some of her students would put it, “psychic stuff.”

      From a theoretical standpoint, Katherine was of the opinion that any number of cognitive processes that seemed supernatural could have perfectly reasonable scientific explanations that current cognitive science hadn’t identified.

      Had she ever had any reason to expect she’d experience those phenomena in anything but an academic way? Absolutely not.

      But life seemed to be forcing the theoretical into the practical.

      “I’m going to take the rest of the week off.” Baxter lifted his tea to his lips. “I’ll speak to Margaret about it tomorrow. I don’t think there’s anything she needs me to do over the next few days. We already had our departmental meeting.”

      Katherine sipped her own tea. “It’s Friday.”

      “Is it?” He adjusted his glasses. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Very sure.”

      “I see.” He picked up the newspaper, which had an article about Moonstone Cove’s recent brush with violence. “Then I’ll take next week off if you prefer.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’ll be fine tomorrow and back in the classroom by Monday.” She glanced at the paper and felt a chill crawl down her back. She had to distract herself. She couldn’t keep dwelling on the horrible vision and her brush with death. “Baxter?”

      “Yes?”

      “I have an idea.”

      “Oh?” Baxter paged through the newspaper.

      “Yes, something to make me feel better.”

      He lowered the paper, frowning a little. “What’s that, darling?”

      “I would feel a lot better—more secure, I mean—if we had a dog.”

      His mouth went into a flat line. “Of all the times.”

      “Not a large dog.” She managed to keep her face straight. “Just a small… a medium-sized dog. I hear animals are very good for mental health.”

      “You’re only bringing this up because—”

      “I can sense that you want to fuss over me, and you’re more likely to give in when you’ve recently feared for my life?”

      The amusement returned to his handsome brown eyes, and all was right with Katherine Bassi’s world again.

      Except that it wasn’t.

      Even if she hadn’t been sporting physical bruises, her mind knew that something very bad had almost happened. While she slept the night before, the shooting had replayed in her head; bullets tore through metal, glass, and bodies. There was blood everywhere. In her mind, she hadn’t stopped anything and dozens of people had paid the price.

      What if you had ignored the vision?

      She second-guessed herself in retrospect. Was it simply a vivid imagination? How could she have known? Nothing about the young man had tipped her off. The incident was a series of impossible events stacked one on top of another.

      “What do you think about visions?”

      “Visions? As in precognition?”

      Katherine hadn’t seen the gun before she’d tackled the man to the ground, but she’d known he would have it. She hadn’t seen the woman named Megan take the gun from the attacker, but it had suddenly been in her hand. She hadn’t heard the small woman named Toni negotiate with the unnamed student. She’d told him to be calm, and he was.

      What on earth had happened?

      And what was she going to tell the police when they asked her to give an account?
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      Katherine had expected to sit alone in a small room, waiting for an officer to interview her under harsh lights. Apparently she’d been watching too much television.

      That afternoon at the Moonstone Cove police station, she was led to what looked like an average employee break room with a coffee maker bubbling in the corner near a Formica table set. Several couches were placed along the edge of the room, and there was a small television tuned to a sports station high in one corner.

      “Not what you were expecting, huh?”

      Katherine turned and saw the dark-haired woman named Toni sitting in the corner. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a blue work shirt with Toni embroidered over the pocket.

      “It’s not.” Katherine walked over and held out her hand. “We didn’t properly meet yesterday. I’m Katherine Bassi. I’m a physics professor at Central Coast State.”

      “Fancy.” Toni smiled a little. “Antonia Dusi. Toni to my friends, family, and people I go through life-threatening situations with. Which is you.”

      Katherine smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Toni. I just go by Katherine.”

      “Not Kathy? Kat?”

      “Katherine’s only two syllables, so it seems a little useless to shorten it.”

      “Fair enough.” Toni had curly cropped hair and a no-nonsense demeanor. “You ever been to the police department before?”

      “Uh…” Katherine racked her brain. “Not here exactly. I’ve been to city hall next door. You can renew your passport there.”

      “Right.” She nodded to the glass window that looked out over the police department office. “My cousin works here. And I’ve had to bail some of my employees out over the years. It’s pretty low-key. I think Drew Bisset’s going to be interviewing us. He’s the detective handling the case.”

      “I see.” Katherine cocked her head. “You’ve bailed out employees?”

      “I have an auto shop here in town. Dusi Brothers? It’s my dad and me. Over the years, we’ve hired some guys who don’t always know their manners.”

      Now her boldness made sense. She worked in a male-dominated field and managed a business. Though her stature was small, she probably commanded a great deal of respect since she came across as very competent.

      Katherine took a seat on one of the couches seconds before the third person in their unexpected rescue squad came through the door.

      “Hey, y’all.” Megan walked over and held her hand out to Toni. “Nice to see you again.”

      Toni gave her a bemused smile, shook her hand, then turned her eyes to the television in the corner.

      Megan shifted her attention toward Katherine. “Hello. Your name is Katherine, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. And yours is Megan, and that’s Toni in the corner. How are you doing?”

      “I’m fine! Sure glad I’ve been taking that kickboxing class, you know?”

      Her smile wasn’t insincere, but it was a little forced. If Katherine had to guess, Megan was not fine.

      Not that it had affected her fashion sense. She was just as color-coordinated as the day before, wearing a blue blouse that brought out the color of her eyes and a pair of wide-leg capris in summer yellow with a straw purse with blue and yellow trim.

      Katherine motioned to the couch next to her. “Would you like to sit down? Apparently we’re waiting for the detective on the case. I’m sure he’s very busy.”

      “Thank you.” Megan sat and clutched her purse. “It’s just all over the news, isn’t it? My kids were so shocked when they heard my name. My husband too.”

      Katherine smiled, trying to set the woman at ease. “How many children do you have?”

      “Three. My oldest daughter is eighteen, my son is sixteen, and my youngest daughter is fourteen. We just moved here from Atlanta about a year ago.”

      “What brought you here?”

      “My husband’s work. He sells agricultural equipment.”

      In Moonstone Cove, the college might bring in young people, but agriculture still paid the bills. The Central Coast had one of the finest climates in the world to grow vegetables, berries, and wine grapes.

      Katherine asked, “How do you like the area?”

      Megan put on a bright smile. “I love the weather! It’s a little harder to get to know people here than back home.”

      Katherine could only imagine. She and Baxter had lived here for years and she still felt like an outsider sometimes; though they had a close-knit community at the university, their neighbors still considered them the “new couple” in North Beach after fifteen years.

      “And what do you do?” Katherine asked.

      “Right now just… being a mom.” Megan flashed her “everything’s just fine” smile again. “I had an events-planning business back in Atlanta, but…”

      “It’s hard to relocate things like that.”

      Megan laughed a little. “More like impossible. How about you? Do you have any kids?”

      “No. My husband and I are both professors, so we’re very involved at the college. We have four nieces and nephews though. Two in San Francisco and two in London.”

      “Oh.” Megan’s eyes went wide. “What do you teach?”

      “I’m in the biophysics department, which is an interdisciplinary department that involves people with degrees in physics, like me, but also biology, biochemistry, physiology, computational biology… all sorts of people. It’s very collaborative.”

      Megan’s eyes were the size of saucers. Toni laughed in the corner.

      “Damn, Professor, you’re like a certified genius or something. I could have sworn you were a football coach with that tackle yesterday.”

      Megan’s mouth hung open a little. “That is really impressive. Wow. I bet you meet the most interesting people in your work.”

      Interesting? That was one way to put it. “I’m on a research team right now, but I also teach. I really love teaching. I love students.”

      “Cool.” Toni was engaged with the conversation again. “So did you know the kid from yesterday?”

      “I didn’t recognize him,” Katherine said. “He was wearing a Central Coast sweatshirt though. Do either of you know his name?”

      “Justin McCabe,” Megan said softly. “My husband knows the chief of police from the golf club. He called him last night when the news didn’t say anything about who the shooter was. He is a student at Central Coast. No criminal record at all though.”

      “I’ll have to ask around at school.” The confirmation that the attacker had been a student weighed on Katherine’s heart. “I always worry that there are signs we miss as educators. I worry about the school becoming so large that we miss students who need help.”

      Had someone missed warning signs? Did the young man live in a dormitory? Did he have family close by? What kind of support system did he have? Or not have?

      “Some people are just nuts,” Toni said, her voice flat. “Or evil. That’s no one’s fault.”

      Katherine didn’t agree, but she didn’t want to start an argument with a woman she barely knew.

      Megan looked between Katherine and Toni several times. Katherine could sense her tension growing. Something was bothering her. Something had her nearly bursting.

      “That gun just jumped into my hand, y’all.” Megan finally spoke. “I didn’t grab it. I didn’t even reach for it. I just thought in my head ‘someone needs to get that gun away from this kid,’ and then it just flew into my hand all on its own, and I don’t know what to think about that. I don’t know what to think at all.”

      Katherine stared at Megan with wide eyes. Toni was staring too.

      The door opened and someone said, “Professor Bassi, Detective Bisset can see you now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Professor Katherine Bassi.”

      The detective who said her name was younger than she was. His skin was a dark, unlined brown, and his closely cropped hair showed not a hint of grey or silver. Still, the expression in his eyes as he examined the yellow notepad on his desk told Katherine that he was not an inexperienced police officer.

      He looked up and offered her a polite smile. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Like a forty-seven-year-old woman who recently took up tackle football.” Katherine settled into the upholstered chair across from the detective. “I don’t recommend it.”

      Detective Bisset chuckled.

      “But nothing is broken. No permanent damage. I’m craving potato chips, but I think that has something to do with seeing them in the break room.”

      “I can have an officer get you some if you’d like.”

      “No, I’m okay. But thanks.”

      “The manager of the club who witnessed your actions said you tackled the man from behind, disarmed him, and knocked him to the ground.”

      Katherine chose her words carefully. “I tackled him. I don’t think I intentionally disarmed him, but I might have knocked the gun from his hand. I don’t really remember.”

      “But you remember seeing his weapon.”

      She thought about what she could say. Had she seen the man pulling out his weapon? In her vision she had. Close enough. “Yes, I saw the weapon. It was a handgun. I couldn’t tell you much more than that; I don’t know much about guns. It was black and had a brown handle.”

      Detective Bisset frowned a little, tapping a pen on the notepad in front of him. “From behind?”

      “What’s that?”

      “You saw the gun from behind the gunman?”

      She kept her voice and expression even. This was far from the most intimidating interview she’d ever had. That belonged to her first doctoral dissertation panel. “I must have seen it at an angle. Why else would I tackle a complete stranger?”

      “Good question.” He looked up. “Was he a complete stranger?”

      “He was wearing a CCSU sweatshirt, but I didn’t recognize him. That said, it’s very possible he’s taken one of my general-ed classes. I sometimes have over a hundred students in those sections.”

      Detective Bisset nodded. “So you might have known him.”

      “Known him would be an overstatement. My teaching assistants—graduate students—would have been the ones interacting with him if he was taking a class from me, grading his papers or answering questions, things like that. I don’t remember him ever visiting me during office hours, but honestly, like I said, it’s possible. I see a lot of students in my general-ed classes.”

      “How many of those do you teach?”

      “Usually I teach two general-ed classes per semester and two upper-level physics classes as well as supervising a number of graduate students in the department. And then I have a collaborative grant project I’m working on right now.”

      “Busy.”

      “Yes. But I enjoy my work.”

      “So you did not know Mr. McCabe.” He flipped to another page in the folder. “And Mr. McCabe says he has no memory of this incident.”

      “Pardon me?”

      Detective Bisset looked up. “He says he remembers you tackling him, but he doesn’t remember having any intention of shooting anyone. He doesn’t even remember taking a gun to the gym.”

      “That seems improbable.”

      “I agree.” He closed the file. “It’s a strange case, Professor Bassi. Very strange.”

      Katherine frowned. “Does he have a concealed weapon permit?”

      Concealed carry permits were very hard to obtain in their county. She knew that because an old neighbor of hers was a survivor of domestic violence, and even with her ex-husband stalking her, Clara hadn’t been able to obtain a concealed carry permit. She’d eventually moved out of state.

      “He doesn’t.”

      “So why would he bring a loaded firearm to a gym?”

      “Perhaps he was fearful. It’s possible he brought it for his own protection. At the end of the day, the only crime actually committed was Mr. McCabe having a concealed weapon.”

      “So that’s it?” What was the detective getting at? Was Justin McCabe accusing her, Megan, or Toni of attacking him unprovoked? “He was going to kill people. I know it.”

      Detective Bisset frowned. “Understand, Professor Bassi, I have no doubt that you’re telling the truth and Mr. McCabe was planning violence. I’m trying to collect as much information as possible because we need to give a solid case to the district attorney. What we have currently are three citizens who stopped a crime in progress. But we don’t know what that crime was going to be. Mr. McCabe has no history of violence or radicalism. From all accounts, he’s a pretty normal kid going to the local college.” Detective Bisset tapped a pen against the manila folder. “Do you see my problem?”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say. Do you want me to apologize for stopping him before he shot anyone?” Katherine heard the edge in her voice. “I can’t imagine you would. That would be absurd.”

      The detective narrowed his eyes. “I’m trying to get a clearer picture of what happened. Did he say anything? Threaten anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Did he point the gun at anyone in particular?”

      “Not that I saw.”

      “So you saw a gun, immediately surmised that he was going to shoot someone with it, and tackled him.”

      “Yes.”

      “It never occurred to you that the man might have had the gun for valid reasons? That he was a concealed carrier or carrying for his own protection?”

      No, I had a vision that the man shot around the gym and killed a bunch of people. That’s how I knew he was dangerous.

      Except she couldn’t tell that part to a savvy and obviously very perceptive police detective.

      “Was he treated by medics at the scene?” Katherine asked.

      “What?”

      “Was Mr. McCabe treated by medics? Was he checked out?”

      Detective Bisset closed the manila folder and leaned forward, his hands clasped on his desk. “Not at the scene, but later, yes.”

      “Did they find a bruise or a blister around his left waist from where he was carrying the gun?”

      “I don’t see what—”

      “Are you a runner, Detective? I used to trail run. I’ve had to cut back to treadmills now, but I used to train a lot.”

      Detective Bisset shook his head. “I prefer swimming.”

      “That’s a good choice. My mother-in-law is an avid swimmer and constantly tries to convince me to switch because it’d be easier on my knees. I’m trying out the elliptical machine, but I don’t love it like I enjoy the treadmill.”

      “I’m not sure what exercise—?”

      “That man was running when I tackled him. At quite a high speed. When we hit the treadmill, I flew off the back. His sweatshirt was soaked—he’d been jogging for a while—and the shorts he was wearing didn’t have an elastic waist. They were cargo shorts. He was running and carrying a weapon stuffed in a pair of cargo shorts where it would have rubbed against his skin. After that long at that intensity, the friction would have been painful.”

      Detective Bisset nodded slowly. “You’re saying that if he were a concealed weapon carrier, he would have had a proper holster. He wouldn’t have been running with a gun stuck in his waistband that would make him bleed.”

      “Did he have a blister or any cuts on his left hip?”

      “I believe he did.”

      “If Justin McCabe had gone to the gym and just happened to bring his gun because he was going to the range later or even if he was afraid for his life for some reason, he would have had the correct equipment.” Katherine sat back in her chair and folded her hands on her waist. “Did you have any other questions for me?”

      The corner of Detective Bisset’s mouth turned up. “Do you ever lose arguments, Professor Bassi?”

      “All the time. I haven’t been able to convince my husband that coffee is better than tea or that we should get a little fluffy dog. But I do think I have pretty good instincts about people.”

      Especially when I have visions about them.

      “I think you do too.” Detective Bisset rose and held out his hand. “My advice? Get the dog. Just pick one out and bring it home. If you make it a rescue, he won’t be able to argue with you.”

      Katherine stood and shook his hand. “I feel like you’re speaking from experience.”

      “I have a wife and two ten-year-old daughters. Guess how many dogs I have?”

      “One?”

      “Four.” He shook his head. “When your wife looks up at you with big brown eyes while holding a little fluffy animal, you know you’re not going to win that argument.”

      Katherine smiled. “I may take your advice.”

      “Take this advice too: please don’t tackle any more gunmen. I really hate the thought of you and your friends out there” —he nodded to the break room— “getting hurt because you’re making citizens’ arrests. Leave that to the professionals.”

      “They’re not my friends. We don’t even know each other from the gym.”

      “That’s surprising.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “According to witnesses, you three ladies make one hell of a team.”
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      Katherine spoke to a junior officer to finish her official statement, which was routine and mostly consisted of handing over all her personal information to the police and being informed that in the event of a criminal trial, she could be called upon to testify.

      Since Justin McCabe didn’t seem like someone with mob connections, Katherine assured them that she’d be available.

      As she walked toward the exit, she spotted her fellow crime thwarters still sitting in the glass-walled break room.

      “That gun just jumped into my hand, y’all. I didn’t grab it. I didn’t even reach for it. I just thought in my head ‘someone needs to get that gun away from this kid,’ and then it just flew into my hand all on its own, and I don’t know what to think about that. I don’t know what to think at all.”

      It didn’t feel right to walk away without saying goodbye. After all, they might occupy wildly different spaces in the world, but they’d been through something together. It wasn’t easily explained, but it was… something.

      Katherine veered toward the break room just as Detective Bisset was approaching it.

      “Professor Bassi, did you forget something?”

      “I was just going to say goodbye to Toni and Megan.” She kind of wished the detective wasn’t going to accompany her, but what could she say? Please leave me to my own awkward social interactions, Detective. I don’t want an audience.

      That would probably seem suspicious.

      She walked into the break room ahead of the detective and gave a small wave to Toni and Megan. “I just wanted to thank both of you for being there yesterday when everything happened.” She heard the detective behind her. “I’m finished, so I’ll be heading—”

      “Oh my God!” Megan exclaimed with a broad smile. “You’re Black!”

      Katherine blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      Toni muttered, “What the fuck?” Her eyes darted between Detective Bisset and Megan.

      Katherine looked over her shoulder.

      Detective Bisset’s expression was blank. “Yes, I am, Mrs. Carpenter.”

      “Sorry.” Megan’s cheeks went flaming red. “I am so sorry. That probably sounded strange. It’s just that I’m from Atlanta, and there are like… no Black people around here compared to back home. It’s really strange.” She stood quickly and held out her hand; her cheeks were still flaming. “It’s nice to meet you, Detective.”

      The mood in the room had shifted quickly from tense to amused.

      Detective Bisset took Megan’s hand. “Nice to meet you too. And you’re right. There aren’t many Black residents in the Cove. My family and I are some of the few. I’m originally from Chicago, so I know what you mean. Love the accent, by the way; my mother’s people are from Georgia.”

      “Thank you,” Megan said. “I think most people around here think I’m dumb.”

      Toni rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      Megan’s smile was strained. “Like her.”

      Katherine felt the twin urges to walk away quickly and to pacify the situation. After a second of internal debate, she forced herself to go with the latter impulse.

      “You know, when people are working from different cultural frameworks, it’s easy for misunderstanding to take hold,” she said. “Kind of like… right now.”

      All eyes in the room turned toward Katherine. It reminded her a little of being in a classroom, which set her at ease.

      She motioned toward Toni, who was sitting in the corner, glaring at Megan. “For instance, some people might assume that a person working in skilled trades like Toni didn’t excel in traditional education.”

      “They wouldn’t be wrong,” Toni said. “I hated school.”

      “But your line of work requires you to constantly update your skill set as technology develops, so practically speaking, you’re probably more educated than the majority of college graduates.”

      “Maybe,” Toni muttered. “Thanks, I guess?”

      “And others” —Katherine looked at Toni, then at Megan— “might assume that someone with a Southern accent conforms to the negative stereotypes about Southerners promoted by mainstream American culture without recognizing that really, all people have accents that are mostly an accident of geography.”

      All three of them were staring at her, so Katherine just kept speaking. “In fact, people have multiple accents they use in different situations, all of which have nothing to do with intelligence. I imagine Detective Bisset’s voice sounds very different when he’s interrogating a suspect versus when he’s speaking to his daughter.”

      “Depends on how clean her room is,” he muttered.

      “I hadn’t thought about that ’cause it’s what we’re used to hearing on the television and in movies,” Megan said. “But y’all have California accents. They’re kind of… flat. Sorry if that sounds rude.”

      “No offense taken,” Katherine said. “My husband has a very unique accent since he was born and raised in Hong Kong but educated in England. He also speaks four languages, so that’s changed his accent over time.” She smiled a little. “I was born and raised in San Francisco, so I think my accent is—like you said—very flat.”

      Megan was staring at her intently. “You are such an interesting person. I think I could listen to you talk about anything.”

      Katherine smiled. “You’d probably disagree if you took one of my classes.”

      “I don’t think so,” Megan continued. “I’m not sure I’d understand all of it, but I bet it would be interesting.”

      Detective Bisset cleared his throat. “Ladies, I hate to interrupt, but we really need to continue with the interviews. Toni, I know you’ve been here a while, but do you mind—”

      “I’m cool, Drew.” Toni had already turned her attention back to the television. “I told the guys I’d be busy today.”
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