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            Chapter 1

            Julia

         

         The afternoon Julia Bennett was supposed to move Cora into the dorms, she thought the worst that would happen was she would openly cry and embarrass her daughter. That, and Cora’s father would be late.

         As predicted, she did get teary-eyed, and Eric was late. But she didn’t predict Eric would bring along his new wife, Brie.

         In her thirty-eight years, Julia had experienced her share of Very Bad Things—in her mind, it was always capped like that—and the rational part of her understood that Brie’s unexpected appearance didn’t rise to that level. It was more a moderately irksome thing.

         Still, as she watched her ex-husband and his wife of six months stalk across the lawn under a harsh midday sun, their steps plodding and in sync, Julia could nearly hear the horror movie soundtrack. She half expected Brie to drop onto all fours and skitter across the courtyard like the vengeful spirit of a girl who’d died while chained to a basement pipe.

         Julia should’ve grabbed Cora then, taken her far from that wide-open courtyard. She should’ve heeded the bone chill she would later recognize as her first warning.

         Instead, Julia stole a quick glance at Cora’s face to see if she’d spotted Brie, but her daughter seemed unaware of her new stepmom’s approach. Julia dug into her purse for her emergency chocolate. It had melted. Of course.

         She held out the foil-wrapped square. “Squishy chocolate?”

         Cora wrinkled her nose. “Tempting, but no.”

         Julia dropped the chocolate back in her purse and looked around, trying to enjoy their last Brie-free moments. Anderson Hughes College had only about five thousand students, but the crowd gathered for move-in day was still enough that Julia felt claustrophobic. She liked to track the movement of those around her. Watch their faces for signs of shifting emotion. Possible danger. She’d developed the habit as a teen, but it was hard to keep watch when there were hundreds of people pressed close enough that she could feel their heat.

         Anderson Hughes was also where Julia taught botany as an assistant professor. Despite the break in tuition, Cora had been slow to warm up to the school. Eventually, the arts program and the fact that her best friend, Evie Fournier, was also attending won her over. The ocean view didn’t hurt either.

         Julia nudged Cora with her shoulder. “Since you’ll be on campus, we can have lunch every day.”

         “We will not be doing that.”

         “But I get to walk you to your classes, right?”

         “Absolutely not.”

         “Then what will I do with the matching T-shirts?” When Cora groaned, Julia squeezed her arm. “This is going to be so much fun.”

         “Think there’s still time to transfer to San Diego State?”

         At that moment, the line of families and students waiting to check into the dorms compressed. The man behind them, wearing a plaid button-up and a thick smear of sunscreen on his nose, inched closer. Julia’s skin buzzed.

         She felt a sudden poke in her ribs. Then Cora nudged her a second time with their cart, containing most of her belongings. Apparently, her daughter had snuck in a couple of items when Julia hadn’t been paying attention.

         Julia cocked an eyebrow. “We agreed throw pillows aren’t essential.”

         “If only one of us believes that, can you really say we agreed?” Cora extracted one of the pillows and held it so her mom could read the imprinted slogan: THAT’S A TERRIBLE IDEA…WHAT TIME? “Tell me this isn’t essential.”

         “It’s not essential.”

         Cora made that face that got Julia every time: wide eyes and flushed cheeks that were half earnest, half Don’t test me. Then she pointed to the second pillow, still in the cart. “That other one is the cat wearing sunglasses. A cat, Mom. Wearing sunglasses.”

         Julia sighed deeply. It wasn’t about the throw pillows. “You’ve made a purrsuasive case.”

         “Stop.”

         Julia feigned innocence. “What?”

         “I heard what you did there. You punned.”

         “That’s an appawlling accusation.”

         The corner of Cora’s mouth twitched.

         Studying her daughter’s face, Julia felt a swell of pride. Cora had been born eight weeks premature, weighing not quite four pounds. Her skin slightly fuzzy. Her bones soft. Her nails not yet fully formed. Eighteen years later, Cora remained as determined as she’d been those first weeks in the NICU. Still fighting for her place in the world. Fearing nothing. When Julia had been just a little younger than Cora, her life had been contained within a few city blocks. But her daughter’s world held no such dark boundaries.

         As Julia stared beyond the crowd and toward the ocean, it was easy to imagine that Cora could do anything. Go anywhere.

         That terrified Julia. The world wasn’t always a welcoming place.

         Cora tapped her mom with the pillow before tossing it back in the cart. “I’m going to miss you and your corny puns,” she said.

         “And I’m going to miss you and your unhealthy obsession with throw pillows.”

         Cora must’ve noticed the break in her voice. “Don’t worry, Mom. I left you the one with the flying monkeys.”

         Thinking of The Wizard of Oz reminded Julia of the Wicked Witch, which snapped her focus back to Brie. Closer now. Cora still unaware of her presence. Would she be okay with Brie being here? The day before, Cora had canceled what was supposed to be Eric’s day with her at the last minute. She wouldn’t say why, but Julia sensed tension between Cora and her stepmom.

         Around them, the crowd undulated like a snake digesting. Julia’s skin itched again. So many people.

         Deep breaths, Julia.

         When the crowd spit out Eric and Brie a moment later, they were less than thirty feet away.

         Julia shifted, putting herself between them and Cora. “I hope your roommate brought only a toothbrush and a blanket, because otherwise, I’m not sure you’ll both fit in the room.”

         “Says the woman who packed her purse today for a monthlong trip.”

         “Everything in my purse is necessary.”

         “Like the melted chocolate?”

         Julia’s gaze landed on Brie, less than ten feet away now. “Especially the melted chocolate.”

         Cora’s eyes tracked hers, and then she saw them. Her face brightened, then clouded. Julia reached for Cora’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. A few seconds later, Eric arrived at Cora’s side. He looked around and whistled, long and low. “This place is nice.”

         Julia and Eric had been divorced for years, long before Julia had started teaching at Anderson Hughes, and he’d missed Cora’s first official campus visit. Brie had arranged a wine-tasting getaway the same week. An oversight, she’d claimed. Julia knew better.

         Located in Point Loma, Anderson Hughes College was flanked by white-capped waters and scrubbed by a salty breeze. The sheer sandstone cliffs beneath it contained dinosaur fossils, or so Julia had been told. If someone had shown her a clay mold made from a possum’s bones, she wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference.

         From his blond hair to his square jaw, Eric had the frat-boy-turned-finance-professional look down. Only Julia knew he’d started as a nerd. Sometimes she missed that version of him.

         Eric turned his aging-frat-boy smile toward her. “Good morning, Julia.”

         The smile didn’t work on her anymore. “Afternoon, actually. Morning officially ends when the little hand reaches the twelve.”

         He waved off the comment and hugged Cora. Brie kept her distance behind him, looking uncomfortable at the display.

         Eric eyed the overfilled cart. “I see you brought both guitars. Sure you’ll have room for books?”

         Cora brightened, grinning at her father, and it occurred to Julia how long the road to this moment, this peace, had been. Eric looked so damn paternal that Julia’s breath caught.

         “Mom said only the essential stuff.”

         The man in plaid suddenly bumped up against Julia, and her breath hitched.

         “Sorry,” he said.

         She turned to find him standing next to a young woman in glasses, a strawberry blonde braid trailing down her back. Probably his daughter. Her attention focused on the sign-in table up ahead, the girl wore the same expression as Cora: contemplative and ardent. The effort of restraining her excitement was causing the muscles in her face to spasm.

         Julia softened and nodded once. “It’s fine.”

         When she turned to face Cora again, Eric’s arm was slung around her shoulder, and Cora was describing all the spots on campus she already loved. That left Julia and Brie to face each other in awkward silence. There were only two topics they’d ever been able to discuss for more than thirty seconds: Cora, and Julia’s poor taste in wine.

         “So, screw cap or cork?” Julia finally asked.

         Brie’s brow furrowed. “What?”

         “Nothing. I didn’t know you were coming.”

         “I hadn’t planned on it—headache—but Eric insisted.” Brie shifted. “And it’s nice to be able to support Cora on her big day.”

         That last part sounded prepared.

         Though the two women had met on many occasions, the same thought hit Julia each time: Eric definitely has a type. She and Brie were both tall, and they shared the same toothy smile. The same dark hair. Even the same creases at the corners of their eyes. They could’ve been the pre- and post-makeover versions of a character in a romantic comedy. Julia would’ve been the woman hiding behind her glasses, while Brie would’ve been that same woman after discovering the transformative powers of lipstick.

         Julia was suddenly grateful she’d cut her hair and added highlights the previous weekend.

         When she tucked a strand behind her ear, Brie scowled. “You’ve cut your hair.” She said this in the same way she might’ve said, You’ve stepped in a pile of dog shit. “Why?”

         “Why’d I cut my hair?” She forced a smile. “It was easier than growing my head, I guess.”

         “You had such beautiful hair.”

         “Same hair. Just shorter.”

         Brie stared at her for a moment, as if trying to decide whether Julia had made the comment at her expense, then made a show of checking her watch.

         “How long do you think this will take?”

         “Who knows?” Julia smiled brightly. “We could be here for days. Weeks, even.”

         Brie craned her neck to see past the crowd. “I need coffee.”

         Thank God. “The food court is on the other side of the courtyard,” Julia said helpfully.

         Brie squinted and managed a reluctant “Thank you,” but when she tried to push past Eric, he looked away from Cora to touch his wife’s elbow. Julia felt an unexpected pang at the affection in the gesture. Though she’d stopped feeling more than friendly toward him long before, every so often, a memory would sneak up on her. There had been a time when she knew Eric better than anyone. Now, though they’d grown closer again in recent months, Julia remained on the edge of his life. Brie was its center.

         Julia was still adjusting to that.

         Eric leaned in so his mouth hovered near his wife’s ear. “You’re not leaving?”

         “Just going to get a latte.”

         “You couldn’t have had one before we left?” He tried to blunt his sharp tone with a smile.

         Brie pulled her elbow away and whispered—loud enough that it was clear she wanted Julia to hear—“I want to be here for Cora, but maybe it’s better if I left.”

         Eric looked over at Julia with pleading eyes. “Julia’s fine with you being here. Tell her, Julia.”

         Julia’s irritation flared. She wasn’t about to let either of them ruin this milestone for Cora. “Why don’t you both go grab a coffee?” Silently, she added, And come back when you’ve remembered whose day we’re celebrating.

         Hand back on Brie’s elbow, Eric leaned in again, his mouth inches from Brie’s ear. “We talked about this.”

         Brie tried to maneuver around him, but the man in the plaid shirt scooted closer again, now forcing Brie into Julia. Brie’s expression grew panicked. Julia recognized the feeling. Maybe her skittishness wasn’t about Julia? At least not entirely. Maybe it was about the crowd. Or maybe Brie just wanted to get away from her husband. Frankly, Julia could relate either way.

         Brie planted her palm against the man’s chest and gave him a slight push. His eyes widened in shock. Eric’s too.

         Eric glanced down at Brie’s hand. “What the—”

         Cora interrupted, suddenly as distressed as her stepmother. “Mom, where’s my phone?”

         Julia turned her attention back to her daughter, whose eyes were now as wide as Brie’s.

         “Did you check the cart?”

         Cora continued to pat her pockets. “I wouldn’t have put it in the cart,” she said, even as she burrowed through the pile of bedding, clothing, and mementos. The cherished throw pillows were discarded onto the concrete.

         Julia took out her own phone. “We’ll track it.”

         “It’s a new phone, Mom.” Her pitch sharpened. She’d gotten the phone from Brie two weeks before, and two days after Julia mentioned to Eric that she’d planned the same gift. “I haven’t set that up yet.”

         Julia wanted to reassure her daughter that it was just a phone, but she knew what kind of reaction that would get. So instead, she made a quick mental inventory of all the places they’d visited before getting in line earlier.

         “The library. You were taking photos.” With her fingertips, Julia grazed Cora’s hand, white-knuckled as she clenched the edge of the cart. “Be right back.”

         Julia turned. She took a couple of steps. Extended her hand uneasily to part the crowd. The day had started out with such promise and now—

         A sudden chill shot through her.

         She’d believed the same thing a few days before her fifteenth birthday, when she’d found the new pair of sneakers her parents planned to give her. A major haul, considering their financial circumstances. There had even been talk of a cake with cinnamon sprinkles. Then, a day later, her entire universe had shifted.

         From that experience, Julia had grown to distrust days that were too bright. Too happy.

         Or maybe it wasn’t that at all. Maybe her subconscious had already recognized a threat.

         Her neck tingled a heartbeat before she heard the pop, abrupt and sharp.

         In the hum of the crowd, the sound was nearly lost. No one screamed. Not right away. In those first seconds, the crowd reacted as they would to a dropped soda can or backfiring car.

         They didn’t understand.

         But Julia understood. She was silent too, but only so she could hear better. She knew from experience that listening was what saved you. That, and action.

         The sound came again.

         Pop.

         At last, the crowd began to react, more out of confusion than horror, becoming one clumsy, pulsating knot.

         Instincts firing ahead of conscious thought, Julia had already grabbed Cora and forced her to the ground. At first, her daughter struggled, as confused as everyone else. But then she went limp as Julia pulled her behind the cart.

         Prone on the concrete, they were alone. Everyone around them remained upright.

         No, not alone. The man in the plaid shirt had fallen beside them, eyes closed, hand clutching his stomach.

         Julia wrapped herself around her daughter. She wedged their bodies against the cart’s undercarriage. She held on to it tightly. Prayed the crowd wouldn’t stampede.

         Pop pop pop.

         Julia felt Cora’s rabbit-fast heartbeat. Good. Her pulse was strong, if too quick.

         Julia glanced up. Tried to find Eric and Brie.

         There. Both still standing.

         But how?

         How was Brie still standing with that hole in her forehead? Blood trickled from it, into eyes grown flat.

         Slowly, Brie crumpled on top of the man in the plaid shirt.

         Julia held Cora tighter so she wouldn’t see.

         Then the screaming began.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Ren

         

         Ren Petrovic selected a belly band holster from the gun shop rack and strapped it around her waist. Or, rather, the spot where her waist had been. She grimaced. In the past few weeks, her formerly flat stomach had become swollen, a tiny stranger mounting an aggressive campaign to expand its territory. Ren patted the hard lump, still indistinguishable from a big breakfast unless she wore a snug T-shirt. Unfortunately, she owned far too many snug T-shirts. Time to rethink her wardrobe, starting with her holster.

         “What do you think, tiny stranger?” Ren whispered. “Belly band or shoulder holster?”

         The lump offered no advice.

         Ren adjusted the straps on the belly band, but its fit remained awkward. She twisted it farther back on her hip. To test the band’s comfort, she squatted until her backside came within inches of her heels. The strap cut into the flesh beneath her rib cage. She stood, adjusted, then bent again, this time wobbling on her way down. How much longer would she be able to duplicate that particular move? She already felt slightly off-balance.

         Ren took off the holster and returned it to the rack. She scanned the gun shop, a habit she’d picked up from her father.

         Check your surroundings. Don’t let people drift into your blind spot.

         The squat shop with barred windows was located in Burbank, across from a gas station and wedged between a nail salon and a community hall. Just past noon on a weekday, she was the only customer. Even if she hadn’t been, Ren knew the squirrel-cheeked man near the register would eventually make his way to her. Since she’d entered the store a few minutes before, he’d telegraphed his intentions with frequent swipes of his tongue across his lower lip, as if she were a meal he was considering.

         Even without a weapon, Ren could think of at least three ways to disable him.

         Keeping the man pinned in her peripheral vision, Ren surveyed the rack. Shoulder holster or belly band? She wished the choice were an easier one, like deciding between Clostridium botulinum and ricin, two of the first poisons she’d ever studied.

         C. botulinum had always intrigued her. Its toxin blocked nerve signals, which made it useful for smoothing wrinkles and treating migraines, excessive sweating, and leaky bladders—and for killing someone. Kind of hard to breathe if your muscles can’t get the message.

         It wasn’t the bacteria itself that killed, of course, but the toxin the body produced in response, to protect itself, which Ren found poetic. Just several grams of it would kill everyone on the planet.

         Tiny but fierce. Ren’s fingertips grazed her stomach.

         She was more familiar with ricin, having used it in a couple of early jobs. She’d actually considered returning to it for her current target. Ricin was nearly as deadly as C. botulinum: while it took the pulp of many castor seeds to kill someone if eaten, only a couple of milligrams would do the trick if injected. Less deadly than botulinum, sure, but when she was on the job, Ren only ever needed to kill a single person. Two at most.

         Ricin was also so much easier to get. Plus there was no antidote, and it came from Ricinus communis, a flowering perennial. She’d always loved plants.

         Ren blew out a sharp breath. She would much rather have been shopping online for foxglove or monkshood, or even ricin, but she refocused her attention back onto the holsters. Someone in her line of work needed to have options.

         Out of the corner of her eye, Ren saw the clerk begin his approach, and she bit the inside of her cheek to keep from scowling. When he stopped beside her, he introduced himself as Steve, despite the name tag that made the introduction redundant.

         “You look a little lost,” he said. He smiled, and his teeth reminded Ren of the kernels on a cob of baby corn, small and pale yellow. “Can I help you with something?”

         Ren kept her expression neutral. Always be polite. Strangers remember you if you’re rude.

         “I’m good.”

         “Really, it’s no trouble. Kind of why they pay me.” The corn-kernel smile stretched. “What do you carry?” He immediately held up a finger to stop her response, though she had made no move to offer one. “No. Wait. Let me guess. SIG Sauer P365, right?”

         Ren didn’t have her husband Nolan’s long-range skills, so the .45 had always been her go-to gun. Specifically, the Walther PPQ 45. It was no vial of artfully crafted toxin, but as far as guns went, it had the perfect blend of capacity and stopping power. The big-bore round improved her chances of hitting an artery or an organ or something else that would bleed. The recoil was manageable too, and the grip fit well in her hand.

         “Good guess,” she said dryly.

         Steve’s pale-yellow grin grew smug. “I knew you were a SIG Sauer.”

         Ren turned away, but Steve lingered. From the rack, he pulled out a holder intended to be worn around the waist. “This is a popular one. Or a thigh holster?”

         She pictured herself: nine months pregnant and reaching around her bloated stomach to access her pistol.

         When she didn’t respond, he grabbed an ankle holster. “Will it be for your primary weapon, or a backup?”

         Her thoughts strayed again to her collection of powdered roots and crushed leaves. “Backup,” she said.

         He waved the holster in his hand. “This one’s on sale.”

         Her stare was hard, her smile thin. “I’ll consider it.” Another brush-off.

         Undeterred, he shifted his gaze to her left hand. Specifically, her ring finger. Though she and Nolan had been married for close to a decade, she wore no ring.

         Steve’s smile widened. Then his eyes found her stomach, and the lump that the tiny stranger made.

         He pulled his eyes away from her stomach. “If comfort’s an issue, you could always stash it in a fanny pack or purse.”

         Ren bit hard on her tongue. Even she knew better than to carry her weapon off-body.

         “Hmm,” she mumbled.

         “What about a bra holster?”

         Her breasts were tender enough without being pinched. “Another interesting option.”

         He finally took the hint. “Well, if you need anything…” He motioned to the counter.

         “Thank you,” she said, staring at the rack and wishing it was filled with vials of powder, liquid, and pills, instead of sheaths of leather, thermoplastic, and nylon.

         Ren’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and checked the display. Nolan.

         She walked briskly toward the exit. Outside, a four-lane road carried a steady stream of traffic. Farther down the block, the wide crown of a lone oak shaded the sidewalk, but Ren stayed near the shop in direct sun, back pressed against the building’s stuccoed exterior. She hit the button to connect, catching the call right before it rolled to voicemail.

         Though no pedestrians were within earshot, she kept her voice low. “Shoulder holster or belly band?”

         “Shoulder holster will hold up better.” Though Nolan had spoken only a single sentence, Ren read his mood clearly. His pitch was higher than usual, verging on manic. It dripped with adrenaline.

         Suddenly on edge, she spoke slowly. “Having a good day?”

         “It’ll be better when I get home to you guys.”

         Ren’s hand fell to where her stomach bulged. She pressed against it. It was only a small slip, mentioning the baby like that. But still, even if Nolan sometimes bristled at her precautions, he was usually more careful.

         “I’m headed to the gym now, but I should be home soon,” she said. “You?”

         “Give me a few hours.” His voice was husky—the way it got after a job.

         They were opposites that way: after she killed someone, Ren preferred solitude. Darkness. Silence. The first time they’d worked together, Nolan had misread the blackening of her mood as guilt. Offended, she’d asked if he would think the same of a veterinarian who’d just euthanized a sick animal.

         In contrast, Nolan vibrated. The need to affirm life, he said. The tiny stranger had been conceived in an Olive Garden bathroom after one of Nolan’s assignments.

         Ren took a moment to respond, and when she did, she chose her words carefully. “I didn’t know you were working today.”

         “Just helping a friend out.”

         “A favor?” They didn’t do favors.

         At a nearby stoplight, a car tapped its horn, three quick bleats. The driver on the receiving end flipped a middle finger out his window before turning left. Despite Nolan’s ribbing when she spoke of such things, Ren believed the universe returned to you what you gave it. That’s why their work was so important.

         “I’ll tell you about it later. Promise.”

         “I’ll hold you to that.”

         He chuckled. “I’m sure you will, love.” He muted the call for several seconds. When he unmuted, Ren thought she heard sirens. “Anyway, I just wanted to hear your voice, but I’ve got to go.”

         The call dropped. Nolan was superstitious about goodbyes.

         There had been dozens of such check-in calls over the years: I’m okay. Things went according to plan. Be home soon.

         Except Nolan wasn’t supposed to be working.

         Ren was struck by the same off-balance sensation she’d experienced while trying on the holster—as if she might be in danger of tipping. She planted a hand against the wall to steady herself, the warmth of the stucco transferring to her palm, and watched the cars streak by. The flashes of white, silver, blue, and black made her momentarily dizzy. Her nostrils flared as she breathed deeply, the air acrid with exhaust fumes and hot asphalt.

         Though the roles within their marriage might’ve been considered nontraditional, they were still clearly defined. Nolan secured the jobs. Ren planned them.

         So why hadn’t she known about this one?

         Inside Ren’s womb, the tiny stranger wriggled.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Julia

         

         The salty breeze that wafted in from the sea mingled with the tang of sweat and death. Clocking the momentary silence, Julia separated from Cora and scooted toward Brie. She reached out to roll Brie off the man in the plaid shirt. She touched the other woman’s neck. No pulse. She held her fingers beneath Brie’s nose. Watched Brie’s chest for movement. She was as still as stone.

         A surge of adrenaline shot through Julia. Turning back, she grabbed Cora’s face between her hands and studied it for signs of shock. Her daughter’s skin remained dry, but her eyes were all pupil. “You hurt?”

         Cora’s breath quickened. She didn’t respond. Blood stained the right side of her T-shirt.

         Heart thrashing, Julia lifted Cora’s hem to inspect the skin beneath. It appeared unbroken, though with its crimson smear, it was hard to be sure. She probed Cora’s side with her fingertips. Nothing. The blood must’ve wicked into her shirt from Brie’s body, or from the fallen man, who’d gone silent.

         Julia found Cora’s eyes again and repeated her question. “You hurt?”

         Cora shook her head slowly, but Julia suddenly noticed more blood on her arm. Gently, she rolled her daughter so she could better see the skin beneath her right shoulder. Jagged lacerations seeped blood. Had Cora’s arm scraped the concrete when they’d gone down?

         An instant later, Julia recognized it for what it was: a bullet wound. Her daughter had been shot.

         Cora had been shot.

         Julia struggled to swallow a greasy swell of fear and an anger darker than she’d ever known. She held Cora tighter, but her daughter wriggled against her, growing agitated. “Dad?” A frantic edge to her voice. “Where’s Dad?”

         Julia maintained her grip, afraid Cora might bolt, as she scanned the nearby masses for Eric. He’d been standing beside them before. Where was he now? And, more importantly, where was the shooter?

         A moment later, she found Eric, hunched a few feet away, next to a forgotten throw pillow. A shoe print sullied the cat’s face. Eric was staring at his dead wife, frozen, his breaths coming in ragged bursts. Shock.

         Pulling Cora along, careful not to jostle her wounded arm, Julia scuttled toward Eric. She strained to listen beyond the rumbling of the crowd. A woman a few feet away was on the phone with 911, speaking in frantic whispers.

         Julia screwed her eyes closed, focusing. How long had it been since the last shot? Several minutes? Longer? Or had it been only seconds? Time both blazed as if afire and drifted, like floating ash.

         Near her, Julia heard sobbing, screaming. Others made no sound at all, lying as still as Brie. Julia couldn’t tell if fear or death had silenced them.

         Julia had studied guns the way she would any enemy. So she had immediately recognized the high-pitched crack. A rifle.

         While others continued scanning the crowd, Julia looked up. From where would he have taken his shot?

         The arts building? Tall enough but too far from an escape route.

         Her head whipped left toward the closest parking structure, but the sniper wouldn’t have set up there. Trees would’ve blocked his view of the courtyard. It was the same with the dorms.

         Behind them, the Pacific Ocean thrashed against the cliffs, a steady violence matched by her own heartbeat. Nothing in that direction but the track and soccer field.

         That left the office buildings just beyond campus—or the roof of someone’s home. If it was the latter, what might’ve happened to the family inside? Julia squinted, but the buildings were too far away to see without the aid of a sniper’s scope. Somewhere in that jagged skyline, the shooter had concealed himself.

         Might still be concealing himself.

         “Emily.”

         Julia startled at the rasp from the man in the plaid shirt.

         Emily? Then Julia remembered: the earnest girl with the strawberry blonde braid.

         Julia couldn’t bring herself to follow the man’s gaze. She didn’t want to see. With her own injured daughter cradled in her arms, she had no room for another parent’s pain.

         She took a breath and forced her eyes to search. But she couldn’t find the girl with the braid.

         The man shifted.

         “Emily.” More urgent this time. He tried to stand, bleeding, but before he could get to his knees, he crumpled as if crushed by an unseen boot. His eyes rolled back, exposing milky crescents.

         Julia again focused her attention in the direction he’d been staring. Finally, Julia found her. The girl had curled in on herself. Frightened, of course, but had she also been shot? Trampled? Except for the smaller target the girl had made of herself, nothing else protected her. Julia thought she saw a dark smear on the girl’s neck.

         She looked again toward the distant buildings, but they offered no reassurance. The sniper could still be there. Her eyes burned. She blinked to clear sweat from them.

         She yanked Eric’s arm. Gestured to Cora. “Stay with her.”

         At first, she wasn’t sure he’d heard, his eyes glazed, but then he nodded. He scooted closer and replaced Julia as their daughter’s shield.

         With Cora protected, Julia forced herself upright. Half-hunched, she darted toward Emily, knowing that her awkward gait provided no protection. The only thing that would help her was speed.

         She ran faster.

         A sharp crack split the air, and Julia flinched. But darting a glance, she caught only the glint of a large metal case, which had apparently fallen from one of the carts onto concrete. No time for relief; she forced herself forward. As she passed a cluster of students, she caught the faint scent of urine, and the acrid tang of sweat. A smell she’d long ago come to associate with fear.

         The girl wasn’t far from their cart. Less than fifteen feet. But in that courtyard, without cover, it felt more like miles. Seconds stretched, Julia’s exposed back on fire, but then she was there, next to Emily. The girl was half-conscious. Alive. The dark smear on her neck was blood, but not her own. Probably her father’s. Or Brie’s.

         Or Cora’s.

         There wasn’t time for kindness. Julia yanked the girl from the ground. Half carried, half dragged her back. But as she lurched toward their cart, the shelter seemed laughably inadequate. A bullet would easily pierce the cotton and paper inside on its way toward her daughter.

         At last, Julia dumped Emily next to her father, and dropped, winded, next to Eric and Cora. She checked Cora’s arm again. Her wound continued to ooze, but less now. She thought of how much worse it could’ve been. The bullet could’ve hit an artery or ricocheted off bone. But it was hard to take comfort when inches from them, Emily sobbed against the chest of her silent father.

         When Julia glanced at the man again, with the slope of his nose and his face half turned away, a resemblance to her own dad struck her, and Julia’s chest tightened.

         Holding Cora’s hand, Julia steeled herself for another assault. She’d long ago come to understand that truth about violence: it seldom ended when you hoped. And it usually happened when your guard was down.

         She glanced again at Emily, who, despite her sobs, seemed oblivious to the way her dad’s jaw had gone slack, or how his fingers jutted from her hand like sticks of driftwood.

         
              

         

         Soon the first San Diego Police officers arrived. Other agencies converged on the scene too. Emergency Medical Services. The fire department. The college’s department of public safety. Julia also caught the flash of an FBI windbreaker.

         As the crowd began to stir, Julia reached out toward Eric, frozen around Cora. Her impulse was to pull Cora back to her, but she reluctantly let her ex-husband continue holding their daughter. His need was greater. When Julia touched his arm, he winced.

         “Eric.” It was both comfort and a question.

         He looked away from her. No, not from her, she realized. Away from his wife’s body.

         “Why?” he asked. The single word held infinite anguish.

         She had no answers, so she squeezed Eric’s arm, ignoring how her own shoulder throbbed where she’d landed on the concrete. “I’m sorry, Eric.”

         
              

         

         Within the first hour, a command center had been established at the edge of campus, ambulances had arrived to carry victims to local hospitals, and Cora’s wound had been cleaned and bandaged by a paramedic. Law enforcement began lining up witnesses for interviews.

         As Julia watched Cora’s report, waiting for her own turn, she kept an eye on Eric, who sat stiffly, silently, on a planter behind her. As she did, she overheard two women comparing stories. A blonde claimed she’d seen a short man in a dark blue sweatshirt fleeing toward the ocean, but the brunette countered that he had been a student taking refuge. The brunette was certain the shots had been fired from within the crowd. A third woman joined, insisting the shots had come from the dorms. She’d even seen the flash from a window.

         Each conversation Julia overheard went like that—contradictions wrapped in confusion. As she waited to be interviewed, she began to question her own memories.

         When it was finally Julia’s turn, the SDPD officer assigned extended her hand, offering a card. Her name was Sandra Lee. Black hair worn within an inch of her scalp. A small hole in her nose that suggested a piercing. Officer Lee looked the type to get cranky if you called her Sandy.

         She pulled out a notepad and pen. “Walk me through what you saw.”

         Julia sorted through her memories for details that might help, but all she could see was the wound just below her daughter’s shoulder.

         “Cora—my daughter—was shot,” she said.

         Lee’s face was sympathetic. “Did you see it happen?” When Julia shook her head, Lee asked, “What else? How about before the attack?”

         It took a couple of breaths before Julia’s head cleared enough to answer. She told her how Cora had forgotten her cell phone, and how she’d volunteered to return to the library to get it. How she’d started to walk in that direction and then—“My back was turned, so I was looking away when the first shot was fired.”

         “How many shots did you hear?”

         In her head, each shot rang clearly. Pop. Pop. Pop pop pop. “Five.”

         “You say you were looking away. From what?”

         “The shooter.”

         Officer Lee perked up. “You saw the shooter?”

         Something twisted in Julia, releasing an echo from twenty-three years before: Did you see the shooter?

         Julia shook her head, half in response to Lee’s question and half to silence the memory, which only made her unexpectedly dizzy. “I meant, from the direction where he must’ve fired.”

         “How do you know where that might be?”

         Another echo, slithering up from the past: I didn’t see it. I didn’t see any of it.

         “I just assumed.”

         The shots had come from above. She was sure of it. Even with the slight ocean breeze, a person trained in long-distance marksmanship could’ve hit his targets from half a mile away, or farther. Then he could’ve packed away his rifle before the first person screamed.

         “Your daughter says you pulled her to the ground. She says she didn’t know what was happening, and that everyone else seemed confused too. Yet you knew.”

         “Like I said, I heard the shots.”

         The adrenaline gone, a tremor ran through Julia’s hand. Only the right one. Was there significance in that?

         “Others heard them too, but you were first to the ground, according to your daughter. You sure you didn’t see something?”

         Julia didn’t want to talk about her heightened reflexes, or the reasons for them. “I’m sure.”

         “And where were Mr. and Mrs. Bennett?”

         It was odd, hearing Brie referred to as Mrs. Bennett, a title that had once been hers. There was no Mrs. Bennett now.

         “Brie was standing next to the cart.”

         “So she hadn’t yet been shot?”

         An image flashed: the hole in Brie’s head. Her eyes gone flat. Julia chilled, rubbing her arms for warmth. “No, she had been.”

         “But she remained standing?”

         “For just a second.” Despite herself, Julia pictured Brie as she had been in the next moment: collapsing, as if all her bones had been pulled from her body at the same time. “Then she fell.”

         Lee scribbled on her notepad. “How about Mr. Murphy? Did you see him get shot?” At Julia’s puzzled expression, Lee added, “He was standing next to you. Plaid shirt. You saved his daughter, Emily.”

         “I didn’t save anyone. The shooting had already stopped.” The floaty feeling intensified. If her head weighed no more than a balloon, why was her neck struggling to support it?

         “But you couldn’t know the shooting had stopped. That’s only something you realize in hindsight. Even we weren’t sure the shooting had stopped when we first arrived.”

         Julia remembered those first moments. The police had proceeded cautiously, herding the crowd away from the center of the courtyard.

         Now she wondered, What if they were all wrong? What if the sniper remained, hidden on the roof or behind a distant window, waiting, his finger even now resting near the trigger?

         “There hadn’t been a shot fired for several minutes.” She realized the officer hadn’t told her how the man in the plaid shirt was doing. “Emily’s dad—is he okay?”

         “I don’t know.” Lee sounded tired. “But you must’ve thought Emily was in danger. Otherwise, why go after her?”

         Julia flushed, uncomfortable. She’d managed not to think of that other interview, decades earlier, for so long, but now it kept rearing its horrible head.

         You’re a very lucky girl, Julia. And brave.

         She pushed down the memory. She hadn’t been a hero then, and she wasn’t one now. “I couldn’t leave her alone out there.”

         Lee nodded, as if Julia had given the correct answer. Then she repeated her earlier question: “So did you see Mr. Murphy get shot?”

         Julia shook her head.

         “How about any of the other victims?”

         “No.” Not even her own daughter. “Do you know how many there are?”

         Lee’s eyes clouded. “We’re still assessing the situation.”

         Assessing the situation. Casualties uncertain. Suspect still out there. The same morbid fascination that had allowed Julia to recognize the killer’s weapon also brought to her a list of cities. In Arkansas. Indiana. Louisiana. Mississippi. Texas. Some attacks lasting minutes, others lasting hours. Even days. For years, Julia had focused on remembering the names of the victims, but by now, there were too many.

         Brie was now a name on that list.

         “I know this is hard, but is there anything else you saw, maybe before the shooting?” Lee said. “In the minutes leading up to the attack, did you notice anything that struck you as unusual?”

         Julia clawed through her cotton-soft memories but couldn’t find anything useful. “Nothing.”

         “How about after?”

         The muscles in Julia’s forehead tightened as she replayed each moment, but the images grew blurry at their centers, like out-of-focus photos. “No.”

         “Did you record video at any time in the courtyard?”

         “No.”

         “You’re sure?” Lee prodded. “It’s a big deal, your daughter moving into her dorm. You didn’t take a video to mark the day?”

         “I’m sure.” And if she had, she would’ve erased every frame.

         “Notice anyone else recording?”

         “No. But there are security cameras around campus.” She gestured toward the surrounding buildings. “Barclay Hall has one, as does the administration building and library.” When Lee cocked her head, Julia added, “I’m a professor here. For three years now.”

         Lee flipped her notepad to the next page, then dropped her hands to her side. “I know this has been difficult, so I appreciate you taking the time to answer my questions.” She offered a weary half smile, then quickly swallowed it. “You have my card. If you think of anything, call me.”

         Officer Lee nodded once, then moved on to Eric. She had to call his name twice before he responded, rising slowly to his feet. Julia fought the urge to squeeze his hand in passing.

         While Julia waited with Cora, neither of them comfortable leaving Eric, Julia’s attention drifted back to the courtyard. Though Brie’s body had been removed, if Julia squinted, she could just make out the small, dark stain where Brie had fallen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Ren

         

         Anthony’s Gym on West Pico Boulevard wasn’t fancy. Unlike some of the multistoried fitness centers in L.A., it didn’t offer Bollywood dance or pole fitness classes. There was no valet or on-site café. The closest thing to a kids’ club was a mat in the corner where some of the regulars’ children did homework while Mom or Dad squeezed in a quick workout. Located in an older building, the gym was small but not cramped, with gray painted-brick walls, exposed ducting, and serviceable equipment. A place where members came to sweat and then go home, grateful for the low monthly fees that were never advertised. Anthony’s didn’t draw attention to itself.

         Like Ren and Nolan, its owners. At least, she thought, that’s how it’s always been before.

         The television over the welcome desk broadcast news about a shooting on a loop. A sniper, the blond field correspondent reported. At least one dead, but more casualties expected.

         Darien, the gym’s manager, noticed she’d stopped to watch. He walked over and took up a spot next to her, arms folded across his chest, his attention on the TV too.

         “It’s horrible.”

         His flat voice contradicted his words. But that was just Darien. Ren knew that some members were put off by the way he talked. The way his large eyes protruded. His slightly odd grin. Ren would often catch members staring at her manager’s left ear, its lobe mangled in childhood by a Pomeranian. When talking to members, Darien attributed the injury to a street fight. He’d once told Ren that by making people uncomfortable, he could more easily enforce rules with members twice his size.

         Plus, he’d said on more than one occasion, women love crazy dudes.

         On the TV, the blonde motioned behind her, to a stone sign with the college’s name. She used words like “carnage” and “fear” and “justice.” “It is indeed horrible,” Ren said, keeping her own voice neutral.

         “What sick fuck would do something like that?”

         At the obscenity, Ren’s hand fell to her stomach. She hated lying even more than she did swearing, so she left the question unanswered. Though Nolan hadn’t mentioned any details, the timeline fit with his phone call. And she recognized his skill set. Her husband had a talent with all guns, but he had few equals with a rifle.

         “I mean, who’d take a shot at a school like that?” Darien said. “They’re just a bunch of kids.”

         On the screen, the banner confirmed that an unidentified woman had been killed, but there was no news yet about whether any students were among the injured. Darien’s question bothered her. Her hand continued to cradle her stomach and the lump made by the tiny stranger.

         They’re just a bunch of kids.

         Nolan would have an explanation.

         Ren changed the subject. “Did you check on that broken elliptical?”

         If Darien was surprised by the shift, he didn’t show it. “Guy’s coming out to fix it this afternoon.”

         Ren nodded once. “Great,” she said. “I’ll be in the office if you need me.”

         
              

         

         Sitting in her office in the back of the gym, Ren turned the mason jar of coins over and over in her hands. The rattle of pennies, nickels, and quarters she kept as mementos didn’t soothe her as it usually did.

         She put the jar back in its desk drawer and pulled out a blue file folder. Before opening it, she looked around at walls that needed painting, noticing that one of the fluorescent bulbs needed replacing. She and Nolan hadn’t put any money into the place since buying it from her father a few years before, and it showed. Their clientele didn’t seem to mind, but the gym had stopped attracting new customers.

         Not that it mattered. The gym existed solely to launder money and provide an answer to that question—the one asked at every dinner party and on every application: What do you do for a living? Because it was never acceptable to say I kill people. Even if those people deserved it.

         Ren locked the drawer and opened the blue folder. To distract herself from thoughts of the shooting, she decided to focus on her plans for the next job, the one originally scheduled for the following day but that she would now delay because of Anderson Hughes.

         When planning a job, Ren tried to store as much information as she could in her head. Paper could be dangerous. So the folder contained only a single oversized sheet folded into a rectangle. She stood and unbent the paper so that it took up most of the desk’s surface, careful not to smudge the pencil as she smoothed the creases. On it was drawn the kill map. Buildings and open spaces were represented by simple geometric shapes. Tracking lines were bolded and dotted. Dates and times were recorded in careful script.

         Most people were creatures of habit. They left for work at around the same time each day, restricted themselves to their neighborhoods or cities, ate at the same restaurants. There might be an unexpected trip to pick up a gift for a nephew’s birthday, or a workday cut short to meet the cable installer. But in Ren’s experience, even those events could often be predicted if you studied a subject for long enough. The latest target completed most of his errands on Friday afternoons, for example, and in the month Ren had been surveilling him, he’d left his home after 9 p.m. only once.

         Each of the latest target’s habits was meticulously recorded on the map. Ren touched the paper, clean despite the frequent handling. She’d completed her first such map when she was only twelve years old. Her father had burned her first two attempts, calling them sloppy, but he’d beamed when she shared her third.

         You’ve really developed an eye for scale, he’d said.

         Two weeks later, she’d witnessed her first kill. An adulterer whose body her father had dumped in a reservoir near Castaic. Though her father could’ve easily handled the corpse’s weight on his own, he’d made Ren carry the feet.

         If you’ve taken part in the planning or the killing, you should take part in the cleanup, he’d said.

         The door to the office opened abruptly. Ren’s pulse rarely topped sixty, according to her Garmin, but for a few seconds, it raced.

         Darien entered carrying a stack of what Ren guessed were invoices.

         Darn it. She could’ve sworn she’d locked the door. She always locked it.

         She stepped around her desk, blocking Darien’s view, and quickly started folding the map just as his eyes landed on it.

         “You planning a remodel of the gym?” he asked.

         “Thinking about it.” Not a lie exactly. The idea had crossed her mind on occasion. Nonetheless, the words tasted bitter on her tongue.

         “My cousin’s a contractor, if you decide to go ahead.”

         “Friends and family discount?”

         Darien bared his teeth in that odd grin of his. “Nah. He hates me. But he does good work.” He handed her the stack of invoices. “Forgot to give you these earlier.”

         “Thank you.”

         Her words were clearly a dismissal but he lingered, his attention on the hastily folded map.

         “You want me to take a look at the sketches? I worked with my cousin for a summer, so I might have some ideas.”

         Ren put the paper back in the blue folder and closed it. “I thought he hated you?”

         “That’s why he hates me. It was a rough summer.”

         “I’ll keep your offer in mind.” Ren reached a finger into the folder and touched the uneven edge of the map, fighting the urge to refold it properly. She worried she’d smudged a line, or poked a hole with a fingernail.

         As Darien stared at her, his eyes bulged more than usual. Finally, he said, “You thinking of changing locations?”

         She matched his flat stare with one of her own. “Why would you say that?”

         “Thought I saw Eissler Elementary. That’s Bakersfield.”

         Ren tried to read Darien’s face. She couldn’t kill him. It would be hell finding a manager half as reliable, and killing someone just because they were curious wouldn’t be ethical.

         Unless the curiosity led him to blackmail her, or threaten her family.

         Is that where this was headed?

         “I wasn’t aware you were so familiar with the Bakersfield school system,” she said.

         “I have a niece who used to go there.”

         “First a cousin, now a niece. You have a lot of family.”

         His grin stretched. “It would be criminal not to pass along these genes. I plan on having at least five kids myself.”

         Ren couldn’t tell if he was joking. She rarely could with Darien.

         “We’re not relocating,” she said.

         Darien considered her answer. Then he tilted his chin toward the blue folder. “Well, let me know if you want a second opinion.”

         After Darien left, Ren locked the door behind him. The shooting had left Ren rattled, which surprised her. Even at twelve, carrying that first body with her father, she’d remained calm. She hadn’t slept that night, sure, but she’d eaten her pizza without throwing up.

         Like skipping a rock on water, Ren paused only a second on that memory before landing on what actually troubled her. Planning mattered. Being careful and ethical mattered. Nolan, far less patient than Ren, often teased her about spending too much time on her maps. Still, he’d never rushed her. He trusted her.

         Yet today, without telling her, Nolan had completed a job—one that had ended up on CNN.

         Ren pulled the map from the blue folder and stashed it in her purse, no longer certain it was safe even in the locked drawer.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            Julia

         

         The police asked everyone to stay on the scene until all witnesses were questioned. Eric’s interview was one of the last and took longer than the others. His pallor worried Julia, as did the way his body swayed, as if even the gentle coastal wind might knock him down.

         Julia worried for Cora too. As they waited, Julia tried to convince her daughter to go to the hospital. Cora refused. “There are injuries worse than mine,” she said before drifting into a dark silence.

         Yes, Julia wanted to say, but those wounds aren’t my daughter’s.

         By the time they were allowed to leave, it had been hours since Brie’s death, and the reality of it seemed to have settled on Eric. Under the weight, Eric’s shoulders hunched, his feet shuffled.

         They stopped at the library to retrieve Cora’s phone. Cora didn’t want to go inside, so she and Eric sat on a bench while Julia went in alone.

         After returning, Julia motioned toward the parking lot. Watching Cora lead Eric off campus, Julia couldn’t look away from her daughter’s tense stride, the way she kept peering over her shoulder. Julia recognized her wariness; suddenly, her daughter looked so much more like she herself had when young.

         While Cora knew some details about how her grandparents had died—with the internet, there was no getting around that—Julia had shielded her daughter from the full truth, meeting Cora’s occasional questions with careful responses or, more often, avoidance. Julia had wanted her daughter to grow up vigilant but unafraid, and right up until the sniper’s first shot, Julia had been sure she’d made the right decision. But now she wavered. Should she have better prepared Cora for how ugly the world could be? Should she have shared the lesson she herself had learned as a teenager—that safety was an illusion easily shattered?

         Cora now recognized that truly horrible things could happen to her. That was a much more serious and permanent wound than the one on her arm.

         Julia was ashamed at how relieved she felt after they’d crossed the lot, and the need for action took precedence again. Apparently, Eric and Brie had driven to Anderson Hughes in Brie’s Lexus, which still smelled faintly of jasmine and vanilla as Cora opened the driver’s-side door for her dad. Eric climbed in slowly. When he reached to adjust the seat to fit his longer legs, his hand froze on the trackpad. For a minute, he sat there, body tensed, door open, until Julia stepped up to touch his shoulder and urge him back out of the car.

         “Let Cora and me take you home.”

         He shook his head but got out anyway, holding so tightly to the door that his knuckles blanched. Julia took his keys, slipped off the spare to Brie’s car, and tucked the key ring into his coat pocket.

         “We’ll come back for Brie’s car,” she said.

         He shook his head again but took a step. Cora snaked her uninjured arm around him, and rested her head briefly against his chest. Then, in silence, the three of them headed toward Julia’s Honda Civic.

         On the drive to Encinitas, Cora sat in the back seat, eyes locked on her phone screen, her expression blank in a way that drew Julia’s gaze to her rearview mirror every few seconds. Would the gift always remind Cora of what had happened to Brie? Would she relive the horror of that day every time she got a text or opened an app? Julia fought an urge to snatch the phone and throw it out onto the highway.

         As they made their way north on I-5, Eric also stared blankly, gazing out the windshield from the passenger seat. Thirty-five minutes in, he tilted his chin toward an off-ramp. “Exit here,” he said, voice hoarse, as if Julia hadn’t dropped Cora off at his curb every other weekend for the past six months.
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