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Parking on campus was a bitch and so was Sophie. Or at least, she was in a bitchy mood. She was hot, hungry, and doomed to spend the better part of her lunch hour waiting in line at the registrar’s office.

But then she spotted it—a gleaming, perfect, gorgeously empty parking space not fifty feet in front of her. The green flag indicating time still left on the parking meter was the cherry on top of her lunchtime sundae.

“Thank you,” she sighed as she rolled past the spot, shifted into reverse, and flipped her turn indicator. She had just started to ease back when an old-model VW zipped up behind her.

“Hey!” Sophie pounded her horn as the Bug driver whipped into her spot while pretending not to see her. She might as well have been invisible.

“Unbelievable!” Sophie jabbed at the window button and leaned out to yell at him. “Yo, Fahrvergnügen! That’s my spot!”

A horn blared behind her and she glanced around. Now she was holding up traffic. She shifted into drive and muttered curses as she scoured the busy streets for another scrap of real estate large enough to accommodate her Tahoe. Of course there wasn’t one. She glanced at her watch. Damn it, she was going to be late getting back to work, and she’d long since used up her tardy passes. With a final curse, she pulled into an overpriced parking garage three blocks downhill from her destination. After squeezing into a spot, she jumped out and dashed for the exit, pressing numbers on her cell phone as she went.

“Mia? Hey, it’s me.” She stepped onto the sidewalk and blinked up at the blindingly bright sunlight.

“What’s up, Soph? I’ve got my hands full.”

“Shoot, forget it, then.”

“What?”

“I’m at the university,” Sophie said. “I was going to ask you to cover the phones for a few minutes if I’m not back by one.”

“I’ll get down there if I can, but—”

“Don’t worry, I’ll get Diane to do it.” Diane was the assistant evidence clerk at the Delphi Center, where Sophie worked, but she wasn’t exactly known for her cheery disposition. “She owes me a favor, anyway. We’re still on for margaritas with Kelsey, right? Six o’clock?”

“Schmitt’s,” Mia confirmed. “See you there.”

Sophie dropped the phone in her bag and continued uphill. The sun blazed down. Her blouse grew damp. Her tortured feet were a testament to the folly of buying Victoria’s Secret sandals on clearance. After waiting for a break in traffic, she darted across the street and felt the heat coming up off the asphalt in waves. Jeez, it was hot. Thank goodness she was signing up for a night course.

At last she reached the grassy quadrangle and enjoyed a few patches of shade as she neared the registrar’s office. Students streamed up and down the sidewalks, talking with friends and reading text messages. Sophie gazed wistfully at their cutoff shorts and tank tops. Once upon a time she, too, had lived in grunge wear. She didn’t miss the clothes so much as that time in her life, when she’d had nothing more to do than go to keg parties on weekends and cut class to hang out with her boyfriend. Now both those pursuits seemed worse than trivial—they seemed wasteful. How could a few short years make such a difference in her outlook?

She marveled at the irony—here she was plunking down her hard-earned money to attend a class she would have happily ditched just a few years ago. The perfect revenge for her I-told-you-so parents, only they’d never get the chance to say that because she had no intention of telling them she was back in school. This was her private mission, and if she failed to accomplish it, no one would ever have to know she’d tried.

Sophie navigated the busy sidewalks, longing for a pair of Birkenstocks instead of heels. She glanced again at her watch and knew, without a doubt, she was going to be late.

Crack.

She halted in her tracks.

People shrieked behind her, and she whirled around. Her gaze landed on someone sprawled across the sidewalk. A man. Sophie stared in shock at the jacket, the tie, and the bloody pulp that should have been his head.

Crack.

Someone’s shooting! The words screamed through her brain as she scanned her surroundings. She was in an open field. She was a clear target.

More shrieks as she bolted for the trees. A staccato of bullets. Clumps of grass burst up at her and she fell back, landing hard on her butt. Before her eyes, a woman collapsed to the ground, clutching her throat. A child in pigtails howled. Crab-walking backward, Sophie glanced around frantically. What was happening? Where was it coming from? Screams echoed around her as people ducked and dove for cover.

She rolled to her knees and lunged for the nearest solid object—a cement block at the base of a statue. She crouched behind it, gasping for breath, every nerve in her body zinging with terror.

Where is he?

More gunfire. More screaming. Sophie cupped her hands over her head and tried to make herself small.

•  •  •

“She lent it to you? That’s the best you got?” San Marcos Police Detective Allison Doyle scowled down at the pimply-faced perpetrator and waited. It didn’t take long.

“She didn’t say that exactly.”

“What did she say, exactly?”

“Well, it was more like understood, you know?” The kid slouched against the door to his dorm room. “Like I could use it long as I wanted, so long as I returned it.”

“I see.” Allison nodded over his shoulder, at the array of loot spread out on his single bed: four iPods, two BlackBerrys, and an iPad not even out of the box—which constituted the reason for her little visit to this room that smelled like gym socks and God knew what else.

“What about the iPods?” Allison asked. “You borrow them, too?”

A girl burst into the hallway. “Someone’s shooting! Oh my God, people are dead!”

Allison yanked out her Glock and rushed down the hall. “Who’s shooting? Where?”

“The quad! Someone’s killing people!”

“Go into your rooms and lock your doors. Now! Stay away from the windows.”

Allison raced across the lobby and out the glass door. It was like stepping into an oven. She took an instant to orient herself, then took off for the university quadrangle just as her radio crackled to life.

“Attention all units! Active shooter on campus! South quadrangle!” The usually calm dispatcher sounded shrill, and Allison felt the first twinge of panic. “Reports of casualties. All units respond!”

Allison jerked the radio from her belt. “Doyle responding.” Jesus Christ. “Where is the shooter? Over.”

For a moment, silence. Then a distant wail of sirens on the other side of town. Allison sprinted across University Avenue and did a double take. Cars were stopped in the middle of the road, doors flung open. The engines were running, but the cars were empty.

“Shooter’s location is unknown,” the dispatcher said. “I repeat, unknown.”

•  •  •

Jonah Macon stared at the dilapidated house where absolutely nothing had happened for the past seven hours. He hated surveillance work, and not just the boredom of it. His six-foot-four-inch frame wasn’t designed to be crammed into the back of a van for days on end.

“If I drink another cup of this coffee, my piss is gonna turn black.”

Jonah shot Sean Byrne a look of disgust but didn’t respond.

“Nice image,” Jonah’s partner Ric quipped, tossing his Styrofoam cup into an empty Krispy Kreme box. Ric Santos had volunteered to bring breakfast this morning, and the doughnut shop was just around the corner from his girlfriend’s place.

So here they all were—bored, caffeinated, and jacked up on sugar that needed to be burned off. Jonah leaned back in his seat and popped his knuckles as he stared at the video monitor.

“Seriously, how late can he sleep?” Sean asked. “I’m about to bust in there and drag his skinny ass out here myself.”

“Movement at the door,” Jonah said, and everyone snapped to attention.

A man stepped onto the porch, finally breaking the monotony. Jonah’s team had been in the van since before dawn, waiting for their subject to kiss his girlfriend good-bye and lead them to the crib where they were ninety-nine percent sure their murder suspect was holed up. Sure enough, they watched onscreen as their subject got some good-bye tongue action before tromping down the rickety front-porch steps.

“Think he’s stepping out for a paper?” Sean asked sarcastically.

“I’m not sure he can read.” Ric eased out of the bucket seat in back and slid behind the wheel while Jonah reached for his radio to give the guys in the car down the block a heads-up.

The phone at Jonah’s hip buzzed. Then Ric’s phone buzzed. Then a snippet of rap music emanated from Sean’s pocket.

Everyone exchanged grim looks as they took out their phones. Jonah answered first.

“Macon.”

“Get to campus, ASAP! Where’s the SWAT van?”

“Perkin has it,” Jonah told his lieutenant. “He’s up in Austin at a training op—”

“Someone’s shooting people all over the quad! Get over there and suit up. Grab everyone you can.”

Jonah braced himself against the side of the van as Ric peeled away from the curb. From the look on his partner’s face, Jonah knew he was getting similar instructions.

“What’s your setup?” Lieutenant Reynolds demanded.

Jonah was already leaning over the backseat to do a quick inventory of the cargo space. “Two shotguns, a rifle, and a couple of flash bangs.” His pulse started to pound. “How many shooters?”

“We don’t know.”

“What kind of weapon?”

“We don’t know that, either. We don’t know shit! All I got is a bunch of hysterical 911 calls, someone’s gunning down people on the lawn. Some kid just got shot off his bike. ETA?”

Jonah glanced through the tinted windows as a blur of storefronts raced past. “Two minutes, tops.”

“Okay, then you’re it, Macon. I’m fifteen minutes out. You guys got any Kevlar?”

“Three vests and a flak jacket.”

“Take all of it. And call me when you get there.”

•  •  •

Crack.

Another burst of cement on the nearby sidewalk. Sophie huddled tighter and looked back at the howling little girl.

“Get down!” Sophie shouted.

From the pavement, an arm reached up and tugged weakly at the girl’s shorts. The arm was attached to a hugely pregnant woman who was lying in an ever-expanding pool of her own blood.

Dear Lord. Someone had to get them out of here, but there was no one. The campus that had been crawling with students just moments ago was now a ghost town. Sophie darted her gaze around. Where was the shooter? She eased up slowly and peered around the base of the bronze statue.

Crack.

An agonized scream behind her. Sophie recoiled. She peeked beneath her quivering elbow and saw a man hunched at the base of a flagpole, clutching his bloody ankle.

Sophie’s gaze was drawn to the corpse behind her, now baking on the sidewalk. At the edge of the grass, another man lay sprawled across the ground, a backpack beside him. A student. Sophie’s heart jackhammered against her rib cage as she watched the flies already buzzing around him.

This can’t be happening.

The crying intensified. Sophie glanced again at the child, who was hunched over her mother, sobbing uncontrollably. She had to be only two, maybe three years old. The woman twisted onto her side, probably trying to shield the girl with her body. They were behind a large oak tree, thank goodness. But if the child moved too much—

Crack.

Glass shattered on a building nearby.

Crack. Crack. Crack. One by one, the second-story windows exploded. She thought of those shooting games at carnivals where the targets were little yellow ducks.

Sirens grew louder as Sophie scoured the rooflines for any sort of movement or muzzle flash. She went from building to building all around the quadrangle, searching the red tile roofs and the highest row of windows.

Her gaze came to rest on the white limestone monolith that sat atop the hill, overlooking the entire campus like a giant Sphinx. And suddenly she knew. The gunman was on top of the library.

And from there he could see everything.
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Bo McCoy sprinted up the steps to his fraternity house and shoved through the front door. A couple of guys playing Ping-Pong shouted at him, but he couldn’t hear them over the music blaring from someone’s stereo. He took the stairs two at a time, then tore down the hallway. He slipped on a puddle outside the bathroom, but scrambled to his feet and kept going, not stopping until he was standing in front of his closet and staring up at the long plastic case. He yanked it down, then grabbed a box of bullets from the top shelf and shoved it in the back pocket of his jeans. The fluorescent orange hunting cap on the shelf caught his eye. It was a hundred degrees out, but he grabbed it anyway just for luck and stuffed it down the front of his pants. He raced out of his room and down the stairs.

“Hey, McCoy, where’s the fire?” one his brothers called from the doorway as Bo leaped down the porch steps and sprinted across the lawn.

Bo ignored him and raced toward the quad.

•  •  •

The hastily designated command post was the lobby of the psychology building on the south side of the quadrangle. The east facade was made of glass, unfortunately. But as an advantage, it had a clear view of the entire quad, plus protected accessibility through an underground maintenance tunnel that connected it to several other buildings. Jonah stood in the lobby now, juggling calls from two different bosses—Reynolds, his police lieutenant, and Cosgrove, his SWAT commander. Cosgrove and most of Jonah’s SWAT teammates were at this very moment hauling ass down here from Austin.

“We’ve got officers setting up barricades at all entrances to campus,” Reynolds was telling him over his cell phone. “Campus security evacuated the buildings facing the quad and the rest are in lockdown. Still no confirmation on our guy’s location.”

“We got a location on the shooter?” Jonah yelled across the room at Ric, who was on his radio.

“Dispatch just took a 911 call,” Ric shouted back. “From a woman pinned down at the base of a statue. She says the shooter’s on top of the library.”

Jonah rushed to the window and looked out. “Shit! He’s got the high ground.”

Jonah hoped to hell the caller was mistaken, but he doubted it. The library was the highest point for miles. If Jonah had wanted to set up a position, he’d have picked the exact same spot.

A cold ball formed in the pit of his stomach. Who were they dealing with here?

Jonah got back on with his SWAT chief. “An eyewitness says he’s shooting from the library roof. That’s six stories high.”

“Set up an inner perimeter. How many men you got?”

Jonah glanced around the lobby. He had one SWAT guy from the sheriff’s department who’d just happened to be at the campus health center when the all-call came through. Brian was in plainclothes and armed only with a Sig. His wife—a nurse—was busy treating a student who’d hobbled into the lobby with a bloody foot.

“We got two SWAT including me,” Jonah said. “Plus I’ve got two SMPD detectives—”

“Make that three.”

Jonah turned to see Allison Doyle coming out of a stairwell. Her cheeks were flushed as though she’d run all the way here.

“When was the last shot?” Cosgrove asked.

“Eight minutes ago,” Jonah said. Was he finished? Had he offed himself?

“I’m twenty minutes away,” Cosgrove said. “We got a police chopper coming down from Austin, but they’re not off the ground yet.”

Jonah stepped closer to the window and surveyed the situation. On the other side of the quad, a line of students crouched behind a concrete planter. An injured girl was slumped against a brick water fountain, hidden from view of the library and holding a bleeding arm. Farther south, a pair of legs poked out from behind a bike rack. Jonah couldn’t tell whether the person was alive or dead.

“Macon? What’s the status?”

Crack.

Everyone turned at once to look out the window.

“We can’t wait,” Jonah said. “We need to take him down now.”

His commander hesitated. It would be less risky to hold off until they had everyone assembled and could do this by the book. But by then how many more kids might die?

“I’d rather have this guy shooting at us than picking off innocent people,” Jonah said.

“Okay, do it.”

Jonah got off the phone, took a deep breath, and turned to face the four cops awaiting his orders.

“Ric and Brian, you’re on entry with me.” He nodded at Sean, who was the best marksman of the bunch, besides himself. “Sean, give Brian your vest. I need you at the top of that building with the rifle.” He pointed at the highest building besides the library, which was just across the quad. “Use the underground tunnel to get there.”

Allison stepped forward. She swiped a lock of dark hair from her face and gave him a look that dared him to blow her off. Allison worked property crimes. She was green as grass, but she had a badge.

He handed her some binoculars. “See the big ugly building just north of here?”

“The architecture building.”

“Whatever. Get to the top of it and get on your radio,” he said. “We’re going to need some eyes.”

•  •  •

The elevator doors parted and Allison rushed out, nearly crashing into a kid in an orange hunting cap.

“Hey!” She grabbed him by the shirt when she spotted the gun case. “Where you going with that?”

“The balcony,” he squeaked. “On the corner of the building.”

Allison took a moment to decide. This could be their shooter, for all she knew. But her gut told her it was just some kid looking to be a hero. She jerked the gun case away from him and released his arm. “Show me.”

He led her briskly down a corridor to a large conference room with a balcony facing north. Prime view of the library.

They weren’t the first to notice it, either. A man was set up there already, peering through a rifle scope. He was seated in a plastic office chair with the barrel of his gun resting atop a beanbag on the balcony wall.

Allison rushed outside.

“SMPD. I’m going to have to confiscate your weapon.”

He turned and squinted at her from beneath the brim of his camo cap. He wore jeans, a faded T-shirt, and worn shit-kickers. He turned and spat tobacco juice on the concrete.

“Reckon you’re gonna have to shoot me first.” He turned and leaned back over his gun.

Shit. She hadn’t counted on the vigilante element. This town was full of gun owners.

Allison’s heart thudded as she wrestled with what to do. She’d spent most of her career busting petty thieves and drug addicts. But what she did today mattered. A lot. And she didn’t know if she was ready for it.

She made a snap decision. If they couldn’t take out the shooter, maybe they could at least distract him and buy everyone some time.

Her gaze moved to the library. “You got a good look?”

“Just waiting for my shot.”

Allison set the gun case on the ground and popped the latches. Inside was a Remington 700, like the one she’d been trained on, only newer.

She glanced over her shoulder at the boy. “What’s your name?”

“Bo McCoy.”

“I take it you’ve been hunting, Bo?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s good.” She unhooked the binoculars from around her neck and shoved them at him. “I need you to be my spotter.”

•  •  •

Their footsteps sounded like rolling thunder as they pounded through the tunnel. In contrast to the fierce heat outside, the air beneath the campus was cool and damp. Fluorescent light fixtures dotted the walls, but visibility was poor and Jonah had to pay attention to keep from bumping his head on the low-hanging pipes.

A campus security guard led the way through the maze. As Jonah jogged through the bowels of the university, he sorted through what little information he had and tried to come up with a plan. First and foremost, he needed intel. He desperately hoped his team’s eyes were in place by the time the entry group reached the library.

They rounded a corner and the guard trotted over to an elevator bank.

“Hold up. We need info.” Jonah glanced around and knew he’d never get a good signal down here.

“Up,” Ric said, and headed for the door to a stairwell. They took the steps two at a time. At the top, a sign on the closed door said MAIN LEVEL, and Ric and Jonah exchanged looks.

“Cover me,” Jonah said, then took the lead as they went in low, guns drawn, using the rhythm they’d developed through years of working together. He swept his gaze left, right, front, back. Jonah had braced himself for blood and carnage, but all he saw was a vacated library.

The place was eerily silent—no hushed voices, no clacking keyboards, no scrape of chairs on the white marble floor. Books lay open. Laptops and backpacks sat abandoned. Jonah stood still for a moment, trying to think over the ringing in his ears—the faint buzzing noise that had started during that very first phone call.

You’re it, Macon.

He hustled to the window and did some quick recon. The library sat on high ground. Even from this first-floor vantage point, the campus was spread out before him like a picnic. The surreal part was the stillness. Not a flutter of movement as everyone remained hidden behind whatever cover they’d managed to find. The six people sprawled across the lawn were either dead or pretending to be, and Jonah’s gut tightened with fury at the sight.

He radioed his lieutenant on the secure frequency they’d established.

“Macon here. We’re in the library, ground level. What you got?”

“He’s still on the roof. Sean spotted him.”

“He get a shot off?”

“Missed. Doyle got hold of a rifle. She’s trying to get a bead on him, too, but he’s keeping out of sight.”

“How many gunmen?”

“By all accounts, one, but that’s unconfirmed.”

Jonah ran his hand over his face and it came away wet. Jesus, he was soaked.

Ric nudged him and handed over some binoculars. “Bronze statue,” he whispered, nodding his head toward the window.

Jonah jerked the binoculars to his face and scoured the scene. One of the bodies on the quad shifted, and Jonah’s pulse jumped. Kid was alive, though how much longer he could stay that way was anybody’s guess. He swept his gaze south down the grass until he spied the bronze statue where the 911 caller had been. She was still there. Heeled sandals, bare legs, skirt. Jonah saw a flash of blond hair as she peeked around the concrete base and lifted her gaze upward.

Sophie Barrett.

“Holy God,” Jonah muttered.

Crack.

Everyone looked up at the ceiling.

“He’s starting up again, Macon. I’m going to call off our sniper fire. Your team’s clear to move.”

•  •  •

Sophie pressed her forehead against the searing-hot concrete and tucked her knees in tighter. She turned her head and cast another worried look at the woman behind the tree. She was dead now—Sophie was almost sure of it. Her fingertips were tinged blue, and she hadn’t moved in the past fifteen minutes. The little girl was tucked beside her in the fetal position, sucking her thumb and staring blankly across the grass.

Where was the ambulance? Even the sirens had stopped. All she heard now were fire alarms from the direction of the dorms and the distant sound of bullhorns shouting commands. Sweat trickled down Sophie’s neck and arms. She licked her chapped lips and tried not to think about her parched throat.

Or the flies hovering over the bodies behind her.

The little girl sat up and started glancing around. Don’t look, Sophie wanted to say, but the girl kept looking. Her gaze came to rest on her mother. Sophie heard a hiccup.

“Sweetie, lay down.” Sophie motioned for her to put her head down. “Lie still next to Mommy.”

The girl turned and stared at her. Her pigtails were askew and her eyes looked glassy.

A snippet of music rang out. Sophie grabbed her phone off the ground and checked the screen.

Jonah Macon.

“Oh my God, where are you?”

“Help’s coming,” he said. “I need you to stay put.”

“We need a paramedic here! I’m on the south quadrangle. There’s a woman—” Sophie glanced at the girl and lowered her voice. “Jonah, she’s not moving anymore. We need an ambulance!”

“They’re coming. Just don’t move, whatever you do.”

“Can’t someone do something? He’s on top of the library!” Sophie sucked in a breath as the little girl clambered to her feet. She was still behind the tree, but one step in either direction, and she’d be a target. “Get down!” Sophie motioned frantically, but the girl wasn’t looking.

“Sophie, are you listening? Stay behind that statue. Do not move, do you hear me?”

The girl looked down at her mother and started to cry. She took a step backward. Then another.

“No!” Sophie scrambled to her feet and lunged.

•  •  •

Crack.

Jonah’s heart skipped a beat.

“Macon, heads up!”

Jonah glanced up from his phone as Ric stopped on the landing above him. His stern expression yanked Jonah back to the mission.

They’d hit a locked door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. Jonah stuffed the phone in his pocket and raced up to enter the four-digit pass code that had been given to him by the security guard downstairs. The guard hadn’t offered to come up here without a vest, and no one had twisted his arm.

Jonah made eye contact with Ric and Brian before punching the code’s last digit. They nodded. A faint snick and Jonah turned the knob. Slowly, he pulled back the heavy metal door. One by one, they slipped inside and eased the door shut behind them.

In contrast to the clean, bright stairwell they’d come from, this one was dim and dirty. Jonah had expected a barricade, maybe a booby trap. But the stairs were clear and the three men climbed them swiftly and soundlessly, Jonah in the lead. His pulse was racing. He pictured Sophie hunched behind that statue, and it raced even faster. He pictured her gleaming yellow hair and wondered if the motherfucker on the roof had used it for a target. Jonah pushed the thought away. He focused on the mission. Two more half-flights, eight steps each, and then he’d round the corner. He counted off each step, knowing the next time he passed through here, he might be in a body bag.

He reached the landing. He signaled his teammates. He readied his shotgun and turned the corner.

The last half-flight was empty. The stairs were bathed in sunlight from a rectangular window that looked out on the roof. Jonah reached the top step and signaled his team. He nodded at the brick that had been used to prop open the door a few inches. Jonah had the pass code for this door, too, but he didn’t need it because of that brick. It sat there like an invitation, beckoning him outside.

And in that moment, Jonah knew this guy’s plan was suicide by cop. Really, he’d known it all along. This guy wanted to go out in a blaze of glory. The only question was, how many people would he take with him?

The ringing was back in his ears, only louder now. The world seemed brighter, sharper than it ever had. His body tingled. His shotgun felt weightless in his hands.

You’re it, Macon.

By their predetermined plan, Brian reached around and rested a palm on the door. They exchanged looks. Three, two, one—

The door swung open and Jonah burst into the white-hot sunlight.
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The roof was empty.

Jonah swept left, right, then stepped away from the door to look up and behind him, at the top of the structure that housed the stairwell. He did a second scan of the low concrete wall that rimmed the main roof. Nothing. Meanwhile, Ric and Brian had eased toward the outside corners of the stairwell structure.

Voices, low and crackly.

Jonah searched for the source and spied the small black radio tucked up against the south wall. Beside it, a gray duffel and a box of ammo.

But no sniper.

Either he’d leapt off the roof or he was behind them on the north side of the building.

Pop!

A puff of dust kicked up on the south wall as someone fired from below.

Pop! Pop!

Different weapons, coming from different directions. Jonah didn’t have time to worry about friendly fire. He signaled for Brian to round the west corner of the stairwell building, he and Ric would round the east. It was a plan they’d thrown together on the way up those lower flights of stairs, and Jonah could think of about twenty flaws in it, but it was the best they had.

Silently, Jonah led the way. In his peripheral vision he saw shell casings glinting in the midday sun. There were dozens, maybe hundreds.

He wiped sweat from his brow. His T-shirt and jeans were saturated with sweat, but he was glad for the Kevlar and his Nikes, which gave him stealth. He sensed Ric behind him, trading signals with Brian so they could time their assault. Their shooter or shooters could be waiting around the corner in ambush.

Ric’s hand appeared at Jonah’s side, signaling: Three, two, one.

Jonah swung around the corner. Nothing. On the west side, a faint scuff. If the shooter didn’t know they were up here, Brian’s boots had just given them away.

Now, now, now! a voice in his head ordered. Jonah surged forward, turned the next corner.

A flash of movement at the top of a ladder.

“Roof!” Ric shouted the same instant Jonah lifted his shotgun. Footsteps pounded on the top of the stairwell building.

“One shooter!” Brian yelled as both Ric and Jonah doubled back to the south.

A smack against the pavement as the man jumped to the rooftop. They reached the corner at the same instant Jonah saw the gunman. Sun reflected off his pale bald head as he shoved a pistol in his mouth.

Bang. He dropped.

And where he’d been standing was just bright blue sky.

•  •  •

Allison peered through the rifle scope and waited, heart galloping. Was that pistol fire? What was happening up there?

A flutter of movement near the ledge, and gunshots echoed around the quadrangle like popcorn.

“Hold your fire!” she yelled into her radio, on the off chance the shots were coming from police. But she suspected it was more vigilantes trying to pick off the gunman.

“Shooter down.” Jonah’s words came over the radio, and Allison’s shoulders slumped with relief. She rested her forehead on the borrowed rifle.

“We’re going to sweep the roof,” he continued in an edgy voice. Had he taken out the shooter? What had happened up there? “Looks like a lone perpetrator, but we need to confirm.”

“Do a floor-by-floor of the library.” The order was issued by a voice she didn’t recognize, probably the SWAT commander. “All officers, hold your fire. I repeat, hold your fire. And get those kids to stop shooting, too.”

Allison sat up straighter and blinked the sweat from her eyes. She gazed at the library, feeling a sense of numbness combined with caution.

No movement, which was good. Jonah’s team was keeping low and away from the edge. She just hoped they were right, that the gunman was by himself.

She glanced at the man beside her, who still had his rifle pointed at the roof. “You hear that?”

“Yep.”

Allison stood and peered over the balcony at the grassy quad. Half a dozen students—either dead or injured—lay sprawled in the sun, while others cowered behind trees and trash cans and even flowerpots. Everything was so still, it could have been a photograph. Her gaze drifted back to the motionless bodies.

“Is it over?”

She turned to look at Bo McCoy, who held the binoculars she’d given him in his slender young hands.

“We don’t know,” she said, even though in her heart, she did know. It wasn’t over—not yet. And for some families, it never would be.

“Stay here until you get the all-clear.” She handed back the rifle. “And don’t shoot anything,” she ordered. “We’ve got cops up there.”

She rushed back to the ground floor, using the stairwell because her shell-shocked brain forgot about the elevator until she was halfway down. As she entered the ultra-modern lobby of the architecture building, she heard the nasal sound of a bullhorn outside.

“I repeat, all is clear. The gunman is down.”

For a moment, there was no reaction. But as she stepped from the air-conditioned building into the sweltering heat, the freeze-frame shifted into motion once again. People emerged from behind bushes, statues, even lampposts. Someone dropped from a tree. They poured out of buildings and crowded onto the sidewalks. Everyone gazed up at the library while some pointed, and the swell of anxious voices competed with the ever-increasing wail of sirens.

Allison hurried through the crowd to a place where she’d seen a victim go down. The boy was on his side, clutching a bleeding arm. His fingers were crimson and his face was white and slick with sweat.

“Help’s coming.” Allison grabbed something someone handed her—a wadded T-shirt—and pressed it against the wound. The boy moaned, but at least he was conscious. Another T-shirt appeared, and she added to the makeshift bandage.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He mumbled something she didn’t catch.

“You hear the ambulance? That’s for you. Just sit tight, okay? Anything hurt besides this arm?”

He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, and Allison glanced up. All around her was a forest of legs. Students, faculty, staff. But where were the medics?

“Help is coming,” she promised, then jumped to her feet as she spotted an EMT.

“Hey! Over here!” She waved him over and then backed away as he and a partner knelt down and went to work.

Allison rejoined the crowd and searched for more injured. But it was now impossible to see the wounded through the thick soup of people. Some were shouting, some were weeping. Some staggered around, wide-eyed and dazed. An alarming number of men, young and old, held deer rifles pointed at the sky, and Allison hoped like hell this really was the act of a lone gunman. Any accomplice would have no trouble disappearing into the mob.

•  •  •

Jonah pushed his way through the throng of bodies.

“Allison!”

She couldn’t hear him. Not surprising given the noise. Between the sirens and the helicopters, Jonah could hardly hear himself think. He squeezed past a barricade blocking off the inner part of campus. Someone grabbed his arm, then noticed his Kevlar vest and let go.

He caught up to her near the command center. Behind her, the entire quadrangle had been cordoned off with yellow crime-scene tape.

“Allison, wait up.” He snagged her arm and turned her around.

“I thought you were on the roof.” She glanced up at it. Choppers hovered above the library like hornets, and a white tent had been erected over the corpse to keep news cams from filming as the crime-scene techs did their jobs.

Allison gave him a worried look. “I hear it was pretty intense up there. You okay?”

“That woman behind the statue. Have you seen her?” Jonah held his breath.

“The statue?”

“She called 911. She was pinned down behind the bronze horse sculpture, right over there.”

Recognition flickered. “You mean the blonde? Tall?”

“Where is she?”

“They took her away in an ambulance.”

His chest squeezed. “She was wounded?”

“She looked okay to me. She was on her feet. Her kid was bleeding, though.”

Jonah stared at her.

“Doyle! I need you on crowd control!” Reynolds motioned her over to a parking area behind the psych building, where some campus health workers were dealing with minor injuries. Jonah’s boss saw him and frowned. “What are you still doing here? I thought you had a debriefing.”

“I’m on my way.”

But his boss was already stomping over. Reynolds was big, barrel-chested, and the silver bristles of his flattop contrasted with his ruddy skin.

He motioned Jonah away from the crowd. “Get to that briefing, give your statement, and go home. Keep it short and to the point.” He aimed a meaty finger at him. “And take off that vest. I don’t want reporters picking you out. We got every news channel in the country headed down here.”

Jonah gritted his teeth. A mass murderer had just shot up the college and his lieutenant was worried about reporters.

“I’m on my way.” Jonah turned to leave.

“Keep it tight,” Reynolds called after him. “Less is more, Macon. Don’t forget that.”

•  •  •

The emergency room at County Hospital could have been in a war zone. Rows of gurneys filled with injured students lined the wall. People sat on the floor and slouched in corners, holding makeshift bandages and awaiting attention from harried nurses and med students. Sophie hadn’t seen a doctor yet, and she assumed they were all in back tending to critical patients. Waiting-room chairs had been stacked and shoved against a wall in order to make room for the steady stream of gurneys coming in from ambulances. Load after load came off with bleeding arms, shattered wrists, injured feet. Several people had facial cuts from flying glass. Sophie reached up and touched her eyebrow, wondering how bad her injury was. She’d taken a hefty chunk of bark to the temple when the tree she’d been running for got hit with a bullet.

The child in her lap squirmed, and Sophie gazed down at her. Every attempt to elicit a name had been met with silence, and Sophie didn’t know what to do, so for now she was going to wait here, holding an ice pack against the girl’s forehead and hoping she didn’t have a concussion. The girl had a big blue goose egg from when Sophie had tackled her to the ground and she’d hit a tree root. She also had a split lip. The blood there had dried, and Sophie had managed to clean it with some wet tissues, but it looked as though it needed stitches.

“Would you like to play a game?” Sophie shifted her on her lap so she could look down at her face. “It’s called the name game. I’ll start. My name is Sophie. Kind of like sofa. What’s your name?”

The girl turned away and burrowed her head against Sophie’s dirt-streaked blouse.

Her throat tightened with frustration. She was terrible with kids. She’d never been one of those nurturing types who oozed mommy vibes, and yet here she was in this overcrowded waiting room with a child who refused to turn loose of her.

“How’s your head feel?” Sophie rearranged the ice pack, which was almost melted.

No answer, just more squirming. Sophie scanned the ER doors. They were automatic, but they stood permanently open now as a steady stream of people rushed in and out. Despite the signs posted around, there was a cell phone clutched in almost every hand, and people were babbling away frantically. Everyone was looking for someone—a daughter, a boyfriend, a sorority sister. Sophie had positioned herself strategically by the entrance, and almost everyone glanced at her. But their gazes didn’t linger, and she knew they hadn’t come here searching for this brown-haired little girl.

“Let’s go for a walk.” Sophie tried to ease the girl off her legs, but she clung tighter. “Come on. Just a short one.”

Sophie scooped her onto her hip and managed to elbow her way through the mob of people swarming a table where a list of names was being maintained by a besieged staffer. It was worse than a bar after a football game, and Sophie didn’t have her usual tricks available to get someone’s attention. She resorted to rudeness and elbowed a skinny guy right out of her way.

“Excuse me,” she said, and the woman looked up from her handwritten list. “This child is missing her mother.” Sophie winced at the words, but it couldn’t be helped. “They were separated on campus, and I need to know if her mom came through here—”

“Name?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re not family?”

“No. Look, her mother’s pregnant. She was injured. She was taken away in a separate ambulance and—”

Someone jostled her out of the way, and she tripped backward, almost dropping the girl. Sophie turned and snarled, and when she looked back, the woman was bombarded with other questions.

Sophie scooted away from the crush of people. Her chair was already taken. She found a tiny bit of space beside a ficus plant and leaned against the wall there as she pulled out her phone to make another round of calls.

Once again, no answer at San Marcos PD, probably because every parent of every kid at this college was trying to get through. She scrolled through her call list and tried the sheriff’s office again, and again, nothing. She tried the local CPS office, but was once again routed through a message system and dumped on someone’s voice mail.

Sophie adjusted the girl on her hip and reached deep for some patience. She left her name and yet another urgent message, along with her phone number.

The girl looked up at her as she clicked off, and Sophie forced a smile.

“Is your head feeling better?”

An ambulance screamed right up to the door, drowning out the question. The girl burrowed her face against Sophie’s neck until the siren finally ceased.

“Hey, you!” Sophie caught the sleeve of a man in scrubs as he hurried past.

He looked at her like a deer in the headlights.

“I need a nurse here. This girl needs medical attention, and I also have to find her parents.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the exam rooms swarming with people.

“Her mother was badly injured,” Sophie said. “She’s short, brown hair, about eight months pregnant. Is she back there, do you know?”

“Uh, I really don’t—”

“Check. Please. This child doesn’t have a parent here. I don’t even know her name.”

He stepped back, and Sophie caught his hand. “Wait.” She plucked a pen from the pocket of his scrubs and shifted the girl onto her hip. “I’m going to write down my cell number.” He had hairy arms, so she wrote on the back of his hand. “My name’s Sophie,” she said, desperately trying to make a personal connection. “Find out if there’s a pregnant woman back there and call me.” She gave him a meaningful look. “Her injuries looked very serious, so she may be in surgery.” Or the morgue. “But I at least need her name. I’ve got to get in touch with this child’s family.”

“I’ll do what I can.” He glanced down at his hand and jogged off, and Sophie slumped against the wall. She felt faint, queasy. The room was hot and airless, packed with too many anxious bodies. Sophie closed her eyes. The girl’s skinny arms tightened around her neck, and she felt a fresh wave of panic. She had no idea what to do next, so she started humming the first thing that popped into her head. It was an old gospel song about flying away, which was exactly what she wanted to do right now.

The girl’s arms gradually relaxed, so Sophie kept humming. She glanced down at the scraped little legs wrapped around her waist. She smoothed a hand over the girl’s hair and picked a leaf from one of her pigtails. The girl’s head drooped, and Sophie continued to hum softly. She turned toward the door leading to the back where the guy with her phone number on his hand had disappeared.

A man stood there, staring at her. He was oddly motionless amid the chaos of the ER. Sophie shifted so he could see the girl in her arms, and his entire face flooded with relief. He pushed his way through the crowd.

“Becca!” His voice caught on the word, and the little head jerked up from Sophie’s shoulder.

“Daddy!” She launched herself out of Sophie’s arms and into the man’s, and he squeezed her to his chest. Sophie stepped back to give them room. Over his daughter’s shoulder, the man met Sophie’s gaze. The pained look in his bloodshot eyes spoke volumes, and Sophie knew that Becca’s mother was dead.

•  •  •

Jonah pulled into the apartment complex and glanced up at Sophie’s window. Looked like she was awake, which was both good and bad. Good, because he wouldn’t have to turn around and go home, and bad, because what he needed to do right now was turn around and go home.

Home was where he should be. It was late, he was beyond tired, and he wasn’t fit company for anything other than a bottle of Jim Beam. But he’d been thinking about Sophie all day, and somewhere along the way he’d convinced himself that this detour was a good idea.

He parked his dinged pickup and hiked up the stairs to her apartment. The place looked just as dumpy as he remembered it, only someone had gotten around to pouring some chlorine into the pint-size swimming pool. Must be new management.

Through the paper-thin walls, Jonah heard newscasts blaring as he made his way down the row of doors. Sounded like everyone in town was tuned into the same story. He reached Sophie’s unit and rapped on the door. He waited. And waited. He rapped again.

Jonah’s pulse spiked when she answered. He didn’t know what he’d expected. It was after ten. Maybe he’d thought she’d be weeping into her pillow, or talking on the phone, or watching TV. He hadn’t expected her to be naked.

“You always answer the door like that?”

She had only a bath towel wrapped around her and she hitched it up higher. “Are you off for the night, or is this a police visit?”

“I’m off.”

She stepped back to let him in, and he frowned down at her as he crossed the threshold.

“You didn’t even ask who it was.”

“You have a distinctive knock.” She tossed a look at him over her bare shoulder as she walked to the back of the apartment.

Jonah’s feet remained firmly planted in her living room.

The bathroom door was ajar and he saw a sliver of her reflection in the mirror as she leaned over the sink.

“You just getting off?” she asked.

“Yep.”

“Long day.”

“Yep.”

“There’s beer in the fridge.”

“I’m good, thanks.”

She finished doing some makeup stuff to her eyes and closed the door. He heard drawers opening and closing, then a hair dryer.

Jonah took a moment to look at her setup. It was just as he remembered it from the one other time he’d been in here: small TV, inexpensive prints on the walls, worn but comfortable furniture. Everything was simple and affordable, with the notable exception of her stereo. It was sleek and new and perched on a six-foot bookshelf, along with her extensive collection of CDs. She had a purple iPod plugged in at the moment and was listening to something low and bluesy. Once upon a time, Sophie had been an aspiring singer, but he didn’t know if that was still the case.

Jonah glanced down the hallway. The bathroom door was open all the way now, and he guessed she’d slipped into the bedroom. What that particular part of her apartment looked like, he had no idea.

The last time he’d seen Sophie—before he’d seen her cowering at the base of that statue—he’d just closed a homicide case. It was a serial killer, and she’d been on his list of targets. She should have lost her life, but instead she’d walked away with some cuts and bruises.

And a boatload of emotional problems.

Jonah had been knee-deep in the case. He’d processed the scene. He’d taken her official statement. And his thoughts about her then had been just as inappropriate as they were right now. He probably would have acted on them, too, if he hadn’t been hit with a shit ton of work. When he’d finally come up for air, Sophie Barrett had moved on with her life, and Jonah had forgotten about her troubled gray eyes and her endless legs and the sly way she smiled when she got the upper hand in a conversation.

The bedroom door opened and she strode back into the living room wearing faded jeans, a snug-fitting Dallas Cowboys T-shirt, and leather sandals. There was nothing at all remarkable about the outfit, except the way she wore it.

“So. What brings you here?” She tossed a leather purse on the couch and folded her arms over her chest as she looked up at him.

“Just thought I’d check in on you. What happened to your face?”

“Caught some tree bark.”

“Looks like it needs stitches.”

“It needs a Band-Aid. What are you really here for?”

She tilted her head to the side, and he realized he’d been kidding himself earlier. He wasn’t here to check on her. His reasons were much less noble. In some corner of his mind, he’d thought he’d just knock on her door and she’d let him inside and make him forget about everything else.

When he didn’t answer, she grabbed her purse off the sofa and dug out her keys. “I’m going out with some people from work. You know a few of them. Want to come?”

Sophie was the receptionist at a forensic lab, and Jonah knew a lot of her friends from past investigations. They were okay people, but he didn’t feel like being around them tonight.

“No. Thanks. I’ll get out of your way.”

“You can walk me down.”

She led him to the door and locked up, and he checked her out again while her back was turned. Her hair smelled good. She was wearing the same heeled sandals he’d seen earlier. She was almost six feet tall but he’d never seen her in anything besides heels.

“You get your car back okay?” he asked, shifting back into cop mode as they headed downstairs.

“It took a while. The campus is still closed. I had to wait around for a security escort just to get into the garage where I parked. Guess they’re still searching for evidence?” She turned to look at him.

“Yeah.”

“So, have you identified him?”

“Not yet.”

They crossed the lot and stopped beside her shiny black Tahoe. Jonah knew it was no coincidence that she’d parked it near the one security light in the entire parking lot. She was safety-conscious—had good reason to be.

She gazed up at him with somber eyes. “Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“What you did today. It was very brave.”

He shrugged. “It’s my job.”

“A job is answering phones. Flipping burgers. Not confronting a homicidal maniac. That takes courage.”

“Kind of like dodging bullets to save some kid you don’t know?”

“You saw that?”

“I was in a stairwell,” he said. “I heard about it.”

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she went up on her toes, and he tensed as he realized what she was doing. Her lips were soft and cool. They moved against his gently, teasing, until lust overcame his shock and he pulled her hard against him, and damned if she didn’t taste as hot and sweet as he’d always imagined—times a thousand. He wanted to take her back upstairs. He wanted to pull her into that bedroom and let her blow his mind.

And he was a manipulative bastard for coming here tonight. Her hand slid up his chest, and he caught it.

She opened her eyes and eased back.

“What was that for?” he asked, and it came out like an accusation.

“I don’t know. My way of saying thank you?”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“No?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t that why you came here? To get thanked?”

He stepped back.

She unlocked her car and tossed her purse inside. “Don’t look so guilty. Everyone has different ways of dealing with trauma. Some people need alcohol. Or pills. Or sex. It’s a coping mechanism.”

He crossed his arms, annoyed at being analyzed, mostly because she was right. “And what’s your coping mechanism?”

“Me, I need people. I need friends from work and a noisy bar without a single television.” She slipped behind the wheel, then gazed up at him and sighed. “And I’ll probably have a margarita or three to forget about this god-awful day. Sure you don’t want to come?”

“I’ll pass.”

“ ’Night, then. Don’t stay up too late thinking about your case. It’ll be there in the morning.”

“Yeah, sure.”

But as he watched her drive away, he knew he was going to go home to his bottle of bourbon and think about not much else.

•  •  •

The man watched the Tahoe turn onto Main Street and speed through a yellow light. It was 10:35. She was in a hurry. She’d wasted too much time with her visitor, and now whoever she was meeting would be getting impatient. He rolled to a stop at the intersection and followed the SUV with his gaze as it turned into a crowded parking lot.
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