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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    As Madison Bailey’s long legs effortlessly guided her toward the 14th St. subway station entrance, she sipped her overpriced latte. Somewhere far beneath her, she heard and felt the characteristic thrum as a train approached the platform. With her free hand, Maddie slid her cell phone out of her clutch. 
 
    But she didn’t open an app. She didn’t even scroll through her friends’ pictures, or so much as glance at the newest iPhone clutched between manicured fingers.  
 
    She didn’t need to—all Maddie had to do was wait.  
 
    And she could do that. After all, she’d waited seventeen, nearly eighteen years for this moment. 
 
    A few more minutes wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    At just past seven in the morning, the cement steps leading down into the station were usually so busy that Maddie and her crew would have to descend in single file. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    The crowd was surprisingly thin, allowing the four girls to walk in a V-pattern, with Maddie in the center and slightly ahead, and Victoria and Kylie on her left, while Brooke took up residence on her right.  
 
    Just before they entered the tunnel, a cool breeze lifted Maddie’s uniform skirt, raising goosebumps on her bare thighs.  
 
    Maddie barely noticed.  
 
    Now, she looked at her phone, but only to pull up her subway pass. She scanned it on the card reader, then used her hip to rotate the metal bar and stepped into the station. 
 
    The others followed.  
 
    Maddie led her troupe to the northbound platform where they waited, their toes just grazing the painted yellow line at their feet.  
 
    And then it happened. 
 
    The phone in her hand buzzed and Madison Bailey’s heart skipped a beat. With a trembling thumb, she opened the message but didn’t immediately read it. Instead, she glanced to her right.  
 
    Brooke Pettibone was tall and lean with long legs that jutted out from beneath her blue and black checkered uniform skirt. Her hair, like all of theirs, was a platinum blonde that bordered on white. And while Maddie’s features were softer than Brooke’s, they were often confused as sisters. They weren’t related, however, but they had been friends for so long that they might as well have been.  
 
    What they shared—what they all shared—was something even stronger than a familial bond.  
 
    Something deeper, more intrinsic. 
 
    More powerful. 
 
    Despite Brooke’s eyes being locked on her phone—unsurprisingly, she too had received the message—Maddie didn’t need to say anything to get her friend’s attention. After just a moment of staring, Brooke raised her gaze from the screen and looked at her. If she’d been frowning, or if there had been so much as a hint of fear in the girl’s pale blue eyes, Madison might have been convinced not to go through with their plan. While she was the undisputed leader of their tight-knit circle of friends, Brooke was the one person whom she would even consider conceding to. 
 
    But there was no apprehension in her friend’s face.  
 
    They exchanged a subtle nod before Madison turned her attention to Kylie and Victoria. 
 
    Like Brooke and Maddie, they too had received the text.  
 
    And they’d read it. 
 
    Kylie was grinning, a huge smile that extended from ear to ear, and her eyes were moist. 
 
    Vic, as was typical of her character, was more reserved. But even the most even keeled of Maddie’s crew gave no impression that she wanted to change her mind.  
 
    After nodding at both of them, Maddie finally looked down at her phone.  
 
    The message that they’d all received was from the final member of their group of friends: it was from Sky. Normally, Sky would have been right there with them, standing beside Brooke, but the girl had caught a cold and had been stuck in bed for the past day or so.  
 
    The conservative smile on Maddie’s pink lips grew unabashedly as she read her friend’s single line of text. 
 
    Her own eyes wet now, Maddie took a deep breath and turned her gaze straight ahead.  
 
    She wished that Sky, the most pragmatic and calculated of their group, was here with them—that they were all together in their final moments. But today was the day and now was the time. 
 
    Sky might be on her own for now, but it wouldn’t be for long. They’d be together again soon.  
 
    Very soon.  
 
    As the dull rumble from the approaching train grew more pronounced, Maddie activated a hidden app, slipped her cell phone back into her clutch, and closed her eyes. 
 
    She wasn’t afraid.  
 
    Maddie had thought that when this moment came, as inevitable as it was, she’d be scared, perhaps even terrified, but she felt no tightness in her chest, no kaleidoscope of butterflies doing an uncoordinated dance in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    And when she reached out, her right hand finding Brooke’s, her left, Kylie’s, it wasn’t to receive or offer support.  
 
    It was to enjoy this moment together.  
 
    When the vibrations that traveled up Maddie’s legs reached her chest, she started to count down.  
 
    Three… 
 
    Madison took another breath, held it, then slowly exhaled through her mSouth.  
 
    Two… 
 
    The shaking in her bones had reached nearly euphoric heights now. Even though this sensation originated from the soles of her feet, it felt as if these tendrils of pleasure spread from the crown of her skull to her fingertips that were intertwined with Brooke’s and Kylie’s. 
 
    One… 
 
    Just as the subway’s brakes started to engage, but before it began to slow, Madison Bailey and her three friends leaped from the platform and in front of the oncoming train.  
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The drone creased the cloudless mid-afternoon sky. It flew high enough that the soft whirring generated by its four propellers could only be heard by the most daring of birds overwhelmed by curiosity. A particularly uninhibited raven came within a foot of the drone, which prompted the mechanical device to dip and descend rapidly toward the grassy hill below. The raven squawked, banked left, and then flew away faster than it had when fueled by the need to investigate the strange, aerial object.  
 
    The drone continued to accelerate, now passing within mere inches of a row of unkempt shrubs. As it sliced across the terrain, the gimble-mounted camera on the front swiveled from left to right, the fish-eye lens ever searching.  
 
    When it reached a field of waist-high daisies, the drone’s front end banked, and it started to climb again. Even when the drone had reached a height of greater than twenty feet, the camera remained focused not on what lay ahead, or above, but on the rolling terrain below.  
 
    And then, suddenly, it stopped and hovered, the way only a drone could, using imperceptible manipulations of its propellers to allow it to remain completely still despite a significant updraft.  
 
    The camera had spotted something. 
 
    Crouched on one knee, inspecting a second outcropping of wild daisies, was a girl in a pale blue dress. Thick curls of orange hair spilled over her shoulders, the color of which was nearly identical to what her mothers had been as a child.  
 
    The drone remained just out of earshot as the camera continued to follow the girl’s movements. After glancing right and left surreptitiously, the girl plucked a daisy. She paused for a moment as if worried she might get caught, before bringing the flower to her upturned nose and inhaling deeply. When she pulled it away, the high-definition camera picked up a slight yellow smudge of pollen on the tip of her nose. 
 
    The girl used the palm of her hand to rub the dusting off just as the drone began to descend. 
 
    When it reached a height of fifteen feet, the girl’s ears perked, and she looked around. When she couldn’t find the source of the whirring, her tiny brow furrowed. 
 
    Eventually, when the drone dropped to below ten feet, the girl looked up.  
 
    It took a moment for her green irises to constrict but when they did and she saw the drone, a smile spread across her lips. Giggling, the girl waved with the pudgy hand holding the flower and the drone swayed from right to left as if waving back. 
 
    Then the camera yanked hard to the left and the drone careened toward the earth below.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase Adams watched her niece smell the flower and grinned. The large goggles that covered the top half of her face, which looked like a VR helmet, allowed her not just a first-person view through the camera, but allowed her to control the lens with just her head.  
 
    When Georgina waved, Chase gently rolled her head from side to side, mimicking the gesture.  
 
    This was their agreement: Georgina could play anywhere on the property, including the three-acre field behind the house, so long as the girl returned when she spotted the drone. 
 
    And Georgina had never disobeyed. 
 
    As of yet, anyway. 
 
    “Time to come home, Georgie,” Chase whispered to herself. “Time to—”  
 
    The wooden floor creaked behind her, and Chase whipped around while at the same time yanking the goggles from her face.  
 
    “Easy, easy, Chase,” a woman said. “It’s just me.” 
 
    Like when Georgina’s eyes had had to adjust to the sun, so did Chase’s after removing the helmet.  
 
    Even though it had been nearly a year since she’d departed the FBI—immediately following what had taken place at the Butterfly Gardens—Chase’s heart still raced, and her body primed for action, at just the slightest hint of danger.  
 
    She wondered, not for the first time, how long it would take for this to go away. 
 
    For her to lead a normal life. 
 
    A year? Two? Never? 
 
    Chase realized that her thumb was jamming the joystick to the left and she released it before the drone crashed to the earth or, worse, into Georgina. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Louisa stood just inside the door of the modest wood cabin, a bursting grocery bag in each hand. Like Chase, what had happened at the Butterfly Gardens changed Louisa.  
 
    When they’d first met back at Grassroots Recovery, Louisa had been a different woman. It wasn’t just the fact that she’d lost about thirty pounds since then, or that her hair had gone from curly to straight, it was something else.  
 
    Something that you couldn’t see from the outside. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Chase said after collecting herself. Even though Louisa posed no threat, it would take up to five minutes for the adrenaline coursing through her veins to clear. “I was just telling Georgina to come back for something to eat.” 
 
    Louisa glanced at the remote control in one of Chase’s hands and the goggles in the other.  
 
    “Perfect timing then,” she said. “I’ve got lunch and by the looks of it, you could eat. Damn, you’re skinny.” 
 
    Chase looked down at herself. She didn’t feel skinny, at least not any more than usual. But now that she thought about it, her clothes were fitting more loosely as of late. 
 
    “Been running a lot,” she offered as a way of explanation. 
 
    “And not eating enough.” Louisa placed the bags on the counter and started to unload the contents. Chase watched her remove a loaf of bread, a package of bacon, several large, beefsteak tomatoes, and a head of Boston lettuce. “BLT?” 
 
    Chase didn’t feel hungry, but she knew she should eat if for no other reason than to set a good example for Georgina. 
 
    She nodded and Louisa smiled.  
 
    “Good, because Mike won’t let me have them at home. He says that bacon has too much saturated fat and nitrates—basically too much flavor. Which means,” she held up the package of bacon and used her other hand to reveal it like a Wheel of Fortune tile, “I have got to eat it here.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
    Louisa had made a habit of coming by her place a couple of times a week, and while Chase knew that she was doing it just to check in on her, to make sure that she wasn’t doing anything self-destructive, she appreciated the gesture. 
 
    After all, as much as she loved Georgina, Chase missed speaking to adults.  
 
    “Still using that drone?” Louisa asked as she turned her back to Chase and pulled a frying pan out of the cupboard. 
 
    “No,” Chase said, holding up the controller and the goggles. “Just a new sex toy.”  
 
    Louisa chuckled but said nothing further.  
 
    While the woman’s husband might not approve of her choice of pork product, Louisa didn’t approve of Chase’s use of the drone. 
 
    And she’d made this abundantly clear on several occasions. 
 
    Chase knew why, of course: it was a lens through which she could view reality. A lens that added a layer of cushioning, one that put herself at arm’s reach, between herself and her life.  
 
    A life that had come to a grinding halt after her sister had been brutally murdered. 
 
    But Chase didn’t care. 
 
    She loved the drone. She loved the freedom that it afforded her, the feeling that she was flying without being encapsulated in a metal tube. The drone made Chase feel as if she were gliding through the air, grazing the blades of grass with her fingertips.  
 
    “When are you going to let me fly the damn thing?” Louisa said as she started to fry the bacon. 
 
    “No chance,” Chase replied with a chuckle. She looked down at the controller and pressed the ‘HOME’ button. The drone would now return to the exact spot that it had taken off from, automatically avoiding obstacles along the way. 
 
    “Why not? I won’t crash it,” Louisa protested. 
 
    “Not on purpose,” Chase shot back. 
 
    Louisa was a good friend, and she was great at keeping Chase grounded. She’d been great at it back when they’d first met at Grassroots, and she was great at it now when she came to visit. 
 
    Chase also felt some responsibility for the woman, given that Louisa had been kidnapped and nearly murdered because of her.  
 
    But Louisa wasn’t good at anything mechanical. 
 
    In the few years that Chase had known her, the woman had gotten into at least nine car accidents—minor fender benders, to be fair, but all of them had been her fault.  
 
    It had gotten so bad that Louisa had a hard time convincing any of the major insurance companies to insure her vehicle. It wasn’t that she was aggressive or had poor spatial awareness—her mind just wandered, and she had a tendency to space out. 
 
    So, no, Chase was not going to let Louisa control the drone. 
 
    “How’s Georgina?” 
 
    “She’s—”  
 
    Georgina, huffing, burst through the back door and immediately doubled over and grasped her thighs. Her face was red, and her forehead was covered in perspiration.  
 
    “Was I fast?” she asked, between huge gulps of air. 
 
    Chase smiled. 
 
    “Fast? No, not fast. Blazing. Probably your fastest time ever.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Georgina exclaimed. She straightened and Chase noticed that she was still clutching the daisy in her hand. “Hi, Louisa.” 
 
    Louisa moved away from the stove and held her arms wide. Despite still not having caught her breath, Georgina ran to the woman and hugged her tight.  
 
    “Hi, sweetie,” Louisa said, squeezing her back.  
 
    Chase hated the knot of jealousy that formed in her gut, but that didn’t make it go away. Georgina loved her aunt, this was undeniable, but she never acted this way with Chase. She never ran to her and gave her a big hug, nor did she offer kisses of any sort.  
 
    When Chase had first adopted Georgina, she’d tried to force these displays of emotion out of the child, but that had only caused the girl to push back.  
 
    At seven, Georgina had a fairly robust understanding of life and death, which meant that what she’d been through had had a profound effect on her. Chase was amazed that Georgina had become a caring, well-adjusted young girl after everything that had happened.  
 
    Still, it nagged Chase that when Georgina had finally come out of her shell, it was Louisa who had been, and continued to be, the recipient of her affections. 
 
    And this made Chase wonder if Georgina blamed her for what had happened to her mother. 
 
    Which would have made two of them. 
 
    “You have to ask your mom,” Louisa said. 
 
    Chase shook her head and focused on Georgina’s big eyes and her pleading face.  
 
    “Can I? Chase, can I?” 
 
    “Can you what?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Can I go see Brandon and Lawrence?” 
 
    Chase’s expression hardened, but only for a moment. 
 
    “She asked, not me,” Louisa said defensively. 
 
    Chase trusted Louisa—trusted the woman with her life and with Georgina’s. But she wasn’t quite ready to let Georgina go. They both still had healing to do.  
 
    Besides, what happened if one of Louisa’s children mentioned Georgina’s mother? Not in a malicious way—both Brandon and Lawrence were great kids—but out of sheer curiosity? 
 
    How would Georgina react? 
 
    “We’ll see,” Chase said. 
 
    Georgina’s face fell. 
 
    “Come on, Auntie Chase. Let me go see them. I want to play with them.” 
 
    “I said, we’ll see,” Chase repeated, a little more sternly this time. 
 
    Georgina started to pout and when Chase opened her mouth to reiterate her response a third time, Louisa intervened. 
 
    “One day,” she promised. “One day you’ll get to play with them. But now,” Louisa held up a strip of bacon dripping with grease, “let’s eat… because I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
   

 
  
   Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    FBI Agent Floyd Montgomery nodded at the NYPD officer as he passed under the yellow crime scene tape.  
 
    As he made his way down the concrete staircase leading to the 14th St. subway station, he breathed deeply. He didn’t have the same passion for subway cars as he did for steam locomotives, but they were in the same general category. And being in this place, being around a train, always gave him solace, ever since he’d been a boy. 
 
    Ever since the only toy he’d had to play with, one he still owned to this very day, was a rusted Thomas the Tank Engine. 
 
    The feeling of comfort and ease was short-lived, however; in addition to the smell of grease and grime, a constant in pretty much every subway station in North America, there was another underlying odor that was somehow even more cloying.  
 
    The stench of death. 
 
    Floyd had been prepped on his way to New York City from Virginia, but no matter how many crime scenes he experienced—up close, visceral, violent, and disturbing—he’d never become truly comfortable around death.  
 
    Not since his own near-death experiences, which now flirted with double digits. 
 
    Floyd’s heart started to pound a little harder in his chest, and despite the cool air that followed him into the tunnel from the street above, sweat formed on his forehead. He absently swiped at it with two fingers and continued to make his way toward the group of officers huddling close to the northbound platform. He counted nearly a dozen cops in total, as well as half as many CSU techs, standing around, but Floyd immediately knew who was in charge.  
 
    The plain-clothed police officer near the center of the gathering, the one whom others stared at in search of direction, appeared to be three decades older than Floyd, even though their actual age difference was closer to ten years.  
 
    It was Detective Stephen Dunbar. 
 
    The man’s face had become more weathered since the last time Floyd had seen him. Dark bags clung to the underside of his eyes, and his posture was slumped. The detective also appeared to have lost some weight, but Floyd didn’t think that this was the result of eating healthy or exercising. 
 
    It was obvious that, like Floyd, Dunbar hadn’t become accustomed to being surrounded by death day in and day out. It took a toll on person.  
 
    As Floyd approached, Detective Dunbar strode forward, pushing his way through the crowd.  
 
    “Dunbar,” Floyd said, with a nod. Although they’d only met a handful of times before, what they’d experienced together was enough for them to address each other casually. Besides, Floyd knew that the man preferred to be called Dunbar and not Detective Dunbar or some derivative of the like. 
 
    “Floyd,” Dunbar returned, which was how Floyd preferred it as well. They shook hands and then the detective started to lead him toward the subway platform. “Thanks for coming in for this, and so quickly. I know it’s not usually the FBI’s—” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Floyd said, cutting the man off. Dunbar fell quiet then, which was the way they both liked to work. While Floyd didn’t possess any of Chase’s special skills, her highly tuned subconscious, her ‘voodoo’ as Stitts called it, sometimes he liked to pretend he did.  
 
    It didn’t offer him insight into the killer’s mind, or the victim’s, but it gave his self-confidence a bit of a boost.  
 
    And this required silence.  
 
    When the subway train came into view, Floyd closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them again a second later, he steeled himself against what he knew was coming, what he’d seen in the photographs. 
 
    Unfortunately, no images could do the carnage that was laid out before him justice. 
 
    The train had stopped about three-quarters of the way into the station, leaving approximately a twenty- to twenty-five-foot gap from the front of the first car to the exit tunnel.  
 
    And nearly this entire distance was covered in either blood or gore. There were body parts beneath the train, on the tracks, and still clinging to the front windshield.  
 
    The abbreviated case file had made it abundantly clear that four girls had died here. But based on the wreckage, it wouldn’t have been difficult to convince Floyd that the dead amounted to twice or even three times that number.  
 
    There was just so much blood… thick, coagulated pools on the tracks, spray on the walls, the ceiling, on the platform itself.  
 
    And then there was the hair. Huge wads of matted clumps clung to the front of the silver train.  
 
    Floyd averted his eyes. He knew that Dunbar was watching him now, observing him, and he also knew that his actions weren’t going to inspire confidence. 
 
    But it was all just too much. 
 
    Four girls… four girls who hadn’t even reached their eighteenth birthdays yet… 
 
    The thought made him sick to his stomach. 
 
    “Why would they do this?” Floyd asked softly. “Why would they jump?” 
 
    That detail had also been included in the file. 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping you could help me with,” Dunbar replied. “From what I can tell, these girls were popular, happy. They had everything going for them.” 
 
    Floyd swallowed hard. All four girls came from affluent families and attended an upscale catholic high school. Their social media profiles indicated an active social life and suggested that they had more friends than Floyd had had in his entire life. 
 
    But he wasn’t naïve—Floyd knew that social media wasn’t real, that these images and videos and interactions were often manufactured and occasionally masked a personal hell that lay just below the surface. 
 
    But four of them? What could possibly be so bad that these four girls felt that the only way out was to commit mass suicide? 
 
    Floyd gathered his courage and looked from Dunbar to the subway carnage.  
 
    “What would make you do this?” he asked.  
 
    Once again, Detective Stephen Dunbar chose to remain silent. 
 
    Floyd didn’t blame him. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Chase had to give it to Louisa—while she didn’t have much of an appetite these days, the woman made a mean BLT. It took Chase all of two minutes to inhale the sandwich and then she followed that with two slices of leftover bacon.  
 
    She was done before Georgina had even finished half of her much smaller portion.  
 
    “Sorry,” Chase grumbled. “Didn’t get a chance to eat after my run this morning.” 
 
    Georgina raised an eyebrow, giggled, and then continued to chew on her mouthful of sandwich. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you can do that—run five miles every morning,” Louisa remarked between bites of her own BLT. 
 
    Chase debated correcting the woman, telling her that five miles was now considered a light day, but she didn’t want to boast. The last thing you wanted to do was tell someone who struggled with their weight that you ran ten miles with ease daily. 
 
    “Helps to clear my head,” she said.  
 
    Louisa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Sure, well, instead of just clearing your head, why not infuse it with knowledge?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Not you. Georgina,” Louisa clarified. “Have you two thought about what school you want to go to?”  
 
    Chase’s upper lip curled.  
 
    This was another point of contention between Chase and her niece, which Louisa couldn’t possibly have known. But ignorant or not, the woman just seemed to have a knack for pushing all the wrong buttons.  
 
    “We’re still working out the details,” Chase said, trying to side-step the land mine. “Isn’t that right, Georgina?” 
 
    Georgina stopped mid-chew, hesitated, and then swallowed. 
 
    When she spoke next, her green eyes were aimed at Louisa. 
 
    “Chase says she might homeschool me. Says I might not go to school.” 
 
    Chase thought she saw the corner of Louisa’s mouth twitch. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s been doing so well at home—all caught up, now—that homeschooling might just be the best option.” 
 
    While Chase knew that her words sounded like an excuse, what she said was true. Having had no previous formal education, Georgina was forced to start from the very beginning. But she was a bright kid and picked up concepts very quickly. To gauge her progress, Georgina had done an online test for Grade Ones a few weeks back and she’d aced it. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Before Louisa could expound on her disapproving grunt, Chase rose from the table, collected her friend’s plate, and dropped them both into the sink.  
 
    Then she sighed and rested her palms on the countertop. 
 
    If she wasn’t comfortable sending Georgina for an afternoon with Brandon and Lawrence, how could she possibly justify sending her to school? 
 
    Beacon, New York, the closest actual town, was nearly as far as one could get from Franklin, Tennessee while remaining in the continental USA, but that didn’t matter. To the NYPD’s credit, they had done an exceptional job keeping both Georgina’s names out of the media following the Butterfly Gardens incident. But if Georgina told someone where she came from, an Internet search had the potential to bring up her past. 
 
    And with it, Brian and Timothy Jalston. 
 
    Chase took another deep breath. 
 
    She loved Louisa’s visits, but lately, they were becoming more stressful than helpful. The more questions the woman asked, the more it felt to Chase like she was being judged or interrogated. It was still difficult for her to accept that some people wanted nothing in return for their help other than kindness and friendship. 
 
    It had long since become clear that Tyler Tisdale had corrupted her in many ways, and not all were related to the needle.  
 
    “Sorry,” Chase apologized, even though it was clear that this wasn’t necessary. She put on a fake smile and turned around to look at Georgina and Louisa. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m just a little tired from my run earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Louisa asked. 
 
    The unintentional change in subject seemed to have worked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it. The other day, I went out to run two miles—just two. I mean, no big deal, right? I should be able to do that. I’m not as fit as you, but I’m much lighter than I used to be. Anyway, it turns out that I absolutely can’t do that. I ran for ten minutes then had to stop and take a break.” 
 
    “Ten minutes isn’t bad,” Chase offered, “You have to start slow.” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing,” Louisa continued. “I tried to start slow, I tried to start by barely jogging, but then, I just keep going faster and faster and faster until I can’t breathe and have to stop.” 
 
    Chase knew the feeling. Even though she’d been a runner for years, and after kicking her various vices, she was capable of putting up a very respectable ten-mile time, there were still days that she struggled.  
 
    Today was one of those days. Halfway through her planned ten miles, her emotions took hold and without even realizing it, Chase had broken into a full-out sprint. 
 
    She’d finished the run but had promptly collapsed into a puddle.  
 
    “You just have to pace yourself,” Chase said quietly. 
 
    “I’m done,” Georgina exclaimed, rising to her feet. Evidently, she had no interest in the adults’ fitness discussion. “Can I play some more? I want to go back to the flowers.” 
 
    “Take out your plate first, then you can go play.” 
 
    Georgina did her chores and then turned to Louisa. 
 
    “It was nice to see you!” 
 
    “It was nice to see you too, Georgina.”  
 
    And with that, the girl slipped on her shoes and bounded through the back door as if the caloric interlude had never happened.  
 
    “Remember, when you see the drone, it’s time to come home!” Chase hollered after her, but Georgina was already gone. 
 
    “She’s a good kid,” Louisa remarked. Something in her tone suggested that she wanted to add something else, something less complimentary, and Chase called her on it. 
 
    “Yeah, and…?” 
 
    Louisa sucked her lower lip. 
 
    “Oh, come on, just say it.” 
 
    “Okay, but you have to promise not to get pissed.” 
 
    Chase just stared. They both knew how much she hated these filler statements.  
 
    “Fine, fine,” Louisa continued with a nervous chuckle. “But first, I really do think that Georgina’s a great kid, and you have had a lot—no, not a lot, but everything to do with that.”  
 
    “Cool, great,” Chase clapped her hands and started to stand, more than a little annoyed by how long her friend was taking to get to the point. 
 
    “But… but you have to let her out more, let her spread her wings. You can’t keep her cooped up forever.” 
 
    Louisa looked nervous when she said this last part, but Chase wasn’t offended. In fact, she felt relieved. Maybe Dr. Matteo was onto something, maybe speaking your thoughts out loud really did help. 
 
    “I know. I’m trying, Louisa—I am trying.” 
 
    “Well, you’re doing great.” Louisa didn’t need to say more, the point had been made and taken. “You want a coffee or something?”  
 
    No, I want something stronger. 
 
    And there it was. A moment of introspection that led to a lifetime of guilt. 
 
    The sad reality that Chase was failing at raising her sister’s child was magnified by the fact that she hadn’t spoken to her own son in months. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied with a grunt. 
 
    While Louisa prepared the coffees, Chase moved to the nearby couch and plopped herself down. A few minutes later, a coffee appeared in her hand, and Louisa sat beside her.  
 
    “You could spread your wings a little, too, you know? When was the last time you actually left this place? And I don’t mean for a run.” 
 
    Clearly, Louisa wasn’t done. Instead of answering right away, Chase elected to sip her coffee and instantly regretted it. 
 
    It scalded the roof of her mouth. 
 
    “You know how long it’s been.” 
 
    Louisa nodded. 
 
    “Fine. When’s the last time you’ve spoken to anyone other than me and Georgina, then?”  
 
    “You know the answer to that, too.” 
 
    Now, Chase was starting to get annoyed. 
 
    “What about Stitts?” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “What about that cute, brooding guy with the beard? Drake? He’s in NYC, isn’t he?” 
 
    An image of Drake’s face flashed in Chase’s mind.  
 
    “I haven’t spoken or seen anyone since… well, you know when.”  
 
    Louisa sighed, which was strange because Chase felt as if she should have been the one to make the exasperated sound.  
 
    “Well, don’t you think it’s about time?” 
 
    Reaching her wit’s end, Chase was about to tell her friend to drop it when she was interrupted by a strange sound. It was a rattling of some sort, like someone rolling a heavy dice across a wooden table.  
 
    It took her several seconds to find the source, with her gaze eventually falling on the small table near the front door. Her cell phone lay on top of it, and it was buzzing. 
 
    Chase’s brow furrowed. 
 
    After leaving the FBI, she’d wanted to just get rid of the damn thing, cut off every connection to her past. But she’d kept it, telling herself that it was just for emergencies, in case something happened to Georgina. 
 
    Immediately following the Butterfly Gardens, she’d gotten the occasional text asking her how she was doing or if she needed anything, but after being ignored for so long, they eventually stopped. 
 
    Chase couldn’t remember the last time it rang, with a message or a call. 
 
    “You going to answer that?” Louisa asked. 
 
    “Naw, it’s probably just a telemarketer.”  
 
    Louisa made a face, rose to her feet, and started toward the front door.  
 
    “Louisa, just leave it,” Chase pleaded, but it was too late.  
 
    The woman had already made it to her phone and picked it up. Chase watched her expression change as she read the screen.  
 
    “See? I told you it was just a telemarketer.” 
 
    Louisa held the phone out to Chase, her smile fading. 
 
    “It’s not a telemarketer.” 
 
    Now it was Chase’s turn to frown. 
 
    “No? Then who is it?” 
 
    The caller ID listed a single name, and she felt her heart drop to the pit of her stomach.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, the revulsion that Floyd felt started to fade. Some referred to this as experience, while he preferred the term desensitization.  
 
    “Any footage of these girls before… before it happened?” Floyd asked as he turned his attention away from the scene and took in their surroundings.  
 
    “Yup, three cameras,” Dunbar replied as he pointed them out. “This is New York City, there are cameras everywhere.” 
 
    Floyd focused his attention on the filthy video camera that was mounted high up on the wall on the other side of the tracks. 
 
    “That one looks like—”   
 
    “One step ahead of you.” 
 
    Dunbar pulled out his cell phone and loaded a video. 
 
    “This is why I called you in—oh, and because the DA wants to wrap this thing up as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Despite his obtuse comment, the detective’s words required no further explanation. 
 
    The video told the rest of the story.  
 
    “This was no accident,” Floyd said breathlessly after the minute-long video finished playing. 
 
    He’d witnessed the four platinum-blonde girls, all wearing identical outfits—plaid skirts and white blouses—walk to the platform. They were smiling, expressions that only intensified when their cell phones appeared to ring, all at the same time.  
 
    Floyd hadn’t personally participated in any suicide investigations, much less mass suicides, but he had received training for both while in the Academy. And while the underlying circumstances changed from case to case, from motivation to motivation, there were some commonalities. 
 
    First and foremost, people rarely groomed themselves for work, or school, only to end their lives on the way there. Public suicide displays themselves were rare—people preferred this most intimate of acts to take part in the comfort of their own home. It took a special type of person who wanted to make a spectacle of their death, and usually, they fit a profile: boisterous, obnoxious, brash.  
 
    It was no secret that teen suicide was on the rise in the United States, but this… four affluent girls, neatly dressed, and smiling before jumping in front of a moving subway train… well, this was something that Floyd had no experience with. 
 
    “Can you play the video again?” he asked. 
 
    Dunbar obliged and this time Floyd concentrated on the girls’ cell phones. It wasn’t a call that they’d received as he’d first thought, but a text. It also appeared that while they were all willing participants in the suicide—they all jumped on their own accord—the tallest of the group, the one in the middle, was the apparent leader. She nodded at the others then raised her foot first, just before jumping.  
 
    “The techs have already collected blood samples and are sending them to the lab to see what’s in their system,” Dunbar said. This was the obvious thing to do, but it was more complicated in this case, given the mixture of fluids that covered the tracks. “I’ve also got a couple of computer guys looking into the girls’ social media profiles, see what they can dig up. Boyfriends, stalkers, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Floyd was doubtful that this would provide any insight into the girls’ states of mind, but this, like sending the blood off, was par for the course. 
 
    “What about their phones,” Floyd said as his eyes searched the wreckage for any sign of the cell phones he’d seen in the video.  
 
    Detective Dunbar waved a tech who was just starting to lower himself onto the tracks over.  
 
    “Have you found their cell phones yet?”  
 
    The tech in the white plastic suit nodded. 
 
    “Two of them,” he confirmed. “Completely destroyed, though. They’ve been bagged and tagged.” 
 
    “I want you to take what’s left of the cell phones and bring it directly to the lab.” Then to Floyd, Dunbar added, “If they can’t get any information out of the wreckage, I’ll contact the cell phone providers directly. I doubt they’ll—”  
 
    “No,” Floyd interrupted. 
 
    Dunbar and the man in the white suit looked at him, eyebrows raised.  
 
    “No?” 
 
    Floyd shook his head. 
 
    “No, what I mean is, I’ll take the debris to the tech guys. If that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Dunbar stared at him for a moment before answering. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Whatever.” 
 
    When the tech continued to stand there, Dunbar addressed him directly.  
 
    “You heard the agent,” he said sternly. “Go get the phones.” 
 
    The man hurried away, his plastic suit making an annoying swishing sound as he left.  
 
    When he was gone, Floyd found his gaze drawn back to the crime scene. Dunbar must have picked up a change in him then, because he said, “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Floyd didn’t answer—he didn’t know what to think. 
 
    But the real problem was that the more he stared at the body parts that the techs were slowly collecting and attempting to bag, the less he seemed to understand.  
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    Floyd realized that he was shaking his head and forced himself to stop. 
 
    He wasn’t alright.  
 
    They stood in silence for nearly a full minute before Floyd spoke up again.  
 
    “I-I think we need h-help on th-this one.” It stung having to admit this so early in the investigation, and especially because it was Floyd’s first case as a solo agent, but those girls… they deserved better than just him. They deserved somebody who could really get inside their heads, understand what they were thinking before they did the unthinkable.  
 
    Floyd pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and scrolled to a number that he hadn’t dialed in a long time. 
 
    “And there’s only one person I can think of to c-c-call.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Well, are you going to answer it?” 
 
    Chase’s eyes didn’t move from the name on the screen: Floyd. 
 
    “Earth to Chase? Are you going to answer the phone, or what?” 
 
    Chase finally managed to look at Louisa. 
 
    Then she shook her head.  
 
    No, no, I’m not, was her instinctive reaction. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Louisa said, placing the phone back down on the table. As it continued to buzz and rattle on the wood, Louisa made her way back toward the sofa. 
 
    Chase didn’t follow. 
 
    Maybe he just wants to say hello, she thought, even though she knew that this wasn’t likely the case. Deep down in the pit of her stomach, Chase knew exactly why he was calling. 
 
    He needed her—Floyd needed her, the FBI needed her, and whoever the victims were, they needed her, too. 
 
    The real question was, however, did Chase need them? 
 
    Without thinking, she grabbed the phone and picked it up. 
 
    I should answer—after all, isn’t that what Louisa wants? For me to contact some friends, have a social life? Date? Fuck? Do something more than just running and looking after Georgina?  
 
    If it had been anybody else, anybody not related to the FBI, Chase was almost certain that she’d answer it. The problem with that was that she didn’t know anybody outside of work, besides Louisa, of course. And even their relationship had been dictated by the FBI. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Chase ignored her friend and continued to stare at the phone. It had since gone to the answering machine, and she wasn’t surprised that Floyd had decided against leaving a message.  
 
    You’re scared, Chase. 
 
    The voice inside her head wasn’t her own this time. And yet it was familiar. 
 
    It was Jeremy Stitts, and he refused to shut up. Ironic, given that the man preferred to stay quiet in real life. But this mystical version had other ideas. 
 
    It’s because you’re scared, Chase—you’re scared because you lost your voodoo, and you don’t think you’re good enough to be an FBI agent anymore. But your special talent wasn’t the only thing that made you good at your job. 
 
    Chase grunted. 
 
    Fuck you, Stitts. 
 
    With her jaw fully clenched, Chase scrolled to her recent calls and pressed send.  
 
    “H-hello?” a familiar voice answered with only the slightest hint of a stutter. 
 
    “Floyd? It’s me, Chase. You called?” 
 
    When the man exhaled loudly, the sound seemed to echo. 
 
    “Where are you?” she asked, her brow furling.  
 
    “Fourteenth street subway station,” Floyd said flatly. 
 
    That explained the echo, but Chase resisted the urge to ask further questions. After all, it had been Floyd who had first reached out to her and not the other way around. 
 
    And yet, Chase could feel her subconscious begin to churn, the gears inside her head pressing up against one another, grinding slowly, as if they were rusted from disuse. 
 
    “There’s been… an a-a-accident,” Floyd said. 
 
    The rust instantly flaked off, and her mind was now fully lubricated by fear. 
 
    “Accident? Was it Stitts? Drake? What happened, Floyd? Are you okay?” Chase was no longer concerned that Louisa would overhear her and left her tone unguarded. 
 
    “No, no,” Floyd said quickly. “Nothing like that. “It’s just that… It’s just… It-it-it-it-it—” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
    The last time she’d spoken to Floyd, his stutter had improved to the point of almost being imperceptible and only came out when he was severely agitated. 
 
    This was, apparently, one of those times. 
 
    Chase took another deep breath and her heart rate slowed with the realization that nothing serious had happened to the few people that she cared about.  
 
    “I-I-I need your help. We need your help.” 
 
    And this is what Chase had been dreading, being pulled back into the sludge, being dragged through the swamp. Sure, her ability to live in the moment, to exist in the present as Dr. Matteo had ingrained in her from all of her sessions, was well-developed, but the job still affected her.  
 
    It affected everybody, to be sure, but particularly Chase given her history. 
 
    “Chase?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Chase’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t help you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Chase’s gaze drifted to the back door through which Georgina had left.  
 
    She’s been gone a while—I should send the drone out soon.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Floyd said after a short pause. His tone was still flat, but there was a tinge of disappointment hidden within. 
 
    He misses me. He might need me on whatever case he’s on, but he also misses me. 
 
    The truth was, Chase missed him, too. 
 
    But she wasn’t ready to go back. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Maybe not ever. 
 
    “I’m sorry for bothering you, Chase,” Floyd continued. “I hope you’re well.” 
 
    “It’s no bother, Floyd. And I hope you understand that—” Chase stopped speaking when she realized that the phone had gone dead. 
 
    She took a final deep breath, pulled her cell away from her ear, and set it back down on the table. 
 
    Part of her hoped that it would ring again, that Floyd would call back and berate her for being such a coward.  
 
    But the phone remained silent.  
 
    “I think—I think I’m going to go now,” Louisa said softly. 
 
    Chase looked over at her friend and saw sadness in her eyes, something that she knew was reflected in her own gaze.  
 
    Chase nodded solemnly as she reached for the goggles and the controller for the drone. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Floyd put his cell phone away and deliberately avoided looking at Detective Dunbar. 
 
    Even though he had hoped—desperately hoped—that Chase would say, Hell, yeah, I’m on my way, Floyd. I’ve missed you. I’ll help in any way I can, he wasn’t that much of a Pollyanna. He knew that Chase had issues, and he knew that her decision to leave the FBI hadn’t been an easy one. 
 
    When he’d first dialed her number, Floyd put the likelihood of Chase agreeing to lend a hand at fifty-fifty. But when she hadn’t answered his call, this dropped to less than one percent.  
 
    “Anybody else you can reach out to?” Dunbar asked. Even though Floyd hadn’t told the man who he was calling, he knew. 
 
    The general public thought that FBI Agent Chase Adams was dead, courtesy of the staged photograph they’d sent to the press to lure Marcus Slasinsky out of hiding. But that had been nearly a year ago, and the media, along with their legions of followers, had long since moved on. Detective Dunbar, on the other hand, had been there, and he was one of a select few who knew what had actually happened to Chase. He was aware that she’d taken an indefinite sabbatical from the FBI and wasn’t rotting in a forgotten grave somewhere. Seeing the disappointment on the man’s face, however, Floyd wished that the detective had been kept out of the loop, as this reaction did nothing to instill confidence in him.  
 
    “Floyd? Anyone else you can think of to call?” Dunbar repeated. 
 
    Floyd was drawn back to the present as dozens of names scrolled through his mind like some sort of mental Excel sheet, but he forced them away. 
 
    “No,” he said sternly, setting his jaw and looking at Dunbar. “I’m not calling anybody else.” 
 
    At first, the detective appeared to have a response ready, perhaps a protest, perhaps the suggestion that Floyd wasn’t cut out for this case, at least not without help. And if the detective had spoken up, Floyd’s façade of bravado and courage would’ve crumbled. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    Whether it was because the tech chose that moment to approach with two bags of crushed cell phones or not, Floyd would never know. 
 
    “I’m going to take these to the lab, see if they can pull up the girls’ last texts,” Floyd suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, sure. You know where it is?” Dunbar asked as they once again surveyed the scene.  
 
    Chase had once told Floyd that if you consider the victims of the horrible crimes they investigated as people, as opposed to just that, victims, they would stick with you, that feelings of empathy could overwhelm you. 
 
    For a time, Floyd had taken his partner’s advice and had considered the corpses items on a checklist and not recently deceased human beings.  
 
    But that hadn’t worked.  
 
    That was Chase’s strategy, love it or leave it, but it wasn’t Floyd Montgomery’s. 
 
    Which was why, despite his set jaw and steely gaze, Floyd still felt a flutter when he witnessed a tech scoop up a pale leg partially covered in a bloody white stocking. 
 
    “No, I’m not sure where it is,” he answered at last. 
 
    “Well, there’s not much else I can do here—the techs are going to take hours to process the scene. Mind if I come with you?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Floyd answered, a little too quickly for either of their tastes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With traffic, it took more than forty minutes to get from the 14th St. station to NYPD 62nd precinct. Three-quarters of that time passed in silence, broken only by the occasional curse from Dunbar when someone cut in front of them.  
 
    For whatever reason, the detective elected not to switch on his unmarked car’s cherry or drive on the shoulder. As the silence drew on, Floyd began to suspect that Dunbar typically used this time to try to piece together elements of the case. Eventually, he must have given up as he fell into casual conversation. 
 
    “How you been, Floyd?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “I’ve been okay,” Floyd answered honestly. The Bureau, and everything associated with it, was often referred to as a heartless beast, but he had colleagues he liked to be around. As of yet, none of these had extended to a relationship outside work, but he was okay with that.  
 
    Being around people who experienced what he experienced during the day would only serve to reinforce the feelings associated with their work.  
 
    Meeting with other Agents outside of the job was also something that Chase had advised against. The irony was that Chase herself failed to abide by those rules. It was clear that her relationship with Stitts had transcended into something more than professional, and perhaps even overstepped the friend zone, as well. Floyd recalled how strange the duo’s interactions were while searching for the Devil’s Den.  
 
    How angry Stitts, who was typically as level-headed as they came, had gotten, how much he’d changed.  
 
    And as disinclined as he was to believe it, Floyd was fairly certain that Chase was the root cause of the man’s mood swings.  
 
    The woman just had an effect on people, including Floyd himself. 
 
    When the news that Chase Adams wouldn’t be returning to the FBI had reached him, it had stung. She was the one responsible for bringing him in, and her leaving just after he was getting settled felt like a betrayal.  
 
    Floyd had come to grips with that, though, as he realized that the best thing for Chase was to get away. 
 
    And then you called her today, begging for help, Floyd admonished himself. Tried to pull her back into this nightmare. 
 
    “Actually, it’s been kind of tough.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “How have you been?” Floyd countered before the detective could bombard him with questions. 
 
    “It’s been kinda rough for me, too,” Dunbar replied. This was a moment of honesty that rarely occurred during these polite exchanges. 
 
    Floyd found it refreshing. 
 
    “I heard about the Straw Man,” he said, trying to guess the source of the man’s displeasure.  
 
    “Fucked-up case,” Dunbar offered. “We wrapped that up, quick, though, thanks to some help.”  
 
    Floyd recalled watching the press conference put on by the DA. He’d seen Drake there, off to one side, with Leroy and Screech nearby. Their presence had come as a surprise, especially when the DA had praised another PI firm, one Floyd had never heard of, for their help. 
 
    There was something deeper to that story, but Floyd suspected that this wasn’t the time to inquire. Still, he often thought about Chase’s first partner, back when she’d still been a Sergeant in the NYPD. And now that he was in New York, Floyd made a promise to himself to visit the man, if he had the time. 
 
    “How is Drake, anyway?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “We’ve had our differences. To be honest, I haven’t heard from him in some time. I—” Dunbar hesitated, his eyes darting back and forth, “—I went by his PI firm, DSLH Investigations to check up on him, but he wasn’t around.” 
 
    A curious choice of words, Floyd thought. ‘Check up on him’.  
 
    The conversation died the moment they pulled into the precinct parking lot.  
 
    But the questions in Floyd’s head did not. 
 
    “Where is everybody?” he asked, mostly to distract himself. In his limited experience, police parking lots were rarely this deserted, and you could always catch one or two officers hanging outside. 
 
    That wasn’t the case now. 
 
    Dunbar sighed. 
 
    “I don’t know. But if I were to guess?” 
 
    Floyd felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead as he predicted what the detective was going to say next.  
 
    “They’re getting ready for the media shit storm that’s gonna take place when people find out what happened to the four girls.” Another deep breath and then Dunbar turned and looked directly into Floyd’s eyes. “Floyd, I hope you’re ready for this because I have a feeling that this case is going to be like none that you nor I have ever worked before.”  
 
    Floyd swallowed hard, but the thick wad that had suddenly and inexplicably appeared in his throat refused to go down.  
 
    I hope I’m ready, too. God, I hope I’m ready. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you want me to go to school?” Georgina asked as Chase tucked the covers underneath her arms.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Chase countered. 
 
    Georgina shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know… when Louisa asked about school, I saw your face. You looked angry.”  
 
    Chase tried to keep her gaze soft.  
 
    “I’m not mad, Georgie. Not at all. But we talked about this… homeschooling is the best option for you right now.” 
 
    Tears suddenly welled in Georgina’s eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 
 
    Georgina looked away and shook her head. It was clear that she was fighting back sobs. 
 
    “Georgina, why are you upset?” 
 
    The girl’s chest shuddered and then she turned to stare directly at Chase. 
 
    “I don’t want to get you mad,” she said softly. 
 
    Chase pulled back. 
 
    “I won’t be mad. You can talk to me—I want you to feel comfortable talking to me. I want you to be able to tell me everything, Georgie.”  
 
    This was something that she tried to reinforce daily. After the lies and manipulation that Georgina had been exposed to most of her life, it was natural for her to want to keep things to herself, if only out of simple confusion. Talking could help, but brooding would not.  
 
    Chase had gone down that route and knew where it led: to a chemical dependency. 
 
    “…that’s why.” 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow and looked at Georgina. 
 
    She hadn’t realized that the girl had been speaking to her, and she missed the majority of what had been said. 
 
    You want her to talk? Then you need to listen, Chase. You need to stay in the moment, and you need to listen. 
 
    “I want you to be able to tell me anything, Georgina,” Chase reiterated. “If you want to go to school, I want you to tell me that. If you want to stay home, I want you to tell me that, too. It’s more important to be honest than it is to worry about hurting someone’s feelings.” 
 
    Like you were honest with Floyd? 
 
    Georgina nodded. 
 
    “I love being with you, I love spending time with you,” she said softly. “But I miss my mommy.” 
 
    A pang of sadness struck Chase in the center of her chest and now was her turn to fight back tears. 
 
    “I miss her, too.” 
 
    Chase leaned in close and kissed Georgina on the forehead, surprised that the girl’s skin was cool on her lips. 
 
    “Now get some sleep and in the morning, we can talk about schools again.” She hesitated before adding, “And which ones you might want to go to.”  
 
    Georgina’s face broke into a wide grin. 
 
    “You mean that? I can go to school?” 
 
    Chase rose to her feet. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it tomorrow,” she said. “Good night, Georgina.” 
 
    “Good night, Auntie Chase.” 
 
    With that, Chase stepped out of Georgina’s room and closed the door almost all the way behind her. 
 
    Then she sighed and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    You tell her that you want her to be honest, and the only thing you do is lie. Shame on you, Chase. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The TV was on, but Chase wasn’t watching. In fact, she had no idea what was playing, be it the news or a crime drama. 
 
    Her eyes were focused on the cell phone in the center of the table, the cell phone that she had moved from the front hall and plunked down beside a half-full glass of red wine. 
 
    Chase didn’t know what to do. 
 
    But what she did know, was that she was starting to lose control again. 
 
    The only good news was that being in the secluded cabin with Georgina limited her access to her usual deranged coping mechanisms. 
 
    Ones that the bald bastard Dr. Matteo had, on many an occasion, pointed out to her.  
 
    Chase couldn’t sleep with anybody—that was impossible. 
 
    She couldn’t use any drugs, either, unless you counted the glass of wine in front of her or the coffee pot on the counter. The only medication Chase kept in the house was antibiotics in case Georgina scraped her knee or bumped her chin while playing outside. 
 
    Her stare focused on the cell phone again. 
 
    That only left one coping mechanism… but she couldn’t throw herself into her work—could she? 
 
    Floyd wouldn’t have called if he didn’t need her. It had almost been a year since she’d stepped away from the FBI, and during that time she suspected that Floyd had participated in dozens of cases. And until today, he had never called her.  
 
    What was it about this case that had made him sound so desperate? Or was it just because he was in New York City, no more than a two-hour drive from the place Chase called home? Was that why Floyd had called?  
 
    She tore her eyes away from her cell phone and forced her gaze on the TV in an attempt to distract herself. 
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    The news was on, and several of the questions she’d had for Floyd were answered as if someone had been listening in on her thoughts and didn’t want to leave her hanging.  
 
    A strange coincidence if she believed in such things. Which, of course, she did not. 
 
    Thanks for that, too, Stitts. 
 
    “Police have been less than forthcoming when it comes to details about what happened in the 14th St. subway station, which has been closed since early this morning,” a man with thick horn-rimmed glasses said. He had a pile of papers in front of him, which he occasionally glanced down at. This bothered Chase. What was the point of the paper when everything this man said was on a teleprompter in front of him? Did it make him seem more legitimate? Like he was on the beat himself? More approachable, perhaps? “But we do know that it won’t be open tomorrow, and we’ve seen a flurry of crime scene technicians in and out of the place all day. The NYPD has, however, assured us that this is not a terrorist-related incident. Our correspondent Barbara Kane is on the scene now. Barbara, is there anything new you can tell us about why the station has been closed?” 
 
    The inlaid video expanded, eventually blocking out the man with the glasses and filling the entire frame. Replacing him was a woman with blonde hair cut on an angle and lipstick that was far too dark for her pale features. 
 
    “Yes, Ken, thank you, we have just received news that there will be a press conference about the situation here in just under an hour or so. What I can tell you is that not only have crime scene techs been here, but the FBI has also been called in. Although the police have yet to release any official statement, rumor has it from witnesses that one or more people jumped in front of an oncoming train early this morning.” The woman paused and pressed a finger to her earpiece. She looked down and then nodded, as if oblivious to the fact that she was live. 
 
    “Barbara?” Ken’s voice sounded from somewhere off-camera. 
 
    The woman nodded once more. 
 
    “Yes, Ken, I’m just getting some—hold on one second—” 
 
    The scene shifted abruptly back to Ken who was shuffling his damn papers. 
 
    “We thank you for your patience. As you are aware, information about what happened is just trickling in slowly. The police have been particularly tight-lipped about—” 
 
    “Ken?” Another awkward cut back to the woman with the blonde bob. “I just got an update now, and while nothing is confirmed, two witnesses said that it wasn’t just one person who jumped in front of the train but three or possibly even four of them. And one witness says that they were all young women.” 
 
    “What a horrible tragedy,” Ken said, his voice strangely devoid of any feeling. 
 
    As the two anchors went back and forth, revealing no further information, Chase mentally drowned them out. 
 
    Four people jumped in front of a subway car? Four young women, no less? 
 
    She couldn’t fathom it. 
 
    It’s not your case—it’s not your case, Chase. You no longer work for the FBI. Let it go. 
 
    And yet, Chase knew that she was going to sit right there, rooted in place, twiddling her thumbs, until the press conference. And then she would try to put herself in one of those girls’ shoes, envision herself there with the rumble of the subway car approaching— 
 
    “Stop,” she whispered. “Just stop it, Chase.” 
 
    But the thoughts didn’t stop. 
 
    Chase reached out, grabbed her wine and downed what was left in the glass. 
 
    And then, with great effort, she turned off the TV and made her way back toward Georgina’s bedroom. She pushed the door open a little and was pleased to see that the young girl was still in her bed, her eyes closed, her head pointed in the opposite direction of the door. 
 
    Chase watched for several moments to make sure that her chest was rising and falling, and then retreated to her own room. 
 
    After getting into her PJs, Chase lay on top of her bed with her eyes open and tried to employ the relaxation techniques that Dr. Matteo had taught her.  
 
    But even with these tools, Chase knew that sleep would be a long time coming. 
 
    If it came at all. 
 
    And if it did, she was certain that she would dream of the subway.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Nothing?” Floyd tried to keep the disappointment out of his voice, but he failed miserably. 
 
    “Nothing,” the man seated behind the computer reiterated. 
 
    Floyd and Dunbar’s eyes were both locked on the screen which displayed only a series of unintelligible characters inside a text box. 
 
    “Can’t pull any data from the cell phones—the memory cards in both were completely crushed. Usually, I can recover some information, but not in this case. I got nada.” 
 
    Floyd heard Dunbar curse quietly under his breath and fought the urge to swear along with him. 
 
    They’d both been hopeful that they would get some data from the cell phones, preferably the content of whatever texts the girls received that made them want to jump in front of a moving subway car on the way to school. 
 
    But, as Floyd had feared, and Dunbar had predicted, this case wasn’t going to be that easy.  
 
    And now, as it pushed past seven in the evening, they were becoming desperate. The DA had contacted Detective Dunbar and had insisted on a press conference in an hour. They needed something to quell the hordes of reporters that were already setting up shop outside 62nd precinct. 
 
    “What about the cell phone companies? Any update on our request for access to the girls’ texts?” 
 
    The computer technician, a man who reminded Floyd of what Dunbar looked like when they had first met—round face, wide eyes, the pallor of someone who spent all their time behind a screen—made an expression that caused his jowls and second chin to quiver slightly. 
 
    “I put in a request as you asked, but I got the standard reply: without a court order, they were unable to blah, blah, blah, privacy laws.” 
 
    This too was expected. In Floyd’s experience, getting large corporations to cooperate with criminal investigations was about as difficult as getting them to pay their taxes. 
 
    “I’ll get Sergeant Yasiv to reach out, see if he can pressure them into handing over whatever they have,” Dunbar said absently. 
 
    Floyd had another idea. 
 
    “We could always just ask their parents,” he offered. Both men looked at him and Floyd blushed a little. “If the girls backed up their phones on their computers, there’s a good chance that their texts are recorded there, as well.” 
 
    When Dunbar averted his gaze, Floyd’s brow furrowed and the color in his cheeks vanished. 
 
    “Shit—nobody’s told their parents?” 
 
    An eerie silence fell over the room before Dunbar said, “Not yet.” 
 
    And, at that moment, Floyd realized that Dunbar was no different from him. Sure, he had more experience than Floyd, he’d seen a lot more as well, but he was still green, still somehow unjaded even after years of witnessing violence of the like typically reserved for horror films. Dunbar hadn’t forgotten to tell the parents the news about their children. 
 
    He’d deliberately avoided it. 
 
    In his mind, Floyd pictured the girls’ parents coming home from a long day of work, tired, irritated, wanting a beer or glass of wine. And, after a few sips, they’d begin to wonder if their kids were late because they were studying with a friend, or if they’d forgotten to mark down their soccer practice on the calendar.  
 
    Floyd realized that Dunbar was staring at him expectantly, and he spoke up without considering the words before they left his mouth.  
 
    “I’ll talk to the parents,” he stated, surprised that his voice didn’t break into a stutter.  
 
    “I’ll send one of my men with you,” Dunbar said, clearly relieved that Floyd had taken the reins on this one.  
 
    “No, I want to do it alone,” he said, feeling empowered. If there was one positive to be taken out of the fact that Dunbar had asked him to get help was that it made it clear to Floyd that this was his case. There was no shoulder to cry on, no one to turn to when heavy lifting was required. FBI Director Hampton had given him this case and it was his time to step up. He cleared his throat. “You have the parents’ addresses?”  
 
    Dunbar looked at the tech, who turned back to his computer screen. The corrupted data file disappeared and was replaced by four different images: the deceased girls’ driver’s licenses.  
 
    Floyd inhaled sharply and he immediately wished that he had Chase’s resolve when it came to treating these girls as simply victims. 
 
    Looking at their smiling faces now, he couldn’t help picturing the gore back at the subway station. 
 
    Why would you do this? 
 
    “You want me to print them out?” the tech asked. 
 
    Floyd lowered his eyes and nodded. A few moments later, Dunbar handed him the printouts.  
 
    My case... this is my case. 
 
    With great effort, Floyd forced himself to look at each of the girls’ image, to read their names in his head. 
 
    Madison Bailey. Brooke Pettibone. Kylie Grant. Victoria Dumoulin. 
 
    Chase was wrong. These weren’t victims. They were real people. 
 
    Or at least they had been. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to send one of my men with you, Floyd?” Dunbar asked.  
 
    “No, I can do it,” Floyd answered.  
 
    Once more, his gaze drifted down to the girls’ smiling faces.  
 
    I have to do it.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Floyd sat in the car that Dunbar had loaned him by the curb of the upper Eastside apartment building where Madison Bailey lived. 
 
    He looked down at the girl’s driver’s license and found himself once again on the verge of being lost in thought, of trying to understand what could have possibly made Madison commit suicide with her friends. 
 
    You’re stalling, Floyd. Get out of the car.  
 
    When Director Hampton had told him that he was going to New York on his own, Floyd’s first thought was that the lack of a partner was the result of the FBI being thin what with increased violence on the East Coast. 
 
    But now, he considered another option: that the Director was testing him. It was no secret that on his other cases, even after Chase, his partner had taken the lead.  
 
    This was his first case on his own, and he wanted to prove to Hampton that he was up to the task. 
 
    It was even possible that this case had been hand-selected for Floyd, as it wasn’t within the FBI’s typical purview. According to the rumors, the FBI’s help had been requested as a favor, and thin or not, Director Hampton agreed to send someone.  
 
    Floyd. 
 
    Perhaps the man thought that these circumstances would make the case easier, that Floyd should be able to handle it, given that it didn’t even meet the usual criteria required for the FBI’s involvement. 
 
    While Floyd was intent on proving the man right, he wished that the case was something he was familiar with, something not so... bizarre. 
 
    Why did you do it? He asked the sheet of paper in his hand. Why? 
 
    The printout crinkled and was on the verge of tearing before Floyd forced himself to relax. 
 
    And then, angry with himself for getting so emotional, he got out of the car and walked up to the apartment building. Adjacent to the main entrance, he found a metal intercom box and his thumb hovered over 2A.  
 
    Floyd sucked in a deep breath, held it, then pressed the button. The immediate reply was a harsh buzz as if a flurry of bees had suddenly awoken from inside the box. 
 
    He let go of the button and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    When nothing happened after fifteen seconds, Floyd debated swiveling on his heels and heading back to Dunbar’s car. 
 
    I’ll just tell Dunbar that nobody was home, have him get a uniform out here tomorrow, maybe. 
 
    But that was pathetic and wrong.  
 
    And Floyd knew it.  
 
    He pressed the button again, and this time a man’s voice interrupted the din of mechanical bees.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “My n-n-name’s Floyd Montgomery and I’m with the FBI.” 
 
    “I can’t hear you—you’re going to have to speak up. If you’re selling something, I’m not—” 
 
    “My name is Floyd Montgomery and I’m with the FBI,” Floyd said again, on the verge of shouting this time. 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “The FBI?” 
 
    “Yes. Are you Mr. Bailey?” 
 
    “Oh God, it’s about her, isn’t it? It’s about Madison?” 
 
    The anguish in the man’s voice was palpable even through the intercom and Floyd felt his courage waning. 
 
    “Mr. Bailey, would you please let me in? I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Something between a cry and a sob was interrupted by the sound of the main door being unlocked. Floyd stepped into the well-lit foyer and looked around.  
 
    The Baileys lived in an upscale neighborhood, but it was immediately clear that this apartment building was on the lower end of the financial totem pole. The tube lighting was just a step up from the kind that you might find in an old high school, but the walls looked freshly painted and the laminate floors recently waxed. 
 
    Floyd considered taking the elevator, but opted for the stairs, if for no other reason than to prolong the inevitable. 
 
    During each one of the fourteen steps that led to the second-floor landing, Floyd mentally rehearsed a new version of what he was going to say to the bereaved father. 
 
    Nothing he came up with sounded right. And if that was the case inside the confines of his head, he could only imagine what it would sound like to Mr. Bailey.  
 
    “It’s about her, isn’t it?” 
 
    Startled, Floyd nearly lost his footing and grabbed the banister.  
 
    “Mr. Bailey?” he asked as he righted himself and peered down the hallway.  
 
    It was a stupid question—who else would the man leaning out of his doorway be? 
 
    “What happened to her?” Mr. Bailey begged. There was sweat on the collar and spreading out from the armpits of the man’s white T-shirt.  
 
    “Mr. Bailey, can we please—”  
 
    “It’s her—the subway—that was her, wasn’t it? That was Madison?” Mr. Bailey’s mustache quivered as he spoke, and his big eyes were moist. “Please tell me she’s still alive. Please!”  
 
    The man’s desperation was heartbreaking, and it took all of Floyd’s strength to corral him and force him back into his apartment. 
 
    “Please!” The man pleaded again, tears streaming down his face now. Floyd resisted the urge to speak until they were inside 2A, and the door was closed behind them.  
 
    The TV was on, and it only took one glance for Floyd to confirm that it was airing news about the subway tragedy. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He’d hoped that the DA would hold off on the press conference until at least the parents had been notified. 
 
    The lump in Floyd’s throat had returned, as had his stutter. 
 
    “I-I think maybe y-y-you should s-s-s-s-sit down.” 
 
    There was no placating the man this time. Mr. Bailey, who had several inches and maybe thirty pounds on Floyd, grabbed him by the shoulders and squeezed. 
 
    “Tell me!” Anger was slowly creeping into the man’s features. “Tell me what happened to her!”  
 
    Floyd broke free of Mr. Bailey’s grasp, and he took a step back. 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Waiting any longer seemed cruel, so Floyd just came out with it. 
 
    “Mr. Bailey, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but—” 
 
    “No!” the man shouted as he melted to the floor. His knees and elbows struck the parquet tiles so violently that Floyd was almost certain that he must have broken something.  
 
    “I’m s-s-sorry, but Madison is dead.” 
 
    Even though Floyd had raised his voice, he wasn’t sure if Mr. Bailey had heard him amidst his wails.  
 
    “Madison is dead,” Floyd repeated. 
 
    This time, the man definitely heard. He pulled his face out of his hands and looked up at Floyd, fury in his eyes. 
 
    “Who did this to my girl? Who did this to her?” he shouted. “I’ll fucking kill them!” 
 
    Floyd opened his mouth to reply, but no sound came out. Mr. Bailey’s transition from misery to absolute rage was startling. 
 
    “Who the fuck did this?” he demanded, his face turning an even deeper shade of red. 
 
    Mr. Bailey sprang to his feet and got right in Floyd’s face. The man’s breath was nearly as sour as the wafts of body odor coming off him in waves.  
 
    Why didn’t I accept Dunbar’s offer to send a uniform with me? What was I thinking? 
 
    “Who did this? Who killed Madison?” 
 
    Floyd knew that he had to be tactful, not only to avoid being assaulted, but he was fairly confident that what he said next would set the stage for a new set of emotions. But when Mr. Bailey grabbed the front of his FBI windbreaker and pulled him forward, finesse went out the window and Floyd blurted the first thing that came to mind. 
 
    “She did,” he said. “Madison killed herself. Mr. Bailey, your daughter committed suicide.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Chase leaped over a fallen log without breaking stride, pumping her arms in time with her legs. Her breath, although shallow, offered rhythmic bursts of oxygen that fed her desperate muscles.  
 
    The realization that this was going to be one of her fastest five-mile runs yet fueled her to run even harder, tapping into the engine that was the only thing capable of holding her back: not her body, but her mind.  
 
    Chase was even quicker now, and more agile, than she’d been in her younger days, back before her addiction. 
 
    As was often the case during times of intense discomfort, pain manifested as a revelation.  
 
    This record-breaking run was no exception.  
 
    Heroin hadn’t been Chase’s disease, but a symptom. The tar-like substance that she used to inject on a near-daily basis had been addictive, certainly, both physio- and psychologically, but her true obsession had been finding her sister.  
 
    And when she’d finally located her… 
 
    An image of Georgina—not her sister, but her niece—flashed in Chase’s mind. She was smiling, her eyes big and green and— 
 
    “Fuck you,” Chase spat. The curse wasn’t directed at her niece, but at the gray matter between her ears. These thoughts of obsession and family were just a cruel distraction, an inventive, and often effective, method utilized by her mind to cause her to lose focus, to slow her pace. 
 
    Never in the history of life on Earth had there been a more pattern-based structure as evolved as the human brain.  
 
    Nor one as sadistic, merciless, or introspective. 
 
    Even addiction, in a way, was simply the mind trying to refamiliarize itself with the pattern it once knew. 
 
    True progress could only be made when these patterns were broken.  
 
    And right now, the pattern that she was attempting to shatter was her five-mile time. Chase fought back against her errant thoughts by driving her knees even faster, squeezing every last molecule of glycogen from her thighs, buttocks, and even calves. 
 
    And then, as she crested the final hill and her humble home came into view, it finally happened. 
 
    Clarity. 
 
    Chase’s mind gave up trying to sabotage her and fell silent. And it was this silence, a mental stillness as vast as the rolling plains around her, that she so desperately sought.  
 
    But an instant before she could truly appreciate the calm, disaster struck. Chase’s left foot landed on a particularly dewy portion of grass and her toe slipped, pitching her off balance. With her regular pace, she might have been able to correct the misstep and regain her balance, but this wasn’t a normal run. Chase was angry from Louisa’s visit, from Georgina’s pleading about school, and from Floyd’s phone call.  
 
    She spun and fell to one knee, and then landed on her ass. Her momentum carried her several feet across the lawn before skidding to a stop. Pain shot up her hip, but this wasn’t what caused a string of curses to exit her mouth.  
 
    It was her time.  
 
    Glancing down at her watch, Chase confirmed that she’d tripped just before completing five miles. Hauling herself to her feet, she hobbled to the porch and collapsed onto the worn wooden planks.  
 
    And then, as if mocking her, Chase’s watch pinged, indicating that her planned run was finished.  
 
    “Dammit,” she swore. The word was barely audible between huge, gulping breaths, so she redoubled her efforts. “Goddamn it!” 
 
    “Don’t swear, Chase—it’s not nice to swear.”  
 
    The sound startled her, and Chase whipped her head around. 
 
    Georgina stood in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    Chase debated informing the girl that she hadn’t sworn, not really, but instead looked away.  
 
    “You’re right, sweetie,” she acquiesced, her eyes falling on the patch of grass that had sabotaged her run. 
 
    Behind her, Georgina yawned.  
 
    “What happened? Did you fall?” 
 
    Chase absently rubbed the grass and dirt from her shins and the side of her shorts. 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    With a grunt, Chase stood and looked at her niece. Now that her pale arms dangled at her sides, the penguin in the center of her wrinkled nightie was visible. This served as a cogent reminder that despite every horrible thing, of which there were many, that the young girl had been through, she was still only six years old.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Chase said, wrapping her arm around her niece’s shoulder and leading the way back into the house. “You want some breakfast?” 
 
    Georgina nodded. 
 
    “All right, how about some cereal? No? Toast, then? Bacon and eggs?” 
 
    Georgina yawned again.  
 
    “Bacon and eggs,” she confirmed, her mouth still wide. 
 
    Chase grinned. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase spent most of the day with Georgina exploring the acres of land behind the house. She was by no means an expert on all things outdoors but was knowledgeable enough that the objects that Georgina pointed out—a desiccated wasp nest, a cluster of giant mushrooms, moss, and the like—proved easy enough to explain. It was when they came across a long-dead squirrel—not much more than a skeleton and a matted tail, really—that things took on a deeper meaning. Never one to shy away from even difficult questions, Chase forwent euphemisms and told her niece the truth. With her characteristic bluntness, she explained that all living things died. As expected, this reply spurred further questions, some of which were more difficult to answer. But rather than suppress creativity and curiosity alike with “I’ll tell you when you’re older” or “You’re too young to understand”—Chase explained that when living organisms died, their remains enriched the soil, thus allowing new life to take root.  
 
    But when Georgina asked if her mother, Chase’s sister, was also in the ground feeding the earth, Chase hesitated.  
 
    Tears threatened to come as she pictured her sister in the Butterfly Gardens. The woman’s spine had been severed by one of the bullets from Marcus Slasinsky’s gun, and she was quickly bleeding out.  
 
    “Chase, I forgive you. I remember, and I forgive you.”  
 
    “Yes,” Chase replied quietly, her gaze drifting from the girl’s face to the pond that stretched before them. In the center were three large rocks, which she liked to imagine representing each of them: Chase, her sister, and little Georgina. “Yes, she is.”  
 
    Chase inhaled, expecting Georgina to burst into tears. Instead, the girl mimicked Chase’s response and she too stared out at the calm, nearly mirror-like pond.  
 
    “That’s good then,” Georgina said almost too softly for Chase to pick up. 
 
    Chase nodded and swallowed hard. But before she could come to grips with what had just transpired between them, Georgina followed up with a question that, more than all the others, truly caught Chase off-guard. 
 
    “What about Dad?” 
 
    It was all Chase could do to keep her gaze neutral and not clench her jaw so tightly that her teeth gnashed together.  
 
    A trace of bitterness rose in her throat as she recalled the dirt dungeon in which both she and her sister had been held captive. Dirt that Chase had long ago been saturated with Timothy Jalston’s blood.  
 
    But despite her best efforts, the other half of the twisted duo still lived. 
 
    The sadistic bastard who was Brian Jalston. He was behind bars, but this offered Chase little solace. 
 
    He should be dead, she thought. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    There was no avoiding the question. As much as she wanted to change the subject, even if the girl would allow such a thing, it went against everything Chase stood for. 
 
    “What about my dad, Chase? Is he also feeding the earth?” 
 
    Chase looked from the pond to the girl. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. It pained her to lie to her niece, but the truth was far more damaging.  
 
    “My Dad—he wasn’t the man with the butterflies, was he?” 
 
    Chase pictured Marcus Slasinsky lying on his back, a smile on his face even as Drake put a bullet in his head.  
 
    “No, that man wasn’t your father.” 
 
    “But he’s dead? My dad is dead?” 
 
    Chase bit the inside of her lip and looked away as she lied a second time. 
 
    “Yes, honey. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her mind worked furiously, trying to come up with an appropriate answer to the next logical question—Who is my father?—but it never materialized. What had happened to the girl, or her life before the Butterfly Gardens, wasn’t something that came up often. Talk of before was so rare that Chase had convinced herself that Georgina remembered nothing at all.  
 
    But that was wishful thinking. The girl was six, after all, not two and a half. Still, Chase knew firsthand that traumatic events and their consequences could so alter the malleable mind that reality could become a warped and distorted mess. 
 
    And lead one down a dark path. 
 
    They remained silent, both of them lost in thought as they soaked in the serenity of the pond until the scene was broken by a small frog that leaped from the tall grass and into the water.  
 
    “When can we talk about schools?” 
 
    For the second time in a matter of minutes, Chase was taken aback.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You promised,” Georgina reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I did,” Chase replied, unwilling to lie two times in one day. She sighed. “You want to go talk about it now? We can head up back to the house and talk about it if you want.” 
 
    A strange, sad smile appeared on Georgina’s lips.  
 
    “Yeah, I’d like that,” she said. “I’d like that a lot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Mr. Bailey let go of Floyd’s jacket and shoved him backward.  
 
    “What?” the man gasped. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Floyd steadied himself and cleared his throat.  
 
    You’re the FBI agent here, Floyd. Don’t forget that. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Mr. Bailey, but your daughter Madison committed suicide this morning.” 
 
    The man appeared stupefied. 
 
    “It’s Todd, and that’s—that’s impossible. It’s fucking impossible.” 
 
    Floyd shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Bail—Todd, I mean, but we have video footage of—” 
 
    The confused man in the white shirt sniffed aggressively and Floyd instinctively put his hand on the butt of his gun. He didn’t go as far as to pull it out of the holster, but he was close. And, as bad as the optics would inevitably be, he promised himself that he wouldn’t hesitate if Todd Bailey grabbed him again.  
 
    “She would never—Madison would never commit suicide. There has to be a mistake. The video is wrong.” 
 
    Again, Floyd shook his head. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Todd, I know that—” 
 
    The man reached out and Floyd inhaled sharply, his fingers tensing. Instead of grabbing for him, however, Todd braced himself against the nearest wall for support.  
 
    “No,” he moaned. “Not Madison. Not my Maddie.” 
 
    Floyd couldn’t avoid the images of the girl’s bleach-blonde hair that he’d seen in both the video footage and on her driver’s license, and the contrasting matted red mess glued to the front of the subway train that was inspired by the grieving father’s sobs.  
 
    The worst part about it was that Todd’s disbelief was warranted if everything that Dunbar had said about the girls was true: that they were popular, attractive, and generally well-adjusted young women.  
 
    Floyd found himself shaking his head and, unsure of how this would be interpreted by Todd, forced himself to stop. Yet the refrain that accompanied this gesture refused to be ushered into his subconscious. 
 
    Why? Why would you do this? 
 
    This was quickly followed by another thought: The text messages… what were the text messages about?  
 
    “Does Madison have a computer?” Floyd blurted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Once again, Floyd cleared his throat. 
 
    “A c-c-computer—does Madison have one?” 
 
    Todd wiped the tears from his cheeks with a rough swipe from the back of his hand. Anger started to creep into his features again.  
 
    “Yeah—yeah, of course, she has a computer.” 
 
    Anger and suspicion.  
 
    “Can I…” Floyd stopped himself. “Can the FBI take a look?” 
 
    A strange calmness suddenly came over the man, as if the unintended distraction had made him completely forget about his daughter’s death. 
 
    “Yeah… sure.”  
 
    Without another word, Todd spun and started down the hall. Floyd watched the man pass through a modest kitchen, observing his gait closely. It wasn’t quite robotic, but there was something strangely rhythmic about the movement. Something too perfect, as if the man’s mind had completely shut off and the act of walking was purely one of encoding. It reminded Floyd of a new, completely electric car driving autonomously. These vehicles sped up and slowed down perfectly—there were no jerky starts, no distracted drivers braking a little too late and causing an uncomfortable stop. 
 
    In a word, it was disturbing.  
 
    Thankfully, Todd disappeared into a side room and when he returned, the gray laptop in his hand was enough of a distraction that Floyd didn’t pay attention to the man’s bizarre walk.  
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Floyd took the laptop that was thrust in his direction and then thanked the man. They proceeded to stare at each other for several uncomfortable moments before Floyd realized that Todd was looking to him for what to do next.  
 
    Do I—do I just leave? 
 
    No, that wasn’t the answer—it couldn’t be. Like Todd’s gait, there was something unnervingly perfunctory and transactional about the visit up to this point. 
 
    And this didn’t sit well with Floyd. 
 
    “Was Madison… was your daughter d-d-depressed at all?” Before he was even halfway through the sentence, Floyd regretted his decision to speak. “Wh-what I-I mean is, was she on m-medication?” 
 
    Even worse, he thought, knowing that his words might be construed as blaming the victim. And it didn’t matter whether Madison Bailey and her friends willingly took the step off the subway platform or were shoved: they were victims. 
 
    But if Todd considered his query this way, it didn’t show in his face—Floyd’s words didn’t even appear to register in the slightest.  
 
    “She was… she was my little girl. And now she’s gone?” 
 
    Floyd fought the urge to offer his condolences again, which he knew would be of no help. Todd had seemingly run the gamut of emotions and was now teetering on the brink of a full mental break.  
 
    “Is there anybody you can call? Somebody who can stay with you, just for a little while, maybe?” 
 
    Todd just continued to stare blankly, making Floyd think he hadn’t heard or hadn’t understood the question. 
 
    “Is there—” 
 
    “Yes,” Todd said.  
 
    “Okay, good. Then I recommend you call them. Someone from the NYPD should be here in an hour or less to come to pick you up and it’s best if you had a friend to go with you.” 
 
    Just another empty stare in the form of a response. This new apathetic version of Todd Bailey was simply too much and even though he knew he was skipping over vital information, Floyd had to get out of there.  
 
    Now. 
 
    But not without one final, cringeworthy cliché. He pulled a business card out of his pocket, one that had his personal number scrawled on the back from a previous case and thrust it at the man. 
 
    “Here, take this… a-a-a-and ag-again, I’m very sorry for your loss,” Floyd said as he hurried out of the apartment, leaving the grief-stricken father in his wake.  
 
    To his credit, Floyd made it to his car, and inside the vehicle, before he completely broke down.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Elm Ridge Elemen… tary,” Georgina read as she squinted at the screen. 
 
    “Very good,” Chase said, and then immediately regretted her patronizing tone. Georgina was a smart girl, able to read and write well beyond her age level. And it wasn’t Chase who she had to thank for this—her advanced skills had been apparent since the very first days of them living together. Sure, Chase had invested considerable time in focusing Georgina’s efforts, placing emphasis on what was required by the State of New York, but it was the girl’s mother who had laid the groundwork.  
 
    Even if Georgina, who had no formal schooling to speak of under her belt, had been well behind her future classmates, this wouldn’t have factored into Chase’s decision to keep the girl home.  
 
    What she feared most had nothing to do with math or grammar. It was the social aspect of school that gave her significant pause. To Chase’s knowledge, Georgina had never spent time with children her own age. If she had, and just hadn’t mentioned it, it was with others who were only alive because their mothers had been kidnapped, brainwashed, and raped.  
 
    “It looks… it looks nice,” Georgina said hesitantly, cocking her head to one side.  
 
    Chase wasn’t sure she agreed—the image of the front of the school showed a worn, almost tired-looking awning surrounded by yellow bricks.  
 
    “Is that where I’m going? Elm Ridge?” Georgina asked, turning her eyes away from the laptop. There was a mixture of excitement and apprehension on the girl’s round face. 
 
    “I don’t… I-I don’t know.”  
 
    Chase averted her eyes.  
 
    Yes, of course, you can go to any school you want.  
 
    That’s what she should have said. That’s what a good mother or guardian would have said.  
 
    I’ll drive you every morning. I’ll pack your lunch and then keep a brave face when you smile and wave on your way inside the school. Then I’ll sit in the car long after you’re gone, wiping silent tears from my cheeks. But I’ll get over it—maybe not used to it, but over it, just like everyone else. 
 
    Chase cleared her throat, which had become dry, but before she could speak, Georgina piped up again. 
 
    “Is this where Louisa’s kids go to school? Brandon and Lawrence?” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “No.” As she spoke, Chase quickly pulled up another website, one that was considerably more polished than Elm Ridge Elementary. “They go here.”  
 
    “Oh, I like this one,” Georgina said as Chase scrolled through the images of smiling children plastered all over the front page. “I really like this one.” 
 
    Gone was the apprehension in her voice.  
 
    Chase made an unintentional hmmph sound, but this did nothing to deter the girl’s excitement.  
 
    “Can I go to this one? Can I go to this school?” Georgina squinted again and leaned in close to the screen, using a pudgy finger to underline the name. “Bi-shop’s Academy.” 
 
    She pronounced the name “by shops”. 
 
    “Bishop’s,” Chase corrected. 
 
    Georgina repeated the word. 
 
    “Can I go here? Can I go to school with Louisa’s boys?” 
 
    Chase copied the address and then plopped it into Google maps.  
 
    “Please?” Georgina pleaded.  
 
    “No, it’s too—” 
 
    When Georgina’s face fell, Chase stopped herself midsentence. 
 
    Why can’t she go to this school? Chase asked herself. You can move. Or you can just drive her. 
 
    But it wasn’t that simple.  
 
    Elm Ridge was a better fit, not because it was closer, and not based on the amenities listed on the schools’ respective websites, but for one simple reason: it was smaller. And fewer kids meant that they were less likely to figure out who exactly Georgina was.  
 
    “Please?” 
 
    Chase frowned and she closed her laptop. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she stated. 
 
    Georgina started to pout, and Chase pointed a finger at the girl’s chest. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she warned. “You know what happens when you do that.” 
 
    Georgina’s lower lip completely flipped over now in an almost comical expression. 
 
    “I’m warning you, Georgina. You know the rules, no pouting.” 
 
    Georgina was grimacing so hard now that the muscles in her neck had started to jut out. 
 
    “That’s it!” Chase shouted. She grabbed the girl under the arms and tossed her onto her back on the couch. Then she started to tickle both armpits at the same time.  
 
    Georgina squealed, and then moments later begged Chase to stop. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Floyd sat behind the wheel of his car with the engine off until his hands finally stopped shaking. 
 
    How can people do this? He wondered.  
 
    When he had worked unofficially with Chase and Stitts, it was the former who had been responsible for breaking terrible news. And Chase had done it with almost no emotion at all. Stitts would then swoop in and offer some words of encouragement, just the right amount to not come off as condescending but also providing those left behind the push they needed to start the grieving process.  
 
    But there was no Chase or Stitts—they were both gone, having moved on to other things. 
 
    Greener pastures, as they say.  
 
    Now there was only Floyd. 
 
    “Y-y-you can do this,” he told himself, then rolled his eyes.  
 
    You have to do this.  
 
    Floyd picked up the printouts of the girls’ driver’s licenses from the passenger seat and slipped Madison’s to the back of the pile. Before looking at the next in line, he closed his eyes.  
 
    Like a little kid scared to look at a bleeding finger, he sucked in a breath, squeezed his eyelids together, then opened them.  
 
    Kylie Grant’s smiling face stared back.  
 
    Floyd hoped that she lived far from here, from Madison, to give him time to recover. But he just wasn’t that lucky. 
 
    Never was. 
 
    The address listed on Kylie’s driver’s license was only a few blocks away.  
 
    Knowing that if he waited here any longer the uniformed police officers who were to escort Mr. Bailey back to the station might arrive, Floyd forced himself to start the car and pull away from the curb.  
 
    He drove slowly, well under the speed limit, but eventually arrived at a detached brownstone with a large front yard and a wrought iron fence that ran the length of the property. 
 
    It felt like déjà vu when he pressed the talk button on the intercom outside the gate.  
 
    “Hello?” a male voice asked. 
 
    Why can’t these people have normal houses? Ones with walkways and doorbells instead of fences and stupid grey boxes? 
 
    “Hello?” the man repeated. 
 
    Floyd shook his head, clearing his thoughts.  
 
    “My n-name is Floyd Montgomery and I’m with the FBI,” he managed at last.  
 
    “The FBI? Is this about Kylie?” 
 
    “Can I p-p-p-please sp-sp-speak to you in-in-in-inside?”  
 
    Floyd ground his teeth and balled his hands into fists.  
 
    His stutter hadn’t been this bad in years and when the man didn’t reply, Floyd considered that his message hadn’t gotten across.  
 
    “I’m with the FB—” 
 
    “Yes, please come in.” 
 
    The latch on the gate disengaged and Floyd made his way up the walkway to the door, which was opened a crack as he approached. 
 
    “Do you have some ID?” 
 
    Floyd fumbled to retrieve his FBI badge and held it up to the single eye that peered out at him. 
 
    He waited patiently as the person behind the door took several seconds to read his credentials. 
 
    Then they opened the door a little wider. Floyd was surprised when the first thing he saw was a woman. Her blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail and she was sporting a white blouse and blue jeans. Behind her, stood a man with a dark mustache and a square jaw. His meaty hands were resting comfortably on the woman’s shoulders. 
 
    “Are you Mr. and Mrs. Kylie?”  
 
    Fuck! Mr. and Mrs. Kylie?  
 
    Floyd wanted to correct himself but couldn’t remember the girl’s last name.  
 
    Was it Pettibone? Bailey? No, Bailey was Madison’s last name. It must have been— 
 
    “Yes, she was supposed to call—we haven’t heard from her today. You said you’re from the FBI? Is everything—is she all right?” 
 
    There was something in the woman’s tone, a unique inflection that suggested that despite her queries, she knew that Kylie was not all right. 
 
    Having been brought up in a moderately religious household, Floyd believed in certain things that the FBI specifically warned against: premonitions, gut feelings, and heaven and hell. Things that the Bureau, in all of their infinite wisdom, had determined were not only not helpful, but a detriment to solving cases.  
 
    But Floyd couldn’t help his beliefs—they were ingrained—and while they had yet to help him solve any cases, they did shed light on the fact this woman—Grant! Kylie’s surname was Grant—knew that something had happened to her child, the way that twins knew when their other half was hurt.  
 
    “Can I… can I come inside?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Grant answered in the same clipped tone that he’d used to communicate through the box by the gate. 
 
    Floyd followed the couple inside. As he took in the foyer, he reminded himself that his job here wasn’t simply to inform the family of the victims but to figure out why the hell they’d killed themselves.  
 
    Mr. Grant stopped and turned, spinning his wife around in the process. Their pose was almost identical to how it had been when Floyd had been standing in front of the door.  
 
    Except now his back was to it.  
 
    “Please, if anything happened to—” 
 
    “Kylie’s dead,” Floyd said bluntly, afraid that his stutter would wreak havoc on the message. 
 
    “What?” Mr. Grant’s eyes bulged. “What are you talking—” 
 
    “I’m very sorry, but there is no easy way to tell you this: your daughter is dead.” 
 
    Mrs. Grant shrieked then, a sound so piercing that Floyd couldn’t resist the urge to cover his ears. She fell backward, and her husband stopped her fall.  
 
    What little composure Floyd had left evaporated with that sound.  
 
    “I’m s-so s-s-s-sorry,” he stuttered. “I’m so sorry, but she… sh-she jumped in front of the t-t-t-t-t-train.” 
 
    “She what?” Mr. Grant’s tone had now acquired the same shrieking quality of his wife’s sobs. 
 
    “She jumped in front of the subway t-t-train,” Floyd repeated. “I’m very, very s-sorry.” 
 
    The woman wailed. It was a horrible noise, the worst Floyd had ever heard. Long, drawn-out, part croak, part scream.  
 
    Unable to control himself, Floyd offered a sob of his own.  
 
    “I just… there will be an officer…” he backed up and reached behind him, grabbing the silver doorknob. 
 
    Mr. Grant barked several questions at him, but Floyd didn’t hear any of them.  
 
    All he heard was the voice in his head telling him to get the fuck out of there.  
 
    “The police…” 
 
    Floyd gave up and pulled the door wide and then broke into a jog.  
 
    This time when he made it behind the wheel of his car, he didn’t sit in silence to collect himself. 
 
    Instead, without looking back at the still open door to the brownstone, he slammed the car into drive. He pressed the gas so hard that the tires squealed, which was oddly reminiscent of the sound that had come out of Mrs. Grant’s soul when she’d found out that her daughter was dead. 
 
    That Kylie Grant, all smiles, had stepped in front of a subway train and committed suicide. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Floyd kept his head down as he entered 62nd precinct. He accidentally bumped into several officers as he passed through the main foyer, all of whom muttered their disapproval, but none challenged him directly.  
 
    Maybe it was the FBI windbreaker he sported, or maybe it was the look on his face.  
 
    “D-D-Dunbar?” he said softly. Then, louder, “Dunbar?” 
 
    A hand gently grabbed the back of his arm and Floyd turned to look at the concerned detective.  
 
    “Floyd,” Dunbar said under his breath, “what the hell happened?” 
 
    “I-I-I-I-I can’t.” 
 
    Seeing that he was on the verge of a complete breakdown, Dunbar quickly pulled him out of the center of the lobby and into a private conference room.  
 
    Once inside, he thrust Floyd into a chair. 
 
    “I-I-I can’t do this,” he said. “I can’t—” 
 
    “Just wait,” Dunbar ordered. “Just wait.” He hurried about the room, closing all the blinds. When he was done, he took a seat across from Floyd.  
 
    “What happened? What the hell happened?” 
 
    Floyd looked away, his face reddening. 
 
    “I can’t do this,” he said on the verge of tears. “I just can’t.” 
 
    “Take a deep breath, Floyd. What is it that you can’t do?” 
 
    Floyd did as he was bid, further ashamed by the way his breath hitched and by how close he was to breaking into tears. 
 
    It wasn’t fair to put this on Dunbar, or anyone, really, but he had no one else to talk to. He was in a foreign place as the only Agent on a case that had his head spinning.  
 
    “This. I can’t do any of this.” 
 
    Dunbar placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. Floyd made no effort to shake it off.  
 
    “I-I can’t talk to these people,” he said. “The parents… the parents of the dead girls. I-I-I can’t talk to them.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” 
 
    The change in tone convinced Floyd to glance up. Detective Dunbar’s eyebrows were raised and there was a look of genuine concern on his face. 
 
    “You’ve never done that before? Broke the news?”  
 
    Floyd shook his head. This wasn’t the time to pretend that he was tough, that he was a veteran.  
 
    “No. Never,” he admitted.  
 
    “Shit, I had no idea, Floyd. I’m sorry. I should have sent an officer with you. You were just so… confident.” 
 
    I tried—I had to. It was so obvious that you were disappointed that the FBI had sent me instead of Chase. I had to at least pretend to know what the hell I was doing. 
 
    That’s what Floyd wanted to say, but he was determined to maintain at least a shred of professionalism. If that was possible, at this point.  
 
    “Well, I’m not confident now.” 
 
    Floyd held Dunbar’s stare for a moment, and then the detective broke into a grin.  
 
    “Yeah,” he chuckled, “I can see that. Look, I’m not going to lie, telling people that news? Telling someone that their sister or brother or mother was killed? It’s fucking terrible. And it doesn’t get easier the more times you do it. You need a buffer, someone you can play off of. That’s why the NYPD always insists that two detectives go together, or, at the very least, a detective and a uniform.” 
 
    A hardened image of Chase came to mind and with it the weight of irony. Dunbar had called in a favor to involve the FBI in this case, and yet he was the one helping Floyd. And as much as Floyd appreciated this gesture, their priority couldn’t be on facilitating his professional growth. Their focus had to be on figuring out why the girls had jumped in front of the train. 
 
    “If you have anyone left, I’ll go with you,” Dunbar offered, the smile gone from his face. “Who did you speak to already?” 
 
    “I spoke to Madison’s dad and Kylie’s parents…” he hesitated. “But the last one, the Grants—that didn’t go so well.”  
 
    Dunbar nodded.  
 
    “I’ll get a couple officers to follow up with the Grants. What about Mr. Bailey? He give you anything? Any idea why his daughter might’ve done this?” 
 
    Floyd shook his head. 
 
    “No—he said, no way. I told him about the security footage, but he said that’s impossible, that it must have been doctored. He said that Maddie would never do something like this.”  
 
    “That’s—” 
 
    “Wait,” Floyd interrupted. “He—Mr. Bailey gave me her laptop. I have Madison’s laptop in my car.”  
 
    Dunbar’s mouth became a small circle and Floyd felt a little bit of his pride returning.  
 
    “Great, let’s grab it and hand it off to the tech department. Hopefully, they’ll have better luck with it than they’ve had with the cell phones.”  
 
    “They still haven’t managed to pull anything off of them?” Floyd asked. 
 
    “Not yet. Still working on it, though, I’m doubtful at this point.” 
 
    Dunbar rose to his feet and Floyd moved to do the same. His legs had other ideas, however. They felt like warm Jell-O, and he sat back down.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Floyd,” Dunbar encouraged. “Take a moment.”  
 
    Floyd massaged his forehead.  
 
    “I need Chase,” he said unexpectedly. 
 
    Dunbar said nothing and Floyd suddenly found the strength to rise to his feet. He even went as far as to straighten his back and roll out his shoulders. 
 
    “We need Chase,” Floyd corrected himself. 
 
    “That we do, Floyd. That we do.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Chase was startled by a thump, and she squeezed Georgina tightly. The girl grunted, and she eased her embrace.  
 
    I must’ve fallen asleep, she thought, gently sitting Georgina up so that she could also rise. The girl exhaled loudly but didn’t wake.  
 
    Wiping the sleep from her eyes, Chase found herself staring at the TV, which was still airing the same cartoon movie made for kids, but with the occasional adult joke thrown in, that they had been watching before dozing off. 
 
    With a sigh, Chase checked the time. It was coming up on eight and as much as she hated to wake Georgina, sleeping as peacefully as she was, it was for her to retire to her actual bed.  
 
    “Come on Georgie, time for bed.”  
 
    Georgina protested and Chase nudged her.  
 
    “C’mon, it’s—”  
 
    The thump returned and this time Chase identified what it was: someone was knocking on the door.  
 
    The last vestiges of sleep left her then and when Georgina finally started to stir and then rise, Chase forced her back down. 
 
    “Stay still,” she said sharply.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase squeezed Georgina’s arm. 
 
    “And be quiet,” she hissed.  
 
    Instincts took over and Chase silently stood, offering her niece a final, hard look before making her way toward the door.  
 
    She felt the characteristic surge of adrenaline and forced herself to remain calm. It was only a knock on the door, not gunshots in the bedroom, but Chase also knew better than to let her guard down completely. Experience told her that those who were unprepared made the easiest victims. There was also the fact that they lived in the middle of nowhere and never had any visitors other than Louisa since they’d moved in, to consider.  
 
    Chase spied her cell phone on the table by the door but instead of reaching for it, she went to the top drawer. She didn’t hesitate in unlocking the box within and grabbing her service pistol that lay inside. When she’d first asked to keep the weapon after unofficially resigning from the Bureau, Director Hampton had balked at the idea. After only some minor persuasion, however, he’d cracked and agreed. Chase suspected that this was just a front and that the man liked the idea of having a tether that linked her to the Bureau.  
 
    With the gun in hand, Chase quickly glanced through the peephole and then pulled back.  
 
    “Louisa? What are you doing here?” she asked. “You okay? Everything okay?” 
 
    Her eye returned to the peephole just in time to see Louisa making a face. 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine. Relax. The boys just wanted to visit.”  
 
    Chase, still weary, looked to the woman’s left and right. Lawrence and Brandon stood on either side of their mother, mouths wide in matching smiles.  
 
    “Louisa, it’s bedtime,” Chase remarked as she moved back to the table and returned the gun to the lockbox.  
 
    “So what? It’s Friday. C’mon, we drove all the way here to visit. Let us in.”  
 
    You could have called first, Chase almost shot back. She stopped herself, knowing what the reply would have been: Would you have answered? 
 
    The follow-up to that question was just as predictable.  
 
    Chase unhooked the security chain but didn’t open the door right away. With a sigh, she pressed her forehead against the heavy wood.  
 
    “Chase? Everything okay? Who is it?” a sleepy Georgina asked.  
 
    Chase looked back to her niece and offered her a tired smile. 
 
    “Fine, it’s just Louisa.” 
 
    With that, she finally opened the door and allowed the tornado to enter.  
 
    Brandon and Lawrence barreled past her, rushing to Georgina, who appeared startled as they jumped onto the couch beside her. Louisa followed, holding up a bottle of red wine in each hand.  
 
    “Geez, you’d think that this was some kind of home invasion with that expression on your face,” the woman muttered with a chuckle.  
 
    Looking at how the boys had immediately occupied Georgina’s personal space, talking a mile a minute, Chase could have made the argument that that was exactly what this was. She was so concerned for her niece that she nearly intervened. But to her surprise, Georgina quickly acclimated and started to ramble along with Louisa’s boys.  
 
    This made Chase smile. 
 
    She must have been observing the trio for close to a minute because the next time she looked at Louisa, she’d uncorked one of the bottles and filled a glass for each of them.  
 
    “Wow,” Chase said, taking her glass. It was more than three-quarters full. 
 
    “Friday,” Louisa reminded her with a shrug and took a long swig.  
 
    That still meant something to some people, Chase supposed. But not to her. To Chase, it was just a word.  
 
    She took a sip of her wine. 
 
    “So, have you given any more thought to schools for the little one?” Louisa asked as she took a seat at the table. Chase sat across from her and then looked over her shoulder at Georgina.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about them, they can’t hear anything with the TV on. Not even each other. One hundred percent brainwashed.” Louisa raised an eyebrow. “What? Don’t believe me? Watch this.” She leaned to one side to get a better look at the couch behind Chase. “Brandon? Lawrence? You want a pint of ice cream? No? A bag of Skittles? Chocolate brownie, maybe?” 
 
    True to her word, neither of the boys replied. 
 
    “See. Brainwashed.” 
 
    “No kidding.” Chase took another sip of her wine. It went down easily. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you came, but—” 
 
    “What? You think I have an ulterior motive?” 
 
    Georgina suddenly laughed, a throaty chuckle of the like Chase couldn’t remember the girl making before.  
 
    “No, I just came because the boys wanted to see Georgina, that’s all.” 
 
    “And ask about schools? Unrelated, huh?” 
 
    Another laugh from Georgina. 
 
    “Look, would it be so bad if they went to school together? They get along so well. And the boys—they’re shits, sometimes, but they would look out for her. I know they would,” Louisa said, her tone suddenly serious.  
 
    Chase bit the inside of her cheek. 
 
    “We looked into Elm Ridge—” 
 
    Louisa scoffed. 
 
    “Elm Ridge? For real? You can’t send her there, Chase.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was going to send her anywhere,” Chase shot back defensively. “But if I were, what’s wrong with Elm Ridge?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it? What’s right with it? You have to send Georgina to Bishop’s.” 
 
    Chase frowned.  
 
    “It’s over an hour’s drive, Louisa.” 
 
    “So what? It’s not like you’re working.” 
 
    With the mention of work, Chase’s mind flicked back to Floyd’s desperate telephone call and her eyes wandered to her cell phone by the door.  
 
    “Wait, you’re not thinking about going back to work, are you, Chase?” 
 
    The change in the woman’s tone was alarming, and Chase brought her attention front and center. 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. Maybe too quickly.  
 
    “You sure?” Louisa shook her head. “You know what? I used to think that you going back to work was a terrible idea. Now, I don’t know. Maybe it’s not.” 
 
    The comment was surprising, and not just because Louisa seemed to spend an awful lot of time thinking about Chase’s life and not her own.  
 
    They both knew what work did to Chase, how it affected her.  
 
    “No?” she said softly.  
 
    “No, I don’t. Let’s face it, you can’t stay cooped up here forever. You gotta get out, and while I don’t think the FBI is the best thing for you, what else are you going to do? Flip burgers?” 
 
    Chase let the comment sink in as she sipped her wine. She expected Louisa to fill the silence with more idle chatter, but she didn’t. The woman just stared, which was probably even more irritating.  
 
    After refilling their glasses, however, Louisa could stand it no longer. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, Chase. Why don’t you leave Georgina with me for a little while, just a couple of days? Go see Floyd, clear your head a little.” 
 
    “Yeah, I doubt that’ll help clear my head.” 
 
    “For anyone else? Hell, no. For you?” Louisa shrugged.  
 
    Despite everything, Chase found herself considering the woman’s offer. She had gone to such lengths to separate herself from her old life, including letting the media run with the story that she’d been murdered, that it almost felt dishonest to even think about going back. 
 
    But there was someone else to consider: Floyd. The man had sounded desperate and if she could help, lend a hand— 
 
    A foreign rattling sound caused Chase to jump. Her elbow struck her wine glass, spilling the dark red liquid all over the table in front of her. 
 
    “Fuck,” she cursed. 
 
    “Chase!” Georgina snapped. 
 
    Oh, you heard that, did you? 
 
    “Sorry,” Chase grumbled. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Louisa said, rising to her feet and reaching for the paper towel. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get that,” Louisa repeated, indicating the spilled wine, “if you get that.” 
 
    The phone: the rattling sound had come from her cell phone. It was still foreign to her. 
 
    Chase took a deep breath and walked over to the table by the door. She’d been strong the last time Floyd had called, but she wasn’t sure if she could resist the pull a second time.  
 
    What had Louisa said just moments ago? 
 
    I used to think that you going back to work was a terrible idea. Now, I don’t know. Maybe it’s not. 
 
    Chase picked up the phone and stared at it. 
 
    Maybe it’s not, she repeated in her mind. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea, after all. 
 
    But it could also be one of the worst decisions of her life. A life that had already involved a great many bad choices. 
 
    And even worse consequences.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Floyd?” 
 
    “No, it’s Detective Dunbar.” Dunbar wasn’t sure why Chase had expected it to be Floyd, given that he was calling from his own phone, but took this as a good sign. 
 
    Maybe she was waiting for her one-time partner to call her back. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    That was it? No, how are you? How are you doing? How’s life, Dunbar? 
 
    Just, Oh.  
 
    Dunbar decided to skip the pleasantries and get right to the point. 
 
    “We need your help, Chase,” he said bluntly.  
 
    “Who has Floyd been partnered up with?” Chase asked, ignoring his request.  
 
    At the second mention of the man’s name, Dunbar looked over at Floyd, who, while he was staring back, didn’t appear to be focusing on anything.  
 
    “No partner,” Dunbar replied. “He’s here by himself.” 
 
    “What?” Chase sounded incredulous. “By himself?” 
 
    “Yeah, they only sent him. I don’t know what Floyd told you or if you’ve seen the news at all, but we’re investigating four suicides. All high school girls and—Chase? Are you still there?” 
 
    “Why did they send Floyd?”  
 
    Dunbar wasn’t sure he would ever get used to Chase’s blunt and unapologetic tone, but now wasn’t the time to chastise the woman for a lack of manners.  
 
    “I don’t know. FBI running thin, maybe.” 
 
    “No, what I mean is, why did they send anybody at all? Four girls jump in front of a subway train… why did the FBI get involved?” 
 
    Dunbar blinked. Admittedly, he didn’t know Chase well, but they were suitably acquainted for him to conclude that she was a hard woman, who had seen and been through a lot. But this level of callousness—four girls jump in front of a subway train—was unexpected.  
 
    He was also stalling, thinking about how to express to Chase that this wasn’t just about four girls committing suicide. As terrible as that act had been, it was also about pressure from up high, from Sergeant Henry Yasiv, who was, in turn, getting squeezed by the District Attorney. It was no secret that a disaster of this magnitude so soon after the Straw Man Killer had terrorized the city was something that the soon-to-be mayor wanted nothing to do with.  
 
    Dunbar cleared his throat and elected to keep things simple. 
 
    “Someone called in a favor. This is the last thing we need in New York right now—a suicide pact or cult. To be honest, we have no idea why these girls decided to—” Dunbar, fearing he was on the verge of parroting Chase’s comment, stopped himself. “Why they decided to commit suicide.”  
 
    There was a short pause and Dunbar thought that Chase was going to say good luck and hang up. She was right about one thing: this wasn’t a typical FBI case. It fell well outside of their jurisdiction.  
 
    “Have you spoken to their parents? Boyfriends? Teachers? Psychiatrists, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Dunbar couldn’t help his small smile. It appeared as if he’d pegged her wrong. Chase seemed willing to help, after all. The real trick, however, would be getting her here. In person, Dunbar knew that there was no one better than Chase Adams at figuring out what in the fuck was going on.  
 
    “Like the FBI, we’re stretched pretty thin, as well. I sent Floyd to talk to the parents and…” 
 
    Dunbar wasn’t sure how to continue. Floyd seemed to have recovered from what was most likely an anxiety attack, but he was still fragile. The last thing Dunbar wanted to do was rub salt into the man’s wounds.  
 
    “Let me guess, he’s right there beside you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Okay, let me guess: he went with you to inform the parents? Had a bit of a breakdown?”  
 
    Dunbar breathed heavily. 
 
    “Not exactly. He went alone.”  
 
    Chase’s reply was instantaneous. 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Dunbar knew that he had made a mistake sending Floyd to do his dirty work. And while there were many reasons why he’d done it, one that couldn’t be overlooked was that Dunbar wasn’t sure what else Floyd could do.  
 
    “We need your help. Floyd and me.” 
 
    The pause that ensued was the longest since Chase had answered his call. Dunbar wasn’t sure if this was a good or bad sign.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    When Chase finally answered, her voice was hoarse. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Dunbar exhaled loudly. 
 
    “We’re—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dunbar. I wish I could help, but to be honest, there’s nothing I can add when all that needs to be done is asking a few pointed questions. And anyone can do that. I mean, it’s not like there’s a pandemic out there. No one else is in imminent danger, no one else is going to die. I feel for the girls’ parents, their friends, but… I’m sorry. I have people here who need me.” 
 
    Dunbar pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand. Despite the unambiguous nature of Chase’s words, he got the impression that she was on the fence. Still, he’d said his piece, made his appeal. 
 
    You have people here who need you too, Chase. 
 
    Dunbar wasn’t one to beg. There was something else at play here, too: he picked up a subtlety in Chase’s tone. If he didn’t know her at all, he might have thought that it wasn’t so much that she didn’t want to help, but an apprehension as to whether or not she could help. 
 
    But not Chase—not the woman who had stopped and put away so many vicious murderers in her time in the FBI that her reputation preceded her. 
 
    “All right. Thanks anyway.” He was about to hang up, but Chase wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “Dunbar, you look after Floyd, would you?” 
 
    Dunbar glanced at Floyd. It was clear that the man had guessed Chase’s response, based on the expression on his face alone. If the rookie FBI Agent had been crestfallen before, he now seemed veritably crushed. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Chase,” Dunbar promised. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “This is the school?” Georgina asked. 
 
    Chase turned her gaze to the yellow rectangle through the passenger window. The pictures on the website had been bad but real life was worse.  
 
    “It’s not… it’s not that bad,” she remarked. 
 
    “Not that bad? It’s ugly with a capital U.” 
 
    Chase smirked. 
 
    “Okay, you’re not lying,” she muttered. 
 
    Elm Ridge Elementary was a one-story school surrounded by a ten-foot-high chain-link fence. She half expected to see razor wire circled on top. Behind the school was a cracked asphalt pad anchored by meshless basketball nets. Beyond what she supposed at one time could be considered a basketball court was a large field that was more dirt than grass.  
 
    As she pulled into the circular drive and parked her BMW beneath the faded awning, Chase added, “Maybe it’s nicer inside.” 
 
    Chase was halfway to the door before realizing that Georgina wasn’t with her. She was still in the backseat, staring wide-eyed at the large block letters that read: ELM RIDGE ELEMENTARY. 
 
    “Come on, Georgina. Get out of the car.” 
 
    Georgina shook her head. Chase looked skyward and headed back to her niece. She opened the rear door and waved a hand over the threshold.  
 
    “Come on, come on.”  
 
    When Georgina still refused to get out of the car, Chase reached inside and tugged at her.  
 
    “I don’t want to go here,” the girl whined. “It looks like a prison. Like j-a-i-l.” 
 
    “Please, Georgina, have an open mind. They’re waiting for us. Be nice and take the tour. We’re not signing anything today, we’re not committing. We’re just taking a tour.”  
 
    Once again, Georgina shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t want to go here,” she repeated a little louder. 
 
    “Georgina.” 
 
    Georgina shook free of Chase’s grip. 
 
    “This place is ugly, and I don’t want to go here. I want to go to Bi-shops Academy. I want to go to school with Lawrence and Brandon. I want to—” 
 
    “Miss Adams?” a woman with a British accent said. 
 
    After giving Georgina a reprimanding look, Chase put on her best fake smile and turned around. 
 
    The woman standing in front of the doors was wearing a navy pantsuit and a pale-yellow blouse. Around her neck hung a pair of gold-rimmed glasses connected to a chain that looked as if it belonged in a bathtub, attached to the drain plug. Her gray hair was curly, frizzy, and didn’t quite make it to her shoulders.  
 
    “My name is Mrs. Studebaker,” the woman said, extending a hand. Her nails were painted a lively purple.  
 
    “Chase Adams—but just call me Chase.”  
 
    Chase just looked at the woman’s hand until she lowered it. 
 
    “And this is Georgina?” she asked awkwardly.  
 
    Georgina avoided eye contact with Mrs. Studebaker but did manage a weak nod.  
 
    “Welcome, Georgina,” she said, turning on her heels and starting back into the school. “Please, come with me.” 
 
    Chase reached for Georgina’s hand and was grateful when her niece took it. She suspected that this wasn’t a silent apology, but out of necessity: Georgina was scared.  
 
    And as Chase followed Mrs. Studebaker into the prison, she contemplated the notion that perhaps Georgina wasn’t the only one who was at least a little bit frightened.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much for the tour,” Chase said as she led Georgina back out into the sunlight. The moment they were outside, she inhaled deeply in an attempt to clear her nasal passages of the mold spores that she’d undoubtedly inhaled from inside Elm Ridge.  
 
    “You’re very welcome. Now, when do you think we can start the paperwork to get little Georgina enrolled?”  
 
    It wasn’t just the number of times that the woman had asked this that was alarming, it was also the desperation in her voice. Chase got the impression that Elm Ridge was losing students fast—not surprising based on the state of the school—and that their funding, as meager as it must be, was on the verge of being slashed even further.  
 
    “Well, Mrs. Studebaker, we still have a couple of other schools to look at before we make our decision. Don’t we, Georgina?” 
 
    Georgina nodded so violently that Chase worried she might give herself whiplash.  
 
    When she looked back at Mrs. Studebaker, she saw that the woman had curled her upper lip. When she realized she was being observed, the woman quickly puckered her lips. 
 
    To Chase, this expression was worse: Mrs. Studebaker’s mouth looked like an asshole.  
 
    There is no fucking way that I am sending Georgina to this shithole, Chase thought. 
 
    It wasn’t just the building or the interior that made her so adamant. Even Mrs. Studebaker’s ice-cold demeanor could be overlooked—discipline was often a good thing for young kids.  
 
    It was the teachers.  
 
    The few that they’d been introduced to were at best disinterested. And these were handpicked, no doubt, to show off the best Elm Ridge had to offer. 
 
    Chase couldn’t even imagine what the other teachers must have been like. And she wasn’t even a little disappointed by the fact that neither she nor her niece were going to get that chance. 
 
    She shuddered and helped Georgina with her seatbelt.  
 
    “Thanks again,” Chase said and hurried to get behind the wheel. 
 
    “Please, just let me know when you want to start. I can email you the documents. It won’t take long! I can even call you!” 
 
    Chase sped off, not caring about the cloud of dust her wake had generated that was now engulfing Mrs. Studebaker. 
 
    It was likely the freshest things the woman had breathed in a month.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Georgina asked after they had been driving for several minutes. 
 
    “Anywhere but here,” Chase replied under her breath. 
 
    “Bi-shops? Can we go to Bi-shops?” 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “It’s Bishop’s and, yeah, we can go do a tour of Bishop’s. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Georgina. As we saw at Elm Ridge, the pictures aren’t always accurate.” 
 
    When Georgina didn’t say anything, Chase raised her eyes to the rearview mirror.  
 
    And then she smiled. Not quite as large as the smile on Georgina’s face, but close.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The entire visit with Brooke Pettibone’s family failed to register with Floyd. All he knew was that Detective Dunbar had delivered the news and he had just stood there. He wanted to think that it went smoothly—it couldn’t have gone worse than what he had done on his own—but couldn’t recall.  
 
    Maybe this is how it should be done, Floyd thought as he returned to Dunbar’s car. Just complete and utter shutdown. No feelings, no memories. You can’t be haunted by things you can’t remember.  
 
    The truth was, he felt useless; no, he felt less than useless—he felt like a burden. 
 
    Only twice in Floyd’s life had he felt like this before: the first was while begging his uncle for work in Alaska. The second was when he’d been tracking the man responsible for assassinating several high-profile US Senators. The man who was later discovered to be Fred Browe.  
 
    Both times, he’d managed to redeem himself. In Alaska, he’d driven dozens of people around for his uncle, including Chase. As for Fred Browe, if it weren’t for Floyd, Stitts or Chase might have been murdered.  
 
    But this time, he couldn’t help but think that things were different. How could he make up for what he’d done to the Bailey family?  
 
    Beside him, Floyd heard a strange creaking sound. His eyes found the source: Dunbar was twisting the steering wheel in both hands.  
 
    “Never gets easier,” the detective grumbled. 
 
    Maybe ignorance or apathy wasn’t the answer, after all.  
 
    “Any ideas, Floyd?” Dunbar sounded dejected now. Broken.  
 
    I think maybe I should go back to Alaska, see if I can drive people around again. Talk about trains. I’m not cut out for this job. 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Chase said that this was a simple case, that all we have to do is ask the right people the right questions. Even then, if we don’t get the answers we want, we can just shut it down. Close it up. Sure, the parents will make a fuss, but with no psycho killer on the loose, it won’t take long for the public and media to forget about it.”  
 
    “No,” Floyd said. He pictured the girls’ faces on their driver’s licenses. Their smiling faces.  
 
    Dunbar frowned. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” Floyd repeated, a little more softly this time. “We can’t just drop it.” 
 
    Dunbar looked as if he wanted to say something but clenched his jaw instead. 
 
    This interaction, including the detective backing off, seemed to shake some of the depressive languor clinging to Floyd. And he found himself thinking not about the girls’ parents but about the girls themselves.  
 
    Four high school seniors, all popular, all good-looking, just decide one morning to sip their pumpkin spice lattes moments before throwing themselves in front of a subway train. 
 
    All after receiving one text. 
 
    And that text was the key, Floyd was sure of it. 
 
    “Do you think… do you think they did something?” 
 
    Dunbar narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Did something? What do you mean?” 
 
    “There was this case study that they showed us during FBI training, something that happened not that long ago. Two girls—I don’t remember exactly how old, but they were young, ten or twelve, maybe—took a third friend out to the forest. Once there, they stabbed her twenty or so times. Almost killed her. No real fight, argument, nothing like that preceded the incident. When they were apprehended the same day, they said that a fictional creature called the Slender Man made them do it.”  
 
    “Yeah, I think I remember hearing about that,” Dunbar said absently. “Took place in Wisconsin?” 
 
    “I think so. Anyway, the reason why this case was used in training was that, among other things, there was no real reason behind the attack. That whole Slender Man thing was just an after-the-fact justification. The scariest part is that any of the three girls could have been the victims.” Floyd was amazed that he remembered as much as he did and by the fact that he hadn’t stuttered a single time during the story.  
 
    “I’m not following. I mean, I understand the case, but what does this have to do with Madison and her friends? They weren’t attacked. They jumped.”  
 
    Floyd nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw the security footage. But the Slender Man girls, they were completely normal before they tried to kill their friend.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dunbar replied, still not following. 
 
    “But the thing is, they were normal afterward, too. I mean one of them felt guilty, but the other? Nothing. Just went on as if nothing had ever happened.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what if that was the case with Madison and their friends. What if they did something bad and just went on living. Except eventually, it came back to haunt them.” 
 
    Dunbar’s eyes suddenly lit up. 
 
    “And whatever they did… someone caught it on camera, sent them the video, is that it?” 
 
    Floyd shrugged. 
 
    “Or they sent a picture or maybe just a text. No, that wouldn’t be convincing enough. A video, though, that sounds possible.”  
 
    “You think they killed someone? These high school girls?” 
 
    Floyd shrugged again. The more questions that Dunbar asked, the less probable his theory seemed.  
 
    “N-no. But maybe it’s not m-murder?” He cleared his throat and said his name in his head to vanquish the stutter. “What if—what if they made some videos of their own, you know? Lewd ones. Maybe that’s what the text was: someone sending them the video, blackmailing them. Slut shaming, or whatever it’s called.” Floyd’s confidence continued to wane. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “All four of them? But they looked… they looked happy when they jumped. They didn’t look at all forced or upset. But you might be onto something. We can look into whether they were the perpetrators of a crime a while back. Or you know what? Maybe they were just high out of their fucking minds.” Dunbar scratched his chin. “At least that we will know for certain when the tox screen comes back.” 
 
    Before Floyd could offer an opinion about the latter comment, Dunbar pulled over.  
 
    “One more to go,” the detective informed him. “One more set of parents to break the news to.” 
 
    Floyd felt his heart rate immediately increase and sweat formed on his brow. 
 
    “You going to be okay?” Dunbar asked him. 
 
    That was the last thing Floyd remembered before returning to the car. He recovered more quickly this time, though, spurred by a loud ringing sound.  
 
    Startled, he glanced around, trying to find the source.  
 
    Dunbar identified it for him. 
 
    “You going to answer your phone?” There was a slight uptick in the detective’s voice and Floyd thought he knew why. 
 
    Dunbar was still holding out hope that Chase had changed her mind.  
 
    But it wasn’t Chase, unless she had decided to call from someone else’s phone—the caller wasn’t someone he’d programmed into his cell. With a shaking finger, Floyd answered his phone. 
 
    The woman on the other line shouted so loudly, that it was as if she was in the car with them. 
 
    “Where is Madison? Where is my Maddie?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Bishop’s Academy was the complete opposite of Elm Ridge Elementary in almost every way. New, clean, and without prison-style fencing. Within seconds of pulling up in front of the entrance, Chase was approached by a woman in an orange vest bearing a smile that revealed veneers that were just slightly too large.  
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you can’t park here. Are you here to pick up your child?” 
 
    Chase shuddered at the word ‘Ma’am’.  
 
    “No, I’m here for a tour with my niece,” she said, indicating the backseat.  
 
    The woman grinned even larger, and Chase saw that the veneers were more than a little too big for her mouth. 
 
    “Great,” the woman exclaimed. “You can park just over there in the visitor’s lot, and I can take you inside and introduce you to the headmaster, Mr. Clark.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Chase pulled into the lot and before she even turned off the car, Georgina started to get out. 
 
    “Wait!” Chase pleaded. Then she cursed under her breath and chased after the child. She caught her after just a few strides and turned her around, lowering herself so that they were at eye level with each other. “I know you’re excited, Georgie, but we’re just here to do the tour, okay? Just like at Elm Ridge, we’re not signing anything today.” 
 
    “I know, I know, Chase!”  
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Okay, geez.”  
 
    “Alright, let’s go then.” 
 
    Georgina instinctively reached for Chase’s hand, but Chase avoided the girl’s touch and slid in behind her instead. Even though she hadn’t experienced any of her ‘voodoo’ for so long now that it was difficult to believe that at one time, she’d used it to help her solve crimes, it wasn’t worth the risk, especially with Georgina. Chase had convinced herself that this was her way of respecting her niece’s privacy, should her clairvoyant streak miraculously return. But the truth was, Chase was terrified of what she might see and experience through the eyes of her sister’s daughter. Chase did, however, place her palm on the small of Georgina’s back and gently ease her toward the woman in the vest.  
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” the woman said as they approached. “It’s just we have to keep this lane clear at all times—it’s a fire route.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem.”  
 
    “You guys new to the neighborhood?” the question was directed at Georgina but when she stumbled over the answer, Chase spoke up. 
 
    “No. We’re not really from around here.” 
 
    Chase expected some form of judgment, but the woman’s smile remained plastered on her face. 
 
    “Well, that’s all right. We have a lot of students from all over New York who come to Bishop’s. And I don’t want to put any pressure on you guys, but if you come here, you are going to just love it.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Chase said. 
 
    No pressure my ass. 
 
    The inside of the school didn’t just smell neutral, or terrible like Elm Ridge, but it smelled good, which Chase thought impossible. Her elementary school had been a cesspool of sweat and hormones that no amount of body spray could mask.  
 
    Despite how diligently people had tried. 
 
    “I don’t want to spoil the tour, but this here is the main hallway,” the woman in the vest who had yet to offer her name said.  
 
    Yep, this is a hallway all right. 
 
    The woman turned to face them and started walking backward. 
 
    “To our left is another hall that leads to the gymnasium and on our riiiight… the office.” 
 
    The crossing guard, or whoever she was, passed them off to a secretary with a brown hair who appeared inexplicably even more joyful.  
 
    “You must be Georgina and Mrs. Adams,” the secretary greeted them warmly. Chase feared that if the woman’s smile grew any larger, her face would split in two. “I’m really, really sorry about this, but Headmaster Clark, who will be giving you the tour, is in a very important meeting, and he’s running a bit late. I want to assure you that he is aware that you have arrived, and he is very, very excited about your tour but he will be another five or so minutes. Please take a seat and he will be right with you.” 
 
    Chase looked around, noting that the small office, complete with two rooms—one labeled Headmaster Clark and the other Father Torino—was otherwise empty.  
 
    “Sure, no problem,” she said, taking a seat.  
 
    Georgina was about to do the same when the secretary offered, “Georgina, would you like a candy?” her eyes darted to Chase. “If it’s okay with your mom, of course.” 
 
    The girl stepped forward and held out her hand. 
 
    “She’s not my mom, she’s my aunt.” 
 
    The secretary chuckled. 
 
    “Well, you still have to ask her if you can have one.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Chase said, starting to get annoyed. She turned her eyes to the open door leading to the main hallway just as a short man in a dark robe passed. 
 
    “What about you, Mrs. Adams? Would you like a coffee? An espresso, perhaps?” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” she replied, eyes still on the hallway. The robed man suddenly reappeared and while he was smiling, the expression wasn’t as obnoxious or grand as that offered by the crossing guard lady or the secretary.  
 
    “Hi,” the man said. Even though his black robe lacked the typical white collar, there was no doubting who he was.  
 
    Chase responded in the form of a nod, hoping that Father Torino would change his mind and continue walking. 
 
    And maybe he would have if Georgina hadn’t stepped forward. 
 
    “Hi, what’s your name?” she asked, moving the hard candy from one cheek to the other. 
 
    The chaplain took this as a cue to step fully into the doorway.  
 
    “My name is Father Torino, but you can call me Tony.” 
 
    “Are you a teacher?” More clicks as the candy switched sides once again. 
 
    What the fuck are we doing here, Chase? A priest? Really?  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” 
 
    “What subject do you teach?” Georgina’s tiny brow furrowed. “And do all teachers wear dresses?” 
 
    “Georgina—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Father Torino said, cutting Chase off. “I’m the only one who wears this robe around here,” he said, picking at the fabric. “But I agree, it kinda does look like a dress. As for what I teach? Well, I guess I try to help people answer a lot of different questions.” 
 
    Chase had to give the man credit; he was doing a good job at deflecting.  
 
    “Like a scientist? My aunt says that scientists help answer tough questions.” 
 
    Father Torino chuckled. 
 
    “I help answer questions about here,” he said, tapping his chest, clearly indicating his heart, “and not so much about here.” His finger went to his temple. 
 
    “So, you’re a heart doctor?” 
 
    The chaplain laughed again. 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    Apparently satisfied, Georgina shrugged. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve told you about me. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Georgina. My name—” she was cut off by the bell, for which Chase was grateful. Few things made her more uncomfortable than being around priests and chaplains. 
 
    All they served was to bring up memories of her father. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Georgina.” It was clear that the man wanted to add more, but he was interrupted by two blonde heads that pushed beneath by him and bowled their way into the office. 
 
    “Brandon! Lawrence!” Georgina exclaimed. With her attention elsewhere now, Father Torino took this as his cue to leave. 
 
    But not before nodding at Chase. 
 
    Chase nodded back but didn’t smile. 
 
    Why is it that every time a religious person nods at you, it seems accusatory? Is that something they teach in seminary school? Guilt-inducing nods 101? 
 
    “Hey, boys,” Chase said, addressing Louisa’s children. They gave her an abbreviated hello and then continued to chat with Georgina. Having left Chase’s house late last night, they couldn’t have gotten to bed earlier than eleven. And yet, they appeared well-rested and chipper.  
 
    “Oh, you know the Louisa’s boys?” the secretary queried. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re friends,” Georgina answered.  
 
    “Well, Mrs. Adams, the boys are on break now… if you’d like, Georgina can go with them to the cafeteria to see what it’s like to eat lunch at Bishop’s.”  
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “No, I think it’s better if we stay here and wait for the principal.” 
 
    “Chase, please,” Georgina pleaded. 
 
    Chase looked over at her niece and was surprised to see how much the girl wanted to go with her friends. Her bright green eyes were wide, almost desperate.  
 
    “Miss Adams, it’s perfectly all right. We have three lunch monitors and—” 
 
    “Mind your business,” she snapped. 
 
    The secretary inhaled sharply.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Chase said immediately. “I’m—it’s just—this is very stressful.”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” the secretary replied, fully recovered from the barb. “Choosing a school can be very stressful.”  
 
    “Chase, why can’t I go with them?” Georgina whined. 
 
    “We’ll take good care of her,” Lawrence promised.  
 
    “I know you will, but I think we’re waiting for the principal to give us the official tour.”  
 
    “But we’ll—” 
 
    “Go enjoy your lunch, Lawrence and Brandon,” the secretary said to the boys, her eyes remaining locked on Chase. “You don’t want it to get cold.” 
 
    The boys looked at each other then at Georgina, before saying goodbye and scurrying off.  
 
    Sulking now, Georgina threw herself into the chair beside Chase. Before she could reprimand the girl, however, Headmaster Clark’s door opened, and the man stepped out. He was tall, at least six-foot-five, with round spectacles on a clean-shaven face. In short, he looked exactly the way one would picture a headmaster of a school like Bishop’s to look.  
 
    “Mrs. Adams, I presume?” 
 
    “Just Chase, please.” 
 
    “Okay, Chase. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.” 
 
    “That’s fine, not a big deal.” 
 
    Mr. Clark held her gaze for a moment before dropping on his haunches to be at eye level with Georgina.  
 
    “And that makes you Georgina, am I right? I’m Mr. Clark, the headmaster, or principal, here at Bishop’s Academy.” 
 
    Georgina stood and held out her hand, which Mr. Clark promptly shook.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” she said. 
 
    “And it’s nice to meet you, as well.” Then to Chase, Mr. Clark added, “Very polite, I see.” 
 
    “Most of the time,” Chase said, allowing a small smile to creep onto her face. As predictable as this encounter was turning out to be, it was also somewhat disarming. 
 
    Mr. Clark rose to his full height.  
 
    “You guys ready for the tour? What about you, Georgina?” 
 
    The girl had forgotten all about Brandon and Lawrence. 
 
    “I think that would be great,” Georgina said, beaming. At the same time, Chase felt the smile slide off her face.  
 
    Yeah, the faster we get this started, the faster we can get it over with. And the faster I can break Georgina’s heart by telling her that she’s going to be homeschooled after all.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Please, you’re going to need to calm down—I can’t understand you,” Dunbar instructed after commandeering Floyd’s cell phone. “Who is this?”  
 
    Floyd swallowed hard as he watched Dunbar’s eyes go wide.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    More shrill comments filled the car, during which time Dunbar pulled the phone away from his ear and mouthed the name ‘Leslie Bailey’. Floyd immediately reached beneath his feet and grabbed the folder filled with case notes. As he scanned the pages, his heart started to race. When he found the name, a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. 
 
    Her mother, Floyd mouthed back. The detective, clearly not as adept at reading lips, shrugged. 
 
    “Her mother,” he said quietly. “Leslie Bailey is Madison’s mother.”  
 
    Dunbar looked momentarily confused, then a lightbulb went off inside his head.  
 
    “Leslie—wait, just wait a second. Are you—are you Madison’s mother?” 
 
    Finally fed up with all the screeching, the detective pulled the phone away from his ear again and this time put it on speaker.  
 
    “Yes—of course! I got a call from my ex-husband… you told him that my Maddie was dead! That she committed suicide!” 
 
    Dunbar’s eyes narrowed and Floyd knew exactly what the man was thinking.  
 
    Why did you give Mr. Bailey your personal phone number? 
 
    The problem was, his encounter with Todd Bailey had been such a disaster that he couldn’t recall any of the details.  
 
    Did I give him my cell number?  
 
    “Leslie, I’m very sorry that you were not informed directly, but—” 
 
    “You’re lying,” the woman hissed. “You’re fucking lying.” 
 
    Dunbar pulled over to the side of the road.  
 
    “Leslie, would it be possible to meet up in person?” 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    “Mrs. Bailey—” 
 
    “It’s Mrs. Carson—I’m divorced.” 
 
    “Yes—I’m sorry, Mrs. Carson. My name is Detective Dunbar, and my badge number is—” 
 
    Floyd turned his attention back to the case file. There was a comment indicating that Madison’s parents were divorced, but the name Carson didn’t show up anywhere. Not that this was any consolation. He’d fucked up, and they both knew it. 
 
    “Detective? Todd didn’t say anything about a detective. He said an FBI Agent visited him. A Floyd Montgomery.” 
 
    Dunbar sighed and attempted to make eye contact with Floyd.  
 
    Floyd declined. 
 
    “Yes, I know—we—I have called in the FBI to help us out, to try and—” Dunbar paused and massaged his forehead. For the first time since accepting the call, Leslie fell silent. “I would really like to speak to you in person. We can come to you.” 
 
    Floyd frantically tried to locate an address for the woman in the file but couldn’t find one. It didn’t help that his hands were shaking so badly that the text blurred. 
 
    “I don’t—I can’t find her address!” he whispered.  
 
    “Okay,” Leslie said, her voice dropping several octaves. 
 
    “Just tell me where to meet you.” 
 
    Leslie gave her address and Floyd, who had since sunk into his seat, jotted it down.  
 
    “We’ll be there shortly, Mrs. Carson.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settled in the car as Dunbar started toward Mrs. Carson’s house. Even after their conversation back at the station, Floyd felt the need to explain himself. 
 
    “I didn’t know that they were divorced. I mean, I only spoke to Mr. Bailey. I thought…” 
 
    Dunbar didn’t react. 
 
    “B-b-b-but I should have checked. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. It’s fine.”  
 
    But based on the man’s tone, it was clear that this was anything but fine. And Floyd tended to agree. Instead of spending their time trying to figure out why these girls did what they did, they were driving all over the city to clean up Floyd’s mess. 
 
    “Turn right here,” Floyd instructed. He was clenching his fists now, enjoying the pain. “It’s just around the corner.” 
 
    In stark contrast to Todd Bailey’s apartment, the man’s ex-wife lived in an area more reminiscent of the Grants’: upscale and expensive. Perhaps not as exclusive, but definitely out of reach of the average New Yorker. 
 
    “Let’s keep this brief. I’ll do most of the talking.” This was a command and not a request, but as much as Floyd resented being spoken to like a child, he was in no position to complain.  
 
    After all, a child would have done a better job than he had.  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    They were halfway to the door when it blew open and a woman with dark hair stormed out. She looked like a more weathered version of Madison from her driver’s license.  
 
    “Mrs. Carson?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the woman reached for Dunbar. The detective must have been prepared for this because he deftly stepped to one side and held up his hand to halt her progress.  
 
    “She wouldn’t do this,” Leslie Carson said with an expression that was almost smug. “It can’t be Maddie.”  
 
    The woman’s words were eerily similar to those muttered by Madison’s father earlier that day.  
 
    “Please, Mrs. Carson, we should go inside.” 
 
    Grief showed in the woman’s eyes, but Botox prevented the emotion from appearing on her face. 
 
    “Please,” Dunbar pleaded. 
 
    Leslie finally relented and stepped back into the house. The two men followed. 
 
    “Madison is dead,” Dunbar said flatly. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “What?” Leslie gasped. This reaction was strange to Floyd, considering that the news could not have come as a surprise. “What happened?” 
 
    Floyd squinted, his eyes going from Leslie to Dunbar. The latter seemed unfazed by this line of questioning. 
 
    “Your daughter was struck and killed by a subway car this morning.” 
 
    Leslie’s eyes darted now, eventually coming to rest on Floyd. 
 
    “She was pushed?” It was a hopeful plea. 
 
    “We’re still working out the details.” 
 
    “But you said—you told Todd that Maddie committed suicide,” Leslie said, directing her words at Floyd. 
 
    Floyd, preparing to speak, cleared his throat, but Dunbar remained in control. 
 
    “As I said, we are working out the details, but we are fairly certain that Maddie took her own life.” 
 
    Disbelief returned and Leslie shook her head violently. 
 
    “No way. She wouldn’t. Maddie wouldn’t do that.”  
 
    “As I said, we’re still investigating, trying to work out exactly—” 
 
    A noise from behind and above Leslie drew all of their attention. 
 
    “Mom?” A boy of about seven or eight stood at the top of the stairs. Like his sister, he had blond, almost white hair.  
 
    “Randy! Get back to your room!” Leslie barked.  
 
    Floyd cringed at the woman’s tone, but the boy did not. He promptly turned and disappeared from sight. A moment later, it was as if he’d never shown his face. 
 
    “She wouldn’t. I know my Maddie. She wouldn’t do this,” Leslie proclaimed. 
 
    As Dunbar continued to reiterate that the investigation was ongoing, Floyd extricated himself from the conversation, which wasn’t difficult considering he wasn’t all that involved in the first place.  
 
    What would Chase do? He asked himself. While she let Dunbar take care of the dirty work, what would she do?  
 
    Floyd thought he knew the answer, but it still didn’t help. 
 
    He just didn’t have her skills. 
 
    But what he did have was eyes, so he put them to good use.  
 
    Along the wall leading up the staircase was a series of framed photographs. Some depicted the young boy that had just appeared at the top of the landing. One, in particular, gave him pause. The boy was maybe five years old, and his hair was strangely darker. It almost looked dyed. Floyd leaned even closer, trying not to draw Leslie’s attention. 
 
    Randy was seated in the photograph and while it was cut off at his waist there was the top of what appeared to be a bike tire visible by his right hip. 
 
    Floyd wanted to pull out his phone and snap a picture but didn’t dare. In addition to the boy, there were photos of Madison as well, most of which showed a young girl not all that happy at having to dress up and have her picture taken. Her hair changed in each image—going from dark to light, short to long—as did her clothing, of course. The one constant was a necklace that she wore in each image: a simple gold chain with a cross hanging from it.  
 
    Did they find the necklace in the subway station? Floyd wondered. He wasn’t sure why this held his interest—after all, there was nothing unique about it—but it did. Was she wearing it when she jumped? 
 
    Floyd continued to look around, noting several other religious items scattered throughout the entrance: a cross above the door, a rosary sitting on the table beside a set of car keys. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Dunbar huffed in his ear. 
 
    Floyd hadn’t realized that the detective had come up behind him and he jumped.  
 
    “Let’s go,” the detective repeated, this time placing a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Nodding, Floyd hurried toward the front door, not bothering to cast a glance in Leslie’s direction. Neither man said anything until they were back in the car.  
 
    “What a piece of work,” Dunbar muttered under his breath. 
 
    “I can see why Leslie and her husband didn’t get along,” Floyd remarked. 
 
    Dunbar looked at him curiously and Floyd clarified his statement. 
 
    “He was just as aggressive as she was—came right at me. Although he’s a hell of a lot bigger than she is.”  
 
    Dunbar made a hmph sound, and he pulled into the 62nd precinct parking lot. 
 
    “We should check to see if they ever got physical… see if there were any charges filed prior to the divorce,” Floyd remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, good idea. You see the way that she spoke to the kid?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Instead of replying, Floyd retrieved the case file once more. He flipped through several pages until he found the sheet he was looking for. 
 
    “Randy Bailey, eight, almost nine years old. We should speak to him.”  
 
    “Yeah, I bet he could tell us some stories. Problem is, he’s a minor and I doubt Leslie or Mr. Bailey are going to let us have a chat with little Randy. Especially if the family has secrets. And which family doesn’t?”  
 
    Floyd grimaced.  
 
    The detective was right. As much as they wanted to speak to Randy, preferably alone, it probably wasn’t going to happen. If this was a homicide it would be different—they could push, put pressure on the parents. But it wasn’t. It was a mass suicide. 
 
    Just before Dunbar shut the car off, the radio in the dash came to life. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar?” 
 
    Dunbar grabbed the radio and pressed the talk button. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar here. Just pulled up to the station. What’s up?” 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” Dispatch said.  
 
    Dunbar looked at Floyd, but this time he had no idea what the issue might be—they’d already tied up the loose ends from the disaster that was this morning.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We’ve—uhh—we’ve got another one,” Dispatch continued. 
 
    Another one? Another what? 
 
    Even though the words had only been spoken in his head, Dispatch was quick to answer. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar, we’ve got another suicide.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “I love it,” Georgina exclaimed. “I love it. Please, Auntie Chase, please, I want to go here. I want to go to Bishop’s. Please, can I go?” 
 
    Chase pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “I told you not to get your hopes up, I said that we’re only window shopping today.” 
 
    Georgina ignored her.  
 
    “I love it here. I want to go here.” 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. But—” 
 
    “Pleaaaaase,” Georgina begged. 
 
    Chase looked up at her niece in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” she said, trying to put an end to the conversation.  
 
    The girl frowned and crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “I just said we’d talk about it later, I didn’t say no,” Chase clarified.  
 
    The stopping guard waved as they drove past, and Chase flicked a chin at her.  
 
    “Yeah, but you’re going to. You’re going to say no,” Georgina shot back.  
 
    “Georgina, please. I’m trying here.” 
 
    “Well, why can’t I go here? Louisa sends her boys here. It’s a nice school and everyone was so nice to me.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “I just—I don’t want to talk about this now.” 
 
    But Georgina did. The way the girl latched on to things, the way she was unable to let go after coming up with an idea or a plan, reminded Chase of her late sister. 
 
    Of how they used to fight when they were children for this very reason. 
 
    But Georgina wasn’t her sister and Chase wasn’t a kid anymore.  
 
    “I really want to go here. I don’t want to go to that shit school Elm Ridge. I only wanna go here.” Georgina stomped her foot angrily. “I only want to go to Bishop’s.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth, Georgina.” 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit.” 
 
    “Georgina!” 
 
    “What? You swear all the time. Why can’t I swear?” 
 
    “Because I’m an adult and you’re just a kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, and kids should go to school!” 
 
    Chase scowled. 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we’ll talk about it,” the girl mocked. “I don’t want to talk about it! I want to go to Bishop’s! Why the fuck can’t I go to Bishop’s?”  
 
    Chase lost it. She reached into the backseat and grabbed the girl’s leg just above the knee.  
 
    “Because I can’t look after you if you’re here!” Chase shouted, her voice far louder than Georgina’s had ever been. “That’s why you can’t go to Bishop’s!” 
 
    Something crossed Georgina’s face then, something that Chase hadn’t seen for a long time. Maybe even since that day in the Butterfly Gardens when her mother had been murdered.  
 
    Fear. 
 
    Chase immediately let go of Georgina’s leg and turned her eyes on the road ahead.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she grumbled. “I didn’t mean that—I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you want for dinner, Georgina?” Chase asked when they were finally back inside the safe confines of their home. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Georgina said, removing her shoes and starting toward her room. 
 
    “I said I was sorry. I didn’t mean to yell, and I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “And I said I’m not hungry,” Georgina countered. She hurried to her room. 
 
    She didn’t quite slam the door, but it was close. 
 
    Chase stared at the closed door, debating what to do next. The stubborn part of her wanted to storm in there, deal with this right away, but that wouldn’t work with Georgina, just like it wouldn’t have worked with her sister. As much as it pained her, Chase decided to just let the girl have her time and space. 
 
    Instead of letting her thoughts, and regrets, take over, Chase plopped down on the couch and flicked on the TV. She was hoping for something mind-numbing to distract her but that didn’t work. She was so disinterested in the racy Bachelor clone that her mind started to drift.  
 
    She’d never snapped at Georgina like that before. Sure, they’d had plenty of disagreements and Chase had been angry, raised her voice, even shouted, but never did she lose touch with the fact that Georgina was just a kid. But she had today. Not only that, but when she’d seen red, Chase had treated Georgina like one of the suspects that she was trying to squeeze a confession out of.  
 
    Maybe Louisa’s right, Chase thought. Maybe I need a break—maybe we both do. 
 
    It wasn’t the end of the world, but it revealed something dark in Chase. Something that she thought—hoped—would go away once she left the FBI.  
 
    Shaking her head, Chase made a conscious effort to distract herself this time not with softcore porn, but with the news.  
 
    This proved successful, but she instantly wished she’d stayed on the Bachelor knock off.  
 
    A news bulletin announced that Sky Derringer, a high school senior, was found dead in her room of an apparent suicide. The inlaid headshot revealed that the girl was pretty, with vibrant green eyes. They almost seemed to glow, even through the TV screen.  
 
    And their similarity to Georgina’s was almost uncanny.  
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Chase turned the volume up a few clicks, but it wasn’t the audio that piqued her interest. 
 
    It was the image onscreen. In addition to Sky’s headshot, another photograph that showed her with four other blonde girls was displayed.  
 
    Blonde girls whom Chase didn’t need to hear named to know who they were.  
 
    No fucking way.  
 
    “Earlier this morning, four of Sky’s friends were involved in a fatal subway accident. The NYPD has released very few details about either incident, but eyewitnesses say that the girls jumped willingly in front of the train.” 
 
    Chase’s mouth fell open. 
 
    Not four girls dead, but five. 
 
    Her own words echoed in her head, the words that she’d used when telling Dunbar and Floyd that she wasn’t interested in helping out with the case. 
 
    I mean, it’s not like there’s a pandemic out there. No one else is in imminent danger, no one else is going to die.  
 
    With weak legs, Chase walked to the table by the front door and picked up her phone. She scrolled to one of her contacts and placed the call. As the phone rang, Chase’s eyes drifted to Georgina’s still closed door. 
 
    I’m sorry, Georgina. I’m sorry. 
 
    “Chase, what happened at the school? At Bishop’s?” Louisa asked.  
 
    The question confused Chase. 
 
    “What? Nothing. I just—” 
 
    “The boys said that they saw you there and that you yelled at them.”  
 
    Chase cringed. 
 
    Did I yell at them? Did I yell at them the way I yelled at Georgina? 
 
    She didn’t think so but couldn’t remember exactly.  
 
    “Chase? You okay?” There was real concern in her friend’s voice now, the kind of concern that Louisa had expressed when Chase had swallowed an entire bottle of pills back at Grassroots. 
 
    “Louisa, I think I need your help.”  
 
    “Of course, whatever you need.” 
 
    “Can you—can you come here? Can you come look after Georgina for a while?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that. I can pick her up and bring her back to my place so she can hang with the boys. No problem at all. But what’s—what’s going on? Did something happen?” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and pictured Sky Derringer’s pretty face. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said dryly. “Something happened all right. And I think—Louisa, I think I have to go back to work.”  
 
    

  

 

   PART II – Numbers 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    It took all of three phone calls for Chase Adams to find herself back in the fold.  
 
    The first had been to Louisa, as her priority, despite recent events, remained her niece and niece’s safety. The second was to Floyd, who had been giddy at the idea of Chase returning and lending a hand with their present case. Her final call, the one she’d been most hesitant to make, was to Director Hampton at the FBI. 
 
    Even though Hampton had previously offered her carte blanche if, or when, she ever wanted to return to work, deep down, Chase held some resentment for the man. She had been used and abused for a good portion of her adult life and knew the signs. While her relationship with the flat-affected Director was very different from what she’d had with Tyler Tisdale, there were similarities that she couldn’t overlook.  
 
    Director Hampton may be cordial, professional, but he was also a man who knew how to exploit her talents. He was familiar with Chase’s issues and had had no problem thrusting her into the field. 
 
    Despite his words, the Director’s main concern was, and perhaps always would be, solving cases. The well-being of his subordinates would always come second.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, Hampton’s response was in line with those of her friends. The man had been so quick to offer her a plane ticket to Manhattan—which Chase had promptly refused, seeing as she was but a few hours away by car—that she considered that his move to send Floyd alone on this case had been a strategic one.  
 
    One designed for the man to fail. Hampton was a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. He knew that Floyd would reach out to her and… 
 
    No—it’s not about you, Chase. It’s about the girls. It doesn’t matter how or why you got here.  
 
    Still, as much as this rationale made sense, the feeling of being manipulated was an unpleasant one.  
 
    Chase wasn’t even sure why she was making the drive to Manhattan. After all, five young girls committing suicide, no matter how tragic, hardly met the definition of an FBI crisis.  
 
    It was her eyes… it was Sky Derringer’s eyes. 
 
    This idea flashed in her mind and as silly as it was, it refused to release its grip on her neurons. 
 
    The most striking feature of Sky Derringer’s head shot that had been plastered all over the news had indeed been her bright green eyes. 
 
    Eyes that reminded Chase of Georgina.  
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    One case, that’s it. One and done. 
 
    She scoffed. 
 
    There was no easier person in the world to lie to than yourself. 
 
    During their brief conversation, Hampton had offered to forward her the case file, which, as per his admission, contain little more than details about the victims.  
 
    Chase had politely declined. 
 
    Similarly, Floyd had suggested that they meet at 62nd precinct, but she’d quashed that idea, as well, and for a related reason.  
 
    She didn’t want to know about the victims and regretted the information that she’d already absorbed from either the media or Floyd. Chase didn’t want to be biased. Everything she needed to know about what had happened to those girls would be at the crime scene. All Chase had to do was smell the air, taste death on her tongue. 
 
    And she needed to touch, to feel… 
 
    Suddenly uneasy, Chase reached onto the passenger seat and grabbed her pair of tan leather gloves, stylish but practical, and slipped them on. She enjoyed the sound they made on the steering wheel when she returned her hands to the ten and six positions. 
 
    The drive to the city was generally pleasant, despite the change of pace, and traffic only started to pick up when she was within thirty minutes of Manhattan. It continued to grow steadily thicker the closer she got to the subway station. Even though Floyd had warned her that the 14th St. station had since been reopened, less than forty-eight hours after four girls committed suicide there, seeing all the people milling about as if nothing had happened brought a sneer to her face.  
 
    All this foot traffic didn’t come without benefits, however; the throng of people left little room for the media. As it stood, Chase could only see one news camera pointed at the subway entrance. 
 
    And that was good. 
 
    The last thing she wanted was for some eager beaver reporter to snap a photo of her and figure out who she was. 
 
    And the fact that she was supposed to be dead. 
 
    Chase had no desire to make this case about anything other than the dead girls.  
 
    She pulled over, double-parked her BMW, and scanned the ebbing crowd for Floyd. 
 
    He wasn’t difficult to spot.  
 
    The man was leaning up against the stair railing leading down into the station. Floyd was tall and thin, always had been, but now, he seemed drawn somehow. Thinner and, if possible, taller, despite his present stoop.  
 
    Chase recalled her conversations with Dunbar. 
 
    Yeah, he needs me alright. 
 
    This revelation might make other people feel good, use it to bolster their self-worth, but not Chase.  
 
    Once again, it made her feel used. 
 
    Sighing, Chase stepped out of her car and was immediately accosted by the sounds and sights of New York City. She was far from home now and it nearly overwhelmed her. 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and placed her hands on the hood of her car to right herself. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    In the moment, stay in the moment. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Chase took a deep breath and opened her eyes. 
 
    Floyd was pushing his way over to her. As he neared, Chase noticed that while his cheeks were sullen, the relief in his eyes was almost crystalline. 
 
    “Floyd, I—” 
 
    A strong embrace stole her words. 
 
    “I missed you, Chase,” Floyd said.  
 
    “I missed you, too.” 
 
    Chase was surprised at how automatically she hugged the man back. When she realized what she was doing, Chase gently pushed Floyd away. 
 
    If he was hurt by this, it didn’t show in his face. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come,” he said. “Because I—” 
 
    “Take me to the scene, Floyd,” Chase interrupted. “We can talk about everything else later. Right now, I just want you to take me to where the girls died.” 
 
   

 
  
   Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “This is it?” Chase asked as she peered down the stairs that descended into the subway station.  
 
    “This is it. They jumped on the north track,” Detective Dunbar informed her. While their reintroduction had also been cordial, it lacked the intimate nature of hers and Floyd’s.  
 
    Like Floyd, however, the man looked incredibly stressed.  
 
    The detective continued to speak as they descended the stairs, but Chase ignored him. It was hard enough trying to navigate the concrete steps that were slick with grease if the place had been cordoned off, let alone while it was bustling with people.  
 
    She wished that she’d come at a less busy time, but then she remembered that this was New York. 
 
    There was no such thing as a less busy time in New York City. 
 
    Despite being out of practice, it took only a handful of careful steps before Chase’s instincts kicked in. The effect was subtle at first: the noise around her faded. It went from deafening to background fodder. 
 
    The people went next. They didn’t disappear all in one shot, rather, they were slowly removed as if a digital artist were painstakingly deleting the crowd from an otherwise perfect photo. 
 
    Somewhere distant she heard Dunbar’s voice. 
 
    “She okay?”  
 
    To her surprise, Floyd hushed the detective, and Chase put more space between them.  
 
    As she reached the landing and approached the north platform, Chase was alone. 
 
    Wait, that wasn’t right.  
 
    She heard voices. Four voices. 
 
    Despite wearing gloves, Chase’s left hand suddenly felt cold and damp as if she were clutching an iced coffee. 
 
    Gloves, I’m wearing gloves. 
 
    Back in Alaska, when she’d touched a corpse with her bare hand, something had happened: she’d relived the victim’s final moments as if her own. Only later Chase discovered that this wasn’t magic or a bastardized form of necrotelepathy. As far as she knew, the combination of electroshock therapy at a young age and, later, years of intravenous drug abuse had changed something in her brain. 
 
    Her subconscious had been altered. Attuned. 
 
    But after what had happened in the Devil’s Den, these changes seemed to have been reversed.  
 
    Her talent, or ‘voodoo’ as Stitts had once dubbed it, was no longer. 
 
    Thoughts of her ex-partner threatened to pull her out of her reverie, but Chase wouldn’t let them. She breathed deeply, sucking in the quintessential scent of New York City’s subway system, and rolled the flavors on her tongue, trying desperately to remain in the moment.  
 
    It worked. 
 
    She scanned the tracks, trying to pick up any hint of blood or gore. But the north track of the 14th St. station looked like all other subway tracks. There was no hint of the horror that had happened here not long ago. 
 
    Chase changed tactics and closed her eyes as she imagined that she was one of these girls.  
 
    What are teenage girls preoccupied with? I’m here at the subway, iced latte in hand, and I— 
 
    Then it hit her. 
 
    Cell phone! 
 
    Chase reached into her pocket and started to pull hers out. Then she opened her eyes again. 
 
    The first thing she saw was Brooke Pettibone. Tall, with blonde hair and bright red lipstick, the girl was staring right at her. 
 
    Only it wasn’t Brooke. This girl was wearing a similar uniform, but it wasn’t her. 
 
    Chase was suddenly no longer alone. There were dozens of people around her now, jostling her, shouting to be heard over the din. There was a hum in the air, too, an electric whine that, once heard, was impossible to ignore. 
 
    Feeling overwhelmed, Chase found an empty spot on the wall and braced herself against it.  
 
    “You okay, Ch-Chase?” It was Floyd this time and not Dunbar.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied from between clenched teeth. A shudder coursed through Chase as she tried to relocate the girl with the red lipstick. Either she was gone or had never been there.  
 
    Her money was on the latter. 
 
    “Cell phones,” she said. “They had something… they got a call or something before jumping.” 
 
    Dunbar, who was standing beside Floyd now, made a face. 
 
    “A text,” he corrected. Chase raised an eyebrow, indicating for the man to elaborate. Dunbar obliged. “Security camera on the other side of the tracks caught everything. Each of the girls got a text and then they held hands and jumped.” 
 
    “A-a-and they looked happy about it,” Floyd chimed in. 
 
    Happy?  
 
    “What the hell?” Chase muttered.  
 
    As she mulled this over, Dunbar offered additional information. 
 
    “The fifth girl, part of the same clique, joined her friends this morning.” 
 
    Sky Derringer—the one with the green eyes. 
 
    “How? How’d she do it?” Chase asked, her eyes moving through the crowd of people pushing toward the platform as the train approached.  
 
    Dunbar lowered his voice even though the likelihood of being overheard was next to zero.  
 
    “Slit her wrists. Died in her bed.” 
 
    Same result but very different methodology.  
 
    “Did you manage to recover the girls’ cell phones?” 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “Destroyed.” 
 
    “What about Sky’s?” It felt strange referring to the girl by her first name, and this seemed to faze Dunbar, but Chase didn’t correct herself.  
 
    “Not d-done processing the scene yet,” Floyd offered. “Stopped there first and then came r-right here to meet y-you.”  
 
    Chase nodded and looked around again, trying to tease additional information from the scene, anything that Dunbar and Floyd might have missed. 
 
    You lost it, Chase, a tiny voice in her head said. It took her a moment to realize that the voice belonged to Stitts. What good are you if your ‘voodoo’ is gone? 
 
    “Y-you want to go down to the tracks?” Floyd asked. “We can get the—”  
 
    “No,” she replied sharply. If there was evidence hidden here, it was out of her reach. “I want to leave.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “We can go directly to Sky’s place, or we can head back to 62nd precinct if you want. Regroup, see if the tech department managed—” 
 
    “No,” Chase repeated. A bustling crime scene or a busy police station was not conducive to wrapping her head around the case. Dunbar and Floyd might have wanted her assistance, practically begged for it, but they were good at their jobs. If there was something to be found on the security tapes or in the girls’ files, they would’ve found it already. “I want to go somewhere else, somewhere quiet.” 
 
    Dunbar looked uncomfortable and he scratched the back of his neck. 
 
    “My apartment is—” 
 
    Once again, Chase shook her head. Something that Louisa had said when Floyd had first called resonated with her. 
 
    “No, I have somewhere else in mind. A place that an old friend of mine owns.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if this is a good idea, Chase,” Dunbar protested as three of them started toward DSLH Investigations.  
 
    Chase, who was in the lead, squinted at the lettering on the door and then turned to face both Dunbar and Floyd. 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Have you… have you watched the news lately?” Dunbar asked tentatively.  
 
    Chase rocked her head side to side. 
 
    “Rarely—too depressing. The only thing I’ve seen lately is the news about Sky.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, Drake and DSLH are going through some changes.” There was a strange look on Dunbar’s face when he said this, and Chase grew worried. 
 
    “Drake’s not going—” 
 
    “Back to prison? No, at least not yet. Listen, it’s a long story, but let’s just say that there’s trouble in paradise.”  
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “I don’t have time for drama,” she grumbled, turning her attention back to the door. If she’d been on the fence at all, she would have left. But Chase had already made up her mind. 
 
    “Then you should probably stay away from Drake,” Dunbar said in a barely audible.  
 
    Chase opened her mouth to reply but resisted the urge. She was surprised to find the door locked and cupped her hands around her eyes, trying to peek through the frosted glass.  
 
    She saw nothing.  
 
    “The fuck is going on?” 
 
    Chase knocked once and then waited.  
 
    “Maybe we should just go,” Dunbar suggested. 
 
    Chase considered this, but when she tried the doorknob again, it opened. 
 
    The lights inside DSLH were surprisingly harsh and when they spilled onto her face, Chase was momentarily blinded.  
 
    “Chase? Chase Adams?” 
 
    Even though she had a hard time seeing the man’s face, she recognized his scratchy voice.  
 
    “Screech, it’s good to see you again,” she said, her eyes starting to adjust. 
 
    Standing in front of a modern glass desk was Stephen “Screech” Thompson. Like Floyd, he was tall and lanky, but instead of being clean-shaven with a short haircut, Screech had a buzzed head and a thin blond goatee on his chin. 
 
    “Hello, Chase,” a second person said, drawing her gaze.  
 
    It looked like Leroy Walker, the ‘L’ of DSLH, only it couldn’t be him. This version was far bigger and more muscular. He had the same dark skin as Floyd but was like three of the men stacked together. 
 
    “Leroy?” the word came out like a question. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you,” the man replied, confirming her suspicions. 
 
    What the hell happened to him? 
 
    Not wanting to be taken by surprise a second time, Chase glanced around. There were three identical glass desks facing the small seating area in which she now stood as well as another desk, toward the back of the office. This last one was made of worn wood and looked as if it had been rescued from a 1920’s schoolhouse.  
 
    And that must be Drake’s desk. 
 
    “Hey, Screech, Leroy,” Detective Dunbar said, finally entering the office. Floyd followed up with a series of hellos of his own, as well as a short introduction. After these formalities, Screech returned his attention to Chase.  
 
    “Drake’s not… Drake’s not here,” he informed her. There was something about the way the man said Drake’s name that struck Chase as odd. 
 
    It was almost aggressive in nature.  
 
    “That’s all right, I’m not here to see him.” 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m not here to see you either.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice of you to stop by, to catch up, but we’re busy here.”  
 
    It took all of Chase’s willpower not to look around dramatically, to call him a liar with a simple look.  
 
    “I need to use this space,” she said calmly. 
 
    Screech was taken aback. 
 
    “It’s presently occupied.” 
 
    “I can see that. But I’ve just rolled in from out of town—” 
 
    “The suicide girls’ case?” Leroy interrupted. 
 
    Chase pressed her lips together and ignored the comment. This wasn’t going nearly as smoothly as she’d hoped. But whatever was going on here, whatever drama Dunbar had alluded to that had made Screech so surly, Chase still knew a way to get exactly what she wanted.  
 
    “—and I need a place to stay. I’m not looking for a handout, though. I’ll pay you five grand for a week, just to use this office to work, to sleep. If I stay another week, another five grand.”  
 
    Screech’s face changed: his eyes widened, the muscles in his neck went slack.  
 
    “Chase, I don’t think—” Dunbar began from behind her, but Chase silenced him by holding up a finger. 
 
    “Cash,” she added. 
 
    While Screech was annoyed at being manipulated in this way, Leroy had no qualms. He shrugged, grabbed a gym bag from beside his desk, and slung it over his shoulder. 
 
    “It was great to see everyone, but I’m going to take the rest of the day off. Get a workout in.”  
 
    Leroy started toward the door but when he realized that Screech wasn’t following, he looked back at his partner.  
 
    “Screech, let’s give them some privacy, shall we?” 
 
    Screech could only hold out for so long. 
 
    “We need to come and go,” he said. “We still have to run our business. Can’t just shut down for—”  
 
    “No problem. I’m not looking to take over, Screech, or cause problems. Just need a quiet place to think.”  
 
    This tipped the scales and Screech began collecting his things, which were in a far greater state of disarray than Leroy’s.  
 
    “You can’t use the computers,” he said in a lame attempt to try and regain control of the situation.  
 
    “Don’t need to,” Floyd said, holding up a satchel containing a laptop.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll be back before five to lock up. If you want to stay later, I’ll give you a key then. I’ll also need a down payment of some sort.” 
 
    “You’ll have it at five,” Chase said with a nod. “All of it.”  
 
    Satisfied, Screech joined Leroy by the door, but before the duo left, Chase had one more question for them. 
 
    “I get that Drake isn’t here, but where’s Hanna?”  
 
    Something dark crossed over Screech’s features. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be seeing her anytime soon. Her or Drake.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” Chase asked when it was just the three of them left in DSLH Investigations. 
 
    “Long story,” Dunbar said. This was the second time that he’d alluded to something more serious having taken place but, like the first, Chase wasn’t in the mood for drama. 
 
    Her comment was of the passing variety, a personal musing, not a request for information.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Grateful for the change in subject, Chase replied, “There’s no ulterior motive here. I just need a quiet place to work.” 
 
    And I don’t need a bunch of boys in blue gawking at me, asking questions about Marcus Slasinsky and what really happened at the Butterfly Gardens.  
 
    Noticing the expression on Dunbar’s face, she added, “And don’t worry about the cash. I’m taking care of it. Now, Floyd, you want to fill me in on the rest of the case details?” 
 
    Floyd was quick to share what they’d found at the scene as well information about the girls in general. According to friends, parents, and social media, the five girls were popular, well-liked, and all preparing to go to college.  
 
    “Anything stand out when you spoke to their parents?” 
 
    Floyd and Dunbar exchanged a look. 
 
    “N-n-no,” her partner said. Up until this single syllable word, Floyd hadn’t stuttered at all. “W-wait. The parents… they’re d-d-divorced.” 
 
    “Whose parents?” 
 
    “Madison B-B-Bailey’s.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Both mother and f-father were aggressive with m-me and Dunbar.” 
 
    Chase made a face. 
 
    “And, so far as we can tell, Madison was the alpha of the group.” 
 
    Chase’s displeasure manifested in the form of a grunt.  
 
    “What?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “Grasping at straws.” 
 
    “It c-could be something,” Floyd said with a shrug. “A-abusive family.” 
 
    “And what?” Chase snapped before quickly adjusting her tone, not wanting to embarrass Floyd. “Look, if Madison was abused, why did her friends commit suicide?” 
 
    “Especially Sky,” Dunbar said. 
 
    “Yep, especially her. Even if something went down between all of them, something bad enough for the girls to want to kill themselves, what are the chances that Sky would follow them after the fact?” 
 
    Chase was by no means an expert on suicide, but this didn’t make sense at all. She plopped herself down in the hard plastic chair behind the wooden desk.  
 
    “And that doesn’t explain the texts,” Floyd said, coming on board. 
 
    Chase took a moment to breathe.  
 
    She tried to transport her mind back to the subway to put herself in the girls’ shoes again, but all she could think about was Sky’s green eyes. 
 
    “Rape? Slut-shaming? Abortion?” 
 
    When there was no reply, she opened her eyes. Both Dunbar and Floyd were staring at her, their cheeks slightly flushed. 
 
    “Oh, fuck off. Don’t give me those looks. What else makes girls—women—commit suicide?”  
 
    Dunbar cleared his throat. 
 
    “We did some digging but couldn’t find anything.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean that nothing happened. You speak to their friends? Boyfriends?” 
 
    “Not yet. Floyd also suggested that maybe the girls weren’t the victims of a crime but the perpetrators. So far, nothing has shown up in any database that I have access to, though.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Chase cursed. 
 
    DSLH fell silent for a second time. Chase knew that both men were looking to her for some insight and yet she had nothing. If this case were about a sadistic killer, she would have plenty to say. But suicide? What experience did she have with suicide? 
 
    “Ch-Ch-Chase?” Floyd’s stutter was even more pronounced now. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    The man lowered his gaze and his voice. 
 
    “D-d-d-didn’t your f-f-f-father commit suicide?” 
 
    Chase inhaled sharply. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Floyd’s eyes started to wander. 
 
    “I-I-I just—it was in your file.” 
 
    Chase felt her cheeks get hot and she glanced over at Dunbar. The man looked confused and while she was pissed at Floyd for bringing this up now, she was at least comforted by the fact that it didn’t appear as if this was something they’d discussed before. 
 
    Truth be told, she hadn’t thought about either her parents in a long time. Even these five suicides had failed triggered memories of her father. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t think a middle-aged man sticking a gun in his mouth has any relevance to this case, do you?” 
 
    Floyd wouldn’t meet her gaze. 
 
    “B-b-but maybe if—” 
 
    “Maybe, nothing. Drop it, Floyd.” Again, her words came out more harshly than expected. But she got her point across. 
 
    Dunbar continued to stare like a toddler watching his parents verbally abuse each other. 
 
    “S-s-sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    The third silence of the last few minutes was the first that Chase didn’t want. 
 
    “Alright, we aren’t going to figure this out by sticking our thumbs up our asses before sucking them, are we?” 
 
    The crude remark snapped Dunbar back into focus. 
 
    “You want to get out of here? Go to Sky’s house?” 
 
    Chase thought about it. 
 
    “No,” she decided. “I want to see the video. I want to see the girls right before they jumped in front of the train.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Even after Dunbar had loaded the footage from the subway station onto Floyd’s laptop and Chase was positioned in front of it, she hesitated before clicking play. 
 
    It was no secret that with her first stint in the FBI, Director Hampton had insulated her from specific cases—primarily those involving children. 
 
    The problem was that these were the only cases that Chase was interested in. Chase wanted to find her sister, was desperate to do so. 
 
    And when she had, things changed once more.  
 
    Now, her hesitation was rooted in something different. It was Sky Derringer’s bright green eyes, Chase realized. They were uncannily like Georgina’s.  
 
    What are you afraid of?  
 
    It was a rhetorical question, but it also had an answer. 
 
    Madison and her crew had all been in high school when they’d taken their lives. And Chase had just spent the past two days with Georgina touring schools. Elementary schools, sure, but they both meant the same thing: giving up control. 
 
    And that was one thing that she hated to do. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, just thinking.”  
 
    With that, she pressed play.  
 
    Unfortunately, the video offered no further insight into the girls’ mindset. Chase had hoped that something would come through the screen, but she only saw what Floyd described: four happy-looking girls getting a text, holding hands, and jumping. 
 
    And he was right: they all looked… happy.  
 
    The video continued for several seconds after the subway train had come to a gory halt.  
 
    “There’s nothing—” 
 
    Chase hushed the detective and continued to watch. The train operator, white as a slice of Wonder Bread, opened the door, stumbled, then collapsed. When the poor man started vomiting, Chase finally switched off the video. 
 
    “What was that text?” she wondered out loud. The feeling that they were just wasting time returned, and Chase couldn’t shake it. If they didn’t find out what was sent to the girls, the prospect of figuring this whole thing out was slim. 
 
    “No idea,” Dunbar said. “My team is working on it, but—” 
 
    “Tox screen?” Chase interrupted. “Anything on tox?” 
 
    “Again,” Dunbar said, sounding dejected. “Working on it.” 
 
    “That’s what I th-thought, too,” Floyd added. “They took something that made them think… I dunno, just made them think that they were somewhere else? Like a mirage?” 
 
    Of all the times that Chase had gotten high, she’d never experienced anything close to a mirage. She’d seen things, horrible things, but most of the time the drugs served to do the opposite: clear her mind. Numb her. Make her forget. 
 
    “If that’s the case, it has to be something new on the street.”  
 
    “And then there’s Sky,” Dunbar said.  
 
    “Yep, Sky.” 
 
    Chase didn’t need to say anything else. On its own, this narrative was a considerable stretch but the separation, both temporally and spatially, between the two events made it extremely unlikely.  
 
    A bad headache was starting to form behind Chase’s eyes. She’d come here to help but was doing anything but. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” she cursed.  
 
    I shouldn’t even be here. I should be with Georgina. 
 
    A cell phone started to ring, startling both Dunbar and Floyd. It was the latter’s and he fumbled to get it out of his pocket. She watched the expression on his face as he read the caller ID, which was hidden from her eyes, and then slowly back away before answering. 
 
    Chase continued to stare until Floyd leaned in close. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re back.” 
 
    There was fear in the man’s eyes. When she’d left the FBI, Chase had been worried about Floyd. But she thought he was able to handle himself. 
 
    Until Hampton put him on a case by himself… a case involving teenage girls. 
 
    The sneaking suspicion that these circumstances were no accident was starting to return. 
 
    I don’t believe in coincidences, Stitts said inside her head. 
 
    Chase agreed.  
 
    “I want to say that it’s good to be back,” Chase began, mimicking the man’s tone. “But I’m not so sure.” 
 
    I’m also not so sure that I can actually help you guys. 
 
    “I know, I know. But it’s been… it’s been a while.” 
 
    “It has,” Chase conceded. “Too long.” 
 
    She had to remind herself that Floyd wasn’t Stitts. He didn’t have the experience nor the fortitude. 
 
    But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t be a good FBI Agent. Or a good partner.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Both she and Floyd looked at Dunbar, who was holding his phone in one meaty hand. 
 
    “That was my tech guy... He just got a message from the cell phone company.” 
 
    “And?” Floyd and Chase asked in unison. 
 
    “Apparently, they had no problem giving up the text. Didn’t need a warrant or even—”  
 
    “What did it say, Dunbar?” Chase demanded. 
 
    The detective swallowed hard. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this…” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I’m not.” As if to prove his point, Dunbar’s mouth became a thin line.  
 
    All four girls received a blank text message, completely empty, and that made them smile and jump? 
 
    “Makes no sense. Who was this blank message from?” Chase asked.  
 
    “They don’t know,” Dunbar replied. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Can you even send a blank message?” Floyd asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Dunbar shot back. 
 
    “I mean, you can’t send a message that contains no characters. Won’t go—at least I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What about a message just full of spaces?” Dunbar asked. “Or a blank line—you know, an enter?” 
 
    Chase was bored with this discussion already. It wasn’t helpful and it wasn’t going to get them any closer to finding out why the girls jumped. 
 
    “Was it?”  
 
    “I don’t—wait, are spaces data?” 
 
    Floyd nodded. 
 
    “Well, the cell company said that the message contained no data. Tech was pretty specific about the wording.”  
 
    “Who cares? It doesn’t fucking help. Space, no space, data, no data—” Floyd made a face, and Chase addressed him directly. “Floyd, if you have something to say, just say it.” 
 
    “Well, I heard about this program that you can get—that you can download. One click, and it can erase all messages and then the program itself. Not only that, but it messes with the provider. Blanks their system—deletes their records somehow.” Floyd looked at Dunbar. “Maybe just the content. I’m not completely sure.” 
 
    Chase was by no means a computer expert, but she had some idea of how ‘erasing’ data on a hard drive worked. Data was never really lost—the location was just forgotten. And until something else wrote over those bits it was theoretically retrievable. 
 
    “And the—” 
 
    Dunbar must have read her thoughts because he answered her unspoken query. 
 
    “Phones were smashed. If there was data still on them, it isn’t retrievable.”  
 
    “Well, we’re fucking nowhere again,” Chase proclaimed, throwing up her hands. “We have no idea why these girls decided to jump in front of the train or why their friend slit her wrists. Bad almond milk in their lattes? Missed a sale at JC Penney’s? Maybe they—”  
 
    “Four of them.” 
 
    Chase glared at Floyd. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Four of them,” he repeated.  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    This time, Chase was unable to contain her frustration. It had been a while since she’d been in the field and longer still since she’d felt so useless. 
 
    “W-w-w-well, four of the ph-ph-phones were destroyed but the fifth wasn’t. Sk-Sk-Sky’s cell wasn’t destroyed I-I-I don’t think.” 
 
    Chase’s glare became a squint before she whipped around and focused her attention on Dunbar. 
 
    “Did Sky get a text, too?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t know?”  
 
    Dunbar shrugged but it was Floyd who answered.  
 
    “We were only at the s-s-scene for a little while before we came to m-meet you.” 
 
    “And you didn’t check Sky’s cell phone?” 
 
    “No,” Dunbar said. 
 
    “Why the fuck not?” 
 
    “Because we couldn’t find it. That’s why, Chase.” 
 
    It was clear that Chase wasn’t the only one who was getting frustrated. 
 
    Dunbar exhaled loudly.  
 
    “Look, her parents discovered the body. They were at work all day and came home to find her in her bed. They called it in, and the NYPD showed up,” the detective clarified. “We didn’t even hear about it, didn’t know it was connected until a couple of hours later. By the time—” 
 
    “Wait,” Chase interrupted, making sure to check her tone. “How long after the four girls jumped in front of the train did Sky commit suicide?” 
 
    It took Dunbar longer to answer than she would have liked. 
 
    “A couple of hours. Six, tops.” 
 
    Chase was incredulous.  
 
    “That short? The news made it seem like the deaths were separated by a day or more.” 
 
    “Well, they were wrong, and I wasn’t about to correct them. I can find the exact time if you want.” 
 
    Chase chewed the inside of her cheek as she thought about this new information.  
 
    One of the things that had struck her as odd was the time between the girls jumping in front of the train and Sky slitting her wrists. There was no doubt in her mind that the two events were related but if all the girls had made some sort of suicide pact, they would have done it together. There was something to be said about the power of mob mentality or peer pressure, but both of those would have weakened the longer that Sky spent without hearing from her friends.  
 
    But now that the two events had occurred closer together… 
 
    “Yeah, see if you can iron out exactly when the deaths occurred. Did the parents confirm that Sky had a cell phone?” 
 
    Dunbar made a face. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, teenage girl, I get it,” Chase said, answering her own question. “Of course, she had a… wait. What did you say about where the text came from?” 
 
    “The cell phone company couldn’t tell us.” 
 
    “We need to find that cell phone,” Chase said absently. “I think we should pay Sky’s parents a visit.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “It’s not far. I can—” the detective’s phone rang, interrupting him again. “Again? Jesus, hold on.” 
 
    While he answered, Floyd asked, “What are you thinking, Chase?” 
 
    Chase looked the man square in the face. 
 
    “What I’m thinking is that I might just know who sent the message to Madison and her friends.” 
 
    Floyd licked his lips. 
 
    “Who?” the word came out as if his throat had gone dry. 
 
    “Sky Derringer,” Chase answered without hesitation. “That’s who.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “Where are you guys going?” Dunbar asked as soon as he hung up the phone. 
 
    “Sky Derringer’s place. We need to find her cell. You coming with?” Chase replied. 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “Can’t. That was the coroner. Tox screen came back.” Chase could tell by the look on the detective’s face that this wasn’t going to crack the case. “Nothing. Nothing in the girls’ system. No alcohol, no THC, opioids, nothing.” 
 
    “Full tox?” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Full tox.” 
 
    “Shit. What about Sky?” 
 
    “Still waiting on the results, but I’m not hopeful.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Chase concluded. 
 
    “But I have to go in anyway,” Dunbar continued. “There was something about the girls’ hair… something about the dye they used.” 
 
    “What?” Chase could go along with some far-fetched theories but the one that came to mind now was ludicrous.  
 
    Hair dye leeching into the girls’ brains… 
 
    “Hair dye?” Floyd asked.  
 
    “Yeah—I don’t know. Coroner said that she’d explain in person. You guys going to visit the Derringer’s house?” 
 
    Chase nodded.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You going to be okay without me?” 
 
    Chase’s expression soured. 
 
    “No, daddy, we need a big strong man to keep us safe.” 
 
    “I-i-it’s okay,” Floyd said. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    The comment struck Chase as odd but other than shooting her partner a look, she let it slide.  
 
    “You go figure out what the hell is wrong with their hair, and we’ll go find Sky’s cell phone.” 
 
    “And meet up later back here?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What about Screech? What about DSLH?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Chase checked her watch. It wasn’t quite two yet. 
 
    “We’ll be back by five.” 
 
    “But are we just going to leave the doors open? Unlocked, I mean?” 
 
    Chase looked around. Sure, the desks were fancy, and the computers probably cost a pretty penny, but they weren’t exactly portable. 
 
    “Why not? You think someone is going to come in and rob a PI firm?” 
 
    “Damien Drake’s PI firm,” Dunbar specified. 
 
    Chase scratched an itch. 
 
    “Good point, but I’m not sitting around here… I’ll take my chances.” Then to Floyd, she added, “You coming, or do you just want to babysit the office all day?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have you… have you spoken to Stitts at all?” Chase asked as she pulled out of the DSLH parking lot. 
 
    “Yeah, he came by Quantico not too long ago,” Floyd replied. 
 
    Chase tried not to sound too excited. The last time she’d seen Jeremy Stitts had been in the hospital and she’d given him the dog, Piper, before saying goodbye.  
 
    She missed him dearly. Being sequestered with Georgina had pushed a lot of things to the back of her mind, including her ex-partner. But now that she was back in the field the void that Stitts usually filled ached.  
 
    Chase didn’t delude herself, however; things had been rocky between them for some time and had come to a head after they’d slept together. They were both damaged, intrinsically linked, and got on each other’s nerves. 
 
    But that was what made them work so well together. 
 
    And if he were here now…  
 
    Chase hadn’t spoken to anyone from her past after leaving the FBI, not even Louisa, until the woman had hunted her down. Floyd had called often, especially in the beginning, but she hadn’t answered. 
 
    She hadn’t even checked his voice mail messages.  
 
    If it had been Stitts calling, Chase wasn’t sure if she could be as diligent at ignoring him. But he hadn’t called or messaged. 
 
    Not once. 
 
    Chase knew that she couldn’t rightfully be sour about it considering that she hadn’t reached out either, but she was disappointed.  
 
    “Quantico? Is he thinking about joining again?” She couldn’t help the upward lilt of her voice. 
 
    During the last conversation that they’d had, Stitts had told her in no uncertain terms that he was fed up, that he was done with the FBI. Unlike her, he hadn’t even left a door open for a possible return. 
 
    “No,” Floyd said quickly. “I don’t think so. Not to active duty, anyway.” He shook his head. “Not after what happened with-with-with—”  
 
    “Marcus Slasinsky,” Chase finished for him. 
 
    “Yeah, him.”  
 
    “What was he doing in Quantico, then?” 
 
    Floyd shifted in his seat.  
 
    “Teaching,” he said simply. 
 
    Chase scoffed. 
 
    “Teaching?” 
 
    “Yeah, Director Hampton asked him to come in and speak to the new recruits. Must have gone well because he was offered a full-time position.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Chase couldn’t hide her disappointment. She was certain that Stitts would make a great teacher, but taking a full-time gig meant that he really had put work in the field behind him. Which ruled out any romantic notion of reuniting with her partner somewhere down the road. 
 
    Jesus, Chase, you are getting soft.  
 
    “He’s going to be a good teacher,” she said almost solemnly. 
 
    The rest of the drive to the Derringer home was a silent one, interrupted only by the occasional instruction of where to turn from Chase’s phone. When the app announced that they’d arrived, Chase double-checked the address. The house was narrow, attached on both sides, and well-maintained. 
 
    “This is it,” she said, parking and then got out of her car. She stopped halfway when she realized that Floyd wasn’t following. 
 
    He was still sitting in his seat with his hands on his lap, fingers interlaced.  
 
    “Hello? Earth to Floyd, we need to find that cell phone.” 
 
    “I know,” the man said softly. “I know.” 
 
    Chase sighed, recalling what Dunbar had told her about Floyd being entrusted with breaking the news to the girls’ parents. Although she wasn’t privy to the details, clearly whatever had happened had had a profound effect on the man.  
 
    They didn’t have time for this, but Floyd didn’t deserve to be bullied, either. He was strong when he needed to be but wasn’t the type of person who stiffened automatically when confronted.  
 
    “Look, I’ll do all the talking. You just follow my lead, alright? You don’t have to say anything.” 
 
    Floyd nodded but still didn’t move. 
 
    “Floyd,” she snapped.  
 
    When he turned to look at her, she was startled to see tears in his eyes.  
 
    Maybe he really isn’t cut out for this gig, she thought. 
 
    But whether or not that was true was not for her to decide. Nor was it something that Chase wanted to bring up now. 
 
    There were more pressing things to deal with. 
 
    “You’ll be all right,” she said. “Just do as I do.” 
 
    Desperation filled his eyes. 
 
    “Come on, Floyd. Let’s go.” 
 
    Chase left him then and started toward the house, determined to find the damn cell phone with or without Floyd. 
 
    A few seconds later, she heard the man’s shuffling footsteps behind her and despite everything, Chase smiled. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Neither Mr. nor Mrs. Derringer had gotten any sleep since their daughter had committed suicide. The latter was dressed in a white T-shirt and maroon jogging pants. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a loose ponytail and she was wearing no makeup. Her cheeks were soggy from tears. 
 
    Mr. Derringer was wearing jeans, and his wrinkled face reminded Chase of her hands after spending too long in the tub. 
 
    “You’re with the FBI?” the man asked, his voice matching his appearance. 
 
    “Yes, sir, Special Agent Chase Adams,” Chase said. The man didn’t inquire about Floyd, so she resisted the urge to introduce him. There was no point addressing her terrified partner if she didn’t have to. “I know this is an incredibly difficult time, but I was hoping we would be able to ask you a few questions. We are trying to understand why your daughter might have done this.”  
 
    Mrs. Derringer broke into a sob and her husband comforted her by pulling her into his chest.  
 
    “That’s all we want,” the man said. “That’s all we want, too.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we come in?” 
 
    The man shook his head and led them inside.  
 
    “We went to work—” Mr. Derringer started, but Chase cut him off. 
 
    “I already have the statement you gave the NYPD and the last thing I want is for you to have to relive what is undoubtedly the worst possible day of your lives.”  
 
    Relief crossed over the man’s face. 
 
    “My main reason for coming here is because we need to find your daughter’s cell phone.” 
 
    Mrs. Derringer pulled her face out of her husband’s chest and wiped the snot and tears from her face with the back of her hand. 
 
    “We don’t know where it is,” she whispered. “We can’t find it.” 
 
    “Do you remember the last time she used it?” 
 
    Mrs. Derringer nodded. 
 
    “Yes, she was using it the night… the night before.” 
 
    Which means that it has to be here somewhere.  
 
    Judging by their appearance, Chase doubted that finding their deceased daughter’s cell phone was high on their priority list. 
 
    But it was at the very top of hers.  
 
    “Do you mind if I take a look around?” 
 
    Suspicion crossed Mr. Derringer’s face and Chase did her best to disarm him. 
 
    “I’m only looking for her cell phone. If you want—” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” Mrs. Derringer said. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Chase’s eyes drifted toward the staircase. 
 
    “Second door on the left,” Mr. Derringer informed her. 
 
    A swift nod and Chase started to move only to stop after only a few steps as something occurred to her.  
 
    “Why didn’t Sky go to school yesterday?” she asked. 
 
    “She… she was having, uhh, woman problems. Stayed home the day before, too.” 
 
    Chase suppressed a frown. 
 
    This man’s daughter just committed suicide and he has a hard time saying that she was on her rag? 
 
    “And you both left for work?” 
 
    “Early. We were out around six.”  
 
    Chase grunted an affirmative and started up the stairs. 
 
    “Chase?” It was Floyd. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be right back,” she said, this time without turning. 
 
    She felt bad for Floyd, bad for abandoning him after what they’d talked about in the car, but this wasn’t like when Dunbar had sent him off to speak to the parents alone. 
 
    The Derringer’s already knew about their daughter’s death. Besides, Chase was here, just upstairs. 
 
    “Gimme a second,” she said, hurrying up the stairs.  
 
    When she reached the landing, Chase slowed and ran the tips of her outstretched fingers against the wall.  
 
    Second door on the left. 
 
    Even if Mr. Derringer hadn’t told her, Chase would have had no problem finding Sky’s room: it looked exactly like every other room belonging to a tidy seventeen-year-old girl. 
 
    The walls were a pale gray, and the accents were a muted yellow. Most of the furniture, including a wardrobe, a desk and chair, and a dresser looked fairly new.  
 
    This small glimpse into the place where Sky spent a lot of her time was telling and Chase soaked in the details. The object that she was most interested in, however, offered no insight at all. 
 
    Aside from a frame that looked to be made of reclaimed wood, Sky’s bed was missing. There was no mattress or box spring present. Part of the carpeting beneath the bed had been replaced and while it wasn’t a perfect match—the new section was just that, new, while the old was slightly faded—it was close enough for Chase to conclude that a pro had cleaned the scene. 
 
    And this was far from ideal.  
 
    “Shit,” she grumbled. 
 
    Any hopes of placing herself in Sky’s shoes as the girl lay in her bed and ran the razor blade across her wrists were dashed. 
 
    If the cops had half a fucking brain, they would have linked the two cases and preserved the scene.  
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    This admonition wasn’t fair, and she knew it. If she had taken the case when Floyd called the first time, then Chase would have insisted that everything be left exactly as it was.  
 
    Or if the girls never received that text, then they might still be alive.  
 
    You mean if Sky hadn’t sent it. 
 
    Chase wasn’t sure why she’d been so convinced that this was the case back at DSLH, but it still felt right.  
 
    “Chase?” Floyd’s voice drifted up to her. “A-a-a-a-any luck u-u-up there?” 
 
    “One sec,” she hollered back.  
 
    Her partner sounded desperate, and Chase knew that she didn’t have much time before he broke completely.  
 
    If I were Sky, where would I keep my cell phone?  
 
    She recalled what Floyd had said about the program that the girls might have used to wipe their message history. 
 
    If I wanted to hide my cell phone, where would I put it? The toilet? A secret compartment? The garbage? 
 
    A glance in the latter revealed it to be mostly empty. There was no cell phone in there, just empty tampon wrappers. 
 
    Chase started pulling open drawers next, but after just a handful, she stopped. Not only did this feel incredibly intrusive, but it didn’t make any sense.  
 
    Sky wouldn’t send her friends a text and then just throw the phone in a drawer and then cut her wrists. 
 
    Maybe she dropped it? 
 
    This seemed even less likely, but without any other ideas, Chase lowered herself to all fours and looked around. 
 
    There was nothing under the bed, of course, but the dresser…? 
 
    At first, her fingers only found carpeting, but as she stretched further, Chase’s hand brushed up against something hard. She tried to grab it, but it was just out of reach.  
 
    Grunting, she pushed even harder, feeling the scalloped wood dig into the space between her breast and shoulder. 
 
    Fuck off, don’t make me call Floyd up here to move this damn thing.  
 
    She touched it again and was suddenly convinced that this was Sky’s cell phone.  
 
    A narrative started to form in her head.  
 
    Sky sends the message as she slits her wrists… the cell phone falls to the floor as she bleeds out. Mrs. Derringer comes upstairs after work, finds her daughter, and screams. Mr. Derringer rushes in and in his haste, accidentally kicks the phone under the dresser.  
 
    “Fuck it.” 
 
    Chase shoved her arm so hard now that the wood rose a little. But it worked.  
 
    She grabbed it… whatever it was. 
 
    Chase’s grin faded. 
 
    It wasn’t a cell phone—it wasn’t anything remotely like a cell phone.  
 
    In her hand was a wooden cross dangling from a beaded chain.  
 
    It reminded her of the one her father used to wear, which only infuriated Chase further. 
 
    “Yeah, a lot of fucking good this did you.” 
 
    Without thinking, Chase tossed the cross into the corner of the room. The sound it made when it struck the girl’s desk was surprisingly loud.  
 
    “Did you find it?” Mr. Derringer hollered up at her. “Did you find Sky’s cell?”  
 
    Chase grunted and backed out of the room.  
 
    Mr. Derringer, his face a wash of concern, stood on the third step from the foyer, while Mrs. Derringer, her face soggy now, didn’t appear to have moved at all. 
 
    Chase didn’t dare glance in Floyd’s direction. 
 
    “Where did she put it?” she demanded. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The cell. Where would Sky keep her cell?” 
 
    Mr. Derringer looked confused. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Backpack? Secret hiding place? Where?” Chase was aware that her tone was bordering on accusatory, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    “The NYPD took her backpack. And I don’t know about any secret hiding places.”  
 
    “We looked everywhere,” Mrs. Derringer sobbed. 
 
    Chase frowned and decided to change tactics. If it wasn’t in the room now, then someone must have removed it. 
 
    “Who else was in her room?”  
 
    “Wh-what?” Mr. Derringer stammered. 
 
    “Who was in her room… after you found your daughter, who else entered the room?”  
 
    “Just the two of us,” the man replied, averting his eyes. Just thinking about the room caused both parents great pain, but Chase had a job to do.  
 
    “After you guys found Sky.”  
 
    “Paramedics,” Mr. Derringer said, choking back a sob of his own. “And then the police.”  
 
    “Nobody else?” 
 
    The man thought about this for a moment and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s it… then you.” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “No, someone else was in there. Who cleaned up the bed, replaced the carpeting?”  
 
    “I couldn’t stand the smell,” Mrs. Derringer whimpered. “All the blood, no matter how hard I scrubbed, I needed—” 
 
    Mr. Derringer went to his wife and held her as she broke down again. 
 
    As determined as she was, Chase couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt for the pain she was putting these people through. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “But this is important. Who cleaned the room? What was the name of the company?” 
 
    Mr. Derringer pulled his wallet out and handed a business card to Chase. 
 
    “The police… they told us to hire them. They said they were the best.” 
 
    Chase took the card and looked at it.  
 
    “I’m going to keep this, okay? And I’m sorry about what happened to your daughter, what happened to Sky.” 
 
    When there was no reply from the Derringer’s, Chase grabbed Floyd by the arm and literally pulled him out of the house. 
 
    “What—where—” 
 
    Chase thrust the business card in Floyd’s direction. 
 
    “Wilde Clean-up… that’s the what and where, Floyd. We’re going to pay Wilde Clean-up a little visit.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Chase, I think you should come see this,” Detective Dunbar said. 
 
    Chase’s eyes drifted from the road to her phone that she’d placed on the dash. 
 
    “You still at the coroner’s?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Stay there—there’s something we need to do first, then we’ll be right over.”  
 
    “Okay. Did you find Sky’s cell phone?” 
 
    The car in front of Chase suddenly braked and she was forced to swerve to avoid rear-ending them.  
 
    “Fuck,” she cursed, glaring at the driver as she drove past. The man behind the wheel’s face was so close to the windshield that she could have sworn his substantial nose was squished up against it.  
 
    “What?” Dunbar barked.  
 
    Floyd shot her a look and grabbed the phone. 
 
    “Nothing,” he told the detective. “Couldn’t find the phone. The parents have no—” 
 
    “Hey, Dunbar,” Chase interrupted. “You know anything about a crime scene clean up company called Wilde Clean-up? Wilde with an ‘E’?”  
 
    There was a short pause before Dunbar said, “Yep—largest clean-up operation in Manhattan. Struck a deal with the DA to get first dibs on all crime scene cleanup gigs in the city.” 
 
    Chase’s brow furrowed.  
 
    “Run by a guy named Tommy Wilde,” Dunbar continued. “Long story, but he got into trouble a while back after some crooked cops were found dead. Was cleared, though. Now, pretty much every cop in the force is instructed to recommend Wilde Clean-up for any crime scene that needs a scrubbing.”  
 
    Chase’s brow reversed its course and lifted.  
 
    “Is that… legal?”  
 
    She knew little of how the crime scene clean-up business worked but an exclusive contract seemed odd, to say the least.  
 
    “I dunno. The DA set it up.” 
 
    Chase let this marinade for a few seconds.  
 
    “What about since the long story you were alluding to? This Tommy guy have a clean record since then?” 
 
    “Sparkling. All of his work has been spot-on. Only high praise for Wilde Clean-up.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Wait—you aren’t going to see Tommy Wilde, are you?” Dunbar asked, concern in his voice. “Because he’s in tight with the DA. I would tread real carefully there.” 
 
    Chase liked Dunbar. He was a good detective and someone she thought she could trust, but his constant fear of authority, of ruffling feathers, was beyond irritating. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” she remarked. Before Dunbar could protest further, she grabbed the phone from Floyd and hung up.  
 
    “You really think that this Tommy guy stole Sky’s cell phone?” 
 
    “No,” Chase said honestly. It made zero sense for a man with a massive contract with the NYPD to risk everything for a cell phone. But one of his employees making minimum wage and scrubbing blood out of carpeting? Perhaps.  
 
    Chase pulled into a parking lot that had several pedestrian vehicles along with a handful of large moving-style vans. Plastered on the side of each was the Wilde-Clean up logo: a maroon semi-circle with the name inside as well as the year it was established.  
 
    “I guess this is it,” she muttered, her eyes drifting to the squat warehouse in the background.  
 
    “Has to be,” Floyd remarked.  
 
    Chase parked directly out front of the building and jumped out of her car. Floyd followed.  
 
    She was annoyed to find the front door locked and showed it by mashing the intercom button several times in rapid succession.  
 
    “What’s the play here, Chase?” Floyd whispered in her ear.  
 
    She was about to answer when the intercom came to life. 
 
    “Wilde Clean-up, how may help you?” 
 
    The voice belonged to what sounded like a young woman.  
 
    “I’m here to see Tommy Wilde.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No appointment.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry, but Mr. Wilde is—” 
 
    “But I do have a badge.” 
 
    Had a badge.  
 
    There was a two-breath pause. 
 
    “If you’re with the NYPD, then I suggest you speak to—” 
 
    “I’m not with the NYPD. I’m with the FBI.” 
 
    The pause that ensued this time was much longer than the first. 
 
    Chase waited and eventually the secretary returned.  
 
    “All right, Mrs. Adams. I’ll buzz you in.” 
 
    Floyd looked at her, eyes wide. 
 
    They were both thinking the same thing: somebody knew she was coming.  
 
    “I thought you would,” Chase said. “I thought you would.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The woman who greeted them inside the door was older than Chase suspected. She looked to be in her mid- to late-forties, with broad shoulders but a tight waist that was accentuated by a red belt that segmented her gray suit.  
 
    “You were expecting us?” Chase asked. 
 
    “No,” the woman said. 
 
    Chase waited for further explanation, but none was forthcoming.  
 
    “Please, follow me.”  
 
    The no-nonsense woman turned and started to walk toward a glass conference room at the back of what was otherwise just a glorified warehouse.  
 
    Floyd gave her a look and Chase shrugged.  
 
    All of the blinds in the large office were closed and the glass door was heavily frosted, completely obscuring everything inside. 
 
    The secretary knocked once and then, without waiting for an answer, she opened the door and leaned in. 
 
    “Tommy? Mrs. Adams from the FBI is here to see you.”  
 
    “Right, come on in.” 
 
    The secretary held the door open for Chase and smiled at her. 
 
    It was the fakest smile Chase had ever seen.  
 
    The inside of the conference room stayed true to the outside: plain, simple, just a large round table with chairs strewn around it.  
 
    Chase had expected to be greeted by a man wearing an expensive pinstriped suit being hugged by a supple leather chair. 
 
    She was disappointed.  
 
    Tommy Wilde was wearing a black T-shirt with the corporate logo on the right breast and jeans. There was a worn leather jacket slung over the chair beside him and a closed laptop in front of him. 
 
    The man rose when they entered and offered his hand, which Floyd shook but Chase declined. He deftly avoided any sort of awkwardness by using said hand to smooth his medium-length blond hair.  
 
    “Tommy Wilde,” he said as way of introduction. In his mid-thirties, the man’s voice was silky but still seemed to belong to that of an older man. 
 
    “Chase Adams,” she said quickly, taking a seat before the man instructed them to do so. “But you knew that already. And this is my partner, Special Agent Montgomery.” Chase, not Tommy, indicated for Floyd to take the seat beside her. 
 
    When all three of them were seated, Tommy addressed them once more.  
 
    “I have friends in the NYPD.” 
 
    “Friends who mentioned that the FBI was in town,” Chase said. 
 
    Tommy shrugged in agreement. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Chase? What can I do for the FBI?” 
 
    His tone and expression were both soft, but the vibe that Chase was getting from the man was different. Odd in a way that she couldn’t quite grasp.  
 
    “I’m here about a crime scene that your company cleaned recently.”  
 
    “We do ten to fourteen crime scenes a day, so you’re going to have to be more specific,” Tommy replied without a hint of defensiveness.  
 
    “Sky Derringer,” Chase said simply. 
 
    Tommy nodded, confirming that he knew the name.  
 
    “Young girl committed suicide in her bed—slit her wrists. Parents couldn’t deal with the sight or smell and had us clean the place the minute the NYPD gave them the go-ahead.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” 
 
    Tommy shrugged. 
 
    “What’s normal?” 
 
    From almost anyone else, Chase would have considered this remark to be at best passive aggressive. She gave Tommy a pass given the line of work he was in but resisted the urge to speak up again. If Stitts had taught her anything, it was that sometimes being quiet asked all the right questions without saying a word.  
 
    Tommy didn’t disappoint. 
 
    “People grieve in different ways,” he continued. “I’ve seen every manner of response when we show up at a crime scene, from anger, resentment, violence, to even something close to excitement, if you can believe it. I don’t think there’s a normal way to behave when you’re going through something horrible that you’ve never experienced before.” 
 
    The way that Tommy said this last part made Chase fairly confident that he’d experienced loss of his own. His words also rang true.  
 
    “And how did Mr. and Mrs. Derringer act?” 
 
    Tommy suddenly leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desk.  
 
    “I wouldn’t know, Chase—I wasn’t there. Would you like me to look in the logs and see which crew took that case and bring them in so that you can ask them yourself?” 
 
    Chase hesitated and decided to get right to the point. They’d wasted enough time as it was. 
 
    “I’m looking for Sky’s cell phone.”  
 
    Tommy’s posture eased. 
 
    “After the NYPD removes the evidence and releases the scene to us, we are at the mercy of the family—we dispose of everything they don’t want.”  
 
    A party line, if Chase had ever heard one. 
 
    “But,” Tommy continued, holding up a finger, “we keep most things in storage for a week or two, just in case.” 
 
    “Do you have a list of what was removed from the Derringer house?” 
 
    Tommy nodded and opened the laptop in front of him. 
 
    “Everything’s logged. I will say this, though, if we found a cell phone, we wouldn’t throw it out, even if the parents wanted nothing to do with it. We’d hand it over to the NYPD.” 
 
    “I understand.” Chase scrunched her nose. “But just in case…” 
 
    Tommy addressed his laptop, then said, “A twin mattress, two pillowcases with two pillows inside, one throw pillow, and a two by three-foot section of carpeting.” He looked at Chase. “No cell phone.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “You know what? Maybe I will get a list of the names of the crew that worked the Derringer scene.” 
 
    Tommy’s eyes clouded over. Up until this point, the man had been nothing but helpful. Evidently, he was at the end of his rope, however. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking that information might be—” 
 
    “I can get a warrant. I know that you and the DA are tight.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Floyd tense. Dunbar and his fear of authority appeared to be wearing off on the man. “But I also know people.” 
 
    Tommy looked at her from across the table that suddenly felt twenty feet across instead of five.  
 
    “You’re right—I’m sorry. I want to help. How about this: I bring my guys in, speak to them, see if they might have noticed a cell phone but forgot to report it.” 
 
    Chase read between the lines. The man’s crew would be more comfortable talking to him than a member of law enforcement. And it also added a layer of insulation in case someone had found Sky’s cell phone and ‘forgot’ to report it.  
 
    She suppressed a smile and reached into her pocket for a business card. Only she didn’t have any. 
 
    Turning to Floyd, she said, “Floyd, give him your card. And your cell number, too.” 
 
    Floyd grimaced but did as she asked. 
 
    Tommy took the card. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Chase rose, indicating Floyd to do the same. 
 
    “Yeah, I know you’re busy, but it’s probably in your best interest to make this a priority.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Chase was smiling when she left the conference room, but the moment she stepped outside Wilde Clean-up the expression faded. She always won these sort of interactions—always—but this felt… maybe it wasn’t exactly a loss, but she still felt like Tommy Wilde had just worked her. 
 
    And the feeling wasn’t good. 
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    “You think they’re going to find it? The cell phone?” Floyd asked as they drove to the coroner’s office, which was embedded in the belly of NYU Med.  
 
    “Hopefully, but I doubt it. I can tell you one thing for sure: Tommy Wilde didn’t steal it. And if Sky Derringer just happened to walk outside and throw it in the garbage before killing herself? Then we’re SOL.”  
 
    Chase wanted to add that if this were the case, she might as well pack up and go home, but Floyd didn’t look like he was in any shape to receive this sort of news.  
 
    She elected to remain silent, which was comfortable enough for the both of them. As soon she pulled into the NYU Med parking lot, however, a strange feeling came over her.  
 
    This only increased upon seeing the parking spot reserved for the Head Medical Examiner.  
 
    Chase hadn’t known Dr. Beckett Campbell all that well, but you didn’t need long with the irreverent man to get a read on him. And what she saw, she liked.  
 
    And now he was gone.  
 
    After parking, Chase led the way through the maze beneath NYU Med, surprising even herself that she still knew how to get to the morgue.  
 
    The main door to the morgue itself was not labeled, which was, Chase suspected, by design to avoid civilians accidentally stumbling across it or to dissuade the morbid from intentionally seeking it out.  
 
    Chase stopped in front of the nondescript door and knocked three times and waited. A ten-count later, she and Floyd were greeted by a tired-looking Detective Dunbar. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t get a call from the sergeant or chief, so I guess you didn’t rough up Tommy Wilde that badly.”  
 
    “Didn’t find the cell phone, either,” Floyd remarked.  
 
    Dunbar frowned and guided them inside the morgue.  
 
    At the back of the room, there was a series of refrigerated lockers that held corpses until their turn was up for an autopsy. In front of them were three gurneys, two of which were covered in white sheets, disguising the bodies beneath. 
 
    Sky Derringer lay on the third.  
 
    Dunbar said something to Chase, but she was so transfixed by the corpse that she didn’t hear a single word.  
 
    Sky looked even younger than she did in the pictures, which was paradoxical given the fact that she’d been dead for more than twenty-four hours and her skin had turned a light gray. The naked girl was on her back with her arms at her sides, palms up. On each wrist was an incision that went from the base of her hand halfway to her elbow. 
 
    At first blush, Chase didn’t see this as a cry for help. There were no hesitation marks, no visible history of past suicide attempts.  
 
    Even the way that the wrists had been slit—vertically, not horizontally—suggested that this was a deliberate and uncompromising attempt at taking one’s life. 
 
    And a successful one.  
 
    A deep, sudden sadness overcame Chase as she looked down at the body. Even though Sky’s pallor had changed, for some reason, the girl’s eyes looked as bright and green as ever. This couldn’t have been the case, but it was… they looked exactly like Georgina’s. So much so, in fact, that Chase was overwhelmed and was forced to reach out and brace herself against the gurney.  
 
    Only she missed and instead, her bare hand landed on the girl’s thigh just above the knee. 
 
    Chase inhaled sharply, partly because of the cool skin beneath her fingers, and partly because she expected to be transported into Sky Derringer’s mind moments before the girl committed suicide. 
 
    In preparation for the disorientation she expected, Chase tensed and shut her eyes. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    She didn’t see Sky Derringer lying on her bed, she didn’t see the razor blade in her hand. 
 
    There was no blood, no tears.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    And this was somehow more frightening than reliving the girl’s suicide.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Upon hearing Floyd’s voice, Chase immediately pulled her hand back from Sky’s leg. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Chase said preemptively. She looked from Floyd to Dunbar and then to a third person she had only now realized was in the room with them.  
 
    The ME could not have been more polar opposite to the late Beckett Campbell. Whereas the man was brash and deliberately ostentatious, this woman was diminutive and demure.  
 
    Small even by Chase’s standards, Dunbar’s shadow nearly completely blocked her out.  
 
    “Please don’t touch the body,” Dr. Karen Nordmeyer instructed in a high-pitched squeal. 
 
    Chase didn’t acknowledge the comment as she observed Sky’s corpse once again. 
 
    “What’s this about their hair?” she asked, her throat surprisingly tight.  
 
    “My name is Dr. Karen Nordmeyer, and I am the Chief Medical Examiner for the State of New York. And you must be Chase Adams with the FBI?” 
 
    If she knew about Chase’s past, about her supposed death, there was no hint of this in her voice. 
 
    Chase grunted an affirmative and said, “And this is Special Agent Montgomery.” She stepped toward a rolling desk that housed a microscope and other generic lab equipment. “Now, what’s this about the hair?” 
 
    “Let me show you,” Dr. Nordmeyer insisted. She leaned down into the microscope and adjusted the eyepiece before leaning back. “Take a look.”  
 
    Chase looked into the microscope. 
 
    “What am I looking at, here?” she asked, staring down at what looked like a perfectly normal strand of hair.  
 
    “This was taken from Sky Derringer’s head. And this,” Chase waited for the ME to switch out the slide, “is from Madison Bailey’s head.” 
 
    Another hair. 
 
    Chase was becoming annoyed. She didn’t understand why people like Karen Nordmeyer felt the need to flex their knowledge instead of just explaining what the fuck she was looking at. 
 
    “Dunbar, what the fuck does this have to do with why the girls’ committed suicide?” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dr. Nordmeyer cringe at the use of the curse.  
 
    How much easier would this be if Beckett was here?  
 
    “They’re the same,” Dunbar offered. “They’re exactly the same.” 
 
    Chase still wasn’t catching on. From the images, she knew that all the girls had bleach-blonde hair. But what teenager didn’t?  
 
    “I don’t have time for this. Why does it matter?” 
 
    “All their hair is identical. All four girls from the subway and Sky Derringer,” the ME said in her nasal voice. 
 
    Chase sneered. 
 
    “So what? They all dyed their hair the same way. Probably got a group discount.”  
 
    “That’s the thing, they didn’t dye their hair.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dr. Nordmeyer said with a patronizing grin. “Not dyed, but amelanotic—completely white.”  
 
    Chase squinted. 
 
    “White? What do you mean, white?” 
 
    “Look through the eyepiece—” 
 
    “I’m not fucking looking through the eyepiece again, just tell me what you mean. Why did these five girls all in their late teens have white hair?” 
 
    The smug expression left the doctor’s face.  
 
    “Well, I can tell you that all of their hair is devoid of color. Zero pigmentation. And there is no damage due to chemical stripping. This was not done at a salon or by using some sort of home kit. As to why, I can’t be sure.”  
 
    “Best guess?” Chase said loudly.  
 
    The direct question made Dr. Nordmeyer uncomfortable, and she shifted in place. 
 
    “That’s the thing… if they were older… I mean, much older…” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Chase shot Floyd a look. This was like pulling teeth and she would almost prefer breaking the news to the girls’ families over this.  
 
    “Drugs,” Dr. Nordmeyer said flatly. “I can’t be certain, of course, but you forced me to offer a hypothesis. So, I think their hair is amelanotic because of the use of medication.” 
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    Chase had plenty of experience when it came to drugs but not once while working undercover in Seattle had she come across a compound that made your hair turn white. Do enough meth and your hair would fall out, but turn white? 
 
    “What kind of drugs?”  
 
    “That’s the thing,” Dr. Nordmeyer began, “this can happen, but it’s extremely rare.” 
 
    “What kind of drugs?” Chase repeated. 
 
    “Mostly anticancer drugs. Monoclonal antibodies, in particular.” 
 
    Chase looked to Dunbar who appeared as stupefied as she felt. 
 
    “Anticancer drugs?” Her eyes naturally drifted to Sky Derringer’s corpse. “All of them?” 
 
    “All of the girls,” the ME confirmed. “All of their hair lacked pigmentation.” 
 
    “Did they have cancer?” Floyd said.  
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow. It was a valid question, an obvious one, but one she hadn’t thought to ask.  
 
    If they all had some sort of inoperable cancer, they might have decided to forego the suffering and take their deaths into their own hands.  
 
    Except Dr. Nordmeyer immediately quashed this idea.  
 
    “I found no gross indication that they were suffering from any sort of malignancy.” The doctor’s voice reverted to the professional tone that Chase loathed. “But we don’t really do in-depth tests of that nature in suicide cases.” 
 
    “But if they were suffering, you would be able to tell, right? I mean, if the cancer was bad enough for them to want to end it all,” Floyd said, clearly thinking along the same lines as Chase. 
 
    “Most likely,” Dr. Nordmeyer confirmed.  
 
    “What about an autopsy?” Chase asked. 
 
    The ME made a face. 
 
    “For a suicide?” 
 
    “No, not a suicide,” Chase shot back. “Five suicides.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer blinked at her then at Dunbar before saying, “We don’t do autopsies on suicide cases—one or five of them.” 
 
    Chase scowled. 
 
    “Well, if you think they have cancer…” Floyd said, trying to keep the peace. 
 
    “I don’t think they have cancer. I—” 
 
    “Okay, we get it,” Dunbar this time. “If it comes down to it, we’ll get the autopsy done. For now, let’s assume they weren’t all sick. If that’s the case, why would these girls be taking these anti-cancer drugs?”  
 
    “To get high or they took them by accident,” Chase replied, her eyes still locked on the ME. A smirk slowly appeared on the woman’s mousy face, which set Chase off. “What? What’s funny about htat?” 
 
    The smile evaporated. 
 
    “Nothing’s funny, but you can’t get high from monoclonal antibodies. And consuming them by accident? I don’t think so. These drugs are designed to trigger your immune system into targeting a specific protein. They are very expensive, highly regulated, and usually need to be injected. They aren’t like toxoplasmosis contaminating the local water supply.”  
 
    And yet, they were one more suicide away from an epidemic.  
 
    Not wanting to beat a dead horse, Chase changed course. 
 
    “Do you know what kind of monoclonal antibodies they took? Like, for what type of cancer?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer shook her head. 
 
    “I can’t even be one hundred percent sure that is what they took—I’m just hypothesizing based on the lack of pigmentation without evidence of chemical treatment.” 
 
    Chase massaged her temples. 
 
    “Yeah, fine. But let’s run with that,” Chase said, and Dunbar nodded his approval. “If it turns out differently, I won’t tell anybody you were wrong. Your impeccable reputation will remain intact. Now, can you test for these drugs?” 
 
    “They don’t show up on normal tox screens—even advanced ones.” Chase scowled and Dr. Nordmeyer quickly continued. “But I should be able to order a very specialized ELISA panel to determine if they had monoclonal antibodies in their system. It is, however, a very expensive test.” 
 
    “Fine, do it,” Chase said, but the ME looked to Dunbar for approval. Before Chase could chastise the woman, Dunbar piped in. 
 
    “Run the tests. Run as many as you can to figure out what the girls were on.”  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer scratched the back of her neck. 
 
    “Like I said, that’s going to be expensive.” 
 
    “Just fucking do it,” Chase snapped. 
 
    The woman’s mousy face contorted again, the bridge of her nose becoming a network of creases. 
 
    “Please, just get it done as fast as you can,” Detective Dunbar instructed, smoothing things over. 
 
    “There’s a queue and—” 
 
    Chase’s frustration got the better of her and she balled her fists. 
 
    “I don’t care. As fast as you can.” 
 
    The ME finally relented. 
 
    “I’ll call you if the tests pick up anything.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Dunbar said. 
 
    He and Floyd then turned to the door, and Dr. Nordmeyer slid behind the microscope. But Chase wasn’t ready to leave just yet. She walked back to Sky’s body, cocking her head as she approached.  
 
    Why were you taking anticancer drugs? Were you sick? Poisoned? What? 
 
    Aside from the marks on her wrists, Sky looked like a perfectly healthy seventeen-year-old. She was lean, but not thin, and her hair, colorless as it was, was long and straight—recently brushed. 
 
    This didn’t mean anything, however; Chase knew that the real scars didn’t always show up on the outside.  
 
    “Don’t touch the body,” Dr. Nordmeyer instructed from behind her. 
 
    Chase said nothing but acknowledged by indicating that her hands were still firmly planted in her pockets. 
 
    There’d been a time when she was forced to wear gloves to avoid accidentally grazing a corpse. 
 
    But that was in another life. 
 
    Chase was normal now, and normalcy was something that was foreign to her. 
 
    And something she loathed.  
 
    “I won’t,” she said softly, backing away from the body. Then Chase strode briskly to the door, making sure not to make eye contact with the doctor. “Don’t worry, I won’t.” 
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    “Did the girls’ parents say anything about their daughters being sick?” 
 
    Floyd looked at his toes, so Chase addressed the question at Dunbar. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You see any medication? Pill bottles lying around? IV bags? Anything like that?” 
 
    Dunbar’s answer was the same. 
 
    “Fuck. What the does this mean, then? Monoclonal antibodies?” Chase asked.  
 
    This time, no one had a reply. 
 
    The three of them stood in the parking lot, waiting for an answer to come to them. But all they had were more questions. 
 
    “What about medical records? Can we get access to those?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “We can ask the parents. If they refuse, getting a judge to release them to us will be more complicated.” 
 
    “Why would they refuse?” 
 
    Chase was beyond frustrated now.  
 
    Why didn’t I see what Sky saw when I touched her thigh? Why the fuck can’t I see any more?  
 
    “I-I think it’s for you.” 
 
    Chase snapped into the present to find Floyd holding his cell phone out to her. She hadn’t even heard it ring. 
 
    “It’s Tommy,” her partner said with a nod. 
 
    Chase hesitantly took the phone. The caller ID read Wilde Clean-up. Cognizant of the deep ties between the crime scene clean-up company and the NYPD, Chase turned her back before answering.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Uh, is this Chase?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    There was a two-beat hesitation before Tommy said, “I think I may have found what you’re looking for.” 
 
    Chase’s eyes bulged and she swiveled her head to look at Floyd. 
 
    “You found it? You found Sky’s cell phone?” 
 
    “Yes. One of my guys accidentally picked it up… it was tucked inside a pillowcase.  
 
    This sounded more than a little suspicious to Chase, but she didn’t care. This was the break they needed.  
 
    “Great. Can you bring it to—” 
 
    “I’d like to meet up.” 
 
    Chase’s eyes narrowed. She was aware that Dunbar and Floyd were hovering over her now, and she gestured for them to exit her personal space.  
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. Someone scooped it by accident, right? One of your guys? I just want—” 
 
    “I would like to give it to you in person.” 
 
    Chase hated games more than anything, and that’s exactly what this felt like, but with Dunbar so close she couldn’t threaten Tommy Wilde. While she might have initially declined the case, now that she was on it, Chase would see it to the end. And pissing Dunbar off, who was technically in charge, wasn’t the play. 
 
    “Where?” she conceded.  
 
    “There’s a bar called Barney’s. It’s about—” 
 
    “I know where it is. I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.” 
 
    Chase hung up and handed the phone back to Floyd. Both men stared at her expectantly, so she confirmed what they already knew. 
 
    “Tommy found Sky’s cell. He wants to meet up and hand it over.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Floyd offered. 
 
    Chase declined. 
 
    “No, I think our friend wants to have a little personal time.” 
 
    Floyd rolled his upper lip.  
 
    “Why don’t we have a chat with Victoria’s or Brooke’s parents?” Dunbar offered, tugging on Floyd’s arm. The man was experienced and knew better than to get in her way. “See if the girls had any sort of illness, cancer or otherwise.”  
 
    Floyd looked physically ill, but Chase didn’t back down. He had to learn, he had to toughen up. 
 
    “Good. Let’s meet up in an hour or so.” 
 
    With that, Chase hopped into her BMW and slammed the door before Floyd either threw a punch at her or threw up on her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though Chase had lost her voodoo, something inside her started to clench as she approached Barney’s.  
 
    Some of it was due to nostalgia, having been here before with Drake.  
 
    The majority of the sensation, however, she couldn’t quite place.  
 
    Not yet anyway.  
 
    It was still early, which meant that Chase had no problem finding parking right outside the bar. Before getting out of her car, for some reason, she glanced at herself in the rearview. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    With virtually no makeup on, she was pale bordering on ghastly. A small step up on Sky Derringer. 
 
    There had been a time when she would sport Jimmy Choo’s, even while at work, as well as a nice blouse and designer pants. 
 
    But that was the old Chase. 
 
    It annoyed her now that she even raised her eyes to the mirror.  
 
    What the fuck does it matter what I look like? 
 
    Chase got out of the car and in her anger, slammed the door behind her.  
 
    The large bouncer by the entrance must have seen this because he just stepped out of her way and allowed her to pass without so much as a nod.  
 
    Calm music greeted her upon entering, confirming Chase’s suspicion that Barney’s had undergone another facelift. Judging by the paucity of patrons, the change clearly hadn’t worked.  
 
    There were two men with matching suits and perfect hair seated at the bar. The duo looked the way that she’d expected Tommy to appear before meeting him. There was also a couple seated in a booth to her right, their faces awkwardly close to each other, but other than that, Barney’s was empty. 
 
    “Chase?” a voice called from the back of the bar. 
 
    Tommy was in the furthest most booth, dressed in the leather jacket she’d seen slung over the back of the chair in his office. Chase stood tall as she walked over to him. Even though she felt no danger, she still instinctively checked the corners of the room. 
 
    “You have the phone?” Chase asked as she approached.  
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down and have a drink, Chase.” 
 
    “I don’t want a drink. I want the cell phone.” 
 
    Chase expected Tommy to push back, to say that he would only give her the phone if she had a drink with him, a sort of romantic blackmail, but the man surprised her. He withdrew a small plastic bag from his pocket and slid it across the table. 
 
    The iPhone inside was covered in a bright yellow protective case.  
 
    “This is Sky Derringer’s?” 
 
    “It is,” Tommy confirmed. 
 
    Chase reached for the phone and as she did, Tommy brought a glass of beer to his lips and sipped. 
 
    He was handsome, there was no denying that, and he reminded her a little of Drake.  
 
    And if he keeps on drinking here, Chase thought, he’ll be spitting image of the man in a couple of years.  
 
    “You know what? I think I might have a drink, after all.” 
 
    Tommy didn’t smirk or smile. All he did was hold up his hand and the bartender took notice. 
 
    “What would you like?” the man with the curled mustache asked. The place was so empty that even standing by the furthest booth Chase could put her order in by only raising her voice a little. 
 
    “Scotch. Make it a double.” 
 
    This time, Tommy grinned, and Chase couldn’t help herself—she smiled back as she sat across from him. They remained silent until the bartender brought her beverage less than a minute later.  
 
    Tommy allowed her the privilege of a single sip before hopping into business. 
 
    “Chase, I want to assure you that this was all just a mistake.” He indicated the phone that still lay within arm’s reach. “We’re not into stealing at Wilde Clean-up. Sometimes accidents happen, though.”  
 
    This was one of those times that what the speaker was saying and what they meant was the complete opposite. Of course, the cell phone had been stolen but what mattered is that Tommy had put his foot down and gotten it back.  
 
    Chase could have seen this scenario play out differently. Tommy could have pretended to have asked his crew only to tell her that it was nowhere to be found. He could have also questioned his men but after finding out it had been stolen, gotten rid of it himself to avoid any sort of potential complications. 
 
    But he hadn’t done either. He’d manned up, found the cell phone, and given it to her. 
 
    Chase appreciated the man’s fortitude.  
 
    “I understand. I’m just glad that you managed to find it.” 
 
    “I didn’t find it,” Tommy said. 
 
    “You—” Chase stopped herself. “Of course not. You didn’t find it. I did—I found it at the Derringer house.”  
 
    Tommy smiled and raised his glass. 
 
    It seemed like a strange thing to do—to cheers each other after finding the cell phone of a young girl who had committed suicide—but Chase felt compelled to oblige. 
 
    And the scotch… it had been a long time since she’d had scotch. Back home, Chase stuck to red wine, and even then, it was only a glass or two an evening. She needed to be clearheaded and fresh when she went for her morning run before Georgina woke. 
 
    But there would be no running today, tomorrow, or in the near future. And Georgina was miles away.  
 
    Which was why, when Chase finished her scotch, she ordered another. 
 
    The alcohol loosened her tongue and she fell into a comfortable conversation with the man across from her. 
 
    Things got even easier following the third glass. 
 
    Not so much after the fourth.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Chase didn’t know whether it was the alcohol or the fact that she’d had very little social interaction over the past eighteen months, but she liked Tommy. She liked him so much that she spent most of the time at Barney’s just listening to the man talk, which was something of a deviation from her normal character. 
 
    And Tommy talked—a lot. 
 
    Before long, Chase got the impression that the man was also deprived of social interaction. 
 
    “How did you get into crime scene clean-up?” Chase asked during a lull in their conversation. 
 
    Tommy offered a wry grin. 
 
    “This is going to sound like a flex, but I spent a lot of time in school. I mean a lot.” 
 
    “So, you’re a doctor, then?” 
 
    Tommy shrugged. 
 
    “Of sorts—not the good kind.” When Chase squinted one eye, Tommy clarified. “I have a couple of PhDs. Chemistry and Biology.” 
 
    Chase was impressed but didn’t show it. 
 
    “PhD to clean-up, huh?”  
 
    “I’m telling you, even with an alphabet soup of letters after my name, it’s not easy getting a job. But really, I just got fed up with the bureaucracy… both in academia and business. So, I decided to start my own company, try to run things differently.” He waved his hand around him, indicating Chase and their current situation. “Obviously, still working on it.” 
 
    The answer was plausible, but Chase wasn’t quite buying it. 
 
    “Seems like a stretch. Why crime scene clean-up, of all things?” 
 
    Tommy chuckled and ran his hand through his hair, which immediately fell back into place. Chase had a suspicion that the man’s medium-length locks would return to perfection seconds after being attacked by a flock of rabid seagulls.  
 
    “Yeah, okay, you got me. Truth is, I would never have gotten into this line of work if it weren’t for a buddy of mine. A real doctor and also the biggest slob you’ve ever seen. When he was in med school, he would work these crazy hours—insane hours—and his apartment would be a perpetual mess. He hired several maids and cleaning services, but they all quit after a week. They were disgusted, appalled. I helped him out, using solvents from the chem lab to get out the worst of the stains.” Tommy shuddered. “Anyway, after he graduated and became a medical examiner, he suggested that—” 
 
    Chase nearly dropped the glass of scotch in her hand. 
 
    “What was his name?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The doctor, what was his name?” 
 
    Tommy’s eyes dropped. 
 
    “He’s dead now—passed away not that long ago.”  
 
    Chase couldn’t believe her ears. 
 
    “Beckett,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Now it was Tommy’s turn to be surprised. He actually dropped his beer, but somehow it landed right side up and only a little liquid sloshed out of the top.  
 
    “You know Beckett? You knew Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “I knew him—we weren’t close, but he helped me out on a bunch of cases when I was working as a detective here in New York. He was weird—no, he wasn’t just weird, he was off the wall strange, but I liked him. Straight shooter, that guy.” 
 
    Tommy appeared suspicious, but the state of comforting nostalgia trumped all other emotions. At least for the time being.  
 
    “He was weird—maybe one of the weirdest guys I ever met,” Tommy said absently. “But I love the guy.” 
 
    Chase watched as the man’s chin slowly drifted toward his chest as if drawn by a weak magnet. Fearing that they were heading into a place from which their conversation could not return, Chase tightened her grip on her glass and held it up.  
 
    “To Beckett,” she said. 
 
    Tommy glanced up, and once again cheersed her glass. 
 
    “To Beckett.” 
 
    Chase finished her scotch and placed the empty glass down on the table in front of her. 
 
    “One more?” Tommy asked. 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “I think I’m done for now. You want to get out of here?” 
 
    Tommy hesitated, then nodded. He sucked down the rest of his beer then stood and slipped his leather jacket on. As they passed the bartender, Tommy made a little circle gesture with his finger, indicating Chase and himself.  
 
    “What about the bill?” Chase asked when it was clear Tommy had no intention of stopping before the door.  
 
    “It’s fine, it’ll just go on my tab.” 
 
    Normally, this kind of chauvinism would set Chase off, but there was something about Tommy’s demeanor that somehow made it acceptable. Outside, the sun had since set, and there was a lineup of patrons waiting to get into Barney’s. Both of these facts surprised Chase, mostly because she had taken note of neither.  
 
    “You okay to drive?” she asked as Tommy led the way across the street to a dark sedan, which she assumed was his. She didn’t even consider her own vehicle, parked right out front. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    They were within a handful of feet from Tommy’s car before the man turned to look at her.  
 
    “Listen, I don’t—” 
 
    Chase didn’t let him finish—she reached up and grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him close. The man’s lips were soft and tasted of his last beer.  
 
    At first, Tommy was guarded, leaning away from her, but when she slipped her tongue into his mouth, he relaxed. Then he became more engaged, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her close. Chase reciprocated, driving him backward until he bumped up against the car. 
 
    They kissed hungrily for several seconds before Chase realized that Tommy wasn’t gripping her tightly anymore but struggling to push her back.  
 
    Chase obliged. 
 
    “I—I can’t,” Tommy said, averting his gaze. 
 
    Chase’s cheeks went from flushed from the alcohol to a deep scarlet from the embarrassment.  
 
    How easy it had been to fall into old habits… all it took was four drinks and a handsome man.  
 
    “Fuck,” she grumbled. “Sorry.”  
 
    “No, it’s—” Tommy struggled to find the words. “It’s not right for me, now.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Chase said, turning and making strides toward her car. 
 
    “No, it’s not—Chase? Chase?” Tommy hollered after her. 
 
    Chase didn’t look back. The rejection didn’t feel good, but that wasn’t what stung her the most.  
 
    It was the fact that mere hours after coming to New York City and making no headway with the case was enough to ruin everything she’d worked for. All the time spent at Grassroots with Dr. Matteo learning how to control herself and her urges were for naught. 
 
    What’s next, Chase? Cruising the streets trying to score?  
 
    Shaking her head, Chase got into her car and jerkily backed out of the parking lot. She didn’t want to look in her rearview but couldn’t help herself.  
 
    Tommy had since come halfway across the street and was standing with his arms out, palms up as if silently pleading with her. As Chase began to make a left turn, he was momentarily obscured by the bright neon Barney’s sign.  
 
    When her vision returned, for just a split second before the bar itself blocked Chase’s view completely, the figure was no longer that of an embarrassed man.  
 
    Instead, it was a girl.  
 
    A girl with white hair. 
 
    Like Tommy, her palms were open, but they weren’t dry and slightly chapped.  
 
    They were full of pooled blood that seeped from two identical incisions that ran from halfway down her forearm to the heel of her hand. 
 
    And then there were her eyes. 
 
    The girl had bright green eyes that seemed to glow in the dark.  
 
    Eyes that were identical to Georgina’s.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Tap, tap, tap. 
 
    Chase startled and immediately tried to sit up. A pain originating from her lower back shot down both legs and she winced. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    She reached over her head for the door handle and opened it. 
 
    “Y-you okay?” a familiar voice asked.  
 
    Slowly this time, Chase grabbed the leather seat and pulled herself to a seated position. 
 
    “I’m—” Chase clucked her tongue, which felt thick and fuzzy. “—fine.”  
 
    Floyd moved to one side, which allowed more bright light to fill the BMW. Chase responded by leaning back, letting the man’s shape block part of the assault. 
 
    “I was calling you all night; I was worried that—y-y-you know—that y-you—” 
 
    Chase stopped Floyd cold by shooting him a look.  
 
    “I was locked out,” she said simply, her voice deadpan. “Came back here to get some work done and found the door locked. And I don’t have Screech’s number.”  
 
    But you have Floyd’s… and Drake’s.  
 
    “I come bearing gifts,” Dunbar announced, appearing out of nowhere. With both men now standing outside the rear door of her car, almost no light was getting in which offered Chase the moment she needed to collect herself.  
 
    And to realize that there was a third person behind the other two, his hands jammed into his pockets. 
 
    “Sorry,” Screech said.  
 
    Chase wiped the crust from the corners of her eyes and motioned for Dunbar and Floyd to step back. They obliged and she got out of her car with only a small grunt. Then she grabbed the coffee that Dunbar was offering. 
 
    “Not your fault,” she told Screech. The coffee was lukewarm, which Chase preferred—it allowed her to get the caffeine into her system faster. Hopefully, it would also help stay the hangover that hadn’t struck her yet but was planning an attack soon. “How did it go with the girls’ parents?” 
 
    Floyd looked at his toes, but Chase wasn’t in the mood for babysitting. 
 
    “Floyd,” she snapped, and the man looked up. 
 
    “The girls weren’t sick,” he replied, without a stutter. “At least not the parents knew about.” 
 
    “You believe them?” Chase indicated the front door to DSLH, and Screech led the way.  
 
    “Yeah,” Dunbar answered.  
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What about you?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Screech unlocked the door and they all stepped inside the office.  
 
    “What about me?” Chase’s mind turned to last night, of her encounter with Tommy Wilde outside of Barney’s 
 
    What the fuck were you thinking, Chase? 
 
    “I, uhh, I just—” 
 
    “Shit!” Chase exclaimed, recalling the reason why she’d met the man at the bar in the first place. She padded the front of her jeans but came up empty. 
 
    “Wh-what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Hold this,” Chase instructed, passing her coffee to Floyd. He fumbled with the cup, but Chase didn’t hang around to see whether he dropped it or not. She was already out the door, hurrying back to her car.  
 
    There was no cell phone on the back seat or under the front seats. 
 
    “Where are you?” Chase whispered. She shoved a finger down between the backseat cushion and her nail grazed against something hard. Pushing her hand harder, she managed to pinch the corner of the object and yank it free. 
 
    “I’ve got Sky’s cell phone!” she exclaimed, holding the plastic bag that contained the phone in the air. “Anyone have a charger?” 
 
    “In here,” Screech said from the doorway.  
 
    Chase ignored Dunbar and Floyd who were staring at her with identical shocked expressions and handed the bag to Screech. 
 
    “Charge it up, then. I want to see what’s on this thing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we take the phone back to the precinct—I can get one of my guys to look at it there,” Dunbar offered, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of letting Screech try to force his way into Sky’s cell phone. 
 
    “If he can’t get anything off it, sure.”  
 
    Screech’s face pinched, which was exactly why Chase had made the comment. It was a challenge now, and she was confident that the man was up for the task.  
 
    “Probably wiped just like the other girls’,” Floyd muttered. As Screech started to try to hack his way in, with Dunbar hovering over him, Floyd addressed her directly. “What happened last night, Chase?”  
 
    Chase took the coffee cup back from the man and resisted the urge to tell him that it was none of his business.  
 
    “Nothing special.” Then, to Screech, she asked, “Is there somewhere here that I can freshen up?”  
 
    “No bathroom in the office,” Screech replied, his eyes still locked on the computer screen. “But there’s a public restroom at the far end of the strip mall.” 
 
    Chase nodded and thought about the paltry overnight bag that she’d brought with her to New York City. If nothing else, it suggested that she, at least subconsciously, hadn’t expected to stay in the city long. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just—” 
 
    “I’m also going to need that payment.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    She had completely forgotten about her promise to pay the man five grand upfront. 
 
    “I’ll hit the bank after I clean up.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Chase nodded at Floyd and took two steps toward the front door before Screech spoke again.  
 
    “Wait—payment can wait.” He spun around in his chair, a large grin on his face. “I’m in.” 
 
    “What? Already?”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Chase altered course and sidled up next to Dunbar. 
 
    “What’s on there?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet… gimme a sec.” 
 
    Screech swiveled around again and began typing furiously. Several folders popped up, but they didn’t appear to contain anything.  
 
    “Great,” Dunbar grumbled. “Wiped, just like the others.” 
 
    “No—no, wait, not so fast.”  
 
    Screech typed a few more keys. 
 
    “No incoming messages—those were erased… but… Bingo!” 
 
    “What is it?” Floyd asked, breathing in Chase’s ear. 
 
    “An outgoing text, which was sent at 7:16 yesterday morning.” 
 
    Chase’s breath caught in her throat. 
 
    “What does it say?”  
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    A single message containing eight simple words suddenly popped up in the center of the screen.  
 
    “What?” Floyd exclaimed. “What the heck—”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    “—does that mean?” Dunbar finished for Floyd. 
 
    “That’s it?” Chase asked, ignoring the duo’s comment. 
 
    “That’s it. One message.” 
 
    Chase read it once in her head, then out loud to make sure that she wasn’t missing something. 
 
    “I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real.”  
 
    “The fuck is this?” Floyd, who rarely swore, blurted out. Chase watched the man squeeze the back of Screech’s chair in frustration.  
 
    She shared his sentiment but would have added several more creative expletives of her own. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Dunbar said.  
 
    Screech was equally as confused, evident by the way he continued to try and root through directory trees in search of more information. 
 
    “I can’t even tell who it was sent to,” the man remarked.  
 
    But this was the one thing that Chase was certain of: Sky sent the text to her friends before they jumped in front of the subway train. The time, date, and circumstances matched up. 
 
    As Stitts would say, this was no coincidence. 
 
    “She sent it to the other girls,” Floyd announced. 
 
    “Yeah,” Chase confirmed. 
 
    The headache and nausea chose this moment of weakness to attack. It wasn’t the worst of her hangovers and wasn’t even close to some of the withdrawal symptoms she’d suffered at the hands of heroin, but it was annoying.  
 
    And generally made her feel like shit. 
 
    “Why does this keep happening?” she muttered as she downed the rest of the coffee and stroked her temples. 
 
    The comment could have referred to many things, but in this instance, Chase meant the number of dead ends this seemingly simple, cut-and-dry case, kept leading them down. It started with the suicide girls’ wiped cell phones and continued with their strange hair color. And now this cryptic text. Every time Chase thought they had uncovered something that would push them forward, it just sent them spiraling.  
 
    The real issue was that Chase, beneath the now mounting hangover, felt something deep down. Something that wasn’t quite as strong as one of her visions, but it was more than just indigestion.  
 
    Sky wasn’t the last student at St. Ignatius High School who was going to end their life. 
 
    I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real. 
 
    Chase cleared her throat.  
 
    Yeah, it’s real all right. As real as a razor blade across the wrists or a fast-moving subway train.  
 
    “Why? What’s real?” Chase said suddenly. “The cancer? The drugs? What did Sky see lying on her fucking bed?” 
 
    Floyd and Dunbar exchanged looks.  
 
    “Dunbar, can you pull up the footage from the subway station?” Chase asked. 
 
    Dunbar glanced at Screech, who graciously gave up his seat.  
 
    “Listen, I don’t know how much more help I can be…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Chase said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Floyd parroted. 
 
    “Oh, and I’ll get you your cash later today.” 
 
    Screech paused at the door as if he wanted to say something important, but instead went with a simple, “Sure.” 
 
    “Here,” Dunbar said, and Chase turned her attention to the computer monitor.  
 
    She watched the video up until the point where the girls received the text and then asked Dunbar to rewind it. It was exactly as she remembered it, right down to the girls’ reaction. 
 
    But there was something about Madison that Chase hadn’t noticed before. It was her gait, and the way she went for her phone so quickly after it must have vibrated.  
 
    “It’s almost as if Madison was waiting for the text,” Chase remarked. “Like she’s expecting it.” 
 
    “Yeah, or she just thinks one of her Instagram posts has blown up,” Dunbar suggested.  
 
    Under other circumstances, Chase would have agreed with the detective. But that wasn’t the case this time. 
 
    “There—” Chase said, pointing at the screen. “You see that? Madison pulls her cell phone out, looks at it, and then nods to the others. They were waiting for this text.” 
 
    Now that she’d verbalized her thoughts, they gained more weight in Chase’s mind. 
 
    “But why?” Floyd asked. “And what did Sky see?” 
 
    “Something they’ve all seen, I guess,” Dunbar remarked offhand. 
 
    This idea struck a chord with Chase. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s hard to tell from one text, but it does sound to me like Sky is confirming something. What do we—what do we know about these girls? Their clique?”  
 
    “Phf, you’re asking me what the pecking order is in a bunch of high school girls?” Dunbar said. 
 
    “I-I think Madison was the leader. No, I’m sure of it,” Floyd piped up. When Chase looked at him, his cheeks started to redden.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    The truth was, Floyd was closest in age to the girls even though he was different in so many ways.  
 
    Chase and Dunbar were completely clueless.  
 
    “Well, based on their social media, I-I’m sure that Madison is the leader. The others j-just tag along.” 
 
    “So why did the text come from Sky, then? We know she stayed home from school, sent the text, then killed herself. Wouldn’t this make more sense coming from Madison?”  
 
    Floyd paused for a second before his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Because sh-sh-she’s the smart one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Floyd rooted through a folder on the desk and pulled out a sheet of paper. 
 
    “Sky had a full ride to Yale.”  
 
    Chase reached out and grabbed the paper from Floyd and confirmed this to be true.  
 
    “What about the other girls?” 
 
    Dunbar answered the question without the need for any case information.  
 
    “They were all set to go to college, Yale, Brown, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “But only Sky had a full ride,” Floyd added. 
 
    “Alright, let’s say that Sky is the smart one, then, and that Madison is the leader. Play the video one more time, Dunbar.” 
 
    When Madison pulled out her phone, Chase imagined her reading the text from Sky: I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Dunbar said after the video stopped rolling. “I keep going back to the idea that someone was blackmailing them. The text message kinda makes sense: Sky did some, I dunno, sleuthing and found out that they weren’t being trolled, and told her friends that it was real. That they fucked.” 
 
    Chase chewed her lip. She wanted to agree with the detective but fell just short. 
 
    “But why are they smiling, then? Why are they happy? They hold hands and jump. Why?” 
 
    The frustration that Chase felt only added to her hangover symptoms.  
 
    “The drugs?” Floyd offered. 
 
    “Anti-cancer drugs?” Dunbar shook his head. “This makes no sense. I need a fucking cigarette.”  
 
    Chase didn’t smoke but felt a little tingle in her fingers.  
 
    She could use something. 
 
    “What about Madison’s laptop?” Floyd asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet. Can’t get into the thing—tech is working on it. Maybe we should get Screech to lend them a hand.” 
 
    “Maybe. But the drugs and the text message… they’re related, right?” Floyd sounded desperate, and Chase didn’t blame him. They were all desperate, frustrated, and annoyed. 
 
    “Yes,” she said without hesitation. Then Chase sighed. She knew what they had to do next, knew ever since Dunbar told her that Victoria’s and Brooke’s parents were clueless about the anti-cancer medication. And Chase dreaded it. “The parents have no idea what their kids were taking, no surprise there. But I bet I know someone who will.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Dunbar’s brow crinkled. “Who?” 
 
    “Someone at the high school. There’s always one guy who knows what everyone in the school is on. And what might push someone over the edge.” 
 
    “Or in this case,” Floyd said, “push four girls in front of a moving subway train.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “I know where it is—St. Ignatius, right?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Chase cringed, remembering Georgina’s interaction with Father Torino at Bishop’s Academy.  
 
    Another Catholic school. Great. 
 
    Floyd went back to the case file. 
 
    “St. Ignatius Secondary. I don’t know the address—wait, it’s here. Fountain Drive—one-twelve Fountain Drive.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I know it. Not far. I’ll take you—fuck. I swear, my phone hasn’t rung this many times in a month. Hold on.” Dunbar answered his phone. “What?”  
 
    “You want me to go with you?” Floyd asked, but Chase, seeing Dunbar’s cheeks sag, hushed him. 
 
    “You can’t be serious… no, no, no! Don’t let anyone near the body—not even the ME. I want to be the one to see it, first.” 
 
    Dunbar hung up and before he could speak, Chase said, “There’s been another suicide.”  
 
    Floyd swallowed audibly on her right and Dunbar, still dour, nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, but no high-school girl this time—a middle-aged man. Apparently, the man just walked into a park in the middle of New York City, sat down, stuck a gun in his mouth, and blew his head off.” 
 
    Floyd’s jaw fell open. 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “No idea. Can’t even get a clear picture of his face given the damage. I told nobody to go near the body until I get there.”  
 
    “You think it’s related?” Floyd asked.  
 
    Chase followed this with a question of her own. 
 
    “How many suicides are there in New York City every year?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “Around fifteen hundred, something like that.” As he spoke, Dunbar pushed away from the desk and slipped his jacket on. When Chase and Floyd didn’t move, he eyed them suspiciously. 
 
    “You guys coming?” 
 
    Floyd deferred to Chase. 
 
    “I’m going to the school—I doubt this has anything to do with Sky or her friends.” 
 
    “Six suicides in less than two days?” Dunbar questioned. 
 
    “Five girls and one middle-aged man? Yeah, I’ll take my chances. If you find anything linking these cases together, let us know.” 
 
    Dunbar didn’t look pleased but had no choice. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    When they were gone, Chase turned to Floyd. 
 
    “You gonna be okay at the school?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    Chase wanted to say because she couldn’t babysit him, that when Stitts was her partner, he would encourage her to wander off and do her thing, no matter how strange it might seem. But that would just be placing the blame for her own lack of insight on him. 
 
    “Just checking—we might have to… split up while we’re there.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Chase. I can handle it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though St. Ignatius was more than two hours from Bishop’s Academy, and it was a high school and not elementary, the scene that Chase pulled up to was eerily familiar.  
 
    The fact that she was with someone else—Floyd, not Georgina—added to the illusion. 
 
    Unlike Bishop’s, however, there was no eager beaver crossing guard out front. Chase strode directly to the front door and tried it.  
 
    It was locked, so Chase cupped her hands and peered through the glass as Floyd pressed the buzzer. She spotted a handful of students walking through the hallway, books tucked under their arms.  
 
    “How may I help you?” a man asked through the intercom. His voice was tight and guarded. The school was on high alert after what had happened with the girls.  
 
    Chase was surprised that there was no cop car out front. She would have expected at least one officer to be hanging around the campus.  
 
    “Floyd Montgomery, FBI. And this is Special Agent Adams.”  
 
    “You have ID?” 
 
    Floyd pulled his badge out and then looked around for the camera. Chase, having no badge of her own, continued to stare through the glass, observing the students as they sauntered by.  
 
    “The camera is behind you and to the right—look up.” 
 
    Floyd aimed his badge at the camera. 
 
    “Someone will be right there to escort you to the office. Please wait.” 
 
    Chase respectfully pulled away from the door and stood with her arms crossed until a man appeared. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered.  
 
    It was the pastor or school priest or whatever the hell they were called. Unlike Father Torino, this man was older, with white hair around his temples that circled the back of his head. The top was completely bald. Despite these facts, he had the face of a much younger man. 
 
    “You deal with this guy, okay?” Chase said quietly.  
 
    “What? Why—” 
 
    The door opened and the man in the dark robe and white collar greeted them with a smile. 
 
    “I’m Father Gregory David. You must be Agent Adams and Agent Montgomery—is that it?” Like many before him, he held his hand out, but when Chase declined Floyd did the same. 
 
    “We would like to speak to the principal,” Floyd said, taking the lead as Chase had suggested. 
 
    “Yes, of course—Headmaster Hendrix. Please, come with me.” He held his arm out, indicating for them to enter the school but when Chase stepped forward, Floyd blocked her path. 
 
    “After you, Father.” 
 
    Chase rolled her eyes and fell in behind the two men. She caught a smattering of their conversation while she took in the hallway. 
 
    “…tragic. Truly tragic. I’ve opened myself and the chapel up to everyone. I’ve also been staying late every day just in case someone wants to come and chat.” 
 
    Geez, what a saint. 
 
    The hallways were painted a pale blue, with white and red stripes running lengthwise at about waist height. The lockers, which lined most of the walls between classroom doors, were a darker blue.  
 
    “Have many students come to you?” Floyd asked. Chase couldn’t tell whether her partner was just making conversation or if he was trying to glean information from the priest. 
 
    She hoped it was the latter.  
 
    “Unfortunately, students tend to spend more time on their phones than speaking with me or the Lord. But that’s fine, I just want to be here in case they ever need someone to talk to.”  
 
    All the lockers were the same, except for one.  
 
    “Mr. Hendrix and I will also be hosting an assembly later this afternoon. It would be great for you two to join us.” 
 
    The locker that gave Chase pause was Madison Bailey’s. She knew this because it was covered with handmade cards expressing their disbelief that the girl was gone.  
 
    “Chase? What do you think?” 
 
    Chase swallowed hard and forced her eyes away from Madison’s locker. 
 
    “About what?”  
 
    “About the assembly this afternoon.” Floyd was embarrassed by her tone, but Chase was making no apologies.  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see.” 
 
    She expected Father David to finally lose his smile, but he didn’t. Floyd was frowning enough for both of them, though. 
 
    “Agents,” a man said. Chase turned to see the man she suspected was Mr. Hendrix standing in front of the office door. He had similar horseshoe hair to Father David, but it was a chestnut brown. The man had serious eyes and high cheekbones. 
 
    “Adams and Montgomery.” 
 
    “Derrick Hendrix.” 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can chat?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix moved through the outer office, past a secretary desk, and into his personal one. He sat behind his desk, and Floyd took a seat across from him. Chase elected to stand.  
 
    “The police were here already, as you know, but there’s not much that I, or anyone, could tell them.” 
 
    “We’re not the NYPD,” Chase began before realizing that Father David was standing behind her. She looked over her shoulder at him. “Do you think we can have some privacy?” 
 
    The man looked genuinely surprised by the question. 
 
    “Oh, of course, I just thought—” 
 
    “Chase—” Floyd cautioned. Chase shot him a seething glare. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I completely understand. I’ll be outside the office just in case you have any questions.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Chase waited for the man to bow out, then turned back to the headmaster.  
 
    “I’m sorry about what your students.” 
 
    “I don’t—I don’t know what happened.”  
 
    Like Father David, Derrick Hendrix’s grief seemed genuine. Chase felt for the man, but she still had a job to do. Which meant that the pleasantries stopped now.  
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” 
 
    “The NYPD already searched their lockers and desks and—” 
 
    “I want to know about the girls,” Chase interrupted. “What they were like, who their friends were. That sort of thing.” 
 
    And who might have been selling them drugs. 
 
    Mr. Hendrix sighed. 
 
    “Good girls, all of them. Smart, popular. I don’t—I don’t get it.” 
 
    This was not the information that Chase was after and as much as it made her uncomfortable, dirty, even, she knew she had to push a little harder. 
 
    “How well did you know them?” 
 
    The insinuation didn’t go over the man’s head, but he refused to bite. 
 
    “I knew them well, actually. Madison’s father used to donate to the school quite a bit. As for the others, they always said hi when I passed them in the hall. And I helped Sky with the written part of her Yale application. They weren’t perfect, don’t get me wrong, but they never really got into serious trouble. I’ve been here for fifteen years, Agent Adams. And all four—no, five—girls were here as freshmen.”  
 
    Still not getting the answers she needed, Chase refused to slow down.  
 
    “What about boyfriends? Were any of the girls dating anyone?”  
 
    Mr. Hendrix paused for a moment as he thought about this. 
 
    “I-I really don’t know. They were popular so I’d imagine they dated a little. I don’t think they had anyone serious, though.” 
 
    This was in line with what Dunbar had told her.  
 
    “What about a teacher?” 
 
    Finally, Mr. Hendrix let his emotion show on his face. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “A special teacher. maybe? Someone they were close to, talked with on a daily basis?” 
 
    “Agent Adams, my staff is—” 
 
    “Just answer the question.” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix frowned, which made his cheekbones seem even more prominent. 
 
    “If I was forced to pick one teacher whom they interacted with often, it would be their English teacher, Vic Horace. But if you’re insinuating—” 
 
    “I’m not insinuating anything. I’m just asking questions. I’m trying to learn as much as I can about these girls.” 
 
    “Like why they would do this,” Mr. Hendrix said, his frown fading. 
 
    “Ex-exactly,” Floyd said, speaking up for the first time in a while. 
 
    “If you say that this Vic Horace knew them well, I’d like to speak to him. If that’s okay.”  
 
    “I can ask, but I’ll be honest with you, the teacher’s union rep was already here, giving all staff specific instructions not to talk to any law enforcement without representation.” 
 
    Of course, they did.  
 
    “That’s fine,” Chase said. “Just ask Mr. Horace if he’ll come and chat with me. If he doesn’t want to without his rep, we’ll get his rep in here. Simple as that.”  
 
    Mr. Hendrix nodded and picked the phone off his desk. He politely asked the secretary, who must have since returned from his lunch or smoke break, to call Vic Horace. 
 
    “I only have one more question for you, Mr. Hendrix,” Chase said after the headmaster had hung up the phone. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    The man’s pain was palpable. Chase still had no clue why the girls had committed suicide, but she suspected that Mr. Hendrix was not involved in any way.  
 
    “Do you know if any of the girls had cancer?” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix once again lost his composure.  
 
    “Cancer?” 
 
    Chase nodded and stared at the man intently. 
 
    “No. At least, I don’t think so. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just something—” 
 
    Chase was interrupted by the phone on Mr. Hendrix’s desk. She indicated for him to answer it.  
 
    The man listened for a moment before saying, “You sure?” A short pause. “Can you dig into his personal file and pull up his cell number? Call me back when you have it. Thanks, Kevin.” 
 
    “Let me guess, Vic Horace is not here today,” Chase said. 
 
    “No, he didn’t show up this morning. That’s not like Vic.”  
 
    Chase glanced over at Floyd and was about to say something when her own phone started to ring. Frowning, she answered it. 
 
    “Dunbar? What’s up?”  
 
    “I just got to the scene. It’s a fucking mess here, but we did get an ID. The man’s name is—”  
 
    Chase’s heart sunk. 
 
    “Vic Horace?” 
 
    “What?” Dunbar croaked. “How did you know?” 
 
    Chase looked at Mr. Hendrix. 
 
    “Because I’m at the school,” she said to Dunbar. “And guess who’s not? The girls’ English teacher, Vic Horace.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Chase thought Mr. Hendrix was going to have a heart attack. The man had been headmaster for fifteen years but there was no chance that he’d ever had to deal with something like this: five students and one staff all committing suicide for no apparent reason.  
 
    An epidemic in waiting.  
 
    “Why are they doing this? Why is this happening?” Mr. Hendrix whined. 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out, Mr. Hendrix. In the meantime—” 
 
    The office door opened, and Chase swiveled, expecting to see Kevin the secretary pop in with the late Vic Horace’s cell phone number. 
 
    Only, it wasn’t him.  
 
    It was the priest. 
 
    “Everything okay in here, Mr. Hendrix?” Father David asked, a concerned look on his face. 
 
    “Vic…” the headmaster nearly sobbed. “Vic’s dead.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He—” Mr. Hendrix turned his eyes to Chase. “What happened to him?” 
 
    Chase felt uncomfortable now. It wasn’t just the priest’s presence, reminding her of her father and how much he valued the mystical being in the sky, but she felt as if she’d said too much.  
 
    “I can’t—I can’t discuss the details right now.” Chase felt bad for leaving the headmaster in the lurch but suddenly felt the need to get out of there. “I have to go.” 
 
    Floyd looked at her and Chase gestured for him to follow her outside. 
 
    “But-but what happened to Vic?” Mr. Hendrix asked again. 
 
    “I’ll come back. After I know exactly what happened to him, I’ll come back and tell you directly.” 
 
    Rather than wait for further inquiries, Chase hurried outside the main office and Floyd joined her. 
 
    “Chase, Vic is the man who committed suicide? The English teacher—” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Chase warned. “But yes. He was the man in the park that Dunbar went to go see.” 
 
    Class must have been ending soon, as there were more students in the hall now than when they’d arrived. And each one of them seemed to have their cell phones out. Maybe it was paranoia, but Chase felt as if they were all focusing their lenses on her.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell them?” Floyd asked. His tone was accusatory. “You could have just told them that.” 
 
    “Because—” Chase hesitated, and she eyed her partner. “Why are you asking me this?” 
 
    Floyd licked his lips. 
 
    “I-I just—I feel bad for them, you know?” 
 
    “Feel bad for them?” Chase snapped. “I could give a shit about how they feel, especially the priest. Only thing I care about is finding out how to stop these people—people connected to this school—from killing themselves.” 
 
    Floyd winced. 
 
    “Why are you so angry? The priest—is it because of your father?” 
 
    Chase started to see red. 
 
    Now you get a fucking backbone? 
 
    “Keep my family out of this,” she warned. “This has nothing to do with them.”  
 
    “No, I know, it’s—” 
 
    “You know what?” Chase looked through the window in the office door and spied the priest trying to console Mr. Hendrix. “You should stay here. Stay here and attend the assembly. Gain insight into this case through the word of the Lord.” 
 
    Floyd’s face contorted. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I—Chase? Chase?” 
 
    But Chase had already turned and was making her way toward the school entrance.  
 
    “I don’t have a car,” Floyd hollered after her. “How do I get back to DSLH from here?” 
 
    The bell suddenly rang, making Chase’s response inaudible to everyone but herself.  
 
    “Whim and a prayer, Floyd. Get God to whip you up a magic carpet or goddamn flying cloud. See how far that gets you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase had to give it to Dunbar. The man was nothing if not thorough.  
 
    The entire block surrounding the park where Vic Horace had put a gun in his mouth was cordoned off. Chase slowed her vehicle and came to a complete stop when a police officer stepped in front of her car, his hand up. 
 
    Chase rolled down the window. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am, you can’t be here.” 
 
    She scowled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but I sure as hell can be.” 
 
    The man frowned. 
 
    “You need to turn your—” 
 
    “I’m with the FBI.” 
 
    “You have ID?” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Chase was beginning to regret her decision to leave Floyd back at the high school. 
 
    “No, I don’t have ID. Ask Detective Dunbar.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your fucking boss. Go ask—” 
 
    “She’s okay,” someone behind the cop hollered. “Let her through.” 
 
    The officer begrudgingly lifted the yellow tape and Chase slowly drove beneath, eyeballing him all the way. 
 
    It had been Dunbar himself who had allowed her to pass. When Chase reached him, she put the BMW in park and hopped out. 
 
    “Where’s Floyd?” the detective asked before she was even fully out of the car. 
 
    “He’s back at the school.” 
 
    Dunbar wanted more information, but Chase refused to give it.  
 
    “Take me to the body.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded and led the way through a maze of police officers who seemed to be doing nothing other than standing still. Eventually, he stopped in front of a small park that consisted of strangely lush grass and a bench. 
 
    “Meet Vic Horace,” the detective said.  
 
    The late English teacher was still sitting on the park bench. Everything from the neck down was peaceful, serene even. The man was dressed in gray khakis and a button-down shirt. His left hand was resting gently on his lap, his right off at his side with the palm up. 
 
    But as Chase’s eyes drifted from Vic’s feet to his waist, then chest, and finally to his neck, things quickly deteriorated. 
 
    The man’s head was a gory mess. His lower jaw was connected by only a handful of strands of moist sinew and hung a few inches lower than it should have. His upper teeth were mostly gone, and while he had some semblance of a nose, his forehead bulged so much that his eyes were shrouded in skin. Chase changed her angle to get a better look at the back of the man’s head. The exit wound was far more violent and destructive than the entrance, making it look like a small incendiary device had been set off in his brain instead of being blown out by what she suspected was a handgun.  
 
    On the bench beside Vic was a yellow evidence placard with a ‘1’ on it—clearly, the location where the gun that the man had used to kill himself had once lay.  
 
    Moving purely on instinct now, Chase knelt close to the man, inspecting him, taking in his posture as well as their surroundings. After a moment, she reached out, intent on touching Vic’s hand. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a man in a hazmat suit moving to intervene, only to be stopped by Detective Dunbar.  
 
    Chase inhaled sharply, held her breath, closed her eyes, and then touched Vic Horace’s hand.  
 
    There was a flash, almost as if someone had shined a light in front of her face that was so bright, she could detect it even with her lids fully closed.  
 
    When the flash faded, Chase saw Vic. He was sauntering through the south end of the park, his gaze locked on this very bench. He sat, a smile on his face, and then with an air of calmness, pulled the gun out of his pocket. Without hesitation, he put the barrel in his mouth and— 
 
    As quickly as this vision appeared, it vanished. 
 
    Chase exhaled, opened her eyes, and stood. She wasn’t as dizzy as she expected, but she wasn’t quite balanced, either. 
 
    Dunbar was at her side, but he elected to remain quiet. 
 
    “He was the girls’ favorite teacher,” Chase informed the detective as she tried to wrap her mind around what she’d just seen. 
 
    “I figured. I’ve sent a team to the man’s house. They’ve been instructed to collect every single piece of electronic equipment they come across.” 
 
    “What about a cell phone?” 
 
    Dunbar held up a plastic evidence bag with the man’s cell phone inside.  
 
    “I already took a look, and it’s not wiped. But I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary or of interest. I’ll have the techs get at it as soon as I return to the precinct.” 
 
    “With all that blood, I can’t see his hair.”  
 
    “His hair?” Dunbar asked, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “I need a glove.” 
 
    Dunbar blinked and Chase repeated the request.  
 
    “Hey, give her a glove!” the detective ordered the nearest crime scene technician.  
 
    He quickly passed Chase a purple nitrile glove and she slipped it on. Then she ran a finger across a small, bloody patch of hair on Vic’s temple. This didn’t clear much of the color, so she continued to rub the handful of strands until most of the redness was gone.  
 
    “Shit,” she whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Chase turned to look at the detective. 
 
    “How old did you say Vic was?” 
 
    “I didn’t—but I think I remember from his license that he was born in the mid to late seventies.” 
 
    Mid-seventies… that would put Vic’s age at forty-five—fifty tops. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Chase lifted the tuft of hair and stood off to one side so that Dunbar could get a better look.  
 
    “Because our man Vic Horace has white hair, that’s why.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Floyd knew he messed up even before Chase told him off. 
 
    And he didn’t blame her.  
 
    He’d practically begged for her to come help with this case, and he’d spent the better part of the day or so they’d been together second-guessing the woman. 
 
    The worst part was that this wasn’t even in his nature. Floyd was more comfortable taking a backseat, silently observing before putting his thoughts and words together. This was partly a consequence of growing up with a debilitating stutter that, until recently, had almost completely been cured. It was the stress and frustration, Floyd concluded, that had him behaving this way.  
 
    He’d initially reached out to Chase because he was comfortable with her, and she was the only person in the FBI he felt he could trust and be honest with. But the more he thought about it, the more Floyd became convinced that Chase should have insight into this particular case.  
 
    While to his knowledge, Chase had never explicitly attempted to take her own life, drug addiction and abuse could be considered a slow and agonizing type of suicide. 
 
    Floyd recalled the time that felt like decades ago when Chase had almost died. If it hadn’t been for Stitts—as well as him, Screech, Louisa, and Stu Barnes—there was no doubt in his mind that she would have perished in that rock quarry in Virginia.  
 
    Come to think of it, maybe that had been an intentional attempt at killing herself. 
 
    Either way, every time Chase asked the question, why these girls would commit suicide, Floyd felt lost. He had no idea what their motivation was and neither did Dunbar. Chase would be better off saving her breath and looking inward for answers.  
 
    If her personal experience wasn’t enough, there was also the fact her father had committed suicide. 
 
    So, while Chase insisted that this case had nothing to do with her family, Floyd was apt to disagree.  
 
    And yet he should have known better than to challenge her directly. Chase was as defensive as they came, especially when her loved ones were involved. 
 
    What are you going to do next? Bring up Georgina? Tie her into this mess, somehow? 
 
    That wouldn’t just get him stranded left at the school, but probably a cuff across the ear. 
 
    No, Floyd thought, something far worse than that.  
 
    “Agent Montgomery,” a pleasant voice said from behind him, drawing Floyd out of his head. He turned to look at Father David who was emerging from the office. The man had a flat expression on his youthful face. “Sticking around for the assembly?” 
 
    Floyd tried to keep the frustration he felt from showing but didn’t have the same experience as a man whose job it was to remain neutral while listening to anyone and everyone’s problems.  
 
    “Yeah,” he replied dryly. “I thought I’d g-g-get a read on the atmosphere.” 
 
    Get a read on the atmosphere? 
 
    Floyd shook his head, silently admonishing himself for such a ridiculous comment. 
 
    But what was he supposed to say? 
 
    Actually, Father, I pissed my partner off and instead of talking about it, she stormed out of here.  
 
    “I’m glad. I was just heading to get set up for the assembly if you’d care to join me.” The priest glanced at his watch. “It’s scheduled to start in about half an hour.” 
 
    Floyd looked around, now surrounded by a plethora of teenagers. He tried to convince himself that he could gain a better understanding of Madison and her crew by observing other students, but that was a lie.  
 
    The only thing he was doing standing here was becoming overwhelmed.  
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    The priest folded his hands in front of his waist and led the way down the hallway, effortlessly sliding between the students as if he wasn’t even there.  
 
    This inspired a question.  
 
    “Father, I know that you’re probably bound by confidentiality, but did you ever have a chance to speak to any of the girls? To Madison or Sky?” Floyd paused for a moment as he recalled the other girls’ names. “Or Kylie, Victoria, or Brooke?” 
 
    The priest offered him a small smile. 
 
    “You’re right, Agent Montgomery, I am bound by confidentiality.” 
 
    “Oh, I–I-I understand. And p-please, just called me Floyd.” 
 
    The warm smile remained on Father David’s face. 
 
    “But that’s not really an issue, because I haven’t spoken to any of the girls in a long while. Madison used to visit me long ago, when she was a freshman and sophomore, but not so much lately.” 
 
    This answer didn’t surprise Floyd. He knew that Catholicism was on a downswing, at least in the northern United States. He wasn’t sure why this was, as he always found comfort in religion. Especially during the dark times. Perhaps it was the rise of atheism or just the fact that people had less time for things like worship. 
 
    For deities that is—celebrities were a different story.  
 
    “What about Vic Horace?” 
 
    Father David’s answer was similar to his first.  
 
    “Very few of the staff ever come to me, which is one of the primary motivators for this assembly that Mr. Hendrix and I decided to host together. If there was ever a time that these young people and staff need the Lord, or just simply someone to talk to, it’s now.” 
 
    Floyd considered this as they entered the auditorium. There were a handful of students setting up the bleachers, and there was what looked like a secretary or teacher adjusting a microphone on a podium that reminded him of a pulpit. 
 
    “Does that—does that upset you?” Floyd asked. As soon as the words left his mouth, he wished could take them back. 
 
    What’s going on with you, Floyd? He asked himself. Why are you blurting these things out without thinking? 
 
    But unlike Chase, the priest didn’t take this question as a challenge. 
 
    He did take it in stride, however. 
 
    “No, my son. It does not upset me. It’s the reality of the world that we live in.” The priest suddenly stopped and turned to face Floyd directly. “Now, I don’t want to seem out of line, but can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Floyd didn’t like being cornered and looked around. He spotted a table full of wine bottles tucked behind the stage curtain. 
 
    “Are you doing communion?” he asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Father David chuckled. 
 
    “No, not today. Today is about offering an ear to the students and staff.” The priest followed Floyd’s gaze. “Those are for All Saint’s Day.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Well? Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Only fair, I suppose. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “When’s the last time you spoke to the Lord?” 
 
    Floyd was taken aback by this. For some reason, he thought the priest was going to ask about Chase.  
 
    Surprised or not, he struggled with an answer. He had grown up in a Catholic home and he was still a believer. Chase had once told him that she stopped believing the day that her sister was taken. She said that the horrors of man were too atrocious to believe in a higher power. 
 
    No God would ever let something like what had transpired in New Mexico happen on His Earth.  
 
    But Floyd wasn’t like Chase. He didn’t have her breadth of experience, but he’d seen enough.  
 
    And yet his conclusion had been the opposite of his partners. The fact that he and Chase were here to stop those people was proof enough of the existence of a higher power. What else would keep society from degenerating into madness?  
 
    “It’s been—it’s been a long time,” he said at last.  
 
    The priest nodded. 
 
    “Well, we have another fifteen minutes before the assembly starts. Would you like to speak to me now? In private, of course.” 
 
    Once again, Floyd grew uncomfortable. He glanced around and then indicated the bleachers that were only partly set up. 
 
    “Don’t we have to get ready for the assembly?” he asked, trying not to come off as desperate. 
 
    The priest laughed. 
 
    “It’s almost done, my son. Why don’t we go and have a little chat? That’ll leave you more than enough time to prepare a few comforting words for the students. I have something ready as does Mr. Hendrix but it would mean a lot if we could have someone of your authority assure them that everything will be okay… that things will work out in the end. What do you say?” 
 
    Floyd wasn’t sure what terrified him more: the idea of giving confession or the idea of speaking in front of a group of students.  
 
    Either way, it was gonna take a long time for him to get the words out. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding,” Dunbar said. 
 
    Chase didn’t even qualify this with a reply. 
 
    “Alright, alright. I’ll get a sample and send it to the ME.” 
 
    “Blood, too. Get her to run the same tox as the girls.”  
 
    “If there’s any left,” Dunbar grumbled. 
 
    The comment convinced Chase to take one final look at the body. Dunbar was right. The grass behind the bench was soaked with Vic Horace’s blood. It had also leaked out of the wound and followed the contour of the bench only to pool at the man’s feet. 
 
    “What’s that?” Chase asked, pointing her still gloved finger at the man’s left ankle. 
 
    “What’s what?” 
 
    “That.”  
 
    There was a bulge in the man’s left sock, near the ankle. 
 
    Dunbar turned to the tech expectantly and the man immediately sprung to action. He bent down, similar to how Chase had done moments before and used a small set of tweezers to tease back the man’s sock. 
 
    “Looks like a folded sheet of paper.” 
 
    “Well, take it out, then,” Dunbar, clearly annoyed, instructed.  
 
    The tech removed the paper and held it up. 
 
    “Should I—” 
 
    “Open it,” Chase ordered.  
 
    The man’s lips became a thin line, but he slowly and meticulously unfolded the sheet of paper.  
 
    Then his beady eyes squinted until they were barely visible.  
 
    “It’s real.” 
 
    “What’s real?” Chase demanded. 
 
    “No, that’s what it says.” The tech turned the paper so that she and Dunbar could see for themselves. “That’s what it says: ‘it’s real’.”  
 
    Chase’s throat constricted.  
 
    “I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real,” Dunbar whispered in a haunting tone. She looked at him. “What the fuck does this mean, Chase?” 
 
    Chase looked away. 
 
    “Detective? You want me to bag it?” 
 
    “Of course, I want you to bag it!” Dunbar lashed out.  
 
    They both watched the man retreat and place the paper in an evidence bag.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Chase admitted. She pulled off her glove and tossed it angrily onto the lawn beside the technician. “I have no fucking idea what any of this means.” 
 
    She growled and instinctively balled her fists in response to the tingling in her fingers.  
 
    I’m not ready for this, she thought. Louisa was wrong—going back to work was a bad idea.  
 
    A memory flashed in Chase’s mind. It was of her, leaning over the sink in her tiny room back at Grassroots. Louisa was wrestling with her, trying to make her vomit up the bottle of pills she’d just swallowed. 
 
    I wonder if Louisa would have encouraged me to take this case if she knew the details. If she knew it revolved around suicide. 
 
    Chase thought not.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    She shook her head but didn’t loosen her fists that were so tight that her fingernails bit into her palms. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to head back to the morgue, see if I can get an update on the tox. You want to join?” 
 
    Chase thought about it.  
 
    Her hangover had become subdued, but it was still present.  
 
    More than that, it was the poor quality of sleep she’d had in the back of her BMW that was contributing to her foggy state of mind.  
 
    “No, I’ve got something else I need to do,” she said.  
 
    And at some point, I need to collect Floyd, as well. 
 
    Chase was beginning to feel guilty about the way she’d treated her partner. Even though she attributed her actions to her hangover and lack of sleep, it didn’t excuse it.  
 
    “If the tox screen is back, give me a call. Otherwise, I just want to be alone for a while.” 
 
    Chase left in her car, eyeballing the police officer who had given her trouble upon arrival as she drove by.  
 
    Her phone indicated that the closest bank was only a handful of blocks from the park. This wasn’t surprising but the dramatic turn that the neighborhood took in only this short distance was. The park had been lush and pleasant and surrounded by medium-sized office buildings that, while dated, were far from neglected.  
 
    In contrast to this, the area around the bank was bordering on derelict. The bank itself was glistening and new and guarded by two, armed security guards who stared at her a little longer than was comfortable as she entered.  
 
    Chase ignored them and showed the teller her bank card and ID.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Mrs. Adams?” the teller asked. 
 
    “I need to make a withdrawal.” 
 
    The woman typed something into her computer before replying. 
 
    “Certainly. How much were you looking to withdraw today?” 
 
    “Five thousand.” 
 
    The woman didn’t even bat an eye. She did, however, look back to her computer screen and slap a few more keys. 
 
    Then the teller nodded.  
 
    “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    She returned less than a minute later with Chase’s money. After counting it all out on the counter, making neat little rows of hundred-dollar bills, she said, “Would you like an envelope?” 
 
    “No, just an elastic.” 
 
    And now, for the first time since Chase had stepped up to the reinforced glass partition, the woman’s expression changed. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Chase glanced around. There were only a few other people in the bank, but with the guards standing at the ready by the front door, the worry wasn’t about anything happening inside but outside the building. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “All right. Please sign here.” 
 
    Chase signed the withdrawal slip and then took the money and shoved it into her pocket. 
 
    As she left the bank, she made sure to keep her eyes peeled. There was nobody around and Chase made it to her car without incident, but instead of getting in right away, she took one look back at the bank. It was flanked by two alleyways that were shrouded in shadows. Chase’s first thought was that they were empty, but then she spotted someone hiding only five or six feet deep back from the sidewalk. 
 
    It was a woman; Chase was sure of it. But it wasn’t because of her barely visible outline. This woman was emaciated to the point of appearing androgynous. The tip-off was the way she was standing. Chase knew the posture—head forward, hips back, foot against the wall for support—because at one time she’d stood the same way. 
 
    When she’d sold drugs for Tyler Tisdale in return for smack of her own.  
 
    Chase’s fingers started to tingle again. 
 
    Get in the car, Chase. Bring the money to Screech and then take a well-deserved nap.  
 
    The tingling spread from her fingertips to her wrists. By the time it reached the inside of her elbows, it had become a verifiable itch.  
 
    Just leave. 
 
    Her thoughts were desperate now.  
 
    But so were her urges. 
 
    Chase didn’t get in the car. Instead, she ducked behind the window and removed a hundred-dollar bill from the stack in her pocket.  
 
    Then she started across the street toward the addict with the pronounced hip bones.  
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    Chase wasn’t surprised to find Screech at DSLH Investigations, even though it was at least an hour past their proposed meeting time from yesterday.  
 
    The door was unlocked this time and she found him seated at one of the desks, the bluish glow from the computer screen casting his face in an ethereal light.  
 
    “I’ve got your money,” Chase said as she stepped inside. 
 
    Screech looked up as Chase walked over and placed the stack of bills on his desk. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m a hundred bucks short—had to do some shopping,” she said. 
 
    Screech just shrugged. 
 
    “No problem, you’re overpaying, anyway.” The man was strangely demure, and he immediately went back to whatever he’d been doing before she’d entered.  
 
    Screech had deliberately left the computer that they’d been working at yesterday available—his computer, if Chase recalled correctly—but she didn’t go to it.  
 
    Her movements had become sluggish. So much so, that by the time she made it to the couch at the back of the office, she nearly collapsed onto it. The itch was gone, at least.  
 
    “You want me to leave? I can leave.” The commotion had drawn Screech’s attention. “You’ve paid for the place and I’m not getting much done, anyway.” 
 
    “No,” Chase said with a yawn. “I don’t care if you stay.”  
 
    Her eyes fluttered and slowly closed. 
 
    “I don’t know if Drake’s coming back,” Screech said out of the blue. The comment snapped her out of a light slumber.  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    Screech cleared his throat. 
 
    “Things… things haven’t been good between us.” 
 
    Chase didn’t feel in the mood for talking, but after what Screech had done for her in the past, she couldn’t ignore him. 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    A short pause. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s on the verge, Chase.” 
 
    Chase knew exactly what the man meant. Damien Drake had problems that rivaled her own, and that was saying something. 
 
    He also had demons.  
 
    Demons that wanted out. 
 
    “Does it have something to do with Hanna?” Chase’s eyes were still closed when she spoke, but she was forced to open them when Screech didn’t respond. 
 
    He was staring at her blankly. 
 
    “I—I think so,” the man said at last. “At least, in part.” 
 
    Chase didn’t know what to say.  
 
    Everyone who came into her life eventually saw their way out in a less than favorable way. 
 
    Drake, Beckett, Stitts… her husband. 
 
    Her son. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Chase twitched and lifted her head. Drool ran from the corner of her mouth to the couch, and she wiped it away. 
 
    “Jesus,” she groaned. “Was I sleeping?” 
 
    Screech nodded and Chase looked around. 
 
    There was no longer any light coming in through the glass storefront.  
 
    “Was I snoring?” 
 
    Screech grinned. 
 
    “No—okay, maybe a little.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I was gonna head out and grab something to eat.” 
 
    Chase sat up. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost eight. You want to come with?” 
 
    Chase was hungry and she could tell that Screech wanted to continue the discussion that had been cut off by her falling asleep.  
 
    “Yeah, I think—shit!” 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t join you for dinner.” 
 
    Screech looked disappointed but didn’t argue. 
 
    “Here are the keys. When you leave, please lock up.” 
 
    He handed over a set of keys which Chase took while pulling her phone out at the same time.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, already scrolling through her recent calls. She quickly dialed her partner’s number. “Floyd, I’m sorry, I completely forgot. Are you—you’re not still there, are you? At St. Ignatius?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The bluntness of the response was a clear indication of how he felt. 
 
    “Well, you need me to—uhh, pick you up, or something?” 
 
    “Chase, I’m at the hotel.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Well, do you want to get dinner?” 
 
    “It’s nine o’clock. I already ate.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Floyd.” 
 
    “You said that already.” 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “Look, I’m just—I’m lost here. I don’t think I was ready for this. This case, it’s—” 
 
    “They made me speak in front of the entire school.” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and grasped her forehead with her free hand.  
 
    She couldn’t imagine what that must have been like for someone like Floyd, someone who stuttered under stress.  
 
    Someone who made her promise not to leave him alone. 
 
    “Get some sleep, Chase.” 
 
    “Okay. Again, I’m—”  
 
    Sorry. 
 
    But Floyd had already hung up. 
 
    When Chase opened her eyes, she saw that Screech was gone.  
 
    I’m alone now, she thought. I can lock the door, and nobody will bother me. 
 
    Her mind turned to the woman that she’d met in the alley, the one she’d given a hundred dollars to.  
 
    Nobody will bother me. 
 
    Chase walked to the front door, opened it, and peered outside. There was no one there. Confident that she wouldn’t be disturbed, Chase locked the door and then returned, not to the couch, but to the computer desk.  
 
    Breathing heavily, she pulled her phone out again.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Louisa, it’s Chase. Can I speak to Georgina?” 
 
    “Of course, she’s having a great time by the way. How’s it going with you?” 
 
    Chase swallowed hard. 
 
    “Can I—can I just speak to Georgina?” her words came out in a croak.  
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    The phone was muffled and then another voice came on the line.  
 
    “Auntie Chase?” 
 
    “Georgina?” 
 
    “Hi!” Georgina answered cheerfully. “I have so much to tell you!” 
 
    Chase wiped a tear that streaked down her cheek. 
 
    “Me, too, Georgina… I miss you… I miss you so much.” 
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    This time, when Dunbar and Floyd arrived at DSLH Investigations, Chase wasn’t asleep in her car or on the couch. 
 
    She was wide awake and had fresh coffee for both of them.  
 
    “Morning,” she said, opening the door and allowing them inside. “Before you say anything, I need to apologize.” Chase looked directly at Floyd. “This case… well, it’s messing with me. Not sure why, but it is. But that doesn’t excuse me being a dickhead, so I’m sorry.” 
 
    Dunbar recoiled. 
 
    “You high or something? Floyd, you know who this person is and what they did with Chase?” 
 
    You don’t how close you are to the truth.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Floyd said. Chase was hoping for something more, but it didn’t seem like she was going to get it.  
 
    That’s okay, he’ll get over it. He has no choice.  
 
    “Alright, now drink your fucking coffees and let’s get down to business.”  
 
    This generated a smile from Dunbar. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the detective said as he took his coffee.  
 
    Chase wasn’t sure if Dunbar was aware of her extreme dislike for the word ‘ma’am’ and was just messing with her or if it was just a random coincidence. 
 
    There are no coincidences, Stitts’ voice reminded her. 
 
    Chase elected to let this slide—once. 
 
    “I heard from Dr. Nordmeyer this morning,” Dunbar began. “No detectable cancer in any of the girls, including Sky.” 
 
    This came as no surprise.  
 
    “What about the tox screen?” Chase asked. 
 
    Dunbar grimaced. 
 
    “Yeah, got the results of that, too. She said that there were no monoclonal antibodies in the girls’ systems.” 
 
    Now, this was shocking news. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know, but that’s what she said.” 
 
    “Fuck, so this whole time, we’re running around asking everyone if the girls had cancer because the ME told us they were taking these anticancer drugs, and now, what? She was just wrong?” 
 
    “To be fair, Dr. Nordmeyer never said—” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit,” Chase barked, interrupting Floyd mid-sentence. “What the fuck made their hair turn white, then? Did she give you any insight into that?” 
 
    Dunbar’s grimace deepened.  
 
    “She doesn’t know.”  
 
    Chase was incredulous. 
 
    “She doesn’t know? Tell her to do more tests then! Tell the ME to find out why the fuck their hair went white!” 
 
    “Chase,” Floyd warned. 
 
    Chase held out a hand. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m calm. Jesus.” 
 
    Chase, who had been feeling great after her morning run, suddenly felt weak and tired.  
 
    “This fucking case,” she grumbled. “We’re back at square one—no idea why these girls committed suicide.” 
 
    “Don’t have the tox on Vic Horace yet, but I bet that comes back clean, as well,” Dunbar offered. 
 
    “No doubt,” Floyd said. “But we do have something—the text message.”  
 
    “And the note,” Dunbar conceded. When Floyd just stared blankly, the detective went on to describe the paper that they’d found tucked into Vic’s sock. 
 
    Chase’s anger, which had subsided after Floyd’s chiding, returned following the mention of the cryptic messages.  
 
    “I see it—it’s real… what does it mean?” she demanded. “What the fuck did they see that was so bad that they killed themselves? And the teacher? How the hell was he involved in all of this? Was he messing around with the girls and someone took a video? Is that what they saw?” 
 
    “You think he was abusing all four of them?” Dunbar asked.  
 
    This comment would have annoyed Chase even further, but she was too surprised that anyone was still listening to her ramblings to let it get to her. 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe? What if someone took a video of the teacher diddling them and was blackmailing them with it, threatening to go public?” 
 
    “We all saw the security footage—did the girls look like they were being blackmailed?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “No,” Chase replied immediately, “they looked like they were watching fucking cat memes for Christ’s sake. Having a good ol’ time. And none of this comes close to explaining their hair.”  
 
    A blanket of silence fell over DSLH. 
 
    Chase had been in NYC for more than two days and she was no closer to figuring out what happened to Madison and her friends than she had been back at her cozy cottage.  
 
    And the bodies kept on mounting up.  
 
    “Floyd, what happened at the assembly yesterday?” Dunbar asked after close to a minute.  
 
    “N-not much. The headmaster and p-priest said some words. Offered to listen to anyone who wanted to talk. Spoke about how suicide is never the answer. P-p-pretty generic.” 
 
    “You didn’t see anybody suspicious?” Chase asked, realizing that the question was unfair but not caring. 
 
    Floyd shrugged. 
 
    “It’s high school. Everyone looks suspicious.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “Well, somebody at that school knows what kinda shit they were taking that made their hair turn white—somebody knows.” Chase gulped down the last of her coffee and took two steps toward the door. 
 
    “Y-you going b-back to the school?” Floyd sounded nervous now.  
 
    “Yep. I promised the headmaster I’d tell him what happened to Vic and then I’m going to find out what those girls were taking.” She paused. “And Floyd, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    Chase almost made it out the door before Dunbar spoke up. 
 
    “Uhh, Chase?” 
 
    “What?” she snapped. 
 
    Dunbar was holding his phone up for her to see. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem.”  
 
    Chase’s mind immediately went to another suicide and her heart sunk. It fell even further when she saw the Instagram photo and caption. 
 
    Back from the Dead. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Dunbar turned the phone to himself, then flipped it to Chase again. 
 
    “It’s… it’s you, Chase. It’s you.” 
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    “It was one of those kids at St. Ignatius—had to be. Cheeky bastards must have taken the photo when I was there speaking to the principal.”  
 
    “You want me to see if I can get it taken down?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Chase read the entire caption again.  
 
    Back from the Dead. Doesn’t this look exactly Like FBI Agent Chase Adams? The one who was supposedly murdered by serial killer Glenn Brick? 
 
    There was a dozen or so comments, most of which were confirming that the picture did indeed look like Chase. 
 
    She handed the phone back to Dunbar. 
 
    “No, I don’t care. Don’t even waste your time. Some kid who—wait, who posted the article?” 
 
    Dunbar squinted at the screen. 
 
    “Someone called Annie_B_73.” 
 
    Chase thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “I have an idea. Don’t do anything about the post.” Then to Floyd, she said, “You ready?” 
 
    “I-I-I guess.” 
 
    “Good. Dunbar, see if you can get the ME to run more tox screens, we need to find out what made the girls’ hair turn white. Test for every compound you can think of. Then we’ll meet you back here later today.” 
 
    Dunbar confirmed and they went to their respective vehicles, with Floyd joining Chase. 
 
    This time, the school was expecting them and while they still had to wait for the door to be unlocked, thankfully Father David was not around to escort them.  
 
    Kevin, a slight man with a mustache and an underbite, informed them that Mr. Hendrix was in his office and for them to walk right in. 
 
    Chase led the way, noting that Floyd, despite his apprehension at going to the school, seemed to be gaining confidence now that they were there. She wished that she’d been at the assembly, had seen him give whatever speech he had given to the students.  
 
    “Agents Adams and Montgomery,” Mr. Hendrix said, rising to his feet as they entered the office. The man looked as if he hadn’t left since yesterday: what little hair he had was a mess and his button-down shirt was wrinkled. 
 
    “I promised that I’d come back and tell you what happened to Vic,” Chase said, getting right to the point. “As of now, his death is being treated as a suicide.” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix’s substantial Adam’s apple seemed to quiver. As did his lips, but no words came out.  
 
    “Now we have five students and one teacher who all committed suicide. You sticking to your story that nothing was going on between them?” 
 
    The headmaster’s eyes bulged. 
 
    “No! I never—there’s never been any allegations. Nothing like that. And I-I-I’ve known Vic for—” 
 
    “The NYPD is going through his computer as we speak, so if there’s anything there, they’ll find it.” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix looked to be on the verge of tears and Chase backed off a little.  
 
    “Speaking of digital media, when I was here last, somebody snapped a pic of me, and I would like to speak to them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase pursed her lips. 
 
    “I need to talk to Annie_B_73.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Floyd, show him the picture.” 
 
    When Floyd didn’t react, she looked at him.  
 
    “Floyd, show the man the Instagram post.” 
 
    Her partner pulled out his phone and scrolled to the post. Then he clicked Annie_B_73’s profile image and handed the phone to the headmaster.  
 
    “That’s Annie Bertrand.” Mr. Hendrix raised his gaze. “She posted a picture of you? The students aren’t supposed to use social media in school. Heck, they aren’t even supposed—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Chase interrupted, shaking her head. “I just want to speak to her.” 
 
    “Sure. Fine.” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix relayed the message to Kevin then he looked at Chase. 
 
    “If anything was going on between Vic and those girls, I had no idea.” 
 
    “We’re not saying that anything was going on,” Floyd, ever the peacemaker, started. “Or that you had knowledge of it. We’re only trying to figure out what happened, why these girls and their teacher did what they did. We’re exploring all options at this point.” 
 
    Very political of you, Floyd.  
 
    In this, and only this, respect, the man reminded Chase of Stitts.  
 
    “I know, I get it. And I’ve said this before, but if there is any way that I, or anyone here at St. Ignatius, can—” Mr. Hendrix stopped when there was a soft knock on the door. “Come in.”  
 
    The door opened and a young girl stepped into the office. The first thing Chase saw was Annie’s hair. It was a dark brown, not white.  
 
    “Annie_B_73?” Chase asked. 
 
    The chubby girl with glasses and either freckles or acne across the bridge of her nose turned white. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Annie said. 
 
    “Oh, shit, is right,” Chase repeated. “Now, you want to tell me about this Instagram post?” 
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    “Wh-wh-what post?” 
 
    Chase just stared at Annie. Floyd started to speak, but she hushed him.  
 
    Eventually, Annie sighed, and her lower lip started to tremble. Only then did Chase speak, afraid that she was going to lose the girl.  
 
    “It’s okay, you’re not in trouble.” 
 
    “I-I-I didn’t even know who you were. I just thought—a-a-a cool picture, you know?”  
 
    “It’s fine, it’s—wait, you posted it because you thought it was a cool picture?” Chase recalled the caption.  
 
    Something wasn’t making sense here. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Annie broke down and she grabbed her face as the tears started to flow. 
 
    Chase looked skyward. 
 
    “It’s okay, you’re not in trouble for the post.” 
 
    “It was him.” Annie pointed at Floyd. “At the—at the assembly, if he hadn’t talked about you… I would have never.” 
 
    Chase straightened and she glared at Floyd. 
 
    What the fuck?  
 
    Now she really wanted to hear what the man had said at the assembly. And why the hell he had thought it was a good idea to bring her up. 
 
    “W-w-we don’t care about th-th-that,” Floyd said, trying to change the subject.  
 
    Chase, still frowning, slowly turned her eyes to Annie. 
 
    “Yeah, get yourself together.” 
 
    She heard a collective inhale from Floyd and Mr. Hendrix, but her hard approach seemed to work. Annie sniffed, wiped her eyes, and stared at Chase. 
 
    “Good. Now, I don’t care about your stupid Instagram photo—who, what, where, I don’t care. What I care about is the girls who died. You knew them, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course, everyone knew them.” 
 
    “I want to know what they were taking.” 
 
    Annie’s eyes were slightly magnified by her glasses, which was the only reason that Chase saw them flick to Mr. Hendrix for a fraction of a second. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “No, don’t do that,” Chase warned. “Don’t start with that bullshit. I asked you—you want him to go? You want Mr. Hendrix to leave? Because he doesn’t have to be here.” 
 
    Once again, Annie looked at her headmaster. 
 
    “No, I’m just—” 
 
    “Mr. Hendrix, can you step outside, please?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase looked at the headmaster. 
 
    “Step outside so that I can talk to Annie alone.” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    Mr. Hendrix was so shocked by the outburst that he just stood, tucked his head to his chin, and left the office without another word. 
 
    He even closed the door behind him.  
 
    “What were the girls taking, Annie? What were they on?” 
 
    “I-I-I-I don’t know.” 
 
    Chase cocked her head.  
 
    “That’s not going to fly here. You ever heard of obstructing justice? Because—” 
 
    The tears were on the verge of flowing again. 
 
    “No, I-I swear. I don’t know! I know who the girls were, yeah, but we weren’t friends or anything!” 
 
    Annie crinkled her nose and Chase realized that the marks across the bridge were zits and not freckles. It didn’t take a genius to see the differences between this chubby girl with glasses and acne and Madison and her friends. 
 
    “Right. So, you don’t know. Then who would? How at this school, at St. Ignatius, is the one providing the drugs?” 
 
    “Drugs?” 
 
    Chase growled. 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that shit. Who sells you Adderall before a big exam? Who provides coke for your weekend parties?”  
 
    “I-I-I really—” 
 
    Chase took one step forward and grabbed Annie’s wrist. The girl cowered, but Chase pulled her close instead of backing down. 
 
    “Don’t fucking lie to me! Who sells you—” 
 
    “Jimmy!” Annie nearly screamed. “Jimmy Isadore!” 
 
    Chase let the girl go and reached around her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as she stepped out of the office, leaving Floyd behind to comfort Annie. 
 
    Mr. Hendrix was standing beside Kevin, both with identical shocked expressions.  
 
    “I need you to call Jimmy Isadore. I need to speak to him.” 
 
    Kevin didn’t hesitate, nor did he wait for permission from Mr. Hendrix. He simply picked up the intercom and said, “Would Jimmy Isadore please come to the office? Jimmy Isadore to the office, please.” 
 
    “What did Jimmy do?” Mr. Hendrix asked. He looked more like Annie—a frightened student—than the person in charge of the entire school. 
 
    “I just want to talk to him. I—” 
 
    Something outside the main office caught her eye. A boy with stringy blond hair, his shoulders rolled, head down, walked by.  
 
    As Chase watched, the student cast a furtive glance in her direction and then quickly looked away.  
 
    “Who’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “That!” Chase said, pointing at the boy. 
 
    “That’s—Jimmy?” 
 
    “Shit!”  
 
    Chase pushed by Mr. Hendrix and started to run.  
 
    So did Jimmy. 
 
    She burst into the hallway and would have gotten to Jimmy easily, if not for the bell going off. Within a handful of seconds, it was as if Chase had been dropped into Pamplona during the Running of the Bulls. 
 
    Students appeared seemingly out of nowhere filling the hallway like water flowing down a sewer grate. They packed the space between them and while Chase was forced to stop by the throng, Jimmy was like an oiled snake. 
 
    He weaved through the crowd until Chase lost sight of him. 
 
    “Fuck!” she yelled. Several of the students closest to her stopped in response to the curse. “Yeah? Good, take out your phones! Take a picture, post it to Instagram because I don’t give a fuck! 
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    “Where’s he going?” Chase asked. When Kevin and Mr. Hendrix just blinked, she said, “Where is Jimmy Isadore going?” 
 
    More stupefaction. It seemed that nobody in this school, or anybody involved in this case, wanted to actually do anything. And on the rare occasion that they did—case and point Dr. Nordmeyer—they weren’t just unhelpful, but they sent them down the wrong path. 
 
    “Where is Jimmy going?” she repeated. 
 
    “I don’t know. I can find out his schedule, but it will take me—” Kevin began. 
 
    “Annie?” Chase said, interrupting the secretary. “Where’s Jimmy going?” 
 
    The girl looked like she was going to throw up now. 
 
    “Pete’s Pizza, I guess. He’s always there.” 
 
    “Where’s Pete’s Pizza?”  
 
    It was Mr. Hendrix who answered. 
 
    “Not far—two blocks to the East. But students aren’t generally allowed to leave school property without permission.” 
 
    Chase couldn’t believe that the man was serious. They had five suicides on their hands, and he was worried about breaking school rules. 
 
    “Jimmy is a—is a good kid.” 
 
    Chase wanted nothing more than to tell the headmaster to shut the fuck up, but Floyd’s sudden appearance convinced her otherwise. 
 
    Like Annie, she was on the verge of some sort of breakdown. Instead of saying something else that she would regret, Chase threw up her arms and walked back into the main hallway.  
 
    There were still students about, but not as many as before. Still, Chase found it stifling and hard to breathe. She moved toward the entrance, bumping into several bewildered teenagers along the way. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she grumbled.  
 
    Father David appeared out of nowhere and was coming right toward her.  
 
    Chase made a hard left even though she could see the priest signaling as if he wanted to chat. 
 
    That was the absolute last thing she wanted to do right now. 
 
    She made it to the doors and pushed them open then bent over at her waist, sucking in huge breaths. 
 
    What the fuck is going on with me?  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    At first, she thought it was Floyd, but this voice was coming from the parking lot and not behind her.  
 
    “Dunbar? What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came—” he paused mid-sentence. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    “Dunbar?” Floyd was the one who said the detective’s name this time. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dunbar looked confused and alarmed. “What happened here?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Chase replied, standing up straight. 
 
    Dunbar’s eyes flicked to Floyd. 
 
    “I said nothing. What happened? Why are you here?” Chase snapped. 
 
    The detective glowered at her, and Chase silently told herself to calm down. They’d asked for her help, sure, but there was only so much shit Floyd and Dunbar were prepared to take. And judging by the look on the detective’s face, they were close to the limit. 
 
    “Sorry. What’s up?” 
 
    Dunbar, still annoyed at being shouted at, cleared his throat before answering. 
 
    “You want to go somewhere more private to talk?” 
 
    Chase glanced around. There was only a smattering of students outside and they were all hurrying to get to class. 
 
    “No, here’s fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dunbar said tentatively, “so while I was waiting for Dr. Nordmeyer to run the additional tox screens I decided to do a little research. Guess who—” seeing Chase’s expression, he shook his head. “—never mind, I’ll just tell you. Todd Bailey used to be on the board of a pharmaceutical company called Verdant Pharmaceuticals.”  
 
    Chase’s chin dropped. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yep. Verdant Pharma is no longer around, but Todd used to—” 
 
    Chase turned around and staglaredred at Floyd. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Floyd put up his hands defensively. 
 
    “It didn’t say it in the file.” He quickly started to dig into his briefcase. “I swear, it said the man was unemployed!” 
 
    “Used to work there,” Dunbar confirmed.  
 
    Chase never took her eyes off Floyd. First, there was the fuck up with not knowing that Madison’s parents were divorced, now this. They’d spent two days talking about strange cancer drugs and nobody thought to check if any of the kids’ parents worked for a pharmaceutical company?  
 
    “Could be nothing but I think we should have a talk with Todd Bailey, nevertheless,” Dunbar suggested. “See what this Verdant Pharma is all about.” 
 
    “Look,” Floyd said, holding up the file and jabbing a finger at it. “It says here that Todd Bailey is unemployed.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Floyd, it doesn’t matter!” Chase shouted. “Just go talk to him! Please.” 
 
    Floyd slowly put the file away. 
 
    “Okay.” He looked like a wounded animal now and Chase felt another twinge of guilt. The feeling was almost becoming chronic, now.  
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was the time off, the fact that this was supposed to be a simple case, that she missed Georgina, or that she was holding Floyd to the standard that Stitts had set—an impossible standard—but this wasn’t like her.  
 
    Chase’s time with Dr. Matteo had given her some concept of introspection and she knew that she could sometimes be blunt to the point of being rude. But there was always a point to her frankness. 
 
    This was different. This was just her being cruel. 
 
    And Chase didn’t like the person she was becoming.  
 
    Maybe I should have bought some heroin off that woman in the alley instead of just giving her a handout, she thought. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Floyd called as she hurried away from the school.  
 
    “I’m hungry as hell… I’m going to get some pizza,” Chase said, without looking back.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    In the moment, Chase, stay in the moment. 
 
    Feeling as if things were starting to spiral further out of control, Chase stopped at her car before heading to the pizza joint. 
 
    She watched and waited for Floyd and Dunbar to leave and then checked her appearance in the mirror. If she went to Pete’s Pizza like this, the second anyone spotted her—Jimmy’s friends, random students, anyone—they’d know that she was law enforcement. 
 
    Especially at a place like Pete’s Pizza. Even though Chase had never even seen it before, she knew the type. It was a greasy hole-in-the-wall joint where kids went after the bar to soak up all the cheap booze that filled their stomachs.  
 
    And where they bought their recreational drugs, if the mood struck.  
 
    The first thing Chase did was put her hair up in a high pony. Then she rooted through her purse and found some bright red lipstick of suspect origins. She debated applying some cover-up, but no amount of makeup would hide the creases and lines that she’d earned from years of experience and an unfortunate heroin addiction. 
 
    Running and keeping in shape helped her look young, as did her minute stature, but Chase wasn’t so deluded that she thought she could pass as a teenager. Removing her coat and untucking her white shirt, and after a moment of indecision, undoing the top two buttons, added to the illusion of youth. It was no master disguise, but from a distance, Chase thought that her appearance might not immediately scream ‘Narc’.  
 
    Satisfied, she turned to the passenger seat, intending to ask Floyd how she looked only to realize, with unwarranted surprise, that she was alone in the car. 
 
    Jesus, Chase, keep it together.  
 
    She was tired and felt like driving, but her BMW would render her disguise irrelevant. Instead, she walked. Thankfully, Chase had no problem finding Pete’s Pizza. It was, as Mr. Hendrix had told her, exactly two blocks east of St. Ignatius Secondary School. But despite his claim of it being off-limits during school hours, there were at least eight girls, all sporting their school uniforms, out front and at least half as many inside. 
 
    Pete’s Pizza was also exactly as she’d expected, except for it not being a standalone store. It was nestled between a nail salon and an abandoned video rental store that featured a sun faded ‘For Lease’ sign in the window.  
 
    The entire block reeked of grease and melted cheese.  
 
    Squinting across the street, Chase tried to identify Jimmy Isadore by the shoulder-length hair she’d seen back in the hallway. Nobody fit the description, but she wasn’t discouraged.  
 
    He was here somewhere. Anybody who ran the way he had almost always went to a place they knew well, a location that offered comfort and the illusion of control. 
 
    Chase crossed the street, but wary of getting too close to the kids outside Pete’s, she elected to walk toward the salon. She acted as if she had an appointment to get her nails done, which, truthfully, wouldn’t have been a bad idea, only to make a sharp right at the least moment. Slipping unseen down the alley, Chase paused before heading behind the stores to prepare herself in case she had to run again. 
 
    And if she did, there was no chance without hundreds of students blocking her path, that Jimmy would get away this time. 
 
    Chase turned the corner and saw four youths standing with their backs to her, smoking cigarettes next to Pete’s overflowing dumpster. One of them had stringy blond hair that came to the nape of his neck, and Chase felt a small grin tickle her lips.  
 
    I knew you’d be here.  
 
    She moved quickly now, keeping her head down as much to hide her face as to avoid slipping on greasy cardboard triangles. 
 
    She was within eight feet of the closest boy when they finally noticed her. One of the students, who was wearing an ill-fitting trench coat, must have heard her approach because he was the first to swivel. Despite the nearly spent cigarette dangling from his lips, the upper of which was coated by a sparse mustache, the boy still somehow managed to leer at her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said in quite possibly the lamest attempt at being cool, sexy, or provocative.  
 
    “Hey,” Chase replied, finally looking up. 
 
    All of the boys turned now, and the second Jimmy saw her face, he dropped his cigarette. 
 
    “Don’t run,” Chase warned. “If you run, Jimmy, I’ll make things much worse for you.” 
 
    Despite her advice, Jimmy still looked like he was about to bolt. Yet, it wasn’t he who challenged her, but mustache boy. 
 
    “Listen, bitch, I don’t know who you—” 
 
    Bitch was fine, bitch Chase could deal with. 
 
    Ma’am, she couldn’t. 
 
    “This bitch’s name is Chase Adams,” she said, eyes not wavering from Jimmy’s face. “And I’m with FBI.” 
 
    Now all of the kids backed away from her. Chase matched this movement by advancing three feet toward Jimmy. 
 
    “Nuh-uh uh, remember what I said: you run, Jimmy, and you’re going to have a very, very bad day.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    “I know that Chase is tough, but is she always like this?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Floyd stared out the window as they drove, not focusing on anything in particular. 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    But he did know. This wasn’t the Chase that he was used to. Floyd thought that this version of his partner if that was what they were, might even be worse than the addict version. 
 
    At least when she was hooked on smack, she had an excuse. This Chase was just mean.  
 
    “The file said nothing about Todd Bailey being involved in pharma,” he muttered, mostly to himself. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Floyd was convinced that the reason Chase was acting the way she was had to do with the nature of the crimes they were investigating: suicide. Not once in all the time they’d known each other had he heard Chase even mention her father. The only reason he knew about what happened to the man, what he did to himself, was because of Stitts. Apparently, while Chase was at least going through the motions of exorcising her demons, her father’s suicide hadn’t made the cut. 
 
    Whatever the reason, the result wasn’t good. It wasn’t good for this case, for their relationship, or for Chase. 
 
    Floyd’s back and armpits suddenly felt damp. His subconscious must have picked up on the fact that they were in Todd Bailey’s neighborhood and his PTSD had started to kick in. 
 
    Dunbar must have noticed this change in him because he said, “You can stay in the car if you want. But if you decide to come in, just keep in mind that we don’t know if this Verdant Pharma has anything to do with the girls’ deaths. Let’s not forget that this man just lost his daughter.”  
 
    Floyd nodded. 
 
    “I’ll come in.”  
 
    Dunbar parked and then got out of the car. 
 
    “Good. Is this the place?” he asked, his brow knitting. 
 
    “Yeah,” Floyd answered dryly.  
 
    Dunbar adjusted his belt. 
 
    “I can see why you wouldn’t think that Mr. Bailey was a pharma bigwig.” Dunbar tried the main apartment door and found it unlocked. “Second floor?” 
 
    Floyd could only nod.  
 
    As they made their way up the stairs, Floyd found himself moving slower and slower. Despite Dunbar’s assurances, he was still fearful that the detective would do what exactly what Chase had done: abandon him. She’d done it at the school, and she’d done at the Derringers’. 
 
    He didn’t think he could handle that again, especially from Dunbar. 
 
    The detective looked back at him as he knocked on the door, his face, which was marred by a perpetual frown, sinking even further into the collar of the shirt. 
 
    “You coming?” 
 
    Floyd picked up his pace, but only a little. He was embarrassed that he’d been called in to run this case and was now tagging along like a desperate puppy. 
 
    But there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    It wasn’t even the fact that Mr. Bailey had gotten physical with him last time. It was the look that he’d seen on the bereaved man’s face when Floyd broke the news to him. 
 
    The way Todd Bailey had simply crumbled as if flash-frozen and then dropped from a great height, was something that Floyd would never forget. 
 
    And maybe never get over it.  
 
    The door opened and Mr. Madison peered out. He’d looked bad when Floyd had been here a few days ago, but he looked worse now.  
 
    Todd’s eyes were sunken in his skull, visible only because of their red outline. The man’s white T-shirt had a smattering of stains across the chest, and he was wearing a pair of sweat shorts despite the cool temperature.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Even from behind Dunbar, Floyd could smell the booze. It was coming from Mr. Bailey’s breath, the apartment, and, very likely, his pores.  
 
    “My name is Detective Dunbar and I’m with NYPD,” Dunbar said, holding up his badge. “And this is FBI Agent Montgomery. Can we come in?” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed when he looked directly at Floyd.  
 
    “You! Did you find out what happened to my daughter?” 
 
    Dunbar slid to his right breaking Mr. Bailey’s line of sight.  
 
    “That’s what we’re here to talk to you about. Can we come in?” 
 
    It looked as if Mr. Bailey was going to deny the request but then he scowled and threw the door open hard enough that it banged into the wall behind.  
 
    “Fine, whatever, come in.” 
 
    Mr. Bailey collapsed onto the couch, sending more unpleasant odor airborne.  
 
    Dunbar closed the front door and walked over to the small coffee table littered with beer cans. Floyd stood a respectful distance back from the detective. 
 
    “We’re still investigating your daughter’s death,” he said. Floyd noted Dunbar’s use of the word death instead of suicide and wondered if it was intentional. “Just had a couple of questions for you. Did you work at Verdant Pharmaceuticals?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Dunbar shot Floyd a look. 
 
    “You were on the Board of Directors for Verdant Pharmaceuticals, is that right?”  
 
    Mr. Bailey stared at Dunbar as if he were being accused of a crime. 
 
    “Years ago. Why?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, I tried to find out what you guys did at Verdant, but there’s very little information out there. Did you guys do cancer research? With, uh, monoclonal antibodies?”  
 
    Floyd wasn’t sure why Dunbar was asking about cancer treatment when the ME had already ruled it out, but his main focus was observing Todd Bailey’s reactions to these questions. 
 
    “Yeah, I was on the Board of Directors.” 
 
    That’s not really an answer, Floyd thought. 
 
    “Right, not a scientist, I get it, but you must have known what kind of drugs Verdant was researching, right?” 
 
    “What does this have to do with Maddie’s death?” 
 
    Dunbar’s posture stiffened. 
 
    “Probably nothing, but that’s why we’re asking questions.” 
 
    Mr. Bailey grabbed a beer can, sloshed it to make sure it still had some liquid in it, and then took a sip. 
 
    “Questions about fucking Verdant Pharma? What the hell does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Now Dunbar crossed his arms over his chest. The passive-aggressive posture seemed to work. 
 
    “I don’t know what we were researching, to be honest.” 
 
    But that’s the thing, Todd, you’re not being honest.  
 
    “Okay, but you must have known the business side, right? What happened to Verdant? Why are they no longer around?” 
 
    Todd Bailey’s expression changed. He looked more than annoyed now, he looked angry. 
 
    “Same reason most drug companies fail. The drugs didn’t work.”  
 
    “I thought you said that you didn’t know what kind of—” 
 
    Mr. Bailey finished what was left of the beer, slammed it on the table, and awkwardly stood. 
 
    “I want you to go,” he ordered. 
 
    “Mr. Bailey, we’re trying to figure out what happened to your daughter.” 
 
    The man’s face twisted. 
 
    “By asking questions about Verdant? I don’t know where my tax dollars are going, but you are barking up the wrong tree, detective.” He flicked a hand at Floyd. “And you? Last time—” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Dunbar released his hands from his chest. “Thank you for your time. If you think of anything—” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. If you think of a reason why my daughter and her friends—you know what? Just get the fuck out.” 
 
    Dunbar gestured for Floyd to leave first, just in case Mr. Bailey had thoughts about acting on his anger.  
 
    But the only thing the grieving man did was grab another half-finished beer.  
 
    “Touched a nerve,” Dunbar remarked once they were back in the car. 
 
    “You’re not lying. The question is, why?”  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” the detective said of the corner of his mouth. He turned the key and the car roared to life. “Looks like we have to pay what’s left of Verdant Pharmaceuticals a visit.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know anything,” Jimmy said, his eyes drifting from Chase’s face down to his toes.  
 
    They were alone now behind Pete’s Pizza. Jimmy’s friends had bolted the second Chase had mentioned that she was in the FBI. 
 
    And in Chase’s experience, when someone started out by saying they didn’t know anything, they were probably lying.  
 
    “Let me tell you what I know, then. You think you could humor me and stick around and listen? This won’t take long.” 
 
    Jimmy looked up. The boy’s acne-ridden face was pinched as if he were constipated.  
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    “Do you have to what? Listen to me? No, you don’t. Not here, anyway. But I’m going to take a wild guess: that vape in your pocket? I’m thinking that it’s not just filled with nicotine. I’m thinking that maybe—just maybe—you’ve got a little THC in there as well. Aaaand, I bet you’re carrying some other illicit products. What do you think?” 
 
    Jimmy dropped his gaze again. 
 
    “Well, that answers that. So, here’s what I know, Jimmy: I know that five girls and one teacher at your school committed suicide.” 
 
    “A teacher? Who?” 
 
    Dammit, Chase thought. She hadn’t realized that Vic’s name had yet to be released to the public. 
 
    She shook her head and tried to remain on track. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that we have six people who committed suicide for no apparent reason. And I think you might have an insight into why they would do such a horrible thing.” 
 
    Jimmy’s expression changed. Any sign of the obstinate teenager vanished. He didn’t even look scared, he just looked sad.  
 
    Chase moved even closer to the boy. He was a good five inches taller than her, but Jimmy was so heavily stopped that she felt like a giant compared to him. She debated pushing as she’d done with Annie but thought that a different approach might pay greater dividends in this case.  
 
    “It’s all right, it’s all right,” Chase soothed in her best maternal voice. It was uncomfortable; she didn’t even speak this way with Georgina. “I just want to know what happened to them. If you know anything that could help…” 
 
    Jimmy sniffed and then rubbed his nose with the back of his sleeve. 
 
    “I heard that they were taking something,” he said softly. 
 
    Chase suppressed a smile. She knew that Jimmy would have answers. 
 
    “You need to speak up.” 
 
    “I heard that they were taking something,” Jimmy repeated, only slightly louder this time. “Something to help them study.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Jimmy shook his head. 
 
    “What were they taking, Jimmy?” 
 
    When the boy just stood there, hands dangling almost to his knees, sniffing constantly, Chase reached out and grabbed him by the shoulders. 
 
    “Jimmy, tell me what the girls were taking. Was it cancer drugs? Were they taking cancer drugs?” 
 
    Confusion crossed the man’s wet features. 
 
    “No—what? Cancer drugs? They were taking something to help them study. I don’t know what it was. Adderall, maybe?” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    The girls weren’t taking Adderall—that would have shown up on the basic toxicology report.  
 
    “You don’t know what they were taking?” 
 
    Once again, Jimmy shook his head. 
 
    “I-I don’t know, I swear. I just heard that they were taking something—never saw them take it.” 
 
    “Go on,” Chase encouraged. 
 
    “A couple weeks back I overheard Madison talking to Sky, something about a big test coming up, how they might need a little help.” He shrugged. “I-I dunno.” 
 
    “Where did they get it from. You? Someone else at school?” 
 
    Jimmy’s reaction was instantaneous. 
 
    “Me? No—no way. The school has a super strict policy on drugs.” 
 
    Chase saw the man instinctively reach toward his pocket, the one that contained the THC vape.  
 
    “If anyone gets caught, they’re instantly expelled. No second chances. Doesn’t matter how much you donate to the school.”  
 
    The comment reminded Chase of something Mr. Hendrix had said the first time she’d visited St. Ignatius. Something about Mr. Bailey donating to the school—or that he used to. 
 
    Looks like Floyd isn’t the only one who’s slacking, Chase thought, condemning herself for not picking up on the subtle point earlier. 
 
    “You know what? I think I’m gonna take you in any way.” 
 
    Terror appeared on Jimmy’s face. 
 
    “No, please, it’s just a little weed. It’s nothing.” 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “This couldn’t be simpler, Jimmy. You tell me where they got the drugs from, and I’ll forget all about your weed vape.” 
 
    Truthfully, Chase could care less about the weed. She just hoped the classic bully tactic worked. If Jimmy’s face was any indication, it should. 
 
    But the next words out of the teenager’s mouth disappointed her.  
 
    “I honestly don’t know. Please. I don’t know what they were taking or were they got it from. I only overheard them talking about something.” 
 
    “Why’d you run then, Jimmy?” Chase asked, even though she thought she already knew the answer. 
 
    “Because… because of the weed. I thought you were coming after me because of the weed.” 
 
    And that, to Chase, seemed like the truth. Annie had snitched on the boy pretty quick, but Chase was getting the impression all Jimmy dealt, as he said, was a little weed.  
 
    Another fucking dead end. 
 
    “Go,” she grumbled.  
 
    “What? I can… I can leave?” The boy was so surprised that he didn’t initially move. 
 
    “Just go.” 
 
    When Jimmy still didn’t budge Chase shouted at him. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    Jimmy turned and broke into a run, not bothering to look back. 
 
    When he was gone, Chase put her hands on her hips and looked skyward. 
 
    “This fucking case,” she said out loud. A deep breath filled her nostrils with the scent of cooking dough, reminding Chase that she hadn’t eaten in a while. 
 
    “Everything okay out here?” 
 
    The man who asked the question was Pete. It had to be Pete, what with a huge belly barely constrained by a tomato sauce-stained apron. 
 
    “I’ll be better after a slice of pizza.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “This is it?” Floyd asked, peering out the passenger side window. “This can’t be it.” 
 
    He was staring at a brick building that looked like a one-bedroom bungalow that had been repurposed and rezoned for business. It had blue siding, a peaked roof, and a small sign out front that read Verdant Pharmaceuticals. 
 
    “It says right there, Verdant Pharmaceuticals,” Dunbar stated. 
 
    “I know, but it can’t be this small. Can it?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged.  
 
    “The little I could find out about the company said it went out of business years ago.”  
 
    “Why have a shop at all then? Tax shelter?” 
 
    “No idea.” The detective opened the car door. “We can keep on guessing or we can just go inside and ask.” 
 
    The man had a point.  
 
    Floyd followed Dunbar to the door, still thinking that they were being trolled in some way. But the door was unlocked, and they both entered without incident. 
 
    The inside of Verdant Pharma was as surprising as the exterior. Despite the inauspicious frontage, Floyd had expected at least a handful of pieces of lab equipment: a fume hood, microscope, a centrifuge, maybe. 
 
    But there was nothing that separated this place from an accountant’s office.  
 
    Seated behind a lonely desk was a thick woman with severe eyebrows and bright red lips that were clearly painted this way to distract from the mustache growing above them. Behind the woman were rows upon rows of filing cabinets. 
 
    That was the extent of Verdant Pharmaceuticals. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar with the NYPD,” Dunbar said, flashing his shield. In Floyd’s experience, most people reacted to a badge. It was just human nature. But Mustache Lady didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” She didn’t even look at Floyd, which was alright by him.  
 
    “That depends. Is this Verdant Pharmaceuticals?” 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That’s what the sign says.” 
 
    This was not going to be easy, Floyd thought.  
 
    “Did a Mr. Todd Bailey used to work here?” 
 
    The woman didn’t even bother hiding her annoyance.  
 
    “I don’t know. Alls I know is I’m the only one who works here. I’m Verdant Pharma’s last and only employee.” 
 
    “It’s only you?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    The woman nodded, making the heavy skin beneath her chin shake. 
 
    “What I said. And I’m only here because the FDA requires it.”  
 
    Floyd was lost, but it appeared as if he wasn’t alone in this regard.  
 
    Dunbar scratched the back of his neck.  
 
    “Well, I—we—want to speak to somebody about a particular drug that Verdant was developing.” 
 
    “Umm, hmm. Well, all drug-related files are in the cabinets behind me. But I will warn you, I leave at five PM on the dot.”  
 
    “C-cancer drugs,” Floyd blurted.  
 
    He thought he was being clever, but the woman was unimpressed. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “C-cancer d-drugs. We’re looking for c-c-cancer drugs.” 
 
    “That doesn’t exactly narrow it down.” She tried to cross her arms over her chest, but her breasts were simply too large. After three such attempts, the woman gave up. 
 
    “C’mon, help us out here,” Dunbar pleaded. 
 
    “This ain’t no McDonald’s. This is self-service. You can look at any file you want, but you can’t take them with you. And I leave at five o’clock.” 
 
    Floyd nudged Dunbar. 
 
    “Okay,” he said starting toward the back of the room. He opened the very first drawer of the leftmost cabinet. Floyd then proceeded to take out as many folders as he could manage. “Is it alright if we set up here?” 
 
    Before she could reply, Floyd plopped the folders down on the corner of her desk. 
 
    “Dunbar, you want to give me a hand? Just grab a whole stack of folders. Fill your arms with them.” Then, to the secretary, he said, “You don’t mind, do you? Oh, you have to leave at five, right? Yeah, shoot, I’m not sure we’re going to be able to put all these back in time…” 
 
    The woman appeared as if she was in the process of giving birth to a porcupine.  
 
    “Tell me what you’re looking for,” she snapped, eyes reduced to slits. “And not c-c-cancer drugs.” 
 
    Floyd ignored the mockery. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing, we’re not really sure what we’re looking for,” Dunbar interjected.  
 
    “Why did Verdant go under?” Floyd asked suddenly. “What—” 
 
    The woman stood so abruptly that Floyd recoiled, thinking she was going to take a swing at him.  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    The woman waddled to the row of cabinets, appeared to read the titles, then opened a specific drawer. A moment later, she returned with a thick file in her hand. 
 
    “This is the one you want.” 
 
    Floyd took the folder. 
 
    “Cerebrum?” he read out loud.  
 
    “It’s the reason Verdant folded, the reason for the lawsuits.” 
 
    Floyd put the folder on the desk and opened it. 
 
    Most of the information he read went completely over his head. Drug registration numbers, compound formulas, outcome measures, and intervention. 
 
    “Floyd, you find something interesting?” 
 
    Floyd continued to scan the text, then stopped. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I think I did,” he said, a smile forming on his lips. Floyd dropped a finger onto the section marked Adverse Effects. “Get your camera out, Dunbar, because we need to start snapping pictures. I think we just found what the girls were taking.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 

   PART III – Revelations 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is Cerebrum?” Chase demanded as she stepped into DSLH Investigations. 
 
    “That’s what I asked,” Dunbar said. He was standing behind Floyd, who was seated at Screech’s desk. When he looked at her, he did a double take. “Uhh.” 
 
    “Uhh, what?” Chase shot back. 
 
    “Your lipstick,” Floyd said, glancing away from the computer screen. 
 
    Lipstick?  
 
    Then Chase remembered the lame disguise she’d put on when hunting for Jimmy. She located a roll of paper towels at the back of the room near the coffee maker and used one of them to roughly wipe her lips clean. 
 
    “Better?” To discourage either man from answering she walked up to the computer and peered at it, trying to gain some insight into Cerebrum. 
 
    Over the phone, Floyd had told her that Verdant Pharmaceuticals had gone under because of a drug called Cerebrum. Something about side effects that had resulted in numerous lawsuits that had sucked the company dry.  
 
    He’d refused to say more until they met in person.  
 
    The gibberish that Chase read on the screen did nothing to appease her confusion. Thankfully, Floyd’s tongue appeared to have been freed by the more or less familiar confines of DSLH. 
 
    “Cerebrum was developed by Verdant as an anti-cancer treatment,” Floyd began, with no hint of a stutter. “Made it to Phase I clinical trials.”  
 
    Chase’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Yeah, not exactly monoclonal antibodies, but cancer treatment for brain tumors,” Dunbar chimed in. The comment made it obvious that he was out of his league.  
 
    “Brain tumors?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Yeah, glioblastoma. A particularly deadly form of brain tumor.” 
 
    Chase’s hopes started to fade. At first, Cerebrum had sounded like a promising clue, but now she was having doubts that this was related to the girls’ suicides. The ME had been adamant that none of them had any overt cancer, and something like a brain tumor would have been hard to miss.  
 
    “What does this—” 
 
    “Hold on,” Floyd said, cutting her off. He appeared laser-focused now. “Phase I is first in human testing, meaning that Cerebrum already passed screening for safety in two different animal species. The point of a Phase I trial is to determine tolerance and safety in humans. And it’s done on healthy volunteers.”  
 
    Chase’s mouth felt parched and her hope that this might be the break they were looking for started to creep back into her mind. 
 
    “Jesus, they were part of the testing? The girls—Madison and her crew—they were the clinical trial volunteers, weren’t they?” Her words came out with a blast of air and Chase felt her heart rate increase with the excitement she felt. 
 
    “I-I-I don’t think so,” Floyd said, suddenly tentative. “The of-of-official list of volunteers is not in the file we got, and I doubt w-w-we can get access due to con-con-confidentiality.” 
 
    “Then how do you know they weren’t involved in the testing?” Chase challenged. “If the list is confidential, then maybe they—” 
 
    “Eighteen or older—the inclusion criteria for the Cerebrum Phase I trial required that participants be at least eighteen years of age. Which none of the girls were.”  
 
    Chase chewed the inside of her cheek.  
 
    “What if they forged their application or whatever?” She knew that she was starting to sound desperate, but that was okay because she was. 
 
    Floyd lowered his gaze. 
 
    “I-I don’t know.” Despite his words, it was clear that Floyd thought she was wrong.  
 
    Chase threw her arms up. 
 
    “This is insane. A wild goose chase. There’s nothing—” 
 
    “W-w-wait,” Floyd interrupted, “I thought the same thing. But then I looked at why the drug never made it to Phase II testing.” 
 
    Chase was getting annoyed at constantly being cut off but decided to give her partner one more chance. 
 
    She wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    A quick glance at Dunbar revealed that the detective was almost giddy with excitement, but he held his tongue while Floyd scrolled through the document on screen.  
 
    “There,” Floyd said, planting a finger on the screen.  
 
    At first, Chase saw nothing but more of the same legalese.  
 
    Then Floyd moved his finger a quarter of an inch and her blood ran cold.  
 
    “Oh my god,” she whispered. 
 
    Floyd grinned, which was wholly inappropriate given the circumstances. But his excitement was definitely warranted. 
 
    “Suicide?” Chase gasped, taking a step back. “The adverse effects were all suicides?” 
 
    “Yep,” Floyd confirmed. “Twelve people were enrolled in the clinical trial, and nine committed suicide.”  
 
   

 
  
   Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Chase was floored. 
 
    “That can’t be—can’t be normal, right?” 
 
    “No way,” Floyd said, shaking his head. “No way that’s normal. Usually, if something like this happens, something catastrophic, then the trial is immediately halted. But with Cerebrum, it happened so quickly that there was nothing they could do. It even happened at multiple doses, as well. And it’s unlikely that something like this would have been picked up on in the pre-clinical tests. It’s not like a heart attack or something. I don’t even think that mice or rats are capable of suicide.” 
 
    “Jesus—Dunbar, did you call the ME?” 
 
    Dunbar looked at her strangely.  
 
    “The ME? Call her to find out if this drug is in their system!” 
 
    This should have been the logical next step, but for some reason, both men seemed surprised. It took one more prod before Dunbar finally did as she asked.  
 
    When the man backed away from Floyd’s chair to make the call, Chase took up residence in his spot. 
 
    “How would they get this drug?” Chase asked, speaking quickly. “How would the girls get their hands on the drug? On Cerebrum?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But we’re not even sure—” 
 
    Now it was Chase’s turn to cut her partner off. 
 
    “Jimmy said that the girls were taking something to help them study, some drug that would help them ace their test.” 
 
    “Did he mention Cerebrum?” 
 
    “No, he said he didn’t know what the drug was or where they got it from. You think that maybe they got it from Todd? From Madison’s father?” 
 
    “If they were taking it.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, if.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the why.” 
 
    Chase’s mind was racing. Being so hard up on clues had made her ravenous and she was forgetting to chew. 
 
    “An accident, maybe? No, more likely someone fed it to them: Vic Horace. I’d bet—” 
 
    “Hey, what’s the drug called?” Dunbar asked, leaning toward them, his cell phone pressed to his chest.  
 
    “Cerebrum,” Floyd and Chase said in unison. 
 
    “No, not that. Dr. Nordmeyer wants the chemical formula.” 
 
    Floyd glanced at the computer and read something that Chase didn’t even come close to understanding.  
 
    “Say again? No, wait, just say it louder.” 
 
    Dunbar held the phone to Floyd, and he repeated the chemical formula.  
 
    The interruption slowed Chase’s thoughts.  
 
    “Let’s just take a step back for a second. Jimmy said that the girls were taking something to help them with their tests… could that be Cerebrum?” 
 
    Floyd looked conflicted. 
 
    “A drug designed for treating glioblastoma that also helps you with your schoolwork?” 
 
    Chase curled her upper lip. 
 
    “Yeah, sounds ridiculous.” 
 
    “But—but maybe not. Viagra was initially designed to treat heart disease or something, and the side effect—” Floyd started to turn red, “—well, it’s the side effect that it’s used for now.” 
 
    Chase had no time for being polite. Never had, not when people were throwing themselves in front of trains and slitting their wrists. 
 
    Don’t forget putting a gun in your mouth. 
 
    “So, something like that, a positive side effect, would that be listed somewhere?” 
 
    Floyd scrolled through the document. 
 
    “I’m no expert, but maybe. I don’t see anything like that here, though.” 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t list it because everything was shut down after the suicides.”  
 
    “Maybe, but to be honest, Chase, I’m out of my league here.” 
 
    “Me too,” Chase replied without hesitation. She was about to add something else when Dunbar returned to the conversation. 
 
    “The ME said that she’s doubtful that there’s a test for this compound… uhh, she called it experimental. But she did say that the girls all had faint traces of an MAOI in their system.” Dunbar repeated the acronym very slowly, trying not to mess it up. 
 
    “MAOI?” Chase asked, once again lost. 
 
    “The ME said that it’s an older antidepressant,” Dunbar informed them. 
 
    Antidepressant? 
 
    “Did any of the girls' parents mention that they were depressed?” Chase asked. 
 
    Floyd looked down as Dunbar replied. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Neither did Mr. Hendrix,” Chase remarked. “So, why would they be taking it?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Floyd went back to his computer. Both Chase and Dunbar watched him bring up information about MAOIs. 
 
    “No way,” he said, scrolling so quickly that everything was a blur. “Get this: a potential side effect of MAOIs is suicidal thoughts.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Chase remarked. “So, they were taking two things that made them want to kill themselves?” 
 
    “We don’t know for a fact that they were taking Cerebrum,” Dunbar, the voice of reason, reminded them. 
 
    “And the risk of suicidal thoughts from MAOIs is quite low,” Floyd added. 
 
    No such thing as coincidences, Chase, Stitts said inside her head.  
 
    Hesitant to get tunnel vision, Chase nevertheless couldn’t escape the idea that these girls were taking drugs and that was why they committed suicide. 
 
    But even if that was the case, it was far from the end of the mystery. In addition to the perpetual query of why there was also the fact that they seemed happy about the deed. 
 
    “I think we need to bring in someone who knows a little bit more about these sorts of things—drugs, side effects, the lot,” Dunbar said. 
 
    Chase agreed, but she had another course of action in mind. 
 
    “Like who? Someone in the NYPD?” Floyd asked. Before Dunbar could answer, Floyd answered his own question. “Wait—what about Leroy?” 
 
    “Leroy?” Chase asked, picturing the muscular man in her mind. 
 
    “Yeah, he used to be some sort of savant when it came to chemistry, I think. Should we bring him in?” The question was directed at Dunbar. 
 
    “Why the fuck not? We don’t have anybody in the NYPD that has any idea about this stuff and Dr. Nordmeyer is pretty much the furthest thing from helpful.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll call Screech and relay the message. Chase? Chase, what do you think?” Floyd asked. 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    Floyd eyed her suspiciously. 
 
    “For us, right? But what about you? What are you going to do?” 
 
    The man knew her well, it seemed. 
 
    “I’m going to talk to someone who took Cerebrum,” she said flatly.  
 
    “Who?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Chase just stared. 
 
    “No, no, those names are confidential, Chase,” Floyd said. “There’s no—wait, Chase. You can’t.” 
 
    “You guys telepathic or something? What the hell is going on?” Dunbar said. 
 
    “She’s—” 
 
    “Going to ask our friend Todd Bailey who the Cerebrum survivors are, the lucky few who entered the clinical trial who didn’t off themselves.”” Chase said. And then she turned and left DSLH.  
 
    Before the door closed behind her, she heard Floyd shout, “Chase? Chase?!” 
 
    But Chase was already gone. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    “Drugs? Really? I don’t know anything about drugs,” Leroy Walker said, folding his thick arms across his even thicker chest. Judging by the sweat stains on his athletic T-shirt, he’d just come from the gym. “Why would you think that I know about drugs? Because of my brother, or because I’m black?” 
 
    Dunbar opened his mouth to speak, but Floyd felt that this was something that he was more qualified to comment on. 
 
    “Neither—it’s because of your experience in chemistry and biology.” 
 
    “Biochemistry,” Leroy corrected. He eyed them suspiciously for a few moments and then shrugged. “Alright, sure, what do you need help with?” 
 
    That was easy, Floyd thought. He feared that what came next was going to be considerably more difficult. 
 
    “Well, we have—” 
 
    “First, you need to understand that this is confidential,” Dunbar interjected. “Anything you—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I got it. Floyd already gave me the rundown.”  
 
    Dunbar looked displeased by Leroy’s comment, but Floyd took the lead.  
 
    “It’s fine, he’s been briefed. And he works with Drake.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about,” Dunbar whispered. 
 
    Leroy was about to snap back at the detective, but Floyd distracted him. 
 
    “Cerebrum,” he said, pointing at the computer screen. “An investigative drug for the treatment of brain cancer.” 
 
    Without another word, Leroy tapped Floyd on the shoulder, indicating for him to get up from behind the computer. Floyd obliged as he continued to explain. 
 
    “Drug was canceled during Phase I because of the overwhelming number of participants who committed suicide.” 
 
    Leroy raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yep. Nine of twelve.” 
 
    “White hair,” Dunbar reminded Floyd. 
 
    “Yeah, although not listed, the drug may also cause the user’s hair to go white. 
 
    Leroy’s fingers danced across the keyboard. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he spoke as if he wasn’t even listening.  
 
    The room fell silent for a good minute, minute and a half before Dunbar grew impatient. 
 
    “Anything you can tell us?” 
 
    Leroy issued the same response. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    More minutes ticked by, which made even Floyd, who knew of Leroy’s aptitude, start to doubt if the man could help.  
 
    “If you need—” 
 
    “Cerebrum is a tryptamine, albeit not one that I’ve ever seen before. It also seems to be linked to some sort of—well, I’m not sure. Part of an antibody complex, I think. With these investigative drugs, it’s not always a hundred percent clear.” 
 
    Floyd glanced at Dunbar and saw that the detective’s eyes had glazed over. 
 
    “In English?” 
 
    Leroy sighed. 
 
    “Either of you two ever heard of DMT or psilocybin?” 
 
    “More Englisher?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    This made Leroy chuckled. 
 
    “The active ingredient in Magic Mushrooms is psilocybin and the active ingredient in Ayahuasca is DMT. Both are very powerful hallucinogens.” 
 
    This, Floyd understood, but he was still glassy-eyed.  
 
    “Hallucinogen? You sure?” he managed after a pause of his own. 
 
    “Yep. Cerebrum contains dimethyltryptamine, just like both psilo—both of the other drugs. But it has a chain at the end that looks like part of a monoclonal antibody.” 
 
    Floyd could only think of one question to ask. 
 
    “Why would a hallucinogen be used to treat brain cancer?” 
 
    Leroy shrugged again. 
 
    “Best guess? Blood-brain barrier.” He held up a meaty palm, indicating that he would explain further. “The thing about most drugs or compounds is that they can’t cross the blood-brain barrier. DMT is different—it can. So, while most of the drug info is proprietary, even with the patent pending, my best guess is that they were using the dimethyltryptamine molecule as a shuttle to get the active ingredient over the blood-brain barrier—the antibody part.” He scratched his chin. “But that means—hold on a second.” 
 
    Floyd and Dunbar stared at each other as they tried to digest this glut of information.  
 
    “Yeah, okay—good, I see that here,” Leroy said to himself before addressing the room. “The thing about DMT and some of its derivatives is that you need to smoke or inject it.” He chuckled. “FDA don’t like that method of administration too much. A way of getting around this is to develop an oral formulation in conjunction with an MAOI.” 
 
    “Wait—what?” Floyd nearly gasped. “Did you say MAOI?” 
 
    “Yep. If you ain’t smoking or injecting Cerebrum, visceral monoamine oxidase enzymes will just break it down in your gut. That’s why you take an MAOI, which is a monoamine oxidase inhibitor.” Seeing their matching expressions, Leroy shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. But man, this formulation is wacky, though. FDA must have been asleep, or high when they let this get to Phase I.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Floyd asked, suddenly pensive. 
 
    “Pshh, until very recently, the FDA wouldn’t allow any drug testing using hallucinogens. To be honest, this is probably why—they have no idea what they’re approving. I’ll tell you what, even if Cerebrum—brutal name, by the way—had no effect on brain cancer, the users were going to have one helluva a trip.” He laughed. “They’re going to feel good, no matter what. Or so I’ve heard.”  
 
    Floyd gawked. 
 
    “What? What’d I say?” Leroy asked, pushing back from the computer. 
 
    Floyd’s throat felt as narrow as a pin. Even if he wanted to speak, he didn’t think it was possible.  
 
    Thankfully, Dunbar, although equally as shocked by the recent revelation, still had the capacity of speech. 
 
    “You just confirmed what Chase said: these girls—fuck, these girls were taking Cerebrum. The question now, is why?”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    “I’m sick of talking to you guys,” Mr. Bailey yelled from behind the closed door. “You want to speak to me again, you talk to my lawyer.” 
 
    Chase expected this response based on their previous visit. And it was only going to get worse, she knew. Todd had blown up after simply mentioning Verdant Pharma—his reaction to specific questions about Cerebrum was going to be ten times worse.  
 
    “I’m not like my FBI colleague, or the detective, Todd.” She let this stew for a moment. “I don’t give a shit about anything except what happened to your daughter and her friends. If you had nothing to do with that, then I could care less about everything else.” 
 
    Mr. Bailey’s silence was a positive sign. 
 
    “I’m going to assume that you’re still listening. So, here goes: I only have one question for you.” 
 
    Chase hoped that she would hear the door unlock but was disappointed. At least she got a reply. 
 
    “What’s the question?” 
 
    “It’s better if I ask you inside.”  
 
    “I don’t think so—unless you’ve got a warrant, and I doubt you do.” 
 
    Chase sighed and placed a hand against the rough wooden door. 
 
    What she said next made her feel dirty, but Mr. Todd Bailey had run out of chances, and she was running out of time. 
 
    “Okay, well, the question I had was about the Cerebrum clinical trial—you know, the drug by Verdant Pharma, the company you were on the board of? What I wanted to know is, why’d you give a drug to those volunteers when you knew they’d commit suicide?” 
 
    Chase heard the door unlock and watched as it opened a few inches. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Todd hissed. Even though it seemed impossible, the man’s eyes were even redder than before. 
 
    Chase did the exact opposite. 
 
    “Todd, don’t you think it’s a little strange that you gave this drug out that causes people to commit suicide and then your own daughter—”  
 
    The door swung wide open, and Mr. Bailey glared at her. Chase felt her head immediately start to spin from the reek of booze.  
 
    “What do you want?” The man demanded.  
 
    “Let me in.” 
 
    “It’s a mess.” 
 
    The reply took Chase by surprise.  
 
    “Does it look like I give a shit? Just let me in.” 
 
    With an audible growl, Todd stepped back. He didn’t lead her to the couch as he had before, but instead gave her just enough room to enter the foul-smelling apartment.  
 
    Chase closed the door behind her.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase stared into the man’s eyes. His pupils continually darted back and forth, but she suspected that this was the result of Mr. Bailey’s perpetual state of inebriation and not deliberate. 
 
    Still, she focused hard, intent on figuring out if he was telling the truth when she asked the real questions.  
 
    “Did you give your daughter Cerebrum?” 
 
    Todd’s reaction was visceral.  
 
    “Are you fucking joking?” 
 
    Chase stared until he answered the question. 
 
    “No, I did not give Maddie Cerebrum. I don’t have it, never did, and wouldn’t even know where the fuck to get it from. How dare you accuse me—” 
 
    Chase didn’t have time for this.  
 
    “I need the list of people who participated in the trial.” 
 
    “What? Get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Todd reached for her then, but Chase was ready, and he was drunk. She easily avoided his attempted grab. 
 
    “You do not want to do that. Trust me, Mr. Bailey, you do not want to touch me.” 
 
    Todd’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “What are you going to do? You’re the FBI.” 
 
    The alcohol was confusing the man, but Chase didn’t feel like correcting him. 
 
    Technically, I’m just on loan. But even if I was in the FBI, I wouldn’t hesitate in breaking your wrist. 
 
    “You’re right, though. I don’t have a warrant and I can’t make you hand over confidential information. What I can do, is reach out to one of my contacts in the press. I’ll tell them that you were involved with Verdant and Cerebrum and that you’re Madison’s father.” Todd’s eyes became slits, but Chase didn’t slow down. “Then, not only will the entire Internet harass the shit out of you, forever, but they’ll do their sleuthing like with that Lucas Lionelle asshole, the cat killer. They’ll find out the names of the people in the clinical trial—you bet your ass they will. Or you can just put on your fucking big boy pants and hand the list over now. What I said at the door still stands, however; I’ll keep your name out of the media so long as you had nothing to do with Maddie’s death.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” Mr. Bailey began through clenched teeth. He stared at her, then shook his head. “Fuck… Paul Baker.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One of the survivors’ names is Paul Baker. Pain in my fucking ass, that guy.” 
 
    It was a far cry from a list of the names of all participants, but it was something.  
 
    “What about the others?” Chase pressed. 
 
    “I don’t know about the others. Even if I did… I’m not telling you anything else,” Todd spat. “I’m done with this. You disgust me.” 
 
    Chase clenched her jaw. She’d been called worse, but this stung because it was potentially true.  
 
    The sad fact was that if Mr. Bailey wasn’t involved, she’d just harassed the shit out of a man who’d lost his daughter. If that were the case, then she truly was disgusting. 
 
    But Chase would lament this possibility another time. 
 
    “I need more. A date of birth, an address.” 
 
    “You think I have that shit memorized? Huh?” 
 
    Despite her previous warning, Chase noticed the man balling his fists out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    She was treading on thin ice here. 
 
    “How old is he?” 
 
    Todd snarled. 
 
    “Fuck if I know.” 
 
    “Young? Old? What?” 
 
    Todd took a step forward and Chase allowed her hand to snake behind her.  
 
    She felt for the doorknob and grasped it. 
 
    “Was he a fucking old man, Todd? Was he an old drunk like you?” 
 
    Mr. Bailey was so close now that when he spoke again, warm spit speckled Chase’s face. 
 
    “Paul’s a young prick like you, you dumb cunt.” 
 
    Without another word, Chase pulled the door open and slipped into the hallway. Then she slammed it hard in Todd’s face, missing his nose by less than an eighth of an inch. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    “We should call Chase,” Dunbar exclaimed. “Tell her what we found. What Leroy found.” 
 
    Floyd nodded, but he made no move to do as the detective suggested. He had something else on his mind at the present moment.  
 
    “Leroy, I’ve never tried magic mushrooms or DMT—no hallucinogens. I’ve heard stories, though. What really happens after you take one of these drugs?” 
 
    Leroy looked suspicious. 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’ve never tried them either.” 
 
    “No, seriously,” Floyd insisted, “what happens when you ingest DMT?” 
 
    “Chemically or psychologically?” 
 
    Floyd considered this. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Okay, well what you’ve heard is probably true. Even though the half-life of DMT is only about fifteen minutes, when you’re trippin’ it can feel like forever. Ayahuasca can seem even longer.” Leroy chuckled. “They don’t call it the god molecule for nothin’. It’s like being immersed in the most vivid dream… or nightmare. You can smell things, see things, feel and hear things. Touch things. It’s indistinguishable from reality. More real, maybe, due to the fact that it can hyper activate all your senses at once. One thing is for sure, you take enough of any of these drugs, and something is going to happen. That’s a fact.” 
 
    Floyd glanced up sharply. 
 
    “It can be a nightmare?” 
 
    “Of course—bad trips are, I dunno, rare but they happen.” 
 
    “How bad can they be?”  
 
    Leroy raspberried his lips. 
 
    “What’s the worst possible thing that you can think of?” 
 
    Public speaking. 
 
    Leroy observed Floyd’s now twisted features. 
 
    “Yeah, that bad.” 
 
    “You think that these girls had a bad trip?” Dunbar asked.  
 
    “I-I dunno.” 
 
    Dunbar turned to Leroy, who was still at the computer.  
 
    “You said that these bad trips are rare. What are the odds that four people taking Cerebrum around the same time all have a bad trip?”  
 
    Leroy shrugged.  
 
    “Impossible to know. I don’t think anyone knows why some trips are bad while others are good. It’s always a mistake to take a hallucinogen if you’re in a twisted mindset, but good vibes don’t always guarantee a positive trip, either. I’ll say this, if one person is having a bad trip, the chances of others around them having one too is probably higher.” 
 
    Floyd couldn’t help but recall the expressions on the girls’ faces before they jumped in front of the train.  
 
    It didn’t look like they were having a bad trip. 
 
    Quite the opposite. 
 
    I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real.  
 
    Floyd shook his head, trying to keep his mind clear. 
 
    “Could this somehow help them with a test?” he asked absently. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “Chase said something about the girls wanting to get a boost on a test. Could Cerebrum help them with an exam?” 
 
    Leroy’s face contorted. 
 
    “I mean, taking DMT before a test will fuck you up. No chance that helps—you’ll be on Mars. Not so sure about this Cerebrum or whatever it’s called, though. I would say that it isn’t likely to help you in the short term, but who knows what adding an antibody to the ass-end of a dimethyltryptamine molecule will do?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you said that the half-life was fifteen minutes, so it wouldn’t make sense to take Cerebrum in the morning before riding the subway to school,” Dunbar commented. 
 
    “Hmm,” Leroy said. 
 
    “What do you mean, hmm?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “Well, even though the half-life is short, you have a bad trip, and it can put you in a funk for months. Shit, I’ve heard stories about people having the trip from hell that left them feeling like shit for nearly a year afterward.” 
 
    “A year?” 
 
    “Yeah, a year. You don’t fuck around with this shit. And you’re adding this antibody to the end? Man, I know this antibody is supposed to attack tumors but what if it does something to normal people? Other than make them want to off themselves, I guess. DMT works by affecting serotonin receptors in the brain. Throw an antibody in there? Who knows how long the effects can last?” 
 
    “They can be permanent?” 
 
    “Probably not, but I wouldn’t give this to kids, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Floyd receded into his head.  
 
    “What do you mean kids?” Dunbar asked, his words pointed. 
 
    “C’mon, you think I don’t know what this is about? Even if Floyd hadn’t briefed me… I’m a PI for Christ's sake. The second I saw ‘suicidal tendencies’ I knew it was about those kids.” Leroy had a smug expression on his face when he said this. 
 
    Dunbar, on the other hand, wasn’t happy, but there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    “They were seventeen—not exactly kids.”  
 
    It was a benign, defensive comment by the detective, but it caused something in Floyd’s brain to click. 
 
    And click hard. 
 
    “N-n-no, no, th-th-they’re n-not k-k-k-kids but h-h-he is.” 
 
    All eyes were on Floyd, which made speaking even more difficult. 
 
    “Who?” Leroy and Dunbar asked in unison. 
 
    “R-R-R-Ran-n-n-n-ndy.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Randy?” Dunbar demanded. 
 
    “Th-th-th-th—” 
 
    Floyd closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he pictured the boy that he’d seen at Madison’s mother’s house. The boy who had come to the top of the stairs before Leslie Carson yelled at him to go back to his room. The same boy whose photographs had been plastered all over the wall.  
 
    Only in those photos, Randy’s hair had been brown. In real life, however, his hair was a stark white, just like his sister’s. 
 
    Still worried that he wouldn’t be able to communicate what he was thinking, Floyd bumped Leroy from the computer and did a Google search for Randy Bailey. 
 
    It took a couple of tries, but eventually he found mention of the boy. And with this, any doubts that Floyd had about Randy taking Cerebrum were immediately dashed. 
 
    Moreover, an additional element was added to the caustic mix of DMT, Magic Mushrooms, antibodies, and cancer. 
 
    “Randy Bailey,” Floyd managed. “That’s who—Madison’s brother.”  
 
    He swung the screen around and directed it at both Leroy and Dunbar, who responded by sucking in a collective breath. 
 
    “This is a joke, right?” Dunbar grumbled. Then he read the headline out loud. “Nine-year-old boy beats brain cancer just before recording the highest ever score on the WISC-V IQ test.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    With only a name and an approximate age to go on, finding the right Paul Baker seemed like an impossible task. Which was why Chase was astounded when it took less than ten minutes.  
 
    It wasn’t the Facebook profile photo of the man with the shaved head and dark eyes that gave him away.  
 
    It was the rosary that surrounded his face and the script at the bottom that read: Jesus Saves. 
 
    Chase didn’t want this of the hundred or so men named Paul Baker who lived in New York and who was about her age—which she surmised that Todd pegged at her early forties—to be the Paul Baker. 
 
    The one who had entered and survived the Cerebrum clinical trials. 
 
    But she knew it was.  
 
    Chase figured that she was somewhat biased based on her recent interactions with first Father Torino and then Father David, but that didn’t change the fact that she knew this was the right man. 
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    The last thing she wanted was to interact with another religious nutjob, but she saw no other choice. 
 
    The only redeeming factor was that it appeared as if Paul Baker’s only job was, according to him, ‘Spreading the Word of the Lord.’ Apparently convinced that God would save him from identity theft, the man had posted his phone number on his Facebook profile. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity, no matter how loathsome, Chase logged into an old account that she’d used once or twice years ago when she’d been working undercover in Seattle. It took longer to get the wording of her message down than it did to find Mr. Baker. 
 
    She eventually settled on something derivative and trite, which seemed fitting for a man of Paul Baker’s ideology.  
 
    Chase: I’m losing my faith. I’m struggling with my belief. 
 
    The response she received was almost instantaneous.  
 
    Paul: I would love to chat. But this seems like something that is better discussed in person. Can we meet up? 
 
    Chase had another thought.  
 
    What if this Paul Baker was a predator? What if he used religion as a ruse to lure in confused teenagers? 
 
    That would almost be easier.  
 
    And better. 
 
    Chase: Sure… as soon as possible. 
 
    Paul: I can meet now…  
 
    Chase: Perfect. Where? 
 
    Please don’t say a church. Please don’t say a church, Chase silently pleaded.  
 
    Paul: Blessed Sacrament on W 43rd. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Chase looked skyward. 
 
    Chase: I can be there in ten minutes. 
 
    Paul: I will be there as well. I look forward to meeting you. 
 
    Chase pulled away from Todd Bailey’s apartment complex but after only a few seconds of driving, Floyd called. 
 
    Knowing that the man would only try to dissuade her from her next course of action, she rejected the call. Predictably, he called back, and Chase rejected it again. If he called a third time, she might have considered another option: answer the phone, ignore Floyd’s requests not to visit Paul Baker, and instruct him to go visit the Jesus Freak in the place. But the man had proven unreliable, something she would have never associated with him before this case. 
 
    There was also Floyd’s assembly debacle to consider, mainly him mentioning her name and God knew what else. Generally speaking, Chase considered a person’s religious status and beliefs their own business, but Floyd’s obvious soft spot for religion had loosened his tongue. 
 
    Case in point her partner’s extended chats with Father David.  
 
    The last thing Chase wanted was a man with a Jesus Saves Facebook sticker to be hounding her about her belief in God.  
 
    Or lack thereof.  
 
    I’m probably going to have to change my number after this, she thought glumly.  
 
    Blessed Sacrament was a modest church sandwiched between two glass condos that dwarfed it in both size and magnificence.  
 
    Chase was somewhat surprised that it still existed, that some developer hadn’t thrown a massive sum of money at the church in an attempt to scoop the valuable real estate. 
 
    You’re stalling, Chase, she chided herself. Just get this over with.  
 
    Chase double-parked her BMW in front of the church and then hurried up the concrete steps to the impressive wooden door. Another hesitation, this one shorter than before, then she pushed it open and stepped inside. 
 
    As much as Chase disliked churches and what they represented, there was something undeniably beautiful about the old ones, such as Blessed Sacrament. Inside the front door, there were a handful of more steps leading into the nave. After a dozen or so rows pews on either side, there was the stage and then above that what appeared to be a loft of some kind. Higher still, inset in the stone wall was a large circular stained-glass window, which was the church’s showpiece. The sun at around noon hung at the perfect angle to hit the glass, flooding the nave with waves of segmented multicolored light. 
 
    Chase was so distracted by this sight that she didn’t hear a man approach her from behind. 
 
    “You must be Chase,” the man said warmly. 
 
    Chase spun and saw Paul Baker, who had originated from what she suspected were priest quarters or whatever they were called, to the right of the front door. He looked almost identical to his Facebook profile picture, minus the Jesus Saves sticker. 
 
    Same age as me, my ass, Chase thought, recalling what Todd Bailey had said. He’s almost fifty. 
 
    “And you must be Paul.” 
 
    “Indeed, now, what can I do for you, Chase?” 
 
    Chase looked up at the stained-glass window. 
 
    “Well, first thing is to make sure that I don’t burst into flames.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Paul looked perplexed. 
 
    “Nothing… I just—I just need someone to talk to.” 
 
    The man smiled and as he did, he bowed just a little, showing Chase the crown of his head.  
 
    “Well then, you’ve come to the right place.” 
 
    Paul kept his hair short, almost buzzed, but Chase could see that the stubble was white. 
 
    “You know what?” Chase said with a smile of her own. “I think I have.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “She’s not answering,” Floyd said. He wasn’t sure why his voice was filled with desperation given that Chase Adams had proven that she could take care of herself. Unless, of course— 
 
    No, that was the old Chase. She doesn’t do that anymore. She wouldn’t.  
 
    “Call her again. Call her again, God dammit,” Dunbar ordered as he flicked on the old school red cherry on the car’s dash. Taking his hand off the wheel for only a split second almost proved disastrous with the speed he was driving toward Todd Bailey’s apartment.  
 
    “I’m trying but she’s not picking up,” Floyd shot back. To emphasize his point, he put his phone on speaker. It immediately went to voicemail.  
 
    “Shit,” Dunbar swore. “Hang on, hang on.” 
 
    He took a sharp left turn that sent Floyd crashing into the passenger door. 
 
    “What kind of car does Todd Bailey drive?” Dunbar asked as they pulled onto the man’s street. 
 
    Floyd racked his brain for an answer. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “Is it a blue sedan? A Mazda?” 
 
    Again, Floyd tried to think back to his first visit to Todd’s apartment but didn’t remember seeing a car—didn’t remember much of anything.  
 
    It was all a blur.  
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    “Think, Floyd!” 
 
    “I don’t—” Something flashed in Floyd’s mind. An image of a key on the table by the door. More specifically, a key fob with the Mazda logo on it. “Mazda!” he shouted. “Todd drives a Mazda!” 
 
    Dunbar nodded and instead of stopping in front of Todd’s apartment, he gunned it, his eyes locked on the blue Mazda ahead of them.  
 
    Even with the red cherry flashing, the Mazda didn’t slow. Dunbar honked his horn and came up right behind it. 
 
    Still no response from the driver. 
 
    “Fuck this,” Dunbar grumbled. “Hold on—again.” 
 
    Pulling into the opposing lane of the residential street, the detective sped up until his front bumper was just past the Mazda’s rear fender. Then he enacted a near-perfect PIT maneuver. With a high-pitched screech, the Mazda fishtailed then spun out before eventually coming to a rocking stop. Dunbar hammered on the brakes just before ramming the other vehicle head-on.  
 
    Floyd jumped out, gun in hand, and sprinted toward the Mazda. Inside the car, he could see Todd Bailey struggling to shift the vehicle back into drive. He was filthy, his hair greasy, his clothes soiled.  
 
    “Get out!” Floyd yelled, pointing the gun at the man. “Get out of the car!” 
 
    To his credit, Todd attempted to listen. In fact, he made it as far as opening the door. But he was blind drunk, and he forgot to undo his seatbelt before trying to exit. Todd grunted and then fell half out of the car before the seatbelt caught around his throat. Spit or vomit or a mixture of both oozed from between chapped lips. 
 
    Dunbar appeared at Floyd’s side, gun also drawn. 
 
    “Should we…” the detective began. They both stared as Todd’s face started to turn red and his breathing was reduced to a painful wheeze.  
 
    “Yeah, we should.” 
 
    Floyd holstered his weapon and walked up to Todd. Then he unceremoniously unlatched the man’s seatbelt. Todd tried to get his hands out in front of him but was too uncoordinated and slow. His forehead whacked audibly off the pavement.  
 
    While the man on the ground grunted in pain, Dunbar, who had also since holstered his weapon, placed a foot on his back. Then he wrenched Todd’s arms behind him. 
 
    “Todd Bailey, you’re under arrest.” 
 
    Todd finally found his voice. 
 
    “Wh-what? For what?” the man’s words all melded into one.  
 
    “Contributing to the Delinquency of a Minor,” the detective informed him. When even Floyd looked confused, he clarified, “You gave your son and daughter drugs, Mr. Bailey. Unapproved drugs.”  
 
    Todd raised his head, showing off a red lump in the center of his forehead. He also tried to roll over but was unable to with his hands cuffed and Dunbar’s foot on his upper back. 
 
    “What the fuck? I didn’t—I didn’t give them anything.” Floyd stared at the man as he spoke, trying to get a read on him. Todd must have sensed this because he turned his attention from the detective to Floyd. “Your partner—your fucking partner promised.” 
 
    Floyd raised an eyebrow in response but said nothing. 
 
    This angered Todd, and his face turned the same shade as the lump on his head. 
 
    “She promised me! That bitch! That bitch!” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Dunbar said, growing impatient. He yanked Todd to his feet, gave the man a moment to catch his bearings, then shoved him toward his car.  
 
    The fury left Todd’s face and was replaced with sadness and disbelief.  
 
    “I swear,” he said with minimal slurring now, “I swear, I didn’t give Madison anything!” 
 
    By the time Dunbar deposited Todd into the backseat, the man was bawling. Tears soaked his face and identical snot bubbles formed in each nostril.  
 
    “I did nothing to my Maddie!” Todd Bailey yelled. “I didn’t do a fucking thing to my Maddie!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    “You mentioned that you were losing faith, Chase,” Paul Baker said as the two of them walked down the center aisle of the nave. 
 
    Chase wanted to get to the point, to ask about Cerebrum, but she knew she had to play the game first.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been struggling as of late, Father.” 
 
    Paul stopped and turned to face her.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not a priest, Chase.” 
 
    Chase feigned surprise. 
 
    “Really? This isn’t your church?” 
 
    The man gave her a placating smile. 
 
    “No, a friend of mine is the pastor here at Blessed Sacrament. I’m just a devoted disciple of God, an ear for those who need someone to listen.” 
 
    Chase suppressed a gag. 
 
    Why do these religious freaks always have to be so condescending?  
 
    Realizing that Paul was staring at her expectantly, Chase continued playing the game.  
 
    “Well, maybe you can help me, then.” 
 
    “I can only try.” 
 
    “Someone close to me recently committed suicide,” Chase said. She started to picture Madison Bailey in her mind, but the image skipped and began to blur. She shook her head, trying to regain her focus. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    But he didn’t see what Chase saw. She saw her father. She saw Keith Adams smiling, the cross he used to always wear around his neck glinting in the moonlight. Then she pictured him as described in the police report. 
 
    The cross was missing and he had a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the face.  
 
    Not that unlike Vic Horace. 
 
    “That’s the danger of losing faith, Chase.” 
 
    Once more, she tried to conjure Madison and her group of friends, but her father’s face was sticky. 
 
    Chase grunted but was at a loss for words.  
 
    She hadn’t thought about her father in a long time, since his funeral maybe, so it was strange for him to surface now. She cursed Floyd for ever bringing him up. 
 
    “Have you… have you ever lost faith?” she stumbled through the question. Chase figured that this was okay, that it would only add to her ruse. 
 
    But the way that Paul was looking at her suggested otherwise.  
 
    “Never.” 
 
    Chase vanquished all images from her mind. 
 
    “How do you stay devoted with so much chaos all around us?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen it, Chase. I’ve seen what God has to offer.” 
 
    Chase’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Instead of replying, Paul started walking toward the stage. Chase hurried to catch up and fell just short of grabbing the pious man by the shoulders. 
 
    “What did you just say? Paul, what did you—” 
 
    The man swiveled. 
 
    “Chase, why don’t you tell me why you’re really here?”  
 
    Chase tried to keep her ploy alive for a little while longer.  
 
     “I’m here because—” 
 
    “—because you want to know about Madison, right? About Madison Bailey, Sky Derringer, Kylie Grant, Victoria Dumoulin, and Brooke Pettibone? Because that’s your case, right FBI Special Agent Chase Adams? The suicide girl case?” 
 
    If Paul’s goal had been to shock her with this deluge of information, it worked. 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “The Lord has imbued me with incredible knowledge, Chase. That’s how. If you only believed… well, I’m afraid it might be too late for you.” 
 
    Chase tensed. 
 
    “Is that how you help all of the people you lend an ear to? Tell them it’s too late?” 
 
    Paul smirked and Chase felt the urge to lash out. 
 
    “Not all, Chase. Only those who are beyond saving.” 
 
    “I thought as long as you repented or some bullshit, God would accept you back… I thought that nobody was beyond saving.” 
 
    A lecherous grin now graced the man’s face.  
 
    “Is that what your father told you? Is that what Keith Adams told you?” 
 
    “The fuck do you know about my father?”  
 
    The only thing that kept Chase from snapping was the realization that even though she was playing the game, Paul Baker was making up the rules.  
 
    She’d underestimated the man, likely because of how religious he was. 
 
    Chase promised herself not to let that happen again.  
 
    “What do I know about your father? Well, I know that he lost faith, Chase. That’s what I know. I know that he lost faith in Our Lord and put a gun in his mouth.” Paul’s face nearly split in half his smile was so large, now. “He was thinking of you when he did it, you know. You and your sister.” 
 
    That was the final straw.  
 
    Chase knew she was being baited, but her rage was untenable. She reached out, intending on throttling the man, but Paul anticipated this and grabbed her hands instead. It was a strange and unexpected counter that had disastrous consequences for Chase. 
 
    The skin-on-skin contact caused her mind to spin and spiral, the colors from the stained-glass window above merging into a kaleidoscope of feelings and emotions. 
 
    There was something else, too, something in the vision that was unexpected. 
 
    Something oddly beautiful. 
 
    “Do you see it, Chase?” Paul’s voice warbled from somewhere far away. “Because I’ve seen it. I’ve seen it and it’s real. But unlike you, I’ll wait for the rapture to go back. You, on the other hand, will visit it much sooner. Or so I pray.” 
 
    If Paul hadn’t spoken, Chase would have been lost in the vision. But she managed to root herself in the man’s voice, as ethereal as it was, and yank free. 
 
    She stumbled away from Paul, nearly banging into one of the seemingly infinite rows of wooden pews as she tried desperately to reach the door. 
 
    “You don’t need Cerebrum to see, Chase! You just need to open your eyes!” Paul yelled after her. 
 
    Chase made it outside, but not to her car before she was overwhelmed with nausea. On the steps of Blessed Sacrament, Chase doubled over and vomited.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    Todd Bailey both sobered up and calmed down when he realized that Dunbar was driving straight to 62nd precinct for processing. 
 
    Interspersed between uncomfortable bouts of silence, Todd would reiterate in a low voice that what happened to Maddie wasn’t his fault. 
 
    It was grating, and it made it almost impossible for Floyd to think.  
 
    “Would you please shut up?” he complained at last.  
 
    Dunbar shot him a look but said nothing. Floyd’s words, however, only encouraged Todd further. 
 
    “I didn’t—you gotta believe me. Maddie, she was my… my…” 
 
    Floyd turned to face the blubbering man in the backseat and while Todd lowered his eyes, he didn’t shut up. 
 
    “I would never do anything to hurt Maddie.” 
 
    “Not directly, right? But you did give her Cerebrum, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No—never.” 
 
    Floyd wasn’t ready to concede just yet. There were too many questions that still needed to be answered. 
 
    “You gave it to Randy, though,” he prodded. “You gave Cerebrum to your son.” 
 
    Todd’s raised his red eyes. 
 
    “I had to,” he sneered. “I had no choice.” 
 
    Even though a confession was what Floyd was aiming for, this came as a shock and took his words away. 
 
    “Wh-wh-why?” 
 
    “Why?” Todd gawked. “He was fucking dying, that’s why.” 
 
    Floyd glanced over at Dunbar to make sure that the detective was paying attention. 
 
    “So, you gave your son a drug that you kn-kn-kn-knew might make him commit s-s-s-suicide?”  
 
    “Not everyone committed suicide,” Todd countered. “Besides, what aren’t you understanding here? He was dying. Inoperable brain tumor. No treatment helped. My son—my boy—was fucking palliative. Cerebrum showed good results in animals, so what was the harm?” 
 
    Floyd stared at the man, incredulous, which only incited further rage. 
 
    “He was in a fucking wheelchair! Could barely move! How could Randy commit suicide even if he wanted to?” 
 
    “But that didn’t happen, did it?” Dunbar remarked, eyes still on the road.  
 
    “It worked!” Todd yelled. “Cerebrum fucking worked!” 
 
    Floyd felt an overwhelming pang of sympathy for Mr. Bailey. While he had no children of his own, he’d seen cases during training of parents doing incredible things to keep their kids safe.  
 
    Sometimes, they would sacrifice their sanity or even their lives in the process. 
 
    Mr. Bailey giving his son a drug that might cure him of his brain tumor at the risk of strong suicidal tendencies?  
 
    It wasn’t even that difficult a decision to make. 
 
    Illegal, definitely, but morally acceptable. 
 
    “But Madison wasn’t sick, was she?” Floyd asked. 
 
    This was one push too many.  
 
    Todd rammed his head off the back of the front seat.  
 
    “I didn’t give her anything!” he smacked his head again, this time jolting Floyd. 
 
    “Calm the fuck down,” Dunbar warned.  
 
    “Then stop saying that! I didn’t give Maddie anything!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Floyd relented. This seemed to calm Todd down a little. 
 
    “I admit to giving Randy Cerebrum, because I had to, but that’s it. I lost everything when Cerebrum failed and Verdant was sued. My job, my wife, my whole fucking life. I wasn’t about to lose my son, too.” 
 
    Floyd mulled this over. 
 
    He considered the differences in Todd and his ex-wife Leslie’s living conditions. The former lived alone in a shitty apartment while the latter lived in a nice home with their children. 
 
    Child… used to be children, now there’s only Randy. 
 
    There was something else that was very different about their homes, but Floyd couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
    “What happened to your son after he took Cerebrum?” Floyd asked absently. 
 
    “What do you mean? The tumor regressed and, in a week, he was out of his wheelchair. Hell, he made a full recovery, was even smarter than before. Doctors called it a miracle, but it wasn’t. I don’t believe in that bullshit anymore. It was Cerebrum.” 
 
    Floyd internalized these comments, as well. 
 
    “Any side effects?” 
 
    “He wasn’t suicidal if that’s what you're asking. He was happy. For once, Randy was just normal.” 
 
    Floyd wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “Okay, he wasn’t suicidal. But where there any other side effects?” 
 
    Todd seemed to think about this for a moment. 
 
    “He got… smarter. I don’t know how to explain it, but Randy knew things that he shouldn’t. He was always a smart kid, but after he beat the tumor…” 
 
    “Boy beats brain cancer and becomes a genius,” Dunbar whispered the butchered headline out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “I don’t know about genius, but he seemed—still is—a very smart boy.” 
 
    Floyd fell silent as he continued to try to work out the niggling difference between Leslie and Todd’s residences, besides the obvious.  
 
    He closed his eyes and thought back to when he’d been in Leslie’s house. Dunbar had been speaking, breaking the news to the woman when Randy had come to the top of the stairs.  
 
    Leslie turned and yelled at him to go back to his room. As Floyd glanced upwards, his gaze fell upon the photographs on the wall.  
 
    It has something to do with the photographs, he realized.  
 
    “What happened to Cerebrum after the trial?” Dunbar asked. “What happened to the actual drug?” 
 
    “Incinerated, I guess. I don’t know. The trial was still ongoing when Randy got sick. I knew that it would take years for Cerebrum to come to market, and that was only if it did well. So, I… I took some. I wasn’t even sure that I was going to use it, or if Randy would need it, but I took some. Not much, though. Just what I thought would be enough to help him.” 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “Something’s not right about your story, Todd. What are the odds of you working for Verdant? I mean, they were researching treatments for rare brain tumors and your son just happened to develop one?” 
 
    Todd fell silent. 
 
    “Todd? You’re lying, aren’t you?” 
 
    The man in the backseat breathed heavily.  
 
    “What is that you aren’t telling us, Todd?”  
 
    Todd sighed and finally relented.  
 
    “Fuck, okay. Randy was already sick, all right? That’s what you want to hear, huh? I was working in finance—I had a great job, making tons of money—at the time of my boy’s diagnosis and I knew it was bad. I knew it right away, even though the doctors and priests and everyone were telling me and Leslie to stay positive, that things would work out. But that was all bullshit. And when the treatments didn’t do anything to slow the tumor’s growth, I started doing my own research. That’s when I met this guy named Paul. Like me, he also worked in finance. He was the one who told me about Verdant, about their research. About Cerebrum. He said he invested in them early on and when he found out about Randy, he said he would try and get me on the board. I thought it was impossible. After all, I knew—still know—nothing about medicine. But Paul… Paul just has this way about him—he pulled some strings, don’t know how, but he did it: he got me on the board. The trials had already started at this point, and I immediately knew that the results weren’t good. One suicide, then two… it was going to get pulled. Paul told me that Cerebrum still had promise, though, that for some people, a specific group of people, it could do wonders.” Todd pursed his lips. “I had to do it—I had to steal it. I had to do everything I could to save Randy. You would do the same.” 
 
    Save Randy…  
 
    For some reason, probably based on his recent confession with Father David, these words came off as almost religious in nature.  
 
    And that’s when it clicked in Floyd’s head. It was the religious items in Leslie’s house and the lack thereof in Todd’s. It was the cross dangling around Maddie’s neck in the pictures, which, as far as he knew, was never found in the mess left by the subway train. 
 
    “I don’t have any—” children, Dunbar started to say, but Floyd interrupted him.  
 
    “Are you a religious man, Todd?” 
 
    “A religious man? Ha. Long ago. But how could I be after what happened to Randy? What kind of God would give a boy inoperable brain cancer?” 
 
    “What about your son? Is Randy religious?” 
 
    Anger flashed behind Todd’s eyes. 
 
    “Yeah—but I blame that on his mother more than Cerebrum. That’s one of the reasons why she left me. I lost God when Randy got sick, and she just fell deeper in love with the bastard.” 
 
    …blame his mother more than Cerebrum… 
 
    It was a curious choice of words, and they didn’t pass by Floyd without him taking notice.  
 
    “Did his attitude toward God change after taking Cerebrum?” 
 
    “It was Leslie—” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that, but after Cerebrum, did Randy become more r-r-religious?” 
 
    Todd chewed his bottom lip before answering as if he was recalling something traumatic. 
 
    “After his first dose, Randy’s eyes rolled back, and I thought he was having a seizure. Leslie freaked out and told me to call 911. I told her to wait, knowing that if the cops came, they’d ask what Randy had taken. That would have been the end of me. They would have confiscated Cerebrum, thrown me in jail, and my boy would’ve died. After a minute or so, thought, the seizure or whatever it was seemed to pass. Then Randy’s eyes rolled forward and he whispered, ‘I saw it, Dad, I saw God. I saw God and Heaven and one day I’ll be there with Him.’ When I told him that this wasn’t real, that it was just a hallucination, Leslie threw me out. I haven’t been back since. I-I-I hadn’t seen Maddie in almost a year. And now she’s gone.” 
 
    Todd continued to speak but Floyd stopped listening. His jaw hung open as he recalled the text message that Sky had sent her friends. 
 
    I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real. 
 
    In that instant, Floyd knew what the girls had seen and why they’d jumped in front of the train.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    Chase scrambled back to her car, spitting bile onto the church steps as she went. 
 
    She slumped behind the wheel and closed her eyes. 
 
    Bad idea. 
 
    The strange vision returned, and her eyes snapped open. 
 
    What the fuck was that?  
 
    And then, she repeated the query out loud. 
 
    It felt close to like when she used to touch a victim and saw through their eyes, only it was different. Those times, what she saw was real or, at the very least, appeared real. But that… whatever that was… was too Elysian to be anything but a fantasy.  
 
    Her phone rang and Chase answered it with trembling fingers. 
 
    “Floyd,” she gasped. “I need—” 
 
    “Mrs. Adams?” 
 
    It wasn’t Floyd. 
 
    It was someone else, someone who sounded vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Who is this?” she snapped. The effects of the vision still clung to her but were fading with every passing moment.  
 
    “It’s Mr. Hendrix. Headmaster Derrick Hendrix from St. Ignatius?” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath, exhaling through her mouth in a long stream. 
 
    “Mrs. Adams? Is this a bad time?” 
 
    Bad time? It couldn’t possibly be a worse time. It feels like I just woke up after binging on heroin for a week only to find that my stash has run out. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Chase lied. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to interrupt, or disturb you, but I came across something I think you should see.” The man’s voice was strained, and Chase immediately perked up in her seat. 
 
    “Another suicide? Was there another suicide?” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Hendrix replied. “No, thank God, no.” 
 
    Chase flexed her fingers, trying to make the shaking and tingling go away. 
 
    “What is it then?” she asked more angrily than intended. 
 
    “Like, I said, I found something you might want to see.”  
 
    “You I got that.” Chase put the car into drive and pulled away from Blessed Sacrament. She didn’t glance back at the church for fear of seeing Paul standing in the doorway with that hideous smile on his face. “What is it?”  
 
    “You should really see this in person. Can you come to the school?” 
 
    Chase sighed heavily. 
 
    “No, I can’t come in. Just send whatever you have to my phone.”  
 
    “I’m not sure if student privacy permits—” 
 
    “Really? You’re worried about student privacy? Mr. Hendrix, your fucking students stepped in front of a train and killed themselves. Another slit her wrists lying in bed. One of your teachers blew his own fucking head off in the middle of the day. If you have something that you think might help, send it to my damn phone. Otherwise, fuck the hell off.” 
 
    Chase hung up and slammed her free hand on the steering wheel.  
 
    A few seconds later her phone buzzed again, this time with a message and not a call. She opened it and was surprised that Mr. Hendrix had actually done as she’d asked and sent him a video.  
 
    While still driving, Chase propped the phone on the steering wheel and pressed play.  
 
    It was a short clip, only about 15 seconds long, and grainy. It appeared as if it was security camera footage taken from outside St. Ignatius.  
 
    Chase played it through it once but had to look up halfway to avoid an oncoming car that honked at her. Then she played it a second time. 
 
    “You liar!” she yelled as she pressed on the gas. “You little shit, you lied to me!” 
 
    Even though she’d told Mr. Hendrix that she had no time to go to the school, it appeared as if she was going to have to make time for another slice of pizza. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase couldn’t be bothered with a disguise or subtlety for her second foray to Pete’s Pizza. She walked right through the front doors, pushing by a handful of students in uniform as she went. 
 
    “I told you it was the best pizza in town,” Pete, still sporting the same soiled apron, said as she approached the counter.  
 
    Chase ignored him and strode through the employees only section and burst through the back door.  
 
    “Hey, you can’t go back there!” Pete shouted. 
 
    Chase spotted Jimmy instantly. He was standing in pretty much the same place as yesterday, a vape between his lips.  
 
    He saw her, too. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he said, the vape falling and smashing on the ground. 
 
    Jimmy turned to run but Chase grabbed him by the back of the hair and pulled. He squealed and his friends scampered off like the rats that they were. 
 
    Real loyal, your pals, she thought as she spun Jimmy around, switching her grip on his hair to the collar of his shirt.  
 
    “You lied to me,” Chase hissed. She pulled him so close that she could smell the weed on his breath. “You fucking lied to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the terrified boy said. “I told you everything. I didn’t lie.”  
 
    Jimmy’s eyes started to dart, and Chase twisted his collar tighter. The redness in the boy's throat started to spread to his chin and then his cheeks.  
 
    “You lied,” Chase hissed. 
 
    “No, I didn’t! I told you everything.”  
 
    “I saw you speaking to Vic Horace,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Jimmy started to look down, but Chase forced his eyes straight.  
 
    “What did you say to Vic?” 
 
    “I-I-”  
 
    The twisted collar was constricting his breathing, but Chase’s grip wasn’t so tight that he couldn’t speak. Jimmy was using this as an excuse to avoid answering, but Chase saw in his eyes that he knew exactly what she was talking about.  
 
    “This is going to go very, very bad for you, Jimmy. You’re worried about getting expelled, but what’s going to happen is—” 
 
    “Mr. Horace asked me about the girls—he came by after… you know… and he asked me what Madison and their crew were taking. Just like you, lady. Fuck, he even said the same thing… that I wouldn’t get expelled or nothin’.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    Jimmy’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Fucking same thing I told you! Madison needed a little something to help her get by; something about a test or—I dunno. She was getting pressured by her mom, her brother being all genius or whatever. Fuck—her mom is a bit of a psycho.” 
 
    “Focus.” 
 
    “Okay, but that’s what I told Vic, ‘cuz that’s all I know.” 
 
    “Where did she get it from, Jimmy? Where did Madison get Cerebrum from?”  
 
    Jimmy sputtered when Chase uttered the word Cerebrum.  
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “Where did she get it from? Was it you? Are you dealing Cerebrum?” 
 
    Jimmy tried to step back but tripped. He started to fall, but Chase wrestled him back to his feet.  
 
    The boy’s face was nearly purple now.  
 
    “No,” he gasped. “I’m not dealing anything. I won’t even touch that stuff.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t you, then who was it? Someone else at the school? Another dealer?” 
 
    Jimmy’s eyes gave him away.  
 
    “Jimmy, I swear to God if you don’t tell me who—” 
 
    “She did, the bitch. She gave it to Madison.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “The bitch? Who’s the bitch?”  
 
    “Her mom… Madison’s mom is the one who gave her the Cerebrum.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    All this time they’d asked the wrong questions. 
 
    Chase had asked Floyd what could be so bad that Maddie and her friends would kill themselves over it? Floyd had asked himself a similar question a dozen times in a myriad of different ways.  
 
    But the girls’ suicides had nothing to do with a bad trip. And it wasn’t about them trying to get away from something.  
 
    Quite the opposite. 
 
    They’d killed themselves to get to something.  
 
    And the clue had been in front of their faces all along.  
 
    I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real. 
 
    Leroy had even told them what had happened, even though he hadn’t known it and none of them had picked up on it at the time. 
 
    Ayahuasca… it’s called the god molecule. 
 
    Madison and her friends had seen God or Heaven or both. Floyd could only imagine what that must have entailed. Even though he’d never tried any drug stronger than coffee or alcohol, Leroy had done a pretty good job of describing the effects of these hallucinogens. If what the girls had seen was indistinguishable from reality, then what they’d done, as morbid and twisted as it was, made sense on some level. 
 
    Floyd was a believer and although he wasn’t someone who attended church regularly, the rumors of Heaven’s splendor were ubiquitous. If you believed, if you truly believed that Heaven was real and it provided you with anything and everything you ever wanted, what did this terrestrial— 
 
    “Floyd? Earth to Floyd.” 
 
    —Earth have to offer? 
 
    Dunbar smacked him on the arm. 
 
    “Floyd? What’s going on?” 
 
    Floyd ignored the detective and turned to the backseat one more time. 
 
    “You said that Cerebrum made Randy know things he shouldn’t… did this stop?” 
 
    Todd looked perplexed and Floyd clarified. 
 
    “What I mean is, let’s say Cerebrum opened up his mind—” 
 
    “Opened up his mind?” 
 
    “Floyd, what are you talking about?” Dunbar barked. 
 
    “Hold on—Todd, did the effects of Cerebrum wear off? After he stopped taking it, did he seem… I dunno… normal again? Or is he still extremely bright?” 
 
    “He’s always been a smart boy,” Todd remarked. “Still is very smart.” 
 
    It wasn’t a specific answer, but it was enough. 
 
    Floyd was no expert, far from it, but he thought that he was onto something. Either the trip from Cerebrum was having long-lasting effects, like what Leroy had said about his friend who had remained in a funk for nearly a year, or the antibody attached to it was doing something permanent to people’s brains. That’s why it didn’t matter when Madison and her friends took the drugs. Besides, they’d already seen Heaven and it wasn’t something you could just unsee by snapping your fingers. 
 
    With this new understanding, Sky Derringer’s previously cryptic text message made perfect sense. She was the smart one, after all— the most rational of Madison’s crew. 
 
    All the pieces were falling into place now and it was happening so quickly that Floyd was struggling to keep up. 
 
    The subway girls had taken Cerebrum and had seen. Then, just to make sure they hadn’t all gone out of their minds, they’d waited for Sky to try it. 
 
    And she’d confirmed what they already knew. 
 
    I’ve seen it—it’s real, it’s all real.  
 
    That was the final push they needed. 
 
    “Why don’t they all do it, then?” Floyd whispered. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Floyd wasn’t sure who had asked the question, Todd or Dunbar. It didn’t matter. He was too wrapped up in his own thoughts to answer. 
 
    In the clinical trial, eight people had committed suicide.  
 
    More importantly, three hadn’t.  
 
    Why?  
 
    Something else Leroy had also said suddenly came to mind. 
 
    One thing is for sure, you take enough of any of these drugs something is going to happen. That’s a fact. 
 
    Based on this, Floyd assumed that all participants in the trial saw God, which meant that there were other factors at play. 
 
    Could it be gender? 
 
    Unlikely.  
 
    Vic was a man and Madison and her friends were all females. Age was out of the question, too, based on the same criteria. 
 
    Then, what?  
 
    Dunbar made a fairly aggressive turn and Floyd looked out the window. They were pulling up to 62nd precinct but that wasn’t what caused his jaw to fall open. 
 
    It was the street sign, or, more specifically, the two intersecting street signs and the post on which they both rested. 
 
    The shadow it made formed a nearly perfect cross. 
 
    That’s it! 
 
    Randy believed, but his sister didn’t. 
 
    Father David had even hinted at this. 
 
    Madison used to visit me long ago, when she was a freshman and sophomore, but not so much lately. 
 
    He’d vocalized a similar sentiment about Madison’s friends, as well. 
 
    I haven’t spoken to any of the girls in a long while. 
 
    Floyd was no expert when it came to Christianity or Catholicism, but everyone knew that suicide was a mortal sin. It was one of the few sins that, if committed, would guarantee you didn’t get into Heaven. 
 
    For some reason, Floyd’s thoughts turned to Chase then, about how much the woman loathed religion.  
 
    About how her father had been a believer up until the point he’d taken his life. Had he lost his faith? Is that why Keith Adams committed suicide? 
 
    Chase had already been heavily self-medicated when the man had died, but it was possible that this event had influenced her opinion of religion and fueled her addiction.  
 
    Addiction. 
 
    The word flashed in Floyd’s mind like a beacon in the night. 
 
    “They wanted to go back,” he whispered. “They wanted to go back to Heaven.” 
 
    “Floyd? What did you say?” 
 
    That was it.  
 
    It’s like being immersed in the most vivid dream… or nightmare. You can smell things, see things, feel and hear things. Touch things. It’s indistinguishable from reality. More real, maybe, due to the fact that it can hyperactivate all your senses at once.  
 
    Leroy had said that, and it made sense now. 
 
    Either Madison and her friends could no longer get their hands on Cerebrum, or they just wanted a more permanent version of their experience. 
 
    In a way, they were addicted. Just like Chase had been hooked on heroin, they were in love with the feelings that they’d experienced after taking their drug of choice: Cerebrum.  
 
    And without religious beliefs holding them back, they would smile knowing that they were about to enter a better place after taking their own lives.  
 
    Or so they believed.  
 
    The girls’ reality had been permanently altered because of Cerebrum. And that made it perhaps the most deadly compound on Earth. 
 
    Or beyond. 
 
    Floyd suddenly choked on his own spit.  
 
    “Floyd, what the hell is going on? You having a seizure or something?” Dunbar asked as he pulled into the police station parking lot. 
 
    The fact that there might still be Cerebrum out there was terrifying.  
 
    Six people had committed suicide already because of it, not counting those involved in the trial. 
 
    If Cerebrum somehow made it into the mainstream, there was no limit to how many people might succumb to it and its promises.  
 
    Floyd had to find the rest of the drug.  
 
    He scrambled for the case file by his feet and tore into it. Dunbar was the one who had suggested printing the photos they’d taken from Verdant and adding them to the file, and Floyd was now grateful. He immediately started scouring the Cerebrum clinical trial data for the information he needed. 
 
    “Floyd, I’m going to take Todd here in to get processed. If you feel the need to—” 
 
    “Leave the keys,” Floyd said without raising his eyes. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take Todd in, but leave the keys.” 
 
    It wasn’t a request, but a demand.  
 
    Dunbar must have been stunned because he left the car running while he harangued Todd out of the back seat. 
 
    “Your partner said that you guys wouldn’t do this,” the man pleaded as he was being dragged away. “She said she’d leave me alone!” 
 
    Floyd ignored Todd and continued to search the clinical trial data sheet. 
 
    And then he found it. 
 
    At the very bottom, there was a line for drug disposal. It listed a name and an address. 
 
    Floyd tossed the file to the floor and climbed over the middle divider to the driver seat.  
 
    Then he tore out of the parking lot, spraying a confused-looking Dunbar and a desperate Todd in a shower of loose dirt and pebbles.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    “Leslie! Leslie Carson, open the door!” Chase shouted as she hammered her fist against it. “FBI! Open the fucking door!” 
 
    She heard stirring from inside and instinctively put one hand on the gun in her holster.  
 
    “Leslie! FBI, open up.”  
 
    Chase heard someone approaching the door from the other side and briefly debated kicking it in. But it was solid and trying to break it down would likely only result in a broken foot or a sprained ankle.  
 
    This called for tact.  
 
    “I hear you, Leslie,” Chase said, lowering her voice. “I’m a mother, too. I know what you’re going through. I have information about your daughter, about Madison. Please, just open the door so we can chat.”  
 
    Chase listened hard and heard what she thought was breathing coming from the other side. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    The voice that replied wasn’t Leslie Madison’s. 
 
    It didn’t even belong to an adult. 
 
    “My mom’s not home,” Randy Bailey said. “And I’m not supposed to open the door when she’s not home.” 
 
    Chase looked skyward. 
 
    “Where did she go, Randy? Where did your mother go?” 
 
    “I’m not even supposed to speak to anyone when she’s not home.” 
 
    “I’m with the FBI, Randy. It’s kinda like the police. I just—” 
 
    “I know what the FBI is. Do you have a badge?” 
 
    For fuck’s sake. 
 
    Chase considered lying but instead went with, “I don’t have it on me.” 
 
    “Then how am I to know if you’re a real federal agent?” 
 
    What the hell is this? The Spanish Inquisition? 
 
    “You don’t have to let me in, I just want to know—” 
 
    “Who’s the Director of the FBI?” Randy asked. 
 
    Chase’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    How the hell would he even know that? 
 
    “Hampton.” Chase hesitated. She wanted to say the man’s first name but for the life of her couldn’t remember it. “Director Hampton.” 
 
    “Where does he work out of?” 
 
    “Quantico. I was there—” 
 
    “Who was your first partner?” 
 
    “Randy—” 
 
    “Who was your first partner?” 
 
    This seemed like a trick question, but Chase answered with the first name that came to mind.  
 
    “Chris Martinez, I guess. It’s complicated, though.” 
 
    “And your current partner?” 
 
    “Agent Floyd Montgomery.” 
 
    Randy paused and Chase figured that she’d called his bluff. But the kid surprised her again. 
 
    “Chase Adams?” 
 
    Chase was so flabbergasted that she just blubbered a response. 
 
    “Special Agent Chase Adams?” Randy repeated. 
 
    She cleared her throat. 
 
    He must just be playing a game, Chase thought. Or maybe Floyd or Dunbar said my name and he was just testing me. How else would Randy know who I am? Cell phone, maybe?  
 
    The boy seemed young to be on Instagram, but if he’d stumbled across saw the photo that Annie had posted… 
 
    “Yes, that’s me—Chase. Now, please, Randy, where did your mom go?”  
 
    Another pause, this time shorter than the first. 
 
    “She left about a half-hour ago with her brother—with Uncle David.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Chase chewed her lip. 
 
    Uncle David? Who’s Uncle David? 
 
    “Did she tell you where she was going? How long she’d be?”  
 
    “No, she didn’t tell me,” Randy said, almost forlorn. “Mom said she might be back for dinner but if not, she left some snacks out. At four, she usually—” 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t say that,” Randy chided. “Uncle David says you should never use the Lord’s name in vain.” 
 
    Uncle David… if I can track him down, I’ll find Leslie. 
 
    “What does Uncle David do? What’s his job?” Chase asked.  
 
    “He’s a priest,” Randy replied matter-of-factly. “I call him Uncle David, but everyone else calls him Father.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    When Floyd arrived at MediSafe, he had to double-check the address. 
 
    Then triple-check it. 
 
    Because it was no longer MediSafe. It was Wilde Disposal. 
 
    Floyd immediately recognized the name and assumed that it was a subsidiary of Wilde Clean-up.  
 
    As he flashed his badge to the man at the front gate, Floyd couldn’t help but think that the proprietor, Tommy Wilde, seemed to have his fingers in a lot of pies. 
 
    And these weren’t the freshly baked kind. They were old and starting to go off.  
 
    The security guard informed Floyd that information pertaining to material that was incinerated might be kept in a master list by the loading dock.  
 
    Floyd thanked the man and headed around back of the warehouse. There, he spotted four docking bays, which reminded him of what one might see behind a rural Walmart.  
 
    Sitting on the edge of the last bay, was a thick man in an apron smoking a cigarette. Floyd parked in front of him and got out of his car. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the man asked as he exhaled a stream of smoke out of both nostrils. 
 
    Floyd fumbled with his badge as he approached, nearly dropping it before he could show it off.  
 
    “F-Floyd Montgomery, FBI,” he said, cringing at his stutter. 
 
    A smirk appeared on the man’s face as he took another drag.  
 
    “What can I do for you, F-Floyd Montgomery, FBI?” 
 
    Floyd’s upper lip curled as he strode up to the man. 
 
    “I’m wondering if you guys keep records of everything that was in-in-incinerated?” 
 
    “Yep, sure do—it’s the law.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Recorded right there on the clipboard.”  
 
    “Everything’s there?” 
 
    The man scratched his ginger beard.  
 
    “Naw, only recent stuff.”  
 
    “What if I wanted to see records of something older? Let’s say, something from two or three years ago?”  
 
    Only now did the man bother to stand. He took one final drag, then flicked his cigarette onto the pavement at Floyd’s feet.  
 
    “If you wanted to see anything, old or new, then the way to do that would be to show me a warrant. Do you have a warrant?”  
 
    Floyd felt his temperature rise and suddenly understood why Chase was the way she was.  
 
    At least partly. 
 
    The fat man with the orange hair was well within his rights to ask for a warrant, but given the stakes at hand, this felt not just trivial, but downright obstructive.  
 
    Floyd didn’t have time to get a warrant. He didn’t have time to argue with this man, either.  
 
    He had to find the remaining Cerebrum before more kids got their hands on it.  
 
    Normally, in situations like these, he would defer to Chase, but she’d already rejected his phone calls. Dunbar was another option, but this was his case. 
 
    Nobody thought that Floyd was capable of doing things on his own, not even himself.  
 
    But that had been before. 
 
    Before he’d asked Todd the right questions, while Dunbar and Chase kept demanding answers to the wrong. 
 
    That was him, and only him.  
 
    This is your case, Floyd. This is your case. 
 
    “How long have you been working here?” Floyd snapped. 
 
    The man was taken aback by the sudden change in tone and his posture became defensive. 
 
    “I’ve been here for years. I was here when it was still MediSafe—before Tommy took over.” 
 
    “I know Tommy,” Floyd said, his tone still severe. “My partner spoke to him just the other day.” 
 
    The orderly shrugged. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, you want me to call him? Because I’m sure if I asked, he’d—” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Floyd frowned. This was going to be more difficult than he’d thought. Chase always made strong-arming seem so easy. 
 
    “You know what? I’ve got a different idea. Why don’t I just tell you what I’m looking for, and you can then decide if you want to help me out.” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything without a warrant.” 
 
    Despite the man’s words, the key, Floyd knew, was finding his soft spot, his weakness, and exploiting it.  
 
    “Just hear me out. I want to know about a drug that was used in a clinical trial a couple of years back.” The man’s orange eyebrows twitched when Floyd said the word ‘drug’. “I just want to know what happened to it, that’s all. If it was incinerated or not.” 
 
    “Warrant.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that you were working here, in this very spot, when Cerebrum was delivered for disposal.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a yes.” Floyd recalled his meeting with Tommy Wilde and what Dunbar had said about the man and his agreement with the DA. “What do you think Tommy might say if I called him up and told him that drugs that were supposed to be destroyed made it into the hands of the public. Drugs that already cost six people their lives. Hell, what would the DA think about that?” 
 
    That was it, that was the man’s weakness. Floyd could see it in his eyes. 
 
    “I need to know what happened to those drugs, to Cerebrum.” 
 
    When the man still didn’t reply, Floyd pulled out his cell phone, fully intent on calling Tommy this time. 
 
    He didn’t have to.  
 
    “Let’s say—let’s do some hypotheticals, alright?”  
 
    “Sure,” Floyd replied. 
 
    “Cerebrum, huh? Well, let’s say that during the transition from MediSafe to Wilde Disposal, some items that were meant for burnin’ got mixed up. Forgotten, maybe.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, it would be rare, but it could happen.” The man paused to light another cigarette. “What could also happen, is that the pills were weighed at one station and then after the transition, they weren’t weighed again, know what I mean? Some fell out, or whatever?” 
 
    Even though he’d raced over to Wilde Disposal, Floyd had hoped that all the Cerebrum was gone—used up or destroyed. 
 
    Now that this didn’t seem to be the case, his desperation heightened.  
 
    “I need a name.” 
 
    The orderly shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know any names. This hypothetical situation don’t got no names. But let’s say that someone came to you, told you they needed some drugs. Said their kid was sick. Said this was their only chance.” 
 
    “Todd Bailey?” Floyd blurted. 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    There was no recognition on the man’s face. 
 
    “You said someone’s kid…” Floyd let his sentence trail off. 
 
    It had to be Todd. There was no one else. 
 
    “Yeah, someone’s kid.” The man stared intently at Floyd as he repeated the statement. 
 
    Someone’s kid… not Todd Bailey. But his boy, no doubt. 
 
    Floyd hurried back to his car and jumped in. 
 
    “Hey, this is just hypothetical,” the man yelled after him. “Hypothetical! I didn’t give away no clinical trial drugs!”  
 
    As he got into his car, Floyd was reminded of an old gender bias riddle. A man and his son get into a car accident and the father dies. The son is rushed to the hospital, but the doctor says, I can’t treat this boy. He’s my son. How is this possible? 
 
    Floyd drove away from Wilde Disposal with a smile on his face. 
 
    Randy Bailey had two parents: Todd Bailey and Leslie Carson. 
 
    Maybe I can do this, he thought. Maybe I can hack it by myself. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that Father David was Madison Bailey’s uncle?” Chase yelled into the phone. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Mr. Hendrix gasped. “I-I didn’t—he’s what?” 
 
    Chase hadn’t considered the possibility that Mr. Hendrix was ignorant to this fact. 
 
    “Your school priest is Madison’s uncle,” she reiterated. “How could you not know?” 
 
    “I didn’t know. Are you sure?”  
 
    Chase ground her teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. Do you not vet your employees? Jesus Christ!” 
 
    “He was here before me. I-I can’t believe this. All this time, he never—” 
 
    “Where is he now?” Chase barked, cutting the headmaster off. “Is Father David at the school?” 
 
    “No, he’s not here. Left early. Is he—is he okay?” 
 
    No, he’s not okay. 
 
    Chase, who was driving toward the school at a rapid pace, slowed. 
 
    “Where was he going?” 
 
    “Didn’t say. Mrs. Adams, what’s going on?” 
 
    Chase ignored the question. 
 
    “Where would he be going? Home? Where does he live? And if you give me any of that crap about confidentiality, I’ll—” 
 
    “No, not home. He’s probably heading to his church.” 
 
    “What’s the name of the church?” 
 
    “Blessed Sacrament. On west forty-third.” 
 
    Now it was Chase’s turn to be shocked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Father David’s parish is Blessed Sacrament on west forty-third. Is he okay, or…?” 
 
    Chase hung up the phone, not in anger this time, but in disbelief. 
 
    It was the same church that she’d met Paul Baker in. 
 
    No such thing as coincidences, Chase, Stitts reminded her. 
 
    “Shut the hell up.” 
 
    Chase pulled a U-turn and hammered on the gas. 
 
    It made sense, in a twisted way. Paul Baker, Father David, and Leslie Carson, all working together. All religious nutjobs trying to… to what? Convert people? Kill all the non-believers? 
 
    That part Chase wasn’t sure about but as she screeched to a halt outside Blessed Sacrament, she was confident that she was going to find out. 
 
    Chase started to get out of the car but caught a glimpse of her vomit on the church steps, still wet despite the sun beating down on it, and paused. She’d underestimated Paul Baker once, and wasn’t going to do it again. 
 
    Rather than going in unprepared, she opened the glove box and reached inside. Chase felt ridiculous putting leather gloves on while wearing a T-shirt, but she didn’t want to risk that bastard Paul touching her again. 
 
    She would’ve put a snowsuit on if one had been available.  
 
    Exiting the car and heading up the steps, Chase drew her gun. It was dangerous hunting Leslie Carson on her own, but not because the woman had proven herself capable of some terrible deeds, which included, most likely, being responsible for her daughter’s death. 
 
    But because Chase herself was capable of worse.  
 
    “Leslie! Leslie Carson!” Chase yelled as she put a hand on the door. “It’s Chase with the FBI. You in there?” 
 
    There was no answer, but Chase hadn’t expected one. 
 
    She cautiously opened the door, darted her head inside, then pulled back. 
 
    The light through the stained glass was different now, less intense, making it difficult to see inside the church. 
 
    “Leslie? Father David? Paul?”  
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    Fuck it, she thought. I’m going in. 
 
    Chase did just that—she pushed the door open and entered Blessed Sacrament. The first thing she did once inside, is clear the corners. Paul Baker had seemingly appeared out of nowhere the last time she was here and Chase didn’t want to be snuck up on again.  
 
    But he wasn’t here now. She saw the door where he must have come out of and pushed it open. Chase peeked inside, using the same glance and pull-back technique as with the front door of the church, but there was no one there. 
 
    “Leslie?” Chase moved toward the nave.  
 
    Two women were kneeling in front of the pew closest to the stage.  
 
    Chase’s first thought was that one of them was Leslie, but as she neared, she realized that this couldn’t have been the case.  
 
    They were both much older than Leslie Carson. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    At last, one of the women turned. She wasn’t just old but ancient, with heavy jowls and a severe expression. The woman noticed Chase and her gun but didn’t react. She just clasped her hands together, turned her gaze ahead, and resumed praying.  
 
    Chase shrugged and continued forward, her eyes slowly drifted upward.  
 
    The loft was the only place left to look. 
 
    Chase walked across the stage to another door, this one marked with a plastic sign that read ‘PRIVATE’. 
 
    She was about to reach for the handle, half expecting it to be locked, when the door seemingly opened on its own accord.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Inside the door was a winding staircase leading to the loft above. 
 
    “Leslie? Father David? Paul?” 
 
    The only answer was the echo of her own voice. 
 
    A cardinal rule of clearing houses, or churches, was to never enter a space with only one exit.  
 
    Especially if alone. 
 
    “I know you’re up there!”  
 
    You should wait for backup. 
 
    “Shut up, Stitts,” Chase growled again.  
 
    Back up’s not coming. 
 
    Chase stepped into the staircase and, leading with the gun, started a slow ascent. 
 
    “Leslie?” 
 
    Chase made it to the loft and froze. She thought she was mentally prepared for anything but that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Leslie Carson was here all right. She was standing on a plastic chair in front of the stained-glass window, partially blocking the incoming light, which explained why the church was so dim. 
 
    Her eyes were wide and glassy, and she had a waxy expression on her face. 
 
    Chase wanted to say something, knew she should say something, but she was paralyzed while she took in the entire scene. 
 
    The woman was struggling to slip a loop of rope over her head, the other end of which hung from rafters high above. 
 
    Leslie was staring at her but didn’t appear to be seeing anything. 
 
    “Get—get down,” Chase instructed after finding her voice. She started to raise the gun and then stopped, realizing that this action didn’t make sense. “Leslie, get off the chair.”  
 
    The woman continued to stare at Chase, unblinking, while she expanded the noose.  
 
    “Leslie, stop—” 
 
    “It’s real,” the woman said in a disturbing, airy tone. “It’s all real. I can see it.” 
 
    Chase who had since taken two steps forward, froze again. 
 
    “What do you see?” she whispered. “Leslie, what do you see?”  
 
    Still unblinking, Leslie’s opened her eyes even further. The lids appeared to be stretched nearly to the point of tearing now.  
 
    “It’s—it’s beautiful.”  
 
    Tears started to spill out down Leslie’s cheeks but she still refused to blink. 
 
    Chase moved forward again. 
 
    “What is? What is it that you see?” her voice was desperate. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    A flurry of movement from Chase’s right caused the mesmerizing scene to break its hold. 
 
    She tried to react, to point the gun in that direction, but she was a moment too late and a second too slow.  
 
    A glint of copper was followed by a rush of pain. 
 
    Chase slumped to all fours. Her vision started to vignette, and she fought to stay conscious as best she could. 
 
    “What… do… you… see…?” Chase managed to croak. 
 
    This time, she got a response, but not from Leslie.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Father David whispered in her ear. “Don’t worry, because soon, you’ll see it, too, Chase.” 
 
    Chase’s reality slipped and last thing she saw before her world went dark, was Leslie finally looping the rope over her head and then stepping off the chair. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    Floyd repeatedly tried to reach Chase, but either she’d shut off her phone or she’d gone rogue. 
 
    “Where the hell are you, Chase?” 
 
    He was sitting in his car outside of Leslie Carson’s home staring up at the large pillars that supported the overhang above the front door. 
 
    The confidence that he’d gained back at Wilde Disposal had been fleeting. Just seeing this place brought back foul memories not just of his interactions with Leslie, but those with her ex-husband Todd. 
 
    “Come on, Chase.” 
 
    Floyd tried his partner again but got her machine. He swore and tossed the phone on the passenger seat. 
 
    The longer he sat stationary in his car, the more doubt started to creep into his mind. 
 
    Call Dunbar, call Screech, call Leroy. Call somebody. Don’t do it yourself. You can’t do it yourself, Floyd. 
 
    But that would take time. Time that other students might use to get their hands on Cerebrum. Time that might spell disaster for Chase, wherever she was. 
 
    Somewhere in the pit of his stomach, or the first few inches of intestine, Floyd felt a nagging twinge. He wasn’t blessed with Chase’s voodoo, but he still got inklings every once in a while. And this was one of them. Chase needed him. 
 
    Floyd bit his lower lip so hard that he tasted blood. This had the desired effect and shocked him into action. He got out of his car, closed the door, and walked up to Leslie’s home with purpose.  
 
    He made it halfway before he had to stop. His breath was coming in short bursts and Floyd felt himself on the verge of hyperventilating.  
 
    Turn back. Don’t do it. You’re just going to stutter and seize.  
 
    Forcing himself to suck in huge breaths, the feeling of almost passing out started to fade. 
 
    Don’t. Do. It. 
 
    But Floyd was doing it. Before he knew exactly what was happening, he reached the door and knocked on it.  
 
    “FBI,” he said in a quiet voice. He knew that he should probably announce his name as well but feared that even that might be difficult to get out without a stutter. 
 
    Floyd knocked again and he heard someone move inside the house. His entire body immediately broke into a cold sweat. 
 
    “F-F-F-B-B-I.” 
 
    He cursed himself. 
 
    You can’t do this. 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    The comment and the voice—that of a child—threw Floyd for a loop.  
 
    “Wh-what do you mean, again?” 
 
    “Agent Chase Adams was just here. I assume you’re her partner, Agent Floyd Montgomery?” 
 
    “Y-yes.” Floyd was confused but kept on going. “I’m guessing your mother isn’t here?” 
 
    “No. Like I told Agent Adams, she left with her brother, Father David.” 
 
    Her brother… Father David? Father David is Leslie Carson’s brother? 
 
    Floyd was flabbergasted. 
 
    But that would mean… what? What exactly would that mean? 
 
    “Are you still there, Agent Montgomery?” 
 
    “Y-y-yeah, I’m here. Did you say that Father Greg David is your uncle? Your mom’s brother?” 
 
    “Yes. My father doesn’t have any brothers.” 
 
    Floyd shook his head. 
 
    “And they went off together? Where did they go?” 
 
    “My mom didn’t say.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Wait—what time is it?” 
 
    “Almost four.” 
 
    “Well, she usually goes to service at Father David’s church at four during the week.” 
 
    Floyd stiffened. 
 
    “What church? What’s the name of Father David’s church?” 
 
    “Blessed Sacrament.” 
 
    That’s where they are, Floyd thought. And that’s where Chase will be, too.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Randy, just stay inside and keep the door locked. I’m going to send a police officer to your house. Don’t open until they show up, got it?” 
 
    “I’ll ask them for their name and badge number.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that, Randy. Just wait until they show up.” 
 
    With that, Floyd ran back to Dunbar’s car. He quickly found the address for Blessed Sacrament and flicked the cherry on as he sped away from the Carson residence.  
 
    His suspicions were confirmed when he spotted Chase’s BMW parked out front of the church. Floyd pulled Dunbar’s car behind his partner’s and left the cherry flashing. Adrenaline surged as he stepped over a pile of what looked like vomit, and Floyd made sure that his gun was in its holster. He didn’t go as far as pulling it out, however; it didn’t feel right to draw in the house of the Lord.  
 
    But he had it with him just in case he needed it.  
 
    Not that he thought he would. After all, Leslie was here with Father David and he’d met the man, even confessed to him. 
 
    Best case scenario, Leslie was here for redemption. 
 
    The sweat that had begun as beads on his forehead and upper lip had coalesced and were threatening to form rivulets. 
 
    Floyd was confident in the best-case scenario but didn’t even want to think about what the worst could be.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    Chase opened her eyes. The back of her head was throbbing, and her hair was matted and sticky. 
 
    Blood—someone hit me from behind with something hard.  
 
    Her vision still blurry, Chase tried to focus on her environment, to figure out where she was. She saw something in front of her, something hanging, but the light was strange, and she couldn’t make it out. 
 
    Chase blinked, winced, then looked around again. 
 
    The colorful light was coming from a window to her left: a large, stained-glass window.  
 
    She waited for her eyes to adjust to the muted glow before turning her attention back to the hanging object.  
 
    Chase’s already ragged breath caught in her throat. 
 
    It wasn’t an object as she’d first thought, but a person.  
 
    It was Leslie Carson and she’d hanged herself.  
 
    Images flooded back now, images of Leslie’s wide eyes, her slack mouth uttering those somehow horrifying words. 
 
    It’s real. It’s all real. I can see it. 
 
    Leslie still had the same look in her eyes, but there was nothing behind them now. Like her daughter, the woman had taken her own life. It wasn’t as dramatic as jumping in front of a subway car, but it was somehow more personal.  
 
    As her vision continued to improve, Chase’s other senses followed suit.  
 
    The air was thick with the sour smell of feces. It didn’t take long for Chase to identify the source. Leslie’s khaki slacks were darkly stained from the crotch to her left knee.  
 
    The odor was so strong that Chase felt her stomach start to revolt. If she hadn’t vomited mere hours ago, she would have done so now.  
 
    “Good, I see that you’re awake,” a soothing male voice said. 
 
    Chase whipped her head in the direction of the sound and immediately regretted it. 
 
    A sharp pain shot down her spine, pain so bad that she was forced to squeeze her eyes closed to try to rid herself of the sensation. She tried to move, but for the first time since waking, Chase realized that her paralysis had less to do with the blow to her head and more with the fact that someone had tied her wrists and ankles to her chair.  
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” the man continued. His voice sounded familiar now. “Would that be alright, Agent Adams?” 
 
    Chase, her face still contorted in pain, opened her eyes again.  
 
    Father Greg David had moved from behind her to the left of Leslie’s corpse. He was wearing his priest robes and had a condescending, patronizing expression on his face. The man ran a finger down the outside of Leslie thigh as he spoke. 
 
    “One question, Chase?” 
 
    “I’m not answering any questions,” Chase shot back. Her tongue felt thick and her words thicker. 
 
    Father David chuckled and he stepped further to his left, revealing a table that had been partially blocked by both him and Leslie. 
 
    On the table was a mountain of pills and more than a dozen unmarked wine bottles.  
 
    “Do you believe in God? In the afterlife?” the priest asked as he picked up one of the small white pills. 
 
    “I believe that as soon as I break out of these bindings, one of us is going to find out if he’s real or not,” Chase said. With every passing moment, she felt more of her faculties returning. 
 
    Keep him talking, Stitts urged. Get your strength back. 
 
    “It was a rhetorical question, my child. I knew from the moment you stepped into St. Ignatius that you didn’t believe.” Even though his words were directed at Chase, it appeared that the priest’s lip service was mostly for his own benefit. “That’s what our society has lost, Chase. And with every day that passes, every post on Facebook or Instagram, every lewd dance on Tik Tok, every hot tub stream on Twitch, our society continues to degrade. And when people stop believing… well, that’s when we have school shootings, mass murderers, rampant crime across this country.” 
 
    Chase wanted to say that, in her experience, the worst crimes were often carried out by the most devoted believers, but didn’t think that that would help her purpose any.  
 
    “This, this little pill, is the answer. With this pill, we can start again, anew. Imagine a country where everyone believed, Chase. Imagine how… how beautiful that would be.” 
 
    Father David held the pill up to the light. It reflected the colors from the stained glass, which made it appear to glow. 
 
    “Cerebrum,” Chase couldn’t help but utter. 
 
    Father David’s eyes locked on hers. 
 
    “Cerebrum? No, no, no, Chase. Cerebrum was just a name coined by some heartless businessman who thought it was clever and thus make it easier to raise capital.” The priest turned his attention to the pill and stared at it as if he expected it to move or grow. “No, this isn’t Cerebrum. It’s called Savior.” 
 
    Now Chase laughed. 
 
    “Savior? Jesus Christ, you’ve fucking lost it.” 
 
    Father David’s expression hardened.  
 
    “Do not use the Lord’s name in vain,” he warned. 
 
    Along with her strength, Chase’s attitude had also returned. 
 
    “Or what? He’s going to strike me down?” she mocked. “That fucking pill you have there? That cost six people their lives.” Her eyes flicked to Leslie’s body. “Make that seven.” 
 
    “This pill cost nobody their lives.” Father David fired back. “They did that to themselves, Chase. If they had just believed, then their lives would have been enriched. They would have achieved a higher plane of existence like I have. They would have spread the word of the Lord. Instead, they chose to end everything. But that’s the irony, Chase. They took their lives to gain access to something that will forever be out of their grasp. A true believer would never take their life because it is not theirs to take. It is thy Lord’s. And here's the best part, Chase: by doing so, the only time these heathens will see the promised land is the brief glimpse they get after consuming the Savior.” 
 
    Chase knew she was treading on thin ice, but the blow to her head had knocked loose whatever filter she might have once had. 
 
    “You sound like—” she laughed. “You sound like Pope Ron Popeil. God rest the man’s soul. Set and forget it, swallow it and be saved. The beauty is in the simplicity.” 
 
    Father David didn’t find this funny. 
 
    “You laugh, go ahead, make your jokes,” he hooked a thumb at Leslie. “But you know who doesn’t find this amusing? Leslie—Leslie or the other girls who have seen.”  
 
    Chase gnashed her teeth together and glared at the priest. 
 
    “That’s your fucking sister. She killed herself because of that pill. So did your niece. Wait, you know what?” she shook her head. “No, they didn’t kill themselves. You killed them. You killed your own family.” 
 
    Father David’s snarl grew entrenched. 
 
    “I didn’t kill them.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did. I don’t go by the mystical court in the sky, Greg, I go by real courts. US courts. And if you give someone drugs? Drugs laced with say, fentanyl, and they die? You’re going to get prosecuted. Depending on the DA, it could be manslaughter or first-degree murder. And guess what? In New York, I heard that your DA is a real stickler when it comes to drug-related charges.” 
 
    “That’s enough talking,” Father David snapped. 
 
    “Oh, really? Only you can preach, right? That way you can’t’—” 
 
    Father David aggressively came forward and Chase squirmed. But even though she was strong now, the bindings were impossible to break. 
 
    The man grabbed her chin and held her face straight despite her struggles. It was obvious what he was trying to do even before he pinched her nose. 
 
    “You will see God,” Father David hissed. He managed to stick a finger in her mouth, which was a mistake.  
 
    Chase bit down and he pulled his hand free. 
 
    “I’ve already seen Him, and he’s a motherfucking—” 
 
    Chase had bitten the man’s finger hard enough to taste blood and had thought that he would need at least a moment or two to recover. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    The priest’s wounded hand shot forward with incredible speed and Father David forced the pill into her mouth. Chase whipped her head to one side and tried to spit it out, but the man quickly clamped one palm over her mouth while pinched her nose with thumb and forefinger of his other hand. 
 
    Chase flailed desperately now, but Father David pushed her head all the way back so that she stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    Ten seconds passed, then twenty. 
 
    The pain from where the priest had struck her started to rush back then, muddling her thoughts. 
 
    “You will see,” Father David whispered. 
 
    Thirty seconds. 
 
    Forty. 
 
    Chase’s diaphragm quivered, but she still didn’t breathe. The pill started to dissolve, however, and she tasted a bitter powder on her tongue. 
 
    “And you will believe,” Father David continued. “Or you will die.” 
 
    At around a minute, Chase felt her eyelids droop. At a minute fifteen, her lungs spasmed and her body rocked, but Father David still didn’t release his grip. 
 
    Just as darkness started to close in again, the priest finally let go of her mouth. 
 
    Chase sucked in a massive breath and then immediately turned her face to the side, freeing her nose from between Father David’s fingers. And then she spat.  
 
    To her horror, what she’d produced was mostly clear. 
 
    Cerebrum or Savior or whatever it was called had already dissolved and was making its way from the small capillaries beneath her tongue and in her cheeks toward her brain. 
 
    “Fuck you,” she growled. “Fuck you!” 
 
    Father David looked like he was going to lash out but instead did something completely unexpected.  
 
    He bent on one knee and started to untie Chase’s bindings.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    Floyd squinted as he stepped into the church, expecting it to be dimmer inside than out. While it was, it was also strangely colorful.  
 
    After his eyes adjusted, he realized that Blessed Sacrament was empty. This was strange, considering what Randy had told him about his mother attending Father David’s service. Either Randy had been wrong, and Floyd got the impression that such a thing was exceedingly rare, or something was going on here. Something that had kept everyone else away.  
 
    A feeling that things weren’t right, that they were off, like milk a day or two past its expiry date.  
 
    A feeling that Floyd experienced inside himself at that very moment. 
 
    He instinctively crossed himself, then silently walked down the center aisle, peering along the length of the pews as he went. 
 
    “Chase?” he whispered. “Chase, you here?” 
 
    His heart hammering in his chest, Floyd passed the last row of pews and then eyed the stage. It was modest, with a small, nondescript altar off to one side and a plain pulpit in the center upon which a bible lay open. 
 
    Floyd stepped onto the stage and instinctively looked at the bible, noting the section and passage that was highlighted. 
 
    It was one of the few he knew well, from Hebrews 11:6. 
 
    And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.  
 
    How fitting, Floyd thought.  
 
    A sound from somewhere high above him distracted his thoughts. Floyd’s gaze instinctively drifted to the loft. It was difficult to make anything out given the colorful light, but he thought he saw the outline of a person up there. 
 
    “Chase?” he whispered again, not expecting a response and not getting one. 
 
    Where the hell are you, Chase?  
 
    Floyd hurried across the stage toward the door marked ‘PRIVATE’.  
 
    He almost made it there before it flew open and he jumped back, his hand going to his gun. 
 
    “Father David?”  
 
    The man looked shocked. His face also seemed to be covered in a sheen of sweat.  
 
    “Agent Montgomery, I’m so glad that you’re here! Something… oh, dear Lord, something is happening!” 
 
    Floyd let his hand fall off the butt of his service pistol. 
 
    “What happened? Is it Chase? Is it Chase?”  
 
    “Come—come quick! You need to see this!” 
 
    The priest held the door open for him and Floyd entered a narrow staircase. He took the steps two at a time, the blood rushing in his ears nearly as loud as his own panicked breathing. 
 
    Dozens of scenarios played out in his mind, none of which had a happy ending.  
 
    Floyd crested the final step and then stopped. 
 
    “Chase!” he moaned. “No, Chase! Noooo…” 
 
    His partner was hanging by a rope from the rafters, her body completely still.  
 
    Floyd collapsed onto his knees.  
 
    “Nooo!” he moaned. “Nooooooo!” 
 
    Tears flooded his eyes, spilled over, and soaked his cheeks. 
 
    Why? Why, God, why?  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    The church was gone. 
 
    Leslie Carson’s corpse was gone.  
 
    Father Greg David was gone. 
 
    In their place was a field of daisies.  
 
    Chase knew that this was just an illusion, but it felt so… so real. The daisies swayed in a cool breeze that she felt on her cheeks and forehead. The air carried the daisies’ mild floral scent to her nostrils and Chase inhaled deeply.  
 
    Then she closed her eyes and reached out with her hand. At first, she couldn’t feel anything, and the illusion wavered. But then she realized it was because she was still wearing her gloves. Chase teased them off one at a time and let them drop to the grass at her feet. 
 
    The flowers felt real, and Chase became lost in the moment, just as Dr. Matteo had on countless occasions instructed her to do. The breeze, the smell, the touch, it was all so real. 
 
    And then there was the laughter. 
 
    A child’s laughter, soft and sweet.  
 
    Chase opened her eyes and immediately spotted the top of a red head of hair, barely visible above the daisies.  
 
    She stepped forward and felt something brush against her bare ankles and legs. Confused, she looked down.  
 
    Her jeans and T-shirt were gone. In their place was a white dress that came to around her knees.  
 
    Another laugh drew Chase’s attention and she glanced up again.  
 
    Georgina was now standing directly in front of her, wearing a similar dress, and smiling broadly. 
 
    “I didn’t pick any daisies, Auntie Chase,” the girl said, holding her tiny hands out as proof. Her bright green eyes twinkled in the sunlight. “I swear.” 
 
    “You can pick one or two,” Chase said. “You just can’t pick them all.”  
 
    She pinched the stem of a particularly large daisy and was about to pluck it when someone spoke from behind her.  
 
    It was a voice that Chase hadn’t heard since the Butterfly Gardens—the last time anyone had ever heard that voice. 
 
    “Georgina?” 
 
    Chase’s blood suddenly ran cold despite the warm sun beating down on her face.  
 
    With a hard swallow, she turned her head to the left. 
 
    “Georgina, who are you speaking with?” 
 
    Chase stopped breathing entirely when she saw the woman in the white dress coming toward her. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you, I didn’t know you were down here,” Chase’s sister said, a smile on her pretty face. She had hair that was almost identical to Georgina’s: orange locks with loose curls that fell to just beyond her shoulders. She even shared the girl's heart-shaped mouth. 
 
    Her eyes were green, as well, but a touch darker than the little girl’s. 
 
    “This isn’t real,” Chase managed to croak. “I know this isn’t real.” 
 
    The woman laughed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s real all right.” And then to her daughter, the woman said, “Don’t listen to Auntie Chase, she’s just being silly.” 
 
    “Riley?” Chase asked. 
 
    The woman looked confused. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Chase started to cry silent tears that made tracks on her cheeks. Her sister came to her then, wrapping both arms around her. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Chase. You don’t need to cry anymore. I’m here. I’m here, and you can stay with me.” 
 
    Georgina Adams, her sister, was also crying now. Chase reached up and rubbed the tears from beneath the woman’s eyes with her thumb. Her face was warm to the touch, but the tears were cool. 
 
    “I want to be with you,” Chase said, with a shuddering breath. “I want to stay with you.” 
 
    Georgina released her embrace and then took Chase’s hand in hers. After two steps, Chase felt her niece grab her other hand. Together, the three of them walked through the field of daisies. It felt as if the flowers would go on forever, but after a few minutes, they finally reached the end. A handful of feet beyond the last of the tall flowers was a pond.  
 
    They made their way to the very edge. The breeze was still calm, but it was cooler now is it made its way over the water before caressing their skin. 
 
    “You can… if you want to stay with me, with us, all you have to do is jump, Chase.” 
 
    Chase looked at her sister, still confused as to what was going on but no longer convinced that it was all just an illusion. 
 
    No illusion could be this real. No mirage or hallucination could make you smell and see and taste and feel. 
 
    Her sister nodded encouragingly, and Chase turned her attention back to the pond.  
 
    It was a pond that she’d gone swimming in dozens, if not hundreds, of times before. When the weather was particularly warm, or after a grueling run, Chase would strip down to just her bra and underwear and jump into the chilly water, letting it rinse away her sweat. 
 
    And it was the same water, there was no doubt about that. It had the identical hint of vegetal odor and three rocks, all different sizes, jutted out from near the center of the pond. 
 
    On many an occasion, Chase had swum out to the rocks with Georgina and helped the girl climb on top of the largest. 
 
    Then they would pretend that they were mermaids, desperately hoping that a sailboat would pass by.  
 
    “Go on, Chase,” Georgina urged. 
 
    The ground beneath her feet transitioned from grass to damp sand, and then Chase dipped her toe into the water.  
 
    “This is real?” she asked. Her voice sounded even smaller and more juvenile than her niece’s. “Are you really here?” 
 
    Her sister nodded. 
 
    “This is real, Chase. You can be with me. You just need to jump.” Georgina let go of her hand, as did Chase’s niece. “But nobody can jump for you—you have to do it yourself.” 
 
    Chase stared at the water, the trio of rocks. 
 
    Why are you hesitating? she asked herself. What’s the big deal?  
 
    Chase closed her eyes and pressed her heels together. Then she stretched her arms out to her sides as far as they would go. 
 
    “Chase?”  
 
    Chase tried to ignore the voice—it didn’t belong to either of the Georgina’s.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    No, go away, she silently pleaded. Leave me alone. 
 
    This was finally her chance to be free, to be with her sister, and be rid of the perpetual guilt and shame that followed her everywhere she went. 
 
    To be in the moment, truly, completely.  
 
    “You just want to forget, Chase.” The voice taunted. “And I can make you forget everything.” 
 
    Chase started to sob. 
 
    No, no—not now. 
 
    “Chaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaase… let me show you how to forget.” 
 
    Chase opened her eyes and swiveled. As she moved, the sun faded, the air grew cold, and she smelled something foul.  
 
    Her sister was gone. 
 
    Her niece was gone. 
 
    In their place stood a thin man with a lascivious smirk and pockmarked cheeks.  
 
    He was holding a familiar object between the first two fingers of his right hand. 
 
    His thumb rested on the plunger of the syringe. 
 
    “Forget with me, Chase,” a leering Tyler Tisdale prodded. Chase shuddered as a chill ran through her. “Forget with me.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    Chase moved.  
 
    Floyd, still on his knees, couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  
 
    Chase, who was dead and hanging from the rafters, actually moved; her right hand twitched.  
 
    “Chase?” he moaned. 
 
    And then he saw her. It was a combination of Floyd’s eyes finally fully adjusting to the strange light and the fact that the last of his tears were drying up. 
 
    The woman who had hanged herself was not Chase Adams.  
 
    It was Leslie Carson.  
 
    Floyd’s lip curled in confusion, and he rubbed at his eyes. 
 
    Chase was there, though, and had probably been there the whole time. She was standing behind Leslie and as he watched with something akin to horror, Floyd saw his partner take the dead woman’s hand in hers.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him, perhaps because she was in deep conversation with the corpse. Floyd, usually adept at lip-reading, concentrated hard on Chase’s mouth, but he couldn't make out the words.  
 
    Perhaps even more frightening than observing the twisted séance was Chase’s expression. Her pupils were massively dilated, her skin pale like melted wax. Floyd had only ever seen the woman like this once before: back in Virginia when they’d found her limp body in a rock quarry.  
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
    Floyd wanted to rush to his partner, but he was transfixed by the bizarre scene before him. 
 
    Chase muttered something that was apparently final because she let go of Leslie’s hand. The corpse swung for a moment before becoming perfectly still again. Then Chase’s blank eyes turned to Floyd, but she didn’t see him.  
 
    Without another word, to the dead or the living, the woman walked to the balcony overlooking the stage and climbed on top of the waist-high ledge. 
 
    Now, Floyd had to act. 
 
    He got up and started toward his partner. He closed the distance by half before strong hands came down on his shoulders. 
 
    Floyd craned his head around and stared at Father David. The man looked less like a priest at that moment than something sinister, something unforgiving.  
 
    “Leave her,” he whispered, offering Floyd a knowing look.  
 
    Things suddenly came into razor-sharp focus. 
 
    “No,” Floyd gasped. 
 
    Father David nodded. 
 
    “She took it? Chase took Cerebrum?” Floyd demanded, even though the priest had already silently confirmed this point. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Floyd tried to shake free, but Father David seemed almost unnaturally strong. 
 
    “We have to save her—she’s going to kill herself! She’s going to jump!” 
 
    Father David’s expression didn’t change. 
 
    “It’s up to her, Floyd. This is the test—the test to see if Chase truly believes.” 
 
    “What are you—” Floyd paused and examined the man’s features closely. “You—it was you!” 
 
    The priest started to smile, and Floyd finally broke free of his grip. 
 
    “Y-y-you took Cerebrum.” With this revelation came a slew of others. “Y-y-y-you gave it to them.” Floyd’s jaw went slack. “The girls—your own niece! Your own sister!” 
 
    Father David’s expression changed. 
 
    “They didn’t believe.” 
 
    “They didn’t b-b-believe? How could you—” 
 
    “It’s real…” Chase muttered, this time just loud enough for them all to hear.  
 
    Floyd, remembering his partner, tore away from Father David. 
 
    Chase was now standing on the edge of the twenty-foot drop, her feet together, her arms outstretched. 
 
    “No!” he shouted and ran for her. 
 
    Chase teetered and almost pitched over the side, but then she turned and saw his face—truly saw his face this time. And even though her eyes were still those strange black orbs, there was a hint of recognition in them. 
 
    Or so Floyd hoped.  
 
    “It’s not real!” he screamed. “Chase, it’s not real!” 
 
    The woman cocked her head and then something inside of her snapped. Chase abandoned the jump and instead pivoted toward him. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Floyd, imbued by fear and taken completely by surprise, was knocked backward by his partner’s powerful lunge. 
 
    Snarling, Chase wrapped her hands around his throat and started to squeeze.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    The rage Chase felt at that moment was all-encompassing. Just seeing Tyler Tisdale, his knowing smirk, the way he spoke out of only one side of his mouth, brought back such intense feelings that she completely lost it.  
 
    It was also the things he said as much as the way he said them. 
 
    “I can take your pain away.” 
 
    And Tyler, for all of his faults, was no liar. He’d introduced her and provided her access to the substance that would forever shape her life and make Chase forget who she was.  
 
    She’d managed to escape his and heroin’s hold on her, but the man had never left her thoughts. 
 
    Not completely.  
 
    And now was her chance to exact the revenge she hadn’t known she needed. The paradox was that the harder Chase squeezed Tyler’s throat, the darker her surroundings got.  
 
    And the further her sister and niece seemed. 
 
    “You did this,” Chase snarled. “You did all of this.” 
 
    She flexed so hard now that Tyler’s eyes bulged. The man was trying to say something, but with his airway restricted the way it was all he could manage was a weak spray of saliva. 
 
    If it weren’t for Tyler Tisdale, her sister would still be alive. If Chase hadn’t spent nearly a decade in a heroin-induced stupor, she would have found her sister earlier. Maybe before she’d been fully and completely brainwashed by her sadistic captors.  
 
    Before they’d impregnated her with their seed who would eventually become the little girl for whom Chase was now responsible. 
 
    “I see… I see you and you’re real,” Chased screamed as she squeezed harder still. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 71 
 
      
 
    “No!”  
 
    Chase’s first thought was that it was Tyler shouting at her, but that was impossible. The man’s eyes had rolled back in his skull and his mouth had gone slack.  
 
    He was incapable of speech. 
 
    “No! You need to take the jump, Chase. You can’t kill him, he believes.” 
 
    Chase glanced up and peered into the darkness that was all around her, trying to locate the voice. 
 
    “You need to jump, Chase. You see it… you know it’s real.” 
 
    Chase spotted a figure emerging from the shadowy daisies.  
 
    Her grip on Tyler’s throat loosened, but she didn’t release him completely.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who I am, Chase. It matters who you are. It matters what you believe.” 
 
    The man stepped forward and Chase finally recognized him.  
 
    It was Brian Jalston, one of the men who had kidnapped her and Georgina from the Williamson County Fair all those years ago. 
 
    The sight of the loathed man was enough to reinvigorate Chase’s anger. Her forearms tensed and Tyler Tisdale croaked. She’d been to enough crime scenes to know what happened next. The small bone in the man’s throat, the hyoid bone, would break, and then the cartilage would collapse. His esophagus and windpipe would be crushed 
 
    Tyler would suffocate and die within a minute or two. 
 
    Like he deserved. 
 
    And then Chase would kill Brian Jalston.  
 
    But the big man in overalls had other ideas. While Tyler was oddly complacent in his impending death, Brian took a more proactive approach. He reared back and slapped Chase across the cheek with a meaty palm.  
 
    A spark of pain traveled from her face to her neck. Then it reached the back of her head, which was already sore for some reason.  
 
    That’s where Father David brained you. 
 
    Chase blinked twice and Brian Jalston vanished, as did the illusory daisies, only to be replaced by a scrawny man in priest’s robes. 
 
    “Father David?” 
 
    The man’s face contorted.  
 
    “You can’t kill him; you need to jump. Why isn’t it working? You don’t believe… you have to jump!” 
 
    Chase had been so startled by the slap that she’d released her hold on Tyler. She glanced down at him and then gasped. 
 
    It wasn’t Tyler Tisdale—it couldn’t be him.  
 
    Tyler was dead. 
 
    Pinned by her knees, struggling for air, was Special Agent Floyd Montgomery.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Chase said, leaping to her feet. She thought she’d killed him. Her own partner. Her friend. 
 
    But then Floyd coughed, turned his head to one side, and spat out a wad of blood.  
 
    Chase let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    It wasn’t real. None of it was real. 
 
    A dizzy spell followed on the heels of the respite, and she started to question whether what was happening now was also a hallucination.  
 
    “It was just the fucking drug,” she groaned, her eyes drifting back to Father David. 
 
    The priest had started to back away from her, realizing that Cerebrum, with its short half-life, was already starting to wear off.  
 
    “This is… impossible,” Father David said with a hard swallow. His voice was on the verge of cracking. “You don’t believe… I know you don’t believe. Y-y-you need to jump. You have to… just like all the others. That’s what the Savior does—only true believers survive! Only the most worthy can see all that the Lord has to offer and live!”  
 
    Doubt crept onto the priest’s face and began to spread its ugly tentacles.  
 
    The terrified man continued to backpedal as Chase pressed forward. 
 
    A myriad of scenarios flashed through her mind at lightning speed. She thought about grabbing her gun, which had to be somewhere nearby, or just shoving the priest through the stained-glass window. Calling for help was another option, as was tying Father David up as he’d done to her.  
 
    But Chase did none of those things. Without thinking, she simply reached out and grabbed the man’s hand, cradling his clammy flesh in hers. 
 
    And then something happened. 
 
    Something that had occurred, however briefly, when Paul Baker had touched her. Something that used to happen every time Chase’s bare skin came in contact with a recent victim. 
 
    Something that Jeremy Stitts had dubbed her voodoo. 
 
    Chase saw through Father Greg David’s eyes. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 72 
 
      
 
    “My name is Paul Baker,” the man with the white hair said. “And I want to help in any way I can.” 
 
    Despite the color of his hair, Father Greg David saw a young man before him. Paul had intense eyes and an even more intense demeanor. Just one glance and Father David knew that there was something off about him. But the Blessed Sacrament congregation had shrunk over the years and judging by the lack of students who came to visit him in the school chapel, that number was unlikely to grow anytime soon. 
 
    He, and the church, needed all the help it could get. 
 
    “I’ve already helped so many,” Paul proclaimed, “including someone you know. But now, I want to reach a bigger audience. A much bigger audience.” 
 
    Curious words, certainly but Father David didn’t read too deeply into them. Many people came to the church because they wanted to help others. 
 
    “We’re always looking for volunteers. Would you be interested in—” 
 
    “I’ve seen things,” Paul interrupted. “I’ve seen the Lord. I’ve seen His Paradise.” 
 
    Father David squinted. 
 
    “I’m glad for you, Paul. But it’s important to remember that the Lord is with us even if we don’t see him.” 
 
    Paul laughed. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand, Father. I’ve always been a believer. But then I really saw Him.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve had quite an eye-opening experience. If you’d be so willing, sharing this experience might inspire others to let the Lord into their lives. Would this be something you might be interested in?”  
 
    Another laugh, this one more full-bodied than the first. 
 
    “Oh, yes. I would like to share it. I would love to share it with you and with everybody. Together, Father, we are going to do great things. We are going to finally reward believers with what they truly deserve. And punish those who doubt.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 73 
 
      
 
    Chase gasped as she removed her hand from Father David’s face. Nausea threatened to derail her train of thoughts, but she refused to let it. 
 
    “It was Paul,” she exclaimed. “He’s the true believer, not you.” 
 
    Father David recoiled and Floyd, who had at least partly recovered from nearly being strangled to death, came to Chase’s side, a strange look on his face.  
 
    She ignored him. 
 
    “It was his idea; you just went along with it. But you… you don’t believe anymore, do you?” 
 
    During her vision, Chase had felt the priest’s doubt. It was subtle, but it had been there, just like it had been on Father David’s face when Chase had managed to break Cerebrum’s hold without taking her own life.  
 
    “Of course, I do!” the priest shouted. 
 
    “No, you don’t. That’s why you needed to recruit your sister to help you. You were too scared to do it yourself. You talk about Facebook and Tik Tok, but you wanted social proof before you took the plunge, didn’t you, David?” 
 
    Father David shook his head violently from side to side. 
 
    “You’re wrong! I’ve always believed! Paul—he just—without me—” 
 
    “You started to doubt when Randy first got sick,” Floyd rasped.  
 
    “He-he-he was saved!” Father David protested. “The Lord saved him.” 
 
    “Cerebrum saved him,” Chase corrected. “But then it took your sister and your niece from you.” 
 
    “No!” Father David’s face contorted. “I believe!” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Floyd countered, without missing a beat. “You don’t believe. If you were a true believer, you wouldn’t need a pill to test others’ faith. You’d let God do that.” 
 
    Fury left the priest’s features and was replaced by sorrow. 
 
    “I didn’t… Madison… she… I thought she believed. Leslie said… she said Maddie believed. She promised. And Leslie—” All eyes drifted to the hanged woman. “She believed; I know she did. But then when Maddie…”  
 
    Father David broke down and started to weep, but Chase felt no empathy for the man. 
 
    “Madison didn’t deserve to die—she was only a kid. You wanted to test her faith? Really? That’s what your God wanted? To put a teenager in that position?” Chase shook her head in disgust. “Your niece didn’t deserve to die and neither did those other girls. Neither did Sky, Brooke, Kylie, or Victoria. And your sister? She didn’t deserve to die, either did she? I mean, she was a believer, right? At one time, at least. What happened to her? Huh? Her faith wavered a little after her daughter committed suicide? What a fucking crime that is! Questioning—such a fucking crime to you guys, isn’t it? It’s always just fucking listen to me, don’t ask question, what I say is all that matters. Well, what I say matters, dickhead. And what I say, is that you don’t believe.”  
 
    “I was—” the priest’s words were interrupted by a sob. “I was trying to help her—Leslie came to me with doubts, and I tried to help her! But… but she was the one who gave Madison the Cerebrum. No one thought she would die… no one thought she would share it with her friends! None of this was supposed to happen! This wasn’t—this wasn’t part of the plan!” 
 
    “Whose plan?” Chase demanded. “Paul Baker’s? Was it Paul’s plan?” 
 
    Father David backed up to the ledge.  
 
    “Paul’s, the Lord’s, I don’t know… I just thought… I thought…” 
 
    The man pressed his waist up against the railing.  
 
    “I thought it was what he wanted. But now… now I don’t know. I-I don’t know what’s real anymore.” 
 
    Chase dove at the priest then, but the second her palms made contact with his chest, Father Greg David pitched over the side. 
 
    “No!” Floyd yelled. 
 
    But he was too late.  
 
    There was a sickening thud as Father David’s temple smashed against the corner of the pulpit. It teetered and then toppled. The bible, however, somehow managed to land face-up and open, its text splattered in red. 
 
    Both Floyd and Chase placed their hands on the railing and stared down at Father Greg David’s unmoving body as blood pooled around his head. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 74 
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Floyd,” Chase said as she sat on the cement steps outside the church. Floyd, who was sitting beside her, massaged his throat.  
 
    “It’s not your fault, Chase. I don’t blame you. It was the drug. It was Cerebrum.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “I know, but I almost killed you.” 
 
    This was a sobering thought that pushed them both inside their heads for several moments. 
 
    Eventually, Floyd spoke up. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Chase?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied, turning her head to look at her partner. 
 
    “What did you see? When you took Cerebrum, what did you see?” 
 
    Chase looked down at her lap.  
 
    “My sister. I saw my sister and my niece.” 
 
    “And you wanted to join her? That’s why you were going to jump?” 
 
    Now Chase closed her eyes. 
 
    “No,” she lied. “I wasn’t going to jump.” 
 
    Floyd took a deep breath. 
 
    “Why did you attack me, then? All the other nonbelievers who took the drug committed suicide, but you lashed out. Why?” 
 
    Chase cleared her throat. 
 
    “I don’t think that my brain works the same way as other people’s, Floyd. In fact, I know it doesn’t. Maybe it’s the electroshock treatment I received as a child or maybe it’s the years of heroin abuse—I don’t know. But it’s not normal, that’s for sure. I’m not normal.” 
 
    “I can vouch for that.” Floyd said. The words strung, but he wasn’t being malicious. Just honest. “Or maybe--maybe your voodoo… maybe that’s the Lord working through you, Chase. Maybe your special skill is your form of belief.” 
 
    Chase wasn’t sure whether the man was being serious or facetious. 
 
    “Or maybe—” 
 
    The church door behind them opened loudly and Detective Dunbar stormed out.  
 
    As usual, he had a stern expression on his face. 
 
    As they watched, the detective silently lit a cigarette and sat beside them. After two massive inhales, he said, “I’m still trying to figure out exactly what happened here, and I’m hoping that you guys can help me out.”  
 
    Chase and Floyd both nodded but neither spoke. 
 
    “Alright, so let me tell you what I think happened. Chase, you arrived at Blessed Sacrament and saw Leslie hanging—she was already dead. The woman was distraught after what happened to her daughter—sad, bad makes sense. Then you got here, Floyd, and ran upstairs. Father David, who was born Father Carson, saw what happened to his sister and he…” the detective let his sentence trail off in expectation of someone finishing it for him.  
 
    “He fell.”  
 
    “He jumped.” 
 
    Chase and Floyd said at the exact same time.  
 
    Dunbar frowned. 
 
    “Well, which one is it? He jumped or he fell? Can’t be both.” 
 
    Chase looked at Floyd, but both refrained from speaking. 
 
    Dunbar sighed, spewing more second-hand smoke. 
 
    “Alright, jumped, fell, what does it matter?” the detective said. “And I’m not going to even bother asking how the priest got a bite mark on his hand.” 
 
    Dunbar took another haul of his cigarette. 
 
    “We found enough Cerebrum to fill a thousand bottles of Communion wine, in case you were interested.” 
 
    Chase’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    That seemed like a lot of drug. She had no idea how much was necessary for a clinical trial, but with only a dozen volunteers enrolled in the Phase I, it seemed like too much. 
 
    Father David didn’t strike her as someone who had the knowledge to create or procure more, but there was someone who she thought might be capable of both. 
 
    Paul Baker. 
 
    “All Saint’s Day,” Floyd mumbled. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “All Saint’s Day,” Floyd repeated with more enthusiasm. “When I went to the assembly at St. Ignatius, Father David had wine ready for All Saint’s Day.” 
 
    The detective frowned. 
 
    “Really? Wine at a high school? Wait—you don’t think that—” 
 
    “Yeah, you should probably destroy those bottles,” Chase suggested. 
 
    “As long as you don’t use Wilde Disposal.” 
 
    This gave Chase, as well as Dunbar, pause, but neither of them challenged the man on his comment. What was the point.  
 
    “Is that it, then? Is this over with?” Dunbar asked. He smoked furiously, trying to disguise his fatigue. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Once again, Floyd and Chase were at odds. 
 
    “You need to find Paul Baker,” Chase clarified.  
 
    “Who is—” 
 
    “He was involved in the Cerebrum clinical trial,” she continued. She wanted to add more but held her tongue. It would only make things more complicated if Chase tried to explain what had happened the first time she came to Blessed Sacrament. 
 
    “Okay,” Dunbar agreed. “I’ll see if I can find this Paul Baker guy.” With that, the detective rose to his feet. “One more thing: we finally cracked into Vic Horace’s computer, and you’re not going to believe this.” 
 
    Chase very much doubted that. After what had happened today, she thought that very little could surprise her. 
 
    Once again, she was wrong, however. 
 
    “He was in a relationship with Brooke Pettibone. Found dozens of emails going back and forth. Some of them were pretty racy. Others, downright disgusting.” 
 
    “Jesus. So, what? That piece of shit felt guilty after what happened to Brooke and decided to kill himself? Or did he know about Cerebrum and decide to take it in an attempt to join her?” Chase asked, shaking her head. 
 
    The detective said, “Don’t know,” but what he meant was Don’t care. 
 
    Truthfully, neither did Chase so she let the issue rest. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to wrap things up here.” Once again, Dunbar started back toward the church, which was quickly filling with CSU techs, before stopping a final time. “What the fuck is wrong with your voice, by the way, Floyd?”  
 
    Floyd rubbed his Adam’s apple. 
 
    “Had my first cigarette today.” 
 
    Dunbar flicked his wasted smoke to the and stomped it out. 
 
    “Can I give you some advice? Don’t have a second—it’s a disgusting habit.” 
 
    Chase waited for the detective to leave before rising to her feet.  
 
    “I think I need to get going, too.” 
 
    Floyd stood as well. He went to shake her hand, but Chase, who had no idea where her gloves had gone, declined. 
 
    Instead, she hugged him tightly.  
 
    When she finally pulled away, Floyd looked her directly in the eyes and said, “Are you thinking about coming back to the FBI, Chase?”  
 
    As a general rule, Chase hated euphemisms, figures of speech, and analogies. But in this specific instance, there was only one possible way she could think of to respond. 
 
    Gripping her partner’s shoulder tightly, she said, “The FBI is like a drug, Floyd, and I think if we learned anything over the past few days, it’s that all drugs have adverse effects.  
 
    

  

 

   Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Can I look now? Please, Auntie Chase, can I look now?” 
 
    “No, Georgina, you can’t look. It won’t be a surprise if you look,” Chase said as she parked her car. 
 
    “But I hate surprises,” Georgina whined. “Please, Auntie Chase.” 
 
    “One second, just one second, hold on.” Chase got out of the car and went around to the rear door. She opened it and unbuckled Georgina. “Keep your eyes closed. Hold my arm and I’ll help you out of the car.” 
 
    Georgina whimpered but did as she was asked, her small sneakers desperately searching the pavement for purchase. Together they took three steps and then Chase said, “Now you can open your eyes, Georgina.” 
 
    Chase looked at her niece as she blinked several times. 
 
    “What?” the girl asked, confused. “Why am I back here?” 
 
    Chase turned her gaze to the open front doors of Bishops Academy. 
 
    “You’ll see.”  
 
    Louisa appeared in the school entrance, her two boys in tow. Following closely behind then was Headmaster Clark. 
 
    “Hi, Lawrence. Hi, Brandon,” Georgina said with a confused smile. “Hi, Louisa.” 
 
    “Hi sweetheart,” Louisa replied. 
 
    The boys also said hello. 
 
    Chase dropped to her haunches and held her niece by the shoulders. 
 
    “This is your going to be school, Georgina,” she said softly. “If you want it to be, of course.” 
 
    Georgina made a face. 
 
    “I’m serious, if you want to go to Bishop’s, you can.” 
 
    “Really?” the word came out as a mere whimper. 
 
    Chase’s heart almost broke. 
 
    “Really,” she said. “I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    Georgina embraced Chase so tightly that they both almost went down.  
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”  
 
    The girl sloppily kissed Chase on her cheeks and forehead.  
 
    “All right, all right, enough,” Chase said with a chuckle.  
 
    Georgina gave her one final kiss, this time straight on the lips, before pulling back.  
 
    Chase brushed herself off and stood. 
 
    “Why don’t you go play with Lawrence and Brandon?” Chase suggested. “I need to talk to Louisa.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Georgina replied for the hundredth time before bounding off with the two boys. As Mr. Clark guided the children into the school, Louisa came out to greet Chase.  
 
    “I like what you’ve done with your hair,” Louisa remarked. 
 
    Puzzled, Chase ran her hand over her head.  
 
    Her hair was a little longer than she used to keep it—shoulder length at most—but other than that, it felt the same.  
 
    Seeing the expression on her face, Louisa explained, “It’s lighter. Almost like a dirty blonde, now. You dye it or something?” 
 
    Cerebrum. The Cerebrum is turning my hair white. 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “Mrs. Adams? Just a few more forms to fill out,” Headmaster Clark informed Chase as she and Louisa walked toward the school. “And we are so happy that you chose Bishop’s. Georgina is going to love it here.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “I know she will.”  
 
    They’d almost made it to the office before a man in a robe stepped in front of them. 
 
    Chase’s chest tightened.  
 
    Her first thought was that it was Father Greg David. Louisa felt her tense and hooked her arm through Chase’s to ensure that they kept moving forward. 
 
    It wasn’t Father David, of course. 
 
    It was Father Tony Torino.  
 
    “Hello, Father Torino,” Headmaster Clark said, raising his hand in a wave.  
 
    “Good morning. Now, I don’t mean to pry, but does this mean that little Georgina is going to be attending Bishop’s?” 
 
    Chase couldn’t find it in her to answer, so Louisa did for her. 
 
    “You bet. She’s enrolling.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news,” the priest said. “I look forward to spending more time with her.”  
 
    As innocuous as this sentence was, it didn’t sit right with Chase. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    Louisa pulled her arm and Chase’s mouth snapped shut.  
 
    “C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    Even as she was led into the headmaster’s office, Chase kept her eyes locked on Father Torino. 
 
    And then, a split second before he slipped out sight, she could have sworn she saw the man’s lips move, ever so slightly.  
 
    It’s real… it’s all real.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, you just need to fill out a few forms,” Headmaster Clark, thinking the question was directed at him, repeated. 
 
    Chase quickly signed the forms, thanked the man, and pulled Louisa aside. 
 
    “That priest, is he… strange?” 
 
    Louisa frowned. 
 
    “Father Torino? Naw, he’s fine.” 
 
    Chase squinted suspiciously, but Louisa had already moved on.  
 
    “Hey, what do you want to do now? Go somewhere to celebrate? School is done in less than an hour and we could take the kids to one of those restaurants with the arcades? You could tell me about what you did in the big city?” Louisa chuckled. “Why you decided to dye your hair gray or white or whatever the hell it is?” 
 
    Chase hesitated before answering. 
 
    “Louisa, do you think you could do me a favor? I really appreciate that you looked after Georgina when I was in New York, and I don’t want to burden you further, but—” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Georgina is twenty times more well-behaved than my kids, Chase. It was no big deal. Seriously.” 
 
    Chase nodded and chewed bottom lip. 
 
    “Well, do you think it would be too much trouble if I asked you to look after her for one more night? Just one more?” 
 
    Louisa looked at her the way only another recovering addict could. Eventually, she acquiesced. 
 
    “It’s not a problem, but is everything okay, Chase?” 
 
    It’s real… it’s all real.  
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine,” she lied. “Everything is just perfect.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase sat at her kitchen table with the lights off. The only illumination in the log cabin was the moonlight that filtered in through the window over the sink. 
 
    She grabbed her glass and took a sip of wine, then set it back down on the table. 
 
    Laid out before Chase were three items, aside from the wine, all of which she’d brought back with her from New York City. 
 
    On her left was her FBI badge, which Floyd had somehow managed to procure after the events that had transpired at Blessed Sacrament.  
 
    On her right was a single Cerebrum pill, which she had found in her pocket, although she had no idea how it had gotten there.  
 
    In the center was Chase’s service pistol, loaded with one bullet. 
 
    “Did I see? Was it real?” she asked herself. 
 
    Chase shut her eyes and out of the darkness, a face started to materialize.  
 
    A face that she recognized. 
 
    It was Georgina’s face—her sister. 
 
    “This is real, Chase. You can be with me. You just need to jump.” 
 
    And then, with her eyes still closed, Chase extended her hand and reached for one of the items on the table. 
 
      
 
   

 

 The End 
 
      
 
   

 
  
   Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Chase is back! She was gone for way too long and I’ve missed her dearly.  
 
    I know you have, too. 
 
    Chase is, and always will be, one of my favorite characters to write. She reminds a lot of Humpty Dumpty. She keeps falling, picking up the pieces, and putting herself back together again. Then, like Groundhog Day, she falls again. 
 
    And again.  
 
    And again. 
 
    I think that makes me love her even more… the way she keeps on trucking even when the odds are stacked against her and there are so many easier ways out, Chase perseveres. In her own, special kind of way, of course. 
 
    This book was a lot of fun to write. It was difficult, don’t get me wrong, but hella fun. I particularly enjoyed bringing Drake’s crew into the fold even though he was nowhere to be seen (BTW, if you want to know why he and Hanna were absent, check out STRAW MAN in the Drake series).  
 
    I hope one day Chase and Drake can reunite. Maybe even Beckett, too. But who knows?  
 
    What? You think I do? Ha. Are you kidding me? I don’t control these animals, they control me. 
 
    The good news is that you won’t have to wait long for another twisted Chase adventure. She’ll be back, along with a few friends, in ALREADY DEAD, which is coming out in less than two months. Unless, of course, the world is ravaged by another pandemic. 
 
      
 
    Fingers crossed that doesn’t happen. For Chase, for you, for me, for everyone.  
 
      
 
    Stay happy, healthy, and safe, #thrillogans. 
 
      
 
    You keep reading, I’ll keep writing. 
 
      
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2021 
 
      
 
    P.S. If you want to stay up to date or just have a good laugh, you can follow me on all the socials (Facebook, Instagram, and Tik Tok – all @authorpatricklogan).  
 
      
 
    P.P.S. You can support your favorite series by grabbing a #thrillogan branded hat, notepad, sweatshirt, or mug! Just head to https://streamlabs.com/patricklogan2/merch. 
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