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			Day 60

			As soon as the door to my new dorm room closed, I went to the window, scanning across the quad for him. It wasn’t like there was any possibility he would just happen to be out there among the families lugging moving boxes or the handful of students sprawled in the grass.

			But there! A head of dirty-blond waves. Will. My mouth opened. Then the person turned and I saw it was only a girl with an unfortunate haircut. Seriously, you’d think she’d put in more of an effort for move-in day.

			I turned and faced my empty dorm room with its sad linoleum floors, mentally going through my to-do list. 1. Get rid of Mom. Check. She had already left and was probably speeding up the I-95, popping open a bottle of champagne now that she was finally rid of me. 2. Claim the most advantageous space before my roommate, Yessica, arrived. 3. Make six to eight friends before 4. My mandatory check-in appointment at the psychology department. 5. Find Will.

			We had a double with two bedrooms, one clearly larger than the other. While my normal instinct was to claim the larger one, I immediately saw the problem with that. The larger bedroom had windows that overlooked the quad. What if I wanted to crawl in or out of my window in the middle of the night? People will record anything even remotely interesting on their phones these days, and I could be easily seen from the other dorms and academic halls that lined the quad—too much of an audience for my liking.

			I took the smaller room. My generosity would score me points with my new roomie, but more importantly, the room had a view of the brick wall of the building next to us and there was a metal fire escape attached directly to the window. Easy access in and out of my room without detection—perfect. I dumped some of my boxes into the room and made the bed, placing my stuffed plushie whale on top to clearly stake my claim. The voices inside the dorm were calling me and I had to establish myself quickly.


			I gave myself a brief once-over before leaving the room, reapplying my lip gloss and fixing my hair. The hair had to be just right—a loose, effortless side French braid that actually wasn’t effortless. You have to be the kind of girl who “doesn’t put any effort in” but naturally rolls out of bed looking like a horny but somehow demure starlet. If you meet some standard of objective attractiveness, people think you’re better than you actually are—smarter, more interesting, worthier of existing. Combined with the right personality, this can be powerful.

			Brewser had one long hallway with rooms shooting off on either side. I peeked into the room next door where two brunettes were wrestling a duvet out of a plastic package. “Hi!” I chirped. “I’m Chloe!” I could be whatever they wanted me to be. A fun girl, a potential best friend, someone to tell secrets to over midnight snacks. This type of socializing was just me playing little roles for a few moments, but when I need to go all in, I can. I can make myself younger when I want to, opting for looser clothes that hide my body and making my eyes shiny with dumbness—a whole costume of innocence. I can look older with makeup and carefully selected clothes, showing skin when necessary. It’s easy because people tend to see what they want to.

			I went door to door. Room 202. “Omigod I love your hair,” I said to a bubbly blonde I suspect will end up popular.

			Room 206. “You’re not brothers, are you?” I said shyly to two boys on the crew team (nice bodies but baby faces—not my taste). They grinned at me, looked at my boobs, and each vied to say something clever. Neither was clever.

			Room 212 was a pair of awkward girls. I was friendly to them but didn’t linger long because I knew they would never be key players.

			While I met a few more people, I was simultaneously assessing who seemed like they were going to be part of Greek life. Will was in a frat—SAE—and one of my first orders of business was to get in with that frat. The crew boys were already in the hallway loudly talking about going out to a club that night. That was good—an outing, and the crew boys seemed like they would be the type to pledge a frat. “I love dancing,” I said to what’s-his-name, the taller of the two, fingering the end of my braid. “It’s the best way to get to know people.” He smiled down at me, his eyes crinkling. If high school taught me anything, it’s that social life is a game that revolves around navigating hierarchies. Be someone guys want to fuck or you will be invisible to them. Be someone the girls want firmly tucked into their inner circles, whether as friend or enemy, or die the death of being totally irrelevant.

			Even from our brief interactions, I could tell no one in this dorm was in my program. I’ve never met someone like me, but when I do eventually, I think it will be like two wolves meeting in the night, sniffing and recognizing a fellow hunter. But I doubt they would put two of us in the same dorm—there were only seven and they probably had to spread us out to prevent a war from breaking out.

			I had to go then, leaving my new friends behind, to check in with the program.

			The psychology department was diagonally across the quad, visible from the windows of the common area of my room. The quad was lush grass crisscrossed with brick paths, with each brick having the name of an alumnus engraved into it—John Smith, class of ’03. Funny—Will was never going to get a brick, but I was. One of the larger dorms, Tyler Hall, had a massive banner hung on it that said WELCOME FRESHMEN!!! I stopped to take a selfie with the banner in the background: here’s a girl excited for her first day of college, busy doing college things!

			It’s practically destiny that I ended up at John Adams University. I knew I had to be in DC, which meant applying to Georgetown, American University, George Washington University, John Adams, Catholic University, and Trinity College—all of which are inside the District. As safeties, I also applied to reasonably close places like George Mason and the University of Maryland. I got into all of them except for Georgetown. Seriously, fuck them. My application was golden: I have an IQ of 135—five points short of genius—solid SATs and grades. I paid for most of my wardrobe with a business I set up writing papers for other students. Who knows how many of them got into college with a heartfelt essay about the dead cancer grandmother they didn’t actually have.

			I had been offered scholarship money at various schools, but nothing like what Adams had offered. Even if I had turned down the psychology study, I still could have gotten generous scholarships given to students with my pedigree to entice them to a Tier 2 liberal arts school. But I didn’t care—Adams was always my first choice because of Will. Another bonus was the school’s placement in DC: a busy city with a relatively high murder rate. The campus was in the gentrifying neighborhood of Shaw, just east of bougie Logan Circle, and south of U Street, a popular going-out destination. A neighborhood that, despite the presence of nice restaurants, was also a place where drunk people occasionally got into fights and stabbed each other and pedestrians got mugged. Law enforcement was busy with the constant parade of protests, conferences, and visiting diplomats—they probably gave two shits about what was going on in the mind of a random eighteen-year-old girl with an iPhone in her hand and a benign look on her face.

			I liked the somber castle look of the psychology department. Its dark red bricks were covered with ivy and the windows, edged with black iron, were warbled like they had old glass in them. The inside was dimly lit by a hanging chandelier with flickering amber bulbs, and the cavernous foyer smelled like old books. When I walked through it, I imagined a camera following me, viewers worried about what dangerous things might come my way. I would be the one they would root for.

			I went up the curving staircase to the sixth floor where I was supposed to check in with my program. Room 615 was tucked at the end of the hallway, secluded. A placard on the door said Leonard Wyman, PhD, and Elena Torres, Doctoral Candidate. I recognized the names from my paperwork.

			I knocked and a few seconds later a woman flung open the door. “You must be Chloe Sevre!”

			She stuck out her hand. They probably had a whole dossier on me. I had had a bunch of phone interviews with a couple of screeners, then one with Wyman himself, and they had also interviewed my mother and high school counselor.

			The woman’s hand was bony, but warm and dry, and her eyes were chocolate brown and unafraid. “I’m Elena, one of Dr. Wyman’s grad students.” She smiled and gestured for me to come inside. She led me past a messy reception area, a desk cluttered with papers and three laptops, and down a hallway to a smaller office, hers presumably.

			She closed the door behind us. “We’ll get you all settled. Everything was fine with the financial aid office before you got here?” As one of the seven students in the study, I was granted a free ride to John Adams University. All I had to give in exchange was my willingness to be a full-time guinea pig in their Multimethod Psychopathy Panel Study.

			I nodded, looking around. Her shelves were crammed with books and stacks of printed-out articles. Three different versions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. Tomes on “abnormal” psychology. Robert Hare’s book Without Conscience, which I had read.

			“Great,” Elena said. She pulled something up on her computer. She took a bite of the scone resting on her mousepad and chewed loudly. She was pretty in a grad student sort of way. Olive skin and a nice collarbone. You could picture her falling in love with some reedy nerd and trying to have children too late. “Here you are!” She clicked a few times and her printer came to life. When she stood up to retrieve the paper, I leaned over, trying to see her computer screen, but she had a privacy shield. I didn’t know if it was supposed to be a secret or something, but I had found out how many students were in the program when one of the administrators had been working out my financial aid package. I was dying of curiosity about the other six students. The bizarre elite.

			Elena handed me a bunch of paper-clipped documents. They were consent forms for the study, assurances that my data would be kept private, that there was minimal risk associated with computer-based surveys, that blood drawings would be performed by a licensed phlebotomist, blah blah blah. A lot more about privacy, location tracking—which I paid closer attention to—and what their legal obligations were to report it if I threatened to either harm myself or others. Oh, please. I wasn’t planning on making any of my threats known.

			When I finished signing the documents, I saw that Elena was withdrawing a small package from a safe. She pulled something shiny out of a small box. “And here’s your smartwatch.” I liked it immediately. It was sleek and black, like something you’d see in a spy movie. “You’re to wear it at all times, as stipulated. It tracks your heart rate and sleep rhythms—oh, it’s waterproof, by the way, so don’t worry about taking it off in the shower. You can even swim with it.” I held out my arm, and like a jeweler with a tennis bracelet she fastened it around my left wrist. “If it cramps your style, you can also take off the wristband and wear it as pendant under your shirt. When there’s a mood log for you to take, you’ll get an icon like this.” She did something on her computer and a little red exclamation point appeared on the black screen of the smartwatch. She gestured for me to touch it. When I did, the exclamation point disappeared and was replaced by text asking me what activity I was doing right then, and then the question How happy do you feel right now? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7. “The mood logs are pretty short,” she explained. “They won’t take more than a couple minutes. You’re supposed to take them as soon as you get the notice—this is to try to measure how people actually feel throughout the day, not in artificial lab settings. But it’s okay to wait if you’re taking a test—I wouldn’t want a professor to think you were cheating or something.”

			“Do the professors at Adams know I’m in the study?”

			“No, your participation and diagnosis are entirely confidential.”

			“And the watch tracks where I am all the time?”

			“No. I mean, a satellite probably does somewhere, but no, the only time we retain location data is when you submit a mood log because we want to understand the context of where you were and what you were feeling. I think you’ll be interested to see how this can help you understand your own emotions.” She smiled at me widely, showing one snaggletooth. I was relieved about the location tracking. I had a backup plan, of course—taking off the smartwatch and leaving it in my room, or maybe hiding it in Yessica’s stuff so that it tracked her, not me, if I was up to no good. A liability turned into an alibi: the watch says I was at home studying and drinking a glass of milk!

			“How often am I coming in for the other experiments?”

			“They’re not necessarily experiments. Some of them are just surveys. But it won’t be more than one or two a week, and the MRIs we schedule weeks in advance.”

			I admired my new watch. When I touched the blank face it woke up, showing an array of clever icons. “What about the other six students? Will I meet them?”

			“Not face-to-face, really, but you might interact with them down the line.”

			It sounded interesting actually. Sure, I was there for the free scholarship to be in the city where Will was, but let’s be honest. People love psychology because people are narcissistic. And as a psychopath I’m particularly narcissistic.

			Elena stacked some papers together and rapped them against the desk, lining them all up. “You’ll have an intake meeting with Dr. Wyman this week, but there isn’t anything else we need from you today, so welcome to the study!”

			With my new toy adorning my wrist, I headed back across the quad to the dorm, hoping Yessica had shown up. Yessica was my biggest wild card—someone who could intentionally or not make my life and plans very difficult, and I wanted to suss out what sort of roommate she would be. If she was cool, we could be a power couple at Brewser. If she was nosy, I would have yet another problem to deal with.

			I heard movement inside the room just before I went in. A lanky, nut-brown girl with massive dark waves was shoving a box into the corner. “Chloe!” she shouted. She came over, a big grin on her face, and we shook hands. “I’m Yessica!” She had huge dark eyes framed with thick, possibly fake eyelashes. Points for good skin and the flat, elf-style boots. Double points for the minifridge. “I just got here! I feel so bad—are you sure you want the smaller room?”

			“I’m okay—I prefer to face in that direction.” We helped each other unpack, yammering on in the way girls do, deciding what should go where as I assessed her. I decided she was more of a positive than a negative addition. She was pretty, funny, and seemed laid-back—not someone who would snoop through my computer or raise an eyebrow if I brought a guy home. After we put our stuff away we went into the noisy hallway to meet more people. There was more talk of going out.

			I was impatient. I knew this was the right thing to be doing—forming alliances, making a good impression—but I wanted to get things going. It was August 24, the start of Freshman Orientation, sixty days until October 23. This was a date I had carefully selected—it gave me enough time to maneuver, but more importantly there was going to be a massive protest in DC that day, centering on the National Mall. It was a convergence of several different demonstrations: a pro-free speech rally, an anti-racism rally that was protesting the pro-free speech rally, a pro-impeachment rally, and a March for the Earth demonstration. Based on social media postings, Airbnb rentals in the city, and bus ticket sales, pundits were predicting that the convergence of political fervor was going to lead to a turnout that would tax every city resource. The timing was auspicious. The news had previously covered how such massive events often led to cell phone networks being overburdened. The police would have their hands full with protestors and skirmishes breaking out, as they have had for the past few years. It was going to be chaos.

			It was the perfect day to kill Will Bachman.
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			Here is what I know about Will Bachman.

			He lives at 1530 Marion Street NW, exactly 1,675 feet from my dorm. The nearest police station to his house is a five-minute drive away. The house is a rowhouse, attached on either side to other rowhouses. The first-floor windows and front door have iron bars welded over them. Within the past year, there have been thirty-three violent crimes near that house, most of which were armed robberies.

			Here is what I’ve derived from any number of his online accounts.

			Will Bachman is in the Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity—SAE—whose frat house is a few blocks away. His roommate is Cordy, also in SAE. Will Bachman is a junior majoring in political science and deciding if he wants to minor in econ. He’s on the lacrosse team, but also likes swimming. I used to swim with him when we were kids. He likes house music and smoking weed. He owns a black Volkswagen Jetta that some asshole dinged in the parking lot of the Giant supermarket. He reads the Drudge Report and thinks that all snowflakes need to be melted. He has a mother who wears pearls and volunteers for the Red Cross and a younger brother. They live at 235 Hopper Street, Toms River, NJ, 08754.

			I would guess Will shops at the Giant in Shaw, because that’s where his car was dinged and he also reported that the closest Safeway to 1530 Marion Street was “filled with cunts who never get the line moving.” I know he frequents Buttercream Bakery because he posted about getting his tenth coffee for free. He once lost his cell phone between P and S Streets on 14th Street, stumbling home drunk, so it was probable he often hung out in that vicinity. He did not like to go east of 7th Street because of “the locals.” There was a muffin shop with a direct line of sight of Will’s front door. The sort of place where you could camp out with a cup of coffee for a few hours and no one would notice that you were staring at the house across the street, scheming.

			I would estimate that Will Bachman is about six-one. Adams has a decent lacrosse team, so he’s no doubt athletic and physically stronger than me—this is something I should never forget. He has thick blond hair and a thin upper lip. He prefers to wear polo shirts and khakis. He wears a white necklace made from small seashells.

			His friends are a predictable array of frat bros and lacrosse players: mostly white, faces flushed with beer, pointing at things in bleary pictures. They drink beer and have themed parties and sail on boats in the Potomac River. It isn’t a party until someone is hospitalized with alcohol poisoning. #YOLO

			There’s Cordy, who posts a lot about video games and the NFL. Cordy and his girlfriend, Miranda Yee, appear to be on and off again, but when they are on again, he often sleeps at her apartment in Dupont Circle and not at home, leaving Will alone. Also part of the crew is Mike Arie, also on the lacrosse team and a member of SAE. Mike appears in pictures with an array of girls on his arm sticking their tongues out. This is the sort of girl I could easily be, someone who could slip in and out of someone’s life unnoticed. Will, Cordy, and Mike have recently attended an event thrown by someone named Charles Portmont. Charles is also in SAE and his Instagram is clogged with posts of people partying. One of the latest showed Will and his friends dressed in white, attending a fundraiser. A quick internet search shows that Charles Portmont’s father, Luke Portmont, is the Virginia state chairman for the Republican National Committee. The event included lobsters and craft cocktails. #ClassicCharles.

			Will Bachman does not have a girlfriend because bros before hos and because never trust a skank.

			Will Bachman probably does not have a gun because of the strict gun control laws in DC.

			Will Bachman posts enough about his classes that any intelligent person such as myself could easily figure out his schedule. The hashtag #SAElife is used often enough that one could tell what the brothers are up to on any particular weekend. Where they’re going, and who with, and how inebriated they’ll be.

			Will Bachman drinks too much and hangs out with people who don’t look after him.

			Will Bachman has made some mistakes.

			Will Bachman has sixty days to live.
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			Leonard opened the door and welcomed Chloe Sevre inside. “I’m Dr. Wyman, the program director, but you can call me Leonard.” The girl came inside, her eyes casting about his office curiously. “Sit wherever you like,” he said, gesturing to the variety of chairs that faced his desk. She was about five-five with clear skin, a bit on the pale side. Large blue eyes. She wore leggings and an oversize tunic, her dark brown hair in a ponytail. She looked younger than eighteen, or at least she did right now. He had seen other versions of her on her social media. Dramatic makeup and little dresses and high heels. Her accounts were carefully curated, the “spontaneous” and “carefree” shots much too perfect to be either.

			She selected a large armchair and tucked her legs under her. “Does this just work like a normal therapy session?” she asked.

			“More or less, although we do work on your diagnosis and teach you methods of dealing with it. How has your first week been so far?”

			“A blur,” she said, bringing her hand up to her mouth to nibble at a nail. “I’ve been meeting so many people I can hardly keep their names straight. I got all the classes I wanted, though.”


			“Did you make any friends?”

			She nodded. “My roommate is cool, and there are some kids in my hall. We went dancing. You haven’t sent any quizzes yet, right?”

			“They’re not quizzes, they’re logs. No right answer, just a record of what you’re feeling at that particular moment.”

			Chloe nodded, her eyes scanning the volumes on the shelf behind him. “When will I meet the others?”

			“It’s not a playgroup!” he joked.

			She pointed to her watch. “Do you use this with the university police or something? To know where we are?”

			Leonard had to answer the question carefully. “Of course not. Chloe, it’s not illegal to have this diagnosis.”

			She shrugged, sullen. “People act like we’re monsters. My old guidance counselor, my mom.”

			“You’re not a monster.”

			“Then why did you diagnose me with something worse than what they gave me in high school?”

			“Psychopathy is not ‘worse’ than Antisocial Personality Disorder—they’re different, and people unfortunately use the terms interchangeably. I think you, along with many others, are part of that subset that got diagnosed with ASPD when it should have been psychopathy, which I’m not convinced is a ‘personality disorder’ in our classical understanding of the word. Unfortunately, the word psychopath has been tainted with a stain of criminality, mainly because one of the foundational researchers on the topic—Robert Hare—started and focused his research on criminals. I’d like for us to reclaim the term as something more useful.”

			“So you don’t think I’m dangerous?”

			Leonard was used to his patients arriving with a misunderstanding about their diagnosis, probably half informed by lurid police procedurals and horror movies. Most had been diagnosed and referred to him by clinicians who were in over their heads, but only a select few were appropriate for the Multimethod Psychopathy Panel Study. They had to be young, they had to be smart and they had to be willing to try. “That’s a popular misconception. My own estimate is that about two or three percent of the American population is psychopathic—can you imagine the chaos if they were all dangerous? I’m unusual compared to most clinicians—well, for one, because I study it while so few do, but also because I don’t view it as that different from other biologically based disorders, like schizophrenia.”

			“Like a mental illness, then.” She said it flatly, as if displeased.

			“Okay, then, let’s say it’s more like a biologically based limited capacity to understand and feel the full range of human emotion or manage impulse control.”

			“You make it sound like dyslexia or something. My mom says it’s pathological selfishness.”

			“I wouldn’t use the word pathological. You lack empathy because of the way your brain functions. Because you don’t feel fear the same way, you end up seeking excitement. There’s this affective dimension to the disease—the lack of empathy, manipulativeness, superficial charm and an antisocial dimension—that is the part more associated with criminality. Impulse control, attraction to risky behavior and the like. But much of it ties back to biology.”

			“If it’s biological, why can’t you just give me a drug?”

			“That’s the perennial American question, isn’t it? There’s never been a successful protocol for treading psychopathy. I’m hoping to change that, and how people see the disease. And the nomenclature—any time there’s a mentally ill serial killer or a mass shooter, everyone calls them a psychopath.”

			“But don’t a lot of us end up in prison?” she countered. She didn’t defer to him right away. That said something interesting about her. She was testing him.

			“Prison is disproportionately populated with psychopaths but that says more about a lack of impulse control than anything else. Most psychopaths don’t end up in prison and, with the right direction, can lead productive lives without destroying the relationships around them.”

			“What if they don’t get the right direction? What if they don’t think there’s anything wrong with them?”

			“If they can’t figure out how to live in the world on their own, yes, they can make bad decisions and end up in prison, or they take advantage of one person after another until they have to skip town and end up alone.”

			She chewed her lower lip. “And you think I won’t end up that way?”

			“I’m sure of it. You have excellent grades, which shows that you do have impulse control when you want it. You had friends and extracurriculars and no criminal record.”

			“That’s only because I never got caught,” she joked. She, like many psychopaths, had an easy confidence around her. None of the awkwardness one often saw in young adults, still gawky in their own bodies. “What’s the difference, then, between a psychopath like me and the ones that end up on death row because they have a collection of heads?”

			“Well, for one, they lack your skills of evasion,” he joked, and she laughed loudly. “It’s not something you need to worry about—people like that often have a constellation of other issues. Traumatic brain injuries as kids, a tendency toward sadism. But you can lack empathy without being sadistic.”

			“Oh,” she said, averting her eyes to stare out the window, frowning. “What if that’s me, though? What if my mom dropped me when I was a baby and I hit my head?”

			“There are a lot of factors that make people end up that way. Have you ever wanted to hurt someone else physically?”

			“I mean, it’s a trick question. Everyone gets mad sometimes, and you think, God, I’d like to slap them!”

			“But you’ve never wanted to hurt someone, really hurt them, just so you could watch them be in pain?”

			She shrugged, chewing at her nail again. “Only in my imagination.”

			“Have you ever hurt or killed an animal?”

			“No,” she said.

			Not what your mother told me, he thought, silently making a note of the exact time. She had said it with such a straight face, no hesitation. He would check with the data from her smartwatch later, checking to see if her pulse had changed. It was hardly a lie detector—not as if he believed in those, anyhow—but the physiological intricacies of psychopaths had long fascinated him.

			“I just want a regular life. I want to be a doctor and have a boyfriend and lots of friends and maybe a vlog.”

			“And many people like you do just that. You’ve probably met a few in your day-to-day life—journalists, doctors, teachers, even CEOs.”

			She smiled shyly. Leonard was reminded of why he loved his job—the possibilities. “So I could still become a doctor?”

			“As long as you learn and practice the techniques we teach you, and follow the law, why not? You can be anything.”
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			Andre headed downstairs to leave a plastic bin of his stuff by the front door, the smell of waffles hitting him. Normally the smell made him hungry, but this morning a ball of nervousness sat in his stomach. He and his mother had formed a habit his last two years of high school: he would get up early so he could eat breakfast with her before he headed to school and she went to work. He liked this private time between him and his mother. His father often worked night shifts, and it wasn’t like Isaiah, Andre’s brother, ever got up before noon.

			“You have everything?” she asked as he entered the kitchen. She was wearing the light blue scrubs she wore for work and pouring him a glass of juice.

			“I think so, and I’ll come back when I need to,” he said, sitting down. His parents had assumed that they would be helping him move, but Andre had begged them off, saying there was no need for a big to-do when they lived in Brookland, in the northeast quadrant of DC, and John Adams University was only a half an hour bus ride away. The disappointment they had expressed at not getting to help him move in had made him want to die inside, but it was really critical that his parents spend as little time as possible at Adams, so he had played it off as if they would embarrass him.

			They ate breakfast, watching the news on the small TV in the kitchen, which was showing hurricane flooding in North Carolina. This, followed by a story about nuclear weapons, was enough to elicit a disapproving noise from his mother. “Andre, you better graduate before the world ends.” They laughed, a little bitterly, the helpless way people had been in the past few years of school shootings and politicians screaming at each other.

			After breakfast, Andre picked up his bin and walked out with his mother, where they would part ways for separate bus stops. She stopped to hug him. His mother was thin—all the Jensens were thin—no matter what she ate she never gained weight. Her thinness worried him, as if it correlated with bad health, but her hugs were fierce. “You sure you don’t need help? I can take off from work...” Andre shook his head. “Text me when you get there,” she said, as if he was going across the ocean.

			Andre nodded, then headed for the bus stop. The houses on Lawrence Street were mostly detached, small single-family homes with carefully kept yards. Andre’s house, like most on his street, had a front porch where people often gathered to socialize.

			He boarded the bus and sat down, resting the plastic bin in his lap. He took a deep breath. Okay, he thought as the bus began to lumber forward, I got this far, so the rest will be fine.

			The bus rolled to a stop, then gave its pneumatic wheeze as it lowered to accommodate whoever it was who couldn’t make the steps. A short woman boarded and when Andre saw her he raised a hand to wave. Ms. Baker went to his mother’s church and had much to say about everything.

			“Andre Jensen,” she crooned as she sat in the seat across the aisle from him. Clearly she saw the bin filled with fresh notebooks at the top, clothes on the bottom. “Off to college? What are you majoring in?”

			“I haven’t even had a class yet!”

			“You have to have some idea these days.”

			“Journalism, I guess.” He felt a little silly saying it—two years ago the idea of getting into college had seemed like a pipe dream.

			“Well, you better bring home the A’s!” Ms. Baker gave his shoulder an affectionate pat and settled down to her knitting; above the soft clacking sound of her needles, Andre wondered what she would report back to the church ladies about him. Just about everyone in the neighborhood had opinions about the Jensens. A middle-class family that had been buffeted by a bizarre tragedy. But the Jensens soldiered on, a family of five now a family of four. This was the great act they all put on—waffles for breakfast, much commotion over Andre’s heading off to college—a smile stretched tight across a chasm of sadness. Kiara should have been the first in their family to go to college.

			The bus trundled forward, crossing 13th Street. He tried not to think about Kiara, but like the nub on the inside of his cheek he chewed sometimes, he kept returning to it painfully. He had been twelve that day when his mom had shown up at school in her scrubs to pull him out of class. She never missed work, so he knew something had happened. As they walked down the street, toward home, she explained. “Your sister had an asthma attack.”

			“Okay?” he said.

			“At dance class. It was very bad.” The look on his mother’s face was strange. Ashen, frozen.

			“Is she at the hospital?”

			“She died, Andre,” his mother replied. A motorcycle roared past them, its sound half drowning her out, assuring him that he had heard her wrong.

			“What?” His mother was staring straight ahead, set on some horizon as if everything would be better once they got there. “She was having an asthma attack, a bad one. They called an ambulance. It took forty minutes to come.” She spoke quietly. Around them, no one seemed to notice the gravity of what she was saying. A man walking an old dog. A woman playing with her phone, not even looking up as she passed them. Andre’s mother wouldn’t look at him as they hurried home, and in the moment this hurt, but later on he knew it was because if she looked at him she would cry. Which she did, once they were safely in the confines of their house, surrounded by stunned family members.

			And now, with him just scraping his way into college, he was an article of pride for the tragic family. A kid who turned his life around after a bout of terrible misfortune. Kiara had been a straight-A student. She probably would have gone to law school. Another Black life lost, and no one was keeping count.

			Andre’s phone buzzed with a notification. He shoved his earbuds into his ears eagerly. A new episode of Cruel and Unusual had dropped, the latest true-crime podcast that he had become obsessed with. This month it was featuring a ten-part series on the Zodiac Killer—he had already listened to each of the first six parts more than once.

			The host’s scratchy voice became a strange soundtrack as the city became increasingly whiter as the bus moved west—fewer houses and more coffee shops and restaurants. Andre couldn’t help but feel a wave of excitement despite everything, rolling his head around to pop his neck in a few places, like a fighter about to enter the ring. The bus pulled up to the stop in Shaw that was closest to Adams.

			He found Tyler Hall, which was to be his home for the next nine months. It was a wide building that took up half the block, brick with neat rows of windows sporting various items: flags of different countries, more than one Impeach! sign, Refugees Welcome and Black Lives Matter.

			He walked into Tyler where three bubbly white girls were manning a foldout table, checking people in. “Andre Jensen?” he said.

			“Jensen, Jensen, ah, here we are,” the girl said, riffling through manila envelopes. She checked him off a list, then handed the envelope to him. “There’s a bunch of orientation stuff in there—maps, useful places, et cetera. The card is your student ID—you’ll use it basically for everything. It’s how you get in the dorm. Normally there’s a student just inside the door who will make you swipe to get in. Your keys are in here, too, and just so you know, if you get locked out it’s a ten-dollar fee each time after the third lockout. It looks like your roommate hasn’t checked in yet. If you have any questions, your RA, Devon, will be on your floor.”

			Andre tucked the envelope under his arm and took the stairs to Room 203. The room was a rectangle with two twin beds flush against opposite sides. To the left was a small bathroom that was clean with white tile.

			From the bottom of his bin he removed a parcel carefully wrapped in two sweatshirts in addition to its own soft case: the camera his parents had given him for his birthday. According to his father, who had researched on the internet about cameras, looking carefully through his bifocals, it was a solid upgrade to the one Andre had previously bought used on eBay. A good DSLR for serious beginning photographers. Andre had only taken a couple photography classes at the community center before he graduated high school, figuring that wherever life took him—journalism, blogging, podcasting—being able to take good pictures was a skill set he needed to develop.

			He had a few hours of free time before he had to check in with the psychology department. He had confirmed via a series of phone calls with the financial aid office that, indeed, he would be coming to John Adams University and his tuition and fees were in fact paid in full. No, it wasn’t a joke.

			Andre heard another key in the lock. A guy came in and looked at him. He was short, his head shaved, and he sported a blue sweater and a red bow tie despite the fading heat of summer. “Do you think they put all the Black kids together?” he said.

			Andre laughed—he had been thinking the same thing.

			He introduced himself as Sean and they talked as they unpacked. Sean was from PG County, Maryland. (Murralind was how he said it.) He was the salutatorian of his high school class. He insisted that Andre stand as far back as possible so Sean could hang an enormous movie poster, which, Andre was pleased to see, was for Aliens. “Greatest horror movie ever made!” Sean said.

			“Oh, I don’t know about that.” They argued good-naturedly about horror movies, Andre feeling a flush of pleasure that they had something in common.

			They headed to the school store together, talking the whole way. I kind of like this guy, Andre realized. He came to his first decision point about his whole college scheme: Should he tell Sean that the roommate he was about to live with for the next year was a diagnosed psychopath?

			The first overt lie came easily: Andre said he had to go to the financial aid office when really it was time for him to check in at the psychology department. Sean accepted the lie readily and Andre consulted his campus map. As if he didn’t have enough to feel nervous about, the psychology department was creepy looking. Gothic somehow despite being plopped in the middle of a modern campus. He wondered, as he crept up the stairs one at a time, if the entire game would be up the second Dr. Leonard Wyman laid eyes on him. He had a PhD, after all.

			Andre knocked on the open door of 615 and an older white man, maybe seventy-something, held up his hands apologetically. He was eating an enormous, tempting-looking pastrami sandwich. Embarrassed, he pointed to his mouth and gestured for Andre to follow him to a more private office. Andre sat and watched as Wyman, still chewing, gathered a stack of papers. “Sorry, I knew you were coming but I hadn’t had anything to eat all day!” he exclaimed at last.

			Andre felt a strange feeling wash over him as he accepted the man’s hand.

			“Andre... Jensen... Jensen,” Wyman murmured, searching for something on his computer. “Ah, here we go.”

			Andre then realized what it was that bothered him, although it didn’t make sense. He had never met Wyman before—they hadn’t even talked on the phone—and Andre knew this to be one hundred percent true. But if that was the case, why was this complete stranger so familiar?
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			Day 54

			Billy the Crew was one of the two baby-faced crew boys on my floor in Brewser. Luck, or fate, whatever you want to call it, was on my side. That first night when my floor went out dancing, I heard him mention that his older brother was in SAE. I flirted with him, knowing this would mean invitations to parties or whatever other late-night shenanigans possibly affiliated with Will Bachman’s friends. Billy mentioned offhand where the SAE house was and said he could take me there when they had their Welcome Week party.

			The party wasn’t till the weekend, and I was impatient for it. Every time I walked through the crowded campus streets between classes, part of me was searching for Will. I didn’t know what I would do if I saw him and was almost scared that I would lash out without thinking. I didn’t know if he would recognize me—it had been years since he had last seen me. Each time I arrived at a new class—Biology, Physics—I scanned over the other students, looking for his blond hair. Of course he wasn’t there. He was a junior and probably wasn’t taking freshman-level premed prereqs.

			Once I could establish that he wasn’t in my classroom, I’d relax and settle in, scoping out the territory. I’m an auditory learner and don’t need to take that many notes, so I spent much of those first classes sniffing out my fellow classmates. It took me all of a day to figure out that any time I saw a sleek black smartwatch, this wasn’t necessarily interesting. A lot of people were wearing them, not just students in my program. But these people would be my competition for med school and my future friends and enemies. They could be accomplices or obstacles. Lovers, even. I had been having an itch for sex lately. I eyed one boy in the front row who had broad shoulders, but when he half turned around I saw his horse face. Bummer.

			I did make it a point to take the long way back to my dorm after class, passing in front of the SAE house. It stood at the intersection of two tree-lined streets, a corner lot containing a large, three-story Victorian house of dark orange brick with a black shingled roof. It had a yard that was littered with beer cans, deflated footballs, and a couple of beat-up-looking grills. Sometimes the frat brothers would sit outside in patio chairs, drinking beer as they watched the students—girls, specifically—go by.

			I walked past each time, holding my laptop bag at my side, assessing the house. Its doors (two, front and back), how close the neighbors were (throwing distance) and if there was a discreet way of leaving it quickly (yes, the alley out back, which was dark and didn’t have surveillance cameras). I never saw Will when I cased the house—I had to find out how often he hung out there. But on the third day of classes, I was walking by and saw three boys sitting outside. One made eye contact with me and I gave him the quick sort of shy smile that implied I was easily impressed. “Hey,” he said, sitting up. “What’s your name?” Even the tone of his voice had the slight air of making fun of me.

			“Chloe,” I said, edging closer. My eyes flicked to the right and my heart jumped. I instantly recognized one of the other guys from my internet investigations—Cordy, Will’s roommate. I was going to make them like me, which wouldn’t be hard. Be attractive, don’t disagree, and mostly just listen—you could not say a word and a guy would still compliment you on what a great conversationalist you were.

			“Wanna beer?” the first one offered.

			“Sure,” I said. I climbed over the low wrought-iron fence that lined their lot, feeling their eyes on me. They introduced themselves and offered a lawn chair that felt damp when I sat on it. The one who offered me the beer was Chris, a sophomore. Cordy was Cordy, and the third boy was Derek, a junior. They proceeded to ask me teasing questions and I flirted appropriately, laughing as if they were brilliant.

			I dropped a mention of lacrosse, but no one took the bait. For a while we drank beer and made colorful commentary about the people walking by, and I tried to slow down, telling myself that information-gathering takes patience, and that everything they said could prove useful at some point. What I wanted was an invitation inside the house so I could do some reconnaissance, but it seemed too suspicious to try to worm one all of twenty minutes after meeting them. Not at least if I didn’t want to deal with one trying to paw his way inside me.

			Silently, I filed away the names of other brothers they mentioned. How close were the brothers? If Will went missing, would they form a search party or just go back to plying freshmen with cheap beer? They talked about the protests. “Oh, hell yeah,” Cordy said. “I’ve been going down there and livestreaming everything. Just wait until the riots break out.” I made a mental note of this—any activity Cordy did could be something Will might tag along to.

			“I think there’s another one this weekend. I’m getting the hell out of town for that October one, though. I don’t want to deal with crowds that big—buncha wannabe anarchists,” Derek said. He chucked his chin at me. “What about you, premed?” They had started calling me premed. Like there was something funny about a girl knowing her major on the first week of school. I’m sure this is in no way related to the statistical fact that women are less likely to drop out of college than men are.

			“I haven’t decided,” I said.

			Chris looked at his phone. “Terrible Charles is having a thing at the lake house again. Open bar.”

			The conversation paused when a blast of screeching feedback burst out of a window on the third floor. “Bogey!” two of them screamed in unison.

			The screen door at the back of the house opened and a boy emerged. My breath caught. It wasn’t Will, but whoever he was distracted me from the task at hand. He was a little older and was looking down at his iPhone. He was maybe six feet tall and had the body type I liked—narrow hipped, some muscle tone, but not too much. Unlike the other boys, he was well dressed in designer jeans and a thin, dark green sweater. When he looked up I was pleased. The face he revealed was nothing short of classically handsome—striking cheekbones, a fine straight nose, and eyes that looked green even from across the yard. A sensuous mouth. His hair was light brown with the sort of stylish quiff that guys were sporting of late.

			“Speak of the devil!” Cordy said.

			The boy finished with his phone and slipped it into his pocket, coming over to take a beer from the cooler.

			“Terrible Charles, this is our new friend Chloe. She’s a freshman,” Cordy said.

			Good, then, Cordy liked me. I looked at Terrible Charles sharply, trying to convey everything I admired about him with my eyes.

			He barely acknowledged me with a nod. “Welcome to Adams. Try to steer clear of assholes like these three.”

			They hooted in protest. Terrible Charles grinned—more at them than at me—showing perfect white teeth, and popped his beer. “I gotta take care of election stuff—see you guys later.”

			I was disappointed, but with his exit I could think again. “Wait, Charles? Was that Charles Portmont?”

			Chris nodded.

			Charles Portmont of Will’s Instagram! With another member of Will’s entourage within my sights, I was getting closer, a vulture flying careful circles.

			An exclamation point appeared on my smartwatch. I figured I had made my appearance at SAE and, not wanting to waste any more time if Will wasn’t going to show up, said goodbye. Leave on a high note. Leave with them wanting more.

			I was curious about what these mood logs were. I walked halfway down the street, not wanting to be geolocated near the SAE house. The street was lined with trees thick with autumn leaves—it was almost Golden Hour, the hour just before sunset with the most perfect light for selfies. I paused at one of the wooden benches that were dedicated to alumni, snapped a photo, then turned to my smartwatch.

			I tapped the screen. It displayed the time at the top, which faded, then the screen said: On a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 being the most you could possibly feel an emotion, and 1 being not at all, please answer how much you feel each of the following emotions right now.

			I touched the screen to advance the program.

			Happy.

			2, I said.

			Anxious.


			1

			Excited.

			5

			Angry.

			6
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			Day 53

			Yessica and I hit the bookstore with a gaggle of girls from our dorm and then trudged home with heavy bags filled with overpriced textbooks. “I don’t understand why I have to get Edition 10 when it’s fifty bucks more expensive than Edition 9,” she complained, dropping her bags on the floor of our dorm room. Everyone had their doors open and was yelling agreement across the hallway.

			“It’s a racket!” someone shouted.

			“Did anyone buy sticky putty? To hang posters?” called someone else.

			I paused after I arranged my new books on my desk. There was the FOMO part of me that wanted to stay and hang out and do what everyone else was doing their first week of college. But then there was that other part of me. My only consolation was that once I was done with Will, I could throw myself body and soul into what college is supposed to be: romantic intrigue, baiting girls into stupid fights for fun, having affairs with professors.

			I took my laptop bag, claiming that my job at the psychology department was calling. Saying I had a part-time job there was a decent cover for Yessica rather than telling her I had a series of appointments and experiments associated with the diagnosis of psychopathy. Anyone with a less sophisticated understanding of my psyche would probably object to rooming with a “psycho,” let alone one who was getting a free ride when she had to take out a Stafford Loan.

			I headed up to Marion Street and was happy to see that there were only a couple of people in the muffin shop, in addition to the two young girls working the cashier station who kept saying, “Oh, heeeeelll no,” to each other before lapsing into what was either Arabic or Amharic. I selected a small table facing the window that provided a direct and clear view to Will Bachman’s house. I opened my laptop and my biology textbook, arranging my set of highlighters. I read half a chapter, glancing up to observe and mark with a tick every time someone crossed in front of the house. I wanted to get a sense of how much foot traffic there was on the street.

			Idly, I woke up my laptop and perused Will’s latest Instagram posts. He had a picture of himself and another brother trying to load a keg into a hatchback. #WelcomeWeekPartay.

			I whirled my cursor around the Google homepage. “Charles Portmont,” I typed. A webpage immediately popped up. Apparently, Terrible Charles was running for student council president. There was a picture of him, but not a very pleasing one, because it was taken from behind him, showing the outline of his back as he delivered a speech to a crowd. He had endorsements from the school newspaper, the Daily Owl (which actually only came out once a week), in addition to two student union organizations. Damn, people took politics serious in DC. Who cared who the student body president was, anyway?

			There was a form box where you could submit an anonymous question. Have a question for our candidate? Are you a soulless asshole like your frat brothers?

			I looked back up at Will’s house and felt a compulsion seize me. Why don’t I go over there, just to check it out? I knew, in the smart part of my brain, that this wasn’t a good idea—it was broad daylight and there were too many people around. But sometimes the snaky, reptile part of my brain that’s impatient and impulsive wins out. The snake wanted to break windows, snoop through his bedroom, open the fridge and spit into his milk. I shoved all my stuff into my backpack and left the shop, crossing the street.

			The trick to undetected mischief is to have a look on your face like you’re just heading home to do laundry. I looked carefully at Will’s front door, which had two locks on it. I had bought a lock-picking kit online, but the YouTube videos I had watched made it look easier than it really was. I had practiced at home and on one or two of the neighbors’ houses, but was hardly a pro.

			To get to the back of the house, I had to walk half a block, then turn into the alley that provided access to the back of the row of attached houses. I walked toward Will’s house while rooting through my bag as if looking for something, maybe a set of keys. I did this a lot when shoplifting—occupying myself with some task so it didn’t seem that I was actually doing some other task, such as stealing. A tension built in me like a spring getting compressed as I got closer to 1530 Marion Street. There were two construction guys at the house next door, cutting bricks with a loud machine. The noise could provide cover, but also—there were two guys standing there. Will’s house had a rotten-looking deck that led to a sliding glass door. Half a dozen moldy bricks led down to an English basement, its windows black. I slowed my walk, pretending I was distracted with my phone, hoping the construction guys wouldn’t notice me.

			As I looked up at the house with its dirty yellow siding, the smart part of me said that I should go, that I could get caught. The snake part was pointing out that while there were bars on the first-floor windows, maybe the sliding glass door could be pried open, or if not, there was a pipe that led down from the gutter that looked sturdy enough to climb.

			He could be inside, I thought. But no, now wasn’t the time for any kind of confrontation.

			I mean, unless it was.

			Or he might not even be home.

			But maybe I could leave a bear trap in his bed.

			The glass door would be hard to get past. But there was that pipe leading up to the roof, and there, a window that looked pretty old. The roof wasn’t that far up. I was decent at climbing, not afraid of heights, and given my general lifestyle, the ability to sneak quietly, to climb, to find my way into places, was a skill I had developed. I had always been the girl who climbed the tree, jumped off the roof into the pool, got back up when she got scraped.

			I could already feel my muscles tensing to move forward, but then a noise distracted me. One of the construction guys was catcalling me. I gave him a look of disgust and walked off quickly, almost more annoyed at myself for being careless than I was at him. I get carried away like this sometimes. I know revenge is supposed to be a dish best served cold, but no one ever told me what it was like to wait those last few moments when the dish is on the cart right next to the table, steaming. I wanted Will perfectly in my grasp, squirming. I wanted it to be perfect. I would have to wait.

			Besides, the SAE party was tomorrow night, and he would definitely be there, prime and ready to be plucked.

			

			I headed to the psychology department for my first experiment, my last official homework for the day. When I pried open the heavy wooden double doors of the castle, it was quiet, motes of dust floating in the rays of light coming in from the big windows behind the curving staircase. Something about the building reminded me of a haunted church. I climbed up to the sixth floor, but went to the other side of the building from Dr. Wyman’s office.

			The hallway got darker as I walked down it, one of the fluorescent lights blinking intermittently. I found Room 654a, which had a door with a keypad. I entered the code my smartwatch had given me and opened the door. The lights turned on automatically, revealing more of a cubicle than a room. It was sterile, with no decorations other than a blank whiteboard, and the only thing in it was a singular computer and a desk. The watch must have sensed that I was in the room: Please take a seat and the computer will provide you with instructions, it said.

			I sat down and woke the computer up by moving the mouse. I had to click through some consent forms before the experiment started.

			This experiment is about decision making and money. The money used in this experiment is real. This means if by the end of the experiment you are left with $15 from the activity, you will be given $15 in cash.

			Not bad! I clicked to the next page.

			A picture of a five-dollar bill filled the top half of the screen.

			You are playing with one other person. You each have two choices—share the money, or keep all of it. If you both choose share, you each get half. If you both choose keep all of it, you both get no money. If one player chooses to keep all while the other chooses to share, keep all gets all the money, and share gets none.

			Then I was presented with two buttons at the bottom: Share and Keep All. Was this a joke?

			A chat box opened on the right side of the screen. I was identified by an icon that said Player A, and a Player B was beneath me. Neither of us said anything.

			Begin.

			I clicked Keep All.

			You have $0, the computer told me. I wrinkled my nose.

			Trial two. Keep All.

			You have $0. Selfish bastard!

			The same thing happened on round three. Player B was typing, ellipses indicating the keyboard was in use. If we want to walk out of here with anything we have to both share.

			Do they actually give money? I typed.

			Yes. I like money.

			So whoever I was playing with had done this before. Were they one of the other six, or just a random research subject?

			Round four began. I clicked Keep All.

			You have $0.

			You said you would share! they wrote.

			You said you would, too.

			Liar.

			The fifth round was no better.

			Do a cost benefit analysis here, they wrote. We’re wasting time not getting anything. If we cooperate we each get money.

			But if we don’t, I get all of it, I thought.

			Stupid Player B—I didn’t get any money from that experiment.
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			Day 52

			“Pleeeease!” I pleaded with Yessica. She had her arms folded across her chest, one hip stuck out, objecting to the idea of going to a frat party. “It’s a quintessential part of college life—you have to go at least once before you write an article about the poison that is Greek life for some alt lit mag,” I reasoned. She pressed her lips together and nodded, then we both laughed. A few other people on our floor were going, Billy the Crew and his roommate Jed or Ted leading the horde.

			I picked through several outfits on my bed. I didn’t want to attract too much attention, but then again there may be certain beautiful boys there. It was August, so I opted for jean shorts that were short, but not what’s-wrong-with-you short, and my scoop-neck silver top. I put on my silver necklace with a little lobster charm and messed with my hair. Yessica was one of those girls who could pop on a simple black jersey dress and look ready to go. (Her lashes, it turned out, were real.)

			Our group exited the dorm and headed up the street. We turned toward the SAE house and I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I could already see the people streaming into and out of the house, partyers all over the lawn. Music blasted from a speaker perched in the third-floor window and a bonfire burned in the yard. I wasn’t even sure if the bonfire was allowed. Then again, neither was underage drinking, but the university police looked the other way as long as nothing got too crazy. Their view was that getting into minor trouble on campus was better than getting into major trouble off campus.

			Yessica wiggled an eyebrow at me as we squished through the front door. Two boys were playing beer pong in the “dining room,” and everyone seemed to be shouting louder than they needed to. In the living room people danced in the cramped space surrounding a leather couch and a coffee table speckled with beer cans, Solo cups, and an occasional bong. Some guy with greasy bangs was sitting on the edge of the coffee table, blowing vapor everywhere while he pontificated about the protests that were scattered across the country, often converging upon DC. “This country is descending into chaos!”

			Billy the Crew led us to the kitchen where one sad little pledge had been forced to man the keg all night. He said hi, handing me a foamy beer. “Let’s do a lap,” I shouted into Yessica’s ear.

			“Looking for anyone in particular?” she asked sweetly.

			Well, who should make fun of who, because half a lap in, a guy in a Dodgers T-shirt bumped into her, then they started talking about baseball. I let them be and continued scanning the crowd. I saw one guy so drunk that he stumbled in place, dazed. I saw two girls having a fight and several couples making out. My prospects lit up when I saw Cordy now seated on the leather couch with a bunch of other people, taking a huge hit off a water bong. He waved vigorously when he saw me. “You made it!”

			I said something noncommittal and observed him take another hit. He was out of it—drunk and high at the same time. He must have been talking to the girl beside him, but she had turned away, leaving him sitting awkwardly alone. He scooted over, patting the leather beside him. I squished in and smiled. “Is your roommate coming?” I asked.

			He blinked slowly. “Will? He’s here somewhere.” He made a vague gesture—his head was bobbing. Then he seemed surprised suddenly by how close I was to him, which was strange considering that I was pressed against his side. “You’re pretty cute—anyone ever tell you that?”

			“Is he an awful person?”

			“Will, yeah, he can be a douche.”

			“Do you ever just want to fuck him up?”

			“Totally,” he said, picking up the bong again.

			I decided I liked Cordy.

			I heard laugher suddenly and looked over my shoulder. A group of the SAE brothers were standing around—I guess the more senior ones because Derek and Charles were there. Charles was wearing a nicely fitted white button-down, which I approved of, and a pin that said Portmont for President. There was a girl hanging on him—literally, hanging onto his arm, laughing up at him. God. So desperate. Another girl was immediately to her left making cow eyes at him. He wasn’t necessarily not flirting back. I was just about to get up and do something about it when a blonde girl slipped across the clog of people and Charles put his arm out, tucking her into his side. The other girls fluttered away like injured sparrows, and he kissed the blonde girl on the top of the head in a way that did not say “frat party.” It did not say, “I’m going to get you drunk and try to have sex with you upstairs on a dank, NFL-themed duvet.”

			“Who’s that?” I asked, nudging Cordy.

			“Kristen? Charles’s girlfriend. They’ve been going out for like ever.”

			“There’s no ‘like ever’ in college.”

			He hiccupped. “Yeah, there is. You know who his dad is, right? He’s like big in the fracking world. Her mom is the heir to GenCo Media. What a waste,” he said, shaking his head.

			Indeed, what a waste.

			“Hey, man,” a new voice said, reaching across me to fist-bump Cordy. “Who’s your lady friend?”

			I looked up and suddenly I couldn’t hear the music that was pumping through the house, the laughter or the screeches, the pinging of beer pong balls. It was like time froze. Will Bachman was literally leaning over the couch, grinning down at us. I felt a steely calmness come over me.

			I smiled at him, reminding myself that for it to look real the smile had to reach my eyes. “I’m Chloe,” I said. I waited to see if he would recognize me—it had been years. Everything I did in the next fifty-two days would depend on if he recognized me, and how my calculus would have to change if he did. But I was betting on him not recognizing me. I grew up. I changed my name. But I never forgot.

			His face was flushed with alcohol. In person, I could better see how his facial features had aged from our childhood, but the shape of his upper lip was the same and he had the same sandy eyebrows. Will Bachman. I thought about taking out the mechanical pencil in my purse and inserting it into his left eye.

			“Chloe,” he said, smiling. “You don’t hear that name very often.”

			“No,” I said. “Not really.” Even less frequently do you hear the last name Sevre, which is why I never put my real last name on my social media accounts. My plan would go so much smoother if he never figured out who I was.

			Will perched on the arm of the couch and we quickly dispensed with formalities: our years, where we lived (of course I had prepared a fake background of being from Connecticut). “Where you from?” I asked, pretending to take a sip of my beer.

			“Toms River, New Jersey, but spare me the Jersey jokes.”


			There is not a lot I will spare you, Will. Not now, since I’ve found you.

		
	


		
			8

			Day 48

			Phase One complete: Will Bachman was my buddy now. I had been tempted at the party to try and lure him away, but I told myself to concentrate on Phase Two: Interrogation. But now he knew me and trusted me, and it seemed like it would be pretty easy to get him alone. He followed me on Instagram but I didn’t follow him back. I didn’t want too many links between us that people could find once he was worm food.

			Both Will and Cordy were insisting that I simply had to come down to Terrible Charles’s party that weekend. I had already mulled over this possibility. I wasn’t sure how I felt about conducting Phase Two at Charles’s party. For one, I had no idea about the location, so I would have little control over it. I also didn’t have a car. On the other hand, the isolated locale was appealing. The house—estate, rather—was about a forty-minute drive away at Fort Hunt, not too far from George Washington’s Mount Vernon estate. From what public property records and Google Maps could tell me, the Portmont estate was right on the Potomac River in Virginia, with Maryland on the other side of the river. I also wasn’t sure about showing up at a party at Charles’s house without him having expressly invited me. Technically it wasn’t his party—his parents were throwing a benefit to provide CEOs with manicures in white-collar prison or something. Showing up as an uninvited and unwelcome guest might only draw attention to myself.

			I zoomed in on a campus map on my computer. If not at the Portmont estate, where would be a good place for the interrogation? It wouldn’t at all be hard to get Will drunk and corner him in a private room at the SAE house, or maybe his own house, but the problem with either of those is that they were his territory, and his friends could be in the vicinity. Another possibility was partying with him somewhere, then inviting him back to my dorm room only to lead him through a labyrinth of academic buildings, finding an isolated study room somewhere and using it as my staging grounds.

			“Roomie,” I heard Yessica say from directly behind me. I didn’t jump. “What’re you up to?”

			“Trying to find where this discussion section is meeting.”

			“Do you want to go to Starbucks?”

			“Do I have to put a bra on?” I said. I was wearing plaid pajama bottoms and my crop-top that said obvi on it.

			“Hell no!” She was also wearing pajamas.

			I donned my fuzzy slippers and she slid into her flip-flops. We only lived one block away from the massive Student Activities Center, where there was a Starbucks in the basement along with a million other things. There was a shortcut at the corner of the block, where you could duck into one of the academic buildings, Albertson Hall, and move through the ground floor rather than walking outside in your PJs. Albertson housed the music department and little practice rooms for music students lined the narrow hallway. It was cold down there, and smelled like concrete, but I liked to walk down the hallway and hear different instruments. I peeked in one window and saw a girl working a French horn. In another, four people were singing a cappella. When I looked into the third room—Terrible Charles! He was in profile, sitting at an upright piano, his fingers pouring over the keys. The music was dark, complicated rippling up and down in a tense tempo.

			“What?” I heard Yessica whisper loudly. She peered over my shoulder, digging her chin into it. “Rachmaninov.”

			“He’s good, right?” I whispered.

			Charles stopped playing abruptly—we both jumped—but apparently he had made an error. He leaned forward and looked more closely at his sheet music, then flipped it back. We pulled away from the window before we could be spotted.

			“Do you want a tissue?” Yessica asked. “To clean up all that drool.”

			“Oh, come on. He’s beautiful. Piano players are the best type of musicians—all the brooding without any of the douchiness of guitar players.”

			She giggled. We continued on to the SAC and waited in a long line for coffee. She got an Americano and I got a mocha because I needed to come up with a list of at least ten potential interrogation sites tonight. Also, I had half a novel to read for my lit class.

			We headed back to the dorm, but as soon as we opened the door that lead into Albertson, we ran smack into Charles and his girlfriend. He had his sheet music tucked under his arm and she held a bunch of his campaign posters and a roll of masking tape. God, she was so basic it was painful to see them together. She was pretty, but not that pretty, like a third-tier character on a CW TV show. “Oh, hey,” he said, “You’re, uh...” He did that politician thing like my name was on the tip of his tongue when it probably wasn’t.

			“Chloe.”

			He reached to shake my hand, revealing a Jaeger-LeCoultre watch. Not bad. “This is Kristen, my girlfriend slash campaign manager.” She smiled. Her eyes were baby blue and she had on the most innocuous shade of pink lipstick. I introduced Yessica. “You all were invited to my party, right? It’s not an election party,” he said, smiling. “Technically an election party would be illegal according to our student bylaws. My parents are having a fundraising thing, but we can party adjacent to it.”

			“I was thinking about it,” I said.

			“Definitely come!” Kristen chirped.

			“Open bar,” he said brightly. “My parents don’t mind if I bring whoever as long as we’re dressed appropriately and mainly stay outside.”

			I wondered what he wore to dress appropriately. A toga and a golden laurel halo.

			“As you know,” he said, adopting a formal tone and pressing his hands together. “We’re having an upcoming election. I hope we can count on your vote.”

			“Where do you stand on funding for student groups?” Yessica asked coolly.

			“I think all funding for student groups should be cut,” he said, not missing a beat. She frowned. “That money is coming from increasingly rising student fees, which disproportionately affect our neediest students. Student fees are my number one concern.” It was comical how conflicted Yessica looked. I laughed, but so did Charles even though he was sort of laughing at himself.

			We said our goodbyes and continued to our dorm, exiting Albertson into the muggy night. “Will you go to the party if we can get a ride?” I asked, careful. If I went, I didn’t want Yessica there. The less people who knew me at the party, the better—no one would be checking up on me.

			She wrinkled her nose. “Chlo, the guys at that party were total bros.”

			“Oh. Yeah. But they’re not all like that—like that gentleman you were talking to for two hours.”

			“He was just there because of his roommate, like me! And if Terrible Charles turns out to be an alt-righter, he is not coming into our room.”

			“I wouldn’t worry about it.” I had no idea about Charles’s actual political values, and as hot as I thought he was, he had a girlfriend. At least for now, anyway. Add that to my to-do list after the more pressing issues.
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			Andre had been hanging out with Sean, Marcus, and Dee the first time he received a mood log. Marcus was a junior who had quickly sought out Andre and his roommate the first week of school, bringing them welcome packages from the Black Students’ Union. He took the two freshmen under his wing, introducing them around and inviting them to the regular cookouts he held in the backyard of his rowhouse. He was so politically involved that Andre felt embarrassed around him; he was always bringing up names of people that Andre got the sense he was supposed to know but didn’t, and it seemed like everyone else knew those names.

			At the moment, they were hanging out in Marcus’s backyard, drinking sweet tea mixed with cheap rum, talking about the protests—not just the big October one, but the one coming up that weekend. “You guys should come,” Marcus said, opening a box of Cheez-Its. Andre tried to steal a glance at Dee, the girl sitting directly across from him who hovered in the same circle of friends. She was a sophomore with an acerbic wit and eyes that reminded him of a deer—probably way out of his league, but what was the harm in trying.

			“I’ll go if you guys are there,” he said. He opened his mouth, trying to find a nonawkward segue. Dee had mentioned working at the Daily Owl and that they were always looking for photographers—specifically that they wanted more minority representation on the staff. He wasn’t sure how people schmoozed like this—did they just come out and ask for jobs? Did working at the Owl pay anything, and was it crass to ask? He needed a job.


			Just then, he felt the vibration from his smartwatch. Furtively, he excused himself to use the bathroom. The watch asked him what activity he was currently engaged in. Socializing, he selected. The watch asked him to rate how much he felt of each of the following emotions: happy, anxious, angry, excited. How happy was he right now? Andre puzzled over this.

			How would a psychopath answer this question?

			Well, they were probably hardly ever happy. Or maybe they were only happy during the exact moments when they were getting what they wanted. He said that he was not very happy, and figured that he shouldn’t be anxious, either, even though he was in real life, because he had somehow found himself almost accidentally committing fraud via smartwatch, and because of the presence of hot girls and upperclassmen who were cooler than he was. He said he was not angry, then paused when he was asked if he was excited. No, he should make it seem like very little ever made him excited. His finger shook a little when he pressed on Submit. His smartwatch vibrated, but nothing exploded and no alarms went off. But he did realize how late it was.

			He popped back outside. “Guys, I have to head out,” Andre said.

			“Hot date?” Sean called after him.

			“Nah, I was supposed to get something done by 10 p.m. and forgot.” Well, he hadn’t forgot so much as he didn’t want to leave the party, in particular because he wasn’t sure what awaited him at the psychology department. It would be his first experiment or survey.

			Andre headed toward that part of campus, not pausing when his phone rang. It was his mother. “What’d you call for, Pooh?” she asked.

			“Oh, yeah,” he said, trying to sound casual. “I wanted to know if maybe you knew a professor here. Dr. Leonard Wyman? He teaches psychology, and I met him, and he seemed so familiar. I wondered if he had been to our house or something.” It wasn’t that far-fetched. His mother was a nurse, and his dad an EMT, so the variety of friends who cycled in and out of their house for social events were often affiliated with the medical field.

			“Mmm, don’t think so. Let me ask your father.” There was some muffled talking, then his mother said that the name didn’t sound familiar to either of them. But then she wanted to ask about his classes, his dorm, his friends; he felt bad about it, but had to cut her short because he had found his way to the psychology building, which looked eerie from the yellow cast of nearby streetlights. The whole concept of talking to his mom about college stressed him out. He always felt she was one question away from figuring out what he had done.

			The few years after Kiara had died, he spiraled. He would cut class to watch TV or hang out with friends his parents disapproved of. Fistfights led to vandalism, which led to joyriding in “borrowed cars.” And even as he did all these things, he knew they were wrong—he was just so angry. Angry at Kiara, which made no sense. Angry at his parents. His flirtation with juvenile delinquency landed him in a special school, a behavioral rehabilitation program, and he was diagnosed with Conduct Disorder. Conduct Disorder was diagnosed in children when they exhibited persistent antisocial behaviors that often took the form of violating social or legal norms; it was often a precursor to a later diagnosis of Antisocial Personality Disorder. When Andre was a junior and first received a packet from a program that was interested in recruiting him, the Multimethod Psychopathy Panel Study, he had laughed it off, showing it to his brother. His brother, rolling an enormous blunt, thought it was hysterical, because of course Lil Pooh didn’t really have Conduct Disorder, and of course there was no chance he was a psychopath. You should fake out their asses. So that’s what it started as: a game.

			Andre participated in a number of phone interviews and questionnaires that he answered with the help of the internet. It wasn’t like there was a blood test that could tell you were a psychopath. It was diagnosed off questionnaires, interviews, and therapists’ assessments. And fuck that counselor who diagnosed him with Conduct Disorder not a year after the death of his sister. He didn’t feel bad the day the program called for the parental interview and Isaiah, taking on a formal tone, completed the entire interview pretending to be their father, embellishing stories so ridiculous that Andre cried silently from laughter, his face stuffed into a pillow.

			The program stopped calling and Andre forgot about it for months until things got real. He came home to find that his mother had opened a thick envelope addressed to him. His first reaction was to be mad at her, but she turned to him with tears shining in her eyes and he realized that the letter must have been something upsetting about him. Silently she handed him the letter. He had been admitted to John Adams University. He had been given a full scholarship, covering all four years. “Baby, how did you do it?” she had asked. “Raim, get down here!” His grades had been in a tailspin for the past few years, but he had decently salvaged what he could his junior year. But not enough for anything but the University of the District of Columbia. And with their financial situation, he would probably be working and attending part-time while racking up student loans.

			In a flash, his father was there, also skimming the letter. They were both looking at him expectantly. It was surprising how readily the lie came: “It’s...part of their Ancestor Scholarship,” Andre said. “Remember that project I did on family trees? Anyway, Adams has some program where if you can trace your ancestry back to any of John Adams’s slaves, and you write an essay and everything, you can win the scholarship.”

			His mother was holding her hands together over her face in prayer position, tears brimming over her eyes. “Oh God, Andre, this is—we’ve been so stressed about college, with your father’s back surgery and everything—this is...this is like a gift from God.”

			When she pulled him into a hug, Andre, horrified, thought, Wait, Mom, wait! But then he looked over and saw that Raim Jensen, his stoic father, had fully teared up. That was what did it. He had only ever seen his father cry once—about Kiara.

			And so began a little snowball of a lie that kept rolling into a bigger one. It ran from complex machinations (intercepting any packets or phone calls that came from the program), to difficult ones (getting Isaiah to comply), to ridiculous ones (hoping and praying that his parents never bothered to Google and find out that John Adams never actually had slaves).

			This was why he approached the first assessment with trepidation. Andre climbed up to the sixth floor, hearing voices very faintly. It sounded like they were coming from downstairs, at the north end of the building. He went down a tiny hallway with flickering lights and walked past two experiment rooms until he found his, the last one. The little room was as clinically white and blank as a lab in a science fiction movie. He set down his book bag and locked the door. The building gave him the creeps.

			On the computer, he clicked through some consent forms and demographics. Then came a long survey, or perhaps it was a series of surveys, because some of the items seemed to be grouped together. The more he clicked, the more the tension left his shoulders. Some of the content clusters he could answer honestly—others gave him more pause about how he should be answering them. Women should be protected by men. Was he supposed to agree with that, or disagree?

			But then a noise from outside his little room pierced across the air, muted but still incredibly sharp. It was a scream that made Andre’s entire body freeze, his pulse jack up in his chest, his ears perk. It was like the scream of an animal caught in another animal’s sharp jaws.

			There—another scream, then a loud thud. He thought he heard the word help. Andre scrambled from the office, poking his head out into the hallway. Maybe someone was watching a movie?

			But then it came again—another scream, a bang that was clearly coming from a few doors down, from another one of the little experiment rooms. There was a light coming from beneath the door—something that definitely hadn’t been there when Andre had arrived. He heard a miserable cry, then a scraping sound moving up the door—someone was lying on the ground, trying to unlock the door. Maybe another research subject had had a seizure or something.

			“I’m here!” Andre cried, pulling the door open. Beneath the garish fluorescent lights of the little room was a young man struggling and gurgling on the ground, blood pumping from his neck at a violent rhythm. Blood was pooled on the ground making him slip, and sprays and jagged pops of it littered the walls.

			Andre didn’t even have time for a cohesive thought, just a general sense of Oh shit! as the guy—a student?—made eye contact with him, his mouth opening as he reached out.

			“Help!” Andre screamed. He ran forward, pulling his sweatshirt off. Why had it been so long ago that he took first aid? When had that been—fourth grade?

			The guy gasped as Andre pressed the sweatshirt to his neck. It was the cause of most of the bleeding, but there were several other stab wounds—two just under his collarbone, one straight through his ear. “Is anyone here!? Help!” Andre screamed.

			Shit, shit. Andre fumbled for his phone, trying to keep the pressure on the wounds (even now he could feel the blood soaking through the thick cloth of the sweatshirt). His bloody thumb slipped over the smooth surface of the phone and it clattered onto the floor. Andre reached for it, then realized that someone was standing just outside the hallway. Thank God. “Help me—I think he’s bleeding to death!” Andre shouted.

			Two things happened at once, their simultaneity somehow terrifying. Andre realized that the man in the hallway might have been the one who did this, and at that same moment, the man raised his hands into the air, smiling a little wryly as if to say, Good luck with that. Then he turned and walked down the hallway, apparently not in a hurry.

			Stunned, Andre scrabbled for his phone and managed to call 911.

			“Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”


			“I’m in the psychology department at Adams! There’s a guy here who’s been stabbed.”

			“You said he’s been stabbed?”

			“Yes, he’s bleeding everywhere. Tell me what to do!”

			“Can you tell me your exact location?”

			“Sixth floor, um, turn right when you get up the stairwell. Am I supposed to elevate his head?”

			“Can the victim talk?” the operator asked.

			“Hey, man,” Andre said, shaking him gently. “Can you see me? They’re coming.” Helpless, Andre looked behind him through the doorway, wondering if EMTs could possibly arrive in time. The guy’s eyes had started to take on a glazed look.

			“Did you see what happened?”

			“No, I heard it. I heard someone scream for help and then some thudding noises.”

			“Can you tell me your name?”

			“Andre. What should I do!”

			“Andre, you’re doing great—just hang in there. Help is on the way.”
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			“Hey,” the cop said, setting a Coke down in front of Andre. “This might make you feel better.”

			When Andre reached for it, his hand was shaking. He had said he felt like throwing up, and they had provided him with a trash can. Andre was sitting in an office chair, one cop crouched in front of him, buddy-style, another one standing up, a notepad out. “I’m Detective Bentley,” the buddy one said, “and this is Detective Deever. We’d just like to get your statement so we can figure out what went on here.”

			Andre took a tentative sip, but the second the sweetness touched his tongue, he thought of the terrible gurgling noises the guy had made just before the EMTs had shown up. Zombie-like, he had agreed to go back with the police to have his statement taken. This also involved one of the forensic techs taking samples from him: the blood on his arms, his hands. They had taken his shoes and his shirt and given him a faded MPD T-shirt to wear instead.

			Now he sat in the Homicide Office. Homicide: as soon as he saw the words on the door, he realized that there was no way that gurgling man could have survived. That guy was dead, and it wasn’t until then that it truly hit him that here he was in front of the police, a Black kid who happened to be a diagnosed psychopath, or actually faking that he was a psychopath—not that that made it any better—who just happened to be within throwing distance of a violent stabbing. Oh dear God, what I have I gotten myself into, he thought, imagining desperately, for a moment, calling his parents. But what could he even say?


			“It would really help us out if you told us everything you saw or heard—start from the beginning.”

			“I was on the sixth floor of the psych department—”

			“And you were...?” Deever interrupted.

			Andre wondered if this was the sort of thing he should insist on having a lawyer for. But wouldn’t insisting on a lawyer make him look suspicious? “I was doing an exercise for one of my classes.” He contemplated how much he was willing to lie. Maybe they wouldn’t care about the stupid program. Maybe they would only care about the stabbing. Maybe all they wanted was the information and then they would leave him alone. Bentley had kind eyes—Deever did not. “I pretty much know exactly what time it was when he first screamed. I know because I looked at my phone probably two minutes before—9:48.” Bentley nodded. He was white, with muscular, hairy forearms. “The scream was coming from that room. He screamed a few more times and I think he was trying to get out of that room, but couldn’t turn the knob.”

			“He couldn’t open the door?”

			“I think—” Andre’s mouth felt dry. “I think he had too much blood on his hands. But I thought maybe someone had a heart attack, so I opened the door and he was in there bleeding everywhere. I put my sweatshirt folded up on his neck to apply pressure.”

			“What was the state of the room?”

			“Normal. Like a desk and a chair and a computer, and a whiteboard. Actually, wait, there’s a window.”

			“Right when you got there was it open or closed? Did you touch the window?”

			“I didn’t.” He tried to imagine it. “It couldn’t have been open the whole way because I saw my reflection. Maybe it was open, I don’t know. There was blood everywhere.”

			“Did the victim say anything?”

			Andre shook his head. “No, other than when I heard him scream.”

			“When you say you heard him scream, was he just making a noise, or did it sound like he was screaming at someone?”

			Andre pursed his lips together. “I’m pretty sure it was just sounds. Like pain. So right before I called 911, there was a guy there.”

			“Another guy?”

			“Yeah, I saw him, and I was like relieved someone could help me because I don’t really know first aid. I said, help call 911 or whatever and he...”

			“He...”

			“He made this gesture.” Andre got up to act out what he could only call a shrug—nothing else could do justice to how weird it had been. The cops looked at each other and frowned.

			He felt a tiny grain of relief when it became apparent from their facial expressions that they, too, thought this was bizarre. “Can you describe him?” Bentley asked.

			Andre sat back down. “He was white. Maybe like somewhere between my age and...thirty-five?”

			“What was he wearing?”

			Andre chewed his lower lip. He shook his head.

			“Can you describe his face?”


			“Uh... Just like...normal?”

			“Anything distinctive? Hair, eyes?”

			“He definitely didn’t have red hair. Black or brown, I don’t know, maybe it could have been dark blond.”

			“How tall was he?”

			The more Andre tried to think of who he had seen, the less clearly he could see him in his mind’s eye. “I was on the ground, so...” Andre got off his chair and sat on the floor, then looked up at Deever, who was starting to look annoyed at Andre’s failure to be the perfect witness. “Maybe your height.”

			“Any tattoos, piercings?”

			Andre exhaled slowly. “I can’t remember, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t. I just saw him for a split second.”

			“You said he was white,” Bentley said. “White like me or white like Deever?”

			Andre’s eyes went from one man to another. Bentley was closer to what white people called “swarthy”; Deever looked like he sunburned. “Uh...somewhere in between?” What if he just gave them a description? Any description, a detailed one, whether it was true or not. Wouldn’t that lead them to someone else, away from him? He felt a wave of nausea. “I’m sorry. If you had a picture of him I think I could say yes or no.”

			“What kind of feeling did you get from him?” Bentley asked. “What kind of presence did he have? Did he seem angry?”

			Andre blinked. He understood what Bentley was asking, but he hesitated about saying what he was thinking. “If he had just looked at me and walked away, I would have thought it was really weird. But that gesture he made, it like... It makes my skin crawl.”

			

			When Andre finally returned to his dorm room, exhausted, his heart felt even heavier when he realized Sean wasn’t home. He hadn’t been sure how he was going to begin telling the story of what had just happened, but now it wasn’t an issue. He was alone in an empty dorm room and suddenly had a terrible urge to turn tail and head back to Northeast to his parents’ house. What the hell had just happened? And now what would happen? Would the police question him again? Would they start poking into his background just because he happened to be there? Why not just leave Adams, head home and never pick up the phone?

			Andre rubbed his temples and opened his laptop. His head was swimming with emotions, but the one thing he couldn’t stop thinking about was the fact that this had happened in Wyman’s experiment room, not ten yards from his office. Was it too much of a coincidence that a guy got stabbed to death right next to an office that had a special program studying psychopaths? And what was it about Wyman that was so weirdly familiar?

			Andre skimmed through the search results for “Leonard Wyman psychologist” on Google, some part of him dimly aware that he was only doing this to distract himself from the images that kept repeating in his mind—the man slipping on the bloody floor, the gurgling sound his throat made—and the temptation to call his parents. Most of the results were articles Wyman had written with long, complicated titles. Others were blurbs about conference presentations. One link about Elena winning a dissertation scholarship.

			But then Andre saw two words that made him freeze. Forensic Files. Suddenly he knew exactly why Wyman had sounded familiar.

			In the two years that followed Kiara’s death, Andre cut class often, sometimes to hang out with his friends, but sometimes to simply return home and be there alone. He would lie on the couch eating Cheezy Poofs, watching old episodes of Forensic Files and 48 Hours. A true-crime rabbit hole appeared, and Andre fell into it, the darkness of the material matching his macabre mood. He watched old documentaries, subscribed to podcasts, and even poked through message boards online of self-described sleuths.

			There were two cases in particular he became obsessed with because they were local: the DC Sniper and the CRD Killer. The former was actually two men who had randomly gone around shooting people with no rhyme or reason, Zodiac-style. But their shooting spree was dwarfed by the activities of Gregory Ripley—CRD or the Rock Creek Killer. From the mid-nineties to the early 2000s, a series of murders dotted across the mid-Atlantic, concentrated in Virginia, Maryland, and DC. The repeated MO led to the killer’s moniker: CRD, choke, rape, dismember. When he was finally caught, he admitted to twenty-two killings, and was given the death penalty based on the solid physical evidence from nine of those killings.

			Andre clicked around, finally finding a sketchy website that would allow him to watch the old episode of Forensic Files about the CRD Killer that he had already seen before. He skipped past all the stuff about the hunt for CRD and got to his arrest. A voice-over said that the one person who understood CRD was a psychologist, the only person who had extensively interviewed him and who had testified during the trial. That psychologist had been Dr. Leonard Wyman. Then there was the grainy video of him behind a desk—he had aged a lot since then, but this voice was the same. Andre had forgotten one other peculiar aspect of the case. After the jury reached its verdict, Wyman had rushed out of the courthouse while reporters shouted at him—he had argued for clemency when the entire nation was screaming to put Greg Ripley to death. Greg Ripley, who smiled at the jury during his trial and doodled during gory testimony. “I do not think that Gregory Ripley deserves to die,” Wyman said to the camera, making the hairs on Andre’s arms stand up. Wyman’s own hair had had almost no gray in it back then. “He’s not the monster you think he is.”

			What exactly, Andre wanted to know, was this fucking program for psychopaths at John Adams University that he had gotten himself into? It was run by a man who defended the CRD serial killer. If he could defend CRD, what else would he defend?
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			Day 45

			I was in a car heading to Charles Portmont’s estate. Billy the Crew’s brother was driving and Billy rode shotgun, messing with the radio. I was sandwiched between two Kappa Delta girls, one of whom I surmised was fucking Billy’s brother. Another guy, a pledge they called Reek, was squished against the far window, not even accorded a seat belt.

			Me and Reek were the only ones who had never been to one of Charles’s parties. “It’s sooooo open bar,” one of the girls said. “Like I asked the bartender to make me a Manhattan and he knew what it was. It was gross but I drank it anyway.”

			Clumped together in the trunk were our personal effects—the boys’ clothes were stuffed into a couple of plastic Safeway bags. I had a book bag with a number of items: a cocktail dress, some toiletries, and two vials of a liquid Rohypnol solution. “I’m going to land a sugar daddy who will pay off my student debt,” said Kappa 1.

			“Yeah, if you’re into jowls,” said Kappa 2.

			The drive down was pleasant. It was mostly one highway the entire way down, the sides of the road thickly lined with trees, their leaves just starting to turn. We turned onto a smaller local road and then a narrow street with a Private Property sign. The woods had been dispensed with, replaced with an expansive green yard leading up to a sprawling Tudor-style estate. Ahead of us I could see Charles getting out of his Jaguar and Kristen getting out on her side.

			We piled out of the car. “We’re the first ones here,” Charles said. “But I’m only giving one tour because I’m going to be too plastered later.” There were supposed to be about thirty of us coming, but the others were still trapped in traffic.

			We followed Charles inside, and as soon as the double front doors were open, I could see the bustle of activity to prepare for the charity event. People in catering uniforms were scurrying about with chairs, and one woman was on a dangerously high ladder so she could dust the massive chandelier. A double staircase curved up behind it.

			“Charlie!” came a voice. An older woman—his mother, I presumed—entered the foyer and held her arms out to hug him. She was the type of extremely well-put-together that can only exist among wealthy women with little else to care about. “My Charlie Bear, look at you.” She went on to hug Kristen next. Charles refused to be embarrassed by being called Charlie Bear.

			He introduced us as his friends and then took us on a brief tour of the house. I mentally cataloged all the rooms: a library, a dining room, a formal dining room, his father’s study, which had animal heads in it, and a kitchen so massive it made me want to learn how to make pie crusts. Huge windows in the kitchen overlooked the backyard. There was a substantial patio, a covered pool, more yard, then a dock leading directly out onto the river. I considered each of the places for my interrogation.

			I had researched all I could about truth serums. Unfortunately, there is no such thing as a real truth serum. I needed the next best thing: something that would make Will’s mouth loosen, lower his inhibitions, but also something that would make him forget it the next day. Alcohol had many of those characteristics, but wasn’t entirely reliable. I definitely needed alcohol to be involved, because getting drunk and blacking out presented an obvious explanation to the question “What happened last night?” Rohypnol is illegal in the US, but enterprising people can still obtain it online. Back in high school, I had experimented with creating a concentrated liquid form of it. I selected boys I estimated were about the same size as Will, cornering them at various house parties and bonfires, leading them away to the woods. Of course they thought they were going to get laid, but in reality I just held bizarre conversations with them, extracting private information and seeding them with strange stories so I could question them the next day to see if they remembered.


			“I have to make some rounds—meet me back here in an hour. We can eat and drink whatever we want, but just stay out of people’s hair,” Charles said.

			“What exactly is this benefit for?” Billy asked.

			“Conservation.”

			“Isn’t your dad in fracking?” I couldn’t help asking.

			“He’s also a hunter,” he replied. This also didn’t make sense to me, but I accepted it.

			We dispersed to get ready upstairs, where Charlie Bear said we could take any room that didn’t have a closed door. Although the house was huge, it didn’t have thirty bedrooms, so I imagine there were some shenanigans of bed sharing anticipated for tonight. The machinations that would probably be taking place very late at night were critical: I needed to be well-placed with Will already wrapped around my finger, drunk but not too drunk. (The last thing I needed was for him to have a bout of uncontrollable vomiting, which would make it hard to question him.)

			Myself and the two Kappa girls took a bedroom that overlooked the backyard. While they tried to steam their dresses in the adjoining bathroom, I peered out at the landscape. It would be dark out at the river soon. In the long expanse leading out to the river, there were two small, detached guesthouses.

			Not too far away, but fairly isolated, the guesthouses seemed ideal. I couldn’t one hundred percent count on Will being docile—things could get violent. I had taken a bunch of self-defense classes, but it wasn’t like there wasn’t risk involved. On TV, the good guy always wins; in real life, if someone outweighs you, they can easily overpower you. The key thing was to stay levelheaded so I would have the upper hand.

			“Shouldn’t you be getting dressed?” Kappa 2 asked, looking at me with her lips outlined in lip liner.

			I wriggled into my dress. It was a short, formfitting Sue Wong cocktail dress with an art deco flapper feel to it, blush-colored with black lace accents and black ostrich-feather trim. I had no jewelry other than a black cuff-style bangle I had brought to cover over my smartwatch, which didn’t really go with the outfit. The Kappas futzed over their hair for a while, while I left mine in loose waves.

			I was standing outside the door to the bedroom, slipping into my heels, when several of the upperclassmen appeared from a room down the hall. Sigh. Here was Charles in a slim-fitting dark gray suit, his pocket square perfectly folded into three points. Kristen was beside him in an emerald dress that made the color of Charles’s eyes pop. “You look nice!” he said in the same exact bland tone one uses on one’s sister.

			I didn’t want him to think I looked “nice.” There were times I wanted to be invisible, usually for practical purposes, but not right now. Seriously, Kristen in her plain sequined green dress? Vom.

			Guests had started to arrive since we had shown up. I followed Charles and Kristen down the curving staircase. He shook the hands of several people who must have been friends of his parents.

			The first floor of the house was now crowded with older people in cocktail attire. Waiters circled with trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. In the kitchen, Charles snatched a tray of canapés in one hand and three bottles of champagne with the other. Separate from the main party, we sat on the patio and drank the champagne directly from the bottles until a waiter appeared with some glasses. I kept a glass that always had some champagne in it, but only mimed drinking, pretending to get progressively sillier.

			By the time the others showed up, it was already dark, the patio lit by strings of small globe lights. Here was Cordy with Will in tow. Bottle after bottle of champagne appeared, but also the occasional waiter delivering a cocktail someone had requested. I cawed the way a drunken girl would, laughing helplessly when people made stupid jokes. I made sure I was in the vicinity of Will, monitoring how much he drank while showing my drunkenness like a peacock spreading its plumage. I could feel him looking at me.

			I ate a miniquiche, then pronounced it an awesome idea when someone suggested we go check out the dock. The girls walked carefully in the grass, their heels sinking into the sod. It was dark on the dock, the water looking black. There was lighting, but no one had turned it on. I leaned at the edge of the dock as far as I dared and looked to the left. The estate was isolated enough that you could not see any neighbors. “You and Derek are totally vibing,” one of the girls observed.

			The other giggled. “I mean, what if I want something to happen, you know?”

			I looked back toward the house. We were about as far away as I would be if I were in the northernmost guesthouse, and from where I stood I couldn’t hear the rest of our group talking even though I knew they were being loud.

			Just as we got back to the patio, Charles produced a baggie of cocaine. Not everyone did it—I noticed that Kristen never did, and that her eyes lingered on her boyfriend when he did (you bet I filed that nugget away!) although he only did one line. I pretended to do some, smearing the line of powder with my finger as I pretended to snort. A couple of the SAE brothers were on the lawn, shoeless, arguing, and started hitting each other. A few girls were dancing. Charles was laughing, holding a bottle of champagne, while Kristen cried, “Noooo, that’s not what I said!”

			People were very drunk. One girl headed for the woods to throw up, another coming to hold her hair. I was amazed at the brothers’ ability to consume alcohol. The girls couldn’t keep up in terms of volume. A few pairs of people disappeared into the house, possibly to hook up somewhere. The benefit, whatever it was for, was winding down, and now there were only staff cleaning up.

			I was the only one with my wits about me.

			I started to make moves. My hovering near Will became more direct. I touched him on the arm and laughed wildly at anything he said resembling a joke. He teased me about my name, saying it was a hippie name, and I pretended to pout. We sat at the end of one of the patio tables, picking at some appetizers, talking about lacrosse. God, did he really think I wanted to talk about lacrosse? I leaned forward, hanging on every word, at one point putting my hand directly on his knee.

			Our crowd was thinning as people had turned in or been taken upstairs to lie down and drink water at their friends’ urging. Only a handful remained, and I had to outlast them and make sure that Will had enough of an idea in his head about getting laid that he would stick it out with me. Charles had loosened his tie and he and Kristen were making out so hard I could see their tongues. She was mussing up his hair and they, too, no doubt, would disappear into the house to have sex. Perfect Charles and his perfect girlfriend—please go away and leave me to my business.

			Derek then headed inside with one other brother and two girls, leaving the four of us.

			“We’re gonna head in,” Charles mumbled, his hand on Kristen’s ass as they left to go upstairs.

			Will and I sat on the patio alone. I stood up slowly. “I guess we should turn in, too,” I said, trying to sound reluctant. Will stood up, wavering on his drunken feet. “I feel so bad leaving such a mess,” I said, gesturing to the discarded plates and glasses. I started to stack them.

			“Yeaahh,” Will said, clumsily helping me. Charles and Kristen were good and gone by then. No staff in the kitchen. I looked at Will directly.

			“Do you want to check out one of those guesthouses?” I asked.

			“Sure!”

			I made sure to squirrel away half a cup each of a mixed drink in two glasses. I carried them carefully as we walked across the grass toward the houses. I was barefoot, having shed my heels to have better purchase just in case I needed to run or kick. My purse was tucked snugly against my side, the vials and a switchblade inside. Will was bigger than me, but I was smarter. I was ready.

			I led Will to the guesthouse that was closer to the water and farther from the house. He peered in the window. “It’s a little house!” he exclaimed.

			Charles had said the guesthouses would be unlocked for us to use. I turned on the lights, but then used the dimmer to take them down. The guesthouse had a small open kitchen, which led out to a living room. A half wall divided the living room from the bedroom. Just to the right of the TV was a fireplace.

			“Sit down,” I said, gesturing to the fluffy sheepskin rug that lay on the ground between the fireplace and a leather couch. “I’ll fix us some drinks.” I heard him flop down heavily as I headed to the kitchen. I set the cups on the counter, then carefully poured out the entire contents of one vial. “Drink up!” I said, walking back into the room and handing him the glass. He was lounging on the sheepskin rug.

			I stood over him, watching as he tipped up the cup into his mouth, and I couldn’t help a shiver of excitement. Everything was going according to plan. The drug would take effect soon. Will was right within my grasp. He smiled at me with his dumb mouth. “Why don’t you sit down?”

			“Hold on, I need to use the girls’ room.” I left him there, heading to the bathroom that adjoined the bedroom. I didn’t really have to go to the bathroom, but rearranged my hair, plucked a stray eyelash from my cheek and tugged my dress up. I peered behind my bangle to look at my smartwatch. The drug needed a couple minutes to work.

			I sat next to Will and examined him. His eyes looked glazed and his face was flushed, his lower lip looking wet. He was sitting far too close to me. The coffee table had a book about caverns on it, topped with an agate geode. I picked it up, looking at the layers of bright blue agate that had been formed by the earth. “Where’s your phone?” I asked. “Let’s take a selfie!”

			He cringed. “I don’t have it. I dropped it and it’s getting fixed.” Will put his hand on my knee and squeezed, then ran his hand up a few inches. “You’re really hot—anyone ever tell you that.” He blinked slowly.

			I put my hand over his. I realized he hadn’t finished the drink and propelled the cup toward his mouth. He took a sloppy sip, but there was still some left. He leaned forward to kiss me, his mouth open. I deterred him with two fingers to the forehead. “Not so fast.” The push, even with just my fingers, had an outsize effect. If he wanted to, if he were fully sober, he could have easily overpowered that push. “Let’s have a chat first.”

			“A chat?” Even with no S, somehow he slurred the word. He fell back on his elbows, his head lolling, nearly spilling the drink, which I saved.

			“I just wanted to ask you some questions,” I said, waving the cup around enticingly.

			“You don’t remember me, do you?” he said suddenly.

			I froze. “What?”

			He pulled himself back up to an upright position. “You don’t... We used to know each other. I thought maybe you didn’t—don’t you recognize me?”

			“Recognize you from where?”

			“New Jersey,” he said with some urgency, or at least as much urgency as you can gather while on Rohypnol and alcohol. Had I been wrong? Had he recognized me the second he saw me at the SAE house? I had kept telling myself that I looked so different, that puberty had hit me hard, that changing my name to Chloe would probably be enough to fool someone as dull as Will. He looked at me with wide eyes, his pupils hugely dilated. The look on his face was almost vulnerable. “You know...about what happened that night.”

			I was stunned, which immediately made me angry. He had flipped the tables on me and I had to be the one in control. “Will, do you have the video?”

			“Things got out of hand that night...they got out of hand and they shouldn’t have.”

			“Where is the video? Who else has it?”

			“But you liked me though, I know you did.”

			“I did like you.”

			“You liked me,” he said, louder this time. He was drooling a little.

			“I liked you. I drew your name in bubble letters because I was twelve, and you raped me.”

			“Whoa—wait,” he said very slowly, leaning toward me. “You liked me.”

			I blinked, pressing my fingers against the jagged outside of the geode I was holding; it felt cold in my hands, one side perfectly smooth and polished, the rest of it rough. I studied his face, my heart beating evenly: his pale eyebrows, the beginnings of stubble starting to push out of his face. “You held me down and Brett Miller filmed it with your phone and I was twelve. Where is the phone? Where is the video?” Phase Three was Get the Video. I had to have it.

			He stared at me—I couldn’t tell if his face was in shock, or if the drugs had washed any sensible expression off him. I watched with disbelief as his eyes filled with tears. “Michelle... I’m sorry.”

			I lashed out with the geode, cracking him in the forehead. Blood burst out and he gave a scream of surprise and pain as he fell to the ground, then lay still. How dare he. How dare he say my name. Try to apologize. After what he did. After humiliating me.

			When the heat faded, I realized what I had just done and, dismayed, I watched as blood began to matt the pristine whiteness of the sheepskin rug.

			Shit!

			Goddammit, Chloe, why can’t you control yourself! I popped up on my knees, holding my hands over the lower half of my face, thinking at a thousand miles per hour. He was lying perfectly still—how hurt was he? The grand irony: I needed to kill Will, but not now. Not before I had that video.

			Shit, shit, shit. I went over to him and turned his head. I couldn’t tell how bad the wound was, because head wounds tend to bleed so freely. Soon his blood got all over my hands. I sat back on my haunches, thinking.

			But then I heard something that made me freeze. A step. From the entrance of the guesthouse. I turned.

			Charles stood just inside the doorway, his face pale, his mouth open in shock. His eyes moved across the living room, taking in Will’s body and the bright red blood that marred the snowy rug. No. Not Charles. The absolute last person I wanted to see this.

			“He attacked me!” I sobbed. “Oh God, call 911. I don’t know what happened.” I buried my face in my hands, smearing blood onto my cheek, and wailed hysterically. I had the vague sense that Charles was coming over to help me. “He hit me. Oh God, I thought he was going to kill me. Call the police!” I chanced to look up, tears streaming down my face.

			Charles was crouched beside me, his mouth now closed. His expression was devoid of emotion and the look in his eyes was stern, seeming to say, Stop. I stopped crying, for the second time tonight uncertain what was happening, or what to do. Charles reached for his pocket square slowly and pulled it out. He snapped his wrist to unfold it, then used it to wipe the blood and tears from my face. “My, my, what a mess you’ve made,” he said mildly.
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			I stared at him, wide-eyed.

			He reached out and gripped my wrist, pushing down the black bangle to reveal my watch. I was stunned, mesmerized by the look in his eyes, which had a blank hardness to it mixed with something like amusement. He reached under his shirt—the top two buttons were undone—and pulled out something small and back. His own smartwatch, the wristband removed.


			“You’re...” I couldn’t even articulate my surprise.

			Charles let go of my wrist. “I would have never guessed about you,” he said.

			Just then, Will emitted a low moan, and I felt relief rush over my body. He brought his hands up to his head. He was alive. Okay, I hadn’t ruined everything. The only thing was—

			I turned and realized that Charles was staring at me, not his injured friend. “What exactly were you doing here?” he asked in the smooth tone of a teacher who had walked in on students divvying up stolen goods.

			“We were just talking.”

			“About what?”

			His eyes were on me, steady. I said nothing—I had no idea how much he had overheard. There was something crafty about how his pretty eyes slipped from me to Will’s body. “Well, I guess we should get him to the hospital,” he said.

			“No!” He looked at me, an eyebrow raised. I understood he was threatening me, in a way. “We can’t go to a hospital. I drugged him,” I admitted.

			“With what?”

			“Rohypnol.”

			“I hardly think you need any such aid for male company,” he said, smiling.

			I pretended I thought he was flattering me and blushed. “He’ll be fine, but the last thing we need is someone finding out—”


			“We?”

			I looked at him beseechingly, with big eyes. You can argue with men but it’s far more powerful to appeal to their most basic instincts. Latch on to that part of their Y chromosome that likes explaining things to women, the part of them that likes to help because it makes them feel bigger. “He’s fine, Charles. I think he just needs to lie down and sleep it off.”

			“He could have a serious brain injury.”

			I said nothing. I wasn’t exactly sure how much trouble I was in.

			Charles sighed, giving me a look like I was being mischievous. He dropped the pocket square and stood up, surveying the now-messy guesthouse. He walked over to Will and crouched in front of his body. “Will? You awake?” Will moaned. “My dad has guys,” Charles said, turning to me, “like bodyguards. One of them was in the military and probably knows some serious first aid. He’s helped me before.”

			“With what?”

			“I’ve never brained anyone with a geode if that’s what you’re asking, but I’ve crashed a car or two and wanted to hide it from my dad. I’ll give him a call and we can make sure Will’s okay. You go back to the house,” he said, gesturing with his head in that direction. “Take the first car you can out of here in the morning and I’ll keep an eye on Will.”

			“I don’t know if he’ll remember anything—he didn’t finish the drink.”

			“I guess you’ll find out,” he said unsympathetically.

			I hesitated. “Why should I trust you?”

			“Because I’m not calling the police when I could have. Go wash up—you have blood all over your dress.”

			I padded to the bathroom silently, my mind racing with the strange turn of events. I was furious with myself for losing control at the worst possible time—it was something I talked about with Dr. Wyman about wanting to improve. But also, even though this new situation was perilous, being around Charles excited me. Suddenly he was not just a cute boy whose relationship I was planning on destroying: he was so much more. He was dangerous. And I knew exactly why he was helping me: it gave him power over me. The only question was what he planned to do with that power.

			When I looked at myself in the mirror I groaned. There was blood smeared all over my beautiful dress. I wriggled out of it, then washed my face. It wasn’t the sort of dress you could wear a bra or underwear with, so I wrapped myself in a fluffy white towel, then picked up the soiled dress and stuffed it into the clean trash bag. I didn’t want to leave any evidence behind.

			Charles was finishing a quiet phone call when I went back into the living area. “He’s coming—let’s go.”

			“In a towel?” I teased. “People will wonder what you were doing with me.”

			He sighed, then took off his jacket, resting it on the back of the couch. He unbuttoned his white dress shirt, pulling it off, revealing a plain white T-shirt. He handed me the dress shirt, then turned his back to me. I took the towel off and put on the shirt. It was soft and warm and smelled like him.

			He turned around and for a split second looked at me. He had never really looked at me that way before, his eyes flicking below my face to my body. His shirt came to midthigh on me.

			Charles poked his head out the door of the guesthouse, then edged around to the front. I followed him, my bare feet sinking into the cool grass. Back at the house, the kitchen lights were still on, but the upper half of the house was dark.

			“I can’t see,” I whispered. I felt his hand grasp mine. It was warm and his fingers seemed elegant. He led us back to the double doors where we had been partying. “Go up,” he whispered. “I’ll take care of everything else and call you after I talk to Will.” He slid open one of the glass doors.

			“If you plan on blackmailing me, you should know that I’m piss poor.”

			“Do I look like I need money?” he asked quietly. That hint of darkness in his eyes—a reminder that there would be some kind of price to pay. “Get back in your room without anyone seeing you. Give me your phone number.” I recited it. Maybe I had fantasized Charles putting my phone number into his cell, but not like this.

			As he closed the door my mind flew through contingency scenarios, stories I could make up to cover my tracks. I had never gotten the sense that Charles had a particular liking for Will—just because they were frat brothers doesn’t mean they were friends. And there was something boorish about Will that made me think they wouldn’t be close. More like Charles tolerated him as a beta-level orbiter.

			I snuck back to my room, feeling my way through the dark. I shoved one of the Kappa girls nearly off the bed and wriggled under the covers. I brought Charles’s shirt up to my nose and inhaled, already sleepy. It had been a long night. The geode and Charles had complicated my Will plan, but once the sun was up I would do what I had always done—adapt, regroup, and make my next move.
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			Kristen was pulling her blond hair into a ponytail and was left defenseless when Charles buried his face in the tickly part of her neck. She cringed, laughing. “It’s a tax on being too slow,” he said.

			“Charlie Bear, I’m going to tell your mother,” she crooned, and they laughed at the awful nickname. Somehow, miraculously, Kristen understood his family. The sunlight streamed through the windows of his bedroom, hitting her hair in a way that made it seem to float like golden strands. To any casual observer they would look like a normal, handsome young couple. He hugged her from behind, looking at their reflection in his mirror. Moments like these were times where his darkness should have felt stark in contrast to everything about Kristen that was airy and carefree, but something about their relationship made him feel like he could be just like her. When she smiled, she always smiled with her eyes.

			He leaned forward and kissed her. He wanted to kiss her more but there wasn’t time for that. “Can you head downstairs and oversee breakfast? I want to make sure Will’s alive,” he said.

			“Did he get too wild last night?”

			“He fell and cracked his head against the stone steps. I just want to make sure he’s okay. Save me a bear claw.”

			Kristen kissed his cheek, then left the room, moving with the posture of someone entirely at home in her own body, something he had always liked about her. But with her absence it was almost like he could hear something click: the slight easing in his mind that occurred when Kristen wasn’t around, like a tiny, subtle muscle that had been almost involuntarily flexed finally getting to relax.

			Charles had put Will in the bedroom next to his own—the one his brother, Eric, used when he visited. He figured that if Will was going to throw up in anyone’s room, it should be Eric’s.

			Charles knocked on the door and let himself in. Will was just beginning to stir from under a tangle of sheets. He groaned and held his head. Mercer, his father’s bodyguard and jack-of-all-trades, had dutifully examined Will, stayed with him for several hours and then vanished like a ghost, leaving behind nothing but a glass of water and a bottle of Advil. Like many of the men who worked for his father, he did as he was told without asking questions. “You feeling all right?” He affected the tone one uses when making fun of people the night after they had acted a fool.

			“My head is killing me.” Will managed to sit up, wincing, then seemed surprised when he touched his forehead and found a bandage.

			Charles crouched to his level and studied his face. “You remember anything from last night?”

			Will frowned, looking down. “I remember we were doing shots...” He reached for the Advil and dry swallowed a few. “Mmm... I don’t know after that.”

			“You got plastered and fell and smacked your head on the stone steps outside.”

			“Ughhh.”

			“Come downstairs and have a Bloody Mary,” Charles said loudly.

			Will cringed. “I’m never drinking again.”

			“Famous last words. Why don’t you sleep it off for a while, then?”

			“No,” Will said quickly. “I’m gonna take off actually. I’ve got stuff for lacrosse.”

			Good. He didn’t want Will and Chloe to cross paths.

			Charles waited until Will had gathered his things and followed him into the foyer to watch the door shut behind him. Only then did he feel it was okay to join the group, who were moaning through their own hangovers as they picked over a spread of pastries and cheese soufflé. As he filled his plate he could tell that Chloe was trying to make eye contact with him, but he avoided her. At least until Kristen left the room to bring down her overnight bag. He flicked his eyes to Chloe’s, silently saying: Everything’s fine so far.

			What a strange convergence of events! He hadn’t even noticed the girl before—just one of the flock of never-ending coeds. Charles thought himself good at reading people. Dr. Wyman said that for a psychopath he was above average at recognizing emotions in others. If a person was smart, Wyman had once said, one could use the ability to read and understand others to their advantage, to make their way through a confusing world, to make a successful life. On the other hand, they could also use this same ability to manipulate others and get in trouble.

			What exactly had he walked in on? Funny that Chloe had immediately thought he would blackmail her. He wasn’t sure what he would do with the information but he knew one thing: it was at least something novel and intriguing in a world filled with so few novel and intriguing things.

			“You seen Will?” someone asked. Annoyed, Charles looked to his right into the dumb, earnest face of Chad, the president of SAE. His arms were so ropey with muscle that there wasn’t a shirt on earth that didn’t look tight on him.

			“He left early,” Charles said.

			The group divided into the cars and headed back to campus. Kristen tended to fall asleep during car rides, which left him with some privacy to think. His Jaguar purred comfortably as he wound back toward DC. Had he heard Chloe right? Did she say the word rape or tape? She definitely mentioned a video. The reference to being twelve? And the white-hot rage as she lashed out with the geode. Charles had seen the violence just when it was at its precipice—he could have stopped her by calling out, but had been too interested to see what would happen next. She had hit Will hard with an extremely dense object—someone stronger, someone like Chad, could have easily killed a person with a single blow with that rock. She could very well have killed him.

			But why?

			Did Will rape her? Charles glanced over at Kristen, as if the thought alone would wake her. But she was nestled against the car window, the rainbow of autumn-colored leaves blurring with movement behind her. Charles didn’t know Will well. He was friends, in a generic sense, with a lot of the brothers, but his only close friend from SAE was Derek. They had been friends since freshman year when they had both pledged. He hadn’t wanted to, but it had been his father’s frat. Charles had overlapped in the frat house with Will for one year, but had then moved out of the disgusting house and off campus to an apartment more his style as soon as he was able to.

			Will was a nondescript bro, not even interesting enough to be as unlikable as Chad. He drank beer and said dumb shit, and would probably end up working in finance and marrying someone he called a whore behind her back. Do I think he raped a twelve-year-old? Charles considered the question.

			Would Will get a girl drunk and have sex with her? Yes, Charles thought, he probably would, although he had no specific evidence to suggest Will ever had. Would Will get a girl drunk and have sex with her even if she were saying no or trying to fight him off? Maybe? And if either of those hypotheses were true, was it that far-fetched that he would have raped a twelve-year-old?

			What he really wanted to do was ask Dr. Wyman. Of course, it would be phrased all in hypotheticals. It seemed very Chad-like—embarrassingly earnest and well-intentioned—to be honestly engaged at something as woo-woo as therapy, but Wyman was the only person he could have this sort of conversation with in-depth. No judgment that Charles didn’t understand something he was supposed to understand. A genuine interest in reframing the question in a way Charles could grasp.

			When they got back to DC, he dropped Kristen at her house and then headed to the psychology department. It was Sunday and Wyman wouldn’t be there, but Charles had to complete an exercise by Monday at noon and he’d rather get it done now.

			The exercise was part of a series using virtual reality. The VR felt surprisingly immersive. In the virtual world he would sometimes interact with one or two other people in a conversation, or they tried to solve a problem, or they would talk about something personal. Then something would shift—the perspective would change, and he would be the other person, looking back at the avatar he had just been. The experiment then measured his emotional responses. Wyman told him this trained him in the skill of perspective taking. That if he could start by seeing himself through others’ perspectives, that this could train him in the art of switching to see things from others’ perspectives. Charles was not sure he was getting any better at it, but it would be a good skill to master. That was the sort of stuff that got him in trouble with Kristen.

			He parked in the space reserved for the Dean of Social Sciences (he could almost always get away with this) but then met a strange sight once he got out of his car. The double doors to the psychology department were locked with an oversize padlock and chain. Bright yellow crime scene tape crossed the doors.

			Annoyed, Charles pulled out his phone. With the psychology department off-limits, Charles figured he would instead check up on Will again, then text Chloe the results. As he headed to the house Will shared, he flipped through the Metro section of the Washington Post on his phone to see if there was anything to explain the crime tape he had seen—nothing. On Twitter there was one post of the chained doors with a bunch of question marks around it. Several people commented with questions, but one person said, I heard a guy got brained to death.

			At Will’s house, Charles was once again stymied—the door was locked and no one was home. Given that it was Sunday, it wasn’t unreasonable that Will would be over at the SAE house. He headed there next, returning the nervous smiles from two girls walking in the opposite direction. “No, he was totally like bled to death—everyone’s talking about it,” one of them was saying.

			The SAE house was its standard self: messy, odorous, filled with people who should have something better to do. Two guys were trying to figure out if they could play Ping-Pong but with the ball on fire. Charles thought this a questionable endeavor.

			When he got midway up the stairs he could see Will half-sticking out of the hall closet. He was rooting around, throwing stuff, flustered. “Hey, I just wanted to see if you were all right,” he called.

			Will froze. “I’m good,” he said, looking at Charles pointedly. It was the sort of look that said, Go away.

			Charles jogged down the steps, helped himself to a bottle of beer from the fridge and went outside to sit on one of the lawn chairs. He opened WhatsApp and texted Chloe, I talked to him in the morning and he acted like he couldn’t remember anything. But just now spotted him at the frat house looking for something pretty hard. (he doesn’t live here anymore)

			Almost instantly, the little ellipses that indicated the other person was typing appeared. Whatever she was, Chloe typed slow. Charles leaned forward, hunched over the phone.

			Ok, was all she wrote. He cocked his head to one side. That’s it?

			[image: ] she added.

			“Dude!” someone called loudly. Charles looked up and saw Derek jogging toward him, his fuzzy black hair looking extra fuzzy—he had clearly not showered. “Did you hear?”

			“Hear what?”

			Derek climbed into the chair beside him. “Some guy got killed last night! In the psychology department!”

			“I was just there! That’s why there’s police tape everywhere?”

			Derek nodded. “No one knows the whole story, but apparently some freshman was there and tried to save him.”

			“Who died? Anyone we know?”

			“Michael Boonark?”

			“Doesn’t sound familiar,” Charles said. How tawdry. He wondered how fast everything would be cleaned up. He still had that assignment to do.
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			Leonard answered the door almost as soon as Detective Bentley rang the bell. He had not seen Bentley for some time, and so it didn’t seem strange for the two men to embrace. He had known Bentley’s father and remembered when the detective had been a child zooming all over Leonard’s Foggy Bottom rowhouse. Decades later Bentley would follow in his father’s footsteps to become a police officer, then a detective.

			Another man, presumably Bentley’s partner, gave them a look of impatience. “Please come in,” Leonard said, leading them to the living room. Bentley stood in front of the leather recliner, which faced the fireplace, and shook his head with amusement.

			“Damn, you still have this chair. I remember climbing up on it.”

			“Good things last the test of time,” Leonard said, smiling sadly as he sat on the couch. The circumstances of them meeting again were not happy.

			Leonard had consulted with the MPD for the past thirty years, starting with the elder Detective Bentley, and this relationship had helped him get approval from the school and its IRB—institutional review board—to host the Multimethod Psychopathy Panel Study at Adams. Catch the ones who could be saved while they’re young, he had argued, and they would never live a life of crime. MPD had already referred several young people to the program—ne’er-do-wells in their eyes—but kids who Leonard recognized were clearly bright and not a risk to other students. Several had gone through the program to become productive members of society: husbands and wives and parents, a lawyer and a CPA, even the owner of a small business.

			“This is my partner, Deever.”

			Leonard nodded and gestured for them to sit. Normally they would have met in his office, but now his intellectual sanctuary was a crime scene. “I’m absolutely devastated,” he said, rubbing at his tired eyes. “I don’t understand who would do this.”

			“We were hoping you might have some idea,” Bentley said. “Did Michael talk about having problems with anyone lately? Did he have money issues? Drugs?”

			“Michael drank as much as your typical college student. Came from a middle-class family and had no secret gambling addiction or anything. I can’t see why anyone would want to harm him.”

			“Who has keys to these experiment rooms?”

			“Only me, my graduate student—Elena, I understand you talked to her already—and our more senior research assistants. Students in the program can only get inside when they have an experiment scheduled—their smartwatch can unlock the door.”

			“So with Michael’s diagnosis, did he act out in ways that made him enemies? People he’s crossed?” Bentley asked.

			Leonard shook his head, for the first time in two decades suddenly craving a cigarette. “Michael had actually improved quite a bit since he started the program. A couple of quibbles with his roommate over dishes and whatnot—nothing serious. Kirby Gurganus,” he said, anticipating the next question. “That’s the roommate. Also a junior.”

			“This program Bentley tells me you’re running,” Deever said. Leonard instantly didn’t like his tone. “You invite a bunch of psychopaths to the same school so they can wreak havoc on a bunch of innocent undergrads? How does this make sense?”

			“Funny, it seems that someone has wreaked havoc upon one of my psychopaths. These are students who we are teaching to adopt moral codes and to manage their maladaptive behavior.”

			“Still—why bring them here?”

			“These students are in intensive treatment. If there are eight thousand undergraduates here, about three hundred of them are probably psychopathic—they just never got diagnosed. My kids are students who want a better life and whose families are invested in their improvement.” Deever looked unimpressed.

			“So, he’s been in this study for three years,” Deever said, starting a new thread. “You must know a lot about his psychology.” Deever, Leonard realized, was exactly the sort of man who, when he found out you were a psychologist, smirked and asked if you were psychoanalyzing him. “What’s going on in inside his head? What can you tell us about his character?”

			Leonard hesitated, feeling a strange pull to respect Michael’s privacy, but then remembering that Michael was no longer alive, and that the boy had been murdered. “He was misanthropic, but not in a way that wasn’t social. He read a lot, fancied himself a poet. He wanted to dazzle people but... My patients are often drawn toward manipulative behavior, and maybe Michael would have preferred to be that way, but his attempts at manipulation were pretty heavy-handed... They didn’t always work.”

			“There’s something else we should probably talk about,” Bentley said. “There was an eyewitness to the attack, another student who called 911 and tried to administer first aid. He was on the list of names you gave me.”

			Leonard was stunned. Buried within the pages and pages of consent forms was a small clause that indicated that students in the program who had criminal records would have their names turned over to the police. It had been a concession and a goodwill gesture he had had to make in convincing the school to host the panel study. “Andre or Kellen?” he asked.

			“Andre Jensen.”

			The poor boy—after already having seen so much death at a young age. Andre in his first session had been incredibly reticent, giving sullen one-word answers and asking about Leonard’s background as if he didn’t believe that he had the proper training. “How did he respond?”

			“Kid’s pretty shook up. He tried to stop the bleeding when it happened, and when we got him to the station to get a statement, he kept implying that maybe it wouldn’t have happened if he knew better first aid.”

			Leonard could barely digest this nugget of information before Deever interrupted his partner. “Big coincidence that another one of your students just happened to be in the same area at the same time. What can you tell us about this guy?”


			“How is it a coincidence at all? Two students in the same program hosted at the psychology department would repeatedly visit that location,” he replied, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice. “I can’t see Andre doing something like this, if that’s what you’re asking. He got mixed up with some foolishness when he was fourteen or fifteen, but nothing like a precursor to murder.”

			“Anything violent?”

			“Technically assault, but more the ‘I’m going to beat you up after school’ variety. Joyriding, vandalism.” Deever was writing furiously. To Leonard, it was clear that joyriding and the occasional fight were not at all in the same class as murder. “Detective, why would he help Michael and call 911 if he did it?”

			Deever shrugged. “With half a dozen sociopaths running around here, you can’t think I’m going to overlook that fact when there’s a murder.”

			“Psychopath,” Leonard corrected. “And I hope you don’t overlook anything because my student was murdered.”

			“The smartwatches they wear—you collect location data on them?” Deever pressed.

			“The smartwatches log location data all the time much the way a smartphone does, but in accordance with our privacy rules, we only keep locational data for the moments when they submit a mood log and discard the rest.” Leonard checked on his computer. “Andre submitted one at eight-thirty from around this location,” he said, writing down the geocoordinates, which he pointedly handed to Bentley.

			Bentley said they would probably be in contact again and both men stood up to leave. Deever left the room first, heading out the door toward their unmarked car, which was parked illegally on the street. Foggy Bottom’s tiny historic district was sandwiched between the Watergate Complex and the sprawling campus of the George Washington University. Strange to think that all the chaos and anger toward the government during those Watergate years seemed to be happening all over again. Bentley touched Leonard’s arm gently. “You all right?”

			Leonard shook his head. “I know it isn’t rational, but it’s like history repeating itself. Me, you as a stand-in for your father, the crime scene tape.” He blinked, looking out into the night where an ambulance siren was warbling. “I don’t like to think back to those days.”

			“It’s just one murder. And we’re going to nail this guy. Trust me.”
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			Day 43

			Reek seemed surprised when I made a beeline for him when we were told to pick Bio lab partners. “Hi,” he said nervously, tucking his ash-colored hair behind his ears as I claimed the lab stool next to him. “I don’t want to do this.”

			“Come on, this is pure biology.” In front of us was a dissection kit, complete with a pan, scalpel, forceps, and scissors. I had been looking forward to lab—dissections are the best part of the class.

			“It’s just...that smell,” he added, looking pale.

			The smell was formaldehyde. But also, it may have been Reek, because SAE was not allowing him to shower for the next week. I didn’t mind either smell, because I’m going to be a doctor, and because Reek might have useful information about Will.

			The TA came around and gave us each a plastic bag with a fetal pig inside. Even with surgical gloves on, Reek was squeamish. I cut open our bag and drained the formaldehyde. Our piggy was cute with its little face, mouth open and tongue sticking out.

			The lab stations were far enough apart that I could go on a fishing expedition with Reek without anyone noticing. He seemed happy to let me take the lead on the dissection while I made mild gossip with him about the party. He knew who had hooked up with who, was impressed with Charles’s house and his hot girlfriend (oh, please), but never made any mention of Will and his little accident. Good—his presence and absence hadn’t really been noted, then.

			“Who’s Charles’s girlfriend, again?” I asked, making a long incision down Babe’s belly. Key to getting the Charles situation under control was knowing as much about him as possible.

			“Kristen Wenner?”

			“How long have they been going out?” I asked. The inside of the pig was all different shades of gray. Dead-looking pinkish gray, sodden-intestine gray. I would be great coming up with the names for shades of paint.

			“Two years.”

			Two years? Didn’t he want to test the waters and play the field a little?


			I fished some more, both literally and figuratively, removing the baby pig’s organs one by one, pulling from Reek all the information he had. He had been pretty drunk, too, and had limited observations about the party.

			“Chad was giving you the eye,” Reek said as he watched me remove the pig’s liver.

			“I didn’t meet a Chad.”

			“You know, SAE Chad.”

			“Sorry, my mind’s drawing a blank.”


			He seemed surprised. “He said something about your dress.”

			I concentrated on the gray organs in front of me. I poked the pig’s tongue with my scalpel, thinking about the flecks of blood on my pink cocktail dress, now long gone after being stuffed into a dumpster outside a Popeye’s. “About my dress?” That dress hadn’t been cheap, and I looked good in it. What a waste.

			I chanced a look at Reek. He was flushing. “Uh, that you looked good in it.”

			“Oh.”

			I couldn’t get any more information out of him. I wanted to ask him about what Charles had told me—that Will had been looking for something at SAE—but there was no way to ask that without drawing unwanted attention to myself. But as soon as Charles had texted me that, I had mentally celebrated. Will had the video somewhere—he wouldn’t look for something he didn’t still have. Soon it would be mine.

			We washed our hands and I scrubbed professionally, pretending I was a surgeon. “I’m starving. Do you want to go to All Purpose for pizza? Some of us are meeting in a couple hours.”

			“No, thanks,” he said, glancing at the biohazard bag where we had deposited the remains of our piglet.

			“Your loss,” I said, popping my earbuds in.

			I had one last task to complete before dinner. I headed to Hallbreck, a sophomore dorm on the south end of campus. It was easy to just slip in because there was a crowd outside talking about some murder TV show.

			I lingered outside the communal bathroom, pretending to text, until two girls exited. I waited till they were back in their rooms before I went in, jamming a rubber wedge underneath the door so no one would walk in on me.

			Indeed, the communal showers were heavily decorated with scraggly hairs: long hair, pubes, coils of all colors. I put on the disposable surgical gloves I had stolen from Bio lab and took out a clean Ziploc. With a pair of new tweezers, I carefully picked out a dozen or so hairs and sealed them into the bag for safekeeping. I then went to Thresher, another dorm, the men’s locker room at the gym, and a local YMCA to repeat the process. In the YMCA I nabbed not only some hair but an even bigger prize: a used tampon. DNA city—and none of it mine. That was for Phase Four, which involved a lot of moving pieces, but the main thing I had to concentrate on was Phase Three: Get the Video. And from what Charles has said, Will was already in the process of locating it.
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			There was a moment that day, for a period of about two hours, where Andre Jensen entirely forgot that he had held his hands over a hemorrhaging neck wound as a man died before his eyes. He forgot about the police and their questions, weird thoughts of Wyman and the CRD Killer and all the things that made him not a normal college student, and for a moment he was hardly an individual at all.

			He was an eye. He was someone documenting the course of history. His new camera felt warm in his hands from being tightly gripped. The huge crowd of protestors moved down Pennsylvania Avenue like a swarm of humming bees. Andre, perched on top of a mailbox, snapped away, hoping that somewhere within the bunch was the shot that could land him on the front page of the Daily Owl. Too skittish to directly ask Dee, Marcus had brought it up for him, and he was told sure, send anything along, and if it was good it would get published. Here was a shot of a girl with her mouth wide open, her fist in the air. Dozens of shots of clever signs. It was the biggest protest Andre had ever seen in person and it was astounding to think that it would be dwarfed in size by the one coming up in October.

			He snapped a picture of a toddler being carried on his father’s shoulders, the child holding a sign that said Civil Rights Are Human Rights! What had sparked this particular protest was the announcement that the Justice Department was going to roll back investigations into mortgage companies and landlords that discriminated against minorities. Andre held on to his camera carefully as he jumped down from the mailbox. He snapped a few more pictures as he walked toward campus, heading to where his friends said they would meet afterward. He felt good being in a huge crowd even though they were all strangers—it felt safe and entirely separate from his day-to-day life.

			A dozen or so people were already at the Black Students’ Union, descending upon a snack table that had been set up. Marcus, a bright red bandanna tied around his neck (in case of tear gas, although this protest seemed to be pretty mild), nodded in his direction. Parched, Andre took a Coke, but the moment the soda hit his tongue, he remembered the Homicide Office and a wave of nausea hit him. Suddenly the good feeling was gone and he did not want to be around anyone, friends or no.

			For the past few days, the attention the murder had drawn had made him feel even worse. Everyone wanted to be sympathetic while also hearing the juicy story, and some wanted to give unqualified legal advice, including dire warnings that the police would pin it on him—as if he hadn’t thought of that himself. Deep down, some irrational part of him wondered if his being a witness wasn’t some terrible payback for the fraud he was committing. He imagined himself getting carted away in cuffs, a phone call to his mother that made her collapse. He imagined an alternative scenario of the true murderer getting caught, Andre exonerated, only to have a grim group of administrators show up at his door with questions about how he had gotten into Adams. What would happen then? Was what he had done technically illegal? How could anyone prove whether or not he had answered any of those questionnaires honestly?

			Andre slipped out the side door of the Union, and without thinking dialed his parents’ landline, just wanting to hear their voices, the boring sameness of their home life. His father picked up almost immediately. “Pooh! They said on the news some boy got murdered at Adams!”

			Hello to you, too. “Uh, yeah.”

			“That school isn’t safe!”

			“Come on, people get murdered in DC every day. It was some meth thing.”

			“A drug deal?”

			How did he get trapped in this conversation when what he had wanted was the soothing sound of his father laughing at some dumb dad joke, Isaiah somewhere in the background being a jackass, the soft chastising of his mother? Instead, he was cutting the call as short as possible, saying he was about to lose reception as he headed up the elevator in his dorm.

			He pretended to be asleep when Sean came home, ignoring Sean’s sighing and complaining about the soreness of his feet, then his loudly eating Crunch ’n Munch before he finally fell asleep. If Sean got kicked out of Adams, Andre reasoned, he would “take a gap year” and then somehow be at a place like James Madison or UVA once things were arranged. He wasn’t annoying about it, but Sean had been his high school salutatorian and little things, small things, like the fact that Sean knew how to ski and that he had a brand-new PlayStation, made it clear that Sean’s life contained more possibilities.

			When it became apparent that Andre was too buzzed to doze off himself, he got up, went to his desk and opened his laptop. Watching that student—Michael—die had become a bone stuck in his throat, something that irritated and couldn’t be removed. He had been following the news and not heard anything about the culprit being caught. Was it just a coincidence, or did the murder have something to do with the psychopathy program? Exactly how dangerous were the other students in the panel study, and how likely was Andre to run into them? If he hadn’t already, that is. Something had been gnawing at Andre. Wyman seemed like a nice, well-intentioned man. He was interpersonally warm every time Andre interacted with him, but the murder on top of the CRD connection had begun to make him have doubts.

			What if Wyman was all in on this program, something that brought him professional success and grant money, and he had everything staked on proving that the students who went through his program walked out the other side as model citizens. What if he was wrong and, worse still, what if he knew he was wrong?

			Wyman’s official Adams webpage was terse. Leonard Wyman, subfields: abnormal psychology, psychopathy and antisocial personality disorder, cognitive behavioral therapy. Nothing about the Multimethod Psychopathy Panel Study. Why was there nothing about the program? Yet when Andre searched the archives of the National Institutes for Health grant database, Wyman was listed as having a massive multiyear grant—clearly this had to be the panel study.

			Andre went to the top of his browser and typed in “scholar.google.com.” Wyman had publications listed, but none of them gave any hint of “I am running a secret program for psychopaths” or “I’ve defended a truly unredeemable madman for some inexplicable reason.” His articles had titles like “Recidivism and Moral Reasoning in Psychopathic Populations: An Exploration of the Stress-Diathesis Model” and “The Neurosemantics and Moral Reasoning of At-Risk Populations.”

			Andre searched for criminal records and came up with nothing. He tried every combination of Wyman + CRD—the killer’s real name and other monikers—but that didn’t come up with anything he hadn’t seen already.

			“Whatcha doing?”

			“Agh!” Andre slammed his hand on his desk. “Sean! Do not do that to someone who just—who just—”

			“Oh, right, sorry. I was worried about you.” He sat on the end of Andre’s bed. “I mean, you have to worry about your roommate when he’s up late at night after witnessing a murder, looking up shit about serial killers.”

			Andre rubbed at his eyes. “Can I tell you something crazy if you promise to keep it a secret?”

			“Hold on.” Sean left, then returned with his box of Crunch ’n Munch. “Proceed.”

			“You’ve heard of the CRD serial killer?”

			“Obviously. I’ve seen that TV movie four times.”

			“He has something to do with this school. There’s this psychologist at Adams who was part of the case. He’s the only person who ever interviewed CRD, but he’s never talked about it—I’ve looked.”

			“He’s at Adams?”

			“He’s a full professor in the psychology department. You know—ten feet from where I saw that guy get murdered.”

			Crunch. “You think a tenured professor murdered an undergrad steps from his office?”

			“What difference does it make if he has tenure?”

			“I mean, you can’t get fired if you have tenure.”

			“No, he doesn’t seem like a murderer, but it’s a big coincidence. I think he’s hiding something.” Andre hesitated—he wasn’t about to start telling Sean about the panel study. But it wasn’t hard to imagine how things could have gotten out of control. Wyman trying to manage one of his psychopaths, a current or former student, only to have them kill someone. Would he report them to the police or be in such denial about his own program’s success that he couldn’t see the possibility? Or would he instead want to protect the student or program? “Here’s the thing I don’t get—this guy is ostensibly an expert on studying psychopaths. Like people that don’t have a conscience or empathy. During CRD’s trial he argued for clemency. He kept saying, ‘This guy isn’t a monster. He shouldn’t get the death penalty.’”

			“Huh...” Sean thought about it. “I mean, the justice system is just so fucked with racism and classism, but Christ, CRD...”

			“The one time I’m like, All right, that guy should get fried, is when you hear about guys like CRD or Ted Bundy or John Wayne Gacy,” Andre added.

			“So why don’t you just ask him about it?”

			“Are you crazy? Like ‘Remember this really high-profile case that you never talk about...can you just go into detail about it with me, a complete stranger?’”

			Sean shrugged. “You’ll never get answers if you don’t ask questions.”

			A week ago, it had seemed like he was running a scheme with potentially serious consequences: losing his scholarship, maybe getting kicked out of school. But now, after seeing that guy die in his arms, it felt a lot more like a life-or-death situation. It could have been him who had been stabbed. Was he safe participating in the study? What if the culprit knew he was a witness, or even got mad that Andre had tried to save Michael’s life? He had read in an article once that psychopaths sometimes got fixated on real or perceived grievances and could hold grudges for years. “I don’t know. I might work up the nerve. I’m trying to find out as much as I can about his connection to CRD. It feels connected to this murder somehow.”

			Sean peered over his shoulder. “Maybe he wrote a case study about it or something?”

			“So far I haven’t found anything. Maybe he signed a gag order or something?”


			Sean shook his head. “Maybe Wyman never published anything about it, but you can still look for the next best thing. Who would have been talking about it nonstop at the time? His graduate students.”
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			As soon as the elevator doors opened on Floor G2, Elena frowned. The lights were off. In front of her, the linoleum floor of the second-level basement reflected back the pale red light from the emergency exit sign down the hallway. Why was the power out?

			She sighed. Time on the MRI didn’t come cheap—it cost close to two million dollars and was shared between the Psychology Department, the Neuroscience Consortium, and the Biology Department. She walked down the hallway, her Toms making soft sounds that seemed amplified in the darkness. Her eyes adjusted to the dimness, making out the familiar doorways of offices and supply rooms.

			Hopefully Kellen was able to finish his session before the power cut out. He had been scheduled for a scan an hour ago and the RA running him, Belle, was smart enough to know to call if something went wrong.

			She turned a corner and paused, looking down a long hallway at the flickering beam of an emergency light starting to die. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

			“Hello!” a voice near shouted.

			She gave a short scream, nearly dropping the laptop she was carrying under her arm. Charles was behind her, his grin white in the darkness. “Not funny!” she chastised him, annoyed.

			Charles seemed to find her response amusing. “I forgot you’re scared of the dark. Peace offering?” He propelled a Starbucks cup toward her.

			She slurped suspiciously. “How many pumps of hazelnut is in this, four?”

			His smile got bigger. Clearly he wanted something. “I’m early for my session and I brought coffee, and you can’t even put the lights on?”

			She sighed. “Come on. Let’s see what happened.” They began to walk toward the room where the scanner was.

			“Well, everyone’s talking about the murder,” Charles said. Elena looked at him in her peripheral vision. Sometimes Charles had a strange affectation, like he had watched too many movies about how WASP-y rich kids were supposed to behave. Why was he wearing a button-down and a vest in the middle of the day? He had his hands clasped behind his back.

			“Yes,” she said simply. She was not supposed to talk about Michael—not with anyone, especially not with any of the other patients. She had been advised this both by the police and by Leonard. Elena herself was still in denial—it couldn’t possibly be that less than thirty feet from her office a boy who wasn’t even old enough to drink legally had been stabbed to death. Right on campus. A patient she had known for three years!

			“It’s so awful,” he baited. For a split second, Elena wondered if Charles could possibly know that Michael was also in the program. Was he just being gossipy, or did he actually know?

			They rounded a corner and Elena stopped short. Charles bumped into her. “It’s definitely off,” she said, realizing what was missing. The MRI was normally a constant hum of noise—when you got closer to it you could hear a steady wooo-wooo-wooo sound. Charles strained to hear something, his head cocked to one side.

			Then Elena heard something else.

			A muffled cry. A moaning sound. A cold chill wrapped around her stomach. She knew she should walk toward the sound—someone could be hurt—but she really didn’t want to see.

			Charles cut in front of her. Of course, she thought, he doesn’t know better. He was heading toward the L-shaped room they called the Control Room, the place where she or the RAs would sit manning the scanner. A glass pane separated it from the MRI room itself.

			She didn’t want to know what was in that control room, but she forced her feet to move. When she got there, Charles was leaning forward, hands on knees, talking to someone.

			Belle sat on the floor, under the desk, grasping her knees to her chest. She was shaking, eyes glazed, face wet with tears. “Are you cold?” Charles asked. “What’s wrong with you?”

			Belle pointed with one wavering hand behind them.

			Elena looked through the glass into the MRI room and saw someone on the ground. She could see only their feet. She pushed past Charles, stepping into the room.

			At first, she couldn’t fathom the scene. Someone lay on the ground in a pool of blood, their body contorted at strange angles. Several bloody bits were on the floor, and when she looked up, she saw spots of blood on the scanner.

			She looked back at the body, her heart jumping. “Oh my God, it’s Kellen.” She reached for him, ignoring Charles, who had come up behind her and shouted for Elena not to touch the body. She pressed her finger against Kellen’s neck—and felt nothing.

			“Oh my God.”

			Charles crouched down, his expensive loafers carefully positioned away from the blood. He looked from the MRI machine to the bits scattered on the ground.

			“What—what are those?” Elena asked.


			“Buckshot. The little metal bits they put in shotgun shells.”

			Images flashed through Elena’s mind. The active shooter situations were so common on the news that she couldn’t even keep them straight. Adams even had an active shooter alert that went to the cell phones of the entire student body.

			Charles stood up, his hands on his hips. He didn’t look upset so much as interested.

			“Act normal!” Elena snapped, unable to help herself.

			Charles started, realizing the impression he was giving. “It sounds like you’re upset.”

			Elena nearly screamed at him. That was verbatim something Leonard had taught him. Repeat people’s emotions back to them as if you understood. Fake it till you make it. His stupid lack of fear could have deadly consequences.

			“He—he was like that when I got here. The power was off.” Belle was standing at the entryway.

			Elena popped to her feet. “Did you call 911? How many shooters were there?”

			Belle nodded, but then looked confused. “You mean, you think they could still be around?”

			Elena pictured a shooter prowling, a figure in black combat gear carrying a suicide note to a girl who had rejected him.

			“He wasn’t shot,” Charles said suddenly. He gestured for her to hunker down and look with him. He pointed to the body, which had bled heavily from the chest and stomach area. He pointed to the base of the MRI where bloody buckshot lay. “The buckshot didn’t go into him. It came out of him.”

			“I’m going to be sick,” Elena muttered, stumbling out into the hallway. The police were on their way, but there was one other phone call that was just as important. Of course Leonard wasn’t picking up—he was probably meditating or something. “You need to get down here,” she hissed into his voicemail. “The police are on their way. Oh, it’s awful. It’s Kellen. He’s been murdered. Leonard, it’s the second student in the program in weeks—what the hell is going on?”
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			Charles caught a cab to Old Ebbitt Grill. The police had kept him so long for questioning that he was now significantly late for dinner, not to mention that his head was reeling with new information. Poor sweet Elena—she was book smart but sometimes lacked the sort of common sense that would tell you to be far away from a psychopath when having a private conversation. And what Charles had heard was critical: that body was the second student from the program who had been killed in less than a month. He wasn’t even sure what to think.

			Old Ebbitt was downtown, closer to all the touristy stuff, frequently stuffed with these tourists because it was the oldest restaurant in DC. It was typically dark inside, accented with polished wood. It was one of the places his father had arbitrarily decided to take a liking to. They mixed a good cocktail—that was probably the reason.

			He pushed past the tourists and spotted Kristen from behind. She wore a pink silk blouse tucked into a pencil skirt, her straw-colored hair tumbling in waves past her collarbone. He came up behind her, placing his hand on her lower back. She jumped, then laughed, realizing it was him. His older brother, Eric, was supposed to be here, which probably put her on high alert. Eric had come on to her at the last Portmont family Christmas party. “What took you so long?” she asked.

			“I saw a car accident. A hit-and-run. The police had to interview me as a witness and it took forever.” The lies came simply, and there really wasn’t another option. The last thing he wanted was the drama of a family dinner when what he really needed to do was think. Two students in the program killed. What was the probability of that being random? Best not to say anything to Kristen until he knew the entire story and there wasn’t anything for her to worry about. She already worried about him too much.

			“God, were they okay?”

			“No,” he said, “they weren’t.” Kristen probably assumed that he was concerned about his father being mad about his lateness, which at least provided some cover for the furrow in his brow. She was the only person who understood the complicated knot that was his family. Sure, he talked about it sometimes with Dr. Wyman, but hearing it was one thing—seeing it another.

			A waiter who recognized Charles led them to a table in the back of the restaurant where his family was already seated. Luke Portmont was opening a lobster claw, sitting at the head of the table. He was apparently annoyed about some political squabbling in Congress. Luke, silver-haired, had passed on his handsomeness to his son, but not his eyes, or the mouth that was somehow cruel-looking. Eric, the elder brother, sat at his right side. Both were drunk already. Charles’s sister, Julia, was in town, and popped to her feet to hug them both. She was six feet tall and unapologetically wore her body with the presence of an Amazon. His mother, Lynn, a petite, soft-spoken woman, followed suit.

			The conversation about politics continued, Luke not even acknowledging Charles, nor his tardiness. Charles wisely said nothing, unfolding a napkin onto his lap, a vapid, polite look on his face not unlike the one his mother wore. Two people in the program had been killed. Luke gestured for a man in all black to come over and ordered a Manhattan as if he hadn’t already drunk all the five boroughs. The man, clearly a busboy and not a waiter, said he would let the waiter know. If two people had been killed, did that mean Charles was in danger? He had recognized the guy in the MRI room—Kellen, Elena had called him. Not a friend or an acquaintance, but someone he had run into at a party or two.

			Charles’s wandering attention snapped back when he realized the focus of conversation had turned to him. Being late was bad—not paying attention was even worse. Charles’s father cracked another lobster claw, shaking his head. “Now why the hell you would want to be the president of some no-name school when you could have gone to Georgetown.” His fresh drink arrived, which he sipped, then used to point at Kristen. “Did you know this? I pay to high hell to get my idiot son into Georgetown on legacy and he decides not to go.”

			“Well, then he wouldn’t have met Kristen,” his mother said, trying to turn this into a kind moment.

			“Plenty of Kristens at Georgetown,” Eric said, not even looking in her direction.

			“It really doesn’t matter where you go to college,” Julia said.

			“It matters because of the connections you make,” his father said. “Prestige matters. Our name matters. You think you could get on in this world without our name? Where do you think you’d be?”

			“I think I’d manage to get by,” Charles said.

			He almost couldn’t comprehend what happened next. He looked up from his beet salad because there was a blur of movement. Then wetness hit his face with an intense sting to his eyes. Something heavy cracked against his forehead. There were audible gasps and not just from their table. The sickly sweet smell of bourbon and cherry covered Charles’s face, dripping down onto his shirt. His eyes were screaming, his contacts like films of acid sticking to his eyes. “I can’t see,” he said.

			“Come on,” Kristen whispered urgently, grabbing his arm and standing him up, leading him through the restaurant.

			Charles held his hands over his eyes, blinking constantly. “Is he all right?” someone, a stranger, asked. He heard hushed voices. Kristen led him to what must have been a bathroom and ran the water. He reached at it blindly, trying to flush his contacts out.

			“Wait, I have eye drops.” Charles pulled himself up onto the counter. Kristen tilted his head back, used the drops and swiped at his eyes a few times, retrieving the contacts. The drops soothed his eyes, but only a little. The bathroom door opened—Charles tensed—but it was only their waitress, looking mortified, and the busboy his father had barked his drink order at. The latter held a towel filled with ice, which he gestured with. The waitress nodded sagely.

			Kristen pressed it to Charles’s forehead.

			“Should we...?” The waitress trailed off. “If you have a concussion, you shouldn’t go to sleep,” she said. “I read that once.” The busboy nodded in agreement.

			Kristen touched his arm. “Let’s just leave,” she whispered. “We can go out the back.”

			God, he loved this woman. Charles got to his feet, then took out his wallet. He handed three crisp hundreds over to the waitress, who looked confused.

			

			They rode home in a cab silently, but the moment they got inside Kristen’s house she made Charles a bag of ice. She perched at her computer and started looking up the symptoms for concussions. “You have to tell me if your headache gets worse. Or if you throw up or lose consciousness.”

			“I don’t have a concussion,” he said.

			“Do you want to go to Urgent Care?”

			“No.”

			“Let me find you some more drops.”

			“Come here,” he said quietly. Kristen climbed onto the couch and embraced him. She cried silently, but Charles quickly noticed. “Hey, come on, I’m fine. It’s no big deal. I’ll probably just have a bump for a day or two.”


			“I hate him,” she cried into his chest.

			“It’s okay,” Charles said, balancing the ice on his head so he could hold her with both arms. They lay still for a while, Charles stroking her hair.

			“Do you think they’ll call?” she whispered.

			“Let it go to voicemail if they do. I’ve gotten you sticky. Let me take a shower.”

			She went back to her internet medical sleuthing and he went into the bathroom and shed his clothes. The shower was tiled with glazed, striated tiles in a blue-gray color, and had several showerheads at different levels. A steam bath, as well, which you could also use simultaneously if you really felt like wasting water. Which he did. He washed the bourbon off, then touched at his wound again. It stung.

			Something bothered him. Why had he given that money to the waitress and the busboy? He had done it without thinking. Well, it was a tip, some part of him replied quickly. Yes, a tip—a tip for checking on him. No, not so much a tip. The money had been a compensation somehow. For what? Well, because he had been embarrassed. His father had thrown a glass at his face, emasculating him, and what would make up for it was flashing a bunch of cash to people who lived off tips. Was that it? Or because they would have to put up with his father and his brother for the rest of the night. What was that, that grain of feeling in him? Was this what guilt was? Maybe—maybe not.

			Charles blinked, realizing that there were blank spots and jagged lines on the tiled wall. He turned off the water quickly and wrapped a towel around himself, not caring that he dripped water onto the floor and out into the hallway. “K, I’m having an aura.”

			Kristen popped to her feet immediately. They kept Excedrin at both their places and Charles always carried two capsules in his wallet in case he felt an aura coming on. He typically had an aura before he had a migraine, either visual abnormalities or the hallucination of smells that weren’t actually there. Once he got one, there was only a small window of opportunity to stave off the debilitating pain.

			Kristen pushed two white pills past his lips and handed him a glass of Coke (caffeine helped the medicine hit faster). “Just lie down—I’ll put the TV on,” she said. He nodded silently.

			With his eyes half-open, he watched Kristen look for the remote. She had left her laptop open on the coffee table. The little green light on the webcam was on. Something about that bothered him—it had been broken for weeks and she hadn’t been able to use FaceTime—but thinking was getting increasingly hard as the migraine rolled in, like a dense carpet that snuffed away any rational thought.
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			Day 40

			Charles was very much not being helpful by ignoring my texts asking if he had seen or heard from Will again. Will hadn’t posted anything on social media since Charles’s party and I hadn’t seen him. I started to worry that he had skipped town. I hovered in the hallway outside of his poli-sci lecture, intermittently peering through the window to see if he was there.

			I fucked up: he hadn’t had enough Rohypnol and I shouldn’t have hit him. If it was the video Charles had caught him desperately searching for and not something else, then he probably remembered some stuff from the night of the party. Contingency 1: Will didn’t remember. I could continue getting closer to him, maybe interrogate him again. Get him to admit to me where he keeps all his secret things. Contingency 2: he remembered. Then I would have to escalate, because why would he willingly hand it over?

			For six years, I have obsessed about the video. What happened to it, who had access to it. Will doesn’t strike me as someone who is strategic or meticulous about covering his tracks, so I was pretty sure he still had it somewhere. Either Will was so fucked up that he kept it because he liked to watch it, or Will was so fucked up that the video meant nothing more to him than the endless party selfies and family photos that he never got around to deleting.

			I eyed every student who trickled out of the lecture, becoming increasingly angry as each one wasn’t Will. Everything was taking too long. I had missed the discussion section for my Ethics class to look for Will and was now becoming dangerously hangry. I sulked all the way to the main dining hall, my boots making clomping noises on the sidewalk. They better have the good pizza today. Then I had to fucking wait in line only to have some bitch take the last pineapple pizza. I jammed the business end of a slice into my mouth as I sat by the window, chewing viciously.

			My eyes skipped over the students, then my teeth clenched. Will must have skipped class because there he was, eating pizza like an asshole. I dumped my half-eaten slice in the trash and prepared my face with an innocuous look. Friendly eyes, hair tucked behind ears. I approached his table from the side so he wouldn’t notice me until I was right beside him.

			“Will! How are you?” I said brightly. His jaw twitched when he saw me. I instantly had a bad feeling.


			“Hi,” he said.

			“I haven’t seen you since the party.” I smiled, but I knew it was too late. There was no charming this snake.

			He stared at up at me. He remembered something from that night, although how much? But then I knew, because he said, “You need to get away from me and leave me alone.”

			I wasn’t going to waste any time. “Where is the video, Will?” I asked quietly. I stepped toward him, leaning down, trying to make myself seem menacing.

			“I don’t have the stupid video. You’d better leave me the fuck alone.”

			“I know you have it.”

			He snorted. From across the cafeteria a bunch of guys—lacrosse players—entered and Will waved them over. “I threw out that phone years ago.”

			“Then why were you looking for it after I mentioned it? You found it. Give it to me. Did you upload it anywhere?”

			“Why would I literally hand you something that incriminates me?” The boys were closing in, coming closer. The corner of his mouth went up into a smirk. “Besides,” he said, standing up, looking down at me. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned down too close to my face. He was reminding me that he was bigger, stronger. “What are you going to do about it?”


			He turned to walk away, not even in a hurry. Halfway across the cafeteria, surrounded by his bros, he half turned back at me with one of those looks that’s supposed to make you feel small.

			I stood rooted to where I was, rage washing over me, the exact same feeling I had just before I hit him with the geode. He doesn’t understand just who I am. He doesn’t understand how patient I can be. That his days are numbered.

			Will is like every man who has ever kicked a dog. When they kick a dog, they forget that the dog cries and puts its tail between its legs only because of thousands of years of domestication and training. They forget, every time they kick, that every now and then they’re going to come upon a dog with teeth.
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			Can you meet me at the Bean at 11? Charles texted Chloe. It’s urgent. He stared at his phone, waiting for her to respond. It was 8 a.m. Kristen was still curled up, asleep, and the only evidence of last night was the bottle of Excedrin on the nightstand. He ignored the plying text from his mother, the one that acknowledged that Charles probably “wasn’t feeling well,” but didn’t acknowledge that it was because her husband had thrown a glass at his head.

			It was only a matter of time before rumors would start swirling about the two students murdered on campus, and of course Kristen would hear about it. But there wasn’t any way she would find out that they were both in the program, was there? The only way she could was if he told her, Charles reasoned, and he didn’t plan to. What was he supposed to say, that now she had to worry someone might be hunting down students in Wyman’s study, one by one? And that suddenly these things started happening with the appearance of a certain female psychopath, Chloe Sevre? And the fact that he had colluded with said highly flirtatious female psychopath to cover up an assault at his own house, and that the aforementioned psychopath might also be an MRI-using serial killer? He didn’t know what the hell was going on, but he hoped to get it sorted out today.

			His phone pinged: Okay, she wrote. I have a present for you lol.

			

			Bean and Nothingness was the second coffee shop in the SAC, located on the top floor. It was large, its windows overlooking campus, but most importantly, day or night it was always filled with students studying and talking. It was a public place.

			Charles arrived at the Bean early to position himself with his back to the window, facing the entire coffee shop. He watched for Chloe and observed closely as she came in. Chloe did not look like a girl who had just stabbed a guy to death and killed another—one who was almost a foot taller than her—using an MRI machine. She looked like the sprightly spokesperson for mint-scented face wash. She had one of those infinity scarves in autumn colors all the girls were wearing that reminded Charles of lions’ manes. She sat down and pushed a packet wrapped in a Safeway bag across the table. “It’s your shirt. I washed it,” she said, then waited as if expecting applause. “So...?” she asked. She evidenced no fear on her face. “Have you seen Will?”


			“I haven’t seen him since I told you.”

			She leaned forward. “I did. He threatened me.”

			“What did you expect? You almost killed him.”

			A look crossed over her eyes. Humor? “What I did was an accident. I just want my property back.”

			“Ah, yes, the mystery video.” She ignored the comment and smiled idly at one of the waiters, inviting him to come over. He made an “in a minute” gesture.


			Chloe leaned back, her eyes taking him in. “You’re not going to tell anyone, right? If you’re trying to blackmail me, you’re barking up the wrong poverty tree.”

			“Maybe I’m helping you out of the kindness of my own heart.”

			The waiter came over and Chloe ordered a slice of death by chocolate. “Do me another favor, then. I want that video.” She held up her hands when she saw the skeptical look taking over his face. “I’m not asking for anything big—just give me a heads-up if you know he’ll be out for the night so I can search his house.”

			“I might be willing to do that,” he replied. Might as well get on her good side if she was dangerous. While having information gave him power over her, it also made him a target.

			The waiter returned with her slice of cake, holding the little card reader that students used to charge their food. “Do you mind?” she asked Charles.

			Smiling ruefully, he swiped his card to pay. “May I ask, what were you doing yesterday afternoon?”

			She shrugged, taking a bite. “Classes. Yessica and I went to yogalates.”

			“I’m sure you heard about the student who was killed on the sixth? The day before my party.”

			“Yeah,” she said, her face registering nothing more than interest in idle gossip. “I heard it was a robbery?”

			“It wasn’t,” Charles said. “And did you know that someone died yesterday? Guy named Kellen?”

			“Yesterday?”

			“Did you know that both the people killed were in our program?”

			Chloe paused with a forkful of cake halfway to her mouth, then put it down. “What?” The look on her face was genuine surprise, or at least something that looked like it. She had already proved herself a good actress.

			“The first was stabbed to death in one of the experiment rooms in the psych department. The second, I don’t know—basically someone injected him with metal and it got ripped out of him in the MRI machine.”

			“What? They were both in our program?” He stared at her. A slow realization dawned on Chloe’s face. She leaned forward, indignant. “You think I had something to do with it?”

			“Did you?” he asked, trying to sound casual.

			“No. Ever occur to you that I’ve been busy?”

			“Busy with what exactly?”

			“But why would I...? I don’t even know who the other people in the program are!”

			“I don’t know what you know,” Charles said.

			She seemed upset, but her reaction struck him as strange. More disappointed than angry at the accusation. She looked down at her plate. “I swear to you, I had nothing to do with it.”

			“Considering I saw you brain my fraternity brother with a geode, you lack credibility.”

			“You don’t understand.”

			“I liked that geode—I got it in Switzerland.”

			Chloe put her fork down and met his gaze. The look on her face, in her eyes, was different. Less guarded—ostensibly. Oh, she was good—very good. He could easily picture her getting out of tickets when cops pulled her over, pleading to turn in papers late for class. “Okay. I’ll level with you,” she said. “I came to Adams for Will. The only reason I know you is because I had to get in with your frat to get close to Will—it’s all I care about.”

			“Did he rape you?”

			Her eyes hardened. “That’s private. But if you’re going to be morally outraged about anything I do, you should be more careful about the company you keep.”

			He tried a different tact, smiling, leaning forward, tasting the frosting of her cake with his index finger. “Chloe, I’m not going to tell on you if you snuffed some guy in an MRI. I just want to know. Because if two people in the program are dead and it’s not you, someone could very well be hunting down all of us. Me, for example.”

			“I’m not like that,” Chloe said, wide-eyed. “I’m like a good psychopath.”

			“And I’m supposed to take your word on that?”

			She reached across the table—he restrained himself from pulling back—and put one of her hands over his. “I swear to you.” She turned back to her cake. “Besides,” she said, now cheerful. “For all I know you did it.”

			“Shouldn’t you be more worried?” The wound on his forehead itched—without thinking he reached to touch it and cringed involuntarily. Her eyes flicked to his hairline with interest. Shit. He had carefully arranged his hair to cover the small bump and the livid red line on it, but he was always touching his hair without thinking about it.

			Her eyes flicked back to his and she smiled. “Hmm,” Chloe said, licking the back of her fork. “Nobody is hunting us. That stuff only happens in movies.”

			If she were doing this, killing people in the program, wouldn’t she be putting on a big show about being scared? Talking about how they should find who did it? Or would her calculus include thinking about how he would think she would act? He frowned. “Chloe, I think you should take this seriously. I’m the one who found the second body—me and Elena. They used a fucking MRI.”

			She snorted. “If someone is actually capable of hunting and killing me, they deserve a genius award. I can look out for myself.” The look on her face became crafty. “And if you’re nice to me, I’ll look out for you, too.”
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			Day 38

			I had to face it: Charles Portmont was becoming a problem. He knew far, far too much. At this point, I was sure he knew exactly what the video was. Enough so that if Will was found dead, he could tell the police I had a good motive. And this bizarre accusation that I was killing people in the program! What was that, a veiled threat? I quickly checked the news—yes, there had been two students killed on campus within the space of two weeks. That was pretty bizarre, but what proof did I even have that either of them were actually in the program? For all I know, Charles was lying, playing some messed-up game with me.

			I absolutely could not have Charles stand in the way of my plan, which included a smooth endgame of not getting caught. I had to consider the worst-case scenario—killing him if I thought he would blab about Will. The problem with this was twofold, no, threefold: for one, he’s really hot and what a waste. Also, the Will project had been strictly limited to those who had been involved that night. I was righting a wrong, which makes me right. And lastly, I got the feeling that if Charlie Bear went missing, his billionaire parents would stop at nothing to find the culprit.

			Maybe there was an easier way out: I could ensnare him. Games aside, he was halfway there already—I could tell from the way he looked at me at the guesthouse. While a normie might run straight to the police if they thought someone killed Will, Charles was a psychopath like me. There’s no telling what he would do—it would depend entirely on what suited him. This would be my way out.

			Everyone in the dorm was talking about the murders, but more so the second one. The MRI-as-murder-weapon was just too juicy a story to resist. All we heard from the college officially was that these were tragic events, blah blah blah, thoughts and prayers, we are cooperating with the investigation.

			“You guys, I’m legit scared,” said my friend Apoorva. We were sitting in a circle on her dorm room floor drinking triple sec because it was the only thing we could get our hands on. “So now on top of mass shootings, everyone being rape-y, and the world ending, we have to be worried about a serial killer.”

			“I couldn’t sleep last night,” Yessica admitted.

			My mouth puckered as I scrolled through news results on my laptop. Molly was rubbing a hot oil treatment into my hair. “Two people isn’t a serial killer. I think you need three to qualify,” she said. I felt a tiny bud of an idea appear.

			I looked at the coverage of the murders in the Daily Owl. One op-ed blamed it on Greek life, saying that the second guy, Kellen, had probably died in a hazing incident—what other reason could there be for him swallowing a bunch of buckshot? The most recent op-ed, the one that came out today, refuted this.

			“This was a tragic, horrifying thing that happened,” said Chad Harrity, President of both the Interfraternity Council at Adams and SAE. “But it has nothing to do with Greek life. Kellen wasn’t in a fraternity and it wasn’t a hazing. Fraternities have been the cause of some bad behavior over the years, but this generation is trying to change that.”

			Suddenly it hit me like a geode. I didn’t think that someone was actually trying to kill all the panel students. I think I would know if someone were trying to kill me. So, I would keep an eye out—and how is that different than everyday life worried that Will would catch me alone? Maybe the same person killed Michael and Kellen, maybe not. What mattered was that people thought it was a serial killer targeting Adams students. What better way to deflect attention from myself! I could dispose of Will and pin it on our mystery hunter. If there actually was a serial killer, they had done me a huge favor.

			

			Charles must have believed me when I said the video was my endgame, because two days later he texted me that SAE was having a pledge event, which meant that Will’s house would be unoccupied. I donned my cat burglar outfit: black running tights and a matching top, tight ponytail, a small knapsack worn close to my body. I had a knife tucked into a holster above my right boot. Will and his roommate wouldn’t be there, but I had to be prepared if either came home early and found me.

			I walked to Will’s house looking like I was heading to yoga and didn’t don my gloves until I was in his carport. After a quick look around, I climbed up the drainpipe I had spotted before and got up on the flat roof. From there, I was able to edge my body over to examine the second-floor window with the tips of my fingers. It was half latched, open a couple centimeters. I jiggled it repeatedly with focused patience. It took about ten minutes, but slowly the latch moved and then I was able to get the window open. I climbed down.

			I was in.

			I perked my ears. I snuck through the house, stepping over piles of clothes and lacrosse junk to make sure it was empty. Which bedroom was Will’s? Both had lacrosse stuff, and neither had family photos. I had no time to waste, and I wanted the search to be extensive. They each had a PC tower in their rooms. With my small tool set, I opened each tower and removed the hard drives. Now for the phone. If he was smart to begin with, he would have just destroyed his old phone or deleted the video, but if Charles saw him looking for it, maybe he still hadn’t found it. I rifled through drawers, looked under the mattresses. I poked through closets and behind furniture. I turned up a jockstrap, a melted candy bar, and an old phone charger, but no old iPhone. Nuts. At least I had the hard drives.

			I checked my watch. How long would a pledge event be? There was also the basement, but I wasn’t sure if Will and Cordy actually had access to it. Many basements in DC are English basements—independent apartments separate from the rest of the house that people often rented out. Unless I was missing it, there was no way into the basement from inside of the house. I climbed back out and down the drainpipe. I checked the street carefully, then crouched at the back door to the English basement. Lock-picking involves jimmying around slim pieces of metal—it takes patience, which is not one of my many virtues. I worked diligently for what felt like an eternity but finally something clicked into place and I creaked the door open.

			The basement was pitch-black, but I was prepared. I kept the door half open to provide some light and pulled out my miniheadlamp. The lamp shone in a bubble of light across the cramped space. I felt my heart sink. There was so much stuff—how could I possibly have enough time to search it? There were bureaus and boxes of crap. I might have to break in here more than once to do a thorough job. I saw what looked like a water-damaged grandfather clock. It smelled musty—the basement had definitely flooded at some point and it felt damp under my feet. I wedged my way between stacks of boxes and wondered where to start.

			I opened a cardboard box and pulled up some musty clothes. A gingham dress. Women’s clothes. Water dripped in the darkness. I opened another box and found books. Were they books that college students would read? Upon closer inspection they appeared to be in Cyrillic.

			I turned, easing my body around an overfilled coatrack, and came face-to-face with bright eyes and a maniacal grin. My fist clenched—but it was only a toy. A clown sitting on a metal shelf with some other toys. Wait a minute, toys? I examined that shelf more closely: there were dolls, dusty board games I had never heard of, one of those plastic cars that toddlers pedal around in. No way this was Will and Cordy’s stuff—it probably belonged to the people who owned the house.

			Even though I didn’t find the phone, I was relieved—searching this entire basement would have been a time suck. I maneuvered around the coatrack again and started to head toward the door, the light from my headlamp illuminating it in the dark. Then I froze. The door was shut, and I definitely hadn’t shut it. I stood so still I think my heart stopped beating.

			Then I heard it. A very soft sound—like the sound of brushing against cardboard.

			I snapped off the headlamp. There was someone in the basement with me. Unless they had night-vision goggles or something, using the headlamp made me a sitting duck. Slowly, I reached down and freed my knife from its holster. I needed to leave the spot where they had last seen me. Crouching, I felt with my hands for empty space, moving so slowly and carefully to make as little sound as possible.

			I heard a muted noise—they had knocked something over. Where had the sound been? Behind me, to the left, moving closer. How far had I moved from my original spot—three feet, four? Did they know where I was? This cannot end this way. This cannot end with Will coming home early from some frat party, drunk, killing me in a basement. Then I remembered: I had shoved the lock-picking kit in my pocket rather than returning it to my knapsack. But the stupid kit had a flap that closed with Velcro.

			Will didn’t move. He was waiting to hear where I moved first.

			Using both hands, I held the flap of the lock-picking kit and, with excruciating slowness, began to pull the Velcro apart, muting the sound by pressing my thumb into the space where the fuzzy and hooked parts of the Velcro met. I felt sweat move down my neck, tickling me, and ignored it. Patience. Come on. One hook at a time. If this takes a hundred years, I will not let Will win.

			Finally, I had four or five of the metal lock-picking tools in my hand. I flung them as hard as I could against the wall farthest from me, the metal pinging off various objects. There was a roar of noise as something moved with violent speed in that direction, crashing into things and knocking them over. I vaulted toward the door, bumping into objects, feeling something scrape painfully against my leg but not stopping or crying out. My hand was six inches from the door when I felt someone grab me by the knapsack.

			Fights are not the way you see them on TV, men taking turns. Real fights are ugly, scrabbling messes. I jerked back my elbow, knocking into something hard—someone’s head? I heard someone taking a breath, then something heavy hit the side of my head and my shoulder. I refused to scream, instead gritting my teeth and lashing out with the knife. I clawed blindly, then felt something slam into me, almost knocking the air out of me and sending out a shock of pain as the doorknob jammed into my back. I stabbed again—this time hearing a grunt of pain.

			I have never moved quicker—I turned, grabbed the doorknob, jumped up the stairs, and ran like hell because my life depended on it. My back was aching, my lungs screaming for breath, but I had practiced for things like this—high-intensity interval training and all those self-defense classes. Run hard. Don’t stop. Don’t trip like the dumb girls in movies. Get somewhere public. I didn’t feel safe until I was five blocks away where there were a ton of people in the street. Three rowhouses were throwing a joint party, blasting hip-hop. I felt blood in my mouth.

			The computers! Not caring how crazy I looked, I groped at my own back, confirming that the knapsack was still there. Had it torn? I unslung it, and shoved my hands inside for the hard drives.

			Thank God.

			Thank God they were still there.

			It was then that it hit me. How much pain I was in. My back hurt the worst. My shoulder and face already felt bruised. My legs burned from running. Suddenly an older girl stood right in front of me. “Hey, are you okay?”

			God, I must look like shit. I forced a smile but didn’t show my teeth, afraid there would be blood. “Oh, just karate class.” I waved her off and jogged away as if I wasn’t in pain. It seemed to take forever to get back to my dorm. I didn’t want anyone to see me, so I snuck up the fire escape. My window was so old that the lock had been painted over a dozen times. I slid it open, cringing, and crawled inside, not resting until I found something that was the right size to jam between the top of the closed window and the window frame, forming a makeshift lock. One of the slats from the bed did the job just fine, but I almost cried out in pain from the effort it took to move the mattress.

			I opened the door to my room and stared at Yessica’s closed door. I could hear her talking inside in Spanish, probably to her mother. I wanted to go over there and say, Look at me, look what happened to me. Look at my injuries. I wanted the look of shocked concern on her face, the tending to my wounds, the embrace of her skinny arms. But there would be so many questions. And even if I lied and said I was mugged, there would be an expectation that I report it. I stared woefully at her door, then closed mine. I took half a dozen Advil and crawled into bed.

			Every time I started to doze off, reaching for the reparative sleep I knew my body needed, I kept seeing the smirk on Will’s face when I confronted him at the cafeteria. I didn’t want to think about it, but the image kept coming back. But I would regroup in the morning. I would heal—I always did.
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			Day 37

			I awoke to a cloud of pain. I stared at the ceiling, not quite believing all that happened yesterday. I jerked my head to the left—feeling a sharp protest in my back—then with relief saw that my knapsack was still there. My makeshift window lock was still in place. Yessica was blasting music.

			What the hell happened last night?

			Either Will had come home early, or Charles had been right—someone was hunting us. Most importantly, hunting me. I got on my phone and searched for any evidence that Will either was or wasn’t at the frat last night. Nobody had posted anything. I texted Charles. It is 1000% critical for you to find out if he was actually at the frat event last night, and if so during what hours specifically.

			I braced myself, then got up, carefully moving over to my mirror to assess the damage. I had a black eye, and a purple bruise stood out lividly on my shoulder. Crying out, I lifted my shirt and examined my back. A worse bruise speckled across my right side. I dry swallowed some Advil and took out my makeup. I am very good at makeup. It wasn’t hard to hide the black eye with a combination of cream concealer, foundation, and highlighter. I had already seen YouTube videos on how to do this before.

			I stared at my reflection, verifying that my work was good. A quiet rage was simmering in my stomach. I wanted to scream and break the mirror and throw it out the window. But no, calm down. Anger never got you anywhere. Count to ten backward, like Dr. Wyman taught you.

			I sat at my desk and took out my bullet journal. I never journaled about Will—God that would be stupid—but there was no harm in considering my own security. I had just picked up my pen when Charles texted back. I don’t know for certain because I didn’t go, but I can check with Chad who would know.

			Thanks, I replied.

			Was it Will or the mystery hunter? If it was Will, it didn’t change my endgame, only how the rest of it would play out. I would know that he was willing to use violence to quiet me. He had no idea I was planning to kill him—maybe he thought just a few punches would scare me away. Yes, I could work with that and pretend that I’d been scared off.

			But what if it wasn’t Will? What if someone actually was hunting me? Why? What did I ever do to them? Whoever it was knew that I had broken into someone’s house and was snooping around. They would wonder why. Beyond having the audacity to think they could kill me, whoever it was thought they could stand in the way between me and my plan.

			With grim determination I began to list out all my security concerns and how I could tackle them. I needed a real lock for the window. And, if it was feasible, better locks for my dorm room—ones that no one else had keys to. Having regularly scheduled classes was a liability. I didn’t want my grades to suffer, but I could switch around which discussion sections I went to and vary my routes each day. Social media, I wrote, underlining the words. I had gathered so much information about Will via social media—someone could easily try to do the same to me. But I wasn’t stupid like him. Instagram has a feature where you can preschedule posts. I made a note to scattershot a bunch of posts, tagging myself in locations where I never actually went to make it seem like they were my regular hangouts. Dorm security was not that great—you were supposed to swipe your card when you came in the building, but sometimes the work-study student on duty didn’t give a rat’s ass.

			Well, maybe there was something I could do about that. I dressed carefully, then threw makeup and a few makeup-removing towelettes into my purse. I skated by Yessica’s door and headed for the Office of Security, which was on the third floor of the SAC. As I walked, I scanned everyone in my vicinity, looking for sudden movements. One of my weaknesses is that I don’t feel fear the same way other people do. I guess they get a spidey sense or something, but I can’t comprehend what it is. Like ESP or something? If Yessica had been in that basement, would she have somehow psychically known that she was in danger before she heard them? Or would she have known to not go into the basement at all? Once I read about psychopaths not feeling fear, I wondered if a normal girl would have known there was something wrong with Will. If she would have never gone over to his place that day.

			Okay, I can still beat this. How would I hunt Chloe if I wasn’t Chloe? What were her weaknesses? For one, she’s small. Well, there’s nothing I can do about that. I can carry weapons with me and I can travel with other people as much as possible. Class security was an issue—literally any crazy person could walk into an Adams class and just sit down. Didn’t they worry about mass shooters? Then again, sitting in class gave me safety in numbers.

			Suddenly I had a thought that made me stop in my tracks. I actually had a huge, glaring liability. Worse than my lack of size and muscles, worse than shitty dorm security. Chloe Sevre had a little hobby. A hobby that necessitated her sneaking around, alone, doing things in secret, going to isolated locations. Hunting Will was my biggest liability.

			Fuck.

			Furious, I entered the SAC and pounded up the stairs. Even now, was it safe to walk up the stairs alone? Who was this person, and who the fuck did they think they were, standing between me and a goal I’d been working toward since I was twelve? How long had they been working on their stupid plan?

			I got onto the third floor, then slipped into the bathroom. I wiped my face with the makeup-removing towelettes, leaving my skin looking raw. I had dressed appropriately, too—khakis that weren’t tight, a cardigan over a white shirt with a Peter Pan collar, a never-been-fucked headband in my hair. Because there’s only two types of women who make the sort of complaints I was about to—virgins and whores—and only one will be listened to.

			I walked into the security office and feigned nervousness as a surprised secretary took in my face. “Hi,” I said mousily. “Um, can I talk to someone? Security?”

			I was quickly ushered into an office where a man with a mustache sat. He was dad-aged—perfect. “Oh my,” he said when he saw me.

			“I was wondering if you could help me?” I pointed, embarrassed, at my face. “I already reported this. This is...my ex-boyfriend. He sort of followed me to college.”

			He sat up, alarmed.

			“Mr. Tedesco,” I said, reading his nameplate. “He violated his restraining order. He always finds out where I am.” I started to cry, making it look like I was desperately trying not to. His face crinkled and he pushed a box of tissues to me. “I already reported this, you know, to the police and talked with them about everything.”

			“That’s the right thing to do.”

			I blew my nose. “Yeah, I know. The one thing I was thinking... I can’t really control what happens in the dorm? I live in Brewser. Like yesterday, right after I got home from the police, all these people were just coming in, you know? I know they’re Adams students but it’s so easy for anyone to just walk in.”

			“Oh, honey, we don’t want that to happen. The security personnel—”

			“The security personnel are work-study students who watch Neflix and play Dog Dash on their phones,” I said, hoping my tone wasn’t too harsh for my character. I teared up more. “Sorry. Could you put out a special notice or something so they really make sure to do security in Brewser?”

			He leaned across the table, his brown eyes big and sympathetic. “Absolutely, I will do everything in my power to make you feel safe.”

			

			What I wanted, desperately, was to have time to start going through Will’s computers, but all that security stuff ate up time, then I had to put my makeup back on, then I had an experiment, and I still hadn’t had a chance to eat anything. There was a shop that specialized in pastrami not far from the psychology department. I got myself a sandwich and headed over there, not having any time to sit and eat. I’m walking alone, I realized, then picked up my pace to glom on to a group of students heading in the same direction. Every time I looked around me, my back ached.

			You couldn’t even tell that anyone had been murdered in the psych department. The floor was squeaky clean and I wondered if my little experiment room was the same one it had happened in. I locked the door and looked around, as if there would be a clue floating in the air.

			Of course there was no such thing, just my aching body and grumbling stomach. This experiment was boring and I was already in a bad mood. It consisted of a bunch of scenarios where I had to write out responses. I took out my sandwich and started working, my greasy fingers making the keyboard shiny.

			You are standing by train tracks and a train is coming. There are four people tied to the tracks who will be hit by the train and killed. Your hand is on a rail switch. If you move the rail switch, the train will switch to another set of tracks. However, that set of tracks has one person tied to them who will be killed if you divert the train. What do you do?

			A glop of pastrami fat landed on the keyboard.

			Look for the person who tied them down, I wrote. Why are they tying all these people to train tracks?

			I was moving to the next page when I heard a click, then a rattle. I looked up. This side of the hallway where the small experiment rooms were had been quiet when I had entered, although I had heard voices faintly on Dr. Wyman’s end. I looked at the L-shaped metal door handle as it slowly moved back and forth.

			I got my knife out and edged around my chair. I could see the shadow of two feet in front of the door. Then they walked away. I put my ear to the door, but could hear nothing but a mysterious humming that ran throughout the building. Was that whoever attacked me? Or a student who came to the wrong room? An RA? Or a murderer?


			I took a bite of my sandwich, the meat now cold. I was angry. Cold sandwich. Some dumb asshole trying to kill me, fucking up my plans. I didn’t know what was going on, but if it got in my way, heads were going to roll. I did some quick research on my phone. I then opened WhatsApp and pulled up Charles’s message. I pressed his number to call him. After six rings, he picked up and said quietly, “Why are you calling me?” I had big things on my mind and resented myself a little, but God, the sound of his voice. Like butter melting on a biscuit. “I was going to text you when I found out about what you asked.”

			Why was he being so cryptic? WhatsApp is encrypted. Maybe his girlfriend was in the room. “I think we have a problem,” I said.

			“What problem?”

			“Can I borrow your car?”


			“For what?”

			“So I can go to a gun show. I don’t have a car and it’s too far for an Uber.”

			“Am I going to lend my rather expensive car to a girl who doesn’t have a license so she can go to a gun show?”

			“How do you know I don’t have a license?”

			“Because I looked through your purse that night when you were cleaning up.”

			Shit, he’s smarter than he looks. My mother had not let me get a license. She thought making me mobile would turn me into “terror on wheels.” Probably the same reason I’m eighteen and have never been on a plane. I had been meaning to get a license, but it would require signing up for driving lessons, and I was busy with school and everything else.

			“I need to protect myself.” An idea occurred to me. “Your dad’s a hunter. Don’t you have a gun I could borrow?”

			“Borrow? They aren’t library books. Do you even know—never mind. Why this all of a sudden?”

			“I shouldn’t have blown you off before—I think someone is hunting us.” I needed Charles to believe that I was genuinely scared and fully on board with his theory.

			There was a pause. “Why do you say that?”

			I told him what had happened with the door, but made it sound more dramatic and unambiguous. I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him that someone had beaten the shit out of me. And I left out the part about how a gun would be super convenient to have now that Will knew I might be a problem.

			“I’ll take you to get something,” he said finally. I brightened. Far better than tooling around in Charles’s car—Charles himself. “But if you think someone’s lurking around, you should call the campus escort service.”

			“Those boobs? It’s daylight.”

			“It might not be safe.”

			“I thought I was the one who was dangerous.”

			“Maybe,” he said. “Can you be ready at four?” I agreed and he said he’d text me with where to meet up.

			I called the escort service, curious to see who or what would show up. If the service was good, it could be a decent way of getting around campus. I can’t always go it alone, even though I’m young and in shape, and a Krav Maga teacher once told me I’m special. Although once Charles mentioned it, it occurred to me that the escorts probably had easy access to all campus buildings. A few minutes later, a university cop arrived, looking a little bewildered to be called during the daytime. I didn’t tell him about the door, just gave him a smile and said, “Better safe than sorry,” as I got in his car.

			“Especially these days,” he added, grinning. He was thirtysomething. “Where to?” I gave him the intersection. He proceeded to ask me basic questions and kept up the chitchat like he thought we were on a date.

			“Do you guys get a lot of escort calls?”

			“Sometimes.” He shrugged, palming the wheel. “But also sometimes I’m driving around at two or three in the morning and you see these girls walking home holding their shoes.” He shook his head. “I mean, it’s not a safe world out there—you girls have to know that.” He pulled up to the curb and then, seemingly out of nowhere, produced a business card. “You ever need anything, you can call me directly, okay, Chloe?”

			I was confused about how he knew my name, then I remembered that I had to give my student ID number when I called for the escort service. “Sure thing,” I said, tucking the card away in the garbage pocket of my purse, where I kept wads of chewed gum wrapped in old tissues.

			Charles showed up at four on the dot at the corner of P and 6th in a silver Porsche. He was sporting a pair of sunglasses I wish he wasn’t. They made it harder to tell what he was thinking and I needed to be on the top of my game despite all my distracting aches and pains. “Full disclosure,” he said as, wincing internally, I got into the car. “I’m not taking you to get a gun—that doesn’t sit right with me. But I know a place where we can get a stun gun.”

			I pouted.

			He glanced at me, but all I could see was my reflection in his sunglasses, then he began to drive down P Street.

			“Someone was definitely trying to get into that room to get to me,” I said.

			“There’s no chance it was just someone trying the door?”

			“No, they were definitely after me. I think you’re right about the murders.” I couldn’t let on that I had a vested interest in everyone thinking it was a serial killer. Everyone needed to believe the killing was going to continue. Ideally, Will would be next, which would break the pattern, because if a third person in the program got killed, Will would stand out as a different MO. Two dead psychopaths could be a coincidence—three could not.

			“Suddenly you’re a convert to my theory?” he asked, his pleasant tone belying the suspicion I knew he felt. He turned onto Rhode Island Avenue.

			“Not a full convert—it could just be a serial killer who’s after college students. It’s not like there’s a public list of people in the program floating out there.”

			“Yeah, there is. Dr. Wyman, and Elena, and all their research assistants know all our names. The financial aid office, too,” he said.

			“Do you seriously think Wyman or one of his minions could have done it?” I couldn’t help asking. “Isn’t he a vegan?”


			“So was Hitler.”

			“It could be Elena. A Jekyll and Hyde thing.”

			He laughed in response, then I giggled, which is something I only do ironically. It made my insides hurt. “Aren’t you going in the wrong direction?” We were heading east, not southwest toward Virginia.

			“I need to pick something up first,” he said, turning onto Q Street. “A provision.”

			I felt some tension in my stomach, thinking about how when you are in someone’s car you’re their captive. But a few minutes later we pulled into Wendy’s and I was confused. Was this an innocuous place for him to meet a shady guy who would sell me a stun gun? We got out of the car and headed into the restaurant, which smelled like fries. I waited for something unusual to happen, but instead he went to the counter and ordered a large Frostee.

			“Really?” I asked.

			“Do you want anything?”

			“No.”

			“You better mean that because I don’t share,” Charles said.

			“We could have gone through the drive-through.”

			He looked disgusted. “Portmonts don’t go through drive-throughs.”

			I had to laugh at that, which made a weird feeling in my bladder. “BRB,” I said, heading for the bathroom. There was no one else in the restaurant so the bathroom was blissfully empty. I wanted to double-check my makeup after I peed. I didn’t want Charles to know that someone attacked me because then he would know that I’m capable of being attacked.

			I finished peeing, but then froze after I folded up some toilet paper. The water in the bowl was pink—and I was nowhere near my period. My hands were shaking as I cleaned myself up. I stared at my fingers as they shook, resting on my knees. A kidney injury. I had been hit so hard that my kidney was injured. It’s okay, I told myself. Get up before Charles thinks you’re taking too long. Injuries heal. If you don’t feel better in a few days, go to Student Health and make up a story. But for some reason I couldn’t get up. My head hurt, my shoulder ached, my back throbbed.


			I heard the door opening, then Charles’s droll voice. “Did you fall in?”

			“This is the ladies’ room,” I shouted, standing furiously and pulling my underwear and pants back up.

			“Gender is a social construct. Besides, I have news.”

			“What news?” I said, busting out of the stall.

			His smile faded when he saw me. He was holding a Frostee in one hand, his phone in the other. “Chad texted me back,” he said, his eyes searching my face. “He said Will was at the pledge thing all night. Like till three or four in the morning.”

			I stared at him. Then it couldn’t have been Will who attacked me.

			“Why did you ask me about that? Did something happen last night?”

			I said nothing.

			He shoved his phone into his pocket, balanced the Frostee on the trash can and stepped forward to examine my face before I could move away. “Are you wearing cover-up?”

			“Someone beat the shit out of me,” I admitted, too exhausted to think of a lie. I thought about Yessica’s closed door. His eyes widened. “I assumed it was Will, but it can’t be, not if he was at the pledge thing. But whoever it was, look for a guy with a stab wound.”

			“Are you being serious?”

			“There’s blood in my pee.”

			“What?” I turned around and pulled up my shirt, exposing my back. The bruise had deepened to a livid purple color. Water dripped into the sink. I almost cried out when he touched me—the injury was tender and his hand was cold from the Frostee. He moved his hand up the bruise and I closed my eyes, holding on to the stall door. I hate to admit it, but somewhere between the pain and sensitivity, I felt a jolt of interest between my legs. I thought of the way he looked when he played the piano.

			I heard him step back and I pulled my shirt down and turned around. “Then this is really happening,” he said grimly. I washed my hands, nodding. “Then let’s get you a stun gun.”

			We got back into the car and headed out on the highway. He took off his sunglasses and drove too fast. I closed my eyes, loving how the open windows made the wind whip through my hair. The air had that autumn smell of creosote.

			“I’ve never been to a Wendy’s,” I said over the wind, wanting to change the subject.

			“What?!” He took a slug of his Frostee, the hollows that appeared in his cheeks suggesting that it was thick.

			“My parents hated that place for some reason. They had a thing against it, so we never went there.”

			“What a strange thing to have a hatred for.”

			“What’s the big deal about Frostees? Everyone’s always talking about them.”

			“I already said I’m not sharing.”

			I made eyes at him for a good stretch of the 395 where traffic had slowed to a near stop.

			Then he looked at me, laughed, and handed over the waxy cup. As I took a sip I couldn’t help but think about how my lips were now wrapped around the same straw his own lips had just been touching—a kiss by association. For a split second he looked right into my eyes as I sipped from it. The wind fluttered a lock of my hair, getting into my face. Charles leaned over, smiling, and tucked the hair behind my ear.
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			Andre stood at the landing halfway up the stairs to the sixth floor. A knot stood in his throat. It was quiet in the psychology department—almost 11 p.m.—and he hadn’t meant for it to get this late. He was supposed to turn in some forms to Wyman’s office, but there were classes and discussion sessions and it felt like he was already falling behind...but also he hadn’t been there since the incident. It’s fine, he told himself. They cleaned everything up. The police haven’t contacted me again, so they probably already made an arrest. In truth, no one seemed to know what was actually going on with the investigation, but this didn’t stop students from spreading various “facts” he heard from students with supposed connections to MPD, Adams, or even the FBI.

			Andre hooked his thumbs under the straps of his book bag and slowly moved up the remainder of the stairs, edging toward Wyman’s office. As he slid the packet into the slip of darkness under the door, he imagined something terrible going on inside. But the packet was delivered with no drama. He had just turned to leave, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket, when the phone slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor. As he stooped to pick it up, something caught his eye. Halfway down the hall, there was a door he hadn’t noticed before. On the ground in front of it sat something small and white—upon closer inspection it was a fat little rectangle of paper. He picked it up, then contemplated the door. If you were inside an office and didn’t have a key, but wanted to leave the door unlocked for yourself, one way of doing that would be to block the lock with a little packet of paper like this. Curious, he put his hand on the knob and discovered that the door was not fully embedded in the jamb, but only closed enough to look closed.

			He hesitated, his heart pounding. In a movie, this would be exactly the part where he and Sean would be yelling at the screen. He edged his head in, trying to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He had seen this back part of Wyman’s office from the inside before—a jungle of filing cabinets and a mess of stacks of books and old journals. Did someone break into the office? Who had jammed up the door?

			Andre stepped inside silently, pulling the door closed behind him. Then he heard a sound—someone shuffling through papers from somewhere inside the office. He crouched slightly, then edged his head around the corner to look down the main throughway of the office.

			“Freeze,” said a stern voice, and a blinding white light shone on his face.

			Andre’s stomach jumped. He immediately thought of the police, Deever’s smug face. He held his hands up.

			“Keep your hands up.”

			The bright light turned off. Andre blinked, for a moment seeing green instead of what was actually in front of him. Slowly an image materialized. A girl, not a cop. A girl about his age, dressed all in black. She was holding not a gun but either a Taser or a stun gun—Andre never knew the difference. He put his hand on his chest and told himself to breathe.

			The girl gestured at him with the weapon. “You’re in the program,” she said matter-of-factly.

			Stunned, he saw then that she, too, had a smartwatch on. Not an unreasonable assumption, considering they were both breaking into the same office, although really Andre hadn’t meant to. Andre had feared this moment—meeting one of these real psychopaths. They could be dangerous, or see straight through his bravado. But Wyman hadn’t. This gave him a modicum of confidence.

			He assumed a more relaxed posture and looked at her as if almost bored. “You, too?” They regarded each other, cagey. If what he understood about psychopaths was right, either she wouldn’t care that he was technically doing something wrong, or she would use it against him.

			“What’re you doing in here?” she asked.

			“You left the back door open.”

			“No, I didn’t,” she said defensively.

			He held up the nub of paper. “Cute trick.”

			She cocked her head. She was probably here because she wanted to look at her own file, or steal smartwatches or money. No harm, no foul—they could both promise to keep a secret and part ways. Suddenly she raised the stun gun and it emitted a frightening zapping sound as a bolt of electricity appeared between the two prongs. “Let me ask you a question,” she said, stepping forward.


			Andre willed himself to not step back. To focus his eyes calmly on her face. “Yeah?”

			“Michael Boonark—that name familiar to you?”

			He was shocked, but he bit back any expression. “Absolutely. I almost saved his life, did you hear?”

			“What?” she asked suspiciously.

			“Someone skewered him like a fondue shrimp. I found him and was practically saving his life, but then these EMTs showed up and fucked it up.”

			“You’re the guy who was the witness?”

			“Yup. I didn’t even get a reward or anything.”

			Wyman’s computer behind her made a noise—she barely glanced at it. “What about the night of the thirteenth?”

			“The thirteenth?”

			“Two people from our program have been killed in the past month. Michael on the sixth, and another guy, Kellen, on the thirteenth.”

			Holy shit. Andre had heard some story—apparently not a true one—that the MRI death had been a frat prank gone horribly wrong. All sorts of stories were flying around. Then he realized the suspicious way she was looking at him. “Wait—you think it was me?”

			“If there are seven psychopaths on campus, and only a small number of people who know who they are, the list of suspects isn’t that long,” she said impatiently.

			“I’m the key witness to Michael’s murder. I tried to save him!”

			Her eyes narrowed. “Sure—you ‘helped’ him. That happens to put you at the right place at the right time.”

			“You think the police aren’t interested in arresting a Black guy who’s in the wrong place at the wrong time? They took all this forensic stuff off me—they already know I’m innocent.” She blinked. “What was the other one—the thirteenth? I need my phone, but I can prove where I was.”

			He reached slowly for his phone while keeping an eye on her, then quickly began opening apps. There were Snapchats galore of him at a party at Marcus’s house that day, straight through the night, all the way till 7 a.m. breakfast plates at the Florida Avenue Grill.

			She didn’t lower the stun gun. “You could have taken those at some other time and just posted them. Gives you a nice alibi.” She stepped forward again.

			This girl had a blank look in her eyes. A look that made him think of a child idly pulling the wings off a fly. Sweet Jesus. He opened his photo album. “Except they’re all time and date stamped here.” Thank God for the shallow documentation of life required by social media. She snatched his phone and looked through it, then seemed conflicted.

			“Get undressed. If it wasn’t you, you won’t have a stab wound anywhere on your body.”

			This made fuck-all sense, but Andre was not going to disobey a batshit crazy girl holding a deadly weapon. He pulled off his sweatshirt, T-shirt and jeans, and tried not to shiver as she shined her flashlight over his body. It felt like the world’s weirdest doctor’s appointment.

			Finally, the bright light disappeared and she handed back his phone, tucking the stun gun into the back of her jeans. He forced himself to laugh as he pulled his clothes back on. “Is that what you’re doing here, investigating these murders or whatever?” he asked.

			She hesitated, then said yes. “I’m Chloe,” she said.

			“Andre,” he said.

			“We should help each other,” she whispered, her tone entirely different, now conspiratorial. “There’s seven of us,” she said, holding up seven of her fingers. Then she put two down. “Two dead. Then me and you.” Three fingers remained. “This one,” she said, pointing to her middle finger, “I sort of know and I’m not sure about him. We could work together.”

			Oh, hell no, was his immediate thought. He wanted nothing to do with this girl—but then he hesitated. For all he knew, maybe she already had a wealth of information. Hell, she had already gotten into Wyman’s office on her own. While she could prove useful, he was also frightened. With all his research, he knew just how dangerous psychopaths could be, and being in her proximity risked her finding out that he wasn’t one.

			“What should I help you for? I got my own problems,” he said. Andre wondered when the night watchman would be making his rounds.

			“You’re not thinking straight—your problems are the same as my problems. Wyman’s students are being killed,” she said. “Whoever is hunting us, I got into a knife fight with them. They could have killed me. I’m pretty sure I stabbed them, though.”

			Suddenly the bodily inspection made sense. Someone was trying to kill the panel students? Now there was a whole new layer to the how-far-in-over-his-head thing for Andre. He hadn’t even yet hit the part where he had fully comprehended that he had watched a man get murdered, and now he was supposed to contemplate that the same thing might happen to him. And here was this psychopath girl looking at him, expecting him to make rapid-fire decisions with the same impulsivity that she would. “Why are you here, then, exactly?” he whispered.

			“I’m trying to pull patient files,” she said, gesturing with her head back toward Wyman’s desk.

			She was already steps ahead of him, and this wasn’t something he could figure out on his own. “We share all information,” he said finally.

			She nodded. “Are you good with computers by any chance? I was hoping his password would be something stupid like his birthday, but it’s not.” They both stood behind Wyman’s desktop, the monitor throwing a pale blue light over everything as the computer rejected a few more password attempts.

			“He probably knows he has patients who would do this sort of thing,” Andre realized.

			“See if you can find anything written down, or maybe he’s old-fashioned and has hard-copy files.” Chloe sat at the office chair and Andre worked around her, looking at what seemed like good hiding places for passwords: behind a framed photo of a beach, under the mousepad. Using the flashlight on his cell phone, he peered inside the desk drawers, looking for files, but mostly there were just office supplies and old journals. The top right drawer, though, held a notepad and there was some messy handwriting on the top page. Numbers mostly, but it looked more like someone doing a math problem and scratching things out than someone neatly writing down a password. Andre snapped a picture just in case and handed the pad to Chloe. “Try this, maybe?” He then moved on to the filing cabinet behind the desk. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for—maybe Wyman kept hard-copy notes of old patients. Maybe—

			They both started at an abrupt sound—a peal of laughter. Voices. Elena? Then came the sound of keys jangling. Chloe shoved the notepad back into the top drawer and turned the monitor off. They both hurried toward the back of the office, squeezing outside the door just as the lights inside the office turned on.

			They paused in the garish light of the hallway before hustling toward the back staircase. They didn’t stop until they burst outside in a blast of cold air. “Shit,” Chloe muttered. “He’s got better security than I thought.”

			“You didn’t get anything before I got there?”

			She seemed a little miffed at his asking. “You interrupted me!”

			“That office has two pieces of information that we need. Who’s in the program, and who has access to all that information.”

			“We can get it if we put our heads together,” she insisted. “You know what they say—two psychopaths are better than one.”
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			The closest thing to a perfect subject in the Multimethod Psychopathy Panel Study was Charles Portmont. Leonard had observed him to be an intelligent young man whose narcissism worked in his favor—he liked thinking about himself, thus giving him the capacity to have insight into his own behaviors. Patients could have the best of intentions, but if they lacked insight or self-awareness, there were limitations to therapy and behavior modification programs. All the better if the client was actually motivated to change.

			The Portmont family had the kind of money where the free tuition to Adams hadn’t been an incentive to come. Charles had gotten into better colleges, but had chosen Adams because of the panel study. He had admitted this in therapy, detailing how his decision to attend a third-tier liberal arts school instead of Georgetown had rendered his father apoplectic.

			If a child lacked empathy, one could hardly appeal to him by saying not to hit others because it hurt them—the psychopathic child simply did not care. Wyman’s neuroscience research had even demonstrated what occurred inside their brains when they struggled to process other people’s points of view. When they were shown pictures that elicited strong emotional responses in the control population—pity, sadness—their brains indicated that they were not feeling emotion so much as thinking about how they were supposed to be feeling it, and perhaps even imitating it.

			But some of Charles’s impulsiveness had successfully been curbed by his learning to apply the program’s principles. Every decision was not described in terms of its morality, but how his self-interest could be affected by the consequences. Charles wants his sister to love him because he craves affection; when Charles does things that his sister thinks are selfish (regardless of whether or not Charles agrees they are selfish), that supply of affection is put at risk.

			He had grown from a selfish boy who burned through his family’s money, wrecked cars, and indulged in controlled substances to having a relatively stable life—all because he had applied what he had learned in the program. He used his charm and ability to manipulate to find socially acceptable and legal ways to feed his needs. If he wanted to assure people of his intellectual superiority, he had better do well in school. If he wanted to avoid being disinherited, he better find constructive ways of dealing with his father. If he wanted adulation and attention, he could seek the limelight of student council president, not by acting out.

			Leonard hunted for his favorite fountain pen—it was normally resting by his banker’s lamp—before finding it on the floor. He turned his notebook to a fresh page after reading his last therapy notes and looked toward the door just as Charles entered. Right on time. If you would like to talk about yourself for an hour—and what narcissist doesn’t?—you must show up on time.

			Today Charles was leaning forward eagerly. “How are you doing with everything that’s been going on?” Leonard asked. They had had emergency therapy sessions for both Charles and Andre after what they both had witnessed. The first had blunted affect for the entire session; the latter seemed entirely detached. “This is an enormous amount of stress for everyone to go through, and I hope you know you can always stop by to talk.”

			“It feels really...surreal. I almost can’t believe it happened even though I saw it with my own eyes.” He put his hand over his heart. “Basically his chest was open. The buckshot—what do you think happened?”


			There was a hiccup, a pause in Leonard’s reaction. “If we could just have a process comment for a moment, I want to point out that your tone is inappropriate.”

			“It is?”

			“When someone dies, when someone finds a dead body, they would be upset. You sound more curious. Like someone sharing a gory detail from a horror movie.” More horrible than Charles even knew. Leonard certainly wasn’t going to pass on what Bentley had told him: that Kellen had had Rohypnol in his system, probably to render him compliant as he was force-fed buckshot.

			“Oh.”

			“What has Kristen said?” The blank look on his face told Leonard what he wanted to know. A nonpsychopathic person would have cringed or looked sheepish or guilty. “Charles, you didn’t tell your girlfriend that you discovered a dead body?”

			“How could I! She would just do what you did now and...”

			“And what?”

			Charles looked down at his shoes. “Maybe she’d be like grossed out if I didn’t have the right response. I mean, I don’t care about the murders. Am I supposed to pretend I do?”

			“What do you find more upsetting, having this conversation with Kristen, or the death itself?”

			“It depends—are the killings connected? People are saying all kinds of things.”

			“I’m not really at a liberty to talk about it.”

			“Why, are the police talking to you?”

			“I’m not really at a liberty to discuss that, either.”

			Charles sighed, sinking down into his chair and tilting his head to the ceiling. “I don’t know... I’m avoiding her a little because she’s talking about it like everyone else is.”

			“Kristen has shown an incredible amount of understanding about your diagnosis.”

			“Right, but I’d have to lie to her, and lying is bad. So first, I have to fake my feelings, and then I have to pretend that I don’t know something that I do—that both those guys were in the program.”

			Leonard’s pen froze over his paper. How could Charles possibly know that? Had he been snooping? Flirting with an RA—who would most definitely have to be fired. Or was he simply making a guess based on proximity? And now trying to confirm it based on Leonard’s reaction to the accusation. It was also entirely possible that the accusation was an intended red herring to move away from a topic that made Charles uncomfortable. “You and Kristen have told each other than you love each other. Do you think her love for you is conditional upon meeting some standard of ‘normal’?”

			His brow furrowed and Leonard could practically see the thoughts churning through his mind. Kristen had been an important development in Charles’s life, a key curb on his bad behavior. He had been so excited when he had met her, an attractive, interesting girl he had great chemistry with—and yet he had been so fearful that he would do something to screw it up. It was true that Kristen had been patient, but there was a limit to everyone’s patience. “I don’t want her seeing that side of my life.” Charles shifted in his chair. “I was thinking, if I did tell her, how would she respond?”

			“What do you think that would look like, Charles?”

			“She might get...mad or disgusted. And then it would be a whole thing because she’d be scared. If two people in the program were killed, and I’m in the program, then something could happen to me, and she’d be worried. She might think, Why am I even dating this guy who has all these problems?”

			Leonard had to withhold any facial expressions. Sure, the topic was horrible, and again Charles was fishing for confirmation about the victims being in the program, but what was happening was remarkable. Charles had gotten increasingly better at perspective taking, imagining how Kristen would feel. Of course, in true psychopath form, for him it took shape like chess gamesmanship.

			“I have no reason to believe it has anything to do with the program.” The police had a more likely lead: both boys had dabbled in drugs, and there were only so many drug dealers with connections to campus. It was sad to consider, but Leonard had to admit that he had seen drugs destroy the lives of many people, often when they were young and seemed to have so much more living to do.

			“Is that what the police said?”

			“As I told you earlier, I can’t discuss anything the police have said because of the active investigation. I understand you’re upset—”

			Charles sharply exhaled, a look of cold annoyance on his face, making it apparent that it was not Kristen that had made him upset, but that his manipulation of Leonard to get more information had failed.

			He wasn’t, after all, Leonard reminded himself, a perfect subject. There was no such thing.

		
	


		
			25

			Day 32

			It was my third time searching Will’s hard drive, and I still hadn’t found anything. It was easy to connect each hard drive to my computer and access their files. I was quickly able to discern that the first hard drive was Cordy’s. I then concentrated on Will’s. First, I indexed everything by date, then searched every possible combination of file tags for videos. Of course there was a lot of porn. Dumb videos of animals and stupid internet challenges. Pictures of Will and his family on vacation. Their golden retriever, Mockey, who I remember. He’s probably dead now.

			I helped myself to one of Yessica’s frozen Snickers and gnawed while I worked. Not only was I looking for my video, but I also wanted to make sure there weren’t videos or pictures of other girls. I did see a few naked pics, but they looked to be my age and of course I couldn’t tell how he had gotten them. I had no intention of doing anything but a complete search, but after a couple hours, I was happy to have a break.

			Andre and I were meeting at the computer lab and he had insisted that the meeting would occur at 2 p.m. on the dot. My discovery of Andre had been an interesting and important development. For one, I knew with a high degree of certainty that he wasn’t the killer. In comparison, my faith in Charles wasn’t as high. He was, after all, the one who had told me that the coast was clear to go to Will’s that night. I had already scoured the internet. Charles hadn’t posted anything that night, but apparently he had gone to Zaytinya for dinner. Kristen had posted pictures of him and so had other friends who had been there. It seemed unlikely that Charles had convinced both his girlfriend and a bunch of her friends—including two he wasn’t even friends with on social media—to pretend they had all gone out to dinner on the same night. He had seemed genuinely surprised at my injuries in the bathroom—maybe even angry. Surely he was thinking about the very real risk that he could be next.

			Anyway—about Andre. I would get him firmly on my side. I needed allies, not that I should ever put my guard down. Andre had vaguely hinted that he had figured out information about the murders that he would tell me about at 2 p.m. Good—the more he already knew, the less work for me, and more time for me to devote to what I was supposed to be concentrating on in the first place. Will.

			When I got to the computer lounge, I saw that Andre was already in there, his back to me. He wore a bright red shirt like a target and didn’t notice me sneaking up behind him to see what he was doing. I got a good look at his screen to make sure it wasn’t anything sketchy—it was. Apparently, he was a football fan. It was kind of crazy that he was a psychopath. He was young looking for a freshman, and when he smiled he had dimples. What kind of psychopath had dimples? But I had to remind myself that anyone could be one of us and just because I knew he wasn’t the killer didn’t mean I could actually trust him.

			“Ready?” I said, sitting next to him. “What’s your secret information?” Luckily there was only one other person in the lab, sleeping by one of the printers, so we had privacy.

			“Tell me everything you know first,” Andre said. Of course he asked me to go first. I was going to refuse just based on principle, but then he withdrew a baggie of peanut-butter-filled pretzels from his book bag. He offered some, which I took, even though we weren’t supposed to eat in the computer lab.

			I related what I knew about Kellen’s death, which was very little, then told a story about how I had been attacked in a dark alley rather than telling him that I was snooping in Will’s basement—there’s such a thing as being too honest.

			“Who’s the other guy in the program who you know?” he asked.

			“Charles Portmont. He was with Elena when they discovered Kellen’s body.” I took out my phone to find a picture of him. “If you see him around campus, be careful.”


			“I thought you said it wasn’t him.”

			“I’m almost certain...but he’s a liar. Don’t believe anything he tells you about me.”

			Andre stared at me evenly. “What would he tell me about you?”

			“Lies. He just likes to mess with people.”

			“But he told you the two dead guys were in the program—what if that was him just fucking with you?”

			Good—Andre was no fool. “I believed him because he seemed genuinely concerned for his own safety. He thought I did it. I don’t know how he knew they were in the program, but he’s a junior. It’s possible he knows everyone in the study.”

			“Everyone but me,” Andre added.

			I shrugged. “Like I said, don’t trust him until we figure this out.” I pulled out my journal and pen set. “Tell me everything about Michael’s murder, by the millisecond.”


			“What is that?” he asked.

			“I’m really into bujo. Bullet journaling? It’s a way of organizing information.” I made a timeline of that evening and Andre helped me fill it out. He wasn’t entirely organized in his recounting of the facts, but he could remember tons of details from that night. He just couldn’t ID the face of who he had seen while Michael died. “It’s definitely not him?” I said, tapping my cell phone where a picture of Charles’s face was still up, taken from Kristen’s Instagram.

			“No, I’d know if it was him.”

			“So, what’s your theory? What’s the big deal about meeting at 2 p.m.?”

			Andre checked his smartwatch. “It gives us an hour. I have an experiment at three and you’re going to come with me.”

			“I am?”

			“Here’s the thing—I think Wyman is the missing link.”


			I frowned, my pen hesitating. “He’s like seventy.” There’s no way that had been Wyman in the basement in that knock-down-drag-out fight with me. Whoever it had been was physically powerful.

			“No, I’m not saying he did it.” Andre had the light in his eyes of someone about to nerd out on you. He pulled up his email on the computer in front of him. He opened up a picture and tried to make it as large as possible. “This is the notepad we found in the office.”

			In front of me was a series of two-digit numbers, some of which were scratched out: “06” was circled, there was a “33” with a star next to it, and a few other numbers. “I tried every combination of those numbers—it wasn’t his computer password. Maybe he has a combination lock somewhere in his office, or a lock on one of the filing cabinets?”

			“It’s not a password—it’s math. He’s trying to figure out the relationship between two years.” Andre jabbed his finger at the screen at a “96.” “Does this year mean anything to you?”

			“What do I care about a year if it was before I was born?”

			“Have you ever heard of the CRD Killer? From the nineties to the early 2000s?”

			“Of course.”

			“Wyman was his therapist after he got caught, the only one who ever talked to him. He argued for clemency and said all this stuff in court about how he wasn’t a bad guy.”

			“What?”

			Andre nodded. “Wyman was doing math about years. Ripley was thirty-three when he was executed by the state of Virginia, a little over ten years ago. Go back twenty years, to 1996, and to the month of September specifically—that was the first CRD murder we know about.”

			“I don’t see how this has anything to do with us.”

			“Okay, we don’t have all the pieces, but we know that at least Wyman’s wondering about the dates. This September is the twenty-year anniversary of the start of CRD’s killing spree. And someone just happened to start their own series of murders on the exact day, twenty years later. It’s a copycat.”

			“But CRD was a rapist and he mutilated people or whatever. These murders are just murder for the sake of murder.”

			“Think about it,” Andre whispered, leaning forward. “Wyman’s running this program that’s supposed to make psychopaths functioning members of society. But maybe something’s gone horribly wrong. What better way to get Wyman’s attention than to mimic a serial killer he worked with? The first killing happens and it’s a random, terrible tragedy. But when the second one hits, he can’t help noticing the timing.”

			I leaned back, my mind churning. There were too few clues and too many dead bodies for my tastes. “That math could have been anything—he could have been thinking about his mortgage, or his wedding anniversary or something... Or maybe the killings are meant to punish Wyman. Maybe someone really, really hates him.”

			“Maybe he has a secret suspicion he can’t tell the police about—he doesn’t want his program and all his research to look bad. Maybe it’s a former student who he’s known for years and is covering for them. Or maybe it isn’t a student at all—it’s just a random crazy who’s coming after Wyman because of his CRD connection,” Andre said.

			“I doubt he or the school wants to advertise that he worked with CRD. Especially if there are a bunch of Wyman psychopaths wandering around campus.”

			He laughed, but slapped the desk with frustration. “I just think it’s weird he never talked about the CRD case, you know, in a true-crime documentary or an academic study. I’m in the process of figuring out who all his grad students were, and what years they were here. If we could find his students from the nineties, they might have more information.”

			“I think our best bet is finding out who else is in the program right now. There aren’t that many people who even know about the program—Wyman, Elena, some other grad students. Let’s face it, if there are seven psychopaths on campus and someone is killing people, odds are it’s one of us. But we can’t rule out that it could be one of his former students or someone who graduated from the program years ago.” I sighed. “Although if we can’t even figure out who’s in the program now, how are we supposed to figure out who was in it years ago?”

			“I have an idea of how we can figure out who else is in the program right now.” Andre stood up, pulling his bag on, and gestured for me to follow. We left the computer lab.

			“You know how some of the experiments are just like surveys or exercises, and in others you’re interacting with someone else?” Andre said.

			“Yeah, like the Share or Steal one. Did you make any money off that?”

			“Didn’t you? The way I figure, for the paired experiments, sometimes they probably pair us with control subjects, but other times we must get paired against each other.”

			“Psychopath versus psychopath!”

			“Some of Wyman’s published work is about stuff like that—how psychopaths interact with each other—but clearly he doesn’t want us to interact with each other in person.”

			“Somebody might get set on fire.”

			He snorted appreciatively, then opened the double doors to the psych department. “So, we do a stakeout every time one of us has an experiment. I go in and text you right before and right after I finish whatever interactive part with the other person. You wait on the landing and act like you’re playing with your cell phone.”

			What he was suggesting dawned on me, and I was jealous that I hadn’t thought of it first. “Snap a picture of them,” I finished. “Upload it to Facebook and Mark Zuckerberg tells me who the new mysterious stranger is via facial recognition software. Pretty clever, Andre.”

			He sighed, staring up the curving staircase, a disturbed look on his face. He definitely didn’t want to go up there.

			“I know,” I said sympathetically. He seemed startled. “I know what you’re thinking—if this was the movies we’d do this once and figure out who it is, but in real life it’ll be tedious and we might have to do it ten times before finding out anything useful. Real life’s never that easy.”

			“Yeah,” he murmured. “That’s what I was thinking.”
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			Day 31

			“What’re you doing?!” cried a dismayed voice. The girls and I were sprawled across the hallway of our dorm, plastic bags from Home Depot littering the floor.

			Byron, our RA, who generally proved useless except for occasionally asking if everything was copacetic, stood in the hallway surveying us.

			“We’re taking matters into our own hands,” Yessica said, holding up a new dead bolt.

			“The university president sent out this bullshit email about ‘the unfortunate death of two of our own,’” Apoorva said. “They’re not even telling us what’s going on!”

			“You can’t destroy university property.”

			I pointed the power drill I was holding at Byron and pressed the trigger. “Sure we can. If you people can’t protect us, we’re going to install our own locks.”

			“I’m going to talk to Mr. Michaels about this!” he exclaimed, then walked off, as if any of us knew who Mr. Michaels was.

			Two of the crew boys had wandered out of their room to observe our work. Molly and Apoorva were sitting cross-legged, watching a how-to YouTube video about locks. I finished my drilling and leaned back to observe my handiwork. Only Yessica and I would have a key to the dead bolt. And I had already installed a new lock on my window, which I could lock from the inside and unlock from the outside with a key.

			Yessica sat back on her heels, her dark eyes wide. “This girl in my Civilization class? Her brother is in the MPD and he said the second guy who got killed was apparently force-fed pieces of metal, then he got shoved into an MRI machine and his guts exploded!”


			It struck me as an inelegant way of killing someone. Whoever this person was, they were a showman: this could be their downfall. “I heard it’s like a secret society that dates back a century. Every thirty years, they start killing again,” I said, then left them to mull over this idea.

			I grabbed my book bag and headed to the SAC to get the final piece of my home security system. The school bookstore was located on the first floor of the SAC and you could buy anything from textbooks to snacks to bedding there. You could also buy a wireless webcam. I took three, figuring I could set up one pointing at the window in my bedroom, then two more for our common area. They were small enough that you probably wouldn’t see them unless you were specifically looking for them. They were also innocuous enough that no one noticed me walking out the store without paying for them.

			Just as I left the store and approached the campus post office, I saw two figures. Charles—I felt a little jump when I saw him—faced me and was talking to some guy whose back was to me. The other guy was massive, his broad, overly muscular shoulders and back pressing against his T-shirt. He had brown tousled hair and was nodding at whatever Charles was saying. As I moved closer, Charles’s eyes flicked toward me—I got the immediate impression that he did not like whoever he was talking to. “Hello,” I said.

			The stranger turned around. He was handsome in a generic sort of way, and his blindingly white smile blazed at me. “Chloe!” he said.

			“Have we met?”

			Charles smiled like a Cheshire cat.

			“At Charles’s party,” he said, not noticing Charles’s facial expression.

			“You must have made an impression,” Charles said wryly. “This is Chad. SAE’s president.”

			I smiled and extended my hand. Chad—the guy who had verified Will’s location that night. His large, warm hand encompassed mine, and I held on a second longer than I normally would have. It was then I saw he had the same smartwatch as me. My eyes shot over to Charles, who looked back at me impassively.

			“Shame I didn’t get to talk to you more that night,” Chad said.

			“I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

			“Maybe if you gave me your number,” he said, grinning. I was seriously thinking of doing it just to annoy Charles, who I thought was acting cool toward me despite our outing, but Chad got a phone call. “Excuse me, it’s my grandma.” He walked away with his phone to his ear, trying to get better reception. Good—I needed a private moment to fill Charles in about Andre.

			“It appears our dear president has taken a liking to you,” Charles remarked.

			“Is he one of us?” I whispered.

			“Maybe,” he replied.

			“Huh? Is he or isn’t he?”

			“I’m not telling.”

			“What? Weren’t you the one warning me? If there’s anyone I should be on the lookout for it’s the other people in the program.”

			“Maybe. I’m not going to tell you who they are.”

			“Do you know them all?” I pressed.

			“No.”

			“Just tell me the ones you do know, then.”

			“Why?”

			“You still don’t trust me? After—” I made a gesture to my back. And here I was about to tell him about me finding Andre and narrowing down our suspect list by one!

			“It occurred to me later that I took you to get a deadly weapon based off what? A story and bruises you could have faked? I just believed you when you told me there was blood in your urine.”

			“There was!” I said between my teeth. The way he said the word believed—as if he was disgusted at himself for trusting me.

			Charles examined me. No one ever says “piercing green eyes,” as if blue has a monopoly on piercing-ness, but his eyes were definitely piercing as he examined me, as if looking for cracks in my soul. He leaned forward, his face close to mine. “You think this is fun, don’t you?” he whispered. “You’re playing some mind game with me that somehow has to do with Will.”

			“Shut up about him,” I whispered. Just when I thought he was within my grasp, he was turning on me.

			“Just face it, we’re never going to trust each other.”

			I softened the look in my eyes. “While you’ve been busy thinking the worst of me, I’ve been making progress on the case. Getting all the names of the people in the program.”

			“So you can make a kill list?”

			I rolled my eyes.

			He straightened the cuffs of his jacket. “You know I have a gun, right?” he said, barely looking in my direction.

			“Good for you!” Down the hallway, Chad paced as he talked on the phone, just out of earshot. “At least tell me if he’s one of us.”

			Charles shrugged, a hint of amusement in his eyes. “I’m not sure if I should be warning you about Chad, or Chad about you.”

			“Do I detect a hint of jealousy?”

			“Why would I be jealous?”

			“I haven’t gotten laid in a while and he’s kind of hot,” I lied. Chad was objectively attractive, but too much of a Crossfit bro.

			Charles wrinkled his nose. “If you’re into that, good luck.”

			I stepped closer to him—maybe an inch too close for him to be comfortable. “Maybe I’m into something else,” I said.

			“Because I’m so interested in a crazy freshman with impulse issues.”

			“You’re lying.”

			“I have a girlfriend,” he said.


			“You think she’ll ever understand you?”

			“I’ve election stuff to do,” he said, annoyed.

			I did give Chad my number when he got off the phone. If Charles wasn’t going to be helpful, I would work with Andre. And Chad was increasingly starting to look like a good source of information on multiple fronts.

			I was just coming up the stairs of the SAC basement when I got a barrage of notifications. Cell reception never worked down there for me. Two memes from Yessica, and someone had tagged me on Instagram. Curious, I paused on the sidewalk and tapped. The person who had tagged me was Pinprick52, an account I didn’t recognize, but I often had random people follow me or guys trying to slide into my DMs. When Pinprick52’s account loaded, the header picture was an extreme close-up of an animal’s eye. Their pictures were stupid: the outside of a building. A not-particularly-well-composed picture of a bunch of students walking to class—no filter or anything. I tapped to get the picture I had been tagged in.

			It was a picture of me. I was sitting in class. Whoever had taken it must have been standing outside the window, looking in. It was my French Lit class—I could make out the words on the whiteboard. But there I was, idly twirling my hair while the person who was stalking me was standing less than fifteen feet away. I stood still on the sidewalk, holding my phone to my chest as I looked around at the other students walking down the street, at the windows of the academic buildings peering down on me, and all the little places someone could be hiding. Were they watching me even now? I gave the middle finger just in case they were—come and get it, asshole.
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			“Come in,” Leonard said, moving from behind his big desk to take one of the leather chairs in the front of his office. Andre came in and took the chair opposite him, slouching. “I’m glad we had an appointment today. These past few weeks have been incredibly stressful, I can imagine.” Andre hadn’t been forthcoming in the emergency therapy session Leonard and Elena scheduled for him right after the incident with Michael. It was hard to tell the difference between someone who had been stunned and someone who was indifferent to something dramatic. At least in person it was—Andre’s mood logs since then had shown him to be stable, preoccupied by other things.

			Andre shrugged. “I just want the police to leave me alone.”

			“You haven’t been able to identify the man you saw?”


			Andre shook his head.

			“We didn’t really get a chance to talk about it last time, because I wanted to process the trauma, but I wanted to say that I’m really impressed with your behavior that night. In a potentially dangerous situation, you ran to aid someone who was in need.”

			A thoughtful look came over Andre’s face. “I guess I was thinking if I saved that guy’s life I’d be like a hero and the story would go viral and stuff. I didn’t realize he would die and I would never get my sweatshirt back. And now the police could be thinking it was me!”

			“I told them not to worry about you. Still, I wanted to commend your behavior, regardless of why you did it.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Another interesting thing—I saw from your mood logs that you’ve had a lot of political activity recently. Have you been going down to the protests?”

			Andre seemed wary. Leonard had seen that look before—a common one from psychopathic patients. They had to figure out why someone else was seeking information under the assumption that it would inevitably be used to manipulate them. Because that’s what they would do. “I went to some. One a couple days ago, one the week before that. They’re happening all the time now.”

			“Takes me back to the old days of the Vietnam protests and Watergate. I was here then, too.”

			“You protested?”

			“Oh, yes, it was a turbulent time. I was there with my sign and my beads and my long hair, if you can picture it.”

			A hint of a smile, a tiny curl, appeared on Andre’s lips, making his dimples appear. But then the smile disappeared and Andre simply stared back at him.

			“Do you consider yourself an activist?” Leonard asked.

			Andre shoved his hands into the kangaroo pouch of his sweatshirt and shook his head. “No, I just think it’s interesting. Basically that’s what Black folk are into now—being woke. You want to be cool, you walk the walk and talk about Audre Lorde or whatever. It’s fun, I guess. My friends are cool.”

			“But the causes—what was the one last week, Black Lives Matter?”

			Now Andre grinned, dimples in full effect. “My Life Matters. I’m just there to record things.”

			“To be a witness to history?”

			Andre frowned. “No, to literally record things. I’ve been submitting pictures to the Daily Owl. It’ll look good for internships.”

			“Why does journalism interest you?” Leonard asked. Andre had mentioned it in their first session as a possible major, then paused and suggested business or economics.

			Andre hesitated, gazing at a paperweight on the table in front of them. “Information is power.”

			“And that appeals to you?” Andre nodded. “What topics would you like to cover?”

			“Whatever gets the most clicks.”

			Leonard flipped through his notes, opting to shift gears. “Last time we talked, we chatted a little about that period of time when you were thirteen.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Your grades indicate you were doing pretty well until that time.”

			“School can be boring.”

			“And you started getting into trouble?”

			“Everyone was getting into trouble. Kids running around. It’s what you did.”

			“Who’s everyone?”

			“My brother. His friends. All my friends.” Andre stopped talking, but Leonard waited him out. “I don’t know. Sometimes I just felt like people were bored and would start tearing shit up.”

			“Is tearing shit up what got you in trouble with the police?”

			“They sent me to the school counselor and she said I’ve got Conduct Disorder.” Leonard didn’t say anything. Andre tapped his foot. Looked at his smartwatch.

			“Can you tell me about your family?”

			“I don’t want to talk about them.”

			“What do you want to talk about?”

			“About this program. Does it even work?”

			Naturally, he wasn’t the first patient to question the validity of the program or its methods. Leonard had had more than one patient who felt like lecturing him on his own field of expertise. It was just a test, but for someone like Andre it might have even been a youthful cover for vulnerability—the fear of not being able to improve. “I would say we’ve had some significant success.”

			“How long as it been around?”

			“Oh, close to ten years, if you count the time when I was getting grants. I’m happy to talk more about the research behind the behavioral modifications if you’d like—”

			“Can we really change? Do people get better every year?”

			“I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t think people could change. And I wouldn’t say it’s a straight line upward, but with hard work comes improvement.”

			“But do people fail out of the program?”

			“No, I’ve never kicked anyone out of the program. It’s a hard population to work with, so you have to be willing to work against a lot of resistance.”

			Andre was staring at his shoes. “Don’t you think there are some people who are just irredeemable, though?”

			Leonard hesitated. “That question is why I started the program.” Andre’s head snapped up—something had clearly caught his interest. “Some people are certainly called ‘irredeemable’ and I think of such situations with profound sadness. I think of all the forks in the road where that person’s life could have gone in one direction, but it went in the other, and the things society could have done to help them make the right choice. I think the field of psychology has failed people like this.”

			“You feel sorry for them?”

			“On a good day.”

			“I don’t feel sorry for people like that. Like whoever stabbed that guy.”

			“You know, Andre.” Leonard put his notebook down. “What you were witness to two weeks ago was traumatic and what you did was a form of altruism. I don’t think it was entirely about you wanting to be seen as a hero.”

			“No, it’s not about that at all.”

			“Is it about your sister? Being somewhere in time to save someone?”

			Andre fell silent.

			Leonard made a note of this. He had already refused discussion of his family at their first meeting. At this rate, it could take months to build rapport, and the traumatic event with Michael had probably set them back. After Andre had been diagnosed with Conduct Disorder when he was thirteen, it hadn’t appeared that he had received substantial treatment. Andre’s behaviors and problems at school continued for another two years, until they started to peter out. Something had straightened him out, made him graduate with not stellar but decent grades. It made him a particularly interesting case because it showed his capacity for self-control. Whatever it was, Leonard was going to find out, eventually.
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			The triumvirate is meeting. Meet @ Charles’s in one hour, said Chloe’s text, including a dropped pin showing the location. Andre shoved his phone into his pocket. Around him, his friends were sitting on the floor in Dee’s dorm room, Sean reenacting how he had fallen down the escalator stairs at the Metro to hysterical laughter. They had been drinking rum and Coke, listening to music. He would have to leave soon, Andre knew, realizing that he both did and didn’t want to go. Half of him wanted to sit here with his friends and mess around. This was the same half that felt guilty that he was lying to his roommate and all his friends about who he fundamentally was, how he had gotten into Adams, and what he was doing there. Telling Sean that half-truth of his interest in the case had only made it harder—Sean understood his interest, but not the stakes. He had to sit here and pretend he wasn’t terrified of being hunted by some deranged killer, and he couldn’t even tell his friends about it—what kind of person does that? The same kind of person who had that other half—the half who was going to get up and leave in forty minutes rather than hang out with a girl he was interested in. They got to sit here and have a normal college life—he didn’t. Andre begged off, responding good-naturedly to the teasing that he either had a hot date or was going to take a shit.

			Once he got into the cool night air, Andre frowned and zipped up his coat. It was nine, which wasn’t even that late, and students were still in the streets. He wanted to pull up his hood, because it made him feel strangely protected, but he didn’t because it also blocked his peripheral vision. Ever since Chloe had told him about the murders being connected, Andre had done his best to never walk anywhere alone. This wasn’t hard because Sean was codependent, and there was always someone around that wanted to eat a meal or go do something. Even as he tried to study for classes or interact with people at discussion sections, he wondered if someone in the room was watching him, waiting. Somehow they had known Michael would be alone in that experiment room that night. They had known when and where Kellen would have an MRI appointment. Did this same person know where Andre lived? Or that he was walking alone right now?

			Andre spotted a horde of sorority girls a third of a block away from him heading the same direction, all dressed exactly the same. Good, safety in numbers. He picked up his pace a little to catch up with them, then like a gaggle of geese they surrounded him, soothing his anxiety a little with their chatter about hair straighteners. Chloe looks exactly like these girls, he reminded himself, then felt the muscles of his back tighten. A psychopath, it turned out, did not look like some person with crazed googly eyes. He had found her social media accounts, and they looked the same as any girl her age (okay, maybe twenty percent more selfies).

			He found himself going over his reasoning again for why he could trust Chloe. She couldn’t be the killer because she could have easily killed him the night they met. She was also dead serious about doing the work to figure out whoever it was—he had half expected her to not stay on the landing taking pictures the first time they did a stakeout. But she had. He had to trust her and it concerned him how easy it was to forget what she was. He had almost gotten comfortable working with her, but now she wanted him to walk straight into the lion’s den, to meet some other psychopath that she straight out said she didn’t trust.


			Andre watched in dismay as the sorority girls turned away at a stoplight—one of them waved and made a kissy face at him. He hurried the last block by himself, relieved when he saw Chloe waiting by the callbox of a building. Charles’s apartment was in one of those taller buildings with floor-to-ceiling windows, the ubiquitous luxury apartments that were multiplying across DC like rabbits. Chloe was dressed in workout clothes, her bullet journal tucked under her arm. “Be ready,” she said, “don’t believe a word he says, and I want to get an assessment from you later on what you think of him.” The door made a buzzing noise and they went in. The concierge sitting behind a desk in front of the elevators eyed him, but Chloe smiled at him, disarming.

			“Is he dangerous?” Andre whispered when they got into the elevator.

			“Who, Charles?” Chloe smoothed her hair. “I don’t know. You shouldn’t see him without me there. He’s hot and cold.”

			Andre chewed at the nub on the inside of his cheek. Given the apartment building, he was already picturing the guy from American Psycho. He had bought a small knife at a thrift store on 14th and it sat in its sheath hidden under his shirt. “Any matches?” Andre asked, trying to keep anxiety out of his voice. In between their schedules, they had only had the opportunity to do two stakeouts. One of the students they hadn’t been able to identify with facial recognition software and the other turned out to be a football player named Orvel Hines, who had been out of town at a rehab clinic during the time of both murders. Chloe said she would keep trying with the unidentified photo.

			She shook her head. “We shouldn’t say anything about the stakeouts in front of Charles. He knows more information than us about the program, the names of more senior people. We can get him to tell us, then verify it on our own. Also, you need to distract him for a couple minutes so I can snoop around his apartment.”

			It seemed like a lot of machinations to Andre, but he supposed he was supposed to love machinating. They took the elevator to the top floor, then walked to a closed door, behind which Andre could hear piano music. Chloe gave a shave-and-a-haircut knock, the piano music stopped, then a white guy flung the door open. He was surprisingly cheerful for someone who was supposed to be worried about being murdered. “Charles Portmont,” he said, offering his hand. He seemed older to Andre, like a banker or something.

			Andre introduced himself and tried to saunter in the same way Chloe did, but in a more masculine way. Charles’s apartment was not standard college fare—the sad poster of a half-naked woman, empty beer cans. There was a spacious living room decorated with modern sensibilities, large enough to accommodate a black baby grand piano without making the room cramped. The overall look of the apartment was nice, but profoundly strange for someone their age.

			Charles got beers from the fridge and glasses from the freezer. “I told Kristen my little friends were coming over and she made us a cheese plate.”

			Andre looked down at the thing on the coffee table. It was a piece of slate with chunks of different cheese, a smear of some sort of jelly, little toasts. “Who’s Kristen?” he asked.

			Charles came over, pointing to a framed photograph on the wall. Despite the fact that he was wearing jeans and a Choate Swimming T-shirt, something about him seem weirdly formal. In twenty years, he could easily play the evil businessman in a movie. “My girlfriend,” he said smugly, pointing at the picture, which featured him with his arm around a girl who was somewhere between hot and beautiful.

			Chloe had come up behind them, silent as a snake. “Kristen had that picture framed and hung it, didn’t she?”

			Charles frowned at her in a way that suggested she was right. There was some tension buzzing between the two of them that Andre didn’t understand. “Beer?” Charles offered him. The smile was a millimeter too wide. He opened the beer in front of Andre and poured it into a glass—it had to be safe. Chloe was already drinking hers. Andre took a tentative sip of the bitter brew.

			Chloe wandered to the piano, resting her beer glass on the top. Charles quickly moved to slip a coaster under the glass, frowning again. Chloe lifted the lid covering the keys to slowly eke out “Mary Had a Little Lamb” an octave lower than it should have been while Charles stared at her, perfectly still. Andre watched them from across the room, the hair on the back of his neck standing up. They were the charming white couple who claimed their car broke down in front of your house in a home invasion movie. Of course you let them in, because surely they weren’t dangerous...

			“Yeah, that’s not creepy at all,” Charles said.

			“Creepy? I’m the one who organized this as a goodwill gesture despite your being an ass.” She turned to Andre. “I told him about our run-in, and that I basically cleared you of the murders. Which means I’ve effectively weaned down our suspect list.” This she directed more at Charles. She sat on the sleek leather couch, taking out her journal. “We have two main items on the agenda,” she said.

			Charles sat, casting an amused glance from her to Andre. He wants me to like him, Andre realized, and for us to be against Chloe.

			“Wyman,” Chloe said. “We have some very interesting revelations about Wyman.” We? Andre wondered. She had sounded pretty skeptical the last time they spoke about it. He chose his seat carefully, sitting on the floor across from Chloe and Charles, reasoning that made it seem like he was not intimidated by them at all. Was the cheese safe to eat? It looked good.

			“You think that Wyman is a serial killer?” Charles asked, smiling. Why was he smiling? He took a leisurely sip of his beer, then rested an ankle on his opposite knee, wiggling his foot. “Well, we can move straight to number two on the agenda. I’ve done some research on Wyman and there’s no need for you to harass him,” Charles said.

			“What research?” Andre asked.

			“I’ve known Wyman for three years.”

			Chloe rolled her eyes. “I was thinking of following him home at the end of the day so we can find out where he lives. We—”

			“I’ve already done that,” Charles said, satisfied with himself. “Last year. I wanted to see what his wife looked like. He caught me, though. It was funny—he led me in a full block circle. I didn’t realize it, then he confronted me.”

			“What did he say?” Andre asked, not being able to help being fascinated, despite the fact that Charles was putting on a show.

			“He wasn’t surprised. I got the impression that patients had tried to poke around his personal life before. But I found out he lives at Foggy Bottom. I had one of my dad’s guys search his house for anything suspicious two days ago.”

			“Your dad has guys?” Andre asked.

			“My dad is wealthy and has had death threats made on him by environmentalists. Anyhow, they went through his things while Wyman was at work.”

			“Prove it,” Chloe said, agitated.

			Charles turned to the side table next to the couch. He picked up a paperweight—a geode sliced in half—and retrieved a sheaf of papers that he handed to Chloe, who had her lips pressed together. Andre moved over to look at the report with Chloe. It cataloged things that were in Wyman’s house, his IT setup, the contents of his garage and even what was inside his washing machine. But this person, Andre realized, wouldn’t necessarily know to look for CRD stuff.

			Chloe dropped the sheaf impatiently and Andre picked it up. “How do I know you didn’t write this?”

			Charles sighed. “I can show you the email.” He opened up his laptop and showed her the email, adding personably, “His name is Mercer, my dad’s guy. He does all kinds of stuff.”

			“Well, Andre and I aren’t eliminating Wyman from the mix,” Chloe said. She nodded to Andre, and he gave an abbreviated version of the Wyman-CRD connection. He watched Charles’s expression carefully—there was a sort of blankness to him in general, and since they had arrived, his expression was somewhere between amused and smug. But the more Andre talked, the more Charles looked increasingly, genuinely, bewildered—this was a real expression of emotion; the amused patina was intentionally worn.

			“Basically, Wyman was linked to a high-profile serial killer, and these murders just happen to start on the twentieth anniversary of CRD’s killings,” Andre finished. “So maybe it’s a copycat killer, or one of the students in the program or something—”

			“Or both,” Chloe interrupted.

			“I think Wyman knows more than he’s saying and maybe he’s worried that it’s one of the students in the program.”

			“I’ve known Wyman for years and he’s never mentioned anything about CRD,” Charles said.

			“Why would he, dum-dum?” Chloe retorted. “Why would he tell you anything about his life?”

			“What I’m saying is, don’t harass the man. I know—”

			“You know a bunch of stuff you’re not telling us,” Chloe accused. “Just tell us the names of the other people in the program.”

			“I don’t know anyone else in the program,” Charles said, his eyes wide. She almost jumped out of her seat. “I never said I did,” Charles said, bewildered. “I can try to find out.” Here he flashed a smile. “Elena likes me.”

			Chloe ignored him and spoke to Andre. “We need to consider the alternative. That none of this has anything to do with the program. It might just be that random people are getting killed—”

			“And two of them just happen to be in the program?” Charles interrupted.

			“Because you’re only looking at people who are like you. For all we know, there might have been a bunch of other people killed, but we’re only focused on the Adams ones.”

			“Actually, that might be true,” Andre agreed. “I can start making a database of unsolved murders for the past year.”

			“The other thing is that we each need to have a security plan,” Chloe said.


			Charles opened a little cabinet inside the coffee table and withdrew a black case. He opened it, showing off a pistol. Of course he has a gun, Andre thought. “Here’s my security plan. What’s yours?” he asked Chloe.

			“Besides my collection of weapons,” she said without a hint of humor, “I have my recently installed security system. What about you?” she asked, turning to Andre.

			“I got stuff,” Andre said shortly. His “stuff” was his knife, a baseball bat under his bed and mace he had bought at CVS. The safety-in-numbers lifestyle made it hard to get his schoolwork done because he was forced to socialize, but what was he supposed to do?

			“What, exactly?” Chloe asked him.

			“Why should he tell you?” Charles interrupted. “We’re all adults—we can all take care of ourselves.”


			“I can’t have one of us get killed, and it hardly helps that you won’t tell me what you know.”

			“What do you care—so long as you don’t get killed?” Charles was watching her carefully.

			Chloe snorted. “How am I supposed to get into med school if Adams becomes famous for this?” She put her hands to her head, frustrated, and announced that she was using his bathroom.

			Here, Andre realized, was supposed to be his time to distract Charles. But before he could even think of anything to say, Charles was leaning forward, the Cheshire cat look gone from his face, replaced with a more serious one as he looked intently at Andre. “Listen to me. You need to be careful with her. Don’t tell her much about your life, don’t let her find out where you live.”

			“Why?” Andre whispered back, his heart pounding. He had already mentioned which dorm was his in passing.

			“Why do you think? She’s dangerous.”
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			Day 25

			My problems were compounding. Stealing Will’s hard drive had turned into a dead end. I was also no closer to ensnaring Charles to be obedient to my cause—he was still playing cat and mouse, trying to make it seem like I was crazy to Andre. Third, and most pressing, was the serial killer.

			I found myself at my desk wondering, once again, if Charles was a murderer instead of getting my homework done. But he was the one who had warned me about the murders, he drove me to buy a weapon and, most importantly, he’s protective of the other students in the program for no good reason—kind of bizarre for a psychopath. I couldn’t picture him stabbing someone to death in a frenzy—he wouldn’t want to get blood on his shirt—and I couldn’t imagine him doing anything as deranged as feeding someone buckshot. And unless he was a very good actor, I knew he was at least a little afraid of me.

			But one thing at a time. It was time to move forward with Will to a new tactic since the hard drive had been a bust. I turned over the steps that lay ahead of me in my head.

			Search home.

			Hard drive.

			Social engineer—friends? Charles only knew so much—but Chad was another option. I took out my phone and shot off another flirty text to him. We had been back-and-forthing a little. He just might be the strange nexus between my two problems: Will and our little hunter. Chad lived in the frat house and probably knew a lot of what went on there. He could also be another student in the program who fit murders in between Crossfit sessions.

			Phone. As in, Will’s current phone, which I was about to go get. It was escalating things, but it was time to escalate, with the two other options being more extreme.

			Execute hard ball. This part of the plan I had started over six months ago, but I definitely wanted to leave it as a last resort to get the video, and to set up as my final lure for Phase Four.

			Let go. I was starting to face the fact that I might not get the video back. If Day 0 rolled around and it still wasn’t mine, I was still going to kill Will. I worried that it would forever nag me, the video floating around somewhere in the bowels of the dark web, people laughing at my humiliation the way they did that night. But at some point you have to accept that you can’t have it all.

			When I left the dorm that morning, few people were up. Lacrosse practice was about to start on the far end of campus and would last for two hours. I jogged, my knapsack flapping against my back. The locker room for the lacrosse team was located in the Blagden Athletic Center, a separate gym that the rest of us plebes didn’t have access to.

			I made a sad look wash over my face as I opened the glass door. An older man was manning the front desk, watching ESPN.

			I came up to him, my eyes brimming with tears. “Hi, I called earlier?”

			“Hmm?” he said, looking at me. He sat up when he saw my face. “I didn’t talk to anyone.”

			“I called earlier? Asking if anyone found an engagement ring?”

			“Oh, no, sweetie, I don’t think so.”

			The tears were threatening to burst out. “I looked everywhere. I know I had it the last time I showered here. I remember because I twisted it and wondered if it was loose and I should have—”

			“Why don’t you go ahead and look for it? I’ll take your name down, in case someone finds it.” Sniveling, I left a fake name and the number for the nearest Duccini’s Pizza and, at his insistence, went back to look for it in the locker room.

			Except it was the men’s locker room I headed for. Luckily there was no one in there. It was a labyrinth but I found the section with several pennants for Adams Lacrosse hung up. Each player had their name affixed to their lockers. I withdrew my jumbo-size lock cutter ($29.95 at Home Depot) and snapped Will’s lock and three others. Will would know soon that it was me, but at least this would give me a few hours to make the entire team think one of them was pranking the others.

			It only took me a second to find what I was looking for: a sleek black iPhone, a full three models newer than his old phone but that didn’t matter. I could get into his iCloud with it. I went out the back entrance and began to walk toward Will’s house. His phone wasn’t set to require a thumbprint. Was Will’s password the month and year of his birthday? Yes, of course it was. I paused at a street corner as I opened his photos. All neatly cataloged by time. Everything that was synced to his iPhone went back two years, but not beyond.

			Motherfucker. It wasn’t there.

			I bit the inside of my cheek and seethed as I continued walking, still searching the phone. I wanted to know if he had any other victims, but his pictures were mainly dumb college things. There were some naked and seminaked girls but they appeared to be college-aged.

			Will would go from practice to Economics class wondering who had stolen his phone. I went straight to his house, barely even checking around before I started to shimmy up the drainpipe, my adrenaline surging. This time the window was closed and locked. I found a chunk of cement on the roof and smashed the window. There would be no doubt. Will would know I had been here. Will would know that I’m crazy. I almost wanted him to come home at that moment, because this time I was ready. In the back of my mind, I was mad at Will because I got attacked in his basement, even though I knew logically it hadn’t been him. That person deserved to be punished. They deserved to feel threatened.

			I swung inside, then kicked the broken glass in front of me as I walked to Will’s room, now identifiable by a C Quiz I found on the floor. Will’s bed was unmade, a sad thing with dingy sheets, the fitted sheet half torn off, no duvet. I drew a smiley face on the phone with lipstick and placed it on the center of the bed.

			I wandered through the house, knocking shit over, turning the stereo on high volume, pouring orange juice out on the kitchen floor. I went out the front door, leaving it wide open. Sometimes you have an itch and you just have to scratch it. I bit the insides of my cheeks to keep a smile from sneaking out as I thought about what Will’s dumb face would look like once he saw what I’d done.

			All I wanted now was to be at home taking a shower, ridding myself of any of Will’s dust mites that might have clung to me searching for a more desirable host.

			He would be paranoid that I had done something to his phone, installed spyware or collected all his pictures or email. Making him crazy was good enough for now. I had considered actually installing spyware on his phone, but the last thing I needed was for the police to find it on his phone and then link it back to me.

			Just as I crossed in front of the muffin shop by his house, my watch buzzed with a mood log. I sighed and ignored it, waiting until I was halfway across campus to do it so my location would be logged away from Will’s house. I hoped that my contribution to science was deeply appreciated because the mood logs were starting to lose their novelty. I used the drop-down menu to indicate my current activity: Research.

			How anxious do you feel right now?

			2

			How angry do you feel right now?

			7
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			Day 23

			I’m dying to know your assessment of Charles, I texted. I was sitting on the landing halfway up to the sixth floor of the psych department. Andre was already locked inside one of the experiment rooms, doing the preliminary surveys before his planned experiment.

			20 yr old used yacht salesmen, he wrote back. I laughed so hard my stomach hurt. Good, though—that meant he didn’t trust Charles. I wasn’t entirely sure if Andre trusted me, however. Just before we got here I tested the waters flirting with him, grabbing on to his arm affectionately as we walked over, but he seemed to never notice when I did stuff like that or to find it bewildering, like he thought I was a silly girl who used a lot of emojis. (As if emojis aren’t a deliberate linguistic tactic!) I wondered if he was one of those Black guys who only likes Black girls, or if, perhaps, he knew exactly what I was doing.

			But at least he was still willing to work with me. The stakeouts were actually boring—on my turns I just played with my phone or tried to get some homework done, but often it felt like a waste of an hour. I did French homework for the twenty minutes Andre was in the experiment, which was apparently some competitive task about allocating play money to different student groups. Ok, just answered the last question—get ready, he texted.

			I stood up, positioning my phone as if I were taking a selfie when I was using the outfacing camera. There were some footsteps headed down the stairs. I recognized him the moment I snapped the picture. “Reek!”

			“Oh, hi,” he said, awkwardly readjusting his book bag.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“If you do these experiments for Intro Psych, you can get up to three points of extra credit for your final grade.”

			“Was it interesting?” I asked. He shook his head, making a dopey sort of expression, then mumbled a goodbye before moving past me on the stairs. Could Reek be the killer? He was a freshman, which for me put him in the “likely no” category—how could someone who just got here so quickly understand the ins and outs of campus to never be detected? Also, he was exceedingly awkward, but that could all be an act. I made a mental note to ask Charles or Chad about Reek, whose real name I didn’t even know.

			Come on slow poke, I texted Andre.

			It’s not over—I have to do some personal assessment.

			I began to trudge up the stairs, wondering if the tasks we were assigned each session were staggered so the subjects left the area at different times. When I got to the top of the stairs my eyes lit up: the door to Wyman’s lab was open and someone was sitting at the RA desk. When I came closer, I saw that he was pale and rabbity looking, his eyebrows so white they barely seemed to exist. He was typing on the computer and eating a bag of pork rinds. I had been hoping to run into the perfect RA to run a circle around, but a lot of them were super organized Elena types. Girls, specifically. And one thing I will tell you about girls—they don’t think with their penises.

			I smoothed my hair and walked right up to him. “Hi, I’m Becky?” I said, as if he should have been expecting me.

			“Yeah?” His eyes were really pale blue.

			“I talked to Elena Torres earlier about applying for an RAship?”

			His pale brows knitted together. “I didn’t think we were hiring any others.”

			Hmm. Maybe he was worried about someone else encroaching on his territory. “Well, I heard that what’s-her-name, you know, with the hair?” Here I made a vague gesture to my head that could have really meant anything.

			“Angela?”

			“Yeah, Angela. I heard she was leaving, so I was going to apply for her slot.”

			“You know you have to be an upperclassmen to be an RA in this lab,” he said. I already disliked him. Who was he to say I wasn’t qualified? Elena would totally hire me!

			“I am,” I said, forcing the crispness out of my voice and aiming for dumbly nice. “We were going to have a meeting, and she said to pull together a CV and write a statement. A CV is like a résumé, right?” I was pretending to be so dumb that he could never see me as competition.

			He smirked. “Yeah, it’s like a résumé but longer, with stuff about your research and conference presentations.”

			“Conference presentations?”

			He looked like he was withholding an eye roll but it seemed to take him off the defensive—I was not going to steal the limelight in his lab, after all. “I’m assuming you want this RAship so you can apply to doctoral programs in psych?” I nodded. “Well, you’re going to need to get some conference presentations or maybe even publications if you want to be competitive. A PhD isn’t just College 2.0.”

			He sure liked the sound of his own voice. I was already picturing myself weaseling into his dorm room and stealing his keys—Hurricane Becky, here and gone within the space of a night. “I think I could put together a decent one—I have all the other stuff, but not so much conference presentations. Do you think you could look at my draft when I have it? Maybe give me a leg up?”

			You have to ask in just the right way. And when you strike just the right note, you always get what you want.
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			“We know this is a stressful time for everyone on campus,” Leonard said, feeling a twinge of guilt. Of course, Chloe would have no way of knowing that the two students who had been murdered had been in the program. Handing over information like that to a psychopathic student was a bad idea. Leonard was already uneasy with Charles somehow finding out or at least suspecting, although maybe their two-year relationship was what made Charles feel comfortable attempting to pump him for information.

			There had been an incident seven years ago where a student in the program, failing most of his classes, attempted to sue the school for exposing him to “dangerous characters” through the program—despite his knowing the exact parameters of the program when he signed up and not ever meeting the other panel members. Adams had placated him rather than going through with the lawsuit, allowing him to drop the failing semester and still graduate on time. Since then, Leonard had altered the consent forms to account for this kind of situation, but there were always risks.

			Chloe nodded, her eyes wide. She was sitting cross-legged on the leather chair she typically picked for sessions. “I feel bad for their parents.” Did she feel bad, or was she good at making it seem like she did? Chloe never said anything in therapy that didn’t sound like it came from a can labeled Wholesome American Coed. She loved talking about herself, but there was a careful distance he had not yet broken through. She was unwilling to say anything truly vulnerable. “Do you think it was drugs?”


			“Let’s not talk about that, Chloe. Let’s explore something about you.”

			“My life is boring! Can I ask you questions instead, so we can get to know each other?”

			“Some people like to test me to deflect attention from themselves. It’s understandable—therapy isn’t for everyone. It takes an intelligent client with emotional sophistication to really be good at therapy.” Wyman paused to take a sip of water. “So, do you want to talk about something that’s been on your mind, or do you want to talk about me?”

			She fidgeted. “Can we talk about a disturbing dream I had?”

			“Sure.”

			She averted her eyes to the window. “In the dream I was in a public bathroom. I had this big bruise on my back. A man came into the bathroom and touched the bruise.” She paused, flushing. “It was sort of erotic, in a weird way. What do you think it means?”

			“I’m not a Freudian, I admit. I tend to think of dreams as just image salad. Was the man the same person who made the bruise?”

			“I don’t think so, but why would I react that way?”

			“Well, what is a bruise?”

			“Damaged blood cells under the skin.”

			“A bruise is a physical mark. It says, Someone’s hurt me.”

			She met his eyes head-on, a genuine, intense look of anger crossing over her face for only a moment, and then was gone. Back to the sweet coed act. “I just make bad decisions a lot with romantic partners.”

			“Oh?”

			“Well, I’m sure my mom or my last therapist told you about what happened with Alexei.” Here she offered a nugget, a topic she had selected that would be good to talk about because the dream was too dangerous a territory. Was it to show her “emotional sophistication,” to brag about some misdeed, to win him over with her cleverness?

			“I know a little about that.”

			“It’s not what people were saying,” Chloe said coolly. “Everyone made it out to be like he was this predator but that’s not what happened. He was this young teacher—all the girls had crushes on him. I wasn’t some innocent virgin. My ride left me stranded at school one day and he drove me home and we talked the whole way. We had so much in common.”

			“Do you think a fifteen-year-old and a twenty-two-year-old can have a lot in common?”

			“We were on the same wavelength. I had boyfriends before, but this was like the first time I felt real chemistry with someone. He just happened to be my teacher. The first time I kissed him he told me I shouldn’t. I said, ‘Why not?’ and he said, ‘Because of our ages.’ I said, ‘Why should we have to adhere to some arbitrary law that says what age you have to be to touch someone?’”

			“Let’s do an exercise right now—I think you’ll be good at it.” This, of course, piqued her interest. “Let’s say that you don’t agree with the age of consent laws. But there’s the problem of living in the world where rules you don’t agree with exist, yes?”

			“Sure...” she said, her inflection indicating that she didn’t see where he was headed.

			“What happens if there are these rules and you get caught, regardless of whether or not you agree with them?”

			“But I didn’t think we’d get caught.”

			“Did you think about what the consequences would be for you or for him if you did?”

			“I’m the one who got talked about!” Chloe exclaimed, scratching at her leather armrests with her nails. “Everyone talked about me and posted mean things. They wouldn’t have even known if he hadn’t been so stupid.”

			“What do you mean? I thought your mother found out and brought it to the school?”

			“Is that what she told you?” She examined one of her nails, which was painted a bright shade of lilac. “It turned out that Alexei was seeing another girl. They were so stupid sneaking around, hooking up in the drama room—someone walked in on them.” It was sly, the way she said the last part. She couldn’t resist being proud of herself. “All the parents got into an uproar.”

			“What were the consequences?”

			“He got fired. They wrote articles about him so I doubt he could be a teacher again. My mom tried to make me switch to a boarding school, which didn’t even make sense because it’s not like he was there anymore.”

			“Tried to?”

			“I didn’t want to go,” Chloe said. “I didn’t want to leave my town—I was busy with all my extracurriculars.” You could almost mistake her for a dreamy girl, preoccupied with the same things that college students were preoccupied with. But Chloe’s mother had told Leonard that she didn’t end up sending Chloe to a different school because she was scared that Chloe would retaliate against her if she did.

			She was swinging her legs now. “But everyone forgot the scandal within a week. Someone who graduated from our high school was visiting for Thanksgiving, one of the local golden boys. He got into a bad car accident, drove his car through a field straight into a tree. Apparently, a deadly car accident was much more interesting to the town gossips.”

			“Did you know him?”

			“Sort of. Everyone was talking about it. The car exploded but no one knew for a while, so he burned. By the time they found him he was gone. A total crispy critter.”
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			Day 20

			The cell phone search has been a bust so I needed to take a more direct approach. Will had blocked me from all his social media accounts, not surprisingly after the mess I made at his place.

			The next part of the plan was almost fun, something I could do on my phone while socializing with the girls as we experimented with new face masks and traded the latest campus gossip in Molly’s room.

			I downloaded the dating app I knew Will used to my burner phone. The phone had been a significant investment a couple years ago: I paid for it in cash and purchased a pay-as-you-go plan with a cash card, but never actually turned on the cell reception. I used the internet on it, but only after installing a VPN app.

			I began making fake accounts on the dating app using pictures of random hot girls from Instagram, putting in one or two dumb sentences as descriptions, i.e., “Netflix and chill” and “I like hanging out.” Then I downloaded MassSwipe and used it with every profile I had made. The app would automatically swipe yes on every man aged nineteen to twenty in the area, leaving me with a list of every guy who liked any of my harem of girls. I could then sort through the matches in case Will showed up.

			Within minutes tons of matches started pouring in.

			I leaned back, trying to parse facts from rumors as my friends talked about the murders.

			“They’re going to start a curfew on campus,” Yessica said, spreading a rumor I had already heard before. Two dead students—parents were starting to talk.

			But a curfew? I needed that like a hole in my head.


			My phone pinged, and I looked down to see a mass text from Charles inviting me to some event. I clicked on the included link and saw the news: Charles had officially been elected student body president, apparently without the help of my vote. I send him an emoji of a champagne bottle and immediately started wondering if I should go.

			It was a Thursday night and I had avocado smeared all over my face, and I needed to start going through all the matches on my dating profiles. Then again, I had just signed up, and what was the probability that Will would swipe me right away? Besides, currying favor with Charles was also something I needed to do. I stood up, announced that I was going to the party, who wanted to come with, and the coven helped me get dressed. An hour later, fresh-faced and wearing an eggplant-colored minidress and Yessica’s borrowed silver necklace, I was ready.

			Several of us met outside the dorm and headed to a nightclub called SAX. There were red brocade curtains everywhere, gold paint on ornate wooden trim, velvet walls. Employees circled in burlesque outfits and a strange mix of people danced. There were some young people, but also old dudes who looked like they worked at the World Bank accompanied by suspiciously good-looking Eastern European women.

			The Adams party crowded the dance floor. Charles stood in the corner with Kristen and Derek. I huddled with a few girls, then spied Chad at the bar, who I figured was either twenty-one or had a fake ID because they had given him a wristband—score! Apparently, I could be social and productive on the same night. I went over to him and his white teeth nearly glowed in the dark. He shouted something and bought us vodka shots.

			“What?” I said, leaning closer and putting my hand on his forearm. It was furry and veined. He repeated himself and I could hear him smiling. He didn’t look like a killer. Then again, neither do I.

			I danced with everyone except for Charles and Kristen. I pretended he wasn’t there even though it was his party, because if I wanted to have fun, the center of gravity for fun was right in me. Chad expectedly danced in the typical style of large boys, barely nodding his head. I didn’t see Will and he hadn’t been on Charles’s mass text.

			We danced in the circle, with Derek in the middle being silly. We laughed hysterically and took sips of our watered-down appletinis and beers. The music pulsed, the beat seeming to vibrate all the liquid in my body. My hair was sweaty, but I didn’t care because everyone was sweaty.

			A group of strangers pushed across the dance floor, breaking up our circle and squishing us together. I found myself right up against Charles. The darkness and strobe lighting made his white V-neck T-shirt seem iridescently bright. He was only moving a little to the beat, holding a beer in one hand down by his hip, pushing his sweaty hair off his brow with his other hand. I looked up at him, aware that our bodies had never been closer and that his girlfriend was somewhere in the vicinity behind me, beyond the crush of strangers. A small smile curved his lips and I could see only a thin band of color around his dilated pupils.


			“Dance!” I said, making fun of how he was barely moving. He laughed. We were practically touching, anyway, so it didn’t feel like much of a stretch when I felt his hand at my lower back. I folded into him naturally, responding to the subtle direction of his hand. We moved in sync and I tilted my head down, feeling his shirt with my forehead. Then his beer was gone and then I felt both of his hands on my hips. I slipped an arm around his neck and pulled my hair away from my sticky skin with my other hand. I dared to look up at him for only a moment, our eyes locking across the darkness and flashing lights. A drunken headiness filled me.

			There was only the music and Charles pressed against me. I closed my eyes, wanting to give in to all my other senses: the hypnotic beat of the music, the smell of him, the lower halves of our bodies locked together. He had one of his legs wedged between mine and the grinding friction between my legs was starting to make me crazy. He was hard and I could feel it through his pants. I can’t think of another time when I danced with a boy like this and he didn’t kiss me. I could already feel his breath warm against my neck and it seemed like only a matter of seconds before I would feel his lips on my skin.

			Charles, I tried to call him psychically. I didn’t care if it turned out that Kristen was right behind us. I didn’t care because it was obvious that we wanted each other and that she was garbage.

			Suddenly the lights went garishly bright and the crowd groaned. “That’s closing time, folks!” the DJ called out. Charles pulled away from me and in the next moment he was turning aside, speaking to Derek. There was a clump of people heading out the door and I was carried out in the tide.

			Everyone stood around, making arrangements to go home. I saw Charles slip his arm around Kristen and say something into her ear, making her laugh. I hated him.

			Someone called a Lyft saying we could all share, but when the car came, people crowded inside, leaving me and Traci, a friend from my dorm, out in the cold. Traci was wearing stilettos she couldn’t actually walk in and was wavering—eighty percent chance she would vom. “Chloeeeeeee...they left.”

			I called a Lyft myself, calculating the cost that would go onto my terrible secret credit card that came with a free burrito when I signed up for it. The car they assigned was fifteen minutes away. “We can walk closer at least.”

			She clutched my arm. “Nothing’s safe anymore.”

			“I have this,” I said, holding up a small can. “Wasp spray. Better than mace because it can’t blow back on you.”

			“I’ve a cat key chain—” hiccup “—you can stab with the ears.”

			We stumbled along. It was 1:30 a.m., but I thought it seemed safe because cars were still driving up New York Avenue. Still, I looked around, trying to make it seem like I wasn’t looking around. It wasn’t until we got around the Convention Center that Traci gripped me tighter. The place is bustling during the day, but at night it’s just this big hulking building with nothing and no one around it. This is the problem—sometimes things seem safe until they seem unsafe, and at that point it’s too late. Traci took her shoes off and walked barefoot, suddenly seeming more sober.

			They tell you to get a guy friend to walk you home, not realizing that guy friends can rape you. Take a cab—but the cabdriver could rape you! Take an Uber—but they’re even more rape-y! Take the Metro—rapists ride free! What if everyone was like me, I wondered, and hunted down their respective Wills. Would the economy collapse?

			When I got to my room, Yessica was zonked out in front of the TV. I still had her necklace and wondered if she would notice if I forgot to return it. I knelt to tuck it into the shoebox where I kept my jewelry but then had a sudden thought. Where was the bangle I had been wearing the night I brained Will with the geode? I hadn’t worn it since. I started digging through my closet, searching for the little clutch purse I had used that night.

			I found the bangle in my purse, but not everything that was supposed to be inside it. Irritated, I texted Charles. Did you take my brownies the night of your party? There were two in my purse. Hopefully he wasn’t dumb enough to think that I was actually talking about brownies. What was missing was the remaining vial of Rohypnol, which had not been easy to come by. (It isn’t just date rapists who buy it, but bodybuilders also use it as an anabolic steroid. I had acquired it as a powerlifter with the username Ripped69 online.)

			Finally, he replied. You already ate one brownie, I thought you had enough.

			Those were mine

			Not anymore
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			“Shh,” Chloe hissed. “You look suspicious.”

			Andre threw up his hands innocently. On a crowded street of pedestrians, they were walking down 7th Street like any other two preoccupied students—Chloe with her phone, Andre with the camera he wore around his neck. A full block ahead of them walked Leonard Wyman, wearing a long black coat and carrying a briefcase. Andre’s stakeout idea hadn’t led to any real developments, and neither, at least so far, had Chloe’s befriending of one of the program’s RAs. Investigations took time, but Chloe was impatient. Andre had only reluctantly agreed with her to follow Wyman after work; all it took was him turning around and they would be spotted.

			“He’s texting—I think he’s going to meet someone,” Andre said.

			Chloe jabbed her elbow into his side—Wyman had abruptly slowed down, looking with confusion at the door to a restaurant. Andre huddled next to Chloe, pretending to adjust his camera, praying that the man wouldn’t turn around. Charles had never said if there had been any consequences to his attempt at following Wyman home. “He’s got the restaurant confused—look, he’s going into that other one,” Chloe said as she turned to him, the look on her face urgent. “Wait sixty seconds and go in there after him and take a picture of whoever he’s with.”

			“What! He’ll see me!”

			“Then make up an excuse! I’ll get them from the outside through the window.” It was too late to try to refuse—she didn’t understand that he couldn’t make up excuses as glibly as her, that he was, understandably, reasonably scared, that the place was a wine and cheese and charcuterie place that he was wildly out of place in—let alone his being underage—but also considering that wine and cheese and charcuterie places were not intended for people like him. But then there he was, standing in one, aware that Wyman was to his left, thankfully his back to Andre. Andre edged to the bar, which was half-full of patrons—the bartender was busy giving a long-winded explanation to a couple at the end.

			There was a girl sitting across from Wyman. His heart pounding, Andre tried to size her up without it looking like that’s what he was doing. She was college-aged. She had nothing-color hair and an indistinct face and wore jeans and a pale sweater that was strangely too close in shade to her skin. She had her hands curled around a mug, her expression riveted on Wyman, who was talking. Who was she? One of his grad students?

			Andre held up the wine menu, pretending to examine it as he fumbled to turn his camera on. People took pictures of menus, didn’t they? He had to act quickly before anyone noticed. He zoomed in on the girl and opted to snap a short video rather than photos. He wondered if he could get close enough to hear what they were saying.

			“Can I get you a taste of anything?”

			Andre jumped. The bartender, clad in all black, was now directly in front of him, smiling. “Ah...” He pretended to peruse the menu. “I was hoping for something from Chile.”

			“We have a beautiful Syrah if you’d like to check that out.”

			“Sure.”

			“Great, if I can just see your ID.”

			Andre grinned, embarrassed. “It’s in my car?”

			“Right,” the bartender said, wrapping his knuckles against the bar and smiling.

			Andre scurried from the place, ducking his head, and then nearly skipped past Chloe. “I got a picture, too!” she cried, running after him. Andre didn’t stop until they were around the block. His video turned out better than her pictures, which were in profile. “Do you know her?” Andre shook his head. “I’ve never seen her.”

			“Look how they’re sitting,” Andre said. “How close.”

			“Clearly they know each other. Do you think he’s having an affair?”

			“She’s like our age.”

			Chloe snorted.

			“Look,” Andre said, zooming in so she could see one particular segment when Wyman appeared to put his hand on her arm in a reassuring way. “She could be a patient.”

			“Why would he meet a patient outside the office at a nice restaurant? That’s completely inappropriate.”

			Good point. They both watched the video a few more times. He could not read the look on the girl’s face, and apparently neither could Chloe. An idea formed in his head. “Wyman’s, what, seventy or so?” he said. Chloe nodded. “She’s about our age. What if she’s his daughter?”

			“I’m pretty sure he’s never mentioned kids. And he’s the type that would have a picture of them in his office.”

			“I wouldn’t have a picture of my kids in my office if I worked with psychopaths,” Andre pointed out. In the dim lighting, Chloe’s pupils were huge, like the eyes of a cat. She didn’t understand how other people might see her, how they might see straight through her, as if her looking at a picture of Wyman’s kids or asking a question about them would ever be entirely innocent.

			“Charles might know if he has kids,” she said doubtfully.

			“What if she’s his secret daughter?”

			“They seemed like they knew each other well. Maybe she’s a graduate of the program. Or the most boring explanation—she’s one of his graduate students.”

			“Upload her to Facebook, see what comes up,” he said.

			“I don’t have it on my phone. I’d have to sign in the stupid mobile site.”

			“Ugh, let’s just go to the computer lab,” he suggested. They were only two blocks from one of the twenty-four-hour ones that consistently smelled like Cheetos. Andre was familiar with them all, because at a school this size they were always a place to go if you didn’t want to be alone. He didn’t feel alone or afraid when he was with Chloe, he realized, which didn’t make sense because how on earth did standing next to a smallish white girl make him safer? It was just that Chloe was always moving, always thinking and scheming—it was easy to get caught up in her current. Maybe it was because if some dude in a hockey mask carrying a machete appeared in the computer lab, Chloe would not be cowering under the table, sobbing like some girl in a horror movie, and would expect him to not be, either. It was weirdly easy to slip into the role of someone with a huge ego and no fears because it wasn’t that different than the person he was pretending to be in the years he was fucking up his life. He hadn’t cared if anything bad would happen to him because the worst had already happened.

			They each took a computer, Chloe signing into Facebook as Andre emailed her the video file. “Try a couple different stills and see if it says the same thing,” Andre suggested.

			Chloe did just this, taking two stills from his video, then one of her pictures of the girl, which had been in profile. She opened three separate tabs and quickly uploaded the three different photos. For all three, the same tag suggestion popped up: Is this Megan Dufresne? With rapidity that was almost frightening, Chloe was already opening up more tabs with Google and had Instagram pulled up.

			Andre turned to his own computer to search for “Megan Dufresne Adams University.” After a few clicks he found an account on Instagram. He looked over Chloe’s shoulder and saw that she was looking at a Facebook profile for Megan Dufresne. Here she was laughing, her arms wrapped around a friend. Here she was smiling over a latte with a heart floating at the top. Andre felt the exhilaration of figuring something out before someone else. The girl on Chloe’s Facebook—Megan Dufresne—had auburn hair, not the nothing color of the girl they had just seen.

			“Chloe,” he said, but was unable to get her attention, so he had to physically turn her head to look at his own computer, to the Instagram page he had found for Emma Dufresne. “They’re twins.”
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			Kristen bustled behind him, getting ready, and Charles was eager for her to leave her house. “Why aren’t you dressed?” she asked.

			She was wearing an autumn dress that showed off her long legs. “My head hurts,” he said, massaging his temples.

			“And this just happens to occur an hour before we’re supposed to go to dinner with my sister?”

			“Is that tonight?”

			“I asked you weeks ago. She’s only in town for one night.”

			“Do you mind if I don’t go?” he asked.

			“You’re just sitting here staring into space.”

			“It’s a migraine—I had to sit through a two-hour student council meeting, and I just want to lie down.”

			“I guess you didn’t realize that winning the election means you might actually have to do some work.” She exhaled air sharply. “Okay, good night.”


			Uh-oh. He would have to quell her annoyance later, have her chalk it up to his occasional selfishness rather than explaining what he was up to. The last thing she needed was a reminder that her perfect boyfriend was not in fact perfect, but had a variety of unsavory problems.

			The door clicked shut and, relieved to be left alone, he looked at his watch. Mercer would be getting here soon, and true to his word, soon came a knock at the front door.

			Mercer was tall and burly with salt-and-pepper hair, and behind him was a smaller man he introduced as Mal the Tech Guy. Charles led them to the living room and showed them Kristen’s laptop, which was sitting beside his own. Charles had forgotten about seeing the webcam light on the night they had gone to Old Ebbitt Grill until Kristen mentioned that the computer was acting strangely. Charles had had a sudden, sickening realization of what was going on.

			“The webcam’s been broken for months, but then I saw it go on on its own,” he explained. Mal sat and Charles gestured for Mercer to follow him to the kitchen.

			“Is this related to the other stuff?” Mercer asked.

			Ah, the other stuff. Covering up Will’s accident, the request that he search Wyman’s house, and the most recent request that he do a background check on Andre Jensen. “I’m not totally sure. There are people who don’t like me, and I think spying on Kristen is a way to get under my skin.” Mercer nodded, and Charles followed him around the house as he began his search.

			He tested the window locks and the dead bolts on the front and back doors, both of which had wrought-iron safety doors, as well. Then he turned on a small gadget with a dial and began to sweep the house with it. “Radiofrequency detector,” he explained. “To check for bugs. You can have a rest, Mr. Portmont. I don’t think this will take long.”

			Charles went back upstairs and sat at the kitchen table, eyeing the tech guy as he worked on Kristen’s laptop. He uncapped a pen and pulled a notebook toward him.

			Michael. He made a list of people he thought hung out with Michael, cobbled together based on what he could tell from social media.

			Then he made a list of Kellen’s crowd, but the only overlap between Michael and Kellen was that they were both in the program. Kellen, for all Charles knew, could have been the one who killed Michael, or maybe the same person could have killed them both. Charles began to list people from least likely to have done it to most likely.

			Elena, he thought, was the least likely. Pleasant, friendly Elena, whose life was filled with grant applications. Killing the subjects in her own research study seemed awfully stupid from a career perspective. Elena was too smart to do something like that.

			Dr. Wyman. Charles just couldn’t see him committing such violent acts against—as Wyman would put it—youngsters. But with the calm, collected way he conducted therapy, Charles could almost picture him doing something questionable if he thought it was in the interests of science.

			Slightly higher on the list—Wyman’s research assistants. Charles didn’t know them all because some stayed and some worked for only a semester. Some only did data entry but the more senior ones were directly involved in experiments. They made for good suspects because they knew about the program and likely had access to a list of all the participants. But he couldn’t think of why—why them and why now?

			Andre. The moment Chloe proudly unveiled her conclusion that Andre couldn’t possibly have done it, Charles made a note to look into him. A scrawny freshman kid—how bad could he possibly be? Particularly if he had well-documented alibis for both murders. Well, that was the problem, wasn’t it? The alibis were a little too good, almost as if they were made on purpose.

			Charles had asked Mercer to dig up what he could and it turned out Andre had some history of “juvenile delinquency.” But other than a few schoolyard fights, nothing seemed that violent or unusual. Charles himself had crashed a car or two when he was younger, and more than dabbled in drugs. Charles had spied Andre in the cafeteria with a baker’s dozen of multiethnic friends having the most absurd conversation about politics and how everything was going to change. Andre had been carefully listening, not contributing much. That, Charles knew, was a sure sign of someone who was into political manipulation, someone who was guarded and cautious. He wouldn’t kill someone and then fake an attempted rescue and call 911 himself. He wouldn’t use an MRI machine.

			Will, he wrote slowly. Nothing about Will seemed to fit the bill of a psychopath—he didn’t seem a master manipulator and he didn’t seem more impulsive than the average frat bro. But Charles officially knew three psychopaths other than himself, and they did not at all seem cut from the same cloth. If what Chloe had implied about Will was true, that Will was capable of attacking a prepubescent girl and filming it, it didn’t seem statistically improbable that he was a psychopath. If he was behind these killings, it might make perfect sense to help Chloe.

			But... Chloe. She had to be high on the list—he had already seen her bash someone in the head. But maybe what was happening between her and Will had nothing to do with the program, and she certainly seemed surprised when he suggested they were in danger. He had no idea of what her motive could be, and she put on a show about wanting a weapon to protect herself. But maybe she didn’t need a motive—maybe she just enjoyed killing. Maybe she got a sexual thrill out of it the same way serial killers like the CRD and Richard Ramirez did. And no one would suspect her because she was a girl. Charles liked Chloe. He found her interesting. Possibly more interesting than anything that had happened to him for a while. Perhaps her flirting was a cat-and-mouse thing, her playing with her prey before she struck.

			Charles took out his phone and Googled her. Social media accounts popped up. Her Instagram was populated by the standard stuff: pictures of food, selfies, random dogs. No glamor pics of knives or MRI machines. He paused on one selfie—her in a blood-colored tube dress looking none too coyly at the camera. Elsewhere on the internet, she was identified as a semifinalist for the National Merit Scholarship. Charles swam through a couple pages of junk ads for white page listings until he found a local newspaper article.

			Merrifield Teacher Accused of Sex with Students Placed on Administrative Leave Pending Investigation

			MERRIFIELD, NJ: Police are involved in an ongoing investigation into allegations that Alexei Kuznetsov (22), a history teacher at Merrifield High, was having a sexual relationship with at least two female students, aged 15. The abuse was revealed when Kuznetsov was discovered with one of the victims on school grounds.

			The article went on, but didn’t name Chloe as one of the female students. He scrolled down to the comments until her name caught his eye.

			The student involved is Chloe Sevre and she is a #slutcunt.

			Well, being a slutcunt wasn’t proof that someone was a murderer.

			“Sir?”

			Startled, Charles looked up and both Mercer and Mal were looking at him. The latter was packing up. “You were right. I found malware on both computers. Someone had remotely accessed this laptop and had control of the webcam.”

			“For how long?” Charles asked, his mind flipping through everything Kristen might have said or done in front of the camera. They had sex in the living room just last week.

			“It’s hard to say. Everything’s scraped clean now, and I installed new software, which should help.” Charles thanked them and saw them out, feeling panic in his stomach, telling Mercer that, yes, he would call if there were any new developments. What if someone had recorded them? Listened in on their private conversations? How could this be happening again?

			Cyberguy, he wrote. Last year, Charles had been attacked, but he had never seen or learned the identity of the culprit. He just woke up one bright sunny morning to a phone call from his bank that there were strange charges on his credit card: someone had purchased an ATV in Waco, Texas, a thousand dollars’ worth of diapers, and a three-year subscription to a hardcore gay porn site. Crazy, but not outside the realm of normal credit card theft. He had just finished denying the charges when his cell phone service cut out. It took an hour to deal with this at Kristen’s house because his account had been canceled, but they refused to accept his password and kept telling him that he, Charles Portmont, was not Charles Portmont. Then his student ID couldn’t swipe him into the library—it had been wiped clean. Charles had been dropped from all his classes. He was just dealing with the dozen anchovy pizzas that arrived to his condo when his father called, infuriated by a series of charges on his own credit card that appeared to be made by his profligate son.

			Nothing made sense until he finally got his cell service restored and he received a flurry of texts from Daisy. Daisy was a girl Charles hardly knew and here she was nonsensically begging him for help, which didn’t make sense until he realized they were both being attacked at the same time.

			She sent him screenshots of hundreds of texts pouring in from blocked numbers calling her a whore and a slut, angry texts from friends who were suddenly infuriated with her. Her social media accounts had been hijacked and were posting nudes of her—or ostensibly of her—along with offers of free rough sex followed by her phone number.

			“I don’t know who’s doing this,” she had sobbed into his voicemail. Charles deleted the voicemail immediately. As far as Kristen knew, someone was cyberattacking her boyfriend for no apparent reason—maybe political reasons attached to his dad, but she hadn’t figured out what Charles already had because she didn’t have all the information. Someone out there had a Thing for Daisy and Charles had made the drunken mistake of hooking up with her. Someone must have seen them and gotten really angry. Suddenly Daisy’s problem had become Charles’s problem. At a loss, he proposed the only solution he could think of: he opened a draft email and wrote out the words I will pay you to leave me alone. The next day the draft email was still there with a new line added under it by a stranger: 10,000$. This followed by instructions of how to convert money to a cryptocurrency and deposit it in an anonymous account. Once Charles did this the attacks stopped as quickly as they started.

			When Charles had first heard of Michael’s and Kellen’s killings, his mind hadn’t immediately jumped to the cyberattacker as a culprit, but now that he had time to think of it, he wasn’t so sure. This person had tried to mess with his grades, get this family pissed at him and had mined Charles’s texts and emails for unflattering things he had said about Kristen to send to her. This person had done everything but out him as a member of the psychopathy program. The attacker could have outed him to all of Adams, and also had no way of knowing that Charles had already told Kristen about his diagnosis. Why would that one fact be withheld when everything else had been used against him? He had assumed the attack had been about Daisy, but maybe it had actually been about him. Charles had done some poking around on Google Scholar about internet trolls and discovered one study that showed that not only did they score high on measures of psychopathy, but also sadism.

			Charles chewed on the back of his pen, then reluctantly added one other name to the list. Emma. He withdrew his phone to look at the latest text from Chloe. A picture of Emma and the words Do you know this girl? He did know this girl. And she was in the program. How had Chloe and Andre managed to track her down?

			Charles had not noticed Emma his freshman year when they were both in Intro Philosophy together. She had stringy hair and bad posture and was nothing to look at. She was in Charles’s discussion group and sometimes he caught her staring at him. This happened sometimes; Charles knew he was good-looking. He never saw her talking to other students or at parties or campus events. He had once been walking across the area outside the SAC with picnic tables—all the tables were filled with talking, laughing students except for one. Emma, sitting alone, facing the wrong direction. She was not, as it appeared, staring into space, but observing an inchworm dangling from a nearby tree from a gossamer thread. The stupid worm was sad, too—a dumb small thing that would probably be dead by tomorrow.

			On a whim, Charles sat with her and ate lunch, pretty sure now that that insignificant action back then had caused Emma to have a crush on him, which was sadder still. Then a week later, he was catching a quick practice session in one of the piano rooms in Albertson and he caught her peeping through the window at him. He opened the door, catching up with her as she attempted to flee, intending to set her straight.

			“I’m in the program, too,” she had said, startling him out of speaking. At first, he thought she was threatening him, but then he realized that she just wanted to share something in common with him. She had seen him talking to Wyman once, and seen him do a mood log on his smartwatch. Charles was too curious about meeting another psychopath to be annoyed. But Emma didn’t fit the bill of what he thought they were supposed to be. He thought psychopaths were supposed to be...well, like him. Charming and charismatic and able to get what they wanted from people. She seemed more like someone had taken a mouse and dipped it into warm water to make tea.

			But Emma didn’t grasp the concepts of the program as well as Charles did and didn’t seem to care. She wasn’t interested in being taught how to read emotions or why her actions upset people. She was only interested in her major (philosophy) and her hobby (photography), the only things that seemed to animate her. She was a girl devoid of charm, but what was it about her that evoked a deep feeling of sadness in him? Even a feeling of protectiveness?

			Emma was not his friend. She would never qualify as that. But she was a kindred soul of sorts, and he liked to think that Chloe and Andre were wrong, that Emma couldn’t be a suspect. But he had to consider some facts that made him uncomfortable.

			Emma had already proven herself capable of tracking down someone else in the program. He didn’t know really anything about her other than her major and that she had a sister who went to American who she was very close with. But he knew one other thing—that Emma had a crush on him. That she had followed him at least once. Was it possible that Emma and the cyberattacker were one and the same? He was resistant to the idea, although he couldn’t pinpoint a rational reason why.

			

			A few hours later, Charles heard the distinct sound of Kristen dropping her keys at her front door. He ran to open it, putting a contrite look on his face. Kristen had clearly had a few glasses of wine with dinner. He followed her to the kitchen where she took off her jacket and wrenched off her heels. “You didn’t walk home alone, did you? Look, I’m sorry,” he said.

			She looked at him carefully. He hugged her, kissed the top of her head. “I’m an asshole.” He had to get the tone right—soft, just above a whisper.

			Kristen pushed back, wanting to get a look at his face. “What exactly are you sorry about?”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t go to dinner with you and your sister when I said I would.”

			“Are you?” she asked. She was daring him to lie. She knew too much about the way he worked. “Did you actually have a migraine?”

			He contemplated her, calculating. “No. I just didn’t want to go.”

			“Then why did you say you would when I asked you in the first place?”

			“Because that’s what you wanted me to say.”

			“So, you’re not sorry.”

			“I’m sorry I did something that hurt you.”

			It wasn’t working. Most girls were easier than Kristen. Now with sad eyes he followed her around the kitchen. As she poured herself a glass of water, he put his arms around her from behind. “Can you forgive me?” he asked quietly, nuzzling her neck.

			She put her glass down, setting her hands flat on the counter. “You know, every time you disappoint me I love you a little less.” Kristen walked away from him, settling on the couch. The words stung in just the right way.

			“I don’t want you to be mad at me,” he said, lingering around her like a satellite in orbit.

			He sat next to her, pressing his leg to hers. She turned the TV on and loaded an old episode of Who Wants to Marry a Soybean Farmer?—a show he despised. Charles had a strange contradiction in his very core: he both did and didn’t care about people’s view of him. He wanted to do whatever he wanted, but at the same time he wanted to be adored. This sometimes led to fights with Kristen, but at the same time she loved him. How much of all this was even his fault? Had he been born this way and it was all genetics, or was it perhaps the result of growing up in his family? The incident at Old Ebbitt Grill was not surprising given that his dad had been a functioning alcoholic for years.

			When Charles had originally told her about his diagnosis, she had been alarmed. The first two months of their relationship had been a whirlwind, but then he had come clean after much consultation with Wyman. Psychopath was just the word that made you think of an insane killer running around with an ax, not a fellow freshman from a well-respected boarding school who came from a family with money and had friends and interests and decent grades. To his surprise, she didn’t respond with disgust, but read up about the diagnosis and asked him questions about it. They were just too good together to let this get between them.

			Charles rested his arm on the back of the couch behind her. Soon came the little kiss on her ear. The stroking of her hair. He looked for a sign of approval. She flipped channels, watching the news coverage of the protests that continued to swamp Lafayette Park down by the White House. Charles leaned in and kissed behind her ear. His hand landed on her knee. His lips traveled down her neck. She closed her eyes momentarily—Charles knew exactly how to touch her. Kristen reached out, cupping his head in her hand. “Sweetie, you’re def not getting any tonight. This is the doghouse and you’re sitting in it.”
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			Day 16

			“Do you like M&Ms?” the RA asked me.

			“Yes?” I answered.

			“Sit.” On the desk in front of me in the experiment room was a blue bowl with a red mark along the inside. The RA dumped a bag of mini M&Ms into the bowl, filling it up to the red line. “You can eat these candies if you want to, as much as you want. Hang out for an hour, play with your phone, read a magazine.” There were some outdated issues of Self and Psychology Today. “But if you don’t eat any candy, when I come back at the end of the hour, you can have everything in the bowl in addition to another whole bag. Got it?”

			I got it. She left and I looked around for the hidden camera. There wasn’t a two-way mirror and the door was safely locked, my wasp spray snugly nested in my jeans pocket. I put my feet up on the desk, liberally ate M&Ms and played Dog Dash on my phone. I opened my dating app and deleted guys—no Will yet. I read an article in Self about the ten steps to perfect makeup-free makeup.

			What are you up to tonight? came a sudden text. Chad!

			Not much lol. U?

			When it was ten till, I rooted through my purse. I had a couple pieces of notebook paper, which I crumpled up, testing the size a couple times until I was able to bury them in the bowl of candy so that the candy still went up to the red line. When the RA came back, she exclaimed, “You did it! Some people can’t!” She was awarding me with another bag of candy right when Chad texted again. Meet up for drinks?

			I walked out of the building buried in my phone, working out the logistics with Chad. We had just settled on a restaurant when a notification popped up: one more match from the dating app. A certain lacrosse player! I hurried home to get dressed, but made myself wait before messaging Will. I only had about two more weeks until it was D-Day, but I didn’t want to seem overeager because then he might be suspicious.

			I was pondering what to write when a message from Will popped up.


			Cute pic, he wrote.

			Lol. Did you catch that fish yourself? (For some inexplicable reason, he had a picture of himself holding a fish, presumably taken during a fishing trip.)

			No it jumped straight into my arms

			Is it slutty to be messaging one boy when you are on the way to meet another? Maybe not if you’re planning on killing one of them.

			

			I was meeting Chad at a restaurant on 9th Street after he finished up with “a business meeting.” The place was one of those dim affairs with almost no lighting other than a single tealight at each booth. Chad was perched at the bar, talking to the bartender. He smiled widely when he saw me. He reminded me of Gaston from Beauty and the Beast except with better hair.

			“I know the bartender here,” he said, leading me to a booth, opting to sit next to me instead of across.

			I asked what sort of business meeting he had and he went on and on about hurricane relief and how the frat was going to raise all this money. Why bother? Another hurricane is going to come anyway—we should be teaching people to swim.

			We got beers and I began probing. Any time I tried to subtly suss out whether or not he was in the program, Chad would change the subject—sandwiches, astronomy. He was either an evil genius or an innocuous himbo. I stepped up the flirting when we were midway through our second round of drinks.

			“I like your watch,” I said, playfully examining it, and in the process also touching one of his big hands.

			“I saw a Groupon and figured I’d get one.”

			A lie? And why did Charles hate him? It made him more intriguing. “It’s nice,” I said. I looked up at him and our gazes locked. “So, what do you do when you’re not saving the world?”

			“Weightlifting mostly. Tough Mudders. I’m training for the Crossfit games.”

			“Crossfit has games?”

			“It’s very competitive!” he said, grinning. “But SAE takes up a lot of my time. There’s a lot of stuff to organize, like the hurricane thing.”

			“You live in the house?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.

			“Come on,” he said, bumping my side jovially. “I mean, my room’s neat, and basically I get to live with all my best friends.”

			“Some of the brothers don’t live there?”

			He shook his head. “When you first get in you’re required to live there, but you can move out after that first year. I try to make sure everyone still feels included. We’re at the house every day—it’s like a family. We’ve all been helping with Charles’s election. Marty did the design for his posters, I helped with the rally, Will got the lacrosse vote.”

			“Will?” I asked.

			“Blond guy? On the lacrosse team?”

			“Oh, right, that guy. Do you hang out with him a lot?”

			“More lately, I guess. He’s been hanging around the house a lot.” Too afraid to be in his own house, perhaps?

			I snapped my fingers like I just remembered something. “Oh, one of your pledges is in my Bio lab. We dissected a pig together. Reek?”

			Chad looked confused, then a slightly annoyed look came over his face. “Milo, you mean. I really don’t like the nickname thing but the brothers won’t stop.”

			“He’s a nice kid.”

			“Super nice. Really smart. I hope he sticks around.” Chad was apparently the master of giving out information that was inherently meaningless. He smiled again, this time more flirty. “Speaking of parties, I can’t believe you don’t remember meeting me at Charles’s house.”

			“Did we talk?”

			He sipped his drink. “I was hitting on you.”

			“Not hard enough apparently.”

			“Would I have had a chance?”

			“I’m sure you found someone to pair up with.”


			“I ended up sleeping on the floor with six other people.”

			I could feel the crackle of heat, a deep itch within me. All this careful living had put a serious dent in my social life, which is to say, getting my fair share of vitamin D. “I slept alone that night.” I had an image in my head suddenly. Standing in front of Charles wearing only his shirt. I thought about him reaching out and slowly unbuttoning the buttons, his hands sliding down the exposed skin.

			“What a shame,” he said, unsmiling.

			Suddenly I wanted Chad to fuck me. I wanted his weight to crush down on me. I wanted him to be bewildered by me, like ancient Greek soldiers coming upon Medusa.

			I reached out and snaked my arm around his neck, pulling his mouth down to mine. He smelled like woodsy cologne and was not a bad kisser. We made out and the itch grew worse. His arms were wrapped around me, trapping me, and I rubbed one of my legs against him. I broke our kiss, murmuring at him, “Let’s go somewhere.”

			“Sure,” he said. “No one’s at the house tonight.” We quickly left.

			Chad had the largest bedroom on the top-most floor of the SAE house. It was shockingly neat, with a cleanly made bed and organized bookshelves. He closed the door and we started making out right away. One of his big hands was up my shirt. I closed my eyes, throwing my head back, then feeling his mouth on my neck.

			I grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him back into a sitting position on his bed. I took my dress off, realizing I could see a perfect reflection of myself in the dark window behind the head of his bed.


			We both took off my bra and I let him take me in with his eyes. I plucked at his shirt and he removed his jacket, his sweater, and finally his T-shirt, revealing muscular shoulders and tan skin. He had some chest fur—not my favorite—but not a lot of it. He pulled me closer, his mouth on mine. I pushed him back, saying, “No shoes on the bed.”

			He grinned and bent to take off his black shoes, then looked at me expectantly. “Pants,” I said. He wriggled out of his jeans and let them fall on the floor. He pulled me closer again and kissed my chest. I eased my panties off and climbed onto the bed, pushing him onto his back. He cupped between my legs and moved in a slow pulsing motion, but it wasn’t like I even needed foreplay at that point.

			I was nearly pressing him inside me when he stayed me with one hand, laughing. “Hold on a sec, I need a condom.”

			“I’m on birth control,” I said, impatient as he ruffled through his jeans pockets. I could forgive his fastidiousness because he had it on quickly, then was easing me onto him. I gasped and buried my face in his neck.

			“Is that okay?” he murmured.

			I nipped at his ear, squeezed him, then pushed him onto his back. In the darkness of his window I could see our reflection, like a mirror. My hair looking wild, his hands reaching up to touch me, our bodies moving in unison. I leaned down to kiss him, feeling his teeth behind his lips. I wrapped my fingers around his neck.

			

			Sunlight and birds woke me up. Chad was spooning me, one of his veiny arms over my chest. I yawned, and his stomach growled loudly. He laughed. “I just woke myself up. Breakfast burrito?”

			“Sure.” I dug into my purse for my phone. There were a few notifications, and someone had texted me a picture. I stared at it, confused. It was of me, sleeping, a striped background behind me. The same pattern of stripes on Chad’s pillows. “What the fuck?” I screamed.

			Chad, who was hopping into his pants, froze, alarmed. “Is this your idea of a joke?” He pretended to be confused and I threw the phone at his face. He caught it with surprising deftness, then looked at the picture. I watched his expression carefully. He looked genuinely bewildered.

			“But that’s my...” He looked up at me, horrified. “Chloe, I didn’t send this—this isn’t even my number.”

			“Give me your phone,” I demanded. Wordlessly, he unlocked it and handed it over. He had not sent a text since last night when we decided where to meet up. I even went back in time and verified. He actually had texted Charles about the SAE pledge event—neither of them had lied. I handed it back to him, then hunted for my clothes. Chad was crossing the room to get to me. “Is your door even locked?”

			“Why would I lock my door in my own house?” he asked, oblivious. I looked behind him and saw that both his windows were open a few inches. God, the joy of being a Chad and never having to worry about locked doors. The thought of someone sneaking in here while I slept like an idiot...watching me and taking a picture. I pulled my dress on. “The only reasonable explanation I can think of is that one of the guys thought it was funny.”

			One of the guys. One of the guys with access to the house. I was too angry to speak.

			He put his hands on my shoulders—if he had done it with anything but the upmost gentleness, I would have bit his head off praying-mantis-style. “It’s not funny,” he said. “It’s really uncool. A total violation of our privacy, and I’m going to have a talk with them.”

			What if it was Will? Will had been here. Why don’t I actually think before I do shit? “I’m upset. I’m going home.”

			His eyes got wider. “I understand. I’m sorry. I hope you don’t hold this against me.”

			“I’ll see you around.”
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			Andre studied the row of pictures in front of him, resisting the urge to look across the table where the detectives watched him. “Take your time,” said Bentley—the nice one.

			He wondered if he should just do what Sean had said and pick anyone, lest their focus switch back to him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t see him.”

			Bentley’s face fell, and Deever, the other detective, looked annoyed. “That’s okay.”

			“I don’t want to say the wrong thing, but I don’t see him.”

			“We can come up with another set,” Bentley said.

			“Does this have to do with the other guy with the MRI?” Andre asked.

			“Do you think it does?” Deever asked.

			“Everyone’s talking about it. Is there someone on campus killing Adams students or is this a broader thing?”

			Bentley jumped suddenly, then began to search frantically through papers and photos on his desk. He shoved a photo in front of Andre’s nose. White skin, cheekbones, mussed hair. “Is this the guy?” he asked at the same exact time as Andre said, “That’s the guy!” Bentley asked him if he was sure, really sure.

			“Positive.”

			“Wait, I got other pictures.” He produced half a dozen, and the ones in profile only made Andre certain.

			“That’s the guy I saw.”

			Bentley put his hands on his hips and looked at Deever with something like exasperated satisfaction. “It’s Kellen.”

			“Kellen?”

			“Kellen!” Andre shouted before he realized he was not supposed to know his name.

			

			Andre hurried across campus, texting as he went. He and Chloe had been planning on meeting at the library, anyway, to compare notes. Andre had been working on making a list of Wyman’s former students, narrowing them down to those who would have been around in the CRD years and might be able to shed light on the new killings. Chloe had said she was doing a “deep dive” on the Dufresnes’ internet presence.

			The library during the daytime was always crowded with students carrying coffees and jostling for table space. Still, every time Andre took the elevator he kept his hand near his knife. All of the murders, he reasoned, had happened when the victim was alone. Much like a horror movie there were standard rules: get caught alone, you die. He hoped the rule about being the Black guy wasn’t true.

			Chloe was waiting on the fifth floor, where the dissertations were stored, in a private study room and was eager to talk about Kellen being the stranger at the murder scene. “Of course,” she said. “Now it makes sense. Who else would come upon someone bleeding out and a bystander screaming for help and walk away but a psychopath?” Andre pointed out that Kellen being present at Michael’s death didn’t really tell them anything other than that Kellen was an asshole. “Maybe it gets the police off your back,” Chloe said.

			“Not sure how you figure. Kellen didn’t have any blood on him—it couldn’t have been him.”

			“Are you sure he didn’t have blood on him?” she pressed. Andre understood that she was suggesting he lie to the police.

			“What a terrible party,” said a familiar voice. Andre looked up to see Charles entering the room while taking off his coat. Andre shot a look at Chloe, who had apparently invited him. He would have preferred a warning. Forced to pick between two psychopaths who had each warned him against the other, he banked on trusting neither. But at least he had settled into a working relationship with Chloe, who had proven herself reliable. While he didn’t trust Charles, he didn’t seem murderous. He came off more like a person who was supposed to be attending a polo party but made a wrong turn and ended up at college. Unless, of course, that was all put on.

			“Are you going to help, or be an asshole?” Chloe asked.

			“Are those two things mutually exclusive?” Charles dropped a greasy paper bag on the table and a puff of white powder emanated from it. He withdrew a bizarre food-like object from the bag. “So, what are these developments you’re so excited about?”


			“Do you know the girl in the picture I sent you?” Chloe was watching him carefully.

			“Never seen her.”

			“What the hell is that?” Andre asked.

			“And why didn’t you bring us any?” Chloe added.

			“There’s a funnel-cake cheeseburger truck outside,” Charles said, and Andre watched in horror as he proceeded to add several packets of mayonnaise and relish under the top layer of sugar-encrusted funnel cake. “Who’s the girl? Is she in the program?”

			Chloe turned her laptop around and activated a PowerPoint presentation that started with the picture of Emma she had taken. “We saw this girl eating dinner with Wyman in an intimate restaurant. Emma Dufresne, not to be confused with her twin sister, Megan Dufresne.”

			Charles paused midbite. “Twins?” Andre got the sense that Charles never took anything seriously, so it was a little satisfying that they finally got his attention.

			Chloe clicked to the next slide, which now showed another picture of her from Andre’s video. “Here’s what I figured out. She’s a philosophy major, a junior—just like you, Charles. It’s hard to find anything about her because she’s not really on the internet. This is her Instagram—notice that she has a bunch of followers but she doesn’t follow anyone herself. Here’s the kind of stuff she posts.”

			Andre watched a series of slides breeze by. She was a photographer—and a good one—but the only thing she photographed was insects. High-definition extreme close-up photographs of various insects: a fly with its mirrored eyes, a praying mantis, a bumblebee in midflight. “Those are really good,” Andre murmured, unable to help feeling a twinge of jealousy.

			“She’s placed in several photography contests, all with pictures of insects. She never responds to comments on her Instagram posts.”

			“Bug girl. Got it,” Charles said, his mouth full.

			“This is her sister, Megan,” Chloe said, switching to a snapshot of a Facebook profile. It was standard fare for the pumpkin spice latte brigade. A post about loving the autumn weather. A cute dog. Some people at a party drinking beer. “She’s a junior at American University. There’s more stuff about her on the internet than her sister—she used to compete in gymnastics when she was a kid and wrote for her high school newspaper.”

			“Wait,” Andre said, pointing. “Look under ‘Relationships.’ She doesn’t say anything about having a sister, or a family or anything.”

			“Not everyone fills that out,” Charles said. The burger had been consumed with surprising speed. He wiped at his mouth with a napkin, then tilted his chair back, folding his arms across his chest.

			Chloe clicked to a new slide, Lingering Questions, which had bullet points. “Why do they go to two separate colleges in the same city?” she asked.

			“Uh, because they got into two different places?” Charles said, his tone suggesting that Chloe was being stupid.

			“Well, there’s this thing called poverty that most of the rest have? And most schools have a thing where if you have two siblings around the same age you get a huge discount if they both attend the same school.”

			Charles shrugged. “Maybe they don’t like each other.”

			“It wouldn’t matter,” Andre realized. “Because if you come to the program, college is free. So Emma’s in the program, but Megan isn’t.”

			“You don’t even know if Emma’s in the program—” Charles started, but Chloe interrupted him.

			“But they’re twins,” she murmured, standing up and beginning to wander around the room. “They could be fraternal twins who just look a lot alike, or they could be identical.”

			“Why does that matter?” Andre asked.

			She held up a dry erase marker. Charles looked pained. “What if they’re a natural experiment? Identical twins, but one is a psychopath—Emma—and the other isn’t. That makes Megan the perfect control for Emma. Want to compare brains, or behavior, or whatever? Run Emma against her sister, who has the same genetics and comes from the same family.”

			It was an intriguing idea. Andre knew enough about psychology to know that the field often relied on twin studies to tease apart the nature versus nurture question, about how much certain traits are heritable versus how much environment can shape a person. “But if they’re identical wouldn’t they both be psychopaths?”

			“Only if we think psychopathy is entirely determined by genetics.”

			Charles successfully tossed his paper bag into the garbage bin across the room. “Tell you what, if Emma’s a junior I may know people who know her. Give me a few days to look into her and I’ll report back.” Chloe looked at Andre as if trying to say something silently he couldn’t quite read. Charles did seem like a guy who knew a bunch of people. And really, he hadn’t been much of a help yet, so let him do this one thing.


			“Sounds like a plan for now,” Andre said. “And regardless of if Emma’s in the program, why is Wyman having a private dinner with her?”

			“Why’s that weird?” Charles asked.

			“Are you having private dinners with him?” Andre said. “You don’t go to dinner at a nice restaurant with your shrink. Or if you do, there’s something weird going on.”

			Chloe sighed. “Andre thinks they could be having an affair.” Charles laughed heartily, which got Chloe laughing, and after a moment Andre found their laughter contagious and couldn’t stop himself from joining in.

			“And now for the fun part of the evening,” Chloe said, turning to Andre as she popped to her feet. “I reserved every single dissertation you asked for.” She opened the door and wheeled in the library cart just outside their study room.

			“What are those?” Charles asked, dismayed at what appeared to be real work.

			“Dissertations from former students of Wyman’s,” Andre said. The fifth floor had hard copies of all dissertations that had been filed at Adams. Andre had reserved all the relevant ones to search for information suggesting links to CRD. Wyman was a lot older than he looked and had had many students—the first thing Andre had done was eliminate anyone from the list who predated the late nineties. Some students were easy to find off academic “family tree” websites because they had gone on to become academics themselves, and some were full-time clinicians.

			Andre shoved a stack of dissertations in Charles’s direction. “Look for anything about psychopathy, murder or paraphilia.”

			“Why does it matter what Wyman’s students studied years ago?” Charles asked.

			“Wyman thinks these killings have something to do with CRD, which means he knows or thinks something we don’t know yet. He never published about CRD, but maybe one of his students did. Or Wyman’s never published about someone who failed out of the panel study, but maybe one of his students did,” Andre said.

			Chloe sprawled on the floor on her stomach, and after some theatrical sighing, Charles sat across from Andre at the table, and they flipped through the leather-bound volumes.

			As Andre did so, he couldn’t help feeling the persistent nagging guilt he felt whenever they did their investigative stuff. How was it that all of his friends seemed to get their work done and still have time for partying, smoking pot, working on their six-packs—both liquid and muscular—and sleeping till 3 p.m. on the weekends? Consistent with his diagnosis, Charles seemed like someone who paid people to write papers for him, or perhaps relied on his frat’s test bank, but Chloe, he had learned, had come into college with a bunch of AP credits and never seemed to complain about how much work she had or if she was even able to get it done. He had thought about asking her but hesitated, not wanting to reveal any weakness. Maybe there’s something to this bullet journaling thing, Andre wondered, flipping pages.

			Chloe made a noise—she had found one about psychopathy, but it took her a good ten minutes of looking through it to determine that it contained nothing useful. “You know this is a waste of time, right?” Charles said. He had been paging leisurely through dissertations, so leisurely that Andre realized he would probably have to double-check everything Charles did.

			“I don’t see you coming up with any solutions,” Chloe said, kneeling up now, and rolling her head around to crack her neck.

			“I told you I would look into Eleanor—”

			“Emma!”

			“But I also don’t want you doing something ridiculous that gets Wyman in trouble,” Charles added.

			“You’re just lazy and don’t want to do any work,” Chloe said.

			“This isn’t the best use of my skill set.”

			“Skill set,” Chloe muttered. She stretched into child’s pose, and Charles liberally checked out her ass. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and get us some food. I’m starving.” Andre shrugged in agreement. Apparently eager to shirk work, Charles put on his coat before he left. “That boy has never had to work a day in his life,” Chloe said.

			“Go easy on him. He’s trying to be helpful.” Chloe had an eyebrow raised and was carefully studying him. Uh-oh. Why did she have to view Chloe vs Charles as a zero sum game? The more help they had, the better. “You don’t know how to work him,” Andre said.

			Chloe laughed. “Excuse me?”

			“You pick on him when it’s clear all he wants is for everyone to think how great he is. The guy ran for office—he probably lives for people blowing smoke up his ass.”

			She seemed to contemplate this seriously. “So you think it’s better to just play his game?”

			“Play his game and let him think he’s winning it. And what did you invite him for if you don’t want us all to work together?”

			“I do want us all to work together—he’s just really annoying. And I wanted to gauge his reaction when I brought up all the Emma stuff.”

			“Didn’t seem like he knew her at all.”

			“He was pretty quick to volunteer to find her.”

			“Does she really seem like someone Charles would hang out with?”

			Chloe sighed, then shook her head. “Andre, there’s something else you haven’t seen.” She got up and sat next to him at the table. On her phone was a text—a picture of her sleeping. “Someone took this picture of me in the middle of last night and sent it to me.”

			“They got into your dorm room?” he asked, sitting straight up.

			“No, I was at this guy’s house. A frat house.”

			“He took it?”

			“I’m one hundred percent certain he didn’t. He’s basically a golden retriever and he keeps apologizing about what happened. Blah blah he’s going to make SAE take sexual harassment training or blah blah to make it right.”

			“Wait a minute—do you understand what this means?” Andre exclaimed. “It means they were a few feet away from you and didn’t kill you.” Chloe seemed stunned. “Maybe they don’t intend to murder you at all.”

			She stared at the phone. “Maybe they did—the guy I was with was really big. Maybe they saw him and got scared off?”

			“Did you Google the number?”

			“Nothing comes up.”

			“Is there some way you can find out if it was from a real number or a spoofed number?”

			“I’m not that tech savvy,” she said, opening up her laptop again, “but maybe I can find something on the internet about how to tell.”

			They worked in companionable silence. Andre flipped through one of the dissertations at random and settled on an acknowledgment page. The author thanked Wyman and the Wyman lab and listed several other names, all of which were already on Andre’s list except for one—John Fiola. He pulled open another dissertation and flipped to the acknowledgments. The same students were thanked, including Fiola. Andre checked every single dissertation from the CRD era and found the same student listed in the acknowledgments.

			Andre checked the electronic catalog: Fiola had a dissertation entitled “Toward a Greater Understanding of Sexual Violence in Psychopathic Men.” He hurried out of the room and to the stacks and double-checked the call number: all the other dissertations had been there, but the one he wanted was missing. Each dissertation had two copies—how could two copies have both gone missing? He made a mental note to ask the librarian downstairs as he went back to the study room.

			A Google search for “John Fiola DC” yielded results both interesting and disappointing. Tragic Collision Kills Cleveland Park Resident, read the headline from years ago.

			John Fiola, a recent recipient of his PhD from John Adams University, was the victim of a tragic drunk driving accident.

			“Chloe,” he said. He was annoyed to see that she was fiddling around with a dating app. Can these people take anything seriously? “Look at this.”

			Fiola is survived by his fiancée, Mira Wale.
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			Day 12

			What a way to burn a Friday night, spending it with a dweeby RA who was probably trying to get into my pants. But a plan had been formulating in my mind for the endgame with Will. If I found out who was committing the other murders, I’d have the perfect stooge to point a finger at. If only I had been in the psych building when Michael was killed. What if I had gotten there a second earlier and seen who had done it? At this point, I’d already be following them, would have already figured out where they lived and would have been crafting a believable story about them going after Will. Maybe they thought they were hunting me, but I was also hunting them, thinking two steps ahead to their high-profile arrest.

			I’d already met with the RA, Trevor Koch, once at the Bean where he marked up my fake CV with a red pen and talked down to me about psychology for twenty minutes. It took all my self-control to plaster a dumb look on my face and keep nodding while I pretended to listen. In reality, I was carefully observing him, collecting all the information I needed. Trevor was gangly and awkward and had zero fashion sense—this was not a guy who got a lot of attention from girls. He didn’t seem nervous around me but I got the sense that he thought being condescending was a style of flirting. But most importantly, I picked up an odor. A particular skunky odor.

			A week later, I sent a bubbly text asking if he had a pot hookup because, being new in town, I didn’t have one myself, hence tonight’s activities. I had invited myself over to “hang out,” which of course had to involve a long evening of sitting around consuming pot with his hookup and having high conversations. Trevor lived in Strayer, one of the smaller dorms across the quad from me. We were hanging out in his roommate Ray’s room, which shared a Jack-and-Jill bathroom with Trevor’s attached room.

			Trevor was sprawled perpendicular on Ray’s bed, staring up at the ceiling at the glow-in-the-dark stars that someone had stuck up there. I was sitting at the edge of the bed, playing with the lava lamp on the table, the only source of light in the dark room. Trevor had awkwardly angled his body toward mine, but not gussied up the balls to actually touch me. Ray and these two other guys called Mousey and Pete were sitting on the floor in front of a laptop arguing about some woman and her internet drama on a forum.

			Trevor waved a hand dismissively, then said very slowly, “I could dox her like that,” he said, snapping his fingers.

			Just then his cell phone made a noise. “Food’s here,” Trevor said, getting up and shoving his Converse on. The friend trio didn’t seem to notice; they barely grunted when I said I was going to use the bathroom.

			Once inside the bathroom, I locked the door to Ray’s room and opened the door to Trevor’s. I was met with a dark room accented by the pale blue light, probably from a computer, coming from the little inlet where his bed was. He had a giant table, possibly stolen from one of the common rooms, filled with computer equipment, some of which was alive and humming, some of which was in the process of being dissected. It was abnormally cold in his room.

			Where would I be, if I was a key? I was betting he wouldn’t keep Wyman’s office keys on his person. I used the flashlight on my cell phone and shone it over the table, looking for a key ring. A coat was thrown on the floor—I checked the pockets but found nothing. Didn’t he have a proper desk? Maybe it was where his bed was. I quickly moved to that part of the room but then froze when I met a sight I didn’t know how to interpret.

			There was his bed, but the inlet was dominated by his desk, which had four large, glowing computer monitors. One showed a girl shoving a dildo into herself. Another showed a girl clipping her toenails. The third showed what looked like someone asleep in bed. The fourth showed a narrow, neatly made bed with a lavender, pin-tucked duvet. Two pillows. A chemistry book. The familiar window just behind the bed. A stuffed whale. It was my bedroom.

			“Do you like them?” came a voice.

			I jumped without being able to stop myself. Trevor was standing behind me. I could see his room door was open a little—I hadn’t even heard him come in. “I don’t understand what I’m looking at.”

			“Cam girls,” he said. “Top left is a real feed—Natasha in Ukraine, she’s a professional. Actually, all of them are but you.” I was still putting it all together, but a quiet rage was washing over me. More videos of me floating out there for anyone to see? Are you kidding me? I needed to be very careful about what happened next. He grinned, showing small, even teeth. “You need to pay more attention to what links you click.”

			My head was in a whirl, trying to remember anything weird. But who even thinks about all the things they click on and read, stupid bank notifications popping up on your phone and reminders to fill out some form? Then I remembered—about a week ago I had gotten a DM on Instagram from some new company that was recruiting girls to do sponsored posts about their beauty products. I’d received similar offers before, and who doesn’t like some flattery and an offer of freebies? I did click on the link absently, while walking between classes, and never thought of it again. And that had happened a few days after I met Trevor.

			“You’re smarter than you look,” he said. “But I figured if I appealed to your vanity...”

			Some instinct told me to stay calm. “Why would you do this?”

			“I know who you are, Chloe.”

			Oh, no. I had been banking on the fact that I had never seen him in the office before—I had assumed the RAs wouldn’t have a picture of me or something on file. I’d made too many assumptions. I don’t have a lot of flaws, but a total lack of humility is one of them.

			“As soon as you came into the office snooping around for information, you gave yourself away.”

			This disgusting perv—he’d been playing with me this whole time. I wanted to gouge his eyes out, but all I could think about is what he might have seen on my webcam. Me getting dressed. Me hooking up. Chad had been over for a “study” date. I had done tequila shots with Billy the Crew one night when I was bored. But most critically: Had I done anything associated with my Will plan in front of the camera? I hadn’t in the past week, and I didn’t use my computer at an angle you could see from the webcam. “Obviously, you’re going to get fired for this,” I said, resigned, not even sure if he cared.

			He cawed with laughter, then put his hand on my shoulder in a weird, affected way. “Oh, honey, you still think I’m an RA?”

			He was in the program. He knew what I was the second I showed up trying to get an in with the office. “Why were you on one of Wyman’s computers?” He had seemed so at home there—exactly the body language of someone in a workplace.

			“Waiting for Elena. I was seeing if they’d ever gotten any better at passwords.”

			I turned back to the cams, folding my arms across my chest as I looked at the screens, putting on a posture like I was more annoyed than enraged. I had to choose my next steps wisely. Trevor was the seventh student in the program. Trevor might be the killer. He was certainly clever and perverse enough. How out of it were his fellow trolls in the other room? Would they hear if I screamed? I had my wasp spray—my hand edged down to it. “I should be charging you for the free show,” I said mildly.

			“Ha ha. A girl like you could make some money.”

			“Are you the only one who has this, or did you make it public?”

			“I didn’t share it.”

			I turned to face him, doing a polite golf clap. “All right, I give it to you. You won.” He grinned, his eyes sparkling in a way I had never seen before—he had always seemed somewhat dull and phlegmatic. “Here’s the thing, though,” I said in a smooth, friendly tone, gesturing to the monitors. “I don’t like this. I’m not sure I believe that you didn’t share it, or record any—” He tried to protest but I steamrolled over him. “And you know, in today’s day and age, hacking into a girl’s webcam so you can jerk off to her, well, it just doesn’t sit right. I mean, I could get you kicked out of school.” I examined my nails. “Or maybe a few well-placed posts on social media could go viral and then nobody could ever Google your name without the story coming up. Trust me, I would see to that.”

			He looked a little alarmed. “I’ll cut the feed right now!” he said, holding up his hands innocently. He leaned over his keyboard and did a series of rapid things—the feed cut out. But what did that even mean? For all I knew he could get straight back into it. “I didn’t save anything, I promise.”

			“Like a promise from a psychopath even means anything?”

			“Listen, I’ll do you a favor—you need to take internet security seriously. Get yourself a good password manager—use it the right way and even I can’t get into your stuff.” He proceeded to lecture me about technology, while I stared at him, stunned. He had gone from sinister to good-natured—it was almost like he thought my discovery of him creeping on me was an icebreaker to a new friendship, or worse, something more. I was spiritually vomiting.

			I sighed. “I’m very upset, Trevor.”

			He blinked a few times rapidly. “I’ve seen you around campus. I know the sort of people you hang out with.” What the hell did that mean? “I’ll do you a solid.” He hunched over his keyboard again. He dug around for a while before he found something—a folder entitled simply cunt. He was emailing something to me—to my real school address, which was in my name.

			“You’re crazy if you think I’d actually open an attachment from you.”

			He put his hands in his pockets. “That folder contains some information about someone you really need to see. I like you, Chloe. Most girls are boring but you aren’t. You’re like me.” The wasp spray was tempting me, but I needed to pay attention to his every microexpression. “You need to be careful about the company you keep,” Trevor said.

			

			I fled from Trevor’s dorm like a bat out of neckbeard hell. I was so mad my ears were hot. I was holding my phone, desperate to know what was in that file, but of course I wasn’t going to open it. I didn’t even want to open my email app just in case my phone would automatically download the file. Trevor was a creep and a liar—but he knew just where to get me, that I would be too curious to not open it.

			I felt an urge to text Andre—he had proven insanely reliable for a psychopath, doing tons of legwork about Wyman’s history and everything, but I had to remind myself that he had done all that to save his own ass, not mine. No, I would deal with this alone.

			Strayer was kitty-corner to the library, where one of the twenty-four-hour computer labs were. Once I signed into my email I stared at the attachment, dying of curiosity, still angry. I dragged the folder onto the desktop to save it, then quickly signed out of my email.

			I looked around, assuring that I had privacy, then clicked on the cunt file.

			It consisted of a single PDF called “PatientFile34522.” I recognized the first page—it was the same intake form I had filled out when I signed up for the program, but my eyes froze on the first line. Portmont, Charles Andrew. My heart started beating hard.

			Why would Trevor have this? The document was about thirty pages and was cut off in the middle of a sentence. After a couple pages of generic stuff, there were what looked like clinical notes initialed LW or ET. Those first few pages were not surprising. Charles’s poor little rich boy background, getting into trouble as a kid and being sent to one boarding school after another. Your father’s an asshole? The huge empty spaces of all your vacation homes don’t provide any comfort? Blah blah blah.

			I scanned until a few words popped out at me.

			Working with Charles continues to be a struggle. He continues to display high levels of sadism, which hasn’t changed since I began seeing him. The pleasure he takes in causing others’ pain dates back to his childhood. He expresses no remorse for any wrongdoing or criminal activity. For the second time this month, he has talked at length about the sexual desire he associates with thoughts of killing and maiming young women. Has talked about dreams of having sex with dead bodies. I’ve had to let another RA go. Have thought about going to the police about Daisy but am frightened of the consequences. (Father is very powerful.)

			This had to be fake. Trevor playing a game. Then again, he had seemed genuinely worried that I would try to get him kicked out of school. And why would he just happen to have a fake file about Charles on his computer? That awkward way he had touched my shoulder... I think Trevor Liked me—like with a capital L—and maybe he had seen me talking to Charles and, in his own fucked-up way, worried about me or was jealous? Some of the stuff in the file I knew to be true: Dr. Wyman’s signature looked real, and whoever wrote the notes accurately described Charles’s charm, his laziness, and his quick way of going from one mood to the next. Both boys were terrible, but which one was worse?

			Wait, who was Daisy—an RA? I quickly opened Google and searched “Daisy Adams University,” but with low expectations. The first two listings were duds, but then there it was, an article from the Daily Owl. Sophomore Suicide Raises Questions About Student Health.

			Apparently, last year a student named Daisy Crosby jumped off the top of the Math Sciences Tower—which everyone called Suicide Tower—to her death. The article included a quote from her voice instructor about how such a beautiful talent was wasted. She was a voice major, which would put her in Albertson Hall all the time—exactly where Charles frequented.

			Maybe it had been obvious all along. Even his frat brothers literally called him “Terrible Charles.” I had to face the fact that I had a significant bias about Charles and it had colored my decisions. From the moment I heard about the killings—from him no less—I had not for a second seriously considered that Charles could be responsible. Why—because he had helped me back in Fort Hunt? Maybe I liked to think he helped me because secretly he wanted me, but maybe it really was in self-interest—maybe the last thing he needed was people getting assaulted on his property because that’s where he buries his bodies.

			Ted Bundy murdered by wearing a fake cast and asking women to help him, and they never thought he was sketchy because he was supposedly handsome and charming. People, including his girlfriend at the time, and his friend, crime writer Ann Rule, suspected him, but also questioned their suspicions because they simply couldn’t believe it was him. Despite it being in front of their faces the whole time.

			As I headed home, it occurred to me with sudden clarity—the sad thing about poor, beautiful Terrible Charlie Bear. Once I took care of Will, I would take care of Charles, and this time I wasn’t going to have any blinders on.
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			Charles opened his eyes in the dim light, making out the fuzzy hexagonal pattern of the tile in Kristen’s bathroom. His vision was terrible without his contacts, but he knew that the white pill lying at the base of the toilet was an Excedrin. The last thing he remembered was Kristen curling up beside him as they fell asleep, then waking up a few hours later with terrible waves of migraine pain.

			He got up and moved toward the bedroom, still feeling dull pain in the back of his head. But then he froze. Was he seeing things, or was there a dark figure in the bedroom? Sometimes the migraines affected his sight, but this typically took the form of tunnel vision. The bedroom was too dark to see clearly, but there—wasn’t there something even darker at the center? Standing, hovering over the bed as if peering down. Right over Kristen.

			Fuck. His gun was in the nightstand—all of two feet away from the intruder and halfway across the room. Charles reached out half-blindly, his hand finding a vase. I might hit her, he warned himself, but there was no time to waste—the shadow, the thing, was now leaning over his girlfriend. Charles launched the vase across the room—then came a thud, a grunt, glass breaking, a scream. The figure moved toward the window, and Charles darted to the nightstand as Kristen screamed again. He could barely make out the dark shape crawling out the window but he fired the Glock anyway, each pull of the trigger providing a flash of light. He could just make out the shape of an arm right before it disappeared. He moved closer to the window, then fired out of it through the broken glass, firing somewhat blindly into the street. Kristen was still screaming but he blocked her out, then used the butt of the gun to break the rest of the glass out of the window so he could stick his head out. Why did his vision have to be so bad? He could make out no shape moving away; there was no one out on the street, just a taxicab heading north.

			He leaned back, realizing that he was holding his breath. His ears were ringing. He turned the lights on and fumbled for his glasses on the nightstand. Kristen was hugging her knees to her chest, her eyes huge, blankets pulled up around her protectively. “Charles, there was something here.”

			He examined the wall surrounding the window. Luckily, he hadn’t shot the wall. “I’m calling 911. When they come, don’t tell them I fired a gun. It’s my dad’s, it’s legal, but I could get in trouble.” The myriad gun laws in the city were hard to follow, in between gun control legislation that got passed and various court cases and acts of Congress that prevented that legislation from actually being enacted because of DC’s lack of local sovereignty. He dialed 911, then with the phone to his ear gathered all the spent shells, then washed his hands.

			He sat on the bed with Kristen as they waited—she was still shaking—and held her. He felt a heat of hatred so intense he couldn’t hear anything. Even with all the fallout from what had happened last year with Daisy, Charles’s cyberattacker had never figured out where Kristen lived. Kristen’s family, like many wealthy people, valued privacy, and when they did things like buy houses for their daughters, they did it through companies that could shield the owner from public records. Last year, the harassment had never come to physical violence. One thing he did not know was if that shadowy figure had been looking for Kristen, or for him.

			The police arrived and took statements. Charles couldn’t wait for them to leave. Only then did Kristen call her parents as Charles searched for some plastic and tape to seal the window. It didn’t keep the cold air out and certainly wouldn’t keep a person out. “Thank God Charles was here—I’m so freaked out,” Kristen said into the phone. “A burglar, I don’t know. It’s just, with those murders here...”

			She handed him the phone and, sounding as calmly as he could, he reassured her parents, who were justifiably alarmed. Perfect boyfriend needed to be reliable and steady, an asset rather than a liability to their daughter. He disconnected, then took her head in his hands. “Listen. I’m never going to let anyone do anything to you.”

			“I don’t even feel safe in my own house!”

			“Let’s go to my place—it’s on the sixth floor and security’s good.” She looked doubtful. “We can always stay at Fort Hunt—no one can get you there. The driver can take us back and forth.” He helped her pack—Kristen was not the sort of person that was good at waking up in the middle of the night. He opened the medicine cabinet to get his Excedrin and her prescription, then found himself staring at the little orange bottle. It was a new one, the one he had picked up for her a couple days ago on his way to meet Andre and Chloe at the library. He hadn’t thought of it at the time, but it now seemed salient. The prescription bottle—with her address printed on it—had been in his messenger bag, and he had left it behind for an hour. Plenty of time for Chloe to snoop through.
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			Day 11

			My smashed-up webcams were in the garbage, which meant that I could safely dress for my “date.” It was 10 p.m., and Will was expecting a blonde girl named Daniella who wears patent leather pants and has a low bar for men. I was not wearing patent leather pants, but jeans with a deep enough pocket to hold my switchblade. I had specifically picked our meeting place, a pseudo dive bar called Ivy and Coney because it was sparsely populated on Thursday nights.

			I stood in the entrance, taking in the disinterested hipster bartender and two guys enamored with their beers in the corner. Will sat alone at a high-top watching basketball, chewing with his mouth open. I slipped onto one of the stools next to him, withdrawing my knife but hiding it beneath the flowy sleeve of my batwing shirt. I pressed the blade into his inner thigh, the metal digging into his jeans but not cutting through.

			His eyes went huge. I could see the realization that he had been tricked flow onto his stupid face.

			“Let’s stop playing hide-and-seek. You have until October 23 to give me the video. I know you have it.”

			“You’re a fucking psycho.” He swallowed. His mouth must have been dry because I could hear it.

			“Yes.” I withdrew the knife a little, taking my phone out with my other hand.

			He leaned forward and whispered, “I could punch your little head across this room.”

			“You could. Will you, though? In front of everyone? Do you know what’s going to happen to you if I don’t get it on the twenty-third?” I held up my phone where Snapchat was open.

			“Why the fuck are you obsessed with the twenty-third?” I ignored him, but once he saw my phone, he frowned, clearly thrown off. I flicked my finger down the screen so he could see the hundreds of lines of messages. The heart emojis and the xoxo I love you’s. “You’ve...you’ve been talking to my brother?”

			“Davey’s not very savvy for a ninth grader. Davey is in love with a girl he met online. See how easy it is? Do you know what’s going to happen to little Davey on the twenty-third if I don’t have my video?” His eyes got huge. I stared back at him without blinking.

			“He’s just a kid. He’s my kid brother. What are you—?”

			“Did you think I forgot Brett?” There was an involuntary jerk as Will realized what I was saying. Brett, the all-American friend who held Will’s phone that night and filmed when he could have been saving me. Here’s the sad, cold truth, Friends and Neighbors. No one is ever going to save you. “Poor Brett—too parochial to go anywhere but Rutgers. But convenient for me, him being a local and all.” I tilted my head. “Tragic thing, that car accident over Thanksgiving weekend. Was he driving drunk? Well, you can’t perform an autopsy on a body that burned. He was one crispy critter.”

			“You’re. Fucking. Insane.”

			“I accept myself for who I am.” I grabbed his chin gently with my thumb and forefinger. “October 23. Do. You. Understand?”

			He blinked. “Yes.”
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			How much do you feel each of the following emotions? Charles’s watch asked him as he jogged down the street. Kristen was safely at Fort Hunt and the driver had taken him back to campus as soon as she felt okay with him leaving. Blindly angry was all he felt.

			Chloe had gotten into Kristen’s house. The point of her home invasion, he had no idea. He had been too distracted with ridiculous theories about a cyberattacker when Chloe had likely been the culprit all along. Chloe had probably made up everything about Will—maybe what Charles had walked in on was a murder in progress. He had never bothered to ask Will his side of the story.

			He skipped the mood log, knowing that if he responded there would be some record of him behaving badly. He knew from two years of therapy with Wyman that when he got into moods like this, the best thing for him to do was to go somewhere quiet and sit on his hands. To bite back that part of himself that was too impulsive to be reasonable.

			Instead, his pace to Will’s house was rapid. But he stood at the doorstep knocking for five minutes before he realized Will wasn’t home. He headed for the SAE house, but there no one had seen him. After a quick and fruitless search, Charles flopped on the couch, completely ignoring the other brothers but taking advantage of their bong. Calm down, he told himself. He couldn’t think straight when he got like this. Chad stood in the doorway of the kitchen, eating Icelandic yogurt, talking to someone on the phone. What would Chad do? Charles wondered.

			Chad, he imagined, did not get tangled into situations like this because he probably had an internal default that told him what to do, the right thing to do. He didn’t get distracted by hot girls and their lies and games.

			Will came in about ten minutes later, looking flushed. He headed to the kitchen—probably to get a beer—but Charles made a come-over-here gesture that did not make a response seem optional, and he pulled Will into one of the filthy bedrooms.

			Charles wasted no time. “What do you know about Chloe?”

			“Chloe?” The bovine way Will had said it. Thick with the lie of pretending the name was unfamiliar. Underneath was a hint of alarm.

			“Chloe Sevre.”

			“Uh...”

			“Has she been harassing you?”

			Will gave a dumb little laugh. “Harassing?”

			“Someone broke into Kristen’s house last night—I think it was her.” Will’s eyes got wide. “What’s the video she’s looking for?” he tried. “I already know about it, so stop pretending,” Charles said impatiently.

			“Okay, this bitch is crazy. She’s totally stalking me. She broke into my locker and did something to my phone—she broke into my house. I should go to the police!”

			“What’s on the video?” Charles repeated.

			“We, you know, hooked up and stuff and she wanted to make a video so we did. She’s batshit!”

			“Then why’s she stalking you?”

			“Because I dumped her! She’s crazy and now she won’t leave me alone!”

			“You met her at Adams?”

			“No, we went to high school together, but I was a couple years ahead of her. I’m starting to think she followed me here or something—you know how fucked up that is?”

			Charles felt a sinking sensation. “So you were, what, a senior and she was a sophomore?”

			A muscle by Will’s mouth twitched. “Yeah.”

			He’s lying, Charles realized, the thought freezing the rush of angry emotions. Merrifield Teacher Accused of Sex with Students—Charles remembered the title of the article. Will didn’t go to the same high school. Charles knew because his freshman year Will talked constantly about how his high school lacrosse team—at Cloverfield—had gone to state. The indignation on his face was entirely different from the look on Chloe’s face when she had swung that geode—raw rage. Chloe’s emotion had been visceral, Will’s defensive.

			If he was innocent, Will had every right to go to the police if someone broke into his house—just as Charles had. But what would make him not want to? He did it, Charles realized. He totally did it. “So now she’s...?”

			“I don’t know,” Will said, running a hand through his unruly hair. “She thinks I have the sex tape or something, and she’s totally obsessed with me. The thing is, I don’t even have that phone anymore—I can’t find it.”

			A sex tape. He thought it was a sex tape. Charles was glad that his face wasn’t particularly expressive. “You’d better find the video. I don’t think she’s going to stop till she gets it.”

			Will shrank back. Charles abandoned him to pace around the front yard of the house, wondering how many guys just like Will he had looked in the face without even realizing it. If the video existed, Charles understood why Chloe would want to be in sole possession of it—any idiot could. And even with Will and the specter of his video hovering over her, Chloe with all her PowerPoints and whatnot had certainly done more than Charles had to track down the killer. Meanwhile, he had been withholding information that might have helped just because he didn’t trust her. And while he was dicking around, the killer had gotten close enough to him to get into Kristen’s bedroom. I need to talk to her, he realized, and we can sort this all out together.
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			Day 10

			I peered through my peephole when someone knocked, seeing a distorted image of Charles wearing a hunter-green sweater. What was he doing here? And for fuck’s sake, no one in this dorm takes security seriously! Or maybe he charmed his way in. I had just finished switching all my passwords over to a new—and expensive—password manager and had been working on finalizing my plans for Phase Four. I hadn’t yet decided exactly how I was going to dispose of Charles, only that I didn’t want to handle him and Will at the same time. Both were fit and bigger than me. But I knew one thing for sure—I needed Charles out of my way for the next two weeks.

			He knocked again, but this time I was ready. I swung the door open and zapped him with the stun gun. He gave a cry and fell. People were doing power hour down the hallway, so no one noticed, not even when I grabbed him by the belt and shirt and dragged his still-shaking body inside my room. I nudged the door shut with my foot and locked it. Yessica wouldn’t be home for another three hours. He was incapacitated for now, and we were alone.

			Should I just get rid of him now? I could drag him to the window and push him out—the fall down would probably kill him. Then again, actually getting his body out the window might be hard. Maybe if I shocked him over and over with the stun gun he would die? I knew he got migraines—maybe I could just tell people he came over and had a seizure or something. I contemplated the baseball bat I had gotten from a sidewalk sale.

			“Ch-Chloe!”

			“Shut up! I know who you are.” I put the stun gun in his face and made it emit its satisfying snapping noise. “You’ve done a good job making it seem like it was never you, but I’ve had an awakening. You just happened to be the person with Elena who found Kellen’s body? You were probably waiting for her to show up so you could gloat!”

			“G-gloat? No, I—”

			“Party’s over.” I tapped the ground with the baseball bat. “It’d be a shame wrecking that beautiful face of yours.”

			“Wait—”

			“I know everything about you—”

			“Wait, wait. Do whatever you want to me, just let me ask you a question.” I made an impatient gesture. “Where did you go to high school?”

			“Merrifield High. Why?”

			“Will went to Merrifield, right?”

			“No, he went to Cloverfield.”

			“Was there a scandal with you being involved with a teacher?”

			“Alexei, yes.”

			He closed his eyes and breathed more slowly. I wondered if I had seriously injured him, but then he looked straight into my eyes with a look I couldn’t read, something soft around the edges for the first time. “You never lied to me once, have you?” he asked, sounding amazed.

			“I’m not a liar like you! I know everything now, about Daisy and how you killed her.”


			He looked alarmed, trying to sit up, but apparently it still hurt where I shocked him. “That’s not what happened. I didn’t kill her.”

			I gently tapped his forehead with the baseball bat. “I got into your files from Wyman’s office. I know exactly how perverted your brain is.”

			“And the file said I killed Daisy?” he seemed genuinely puzzled rather than alarmed.

			“More or less.”

			“Can I see it?”

			This torture session wasn’t going how I planned. I was annoyed—he should have been afraid of me. I opened the file and handed him my laptop, hovering near him with my weapons. His eyes moved quickly down the page, his mouth open. Suddenly he hissed like the snake he was. “Chloe, did you read all of this?”

			“I skimmed. Pretty sickening stuff.”

			He looked at me, exasperated. “Here, under Sexual proclivities. ‘Subject possesses a wide variety of perverse, disturbing sexual drives, both in behavior and in the pornography he watches for several hours a day. He admits to indulging in sexual acts with animals on his family’s estate growing up. The list included the family dog, stray cats, sheep, even hermit crabs.’ Really, Chloe?”

			“Hermit crabs!”

			“We’ve never had a dog. My dad hates them.” He closed the laptop, looking at me thoughtfully. “Where did you get this file?” I remained silent. “Was it from someone who’s really good with computers?”

			“Someone. He’s looking out for me.”

			“He’s in the program,” Charles said, tapping the laptop.

			How could he possibly have figured this out with so little information? Charles raised his eyebrows. “Am I wrong?” He struggled to get into a sitting position. “I met Daisy last year in the music department. She was a really pretty girl. She mentioned once that sometimes a guy would creep on her Instagram and like all her pictures and see secret messages directed at him. You know, if she takes a picture of a latte with a heart in it, it’s really a message to him.”

			“Oh. One of those.”

			“Daisy and I slept together. We—”

			“You cheated on Kristen?”

			He looked weary. “We survived it. Someone must have been really attached to her, because he attacked us both in every way he could. All my accounts got hijacked, my utilities shut off. Credit cards got taken out in my name. Child pornography sent to my email.”

			“That seems extreme.”

			“That’s nothing compared to what he did to Daisy—all of the above plus more. He must have spent hours reading through her emails and texts to come up with every snarky thing she ever said about anyone, so he could send it to her friends and alienate them. He posted her phone number and address on all these personal ads for women seeking casual sex. It drove her crazy.”

			“Did she report him?”

			“She went to the police, but she couldn’t pinpoint who was doing it—neither could I. They said, ‘If someone’s harassing you online, why don’t you get offline? What did you ever take a nude picture of yourself for?’ The police both didn’t have the know-how and didn’t care.”

			“How did you get him to stop, then?”

			“I paid him. I should have been more careful—I should have been specific and said to leave both of us alone. I didn’t realize that he kept on with her. She was a sensitive person—she couldn’t take it. She was the second suicide off Suicide Tower last year. The tower in the Math building—people have jumped off it before.”

			What a dumb name—Daisy. That sounds exactly like someone who would kill themselves instead of carefully plotting a way to destroy their enemies. And I was almost disappointed in Charles in opting for the easy way out, but I suppose as a rich boy he doesn’t know any better. He’s never had to scrape his way through the world.

			“And how am I supposed to know that literally everything you just said isn’t a lie?”

			He made a hold-on gesture, scrolling through his phone. When he handed it to me I could see email after email of him trying to deal with the aftermath of the cyberattack last year. Even personal emails to Kristen. A complaint he had filed with the police. He was telling the truth.

			“I’m guessing,” Charles said, now struggling to his feet. I still stood in a defensive position. “That whoever gave you that file is the same person who attacked me.”

			“Why would he have a fake file on you?”

			“Maybe he got the real file and made up some fake stuff with the intention of publishing it somewhere, or maybe giving it to Kristen. That’s how I know he’s in the program.”

			“Huh?”

			“This guy attacked me in every way possible except exposing that I’m a diagnosed psychopath in this special program for psychopaths. He was covering his own ass.” Charles was watching me carefully. “Does the person I described sound like the person who gave you this file?”

			Goddamn it. Charles was right again.

			“I went and talked to Will,” Charles said. “I directly asked him about what happened with you and I could tell he was lying. Not even lying particularly well—it’s like he’s convinced himself he’s in the right. I trust you, Chloe. Now can you trust me? Because if you can, I can tell you everything.”

			What else wasn’t he telling me? “Okay.”

			“No, I want to hear you say that you think that file’s fake.”

			“It’s fake—all right? The guy is a loser named Trevor. He pretended to be an RA in the program and I fell for it. Meanwhile, he hacked my webcams and has been creeping on me. He flat out told me he’s in the program—it’s like he wants to be buddies now.”

			Charles looked alarmed. “Then Trevor is extremely dangerous. Someone broke into Kristen’s house—I’m sorry, I thought it was you, but now I know it’s him.”

			Trevor had serious skills. He was smart enough to fool me, and this alone made me suspect him more than the other psychopath in the program, Emma, who I knew so little about, anyhow. I didn’t know why he was doing it—maybe he was a serial killer fanatic or something, but who cared. The most important thing was that no one could know for sure who the killer was and have them locked up before I could kill Will. Ideally, I would have an opportunity to plant some evidence. “What about the twins?”

			Charles shook his head and wandered out of my room into the common area, his hands shoved into his pockets. “Um, it’s not the twins.”

			“What makes you so sure?” I asked, suspicious, following him.

			“Well, I kind of lied. I know Emma—we’re sort of friends because of the program, inasmuch as a person can be friends with her. I just didn’t want to tell you about her.”

			“You’ve known her all along?!”

			“I didn’t trust you! I was protecting her!”

			“You’re sure it’s not her?”

			“I mean, ninety-nine percent. I don’t know much about her sister, but I can see what I can find out about her. I keep trying to make plans with Emma but she’s super weird and not easy to get ahold of.”

			“So we have a list of all seven students, then,” I mused, turning the information over in my head.

			Charles chewed on his lower lip. “Let’s go with the most obvious thing—we already know Trevor’s sadistic. He managed to figure out that you and I are in the program. He’s crazy good with computers—he probably got into that experiment room and killed Michael, and maybe messed with the MRI somehow. We have to find proof about Trevor.”

			I went to the windows and watched students cutting across the brick pathways of the quad. “Trevor doesn’t realize that I think he’s disgusting. I could get close to him.” And be in control of any information I found out...

			“That’s not a good idea—he’s dangerous. He was hovering over Kristen while she was sleeping.”

			Apparently, he has a thing for sleeping girls. “Just because Trevor is a creep doesn’t mean he’s a murderer.”

			“It would probably be to your benefit to have a healthy fear of him.”

			“I’m not afraid.”

			“Uh-oh, is there another geode in your pocket?”

			I laughed. “I can become friends with him. Maybe do a more thorough snoop of his dorm room.”


			“No,” he said, suddenly vehement.

			“Why not?” I said, edging closer to him. I had to admit I was relieved it wasn’t Charles, after all. He trusted me—it gave me a little leeway to almost trust him.

			“Because you’re attractive—if he takes a liking to you, I don’t know what he’ll do.”

			“So you think I’m attractive?” I teased.

			Charles sighed. “Why do I get the sense that you’re going to do whatever you want to do regardless of what I say?”

			“Bingo,” I whispered, touching the tip of my index finger to his nose.

			“We need to plan. Emma likes me—I might be able to get some information out of her, where she was those two nights to rule her out.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			“Chloe, there’s something else we have to consider, but you’re not going to like it.”

			“What?”


			“What if it’s Will? What if it’s been Will all along?”

			“What? My Will? Stupid Will?”

			“You got attacked at Stupid Will’s house. Stupid Will has a motive to get rid of you.”

			“Stupid Will has access to the SAE house,” I muttered. Charles looked puzzled, so I showed him the picture someone had texted me. “Someone took a picture of me sleeping at the SAE house.”

			“Why were you sleeping there?”

			“I get tired after fucking.”

			“Chad, really?”

			“What makes you think Will could be a criminal mastermind?”

			“We already know that one person on campus is capable of killing people. And we know another person who is capable of—of doing what he did to you. Isn’t it improbable that those would be two different people?”

			“Then what’s his motive for killing anyone else in the program? Will isn’t smart enough to do all this. You should see how dumbly he falls into my traps.”

			“Maybe he falls for them on purpose. Chloe, there’s an intersection between these two crazy things, and that intersection is you.”

			I was already impossibly biased against the idea. Did I think that Will murdered two people without leaving behind enough evidence to get caught? The same guy that literally filmed himself committing a crime? Hell no. But maybe it wouldn’t hurt to have Charles think this—it could help my endgame.

			“I’ll think about it. Honestly, I’m too exhausted to do anything right now. I have a French paper and my Bio lab report and all this Wyman stuff, and on top of it I have to deal with Will.” I sighed. He did, too.

			“You stunned me. With a stun gun I bought you.”

			“It’s the risk you run being generous.”

			“You really thought I was a serial killer,” he said, shaking his head.

			“What did you expect me to think seeing that file?”

			“I don’t know—have a little faith?”

			“I’m sorry.” He made a fake sad face. “I’m sorry!” I said, laughing, putting my hands on his arms. “Can’t you forgive me?” I looked up at him beseechingly.

			“Never,” he murmured, smiling. He hugged me in that same flirty way I had seen him be with other girls but not me. Flirt friends. Totally innocent. I squeezed him with exaggeration, feeling the muscles of his chest, the ribs beneath; my arms then slipped around his waist.

			“All is forgiven,” I said. “We kiss and make up.” I reached up and kissed his cheek. I’m not sure how it happened, if he turned his head or if I did, or we both did, but then his mouth was on mine. His lips were soft. The kiss only lasted a couple seconds, but we paused there, a mere millimeter away from each other. He nudged my face up with a subtle movement of his head and then kissed me, this time his mouth open, our tongues touching, an electric thrill shooting through my body.

			Then I heard the sound of a key working its way in the lock of our door. We pulled away just as Yessica came in. She looked at Charles suspiciously.

			“Hello,” he said, all charm.

			She gave me a look any woman could interpret—girl, you should know better.
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			It was so rare that Megan would agree to be in the same room with Emma that Elena had made certain to arrive early so she could see as much of the girls together as she could.

			Emma arrived on time, her face expressionless, and hugged her knees to her chest on one of Leonard’s chairs. “Hello,” she said to both Elena and Leonard. Emma cared little about her appearance—broadly speaking—and this was yet another reason why she was an intriguing addition to the study. Sometimes her hair wasn’t clean, and she didn’t have the charm and penchant for manipulation that psychopaths typically used to win the admiration of others. This would require actually being interested in other people. It was like she was a ghost in human form; Elena had once imagined that this was how Emma took her remarkable photographs of insects—she could sneak up on them without notice.

			Megan came in moments later, her face tight, a scarf wrapped around her neck. It was remarkable how different the twins looked even though they were identical. They had the same facial features, and they were the same height, but that’s where the resemblance stopped. Megan dyed her hair auburn and years of competitive gymnastics as a child had altered her physique. She didn’t compete anymore, but she always seemed shorter than Emma, broader in the shoulders. Her life consisted of worrying about classes, her boyfriend, and hanging out with her friends. She wanted a normal life, but had to contend with having a bizarre family.

			Megan chose the chair that was farthest from her sister.

			“Hello, Megan.” Leonard closed the door, then sat back down. “We haven’t seen you in a while.” His casualness grated on Elena’s nerves. They had had one of their rare arguments yesterday. Elena thought they should discuss what was happening with each member of the program. She could still see the horrific image of Kellen’s body, the ichor syrupy on the floor.

			Elena thought it was unconscionable that Wyman wasn’t explicitly warning their students about the murders. First Michael, then Kellen. Wyman had assured her that he was working closely with the police and there was no reason to be worried—the police had a significant lead pointing to a local drug dealer. Elena was adamant, but Wyman had wielded a final argument that had convinced her: their students were not average students. Witnessing or being proximate to a murder was just not the same thing to them—any one of them could easily misuse the situation for some personal gain. Maybe for media attention—what if they publicized the program?—maybe for financial gain; it was not a tragedy to them, but something they could use. She thought of the way Charles had looked at Kellen’s body with interest, rather than terror.

			“I imagine you’ve settled into the school year somewhat already,” Leonard said.

			Emma didn’t say anything. Megan chimed in instead. “Classes are getting more intense. I’m busy with organizing stuff for my sorority.”

			“Sisters,” Emma said. Expressionless, it was impossible to tell if she was somehow kidding. “We had a new sister once.”

			“She’s referring to sixth grade,” Megan translated. “This fad where everyone got these heart necklaces. You know, a heart broken in two pieces. One girl wears one half and the other wears the second half.”

			“Some said ‘Best friends.’ Megan’s said ‘Sis’ and the other one said ‘ters,’” Emma said, more eagerly.

			“Maureen Demirez was my best friend that year,” Megan said carefully. “We each had half of the necklace.”

			“They knew each other from gymnastics,” Emma said. Megan had legitimately been good up until then, competing in state and regional competitions.

			“That was the year I had my injury,” Megan said, averting her eyes. She didn’t like to talk about the injury at practice that had torn several ligaments. Despite physical therapy and the best sports doctors the family could find, it had ended her competitive career.

			“The news said there might be rioting,” Emma said abruptly. This wasn’t outside the realm of normal for her—because conversations often disinterested her, it wasn’t unusual for her to completely hop between topics, playacting what she thought a conversation was.

			“Rioting—oh, the protests?” Leonard asked.

			Megan was distracted for several minutes before she started talking in earnest. She, like many undergraduates, was anxious about the political climate and constant barrage of bad news on the TV. Just last week, police clashing with protestors had led to dozens of arrests and a fire downtown. This conversation went on, Emma occasionally throwing in a fact she had read. Every time she had a session with both girls, Elena was fascinated at what their contrasting behavior could mean. How on earth Leonard had managed to recruit a pair of identical twins where one was psychopathic and the other wasn’t was beyond her. She did know that it had been expensive to recruit them. Megan hadn’t even wanted to come to DC, but with a considerable signing bonus for both girls, Emma’s free tuition and Leonard “making some calls” at American, they had managed to be convinced. He was cagey about the amount, but Elena’s understanding was that it had taken a significant chunk of grant money.

			But it would probably be worth it. The field was only on the verge of beginning to understand to what extent psychopathy was heritable. Certain psychiatric disorders—schizophrenia, bipolar disorder—were highly heritable, a fact that had been determined by studies over the years comparing monozygotic twins—those who share one hundred percent of their genes—and fraternal twins. If one identical twin had bipolar disorder, there was about a sixty percent chance that the other would have it, as well. This was what made the Dufresne twins fascinating: Emma had been diagnosed, and Megan, too, had been tested. While Megan was not psychopathic, she had an anxiety disorder and often seemed to bear the brunt of their family’s problems. Emma was something to be managed, and while she didn’t want to do it, Megan was the closest relationship Emma had. Their parents out in San Diego—the nice house and the Bernese mountain dog—had seemed about as kind and do-gooder as parents got, so what was it that had shaped the twins to be so drastically differently?

			When the session ended, Emma scurried from the room, Leonard said his goodbyes and Elena and Megan left at the same time.

			Megan lingered by the door. “Something wrong?” Elena asked. She believed she had a better rapport with Megan than Leonard had—it was just easier for two young women to relate to each other.

			“I’ve been thinking a lot about the vault accident lately,” she said. They headed down the hallway and started down the stairs together. “It was just a normal practice. I had done that vault a million times—it wasn’t even the hard one. Mom brought Emma to practice with her, but I didn’t care—she would just sit there and read.”

			“What happened?”

			“I was about to do my vault, about to start running, and I happened to look up and Emma was just staring at me. That’s the vault that tore my ligaments.” They stopped on the landing, Megan looking up at Elena with earnest eyes, the exact earnestness someone had on their face when they were about to tell you how they saw a UFO once. “It was like she willed it to happen. She wanted me to get hurt.”

			“Megan, that’s outside the laws of physics,” Elena said gently. “Maybe she spooked you—”

			“But yeah, it was me who fucked up the vault and ruined my career.” Megan hopped down two stairs ahead of her, and Elena wondered if she had offended her. “It’s not like I was ever going to make nationals, anyway. But she got what she wanted.”

			“And what’s that?”

			Megan barely turned to address her. “For me to never leave her behind.”
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			Groaning, Andre opened his eyes. Something smelled. His own T-shirt. He pulled it off—he had definitely vomited last night. He tried to sit up but his body immediately told him not to.

			How could you be so stupid? he thought, and the voice he heard in his head was not his own, but Kiara’s. He had gotten drunk last night at Marcus’s house. He hadn’t meant to—he had been incredibly careful about drinking ever since he found out about the murders. What good was the baseball bat under his bed, and the careful traveling across campus, and the triple-checking of dead bolts, if you were just going to stumble down some street, drunk and stupid? But someone had brought two twenty-four-packs of alcoholic root beer from Trader Joe’s and it was so sweet you couldn’t really tell there was alcohol in it. Andre had done what countless other college freshman do every single day: he had had a good time, got drunk with his friends, and stumbled home with his roommate to have a hangover the next day.

			Stupid stupid stupid. You could have been killed. He stumbled out of bed and crawled to the bathroom, vomiting up horrifyingly black liquid. The very sight of it made him more nauseated. Moaning, he flushed the toilet and curled up on the cold bathroom floor, shivering.

			“I’m dying,” he said quietly. He felt a sudden, intense desire to be home. Not here in this weird, dangerous place, but back in NE at his house, in his comfortable room overlooking the backyard. Mom and Dad downstairs having coffee. He even missed Isaiah forcing Andre’s head into his armpit, laughing maniacally. He had always been so bored at home, so bored that he never thought he would miss it.

			What a baby. Eighteen and you’re homesick? Andre struggled to a sitting position, leaning against the bathtub, and got out his phone. He had a missed call from his dad. His finger hovered over the Call Back button. One button and maybe all this would be over. His parents could whisk in and everything would magically be better. He wasn’t sure how, but maybe it would be. Maybe they wouldn’t be that mad. He could just leave, tell them that full-time school was too much for him, and once he was away from Adams, the danger would be over. He jumped when his phone rang—it was his father. After a brief greeting his father immediately asked if he had woken him up.

			“What? No.”

			“Oh, you sick? You sound sick?”

			“Just, ah, out a little late last night.”

			“You’re not drinking, are you?”

			“Of course not. It was an ice cream social.” What did his parents think college was, anyway? Study parties and, well, ice cream socials? “I was talking to a girl.” That would throw him off.

			“Ooohh,” he cooed. There was a pause—it sounded like his father had put his hand over the phone to say something to someone else, probably his mother. The pause seemed an eternity for Andre, who debated finally saying something, something that could end all of this. All it would take was one word, although he wasn’t sure which word to start with. “Listen, Pooh, we wanted to let you know that the surgery is scheduled.”

			“It is?” His father’s back surgery had always felt on the horizon. But there were always more appointments to go to, and his father’s diligent way of researching the hell out of anything before committing.

			“November 3—I’ll be back on my feet in time for Thanksgiving.”

			Andre felt a wave of panic. “That’s so soon.” His father was the guy tending to patients in the ambulance, not the one on his back. A huge, healthy man with a booming voice, not an unconscious body attached to a bunch of wires and tubes. Even the thought of him in a hospital bed made Andre feel more nauseated.

			“It’s nothing to worry about. You know what they call it when they remove a disk? A discectomy!”

			“Very funny,” he said impatiently. “But anesthesia and everything?”

			“It’s not what you’re picturing—they’re not going to cut me open. It’s minimally invasive. Smaller incision, smaller tools, and two guys at work had this same surgeon.”

			“I can come home that weekend,” he offered quickly. And no, I will not tell you anything that will stress you out, like that I may or may not be committing fraud to pay my way through college or that there’s a serial killer on the loose. Nothing like that at all, I swear.

			“Yeah, Pooh, it’ll be good to see you.”

			So much for the spilling of secrets.

			

			“Dr. Torres?” Andre asked, sticking his head into Elena’s office. A few hours and two Pedialytes later, he felt marginally better. “I was finishing a survey and the screen froze.”

			She got up and followed him down the hallway to the experiment room he had been working in. She leaned over the computer and wiggled the mouse. “Sometimes they’re wonky,” she said. He sat down beside her.

			“I don’t know if you heard,” Andre said, figuring he might as well try to fish. “I was able to ID the guy I saw the night of the stabbing. It was another student named Kellen Bismarque.” Elena frowned, looking at the computer screen, shock making her eyes blank, but she didn’t comment on this. Andre opened the package of M&Ms he had been given in another experiment and offered her some. “If you’re a regular person, doesn’t all this processing of emotions make you tired?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“Dr. Wyman’s probably seen a ton of crap in his time,” Andre said. Maybe it was the Pedialyte talking, but he was feeling bold. “I was reading somewhere that he was the psychologist on the CRD case back in the day.”

			“Oh, yeah, but he never talks about it,” Elena said, her eyes not leaving the computer as she hit ESC again.

			“That must have been crazy.”

			“That case devastated him. Can you imagine being someone’s therapist for two years only to find out they were a serial killer?”

			Andre was stunned, glad for the distraction of the computer unfreezing so that Elena couldn’t see his face. He had always thought that Wyman had been hired by the police to evaluate Gregory Ripley to see if he was “sane” enough to stand trial. But this detail, while bizarre, made more sense. He treated the guy for years—that was why he had fought for him.

			He finished the survey as quickly as he could, then bounded down the stairs and outside, pulling his phone out. He and Chloe had for the past week been unsuccessfully trying to contact the former fiancée of John Fiola, but she hadn’t responded. Chloe had found her home address and advocated for simply showing up—Andre thought this ill-advised. This tiny morsel of new information was the closest thing they had had to a clue since discovering Emma. Important update, he texted. Let’s meet?

			She responded a few seconds later, saying she would round up Charles and they could meet at his house. Interesting, Andre realized. Chloe didn’t want him to know where she lived but never made it seem like that’s what she was doing.

			He figured he would have time to pick up a late dinner and stopped at the SAC. He had to cajole a worker to make him a burrito because they were moments from closing. Content, he ate his burrito while searching on his phone for stuff about John Fiola—ancient social media posts on sites he hadn’t even heard of before, and an article from the Daily Owl that quoted him for a grad school social event.

			Andre crumpled up his foil wrapper, but when he went to throw it in the trash he realized something was off. There was no one else in the cafeteria. There always seemed to be students there at any hour, eating or studying across from the huge display of TVs glaring news. He was alone except for the silent babbling of CNN talking about the protests, the smell of floor cleaner suddenly salient. It’s fine, just hurry up, he told himself as pulled on his book bag. He would go outside and there would be the inevitable crowd of people and he could walk to Charles’s house in safety.

			He just had his hand on the door when he heard from behind him: “Hey, man.”

			Don’t turn around. But he did, anyway. A few yards away was a big dude—like football big—you could tell even though he was wearing the same oversize Adams sweatshirt that everyone owned. He was holding up a white cord. “I think you dropped your phone charger?” he said. He was smiling, but Andre could only stare back.

			Had he even brought his phone charger with him today? He didn’t think he had. And millions of people had the same white iPhone charger. He committed himself to trying to memorize what the guy looked like, but he had his hood up. He was white, with brown hair and very straight teeth, and was still holding out the charger.

			“Ah, no thanks, man, it’s not mine.”

			The man cocked his head to one side. Was he even an Adams student? Or just someone who slipped into the cafeteria after hours? “You sure?” The bulky sweatshirt—he could be wearing it to conceal something, a weapon. Not that he needed one. The guy looked like he could pop Andre’s head off with little effort.

			“I’m good,” Andre squeaked, and chanced to turn his back to flee from the building into what he hoped was a crowded campus thoroughfare.

			Except this time it wasn’t. Every now and then the planets aligned and somehow all students were collectively hungover, or too tired to go out, or it was drizzling and they were lazy and just wanted to watch Netflix. Through the windows of the tall academic buildings surrounding him, he could see people inside, but there was no one on the street but a lone homeless person smoking a cigarette. Andre shoved his hands into his pockets and walked quickly, hoping the man wasn’t following him. No one was going to stab him in the middle of the street, right?

			Why weren’t there even any cars on the road? In the distance he heard a persistent siren and realized the police might have blocked nearby roads for a motorcade—that always messed with traffic. It was strange that in a city there were still occasionally places that seemed devoid of people.


			It occurred to Andre that the only times he had genuinely been scared for his safety had been times when there weren’t people around—not the times when there had been a crazy person on a bus or even just people sitting on the stoop when you could hear gunshots somewhere in the distance. That felt okay because there was always someone who met your eye or made a joke. He chanced what he hoped was a casual half turn around and saw that no one was behind him, at least not that he could see, but there were plenty of dark nooks to hide in between streetlights.

			Then he saw a couple exit Anderson Hall ahead of him and begin to walk in the same direction. Relieved, he quickened his pace to catch up with them, but then noticed one of them half turn around and saw him. Then their pace quickened. I’m not the bad guy here, he thought with sad irony.

			He didn’t bother to try to catch up with them and they quickly turned off onto another street. He was only three blocks from Charles’s when he sensed in his peripheral vision someone on the other side of the street crossing over to his side, behind him. His heart lurched. He hadn’t gotten a good look at them, given the angle, other than the vague notion that they had seemed male. Part of him wanted to turn around and look, but another part of him said that this was a bad idea—walk faster. Andre did so, straining his ears, but he could barely hear anything behind him and his pulse was beating loudly in his ears. He pulled his hand from his pocket and rested it on the hilt of his hunting knife.

			This absolutely can’t be how I die, he thought. Caught in the horror movie cliché of someone slowly following you, all while on the verge of figuring something out. But there’s one thing everyone did wrong in horror movies—even the final girl. They were, for some reason, incapable of logic or running fast without falling down. Still trying to look casual, with his other hand he pulled out his cell phone, pretending to look at it while he used the dark screen as a mirror. He could see no one behind him. They must have turned off.

			He heard a noise to his right as he came to a cross street. Andre stopped and turned, his eyes struggling to adjust from the garish yellow glow of the streetlight to what seemed like the impenetrable blackness surrounding a dumpster. Was there something there? Something silently watching him? It was too quiet.

			Oh HELL no, he decided, and with no further deliberation he sprinted as fast as he could, faster and with more determination than any idiot in any horror movie, not looking back, not giving himself the time to doubt what his instincts told him. He didn’t falter or stop until he had reached the safe bright lights of Charles’s lobby. Luckily a woman had reached the door at the same time and he followed her in, but then she hesitated with her fob out in the vestibule before the locked inner doors. “I’m sorry, I can’t let you in. You’ll have to call your friends if you don’t live here.”

			He started to laugh—it hurt but it was still funny.
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			Day 7

			Here we were in a crisis and Charles was swimming laps. We were supposed to meet Andre soon, and it was critical that I talk to Charles before we met. The Aquatic Center, which housed the indoor pool, was pleasantly warm and humid compared to the cold air outside. Had Charles thought this out? Was it even safe to swim? There were a few people swimming laps, but I identified Charles by his showboat-y freestyle. He kick-turned off the wall, then rippled underwater for a third the length of the pool, headed in my direction. I crouched by the lip of the pool and stuck my hand in front of him as he approached. He stood up, blowing water off his face.

			“Who’s that?” he asked.

			“Can’t you see me, dum-dum?”

			“Not without my contacts, but that sounds like the dulcet tones of Chloe.” He plucked his goggles from his eyes and settled them in his hair.

			“Come on. We need to talk before we see Andre.”

			He waded to the edge of the pool, then pulled himself up. He wore racing-style jammers that came to midthigh but regardless did not leave much to the imagination. He definitely had the build of a swimmer—slender, but bigger in the chest. I took advantage of his temporary blindness to do a thorough visual accounting of nearly every inch of his dripping, creamy skin.

			He grabbed a towel and started to dry off. “Give me a minute to change.” Charles looked over his shoulder as he approached the men’s locker room. “Unless you want to help.”

			I showed my teeth at him.

			He emerged wearing khakis and an Adams sweatshirt. “You should always wear your contacts in case something happens. You’d think you’d learn that after what happened to Kristen,” I advised. He held the gym door open for me with sarcastic flamboyance. He always grew sullen when I brought up Kristen.

			“What did you want to talk about?” he asked. We headed toward his apartment, where Andre would meet us.

			“I’ve been considering your Will theory, however ridiculous. I’m taking it seriously, but we can’t tell Andre about him.”

			“Why not?”

			Because then there’s one more person who knows I have a motive to kill him? “Because it’s private. We’ll make something up.” As we walked, I prepped mentally—Charles seemed set on Trevor or, more ridiculously, Will being our little hunter, which meant that I had to get Andre to think it was Emma to buy me a few more days. This shouldn’t be too difficult because Andre was now seriously considering that the twins were secretly Wyman’s love children. Trevor seemed the most likely to me, which meant I had to distract everyone from actually nailing him until after Phase Four of Will.

			Andre met us just outside of Charles’s apartment, looking sweaty. “What’s your problem?” I asked.

			“I thought someone was following me.”

			“Welcome to my day-to-day life,” I said as I pulled the door open after Charles unlocked it.

			Charles got us some beers and we positioned ourselves on his couch. Apparently, Andre wanted to chug his entire beer before getting to work, which I thought was a little dramatic. “We each have updates,” I said. “You start, Andre.”

			“Let’s go back to the beginning with Wyman,” Andre said finally. “Almost twenty years ago, he worked on the case doing in-depth interviews with CRD after he was arrested. I couldn’t understand what made him argue against the death penalty, which was what Virginia was trying for.” I nodded. “But come to find out—and Elena just told me this—that Wyman was actually CRD’s therapist for years before Ripley got arrested. What if he knew?” Andre said.

			“Knew that the guy was killing?” Charles asked.

			“What if Ripley was Patient Zero? Wyman’s first guinea pig on a method to treat psychopaths. Except things go horribly wrong, and the last thing he wants to do is admit it.”

			“Psychologists are legally required to report it when a client threatens someone,” Charles said. He was already trying to catch a sympathetic eye from me but I didn’t look at him. I wasn’t sure exactly what I thought of Wyman, but it seemed Charles had a soft spot for him. He was too attached after two years of being coddled in therapy by the man to see the possibility that he wasn’t an entirely benign do-gooder.

			“They’re supposed to. But what if Ripley talked about having killing urges and Wyman thought he could develop some process to stop him, that this would be groundbreaking research,” Andre said. “Or what if Ripley said stuff and Wyman didn’t take him seriously? You know how we all talk big in therapy—I did this, I did that.”

			Charles frowned. “I don’t see how all of this, which happened before we were born, even matters—we’re getting hunted right now. And we’ve only got three real suspects.” He held up a finger. “Emma, who I know—”

			“What do you mean you know Emma?” Andre asked.

			“He knows Emma,” I said.

			“I lied to you,” Charles admitted, not sounding contrite. “I didn’t trust you guys so when you asked I pretended I didn’t know her. Yes, she’s in the program—she’s a junior. We’ve...interacted. She’s kind of a weird person, but I can’t see her being a serial killer.”

			“We don’t know that!” I interrupted. “We haven’t accounted for her whereabouts.”

			“I can work on her, but it’s not her,” Charles said. “Then we have Trevor, Chloe’s little friend.”

			Andre looked at me, surprised. Miserable, I recounted how I had been fooled by Trevor the “RA,” and Charles gave an abbreviated history of the cyberattack, and I got angry all over again. I hated being made a fool of. Andre looked more alarmed as Charles filled him in about the attack at Kristen’s house. “Trevor is a person who is sadistic and misogynistic, and has really dangerous capabilities. He’s been in the program for two years—maybe Wyman said something that set him off. Psychopaths can get like that—hold grudges forever over some minor infraction,” Charles finished, then he fell silent. Then I realized Andre was staring at me. Uh-oh, he was upset about something.

			“Chloe tried to stab him and you tried to shoot him,” Andre observed. “Still, he got away. Who’s the third suspect?” he asked.

			Charles resisted looking at me. “There’s another student at Adams, a junior named Will Bachman. He’s not in the program that we know of, and I don’t know what his motive could be, but that doesn’t mean there might not be one.” Andre looked at me for confirmation, but I stared down at my hands as I picked viciously at a hangnail. “I can’t really get into it,” Charles said, hesitating like he was reluctant to speak, “because of how I got the information, but basically he’s a bad character. He—”

			“Bad in what sense?”

			“He’s in my frat. I know that he committed at least one violent crime when he was young. He lives near where Chloe got attacked. He’s talked about Kristen, about how hot she is and he’d move on her if she weren’t my girlfriend. He’s an athlete, so we know he can move fast.”

			Andre was still staring at me and I knew why. We had been working more closely together, just the two of us, with me telling him not to trust Charles, and here I was leaving him out of the loop on a bunch of stuff I had figured out with Charles. I needed to get back on his good side.

			“Anyhow,” Charles said, “I think we should focus our attention on Trevor. I’m thinking of going to the police with the whole story, the hacking from last year, too.”

			“The police aren’t going to help us,” I said, looking at Andre, psychically telling him to agree with me. “What are you going to say, that we’re all a bunch of psychopaths but we think this other psychopath did it?”

			“Yes,” Charles said.

			“We need to get proof,” I said.

			“How would you plan on getting proof?”

			“The old-fashioned way,” I said. “We spy on them, we milk them for information any way we can. I’ll take Trevor—he already wants to be friends. You said Emma likes you, so set up a date.”

			“I can get Will, too,” Charles said, gathering up the empty beer bottles. I glanced up at him, telling him with my eyes, No, you will not. I will handle Will.

			“In the meantime, let’s talk about security. Namely, yours sucks if someone was able to crawl through your window,” I said.

			“You let someone take a picture of you while you were boning Chad!” Charles retorted. “Kristen and I are staying at Fort Hunt. You can’t just wander onto the estate, and my dad’s guys are there all the time.” What a bunch of rich assholes. Here Andre and I were suffering while the two of them were probably drinking mai tais delivered by a butler. “I can give you a gun,” he offered Andre suddenly.

			“You never offered me a gun!” I yelled.

			“I have a couple pistols. If you know how to use one, I can lend one to you,” Charles continued, ignoring me.

			Andre looked torn. “No... I don’t know anything about guns and don’t want to be caught with one. I could just stay with my parents.”

			“And put your family at risk?” he suggested. “You could stay here. I have a second bedroom and the doorman here seriously doesn’t let anyone in.”

			Why was Charles suddenly being so generous to Andre? I narrowed my eyes at him and he smiled at me.

			Andre, too, was suspicious, or at least not gullible. “I guess if it comes up...and I need to,” he said in the way people do to be polite. He accepted a key chain from Charles that had a fob for the front door and a key on it.

			I got up. “Well, fun times, but I have stuff to do.” I actually just wanted to get away from them both before they started asking invasive questions about Will.

			“Remember what I said about Trevor,” Charles said when I was almost to the door.

			“You’re cute when you’re anxious.”

			“Be careful.”

			Screw being careful.
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			Day 5

			There was an alcove in the Humanities Building where I liked to sit with my computer to do work in between classes—the clock was still ticking for Will. Namely, narrowing down locations for Phase Four, the final phase. One option was somewhere really crowded and chaotic—like the frat house—but this would necessitate some method of murder that might not be reliable, like poisoning, or a single stab-and-run. I needed it to take a while for the body to be found. I wanted a place where I could both kill and hide him, because transporting a body wasn’t practical—no car and no amount of yogalates was going to make lugging around one hundred and seventy pounds of dead weight easy.

			Rock Creek Park was of course one of the first places I thought of. The park was DC’s version of New York’s Central Park—1,700-something acres of green stubbornly sitting on prime real estate. While there were various places to do activities there—bike paths, trails, and an equestrian center—there were also expanses of forest. I knew for a fact that Rock Creek might be a good choice because a two-second Google search revealed that many murders had already occurred there. People—mostly women, of course—who went jogging and never came home. It was tempting, but the main problem was that it was fall. I wanted to set Will on fire, but if there were dry leaves everywhere, there could be a massive conflagration, and that would only bring more attention, not less.

			No, I had to find somewhere equally secluded, but fire-friendly.

			I winnowed it down to a construction site and the National Arboretum, which I had just checked out yesterday in person. The arboretum had massive expanses of unoccupied land filled with trails, plant exhibits, and fields of grass dotted with trees. Most interestingly it had a bizarre installation: a careful arrangement of the original twenty-two columns from the Capitol Building, built in the 1800s but eventually moved to the arboretum when they were replaced with more architecturally sound columns. The site looked like the ruins of a Grecian temple, possibly the perfect place for a burnt human sacrifice. I was concerned, though, with how far away it was from campus, and I wasn’t sure if it had security guards at night. It probably did because the arboretum also had a collection of bonsai trees that must have been worth a lot of money.

			I got an alert for a mood log: it asked me what I was doing, and because there was no option for “scheming” I picked Studying. I still had fifteen minutes before class started. I scrolled mindlessly through Instagram before I saw something that made me choke.

			It was a post from Chad featuring him holding a banana to his head like it was a phone.

			Hey, peeps! Still collecting phones for the Women’s Shelter! Any cell phone, any condition. No chargers necessary.

			Is that phone low carb? someone commented.

			I shoved my stuff in my bag and tore down the hall, drawing stares and not caring, then waited impatiently in the elevator with my phone out, ready to dial Chad. Yes—call, not text! I needed his undivided attention. And I needed to see him before Will saw that post, assuming he was smart enough to figure out what it could possibly mean.

			

			I sprinted down the street toward the SAE house. It was 4:35. Will got out of a poli-sci lecture at 4:45, if he had even gone to class today. At this point, I had just been biding my time—I didn’t think I was going to get the video, and was making the final preparations for Will, waiting for the crazy day of protests. Just yesterday the Post was saying that Airbnbs all over the city were sold out, rented by protestors for the event.

			The front door was open. I burst into the house and two boys playing a video game barely even looked at me. “Chad!”

			“In the kitchen!” he called. I ran in there and he was making what looked like a thirty-seven-egg omelet. “So you think you left your phone here?” He was wearing a muscle shirt and a puzzled smile.

			“Yes, at the last party.” He led me to a room behind the kitchen that held an assortment of broken appliances. There was a huge box in there, halfway filled with cell phones. I began to paw through it.

			“What’s it look like?” Chad asked, stooping to help me.

			“It’s an iPhone 4 with a white circular sticker on the back. The bottom right corner is dented in.” I would know that phone anywhere—I had memorized every detail of it.

			I pawed some more and then—there it was! Still with the white STX lacrosse sticker on it. Will must have left the phone with a bunch of junk when he lived at the house during his first two years. I grabbed it and made sure Chad wouldn’t see the sticker. I then leaped at him, throwing my arms around his neck, nearly knocking him over. “You’re the best!”

			“Am I?” he said, smiling winningly. “Stay for supper. I’m making a frittata.”

			“Rain check!” I replied, pecking him on the mouth before I ran out the door.

			

			Back in the privacy of my room, my door shut, I shoved the iPhone 4 charger that I had bought online into the phone and waited eagerly for the phone to charge. Luckily that particular model didn’t have the fingerprint ID function—otherwise, I would have had to perform minor surgery on Will. Not that I wouldn’t be good at it. Impatiently, I stared at the phone until it was charged enough to turn on. I pressed the home button and the familiar icons appeared in front of me. First, I made sure it was on airplane mode. Even though Will had probably deactivated it years ago, you can never play it too safe.

			It was not hard to find the video because I knew the date when it was recorded. Did I watch it? As if I needed anything else to fully confirm what lay ahead for Will?

			I had the video—it was clearly him and it was clearly me.

			There is no statute of limitations for rape in New Jersey. But no, I was never going to endure the slow grind of a court case where people would troll through my Instagram for “scandalous” pictures of me having the nerve to look attractive or have fun with my friends on a night out; where people would question if I was actually traumatized because clearly I’m a slut with straight A’s; where the question wouldn’t be “What happened to Michelle?” but “Why didn’t you...?” Instead, the narrative would be about how I had the nerve to ruin Will’s life, his good grades and his lacrosse, and about how every woman is asking for it. Fuck. That. Shit.

			The day it happened, I didn’t go to the police, or my clueless mom. I stayed at home and decided that, one day, I would kill Will Bachman. It was just a feather of an idea back then, floating, not as solid as it would eventually become. No—that would come after hours of research, experimenting, self-defense classes. Will left for high school and I was left in junior high. Afterward, we went to separate high schools. Will moved through the world for the next five years never thinking about me or what he did. I was going to make sure that those were the last two things he thought of just as he died. Now, with the video, I was ready.
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			Charles stood in the crowded entryway of Ted’s Bulletin and looked for Emma, who had texted him that she was already here. The stools at the bar were all taken and a crowd of people clustered to the left of him, waiting in the separate line to make purchases from the bakery at the front. He noticed that Emma was standing outside the restaurant on the other side of the glass. He waved, then observed her glazed stare. She was watching through the glass as a pair of white-capped bakers quickly piped filling onto pastry dough to eventually form homemade Pop-Tarts.

			God, what a weirdo, he thought. He stepped toward the window, pasting a smile onto his face and waving. Emma noticed him. She didn’t smile back, but walked toward the revolving door and came inside. “There you are!” Charles said cheerfully.

			“I was waiting,” she said.

			He went to the hostess, who asked them what type of table they wanted. “Booth,” Charles said immediately. A booth provided some degree of privacy.

			They sat across from each other and were handed oversize menus. He peeked above the top of his menu to study her. She looked tired with big circles under her eyes. “Have you been all right?” he asked, putting his menu down.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You look tired.” He leaned forward, smiling ruefully. “Sorry—I know girls hate it when you say that. But...with everything going on.”

			Emma looked at her menu without saying anything. Charles tried to imagine her wielding a knife. Was it as simple as her hating Kellen or Michael for some minor offense? Or maybe she had had a crush on them? What if she gets a crush on you? he could hear the teasing voice of Chloe saying in his head. Charles was fairly certain he was on Emma’s good side. While she apparently did not function like most other people and answer texts within a day or two, she did finally respond to him and say she would meet up. Emma was exactly the sort of person who completely ignored social invitations when she felt like it. “They have alcoholic milkshakes here,” she said.

			“Yes, let’s get one,” Charles said.

			“I’m not twenty-one.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

			“That’s all I want,” she added quietly, putting her menu down.

			Charles ordered meat loaf and a Thin Mint milkshake. “It’s just... I haven’t seen you in a while, and everything’s been so crazy.”

			Emma seemed to be staring behind him where a screen was showing a classic movie in black-and-white. “With those boys dying,” she said.

			“Yes,” he said, trying to prompt her. “I mean, isn’t it scary?”

			“People die,” she said. “And sometimes there’s nothing you can do.”

			“I guess... It can make you feel like everything’s out of control, you know?”

			“Or it’s under the wrong control,” she said.

			The milkshake came in a tall glass with the remainder in a giant steel tumbler frosty with condensation. Charles dumped a third of his into the tumbler and pushed it across the table for Emma. Rather than bringing the tumbler up to her mouth she bowed her head, not breaking eye contact with him, and suckled from the straw. Charles thought of a life-size bee feeding upon nectar, its black eyes blank with insect thoughts.

			She paused to poke her straw deeper into the tumbler.

			“Aren’t you scared?” he asked.

			“I’m not like you, Charles,” she said. He wondered what she meant exactly. That she didn’t feel fear, or something else?

			“Kellen wasn’t a bad guy.”

			“Is that one of the dead guys? I never met him. Was he a friend?” she asked.

			His meat loaf arrived. Charles smoothed down his hair. “Not exactly. He was kind of loud. I prefer people who are a little more introverted.”

			Emma’s eyes dropped to the milkshake.

			Charles leaned forward. “You like me, Emma, don’t you?” he asked. Her eyes were moving across a constellation of points on the table. She seemed to be struggling to answer. “You didn’t answer my text!” he teased.

			“I did!”

			“Not for five days.”

			“Was I supposed to respond sooner?”

			“I wanted to hang out with you,” he said playfully. “You’re my only friend like me.” Her ears turned pink. He dug into his meat loaf. “Don’t you feel like we’re kindred souls?” She seemed more pained than pleased by this. “Or is that slot already taken by your sister?”

			“I wouldn’t say she’s a kindred soul.”

			“I always thought it would be cool to have a twin.”

			“We shared a womb.”

			For the love of God, please say something useful! “You must be really close.”

			“Kind of,” she said, stabbing at her shake with her straw. “Not really. She should be nicer. She didn’t want to come to DC, but she didn’t get into Berkeley and because of me we could both afford college.”

			“What do you mean?” Charles asked, pretending to be distracted by his mashed potatoes.


			“Because she’s a control in the study, they cover her college at American, too. She said she’s going to take her half of the signing bonus and open a business after we graduate.”

			“Wyman pays for Megan’s college, too?”

			“I never told you her name,” Emma said, looking at him.

			“Yes, you did,” Charles said confidently. “Isn’t American pretty expensive?”

			She shrugged. “It’s not free money. She still has to come in to get MRIs to compare her brain to mine or whatever, and for group therapy.”

			“The two of you? Together?”

			“Yes, it’s very fun.” He couldn’t tell if she was joking.

			“Well, I haven’t decided what to do with my signing bonus,” Charles said, having no idea if he even received one, or for what amount it had been. His parents handled all the financial stuff.


			“I was thinking of doing a gap year to travel and take photos. Twenty thousand can go pretty far in Asia.”

			Emma stepped out of the booth to go to the bathroom, leaving her purse behind. Charles casually rooted through it, imagining that if anyone saw him they would think him a boyfriend looking for a spare tissue. There was nothing in there but a pamphlet for an exhibition at the Museum of Women in the Arts and a plastic key chain shaped like a ghost. When she returned he carefully tried to ask her where she had been the nights of the murders. The best he could uncover about her whereabouts the night of Michael’s murder was figuring out that she had been in a photography lab. He didn’t think he could directly ask about where she was during Kellen’s death, too, without arousing her suspicion.

			Charles texted Chloe and Andre of his success immediately as he walked out of the restaurant, expecting accolades, but no one answered. He pouted, heading toward Shaw Tavern, where Kristen was having dinner with friends. He had been encouraging her to be with friends as often as possible, which hadn’t been hard because she, like many other students, were spooked about the murders, still following every bread crumb about the investigation.

			Would Kristen be jealous if he told her he just had dinner with Emma, or would she be proud of him for being kind enough to spend time with a lonely girl? He shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his peacoat, feeling the familiar grip of his Glock. Even though he had already taken the gun, he had asked his father to borrow it the morning after Kristen’s break-in. “God, take it, take the shotgun if you want,” his father had said, not even looking away from the mirror as he tied a perfect Windsor knot.

			Charles paused at a red light, then saw a familiar figure across the street, half a block away. “Chloe!” he called, but she didn’t hear him. He jogged to catch up to her. “I texted you—I just met with Emma!”

			“Good,” she said, sounding distracted, not stopping to talk. She was wearing an oversize book bag. He walked with her.

			“Slow down, let’s talk.”

			“I’m in the middle of something.”

			She had never brushed him off before. She was always posturing in one way or another—this was the first time she seemed genuinely preoccupied.

			Will, Charles realized. Maybe Will had finally told her he didn’t have the video.

			“Tomorrow, then,” he said.

			“I’m busy.”

			“Busy with what?”

			“School,” she said, annoyed. “The protests.”

			“Since when do you go to protests?” She ignored him. “Did you talk to Will? About the video?” Silence. “Do you want me to press him? I could get him drunk, ask him what he was doing the night of the murders.”

			“Don’t bother,” she said flatly.

			“You’re not going to...do something, are you?” he asked.

			She was about to turn at the street corner and walk away from him but he reached out, catching her elbow. He half expected a teasing come-on, but also half expected the impatient look she gave him. “Chloe...sometimes you think for a long time that you want something and that you’ll be happy when you get it, but usually it doesn’t turn out that way.”


			She sighed. “I don’t have time to give you relationship advice, Charles.”
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			Day 0

			It was time. My plan had been set in motion, but then there had been an unexpected development. Yesterday, Will messaged me on the dating app. I have the phone and will give it to you. Really? That’s funny considering THAT I WAS HOLDING HIS OLD PHONE IN MY HAND. That lying little shit. Let me see it, I messaged back, curious as to what he was scheming. He sent back a picture of a generic iPhone 4. Does he really think I’m that stupid?

			I told him we would make the exchange tomorrow night, and that I would delete Snapchat off my phone in front of him. He sent back a bunch of question marks asking why we couldn’t do it today. (Because Day 1 is too early, dummy!) I said tomorrow at 11 p.m., and that I would message him the exact geocoordinates when the time came, and that if he came with anyone else or told anyone, I would not delete Snapchat and little Davey might get a visit from his online girlfriend.

			I streamed the news on my computer as I got ready. Adams had already sent out messages every day this week with security alerts—some of the protests in the lead-in to the big one had gotten violent after dark. The police were out in full force and even yesterday there was a palpable increase in out-of-towners carrying signs. Today, almost every channel showed the clogged streets of downtown DC.

			I got dressed in black clothing I had gotten from a thrift store—it smelled as if they hadn’t been washed. I slicked my hair back into a ponytail with gel and bobby-pinned the hell out of it, then secured a tight skullcap. I had leather gloves and men’s sneakers that were half a size too big. Tucked away in my backpack were two Duralogs, a bottle of lighter fluid, my baggie of hair and DNA, and a couple other treats for Will.

			I left behind my smartwatch and set up my laptop to stream Netflix while I was gone—it would do that for a couple hours, and Yessica would be able to hear it through the closed door of my bedroom. Then out the window and down the fire escape I went. I couldn’t afford to have the hunter follow me, so I took special care: I darted down alleys, disappeared into buildings, then out different exits, then ducked into a Metro station, less because I needed to go there than because it was a mess of escalators on different levels. Eventually I got into a cab and had them drop me off a ten-minute walk from my desired location, arriving two hours before Will would, and an hour before I would even message him the location. The whole drive over I could hear police sirens and helicopters from local media trying to film the protests.

			Ultimately this site beat out the other contender—the arboretum—the moment I saw it in person. The McMillan Sand Filtration Site was built in the early 1900s, back when the city got water from an aqueduct and used sand to filter it instead of chemicals, at least until World War II. Now the massive lot was fenced off and abandoned, the supposed plans to develop the land at a standstill for probably boring reasons.

			I waited until there was no traffic, then scaled the chain-link fence. It was lined with green material on the inside, which made the site feel closed off from the rest of the world from the inside. It seemed strangely isolated in the middle of a city where space was at a premium.

			The lot was an entire city block of overgrown grass and weeds that were black in the darkness. Giant brick silos that had once held sand stood in a line, some covered in dark ivy, each with an arched entryway cut into the center. I went through one entryway and down a staircase that led to the subterranean cavern where the sand used to filter the water.

			When I had first visited, sunlight had beamed down from an opening aboveground, showing off the vaulted ceilings, which curved down into regularly spaced columns. At night, it was as black as a catacomb, the sand cold beneath my sneakers. Belowground, isolated, quiet—it was the perfect place.


			I hid my bag behind a column and set to work, spreading the hairs around, and taking the tampon—wet with a little water in a baggie—and rubbing it all over my leather gloves. It didn’t matter how careful I was or how much research I did: if you kill someone, they can catch you with a single spot of blood. I had no idea how much of my own DNA could possibly be transferred during this whole thing, and I didn’t want to take chances.

			When I messaged Will the geocoordinates he said, Okay. But then twenty minutes later, he was confused, standing outside the fence. I messaged him to climb the fence and to head to the underground part through any entrance—he’d be able to see me. I stood behind a column, crouching, and watched as the bright light from his cell phone bounced down the stairs and into the chamber. “What the hell?” I could hear him say—he was facing the wrong direction.

			“Over here,” I called. I had set a small disposable LED light on the ground. He came toward it, predictably.

			“What the hell? Why’d you make me come all the way out here? What is this place?”

			“Don’t be a baby.” That’s what he said to me that night.

			As soon as he was bending over the LED light I moved, zapping him with the stun gun. He gave a short scream and fell to the ground, shaking. I squatted beside him as he cursed at me, but I kept the gun near his head. “There’s something fucking wr-wrong with you! I brought the stupid phone, now leave me alone!” He dug it from his pocket and with some difficulty threw it into the sand.

			I pretended to examine the phone, making sure he could see my face. “You know what’s funny? I’m pretty sure this is your phone,” I said, pulling out the real phone.

			“If you had it all the time, why the fuck—?”

			“You dropped it somewhere in the SAE house, you idiot.”

			“Fine you ha-have your stupid phone. Are you going to leave my brother alone?”

			“Once we’re done here, I’ll delete everything and stop talking to Davey.” He looked skeptical. “I promise. I just want you to do one thing for me.” I gestured for him to sit, then put the real phone down in front of him, with the video ready to play. “I want you to watch this.”

			“Wh—” I stunned him again. He screamed and fell over. “Okay, okay!”

			I stood behind where he lay on his side in the dark, watching him rather than the video. He didn’t say or do anything—he was clearly waiting for it to be over. I looked at his face, realizing that it would be the last time that I, or anyone, would see him alive. He didn’t understand the significance of the moment and I couldn’t point it out to him. I couldn’t give a final villain speech the way they do in movies because it would destroy the element of surprise. There was no background music or camera zooming in. This was real life. In real life, we don’t get to edit out the painful parts.

			I held the coiled jump rope in one hand and moved closer behind him as the video was a few seconds away from finishing. I looped the jump rope around his neck, shoved him into the sand, putting my foot on his head for leverage. He struggled, bucking, making the mistake that most people make when they’re being strangled: they bring their hands to their neck.

			If you occlude the carotid artery, the lack of oxygen to the brain can render a person unconscious within ten to fifteen seconds—it’s this period of time where they struggle. But once they’re unconscious, this doesn’t mean they’re dead: the heart is still beating, the brain could still recover. There are a number of ways to die from ligature strangulation, or garroting. Cardiac arrhythmia from putting pressure on the carotid artery nerve ganglion. Obstructing the blood flow to the brain via the carotid arteries. Obstructing the jugular veins so the brain can’t return venous blood, creating a backup. Forcing pressure on the larynx to restrict air flow to the lung, causing asphyxia. I held the jump rope tight and counted to one hundred just to be sure, my arms and shoulders burning.

			I let him go and his head flopped silently into the sand. I would have preferred to check his pulse but didn’t want to leave a single Chloe cell on him. I watched him—he wasn’t breathing. I had to move quickly. I took his wallet and his phone and put them in my backpack. Next, I lay the two Duralogs on top of him, covered everything with lighter fluid, and lit him up. The state the body would be in would buy me some time. I imagine they would eventually look at dental records. By then, I would have already framed our mystery killer and Will would be the official next victim. I opened his phone (same stupid password) and deleted the dating app just to be on the safe side.

			I had a million things to do—and fast—but suddenly it was as if my body balked at the idea of moving. I found myself abruptly, almost violently, sitting down in the sand, my gaze directed at the fire, which was starting to smell.

			I had done it. Six years of planning and research all for this. I had succeeded, and Will was dead. I almost couldn’t believe it despite the sight in front of me. I had won and he had lost. I couldn’t help thinking about Michelle, the former me, the twelve-year-old me sitting alone in her bedroom the day it happened, the beginning of an idea forming in her head. It was almost as if I could reach into the fire and talk to her through time and tell her, Yes, I did right by you, setting her free.

			I pulled out Will’s phone again and tapped on the video, which was paused on the last frame, an unintelligible blur of darkness. It wouldn’t matter because I was about to destroy his phone, but I hit Delete, anyway. It was over—I never had to think of Will Bachman again, at least once I tied up all these loose ends.

			With that thought, I was finally able to get up and get moving. Half my murder accessories, including his phone, my burner, and the clothes I was wearing, would end up in the Potomac River, while the other half would get shoved into the garbage at the back of Yum’s Chinese restaurant. Speaking of which, it was starting to smell like burnt barbecue.

			I left while he was still burning. I had chosen the location wisely, because he could burn for however long without any risk of setting anything on fire or drawing attention with the smoke and smell. I scaled the fence with still-aching arms, listening to the sounds of police sirens downtown. It would take me a while to get to my dump locations. I ate a LUNA Bar and kept moving.
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			The first thing I did when I woke up the next day was to check the Washington Post website. Most of it was dominated with coverage of the protests and riots. Even in the Metro section, there was no mention of a mysterious human barbecue. The closest I could do to checking on Will that wouldn’t look strange given my internet habits was looking at Chad’s and Charles’s feeds—nothing about Will going missing.

			For all her basicness, Kristen was a good photographer and had posted a picture of Charles standing on a street filled with autumn leaves, smiling. You couldn’t tell there was a series of murders going on, or that Charles was secretly meeting with us behind his girlfriend’s back to scheme—he just looked handsome and stylish. I felt a pang of something weird and tried to push it away without really thinking about it. I didn’t like what he said to me in the street. It’s almost like he could tell I was about to do something.

			Just then, someone tagged me on Instagram. My mouth went dry when I saw who it was: Pinprick52. It was the same account that had posted the stalker picture of me sitting in French class. No doubt, the same person who had taken the picture of me sleeping, too. When I saw the picture, I gasped. It was me, from last night, half a block from the Sand Filtration Site, still wearing all my black gear. It must have been after Will but before I dumped everything and changed clothes.

			I was followed.

			How? I had been so careful.

			Whoever they were, they must know what I had done. The picture wasn’t close up enough that anyone could tell it was me necessarily. I clicked on the Pinprick52 account and pored over their feed again, looking at their more recent pictures and scrolling backward. That picture of a bench—in the far corner you could make out a bronze bust: one of the statues of John Adams on campus. That bench was right outside Tyler—Andre’s dorm. Then the inside of Albertson Hall—I recognized that hall from walking down it so often to get coffee, hoping I might run into Charles using one of the piano rooms. Further back was a picture of a building that seemed vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place. In the background was a bodega, which I quickly looked up on Google maps. The bodega was near the Center for Imaging, where the panel study did its MRI studies—where Kellen had been killed. Further back was a picture of a group of boys leaving the gym. I zoomed in as best I could. There in the back, with his distinctive black cowlick, was Michael Boonark.

			I knew what this account was. The Golden State Killer took random trinkets from the houses of people he killed. CRD kept locks of hair. I never understood this—they basically created a dossier of evidence against themselves for the sake of what—pride?


			Pinprick52 was documenting their work in real time. Keeping a portfolio. And they had just tagged me. It was an act of aggression. Little did they know, I was the wrong person to target now that I could give them my full attention.
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			“Have you seen Will?”

			Charles was so distracted by the girl who had just walked into the frat house that he barely heard Chad, even though he was yelling. The house was filled with a crush of students having a Quiet Riot party. Chad nudged him with his Michelob Ultra and repeated the question. “Will?” Charles repeated. “Did he say he was coming?”

			“No,” Chad said, frowning. “We were supposed to watch the game yesterday.”

			Charles shrugged. “You know how flakey he is.” He excused himself, his eyes set across the room on the slight brunette standing at the Ping-Pong table talking to another girl.

			Not eight hours ago, Charles had been heading to the psych building intending to fish for information about Trevor from Wyman or one of the RAs when he had seen this girl run crying from Wyman’s office, brushing past him without seeing him. He feigned concern to Elena, who had told him that the RA, Adelei, had forgotten to lock the lab the night before and Elena had found it open early this morning.

			Charles looked around the frat party, spotting Kristen standing outside at the bonfire with her friends. He pushed his way through the crowd and across the sticky floor. Adelei was by the table of drinks, chugging some water. Would she recognize him from the study, though? He had never directly been alone in a room with her, but had seen her a couple times in the lab.

			Charles sidled up next to her. “Hey,” he said. She turned and he smiled at her. “I’m Charles.”

			“You’re that guy.” She was drunk. Good—that would make things easier. Someone in the back of the house was blaring away on a vuvuzela to shrieking laughter. “President guy,” she continued.

			“Yes, I am.” She wavered on her feet. “Why don’t you sit down?”

			They sat on one of the living room couches. She looked at him with drunk attraction. “You look familiar,” he asked. “Are you a psych major?”

			“Yes!” A flicker crossed her face and her eyes teared.

			“What’s wrong?” He tilted his head sympathetically.

			“I got in trouble at work today. I was supposed to lock up and I did and they think I didn’t.”

			“Maybe you forgot.”

			“No!” she shouted. “I know I did because I’m OCD. I lock it and have to touch it five times to make sure.”

			“Maybe one of the five times you accidentally unlocked it.”

			“Aha!” She poked his chest. “I have a fail-safe. Part of the ritual includes walking away and coming back to double-check it—twice.”

			Well, that seemed thorough. She probably had locked the door. Then someone else had come in with their own key, or broken in, and accidentally left the door open afterward. “Maybe someone took your keys,” Charles suggested.

			“No. I always have them.”

			“Always?”

			“I mean, except at the gym, but I lock them in my locker.”

			Lockers weren’t that hard to open, he reasoned. Adelei’s head was bobbing. “Did you drink the green punch?” he asked.

			“Yes. No. Is there something in it?”

			“Everclear. Grain alcohol.”

			“Ohhh.”

			Charles opened his mouth, but then his phone rang, a picture of Darth Vader appearing on his screen. His father calling, probably mad or wanting Charles to appear at some boring event as evidence of good Portmont genes. He sent the call to voicemail and squeezed through the crowded house, hoping for some fresh air and the ability to think outside.

			Someone had gotten into the office. If someone got into the office, what exactly would they get access to? Chloe and Andre had been able to get into the office somehow, but had been stymied by the computer. But someone tech savvy, someone like Trevor, could easily figure out how to access anything he wanted if he broke in. He could have their addresses, their parents’ phone numbers...

			Charles’s eyes fell upon the black face of his smartwatch. He vaguely recalled when he signed up for the program that location data was only logged when they did a mood log. But that did mean that there was broader location data out there somewhere, much in the same way his iPhone creepily knew his favorite locations or where he liked to use certain apps. Michael had been killed while he was alone, and Kellen must have been force-fed buckshot at some opportune time with no one else around. Chloe had been attacked in Will’s basement and this same person had known that Charles was sleeping at Kristen’s the night they were broken into. Which meant that either this killer had an uncanny knack of knowing exactly when to follow someone for them to be vulnerable, or they literally knew where the panel members were at all times.

			Charles immediately began undoing the strap on his watch. He could leave it on a taxicab headed somewhere. He could throw it into the Potomac or plant it on another student. He would have to answer to Wyman and Elena eventually, but he could come up with some excuse.

			Just then, he saw Derek teetering across the lawn, holding a forty of Steel Reserve. “Dude! Help me with this!” Charles called to him.

			Derek was the tech savvy one at SAE. He said it was easy to turn off location tracking on the watch. Only this turned out to not be exactly true, because the settings had been disabled. Drunk, Derek wobbled into the house and to his computer upstairs to hook the watch up to adjust the settings some other way. Charles watched carefully so he could tell Andre and Chloe how to do the same. He thanked Derek, then headed back toward the front of the house. He sat on the steps, took out his phone, and texted Andre and Chloe about what the RA had told him, and to disable their location tracking, including brief instructions.

			Andre responded immediately with, Doing it now! but Chloe didn’t respond.

			Something tugged at the corner of Charles’s mind. He had texted Chloe last night with an invite to the party and she hadn’t responded, when normally her response would have been something teasing or to demand a pull-aside to talk about the hunter. Not responding at all wasn’t like her. From his position on the stairs, Charles could see Chad sitting on the couch, feeding Adelei some much needed water. Good old Chad, the only person on earth actually attentive enough to notice that Will was missing. Will—when had been the last time Charles had actually seen him? Chloe, please tell me you didn’t do something stupid, Charles thought.
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			Elena jumped a little when a notification at the bottom of her screen popped up. She quickly clicked on the email and saw that her proposal had been accepted for the European Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies Congress. “Yes!” she whispered to herself, then opened a fresh email to Mai, her fiancée. I got in to EABCT! Partially subsidized trip to Dublin next year?! She was about to click Send when she felt a strange sensation of being watched.

			She turned in her chair, then with a small start saw that Trevor was standing in the open doorway of her office. Just lurking there, staring. She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. He was dressed in dark clothing and had his thumbs tucked under the straps of his book bag. How long had he been there, just looking at her? “Did you need something?” she asked politely.

			That was the thing—you had to be polite sometimes when what you really wanted to be was curt. Because if you existed as a woman in the world and were anything but polite you were rude, uppity, a bitch, stuck-up, a cunt, the list went on. Lately her ability to be endlessly patient was wearing thin.

			“I have an appointment with Dr. Wyman,” Trevor said quietly. Trevor had always unnerved her. She had interacted with plenty of clients who required varying degrees of treatment in her life as a grad student, but Trevor was the only one who genuinely bothered her in a personal way. She had even interviewed violent offenders in prison who seemed more sympathetic.

			She smiled shallowly. “He’ll be with you shortly,” she said. She got up and closed the door as gently but as quickly as she could. Furious, she turned back to her computer and opened a new email.

			Leonard,

			I thought we’d agreed that I would be getting a heads-up when Trevor would be coming in for sessions. I just found him standing outside my office, and if it’s 4:20, I’m guessing he doesn’t actually have an appointment with you until 4:30.

			She hit Send right away. She texted Mai and worked for two more hours, wanting to make sure that she wouldn’t be leaving until well after Trevor was gone. It was dark outside by the time Elena poked her head out of her office. Leonard’s door was open and the office was dark. Elena gathered her things and headed outside.

			Architecturally, the psychology building was beautiful with its turrets and old windows, but in the darkness of night, bathed by the yellow light of streetlamps, it was creepy. Luckily, Mai was early and soon a Honda Civic turned onto the street and came to a stop. “You won’t believe Leonard,” Elena said as soon as she closed her door.

			“What?” Mai asked, her dark eyes wide. “I got you a celebratory snack,” she said, putting a paper bag with an empanada inside it on Elena’s lap. A woman after her heart, Mai understood that Elena was always ravenous and sometimes hangry after work, which occasionally spoiled plans to cook a nice meal together.

			“I specifically asked Leonard to give me a heads-up any time this one particular client is coming in.”

			“Oh, the creepy one?”

			Trevor had proven himself to be significantly more difficult in sessions with Elena than with Leonard last year, which, much to her secret relief, had led to Leonard deciding that either he would see Trevor alone, or they would see him together. Trevor had spent much of his sessions with Elena smirking, attempting to ask personal questions or trying to impress her with his intelligence about everything. Leonard had explained the change to him in person, and Elena could only hope that it hadn’t made Trevor angry somehow. She had caught him lingering once or twice around the office since then. “Yeah. And of course he forgot. I mean, he was really nice when I first brought it up, but he always forgets because he just can’t see it.”

			“Yeah,” Mai said. “It’s kind of hard to explain your girl spidey sense.”

			“I mean, hello, it’s in The Gift of Fear. When I say this person makes me uncomfortable, can you just take me seriously? I said it because I meant it!”

			“Did they find out who left the lab unlocked?”

			When they had first met at a grad student mixer, Elena’s research had been something that made her seem cool to Mai, who liked true crime and never missed an episode of Dateline. But reality hit when their relationship became more serious and Mai started asking if Elena’s field of study could actually invite danger into their lives.

			“One of the RAs. Probably an honest accident, but with everything going on, everyone’s on edge. Well, I have news on that front.” Elena paused to bite into the empanada, which was a salteña, her favorite.

			The sounds of sirens blaring could be heard from down the street. Mai sighed loudly as two policemen on motorcycles appeared, holding out their arms to stop traffic. When there was a motorcade the police always arrived suddenly to block off traffic to make way for the parade of armored sedans and limos—you were never sure who was inside or how long you’d be waiting.

			“We’re going to be sitting here awhile.” She twisted one hand into her black fauxhawk, a look Elena could never pull off. Elena broke the empanada in half and offered it to Mai, who took it gratefully. “If you have gossip, tell me slow and sensually.”

			Elena snickered. “It’s good news actually,” she said. And indeed, it was—hearing it had released an enormous weight off her shoulders. “A little bird told me that they’re close to making an arrest for the two students who got killed.”

			“Wait, what? What bird?”

			“Leonard is friends with one of the detectives. He came to his office today, and I could sort of hear them talking through the wall.”

			“But your office isn’t next to his.”

			“Okay, so I put a cup against my ear and put it to the door,” Elena admitted.

			Mai started laughing. “That actually works?”

			“It does. Sort of, anyway. It looks like it was a drug thing and they’re close to making an arrest.” What she could not say, but wanted to, was how tense the past few weeks had been, particularly with Leonard.

			Elena thought two students in the program being killed was too much of a coincidence but Leonard never did—he assumed that high-risk behavior put people in situations that were inherently dangerous and psychopaths just happened to be attracted to high-risk behavior. They had had a few conversations about what the other students in the program should be told, but Leonard always overruled her. If he was going to ignore her concerns, then Elena was absolutely going to eavesdrop on private conversations with a detective. The confidentiality of the program dictated that she couldn’t relate everything she knew to her fiancée—who of course didn’t know that Michael and Kellen were part of Elena’s panel—which had put her in a bind of lying when normally she would never lie to Mai.

			“That’s a relief,” Mai said, her mouth full. They both watched the parade of police cars, sirens blazing, drive by, to be followed by more motorcycles, then sleek, anonymous-looking black cars. Elena smiled, feeling light for the first time in weeks.

			It was terrible to have such a blow happen to the program, to not exactly know what had happened and to not entirely feel safe sitting in her office. She could push aside that image of Kellen lying on the floor in his own blood and tell herself that this was the tragic consequence of a series of bad life decisions—exactly as Leonard had said. With the case wrapping up, life would inevitably move on, and everyone could breathe a sigh of relief.

			What she could never tell anyone—not Mai or Leonard—especially not now, because she’d be too embarrassed, was the tiny intrusive thought she had had on more than on occasion. Now it felt foolish to even think about it, but there had been a moment two weeks ago when she had been working at her computer, doing data analysis, and a thought popped into her head: Could it have been Trevor? She had no evidence to suggest that Trevor could have killed Michael and Kellen, and no evidence that he even knew them. They were both the kind of guys that Trevor would never hang out with—the type of guys he would even hate (although the bar for being hated by Trevor was quite low).

			She had idly wondered this based solely off a gut feeling, and now she chastised herself for her prejudice. She was glad she never related her suspicion to Leonard—he might think her unprofessional or hysterical, or lacking in some fundamental respect for her clients. Making the leap from “this person makes me feel uncomfortable” to “this person might be a murderer” was exactly the sort of narrow-minded sentiment that Wyman had spent the past few decades of his life fighting. And here, Leonard’s senior-most graduate student was indulging in that exact type of lazy thinking. She was glad she had never admitted this secret thought to anyone, and glad she was about to be proven wrong about thinking the worst of one of her clients.
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			They met at the Shaw Metro stop. Andre wore an ill-fitting blazer—one of Marcus’s—in attempt to make him look older. Chloe had more or less copied the exact way that Elena dressed and was sporting a pair of eyeglasses as she frowned at him. “You need better disguises.” As they boarded the train, Andre wondered if she had a whole wardrobe of disguises.

			It had taken five carefully worded, increasingly longer letters to Mira Wale, the fiancée of Wyman’s former, and now dead, student John Fiola, the only one who appeared to have any research connections to CRD. She had not responded to Andre’s first Facebook message, nor the second that he and Chloe had painstakingly written, trying to make themselves seem like graduate students from the Wyman lab who desperately needed Fiola’s dissertation and unpublished research. Chloe ended up filching some of Wyman’s official letterhead and they wrote a formal, physical letter littered with psychology jargon, included a new fake email address, and off it went, later receiving a tepid invitation from Mira.

			“Did you, um, do what Charles said?” Andre whispered after they had settled into plastic seats beside each other. The only other people in the subway car were reading newspapers or looking at their phones. He looked up at Chloe and found her giving him a look of utter disgust—Of course I did, how dare you even doubt me, that look said. Andre fiddled with his watch, double-checking that the location tracking was off. “Do you think they could have been using it the whole time? Do you think Elena and all them will notice we turned it off?”

			“Tech fails happen all the time,” she said, shrugging. “Just play dumb. And don’t assume we’re safe now—I doubt it’s that hard to track any of us even without the watches. We all live on campus. It’s not that hard to find out who our friends are, what classes we take, and where we hang out. Think about everything you post on social media. Think about all the times you’re walking around—work under the assumption that you could have been followed, because whoever this is, they know what they’re doing.” As a precaution, they took a series of detours at the Gallery Place Metro station, climbing up stairways and down escalators, hopping onto one train only to change cars and hop off immediately, not wanting to risk being followed.

			To Andre, it seemed that every day that passed it felt more and more likely that behind each closed door was someone about to pop out, in every dark car was someone dangerous waiting. He sat in class, trying to pay attention, but wondered if anyone was watching him. Now he slept with the baseball bat in his bed, rather than under it. He didn’t know how sustainable it all was because it was increasingly exhausting.

			They got off at the Eastern Market stop and headed up the escalator. “You should do most of the talking,” Andre said.

			Chloe looked up from the map on her phone, her eyes narrowed. Uh-oh. He had suggested this because making up elaborate lies made him nervous and she seemed to do it with aplomb. “People are more helpful when you’re white,” he said.

			He expected her to protest that this wasn’t true, but instead she nodded and added, “Also, I’m pretty.”

			Mira lived in Capitol Hill, on a street filled with yuppies pushing expensive strollers and signs in windows saying Hate Isn’t Welcome Here. Andre walked behind Chloe, scanning the street as they went, looking for anyone who seemed to be paying too much attention to them.

			Mira’s house was a redbrick Victorian with an overgrown garden in the front. Chloe rang the doorbell with no hesitation. There was a long pause—long enough that Andre wondered if Mira forgot their appointment—but then there were shuffling sounds, and the door opened. Mira was an extraordinarily pregnant woman with glossy hair.

			“Hello?” she said, sounding skeptical. She stood in the doorway, exactly in the position of someone who could easily slam the door on a salesman.

			“I’m Jennifer and this is Brian—Dr. Wyman’s graduate students?” Chloe said. She even affected Elena’s tone. “Thank you so much for meeting with us. We’re fifth years—prospectuses are coming up, and we can’t seem to get our hands on John’s dissertation anywhere...?”

			“So sorry about what happened,” Andre added.

			Mira leaned on the doorway, rubbing her distended belly. “Your work relates to John’s?”

			“We’re working with one of the same datasets,” Chloe said. “That’s why we wanted his dissertation—to see if he ran into the same problem of contradictory evidence that we did. There’s supposed to be two copies bound at the library but they’re both gone.”

			“Really? That’s strange.” Her tone was exactly that of someone who didn’t really care.

			“We were hoping you had a copy?”

			Mira made a broad gesture, one that indicated her pregnancy, the wedding band on her finger, the house behind her, which they couldn’t see into. “That...was a whole lifetime ago.”

			“I’m sorry,” Chloe said. “We didn’t mean to bring it up when you’re—you know. Busy and stuff.”

			She looked like she wanted to be done with them, but then Andre said, “It’s just frustrating to think some of John’s ideas will never come to fruition. He was brilliant, even as a student.”

			Mira said, “I’m not saying there isn’t a copy actually.”

			“Oh?” Chloe said.

			“John and I had a storage unit—his mom paid for it. After he passed away, I was in such a state I just didn’t want to deal with anything, really. I had my brother dump a lot of our stuff in there, basically clothes and school stuff and old furniture.”

			“You still have the unit?”

			“His mom never stopped paying for it and I’ve never drummed up the energy to go clear it out.”

			Andre had no idea where she was headed but he jumped in. “If you think the dissertation might be in there, what if we cleaned out the unit for you in exchange for having a look?” She seemed skeptical, but intrigued.


			“Basically, you’ve been wanting to pack it up and drop it off at Goodwill, but never have the time—” Chloe gestured to her pregnant belly “—and you don’t want to just throw it all out because that’s such a waste, am I right?”

			“Yeah...there’s nothing really of value in there, like IKEA furniture. Actually, you might know students who’d want some of it.”

			“We can have it cleaned out in a week. I can send you a picture when we’re done so you know to close out the account.”

			“Tell you what...you have a deal.”

			

			They had a few hours until it would get dark, so they sprang for a cab to the storage unit facility. There didn’t appear to be any sort of office—they could just take the key Mira had given them and head to Unit 345. The lock protested, but then gave, and with a great lurch they managed to get the rusty door to roll upward.

			Mira hadn’t been exaggerating when she said junk—there was barely room to walk. Boxes, furniture piled up, heaps of clothes on the floor. There was also no overhead light so cell phones would have to suffice.

			“Let’s triage,” Chloe said. “For all we know, the hunter will figure out we came here and burn the whole place down if we try to come back.”

			We better not have been followed, Andre thought, it suddenly seeming very clear that they were in an isolated location with not even an attendant at the storage facility.

			Where would the good stuff be? Not with the clothes or jumbles of furniture. They scoured stacks of boxes on opposite sides of the unit. One looked promising—it contained several books about psychology, but nothing resembling a dissertation. He found several thick binders and, feeling a jolt of excitement, he realized they contained handwritten notes. He crouched on the floor of the unit and flipped through them, but only came across equations he didn’t understand. Then a test: Multivariate Statistics Final Exam. “Chloe, this is grad school stuff.” She abandoned her box and grabbed the one next to his.

			Andre pawed through old textbooks, study guides, a FAFSA form, then pulled another box forward. He paused—behind it was a cheap bookshelf, one shelf bending under the weight of reams of paper and stuffed binders. Two binders were stuck together, and when he pried them apart, he was holding a loose-leaf copy of “Toward a Greater Understanding of Sexual Violence in Psychopathic Men.” He held it up, Chloe hissed triumphantly and they stuffed it into his book bag. Andre desperately wanted to plant his ass on the floor and start reading, but they only had about half an hour of daylight left. The last place he wanted to be if the hunter made an appearance was a dark, abandoned storage unit. He hadn’t brought his baseball bat; he had worried that Mira would see it. But he did have his knife.

			Chloe sat cross-legged on the floor, making three piles. “These look like draft articles, and I think these might be clinic notes. Do those binders look any good?” Andre flipped through one, and the moment he saw the words sexual deviance, he erred on the side of caution and shoved it into his bag. He took a liberal approach to taking things, figuring that it was better to take more and sort it out later. Chloe, however, was getting too engrossed, actually reading stuff.

			“Come on, it’s going to get dark soon,” he warned her. His bag was getting too full. Andre unclasped a binder and pulled out the contents, adding it to his collection. The light outside was starting to take on that dusky look of sundown. He began to stuff things into Chloe’s bag as she pored over a single notebook. Once that, too, was packed, he was annoyed to see that she hadn’t moved at all.

			“Chloe. It’s getting dark. We gotta go.”

			“You need to look at this.” She handed him a typed list. It consisted of about fifty unfamiliar names with dates and checks or question marks written next to each. What was this? Andre wondered, a chill moving up his back. He knew they should get going but he couldn’t resist—he pulled up Wikipedia on his phone and looked up CRD, Chloe leaning over his shoulder as he thumbed to the part where the names of all his victims were listed. Or, at least, his official victims.

			There was no overlap between the list of names they held and the list of victims. Every date on their sheet of paper was in 2008, two years after CRD had been killed by lethal injection by the state of Virginia. Chloe met his eyes, and he knew she was wondering the same thing: if they had just found a list of fifty or so new victims, murders committed by somebody else after CRD had already been executed.
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			Safe at class, said the text from Kristen.

			Good—miss you, Charles responded. Through his car window, he looked into Cathedral Coffee. It was now the sweet spot after lunch but before people would want their afternoon coffee. It had been surprisingly easy to find out where Megan Dufresne worked. She had posted a brief video of her pouring a latte, making a dove shape with the milk, and Charles had Googled coffee shops until he had matched the logo on her apron. Charles called the shop pretending that he had found a lost student ID of someone named Megan and a coworker told him that of course he could stop by to return it, and that Megan could pick it up on Thursday.

			Charles entered the coffee shop, which was empty except for some laptop trolls and Megan rearranging pastries with a bored expression. It was bizarre to look at her: she had the same exact facial structure as Emma—perhaps a bit healthier looking, and her auburn hair was stylish. The twins literally looked like before and after makeover pictures. “Hello,” he said. Megan looked up but her eyes didn’t register the look girls often got where they immediately found him attractive.

			“What can I get you?”


			“Actually, I was hoping you could help me. You’re Megan Dufresne, right?” She looked instantly suspicious but didn’t deny it. “I’m a friend of your sister’s.” She didn’t believe him. More specifically, she didn’t believe that her sister had friends. “Well, sort of. I’m her TA. I’ve been worried about her.” Her brow furrowed. “She hasn’t been at class and she missed our last appointment.” Charles had no idea if Emma was actually missing classes. The only thing he could glean from her Instagram from the past week is that she had visited the arboretum and the botanical gardens over by the Capitol, probably to hunt insects to take portraits of.

			“Emma doesn’t cut classes,” Megan said.

			“I know—that’s why I was worried. Do you think her behavior has been strange lately?”

			Megan picked up a rag and began to move it slowly over the counter, even though there was nothing to wipe up. “Strange, how? What class do you TA?”

			“Preenlightenment Thought. I noticed—” here he tried to affect a look of discomfort “—I saw some bruising on her arm last month. On the thirteeth actually—I remember specifically because that’s my birthday. I didn’t think anything of it until she started missing classes later. Maybe something happened to her around then?”

			She blinked. “And what business of yours would that be?”

			He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “As a teacher, I’m a mandated reporter. If I thought someone was harming her, I would have to report it, or talk to her. I—I should have said something at the time, because I know she doesn’t talk to a lot of people. She had sort of opened up to me, you know?” Even her body language had turned defensive—her arms folded across her chest, her legs in a stubborn stance. “She came to my office hours a lot,” he added. “She was interested in doing an independent study—”

			“On what?”

			“Photography as a form of visual ontology. It’s not like I could ever see Emma harming anyone, getting into a physical altercation, so I worried that someone might be harming her.” This was the whole point of his meeting with Megan, and he uttered it as if it were supposed to be a throwaway thought. He watched Megan’s reaction carefully for the confirmation he wanted. That the notion that Emma harming anyone was ridiculous. He would have his confirmation that Emma had nothing to do with any of this, and he could move on to closing in on Trevor.

			But instead, Megan looked down at the rag, a furrow in her brow. He had planted a small seed of doubt, one that he didn’t think would be viable. She was just there, on the verge of saying something important. “Mr...?”

			“Highsmith,” he said, pulling the name from nowhere. She looked up, her eyes narrowing a fraction. The suspicion had turned back on.

			“Mr. Highsmith, I can check in on my sister, but we’re a private family, and there’s no need for you to insert yourself.”
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			“Help me,” Yessica said, looking through her bureau for inspiration for a costume.

			“Your fault leaving it till the last minute. We could walk to CVS and rustle something up,” I said.

			“We can come up with something better. A cat, maybe?”

			“You’re depressing me. Girls always have the same dumb costumes,” I said, rooting through my makeup drawer. “Sexy witch, sexy nurse. Be something original—sexy hurricane!” I said, holding up a wad of fraying cotton balls, thinking of the most recent hurricane, which a few states were still cleaning up from. The look on her face said no. “Too soon?”

			“You’re weird.” She held up a chunky eyeliner and sniffed it. “What are you going as?”

			I had sold some textbooks I found in the library to scrounge up the money for my costume. I was going as Clark Kent and had blown most of the money on a Superman bustier. I planned to wear it under a white button-down shirt, half unbuttoned, with my black skirt and my fake eyeglasses. I had a black hat and heels to match, but most importantly, a small messenger bag carrying my essentials: a reporter’s notebook, my phone, my stun gun, and switchblade.

			“Get your ass in gear!” I admonished as I got dressed. Yessica was still standing there, chewing on a fingernail as she examined her closet. “I have to get there early, but I’ll see you at the party.”

			

			The Adams Halloween Ball was being held at Fathom Gallery in Logan Circle, close to campus. I wanted to get a lay of the land because even though I had friends going, I was flying solo tonight.

			I was tired of this game of cat and mouse, and wanted to be able to confront my attacker face-to-face. I had posted several things on Instagram, making it clear I would be at the ball getting drunk. Trevor might show, or Emma, and I was going to be ready. It could come to a physical fight, or there was my vial of a new liquid solution: a high dose of codeine, dangerous with alcohol, and liable to make you very sleepy if not dead. Maybe Trevor was a master hacker, but he was clearly awkward around girls. I could see him readily accepting a drink from me, planning how he would get me later in the night, oblivious that I was getting him right then.

			The Undergraduate Student Association had rented out the whole place, which had three main areas. The DJ was in the main gallery, its glossy wood floors emptied of furniture so people could dance. The brick walls, painted white, had neat lines of framed artwork. Beyond that was an outdoor garden, which had been strung with pumpkin lanterns. On the second floor was a small penthouse where the music wasn’t so loud and most of the food was placed.

			I took a cat-shaped cheesecake bite and surveyed the exits of each floor. It would be hard for anyone to make a deadly move here; the space wasn’t very large and there would be people packed in tight. Then again, it was Halloween, and people would be screaming and walking around in grotesque costumes. How hard would it be to jam a screwdriver into someone’s stomach and walk away? People might even see your cooling dead body and think it was a prop.

			I noticed on the gallery level that there was a glass staircase leading down to a dimly lit hallway. I went down, pushed open the door, and found a large bathroom, the kind with a dressing area with seating and a marble vanity with fancy towels, lotion, and mouthwash. When I got back upstairs, more people were streaming in.

			The party was in full swing half an hour later. Someone had turned on a smoke machine and people sipped punch from sticky cups. Apoorva arrived, dressed as a cat, and Traci, dressed as a box of wine. There was some drama already going on. The boy Traci liked was supposed to be coming with the girl he was hanging out with except Apoorva had heard that they weren’t hanging out anymore. We schemed while I kept my eye on the door, examining each new costumed person as they entered.

			I nursed a seltzer and did a lap. If I were a killer, I’d be wearing a mask, something that completely covered my face. I took pictures with friends from Bio, making sure to post them immediately. I spotted Chad by a table of food with a couple other SAE brothers. He was dressed in Roman garb and had his hair combed down. “Et tu, Brute?” I said.

			“I’m Augustus, not Julius!” he said, exasperated. We laughed. He even had a baby Cupid attached to his calf.

			“I like your costume, Supergirl.”

			“I’m Clark Kent! The real deal, not the Diet Coke version.” He gave me a flirty hug, then kept his hand on my back, his expression turning more serious. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

			“Don’t be clingy,” I teased. He thought I was still mad about the photo of me sleeping, which he kept apologizing for every time I saw him. I was mad, but not at him—and of course he had no idea of just exactly how busy I was with other activities, such as murdering his frat brother. But Chad would always be grade A in my book because he had found Will’s phone and was a decent FWB. I pressed my face to his breastplate. “I’ve just been so busy with classes.”

			“So, I’ll see you soon?”

			“Definitely. Let’s have another study date.” I pushed my glasses up my nose and gave him an impish look as I slipped past to get some food. A girl nearly spilled a drink on me and apologized in a voice that sounded strangely familiar. “Reek?” I asked, incredulous. He was wearing a blond wig and was dressed like a zombie cheerleader, gaunt eyes and makeup to make it look like a chunk had been bitten out of his neck. He nodded. “Damn, you’re kind of hot as a girl.”

			“I know,” he said. “It’s fun to pretend.”

			I danced, then frowned when I saw Charles and Kristen making their way in. The last thing I needed was Charles being nosy. I hadn’t answered several suspicious texts from him and needed to handle him carefully, now that Will was gone for good. He wasn’t wearing any discernible costume and Kristen was dressed like Wonder Woman. I avoided them, heading toward the outdoor garden. Just as I got outside I got a mood log, which I filled out.

			Energetic

			7

			Nervous

			1

			Sad

			1

			I peered off the railing of the landing down at the street below. People in costume were crossing the street, yelping as cars beeped at them. I was talking to one of the guys from my floor when I saw movement in my peripheral vision. A robed figure in black moved across the garden. It carried a large scythe, which glinted like it was real. The figure walked strangely—almost as if it were gliding supernaturally. Then I was distracted by another figure: a guy in a suit and tie, but a full horse-head mask. But maybe not a guy—whoever they were didn’t have a large frame. There were ghouls and animals and all kinds of costumes with enough makeup or plastic to cover faces entirely.

			Without thinking, I impatiently took out my phone and snapped a picture of me looking bored. TFW you’re ready to party but the party hasn’t started yet. Prick me with a pin and maybe I’ll wake up. Come and get me, asshole.

			After an hour of fairly uneventful socializing, I wondered if the killer was going to show at all. I headed to the lower floor where the dressing room/bathroom was to freshen up and loosen my bustier, which wasn’t exactly comfortable. It was quiet inside and through the door I could hear the boom of music from upstairs and people laughing. I redid my laces, which required some patience and stamina for having my arms curved around my back for an extended period of time.

			I exited my stall, then noticed a figure in black standing in the middle of the dressing room in front of the sink. A Day of the Dead skeleton, its face covered in black-and-white face paint, a grim yellow flower perched behind its ear. My hand moved instinctively to my bag.

			The skeleton began to dance, moving its body in strange, jerking motions like something out of a Japanese horror movie. “Yessica?”

			She broke out into laughter, bending over to put her bone gloves on her skeletal knees. “I scared you, didn’t I!” I came closer to the sink to examine her makeup.

			“Pretty impressive.”

			“I found a how-to video,” she said as I washed my hands. “I saw your senior boo.”

			“We chatted. I’ll make sure to dance with him.”

			Yessica bid me adieu and left. I blotted my face with a fancy towel and sampled the blue mouthwash. Just as I was exiting the dressing room, Charles was coming down the stairs. He wore one of the two standard Charles uniforms: a suit with a skinny tie. It was slate gray and pretty unexciting for a costume party. “What are you supposed to be? An endangered species?”

			“Huh?” he said.

			“Straight white male.”

			“Very funny,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets and contemplating me. “Did you disable—?”

			“Of course I did!”

			“You’ve been avoiding me.”

			“No, I haven’t.”

			He blinked. In the dim lighting there was only a thin band of green around his big pupils. “Chloe...” I knew with absolute certainty he was thinking about Will.

			“You met with Emma?” I interrupted. “How’d it go?”

			He stared at me for a long moment before he answered. “I asked her to dinner—I get the impression that she might like me.” He seemed to be struggling with something. “Emma is weird—it’s like she’s from another planet. I actually don’t know if I walked away with more information. But here’s another thing—I tracked down her sister and talked to her.”

			“Megan?”

			“She’s a barista over by American. She’s protective of Emma, which is strange—”

			“—because her social media makes it look like they’re not even sisters.”

			“Right, like Megan’s got this embarrassingly weird sister. And I got the impression she was suspicious of me because I was asking her about Emma. There’s a good chance she might say something to Emma about me. I mean, I gave her a fake name, but if she describes me...”

			“Isn’t that scary? Knowing that an angry probable serial murderer wants to jump your bones?”

			“Fancy that,” he said without smiling.

			“Well, Andre and I found some documents from Wyman’s old student. We’re still going through them because I lost an entire day yesterday tailing Trevor.”

			“Tailing?”

			“It was actually pretty funny—he had no idea I was right behind him all day. I went to his dorm, the SAC, to his classes, even a dumb party. One time he almost turned around and caught me! I can’t say I found any specific evidence—”

			“He could have seen you! You could have gotten yourself killed!”

			“How else am I supposed to find clues?”

			“Clues? This isn’t a game. We could have set up a plan or something where the three of us worked together. You can’t get into a situation where he turns around and you’re right there. I told you, he’s dangerous.”


			“So am I,” I said. Charles sighed, putting up his hands in an expression of frustration.

			“He’s scrawny and I was armed.”

			“Why won’t you listen to me!”

			“Because I don’t have to listen to anybody,” I said. “Besides, why do you care what I do?”

			“Is it so weird that I don’t want you to get bludgeoned to death? Can you please promise me not to do anything like that again, without the three of us agreeing?”

			Oh, I had done it.

			Charles was mine. Hooked like a little fishy. All I needed to do was keep him swimming the same direction with me, and Will would never be a problem. “Of course not,” I said. “We have to be active rather than passive.”

			“Chloe.”

			“No. Why don’t you want something bad to happen to me?” I asked. “Why can’t you just admit it?”

			“Admit what?”

			I stalked closer to him and pressed my index finger into his chest. “That you care about me.”

			Charles put his hand over mine. He moved my arm back to my side as if he were moving the limbs on a doll. Then he put his hands in his pockets again as he stared at me. A look overcame his face, one I couldn’t read. Someone howled upstairs; I turned my head to glance in that direction. When I turned back at Charles he was still focused on me.

			He stepped forward. Suddenly I felt his hand on my waist and he kissed me. Not the way he had in my room, but harder, furious. Some part of me had been waiting forever for him to be like this and I responded naturally, wrapping my arms around his neck, turning my head to the side to let him kiss me more deeply. He pulled me to him, his hands on my ass.

			Charles hauled me into the empty dressing room, then pressed me up against the wall beside the door. I locked it, closing my eyes and craning my neck back, feeling his mouth on my throat. I tugged at his tie, pulled him up by the hair so I could kiss him. He jammed against me and I wrapped my legs around him, not breaking our kiss when I heard someone trying to get in, the locked door jiggling. I tried unsuccessfully to stay quiet when he pushed my skirt up farther and I felt his hands on my thighs. I murmured his name. I was tingling everywhere.

			He pushed me onto a nearby ottoman and dropped to his knees. He parted my legs and I felt him kiss my inner thigh, just above the knee. He pulled at my underwear so hard that I heard a seam rip. I wriggled and he pulled them off, then grabbed the lower part of my body to pull me closer. He wasted no time—his head bowed and I gasped when I felt his warm mouth directly on me. I closed my eyes momentarily as I felt one of his hands slide down my thigh to my knee, then push upward, changing the angle of my body a little. He made a hum of satisfaction in the back of his throat, the vibration hitting me. I squirmed uncontrollably, burying one of my hands into his hair as his head moved steadily. I stared at the ceiling and gave a helpless little laugh when someone tried the door again. “Charles.” I gripped him harder and he picked up his pace. A heady feeling began to overtake me, an orgasm building. He edged right up to it, then, to my frustration, pulled back, planting a demure little kiss on my thigh. I grabbed him by his hair and redirected him, eliciting a little self-satisfied chuckle from him. He delivered quickly and I came, crying out, a bolt of pleasure shooting from my middle to the rest of my body, making my muscles tense, then shudder. Charles stopped, resting his head on my leg, and we both caught our breath. I felt like a melted candle, soft pliable happy wax.

			Charles pulled back, kissing my left knee quickly before he stood up, fixing his tie as he headed toward the sink. Contented, I watched him wash his face and hands, wearing no expression as he performed these rituals. He fixed his hair, which was comically sticking all over the place. He got it into a presentable state with some water. Yes, he needed to look innocent, as if something hadn’t happened, because he had to go back to his girlfriend without her knowing what we had done. He was keeping everything a secret from her: the person who hunted us, and now me. I smiled, satisfied.

			I was edging my skirt back down as he turned to go. “Wait a few minutes before you leave,” he said, then unlocked the door and left. I cleaned myself up, still feeling residual sparks in my body, my fingertips tingling. My glasses had fallen off at some point. I retrieved them and looked at my reflection as I polished the lenses with my shirt.

			Put a check by Charles’s name, move him to the Chloe column.

			I sauntered through the party, examining people, sometimes pushing their masks straight off their faces. I grew bolder with impatience, maybe a little drunk off my postcoital glow. My phone vibrated—a push notification from Instagram. Pinprick52 had uploaded a new post.

			It took me a second to realize what it was. A photo of the closed bathroom door from downstairs. #sluts.
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			Charles was calling. He had been pointedly avoiding me since our Halloween tryst so I let the phone ring eight times to punish him. I know he’s not capable of feeling guilty, and so had concluded that he was frightened of his attraction to me mixed with whatever he had surmised about Will. I had to play this carefully. I put my feet up on my desk, petting my stuffed whale, and assumed a bored tone as I picked up. “You rang, Charlie Bear?”

			“Why did you just send me a video of you blowing Chad?” he asked.

			I put my feet down. “I didn’t!”

			“You did. It’s from your email.”

			I woke my laptop up and opened my email but saw no such thing. “When was it sent?”

			“About a minute ago... Oh, huh—there’s a bunch of people on the To line.”

			The webcams. Trevor. He had recorded. It must have been from one of the nights Chad had come over to “study.” I sat in front of my computer and opened a new email, rage filling up my chest. “Read me the names it was sent to.” He began to list them. A handful of friends, two of my professors, one TA, and Elena and Dr. Wyman. I muttered out loud as I typed: Please delete the email that appears to have been sent by me two minutes ago. My account has been hacked and the attached file contains malicious malware. Then I sent it.

			“Isn’t all malware malicious?” Charles said.

			“Send me the video. I want to see it.”

			“Do you think that’s safe? It might actually have something encoded in it. I’m running my antivirus software right now. Wait—oh... I think you’d better get over here.”

			

			Charles had on a flat expression and was on the phone when he opened the door. “Do I look like I just spent three thousand dollars in a Walmart in Kenosha? Freeze the goddamned account.” He hung up and closed the door.

			An exclamation point appeared on my watch. I tapped it. On a scale of 1 to 7, how much of a slut are you? The screen changed to a dick pic, then another and another. I took my watch off grimly. Charles looked at his, then tilted it to show me. His screen was flashing gay porn.

			“Why is he doing this?” I took a seat at Charles’s desk in front of his laptop. A media player was open. It was definitely a video from one of my webcams. Chad blissed out with his eyes closed as I tended to him. “That—” My cell rang, and it was Yessica calling.

			“Chlo, you need to get on Facebook.”

			I opened a new tab and went to the site, then felt a new rage come over me. I told Yessica I had to go. Tons of people at Adams joined various Facebook groups that produced memes about college life—the dorms, the cafeteria, the white albino squirrel people spotted on occasion. There was even a group just for our dorm. Posted on every single one I was a member of was a naked picture of me. I recognized it—it was probably pulled from a very old email or my iCloud account.

			I hissed and began to type directly under the comment “is this a meme I dont get it.”

			Hi this is Chloe Sevre. I am not ashamed of my body—I should be charging you bitches for looking. But full disclosure: this picture was taken of me when I was 14 by a 22 year old who then faced criminal charges. bc of my age in the picture, technically it is child pornography which makes disseminating it or even looking at it a crime. I have already contacted campus police, the MPD and the FBI’s Cybercrimes Unit. Don’t think that they won’t come for you byeeeee.

			I copied this and posted it on every single other post of the picture.

			“Is that true?” Charles asked.

			“Not the last part obviously.”

			I fumed, trying to collect my thoughts. My problem is that sometimes I get so mad I act rashly. “Maybe Trevor actually spotted you when you were following him,” Charles said. His tone seemed careful. I went to Instagram to see if that weird account had posted anything about this. I hadn’t told Charles or Andre about Pinprick52—I couldn’t, not while that picture of me leaving Will was still there. There was a new post but it was hard to tell what it was—a crisscross of shadows, a neon red light.

			“He didn’t, I swear! Do you think Andre got hacked?”

			I texted Andre: Did you get hacked? Development—come to C’s place. Charles leaned over my phone and I inhaled his scent while Andre typed back.

			Huh? Nobody hacked me. Can’t come—in the middle of it, figured out the list

			“So, us but not Andre,” Charles said. “What list?” He hit the side of his phone as it made noises, then put it down on his desk, frustrated.

			“I’ll let him explain when he gets here.”

			“I have a theory.”

			“Pray tell,” I said without looking up as I typed back to Andre. Big Trevor development. What’s going on with the list?

			“Trevor’s been watching you. He’s the type of misogynist who is really black-and-white in his thinking. Virgin-whore dichotomy. If he likes a girl, she’s pure and good and worthy of him. If she proves herself a whore, which could include any sin from liking another guy to simply existing, then she’s a cunt and a slut who brings any harm upon herself to be attacked by the righteous. So maybe he discovered you’re not so innocent.”

			“And since when have I ever marched around like a virgin?”

			“Someone tried the door on us at the ball,” he said in a low voice, as if Kristen were in the room. “It could have been him. He thinks we’re fucking and he got mad.”

			“What a shame to be attacked for something we’ve never even done,” I said archly. He didn’t smile but looked back at me. I sighed, turning back to the computer. “How do we destroy him? I want acid to be involved. I guess the silver lining is that if Elena asks about why our watches aren’t geolocated we can blame it on this.”

			“She hasn’t said anything to you, has she?” Charles asked. I shook my head. “I don’t think she’s noticed yet. I don’t know how often they actually look at the data for analysis.”

			“That might buy us some time.”

			Charles’s phone blooped. “Andre just texted—he says he’s coming.”

			“How about we send our little friend the hunter to take care of Trevor?”

			“Unless Trevor is the hunter,” Charles said. I could feel him standing behind me suddenly. He reached around me to sign out of Facebook, then clicked on the video to drag it into his trash bin. “You know that actually doesn’t delete it,” I pointed out. “Maybe you’d like to watch it a few more times.”

			He opened the trash and clicked on it to delete it for real. “Why would I watch a video when I have access to the real thing?” he said, his face close to my ear. He went back to his chair, crossing his legs and resting an ankle on one knee, shaking his foot. “By the way, you didn’t sleep with Chad just because you thought it’d annoy me, did you?”

			“Maybe I find Chad sex-worthy.”

			He snorted. “Chad is objectively terrible by every possible definition.”

			“Now why would you say a thing like that?”

			“General malice?” Charles suggested, a hint of amusement in his eyes.

			“Or might you be jealous?”

			“God, you’re megalomaniacal.”

			“Duh—I’m a psychopath, get over it. You’ve been avoiding me.”

			“No, I haven’t—I’ve been a little busy with the whole, you know, not getting murdered thing. And I’m not sure how many times I have to tell you I have a girlfriend.”

			“And where is this girlfriend right now?”

			The look on his face went from playful to cold. “This is me carefully orchestrating her having no idea what’s going on so she’s safe and she doesn’t have to worry. Not that you can conceive of actually caring for another human being, but I do love her.”

			“And it has nothing to do with the fact that she’s fabulously wealthy and all your country club parents can have a big society wedding.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“I’ve never objected to that,” I said gleefully. “What were you planning—B school, then working for your dad, getting married at twenty-four and white picket fences with your Stepford wife?”

			“Hardly. What do you suggest instead?”

			“We could burn down the world.”

			His eyes were fixed on me, his expression unfathomable. “I’m reporting Trevor to the police for this—if he gets in trouble for real he won’t be able to attack anyone else. It’s better than nothing.”

			“Let’s hear what Andre’s development is before we decide anything.”

			Charles sighed, looking at another dick pic on his phone, and then stood up, going over to his fridge. He ate Chinese food out of the container, not even offering me any. I took advantage of his rudeness to do some sleuthing in private on the laptop. Trevor had a Twitter account but mostly it was filled with nonsensical but still somehow rude-seeming tweets about computers and Elon Musk.

			His most recent tweet, though, posted today, was Fuck the American health care system. Interesting. From my day of stalking I had learned what three of his classes were: Advanced Logic, Comparative Politics, and Economics 125. I quickly logged on to the class websites for each, where professors posted syllabi and assignments, and students would sometimes post messages.

			I almost jumped when I saw that Trevor had posted a message early this morning to the entire Logic class, including a picture. Hey, I am going to miss my presentation today. Spent all of yesterday in the hospital and only just got discharged. The picture was ostensibly of his wrist, sporting a plastic medical ID tag from the Washington Hospital Center. This could just be a normal psychopath lie to get out of a presentation, but there had also been the tweet, which might have demonstrated actual anger at the medical bills that were inevitably coming his way. And posting to the entire class to get sympathy and attention, instead of just the professor, was totally something a psychopath would do. He was probably hoping for some sympathy points from the girls in his class.

			Everything made sense. Someone attacked Trevor, he ended up in the hospital, got out and, assuming that it was me or Charles who attacked him, exacted his revenge. It’s Emma, then, I realized. I closed all my windows and shut the laptop. Emma had come pretty close to doing Trevor in, and now we were paying for her attempt.

			Andre knocked on the door before letting himself in with the key Charles had given him. “Did you finish the dissertation?” I asked. I hadn’t. There was only so much time I could devote to it when I had to follow Trevor for a day and midterms were coming up.

			“I did. It’s really interesting. I think John might actually have interviewed Ripley himself, but he doesn’t specifically say so.” Andre picked up on Charles’s confused look—we hadn’t filled him in about our storage unit adventure.

			“Chloe and I found all this stuff in a storage unit that used to belong to one of Wyman’s old students. We got his dissertation, and this list, and at first we thought they were all new victims, but then I researched them. Turns out they’re all, or were at the time, literary agents,” Andre explained.

			Andre accepted a beer from Charles with a nod—I didn’t like this. They had a buddy-buddy vibe going. “John Fiola was writing a book about the case, which Wyman never did, or any of the detectives who worked on the case. It’s pretty weird if you think about how much money a book like that would have made, coming from people directly involved with the case. He wanted a big book deal, and some of the agents were biting. So, I don’t know, maybe this is illegal, but I signed up for a Gmail address with Fiola’s name and wrote to all of them, some bullshit about me having serious family issues, but now I have time to devote to this project, could you please resend any notes you originally had. Most of them didn’t answer, but one did! She just forwarded me the last email she sent him with the attachment—the whole book.”

			“Send it to us,” I said. “We can look through it right now, divide the work between us.” Andre nodded and sent the email and then all three of us began to skim. The book was unfinished—about two hundred pages of text plus a chapter outline. When I scrolled down to the original email, it was clear why the book had never been published.

			We read your proposal and chapters with a great deal of interest. I imagine you have several agents who are highly motivated to get this story out there. Our concern is with the quality of the writing, which doesn’t make this book competitive for a tough market right now. Our proposal would be that you work with a ghostwriter to help tidy it up. We have several we could recommend, and the process would be easy for you. If you’re interested, please contact me at the below number and we can chat.

			The ghostwriter made sense—John was an awful writer. The pages were filled with purple prose and turns of phrase that were supposed to sound profound.


			I skimmed as quickly as I could. John started with CRD’s childhood and moved through to when he started killing. I hesitated. Was there any chance at all CRD wasn’t actually executed? This almost made sense—he broke out of prison, or got a last-minute pardon from a softie governor, then returned to make Wyman’s life a living hell. I did a quick search on Charles’s computer. CRD had been put to death by lethal injection in late 2006, a death that had been observed by the prosecutor of the case and members of some of the victim’s family.

			“Oh my God,” Andre said suddenly.

			“What?” Charles asked when Andre didn’t say anything.

			“Sorry, some of this stuff is graphic,” he murmured, still reading.

			I was at the part where the police had nailed CRD, linking him with DNA evidence. The case was about to go public. My eyes skipped down pages rapidly.

			A squeak escaped my mouth.

			“What? What?” Andre asked.

			“‘Between myself, my adviser, and the detectives working the case, we knew the media storm that would erupt once they announced a break in the case. In addition to the named and unnamed victims there were three more victims: Gregory’s wife, and their twins.’” I paused for dramatic effect. Charles had his eyebrows raised and Andre comically had his mouth wide open. “‘And yet the trauma hadn’t ended with CRD behind bars. Marsha—’ that’s the wife ‘—committed suicide before the bail hearing. One thing we all agreed upon was that it was in the best interest of the girls to protect their identities.’”

			“You think Emma and Megan might be the Rock Creek Killer’s kids?” Charles said. “A lot of people have twins.”

			“They’re the right age to be Ripley’s kids,” I said. I was immediately on the internet, pulling up images of Gregory Ripley to see if there was a resemblance.

			“How is that possible? The media would have been all over that. A couple Google searches and you’d have the wife and kids’ names,” Andre said.

			Charles was still skimming the manuscript. “The police helped—they had their names changed immediately and they were sent to live with friends of Marsha’s in California.”

			“Then how’d they end up back here?”

			Andre popped to his feet. “It happened like this. They have this idyllic life on the beach, only they start to realize there’s something wrong with Emma. They call Dr. Wyman and he says she needs treatment.”

			“Because he was so good treating the dad? Wait a minute,” Charles said slowly. “Did you guys get a signing bonus for the panel study?”

			“Bonus?”

			“You mean beyond tuition?”

			“Twenty-thousand dollars,” Charles said. Andre and I looked at him like he was crazy. He blinked slowly. “When I went to dinner with Emma she mentioned that both she and her sister each got a twenty-thousand-dollar signing bonus.”

			“What!”

			“I didn’t get shit!” I shouted. “You’re just telling us this now!”

			“Well, I didn’t remember! I thought we all got one—I don’t know, I couldn’t remember if I did or not.”

			“How do you not know about twenty thousand dollars?!” Andre said.

			“Portmonts are too busy polishing their monocles!” I yelled, and Andre cawed. He was just as mad as I was.

			“Don’t you see?” Charles interrupted. “He was willing to pay a premium to get them—and not just because they were twins, but because they were Ripley’s twins.”

			“Isn’t it kind of inappropriate to have test subjects you personally know?” Andre wondered.

			“This is the piece we’ve been missing,” I interrupted.

			Charles still looked doubtful. “Okay, maybe they’re Ripley’s kids, but I’m supposed to believe Emma’s a serial killer just because her dad was? You haven’t met her. She’s...she’s...”

			“It makes sense,” Andre said. “It’s the twenty-year anniversary of when CRD started killing, which is fucked up because it’s also the year the twins were probably born. Maybe she wanted to make her own mark. Wyman knows the family, so he’s desperate, thinks he can stop her, but he’s gotten too attached to be objective. He’s having dinner with her! She’s supposed to be a patient, not a family friend!”

			“Or maybe it’s Megan,” I suggested. I didn’t need the two of them watching Emma like hawks, not when I had final chess pieces to move. It was Emma. She explained the CRD connection. She attacked Trevor, who then thought it was me or Charles because he didn’t know about Emma. And she has a crush on Charles, so maybe she got mad that I hooked up with him and sent the #slut message on Instagram. What I needed was for Charles and Andre to run in circles for a few days so I could take care of one more thing. It would require getting Emma down to the Sand Filtration Site to at least put her in the same location as Will.

			I didn’t exactly understand why she wanted to kill people in the program—maybe she was mad at Wyman or something—but if the murders were just Michael, Kellen, and Will, I could still make it seem like she was just targeting Adams students because they were convenient. And all male, for that matter—maybe I could work that angle.

			“Megan’s the normal one,” Charles said.

			“Who’s to say what’s normal?” I said. “It’s the perfect crime, really. Go around killing people, and when someone fingers you, you say, Do you really think it’s me? Are you sure it wasn’t my identical twin who’s a diagnosed psychopath?”

			“Oh my God, it is perfect!” Andre shouted. “And if they found DNA, they wouldn’t be able to prove which twin it belonged to, so Emma ends up behind bars.”

			I knew this wasn’t really how twin DNA worked—there was still the issue of random mutations that would be different between them, but luckily neither of them had taken advanced biology.

			“We need to take action, get enough evidence to stop them,” I said. “Let’s divide the work. I’ll tail Emma. Charles, you see if you can find out where Megan lives, and Andre, you tail Trevor.” Andre looked disappointed—he had broken the CRD part of the case and clearly wanted to claim Emma for his own. I made my eyes big and detailed how Trevor had a creepy fixation on me. As Andre’s face grew softer, Charles, standing behind him, smirked.

			“What about that Will guy?” Andre asked.

			“Charles will keep an eye on him. They’re in the same frat.” Andre finally nodded in agreement—he was shockingly easygoing for a psychopath. But at this point I had already figured out that Andre’s agreeableness—unusual for one of us—was all part of his act to get people to like him. It went along with his dimples just fine and would probably work well until he started to look a little older.

			Charles peered at me. He knew I was up to something, and the last thing I needed was for him to corner me. I stood up. “Everyone be on high alert.” I was in a hurry to leave, half expecting Charles to stop me to probe me further about Emma or Will.

			To my surprise, he said nothing. I didn’t like the two of them hanging out without me, but now that I had finally narrowed down who the hunter was, there were a lot of things on my to-do list.
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			“Should we come up with a game plan?” Andre asked, not looking up from his phone where he was still skimming Fiola’s book. He felt out of place being alone with Charles in his fancy apartment without Chloe there as a buffer.

			“Yes.” Charles sat at his piano, resting his beer bottle next to him. Andre wondered what the hell kind of college student actually had a piano. He began to play it, a disturbing, intense piece that brought to mind goblins and ghouls.

			“Do you know any music that’s less horrifying?”

			He laughed and stopped playing. “Not a fan of Liszt...? Can I ask you a question?” Charles said. Andre looked up. “How long have you been faking your diagnosis?” He said it almost conversationally.

			Andre froze, his stomach lurching. “What?”

			“Come on, you can tell me.” Charles wore the benign, friendly expression of someone about to sell you a subprime mortgage. “I’m dying of curiosity.”

			“Why would you even think that?” Charles didn’t answer, just looked back at him. You could confuse him for a nice guy, couldn’t you? A guy with a sweet apartment who played the piano, who tried to be the voice of reason in their trio. It was hard to reconcile the friendly, open way he was looking at Andre with the fact of what he was. Andre’s face cycled through a few expressions—a haha, you’re too funny expression, a what the hell expression. He knew he was about to be threatened in some way, but some tiny part of him, after all this time and all he had gotten away with, felt a tiny bit of relief. Relief at finally being caught.

			Charles smiled. “It’s the way you act, the way you respond to things. I first noticed it when you were disgusted by that funnel-cake cheeseburger.”

			“What!”

			“I don’t feel disgust,” Charles replied. “My girlfriend makes it a habit to sniff through the stuff in my fridge because I don’t interpret the smell of spoiled food as something dangerous.” Stunned, Andre struggled to think of something, maybe a joke, that would distract him. “Also, you just seemed pretty alarmed when I accused you of faking.”

			“So?”

			“So, you catch someone like me or Chloe in a lie and we’re lying in the next breath so well we almost believe it ourselves.”

			“You seem normal. Not like Chloe.”

			“I’m not,” Charles said flatly. “I’ve spent two decades curating an image of normalcy.”

			Andre took a sip of beer, letting the nearly salty IPA sit in the back of his throat before swallowing. There was something exciting about the truth floating close to the surface, bumping its head up for oxygen. “If I were to say something...would you tell anyone?”

			“Why would I?”

			“Because you lack a conscience?”

			“But my lack of conscience is exactly why I wouldn’t tell,” Charles said, his smile practically glittering. He was about to get his way and was probably sensing it. “I’m really curious, so I promise if you tell me I won’t tell, because I want to know.”

			“You won’t tell anyone? Not even Chloe?”

			“She’s hardly my confidante.”

			Andre played with his label. “I just filled out the application as a joke, but I never thought it would actually go anywhere... And then it sort of took off on its own and started snowballing.”

			“What? What did you do exactly?”

			“The backstory is that when I was thirteen I got diagnosed with Conduct Disorder.”

			“Oh, I got that, too. I think I was nine, though.”

			Andre nodded. “I didn’t think about it at the time—I mean, I was a kid, but later I read about it and basically thought it was a bunch of bullshit. My family was just in a bad place—of course I acted out. So did my brother, and I always did what he did.”

			“What do you mean bad place?” Charles leaned forward, and if you didn’t know what he really was you could mistake him for an inquisitive, empathetic person. Charles was good, Andre thought. Much better than Chloe at faking it. Was this what prompted the outpouring of words, or was it exhaustion, the weight finally being lifted off his shoulders?

			“My sister died really suddenly. She was the oldest. It wasn’t even like she was sick or something. She just had an asthma attack.”

			“She died of an asthma attack?”

			“It happens,” Andre said, his voice clipped. “They called an ambulance and it took over forty minutes to get there.”

			“DC efficiency.”

			“Welcome to Northeast. Shit happened in our neighborhood—burglaries, sometimes a shooting. But this was different. It was like it broke everyone. My brother was in the same high school as her at the time. A pretty good student and really good at track. Sprinting and hurdles. Planned to go to college, but then he stopped caring. Didn’t go to class. Started hanging out with what my mom called the ‘bad elements’ in the neighborhood. I was with him sometimes. Or just cutting class.”

			“So they diagnosed you with Conduct Disorder?”

			Andre nodded. “I don’t think I have it, to be honest, but it ended up working in my favor. When I was fifteen, I got in serious trouble. Some friends of mine broke into a place—I wasn’t there with them, but I drove them away in someone’s car right after it happened, but then they got caught. I got put on probation and had to switch to this special school. It was like a transitional school for kids with behavior problems, and some of them were coming straight out of juvenile detention.” Andre shook his head. “Some of those guys. It hit me—I didn’t want to end up like them. It made me realize how hard my parents worked to take care of us, what I was doing to them on top of all the suffering they were already feeling. Anyhow, the school counselor told me that this program at Adams was interested in me.”

			“Dr. Wyman?”

			Andre nodded. “I started reading about psychopathy. Most of the people with Conduct Disorder end up getting diagnosed with Antisocial and that’s basically the same as being a psychopath... I thought, hey, maybe I could make them think I had it for real. I didn’t expect it would work, but then when it did, and my parents found out about the free financial aid, by then it was too late.”

			“But how did you get past the screening interviews and all that diagnostic stuff?” Charles seemed delighted by the tale of subterfuge. Andre felt a rash of strange pride.

			“I looked up stuff on the internet. Most of the diagnostic surveys are self-report. I just answered the way I knew I was supposed to, based on what I read in books.”

			“What about the phone interviews?”

			“I got my brother and his friend to pretend to be my parents.”

			Charles gave a short laugh. “So your parents don’t know?”

			Andre wagged his head uncomfortably. “Not really. I sort of told my mom it was a special academic scholarship. The next thing I know, here I am.”

			Charles held up his beer, as if toasting. “Minus the deranged serial killer, it’s not a bad deal.”

			“Was I that obvious?”

			“I don’t know. Seems like Wyman and Elena are fooled.”

			“You promise you won’t tell Chloe?”

			“Why would I? And she’s too self-absorbed to notice herself.” Andre was relieved, but then Charles smiled, leaning back on the piano with his elbows, eliciting low and high discordant notes. His smile was a little too wide. “Why would I tell anyone your secret?”

			This, Andre realized, was what Charles was about. The offer to let him use his apartment wasn’t altruistic—it was some way of exerting power. This information was power. Charles didn’t personally care about the scheme—he seemed to think that bilking Wyman out of grant money was funny. But he just liked to have that little piece of control. Don’t trust these people for a second, Andre thought.
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			I knew I should be more patient like Charles, but now that I finally knew who was hunting me, I wanted to hit her head-on like a semi.

			Emma was to be taken seriously; this was a girl who, either by subterfuge or physical force, had made Kellen drink buckshot, had stabbed a man and bounced out the window before Andre could even spot her, and had broken into Kristen’s house. She had followed me the night Will was killed even though I took every precaution.

			I opened Instagram on my phone and went to Pinprick52’s account. I DMed, We need to talk. I stared at my phone, expecting an answer back right away. The little green bubble by her name indicated that she was active.

			The longer I waited, the more enraged I became. Who was she not to answer me, when I knew she was online?? I waited ten seconds, then huffed my way to the computer lab in the basement of Albertson Hall, which was nearly deserted. Everyone knew the faster computers were in the newer lab in the library, but the Albertson lab had the added benefit of being stupid enough to allow unlimited printing. I opened my email and printed out the entire document that Andre had gotten—Fiola’s shitty book. I then hurried home, stopping briefly in the quad to fill my pockets with dirt.

			Luckily, Yessica wasn’t there to complain about the mess I was about to make in our common area. I began to beat up the stack of pages, crumping the paper, dog-earring random parts, making them look aged by smearing and wiping them with dirt, spilling some old tea to create a stain. Maybe in person you could tell the aging of the manuscript was fake, but I didn’t need it to look that real—I would use a filter. I snapped a picture of the cover, then DMed it to Emma. Then I flipped to the page where the word twins appeared the first time and sent that, as well. Ready to talk now, bitch? I stared at the green bubble. No answer.

			But then—finally: Do you understand that I am going to end you?

			Do you understand that I am going to expose you? I wrote.

			What even is that—it doesn’t mean anything.

			It’s from a book John Fiola was writing. You know, Wyman’s student when YOUR FATHER was going around killing people?

			His dissertation?

			I thought about the missing copies of Fiola’s dissertation. What’d you do—steal all the copies from the library and burn them? If you weren’t so lazy you’d know he was also writing a book. And I have the only copy. Of course, this wasn’t true, but I needed her to think I was stupid enough to say this. I will make a deal with you.

			You have nothing I want. I will end you regardless. You are the absolute worst. Your little barbecue confirmed everything I already thought about you.

			My mouth fell open. I wanted to ask her why she hadn’t ratted me out to the police, but maybe she wanted to save me for herself, and I definitely didn’t want to admit to any kind of barbecue.

			WTF are you talking about? Here’s the deal. You leave me alone, or I will tell the entire world you are the CRD’s daughter. TMZ will be busting down your door.

			You know I could just kill you and take that book, right?

			You could try. Or we make a pact. I don’t know why you are killing people and I don’t care. But there’s no way you can get A or C. They are both armed to the teeth—C’s family are gun nuts and he hired personal security. I know you cant even get into his building.

			Lol, MICHELLE.

			lol you would have gotten them already if you could. But I can hand deliver them to you.

			???

			A trusts me and C wants to fuck me. I can hand them over like little sheep. You get your manuscript. Then you leave me alone. There was a long pause where she didn’t say anything. Think about it, I warned. This is my final offer.

			She didn’t answer. I put my phone next to my laptop and tried to tell myself to calm down. I had an entire French essay to write and my Bio exam to study for, but I kept Googling “Vietnam booby traps.” But then my phone pinged.

			You have a deal.
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			Part one of my plan was in motion. I knew Emma was smart—smart enough to have been getting away with all of this. She was at least somewhat reasonably a match for me—except she had one fatal flaw, which her stupid Instagram account revealed. Pride. She was documenting evidence that could count against her, but she did it, anyway—I guess it matched up with her interest in photography somehow. She was arrogant and assumed she was too smart to get caught. She probably thought I was stupid enough to think that I would hand over the book and she would hand over my life.

			She would have no idea what I had up my sleeve. But I would need Charles.

			I texted him: We need to come up with a plan. We can’t just wait around.

			Filling out the paperwork for a restraining order against T and filing tomorrow, Charles responded. He sent me a still from Kristen’s webcam—he hacked it more than a month ago.

			He did? Too bad Trevor wasn’t really the killer: for a split second I thought about how it would be convenient if someone took care of Kristen for me. I pictured myself soothing Charles’s broken heart afterward.

			Fucking creep, he added. She’s somewhere safe now.

			What about you?

			Have fun, he answered. Gun, sorry, autocorrect. I was going to head over to ft hunt in a bit.

			I wondered if I could convince Charles to give me one of his guns. He had already said no, but maybe if he saw me scared and in need of protection he would give in. The dorms are being stricter about security, I wrote. but when people think about security they’re never thinking about girls sneaking in. It’s how I get away with stuff.

			I’ve noticed, he wrote. Are you at home?

			Yes. This murder spree is cramping my style.

			Poor thing, he wrote.

			Come over, we can scheme this out

			He fell silent. I went back to my computer, occasionally glancing over to see if he was going to write something. I sighed, then picked my phone back up.

			You’ve been avoiding me, I wrote.

			?? I literally just texted you

			We’re never going to talk about what happened?

			Nothing to talk about.

			You’re an ass

			There was a long pause, then he wrote, What are you up to? which was about as infuriating as infuriating gets. “What are you up to” is pretty much the fuckboi way of cowardly suggesting interest without actually suggesting it.

			Studying in bed

			Sounds hot.

			Could be, I wrote.

			Oh?

			I had fun the other night

			Clearly, he wrote. You came really hard.

			I did. You’re such a tease

			??? he wrote, indignant.

			Come over. Yessica isn’t here

			I can’t.

			[image: ] You’re no gun.

			I’m gun, he insisted.

			Send me a pic

			Are you kidding? I could never run for Congress, he said.

			I laughed. You could literally be a rapist and still get into congress lol.

			Lol, he wrote.

			Send something tame then.

			There was a pause on his end. I shifted on my bed, excited. Then a selfie popped up in the chat box. He had his shirt off, revealing his smooth unblemished skin, the indentation of muscles. He was built the way I liked—not too beefy but definitely someone who went to the gym. He might have been naked, but the picture was cut off at his narrow hips, a thin blur of dark hair leading down from his navel. Your turn, he said immediately.

			Not so prudish I stripped to my black lace bra and underwear and repositioned my phone until I could snap a picture good enough. Lips parted slightly, looking directly at the camera.

			God you’re fucking sexy, he wrote.

			I can come over there, I suggested.

			Not safe, he wrote.

			Then bring your gun and come here, I said. I won’t lay a hand on you and we should talk. Seriously, has there ever been a bigger load of BS than “We’ll just talk”? Maybe “Just the tip.”

			There was an excruciatingly long pause. Ok, he wrote.

			“Yes!” I shouted into my empty room. Come up the fire escape, I said. No one will see you.

			He didn’t respond, maybe not wanting to acknowledge that technically he was sneaking around. I circled my room, picking up dirty clothes and shoving them under my bed. I ran to the bathroom and freshened up, brushing my hair and spritzing perfume. I ripped my sheets off and replaced them with fresh ones, shoving the used ones under the bed, as well.

			By the time I heard the reverberations of someone climbing the fire escape, I was cozy under my sheets, hair neatly arrayed, pretending to read a paperback of Infinite Jest. Charles rapped on the windowpane with his fingertips. I lifted the latch I had installed and he edged the old window up with a scraping noise. He crawled in somewhat gracelessly, walking on his hands for a few feet before the rest of his body fell in. We both laughed. I stayed under the sheets but moved over, and he lay beside me. I was on my side and he was on his back. “We need a plan,” I whispered.

			“What about evidence gathering?”

			“I’m zeroing in on the killer, but I need your help. I need to get them to a certain location at a certain time.”

			“What location?”

			“The McMillan Sand Filtration Site. It’s this abandoned construction site.”

			“Why there in particular?”

			“I just need to tie up some loose ends,” I said, playing with his hair.

			“What loose ends?” he asked, turning and looking directly at me. In the dim light his pupils were huge.

			“This and that,” I teased.

			“Chloe...where’s Will? I haven’t seen him in more than a week.”

			“What am I—his keeper?”

			He picked his head up off the pillow. “Did you...do something? At the sand place—is that where you did it?” I laced my hands over my bare stomach and said nothing. “I won’t tell anyone,” he whispered.

			“Good, because there’s nothing to tell. Will was a piece of shit and he deserved what he got.”

			“I know he’s bad... Do you think—do you think he did it more than once?”


			“Does that fucking matter?” I snapped.

			Charles held up his hands innocently. “I don’t know. So, your plan is that we get Trevor or Emma there and, what—make it look like they’re responsible for Will?”

			“Maybe.” I beseeched him with big eyes. “They could overpower me—you’re the only person I can ask for help.”

			“What about Andre?”

			“I don’t trust Andre.”

			“Racist!”

			I snorted. “Not because he’s Black—Andre’s a one-hundred-percent psychopath. He puts on this totally wide-eyed earnest act all the time, and people like you fall for it.” That, and there was certain information Andre could never know about me, stuff that Charles already knew.

			“What do you want me to do?”

			“I haven’t completely figured it out.” I had, actually. Charles, Andre, and the manuscript were my bait. She wouldn’t expect us to be working together, and between the two of us and any firepower Charles had, we could overpower her. “I need physical backup Saturday night. I haven’t worked out all the logistics but I need you there with your gun. We might need to go early to set up traps.”

			Charles shook his head. “You have a plan for everything, don’t you?” It was as good as a promise. I squeezed his arm reassuringly, putting my head back down on him.

			“What am I going to do with you?” he murmured, playing with my hair.

			“Anything you want,” I offered.

			He shook his head, exhaling with frustrated humor. “I shouldn’t even be here,” he said, more to himself than to me. He turned to look at me, his face right next to mine on the pillow. “Do you know why I like being with Kristen?” he whispered. “Besides who she is. I like how normal we are together.”

			“Is that a good reason to be with someone?”

			“Do you have any idea what I felt when they broke into her house?”

			“I’m not denying that you think you love her.”

			“What, then?”

			“I’m just saying that she’ll never understand you. The darker parts of you. That there’s an empty vessel under the mask.”


			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“No one could ever love that vessel but someone else just like you.”

			I couldn’t read the expression on his face. “Sometimes it’s exhausting to act all the time.”

			I wriggled closer to him and pet his hair. He didn’t have any product in it the way he had the night of the Halloween Ball. It was soft, strands of blond mixed in with brown. He swallowed, the action making his Adam’s apple bob. “What if we just made out a little—does that count?” he whispered.

			I shook my head, crossing the space between us. We kissed, my white bedsheets forming a protective barrier between us. Above the sheet his hand smoothed down my back, stopped at my waist, then pulled me closer. We moved without any sense of urgency but the aching tension still built in me. I felt his lips on my throat. Something hard poked at me and it took me a split second to realize that it was his gun, tucked under the waistband of his pants. He shifted on top of me, pinning my arms above my head by the wrists, and I squirmed under his weight, wanting to touch him everywhere.

			“Charles,” I whispered.

			He pulled back a little, looking at me. With our faces only a couple inches apart, I could tell he was not wearing his contacts. Suddenly he cringed. “You smell like oranges,” he whispered.

			“Huh?”

			He blinked rapidly. “Burned oranges.” He got off me then, sitting on the edge of the bed to dig something out of his pocket, then stood up abruptly as he put something in his mouth. “Do you have any Coke?”

			“Excuse me?!” I near shouted.

			He dry swallowed. “I’m having an aura. It means I’m about to have a migraine. Do you have anything with caffeine?” He was already edging toward the window. I dug a room-temperature can of energy drink out of my bag and he downed half of it. “I have to go lie down.”

			“Lie down here—we’re not done talking.”

			“I’ll see you, Chloe.” He was already climbing back onto the fire escape. He was probably just chickening out, thinking that his migraine was punishment for cheating on his precious Kristen.

			“You’ll back me, won’t you?” I called after him, but he was already making his way down the steps.

			“I already said I would,” he called back.
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			Charles opened his eyes, the numbers of his digital clock bleary in front of him. The pristine lawn of the Fort Hunt house was completely bare of fallen leaves, misted over by dew. He put the news on the radio—he had been listening regularly, wondering if he would hear something about a certain missing college student.

			He headed downstairs, walking by his father’s office, where he was on the phone with someone. Charles made two Bloody Marys in the kitchen and then carried them into his father’s office. He was still on the phone, looking at his son with raised eyebrows as Charles set a drink down in front of him. A champion drinker, he had high standards. He took a sip as he ended the call, nodding his approval as he leaned back lazily. It was Thursday, but he was in Weekend Dad mode—a rare good mood. “I was back in Texas last week and ordered one of these. Guy brings it out with a fried shrimp stuck on the rim.”

			Charles laughed his disapproval, then sipped his own drink. The salty spice calmed him. Away in Fort Hunt, they were safe. Kristen was away from all that threatened her, and he didn’t have to think about the whole mess. Why not sit around and have a few drinks? Why not blow off midterms?

			The elder Portmont stood up, taking a bigger gulp. “I’m headed to London in about six—do you and Kristen want a ride?”

			Hop in the jet and off to London. Stay in a nice hotel and catch a few shows while his father had meetings with oil execs. Across the Atlantic, Trevor could never reach him. Why not? He didn’t have to help Chloe with whatever nonsense she was up to. But still, the problem wasn’t going to go away on its own, and Chloe would probably make it worse without him—it’s not like Andre would be able to stop her once she had her mind set. While he found Emma strange, he trusted his own judgment about her. Did he trust Chloe to be the fair arbiter of what would be reasonable evidence that Emma was dangerous? Of course not. “I would, but we have midterms.” His father nodded his approval and Charles, hearing Kristen and his mother emerge from the far side of the house, went out to find them.

			Kristen, sweaty from a private yoga lesson, headed up the stairs. “Come here!” he called. She laughed and ran, saying she had to shower. He caught up with her in the bedroom and, laughing, they undressed each other, pausing in between articles of clothing to kiss. They had sex in the shower, Kristen yelping when he turned the water cold so they could feel the contrast against the heat of their own bodies. Afterward they lay on the marble floor of the bathroom, wrapped in fluffy towels. “Why don’t we blow off midterms and go to London with my dad?”

			Kristen perched on one elbow and raised an eyebrow. “Because someone actually has a good GPA right now and doesn’t want to blow it because he worked so hard.” Charles sighed. “Come on. You just have the poli-sci one, then we can go to dinner as a reward.”

			“It’s at six,” he said, glancing at his smartwatch. “Who the hell schedules a midterm for 6 p.m.? What about you?”

			“My last two are take-home essays, so I can stay here and work on them.”

			He cuddled her, tucking her head under his chin. He had told her some of it last night. Not everything, of course—that the murders were connected, or anything about Chloe. But the stuff about Trevor hacking her webcam and the restraining order he had filed. He could tell that she was upset—freaked out by it—but that she forced herself to not appear so. Because she knew that if she got upset, he might take it out on Trevor and make it worse. “We’ll do our midterms,” he said, “and in a few days this’ll all be over.”

			

			Charles cracked his knuckles, looking down at his own handwriting in the blue book on the desk in front of him. About a third of the class had already finished, turned their exams in, and left. This made him immediately want to get up and do the same, even though he hadn’t finished. He forced himself to remain and made himself go over every test question. Like a good boy.

			When he finally finished he headed down the stairs of the Arts and Sciences Building and outside. Some students huddled around a food truck that sold coffee and organic donuts. Charles looked at his watch—it was almost nine. He took out his phone to text Kristen, but froze when he saw a text from Chloe.

			ive caught our prey, all tied up and ready for fun. Then a champagne emoji and a pin indicating her location.

			“Shit,” Charles muttered. Who did she have tied up? Trevor? Emma? What was the plan even? And weren’t they supposed to do it on Saturday? Why did she have to jump the gun about everything? What if she went too far—or already had? He pictured Emma tied to a stake, Chloe prancing around her with a lit torch. Or maybe she had settled on Trevor—and while he was an asshole, doing something rash wasn’t in anyone’s best interest.

			He hailed a cab and was about to tell the location to the driver when it occurred to him that this might be incriminating, depending on what Chloe was up to. Instead, he told the driver to take him to Children’s Hospital, which was fairly close to where the pin had been.

			He paid in cash, and then jogged east, away from the hospital and onto 1st Avenue, which had little traffic. This must be the sand filtration place, but he had no idea of what exactly it was—he had half assumed it was some warehouse taken over by hipsters.

			He paused outside a high chain-link fence, squinting at his phone, realizing that the little red flag was still east of where he was. He scaled the fence, then dropped down. Some of the streetlight was blocked by the fence—he could make out overgrown weeds and some structures, but he had no idea of what he was looking at. Even with his contacts in, he didn’t have good night vision. “Hello?” he called.

			He weaved between mounds of dirt and discarded machine parts. There was an opening leading into pitch-blackness, but he thought he saw an artificial glow deep within it. A cave? No, a concrete stairwell leading down. “Chloe?” he called.

			“...here!” he thought he could hear. Feeling with his hands, he headed into the darkness. He could see the bright light of an LED light bobbing ahead of him, maybe fifteen or twenty yards. His feet strangely sank beneath his shoes—sand? What was this place? “What have you done?”

			“What do you mean?” she said, only her voice sounded strange.

			Charles spun around, trying to see where she was. He stepped forward, then tripped into a sticky mess of firewood, almost falling before he braced himself with his hands. No...it wasn’t firewood. It smelled like the leavings of an old barbecue. Burned fat and sticky soot, something hard beneath his hand. Bone?

			He sat back on his heels, pulling his phone out and turning it on to shine a light down. The blast of light was so garish and bright that he almost couldn’t make it out. But there it was—a charred skull and a collarbone, crisped meat still clinging on. He turned the phone off, laying it down into the sand. She had done it, after all, hadn’t she. He could feel her behind him. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked quietly, not sure how he felt.

			“Yes,” she said.

			He turned, but then felt something smash into his head.
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			With all my spying on Emma, I was behind in my schoolwork, and I wasn’t going to let this bitch destroy my 4.0. I had reluctantly turned down the girls, who had decided to go someplace downtown for a three-course dessert, which is the best kind of dessert.

			After I finished my French take-home, my reward was getting to do some Emma planning. I had to orchestrate everything perfectly. I helped myself to some of Yessica’s trail mix and opened a new browser.

			I opened Pinprick52’s Instagram for inspiration. I hadn’t seen the most recent post: a picture of a statue of a muscular dude with a sword holding up a tablet that said LEX on it. A quick Google search revealed that not only was it a statue that sat out front of the Supreme Court, but Emma had simply caged it off the internet rather than taking it herself. She was sending a message.

			Frustrated, I moved backward in time through her posts, looking for clues I hadn’t noticed before. Ultimately, it didn’t matter why she was doing what she was doing, but knowing her motivation would help me anticipate her moves.

			Some of her posts were pictures of places on campus I recognized, but some were too bleary to see what they were. The first post was in July of this year of a cross street somewhere in DC. I tried a different tack: the only way I could see what she had favorited was to be a follower. I hadn’t done this already because I was afraid of making more connections between me and the account and the photo of me leaving McMillan. But at this point we had already talked to each other via DM. Which meant that eventually I would have to make the ultimate sacrifice: I would have to delete my Instagram account. But first, I would have to get my hands on her phone, the way I did with Will’s.

			I followed her account and tapped to look at favorites—then gasped. There was only one favorite. It was of a picture of a girl about our age. A Black girl with a huge smile and long eyelashes, her hair in an incredibly tight ponytail. I didn’t recognize her but I instantly made a deduction about what was going on. I shot off a text to Charles and Andre immediately, without thinking. IS THERE AN EIGHTH STUDENT IN THE PROGRAM!?!! DO YOU KNOW THIS GIRL??!!!!

			But we all know that a watched cell phone never texts back. It took two whole minutes before Andre got back to me. That’s Simone Biles, he responded.

			He knows her! is she a senior??

			Simone Biles does not go to Adams!! She’s an Olympic gold gymnast—won a bunch of national championships. Y do u ask?

			It hit me like a bat to the side of the head.

			The killer wasn’t Emma, it was Megan.

			She had favorited from the wrong. fucking. account. Her Pinprick murder account instead of her normal innocuous basic-ass bitch account.

			You guys it’s not emma it’s megan! She was a gymnast-posts about it all the time on her real account. But as soon as I sent the text to Andre and Charles I regretted it. I had been so proud of my deduction that it hadn’t occurred to me to withhold it from Andre, who I wasn’t planning on having at my final set piece. Okay—whatever, move on to plan B, whatever that was.

			Charles was typing: I know. I figured it out already. Come to the sand filtration site—I’ve got her.

			Fucking Charles! How had he figured it out before me and why the hell did he have to blab about it to Andre? Now I’d have to figure out a series of lies for a plausible explanation about a certain burnt offering.

			I couldn’t get there fast enough, pausing only to grab my stun gun and my hoodie. I sprinted out of the dorm, feeling the blast of cold air through my yoga pants, which were not made for cold weather. I ran down the street, desperately looking for a cab while also calling a Lyft. The cab came faster, but the driver seemed annoyed that I kept getting impatient with him. The police had blocked off some roads because of the destruction left from rioting and we had to take two detours.


			Then I was back out in the cold, my eyes adjusting to the dark as I scaled the fence outside of the McMillan site. I knew he would be where Will was. Just as I was running down the stairs to the cold innards of the inner cavern, I saw a bright light midway across the cavern, unless my orientation was wrong, right about where I had left Will’s body.

			“Charles?”

			Something smashed into my head, and my vision flashed bright white before it went to black.
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			Come to the sand filtration site—I’ve got her, Andre read. His cell reception was spotty—dotting in and out as the subway car made its way east on the Red Line.

			First the ridiculous question about Simone Biles, then the realization that Megan was allegedly the murderer they sought, and now Charles’s claim: I’ve got her. Got her for what? Andre wondered, feeling abruptly nauseated.


			Not quite knowing what to do, he got off at Union Station and for a moment stood paralyzed in the train station. Of course Chloe assumed she was right, and Charles had quickly bought her solution, but what if they were wrong? Would they...do something to Megan—or Emma, whoever it was? “I’ve got her,” not “The police got her,” or “They took her in for questioning.” He pictured the girl tied up in a dark place somewhere, Chloe and Charles circling with various instruments of torture.

			Andre paced through the main hall of the train station, oblivious to the people he was bumping into. Sand filtration—did he mean McMillan? A creepy, abandoned place in the middle of nowhere? It was the perfect place to do something, something terrible, without anyone ever finding out. In all his self-interested research on psychopaths, he had seen the same thing over and over again: they could be rash, callous, devoid of empathy for others’ pain, and if you crossed them, they could hold a serious and even deadly grudge.

			Dazed, Andre stared at his cell phone as the realization had hit him. He had been so focused on his own series of lies that he had so easily fallen under the spell of Chloe and Charles. Sure, he occasionally saw that they were different than him, but he had been pulled in by Chloe and her jokes, her single-minded focus on finding the killer, Charles and his sheen of glamour.

			He had thought of their trio as a strange Scooby-Doo gang thrown together and had forgotten that the moral compass guiding each of them was radically different. What did he think was going to happen if they had arrived at a conclusion—something responsible? Something very, very bad could be about to happen, possibly to an innocent person, possibly followed by Chloe and Charles moving nonchalantly on, assuming that Andre would be okay with whatever half-assed vigilante justice had just occurred.

			Andre cursed quietly to himself, bringing his hands to the sides of his head and squeezing. He was the only one who knew what was going on. The only one who could stop them. His hands fumbled for his phone as he began to run toward the main exit where the line of cabs waited as he gamed out what he should do.

		
	


		
			61

			I could hear someone moaning. I was cold, my body shaking with chills. My throat ached and my head was throbbing. I opened my eyes, realizing that it was me who was moaning. I felt cold sand between my fingers. I closed my eyes, drifting, light-headed. Did Charles and I go to the beach?

			“Not everyone is here yet,” I heard a voice say. A female voice.

			I passed out again.

			


			The next time I came to, I felt something gnawing on me. My arms hurt and were starting to feel numb in the shoulders. It took me a moment to realize that my arms were pinned behind my back, bound at the wrists as I lay on my side. I blinked into the darkness. What I saw was confusing.

			It was very dark, but my eyes had had a chance to adjust. A bright camping lantern was about ten feet away from me. Behind that, I could make out a slumped figure—Andre. He was sitting with his back up against a concrete column, his hands held in his lap in a strange way. To the right was a pale, wriggling blob that I couldn’t make out because it was directly beyond the lantern.

			There was something gnawing at my wrists again. Chewing on my restraints. I had a sudden memory of The Pit and the Pendulum and thought about rats. The rat chewed, occasionally catching nips of my skin. I tensed my arms, pulling, and the restraints snapped quietly. I rolled to my other side just in time to see Charles spitting plastic out of his mouth. There was dried blood on his forehead and his mussed hair was sticky and black with it. But his eyes were alert. He spoke quickly, barely above a whisper. “Run. Now. She’s coming back.”

			The muscles in my legs were about to spring to action, but it was too late. I saw a shadow cast by the lantern. A figure moving forward. Megan, dressed all in black, her hair back into a ponytail. Behind her was Andre. Charles was lying on the ground beside me—the only person who apparently had the honor of both their arms and legs being bound. Trevor was sitting cross-legged, looking strangely relaxed, staring to his right directly at Emma.

			Megan sauntered over. “It’s almost time for our little party.”

			“Party?” Charles echoed. “I didn’t get an invitation.” God, you idiot—now isn’t the time for jokes!

			Megan lashed out at him and I cringed as she kicked him, first in the chest, then right in the head. I thought of jumping up to attack her but something made me stop—Andre was looking right at me. Grimly, he shook his head. His hands were bound together but I could recognize the familiar gesture of a finger gun. I looked back at Megan and saw that she held a pistol in her left hand. Charles’s pistol—she must have taken it off him. My stun gun was gone—maybe she had that on her, too.

			Megan crouched down in front of Charles, who was weakly coughing up blood. Her assault had left him in bad shape, worse off than the rest of us. Trevor and Andre both seemed dazed—maybe she had drugged them or cracked them in the head like me. It was harder to tell with Emma, who was sitting stock-still, a blank, washed-out look on her face. “Are you done?” she said to Charles. “Done being a monster idiot?”

			“I thought I’d have another fifty years,” he said.


			Idiot!

			She kicked him again in the chest. I could feel the anger rising off me like heat. God, here I was, perfectly unarmed, when I had practically made it an art these past weeks of always being prepared for an attack.

			Charles was curled into a ball, protecting his chest with his bound arms, but he turned a bloody grin in Andre’s direction. Andre’s eyes were wide and not amused.


			“Megan, you can stop,” Emma said quietly. “It’s not too late. Just because you start something doesn’t mean you can’t stop.”

			Megan looked at her with disgust. “No one asked your opinion, mouse. I’m almost done here.” A very confused Trevor kept looking from Megan to Emma and back.

			I held my breath and edged closer to Megan. She had arranged us so that she had made a circle of captives, with her at the center. Charles was slowly struggling to a sitting position, which must have been hard, given his cringing. He blinked against the bright, fake light of the lantern.

			“Ah,” Megan purred, “here they come.” There were two lights moving across the cavern, coming closer, the bright lights of when people use their phones as flashlights. “You got my message,” she said as they approached the group.

			Dr. Wyman came closer with his hands up, one holding a cell phone. Elena was behind him, shock blanking out her face.

			“Put the phones down,” Megan shouted, raising the gun. She held it the wrong way. Sideways, like they do on TV. I don’t know a ton about guns, but enough to know that that isn’t how people really handle guns if they know what they’re doing.

			To his credit, Wyman stayed calm and obeyed her, setting his phone facedown. Elena dropped her own phone with a clatter where it landed near Andre. With all eyes on the two psychologists, I took advantage of the distraction and edged closer to Megan. Andre coughed.

			“Megan, someone is going to notice all these students are gone and call the police,” Wyman said calmly. Oh, stupid Dr. Wyman... I would have lied and said I’d already called the police.

			Megan snorted. “Yeah. Because they’re not busy with the Lafayette Park protests or anything. Let’s face it, no one cares about these five. All of you made it so easy for me.” She put the gun down by her hip and an innocent, sweet look came over her face. It was astonishing—as if one face were entirely washed off and replaced with another. “You’d be amazed at the places I can get into.”

			I tried to edge forward again, but Andre coughed again. I looked at him, annoyed, but he caught my eye and pointedly looked to my left, then back at me, then to my left again. I looked back and saw that about four feet away from me, at the base of one of the columns, an irregular shape broke the smooth architectural line. A broken brick.

			“Dr. Wyman, we’re going to play one more little psychology game before I kill all of you,” Megan chirped.

			“I don’t think you’re thinking straight. You’re obviously upset. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” Wyman said.

			“What’s going on? What’s going on is this whole sick enterprise! You think I don’t know what a monster my father was? My sister?”

			“I’m not like him,” Emma said quietly. Megan found her comment so outrageous that it gave me cover to edge a full foot closer to the column and the loose brick.

			“Huh!” Megan exclaimed. She pointed the gun directly at Dr. Wyman. “What do you think of that? What did all your tests say? Twenty years of research and all that bullshit just to say that she’s just like our dad. Sick. Wrong in the head. Not normal like me.”

			I wondered if Megan was more fucked up than all of us put together.

			“It must have been hard thinking about who your father was,” Elena said quietly.

			“Oh, fuck you! Fuck both of you and your study! Here you are, helping these—these freaks—” here she waved the gun at all of us “—when what you should be doing is collecting them all and giving them cyanide.”

			“Who’s your father?” Trevor asked, clueless.


			“Gregory Ripley, the CRD Killer,” Charles said.

			This almost earned him another kick, but Wyman interrupted it. “We believe in human potential,” he said. “We believe that people can be taught to make constructive choices, even you. Twenty years ago...some horrendous things happened, and I wanted to create work that would prevent things like that from ever happening again. Megan, you are standing at a crossroads just like he did. Please put down the gun, and let’s talk, just you and me.”

			Megan stared at him, her eyes narrowed, and slowly her eyes moved over to Emma in a way that almost gave me a chill. Emma was frozen on the ground, hugging her knees with her bound arms, looking up at her sister with an expression I couldn’t interpret. It wasn’t like it was fear—it was like it was resignation. Megan tapped the butt of the gun against her thigh.

			“You want to kill your own sister?” Charles said, actually sounding incredulous. His breathing sounded raspy even from where I sat.

			“My sister is a monster. I read her journal for years. I always knew there was something wrong with her, like our father, and when she got into this program, I knew for sure. I thought it was a joke at first—why would anyone collect a fucked-up menagerie like this group? I watched her, I watched all of you just to make sure I was being fair. But it turns out, you’re sick, you’re perverted. I can undo what my father did. The best thing I can do for society is take you out of the population.”

			“Wait,” Trevor said suddenly. “I’m not like them.”

			Oh, bitch please. The comment was so outrageous that even I had to pause in my inching toward the column.

			“I can help you,” he added, looking at her almost earnestly.

			She was clearly skeptical. “How can you help me?”

			Trevor licked his lips. “I can get into his data files,” he said, gesturing to Wyman. “All of them. For years. Every student who’s gone through his program. Every student who qualified or even just came close. We...we could make a list together.”

			You little shit. Wyman and Elena were both staring at him incredulously. Elena gave her boss a little look; it was just a split second but any woman could recognize it. I told you so, it said. I told you about this kid and you didn’t listen. My fingers, numb from the cold, edged their way onto the column behind me, tracing out the outline of the broken brick. I tugged and it gave way, but not entirely.

			“What’s your game?” I asked loudly. “What did you do over there?” I asked, gesturing with my head in Will’s direction. Megan stalked closer to me, smirking. “How many people have you killed? Four? Five? Six? Clearly you’re not limiting yourself to just bad guys.”

			“Bad guys, huh?” she asked, spinning around to face Wyman and Elena. Glad for the distraction, I gave one final tug, and then the chunk of brick was in my right hand, cold and heavy. “You’ve been playing all these psychological games with us for years, now it’s your turn to be in an experiment. I’m going to kill everyone here,” she said matter-of-factly. “But if one of you—” here she waved the gun at the pair of psychologists “—is willing to take someone out yourself, I’ll let you go free.”

			Charles perked up, his gaze intent on the scientists. He clearly thought one of them would take the deal. Emma and Trevor were also staring intently, but Andre’s face was more emotive: What the fuck, his face said. The longest silence went on, Megan waiting for one of them to take the deal. “Megan, we are not doing that. Why don’t we go to my office and talk?” Wyman suggested.

			“No one wants to talk to you. Do you think any of these freaks actually want to talk to you about their problems?” she asked. I edged closer. In her distraction, she didn’t realize I had scooted almost behind her.

			“Megan, we are helping these people,” Elena said quietly. “No, it’s not a population that everyone wants to work with, but that’s the whole reason there’s so little research about it.”

			“That’s the purpose of science,” Wyman chimed in. “To understand things without judging them. I would like to help you, and I won’t judge what you’ve done already if you just put the gun down.”

			“Name one person this program has helped,” Megan demanded.

			“Me,” Charles said suddenly. “I learned to at least resemble a human being. You should try it some time.”


			“You terrible man!” she shouted. I saw her arm move. A flash of light came from the end of the gun, an exploding, popping sound. Charles’s body snapped back, falling to the ground. She had shot him. She had shot Charles.

			Coldness came over me. It was calm, but it was also a concentrated, white-hot rage. I was too low, though, for the brick, so it was her lower body I sprang at, knocking her down, my teeth sinking into her calf between where her pants ended and her socks began, drawing blood. She screamed and the gun went off, a bright pop of light in the darkness. We scrabbled like two alley cats. I smashed the brick into her head with the sound of a melon bursting, collapsing her nose.

			She made a strangled cry. I swung again, finding purchase. There was screaming, I’m not sure whose. I couldn’t see anyone else, not Wyman, not Charles, not any of them, just this despicable bitch who I had to end. Someone was shouting my name. I swung again and again, until there was a mass of white lights cutting across the dark cavern in all directions. Shouting. Men in black were appearing like ninjas, blinding me with their lights, shouting.

			“Drop the weapon!”

			“Down on the ground!”

			“Down on the ground now!”

			They all shouted at once. I realized suddenly that the lights were trained on me. The fancy-looking rifles, too. Blood dripped off my chin. Dazed, I dropped the brick and put my hands above my head, blinking into the lights blindly.
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			“Chloe, come here,” Elena said quietly. I obeyed. There were police milling around everywhere, their bright white flashlights arcing across the cavern. The SWAT guys were clustered in what had been the center of our circle of psychopaths. The plainclothes police—I think they were detectives—were starting to block off a large area and push us out of it, telling us not to go anywhere.


			Elena withdrew a small packet of Handi Wipes from her purse, and wiped the blood from my mouth and where it had leaked out the sides. Her thin fingers were shaking. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

			“Is Charles dead?” The EMTs had come in after SWAT realized I wasn’t a threat to anyone—that the real culprit was now Hamburger Helper being photographed by police forensics. They had surrounded Charles immediately like a pack of bees while one lone EMT checked Megan to confirm the obvious—she was dead. There was a lot of shouting and then they carted Charles away on a portable stretcher, a cop grabbing me by the back of the shirt to prevent me from following. Charles had been deathly pale, unmoving. The EMTs had booked it out of here—I had a bad feeling in my stomach.

			Elena put her hands on my shoulders and didn’t say anything.

			Shit. Something just occurred to me. I needed Megan’s phone. She either had it on her, because everyone our age is attached to our phones, or if she was smart she left it at home, knowing that the phone could possibly geolocate her to the same place as her intended mass murder. But I had barely taken two steps when two cops appeared, pushing me back toward where Andre was. He was staring, his hand clasped over his mouth and nose, at something a few yards away.

			I looked over and saw that several of the police were examining the remains of a certain human barbecue on the ground. I guess it did smell—the cavern was underground, and there was dampness in the air and sand and what was left of Will’s body. I would have to make sure to lay down the remainder of my cards carefully when the police questioned me. I trusted that Charles knew better than to say anything, and Andre didn’t know anything substantial about Will.

			“What—what is that?”

			I shrugged. “Another body, I guess.”

			Andre looked up suddenly and right at me, his hand falling off his face. There was a look I couldn’t read in his eyes. I couldn’t quite tell what it was, but I knew it wasn’t a good one. I feigned some tears. “Honestly, I just want this night to finally be over.”

			He stared at me. “Right. Right, we all do.”

			Then all of a sudden the police were ushering the lot of us outside to police SUVs that were waiting. Elena sat next to me during the ride, her thin hand gripping my forearm. “Everything’s going to be fine now,” I said.


			She looked at me, her brow furrowed. They whizzed us away to a police station, then separated us into different rooms, but a nice lady came in to give me some hot tea. I wasn’t dressed right and was having residual effects from being left out in the cold for so long.

			A door opened and a man came in, smiling in a subdued but friendly way. “Hi there, I’m Detective Bentley,” he said. Detective Bentley was DILFy in a Die Hard sort of way—I liked him right away. “I’ve been working this case for the past few months. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

			I didn’t. It was very important that I answer a few questions. Some of what I told him was true—that we knew we were being stalked, that someone tried to get into a bedroom where Charles was, and that we figured out that the twins were the CRD’s kids and that the killings appeared to be some form of copycatting. I left out the Instagram part, of course, and embellished a few new details that no one would be able to verify.

			“There was one night,” I said, starting to shiver again, my teeth clacking. Detective Bentley took off his coat and put it around my shoulders. Bingo. I hugged it around me, smiling gratefully. “I was coming back from the gym and heading to this frat party around nine o’clock and I got the feeling someone was following me.”

			“Which frat?” Bentley was taking notes.

			“SAE, I think? Anyway, I thought I was just being paranoid and went to the party. I was talking to this blond boy—crap, I can’t remember his name. We talked for a while, but I got up to go to the bathroom and saw that this girl was glaring at me. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I assumed maybe this girl was hooking up with the blond boy, or he was her boyfriend or something, and she got mad. But—” I widened my eyes, filling them with the traumatic tears that I was supposed to be feeling “Mr. Bentley, it was that girl—the one who just tried to kill us all!”

			“It was the same girl?”

			“I’m positive. I remember distinctly, because she turned and looked at me, like totally evilly! Then she walked off with that boy. It was really weird, though—it was like she was acting like she’d stolen him away from me or something. I don’t even remember his name.”

			“Could you describe him? How old? Was he in the fraternity?”

			Rambling, I gave him a description of Will that was more or less on point. “I guess that wraps it up... She was crazy in the coconut, and must have figured out that we knew about her dad being CRD.”

			Suddenly, Bentley put down his tablet and stooped to my level, putting his hands on his knees. “Chloe... I know your moral reasoning is different than regular people, but—”

			“Wait, what?”

			“We know about the program.”

			“Who?”

			“Some of the police. I do. I’ve worked with Leonard for years on this program. You seem like a nice girl and Leonard tells me you have very good grades.”

			“I was a National Merit finalist.”

			“That’s quite an accomplishment! But I want you to think for a second about Emma, and the fact that she probably doesn’t want anyone to know who her father is. A lot of people worked hard to keep that a secret because the media would have torn those two little girls into tabloid shreds.”

			“Were you one of them?”

			“It was before my time, but my father was the lead detective on the Ripley case. Everyone fell in love with those little girls.”

			I snorted. “Everyone had bad judgment, then.”

			He was undeterred. “Do you think you can keep the part about Emma’s dad a secret?”

			“I like secrets,” I said, hugging his coat around me. “If you tell me one thing.” He looked a little skeptical but nodded. “She tricked me—me and Andre and Charles—to get us down here. How did she get everyone else?”

			“The same way, actually. She spoofed a text to Charles so that it looked like it came from you, then she got her hands on Charles’s phone. She spoofed Trevor, too, pretending to be a girl looking to hook up.” I had to admire that—it was what I would have done, and Trevor would go to a weird cavern if he thought he might get some. “But with Emma and the doctors, she just simply asked them to come. I guess they never saw it coming,” Bentley said.

			I wasn’t entirely sure I agreed about Emma. I think there were things Emma didn’t want to admit but maybe suspected about her sister.

			

			Andre tried not to stare at Dr. Wyman, who was sitting at the far end of the hallway of the police station, his head in his hands. He looked pallid. Andre had been taken to another part of the building and questioned, then had forensic evidence taken from him, and was now free to go as soon as his ride showed up. He hugged his arms around his chest, still trying to get rid of the chill that had settled into his bones after God-knows-how-long in that underground place. All he wanted to do was be home. Real home, not dorm home. He took out his phone and after considerable thought texted his brother: Long story but I’m at the police station @ Dave Thomas Circle. Can you pick me up? I’ll stay at home for a few days. An ellipsis appeared, then a singular Pooh! which was Isaiah’s way of saying, I’m on my way, but I want the whole story and I can roast you over it while we eat some greasy food. Which was fine by Andre.

			He was glad for the few moments alone to try to warm up and think about what he had just seen, which some part of his brain still could not process. It was over. Everything was over. Mystery solved—they’d all go home safe and...happy? Just then, Chloe emerged from a doorway wearing a coat that clearly wasn’t hers. He had been separated from everyone else as soon as he had gotten to the police station, and assumed they’d questioned her and also took any forensic evidence. “Don’t say anything,” she whispered to Andre as soon as she slid into a chair right beside him.

			He sat straight up. Say anything about what? Was she mad at him? Did she figure out that he had been the one to call the cops on his way to Megan’s party—or whatever you wanted to call it—or had she assumed it was Elena or Wyman? Tense, Andre tried to watch her without it being obvious. She didn’t seem perturbed; she was swinging her legs and playing Dog Dash on her phone. You just brained a girl to death, Andre thought. I saw pieces of her brain. “Do you think there are snacks anywhere?” Chloe asked suddenly.

			“Probably,” Andre said, wishing she would go away. And then she did, practically skipping down the hall. Andre swallowed, his throat so dry it seemed to click. In a little inlet just off the hallway was a table set up with burned-smelling coffee and Styrofoam cups. He poured two with hands that were shaking a little and walked down to where Wyman was sitting. Wyman accepted the coffee with a surprised but sad smile that didn’t really reach his eyes. He looked like he was physically in pain.

			“Are you going to be okay, Dr. Wyman?” Andre asked.

			“Sorry, I... It’s the strangest sensation of déjà vu. All I ever wanted was for those girls to be protected, to have a normal life.”

			“You never thought there was something wrong with Megan?”

			Wyman exhaled loudly. “When I got the call from California, when they first started to think that Emma might have psychopathy, she was all I could think about—how could I help her? I know my personal relationship with her made it odd for her to take part in the study, but I thought the program might provide a better life for her.”

			“But, Dr. Wyman...why did you want to help Gregory Ripley to begin with?”

			He blinked, as if the answer were obvious. “Because he was a profoundly disturbed person—I just didn’t know how disturbed.”

			“But when the entire country wanted him executed, why did you testify on his behalf at the sentencing?”

			“I’m a Quaker, Andre. I don’t believe in the death penalty. A lot of people claim to be opposed to it and the system that perpetuates it, but suddenly those morals disappear with a case like Ripley. I don’t believe the state should execute a man, and I don’t think any man is beyond redemption. I wanted to help him.”

			“Do you think he could have been helped? If he’d lived?”

			“No, and do you know why not? Because the field of psychology has devoted relatively little time and energy to studying psychopathy. Quakers believe in something called restorative justice. It means when someone does something wrong, you don’t take their life or remove them from society, but that person is required to repair the harm they’ve done.”

			Andre looked silently at his bitter-tasting coffee. With all his research, Andre knew the arc of Wyman’s career, but had never thought of it this way. He felt embarrassed suddenly—Wyman was not some deranged mad scientist, but a man so earnest that it was almost painful to think about. He imagined what it must have felt like for Wyman to have thought he had helped the twins find some semblance of a normal life, only to have this happen, and for it to feel as if it was something he should have been able to see and stop.

			Andre struggled for something to say; he wondered if now, in the chaos of everything, it might be a good time to come clean about his diagnosis. When he opened his mouth, though, what popped out was, “Are they going to shut down the program?”

			Wyman looked bewildered, then this was almost instantly replaced with a look of sympathy. “No, Andre, I wouldn’t worry. It’s you guys who were attacked, not the other way around.” He patted Andre’s back somewhat absently and Andre felt a flush of shame.


			Just then, one of the cops reappeared with Emma, swapping her out for Wyman to take him away to a room somewhere.

			Emma’s expression was blank, guarded. She sat on the bench, perfectly still, the bottom of her shoes resting flat on the floor. If the events of the night had traumatized her, she didn’t show it.

			“I’m sorry...about your sister,” Andre ventured. Since he had plowed through Fiola’s book, he had been concentrating on the mystery, on keeping himself safe, and hadn’t really paused to think about the fact that there were two girls about his same age who both knew that their father had committed some of the most horrific acts in true-crime history. This was the same man who had fed them as babies, bought them toys for Christmas, and kissed their mother good-night. Their father had been a monster, and their mother had in a way abandoned them, as well. It was more than enough trauma for several lifetimes, let alone one.

			Emma turned to face him. Her eyes were a pale shade of hazel, unreadable, and were focused on the wall behind him. “Nothing I ever said to Megan could ever control her.”

			Andre struggled for something reasonable to say. “It’s not your responsibility to control your sister.”

			“It kind of is,” Emma replied. “Because I’m the only one who really knows her. I didn’t want her to be that way. She was always smarter than me, always seeing everything as a threat or planning something.” She was quiet for a long time. Andre strained to hear the detectives down the hall, but there was the intermittent blasts of radio coming from more than one office. Emma was looking down at her sandy shoes.

			She looked up thoughtfully at Andre. “Did you know my father is a trading card?”

			“What?”

			“They make these cards with different killers on them, like playing cards. People collect them.” Then she looked back down at her feet and said no more. Andre still felt the rebuke, even though it couldn’t possibly be aimed at him. What kind of people collect such cards?

			His ears were burning, and he could think of no defense. He thought of the pantheon of podcasts, TV shows, and movies about serial killers that he consumed as a form of entertainment. It was all too easy to forget that the people involved were real people and not characters. “I guess I would say there’s a line somewhere between wanting to understand something and morbid curiosity,” he said finally.

			Emma looked up and directly into his eyes for the first time, and she spoke quietly. “There is no line when you’re Gregory Ripley’s daughter.”

			Andre’s phone vibrated—Isaiah had texted him an eggplant emoji, which presumably meant that he was here. Relieved, he nodded an awkward goodbye to Emma, who only stared at him, and double-checked with the desk officer that he was free to leave.

			He walked outside into the chilly air. It was almost three in the morning, and though there was almost no traffic at this hour, the streetlights provided enough light to easily spot Isaiah’s car parked illegally, the hazard lights on. He expected to slide into the car, which would inevitably be blasting some awful music, but Isaiah got out, and it wasn’t humor and good-natured older-brother ribbing on his face, but concern and anxiety. Then the back door opened and his parents emerged, his father somewhat stiffly because of his bad back. Andre was so exhausted—he had just almost been killed, he was only human—could he help that his eyes watered? They were coming upon him now, glad to see that he was alive, wanting hugs, wanting to know what had happened that he had ended up at the police station. Andre knew that first he would hug them. He would hug them tightly because they were his family and he loved them, and he wanted the comfort and the quiet familiarity of their home, the cup of hot chocolate his mother would make, maybe a piece of toast, before falling asleep in his childhood bed. He would hug them first, and then he would lie to them.

		
	


		
			63

			The car turned onto Rhode Island, cutting ahead of two people on scooters who barely noticed. Detective Bentley was an assertive driver. Outside, the sun was shining and people were texting as if there hadn’t almost been a mass murder last night. Detectives, apparently, didn’t drive normal police cars, but ones that were normal looking but had internal lights and sirens.

			After last night’s party, they had asked me to come back in again and answer more questions. I reaffirmed my mysterious blond boy story, and stuck to everything else. I texted Andre, who said the police had also questioned him again, and that he was going to crawl into bed and hibernate for the rest of the year. I told him it was time to celebrate our newfound freedom.

			“Can we put the siren on?” I asked. Bentley shot me an amused but stern look, then shook his head. “Come on, you people were two seconds away from shooting me to death!”

			“Well, yeah, they saw a girl bludgeoning someone to death.”

			“What are you complaining about?” I said. “I just solved two unsolved murders for you.”

			“Three,” he muttered.

			“Three?” I made my eyes huge. “So that was another body in the sand place? Andre and I thought maybe it was an animal.”

			“Forget I said anything. You know, there’s more than a couple guys on the force who don’t exactly feel great that there’s a program with a bunch of psychopaths in the city.”

			“You do realize that someone who was ostensibly as normal as you are was the one who did it?” He shrugged, admitting that I was right. “Get your priorities in order, Detective. The worst I do is kiss boys with girlfriends when we live in a city where a new indictment rolls out every week.”

			“Fair enough.” Bentley arrived at GW Hospital, pulling over the car on 22nd Street to where you couldn’t park unless you were a cop, I guess. A couple of GW students peered at us as they crossed the street, heading to the Whole Foods or to classes.

			“Stay out of trouble, Miss Chloe,” he said.

			I looked him dead in the eye. “And what if I don’t?”

			“Then definitely don’t ask for me.” We smiled goodbye at each other.

			I had just figured out which elevator to take when who did I spot but Kristen Wenner looking tired and washed out, holding a bakery box from Buttercream under her arm. I jogged to make the same elevator as her. “Kristen! It’s me, Chloe, from your party.”

			“Oh, hi,” she said, sounding exhausted.

			“Is it true? What I heard about Charles?” I whispered. She looked confused, but then I explained, “I’m a volunteer here—we know everything.”

			“It’s true,” she whispered. “Poor thing.”

			“I heard that some crazy girl was stalking people?”

			“In as much as Charles can say. Apparently, she was obsessed with half a dozen students on campus—they’re still investigating.”

			“Charles has that star quality—I can see it.” The elevator was approaching the sixth floor. “Maybe I can pop in and say hi?” I suggested.

			“Oh, do, Chloe!” Kristen said, grabbing ahold of my arm. “I was here all last night and I can only stay for a few minutes. Charles doesn’t like being alone. He’ll enjoy the company.”

			Of course Charles had a private room. The TV was on silent and Charles sat up in his hospital bed, watching. His hospital gown wasn’t tied all the way so it drooped over one shoulder, showing the bandage just under his collarbone. “I brought a visitor!” Kristen said.

			Charles looked at Kristen, then me, then Kristen again, a stoned smile growing over his face. He definitely did not want me fraternizing with Kristen. “Chloe, remember, from your party?” I said sweetly.

			“Ohhh,” he said.

			“I brought you some cookies,” Kristen said. She came over to leave them on his tray and kiss him, then she smoothed his hair. “You feeling any better?”

			“Tired. I’m on so much drugs right now,” he said, sure sounding like it. Kristen stayed for a few minutes, but then apologetically bowed out, saying that I could keep him company for a little while. She left and I wandered to his bedside to take a cookie for myself. I selected the one with the most chocolate chips. “Very funny,” he said sourly, but with some humor.

			“You should be nicer to people who’ve saved your life.” He edged over on the bed with some difficulty, and I climbed on to lie beside him. “I can’t believe we were so dumb,” I said. “I never even really considered Megan.”

			“I was seriously considering her,” he replied. “I just thought there was more evidence for other suspects.”

			“You did not!” I yelled, indignant. “You’re just saying that after the fact!”

			He laughed. Charles moved the bakery box to his bedside table, and I snuggled closer to him. Under the gauze and antiseptic smell, he still smelled like Charles. “I have a present for you,” he whispered.

			“For me? For saving your life?”

			He reached with some difficulty toward the bedside table where a pitcher of water and some folded clothes lay. From between the clothes he withdrew an iPhone and handed it to me. The home screen was of a gymnast in midaerial. I gasped, snatching it. “How did you get this?” I cried. Shit. It needed a passcode. I tried 1234, then 0000.

			“Right when the SWAT guys came, but before the EMTs got to me. I was right next to her body.”

			“What a fast thinker.”

			“She had to have known...about Will, right, to bring us all there?”

			I didn’t answer him, trying more passcodes. On a whim, I typed out the numerical equivalent for B I L E S. Success! I immediately deleted her Instagram account, then put the phone in airplane mode and promptly dropped it into his pitcher of water. I had already deleted my own account—I had done so the second I got to the police station and they let me use the bathroom.

			I prodded Charles, realizing that he was dozing off. “Do you think Emma knew all along?”

			“I don’t know—sometimes I wonder if she did figure out what Megan was doing, but maybe she thought she could talk Megan out of it. Maybe she still feels some kind of loyalty to her,” Charles said. “I was so sure it was Trevor.”

			“It wasn’t until I realized he was recovering from some attack at the hospital that I knew it couldn’t be him. Megan was hunting him, too.”

			“He’s a piece of shit. He would have happily turned over every person associated with the program just to save his own skin.”

			“I know,” I said. “He’s not forgiven. Not in my book. He’s made a powerful enemy.”

			“Save the scheming for another day.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I forget—I’m lying in bed with a serial killer, technically.”

			I frowned. “It’s not like that.” He laughed and in apology put his good arm around me. I lifted my head up momentarily to free my hair. “Charles, you never really thought it was me, did you? That I’m capable of all those awful things?”

			“Of course not,” he said mildly, but his glazed, stoned eyes were on the TV.

			I took hold of his chin and turned his head so he had to look at me. “Tell me the truth, Charlie Bear!”

			He smiled too widely, then tucked some hair behind my ear. “Of course I had to consider it, but I never really thought it was you,” he said, his eyes clear and directly focused on me. That’s the problem with people like us—we’re too good at lying so you never know the truth.

			I sighed, tucking my head into his chest, and peered at the TV across the room while I thought about how I was going to destroy Trevor. On the news, a protest was raging somewhere in a country where I didn’t recognize the flag they were burning. Then they showed a polar ice shelf melting and falling into the sea. Charles turned his head slightly and kissed my forehead. I’ll relax today, and take the day off, I reasoned. There’s always time for new schemes tomorrow.
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