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Mortal Danger

Maria hit send on her email. A grin of satisfaction played over her face. She knew her editor was going to love her latest article. She was the only reporter granted an interview with the lone survivor of the recent sorority massacre.

Maria knew it was because she was an alumni of the sorority, not because of her journalistic talents, but she didn’t care. She still got the interview.

The interview has been intense. Taylor, the survivor, had been understandably inconsolable. Her six best friends and sorority sisters had been slain. She had been lucky to survive.

Maria could understand how it was described as lucky. The sorority house would usually have been filled with scores of girls, but the majority of them had been at a local frat house party. Only seven girls had remained. One of the girls had recently been dumped by a guy from the frat house, so she hadn’t wanted to go to the party and her friends had stayed to support her. 

Did that make it lucky? Maria thought it probably did, but it sure wasn’t lucky for Taylor and her friends.

Maria caught herself wondering, not for the first time, if it had been planned this way. Were the girls specifically targeted or was it a coincidence? Maria didn’t believe in coincidences and she was determined to get to the bottom of this.

It just didn’t make sense. Why would a college professor murder six of his best students and then commit suicide? Perhaps what the police were saying was true – he had had some sort of breakdown and the girls were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. That was the most likely explanation, but Maria didn’t buy it. Not for a second.

Taylor had described being sat chatting when the door had burst open, and Professor Cummings had run in, a vicious looking machete held high above his head. 

He had grabbed Emily who happened to be nearest the door and ran the blade across her throat. Scared motionless, the other girls had looked on in horror. When he did the same to Sally, the spell was broken and the girls ran out of the door, determined to escape.

They had found the front door locked, and the key gone.

Taylor had run into the downstairs bathroom and barricaded herself in. She had caught sight of herself in the mirror, her face splattered with her friend’s blood. She said she had known in that moment she wasn’t getting out alive.

She could hear screams coming from other rooms in the house, and she had fought to keep her own scream in. She had heard the screams get cut short as Professor Cummings had found the girls and cut their throats.

She had managed to escape by climbing through the tiny bathroom window, cutting herself to ribbons but saving her life.

She had run to a neighboring sorority house and called 911, but it was too late. When the police arrived on the scene, all of her friends were dead and Professor Cummings had cut his own throat.

Taylor had described the professor’s movement as eerie and unfeeling. Almost as though he was in a trance. She had said he didn’t seem to recognize any of the girls.

The more Maria thought about it, the more it did sound like exactly what the police claimed it to be, but still something niggled at her. She knew she would have to let it go, but she also knew she couldn’t do that just yet.

After interviewing Taylor, and seeing how broken she was, she felt she owed it to her to find out exactly what had happened. 
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Maria jumped awake and reached for the ringing cell phone. “Hello,” she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep and her head foggy.

“You need to get down to the Royal Infirmary right now, the word is a bomb has gone off there.” Her editor’s voice cut through the fog and she jumped out of bed, ready to get the details and break the story.

“I’m on it,” she said and hung up the phone.

She got ready in record timing and drove to the hospital, sure she would get pulled over for speeding.

She parked her car, badly, and rushed to the crowd of gathered reporters.

“What’s happening?” she asked the first one she reached. She pulled out her notepad and pen as she listened to his response.

“Some nutcase has set off a bomb in the EU and then shot himself.”

“Terrorist?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Beats me. I just got here and the police aren’t telling us much of anything at the minute.”

“Thanks.”

Maria pushed her way through the crowd, determined to get closer. She got a few elbows thrown at her, and plenty of abuse too, but she didn’t let it stop her. No way was she missing out on this story.

The doors to the hospital opened and several police officers spilled out. The crowd came to life, microphones and cameras were switched on, and the reporters had begun firing their questions. 

The officers fought their way through the crowd, saying nothing but “No comment.”

Maria looked up at the door and spotted a familiar face.

“Hutch,” she called, waving over to him, still held back by the barriers.

He stepped out of the door. 

“She’s with me, let her through,” he told a young officer. The officer looked ready to argue.

“Now.”

He stood back and let Maria pass, bringing another roar of annoyance from the eager crowd. She ignored them and made her way to Hutch.

“What’s happening?” she asked him.

If anyone would know, it would be Hutch. It was always good to talk to the coroner, and it helped Maria a lot that their families had long been friends. 

“On the record, an explosive device has been detonated by an as yet unknown source in the ER. At least twenty-five fatalities including a senior consultant and twice as many injured.”

Maria scribbled furiously in her notepad.

“And off the record?”

Hutch eyed her still poised pen. Reluctantly, she put it away.

“Seconds after the device went off, a gunshot was heard in a bathroom down the hall. Security entered and found a man, dead, a gunshot wound to his head. A quick on-site analysis tells me he shot himself.

“We’re unsure at this point if the two incidents are connected, but it seems pretty likely. The man was carrying identification and his name’s been ran through the system. No priors, no red flags. It’s a mystery at this stage.”

Maria’s mind worked overtime as she tried to process everything he was telling her, and everything it meant.

“So the police are ruling out terrorism?”

“They aren’t ruling anything out at this stage, but it’s extremely unlikely. In my opinion, it’s some nutcase who wanted to kill himself and make the headlines.”

Maria opened her mouth to ask her next question. Hutch raised his hand for silence.

“I have to get back to work Maria, this is going to be rushed through as a priority. Why don’t I give you a call tonight and we’ll go for a drink and I’ll update you then?”

Maria wanted to ask her questions now, but she knew better than to argue, so she reluctantly agreed. 
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Maria sat at the bar and waited for Hutch. She had arrived half an hour early, she really needed a drink after the events of the day.

She had produced a story, but it hadn’t been anything the other newspapers weren’t running and her editor hadn’t been happy about it. He sent Maria to cover the big stories because he knew she had contacts, and he knew she could always find something out that the other reporters couldn’t.

She had promised him she would have something exclusive for him in time for the next day’s edition, and now she sat and nursed her gin and tonic, and hoped that Hutch would give her something she could print.

She snapped out of her daze as the chair opposite her was pulled out and Hutch sat down. He handed her another gin and tonic and sipped his whiskey.

“Good stuff,” he commented, as he set it down.

Maria drained her slightly warm drink and pulled the fresh one towards her. “Thanks. What have you got for me?”

Hutch sighed. He had had a long day and he could really do with going home, showering and going to bed, but Maria was a friend and he had promised to help her where he could.

“It’s an interesting one,” he started.

“Wait,” Maria interrupted him. “May I?”

She indicated the small voice recorder. Hutch nodded his consent and she switched it on.

“CCTV footage from the emergency room shows a man entering and sitting down. He had a backpack which he placed under his seat. He spoke to a woman beside him, and left the room, leaving the bag behind.

“The woman he spoke to was one of the people killed, so it seems unlikely she was in on it. The police are thinking he had asked her to keep an eye on it while he popped outside, making it less likely that the bag would raise suspicion. 

“The man was the same man who was found shot in the bathroom. The autopsy confirmed my suspicions that he had shot himself. I won’t bore you with how I know that, but take my word for it that that’s what happened.”

“Why?” Maria asked.

“Because I’m damn good at my job,” Hutch answered, offended.

“No, I mean why did he do it?” Maria asked.

Hutch softened. “That’s where it gets interesting. The body has been IDed by a family member, so we know the identification he was carrying was definitely his. Obviously, the investigation is still in its very early stages, but everyone the police have spoken to has been shocked by what happened.

“The man was described as full of life, happy, stable. He had a good job, and a wife and two-year-old daughter. For all intents and purposes, life was good and he was showing no signs of suicidal tendencies. 

“He was an active member of several anti-violence charity boards. It’s all so out of character, if we hadn’t had a positive ID, I would say there was no way that body was the man being described.”

“People are good at hiding things,” Maria commented.

Hutch nodded his agreement. “As I said, it’s very early in the investigation, I’m sure the police will find something. You know what people are like. He could have been turned away from the ER unsatisfied. Sometimes, that’s all it takes to turn people crazy.”

“Is there any possibility he was forced to do it? I don’t know, maybe someone threatened his family or something?” Maria asked.

“Well, it’s a possibility of course, and all angles will be investigated. The truth is, right now, we just don’t know.”

Maria mulled over everything she learned so far, but before she had a chance to ask her next question, Hutch drained his drink and stood up.

“It’s been a long day Maria, and I’ve told you everything I know. I’m heading home now.”

“Call me of you hear anything else?” Maria asked.

“Sure,” Hutch said over his shoulder as he walked away.

Maria reached out and clicked off her voice recorder. She knew this investigation was going to be a long one. It was going to raise more questions that it answered. She decided that was going to be her angle on her next article. Her editor loved anything that questioned how the police worked. She
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