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  Early Praise for Fixed Point






“Mind-blowing read! This was a brilliant story that kept me guessing and invested throughout. I was tired, but I needed more and kept reading until I finished. I sat in silence processing it and letting it soak in. This is the type of book I love. It felt so full of possibilities and promises that resonated with me. A must-read.”

— Beverly, reviewer via BookSirens





























This novel is dedicated to my dad, who said he might even read it twice.







  Content Warning



This book contains themes and scenes depicting:


	Mental health struggles, including depression, suicidal ideation, and self-harm

	Power-based exploitation and sexual assault (non-explicit)




Reader discretion is advised.




If you or someone you know is struggling, support is available at 988lifeline.org or by calling/texting 988 in the U.S.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




“Hey Maya! What are you up to today?” Olivia asked, standing outside the laboratory building amid a snowy backdrop. She was delaying her entry into the lab, trying to prepare herself for her dreaded PhD committee meeting.

“Oh, well, I’m being sent downtown, of course, in the middle of this snowstorm, to deal with these student surveys. You know how Karen can be.” Maya tilted her head toward the building, where Olivia could see Dr. Karen Lynch, her mentor, engaged in an intense discussion with Bradley Parker, the university ombudsman.

“I saw her in there talking with Bradley just now, and she looked absolutely pissed. I’m sure you’re gonna have fun at your meeting,” Maya said with a wry smile, her eyes twinkling in the brisk winter air.

“Right. Thanks for the heads-up about Bradley. Just what I needed to hear before my meeting. I should say I’m surprised she’s making you travel in this weather, but I’m not,” Olivia said.

“Yeah, I know. I had hoped she would become a better person after she married that psychologist, but I guess that was just wishful thinking,” Maya said as she climbed into her car, her engine idling.

“Drive safely,” Olivia said as Maya slowly reversed out of her parking space and began her slow trip downtown.

Olivia turned her attention back to the laboratory building, her attention drawn to the picture window. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for the meeting that awaited her. She felt uneasy about this, but with determination, she walked into the building and made her way towards the conference room.

The room was emptier than expected, with only her PhD committee members, Dr. Edward Kingsley and Dr. Sean O’Brien, and the university ombudsman, Bradley Parker, in attendance. Bradley Parker, dressed in a fitted sweater and tailored charcoal-gray pants, seemed to demand attention, his horn-rimmed glasses adding to the performance. Dr. Kingsley, tall and lean, exuded smugness with his British accent and polished appearance, always donning designer suits and accessories. In contrast, Dr. O’Brien looked unkempt, his rumpled clothes and disheveled hair suggesting a lack of care, while a faint scent of alcohol hinted at his rumored habits.

Dr. Lynch’s absence stood out, given her role as Olivia’s mentor and her expected presence at the meeting. Her external committee member, Dr. Walker, would be joining via Zoom. Bradley Parker was not on the schedule. Although Olivia had met with him to discuss the misconduct involving her committee members, she ultimately chose not to report it. But she now suspected Bradley was just as corrupt as the rest of her committee—he hadn’t kept their conversation private. It hardly mattered that she had stayed silent, focusing instead on trying to graduate in a few months.

The purpose of this committee meeting was to set a date for Olivia’s upcoming dissertation defense. Her committee had assured her she was well-prepared and on track. She hadn’t anticipated any major issues—until she spotted Bradley Parker through the window.

“Please, take a seat, Olivia.” Dr. Kingsley’s voice bore the weight of authority, embellished with his unmistakable British accent.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Dr. Lynch and make sure Dr. Walker can join us on Zoom?” Olivia asked.

Dr. O’Brien, who seemed to be in his usual drunken state, let out a slight chuckle. Meanwhile, Bradley, positioned near the closed door, observed Olivia with an air of condescension through his horn-rimmed glasses.

“Olivia, Dr. Lynch has recused herself from her role as your mentor and advisor.” Dr. Kingsley, maintaining his stern demeanor, broke the surprising news to Olivia.

“What? Why?” she asked, her eyes widening, her voice catching on the words.

“We’ve noticed that you’ve expressed your dissatisfaction with this lab and have raised concerns with Bradley that appear to have upset Dr. Lynch,” Dr. Kingsley said.

Olivia’s mouth went dry, her pulse pounding in her ears. The warning from one of the postdocs, Sofia, echoed in her ears: “Just keep your mouth shut and do what she says, or Dr. Lynch will ruin your life.” Olivia’s fingers tightened around the edge of her seat. She had ignored Sofia’s warning, thinking she could trust Bradley Parker. Now the weight of that choice crushed her.

“We also have concerns regarding several items in your research, including study design, interpretation of results, and conclusions presented in dissertation sections,” Dr. Kingsley said, “So you will need to make substantial revisions, even if we find a replacement for your advisor.”

Olivia had always excelled at maintaining her mundane routine: updating computers, erasing whiteboards, and completing the straightforward dissertation tasks assigned by Dr. Lynch. Her committee had repeatedly assured her that she was on track to graduate within the next month or two. But now, after her conversation with Bradley, sudden concerns had emerged about her work.

“After careful consideration, we have placed further evaluation of your dissertation on hold. It is very clear to us that completion of your dissertation defense in the next few months is not possible given the deficiencies in your early draft and the process constraints of replacing Dr. Lynch,” Dr. Kingsley concluded, delivering his final remarks with a measured tone, as if he were reciting from a prepared document.

Once more, Olivia remained in silence, her emotions teetering on the edge of tears, yet she held them at bay. The last thing she wanted was to give them the satisfaction of witnessing her distress over what felt like a farcical decision.

“We understand that this is a difficult process and want to assure you that we are here to provide support. There are also student counseling services available on campus,” Dr. Kingsley said, a subtle, almost mocking smirk playing at his lips.

He ended the meeting with a decisive rise from his chair. Bradley swung the conference room door open and stepped out, setting the departure in motion. Dr. Kingsley followed, prompting Dr. O’Brien to trail behind.

Olivia rose from her chair, her limbs heavy, each step toward her car felt like trudging through thick mud. Once inside, she gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white, her breath hitching. Minutes stretched into what felt like hours as she stared at the dashboard, a hollow ache settling in her chest. Words from her committee chair echoed in her mind. Every late night in the lab, every page she had written, every ounce of herself she had poured into this journey—gone.

Olivia had spent years turning a blind eye to the troubling instances of academic misconduct and the unsettling behavior of her lab members—though unsettling was putting it mildly. She had convinced herself that staying quiet and focused on her work was the safest path. And now, it seemed, all her efforts were for nothing.

She eased her car out of the parking spot, her grip tight on the steering wheel. The events of the meeting pressed down on her, heavy and unrelenting, as she made her way back to her apartment.

When she got home, Olivia went straight to her bedroom, where her perpetually grumpy old terrier, Mulder, greeted her with a disinterested glance. He heaved a heavy sigh, as if to convey his indifference, before returning to his slumber.

She thought about contacting a lawyer. Was it worth considering a lawsuit for retaliation? The idea crossed her mind, but she dismissed it. She couldn’t afford legal fees, and the school knew it. They held all the cards, fully aware that they could act with impunity.

Once again, Olivia sank into a profound depression. For days, she remained cocooned in her bed, emerging only to shuffle to the kitchen and prepare toaster waffles for Mulder.

After a while, Olivia summoned the courage to reach out to several attorneys. But her efforts proved futile. Every lawyer she contacted refused to take her case. Their explanations stung even more—because she wasn’t technically an employee, her situation was an uphill battle for whistleblower or retaliation claims. The staggering cost of five hundred dollars per hour for legal services only underscored her limited options. With each rejection, Olivia felt herself sinking even deeper into the abyss of her depression.

After nearly a month, Olivia decided to explore alternative options. She reached out to several schools, hoping to transfer into another PhD program. But she quickly encountered a harsh reality—Dr. Lynch had blacklisted her.

She branded Olivia as lazy, troublesome, a disruptor, and unable to stay focused, tarnishing her reputation by spreading unfavorable information to every physics PhD program on the East Coast. The aftermath of her smear campaign left a bitter taste, as schools refused to accept Olivia because of her damaged standing.

Dr. Lynch had ruined Olivia’s life, leaving her with no discernible options in sight. She couldn’t transfer to another school, and finishing the program she’d been suffering through here was impossible. Regret clung to Olivia. Why hadn’t she just stayed silent? It had become painfully clear that she was powerless to alter the trajectory of her fate. Throughout her life, Olivia had repeatedly tried to improve her circumstances, yet it appeared the universe had a cruel penchant for constantly raining misfortune upon her.

Why didn’t the people in her lab just disappear? Why did those who behaved reprehensibly always land on their feet? Why did the universe reward the undeserving while leaving her buried under hardship?

Olivia knew what she had to do; she had no other recourse left. Her life had unraveled to a point where it was utterly irreparable. The thought crept into her mind that perhaps everyone, including herself, might be better off if she simply ceased to exist. Her mother had died when she was young and her father abandoned her, leaving her in the shadow of his new family.

Her so-called “colleagues” in the lab didn’t just undermine her—they inflicted emotional wounds, smeared her reputation, and ruthlessly sabotaged her career. Even her dog didn’t really like her. It was as if the universe had conspired against her, making her believe that she truly didn’t deserve a place in this world anymore.

Olivia filled the bathtub with warm water, her movements slow, almost mechanical. She sat on the edge, toying with a razor, running her thumb absentmindedly along its edge. With little thought, she placed it on the rim of the tub and slid into the bath, still fully clothed, the warmth of the water wrapping her in a strange comfort. She felt a sharp sting—a brief, intentional movement—and then the warm water felt heavier somehow, pulling her down, making her limbs feel weightless but heavy all at once.

She thought she heard something—a bark, maybe, or footsteps just beyond the door. Mulder? It was hard to tell. Her vision blurred, and she blinked, struggling to focus. As darkness crept in, she felt the faintest brush against her hand—a presence, maybe, or just her imagination.

Then, nothing.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




She dreamed about the wall again. It was always the same dream. Slow motion, misty, the roses climbing up the stone wall. She reaches through the mist to touch the flowers but never gets the chance.

It was nineteen degrees in Boston this morning, and of course, it was snowing. Olivia had always despised the snow, and each flake seemed to mock her decision to move here. Yes, she had come for the unparalleled opportunities to pursue her physics PhD—but on mornings like this, she couldn’t help but question everything. She was supposed to graduate this spring—six years after she first arrived.

From her second-floor apartment window, she spotted her landlord outside. He lived below her in the two-family home and he was always good to her. As far as she knew, he didn’t have any family, so he treated her like his daughter. He was always helping her carry groceries, take out the trash, and shovel her car out when it snowed. He was up early this morning, already plowing the driveway.

She made the mistake of trying to pet Mulder, the grumpy old terrier she found by the dumpster outside the Chinese restaurant. He always growled and snapped whenever she tried to pet him.

It took her months to get him close enough that she could snatch him and bring him inside. His fur was long and matted, tangled with leaves and twigs, and covered in fleas. Olivia brought him to the vet, who sedated him for an examination and cleaning. Despite being old and thin, he seemed in good shape. He grew fond of sitting next to Olivia and sleeping in her bed, but he did not allow affection.

She had been dreading this day. This morning’s meeting with her PhD committee was intended to focus on scheduling her dissertation defense for the upcoming spring—everything had been on track. But now, she was almost certain they knew she had spoken to Bradley Parker, the ombudsman, about their scientific misconduct. The ombudsman was meant to address student concerns confidentially and provide guidance, but when Olivia had met with him, she wasn’t so sure he would keep quiet.

Before this, she had never stood up for herself, and she had doubts about meeting him. It never occurred to her that she would actually file an official complaint. All she wanted was to tell someone—but now it was too late. They knew.

She threw on the same clothes she wore every day: baggy jeans and an old black sweatshirt from a random 90s rock band she loved. Today it was Tool. On her way to the kitchen, she couldn’t stop thinking about her committee. She hated them. When she began her graduate program, she was filled with so much hope. Convinced of her abilities, she believed she could learn so much and change the world.

It felt like everything fell apart when she discovered how corrupt and cutthroat academia could be. She wished her committee members would just disappear. If they didn’t exist, she could pursue the temporal theories that had led her to study physics.

She shook her head and focused on the task at hand, trying to get Mulder to eat his breakfast. Of course, he just sat on the bed, staring at her as if she were crazy for offering him a bowl of dog kibble. She sighed, giving up. Instead, she made herself a cup of coffee and a quick breakfast of toaster waffles, which she shared with Mulder.

As she was about to leave, she noticed Ethan had forgotten his keys. She realized it was odd; Ethan never forgot his keys, even though he took public transportation. A miniature hourglass keychain, its delicate glass encasing tiny flecks of sand, added a touch of charm to the otherwise mundane task of carrying keys. He spent the night but left before Olivia woke up.

Ethan was a lab technician she had started dating, but he ended up having a remarkable impact on her. He had entered her life when she was low, considering quitting her program, but he had a knack for lifting her spirits. He appeared to have genuine concern for her and supported her with the challenges in the lab. However, he also discouraged her about reporting her committee for misconduct, warning her about the potential consequences.

“Olivia, I’m just worried,” he said last night. “You know I agree with you, but if you report them… it’s risky.”

His words echoed in her mind as she grabbed his keys and tossed them into her bag. After a moment’s hesitation, she pulled on her coat and gloves, braced herself against the cold, and trudged out to her car.

“Good morning Livvy! Mulder not coming down this morning?” her landlord said from his truck as he continued to plow the driveway.

“Nah, getting him out in the snow is impossible. Thanks for plowing early this morning,” Olivia said.

“No problem. I thought I’d get a jump on things in case you were heading off to school early. Do you want me to get Mulder to come out later?”

“No, that’s ok. I don’t think he’d appreciate that, and I’ll be back soon anyway, so I’ll take care of him. Thanks again!” Olivia said.

Her landlord waved as he kept plowing, and she backed out of the driveway.

Olivia lived about a ten-minute drive from the campus, and the trip was easy. Boston usually prepares for snow, and the city had already begun clearing the roads. While driving to the lab, her mind wandered, and the dream of the stone wall resurfaced. It had been a persistent dream for years, almost daily, sparking a feeling of familiarity that she didn’t understand.

When she arrived outside of the lab, Maya, the administrative assistant, was outside loading boxes of paperwork into her car. Maya, impeccably dressed, had worked at the lab for fifteen years. Despite the snow today, she wore a designer sweater in a striking shade of blue, and pressed slacks that clung to her figure. Her heels, though impractical for the weather, added a touch of sophistication to her ensemble. Her blonde hair was meticulous, pulled back with a stylish, jeweled hair clip.

Olivia couldn’t help but feel a tinge of self-consciousness as she glanced at her reflection in the side mirror of her car. She passed a comb through her unruly brown curls, finding amusement in the irony that she worried the committee might perceive her as unprofessional.

She watched Maya for a few minutes before focusing on the laboratory building. The conference room, positioned at the front of the building, had a large picture window that allowed Olivia to spot her committee gathering spot. A beta fish used to live in a small bowl on the windowsill, but Maya took him home. Olivia used to tune out of her meetings in the conference room by watching the fish.

The longer she had worked on her graduate degree, the more she learned about her mentor, Dr. Karen Lynch, and the less she felt compelled to engage in the lab meetings. It had become clear that Dr. Lynch fabricated and falsified data, rendering most discussions irrelevant, as her mentor didn’t actually conduct any research. So, more often than not, Olivia stared at the beta fish. As expected, nobody in the building would make weekend trips to feed the fish, so Maya had brought him home a few weeks ago. So, unfortunately, Olivia couldn’t just stare at the fish today.

What Olivia saw today through the picture window was Bradley Parker, wearing a fitted sweater—the kind that screamed look at me rather than subtlety or taste. His tailored, charcoal-gray pants were used to highlight his tall, lean frame and his choice of horn-rimmed glasses, that he didn’t need, only added to the spectacle.

He had no business being there today, as he was not on her committee. His office was miles away at a satellite campus. She felt a sinking pit in her stomach and trembled. What should she do? Should she just leave? Quit her program? How was she supposed to have her committee meeting when she thought Bradley might be there to bring up their “confidential” discussion?

Olivia took several deep breaths and a giant swig of her coffee. When she talked herself into getting out of her car, she delayed her entry into the building further by sauntering over to chat with Maya.

“Hey Maya. What are you up to today?” Olivia asked.

“Oh, well, I’m being sent downtown, of course, in the middle of this snowstorm, to deal with these student surveys. You know what Karen is like,” Maya said. “I saw her in there talking with Bradley just now, and she looked absolutely pissed. I’m sure you’re gonna have fun at your meeting.” She gave a sly smile, nodding subtly toward the building.

Olivia tilted her head to the side and gave Maya a strange look.

“You all right?” Maya asked.

“Uh… yeah. It’s just… I swear I’ve heard you say that before. Déjà vu, I guess,” Olivia said, though her mind raced. The words tugged at a distant memory, something she couldn’t quite place. Had she heard it in a meeting? A lecture? The nagging familiarity gnawed at her, but the harder she tried to grasp it, the more it slipped away, like trying to hold water in her hands.

Shrugging, Maya carried on loading the cardboard boxes of student surveys into her car.

“Anyway… thanks for the heads-up about Bradley. Just what I needed to hear before my meeting. I should say I’m surprised that she’s making you travel in this weather, but I’m not,” Olivia said.

“Yeah, I know. I had hoped she would become a better person after she married that psychologist, but I guess that was just wishful thinking,” Maya said.

“You know, I was already dreading this meeting, and now—” Olivia stopped, feeling a subtle rumbling beneath her feet.

Then a shockwave rippled through the air. The force of the explosion knocked them to the ground, and they tumbled across the parking lot. The deafening roar echoed in her ears as she lay on the ground, disoriented. It was a struggle to push herself up from the ground; she was too dizzy and weak to move. She felt a warm, sticky sensation near her hairline, and her hand came away smeared with blood.

She shifted onto her side, turning toward the laboratory building, where flames and smoke billowed upward from the rubble. Her heart raced as she saw Maya lying unconscious at the far end of the parking lot and what she thought might have been Bradley’s legless body nearby. The acrid stench of burning debris permeated the air, making her nostrils burn, while the thick dust and smoke made it difficult to breathe. Darkness closed in at the edge of her vision, the distant echo of sirens fading.

And then there was only black.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“What the fuck?” Special Agent Rachel Quinn said into her cell phone.

Special Agent Ted Mitchell, her partner, rolled his eyes and looked at her, palms up, one eyebrow arched in silent question. He mouthed the word “Problem?”, his voice barely audible, almost imperceptible.

“We need to go downtown immediately. Someone blew up a fucking university lab,” she said as she disconnected the call.

Mitchell’s lips twitched in a half-smile, his demeanor calm. “Luckily, we don’t have to go too far this time.”

Rachel gave him a dry look, her eyes narrowing slightly. After a decade defusing literal bombs as a Special Agent Bomb Technician with the FBI, her patience for dark humor in moments like these was thin.

“So, what’s the situation?” Mitchell asked, his chair creaking as he pushed back from his cluttered desk. His worn leather jacket hung over the back of the chair. He joined Rachel by the door, lines etched deep into his face from years of intense investigations. “Think it’s another domestic terrorist?”

Rachel’s jaw tightened as she shook her head. “Let’s not rush to conclusions without more information.”

“Right,” Mitchell said. “Because you never jump to conclusions.”

They’d been partners since the beginning—ever since the Boston field office had assigned him as her mentor when she first arrived. With a significant twenty-year age gap between them, Mitchell brought a wealth of experience to their partnership. He wasn’t a bomb technician, but his deep knowledge of explosives and years in the criminal investigation unit made him an expert in everything that could go wrong.

Rachel rolled her eyes and sighed, running a hand through her tousled hair. “But it sounds like a mess,” she said, almost to herself.

She glanced at Mitchell, but his expression didn’t mirror hers. Beneath the surface, she caught a shadow of doubt in his eyes—like he could read her thoughts and knew she was holding something back.

“It just happened, so I think we need to move on it fast, maybe look for other bombs at the school,” Rachel said.

They were amidst a sea of cubicles in the Chelsea field office; the air filled with the hum of other conversations and the click-clack of keyboards. Papers shuffled, phones rang, and agents moved between desks, all engrossed in their own investigations.

Mitchell’s attention shifted to a stack of papers on his cluttered desk. “Good thing we wrapped up that case in Minnesota,” he said, sliding a completed report into a manila folder. “Now onto the next crisis, it seems.”

“I have to finish a report too, but this is the priority.”

“Any word about what kind of explosive we’re dealing with?”

“Not yet,” Rachel said, frustration creeping into her voice. “But we won’t know until we get there. ATF is likely on their way.”

“Well, let’s not waste any more time than,” Mitchell said, as he reached for his jacket slung over the back of his chair.

Rachel followed suit, slipping into her own jacket and preparing herself for what lay ahead. They moved with purpose, each step echoing as they gathered the specialized equipment, their movements efficient and practiced. Rachel grabbed her toolkit, which included her standard items like screw drivers, drill bits, and flashlights. Mitchell secured his tactical vest, adjusting the straps with practiced precision. She didn’t entirely believe that her specialized ninety-pound protection suit was necessary, but she always kept it in her trunk. With their gear in place, they headed for the elevator, their movements synchronized like a well-oiled machine.

Once they were outside and settled in Rachel’s car, Mitchell glanced over at her, his expression serious. “I can see it on your face. You think it’s him, don’t you? You always think it’s him.”

Rachel couldn’t shake the unease that settled over her like a heavy blanket. Every callout came with its own uncertainties, but this one felt different. They always did. It stirred memories of a bomber she’d encountered in Georgia during her first case—a man who had haunted her across the country for the past decade. Despite her relentless pursuit, she had never caught him, a failure that weighed heavily on her conscience and gnawed at her daily. Every new case reignited the same nagging suspicion. And yet, she scolded herself for always jumping to thoughts of him.

“Shut the fuck up.”

As they trudged through the snow toward the university, Mitchell said, “You know, if you keep swearing like that, the money in your kids’ swear jar might just cover their college tuition.”

* * *

Rachel, being a Boston native, didn’t drive cautiously in the snow, but by some stroke of luck, they arrived safely. Mitchell, originally from Florida, always entrusted Rachel with the driving duties. Despite spending fourteen years with the FBI in Boston, he never quite grew accustomed to the snow.

Amidst the winter backdrop, the small campus appeared striking, with just five red-brick buildings. Two buildings housed classrooms and the campus library. The third building, usually abuzz with student activity and home to classrooms and a small cafe, was unusually quiet this morning, with students noticeably absent. There were beautiful courtyards between the buildings, adorned with benches and pine trees covered in fallen snow.

Rachel drove past the main academic buildings, heading toward the nearly hidden research facilities tucked at the back of the campus. Her eyes scanned for signage that might hint at their purpose. One read “Research Labs & Offices.” The other, its lettering weathered and half-faded, stated “Advanced Physics Research – Linear Accelerator.”

She slowed, squinting at the second sign. “Linear accelerator.” The term stirred something in her memory—faint, undefined, and oddly unsettling. She couldn’t recall exactly why it sounded familiar, especially since she’d never been to this university before. But the feeling lingered, like she was brushing up against something she should remember.

As they approached the research area, a scene of chaos and commotion interrupted the winter tranquility of the campus. Thick plumes of smoke billowed into the frigid air from the building that housed only labs and offices, obscuring the surroundings, while yellow caution tape cordoned off the area. Flashes from police lights and the red glow of ambulance and fire truck beacons lit the scene in pulses. Members of the press had converged, cameras and microphones poised to document the unfolding drama, their breath visible in the crisp air. A curious crowd of onlookers had gathered nearby, their faces a mix of worry and fascination. A sharp sense of urgency hung over everything as the search and rescue team, aided by dogs, dug through the rubble.

Rachel and Mitchell stepped out of the car, taking in the scene before them. Without hesitation, Rachel jumped into action, determined to locate the first responders who could get them up to speed. She found a group of officers attempting to keep the press at bay.

“Hello officers, we’re with the FBI. Could someone fill us in on the situation?” Rachel said above the noise.

“Officer Kirkland, over in the grass, can help you out,” one officer said as he pointed over toward one ambulance.

Rachel and Mitchell jogged over to the ambulance to find Officer Kirkland as the press leaned over the yellow caution tape, shouting questions and clamoring for information. As they crossed, Rachel’s sharp eyes glimpsed someone standing absolutely still among the reporters, a compact figure cloaked in a hooded sweatshirt. It was him. The bomber she had been pursuing. She saw him for just a split-second, but he slipped into the crowd, disappearing before she could move.

Rachel scanned the crowd of reporters, trying to locate him. She approached the yellow caution tape, positioning herself so she could get a better view. But as she pushed forward, the crowd seemed to swallow him whole. The man in the sweatshirt had vanished.

The press was relentless, bombarding her with questions as she turned her attention back to Mitchell. He cast a cautious glance her way, his expression asking, What’s on your mind?

Rachel shook her head as they continued toward Officer Kirkland. The bomber’s taunts lingered in her mind, echoing from Georgia to Virginia to Massachusetts. She still thought about him daily, even seeing him in places where he shouldn’t be.

“Officer Kirkland, I’m Special Agent Quinn and this is Special Agent Mitchell with the FBI. Can you tell us what happened?”

“We have limited details on the explosion’s cause. We’re still working on finding other survivors… or victims,” he said.

“Bradley Parker was dead at the scene. A student, Olivia, and one professor, Dr. Karen Lynch, were still alive. Olivia was unconscious but didn’t appear seriously injured—at least externally. Dr. Lynch, though, was severely burned,” Officer Kirkland read from his notebook.

“Oh, and Maya is here receiving treatment,” he gestured toward a tall blonde woman sitting on the ambulance’s back bumper.

“Thank you for the information. Have you interviewed anyone yet? Any witnesses?” Rachel asked.

“We’ve interviewed a few onlookers, but no one has a clear account,” Officer Kirkland said, nodding across the street toward two people speaking with another officer. “We’ve isolated a few individuals for further questioning.”

As Officer Kirkland spoke, Rachel’s eyes flicked toward the two individuals across the street, standing with another officer. She nodded in understanding, then scanned the sea of faces again, searching for any sign of the man she thought she had seen earlier.

“They suspect this might not have been an accident,” Kirkland said as he jotted down details about the two witnesses and handed the information to Rachel.

“Well, I appreciate your help, Officer Kirkland,” Rachel said.

“Of course, Agent Quinn. We’ll do everything we can to assist. My little sister goes to this school.”

* * *

Rachel and Mitchell quickly crossed the street, weaving around the press to reach the two individuals Officer Kirkland had held for them to interview. According to his notes, they were Dr. Arthur Lloyd and Dr. Tina Williams, both researchers in the physics department whose offices were located in the building with the linear accelerator.

As they approached, Rachel guessed Dr. Lloyd was in his sixties. He wore a neatly pressed suit with a perfectly knotted tie. His professional look completed by distinctive white hair and thin-framed glasses, as if he’d stepped straight out of a scientific journal.

In contrast, Dr. Williams seemed the embodiment of eccentricity, dressed in a mismatched ensemble of a colorful blouse, loose slacks, and a lab coat. Her short, heavy-set frame only emphasized the difference between them. But it was her unkempt salt-and-pepper hair that caught Rachel’s attention. It gave her the look of a stereotypical mad scientist.

When Rachel introduced herself, both professors offered polite nods, but neither smiled. Dr. Lloyd adjusted his glasses, avoiding her eyes, while Dr. Williams clutched her coat tighter around her, glancing briefly toward the damaged building. They looked rattled—but beneath that, there was something else. Rachel caught the sharp glint in their eyes, not quite fear. Interest.

“I understand you don’t think this was an accident,” Rachel said.

“Of course not. That building’s just offices and computer labs—with whiteboards. No chemicals, no chance of an accidental explosion,” Dr. Lloyd said.

Rachel watched as Dr. Lloyd and Dr. Williams exchanged uneasy glances while trying to piece together what might have happened.

“But you don’t work in that building, correct?”

“No, we work in that building,” Dr. Williams said, gesturing toward the sign for the linear accelerator.

“What kind of research do you do with that accelerator?” Rachel asked.

“Oh, we don’t use it much anymore,” Dr. Williams said. “We’ve all been conducting research with high-energy physics, computer programs, competing for Department of Energy grants.”

Rachel’s attention sharpened as she listened, intrigued by how little they seemed to use the linear accelerator—and by what those Department of Energy grants might really be worth.

“The linear accelerator speeds up charged particles—electrons, protons—to incredibly high speeds. It can even collide them, which could potentially cause a tremendous explosion,” Dr. Lloyd said, glancing at Dr. Williams. “So I suppose we’re lucky she didn’t choose to blow up that building.”

Concern was etched on their faces, a quiet recognition of how narrowly they’d avoided disaster. They still looked shaken, no doubt imagining how different things might have been if the explosion had happened in their own building.

“Who is she?” Rachel asked.

“It has to be Olivia, Dr. Lynch’s graduate student,” Dr. Williams said, shaking her head, her voice unsteady. “She’s always so quiet, dressed in black, listening to that headbanger music. It’s always the quiet ones.”

Rachel noticed Dr. Williams trembling, still visibly shaken. But there was a sharp edge to her voice—an unsettling certainty that hinted at more than just fear.

Dr. Lloyd nodded in agreement. “Bradley Parker confirmed her arrogance and reluctance toward completing her PhD. He said that she’s miserable here and has been spreading rumors about Dr. Lynch and her committee chair, Dr. Kingsley.”

“What type of rumors?” Rachel asked.

“Well, we don’t want to gossip…” Dr. Lloyd said.

Rachel furrowed her brow as she jotted down notes. She wondered if gossiping was exactly what they wanted to do. For such intelligent professionals, their eagerness to implicate a student was surprising. But in her line of work, nothing was off the table. Maybe they were pointing fingers to protect themselves.

“Wait a second,” Mitchell said. “Isn’t she a physics student? What makes you think she’d even know how to use chemicals to blow up a building?”

“You can find anything on the internet,” Dr. Williams said, her tone implying the obvious as she glanced down at the ground.

Mitchell shook his head, looking between them, which prompted Rachel to step in and steer the conversation forward.

“Do you know if anyone else was supposed to be in the lab today?”

Dr. Lloyd leaned back, thoughtful. “I’m uncertain about the attendees, but Olivia had a committee meeting planned with Dr. Lynch, Dr. Kingsley, and Dr. O’Brien. It was Dr. Lynch’s team in the building, and they have their own schedules.”

Dr. Williams nodded in agreement. “And Maya, of course.”

“Thank you for your time,” Rachel said, extending her card toward them. “If you think of anything else, please call us.”

Mitchell remained silent throughout the conversation, quietly observing the professors and forming his own impressions. Rachel hadn’t made up her mind yet, but she hadn’t ruled out the possibility that the student, Olivia, was involved. They crossed the street again and returned to the ambulance, where Maya was still receiving treatment.

“Hello, Maya,” Rachel said. “We’re from the FBI, and we were wondering if you’d be willing to answer a few questions.”

Maya regarded them for a moment before answering, her voice uncertain. “I’m not sure how much help I’ll be. I didn’t see anything. Olivia and I talked outside, and then… I was on the ground across the parking lot.”

“So, you and Olivia weren’t inside the building?”

“No,” Maya said. “We were right by my car when all hell broke loose.”

“Any idea who was in the building?”

“When people come in, they have to sign in with me,” Maya said. “Dr. Lynch, Dr. Kingsley, and Dr. O’Brien were all there for Olivia’s committee meeting. Bradley was there to meet with Dr. Lynch.”

She paused, taking a deep breath before continuing.

“Dr. Franklin Collins—he’s got a lab in the building—was there too. Brittney, one of Dr. Lynch’s postdocs, called in sick this morning. The other postdoc, Sofia, and the lab tech, Ethan, hadn’t shown up yet. They don’t usually come in before ten.”

“Could this be an accident?” Rachel asked.

“I’m not sure. You mean like a gas line explosion or something?” Maya asked.

“Well, some of your colleagues seem to think someone may have done this on purpose.”

“Dr. Lynch is nuts. I wouldn’t put it past her to blow herself up,” Maya said.

Rachel seized on the comment. “Do you think Dr. Lynch could be involved?”

“I don’t know, but she is a crazy bitch. She married a psychologist just to score free therapy.” Maya paused. “I think I’m gonna throw up.”

“Alright, Maya. We appreciate your cooperation.”

Rachel and Mitchell stopped to update Officer Kirkland and then walked back over to Rachel’s car.

“What do you think?” Rachel asked Mitchell.

“Let’s not take any chances. We should station an officer outside both Olivia’s and Dr. Lynch’s hospital rooms,” Mitchell said. “We should also assign someone to find the postdocs and the lab tech.”

As Rachel sped away from the university toward the hospital, Mitchell dialed the field office. If Olivia or Dr. Lynch were involved in the explosion, there was a real risk they’d vanish before anyone uncovered the truth.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The roses, shrouded in mist, remained beyond Olivia’s reach. However, this time, she thought she saw a subtle hint of snowfall before she awoke. The harsh buzz of fluorescent lights overhead filled the room with a relentless, high-pitched hum and her eyes stung with discomfort. A throbbing ache pulsed through her head, intensifying with any attempt to move.

The walls, painted a clinical shade of pale blue, offered no comfort, only amplifying the room’s cold, sterile atmosphere. The steady hum of the lights and the rhythmic beeping of machines told Olivia she was in a hospital. As she scanned the room, she thought she glimpsed a mourning dove perched outside the window, its soft cooing faint in her ears. She shut her eyes and shook her head. When she opened them again, the bird was gone and the window revealed nothing but falling snow. Confusion clouded her thoughts as she tried to piece together the fragments of her memory. She couldn’t remember how she had ended up here.

She reached out to touch the bandage on her forehead, where the dull pain throbbed, but she couldn’t remember how she had sustained the injury. What had happened this morning? All she could remember was seeing Bradley through the picture window.

Faint voices of hospital staff and patients drifted from the nearby hallway. Now and then, a sudden commotion would escalate into raised voices and hurried shouts as doctors and nurses rushed to attend to an emergency.

The persistent ache throbbed in her head. Closing her eyes, she longed for silence, trying to remember how she had gotten here. As she struggled to concentrate through the pain, a nurse swept into the room, her words an indistinct murmur. Disoriented, Olivia strained to hear through the room’s underwater-like sounds, but the nurse was gone before she could make sense of what was happening.

A very tall young man in a white coat entered the room only a few seconds later, marked by an unexpected booming greeting that startled Olivia.

“HELLO OLIVIA,” the doctor said, causing Olivia to squint and grimace, pulling her head back to escape the sudden onslaught of noise.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Olivia. I thought you might have trouble hearing. I’m Dr. Richardson,” he said as he shined a bright penlight into her eyes. “Can you tell me what year it is?”

“2020,” Olivia said, her voice raspy, faltering.

“2020? Are you sure?”

Olivia hesitated, “Well, yes, I saw a mourning dove and I… my notes and… I thought maybe the river… um… I’m sorry, I think I’m just confused.”

“Do you know what city you’re in?” Dr. Richardson asked.

“Boston,” Olivia said.

“Okay,” Dr. Richardson said. “Do you know who the president is?”

“Yes, it’s Biden,” Olivia said.

“Okay, Olivia. What year is it?” Dr. Richardson asked again.

“2023,” she said, her voice trembling.

“Good. Your head injury is a mere bump, as confirmed by the CT scan upon your arrival. We










* * *
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