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EPIGRAPH


Let come what comes; only I’ll be revenged

—SHAKESPEARE, HAMLET, ACT 4
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ONE


ED STOOD IN THE DOORWAY OF THE FIFTH-FLOOR HOSPITAL room and stared at Margot.

She looked like she was sleeping. Other than the IV tube taped in place on her left arm, she wasn’t hooked up to any machines that artificially enhanced her vital functions. Just a heart rate monitor, its slow and steady blips a constant reminder of Margot’s comatose state.

He closed his eyes and pictured her smile. He’d only seen it a few times: once in the assembly when the members of Don’t Get Mad humiliated Coach Creed in front of the entire school, once in the computer lab when she and Bree brought him into the DGM fold, and once in the hallway at Bishop DuMaine when she was talking to Logan Blaine.

Ed’s chest tightened. It wasn’t Logan’s fault Margot had fallen for him. Hell, if Ed were into dudes, Logan would probably be the kind he’d swoon over too—tall, athletic, blond, charming.

Ed’s hand drifted to the pocket of his jacket, his fingers brushing the rumpled piece of paper he kept with him at all times. Tall and blond? No, that wasn’t his type at all.

He placed a metal chair next to Margot’s bed, careful not to make any noise. Why? He had no idea. It wasn’t like she was actually sleeping. He could have led the entire Bishop DuMaine marching band in a figure eight through her room and wouldn’t have gotten so much as a twitch in response.

Way to be positive, Edward.

He took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly through parted lips. The room smelled of freshly cut flowers mixed with cleaning astringent, the same scent that seemed to permeate every hospital he’d ever visited. Massive bouquets covered the floor near the window, a zoo of stuffed animals piled up around them. The collection had definitely grown since yesterday’s visit, and as Ed took a mental inventory, his brain automatically calculated the net cost of all the crap: a sad-eyed puppy holding a Get Well sign ($14.99), a T. rex with its arm in a sling (kitschy, so it probably cost more), no fewer than three pink teddy bears grasping plastic hearts that said “We miss you” (clearly on sale). And a solitary two-dollar Mylar balloon tethered to the floor with a plastic figurine. It rotated in the breeze of the hospital’s ventilation system, flashing Ed his own reflection every few seconds.

He wondered which, if any, of the gifts had come from Logan. Maybe the T. rex? Quirky, kinda sentimental, pricey without being ridiculous: that seemed Logan’s speed. Or maybe it was from the other members of DGM? Ed clenched his jaw. They’d better have sent something. Kitty, Olivia, and Bree were as much to blame for Margot’s coma as the person who’d clocked her over the head.

Ed gingerly placed his hand on top of Margot’s. He was going to figure out why this had happened, even if it killed him.

A woman’s voice drifted down the hallway, accompanied by the soft squeak of rubber soles on tile floor. “Her room is at the end of the hall.”

Ed jumped to his feet. Vicky, the night nurse whose shift, Ed knew damn well, ended ten minutes ago. What the hell was she still doing there?

“Are you sure you won’t get in trouble for letting me visit her?” someone asked.

Ed’s stomach dropped. He recognized that voice.

Logan.

Vicky clicked her tongue. “The way you look at her? Honey, every girl in a coma should have someone with that much love watching out for them.”

Ed tensed as the footsteps approached the door. There was no time to slip out of the room and down the back stairs the way he’d come. This was going to be awkward.

“You have about ten minutes,” Vicky continued, “before—”

She stopped short at the sight of Ed standing beside Margot’s bed. The bright smile on her face morphed into a suspicious glare. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“Er . . .”

“Hey!” Logan said. “I know you.” He tilted his head to one side as if it worked better at an angle. “Don’t I?”

Really? Margot picked that?

“How did you get in?” Vicky demanded. “The ICU is a secure wing.”

The laundry room ain’t exactly secure, lady. But he didn’t want to give away his secret. Instead, he glanced rapidly back and forth between Vicky and Margot’s unconscious figure. “Wait a minute!” Ed gasped. He dropped his jaw in mock surprise. “This isn’t Aunt Helen’s room. I must be on the wrong floor.”

Vicky dropped her chin, eyebrows raised. “The wrong floor?”

“Yeah, sorry.” Time for an exit strategy. “You know what? I think I accidentally took two Ritalin this morning instead of one Ritalin and one Wellbutrin so I’m a little”—he whistled and pointed at his temple while he edged closer to the door—“cuckoo.” He twitched violently, jerking his shoulder while his head shot back and forth with sharp, erratic movements.

“Yeah!” Logan bobbed his head. “We go to school together.”

Not exactly the brain trust, Logan.

“Are you okay, kid?” Vicky asked.

“Yeah, yeah. Sure!” Ed laughed loudly. “I’m totally fine. Just need to, you know, get home and pump my stomach and”—he glanced at his watch—“oh my, will you look at the time!” He pushed past Vicky and the still-confused Logan and walked backward down the hall, flashing two finger guns at them as he retreated. “I am considerably out of here.”

Ed hurried to his car. The sun had risen above the distant mountains and was beginning to burn off the layer of fog that had descended over Menlo Park, but he had no time to enjoy the warmth. Instead, he slipped into the driver’s seat, pulled the door closed behind him, and hit the automatic lock.

He probably should have waited for Logan, should have talked to him about Margot. They both cared about her, and Logan hadn’t given Ed any reason not to trust him, but still, Ed hesitated. He wasn’t ready. He was still trying to piece together what happened Thursday night, and until he did so, he was going to play everything close to the vest.

There’s still a killer on the loose, after all.




TWO


OLIVIA’S BREATH SPIRALED FROM HER MOUTH IN WISPY LITTLE poofs as she rounded the corner to DuMaine Drive Tuesday morning. The bells of the nearby church broke the early morning silence. Was it seven o’clock already? Oops, late again. Kitty would be pulling her hair out.

But instead of doubling her pace, Olivia continued unhurried toward campus. She didn’t panic, didn’t scurry down the street like prey running from a predator. For the first time in weeks, she felt safe.

It had been four days since Bree turned herself in, just as Christopher Beeman had demanded. And true to his word, he’d backed off. No envelopes, no mysterious messages, and most importantly, no murders. He seemed content with Bree behind bars and Margot in the hospital, and that complacency would be his undoing.

Because now it was their turn. DGM was going to catch a killer.

She felt as if they were finally taking control of the situation as she trotted up the front steps and yanked open the door.

“Olivia!” someone cried the instant she entered the building. Standing in the middle of the corridor was Tyler Brodsky.

He tossed his dark brown hair out of his eyes and beamed at her. He had three rolls of packing tape shoved up his arm like bulky bracelets, and a sheet draped over his shoulder. Behind him, an eight-foot ladder spanned the width of the hall with Kyle Tanner on top, attaching one end of a banner to the ceiling.

Kyle and Tyler wore the same long-sleeved Henley shirts—Tyler in slate gray, Kyle in navy—over the same faded, slim-cut jeans, and Olivia couldn’t help but wonder if they called each other every morning to pick out matching outfits. If it wasn’t for Kyle’s dark skin and closely shaved head, they’d be indistinguishable.

“What are you doing here so early?” Tyler asked.

Kyle glanced over his shoulder. “Come to help?”

“Um . . . ,” she sputtered. She and Kitty had specifically decided to meet at that ungodly hour because no one would be at school, and now she’d run into two members of the ’Maine Men, which was the last thing she wanted.

Tyler and Kyle stared at her, expecting an answer. Better play along. “Sure?”

“Awesome.” Tyler shifted the banner off his shoulder. “Hold this. I’m gonna grab another ladder.”

Olivia took the vinyl fabric from his hand as Tyler trotted off down the hall. What were they doing at school this early? Only one way to find out.

“So,” she began, smiling up at Kyle. “What’s going on?”

“Didn’t you hear?” Kyle said. “Father Uberti’s big announcement after the school board meeting yesterday. He’s declared today V-D Day.”

Olivia blinked. “V-what day?”

Kyle cocked his head to one side. “V-D Day. You know, like in World War Two. It’s Victory over DGM Day!”

Olivia held out her arm, stretching the banner to its full length. “Celebrate V-D!” she read aloud. “Victory is ours!”

Kyle started down the ladder. “Isn’t it awesome? Rex’s idea.”

Of course it was.

“We’re hanging them all over campus,” Kyle continued. He dragged the ladder to the other side of the hallway, then took the banner from Olivia’s hand. “Rex is in the leadership room, prepping the flyers. I think he’s . . .” Kyle cleared his throat. “Alone.”

Ew. “I’ll go see if he needs help,” Olivia said quickly, jumping at any excuse for an escape. Not that she would be caught dead alone in a room with Rex Cavanaugh, especially not since he and Amber broke up. That was practically an invitation to get molested. But at least it gave her a reason to bail.

Olivia strolled casually down the hallway toward the leadership room, but as soon as she was out of Kyle’s sight, she broke into a run. If Rex and his ’Maine Men were decorating the entire school, it would only be a matter of time before they reached the hall outside the computer lab where Kitty was waiting. They needed to get in and out of there as quickly as possible. She dashed past her locker and double-timed her way up the stairs like a marine in basic training.

As she reached the top, she froze midstep, her senses on alert. She’d heard something, she was positive. Footsteps close behind her.

Olivia swung around and gazed down the staircase. No one was there.

Motionless, she slowly counted to ten. Still, no one appeared in the hallway below. She was being ridiculous, the old paranoia affecting her judgment. No one was following her, and no one knew what they were up to. With a dismissive wave, Olivia turned and hurried to the computer lab.

Kitty paced back and forth across the slick tile floor. It wasn’t a real shocker that Olivia was late, but they were about to take a giant step in the hunt for Christopher Beeman, and the wait was killing her.

She glanced down at a glowing monitor. On the screen, a window was open to an anonymous email account. She’d already plugged in the thumb drive and uploaded the entire DGM dossier on Christopher Beeman: the emails between Christopher and the now-deceased Ronny DeStefano, the link between Christopher and the also-now-deceased Coach Creed. With one click of the mouse, she would send the file hurtling through cyberspace to Sergeant Callahan at the Menlo Park Police Department.

The killer had given them a reprieve after Bree turned herself in, and they needed to use this freedom to end Christopher’s reign of terror once and for all. Sergeant Callahan would have to realize Christopher was the killer and would mobilize the entire police force to find him. Bree would be exonerated, and Christopher’s killing spree would soon be over.

She hoped.

In the distance, Kitty heard the rapid clickety-clack of impractical footwear hurrying down the hallway, followed by a faint knock on the door: once, a pause, then three quick raps. Kitty whisked open the door and a breathless, pink-faced Olivia rushed inside.

“Sorry!” she panted. “I got caught downstairs by Kyle and Tyler.” Olivia braced herself against the wall. “Have you seen what’s going on?”

“Father Uberti contacted the leadership class about it yesterday afternoon after the school board meeting. Said he wanted to celebrate victory, now that Bree’s been arrested.” Kitty sighed. “Super classy considering two people are dead.”

“Classy is F.U.’s middle name,” Olivia said.

Kitty took a deep breath and sat down at the computer screen. “It’s all good to go.”

Olivia leaned over her shoulder and read the prepared email message out loud. “Attached is some information you might find enlightening in regard to the Bishop DuMaine killings. Christopher Beeman, formerly of Archway Military Academy in Arizona, has connections to the victims, and motives to kill both Ronny DeStefano and Coach Richard Creed. Sincerely, A Friend.” Olivia straightened up. “That’s perfect. This is totally going to work.”

“Ready?” Kitty asked.

Olivia bit her lower lip, scraping most of the iridescent gloss off in the process, then gave a quick, decisive nod. “Ready.”

Kitty clicked the mouse and a window with the words “Your email has been sent” filled the screen. She leaned back in her chair and let out a long sigh. “There it goes. Christopher Beeman will soon be behind bars.”

“You sure about that?” said a familiar voice.

Olivia’s elation turned to anger as she spun around and found Ed the Head’s grinning face in the doorway. “Where have you been?”

“The moon and back, baby,” he said, pumping his eyebrows.

Kitty took a step closer to him. “I’ve called you approximately seven thousand times since Thursday night. Nothing but voice mail. You want to explain that?”

Ed the Head shrugged. “I flushed it. The component pieces of the burner phone formerly belonging to Ed the Head are now floating somewhere in the San Francisco Bay.”

“Why did you flush your phone?” Olivia asked.

“Well, last I checked, I was texting with Margot just a few hours before she was attacked. Every cop in town is probably trying to find that phone.”

Kitty narrowed her eyes. “That sounds like an admission of guilt.”

Ed calmly pulled out a chair and sat down. “Ladies, chill. If I attacked Margot, do you think I’d be here right now talking to you?”

Olivia exchanged a glance with Kitty. He had a point.

“Why are you here?” Kitty asked.

Ed the Head slipped a piece of paper from the front pocket of his bag. “I wanted to show you this.”

Kitty snatched the paper from his hand, glancing at it briefly. “It’s a speeding ticket.”

“Highway 101 North,” Olivia read from the carbon copy. “Exit three sixty-seven, Morgan Hill.”

Ed the Head nodded. “Check the date and time.”

Olivia’s eyes zipped to the top of the form. “October seventh, nine thirty p.m.”

“Exactly,” Ed said. “And Margot was attacked at approximately nine fifty according to the police report. There’s no way I could’ve made it forty miles in fifteen minutes. I didn’t do it.”

“Then why did you wait three days to tell us?” Kitty asked.

Ed dropped the glib facade, his face suddenly hard. “Because you were the only ones who knew I was supposed to meet Margot that night.”

Olivia stiffened. “What are you trying to say?”

“It might have crossed my mind that you were setting me up to take the fall.”

“You think we tried to kill Margot?” Olivia asked, horrified. “She’s our friend, you little weasel. If you think for a second—”

“Was she really your friend?” Ed jutted out his chin. “I seem to recall some pretty horrific photos of Margot from back in junior high.” He pointed at her accusingly. “Photos you took.”

Olivia’s hands began to shake as the shame of what she’d done to Margot washed over her anew. “Oh yeah?” she said, lashing out. “Well, how do we know you’re not Christopher Beeman?” She wasn’t entirely sure it made sense, but someone had to be Christopher, and they were running out of options.

Instead of denying it, Ed the Head burst out laughing.

“Why is that funny?” Kitty asked.

“If I’m Christopher Beeman,” Ed gasped, “I’ve got bigger problems than a murder rap.”

A creeping sensation spread down Olivia’s spine, as if she’d just backed into a spiderweb. Something about Ed’s tone put her on edge. “What do you mean?”

“That’s what I discovered in Arizona,” he said. “Christopher Beeman is dead.”




THREE


THE DAY ROOM AT THE SANTA CLARA COUNTY GIRLS’ JUVENILE Detention Center was by far the most depressing place Bree had ever been.

Intended as some kind of free space, the day room was a windowless, color-blocked cell furnished from a cut-rate office supply catalog where inmates were allowed to watch TV, play board games, read, or tackle homework as their privilege level allowed.

The bland atmosphere mirrored the inmates’ moods. Everyone looked worn down and half-dead, like a room full of lobotomy patients. They slogged from table to door to bookcase, eyes aimlessly searching for something new and interesting to break the monotony, and as Bree stared at TV commercials during the overly chipper local morning news, she wondered how long it would be before she felt as beaten down as the rest of the girls in her housing pod.

She could already feel the hopelessness seeping in. It had been a long four days since her arrest after claiming responsibility for the DGM pranks, during which time she’d endured seemingly endless police interrogations about the murders of Ronny DeStefano and Coach Creed. Bree had stonewalled mercilessly, taking great pleasure at Sergeant Callahan’s growing irritation as she refused to answer any of his questions. Then the daily therapy sessions with Dr. Walters, who seemed intent on connecting Bree’s “attention-seeking” behavior to her relationship with her parents. Again, she gave the doctor very little satisfaction. Even in jail, Bree couldn’t help rebelling against authority.

Meanwhile, it had been radio silence from everyone she cared about. Bree had no idea what had happened to Margot, and no clue as to whether or not Christopher had left the rest of DGM alone after Bree turned herself in.

Not that she’d expected to hear from Olivia or Kitty. They had work to do. If the killer had been true to his word, then he would have backed off once Bree confessed. She needed Olivia and Kitty to use this truce to find Christopher and get her the hell out of there. They were her only chance at freedom.

Because, as Bree well knew, dear old dad wasn’t going to come to her rescue this time. He’d made that abundantly clear last week when he saved her from expulsion after she punched Rex Cavanaugh in the face. Next time, you’re on your own.

And then there was her mom. Bree blinked and stared at the wall, slabs of concrete painted butter yellow and Pepto pink. Had anyone told her? Would she even care?

Bree swallowed and fought back the emotion welling up inside. Despite her bravado, Bree was scared. She felt utterly alone, abandoned by her friends, her family, even John.

I know you didn’t kill them.

No, not John. He would never abandon her. Would he?

Bree clenched her teeth so hard she felt the tendons pop around her jaw. She was a convict now, being held on suspicion of murder. Would he feel the same way about her? Would he forget about her if she spent the next twenty years behind bars? Was she destined to become as forgotten as the rest of these inmates?

“Bree Deringer?”

Bree jumped in her chair at the sound of her name. Dr. Walters stood in the doorway. “Come with me, please.”

Every set of eyes in the room turned to Bree. Some looked combative, as if they resented the new girl being singled out. Others watched her wistfully, wishing they too had been summoned away for reasons unknown just to break the routine.

Dr. Walters was all smiles as she led Bree to her office. “Lovely day, isn’t it?” she said, making small talk.

Apparently, the esteemed doctor had missed the fact that she’d just retrieved Bree from a windowless room. “Um, yeah.”

Dr. Walters closed her office door behind her. “Well, it’s about to get even better for you.”

Bree had no idea what she was talking about, but took a seat while Dr. Walters shuffled through some papers on her desk.

“Here’s the schedule for the group therapy outpatient sessions,” Dr. Walters said, handing Bree a printout. “It’s the same setup as here—everything we discuss is completely confidential and all the girls are former inmates of the Santa Clara County Girls’ Juvenile Detention Center.”

Bree took the schedule from Dr. Walters’s outstretched hand, her brain still focused on the word “outpatient.”

“Excuse me,” Bree said, hardly allowing herself to believe it might be true. “Are we being transported somewhere for group therapy?”

Dr. Walters tilted her head to the side. “No, Bree. You’re being released today.”

“What?”

“You’ll be fitted with an anklet at the processing desk, and then remanded to parental custody under house arrest.” Dr. Walters beamed. “Isn’t that exciting?”

Oh, shit. Her dad was going to rip her a new one when he hauled her out of juvie. Maybe he already had a cell reserved for her at that East Coast convent school he kept threatening her with? Bree swallowed, her tongue suddenly two sizes too large for her mouth. “When is my dad coming to get me?”

“He’s not,” Dr. Walters said. “We’re releasing you to your mother.”




FOUR


KITTY STARED AT ED, DUMBFOUNDED. “WHAT DO YOU MEAN, Christopher Beeman is dead?”

Olivia shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

Ed knew they wouldn’t believe him. “You think I’d make up something like that?” He pulled a folder from his backpack and handed it to them. “Check it.”

With Olivia perched by her arm, Kitty perused the official copy of Christopher Beeman’s death certificate, and Ed watched as a harsh realization dawned on them—for the last few weeks they’d been chasing a ghost.

“How did we not know this?” Kitty asked.

“Like everything else about the mysterious Mr. Beeman,” Ed said, “the internet was totally purged. Someone wanted to erase him.”

Olivia glanced at him sidelong. “Then how did you find out?”

Ed straightened his shoulders, offended. “I’m a professional.”

“What does that mean?” Olivia asked.

Ed shrugged. “It means I bribed the janitor at Archway to tell me what he knew about Christopher Beeman.”

“Death by strangulation, ruled a suicide.” Kitty studied the death certificate as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was reading. “This happened last year around the same time that article about Christopher going AWOL was published in the local paper.”

“How did it . . .” Olivia swallowed, her face pale. “I mean, how was the body . . .”

“He hung himself from the overhead pipes in the boiler room below the gym at Archway,” Ed said matter-of-factly. He tried not to imagine how miserable Christopher’s death must have been—cold, dark, and alone.

Olivia gasped and rushed over to one of the computers. “Oh my God! We have to unsend that email.”

“Email?” Ed asked.

Kitty ran her fingers through her hair. “We sent an anonymous email to Sergeant Callahan with all our evidence against Christopher Beeman.”

Ed whistled low. “Yeah, they’re going to delete that in about ten seconds.”

“I don’t understand,” Olivia said. She took the death report from Kitty’s hand and looked through it again. “All the clues, the missing yearbook photos, the deaths—everything pointed to Christopher Beeman.”

“Someone wanted you to believe you were dealing with Christopher,” Ed said simply. “Pretty epic snow job, if you ask me.”

“What are we going to do?” Olivia asked.

“Stay calm,” Kitty said, sounding anything but. “The killer doesn’t know we found out about this.”

Olivia bit her lip. “Okay . . .”

“So while he lays low, thinking this is all over, we go back and look at our suspects again,” Kitty explained.

“Yeah,” Ed snorted. “Beat that dead horse.”

Kitty narrowed her eyes. “You have a better idea?”

“Actually, yes.” Ed threaded his fingers together and rested them on his knee. “Aren’t you guys missing the most obvious suspects of all?”

Olivia tilted her pretty head. “I don’t get it.”

Ed smiled at her. “I know.”

“Spit it out, Ed,” Kitty snapped.

These girls had no imagination. “Did you ever think that maybe your DGM exploits are coming back to haunt you?”

“You think one of our DGM targets is behind this,” Kitty said, catching on. Better late than never.

“They do kinda have a reason to hate you,” Ed said. “Like a lot.”

“But why would one of them kill Ronny?” Kitty asked. “Or Coach Creed?”

“At least Christopher had a reason,” Olivia said.

Ed snapped his fingers in front of Olivia’s face. “Wake up! Unless he’s a vengeful spirit hunting down his tormentors, he didn’t kill anyone.”

Olivia’s brow clouded. “I guess.”

You guess? “But what if someone was trying to frame you by going after other DGM targets?” Ed leaned back. “Creed and the Ronster were the most recent.”

Kitty sighed. “It’s worth looking into.” She pointed at the nearest computer. “Ed, I need your Google-fu.”

Ed swung around and poised his fingers over the keyboard. “Ready.”

“Let’s start with DGM’s first target,” Kitty said. “Wendy Marshall.”

Ed got a hit right away. “Senior at St. Francis High School. Updated her Twitter feed this morning.”

“That’s practically down the street,” Olivia said.

Kitty pulled a sheet of paper from the printer and scribbled down Wendy’s name. “Now look for Christina Huang.”

Again, Ed got a result within seconds. “Looks like her parents shipped her back east to Choate.”

“Still alive?” Olivia asked.

Ed shrugged. “If you can call Choate Rosemary Hall alive.”

“Okay,” Kitty said. “But she lives, like, four thousand miles away. Probably not our killer.”

“Try Xavier Hathaway,” Olivia suggested.

“That douche who used to stick my head in a toilet and flush it freshman year?” Ed asked.

Olivia nodded. “They didn’t call him the Swirlie King for nothing.”

Xavier didn’t have a Facebook page, so it took Ed longer to find a reference. The result, however, was unexpectedly gratifying. “Looks like he works for the Hayward Department of Sanitation.” He looked up, smiling broadly. “That is the best thing I’ve ever heard.”

“And he might be a killer,” Kitty added. She clearly didn’t appreciate the irony of Xavier’s craptastic job.

“Coach Creed and Ronny are dead, so that leaves three more,” Olivia said, counting them off on her fingers. “The Gertler twins, Melissa Barndorfer, and Tammi Barnes.”

Ed cocked an eyebrow. “That’s four.”

“Just look them up!” Kitty cried.

“Fine.” Ed quickly sought online references to DGM targets three through six. “The Gertlers work at a surf shop in Mountain View, and according to Melissa’s Facebook page, she’s in Prague with some Eurotrash boyfriend.”

“And Tammi?” Olivia asked.

“Working on it.” Ed typed furiously, cycling through all of his stalkery internet go-tos. One by one, they all came up blank. He slumped back in his chair. “I can’t find any current info on her.”

“Nothing?” Kitty asked.

“That’s what I said.”

“Okay.” Kitty glanced at her watch. “We’ll look into it later.” She held up her list of suspects. “Wendy, Xavier, Maxwell and Maven Gertler, and Tammi Barnes. Plus person or persons unknown, connected to Christopher Beeman. All of them are possible suspects.”

Olivia threw her arms wide in despair. “We’re never going to figure this out. Bree’s going to rot in jail. She’ll shave off all her hair, take over a prison gang, and start calling herself Bitchslap.”

Ed smirked. “That sounds like a great porno.”

“Look,” Kitty said, grabbing Olivia by the shoulders. “We can’t panic and we can’t give up. We have to keep fighting for Margot and Bree.”

“How?”

“We start with this list. Initiate contact, see what we can learn,” Kitty said.

Olivia sniffled. “Okay.”

“And don’t forget Amber and Rex,” Kitty added. “We still don’t know what they were doing in Ronny’s room the night he died.”

Olivia nodded, her lips pressed together as if she was trying to steel herself against an unpleasant task. “I’ll try.”

“And I,” Ed the Head said with a flourish of his arm, “will look into Christopher’s family and friends.” He wasn’t going to trust either of them with that task.

Kitty looked at him suspiciously. “We don’t need your help, Ed.”

This time, his laugh was completely genuine. “You need it now more than ever.”

Olivia placed her hand on Kitty’s arm. “Maybe we should let him? Margot . . .” Olivia paused, her lip quivering. “Margot trusts Ed. And she doesn’t trust anyone.”

“Fine.” Kitty pulled him to his feet. “But there’s something you have to do first.”

“Blood pact?” he asked, feigning excitement. “Initiation ritual? Do I get a DGM pin or a secret decoder ring?”

Kitty took a deep breath, then she thrust her hand forward.

“I, Kitty Wei, do solemnly swear, no secrets—ever—shall leave this square.”

He watched intently as Olivia grasped Kitty’s wrist.

“I, Olivia Hayes, do solemnly swear, no secrets—ever—shall leave this square.”

Together, they turned to him. “I dig, I dig,” he said. “Secret oath. I’m in.”

He grabbed Olivia’s wrist and then moved his arm closer to Kitty so she could link to him.

“I, Ed the Head—”

“You don’t have a last name?” Kitty asked.

Ed sighed. “Fine.” He cleared his throat dramatically. “I, Edward Headley, do solemnly swear—”

Olivia giggled. “Headley? Are you serious?”

“Do you want me to finish or not?” Ed asked.

“Sorry,” Olivia smirked.

“I, Edward Headley, do solemnly swear, no secrets—ever—shall leave this square. Er, triangle. Whatever.”

“Good enough.”

“Yay.” Ed cheered with fake enthusiasm. “Now shouldn’t we get out of here before those ’Maine Men goons defile this corridor with their V-D crap?”

Kitty didn’t answer, but her eyes hardened as she looked at him. “We’ll meet at the warehouse tonight to debrief, understood?”

Olivia nodded, while Ed just winked.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said. “Now, let’s get our hands dirty.”




FIVE


THE BLACK STRAP OF THE ANKLE MONITOR FIT SNUGLY AROUND the base of Bree’s shin, just above the joint, and the attached GPS tracker looked like an old flip phone had been duct taped to her leg.

“The band is a conductive circuit,” the guard explained as he tightened the strap. “If you tamper with it in any way, the authorities will be alerted.”

“Can I get it wet and feed it after midnight?” Bree joked.

The guard glanced up, unamused. “The tracker is waterproof.”

“Oh.” Clearly not a fan of Gremlins. Or senses of humor.

“The GPS unit is calibrated for your parents’ house,” he continued. “If you move beyond the one-hundred-meter radius of the perimeter, the authorities will be alerted.”

Great. She’d be a prisoner in her own home. Still better than being stuck in juvie for another day.

Once the tracker was securely in place, the guard led Bree into the holding area, where a tall, expensively dressed woman was deep in conversation with another officer.

Bree didn’t recognize her mom at first. The sun-streaked hair and deep tan threw her off. And the conservative vest and pantsuit made it look as if her mom were a legal consultant on a twenty-four-hour news network rather than a dilettante homemaker who’d run away to the French Riviera.

But her personality hadn’t changed one bit. The sparkling voice, the easy manners—Bree’s mom possessed the singular talent of making everyone feel instantly comfortable, from CEOs to panhandlers. The trick, Bree had observed, was flirtation. Male or female, gay, straight, or other, anyone was fair game for her mom’s shameless flirting. And it almost always got her what she wanted.

“She’ll have to wear the anklet all the time?” her mom asked, eyes wide, voice plaintive.

“Yes, ma’am,” said the young officer.

“I can’t even take her out to dinner?” her mom pressed. “Or to the movies?”

The officer shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

She sighed in resignation, then turned and looked directly at her daughter.

Bree expected some kind of recognition, but after a few seconds, her mom glanced down at her wristwatch. “Any idea when my daughter will be ready?”

The guard eyed Bree. “Um . . .”

“Hey, Mom,” Bree said, hoping her voice sounded as unenthusiastic as she felt.

Her mom started, and slowly returned her gaze to Bree. She stared, confused, for a full ten seconds, before her face lit up.

“Darling!” Bree’s mother flew across the room and embraced her daughter, encircling her with the aromatic mix of Jean Patou and gin. “I’ve been so worried.”

So worried that it took you three full days to fly back from Europe?

“Let me look at you.” Her mom pulled away and gripped Bree’s head on either side of her face. “When did you cut off your hair? Is that a prison thing?”

Bree narrowed her eyes. “Six months ago.”

“Oh.” Her mom pursed her lips. “Well, no wonder I didn’t recognize you.”

Right, not the fact that you haven’t been home since Christmas.

“Mrs. Deringer,” the processing attendant said. “There are just a few forms you need to sign, accepting custody of your daughter.”

With a dramatic sigh, as if signing her name a half-dozen times was some kind of supreme sacrifice, Bree’s mom finished the paperwork, and then she and Bree were escorted from the building.

Neither of them said a word as they followed the guard across the courtyard. Bree wasn’t going to make things easy on her mom by opening the conversation, and Mrs. Deringer seemed content with the silence.

An enormous black Cadillac Escalade with tinted windows was parked just outside the fence. It looked like the kind of car used by drug cartels. Or the CIA. As soon as the entry gate began to roll, the driver’s side door burst open and an equally enormous blond man emerged.

He looked like a Norse god: bronzed skin, flowing hair, and muscles practically ripping through the taut fabric of his black jacket. The skinny tie that encircled his neck resembled a piece of dental floss trying to contain a hot air balloon, and as he walked around the car, Bree was pretty sure she could feel the earth tremble with each mighty step.

Without a word, he whisked open the rear passenger door and offered a hand to Bree’s mom, which she accepted with a dainty coquettishness that made Bree’s stomach churn.

“Thank you, Olaf.”

Olaf?

He nodded, and without offering Bree the same courtesy, he closed the door in her face.

“Yeah,” Bree muttered, stomping around to the other side of the car. “Thanks, Olaf.”

As soon as Olaf eased the SUV away from the curb, her mom’s demeanor changed.

“Do you want to explain to me,” she began, “how you thought it was a good idea to confess to a murder?”

“Two murders,” Bree corrected, smiling sweetly as she pulled the seat belt across her body. “And I didn’t confess to them.”

Her mom rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She pressed a button on the door and a minibar slid out from between the passenger seats. Crystal decanters of fluid, clear and dark brown, tinkled and sloshed with the movement of the car, but Bree’s mom poured a cocktail from a shaker into a martini glass without spillage. “Wretched place,” she said, dropping two olives into the glass. “I’ll have to burn this outfit when we get home.”

Bree jabbed the tongue of the seat belt into the buckle. It refused to click into place, merely sliding out with each attempt. “Sorry to be so much trouble,” Bree said coldly, as she searched for an alternate buckle. “You’re welcome to go back to Nice or Cannes or wherever the hell you’ve been living.”

“Villefranche-sur-Mer,” her mother said wistfully. “Didn’t you read the postcards I sent?”

Not before dumping them in the trash. “Go back,” Bree said through clenched teeth. She tossed the seat belt away, annoyed by her futile attempts to get it secured. “I don’t need you.”

Bree’s mom laughed. “Of course you don’t need me. I raised you so that you wouldn’t need anyone.”

The word “raised” might have been a stretch, considering how little her mother had been around, especially since Henry Jr. went off to college.

“But at the moment,” her mom continued, “someone has to be here to keep an eye on you. Apparently, parental custody means that either your father or I have to supervise your house arrest. And since the senator has oh-so-important policy to not be making in Sacramento, the job fell to me.”

“Really feeling the love, Mom.”

Her mom arched an expertly crafted brow. “Oh, like you’re so excited to spend the next few weeks holed up in the house with Olaf and me?”

Bree blinked. “Olaf?”

“Of course!” her mom cried, as if surprised by her daughter’s lack of vision. “I can’t be without my Olaf. Who’ll drive the car? Keep the press at bay? Administer my daily rub—”

Before her mom could finish the word, the Escalade swung violently to the left. The back of the car whipped around, slamming Bree into the window. Olaf revved the engine; the tires screeched in protest, filling the backseat with the acrid smell of burning rubber, and the SUV spun in the other direction.

Bree screamed, gripping the door handle for dear life as her body, unrestrained by the defective belt, was torn from her seat by the force of the maneuver. As the SUV fishtailed, she saw the cab of a bright yellow moving truck blow by, so close she could see the driver—baseball cap, dark aviators, and all.

The truck careened on; horns blared from a half-dozen directions, and the SUV bounced fiercely as Olaf drove directly over the island in the middle of the roadway. Bree’s head smacked the ceiling, her mom let out a muffled yelp, then suddenly the engine noise returned to normal and the instant of chaos was over.

Beside her, Bree’s mom gasped. “Oh my God.”

Bree massaged the sore spot on the top of her head. “It’s okay,” she panted, trying to catch her breath. “I’m not hurt.”

“Look at that!” Her mom held her martini glass out for Bree to see. “I didn’t spill a drop.” Then she lifted the glass to her lips and drained what remained of the cocktail.

I’m so glad you have your priorities straight. “What the hell happened?”

“Truck run red light,” Olaf said, his vowels open and round, hinting at Scandinavian roots.

“Shouldn’t we go back?” Bree asked. “Call the police? File a report? That guy could be dangerous.”

That guy could be a killer.

Bree knew she was being paranoid, but after what Christopher Beeman had put her and the rest of the girls through over the last month, she felt justified in her suspicions. She glanced down at the faulty buckle. Was it just a coincidence that her seat belt didn’t work and a truck almost ran them off the road? It would be the perfect way to kill someone and make it look like an accident.

She crouched down in her seat and examined the buckle. Even in the moving car, she could clearly see scratches around the base of the red release button, as if someone had tried to pry it off with a screwdriver.

Bree’s blood ran cold. The seat belt had been tampered with.

“No one hurt.” He sounded completely unfazed by the near-death experience. “Olaf employ evasive maneuvers.”

“Olaf was in the French Foreign Legion,” her mother said proudly as she lifted the cocktail shaker from the center console.

Bree eyed the behemoth in the driver’s seat and dropped her voice. “Aren’t they, like, mercenaries?”

Her mom wiggled her shoulders and slowly raised the martini glass to her lips. “I’d pay him to fight in my army any day.”

For the second time in as many hours, Bree fought the urge to puke in her lap.




SIX


CHRISTOPHER BEEMAN IS DEAD.

Olivia couldn’t quite wrap her head around the concept, and as she navigated the hallways, she felt a familiar sense of uneasiness growing in the back of her mind.

She shook her head, forcing away the paranoia. The killer had stepped back into the shadows, which meant this was the perfect time to discover his—or her—identity.

And she could start by figuring out how Amber and Rex were connected to Ronny DeStefano.

With a reluctant exhalation, she turned her feet toward the leadership room.

Rex was alone, as Kyle and Tyler had suggested, leaning against a desk as he texted furiously on his phone.

“Knock, knock,” Olivia purred, trying to sound seductive.

Rex’s head snapped up, his features sharp and aggressive, but at the sight of Olivia, they quickly melted into something more akin to the leer of a dirty old man. “Well, well, well. Looks like my prayers have been answered.”

Olivia forced a smile. “Kyle and Tyler said you might need some help.”

Rex ambled toward her, backing her up against the wall. “I can always use a helping hand from you, Liv. If you know what I mean.”

Great. Zero to rapey in two point five seconds. That had to be a new record, even for Rex. She wedged her hands between them and pushed Rex to arm’s length. “What about Amber?”

“We broke up.”

Not that she didn’t know already, but it was the opening she needed. “You’re kidding!” Olivia said, gasping in fake shock. “But you guys were so perfect together.”

Rex shrugged, then pressed himself against her outstretched arms. “I’ve always been holding out for something better.”

Olivia’s elbows buckled and Rex’s body came crashing against hers. She turned her face away just in time to avoid a lip-lock, and instead, Rex planted a slobbering kiss on her neck.

“You taste so good,” he said.

Olivia fought the urge to spit in his face. “I’m really surprised,” she said, trying to stay on track while she wrestled against Rex’s wandering hands. “Amber bragged that you’d never break up with her. Some kind of secret she knew about you.”

“What?” Rex pushed himself off her. “What did she say?” His voice was sharp.

“I don’t know,” Olivia said truthfully. “Something about Ronny DeStef—”

Without warning, Rex gripped her by the shoulders and slammed Olivia against the wall, knocking the breath out of her. “What the fuck did that bitch tell you?”

Nostrils flared, fingers digging into her flesh, Rex’s face grew redder by the moment. Pure rage, ignited in an instant, the kind of temper capable of murder.

She tried to wrench free of Rex’s grasp, desperate to get away from him. “I . . .”

“Mr. Cavanaugh,” Father Uberti said, his voice drifting in from the hall. “I wanted to talk to you about—” He stopped dead just inside the classroom. “Am I interrupting anything?”

Olivia had never been so happy to see old F.U. in her entire life. “No, not at all, Father Uberti,” she squeaked. Rex lessened his grip and Olivia shimmied down the wall toward the door.

“She, like, fainted or something,” Rex lied, avoiding Father Uberti’s eyes.

“I see.” Father Uberti nodded, completely satisfied.

“I should be getting to French class.” She whisked her bag off the floor and ran out of the room.

Olivia’s hands were shaking as she raced away from the leadership classroom. She’d always known that Rex was a top-notch asshole, but suddenly he seemed positively dangerous. There’d been a murderous gleam in his eye as he slammed her against the wall, and it wasn’t a stretch to imagine him picking up a baseball bat and bashing Ronny’s head in.

She was going to have to be more careful in the future. She wouldn’t be able to bring up Ronny again so directly. Rex would be on guard. But as she opened her locker, a plan formed in her mind.

There was more than one way to skin a Rex.

Ed inched open the door to the men’s room and watched as first Olivia, then Kitty vacated the computer lab. As soon as they were out of sight, Ed slipped into the hall and doubled back.

Christopher Beeman. Ed doubted that either DGM’s fearless leader, Kitty, or the computer-challenged Olivia would have the wherewithal to ferret out the killer’s connection to Christopher and his family. And he wasn’t sure he trusted either of them with such an important task. He reminded himself that they were at least partially responsible for Margot’s state.

So if there was anything left on the internet, Ed wanted to find it first.

He began with a cursory Google search by name, then gradually added pertinent information about his target. The internet purge of Christopher’s presence had been a thorough job, except for the AWOL article, the only reference that had been allowed to remain intact.

Ed slouched back in his chair, staring at the article. Why? The answer was obvious: to make Christopher look like a killer on the loose. But Christopher wasn’t on the loose. He was dead and buried and . . .

The late bell blared, but Ed ignored it. School was his last priority right now. Buried. Christopher had gone to St. Alban’s with Bree Deringer, which may have meant his family was Catholic. And if so, there must have been some kind of funeral mass last year, a family gathering, a Rosary, a vigil. Even if “Christopher Beeman” had been purged from the World Wide Web, there might still be a reference to his memorial, or his family.

Why didn’t you think of this before?

Ed quickly searched for Christopher’s local parish. After all, prayers for the dead were a Catholic specialty. He pored through the church bulletins, starting the day Christopher’s body
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