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  NIC


  Dusk is falling fast so I up my pace. One hand is in my pocket, wrapped tightly around my Taser, and the other is clutching on to Goz’s leash. I turn the corner on to my
  street and take a quick glance over my shoulder as I approach my front door, which is a slab of metal as thick as a cell door. There’s no number. No mailbox. No name. It’s as
  deliberately anonymous as the street, which is tucked away in a semi-quiet corner of the East Village.


  ‘Sit,’ I tell Goz as we pull up in front of it. I scan in all directions before pulling out my key.


  Goz sits facing the sidewalk, covering my back, but as soon as I enter the alarm code into the pad hidden in the wall and push open the door he steamrollers ahead of me, anxious to get in out of
  the cold and no doubt snarf his dinner in front of Dancing with the Stars.


  I slam the door behind me and then, bracing myself, cling on to Goz’s leash as he bounds up the stairs, dragging me behind him like a chariot.


  On the second landing I pause briefly outside Hugo’s door, wondering if I should knock and say hi, but it’s late and Goz has other ideas anyway.


  ‘OK, OK,’ I say, switching the leash to my other hand and letting him tow me up to the third floor. ‘Calm down.’


  A growl bursts out of Goz’s throat the second we reach the door to my apartment. He hunkers down, his pinball head sinking between the broad slabs of his shoulders, and bares his teeth at
  the door.


  My hand freezes halfway to the lock, my heart rocketing into my throat, pulsing wildly. My eyes fly to the keypad – it’s placidly flashing green – then to the ceiling, checking
  that the cameras are all switched on.


  ‘Quit it,’ I tell Goz, yanking on his leash angrily. Some guard dog he’s turning out to be, barking at his own shadow all the time. He’s supposed to make me feel safer,
  not more paranoid.


  Goz ignores me and keeps whining as I punch in the alarm code and insert my key into the lock.


  I take a deep breath, my heart still galloping, and push open the door. The leash goes flying out of my hand as Goz races into the living room, leaping over the sofa as though he’s watched
  one too many stunt movies.


  The apartment is just as I left it – blinds drawn, lights on, bedroom doors shut. Not a cushion out of place. Goz slides to a halt in the middle of the living room and looks around,
  confused, his head tipping to one side. He sniffs a bit and then pads over towards the kitchen, glancing back at me to see if I’m catching the hint. The security company advised me to get a
  French mastiff and, while I love Goz, sometimes I wonder at the size of his brain. In comparison to the rest of his body, which looks like it’s been fed steroids, his head is
  peanut-small.


  I shake my head and close the door behind me, drawing the three bolts across it and then resetting the alarm. I check the bolts twice, out of habit, and when I’m done with that little
  ritual I strip off my jacket, scarf and hat and toss them on to the sofa along with my bag.


  It’s late, I’m tired and all my muscles are aching from the workout I just did. I kick off my boots and head towards the kitchen, which is separated from the living room by a long
  wooden counter. When I had the architects remodel the apartment I told them I wanted as few doorways and walls as possible. No blind spots. Nowhere anyone could hide. The result is an open-plan
  living space that I’ve tried hard to make homely. There are framed photographs of family on the walls, a couple of vintage ballet posters, a large squashy sofa, lots of lamps – which I
  walk around switching on now until the room is ablaze – and a large-screen television on one wall.


  Despite all these things though, because of the cameras set into the ceiling, I sometimes feel as if I’m starring in a one-girl version of Big Brother, and that my apartment is
  nothing more than an elaborate television set with me the solitary star faking the part of being a normal person.


  Goz whines in anticipation as I head his way, drool hanging like viscous vines from his teeth. The refrigerator is empty except for a single egg. Goz stares at the bare shelves then looks up at
  me with big brown eyes, cocking his head accusingly.


  ‘Sorry, all out,’ I tell him. ‘No milk, no ice cream, no nothing.’


  I could order in, or go out for groceries, but it’s dark outside now and as a rule I don’t go out at night or let delivery men into the building.


  Ignoring Goz’s stare I shrug and close the refrigerator door. ‘Looks like it’s just you, me and The Notebook tonight, Goz. And a scrambled egg.’


  Goz makes a hacking sound, shaking his head so hard drool splatters the wooden floorboards.


  I raise my eyebrows at him and he goes and lies down in a humph on his bed in the corner of the kitchen next to his bowl of untouched Kibble.


  ‘I’m just going to run a bath,’ I tell him.


  Goz ignores me but a waft of something pungent hits my nostrils and I know he’s making clear his displeasure without actually giving growly voice to it.


  ‘Nice,’ I tell him. ‘That’s going to make you a real hit with the ladies.’


  I roll my eyes at myself. I can’t believe I’m talking to a dog. But the fact is on most days I probably speak more words to Goz than to any person, except for the days I have therapy
  and have to listen to myself drone on to Dr Phipps telling him all the things I’m doing to move forward with my life.


  I walk into my bedroom, set my phone to charge on the nightstand beside a photograph of my mum and Taylor, and head into the en-suite bathroom to run the bath, noticing that Goz has got over his
  huff and followed after me. I smile, feeling a sudden wave of affection for my dog as he stations himself in the doorway like a slobbering sphinx. I might be a screw-up when it comes to human
  relationships, but at least I can get canine ones right.


  ‘Come on then,’ I say to him with a sigh, heading back through the living room to the kitchen, where the solitary egg awaits us.


  Goz pads after me, his barrel body brushing my thigh, and I am just reaching down to pet him when a creaking noise from somewhere in the apartment makes us both freeze mid-step. I turn,
  adrenaline flooding my system like wildfire. Goz careers past me, barking at the top of his lungs, his paws clattering sharply against the wooden floor. He leaps at the door to the spare bedroom,
  throwing his whole weight against it, barking and growling furiously.


  For a few seconds I think I must have imagined it, but then it comes again, the wooden floorboards creaking under the weight of a footstep.


  Someone is inside my apartment.


  It takes me several seconds to process that fact. And once I do, my brain stalls and paralysis takes over, despite the adrenaline that’s making my heart smash into my ribs like fists
  against a door.


  Finally, my legs unglue themselves and I dart for the front door, panic fuelling me. At the very last moment I catch sight of the three bolts drawn across it and veer in blind terror towards my
  bedroom.


  ‘Goz!’ I shout hoarsely as I sprint towards it. ‘Get over here!’


  Goz glances at me, then back at the door, and I see him hesitate before his training kicks in and he turns and races after me. I slam my bedroom door shut and draw the bolt, scrambling towards
  the panic button that’s built into the bedside table and ramming the heel of my hand down on it. Collapsing to my knees, I stare wide-eyed at the door. Three minutes, I tell myself.
  The armed response unit will be here in three minutes.


  The door is reinforced with steel. Nothing, no one, can get through it. The security guy told me my apartment was as safe as the President’s nuclear bunker. Even so, my whole body
  is locked rigid and a sob is blocking my throat. The room is starting to close in on me.


  Glass shatters somewhere in the apartment and I shrink back against the bed with a whimper, drawing my knees to my chest. Oh God. Not again.


  Footsteps make their way slowly across the living room. Where is the armed response team? How long has it been? It feels like hours but it must only have been a few seconds.


  I bury my head in my arms and cover my ears but it doesn’t matter because the voices are inside my head and I can’t get away from them. I hear my mum pleading, begging for her life.
  I hear Taylor – her screams echoing in my skull. Their voices drown out Goz, who is working himself into a wild frenzy, bashing against the door.


  I want to call him over to me, but my voice won’t work. Get it together, I order myself furiously. Come on! Forcing my eyes open, I struggle to my knees and grab my
  phone. I dial 911. Nothing happens. There’s no dial tone. I shake the phone desperately. What the hell is going on? I dial again, terror now taking hold of my breathing, making me almost
  hyperventilate. Still nothing. The phone won’t connect.


  All of a sudden my attention flies back to the door. Goz has stopped barking and is edging silently backwards away from it.


  We watch the door handle twist slowly one way and then the other. Goz hunkers down and lets out a low growl. The door handle stops moving. I keep staring, holding my breath, half expecting the
  door to burst open.


  But then, from the living room, comes a scraping sound as the bolts on the front door are drawn back. My head flies up. Are they leaving? I strain to listen.


  An explosion – what sounds like a gunshot – makes me jolt backwards. A second later I hear the front door smash against the concrete wall of the landing and footsteps careering down
  the stairs and then, as I huddle unmoving, unsure what is happening, desperately hoping it’s the armed response unit, I hear something else. The faint sound of someone begging for help.


  It’s a voice I recognise. I crawl on hands and knees towards the bedroom door, my gut squeezing tight.


  Don’t come out. I hear my mum’s voice in my head, pleading with me. Don’t come out!


  But I ignore the voice and draw the bolt with a shaking hand, praying the whole time that I’m mistaken. As soon as I throw open the door Goz flies past me, snarling. He leaps towards a
  body lying on the floor and I scream, calling him off, even as I throw myself towards the person on the ground.


  Hugo – the guy who lives in the apartment below me – is lying sprawled on the landing outside my front door wearing only a pair of sweatpants and a dressing gown. Blood seeps around
  his head like a crimson halo.


  ‘Oh God, oh God.’ I lean over him. There’s a baseball bat by his body and blood is gushing in spurts from a gash in his neck. He must have been coming up to investigate the
  noise. My hands hover over him uselessly. I don’t know what to do. I press my palms to the wound, trying to stem the bleeding.


  Blood pulses hot and slick over my fingers. ‘Hugo!’ I sob, but he’s unresponsive. ‘Help!’ I scream at the top of my lungs. Somebody, please help me. And
  then Lara, my other tenant, appears in her doorway. She’s wearing pyjamas, her hair hanging loose over her shoulders, and she stares down at us – her face pale and her eyes round and
  unfocused with shock.


  ‘Lara, call an ambulance!’ I scream at her. She comes to, spins around and flies back into her apartment.


  I stay kneeling, with my hands pressed against Hugo’s neck, trying to hold back the flow of blood. It’s slowing. It’s no longer gushing, but rather oozing gently between my
  fingers.


  ‘Come on, please, don’t die, don’t die,’ I whisper, over and over. And in my head I’m thinking, Not again. Please not again.


  


  FINN


  I’m moving from one attack vector to another, trying to find a way in. According to the client the target’s impenetrable, but I have a one hundred percent success
  rate so I’m not sweating it. There’s always a back door left open, a chink somewhere that’s waiting to be exploited. You just have to know where to look. And after a few minutes I
  find a hole.


  I throw a hook through and execute a few commands. It takes a handful of seconds but then the monitor in front of me springs to life, code scrolling in ribbons across the bottom.


  Result. I hit enter, sit back and watch as the new program I wrote installs itself. It only took me eight minutes to hack a FTSE 100 company’s internal server. Impenetrable I
  don’t think. I just installed undetectable spyware without them even knowing it.


  If I was working for one of their competitors they’d have reason to be worried. Luckily they employed me to test their firewalls and security. I have a report to write up but I shelve it
  and stand up, stretching out. I’ve been sitting here for ten hours straight but I’ve earned well into five figures in the meantime, so I’m not going to complain about having a
  sore ass.


  I walk across the loft and press my thumb to the panel in the wall of the cube – a square room I built myself in the centre of the loft. The walls are reinforced concrete. It has its own
  electricity and air supply. Inside, my servers hum like a living thing. I pat the server stack hello. The fans are going full but I quickly close the door to make sure the temperature stays stable
  and sit down at the bank of computers. This is where the real work happens.


  First off I check on the growing list of people I’m tracking, making sure they’re all behaving themselves, and then I do a few basic admin tests on the firewall of a major non-profit
  that works on environmental and human rights issues. It’s been receiving hit after take-down hit from Chinese hackers so I’ve been helping shore it up. Pro bono of course. Most the work
  that takes place in this room is unpaid.


  Once I’m done with that I check the forums where all the hackers gather – mainly in Eastern Europe these days – and see what’s going on in the world of internet crime.
  Within a few seconds of entering the chat room under my pseudonym, Grey Hat, I can pick out which of the people in there are feds and which are the legit criminals. The feds are pretending to be
  hackers but they may as well change their user names to FBI1 and FBI2, they’re that obvious. Though I guess no one else is picking up on it because the chatter about credit-card scams and
  insider tips on how to get hold of the latest unissued computer games goes on uncensored. I exchange a few words with Ivarstheblack – a Latvian hacker I’ve worked with a few times
  – then I log out. It doesn’t matter how many times the feds close in, internet crime grows and grows like fungus in a damp room. They’ll close this site down and within a day it
  will be up and running somewhere else.


  Locking up the cube, I head to the kitchen. It’s after ten and I’m starving. The countertop is stacked with every appliance known to man, from pasta makers to an ice crusher that
  looks like a medieval torture implement, but the only one I ever use is the coffee machine. I don’t want an espresso, though – tonight I’m celebrating my win against the machine,
  so I open a cupboard and pour myself a shot of tequila. It burns the back of my throat and I move to the refrigerator, figuring I should probably line my stomach before I knock back any more
  celebratory shots.


  The refrigerator, which is almost as big as the cube, contains about fifty bottles of Snapple green tea, a box of gourmet Belgian chocolate and a tub of Skippy peanut butter.


  I shut the door. Man, I need to do some grocery shopping. Barefoot, I slope over to my bed – still unmade from this morning – and grab a T-shirt and my keys.


  Goddamn, it’s cold outside. I shove my hands into the pockets of my jacket and start jogging down the block, wishing I’d stopped to put socks on. The Striphouse is
  still busy when I push inside. Its windows are all fogged up, people are pressing against the bar and there’s a line of folk waiting to be seated. The maître d’ clocks me
  the second I walk in and saunters over, flicking her hair over her shoulder. Ignoring the three waiting couples in front of me, she flashes me a blinding, bleached-white smile.


  ‘Finn,’ she purrs. ‘Table for one?’


  ‘The bar’s fine,’ I say, stamping my feet to get some feeling back into them.


  ‘Can I take your coat?’ she asks as we walk towards the bar.


  ‘No, it’s OK.’ I shoot an apologetic shrug to the people still waiting in line.


  Despite how crowded it is, a stool magically appears at the quieter end of the bar.


  ‘Thanks, Cassie,’ I say, hopping up on to it.


  ‘No problem.’ She flashes me another smile. Lowering her voice she leans in, giving me a clear view of her cleavage. ‘You know, I’m still waiting for you to call,’
  she murmurs into my ear.


  I take a deep breath, getting a waft of perfume that makes my eyes water. ‘Yeah, sorry, been busy.’


  ‘Excuses, excuses,’ she says, pouting.


  I shrug, because what am I going to say? It is an excuse. I’ve not been that busy.


  Her hand slips to my thigh and I glance down at it. Wow. New York girls definitely have no problem going after what they want. Problem is, though Cassie is undoubtedly hot, I know better than to
  have a one-night stand with the maître d’ of my favourite steak house. No matter how good it would be, guaranteed it wouldn’t be better than the rare ribeye they serve
  here.


  Thankfully, before Cassie can crush me against the bar and force me into naming a time and place, she gets called away. She makes sure she brushes her hand over my thigh one last time before she
  leaves and I draw in a breath, reminding myself that the ribeye tastes really, really good.


  


  NIC


  I’m sitting on the sofa but I don’t remember getting here. I’m clutching Goz around the neck with both hands and staring blankly at my smashed television
  screen.


  ‘Nichola Preston?’


  I start and look up. A man is standing in front of me. He’s wearing a blue jacket and latex gloves. The white paper covers over his shoes are splattered with blood. He crouches down on his
  haunches before me, shooting a wary look at Goz before returning his attention to me. ‘Nichola?’ he asks.


  ‘It’s Nic,’ I murmur.


  ‘My name’s Agent Ziv,’ he says softly. He’s about forty, with a worn face and kind but tired eyes. ‘This is my partner, Agent Corbell.’


  I glance over his shoulder. She’s young – maybe mid to late twenties, with curly brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and dark brown eyes. She gives me a sympathetic smile.


  ‘We’re FBI,’ Agent Ziv says. ‘We were hoping we could talk with you about what happened here tonight.’


  ‘Is Hugo going to be OK?’ I ask. No one has told me anything. The ambulance crew arrived, pushed me out of the way and started working on him, yelling things to each other and into
  their radios, hefting him on to a gurney as the cops tried to calm Lara and get me to tell them what had happened.


  Once I gave them my name and they checked it against their records, they went strangely quiet and now I know why. They were calling the feds. I guess that’s what happens when history
  repeats itself.


  ‘He’s on his way to the ER. We’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything,’ Agent Ziv tells me.


  ‘Thanks,’ I manage to say. My throat is hoarse and I can’t think why, then I remember that I was screaming.


  ‘Just to get this straight,’ Agent Ziv says to me, ‘Hugo is your downstairs tenant – is that correct?’


  I nod.


  ‘And Lara has the apartment on the ground floor?’


  I nod again.


  ‘And you own the building?’ Agent Corbell asks, taking in my apartment with a slightly awed-looking expression on her face.


  ‘Yes,’ I whisper. I know, it’s a big building for an eighteen-year-old to own, but I bought it with the life insurance I received after my mother was murdered. If I could have
  my mum back I would gladly live in a cardboard box for the rest of my life.


  Oh God. Suddenly I clutch my stomach and fold forwards, spots whirling like a blizzard in front of my eyes. What have I done? Why did I think I could be safe here in New York? That it
  wouldn’t happen again? The ground starts to shake, and then I realise it’s not the ground that’s shaking. It’s me. And I can’t stop.


  ‘Hey.’


  I look up. It’s the woman – Agent Corbell. She’s stepped forwards. She drops down to her knees in front of me and smiles. ‘Why don’t we go into the bedroom and get
  you cleaned up, then we can find somewhere else to talk.’


  For a brief second I want to argue with her, but then I look down and see I’m drenched in blood. When I stand up I note, with a strange feeling of detachment, that I’ve got blood all
  over the cushions and the rug. Agent Corbell puts her hand under my elbow and steers me towards the bedroom. She closes the door gently behind us but then we hear a scratching sound, followed by a
  bark, and she has to let Goz in too.


  ‘Come on,’ Agent Corbell says, leading me through to the bathroom. The water comes up to the very edge of the tub and has already turned ice cold. The cops who first arrived on the
  scene must have turned it off. Or did I? I don’t remember. Agent Corbell reaches over and pulls the plug and then fetches me a clean towel.


  ‘Do you want me to help?’ Agent Corbell says.


  ‘I want a shower,’ I manage to say.


  She moves quickly to the shower and turns it on for me. ‘I’m going to step outside. I’ll be in the bedroom if you need me.’


  I nod and she leaves, giving me another sympathetic smile as she closes the door.


  I turn to face the mirror and flinch in fright. I look like I’m wearing a Halloween mask. My hands, when I hold them up in front of my face, are bright red gloves. My eyes pop out starkly
  – huge and still round with fright.


  At the sight of my reflection I start shaking all over again, and then, in a desperate burst of movement, I rip off my clothes and step into the shower. I grab the soap and a flannel and start
  scrubbing my skin, scouring every inch of my body until all the blood is gone, and then I wash my hair, my fingers digging into my scalp as though trying to rip it free from my skull. Finally, I
  crouch in the shower and let the water flood over me.


  Eventually the hot water runs cold, so I climb out and wrap a towel around myself before heading on shaky feet into the bedroom.


  Agent Corbell is sitting on the edge of my bed. Goz has his head tucked on her lap and she is stroking him absent-mindedly while looking at the photograph of my mother on the night stand. She
  smiles when she sees me and gets to her feet. ‘Is that your mom?’ she asks, nodding at the photograph.


  ‘Yeah,’ I say.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says quietly, then, after a pause. ‘I followed the case.’


  That’s no surprise. The whole world followed the Cooper case. When a woman and a teenager get murdered in their Beverly Hills home, the media tends to pay attention. I nod, avoiding her
  eye, and turn towards the wardrobe.


  ‘Is the case still open?’ she asks.


  I draw in a breath, pain spearing me between the ribs. I shake my head once. They caught the guys who did it – Robert Miles and Casey McCrory. They both stood trial for double homicide and
  attempted robbery, and they were both found not guilty. That doesn’t mean that they didn’t do it. Even the police are convinced of their guilt, which is why the case remains
  unofficially closed even though no one was ever convicted of the murders.


  A thought worms a path through the deeper levels of my consciousness, trying to break the surface. It’s a thought I’ve been trying to suppress. What if it was the same men, who broke
  into our house in LA two years ago and killed my mum and stepsister, who broke into my house tonight?


  It isn’t possible, I tell myself, firmly. Why would they wait two years? Besides, the last report from the firm I pay to keep tabs on the two of them showed Miles was living in a
  Veterans Association home in Arkansas and McCrory was working on the rigs up in Alaska.


  I head to my wardrobe, wondering if I should ask Agent Corbell what she thinks, but the question gets stuck in my throat. It must have something to do with Miles and McCrory. Why else would the
  FBI be here?


  Now that the shock is wearing off I’ve started shivering and my limbs are stiffening up. I grab a pair of black jeans, a camisole top and a thick hooded sweater. I need to keep busy, keep
  moving, keep my mind from wandering too far into dark places, dredging up memories I’ve worked hard to bury.


  Taylor’s screams still echo in my head like nails scraping down a blackboard, making me grit my teeth. The flashbacks are starting up too. I thought I’d got past that, that I’d
  found a way to control the panic attacks, but now it feels as if I’m right back at square one.


  Agent Corbell turns around while I pull on my clothes and pretends to interest herself in my book collection. It’s only then I remember my iPad. There are a dozen security cameras
  installed at different points in the building. My iPad connects remotely, via encrypted wireless, to a security company’s server which uploads all the video and the keycard entries for the
  day.


  ‘The cameras,’ I say. ‘My iPad. Everything should be on that. Call the security company. There should be footage from the cameras!’


  Agent Corbell is already at the bedroom door. ‘Where’s the iPad?’ she asks.


  ‘I’ll get it.’ I try to push past her, but she bars the doorway.


  ‘Sorry,’ she says, giving me a weak smile. ‘We’re trying not to contaminate the crime scene. Tell me where it is and I’ll go get it.’


  Glancing over her shoulder I see that my apartment is now a hive of activity, with crime scene officers combing every inch of space. One is on his knees behind the sofa, searching for evidence
  that may have fallen between the floorboards. Two more are taking fingerprints from the door and windows. A man in white coveralls is snapping photographs of the oil-spill of blood by the door.
  Hugo. I swallow hard as I notice the baseball bat has rolled across the floor, painting a crimson streak across the floorboards.


  ‘Where is it?’


  I turn back to Agent Corbell. ‘Um, it’s over there,’ I say, pointing. ‘In my bag. On the sofa.’


  She walks past the guy on his hands and knees and past a woman fingerprinting the door and alarm pad. I stare at the green blinking light. How did they get in? The alarm was on. I take a step
  towards the keypad but a guy in a mask and white coveralls holds up his hand and warns me back.


  I can’t even walk in my own home. But it’s not my home any more, is it? All those efforts I made to feel safe, to create a place that was all mine, where nothing bad could happen,
  were for nothing. Nowhere is safe.


  My lungs feel like they’ve caught fire. I can’t catch a breath and my mind is whirring a thousand miles an hour. I can’t stop thinking about Hugo, worrying if he’s OK.
  Someone needs to call the security company and find out what happened. The panic alarm too. Why didn’t they respond to it? The armed response team was supposed to be here within three
  minutes. They never arrived.


  Agent Corbell walks back over just then. ‘I couldn’t find it,’ she tells me.


  ‘How did they get in?’ I say. ‘The alarms were all set. I know they were.’ After the LA incident I was diagnosed with OCD. I’m obsessive about setting the alarms
  and locking the doors. ‘How did they get in?’ I repeat, anger masking the more plaintive note of despair in my voice. I want her to give me an answer.


  But Agent Corbell just shakes her head at me in confusion. ‘We’ll look into it.’


  I look around, taking in the cracked television screen and the open door of the refrigerator, which is still being swabbed for prints. ‘What did they want?’ I ask.


  ‘You tell me,’ Agent Corbell answers.


  I frown at her. Isn’t it her job to find out?


  ‘Do you have a safe here?’ she asks. ‘Does it look like they might have taken anything?’


  I shake my head, scanning my living room and kitchen. ‘Just my bag,’ I say. ‘It had my wallet and iPad in it.’


  ‘Well,’ says Agent Corbell, ‘something doesn’t add up. I don’t think we’re looking at an ordinary break-and-enter.’


  Just then Agent Ziv appears behind her. ‘We good to go?’ he asks Agent Corbell.


  She looks at me. ‘Nic, do you want some help packing a bag?’


  ‘What? Why?’ I ask, looking between them both.


  ‘We’re taking you to a safe house,’ she answers.


  


  NIC


  A safe house. The words conjure up images of dilapidated cabins in the middle of dark woods. Or a house in the suburbs surrounded by other identikit houses. So when we arrive
  at an old tenement building close to the Bowery, I’m surprised.


  Agent Ziv ushers me out the car with his hand on my elbow and I flinch at his touch. The urgency and silence with which he and Agent Corbell scan the darkened street and rush me inside sends a
  shiver of fear up my spine, and I’m glad that I have Goz with me. He’s picking up on the tension too, straining at his leash and bounding up the stairs ahead of me, a rumbling growl
  emanating from his throat.


  Corbell stops in front of a door on the third floor and knocks twice. A tall man wearing a suit opens the door a crack then, seeing us, he lets it swing open.


  My eyes fall instantly to the gun in his hand. He gives me a curt smile and once again I feel Agent Ziv’s hand on my back, pushing me into the apartment. I step quickly inside with Goz,
  immediately scanning for exit points and hiding places.


  Agent Corbell starts doing a sweep of the rooms while Agent Ziv talks to the man with the gun. I’m guessing he’s another agent because he has an FBI badge attached to his belt.
  ‘This is Agent Wise,’ Agent Ziv says.


  Agent Wise holds out his hand. ‘Good to meet you.’


  I shake his hand but I can’t say likewise. Thankful as I am to have people looking out for me, I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be living this again.


  ‘Agent Wise will be back in the morning to take over from us,’ Agent Ziv says as Wise grabs his coat and heads to the door.


  ‘OK,’ Agent Corbell says, holstering her gun and glancing around. ‘We’re here for the night. May as well get comfortable.’


  It’s a small apartment. The living room is sparsely furnished with a tatty sofa, a stained carpet and an old TV. A Playstation sits on the floor alongside two empty containers of Chinese
  takeout that Goz immediately sticks his nose into. A window looks out over a small yard ringed by other apartment buildings. There’s a fire escape beneath. I note that the windows have only
  basic Chubb locks on them – how safe is this safe house?


  Agent Corbell and Agent Ziv have taken off their jackets and their shoulder-holsters are visible, but I don’t feel comforted. I feel terrified – the kind of terror that grips you
  with vice-like claws and refuses to let go. It’s going to take more than two armed guards to ever make me feel safe again and that realisation almost makes me sink to the floor. I suppress a
  sudden sob.


  Agent Ziv yanks the curtains shut and Corbell drops my bag to the floor by the door. ‘I know you’re tired,’ she says, ‘but if we could take your statement now while
  everything is still fresh in your memory, that would be great.’ She gestures towards the sofa and I drop slowly down on to it, though my instinct is to stay standing, keep moving. My foot
  starts tapping immediately and I have to push my hands on to my thigh to stop it.


  ‘How about we start with the basics?’ I hear the sympathy in her voice and sense she’s trying to make this as easy as possible. It’s just that every single question takes
  me back to LA, to the countless police interviews I had to sit through then. I’m not sure I can do all this again.


  ‘So, how long have you owned the apartment?’ she asks.


  I take a deep breath. I don’t have a choice but to do it all again. ’Eight months.’ I clear my throat. ‘I moved here in June.’


  ‘To go to college?’


  I nod. ‘I’m a freshman at NYU.’


  ‘Before that you were living with your stepfather, Aiden Cooper, in LA, is that right?’


  I nod. It took a lot of extra tutoring to get me through my SATs because I’d fallen so far behind with my schoolwork, but once I’d set my mind on moving to New York and getting away
  from LA I was happy to put in the extra time. It gave me something to focus on besides the outcome of the trial.


  ‘So: yesterday. Walk us through your day,’ Agent Corbell says, leaning forwards and resting her elbows on her knees.


  ‘I had lectures from eight to twelve,’ I tell her.


  ‘What are you studying?’


  ‘I’m majoring in Psychology.’


  She nods and I sigh to myself. I know, it’s kind of obvious as majors go. The girl whose mother and stepsister were murdered in a home invasion by two drug addicts with mental health
  issues is now studying human behaviour. Go figure.


  ‘OK, so after lectures what did you do?’ she asks.


  I try to think back but already yesterday seems like a lifetime ago. ‘I went for lunch.’


  ‘On your own? With somebody?’ Corbell asks.


  ‘On my own.’


  Always on my own. I don’t make friends easily. It’s hard to let people get close. Davis, the boy I was dating at the time of the LA break-in, sold his story to People
  magazine for a six-figure sum. I have trust issues. Go figure again.


  Even if he hadn’t done that, there comes the point with every potential friend or love interest where they ask me about my family – or worse, Google me – and find out who I am
  before I have a chance to tell them. It’s like trying to start a friendship with someone while you’re both crossing a minefield.


  There’s only one person I’ve made friends with since moving to New York, a girl called Liva who I met on campus in my second week. She was involved in a big trial last year that the
  media went wild over – something to do with human trafficking – so she gets what it’s like to be thrust into the public eye. But we haven’t really hung out together outside
  of college.


  As I tell Dr Phipps in our weekly sessions: it’s more than it’s worth, dealing with the sympathy. People stare at me all Oprah-dewy-eyed, but I know that secretly all they care about
  is hearing the gruesome details first-hand so they can go and tell their friends that they met the sole survivor of the Cooper murders.


  Our story made headlines. Everyone knows about the Cooper murders. My stepdad Aiden was famous for owning the biggest jewellery store in the world. Then there was the fact that Taylor, my
  stepsister, was a regular in the gossip columns of Star and People, forever being papped at premieres and in the front row of fashion shows. She loved being in the public eye. I
  often wonder how she’d feel about it now.


  They made a trashy daytime TV movie about the murders called Conspiracy Girl, in which some Z-list actress with fake boobs played Taylor and a girl who used to star on The Mickey
  Mouse Club played me. Except she couldn’t do a British accent so she sounded like Britney Spears doing an impression of Queen Victoria. The whole premise was that there was some kind of
  conspiracy behind the break-in and murders and that the two men who stood trial were merely scapegoats. Like all conspiracy theories, it was based on crackpot ideas with no basis in reality. But
  the defence team created a case around a similar theory, the jury lapped it up, and the media went wild for it.


  ‘You dating anyone?’ Agent Ziv asks.


  I shake my head. There’s this one guy, Marcus, who I met in line at Starbucks a few weeks back. We’ve been for coffee a few times and he’s invited me to the movies, but I
  wouldn’t exactly say we were dating. He’s nice I guess, and polite, and the first person in ages who hasn’t looked at me pityingly. He doesn’t ask questions about my past
  either, though unless he’s been living on Mars for the last five years he must know who I am, and I don’t sense he’s the type of guy who’d sell his story to the papers. But
  who knows? I would never have guessed Davis would either. Davis said he loved me, we dated for a year, even lost our virginity to each other, but that didn’t stop him from cashing the cheque
  and telling the world every intimate detail of our relationship.


  Marcus hasn’t tried to kiss me yet either. We haven’t even held hands. He seems to realise I like my own space, or it could be he’s scared of Goz. Either way I’m
  grateful. When I told Dr Phipps he suggested that’s probably why I chose to go out with him and why I insist on bringing Goz on dates. No chemistry means I don’t have to worry about
  getting close. Psychologists suck sometimes.


  Agent Corbell interrupts my thoughts. ‘And then you went to the gym?’ She’s reading from the statement I gave the cops earlier.


  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I go every day. Or try to. I was there from two until about five.’


  Corbell’s eyebrows raise but I ignore the look. I have an intense exercise schedule. It’s one of the ways I hold on to my sanity. I used to do ballet but after the break-in I
  stopped. Now I just hit the gym. If I don’t, things tend to spiral out of control.


  Agent Corbell glances down at the notebook in her hand. ‘And you said in your earlier statement that your stepfather, Aiden Cooper, paid a visit yesterday out of the blue?’


  I nod.


  Corbell cocks her head to one side. ‘I thought he lived in LA?’


  ‘He does,’ I answer. ‘He had a meeting in New York. He stopped by on the off chance.’ It’s only then that another realisation hits me with hurricane force.
  ‘Oh my God,’ I say, rising from my seat. ‘You need to find him! You need to call him. Do you think . . .’ I break off, not sure exactly what I’m asking. I was so
  wrapped up in Hugo and worrying about him that I didn’t stop to think of Aiden. But what if his visit and the break-in aren’t coincidental?


  ‘We’re working on it.’ Agent Corbell gestures for me to sit back down while giving me a smile that I can see is intended to allay my fears. Grudgingly I sit back down, though
  my foot starts up tapping again and my eyes dart to the door.


  Aiden and my mother were only married for a year before she died, but going through what we went through – the aftermath of the murders, the police interviews, the funerals, the press
  harassment, the court case – left an indelible mark on both of us, and we’re closer now than we would probably ever have been if things had been different. I lost my mum and he lost his
  only daughter – Taylor. She was eighteen at the time. I survived. She didn’t. And yes, I feel a crushing guilt about that, every day. For a while I was completely buried beneath it. Now
  I just heft it around wherever I go, stumbling a lot, but trying to move forwards, knowing that’s what my mother would want.


  I am very much aware that I can’t and don’t want to fill the space left by Taylor, but I’m all Aiden has left now in the way of family. And vice versa. I have no siblings and
  my father died when I was three.


  ‘How was he acting when he came by?’ Agent Ziv asks. ‘Anything strange about his behaviour?’


  I close my eyes and try to think. I had just got in the door. I wasn’t expecting anyone so when the buzzer went both Goz and I jumped. The last person I expected to see on my doorstep was
  Aiden.


  ‘Nic?’


  Ziv’s voice startles me and I realise I’ve zoned out. ‘He seemed on edge,’ I say. ‘But it’s a hard time of year.’ I tail off. Christmas and then the
  anniversary of the incident. I look up and finally ask the question I’ve been avoiding. ‘Was it them? Do you think it was the same people who killed my mother and Taylor?’


  They shoot each other a quick, furtive glance. ‘We’re looking into it,’ Agent Ziv tells me.


  I sit back in my seat. The knowledge that they have already considered this makes my blood run cold. I wrap my arms around myself and squeeze my eyes shut. The memory of Miles and
  McCrory’s jubilant expressions when they walked free from court flashes into my mind. Was it them in my apartment?


  The other possibility is that it’s a simple break-and-enter, a totally unrelated, opportunistic crime – but even as I come up with the theory, my gut rejects it outright. An
  opportunistic thief doesn’t choose a third-floor apartment with keypad entry and video cameras in the stairwells. An opportunistic thief doesn’t choose the apartment with the Hound of
  the Baskervilles guarding it. Plus, there’s the fact that the alarm systems seem to have been tampered with. Just like last time.


  Once they’re finished taking my statement, the two of them leave me alone and walk out into the hallway, closing the door behind them. I sit on the sofa and press my knuckles into my eyes.
  I keep seeing my mother, the last image I have of her – her body lying in the middle of the bedroom floor. They’d shot her through the head and the bullet had left a dime-sized hole in
  her forehead, just beneath her hairline. Her eyes were wide open, staring blankly up at the ceiling, and a little worm of blood had snaked a trail between her eyes. I’ve worked hard to erase
  that image from my memory but now it’s back. I push my knuckles harder into my eyes but it doesn’t help. Damn it.


  With a burst of energy I get up and stride to the door, thinking I’ll have them call the hospital and find out what’s happening with Hugo, but then I remember I still have my phone
  on me. I pull it out of my pocket and am just searching for the number when Ziv walks back in and notices the phone in my hand.


  ‘No calls I’m afraid,’ he says. ‘And you need to switch that thing off.’


  You’ve got to be kidding, I think, staring at him and then at the phone. I have so many people to contact. Aiden and the hospital for a start. But Agent Ziv just shrugs at me. I
  start to protest but then a loud crack makes me jump.


  Agent Ziv’s hand falls to his waist. He stares at me in surprise, his mouth falling open, and I shake my head at him confused, not understanding. Then he moves his hand aside, and I see a
  crimson flower blossoming brightly through his shirt, petals unfurling fast.


  I take a step backwards, still uncomprehending, as he stumbles forwards. He grabs me by the top of my arms and together we crumple to the ground.


  Goz leaps forwards, snarling, butting Agent Ziv off me and I scamper backwards, staring at the growing red stain on his shirt, finally understanding. It was a gunshot. I look over at the window
  where the curtain has started to billow. Someone fired through the glass.


  My eyes fly back to Agent Ziv, who’s now lying unmoving, his arm flung out and his gun discarded on the floor by the Playstation. I throw myself behind the sofa, calling to Goz, then wrap
  my arm around him as though he’s a life raft. The adrenaline from earlier on is back, this time in torrents, ripping through me. Agent Ziv’s gun is lying a few inches from my foot. I
  stare at it for a few seconds then make a grab for it, trying not to notice the pool of blood spreading towards me.


  The gun is heavy and cold and I feel panic descending like a blackout curtain as I turn it over in my palm. I don’t know how to use a gun. I never learned, despite Aiden’s pleas. I
  hate guns. But right now I wish to God I had taken him up on the offer of lessons. There’s a catch on the side which I guess is the safety. I ease it off and then slide my finger over the
  trigger. I shove my phone in my pocket and get to my knees, but I’m trembling and the gun is shaking so hard I can barely hold it steady. I point it at the window, then at the door. What is
  going on? What do I do?


  The door bursts open. I swing the gun up, my finger pressing down on the trigger.


  Agent Corbell lets out a yell. ‘Don’t shoot!’ She is holding her own gun up at shoulder height.


  I drop my gun with a half-strangled sob.


  Seeing Agent Ziv lying on the floor, Corbell drops straight to her knees beside him. She feels for a pulse, then jumps to her feet and dives behind the sofa with me. ‘What happened?’
  she asks.


  ‘The window,’ I manage to croak out.


  She moves out from behind the sofa, crossing to the window and flattening herself against the wall. Then she carefully peels the curtain back an inch.


  In the next moment she rushes towards me, grabs me by the elbow and hauls me to my feet. ‘Come on,’ she says, dragging me to the door.


  I glance over my shoulder at Agent Ziv, lying on the floor, with blood seeping all around him.


  ‘He’s dead,’ Corbell says flatly and pushes me out into the hallway.


  


  FINN


  I do three sets of fifty press-ups and then bench press until my arms ache. Then I lie sweating on the bench, staring at the ceiling, thinking of Cassie and wondering whether I
  should just call her. But the truth is I’m not interested in a booty call. Too many of those and after a time you start to feel a little jaded. Besides, bringing a girl home leads to
  inevitable questions about the cube.


  It’s hard to avoid the giant box in the room, or ignore the aircraft engine hum of the air-conditioning units. Which inevitably leads to enquiries about what’s inside. One girl
  freaked out and left, thinking I was some kind of serial killer and that it was a refrigeration unit where I was storing dismembered bodies. She’d obviously been watching too much
  Dexter. Another girl asked, with a little too much eagerness, if it was my red room of pain. She’d obviously been reading too much Fifty Shades.


  I traipse to the fridge and grab a Snapple then lean against the counter to drink it, counting the boxes stacked by the door. I really need to sort that stuff out. But it’s late. It can
  wait one more day.


  I head back to the bench, figuring I’ll do a few more bench presses and see if I can work out the pent-up energy in my system, but before I take two steps, my doorbell buzzes.


  Without even thinking I move instantly to the bedside table, yank out the drawer, and pull out my gun. Crossing to the door, I check there’s a bullet in the chamber before pressing myself
  flat against the wall and glancing at the video monitor. The image on the screen stops me in my tracks. I drop the gun to my side and hit the intercom. ‘Maggie?’


  ‘Finn? Let me in,’ she answers.


  Over her shoulder I catch a glimpse of someone lurking in the shadows and I pause with my finger hovering over the buzzer, wondering if this is some kind of trick. Is it a fed raid? But Maggie
  stares up into the camera – her eyes huge – and mouths something that makes me dismiss the idea instantly.


  Please.


  Maggie never says please. And the expression on her face has me worried. I decide to keep the gun to hand but hold it behind my back, while with the other hand I slip the chain on the door. A
  little caution never hurt.


  Footsteps pound up the stairwell. I stand behind the door chewing my lip, glancing down at my bare feet, then over at the cube. I wouldn’t put it past the feds to use Maggie to get to me
  but everything sensitive is inside the cube, which is bulletproof and tamper-proof, designed to self-destruct if anyone who isn’t me tries to enter. And what am I thinking? There’s only
  a handful of people I trust in the world and Maggie’s one of them. If she’s here then she’s in trouble and if she’s in trouble then I’m going to help her. Goes without
  saying.


  I pull the chain off and inch the door open just as she arrives, breathless, at the top of the stairs. Any greeting is cut off by the sight of the slobbering beast that appears behind her,
  trailing a girl in a black hooded sweater.


  Maggie steps in front of them. ‘Can we come in?’ she asks. She sounds calm but the fear in her eyes makes me step immediately backwards, throwing open the door to let them in.


  I bolt the door behind them, checking the camera quickly as I do. The street is empty. It’s after one in the morning. When I turn around Maggie is standing over by the windows, staring
  out. The other girl is standing with her back to me and the dog-horse is facing me, hunched down, looking like it wants to rip my face off.


  My fingers flex on the gun.


  ‘Goz,’ the girl says, tugging on his leash. ‘Heel.’


  I catch a glimpse of her face then and almost stagger backwards. Somehow I manage not to react. I turn my head to Maggie, trying to think rapidly. My hair is shorter, I’ve bulked up in the
  last two years. Maybe she won’t recognise me. I dart a glance at her.


  Her gaze is on my stomach and I remember I’m not wearing a T-shirt. In fact I’m wearing only a pair of shorts but maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe if she stays staring at my
  stomach and chest, she won’t look at my face.


  Damn, I think to myself. What is she doing here?


  ‘Finn, I’m so sorry.’


  I tear my eyes off the girl. Maggie is striding towards me across the loft. She’s wearing a shoulder holster and her shiny FBI badge sits on her waist.


  ‘This a social call?’ I ask, unable to stop my gaze from sliding back to the girl with the dog. She is staring at me with her head cocked and a furrow has appeared between her eyes.
  Shit. Yep, she’s figuring it out.


  ‘No,’ Maggie says. ‘I didn’t know where else to go.’


  ‘What’s happened?’ I ask, angling myself away from the girl, hoping to slow down the inevitable moment of recognition. I’m not sure I want to be in the room when it
  occurs. Especially with that dog in the equation.


  ‘Our safe house got compromised.’


  My head snaps up. ‘Safe house? What do you mean?’ I glance over at the girl. What was she doing in a safe house? What’s Maggie doing with her now? ‘Explain.’


  Maggie gives me a slight nod and slips into debrief mode. ‘There was a break-and-enter at twenty hundred hours. The victim barricaded herself in her bedroom.’


  She nods over my shoulder and I process the victim she’s talking about is the girl. But what the hell? Her house was broken into? And what the hell is she doing in New York anyway? Last
  time I saw her was in LA.


  ‘The downstairs neighbour was shot at point-blank range,’ Maggie continues. ‘We think he was coming to investigate the noise. He’s in a critical condition. As a result we
  moved the witness to a safe house.’ Maggie leans in closer. ‘It’s Nichola Preston,’ she says, her eyes bugging slightly with emphasis.


  I raise my eyebrows at her. Yeah, thanks for that, I had already figured it out. And besides, it’s not like I’m going to forget her face in a hurry.


  Maggie gives me another look. She knows all about my input into the Cooper case. Which makes me wonder again what in hell she’s doing here right now.


  ‘The safe house got hit. My partner was shot.’ Maggie’s voice breaks and she looks down at the ground.


  I reach out a hand and put it on her shoulder. She glances up at me, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘He’s dead, Finn.’


  I can see her bottom lip is starting to quiver and so I pull her against my chest. Someone is dead. Not just someone. An FBI agent. This is serious. Maggie grips me tight around the
  waist, then quickly pulls back, looking at me curiously, staring at the gun I’m still holding in my hand.


  I shrug. ‘Can never be too careful.’


  She rolls her eyes, swiping at a black smear of mascara.


  ‘Did you call it in?’ I ask her, aware of a prickling sensation around the back of my neck. It’s her. It’s Nic. I don’t have eyes in the back of my head but I know
  she’s staring at me. She must have put the pieces together by now. At any moment I’m expecting a slew of expletives to hit me.


  Maggie shakes her head. ‘It was an inside job,’ she says. ‘It has to be. No one knew we were there.’


  ‘Could someone have followed you?’ I ask, lowering my voice.


  She shakes her head firmly. ‘No. We used a decoy car. We were so careful.’


  I roll my shoulders. Man. I stride to the windows and glance out, keeping well back into the shadows. The street below is empty.


  ‘Don’t worry, no one followed us. I made sure.’


  I glance at Maggie. I trust her. She knows how to throw off a tail.


  ‘OK,’ I say, but already I’m making calculations. If Maggie’s here it’s because she’s gone rogue. She thinks someone inside the FBI is behind the break-in at
  Nic’s apartment, that there’s some kind of conspiracy going on involving whoever is after Nic and someone on Maggie’s team, which means in order to keep Nic safe she needs to
  disappear off-grid. And for that she needs me. Well, I think, sighing to myself, I guess that’s what friends are for. But Nic Preston? Of all people? I look at Maggie,
  standing there with her hands on her hips, staring at me with desperation, and I find myself nodding. Her shoulders sag instantly with relief.


  ‘Thanks,’ Maggie whispers, but it’s drowned out by a gasp from behind. I wince.


  ‘You!’


  Bracing myself, I turn around.


  The girl has pulled back her hood. Her hair is tied in a loose ponytail, dark strands framing her face, and her eyes are locked on me.


  ‘I know you!’ she says through clenched teeth. The dog she’s holding on to lowers its head almost to its paws and starts growling. It has more muscle definition than Arnold
  Schwarzenegger in his Conan heyday. Does she feed it steroids? For a split second I wonder how much fire power it would take to stop it if it leaped at me, and worry that my bullets are too small a
  calibre.


  I look from the dog to the girl. Her eyes are flashing with venom. She looks like a painting I saw once of the Furies – like she could spit fire. The two of them make a fearsome
  combination.


  ‘You’re the guy who testified for the defence in my mother’s trial,’ she says. ‘You’re the reason her killers walked free.’


  I sigh under my breath. This is just great. ‘Guilty,’ I say, immediately regretting my choice of word. I head to the fridge. I need a Snapple. And maybe a shot of tequila. This is
  going to be a long night.


  


  NIC


  He just turns and walks away. I watch him open-mouthed, seething with a mass of emotions, as he pulls open the fridge, which appears to be full of Snapple bottles, and grabs
  one. He sets his gun down on the counter and twists off the lid, then tips his head back and downs the whole bottle in one go.


  I can’t stop glaring at him, my fingers itching to let Goz off his leash, the word ‘attack’ on the tip of my tongue.


  I rip my eyes off of him and turn to look at Agent Corbell. Or should I start calling her Maggie now we’re all on first-name terms? ‘I know him,’ I tell her, trying to sound
  calm though my voice is shaking.


  ‘I know.’


  ‘Because of him the people who killed my mum and my stepsister walked free.’ What I want to say is that his testimony beat mine. My eye-witness testimony didn’t count for
  anything because he breezed in, flirted with the jury and convinced everyone there were holes in the prosecution’s case. I still remember the look he gave me as he stood up and exited the
  witness box. A kind of half-apologetic shrug like a winner gives a loser. Hate wells up inside me so quick and fast I have to press a hand to my side in an effort to contain it because it feels
  like it might just come tornadoing out and cause some damage.


  Corbell – Maggie – says nothing but I hear the sound of glass chinking and spin around to see Finn has tossed his empty Snapple bottle into the recycling and is now watching
  me with his arms crossed over his chest.


  ‘What are we doing here?’ I ask, amazed at how angry I feel and how completely disorientated too.


  ‘Finn’s a friend,’ Maggie says.


  I give her a look which makes her snap her mouth shut and pause for a moment. She seems to rethink her approach.


  ‘Look,’ she steps closer and drops her voice, ‘he’s the best of the best. We need his help.’


  What is she talking about? ‘The best at what?’ I ask, glaring in Finn’s direction. ‘The best at talking computer jargon and spewing nonsense conspiracy theories, and
  convincing a jury two killers are in fact innocent?’


  He holds my gaze with an impassive look on his face, leaning against the counter, his arms crossed. He hasn’t even put on a T-shirt for Chrissake!


  ‘It wasn’t a nonsense conspiracy theory,’ Finn says in quiet voice.


  ‘Finn works in internet security,’ Maggie cuts in.


  I blink at Maggie. ‘I know. So what? What help is that going to be against whoever is coming after us? Is he going to password protect us?’ I almost laugh out loud but then I realise
  they’re not coming after her. They’re coming after me and I have no goddamn idea why and it takes every ounce of willpower in my body not to slam my fists into the wall,
  because when will this nightmare ever end?


  ‘And he also has FBI experience.’


  That pulls me up short. I dart another look at Finn. FBI? How is that even possible? He’s got to be twenty-two at the most. Do they recruit them straight out of kindergarten or
  something?


  ‘He’s an FBI agent?’ I ask.


  Finn frowns at my tone. ‘No,’ he mutters, shooting a dark look Maggie’s way.


  ‘Just trust me on this,’ Maggie sighs.


  ‘I still don’t get why we’re here,’ I say. I can’t even look at Finn any more.


  ‘Whoever hit the safe house must have been an FBI insider. They knew where you were.’


  I swallow, my pulse spiking hard as I remember Agent Ziv and Hugo. Two people shot in the space of one night. One person dead, another hanging to life by just a thread. The image of my mother
  lying on the bedroom floor bursts briefly on to the back of my eyelids. It’s followed by the memory of Taylor being dragged down the stairs by a man in a black ski mask, her screams drowning
  out the sound of my own whimpering as I cowered behind the bathroom door.


  Stars dance in front of my eyes. A trickle of sweat slides down my back. It’s the beginning of a panic attack. The walls start to beat like they have a pulse, squeezing in on me. But then
  what Maggie’s just said permeates through the fog in my brain. An inside job? Within the FBI? Then it can’t be the same people – can it? Miles and McCrory were
  ex-military, but they weren’t FBI. I ponder that for a few seconds. But if it’s not them, then who the hell is it? And what do they want from me?


  The room starts suddenly to swirl like a mad teacup ride. I need air. Where are the exits? I start to stagger half blind towards the door.


  ‘Are you OK?’


  Maggie’s voice sounds like it’s coming at me from a million miles away. I turn dizzily. The floor rockets up to meet me. My legs are ramrod straight one moment and then my knees
  buckle. An arm appears out of nowhere, comes around my waist and holds me upright, and I process in the same second that it’s Finn who has caught me, who has his arm around me. I force my
  legs to go rigid and push his arm away. I don’t want him touching me. I don’t want anyone touching me.


  ‘You OK?’ he asks, his voice low in my ear.


  I blink, trying to focus – his face is just inches away – his eyes, which up close are a vivid blue colour, are staring into mine as though looking for clues. His hand hovers by my
  waist as though he thinks I’m about to faint or fall over. I forbid myself to faint in front of him.


  ‘I’m just tired,’ I mumble, stepping away from him.


  ‘Come and sit down,’ Maggie says.


  I let her lead me over to the bed, which appears to be the only item of furniture in the room except for some beanbags and a giant white cube that sits in the centre of the room, humming like an
  alien egg. ‘You’re in shock,’ Maggie says, dropping down on her haunches in front of me.


  ‘Here.’


  I look up. Finn is standing over her holding something out to me – it looks like a chocolate truffle. I take it without looking at him.


  The two of them back away as I start nibbling on the truffle. Finn is gripping Maggie by the elbow, pulling her towards the cube. My dizzy spell passes and I glance around at the loft space,
  automatically registering where the exits are and that there are few hiding places. It’s quite clearly a bachelor pad. There’s only one door besides the one we came through, which I
  guess leads to the bathroom. In the corner there’s a pile of weights and a bench press.


  A stack of boxes sits by the door and there’s a desk by the window that’s piled with computers and screens – two of which are scrolling green code and a third which is
  sleeping. It looks like this is his office as well as his crash pad.


  I return my attention to Finn and Maggie. They’re talking in low murmurs but I can’t hear what they’re saying. Finn seems to be listening hard and in mounting disbelief. At one
  point he rubs a hand through his hair, which is dark and cropped short now – one of the reasons I didn’t recognise him at first. That and the fact he was the last person on earth I
  expected to meet tonight.


  He’s stuck the gun down the back of his shorts – which are just a pair of cut-off sweatpants. He still hasn’t put on a T-shirt and, though I hate myself for looking, I
  can’t stop my gaze from falling to his chest. He’s seriously ripped. Not overdone like some of the muscle-heads at the gym, but he has a very defined six-pack and his biceps and
  shoulders are solid muscle. My eyes are drawn briefly to his waist where a jagged white scar follows the shadow line of his hip, disappearing beneath the waistband of his shorts.


  He has his hand on Maggie’s shoulder and I wonder at their history. Are they dating? She said they were friends. They look like they know each other well, and clearly she trusts him.


  Goz comes up over, nudging his head into my lap. I scratch his ears, glad that he’s here with me. A shadow falls over us and I look up. Finn is reaching past me for a T-shirt that’s
  lying on the bed. I edge away from him but even so my eyes remain level with the jagged white scar just above his hip. I drag my eyes away as Maggie kneels down in front of me.


  ‘Look, we’re going to stay here for the night,’ she says. ‘Finn’s going to help me figure something out.’


  ‘Figure what out?’ I ask, tightening my hands around Goz’s collar.


  ‘Who might have hacked into your security system. Your system was disabled. If Finn can get into the security company’s servers—’


  ‘If?’ Finn says, pausing as he pulls his T-shirt on over his head to shoot her a sardonic smile.


  ‘. . . it might help us figure out who’s behind this,’ Maggie says, ignoring him.


  ‘How’s he going to do that?’ I ask, simultaneously wondering how Finn manages to fit his ego inside an apartment this size.


  A sly smile slides across Maggie’s face. ‘Finn’s a master hacker. Probably the most famous one in the world.’


  My jaw drops open and I clamp it shut, trying to keep my expression blank.


  ‘Not that anyone knows his true identity.’


  ‘Well, now they do,’ Finn says, flashing her a look of pure, hard-boiled irritation.


  Maggie rolls her eyes, though Finn is standing behind her and can’t see. ‘Get some rest,’ she says, smiling.


  I glance at the bed, the sheets all rumpled, then back at her. ‘I need to call people. I need to find out how Hugo is and call my stepdad. I need—’


  ‘You can’t contact anyone,’ Maggie says, shaking her head. ‘No one can know you’re here.’


  I stare at her, unblinking. She squeezes my hand in reply before getting up and walking over to Finn, who is now standing by his computer station, fingers flying over a keyboard. He stops for a
  moment and turns to look at me over his shoulder. Our eyes catch for a second and he quickly looks away.


  Goz drops a heavy paw into my lap and looks up at me mournfully, as though asking what’s going on.


  I press my face into his neck again. ‘I don’t know what’s happening,’ I whisper.


  


  FINN


  ‘Hit me.’


  I stare at Maggie. ‘What?’


  ‘It’s gotta look authentic.’


  ‘I’m not going to hit you,’ I tell her straight.


  Maggie slits her eyes at me. She looks like an angry little leprechaun. I shrug at her. I don’t hit women. I try not to hit men. Unless they’re trying to kill me. Or are mistreating
  a woman or child. In which case it’s no holds barred and they better have good health insurance.


  Maggie huffs. ‘Fine,’ she says and takes out her gun.


  I hold my hands up, palms outwards. ‘What are you doing?!’


  She takes a deep breath, grips the gun by the barrel, and smashes it into her temple.


  I catch her as she falls to her knees. Blood gushes down her cheek. ‘What the hell, Maggie?’


  ‘They have to believe me, Finn,’ she says, grimacing and grinning at the same time.


  ‘You’re insane,’ I tell her, snatching a T-shirt off the bench and pressing it to her head.


  She smiles at me, wincing. ‘You big baby.’ She gets to her feet, hissing through her teeth. She’s probably given herself a concussion. She pushes her gun back into her shoulder
  holster with her free hand.


  ‘You sure you’re OK with this?’ she asks me, glancing over my shoulder.


  I turn. Nic’s lying on the edge of my bed. She’s finally fallen asleep after spending twenty minutes pacing the loft and an hour sitting on the edge of the bed with her arms around
  her knees, glaring at us and gripping her dog as tightly as a Titanic survivor clutching a piece of wreckage. I have a sudden urge to cross to the bed, pick her up and place her in the centre of
  the bed – she looks like she’s going to fall off the edge. But I don’t. I think if I ever lay a finger on Nic Preston I’ll end up with that dog’s jaws around a part of
  my anatomy I really don’t want to lose.


  I look back at Maggie. ‘Yeah, sure. That’s what friends are for, right?’


  Maggie holds the T-shirt out to me. The cut on her temple is still oozing with blood, dripping down on to her shirt.


  ‘Keep it,’ I tell her. It’s not like that stain’s coming out.


  ‘No. It’s OK,’ she says, tossing it to me. She whacks me with her shoulder as she walks past.


  ‘I owe you. Carter,’ she says, heading to the door.


  ‘You always say that. You never pay up,’ I call after her.


  ‘One day I will,’ she says, opening the door. ‘I’ll call you later,’ she adds, her expression serious once more. We hold each other’s gaze, something unspoken
  passing between us. Maggie was my mentor when I went through the FBI intern programme, during my senior year at college. Even when I got thrown out before graduating, screwing my chances of making
  it into the FBI training academy, our friendship stayed strong. I’ve helped her on cases a few times, and she’s thrown clients my way, turning a blind eye to my shadier internet
  dealings.


  ‘Take care,’ I tell her.


  She gives me a lopsided smile. ‘Always.’ Then she’s gone.


  I lock the door behind her and turn around, tossing my T-shirt into the trash. I need to get to work. But my eyes are drawn back to the bed. To Nic, lying there on her side, curled in a fetal
  position. That damn horse-dog of hers is snoring on the ground by her feet. I wonder if she’s trained it to kill on command.


  I take the risk anyway, crossing quietly to the bed where I stand for a moment, looking down at her. The dog opens one eye and looks at me but doesn’t make a move to rip out my jugular.
  She called it Goz. I wonder where she got the name from.


  I contemplate the way Nic’s arms are wrapped around her body. She’s huddled in a ball as though shielding herself from a bomb blast and she’s lying horizontal across the bottom
  of the mattress as though she didn’t want to take up space or get under the covers.


  Her hair is fanned out on the sheets, half covering her face. I fight the urge to brush the strands off her cheek and out of her eyes and instead grab a blanket and lay it over her. She
  doesn’t wake but she mumbles something in her sleep and shifts slightly. Her cheeks are flushed and it looks like she’s frowning, her jaw clenched tight and her hands fisted beneath her
  chin. I want to rest my hand on her shoulder, reassure her that she’s safe, but Goz is still glaring at me with one eye open, looking like a Cyclops. And it has to be said that Nic emanates
  pure hostility, even in her sleep. If she was an animal she’d be a porcupine, spines permanently bristling. I edge away from her, shaking my head.


  How the hell did Nic Preston end up in my bed?


  And what the hell have I got myself into?


  Inside the cube I empty out Nic’s bag, checking for any electronics she might have in there – anything that might be giving off a signal that would allow someone to
  pinpoint her whereabouts. I’m assuming Maggie already checked but it’s good to be thorough.


  She packed in a hurry. There’s an assortment of clothes and underwear which I feel uncomfortable looking through, so I pile them neatly to one side. I find a Taser, which I put on top of
  the clothes. There’s no phone. Maggie said her bag was stolen, along with her iPad. I’m assuming her phone was taken too.


  I run a program to find a way through the firewalls of the security company’s server and simultaneously hack into the phone company’s server so I can check Nic’s messages. The
  majority of violent crimes are committed by people known to the victim. The chances are that whoever broke into Nic’s apartment knew her, or had been at least tracking her for a while. That
  person might also be the same person who killed her mom and stepsister. But then again, it might not. Keep exploring all the options until you have a conviction – that’s one of
  the first things they teach you at the FBI.


  There are just a few messages on her phone, including some from a guy called Marcus Turner. I run a vehicle registration search on him. It turns out Marcus is a twenty-four-year-old postgraduate
  student of orthodontics. I wonder how they met. A quick flick through the notes Maggie left me tells me that Nic is studying at NYU, majoring in Psychology. Must have been there. I pause. An
  orthodontist? I mean, that’s got to be some kind of cover. No one our age actually chooses to become an orthodontist, do they?


  It takes me a few more minutes to hack into Nic’s emails. I run another program to make sure that no one else has hacked her account and while that’s processing I glance through her
  emails, feeling as uncomfortable as if I was going through her underwear drawer. There’s an email from a girl called Liva Harvey inviting her for dinner with her and her boyfriend Jay. Nic
  didn’t reply. There’s also a recent email from this guy Marcus asking her to go see a movie on Thursday night. Even though I know it’s wrong, I check her replies. She said
  yes.


  I frown at his driver’s licence photo as it pops up on to my screen. He has a shiny forehead, is already starting to lose his hair and has a nose you could slalom ski off. She’s
  dating this guy? He looks like the kind of dude who’d spray down the sheets with antiseptic before making love and bleach them straight afterwards. The kind of guy who wouldn’t
  know what to do with a woman if she lay down naked and offered herself to him with an instruction manual. I don’t know much about Nic but it surprises me that he’s her type. She’s
  beautiful. I’d bet half the guys at NYU are trying to get with her.


  I run some basic checks on Marcus, because now I’m plain suspicious. He has a subscription to the American Journal of Orthodontics (looks like a real thrilling read, that one) and
  follows a few conservative political blogs. He doesn’t subscribe to any porn but his internet history shows an unhealthy fascination with teeth and male waxing salons. He’s squeaky
  clean as far as I can tell, his background checking out so thoroughly I’d be surprised if it was an FBI or CIA cover. He’s boring as hell. Though it does look like he has some weird
  waxing predilection. Maybe I should find a way to let Nic know.


  I check through the rest of Nic’s inbox, but there’s hardly anything in it. Or in her trash files. She doesn’t send many emails, just to Aiden her stepdad – they seem to
  get on well – and to her course tutor (As all the way). There are a couple of newsletters from the gym where she works out and from a female personal trainer. Some junk ones from Netflix. She
  doesn’t seem to have many friends. And besides this guy Marcus, no boyfriends. She’s not on Facebook or Twitter. She keeps things private. And who can blame her? After the trial her
  asshole boyfriend sold intimate details about their relationship to some magazine.


  She’s seeing a therapist – a Dr Phipps. His photograph, when I pull it up from the DMV’s database, shows a guy who looks like Spike Lee. I don’t read the files.
  Patient-doctor confidentiality is sacrosanct in my book and it’s pretty obvious why she needs to see a therapist. I’d be more worried if she wasn’t seeing one.


  I throw my head back and stare at the ceiling of the cube, thinking back to the day I first set eyes on Nic Preston. It was about six months after I’d been thrown off the FBI’s
  internship programme. I was in LA, starting up my internet security business. I was barely nineteen and mentally I was all over the place. Truly messed up. I’d never admit it to anyone, not
  even Maggie, but the FBI was my whole life. I’d dreamed of being an agent since I was fourteen and getting kicked out before I even got my badge is still my second biggest regret.


  Forcing that thought aside, I pull up a few pieces that appeared in the LA Times around the time of the Cooper case. Almost every article carries a photograph – not of the
  suspects, but of Nic. A pretty face always sells newspapers, but when the pretty face is also a victim of vicious crime then the media takes it to a whole new level of spectator sport. They even
  made some terrible TV movie after the trial.


  The day her story hit the news stands I started researching the case, hacking into the police files to find out what the papers couldn’t tell me. If you asked me back then why I was so
  interested in the case I would have said it was because it was high profile and I wanted to get my teeth into something big and juicy – but if you asked me now I’d have to admit it was
  because Nic’s story got to me. The fact that she had lost so much struck a nerve. Actually, it struck several.


  I broke into the server of the security company that had provided the alarm system for the LA house. It only took me an hour to discover that the Coopers’ system had been compromised. My
  own internet security company was just a couple of weeks old but I took the evidence I’d found to the District Attorney’s office, hoping it could help. But the next thing I know, the
  feds have arrested these two ex-military guys – Robert Miles and Casey McCrory – and are charging them with breaking and entering and double homicide.


  They were two Iraq vets, both suffering mental health issues and various alcohol and drug dependencies. Neither of them had an IQ above one hundred and ten. They weren’t capable of hacking
  the security system at the Cooper house. They were barely capable of remembering what day of the week it was.


  At this point I took my findings to the defence team. I couldn’t understand how anyone in law enforcement could think these guys were involved. Initially they looked at me like I was some
  snot-nosed teenager with no clue what I was talking about, but a quick glance at my findings and at my credentials and they were encouraged enough to ask me to start probing deeper, to find more
  holes in the prosecution’s case. I didn’t just want to find holes though. I wanted to find the real murderers.


  When I took the stand I knew with one hundred percent certainty that Miles and McCrory hadn’t killed Carol or Taylor Cooper. I hadn’t been able to figure out who the real culprits
  were but I did know it was a set-up – some kind of conspiracy. I wouldn’t have given evidence had I believed otherwise.


  I check the time. It’s close to eight in the morning and I want to get as much as possible done before Nic wakes. I hack into the National Archives and pull up the police report from the
  night of the original break-in. They took Nic’s statement eight hours after the event. She was in a state of shock. Her mother and stepsister had just been brutally murdered. She had no
  lawyer present, just her stepfather. I lean back in my chair and start reading.


  


  NIC


  Crystal shatters.


  I yank out my headphones and hit the mute button on my laptop. The music playing through the ear buds stops, leaving only pulsing silence. For the briefest of moments I wonder if I imagined
  it but then I hear a scream. It’s cut off by the sound of a man shouting and becomes a muffled sob and I draw in a breath as I register that it’s my mum who is sobbing.


  I scramble off the bed and tiptoe to the door. It’s ajar and I peek my head out, straining to hear, but everything has fallen eerily silent as if all the air in the house has been
  sucked into a vacuum.


  The shouts came from downstairs, so I dizzily edge my way to the top of the stairs, keeping my back to the wall. A man’s voice spirals up – gruff and angry – and I dart
  back out of sight. I can’t hear what he’s saying because he’s in the kitchen and the door is pulled to, but I can hear my mum whimpering in response. I lean back against the wall
  and try to think even though cold tendrils of fear are winding themselves around my body.


  The words home invasion leap into my mind. There have been a few in the neighbourhood. But I can’t believe it’s actually happening to us, it’s too surreal. I shake
  my head. What am I doing just standing here? I need to get to a phone. I need to call the police.


  I start tiptoeing back to my room, my heart battering wildly against my ribs, but I haven’t taken two steps before I hear the kitchen door burst open and another man shouting,
  ‘Check upstairs!’


  Footsteps stampede towards me. My bedroom is too far so I sprint in a single bound to the bathroom across the hallway. I glance around in panic – the marble bath, the small cabinet
  beneath the sink, the elegant arched window with the wrought-iron bars beyond it. With nowhere to go, I slide behind the door just as the footsteps reach the landing and come to a stop inches from
  where I’m hiding.


  I close my eyes, anger and terror welling inside my chest, waging battle. On the other side of the door I hear the man breathing heavily through his nose. A floorboard creaks and I picture
  whoever it is standing there, taking in the dozen or so rooms leading off the hallway, trying to decide where to start his search. For the first time since we moved to LA and into this house,
  I’m grateful for the preposterously large size of it.


  My legs are shaking and I force the muscles to tense and stay rigid. I stare at the back of the door willing it not to move. But it does. The man is pushing it open, slowly. I turn my head
  to the side, trying to flatten myself against the wall, biting my lip to stop myself screaming, but just as the door bangs against my foot and I am sure I’m about to be discovered
  there’s a loud blast of music from the other end of the house.


  My eyes snap open in confusion. Nicki Minaj is playing at top volume. The man lets go of the door instantly and I hear his footsteps thunder down the hall just as I realise what the music
  signifies. Oh God. Oh God. I hear a high-pitched scream. It’s my stepsister, Taylor. She was meant to be out at a party.


  I hear Taylor scream again, then the sounds of a scuffle, followed by a sharp yelp. I don’t move. I can’t. I stand frozen behind the door and listen as she is dragged screaming
  down the hallway. I twist slightly and manage to catch a glimpse through the crack in the door.


  Taylor is wearing only a towel. Her long bleached-blonde hair sticks in wet slicks to her back and she kicks her bare legs out at the man, who is holding her by the arm. He wrenches her
  hard, pushing her down the stairs and she flies forwards, her face hitting the wall with a crack, leaving a smear of blood that I can’t drag my eyes away from.


  Taylor lets out a startled cry and the guy grabs her around the waist and carries her down the remaining stairs. She clutches the towel around herself, spitting out a torrent of curses. I
  don’t catch more than a glimpse of the guy’s back – he’s about six foot, broad shouldered, wearing all black: combat pants, a long-sleeved sweater and a ski mask.


  When they are gone, into the kitchen, I take a deep, shuddering breath and step out from behind the door. My body vibrates like a tuning fork. Move. I need to move. I hover in the doorway
  looking right, towards my bedroom, and then left to the room my mum and stepdad share. It’s about twenty metres from where I stand. I start to move towards their bedroom but the sound of
  Taylor crying pulls me up short.


  ‘Is there anyone else in the house?’ one of the men is yelling at her.


  Taylor screams, a high-pitched yelp that turns my insides to liquid.


  ‘No!’ my mum shouts back. Her voice is defiant but there’s a rift of fear in it that makes my heart stop.


  ‘Where’s the safe?’ the other man demands.


  ‘In the study,’ my mum whimpers. ‘But I don’t know the combination. Only my husband does.’


  ‘What about her?’ the first one asks.


  There’s a pause then I hear my stepsister shrieking and cursing and the dull thud of a fist smacking flesh.


  ‘Leave her alone, please!’ I hear my mum beg. ‘Please . . .’


  I wrench myself away from the top of the stairs, swallowing my panic and tears, and sprint down the hallway to my mum’s bedroom, hoping to God the sound of my stepsister screaming will
  cover me.


  Slipping inside, I dive towards the bedside table on Aiden’s side and drop to my knees, fumbling on the underside of the drawer for the panic button he showed me.


  My finger finds it and I press down. Nothing happens. I keep pressing it. Nothing is supposed to happen, I tell myself. It’s a silent alarm. But still, I crouch there, too scared to
  take my finger off the button. The phone is on the other side of the bed and I am working on building up my courage to let go of the button and run round to it when I hear the soft shush
  of the bedroom door opening.


  I turn just in time to see a foot and the barrel of a gun appear. I’m on my feet instantly, sprinting towards the en-suite bathroom.


  There’s a savage yell behind me and I’m thrown forwards. My chin strikes the floor, jarring my whole spine, knocking the wind out of me. Strong hands grab me around the waist and
  I’m hauled like a sack of coal over on to my back and suddenly I’m staring up into the black-masked face above me. Blue eyes like pin pricks in the darkness. Pupils dilated.
  Unmistakable excitement glimmering in them. Foul breath. Acid fear in the pit of my stomach. Lungs burning. A searing pain in my neck. I register all these things in the space of a single
  heartbeat.


  He reaches for me. His hands grab my waist and he tries to drag me to my feet.


  And suddenly I’m alive, fighting just like Taylor did, kicking and screaming. My leg bends reflexively and by chance my knee connects with his groin. He lets out a cry and drops me. My
  foot lashes out and slams into the side of his head. He collapses to the ground groaning, his knees drawn up to his chest.


  I don’t stop to think. I stagger to my knees. His hand snags around my ankle. I stomp down. Hear a crack. Tumble forwards. Towards the bathroom. Swing myself around the door. Throw
  myself against it. Ram the bolt home. Sink to my knees.


  A few seconds pass. Somewhere I register that Taylor’s cries have stopped.


  There’s an enormous crash as something is thrown against the door, but it holds. I fall back, press myself against the wall, staring in terror at the door. Another thud. It shudders on
  its hinges. I grasp for Aiden’s safety razor. It’s a pathetic weapon and I know this even as I hold it out in front of me with shaking hands, tears rolling down my face.


  I turn towards the window above the bath but I know without even trying it that it’s locked. All the windows in the house are wired into the alarm system. An idea hits me. I grab a can
  of aftershave from the side and, shielding my eyes, hurl it through the window.


  Splinters of glass rain down on me but I ignore them. We’re two floors up. I can’t jump. The window doesn’t offer any escape. It faces the back garden and the swimming
  pool. Our nearest neighbours wouldn’t be able to hear me scream, but I can only hope that smashing the window will trigger the alarm in case the panic button didn’t work.


  I sink to my knees beside the toilet, my eyes glued to the door and the razor still clutched in my hand. Silence has fallen again and all I can hear is my breathing, ragged and out of
  control.


  After a minute or two of terrifying, heart-stopping silence on the other side of the door, there’s a knock.


  ‘Hello . . .’ one of the men calls softly from the other side.


  I huddle further back against the wall.


  ‘Helloooo in there,’ he says again, his voice scraping against the wood. ‘Won’t you come out and play?’


  Ninety seconds. Aiden said it would take ninety seconds for the security patrol to respond. Surely it’s been that already? Where are they? I start counting in my head, trying to block
  out the man’s wheedling pleas, but I only get to twelve before another voice on the other side of the door makes me forget about counting.


  ‘Nic,’ my mum whispers, her voice hoarse.


  I stare at the door, imagining my mum on the other side of it. She sounds so afraid. I imagine her on her knees, her hands pressed to the wood panel, her face just inches away from mine. Is
  she bleeding? Is she hurt? Are they holding a gun to her head?


  ‘We’ve got your mommy,’ the man’s voice sings. There’s a pause. ‘Your choice.’ He’s gruff again now. ‘Come out or we kill her. We
  already had a lot of fun with your stepsister.’


  I launch on to my feet, the razor hanging limply in my hand. What does that mean? What have they done to Taylor? All the blood in my body has been replaced with lead.


  ‘No! Don’t come out!’ my mum suddenly screams.


  I take a wobbly step towards the door. There’s silence on the other side.


  ‘Nic?’


  I stop at the sound of the man saying my name.


  ‘Nic?’ The man says again, softly. ‘You’ve got until the count of three to come out or we kill her.’


  I reach for the door handle.


  ‘One.’


  I put my hand on the lock.


  ‘Two.’


  ‘Nic, don’t do it!’ my mum screams just as the sound of sirens tears through the night, wails bursting in through the broken window.


  Everything is going to be OK!


  The sirens grow louder and louder.


  They drown out ‘three’.


  But they don’t drown out the sound of the gunshot.


  I sit bolt upright in the bed, my heart thundering a thousand beats a minute. I’m drenched in sweat, shivering hard, and my face is wet with tears. The images from my
  dreams are tangled up with the images from last night and together they rush at me as though a dam has broken. It’s like waking from one nightmare straight into another.


  It takes me several petrified seconds to remember where I am and then my eyes dart instantly around the room looking for Finn. There’s no sign of him but the bolts on the door are still
  drawn and there’s a light coming from inside the cube.


  I draw in a breath and let it out in a half-sob. Goz is sitting up, staring at me quizzically.


  ‘It’s OK,’ I tell him, wrapping my arms around him, still shaking hard. ‘It was just a dream.’


  I swipe at the tears angrily. I haven’t had a nightmare about that night for almost six months and the after-effects linger. I press my face to Goz’s fur, feeling tears scalding my
  cheeks. I want my mum. That’s always my first thought when I wake from these nightmares. The irony doesn’t pass me by.


  It hurts. So much I can’t breathe. Just thinking about her and Taylor, what they did to them . . . and having to relive it in my dreams over and over . . . A wave of guilt washes over me.
  It should have been me. Taylor wasn’t even supposed to be home.


  Everyone told me I did all I could. That it wasn’t my fault. But the facts stare me in the face: I was a coward. I did nothing. I just hid. I saved myself.


  Just like last night. I could have done something. I could have come out of the bedroom. I could have confronted whoever was in the apartment. I could have saved Hugo. And what if they find me
  again, here? What about Finn?


  I look at the door and contemplate sneaking out, but then I glance towards the windows and I remember that I have no money, no credit cards, nowhere to go.


  My heart is still hammering wildly. It feels as if I have an orphaned animal in my chest trying to burrow its way to safety. I lie back down on the bed, feeling the reassuring weight of Goz as
  he settles against me. I stare blindly up at the ceiling, too scared to close my eyes in case I fall asleep and have another nightmare.


  


  FINN


  I sit back in my seat, flicking through the images from the crime scene. I’ve seen some dark things in my time, things no person should ever have to witness, and these
  are just as shocking – even more so because I keep imagining Nic on the other side of that bathroom door listening to those bastards threaten her and her mother.


  The last image in the file is of Aiden. It’s a case file image of him and Carol Cooper on their wedding day. I note that she’s only wearing a gold band and wonder why the CEO of a
  huge jewellery company didn’t give his bride a big, fat diamond engagement ring.


  My gut is telling me that this is all about Aiden. He’s the link to both break-ins. And he’s one of the richest men in America. I turn to my other computer and start researching
  him.


  Aiden’s jewellery business – Firenze Inc – is one of the largest luxury jewellery companies in the world, dealing mainly in diamonds and watches. He met Nic’s mother in
  London – his company headhunted her away from her job as the head of an environmental charity there. She moved to LA to run the non-profit foundation Cooper was setting up, and her daughter
  went too. Nic was thirteen at the time. Within eighteen months Carol and Aiden were married. Now Aiden has quit running the jewellery side of the business and focuses solely on the non-profit.


  His alibi for the Cooper massacre was watertight. He was at a business dinner. There were three hundred witnesses, but that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s not involved. I know
  he’s on Maggie’s shortlist too. She’s at FBI headquarters right now, organising the search for him. He seems to have vanished off the face of the earth since his little visit to
  Nic’s the other night.


  The FBI can’t get access to his emails and files without a subpoena and they’re not yet willing to do that without any evidence. I’m not so constrained by the law, though
  – part of the reason Maggie came to me in the first place. But digging into a business the size of Firenze Inc, when I’m not even sure what it is I’m looking for, is going to take
  a while.


  It was decided that the people who broke into the Cooper residence in LA were trying to steal from Aiden Cooper’s safe. He had close to three million dollars’ worth of diamonds and
  other jewels in it. But what if that wasn’t what they were after? What if it was something else entirely? The people behind this are more than just thieves. The level of organisation, the
  assassination-style kill shots straight to the head, the money required to pay a hacker to disable the security systems – it’s all pointing to something more than just a burglary. But
  above all, what makes me think there’s something much darker going on, something with much higher stakes, is the fact that whoever is behind this went to a great deal of trouble to set up
  McCrory and Miles to take the rap. Whatever this conspiracy is, I’m going to get to the bottom of it.


  I stare at the picture of Aiden Cooper on my screen, gazing lovingly at his now-dead wife.


  On the surface he seems clean. Thing is, when on the surface things seem clean, that’s when they’re usually dirtier than a shit-stained rag.


  


  NIC


  I wake slowly, unwillingly, as though swimming through wet concrete. Gradually I become aware that I fell asleep again. I’m relieved that I didn’t have another
  nightmare and wake screaming.


  I’m curled on my side and a lingering scent fills my head, something warm and inviting and, more than anything, comforting. It makes me close my eyes and breathe in deeply. For a moment I
  resist waking, wanting to burrow deeper under the blanket and then I realise with horror that it’s the smell of him – of Finn. I sit up, throwing off the blanket he must have draped
  over me while I slept.


  I blink in the glare of sunlight, streaming through the wall of windows that stretches all along the east side of the loft. We’re somewhere in the West Village I think, though I barely
  remember the chaotic race from the safe house to here.


  My focus shifts to the table in the corner that’s bowing under the weight of computers. Finn is sitting at a swivel chair in front of them. One hand taps commands on a keyboard, while the
  other is sticking a spoon into a jar of something that sits wedged between his thighs. With a sharp pang of betrayal I see Goz is lying at his feet. Finn holds out the spoon laden with what looks
  like peanut butter and Goz snarfs it down.


  Anger propels me to my feet. Just the sight of Finn feeding my dog makes me want to hurl something at him. I march towards them.


  Finn looks up and smiles. ‘Morning,’ he says, before reaching to pat Goz on the head.


  I glare at my dog, who ignores me, too busy trying to lick the spoon clean of every trace of Skippy.


  ‘You’re feeding him peanut butter?’ I ask.


  Finn looks at the jar and then at the spoon, which Goz is in danger of swallowing whole. He shrugs. ‘Yeah, he likes it.’ He holds the jar out to me. ‘Want some?’ he
  asks.


  Is he joking? I don’t want anything he’s offering. I shake my head, still scowling.


  Finn sets the peanut butter down and gets up. He starts stretching, pulling his arms over his head and rolling his neck back and forth. I get a brief glimpse of his stomach – that jagged,
  low-running scar – before his T-shirt drops back down. He hikes up his sweatpants – he’s changed out of his shorts – and pads over to the kitchen with Goz following him,
  apparently having decided he has a new master.


  ‘Goz,’ I hiss in my Russian Olympic coach voice – the one the dog trainer taught me – and Goz halts and throws his head back at me, his eyes guilty and pleading at the
  same time. I’m incensed. Peanut butter? He’ll toss me aside for peanut butter? Goddamn.


  Finn starts pressing buttons on the coffee machine, pouring beans into a grinder. He glances over his shoulder. ‘Coffee?’ he asks me.


  ‘Yes, thanks.’ I’m unable to take the grudge out of my voice.


  Finn rubs his eyes and I notice the circles under them, and the five o’clock shadow across his jaw.


  ‘How long have you been up?’ I ask, wondering where he slept.


  ‘I haven’t been to bed.’ He pours the ground beans into the machine.


  ‘What time is it?’ I ask, looking around for a clock.


  ‘Eleven-thirty. You were out for the count.’


  I look away. That’s what he thinks. Why would he think otherwise? How would he know about the nightmares?


  ‘It’s a comfy bed,’ Finn adds, smiling to himself in a way that makes me cringe. What exactly does he mean by that? Then I realise with embarrassment that maybe the reason he
  hasn’t yet slept is because I was in his bed.


  ‘Sorry,’ I blurt, then frown at myself.


  Finn shakes his head. ‘Don’t apologise.’


  I wrap my arms around myself again. I’m groggy and confused, and his nearness and the comment about the bed and the lingering scent of him from the sheets are all combining to unsettle me.
  I don’t want to be beholden to him for anything. Him of all people.


  ‘Did you find anything out?’ I ask, praying he has, because I want out of here.


  ‘Hugo’s still in intensive care. And there’s no sign of your stepfather.’


  I take that in. Where could Aiden be? Cursing myself for being so slow, I pull my phone out of my back pocket. Maybe he’s sent me a message.


  ‘What the hell?’


  I glance up sharply. Finn snatches the phone from my hand. ‘Has this been on the whole time?’ he asks.


  I nod. ‘Why?’


  ‘It’s traceable, damn it,’ he says, glaring at me.


  How was I supposed to know? I feel like yelling, but I don’t. Adrenaline scores new pathways through me. I glance at the door, expecting someone to come storming through it any
  second. My nerves are shot to pieces and I automatically reach for Goz to steady myself. He’s right there, by my side, and I grab hold of his collar.


  Finn has switched off the phone and taken out the SIM card. He hands the phone back to me, still scowling and shaking his head.


  ‘Is it going to be OK?’ I ask tentatively.


  ‘Yeah,’ he says, glancing at me briefly. ‘Should be. I’ve got jammers on the roof.’


  I don’t want to ask him what a jammer is but I’m assuming it’s something that blocks signals.


  ‘Milk?’ Finn asks now, turning to the fridge which, with its steel-faced double doors, looks like it belongs in a mortuary.


  ‘Yes, thanks,’ I say frowning, and realising something that’s been staring me in the face but which I hadn’t fully registered until now. ‘Where’s
  Maggie?’ I ask, looking around in alarm.


  ‘She’s gone,’ Finn says as he pours milk into a jug and starts frothing it.


  ‘Gone?’ Dread inches up my limbs like cold anaesthetic.


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Gone where?’


  ‘We made a plan while you were sleeping,’ Finn says, handing me a mug of coffee and brushing past me.


  I narrow my eyes at his back as he strides towards his desk.


  ‘We figured it made more sense for her to report back and say she lost you.’


  ‘Lost me?’ I ask, my voice hiking several notches. Goz whines as my grip on him tightens.


  ‘She’s going to tell them that the safe house was hit, Ziv was shot and she was knocked unconscious while giving chase. When she came to, she found you were missing.’


  I stare at him in a state of total disbelief, a hundred questions erupting in my head, the one that makes it out first being: ‘But . . . why?’


  Finn flops down into his swivel chair and Goz immediately wriggles from my grip and takes up residence at his feet. He reaches out a hand and pats him. ‘Because it’ll help having her
  working on the inside. And it will mean no one will suspect anything.’


  ‘But . . . won’t they look for me?’


  ‘Sure, but how are they going to find you?’


  He takes a sip of his coffee, staring at me over the rim. I try to look away but he’s fixing me with a look that seems curious, analytical and confrontational all at once. Like he wants me
  to argue with him, or question him.


  ‘But I thought you could figure out who was behind it?’ I say, not rising to his bait. ‘I thought that’s why we came here. Isn’t it? So why did Agent
  Corb— I mean Maggie, have to go back?’


  I’m starting to panic. How could she do this to me? My stomach is rolling around as though we’re at sea and my throat is squeezing shut. No one knows where I am. I
  don’t even know where I am. And someone, or some people, are after me and are killing any person who stands in the way. My eyes fly back to Finn. Does he realise how much danger he’s
  in? Oh hell. I turn around looking for somewhere to set the coffee because I’m afraid I might drop it. I make a move to set it down on the desk but Finn reaches out and blocks my way.


  ‘Woah woah, not there,’ he says, nodding at the bank of computers and clutter of hard drives. ‘Not near the equipment.’


  ‘Sorry,’ I mutter.


  ‘Here, let me take it.’ He grabs it and our fingers brush. I jerk back, spilling hot coffee over his hand. He hisses and sets the coffee on the floor.


  My breath starts coming in gasps.


  ‘You OK?’ Finn asks.


  I glance upwards. Finn is on his feet. He towers over me – he’s at least six foot, maybe taller. I come up to his chin.


  Ignoring him, I bend over at the waist and try to suck in a breath. Suddenly I feel his hand on my lower back. It burns through my sweater like a branding iron and I shoot upright and jerk away
  from him. His hand falls awkwardly to his side.


  ‘Why is this happening again?’ I wheeze.


  


  FINN


  I can’t answer her, so I don’t. Scowling, she starts pacing the loft. Her hands are fisted at her sides and her eyes skitter over the space, to the windows then to
  the doors and to the cube, as though she’s trying to find either a place to hide or a way out – I can’t figure which.


  She pauses by the cube and puts her hands on her hips, breathing as though her lungs are full of water. Tension ripples off her in almost visible currents.


  She reminds me of a half-wild cat that I found one summer when I was kid. It was trapped in the barn, going crazy. It was so starved its ribs showed through its fur. It was nursing a crippled
  back leg, but when I came close it pounced at me, hissing, fur raising on end. I wanted to capture it and take it into the house, feed it and nurse it back to health. I had an idea I’d turn
  it into a pet – maybe make it a wheelie robot leg to run around on – but my grandma told me that an animal that had suffered as badly as that cat likely had would never make a good pet.
  It would never learn to trust. She told me it would only scratch me and then she’d have to take me for a rabies shot which she would pay for with my piggy bank savings. Then she told me to
  stop being such a soft-hearted sap.


  I set it free and never saw it again.


  I shouldn’t have touched her just then. Clearly the girl has issues about people being in her personal space. Seeing her glance around the loft I get an idea. ‘Come on,’ I say,
  grabbing my keys.


  She stops circling and narrows her eyes at me. ‘Where?’


  ‘Let’s get some air.’


  She trails me to the loft door, suspicious as the cat was when I tried to free it. ‘It’s safe,’ I reassure her.


  She makes a sound in the back of her throat and I kick myself mentally, wondering what that word means to her. Does she ever feel safe? Did she before last night? Judging from the security
  systems she had installed in her apartment and the salivating beast at her side, I am guessing not. And even if they did offer her some modicum of reassurance, that’s now been taken from
  her.


  From the corner of my eye I see her slip her arm around Goz’s neck to grip his collar. She has another nervous tic too, her hand often sliding down her thigh as though she’s slipping
  it into an invisible bag. Possibly a habit she has of holding her Taser when she’s walking down a street. Interesting that she doesn’t carry a gun, but maybe not so surprising.


  ‘Bring the Skippy-loving beast,’ I tell her as I open the door to my apartment and hold it for her, taking care to give her enough space that she doesn’t have to touch me on
  the way out.


  She slips her Converse on then stares at my bare feet. ‘Aren’t you putting on shoes?’


  ‘Nah,’ I say.


  She gives me a weird look.


  ‘Come on,’ I tell her, letting the door fall closed behind her and then jogging up the stairwell.


  At the top I unlock the door to the roof and push it open. I hold it for her and watch with a small smile as she steps out and then pulls up short. She looks surprised for all of half a second,
  then her expression hardens again. The beast, however, is straight off. He races across the grass and lifts his leg against my blueberry bush.


  ‘Yo,’ I yell, striding over to him. ‘Go piss elsewhere.’ The animal keeps up a stready stream. Guess I should have thought about letting him out sooner but it
  hadn’t actually crossed my mind. Oh well. It needed watering. I’ve been neglectful of my plants of late. Thank God the grass is AstroTurf.


  ‘Goz!’


  I turn back round to see Nic calling off the dog and look round my little roof-garden-come-stargazing-hangout. There’s a grill in one corner, covered by an ivy-coated awning, two sun beds
  and a telescope set on the edge, which is currently covered in a tarp. My antennae and jammers are cunningly disguised by a thicket of twenty-foot-high bamboo. I just hope to God they’ve
  worked in blocking the signal from Nic’s phone. I’m pretty sure they will have. I paid a hell of a lot of money for them. And if they haven’t . . . well, I guess we’ll find
  out soon enough. No need to worry Nic about it though.


  I wince as I watch Goz sniff around the sun beds. The last time I was up here was with a girl I met in some bar a few weeks back. I was planning on showing her Orion’s Belt but we never
  got that far.


  I stride over to one of the loungers, checking no evidence remains of our little get together, and sit down, ignoring the chill and the dampness in the cushions. It’s freezing out and I
  regret not putting on shoes because my feet are slowly losing all feeling, but the sky is that particular neon blue you sometimes get in winter, as though it’s been dyed with food colouring,
  and it’s good to be outside and staring at something other than a computer screen. I breathe in a lungful of toxic car-exhaust, pretzel and hot dog. Ahhh, New York.


  I watch Nic slowly start exploring the roof, staying as far away from me as she can without leaping off the edge. The tension between us is so thick you could wade through it. I don’t know
  whether to just broach the subject of the trial but I figure I’ll wait and let her take the lead.


  She’s walking back and forth restlessly, stretching out her shoulders and arm muscles. I take the opportunity to study her through half-closed lids.


  During the trial it was her vulnerability that made Nic such a focus for the media. In the same way Marilyn Monroe projected a fragile beauty – that sense of something broken beneath the
  surface – so did Nic Preston, though without any artifice or design. She was only sixteen at the time of the trial but she spoke in a clear cut voice and held herself with the dignity and
  poise of someone twice that. But even so, behind her eyes, you could see she was being hollowed out by pain as clearly as if someone was digging into her soul with a knife and cutting it out piece
  by piece. And as if dealing with the murders and the trial wasn’t enough, the media were like starving piranhas thrown a pound of flesh. There wasn’t a single aspect of Nic’s life
  that wasn’t analysed, even her love life and school grades made the headlines. There were whole columns devoted to what she wore each day in court. I can’t imagine what that must have
  felt like on top of everything else. It made me wish for a special place in hell to be created just for paparazzi and tabloid journalists.


  The thing that strikes me most about Nic now, as I watch her pace, is the same thing that struck me back then; her eyes. They’re still hollowed out with pain, though now they have a
  guarded look to them, as though she trusts no one. She looks at everyone and everything as though it’s about to attack her – and who can blame her? Despite that though, and despite how
  hard she tries to mask it, her vulnerability still shines through. She purses her lips a lot, holds her head high, stares at you like she’s trying to stare through you, but the tough
  act, is just that: an act. The fear is masked but still there. It’s something she seems to wrestle with, a beast that’s bruising her from the inside out. If she doesn’t find a way
  to let it out then one day it’s going to destroy her. I should know. I’m an expert on these things.


  She strides over to me then, her arms crossed over her chest. ‘I need to make some calls.’


  I sit up and face her. ‘Who do you need to call?’ I ask, rubbing a hand over my eyes. The coffee is buzzing through my system but I haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours so
  it’s not making much of a dent.


  ‘I need to let my teachers know.’


  ‘I already let school know you’ll be out for a few weeks.’


  ‘What?’ she hisses angrily.


  I shrug at her. ‘I told them it was a family emergency.’


  She stares down at her feet and her face contorts. After a few seconds she looks up, throwing back her shoulders. ‘How long am I going to have to stay here?’ she asks.


  I’ve been wondering about that too. The truth is I have no idea. ‘As long as it takes,’ I tell her. In some cases the witness has to go into protective custody for years.
  ‘Hopefully not too long,’ I add quickly, thinking about how that might pan out.


  ‘Come on,’ I say before she has a chance to start pacing the rooftop, or before that beast of hers has a chance to crap all over my fake grass. ‘I’ll show you what I
  found out while you were sleeping.’


  


  NIC


  ‘I just need to use the bathroom,’ I say, once he lets us back into his apartment. I feel like a school kid having to ask permission from my teacher and it annoys
  me. I grab my bag and head towards the door Finn points to, feeling his eyes following me the entire way.


  Once safely locked inside his bathroom I lean against the wall and take a few deep breaths. Sweat prickles my skin and I rip off my sweater. For a moment I cover my face with my hands and try to
  get a handle on everything I’m feeling. Though what I’m feeling is an all-consuming terror and that’s not so easy to get a handle on. I’m scared I’m going to have a
  panic attack. I try to remember what Dr Phipps taught me about focusing on my breathing. As I concentrate on that and on slowing my heart rate, I take a look around.


  The bathroom is big. An old-fashioned bathtub sits in the centre of the space, with a lambskin rug laid out in front of it. Antique candlesticks are arranged around the bath. Over in one corner
  is a walk-in shower with a glass wall. An old wood-burning stove rests against the far wall. The sink is made from copper and inlaid into a slab of wood. It’s like a shoot for Elle
  Decor. Not what I expected. Though I’m not sure what I expected from someone like Finn. Judging from the rest of his apartment I’d have thought something minimal – something
  more male and distinctly less boudoiry.


  I walk wearily to the sink and, taking a deep breath, stare into the mirror. I look like death; pale, wrung out, exhausted. I splash water on my face and then open the cabinet, looking to see if
  Finn owns a spare toothbrush. Of course he does. He has two pink toothbrushes in his cabinet, unopened in their packets, lying there neatly beside three boxes of condoms, a fifty-dollar bottle of
  massage oil, some aftershave and an electric razor.


  I slam the cabinet with a bang, deciding to finger brush my teeth because I wouldn’t want to deprive any future one-night stands of their rightful toothbrush.


  Then I remember my bag. I think I packed some toiletries, but then again, I barely remember what I slung into my bag in the heat of the moment. When you hear the words safe house and an
  FBI agent is standing over you holding a gun, you don’t stop to think about packing for every occasion.


  I unzip the bag and notice straightaway that everything inside is folded neatly, which is weird because I stuffed everything in in a state of total panic. I pull out my clothes, feeling hot rage
  rising inside me. He touched my things.


  From the kitchen I hear noises – the banging of cabinet doors. I storm out of the bathroom. Finn is looking through the cabinet above the stove. He glances my way and I catch the way his
  gaze falls to my chest and I remember I’m only wearing a grey cotton camisole top. Finally, he remembers that I have a face and looks back up.


  ‘You went through my stuff,’ I say, dropping my bag down on the counter.


  He winces a little, that smug annoying smile of his fading, before he pushes my bag aside so he can lay out two plates and a bowl.


  ‘Why?’ I rage, the adrenaline from earlier returning with force.


  ‘You were asleep. I didn’t want to wake you and I needed to check in case you had a phone or any other electronic equipment with you. I didn’t want anyone to be able to track
  you here.’ He says the last part pointedly.


  ‘Oh.’ My anger has built but now it has no place to go. My cheeks burn and I can’t hold his gaze.


  The door buzzes. My nerves are so shot that I jump a mile, but Finn is already moving past me towards the door. He hits the intercom and then the entry buzzer.


  ‘Who is it?’ I ask.


  ‘Delivery,’ he says, smiling at me reassuringly over his shoulder.


  He pulls open the door to reveal a teenage boy carrying two bags of takeout containers. Finn takes them and sets them on the floor so he can pull out his wallet. I notice the gun stuck down the
  back of his sweatpants and realise that, though he’s acting like we’re at a slumber party, he’s clearly not as relaxed as he seems.


  He exchanges a few words with the delivery guy, which wouldn’t be at all remarkable but for the fact it’s in what sounds like Thai. He speaks Thai? Of course he does. Why
  wouldn’t he?


  Finn slides his wallet back into his pocket, kicks the door shut with his foot, then grabs the food bags and heads towards the kitchen. ‘You like Thai food?’ he asks me, setting the
  bags on the counter.


  I nod. Then shake my head, frustrated. ‘Yes. But I’m not hungry. I just want you to start explaining what’s going on.’


  Finn starts opening the containers, spooning out food on to both plates. ‘I got a selection. Didn’t know what you liked.’


  ‘I just want to know what’s happening. I don’t want to eat Thai green curry or tom yum . . . ’ I break off because now that I’m standing over the plates and the
  smell is wafting upwards, I’m wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. All I’ve eaten in almost a day is a Belgian truffle.


  ‘Eat first,’ Finn says, handing me the plate. ‘Then we’ll talk. Seriously. I need another half hour for a program to finish running anyway. Then I’ll know more. And
  besides, I need calories. So do you. When was the last time you ate something?’


  I take the plate. He has a point. I realise that my blood sugar is so low I’m feeling fuzzy headed and sluggish. Grudgingly I follow Finn over to a table that I hadn’t noticed
  before, hidden as it was behind the giant concrete block in the centre of the room. He clears a pile of electronic equipment and what looks like a soldering iron off the tabletop and pushes out a
  chair for me.


  I drop into my seat. Goz comes and sits at my side, staring up at me with hopeful big eyes, but there’s no way I’m feeding him chicken curry. He ate some leftover Indian food once,
  that he scrounged out of the waste when my back was turned. I spent the next two days clearing up poop and had to have my antique rug steam-cleaned. But then Finn tosses a piece of chicken his way
  and Goz snatches it in his jaws like a killer whale tossing back a baby seal. It’s like they’ve practised their routine while I was sleeping or something.


  Finn glances at me through his lashes, as though checking if I’m OK with him feeding my dog. I look at my plate with a small smile. He can clear up the mess.


  ‘So, you named your dog after Ryan Gosling?’


  I pause with a forkful of curry halfway to my mouth. Finn is chewing while trying not to grin. He’s failing at both. My eyes narrow, which is starting to become a habit around him.


  ‘Just a guess,’ he says. ‘Am I right?’


  ‘Yeah,’ I admit, jutting out my chin. I can feel myself blushing though.


  ‘Fan of The Notebook, huh?’ He’s still trying not to grin.


  ‘My mum was,’ I tell him.


  The grin fades. I feel a twinge of guilt. I didn’t say that solely to wipe the grin off his face. It’s true. ‘It was her favourite film.’


  ‘Right,’ he says, frowning at his plate before looking up and fixing me with a stare. ‘I’m sorry.’


  I hold his gaze. What is he apologising for exactly?


  ‘He’s better-looking than Ryan,’ Finn says, nudging Goz with his elbow and tossing him another chunk of chicken.


  The smile comes before I can stop it but I quickly straighten my face. ‘You need to get out more,’ I tell him.


  Finn’s grin returns. He looks at me and I’m struck once more by the blue of his eyes, which are unfairly emphasised by the darkness of his eyelashes and hair. He keeps watching me as
  he eats, with no attempt at subtlety. He’s staring at me the same way I saw him staring at his computer screen earlier, as though I have code scrolling across my face that he needs to
  decipher.


  I feel my cheeks starting to get warmer. I hate being looked at. It reminds me of the trial, where I spent six weeks feeling like I was the one being judged, by both the jury and the media. And
  then there were all the articles, including that People story made up of half-truths and intimate betrayals – every one of them speculating on what was going on in my head, as if
  they could guess. As if anyone could ever guess. It felt like drowning, as if a hundred blood-frenzied sharks were thrashing in the water all around me, taking bites at me.


  ‘What is that thing?’ I ask to distract Finn, who is still looking at me in such a way that I know he too is trying to analyse me. Did he read all the articles? Did he read all about
  Davis and I? Does he think he knows me, just like all the trolls online, because he read all the lies that made it into the newspapers? I try to ignore the burn in my cheeks, the bubbling anger at
  the memories that are spilling over.


  Finn glances over my shoulder to where I’m pointing. ‘That’s the cube,’ he says with a smug smile. I note the glint in his eye, and if I didn’t know that he was a
  hacker I might suspect that the cube contained a collection of pornography or something worse, because frankly, who builds a giant concrete room complete with keypad entry in the middle of their
  loft, unless for some totally weird and depraved reason?


  ‘Well, yeah, I can see it’s a cube. What’s inside?’ I ask. ‘Your servers?’


  He looks impressed that I figured it out. ‘You’re the first person who ever guessed right,’ he tells me. ‘One person thought it was my torture chamber.’


  I arch an eyebrow at him and he has the decency to look down at his plate. ‘You need to start hanging out with smarter girls,’ I say.


  He impales another piece of chicken with his fork. ‘Figure I am,’ he says, glancing back up at me.


  I blink at him in surprise. What’s his deal? If he’s really trying to hit on me given our situation and our history, then he’s going to become the baby seal to Goz’s
  killer whale.


  ‘What’s in all the boxes?’ I ask, choosing to ignore the comment.


  Finn finishes chewing his mouthful of chicken. ‘You ask a lot of questions,’ he remarks.


  ‘You don’t answer many.’


  ‘It’s stuff for Martha Stewart,’ he says, tilting his chin in the direction of the boxes stacked by the door.


  ‘I’m sorry?’


  ‘A lot of companies ask her to endorse their products.’


  I wait for him to finish his explanation but it appears he’s done explaining.


  ‘And?’ I push. ‘What are you to Martha Stewart? Is she some kind of relation?’


  He laughs. ‘No. I just . . .’ he clears his throat and tosses another chunk of chicken to Goz. ‘I thought I would do her a favour. You know, help her upcycle.’


  ‘What are you talking about?’ I ask, staring blankly at him.


  ‘She gets sent an obscene amount of stuff. Pasta makers and cupcake trays and Magimixes that look like they’re from the future. All from companies who want her to promote and endorse
  their stuff. So I figured, rather than have it all go to waste, because there’s no way she’s going to ever use it all, I would have it diverted to me instead. And what I don’t
  want I give to the Goodwill.’


  I set my knife and fork down. ‘You’re not joking, are you?’ I ask.


  Finn grins at me as he finishes scraping his plate clean.


  ‘But how?’ I ask.


  He hands his plate down to Goz, who starts licking it clean. ‘Easy. I hacked into DHL’s system and whenever an item from a supply company gets flagged for Martha’s delivery
  address a new address gets downloaded instead. My address. It’s not every time, but once every ten or so. It’s randomised.’


  ‘But you don’t even cook,’ I say, blinking at him in disbelief. ‘What do you need any of that stuff for?”


  ‘How do you know I don’t cook?’ he asks, looking offended.


  I point at the kitchen counter. ‘Because none of that equipment looks like it’s ever been used. And your fridge contains only Snapple.’


  He gives me an appraising look and I realise that he’s surprised by my levels of deduction. That doesn’t speak volumes about the girls he must normally hang out with.


  ‘I’m just waiting for the right occasion, that’s all,’ Finn says. He scowls briefly down at the tabletop.


  ‘So, does your Martha Stewart fraud also account for the lifetime supply of Snapple?’


  ‘No, that’s something else. I won a year’s supply. Though in actual fact, it’s more like a three-month supply. That stuff is addictive.’


  ‘You won it?’ I ask, my eyebrow lifting.


  ‘Are you accusing me of cheating the system?’ he asks, a smile pulling at his lips.


  ‘Well, from what you just told me,’ I say, ‘and from what I already know about you, I don’t doubt that you lied and somehow found a way to cheat the system, depriving the
  rightful Snapple winner of their deserved prize. And I also don’t doubt that in your mind you can probably find a way to justify it.’


  He sits back in his chair, his foot tapping, his head cocked to one side. Then he nods and abruptly stands up.


  ‘Come on,’ he says, striding towards the cube.


  I jump up and follow Finn around to the other side, where the door is. He presses his thumb to a pad and the door springs open. Finn steps aside to let me in and I walk past him, trying to keep
  as much distance between us as possible, which is hard to do because the room is only about three metres wide and there’s very little space to move. Along one wall is a long desk that holds a
  twenty-seven-inch screen, several smaller screens and two keyboards.


  Finn shuts the door behind us and I spin around, panicked.


  ‘I need to keep the temperature steady,’ he says by way of explanation when he sees the look on my face.


  ‘So what are we doing in here?’ I ask, frustration biting at the edge of my voice. Despite the air conditioning it’s hot in here and there’s hardly any room to breathe,
  let alone move.


  ‘Excuse me,’ Finn says as he moves to squeeze past me. I step back and bump into a cabinet. Finn shoots out a hand to steady it and we find ourselves pressed chest to chest. We both
  draw in a breath and there’s an interminable moment where neither of us moves. Me because I can’t and him because he’s trying to stop the cabinet from rocking. I can feel the heat
  radiating from his chest and sweat trickles its way down my front. Finn’s forearm is by my head and I get a hit of his scent, which riles me, because my automatic reaction is to lean in
  closer for another hit. But Finn moves swiftly past me, pulling out a chair from behind the desk and swivelling it in my direction.


  ‘Have a seat,’ he says.


  It’s the only chair and I have no idea where he’s going to sit, but I decide sitting would be a good idea, if only to get me out of his way. He swivels me towards the computer
  screen, then leans over the chair and starts tapping on the keyboard.


  So much for getting me out of his way. I’m trapped between his arms and now it really is impossible to breathe. I want to get out of here. He has no idea how hard it is to sit here and not
  make a break for the door. My foot starts tapping, my breathing feels asthmatic. I try to focus on the screen but I’m quickly distracted by Finn’s hands flying over the keyboard. And
  then by his arms. He’s faintly tanned and the muscles work furiously beneath the skin. I watch the screens as words and symbols appear and I catch myself wondering about all the things Finn
  knows how to do; hack computers, speak Thai, shoot a gun, touch-type at a thousand words a minute . . .


  ‘Why do you have computers in here and computers out there?’ I ask.


  ‘Out there’s the legitimate stuff,’ he says, not taking his eyes off the screen. ‘Where I do my work for big corporates and non-profits. A lot of pro bono too for legal
  teams,’ he adds. ‘Like the work I did for the court case you were involved in.’


  He may as well have punched me in the gut and backhanded me across the face. He testified for free? He treated the men who killed my mum and Taylor as though they were deserving of
  charity? I thought at the very least he must have been paid for it.


  ‘In here,’ he goes on without pausing, ‘I do the grey area stuff.’


  I grit my teeth and take a breath, trying to damp down the angry fire in my belly. ‘You mean the illegal stuff.’


  He makes a noise in his throat, half laugh, half snort, his fingers still tapping. What looks like an array of blueprints appear on the screen. ‘Who makes our laws?’ he asks.
  ‘And who decides what’s illegal or not? And don’t say lawmakers, because most of our lawmakers are working on behalf of corporations who have their own agenda. Justice is not
  blind. And when it is, it’s blindly stupid.’


  I want to twist in my chair to confront him but I’m pretty much locked in position by his arms.


  ‘Did you find my iPad?’ I ask him instead. Last night he talked about using GPS software to locate it.


  ‘They disabled the GPS two blocks from your house. Somehow they overrode your password. These guys are good. They killed the cameras in the building, overrode the alarm system and the
  electronic locks and managed to duplicate your keys.’


  My stomach churns and sweat starts to snake down my spine. I don’t get it. But I instantly want to get on the phone and start yelling at the security company to which I paid tens of
  thousands of dollars to fix up my house.


  Finn drops suddenly to his haunches at my side and points at the images on the screen. ‘These are the blueprints of your security system.’ He points at the other monitor. ‘This
  is the program whoever broke into it used.’ I blink at lines of nonsensical data. He points to the other monitor. ‘This is the program that was used to hack your house in LA two years
  ago.’


  I stare at the third monitor and back at the second one. I do this several times before giving up and turning to Finn. ‘What am I supposed to be seeing?’ I ask impatiently.


  ‘It’s the same programmer. A few tweaks to the code, but it’s the same person.’


  I look at the screens. ‘How can you tell?’


  ‘It’s like a signature. All hackers have one. I don’t mean that they sign their name into the code, it’s like . . .’ he pauses and chews his lip for a second.
  ‘You can look at a painting by Picasso and another by Rembrandt, right, and know who painted what? Well, it’s the same with hackers – after a while, you can tell. People code in
  unique ways and whoever wrote this code is good. Not many people are this good.’ He nods, his expression tinged with respect, if not a touch of awe. ‘Security companies like the ones
  who installed your systems do not mess around. Reliability is everything. The company that installed the one in your LA house went bust after the trial. So these companies don’t take hacking
  lightly – it’s their livelihood at risk. They have numerous firewalls, and they constantly test them. To get through their defences takes concerted effort and time, as well as
  talent.’


  ‘So, you’re saying it’s the same person behind both break-ins?’


  ‘Yeah. I mean, that was the supposition anyway. I just proved it, though.’


  I frown at him because what he’s saying doesn’t fully make sense. If Maggie is claiming that someone inside the FBI is involved, then does that mean they were involved in the first
  break-in too? It’s impossible.


  ‘There must be a mistake,’ I say. ‘McCrory and Miles broke into my house in LA. So if what you’re saying is to be believed, they must be behind the break-in last
  night.’


  Finn shakes his head at me. ‘Those two guys were innocent. It wasn’t them that broke into your house and killed your mother and stepsister. And it wasn’t them who broke into
  your house last night.’


  My body floods with a pure, toxic mix of anger and adrenaline. ‘They had DNA evidence,’ I say, my voice shaking. ‘Fingerprints. Blood.’ I cast around in my head for more
  facts, ready to hurl them in his face. ‘And their alibis fell through. You saw their records.’


  ‘I’m not disputing that they’re lowlife scum,’ Finn says calmly.


  ‘They were trained snipers. Ex-marines!’


  Finn gets slowly to his feet. ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘And both of them are alcoholics, one had a meth problem and the other was suffering PTSD. Both had histories of mental illness.
  Just read the testimonies of the psychiatrists who assessed them . . .’


  I don’t like him standing over me so I stand too. The thing is I still have to tip my head back to look at him and when I put my hands on my hips I feel immediately self-conscious,
  especially as my top is starting to stick to me.


  ‘The guys couldn’t tell you which way was up. They were jacked to their eyeballs.’


  ‘One had already killed someone in cold blood,’ I hiss.


  ‘It was manslaughter,’ Finn counters calmly. ‘Totally different circumstances.’


  ‘Killing someone is killing someone.’


  ‘Listen to me, the person who cracked your security system, then and now, is an expert. There are only a handful of people in the world who could do that, who could write a program like
  that and get in and get out without setting off alarm bells. Those guys probably don’t even know how to turn on a computer, let alone write code.’


  ‘OK, fine, say they didn’t hack into the security system,’ I spit. ‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t care. They were still the ones who broke into the house and
  pulled the trigger.’ I feel like a frustrated child about to stamp my foot and burst into tears.


  ‘I don’t believe it,’ Finn tells me.


  ‘Why?’ I say through clenched teeth.


  ‘Let’s see,’ he starts counting off on his fingers. ‘They had two alibis for their whereabouts the night of the incident. Both alibis happened to die in the same week.
  One from a drug overdose and the other from a fatal stabbing.’ He looks at me as if to say Coincidence, I don’t think.


  ‘They were friends with meth addicts. Not so unusual,’ I counter.


  ‘Neither of them can remember anything about the forty-eight hours either side of the crime.’


  ‘They were off their heads, you said it yourself.’


  ‘One of them has a permanent slur from a facial injury sustained while serving in the marine corps.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘Your testimony claimed you heard two men, both talking, possibly in an accent but with no slur. With all due respect, your testimony had holes in it. Huge ones.’


  I suck in a breath, feeling like he’s just kicked me in the stomach. ‘What?’ I say, my voice coming out eerily calm despite the fury rushing through my veins.


  ‘I listened to your testimony again after the trial. The DA did a hopeless job at cross-examining you. But you had the sympathy vote with the jury. He couldn’t press you without
  coming across as a dick. It was a hard call.’


  I can feel the hysteria rising inside me like a beast suddenly given wings. ‘There was a fingerprint,’ I yell. ‘There was DNA evidence.’


  ‘Nic, DNA evidence is easy to plant. You were in a state of severe trauma and shock. Your reliability as a witness is problematic.’


  ‘You’re calling me a liar!’ I say, disbelieving.


  ‘No,’ he says in a weary tone. ‘I am not calling you a liar. I’m just saying that what you think you heard and what you actually heard are two different
  things.’


  It takes me a few seconds to process Finn’s words and then it takes every ounce of willpower in my body not to shove him backwards into his server stacks. ‘Screw you,’ I say. I
  spin towards the door, almost tripping over the chair in my haste. ‘Let me out.’


  ‘There were so many inconsistencies,’ he says, completely ignoring my request and keeping on talking to my back. ‘There’s no way the case should have come to trial, but
  it was a slam dunk. No one wanted to look bad. The media were all over the DA’s office. The LAPD needed a quick win. It wasn’t about justice. It was about calming the public. The guys
  were scapegoated. I just could never figure out why or by whom. But now we’re being thrown another bone.’


  I whip around. ‘A bone? What do you mean we’re being thrown a bone?’


  He shrugs at me. ‘Well, they’re back. Same people as before. They want something. Something involving you. And this time,’ he smiles and I see the glint in his eye
  – excitement, like he’s enjoying the thrill of this – ‘this time we can make sure no one gets scapegoated.’


  He reaches behind me and for a second I flinch, not sure what he is doing, but he’s just unlocking the door. He looks down at me, his eyes gleaming in the shadows.


  ‘We can actually find the people who did this to you,’ he says. ‘The people who killed your mom and Taylor. And we can make them pay.’


  


  FINN


  ‘What about the cameras?’ she asks, as I lock the cube behind us. ‘They must have picked up something.’ She’s still pissed at me. She’s not
  even trying to disguise it. Not even my convincing appeal to her that we can find the people who actually killed her mother seems to have worked. She really is certain it was those two guys.


  I head to my desk by the window. I’d rather not use these computers for what I want to show her, I’d rather keep all my legit and non-legit work separate, but she looked like she was
  about to pull a server stack down on my head if I didn’t let her out. And it was getting hot in there.


  ‘That’s the thing,’ I say, switching on the screen, trying to focus. ‘There’s nothing. They were made to look like they were still functioning, but whoever overrode
  your alarm system and entry systems also cut the phone lines and switched off the cameras. Nothing recorded for a period of five hours.’


  ‘That’s not possible.’ She looks furious, her hands bunched into fists at her sides.


  ‘It is possible,’ I say, wondering what ludicrous amount of money she paid her security company, and hoping she gets a refund along with an apology. If they don’t offer one
  I’m going to make them. ‘Here’s the proof.’ I step aside, revealing the monitor screens.


  She moves beside me, taking care to leave several inches between us. She stares at the snowstorm of static on the screens.


  ‘Look,’ I say, hitting a button and rewinding the recording. ‘There’s nothing from seven thirty-eight yesterday evening.’


  I fast forward to 12.44 a.m. The camera blinks back on. Crime scene techs in white suits are sweeping every inch of the room. It’s been transformed into a bloodbath. Colour leeches across
  the screen.


  Beside me, I feel Nic shudder. She wraps her arms around herself, her skin – which still glistens with sweat – now prickling with goosebumps. Without thinking I grab a shirt
  that’s slung over the back of my chair and put it around her shoulders. She jerks around, giving me a death stare.


  ‘Sorry,’ I say, backing away. ‘You were shivering.’


  She looks away, colour returning to her cheeks. I think about taking the shirt back but then she slips her arms through the sleeves. It’s too big for her of course, and she has to roll up
  the sleeves, but when I snatch a look at her I feel a slight tug in my chest.


  I shake it off. ‘How did your stepfather behave the night when he visited? It was two nights ago now, right?’ I ask.


  Her brow furrows. ‘He was weird,’ she says guardedly. ‘Acting strangely. He kept looking out the window, and he asked about my security systems. He seemed worried about
  me.’ She swallows, presses her hands against her eyes as though trying to banish an image. Then she removes them and looks up at me. ‘Where do you think he is?’ she asks.


  ‘I called his secretary, pretending to be from the IRS,’ I tell her, seeing the instant flare of surprise on her face. ‘She hasn’t heard from him either. No hotels have a
  record of him. He didn’t take any flight out of JFK or Newark, or any airport on the eastern seaboard for that matter. I checked the manifests for all flights going to all destinations.
  There’s been no activity on his credit cards and he hasn’t logged into his emails since he left your apartment.’


  Nic sinks back into my chair, staring into the middle distance. ‘Do you think he’s OK?’ she asks.


  I shrug. ‘I don’t know. But I’ve been watching the footage from your apartment. He asked to use the bathroom before he left. Is it possible he hid something in your apartment
  and that’s what the people who broke in were after?’


  Her shoulders press back into the chair. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘It’s possible, I guess.’


  I nod. ‘OK.’


  ‘OK what?’ she asks.


  ‘Well, I guess we better go take a look and find out.’


  She sits up right, Goz too, both of them staring at me, one salivating, the other glaring. ‘Back there? You want me to go back there?’


  I watch the pulse firing rapidly in her neck as she turns to look back at the screen. The crime scene techs are photographing the blood spill and I wish I had fast-forwarded it. It’s
  stupid, walking back into the lion’s den. And to take her with me. Then again, Maggie told me not to take my eyes off her and leaving her here would require me to do just that. And besides,
  she’s the only one who’ll know if anything is out of place.


  ‘Yeah,’ I say, leaning past her and hitting a button so the view switches to another angle.


  Her hands grip the dog tighter, her foot tapping on the chair. ‘OK,’ she says without looking at me. ‘When? Now?’


  ‘No,’ I say, shaking my head. I hit another key and the camera angle jumps so we’re looking at the vestibule. An NYPD cop is standing sentry just outside the door to
  Nic’s apartment. ‘This is real time,’ I tell her.


  Nic has gone visibly paler. ‘So, how are we going to get in?’ she asks.


  ‘We’ll wait until later tonight,’ I answer, wondering if I should call Maggie and tell her my plan. Something tells me though that it’s best if I keep everything off the
  radar for the time being.


  Nic doesn’t say anything. She just keeps staring at the screen in front of her.


  ‘I’m going to take a shower then get some sleep,’ I say quietly.


  She nods without turning around and I back slowly away, watching her the whole time, battling a mix of emotions. I want to put an arm around her shoulders, but I can’t. She doesn’t
  like being touched, and even if she did, I’d be the last person she’d want comfort from. I just wish there was something I could do to make things easier for her.


  There is, I remind myself: find the people who did this to her and make them pay.


  


  NIC


  He’s been in the bathroom over two hours. I doubt even a Kardashian takes this long. I prise Goz’s head off my lap and walk over to the bathroom door. My hand is
  half raised, ready to knock, when I stop myself. What if he’s . . . I don’t know . . . doing something in there? I stand there frozen.


  But the fact is I’m freaking out out here on my own, with the only thing to occupy my attention a grainy image of my blood-streaked apartment, occasionally interrupted by the sight of a
  bored NYPD cop chomping his way through a box of Dunkin’ Donuts.


  Finally, I tap on the bathroom door lightly. There’s no answer. A spurt of adrenaline rushes through me as I entertain a rush of ideas involving Finn lying dead on the bathroom floor. I
  don’t know. Maybe I’m paranoid and deluded, but I think I have grounds for both.


  ‘Finn?’ I say. I knock again and call his name louder, hearing the trace of irritation in my voice. I’m still angry at him. He called me a liar, saying my testimony was full of
  holes. I’ll give him full of holes.


  Even if what he and Maggie are saying about the FBI being involved is true, it doesn’t mean that Miles and McCrory aren’t involved as well. But what did Aiden hide in my apartment?
  And did he even hide anything? It’s just conjecture.


  I push my ear against the bathroom door but it’s hard to hear anything over the sound of the cube’s persistent humming. My hand slides to the door handle. Should I try it? Finally, I
  give in to my paranoia and twist the handle.


  Finn’s lying in the bath, his head tipped back against the edge and his eyes closed. One arm trails down the side, his fingers brushing the rug. For a heart-stopping moment I think
  he’s dead and then I realise he’s just asleep. Clouds of steam envelope him and his face is flushed from the heat.


  My heart rate amps up as my gaze dips, before I can stop it, to his shoulders and his chest and then . . . I turn in a fluster, almost tripping over Goz, who has also come to investigate. Goz
  struts right past me and pads over to the bath.


  ‘Goz!’ I hiss. ‘Come back!’


  But Goz ignores me. He pauses by the bath and cocks his head to one side.


  I tiptoe closer. ‘Goz!’ I whisper, grabbing him by the collar, ready to yank him out of there, but Goz won’t budge. He picks up a paw and in a moment of pure frozen horror I
  see exactly what he’s about to do. Before I know it I’m employing my Russian Olympic coach voice. ‘Goz!’ I shout as my dog’s paw touches the water, prodding Finn in
  the stomach.


  Finn shoots upright in the tub, jumping straight to his feet, water sloshing in waves over the sides of the bath. Goz barks loudly. Finn stands there, totally naked, slightly unsteady on his
  feet, his muscles locked as though he’s about to start a race and breathing hard enough that it looks like he just finished one. I think we just scared him half to death.


  ‘I was worried,’ I say, trying not to stare anywhere but at his face. I close my eyes and turn around. ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘He thought you were drowning,’ I add,
  embarrassment feeling like hot coals being strapped to my face.


  ‘Goz!’ I hiss furiously, snapping my fingers until I feel Goz rub against my legs. I haul him out of the bathroom and quickly, quietly, close the door behind me.


  The sun is low in the sky, the sidewalks slick and shiny with rain. Puffs of smoke billow up from the vents set into the side of the building, making it look as though a dragon
  is sleeping beneath the city.


  I rest my palm against the window, grateful for the coolness of the condensation-slick glass. I poke a finger at Goz and give him an evil stare. He does that whole head-cock thing as though he
  doesn’t get why I’m mad at him and pads to the other side of the room. I keep giving him the stinkeye as he rests his head dolefully on Finn’s chair and then I turn back to the
  window, but I don’t register anything beyond the fogged up glass because all I can see is Finn standing up in the bath, water sluicing off his shoulders and down his chest. Oh God. This is
  awkward. How am I going to look him in the face now?


  The door to the bathroom opens. The muscles in my shoulders lock and I keep my back turned just in case he maybe forgot a towel or something and is still naked. I don’t want him thinking
  I’m desperate for another look or anything.


  ‘What time is it?’ I hear him ask and I risk a glance over my shoulder.


  He’s crossing to the other side of the cube, towards his desk, and he’s fully dressed. Thankfully.


  ‘It’s nearly three,’ I tell him.


  He’s wearing a clean pair of jeans and his T-shirt clings to his back in wet patches. He ruffles Goz’s head and turns to me, our eyes catching briefly. There’s a trace of
  amusement lighting his eyes, or maybe I’m mistaken. The one thing he doesn’t seem is embarrassed. But why should he be, with a body like that? I frown at the thought.


  ‘Sorry,’ I say at the same time he says:


  ‘You see anything?’


  ‘Huh?’ I stammer, my face burning hotter than the sun.


  He tips his head, indicating the screen.


  ‘Oh, right, um,’ I head over to the desk, avoiding looking at him as I’m fairly sure he’s smirking at me.


  ‘Anything out of the ordinary? The cop still there?’ he asks, turning to the monitor.


  I nod. ‘Yeah. He hasn’t moved.’


  Finn’s expression has turned serious. He nods to himself. ‘OK, we’ll go tonight. Around three a.m.’


  ‘How are we going to get past him?’ I ask.


  ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Finn says rubbing his eyes. ‘Look, I’m going to sleep for a bit longer.’


  I daren’t look his way so I just keep my focus fixed on the screen and nod.


  ‘You should nap too, before we leave,’ he adds.


  ‘I’m fine,’ I tell him, mainly as I’m wondering where I’m supposed to sleep if he takes the bed. There’s no way I’m sleeping beside him.


  ‘Are you going to be OK?’ he asks in a quieter voice. ‘If you want anything, just help yourself.’


  ‘I’m OK.’ I still can’t look at him. ‘But if I feel like Snapple or peanut butter I know where to look.’


  He hesitates for a moment, as though he wants to say something else, then he walks towards the bed. ‘And,’ he says over his shoulder, ‘a word of advice. Never sneak up on me. I
  normally sleep with a gun close by. I don’t want to take your head off. Or your dog’s for that matter.’


  ‘I didn’t sneak up on you!’ I protest.


  Finn flops down on to the bed, raising his eyebrow at me.


  ‘I didn’t!’ I say again. ‘I knocked and you didn’t answer. I was . . . worried about you.’ My blood boils as a smile joins his arched eyebrow.


  ‘Goodnight, Nic,’ he says, burying his head under a pillow.


  ‘Whatever,’ I mutter, turning away from him.


  I can’t concentrate. There’s too much running through my mind, so after an hour and a half of staring at the cop on the screen, whose only activity appears to be
  drilling for ear wax and checking his phone for messages, I start walking the length of the loft, back and forth, trying to replay everything and make sense of it. Where is Aiden? That’s my
  biggest worry. And what about Hugo? I still want to call the hospital but I know better than to try.


  The desire to get away, to escape everything, starts to build again. I’m like an addict needing a fix. The need to be outside is making my skin itch and crawl. My head feels too crowded,
  with voices and images. I glance towards the door and then the bed, where Finn lies sprawled on top of the covers, and my thoughts are immediately diverted from plans of escape. Goz has snuggled up
  to Finn, who has his arm flung over him.


  I suppress the urge to yell at Goz because I don’t want to wake Finn. His warning still plays in my head. His gun is lying on the nightstand not too far from his outstretched hand. But my
  irritation levels jump another notch or three. How dare he? That’s my dog. I shoot them both evil stares but they are both fast asleep, Goz snoring. I hope he slobbers all over
  Finn.


  After a few more minutes of pacing I realise that I’m feeling pent up and on edge because I’ve missed my usual exercise routine. Normally I work out for between two to four hours a
  day. When I don’t, my body gathers up all the excess energy and it manifests in what my therapist calls ‘obsessive behaviour patterns’. I can end up spending hours checking and
  rechecking locks on doors and windows, spring cleaning, folding and refolding clothes. It took a lot of therapy to get control of all those compunctions. Exercise helps the most.


  Feeling relieved because at least this is something I can fix, I grab my bag from the kitchen counter and take it with me into the bathroom. A few minutes later, wearing a pair of leggings and
  the same camisole top I was already wearing, I take up position on the other side of the cube from the bed and roll out Finn’s yoga mat. He doesn’t have a punchbag, unfortunately.
  Slowly I start stretching and then I fall, trance-like, into a power yoga routine. I keep going until I’m drenched in sweat and my arms are shaking.


  Finally I collapse on the mat and curl slowly into a ball, hugging my arms around my body. Tears threaten like a storm building on the horizon, burning the back of my eyes and my throat, but
  refusing to come. I don’t know why. Maybe I’m just too tired. Or maybe I just realise the futility. After the trial and all the press coverage, I got good at hiding my feelings, burying
  them away from the prying eyes of the media and family friends and the long line of bereavement counsellors who tried to get me to relinquish my guilt and sadness – like they were suitcases I
  could just put down and walk away from and not something that was physically attached to me, welded to my bones and flesh.


  A wet nose pokes under my arm and prods my chin. I move my arms and find Goz sitting by my side, looking at me with concern. I use his powerful shoulders to haul myself to my feet then walk over
  to the desk to check the monitor and see if the cop has moved, pulling my arms back over my head to stretch my aching muscles out. The cop is still leaning against the wall, yawning. What if
  he’s still there later tonight? How is Finn going to handle that exactly?


  ‘What’s up?’


  I jolt around. Finn is standing behind me, looking rumpled from sleep but alert. He’s staring at the screens over my shoulder but then his gaze switches to me and falls to my chest, then
  my legs. He frowns in confusion. ‘You’re all sweaty,’ he says.


  Self-conscious, I cross my arms over my body and swipe at the hair sticking to my neck. ‘I was just . . .’


  ‘Practising yoga?’ he asks, glancing over at his mat.


  ‘Yeah,’ I mumble. ‘I needed to,’ I add for no reason.


  ‘Cool,’ he says, smiling at me. ‘That’s how I wind down too.’ His gaze wanders to my shoulder, his hand reaching towards me before he catches himself and drops it
  to his side. My strap has fallen down my arm. I pull it quickly back up.


  Finn walks past me, stretching languidly as he goes, and once again I’m struck by how casual he seems, given the situation we’re in.


  ‘Why don’t you take a shower and I’ll fix us some dinner?’ he says, opening the refrigerator door and then slamming it again. ‘Order us some dinner,’
  he corrects himself.


  I pick up my bag and head to the bathroom.


  ‘Don’t worry, take your time,’ Finn says as I open the door, ‘I won’t burst in on you.’


  I look over at him but he’s busy playing with Goz, offering him the leftover chicken curry from the takeout box. I just shake my head at him and close the door behind me, making sure to
  lock it.


  


  FINN


  The shower turns on just as I finish ordering takeout. I move to the other end of the loft, trying to put some distance between myself and the images, now leaping into my head,
  of Nic stripping out of her sweaty exercise gear and stepping into the shower. Goz would have my balls on a plate if he could guess what was going through my mind, which is nothing to what Maggie
  would do if she knew.


  ‘Hello?’ I say.


  ‘Hey.’


  It’s Maggie. There are street noises in the background and I can tell she’s walking fast by the clipped tone she’s employing.


  ‘Any news?’ I ask.


  ‘Nothing. They’re putting out a missing person alert on Nic. They’re speculating that it’s a double kidnapping. Her and Aiden together. I’ve got internal affairs
  breathing down my back. They’re bringing in extra teams, expanding the investigation. We’re keeping it out of the press for the time being but it won’t be long before it
  leaks.’


  My mind flashes back to the media furore surrounding the Cooper case. Once this hits the newsstands it will go huge. Any privacy Nic has managed to carve for herself is going to be lost.
  She’ll be splashed across all the front pages. Not what we need right now.


  ‘You need to figure out who’s behind this, Finn, find out what they want.’


  ‘Yeah, working on it,’ I answer tersely. Hell, what does she think I’ve been doing? Sitting on my ass, meditating?


  ‘How’s Nic doing?’ Maggie asks. ‘Has she remembered anything? Does she have any clue what this is about?’


  I head over to the windows to pull the blinds down. It’s cold outside, the glass is all fogged up apart from for a single handprint on one pane. Nic’s hand. I place mine over the top
  absentmindedly.


  ‘No.’ I listen to the sound of the shower. ‘She has no idea.’


  ‘Where is she? Are you keeping an eye on her?’


  ‘Of course I am. She’s in the shower.’ As I say it I realise how it sounds, but before I can verify to Maggie that I’m not watching Nic as she showers, Maggie
  interrupts. ‘And she’s OK? . . . With you, I mean?’ Maggie asks.


  I draw the blinds and then flop down into my chair. ‘Well, she hates my guts but hey, give me a day or two, I’m sure I can win her around.’


  ‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ Maggie states drily.


  ‘What are you talking about?’


  ‘You know exactly what I’m talking about. One word: Ricci.’


  I press back into my chair, sucking in a breath. I shake my head even though she can’t see me. Man. She had to bring up Eleanor Ricci.


  ‘Nic’s a witness, Finn,’ Maggie says. ‘Hands off the witness. You know the rules. You already broke them once and look what happened.’


  Like she needs to remind me. I’m not going to forget Eleanor Ricci as long as I live. I’m not going to stop regretting what I did either.


  ‘I know Nic’s your type, but steer clear.’


  ‘What do you mean – my type?’ I ask angrily.


  ‘Beautiful, smart, got that whole vulnerable-yet-tough thing going on, doesn’t take any of your crap or act in any way interested in you. That’s your catnip right
  there.’


  ‘Just drop it OK? I don’t need a reminder or a warning. Are you going to update me or what?’ I say, trying to move the conversation on. ‘Any sign of Aiden
  Cooper?’


  Pleasantries over, Maggie switches into professional mode, which I’m fairly sure she learned from watching Claire Danes in Homeland. ‘No. None. He’s
  vanished.’


  ‘Need some help?’ I ask, my fingers dashing over the keyboard. I installed a system which will alert me if his cards are used. Nothing’s come up so far. But a man like him
  probably carries a few thousand in cash just in his wallet and he’d probably be able to pawn his watch too if it came to it. That could get him far enough but not for too long.


  ‘Nope,’ Maggie says. ‘Give us a few more hours. We’ll find him. He can’t have vanished off the face of the earth. We’re checking car rental companies, trains
  and Greyhound. And there’s a team of agents checking CCTV. He got in a cab two blocks west of Nic’s apartment. Took it to Times Square. Taxi driver says he was agitated, gave him a
  one-hundred dollar tip.’


  I prop the phone against my shoulder so I can type two-handed. ‘Or maybe he wanted to make sure he was remembered.’


  Maggie doesn’t say anything.


  ‘Times Square?’ I ask, pulling up a map of Manhattan. ‘Did he take the subway from there?’


  ‘Possibly. We’re checking.


  ‘Interesting choice. I mean Times Square, around ten p.m. That place is heaving. Easy to lose yourself in a crowd. What’s CCTV show?’


  ‘We picked him up on the corner of Broadway, then he vanishes.’


  I run the scenarios in my head, factoring in this new info. There are three: he went somewhere willingly, he went somewhere unwillingly, or he’s had an accident. But I’ve searched
  all the hospital databases for anyone having been brought in matching Aiden Cooper’s description, and nothing. Given the events of the night, I’m thinking he knew he was being pursued,
  so he’s either vanished on purpose or he’s been captured for some as-yet unknown reason. I’m leaning towards the latter, as I’m not sure Aiden Cooper has the skills to evade
  the FBI for this long without help.


  ‘You find anything in his emails?’ Maggie asks, interrupting my thoughts.


  ‘You getting anywhere with that subpoena?’ I fire back. ‘The man gets thousands of emails each week. I’m running a trace on any containing keywords.’


  ‘Such as?’


  ‘Anything involving money, anything that sounds threatening, any that contain images, you know the drill.’


  ‘You find anything yet?’


  ‘No. Not yet. Still looking.’ I ignore her sigh of impatience. ‘What about Hugo?’ I ask, knowing that Nic will want an update.


  ‘He’s still in a coma. They have two cops guarding him round the clock. I made sure of it.’


  ‘Good.’ Hugo could almost definitely give us a description of whoever shot him. Whoever is behind this will want to finish the job. ‘And how’s it going your end?’ I
  ask. ‘Any closer to finding out who took the shot at your partner?’


  ‘No. We’re still waiting on the ballistics report. But I don’t think it will tell us much.’


  ‘Your boss believe your story?’ I ask her.


  ‘Yeah, I think so. I mean, you should see the bruise I gave myself. I needed stitches.’


  ‘No one can doubt your dedication to the cause.’


  ‘They gave me a new partner by the way,’ Maggie goes on. ‘This guy called Wise. He was the one at the safe house last night when we got there.’


  ‘Could he be involved?’ I ask.


  ‘Right now I’m not discounting anyone,’ Maggie says. ‘I’m just working my way through the suspects. All those who knew where we were going.’


  ‘And Miles and McCrory?’ I ask, because it would be good to know we’ve discounted those two, and so I can finally convince Nic of their innocence.


  ‘Yeah, that’s the weird thing, Finn,’ Maggie says. ‘We can’t find them either. We sent local police to pick them both up and neither of them were home and
  haven’t been seen since yesterday morning.’


  I lean forward, pushing Goz’s head off my lap and spin towards my other machine. ‘I pulled up his bank records – McCrory’s. He made a withdrawal in Anchorage at ten a.m.
  yesterday. If he got from there to New York in the space of fifteen hours I’d be surprised.’


  ‘He could have flown.’


  ‘This guy hasn’t taken a flight in his life, other than in an air force carrier to Iraq and back. And he’s not showing up on any flight manifest from Alaska to anywhere on the
  eastern seaboard.’


  ‘We’re prioritising them.’


  ‘Don’t. It’s not them.’


  Maggie pauses. ‘OK, keep me updated,’ she finally says. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow morning.’


  Just then I hear a sound like wet mud splatting against the ground. I spin in my chair. ‘Oh shit,’ I say jumping up.


  ‘What?’ Maggie shouts down the phone in alarm.


  ‘Nothing, nothing,’ I mutter. ‘The dog just crapped all over my floor. Look, I’ve got to go,’ I mumble.


  ‘Let it do its business in the house, Finn,’ Maggie yells before I can hang up. ‘OK? Do not let her take the dog outside. Don’t go anywhere.’


  ‘Yeah, yeah,’ I say, ‘gotta go.’ I hang up and stare at Goz, who is whining as he deposits another flood of crap all over my floor.


  ‘Shit,’ I say.


  The bathroom door opens and Nic appears as though her entrance has been scripted. She’s wearing dark jeans and a T-shirt. Her hair is wet and hanging loose over her shoulders. She sees the
  expression on my face and her gaze drops to the steaming piles of poop and her guilt-faced, slobbering dog, then she looks up at me and shrugs. And I swear she’s trying not to smile.


  


  NIC


  There’s something uniquely satisfying about watching Finn’s face as he contemplates Goz’s little gifts. I can’t help but smile. But then the fumes hit
  me.


  ‘You shouldn’t have fed him Thai chicken curry,’ I say, walking over to the kitchen. I grab a roll of tissue and throw it in Finn’s direction. He catches it in his left
  hand then, shaking his head, he gets down on his knees muttering in disgust. ‘You not even going to help?’ he asks. ‘He’s your dog.’


  I sigh. Even though I would love to stand and watch him clear up dog poo for the rest of eternity, I guess I had better give a hand.


  When we’re done we both wash our hands and then Finn walks over to the windows, pulls aside the blind and cracks one open. Straightaway frigid, cold air rushes in. My wet hair clings to my
  scalp and I get up and throw on my hooded sweater.


  The door buzzes as I am pulling it on and I jump. Finn is already crossing to the door to check the monitor. He winces and presses his forehead to the brick wall, squeezing his eyes shut.


  ‘What?’ I ask, alarmed, my heart ramming itself against my ribs as though trying to break out of my chest.


  He opens his eyes. ‘Nothing,’ he says quickly. ‘Just our delivery.’


  I’m not sure why that should cause him to react in such a way but before I can ask he cracks open the door, just by a few inches, blocking the view of the hallway with his body.


  A few seconds later I hear a girl’s voice, bright and breezy, calling, ‘Delivery!’


  Finn mutters something I can’t catch. I edge closer. Over his shoulder I see a girl with long blonde hair, wearing a leather jacket and skin-tight jeans with stiletto boots.


  ‘Well,’ the girl says, ‘I thought maybe you wouldn’t mind some extras with your steak.’


  ‘Won’t they miss you?’ Finn asks.


  ‘Nope, Sandy’s covering. Aren’t you going to invite me in?’


  It suddenly becomes clear to me what’s going on. I must make a sound, a snort of disgust, because Finn jerks around, sees me standing behind him, and grimaces. He actually looks like a man
  who’s been caught cheating. A mix of contradictory thoughts and feelings rushes through me; disgust that he thinks it’s OK to hook up with the delivery girl, annoyance that women seem
  to just offer themselves up to him like hot slices of pizza, and embarrassment that clearly I’m getting in the way.


  ‘Oh,’ the girl suddenly says, spying me behind Finn. ‘I didn’t know you had company.’ She looks at Finn, her expression transforming in an instant. ‘Why
  didn’t you say so?’ she asks with a smile so tight it looks like it’s been stitched into place.


  ‘I ordered steaks for three,’ Finn mutters uncomfortably.


  ‘You always order three steaks,’ she snaps back before recovering herself and handing him the bill with a cold stare.


  Finn takes it and without even glancing at it he hands her four twenties. I back away and head towards the kitchen, letting Finn finish whatever awkward apology he needs to make.


  By the time he comes over, he is slope-shouldered, his feet scuffing the floor. He sets the bags on the counter. ‘I haven’t slept with her,’ he announces.


  I stop what I’m doing – laying out plates – and give him a look which I hope conveys that I don’t need an explanation and am not interested in hearing anything at all
  about his love life.


  ‘She just works at my favourite steak house,’ he continues on, despite my look. ‘I had no idea she was going to deliver them in person. Usually they have a boy do it. She works
  the door.’


  ‘It’s OK,’ I say, ‘I don’t need an explanation.’ I throw some cutlery down on the side, more aggressively than I would have liked. I mean, why the hell am I
  annoyed about what he gets up to with the delivery girl?


  Finn bites the inside of his cheek and stares at me, still looking pained, then he takes out the cartons and lays out two steaks – rare – salad and fries on our plates.


  ‘Best steak in town,’ he says, carrying both plates over to the table. ‘I even got one for Goz.’ He frowns as he says that, probably wondering if that’s such a good
  idea, given the poo disaster with the curry.


  ‘I spoke to Maggie,’ he tells me when I sit down. ‘When you were in the shower.’


  I look up.


  ‘There’s no news on your stepdad. Hugo’s still in intensive care.’


  ‘And Miles and McCrory?’ I ask.


  He saws at his steak. ‘They’ve disappeared too,’ he finally admits.


  I lay my knife and fork down, my steak untouched. ‘I told you.’


  ‘It doesn’t mean anything,’ Finn says, twisting the cap off his juice.


  My foot taps beneath the table.


  ‘What happens if we don’t find anything in my apartment?’


  ‘Then I keep looking through Aiden’s files until I find a link.’


  ‘And then?’


  ‘Then I follow it.’


  I stare at him. How long are we going to be stuck together? I can’t do this.


  ‘It’s OK,’ Finn says. ‘I’m good at this. I’ve never not broken a case.’


  ‘How many cases have you broken?’ I ask not understanding what he means. Don’t cops work cases?


  ‘A few. I’ve been involved in over thirty murder cases in the last three years, some on the side with Maggie, and others where I’ve been privately contracted by families or
  lawyers.’


  I try to hide my surprise.


  ‘I’ve also worked with over twenty of the biggest corporations in the world,’ he continues, ‘helping them shore up their internet security against cyber-attacks. And
  every time I’ve found the weak link. The fatal flaw.’


  I stare at him in shock for a few seconds. He’s not much older than me, yet to hear him speak you’d think he was a seasoned cop twice his actual age.


  ‘How do you know Maggie?’ I ask after a few seconds of silence.


  ‘She was my mentor on the FBI internship programme,’ Finn answers in a flat voice.


  ‘Internship programme?’


  He nods. ‘Yeah. For promising young undergrads. It was my final year at college.’


  I frown at him. ‘How old are you?’ I ask. Doing a rough calculation in my head that would put him at around twenty-five, but he looks early twenties at most.


  ‘Twenty-two,’ he answers, spearing some steak.


  I must look puzzled because he puts his knife and fork down. ‘I graduated high school when I was fourteen,’ he says as though it were no big deal. ‘I finished college before I
  was eighteen. I was actually already working unofficially for the FBI and the NSA from when I was fourteen. They just couldn’t accept me officially on to the programme until I was in my
  senior year.’


  What is he? Some kind of prodigy? I pick up my glass of water and take a sip. I’m starting to see why Maggie brought me here.


  ‘So how come you didn’t go on to become an FBI agent then?’ I ask.


  Finn clears his throat, picks up his knife and fork and stares down at his plate. ‘I never actually graduated from the programme,’ he mumbles. ‘So, I kind of blew my
  chances.’


  Huh. That’s interesting. I glance at the cube. Something to do with his shady internet dealings?


  ‘I would have graduated top of the class though,’ he adds quickly, seeing my look. ‘It wasn’t for lack of skill or ability.’


  ‘I don’t doubt it,’ I say with a smile. ‘Lack of modesty perhaps?’


  He grins at me. ‘No, let’s call it lack of common sense and leave it at that.’


  I bite my tongue, interest thoroughly piqued now, and watch him as he cuts up his steak and feeds a piece to Goz.


  Given what I’ve seen so far, I would have expected him to deliver all this news with a glowingly smug face, but there’s not a trace of arrogance there, no matter how hard I look for
  it. In fact the thing that strikes me above all is the weariness in his eyes. It seems leagues deep and I can’t believe I haven’t noticed it before.


  ‘But you and Maggie, you stayed friends obviously,’ I probe.


  Finn’s mouth pulls up at the edge. He holds my gaze. ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Just friends.’


  I stare down at my food, feeling flustered. I don’t care if he and Maggie were or are friends or friends with benefits or even if they’re dating. It’s no business of mine.
  I’m not even sure why I asked him. When I look up Finn is glancing down at his own food, pushing it around on his plate with his fork.


  ‘Maggie’s my best friend. She stood by me when things were rough.’


  What the hell did he do? He glances up, a slightly bashful look in his blue eyes and my heart gives a sudden sharp kick in my chest. I almost drop my fork. Where in the heck did that come from?
  OK, he’s good-looking. OK, he’s intelligent, which is also a bonus, but I still can’t stand him.


  ‘So what work were you doing for the FBI and NSA then when you were just a kid?’ I ask, trying to ignore the unpleasant feeling of butterflies starting to stretch their wings in my
  stomach.


  ‘Mainly computer crime.’ He pushes his food aside half eaten and stands up quickly as though wanting to put a stop to the conversation. ‘It’s almost nine. I’m going
  to get back to work.’ He heads towards the cube. ‘We’ll leave at two-thirty. You should try to sleep.’


  


  FINN


  She doesn’t sleep. She sits on the floor at the foot of my bed reading a book she’s plucked from the pile stacked against the wall. I think it’s one on
  meditation and mindfulness, but it doesn’t seem to be working because every five minutes or so she gets up, does a circuit of the room, pauses by the windows to look out, and then goes and
  sits back down.


  I can feel her sitting there like an unguarded fire. It’s a distraction. I keep wanting to swivel towards her and check on her. I worked in the cube for a while, trying to see if four
  concrete walls would help me stay focused, but I found it hard to concentrate because I couldn’t see her, so I moved back to the computers in the loft.


  At midnight I get up and make some coffee. Nic joins me, leaning against the countertop and watching as I grind the beans. I notice that she seems more relaxed than earlier – the tension
  which was pulsing off her like sparks from an electric fence seems to have dropped in wattage. She no longer purses her lips at everything I say and she isn’t keeping an Olympic swimming
  pool’s length between us. At one point I have to lean past her for the mugs and accidentally brush against her arm. She stiffens but doesn’t leap away like she would have done just a
  few hours ago.


  When she reaches to take her coffee and her hair falls over her shoulder I get an unexpected hit of her shampoo – my shampoo – and I have to fight the urge to pull her closer, push
  her hair to one side, lean in and take another breath. Instead I usher her back towards the desk, letting her lead the way, giving myself a stern and silent talking to. She’s a
  witness, I remind myself angrily. And she’s not my greatest fan either. Now is not the time to fall for a girl. Shit. I jolt to a stop and hot coffee spills over my hands, though I
  barely notice. Is that what I’m doing? Falling for her? For Nic Preston? No. I throw the thought off, fling it aside as if it were a rabid animal in fact. I’m drawn to the
  case, that’s all.


  ‘What’s Maggie doing?’ Nic asks, stopping abruptly beside my chair.


  My head flies up. It takes me a second to realise Nic’s pointing at the screen. I come to stand beside her. There, on the CCTV, is Maggie. She’s outside Nic’s apartment,
  talking to the cop on duty. They exchange a few words and then she ducks under the yellow tape that bars the door.


  ‘That’s Agent Wise,’ Nic says, pointing as another man steps into shot, following Maggie into the apartment. He’s tall, rangy, with a reddish-brown buzz cut and the
  standard FBI dark grey suit that just reeks of federal agent.


  I lean over and hit a command and the camera angle switches to inside the apartment.


  ‘What are they doing?’ Nic asks.


  I am guessing they’re doing a walk-through now the crime scene techs are gone. ‘Let’s watch and see,’ I tell Nic.


  We sip our coffees and watch as Maggie and Wise walk through the apartment. It’s not clear what they’re looking for but they are thorough, searching on top of the refrigerator and
  cabinets in the kitchen, turning over the sofa, looking under the rug. They disappear into the bedrooms but there are no cameras there so we watch frustrated until they exit, both of them looking
  grim-faced, clearly empty-handed. Is it wrong that I feel relieved? I want to be the one to find whatever it is they were after.


  Nic is standing beside me with her arms now crossed over her chest. She’s balancing on one leg, the other foot tucked up against her knee. She is glaring at the monitor. I guess it’s
  pretty crappy watching someone root around your own house.


  Finally, after a couple of hours, they leave. ‘Right, let’s move,’ I say, crossing to the door. ‘Wear something warm.’


  I pull on a sweater and a jacket and then throw my backpack over my shoulder. It’s got a few tools in it we might need.


  ‘Ready?’ I ask.


  Nic nods.


  On the street outside my apartment, Nic comes to a halt. I glance at her. She’s staring at me with her eyebrow raised and the pursed lips are back in play.
  ‘What’s up?’ I ask, knowing full well what she’s about to say.


  ‘A motorbike?’ she asks, hands now on her hips.


  ‘Fastest way around town,’ I say, passing her a helmet. She looks like I’ve just handed her a plate of Goz’s steaming crap.


  ‘Need some help?’


  ‘No,’ she snaps back. ‘I got it.’ But clearly she hasn’t, as she fumbles with the strap. I bite back the smile and step towards her, making no sudden moves,
  checking she’s OK with me being so close. I tighten the strap beneath her chin then rap my knuckles on the side of the helmet. She glares up at me.


  ‘Let’s go,’ I say swinging my leg over my bike.


  ‘Where’s your helmet?’ she asks, her voice extra loud as her ears are muffled and she can’t hear so well.


  ‘You’re wearing it,’ I say, revving the engine.


  She huffs before she swings her leg over the bike and I wait for her to put her arms around my waist, but she doesn’t. Instead she’s gripping tight to the seat.


  ‘That’s not going to work,’ I tell her.


  ‘What’s not?’ she shouts.


  ‘You need to hold on.’


  ‘I am holding on.’


  I take my hand off the accelerator and take hold of her wrist. She resists but I tug it gently around my waist. ‘Hold on,’ I tell her, pushing her hand flat against my stomach.


  Grudgingly she moves her other hand and clasps them in front of me. Her arms stay rigid. She’s trying not to touch me. It would be better all round if we could take a cab but I can’t
  risk a driver remembering us or recognising Nic. So with a shake of my head I kick up the stand and squeeze the accelerator.


  Nic’s arms instantly tighten around me, her thighs crushing against mine. I’d be lying if I said my mind stays on the job in hand. She’s pressed against my back and when I take
  a corner she starts to lean with me, her thighs relaxing then tensing, her arms losing their rigidity and her palms flattening against my stomach. With silent admonishments that would make
  Maggie’s warnings pale in comparison, I wrestle my thoughts back on track.


  When I pull up a block away from her apartment, Nic instantly swings her leg over the seat, ignoring my outstretched hand. I see she’s shivering and curse myself. I should have given her
  my jacket or another sweater. It’s cold enough to snow and, factoring in the wind chill, it’s no surprise she’s freezing. She pulls off the helmet, her hair flying everywhere. Her
  cheeks are flushed and her eyes are blazing.


  ‘You drive like an idiot,’ she shouts. She gets that death ray look in her eye, like she’s trying to send a laser beam through my brain, then she shoves the helmet in my
  direction and starts striding towards her apartment.


  I hurry to lock up the bike and the helmet. ‘Hold up!’ I yell after her.


  The street is deserted. It’s nearly three a.m. But we need to be careful. I catch up with her and block her path. ‘Wait,’ I say, holding up my hands but taking care not to
  touch her.


  We’re toe to toe. She’s still glaring up at me. ‘Would you just wait?’ I say again, more quietly. ‘We can’t go running in there. Come on, this way.’


  I lead her into an alley between two buildings. Straightaway she starts pacing, looking for her exits.


  ‘Just a second.’ I want to put my hands on her shoulders to calm her down, but am reminded again of that wild cat. I let her pace, pull out my phone and dial 911.


  ‘Hello? Yeah, I want to report a robbery in progress at two-one-one East Tenth. Please hurry.’ I hang up and see Nic has stopped pacing to stare at me, open-mouthed.


  ‘Why’d you do that?’


  ‘My bet is they’ll send their nearest unit and hopefully that’ll be the guy guarding your place.’ She closes her mouth. ‘Come here.’ I beckon her over. She
  doesn’t move.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because.’ And as I say it we hear footsteps pounding down the sidewalk. Nic’s head swivels to the street then she steps quickly to join me, pressing against the wall of the
  alleyway behind a dumpster so we’re both out of sight.


  The cop goes running past, one hand on his holster, the other on his radio.


  ‘Come on,’ I say, stepping out on to the street.


  


  NIC


  I can still feel the heat of Finn’s hands against my skin. I’m not shivering from the cold. I’m shaking from the adrenaline. It feels as if my blood is
  ninety-nine per cent cortisol. It’s been so long, so ridiculously long, since I was close to anyone, that my body is overreacting, craving more, veering towards Finn as we head towards my
  apartment building as though he’s a magnet and I’m made of iron. I hate my body for betraying me in such a way, with Finn Carter of all people. Now, of all times.


  Yellow-and-black crime scene tape bars the way into my apartment. An empty coffee cup and a Dunkin’ Donuts box rest on the ground just outside. The door is open and my eyes snap to the
  dark red stain on the floorboards by the entrance, which creeps all the way to the rug and the sofa.


  The blinds are drawn, the lights are on. The only sound is the refrigerator humming. Finn lifts the tape and I duck beneath his arm. I notice he’s slipped on latex gloves. Black
  fingerprint dust marks the walls and windows and is smudged across all the surfaces and the door handles.


  ‘OK,’ Finn says, standing by the door, taking in the room. ‘Walk me through Aiden’s visit. Pretend I’m him.’


  I do a double take, distracted by the fact there’s something different about him, as though when we ducked beneath the black-and-yellow tape he slipped on a new identity. Or rather, an old
  one. He’s in FBI mode. I can tell by the way he’s observing the room, his eyes scanning every surface, every detail. His eyes flick to me and I realise he’s waiting.


  ‘Um,’ I say, tearing my eyes off him. ‘I let him in, then . . . ’ I break off, trying to remember exactly what happened next when Aiden entered my apartment.


  ‘Where did Aiden go?’ Finn prompts.


  ‘He crossed to the window.’


  Finn strides to the windows. ‘Were the blinds drawn like this?’ he asks.


  I nod. ‘Yeah, he pulled them aside and looked at the street.’


  Finn does the same.


  ‘What d’you talk about?’


  ‘Um, stuff.’ I frown as I try to remember. ‘He asked me about college, about whether I was happy, who I was dating.’ I break off, suddenly embarrassed. Finn glances up at
  me sharply.


  ‘What did you tell him?’


  ‘That I was fine. That he didn’t need to worry.’


  Finn holds my gaze for a second longer than is necessary. Or maybe I’m imagining it.


  He crosses to the alarm pad on the wall.


  ‘Motion sensors, cameras, keypad entry.’ Finn ticks off all the systems I have, all of which, except for the cameras, have been disabled by the security company to allow the cops to
  come and go. Finn glances at me and I shrug, shifting from one foot to the other. ‘Am I missing anything?’ he asks.


  ‘Heat sensors.’


  He presses his lips together but doesn’t say anything. He’s back to studying the angle of the cameras set into the ceiling. I know it looks like I’m obsessive but I think I
  have every right to be and I don’t care what he thinks.


  ‘The whole system shut down,’ he murmurs to himself, ‘without triggering any kind of warning bell or alarm. And CCTV cameras for a five-block radius were also interrupted
  during the same time frame.’


  That I did not know, so I look up in surprise. Finn’s now over by the sofa. He runs a hand over his head and exhales.


  ‘Did you show him around?’ he asks, a sense of urgency in his voice now that gets my adrenaline pumping.


  ‘Yeah. I gave him the tour,’ I say walking over to my bedroom. ‘He hadn’t been to the apartment since I bought it. We came in here first.’


  Finn hovers in my bedroom doorway for a moment, before stepping into the room. His gaze has fallen to the photograph of my mum on my nightstand but then it sweeps across my bed. I stand on the
  threshold, hugging my arms around my body, unable to cross. My closet doors are open, clothes hanging out of drawers and some lie discarded on the floor. Maybe I should grab more while I’m
  here but something stops me. It feels like the room and everything in it is tainted in some way, as though nothing in it even belongs to me.


  Finn walks to the bookshelf by my bed, reading the titles. His hand glides across the books to the silver ballet shoes at the end of the shelf. My mum gave them to me for my sixteenth birthday,
  the week before she died. And what are you going to use a pair of silver-plated ballet shoes for, other than as bookends?


  ‘Was he ever by himself?’ Finn asks, turning to me.


  I shake my head, but Finn’s not looking. He’s turned to the door and is holding up a hand to still me. And then I hear it too: heavy footsteps on the stairs up to the apartment,
  someone shouting, ‘Ten-ten, possible burglary in progress, request back up.’


  I know the panic must be written on my face as Finn is straightaway in front of me. He pulls me silently behind the door. I look up at him and he presses his finger to his lips. My heart is
  beating hard but Finn just gives me a faint shake of the head as though he’s telling me not to worry, then steps straight out into the living room, leaving me standing there. What is he
  doing? I glance through the crack in the door.


  ‘Agent Carter,’ he says in a loud voice, striding towards the cop who’s now standing in the doorway, panting.


  ‘I’m working with Agent Wise,’ Finn continues, ‘just taking a look around.’


  Finn’s faking being an FBI agent. I’m pretty sure that’s a federal offence. But this is Finn, I remind myself. Since when does he care about the law? The cop’s hand is
  resting on his hip holster though and he doesn’t seem like he’s buying it. Finn isn’t wearing a gun holster or a badge and he’s dressed in jeans and a jacket. He
  doesn’t look anything like an FBI agent. The ones I’ve met have all been wearing suits. The cop’s hand closes around the butt of his gun and he moves to draw it.


  Finn reacts so fast all I see is his arm come up and then the cop’s head go flying back with a snap.


  ‘Sorry,’ Finn grunts as he grabs the flailing cop and spins him around into a choke hold. The cop kicks out uselessly, his hat going flying. After a few seconds of struggle, Finn
  relaxes his arm and the cop sags to the floor. Finn lays him out gently, grabbing a cushion from the sofa and easing it under his head. I must have stepped out from behind the door at some point
  during this because now I’m standing right behind Finn, staring slack-jawed. He just assaulted a police officer.


  ‘Come on,’ Finn says, stripping off his gloves and holding out his hand to me.


  My nervous system is just a bundle of conflicting messages. I can’t move. Finn eventually takes my hand and yanks me under the tape and down the stairs. Halfway down, I snatch my hand from
  his but keep following him to the bottom. The door to the street is open and we tumble out just as a patrol car comes screaming around the corner, lights flashing.


  ‘Oh God,’ I murmur.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Finn says and then throws his arm around my shoulders.


  ‘What are you doing?’ I hiss, my body tensing at his touch.


  ‘Act like you’re drunk,’ he says, setting our pace to a casual saunter.


  I turn to face him even as the cop car comes tearing towards us. What? But Finn is just grinning at me and without warning his hands fall to my waist and he tickles me. I double over, not
  laughing but gasping and swiping at him, my elbow clipping him hard in the stomach. What the hell is he doing? We’re going to get arrested. He laughs louder and then edges me backwards gently
  until my back is against the wall. He’s not touching me any longer – in fact he leaves a clear gap between us, resting his arm against the wall by my head.


  My heart rate rockets, my brain ignoring all the danger signals and the flashing blue and red lights over his shoulder. Meanwhile my body is fighting two warring instincts – the first to
  lash out, break free and run. And the second, much more terrifying one – the desire to pull him closer.


  Behind him I catch sight of a sudden blur of movement.


  ‘We’re just two drunk people,’ Finn whispers into my ear as the patrol car comes to a swerving halt right by us, ‘just coming home from a night out.’


  He ducks his head and, though his lips don’t touch my skin, my back arches anyway and I feel his breath hot against my neck. It sends a shiver racing through me and I inhale loud enough
  for him to hear. His hand suddenly falls to my waist and with a firm tug he draws me nearer. Now we’re really touching, our bodies pressed to each other, our eyes locked, an apology in his
  that takes me by surprise.


  In the background I hear the sound of car doors slamming, footsteps running towards us, but it’s dulled because all I can focus on is the feel of Finn’s body against mine, the bright
  glimmer in his eyes.


  A swathe of light from a streetlamp is illuminating his face and I register his lips are half parted, that he’s breathing faster, that his gaze has dropped to my own lips. Everything in
  the background fades to black, not even the cops register. There’s just Finn. His hand tightens almost imperceptibly but I feel the change in pressure like a dip in altitude.


  But then he’s tugged away. I’m left leaning against the wall, half swaying, and I reel instantly back into the moment with a blast of shock and total disorientation when I see
  there’s a cop behind Finn and he has him by the arm.


  Finn’s grinning and staggering. ‘Don’t arrest us!’ he says in a drunken slur of a voice. He doubles over, laughing, and the cop shoves him aside.


  ‘Keep an eye on them!’ the first cop yells to his partner before he dives inside my building and starts sprinting up the stairs to my apartment.


  Finn shoots a look at me, then at the cop, who is standing hands on hips in front of us, frowning.


  ‘Hey,’ the cop says, squinting at me and taking a step forwards. ‘Aren’t you that girl they’re—’


  ‘Over there!’ I yell at the top of my lungs, pointing over the cop’s shoulder.


  He spins automatically and in the next instant Finn’s elbow connects with his temple. He goes flying backwards, ploughing into the squad car and smacking his head hard, before sliding
  sideways to the ground.


  I turn to Finn, who is looking at me in surprise.


  ‘Distraction, first rule of self-defence,’ I say with a shrug as he takes my hand and we start sprinting towards the bike.


  He throws his leg over the seat and without a word I do the same, wrapping my arms around his waist without needing to be told. Behind us we hear someone yelling, ‘Freeze!’


  I glance over my shoulder. The cop who went into the building has come back out and is standing over his partner’s prone form. He starts running towards us, drawing his weapon, aiming it
  right at us.


  Finn hits the accelerator, the roar of the engine cancelling out the cop’s yells, and we tear off into the night.


  There’s a crack and something whistles past my ear. The back windshield of the car we are passing shatters and an alarm starts to blare. Holy shit. I cower, clinging on to Finn, flinching
  at the sound of another crack. The bullet hits the asphalt right in front of us, and I hear Finn swear even as he swerves violently right then left. He takes the corner at a sharp angle and I lean
  with him into the bend, moulding myself to his back.


  When we’re free and clear I sit up straight, still holding on tight, my heart racing as fast as the bike. The wind whips off the Hudson like a sheet of ice but, protected as I am by
  Finn’s broad shoulders, I don’t feel it. Instead, all I can feel is the lava-hot flow of blood coursing through my body waking up every cell that’s lain dormant since that night
  two years ago. I feel strangely exhilarated, buzzing.


  This time I got away.


  


  FINN


  I speed up and Nic leans into me, her arms tightening around my waist. My heart is flying in my chest, adrenaline pumping. We’re lucky we got away – and in no small
  part down to Nic’s distraction technique with the cop. We make a good team. I just hope we bought ourselves enough time.


  Any second now I’m expecting to hear sirens, all my senses alert to the sight of blue flashing lights bearing down on us. Shit. I curse myself for bringing Nic along with me. I almost got
  her killed. I almost got us both killed.


  Tonight is turning into one big screw-up. Maggie is going to find out about this. She’ll know it was me taking an unauthorised look around Nic’s apartment and she’s going to
  kick my ass. The cops are going to be all over it. Maybe I should tell her I’m out, that she needs to find another solution, someone else to look after Nic, that I’m not the man for the
  job. It’s getting too complicated – on multiple levels.


  But even as I think about quitting I know I’m not going to. I never quit a job. And I gave my word to Maggie. But beyond all that, I want to help Nic. I just need to knock this attraction
  I have for her on the head. I think back to what just happened outside her apartment. Even though it was just pretend, for a moment there, holding her in my arms, I lost my focus. I can’t
  help remembering the look on her face though, the gasp she made when I pulled her closer . . . but I’m probably reading into it. Nic Preston loathes me. She couldn’t have made that much
  clearer. And thank God, too, because if she was even vaguely interested in me it would be impossible to focus on the job.


  I pull up outside my apartment. It’s almost four a.m. The darkest part of the night. Nic hops off the bike and walks to the door without so much as a backwards glance in my direction. I
  hurry to catch up with her, pulling out my keys, and it’s then that I notice something and I’m reaching for my gun even before I can register fully what it is that has caught my
  eye.


  Then I see it. There’s a blueberry bush in a pot by my door and it’s at an odd angle, as though someone’s nudged it with their foot. I could be imagining it but I step in front
  of Nic anyway, blocking her way, and pull out my gun. Straightaway I feel the tension in her body as she stiffens behind me.


  I slide my key into the lock and turn it as silently as possible, then ease open the door, ears pricked. There’s no noise. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Still, my senses are on full
  alert.


  ‘What? What is it?’ Nic asks. I feel her huddling closer.


  ‘Nothing,’ I whisper.


  She edges past me and starts making for the stairs and I know it’s because she wants to get back to the apartment to see Goz. But something feels off and I reach for her arm, tugging her
  backwards, picking up at the same time what it is that’s bothering me. I can smell smoke.


  Ignoring Nic’s confused expression I bolt past her and up the stairs, taking them three at a time. The doorway to my apartment has been kicked in. Or rather battered in. The frame is
  splintered, the door hanging on one hinge.


  Nic lets out a gasp behind me that’s quickly smothered. She bangs into the bannister and I reach a hand back to catch her. I indicate that she should stay where she is and step into the
  apartment, swinging left to right, scanning the room. It’s empty. Everything’s been turned over, the bed frame smashed, sheets tossed, pillows ripped apart and spewing feathers, some
  still floating in the air. They were just here. The boxes by the door are all knocked over. The computers over by the window have been smashed to pieces. I take in everything in the space
  of a few seconds before my gaze flies to the cube, already knowing what the smell of smoke is.


  The door to the cube has been bashed in. They must have used some kind of explosive device to remove it from its hinges. It wouldn’t have mattered though. I wired the cube so that the
  servers would self-destruct if anyone tried to enter it or tamper with the entry pad.


  Nitrogen-cold anger leaks into my veins. I’m robot calm as I step inside my server room. The server stacks are still smoking. Someone has tried to smash the cases free from the cabinets to
  remove what hasn’t melted. Shit. My three monitors are also all smashed to pieces. It’s the servers that matter, though. All the data I had on those is now lost. Everything wiped. I
  don’t back up remotely as it’s too easily compromised.


  I turn away from the cube, thinking fast. We need to go. They could be waiting, watching. Who are they though? Who knew we were here other than Maggie? It must have been Nic’s
  phone that gave us away. I need to figure it out later though. The priority is to get out of here.


  ‘Goz.’


  I turn around. Nic is standing in the doorway to the apartment. Her face is pale in the black shroud of her hood and her eyes are wide as she takes in the devastation. ‘Where’s
  Goz?’ she asks in a thin, shaking voice.


  Shit. The dog. I scan the space. He’s nowhere in sight. I walk behind the cube, a deep sense of foreboding gripping me. I’m already holding up an arm, trying to warn Nic
  back. And I’m right. Goz is lying behind the cube on his side, blood matted in his fur. I drop to my knees. His chest is rising and falling fast as he tries to breathe. I try to figure out
  where the bullet holes are but there’s too much blood, too much fur. The dog tries to lift his head and lets out a whine, flopping back to the ground.


  ‘Goz!’


  Nic throws herself to her knees beside her dog and starts sobbing. ‘Oh God, oh God, Goz! No! No . . .’ She looks at me, tears running down her face. ‘Do something!’ she
  cries.


  There’s only one thing to do and that’s put him out of his misery. I get to my feet, the gun in my hand feeling like a lead weight. ‘Get back,’ I say softly to Nic.


  She twists her head to me and her eyes fall to my gun. Then she throws herself in front of Goz. ‘No!’ she snarls. ‘Don’t you dare!’


  I start to protest but am interrupted by the sound of a door smashing into concrete.


  Nic freezes. I grab her by the arm and haul her to her feet, pushing her flush against the wall of the cube. It was the door to the roof. They were up there the whole time – the people
  who did this to Goz. The people who did this to my cube. The rage inside me reaches peak level. My hand grips my gun, my finger already on the trigger, but then I glance at Nic. She’s
  staring down at Goz, tears running silently down her cheeks. I push my head back to the wall, trying to weigh my options.


  ‘Come on,’ I say, grabbing Nic. We only have seconds. If that.


  ‘Wh—’ she starts to say but I silence her with a shake of my head, sprinting to the door. There’s no time to grab anything, that’s my only regret. That and having
  to leave Goz. I just have the rucksack on my back. But all these thoughts are fleeting. The only one really sticking is the knowledge that I have to get Nic out of here. She’s my only
  priority. Screw the servers. Forget Goz.


  I push her out the door and down the stairs, even as from upstairs I hear footsteps and catch the sound of a man’s voice – registering the words aren’t English. I hesitate for
  a beat but Nic stops too, staring back up at me, her face slick with tears and stricken with fear. I start moving again, one hand on her shoulder, pushing her down faster. They’ve heard us.
  They’re coming after us. Feet slam down on to the concrete. We make it to the bottom and I have my keys already in my hand. I overtake Nic and kick up the stand to the bike. The helmet is
  forgotten. I dropped it to the floor in my apartment.


  ‘Get on!’ I yell.


  But Nic is already swinging her leg over the seat. I rev the engine as she throws her arms around me.


  The door to the street bashes open but we’re already flying down the centre of the road, hitting the cross turn and taking it wide. I turn my head just before we disappear from view and
  catch just a single glimpse, no longer than a second, of a man wearing a black ski mask, a gun in his hand, pointed straight at us. I never get to see who’s with him.


  


  NIC


  My mum. Taylor. Hugo. Goz. I press my cheek against Finn’s back, feeling my tears freezing to my face and welcoming the knife-sharp pain of the wind slicing through me,
  as it gives an outlet to the savage ache I’m feeling inside.


  We just left him. I can’t shake the image of Goz looking up at me, begging me to help. He was in pain, he was hurting, and we just left him. I know there was no choice. But . . . we have
  to go back. I poke my head over Finn’s shoulder. My hair has come loose and whips around my face.


  ‘We have to go back!’ I yell into Finn’s ear.


  He slows up. ‘We can’t,’ he shouts back over his shoulder.


  ‘We have to!’ I shout.


  Finn pulls to a sudden stop down a side street. Already there are signs of life breaking over the city. A truck is unloading fruit and vegetables, stacking the crates at the back entrance of a
  restaurant. When we pull up behind it, Finn swings his bag around to his front. He’s shivering hard, I notice. We both are. Finn starts unzipping his jacket. He pulls it off and hands it to
  me.


  I shake my head. He’s only wearing a sweater. He’ll freeze.


  ‘Put it on,’ he tells me.


  ‘But you—’ I start but he interrupts me with a dismissive shake of his head.


  ‘I’m fine,’ he says.


  I pull it on, grateful at the same time as feeling guilty. Finn pulls out his phone and we sit there, still on the bike, as he dials. I huddle behind him, wanting to press my cheek to his back
  again, wanting to close my eyes, wanting this to all be over. I keep thinking about Goz and tears are still rolling down my face. They took everything from me already. Now they’ve taken my
  dog too. What else do I have left? Except my own life, which I’d happily exchange for the others’.


  ‘Maggie?’ Finn’s talking on the phone. ‘My place got hit. I don’t know . . . yeah. Just now. Two of them at least. I didn’t get a visual. One of them was
  speaking a foreign language. I don’t know for sure.’


  I can’t hear what Maggie is saying but Finn stiffens in front of me. ‘They destroyed all my hard drives. Everything. All the sensitive information was in the cube. But it destructed.
  They won’t have got anything. Though I don’t even know what they were after.’


  I tilt my head to the side. Could they have thought we were hiding inside the cube? Is that why they tried to get in there? And what does Finn mean that it destructed?


  ‘They shot Nic’s dog.’


  At his words I lean forwards so my forehead rests between Finn’s shoulder blades. He wraps his arm around me awkwardly, having to stretch behind his back, and I am so grateful for his
  touch that I push myself even closer against him. He presses me closer.


  ‘Is there any chance you can go over there?’


  My ears prick up.


  ‘Thanks, Maggie,’ Finn whispers. Hope ignites inside me. She’s going to go over there. Maybe, maybe there’s a chance Goz will be OK.


  Finn hangs up after a few more seconds of talk and removes his arm from around me so he can make another call. Whoever he’s calling doesn’t answer and he hangs up, swearing under his
  breath, before tossing the phone into his bag and revving the engine. I put my arms around his waist without him having to tell me to and he takes off.


  ‘Where are we going?’ I shout.


  ‘Vermont,’ he shouts back.


  Vermont? That’s at least five or six hours from here. We’re going to freeze before we get there, I think to myself, glancing up at the black January sky above us. My face is
  numb and my eyelashes are stuck together where the tears have frozen to them. My body aches from shivering so hard.


  Finn seems to be impervious to the biting wind, though, accelerating even harder into it. I want to ask what’s in Vermont, but my teeth are chattering too hard to get the words out. Just a
  few blocks later, Finn makes a sudden turn into a multi-storey parking lot. We fly up the ramp and roar up three flights until we get to the top. He parks behind a pillar, his head tilting to the
  roof, scanning for cameras.


  ‘Stay here,’ he says. ‘Keep out of sight.’


  I start to protest but he’s off already, walking to the nearest car parked in the corner – a beaten-up old Ford. It’s the only one not in direct sight of a camera and I already
  have an idea of what he’s about to do.


  I’m right. He swings his bag off his back and pulls out a thin metal rod which he stretches out and then uses to slide between the car’s window and its door. I’ve only seen
  this in the movies so I’m stunned when it actually works, even more stunned that he carries that thing in his bag.


  The alarm starts to sound – blaring through the concrete space, bouncing off the walls. I clutch the seat of the bike but within seconds Finn has done something to the car’s alarm
  and rendered it silent.


  ‘OK,’ he yells.


  I take that as my signal to follow him. He’s thrown open the door to the car and he’s busy doing something with a loose nest of wires that he’s kicked free from the steering
  column. The engine purrs to life and he looks over and smiles at me, nodding for me to shut the door. I do, my hands still stiff with cold. He turns up the heat and shrugs his shoulders as though
  trying to shake some heat back into his body. Once again I feel guilty as I burrow into his jacket, pulling my hands inside the sleeves. A second later, Finn puts the car in drive.


  ‘Why are we going to Vermont?’ I ask, as Finn pulls on to the street and starts heading north.


  He doesn’t answer for a few seconds and then he says. ‘I need to check on someone.’ He presses the phone to his ear once again, but whoever he is trying to call still
  doesn’t pick up. He needs to check on someone? He must think someone is in danger. Because of me. An iron fist grips my stomach, squeezing it tight. This is all my fault. More people are
  going to get hurt because of me. When will it end? How will it end? How can I make it stop?


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I say quietly, after a few minutes have passed. If I had just turned my phone off maybe they wouldn’t have found us.


  ‘Don’t be,’ Finn says, reaching over to turn down the heat at the same time that I do. Our hands touch and he pulls away first.


  ‘But what do we do now?’ I ask.


  ‘Start over,’ Finn says, staring straight ahead through the ice-flecked windscreen.


  


  FINN


  Nic falls asleep just after we cross the Massachusetts state line, her head pressed against my jacket, which she’s balled up against the window. She’s not wearing
  enough to keep warm, and when we pass a giant shopping mall I contemplate running in to get us both some heavier clothes, but I can’t stop. Not even for a minute.


  We drove through a blizzard and out the other side. Now, still heading north, snow blankets the ground and the trees, the sky merging with the horizon. Cars joining the highway have six inches
  of snow piled on their roofs. It should take another three hours to get there, given the traffic conditions. I’m assuming that the car will be reported stolen before then but once we’re
  off the highway I think we’ll be good. Still, I’m careful to drive under the speed limit despite the fact that with every passing second the tension inside me is ratcheting up another
  notch.


  As Nic sleeps, I contemplate our situation. Maggie said she was going to head to my apartment to see about Goz, then call a locksmith to fix the damaged door. She isn’t going to report it.
  I think about my smashed-up computers and grimace. Goddamn. It’s going to take months to get back up and running again at the same level. Right now the future doesn’t look too
  promising, so best to focus on the present.


  I glance across at Nic, curled on the seat, arms wrapped around her body. That damn dog was all she had, apart from Aiden. Who are these people and why are they so intent on hurting her? And
  more to the point, how the hell did they find us? It had to have been her phone signal.


  What is it that she knows – or they think she knows? They took my hardware – all my hard drives that were outside the cube – and tried to get the ones inside the cube. They
  were looking for something they thought I might have discovered, then.


  I think about my old philosophy teacher telling me about this rule called Occam’s razor. It basically says, don’t complicate things by concocting extravagant theories. Go for the
  simplest hypothesis every time. The simplest one in this case is that Aiden Cooper has something, or knows something, that is worth enough to kill innocent people for. In California, the police
  believed that it was thieves who were after the contents of the safe – and what if they still are? What if they believed Aiden had hidden whatever it is in Nic’s apartment? It
  doesn’t explain though why it’s taken them two years to come looking again. Or why they tried to get my hard drives.


  I need to get back online. That much is obvious. I need to drill deeper into Aiden Cooper’s affairs. But that’s secondary to reaching the farm. I hit dial again on my phone but
  there’s still no answer. Damn it.


  ‘You OK?’


  I glance over. Nic has woken up. She glances at the phone in my hand.


  ‘Oh, yeah,’ I murmur.


  ‘Who are you trying to call?’


  I hesitate before I tell her. ‘My grandma,’ I finally admit.


  For a moment she looks puzzled but then she shifts in her seat to face me, the frown becoming a mask of fear. ‘You think they’ll look for us at her place? Is that it? You’re
  worried about her?’


  I nod.


  ‘Is that where we’re going? To check on her?’


  I nod again, my focus on the road.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says in a strangled voice that makes something catch in my chest.


  I look over at her. ‘This isn’t your fault,’ I tell her, my tone more aggressive than I’d been aiming for.


  She has turned her head away and is staring out the window, her knees drawn up on to the seat. I feel like punching the wheel all of a sudden.


  ‘Look, I’m sure she’s fine,’ I tell her. ‘She does this sometimes, doesn’t pick up. I just need to make sure she’s OK. And also . . .’ I break
  off, realising I’m not quite ready to tell her everything. ‘I . . . er . . . I have more equipment there,’ I say, ‘some old laptops, bits and pieces. I need them. We need to
  get back online.’


  Nic turns to face me and I see the tears glistening in her eyes. I’m struck by just how worn out she looks. ‘Do you want me to drive?’ she asks, surprising me.


  I shake my head. ‘No, it’s OK. But thanks,’ I add.


  She turns away again, staring out at the snow-draped woods that now line the road on both sides.


  ‘Did you grow up around here?’ she asks after a few moments of silence.


  ‘From when I was eight,’ I tell her. ‘Detroit before then.’


  She tips her head and I feel her watching me out the corner of her eye even as I keep my own gaze fixed firmly on the road. Now we’ve turned off the highway the roads are icier. My desire
  to put my foot to the floor is tempered by having seen what black ice can do to a car and the people in it.


  ‘Where are your parents?’ she asks, wiping the smile straight off my face.


  Damn. I should have known that was coming and prepared an answer. ‘Never knew my dad,’ I say, glad to have the road to concentrate on. ‘And my mom died when I was eight.’
  Usually I shake off the question about my parents with a They live in Hawaii. It’s easier to lie. So why’d I tell Nic the truth?


  ‘Oh God, I’m sorry,’ she says, biting her lip.


  I shake my head. ‘Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault.’


  ‘What happened?’ she asks in a quiet voice before she blurts, ‘I mean, sorry, you don’t have to tell me.’


  ‘She was an addict. She overdosed. Heroin.’


  Beside me, I feel Nic shrink backwards into the seat. It’s a reaction I’ve experienced a few times and the reason I no longer tell anyone the truth. People treat you as though
  you’re an addict too, by association, or are in some way contagious. My fingers grip the wheel tighter and without thinking my foot stamps down on the gas. Suddenly I feel a hand on my arm
  and glance down. Nic’s fingers rest on my wrist. I look over at her.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says again and I can tell that she means it.


  My foot eases off the gas and I nod, distracted by the feeling of her fingers on my skin and then, when she moves her hand, by the loss of the feeling.


  Of all the people in the world I guess Nic Preston would understand loss and all the mixed emotions of guilt and anger that go with it.


  ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ she asks next.


  I take a deep breath. Goddamn. My family history isn’t something I readily share with people. I’ve never told anyone all the gory details. Not even Maggie.


  ‘I had a brother,’ I find myself saying, almost to my surprise.


  Nic falls quiet, probably musing on my use of the past tense.


  ‘He died a few years ago,’ I add.


  Nic turns her head away from me and for a moment I think I’ve gone too far; I mean, it feels like I’m turning it into a competition – who’s had the shittiest luck and
  lost the most family members? That wasn’t my intention.


  ‘He was an addict too, like my mum. He died in a car accident. He was over the limit. Wrapped his car around a tree.’ Why am I telling her all this? I need to shut up.


  Nic lets out a long exhalation. I can guess what she’s thinking – if they were both addicts, then surely I am too? That it must run in the family – a weakness, a bad gene.
  Suddenly I know why I’m telling her everything. My subconscious is trying to find a way to let her know I’m not good enough, to admit the worst stuff about me so she knows not to get
  too close. It’s also why I only ever have one-night flings with girls. To avoid having to have this conversation at some point down the line.


  ‘Sometimes,’ Nic says, ‘you get so wrapped up in your own grief that you forget other people are also hurting and dealing with terrible things.’


  She gives me this look then: one that tells me that she gets it, and that she’s sorry. She knows. She knows how it feels, and for the first time since it happened I feel this lightening in
  my gut. And then, out of nowhere, a torrent of sadness rises up, coming from a place I never even knew existed. I’ve been so angry at my brother for so long that I’ve never let myself
  feel sad about him dying. But now really isn’t the time for a grief-fest. I blink a few times to clear my eyes.


  ‘What was his name?’ Nic asks.


  ‘Rob.’ And just like that I find myself telling her all about him . . .


  Half an hour later we’re laughing as I recount stories about Rob pretending to be Father Christmas one year when I was about five and he was ten, all because our mom was too high to
  remember to buy us anything. He’d got up in the night and filled an old sock with things he’d stolen from a ninety-nine-cent store, but I caught him laying it on the end of my bed.


  Nic tells me stories from her childhood, about her mom and her life in England, which sounds a world away from my roach-infested apartment and a childhood spent playing truant, hanging out in
  the laundromat to keep warm and scrounging food from a dumpster behind a KFC. She stops when she gets to the part about moving to LA, though.


  I feel a sudden urge to reach out and stroke Nic’s hair behind her ear, to pull her close, but I don’t. The closer I get to Nic, the more important it’s becoming to keep her at
  arm’s length.


  We both fall silent, as though the sky is pressing down on us through the roof of the car. The conversation we just had was purely a distraction from the present, from talking about our
  situation, which is somewhere between dire and pretty damn terrible. Nic is chewing her lip, no doubt thinking about Goz, and I force myself to start concentrating, focusing on the problem.


  And by the time we’re close to the farm I think I’ve figured it out.


  


  NIC


  Finn stops talking. I stare at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s tense, focused, his arms locked rigid and his hands gripping the wheel tightly. For a brief moment I
  remember his hands on my waist, tugging me closer. I know he was just pretending for the cops, but remembering the way his body felt against mine makes my blood warm and my skin tingle the same way
  it does when you stand in front of a roaring fire after having been out in the snow for hours. Just being near him does that in fact. Despite everything, being near Finn makes everything more
  bearable.


  Trying to get my head around all he just told me about his childhood is difficult. It doesn’t fit at all with the idea I had of him. I had assumed he came from a privileged background. I
  mean, he acts like he does; he’s well educated, well dressed, lives in a loft in the West Village which must have cost a fortune. I can’t imagine him digging in dumpsters for food.


  He was just a kid. I have an unexpected urge to reach over and take his hand. It’s just a thought though. Not one I’d ever act on. That story about his brother makes my heart
  ache.


  I know he was only telling me stories and making me laugh in order to distract me. And it worked. For half an hour I didn’t think about Goz, or my apartment, or the fact that we’re
  in a stolen car fleeing God knows whom.


  But now the fear is back, magnified by the oppressive heaviness of the slate sky above us and the spiked, black-trunked trees pressing in on either side. At any other time I’d probably be
  struck by the stark, wintry beauty but right now it just feels dark and sinister, like we’re stuck in a Tim Burton movie. Though it’s nearly midday it could be dusk out, the light grey
  and pallid.


  About an hour off the highway, we’ve passed through two small towns, stopped very quickly for fuel and I’m wondering how far into the middle of nowhere exactly we’re headed.
  But then we round a corner and Finn turns down a small, almost hidden track, the only marker a rusting mailbox with the flag down. The snow is piled thickly into banks on either side of the narrow
  path, but it looks like a snowmobile has been down the road that morning, as the tracks are still clear.


  In the distance there’s a small house, wood framed, with a porch wrapped around it. There’s a barn off to one side. I take it all in, trying to picture Finn growing up here, but I
  simply can’t imagine it. He seems like he belongs in a city, surrounded by tech and coffee machines and AstroTurf roof gardens. I shake my head. Every time I think I have a handle on Finn
  Carter, the very next moment I’m forced into an about turn. Nothing I thought about him is turning out to be true. I thought he was an arrogant, smug arsehole, but now when I look at him I
  can’t help but notice the splinters of pain in his eyes and the invisible weight of the past that he carries on his shoulders. I know exactly what that feels like and it makes me wonder at
  how similar the two of us actually are, despite all appearances to the contrary.


  As soon as we pull up in front of the house the door opens and a woman who looks to be in her seventies walks out on to the porch. She’s wearing men’s jeans and a thick sweater and
  her posture is guarded, her chin raised and her arms crossed defensively over her chest. Her grey hair is cropped short and she’s scowling at us in a way that makes me think she doesn’t
  welcome strangers on the property. But then Finn opens his door and gets out, and straightaway the scowl vanishes and becomes a look of consternation.


  ‘Hey, Grandma,’ Finn says, his eyes darting momentarily towards the barn and then over his shoulder. I follow his gaze. Does he think we were followed?


  ‘What are you doing here?’ his grandma asks, suspicion lacing her voice, even as she walks down the steps, holding her arms out wide to embrace him.


  Finn walks over and hugs her and I open my car door and get slowly out.


  ‘I’ve been calling all morning,’ I hear Finn say.


  His grandmother pulls back, though keeps hold of him by his arms. ‘You know I never have the phone on ringer, it’s always those blasted sales people, wanting to know if I want to
  subscribe to this, subscribe to that. And I don’t want cable television. I don’t even own a television, I tell them, and I don’t want any insurance either.’


  ‘I barred those calls for you.’


  She isn’t listening though. She’s staring over his shoulder at me. Her gaze flits the length of me, appraising me before she turns back to Finn. ‘So,’ she says,
  ‘you going to introduce me to your friend or have you completely forgotten your manners?’


  Finn turns and sees me, then waves me over. ‘Grandma,’ he says, ‘this is Nic Preston. Nic, this is my grandmother, Iris Carter.’


  She appraises me some more. Her eyes are piercing blue, just like Finn’s, and sparking with the same fierce intelligence. Only hers remind me of a magpie’s – small and beady.
  She offers me her hand to shake.


  ‘Well, pleased to meet you, Nic,’ she says, gripping my hand with enough force to crack the bones. Her hand is rough, the knuckles thick and scarred as blocks of wood. Dropping my
  hand, she glances at Finn. ‘You look tired. Come in the house. I was just about to start fixing some lunch for the girls.’


  The girls? That stops me in my tracks as neatly as a bullet. I shoot a glance at Finn but he’s studiously avoiding my eye.


  I walk behind them up the steps to the porch. Girls? Whose girls? Finn holds open the door and I follow Iris nervously into the house. It’s like stepping back in time – the
  décor looks not to have been updated since the fifties. There’s a grandfather clock in the hall, a worn rug, a faded watercolour on the wall. To my right is a living room; I spy a
  fireplace and a couple of sofas – old but well cared for, with those doily-type things covering the headrests.


  We walk on into the kitchen, which looks like a replica kitchen from a fifties TV show. There’s even a cast-iron kettle on the hob that looks like it might have been around since pioneer
  days, and an old-style refrigerator that makes a noise like a truck in reverse. Sitting at the large wooden table by the window are two girls aged about six, dressed in dungarees and aprons.
  They’re both up to their arms in cookie dough mix, one standing on a chair and the other sitting and attempting to roll out the dough with a rolling pin almost bigger than her.


  When we walk in they both scream, the rolling pin hits the table and clatters to the floor, and the next thing I know they’re leaping from their chairs and flying towards us in a cloud of
  flour.


  Finn drops to his knees and gathers them both into his arms, picking them up and swinging them around. He holds one on each side and they throw their arms around his neck, squealing.


  ‘Uncle Finn! Uncle Finn!’ the first one yells.


  ‘You came to visit!’ the other one cries.


  Finn grins at them. ‘Yes I did. I said I would, didn’t I?’


  ‘Who’s she?’ the first one asks, noticing me. They both have long, straight dark hair with blunt-cut fringes and liquid-brown eyes, and looking between them I realise they must
  be twins, as they’re pretty much identical. But whose children are they? They called him uncle. Which means they must be Rob’s daughters, I guess.


  Finn turns awkwardly to me. ‘This is Nic,’ he says, setting the girls down.


  The first one, the more confident of the two, struts over to me with her hands on her hips. ‘Are you Finn’s girlfriend?’ she asks.


  ‘Er, no,’ I say, struck by the forthrightness of one so young.


  ‘Isn’t Nic a boy’s name?’ asks the other one, who’s holding Finn’s hand and swinging on it.


  ‘No, it’s a girl’s name too,’ Finn says, cutting her off. ‘Where are your manners?’ He looks up at me then for the first time, apprehension in his eyes and I
  wonder why. It’s as if he’s afraid of my reaction. ‘Are you going to introduce yourselves to our guest?’ he asks the girls.


  The louder one sticks out her hand. ‘I’m Melia,’ she says, ‘and that’s Grace.’


  I shake her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


  She skips off, flicking her hair over her shoulder and shooting me a suspicious-looking smile. Like grandmother, like granddaughter.


  ‘What are you making?’ Finn asks as Melia throws herself into his arms once again. ‘Chocolate chip cookies, for me?’


  They both squeal. ‘No! They’re for us!’


  ‘Oh, come on,’ he says, ruffling their hair, ‘you never heard about sharing? I just drove through a blizzard to get here.’


  I shake my head slowly in bewilderment, watching him.


  ‘You want some tea? Coffee? You look like you could use some.’


  I turn around. Iris is behind me, standing with her hands on her hips. She comes off as gruff to the point of surly, but there’s a tenderness I see in the way her gaze falls on Finn
  playing with his nieces.


  ‘Um . . .’ I say, noticing Finn glancing at the clock.


  Iris strides to the stove anyway and lights the gas beneath the kettle. I follow her, wondering whether or not Finn is planning on telling her why we’re here, and what I should say if she
  asks.


  ‘I didn’t know Finn had nieces,’ I say to make conversation.


  ‘They’re Rob’s girls. They’ve been with me three years now. Since they were three.’ She reaches for the coffee in a tin to my right. ‘He tell you about the
  accident?’


  ‘Yes,’ I say, my eyes drawn back to Finn and the girls. He’s helping them roll out the dough. ‘But he didn’t tell me there were children involved.’


  Iris nods to herself, smiling ruefully.


  ‘They lost both their parents. Rob was drunk. They were coming home from a bar. He lost control of the car and hit a tree.’ She sighs heavily, shaking her head. ‘There’s
  been a lot of tragedy in this family, but I guess that topped it all.’ She stops spooning coffee into the mugs and then looks up and fixes me with a cold blue stare. ‘But I guess you
  know all about tragedy,’ she says.


  I am so shocked my mouth falls open. Of course she knows who I am. She recognises me from the trial coverage and Finn gave her my name. She nods her head at me, her lips still pressed together
  in a grim smile. ‘So you’re the girl,’ she says, still nodding.


  I frown at her.


  ‘I don’t read the papers as a general rule and there’s no TV in the house, but Finn told me all about you.’


  That takes me aback. He did? When? Not in the last day I’m assuming, so when? And what did he say exactly?


  She turns back to the kettle. ‘He tried so hard to find them, you know.’


  What is she talking about? ‘Find who?’ I ask, confused.


  ‘The people who did that terrible thing to your family.’


  I open my mouth to ask her what she means, but just at that moment Finn appears at my side.


  ‘Can we talk?’ he says to his grandma.


  ‘Sure, I’m just making coffee,’ Iris answers with a steel edge to her voice. I can see where Finn gets his grit from.


  ‘It’s urgent,’ Finn says under his breath so the girls can’t hear.


  ‘I can make the coffee,’ I say, interrupting them.


  Iris looks between us, but then she purses her lips and nods. The two of them leave the kitchen and I watch them go, wondering what Finn plans on telling her and feeling a surge of guilt.
  I’m putting them all in danger just being here. We should leave. They should leave.


  A little hand suddenly taps me on the back. It’s Melia. I can tell only because she’s the precocious one, and now I see she’s also missing two of her bottom teeth. Grace is
  busy pressing out cookies at the table, humming to herself.


  ‘Will you help us?’ Melia asks.


  ‘Sure,’ I say, heading to the table.


  ‘Here.’ Melia hands me a cookie cutter and I start pressing out rounds, remembering with a sharp pang of sadness doing this same activity once upon a time with my mum.


  ‘So, no school today?’ I ask to make conversation and so I don’t let my thoughts get the better of me.


  ‘We don’t go to school yet,’ Grace tells me. ‘Grams is teaching us how to read and write and we’re going to go to school next year.’


  ‘Where is the nearest school?’ I ask, glancing out the window. The sloping garden gives way to woods and in the corner I see the barn. I wonder how far the nearest town is.


  ‘It’s pretty far,’ Melia pipes up. ‘But Grams says we have to go, and one day I want to be an astronaut so I have to learn science, and Grams says that’s where the
  limit of her knowledge lies.’


  ‘What about you, Grace?’ I ask the quieter sister, my attention drawn to the road at the bottom of the track, where a car has just driven slowly past. ‘What do you want to
  be?’ I watch the car drive out of sight and swallow drily. Is Finn overreacting? Would they find us here? Could they have followed us? My heart drums faster.


  ‘I want to be an FBI agent like Uncle Finn,’ Grace says, as she stamps out a cookie.


  ‘He’s not in the FBI any more, silly,’ Melia answers. ‘And he was never a real agent anyway.’


  That captures my attention. Grace looks at her defiantly, her chin jutting. ‘But he’s still stopping bad guys.’ She turns to me. ‘Did you know Uncle Finn stops bad guys
  in the internet. He told me.’


  ‘On the internet,’ Melia corrects her.


  ‘Oh, yeah?’ I ask, trying not to smile.


  ‘Yeah. And he’s so smart he finished school when he was fourteen and he went to Harvard on a scholarship and he met the President one time and played basketball with him and beated
  him.’


  My eyebrows must be somewhere above my hairline. ‘No. I did not know that,’ I tell her.


  ‘He’s really smart,’ she says, grinning up at me.


  ‘I knew that,’ I admit.


  Melia narrows her eyes at me. ‘And are you sure you’re not his girlfriend?’ she demands, hands on hips.


  ‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure,’ I say, though I feel a twinge in my gut even to imagine it. Finn doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who has girlfriends.


  ‘Why are you here then?’ she asks.


  ‘Um, he wanted to check you guys were OK.’


  Her nose wrinkles and she studies me suspiciously. ‘But we were going to visit him next weekend anyway,’ she says.


  The pink toothbrushes from Finn’s bathroom flash into my mind. That’s who they were for. Whoops. I clear my throat and quickly grab the baking tray that’s sitting on the side.
  ‘You want help putting these on the tray?’ I ask, nodding at the cut-out cookies.


  ‘Yes, please.’ Grace smiles up at me.


  ‘You know,’ I say, heading to the refrigerator and grabbing the butter, ‘my mum taught me to grease the tray first so they don’t stick.’


  ‘Our mom is dead,’ Grace says in a quiet voice.


  ‘Why do you talk funny?’ Melia asks at the same time.


  ‘I’m English,’ I say, then turn to Grace. ‘And I know. I’m sorry. My mum died too. I know how hard it is not to have a mummy.’


  ‘It sucks,’ she says, biting her lip as she starts laying out the cookies on the tray.


  ‘Yeah. It does suck,’ I say. ‘Big time.’


  ‘But we have Grams and Uncle Finn and we have each other,’ she says, her chin quivering.


  It feels as if I have a piece of barbed wire in my throat. I can’t swallow or speak and I can feel tears stinging the back of my eyes. Clutching a hand to my side I move slowly to the oven
  on the pretext of checking the temperature, trying to blink away the tears before they can fall.


  ‘Are you OK?’ Grace is at my side.


  I give her a weak smile. ‘Yeah, I’m OK.’


  ‘Do you have a Grams?’ she asks.


  I shake my head.


  ‘Or a sister?’


  I shake my head some more, this time feeling the tears shake loose. To my horror they start to spill. I’m thinking of Taylor and Goz and Aiden and my mum and everybody I’ve loved
  being taken from me one by one, and even though crying in front of a six-year-old wasn’t my plan it’s like a stopper’s been pulled.


  Grace slips her hand into mine. It’s sticky and warm but comforting all the same. ‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘You have Finn. We don’t mind sharing him.’


  ‘Girls!’


  Iris has walked into the room. She claps her hands and I jerk around, swiping at my face with my sleeve.


  ‘Come on now, girls,’ she says, without looking at me. ‘Take those aprons off and get upstairs. You’re both to pack a bag. You have five minutes.’


  ‘What?’ Melia starts to protest. ‘Why? Where are we going?’


  ‘Are we going to Uncle Finn’s?’ Grace asks delightedly.


  ‘No, we’re going on a little adventure.’ Iris grabs the aprons they hold out to her and waves them out of the kitchen. ‘Come along now.’


  ‘But what about our cookies?’ Grace asks sadly.


  ‘The cookies will wait. You go off upstairs. And remember to pack something warm, your gloves, hats, pyjamas and your toothbrushes.’


  We listen to the two of them clatter up the stairs, chattering as they go.


  Feeling awkward I turn to the stove and switch it off, then I rest the baking tray with the cookies down on the side. Finally I shoot a furtive glance in Iris’s direction. I’m
  expecting her to be mad. I’m the one, after all, bringing all this drama down on them. But she doesn’t look mad. She’s just watching me intently.


  ‘You OK?’ she asks me, with such concern in her voice that I draw in a sharp breath. I don’t know whether to blame tiredness or the conversation I just had with Grace or the
  sympathy I see in her eyes, but I find myself swiping at a fresh batch of tears. God, I’m being pathetic. I need to pull it together. I just wish I knew what had happened to Goz.


  Iris is suddenly in front of me and, quite unexpectedly, she wraps me up in her arms. At first I go completely stiff, unused to being hugged or held by anyone, but then I find myself letting go
  completely and sobbing against her shoulder. Her arms are strong and she has the gruffness of a man, but she smells of rose water and her hand as she pats my back is gentle. ‘There,
  there,’ she says to me until I quieten down.


  I feel embarrassed when I pull myself away, still using my sleeve to dry my tears.


  ‘Finn told me all you’ve been through,’ Iris says, watching me closely.


  I nod, staring down at my feet. Sympathy is just too hard to handle right now and I don’t want to cry any more. I definitely don’t want Finn to see me crying.


  ‘You trust him, OK?’ Iris says, gripping my arm. ‘He’s a good boy, my grandson. He knows what he’s doing. He’ll take care of you.’


  Her grip on my arm tightens. I nod and she finally lets me go. I take a step backwards, needing to put space between me and her and me and everything. The word trust sets my teeth on
  edge. I haven’t trusted anyone in a long time.


  Trust Finn, she said.


  Do I trust him?


  He walks in the door just then and I stop pacing and let out a sigh of relief, my body instantly calming at the sight of him.


  I guess I do.


  


  FINN


  Nic’s been crying. She turns her head away when I walk in but I see her eyes are red-rimmed. She walks over to the back door as though she wants to put distance between
  us, and I glance over at my grandma, wondering what the two of them were just talking about.


  My grandma isn’t exactly one for subtlety. Did she say something to make Nic cry? Damn. I don’t have time to go there. Maybe I’m being paranoid, maybe they won’t look for
  us here, but if they found my loft then it won’t be long before they check my known addresses. It’s what I would do. I’ve tried to erase as much of my history online as possible
  but my name was in the papers following the Cooper trial and has been in them since too. It’s also in FBI files which I can’t erase without being found out.


  In my hand I’ve got a backpack containing an old laptop I had stashed here and some other equipment I need, though I still have to grab a few more things. I drop the bag by the door. A
  sense of urgency takes over. Glancing briefly at Nic, who now has her back turned, I take my grandma by the elbow and steer her out into the hallway.


  ‘Here,’ I say, thrusting a thick wedge of cash at her.


  She glances down at it then up at me, her eyebrow twitching. I shrug. I always keep a large stash of cash on me. I don’t trust banks. I have close to twenty thousand dollars in my bag and
  I’m giving her half that amount. ‘Find a hotel and check in. I’ll call you when it’s safe,’ I tell her. ‘Don’t use your cards. Don’t make any
  calls.’


  Sighing, she takes the cash from me.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her again, though she brushes it off. She took the news just how I knew she would, with stoic acceptance, like she has done every major event in our lives:
  Rob’s death, my getting kicked out of the FBI, her taking custody of the twins. I told her briefly what was happening, but she knew who Nic was already. I had talked about her when the trial
  was on.


  My grandma is salt of the earth, no fuss, no nonsense. The kind of woman who would have been at the head of a wagon train two hundred years ago. When my mom overdosed she took Rob and me in
  without hesitation, even though the first she’d known of having grandchildren was when Child Services turned up on her doorstep to tell her. While she wasn’t the type to show much in
  the way of emotion, we knew from the start that we were loved. Without a doubt she saved the two of us from a much worse fate if we’d gone into care. She took Rob’s death harder even
  than I did, aging ten years over night. Caring for the twins is the only thing that keeps her going. It’s why they live here and not with me. Plus, my lifestyle isn’t that conducive to
  taking care of six-year-olds.


  ‘It’s not your fault,’ my grandma says now. She’s giving me one of her looks, as though trying to score her words into me with the sheer intensity of her gaze. I grit my
  teeth and nod.


  ‘I just want you to be safe,’ I tell her. The thought of anything happening to the girls or her is more than I can deal with. They rely on me – I take care of them financially.
  But I rely on them far more, just to stay sane. After what happened with Rob they were all I had left. If anything ever happens to any of them I’ll personally kill whoever is responsible. I
  glance over my shoulder at Nic who is standing by the back door, looking out over the snow-covered woods. I want to kill whoever’s responsible anyway, just for what they’ve done to
  her.


  I take a deep breath, thoughts jamming my head.


  ‘Where are you going to go?’ my grandma asks.


  ‘The cabin,’ I tell her.


  She nods. ‘No one’s been up there in years,’ she tells me. ‘You still remember how to get there?’


  I nod.


  ‘It’s not your fault,’ she says again. ‘You hear me? Plenty of bad people in this world, Finn, and you’re not one of them.’


  I find myself glowering at the floorboards.


  ‘You take care of yourself.’ Her gnarled hands grip my arms.


  ‘I’ll be fine. I’ll call you when it’s safe.’ I pause a beat before continuing, but finally decide it has to be said. ‘Listen, if anything does happen to me I
  want you to—’


  She cuts me off. ‘Stop it right there. Nothing’s going to happen to you.’ She jerks her head towards the stairs. ‘Those girls, they need you,’ she tells me.


  I nod but my gaze flits to Nic. ‘This girl needs me too,’ I hear myself say.


  My grandma gives me a rare smile. She hasn’t let go of my arms but her grip softens. ‘I know,’ she says. ‘Remember that cat you once tried to rescue – that
  flea-bitten, three-legged devil cat?’


  I nod, still glancing Nic’s way.


  ‘And you never could step away from a fight, either. But you never lost one as far as I recall.’ There’s a grim smile on her face, her eyes twinkling.


  I wince and smile at the same time, remembering the number of times I got sent home from school for getting into fights. My defence was that I only took on the bullies that were beating up the
  kids who couldn’t defend themselves. The fact my grandma never punished me told me she secretly condoned my actions. Someone needed to stand up to them and the teachers sure weren’t
  interested in justice. By the age of fourteen, though, I’d figured out that there was something more powerful than fists: computer viruses.


  ‘Listen, Grandma,’ I say, ‘I’ve set up two offshore accounts in the girls’ names. Enough money to see them through college. And enough for you too.’


  ‘Finn—’ my grandma says in a cross voice.


  ‘Just listen, would you? Anything happens to me, you call this number.’ I hand her my banker’s card. ‘Speak to Lloyd. He has all the details. He’ll know what to do.
  You won’t have to worry, OK? It’s all taken care of.’


  My grandma looks like she’s swallowing down a bag full of chilies but she just nods, her eyes glacier blue and just as cutting. Hey, I have to be practical.


  Just then the girls stampede down the stairs and straightaway my grandma starts remonstrating with them about the items they’re carrying, which include a doll in a pram and a plastic
  doctor’s kit.


  ‘I told you to pack just the essentials,’ she complains.


  ‘Come on girls,’ I interrupt, taking them by the hands. ‘Let’s just get you in the car.’ I have a bad feeling in my gut and my eyes slide to the clock.


  ‘Are you coming too?’ Grace asks, as she sticks on her snowboots and pulls on her coat


  ‘Not this time, but I’ll see you real soon,’ I tell her, dropping a kiss on her head and hustling her out the door. From out of nowhere tears well up in my eyes.


  I grab all the bags and carry them quickly out to my grandma’s Range Rover, one I bought for her last year because her old pick-up wasn’t practical any more, seeing how it was thirty
  years old.


  Tossing the bags in the trunk I buckle the girls into their seats, trying not to let my anxiety show through. Grace, though, is straight on to it. ‘What’s the matter, Uncle
  Finn?’ she asks.


  ‘Nothing,’ I say, patting her arm. ‘You be good girls, OK? And, if you are, next week I’ll take you to the zoo.’


  ‘I want to go and see Cirque du Soleil,’ Melia says.


  ‘Deal,’ I tell them. Hell, I’ll take them to see Cirque du Soleil in Paris if we get through this in one piece.


  My grandma has already climbed into the driver’s seat. I reach in through the window and kiss her cheek. She holds my gaze and nods. No words pass between us. It’s all been said.


  I watch them drive down the track, the girls waving, feeling a strange mix of loss and relief, and when I turn around I find Nic standing on the top step of the porch watching, her arms wrapped
  around herself. She avoids my eye and turns back into the house, shivering slightly and pulling the sleeves of her sweater around her. I follow her back into the hallway.


  ‘OK,’ I say, ‘We’ve got three minutes then we have to be out of here.’


  Nic just nods at me. She’s chewing her lip. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry for dragging you and your family into this.’


  Before I can think about what I’m doing, I walk towards her and put my hand on her shoulder. She glances up at me with a startled look.


  ‘Don’t keep saying sorry. Let’s just get through this, OK?’


  She nods. Her eyes are still red and her shoulder feels so slender beneath my hand that all I want to do is hold her. In the same way Nic evoked the world’s sympathy when she was plastered
  across the front pages of every newspaper, she evokes some instinct in me that makes me want to protect her. My focus falls to her lips and I have to force myself to step away before I do something
  stupid like kiss her. Boundaries, I remind myself. When will I ever learn?


  ‘Come on,’ I say gruffly, leading the way back to the kitchen, snatching up my bag as I go. There’s a utility room off to the side where I know my grandma keeps a stash of old
  boots and coats. There’s another blizzard coming and we have ten miles to cover cross-country.


  We’re just trying on boots when Nic’s head flies up. I cross to the door and glance down the hallway and out through the side window. A black SUV is coming up the track, doing at
  least sixty miles an hour, bouncing over the ruts.


  Shit. I turn back and slam into Nic, who is standing with one boot on and the other in her hand, staring over my shoulder, her eyes wide.


  ‘We gotta go,’ I tell her, taking her hand and dragging her into the kitchen. We can’t hide in the house. They’ll find us. We need to make a break for the woods.
  That’s my turf. I know I can lose them in the woods.


  From the front I hear the squeal of tyres and then doors slamming. Shit. I yank open the back door and Nic lets out a small whimper of protest. I turn back, seeing that she only has the one boot
  on still. She leans against my arm and tugs on the other one. It’s only then I realise we don’t have jackets. I think mine is still in the car. Damn.


  I glance towards the utility room – is there time to grab some? But no, my instinct is to keep moving, to get Nic somewhere safe. Adrenaline floods my body. My mind is already ten steps
  ahead, picturing their moves, evaluating our best chances. They’ll circle the house, one going to the front and one to the back. They’re already probably doing that. We need to
  move.


  The barn is two hundred feet off. That’s the best route. If we can get behind the barn it’s only another two hundred feet to the woods. The snow is at mid-calf height, which will
  slow us down. I make a decision.


  ‘I’m going to distract them,’ I tell Nic. ‘You’re going to make a run for the barn.’ I ignore her look of disbelief. ‘Go around it and wait for me
  behind the log pile.’


  Nic glances at the gun I’ve drawn, then looks at me with eyes filled with terror. I smile at her. ‘It’s going to be fine. Run on my signal, OK?’


  She looks like she’s about to argue but then we hear a crunch as a foot presses down on compacted snow and she nods at me.


  I edge towards the side of the house where the sound was coming from and then, looking back over my shoulder at Nic, I nod. She takes a breath and starts to run, but it’s more of a
  dragging walk as the snow is so deep. I pray I’ve done the right thing, but there’s no going back now. I wait, crouched low, focusing my hearing on the area just to my right. I tuck my
  gun into my jeans, not wanting to use it because I don’t have a silencer and don’t want to alert the other one to my whereabouts.


  Three. Two. One. I breathe out and roll forwards. He’s right there in front of me and I’ve managed to take him by surprise. I barely catch a glimpse of his face, because I’m
  focused purely on the gun in his hand. All I notice is that he’s white, about six-two, with pocked skin and his lips drawn back over his teeth. I smack his arm hard, hitting the elbow joint
  and hearing a loud crack. He drops his gun with a bellow and I ram my fist into his solar plexus. He doubles over with a gasp, sucking in air like a fish on a line, and I use the leverage of his
  weight to smash my other fist into his face. Blood spurts all over the ground.


  He throws himself forward then, enraged and showering us both with blood. His fist slams against my shoulder. When I stagger back, he grabs for his gun. I dive for it too and for a moment
  we’re locked in a struggle, the gun twisting in our hands. Pressed up against each other I catch a glimpse of his face, the startling blue of his eyes, and the only thoughts that come into my
  head are that it’s neither Miles nor McCrory and that he’s fighting like someone trained in hand-to-hand combat, like a commando. But I’m a mixed martial arts pro. No contest. I
  snap his fingers back and he lets out a scream, twisting away. Without warning, the gun goes off.


  I fall to my knees, buckling under the guy’s weight. The gun falls into the snow as I heave him off me. The top of his skull has been blown away and I stare for a few seconds in shock at
  the jagged bits of bone and globs of brain spattering the snow, bile rising up my throat.


  Breathing heavily, I pick up the gun. I want to search his body for a wallet, for some sign of who he might be, but there’s no time. The other one will have heard something. He
  doesn’t look like FBI, though. Didn’t fight like one either. This guy fought dirty. As I step back, something catches my eye and I lean down and tug aside the collar of his jacket. His
  neck bears the faded ink of a homemade tattoo.


  A gunshot makes me jerk around, my heart exploding in my chest. Nic. I beat a path through the snow, sprinting around the house, following the sound. Adrenaline mixes with fear in a way
  I’ve never felt before. I’ve always been able to keep my head, to make rational decisions in the face of extreme danger, but as images of Nic wounded or dead fly through my mind I lose
  all sense of reason. I sprint across the open ground without even stopping to glance sideways or to check it’s clear. Please God, let her be OK.


  A gunshot rends the iron-grey sky, and I feel the whip of a bullet zipping past my ear. Cowering lower as I run, I point my gun in the vague direction of the shooter and fire back.


  Another bullet smacks into the side of the barn just as I throw myself behind it. I do a rough calculation. The shooter is at the north-west edge of the house, on the front veranda. I sprint
  towards the woodpile and find Nic hunched down behind it. She’s clutching a piece of wood in her hands, holding it like a baseball bat. As soon as she sees me, though, she drops it.


  ‘Are you OK?’ I pant.


  She’s staring at me in undisguised horror and I realise I must have blood on my face. ‘It’s not mine,’ I tell her, even as her hand comes up to touch my face.


  ‘I’m OK,’ I say, snatching her hand and pulling her to her feet. ‘Come on!’


  I push her forwards, towards the treeline in the distance, counting down the distance. Twenty metres before the fence I yell at Nic to keep going and I turn around and drop to my knees behind a
  decaying old log. Nic stops and turns to look at me over her shoulder. I yell at her to keep running and she staggers forwards, uncertain, before upping her pace and struggling on through the
  snow.


  I turn back to the barn and watch as a shadow slips around the side. He’s sheltered by the woodpile. I don’t have a direct shot, but I fire anyway. Chips of wood fly up and the
  bullet makes a thwacking sound as it embeds in the side of the barn. I count down how many bullets are left. Two. I have to make them both count. There’s no time to reach into my bag and pull
  out the other gun.


  I glance quickly behind me. Nic is about to climb the fence. I fire off the last of the bullets to cover her and when I see her tumble to the other side and then pick herself up and start
  running again towards the treeline I breathe a sigh of relief.


  Now it’s my turn. There’s nothing for it but to run and hope to God they’re a lousy shot.


  With every stride I’m expecting to feel the thud of a bullet in my back, but there’s nothing, only the sound of my breath rasping in my ears. I leap the fence in a single bound and
  catch Nic up just as she makes the trees. My throat is raw from the cold air and my lungs are burning.


  Taking Nic by the arm, I pull her into the safety of the woods. The snow isn’t as thick here, and the silence is absolute, as though the world is holding its breath.


  Glancing over my shoulder, I see a dark figure edging out from behind the wood shed and coming in our direction.


  


  NIC


  We’ve been lost out here in the woods for hours but Finn keeps pulling me on, his hand in mine, his voice yelling in my ear. I barely feel his hand or hear him any more
  though. I’m numb and feel like I’m floating somewhere outside of my body. Snow swirls around us, burying our tracks. We may as well be entombed in a white coffin. We ran for at least an
  hour before the snow got too thick and too blinding and our pace dropped to a slow plod. I don’t think we’re being followed any more but my brain is fuzzy and I stopped thinking clearly
  long ago.


  Just as I’m on the verge of collapsing, Finn yanks on my arm. ‘I see it!’ he shouts over the wind, tugging me through the now knee-high snow. I do my best to pick my legs up
  and push on through the drifts, following in his footsteps even as they dissolve into whiteness.


  ‘Come on,’ Finn shouts over the howling wind, his hand gripping mine.


  I squint but can’t see anything – the snow is flying like glass-tipped darts into my eyes. My lungs burn from the freezing air. I wonder if Finn is hallucinating – the whole
  world is just white, speared through with the solid dark shadows of trees. We’re walking through static. But then it rises up in front of us – a squat log cabin looking like the rotting
  carcass of some long-dead animal, black decayed bones sticking out of the ground.


  Finn has to kick a snow drift out the way to reveal the door and I slump against a mound of white, sheltered by the overhang of the roof, and close my eyes. I’m so tired I could fall
  asleep right where I am, but a voice in my head screams at me to keep my eyes open, to stay awake. But I just can’t. Sleep has its arms wrapped tight around me and is pulling me down. I
  realise that I’m no longer cold. In fact, I feel toasty warm. I’ve even stopped shivering. The voice in my head screams louder, telling me to snap out of it and in the same instant the
  voice in my head becomes Finn’s. And my body starts shaking. I force my eyes open, though it feels as if they are stitched shut.


  Finn’s face is pressed close to mine, his expression fierce, he has hold of me by the shoulders and is shaking me hard, shouting at me. I can barely hear him over the sound of the wind but
  it sounds like he’s telling me to move. He hauls me to my feet, his hands fisted in my sweater, and drags me forward.


  And then I’m inside the cabin and the roar of the wind drops away and in the sudden quiet all the other noises seem amplified – my breathing is loud and jagged and Finn’s
  curses echo off the walls as he leans all his weight against the door, trying to close it even as snow starts to drift in and pile up around the frame.


  I’m propped against the wall, unable to move, watching him through a dark haze as though he’s standing in a pinpoint of light at the end of a tunnel. I want to help him but I
  can’t move a muscle. With the door finally secured, Finn turns around and takes in the small, dank cabin. I do the same, but only half-consciously. All I register are two single wooden bed
  frames, a wooden trunk over in the corner beside a fireplace, a threadbare rug and some kitchen cabinets, the doors hanging off them.


  Finn throws a glance in my direction and yells something at me which I don’t understand. He sounds far away again and I’m feeling dizzy. I slide down the wall until I’m huddled
  with my knees to my chest and then I start to shiver, violently. It comes out of nowhere. One moment I’m fine, the next I’m shaking so hard my teeth feel like they’re about to
  shatter and my whole body locks as though I’m having a seizure. I clutch my numb hands as best I can around my body and tuck my chin into my chest, feeling another inviting pull down into
  darkness.


  Finn calls my name and through my half-closed eyes I watch him kick apart the bed frame. For a moment I wonder what he is doing. We need to sleep on those. But then I realise there are no
  mattresses. He smashes his heel down again and again on it until the wood splinters, though I still can’t hear it, watching dazedly as it breaks apart. Grabbing the pieces, he tosses them
  into the fireplace that’s littered with dirt, leaves and drifts of snow.


  When he’s made a big-enough pile he drops to his knees and roots through his rucksack, pulling out a lighter. I think his hands are shaking . . . but after a while – I don’t
  know how long – he manages to get a flame. He sets it to the rug which he’s tossed on top of the wood. It catches instantly and goes up with a whoosh that makes him scoot backwards and
  me close my eyes again. The wood starts to crackle and I open my eyes to see dancing flames shooting towards the chimney. It looks like a mirage and I stare at the orange flames, my vision
  swimming.


  And then everything goes black and when I come round again I realise that Finn has moved. He’s on his knees in front of me, blocking the fire. With an effort, I focus on his face. I note
  the snowflakes dusting his hair, the frost caught in his eyelashes and the serious set of his mouth – and then somehow I’m on my feet. With his arm under my shoulders Finn half carries
  me towards the fire. He leaves me standing there, swaying, inches from the flames, my whole body wracked with tremors, and I wonder what he is doing. A moment later he is back, his hands gripping
  the bottom of my sweater.


  ‘We’ve got to get out of these clothes,’ Finn says. ‘We need to get warm.’


  I see then that Finn too is shivering hard, having to grit his teeth together to stop them from chattering. I nod, glancing down at my sweatshirt which is sticking to me like a second skin. I
  start trying to lift it, but my fingers are so numb they feel like claws and I can’t get them to work properly. Finn tears off his sweater and T-shirt and I catch a glimpse of his chest
  – the ridges of muscle contracted hard against the cold, his skin coated in goosebumps – before he wraps a blanket around his shoulders. Seeing me struggling he reaches out to help, his
  eyes meeting mine briefly before he looks away.


  I don’t even pretend to be embarrassed. I’m way beyond feeling anything right now beyond a vague and rapidly fading instinct to stay alive, so I stand there, my legs trembling, and
  let Finn pull my sweatshirt off over my head and then my camisole top, which is sticking to me like a sheet of wet ice. His fingers are shaking only a little less than mine. When he’s done,
  I’m just standing there in my bra and he turns away, grabs a blanket up off the floor and drapes it around my shoulders.


  Turning his back on me, I hear him kicking off his boots and I sink to my knees and try to do the same. The heat from the fire has melted the snow in my hair and cold rivulets are running down
  my back, but elsewhere my skin catches fire as the blood beneath starts to warm. My fingers now itch and burn as though they’re wasp-stung. I let out a cry as I try to ease my boots off, and
  next thing I know Finn has my foot in his lap and is helping again. He tugs off one boot and then the other, then helps me peel off my socks. He looks up then and I give him a nod, lifting my hips
  and letting him unbutton and peel off my sodden jeans.


  It’s only when I’m sitting shivering in my underwear, wrapped in a blanket, that I realise Finn has stripped bare too – his jeans are tossed to one side and he’s
  barefoot. He kneels up, holding his blanket close around his shoulders and tosses some wood on to the fire, then breathing heavily and moving noticeably slower, as though the adrenaline has finally
  leached away and left him exhausted, he lays out our clothes around the fire where they start to steam, letting off great clouds of vapour. The fire cracks and pops and I sit huddled, still
  shivering violently, watching the sparks float up the chimney like drunk fireflies.


  ‘You OK?’ I hear Finn ask.


  I look up. He’s standing behind me. I nod, still unable to speak because my teeth are rattling so hard. The pain in my fingers and toes is excruciating; from being numb my whole body now
  feels like it’s catching fire from the inside. Finn sits down behind me and I wonder what he is doing, but then his arms wrap around my waist and he pulls me backwards so I’m resting
  against his chest, his legs on either side of mine. He opens his blanket and wraps it around us both and draws me even closer against his chest.


  I sink into his arms as though I belong there. The heat from the fire warms my face, the heat from Finn’s body warms my back and, within seconds, everything fades to black.


  When I wake up, the first thing I notice is that the whistling sound of the wind spiralling down the chimney has stopped. It feels as if someone has pressed a mute button on
  the world and I’m cocooned inside a warm, dark cave. I have no desire to move out of it but then, with a start, I realise that the weight across my waist is Finn’s arm. We are both
  lying on our sides. He’s behind me and I’m curled tight against his chest, his arms wrapped around me as we lie under a nest of blankets. Beneath the faintly mildewy smell of the
  blankets rises the familiar smell of him and it makes me want to inhale, makes me want far more disturbingly to press myself closer against him.


  A wave of heat washes over me as I recall him stripping my wet clothes off me yesterday and another wave of heat drenches me as I remember we’re both practically naked under these
  blankets. In fact, somehow the blankets have become twisted and Finn’s arm is lying against the bare skin of my stomach and our legs are tangled together. In the next second I become aware of
  Finn’s breathing in my ear, slow and steady. He’s still asleep. For a moment I lie there, holding my breath, torn between the desire to nestle closer to the warmth of his body and the
  need to tear myself out of his arms.


  What is going on? This is the guy who’s called me a liar. The guy who helped my mother’s killers walk free. Why do I keep feeling drawn to him? And why am I finding it hard to prise
  myself away from him? It’s not because I don’t want to get cold – because the truth is that the cabin is no longer that cold, the fire has made it warmer and the snow drifts piled
  around the door and windows are helping trap the heat.


  Finn mumbles something in his sleep, his hand tightening possessively against my stomach and pulling me backwards. Heat from his fingers sears a pattern into the skin just below my ribs and my
  stomach does a little flip.


  Letting out a breath slowly so as not to wake him, I try to ignore the way my heartbeat has sped up and my mouth has gone dry. I try to ignore too my brain’s immediate reaction, which is
  to imagine his hand moving lower, stroking across my stomach.


  Finn shifts in his sleep just then and I freeze in his arms. I’m not in any hurry to extricate myself. In fact my hips are pressing ever so slightly backwards, and my heart has shifted up
  another gear. I forget all about the fact we’re being hunted, all about the fact it’s Finn Carter. It feels so good to just lie here for a moment as if I’ve found a safe haven
  from the nightmare that continues on around me.


  Just then a log in the fire crackles. I twist my head and see that it’s practically all embers and ash and, not wanting it to die out, I ease myself reluctantly from beneath Finn’s
  arm and slip out from under the blanket. I pick up a few pieces of wood from the broken bed and toss them on to the fire, poking them with another stick until they take. Then I stretch and turn
  around.


  The light filtering through the snow-caked windows is a dull grey. It must be around dawn. I have no way of knowing. I glance down at Finn, who has rolled over on to his back. One arm is flung
  out and the top of his shoulder and half his chest is on display. There’s a livid purple bruise just below his shoulder and I frown at the sight. When did that happen?


  I fight off the desire to climb back under the blankets and feel his arm come around me, resist the urge to run my fingers over the bruise on his shoulder, and look away, flushing, reminding
  myself of the situation we’re in. No matter how safe it felt in his arms, it’s just an illusion. There is no shelter anywhere, no safe house. The faster I learn that and the quicker I
  learn to rely on myself the better off I’ll be.


  


  FINN


  I crack open an eye and watch Nic as she reaches for her clothes. I almost let out a groan watching her stretch wearing just her underwear. I shouldn’t have pretended to
  be sleeping just now, but it felt so damn good waking up with her in my arms, listening to the sound of her breathing and knowing that she was OK, that she was safe. I let myself drift for a few
  minutes, my face buried in her hair, wishing we could stay this way all day. Damn those military-trained assassins.


  My gaze dips to her legs before I can stop myself. Nic turns just then and catches me staring at her ass. I look away fast and roll to my feet, grabbing my jeans which are dry, thank God, and
  pulling them on, all while trying to ignore the tension fizzing between us.


  It’s not the same tension as before when it felt as if Nic wanted to erect a ten-metre-high barbed wire fence between us. Now it’s the opposite; it’s as if we’re both
  fighting the urge to reach for each other, as though the space between us is a chasm and we’re trying to find our way across it to reach each other. The only thing is I know I’m not
  supposed to find a way across it. If she builds a bridge, I’m going to have to burn it.


  Once she’s dressed, it’s easier to set those thoughts aside and focus on the problems facing us; namely how to stay alive and work out what the hell is going on.


  The knowledge that there’s a shooter still out there weighs heavily. It’s doubtful he followed us this far into the woods, but it’s likely he’ll start the hunt again this
  morning. From the light seeping through the windows, it looks as though the blizzard has blown over and it’s not far past dawn. We have a choice: stay here and hope for the best, or move on.
  But my legs and arms are stiff from the traipse through the snow and, looking at the way Nic is moving around the cabin, I don’t think she has the strength to push on either. First things
  first: we need to eat and figure out a route.


  ‘What happened?’ Nic asks, nodding at my shoulder. I glance down and see she’s talking about the purple bruise the size of a fist just below my collar bone. So that’s why
  my arm was aching. It’s only now I remember the punch that guy threw at me. It makes me feel better to remember it was the last punch he ever threw. I pick up my T-shirt and pull it
  on, wincing a little at the ache across my upper chest.


  ‘The other guy looks a lot worse,’ I tell Nic, crossing to the kitchen. ‘Believe me.’ A whole lot worse, I think to myself. I guess I had better make sure that
  the body is taken care of by Maggie, or else the police are going to start asking my grandma some interesting questions.


  For a moment Nic’s expression looks pained, like she wants to say something, but then she pulls herself together, her jaw clenches and she turns away.


  ‘You hungry?’ I ask her.


  ‘I could eat,’ Nic answers.


  I grimace as I scan the bare cupboards. This was my grandfather’s cabin. He used to use it for hunting, so when he stayed he’d normally just cook whatever he’d caught. I never
  met him. He died before my grandma took us in, but that’s what my grandma told us the first time she brought Rob and I up here. I scrounge two rusting cans from the top shelf of one
  cupboard.


  ‘Did you kill him?’


  I almost drop the cans. Nic is staring at me, her expression so blank that I can’t tell what she wants the answer to be.


  I nod. I’m not going to lie to her. Her shoulders heave up and then down but the relief that rolls off her makes me glad for having told her the truth.


  I set the cans down. ‘It wasn’t Miles or McCrory,’ I tell her.


  Her brow furrows and her jaw tenses.


  ‘I didn’t have a chance to check him for ID,’ I tell her, ‘but he had a tattoo. If I can get online and hack into the NCIC database I might be able to ID him. If
  he’s been arrested before, that is. And if not, then I’m going to see if Maggie can ID the body from his fingerprints.’


  ‘What’s the NCIC database?’ Nic asks.


  ‘The National Crime Information Center. If he’s got a record there will be a note of all distinguishing features. I might be able to make a match.’


  Nic swallows and nods. She’s holding on to her elbows in a gesture I’m coming to recognise. Any minute now she’s going to start pacing.


  ‘Look in the front pocket of my bag,’ I tell her, to give her something to do. ‘There’s a Swiss Army knife.’


  She kneels down and unzips the bag and I get up and toss the remainder of the bed frame on to the flames.


  Nic walks over and hands me my knife.


  ‘How’d you know about this place – that it was here?’ she asks.


  ‘It was my grandfather’s hunting cabin,’ I tell her, focusing my attention on trying to jimmy open the rusting cans. ‘Rob and I would sometimes come up here and camp
  out.’


  Nic wanders over to the little door beside the kitchen. I hope she’s not expecting five-star facilities. I remember Rob and I would pee behind a bush rather than use that sorry excuse for
  a bathroom. Nic goes in and locks the door behind her. I hear the pipes groan and clank when she tries to turn the faucet. Good luck with that, I think. They must be frozen through.
  She’d have better luck getting water out of a stone.


  While she’s out of sight I root through my bag, doing a stock-take. There’s my gun, a spare clip, the gun the guy dropped in the snow, which is out of ammo, a bundle of cash wrapped
  in a sock, the wire I used to jimmy the car door, a few bars of chocolate, a bottle of water, a lighter, my laptop, spare batteries, a phone, data cards, a hard drive, a jammer, a notebook and
  paper, and a first-aid kit.


  I’d planned on bringing a stash of food and an aerial so I could get a signal with my laptop but I never had time to grab them before we had to run. With those things we could have holed
  up here for days. Without them, however, and knowing that they’re going to be looking for us out here, we need to move fast.


  My mind has also been working while I slept and has put together a few more pieces of the puzzle. The tattoo on the guy’s neck was a swastika, but it wasn’t the normal design; it was
  three black sevens, arranged in a particular way. I’m pretty sure it’s the symbol used by a white supremacist group from South Africa. I remember seeing a reference to it on a case I
  worked on a few years back. And if it is, then things are starting to add up. I’d place a bet that the language the two of them were speaking on the stairs to my loft was Afrikaans.


  Links form in my head faster than lightning. South Africa has a big diamond trade. Aiden’s company, Firenze Inc, trades mostly in diamonds. All I need to do is double-check this theory by
  trying to ID the guy, then check police records for known associates.


  By the time that Nic emerges from the bathroom with her hair tied up in a ponytail, I have the dubious contents of the cans simmering in a pan by the fire.


  Nic sits down beside me, staring into the flames. ‘Thank you,’ she says after a moment of heavy silence.


  I turn to look at her, uncertain what she’s thanking me for.


  ‘For yesterday. For getting us here.’ She stares down at her feet, her fingers tangling in the blankets. ‘For everything.’


  We stay staring at each other and once again I feel that unmistakable pull, as though the two of us are invisibly bound by thread and it’s spooling tighter.


  ‘You’re welcome,’ I say, looking away.


  She’s out of bounds, the voice in my head yells. And even if she wasn’t, what am I going to do? Make love to her on the floor on a pile of mouldy blankets while keeping one
  eye on the door in case an assassin bursts through it?


  ‘What is that? Dog food?’ she asks now, leaning over my shoulder to stare at the brown gloop in the pan. I’m hyperaware of how close she is, of the smell of her hair, of her
  breath on my neck.


  ‘If I tell you it’s beef stew, will you eat it?’ I ask, sensitive to the fact that if I turn my head just a fraction further, my lips will be pressing against her neck.


  ‘Right now I could probably eat a live dog,’ she says, then she falls abruptly quiet. She’s thinking of Goz. I hand her a fork to distract her.


  ‘How long are we staying?’ she asks, her voice husky.


  ‘They know roughly where we are. They’ll have narrowed it down to a twenty-five mile radius, I would guess, which means it won’t be long before they find us. And I need to get
  a signal. So our best bet is to head north. There’s a town where we can . . . ’ I break off. I had been going to say steal, but I amend it to, ‘find a
  car’.


  I set the pan down, noticing that it looks like jellied intestines and wishing the label hadn’t come off the cans so I could identify the animal, at least. Though maybe it’s for the
  best that I can’t. I stick the knife into the mess of it, impaling a lump of something gross on the end and shoving it in my mouth. It tastes exactly what I imagine jellied intestines
  marinated in botulism would taste like, but I keep chewing and then I swallow, because a bar of chocolate is not going to be enough fuel to take us ten miles cross-country in this weather.


  ‘How are we going to get anywhere in this snow?’ Nic asks. ‘We won’t even be able to get out the door.’


  I look at her and grin. ‘Can you ski?’ I ask.


  


  NIC


  ‘What?’ I ask, spearing a lump of questionable meat with the end of Finn’s knife and then sniffing it. It smells worse than Goz’s Thai chicken curry
  poo.


  ‘Can you ski?’ he asks again.


  I scan the cabin, but don’t see anything that we can craft two sets of skis out of, A-Team style. ‘Yes I can ski,’ I say, tentatively starting to chew. It doesn’t
  actually taste that bad, if you can get past the texture, which reminds me of rubbery intestines. Where is he going with the skiing thing?


  Grinning, Finn gets up and walks over to the other side of the room. Set into the floorboards is a metal ring. Finn prises it up with the blade of his knife and I get up and walk over to
  him.


  ‘It’s a crawl space.’


  ‘I see that.’ It’s a hole about three metres wide by one metre deep with packed earth walls. It looks like a yawning empty grave and my spine stiffens at the sight.


  Finn jumps down into it, pulling a torch from his back pocket. He flashes it around and I see that stockpiled at one end of the space are two old pairs of skis, covered in dirt and cobwebs, as
  well as a pile of boxes and some blankets. Finn hands the skis and the blankets up to me. I pile them by the door and then offer him my hand to climb out. He takes it with a curious smile, and our
  fingers stay linked for just a second longer than necessary before Finn drags his hand free and closes the lid with a bang. Is he feeling it too? Like there’s sheet lightning crackling
  between us? Or is that just me? I keep catching him looking at me when he thinks I’m not aware of it, like when I was getting dressed.


  Get it together, Nic, I tell myself angrily. As if he’s thinking about that with all this going on. And why the hell are you thinking about it? Have you forgotten about Hugo?
  Forgotten about Goz? Taking a deep breath, I force my eyes off Finn’s arms and turn back to the jellied meat instead.


  After we’ve eaten, Finn hurriedly lays out a map he found in the trunk across the floor. I’ve never been one for orienteering, and the squiggly lines and little
  icons scattered across the paper are as indecipherable to me as hieroglyphs.


  ‘If we leave in an hour,’ Finn says glancing at his watch, ‘we should make it before nightfall. The only problem is clothing. You should take my sweater.’


  ‘I’m not taking your sweater,’ I tell him straight up.


  He sighs. ‘You only have that,’ he says, pointing at my hooded sweater. ‘It’s no wonder you almost froze to death yesterday.’


  ‘If I take yours you’ll freeze to death.’


  ‘I can cut up one of the blankets.’


  ‘We can both keep our sweaters and use the blankets.’


  He frowns.


  ‘Where are we going to go?’ I ask, ignoring him.


  ‘We’ll head here,’ Finn says, stabbing his finger on to the map. I lean over his shoulder, feeling the warmth pulsing off his body and resisting the urge to lean in closer.
  ‘It’s a small logging town.’


  ‘Won’t they be looking for us there?’ I ask.


  ‘Look, there’s no other choice,’ he says tersely, and the voice in my head which pipes up ready to argue is silenced when I remember that he was almost an FBI agent and he has
  got us this far. I didn’t even manage to stick out Girl Guides. He knows what he’s doing, he’s shown me that much. And he can at least read a map.


  ‘I didn’t mean to question you,’ I say, taking a step away from him and crossing my arms over my chest. ‘I just—’


  Finn looks at me over his shoulder. ‘We’ve got no other choice.’ He gestures at the map. ‘You see anywhere else we could go? We need clothes, provisions, wheels and
  –’ he pauses ‘– we need a signal.’


  ‘What about here?’ I say, pointing at a name on the map.


  Finn peers down. ‘That’s just an old logging station.’


  ‘Is it closed?’


  ‘No. I don’t think so. I saw signs for it back on the road.’


  ‘Well, won’t they have vehicles? There’s an access road.’ At least, that’s what I think the thin white line snaking through acres of green stands for.


  Finn frowns, then rubs his hands through his hair.


  ‘OK, fine,’ he says. ‘It’s the same distance. But if we can’t make it on the skis we have to double back, so you’d better be a good skier.’


  I glance over at him and bite my tongue.


  Finn is standing by the window. He’s been there for fifteen minutes, staring out with a look on his face that I’m coming to recognise. It’s unnerving, knowing
  how good he is at figuring out problems in the real world, and how talented he is at discovering patterns and errors and loopholes in the virtual world. It makes me wonder what he might be able to
  figure out about a person just by looking at them long enough.


  I’ve never seen anything like the way his mind works. He’s always one or two steps ahead in his thinking – and he’s always watching, evaluating. He has the same look on
  his face gazing out the window as he does when I say something he doesn’t understand. It’s like the world is a complicated puzzle that he’s trying to riddle his way through.


  I wonder if he’s thinking about the man he killed. It’s hard to imagine what that would do to you. He didn’t seem that upset though. I’ve often thought about what
  I’d do if I was put in front of my mother’s killers and given a gun. Would I be able to pull the trigger? Maybe not in revenge, but definitely in self-defence. Then I remember what Finn
  said about the fact it wasn’t Miles or McCrory. He was right all along. I was wrong. It’s not a closed case.


  So who’s behind it? And why?


  I turn back to the job in hand. For now I have a task to complete. I have a notion that I’m going to somehow craft us both blanket ponchos. In reality I’m just trying to give myself
  something to focus on other than the situation we’re in. Finn’s silence is unsettling me. What is he trying to puzzle out? Our odds of surviving?


  Eventually he draws a deep breath, falls out of his trance and comes and sits down a few feet from me, sliding his backpack on to his lap. He pulls out two guns and starts taking them apart one
  by one. I think he’s cleaning them, as he runs a strip of blanket through them and starts counting the rounds. Neither of us speaks. The crackle of the fire is the only noise. I glance around
  at the rough wooden walls, at the door that’s only pulled to and held in place with a slab of wood. We seem dangerously exposed now the snow has melted from them.


  There’s an irony, I guess, to my current situation. I’m stuck in a cabin in the woods with no electricity and without even a lock on the door. There’s no panic alarm, no motion
  sensors, no guard dog, no ex-SAS soldiers about to rock up toting machine guns if I press a button (not that they did that anyway). We have a knife and a gun that looks to be nearly out of ammo.
  And yet, as I glance over at Finn, for the first time in two years I realise that I don’t feel afraid.


  


  FINN


  I put the second gun, the one I took from the guy, into the bag. It’s a nine-millimetre Browning Hi-Power, a make most commonly used by mercenaries – hired
  contractors who operate in places like Iraq and Afghanistan. That’s another clue to the guy’s identity. I reach into the bag and offer a chocolate bar to Nic.


  She takes it and breaks off a slab before handing it back to me. I shake my head. She needs the calories more than me. ‘Tell me something, Nic,’ I say, leaning forwards to poke a
  piece of wood into the flames.


  ‘Tell you what?’ she asks, suspicion instantly lacing her voice.


  I glance over my shoulder at her. Her cheeks are warm from the fire, her hair glinting reddish in the flames.


  ‘Who’s Marcus?’


  She almost chokes on the chocolate. ‘What?’ she splutters.


  I hold her gaze. ‘Who’s Marcus?’ I ask again. I’m telling myself it’s a purely disinterested question, that I’m just trying to eliminate all people from the
  enquiry and I never fully eliminated Marcus the wannabe orthodontist, but the truth of the matter is I want to know who this guy Marcus is and whether he means anything to her, even though the
  answer really shouldn’t matter to me at all.


  ‘Hang on . . . ’ she says, her eyes narrowing dangerously. ‘What the hell? How do you know about Marcus?’


  I shrug and stare down at my feet.


  ‘My firewalls and encryption were supposed to be impenetrable,’ Nic shrieks. ‘I had them tested.’


  I look at her with an expression that asks Really? You’re still asking that question?


  She shakes her head at me. ‘You’re unbelievable. Do you have any understanding whatsoever about boundaries?’


  ‘Don’t be mad,’ I say. ‘I needed to run a tracer on your emails, see if anyone had hacked into your account.’


  ‘Besides you, you mean?’


  ‘Yeah,’ I admit.


  She glares at me but I ignore it. I was only trying to look out for her. It’s not like I was stalking her. ‘So who is he?’ I ask.


  ‘Like you don’t know already,’ she snorts.


  I try not to smile or laugh. ‘OK, yeah, you got me,’ I admit. ‘I ran a check on him. Of course I did. I ran checks on everyone you came into contact with over the last three
  years. But there’s something about this guy Marcus that doesn’t add up.’ I wonder if now’s a good time to mention the waxing.


  ‘What?’ she says, laughing scornfully. ‘Are you suggesting that Marcus is in on all this somehow?’


  ‘He’s studying orthodontistry and has a totally clean record,’ I say.


  ‘And?’ she asks, staring at me in total disbelief.


  ‘You’re seriously dating the guy?’ I ask, frowning at her. ‘He kind of looks . . . ’


  ‘He looks what?’ she asks, her voice hitching up a notch.


  I’m starting to wish I hadn’t brought this up. But I have, so I may as well follow through. ‘Just,’ I say, looking for the right words, ‘he doesn’t seem like
  your type.’


  Her mouth drops open before she clamps it shut. ‘How do you know what my type even is?’ she spits. ‘I don’t have a type!’


  I let out a snort. ‘Oh, yeah you do.’


  She blinks at me twice in astonishment. ‘What?’ she asks. I don’t know Nic Preston very well, but I’m starting to know her a lot better, and I can tell that when her
  voice goes low and quiet like it has just now, she’s on the verge of blowing her top.


  ‘You’ve rented every Ryan Gosling movie ever made in the course of the last six months. And you have a thing for period dramas. So I’m thinking your type is actually pretty
  obvious. You want someone who’s like a cross between Noah from The Notebook and Darcy from Pride and Prejudice.’


  She doesn’t talk for a few seconds and I start to think that maybe she really is about to lose her shit. I even glance around to make sure I haven’t left the gun lying around. Maybe
  I shouldn’t have let it be known that I checked her Netflix subscription while I was doing background checks. She turns back to the fire, glaring into the flames and shaking her head.
  ‘My God, Finn, where do you draw the line?’ she mutters.


  ‘So why are you dating him?’ I ask.


  It’s just a brief flash, but I swear a tiny trace of a smile appears before she stifles it. ‘What’s it to you?’ she demands.


  ‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Just curious. I’m gathering evidence for my theory that short, aesthetically challenged men have to work harder to please women, and hence make better
  . . . boyfriends.’


  ‘He isn’t aesthetically challenged,’ she says indignantly, but there’s that smile again which she’s trying desperately to suppress. ‘He has good
  teeth.’


  I laugh loudly.


  ‘And I wouldn’t know if he’s a good . . . boyfriend,’ she adds.


  I dart a glance her way but she’s staring into the fire again. ‘Look, I didn’t mean to bring him up,’ I say, trying to hide my smile. ‘You’re right.
  It’s none of my business.’


  ‘Then why did you?’ she asks, raising her eyebrows at me.


  It’s a good question. Maybe it’s because I want her to tell me she’s in love with him, because that would make things much easier. Or maybe the truth is that I can’t
  stand the idea of her being with someone else. Unable to put any of that into words, I shrug.


  The silence closes in and for a minute we listen to the dull thud of thawing snow dripping off the gutters and the wind whistling eerily through a gap in the window frame. A piece of wood in the
  fire crackles loudly and I notice that Nic doesn’t flinch. She isn’t pacing either or checking the exit points every few minutes which strikes me as progress, given the
  circumstances.


  I get up and poke the wood back into the flames. We need to go. We should have already left, but I want Nic to be as well rested as possible before we set off. It’s going to be a tough ski
  across country.


  ‘I think I was dating him because I thought it would be safe. No risk,’ she suddenly says.


  I glance at her. She isn’t looking at me but staring into the flames. ‘I’m not good at trusting people, especially boys. After . . .’


  ‘That asshole ex-boyfriend of yours sold you out after the trial?’ I finish for her.


  Her eyes fly instantly to me. Her cheeks flush. She nods.


  ‘You know I can remove every trace of that story from the internet if you like.’


  Her eyes light up. ‘You can do that?’


  I nod. ‘It will take a bit of time but yeah, I can do that.’ I wonder why I haven’t thought of it already. ‘Consider it done,’ I say, feeling a tightening in my gut
  at the sight of her smile.


  ‘OK,’ Nic says after a beat. ‘My turn to ask a question.’


  Her chin is jutting up in that defiant gesture she sometimes employs. ‘Why didn’t you graduate from the FBI intern programme?’ she asks.


  She couldn’t ask me about girls? She had to ask about that.


  ‘Come on,’ she says. ‘You know pretty much everything there is to know about me.’


  ‘Fine,’ I say, sitting down by the fire. ‘I hacked where I shouldn’t and got caught.’


  She sits up straighter. ‘What were you doing?’


  ‘No. You said a question, that’s two.’


  ‘No it isn’t. You didn’t answer the first one properly.’


  I study her. Do I really want to tell her? I guess so. There’s something about Nic that makes me want to tell her the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. ‘I broke into
  the FBI’s main server, stole some data and leaked it,’ I finally say.


  ‘What?’ she asks, frowning.


  ‘I was investigating this online-paedophile ring in my downtime – still working for the NSA and the FBI’s cyber crimes unit. It was a six-month project, a lot of people working
  on it. Then I identified one of the key players. Turned out he was a federal judge.’


  Nic’s eyes bug in her head.


  ‘They decided to arrest everyone but him.’


  ‘What? Why?’


  ‘Because they believed if they arrested him every case he’d ever presided over would have grounds for an appeal. They didn’t want to deal with the political fallout and the
  financial meltdown that would accompany something like that.’


  ‘So they let him go?’ Nic asks in disbelief.


  I nod. ‘So I leaked the documents to the press.’


  ‘Oh my God,’ Nic whispers. ‘And they threw you out because of that?’


  ‘Yeah, but it was worth it,’ I say. ‘The guy was arrested and charged. He’s currently doing life. And all his cases are under appeal,’ I add.


  Nic doesn’t speak for a few seconds. ‘You did the right thing. I can’t believe they threw you out because of that.’


  I shrug. The truth is I deserved it. Maybe not for that but because of what happened with Eleanor, so I don’t feel mad at the FBI so much as mad at myself for screwing up so
  spectacularly.


  ‘How did you end up working for the FBI when you were fourteen?’ Nic asks.


  ‘They caught me hacking into the Pentagon’s mainframe.’


  She raises her eyebrows at me.


  ‘I saw this really old movie called War Games about a kid who almost causes a nuclear war by hacking into the Pentagon’s computers, and thought it would be cool to try
  it.’ I clear my throat. ‘Anyway, turns out, not so cool.’


  ‘Did they arrest you?’ Nic asks.


  ‘Well, they did show up at my grandma’s house pretty damn quick and interrogated me for twenty-four hours straight. I thought they were going to send me to Guantanamo but somehow
  they realised I wasn’t a home-grown terrorist. And mainly they were intrigued by what I’d managed to do. Apparently I’m the only person to ever have made it through all their
  firewalls.’


  Though she tries to hide it, I can tell she’s impressed. ‘So they recruited you?’ she asks.


  ‘They couldn’t recruit me officially because I was only a kid, but I did some work for them on the side and they paid for my undergrad degree at Harvard in return.’


  ‘The girls told me that you still catch bad guys,’ Nic says. ‘What did they mean?’


  I frown. They told her that? I stare into the flames trying to figure an answer. ‘I just keep tabs on a few people, police a few websites,’ I mumble.


  The real truth is that Ivarstheblack and I are part of a web group of hackers who patrol the internet, keeping an eye out for criminals that lurk in the darkest corners. We hover in forums and
  whenever we see something that doesn’t seem consensual or that involves underage kids we intervene, identify the perpetrator, and then send the information to the police. If the police
  don’t do anything we put the proof into the public domain. But Nic doesn’t need to know all this.


  ‘Your grandma told me that you were trying to find them,’ she blurts.


  ‘Find who?’ I ask, simultaneously wondering what the hell my grandma and the twins didn’t tell Nic and when exactly they found the time to impart all this knowledge. I
  wasn’t out of the room that long.


  She looks up at me, her green eyes flickering in the firelight. ‘The people who really killed my mum and Taylor. Is it true?’ She’s holding her breath.


  ‘Yes,’ I admit, wondering at how she seems to have accepted the fact it wasn’t Miles and McCrory. She rocks backwards on her haunches. ‘I have this . . . er . . . thing,
  about justice.’ I cringe. Put this way, it sounds like I have some kind of Batman complex.


  I glance at Nic and find her studying me, a furrow between her eyes. ‘It should have been me,’ she says after a beat.


  I shake my head, not understanding.


  ‘Taylor was meant to be at a party that night but she was running late.’


  For a moment my mind reels. She blames herself? ‘How is that your fault?’ I ask her in a quiet voice.


  ‘She was running late because of me,’ Nic mumbles. ‘She’d had to go pick up her dress from the dry cleaner’s because I’d forgotten to do it. I’d
  borrowed it the week before.’


  She swallows drily before continuing, staring at her hands. ‘If I had remembered and picked it up earlier in the day then she would have been on time. She wouldn’t have been there.
  She wouldn’t have died.’


  Finally she looks up at me, tears brightening her eyes. I can see she wants me to blame her, to validate her own guilt.


  ‘Nic,’ I say, drawing a deep breath, ‘it’s not your fault. You are not responsible for Taylor’s death or your mom’s. You aren’t responsible for any of
  this.’


  She doesn’t seem to hear me. ‘We weren’t that close,’ she goes on in an almost whisper, ‘Taylor and I, I mean. She resented my mum and I moving in. Hated the fact
  she didn’t have her dad all to herself.’


  She stops and I wait, wanting so badly to reach out for her, and having to force myself to keep my arms at my sides. I wonder how many other people she’s opened up to about this.


  ‘I watched them carrying her down the stairs,’ she says, glancing at me quickly and then into the middle distance as though she’s picturing it all in her head. ‘She
  fought so hard. She kicked and screamed.’ Nic shakes her head. Her voice cracks. ‘And I did nothing. I just stood there and watched. I hid.’


  She locks eyes with me all of a sudden and I see the flare of defiance in them and I know she is trying to get me to react. She’s pushing for me to condemn her. It’s the same thing I
  did in the car when I told her about my mom being a heroin addict.


  ‘It was the only thing you could do,’ I tell her. ‘There’s no shame in hiding. If you hadn’t, you would be dead too. That’s not what your mom would have
  wanted. Or Taylor.’


  She shakes her head at me. ‘I saved myself. I didn’t save them.’


  I reach over and place my hand on top of hers, waiting until she looks up at me, her expression so lost and full of regret that it almost cracks my heart in two.


  ‘We can’t save everybody,’ I tell her, ‘no matter how much we might want to.’


  


  NIC


  ‘We need to go,’ Finn says, tearing his eyes off mine after a long beat and zipping up his bag. He stands up and starts stamping out the fire.


  I get slowly to my feet. I can’t believe I just opened up about Taylor like that. I haven’t even told Dr Phipps that stuff. I felt too ashamed. I expected condemnation. I wanted him
  to look at me with disgust. I thought maybe if he did that it might help push him away, because the truth is I’m scared by how much I’m coming to rely on him to feel safe. I don’t
  want that, because what happens when this is over? If we survive this I’m on my own again.


  But he didn’t act disgusted. He made me feel that maybe, just maybe, I didn’t do the cowardly thing, I did the only thing. We can’t save everyone. Finn’s right.
  Sometimes it’s all we can do to save ourselves.


  Finn is shaking out the poncho I’ve handed him, amusement crinkling his eyes. Once we’re ponchoed up, looking like two characters from The Road about to set off on a trek
  across an apocalyptic America, Finn opens the door, letting in a blast of icy air.


  He uses a plank of wood to push down the drift that’s piled up outside and when he’s done he lays out the skis and beckons me over. As we don’t have the proper boots we have to
  tie our feet to them with strips of blanket. Once they’re firmly on, Finn hands me a set of poles and I slide my way as best I can out into the clearing beyond the cabin. The sky is
  blisteringly blue and the glare off the snow is blinding. The air is still below freezing though and my breath puffs around me in dense clouds. Despite my blanket, my hands and face are starting to
  go numb already. I should have fashioned blanket mittens and ski masks too.


  Finn glides over to meet me and I have to bite back the smile. In truth he actually looks kind of cute in the poncho. Like a Mexican Mariachi on skis.


  He catches me trying not to smile and shakes his head, muttering to himself. Then he pushes off and I follow after him. I haven’t skied in about five years and my legs are wobbly from
  yesterday. But within a few minutes we’ve picked up a rhythm and all I can hear is the soft swish of our skis though the snow, the sound of my breathing, and the occasional call of a
  bird.


  Finn has obviously been doing this since he was a kid – it’s like second nature to him. He’s graceful and fast, but thanks to my OCD exercise routine I’m fit enough to
  keep pace with him.


  ‘You ski well,’ Finn tells me, slowing up so he’s parallel to me.


  ‘I learned when I was younger. School trips to the Alps. I mainly snowboarded.’


  ‘One day I’ll have to take you to Aspen,’ Finn says and then shuts up immediately as he realises what he’s just implied. That there will be something between us beyond
  this moment in our lives. I don’t say anything. ‘Tell me about your mom,’ he says quickly, as he steers us around a tree.


  ‘She was the chief exec of a charity,’ I say.


  ‘I know,’ Finn says. ‘She ran Aiden’s non-profit right?’


  ‘Yeah,’ I say.


  ‘It focuses on environmental stuff?’ he asks.


  ‘Yeah. She ran an organisation a bit like Greenpeace back in London. But the new charity that she set up with Aiden was focused on funding eco-friendly tech solutions. Mainly in Africa.
  She was very into saving the world, one solar panel at a time,’ I add wryly.


  About an hour later I’m completely exhausted, having to force my arms and legs to obey and keep moving. My hands are completely numb, frozen to the poles. ‘Just
  another mile,’ Finn huffs. He too seems like he’s close to exhaustion.


  I open my mouth to answer when a crack shatters the stillness around us. We both stop, our heads whipping sideways in the direction the sound came from. It was a gunshot. Finn doesn’t have
  to tell me that. I know the noise a gun makes. A flock of crows has risen cawing, terrified into the sky.


  My heart starts beating furiously, panic infusing my veins with a toxic mix of adrenaline and cortisol. Finn is over at my side instantly. Another crack sounds out and Finn puts his hand on my
  back and pushes me forwards, urging me on. In the distance, I can just make out some tall chimneys, a building of some description, maybe the logging camp we were headed to. With a destination to
  aim for I tuck my chin in, hunch down and push forwards. But before I make it two metres I’m pitched forwards as another crack sounds out right by my ear almost deafening me. I let out a cry
  as pain explodes in hot shards across my back. I try to keep going but my skis snag on something buried under the snow and my arm gives out as I try to stay upright. I tumble sideways, my legs
  ungainly, pain rocketing through my back and arm.


  Finn is beside me in the next moment, crouched down in the snow. One of the guns is in his hand. He grips my arm tight. ‘What? Are you hit?’ he asks, but then his eyes drop to the
  snow and he tails off.


  I twist my head and see he’s staring at a spot of red behind me which is growing bigger and bigger as drops of blood rain down. I blink at it for what feels like an eternity before I
  process that it’s my blood I’m staring at.


  Finn grabs me around the waist and hauls me behind a clump of bushes. I smother the scream as the pain expands, momentarily blinding me and making the world spin. Finn is kneeling in the snow
  beside me, gun trained on the woods, his eyes darting between the trees.


  Are they out there? Where? How many are there? How are we ever going to make it out of the woods? All these thoughts flash into my mind in the slivers of space between searing flashes
  of pain.


  ‘Can you stand?’ Finn asks, throwing a glance my way.


  I nod, though I’m not actually sure.


  Finn scans the woods one more time, then turns quickly to me and starts tugging frantically at the knots holding my boots to my skis, pulling them free. I try to help but it feels as if an army
  of red ants is burrowing into my back. When he’s done with my skis, he turns to his own, yanking them off as fast as his stiff fingers can allow. I sit there, cradling my elbow, watching the
  woods all around for any sign of movement, feeling completely exposed and expecting a bullet to punch me backwards at any point.


  Finn eventually tosses the skis to one side and then reaches for me, his arm sliding behind my shoulders. ‘OK, we’re going to have to make a run for it,’ he says.


  I nod, though the thought of getting to my feet and moving seems impossible.


  ‘You see that ridge?’ He points to a hill, behind which the roof of the logging camp rises up. ‘That’s where we’re headed.’


  Finn helps me to my feet and I grit my teeth as I sway against him. Fire leaps in flaming rivers down my side and along my shoulder. I hiss through my teeth and Finn’s grip on me
  tightens.


  ‘I’ve got you,’ he says but his words are interrupted by a blood-curdling cry that freezes us both to the spot.


  It sounds like an animal being tortured.


  I glance at Finn, my legs threatening to give way, and watch as a slow smile spreads across his face.


  ‘What is that?’ I whisper, grimacing against the pain.


  ‘It’s a hunting call,’ he grins at me. ‘It’s just hunters. It’s fox and rabbit season. I should have remembered.’


  Hunters? It takes me a second to understand what he means. I got shot by a fox hunter, not by a trained assassin. I want to laugh but it hurts too much.


  ‘What are the odds, huh?’ Finn asks.


  Finn props me against the tree as another gunshot cracks through the wood, this time much further away. Poor rabbits, I think to myself.


  I watch Finn bury our skis and poles in a snow drift and I concentrate on staying upright and trying to breathe. The pain is now just in my shoulder, but I imagine this is what being stabbed
  with a white-hot poker might feel like.


  When Finn is done he slides his arm around me again. I lean against him and together we start to make our way towards the logging camp. With every step I have to bite harder on my lip and, by
  the time we reach the fence to the camp, my face is buried in Finn’s shoulder and I’m seeing stars.


  Finn pulls off his jacket poncho and lays it on the ground, then sets me down on it beside another tree, about ten yards from the road into the camp and about one hundred metres from the
  entrance. There doesn’t seem to be anyone guarding the way in and, beyond the chain-link fence that surrounds it, I can see stacks and stacks of timber, a huge building with chimneys and
  several fork lift trucks.


  Finn crouches behind me and I hear him ripping something. I can’t turn but I’m assuming it’s a strip of blanket, and next thing I feel him winding something around my shoulder
  and over my arm. I try not to cry out when he pulls it tight.


  Once he’s done he kneels down in front of me and pulls my blanket tighter around me. His thumb brushes my jaw and for a moment I think he’s about to drop a kiss on my head. But he
  doesn’t. ‘Wait here,’ he tells me, backing away.


  ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ I manage to answer through a clenched jaw.


  Finn slips between the trees and heads towards the fence.


  I sit huddled, trying not to move because even shivering sends hot arrows of pain juddering through me. I can feel my eyelids starting to droop, wooziness draping over me like a blanket.
  Fighting the temptation to slide sideways and curl up in the snow, I stay awake by picturing Finn’s face, the blue of his eyes, the shape of his lips, the fearful expression when he saw the
  blood dripping on to the snow and thought I’d been hurt. I let my mind wander back to the cabin, to the memory of us lying half naked under a pile of blankets. It’s amazing how far that
  memory works to stop me shivering and to raise my core temperature.


  A few minutes later I hear the sound of an engine and twist my head as far as I can without moving my body. A truck with a flatbed is exiting the camp. That can’t be Finn, can it? A sudden
  panic hits me. What if he’s been caught? But then I remember this is Finn we’re talking about, and I relax.


  The truck comes to a halt just parallel to where I’m propped against the tree, the cab door opens and Finn jumps out. I smile at the sight of him as he jogs towards me up the bank. He
  lifts me and pretty much carries me to the road, helping me up into the cab of the truck before running around to his side.


  Inside he has the heat on full. He puts the truck in drive and then glances across at me. ‘You’re going to be OK,’ he says.


  And I manage to smile at him before I pass out.


  


  FINN


  I took out the guy guarding the camp, which wasn’t hard as he was busy yanking his own chain in the toilet block. When he comes to he’ll have a lump on his head the
  size of a baseball, but it was the only way to make sure the alarm wasn’t sounded for at least a few hours.


  In my head I pull up a map of the area. There’s a lake a few miles north-east from here and I’m guessing, like most of the lakes in Vermont, it will have its fair share of rental
  properties lapping its shores. That seems like the best bet. It’s off season. We need to stop as soon as possible to treat Nic’s shoulder. She’s passed out, but beads of sweat
  have broken out on her brow and her lips are so white they’re almost translucent. The only colour in her face is caused by the band of sunburn across the bridge of her nose and her
  cheekbones.


  I crank the heat up higher and put my foot to the pedal. About fifteen minutes further on I take a road that leads to the lake. I need to find a house with a long driveway that doesn’t
  look like it’s had any fresh tyre tracks for a while. I pass a half dozen before I find one where the snow is piled heavily down the driveway. The house rises up in the distance, just the
  steepled roof visible through the trees. Perfect.


  I keep driving, looking in my mirrors, checking we’re alone. About half a mile further on I see the ghost outline of another track that leads into the woods on the other side of the road.
  I shift the truck into four-wheel drive and edge the nose up the bank of snow. The engine grunts and complains but finds traction and I drive for about half a mile until we’re well clear of
  the road and pull up in a clearing that I guess in summer serves as a picnic spot. This will have to do, I suppose.


  I shake Nic gently awake and help her out of the cab, glancing at her shoulder. It’s not pretty. The bandage I tied around her shoulder is already soaked through with blood. It’s
  difficult to see the extent of the damage until we take her clothes off but I’m praying the bullet comes out clean and hasn’t done any damage to the muscle or nerve. There’s no
  way we can risk a trip to the hospital. I’ve no doubt that they have those under surveillance.


  ‘We have to walk for about ten minutes,’ I tell Nic. ‘Think you can manage?’


  She makes a grunting sound I take as acquiescence but then leans heavily against me, drawing in a sharp breath. I put my arm under her shoulder and we start walking. We make it to the road but
  it’s clear that Nic is finding every step agony. I glance in both directions, checking the road is clear, and then before Nic can protest I swing her up into my arms. She doesn’t argue
  and though she stiffens a little, within a few seconds she’s nestling close, tucking her head beneath my chin. Her hands are fisted against my shoulder and her hair tickles my jaw.


  She doesn’t weigh much and we make much quicker progress, even though the snow is almost to knee height in places. The house I’m aiming for rises up from between the trees. I scan it
  for any signs of life, but there’s no car parked outside, the lights are off despite the lengthening shadows of the day and the air is silent and still.


  Even so I pause and set Nic down. She sways on her feet and I hold her tight against me to keep her upright. We hide behind a tree and I watch the house, making sure my brain and gut are both on
  the same page and that it really is empty. When I’m totally convinced, I sweep Nic up into my arms again and carry her up to the front door.


  ‘Whose place is this?’ she mumbles, stirring and looking around.


  I set her down. ‘No idea,’ I say, starting to run my hands over the door frame. There’s no key hidden up there so I check beneath the mat and then under the plant pot. I come
  up trumps, flashing the key in Nic’s face.


  She gives me a weak smile and I slide the key into the lock and open the front door. There’s no alarm, thankfully, and I wonder at the stupidly trusting nature of people, while also being
  supremely grateful for it.


  The house is beautifully furnished and frigidly cold. I head to the thermostat on the wall and turn it on high then head back to get Nic, who’s standing leaning against the wall. I kick
  the door shut and then stamp my feet to get some feeling back into them. OK, priorities: getting Nic upstairs and into a bathroom so we can clean her up. Then food. Then I need to get to work.


  I go to pick Nic up but she shakes her head and, gritting her teeth, shuffles towards the stairs. She clutches the bannister and starts making her way up the steps. I follow behind, scared
  she’s going to fall, but she makes it to the top OK.


  The landing stretches in two directions and there are several doors coming off it. I head to the one that looks like it might be the master bedroom, the one with the view of the lake, and find
  it is indeed the master. There’s an enormous king-sized bed and an en-suite bathroom.


  Nic makes her way determinedly towards it, her face coated in a sheen of sweat, her eyes startlingly green against the white of her skin. At the door, she turns to face me, almost banging into
  me. ‘Just give me a minute,’ she says and shuts the door in my face.


  


  NIC


  I edge over to the sink and stand leaning against it, taking deep breaths. After a minute I risk a look in the mirror. I suck in a breath as I see the pain etched across my
  face. I’m pale as a corpse except for a sunburned nose, and my lips are chapped and white.


  I use the toilet, having to pull my jeans down and up with just one hand, and then I shuffle back to the sink. A wave of exhaustion hits me. I find myself bent over the sink, sucking in air,
  gripping the edge of the basin, trying to ride the wave of pain in my shoulder. I can’t do this any more, I think to myself. I’m so tired of running and hiding. I just want to
  stop.


  A bang on the door makes me jump. ‘Nic?’ Finn calls. ‘Can I come in?’


  He doesn’t wait for me to answer. He opens the door a crack and then, seeing me standing up, he lets it fall open and walks over to me. In his hand he has a first aid kit.


  ‘Here, let’s get this off,’ he says, laying the first aid kit down beside the sink and reaching for the scissors. He snips through the makeshift bandage and nausea rolls up my
  throat as he pulls it away from the wound. My eyes water.


  Finn sets the scissors down and starts tugging at the bottom of my blanket poncho. Gently, he eases it over my head then starts pulling up my sweater. When I have to lift my arm I let out a hiss
  through my teeth.


  ‘This isn’t going to work,’ he says, reaching for the scissors again. He eases his hand up under my T-shirt and sweater, his fingers grazing my skin. I jolt at his touch as
  licks of fire start tracing a new path across my stomach.


  ‘Sorry,’ he whispers.


  I shake my head and he pulls the T-shirt away and starts slicing through both the T-shirt and the sweater. When he’s done, he peels the torn strips over my shoulders and tosses them to the
  floor. His focus goes straight to my shoulder. I glance sideways in the mirror. The back of my white bra is stained ghoulishly red.


  I close my eyes and grind my teeth as his fingers start probing the skin around my shoulder blade. It feels like a scorpion has buried its tail in my flesh and is wriggling it around. Finn
  slides the strap of my bra down my arm and I grip the edge of the basin for support.


  ‘I’m going to undo your bra. Is that OK?’ he asks.


  I nod, my eyes still closed. It’s soaked in blood anyway. Carefully he undoes the clasp and I shiver even through the pain as he slides the other strap off my arm and peels my
  blood-crusted bra away from the skin.


  ‘Here,’ he says.


  I open my eyes and see he is handing me a towel. I take it and hold it against my chest. In the mirror I watch Finn. He hasn’t taken his eyes off my back, but as soon as I’m covered
  up he glances at me in the mirror.


  ‘This is going to hurt,’ he says.


  I nod at him. He gives me a weak smile in return.


  I grip the basin with one hand and watch as Finn unsnaps his Swiss Army knife. He douses it in alcohol and then, without any warning, he sticks the tip of the blade into the flesh above my
  shoulder blade.


  I let out a cry and then bite down on my lip, feeling tears burn like acid behind my eyelids. Pain flares through me, obliterating all thought. All I see is blinding white light.


  ‘I got it,’ I hear Finn say.


  I hear the clatter of something hitting the basin and look down. A small dull grey piece of metal sits there. That’s it? It’s only the size of a drawing pin. How can
  something so small hurt so much? Ribbons of watery blood splatter the enamel around it and snake down the drain. My vision starts to swim and Finn guides me to the toilet and makes me sit down.


  ‘I’m going to try butterfly stitching this,’ Finn says, ‘hopefully it will hold.’


  I can’t talk. I can’t even nod.


  His fingers move deftly. He swipes the wound with alcohol, again without warning, making me cry out as fireworks of light burst and pop on the back of my eyelids.


  ‘Sorry,’ Finn whispers under his breath, his voice strained.


  It burns. The pain sears through skin and muscle all the way to the bone and a scream rises up in me that I have to fight down, but after a few seconds it dulls to a tight throb.


  ‘You want some help getting cleaned up?’ Finn asks, when he is done applying the butterfly stitches and a bandage.


  I think about raising an eyebrow at him. I can manage – but then I try to lift my arm and can’t.


  ‘Yes,’ I say, trying to fight back tears.


  ‘OK.’ He takes a towel from the rack and runs the hot tap as I sit down on the edge of the bath. Soaking the towel, Finn gets down on his haunches and starts wiping the blood from my
  back. When he’s done, he leaves the bathroom for a few minutes. When he comes back, he hands me something.


  ‘Here.’


  I glance upwards. He’s holding a clean shirt that he must have found in one of the wardrobes. He helps me stand and, holding the shirt, he turns his head while I drop the towel and slide
  one arm into the shirt and then the other, grimacing with pain the whole time. Finn comes around and buttons it up, keeping his gaze fixed the whole time at my collarbone, as I stand there feeling
  like a small, useless child.


  I stare at him, standing so close, taking in the day-old stubble flecking his jaw, the dark sweep of his lashes, as well as the stubborn set of his mouth, and have to resist the urge I have to
  stroke a hand through his hair and press my lips to his.


  I swallow and focus on the burning sensation in my shoulder, hoping it will distract me from his closeness. But it doesn’t. I’m not sure at this stage if anything short of losing a
  limb could. Certainly the thought that at any moment people could come bursting through the door firing guns isn’t enough.


  When Finn finishes buttoning up the shirt, his hands stay there, holding the shirt bunched at my hips. He doesn’t make a move and for a moment neither of us speaks. I’ve stopped
  breathing.


  My stomach flips. The atmosphere in the bathroom is electric, flammable. I swallow again, loud enough to be heard. I don’t want to move in case he drops his hands and I don’t want
  him to do that. In fact, I want him to undo the very buttons he just did up and run his hands over my body, as gently as he did just now with the towel.


  My breathing speeds up and my eyes fly to his face. Finn is staring down at his hands, which are still gripping the shirt together at hip level. His jaw is pulsing as though he’s fighting
  some inner voice or instinct. But then he looks up and our eyes meet and in that split second he stops listening to whatever warning the voice is giving him. He pulls me against his chest, his
  hands sliding around my back, and I reach up on tiptoe and in the next second we’re kissing.


  The pain in my shoulder evaporates and there’s just the heat of his lips instead. Though his hands are gentle, holding me, there’s nothing gentle in this kiss. It’s desperate,
  hungry, unguarded, and I respond in the same way.


  I can’t lift my arms, so I make do instead with sliding my hands under his T-shirt, laying my fingers over the hard ridges of his stomach. I’m unable to focus on anything other than
  his mouth on mine, the feel of his lips, and the pressure of his fingers as they skim the skin of my lower back, lighting trails of fire. It’s like there isn’t enough oxygen in the
  world. My head spins and whirls, lights dancing behind my eyes, and from a very long way away I hear Finn whispering my name.


  


  FINN


  I catch her, but not in time, and she smacks her head on the edge of the basin. I sink to my knees, holding her in my arms. She’s out cold, her head lolling back. I
  crouch with her in my arms for several seconds in alarm, before I stroke her hair out of her face and then get to my feet. I carry her through to the bedroom.


  Man, that’s the first time I’ve ever knocked a girl out with a kiss.


  I lay her down on the bed. I shouldn’t have kissed her. What was I thinking? She wasn’t even steady on her feet – and now look what’s happened. I’m furious
  with myself. That was quite a thunk.


  I stare at her for a few seconds. Her breathing is steady and she seems OK. I check her pulse and she mumbles in her sleep and tries to roll over. Her jeans are soaked through from the snow. I
  ponder what to do and then decide to take them off. I undo the buttons, the whole time trying not to let my mind wander back to that kiss or my gaze wander to her legs. But that’s kind of
  hard, given I can still feel her lips against mine, can still taste her on my tongue . . . and when I pull off her jeans I get a view of her underwear and legs that sends the blood redirecting to
  parts of my anatomy not known for their bright decision-making.


  I force myself to think about our current situation. I summon Maggie’s voice in my head telling me to steer clear of the witness. I know that getting distracted by Nic, no matter how
  distracting she might be, is a recipe for disaster. It’s clouding my decisions. The fact I ran straight out from behind the house the other day without even checking my blind spots is
  evidence of that. That and the fact I just kissed her when she was looking like she was about to faint. It’s why FBI agents aren’t allowed to form relationships with their juniors or
  with a witness. It impairs judgment. I know all this. I know exactly how dangerous it is, never mind to me, but for Nic.


  I throw a blanket over her bare legs, making a firm decision as I do that that’s the last time I ever look at her like that again, and definitely the last time I touch her.


  I take a shower, find some old sweatpants and a sweater in a closet that I borrow while my clothes are drying, and then head downstairs. The house is warming up and I walk
  through into a well-appointed kitchen and set my bag down on the table. There’s a window running the length of the room, with a back veranda and steps down to the lake, which I can see
  glinting like dull steel in the distance. The sky is a dark pigeon-grey and the night is closing in fast. We should be safe here at least over night. But I keep the lights turned off anyway.


  There are no personal effects in the house, no photographs or paraphernalia that would suggest people live here. And the fridge is bare, except for some long-life milk and a bag of coffee beans.
  It’s clearly a holiday home. The larder has more to offer: pasta, some jars of sauce and soup. I realise I’m ravenous and I cook up a vat of pasta, emptying a whole jar of sauce on
  top.


  While I’m eating, I power up my laptop. I need to make contact with Maggie. But first I want to do some more digging. My spidey-senses started to tingle when Nic mentioned the non-profit
  her mom worked for, and what it does. She mentioned Africa. The guy I killed was South African, I’m almost certain of it. Diamonds are mainly mined in Africa. There’s a link here and,
  while everyone’s been digging into Firenze, because that seemed the most obvious, now I’m wondering if all along it’s not been something to do with the non-profit Nic’s mum
  was running. I think we’ve been looking in the wrong place all this time.


  Within minutes, I’ve hacked into the server for the non-profit, which has a pretty substantial firewall – something that immediately makes me suspicious. I start looking through the
  files.


  Straightaway something leaps out at me; a week before Nic’s mom’s death, the entire hard drive was wiped. Someone employed a disk-wipe. Normally that would make it impossible to
  recover any data, but I have ways. I can pull up scraps – not whole documents but fragments of them – and slowly, painstakingly, I begin to piece together a picture.


  There are communications between an offshore lawyer in Gibraltar and Nic’s mom and Aiden. It looks like they were setting up a company. A tech company of some sort. When I follow this up I
  find that the company went dormant after the homicide, but then I come across some land deeds, recently signed by the same lawyer in Gibraltar, for several hundred acres of woodland about sixty
  miles outside of Boston.


  From another file I pull up a fragment of a blueprint to what looks like a piece of laboratory equipment. I resort to Google. And within half an hour I have a damn good idea finally of
  what’s going on, and why these people are chasing Nic.


  My food goes cold in the bowl beside me as I run a check through the NCIC database. It normally takes a few hours to draw a hit on any identifying mark but I narrow the parameters a lot,
  describing the guy I killed: his weight, his height, his eye colour, hair colour, probable nationality and then his tattoo. It comes up almost straightaway with a hit. The guy is called Marius
  Swart. He’s ex-armed forces, from Port Elizabeth in South Africa. He’s on an Interpol most wanted list, cited as the lead suspect in the murder of a young girl in South Africa three
  years ago.


  I do some more digging in Interpol’s files and discover Swart is a known member of a neo-Nazi group that is thought to regularly contract its ‘services’ to a number of
  corporations in Africa, among them a company called Vorster, which is one of the biggest diamond mining companies in the world.


  More and more pieces of the puzzle are sliding into place with a certainty that’s chilling. There’s one last thing I need to do and that’s to check local police department
  reports to see if I can dredge up any information on Miles and McCrory. I focus on reports of unidentified John Does because my gut is telling me they’re already dead.


  I wake at dawn, feeling groggy and sleep-deprived and my body aching. I worked until late, checked on Nic and then passed out on the sofa in the living room. Rubbing my eyes, I
  trudge through into the kitchen. I make coffee and pull my clothes and Nic’s out of the dryer. I trawled through endless paperwork earlier and got a hit on a dead body in Juneau, Alaska,
  fished out of a river by two hunters. I hacked into the coroner’s records and pulled up the photographs of the body and identified him as McCrory. I’m doubtful Miles will ever be found,
  but my gut says he’s dead too. Whoever is behind this wanted the two of them to take the rap for the break-in at Nic’s.


  At seven I place a call to Maggie.


  ‘Oh my God, where are you? What’s happening?’ she asks, the moment I start speaking.


  ‘We’re fine. We’re safe,’ I tell her before running her through everything I’ve found out, including the shoot-out at my grandmother’s house.


  She stays silent on the other end of the phone but when I finish she draws a breath. ‘So you’re telling me that you think one of the biggest diamond companies in the world is behind
  this?’ she asks. ‘For real?’


  ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Google it. There’s a piece in The Smithsonian all about it. Synthetic diamonds. They’re able to grow them in a lab. No need to wait a
  million years any more and mine for them, when you can grow a flawless diamond the size of a baseball in a petri dish in only two months.’


  Until I Googled it, I hadn’t realised how advanced the synthetic diamond industry was. It’s still in its infancy but my guess is that Nic’s mom convinced Aiden of the real cost
  of the diamond trade – the blood-diamond trade, that is; the wars waged in Africa over control of the mines, the environmental devastation, the child labour, the corruption of diamond
  companies who seek to hold the prices at artificially inflated rates. But with synthetic diamonds flooding the market, traditional diamond companies face ruin.


  ‘But Aiden Cooper owns a jewellery company,’ Maggie points out. ‘Wouldn’t this totally undermine his own company? Kill his profits?’


  ‘Yes, but he’s no longer even a major shareholder in Firenze,’ I explain. ‘He sold out. I think Nic’s mom convinced him that the future lay in synthetics, in
  man-made diamonds. And not necessarily for jewellery either. Synthetic diamonds are being used by the military, by tech companies, by aeronautical companies. They’re an amazing conductor of
  heat and the hardest naturally occurring material on earth.’


  Maggie cuts me off as I’m just getting into the swing of things. ‘So you think Aiden Cooper has set up a company to make synthetic diamonds. And that Vorster has employed some
  neo-Nazi gang to threaten Aiden to make him stop?’ The scepticism in her voice is thick as mud.


  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘After they killed his wife and daughter, he did stop. The company went dormant. But now he’s starting the venture up again. I found deeds to a piece of
  land just outside of Boston all in the name of this company—’


  ‘And that’s why you think they’re coming after Nic?’ Maggie interrupts.


  ‘Yes. And I also think that they’re looking for something they think she has, that they think Aiden’s given her.’


  ‘What?’ Maggie asks.


  ‘I’m guessing the blueprints to whatever it is he’s developed to grow the diamonds. There are two major systems being used right now. I think he’s invented something new.
  I found some emails – well, fragments of emails – which hint at it.’ I start explaining the two different types of lab systems, basically huge microwaves, that are currently on
  the market, but Maggie cuts me off.


  ‘So where are they?’ she asks. ‘Does Nic have them?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘The blueprints.’


  ‘If she does have them, then she doesn’t know it,’ I admit. ‘But don’t worry. I’m going to find them.’


  


  NIC


  I wake with a groan. My head hurts as though it’s been crushed between a vice. As if on cue, my shoulder erupts into flames. I squeeze my eyes shut, biting down the urge
  to cry. I try to get my bearings. I’m lying on a bed. I am covered with a blanket. It’s dark but there’s a slither of light falling across my face, which must mean it’s
  daytime. Bits and pieces start to come back to me. The house by the lake that we broke into. The bathroom. The blood. Finn cleaning up my shoulder . . .


  . . . the kiss. Oh God. We kissed. I sit up, having to push myself with my good arm. My back burns but my lips burn hotter at the memory of kissing Finn. My head pulses and I lift my hand
  gingerly to my temple. Why does my head hurt? What happened yesterday? I remember kissing him, but nothing beyond that. I move my head slowly from side to side. I’m in a bedroom. The curtains
  are drawn but sunlight filters through and paints a stripe across the bed. How the hell did I get here?


  I throw back the blanket and swing my legs off the side of the bed. I’m not wearing my jeans. I sit there for a few seconds, not breathing. I don’t remember taking them off.
  Confused, I get to my feet. I need to find Finn. I take a few steps and my head starts to pound in time with my pulse. My body aches with leaden fatigue and my stomach is grumbling.


  I didn’t register much about the house last night but now in the daylight I see it’s like a show home. There’s expensive art on the walls, cashmere blankets draped over wooden
  chests and on the landing a cushioned love seat. A picture window halfway up the stairs gives a breathtaking view over the lake. The pine trees are frosted with snow at their tips and the stillness
  of the scene makes me pause in wonder.


  My feet slide noiselessly down the thickly carpeted stairs. Where is Finn? My heart has started to beat faster at the thought of seeing him again. As I reach the bottom of the stairs I hear his
  voice and freeze. Who is he talking to?


  Adrenaline floods my system making me weak-kneed. Then I hear another voice – crystal sharp. It’s a woman. Automatically I start looking for somewhere to hide, for a weapon to use,
  cursing myself for potentially walking into danger because all I could think about was Finn and being close to him. But then the inflection in the woman’s voice gives me pause. I know that
  voice. Maggie!


  I follow the sound of her voice to the kitchen. Finn is sitting with his back to me at a breakfast bar in front of French doors that offer a view straight down to the lake. A coffee cup sits
  beside him and his laptop is open, a tangle of cables and hardware beside him. He’s talking to Maggie online while his hands fly over the keyboard.


  ‘You’ve totally fallen for her, haven’t you?’ Maggie says and the inference in her voice is obvious. ‘I knew you would.’


  My foot hovers in mid-air.


  ‘No. Of course not,’ Finn answers tersely.


  ‘Finn. Come on. You’re so predictable.’


  Finn smothers a laugh. ‘I am not.’


  ‘Yes, you are.’


  ‘Look, would you just drop it?’ Finn says with a note of irritation. ‘She’s a witness. In your case, I hasten to add. One I’m trying to keep alive as a
  favour to you. There’s nothing between us.’


  Blood rushes in my ears loud as a waterfall.


  ‘OK,’ I hear Maggie say. ‘Just so long as we’re clear. You know the rules, Finn.’


  A sigh. ‘Listen how many times do I have to tell you I’m not interested in her? At all.’


  My feet won’t work and neither will my lungs. Fury does battle with embarrassment, both raging for control inside of me. I manage to take a breath even though my lungs feel shrunken. I
  turn around. I need to get out of here. It’s OK, I tell myself as I run up the stairs. It was just a kiss. It didn’t mean anything.


  I make it back to the bedroom and switch on the light, looking around desperately for my clothes. I can’t find them. Damn. There’s a wardrobe so I head towards it and throw open the
  doors. I’m in luck. Maybe it’s not a vacation rental after all. There’s a shelf of sweaters, a drawer of underwear, and rows and rows of clothes hanging on a rail. I root quickly
  through them, grabbing some clean socks from the drawer, some underwear, a pair of jeans, a camisole top and a sweater.


  I don’t know why I’m feeling the need for urgency but it’s like I’m suddenly up against a clock. Adrenaline is pumping through my body, mixing in a narcotic rush with the
  heat of a humiliation I’ve known before – when Davis let the world know all about the night he took my virginity. I was a fool to think I could trust Finn, to ever think getting close
  to anyone was a good idea.


  Wincing, I manage to undo the buttons on the shirt, choosing to ignore the shooting pain in my shoulder. I just want to get out of here. A part of my brain tries to argue with me, tells me
  I’m being stupid and unreasonable. What did I expect? What was I hoping for? But the bigger part wants to outrun the humiliation. I just want to put space between me and him. And I
  don’t want to be tied to him any more.


  With a struggle, I pull on the camisole top and a clean pair of underwear and am standing there shaking out the jeans when the door pushes open and Finn appears. He seems surprised to see me out
  of bed.


  ‘Hey,’ he says, pausing in the doorway. He glances at my bare legs then quickly looks up. ‘How are you feeling?’


  I stare at him, eyes narrowed. How am I feeling? Let’s start with humiliated, pissed off, angry. Add to that a whole lot of dizzy. ‘Fine,’ I say, snatching for the jeans and
  turning my back on him.


  I try to shove my foot into the leg but with only one arm working properly it’s tricky and I flail like a fish caught in a net and fall on to the bed. The whole time I’m aware of
  Finn standing in the room, watching me struggle.


  He walks around the bed and faces me. ‘Can I help?’ he asks.


  ‘No, it’s fine. I’ve got it.’


  ‘How’s the head?’ he asks.


  I frown at him, my hand flying to my temple. ‘What happened?’ I ask. ‘I don’t remember anything about last night,’ I add. Hah.


  Finn’s mouth opens and then shuts. A small crease appears between his eyes. ‘Um, you fell, hit your head on the side of the basin.’


  ‘I fell?’


  ‘Yeah, you fainted.’


  Huh. ‘That’s a first,’ I say.


  ‘Yeah, for me too,’ he answers.


  ‘So how did I get out of my jeans?’ I ask, struggling to hold his gaze. His blue eyes are impenetrable. He hasn’t shaved, I notice, and his eyes are circled. It gives me pause,
  but just for a second.


  ‘I took them off,’ he tells me matter of factly.


  ‘You—’


  ‘I carried you to bed and took your jeans off to make you more comfortable. They were wet through from the snow. And then I left you to sleep. In case you were wondering.’
  There’s no trace of humour in his face. He looks concerned that I might have thought he took advantage of me while I was passed out.


  ‘No,’ I say quickly. ‘I mean, yes, but – I didn’t . . . ’ I break off. My words are getting all mangled. ‘Thanks.’ I finally mumble to the floor,
  recalling just then exactly what he said to Maggie about not being interested in me. The emphasis he put on at all. But at least now I can claim amnesia from my head injury, saving us both
  the embarrassment of having to talk about it.


  Finn is watching me half warily, half confused.


  ‘Did you speak to Maggie?’ I ask, testing him.


  He pauses before answering. ‘Yes,’ he finally admits.


  ‘And?’ I ask.


  ‘No intel,’ he says quietly, a look as dark as thunder crossing his face.


  I laugh under my breath. No intel, but a warning. And what did she mean when she called him predictable? Is that what he does? Have relationships with witnesses? Sleep with them? Is
  that what he got kicked off the FBI intern programme for? I’d lay money on it. It probably wasn’t anything to do with what he told me about the judge.


  Finn sits down heavily on the bed beside me. ‘But she did have some news about Hugo,’ he says.


  My eyes fly instantly to his face. He swallows, fights to hold my gaze and not look away.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ he finally says.


  I shake my head, trying to cut him off because I can see from the look in his eye what he’s going to say next. ‘No.’


  Sorrow passes across his face and when he speaks his voice is soft. ‘He died last night.’


  ‘How?’ I ask numbly, still shaking my head, still not ready to believe.


  ‘He never recovered consciousness. He slipped into a coma and then passed away in his sleep.’


  My fingers clutch at the bed covers. ‘No. No. No. Stop it.’ I’m shaking my head so fast that my vision blurs. Through it I see a curtain of red, the walls pressing in on me.
  Next thing I know I’m on my feet, throwing myself against something, kicking hard and punching harder, screaming and yelling and sobbing at the same time, but then my arms are pinned against
  my body and my feet lift off the floor. A part of me realises that it’s Finn, that he has his arms around me and is holding me from behind.


  I try to scream, ‘Get off me!’ But it comes out as a sob.


  ‘Shh . . . shh . . . ’ he whispers in my ear, his arms a vice around my torso.


  I put up a struggle, kicking out with my legs and connecting sharply with his shin. He grunts but doesn’t let me go, and then the fight evaporates out of me as fast as it arrived and I
  sink to the floor sobbing.


  Finn drops with me, his arms still wrapped around me, my back pressed to his chest. My head falls forwards and with one hand Finn sweeps my hair out of my face and holds me while I cry, rocking
  me back and forth.


  ‘What can I do?’ he asks after a few minutes when I’ve calmed a little.


  I lift my head, my skull throbbing. My throat is stripped and raw and my body aches all over.


  ‘Nic . . . ’ he says, and the way he says my name, the anguish in his voice, makes me stop crying instantly. I tilt my head backwards against his shoulder. My hair falls in front of
  my face and Finn brushes it away again, his palm resting against my cheek. My focus falls to his lips.


  I remember what he just said to Maggie, how he isn’t interested in me, but the pain inside my chest feels overwhelming, like a dozen crossbow bolts have been shot through me, and I want it
  to go away. I want to forget. For just a moment, preferably longer, I don’t want to be in my head. I want to be in his arms where despite not wanting to, I feel safest. Before he can do or
  say anything more I lean forwards and kiss him, pressing my lips to his with a desperation that surprises me, and from the way he tenses, I guess surprises him too. But he doesn’t pull
  away.


  I wrench my arm free of Finn’s embrace and twist so I’m sitting on his lap, then I lace my fingers around his neck and tug him closer.


  He doesn’t kiss me back at first and I almost give up, but then I hear him sigh. His arms snake around my waist and he pulls me tight against his chest, and the kiss becomes frantic,
  breathless, all consuming.


  I’ve never known a desperate hunger like the one that overtakes me. It cancels out everything: the memories, the pain in my shoulder, the thoughts slamming themselves around my skull. It
  turns the volume down on my mother’s screams. All I can feel, all I know, is Finn.


  My hands slide beneath his T-shirt again, running over the hard slabs of muscle, feeling the ridges of his scar and following it down inside his jeans with absolutely no hesitation. It’s
  as if my body is acting independently of my mind, purely on instinct. Finn groans even as he kisses me harder, his teeth biting down on my lower lip. I tilt my head back and he kisses along my
  jaw.


  I rip his T-shirt off over his head. I bury my lips against his neck and inhale deeply, the scent of him filling my lungs, making me cling to him even more. Then I realise Finn has stopped
  kissing me.


  Slowly, very slowly, Finn peels my arms from around his neck and taking a deep breath, he picks me up and sets me down on the bed. I sit there, staring up at him, shaking. He can barely look me
  in the eye. ‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbles, ‘I can’t do this.’ He reaches for his shirt on the floor, snatches it up, and backs off towards the door as though
  he’s running away from an unexploded bomb.


  I watch him with my heart pounding in my mouth, barely able to breathe. It feels like I have razor-sharp claws embedded in my side and that they are inch by dreadful inch slicing their way
  through me, tearing me apart. I want to scream and cry and throw things at the wall but the pain makes it impossible to move. My face burns, my lips throb, tears well up in my eyes.


  Finn backs through the door and disappears, leaving me alone.


  


  FINN


  As I close the door behind me I curse myself, fighting every instinct to turn back. I want to rush back inside. I imagine laying her down on the bed, kissing her again, taking
  my time over it, showing her how much she means to me, how much I want her. But I don’t. I take a deep breath and walk towards the stairs.


  Halfway down, I stop by the window. Resting my palm against the cool glass, I stare out at the icy lake, imagining diving into it. That cools me off, though it takes a minute. What did I just
  do? Why did I kiss her? I promised myself I wouldn’t touch her again. She’s a witness. And she’s vulnerable. She needed a friend, not some dickhead guy to take advantage of
  her.


  I run a hand through my hair. What are you doing, Finn Carter? I feel like yelling at myself. Didn’t I learn my lesson with Eleanor? How could I make the same mistake again?


  Eleanor Ricci was a witness on a case I worked when I was on the FBI internship programme. She was the twenty-two-year-old stepdaughter of a mid-level mafia fixer. She had watched him murder her
  mother in cold blood. Her eye-witness testimony would finally put behind bars a man that the FBI had been trying to bring in for two decades.


  I was only put on the case because the week before the trial Eleanor was getting skittish and having second thoughts about testifying. She knew the mafia would try to silence her before it came
  to trial and, even though we had her in a safe house, she was rightly nervous. She would have to enter the witness protection programme as soon as the trial was over, which meant giving up all her
  friends and her family and taking on a whole new identity. I had been shadowing Maggie and she could see that Eleanor and I had a rapport going, so she put me on duty in the safe house to keep an
  eye on her and try to calm her down.


  One thing led to another. I crossed the line. We wound up in bed together. I’m not proud of my actions and I know that to claim she threw herself on me isn’t gentlemanly but . . .
  she threw herself on me. And I was nineteen.


  That same night Eleanor ran from the safe house. She waited until I stepped into the bathroom, stole my car keys and my wallet from my suit jacket which was lying on the floor and fled. The
  trial collapsed, the guy walked free, and a little over a month later Eleanor was found in a motel in Denver. She’d been shot once through the head. The mafia had got to her before the FBI
  could.


  Maggie covered for me at the time, but a month later when I leaked the details of that judge, she couldn’t bail me out again. She was right then just as she’s right now. Eleanor
  Ricci died because of me. If I hadn’t allowed lust to fog my brain, she would never have walked out of that safe house with my car keys and wallet in hand. A murderer would have been jailed.
  I can’t risk anything happening to Nic because I didn’t learn my lesson. Even if what I feel for Nic is infinitely deeper and more real than anything I felt for Eleanor.


  ‘Hellooooo,’ someone calls out just then, making me spin around.


  ‘Hellooo, anybody home?’


  I pull on my T-shirt and jog down the rest of the stairs. Shit. My mind instantly starts making calculations. I’ve left my computer on the kitchen table, my bag and the gun beside it.
  I’m a fricking idiot.


  ‘Hellooooo?’ the person calls once more. By her tone I’m guessing it’s not the police. Maybe a neighbour who saw me standing by the damn window gazing out like some
  love-lost fool? Plastering on a smile, I yank open the door. There’s only one thing for it.


  A woman with carefully coiffured blonde hair that’s been sprayed into a rock-solid-looking helmet, is standing in the hallway. She’s wearing an Hermès scarf, a jacket and
  expensive-looking leather gloves. She glances up and, seeing me, steps backwards.


  ‘Hi,’ I say. ‘Can I help you?’


  She purses her lipstick-pink lips and I can see the cogs turning. She’s wanting to ask who I am but manners dictate otherwise. She’s well-bred, something I guessed from her voice. I
  can use that to my advantage. I alter my posture and my own accent to match hers.


  ‘I’m Dana Fischer,’ she says, immediately flustered. ‘I live next door.’ She points vaguely over her shoulder. ‘I thought I saw someone and that I should come
  and investigate,’ she purrs. ‘I didn’t know Maureen and Bob had house guests.’


  I keep smiling at her, maintaining eye contact. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘Maureen said we could come up and use the house for the week. Her and Bob are so great like that, aren’t
  they?’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ Dana says, seeming to relax. ‘How is Bob?’


  ‘Oh, he’s great,’ I say.


  She pulls back, looking puzzled and I realise I’ve just said the wrong thing. ‘I mean, you know, doing better,’ I mumble.


  She smiles sympathetically. ‘Poor man. Going through all that chemo.’


  I nod in sympathy.


  ‘And being a doctor too. So hard.’ She smiles frostily. ‘How do you know them?’ she asks.


  ‘Oh, you know. I . . . er . . . family friends,’ I say, hedging my bets.


  ‘Oh right,’ she says, suspicion clouding her eyes.


  Crap. I need to get her out of here before she rumbles me.


  I stretch and yawn. ‘My girlfriend is in the shower and I said I would make her breakfast in bed.’


  ‘Right,’ she says, her eyes darting over my shoulder and up the stairs. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it then.’


  ‘Thanks. I’ll be sure to tell Maureen and Bob how friendly you were.’


  I start edging her to the door. She pauses just before it, one hand on the frame and with a bemused smile she says, ‘But where’s your car? How did you get here?’


  ‘Um, we got a ride up,’ I say, knowing how unlikely this sounds.


  She narrows her eyes at me but the smile stays fixed in place. ‘Well, then, have a nice day!’ she says, but her face is now stony and when she scurries down the steps she throws me a
  glance back over her shoulder. I wave and smile then turn around, slam the door, and sprint up the stairs.


  


  NIC


  I’m pacing the room, trying to figure out how to escape this situation without transport, money or a clue where we are, when Finn barges into the room.


  ‘Come on, we gotta go,’ he says, reaching for me.


  ‘What? Why?’ Adrenaline surges through me in a tidal wave.


  ‘The neighbour just dropped by. She didn’t buy my story. Guaranteed she’s now on the phone to the police.’


  The look on his face is so serious that I forget what’s just passed between us and my plans to strike out on my own, and let him pull me towards the top of the stairs.


  Finn grabs his laptop and gun from the kitchen table and stuffs it into his bag. I glance out the window at the blindingly white view then make a move towards what looks like a utility room.
  Inside I spot a rack of coats and scarves. I grab two jackets and two scarves and then pull out some drawers and find some gloves. I walk back into the kitchen and find Finn rooting through the
  kitchen drawers.


  I join him. Yanking open the drawer next to me, I discover a selection of stainless steel chef’s knives. I slide one out and because it’s too big for my pocket I tuck it into my
  boot. I feel a bit stupid doing so, but without Goz or my Taser I feel like I want to have some kind of weapon to hand.


  ‘Let’s go,’ Finn says, pocketing a bottle of Advil and slamming the drawer shut.


  When we head outside, the chill of the early morning barely penetrates through all my layers. The air is startlingly clear and makes my eyes water. In the distance the lake glints dully. The
  snow muffles all sound. We could be two lovers heading out for a winter’s day walk around the lake. Except we’re not, I think to myself, as Finn pulls out two hundred-dollar
  bills and leaves them on the side before pulling the door shut behind us. We’re fugitives. Lovers is the last thing we’ll ever be.


  The woods are so silent and still that the sound of our feet crunching is deafening, but we haven’t made it across the road before we see flashing lights in the distance. We start running,
  cresting the bank on the other side and flattening ourselves behind a tree just as a police car goes racing past.


  As soon as it turns down the drive into the house we borrowed for the night, Finn moves off and I follow behind him, struggling through the deep drifts that have built up, trying to ignore the
  shooting jets of pain that rocket up my arm.


  Another half mile and we’re in the parking lot where we left the truck yesterday. It sits covered in a fresh layer of snow. I ponder whether it’s wise to drive a truck that must have
  been reported stolen by now, but it’s not like we have many other options.


  Once inside, I sit huddled as Finn tries to start the engine. It refuses to turn over. He tries again but the engine gives a weak sputter and dies. I glance over at Finn. He has yanked his
  gloves off and is glaring angrily at the dashboard. ‘Come on, come on,’ he hisses, as he twists the key and pumps the gas.


  I twist to look over my shoulder, but the road and the house are out of sight. It won’t take long before the police find our footprints by the back door, and if they start following them .
  . .


  For a brief moment I contemplate what would happen if we just turned ourselves in, if we stopped running. Would I be safe in police custody? It’s not like the FBI could protect me, I
  remind myself, so how could the police? But would I be at any more risk than I am now? I look across at Finn. Would he be safer? I think of all the laws he’s broken trying to protect me and
  keep us safe – assaulting two policeman, breaking and entering, stealing two cars . . .


  No. We can’t get arrested. I can’t allow it to happen. Finn would be in so much trouble. As if someone is listening to my silent plea, the engine roars to life.


  Finn guns the truck down the track, his hands white-knuckled on the wheel. We jolt over the ruts and, when we make the road, fishtail on to it. From here I can see the police cruiser parked up
  outside the front of the house and a cop speaking to a woman with blonde hair who is gesturing towards the house. Hearing our tyres spinning on the icy road, they both whip around.


  ‘Damn,’ Finn says, and I turn around just in time to see the second cop stepping into the road in front of us. He’s followed our footprints through the snow. At the sound of
  the truck he turns, and his eyes widen like a cartoon character’s as he sees we’re not slowing down. He leaps backwards out of the way as we roar past him. In the rear-view mirror I see
  him stagger into a snow drift while fumbling for his gun, all the while yelling over his shoulder to his partner.


  I grip the seat and brace myself as we go flying down a hill, putting the house and the police out of sight. Finn doesn’t take his foot off the gas even though the road is slick with ice,
  and a few times we skid. He fights for control each time, spinning into the skid, and I sit with my eyes glued to the mirror, watching for flashing lights and sirens coming up behind us.


  Two minutes later we hit the highway with still no sign of the police and Finn swerves into a small gas station. He parks up at the side of the building in between a car and a truck. Neither of
  us speaks. Finn has his hands still wrapped around the wheel and his eyes locked on the mirror, watching the road behind us.


  The tension is tight as elastic stretched to snapping point. What are we doing? What are we waiting for?


  Then blue and white lights appear in the distance. Shit. My insides contract as though someone is tying them into knots. They’re getting closer. I hold my breath. Why are we just sitting
  here? I put my hand on the door but Finn reaches for my arm and holds me back, never taking his eyes off the mirror.


  The police car goes screaming past, siren blazing. We watch it disappear over a rise on the highway and I finally let out the breath I’d been holding.


  Finn turns quickly to me. He pulls my hat down low, tucking my hair inside it. ‘I need you to go inside the store,’ he says, thrusting some money at me, ‘and buy some
  things.’


  ‘Buy what?’ I ask, my heart still hammering wildly.


  ‘Whatever. Just make sure no one comes out of the store for five minutes.’


  ‘Why?’ I ask.


  ‘Because I need to swap plates,’ he tells me, already moving to get out of the truck.


  ‘Swap plates?’


  He nods at the truck in the parking spot beside us and I realise he means to unscrew its plates and swap them with ours. I take a deep breath and without another word get out of the truck and
  head inside the store.


  ‘Can I help you at all?’ the middle-aged woman behind the counter asks.


  I shake my head and scan the store. There’s a man in a fur-lined cap and a padded jacket standing over by the chiller cabinet. I head over there too and grab some bottles of water before
  pausing in front of the rows of Snapple. Grudgingly, I choose the pinkest one I can find for Finn then quickly add some bags of chips, peanut butter cups and some dried fruit to the pile, realising
  with a sense of detachment that I haven’t eaten in almost a day. My stomach feels as if its tied in knots, though, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to force anything down, even
  though I know I can’t keep running on adrenaline.


  The man in the cap is now paying and I keep my eye on him as he chats with the lady behind the counter. I’ll need to stop him if he makes for the door, but before I can figure out how, my
  attention is snagged by a picture on the front page of the newspapers I’m walking past.


  I swallow the strangled cry that tries to make its way up my throat. It feels as if I’ve just fallen off a glacier and am plunging down an ice-capped mountain side, a rush of freezing cold
  air sucks the breath from my lungs. The front pages are all covered in pictures of me. There are also pictures of my apartment building and a photograph of Hugo. He’s smiling in it, the
  Brooklyn Bridge rising into shot behind him.


  A solid lump rises up my throat and my eyes start to smart. I can’t believe he’s dead. It doesn’t feel real. None of this does.


  I scan the headlines, my name and the word Conspiracy! jumping out at me. According to the papers I’m officially missing, believed kidnapped. A nationwide search is underway. Oh
  God. Sweat snakes its way down my spine. Why didn’t I realise this would happen? Of course the press have found out.


  With a shaking hand I set down all the food and drink in my arms and pull out a copy of the New York Times. The details are sparing. There are a lot of ‘no comments’ and a
  lot of conjecture too. At the bottom I notice they’ve managed to get a quote from Marcus, my so called ‘boyfriend’: ‘She was safety-conscious, to the point of
  paranoia.’ I grit my teeth. So much for trusting him not to speak to the press. Angrily I shove the paper back into the rack. I can’t read any more.


  Glancing up, I realise that the guy in the cap is no longer at the counter. He’s nowhere in sight. Shit. In a panic I race to the counter, tossing the food and water down.


  ‘You in a hurry, darling?’ the woman asks me.


  I nod, keeping my head bowed, trying not to make eye contact.


  ‘That’ll be fifteen-eighty.’


  I thrust a twenty her way and, as I do, I glance up and notice that the TV behind her is playing CNN. My face flashes on to the screen, with a background image of our old house in Bel Air.
  Nichola Preston missing, believed kidnapped scrolls across the bottom.


  ‘You take care out there.’


  ‘Huh?’ I say, tearing my eyes off the screen and looking at her.


  ‘The roads are icy,’ the woman says, handing me my change.


  ‘Oh right, yeah,’ I mumble, shoving the coins in my pocket. What if the trucker caught Finn changing the plates?


  The woman’s smile falters. Her brow furrows as though she’s trying to place me and her head tips to one side. I scrabble to pick up all the food and bottles and then run out of the
  store, half expecting her to call out.


  I find Finn sitting in the truck, the engine running.


  He frowns at me as I slam the door and toss all the food on to the floor.


  ‘Sorry,’ I say, as he guns the truck out of the bay and back on to the highway.


  ‘Did you manage to swap the plates?’


  Finn nods. ‘Just.’


  I turn to stare out the window, checking the mirrors.


  ‘Where are we going?’ I ask Finn, wondering where on earth we can hide now my face is plastered all over the TV.


  ‘Boston,’ Finn answers.


  I turn to look at him. ‘Boston?’


  ‘That’s where Aiden is,’ Finn tells me, without taking his eyes off the road.


  ‘How do you know?’ I ask, sitting up straighter.


  ‘I did some digging while you were asleep. He and your mom set up a company a while ago. Someone tried to erase a document from the server of the non-profit and I retrieved it. The lawyer
  who set the company up recently bought land just outside of Boston.’


  ‘Land?’ I ask. What is he talking about? What company?


  Finn glances over at me and I notice he’s finding it hard to look me in the eye. ‘Yeah, land. I think your mom and Aiden were planning on building a lab.’


  ‘A lab?’


  ‘To grow diamonds.’


  I stare at him. I have no idea what he’s talking about.


  ‘It’s happening. Man-made diamonds have been around for decades, but they’ve never been able to grow them big enough or flawless enough for the kinds of applications that would
  make it really worthwhile. Until now.’


  I shake my head. ‘I still don’t understand. Has this got something to do with why my mum was killed?’


  He darts a glance my way. ‘Yes. I think so. Maggie’s digging into it a bit more but I think this company called Vorster is behind it.’


  ‘Vorster?’ I gasp. ‘But I know them,’ I say. I mean, they’re huge, everyone knows them. They must be one of the most famous brands in the world.


  ‘Yeah. I’m guessing they’re not too happy about the idea of synthetic diamonds flooding the market place.’


  ‘It would put them out of business,’ I half whisper to myself, staring out the window before turning back to Finn. ‘How did you figure this out? Are you sure?’ I ask. It
  all sounds so absurd and unbelievable.


  Finn nods at me. ‘Yes. The guys coming after us, they’re South African. I ID’d the one I killed. He’s a member of a neo-Nazi group that has known links to
  Vorster.’


  ‘Oh my God,’ I murmur. It feels as if a curtain has been lifted. I have an answer finally to the question I’ve been asking for years now. And it’s nothing I could ever
  have imagined.


  ‘So,’ I say, my head spinning, ‘they killed my mum and Taylor to make Aiden stop what he was doing? Building this lab?’


  Finn nods.


  ‘But now he’s what? Started rebuilding? Why? Why would he do that? And why didn’t he just tell someone what was going on at the time?’


  ‘I’m guessing they probably threatened him,’ Finn says. ‘He must have ignored the warnings. Maybe he thought they were bluffing.’


  I can’t stop shaking my head. Why would Aiden ignore the warnings? Why would he start the business again knowing the risk?


  ‘I’m not sure why he’s starting the business again,’ Finn says as though he’s reading my mind. ‘I’m assuming from how well he’s hidden his tracks
  he thought he was keeping it a secret. Or maybe he thought after all this time they’d given up.’


  I grind my teeth, my jaw pulsing. How could Aiden do this?


  Finn sighs, intuiting my silent question again. ‘When we find him we can ask him.’


  For several minutes I stare into the middle distance, trying to wrap my head around what Finn just told me. It doesn’t make sense. And yet . . . it does.


  I bury my face in my hands. Across the back of my eyelids I see a parade of faces. My mum. Taylor. Hugo. Goz. Agent Ziv. I see the look on Finn’s face when he pushed me off him.
  Embarrassment is nothing to the grief, to the guilt. It’s a teaspoon of salt on a wound already doused in acid. All those people dead. For what? For diamonds? For money? For greed?


  Suddenly I feel Finn’s hand on my thigh. I look down. He moves his hand quickly away. Why is he still with me? I wonder silently. The danger is too much. We’re basically
  strangers and he’s putting his life on the line for me. I shouldn’t have let him. I’m being a coward again. I’m hiding behind him the same way I hid behind the door and
  watched them take Taylor.


  If I stay hidden, stay on the run with Finn, he’s going to end up dead. I know it. Just like every other person who makes the mistake of getting involved in my life.


  I wait until we pass through the next town and then I turn to Finn. ‘You’ve done enough,’ I say in a rush. ‘Drop me here. I’ll catch a Greyhound and find some place
  to hide until this is over. Now we know who’s behind it, Maggie can do something. They can make it stop. They’re the FBI.’ I glance at him. ‘You should walk away now.’
  While you still can, I want to add.


  Finn takes his foot off the gas and looks over at me. ‘The FBI are involved somehow,’ he says through a clenched jaw. ‘And even if they weren’t, what could they do?
  There’s no evidence. It’s just a theory. They can’t arrest anyone. Look at the trouble Vorster have gone to to set Miles and McCrory up.’


  I swallow because if what he is saying is true, what hope do we have of getting out of this alive?


  Finn is still looking over at me, his expression fiercer than I’ve ever seen it and his eyes blazing. ‘And don’t tell me to walk away,’ he says. ‘I’m not
  leaving you. Not until this is over.’


  I’m scared that he’s not watching where he’s driving, he won’t take his eyes off mine, so finally I just nod and it’s only then that he turns his attention back to
  the road and steps on the gas.


  


  FINN


  Why the hell would she think I’m going to leave her, after everything we’ve been through? Is it about the kiss? About walking out mid-whatever it was we were about
  to do? How am I supposed to tell her why it has to be this way? I don’t want her to know about Eleanor.


  I keep my eyes on the road and the mirrors, checking we’re not being followed, but my mind is switching gears frantically. Finding Aiden will confirm what I know and might shed some more
  light on things, but it isn’t going to change how screwed we are. Vorster are not going to stop coming after us. Ever.


  I let my mind start doing the work, following thoughts quicker than I can verbalise them, hypothesising and assessing and judging every possible outcome until I have what I think could be a
  workable plan. It’s the most outrageous, possibly insane, morally dubious, yet potentially brilliant plan I’ve ever come up with. It’s not legal. But then again legal won’t
  keep Nic alive. Legal won’t give her justice. Legal, in my mind, is for people without imagination and who don’t see the system is corrupted beyond hope.


  I find the place by following the map in my head. I have a near-photographic memory, which is a useful skill, especially when the truck you steal doesn’t come with
  GPS.


  About an hour and a half west of Boston we come to an area of thickly wooded hills and mountains. Several thousand acres are designated national forest. There’s a ski town nearby and the
  road up the mountain is busy with people heading up the slopes.


  My assumption is that Aiden is here on site, overseeing the build. I’m not sure how he managed to evade the FBI for so long, but my guess is he’s been planning this for a while and
  has probably had professional help – a security company no doubt protecting him around the clock. I’m not sure why he didn’t offer the same protection to his stepdaughter, but
  maybe he thought she was safe.


  I slow as we get near to the area of land that he’s bought. It’s pristine woodland, nothing on it. About halfway along the road on the right-hand side I spot a well-trafficked track,
  the ground rutted with tyre tracks that have been gouged deep into the earth.


  I pull in and draw to a stop, letting the engine idle as I glance up into the trees that are pressing in on both sides. I see it then: a camera rigged up high in the branches, camouflaged well
  but still visible if you look close enough. I get a huge surge of adrenaline. Everything was just a supposition until now, but the sight of a camera proves that there’s something going on
  here.


  Nic turns to me for the first time in two hours. ‘Why have you pulled over?’ she asks and the way she asks it you’d think I was a serial killer looking for a place to deposit a
  body.


  ‘This is it,’ I say nodding at the woods around us.


  She glances out the window. ‘But there’s nothing here.’


  ‘It’s underground,’ I tell her, grinning despite myself at Aiden’s balls. I had guessed this was how he’d build it. It’s how other synthetic diamond labs are
  built.


  Nic’s eyes widen as she scans the area around us once more.


  I laugh under my breath. It’s genius actually. They’re borrowing military practices, building it bunker-style, but I guess they need to.


  ‘How do you know?’ Nic asks, sceptically.


  ‘Trust me,’ I tell her, driving another fifty metres down the track and coming to a stop in the middle of a man-made clearing. The earth looks recently disturbed and some small
  saplings have been planted at random intervals.


  ‘What are we doing?’ Nic asks, frustration giving a rough edge to her words.


  ‘Waiting,’ I say, reaching for a bag of Fritos. I notice there’s a bottle of Snapple too and smile to myself.


  I down the juice and am wiping my mouth when something catches my eye in the mirror. ‘Game on,’ I murmur at the sight of the jeep gunning up the track.


  Nic jerks around.


  ‘Let’s go,’ I say, wiping my hands and jumping out of the truck. My gun presses against my spine comfortingly but I don’t think I’m going to need it.


  The man who steps out of the jeep that parks up opposite us is about forty, ex-special forces by the looks of him. He has crew-cut hair and shoulders as wide as a tank. He’s wearing
  wrap-around shades and under his jacket I’m guessing he’s packing some serious hardware. There’s another tell-tale bulge at his ankle.


  ‘Can I help you?’ the man says, marching towards us.


  ‘We’re looking for Aiden Cooper,’ I tell him.


  The man says nothing but shakes his head as though confused. Nice try.


  ‘Tell him his stepdaughter would like to speak to him.’


  The man opens his mouth but then spies Nic over my shoulder and closes it. He walks off a few feet and pulls out his phone, still keeping one eye on me. I don’t hear the conversation
  because I walk back over to Nic, who is still staring around in disbelief. She looks cold, huddled in a hat and the jacket we stole from the house. Her face is no longer pale, and the sunburn
  across her nose has mellowed into a band of freckles.


  I pull open the truck door so Nic can at least sit out of the cold. She turns away from me to face the windshield, literally giving me the cold shoulder. I frown. Every single minute that passes
  she’s withdrawing back into that defensive state, invisible porcupine quills bristling. Damn. She was letting go of all that and now it’s like she’s even further away than she was
  before. She’s putting up walls. What can I say to let her know that it’s nothing to do with her? That it’s me. That I want to keep her safe, and that means keeping her at a
  distance.


  I can’t stand the thought of losing her and, ironically, that’s exactly what’s going to happen. I turn away and stare off down the track.


  A few minutes later a Range Rover with blacked-out windows makes the turn into the wood and speeds towards us. A shaken-looking Aiden emerges from the driver’s side.


  Nic tumbles from the truck and he runs towards her, gathering her in his arms in a way that makes my stomach clench tightly and my fists clench tighter. He’s the one who put her in this
  danger. What right does he have to her affection? And why is she hugging him? This is the same asshole whose activities have made her a target and killed her mother.


  Aiden pulls back, still clutching Nic by the top of her arms. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demands. ‘How did you find me?’


  Glancing around, he spies me and the blood drains from his face. He looks at his security guy, who through this whole thing has been facing me with his hand buried inside his jacket in a gesture
  so obvious I’ve chosen to ignore him.


  ‘What do you think we’re doing here?’ I ask loudly. ‘The same people who killed your wife and daughter are now trying to kill us, thanks to this little project
  you’ve got going on here.’


  ‘Who’s he?’ Aiden asks Nic. ‘What’s he talking about? What’s happened?’


  Nic follows his gaze and realises only now that the security guy is keeping me under armed guard. She darts in front of me. ‘This is Finn,’ she says. ‘Finn Carter.’


  Aiden almost goes cross-eyed with confusion and panic. I see the little splinter of recognition dart across his face. He can’t quite place me, though.


  I step forwards, making no sudden movements that will startle his security guy. I hold out my hand. Aiden shakes it warily. ‘You recognise me from the trial,’ I tell him.


  The confusion clears. His hand drops away. ‘You . . . You’re the kid . . . ‘ he says, his eyes flashing darkly.


  I sigh. Here we go. ‘Yeah, the kid who testified for the defence.’


  He looks between Nic and I as though trying to figure out what the hell we’re doing in each other’s company, but there’s not enough time to try to explain it all.


  ‘Someone broke into Nic’s apartment,’ I tell him. ‘They were looking for something. They’ve chased us across three states trying to find it.’


  ‘They broke into your apartment?’ Aiden has turned away from me and is talking to Nic. His face is horror-struck.


  She nods at him. ‘You didn’t see the news?’ she asks.


  I glance across at her? The news? What news?


  ‘It’s in all the newspapers,’ she adds, giving me a quick look.


  Shit. I should have warned her that would happen.


  Aiden shakes his head. ‘No. I’ve been staying offline, lying low.’


  ‘The night after you visited Nic,’ I interrupt. ‘Did you leave something with her? Did you hide something in her apartment?’ I can’t disguise the anger in my
  voice.


  Aiden doesn’t seem to hear me. He’s staring around like he can’t believe what he’s hearing, clutching his head between his hands. I take a step towards him.


  ‘They were watching you the whole time,’ I say in a low voice, sounding more menacing than I mean to, but for God’s sake, is he stupid? Could he not see where this was all
  going to lead? ‘Two men have been following us since then. I killed one. There’s one more still out there. But even if I stop him, they will keep coming. They are not going to quit.
  They won’t quit until they kill you and Nic and everyone who knows anything about what you’re trying to do. What is it Vorster wants? I’m guessing it’s blueprints to some
  kind of synthetic diamond lab. Am I right?’


  Aiden, who’s been looking more and more horrified with every word, looks up sharply at the word Vorster.


  ‘Yes, it’s what they wanted all along,’ he says in a faraway voice. ‘I take a step backwards, exhaling loudly. Finally – confirmation that I was right. That there
  is much, much more to this case than everyone realises.


  ‘That’s why they killed my mum and Taylor?’ Nic asks, her voice rising.


  ‘Yes,’ Aiden admits, unable to meet Nic’s eye. ‘That. They wanted to make us stop. They threatened to do something but I thought they were bluffing. I didn’t think
  they’d actually do it.’


  There’s a pause. Nic is just staring at Aiden in silent shock. He turns to me, suddenly alert. ‘What if I just give it to them?’ he asks. ‘What if I just give them the
  plans and promise to walk away for good this time?’


  It’s only then I feel sympathy well up for Aiden. The man is completely out of his depth.


  I take a step towards him and when I speak my voice is fierce. ‘It’s too late for that. You can’t walk away,’ I tell him. ‘They won’t stop coming after you or
  after Nic. If you want to stop them, you need my kind of smarts, not yours.’


  


  NIC


  We follow Aiden back to his place. My shoulder is starting to throb again and, while Finn is busy driving, I take two Advil and wash them down with some water. I wish I could
  take something to clear my head. I can’t believe anything Aiden’s just told us. Why didn’t he stop? If he had, my mum would still be alive. So would Taylor. So would Hugo and
  Agent Ziv. How could he have started again?


  Aiden’s place is a rented chalet, buried deep in the woods. Finn parks up and then stares across at me, looking like he wants to say something, but I climb out of the truck before he
  can.


  ‘Who’s running your security?’ Finn asks Aiden, scanning the woods, which are rapidly dissolving into the dusk. ‘Can you trust them?’


  Aiden nods. ‘Yes. They’re a Canadian firm. Top in the world. I did my research.’


  Finn looks deeply sceptical and, as we watch Aiden input a code into a security system by the door, I almost hear him roll his eyes.


  Aiden leads us inside. The chalet is fairly modest by his normal standards. The downstairs is open, with a double-storey living area, complete with a fireplace, two large sofas and rugs on the
  floor. A deer’s head is mounted on the wall, but apart from that it’s quite homely. An open doorway reveals a kitchen off to the side. Aiden doesn’t offer to take our coats. He
  seems to have been infected by the underlying current of energy bouncing off Finn and he ushers us speedily towards the sofas. My skin prickles as I cast a glance around the room, checking the
  windows and doors.


  I hunch down on the sofa but my foot won’t stop tapping as I scan the room for my exit points. It looks like there’s just the front door.


  Are we safe here? If Finn found this place, how long before the people chasing us do?


  ‘How did you find me?’ Aiden asks me.


  ‘Finn found you,’ I tell him. ‘He figured out everything about Vorster, about the lab, about the synthetic diamonds.’


  ‘I found the files on the server to the non-profit,’ Finn clarifies.


  ‘But I wiped the disc,’ Aiden says.


  Finn shrugs at him. ‘You need to dissolve hard drives in acid if you truly want to wipe them. There are always ways to recover the data otherwise. I wrote a program that can recover
  fragments of documents and then make intelligent guesses at the missing parts.’


  Aiden blinks at Finn and then he turns to me and I see his eyes are red-rimmed and watery. ‘I thought it was safe,’ he tells me. ‘I thought after two years they’d stopped
  watching. I worked so hard to cover my tracks. I thought I could keep it secret until I had everything in place. And then I thought if I went public with it it would be OK. It would be too late for
  them to do anything.’


  I see the pleading look in his eye. He doesn’t want me to blame him, but how can I not?


  ‘Why didn’t you tell the police when Vorster started threatening you?’ Finn asks.


  Aiden stares down at his steepled fingertips for a few seconds. Finally he speaks. ‘They said not to tell anyone. They told me they had people working for them in the FBI and in law
  enforcement, that if I went to the police about the threats they’d know and they’d hurt my family.’


  They hurt his family anyway.


  Aiden glances at me. ‘Your mom hated the company,’ he says to me. ‘You remember she refused the diamond engagement ring I gave her?’


  I nod. Yes. It was the size of a golf ball.


  ‘It wasn’t because it was too big. It was because she hated diamonds. She thought that it was ridiculous that wars were being fought and land destroyed over pieces of rock dug out
  the ground. We started talking about this new synthetic process that was being developed. It was big news, still is.’ He darts a look Finn’s way. ‘And I started looking into what
  purposes synthetics could serve.’


  I close my eyes, remembering Mum lecturing me about blood diamonds. It went with the territory. I swear the first word I learned as a baby was boycott. And the first thing I learned to
  do once I could read was check the backs of packets in the supermarket for deal-breaker words like palm oil.


  ‘What purposes did you have in mind?’ Finn asks Aiden, who has tailed off and is staring at the deer’s head on the wall. I hope he’s starting to figure out that might
  soon be us, unless he starts telling us everything there is to know.


  ‘We wanted to change the status quo,’ Aiden says tiredly.


  ‘I’m not interesting in preserving the status quo; I want to overthrow it.’ I repeat this favourite phrase of Mum’s.


  ‘Machiavelli,’ Finn murmurs.


  ‘Do you know what diamond technology could do for the world?’ Aiden says, his voice filled with a kind of wonder. ‘And I’m not talking about cheap diamond rings for the
  masses.’


  ‘Military applications, you mean?’ Finn asks and there’s no mistaking the hard edge to his voice.


  Aiden shakes his head angrily. ‘No. That’s not it at all. Yes, there are some labs working with the military, developing scanners and new hardware, but we were thinking beyond that.
  We were thinking about doing something that would potentially have enormous environmental benefits.’


  ‘What?’ Finn asks, confused.


  ‘Diamonds are the best thermal conductors on earth,’ says Aiden, his gaze taking on the look of a slightly mad professor. He starts gesticulating excitedly. ‘We wanted to make
  microchips out of synthetic diamonds rather than silicon. Because of the way they conduct heat,’ he explains, ‘they won’t need cooling systems. It would save huge amounts of
  energy. The environmental benefits are unquantifiable.’


  Just like that, it all starts to make sense. Of course my mum would want to be involved. I can just picture her plotting with Aiden, getting excited about the whole venture, the shine in her
  eyes as she envisaged saving the world.


  ‘But they can’t do that yet. The technology doesn’t exist,’ Finn interrupts. He’s on his feet, striding back and forth in front of the mirror. ‘I read up on
  it.’


  I shoot him a glance sideways. When did he read up on it?


  ‘I can,’ Aiden says, a small smile on his lips. ‘I found the way. That’s what they want. The blueprint for the system I built.’


  ‘That’s what they were looking for when they broke into Nic’s apartment?’


  Aiden nods. ‘They want it so they can patent it themselves and thereby stop anyone else from developing the technology. They want to control the diamond trade in all its forms.’


  ‘Where is the blueprint?’ Finn asks before I can. ‘And why did they wait so long before they came for it?’


  Aiden glances up at him. ‘Because they thought they already had it. After they . . . killed Carol and Taylor, I gave them designs. For the prototype. They weren’t really much better
  than the tech already being used, but I let them believe they were what they were after, so they’d stop threatening us.’ He glances at me when he says that.


  ‘You gave people who’ve shown they will kill without mercy fake designs?’ I ask, my mind reeling at the stupidity.


  ‘Nic,’ Aiden says, his lip trembling, his expression stricken, ‘your mother made me promise I wouldn’t give them the real ones. She was the one who hid them in the first
  place. She’s the reason I’m building the lab again. She made me promise not to let them win. And I wasn’t just going to give them the technology. Especially not after what they
  did.’ He suddenly sobs, his whole face collapsing and his body slumping.


  I stare at him, speechless. Suddenly it all makes much more sense. I can imagine my mum, so fervent in her convictions, so anti corporations, only growing more defiant in the face of threats. I
  can imagine the conversations she had with Aiden, making him promise not to be bullied. But did she ever imagine this? Surely if she knew my life was at risk, that she and so many others would end
  up dead, she would have given in? I hear her screaming at me not to come out of the bathroom. There’s no way she would have wanted this.


  ‘So, you gave them the wrong designs and they figured it out?’ Finn asks. He’s pinching the skin between his eyes in tired disbelief.


  ‘They must have. Everyone is using HPHT or CVD technology. But the system I invented can create flawless diamonds up to twelve carats in size within three weeks. A naturally occurring
  diamond that size would take millions of years to form, and cost millions to buy.’


  ‘You?’ Finn asks in a deeply sceptical voice, ‘You invented it?’


  Aiden gives him a cool look. ’Yes. I’ve got a PhD in Geoscience and Engineering from MIT. And an MBA from Harvard.’


  Finn nods, his scepticism giving way to admiration.


  ‘So where is it?’ I ask. ‘Where are the plans?’


  Aiden looks at me. ‘You’re currently using them as a bookend.’


  


  FINN


  I look at Nic. Bookends? What is he talking about? But she seems to know. Confusion and emotion swim in her eyes. ‘The ballet shoes.’ She looks back at Aiden.
  ‘In my bedroom?’


  He nods, quickly. ‘There’s a data card encased in the silver.’ He has the decency to look somewhat sheepish about the fact that he hid life-threatening information in his own
  stepdaughter’s bedroom. The guy is not endearing himself to me. He couldn’t have kept it in his own room?


  ‘Why the hell did you hide it in Nic’s apartment?’ I shout.


  Aiden draws back, looking pleadingly at Nic ‘I . . . I . . . it was your mother’s idea to hide it in the mould for the shoe. And then when you moved to New York, you took them with
  you. I couldn’t ask for them back. They were yours. When I came to the apartment I just wanted to check you were OK and make sure you still had the bookends. But I swear I had no idea anyone
  was following me. If I had, I would never have left you there unprotected. I had you under surveillance for weeks. I was told you were safe – that’s why I proceeded. I didn’t want
  to drag you away from your life, just as you were getting settled and starting to move on with things.’


  Nic glares at him for a few moments before turning to me. ‘What do we do now?’ she asks.


  ‘I need to get my cube back up and running.’


  ‘Your what?’ Aiden asks.


  ‘His computers,’ Nic tells him. There’s a defiant note in her voice. She turns to look at me and something passes between us, a little buzz of understanding.


  ‘I have some ideas for how we can start holding Vorster off,’ I say, already figuring my next move.


  ‘You mean blackmailing them?’ Nic asks dubiously.


  I shrug. ‘We need to fight fire with fire.’


  ‘But how? What are you going to do?’


  ‘Have some fun,’ I tell her, smiling automatically. I’ve been wanting to hit a corporate hard for some time but haven’t, telling myself that I needed to stay above board
  and leave the dirty stuff to the Chinese and the Latvian hackers. But at the thought of the trouble I can wreak on an organisation as corrupt as Vorster, all in the name of justice and a worthy
  cause, I have to admit I’m feeling a wicked spurt of adrenaline.


  ‘How, exactly?’ I don’t have time to answer before the door flies open.


  I step in front of Nic automatically, my gun somehow already in my hand, pulled on instinct. Aiden stays seated. His security guard – the unsmiling one who looks like the mutant lovechild
  of a linebacker and the Rock – stands in the doorway, but something’s wrong with his face. He’s not wearing his shades and his irises are dull and fixed, his skin sagging like
  melted latex. As we watch, he topples forwards and lands face flat on the ground. A knife is sticking out of his back. I take a step back, my finger on the trigger. A man appears in the doorway. He
  has two guns – one in each hand, one pointed at me, the other at Aiden.


  ‘It’s him,’ I hear Nic whisper behind me.


  It’s Wise. Agent Wise. I recognise him from the video feed of her apartment. So he’s the FBI mole on the inside.


  Wise steps over the dead security guy and walks towards us, jerking his head towards my gun, indicating I drop it. I do a rapid calculation but see that he’s not messing around. He has
  less emotion in his eyes than the dead deer hammered to the wall behind me.


  I place the gun on the ground and kick it towards him – but at an angle, so it goes sliding under the table by the door. My hand moves slowly behind my back, trying to draw Nic closer.


  ‘A-a-ah,’ Wise says, making me freeze. He’s holding the guns trained on us. He nods us over to the sofa.


  As soon as we sit, Nic beside Aiden and me on the end, Wise comes to stand in front of us. I slide my hand a fraction towards Nic so my fingers are just touching hers, hoping she understands
  that I’m warning her not to do or say anything rash.


  Footsteps sound out behind us and I jerk around. Another man has walked into the room – he’s beefy-necked with reddish freckled skin and blond hair. At once I know that this is the
  other guy that’s been chasing us.


  The smug idiot can’t wipe the smile off his face – until his eyes fall on me and darken with hatred. Guess the other guy must have been his buddy. I scan both of them, checking for
  weapons, estimating their strengths and weaknesses. The South African is left-handed. He looks like he’s been in a few fights but I doubt he’s martial-arts trained. Wise has been
  through the academy, which makes it easier to estimate his moves.


  My bag is just by my feet, but as soon as I register this, Wise grabs for it and tosses it into the corner, smiling. I keep my face blank, aware of Nic beside me, the tension in her body, her
  fingers gripping the sofa cushions tightly.


  The beefy one is staring at her. The cool state I’d dropped into immediately vanishes. It’s everything I can do to stay seated and not leap to my feet and plant my fist in his face.
  He must feel the heat of my glare because he turns to me and the smile that creeps across his face when he sees the anger on mine makes the rage brewing in my veins turn white-hot.


  ‘Thanks for leading us here,’ Wise says to me.


  I frown at him. How did we lead them here?


  ‘This is what we’re going to do,’ he says, before I have time to figure it out. He turns to Aiden. ‘You’re going to give us what we want and, if you do, then
  we’ll only kill you and not her.’ He jerks the gun in Nic’s direction and I flinch as though he’s waving it at me, though Nic stays ramrod stiff, staring at Wise.


  ‘It’s not here,’ Aiden says, in a husky voice.


  ‘Where is it?’ Wise demands.


  ‘It’s in New York. In Nic’s apartment,’ I interrupt.


  ‘We turned that place upside down,’ Wise says frowning.


  ‘It’s hidden.’


  Wise thinks on it for a few seconds, staring between Nic, Aiden and I. The other guy starts picking his teeth, never once taking his eyes off Nic. I glance at my bag, now over by the door. I
  could take Wise, but the other one will go straight for Nic if I do.


  ‘You,’ Wise says, pointing in my direction. ‘You’re coming with me.’ He looks at Aiden. ‘You and the girl are staying here.’


  ‘Why?’ I ask. It feels like a hand is gripping my insides, twisting them. I’m not leaving Nic. No way.


  ‘Because,’ Wise says, ‘I know that you’re not going to do anything stupid if it might put her at risk.’ He nods at Nic. I frown. This guy is good.


  ‘If you hand over the goods in New York then these two will be released,’ he says. ‘My friend here will stay and keep watch over them until we get back.’


  Nic glances at me and our eyes catch. I see the fear blazing bright in them and try to give her a reassuring look, but I don’t think she’s buying it. My mind is whirring. I’ve
  got to figure a way out of this.


  Wise tosses something to me – handcuffs. I catch them.


  ‘Put them on,’ he tells me.


  Shit. This is going to make things difficult. I cuff myself as loose as I can but he checks them and ratchets them tighter so they’re almost cutting off the circulation. Then he pulls me
  to my feet.


  Pain shoots up my arm as the cuff slices through my skin but I hardly notice, because all I can think about is Nic and how the hell we’re getting out of this. I let Wise prod me towards
  the door. I could still cause him some damage but without my hands freed up the two of them would have me laid out in seconds, probably with a bullet in my skull. I’ve got no option but to go
  along with it.


  Nic locks eyes with me as I’m hustled to the door and I hold her gaze like there’s only the two of us in the room. I need for her to hear me, to understand. ‘Remember what I
  said in the car,’ I tell her.


  She frowns, a look of confusion passing across her face. She hasn’t understood and it’s too late to say anything else because Wise shoves me through the door and slams it behind
  us.


  


  NIC


  He said a million things in the car. What does he mean? But he’s gone, pushed out the door by Wise. When he’s out of sight I feel dread wash over me, a dread that
  turns quickly to utter, unrestrained panic when I turn back around and find the big, ugly guy staring at me with a dark glint in his eye.


  I swallow, trying not to show fear because he probably feeds on it. Without Finn beside me, though, I feel myself crumbling. What did he say in the car? What did he mean? Then, with a lightning
  bright burst of clarity, I remember. Hope spirals through me. He told me he was never going to leave me. Not until this was over. Is that what he was trying to tell me? That he doesn’t plan
  on going with Wise? But how’s he going to get away? He was in handcuffs and even as I feel hope blaze a trail through me it’s quickly snuffed out when I hear the sound of a car engine
  being gunned and then tyres crunching down the track.


  The sound fades away and I glance up at the man holding us hostage. His tongue is half poking out of his mouth, a fat, wet slab of meat between his lips, and his hands are resting on his belt
  buckle. Nausea bubbles in the pit of my stomach.


  ‘Are you working for them? For Vorster?’ Aiden asks, distracting the guy.


  His eyes slide to Aiden.


  ‘I’m rich,’ Aiden says. ‘I’ve got money. I’ll pay you whatever you want.’


  I hold my breath.


  ‘I can pay you more than they’re paying you,’ Aiden says. ‘I’ll pay you double, triple. Whatever it takes. Just let us go.’


  The man pauses, his eyes narrowing as he calculates. I glance at the gun in his hand. Neither Aiden nor I dare breathe. Will it work? And if it doesn’t, what then? There’s no need
  for them to keep us alive. They have Finn to show them where the bookends are. They don’t need us.


  I shuffle nervously closer to Aiden and that’s when I feel it – the knife I stuck down the inside of my boot. Just feeling it there, rubbing against my ankle is enough to give me
  that vital shot of courage I need to hold it together and not succumb to panic.


  ‘Five million,’ the man finally says, jerking his chin in Aiden’s direction.


  ‘Fine, fine,’ Aiden says, breathless, still holding his hands up as though they can deflect a bullet.


  ‘Each,’ the guy adds.


  While his attention is fixed on Aiden I start to slide a hand down my leg towards the hilt of the knife.


  ‘OK,’ Aiden says in a weary voice. ‘Ten million. I can pay it by direct transfer. It will take a few hours to arrange. I need to call my banker.’


  He’s lying. Even I know Aiden can’t arrange a transfer for ten million in the space of a few hours. And any call he makes to a bank will be flagged by the FBI.


  ‘You do that,’ the guy says and there’s something about his tone that makes my head snap up even as my fingers brush the handle of the knife.


  I see the guy bring his gun to Aiden’s head and the world slams to a halt. My hand freezes where it is.


  ‘You think I’m an idiot?’ the man laughs. ‘You can’t transfer ten million over the phone. I think we’ll just continue on with plan A. You want to ask me what
  plan A is?’


  My heart jams in my throat.


  ‘What’s plan A?’ Aiden stutters.


  ‘Plan A is where I kill you both.’


  I see the muscle on the back of his tree-trunk neck flex. He cocks the gun and instantly it’s like a switch has been thrown. I burst into life, all the moves I’ve learned in the last
  two years coming automatically, without me even thinking them through. I am on my feet before I know it and I throw myself into him, knocking him backwards. The gun goes off and Aiden dives
  sideways, smashing into the coffee table and cracking his head on the stone fireplace.


  I have to stagger to keep my balance, hopping backwards as the guy steadies himself against a chair and then, letting out a roar, grabs for me.


  The gun swings in my direction but I bring the edge of my hand down sharply on the inside of the guy’s elbow and the gun clatters to the floor, spinning beneath the sofa. I follow through,
  ramming the heel of my hand hard up into the fleshy part beneath his chin. He crashes backwards, gasping, but then he jerks forwards and, although I manage to duck his first and second swing,
  I’m not fast enough to block the third. He lands a punch to my upper arm that reverberates through my whole body and sends me flying sideways.


  He comes at me like a tank and I just manage to spin in a roundhouse kick and smash my heel into his ribs. When he bends double I make a run for it, leaping past him, clearing the edge of the
  coffee table, seeing Aiden only as a dark unmoving shape on the floor before I’m grabbed around the waist and flung over the sofa. He throws all his weight on top of me and pins me there.


  Blinding, absolute terror overwhelms me. I kick and flail and try to heave him off but he’s too heavy and I’m struggling uselessly. I try to twist my head to bite his wrist but he
  moves it and places his hand on my head, pushing me into the sofa so I’m gagging and choking, struggling to breathe, pins and needles bursting in my head.


  Tears leak from my eyes and the room starts to close in on me. I’m going to die. My hand dangles loosely beside my boot, my fingers reaching, stretching for the hilt of the knife, and not
  quite making it.


  Oh God, I think to myself, please don’t let me die like this.


  


  FINN


  Wise shoves me into the back seat. He uncuffs one hand and then recuffs me to the handle above the door. Great. My priority is getting back to Nic, and every second in this car
  is an extra second she’s in danger. My stomach churns with anxiety, sweat beading my palms. I wait for Wise to start driving so the other guy inside the cabin doesn’t get suspicious at
  not hearing us pull away, but as soon as we’re one hundred metres down the track I make a move.


  Stretching as far as I can, I lean forwards between the front seats. ‘Watch out!’ I yell, pointing with my free hand at a non-existent obstacle in the road. It has the desired
  effect. Wise stamps on the brakes just as I ping his seatbelt free. I throw myself on to my side, angle my leg, and smash and jab my heel into the side of Wise’s head. It cracks against the
  window like a bowling ball.


  The car jerks sideways and we hit the tree so hard that it feels like my shoulder has been wrenched from its socket. For a few seconds I’m completely dazed but then I struggle to a sitting
  position. The car’s engine is hissing and making a tinking sound. The hood looks like a deflated accordion, the windshield completely shattered. Wise has been thrown forwards against the
  dash. Blood spatters the inside of the car. It takes me another second to realise that Wise is dead, partly because the sight of the tree branch poking through the windshield is so surreal that I
  don’t at first compute it’s spearing right through his eye socket.


  I blink the image away. Straining against the cuff and breathing hard, I haul his body back into the seat. The branch makes a squelching noise as it pops free from his eyeball and my stomach
  heaves. Frantically I start rooting around inside Wise’s jacket pocket, swearing and shouting because I’m doing it all one-handed and I can’t quite reach. Finally, I manage to
  pull out the key to the cuffs and then his gun from its holster. Now I’m flying on adrenaline. I spring the cuffs free, ignoring the blood pouring down my wrists from where they bit through
  the skin, then kick open the door. I sprint through the trees towards the house, checking there’s a bullet in the chamber as I run.


  Darting up the steps, I ease myself flat against the wall and peer through the window. What I see stops my heart. Nic is folded over the sofa and the guy is leaning over her, his hands locked
  around her throat. I bring the gun up, a cold, dark calm taking over me, and am about to fire when he suddenly jerks backwards. He sways and staggers. Nic turns, gasping for breath, her arms
  hanging limp by her sides.


  I fire the gun through the window and the guy jolts. I fire again. And then again. And then one more time just for good measure. He is blown back against the wall and I watch as he goes sliding
  down it, leaving smears of blood on the wall.


  Turning away, I kick open the door and run towards Nic, who is just staring at the guy in shock. I pull her into my arms and she stiffens for an instant but then she clutches at me, wildly,
  desperately, her fingers digging into my back.


  ‘Are you OK?’ I ask.


  ‘I stabbed him.’


  I pull her away, keeping hold of her by the shoulders. What? Then I look over at him. She’s right. He has a knife sticking out of his gut.


  I turn back to her. I want to pick her up and swing her around. She stuck a knife in his gut. If I wasn’t in love with her before, I am now.


  ‘He’s dead,’ she says, as though it hasn’t quite sunk in.


  ‘Yes,’ I say, staring at his bullet-riddled body. I wish I could bring him back to life so I could kill him all over again, is what I’m thinking.


  But then Nic looks at me and I feel the adrenaline leaching away and relief flooding in. Tears roll down her cheeks. ‘I knew you’d come back.’


  


  NIC


  ‘In twelve hours, maybe less, Vorster won’t know what hit them,’ Finn says, his foot to the floor of Aiden’s car.


  ‘Are you sure this is going to work?’ I ask, doubt suddenly assailing me. Though we’re no longer being followed by those two guys, it won’t be long before Vorster send
  more people after us.


  Finn glances over at me, one eyebrow cocked. ‘When are you going to start trusting me?’ he asks.


  I look away, unsure how to answer him. How can he not know how much I trust him by now? I realise with a jolt that he’s the only person in the world I do trust. That’s why I’m
  here and not with Aiden and his battalion of security guys. That’s why I’m with him, even though he rejected me earlier. I don’t seem to know how to prise myself away. The thought
  of having to leave him scares me even more than Vorster.


  I killed a man. I still haven’t processed that. Technically, as Finn tried to tell me, the bullets killed him and not the knife, but I know that if Finn hadn’t shot him I would have
  finished the job. Whatever it would have taken. I wouldn’t have died in that room. And the knowledge of that is comforting because it proves to me I’m stronger than I thought I was.
  When it came down to it, I fought. I fought hard. The kick-boxing and self-defence classes were worth it.


  Aiden’s security team are back at the cabin dealing with the bodies now. We all agreed calling the police into things was not a good idea, given we have no idea how deep the corruption
  goes. About five minutes after Aiden made a call to his team, a rugged-looking Canadian guy in his fifties who gave his name as Dan arrived and processed the entire scene without so much as a blink
  of the eye. I never knew people like him actually existed. I thought they were just in the movies.


  Aiden is going into hiding until Finn gives him the all-clear. I could have stayed with him. He begged me to. But the fact is, I feel safer with Finn. And I’m nowhere near ready to forgive
  Aiden.


  Finn’s phone rings just after nine. I’m pretending to be asleep, with my head pressed to the window. I hear him answer it and can tell straightaway that it’s
  Maggie on the other end.


  ‘It was Wise,’ is the first thing Finn says to her, keeping his voice low so as not to wake me.


  I hear Maggie swearing down the other end of the phone. Finn explains that we’re heading back to New York and tells her he’ll call when we get there to update her on everything. The
  last thing he says is: ‘I’m going to come at Vorster the only way I know how.’


  My eyes fly open. What does he mean exactly?


  When he hangs up, I slide around in my seat so I’m facing Finn. ‘So, are you going to tell me exactly what you have planned that will keep Vorster off our backs forever?’ I ask
  him as he pockets his phone.


  Finn glances across at me, surprised to see me awake. ‘I’d be making you an accessory to a crime,’ he says with a grin that is visible even in the gloom of the car.


  ‘I think I’m already that,’ I answer, thinking of the dead bodies back at the cabin.


  ‘Hey,’ he says, angrily, ‘no you’re not, you were the victim of a crime. You’re not the perpetrator here.’


  ‘I’m not a victim,’ I snap.


  His eyes flash in the darkness. ‘No,’ he says, in a gentler voice, ‘you’re right. You’re not.’ He exhales loudly. ‘I never knew you were so
  kickass.’


  ‘I’ve been taking kick-boxing lessons three times a week for the last two years. I’m glad I did now.’


  ‘So am I,’ Finn says. ‘But remind me never to get on your bad side.’


  ‘Too late,’ I say, smiling at him before I can stop myself. Every time I try to push him away or put a barrier up between us he knocks it down as it if were made of paper. Our eyes
  lock, something passing between us that sends a jolt through my body. I look away, flustered. He made it crystal clear back at the house by the lake that he wasn’t interested in me –
  not only to Maggie but also to my face. I’m not planning on humiliating myself again any time soon.


  ‘So tell me what you’re going to do,’ I say, to distract myself from remembering it.


  ‘First, I’m going to launch an attack on Vorster’s website,’ Finn says. ‘Take it down. Nothing major, just a shot across the bows. Then I’m going to dig into
  the management and CEO’s emails and files and see what information I can find on all their dirty dealings.’


  ‘What kind of dirty dealings?’ I ask.


  ‘All kinds. For a start Vorster claim that their diamonds are all from non-conflict areas, but I highly doubt that. I’m sure the media will love a blood-diamond story about Vorster,
  especially with documentation to back it up. Then there’s the theory that they’re price-fixing, holding most of the world’s supply of diamonds in a vault somewhere so they can
  artificially inflate prices. Imagine if hackers and criminals the world over woke up tomorrow and had access to the vault’s location and the blueprints for how to break into it? Imagine if
  their financial details were exposed online – their share price would nosedive. Imagine if—’ He’s talking so fast I can barely keep up.


  ‘But isn’t this just kicking the hornet’s nest?’ I interrupt.


  ‘Maybe,’ Finn says, ‘but that’s why you build in a contingency plan.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  Finn looks over at me with a sly grin on his face. ‘This is when it helps to have friends in low places.’


  


  FINN


  Maggie’s left the key to my new front door under the mat. She’s also had a new alarm system installed and I input the code she gave me over the phone.


  I wanted to keep this bit a secret but as soon as I open the door Goz pads over – or rather, hops over – as his right front leg is still lame and bandaged up. Nic lets out a cry when
  she sees him. She never asked me the whole time how he was and I figured it was because she was scared to know in case he was dead. And, for my part, I was glad to not have to tell her because it
  was touch and go there for a while. He’s bandaged all across his shoulder and abdomen, with shaved patches of fur all across his back and torso.


  Nic is on her knees in the doorway, hugging the beast and crying. She looks up at me with glistening eyes. ‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ she asks.


  ‘Because I didn’t know how he was doing until I talked to Maggie in the car, and I figured it would be a nice surprise.’


  She smiles at me then so wide my stomach contracts. I know it’s only girls that talk about butterflies and racing hearts . . . but, well . . . call me a girl. When Nic smiles up at me all
  I can think about doing is sweeping her up off the floor and carrying her over to my bed, which, I note only now is still ransacked and covered in feathers from the ripped comforter. But, as I scan
  the rest of the room, my thoughts quickly divert from the bed to revenge. The cube is a wreck. It’s as bad as I remember, even though Maggie has tried to clean up as best she could.


  I shut the door behind us and leave Nic and Goz to their happy reunion. The beast is licking her. I actually feel a twinge of jealousy as she kisses his ugly, scrunched-up face.


  I set down the silver ballet shoes we collected from Nic’s on the way (no police guard to get past this time) and inspect the cube up close, something I didn’t have much time to do
  before. The damage is pretty dire but still salvageable. I put in an order late last night to a buddy of mine who works at a computer store. I glance at my watch. It’s just gone four a.m. He
  should be here any moment with my order. I head to the fridge and grab two Snapples and hand one to Nic. Surprising me, she takes it.


  Sitting on the floor, she stares around the loft, keeping one hand on Goz at all times. She doesn’t look at me and the tension ripples off her body like one of those invisible electric
  fences that keep pets from leaving the yard. Except this one is designed to keep me from coming near her.


  Probably for the best, I remind myself.


  The doorbell buzzes just as I’m replaying that scene from the bedroom. It’s my friend Travis, bearing gifts. We bump fists and he starts carrying the boxes into my loft. He glances
  at Nic in surprise and then winks at me. I shake my head. If only he knew the half of it.


  Travis and I go way back. I’ve been buying computer hardware from him for over a decade. He’s in his late thirties, has a thick beard, thicker glasses and even thicker skin.
  I’ve never in a decade seen him wear anything other than ripped jeans, scuffed Vans and a Star Wars T-shirt.


  ‘Who’s the chick?’ Travis whispers.


  ‘None of your business,’ I answer.


  ‘Woah,’ Travis says, his eyes widening as he takes in the damage to my cube.


  ‘I know,’ I say.


  ‘Holy shit,’ he mutters, ‘who’d you piss off this time? The Latvians? Or that crazy chick at the steak house?’


  I glare at him but Nic is busy rubbing noses with Goz and didn’t hear.


  ‘You don’t want to know,’ I tell Travis.


  He makes me sign some paperwork and I thank him for the early-morning call, handing him one of Martha’s boxes by the door as a little extra payment.


  ‘No problem, man,’ he says heading to the door. ‘You know I sleep all day, work all night.’


  He leaves and I contemplate the boxes.


  ‘Why don’t you take a shower and grab some sleep?’ I tell Nic. ‘I need to start setting all this up.’


  ‘OK,’ she says. She gets up and our eyes lock for a long moment.


  It takes all my willpower not to cross the few metres between us. I want to wrap her up and hold her. I want to erase that image in my mind of her bent over the sofa with that guy on top of her.
  I want her to know that I will stay by her side until she is safe.


  Seven hours later I’ve set up the computers, installed all the programs I need and rolled out phase one of my Vorster attack. Their site is down. I’ve also managed
  to find a hole in their firewall and have downloaded all their filed tax returns, which tell a very different story to their actual financial records. It looks like they owe tens of millions of
  dollars in back taxes. I’ve gathered information on the locations of all their mines, several of which are in known conflict areas including Liberia, the Congo and the Ivory Coast. I sent it
  all to a journalist I know at the Washington Post. If all goes to plan, I imagine the IRS will be investigating them first thing in the morning.


  The second phase involves me putting on my grey hat. I enter the chat room where FBI1 and FBI2 were hanging out last and find Ivarstheblack. He’s very, very interested in what I
  have to tell him and promises to get back to me in under twelve hours.


  I log out and stand up to stretch. About an hour ago, Goz got up from the bed where he was sleeping beside Nic and wandered over to hang out with me. He likes sticking his head in my lap.
  I’m starting to wonder about the dog’s proclivities. I notice he never follows Nic into the bathroom, though he follows her everywhere else.


  I glance over at Nic. There’s that tug again, as though I’m on a leash that she isn’t even aware she’s holding. I walk over to her and stand there, watching her sleep.
  She’s breathing steadily and I notice with something of a smile that she’s no longer curled on the edge of the bed in a foetal position, but is lying straight down the centre, under the
  covers, in a position which suggests ease and abandon. She’s wearing a camisole top and leggings. We freshly bandaged her shoulder after she took a shower but it was a weird moment, neither
  of us saying anything as I applied gauze and tape, my fingers aching to linger. She did the same to my wrist where the handcuffs had cut almost to the bone, but she didn’t once look me in the
  face and as soon as it was done she walked away.


  Ignoring my better judgment I lie down on the bed facing her, careful not to wake her. My hands twitch. I want to reach out and brush her hair aside so I can study her face, but something holds
  me back. She has a dimple in her chin and lips that would give Scarlett Johansson a run for her money. And just as I’m remembering what it was like to kiss her, what it was like when she
  kissed me, her eyes flash open.


  ‘Hi,’ I say. Awkward much?


  She gives me a fleeting, forced smile, gone before I’m even sure it was there. ‘You sleep OK?’ I ask.


  She nods. ‘Did you?’ she asks. Her hands are bunched under her chin.


  ‘Not yet,’ I tell her, unable to stop staring at her lips.


  She’s a witness! Maggie’s voice is loud as thunder in my head.


  But she’s not any more, I realise. She’s safe. It’s over.


  I screwed up with Eleanor. But I didn’t this time.


  ‘Come here,’ I whisper, pulling Nic towards me across the bed.


  She resists, tugging her hand free.


  Shit. I read it wrong. I sit up, feeling a numbness taking me over. I got it all wrong.


  ‘Sorry,’ I say, making to stand up.


  ‘I heard you on the phone to Maggie,’ Nic mumbles to my back.


  ‘What? When?’ I say, turning around to face her. What is she talking about?


  ‘Back at the house by the lake.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘You told her you weren’t interested in me.’ She’s staring up at the ceiling, refusing to look my
  way, her cheeks flushing red.


  That’s it? That’s why she’s acting so cold? Relief makes me light-headed, like I just took a toke of something potent. ‘I lied to her,’ I say, reaching again for
  her hand. ‘Because I didn’t want Maggie on my back. I knew what she’d say. You were a witness. I wasn’t supposed to get involved.’


  She frowns. Though she’s letting me hold her hand and isn’t pulling away, she’s still not convinced.


  ‘Why? Have you done it before?’ she asks. ‘Got involved with a witness?’


  I nod. I’m not going to lie to her.


  ‘I made a mistake. A girl called Eleanor Ricci. It cost more than my job. It cost her her life. I was meant to be protecting her. I failed. She got away. The man who she was going to
  testify against found her and killed her.’ My voice cracks but I don’t look away. I need her to see what I am, who I am; the mistakes I’ve made. If she chooses to walk
  away she can. I wouldn’t blame her. But if there’s going to be anything between us it has to be based on truth and trust.


  For a long moment Nic says nothing. Finally she looks up.


  ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she says. ‘She chose to run.’


  I’ve never stopped blaming myself for Eleanor and hearing someone actually tell me it wasn’t my fault feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders that I didn’t even
  know was there.


  ‘You can’t save everybody, Finn,’ Nic says quietly, squeezing my hand.


  It is possible to save some people though. I saved her. That has to count for something.


  ‘And now?’ she asks sadly.


  I shake my head, confused.


  ‘Am I still out of bounds?’


  I lift my free hand and stroke it down her cheek. Immediately blood rushes to the surface of her skin, her lips part and I feel a quickening of my own pulse, a stirring in my gut.


  ‘I tried to stay away from you,’ I murmur, my eyes drawn to her lips. ‘I tried to follow the rules. I guess though,’ I admit with a small shrug, ‘I’m not very
  good at following rules. So I give up. I want to be with you, Nic. I want to be the one who takes down all those walls you’ve put up against the world,’ I say. ‘Will you let me do
  that?’


  


  NIC


  ‘Will you let me do that?’ Finn asks, and slowly the meaning of his words sinks in.


  I stare at him. At the pent-up frustration in his fisted hands, at the lines of tension in his knotted shoulders. He’s looking at me, waiting for me to speak, but I’m frozen.
  It’s what he said about walls. He’s right. Being with Finn means letting him in, means tearing down all the defences I put up after my mum died and, more than that, it means keeping
  them down. It means inviting in chaos and uncertainty and all the things I’ve worked so hard to avoid. It means learning how to live with risk. And I’m not sure I know how.


  But with all that, I tell myself, comes love and craziness and excitement and the type of feelings that let you know you’re alive and make you feel grateful for every breath you get to
  take. If I choose to, I can open myself up to all of it. The only thing is, I don’t know if I can make myself that vulnerable. I’ve lived so long on my own, keeping people out, hiding
  behind locked doors with just a dog for company, that I think I might have forgotten how to live like a normal person. I can’t imagine living without locks on the door, without always
  glancing backwards over my shoulder scouring the shadows, without walking down the street with one hand buried in my bag clutching a Taser.


  ‘I don’t know if I can,’ I say to Finn in response to his questioning look, and my voice breaks as I say it. ‘I don’t know how to take them down.’


  His free hand comes up and strokes a strand of hair back behind my ear. ‘I do. That’s my job, remember,’ he says.


  And then he kisses me and, as he pulls me into his arms, I feel the walls – all the firewalls I’ve erected out of fear and steel and the jagged, broken shards of memories –
  start to crumble to dust as if Finn is sweeping them aside.


  As hard as he pulls me to him, I press myself against him. In his arms I’ve finally found the place I’ve been looking for, where fear can’t touch me, where memories can’t
  reach, where the past is forgotten and the present is enough. Where the present is, in fact, all that matters.


  My hands knit into Finn’s hair as his slide up my back. I tilt my head back after a few minutes to catch my breath, my head swimming, and he leans down and runs kisses up my throat until
  it feels like I’m breathing in fire. My skin is coated in goosebumps and I’m not sure I could stand it if he let me go. But that’s OK, because I think we just agreed that
  he’s not going to.


  Just when I think I might burst, Finn stops kissing my neck and takes my face in his hands. He looks at me, a dark glimmer in his eye that sends a shiver right through me. Keeping my gaze fixed
  on his, my pulse spiking, I slide my hands slowly down his chest and take hold of the bottom of his T-shirt. My fingers graze the warm skin at his waist and I watch him draw a breath and then
  swallow, his jaw tightening.


  He lets go of me for just a moment, so I can ease his T-shirt off over his head, and then he does the same to me, and soon we’re sitting on the bed, facing each other with nothing between
  us, literally and figuratively.


  He waits for me to make the first move and I do, tracing my hands tentatively over his bare shoulders, down the defined ridges of his stomach. My fingertips graze the scar by his hip and rest
  there. His chest stops rising and his stomach muscles contract as though he’s holding his breath.


  ‘What’s this from?’ I ask him.


  A dark look passes over his face and his grip on my waist loosens. Oh God, I’ve said something wrong. I touch his face, bringing him back to me. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
  to go there,’ I tell him. ‘You don’t have to tell me.’


  ‘It’s OK,’ he says, before taking a deep breath. He lies down, staring up at the ceiling, and my gut ties itself into a knot. My body craves his touch but I sit motionless
  beside him, waiting for him to continue.


  ‘My mom had a boyfriend for a time,’ he says after a moment. ‘He was abusing Rob. I didn’t know. No one did.’


  ‘Abusing how?’ I ask, fearful of the answer.


  Finn pulls a face and I don’t need any other words to know what he means.


  ‘Oh God,’ I whisper. ‘I’m sorry, that’s terrible.’ Instantly I regret ever asking him. I don’t mean to open up the past.


  Finn turns his head to look at me. Seeing my expression, his own softens. He reaches for me and pulls me down so I’m lying beside him, my head resting on his shoulder. His hand strokes
  down my arm and his voice becomes a low rumble in my ear as he keeps talking.


  ‘One day, when I was about seven and Rob was twelve, the boyfriend decided that he’d had enough of Rob – he wanted someone younger, someone who couldn’t fight
  back.’


  My stomach draws back against my spine and my own hand, resting on Finn’s chest, freezes.


  I feel Finn’s heart thumping hard beneath my palm, feel his rib cage rise as he takes a deep breath in.


  ‘Rob walked in, saw what was happening, and threw himself at him. They started to fight.’ Finn stops suddenly.


  ‘What happened?’ I say, propping myself up on an elbow and looking down at him.


  ‘There was a knife,’ Finn says, staring off into the middle distance. His voice is toneless. ‘Just a kitchen knife, lying on the table. Next thing I know, Rob’s got it in
  his hand.’ He pauses. ‘He stabbed him in the stomach with it.’


  His gaze flicks to mine. In it I see a slight trace of fear – like he’s worried about my reaction. But considering that only a few hours ago I stuck a knife in a man like he was a
  piñata, I’m not one to act horrified by what he’s just told me. Finn seems to realise this, because he lifts his hand and strokes it down my cheek.


  ‘What happened next?’ I ask.


  ‘The guy pulled the knife out of his stomach. He was pouring blood but he didn’t even seem to notice. He was so angry and he came at Rob with the knife in his hand and . . . ’
  Another deep breath. ‘I stepped in the way and he stabbed me instead.’


  I take Finn’s hand in my own and squeeze, tears stinging my eyes. ‘Finn, I’m so sorry,’ I stammer, the words sticking in my throat.


  Finn gives me a weak smile. ‘It’s OK. The guy wound up in prison for attempted murder.’


  ‘Good,’ I say.


  ‘But because of prison overcrowding,’ Finn continues, ‘he was given an early release date. He served just five months.’


  I make a grunt of disapproval. What kind of justice system do we have? Finn is right, I think angrily. Justice isn’t usually blind, but it is often blindly stupid.


  Finn pulls me down then, so I’m lying across his chest. He kisses the top of my head. ‘It’s OK. The day before they were going to let him out he was killed in a prison
  fight.’ He pauses for a second before adding: ‘Guess there’s karma after all.’


  We lie there for a few moments, wrapped in silence. I close my eyes, listening to the steady beat of Finn’s heart, thinking of all the things he’s lived through. I get now why he
  fights so hard for the underdog, why he doesn’t always believe in the justice system working. I get too why he does the job he does, why he works in cyber crimes despite the horrors he is
  forced to witness every day, why he always fights for the victim.


  Because he was once one himself. And, like me, he refuses to be one any more.


  I wriggle out of his arms and slide my way down Finn’s body until I’m level with his scar and then I press my lips to it, wishing I could erase it and all the hurt that goes with it.
  I know that’s impossible. Both Finn and I will always carry scars, inside and out. Showing each other those scars, admitting them, was the first step. Now with each other’s help, maybe
  they’ll start to fade.


  I feel Finn’s body tense beneath me, hear the groan as I slowly start exploring him, taking my time as I kiss every inch of his bare skin. Finally it gets too much for him and he reaches
  for me, flipping me off him with expert ease and laying me down on the bed.


  He leans over me, one hand on my hip, and stares down at me.


  ‘Come closer,’ I whisper, my hands looping around his neck.


  I pull him down, relishing the weight of him on top of me, wanting more.


  ‘How close?’ he whispers back, his lips just above mine.


  I tug him down until his lips brush mine. ‘Closer,’ I murmur.


  


  FINN


  We lie in each other’s arms not saying much, just content in the silence, in each other’s nearness. My heart is still beating furiously and I can feel Nic’s
  chest rising and falling fast as she catches her breath. A thin skein of sweat beads her skin and I can’t stop myself running my palm the length of her body. I’m not sure I’m ever
  going to be able to move again.


  Finally, though, Nic wriggles out of my arms and rolls off the bed. I groan and reach for her but she skips out of the way.


  ‘I have to walk Goz,’ she says, laughing. ‘Otherwise he’s going to drop some more bombs in the loft.’


  I sit up, rubbing my eyes. It’s late afternoon. We’ve been in bed for most of the day. I’d happily spend the rest of the day here too – actually make that the rest of the
  week – but my computer is blinking. I wonder if Ivars has messaged me. I totally managed to forget about Vorster for the last seven hours.


  ‘OK, but take him up on the roof,’ I tell Nic. ‘I don’t want you out on the street alone.’


  She gives me this look, kind of half amused and half annoyed. ‘I have Goz.’


  ‘He’s wounded,’ I tell her.


  ‘I can kick-box,’ she answers back.


  I stand up and walk towards her. I know she tries not to but her gaze falls to my chest, then lower, and I see the flush rise up her neck.


  I take her face in my hands and kiss her on the lips. Then, touching my forehead to hers, I whisper, ‘Humour me. This isn’t over yet. Go up to the roof. I’ll follow you. If you
  like, I’ll show you my telescope,’ I say kissing the tip of her nose.


  She shakes her head, laughing and dancing out of my arms, then grabs her sweater. ‘Come on, Goz,’ she calls over her shoulder.


  I pull on some sweatpants, also opting for commando, and drop down to the floor where I’ve set up the computers. There’s an email from Ivars and he’s put a smiley face in the
  subject line. Ivars is not the kind of hacking genius to use smiley-faced emoticons lightly.


  I click on the email and then follow through with a fist pump. It’s as I expected. I attach the document Ivars emailed me to a new email and send it to the personal account of the CEO of
  Vorster – a man called Henrick Grobler – with a message telling him that if he doesn’t back off Aiden and Nic, the information will be made public and the attacks on his
  company’s website will continue ad infinitum.


  Smiling, I stand up and stretch. That should most definitely do it, I think to myself. Aiden should be safe to get on with his business now. It was really that simple in the end. Aiden
  should have just come to me in the beginning. It would have saved a lot of trouble. And more than a few lives.


  Grabbing my shoes – no time for socks – I head to the door, glancing as I go at the cube and wondering whether we need to find a bigger apartment. I can picture Nic’s clothes
  lying all over the place, me cooking her dinner while she practices kick-boxing, wearing just my shirt. Maybe we need a place with a decent garden so Goz can run around. Maybe we can get rid of the
  security systems while we’re at it.


  I shake my head. I’m getting way ahead of myself. We’re still just getting to know each other. And, first things first, I need to go and find Nic and tell her that phase two is
  complete, that from here on in she’s safe. Then I want to take her for dinner to celebrate. Not to my favourite steak house though. I might have to find a new one of those unless I want my
  steak to come with spit sauce.


  Just as I’m pulling open the door, the buzzer sounds. It’s Maggie. I let her in. She runs up the stairs and when she sees me she throws herself into my arms. ‘Thank God
  you’re OK,’ she says. She pulls back, keeping hold of me by the arms. ‘Tell me everything,’ she says. ‘In detail. What happened?’


  I slip the latch on the door so Nic can get back in and turn to face her. The bruise on Maggie’s face from where she hit herself with the gun has turned an ugly yellowy-purple colour and
  the stitches look gruesome. ‘Where do you want me to start?’ I ask.


  ‘Where’s Nic?’ she asks.


  ‘She’s taking the dog for a walk.’


  Maggie glances at the bed, the covers strewn across it, the feathers scattered across the loft floor. She arches an eyebrow at me, smirking. ‘You totally fell for her, didn’t
  you?’


  I shrug. I don’t want to have to explain myself. Maggie arches an eyebrow and smiles smugly but thankfully doesn’t push for more details. ‘Where’s Wise?’ she asks,
  changing tack. ‘And the other guy?’


  I rub a hand across the bridge of my nose. ‘They’re both dead,’ I tell her.


  Maggie’s expression doesn’t change but her shoulders stiffen. ‘Where are the bodies?’ she asks.


  ‘It’s dealt with,’ I say, hoping she doesn’t ask for details. I don’t want to bring Aiden into this, or ‘Dan’ the man. I want everything as simple as
  possible, which is why I then say: ‘We’re not going to the FBI with this, Maggie. We can’t.’


  Her head cocks to one side. ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because the FBI won’t be able to do anything. There’s nothing concrete to pin on Vorster. It’s all circumstantial. And you’ll get in trouble for what you did,
  leaving Nic with me. Nic can tell them she ran away and met up with Aiden. We’ll figure something out.’ Mostly I don’t want the FBI investigating me and what I’m doing,
  because it isn’t exactly legal and also I don’t want Nic having to go through any kind of investigation into the deaths.


  Maggie presses her toe against the side of the cube. Her shoulders are hunched and she’s thinking hard. I’m asking her a lot to cover this all up. It means keeping the secret about
  Wise, as well as lying about his connection to Vorster. She’ll probably miss out on a once-in-a-lifetime promotion.


  She looks up and nods, and I feel a weight slide off my shoulders.


  ‘What are you doing about Vorster?’ she asks.


  I shrug, unable to keep a smile at bay. ‘Blackmailing them.’


  ‘You took their site down.’


  ‘Yeah,’ I say, surprised she checked.


  ‘What else have you done?’ Maggie asks, strolling the length of the loft. ‘Their shares have already taken a tumble.’


  I grin widely. That’s exactly what I was hoping for. ‘They’ll nosedive even more by tomorrow when the Washington Post article comes out about their use of blood
  diamonds and their epic tax evasion.’


  A furrow appears between Maggie’s eyes. ‘But how do you know that they won’t retaliate?’


  ‘Because I have the CEO, Henrick Grobler, over a barrel,’ I say.


  ‘What kind of a barrel?’ Maggie asks.


  ‘I got a Latvian friend I know to dig for some dirt on him.’


  Immediately, Maggie’s eyes light up with curiosity. ‘Oh yeah, what did he find?’


  ‘The mother lode. We found photographs on his home server that he definitely won’t want leaked.’ I laugh under my breath. ‘They were encrypted but my friend, Ivars, found
  them.’


  Maggie’s head snaps up. ‘Ivars?’


  ‘I met him online. He’s a hacker, little bit of a criminal mastermind. Nice guy, you’d like him. We formed a group together a couple years back. We police areas of the internet
  which get a certain type of traffic. You know the types of places.’


  ‘So you’re a vigilante now?’ Maggie asks, and I notice a trace of scorn in her voice which makes me do a double take. Maggie worked cyber crimes – she knows just as well
  as I do how dark that world can get and how it needs every single last person it can get to police it.


  ‘Why’d you bring in this guy, Ivars?’ she asks.


  ‘He’s good, and I’m not fully in the game yet,’ I say pointing at the cube. ‘I’m limited. And Ivars developed a software package that can remove pixellation
  from images, meaning we can identify people from photographs where their faces have been blurred out.’


  ‘What kind of photographs did you find?’ Maggie asks.


  ‘Not the kind you’d want decorating your mantelpiece. Think Fifty Shades, with a whole lot more rubber and no one as good-looking as Christian Grey.’


  Maggie frowns at me.


  ‘That’s our collateral,’ I tell her. ‘He calls off his dogs, or we go public and destroy him.’ I pause. ‘Though maybe he’d be able to relaunch a career
  in niche adult films.’


  The simplicity of the plan pleases me. The stupidity of people pleases me more. I watch Maggie pacing the loft. There’s something off. And then, as she turns back around to face me I
  figure it out. It feels like I’ve just walked off a cliff and plunged straight down into ice water. How did it take me this long to figure it out? She asked me about Wise and the other
  guy.


  But I never told her about the other guy.


  And it’s been nagging at me all this time how they managed to find us in Boston. But of course, I told Maggie where we were heading to and somehow she must have managed to track us to
  Aiden’s – how?


  My heart slows to a stop as I glance at the gun Maggie has drawn from her hip holster and is now pointing at my chest.


  ‘It was you,’ I say, under my breath, my heart now rebooting and starting to smash into my ribs.


  ‘For a genius, you took a while to figure it out.’


  The world spins in a tight, fast loop. Maggie? ‘You were working with Wise. The whole time? For Vorster?’


  She shrugs, her face blank. It’s as if someone is impersonating the person I called my best friend. How did I not see it? How stupid have I been? ‘You sent them after us? To
  kill us?’


  A fleeting trace of emotion – guilt, or possibly shame – crosses Maggie’s face before it vanishes completely. She tosses her head back. ‘It wasn’t personal,’
  she says. ‘I needed you to lead us to Aiden and the blueprints. I’ve been tracking you the whole time.’


  ‘How?’ I ask, stunned.


  ‘I put a tracker in your wallet the night I brought Nic here.’


  I stare at her, feeling like my brain is a computer that’s under cyberattack and every time I try to process I’m just getting an error message.


  ‘Why’d you break in here?’ I finally ask. ‘Why’d you smash up my cube?’


  ‘To up the ante. You always did work best under pressure. And also I wondered if you’d found something and not told me about it. I didn’t realise it was rigged to
  explode.’


  Her words ring in my ears. They knew where we were every step of the way. Of course they did. Everything makes way more sense now. All those niggling thoughts I had that I pushed aside in my
  hurry to get Nic safe.


  Maggie gives me a one-shouldered shrug, smiling smugly. My blood runs cold. She steps nearer, cocking her gun and I look around, calculating my options. I need to keep her talking, distract
  her.


  ‘And Hugo?’ I ask. ‘Who shot him? You or Wise?


  Her brow puckers. ‘That was unfortunate. He got in the way.’


  ‘Did you finish the job while he was in the hospital?’


  She gives me yet another shrug, one that means yes.


  ‘And you shot your own partner?’


  ‘No,’ she says, ‘that was Wise.’


  ‘What a team,’ I say drily. ‘Who else is involved?’ I ask. ‘Who hacked the security systems at Nic’s?’


  She looks at me scornfully. ‘I did. And the Cooper house too. That was easy. Nic’s apartment was a little harder.’


  She’s smiling, showing off. I shake my head, still not believing Maggie could have done that, could have been involved from the beginning.


  ‘Why do you look so surprised, Finn? You think you’re the only computer genius in the room?’


  ‘But . . . ’ I start to argue. ‘There’s no way—’


  ‘I learned a lot from you,’ she says. ‘And I also knew not to show off like you. It’s way better when people underestimate you. People do that a lot with women, I
  find.’


  My gun is stuck down the back of my waist but I can’t reach for it. I know Maggie’s here to kill me. It’s the only way to keep this silent. And while my head still can’t
  quite believe it, my instinct is telling me otherwise. There’s too much at stake and she’s killed everyone else involved who could have identified her. I have to stop my eyes from
  flying to the door. At any moment Nic could walk in. I start edging back towards the cube. That will keep Maggie’s back to the door.


  ‘Why did you involve me?’ I ask. ‘You didn’t need to bring me into this.’


  Maggie gives a faint smile. ‘Vorster wanted to know where Aiden was building the lab and they wanted to get their hands on his blueprints. I couldn’t find the information. But I knew
  you could. I knew you had an obsession with the Cooper case. You and your hero complex, Finn. I knew I could rely on you to figure it out. That’s your weakness. You make things
  personal.’ She smiles. ‘So where are they? Where are the blueprints?’


  She’s standing right in front of the ballet shoes.


  ‘If I tell you, you’ll kill me,’ I say, still trying to wrap my head around the fact this whole thing has been masterminded right up until this moment by someone I trusted with
  my life. I was just a pawn in a game I didn’t even know was in play.


  Maggie shrugs. ‘If you don’t, I’ll kill you anyway. And if you do, I might not kill Nic.’


  My gut tightens at the mention of Nic’s name. ‘If you kill me, Ivars knows to release the information on Henrick into the public domain.’


  Maggie scowls at me.


  ‘Why else do you think I did it?’ I tell her. ‘It’s our safety net. Think about that. How’s Grobel going to pay you anyway? Once the story breaks and the company
  goes under he’s going to be in prison, his assets will be frozen.’


  I see Maggie pause, but I know by the look in her eye when she tips back her head that it’s too late. She’s going to kill me anyway. ‘I guess I’ll deal with that problem
  next,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry, Finn, you know too much.’


  ‘I don’t know everything,’ I say, watching her finger slide to the trigger. ‘I don’t know why.’


  She smiles at me. ‘Turns out diamonds really are a girl’s best friend.’


  I raise my hands even though I know that’s not going to do anything against a bullet. Shit. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe this is how it’s going to end.


  


  NIC


  I’d recognise that voice anywhere – it’s Maggie – but something about her tone makes me freeze just as I’m pushing open the door.


  I lift a finger to my lips and Goz raises his big eyes to me and seems to understand what I’m telling him as he stops beside me, his fur bristling. The door is slightly ajar and I lean
  forwards to peer through the crack.


  Instantly my stomach lurches and I feel as though the ground has given way beneath my feet. Maggie is pointing a gun at Finn’s face. His hands are raised.


  I freeze, heart pounding, throat constricting. Why is Maggie pointing a gun at Finn? But even as I wonder I know the answer. She was the one on the inside. All along it was her. My blood is a
  roaring tidal wave. Screams start to echo in my head, lights dance at the edges of my vision.


  But in the next second I snap out of it; my vision clears, the screams fade away and the only thing that remains is the fire in my blood, a fury that punches through my indecision. I am not
  going to let this happen again.


  I push open the door. Maggie’s back is turned but Finn is facing me and even though he doesn’t look my way I know he knows I’m there by his body language. His hands come up
  higher, as though he’s trying to push me back, as if he’s trying to signal to me to leave, to run, to hide.


  But I’m done with running, done with hiding.


  Against my thigh I feel Goz tensed to spring, waiting on my word.


  Time slows. Maggie senses something. She swings around.


  ‘Attack!’ I yell and Goz leaps forward, hurling himself on top of Maggie, his jaws clamping with a snapping sound around her forearm. She lets out a scream, half bellow half sob. All
  is motion. Goz hangs on to her wrist, snarling and growling, shaking her arm like it’s a stuffed toy he’s trying to rip to pieces.


  The gun clatters to the ground. Goz doesn’t let her go. He drags her to her knees. Finn is standing over her with his gun pointed at her head.


  ‘Call him off,’ Finn yells at me.


  I hesitate for a few seconds before I do, reaching first to pick up the discarded gun.


  ‘Goz, heel!’ I say.


  Goz releases Maggie and backs away, limping, fresh blood showing through his bandages. He paces in front of me like a sentry and I reach my free hand down and pat him, not taking my eyes off
  Maggie, who is clutching her bleeding arm to her chest and looking up at Finn with a coolly malevolent expression despite the fact her teeth are gritted against the pain.


  Finn stares back at her. Across his face emotions unspool in quick succession like storm clouds against a hurricane sky: betrayal, anger, hurt, pain, disbelief.


  I join him in this last one. I can’t get my head around the fact it was Maggie all along. That she’s the one working for Vorster. What does that mean? And then it dawns on me, sudden
  and soul-jarring as a lightning strike. She’s the one who killed Hugo and Agent Ziv.


  Another strike; this one even more savage – forked lightning tearing through me, spearing me to the floor, leaving me feeling as though I’ve been cleaved clean in two. Was she also
  involved in the break-in in LA? Was it her all along?


  ‘Was it you? Were you involved back then too?’ I ask, my voice barely a whisper.


  She doesn’t say anything, just stares at me warily, biting her lip against the pain. It’s answer enough.


  Molten hot fury flows through my veins. I want to leap at her, fists flying, and tear her to pieces. I taste blood, smell her fear. My ears ring with the sound of screams. I’ve never in my
  life wanted to kill anyone as much as I do right now. Consequences are meaningless. Nothing registers outside of Maggie and me, nothing except the weight of the gun in my hand.


  I want to obliterate this woman. I want to stamp her out. That’s my only thought. I want to make her suffer as much as she has made me and countless others suffer. Maggie turns her head
  away from Finn and looks at me. The malevolent expression falters as she sees the gun I have pointed straight at her. One look at my face and she shrinks backwards, her gaze flitting in wild panic
  to Finn.


  But he hasn’t lowered his gun either. Like trapped prey that’s finally recognised there’s no way out, no surrender, no escape, Maggie lowers her arms to her sides and rests
  back on her haunches. She bows her head.


  Finn looks at me.


  I nod.


  


  EPILOGUE


  eighteen months later


  I pull the drapes aside and stare out at the view, hearing Finn sigh and roll off the bed behind me. Reflected in the glass, I watch him walk towards me wearing just a towel
  and I draw in a breath that catches somewhere in my throat. My heart feels like it’s going to burst. I can’t get enough of just looking at him, of being looked at by him.


  When he reaches me, he pulls me around to face him and then rests his hands against the wall on either side of my head, staring down at me, a dangerous-looking smile on his face. I breathe him
  in, amazed that his scent still has the ability to make me lose my train of thought. The last year has been a non-stop roller-coaster ride of FBI interviews, preliminary court hearings and media
  harassment. But Finn’s been with me every step of the way.


  We went to the FBI. We took Maggie with us. Alive.


  That moment when I teetered over the edge and almost fell stays marked on my memory. I could have killed her. But the fact is I didn’t. Sometimes we can save other people. Sometimes, as
  Finn said, it’s all we can do to save ourselves. And occasionally we get to save others, and in doing so we unexpectedly save ourselves.


  Finn saved me, and in doing so he managed to heal the wounds of his own past. And in choosing to save Maggie, in trusting to the justice system, I also took a step back into the light. I took
  back the power that had been taken from me two years before, and from that point on my life became mine again. I was no longer scared to live it.


  Maggie admitted her connection to Vorster and her role in both break-ins in exchange for a shorter sentence – though what’s twenty years off of a sentence of two hundred and twelve?
  Her testimony cleared Miles and McCrory once and for all, though neither of them were alive to hear it. Both were murdered: two more counts of homicide that were laid at Vorster’s door.


  Vorster is no more. Even without the blood-diamond story and the tax evasion, when it was proved they were behind all the murders, the company stock took a nosedive and they’re now being
  investigated by all sorts of international bodies. Henrick Grobler, the CEO, was extradited and is standing trial soon.


  Finn was investigated too, but with Aiden’s help, my testimony and ‘Dan’ the man’s contacts, he was able to avoid charges for a long list of things including
  impersonating an FBI agent, assaulting a police officer, car theft, breaking and entering, assault with a deadly weapon (the guy at the logging camp), two counts of homicide (both self-defence) and
  reckless endangerment. He’s still running his internet security business but never rebuilt the cube. He says he’s hung up his grey hat and is going straight, but I have my doubts that
  he’ll stay that way for long.


  For Halloween I bought him a Batman costume to go trick or treating in with the girls. His need to defend the world’s victims against bullies is the reason I love him the most.


  Finn leans down to kiss me, his lips as warm and demanding as his hands which are stroking up my body, and I forget all about the past and get completely lost in the present. After a few minutes
  he pulls back and we both turn to stare over the rooftops of Paris.


  ‘Happy eighteen-month anniversary,’ he whispers, nuzzling my neck.


  I wrap my arms around him and look up into his eyes. ‘I love you,’ I say.


  He grins smugly. ‘I know.’


  I punch him in the stomach and he folds over double. ‘Man, I wish I’d never taught you that move,’ he wheezes, sucking in a breath.


  Finn is a mixed martial arts pro, so he’s been teaching me. The funny thing is that I don’t even feel the need to defend myself any more, but I just like watching him sparring,
  especially when he’s only wearing a pair of shorts. More often than not, we end up in a sweating heap on the bed. My exercise fanaticism is nowhere near what it was, most probably because I
  get my workouts in other, infinitely more satisfying ways.


  I wriggle out of Finn’s grasp and head towards the bathroom. ‘Come on,’ I say, ‘we have to hurry. The girls will be here any second.’


  Finn groans. ‘Whose idea was it to bring them to Paris with us?’


  ‘Yours, I seem to remember,’ I say, chucking him his T-shirt and boxers. ‘You promised them you’d take them to Cirque du Soleil. In Paris. Iris and I are just along for
  the ride.’


  Finn smiles. ‘I know. I’m a great uncle.’


  ‘Yes, you are,’ I say, watching as he drops his towel and starts getting dressed. ‘And an even better boyfriend.’


  Finn grins at me and I smile back.


  Finn sold his loft in the West Village and I sold my apartment building and together we bought a brownstone in Brooklyn, close to the park and with two spare bedrooms which we decorated for when
  the girls and Iris come to stay. There are even two pink toothbrushes in the spare bathroom. The kitchen is state of the art, with every appliance known to man (but not to Martha Stewart) arrayed
  on the surfaces. Finn cooks most nights and it turns out that’s just one more of his many skills. Aiden is staying at the house right now, taking care of Goz, and the chickens in the
  backyard.


  ‘Before we go out,’ Finn says, walking towards me and pulling his T-shirt on over his head, ‘I want to give you something.’


  ‘There’s no time for that,’ I say, rolling my eyes at him.


  Finn shakes his head at me. ‘You’ve got a one-track mind . . . No, it’s something else,’ he says, his mouth twitching at the edges.


  He reaches into his bag and then beckons me over to the bed.


  I walk over and he grabs my hand and pulls me down beside him.


  ‘Close your eyes,’ he tells me.


  I glance at him suspiciously but he just nods at me, so I do as he asks.


  I feel Finn’s fingers brush my collarbone and I shiver involuntarily. My eyes fly open and I glance down, my fingers reaching for the brooch he’s attached to the collar of my coat.
  It’s made from dozens of diamonds, arranged in the shape of a key. I stand up and run to the mirror. Finn walks up behind me and wraps his arm around my waist, resting his chin on my
  shoulder.


  ‘Aiden grew them,’ Finn tells me, ‘with his new machine.’


  I can’t help but laugh as my fingers run over it. ‘I love it,’ I tell him, turning and throwing my arms around his neck. ‘It’s perfect!’


  Finn picks me up and spins me around, depositing me on the bed, and then eases himself on top of me. I wrap my legs around his waist and let him kiss me until the room spins.


  When two little fists start banging on the door we don’t even hear them.


  


  A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


  The idea for this story came from an article about synthetic diamonds in Smithsonian magazine. Further research showed what a threat synthetic diamonds are to the big
  diamond mining companies and hinted at several high-level conspiracies involving death threats, kidnapping and extortion.


  Never being able to stay away from a good conspiracy theory my imagination got to wondering . . . and then it invented Finn. The rest you know.
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  The cop walks past me and the piece of paper scalds my palm. There’s a waste paper basket right by my foot. I could easily toss it in and turn my back on the boy. I know
  I should do this. But for some reason, possibly to do with the fact he looked so relieved when I said I’d do it, I don’t. Instead, I slip the scrap of paper into the front pocket of the
  sweater I’m wearing and then I stand up. I tell myself I am going to find Detective Owens before this boy tries to get me to do anything else for him. But really, it’s because I can
  feel his gaze burning the back of my neck and it’s making me feel tense, like I’m sitting on an anthill.


  I manage two steps before a gunshot from somewhere in the building jolts me straight back into my seat. For a split second everyone in the room freezes, all heads turned towards the door. And
  then three, four, five more shots ring out in succession and the sound of screaming bursts through the walls; bloodcurdling screams, screams that are cut terrifyingly short by another round of
  gunfire, this time closer.


  The three cops in the room go running past me in a blur, all heading for the door. The first two pile out into the corridor, guns already in their hands, shouting commands to each other. The
  third – the one who just cuffed the boy to the desk – hovers in the doorway. He looks over his shoulder. ‘Stay here. Don’t move,’ he shouts at us, clearly forgetting
  that he just cuffed one of us to a desk, and then he takes an uncertain step out into the corridor, following his colleagues.


  He is blown instantly backwards, the force of the bullet throwing him several feet across the room. Gunfire detonates all around. But I don’t notice. I’m just staring at the body of
  the cop, lying on the floor not fifteen feet from me, his face no longer recognisable as a face, just a crater foaming with red, with shards of white poking out of it.


  Everything funnels in that moment; the world reducing to a shattering hum and the completely unreal image of this cop dead at my feet. And then, as if I’m the epicentre of a bomb, reality
  explodes around me, everything sharpening, noise and heat rushing back in as though filling a vacuum. I become aware of someone yelling at me.


  ‘Get these off!’


  I turn slowly. The air feels suddenly dense as tar, as though I’m wading through it. The boy is shouting at me. He’s standing up, straining against the cuff that holds him to the
  desk, the muscles in his neck are so taut they look like they’re about to burst through his skin, and for a moment that’s all I can focus on.


  ‘Keys! Grab the keys!’ he yells. He’s pointing with his free hand in the direction of the dead cop.


  For a few seconds I sit there unmoving. I cannot move. Then his shouts manage to break through my daze.


  ‘They’re in his pocket!’


  I tumble out of my chair to my knees and start crawling towards the body, ducking automatically as bullets roar over my head. The glass above the door explodes, shards flying like daggers. On
  the far side of the room a police radio crackles to life. A disembodied voice on the other end cries for help before a storm of static drowns it out.


  I reach the cop and my hand hovers in mid-air as I stare down at the mass of red and grey pulp where a head should be. Oh God, my body starts to shake, nausea rising in a solid block up my
  throat, hysteria gaining a foothold in my brain. I breathe through my mouth and force myself to focus. Which pocket?


  ‘Hurry!’


  The boy’s voice punches through the panic and my brain suddenly throws a switch. It stops computing. Somehow I stop seeing the blood and the gore. I no longer feel the sticky wet warmth
  beneath my bare knees. I stop noticing the bullets. All I can hear is the gallop of my pulse thundering in my ears and Felix in my head ordering me to stay calm.


  Without thinking, I shove my hand deep into the front pocket of the cop’s trousers and find the key. I tug it out and crawl as fast as I can back to the boy through the carpet of broken
  glass which now litters the ground between desks. The boy snatches the key from my outstretched hand and jams it into the tiny hole. The cuff springs apart, freeing him.


  Instantly, he throws himself on top of me. ‘Get down!’


  A bullet smacks itself into a filing cabinet just behind us as we tumble to the ground. His chest presses down on mine, my face is buried in his shoulder. Quickly he rolls off me and pushes me
  towards a desk. I scoot underneath it, banging the side of my head on the sharp metal corner of a drawer unit. I let out a cry.


  ‘Shhh.’ His hand clamps over my mouth.


  I tug his arm away. ‘What’s going on? What’s happening?’ I whisper.


  Before he can answer me, the shooting stops and a silence falls that is even more terrifying than the gunfire. The boy and I both freeze, staring at each other unblinking, just a few millimetres
  between us. Together, enclosed in the tight space beneath the desk, we strain to listen, and over the radio static and the whir of the air conditioner overhead, I pick out faint cries coming from
  somewhere in the distance; the unnatural keening howl of a wounded animal.


  The boy shifts his weight. His back is pressed to one cabinet, his feet to the drawer unit. Carefully, he peers around the edge of the desk then ducks quickly back, breathing fast. A bead of
  sweat trickles down the side of his face.


  ‘Shit,’ he murmurs, resting his head back against the cabinet and closing his eyes.


  ‘Wh—’ I begin, but stop when I hear the sly creak of the door being pushed open. A boot crunches on glass. The boy’s eyes flash open and lock on mine, holding me in
  place, silencing the scream that has risen up my throat and is threatening to tear free. My legs begin to shake from holding still in a crouching position. The boy’s right hand squeezes my
  knee hard – another warning, his eyes wide and burning fiercely into mine, telling me: Do not move.


  Something topples off a desk on the far side of the room and, over the boy’s shoulder, through a gap between two filing cabinets, I glimpse the back of a man’s leg. Whose? Is it a
  cop? Where is everyone else? What happened to the cops who ran out into the corridor?


  No. I shut off the thought, not wanting to go there.


  The man in the room is standing stock-still with his back to us. What is he doing? I can’t see. He’s facing the wall – the chalkboard with all the homicide cases listed on it.
  The seconds seem to extend into whole hours, days, centuries, and I’m holding my breath and the boy’s hand is still squeezing my knee and my heart is bursting, literally bursting, as
  though too much blood is pumping through it. My leg muscles are on fire and, without warning, my foot slips. Not far. But it bumps the edge of the desk. The man spins instantly in our direction.
  The air rushes from my lungs and the boy shifts beside me, a single word that I don’t catch, falling from his lips like a dying man’s prayer.


  The man starts to head in our direction, is almost on us, when someone somewhere else in the building shouts something that’s instantly swallowed in a storm of gunfire and the man rushes
  out into the corridor.


  The boy darts his head out and then he’s out from under the desk and reaching for me.


  ‘Move!’ he says, pulling me to my feet.


  I glance around, holding on to the desk for balance. The room seems to spin and dip as though it’s a fairground ride.


  ‘We gotta go now!’ the boy says, dragging me towards the door.


  I dig my heels in, my grip tightening on the corner of the desk. The boy yanks on my arm, ‘Come on!’


  I shake my head at him. ‘This way,’ I say, pulling my hand free from his and heading for a glazed door at the other end of the room; the way Detective Owens went. The boy glances
  once over his shoulder towards the corridor and then hurries after me. I weave between the desks, feeling adrenaline finally cranking through my system, erasing all other thoughts from my mind
  except for one: RUN!
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