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ONE
Bertie and Cal parked a hundred metres from their destination and stepped into the cool breeze of the dark summer night. They wore all black, including caps and gloves, and each carried a large duffle bag, also black.
Their destination was forty-four Ridgemont Street, and despite their attire, the two men strolled along the road and down the driveway as though it were midday and they were popping over for afternoon tea.
The front door was solid wood, somewhat covered in chipped blue paint. To its right was a window comprising sixteen frosted glass panes, each in their own frame. Without fuss and with hardly any noise, Cal handed his bag to Bertie and popped the lower leftmost glass pane, listening as it hit the carpet with a dull thud. Then he stood back.
Bertie was the wirier of the two men. After handing the bags to Cal, he rolled up his coat sleeve and slid his arm through the now-empty frame. It was a tight squeeze even for Bertie, but with a little exertion and discomfort, he reached the door handle and turned.
As expected, the door was not bolted. It swung open, and Bertie withdrew his hand. Red marks were already forming above the elbow, where his arm had jammed. Bertie rubbed at them as though they were dirt before reclaiming a bag from Cal.
Cal patted Bertie’s shoulder. Without a word to one another or a cursory glance back to ensure no one had observed their actions, the duo stepped into the house and, with barely a whisper, closed the door behind them.
Part one of the job was complete, now onto the messy bit.





TWO
Being professionals, Cal and Bertie hadn't looked back before entering the house. They understood the key to getting away with ill deeds was pretending you belonged, wherever you were and whatever you were doing.
To a typical observer, as long as they didn't see Bertie reach into the house through the broken window, the men would draw no suspicion because they didn't look suspicious.
To a typical observer.
There was nothing typical about Abbie King. But it wasn't only her penchant for taking walks when most people were tucked up in bed that made her odd. Abbie had an eye for wrongdoers and wrongdoing that was so sharp, it was almost a sixth sense.
She'd been making her way along Ridgemont when she heard the men turn onto the street. Habit or instinct encouraged her to slip into the shadow of a tree; to stand perfectly still as the duo walked past on the road's opposite side. 
Abbie noted their attire and the chunky bags they carried at their sides, but it was the lack of conversation that most piqued her interest.
She watched them pass, tracking their progress up the street and noting onto which driveway they turned.
The moment they were out of sight, she followed. Fifteen seconds later she was in shadow again, watching the men as they reached the front door of number forty-four.
She could tell they were professionals. Aside from the fact they acted as though they belonged, the duo was good at covering each other. The wiry guy blocked for the heavyset guy, then they switched, ensuring the casual observer would not realise their method of entry involved no key.
Abbie was an observer, but her interest was far from casual. She couldn't tell exactly what these guys were doing but knew they did not belong. 
The question was, what to do?
The answer was obvious. About turn, walk away. After all, Abbie had no idea what was going on here. Most likely, the men were burglars. There was a car in the driveway, indicating the house was occupied, but that wasn't necessarily a drawback. Many criminals burgled occupied homes, and in almost every case, no one was hurt. The desire to nick stuff did not make someone a killer.
It was a bungalow, which made a burglary less likely. If you're going to break into a place when the homeowners are in, best to do it when you can stay on a different floor from the sleeping residents, making it less likely you'll disturb them.
Robbery or not didn't matter. For all Abbie knew, the bungalow was home to a notorious serial killer. The two men might be related to the killer's victims. They might be here seeking revenge and, if so, more power to them.
The point was, Abbie didn't know what was going on, which meant getting involved was unnecessarily risky.
She watched the men walk inside, and took a further step back into the shadows as the wirier guy turned to close the door behind him.
Abbie turned to walk on but instead found herself crossing the road. In her line of work, inserting yourself into situations that on the face of it did not concern you was a valuable skill. As much as Abbie liked to think she didn't let her work life spill into her real life, it was often hard to turn off this habit. Thus, before she knew it, she was stepping onto number forty-four's drive and making her way to the door.
Abbie had many talents, just one of which was the ability to shut out all inner conflict and analysis once she'd taken a decision. There was every chance stepping onto the driveway had been a crap move. Now she had, Abbie was determined to see the thing through.
At the door, Abbie crouched, putting her ear next to the window's empty frame. In the hall beyond, she heard footsteps moving with caution, moving away. A door opened.
A few more seconds passed.
Reaching through the same hole as had the wiry guy, Abbie met resistance at the same point and persisted in the same way. As had he, Abbie grabbed the handle, turned it and opened the door without a sound.
Unarmed, unprepared, and walking into a situation that could be one of a million things, Abbie stepped through the door and closed it silently behind her.
   
BEYOND THE FRONT DOOR, a hall acted as a nexus for the entire bungalow.
Five doors, one open. One of the breakers, Muscles, had entered what Abbie assumed was the living room. The other, Wiry, was in the hall at the door furthest from where Abbie stood, his hand on the handle. He no longer had his duffle bag, but there was something in his gloved hand.
With silent caution, he opened the door at which he stood. Beyond, a darkened bedroom. The master, by the looks. The gloved man took a step inside.
Abbie made her way up the wall to the other open door. In here, Muscles had turned on a lamp. With slightly less caution than his pal, he was moving around the room. When Abbie was sure his back was turned, she peeked into the lounge, saw what he was doing.
Not a robbery then.
Turning from Muscles, Abbie made her way back to the master bedroom. Hesitated.
She still didn't know what this was. Not a robbery but the serial killer theory still stood. Until Abbie knew more, she couldn't take any action which might be lethal.
Having entered the room, Wiry had tiptoed to the foot of the bed and proceeded along one side. Abbie stepped in after him, moving just beyond the cover of the open door.
The bed was a double, but the lump beneath the covers and the light snoring indicated a single occupant. Having made his way to the bedside table near the headboard, Wiry hovered over the sleeper like a vampire.
Abbie had a decision to make. Wiry was focused on the task in hand, which might make him easier to approach. However, the space between the bed and the wall was narrow. There was every chance she would be noticed before she even reached the bed's baseboard. If this was going to work, her timing had to be perfect.
Satisfied the bed's occupant was fast asleep, Wiry straightened and lifted the item in his hands, so it was inches from his face. In doing so, he revealed to Abbie what the object was.
A syringe.
Check complete, Wiry placed the syringe on the bedside table, carefully removed his thick black gloves and replaced them with the clear, surgical variety. Placing the black gloves on the table beside the needle, he rolled up his sleeves.
While he worked, he shifted, putting his front to the bedside table and his back to Abbie. Perfect. Like a lion approaching a gazelle, she took a step away from the door towards the bed.
Like a mortician determined to do his job but afraid of what he might see, Wiry pulled back the duvet, pausing every couple of seconds to ensure the sleeper wasn't about to become the waker.
Having reached the baseboard, Abbie took another step as Wiry collected the syringe. Turning towards the sleeper, he took a deep breath and at the same time noticed movement in the corner of his eye.
Shocked, he opened his mouth. With the speed and silence of a ninja, Abbie struck in the dark. She shot one hand past his head and hooked his face, dragging it towards her. The other, she used to grab his fist, shoving it down, plunging the syringe into Wiry's inner thigh.
Wiry's reaction times were not good. If they had been, he could have resisted her hand and held the syringe off long enough to shout for help. Instead, he felt the needle penetrate the skin and gave an almost inaudible squeak as Abbie pressed the plunger.
Warmth spread from the spot on his inner thigh down his legs and up into his torso. As the strength flooded from his body, he opened his mouth to give yelling for help one last chance.
In all likelihood, no sound would have emerged. Abbie didn't believe in taking chances. As he opened his mouth, she slapped her palm across it and held tight, stifling Wiry's last chance of summoning Muscles to the party.
Wiry opened and closed his mouth on Abbie's hand a couple of times, then his legs gave way, and he became a dead weight. Or a sleeping weight, in any case.
Bending her knees, bracing, Abbie let Wiry fall into her, lowering herself and twisting him as she went, thankful she was dealing with scrawny Wiry, not heavyset Muscles.
Twenty seconds after Abbie had shoved the needle into Wiry's leg, he was unconscious on the carpet, parallel to the bed. After checking his pulse, ensuring whatever had entered his body wasn't lethal, Abbie rose and put the used syringe on the side table. As she did, she heard footsteps leaving the lounge.
Crouching beside Wiry, Abbie gave his jacket and trousers a quick search. There was no gun in evidence, but Abbie did find a switchblade; a weapon that always left plenty of mess and was almost guaranteed to ruin a girl's clothes. But if Muscles entered the bedroom, it would become a case of needs must. Abbie would doubtless be glad to have it.
The footsteps continued across the hallway and Abbie was given a reprieve when Muscles stopped at another door. Abbie heard the handle turn, and the slight creak of hinges as the door opened.
Rising from Wiry's side, Abbie moved to the bed to see whom she had saved from the syringe.
The duvet pulled back; the sleeper was visible from the waist up. Even scrunched up and shrouded by darkness, it was clear this potential serial killer was a young girl of only five or six.
This changed things.
Abbie rose, considering her next move.
And heard someone scream from the room next door.





THREE
The scream started one second and was cut off the next. A muffled cry, barely audible one room across, indicated Muscles had not knocked out or killed his victim but had shoved a gloved hand over their mouth. Whoever it was had to be terrified.
After a few seconds, the muffled cries ceased. Abbie turned her eyes to the child in the bed. At the cry, she had stirred and twisted but now appeared to be fast asleep once more.
Next door, Abbie heard what sounded like someone getting out of bed. A few seconds later, two sets of footsteps traipsed into the hall.
Having woken his victim and shoved a hand over her mouth to cut off her scream, Muscles had no doubt persuaded her to be quiet with a visual aid; maybe a knife, probably a gun.
The duo stopped in the hall.
"Oi, Bertie. Get a move on."
The hushed whisper could only have come from Muscles. Once he'd finished speaking, he did not proceed to the living room. Several nervous seconds passed.
When Bertie didn't respond, would Muscles come to find out why?
What if he did? Abbie would have a decision to make, and as yet she wasn't sure she could make an informed one.
The two men had broken into this bungalow and prepared the living room for something nasty. Wiry, or Bertie, had then proceeded into the bedroom where a young girl slept. Rather than dragging her into the living room, Bertie had planned to knock the child unconscious via a painless injection that wouldn't leave her with a headache when she awoke. Maybe the person Muscles was dragging into the living room was the serial killer. The duo were not monsters; they planned to execute the killer but were set on ensuring the child was neither harmed nor traumatised.
Abbie put a hand to her head. This was why Ben told her not to get involved in situations when she didn't have all the information. Abbie was in a fight. As of yet, she didn't know whose side she was on.
The pause seemed to drag on for eternity. Abbie clutched the penknife but was determined not to use it if Muscles appeared. Unless he gave her no choice.
Then Muscles grunted and dragged the potential serial killer into the living room.
Breathing a sigh of near-silent relief, Abbie looked back at the child and Bertie. She felt nervous leaving the kid with this man, but whatever the syringe contained would surely have been carefully selected. It would keep Bertie out for at least an hour if not two or three. Abbie planned to have dealt with this situation by then.
More likely than Bertie waking was the child rising and screaming when she saw the unconscious man by the side of her bed, or at least tripping over him if she got up to go to the toilet.
Abbie had learned many things over years of entangling herself in tricky situations, one of which was that it was impossible to cover every variable. Usually, it wasn't even possible to cover most of them. Abbie would have to hope that Bertie and the child remained asleep until Abbie knew what to do with them. Until then, she had to forget they were here.
Decision made, Abbie stepped over Bertie and moved back into the hall in time to hear Muscles say, "On your knees."
"Please. I don't understand, please don't make me—“
The victim was a woman. Muscles didn't speak again, but the woman gave a little cry and a whimper before dropping to her knees. Abbie guessed Muscles had raised his gun and stepped towards her.
She said, "Why are you doing this? Please. You don't have to do this."
Abbie moved closer to but did not step through the living room door. This was what she needed. Some indication of what conflict she had stumbled upon and inserted herself into.
"Do actually," said Muscles. "Already took half the payment. Once this is done, I'll be a rich man."
Abbie smiled. This was promising. This was precisely what she needed to know. It was handy when the bad guys revealed themselves with such casual abandon.
"I don't understand. Who wants to hurt me?"
"Best not to dwell on that, Dee," said Muscles. "Now are you going to be good, and take what's coming, or do I gotta drag the girl in here?"
"No, no, please," said Dee. "There has to be another way."
"There ain't," said Muscles, but he was wrong.
Abbie stepped into the living room. Muscles had already moved the coffee table to one wall and pushed back a sofa when she had previously entered. He had been unfurling the plastic sheeting when Abbie had stepped out. Now the sheeting covered the floor. When Muscles killed Dee, her blood would collect on the plastic. It would make the clean up straightforward. By the time Muscles and Bertie were done, there would be no indication a crime had taken place. Only the mysterious absence of the woman of the house, and whatever traces remained in the child's bloodstream.
These guys were professionals all right. But that was okay. So was Abbie.
When she entered the living room, Muscles had his back to her. He was facing Dee, who had her head bowed. No one noticed Abbie's arrival.
As Dee continued to sob, Muscles approached her. His gun was in his hand. If he fired, the silencer attached to the barrel's end would dim but, despite the name, not silence the bang. As Muscles moved, he withdrew a blade from his trousers. It was longer than the switchblade Abbie had taken from Bertie, sharper too.
The plan was simple. Bertie would move behind Dee, put one hand over her mouth and use the other to slit her throat.
The plan would be derailed when he turned and saw Abbie across the room. Once he knew he was not alone, he would start taking risks. Raising the gun, he would try to put several holes in Abbie's torso and, ideally, her head.
Abbie didn't intend to let that happen.
As Muscles passed his victim, Abbie strode forward. He heard her coming as he began to turn. Alarm bells rang.
Abbie sprung before he could react, swinging a fist, smashing his temple, rattling his brain. Dazed, he staggered towards the wall.
Muscles was a big guy. Not only that, he was used to fighting. He knew that often there was no time to take a breath and recover from a well-struck blow. You had to continue through the pain. A second's delay in your reaction could mean the difference between life and death.
With this in mind, Muscles twisted as he staggered, pointing his gun in the vague direction of the blur who'd attacked him. He was fast. Two seconds after taking the blow to the temple, he fired three shots.
He wasn't fast enough.
Having expected the move, Abbie had punched Muscles and immediately leapt forward and to the side, putting herself to his left. As Muscles' first shots hit the wall, hurting no one, he continued to turn. Simultaneously, Abbie came to his side and plunged the switchblade into his wrist.
He opened his mouth to scream, and Abbie went to her knees, slamming her palm into his jaw with all the force she could muster.
Muscles' teeth smashed together and his head jerked back. Grabbing him around the jaw, Abbie used this momentum to drive him onto his back. As he crash-landed, she followed up with one, two, three sharp jabs to the face.
When she rose, he was groaning. He wasn't out for the count. Raising her boot, Abbie stomped Muscles' face, rendering him unconscious.
Breathing heavily, Abbie stepped back. Turning to the quivering Dee, who had collapsed to the carpet as Abbie handled Muscles, she smiled.
"Well, that's sorted," said Abbie. Then pointed at Dee. "You'd better not be a serial killer."





FOUR
Dee was sobbing. Muscles was silent. Going to the former, crouching by her side, Abbie placed a hand on the quivering woman's shoulder.
"You're fine," she said. "He's down, he's out for the count. It's all good."
For a few more seconds, Dee sobbed, then all of a sudden she sat up. The tears continued to run, but a new fear entered her eyes, and her head snapped to the door.
"Emily."
Abbie looked towards the hall. "That's the kid? She's fine. This Bertie guy was going to sedate her, but I sedated him instead. He's unconscious in there and—“
Dee rushed from the room.
After watching her go, Abbie rose and checked on Muscles. Out for the count. Good. Taking his gun, Abbie turned her attention to the men’s two large duffle bags. The first was empty. It must have contained the plastic sheets which now covered the floor. The other was still zipped, still full. Crossing the room, Abbie pulled open the zip and peeked inside. Pulled out a few of the items. Checked them over. Frowned.
Well, this was unexpected.
Out in the hall, Abbie heard slow, heavy steps. Leaving the lounge, she found a frightened Dee carrying the still sound asleep Emily to the room in which Dee had been sleeping.
Abbie went to the master and closed the door. Returning to the second bedroom, Abbie peeked in, watching as Dee placed Emily on the bed and tucked in the sleeping child. She stepped away from the door as Dee turned from the girl to exit into the hall.
With as soft a touch as she could manage, Dee closed the door. Taking two steps from the room in which her daughter now slept, she put her head in her hands and burst into tears.
Half a metre behind Dee, Abbie watched the frightened woman cry but did not comfort her. She was a good fighter. Good at protecting the innocent. Making them feel better after? Not so much.
Following more than a minute of sobbing, Dee found the strength to pull her hands from her face and look to her saviour.
"What do I do now?"
Which was a funny way of saying thank you, but Abbie let it go.
"That depends. Who did you piss off?"
Dee's eyes widened with shock, horror. "Who says I pissed anyone off?"
"Seriously?" said Abbie, raising her eyebrows. "This wasn't a random home invasion; you weren't unlucky. Well, you were unlucky, but you know what I mean. Someone paid these two to kill you. Do you know how rare that is? And they didn't take the job for chump change either. Muscles said killing you would make him a rich man, so tell me, who did you piss off?"
"I haven’t—“
"Someone wealthy at the least, and with no compunction about killing. You must have known this mystery man or woman was dangerous when you wound them up."
Dee's fear and misery were fast being usurped by anger.
"I didn't piss anyone off. I didn't wind anyone up. I'm a nobody."
"Aren't we all?" said Abbie. "In the grand scheme of things, especially."
The two women eyed each other up. Dee was trying to prove she was strong; Abbie was using eye contact to try to read the woman. She was no mind reader but had plenty of experience of learning from the eyes the truths the mouth did not wish to speak.
"You did piss someone off, Dee, so there are two options. Either you know what you did, and you're lying, or you don't, and it was an accident. Maybe you saw something you weren't supposed to see or did something you weren't supposed to do. If you're telling the truth and you can't see how you've pissed someone off, you need to have a long hard think about what you might have done."
Abbie stopped and caught the reality in Dee's eyes. Some people were good at hiding the truth their eyes wanted to spill. Sometimes expressions were hard to read, even when they were clear as day to see. Neither was true in Dee's case. The woman knew exactly who she'd pissed off, and how.
"Do you remember?" said Abbie.
"No. I told you. Who are you anyway?"
Abbie closed her eyes. Thought of Ben. The man who trained her, and now advised her and supported her when she was off saving lives. And ending them. But not in situations like this. What would he have to say if he knew where she was, what she'd done?
"I'm the same as you," said Abbie.
"What do you mean?"
"I'm nobody. Best to forget you saw me and focus on your daughter."
With that, Abbie turned from Dee and made for the front door. Arriving, she leaned down, collected the pane of glass Muscles had earlier knocked out and placed it on a shelf.
"Wait, wait." Dee rushed down the hall, grabbed Abbie's arm. "You can't just go. What am I supposed to do? What about those men?"
"Do you have a car?"
"Yes. Why?"
"Well, you could drag Bertie from the master bedroom to the living room. Put both him and his mate on the plastic sheeting and slit their throats. That's harder than it looks. Fun fact, throat muscles don't want to get cut. They fight back, so shove down and saw back and forward real fast until you're sure—“
"Stop it. Stop it." Dee looked ready to collapse. "What's wrong with you?"
"Million pound question," muttered Abbie. "But I know why you're worried. You think you'll never be able to get Bertie from the bedroom to the lounge. Well, you think that's bad, wait till you have to get Muscles and Bertie into your car. That's probably a double trip, to be honest. Actually, do you have a saw?"
Dee said, "I'm going to be sick."
"That's the spirit."
Turning, Dee set off for the toilet, but Abbie pulled her back.
"I'm joking. Two men broke into your house and tried to kill you. You managed to subdue them, so what do you do next? Simple, you call the police. Tell them what happened, give them the address, tell them these guys brought bags with them and you had nothing to do with the fire. Tell them to hurry. Who knows how long it'll be before Muscles comes around. Once you've placed the call, you get your daughter and you leave. You got family around here? Friends? You must have someone you can call? Just get out and stay out until the police have done their thing. Once they've been here, they'll want to speak to you. You might lie to me, but I promise it's vital you're honest with them. It's a matter of life and death."
Dee's skin was sheet white. Her knees appeared to actually be knocking, and she had to place a hand on the wall to stop herself from falling.
"But the police will arrest these men, won't they? Then I'll be safe."
Abbie closed her eyes. Sighed.
"Use your head. Imagine you called a handyman and asked him to fix a busted pipe, a leak. If that man came but screwed up, didn't fix the pipe, would you shrug and move on with your life, or would you call someone else and get the job done ASAP?"
Dee put a hand to her mouth. When she spoke, her words were almost inaudible, but Abbie caught them.
"Call someone else, right.” Abbie put a hand on Dee's shoulder. "I hope it's clear. In this metaphor, you're the pipe."
With a single sob, Dee sank to her knees, pressing her shoulder to the wall.
Abbie watched the young woman fall and took another long, deep breath. Frustration flowed through her. Dee was on the verge of collapse, but what could Abbie do? This wasn't her fight. Already, she had done more than she should. Saving someone's life should earn you a favour in return, it shouldn't make you responsible for that person, going forward, or no one would do it.
In the hall, on a small table, Abbie could see a mobile phone. Crouching beside Dee, she turned the frightened woman's head and pointed.
"Call the police. Call a friend. Focus on your daughter, and everything can be okay. Just make sure, when the cops show, you start being honest. It's your only chance."
With an awkward pat on Dee's shoulder, Abbie rose and turned. If she met the woman's eyes, saw her pain and fear, she'd never be able to leave. But she had played her part in this story. It was time to move on.
"Good luck," she said and stepped outside.
She was halfway across the drive when Dee appeared and almost collapsed onto the front lawn. She clutched the door frame for support as she called after Abbie.
"Wait."
Abbie turned. Watched Dee stumble down the drive on Bambi legs.
"Looks like you need a Zimmer frame," Abbie said.
Dee arrived and tumbled beneath the weight of her fear. Instinct kicked in, and Abbie caught the falling woman, hauling her up.
"You should be calling the police," said Abbie. "You've no time to waste. Your daughter—“
"She's not my daughter," said Dee. "I'm babysitting. Please, I need to get her home. I'll call the police and drive her right away."
"Good idea," said Abbie. "If you came seeking my approval on the plan, you got it. Carry on. Congratulations. You'll need to let me go now."
Abbie tried to shift away, but Dee clung on.
"Please, don't leave me. I'm so scared. I need to take Emily home, then I'll go to a friend's. Please stay with me until I get there, then you can go, I promise, I'll let you go."
Abbie might have pointed out it had nothing to do with letting. Dee was beseeching Abbie and if Abbie wanted to turn from her pleas, what could the babysitter do?
"I can't," said Abbie. "You need to call—“
"No, please. Please don't go."
"Escorting you isn't even necessary," said Abbie. "Whoever tried to kill you isn't going to find out their attempt failed for at least a couple of hours, and it'll take time to arrange another hit. I'd wager you're safe for at least a day, if not longer."
Abbie might as well have been talking to a garden gnome. Paralysed by fear, Dee couldn't focus on Abbie's words; could only shake her head. This was pathetic. This wasn't what Abbie was about. She had to say no.
Simple.
"Call the police and get the kid," Abbie heard herself say. "I'll stay with you until you're at your friend's, then I'm gone, got it?"
But as Dee fell at Abbie's feet, thanking her, Abbie wondered if that was true. Was she half an hour from the end of her involvement with this thing?
Or was her involvement only just beginning?





FIVE
Abbie was leaning against the car when Dee emerged five minutes later, cradling Emily in her arms. The five- or six-year-old was still fast asleep.
"Bertie was really wasting his time tranquilising her, huh?"
"Once she's out, she's out," said Dee, placing Emily across the back seat. "I've had fire alarms go off, cars slam into lamp posts right outside the front door. A nuclear explosion couldn't wake Em before she's ready."
Looking at the sleeping girl, the long dark hair, the rosy cheeks, the peaceful expression, Abbie was forcibly reminded of her younger sister at that age. Little Violet.
Closing her eyes, taking a breath to repel the waves of memories which began to roll over her, Abbie turned from the back of the car and made her way to the front passenger seat.
Trembling hands on the wheel, Dee stalled a couple of times before finally managing to set off. Once they'd left the drive, they drove in silence for a couple of minutes, before Dee turned and glanced at her saviour.
"Thank you, by the way."
Abbie shrugged but said nothing. With what rubbish was she supposed to respond? She could say it was no problem, but it was. It was a big problem, and it wasn't over yet. So she said nothing.
Dee's hands steadied as they continued to eat up the road, but her mind continued whirring. She was replaying everything that had happened, starting when Muscles had woken her, ending with Abbie's advice. Abbie had been wondering when Dee would recall the incongruous words Abbie had spoken during their earlier conversation. Saw the moment realisation hit.
"You said I should tell the police those men brought the bags with them, and that I had nothing to do with the fire."
"I did," said Abbie. "Did you heed my advice?"
"No," said Dee. "I only just remembered, but I don't understand. What fire?"
"Bertie and Muscles brought two bags," said Abbie. "The first contained the plastic sheeting onto which they planned to drain your blood. Probably also the knife Muscles almost used to slit your throat and maybe the syringe with which they were going to pointlessly knock out the already unwakeable Emily."
Abbie glanced back at the little girl. Saw her younger sibling again. Violet smiling, laughing, begging her older sister to come out and play.
"And the other bag?" Dee asked, recalling Abbie from her thoughts.
"The other bag," said Abbie, "was the kitbag of a professional arsonist. It contained all the ingredients needed to set a place alight in the blink of an eye and to consume it in flame almost as quickly. If these arsonists' target stood alongside a fire station, the fire officers would regardless stand little chance of quelling the flames in time to save anything or anyone inside from incineration. The stuff in that second bag isn't used to start fires, it's used to start infernos."
Dee was taking short, shallow breaths. Frightened. Uncontrolled. Abbie looked to the babysitter but offered no words of comfort because she didn't believe any would help. After thirty seconds, Dee regained control. Her breathing became slower, deeper, but more deliberate. Slowing the car, she looked at Abbie.
"You said to tell the police I wasn't involved with the fire. That means—“
"Yeah, this stuff was used. This isn't a speculative inferno. It's already happened."
Dee was shaking her head. Not because she didn't believe Abbie, but because she was struggling to process this developing situation. Unashamed, she confessed as much.
"I don't understand. Why would these guys have that stuff? What's happening?"
Abbie considered her options. Somehow it felt that with every word she spoke, she was allowing Dee and Dee's situation to drag her further and further in, and that before long she would be unable to escape until everything was resolved. This was silly when examined. Abbie shouldn't hold back information for fear she might become too emotionally attached. She should trust herself to be strong enough to walk away once Dee was safely with her friend. In the meantime, she should give the babysitter all the information she could that might later help the police with their investigation.
"There are a couple of options," said Abbie. "The first of which you'll prefer."
"What's that?"
"Well, if we return to our handyman metaphor a second, we discussed a man who was going to fix a pipe. Now imagine that man isn't a plumber, but a painter who just happens to know a bit about pipework. One evening, he gets a call from someone who asks him to paint their house the following day. He takes the job gladly because painting is both his profession and his hobby. You with me so far?"
"Not really."
"That's because I'm overindulging in the metaphor when I could just tell you the situation, but come a little further. Try to understand. We have a professional painter who’ll be painting most of the next day. Then he gets a call from an acquaintance who has a bust pipe. Would our painter like to make a little extra money taking a look tomorrow evening? Well, our painter thinks, my painting job will take a few hours, but why not make a little extra cash in the evening? Why not indeed. He says, Okay. Still with me?"
"I wasn't with you before."
"What I'm saying is, when he comes to fix the pipe, maybe he brings with him the used rollers and empty paint tins. Right?"
Dee stared at Abbie, then gasped and spun the wheel as she almost drove into a bin.
"In this metaphor," said Abbie ignoring the near collision, "you're still the broken pipe. Muscles and Bertie are painters who will fix the pipe once they've finished painting the house. In other words, they're arsonists who agreed to kill you upon finishing their latest arson job to make some extra money. Make sense?"
Dee was focused on the road now. She blinked a heavy blink as she tried to process all Abbie had said. Took a deep breath.
"I think so. Once you stopped talking about painters and pipes, it was a lot clearer."
"But what fun is being on the nose?"
Ignoring this, Dee said, "They might have been paid to burn a house then, after that, paid by someone else to..." She took a deep breath but couldn't say the words.
"Kill you," said Abbie, helping.
Dee nodded. "Yeah, and they burned the place down then came to..."
"Kill you."
"Right, afterwards? That's why they had the stuff?"
"That's one theory."
"The preferable theory?" Dee asked.
"So far as you're concerned, yes.”
"Why?"
"Because in the other theory, the more plausible theory, these two incidents are linked. Bertie and Muscles dragged that bag from their car to your bungalow. Why? They planned to kill you, wrap you in a plastic sheet, and take you back to their car. Why bring the bag if they had no use for it? They couldn't have burned your house with the used contents. No way."
Dee shook her head, once again struggling to comprehend. "But how can it be linked?"
Abbie shrugged. She glanced in the rear-view mirror at Emily sleeping peacefully on the back seat and closed her eyes. She remembered an overnight return ferry from France. Mum and Dad in one room, Paul in another. Violet and Abbie had their own cabin and bunk beds. Violet had fallen asleep early. She'd looked so peaceful. Just like Emily did now.
"You must have an idea?"
Shaking off the memories, Abbie looked from Emily to Dee.
"Why?" she said. "You're more likely to know than me. It would help if I knew who was trying to kill you."
"But I told you, I don't know of anyone who would want to..."
"Kill you."
"Exactly."
"You did say that," said Abbie. "But you were lying."
"I wasn't lying."
"That's another lie. Look, are we far away? Because this is frustrating. You wanted me to play escort or bodyguard: fine. But why engage me in conversation about what might have happened if you won't give me all the information? It's like involving me in a quiz where I'm supposed to tell you who won the Best Picture Oscar in a specific year, except I'm not allowed to know which year you're after, and I only get one guess. Well, that's a rigged contest, and I won’t play. Is it The Godfather?"
Dee stared at Abbie, who pointed ahead.
"Eyes on the road. The Godfather thing was a joke, but I hope you get my point."
Dee did as Abbie said, turning back to the road and focusing on the journey ahead. The streets were quiet, but Dee was travelling some way below the speed limit. Abbie got the impression she was playing for time.
"I'm sorry," she said at last.
"Why?" said Abbie.
"For lying."
"You don't need to tell me the truth," said Abbie. "I don't care that you won't tell me. I'm just saying, if you want me to speculate, you have to give me all the details. So the choice is simple. Tell me everything, and we'll discuss it till I leave you with your friend, or tell me nothing, and keep quiet. Or talk about something else, like bunnies or Eastenders."
Dee indicated, pulled to a stop at a junction for too long then took a left turn. There was silence for just long enough that Abbie believed Dee might have chosen option two—which would have been much easier for Abbie in the long run—then the babysitter spoke.
"There's one person," she said, her voice tight. "One person who maybe fits the description you gave earlier. Powerful, rich, and there are rumours about her. Rumours that suggest she's the kind of person that might... I don't know, do bad things, you know?"
"I know the sort, yeah."
"But it isn't her. It can't be her. So I'm not lying to you. Not really, because there's really only one person who ticks all those boxes, and I did do something that would upset her, but it can't be her."
"Why not?"
This time Dee glanced in the rear-view mirror. When they stopped at another junction, she turned to Abbie.
"Because tonight," she said, "I was babysitting her daughter."





SIX
Abbie looked back at the peacefully sleeping Emily. Abbie's mother had been a great many awful things (and Abbie hated the woman with a fiery passion that had not diminished over years of separation), but she was neither a criminal nor particularly dangerous. Abbie knew nothing about Emily, but could not look at the sleeping child without seeing her own long-departed sister. When Abbie considered what having a criminal mother might mean for Emily, and what it could have meant tonight, she felt her blood boil, despite the fact she knew Emily's mother no better than she knew Emily herself.
"So you see what I mean?" said Dee. "It can't have been Fiona."
Anger still bubbling, Abbie took a few seconds to calm herself. She refused to look in the rear-view mirror or turn her head. Emotion would not overwhelm her.
"When the police come calling, you must tell them about Fiona. Tell them why she would wish you harm. Trust me, it's for the best."
"But it can't have been her. Whatever she is, she loves her daughter. She wouldn't send those psychos to get me when I had Emily."
"You sure?"
"Yes."
Which meant Dee was naive because you should never be sure. That wasn't surprising. Dee seemed like a kind, innocent woman. Until tonight she may well have had no brush with danger or the darker side of humanity. If Dee was the kind of person Abbie suspected, then hopefully, once the police resolved this mess, she would never have to brush up against that darkness again.
Assuming the police managed to sort it.
"Tell them anyway," said Abbie.
"I don't understand why."
"Well that's okay, isn't it? You don't have to understand anything. What's important is the police have the completest picture possible."
Dee remained silent. Clearly, she was annoyed. Pissed off. That was okay. They kept driving, and they couldn't be far away. For Dee to be picked as Emily's babysitter, she had to live relatively close to the parents. With any luck, they could do the remainder of the journey in silence.
"I almost died today," said Dee.
Abbie closed her eyes but didn't sigh.
"Don't you think I have a right to understand what's going on? You obviously think Fiona was involved, but I don't know how you can be so sure, given you've never met her. You don't know anything about her."
"I'm not sure," said Abbie. "You're right, I know nothing about Fiona. I can only speculate. You said there were rumours?"
"Yeah," said Dee. "She's rich from her legitimate businesses, but there are rumours of police investigations over criminal activities. Not much more than that, and nothing which indicates she would put her daughter in danger."
"I'm sure," said Abbie. "You ever babysat Emily before?"
"Couple of times," said Dee. "I work for Fiona's husband. Giles."
Dee turned away, looked out of her side window and watched the buildings go by.
"And you're his babysitter and his mistress."
Anger flaring, Dee's head snapped back to Abbie. Before the babysitter could jump to the defensive, Abbie waved away the fury.
"Forget the righteous indignation a moment," she said. "I saw it the second you mentioned him, and it makes sense. How else would you have upset this Fiona?"
Jaw tight, Dee looked away again. Abbie could see tears glistening in the babysitter's eyes but felt little sympathy. Maybe Giles seduced Dee; perhaps she thought she was in love. It didn't matter. You jump into bed with someone else's spouse or partner, you're asking for trouble. And that's before you took Fiona's potential criminal connections into account.
The silence stretched, and Abbie let it, waiting for Dee to drop an excuse.
"He was going to leave her."
Weren't they always?
Abbie didn't say this. She said, "The affair doesn't matter right now. Before tonight, the times you babysat Emily. Who asked you?"
Dee considered, but only for a moment. "Giles."
"Okay, and tonight?"
After a hesitation, Dee said, "It doesn't mean—“
"Fiona, fine. So you're having an affair with her husband and babysitting her child. She's never asked you to look after Emily before, it's always been Giles, but tonight... what's different about tonight?"
"Nothing. Nothing about tonight. Maybe Giles was busy when they needed to arrange someone. Fiona might have asked him who they'd used before, and he gave her my number. She doesn't know about the affair. Giles would have told me."
"Maybe," said Abbie, though she knew adulterous men and women, caught out by their spouses, often failed to tell their bit on the side what had happened. There was nothing to be gained by pulling that strand with Dee, so Abbie moved on. "Do you have an active social life?"
"What?"
"I know, strange question, but if you take it at face value, all will become clear."
Dee looked a little suspicious. She waited, as though expecting Abbie to push. When Abbie didn't, and perhaps remembering Abbie was doing this because Dee had insisted, the babysitter decided to open up.
"Yeah, I suppose. I go out a few nights a week. I live alone, don't I? It's nice to get out."
"But I bet you don't have a routine. You don't always do Pilates on Tuesdays but stay in on Thursdays."
"I don't do Pilates at all."
This time Abbie did sigh. "Pilates is an example. A routine, do you have one?"
"Not really. Why are you asking these questions?"
Dee was becoming frustrated and in her frustration was taking her eyes from the road more often. Abbie pointed ahead, trying to keep them alive by realigning Dee's focus, then explained.
"Okay, so I'm going to go out on a limb and assume you've never ordered someone murdered. No? Good. So you probably don't understand the basics of assassination. Here's the main one: people with a routine are far easier to murder than people without. If you know reliably where someone will be and when, it becomes much simpler to find the best time and place to kill them. Example. You live alone, so they were always going to kill you at home. But you have an active social life and no fixed routine. This presents problems. Your killers wanted a time they could be sure you'd be home and without friends or a partner visiting. How could the person who wants you dead ensure this?"
Dee stared at Abbie. Reaching over, Abbie twisted the babysitter's face back towards the road as they missed a rapidly approaching lamp post by an inch.
"I take it you understand what I'm saying?"
Dee shook her head, but she did.
"She didn't, she couldn't." Dee meant Fiona.
"And yet, you know it makes sense. Bertie planned to tranquilise Emily. If the sedative was strong enough, Emily wouldn't wake until you were dead and gone. She'd be groggy and confused, but there'd be no pain, and she wouldn't see a body, which would mean no trauma either. That's pretty humane for a couple of killers who could simply have tied her up, gagged her, and left her in the bedroom while they went to work. Takes someone who cares to go the extra mile like that. Or someone who's paid to care, anyway,"
"Stop it," said Dee, stopping at a T-junction. "Do you understand what you're suggesting?"
"That Fiona would use her daughter as a pawn in her plan to get you killed? Yes, I understand exactly what I'm suggesting."
"She wouldn't."
"Do you mean that?" said Abbie. "How well do you know this woman? You work for, and are sleeping with, her husband. Maybe you've seen her at the odd party. You might even have noted her being friendly and affectionate with her daughter, but do you really know this woman well enough to say she wouldn't use Emily in this way?"
Without moving the car or taking her hands from the wheel, Dee sat in stony silence. As though Fiona was a great friend she felt honour bound to defend.
"You know," said Abbie. "I find when people claim someone else wouldn't do a thing, they're usually projecting. You say Fiona wouldn't treat her daughter this way, but maybe you're looking at Emily, who you've fallen a bit in love with, and you're thinking, I would never treat her this way. That's commendable, but it's important not to project. You're a good person. I try to maintain a belief that most people are, in their hearts. But we must never forget that bad guys do exist. More important, just because someone's produced a sweet kid does not mean they're incapable of perpetrating some truly horrifying acts."
Still, they remained at the junction, both looking to the rear-view mirror, to that sweetly sleeping girl. The day before Violet had died, she'd thrown her arms around Abbie and said, Thank you. You're my hero. And with an easy smile, Abbie had promised she would always be there for Violet. Within 24 hours she'd been proven a liar. She'd never forgiven herself for what happened.
Dammit, this wasn't ending anytime soon.
Dee started the car. "We're almost there. Don't worry. I'll tell the police everything. I'm terrified, and I want to stay alive."
Nodding, Abbie leaned back in her seat and tugged her eyes from the rear-view mirror. Staring out of the window, she saw black smoke climbing into the sky. It was to their left on a residential street, and although Abbie said, "Tell me we're turning right here," at the next junction, she already knew they weren't.
They turned left onto a long street lined with million-pound houses. Each was a beautiful double-fronted red brick property with perfectly manicured lawns and gleaming windows.
With one exception.
They followed a bend in the road, and at the sight of the fire engines and police cars piled around one former house, Dee slammed the brakes. Abbie jerked forward in her seat and in the back there was a cry as Emily was chucked into the footwell.
"What's going on?" the child muttered.
Blue and white lights blinked but the sirens were silent. Fire officers and police were going into and out of the wreckage, but no one fired water jets or cannons at the house. It was far too late for that. All that remained of the home was a blackened hulk—a structure which looked ready to collapse at any moment.
Abbie pointed to the house’s remains. "Is that place Emily’s—“
"Yes," Dee cut in. Tears were rolling down her cheeks.
Abbie took a breath.
"I think I might need a new theory."





SEVEN
Abbie sat in a padded chair at a rectangular table and told two detectives her story. 
"I'm an insomniac. Some nights, when it appears sleep will evade me indefinitely, no matter what I do, I leave home, because I know, should I continue pacing around the rooms of my little place, I'll go mad. I leave my house, and get in my car, and drive. I drive for an hour or two hours. Sometimes as many as four or five. I drive until it feels right that I should stop, and when it feels right, I get out of my car, and I walk."
Speaking was a good distraction, but nothing could rip Emily from her mind. In the rear-view mirror, Abbie had watched the little girl clamber onto the back seats, rubbing her eyes, lost in the post-sleep haze that always brings such confusion.
"On last night's walk, I was making my way through a warren of streets when I noticed two men, dressed all in black, carrying cumbersome bags. I saw them break into a bungalow and became nervous about their intentions for the homeowner. On a whim—no, that's a bad word, makes it sound fun—on impulse, I followed them inside.”
In a few seconds, Emily had realised they weren't at Dee's. She wasn't in bed. After a couple more, she had placed herself in Dee's car and discerned that her babysitter was driving. She spoke, and as she spoke, something else clicked.
Dee, what's going on? What's that smoke?
"Now there's an interesting point," said DCI Inglesias. "Why did you follow them inside?"
"Because I'm an idiot," said Abbie, thinking of Ben. How he would chastise her when he learned of this. She was talking to the police. She shouldn't be talking to the police.
"That's quite self-deprecating."
"It's quite true. You'll ask me why I didn't call the police, and I'll tell you the police wouldn't have been quick enough, which is also true, but that doesn't mean I should have risked my life."
"From what Dee tells us, you weren't in much danger. Her version of events paints you as some kind of Jet Li."
In the car, with Emily's head clearing every second, Dee hadn't reacted quickly enough. The girl had asked about the smoke, and Dee had only stared. Abbie should have said something, but it wasn't her place.
Emily had leaned forward a little. Placed the street. Pinpointed the smoke's origin: the burning wreckage.
It's okay, sweetie, Dee had said, but too late. Emily had realised at what house she was looking.
"I know how to fight," said Abbie to Inglesias, "but these guys made it easy. I snuck up on both. There's a lot to be said for the element of surprise."
"Clearly."
On the back seat, Emily had screamed.
"Have you been to the bungalow?" Abbie asked.
"We have people there now. We're waiting for a report."
Daddddddyyyyyyyy. Mummmmmyyyyyyyyy.
"If Dee's attackers haven't woken up and disappeared, you'll find a bag full of items used to burn a house to the ground and fast. That's the kit they used to destroy Emily's mother's house."
"Dee mentioned those. She told us your theory."
Emily had gone for the door, her hand working at the handle as though she'd learned a car bomb was set to go off any second. If that had been the case, she'd have been doomed. Child locks prevented Emily's escape.
Dee was panicking. Leaning across the babysitter, Abbie had opened her door, nudged the younger woman.
Go to her.
"No use me repeating my theories if Dee's already told you," said Abbie.
Inglesias' look suggested he believed Abbie knew better, which of course she did.
The questions continued.
Abbie explained her theory that whoever had ordered Dee's murder had also been responsible for the fire. She explained that, upon learning of Dee's affair, Abbie had suspected Fiona, Emily's mother, of trying to have Dee killed. She gave the reasons why.
"That would have been a strong theory," said Inglesias. "But I think you know we recovered the bodies of both Mr and Mrs Giles Engleman from the wreckage of their home."
"Oh, I know."
Like a zombie in a daze, Dee had made her way around the car to the back door. Abbie had stepped onto the pavement.
And had seen the bodies emerge. Or what remained of them. Those burned and blackened corpses. It would have been enough to make most people cry or be violently ill.
Unlike most people, Abbie had seen it all before.
"Which begs the question," Inglesias asked. "Have you a new theory?"
Abbie cast her eyes to the table, unwittingly showing shame. She wanted to tell them no. No, she hadn't thought of a new theory, of course she hadn't.
Why was this desire so strong? 
As Dee had opened the back door, Emily had spilt into her arms. At the front of the car, Abbie had paused. She knew an ordinary person, looking upon those charred corpses, would be reeling with misery, pain, depression. An ordinary person would be unable to drag their mind from the horrors unfolding before their eyes.
But Abbie wasn't ordinary and hadn't been ordinary since she was a teenager. She looked upon those charred corpses and did feel a twist of pain and regret in her stomach. But her mind did not dwell, not even for a moment. Abbie wasn't grieving for the loss of human life. Standing there, a sobbing child behind her, two lost lives ahead, Abbie was theorising.
And in the police station, the two detectives could see it.
"Go on," said Inglesias. "We'd be interested to know your thoughts."
Abbie shook her head, but not because she wasn't going to tell them.
"You wouldn't. If you're even only okay at your jobs, you've already thought the same as me given the information you have."
"And what's that? What are we thinking?"
"Fiona must have had enemies who wanted her dead," said Abbie. "One such enemy knew of Giles' affair with Dee and knew that, on occasion, Dee babysat Emily. It had to be someone close to Fiona to know all that, and someone who couldn't stand to see Emily harmed."
Still theorising, in front of Dee's car, Abbie had turned from the burned house and corpses to that sobbing little girl. How could anyone hurt her? It was a stupid thought. Pointless. She was doing exactly what she had accused Dee of: projecting. Plenty of people could, and would, murder a child. Fiona was lucky she had a killer who could at least find compassion for an innocent kid.
"Not a lot of people around like that," said Inglesias. "People close to Fiona, I mean. She wasn't popular."
Abbie shrugged. "Well, there was at least one person, in my theory. And this person had no issue killing Dee. They waited until Dee was babysitting Emily then sent two men to burn Fiona's house to the ground with Fiona and Giles inside. The same two men would then go to Dee's house, murder the babysitter and make her disappear. Before they wrapped her in plastic, they'd put her prints on the kit used to destroy Fiona's house. When the police came calling, they'd find Emily unharmed, and all the evidence they needed to convict Dee of the crime, should they ever find her. Which, of course, they wouldn't. You wouldn't, I should say."
Abbie looked up the detectives.
"What do you think of that?"
The cops glanced at each other. A silent conversation transpired and into that silence poured more of Abbie's memories. Emily's desperate sobs. Abbie had watched her wriggle; had seen her attempt to burst free of Dee, all the while screaming for her parents.
"It's pretty much exactly what we've got," said Inglesias. "Fiona certainly had plenty of dangerous enemies. People who weren't happy with the involvement she'd had with us of late."
Abbie didn't comment. It explained why someone might want to kill Fiona; if she was feeding information to the police. But what did it matter to Abbie? She just wanted out of this mess.
Didn't she?
"Is that everything?" she asked. "If it's all the same to you, I'd like to get home."
The detectives shared another silent conversation.
"Lot of excitement for you tonight," said Inglesias with no indication that he believed excitement to be an ill-chosen word. "Think you'll finally be able to get to sleep?"
Abbie closed her eyes and saw Emily slip free of Dee's grasp. As the little girl rocketed across the pavement towards what remained of her home and her parents, Abbie had stepped to the side, took Fiona's daughter in her arms, and brought both herself and the sobbing child to the ground.
The girl had wriggled and writhed, trying desperately to get free, but Abbie wouldn't let go. She couldn't let the girl escape, to try and get into the house. Couldn't let her run off and see what had become of her parents.
Emily had screamed. By now, police and neighbours and fire officers had noticed the newcomers and were turning towards the howling child. They began to rush over. Dee had clambered to her feet.
Emily screamed until her voice was hoarse and still Abbie clung tight. She shushed the girl although she was sure the child couldn't hear her; told her it would be okay, though she knew it wouldn’t.
Though Emily was a decade younger than had Violet been, it was like Abbie held her sister in her arms once again. Like Violet on her most terrible night, Emily eventually stopped screaming. Unlike Violet, Emily followed her screams with tears. Endless, pained, howling sobs.
Violet hadn't cried because she had been unable. When the screaming stopped, Violet could no longer make a sound. Violet would never scream, or speak, or cry again. As her life slipped away, she had found only the strength to meet her sister's eye for the final time.
Holding Emily, Abbie had once more been back with her little sister. Like that night with Violet, alone on that blood-stained floor, she had begun sobbing uncontrollably.
Now, sitting in the police station, Abbie looked to the police officers and fought tears once again.
"Sleep, Detective Inglesias?" she said. "No, you know what, I don't think I will."





EIGHT
Back in her car, Abbie closed her eyes and took deep, painful breaths. Reaching across to the seat at her side, Abbie reclaimed her bag and from within pulled a folded pillowcase.
She could have done this at home. Only an hour away was her front door, the quiet of her house, the comfort of her bed. Lying beneath her duvet, Abbie could have opened the pillowcase and examined the book to her heart's content.
Her hands were shaking too much to drive. Her fingers even fumbled on the soft fabric of the pillowcase as she unfurled it and reached inside. Before she touched the book's cover, she paused. It was not in good condition. She was afraid her shaking hands would rip off the cover and in so doing rip out her heart.
On the seat next to her lay her phone. She kept expecting Ben to call. As the only representative of the company that paid her mortgage and put food on her table, he retained a close eye on Abbie. No doubt he already knew she'd been to a police station. Already, he would know more than he should about what had gone on tonight. He would want Abbie to fill in the gaps. When he rang, he would claim he needed to know everything.
For now, the phone remained dark, and Abbie turned her eyes from it. Taking a deep breath, she lay a hand on the book's cover. In that moment, her sister appeared again. A few years younger than she'd been the night she'd died, a couple of years older than Emily. Maybe ten. She sat on her bed, reading the book Abbie now held. Even at that young age, it had been her favourite. Paul, their older brother, had got it for her. If Mum had ever found out what Violet was reading, she'd have hit the roof.
Violet looked up from reading in the past and smiled to Abbie in the present as Abbie removed the book from the pillowcase.
The Stand by Stephen King. The sprawling epic that had become Abbie's last link to her little sister. Looking at the cover broke her heart. It also made her smile. Made her remember all the good times, and weren't they so much more important than the bad?
The Stand. From this book, Abbie had taken her current name. She used it as a tool to speak with the dead.
"I love you, Violet," she whispered.
She was talking to the dead, but she did not believe the dead could hear her. Violet was long gone. Abbie couldn't cherish her beautiful little sister but would be sure to cherish her memory for so long as she lived.
With another deep breath, Abbie replaced the book in the pillowcase, folded the case over and placed the bundle back in her bag. The phone beside her started to ring. The name on the screen declared this to be an unknown caller.
But Abbie knew who it was.
Everyone has unique traits. One of Abbie's unique quirks involved occasional forewarnings of dark tragedies soon to occur. This quirk had led Ben to Abbie's door. It was the reason he had trained her and the reason the organisation he represented paid her more than a healthy salary. They went above and beyond to support her need to follow these forewarnings. To allow Abbie to save the lives of the innocent and to destroy the wicked.
But they supported only sure things. Ben would be unhappy that Abbie had followed Bertie and Muscles into Dee's house. He would demand that she go straight home and never again become involved in anything so stupid.
Which was fine, wasn't it? Abbie had already chastised herself for her actions. Going home right away was her plan.
The phone continued to ring. Abbie placed the bag on the seat beside her and collected her phone. Looked at the screen.
Going home was the right move.
So why couldn't she get Emily out of her head? That sweet little girl. The innocent who had become unwittingly wrapped up in the games between her mother and the dangerous people Fiona had pissed off.
Dangerous people close enough to Fiona to know about the affair between Giles and Dee and to know Fiona's babysitting arrangements. To know exactly when to act. Close enough that they had put their mission in jeopardy to ensure Emily came to no harm.
Now Fiona and Giles were dead, and Emily was safe.
Wasn't she?
Abbie stared at the phone's screen, then rejected the call, chucked the handset back onto the seat beside her. She didn't need to hear from Ben right now.
Starting the car, she pulled away from the curb.
She was going home.
Just not quite yet.





NINE
Back in the shadow of the burnt-out wreck of Fiona's home, Abbie had clung to Emily as the girl sobbed and begged for her parents.
The police had arrived. As if from nowhere, a family liaison officer had materialised. A friendly neighbour lay a hand on Emily's head.
Someone prised the child from Abbie, though Abbie didn't see who. Someone else thanked her and then Abbie and Dee were together again. The police were there, asking questions, but Abbie shooed them. Told them to come back in a few minutes. Someone was looking after Emily, but who would look after Dee?
Abbie was no good at comfort but Dee had latched onto her. When the police had asked them to come back to the station to give statements, Dee had done so only when Abbie convinced her it was the right move. They shared a police car ride to the station. On the way, Dee had offered to exchange numbers. Abbie thought it was a bad idea, but the babysitter was afraid, lost, broken. Abbie couldn't say no.
Now she was glad she hadn't.
Starting her car, she selected Dee's number and put the phone to her ear. When Dee answered, Abbie wasted no time on pleasantries.
"The police told me Emily's paternal grandmother picked her up. I need to know where she lives."
   
HALF AN HOUR LATER, Dee rang Abbie back.
On their initial call, the babysitter had taken some persuading to help. She was at a friend's house. There was a police car parked across the street, but Dee was afraid. Abbie had tried to reassure her. The men who had attacked Dee were looking to frame her for Fiona's murder. Now that plan had failed, there was no reason to pursue the babysitter. It was an almost certainty that Dee was now safe. The police believed the same, but Dee struggled to accept it. The cops had told her they'd arrested Bertie, but Muscles had woken and escaped before they arrived. Since learning this, Dee was jumping at shadows; which was relevant to Abbie because Dee wanted to forget what had happened. To start the long, challenging process of moving on. That meant not getting involved in the mess surrounding Fiona. It meant trying not to locate Emily for Abbie.
"I know it's scary," Abbie had said. "I know you don't want to think about it, but while I do believe you're safe, I'm not so sure about Emily. Please, help me make sure she's okay."
Dee might still have told Abbie to go away, but it wasn't so many hours since Abbie had saved Dee's life. This was fresh in the babysitter's memory. She still felt as though she owed Abbie, and it was difficult to turn away from that.
"I don't know the address," she said. "But I think I can find it. Give me some time. I'll call back ASAP."
With no idea in what direction she might be travelling, Abbie had remained in her car, head against the seat, eyes closed, waiting. She was not inherently a patient person, but years of practice had helped develop the skill for when she needed it. She stayed put, waiting for Dee's call, ignoring a couple more from Ben.
Her mind continued to whir. Why did she suffer from a nagging feeling that Emily wasn't safe? Had Abbie truly become so jaded over the years that it seemed entirely impossible that a murderer might not want to harm a child? As Abbie had implied to Dee, people capable of evil deeds were not necessarily evil through and through. Those responsible for the gravest atrocities often also performed supreme acts of love and compassion.
It all came down to Violet. Emily reminded Abbie of a younger version of her younger sister. Abbie wanted to find the girl, not because she was sure the child was in danger, but because she wanted to see her again.
At last, Dee rang. She gave Abbie an address and asked if Abbie was sure she was doing the right thing.
"Stay safe," said Abbie, knowing she couldn't answer the question. "Live well."
She hung up as Ben rang for the third time. Still not ready to speak with him, Abbie cancelled the call.
It wasn't too late to turn back, but Abbie knew she wouldn't. Grabbing the phone again, she entered Emily’s grandmother's address into her maps app. She put the phone on the dash and listened to the curt robot woman telling her where to go next.
She started the car. She set off, trying to convince herself she was searching for Emily because she sought to keep the young girl safe, rather than relive a few moments with her long dead sister.





TEN
 Jane Engleman, mother of the recently deceased Giles Engleman, lived half an hour from what was now the burning wreckage of her son's home. Where Giles had enjoyed a life of luxury, Jane owned a modest three bedroom end-terrace, situated at the exit to one of the longest roads Abbie had ever seen.
There was every chance Abbie would never have parked right outside Jane's front door. The element of surprise was always worth having, even if you didn't expect to need it. As it happened, Abbie didn't have a choice. The pavements on either side of Jane's street were stuffed with cheap vehicles, parked so close together the owners presumably had to leave in exact order every morning.
By luck, on Abbie's first drive down the street, she came upon a beleaguered family jumping into their car. When they saw Abbie, they glared. This space, so close to their front door, was gold dust. The chances of them reclaiming it when they returned were slim to none, and Abbie was a symbol of the long walk they would likely face when dragging the kids home later.
The family departed, and Abbie just about slid her rental into the vacated space. This done, she dropped her phone into her bag and slipped her bag over her shoulder. Stepping from the car, she immediately crossed the street and headed up the road towards Jane's front door.
The house was bland and unassuming. The lawn was a little long, the windows a little dusty, but surrounded as this place was by houses with cracked windowpanes and jungle length grass, Jane stood out as one of the prouder homeowners in the neighbourhood.
There were lights on downstairs where most of the neighbours were still asleep, their houses dark.
Stepping around the property's side, Abbie saw an easily-scalable fence that would undoubtedly lead into the back yard. With little or no trouble, Abbie could have broken into the house and snuck up on Jane. This felt like the wrong move, given that Jane had done nothing wrong, that Abbie knew of, and Emily had suffered enough for one day.
Still not entirely sure of her plan, Abbie stepped up the path, knocking with the wistful hope that something would occur to her when the door swung open.
No one answered.
Thirty seconds later, Abbie knocked again, and a minute later, she rapped the door a third time.
The final time, too, Abbie promised herself. Roused early from sleep, Jane had learned of the demise of her son and daughter-in-law. Given no time to process this information, let alone grieve for her boy, Jane had then been summoned to collect Emily, who had no one else to care for her. It was no wonder Jane had no desire to open the door to strangers. Abbie didn’t care to put the poor woman through any further suffering.
Thirty seconds passed. Abbie was preparing to turn and walk away when she heard movement from the door's other side. Abbie was caught, once more wondering if she should be here at all. Even once she'd reached the door, should she not have walked away after the first knock?
It was too late for such considerations. Before Abbie could retreat down the path, the door opened, revealing a woman in her early sixties. She looked tired, drained and miserable. In short, she looked exactly as you might expect a woman who had just lost her son to look.
"Hello," she said. "Can I help you?"
Abbie learned that an opening door was not sufficient mental stimulus to encourage a plan to appear as if from nowhere. She floundered, unsure what to say. When Abbie opened her mouth, at first only babble escaped. She smiled at the old lady, then this seemed like a move made in bad taste, so she wiped the smile away. She put on what she considered to be her condolences expression and tried again.
"I'm sorry for your loss."
The older woman stared at Abbie.
"How do you know about—“
Cutting herself off, Jane tilted her head, as though trying to see Abbie in a different light, hoping this might reveal to her Abbie's secrets. Abbie knew Dee had been with Emily and the family liaison officer when Jane had arrived. She didn't know if the two women had spoken, or if Emily had said anything to her grandmother since they had left the station.
"Are you Abbie?" Jane asked.
"I am."
Jane's expression morphed from misery to gratitude to mistrust, all in a few seconds. Raising a finger, pointing at her house guest, she said, "Who's Abbie?"
"You don't want to ask me that," said Abbie. "I'll get all existential. We'll be here a long time, and I'll probably end up crying. A lot."
Jane's frown deepened. "I meant—“
"I know what you meant. Earlier this morning I saw two men breaking into Dee's house. I stopped them from injecting your granddaughter with a sedative and murdering Dee. I was with Dee and Emily when we reached your son's home and discovered what had happened. As I said, I'm sorry for your loss."
Jane stared at Abbie for a few seconds, as though the words were moving on slow air currents and she was processing one every couple of seconds. At last, everything was there. Jane smiled, then burst into tears.
Unsure what to say, Abbie raised her arms, hoping to apologise to the older woman, though for what, she had no idea. Or maybe she would tell Jane again that she was sorry for her loss.
Before she could say anything, Jane had stepped from her house. Too late, Abbie realised the bereaved mother was taking Abbie's raised arms as an invitation. Abbie gave a little gasp, then the older woman had her in a bear hug, squeezing so tight there was real danger of cracked ribs and possibly a punctured lung.
"Thank you," Jane said. "Thank you so much."
"You're strong for an older lady," said Abbie, in too much pain to wonder if this might not be offensive. Jane didn't seem to notice. She was still squeezing Abbie, holding her tight.
"Thank you, thank you, thank you."
Displays of affection made Abbie uncomfortable. Especially when someone was trying to force her to participate. She appreciated Jane's gesture; she just wished it would stop.
"You've nothing to thank me for," she wheezed. "The tragedy you've suffered today... I've an idea how that must feel. I'm sorry I wasn't able to do anything for your son and daughter-in-law."
Jane broke the hug. Abbie attempted not to collapse while gasping for air. Turning her head slowly, she tried to compose herself as Jane waved a hand.
"Please," the bereaved mother said. "The police say Dee's attackers looked as though they weren't going to harm Emily, but they don't know. It's possible, isn't it, that they would have kidnapped my granddaughter after killing Dee?"
It was possible Abbie was only here because the five- or six-year-old Emily reminded her of Violet at that age. Regardless, her mind had been working, trying to conjure an appropriate reason for her appearance at Jane's door. Preferably one she wouldn't be embarrassed to share. If she could fool herself with that same explanation, all the better.
Jane's theory that Dee's attempted murderers, if successful, might have kidnapped Emily, had crossed Abbie's mind. Given that, by the time Dee had died, Fiona would also be dead, Abbie saw no reason for her killer to kidnap Emily, but...
"It's possible," she told Jane, feeling a sting of guilt as the grandmother put her hands to her mouth and whimpered.
"I knew it," the older woman said. Abbie had to force herself to put a hand on the grieving mother's arm.
"Listen close," she said, "because here's the truth. You listening?"
Jane nodded, her hands still over her mouth.
"Good. Here goes. The truth is the reason your granddaughter was sedated was, most likely, that the people who killed your son and daughter-in-law, ridiculous as this may seem, had within them at least one shred of decency. Possibly only a speck, but enough to make them decide there was no need to kill or even harm Emily. My strong belief is that, if they had been successful last night, if I hadn't interrupted them, they would have killed Dee, made her disappear, but left your granddaughter unharmed and undisturbed. Most importantly, I think there is a 99.9% chance that your granddaughter is safe from everything but nightmares and bad memories. Not to diminish those. Given what the poor girl's suffered, they'll be awful bordering on unbearable. She'll need plenty of support."
"And she'll get it from me," said Jane. "I love that girl with all of my heart."
"I can see that you do, and I'm glad."
"But I have to ask," said Jane, and she trembled as she spoke. "If there's a 99.9% chance she's safe, what's the .1%?"
"The .1%," said Abbie, "is the reason I'm here."
"Oh," said Jane. Tears welled in her eyes again, and she removed a hand from her mouth to place it on Abbie's arm. She seemed lost for words, which was probably for the best.
"Like I said," Abbie reiterated, "it's almost certainly nothing, but there's a slight chance the people who killed your son and would have killed Dee would also have kidnapped Emily. There's also a chance they may return for her. That's why I'm here. If something happened to that little girl, I'd never forgive myself."
This was true, but Abbie felt guilty for seeing her sister as she said it.
Still crying, her arm still on Abbie's arm, Jane said, "Are you human, or some kind of angel? A guardian angel?"
"Most people," said Abbie, "consider me nothing more than a pain in the arse. I've been called far worse, but nothing has made me feel quite so embarrassed as being called an angel. It isn't true."
Jane shook her head. "Agree to differ."
"Differgree is my middle name," said Abbie. "But, hopefully, what we can agree on is that I'm here to help, and my help is accepted?"
"Yes, yes, of course," said Jane. "Come in."
"I will," said Abbie. "Although, like I said, I really don't believe my help will be needed. You and Emily are perfectly safe."
Abbie smiled. Jane smiled back. And someone burst through the back door.





ELEVEN
Without hesitation, Abbie stepped across the threshold into Jane's home. Taking the grandmother by the arm, she led her down a short hall, stopping at the first door she reached.
"Living room?" she asked, pointing at the door. Jane nodded. "And straight ahead is the kitchen? That's where he's come through?"
"Yes," said Jane. "Oh, God, they've come for Emily, haven't they? What shall we do?"
Whoever had burst through the back door had come in fast. By the sound of it, they hadn't expected the door to surrender quite so easily under whatever pressure they had applied. They had fallen in, collapsing to the kitchen floor. Abbie could hear them rising.
Abbie opened the living room door. Nudged Jane.
"In here," she said. "Close the door. Don't come out until I tell you."
"But Emily," said Jane. "She's upstairs, I must—“
"Waste no more time. That's right. Living room, now."
With a slight whimper, Jane surrendered to Abbie's dominant tone and light nudge, disappearing into the living room and collapsing to a sofa. After closing the door, shutting the older woman in, Abbie moved towards the kitchen.
She arrived at the door as a man swung it open from the other side. Abbie was no stranger to men openly staring at her chest or legs when first they saw her. Sometimes they drooled.
This man screamed. At least that was new.
He sprung backwards, tripped over his feet, almost went down. Hardly the sign of a ruthless killer. That didn't mean much. Maniacs and murderers used all kinds of tricks and subterfuge to confuse their enemies. Besides, Abbie didn't believe in taking risks.
Abbie took two strides into the kitchen. The potential maniac raised his hands.
"Please—“
She punched him, catching his jaw, sending him spinning. Following up, Abbie waited for him to stop rotating like a roundabout, grabbed his neck, and brought her knee into his stomach.
He bent double. Abbie raised a foot and booted his hip.
With another cry, the intruder crumpled, collapsed to his side and began to pull himself into a ball, taking quick, shallow breaths.
Abbie dropped by his side. She watched for a second as he tried to speak, then shoved him to his back and searched his jacket and jeans. While she searched, she observed, seeking signs of an act; that he was preparing to launch a devastating counter-attack.
In his jacket, she found a wallet and phone; nothing in his jeans. He remained so still while she checked his pockets, it almost felt as though she was robbing a corpse. Disconcerting.
He continued to whimper; his breathing remained out of control. He couldn't talk. This pathetic, unfathomable intruder was scrawny, with a mop of curly black hair. He was early twenties. His suit was cheap and ill-fitting. He was unarmed. On the danger scale of 0-10, it would appear he didn't even feature.
Still, no risks.
Rising from his side, Abbie placed a boot on Intruder's chest.
"I'll be over there." She pointed across the kitchen. "You're not going to move, are you?"
Intruder tried to talk. Failed. Choose instead to shake his head.
"Good boy."
She followed her finger to the kitchen counter. Kept her back to Intruder just long enough to retrieve a weapon from the knife block. Second blade from the bottom. Nothing too cumbersome, but sharp enough to do grave damage at close quarters.
From the knife block, Abbie turned to Intruder. He'd rolled from his back to the foetal position, but he saw the knife. Eyes widening, he began to shake his head against the cold, tiled floor.
"Please. Don't. Hurt. Me."
He spoke in time with his breaths. There was a small circular table to one side of the room, encircled by a radiator and three wooden chairs. Rolling her eyes at Intruder's fear, Abbie placed the knife on the table. She didn't believe in taking risks, but if this was an act, Intruder was wasting his time as a master criminal. An award-filled acting career beckoned.
"I'm not going to kill you," Abbie said, not yet knowing whether or not this was a lie. Leaving the knife on the table, she raised her hands and took two steps away. Intruder watched her go but didn't calm. If anything, his breaths were getting shallower, faster.
"When you're afraid, it's natural to breathe like that," she told him, "but it isn't helping. You need to take control. Focus, count to ten and as you count, take a long, deep breath. At ten, hold it. One, two. Then, release as slowly as you can, and repeat. After a couple of goes, the pain will diminish. After a couple of minutes, it'll become bearable. You'll be fine until tomorrow morning, at which point you might wish I'd killed you. I do hope you have the day off work."
Intruder was still staring at her. Still afraid; now a little confused as well. Abbie rolled her hand.
"Go on, try it."
His eyes flicked to the table, then to Abbie's hands. She was unarmed. Besides, he had to know if she'd wanted to kill him she could have done it already. Being unable to kill people unless they were taking long, deep breaths was not her Achilles heel.
The shallow breathing stopped. Abbie counted one, two, three, then Intruder took a long, deep breath. At ten, he held it for a couple of seconds. Then came the extended, slow release. Abbie watched him repeat this process a second and third time. She could almost see the effect it was having.
"Better?"
He nodded, didn't stop the exercises. Good to see someone was able to take Abbie's instructions seriously.
Still not quite sure what to think of the scrawny lad, Abbie returned to the table. "I'm going to pick up the knife," she said, "but you're in no danger so long as you stay where you are and focus on your breathing. Okay?"
She turned to him. His eyes widened at the sight of the blade, but he forced himself to look back to Abbie. What a brave boy.
He nodded.
"Good," said Abbie.
She crossed the kitchen, opened the door into the corridor and stepped into the hall. Leaving the door open and the intruder breathing as though he was practising for labour, she moved to the living room, knocked and peeked inside. Losing sight of the heavy breather didn't bother Abbie because she could hear him clearly enough. If he tried to rise, she'd react accordingly.
Abbie found Jane worrying a pillow with long, trembling fingers. At the sight of Abbie's head, the grandmother jumped.
"You're safe," said Abbie. "I don't know who this guy is, but I don't think he's dangerous."
Jane rose. Sat. Rose again, then hovered halfway between sitting and standing. "Should I come through? I should speak to him, shouldn't I?"
"Entirely up to you," said Abbie. "He and I are about to chat. You can join us if you wish."
Jane hovered a second longer, then straightened and came to the door. She paused again as Abbie stepped back, giving the grandmother room to enter the hall when she was ready.
"You're sure he isn't dangerous?"
Abbie considered. Looked back to the kitchen, to the intruder. "I'm never sure, but here's my read: imagine if a master assassin and a ninja had a baby together. Well, if that baby grew up to be your intruder, the assassin and ninja would devote their lives to building a time machine so they could go back and by any means ensure they never copulated. Even if that meant killing their past selves, thus creating a paradox and destroying the universe."
As she finished, Abbie turned back to the living room to see Jane staring.
"Where did I lose you?"
   
JANE FOUND the strength to enter the kitchen, and Abbie watched a good deal of the grandmother's fear wash away when she saw the pathetic lump on her floor. The tangled hair was beneficial in this regard. Surely a master assassin would do something about that mess?
"Recognise him?" Abbie asked, and Jane shook her head.
"I'll do drinks," she said. "Coffee?"
While Jane set to making two coffees and pouring a glass of water, Abbie pulled a chair from under the table and placed it behind the foetal intruder. Returning to the table, she turned the remaining two chairs to face the first and seated herself in one.
"How are you feeling?" Abbie asked the lump on the floor. "You can probably transition to normal breathing now. The pain can't be that bad."
Intruder took one final long breath then moved towards normal breathing. He looked at Abbie, then back at the floor.
"I feel better."
"Good." Abbie placed the knife on the table. "Now get up and sit. We need to talk."
There was no immediate response to this request, but Abbie did not ask again. After almost twenty seconds, Intruder pushed himself up, wincing with each inch, crying out once, as he rolled over the hip Abbie had booted.
"For someone with zero fighting skill and the pain tolerance of a small child, you were pretty gung ho about your break-in," said Abbie, as Intruder continued to clamber to his feet. "You must have thought Jane and Emily would be alone. Shaken as she is, you probably had Jane pegged as an easy target, but I think you underestimated her. Or overestimated yourself. Given the ease with which I took you down, I doubt Jane would have had much trouble. I'm not even convinced you could beat Emily in a fight, and she's five.”
“Six,” said Jane.
"Oh, okay, that's more respectable then."
Flushing with shame and wincing with pain, Intruder lowered himself onto the seat. His face contorted as his behind touched the wood, even though Abbie hadn't hit him there. Once he was settled, he held his stomach as though afraid his intestines might spill across the floor.
"What's your name?" asked Abbie as soon as she was sure Intruder was done shifting this way and that.
"Kirk."
Abbie raised her eyebrows. "As in Captain James T?"
Kirk nodded.
"How unfortunate."
Kirk glared. Jane returned to the table and placed the coffees on coasters. Returning to the sink, she collected the glass of water and hovered until Abbie rose, relieving her of the drink.
"Thirsty?" she asked Kirk, extending the water towards him.
Kirk nodded.
"Are you going to be good?"
He flushed at the wording. He had half a mind not to respond, then lost his resolve and nodded.
Abbie passed him the water and returned to her seat. By this point, Jane was also sitting.
"This morning," said Abbie, "two men murdered Jane's son and daughter-in-law. They also tried to sedate Jane's granddaughter and murder her babysitter. The granddaughter's babysitter that is. Jane doesn't have a babysitter." Abbie looked to the grandmother. "I assume?"
Jane shook her head.
"Cool," said Abbie. "These men were professionals, but I dealt with them. One was arrested; the other's on the loose. Jane and I agree there's a slight chance the remaining professional, or someone else, might attempt to kidnap Emily."
Kirk opened his mouth to speak but Abbie raised a hand, silencing him.
"This theoretical someone else would also be a professional. Upon arrival there is almost zero chance they would collapse onto the kitchen floor. With that in mind, I think we can deduce you're not associated with the people who murdered Jane's son. What do you say to that?"
"I'm not," Kirk blurted, as though Abbie had accused him of being part of the gang, rather than the exact opposite. "I promise I'm not."
Abbie tried some of her coffee. It was exactly what she needed.
"Fine," she said, “then I'm hoping this conversation can be simple and straightforward. No one else needs to get hurt." She paused. "I take it you understand that if someone was to get hurt, Kirk, it would be you."
Kirk nodded.
"And you don't want to suffer any more pain at my hands?"
Kirk shook his hand. "Please, no."
"Or the hands of a six-year-old?”
Kirk's jaw tightened, but he said nothing. Abbie smiled.
"Grand. So here's how this works. You're going to tell me why you're here, what you were planning, what you hoped to achieve. In the interest of honesty, I'm a rubbish listener. Still, I'm going to try my best to let you speak without interrupting. Once you're done, Jane and I will judge your story. If we deem you to be both honest and non-threatening, there is every chance you get to walk out of here unharmed. Or, at least, without sustaining further damage. If we think you're lying, or judge you to be a threat, I'm going to take this knife and stick it in your thigh. Do you believe me?"
Kirk looked to be on the verge of tears. He tried to talk but found himself unable so nodded instead. Abbie was glad. She didn't know if she believed herself, but they were probably okay as long as Kirk did.
"In that case," said Abbie, "why don't you take a minute to compose yourself. Drink your water, maybe take some more deep breaths. Once you're ready, you may begin."
Kirk gave a little nod and took two large gulps from his water glass. Abbie looked at Jane.
"Do you have any popcorn?"





TWELVE
"My sister's gone missing," said Kirk. "I'm trying to find her."
It had taken Kirk ninety seconds and a whole glass of water before he was ready to speak. The moment the intruder mentioned his sister, Abbie knew what was coming next.
He turned to Jane. “She was Sleeping with your son."
Most of the fear had slipped away from Jane since she'd entered the kitchen; she'd returned to her grief-stricken, nervous state. She feared for her granddaughter. At the mention of her son's affair, her jaw tightened, but she did not look surprised.
"It started a few months ago," Kirk continued when no one responded. "She fell in love with him, and he claimed to be in love with her. He promised to leave his wife."
Abbie leaned back, musing. "Name?" she asked.
"What?"
"Your sister, what's she called? Leia, presumably."
"Leanne," said Kirk, annoyed at the sci-fi name dig. "Why?"
Abbie considered going down the, I'm asking the questions here, Sonny, route, but what would be the point? This was a situation where honesty and openness may lead more quickly to the answers Abbie sought.
"Emily's babysitter," she said. "Giles was sleeping with her as well. He told her he loved her and that he was planning to leave his wife. It's a favourite line amongst adulterers, and they're not afraid to reuse it across mistresses."
Kirk sighed, shook his head, placed his water on the counter so he could clasp his hands together and squeeze, as though there was an invisible stress ball between his palms.
"I knew it," he said. "I warned Lee she wouldn't be the only one. Warned her he was lying, but she wouldn't listen. Kept saying they were in love. He was going to leave his wife because he was sick of her behaviour. She was working with criminals."
Abbie took another glance at Jane, trying to read her. Jane looked back, nodding.
"I never liked Fiona," she said. "She made plenty of money from her legitimate businesses, but it was never enough. She's been involved with crooks for years. Giles and I used to fight about it; the same argument again and again. He thought he could change her. More than once promised to give her an ultimatum: go legitimate, or lose her husband. I knew he'd never do it. Giles had a decent job, but he earned maybe ten per cent of what she brought home. Perhaps less. My son is a greedy coward. He could never surrender the wealth."
There was a silence. While Jane spoke, her face had twisted in frustration and anger. When she finished, she paused for a beat. Reality hit and her face crumpled.
"Was greedy and a coward," she corrected. "Would never have given up that wealth. Never get the chance to prove me wrong now, will he?"
Jane wiped her eyes as fresh tears welled and fell down her cheeks. Abbie felt uncomfortable, was unsure what to say, and Kirk didn't look much better. Perhaps noticing their discomfort, Jane showed real strength by gesturing to Kirk.
"Go on."
Kirk looked at Abbie, as though for permission. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, but he saw it.
"Well, that's what I said to Lee. That Giles didn't mean it. He loved being rich; wouldn't walk away from all that. Even if he was planning on it, that shouldn't have mattered. I told Lee she was playing with fire. Whether Giles left his wife or not, before long Fiona would learn of the affair, and when she did, she'd kill my sister."
He stopped. Bit his lip. Looked to his glass of water, but it was empty. He returned to squeezing the invisible stress ball.
"You know that for a fact?" said Abbie.
"Huh?"
"Do you have any evidence Fiona was a killer?"
"Evidence?" said Kirk. It seemed to take him a couple of seconds to realise what this was, then he shook his head. "No. No evidence, but the news was out. Fiona was working with the Becker gang, and you don't jump into that bed if you're not willing to get your hands seriously dirty. Even if she did end up getting cold feet."
"Becker gang," Abbie repeated, rolling the words across her tongue and sending them up to her memory bank, searching for info. She'd heard the name.
"Monsters," said Jane, her jaw tighter than ever. "That the mother of my granddaughter could work with them..." Jane's anger was fire. It incinerated the rest of her sentence as real flames had her son's home.
"They were a family, right?" Abbie asked, the memories coming now. "A mother and three children, plus crew. Allegedly responsible for numerous armed robberies across the country over the last few years."
"That's them," said Kirk. "They're from around here, so everyone local knows their names. Margaret Becker and her three psychotic kids. Orion, Rachel and Quintus. They've done over banks, casinos, hotels... and every job ends in bloodshed. Men, women, children. Anyone who gets in their way gets a bullet to the face. They're beyond ruthless."
Abbie nodded, darting through the filing cabinet in her mind, where she kept all current events. She liked to keep up with the news, especially when it came to killers and organised criminals. In Abbie's line of work, you never knew when such information might come in handy.
"The cops have been after them for years, right?” said Abbie. "But I only heard of them recently. There was a big item in the news a couple of weeks ago. Armed police raided their hideout. It was a massive takedown. Big win for the boys and girls in blue."
"Pretty big," said Jane. "They made fourteen arrests, including Rachel Becker. Quintus Becker, the youngest child, was shot and killed along with two of his people. But it wasn't all good news. The police are keeping tight-lipped, but around here it's common knowledge Orion, the eldest child, got away, and Margaret wasn't there at all. Still, it pretty much put the gang out of action, at least for the time being."
"That was Fiona?” said Abbie. "The police caught her doing something naughty. She couldn't risk going to prison, so she sold out the Beckers."
"That's the rumour," said Kirk.
"It's the truth," said Jane. "My son was terrified. He wouldn't tell me why, but it was obvious he was afraid of something. It was the Beckers. Selling them out, Fiona was pinning all her hopes on a clean sweep from the police. The moment she learned Margaret and Orion were still on the loose, she knew her days were numbered. Dammit."
Jane closed her eyes. Took a deep calming breath then suddenly stood and hurled her coffee cup across the room.
"Dammit," she repeated, as coffee trailed down the walls and ceramic shards span across the tiles. "My son was always a weak-willed fool. He never loved Fiona. It was always about the money. Pathetic. Now he's got himself killed and what about his daughter? What happens to Emily?"
"The Beckers wanted Fiona," said Abbie. "Now she's dead, Emily has nothing to fear."
Abbie said this for Jane's benefit. It seemed likely the Beckers were responsible for the murders of Fiona and Giles, but something wasn't adding up. Something bothered Abbie. Still, that could wait for the time being.
"She's alone," said Jane. "She's lost her parents."
"Half true," said Abbie. "She's not alone."
"I'm an old woman. What have I to offer a child?"
"Love, attention, support, a well-balanced diet. In short," said Abbie, "everything a growing girl needs, and far more than a lot of us had from our actual parents. No one's expecting you to smash this out the park, Jane. But there will be plenty of people to help. That she slept with your son and believed his lies isn't the greatest recommendation for her, but Dee loves that girl. I know she'd be happy to help if you needed."
Jane nodded and looked at her hands. Her head turned to the wall, and she sobbed at the lines of running coffee. For getting angry at her son, so recently deceased, she would hate herself. Abbie wanted to help, but there was still a puzzle to solve.
"I feel as though we haven't reached the crux of the matter when it comes to your sister," she said, turning back to Kirk. "She was sleeping with Giles. You begged her to break it off, but she wouldn't. You warned her Fiona would learn the truth and kill Lee, and something must have happened, or you wouldn't be here. Not murder. At least, not obvious murder. You knew Fiona was dead so there'd be no need to take revenge on the daughter of your sister's killer. Even if Fiona was alive, you don't seem the sort. But you did break in. You're desperate. Your sister isn't dead. She's missing."
Again, Kirk seemed frozen, but his expression and eyes told Abbie all she needed to know.
"How long?"
"Thirty hours, maybe. She went clubbing, night before last. Never came home. Her friends were plastered, no one saw what happened, but I know." He sobbed. "Fiona learned the truth. She was taking her revenge."
"And you're understandably upset," said Abbie. "You went to the police, but your sister's over 18, and she's not been gone long. They wouldn't have taken you seriously, especially if you didn't tell them everything. I'm guessing Leanne made you promise you'd tell no one of her affair?"
Kirk nodded.
"You love your sister,' said Abbie. "Part of you thought she'd just gone home with a friend or another man. You didn't want to spill her secrets only for her to roll in and start screaming when she realised what you'd done. So, what do you do? My guess: sit around all day, waiting. When night falls, you go to bed, telling yourself Lee'll be back in the morning, but you don't believe it. You can't sleep. You get all worked up and end up ditching your duvet in the dead of night and seeking out the one person you believe knows what happened to Lee. You're terrified of Fiona, but your sister means the world to you. You plan to confront the criminal. Demand the truth. Am I close?"
"Spot on," he said, his voice a whisper, his widening eyes indicating he believed Abbie to be some kind of mind reader. She wasn't. But she'd met a lot of people, most of whom had been travelling through one tunnel of trauma or another. Over the years, she'd learned there were only so many reactions to certain stimuli. People, when you got right down to it, weren't so different from one another.
"The fire was already blazing when you arrived?" she asked.
"It was almost done," he said. "The place was swamped with police and fire officers, but onlookers as well. I blended into the crowd. No one noticed me."
"But you noticed Emily. Since the beginning of your sister's affair, you'd taken a keen interest in Fiona's family. When you saw me and Dee arrive, you noted Emily; kept an eye on her. When the police took her away, you followed."
Kirk nodded. "I waited outside the station." He nodded at Jane. "Saw you arrive and saw that policewoman and the babysitter bring Emily out. I heard her call you Grandma."
"Ahhh," said Abbie, as it all became clear. "You're not here for Emily, you're here for Jane. You thought she might be Fiona's mother—“ Jane snorted with derision “—and you believed there was a chance she knew what happened to your sister. You burst in here, planning to extract any information you could."
"I was going to ask nicely," said Kirk, sounding like a kid no older than Emily.
"Then you should have knocked," said Jane.
"You must have arrived a while before me," said Abbie. "You've been waiting in the garden, building up the courage to enter. Your timing's rubbish."
Kirk bowed his head. Ashamed, miserable. Abbie understood that pain and felt a pang of sympathy for the younger man, but that didn't make it right to back off. Didn't mean she wouldn't be blunt.
"You believe Fiona's a killer," she said, "but you're hoping if she took your sister, her motives were punishment rather than execution?"
Kirk nodded. "What if she kidnapped Lee and locked her up? Maybe she planned to release her after a couple of days, having shown her who was boss."
"Except now Fiona's dead," said Abbie. "If Fiona locked Lee up, your sister'll starve to death before anyone finds her."
This was precisely what Kirk feared, but his skin whitened as Abbie spoke, as though this was not an option he'd imagined until Abbie suggested it.
Abbie considered. Her natural instincts said she should pull back, offer hope. But that wasn't the right move.
"I don't know your sister. Maybe she is with a friend or another man, holed up in a hotel room, partway through a week-long drug and kinky sex binge. Perhaps she's at home waiting for you. It's also possible she was attacked by someone who has nothing to do with Fiona or Giles. Psychopaths walk among us, after all. Still, the balance of probability suggests the reason for Leanne's disappearance has something to do with her affair. If Fiona took your sister, as seems most likely, Leanne isn't locked in a bunker somewhere."
"How do you know?" said Kirk.
"I don't know. It's conjecture. But the bunker hypothesis is illogical. If the real Fiona was anything like the woman you've described, she would act quickly and decisively to punish any woman audacious enough to sleep with her husband. Her property. If Fiona took your sister, she might have spent a couple of hours humiliating the poor girl, but before the end of night one, I'm sorry, but Leanne would be dead."
Desperately, Kirk tried to keep it together. Jane was staring at Abbie, and Abbie couldn't look back. She knew she had been too hard. Hated herself for it but how could she allow Kirk to continue believing Fiona had Leanne locked up somewhere? Was it better to be hit now by the blow of his sister's death, or left with the tormented nightmares of her wasting away in a bunker, alone and terrified?
"Listen," said Abbie, but Kirk was sobbing. He couldn't hear.
With a glance at Jane, Abbie rose and dragged her chair towards Kirk. When she sat, he sniffled. When she placed a hand on his knee, he jumped.
"Shh, it's okay. Come on. Deep breaths again."
With no other option, Kirk did as told. Long breath in, pause for one, two, even longer breath out. Three or four of these and the tears were under control. Still, there was nothing more than despair in his eyes.
"She's my big sister."
"I know," said Abbie, squeezing Kirk's knee. "Listen, Jane can't help you find Leanne. Neither can I, but I'm not asking you to give up. You should return to the police and this time, don't hold back. The moment to worry about keeping your sister's secrets has passed. You tell them everything. Give them the best chance to find her, then go home, and hope for the best. Because Kirk, I'm sorry, but that's all you can do."
Kirk continued taking the deep breaths. In, hold, out. In, hold, out. He nodded to Abbie. Looked to her hand then to her face.
"I can't stand not knowing."
Abbie didn't know what to say to this. Her sister had died in her arms, and the pain had almost killed her. Was it the worst pain she'd ever experienced? Hard to say. When human men with inhuman hearts had stolen Abbie’s baby days before her due date, that too had almost destroyed her. And here there was something else. However infinitesimal the doctors said was the chance her baby had survived the makeshift operation, Abbie had known there was a chance. And if there was a chance, there was hope. Hope that somewhere out there, her baby was alive.
And it was the hope that killed you.
If the police found Leanne's body, it would almost destroy Kirk, but he would recover, move on with his life. If no body was found, that inability to find closure, that false hope, could destroy this delicate man over the months and years to come. 
Abbie wished she could offer Kirk more. But once you have given someone the truth, and having decided you will not lie, you leave yourself with nowhere else to go.
"I should leave," Kirk said after a couple more minutes of controlled breathing. Behind Abbie, Jane rose. She tried to speak, but no words escaped. Abbie knew how the grandmother felt. It seemed Abbie should say something, but she didn't know what. In truth, it was best if Kirk did leave.
Abbie rose from her chair. Put an awkward hand on Kirk's shoulder. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be. You're right. I'm going straight to the police; I'm going to tell them everything. I know there isn't much hope..."
Kirk didn't know how to finish that sentence and Abbie had no idea what to add. All she could do was take her hand from his shoulder, leaving the worried brother to look from the back door to the exit into the hall.
"Which way should I..."
"Oh, of course. This way."
Jane took Kirk's arm and led him out of the kitchen into the hall.
Abbie followed in time to see the front door swing open and Muscles step in, gun raised, ready to fire.





THIRTEEN
Muscles fired.
The moment Abbie had seen his grim, determined face, she'd reached forward, grabbed Kirk and Jane and yanked them back. Abbie fell to the ground, using her body weight to force them down.
The bullet cracked the plaster, the shot making a racket in the enclosed space despite the silencer.
"Back," shouted Abbie. "Get back."
Muscles came forward. Fired again.
Kirk screamed.
Jane was on her knees, rising, rushing into the kitchen. Muscles adjusted his aim, planning to hit the squirming, crying Kirk a second time.
Before leaving the kitchen, Abbie had taken the blade with which she had earlier threatened Kirk. Now she used it to protect him, stepping forward and hurling it like a throwing knife.
Muscles ducked and backed away. The blade sailed over his head. Then he was straightening, coming again.
By this point, Abbie had two hands under Kirk's armpits and was dragging him into the kitchen. She released the whining lump and grabbed the door as Muscles came around the staircase, gun raised.
Slamming closed the door, Abbie threw herself to the side as Muscles fired three bullets into the wood, punching holes in it.
Jane screamed as one of the shots smashed a tile, another cracked the window, and the third punctured the fridge. Muscles had moved as he pulled the trigger, trying to increase his chances of hitting someone on the door's other side.
Once the third shot had settled: silence.
Jane, who had been cowering at the far side of the kitchen, came towards the door. Rising from the floor, Abbie held up a hand. Stop. Jane backed up again. Crawling forward, keeping low, Abbie put her arms once more under Kirk's armpits and dragged him towards the kitchen's far wall, where Jane waited.
Still silence.
Back at Dee's house, Abbie had taken Muscles' gun. He must have had another in his car. Abbie had left the first gun in Dee's glovebox when they'd arrived at Fiona's house and seen the police. Which was a pity; she could have used it now.
Kirk had a hand on his shoulder. His skin was pale. There was a trail of blood along the kitchen floor where Abbie had dragged him and more pouring from his shoulder every second.
He was making too much noise.
Grabbing the largest available knife and a tea towel, Abbie dropped to the kitchen floor. Shoved a palm over Kirk's mouth.
"What’s—“
Abbie put a finger to her lips, shushing Jane.
In the hall, there was quiet, but Abbie didn't think Muscles had gone. He remained there, deciding what to do next. Must have been a shock for him to see Kirk, let alone Abbie again. He would have expected Jane and Emily to be alone. The new information required adjustments to whatever had been his plan. What would he do now?
Five more seconds of silence, then the sound of metal on metal followed by a crack.
Jane looked at Abbie with questioning eyes. Abbie didn't think now was the time to explain that Muscles had reloaded his gun.
More silence. More decisions. Abbie could almost hear the cogs whirring in Muscles' head.
Then he made up his mind.
They heard feet. Kirk moaned into Abbie's hand. Presumably, he couldn't tell the footsteps were moving away from, rather than towards, the kitchen.
Boots on the stairs, rising fast.
Eyes widening, jaw dropped, Jane rose.
"Emily."
"No." Abbie grabbed the older woman's arm and dragged her down. Shoved the tea towel into her grasp. "Press this against Kirk's wound, hard as you can. Don't let go."
"No, no, no, he's going to kill her. He's going to kill my granddaughter."
"Doubt it. They didn't try earlier," said Abbie, already rising. "More likely he's going to kidnap her. Or fail to kidnap her, because I'm dealing with it."
"But—“
"Just keep pressure against that wound."
Before Jane could ask any further questions, Abbie rose and made her way across the kitchen, stopping with her shoulder against the wall, right beside the door.
She'd heard Muscles going up, but that didn't give Abbie an excuse not to be cautious. There might be backup; another guy who slipped in undetected while Muscles rushed upstairs. A guy waiting to blow Abbie's head off the moment she stepped into the hall.
Once you'd started jogging up a set of stairs, it was almost impossible to turn halfway and return down without a listener realising what you'd done. Still, Abbie wouldn't rule it out.
If someone was in the hall, opening the kitchen door would have given away both Abbie's position and intentions before she had a chance to see anything. Luckily, Muscles had kindly provided three peepholes through the door, allowing Abbie to lean forward, look through and pull back. She could see the whole hall by the time she surrendered her position. Once she knew what she was facing, she could plan accordingly.
There was no time to waste. Muscles was upstairs. He probably wouldn't know in which room Emily lay, but it wouldn't take him long to find out.
Would he try again to sedate the kid? Or this time, would he murder her immediately? What was the point in either course of action? What did someone have to gain?
Hypothesising could wait. Leaning forward, Abbie glanced through the largest hole in the kitchen door and scanned the hall.
Empty. Good sign. And Muscles had closed the front door before rushing upstairs, making it unlikely anyone was waiting outside.
What would he do next? Upstairs, he was searching for Emily. Had probably already found her. If he wanted to kill her, that would be easy. Place gun against forehead, pull trigger, turn away. He had a gun, Abbie didn't. Escape would be simple.
Turning at the bottom of the stairs, large kitchen knife in hand, Abbie made her way up on quiet but quick feet.
Muscles wasn't going to kill the girl. This was wishful thinking backed by logic. Earlier, Bertie had tried to sedate the little girl when it would have been easier to slit her throat. Muscles was on the run from the police. With Fiona and Giles dead, would he risk capture to murder the orphan?
No chance.
Abbie made it to the top of the stairs and was greeted by a wall. To her right were a short hall and four doors: three bedrooms, one bathroom. The bathroom door was first. The furthest door was open; Abbie could hear movement from inside.
Questions swirled. Two were more pernicious than the rest. If Muscles hadn't come to kill Emily, then he'd come to kidnap her. Someone had paid him enough to make the job worth the risk of imprisonment.
The questions: who? And why?
There was a muffled cry then the sound of a young, freshly woken and terrified girl, being yanked from bed. 
The questions could wait. Abbie dived into the room.
Too late.
Jane's second room was dark and squat. After wrenching the child from her duvet, Muscles, knowing what would happen next, had shoved his back against the wall. With one hand, he held the girl tight against his body, his palm preventing her from screaming. With the other, he held his gun, the muzzle pressed to the sobbing child's head.
Emily's eyes revealed a level of sheer terror that almost overrode the grief for her parents. Abbie looked into those eyes and saw Violet during her final moments. Violet had been older, but that level of fear looks the same no matter your age.
"Time to move," said Muscles.
"House? But I'm happy where I am, and moving is so stressful."
"Stand aside. Now."
"I don't take orders from strangers," said Abbie. "If I knew your name, I could do as you said. What is it? Ern presumably."
Muscles titled his head. The confused expression suited him. "Like for ashes?"
"No, not urn for ashes. Ern, short for Ernest. Your partner in crime was called Bertie, and I'm thinking of Bert and Ernie, which in your case would be Bertie and Ern."
Muscles still didn't get it. "Name's Cal," he said.
"That's upsetting," said Abbie. "I've dealt with a lot of partnerships, and I don't want to tar everyone with the same brush, but sometimes, it does seem you don't prioritise finding partners with names that fit yours. Think of Starsky and Hutch, Tango and Cash, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. These all sound good. But you meet real people... for instance, I met this tag-team of thugs just the other week called Michelangelo and Edward. Hardly rolls off the tongue, does it? I reckon it contributed to their downfall. That and they tried to take me on."
Muscles still looked confused.
"You talk too much," he said.
"I've heard it said," Abbie nodded. "And I said I'd move if you told me your name, which you did. Does the fact I find the name disappointing mean I should renege on my promise?"
"Not if you want to live."
"Not if I want to live with myself, you mean. I'm a woman of my word. So let the girl go, and I'll happily stand aside. Won't even shove this knife in your back as you saunter off. I'm good like that."
Cal sighed. Abbie smiled.
"Don't waste my time," he said. "Move now, or I put a bullet in her head."
Abbie gave a derisive snort.
"You've a risked a lot to collect Emily. You expect me to believe you'll kill her just to get me out the way?"
Glaring at Abbie, Cal assessed his options. With another sigh, he moved his gun slowly and deliberately down to the girl's leg, like it was a show. If he pulled the trigger, he would rip a hole through her hip. To him, it was a show.
"You're right," he said. "My employer don't want her dead. But harmed? Sure, why not. What about you? Want to hear her scream? Get out of my way, or I'll pull the trigger."
Abbie had a split second to make a decision. Hesitation could be fatal. She used her time to meet Cal's eyes, to derive from them any knowledge she could.
She said, "Pull the trigger."
Cal's best move would have been to keep his face straight, to shrug, and make as though he was going to do just that. Maybe Abbie would have bought it. Perhaps she would have shouted for him to stop, and moved aside, let him pass.
Cal tried to do this. But only after a couple of floundering seconds when he was very clearly lost in indecision. Why? Because he couldn't pull the trigger. Couldn't harm the girl.
Suddenly it all became abundantly clear. 
"You've not just been ordered to bring the girl alive," said Abbie. "Your employer was specific. You're to bring her unharmed, and I know why that's important to your paymaster. I'm clever, I hope you noticed that about me. I'm clever, and I worked it out."
"You have five seconds to move," said Muscles.
"Oh, yes," said Abbie, "a ticking clock, perfect. Really ramp up the tension. My heart's already pumping, is yours? Luckily I'm not sweating; that's so unattractive. Something you know plenty about."
"Three seconds."
"Someone give this man a stopwatch," said Abbie. "He doesn't know how to count."
"One second."
"How bored you must be. You're used to starting fires and watching buildings burn. I bet you love it. You're a professional, I saw your kit—no way the act doesn't bring you joy. Now look at you; arsonist turned chauffeur. I hope they're paying you well for work that's got to be, let's face it, pretty demeaning for a man of your talents."
"You're out of time."
"Yeah, and have been for the last minute or so you nincompoop."
Cal couldn't harm the girl. Knowing there was a chance Jane had called the police, that the flashing lights and sirens would arrive any moment, he had to act. 
Abbie was the obstacle. When his words and threats didn't work, he was out of options. Almost.
His final course of action was obvious. Abbie knew what came next and, as was so often the case, the timing was crucial.
Cal pulled the gun from Emily's leg and raised it.
The moment the barrel was a half centimetre from the hip, Abbie sprang into action. As Cal raised the gun, Abbie dived onto the carpet and rolled beside the killer.
Earlier, she had stabbed his wrist. His speedy recovery was admirable. This time she plunged a much larger knife into his hip, right where he'd threatened to shoot Emily.
Cal roared. Abbie shoved the knife with one hand, pushing Cal to the side as she rose. Grabbing the gun, she turned it to remove his finger from the trigger and yanked it away. Dropping the firearm, Abbie took Emily by the waist and swept her from the arsonist's reach.
His face white with pain, Cal turned to Abbie. Collecting the gun, she rose.
"When you wake," she said, "it's time to take me to your leader."
He opened his mouth.
Abbie cracked his skull with the butt of the gun once, twice.
And watched him hit the deck.





FOURTEEN
Abbie lay a hand on Jane's shoulder.
"Take your granddaughter and Kirk to the hospital. They'll call the police. Don't lie. Tell them Cal broke in and attacked. Tell them I stopped him and forced him to take me somewhere. Tell them you don't know where we went."
"But I don't know," said Jane. "You know who did this, don't you? You know who killed my son and daughter-in-law. You know who sent that monster after Emily."
"It's all speculation at this juncture."
"Can't you tell me what you believe?"
Abbie smiled but shook her head. "I don't want you lying to the police. This way, you won't have to. Just keep your phone close. I'll call when it's over. You know, unless I'm dead."
"Don't say that."
Abbie didn't say any more. When Jane pulled her in for a hug, Abbie forced herself to hug back, though it still made her uncomfortable.
"Thank you, so much," said Jane.
Abbie nodded as though Jane were a shop assistant who had merely thanked Abbie for her custom. Before the grandmother could say anything else, Abbie had turned to Kirk. He was in the back of Jane's car, lying across the seats. There were a tea towel and a shirt wrapped around his shoulder. He was very pale.
"I'm dying," he said.
"You're fine," said Abbie, rolling her eyes. "There's no exit wound which means the bullet's still in the shoulder, plugging up the hole. It might feel like you've bled about a thousand gallons, but you've been lucky. The doctors will patch you up and, once that's done, my advice doesn't change. Be honest, tell the police everything. Let them do their job. And once the cops let you go, find Jane and pay to have her car’s interior cleaned."
Kirk turned his head; blushed as he saw the blood on the seats and the floor below.
"I will," he muttered.
Nodding, Abbie nudged his feet with a boot, encouraging him to retract his legs. Once he had, she closed the door and moved to the front passenger side.
Emily, that six-year-old girl who had suffered a lifetime's worth of fear and heartbreak in the last few hours, sat on the seat with her feet pulled tight to her chest, staring at the road ahead.
Abbie crouched beside her. Placed a hand on the seat, not touching the girl. After a few seconds, Emily turned to look at Abbie, and the pressure became too much.
"Feels like I should say something," Abbie said. "But you know, I've always been rubbish at stuff like this—condolences and making-things-better talk. I'm okay at being sarcastic. When it comes to annoying people, I'm top notch, but soothing the darkness in a young girl's heart, that's outside my wheelhouse. You can probably tell because you're six and I'm using words like condolences and expressions like outside my wheelhouse. You know about those?"
Emily shook her head.
Abbie gave the girl a small smile, though she wasn't sure it was the right move. She tried to compile her thoughts. Convert them into words a six-year-old could understand.
At last, she said, "You know the word crap?"
Emily nodded. Then, in a meek voice said, "Bad. Mummy used to say Eastenders is crap."
"Well—“ Abbie cut off her sentence before she could say such comments were one of many reasons Emily's mother might deserve everything she had coming. Maybe even the primary reason. With a breath, Abbie got herself under control.
"I'm a bit crap," said Abbie. "But what happened to you is very very crap. Mega crap. The crappest of craps. Your grandmother's rolling her eyes at me, can you believe that?"
To this, Emily managed the smallest, sweetest of smiles. Numerous people had described Abbie as cold-blooded, but that smile warmed her heart.
"It's going to be crap forever," Abbie continued. "But it will get better. It will become manageable crap, I promise you that. It'll be hard, but grandma will help. She's going to take such good care of you because she loves you with all her heart. You know that, don't you?"
Emily nodded.
"Good girl."
Abbie rose, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. Them Emily spoke again.
"Thank you."
And it took everything Abbie had not to break down. Because it wasn't over. Not yet. And if Abbie didn't get this next bit right, Emily had plenty more dark, dangerous days to come.





FIFTEEN
Abbie left the knife in Cal's leg but bandaged around it. She didn't particularly mind if he bled to death, so long as he helped her first.
His car was parked not too far down the street. His own gun to the small of his back, Abbie walked a step behind as Cal limped to his vehicle and got in the driver's seat. His bag was behind the front passenger seat. From his jacket, Abbie had already taken another syringe full of sedative. His plan had been to use it on Emily after he killed Jane. Before Abbie had once again got in the way.
"Okay, now drive."
Cal looked in the mirror, meeting Abbie's eye. "Can't."
"Why not?"
His look said, Is that a joke? He patted the tip of the knife which protruded from his leg.
"Not through your foot, is it?" said Abbie. "And you're a tough guy. Used to facing adversity. Don't tell me something so minor as a knife through your hip can stop you driving a few poxy miles."
"You don't know how far it is," he said. "Could be three hundred miles."
"But it's not," said Abbie. "Your boss couldn't risk you driving Emily long distances. No, your rendezvous point is nearby, so drive."
Cal met Abbie's eye again and said a rude word. Then, "Off."
Abbie had taken a second tea towel from Jane's kitchen. Sighing, she passed it to her new friend. 
"Put this in your mouth."
"Why?"
She twanged the blade's hilt, and Cal screamed. He shoved the tea towel in his mouth, grabbed the steering wheel, and roared into the fabric. His hands clenched so tight Abbie was worried for a second he might tear the wheel off its axis.
At last, Cal got himself under control.
"Start the car," said Abbie. "Drive to the drop-off. Do it now."
Cal said the same combination of rude word and "off", then flinched as Abbie leaned forward as though to twang the hilt again. She didn't touch it. Leaning back, she smiled.
"This is stupid. This isn't like upstairs, with Emily. I'm not boxed in by some mad employer like you, so shall we make it simple? Two choices. Either you start this car and take me exactly where you were supposed to take Emily, or I put this in your arm," Abbie showed him the needle, "and press the plunger."
Cal raised his eyebrows. From the pain, there was sweat on his brow, but he was trying to stay strong.
"You're gonna sedate me?"
"Doesn't sound very scary, does it? But you're not considering the implications. I shove this needle in your arm, how long'll it be before you wake again? Two hours, three?"
Cal watched Abbie but didn't answer.
"We'll call that the ballpark then." She launched forward and grabbed the knife. He roared, then held himself dead still. Abbie didn't move. If Cal did, he could tear open his leg.
"I'll put you to sleep then remove this blade from your hip and leave. What do you think happens then? Do you wake up all woozy or bleed out in your sleep? Sedatives thin the blood, and this knife is going to leave quite the wound. Not a good combination for a man who intends to stay alive into the afternoon."
Abbie held Cal's eye a few more seconds, then released the knife. Leaned back. In one hand she took the syringe and in the other, the gun. 
"You're fighting for your life," she reminded him. Smiling, she waited.
"I take you instead of Emily, I'm dead anyway."
"You might be dead. Soon as I confirm the info you gave me is sound, I'll call an ambulance. Chances of survival are okay. If you don't help me, your chances are zero."
"You don't understand—“
"And I don't need to," Abbie cut in. "Two choices, they're simple. Pick one and stop wasting my time. Come on. I’ve got places to be, people to reprimand."
Abbie kept her back against the chair, her eyes on the rear view mirror, her gun pointed at Cal's ribs. And she did think of it as her gun now. Earned in combat.
Cal glanced at the weapon, but it was her eyes on which he focused. He wanted to understand his chances of getting one over on Abbie. He was physically weak, but if Abbie showed any signs of mental weakness, that might suggest he could still overcome her.
But there were no such signs.
Defeated, Cal started the car.
"Your mother would be ever so proud," said Abbie.
"When we get there, you let me go immediately, okay? I don't want no ambulances. I just want to leave. I'll make my own way."
"Not proud of the arson and such," Abbie said, almost absently. "But you're doing the right thing now. That'd be important to her."
"My mother was and is a vicious bitch. Now answer my question."
"Take me where I want to go. Once I've confirmed I'm where I need to be to save Emily once and for all, I'll let you go. Okay?"
Cal wasn't entirely happy, but what choice did he have? Meeting Abbie's eye one final time, he gave a curt nod.
"But I'm hurting. I crash the car, that's on you."
"Understood," said Abbie. "And I'm sorry to hear about your mother."
With a low growl, Cal released the hand brake, left the curb and drove away.





SIXTEEN
Twenty minutes later they pulled up beside a nondescript block of flats. Six stories, twenty-four units. A whole lot of grey brick, the place was a long way from an architectural masterpiece.
"Which one is it?" Abbie asked.
She'd been looking up at the building. When she received no response, she turned to find Cal's head dipping towards the steering wheel.
"Oi," she said, hitting his shoulder. "Which flat?"
"Huh?" His head came up. When they'd set off, he'd seemed okay. With every minute that passed the car had moved a little slower; Cal had struggled a little more to keep straight on the road. Towards the end, Abbie had to lean forward and grab the wheel more than once, jabbing Cal in the ribs to refocus his attention. Having stopped the car, the last of his strength seemed to have left him. Abbie only hoped that in his growing delirium, he had still managed to bring them to the right place.
"Cal," Abbie said, keeping her voice slow and clear. "Why do you like to burn stuff?"
This got his attention. A little light entered those rapidly dimming eyes, and he managed to keep his head straight.
"It's so pretty. I like to watch the colours. And I'm good at it. Ain't it nice just to be good at something?"
Ensuring she had her gun ready, the syringe safely tucked somewhere there was no chance she would accidentally jab herself, Abbie nodded.
"It sure is. Now tell me which flat I want."
"402."
"Thanks. You sure you don't want me to call an ambulance?"
"Sure," he said. "I'm going to disappear into the night. Like a bat."
Giggling, he started flapping his arms up and down. Abbie guessed he'd still be in the car when she returned to the ground floor. He'd also be dead. If he wasn't, she might call an ambulance and the police then. Couldn't risk doing it yet. She didn't want to be interrupted.
Opening the door, she put one foot out the car.
"Oh, Supergirl," Cal called in a sing-song voice.
"Yeah?"
"You going to die."
He was still giggling as Abbie stepped out of the car, closed the door and walked towards the building.
   
THE BUILDING'S entrance was locked. On the wall was a small plastic block against which you would press a key card to enter. Above this was a panel on which each flat had a number, a button, and a little card onto which was written the occupant's name. 402's occupant card was blank, but this was to be expected.
Abbie started pressing buttons for flats on different floors to 402. Eventually, someone let her in without so much as a word.
She stepped through the lobby. There was no lift, so Abbie made for the stairs and jogged from the ground floor, up to floor one, two, three, and at last, four.
Here she stepped into a bland hall. Thinning, grey carpets, smudged white walls. Dim bulbs glowed overhead. Upon stepping through the door, Abbie found flat 401 to her left, 402 to her right.
Now what?
The building was small. The flats could only be one bedroom. Upon entering, Abbie would no doubt be greeted with the living room-kitchen area. There would be two doors off this room; bedroom and toilet.
The question was, would anyone be waiting inside? If so, how many and how nervous would they be? Abbie could pick the lock in ten seconds, but if the occupants carried firearms, might they start shooting the moment the door opened?
A better bet might be to knock. Cal was supposed to call when he arrived, but no one would risk shooting through the door at a knock on the off chance Emily was out here.
Abbie needed to make a decision. Pressing her ear to the door, she listened but could hear nothing. Knocking was too risky. The element of surprise could once more be her friend.
Crouching on the balls of her feet, Abbie picked the lock without making a sound. There was a slight click as she turned the handle, then nothing.
One hand on the handle, the other on her gun, Abbie opened the door, stepped inside, and swept the room.
It was exactly as she'd expected. Small, with a kitchen segment on the left, the rest of the room arranged into something resembling a living area. Across from Abbie were windows looking onto the car park where Cal was presumably still bleeding to death. On either side was a door—one leading to the bathroom, one leading to the bedroom.
The toilet door was open. Even when alone, most people closed the door before doing their bathroom business, so Abbie turned towards the closed door. The bedroom.
Possibly the flat was empty. Cal might have lied, or the occupant might be out. Abbie doubted the latter and found the former impossible to believe. Spaced as he'd been by the time they parted, Cal would not have made his comment about Abbie dying if he wasn't telling the truth about their location. Someone was here, and they were almost certainly in the bedroom. Their silence indicated that either they were napping, or they'd heard Abbie open the door and were crouching in the room with a gun pointing at where she would soon enter.
As she had in the hall, Abbie placed her ear to the door and listened for noises within.
Nothing.
Or was there? Maybe the slightest rustle, the smallest sound. Was that someone shifting beneath a duvet, or readjusting their aim to ensure their gun covered the bedroom door?
Risks. Everything was about risk. Abbie had left a man outside, bleeding to death. There was a chance someone could notice him. It could happen any second. Abbie needed to move this along.
Rising from her position, she placed a hand on the door. In one swift motion, she turned the handle and pushed. The door swung into the room.
Inside, someone gasped, sat up. Not the sound of someone who had expected trouble. The surprised gasp of someone roused from sleep, earlier than expected.
Abbie stepped into the room, gun outstretched, swept the space in two seconds flat.
She was alone but for the woman on the bed and any monsters beneath it. The woman was fully dressed in an expensive blouse and trousers. She'd been sleeping atop the duvet and hardly seemed to have disturbed the sheets at all, as though she had slept levitating an inch or so above the bed.
As Abbie swept the room, this freshly woken woman was tearing a sleep mask from her face, tossing it aside.
There was a tiny pistol on the bedside table. So small, it almost looked like a key ring. The woman sat stiffly in bed, but her eyes flicked to the weapon.
Smiling, Abbie shook her head. Pointed the gun at the woman's chest. She felt the message was fairly clear.
Doing an admirable job of keeping any fear from her voice, the woman said, "Who the hell are you?"
"My name's Abbie," Abbie said without hesitation. "And I know who you are."
"That a fact?"
"Oh, it is. Nice to meet you... Fiona."





SEVENTEEN
The woman in the expensive blouse raised brows above eyes which indicated Abbie had woken her earlier than was optimal, but her acting was on point. She looked genuinely confused.
"Fiona?" the woman asked. "If this is a joke, I don't quite get it."
"Oh, please don't," said Abbie. "You're a wealthy woman. You'll have been in the news plenty over the years. For your business exploits, your philanthropy, and your criminal ties. Sorry, alleged criminal ties. This morning's fire will already be on the telly, in the papers, on the web. The press must know where you live, so I'm guessing they'll have used your name. Included a picture. Shall I take a look?"
Like many men Abbie had encountered, Fiona was trying to keep her eyes fixed on Abbie's face, rather than glance down her body. Difference was Fiona was determined not to look at the gun, rather than Abbie's chest or legs. The criminal knew that looking at the weapon would show she feared it. Only by displaying total confidence could Fiona gain control of the situation.
"My name's Rebecca," she said. "I don't know anything about any fire."
"Yeah, you do," said Abbie. "I saw your corpse. The blaze reduced it to something almost doll sized. I'll tell you what, you've recovered incredibly well. Amazing what a few ice packs can do."
Hesitation. Abbie might have marked Fiona down for that but instead held the gun steady and waited to see what would happen next. Fiona was considering how best to play this. She must have known she was caught but had to keep going until she was sure it was game over.
"You have to see you're not making any sense," she said at last. "If this Fiona woman died in a fire, you have to know it can't be me. You're not thinking straight."
Abbie shook her head. "Thing about bodies burned to a crisp: very hard to identify. Visual checks are pointless. No fingerprints. Most DNA traces will have melted away. I think, and I'm no expert, dental records are the go to. You seem pretty clever, though. I wonder if you had Cal and Bertie set it up so part of the roof would collapse on the two people sleeping in your marital bed. They could have sedated your stand-in, bashed out her teeth, then rigged it to look like the teeth were destroyed when the ceiling caved in. I'm not sure if it'll work in the long run. They'll almost certainly realise the body isn't yours eventually, but it'll take long enough, right? Or that was the plan. Long enough for you to get well out of dodge with your daughter."
Fiona shifted on the bed. Pushed up a little, her head against the backboard.
"You're a despicable woman," said Abbie. "You worked with the Becker gang, even knowing they were responsible for numerous murders. But you weren't loyal. The moment the police caught you, you rolled over on your crook mates. You had to know what would happen. A normal person would have involved witness protection in their deal, but you couldn't do that, could you? You're far too arrogant to surrender your identity. Besides, you had another problem. Your husband never loved you, and now he was cheating with at least two women. And you're not only a psychopath, are you, Fiona? You're a bright sociopath. The worst kind."
"I've had enough of this," said Fiona, trying to rise. Abbie stepped forward, bringing the gun closer to the woman's face. Fiona froze.
"You saw a way to fix all your problems in one fell swoop. You kidnapped Leanne and drugged both her and your husband. Had them put side by side in your bed. You had Bertie and Cal set fire to your home then sent them to kill Dee. You'd make it look as though she started the fire and disappeared with your daughter when really Emily would be delivered straight to you. You'd disappear. Everyone would think you were dead. Groovy."
"My name is—“
"Stop it. It's boring. And it doesn't matter, because your plan failed. I stopped your guys from killing Dee, so everyone knows she wasn't responsible for the fire. The police will blame the Beckers, but the Beckers know it wasn't them. They'll suspect you faked your death. They'll come looking. Maybe they already have. Didn't take me long to find you. Maybe they're on their way. Shall we find out?"
Before Fiona knew what was happening, Abbie had taken three steps towards the bed and snatched the gun from the side table. Fiona had noticed too late. Her hand shot out for the weapon but Abbie already had it. Stepping away from the bed, pushing the second gun into her trousers, Abbie pointed the first at Fiona.
"Stand up."
"You've made a mistake," said Fiona. And now the fear was unmistakable. She had hoped Abbie would become unsettled by her continued insistence she was not the woman Abbie was after. She was beginning to realise there was no way out.
"Move," said Abbie. And having no other options, Fiona forced herself up. "Come on."
Abbie backed out of the bedroom into the living room, gesturing for Fiona to follow. When they were both in the flat's central area, Abbie gestured towards the windows.
"Your plan was doomed from the get-go," said Abbie. "The moment you hired an idiot like Cal. He's good at starting fires. Not so much at kidnap."
Abbie came beside Fiona at the window and pointed to the car in which sat Cal.
"He was too rough. After he found your daughter at Jane's house, he yanked her from bed. He had his sedative, which he would have used, but he was surrounded. Before he got the chance, Emily started kicking and screaming. One of her feet caught his shin."
Abbie looked at Fiona, who kept her face straight as best she could, though her lip had started to quiver.
"It can't have hurt him, but it was a shock. He threw your daughter against a wardrobe. That would have hurt most people, but Emily was unlucky. It didn't hurt. Her head got caught on the door before gravity was done dragging her to the carpet. Cal's throw broke her neck. Emily died before she hit the ground."
Fiona made no noise. Reacted in no way. Abbie kept her eye on the woman, and though there were no outwards signs of any change, Abbie could sense it coming.
"If it's any consolation," she said. "I doubt she felt any pain."
At that, Fiona's knees went. Her body crumpled to the carpet, and she lay on her side, trembling as though gripped by the cold. Sighing, Abbie stepped over her, crouched at her side.
"You burned alive the father of your child for playing away," she said, looking down at the trembling woman. "You murdered one young woman and tried to kill another. Their only crime was to fall in love with the wrong man. Dee loved your daughter, and you wanted her family and friends to forever remember her as a murderer and a kidnapper. You're despicable, Fiona. You make me sick."
Fiona was shaking her head. Tears ran down her eyes. "My daughter. My daughter."
"Was your downfall," said Abbie. "I told Dee earlier that even the cruellest of people could show love and affection. Here's a case in point. You would have been better off as completely cold and calculating. If you could've left your daughter, you'd be far away by now. Your love for that little girl got you killed."
Abbie rose, stepped over Fiona and looked out the window. A black SUV pulled up behind Cal's car. All four doors opened and five people stepped out. Four men in black suits. An older woman dressed in grey. One man stayed beside the car. The rest made their way towards the building.
"Uh oh," said Abbie. "Looks as though Margaret Becker and a few cronies have arrived. I won't lie, Fiona, they don't look as though they've brought cupcakes and a nice bottle of Chardonnay."
Margaret disappeared from view. Her guys did the same a second or so later. Stepping back over Fiona's sobbing form, Abbie dropped once more beside the sobbing mother.
Placing the gun behind her, Abbie removed the full syringe. She checked for air bubbles then twisted the device in her hand, pointing it towards Fiona.
"You're about to get what's coming to you," Abbie muttered. "Before they get here, I'm going to sedate you. When Margaret arrives, she might just kill you. Given she's likely to blame you for the death of her son and imprisonment of her daughter, I doubt you'll be so lucky."
"I don't care what she does," muttered Fiona, as Abbie brought the needle close to Fiona's leg.
"Of course you don't," said Abbie, pushing the needle tip through Fiona's trousers into her outer thigh. "That's because you believed me when I said Emily had died. But that isn't true. She's with Jane, safe and sound. Now she always will be."
Fiona's eyes widened. She tried desperately to move, but Abbie had pushed the plunger as she spoke. Took it away as Fiona tried to lash out.
"No.”
Abbie took two steps away, rising and taking her gun as she went. Fiona got to her feet.
"You can't do this," she said.
Abbie didn't respond. Fiona stepped towards her, collapsed to her knees, wavered a second, then fell to her side.
"Fast-acting stuff," Abbie noted. "I suppose you could afford the best."
From her position on the floor, Fiona raised her arm. She held it up a moment, then Abbie watched it drop to the carpet. Her eyes fluttered. In a couple of seconds, she'd be gone.
"It was lovely to meet you," Abbie said, crossing the flat. "You be sure to enjoy your just desserts."
And she stepped out of the flat and closed the door.





EIGHTEEN
Margaret entered the hallway with one man ahead of her and two behind. If their information was sound, the door they were looking for was to their right, 402, a couple of metres from the staircase they had just left.
Ideally, the hallway would have been empty. That had been the most likely scenario, but there had always been a chance someone else would be present.
When Margaret stepped into the hall, she saw a woman at the next door along from the flat in which they expected to find Fiona. The woman in the hall had clearly just locked up. When Margaret and her boys arrived, the woman fumbled her keys, and they slipped to the carpet.
Richie, the most impetuous of Margaret's team, went straight for his holster. As the woman crouched to collect her keys, it took the touch of Margaret's fingers on Richie's arm to make him lower his hand.
He should not have been here. He wasn't ready, but what were Margaret's choices? Three quarters of her associates were in prison, along with her daughter. One of her sons was dead, and the other had his own mission to accomplish.
The woman rose, smiled a nervous smile at Margaret, and came down the hall towards them. Margaret could have killed her, but what would be the point? Fiona's body would never be found. The police already believed she was dead. No one would ever ask any questions of this fumbling fool, so why end her life? Whatever people said, Margaret wasn't a monster.
"Morning," said the woman as she reached Margaret.
"Morning," responded Margaret as she stepped aside. As she gestured for her boys to do the same. They did as told, pushing to the walls, moving out of the way. They watched as the woman reached the double doors at the end of the hall, disappearing from sight.
Margaret waited a handful of seconds, then smiled at her guys.
"Right then. Shall we?"
   
ABBIE STEPPED through the double doors and hopped down the first couple of steps.
The plan had been simple. By the time Abbie had left Fiona's temporary apartment, Margaret was only seconds from reaching the hall. Abbie's presence might have raised suspicions. To remove any fear she might be more than an innocent bystander in the wrong place at the wrong time, Abbie had pretended to have left the flat next to Fiona's as Margaret entered the hall. Dropping her keys was a further tactic in disarming the Becker crew. It might even be the reason she was still alive.
Now all she had to do was walk away, and that was easy, wasn't it?
There was silence from the hall above. Margaret was waiting until she believed Abbie was far enough away that she wouldn't hear Becker's team bursting into Fiona's flat. Because they wouldn't enter quietly, as had Abbie; they would go in hard and fast, planning to kill on sight anyone they found with Fiona. When they discovered Fiona alone and unconscious, it would be like Christmas came early, wouldn't it?
Kirk had revealed the Becker gang were responsible for multiple deaths, including entire families. Letting them go about their business and disappear back into the world made Abbie uneasy. She could just about go ahead with it though. After all, they were killing a monster. Abbie's actions were making the world a better place.
Except, what if they didn't kill Fiona? The thought occurred to Abbie as she stepped through the double doors and onto the stairs. Because of Fiona, Margaret's daughter was in prison and one of her sons was dead. If Abbie had killed Fiona, that would have been the end, but she hadn't. What if Margaret decided murder was not punishment enough? Might she capture Fiona and subject her to a few hours of quality torture? Worse, might she decide Fiona needed to suffer exactly as Margaret had suffered?
Which would mean going after Emily.
In the hall, Fiona's door burst open. Margaret and co. rushed inside. They would see Fiona immediately; would search the rooms as a priority.
Abbie tried to convince herself leaving was her best option. When she couldn't do that, she forced her feet onwards.
Down to the turn in the stairs then down again to the next floor. Another set of double doors like those on the floor above, leading into a hall that would be just as grubby, as depressing. A further set of stairs led down to the next few floors and to the exit.
Still, Abbie feared for Emily. Not only Emily, but anyone else Margaret and the Beckers might take on. 
This wasn't her fight. It had never been her fight.
She couldn't go back and take on Margaret in Fiona's flat. She just couldn't,
It was time to go.
   
BUT FOR FIONA, the flat was empty. The place was cramped and sparse. Within seconds Margaret's men had given the all-clear and returned to the living room, where Margaret had remained with Fiona.
The woman herself, that arrogant bitch with ideas above her station, had passed out on the living room floor. That angered Margaret. Fiona's death was never going to be quick, and her punishment would not be metered out here. Still, Margaret had been looking forward to giving the traitor a slap and spitting in her face when they were reunited. Laughing at her for thinking she could betray the Beckers. For thinking she could escape without punishment after what she'd done.
Margaret could still do all those things, but they wouldn't be as satisfactory if Fiona was unconscious.
Clicking her fingers in the general direction of one of her guys, Margaret said, "Wake her."
Simon was closest. He went to the floor and shook Fiona, then slapped her, but nothing doing.
"Check for a pulse," said Margaret. Simon did.
"She's alive."
"Keep trying."
While Simon did his utmost to wake the traitor, Margaret poured a glass of water. She didn't drink from it because she never drank anything she hadn't filtered. Returning to the living room, she chucked it in Fiona's face.
Still nothing.
"Out the way," she said to Simon.
As he scurried away, Margaret got to her knees and checked the bitch's pulse herself. Definitely alive, but completely unrousable.
Most disappointing.
Rising and placing the empty glass back on the kitchen surface, Margaret gestured to Fiona.
"She must have known we were coming. Fear got the better of her and she drugged herself to the hilt. If she passed out, she thought she could escape suffering for her crimes. Is she right?"
"Oh yeah," said Richie, his eyes gleaming.
"No, Rich, you idiot. She's wrong. So very wrong." Nodding to the two guys closest to Fiona, Margaret pointed at the bitch. "Pick her up. She's coming with us."
No one argued. No one would dare. Simon and Tyrone hauled Fiona from the ground, and now as a group of five rather than four, they left the flat and made their way through the double doors.
They would get Fiona back to base and wake her up. Of this, Margaret was sure.
Then the fun would begin.
   
SIMON AND TYRONE, carrying Fiona between them, went first. Margaret followed, and Richie came right behind. Almost at her shoulder. Annoyingly close.
They passed through the double doors, proceeding to the floor below and a second set of double doors, where they started down again. As they went, the double doors at their back opened—another neighbour on their way out.
The key fumbler had been no problem. There had been no indication Margaret and her guys were up to anything untoward and therefore no reason for the fumbler to become suspicious. This was different. The unconscious Fiona made suspicion unavoidable.
Margaret paused and began to turn. Stiffening, Richie's hand moved towards his jacket, and this time Margaret didn't stop him. Upon meeting the neighbour's eye, Margaret would fire off a disarming smile and make a split-second decision. The neighbour would almost certainly have to die, but Margaret didn't want to make that choice a moment too soon.
So she turned.
And the key fumbler fired.
   
COMING THROUGH THE DOUBLE DOORS, Abbie knew she would have to act fast. Margaret would know that whoever was coming would see the unconscious Fiona, forcing her into a decision. She would turn and see Abbie and realise this was the same person she'd earlier seen dropping her keys. That set of circumstances was unavoidable, so Abbie had to be ahead of the game.
Coming through the double doors, she already had her gun drawn. By the time she hit the top step, Margaret was turning.
The staircase was narrow. At the head of Margaret's procession, Fiona’s carriers each had a shoulder pressed against a wall. There were only ten steps between Abbie and the next half-floor landing. There could be no mistakes. Luckily the lack of space made misses more challenging than hits.
Reaching the top step, Abbie aimed her gun down. She fired twice as Margaret turned, and twice more before the Becker matriarch had fully processed the situation.
Then Abbie was on her. Margaret had relied on Abbie being an innocent bystander. The criminal thought she could fire off a disarming smile while her colleague drew his gun and shot Fiona's supposed neighbour dead. That hadn't happened. Now it was already almost game over.
Abbie's first two shots had killed the man who turned with Margaret. As bullets hit his chest and head and he dropped, the two men in front released Fiona. Before the unconscious mother could hit the stairs, shots three and four killed the man on the left.
The guy on the right span, drawing his gun, but by this point Abbie had her arm around Margaret's throat.
Fiona hit the stairs and bounced to the half-floor landing. The wall stopped her forward momentum.
The final guy had his gun out but hesitated. Abbie had her handgun to Margaret's temple.
"Drop your weapon," she said, merely as a distraction. As the guy tried to decide what to do, Abbie removed her gun from Margaret's skull and shot him between the eyes.
As he tumbled down the stairs, Abbie released Margaret, shoved her down a step and moved up one herself. When the elder Becker turned, Abbie's gun was pointed at her face.
"Alone at last," said Abbie. "Isn't this nice?"





NINETEEN
Margaret said, "You have no idea who you're dealing with."
Which caused Abbie to roll her eyes.
"A cliche, apparently," she said. "Also you shouldn't end sentences with a preposition. It's bad English. So taking your example, you'd say, “You have no idea with whom you're dealing”. Or something. Doesn't sound as good, I know, but don't you think the English language is precious? And without rules, all we'd have is chaos, and who wants that?"
"I love a bit of chaos," said Margaret.
"You know, I knew you were going to say that?" Abbie chuckled. "It isn't true, though. You've made your living breaking countless laws, but you're the head of a gang. You rely on plenty of rules of your own devising. It's how you keep control. With chaos, there's no control, and I don't think you'd like that one bit." 
Margaret's hands were at her side, but tense. Her grey jacket concealed her gun. A smart woman, Margaret knew she had no chance of reaching her weapon before Abbie pulled her trigger. There had to be another way. That was her thinking. To women like Margaret, there was always another way.
"You killed my boys without a second thought," said Margaret. "A shame, considering I was already running out. These were the dregs."
"I could tell," said Abbie.
"Don't do yourself a disservice. You came out fast, and we weren't prepared. There's every chance you would have come out on top, whoever I had with me."
"Flattery is good currency," said Abbie, with a smile. "I'm as subject to it as the next person but do you think it'll be enough to buy your life?"
"Flattery might not be," said Margaret. "But like I said, you killed my boys without a second thought. Here I am, at your mercy, but you've not yet pulled the trigger. Makes me think there's something I can do to earn a reprieve. Why don't you tell me what that is?"
"Don't you want to guess? It's about this point most people in your position, the wealthy and the crooked, start offering money."
"I wouldn't want to insult you," said Margaret. "Nor do I wish to play games. But if you cut to the chase, and tell me, maybe we can all walk away smiling."
Abbie was already smiling, though she didn't much feel like it. She felt sick. This wasn't right, but it had to be done.
"You have a gun?" Abbie said.
"I do."
"Your daughter's behind bars, your son six feet under."
Margaret's jaw tightened. There was anger and resentment, but Margaret was smart. She knew she wasn't in control. Forced herself to nod.
"That's right. One of my son’s anyway.”
"I've disappointing news for you," said Abbie.
"Is that so?"
"It is. I know you want to take Fiona away and torture her for everything she's done. Unfortunately, that's not going to be possible."
"You want me to spare her?" Margaret asked. A moment's consideration, then she shook her head. "No. If you wanted her spared, you'd have killed me. What, then?"
"She's a monster," said Abbie. "She deserves to die. So here's the deal; you walk down those last few steps and stand above Fiona. When you arrive, you draw your gun. You do it in that order, or I might get nervous and pull my trigger, end your life before you've had your revenge. And wouldn't that just suck?"
"It'd be awful."
"Exactly. So you get down there, draw your gun, and put a bullet in Fiona's skull. I know it's not the revenge you want—“
"It couldn't be further from the revenge I want. It won't satisfy me."
"Unfortunately, that's the way it has to be. This is your chance, your choice. You walk down the stairs and kill her, or you don't. Simple as that."
"When she's dead, then what?"
"You run," said Abbie. 
"I'm not much of a runner," said Margaret. "Will you be giving chase?"
"I hate Fiona for what she's done," said Abbie. "You put an end to her life, and I'll be inclined to give you a head start—a decent head start. I'd wager you'd reach the street before I started moving, even if you only jogged. You'll be in your car, your last guy driving you away before I leave the building. You won't have the revenge you want, but Fiona will be dead, and you'll be alive. Given our current positions, I'd view that as a pretty sweet deal. It won't even cost you a penny."
Margaret glanced down the stairs at Fiona's unconscious form. When she turned her head back to Abbie, she was smiling.
"I've seen you kill," she said. "That you want me to do this suggests you draw the line at murdering the unconscious and the unarmed. In my eyes, that makes you a coward."
"Then I'm a coward. Do we have a deal, or not?"
"If you think having me kill Fiona doesn't put her blood on your hands you're lying to yourself. You know that?"
"I do," said Abbie. "You wouldn't understand this, but the conscience is a tricky thing. In truth, I know there's only a minuscule difference between having you shoot Fiona and walking down these stairs and executing her myself. Still, maybe minuscule is enough, in this instance, for me to fool my conscience into thinking I've not gone too far. I'll feel guilty as hell, might even hate myself. But the important thing is, I'll be able to live with myself."
Margaret shook her head. "It's all so complex. Having a conscience is such an unnecessary burden. I've always thought so."
"Lucky for you I still have something resembling one," said Abbie. "It might well save your life."
Margaret considered for a couple of seconds, then took two steps down towards Fiona. Pausing again, she looked back to Abbie and the gun.
"How do I know you'll let me leave if I kill Fiona?"
Abbie shrugged. "Your trust issues are not my problem."
Margaret waited a few seconds longer. Long enough to make Abbie wonder whether her best course of action would just be to fire, kill Margaret, then decide what to do with Fiona.
Then Mrs Becker turned from Abbie and made her way down the stairs. Reaching the half-landing, she stopped beside Fiona. Nudged her with a toe. 
No response.
Nudged her again.
"Enough," said Abbie. She took a step down the stairs then another. Her gun remained trained on Margaret. Due to the distance, she had lowered the aim towards centre mass. She couldn't risk missing.
"Fine," grumbled Margaret. From her grey jacket, she withdrew a small handgun. Well, smaller than Cal's which Abbie now held, but larger than the keychain gun Abbie had taken from Fiona.
With a heavy sigh, Margaret pointed her gun at Fiona. In that second, Abbie saw grief in the gang leader's eyes. Margaret was thinking of her dead son, her imprisoned daughter. She was staring at the unconscious Fiona and her anger was building. This wasn't revenge, so far as she was concerned. It wasn't proper punishment. 
It wasn't good enough.
"Please, don't," said Abbie, and while she was speaking Margaret span towards her.
Abbie pulled her trigger once, expending her final bullet. It smashed Margaret's chest on the right side and sent her crashing into the wall. Her gun flew from her hand, out of reach.
Groaning, the Becker matriarch tried to move, thinking of going for her weapon; thinking she might get a second chance at a first shot at Abbie.
At the same time, Abbie was making her way down the stairs. She had taken a spare clip from Cal. Now she slid it into the gun, loaded a bullet into the chamber, and pointed it at Margaret.
When Abbie came off the final step, onto the half-landing, Margaret stopped trying to move. Already, blood was pooling around the criminal. She didn't try to talk. This was not the kind of woman who begged, regardless of the situation.
Abbie looked at Fiona. Let out a long sigh. Turned the gun to Margaret's face.
"I really wish you hadn't done that."
She pulled the trigger.
"My poor, poor conscience."





TWENTY
Abbie left the block of flats and walked past the two cars parked out front. Cal was dead; Abbie smiled at Margaret's driver and walked away, escaping the shadow of the building where she'd surrendered another piece of her soul and disappearing around the first corner she reached.
   
SHE DECIDED to walk to her car. Why not? It wasn't as though she had anything else on, and the fresh air would do her good.
On the way Ben, her employer's primary representative, called. She almost ignored the ringing phone yet again, but she had to face him sooner or later. Why not now?
Sliding the answer bar left to right, she put the phone to her ear.
"Hello, Ben," she said before he could talk. "I'm afraid I seem to have done a bad thing."
   
BEN WAS FAR FROM PLEASED. He read her the riot act. Explained that her talent was her ability to know with certainty when people were in danger. The people she went after and killed were confirmed bad guys.
Her instincts were good. Ben trusted as much, but that didn't change the fact that she had taken significant risks getting involved with Dee and Emily. And because Ben wasn't prepped, and because it had all happened so fast, he didn't have a team watching her back, waiting to deal with the bodies.
Still, he promised to move heaven and earth to ensure she never appeared in the papers, to make sure the police didn't come knocking on her door. Abbie's employers had plenty of resources and contacts in high places in various government bodies. Ben would protect Abbie as he always had. Even though she had let him down.
"This can't happen again though," he told her.
"It never will," she said. "You have my word."
   
ABBIE REACHED her car and almost immediately let Ben down again. Having promised she would go straight home without speaking to anyone, she picked up her phone and dialled Jane. Like she'd promised she would.
"Abbie, is that you? Are you okay? What happened?"
Abbie dodged most of those questions but did give a brief, pre-prepared response as to what had gone down. She told Jane what Fiona had done. How she had been responsible for the death of Jane's son and Kirk's sister. Abbie laid out for Jane the entire sick, twisted plot. Then she told a lie.
"The Beckers learned the truth," she said. "They came to Fiona's place at the same time as me. There was a fight, and Margaret Becker got exactly what she was after."
Jane took a deep breath. "She killed Fiona?"
Abbie saw herself standing over Fiona, pointing the gun at the unconscious woman's skull. She had thought of those thriller and horror movies where the bad guy jumps up for one final strike. She had prayed that would happen.
"Yeah," Abbie said, as she watched herself pull the trigger, "Margaret killed Fiona."
There was a long silence. Abbie was watching blood seep from Fiona's head in her memory. She remembered the tears. Of course she did, they were still drying on her cheeks.
"Good," said Jane. "Emily's better off without that monster around."
Which was precisely what Abbie had told herself. But it didn't make her heart feel any less hollow. She'd killed a woman in cold blood. An unarmed woman who posed zero threat to Abbie. She could have dropped her off at the police station, or waited until she woke and threatened her or...
No, that was no use. Such thoughts would only drive Abbie mad.
"I have to go," she said to Jane. "I'd appreciate it if you didn't mention this call to the police."
"I won't. Of course I won't. But you don't have to go. Emily would love—“
"No," Abbie said. "I'm sorry, Jane. Look after the little one, I'm sure you'll do a wonderful job. Goodbye."
Jane began to say something else. Abbie hung up the phone and chucked it across the seat before she could hear what the grandmother had to say.
Taking a deep breath, Abbie fought away the memories of Fiona and thought instead of the innocents. Dee and Jane and Emily. All alive, and safe from evil influence because of Abbie. Lives had been lost, but Abbie was sure the world was a better place because of her actions.
It didn't make her feel much better, but it was something.
Placing a hand on the bag to her side, within which lay her sister's favourite book, Abbie thought of Violet, and she gave a decisive nod.
Yeah, it was definitely something.
Enough to be getting on with, anyway.

END OF CROSSFIRE
The Abbie King Thrillers - Have you read them all?
Tap the relevant link below to view the entire Abbie King series on Amazon and complete your collection.
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THANK YOU FOR READING
I hope you enjoyed this Abbie King novella.

If you did, why not let me know at
mark@markayrewriting.com?

I love hearing from my readers and I reply to all my emails

Thanks again!
Mark





ABOUT THE AUTHOR
MARK AYRE is a writer of character driven suspense thrillers. He was born in Reading, England, where he now lives with his wife and daughter.

www.markayrewriting.com
mark@markayrewriting.com






Copyright © 2021 by Alex Thompson
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to action persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

Created with Vellum


cover.jpeg
-MARK AYRE

]
"

AN ABBIE KING NOVELLA





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00003.jpg





