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One
H eart pounding, lungs straining, Abbie woke from her Type One nightmare at exactly midnight, the face of another dying stranger lodged in her mind.
After that, she followed her usual pre-mission ritual, with one exception. Before getting out of bed, Abbie reached out and clicked on the bedside lamp. The soft glow revealed her battered and bruised copy of The Stand and a phone she should not have had. If Ben, her handler, learned of this phone, there would be consequences. Several times, she had considered getting rid of it. It was the smart thing to do.
But she never had.
Turned out she wasn’t that smart.
She grabbed the phone and checked her texts. Nothing new. Weakness had her rereading the last message. 
Looking forward to it. Good night.
Locking the phone, closing her eyes again, Abbie used meditative breathing to control her emotions. Of course, another Type One nightmare had happened tonight. Whether it was bad luck or something built-in by the mysterious organisation that cursed Abbie with the dreams in the first place, she didn’t know. Nor did it matter.
What mattered now was the face from her dream. The frightened eyes and blood-matted hair had to blot out all else. 
Abbie got up and went to the shower. 
Another stranger had less than forty-eight hours to live. 
It was time to go to work.
    
Shower, unregulated pills, clothes. Abbie went to the car and unboxed a new phone. Plugged it in and texted Ben to let him know she was off to save another life. Then that phone went into her bag. The phone she should not have had remained in her pocket pressed to her leg.
Abbie took off her pendant and placed it on her battered copy of The Stand. She wished to her dead sister and friend for luck, then she was on her way.
Five hours and one strong black coffee later, Abbie parked in a deserted concrete strip carpark that overlooked a narrow beach and vast ocean. The air was sharp, cold. The first breath hurt, but each deep draw was invigorating after that, offering an energy boost and decluttering the mind. The sound of the sea lapping the sand helped. Like white noise. The squawk of numerous seagulls, the sight of them soaring over the water, sand, land, would have topped off the experience. Alas, two hours before sunrise, the birds were sleeping. Only wind swept across the sky.
On the beach below Abbie, a little to the west: voices. Unlike with seagulls, you could always guarantee some segment of humankind would be awake, regardless of the hour or conditions.
The invisible thread of Abbie’s Type One nightmares always led her to the right town and then the right people. The ones she would need to meet to save the person from her dream and others besides. Abbie didn’t know which people mattered or why. The dream led her where she needed to go. The rest was up to her.
Crossing the carpark, Abbie descended a set of narrow stone steps onto the sand. Luckily, she was here for business rather than pleasure. The cold, wet winter had packed the sand tight. Abbie might have mistaken the surface for concrete in the darkness of pre-dawn had she not known where she stood. Building castles and digging holes would be out of the question. Fine by Abbie. Running or fighting would be easier on the hard surface than on fluffy, shifting sand. Abbie suspected it would not be long before she was required to undertake at least one of these activities. That expectation came from past experience.
Looking west, Abbie spied silhouettes lying, sitting, and standing in the sand, about a quarter-mile from where she stood. A few miles further than that, the beach ended with a rock face, atop which stood a large house. Not quite big enough to be called a mansion; large enough to be considered a severe eyesore for anyone who lived in the homes just north of this section of the south coast.
Crossing the sand, keeping close to the wall which rose up to the road, Abbie approached the dying embers of a party that must have kicked off almost twelve hours previously. Beer cans and cigarette stubs littered the beach. At its height, as many as fifty young people, ranging from their mid-teens to mid-twenties, must have crammed onto this small section of sand. Breaking curfews and numerous public order and decency laws. In the last couple of hours, most party-goers would have sloped off to warm beds, alone or with temporary or permanent partners. Only the dregs remained. Those who had passed out or who were still too drunk to notice the cold or care that the numbers had dwindled. And those who had found themselves unable to wait to become intimate and were content to do so on the sand, rather than at their parents' houses or in a hotel or car.
Approaching what remained of the previous night's festivities, Abbie's heart panged. It always did in the presence of young people enjoying a responsibility-free youth. It was not that Abbie wished she could have spent more time getting drunk and making bad decisions on a cold, wet beach; she mourned the loss of her freedom, her baby, her younger sister. Deplorable members of humankind had taken all three from Abbie during the latter years of her adolescence.
She grew closer. The party-goers became distinguishable as more than human shapes. Abbie saw three passed out drunks splayed like dead bodies on the hard sand. Two shameless couples performing acts that would have given Abbie's mother a heart attack had she been there to see them. A group of three guys chucked a can of beer in a circle, laughing and jeering when one of their number missed or dropped the can and flinched in expectation of an explosion that never came. What remained was a group of five—two girls, three boys. They noticed Abbie when she was ten feet away. There was whispering. Then one of them, a scrawny teenager with greasy, shoulder-length hair and a flat nose, rose and moved to block her path.
“Hey, girl,” he said. “How you doing?”
His expression was supposed to be seductive or alluring. It made him look simple. Abbie wondered if he knew he was parroting the catchphrase of Joey from Friends, but didn't care to ask. Ignoring his question, she examined again those who surrounded her. None seemed to offer the trouble she sought, but she had followed the people. Never before had doing so steered her wrong.
“Man, you deaf or what?” Greasy Hair continued.
“First girl, now man,” said Abbie. “Aside from switching gender, it's interesting you would go with those two rather than girl and boy, or woman and man. Does that say more about you or society? What do you reckon?”
Greasy opened his mouth, changing his look from simple to brainless. He had no idea what to say. It didn't appear he had been able to process Abbie's comments.
“You're young,” said Abbie. “Some advice for when meeting people in future: guess a gender, then go with something a bit more respectful. Mr. or Sir; Ma'am or Miss. Adjust if they offer a title or name. This'll seriously improve people's first impressions of you. You've probably heard that those are important.”
The teen stuttered a little, half turned to the group from which he had hailed, then twisted back to Abbie. Even in the dark, it was clear he was blushing. Looking at the group, Abbie noted it comprised two couples in their very early twenties. Greasy couldn’t have been older than sixteen. When Abbie shamed him, his older ‘friends’ snickered. They enjoyed his discomfort.
Guilt flooded Abbie's system. Her prophetic dreams, which revealed someone who would soon be dead without her intervention, never put Abbie in a good mood. In this instance, an exceptionally long journey and the need to cancel her first date in over five years (and first attempt to add a dusting of normality into her bizarre and miserable life) had further soured Abbie's disposition. Which was never that sunny in the first place.
Seeing Greasy's companions laugh and his obvious discomfort and embarrassment, Abbie took a breath. She reminded herself he was a kid who, as yet, had done nothing to indicate he deserved anything other than cordiality. Besides calling her girl, then man.
“Rather than formal titles,” she said, “why don't you call me Abbie?”
“Abbie?” he said. Greasy clearly expected another cruel trick to embarrass him following her previous diatribe.
“That's right,” Abbie said. “It's my name. I assume you have one? Your parents probably gave it to you. Why don't you tell me?”
“Um, Quentin?”
“Are you sure?”
He nodded. Abbie felt like a teacher, and him a nervous student, afraid of getting into trouble but unsure how to handle one-on-one kindness.
 ”Okay,” she said. “Lovely to meet you, Quentin. Now I think an exchange of facts might be in order. We each say something interesting about ourselves, then consider the ice broken. I'll go first.” She cleared her throat. “I'm secretly a mega Busted fan. You know the boy band from the mid-2000s? I'm obsessed. Most people find that surprising. They expect my guilty pleasure to be something nasty, like kicking puppies or being a lawyer.”
Quentin was staring. Abbie was obviously out of practice at making people feel comfortable because the boy looked utterly lost. When Abbie took a step towards him, he flinched.
Pressing on regardless, Abbie said, “Your turn.”
“I'm... I'm...” Quentin's eyes widened. Abbie saw he had forgotten every detail about himself. If she'd asked for his surname, he would have had to call his mother to find out.
“Can I guess?” she said. Closing the space between them, she lowered her voice, cutting the duo of couples from the conversation.
Speech now seemingly beyond him, Quentin nodded.
“Hitting on women doesn't come naturally to you. You've never felt cool or been part of the in-crowd. However, the foursome over there are popular, and for some reason you can't fathom, they want to hang with you. That's great if you can get over the teasing, right? You're the constant butt of their jokes, but at least you're part of the gang. Anyway, they give you the chance to prove you're as cool as them. You spot a woman more than a decade your senior. You think she's attractive, hot, even—thanks, by the way. Your mates indicate they’d be impressive if you hit on her. You think, That’ll make these cool cats respect me. Great idea. You stand and hit me with some line that's so not you, and that, of course, is where it falls apart. Because, and here's a good saying, something to remember, things always fall apart when we play at being someone other than ourselves.”
Quentin stared. His face showed first confusion, then resentment. That was okay. Abbie hadn't expected him to take her words well. She expected him to lie to himself and her. To reject her comments with something nearing anger.
He didn't disappoint.
“You don't know,” he said. “They're my friends. We all make fun of each other—”
“Save it,” said Abbie, raising a hand. “Advice is free. Follow up discussion costs two hundred pounds an hour. Now, if you don’t mind, “you’ve interrupted my stroll.”
She made to step past him. Given how shy he appeared to be, she was shocked when he blocked her path.
“You can’t.”
“Excuse me? Can’t what?”
“I....” Quentin didn’t know what to say. His eyes flicked back to his so-called friends. “Stay with me.”
His face was a furious red, but he was nothing more than afraid.
“And why would I do that?”
Quentin didn’t know what to say. Couldn’t explain why he didn’t want Abbie to walk on.
Luckily, a fearful cry from further along the beach seemed to answer for him.





Two
T he cry had been short, sharp. It hadn’t given away the gender or identity of whoever had uttered it, but it had revealed the crier’s location.
Quentin looked terrified. As Abbie stepped forward and put an arm around his shoulder, her hip against his side, his breath caught in his throat. He flushed as though Abbie had ripped open his shirt and thrown him onto a bed. Quentin clearly had little experience with the opposite sex.
Ignoring his reaction, Abbie pointed up the beach, further west, towards the eyesore house. About twenty yards from where they stood, the smooth wall that marked the divide between beach and road became uneven rock. Another twenty yards along, the jagged rock seemed to split, creating an opening almost a metre wide. The cry had come from within this crack.
“That hole in the rock,” Abbie said, pointing. “How deep does it go? Scale of zero to ten. Zero being groping couple grazing elbows; ten, a near-endless tunnel leading directly into hell. Or Australia.”
Quentin followed Abbie's finger. Behind him, the duo of couples shifted and muttered, causing Abbie to replay what she had seen before Quentin had hit on her. The older members of the group, goading him on. Abbie had assumed because they wanted to humiliate him. Now she wondered if their purpose was more sinister.
“It's nothing,” he said, his tone and eyes revealing it was everything.
Abbie gave his shoulder a comforting squeeze and lowered her voice further.
“If something’s going on which makes you uncomfortable, now's the time to speak up. Whatever it is, I can help.”
As their eyes met, Abbie saw Quentin's desire to escape the situation in which he had somehow mired himself. That did not mean she would be able to persuade him to speak.
“It’s nothing,” was his response.
“So your friends won’t stop me going to check it out, then?”
To this, Quentin said nothing.
“What I thought. Someone’s in danger up there, aren’t they? You needn’t speak. We can go old school code. Blink once for yes, twice for no.”
Still, Quentin said nothing. He did shake his head. Abbie sighed.
“What part of the blinking code confused you? Its simplicity’s what's made it such an enduring system.” Abbie raised a hand. “Doesn't matter. I think you're lying, so this is your last chance to put yourself on the right side of whatever happens next. If someone up the beach needs help, I’ll provide. Say the word, and I can help you too. Change into my guardian angel costume here and now. I think you'd like it; it’s got wings.”
Quentin didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. In the boy's eyes, his posture, his expression, Abbie had learned all she needed to. Quentin would not willingly give her anything of use.
“Lovely to meet you,” she said. “Final thoughts. Consider the company you keep. If it costs your morals to join a group, it’s never worth the price of entry. And, most importantly, wash your hair more than once a fortnight. In the battle to get a nice young lady to date you, personal hygiene is your first and most important weapon.”
There was shifting behind as the foursome began to rise. They didn’t need to overhear Abbie’s conversation with Quentin to know what would happen next. Abbie turned to face the now standing duo of couples.
“I’m heading up that beach,” she said. “I need no escort, but thanks for the offer.”
The quartet tried disarming smiles with varying degrees of success. One of the two guys stepped forward.
“Hey there. Think I overheard you telling my friend your name’s Abbie?”
“Wrong.”
The guy was only stumped for a second. He was far more confident than Quentin, his charm insincere but well-practised.
“Your name's not Abbie?”
“No, it is.”
Blink. There was frustration. Here one second, gone the next.
“But you said 'wrong'?”
“Ah, yes,” said Abbie. “You said 'friend'. But I divulged my name to Quentin.”
“Quentin is my friend.”
Abbie smirked. “If you say so.”
The frustration again. Abbie's new friend wasn't sure how to take her. Good.
Abbie continued, “I’m leaving now.”
She started to turn. One of the women spoke up.
“Hang on.”
By the time Abbie turned back, the quartet had moved closer to her. They had also moved closer to each other, which was stupid. It would make dissuading them from following her up the beach easier. She had no desire to hurt anyone, but it was apparent these four did not want her getting anywhere near the crack in the rocks. Given the cry, that likely meant they were complicit in hurting someone. That was something Abbie could not allow.
A woman had called Abbie back, but the guy who had already spoken did so again.
“Abbie—”
“That's Miss King to you.”
“Okay, Miss King—”
“Actually, I think I do prefer Abbie.”
“Fine—”
“Or perhaps Hottie. Or Fittie. Oh, I just don't know. What do you think?”
The talker took a breath. The kind an adult might take halfway through a debate with a toddler about whether or not it is appropriate to throw paint across the telly.
“Why don’t you join us?” said one of the girls. “My name's Yvonne. This—”
Abbie smiled. “Let’s not do this.”
“Do what?”
“I’m going over there.” She pointed to the crack in the rocks. “Words won’t stop me, so if you plan to get physical to prevent my progress, have at it. Otherwise, leave me alone.”
She turned. Began walking up the beach. Yvonne tried to call her back, but Abbie didn’t listen. How long since she had heard the cry? At least a couple of minutes, and who knew what else might have happened in that time? Abbie hadn’t heard anything further. What if it was already too late?
She had only gone ten paces when Yvonne and the group's other nominated spokesperson caught up and fell in step with her. The second couple was a few steps back. Close enough to cause a problem if things went south.
Yvonne said, “You can’t go into that cave.”
“Why not?” Abbie didn’t slow her step.”
“Two of our friends are in there. They're up to something for which, uh, they needed a little privacy.”
“You mean they're getting hot and heavy?” said Abbie. “And being good friends, you're trying to protect them from peeping Toms. Or Tinas.”
“Right.” Yvonne was smiling. She looked relieved.
“That's pretty good,” said Abbie.
“Pretty good?” The smile disappeared. “I don't know what you mean.”
“The lie,” said Abbie. “Nine out of ten for content. You've introduced the perfect deterrent to me entering the cave while keeping the untruth within the realms of believability. You have no idea how many people screw up even that simple step. Your boyfriend here.” Abbie jerked her thumb at the guy to her left. “He would no doubt have cried unstable nuclear warhead or invented a race of evil gnomes who bear a grudge against humanity. You might laugh, but I hear that kind of crap all the time.”
The couple could not believe what they were hearing. Their mouths gaped, and the guy almost tripped over a rise in the sand, just about keeping himself upright and in line with Abbie, who continued.
“You fell down on delivery—five out of ten. Expression, tone; it wasn't convincing. Work on those. Deceit is a valuable skill if you can nail it.”
The male speaker had had enough. Jogging ahead, he turned and placed himself in Abbie's path. Raising his hand, he pressed his palm into her chest, ceasing her progress.
Sighing, Abbie turned to Yvonne. “Your boyfriend's touching me up. Please ask him to remove his hand from my chest and his person from my path.”
“I'm not lying. Our friends are in that cave. Why can't you just leave it alone? You some kind of pervert or what?”
“I'm not the one practising inappropriate touching,” said Abbie. She looked at the obstacle. “Move your hand. Get out of my way.”
He shook his head. Yvonne huffed; she hadn't expected it to go like this. Couldn't understand why it was. Abbie got that. Anyone else would have turned away. Probably wouldn't have approached the crack in the first place. They wouldn't have heard the yell, but Abbie was attuned to the sounds of human distress. Years of experience, plus training provided by the company that paid her mortgage, had seen to that.
“You have five seconds,” she said.
No response.
“Four.”
“Why can't you just piss off?” said Yvonne. “What's your problem?”
“Three.”
The crunching feet of the second couple stopped. They were two metres behind. When Abbie acted, they would react. She would have to be fast.
“Two.”
It didn't look like they were going to move.
“One.”
The obstacle smirked. He wanted Abbie to try something. That, he was going to regret.
“Zero.”
There was silence.
No one moved. Abbie only stared at the obstacle. Experience with plenty of people like him told her what would happen next.
He laughed. Shook his head. Lost focus. Big mistakes.
“Well—” he said.
Abbie grabbed his wrist with her left hand and, with her right, unleashed a vicious jab to his nose.
Yvonne gasped and stepped back. The second couple reacted as quickly as expected.
Abbie was faster.
As soon as she hit the first guy’s nose, Abbie retracted her hand and grabbed his arm. She swung him, twisting her body and using all her force to throw the yelling man into the approaching woman from the second couple.
In a tangle of limbs, they dropped.
The other guy swung a punch. Abbie ducked, came forward, slammed her knee into his groin. Shoved him atop the other two. Span to Yvonne, the crappy liar.
“Remember,” she said. “Content good. Delivery bad. Work on the latter.”
Advice dispensed, Abbie floored the gobsmacked woman with a perfect right hook.
Surrounded by groaning bodies, Abbie smoothed her hoody.
Then continued to the cave.





Three
T he crack in the rocks was not the gateway into hell. The small cave was set to become a kind of hell for one unlucky entrant.
A guy stood just inside the cave's mouth. In his hands: a phone. A light blared on the handset's back, pointing into the cave. As Abbie approached the guy's rear, she saw he was filming. 
Beyond the cameraman was enough room for a tall woman and thickset guy to face one another. With their backs pressed to opposite walls, space remained for a slight teenage boy to kneel between them.
The teen was shaking. Abbie could tell he was fighting not to cry, even in the dark.
“Ana,” he said. His voice trembled. Before he could continue, the woman, Ana, shushed him.
“No more talk, Jacob. I've been clear. You service Forest, or I chop off your little tiddler and feed it to you. It's a win-win for me. Either will make a great home movie.”
Ana was beautiful, in her early twenties, while her boyfriend looked like a well-dressed caveman. Abbie saw the glint of the blade in Ana's hand. The thickset Forest unbuckled his belt and undid his fly. Between meaty hands, he gripped his waistband, awaiting Jacob's decision.
Now was the time for Abbie to act. As she stood behind Cameraman, the past waylaid her, assaulting her mind.
Handsome Harry. His hand on her teenage shoulder. Smiling.
“I wasn't going to drink.”
“Come on, Abs. Just one. Do it for me?”
Rage churned in her stomach and rushed up her throat like bile. She choked on it. It seemed to flood her mind and cloud all judgement. Without thought, she acted.
Jacob was shifting. Twisting on his knees, he faced Forest's crotch. No longer could he refrain from crying.
As a grinning Forest began to lower his jeans and boxers, Abbie took hold of Cameraman's head, twisted it to one side, and smashed him face-first into the rock.
A torrent of blood.
Cameraman collapsed. Forest and Ana spun to face Abbie as the still recording phone bounced onto the sand. As he turned, Forest's hip floored Jacob.
“What the fuck?” said Ana. 
Forest was pulling up his boxers and jeans, hurriedly zipping his fly.
Driven by volcanic, apoplectic fury, Abbie burst into the cave.
Forest's hands were on his belt. He released the buckle, leaving it undone.
Abbie arrived. She kicked rock-solid abs and smashed a fist into his thick skull.
Ana came with the knife. Forest swung a punch.
Amateurs. Neither had received combat training. Forest's bulk and the strength he could put behind his fist had always been enough to stop any opponent. But his moves were clumsy and slow. With his eyes, he signposted every shot.
Dodging the oaf easily, Abbie ducked and planted an elbow in Ana's stomach, collapsing her at the waist before shoving her to the ground.
This done, Abbie ducked beneath another pathetic swing from Forest. The move sent him off balance. Abbie watched him teeter and came in hard. Smashing his nose with an elbow, his gut with a knee. Getting a foot behind his leg, she toppled him like an ancient, crumbling statue.
He landed on his back. Abbie was above him.
“What did you want?” she asked. “Oh yeah, servicing.”
As Forest opened his mouth, Abbie stamped a boot between his legs.
Took a breath.
Stamped again.
The thug's eyes bulged. He gasped and grabbed his crotch. Rolled over with a whimper.
Ana was rising. Snatching the knife.
Abbie closed her left hand around the blade-holding fist. With her right, she grabbed Ana's throat and shoved the monster against the rough stone wall.
Abbie began to squeeze.
More memories. They surrounded Abbie like mosquitos she couldn't swat. Ana occupied both her hands.
“There, see, that wasn't so bad—just one drink. Now, let's see if we can't loosen you up a bit. Have you met the guys?”
Abbie closed her eyes. Shook her head. Could she feel Harry's breath on her neck? No, impossible. But she saw him lead her to his group of grinning pals. Within minutes, she had felt funny. Wrong. Soon after, Harry led her upstairs, lay her in his bed, told her not to worry. Some of his friends had entered. After that, it became a blur.
“Rapist,” Abbie said to Ana, and new waves of fury washed over her.
Ana choked, spluttered. This only made Abbie squeeze harder. Ana's face began to change colour. Memories continued to race through Abbie's mind.
Ben, Abbie’s handler and representative of the company that had given Abbie her ability and paid her to follow her prophetic dreams, to save lives, had overseen her training. Had given her much advice.
What did he say when he caught her tearing herself apart over the murders she was committing?
When people think of monsters, they see emotionless sociopaths. Such people are rare. Those who feel no emotion rarely need to kill. Passion, hatred, fear, guilt: these drive murderers and create serial killers. As long as you remove emotion from your decisions to end lives, you will never become a monster. Kill only to save the lives of others or in self-defence, and you will never lose your humanity.
Ana's eyes closed. The knife slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor.
Behind Abbie, Jacob took deep breaths. The cameraman was still. Forest was groaning.
The teen was no longer in danger. If Abbie killed Ana, it would not be to save a life or in self-defence, but because she wanted to. A decision driven only by emotion.
Abbie saw Harry, laying her on the bed.
Ben, comforting her.
Finally, Pranil, smiling.
With a raw, desperate moan of internal pain, Abbie released Ana's throat. Watched the monster slump to the ground. Maybe alive, maybe dead.
Staggering back, Abbie almost tripped over Jacob. From the cave entrance, someone said, “Ana.”
Later this morning, Pranil would text her. He always did. For the last three weeks, that first text of the day had sent a thrill across her body.
This morning she would have to cancel their date and tell him she had been a fool. Everyday pursuits of happiness were for ordinary people. Not for the likes of her.
“What did you do?”
It was Yvonne. She who had tried to stop Abbie from entering the cave to save Jacob.
Abbie collected the knife. When she rose, she kept her head bowed.
“I would step out of the cave and away from the entrance if I were you. To get out of here, I'll have to look up. If I see your face, I'll know immediately if you knew what was happening here. If I think you did, I don't know what this hand, holding this knife, will do. My suggestion is none of us wants to find out.”
Keeping her head low, Abbie turned to Jacob. He was on his knees, staring at the cave's exit.
“Come on,” said Abbie. “Get up.”
More than one person was blocking Abbie's exit. The other woman from the duo of couples spoke.
“Did you kill Ana?”
Jacob was rising. Abbie offered her hand. Looking confused, dazed, he took it.
“Come on,” she said to the boy. To the speaker, she said, “I've no idea if she's alive or dead. Step back from the cave entrance. Once I'm gone, you can check for yourself.”
Abbie thought Ana was alive. The air supply hadn't been cut off long enough to kill the monster, though she might have to visit the hospital. Currently, Abbie still half hoped Ana would die. Later, if death was the outcome, hopeless self-loathing would undoubtedly become Abbie's companion.
“Whatever happens to Ana,” said the woman. “You're dead. Count on it.”
To this, Abbie said nothing. Jacob was up at her side. Those in her way waited. Abbie refused to look at them. She knew their minds were whirring. They were afraid to attack, having seen what Abbie could do. But they also feared having a coward's retreat on their record. They needed a get out of jail free card. 
Abbie wouldn't provide one. If she had to deal with them, she would.
“We should leave.” This was Yvonne, who had earlier lied about her friends getting it on in this cave. In light of what was actually happening, that lie was all the more sickening. “Ana would want to deal with this herself. If not Ana, her family. You know that.”
That was what they needed. The liar’s delivery was improving. It was a mark of Abbie's black mood that she didn't comment.
“Good point,” said one of the others. “You better watch your back, bitch. Not that it’ll help.”
There was low chuckling from the cave's mouth. Then the duo of couples retreated, stepping out of the cave and onto the hard sand, moving from harm's way.
At least temporarily.
Once they were gone, Abbie looked up, out of the cave, at the dark sky. Looking to her side, she met Jacob's eye. She took his arm in her hand and pointed towards the cave exit.
“We better go,” she said. “Before I kill someone.”
She glanced back at Ana. Then to where her friends had been, prior to their retreat.
“Before I kill everyone.”





Four
T hey made their way up the beach—Abbie’s hand on Jacob’s arm. Images flashed through her mind—blurred footage. Harry’s hands were on her teenage skin; someone else was dragging off her clothes. They took it in turns. By morning, Abbie would hate herself. No, despise herself.
“You’re okay now,” she was muttering, dragging Jacob along. Shoving away the memories. “You’re okay.”
Was she talking to him or herself? She couldn’t tell. Pranil’s last message rolled across her mind.
Looking forward to it. Good night.
Soon, she would break his heart. Hers as well. What remained of it.
The trio of beer can hurling morons had departed while Abbie dealt with Ana and crew. Both couples and one of the passed out partiers had also disappeared. Two unconscious drunks and a nervous, pacing Quentin remained. The pacing stopped when Abbie arrived. Releasing Jacob, she punched Quentin in the face, sending him sprawling into the sand. 
The anger was overwhelming her again.
“Did you know what that cow was doing?”
On the sand, Quentin's head swivelled between Abbie and Jacob before looking away from both. He couldn’t meet either person’s eye. Too guilty. His cowardice only incited Abbie to further levels of rage.
“Pathetic,” she said. Bending, she grabbed Quentin’s shirt. Hauled him up.
Abbie was strong, Quentin scrawny, almost weightless. He came easy. One second he was on his back in the sand; the next, his toes were off the ground.
“Did you know what she was doing?” Abbie repeated. “Did you?”
Tears made Quentin’s eyes glisten. They bought him no sympathy. Abbie shook the teen, and he moaned but said nothing.
“Answer me,” she said.
Something smacked her back. When she turned, she saw Jacob a couple of paces back. Fists clenched, eyes wet but blazing with anger and shame.
“Let him go,” he said. “Put him down now.”
Abbie watched the boy. His fists were still up, his body trembled. In that anger, she saw herself. After Harry and his friends had raped her, Abbie had been a ball of self-loathing and rage. It was lucky her mother had blamed her for what happened. That gave Abbie somewhere to direct her fury. Who knew what she might have done otherwise.
Jacob didn’t look away. Didn’t blink. Abbie saw he was serious and nodded. Opening her hands, she let Quentin collapse to the sand with an oof.
“Everything you’re feeling right now,” she said to Jacob. “It’s understandable. It’s okay.”
“Don’t talk to me,” he said. “Who are you to say how I’m feeling? You don’t know me. You don’t know anything.”
Somehow, the boy’s anger and confrontation helped calm Abbie. His fierce eyes burned through the memories of Harry and distracted from thoughts of Pranil.
“I know a lot of things,” said Abbie. “Got a good head for figures, and I can name pretty much every Sherlock Holmes story and novel. Of course, if you meant to say, You don’t know anything about nanotechnology, that’s much closer to the mark. It has to do with something tiny, right?”
For a second, Jacob was stumped. Then rage overcame his need to understand Abbie’s nonsense.
“Who are you?” he said again. But not in the way one who wants to get to know someone asks, Who are you? He was saying it to make a point. Abbie decided to take the question at face value, despite knowing that.
“My name’s Abbie.”
“Nah,” he said.
“No? Oh, maybe you’re right, then. Maybe I don’t know anything.”
“You’re nobody,” said Jacob.
There it was. Abbie kept quiet for once. The boy probably thought his expression showed nothing but powerful fury. In fact, Abbie could see only confused, miserable pain. She wished she could make it go away. No one deserved to feel like that.
“You think you saved me?” the boy went on. “Nah, you did nothing but put yourself in the middle of something that don’t concern you.”
“I’ve a habit of that,” said Abbie.
“I don’t owe you anything,” said Jacob.
“Never said you did.”
“You’ve no idea who my family are.”
“Quite right. Unless... you’re not a Kennedy, are you?”
The boy’s eyes narrowed. This wasn’t going quite right. Jacob was trying to scare Abbie or make her feel shitty because he felt shitty. Her sarcasm indicated it wasn’t working, and that only served to further frustrate him. Frustration wasn’t Abbie’s intention, but he wanted a fight, not placation. Abbie needed to push the right buttons.
“You ain’t a hero,” he said. “I won’t thank you. Just leave me alone.”
He turned from her to Quentin, who still lay in the sand. He approached and stood over the other teen. Stared at Quentin’s cheek because Quentin wouldn’t look at Jacob.
He spat in Quentin’s face.
“I won’t tell my father about you,” said Jacob. “I want to deal with you myself.”
Raising a foot, he stamped on Quentin’s face. With a cry, Quentin rolled. Jacob stamped on his shoulder. As Quentin fell on his front, Jacob raised his foot a third time.
Abbie caught the angry teen’s arm and dragged him from the whimpering mess in the sand.
“That’s enough.”
“Don’t touch me,” said Jacob. “Get off.”
Abbie didn’t. 
“You hit him,” said Jacob. “Picked him up and shook him. Looked like you were going to beat the crap out of him, so what gives?”
“I was angry,” said Abbie. “Overcome by a moment of furious madness. You brought me to my senses, for which I’m grateful. Now, I’m returning the favour. Step back, take a breath, leave Quentin alone. He’s not worth it.”
“Don’t tell me what to do,” said Jacob. With utter disdain, he looked at her hand, still on his arm. “Get off me.”
“Okay,” she said. “But if you attack Quentin, I’ll stop you.”
Jacob sneered. It was an ‘I’d like to see you try’ sneer.
“Perhaps you’ve forgotten what I did to Forest, Ana and their cameraman back in that little cave. You really want to fight me on this?”
Jacob didn’t. A torch of reason pierced the fog of anger. He knew that if he tried to attack Quentin, Abbie would stop him. He stood no chance of victory in a fight with the older woman.
Jacob needed an excuse, like Ana’s friends back at the cave. Something that extradited him from the situation without a further shot to his pride. It was more important to Jacob than it had been to the women in the cave. Ana had broken him. He knew what he had been about to do with Forest. Abbie had saved him.
For Jacob, that was almost the worst part. It was a woman who broke him and a woman who saved him.
Looking at Quentin, Abbie said, “Disappear.”
Quentin looked at her. “What?”
“Go. Leave. Depart. How much clearer do you need me to be?”
Quentin began to rise.
“No,” said Jacob. “I’m not done with him.”
Abbie hadn’t released Jacob’s arm. The teen could have yanked in an attempt to free himself and gone after Quentin while Abbie stumbled. That he only wriggled a little, and in none too convincing fashion, indicated Abbie had been correct. He was afraid to go against Abbie. Quentin leaving solved his problem.
By now, Quentin was on his feet. He looked at Jacob for the first time. Opened his mouth, and Abbie saw the word on his lips.
“Your apologies will mean nothing,” she said. “Go home. Think about the kind of person you’ve proven yourself to be today. I don’t think you’ll like it, but only through acceptance of who we are can we become something better.”
Quentin was still staring. He looked at Abbie as though she might have more.
“That’s it. I’m all out of fortune cookie wisdom,” she said. “Last chance to leave. I can’t hold him much longer.”
With the pitiful effort Jacob was putting into trying to escape, Abbie could have held him for another decade. Quentin couldn’t tell or chose not to see it. He fled up the beach towards the nearest set of stone steps.
When he had halved the distance between them and the steps, Abbie released Jacob. He hadn’t been expecting freedom. After stumbling, he rounded on Abbie.
“You should have let me have him. Who do you think you are?”
“Haven’t we done this bit?”
“Yeah,” he said. “You’re right; we have. And I’m done with you. Better hope I don’t see you again.”
He turned. Abbie looked towards the cave; saw movement. Maybe Ana was still coming around. Perhaps she was dead, and the police were on their way. Maybe everyone was okay, and the gang was preparing to charge Abbie.
Didn’t matter.
“You sure you want to walk off on your own?” said Abbie.
When Jacob turned back, Abbie nodded towards the cave. Ana and her entourage.
“Ana might be alright. If she is, she might come after me. It’s just as likely she’ll come after you. What happens if they catch you before you get where you’re going?”
Jacob wanted to hit Abbie with an immediate, fearless retort. Couldn’t help himself spinning back, examining the cave, nor keep the shiver off his shoulders as he imagined Ana catching him.
“I hope she comes for me,” he said. He was a worse liar than Ana’s friend. “They got Quentin to bring me here before. Surprised me. Won’t happen again. Next time I’ll—”
“You’ll what?” said Abbie. Her face was flat. She pitied the boy but didn’t show it. “I’d be happy to walk you home.”
She didn’t expect Jacob to accept her offer, graciously or otherwise, but had to ask. It was unlikely Ana would come for Jacob again tonight. Clearly, there was friction between the pair. Abbie feared for the boy—wished there was a way she could convince him to accept her as a temporary escort.
“I don’t need some bitch babysitting me,” said Jacob. “Just piss off, alright?”
Abbie shrugged. Jacob turned away.
“You don’t have to feel guilty for what happened this morning,” said Abbie. “For what you almost did. Don’t have to hate yourself either.”
He froze. Didn’t look back. Abbie could only imagine the hateful visage into which he was twisting his face.
“Only people I hate is Ana, her cronies, her family,” Jacob said. 
“You should hate only them,” said Abbie. “But you won’t. For some time, you’ll be awash with self-loathing. All I can say is: I promise that phase will pass.”
“You’re talking crazy,” said Jacob. “I’ll never hate myself.”
“Maybe you’re right. But I know I did.”
“You...” He stopped as her words slotted into place. As her implication became clear. He didn’t know what to do with her confession. That was okay.
“You ever want to talk,” said Abbie. “I’d be happy to listen.”
As expected, Jacob lashed out with venom.
“Why would I want to talk to a pathetic victim like you?”
“Hollow words,” said Abbie. “I may have suffered, but I’ve proven tonight I’m no victim. I kick ass, as I think you noticed. Still no good with nanotech, though.”
Abbie drew a slip of paper on which she had written her latest number from her pocket. Approaching Jacob, she pressed the slip into his hand. She was trying not to remember Michael, the last teenager with whom she had shared her number, three weeks ago. That was another lifetime. 
She couldn’t let it put her off now.
“Anger will only get you so far,” she told Jacob, knowing he was not ready to hear this now, hoping he would keep it in the back of his mind for when it became useful.
“I’m not pathetic,” he said. “Don’t expect a call.”
“I won’t,” said Abbie, noting the way he scrunched up the number and shoved it in his pocket rather than discarding it onto the beach where the wind could toss it into the sea. Perhaps he hated littering.
“Sure I can’t walk you home?” she asked.
“I don’t ever want to see you again.”
“That’s a firm no, then, is it?”
Jacob didn’t think this required an answer. Fair enough.
“You’ll never see me again,” Abbie confirmed.
“Good.”
Without another word, he stomped away, following the path already trodden by Quentin. Abbie watched him reach the stone steps and disappear into the darkness. She waited until he was gone.
Then followed.





Five
U nknowingly, Jacob led Abbie through winding streets, past darkened windows, over cobbled stones. 
He was agitated. His head swivelled this way and that. If the sun had been up, he would have jumped at the shadows. Instead, he flinched at every little noise and screamed when the wind blew a leaf into his hair.
Abbie remembered the days after Harry and his friends had drugged and raped her. Most of her time she'd spent in bed, trembling, trying and failing to sleep, blurred memories tormenting her damaged mind.
Having been arrested after he brutalised and permanently disabled Harry, Gray, Abbie’s brother, was out the way. The most powerful family in town bore his loved ones a grudge. For some weeks, Abbie had spent her limited time outside walking like Jacob was now walking. Agitated, afraid, jumping at the slightest sound, rushing on at the sight of people. Refusing to meet anybody's eye.
Jacob feared brutal reprisal by Ana and her pals as Abbie had from Harry's father, Ian, and his hired muscle. Despite the nervousness and the fact he was on high alert, Jacob was rubbish at spotting anything that mattered. Consequently, Abbie had no trouble following him for twenty minutes from the beach's stone steps to the iron gate of what was presumably Jacob's family home.
At the gate, Jacob stopped a final time. He looked left, right, behind. Abbie was pressed against one of his neighbour’s hedges across the street. Jacob's eyes raced over her but didn't stop, didn't return. Once again, he had failed to spot her, and with his search complete, he opened the creaking iron gate, stepped between two high hedges, and disappeared down a paved path.
Abbie watched him disappear, then left the cover of the hedge against which she had hidden. Crossing the road, she came to the outskirts of Jacob's home and stopped to one side of the gate. 
Jacob's home was detached and sizeable. Six bedrooms, at a guess. Abbie remembered the way Jacob had referenced his father. His tone had indicated a wealthy background. It was always good to be proven right.
From her position, Abbie tracked Jacob's progress up the path by the sound of his feet. After thirty seconds, Abbie heard the jingle of keys, then the scrape of the lock. Another pause. Jacob taking one last look back, still partially sure Ana would appear from the darkness to seize and spirit him away.
Ana didn't materialise. No evil garden gnomes attacked. Abbie imagined Jacob releasing a long breath; she heard him open the door and step inside. 
As the door closed, Abbie left the hedge and stood behind the gate, peering along the path Jacob had walked. A downstairs room lit up. Jacob's silhouette appeared behind a closed blind. His positioning indicated he was by a sink. Abbie imagined a running tap, the sound of a filling glass. 
Jacob was safe. Abbie didn't leave.
Though he had seemed a thoroughly unpleasant teenager, Abbie's heart ached with worry for him. It was not so much fear that Ana might return to finish what she had started, but that he might struggle to cope with what had happened tonight.
Yes, Jacob had escaped performing sexual acts on Forest while a camera recorded his rape. But he would have fulfilled Ana's request had Abbie not arrived. That capitulation would haunt Jacob. In his nightmares, Abbie would not save him. Night after night, he would perform for Forest and Ana.
And who would support him through his grief? The single mention of Jacob's father indicated that this was not the kind of man Jacob could confide in. Was there a mother? Would it make a difference if there was? Abbie’s father had walked out after Abbie told the story of her rape. Her mother had slapped her, called her a slut. How easy it was for these things to spiral out of control.
Jacob left the sink, and Abbie shook off her reverie. She knew she was projecting. Obsession was a virulent, infectious disease. Abbie was in danger of succumbing if she could not put to one side her teenage trauma. This was Pranil's fault. The fault of the last town she had visited. For years before her mission to save Owen, the previous subject of her prophetic dreams, she had been a robot. Emotion hadn't entered the equation. Now her messed up past seemed to reside at the forefront of her mind, tucked in a corner but ready to spring out at the slightest provocation.
Jacob was safe. It had been wrong to follow him, but what was done was done. It was time to go.
Before she departed, Abbie glanced left, glanced right. She was at the side of the house. It seemed the garden encircled the property, like a grass moat, but broader and with fewer crocodiles. The driveway must act as a permanently lowered drawbridge.
During her single sweep of the visible segment of the garden, something caught Abbie's eye. A shift by a hedge. A slight movement. Jacob had checked his surroundings upon arriving at the gate and reaching his back door. Once again, he had missed the only thing of importance.
Abbie didn't. Abbie rarely missed anything.
More shifting. Then someone seemed to appear from a hedge.
The way he appeared spoke volumes. Not smoothly, but in a tangle of limbs and branches. Not on his feet, but from his bum, brushing dirt from the seat of his jeans and picking leaves from his hair. The indication was that he had fallen into rather than secreted himself within the bush.
Jacob's arrival had been an unexpected surprise. Afraid of being caught, Bush Man had dived for cover in the nearest available spot and done a lousy job of it.
No doubt, his aim had been to prevent Jacob from spotting him. From what Abbie had seen, Bush Man could have stood in plain sight. Jacob still wouldn't have noticed anything was amiss, and Bush Man wouldn’t now need a new pair of trousers. Abbie would also have had to give him a different nickname.
Inside, the kitchen light flicked off. Water in hand, Jacob would now head upstairs. Ten seconds later, Bush Man moved away from the bush into which he had fallen and crept across the grass towards the door Jacob had used to enter the house.
Glad of the distraction from Jacob's plight and her haunted memories, Abbie stepped a little to the side—ensuring she would not at once be spotted if Bush Man turned towards the gate—and watched the sneaker cross the garden.
As he snuck, Bush Man's hand went to his jacket. He felt for the outline of something, then let his hand drop.
In airports, people will often pat the pocket which contains their passport. A nervous habit to ensure it's still there. They'll do the same with their tickets in train stations and wallets in crowded high streets, especially in areas notorious for pick-pockets. Or if they've recently watched Oliver and have the Artful Dodger on their mind.
Sneaking across someone's garden under cover of darkness, it was unlikely Bush Man was worried about his wallet or passport. And there was nothing for which he would need a ticket. It might have been a key. If so, it was one illegally cut or stolen from a homeowner. More likely than that: a weapon.
If it was a weapon, Bush Man's nervous need to feel its outline indicated he was not a professional killer or burglar. Nor anyone used to carrying a gun or a knife. That he had panicked and fallen into a bush at the sight of a teenager supported this hypothesis. 
Possibly, he was an amateur burglar. But doubtful. Crooks liked to burgle empty places. They might rob a home's downstairs while the owners slept soundly above, but would a novice break into a house and risk robbing the place when he knew someone was awake upstairs? Almost no chance.
As Bush Man reached the side door, Abbie deduced he must know the homeowners. His intentions were either to assault or scare someone within or steal something specific. Either way, his need to enter was so great he was willing to risk it, even knowing Jacob was inside and awake.
Reaching the door, Bush Man didn't go for the pocket he had patted when crossing the garden. Instead, he took something small from his jeans—certainly not a key—and crouched beside the lock.
Abbie stepped up to the gate. When Jacob had pushed it, the iron hinges had creaked. If Abbie did the same, Bush Man would hear her and spin. She suspected he carried a weapon. Possibly a knife. More likely, a gun.
No matter. Rather than push open the gate, Abbie planted her hands on either side. Just like in the gym, she lifted her legs and brought them over the gate, dropping silently onto the paving stone on the other side.
Bush Man was still fiddling in front of the door. By now, Abbie would have been inside. Further evidence this guy was no professional. He had little or no experience breaking and entering; this was not a regular occurrence but a special occasion.
The garden was expansive. It had taken thirty seconds for an agitated Jacob to get from the gate to the side door of his house.
Abbie moved quickly but silently, keeping her eyes on the ground in front of her, determined not to snap any twigs or kick any stones. She guessed Jacob's family employed at least one gardener. The grass was freshly trimmed, the path clear. It made for a straightforward approach.
When Abbie closed in on the man, she could hear him huffing and puffing. Frustration poured off the guy. It was abundantly clear he was getting no closer to entry. Nor was he paying enough attention to his near vicinity. Without much fear, Abbie could draw within a couple of feet of his back.
Regardless of how underprepared and useless the guy appeared to be, Abbie would be careful. She was working under the assumption he had a gun. Even an untrained idiot with a gun was dangerous and needed to be handled with caution.
The guy's jacket had two exterior pockets. But the location of his patting suggested he had been checking an internal pocket. Abbie could yank the guy to the ground and grab for where he tapped, but if the pocket was zipped, she would get nowhere. If, while she was trying to retrieve the sealed weapon, he launched an attack, he might get lucky, might land a punch and retrieve the gun and blow out her brains.
Better to go for the direct assault. Get the upper hand, then worry about the weapon.
Bush Man still fiddled with the door. It was all Abbie could do not to sigh at his awful attempts. 
She readied herself to attack.
As Bush Man huffed and dropped his arms from the door, Abbie launched.
He was on the balls of his feet, crouched low. Abbie grabbed his chest and heaved.
With a yell, he tumbled. Abbie fired a palm into his face as his back hit the ground, smacking his skull off the concrete.
She hadn't punched because she aimed to disorient more than harm. As Bush Man's head thunked the slab, as stars exploded in front of his eyes, Abbie got a knee on his chest and shoved Ana's knife to his throat, ensuring the cold steel touched but did not so much as knick the flesh. A warning.
Bush Man whimpered. Still dazed, he tried to move his head.
“Wouldn't do that,” Abbie said. Her voice was a whisper. “If you don't keep your head flat to the ground, you'll decapitate yourself.”
This was an exaggeration. The blade was sharp but short. If Bush Man came up fast and hard, the steel might pierce a carotid artery. This would likely kill him, but he would die with his head still attached to his body.
Frightened, Bush Man kept his head still. He moved his arms.
“No,” said Abbie. “Spread your arms. Keep your hands on the ground.”
Bush Man wanted to signal his willingness to comply. Still, Abbie had warned him about nodding, and he was afraid to speak in case it caused his Adam's apple to bob towards the deadly blade.
He lay his arms flat on the ground.
“You have something in your internal jacket pocket,” said Abbie. “You know what pocket I mean. I want to know if it's a gun. Blink once for yes, twice for no.”
Quentin had proven himself unable to follow this simple code. Had shaken his head instead. Perhaps because he could not move his head, Bush Man followed Abbie's instructions. Blinked once for yes. Maybe it was an age thing. Teenagers were rubbish at following instructions. The man beneath Abbie's knee was in his late twenties. Abbie's age. He was also startlingly good looking, with blonde hair that was messy but in a way that somehow worked.
“Is there a zip over the pocket? Once for yes. Twice for no.”
Another single blink.
“You're good at this,” said Abbie. “I'd ask if you thought I was pretty, but with a knife to your throat, I couldn't trust your answer.”
Bush Man was staring at her. Some of the fear had ebbed away. His mind was beginning to whir. Abbie had no doubt he was starting to get ideas. Ideas on how he might escape, on how he might get the better of Abbie. Everything Abbie had so far seen of the guy suggested he would fail to best her, even if she let him stand and handed over both the knife and gun. Still, she didn't believe in tempting fate and would always be careful.
Keeping her knee on his chest and the knife to his throat, Abbie used her free hand to toss open his jacket on the side he had tapped. The internal pocket was immediately evident. It was not quite large enough for the gun he had stuffed inside. 
With ease, Abbie removed the gun. It was compact, black, a close if not an exact match for the Walther PPK famously used by James Bond to defeat Blofeld and an endless line of henchmen. Less famously used by Hitler to commit suicide. Abbie removed her knee from Bush Man in one swift motion, stood, and slid the knife into her belt. While Bush Man scrambled to his feet, Abbie checked the gun's magazine and found it full. Six shots. She pointed the weapon at Bush Man's chest.
“Name?” she said. There was nothing dignified about calling him Bush Man.
“Do one.” This was a fine enough comeback, but the tremble in his voice stripped it of its effect.
“Okay,” said Abbie. “Do people call you Do for short? Or maybe Oney?”
Do One only glared at Abbie. Frustration rolled off him, but she sensed he was not angry at her. He guessed she worked security for Jacob's family, which meant she was only doing her job. Impossible, or at least futile, to hate a person for that. He was angry at himself for screwing up, for failing to get inside, for letting someone get the better of him.
“What are you doing here?” said Abbie.
Above their heads, a light turned on. Do One looked up. Abbie kept her focus on the man in her sights. She considered the homeowners. Even close to the house, in darkness, Jacob might spot them if he opened a window or even just looked outside.
“Why were you trying to break into this private property?” said Abbie.
“Save it,” said Do One. “Don't pretend you don’t know who I am.”
“Someone has a high opinion of themselves. If you were a child actor in some famous 90s sitcom, I must have missed it.”
“Funny,” said the guy. “I don't believe you weren't briefed. Been watching this place a while, and I've never seen security. You must be new. That means Walter's nervous. He must have warned you about me and mine.”
Abbie kept the gun raised, though her arm was starting to ache. Even a weapon this small seemed almost as heavy as that scrawny teen, Quentin.
“Walter must be Jacob's father?” said Abbie. She saw nothing to be gained in pretending to be the security member Do One believed she was.
“Like you don't know.”
Abbie sighed. “Earlier this morning, Jacob professed that I knew nothing. Now here you are, seemingly believing I know everything. Isn't it funny how that goes? Don't worry, I won't start talking about Sherlock Holmes and Nanotechnology again.”
“What?”
Taking one hand off the gun, Abbie waved away the question.
“I met Jacob on the beach a little while ago,” said Abbie. “I was a stranger, passing through. I found him in danger and saved him from some unsavoury folk. Not that I got any thanks. In fact, he warned me I'd put myself in the middle of something that didn't concern me and told me to leave him alone forever. Unfortunately, I've never been great at taking orders.”
“I don't believe you,” said Do One.
“I can prove it. Order me to do something.”
Do One gave a beleaguered sigh.
“Yeah, I make a lot of people do that,” said Abbie. She glanced at the window. The light was still on. “Come with me.”
Do One glanced at the door. His face was awash with regret. Abbie shook her head.
“I'm tired,” she said. “If you like, I’ll find a hotel, rent a room, take a nap. You can stay here with your lock pick. When I wake in a few hours, I’ll collect you because you still won't have got inside.”
Annoyance crossed Do One's face. Directed again towards himself. He knew Abbie spoke true and was angry that he wouldn't be inside, even if Abbie hadn't caught him. 
Following annoyance was depression.
“Lament later,” said Abbie. “It doesn't matter now. I caught you doing something naughty. You know what that means?”
“Shallow grave?” said Do One. He sounded resigned.
“No,” said Abbie. “You have to buy me coffee.”





Six
H e led her to a greasy spoon that had opened fifteen minutes ago, at six am.
Abbie was taking a risk. Useless as he was at hiding in bushes and picking locks, Do One might have been the dud part in a criminal empire. One which based itself out of this stained, run-down building.
The bored, dumpy lady at the till might have concealed an Uzi beneath the counter. When Do One reached the waitress, he might dive for cover while she grabbed her gun and riddled Abbie with bullets.
Maybe Do One was a poorly trained undercover cop. A hundred police officers might be hidden behind the counter, under tables, in the back. All waiting to jump out like guests at a surprise party when Abbie arrived. 
Despite these possibilities, Abbie entered the spoon with her gun and knife concealed in her jacket and belt. She allowed Do One to go alone to the counter while crossing the room to the table that placed first in the least sticky competition. It was close to the toilet. At this hour, she hoped that wouldn’t be a problem.
“Black coffee,” she said to Do One before they split. “Strong and plentiful. No milk, no sugar. A mug that’s been washed at some point in the last decade would be a bonus, but I’m aware beggars can’t be choosers.”
Without comment, he went to the counter. Abbie settled at her chosen table. If settling was the right word. After a few seconds of trying to get comfortable, she had to stand to make sure she hadn’t mistakenly sat on an antique torture device rather than a chair.
Putting her back to the wall, Abbie ensured she was best placed to see the single exit and the counter. The two locations from which danger might emerge. Abbie was on a mission to save a life. The two days following her Type One nightmares were always fraught with danger. Even if she was at a friendly local with no trouble expected, she followed the best practices Ben had taught her. After all, you never knew when danger might arrive.
More than the front door, Abbie watched Do One. Some people used incompetence as an act, a hustle, to disguise their true nature. She doubted that was Do One. While climbing from that bush, patting his gun, failing to lock pick the door, he’d had no idea Abbie was watching. That was him at his most natural.
Abbie would be careful. She couldn’t read minds, but considered herself a good judge of character. Abbie didn’t believe Do One was dangerous to her or anyone, despite his gun. Other than the mystery person who had driven him to attempt his first break and enter. As always, she was prepared to be proven wrong. If Do One switched and attacked, or if backup arrived, she’d be ready.
Do One returned with a tray containing a black coffee server, two mugs, a milk jug, and a sugar pot. No hand grenades lay amongst the ceramics and glass, and Do One did not appear to be concealing a sawn-off shotgun behind his back.
Placing the tray, he chose a seat opposite Abbie while she removed and inspected the mugs, selecting the one that looked cleanest. For her sanity, she decided not to smell it.
“Name’s Abbie, by the way.” She removed the coffee server from the tray and filled her mug almost to the rim. She pointed to the second mug, then to the milk and sugar. “I suppose I’m leaving space for the dilutants?”
“I’ll do it,” said Do One. Reaching across the table, he almost snatched for the server.
“Don’t worry,” said Abbie. “I left the poison in my other coat.” 
Do One didn’t respond, and Abbie released the server. He was agitated. Resisting his grab might have resulted in scolded knees and ruined jeans. Pre-sunrise was too early for such setbacks.
Do One prepared his drink. In his peripheral, he must have seen Abbie’s face because he looked up.
“What?”
“You do realise you have more milk than coffee, right? And that’s, what, six scoops of sugar? If you’re so keen on a heart attack, why don’t I just shoot you through the chest?”
He shot her a look. The one people often gave her when they couldn’t quite decide what kind of person she was. Do One knew she didn’t act like a security guard. But what else could she be?
“Your name,” she pressed. “I’ve told you mine. Won’t you return the favour?”
He considered this. “You might be lying.”
Abbie chuckled. “Is it lonely in your trustless world?”
“It’s hard to trust someone after they’ve put a knife to your throat and gun to your chest,” said Do One.
This earned another chuckle.
“The moral high ground? From the man who was breaking and entering—badly, might I add—with an illegal firearm concealed in his jacket. Meanwhile, I was simply performing a citizen's arrest while making a mockery of the saying, Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight.”
She watched him. He took a gulp from his mug and seemed to enjoy it. Bizarre. Abbie’s coffee was too hot, but she sipped anyway. Although she had taken her unmarked and unregulated pills when she woke up, as usual, she felt in dire need of caffeine. The drugs kept her alert and functional. Caffeine made her feel human.
“When it comes to my name and honesty, maybe you’re right not to trust me. I could produce my birth certificate, and you’d see it does not say ‘Abbie’ or ‘Abagail King’. But that is the name I’ve gone by the past few years. It’s on my driving licence. I can show you that if you’d like?”
Do One shook his head. “That’s fine. I’m happy to call you Abbie.”
“And why wouldn’t you be? From my side, I don’t care if you’re honest. Give me your birth name, pet name, Twitter handle, whatever. Just give me something to call you other than Do One. I implore you.”
Do One took a breath. After a couple of seconds, he nodded. 
“Abe.”
Abbie raised an eyebrow. “Short for Abraham?”
“Yes.”
“And when were you born? You don’t look older than thirty, but I’m guessing, what, 500BC?”
He glared. And Abbie guessed this was his real name.
“Hello, Abe,” she said. “It’s lovely to meet you.”
Stirring his drink, Abe examined her as though by looking into her eyes, he might uncover her secrets. No chance.
“Who are you?” he said at last. “Why are you here?”
“Should I bother answering your questions?” said Abbie. “You’ve already shown you don’t trust me. Why would you believe me now?”
As though ashamed of himself, Abe looked into his drink. Shrugged. Abbie watched him. From the top of his head, she was no more able to read his mind than he had been able to read hers by looking into her eyes. Her observations of him so far did suggest he was no cold-blooded killer. Abbie believed his motives with the gun were driven by emotion and were nothing on the hate side of the spectrum. Grief or desperation was much more likely.
“I’m a stranger,” she said to the top of his head. “I’ve never visited this town before; I don’t know anyone who lives here. I arrived at five this morning and took a stroll on the beach. On my stroll, I encountered the dregs of a party and, in a small cave, found something that made my blood boil. Jacob was there. Like I said, I don’t know him. From a despicable creature masquerading as a human, I saved him. Worried about his continued safety, I offered to walk him home. He told me to piss off, so I followed to ensure he arrived safe and sound. Would have left right after had I not spotted you. A man appearing from a bush. Naturally, my curiosity was piqued.”
Halfway through her story, Abe had looked up. Once again, he watched her eyes, and she knew he would see she was telling the truth this time. Not because she gave anything away, but because that was what he wanted to see.
“At the beach,” he said. “Who was attacking Jacob?”
“A few people were involved,” said Abbie. “Some tried to stop me from reaching the cave. As for inside: a cameraman, a muscular guy called Forest and—”
“Ariana,” said Abe. He made no attempt to remove or soften the revulsion from his expression or voice.
“They called her Ana,” said Abbie. “I’m guessing Ariana is her full name?”
“It is.”
“And you’ve had the pleasure?”
Abe nodded. “Forest is one of her, uh, followers. Yeah. That’s the only word that fits when it comes to Ana; she doesn’t have friends. She’s unique, beautiful, dangerous. People are drawn to her.”
“That tends to happen with vile but attractive people,” said Abbie. “Sometimes, I feel I’m a puppy kick away from becoming a cult leader.”
This drew a smile before further thoughts of Ana clouded Abe’s expression anew.
“I would have known it was her even if you’d only mentioned Jacob, a cameraman and a woman. Of course she’d want to film it. And I’m guessing it wasn’t just a beating or even the threat of murder. That wouldn’t be enough for Ana.”
“It was far worse. Sickening.”
“Forest would do anything for Ana.” Abe closed his eyes. His face crumpled. He didn’t want to consider what might have happened, but couldn’t help it. “They were going to rape him?”
Abbie said nothing. This time she could not keep her expression blank. When Abe looked into her eyes, he immediately bowed his head and lay trembling palms on the table. He was fighting to prevent fury from overtaking him. Fighting not to throw the table. Abbie wouldn’t have blamed him, though she would hope to grab her coffee first.
“You’re not surprised?” asked Abbie.
Abe snorted. “Only by one aspect of the whole scenario.”
“What’s that?”
“That she got Jacob, rather than his brother, Brandon.”
“Why does that surprise you?”
He met her eye. She could almost see his skin crawl.
“Because Brandon’s younger.”





Seven
A be suggested food. Abbie agreed this sounded a fine idea and let him insist he be the one to order. 
This time, she did not watch so closely. While Abe ordered, Abbie finished her coffee and topped it up. This one she could drink straight away. She took big gulps, as though doing so could prevent her from thinking of Ana. Stop her regretting her decision not to ensure the foul woman died.
She was almost halfway through her second mug when Abe returned.
“She'll bring it over,” he said, jerking his head back to the lone worker.
Abbie nodded and drank a little more. Abe finished his own drink and made another half and half abomination. This time he seemed to dump in even more sugar. By the time he was done, Abbie's veins were hurting.
“Ana and Jacob at the beach,” said Abbie as Abe began his second awful drink. “You with a gun at Jacob's house. Don't tell me that's a coincidence.”
“Okay,” said Abe. “I won't.”
They drank their coffees. Abbie gave Abe a minute, then placed her hands around her mug and leaned forward.
“Did you know Jacob was out tonight?”
“You haven't answered my question,” he responded.
“You fell into a bush when he pushed through the gate,” Abbie pressed. “But I wonder if you knew he was coming home. Had you planned to face him in the garden, only to realise you weren't as ready as you thought when he showed? Did you rush to the door to rectify your mistake?”
Now Abe leaned forward too, clasping his own mug. Their faces were inches apart.
“I believe,” he said, “my question was—”
“What were you planning to do with this—” Abbie tapped her jacket where she had concealed the gun, “—once you got inside?”
“—what are you doing here?”
“Did you plan to kill Jacob?”
They held position for ten seconds, eyes locked, playing chicken. Who would blink first?
Abe.
He fell back in his chair and let out a long breath. Shook his head. From behind the counter came the sizzle of frying bacon. Abbie was sure she should be hungry. But her stomach didn't grumble; she felt no desire for sustenance.
“Abe,” she prompted.
“I knew Jacob was out, but assumed he'd be gone the whole night and well into today. His arrival surprised me.” Abe shook his head. “I'd never kill a minor.”
“Under no circumstances?”
“None. Would you?”
“Never rule anything out,” said Abbie. “I was out shopping once, and this toddler smashed my shin with his toy pram. Came pretty close that day.”
“More jokes?”
“You hope,” said Abbie. “But if you weren't planning to kill Jacob—”
“Now who doesn't trust who?”
“—who was your target?”
“I—”
The waitress came around the counter, a plate in each hand. Abbie moved the now empty coffee jug to one side and pulled back her mug as she crossed to them. Abe did the same; the plates landed in the cleared space.
“Thank you,” said Abbie, smiling. Abe repeated the sentiment, but his face was contorted, miserable, his attempt to smile reminiscent of a Halloween mask. The waitress hurried away.
“So,” said Abbie, taking the ketchup, “where were we?”
Abe was watching the waitress return to the kitchen. Removing the ketchup lid, Abbie twisted the glass bottle and shook it towards the plate. Nothing happened.
“For a minute,” Abe said, “why don't you just—”
“Ah yes, murder. You were set to tell me for whom you intended the bullets in your gun—oops.”
When shaking the ketchup hadn't worked, Abbie had resorted to bashing the bottle's bottom. Four failed attempts were enough to draw from Abbie a vicious whack. 
A tremendous red spurt shot across her plate, covering beans, bacon, sausages, mushrooms, and toast. A line dashed across the table, stopping a centimetre from the wall. Several drops formed a breadcrumb trail from Abbie's plate to Abe's mug.
“I think that's probably enough,” Abbie said. She offered the bottle to Abe. “Want some?”
Abe twisted his mug with the tip of one finger to see the red stain on white ceramic. His nose wrinkled.
“No, thank you. I hate ketchup.”
“Hate ketchup? You must be mad. But in that case...”
Leaning across the table, Abbie ran one finger up the side of Abe's mug before retracting it, popping the digit in her mouth, and sucking clean the sauce.
Abe could not have looked more disgusted if she had dropped her trousers and begun to urinate on the table.
Abbie smiled. “You know, plenty of guys would find that sexy.”
“You know some strange guys.”
Tilting her head in a so-so gesture, Abbie said, “Granted, not many are like you. Ordinary, upstanding murderers of the community.”
Abe flinched. Glanced over his shoulder to the empty counter. Abbie rolled her eyes.
“No one's listening. We can have an open and frank discussion without fear of imprisonment. Damn, this is crispy bacon. Don't you just love crispy bacon?”
Abe ate some, but said nothing. When he shook his head, Abbie understood it was not her bacon comment with which he disagreed.
“I don't know you,” he said. “Other than your word, there's no evidence I was at that house today. Gun's got your prints on it too, so I think I could walk away, and there'd be nothing you could do.”
“What do you think I want to do?”
“I've no idea. That's what concerns me.”
“I thought men liked mysterious women?”
“Mysterious in an alluring, seductive way, maybe.”
“Wait,” Abbie leaned forward. “Are you saying I've not been alluring and seductive? Damnit, all that practice for nothing.”
Abe refused to smile. Abbie didn't mind teasing, even flirting, if it distracted from the thoughts of Harry and Ana. Even Pranil. More important was to move closer to her goal.
“You said you arrived at five am,” said Abe.
“Well remembered.”
“People don't arrive for a long weekend break that early. People don’t come for weekend breaks at all in February. Too cold. So why did you come?”
Abbie considered. She was more than used to fielding this question, given her arrival times at the various towns she visited and how she almost always immediately got herself into trouble. Luckily, she had devised satisfactory responses to such questions with her handler, none of which involved prophetic dreams. Insomnia, anxiety, and nightmares formed the basis of her lies. Over the years, Abbie had got her delivery down to a tee.
In this case, however, instinct discouraged the insomnia line. Having caught Abe in a compromising position and with his gun in her coat, could Abbie not afford to take a few risks?
Deciding she could, she said, “I have reason to believe someone in town is in mortal danger. That their life might have less than forty-eight hours to run. Less than forty-two hours, in fact.”
“So they're dying some time tomorrow?” Abe said.
“Good maths. That's right. Probably after sunset, but I can't be sure. I've come to help.”
This was all honest and yet sounded less realistic than the insomnia line. It would only get worse, too, when Abe started to probe.
“Jacob?” he asked.
“No,” said Abbie. “Saving him was a happy accident.”
“Then who?”
“I've only a physical description. No name.”
As expected, this earned a raised eyebrow. The problem with honesty was the truth of Abbie's situation was stranger than fiction.
“Go on then,” said Abe. “What does this person look like?”
Calculated risk. Pros and cons. When it came to what Abbie did, every decision involved a cost-benefit analysis. Abe had visited Jacob's house planning a break-in, carrying a gun. There was every chance he was planning to kill someone. What if that someone was Jacob's mother? And what if Jacob's mother was the woman Abbie was supposed to save?
Her mind whirring, Abbie ate some more breakfast. After a sizeable scoop of beans, she placed her cutlery on her plate.
“There's a lot I can't explain about what I do and why,” Abbie said. “This person I need to save. I don't know who they are. You might want to know why I'm so keen to save a stranger, but I can't tell you. You need only know that my intention is to do everything in my power to protect them. At least until they prove they're as awful as Ana.”
What if the subject of her Type One nightmare did turn out to be Ana-level awful? It was dangerous even to consider that option. Abbie would not want to protect such a person, but the alternative was frightening. Type One nightmares led Abbie to those who needed saving. If she failed the person from the dream, Type Two nightmares came into play. Almost every night, Abbie would relive the final moments of the Type One subjects she had failed to keep safe and who had died as a result. Whether she had been there at the end or not. Abbie could barely cope with the nightmares as they were. Adding another demise to the showreel could destroy her.
It had been simpler when Abbie was able to believe that her dreams would only send her to save those who were worthy. She missed those days.
Abbie collected her cutlery and ate more ketchup soaked breakfast to distract herself from these thoughts. Abe considered her comments. It took him a little while to dig beneath the words and unravel the subtext.
“You're worried I was going after this person you're aiming to save?”
Abbie kept eating. Didn't speak. Didn't even nod.
“It's a possibility,” said Abe. “So, how should we proceed? I'm not telling you anything else about what I was doing tonight. Not yet. Maybe we should go our separate—”
“No,” said Abbie. “I'm going to tell you who brought me here.”
Abbie registered Abe's surprise. Replaced her cutlery on the plate.
“I was only explaining my position, so you know what happens if it does turn out you want to kill who I want to save. Remember, I'll move mountains to keep them alive.”
Abbie had almost finished her breakfast. Abe had barely touched his. Abbie drained her third coffee while Abe had hardly laid a finger on this latest cup of slop.
“Okay,” he said after a while. “Go ahead. We'll see what happens.”
Without hesitation, Abbie described the woman she had seen in her dream. Fifties or sixties, attractive with shoulder-length white hair, piercing blue eyes, lightly wrinkled tanned white skin. She even described the bracelet the woman wore, which might have been a homemade gift from a child. She did not mention the terror and pain in the woman’s expression. Nor the blood.
Abe listened. When Abbie completed her description, she returned to her breakfast while Abe watched her. Using her peripheral, she watched him too as he glanced at the counter, ensuring the waitress was out of earshot. From his pocket, he withdrew his phone, unlocked it, searched for something. While he searched, he spoke.
“If I’d broken into Jacob's house, my plan was to head upstairs to the master bedroom. Jacob's mother left years ago. Jacob's father leads an active sex life but rarely brings women to his marital bed. I expected to find him alone. So long as I did, I planned to put my gun to his head and pull the trigger. Before the sun rose this morning, I wanted to kill Walter Gravenbach.”
Abe's tale had been a weight on his shoulders. He felt better for having shared it with Abbie, for whom it was weightless. Even with the weight diminished, Abe was restless. Abbie resisted asking the burning questions. Did you really intend to put the gun straight to his head and pull the trigger? Might you not have put a bullet through his knee or his crotch first? How much did Walter hurt you? How much suffering do you feel he deserves? 
Abe wanted Abbie to say something, but she waited, searching for signs of dishonesty. If nothing else, she believed he had planned to kill Walter—eventually. 
At last, Abbie asked the most obvious question, and Abe didn’t hesitate to answer.
“He murdered my youngest sister. For that alone, he deserves to die, but that was only the latest shot in his campaign against my family, and it won't be the last. The rest of my sisters are in danger, as is our family's head. My mother.”
Finishing her breakfast, Abbie lay her cutlery on her plate as Abe placed his phone on the table and pointed at the picture he had located.
“My mother,” he repeated, tapping the screen. “Given the description you gave me, I'm guessing you recognise her.”





Eight
“W ill you finish your breakfast?” said Abbie, gesturing to Abe's two-thirds full plate.
His finger was still on his phone. He stared at Abbie.
“What?”
“You heard. Are you done eating?”
Abe’s finger remained on the phone. He looked dumbfounded.
“I think you’re done,” said Abbie. “I hope you’ve paid.”
Standing, she did up her jacket and looked outside. Not long until sunrise now, and the sky was black. Already, it felt as though she’d been in town a week. How had the sun not yet risen?
“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go for a walk.”
Abbie was out the door before Abe had got himself together enough to put away his phone and chase her down. Ten paces from the greasy spoon, he grabbed her arm; yanked her back. She resisted the urge to break free of his grip and knock him to the floor.
“What the hell?” he said.
“Fresh air’s good for you,” said Abbie. “Please release my arm.”
Abe didn’t. He shoved his phone in Abbie’s face. “Is this the woman you claimed you wanted to save?”
“I’m pretty sure,” said Abbie, leaning back. “Hard to tell when you’ve got the screen an inch from my nose. Move it back.”
“Were you lying?” Abe said, his voice twisted with agitation. “Did Walter send you to taunt me? If this is some game, you can find that bastard and tell him—”
Abbie was not big on slapping. It was so rare you nailed the strike and produced the satisfying crack of palm meeting cheek. Beyond that glorious sound, what was the point? Abbie’s tongue was plenty cutting, and fists, feet and elbows had always done the job if a physical altercation was required. She had considered slapping purely a troupe of TV soaps. Until Abe’s voice started rising towards hysteria. Then, the slap came naturally. He reeled at the contact and stared bug-eyed at Abbie.
“Abe,” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder, “let go of my arm before I put you on the ground.”
Abe’s eyes flicked from Abbie’s face to her arm, encircled by his hand. His features warped with surprise, as though he had not realised he was still holding her. There was a beat, then he let go and stepped back.
“Thank you,” said Abbie, smoothing the sleeve of her jumper, which had crumpled and slid up where Abe had grabbed her. “And to answer your questions, if I heard them correctly through your whiney babbling: no, I wasn’t lying, and no, Walter didn’t send me to taunt you. He didn’t send me at all. As previously discussed, I’ve never met him. Only Jacob.” She paused and looked around. “Where’s the nicest walk around here? Through these quaint little streets or along the beach? God, this place is like a postcard. Must be a real tourist trap in the summer.”
“A walk?” said Abe. “Why are you talking about walks?”
“You’re agitated. A walk will do you good; clear your head. Do me good, too. I’ve got plenty to consider. How about you take me to your mum’s, but take me the long route. We can talk more on the way.” She pointed down a long, winding street. “Why not start here? Looks nice.”
As she took her first step, Abe again grabbed her arm. This time Abbie twisted, snatched his hand and yanked. With a yell, Abe retreated.
“Sorry,” said Abbie. “Don’t grab me.”
“Whatever,” said Abe through gritted teeth. “How about this: I give you my mum’s address, and you take whatever route you want to get there. In return, you give me my gun, and I finish what I started before you interfered.”
“No.”
Abe’s face whitened with frustration. His eyes dropped to Abbie’s coat, and she smiled.
“You can try to take it,” said Abbie. “Can’t promise I won’t break your arm.”
“Why are you doing this?” Abe said in a superb imitation of a petulant child. “You said you wanted to protect my mother? Well, the danger to her comes from Walter. Give me my gun; I’ll do your job.”
“No,” Abbie said again. Before Abe could meltdown, she continued. “If after meeting your mother, I deem her worthy of saving, save her is what I’ll do. If I must kill Walter to protect her, I will. You have my word. But I can’t shoot someone based on your word, even if I suspect you’re telling the truth. And I can’t let you go it alone because I need you to introduce me to your mum, and even if I didn’t, you couldn’t kill him, so I’d be wasting my time.”
“I’ll kill him.”
“No,” said Abbie. “I’m sorry, but you couldn’t.”
Having had enough of the conversation, Abbie started down the winding street. Stunned, Abe at first remained still. After regaining his senses, and his righteous fury, he gave chase.
“What makes you so sure I’d fail?” As he reached her, his hand came to grab her a third time. Realising what he was doing, he retrieved his fingers at the last second. Smart move. “You’ve only known me five minutes. How can you say I won’t kill him?”
Abbie was of a mind not to answer, but here he was, by her side, and growing more agitated by the second. Getting into a fight with the son of the victim her dream had sent her to protect was never bright, but Abbie saw no way to reduce his ire. She certainly wouldn’t lie.
Rather than ignoring the problem, she decided to give him exactly what he wanted. See how he liked that.
“You knew Walter was home last night, correct?”
“Of course. This wasn’t some half-baked spontaneous—”
“Right,” said Abbie. “This was planned. Like you said, Walter has an active sex life but doesn’t bring women home, so you must have been waiting for a day where he was in, but his children were out. Correct?”
Abe wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but she had his attention. He nodded.
“Okay, so you find out when the kids will be away for the night. That evening, yesterday as it turned out, you hide in the garden and ascertain Walter is in, but with no sign of a woman.”
 Another nod from Abe.
“So you arrived at what, eight pm?”
“Seven-thirty.”
“Blimey,” said Abbie. “That’s commitment. Don’t fly off the handles. I’m not mocking you. My sister was murdered. I remember the obsession, the need to make things right. To avenge her death.”
Abe was watching Abbie closely. Too closely. As they made their way down the street, he almost walked into a lamppost and tripped off the curb in quick succession. He was trying to suss out if she was telling the truth.
“Your sister...” he started.
“Yeah,” said Abbie. “Years ago. I don’t want to talk about it.”
But she couldn’t stop thinking. Pranil’s town, where she had saved a man named Owen, had cursed her. That place, its people, had made her human, infected her with emotion. Now she was entangled in a situation involving an almost rape victim teenage boy and a man whose sister had been murdered. Two events that had destroyed Abbie’s life many years ago.
If there was a higher power somewhere up there, she was laughing, or she hated Abbie. This could only be a punishment or a cruel joke.
The memories were choking. Pushing past them, Abbie forced words up her blocked throat and into the cold morning air.
“You waited until Walter went upstairs and the lights went out. What time was that?”
“Midnight,” said Abe.
“Midnight,” Abbie repeated. Looking at him, she shook her head. “You must see it. You must understand why I won’t return your gun.”
Abe looked at her. She thought he did understand, but there was no way he would say it. Needing to force the point home, Abbie went on.
“You planned to wait until you were sure Walter was asleep, then break in and end his life. How long would you give Walter after the lights went out? Maybe half an hour, but that would be risky. Two hours feels too long. One hour, that’s your Goldilocks point. Just right.”
Still nothing from Abe. They reached the bottom of the street. Without thinking, Abbie took a turn onto another cobbled path. Already on this cold Friday morning, ahead of sunset, a couple of shops were opening. Abbie smiled at a shopkeeper before returning to Abe.
“After the lights went out at midnight, did they come back on before Jacob got home? Any of them?”
Abe didn’t answer, which was all the answer Abbie needed.
“Could you hear movement inside at any point?”
Abe didn’t answer, which was all the answer Abbie needed.
“Did you attempt to break in before Jacob returned home?”
“Okay,” said Abe. “That’s enough.”
“You didn’t,” said Abbie. “Which means rather than waiting one hour after Walter turned the light off, you’d sat by that bush in the freezing cold for six, staring at the house, willing yourself to go inside.”
“I said, Enough.”
“Do you want this gun back?” said Abbie. “Do you plan to kill Walter?”
“I can do it. I have to. If you’ll just give me—”
“Then it’s not enough,” interjected Abbie. “You waited for hours in a freezing cold garden staring at a house because you were too afraid to move. Because you’re not a killer. You don’t have the stomach to approach a sleeping man, put a gun to his head, and pull the trigger. I’m sure you conjured numerous excuses while freezing your butt off in that garden, but you know that’s the truth. With the lights off and with no sign Walter was awake, there was no other reason to delay your break-in. If Jacob hadn’t arrived and shocked you into action, I’m willing to bet you would have stayed there until the sun rose and Walter left, or the gardeners returned. Until you knew your chance was gone. Then you’d have slunk off home, got into bed, and screamed into your pillow. You would have hated yourself even more than you do now. You should be thanking me for dragging you away. For giving you an excuse.”
They’d reached the bottom of the second street. Rather than turning, Abbie stopped and faced Abe. From her jacket, she removed the gun and held it by her stomach. Stepping closer to Abe, putting her chest an inch from his, Abbie trapped the weapon between them, concealing it from passers-by. Though Abbie was tall, Abe was half a head taller. Tilting her head up, she met his eye.
“I don’t care if you tell a thousand lies to me,” said Abbie. “But I strongly advise being honest with yourself.”
She wrapped Abe's hand around the gun handle, keeping her hand over his.
“You were having no luck picking Walter's lock when I found you,” said Abbie. “It’s gone six. Walter will soon be awake if he isn’t already. He probably keeps a gun by the bed in case of trouble if he’s the type of man you’ve implied. But let’s assume everything goes to plan. You get through the door and, without Jacob hearing, make your way to the master bedroom. Walter doesn’t wake. You turn the gun—” she twisted it in his hand, so the business end was pressed into her stomach. Abe’s breath hitched with fear. Good. She wanted him to imagine this. “—towards his head. You have him in your sights; there is nothing he can do to stop you. You think of your sister. Remind yourself over and over that he murdered her. You have your finger on the trigger. It will all be over in a second.”
She put his finger on the trigger. He was trembling so hard, it would be a miracle if he didn’t accidentally shoot her. Abbie didn’t shake. She kept her eyes on his.
“You tell yourself all you have to do is pull the trigger, and it’s over.”
She still had one hand laid over his. She squeezed.
“Could you do it? Could you end Walter's life?” 
“My sister was only fifteen,” he said, his voice cracked, broken. “She was innocent.”
“Doesn’t answer the question. Could you kill Walter?”
“I have to. I have to do it.”
“Could you kill him?”
He was staring at her. Tears brimmed and then broke from his eyes. Looking down, he saw the gun in his hand, saw the way it pushed into Abbie’s midriff. He imagined pulling the trigger, imagined the bullet tearing through flesh. Closing his eyes, he envisioned putting a shot through Walter's brain.
In a sudden jerk, he yanked his hand from the gun and shoved it towards Abbie. With calm speed, she slipped it into her jacket. 
Still sobbing, Abe took two steps back, then his legs seemed to give way. He dropped to his knees and buried his head in his hands.
There were two or three people in the street now. Catching sight of the crying, crumpled man, they looked his way. Ignoring them, Abbie crouched beside Abe and put an arm around him.
“It’s okay,” she said.
“I can’t let her down. I can’t let her down.”
“And you won’t,” said Abbie. “You’ll never let her down, no matter what you do to Walter. I promise you that.”
He continued to cry, and Abbie pulled him closer. She shushed him and waited for him to get himself under control. At last, he was able to tear his face from his hands and look at Abbie. He had been quite handsome before he broke down, but now was not the time to mention he was an ugly crier.
“What now?” he said.
“We can deal with Walter later,” said Abbie. “For now, you need to take me to your mother.”





Nine
T he sun climbed over the houses and shops, draping the quaint coastal town in a weak, watery light that seemed to contain no warmth.
Abe didn’t look up to see the sun sweep the darkness from the sky. At Abbie’s side, he kept his gaze on his feet except for the occasional directional check. His focus remained on keeping the tears at bay. It was a battle he was winning. Just.
They didn’t talk. Abe’s younger sister had been a teenager, more than a decade younger than him. He claimed Walter had murdered the girl, but Abbie guessed he meant Walter had given the order. People who lived in six-bedroom houses rarely did their own killing. Abe hadn’t detailed how his sister had died, and Abbie didn’t press for info. Now was not the time. This didn’t stop her from considering the situation.
Those involved in organised crime killed less frequently than most people believed. Murder was messy, and crooked enterprises had enough trouble keeping their drug dealing and weapon running from the police without leaving dead bodies all over the place. For Walter to have risked killing a teenager, there had to be a major feud between the families. To Abbie, this indicated that Abe’s mother was no saint. Abe had described her as the head of the family. Abbie could not prevent herself from imagining a female Don Corleone.
Reaching the beach, they made their way west along the concrete pavement above the strip of sand where last night a party had taken place. Abbie took note when they passed the cave where Abbie had almost or actually killed Ana. No one stood outside. If anyone was inside, they were silent. Abbie guessed Ana was long gone.
As she passed the cave, memories of Harry flocked once more to Abbie’s mind. When she shoved them away, they were replaced by images of Violet, her beautiful, smiling sister, in the days before her murder. A subconsciously driven hand reached for Abbie’s bag. It felt the outline of The Stand. Violet’s favourite book and the only possession of her sister’s Abbie retained.
When Abbie moved Violet aside, Pranil replaced her. Abbie’s heart hitched at the sight of him. He had a handsome smile, but that wasn’t why Abbie focused on it. That easy, gentle smile represented the ordinary life of which Abbie had temporarily believed she could grab a slice. It had given her hope. Now, it morphed into a source of depression. Pushing it away, Abbie continued along the beach, forcing herself to focus on the next step and the next. Nothing else.
“This is it.”
Abbie glanced at the house to which Abe was pointing and smiled. Their entire walk along the beach the house had been in sight, but Abbie had never considered it might be their destination. As soon as Abe pointed, she thought, Of course it is. That house on the rocks, that eyesore hanging over the ocean, was always going to be the place.
The house itself was a similar size to Walter's . Perhaps a little bigger. Definitely not smaller, though it didn’t have a back garden. Instead, a sheer drop and the ocean. Great for views, not so good for a kick about.
“It was my step-father’s place,” said Abe. “No one wanted him to build it, but he was rich, and when the rich decide they want something... you know how it goes.”
“Was his place?” said Abbie.
“Yeah,” said Abe. “He’s dead now. Like the rest.”
On this intriguing comment, Abe turned from the path and made his way along the outcrop, the beach to his left, more rocks and water to his right. The house at the end.
Abbie followed. To her, the house didn’t look right. It seemed to belong on a gated street full of other six-ten bedroom detached homes. Not on this outcrop of rocks by the sea. The house that sat here should be tall and narrow. Looking at it, you should get the sense that a strong gust might at any moment blow it into the sea. You should never feel safe stepping into a place that hung over the sea.
Stupid thoughts. The wealthy were often eccentric; that did not mean they built houses that might drop into the ocean at any second. That was not how the rich stayed rich.
There was no gate. The driveway had space for four cars. A garage to the side could park two more. Currently, there was only one car outside. Abe let them in with a key.
“Good thing you didn’t have to pick the lock,” said Abbie. To his look, she said, “Too soon?”
A spacious hallway led to a large kitchen. Before that, Abe opened the first door on the left and led Abbie into a circular living room full of comfortable sofas and a gorgeous rug. Around the room's edges were cabinets and shelving, giving the place a cluttered but homely feel. Abbie saw books for all ages, fiction and non-fiction, as well as what appeared to be every board game in existence.
“Mum's big on family,” Abe said, catching Abbie's eye as she surveyed the room. “Make yourself at home. You want a drink?”
Abe's eyes were red and puffy. Abbie figured half from sleep deprivation and half from misery. She wished she could comfort him, but thought it best not to go down that road. The pills in her car would have cured his fatigue woes, but she was under strict instructions to never share the drugs. They were tailor made based on her body chemistry and a heavily guarded secret. 
“A water if you're getting yourself something,” she said. “Nothing otherwise.”
Abe left her to settle, and Abbie positioned herself to see the only door and window. The latter was tall and wide. It looked onto the driveway towards the homes that had to hate this place's existence. 
The seat was comfortable, but Abbie's churning mind prevented her from relaxing in the five minutes before the living room door reopened. It was not Abe who entered, but his mother. Abbie wasn't surprised.
“Good morning,” said Abe's mum. 
As Abbie rose, Ma Abe closed the living room door and offered a hand. Abbie guessed there would be no water. “Alice Rayner.”
Even with her face twisted in pain and blood matting her hair, Alice had been a beautiful woman. Outside of that dream, not yet in her final moments of life, Alice was unsurprisingly even more striking. Abbie could hardly imagine what a knock-out she must have been before time whitened her hair and etched lines into her face.
It was clear from whom Abe had acquired his good looks.
Taking the older woman's hand, Abbie shook, smiled and said, “Abbie. Pleased to meet you.”
“Abbie,” Alice repeated. “But not, I hear, by birth?”
“Not by birth,” Abbie agreed. “It's my taken rather than given name. It's on my driver's license if you'd like to see.”
“I would.”
Abbie realised their hands were still clasped, though they stopped shaking a while ago. Trying to hold the smile, Abbie eased her hand free and removed her wallet from her bag. From within, she extracted her driver's license and passed it over.
Alice looked at the card. Examined the name and then Abbie's photo.
“Could be a fake,” she said, staring at it.
“It could,” Abbie agreed. “What makes you think I'd need a fake name?”
“What would make me think you wouldn't?” Alice asked. While Abbie tried to decide if this made sense, Alice moved on. “Why Abagail King?”
“Why not?”
“Don't tell me it's random.” Alice rolled her eyes. “Consciously or subconsciously, when given a choice, people always pick a name that means something to them.”
“If it was subconscious, I wouldn't know what it was, would I?”
“Not off the top of your head. You seem like a smart girl. Self-aware. Why don't you dig into that pretty little head of yours and see if you can uncover the reason?”
“Why?”
Both women were standing. Alice was as tall as Abbie. Her white hair and the sharp lines on her face, combined with her bright blue eyes and easy smile, gave her an air of powerful dignity. One look into those eyes made you want to submit to her rule. Luckily for Abbie, she'd had plenty of practice at being obstinate.
Alice waited. And waited. Shook her head when she realised Abbie wasn't going to give.
“Spoilsport,” she muttered, but with good humour. “On to business then. My son says you believe I'm in danger but can't explain how you know. You want to save my life but can't explain why you'd care. Well, consider me intrigued.”
“I can imagine. But if I implied to Abe that I couldn't explain how I knew you were in danger or why I'd want to save you, I misspoke, and I apologise.”
“Apology accepted,” said Alice. Her eyes gleamed with expectation. She was set to be disappointed.
“The truth is, I could explain. I just won't.”
“Ah, that's a mean bit of misdirection,” said Alice, then waved it away. “No matter. I don't require saving.”
“Yeah,” said Abbie. “I hear that a lot.”
Alice examined Abbie. Her smile lingered. It looked to be natural, but who could tell? It struck Abbie that Alice was likely a good actress.
“A lot,” Alice mused. “You some kind of hero?”
“Please,” said Abbie. “Aren't heroes action-figure looking men who go around saving pretty young ladies? Not bitter, damaged women who save OAPs.”
“Excuse me, I'm fifty-nine. Until tomorrow.”
Abbie smiled. That was interesting. “Happy birthday for tomorrow, though it'll be a shame if someone murders you before you have the chance to blow out the candles.”
Alice raised her eyebrows. For a beat, all was quiet. Then the fifty-nine year old burst out with a laugh of such warmth. Abbie almost decided on the spot to like the woman.
“You've made a good first impression,” said Alice. “And for what it's worth, while you may not have the right bits to be a conventional hero, you're good looking enough, and you've got the right attitude.”
Turning, Alice crossed the room and looked out the window. She ran her finger across a board game. The laugh had died. Abbie guessed the smile had slipped from Alice's face. The older woman wasn't the kind to allow a stranger to see her pain. Probably wasn't the kind to let her nearest and dearest see it, either.
“Gender aside, if you are a hero, I wish you were conventional in saving pretty young things. That was the kind I needed.”
Abbie felt her hands tense by her side. “Your daughter?”
A curt nod. Alice didn't turn.
“My little Aurora,” she said. “Namesake of Sleeping Beauty, and now that's what she is. Except no true love's first kiss will wake her.”
A deep sigh and the veneer slid away. The wound was fresh. Abbie was right about Alice and acting. She was holding it together through pretence, but her pain was right at the surface. Abbie understood. She was amazed the older woman could stay so strong so soon after her daughter's demise. Abbie had been a wreck for weeks after losing her baby, and again after losing her sister.
“If you're into saving lives, she was the one,” said Alice. “My life means little now. Don't stick around; you'd be wasting your time.”
After another heavy breath, Alice swivelled back on her leg and faced Abbie again. The smile was gone, but strength had defeated grief, at least for the moment. There were no tears. Alice looked every bit the matriarch Abe had implied she was.
Sensing Alice was preparing to remove Abbie from the house, she, Abbie, acted on impulse, sliding the drawstring bag from her shoulder and pulling from inside the book wrapped pillowcase.
“What's that?” asked Alice.
Rather than answering directly, Abbie said, “When I was nineteen, someone murdered my sister. By that point, I'd lost my baby. My parents had proven themselves to be despicable humans; my brother was in prison. Violet was all I had. She meant the world to me.
In front of the sofa on which Abbie had sat was a coffee table. Going to her knees, Abbie lay the pillowcase on the table and unfolded it. With the care with which a nun might handle an ancient bible, Abbie removed The Stand from the bag.
“Ten years later, this is the last possession of Violet's I have, and I treasure it. Though it's become battered and bruised over the years, though I should put it in a safe to ensure its survival, I find I must keep it with me at all times. I feel a little piece of my sister is still with me while it’s at my side. I link it to my memories of her. Stupid, I know. I'll always remember her, but, over the years, I've got it in my head that if I lose the book, I lose her.”
Staring at the cover, Abbie temporarily lost her train of thought. Why had she removed the book? What had been her point?
She remembered when Alice crossed the room and dropped to her knees at the coffee table. It was about trust. Sometimes you had to cut open your emotional core and bleed pain in someone's sight for them to trust you.
Nodding at the book's cover, the author's name, Alice said, “Stephen King. That's where you got the surname?”
Abbie nodded.
“And Abagail?”
“I've read this,” Abbie said, tapping the cover with a delicate finger, “hundreds of times. And Violet read it hundreds of times before me. Abagail Freemantle is responsible for bringing together the good guys before their ultimate battle with evil. Which, as it turns out, is irrelevant. Brilliant book, rubbish ending.”
Alice smiled. “I remember. I read it in the late 70s when it first came out, and again at some point in the last few years, behind the bars of my prison cell.”
Abbie didn't look up, but hope struck her heart. That Alice had mentioned prison signalled that this exercise could be worth it. Opening up had earned Alice's trust, and that flowed both ways.
Still at Abbie's side, Alice rolled up her sleeve to reveal her wrist. Encircling it was a piece of string attached to which were numerous items. Part of a pine cone, a hair tie, a paper clip, and more. It looked uncomfortable, and it made a strange rustling when Alice turned her hand. Abbie recognised it, of course. She'd seen it in her dream.
“Aurora was my miracle child,” said Alice. “I thought I was done with kids. No surprise. My second youngest was born when I was thirty-seven, and even that seemed too old. When I fell pregnant at forty-four, I considered getting rid. Strongly considered. Rejecting what seemed like the sensible choice was the best thing I ever did.”
Twisting the bracelet around her wrist, it was as though the makeshift charms were hypnotising Alice. She stared at those relics. Abbie knew the bracelet was a gateway to Aurora, as The Stand served Abbie as a gateway to Violet.
“Aurora made me this when she was six. Presented it to me on the day a judge sentenced me to fourteen years in prison. I don't often cry, but I cried when Aurora, tears in her eyes, pressed this into my hand. Of course, I couldn't keep it in jail. God forbid I use the paper clip to remove a fellow inmate's eye. That was hard to explain to my little girl when she first visited. Aurora cried, I cried, then my miracle stormed out. I felt as though she'd ripped my heart from my chest and taken it with her. I put it straight back on when I was paroled nine years later. I wore it when I hugged Aurora upon my return home. Didn't take it off for a week after. Told myself I never would, but you know how it is. It became an irritant. I stripped it off and left it in a drawer, where it remained until the day the police came to my door and told me my Sleeping Beauty was gone forever. I'll never remove it again. This time I mean it.”
For thirty seconds, Alice's eyes remained on the bracelet. Then, with a snap, she tore them away. Pushing her sleeve over the jewellery, she looked at The Stand as though it were a voodoo doll bearing her likeness. Shaking her head, she found a smile and tapped the book’s cover with almost as much delicacy as had Abbie.
“Good tactic,” she said. “This isn't the first time you've had to ingratiate yourself to a stranger you fear is going to die, is it?”
“No,” said Abbie.
“How many?”
Abbie pretended to consider. In truth, she knew the number by heart. How could she lose track? But she didn’t give Alice the exact figure.
“More than sixty.”
“And they all faced a life or death situation after you arrived?”
“Yup.”
“Maybe you're a harbinger of doom,” said Alice. “Maybe your arrival causes bad things to happen.”
This was something Abbie had considered after her very first mission. A young woman named Iris Caprice had died, and Abbie had convinced herself this would not have happened if Abbie had stayed away. She stopped taking Ben’s calls and refused to respond when her next Type One dream came.
As a result of her inaction, a woman named Natalia Szymanski had died. Abbie hadn’t refused the call of a Type One nightmare since.
To Alice, she said, “Maybe it does. Doesn't matter to you.”
“It doesn't?”
“Here now, aren't I? Maybe my presence has already put you on the path to demise, but now I'm here, you might as well keep me around. Let me help prevent the damage I might have caused from coming to pass.”
“Nice logic,” said Alice.
“I thought so. That all the questions you wanted to ask?”
“One more.”
“Go on.”
“Of these sixty-odd people who faced a life or death situation after you turned up, how many did you fail to save?”
“Too many, but few enough that I can count them on the fingers of one hand.”
Alice gave a slight nod, as though approving. “That's a laudable success rate. What, 94% at worst?”
“Whatever it is,” said Abbie, “it's not good enough.”
“An honourable attitude,” said Alice, nodding. She stood from the table, moved a little way across the room, and looked out the window. “Maybe you are cursing the people you think you're coming to save. In my case, I want you to rest assured your arrival has made no difference to my life expectancy.”
Still on her knees, looking up at the older woman, Abbie said, “Is that so?”
“Oh yeah, I'm fifty-nine today, and it's my birthday tomorrow,” said Alice. “Whether you'd turned up or not, I was never going to live to see sixty.”





Ten
A  silence draped the room as a sheet drapes a dead body. Then Alice said, “Are you single?”
Despite Alice's declaration from moments ago, Abbie couldn't help but smile. Here was a non sequitur, a sign Alice and Abbie were perhaps not so different. Alice was in a feud with Walter that had led to the murder of her teenage daughter. She had committed crimes a judge deemed worthy of a fourteen-year prison sentence, most of which she had served. Regardless, Abbie found it difficult not to like the nearly sixty-year-old.
“I am,” said Abbie. The question made her think of Pranil and his smile and sent a pang through her heart. He wouldn't wake for at least another twenty minutes and probably wouldn't text for half an hour after that. Abbie had a little longer before she had to worry about breaking his heart, terminating her last chance at a slice of the normal life. “Why do you ask?”
“Isn't it obvious? You said it had been a decade since you were nineteen, so you're twenty-nine?”
Abbie nodded.
“Thirty this year. Are you nervous?”
“Haven't really thought about it.”
“Nor should you,” said Alice. “My daughter, Alexandria, shares my birthday. She turns thirty tomorrow and is freaking out. I've told her it's just a number. It's not the passing days that age you, but children. You're not a mother, I take it?”
“No.”
If Alice noticed the flash of grief that passed through Abbie's eyes, she chose, respectfully, not to mention it.
“As a teenager, I miscarried what would have been my first child,” said Alice, and this time it was Abbie that chose not to mention the flash of grief. “My firstborn arrived when I was eighteen. Overnight I jumped a generation, and it felt like it, too. I tell Alex if she wants to stay young, she should stay childless, but I'd never recommend that. My kids are the best thing I did.”
“Does this relate to your question about my relationship status?” asked Abbie, wanting to move the conversation away from children. “Other than in it distracts me from discussing your imminent demise.”
Alice laughed. “Have I mentioned you make a good first impression?”
“You have.”
“Good,” said Alice. “I like you. I... no, hang on. Come with me. This is the family room, and you're a friend. Indulge me.”
Abbie was given no chance to dissent. As Abbie had done to Abe in the cafe, Alice left the room before Abbie could process what was happening.
Despite this, Abbie didn't rush to put away The Stand. She would never do that. Abbie took the book off the surface and folded it into the pillowcase with her usual excessive care and attention. Opening her drawstring bag, she placed the wrapped up book inside. The drawstring bag she tightened and slid over her shoulder. It rested as ever against her left hip. It was getting to the point she felt strange when it wasn't there. As though it were a phantom limb.
Book secure, Abbie rose and left the living room. She heard glasses clinking from the end of the hall, and a cupboard door swing closed.
She found the kitchen by following the sound as Alice placed the glasses on a granite counter and went to the fridge. An island surrounded by stools in the room's centre made Abbie think of Arthur's round table. Around the room were white goods and plenty of surface space. The sink was beneath a round window that looked onto the ocean.
“Stay away from there. Don't look.”
Alice removed a filter jug from the fridge and returned to the glasses. She had called out when she saw Abbie approaching the sink.
“Why not?” said Abbie. 
“It's like a trailer,” said Alice, which didn't seem to explain anything. “I hate trailers. I see movies by filmmakers I like or ones I've picked at random by the name. I like to be surprised by the main event. Trailers only diminish the cinematic experience.”
After filling the glasses, Alice returned the jug of water to the fridge, then collected the drinks. Her hands occupied, Alice nodded towards a door at the far right of the room, currently closed. Abbie crossed the room to open it and step through.
“The kitchen window is the trailer,” said Alice as she followed Abbie through the door. “This is the movie.”
They'd entered a large, rectangular room. A bar ran almost the entire length of one of the long sides. It offered a more comprehensive selection of alcoholic and soft beverages than Abbie had seen in any pub she'd visited over the years. At the end of the bar was a door. Across the room were comfortable chairs and booths where people could drink, chat, and admire what Alice had compared to a movie.
Abbie understood the metaphor. There was no wall opposite the bar, only a single glass window, with a glass door set into it. This offered a stunning view of the rocks, the ocean, and the horizon. 
“My third husband had many desirable qualities,” said Alice. “For this view, I might still have married him if he were an adulterous, cat kicking monster. I missed nothing more than sitting on that balcony on a warm evening with a drink and the setting sun when I was imprisoned. Except for my children. Maybe.”
The door beside the window led to the rock balcony, which extended a few metres before dropping into the ocean. Abbie understood how easy it would be to miss the scenario Alice described.
“You must miss your husband?”
Alice laughed. “What did my Abe say?”
“What makes you think he said anything?”
“I know my son. He’ll have mentioned my unfortunate habit of losing husbands in a far more final way than divorce.” Alice glanced at Abbie, then back to the ocean. “Yes, I miss Morris. He was an eccentric who rubbed many people up the wrong way, but he doted on his daughters and was good to me. It's been ten years, and I still think about him every day. Same for Abe's dad, my second husband, and he's been gone even longer. The rumour mill doesn't concern me.”
“And what is the mill producing, regarding your husbands?”
“That I killed them,” said Alice, without compunction. “Each death improved my situation—From pauper to comfortable, from comfortable to wealthy, from wealthy to filthy rich. Then there are the circumstances. Abe's father died of a heart attack, which was hard to pin on me, but my first husband was stabbed, and Morris drowned not far from where we now stand. He was a strong swimmer. Foul play was always going to be suspected. I think he was drunk, possibly high; never good things to be, but especially dangerous at his age. Especially when out at sea on a boat with no railing on its deck. Still, from the outside looking in, I can see why people suspect me.” 
“But are they right?” asked Abbie.
Alice chuckled again. “Are you this direct with everyone?”
“No,” confessed Abbie. “I like to read the room.”
“Ah, so this approach is tailored to me.”
“Yes,” said Abbie. “You've been upfront about your prison time, and the mud people throw your way. You seem like a woman who appreciates direct talk and has little time for subtext.”
Nodding, Alice gestured to two seats in the centre of the room, facing the window.
“Come, sit.”
Abbie did. She finished her water and placed the glass on the table. 
“Another?” Alice asked.
“I'm okay.”
Alice nodded, lowered her quarter-full glass, and took a breath.
“Would it make a difference to you if I’d killed my husbands?”
This was an intriguing question. Abbie mulled it over. She could not climb on her high horse about murder, considering the number of lives she had ended, but it did matter.
“I came here believing your life to be in danger,” said Abbie. “What I don't know, as yet, is if you're worth saving.”
“And a murderer wouldn't be? You already know I'm an ex-con.”
“I don't believe in black and white,” said Abbie. “I have known sick and twisted men and women who would never dream of ending a life, and I have known honourable and honest murderers.”
“What about you, Abbie? Are you an honourable and honest murderer?”
“I like to think I'm two of the three.”
“But let me guess, you won't say which two?”
Abbie smiled but didn't answer. Alice looked pleased.
“You said you were single,” said Alice. “And the more I get to know you, the more I think you'd be perfect for my Abraham. He's only a year younger than you.”
“You're trying to distract me again.”
“Quite right, but I mean it, too.”
“I'm not looking to date.”
“In my experience, that's when we find the best partners.”
“And you'd be happy for your son to date someone who won't say conclusively if they're a murderer?”
Alice leaned forward. “I don't believe in black and white, either.”
There was a comfortable silence as Alice looked out at sea. After some consideration, she finished her water.
“Returning to your question,” she said. “I meant it when I said I missed Morris and Abe's father, even after all these years. I didn't murder either man.”
“You didn't murder either of them,” said Abbie. “But you’ve been married three times.”
“Yes,” said Alice. “I have.”
Taking the glasses, Alice moved to the kitchen. Abbie watched her open the dishwasher and slot them away before returning to Abbie, reclaiming her seat. For another spell, they sat in silence, captivated by the sea.
At last, Abbie said, “I want you to tell me why you don't think you'll last the night.”
“Why should I?” said Alice. “Given you won't tell me why you think my life's in danger.”
“I saw your face in a dream,” said Abbie.
There it was again, risk and reward, the cost-benefit analysis. Abbie rarely mentioned her prophetic dreams to the subjects of them. Each recipient of this confession had reacted differently, some positively, some negatively. So far, no one had laughed.
But Alice did.
“Do you know,” she said. “I honestly don't know if you're yanking my chain or if you mean it. If you do mean it, I don't know what to think. What should I think, Abbie?”
Abbie wasn't sure. She was annoyed at herself for taking this road with no idea what to say next. Mainly because she hadn't expected Alice's reaction.
“Seeing as you know you're in danger, I would say it doesn't matter,” said Abbie. “What matters is whether or not you believe my intentions to save you are honest.”
“That's very true,” said Alice. “And I don't know. I like you—I truly mean that, but maybe we have compatible personalities. That's dangerous. It might make me lower my guard when in truth, you've been sent by the enemy. By Walter.”
“The man who murdered your daughter?”
“Nothing loosens a lonely man’s tongue faster than a pretty face, eh?” said Alice. She wore a wry smile. “I’ll be having words with Abraham.”
Sensing it was the best route forward, Abbie said nothing. Alice’s smile slipped away, and a flash of that earlier grief returned.
“My children are of one mind when it comes to my daughter’s murder,” Alice confessed. “Walter did it.”
“You don’t agree?”
Alice mulled this over before revealing another aspect of herself that was much the same as Abbie: “The evidence is circumstantial but compelling. Still, I like to be sure before I take any actions I will not later be able to take back, should my suspicions prove incorrect.”
In Alice’s lap, she kneaded her fingers. For a handful of seconds, she was lost in her own dark thoughts. Then she met Abbie's eye and leaned across the table.
“If I discover you accepted my hospitality and made me like you on false pretences, and if it should become apparent you’re here at Walter's behest or that you know anything of my daughter’s murder, I would...” She trailed off, looking a little lost. Came back strong. “I can't imagine what I'd do to you because what I'd do to you would be unimaginable. And not in a good way.”
In Alice's face, as she spoke, Abbie, at last, saw a woman she believed could perform acts worthy of a fourteen-year prison sentence and who had murdered her first husband. Abbie said nothing. More often than not responding to accusations, even to deny, only made a person sound guilty, even if they were not. Abbie waited for a direct question. Got it after almost a minute.
“Did Walter send you?”
“No.”
Alice watched her, and Abbie didn't look away. Let the woman search for signs of dishonesty. Her son had done the same.
“Good,” said Alice. “But no point sticking around anyway. I'm not worth it. Find some pretty young damsel and leave the old crone to her fate.”
“You're not old,” said Abbie.
“You said OAP.”
“That sounded good. I didn't mean it.”
“I should hope not.”
After a while, Abbie said, “Why do you expect to die tonight?” She wasn't sure if Alice would answer. After all, Abbie had implied prophetic dreams that led her to the coast. If Alice believed this a joke, why would she open up?
But after only a few seconds, Alice said, “I expect Walter to kill me, and there’s nothing anyone can do to stop it.”
“Why do you think that?”
After a few seconds spent looking out to sea, Alice looked back at Abbie with eyes of grief, of loss. The older woman smiled, but the smile displayed nothing more than the eyes had already revealed.
“Simple,” said Alice, “because I want him to do it.”





Eleven
T his revelation stunned Abbie. Over the years, she had faced many kinds of obstacle in the pursuit of saving lives. The suicidal tendencies of the person she was trying to save was a new one.
“Why would you want him to kill you?”
“Because that's all that's left.”
Hands still restless, Alice looked to the bar. She wanted a drink. Abbie wouldn't have judged, though it was not long gone sunrise. But the nearly birthday girl refrained.
“I feel a connection to you,” she said. “Also, I don’t plan to live to see the sunrise on my sixtieth birthday. That frees me to be a little more honest than I might be otherwise. I’ve already told you a fair amount. Still, I’m also happy to reveal that my third husband and I were arms dealers. Does that diminish your desire to save my life?”
“It probably should,” said Abbie. When she offered no more, Alice continued.
“Ship the guns in, ship the guns out. We were good at it—the perfect team. Until the muppet got pissed and drowned a hundred feet from our home. Suddenly, I had two daughters, five and thirteen, who'd lost their father. The younger wouldn't stop crying; the older went off the rails. I had a broken heart and had to contend with a police investigation. I lost the plot. Started taking stupid risks. I was acquitted of my husband's murder. But, a year after my youngest two kids lost their father, their idiot mother got herself—and their oldest half-brother—arrested for arms dealing. Because of a sexist system, Adam, my son, remains locked up while I walk free, but that's another gripe. We're talking about Walter.”
It seemed like they were taking a roundabout way to find how this linked to Walter, but Abbie was happy to let the story play out. She said nothing. Waited for Alice to go on.
“You know how some crooks go into prison and find God,” Alice said, “and it changes them?”
“Yeah,” said Abbie. She tried to keep any scepticism from her voice. Alice didn't notice.
“Well, something like that happened to me. Except, instead of God, I found education.”
This was an eyebrow-raiser.
“I know how it sounds,” said Alice. “But you have to understand, from when I was thirteen years old, the man who would become my first husband deprived me of an education. At seventeen, he got me pregnant. On my eighteenth birthday, he forced me to marry him. By the time I escaped him and the murder trial that followed, I was nineteen with a one-year-old and a newborn to take care of. By the time I married Abe's father and was granted the time for an education, I no longer saw the point. I could read and write. I had a natural intelligence and wit that served me well. Why did I need school?”
This was a rhetorical question, so Abbie didn't answer. A new sound in the sky caught her attention as Alice paused. The seagulls had awoken. Above the talking women's heads, the birds circled, squawked and searched for breakfast.
“When I went to prison,” Alice continued. “Studying was one of the few activities available to me. I picked up a book, just wanting something to pass the time. Within minutes, I was hooked. In the pursuit of knowledge, of learning for learning's sake, I found a passion that eclipsed anything I had before experienced. I raced through the syllabuses, starting at the school level I'd left all those years ago when my first husband tore into my life. By the time they paroled me, I had a first-class degree in politics and economics and another in philosophy. On top of that, I added a master's degree, and I'm hoping to start my doctorate in the next few months.”
She paused—a wistful smile playing across her lips.
“Was hoping, that is. Before Aurora.”
Alice looked to the sea. Again, Abbie could not prevent her hand from dropping to her drawstring bag, from feeling The Stand. What might Violet have achieved if someone hadn’t killed her? What would Abbie's life be like? It didn't bear thinking about. It hurt too much.
“Why is this relevant?” said Alice, voicing what should have been Abbie's question. “Because my thirst for knowledge fundamentally changed me. By the time Morris died, we’d accrued enough money that neither my children nor I would ever need to work again. I had no need to continue gun-running. I did it because it was all I had to distract me from the grief and boredom that had become my constant companions. All that changed during my years in prison. Studying is my passion now, and not only that. Once I opened my mind to learning, I couldn't close it again. When the books weren't in my hands, when I wasn't researching on the internet, I was thinking about the result of my illegal activities. What were the guns I sold being used for? I know that sounds stupid. I had always known, but I never dwelled. Now I was dwelling—all those lives lost—and I couldn't stand another day of it.”
“You closed the business?” said Abbie.
Alice nodded. “The second I got home. Cancelled all contracts and told our clients and suppliers we were no longer operational. Simple as that.”
“Nothing's ever as simple as the proverbial that,” said Abbie.
Alice smiled. Looked over the sea.
“Ain't that the truth? My eldest daughter disagreed vehemently with my decision. Luckily, in this family, my word is law. My problem was my stock holding—numerous weapon caches across the city. Hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of guns all told, and me with no need of the money and a sudden moral inability to sell them on as planned. It was a puzzle, alright.”
A puzzle. An excellent term that summed up Abbie's situation, too. She was used to saving people who turned out not to be as kind and honest as they had portrayed themselves. After all, everyone lies; we all have skeletons in our closets. A reformed criminal, indirectly responsible for the deaths of an unknown number of innocents, Alice was unique. The question was: was it right to save a woman whose business exploits had caused such pain and damage, even if that woman now regretted her past decisions?
Knowing which side she was coming down on and not entirely comfortable with it, Abbie forestalled further contemplation of the issue with another question.
“I guess this is where Walter comes in?”
“That's right. Walter's a crook, but relatively small time. Drug dealing, protection rackets, armed robbery, all within a few miles of this seaside town. But, like many business people who have tapped out the local market, he dreams of expansion.”
Upstairs, someone moved. Abbie wondered briefly if Abe was in his room, pacing, waiting to be recalled to the party, then refocused on Alice.
“When he found out I was shutting up shop, Walter approached me with an offer to buy my remaining inventory. He believed my guns were his route to elevating his operation to the next level. When I turned him down, he wasn't happy, but he put on a smile and said he respected my decision and would leave me alone. A few days later, he returned with a larger offer.”
Alice shook her head at the memory.
“Desire can make men so dense, can't it? It took five offers before I managed to get it through Walter's thick skull that money was not the issue. That he would never get the guns. After that conversation, he came closer than ever to losing his temper. But, in the end, he once more forced a smile. I've no doubt when he left this house, he had already decided to rob me. How do you think that went?”
“For him?” said Abbie. “I'm guessing not well.”
“I don't know if you're trying to flatter me or you believe it. Either way, you're right.”
“What happened?”
“Walter only knew the location of two of my lockups. It was a simple matter of relocating those guns. My plan was that Walter's men would find the lockups empty, and the boss would have to give up.” Alice sighed. “Have you heard what they say happens when man plans?”
“God laughs,” said Abbie.
“Yeah, well, it turns out that’s also true for women. God must have been chuckling when Walter picked his idiot brother, Niall, to lead the team that would rob me. And rolling on the floor in hysterics when the police showed up, announcing via loudspeaker they had the crew surrounded.”
By now, bitter disgust was written into Alice’s features. Abbie examined the situation. Came to a conclusion. 
“Niall died?”
“Why do you suggest that, rather than arrested?”
“We know where this is leading,” said Abbie. She didn't have to mention Aurora. “If the cops had arrested Niall, they would have found him breaking into an empty lockup. Even if he was armed, which I'm guessing he was, a good lawyer would have got him off, or at worst, seen him do a few months inside. Not enough to prod Walter into retaliation. More likely, Niall hadn't yet got into the lockup. Afraid to be caught with a huge quantity of illegal weapons, he might have panicked. If he panicked, he might have tried to shoot his way out of there, and if he tried to shoot his way out and found himself surrounded by armed police, they would have shot right back.”
Impressed, Alice nodded.
“That's exactly what happened. Niall tried to shoot his way out, and the cops killed him. No other lives were lost. Niall’s team gave themselves up quick sharp when they saw their leader go down with a bullet in his heart.”
“Did Walter love his brother?” asked Abbie.
“They were forever arguing,” said Alice. “But they were joined at the hip. Walter treated him like a third son. Loved him to bits.”
“And blamed you for his demise,” said Abbie.
“Thinks I called the cops,” said Alice. “Which I didn't. Conveniently, he forgot his brother would be alive if he hadn’t tried to rob me. Grief is stronger than logic, don't you find?”
“Time and again.”
The bitter look had only grown stronger. Alice was staring at the ocean; the waves must have thought they disgusted her.
“I called to give my condolences,” she said, “and he told me I’d suffer as he had suffered; feel the pain he felt. A week later, someone bashed my daughter's skull, slit her throat, and left her dead in a playground. Walter's threat proves motive; his wealth and connections give him means. Aurora was walking home from seeing friends, alone, at night. Talk about opportunity knocks. Whether it was Walter or not, I'm certainly feeling the pain he felt. And then some.”
With a deep sigh, Alice stood and walked to the window. Pressing her forehead to the glass, she closed her eyes, and a tear rolled down her cheek.
“My children demanded swift and decisive action. As far as they were concerned, every second Walter lived was an insult to Aurora's memory. So they pushed, and I told them, again and again, I would not act at the height of my grief, nor without confirmation of Walter's guilt.”
Standing, Abbie moved to Alice's side at the window. At last, they had reached the answer to the question that sparked this story.
“You're no longer at the height of your grief,” said Abbie. “You plan to meet Walter tonight, demand a confession. I assume you’ve agreed to meet alone, but you doubt he’ll keep his word.”
“Correct,” said Alice. “You're a clever girl. Did I mention you and my second son would make the perfect couple?”
“You did. Where are you planning to meet Walter?”
Alice shook her head. “You’re right, I don’t expect him to keep his word about meeting alone, but I intend to keep mine.”
“To what end?”
“To the end that I'm tired and miserable. The loss of my miracle child eats at my soul, and every day renders me weaker and weaker. Soon, I’ll no longer have the strength to carry on. Before then, I want Walter to confess his crimes and to put a bullet in his head or a knife in his throat. That can only happen if we meet.”
“And once you've shot him, his hidden colleagues will reveal themselves,” said Abbie, “and kill you?”
“Yes, and that's okay. That's fine. Didn't I tell you trying to save me was a waste of time?”
“You did,” said Abbie, “but I’m rubbish at heeding sound advice.
Alice smiled but didn’t respond. Staring through the window, out to sea, Abbie sought the words that might convince Alice to let her help. Funny that, while Alice claimed she wanted to die, Abbie had decided the matriarch was worth saving. Abbie couldn't face seeing Alice’s final moments in her dreams night after night. Beyond that, and irrespective of all the older woman's historic crimes, Abbie found that she wanted Alice to live.
“Alice,” she said at last, at the same time as someone entered the room.
Turning away from Abbie, Alice clocked the entrant and gasped.
“Darling, what happened?”
At the gasp, Abbie had turned. As Alice spoke, Abbie met the newcomer's eye.
Alice's second youngest daughter raised her hand. Pointed at Abbie.
“What the fuck is she doing here?”
Standing in the doorway, red marks around her throat and fury in her eyes, was Ana.





Twelve
F or years, Abbie had been gate-crashing the lives of strangers, knowing she had less than two days to save them from a demise they would almost certainly not believe was so close at hand. The primary objective was also the most difficult to achieve: winning the stranger's trust in hours, if not minutes. Beyond this were myriad roadblocks and challenges, presenting varying degrees of difficulty. A recurring theme in Abbie's missions was a person or event arriving like a spanner in the works of any trust built with the potential victim she had come to save. As though time did not appreciate Abbie foreseeing and trying to circumvent what it had planned to bring to pass.
Today's spanner was Ana.
With such roadblocks, when trust hard built was on the line, Abbie had learned quick decision making was vital. Indecision fatal.
From the moment Ana said, ”What the fuck is she doing here?” Abbie knew she had seconds to decide how to deal with this new problem.
Alice looked from her daughter to Abbie and back. Lifting a hand, she touched Ana's shoulder and squeezed. Ana never took her eyes off Abbie.
If Abbie was going to lie, she had to decide what that lie would be, and now. In two or three seconds, she had to cover all angles and ensure she could be utterly convincing when the inevitable questions came her way.
“Do you know this woman?” Alice asked Ana. She was staring at her daughter, who would still not look away from Abbie.
Abbie was a proficient liar. Practice makes perfect, after all. Another of her skills involved knowing when any lie, no matter how well-crafted and told, would do more damage than the truth. Ana's voice rasped; the marks on her neck indicated someone had throttled her. Abbie could not see the back of the vile woman's head, but anticipated a gash where Abbie had smashed her against the wall.
Alice pressed. “Ariana—”
Lying was not the answer.
“—how do you know this woman?”
When Abbie had mentioned to Abe her meeting with Ana, he was surprised only that she had not tried to rape the younger of Walter's two sons. He knew she was cruel, twisted. He was so disgusted by her that he could not confess to Abbie that she was his sister. Had been content to let Abbie believe Ana was an acquaintance. Maybe Abbie should have seen it. Like her brother, Ariana was blonde. Like both her sibling and her mother, she was beautiful, although her features were sharper than these two.
At last, Ana looked at her mother.
Just because Abe knew what Ana was like, didn't mean her mother would.
“This bitch—”
But Alice was switched on. Had already mentioned how the older of her daughters with Morris went off the rails following his death.
“—standing in our house—”
Nine years in prison meant Alice had missed much of Ana's development. Abbie still believed that Alice would have noticed what her daughter had become since her release.
“—tried to kill me.”
Honesty was worth the risk.
“Took me by the throat and held a knife to my face. Would have killed me, but my friends arrived. She smashed me against the wall and ran when they tried to stop her. Look.”
Ana turned. Even from across the room, Abbie could see the gash along the back of her head. Dried blood matted what had been perfect hair.
Alice examined the scar. Took a deep breath. When she turned to Abbie, her face was as serious as stone. Everything hinged on what the matriarch said next.
“I think you have some explaining to do.”
Ana's eyes narrowed. It took a lot for Abbie to resist breathing a sigh of relief. She was far from out of the woods, but Alice's words, even couched in potential anger, indicated Abbie would get the chance to say her piece. This further supported Abbie's belief that honesty was, in this case, the best policy.
“Forget explaining,” said Ana. “This bitch tried to kill me. Mum, deal with her.”
Alice turned to her daughter. Ana had less experience than Abbie dealing with such fraught situations. She believed her comments would play on her mother's maternal instincts. That they would convince Alice to stop asking questions and get on with avenging this attack against her youngest living child. Ana failed to see her words invited suspicion and simplified Abbie's job.
Abbie said nothing. She had remained by the window as Alice went to her daughter and didn't move now, nor would she speak unless invited to do so by Alice. It was a risk, and she was betting a lot on it.
“Darling, daughter,” Alice said. “You know I love my children more than life itself. If Abbie has wronged you, there’ll be retribution. But how can I know what level of retribution is required until I know what happened?”
“You know what happened,” said Ana. “She tried to kill me. The end.”
Without realising it, Ana continued to dig. So long as she held the spade, Abbie was content to hold her tongue. The more effort Ana expended trying to conceal Abbie's story, the more likely Alice believed the truth when it came. By the window, watching, Abbie allowed her face to betray no feeling, no opinion.
From Ana, Alice turned to Abbie. Their eyes locked. Alice's steel glare was designed to unnerve. Many strong men and women would have broken their vow of silence and begun to babble under that glare—a fatal error. Babbles are revealing not because of their content but because they are babbles. More often than not, they are indicative of a guilty conscience. 
Abbie said nothing.
“One question,” said Alice. “You answer it yes or no. You say nothing else. Do you understand?”
Abbie waited several seconds, then said, “Sorry, is that the question?”
“Now is not the time to mess me around, Abbie. Not the time for jokes. Do you understand?”
“I do.”
“The question: did you attack my daughter?”
“How can you ask her that?” Ana blurted. “Don't you believe me? Mother, you can't take her word—”
“Shut up,” Alice cut in. “For once in your life, use your head, Ana. You're my daughter. I love you. Remember that.”
Ana's confused, frustrated expression displayed a clear misunderstanding of these words: a subtle warning that Alice's maternal love was Ana's most potent weapon in convincing her mother to believe her over Abbie. Ana's constant arguing did not augment this motherly love's persuasion, but diminished it. In other words, shut up if you want to win this mock trial.
Abbie got it. It further helped her cause that Ana did not.
“I don't understand why—”
Alice spoke to Abbie over her daughter. “Did you attack my daughter? Yes or no.”
“She's going to—”
“Yes,” said Abbie. Shock almost knocked Ana over. Alice showed no reaction but noted her daughter's. Another point in Abbie's column.
“Ana,” Alice said. “Why did this woman attack you?”
“I don't know,” said Ana at once. “Could have been random, but I reckon she's working for Walter. He won't leave us alone. Not until he's broken you completely. We warned you, ma, you've got—”
“Enough,” said Alice. “Were you alone when Abbie attacked?”
Ana looked at Abbie, who could see the younger woman's mind whirring with a similar conundrum to the one Abbie had faced. There was no chance Ana would tell the whole truth. She was trying to decide how dishonest she should be.
“It was Forest and me,” said Ana, at last, offering her mother a half measure of truth in terms of how many people had been there. “We were in that little crevice just down the beach. We were... well, you know...”
“Unfortunately, I do,” said Alice. “Moving past that, Abbie attacked you both?”
“She jumped us, yeah. Got the better of Forest and took him out. She's an incredible fighter; I'll give her that.”
“Thank you,” said Abbie, and Alice shot her a dark look. Okay, that had been a mistake.
“She knocked him out and attacked me. Then, it's like I said, she ran when my friends arrived. Smashed my head first, though.”
Alice gave her daughter a piercing look. Ana's guilt was plain to see to Abbie, but maybe Alice saw only what she wanted to. One of her daughters had recently died. Would that make her more likely to believe another, regardless of how many lies they told? Abbie wasn’t sure, but the idea made her nervous.
“I love you, darling,” said Alice. “Before I talk to Abbie, is there anything else you'd like to say?”
“Mum,” Ana said, and Abbie saw she was about to put the final nail in her coffin. “I'm begging you, if you love me, just believe me. If you love me, you wouldn't need to ask this cow why she did what she did. Please.”
Ana's eyes were wet, but Abbie sensed they were the tears of a crocodile rather than a human. Alice outstretched a hand and tenderly cupped her daughter's chin.
“Don't you see, sweetheart,” Alice said. “It's because you keep saying things like that I have to ask for Abbie's side of the story. You're my daughter. If this was a random attack, what do you have to fear from me speaking with your assailant?”
“She'll lie,” said Ana.
“So?” said Alice. “Why would I believe her over my own child?”
“She'll be convincing.”
“Oh, sweetie,” said Alice. “If Abbie lies, I'll know, and she’ll pay for what she’s done. If you've been honest with me, you have nothing to fear from me hearing Abbie out. Before I do, I ask again: is there anything else you'd like to say?”
Ana looked her mother dead in the eye. “If you believe her over me, I'll never forgive you.”
Abbie had been wrong before. That was the final nail in the coffin.
Or should be. A grieving mother was even more challenging to predict than the usual kind.
Alice turned to Abbie. “Talk. Keep it brief.”
Abbie intended to.
“This morning, right after arriving in town, I walked along the beach and entered the crevice your daughter describes. I saw Ana, Forest, a man with a camera, and a teenage boy I later found out was Jacob Gravenbach. Ana had forced Jacob to his knees and told him she would cut off his penis and make him eat it if he did not perform fellatio on her boyfriend. Either scenario, Ana warned Jacob, her friend would film. Forest began to undo his trousers; Jacob had made his decision. At this point, I lost my temper. I rendered unconscious both the cameraman and Forest. Your daughter came at me with her knife, and I shoved her against the rocks and throttled her. I took her knife and, I must confess, came close to killing her. I don't remember the last time I was that angry. It's been many, many years.”
Having finished, Abbie turned her head towards the sea. She had tried to deliver the speech without emotion, but as she recalled the scene from the cave, fury once more began to take over. She felt her mouth twitch as her hands began to shake. Alice looked to those trembling hands from Abbie's eyes, then back.
Still holding Abbie's eye, Alice addressed her daughter.
“Is she lying, Ana?”
Ana was looking over her mother's shoulder at Abbie. The younger woman was incandescent with rage; it took time to get ahold of herself.
“Of course she's lying. I already told you.”
Alice closed her eyes. She made no sound, and nothing showed on her lined features, but Abbie got the impression she was counting down from ten, attempting to repress her rage.
“Okay,” she said. “Thank you, Ana. Please, go to your room.”
Ana looked at the back of her mother's head. Stared at it as though willing Alice to face her. Alice didn't.
“Mum, you believe me, don't you? You believe me?”
“You're my daughter, Ana. You would never lie to me, would you?”
“Never.” The lie came easily. Alice almost staggered at the latest emotional blow.
“Then I believe you. Please, go to your room.”
“What will you do with her?”
Though Alice wasn't looking at Ana, Ana pointed at Abbie.
“That's not your concern.”
More silence. Abbie had regained her composure. Like Alice, she found she could not look at Ana and instead focused on the drained mother.
“Mum, will you look at me?”
“Go to your room,” Alice repeated. “Go on now, I won't tell you again. I'll be up to see you as soon as I've dealt with Abbie. Please, go.”
Ana stared at her mother's head a few seconds longer. Both mother and daughter were beautiful, but fear and confusion blemished Ariana’s looks, as grief did for Alice. Ana wanted to think her mother believed her. But those for whom lies were more natural than honesty always struggled to accept that anyone else was telling them the truth.
Afraid of her mother's thinking, Ana tried to find something she could say to win the matriarch back. But there was nothing.
“Thank you, mummy,” she said. “I love you.”
“And I you, sweetheart. Off you go.”
This time, Ana did. Abbie watched the young woman retreat from the room, turn in the kitchen, and disappear towards the front door and stairs.
Alice's knees trembled once she was gone, and her legs almost buckled beneath her. Looking into the older woman’s eyes, Abbie thought it was as though she had just lost another daughter.
In a way, maybe she had. And with this second emotional blow, Abbie wondered if she had just lost any hope of convincing Alice not to give up on life.





Thirteen
O nce Ana was out of sight, Alice turned to where her daughter had been, stared for a moment as though seeing the memory of her girl, then closed the door between bar and kitchen. Facing away from Abbie, Alice raised a hand and touched her face. Wiping away tears. The matriarch would not want Abbie to see what Alice considered to be a moment of weakness.
“I need a drink,” she said at last. “Gin and tonic, I think. Would you like one?”
Abbie heard no pounding feet upstairs that might indicate Ana had fulfilled her mother's wishes and gone to her room. She did hear what she thought was the front door opening.
“No, thank you,” she said. “I don't drink when I'm...”
“Saving lives?” Alice asked when Abbie trailed off, the ghost of a smile on her lips.
“Pretty much.”
“But you don't mind if I partake?”
“Not even a little bit.”
Stepping behind the bar, Alice removed from one of the many shelves a labelless glass bottle, half full of clear gin. From a fridge concealed beneath the bar, she took another, smaller glass bottle, this one full of tonic. 
“My daughter's actions will haunt me till the day I die,” said Alice, not looking at Abbie. “Lucky that's today, eh?”
Unsure what response this comment warranted, Abbie said nothing. It was enough to hear Alice confirm whose story she believed.
With an unsteady hand, Alice unscrewed the cap from the gin. Hand affixed to the bottle, she paused.
“You said you couldn't remember the last time you felt as angry as when you learned what Ana was about to do to Jacob.”
Alice had not made this a question. In any case, Abbie nodded. “That's right.”
“I get that,” said Alice. “The thought of it fills me with rage. It twists and turns in my stomach, filling me with fire like a restless dragon. Look at me; I'm shaking.” She lifted the gin to better demonstrate this condition. “I think such rage can only come from personal experience. From truly appreciating what it was, Ana almost forced Jacob to suffer. Do you agree?”
“Trick question,” said Abbie.
The ghost smile grew a little stronger on Alice's lips.
“You're right, and it's not okay, trying to trick you into confessing to past trauma. I apologise.”
“No need,” said Abbie. But that was all. She could not confirm this trauma from her past, which still caused her much suffering all these years later.
Alice moved on while pouring plenty of gin into a tumbler.
“I sent my daughter away to protect her. I saw the truth, and as the rage seized me, I almost lost control. I almost grabbed Ana’s hair and smashed her face into this bar.” She rapped her knuckles on the hardwood. Replacing the gin on its shelf, she unscrewed the tonic. “What kind of mother does that make me?”
“Your anger’s understandable,” said Abbie. “Losing control to our strongest emotions is human. It doesn’t make us bad people or bad parents. What makes you a great parent is your ability to master that anger long enough to remove your daughter from harm’s way.”
“You're too kind.”
“Maybe. But I don't believe so.”
Alice had her hand on the opened tonic but had yet to pour. Glancing at the bottle, as though surprised, she picked it up.
“Fair warning. To a degree, I’m about to defend my daughter. That might seem crazy, but you should understand I can’t help it. As a mother, that need is built in. No way of avoiding it.”
“I understand.”
“Good. So I’ll say I honestly believe Ariana has no comprehension of the damage her actions might have caused Jacob long term. She never would have emasculated him with a knife. She knew the threat would make him do what she wanted and thought what she wanted would only humiliate him and, more importantly, his father. How could she understand the psychological suffering she was to inflict on the boy, had he capitulated to her demand?”
Once more, Abbie chose silence. It was possible Alice was right, but Abbie’s anger would overpower any attempt she made to agree with the mother’s sentiment. To avoid spitting bile, Abbie kept her mouth shut tight. 
With a trembling hand, Alice began to pour her tonic.
She said, “Does Abraham know what Ariana almost did?”
“Yes.”
“What did he say?”
A beat. Another chance to choose lie or truth. Having stuck on the honesty track so far, Abbie persisted.
“He was surprised Ana didn't go after Brandon. Because Brandon's younger.”
A tremor shot through Alice's arm, and tonic slopped across the bar. Alice stared at the mess, only regaining her senses when Abbie stepped forward to help. She raised a hand.
“No, it's okay.”
Alice tipped what remained of the tonic into her tumbler and threw the empty bottle into a glass bin beneath the bar. Grabbing a cloth from near the bin, she lifted her tumbler, wiped its base, then wiped the surface with jerking, feverish motions. When the bar was dry, Alice made the cloth disappear and took a large gulp of gin.
“I had six children,” Alice said at last. “Two from each marriage. Adam and Angel, Alexandria and Abraham, Ariana and Aurora. Abe and Aurora were my sweetest kids. The wouldn't-hurt-a-fly kind. Adam is loyal, Angel driven, determined, ruthless. Alex is the fun-loving party girl. Third oldest but least mature. Even when Aurora was six and Alex in her early twenties.”
Abbie had drawn the same conclusion about Abe, despite the gun he carried and the claim he intended to make an end of Walter. She kept quiet, waiting to hear about the remaining kid.
“Ariana was brilliant,’ said Alice. “That might be hard to believe given her inability to shut up today when it would have been good for her, but it’s true. She’s by far the smartest of my children. Possibly due to that intelligence, she has always been fiery and impetuous. She has a natural allure that has allowed her to effortlessly accrue followers throughout her life. A neat trick.”
Abe had mentioned this same ability, though he had painted it in a negative rather than favourable light.
“But she was also funny and fun, with the potential for great kindness,” said Alice. “Until her dad died, and I landed myself in prison. After that, Ana turned in on herself. She continued to achieve outstanding academic results. Went to university and law school, if you can believe it. But the loss of her parents—one to death, one to prison—made her bitter, while the murder of her little sister has twisted and warped her into something she should never have become. Something dark and cruel. Maybe that's why I make excuses for her, because I believe she’s a victim of circumstance, and I despise myself for the part I’ve played in her downfall. I also believe she’s redeemable. Despite what the crushing weight of grief has done to her soul, I believe someone can save her.”
Abbie was unsure about all of this, but could not resist using Alice's words to her advantage.
“Someone could save her,” she repeated. “But what better someone than her mother? You could save her if only you’d let me help you.”
Alice drank some more, her eyes on Abbie. She was confused, unsure.
“I need to do this. I have to know what happened to Aurora; I must make her killer pay.”
“I'm not saying don't go. Just tell me where and when, and I'll do everything I can to protect you from whoever Walter brings. You'll get your shot at the bastard. I won't stop that. I promise.”
More of the gin disappeared. The glass was almost empty, but Alice remained on the fence. Abbie read a desire to be pushed to the right side in the older woman's eyes. Maybe she saw what she wanted to see, but Abbie thought Alice wanted to be persuaded.
“When I saw Ana on the beach,” Abbie said, “I thought she was heartless. I imagined no one in this world held her trust or love. Then I saw how she was with you. You may feel you abandoned her by going to prison, that you don't deserve her love, but you have it. Ana loves you and is desperate for your love and respect in return. You may fear what she's become, but I don't think it's too late for you to guide her back to the right path. You can do that, Alice. Can anyone else?”
Alice finished her gin. Glanced longingly to the bottle. Perhaps to help her resist the call of the alcohol, she stepped from around the bar and took Abbie's shoulder. She was still on the fence but falling. Abbie thought Alice was ready to do the right thing, to accept Abbie's help.
The door from the kitchen opened.
Releasing Abbie's shoulder, Alice turned. A woman in her late thirties or early forties entered. Like her much younger sister, she was stunning. Unlike Ana, this daughter of Alice possessed a beauty that was more elegant than sexy. The kind of beauty evident from birth, and that would remain as the years slipped away. When most of her contemporaries had lost the looks of their youth, this woman would still be turning heads.
“Angel,” said Alice. “School run done already?”
“Trent’s suspended,” said Angel. Her voice was sharp like a blade. The kind of voice you could never imagine being soft. “Fighting, again. He's very distressed.”
“I understand,” said Alice. “This is a difficult time for all—”
“I've just spoken with Ariana,” Angel cut in. “She's upset. This is the woman who attacked her?”
“This is Abbie,” said Alice. “When she and I are done, I’ll speak with Ariana.”
“And what will you say?” said Angel. “Your daughter will expect to hear how you’ve dealt with the woman who mercilessly assaulted her. Forgive me, but this looks more like making friends than making her pay.
“Your mother thinks I'm redeemable,” said Abbie. “She's offered to adopt me. Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited, but I have to make sure she'd still love me if my name didn't begin with an A.”
“Abbie,” said Alice, “now’s not the time.”
“No,” said Angel. “Now’s the time for making this bitch understand we protect each other in this family. Assuming that’s still true?”
Even as she grew more irate, angrier, Angel’s beauty was unaffected. That was unfair, but Abbie tried not to dwell. She focused on Angel's eyes, from which she learned this was about more than just Abbie and Ana. This was about Aurora, too. 
“I appreciate your concern,” said Alice, keeping a level tone. “But I would ask that you leave this to me.”
“No,” said Angel. “Not until you tell me how you intend to deal with this woman.”
Abbie resisted the urge to reiterate her name to Angel. Alice took a breath.
“No harm will befall Abbie today.”
Angel's smile was mocking. “Of course.”
Alice closed her eyes. Took another breath.
“Angel. I can see you're upset, but until you know the full story—”
“I know the full story. Ana told me.”
“That's one side of the story.”
“Yes. Our family's side. The side that matters.”
“Don't be so naïve,” said Alice. “Your sister planned to have her boyfriend rape an innocent teenager.”
“What teenager?” said Angel.
“Jacob Gravenbach.”
“You're mistaken,” said Angel.
“You think this was a random attack?”
“No, I believe Jacob was there. You're mistaken to call him innocent.”
“He's a child.”
“So was Aurora.”
Alice lost her temper. “And she didn't deserve to die, either. I will not lower myself to Walter's level. He alone will pay for his crime, as and when I confirm the crime can indeed be attributed to him.”
This time it was Angel who closed her eyes and took a breath. When she opened them again, total calm had crossed her face. She nodded.
“Okay.”
“Okay, what?” said Alice.
“It's clear,” she said. “Prison changed you. I've been trying to deny it, but you’re no longer fit to head this family. I've given you enough time.”
“And now?” said Alice.
“Now I’ll avenge Rori. As she deserves.”
“Don't you dare insinuate I’m letting Aurora down,” said Alice. Her voice quiet. Deadly. “She was my daughter.”
“Yes, mother, she was. Then you went to prison and left me to run your business and raise your children. I treated Ariana and Aurora as though they were my own. Over the years, they came to see me, not you, as their mother. Especially Rori. She and my Trent became like brother and sister. He would have done anything for her, and I will do what's right for her. Because a good mother will go to any lengths to protect or avenge her children. As you used to understand.”
Alice's hands were clenched by her side. Abbie saw she was once more counting to ten in an attempt to contain her rage.
With forced calm, she said, “You need to think carefully about what you're saying, Angel.”
“I've done nothing but think these last few weeks. It's time to act. That means dealing with Walter, and it means dealing with this bitch.”
As Angel nodded her way, Abbie said, “I do hope someone is standing behind me.”
Angel gave a false smile that twisted her elegant beauty out of shape for the first time.
“You're about to find out what happens when you mess with my family.”
Turning that hideous smile to her mother, Angel nodded with mock deference.
“See you soon, mummy.”
Turning on her heel, she strutted from the room, leaving Abbie thinking and Alice shaking in her wake.





Fourteen
T hey listened as Angel disappeared down the hall and out the front door. Waited in the silence that followed.
Ana's arrival and accusation had put everything on a knife-edge. With Abbie having overcome this perilous situation, bringing Alice to the point of accepting help, Angel's intervention had once more thrown things into turmoil. Abbie didn't know if Angel's threats would make Alice more determined to get her house in order or lead her into despair. Unsure how much influence she would have over the Angel outcome, Abbie would nonetheless seek to keep Alice on the right path.
“About tonight,” she said. 
“No,” said Alice. “I'm thinking about tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“The joint birthday party. Alexandria and me. It's a tight-knit family event, but plus-ones are welcome. So far, Abraham has no one to bring. Isn't that sad?” 
“Tragic.”
Alice pretended to ponder, then clicked her fingers as though inspiration had arrived and needed a spark to ignite it. “I know; how are you fitted up for tomorrow? I guess you don't have plans.”
A bitter smile accompanied memories of midnight just gone, when Abbie had woken from her dream awash with anger. She had checked her phone. That last text from Pranil...
“Actually, I did have plans,” said Abbie. “Something I was quite looking forward to. I was going to cancel.”
“For me? That's too kind.”
“Saving your life is my job and duty. It comes before all else, and talk of parties won't distract me from my goals.”
Abbie expected another joke in response but instead saw genuine sadness overcome Alice. Realising her situation was the source of the upset, Abbie shifted in discomfort.
“Don't pity me,” she said. “I've made my peace with this life.”
“And that's what's so sad,” said Alice. “You're still young, but one day you might wish to start a family. No lifestyle should preclude you from that. I'll have to think about this.”
“Not for long if you die tonight.”
“That's true,” said Alice. “Okay, okay, so if I still live and breathe, you'll attend my party? Otherwise, you intend to keep your prior engagement?”
“Correct. If you live, I’ll come if Abe wants to take me. Unless your daughter has me murdered before I can.”
“Won't happen,” said Alice.
Abbie chose not to comment on this. “Will you let me help keep you alive?”
Alice stroked her chin, considered.
“I'll think about it. I need some time, and with Angel on the warpath, it's probably best you stay out the way a little while. Is that okay?”
“Sure.”
“Give me your number. If I don't call by eight pm, you should leave town, get home and get some sleep before your engagement tomorrow. How does that sound?”
Abbie took a second slip of paper on which she had written her number from her bag. She handed it to Alice.
“I was looking forward to the prior engagement,” she said as Alice took the slip. “But I hope you give me a reason to cancel.”
The two women looked at each other. Alice smiled. It was a motherly smile, and to Abbie, it was like looking at the sun. She closed her eyes, hoping they weren't watering.
“Abraham wanted to see you before you left,” said Alice as Abbie opened her eyes. “Will you wait around?”
“Tell him I'll be out front,” said Abbie. “I need some fresh air.”
She left the house and turned her head towards the sky. Closing her eyes, she took several deep breaths.
After what had become an oppressive indoor atmosphere, the sea air was bliss. The seagulls' swooping and squawking was the perfect white noise, helping to wash away the darkness of her memories and this latest situation. Abbie could stand this way forever. Or until one of the birds did its business on her head.
The door opened and closed as someone stepped outside. Abbie took a final deep breath and lowered her head as Abe spoke.
“Mum said I'd find you out here. I was worried you might have left.”
“And deprive you the pleasure of another thirty seconds of my company? How could I?”
Abe came to Abbie's side. She glanced at him, then ahead. Facing the houses opposite, they stood with their hands in their pockets, Abbie enjoying the cold air on her face, Abe worrying.
“My ears are starting to hurt,” said Abbie after a while.
“What?”
“It's your silence,” she said. “It's deafening. Why don't you quiet down by saying what's on your mind?”
Abe stared at her. There was that sense again that he couldn’t quite work her out. Abbie liked that.
“What happened in there?” he asked. “Mum wouldn't say. Told me to rush out here.”
“Maybe she doesn't want you to know.”
“This is my family. Don't keep things from me.”
Abbie looked Abe's way to find him still staring at her. He was trying to look strong, but his hands were shaking. He looked afraid.
“Your delightful sister Angel has had enough of waiting for your mum to punish those who have harmed your family. She plans to take matters into her own hands.” 
Abe released a frustrated breath. “I told mum this would happen. She should have killed Walter by now.”
Abbie smiled, but shook her head. “She doesn't know for sure Walter's to blame.”
“Not 100%,” Abe agreed, “but close enough. Anyway, it doesn't matter. Angel’s like Ana. If she wants to punish Walter, she won’t kill him; it'll be Jacob or Brandon. If mum killed Walter, Angel would be unhappy but would have no reason to murder the boys.”
Abbie looked back at the sky. The earnestness with which Abe rationalised killing a father to save the sons was almost funny. Like he couldn't see where the real problem lay.
“Your mum thinks we'd make a cute couple,” said Abbie. 
The comment took Abe by surprise. He stammered but didn't speak, so Abbie continued. “To be honest, even if I was of a mind to date, I'm not sure I could stomach the family Christmases with your sisters.” She shuddered.
“It's only Ana and Angel. Rori was the sweetest kid, and Alex is a blast. Afraid of responsibility and allergic to hard work, but not cruel. She's my only full sibling, and we've always been close. When Aurora died, she was heartbroken, but she never even called for retribution. Said it didn't matter. Said nothing would bring Aurora back.”
“Sounds like a smart girl.”
“Not so much,” Abe chuckled. “Getting older terrifies Alex. You can guarantee, right now, she's off making some terrible decisions, probably involving a guy, maybe drugs. It's as though she thinks, once she turns thirty, she'll receive an electric shock every time she tries to have fun.”
Abbie smiled but didn't speak. It sounded as though she had met the wrong two sisters. For a brief moment, Abbie regretted not being sent here in time to save Aurora, but that kind of thinking was unhelpful. She forced it away. Remembered Ben's teachings. Always focus on what you can do. Never on what you can't.
“Are you still going to try help mum?” Abe asked.
“Yep.”
“You'll have to be careful. Angel’s well connected. She'll come after you.”
“Someone always does,” said Abbie. “My bigger concern is whether she’ll go after Jacob and Brandon. They need protection. But I can’t deal with that now. I've bigger fish to fry.”
“Such as?”
“Finding a hotel. You know anywhere?”
He did. Abbie relinquished her phone and Abe input the address into her Maps app for an independent place half-a-mile inland. A ten-minute walk from Alice's home.
“It's not too expensive, I don't think.”
“Money's no issue.”
Once the address was in, Abe stood by her side, phone in hand. When, after thirty seconds, he hadn't returned the handset, Abbie raised an eyebrow in his direction.
“Anything else?”
“Uh, no,” he said, but still didn't return the phone. Abbie held out a hand.
“Give it then.”
“Sorry, yes.”
He held the phone over her hand. As she began to close her fingers, he jerked it away.
“We're not both enjoying this game, Abe. FYI.”
She met his eye, and immediately he looked away. Not before she got a sense of what was going on in his head.
“Your mum told you to invite me to her birthday party,” she said. “Don't worry. Forget it.”
She knew Abe wasn't looking for a pardon. She hoped he wouldn't say that he’d love her to be his plus one. 
“I would love for you to be my plus one.”
Abbie didn't sigh.
“But I thought first I could take you to lunch. Today. After you’ve got your head down for a bit of sleep.”
The words came in a rush, like a kid asking a crush to be his date to the school dance. It was sweet, but that bashful smile made Abbie think of Pranil, and her heart throbbed in anticipation of that upcoming loss.
“Probably not a good idea,” she said.
Abe's face crumpled. He almost accepted her rejection but, at the last second, said, “Why not?”
“Lots of reasons.”
“Such as?”
Abbie’s head swam with thoughts of Pranil. She lacked the strength to go through the standard spiel about how Abe would never see her again after tomorrow, rendering a date pointless. For whatever reason, she certainly wasn't going to mention that she was kind of, sorta, in a way, seeing someone.
“Seeing as you still have my phone,” said Abbie. “Might as well add your number.”
For a second, Abe looked at her, suspecting a trick. Then, he bowed his head and input his name number.
When he was done, he returned the phone and said, “I’d love to take you for lunch. It doesn't need to mean anything. To be honest, it would just be nice to spend time with someone beyond my family. And it would help me stop thinking about Walter and Aurora.”
Abbie wagged a finger. “We call that emotional blackmail.”
Abe flushed. “Sorry. That's not what I meant to do.”
“I know.” Abbie searched for a reason to see Abe again. Would it not be helpful to learn more about Angel, who was now after Abbie? Or Ana, who might come seeking revenge? Abbie wasn't sure. Liking him wasn't reason enough. As ever, she needed to remove emotion from the equation. A task she was finding increasingly tricky in all encounters. 
“I might call,” she said before raising a hand to forestall the growing hope in his eyes. “But don't count on it. Assume I won't, and focus on your mother.”
Abe presented curious eyes. “Has she agreed to let you help?”
Abbie looked at the house. Part of her wanted to rat Alice out, to tell Abe his mother planned to walk headfirst into a mortal situation this evening. But that wasn't fair. It would be selfish. Abbie would be doing it because she couldn't face losing the subject of her latest dream rather than because it was right. In their short time together, Abbie had come to like Alice. She would not betray her now, even to her worried son. Besides, the victims she came to save rarely died on day one.
“Unconfirmed,” said Abbie. “She's on the fence, but don't worry: whatever Alice says, I'll protect her.”
This was honest. Maybe Abe read the truth of her intentions in her eyes because he smiled. She guessed he could have stayed outside the house with her for the rest of the morning, but it was cold, and she had to go. Their talk had reached an end.
“I need sleep,” she said. “In the meantime, I meant what I said about Jacob and Brandon. Speak with your mother. Ask that she put her feelings about Walter to one side and consider what Angel and Ana might do next. Alice must have connections of her own. If someone can keep an eye on the boys, they should. Right now, you don’t know Walter killed your sister. You need to avoid a war.”
“Forget war; I don’t want my sisters to be responsible for the death of innocent teenagers. I’ll speak to mum. And when you wake, if you want to get lunch...”
“I'll call.”
Abe wanted to say more, but nodded. Abbie wanted to say more, but anything else would be driven by emotion, not what Ben would call operational need.
“Go to your mother,” Abbie said. “Assume I won't be able to help.”
“You want me to protect her?”
“I want you to spend time with her. Tomorrow's her birthday, and she might not live to see the end of it. Ignoring that, she's your mum, and she loves you.” 
She gave him a piercing look, then showed him a piece of herself, completely unplanned.
“You have no idea what I'd give for a mother like that. No idea at all.”
    
Abbie went straight to the hotel, booked a room, and placed the do not disturb sign on the door before locking herself in.
The room had what Abbie needed and no more; double bed, armchair, ensuite wet room. The single window was small, and the curtains did a top job denying access to the weak morning sun.
Abbie undressed, dumped her clothes and bag on the bed, her phones on the bedside table, and entered the wet room. Under boiling water, she waited until her skin reddened, then got out, wrapped up in a towel, and returned to the bedroom with wet hair clinging to her back.
After mostly sorting her hair with the pathetic dryer that came with the room, Abbie lay in bed and checked her phones. 
One message. 
Pranil.
It was just after nine in the morning. Abbie was exhausted to her bones, but her mind remained restless and energetic. Her brain was a jumble sale of different considerations and memories. She had to push through the thoughts of Harry and Gray and Ana and Angel to get to what mattered (Walter and Alice) and what she cared about (Pranil).
When she closed her eyes, the fragmented memories and plans and considerations scrambled over one another, battling to be top of the pile. They screamed and yelled for Abbie’s attention. The din of ideas was almost enough to drive her insane.
One image rose above the others: Alice in the face of Angel’s fury. 
Abbie would deal with whatever Angel threw her way. No problem. More worrisome was what might happen with Walter and Alice. Having been unsure whether it was worth saving Alice, Abbie now found it an intolerable thought that the woman, sixty tomorrow, would not live to see the end of her birthday. 
Abbie remembered Alice’s comments about her first husband, implying she had killed him. Then, later, talk of how her anger at her daughter, Ana, could only have come from experience. These two incidents were linked. Abbie was sure.
She and Alice were alike in many ways. In fact, Abbie could not remember feeling such a fast attachment to a Type One subject since Iris Caprice. The first person her dreams sent her to save. The first person she had failed.
Abbie touched the pendant on her chest. Iris’ pendant. She would not fail Alice. She couldn’t. 
That Alice’s image, not Pranil’s, climbed to the top of the thought pile and would not be removed told Abbie much. More than anything, it confirmed what she had to do.
Taking her illicit second phone from the bedside table, Abbie unlocked it and checked Pranil’s message.
Morning you, how’s it going?
Abbie closed her eyes and forced Pranil’s image forward in her mind. That smile was like a knife to the heart.
She typed a simple message.
I can’t see you tomorrow or talk for the next few days. I’ll explain more later. Bye.
Send.
It wasn’t as definitive as she would have liked. Hopefully, it would dissuade Pranil from sending multiple messages or calling. Once Alice was safe, Abbie would cut ties properly. Permanently.
It had to be done.
Chucking the phone back on the bedside table, Abbie pulled the duvet close around her and shoved her face into the pillow.
Now, memories of Pranil fought to the top. That smile, the easy flow of their conversations, the lightness in her heart when they spoke.
He made her happy.
That was the problem, wasn’t it? Abbie wasn’t supposed to be happy. She was supposed to save lives.
And that was precisely what she would do.





Fifteen
S hivering and starving, Abbie woke a little over four hours later, at a few minutes past one in the afternoon.
The moment she woke, still groggy from sleep, the memories swamped her, covered her, tried to drag her down. Most people would have submitted to the past's deadly power and would have remained in bed, wallowing for hours, if not days. Experienced in the art of defeating black thoughts, Abbie dragged herself from bed and forced herself to take her second shower in five hours. 
Once the hot water had overpowered the lingering effects of sleep and the dark thoughts that gathered like black clouds across her mind, Abbie got out. She dried, took another pill, and grabbed something to eat. Since falling asleep, Pranil had texted twice. Without reading the messages, Abbie deleted the notifications and left the hotel.
No one else had texted. Abbie had hoped Alice would get in touch while she slept. That she hadn't meant Abbie had to tackle the problem from a different angle. For the time being, she would try not to worry about whether Alice was closer to giving up or fighting. That could come later. 
For now, plan B.
Abbie shielded her eyes from the watery sun and surveyed her surroundings on the hotel's doorstep. Someone was watching her. When she saw who it was, she smiled and shook her head. When she set off, they followed, but that was okay. She would deal with them later.
After returning to the beachfront, Abbie took the same route she had when following Jacob a few hours earlier. Upon arriving at Walter’s house, she reconnoitred the place. No gardeners or window cleaners outside. Only one car in the drive; too expensive, too new, to belong to a maid or cleaner. Sneaking into the garden, Abbie circled the property. Downstairs seemed deserted. Walter might have gone for a walk. Someone might have picked him up, or he could have a second car. Abbie hoped he was upstairs, preferably in bed, sleeping off a hangover. People were easier to deal with the morning after a night of heavy drinking.
There was no sign of the children, but that was as expected. If the teenagers were in, they would probably be in their rooms. Abbie hoped they were at school. Brandon almost certainly was. Jacob had returned so late he might have bunked. Hopefully, Walter wasn't the sort to let that happen.
Completing a final loop of the house, Abbie stopped by the side door through which Jacob had earlier entered. There was no time to waste. Even now, Angel could be planning her revenge against Walter; Ana might be readying another strike against Jacob. Depressed following her confrontations with two of her daughters, Alice would be growing ever more agitated. By the time it came to the meeting with Walter, she might be ready to kill him the second she saw him, rather than wait to hear if he was guilty.
Abbie couldn't let that happen. Not if she wanted to keep Alice alive.
As Abbie crouched in front of the door Abe had attempted to lockpick, she heard the creak of iron as her tail stepped into the garden. Rolling her eyes, she set to work. Fifteen seconds later, the door was open.
“—and that,” she said, standing but not looking over her shoulder. “Is how you pick a lock.” She paused. “This kind of lock, anyway. There are plenty of doors on which that would not work. Also padlocks and safes. Obviously. Were you filming?”
There was stunned silence, then a meek voice, like a child caught shaking his Christmas presents, trying to guess what lay inside.
“When did you spot me?”
“On the hotel's doorstep,” said Abbie. She turned to see Abe's shocked expression. “Oh, come on, you're a rubbish tail. If I didn't love to show off, I'd have taken you by the ear when I first saw you and dragged you home to mummy. I still might. It's a half-hour trek. Imagine how much that would hurt.”
Abe bowed his head, which did not hide the flush of his cheeks.
“Don't do that,” Abbie said. “I'm teasing.”
Abe forced his head up. Still, he was not ready to speak.
As always, Abbie was. 
“Why are you here?”
“I want to help.”
A shot of frustration flashed through Abbie. 
“And you could have, by doing what I asked. By staying with your mum. Where is she now?”
“At the house. No one will attack her there. She's safe.”
“She's not safe; she's depressed, and for the depressed, loneliness is often the greatest enemy. Earlier today, Ana lied to Alice, then Angel told her she had been an awful mother to Aurora.”
“That's rubbish,” said Abe.
“I imagine it is, but that's not the point. Your mum's in a dark place. I wanted you to remind her she still has children who love and need her. That she has reasons to live. That's how you could have helped. That was your part, not following me and getting in my way. Did you at least ask her to send someone to look out for Jacob and Brandon, like I asked?”
Abe's head bowed again. His silence spoke volumes. When Abbie didn't talk, he moved the conversation on.
“What do you mean she needs a reason to live?” he asked. “What did she say?”
Abbie sighed. Glanced at the high hedges around the garden. She and Abe were close to the building. It was unlikely any neighbours would spot them, nor anyone in the house. Not impossible. Nor was it inconceivable that someone from inside might hear them.
“This is my fault,” Abbie said. “I shouldn't have let you follow me. I got too wrapped up in my need to show off. It was unprofessional and stupid. I'm to blame.”
“What about my mum,” Abe pressed. “Tell me what she said to you.”
“She didn't say anything,” Abbie lied. “Anyone can see she's in a dark place. Nothing can bring Aurora back, but you could have lifted her spirits. You could have—”
She stopped. Every word was a blade that sliced Abe's heart. What would Abbie gain by breaking him? How would he feel, following her speech, if his mother died tonight? His feelings shouldn't have been her concern. She found she couldn't stand seeing misery written so plainly into his features.
“Forget it,” she said. “We have plenty of time, but we should use it wisely. I have to go inside.”
Abbie pushed the door and was pleased to hear no creak, no sound at all. She continued to push until the gap was wide enough to admit her, then stopped.
Behind her, Abe said, “Will you kill him?”
“Doubt it,” said Abbie. “Depends how our conversation goes.”
“Conversation? What's the point in that?”
“What a strange question.”
“I mean, he won't admit to having killed Aurora. Will you torture him?”
“Gosh, I don't know. If exposing my breasts doesn't work, I guess I'll have to consider the thumbscrews.”
“Don't take the piss.”
“Then don't ask stupid questions. I don't have a firm plan. I'm going to talk to Walter and see what happens. Not happy with that, fine—” from her jacket, she grabbed Abe's gun and shoved it into his chest “—you deal with him.”
Abe stared at the gun as though it were a poisonous and angry snake, writhing on his chest, searching for his flesh. He took a quick step back. Almost tripped and collapsed. Steadied himself.
“I trust you,” he said. “Just please, now I'm here, let me come inside.”
Closing her eyes, Abbie considered the request. If she let Abe enter, he would no doubt be clumsy and loud, and he would almost certainly ignore her orders when they came face to face with Walter. In other words, letting him come along would be an idiotic decision.
When Abbie opened her eyes, Abe's head was bowed in that mopey pose again. Feeling her resolve slip away, she sighed.
“You touch nothing, you remain silent, you keep at my heel. From these rules, you do not deviate without my expression permission.” Abbie replaced the gun in her jacket. “Only exception: some nutter comes out firing at us; you’re welcome to play human shield to keep me alive. Understand?”
Like a child, excited to be involved and determined to prove they can follow the rules, Abe bobbed his head but kept his mouth tight shut.
“Good,” said Abbie. “Let's do this.”
They stepped inside. Beyond the side door was a corridor that ran the length of the house. Closing the door through which she had entered, Abbie paused and listened. But there was only silence.
Four internal and two external doors offered exits from the corridor. There was also a staircase leading up. 
Stepping along the corridor, Abbie stopped at the first door, pressed her ear against the wood, then opened it. 
An empty kitchen containing a huge fridge-freezer and the sink from which Jacob had drawn his water earlier the same day. Abbie closed the door and moved on.
Ensuring Abe stayed a couple of steps back, Abbie continued down the hall, placing an ear against each door. As with the kitchen, she opened the door and entered the room when silence greeted her.
Every downstairs room was empty. But as Abbie reached the bottom of the stairs, she heard muffled sounds emanating from above. Possibly a conversation, maybe a telly. From downstairs, too hard to tell.
With a silent warning to Abe, who had followed her orders but whose nervous energy was irritating her anyway, Abbie made her way up the stairs. She took each with slow caution to prevent the familiar creaks and groans of old wood.
As she rose, the voices came into focus. It wasn't the telly, nor a call with one side on speakerphone. These were two distinct adult talkers in one of the rooms upstairs.
By the time Abbie reached the top step, she knew she was listening to a man and a woman and was almost sure which door they were behind. She needed only a few more words to be sure.
Naturally, that was when they fell silent.
Abbie froze, waiting, listening. There were four doors in sight and two more around a corner at the end of the landing. Close as she now was to the speakers, Abbie did not want to risk getting the wrong room in case Walter, or whoever, heard her opening the door.
Abbie closed her eyes. Willing them to speak again.
Something prodded the small of her back. Abbie almost screamed.
Spinning, she remembered Abe, who recoiled as she turned, lost his balance, and began to fall.
Abbie grabbed his arm. Grabbed the head of the bannister post. Pulled.
Abe swung, almost crashed into the bannister and went over. At the last second raised a hand and prevented the accident. 
There was a thunk as his palm hit the wood. Abbie froze and turned her head towards the doors in her view.
Had anyone heard?
Silence. Silence. Then...
A creak. Like someone getting off a bed or a chair. As though someone had heard a noise on the stairs and was coming to investigate.
Abbie's eyes shot back to Abe. Having grabbed hold of the bannister, he had reclaimed his balance. Abbie released him and went for her gun, hoping to scare whoever appeared on the landing.
No one did.
There was a creak, loud enough that Abbie could pinpoint from which room it came.
It was followed by a moan. Which was followed by another, then another.
It was apparent what they were hearing, and when Abbie turned to see Abe's ears redden, she rolled her eyes. Had speed and silence not been of the essence, Abbie might have explained to Abe that this was good. If Walter was busy enjoying the company of a young lady, he was far less likely prepared to respond to Abbie’s entrance. At least until it was too late.
Crossing from the stairs, Abbie stopped outside the door behind which Walter sounded as though he was very much enjoying himself. She could tell it opened at the room's far right, and the bed was almost certainly on the opposite wall to the door because of where the window had to be. That meant Abbie needed to open the door, step in, and sweep her gun in an arc until she found a head at which to aim.
Easy. In theory.
As the moaning intensified, Abbie put her shoulder to the door, holding her gun in one hand and the handle in the other.
The door had no keyhole. If, when Abbie tried to burst in, she learned there was a bolt on the door's other side, the result would be embarrassment and a quick rethink. Otherwise, Abbie should be able to step straight in.
Again, the man's moans intensified. Abe lay a hand on Abbie's arm. His eyes said, shouldn't we wait for them to finish?
Abbie shook off Abe's grip with a silent sigh, turned the handle, and pushed.
The door swung open.
Abbie stepped inside, gun raised.
The moans stopped. Someone said, “Oh, shit.”
Opposite the door was a wardrobe. Abbie brought her gun in an arc along the wall from the dark wood furniture piece over a dark carpet onto a bed covered in psychedelic sheets and a startled man.
“Shit,” the man said again. “Don’t—”
He kicked. From beneath the covers came a scream as both screamer and duvet rolled off the bed and crashed to the floor.
By now, Abbie had the gun trained on the man's head.
“Walter, I presume?”
All credit to the man. Abbie's appearance had been a shock, but he was regaining his composure even as his lover tumbled off the bed. By the time Abbie asked her question, he was sitting up, naked, legs spread, his pride and joy standing to attention as though desperate to be involved in the conversation.
“That's me,” he said. “And you are?”
“Uninterested in your penis. Cover it up, will you?”
Walter smiled. “Not embarrassing you, am I?”
“Of course not. It's just, at present, I don't know which head to aim at.”
Walter laughed. His lady friend was still trying to extract herself from the covers at the side of the bed. Walter leaned the other way. Towards his jeans.
“I don't think so,” said Abbie. “Back on the bed.”
Walter sighed. “I thought you wanted—”
“There's a perfectly good pillow next to you.”
“I can't use that.”
“Please, it's not that big.”
“No, I mean, these sheets were expensive.”
“Then you probably shouldn't have been entertaining on them,” said Abbie. “By the way, I was told you didn't bring women back here. Was I misinformed?”
Walter didn't answer that question. Understandably, he had one of his own.
“Why are you here?”
“To talk about my sister,” said Abe, entering the room as Walter's lover disentangled herself from the sheets and stood.
“Ah, Hello, Abraham. I guess you mean Aurora?”
Abe didn't answer; too busy staring at the naked woman across the room. Abbie shook her head.
“Abe, I think you're probably making the nice lady uncomfortable. Can you focus, please?”
Abe didn't. There were tears in his eyes.
“Oh, come on, Abe, no one's that beautiful.”
“I'm sorry,” said the woman.
“Although,” said Abbie. “You are stunning. You look familiar, too. Hey, you know who you look like?”
“Alex,” said Abe. “How could you?”
“Abe and his sisters,” said Abbie. “And that'll be why.”
Abe fled the room. Abbie watched Alex throw on a dress and bolt out after her brother. She left her underwear strewn on the floor.
“Well,” said Abbie. “That was unexpected.”





Sixteen
K eeping her gun trained on Walter’s head, Abbie crossed the room to an armchair in the opposite corner. It looked comfortable and felt better. Dropping onto the cushion, Abbie groaned. Relaxation was immediate and so disarming that Abbie almost let her gun slip to the carpet.
“Damn,” she said. “I didn't come here to rob you, but I might have to steal this chair. Where did you get it? This level of comfort cannot be legal.”
Not wishing to entertain any chair theft talk, Walter said, “Shouldn't you go after your boyfriend? He seemed pretty upset.”
“Not my boyfriend,” said Abbie, “and not supposed to be here. Us finding his sister in your bed has actually done me a favour. Got you all to myself. Isn't that exciting?”
“I feel sick with glee.”
“Understandable, but you might want to hold it in. I have it on good authority you're sitting on expensive bedding.”
“I'll work on that,” said Walter, “while you explain who you are and what you're doing in my house.”
Abbie admired his ability to speak with continued confidence and authority, even with a gun pointing at his head. 
“I'm on an aggressive friend-making campaign,” Abbie said. She glanced at the gun. “A very aggressive campaign, as you can see. Walter, I want to be your friend.”
“What kind of friend?”
“Oh, Walt,” said Abbie. “I hope you're not implying what I think you're implying.”
“And what would that be?”
Ignoring the question, Abbie said, “I mean platonic friends. People seem to find me cold, unapproachable. I don't know why.”
“Maybe it's the gun?”
“Maybe it is. Certainly, when I took my AK47 into church, no one wanted to sit with me. And they're supposed to be the welcoming sort.”
“It's a disgrace,” said Walter. “Do you mind if I get dressed? I'm feeling a little exposed.”
“I'm sure you are, but I'd like you to stay put.”
“Like the view, huh?”
Abbie chuckled. Walter was short and stocky. His head, torso, arms, and legs were infested with dark, curly hair. His nose was squashed, his smile nothing short of sinister. In other words, he wasn't her type.
“I can remove the pillow if you'd like?” he said.
“Please do. I need something to distract me from your toes. Why are they such funny shapes?”
Walter wiggled them. It was repulsive.
“Please don't do that,” Abbie said.
“Hurtful. Can I at least cover myself with the duvet?”
Abbie glanced at the lump beside the bed from which Alex had emerged like a butterfly from a cocoon. She stood. “Stay where you are.”
She crossed to the side of the bed, keeping Walter pinned with the gun. Reaching for the duvet, she bent at the knees and grabbed it with one hand. Shaking it, she determined there was nothing inside. Walter and Alex’s sex games did not involve knife play, which was always a relief.
“Satisfied?” asked Walter.
“Not as a rule. Here.” She tossed the duvet onto the bed and returned to the armchair. 
Walter covered his ugly toes, his legs, and half his torso. When he’d finished arranging the duvet, it concealed his hands and arms up to the elbows. Abbie gestured to them with the gun.
“Come on, don't take the piss.”
Smiling, Walter placed his hands atop the duvet, palms down.
“You've done this before,” he said, the smile holding. As though he found Abbie fascinating. People often did. Before she killed them.
“Once or twice,” she accepted.
“But do you know how to use that?” he said, nodding at the gun.
Abbie glanced at the weapon, then back at Walter.
“Wrong question.”
“Is it?”
“Of course. Do I know how to use the gun? Yes, I'm an excellent markswoman. But anyone could know how to use it, given a little firearm training. Plenty of people could be an outstanding shot were they committed enough to put in the practice. In theory. The question is never, Can you shoot? It's, Will you shoot? Putting a bullet through a paper target is one thing, but can you put a bullet through the heart or head of a man or woman when they're a couple of feet away? When you know a twitch of your finger will extinguish a life forever. That's the vital question, and, for most people, the answer's no.”
As Abbie spoke, she held Walter's eye. The way his smile faltered told her he already knew the answer to his next question.
“And you,” he said. “Will you shoot?”
“Yes, Walter,” she said without hesitation, “I will.”
A cold silence fell between them. An old, ticking grandfather clock would have fit the quiet perfectly, but there was none. Nothing broke the silence until Walter cleared his throat and spoke.
“Have you been sent to kill me?”
“Why would anyone want to kill you?”
“Don't play dumb. Even if you're not an assassin, you walked into this room with Abraham Mitchell, which means you're wrapped up in that family, which means you know at least one person who wants me dead. Abe said you were here to talk about his sister. He didn't mean Alex, did he?”
The name Mitchell had only confused Abbie for a second. Of course, Rayner was Morris’ surname and was shared by Alice and Morris’ two daughters—Ariana and Aurora. Mitchell was either Abraham and Alex’s father’s surname or Alice’s maiden name. Abbie guessed the former.
In answer to Walter’s question, she said, “No.”
“He meant Aurora.”
Abbie nodded.
“So I ask again, have you been sent to kill me?”
Abbie saw no value in lying. “If I'd been sent by Alice to kill you, would she have allowed Abe to accompany me?”
“Maybe he was supposed to verify my murder.”
“I could have filmed it.”
“You could, but technology is so unreliable. Footage can be doctored. Abe's eyes cannot.”
“But if Abe was to be here anyway, would Alice not give him the gun and save herself my fee?”
“Money means little to Alice,” said Walter. “Besides, we can return to your question, can't we? Will you shoot? Would Abe?”
“Fair point. Abe doesn't have it in him, but Ariana and Angel do. What's more, they'd consider it a pleasure to end your life.”
“I'm sure they would, but is that what they want? Alex tells me they don't view my murder as punishment enough for killing Aurora.”
“Interesting,” said Abbie.
“What is?”
Abbie had been talking to herself. Having spoken aloud, she decided to include Walter in her thought process. 
“You and Alex have been talking about some pretty heavy topics,” she said. “Discussing the plans her sisters might or might not have regarding revenge against you for Aurora's murder.”
Walter said, “What's your point?” but his expression indicated he knew he'd been caught out.
“Abe guessed Alex would fill the final day of her twenties with bad decisions,” said Abbie. “He predicted sex or drugs would be involved. What could be a bigger screw you to turning thirty and growing up than having a meaningless one-night stand with the dangerous man much hated by your family? But Abe and I didn't walk in on a one night stand, did we? You don't bring your trysts home, but you brought Alex, and you've been doing more than having sex. You've been talking, discussing. We didn't disturb a hook-up; we disturbed a relationship.”
The frustration in Walter's eyes grew. Now Abbie had caught him out. He could no longer hold the smile.
“If you're not an assassin,” Walter asked. “Why are you here?”
Walter was desperate to move on from Alex. Abbie could have pushed him, but what was the point? She didn't plan to torture or kill Walter, so she needed to build a degree of trust to get him to open up. If he wanted her to leave his relationship with Alex alone, she would. For now.
“My aim is simple,” said Abbie. “I want to ensure Alice survives until the end of her sixtieth birthday, and preferably much longer than that.”
“You're her bodyguard?”
“If I were her bodyguard, I'd be guarding her body. No, I'm not in Alice's employ. I'm a stranger, a wanderer. I'm a nobody, but a noble nobody. I’m noble Miss No One, or at least, that's what I like to think. I exist to save lives.”
“You sound like Jack Reacher.”
Abbie sighed. “A little, I suppose. Except I'm scarier. Also, more likely to win rear of the year.”
Walter tilted his head. “Given you're yet to turn your back to me, I don't know if that's true.”
“Eyes up,” said Abbie, shifting in the chair. “What would Alex say?”
Walter examined Abbie, trying to work her out. She was not your everyday breaker and enterer, after all.
“Why Alice?” he asked. “An ex-con on the cusp of old age. That's noble, is it?”
“I think so. I based my decision on who Alice is as a person today. Her past and age don’t interest me.”
“You just want to keep Alice alive?”
“That's what I said.”
“And you think I might stand in your way?”
Abbie shrugged. “From what I hear, you blame Alice for your brother's death.”
“You are well informed, aren't you?”
“Alice and I have much in common. We barely know each other, but she's decided to place her trust in me. Desperate times call for desperate measures. After all, she's predicated today will be her last day on Earth.”
Walter raised his eyebrows. “Is that so?”
It had been a risk, divulging this information, but one Abbie considered worth taking. Her mind was whirring. Every second in Walter's company, she built a clearer picture of what was going on, of where the danger to Alice's life really lay.
“Do you blame Alice for your brother's death?”
Walter considered. 
“If not for her, he’d still be alive.”
“That's a backwards answer that opens all kinds of people to recrimination. Is it not also true that he’d still be alive had you not decided to send him to rob Alice? Had he not decided to shoot his way past the police? Had the police decided to lay down their weapons, take his bullets, and let him pass? It's a backwards way of answering the question and a stupid one. But it tells me what I need to know.”
“What's that?”
“You don't blame Alice. Maybe in the heat of the moment, but not anymore.”
On this hypothesis, Walter chose not to comment.
“I assume you know Alice and I are due to meet tonight?” he said instead.
“I do.”
“And she believes I plan to kill her at this meeting?”
“Not you. Your people.”
“We agreed to meet alone. We both gave our word.”
“And she intends to keep hers.”
“But doesn't believe I'll keep mine?”
Abbie nodded. Walter pulled himself further up in the bed, dragging with him the duvet.
“I don't blame Alice for my brother's murder,” he said.
“I know.”
“So this is Alice's hypothesis: I murdered her daughter because I blamed her for Niall’s murder? At our meeting, she intends to force me to confess to the murder, at which point she'll shoot me dead, and whoever I brought with me will step out and kill her?”
“That about sums it up,” said Abbie. “She thinks that would be a neat ending. After all, her life has been blotted by depression since Aurora's murder. If she could avenge her daughter and escape the pain of her loss in one evening, I think she'd call that a pretty good deal.”
Walter was staring again. Here Abbie was, pointing a gun at his torso but divulging far more about the person she claimed to represent than Walter would ever have imagined. As yet, he hadn’t been able to work out where all this was going.
“I don't think it's going down like that,” Abbie said when Walter failed to fill the silence.
“No?”
“No. I do believe you intend to break your word and bring someone to the meeting, but I can't imagine that someone would shoot Alice dead, no matter what happened. Not with that someone being Alex, her daughter.”
Walter said nothing. His expression made it clear Abbie had correctly read the situation.
“I believe you asked for this meeting not to discuss your brother, but to announce your relationship. I believe you also aim to convince Alice you didn't kill Aurora, and Alex will back you up. And I’ve one more key belief.”
Walter leaned forward. Folding his hands together and using them to prop up his chin.
He said, “And what's that?”
“When it comes to Aurora's murder,” said Abbie. “I believe you're innocent.”





Seventeen
W alter released a long breath and leaned back into the headboard as though he was blowing himself over. For a little while, he stared at Abbie. Then he asked the critical question.
“Can I get dressed yet?”
Abbie gave the room a brief scan. She saw jeans and socks in a pile by the bed. A shirt near the en suite door. There was no sign of any underwear.
“Where are your boxers?”
“Wasn't wearing any,” said Walter.
“Did the zip of your jeans not... you know what? Never mind.”
“It didn't,” said Walter. “I'd still like to put some on now and to know why you believe I'm not responsible for what happened to Aurora.”
Abbie mulled over the request. She didn't believe Walter was a danger, but had to act as though he was. That was the safe play, and she was always looking at the safe play. So far, it had kept her alive.
“Where are your boxers?”
Leaning over, Walter tapped the wooden top of his bedside table. “Top drawer.”
“And your gun?”
Walter hesitated, then smiled. Tapped the bedside table again. “Bottom drawer.”
“How many more weapons in the room?”
A little more thinking time, then he showed two fingers. Gave details before Abbie could prompt him.
“Shotgun under the bed, hunting knife in the en suite’s cistern.”
“Quite the arsenal,” said Abbie. “At least you'll be prepared if the monster in your closet ever gets brave enough to venture out at night.”
“Maybe,” Walter chuckled. “Didn't help when you came bursting in, did they?”
“No, but you were preoccupied.”
Abbie rose from the armchair. There was a chance Walter was lying, but she was inclined to believe he had told her everything. He'd confessed to three weapons, after all, and he only had two hands. More weapons would not equal more protection.
“Stay on the bed,” she said. “Don't move.”
If he was lying, it would be about the location of his closest gun. Good liars stuck close to the truth. Walter might keep his handgun in the top drawer of his bedside table. Had Abbie believed it was in the bottom drawer and let him collect his own underwear, he could have grabbed it and started shooting.
Abbie remained vigilant as she reached the opposite side of the bed to where Alex and the duvet had fallen. If Walter wanted to attack, he could either dive towards her and knock her down, or dive away, collapse to the floor on the other side of the bed, and go for his shotgun. If he tried either, firing immediately would be Abbie’s only chance.
“I don't think you've told me your name,” said Walter as Abbie reached the bed. “Bit unfair, given you know mine.”
Abbie crouched on the balls of her feet but ensured the gun was nice and visible to Walter.
“I once had a gun on this guy, and he asked me how old I was,” said Abbie. “He thought general chit chat would disarm me, so when I answered, he tried to put a knife through my throat. You may notice my neck is unblemished by scars. On the other hand, this guy’s no longer active on social media. Or anywhere.”
She opened the bottom of the two bedside table drawers. Beneath a blank notebook, she found a handgun. Silver. Sleek. Bigger than hers.
“My name's Abbie.”
She closed the bottom drawer and opened the top; searching through the underwear, she found no knives nor another gun. She extracted a pair of boxers adorned with pineapples. Chucked them to Walter with a smile.
“They were a father's day present from my younger son,” said Walter. “And I really did just want to know your name. No tricks.”
Abbie stepped back. With a boot, she tapped Walter's discarded jeans and shirt like Darth Vader attempting to verify Obi-Wan’s demise by stamping on his empty robes. 
“I left the gun in the bottom drawer,” said Abbie. “I’ll not remove the shotgun from beneath your bed. Take those as signs that I don't believe you're a danger. In fact, I think our friendship is blooming nicely, like a beautiful flower.”
As Walter scrambled to put his boxers on beneath the duvet, Abbie chucked him his jeans, shirt, and socks. Afterwards, she returned to the armchair and settled herself as Walter continued to dress.
“If our friendship is really coming along as you say,” said Walter, now pulling on his jeans. “Will you tell me why you don't believe I killed Aurora? After all, I'm the obvious suspect, aren't I?”
“Are you?”
“Sure. For starters, as you've pointed out, I was furious at Alice after Niall died, which makes me the only person with a motive. And for seconds, Aurora had her head bashed and her throat slit, but there was no material evidence on the body. Someone did a grand job cleaning her up. A professional, the police thought.”
“And you're a professional killer, are you?”
“I'm a professional criminal. I have experience working outside the confines of the law. I'm not a killer, but if I was to commit that particular crime, I’d cover it up as well as I do everything else.”
Abbie laughed as Walter buttoned up his shirt.
“What?” he said.
“Isn't it strange?” she said. “I come here representing Alice, the woman whose daughter died, yet I seem to be on your side while you support your accusers. Why is that?”
“Why do you think?” said Walter.
“Because you're curious,” said Abbie. “You're playing devil's advocate because you want to know how I reached my conclusion.”
“Which you're reluctant to divulge. Why is that?”
“Not reluctant,” said Abbie. “I'm just being difficult like you're being difficult playing devil's advocate. I guess we're just a pair of difficult people.”
Shirt buttoned, Walter removed the duvet and pulled on his socks.
“I guess we are.”
Abbie rose. Walter jumped.
“Sorry,” Abbie said. “That chair is so comfortable. I don't like being that comfortable; it makes me uncomfortable. I’ll stand.”
“Okay. Can I?”
“No, best stay where you are. Why don't I think you killed Aurora? That's what you want to know?”
“It is.”
“And I'll tell you. First, a question. You and Alex, did you become an item before or after Aurora died?”
“I don't believe we’d even spoken before Alex lost her sister.”
“Okay, great, so there's a reason for that. Probably important, we'll return to it.”
“Sure.”
“As for why you didn't kill Rori...”
For the first time, Abbie looked away from Walter. To the bedside table. On the hardwood upon which Walter had twice knocked was a framed photo displaying three beaming faces.
“You're a father to two teenage boys,” said Abbie. “Aurora must be around the same age as Jacob, correct?”
“They were in the same year at school,” said Walter. “Shared a few classes.”
“Okay. First off, if you killed Aurora, I doubt it would have been premediated. It wouldn't have taken you long to realise Niall's death was not Alice's fault. Even if it was, killing Aurora would be an extreme punishment. You might have killed Alice. I doubt you'd have gone for anyone else. Surely it would have been one of her adult children if you did. After all, you're a father to two teenage boys. They're innocent, and you would have considered that before ending another teenager's life. Also, if you took the time to think, you would have considered the repercussions. Would have known killing Aurora would put your boys in serious danger of a retaliatory strike. I think you'd find that risk unpalatable.”
Now dressed, Walter crossed his legs on the bed and sat up, listening intently.
“If we rule out premeditation, that leaves a strike in the heat of the moment. It's possible you stumbled upon Aurora while grieving your brother and struck her down in anger, then came to your senses and ensured no evidence remained on the body. But I can't buy this. There were two weeks between Niall's death and Aurora's murder for a start. By then, I believe your rage would have passed. And second, it's hard to accept you would have stumbled upon Aurora, anyway, even if you were angry enough to kill her. All of which suggests that while it's possible you killed Aurora, it's implausible.”
Walter had been nodding along as Abbie spoke.
“You're so right,” he said. “There were maybe twelve hours when I was furious at Alice. Even during that period, I doubt I'd have killed Aurora. Still, I would have done something had the opportunity presented itself. Then reality came crashing home—the self-recrimination. I was so desperate to get those guns I took stupid risks. I should never have risked my brother on that fool's errand when I knew Alice would move the guns. It was idiotic.”
“So why do it?”
“I had my reasons. I'll discuss them with Alice tonight if she still wants to meet.”
“She will,” said Abbie and tried to decide if she wanted to push Walter for more information. Perhaps sensing this, Walter moved on.
“I didn't kill Aurora, and I won't kill Alice.”
“You didn't,” said Abbie, “and you don't think you will. Don't think: that's important.”
“What is this?” Walter asked. “You think there's a chance I'll kill Alice, so you're going to kill me first. Proactive protection. Is that the kind of person you are?”
“No,” said Abbie. “And I don't plan to kill you today if I don't have to. So, what am I saying?”
“What a great question. Can I stand yet?”
“Still no, and I'm saying everything’s on the precipice. Two families, on the edge of oblivion. I think, if I want to save Alice, I don't just have to save Alice. I must do everything I can to save all of you. Even Angel and Ariana.”
Abbie stopped pacing and turned to Walter.
“And your sons.”
Walter's face paled. Glancing at the photo on his bedside table, he said, “Alice wouldn't.”
“Never,” Abbie agreed. “Not in a million years. But I'm not worried about her.” 
“Angel and Ariana.” This wasn't a question. Walter's face darkened at the thought of them.
“Yes,” said Abbie. “This morning, I...” she paused, trying to decide how much to reveal. Meeting Walter's eye, she said, “Are you an emotionally available father? Are you a good dad?”
Abbie had stopped pacing. Walter was on the fence. Until he spoke, she wouldn't know if he would open up or tell her to mind her own business.
“My wife was never the maternal sort,” he said at last. “She struggled to connect with the boys. Regardless, the legal system favours women in custody battles. When she announced she was leaving, I asked if she'd take my children. Given what I'm involved in, she probably could have won full custody, with me getting zero access. I was terrified.”
“A fear that didn't come to pass,” said Abbie. “So either your wife gave you custody, or she's buried under the patio.”
“We don't have a patio.”
“Interesting response.”
Walter waved this away. “She told me I was a terrible person but a wonderful father. Said she'd never dream of taking the kids from me. She gave me full custody. I've done many bad things in my time, but I believe she was right to call me a wonderful father. I believe I earn that title every day.” 
Walter's eyes were so open and honest; looking into them almost made Abbie want to cry.
“I'm sorry,” she said. “But I won't buy it until I've seen some kind of World's Best Dad paraphernalia. Preferably a mug.”
Walter sighed. Gave Abbie a look.
“Sorry,” she said. “It all got a bit real, and I'm emotionally damaged. Can't handle it. Let's move on.”
“Let's not,” said Walter. “What were you going to say about this morning that had to do with the kind of father I am?”
Abbie still had the gun, but it was by her side now. Walter didn't move. If he had, she would have raised her arm and shot him dead before he was off the bed. However relaxed she looked, she was always ready.
“This morning, I stumbled upon Ariana. She and her boyfriend had your son at knifepoint. They were going to force him to do something traumatising. And they were going to film it.”
Walter stared. He couldn't decide what the 'something' might be. His mind probably wouldn't let him go there. Even without that vital piece of knowledge, his temper began to rise, fast passing anger and approaching fury.
“When I found them, I lashed out,” said Abbie. “Caused Ana severe harm and freed your son. I'm not looking for a thank you, this is just an important preface. When Alice learned what Ana had done, she was furious with her daughter. When Angel found out Alice blamed Ana for the Jacob incident and would not punish me for the subsequent attack, she lost it. Said she'd been sitting on her hands over you because of Alice. No longer. Now she plans to punish you for Aurora and me for Ariana. If Alice ever had her eldest daughter on a lead, that lead has now snapped.”
Walter stared. His mind resisted understanding, but slowly Abbie's words clicked into place. Rather than fury, his mood deviated, landing at terror. He moved for the edge of the bed, then stopped as Abbie raised her gun.
“My boys are at school. I have to make sure they're safe.”
Abbie kept the gun raised. Thought it over.
“What are you going to do?”
“Call someone I trust. Get them to watch over the boys until they finish school, then bring them straight home. They won't like it, especially Jacob, but it needs to be done.” His eyes implored Abbie. “Please, let me do this.”
“Where's your phone?”
“In my jacket, over there.”
The jacket was on the floor by the wardrobe. Abbie crossed to it, picked it up, checked the pockets. There was only a phone and a wallet. She chucked the whole jacket over. The moment Walter had it, he grabbed the phone.
“Do I need to tell you,” said Abbie, “the story of what happened to the last man who pretended he needed to make a call, then tried to tattle on me?”
“No. I promise.”
“Pity. It involves bullets and testicles. It's a doozy.”
Walter made his call and was as good as his word. As he arranged protection for his sons, Abbie moved back towards the armchair. Looked at it. She wanted to sit down, but it was too comfortable. It couldn't be trusted.
“What happens now?”
As he spoke, Walter had hung up the phone. Dropped it on the mattress in front of him. Abbie turned but didn't raise the gun. Kept it by her side.
“The meeting has to go ahead, this evening, as planned, but with an expanded guest list,” said Abbie. “You, Alex, Abe, Alice, me. We talk it out. We make Alice and Abe see you're not to blame for Aurora's murder. We create a united front against Angel and Ana. Once we're a team, I think we can get them to back down. What do you say?”
“I think you might be underestimating Angel and Ariana.”
“I think you might be right, but don't worry, this is only Plan A. I won’t let them harm your sons. I promise.”
There were tears in Walter's eyes. Wiping them away, he said, “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“Forget it,” said Abbie. “In the meantime, focus on Jacob. Don't force anything out of him but be there. He might want to talk, he might not, but he needs to know you're willing. That matters more than anything.”
Walter looked at Abbie. “I don't know why you're helping us. All of us. Who are you?”
“Someone that helps people,” said Abbie. “I can’t be much more specific than that. I can say why I’m providing you all assistance. Alice is reformed. Jacob and Brandon are minors. So far as I know, Abe and Alex are innocents. That just leaves you.”
Walter shifted in discomfort. “What are you trying to say?”
“I don't know much about you. Except you head a local criminal organisation. You almost certainly have a diverse portfolio of illegal money-making activities. For sure, you’re involved in drugs because that’s ground zero for organised crime. That about right?”
Nothing from Walter.
“Fine, well, assuming you’re involved in the drug trade, we can also take for granted that you’re responsible for at least a handful of deaths and destroyed lives each year.”
This time, Walter couldn’t keep quiet.
“If they didn't get those drugs from us, they'd get them somewhere else.”
Abbie rolled her eyes.
“So you don't have people out there giving free samples to kids, the vulnerable, the struggling? You don't find ways to create demand for your product?”
Walter considered. When he opened his mouth, Abbie raised a hand to silence him.
“No, don't answer because I don't want to know. Well, I already know, but if you confirm it, I'll find it harder to ignore. I've not even mentioned your desire to add an arms dealing arm to your business. Here's where we are: I want to ensure a peaceful resolution to this brewing family feud. To do that, I may need to protect you, and to protect you, I have to trick myself into believing you're a decent person. That means, for the next couple of days, you give me no hint, no whiff, no slightest indication you're a life-ruining scum bag. Because I hate people who profiteer off the suffering of others, and I'm making a major concession by not putting a bullet in your brain right now. Which would have a dual benefit. Protecting your sons and Alice and saving the lives of a few kids who might not become drug addicts while your organisation deals with your loss. So, can you work with me on this? Can you play the good man for the next couple of days? Tell me now while I'm still holding the gun.”
Shocked by her outburst, a little stunned by her angry words, Walter took time to gather himself. When he spoke, it was in meek tones.
“The guns were a mistake,” said Walter. “I've pulled out and, in terms of the broader picture, Alex makes me want—”
“I don't need to hear it,” said Abbie. “I said, didn't I? I've already decided you're a good person. Whether you are or you aren't, play along, and we'll get by fine.”
Another silence fell between them. Walter looked like a chastised child, and Abbie was composing herself. When she felt in control, she smiled.
“Hey,” she said, grabbing Walter's attention. “Bet you didn't know I was hiding all that vitriol in my heart, huh?”
“I did not.”
“Well, I'm full of surprises. Now, I need you to tell me the when and where of this meeting but, first, there's one more topic we should cover.”
Walter had been absentmindedly fiddling with his jacket. Looking up, he met Abbie's eye.
“What's that?”
Abbie perched on the end of the bed.
“We need to talk about Alex.”
“I'm in love with her,” said Walter. “Never thought I would be, but it's true. She's incredible.”
“I'm sure she is,” said Abbie. “I'm sure you love her, but I'm more interested in how you became an item. You said you hadn't spoken before Aurora died, so what brought you together?”
“She never believed I killed Aurora.”
“Why not?”
Walter considered. His eyes kept flicking to Abbie's gun, so she slid the weapon into her jacket. If he tried to dive under the bed or to the bottom drawer of his bedside table, she'd still kill him before he got a chance to harm her.
“I told you Jacob and Aurora attended the same school and shared some classes,” said Walter. “Well, they were also close, and they had a secret. To them, it was a frightening secret. One they were afraid to share so, to begin with, they each told one person.”
“Jacob told you,” said Abbie, “and Aurora told Alex?”
“Right,” said Walter, “and after we knew, Aurora, Jacob, and I spent some time together. From the off, I was mighty fond of the girl. As I understand it, they also met with Alex, who was less fond of Jacob, but that's because he can be a little abrasive.”
“I noticed.”
“Oh yeah, you met him. Well, anyway, after Aurora died, Alex came to see Jacob, and at the same time, visited me. It was then she told me what Aurora had told her about me. The kind of person I was. I was relieved. We got to chatting, and well, right away, we clicked. Went for our first date that evening and that night—”
“Okay, that's probably enough of the Alex-Walter love story. This secret, on the other hand... Why do I feel like that's important?”
Walter sat back and smoothed his jacket over his knee. Met Abbie's eye again.
“Earlier on, we were talking about the reasons I wouldn't have killed Aurora, and we missed an important one.”
Once more, he glanced at the photo on his bedside table, at the happy smile of his elder son. Walter smiled too, but it was a sad smile that spoke of his loss.
“That reason being that Jacob would never have forgiven me if I'd have killed Aurora because he loved her,” said Walter, “and she loved him right back.”





Eighteen
A  pleasant five-minute walk from Walter's front door was a quaint little cafe that prided itself on high-quality, homemade food and extortionate prices. Through the glass front, Abbie confirmed the cafe offered what she was after, then went inside.
“Full English Breakfast Sandwich and a black coffee to go. No milk or sugar in the coffee.” She chucked a tenner on the counter. “Or on the sandwich. When it’s ready, I'll be in the corner bothering that couple.”
The couple were not in a relationship, but were siblings. Abbie had checked Abe and Alex were inside before entering but had known they would be. Humans were predictable creatures. A few minutes arguing in the street, and they'd want to sit down. It was too cold to find a bench, so it had to be a nearby cafe. If not this one, then the one down the road, which Abbie and Abe had earlier visited. 
Alex looked up when Abbie was a few paces away. Abe noticed her arrival, but only stared into his latest weird coffee concoction.
“How's it going?” said Abbie.
“Sorry,” said Alex. “Private conversation.”
“I'm sure,” said Abbie, turning and grabbing a chair from an empty table. “Unfortunately for you, I have serious boundary issues.”
Placing the chair at the table, Abbie dropped into it and looked at Alex. Her coffee was too milky, but it at least still looked like a coffee. Abbie tried a friendly smile.
“I've been talking to your boyfriend. Have to say, if you can ignore the drug dealing and desire to start gun-running, plus that he's too old for you, and you're too good looking for him, he's a catch. I approve.”
“I didn't ask for your approval.”
“No, and doesn't that make it all the more valuable?”
“I don't want your opinion.”
“No one ever does,” said Abbie. “One of my charming qualities is that I give it anyway. Well, not charming. Definitely a quality, though.”
“Abe. Tell your girlfriend to go away.”
“I'm not his girlfriend.”
“Given who you're dating,” said Abe. “Do you have a right to be having a go at my girlfriends?”
“I'm not your girlfriend,” said Abbie. 
“See, she doesn't even want you.”
“It's not that I don't—” Abbie stopped herself and changed tack. “Let's not get into this. I've had a lovely chat with Walter, and we've come to an agreement.”
“You've what?” said Abe.
“What agreement?” said Alex.
“We're meeting tonight; the three of us, Alice and Walter. Alex and Walter will announce their relationship—”
“You've got to be kidding.”
“And we'll all,” Abbie continued despite Abe, “devise a plan of action for dealing with Angel and Ariana. Now, Alex—”
Who said, “You're not invited. You're not family.”
“And if you're not careful, I won't want to be.”
“I don't want you to be.”
“We're going to be the best of friends. For now, go back to your boyfriend—”
“No way,” said Abe.
“You don't tell me what to do,” said Alex.
“And offer him moral support,” Abbie continued as though no one had interrupted. “I warned him Angel and Ariana have threatened his sons and are no longer content to sit on their hands. He's worried.”
“He should be worried,” said Abe. “Sister murdering piece of—”
“Full English Breakfast sandwich and black coffee to go?”
They turned as one to the waitress, who stood above them holding Abbie's order. For a moment, no one spoke. Then Abbie outstretched a hand.
“That would be mine. Thank you.”
“No problem,” said the waitress, giving them a hard, curious look. When Abbie put her hands on her food and drink, the waitress did not immediately relinquish the goods.
“I hope you don't misunderstand my friend here,” Abbie said, nodding to Abe. “When he said “sister murdering piece of”, he wasn't accusing anyone of having murdered their own sister. He was accusing someone of murdering his sister.” She looked at Abe. “What's that look for? It wasn't clear to a bystander. Oh, also,” she turned back to the waitress. “He was going to say “piece of delight.” Abe wouldn't swear, would you Abe?”
Abe looked shocked, Alex stunned. The waitress had still not released Abbie's food.
“Probably best not to worry about the murder—”
“Abbie,” snapped Abe.
“Sorry, alleged murder. Can I...” Abbie tugged. The waitress released the food and drink and almost drenched Abbie in coffee. Then there really would have been a murder. “Thank you.”
Abbie placed the food and coffee on the table. Used the latter to warm her hands. After a few seconds, she looked up.
“I paid when I ordered,” she said to the waitress, who still hovered above them. The woman glared, then turned and disappeared.
“Where were we?”
“What the hell was that?” said Abe.
“What? I did pay. Now we must move on. Alex, go see Walter or don't, I don't care. Abe, I can't stay here, that waitress seemed a bit suspicious, and she's still watching us—”
“You think,” said Alex.
“I know it's cold,” Abbie pressed on. “But will you take a walk with me?”
Abe stared at Abbie. Frustration bottled up, Abbie got the sense he was ready to release. A glance at the counter told him the waitress was indeed still watching, and he found a way to keep the bottle closed.
“Fine, we'll walk,” he said. “All three of us.”
“No.” This was Alex. “I'm off to see my boyfriend. Make sure this gun-toting maniac left him in one piece.”
Abbie smiled at the title and waved at Alex.
“'Twas lovely to meet you.”
“You can't go,” said Abe. “I can't let you.”
“You can't stop me,” Alex corrected. “You're my little brother, remember? Not the other way around. And either way, I'm not a kid.”
“She's not,” said Abbie. “She's turning thirty tomorrow.”
Alex spun to Abbie, wide eyes filled with horror. “What an awful thing to say to a person.”
“Worse than gun-toting maniac?”
Alex huffed, shook her head, stood.
“Many happy returns,” said Abbie, earning herself another glare as Alex twisted and left the table.
Abe tried to rise, but Abbie grabbed his arm and yanked him down. They watched Alex sweep from the cafe and disappear down the street.
“Get off me,” Abe snapped, shaking free of Abbie's arm. “Why’d you let her go?”
“I dunno,” said Abbie. “She was pretty mean. But given she didn't attack or threaten my life, she's still my favourite of your sisters. I'm happy to let her do as she wishes.”
“Like jump into bed with a murderer?”
“No chance you'd be tempted if you found me naked in your bed, then? Given that's your attitude.”
“I, well, I, that isn't, I...” Abe trailed off into an embarrassed babble, looking back to his coffee as his ears and cheeks flushed red. 
“If I believed Walter was a danger to your sister, I wouldn't have let her go,” said Abbie. “But I don't, so I did.”
Glancing back at the waitress, who still watched them, Abbie shook her head and gathered her sandwich and coffee.
“Come on,” she said. “Let's go for that walk before Miss Nosey commits our faces to memory.”
Delicious sandwich in hand, Abbie led the way from the cafe back to the beach. A sulking Abe at her side.
He kept quiet en route. Fine by Abbie. It gave her time to eat her sandwich and process her discussion with Walter. There wasn't much to consider. The conversation had confirmed some of her suspicions, primarily that Walter had not killed Aurora and wasn't planning to kill Alice. Still, if Angel or Ariana murdered Jacob or Brandon in retaliation for the crime they believed Walter had committed, his fury would know no bounds. Unlike Alice, he would have no doubt who was to blame and would strike with the force of a natural disaster. Angel and Ariana would be his targets. In his rage, his crossfire could easily kill Alice or Abe. Walter would feel no guilt until later. By which point, it would be too late.
As Abbie had told Walter, the best play was to unite and stand against Angel and Ariana. If Alice could stand with Walter and tell her daughters he had not killed Aurora, they might back off. Whatever Angel and Ariana said, they loved their mother; there was every chance she could circumvent disaster.
And if Alice failed, Abbie would act. Aurora's death was a tragedy. Abbie wouldn't allow Angel and Ana to shed any further blood.
Abbie ditched her sandwich wrapper in the bin at the carpark where she had parked earlier that day, then followed Abe down the stone steps to the sea with her coffee. Two men, one bald, one blonde, who had been following her and Abe for at least ten minutes, carried on by. Baldie kept his eyes fixed ahead. Blondie could not resist glancing Abbie's way. Abbie pretended not to see but descended the stone steps, already preparing for what would come next.
It was a cold day. The beach was not empty but close to. The families, dog walkers, runners and couples who shared the sand with Abe and Abbie were all to the east. The strip of beach to the west, leading to Abe's home, still showed signs of the previous night's party. That was enough to keep people away, and that was the direction Abe and Abbie travelled.
After a few seconds on the hard sand, drinking her coffee, Abbie turned to the sulking Abe.
“This'll be hard for you to hear because you've already made up your mind, but I don't believe Walter killed your sister.”
Abe faltered but didn't stop. They kept close to the concrete wall that separated the humanmade world from nature's beach and ocean.
“You can't know he's innocent.”
“Of course I can't,” said Abbie. “But I've spoken with him and examined the situation. I think the chances he's the killer are slim, bordering on minuscule. I know that isn't what you want to hear.”
“Because it's not right. The police said—”
“I know what the police said. That doesn't mean it was Walter.”
“You can't be right.”
“No, you refuse to be wrong. You want it to be Walter because it's easy.”
“You think losing a sister is easy?”
“No,” said Abbie. “I know full well it isn't. I mean, you seek closure but are coming up against the same problem as every person who loses a loved one to a hideous crime. You know someone is responsible, and how can you move on if that someone's still out there, living the free, happy life that was denied your sister? People go mad trying to figure out what happened to their loved ones, Abe, and I think you're worried you'd go mad too. That's what I mean by easy. Because if it's Walter, you already have your answers. He was angry at your mother, so he killed your sister. All that remains is to kill him. Your sister's murder will be avenged, and you can mourn her death, cherish her memory, and move on with your life. I get that, I do, and I wish I believed it was Walter because he's an arsehole. I could happily kill him and take away part of your pain. But I won't tell you it's him if I don't believe it, just to make you feel better. That's not who I am.”
They continued towards Abe's house. Up ahead, Abbie could see the spot where she'd met Quentin and beyond that, where concrete became uneven rock. Abbie drank her coffee and gave Abe time to process her speech.
“I had it in my head that you'd make him confess,” said Abe. “I thought you might kill him.”
Abbie said nothing. Abe was reasoning with himself, trying to process what had happened and how he felt. Perhaps working towards a place where he could accept Walter's innocence.
“You're right; I need to know who killed Aurora,” he said. “For closure, I have to know. You're telling me it's not Walter; then who? Who could have killed her?”
“I don't know.”
“But you could find out?”
“I'm not a private detective. Most killers come to me because I'm standing in their way, protecting their target. Your sister's murder relates to your mother's danger because the incident is the touch paper that brought Angel and Ana into conflict with Walter. But if someone other than Walter murdered your sister, they'd likely have no reason to come after anyone else in your family. The chances of them putting their head above the proverbial parapet are next to zero.”
“Right, but we could still try—”
“No.” Abbie knew what he would ask. It wasn't worth entertaining. “I've been clear. I came to your town to protect your mother. Now I've arrived, I'd also like to ensure no one kills you, Jacob, or Brandon. But that's it. By tomorrow's end, my work will be done, and I'll be gone. The end.”
They were almost at the split between smooth concrete and jagged rock. Further on, beyond the crack in the rocks into which Ana had dragged Jacob, another set of stone steps gave access to the beach. Down these came two men; one blonde, one bald—the same men as before. Abbie didn’t know who had sent them or why, but she knew what they wanted. That was patently clear. They were on a collision course, and if Abbie couldn’t deal with them, she might soon have to break the news to Alice that another of her children was gone for good.
That was if she survived to deliver the news herself.





Nineteen
A be didn't notice the men. He was lost in darkness, stewing on Abbie’s refusal to help find his sister’s killer.
“So that's it? You're not fussed about my sister?”
“My business is saving lives,” said Abbie, “not avenging deaths.”
Reaching the bottom of the stone steps, the men made a beeline for the sea. They didn't look the sort to include long walks on the beach under the Likes heading in their dating profiles. They wore bulky jackets. Sensible in the current conditions, also perfect for concealing weapons of which the police would not approve. In her own coat, Abbie could feel the reassuring weight of her gun. The problem was, she couldn't use it. The bang of a shot could bring people running from every direction. Within seconds, sirens could fill the air, and Abbie could be in a heap of trouble at a time she could not afford to be delayed.
Abe still wasn't talking, nor paying attention to his surroundings. 
“I know you're upset,” said Abbie. “If it helps, which I guess it won't, I wish I'd been called here before Aurora died. If I had been, maybe I could have saved her. But I wasn't. Your sister is dead, and you want justice or revenge or whatever, but I can't give it to you. What I can give you is a choice: attend the meeting this evening, hear Walter and your sister out, and get involved in our plan to ensure there’s no further bloodshed. Or don't. Take a step back, do whatever you want so long as it involves staying out of my way. Because I like you, but I need to focus on the job at hand. I cannot allow your vendetta against Walter to endanger your mother or his sons. I just can't. So, what's it to be?”
The men stopped just beyond the reach of the tide, side by side, staring out to sea. One of them, Blondie, raised a hand to his jacket, then dropped it when his bald friend gave him a sharp word. They stood a little way along from the crack in the wall.
And they were waiting.
“Fine.”
Abbie had been drinking her coffee and watching the guys by the sea without making it obvious. It took her a couple of seconds to register what Abe had said.
“Fine?”
“Yeah. Fine. More than anything, I want my sister's killer to pay. It's not fair on you because it's not your problem, but I'm pissed off you won't help. I hate the thought of working with Walter, but for now, I’ll trust you. I'll come to the meeting; I won't say a word against that prick. I'm putting all my faith in you, so please, please, make sure nothing happens to my mum. If we trust Walter and she gets hurt, I'll never forgive you.”
“Sounds good, now kiss me.”
“What?”
“Come on, they're watching; just make it look real.”
“What are you—”
Abbie kissed him. Arms around his neck, lips pressed to his, the whole nine yards.
Given he was angry, Abbie thought Abe might push her away. She had forgotten he was a straight, single man in his late twenties, while she was attractive and available. It took a second for his brain to register what was going on, then his arms slid around her back, and he pulled her close.
The kiss was nice enough. Though further blemished by Pranil, who floated into her mind, staring at her with doe eyes. He wasn't smiling anymore. Forcing him away, Abbie focused on holding the kiss and making it real without letting it swamp her mind. She needed to know what the men by the sea were doing. She had to get this right.
For over a minute, she let the kiss continue. The men by the beach didn't move, though they cast more obvious glances in Abbie's direction.
When Abbie pulled away, she at once turned Abe towards the rocks. “Come with me.”
She had his hand and dragged him along. For a few seconds, he allowed himself to be led. When he noticed where they were going, he started to resist.
“Hey, isn't that where Ana—”
“Not now,” Abbie hissed. “We just have to—”
He stopped and pulled back. Abbie couldn't let the guys by the sea wonder why their targets hadn't continued on their path. Couldn't have them asking questions about the honesty of the scene playing out before them. As Abe stopped, yanking his hand loose, Abbie squeezed his fingers and spun backwards as though he were dragging her to him. As he tried to speak, she kissed him again, and again he didn't resist. Lonely people could be so weak.
This time, when she broke the kiss, she put her hands on his cheeks and pressed her forehead to his. From afar, this would look like romance. To him, she whispered, “Our lives are in danger; you must do as I say.”
His eyes went wide. “What?”
“Do not move your head. Keep your eyes on mine. Over by the sea are two men pretending, badly, to watch the ocean.” He tried to twist his head. Abbie held him fast. “I said, don't look. They're here for us. In a second, I'll kiss you again, then drag you between the rocks. They'll assume we're going to get hot and steamy. That's what we want.”
“It's acting,” said Abe, his voice numb.
“That's right, and we're doing a far better job than them. You ready?”
“You were only pretending to kiss me.”
“No, that really happened. Are you ready?”
“You know what I mean. I'm not a prop. You remember I wanted to take you to lunch? I wanted that to be a date.”
“Abe, please, now’s not the time. Tell me you're ready.”
He stared at her. His eyes swam with hurt, like Pranil’s had, in her imagination, as she started to lose herself in the kiss.
“Abe—”
“I'm ready,” he cut in.
They kissed again, then broke apart after a few seconds.
“You were a little stiff that time,” said Abbie. “And not in a good way.”
Before Abe could respond, Abbie took his hand and dragged him to the cave. Not allowing his hurt to get the better of him, he came along. A few seconds later, they disappeared into the small crevice between the rocks.
“Hold this,” said Abbie, shoving her empty coffee cup into Abe's hand while examining the space. As she turned, Abe took a step towards the opening, trying to get a glimpse of their enemies.
“Don't,” said Abbie, taking his arm and pulling him back. The cave was like a potion bottle. The entrance was narrow, opening into a small circular area. Big enough, as Abbie well knew, for a slim woman, a stocky man, and a kneeling teenager. So long as the man and woman kept their backs pressed to opposite walls. Abbie pushed Abe against one wall, putting him out of sight of the cave entrance. Pressed her body against his, so their faces were a couple of inches apart.
“What now?” Abe asked. “Can I drop this cup? It’s empty.”
“That would be littering, so no.”
“How do you know these guys are after us? And if that kiss was acting, why did it feel amazing?”
“I know, because this is my field of expertise. I've been here before. As for the kiss, it felt amazing because I'm an amazing kisser. I wouldn't read anything into it.”
“I read lots into it.”
“More fool you. Now shut up, I'm listening.”
“I think you felt what I felt.”
“Oh, dear God.”
“It was electric, wasn't it? Like a bolt of lightning.”
“I wish it had been a lightning bolt. Then we'd both be dead, and I wouldn't be having this conversation. Now, shut up.”
“I don't want to hold this coffee cup. I may need both hands to—”
Abbie grabbed the cup and hurled it to the floor. When Abe tried to speak, she slapped a hand across his mouth.
“No more.”
Keeping her body pressed to his, her hand over his mouth, she tilted her head and listened for the sounds of approaching enemies.
It was difficult. Abbie could shut Abe up but couldn't silence the sea. Yet. The lapping waves would mask Blondie and Baldie's approach, possibly until they were right at the cave's mouth.
She titled her head a little farther, a little farther again. Then cried out. 
Abe had licked her hand.
“What the hell?” she said, pulling back.
“What's going on?” he said. “I'm stuck here with you. I deserve to know.”
Abbie sighed. She wanted to put her hand over his mouth again. Maybe punch him in the stomach to encourage obedience. But he had a point. It was not only Abbie in danger.
“The assailants were waiting by the sea for us to pass. If we had, they’d have followed, snuck upon us, and attacked. That was their plan, so I had to break it, preferably while lulling them into a false sense of security. So we kiss, make it look like we're ready to get hot and heavy, then run in here. They won't want to wait around. They have an empty beach for now. They'll want to get this done and get gone before that changes. That means waiting’s not an option. They'll have to come get us.”
Abe's eyes were even wider than before. With her chest pressed to his, she could feel the rapid beat of his heart.
“Come get us how?” he said. 
“They probably won't have guns.”
“Oh God, they're going to shoot us.”
“Won't have guns, Abe. Won't, won't. Do keep up. Guns are loud. They'll want to get this done without being noticed. Best-case scenario, they're planning to rough us up with fists alone. Worst case, they've brought knives. I'd prepare for worst-case if I were you.”
Abe gave a low, frightened moan and began to slide down the wall. Abbie held him up, pressed more firmly against him.
“When they leave the seafront, they'll want to get as close as possible to us without being seen. That means they'll come up to the rocks, then move along towards the crack. All I have to do is be ready. Everyone hinges on me taking one of them out immediately.”
“What happens if you fail?”
“They rough me up, maybe kill me. Who knows? I might still get the better of them. It depends on how good they are. Now, we don't have much time. I need you to be ready.”
“What do you want me to do?” Abe said. Abe squeaked.
“Stay alive,” said Abbie. “I'll keep them away from you if I can. If one or both slips past me, shout your name in their faces.”
“My name?”
“Yes. You do know your name, don't you?”
“Abraham Mitchell.”
“Good excellent. Say that, or Abe instead of Abraham, or go for your mother’s current married name rather than your father’s surname. Any of those should work. Just make sure you shout, and they understand.”
“I don't understand.”
“You don't need to.”
“Abbie, I'm scared. They'll get through. They're going to come for me and—”
Abbie kissed him. “Abe, remember the lightning bolt... if you thought that was good, then stay calm, stay alive, and I’ll give you the storm. Okay?”
His eyes remained wide, but fear was becoming wonder.
“Okay?” Abbie repeated.
He nodded. Said nothing, which was better. Abbie considered giving him the gun but didn't think it would help. He'd either go mad and start shooting it everywhere, probably killing Abbie before anyone else, or he'd fail to use it at all. Seeing it as a threat, Blondie and Baldie would make its existence a reason to kill him. The gun could not help him, nor did Abbie want Baldie and Blondie to find it on her if they took her down. 
Turning, Abbie dropped to the ground, picked up the coffee cup, and removed the lid. Masking her actions from Abe, she shoved the gun inside and forced the cover on top. Then she placed the cup back on the floor by the opposite wall of the cave, where she hoped it looked inconspicuous, or at least uninteresting.
“What was that?” Abe asked as Abbie stood, and she forestalled his question by placing a palm on his chest.
“Stay where you are. Remember to shout your name. Think of the thunderstorm, and try not to die.”
He wanted to speak. Before he could, Abbie removed her hand from his chest, turned towards the sea, and went to face the enemy.





Twenty
T he sea washed against the shore. A light breeze rushed across the sand, disturbing but moving very little of the tightly packed grains. Somewhere nearby, their movements masked by the sounds of nature, Blondie and Baldie approached with determination in their eyes and cruel intentions in their hearts.
Behind Abbie, Abe was somehow keeping quiet. Their assailants would approach from the right because approaching from the left would mean crossing the cave's entrance. Keeping as close to the rock wall on that side as possible, Abbie made her way to within inches of the cave entrance. On and on droned the sea and the wind. Abbie had no weapons and only one chance to get this right. Failing to hear their approach could be fatal.
Abbie remained at the entrance for what felt like an hour, but must have been no more than thirty seconds. Eyes closed, she maintained controlled breathing, listening to the ocean like it was on tape, and she was trying to get to sleep. It was a relaxing noise, which was infuriating. Abbie became sure she would not hear the enemy.
Then, from nothing, the crunch of a boot in hard sand. Something else. Was that a whisper? Then another boot.
Once she'd identified the moving feet, Abbie heard them consistently as Blondie and Baldie crept towards the cave entrance. It was still difficult to judge how far away they were and therefore judge when she would need to strike. She hoped they would do something else to reveal their location before charging into the cave.
The footsteps stopped. Over the wind, Abbie heard a rustling and knew hands were going into jackets. The plan was not to assault Abbie and Abe with bare fists alone. Baseball bats would not fit in their coats. The men were probably withdrawing knives. Knuckledusters or guns were also possible, though the latter was the least likely.
Be ready for anything. Always.
A final whisper. A command.
If Abbie and Abe had sold their little act, Baldie and Blondie would believe the duo were towards the back of the cave. Hands all over each other. Possibly partially undressed. If so, they would risk a peek into the crevice before charging in, hoping to pinpoint their targets' exact locations before striking. Tense but ready, Abbie twisted a little, waiting for a head to appear. If she had to guess which, she'd go with Blondie. Baldie seemed to be in charge and was, Abbie reckoned, the kind to lead from the back.
Five long, tense seconds passed, during which Abbie tried to ignore the creeping fear that Abe would grow too agitated and would rush from the back of the cave to join her.
Abe didn't.
At the end of the five seconds, Blondie's head appeared.
Abbie didn't hesitate. Her first swung like lightning, smashed his mouth, shook his jaw, sent him reeling.
Before he could go too far, Abbie leapt forward, grabbed the back of his head, and smashed his face into the rock.
A couple of teeth flew loose as blood exploded from his nose. Something dropped to the floor.
Releasing Blondie's head, Abbie raised a foot and smashed a boot into his chest, sending him tumbling into the sand.
Having witnessed blood explode from his colleague's face, shock had taken Baldie. Shaking it off, he dived forward, appearing in the mouth of the cave with his knife raised.
By the time he appeared, Abbie was already dropping, having thrown herself to the ground.
The move surprised Baldie. For a second, he didn't get it. Then he looked to his foot and saw the glint of Blondie's lost blade.
His eyes widened. He moved his foot, hoping to trap the blade and kick it away.
Too late. Abbie's foot was on the knife a second after Baldie noticed it, dragging the weapon towards her outstretched hand.
Baldie had to act. Diving on top of Abbie offers his best shot of victory as he could then use his knife to shred her torso. Too afraid Abbie would lift her knife and skewer him as he dropped, he instead sent in a vicious kick.
Abbie could have scampered backwards and avoided the worst of the blow, but only if she sacrificed her chance to get Blondie's blade. While to roll away from the strike was to risk impaling herself.
She grabbed the knife hilt.
Took the kick.
Baldie's foot, clad in a steel-toed boot, smashed Abbie's behind. With a scream, she tried to rise, to escape the range of his feet.
He came again. Abbie swung the knife left and right, trying to deter him with eight inches of steel. But he was bright. Rather than kick out and risk Abbie slicing his ankle, he aimed to stamp, using the base of his boot as a shield when he brought it down.
Still not standing, Abbie was retreating. Baldie missed once, missed again. Abbie sliced his outer ankle, drawing blood, and he found her stomach with a stomp. Pain shot through her middle, and instinct forced her to fold. The move almost led to her impaling her own leg.
She was on her side now in half foetal position. Baldie's next stamp found her hip, the one after: her shoulder.
Sensing a chance, Baldie sent a steel toe at Abbie's stomach. Abbie had to catch the boot with both hands to block the foot.
She slowed the attack. Still felt steel hit her stomach and another shot of agony through her middle. By now, her behind was throbbing with constant waves of pain.
To catch the boot, Abbie had been forced to drop the knife. As soon as Baldie felt the connection with Abbie's stomach, he yanked his boot from her hands and trapped the blade, whipping it away and towards the mouth of the cave.
He smiled.
“Oh, don't,” said Abbie. “You look hideous.”
He kicked again. Abbie blocked. He still got her stomach before yanking away his foot.
He kicked again. Abbie went to block. This time, he pulled out, turned the kick into a stamp, and used it to force her onto her back. Baldie put one foot on her hip and lifted the other from the ground to keep her pinned.
He raised his knife.
His foot was on her left hip. Abbie lifted from the right and slammed a palm into Baldie's inner thigh, compromising his balance and forcing him to remove his leg.
Freed, Abbie tried to sit. Baldie dropped knee first onto her chest, sending her crashing to the rock floor. His knee pinned her, his bodyweight crushed her.
“Uh oh,” he said.
“What, didn't wet yourself, did you?” asked Abbie. It would have been funnier if his knee on her chest hadn't ruined the strength of the delivery. His eyes gleamed.
“Stop.”
It was Abe, standing back, hand out like a policeman halting traffic. “Leave her alone.”
Simply charging Baldie might have been the smarter play. Abe could have aimed to knock Abbie’s assailant over or to rush past and snatch the knife. Abbie didn't point this out, lest it ruined Abe's mood when he thought he was helping.
Baldie also knew Abe's course of action was sub-optimal. Combined with his trembling voice and the context suggesting Abbie had attempted to keep him from the fight, Baldie decided Abbie was still the threat. He kept his eyes on her, even as he spoke.
“Back off, mate. I'll deal with you next.”
“No,” said Abe. But there was no power to the word, and he made no move to help. Abbie's hands were by her side. Baldie had the knife pointed her way, and his knee on her chest sapped her strength. She'd need her hands for when he struck. She wanted the power to throw him off.
She hoped Abe would still charge Baldie, but wasn’t counting on it.
A pained groan entered the cave ahead of a stumbling man. Abbie turned to see Blondie pick up his knife. Though he still looked awful, his face bloody, his mouth missing a couple of teeth, the steel seemed to lend him strength.
“Cut up the boyfriend,” said Baldie.
“He's not my boyfriend,” said Abbie.
Blondie released another pained moan but stumbled towards Abe.
“Name,” Abbie said.
Abe watched Blondie get closer and closer, but said nothing.
With his free hand, Baldie stroked Abbie's hair.
“You're beautiful,” he said. “But not for much longer.”
Abe still wasn't speaking. He had backed up to the rear wall of the cave. His foot hit the coffee cup, and the lid spilt off. He went down beside it, pulling his knees towards his chest and throwing his arms over his head, which he turned towards the floor.
“Damn it,” said Abbie, voice half-choked by Baldie's knee. “Abraham Rayner. Abraham Mitchell.”
“What?”
“Abraham Rayner nee Mitchell.” This wasn't quite right. She guessed Baldie would catch her drift.
Blondie had passed them and now stood over Abe. Abe had removed his hand from his head and suddenly seemed distracted. He reached for the ground as Baldie registered what Abbie was saying and looked across the cave.
“Shit,” he said. “Just keep him there, don't hurt him.”
Blondie turned back towards Baldie, frustrated, almost angered. Ignoring his colleague, Baldie turned to Abbie and held the knife in front of his chest.
“No get out of jail free card for you. Where should we start? Think I'll cut out an eye.”
He raised the knife, the tip hovering over Abbie's right pupil. Though afraid, she would force herself to wait for the last second. When his arms swung, he would be easier to toss from her chest.
Assuming she caught his wrists in time.
At first, Blondie watched Abbie and Baldie with excitement. Hearing something on his other side, he turned in time to see Abe put a bullet between his eyes.
In the small space, the shot was deafening.
Baldie's eyes flicked to the gun. His attention stolen; Abbie grabbed his knife hand in both of hers and swung it in an arc, ramming the blade into his stomach.
Now Baldie's eyes returned to Abbie, who bucked her hips and twisted while keeping hold of his knife hand, throwing him to his back and swinging astride his waist in the same move.
Abbie could feel Baldie trying to remove the blade, but his strength was fast deserting him. His other hand rose, grabbed at Abbie's shoulder, then flopped back to the cave floor.
The reverberation of the gunshot seemed still to be bouncing around the cave. There was no one nearby. The cavern might have contained the sound. If someone had heard, they might have thought it was a car backfiring or dismissed it altogether.
Abbie didn't believe in taking chances. That meant not sticking around a second longer than necessary.
If she kept the blade in Baldie's stomach, he would eventually die. Not quickly enough. She released his hand, and he tried to pull the knife free but couldn't.
After prising Baldie's hand away, Abbie yanked the knife out and looked at Abe. The gun hung limp in his hand. He had been staring at Blondie, but was now focused on Abbie. His eyes were wide, his face white. Like a boa constrictor, the shock was crushing him.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
He continued to stare, but didn't speak. He didn't have it in him.
“Abe, close your eyes. Now.”
For a few more seconds, nothing. Then, slowly, Abe nodded. His trembling hand barely keeping hold of the gun, he did as he was told. Closed his eyes on the sick and sorry scene.
Abbie looked at the knife, the shining steel now dripping with blood. Baldie was staring at her, though he struggled to keep focus. Opening her mouth, Abbie prepared to say something witty, something to do with how she couldn't use the blade to make him hideous because he was born that way. Yeah, that would be film-worthy.
But Abe hadn't covered his ears and was already freaked out. Abbie cast him a quick glance to ensure he wasn't peaking, then carved open Baldie's throat and watched him bleed to death.
It did not take long.





Twenty-One
W hen Baldie was dead, Abbie stood and removed her jacket, dumping it on the floor. She chucked the killing blade on top.
“You can open your eyes now,” she told Abe. “It's going to be okay.”
The situation might be, but it was clear Abe would struggle.
Crossing the cave, Abbie removed her phone from her pocket, dialling the number she had years ago memorised while extracting another knife from Blondie's dead grasp. As the call was answered, she dumped the second knife with the first on her jacket.
“Hello?”
“It's Abbie. I got a mess that needs cleaning. You have someone nearby?”
“Of course. What's the situation?”
Crouching in front of Abe, Abbie prised the gun from his loose clasp and dumped it with the knives before folding her discarded jacket over the weapons. 
“Two bodies,” she said. “Two knives. One gun. I guess you're tracking me?”
“Always. Bit cold for a walk on the beach, isn't it?”
“There's a split in the rocks, a tiny cave,” said Abbie, ignoring Ben's joke. “We'll leave everything here.”
“Fine. How did they die?”
“Slit throat and bullet between the eyes. Single gunshot. We're pretty secluded here, but I can't guarantee no one heard.”
“Let me worry about that. Are you alone?”
Abbie glanced at Abe and considered lying. Never a good idea where the seemingly omniscient Ben was concerned.
“No. There's one other.”
“Will they be a problem?”
“No.”
Silence. Ben considering. Letting his mind churn through the options. Reiterating her point would seem desperate and make her look like a liar, so Abbie kept quiet.
“You sure?” said Ben.
“Yes.”
“I'm trusting you.”
“As well you should. Is there anything else?”
More silence as Ben calculated the next few steps.
“I'll have a team there exactly six minutes after we disconnect,” said Ben. “You must not be there when they arrive. Everything else is standard procedure. Need I go through it?”
“Think I've got it by now.”
“Fine. Must I give you any stern warnings about this?”
“No. You must trust I know what I'm doing.”
“And I do, Abagail. Now get moving. Your six minutes start...”
Ben hung up. Abbie turned at once to Abe, looked him over, then began to undress.
While Abbie had been on the phone, Abe had seemed to zone out. When she took off her hoody and then her top, revealing a plain bra and plenty of flesh, he stared. When she unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down her legs, he began to shake his head.
“No, no. Not here. We can't. You cannot be serious.”
“Don't be stupid,” she said, kicking off her boots and stepping out of her jeans. “Take off your jacket, put it on top of mine.”
She gestured to where she was chucking her jeans, shirt, and hoody. His words made her think. How depressing; she reckoned she had spent more time undressing to dispose of evidence after a killing than before jumping into bed with a guy. How many people could say that?
It was a cold afternoon. The wind whipped into the cave and seemed to settle, making the small space feel like a walk-in fridge. Even if Abbie didn't have a hard deadline, now only four minutes away, she would have no desire to stay undressed within the confines of this rock.
Pulling her boots from the wall, away from Baldie, she opened her drawstring bag and removed her change of clothes. A second pair of jeans, another tee, and a thin jumper. This one was not hooded and no good at keeping out the cold.
Whatever. It would have to do.
Abe still hadn't moved.
“Oi, jacket off. Now.”
Abe looked at her again and watched as she pulled up and buttoned the new pair of jeans. Seemingly satisfied she didn't want to make love to him on the bodies of their dead victims, he pulled himself to his feet and slowly removed his jacket, which he held in a limp hand, as he had the gun.
Abbie had pulled her tee over her head and had the jumper in her hands. 
“Here,” she said, nudging her discarded clothes pile with a toe. As Abbie pulled the jumper on over her head, she heard Abe approach and drop the jacket. Jumper on, she saw him shivering in front of her.
“Spin for me,” she said.
He gave her another spaced look, and she sighed. Rather than asking again, she circled.
“You're fine.”
He looked confused. That was okay. He didn't need to know Abbie was looking for visible evidence of their murderous acts. He probably wouldn't have noticed the blood droplets on his jacket. Abbie had. Even the tiny specs were enough to make ditching that item of clothing worthwhile. The rest of his outfit appeared clean. 
Abbie grabbed her boots and gave them a quick examination. They looked fine, so she shoved them on. Checked her phone. They had about fifty seconds.
“Come on,” she said, taking Abe's hand. “Time to go.”
Thankfully, Abe offered no resistance as Abbie led him to the cave mouth. In the past, she had dealt with first-time murderers who flopped over their victim's body and howled, refusing to be moved. There would have been hell to pay if that had happened here after Abbie had told Ben he had no need to worry. That he should trust her.
From the cave's mouth, Abbie looked east. There were still a few people enjoying a cold day out. None were coming Abbie's way. Perfect. To the west, there was nothing but empty sand, rocks, two sets of stone steps leading up from the beach, and Abe's house, looking out over the sea.
She could hear neither sirens nor voices. She tugged on Abe's hand.
“Let's go.”
Abbie made her way along the rock wall, Abe following like a lobotomised man with no will or mind of his own.
A hundred metres from Abe's home, they reached the final set of stone steps and made their way up to the pavement.
A car sped past. Abe whimpered. Giving his hand another squeeze, Abbie led the damaged man home.
There were no cars in the driveway. Given who Abe's family was, they were unlikely to call the police. Even if the lot of them were inside playing board games and they immediately realised what Abe and Abbie had done. Still, Abbie didn't fancy a confrontation with Angel or Ariana. Alice would be okay, but Abbie hoped they would find the house empty.
They were in luck. Upon crossing the threshold and closing the door, Abbie asked Abe to call out. When he wouldn't, Abbie shouted upstairs and into the kitchen. In the thirty seconds that followed, they heard not a whisper.
“Bin bags,” she said to Abe. “Where are they?”
After some prompting, Abe showed Abbie to the cupboard beneath the kitchen sink. As Abbie removed a single bag from the roll, Abe remained a couple of metres away, clutching his right arm in his left hand and staring at the wall. Abbie felt a rush of pity. Despite being born to a criminal mother and having a ruthless older sister, Abe grew up an ordinary, kind-hearted guy. Seeing him now, it was astounding he had ever thought he could kill Walter in cold blood, even if he genuinely believed the crook had murdered his sister.
Putting the bag over her shoulder, Abbie went to Abe, took his hand, squeezed again. 
“Show me your room.”
There were seven bedrooms upstairs: two for guests, the master for Alice, and one each for Alex, Abe, Ariana, and the recently deceased Aurora. Angel and Adam had homes nearby, though Adam hadn’t needed his for almost a decade.
This house had belonged to Morris and so, after the master, Ariana and Aurora, his daughters, had the largest rooms. Alex and Abe's rooms were smaller but would have made more than acceptable master bedrooms in most detached properties. Abe's en-suite was as big as the main bathroom in Abbie's childhood home.
“You're tidy. Good to see.”
Abe looked to Abbie but didn't respond. She gestured to the clean surfaces, the immaculate carpet, the bare walls, and the made Queen sized bed, as though he might not have known to what she was referring. Then she handed him the bin bag.
“Go into the bathroom and undress. Clothes in the bin bag but don't tie it. I need it as well. Get in the shower and wash as you normally would, then rewash. When you're as clean as it's possible to be, one more wash, then come find me. Though you might want to wrap yourself in this first.” Abbie took a towel from the radiator and pressed it into Abe's free hand.
Abbie had spoken slowly, clearly, as to a child or someone with a poor grasp of the language and was keen to learn. She wasn't sure if Abe got it.
“Okay?” she said again.
“Sure,” he managed. But Abbie still had to guide him into the bathroom. “I'm out here if you need me. Everything’s going to be okay.”
Everything’s going to be okay.
Easy words. The right words, probably. But as Abraham disappeared behind a closing door, Abbie wondered if he was the kind of man who could shake off what had happened and move on with his life. Or if the guilt of what he had done would destroy him.





Twenty-Two
W ith Abe closed into the en-suite, Abbie checked her phone. By now, Ben's team would have almost finished with the scene. They were professionals. Thorough but fast. Abbie had never met them, but the fact the police had never arrested her for a murder Ben’s team had cleaned up was a testament to the quality of their work. When they were done, Ben would text Abbie and send someone to collect the clothing Abbie and Abe would have binned. By the end of the day, not only would there be no evidence linking Abbie and Abe to the murders, but no evidence the murders had even happened.
Abbie did the usual. Phone still in hand, she closed her eyes and reminded herself these men had come at her with knives. In a perfect world, she would have beaten them, left them unconscious but still breathing. In a way, this was better. Abbie had assaulted many men and women in her time and had found defeat rarely humbled them. More often than not, they came seeking revenge, and she ended up killing them, anyway. She had to accept that those she never saw again were probably off ruining more lives.
By killing Baldie, Abbie had made the world a better place. Same for Abe with Blondie, but Abe would struggle to see that. Better for Abbie to forget the knife-wielding men and focus on the man in the bathroom next door. She'd let him down. Had believed if she got the jump on Blondie, Abe need not get involved. But she had got the jump on Blondie. Having smashed his face against the rock (removing a couple of his teeth and crushing his nose in the process), Abbie could never have expected him to get up and come again so soon after.
Could she have smashed his face harder?
No. Abbie had given it all her strength. Some people just kept going, even when it made no sense. There was no use blaming herself for that.
Letting Baldie beat her was worse. To let him pin her, so everything came down to whether she could catch his hands as he tried to stab her eye, was unacceptable. It was rare for anyone to get the better of Abbie. She didn’t like it.
If she had handled Baldie, he would have been unconscious before Blondie reentered the cave. Injured as the blonde idiot was, Abbie would have dealt with him, no problem. Abe would never have pulled the trigger and wouldn't now—
Stop it. Stop it. This wasn't helping anyone. Abbie couldn't focus on how she might have helped Abe in the past. She needed to focus on what she could do now. Because a derailed Abe could cause the kind of problems that would lead to Alice's demise.
She opened her eyes and chucked her phone on the bed. Took the drawstring bag off her shoulder and placed it on the floor. She could not yet hear the shower from the en-suite or any movement. It did not take that long to get undressed. By now, Abe should be scrubbing himself under hot water.
Stepping towards the door, Abbie knocked on wood.
“Abe, you alright in there?
Her heart drummed against her chest when there was no response. First-time murderers handled the situation in different ways. It was not unheard of for a tidal wave of guilt to drive the killer to do something stupid. Something permanent.
Abbie couldn't believe there was a knife in the bathroom. Definitely not a toaster. Besides, the bath was not running. 
What about pills?
Abbie raised her hand to knock again before deciding she could not risk it. Turning the handle, she was relieved to find the door unlocked. She stepped inside.
On the cold floor, fully dressed, Abe stood staring towards the sink. More importantly, towards the mirror above the sink. The bin bag and towel were still in his hands, which were at his waist. The black plastic trailed to the floor.
Abe didn't register Abbie's arrival, but flinched when she blocked his reflection from view. Placing her hands over his, she gave what she hoped was a comforting smile. She hadn't had much practice.
Slipping her fingers under his, Abbie released the bin bag and towel. She placed the bin bag by the wall opposite the mirror, the towel over the bath. Returning to Abe, she took his hand and turned him away from the reflective glass.
“We can talk about this,” said Abbie. “Or not. Whatever works for you, but first, we get rid of our clothes and wash.”
Abe didn't respond, only stared. He was wearing dark chinos, white trainers and a light blue shirt. Raising her hands, Abbie touched his shirt's top button.
“Can I...?”
She let the question trail. After a few seconds, while Abbie's fingers remained on the top button, Abe only continued to stare. Then he looked down at her hands, then back to her eyes.
“I don't think I'm coping,” he said.
“No,” Abbie agreed. “But that's okay. It'll be hard but a little better after a hot shower. Can I?” She nodded at his shirt again. He looked at her hands, and this time, gave a quick nod. “Thank you.”
Abbie began to unbutton his shirt. Abe watched her, and Abbie tried not to be unnerved. He was struggling; that was okay. He was allowed to struggle.
“I didn't mean to kill him.”
“I know,” said Abbie, which wasn't entirely true. She meant she had expected Abe to say those words. Almost every first-time killer busted out the I didn't mean to line sooner or later. “He was coming for you. He was going to cut you up, then start on me. You defended yourself. There's nothing wrong with that.”
“Isn't there?”
“No.” Abbie finished unbuttoning his shirt. “Do you consider those who fought and killed during World War One and Two to be monsters? If a man tries to hold down and cut open a woman and that woman kills him to save her life, would you demand she was imprisoned?”
Abe considered. Shook his head. “No.”
“No,” Abbie agreed. She came close, pushed the shirt over Abe’s shoulders, pulled it off. “You did what you had to do. You saved my life and your own. Does that mean you shouldn't feel crap about it? No. It should mean you can find a way to accept your actions. You will process, you will deal, and you will move on. I promise.”
Moving away from Abe, Abbie opened the bag and put his shirt inside. Returning to him, she pointed at the button of his chinos.
“You happy to continue?”
He stared at his trousers as though he didn't quite understand. When he came back to Abbie, his eyes swam with questions. Abbie was sure they would not involve how he was supposed to get undressed.
“You called someone,” he said.
“Yes.”
“Who?”
“I told you I save lives,” said Abbie. “Unfortunately, that means I get in situations like these, where people attempt to kill me, and I have to kill them first. The man I called represents the company that supports what I do, financially and in other ways. They're professionals. They'll ensure no one discovers what we did. That we don't have to worry about explaining our actions to the police, so we can focus on explaining them to ourselves.”
Abe processed this. Thought it over. Abbie hoped he wouldn't delve deeper into what she did and for who. Luckily, he was too grief-stricken to go there.
“Allow me to explain it to myself, you mean,” he said. “Because I'm weak. Because I can't even handle killing someone in self-defence. I'm not strong like you.”
“I'm not strong,” said Abbie. “Experience helps you handle situations like these, but taking a life always takes an emotional toll. No matter who you killed. I like to think that continued emotional toll is a sign you're still a good person, deep down, if nowhere else. I like to think I'm a good person, but that's up for debate.”
“I don't think it is. I think you’re good.”
“You don't know me,” said Abbie. “Now, take off your trousers.”
Abbie started for the door.
“No, wait, please.”
Abbie turned back.
“Don't go. If I'm alone, what I did will consume me. Please, I need...”
“To be distracted?”
“Yes.”
Abbie had her hand on the bathroom door. She understood how he was feeling. She also needed distracting, and not only to remove the image of Baldie's slit throat from her mind. Because of Pranil. Because of that slice of everyday life, she could no longer have but continued to taunt her.
Yes, she was in desperate need of distraction.
Abbie moved to the bolt from the handle, sliding it across, locking them in. Stepping away from the door, she kicked off her boots and picked them up.
“Annoying,” she said. “I like these boots. It's always so hard to find quality replacements.”
She chucked them in the bag and pointed to Abe's shoes.
“You'll want to do those before the trousers. Socks too, not because they'll stop you from taking off your trousers, but because people dressed only in underwear and socks look silly.” She leaned over and took off her socks, chucked them in the bin bag. She was wearing a change of clothes, but who knew what she had on her skin. Better to get rid of everything and buy new clothes.
Abe leaned over. Took off his socks and shoes. Abbie took them and put them in the bag. When she turned around, he had his hand on his chinos, his fingers on the button. Abbie looked at him, bare feet on the cold floor.
“What happened outside the cave. The kiss,” she said. “That was acting. I was trying to fool the people who wanted to hurt us.”
“I know,” said Abe, though she could see the hurt in his eyes.
Abbie removed her top, unbuttoned her jeans, and pushed them down. In only her underwear, she crossed the room, turned on the shower, and adjusted the temperature dial. Hot but not as hot as the showers Abbie took alone. She doubted Abe could handle that kind of heat.
Returning to him, she nodded to his fingers, which remained on his button. She put her hands behind her back.
“If you want this, it's on the understanding that it's distraction only. It means nothing more than that. Is that what you want?”
Abe nodded. “Yes.”
“And you understand?”
“I do.”
“Then take off your trousers and whatever's underneath.”
Abe did as told without a word, his eyes remaining on Abbie as she removed her bra and knickers.
Naked, they examined each other.
“Yep,” said Abbie. “That'll do the trick.”
Abe's eyes said he was thinking much the same.
“Come on then,” Abbie said, taking his hand and pulling him towards the shower. “Let's get you clean.”





Twenty-Three
A fterwards, they lay in Abe's bed, side by side, staring at the ceiling. Abe had found Abbie a spare towel, and they were both wrapped up, though their free hair soaked the pillows beneath their heads.
During the preceding events, Abbie's phone had slipped off the bed and landed on the floor. Abbie could see it now; its screen dark. Pranil had leapt into her mind when it had fallen, though this was not the phone she used to communicate with him. She had almost thrown herself from Abe, but had managed to reclaim the distraction and blur her thoughts.
Afterwards, she didn't feel much better but could tell Abe did. That was the main thing. Thoughts of the murder would return to him, probably in his dreams, but Abbie figured he'd be secure for a little while. Their time in the shower and in his bed seemed to have given him clarity and perspective. Most of it was good. Not all.
“You said it was okay that I shot Blondie because he was going to kill me.”
Abbie resisted the urge to groan. She knew where this was going. “Yes?”
“I wasn't thinking straight. Was barely focusing on what was going on. It's amazing I even noticed the gun, but... I heard you shout my name, and then the guy on you said something to the one I murdered. What did he say?”
Abbie said nothing. She kept her eyes on the ceiling. Pranil was trying to force his way back into her mind, to make her consider the content of his texts. She didn't answer Abe's question.
“He told the guy I shot not to kill me, didn't he?”
“Don't go down that road,” said Abbie. “Trust me, it leads nowhere good.”
“If I hadn't shot him, they would have killed you, right? Then probably beat me up so they could get away.”
Abbie was reasonably sure she could have caught Baldie's hand and dealt with him, even if Abe hadn't shot Blondie. Of course, this was something she could never say.
“That's right,” was what she told Abe.
“I saved your life by pulling the trigger?”
Abbie had to force herself to say, “Yes.”
Abe fell silent. These questions were frustrating, but they gave Abbie something on which to focus. Once more, she could push Pranil away. In the end, he would mean nothing. Everyday life wasn't for her. She would get past that.
“How did you know saying my name would work?” said Abe.
“I'm not playing this game,” said Abbie.
“What game?”
“The game where you serve me questions to which you already know the answer. If you don't want to think about it, don't. If you do, do. But don't get me to lead you to information you're perfectly capable of figuring out on your own.”
Abe fell into hurt silence. Abbie closed her eyes, guilt folding around her. Abbie's frustration was not Abe's problem. He was a sweet guy; he didn't deserve what she was dishing out, especially given what he'd just been through.
“When you first said they were after us,” said Abe, “I assumed Walter sent them. I got it in my head you were going to apologise, to tell me you were wrong and Walter was the murderer all along. I was terrified, but I kind of thought you'd deal with these guys, then we'd deal with Walter. Together. Avenge my sister.”
“Well, I'm sorry,” said Abbie, “but I never apologise.”
She felt Abe's head shift on the bed and knew he was looking at her. Abbie kept her eyes fixed on the ceiling, refusing to meet his.
“That was on purpose, right? That joke?”
“Of course.”
Abe gave a little chuckle. Then moved on.
“You knew straight away Walter hadn't sent those men, didn't you?”
“I didn't know anything,” said Abbie. “I suspected.”
“Strongly suspected,” said Abe. “You told me to say my name. You must have been almost certain that would keep me alive. Because you knew these guys would have orders to harm none of Alice's children. Right?”
“The name might not have been necessary,” said Abbie. “They were sent after me. They might have knocked you around a bit, then checked to see who you were. But I guessed they would have been warned not to harm you or any of your siblings or your mother, yes.”
“Because those men were sent by Angel?”
“I didn't find an employee-employer contact on Baldie's person to confirm,” said Abbie. “But I'm working under that assumption. After all, Angel did threaten to punish me for attacking Ariana. Though I have to say, I didn't expect her to act so quickly.”
“She's always been like that,” said Abe.
“Makes me worry even more for Jacob and Brandon. I hope Walter got to them in time.”
Abe nodded and looked back at the ceiling. For a few seconds, they lay side by side in silence. Abbie knew more questions were coming, so waited.
“Do you really think a united front will be enough to convince Angel and Ariana to stop?”
“I don't know,” said Abbie. “They're your sisters, you tell me.”
“It's possible,” said Abe, “that Walter and Alex will convince mum he isn't guilty. Possible I'll be convinced as well. I don't think there's any chance they convince Angel and Ariana. I think those two will keep coming regardless of what mum says. The only way I can think of to stop them is—”
“I'm not going to look for Aurora’s killer,” Abbie cut in.
“But I think—”
“Abe, no. That isn't the play, I promise you.”
Even without looking at Abe, and although he stayed silent, Abbie knew he was sulking. This was frustrating. She hated sulking and could only imagine what he would throw at her next. Before he could say any more, she tried to explain.
“I believe the greatest danger to your mother will come tomorrow. The police have investigated Aurora's murder. That they've not found the killer suggests there's little or no evidence. Like I said, I'm not an investigator. There's no reason to believe I'd succeed where the cops have failed, and I certainly wouldn't be able to do so in a day. I know why you want to find Aurora's killer. Still, for now, we must focus on keeping everyone else alive rather than worrying about those we've already lost.”
“I'll never stop worrying about Aurora.”
Abbie looked at Abe for the first time. Only for a second, then back to the ceiling.
“Yeah,” she said. “I know.”
She hoped that would be the end of it. Maybe Abe hoped the same, but something dragged the words from him. A deep need to talk he hadn't known he had.
“It's like a pit in my stomach. A deep, endless, churning pit, and it never goes away. Sometimes, when I'm alone, in the dark, I can curl up and take deep breaths. These deep, long breaths and the feeling dims. But not for long, and not by much. It's just there the rest of the time, and I can feel it from my stomach to my throat. Like aggressive, poisonous butterflies tearing me apart.” He stopped, his fists clenched by his sides. There were tears in his eyes. “That probably sounds stupid.”
“It doesn't.”
Abbie could say no more. She felt Abe's eyes on her—burning into her—but she wasn't going to look at him.
“You said you lost your sister, too.”
“I did,” she said. “Long time ago.”
“How long?”
“Does it matter?”
She had snapped. She hadn't meant to. Abe looked away. “I guess not.”
He was hurting again. Thinking of Aurora and thinking of Blondie, melding the two events. Soon he would have nightmares in which he would raise his gun as Blondie approached; he would pull the trigger and watch Blondie’s face morph into the beautiful face of his sister. As the bullet travelled in slow motion towards her eye, Abe would scream and would still be screaming as he murdered Aurora and woke in a clammy sweat.
The human mind was predictable.
“Violet died a little over ten years ago,” said Abbie. “For months afterwards, I was consumed by grief. All these years later, I still think about her every day, and it still hurts every time I do. But it has got easier. I can live my life, mostly unhampered by the darkness in my past.” She looked at Abe. “So that's the message. You will move on, but it'll never stop hurting. I'm afraid that's the best I can do.”
They distracted each other again, then Abbie collected her phone from the floor. Ben’s team was done. Someone would be driving past Abe’s house in—Abbie checked the time—eight minutes to collect the bin bag. Ben would be disappointed if this person was not met.
“I need to borrow some clothes,” said Abbie.
Abe disappeared. Returned with a few choice items from his sister Alex’s wardrobe. Abbie dressed and checked herself out in the mirror. Rolled her eyes.
“Never send a straight guy to pick clothes for a woman.”
“What?” said Abe.
“Well, if this skirt was twice as long, it would just about qualify as too short, and you do know tops are supposed to keep the breasts in? Feels like this one’s trying to evict mine. Also, you’re staring.”
She turned away from the mirror, and Abe looked down, flushing. Still barefoot, Abbie grabbed Alex’s heels from the floor and chucked them at Abe.
“No chance I’m wearing these. I need boots or trainers. Something I can run in. Slippers would be better than these.”
She rechecked the time. Three minutes. Went into the bathroom and collected the bin bag. Abe was waiting in the bedroom when she returned.
“Go on then. Find me some shoes and meet me downstairs. Then you can take me shopping.”





Twenty-Four
A fter ditching the bin bag through the window of a dark car into the hands of a man who would not reveal his face, Abbie and Abe headed into town. The sun was beginning to dip, tumbling towards the houses. Nightfall on day one of Abbie's latest mission was almost upon them.
Money being of little consequence and in no short supply, Abbie wasted no time purchasing two new outfits. After paying, she headed into the toilet, stuffing one outfit into her drawstring bag—with Alex’s getup—and dressing in the other. When she exited the bathroom, Abe shamelessly allowed his eyes to trace over her tight black trousers, snug white tee, and expensive fitted jacket.
“You still look hot,” he said.
“What every girl wants to hear,” Abbie muttered, but she was barely paying attention. The shopping centre was vast. They were at its centre, an enormous open circular area surrounded by shops and the toilets in which Abbie had just changed. Across the circle, past the escalators, A woman argued with a teenager outside an expensive shoe store.
“You're beautiful too,” Abe was saying. His face flushing. “I think you're stunning; I just meant... what are you looking at?”
“Your sister,” said Abbie, striding past Abe. “And that must be your nephew. Trent, was it?”
“That's right. Poor kid.”
“Having a mum like Angel must be hard.”
“I mean because of Aurora. They grew up together; were like best friends, inseparable. Her death hit him even harder than anyone. Except maybe Ana.”
Abbie could see that. As she crossed the shopping centre, it was impossible to tell the subject of Trent and his mother's argument. Still, while Angel remained calm, her face holding that annoying grace and beauty Abbie had noted earlier, Trent's expression was distorted and distraught. He looked to be on the verge of a breakdown.
When Abbie drew within earshot, she heard Angel say, “Darling, we cannot keep having this conversation. I told you we'll make him pay for your sister. We’ll get Jacob, I swear, so could you, just for today, please—”
“Everything okay here?” Abbie cut in, smiling at son and mum.
Like Abbie, Angel was proficient at hiding her feelings beneath a neutral expression. But she was unable to stop the shock touching her eyes at the sight of Abbie.
“What are you doing—”
“Alive?” Abbie cut through Angel's words. “Yes, sorry, I have that annoying habit of letting people down by living beyond what they consider to be my expiration date.”
“That's sad,” said Angel. “That you have repeatedly driven people to wish you ill.”
“I think I've just been unlucky,” said Abbie. “I mean, it's happened again. You'll not believe what Abe and I just faced.”
“Given I sent two guys to teach you a lesson for hurting my sister, I'd hope I would believe.”
“Okay, you will,” said Abbie. “But I think these guys misunderstood your instructions. When you said, “teach Abbie a lesson,” I think they thought you meant to kill me, rather than sit me down and explain why it was not okay to assault an attempted rapist.”
Angel gave a demure grin and stepped forward, closing the gap to Abbie. 
“Actually,” she said. “I think you misunderstand. I didn't really tell the guys to teach you a lesson. I told them to cut up your pretty face so even your mother wouldn't recognise you.”
“My mother actually doesn't recognise me. Early onset dementia. It's tragic. I wish I'd told you earlier. I could have saved you whatever you spent on these guys.”
Angel didn't respond right away. Her smile remained, but for the first time, it looked frozen. Not quite right. To many, Angels' eyes would have looked the same as ever. Abbie could see the fire burning there. Here was someone who did not like being teased.
“You have your jokes,” said Angel. “They'll make Abraham laugh because he wants to screw you. As for me—”
“Angel, that's enough.” Abe had moved next to Abbie, facing Angel. He was aiming to look and sound imposing. No chance. Angel was his sister, but she was thirteen years his senior, and the difference could have been forty. She seemed to tower over her half-brother.
“It's enough when I say it's enough,” Angel said.
“Abe was with me today,” said Abbie. “Your knife-wielding friends came within an inch of gutting him before I shouted his name and made them think twice. You have no idea how close you came to losing a second sibling.”
Angel looked from Abbie to Abe. There was no guilt in her eyes. Nor any emotion, now she seemed to have expunged the anger.
“I warned the boys their target might not be alone. Told them, if your companion was a member of my family, they weren't to cause too much damage.”
“Too much?” Abe questioned. “A light beating would have been okay, then?”
“A light beating might have taught you not to chum up to family enemies. You know what this bitch did to Ariana?”
“From what I heard, Ana had it coming.”
Angel closed her eyes and shook her head. “You and mum, you make me sick. Ariana was trying to avenge our precious Aurora. Even if she wasn't, family must always come first. You've no idea to what lengths I'd go to protect my own. I thought mum was the same, but it turns out I was wrong. I think you've both forgotten what family means. I hope Alexandria isn't going the same way.”
“Or what?” said Abbie. “You'll send someone to knock her around? Because I'm in trouble for assaulting Ariana, but it's perfectly acceptable for you to have your siblings attacked to teach them a lesson.”
“I'll do whatever it takes to protect my family,” Angel reiterated. “Sometimes, you have to be cruel to be kind.”
Abbie didn't know what to say to that. This woman was a different breed to Alice, Alex, and Abe. Different even to Ariana, whose actions seemed to be driven purely by rage and grief. For Angel, it was about power and status. She wasn’t angry at whoever had killed Aurora because they had murdered Aurora, but because they had acted against Angel’s family. An insult that could not go unpunished. 
“What happened to my boys, by the way?” said Angel. “Ariana told me you were an incredible fighter, but I assumed you took her and her friends by surprise and got lucky. It looks as though I underestimated you.”
“People often do,” said Abbie.
“Clearly,” said Angel. “Well, what about my boys?”
Abbie might have left the question unanswered but could feel Abe shifting beside her. Given a few more seconds of silence, his guilt would give him away, even if he didn't speak.
As Angel twisted her head towards her brother, Abbie spoke up.
“You don't know who I am, but let me make this clear. I've dealt with more crooks, thugs, and murderers than your mother has sold guns, and let me tell you a couple of things the vast majority of them had in common. They thought they could get the better of me, and once I was done with them, they went on to hurt no one else. Which is to say, next time you need some muscle, don't expect Baldie and Blondie to pick up the phone.”
Angel stared at Abbie, not breaking eye contact, as though drinking in everything she was saying. Eventually, she smiled and looked at Abe.
“It's hot when she talks all dangerous and threatening like that, hey little bro? It's no wonder you want to get between her legs.” She looked back at Abbie. “Tell you what, I quite fancy you right now. Maybe next time, I won't send any muscle. I'll come after you myself...”
“Please do,” said Abbie. “They'll never find your body.”
The comment was quick, quiet, throwaway. Abbie expected Angel to laugh it off, and, indeed, the older woman was in the process of tipping back her head to laugh when her son lunged.
Abbie saw him coming. Started to raise her arms, but the move had taken her by surprise. The boy crashed into her, she tripped over her own feet, and they went to the ground.
Trent was on top. With a roar, he thrashed and smacked and kicked and head-butted. The moves were wild. None of them was particularly damaging, but they came fast. Allowed to continue, it wouldn't be long before he got a lucky hit and knocked Abbie unconscious.
Abe was shouting. Angel was stunned. All around them, people were stopping, gasping. Was that someone calling security?
Trent's attacks kept coming. Abbie turned her head, took the blows and shifted her arm. Angel's hands landed on the boy. She took his shoulder and tried to pull. He turned to knock her away. Abbie raised her elbow fast when he came back and smashed the boy's jaw.
With a cry, he flew off, rolling to the ground.
Immediately, he was twisting, rising, holding his mouth, tears streaming down his face. Angel was with him, crouching beside him, trying to hold him up. At the same time, Abe was with Abbie, pulling her to her feet.
When both Trent and Abbie were standing, Abbie sighed, felt her head and neck for bruises, smoothed her clothes and pointed to them.
“These are new, and no chance these floors are clean. I'm not happy.”
Now Angels' eyes were openly blazing. All composure was gone.
“You attacked my son.”
“That cannot be how you read what happened there.”
“You could have broken his jaw. Here, baby.” Angel went to touch the boy's face, but Trent jerked away and stepped forward with his finger out.
“You stupid bitch, you won't stop us. He killed Aurora, and I'll—”
“Trent, that's enough.” Angel came to him. Put a hand around his mouth. He fought her off immediately, but she grabbed him again, pulling him to her. All around, people were watching. Angel directed her son's attention to the spectators and hissed in his face. “I said, enough.”
“It's okay,” said Abbie. “The boy’s upset, and who can blame him? After all, his auntie’s dead. Or is it his sister?”
Angel’s eyes blazed. “Excuse me?”
“That’s what you said to Trent, isn’t it? You’ll get revenge on Walter for his sister. That’s what you’ve raised him on, isn’t it? Alice went to prison, and you took in Aurora, pretended she was your daughter, got Trent to see her as a sister. Isn’t that it?”
“And what if it is?” said Angel. “I was the only mother that girl had most of her life.”
“Don't kid yourself,” said Abe, anger flaring. “From what I remember, it was Ariana, Alex, and me who looked out for Aurora. You were too busy with the business. Trent loved Aurora. That I believe. But he’s the only child that meant anything to you.”
This outburst shocked Angel. That much was plain to see. Abbie stepped forward.
“I know what you’ve got planned, so listen up. Consider Jacob and Brandon protected. If you go after an innocent child, I will stop you; in fact, there are no lengths to which I will not go to stop you.”
Angel gave a sickly sweet smile. Turned to her brother.
“I hope one day you can once more prove your loyalty to your family,” she said. “As for you—” she came towards Abbie until their faces were inches apart, her low voice precluding the spectators from overhearing. “Do you know what I'm going to do with you?”
“No,” said Abbie. “And I'm finding this all very confusing. See, ever since you said you fancied me, I've had these conflicted feelings. I thought I was straight, but now, argh, I don't know. I had an internal crisis, then you come right up to me like this, and your lips are so plump and gorgeous, and I realised...” she held Angel's eye. “Even if I were gay, knowing what's in your heart, looking at you would still make me want to be violently ill.”
A flinch of loathing crossed Angel's face. She flicked it off.
“Sticks and stones,” she muttered. “And you'll have more than them to deal with soon. You attacked my sister, you attacked my son; now you're on borrowed time. So stay alert, and enjoy your last hours, because I can't see you living past tomorrow's end.”
Abbie took a deep breath.
“I've changed my mind again. I'm so turned on right now.”
“Keep joking,” said Angel. “Time's almost up.”
She spun and gripped her son by the shoulder. Dragged him away. As Abe came to Abbie's side, the spectators began to disperse.
“This is bad,” muttered Abe.
“I know,” said Abbie. “I was so sure she'd invite me to your mum's party as her plus one.”





Twenty-Five
T hey arrived at Walter's place at ten PM to see Alice with her hand on the gate, beginning to push it open. When she saw them, she let the gate fall closed.
“What are you two doing here?”
“It's lovely to see you again, Alice,” said Abbie, touching the older woman's arm. “I got you a birthday present while I was out today. It's a corker, but the catch is, you have to survive until the end of your birthday before I give it to you. I'm thinking one minute to midnight.”
“Is this a joke?” said Alice. “Abraham, take her away.”
“It's no joke,” said Abbie. “The present’s real, isn't it, Abe? Still needs wrapping, mind. But hey—”
“Abbie, I'm armed,” said Alice. “I advise you to stop talking before I give you a present of your own.”
Abbie beamed. “Alice, I like you a lot. Oh, look, our hostess.”
Alice frowned. “What are you talking about, “hostess”?” Turning, she watched as her daughter, Alex, opened the side door and stood bathed in the light of the perceived enemy's house.”
“Huh,” said Abbie, taking in Alex's miniskirt and low cut top, neither of which she’d been wearing earlier. “Guess I owe you an apology, Abe. Maybe choice was limited on the clothing front.”
“What's going on?” Alice demanded.
“Why don't you all come in?” Alex said. “Mum, I've already poured you a G&T. I think you'll need it.”
Walter's living room contained two gorgeous leather sofas, a three-seater and a two-seater, and a leather armchair. All of which appeared to be as comfortable as the armchair Abbie had earlier found difficult to trust upstairs. In the centre of these chairs, two of which Walter had moved from their regular positions to form a circle, was a long coffee table upon which sat numerous bottles of spirits and glasses. There were a couple of near-empty mixers on the floor and plenty more in the kitchen's fridge.
The master of the house stood by the armchair when Alex led in the guests. He held two drinks; one whiskey, one gin and tonic, presenting the latter to a suspicious and annoyed Alice.
“Your drink, Alice,” he said. “And don't worry, Alex prepared it and made sure I didn't add any poison.”
“You could have added some while Alex was letting us in,” said Abbie, not because she thought he might have, but for the fun of it.
Walter glared at her. “I thought we were friends, following our chat?”
“I think you misinterpreted the result of our chat.”
“What chat?” said Alice. “What on Earth is going on? And stop holding that drink in my face; I'm not having anything until someone explains the meaning of all this.”
Walter smiled, retracted the drink, and took a gulp. “There, in case you were worried about poison. It's here for when you feel less in the dark.”
Alice watched Walter lower the drink but didn't reach for it. As Alex sat on the two-person sofa on one side of the room, Alice turned to her son.
“What's going on? What’s your sister doing letting people into this house?”
“Uh, excuse me,” said Alex. “I'm the older sibling, remember?”
“Not in terms of maturity. Abraham?”
“I wasn't convinced either, mum,” said Abe. “But I think we should hear them out.”
“Hear them out? No, I'm here to hear Walter out. My children are to leave immediately. And you,” she spun to Abbie, “I don't know what game you're playing, whether you're some pawn working for Walter or if this is kicks for you but—”
“She certainly doesn't work for me,” Walter cut in. “I get the impression she wouldn't do well working for anyone.”
“Impression from when?”
“From when she and your son burst into my house earlier today and pointed a gun in my face. Honestly, Alice, I've always thought you a charming woman, but the effect you had on Abbie in such a short time was astounding. She seemed rather afraid I might kill you tonight.”
Alice stared at Walter, then back to Abbie. She asked no questions, but her stare demanded an explanation.
“I understand how this must seem,” said Abbie, “but as I explained, I want to keep you alive. After Angel had a go at you earlier, I feared you might throw in the towel. I had my suspicions about Walter, but I wanted to confirm them. After we'd spoken, the picture became clearer, and I have to conclude Walter's not the enemy you fear he might be, nor the threat.”
Alice stared at Abbie for a while. Earlier, they had built a degree of trust between one another. But trust is like concrete; once applied, it grows strong over time. The trust Abbie had earlier earned had yet to set; it crumbled beneath what Alice suspected to be a trick.
“You'll excuse me if I don't take your word for that.”
Abbie shook her head. “I'd never expect you to. That's why we're here. Walter and Alex have things they'd like to say, while Abe can catch you up on what happened today with Angel—” Abbie raised a hand when Alice began to ask. “Hold on. Let them get to it in turns. Like you said, you've no reason to listen to me. I hope you can bring yourself to listen to them. If not, at least get a nice G&T out of it.”
Alice looked to her daughter, her son, her enemy. Back to Abbie. Taking a deep breath, she leaned forward, grabbed the gin and tonic, and took a swig. Symbolic gesture made, she placed the glass on the table and withdrew a compact handgun from her bag. Pointed it at Abe.
“I start to feel even the tiniest bit woozy; I will put a bullet in your head.”
“Mum,” Alex snapped.
“You do understand the effects of alcohol on the human body, right?” questioned Abbie.
Alice dropped into her chair, put the gun in her lap, and took another swig of gin. “Better make this quick then, because I'm thirsty.”
Smiling, exceedingly calm, Walter took a drink from his tumbler and settled into the armchair. Abe sat beside his mother on the three-seater sofa while Alex spread out on the two-seater. Still standing, Abbie smiled at the group.
“Shall I call this meeting to order? I don't have a gavel. Doesn't it feel as though I should have a gavel?”
“Oh,” said Walter, raising his hand. “Before we begin.”
“Yes, you may go to the bathroom,” said Abbie. “But make it quick.”
“No. It's Jacob.”
The humour left Abbie's face. She could not help but recall the argument between Angel and her son. Could not help but relive the cold determination in the eyes of Alice's eldest daughter. To Walter, she tried to show none of this.
“What is it?”
“He's, I, I think at the moment he might be...”Walter tailed off. Struggled. Tried again. “Obviously, something has... I mean, you told me about... But you said... Look, because I know you went through... or certainly implied you did. Maybe you could... I don't know, it's probably—”
“Walter,” Abbie cut in. “I know you have aspirations and dreams, just like the next man. But I honestly believe the Guinness World Record for most half-sentences spoken in quick succession is out of reach, at least for tonight. I'm only saying that because you're a friend. Not a proper friend. The kind of friend where I hate everything you stand for and would probably hate you too if I got to know you, like an enemy. Actually, a friend of convenience. That's better.”
Abe was staring. Everyone was looking up at Abbie, and no one seemed quite sure what was happening.
Abbie squeezed Walter’s shoulder. “Why don't you show me Jacob's room? I'll be happy to have a word with him.”





Twenty-Six
J acob's door was plain, with nothing to indicate it belonged to a teenage boy. Walter pointed it out, gave Abbie a hurried thanks, then backed away, as though Jacob had contracted a rare plague that would kill his father if he got too close to the teen’s bedroom.
“Attend your meeting,” said Abbie. “I'll do what I can.”
Walter gave a grateful but pathetic nod and scurried downstairs. Abbie might have been angrier, but for her own experience. After tearing herself apart to reveal to her family she had been raped, Abbie had watched her father stand and walk away without a word. For weeks, he had refused to look at or speak to her. Their relationship was never the same again. Abbie's mother blamed Abbie for breaking her father's heart. She also refused to believe Harry and his friends were rapists. She called her daughter a slut and a disgrace. Somehow Abbie's father's refusal to acknowledge anything had happened, even as Abbie's stomach grew larger and even after she lost her baby, was worse than her mother's hideous insults.
That wasn't Walter. He wanted to help his son but didn't know how, didn't feel equipped. Abbie wished Walter could have shown some backbone, forcing himself to offer his son an ear, if nothing else. But at least he was doing something. If Abbie wasn't here, she liked to think he would have sought someone else. Maybe that was wishful thinking.
Hampered by more nerves than usual, Abbie hovered by the door as Walter descended the stairs and did not immediately knock. Given her own suffering, she wanted to help the boy, but could she? Perhaps she was blowing it out of proportion. After all, nothing had happened to Jacob. Abbie had arrived in time. Ariana and Forest had been stopped.
She knew this was nonsense. That Jacob hadn't fulfilled Ariana's sick demand might mean he had an easier time moving past what had happened. It did not mean there would be no internal scarring, that he would not obsess about it. Abbie didn't know if she could help. She knew she had to try.
She knocked and waited. For five seconds, there was nothing, then she heard movement, shifting, and someone called, “What?”
“Hey, Jacob, it's Abbie. We met on the beach early this morning. I’d like to come in.”
A longer wait this time. Maybe a minute. Abbie knocked again when that had passed, and Jacob forced her to wait yet another thirty seconds. 
At last, he said, “Whatever.”
Taking this as an affirmative, Abbie turned the handle and stepped into the teenage boy's bedroom.
Incredibly, it looked like a teenage boy's bedroom. Dirty clothes on the floor, untouched homework on the desk, packets of crisps and chocolate on his bedside table; Abbie dreaded to think how long those had been there. In one corner: the bed, a pummelled ball of sheets, and Jacob. The teenager had messy hair and jagged nails; headphones connected to an iPad in his ears. When Abbie was a kid, she had to make do with an Etch A Sketch. Jacob was watching a film. Abbie couldn't tell what the movie was, but there was plenty of blood.
Ignored by her host, Abbie stood for almost a minute in the centre of the room. Surrounded by mess, she felt like a lonely sailor, marooned on a desert island with nothing but ocean in all directions, as far as the eye could see.
No sooner had this metaphor entered Abbie's head than she felt a horrified lurch in her stomach.
“Damnit,” she said. “I'm old.”
Jacob looked up. Pulling one of his earphones free, he said, “What?”
“I'm old,” Abbie said. “Alice said it was children that age you; apparently not. I'm 29. Feels like five minutes since I was a teenager. I thought I was young. Super young. Yet here I stand, surrounded by mess, and Jacob, I’m disgusted. I couldn't live like this. What's more, I don't understand how you can live like this, even though only fifteen years ago, this was my room. Except worse, because I'm a girl and my parents weren’t as wealthy, so I had more clothes and less space. Also, there was makeup, and I shared with my little sister. Did I ever sit in my bed while a guest hovered over me and refuse to remove my headphones? Probably not; I didn't own anything that required headphones. Would I have? I don't know, but I find it rude now. I want to tell you you're a rude kid, and you should respect me because I'm your elder, and there I go again. Oh God, I'm ancient.” Abbie took a breath. “I told Alice turning thirty, getting older, didn't bother me. I think I might have been lying.”
Jacob stared at her as though she might be quite mad—and maybe she was—then said, “Okay,” and put the headphone back in his ear.
Shaking her head, Abbie took the perilous journey through mounds of clothes, games, and school books to reach Jacob's bed. When she arrived, she yanked out his headphones and snatched his iPad.
“Hey, what the hell?”
“Except I'm not like most adults,” said Abbie, stepping away, still holding the iPad. “You're used to teachers and your dad having a go, but with a near stranger in your room, you think you're safe. Well,” having somehow reached the desk, Abbie placed the iPad on it, “not with me. I'm not going to ask you to listen, then stand around while you ignore me. I have stuff to do. I need to get on, so let's do this.”
Still glaring, Jacob watched as Abbie took his office chair and pulled it from the desk.
“What do you want?” he said.
“Not very specific,” said Abbie. “Like any well-rounded person, I'm overflowing with never to be fulfilled wants and desires. That's the thing about getting older; it's the scenic route to regret and bitter disappointment.”
“What do you want with me?” Jacob said through gritted teeth.
“Better, and I want to help. Your dad asked me to have a word. You've been through a lot.”
“I'm not a baby,” said Jacob.
“Which is unfortunate for you. People argue about how much babies absorb and how their early experiences affect their development and later life. But one thing's for sure: if you were a baby, I wouldn't need to talk to you. Aurora's death would have had no effect—” Abbie noted the grief in Jacob's expression at Aurora's name. “And Ariana would never have tried to do what she did to you. She might have drowned you in the bath, such is her grief, which would have destroyed your father, but I still wouldn't need to talk to you. So, I agree, you're not a baby. Hence, you might need to talk.”
Jacob seemed stumped. His hands were by his side, gripped into claws where his iPad had been, as though expecting it to reappear any second. He didn't know what to say. An affliction Abbie had never suffered.
“I know,” said Abbie. “I talk a lot, and it's awfully annoying. I want you to know I recognise it's a problem... for other people. But I can listen, too.” She glanced around her feet. “Can I nudge some of these clothes aside? Give me room to put this chair; I don't want to hover over you like this.”
Jacob looked at the chair as though involving it in the decision, then back at Abbie.
“Whatever.”
Guessing this was as positive an answer as she was likely to get, Abbie started moving clothes aside with a foot, creating space for the chair. Once it was settled, she climbed over the clothing piles she had made and sat down, facing Jacob.
“I don't need a shrink,” he said, after a period of silence. 
“I don't need a chiropractor,” said Abbie. “Doesn't mean I don't like the occasional massage.”
Jacob stared. “What?”
“Just because you don't need professional help doesn't mean it's not beneficial to talk problems over with someone who might understand.”
“Understand what?” said Jacob. “Nothing happened.”
“And that's how you view the situation, is it? I arrived in time; therefore, there's nothing to worry about because nothing happened?”
“Exactly.”
“Okay then,” said Abbie. 
“Really?” said Jacob.
“Really. Why do you think I'm here? Your father asked me to come up because he's worried about you. He wanted me to help, if I could, by listening to what you had to say. Well, I'm listening. I've listened. If you tell me your view is that nothing happened, and you're therefore not dwelling, that's fine. Better than fine. That's brilliant. It's all your dad wants.”
Jacob stared at her. “Thank you.”
Abbie nodded. Paused. She could have got up and walked away, but she worried about the boy. She wanted to give him a chance.
He looked away, his face flushed as he looked to the wall beside his bed. There stood a tall, stunning blonde who seemed to have forgotten to bring clothes to the poster shoot. A pity the wardrobe department couldn't have provided anything.
As Jacob turned back, Abbie pointed to the poster. “Think I used to have the same one.”
Jacob rolled his eyes. There was another period of silence, then Abbie stood. She didn't want to go. Something told her the threat of leaving might be enough to loosen Jacob's tongue.
“What happened to you?” he said.
Abbie hovered over the chair. “You'll have to be more specific,” she said. “I lead an exciting life.”
Again, Jacob's cheeks reddened. He looked away, and Abbie used the opportunity to reclaim the office chair. 
“You said... something similar... like with me... you said you suffered... I just wondered...”
Abbie did not joke about how Jacob was going for the same half-finished sentences record as his father. It didn't feel like the time.
She said, “When I was sixteen, a boy I fancied invited me to a party. My mother forbade me to go, so I snuck out. It was the first time I'd ever disobeyed her. She was a terrifying lady. Big on rules, small on love.”
“Sounds like my mum,” muttered Jacob.
“Then maybe you get it. I feared my mother and was a good girl, anyway. But the thought that Harry might fancy me, that I might have a shot with him, was enough to convince me to break the rules for the first time. Besides, I told myself I wouldn’t be gone long. I also said I wouldn't drink, but Harry persuaded me to have just one when I arrived. He'd make it weak, he said. Have it for him, he cajoled. And I was a stupid girl, easily led and enamoured with this boy. So I nodded like an idiot. I drank the drink.”
Abbie shifted in the office chair. It felt a lot less comfortable than it had thirty seconds ago. It seemed as though it would be much more comfortable if she turned it around, so Jacob was staring at the back of her head rather than into her face.
“I drank the drink, and Harry introduced me to his friends,” said Abbie, keeping the seat where it was. “They were nice to me, but I soon began to feel woozy and unwell. When that happened, when I felt as though I might fall, Harry took me upstairs and suggested I lie down.”
Abbie stopped again. Realised her hands were gripping the edges of her seat. She forced them away and smoothed her tight trousers with her palms. They didn't need smoothing. It was something to do with her hands.
“You're sixteen,” said Abbie. “Not a kid. I won't spell out what happened next. Harry came in with his friends. Can't remember most of it, but nor can I forget. The emotional damage caused that night is like a set of weights around my ankles, and I can't ever take them off. I can move on, but the weights stop me from moving too fast. That's how it feels, anyway.”
Abbie finished speaking and refused to let herself look away from Jacob. She watched him look to his ankles. Then back to her. He tried to talk, but the words caught in his throat. Tried again, and his voice was raspy, quiet. Abbie had to lean forward to hear.
“Couldn't sleep last night. Every time I closed my eyes, I kept thinking about it. I wasn't even dreaming, but I could see myself with Forest and Ana laughing, and I wanted to stop, but...”
“That'll happen,” said Abbie when Jacob couldn't go on. “Wish I could say otherwise, but I think it's unavoidable. What can you do about it? You lie there, eyes closed, and take deep breaths. If your mind won't stop showing you what you never did, tell yourself, out loud, I did not succumb. I walked away.”
“But I would have. If it wasn't for you—”
“No, no, no,” said Abbie. “That's not helpful. Our minds can be our worst enemies, but we are always in control of our voice box. You forget about me. You tell yourself you didn't succumb; you walked away. Because that's what happened. That's the truth. You tell yourself enough times while taking deep breaths, and self-belief will overpower your subconscious. You can win, but only if you go to war with that stupid mind of yours.”
Jacob looked at Abbie again. His voice remained quiet, almost silent.
“What about next time? She won't stop.”
“Ariana? Not of her own volition, no. But that's okay. Alice will have a word, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll stop her. I promise you that.”
“Why?” asked Jacob, genuine confusion in his eyes. “Why would you help me?”
Abbie leaned back, considering the issue. She tapped a finger to her lips.
“I think your father is probably a bad person,” said Abbie. “I cannot approve of or condone his business activities. Maybe one day you'll follow in his footsteps, and I'll feel the same about you. Not that I'll know you by then. For now, you're under eighteen, and I don't believe your father's involved you in his business. You're an innocent, Jacob, which means you're worthy of protection. Ariana won’t get a second chance to hurt you.”
Nodding, trying not to cry, Jacob pulled his legs to his chest and hugged them. His eyes expressed his gratitude. If he were a few years younger, he might have risen to give Abbie a hug, to say a proper thank you. That would have made Abbie uncomfortable. She was glad he remained on the bed.
In the end, he did manage to say, “Thank you.”
“That's no problem. I gave you my number for a reason. I'm here to talk whenever you want. You don't have to suffer alone.”
“I shouldn't,” said Jacob, his voice trembling. “I've never had many friends, nor anyone I could trust other than dad, but he's not the sort of person I could talk to about this. I did have someone I could say anything to. Someone I...”
His sentence snapped, and he could no longer hold back the tears. His hands trembled. Abbie wanted to go to him but wasn't sure how the movement would be received. Besides, she'd probably trip on a pair of boxers and smash her face on the bed frame. She stayed where she was.
“Aurora?” she said.
There was a moment of shock, then Jacob nodded, realising his father must have told Abbie about his relationship. Or Alex. It didn't matter. Jacob seemed glad Abbie knew.
“She was the love of my life.”
Abbie nodded. She didn't think now was an appropriate time to discuss whether a sixteen-year-old could truly understand love from the prism of his first relationship. Abbie was sure his feelings were powerful, amplified by the tail end of puberty. It was the kind of relationship that almost certainly would have burned out. There would have been heartbreak, but the couple would have gone their separate ways. All would have been well. They would have moved on, started again.
If the Ariana cave incident had shackled Jacob's ankles, Aurora's death was a suit of weights. How could one move on from adolescent love when the subject of that love died rather than walked or drifted away? Aurora's untimely demise ensured Jacob would be trapped with the impression of love in his heart for a long time to come, unable to move on. That was a depressing thought.
“I know it hurts,” said Abbie. She was thinking of Violet. Had Abbie ever experienced romantic love? She was almost sure she had not. That meant she'd never been hurt by love, but what was it they said? It’s better to have loved and lost...
“She was my world,” said Jacob. “We were in love, and now she's gone. I don't know what to do.”
“There's nothing you can do,” said Abbie. “Unfortunately, and I hate throwing out this saying, you have to take it one day at a time. It will get easier. Not quickly, but I promise it will.”
“It won't get easier,” said Jacob. “Not until I can make the person responsible pay.”
There was fierce determination in Jacob's eyes. The teen's hatred for this responsible party was not like Abe's, who demanded justice for Aurora's killer. This hatred was focused, specific.
“Jacob,” Abbie said. “Do you know who killed Aurora?”
Jacob shook his head. Anger was consuming him. “I wish I did. I'd find them and rip them apart. I'd destroy them. I'd take out all their—”
“Okay, I get the point,' said Abbie. “You don't know who the killer is, but you know who was responsible?”
Abbie had resisted throwing the word think in there. 
“I know who’s to blame,” Jacob said. “Aurora's so-called best friend.”
It took a second to click for Abbie. “Do you mean...”
“I mean her nephew,” said Jacob. “Aurora's dead because of Trent.”





Twenty-Seven
A bbie made her way downstairs and listened at the living room door. She could hear talking. Soft, not argumentative. Maybe Walter had killed Alex and Abe and tied Alice up. Right now, he could be explaining to her in calm tones how he relished destroying her life and murdering three of her children. Before finally putting a bullet in her brain—all for what happened to Niall.
This felt unlikely, but Abbie still felt a touch of nerves as she turned the handle and stepped into the living room. After all, she was unarmed.
Eyes turned as she entered. Abe and Alice still sat side by side on the longest sofa. Across from them, Alex had sat up since Abbie left. Walter had crossed from the armchair to sit beside her. She had her hand in his lap, and he was holding it. With needy, pleading eyes, they were looking at Alice, waiting for approval.
“You knew about this?” Alice said to Abbie, gesturing across the room. 
“Yes,” said Abbie. “And it's horrible, but I don't think it's our place to comment on other people's choice of wall paint. Maybe when Walter and Alex get married, but for now—”
“I feel this is becoming a catchphrase,” Alice cut in, “but now isn’t the time for your jokes.”
“Why do people always say that?” said Abbie. “In my experience, it's never true.” She entered the room and took the armchair. “Damnit, this is a comfy chair. What am I supposed to think about a man who can't choose wall paint to save his life but manages to find numerous chairs that are, let's face it, almost ludicrously comfortable? When you die, your boys won't fight over your financial assets; it'll all come down to who gets the chairs.”
Abbie looked around for support. From the eyes that met hers, she knew exactly what they were thinking.
“Not the time for jokes? Okay, yes, I've known about Alex and Walter since this morning, but I didn't see you between finding out and now, so I can't be expected to have—”
“What do you think?” Alice cut in. “I'm not happy about my daughter dating a criminal.”
“Hypocrite,” said Alex. It was hard to disagree. Alice waved the comment away.
“I've been married three times,” she said. “A mobster and an arms dealer sandwiching your father, a lawyer who specialised in keeping people like my first and third husbands out of jail. Since I was a teenager, I've been involved with crime, so guess what? I am a hypocrite. But tell me, Walter, would you be happy for your sons to become involved in everything you do?”
Walter didn't answer; he looked at Alex's hand, folded in his own, in his lap.
“That's what I thought,” said Alice. “I involved Adam and Angel in my business from when they were kids, but I kept my younger children insulated from that side of things. Besides, I’ve quit. Given up my crooked ways cold turkey. Alex, I know you kids think you want to be like me because I'm rich, and I've spoiled you. But you don't know everything I've suffered, everything I've done—even Adam and Angel don’t. I want something better for my children. Not financially; you'll always be well off. But in terms of your soul. Also, he's a fair bit older than you, didn't you notice?”
This final addition to what had otherwise been an impassioned speech took everyone by surprise. Abbie recovered first.
“A fair bit uglier, too. No offence, Walter. Alice asked for my opinion.”
Walter glared, but didn't respond. 
Alex said, “Walter is just over ten years older than me. How much older than you was dad? What about your first husband?”
“And we return to my earlier statement,” said Alice. “I'm a parent. Parents are allowed to be hypocrites. But if you want to go down that road, I’ll point out that the older men I married didn't lumber me with teenage boys. Are you ready to be a mum?”
“She won't have to be,” Walter interjected. “My boys have a mum, though I must say, Alex has already formed a strong bond with my Brandon and is getting there with Jacob. It's one of the things I like most about her.”
“See,” said Alice. “What he likes most is that you're good at looking after his kids. That's what you'll be doing while he's off having affairs.”
“Okay, that's enough,” said Walter. “My sons are my most precious possessions. It’s only natural that I value that the woman I love is good with them. Are you going to tell me that when you married Morris, it was of no concern how he felt about the four children you had in tow?”
In response to this, Alice said, “Love?”
Walter's eyes widened a little. His cheeks flushed, and he cleared his throat.
“Yes. Of course, I...” Walter stopped and turned from Alice to Alex. “Darling, I love you. I know this is an awkward time to say it, but it's true. I love you.”
Alex's eyes welled with tears. “I love you too, baby. It’s not awkward. I love you. I love you.”
Abbie said, “I’m finding it quite awkward, actually. Anyone else?”
“Good,” said Walter. “Yes, good. And, actually... Hang on.”
Clearing his throat again, he took his whiskey from the table and finished it. Still holding Alex's hand, he turned to Alice.
“What happened with my brother and then Aurora got me thinking, but it was Alex who made me sure this was the right decision.” Looking at the table, he appeared to be glancing into his glass as though hoping it had magically refilled. It hadn't.
“I'm going legit,” he said, blurting it out as though confessing to an affair. Alex gasped. “Yes. Alice, I'm blown away by your bravery in closing everything down at the click of your fingers. I can't do that. I'll have to act in stages, but that's my intention. I want every penny I make to come from legal avenues by the end of the year. I want to leave something behind for my boys that they can be proud of. That they don’t have to hide from the police. So, yes, that's it. Decision made. I love your daughter, and I’m going legit.”
“And I should trust your word on that, should I?” said Alice.
“The word of the man I love?” said Alex. “Yes, I think you should.”
Alice looked at her daughter. Sighed. “Why was I cursed with such strong-willed, belligerent children? All of you. From the moment you were old enough to talk and walk, you were desperate to talk back and walk away. Except you, Abraham,” Alice said, pinching his cheek. “You were always too afraid to misbehave.”
“Thanks, mum,” said Abe, closing his eyes in embarrassment.
“This isn't about me getting my own way for the sake of it,” said Alex. “This is about love. I won't let you ruin what me and Walter have.”
“Walter and I,” said Abbie as Alice said, “It's Walter and I, darling.”
Alice looked at Abbie, chuckled, then returned to her daughter. She wanted to keep fighting, but love is a powerful enemy, even perceived love. Alice feared driving Alex away, so she switched back to Walter instead.
“You say you're ready to pull out of the criminal side of your business. Over time, whatever, that's fine. What about my guns? You fought for those, then did something I would never have expected. Tried to rob me. Me. That's not the Walter I knew. What was that about?”
Walter looked down at his and Alex's hands again. He cleared his throat, and Abbie remembered he had told her earlier he needed to talk to Alice about this very subject. Nerves shot through Abbie. She remembered why she was here and wondered if they were approaching another danger point for Alice.
“You have to remember,” said Walter, “I didn't meet Alex until after Aurora died. Before that, when you came out of prison and announced you were quitting, I saw only the chance to expand my empire. Getting into arms dealing is near impossible when your enterprise is the size of mine, but I saw an opportunity. Not only did I think I could get your guns on the cheap, but I knew there were people out there who had contracts waiting to be fulfilled that you'd let down. They’d be shopping around, but if they had plans, if they needed to get moving... well, I thought they might not look so unfavourably as usual on a newcomer. So, I struck a deal.”
Alice had remained very still, very calm, as Abe spoke. When he finished, she forced herself to pick up her drink and finish it. Abbie didn't know if it was her first, second, or tenth. Alice replaced the glass and met Walter's eye.
“A deal you were so afraid not to fulfil,” she said, “that you put your brother in danger trying to rob me rather than reneging. Is that right?”
Walter didn't speak. He couldn't. His eyes dropped again; Alex was staring at him, too. Her hand had gone stiff in his lap. 
“What did you do, Walter?” said Alice. “With whom did you make the deal?”
“I realised my mistake,” said Walter, dodging the question. “In the aftermath of Niall's death, I hated myself for what had happened. I realised I'd been a fool. Then I met Alex, and everything was thrown into sharper relief. I got in touch—”
“Walter.”
“—I said it couldn't happen. I said—”
“Walter, who did you talk to?”
Walter looked at Alex. She pulled her hand from his.
“Answer my mother's question,” she said. After that, there was no way Walter was going to keep quiet. He returned to Alice.
“Pedro Vasquez.”
Alice stared at Walter for a long time. Then she took the gin off the table, poured herself another measure, and looked at Abbie.
“You told me my life was in danger. You believed I could be dead by tomorrow’s end, but you didn't know the who, how, or why.” 
Replacing the gin on the table, she flicked a hand in Walter's direction. 
“Well, now we know.”





Twenty-Eight
A lice glanced around the table and grabbed an empty bottle.
“Excellent, no tonic. Mind if I...?” She pointed out the door. Walter stared.
“Shouldn't we—?”
“Excellent.” She got up and left the room.
Abe rose. Walter put his head into his hands, possibly to escape Alex's furious, hurt eyes. Their profession of love suddenly felt a long time ago.
“Hang on,” Abbie said, raising a hand to Abe. “I'll go.”
She went without checking if Abe had heeded her request. He almost certainly would, but it didn't really matter. As long as Alex and Walter stayed put, Abbie was content.
Alice was in the kitchen, searching for tonic. Slipping through the door, Abbie closed it behind her. There was no sound of Abe following; the two women were alone.
“I'll be back in a minute,” Alice said, finding the tonic and putting it beside her glass. “No need to chase me down.”
“I'm not looking to chase anyone anywhere,” said Abbie. “Just want a word about Jacob.”
“What about him?”
“I think he's in danger.”
Alice's back was to Abbie, but Abbie still sensed the older woman rolling her eyes. “Tell me something I don't know.”
“Did you know Trent was with Aurora the night she died?”
Alice turned to Abbie, then back to her drink. Removing the cap from the bottle, she poured tonic into her gin.
“What's your point?”
This was intentionally vague. Alice had realised the moment she turned around that meeting Abbie's eye would be a mistake. She had returned to her gin, but it was too late. In the older woman's eyes, Abbie had seen the truth: Alice hadn't known who Aurora was with that night because Aurora never confided in Alice. Why would she? Nine years behind bars was a long time, especially when that nine years took Aurora from six to fifteen. When she returned, it must have felt to Alice as though her daughter was gone, replaced by a stranger. As for Aurora, here came a woman she mainly knew from prison visits and barely remembered as a mother. It could not have been an easy relationship for either party.
Dodging this emotional minefield, Abbie took the question at face value.
“Trent was supposed to walk Aurora home. He didn't. You might know why; I don't, but Jacob speculates they argued. Their relationship was strained. After years of being inseparable, Trent could feel Aurora drifting away, and he didn't know why. Jacob claims they met that night so Aurora could explain. I'm guessing Abe told you we met Angel and Trent today, so you know I've seen the boy's temper. Having learned the truth, I can imagine they argued.”
Having topped up her glass, Alice put the tonic away. She turned to Abbie and pointed a long finger.
“You want to be careful; it sounds as though you're accusing my grandson of murdering my daughter.”
“Not at all,” said Abbie. “Trent's impulsive. I believe he met Aurora with good intentions, but his anger spilt over. He wouldn't have been carrying a knife, so he can't have slit Aurora's throat, and people who act on emotion don’t clean up crime scenes like professionals. No, I think Trent argued with Aurora, then ditched her when he was supposed to be walking her home.”
“And he ditched her,” said Alice, “because he learned the truth of why they’d been spending time apart? Why Aurora had been distant.”
“Yes,” said Abbie. She hated the hurt in Alice's eyes. The pain of a mother who couldn't stand the thought that she had known so little about her daughter's life.
“And what was that truth?” Alice had to force herself to say it.
“That Aurora had a boyfriend.”
Alice took her glass from the counter. Didn't drink. Her jaw tight; she couldn’t bring herself to ask another question.
“They only told two people,” said Abbie, trying to help Alice feel better about her lack of knowledge. “The boyfriend told his dad. Aurora told Alex. That's what brought them together.”
“Brought who together?” Alice stopped to think, then looked towards the kitchen door. “This was about Jacob. Are you telling me Jacob and my daughter were in a relationship?”
Abbie hesitated. Alice's expression showed this was not a truth she wanted to accept. Abbie wouldn't have told her if she didn't think it was relevant to the danger she and Jacob faced.
“They were,” she said.
“According to who? To Jacob?”
“Like I said, Alex knew as well; you can check with her.”
“Fine.” Alice strode across the room. Abbie blocked the door.
“In a minute.”
“Get out of my way.”
“You know what Trent's like. I've only met him once, and I can see he's on the verge of collapse. Grieving. That got me thinking about Walter. How he knew he was to blame for his brother's death, but his grief made him point the finger at someone else. At you.”
Alice stepped back. Observed Abbie as she processed this. The point turned in the older woman’s mind and came into focus.
“You think Aurora told Trent about Jacob and said that's why they weren't spending as much time together? This made Trent angry, so he left Aurora to walk home alone, and she was murdered. So Trent's grieving but can't blame himself, so projects. Thinks about why he abandoned Aurora and blames Jacob.”
“That's right,” said Abbie.
Alice closed her eyes. Shook her head in disgust. “It's possible. Very possible. Trent's always been an emotional boy. Never knew his dad. I don't think Angel raised him right, but who was I to complain? I went to prison and left my six- and thirteen-year-olds without a parent. I can imagine he'd hate Jacob for what happened.”
She was still seething, her mind ticking over. She said, “Trent should never have abandoned my daughter.”
“You're right,” said Abbie. “But I don't think we can focus on that right now.”
“No,” agreed Alice. “We can't.”
“I heard Angel and Trent talking about getting revenge on Walter,” said Abbie. “But Angel promised they'd punish Jacob. I think Angel believes she can kill two birds with one stone: appease her son and avenge her sister. I think it was a coincidence with Ariana, but when it comes to Angel, Jacob will be the target.”
Alice swigged some of her drink. Nodded. “Come on.”
They returned to the living room. Alice led the way, drinking as she went. Placing her tumbler on the coffee table, she stood behind the armchair, her hands on the leather, looking down on everyone except Abbie, who stood by the door.
“First, the guns,” she said before anyone else could talk. “When I called Pedro, he was not keen to end our business arrangement. He's always been a smooth talker, but his threats were so thinly veiled it was like trying to hide an elephant beneath a tea towel.”
“Great simile,” said Abbie.
“Thank you. Pedro was determined to get the guns, so I told him I'd already run dry; that was why I considered this the perfect time to quit. I hoped the absence of guns would remove his incentive to cross the ocean and carry out his threats. Walter may have scuppered that.”
“Alice, I'm so sorry—”
“Shut up. It doesn't matter. I'll call Pedro first thing, explain there was a misunderstanding. If I have to, I'll offer him some appeasement cash. He's too dangerous to leave dissatisfied. Tomorrow night, I'll arrange for the guns to be destroyed and discarded in the ocean. Then what I told him will be true.”
Alice moved around the chair, took her drink, brought it back to where she had been standing.
“That's the guns,” she said. “Now Aurora. Alex, is it true your sister and Jacob were romantically involved? If that's the right term for a teenage relationship.”
“What?” said Abe, aghast.
Alex bowed her head but said, “Yes. I'm sorry I didn't tell you. She made me promise and—”
“I would have never expected you to breach your sister's trust while she lived,” Alice said. “Once she died, and with me gearing up to take revenge against Walter, thinking he was responsible, I wish you would have given me all the facts. Doesn't matter now. Walter, has your son told you who he believes to be responsible for Aurora's murder?”
“Yes,” said Walter. “Your grandson.”
“What?” repeated Abe. Alice turned to him.
“Trent was supposed to walk Aurora home on the night she died, but they argued about Jacob, so Trent left her to walk home alone. It's possible both would have died if they had stayed together. But Jacob is understandably angry. Abbie, did Jacob threaten my grandson?”
“Hey,” said Walter, standing, but Alice cut in again.
“I won't target your son; I just need to understand the situation.”
Walter was taking deep breaths, unhappy, but he looked at Abbie and nodded.
“He's angry,” said Abbie. “He talks of retribution, but I don't think he'll do anything.”
“He won't,” said Alice. “Walter, speak with your son; ensure he leaves Trent alone. I'll deal with my daughters. They're angry, bitter, heartbroken. They're acting out because they believe I’ve let them down, but I'm still their mother, and I'll make them listen. Tomorrow morning, I'll have them agree to a ceasefire until we can gather and talk in the evening.”
“Tomorrow evening?” said Walter.
“Yes. I assume you know it's your new girlfriend's birthday and that I'm hosting a joint party for us? It stands to reason, given you're an item and in love, you’d be Alex's plus one. Alex?”
Alex was on the spot. She flushed. “Well, of course, I'd love him to be, but I thought—”
“Then that's settled. Abe, have you asked Abbie yet?”
“I think so,” said Abe.
“Well, make sure because I don't have a plus one, and if you don't snap Abbie up, I will. It'll be like the Bodyguard. I'll be Whitney; Abbie can be my Kevin Costner. What do you say, Abbie?”
“Gives me chills. The good kind.”
“Excellent, so you'll all be there. Those who aren't already at the house can arrive from sunset, whenever that is tomorrow.”
“Twelve minutes past five,” said Abbie at once. Everyone looked her way.
“How do you know that?” said Alice.
Tomorrow was day two of her latest mission. Years of experience told her crunch time for the people she aimed to save happened after sundown on day two in most cases. As a result, Abbie always knew what time that was due to take place.
She shrugged. “I'm a font of useless information.”
“So it would seem,” said Alice. “We'll say arrive from five-fifteen, then. We'll drink, we'll talk, we'll laugh... and we'll put an end to all this bad blood, once and for all.”





Twenty-Nine
T he bridge between day one and day two of each life-saving mission was when Abbie most needed sleep. Already deprived of a good night's rest because of her warning dream waking her at midnight, Abbie spent day one winning people's trust. Trying to uncover potential danger and often fighting to the death. All of which led to exhaustion by the time her head hit the pillow. With day two being the day, a decent night's sleep could make all the difference. 
Abbie assumed. 
Her mind infected with fears of what could go wrong on day two. Sleep often eluded Abbie. Though the stranger she sought to save still lived at this point, Abbie struggled to prevent her mind from contemplating failure and the guilt and tormented dreams that would mean.
Tossing and turning in a comfortable bed, Abbie found falling asleep harder than ever. Alice had invited Abbie to stay in one of the house-by-the-sea's guest bedrooms. Abbie would have preferred to sleep in the hotel, but it made sense to keep close to Alice. Those Abbie came to save rarely died before sunset on day two, but only a fool would take that risk when the chance to prevent any trouble presented itself.
Alice had joked that she hoped Abbie's tension would ensure she woke if anyone broke in, seeking to do Alice harm. As it turned out, Alice needn't have worried whether an intruder would wake her protector, as Abbie couldn’t fall asleep.
In the early hours: footsteps on the landing. At once, Abbie sat. The feet came from the other end of the hall towards Abbie's room. They progressed for ten seconds after Abbie first heard them, then stopped. Abbie closed her eyes when they did, held her breath, and listened for the feet moving on to Alice's room or downstairs. Although she didn't think either would happen.
Pulling back the covers, Abbie rose. She was dressed only in knickers and a loose tee Abe had loaned her. Abbie added no additional items of clothing before tiptoeing across the room.
Someone rapped lightly on the door.
Half undressed, nor did Abbie grab a weapon. No one had climbed the stairs, and all the windows were closed. Abbie believed it was possible to scale the building, but if someone had, Abbie would have heard them breaking in. By the time she swung open the door, she had deduced who would be on the other side.
“Abbie, I'm sorry. I wasn't going to do this, but I can't—”
“I understand.” Every time Abbie closed her eyes, she saw the numerous ways in which she might fail Alice and watch the birthday girl die. When Abe closed his, she knew he would see Blondie, the bullet, possibly his sister. “I can't sleep either.”
“I thought that might be the case. That we might be the same.” Abe wanted to look at his feet. Taking a breath, he forced himself to hold Abbie's eye. “I thought we could...”
“Yes,” said Abbie. “So long as you understand it still doesn't mean anything.”
“I understand.”
He was lying. That much was plain to see.
Abbie didn't care. Right then, she needed someone, anyone, to distract her, to blot out her mind. Maybe it wasn't fair on Abe. She couldn't think about that now.
She pulled her top over her head and discarded it.
“Why don't you come in and close the door?”
He did just that. Abbie thought the night would be enough, but when she woke up thinking of Pranil, she soon found herself heading for the shower and inviting Abe to join her. 
Later, she might feel guilty about using Abe as a distraction when it was clear he was developing feelings for her. For now, she considered it a necessity if she was going to succeed in her mission. Thoughts of Pranil would diminish her ability to operate, which could be fatal, both for Alice and herself.
After the shower, Abbie took more of her unregulated pills. They began to work at once. She felt her mind sharpen as the fatigue slipped away. They would keep her going throughout the day. At what eventual cost to her body and her health... she never liked to think about that.
Abe had flopped back into bed by the time Abbie left the bathroom, and he watched as Abbie towelled herself and laid out her second set of new clothes.
“You don't need to get dressed. Nothing's going to happen this morning.”
Abbie pointed to the window. “Sun's up, it's nearly nine am, and you should never, ever, assume nothing's going to happen at any time. Something could be happening right now.”
Putting on her socks but leaving her feet unshoed, Abbie went to the door.
“I can come. Show you where everything is for breakfast?”
“No, you rest,” said Abbie. “We'll talk later.”
Before Abe could say anything else, Abbie stepped into the hall. At the opposite end of the corridor was a painting of the house in which Abbie now stood. On either side of the landing were two doors leading into rooms belonging to Alice, Alex, Abe and, once upon a time, Aurora. The second guest bedroom and Ariana's room were around the corner, out of sight. To Abbie's immediate right was a short corridor leading to the top of the stairs.
Abbie planned to knock on Alice's door but didn't expect the now sixty-year-old to answer. Alice would be spending her birthday morning trying to protect Walter's sons from her daughters and herself from Pedro. 
Nonetheless, Abbie thought it prudent to check Alice was not enjoying a birthday lie-in. So she approached the homeowner's door, reaching up to knock before a strange sound stole her attention. It was coming from one of the rooms that now surrounded Abbie. A low sound, not talking but human, currently indistinguishable.
From which room did the sound originate? Abe was in the guest room, which meant his room was presumably empty. Alex had stayed with Walter last night, and Aurora now had permanent accommodation at the nearby graveyard. That left Alice's room, but Abbie didn't believe the sound originated there.
Having stopped outside Alice's room, Abbie closed her eyes, listening. Years of practice had made her a dab hand at locating a noise's origin. This one was coming from Aurora's bedroom.
At first, in what might have been an unnerving twist, the sound reminded Abbie of a wailing ghost. Or what she imagined such a creature would sound like if it existed.
Leaving Alice's room, Abbie moved to Aurora's and pressed her ear to the door. Not believing in ghosts, she waited for the sound to reoccur with the intention of developing an alternative hypothesis for its source.
After a few seconds, there it was.
“Wailing” was close, but not quite right. Sobbing was better, and ghosts didn't sob. The living did.
Abbie needed to enter but worried if she knocked and asked the weeper for permission to come in. The answer would be a resounding, No. However, it would be impolite to open the door and just walk in. Much as Abbie had hated her mother, the old bat had at least drilled into her children good manners. Abbie couldn't do it.
Settling for a half measure, Abbie knocked on the door, announced herself, and walked in.
Like Jacob, Aurora had been a teenager. Therefore, Abbie was unsurprised to see the lilac walls and flower-patterned sheets, boy band posters and a corkboard stuffed with pictures of friends and family; a laptop, also flower-patterned, and an assortment of makeup products on a desk.
The room was tidy, bordering on immaculate (if you didn't count the rows of lipstick lined up on the desk like regimental soldiers and the sniffly boy sobbing on the bed). Still, Abbie didn't suppose Aurora had lived in such neatness. Following the teenager's death, someone, probably Alice, had tidied. Not because she couldn't stand to leave her dead daughter's room a mess, but because cleaning that mess would make her feel closer to the child she had lost.
The boy in the bed was curled into a ball, facing the wall. Abbie at once knew who he was. Though she had knocked and called out before entering, and though he must have heard her come in, Abbie cleared her throat to announce her presence. 
“Trent, it's Abbie.”
The boy remained in the foetal position, his arm over his head. He released a sob, then managed to quiet himself.
“We met yesterday afternoon,” Abbie continued. “We didn't get off to the best start, but don't worry, you're not the first guy to mount me after barely an introduction. Although, you succeeded where most fail.”
Still, the boy remained silent but for his sobbing. Angel might have taught Trent to ignore annoying people because they would eventually get bored and go away. Except that didn't sound like something Angel would say. More likely, Angel's advice would have been to shoot the annoying person and spit on their corpse.
Maybe Trent didn't have a gun and didn't feel capable of taking on Abbie. On the latter point, he was undoubtedly correct.
“I want you to know,” said Abbie, circling the room, taking it all in, “I bear you no ill will. I know you attacked me, but I understand. I threatened your mother; that's not cool. You're on edge because of everything that's happened.”
She paused. Had the teenager just scrunched himself up even tighter? Maybe. Either way, he was holding his silence.
“I didn't know you were here,” said Abbie. “I'm guessing you have a key, so you might have arrived before we got back yesterday. After that, I was awake until about two am. Did you sneak in early this morning? Does your mum know you're here?”
By this point, Abbie wasn't expecting a response. From the centre of the carpet, she moved to the foot of the bed. Here was the corkboard, A2 size, hanging on a string from a hook. There seemed to be a thousand pictures all told, everything overlapping everything else, some photos entirely buried beneath the mosh.
There were school friends up here, or what Abbie assumed were school friends, but most were family pictures. One at the back caught Abbie's eye. She nudged aside an overlapping photo with a thumb to examine it more closely.
“The whole family,” she whispered.
It had to be nearly a decade and a half old and featured the entire Alice clan. The woman herself stood in the photo's centre. Morris and Adam, Alice’s third husband and eldest child, stood immediately to her left and right, respectively. Morris had probably always been handsome, but was made more so by his beaming smile. In his wife's arms was his baby daughter, Aurora, and in front of him was an eight-year-old Ariana. This younger Ariana held a familiar fire and determination in her eyes, but looked happy. Her father's hands were on her shoulders, and there was love in the daughter's eyes. Maybe Alice was right. Perhaps Ariana hadn't been destined to travel the path of darkness she eventually chose. Her father's death, her mother's arrest, they might have changed everything. Was Aurora’s murder the final nail in her soul’s coffin?
On Adam's other side was a woman that could only be his wife. In front of them were their two children, who appeared to be twins. Adam's wife had taken the kids and moved away when Adam was jailed. From what Abbie knew of Alice, she was sure the birthday girl missed them terribly.
Angel stood to Morris' left, late twenties and as graceful and beautiful back then as she was today. Trent was wriggling in her arms. She was smiling, but the smile didn’t ring as true as those around her.
Next to Angel were the teenagers. Sixteen-year-old Alexandria and fourteen-year-old Abraham. Like her step-father, Alex was beaming. She was dressed in tiny shorts and a top designed to show off what cleavage she had. Abe looked a lot like his older half-brother, Adam, but his smile was shy rather than confident. He was the only photo participant who looked uncomfortable. Abbie felt a pang of sympathy and affection in her heart, looking at him.
“You were a cute baby,” she told Trent, touching the photo to stop the light distorting it, looking at the bundle in Angel's arms. “Cuter than Aurora, I'd say.”
For the first time, Abbie heard what she considered positive shifting. Abbie didn't move but, in her peripheral, was sure she saw Trent twist his head up, if only for a second.
“You're on here a few times,” Abbie continued. “In fact, you may well be the most featured, except for Aurora herself and this gerbil looking creature.”
“Hamster.”
Abbie didn't turn or offer a glimmer of shock that Trent had spoken for the first time. She merely nodded and said, “Sure, cause no tail, right? I never could remember,” then went back to browsing the photos.
She hovered over another, taken a few years after the first. Morris standing on the deck of his boat. Under one arm, he held Aurora and under the other, Trent. He appeared to be spinning them. All three parties were laughing.
“Morris must have been strong,” she mused. She examined the faces and felt a surge of sadness. “This can't have been taken long before he died.”
More shifting, and Abbie knew Trent was curious about which picture had Abbie's attention. He twisted his head, and this time Abbie turned to meet his eye, causing him to shove his face back into the pillow.
Abbie withheld a smile. Unpinning the photo in question, she slipped the pin onto the wardrobe and rounded the bed. Once she was behind Trent's back, she held out the image.
“Here, take a look.”
“Seen it,” he said.
Abbie hovered over Trent for a few more seconds, then nodded, though he wasn't looking at her. “Fair enough. I might keep this one, actually.”
All it took was a single step away for Trent to spin.
“No, you can't take her things. You can't.”
Now they were looking at one another, and Abbie was able to hold those hurt eyes. The boy looked awful. He had been on the verge of a breakdown when Abbie saw him at the shopping centre yesterday afternoon. Now he was in the middle of it, sliding further and further into despair. Unlike with Jacob, Abbie could not believe Trent's parent would be in a position to offer him the emotional support he so clearly needed.
“No,” said Abbie. “You're quite right. Don't know what I was thinking.”
The picture was still in her hand. Trent jutted out a palm. Abbie hesitated only a second before stepping forward and placing the image in his grasp.
His hand retracted. He stared at the photo for several seconds, then began to cry again.
“I miss them.”
Abbie looked at the picture from her position a few steps back. “Morris was good to you, then?”
Trent's eyes were sharp with anger, if not hate. “Why wouldn't he be? Because I'm messed up? Because I'm a worthless piece of shit?”
“I didn't say you were either,” said Abbie, her voice calm. “I meant because you were the son of his step-daughter. A step-daughter he didn't meet until she was in adulthood. It would be easy to believe a man might struggle to connect with a child like that.”
“He was amazing,” said Trent. “He was nice to me, so of course, he died.”
“People who are nice to you always die?”
“Morris and Aurora,” Trent whispered. “No one else has ever been nice to me.”
“Not your mother?”
“She loves me,” said Trent, which said a lot. Parents like Angel had little time for their children. They put more emphasis on obedience and achievement than care and enjoyment. Kids of such parents are more likely to associate love with duty than kindness. Abbie had no doubt Trent loved his mother greatly; hence, he was keen to protect her. The question was, did he like her?
Rather than pull this thread, Abbie said, “What about your grandma?”
Trent shrugged. “She's nice now. But she abandoned me. She was careless and stupid, and she went to prison.”
Careless. Stupid. These were words fed to Trent by his mother. Angel professed to be turning against Alice because of how Alice had handled the Walter situation. Abbie wondered if that was true. How long, really, had Angel resented her mother? How long had she felt the need to poison Alice's children and grandchild against her? It seemed she had been quick to take over both the business and the family when Alice and her older brother, Adam, went to jail. It had to be difficult to lose control now Alice was back. How much did that hurt?
And how far, Abbie wondered, would Angel go to get that control back?





Thirty
T he sadness in Trent’s eyes as he talked about how everyone kind to him died and hinted that his mother was not the caring sort moved something deep within Abbie. She leaned forward and waited for him to meet her gaze.
“Well, if people who are nice to you end up dead, I'm in real trouble because that's exactly what I intend to be.”
“You're not nice,” said Trent. “You attacked me.”
He rubbed his jaw where Abbie's elbow had caught him. Abbie rolled her eyes.
“I elbowed you because you attacked me.”
“Because you attacked my mum.”
“Because your mum sent people to kill me.”
“Because you attacked Auntie Ariana.”
“Because she was going to hurt Jacob.”
“Because Walter killed Aurora.”
“Aha,” said Abbie. “You lose the because-off. No untruths. That's clearly stated in the rules. Five points to me.”
“Walter killed Aurora,” Trent said again. Then, “So I don't lose.”
The boy was angry and upset. At his comment about Abbie’s made-up-on-the-spot game, Abbie could not help but smile. She came towards the bed.
“Mind if I sit?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, good.” She sat. “Trent, do you truly, without a shadow of a doubt, believe Walter murdered Aurora?”
“He blamed grandma for what happened to Niall. And he's always had it out for us. And he kills people who get in his—”
Abbie raised a hand. “Stop. You're not answering the question. I'm willing to accept Walter is a bad person who was angry at your grandma. I'm willing to accept he's killed before. I'm even willing to accept it's possible he killed Aurora, though I suspect he didn't. Here's what I'm asking... do you believe, without the slightest reservation, that Walter killed Aurora?”
“Yes.” Except he hesitated first; his eyes flicked to the ground. Because, of course, he wasn't sure. How could he be?
“Okay,” said Abbie. “In that case, you'll have no problem detailing the evidence that makes you so certain. And before you go on,” she cut him off, “remember, I don't mean the circumstantial stuff: he was angry, he had form, that kind of thing. I'm talking about evidence that convinces a jury a man is guilty of a crime beyond a reasonable doubt. Now you understand the parameters: go.”
Trent stared. Didn't speak because what was he supposed to say? Instead, his anger bubbled. He'd convinced himself Walter was guilty and didn't want to field probing questions that could make his conviction tremble. Before he could explode from her previous comment, Abbie decided to push things a little further with her next.
“Did you know,” said Abbie. “When we humans have taken actions we believe may have caused something awful to happen, something that would lead to soul-crushing levels of guilt, we tend to project. We find someone else to blame for the horrible event, whatever that may be. Then we use our hatred for this victim of our blame to flatten and diminish the guilt we'd otherwise experience.” With the Niall situation, Walter was the perfect example of what she was trying to explain. Given how Trent felt about the man, Abbie decided not to mention him. “Does that make sense?”
Trent's face was twisted into a mask of half grief, half depression. “You're saying I killed Aurora.”
His hands were balled. Abbie shook her head before he attacked again, as in the shopping centre.
“Absolutely not. I know you didn't, but we’re often our worst critics.” Abbie paused, wondering how far she could push this. Decided to go a little further. “You were with Aurora the night she died, weren't you? You argued about Jacob.”
Trent hadn't expected Abbie to know this and was stumped for a moment. Inside, his emotions had created a clogged mess, meaning he expressed nothing at all.
“I want you to know,” said Abbie, “it's okay that you argued and refused to walk Aurora home. That doesn't make you responsible for her death. You're not to blame.”
This was taking some leaps of faith. Jacob had told Abbie that Aurora and Trent had been together on the night Aurora died. Still, Abbie had no way of verifying the claim. Even assuming it was true, the stuff about arguing and Trent leaving Aurora to walk home alone was complete conjecture. It was a risk throwing it out there, but a risk worth taking. If Abbie asked Trent if he and Aurora had argued, Trent might lie. Speaking of the events as though she knew they were true meant Trent was more likely to cop to them if they were.
“She was everything to me.” The words came as a whisper, and Trent turned his head from Abbie, unable to meet her eye any longer. “From when we were toddlers, we did everything together; I thought it would always be that way. She was my best friend, my partner, my sister. Then she started drifting, and I didn't know why. When she told me she was dating that... that...” Trent squeezed his eyes closed and shook. For a second, it seemed merely thinking of Jacob might cause Trent’s head to explode. In the end, he dodged the name or descriptive altogether. “Walter was trying to rob my grandma. That family was the enemy, and Aurora chose to be with that prick instead of me. I was angry, so angry. Then I... I... Oh, no.”
Trent put a hand to his mouth as the emotion untangled and broke free. He began to cry. Balling his hand into a fist, he thumped his own knee once, twice, three times. On the fourth attempt, Abbie caught it.
“Stop,” she said. “You don't need to do this.” 
“But I do,” he said, though he didn't yank his fist from her hand. “I do because I deserve to hurt. I'm good for nothing else.”
“I disagree,” said Abbie. Releasing his fist, she squeezed his shoulder. Trent looked at her hand, but didn't shake it away. In fact, he seemed pitifully grateful, and Abbie couldn't help but wonder if his mother had ever shown him even this tiny level of affection.
“I hit her,” Trent said, his eyes widening with the horror of the memory. “She was the best friend I ever had, and I told her I hated her, and I hit her.”
That took Abbie aback, and she had to fight to keep her composure. Trent's face was paper white. Tears poured down his cheeks. The pain was so raw Abbie could almost feel it. Wanted to recoil from it, but kept her hand on Trent and stayed put. Whatever she thought about this revelation, she knew what she had to say and do.
“You said I wasn't to blame,” Trent whispered. “But I was.”
“You weren't.” Abbie's mind was trying to decide how she felt. Soon, it began to clarify. She realised what mattered.
“Did you slit Aurora's throat?”
Trent's eyes widened. “Of course not. I could never, but—”
“No,” Abbie cut in. Her voice was firm, hard. “Look at me. Trent, I said, look at me.”
He did, though he didn't like it. He was ashamed of himself and couldn't bear to look someone else in the eye.
“You can't make me stop feeling guilty.”
This almost made Abbie smile a sardonic grin. She squeezed Trent's shoulder a little more tightly.
“You should feel guilty. You hit your best friend, a girl you see as a sister. She lied to you, but she was in love and didn't know how to tell you. She didn't deserve your anger or your fist.”
“I know,” he sobbed. “I never meant—”
“No excuses,” said Abbie. “It's right that you feel guilty for what you did and to regret it. But “I never meant” is no use to anyone. What you meant is irrelevant. Actions count. So you feel guilty, but you must also own what you did. You hit her, so suffer. Apologise to Aurora's memory, but more importantly, be better. It's clear you have an anger issue. Would you disagree?”
Trent bowed his head. “No.”
“Then, when you're apologising to Aurora's memory, the other thing you can do is to promise her you'll learn to control your emotions. And mean it. That matters.”
“I will; I can.”
“Don't promise me,” said Abbie, “and don't do it now. For now, tell me if you killed her.”
“I already—”
“Tell me again.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Then don’t you dare feel guilty for her death. Don’t you dare.” She paused, let him take that in. “Now, tell me, are you to blame for Aurora’s death?”
“No.”
“No,” Abbie agreed. “So who’s to blame? Who should feel guilty?”
“The person who killed my sister.”
“Right, the person who killed Aurora, and no one else. As for you, there's something else on which you need to focus, and it won’t be easy.”
He looked at her. Yesterday, he hated her; now, his eyes pleaded with her to tell him more, to help him, because God knew his mother never would.
“Revenge against Walter, against Jacob, is a distraction,” said Abbie. “It stops you from grieving and processing your loss, both of which are vital if you're to reclaim any kind of life.”
Trent was still staring. Abbie hadn't released his shoulder. Within her grasp, he seemed to find strength.
“I don't know that Walter killed Aurora,” he whispered.
“I know you don't,” said Abbie, “and that's okay.”
Trent bowed his head and cried quietly for almost a minute, then did something Abbie didn’t expect. As he had in the shopping centre yesterday, he threw himself at her. This time, instead of punching and kicking, he put his head on her chest and swung his arms around her body.
It took a few seconds for Abbie to realise this wasn't an attack, but a hug.
“It's okay,” she said, awkward but forcing herself to put her arms around him. She wasn't great with affection. “It's going to be okay.”
“I blamed Jacob,” Trent said into Abbie's tee, onto which he was also crying. “Mum's going after him because she thinks that's what I want, but it isn't. It isn't.”
“I know it isn't,” said Abbie. “Your mother—” 
She stopped herself. Her anger began bubbling, boiling to the surface when she considered how much damage Angel had caused Trent. Not only Trent. How long had Alice been behind bars before Angel dragged her kid sister into her orbit? Drilling into her son that Aurora was a sister to him now, forcing the absent Alice out. How many times had Trent watched his mother deal with a problem and believed that was the right way? His hatred of Jacob hadn't been emotional but preconditioned by a mother who refused to take responsibility. And who taught her son to search for someone to blame in unfavourable situations, regardless of how culpable you were. 
“You should call your mum,” said Abbie. “Tell her you don't want Jacob harmed.”
Trent shook his head into Abbie's chest. “It wouldn't work.”
“You don't know that.”
“I do.” At last, he pulled his head away. Abbie tried not to look at the damage to her new top. “It's happened before.”
That was interesting. And frightening.
“What do you mean?”
“When I was little, I got upset about not having a dad like Aurora and my friends. Mum said it didn't matter, but I couldn't get it out of my head. I went on and on about it, begging her to tell me something, anything, about him.”
He put his fingers to his mouth. Started biting his nails, but Abbie yanked his hand away. After a shocked jump, Trent went on.
“She resisted for ages, then one day she comes home, puts me in some nice clothes and drags me to the car. She drives me to a house and knocks on the door, and when he answers, Angel shoves me inside and tells me I'm looking at my daddy. This is him. Then she leaves, telling me she'll wait in the car.”
Trent stopped. Abbie realised she was clenching her fists and forced them apart. That bitch. The words were on her lips, but she held them back.
Abbie knew what this was. It was natural that a boy who had never known his father would be curious, but rather than seeing it as what it was, Angel had taken it as a slight. Her little boy telling her she wasn't enough. How insulted Angel must have been. In her eyes, Trent had misbehaved, and what do you do with a misbehaving child?
Punish them.
“My father told me he didn't want me; that I should pretend I didn't have a dad. He cried and said he was sorry, but what good was that when he'd told me I was nothing to him? I ran to mum's car. I was crying, and I couldn't stop. Not until mum shook me and told me to stop being a baby. To grow up, stop sobbing, and tell her what I wanted.”
Trent looked at Abbie as though wondering if she might ask what he'd told his mum. Abbie didn't have to. She knew.
“I said I wanted him dead,” said Trent. “But I didn't mean it. When I calmed down, I told her I'd been stupid. I didn't want him to die. He was still my dad. I begged her not to do anything.”
Trent's face was flushed now. Telling the story, remembering, was exhausting him. Abbie might have stopped him, but found she couldn't speak. The sick story had her enthralled. 
“Mum told me not to worry,” said Trent. “Then she took me for ice cream, and when I was on my second helping, talking about how I could get my daddy to change his mind, she smiled and told me I'd fooled myself into believing I wanted dad to live. Only in the heat of my anger, mum said, had I been brave enough to tell the truth. The truth was I wanted daddy dead, and it was my lucky day because as we ate ice cream, someone mummy trusted was making my dream come true.”
Abbie closed her eyes and took a breath. It was all she could do not to scream. Always so good at keeping her temper in check and her face clear of emotion. Now Abbie’s rage must have shown.
“I didn't mean to,” Trent sobbed, and Abbie knew what he was saying. Opening her eyes, she pulled the boy back in for a hug.
“No, no, no,” she said. “Of course you didn't. Your mum flipped it. When you were angry, you least knew what you wanted. The calm you was the real you. Oh, Trent, I'm so sorry. It's not right. Your mother should have never—”
“She only ever does what's best for me.”
Abbie almost responded, but stopped herself. Angel had brainwashed the teen. No good could come of trying to explain what a foul creature his mother was.
“I'll talk to her,” Trent said. “I'll explain I was wrong about Jacob. He isn't the problem. I am.”
“No, you're not, sweetie,” said Abbie, thinking about Angel. “I promise you're not.”
She held Trent close as he sobbed. Shushed him, and promised it would be okay.
Abbie held Trent close and wondered how long she would be made to wait before she could raise a gun and put a bullet between Angel's eyes.





Thirty-One
H ope and the scent of bacon clung to the air downstairs. Both hit Abbie as she left the bottom step and turned towards the kitchen. That and the whistling and sizzle of fat in a pan.
Alice was in the kitchen. A vast skillet contained numerous rashers of bacon, sausage links, and eggs. The oven was on, and there was a pot of beans beside the bacon. Also on the go was French toast, mushrooms, black pudding.
“Abagail, wonderful,” said Alice. On the round table straight out of Arthurian legend were bottles of ketchup, brown sauce, BBQ sauce, plus dispensers for salt and pepper. Alice had been removing a plate from the cupboard and leaned down to get another. “Care to join me?”
Abbie moved towards the hob, looked into the various pans, took in that wonderful scent of bacon and tried not to let the hope in the air ruin it.
“Presumably, you were expecting me,' said Abbie. “Me and half the south coast.”
Alice laughed. Without waiting for a proper answer, she had taken a second plate from the cupboard and placed both on the table before returning to grab cutlery.
“I'm a woman of few bad habits,” she said. “But we all have some, and this is one of mine. I go overboard on breakfast. Luckily, for the last four decades, at least one of my children has always lived beneath my roof; and all my children have healthy appetites. Breakfast like a king is more of an edict than a suggestion in my house.”
Alice placed the cutlery on the table, then came to the stove, hustling Abbie aside as she did.
“Breakfast like a King is one thing, but this is enough to feed a King, his family, and all his courtiers. I'm no vegetarian, but poor livestock.”
“Calling them livestock certainly gives you away as a carnivore,” said Alice. She turned some sausages and flipped some bacon. After turning off the beans, she started removing long ceramic dishes to serve the food.
“Let me help,” said Abbie, but Alice almost shoved her away.
“I won't hear of it. Sit down. Right now.”
It was a tone with which an intelligent person did not trifle. Bemused, Abbie nodded and stepped away, taking a seat as Alice began to serve the sumptuous breakfast onto the dishes.
“When I was first married, my husband—master is more appropriate—made my role abundantly clear. I would bear and raise his children, keep the house clean and tidy, and appear on his arm at events. I would not sleep in his bed but must rush to it the second he decided he needed to use my body for whatever purpose. Regardless of my own condition or opinion. And, most importantly, I would prepare for him, every morning, a full English breakfast.”
“That sounds awful,” said Abbie.
“Quite. Especially at the beginning, when I didn't know what a full English was. But it gets worse. My husband often held breakfast meetings. There always had to be enough food to sate the appetite of every person at the table. The catch? I was never told when such meetings would occur or how many attendees to expect. I had to be ready for every eventuality.”
“Bastard,” said Abbie. “And you were practically a kid. Must have been traumatising.”
Alice turned, the dishes now laden with food. She was smiling as she placed them on the table, but there was a flicker in the eyes. Reliving her time with her first husband had to be taking a toll.
“Incredibly,” she confessed. “For some reason, it's the breakfasts I fixate on. Of course, I remember the bastard shoving my face into the carpet when I missed a spot during cleaning. Or twisting my arm so far behind my back I thought it was going to snap when I didn't say the right thing at the right time at a dinner party. Or pinning me to his bed, laughing as I cried and begged him to be gentler.” Alice paused, then shook her head, shaking free the memories as they threatened to overwhelm her. “Yet, despite those horrible things, it's almost always the breakfasts. He would often throw food in my face if the flavour wasn't to his high standards. Once or twice he burned me on the hob or scalded me with boiling water. When I was pregnant with Adam, he said it made him sick to look at me; the thought of touching my flesh repulsed him. But he was a man with needs; I had to accept that he would bring home mistresses—more than accept. Understandably, I was to cook them breakfast in the morning. Sometimes, he'd introduce me as his live-in-maid, sometimes as his wife. It depended on the woman.”
Alice took the seat next to Abbie and took a breath. Abbie placed a hand on the older woman's arm and gave it an affectionate squeeze.
“Happy birthday,” she said. “by the way.”
Abbie hoped to break the tension but knew it was a risk. For a second, Alice said nothing, then she burst into a fit of laughter.
“I didn't mean to get mired in the misery,” she said. “I only raised it because, despite the horror of that first marriage, I took some wonderful things when I escaped. Adam and Angel; my second husband, who was my first husband's attorney; the money, which is always nice; and full English breakfasts.” Alice waved a hand over the food in front of them. “I found when I was cooking breakfast, I could disappear into the task. I loved the smell and that there's quite a lot of skill in something which at first glance seems so simple. I became the master of the full English, as you're about to discover. Please, help yourself.”
The invite was a blessing. Breakfast smelled incredible, and after a small dinner, Abbie was famished. Without hesitation, she served some of everything onto her plate and onto Alice's as the hostess rose to make coffee. While it brewed, Alice began to whistle again. A happy tune that chimed perfectly with the hope in the air and the nerves in Abbie's heart.
“I take it you've had some luck this morning,” said Abbie, cutting into a sausage. “With the items we discussed last night.”
“Oh, yes,” said Alice. “I was up early and had Pedro on the phone before the sun was in the sky. We discussed Walter's misunderstanding. I explained there were no guns and braced myself for his fury, but do you know what he said?”
Abbie had bitten into a sausage so couldn't answer the question. She gestured to her empty fork and finished the mouthful.
“This is incredible.”
“No, not that.”
Abbie rolled her eyes. Alice smiled.
“Thank you, Abbie. Pedro said he knew Walter was a fool and never expected him to get the guns. He's already found another supplier, so we won't be hearing any more from him.”
Chuckling, Alice put two mugs on the surface and began pouring coffee. She chuckled at her good fortune, but Abbie could not find the same level of solace in the news.
“Then I rang Angel,” said Alice. “She was more difficult, but like I said, I'm her mother. No matter what she claims, she still loves and respects me. I told her if she attended the party tonight, all would become clear, but I needed her word that no harm would befall anyone today. Not just Jacob, Brandon, Walter, and you, but anyone.”
“And she agreed?”
Alice returned to the table and placed the coffees on the surface. “She agreed. That just leaves Ariana, but I happen to know she and Forest are upstairs. When she drags herself out of bed, I'll extract from her the same promise I did from Angel. Abbie,” she pointed her fork at her guest. “Everything's coming up roses.”
After forcing a smile, Abbie hid her face in a rasher of bacon, which was as delicious as the sausage. 
Hope. It surrounded them. More than hope, at this point. Alice was convinced everything was going to be okay.
Abbie had been here time and again. She would often arrive somewhere and highlight the danger someone was in. Then, as day one became day two, the threat would seem to pass or recede. In would creep hope. Potential victims would start to believe they were safe. These periods of hope, Abbie thought a well-known expression perfectly encapsulated what they were. 
The calm before the storm.
Alice was sixty today. She had delicious food in front of her and hope regarding her children. Alex was with a crook but was happy. Something might happen between Abe and Abbie, and Angel and Ariana would soon return to the fold. After the horrors of her daughter's murder, Alice was finally finding the strength to get her house back in order. Abbie loved the smile these beliefs put on the birthday girl’s face. Even if Abbie was dubious that any (besides Alex’s relationship) were well-founded. Did Abbie want to spoil that joy? Would it even help to do so?
Undecided, Abbie tried focusing on breakfast. She had forgotten how sharp Alice was. After taking a large swig of coffee, the birthday girl lowered her drink and stabbed Abbie's arm with her fork.
“Ow,” said Abbie. “What the hell?”
“You're holding out on me,” said Alice. “That's not what friends do.”
“I don't know what you mean,” said Abbie, wiping fat from her arm and sucking it from her finger. “Crazy lady.”
Alice laughed. “Are you not the stranger, the wanderer, the interloper? Isn't one of the benefits of your existence that you needn't worry about upsetting people? You fly in, save lives, and fly out, never to be seen again. You can't be worried about ruining our bond?”
Abbie considered this. It summed up her position in some senses. At least, it used to, before Pranil. Before Alice. Pushing those thoughts aside, Abbie ate more breakfast and turned to Alice.
“Did you know that Trent's upstairs?”
Alice looked up as though x-ray vision would reveal her grandson.
“No,” she said. “In Aurora's room, I suppose?”
“That's right.”
“Poor boy. He has a key and often lets himself in at night to lie on her bed and cry. I wish I could help, but he shuts down whenever I engage him in conversation.”
Abbie nodded and held her tongue. Mentioning Trent had been an opening created to allow Abbie to raise some of what she and the teenager had discussed. Suddenly, she felt guilty that Trent had spoken to her when he would not talk to his grandma.
“He opened up to you, didn't he?” said Alice, taking the decision from Abbie.
“Kind of.”
Alice gave a half-glare. Then her eyes travelled from Abbie's face to her T-shirt. Abbie raised her hand instinctively, but not quick enough.
“Was that mark created by the tears of a teenage boy, perchance?”
Abbie didn't answer. Though she had no reason to feel guilty, she certainly did.
“Are you a witch?” said Alice.
“Sometimes, it's easier to open up to a stranger than to those closest to us,” said Abbie. “Besides, I've had plenty of practice working the truth from people at short notice. It's vital to my line of work.”
Alice smirked. “I'm jealous, though I know that's childish. But don't worry, I won't get hung up on it. I'm glad he opened up to you.”
“So am I,” said Abbie. “He blames himself for what happened to Aurora, but I think I've helped him start to working through that, to understand the blame lies solely with the knife-wielder.”
“Thank you,” said Alice. “For helping him.”
“I wasn't bragging,” said Abbie. “He told me something. Something... worrying.”
“Right,” said Alice. “What's that?”
“A story about his mother.”
Alice's jaw tightened. She forced herself to speak. “What story?”
Abbie hesitated. Getting Angel in trouble was not something that bothered Abbie. More concerning was breaking the implicit confidence she shared with Trent after he opened up.
“Nothing you say to me will be repeated to Trent or anyone else,” said Alice. “Of course, if you don't feel comfortable breaking his trust, I understand.”
Abbie might still have held off had she not believed the story was directly pertinent to the danger Alice and Jacob faced. As such, she revealed the broad strokes of Trent's story about his dad.
When Abbie was done, Alice rose with a deep, furious breath. Though she hadn't finished breakfast, the birthday girl strode across the tiles and placed her hands on the back wall.
“What sort of mother am I?” she asked. “How did I allow this to happen?”
“You were probably in prison when it did.”
“So?” said Alice. “When you revealed to me what Ariana had done, I hated myself for her actions. Alice, I told myself, this would never have happened if you'd been around to steer the girl during those difficult adolescent years. I loathed myself for abandoning Ariana, but isn't this worse? Because I did steer Angel through puberty. I wasn't arrested until she was in her thirties, so what does that mean? Maybe you won't be surprised. I was a criminal, after all, and I didn't hesitate to get Angel involved in that side of the business. Still, I liked to see myself as an honourable crook, and I thought she was too. I didn't think we were killers.”
Abbie didn't say anything. She wanted to keep eating, but somehow it didn't feel appropriate. She waited.
“I was wrong,” said Alice. “Not just about her, but about myself because I am a killer. I may only have ended one life, and it may have been decades ago, but more important is who it was, right? Angel's father.”
Pulling away from the wall, she turned back to Abbie.
“Do you know why I named her that? Angel.”
Abbie shook her head.
Sighing, Alice lifted a hand and touched her stomach. Made small circles with her palm. Abbie recognised the action. A subconscious habit had Abbie doing the same in the presence of children, pregnant women, or when she thought of the baby she had lost.
“I was three months pregnant with Angel,” said Alice, now looking at her circling hand. “Adam was six months old and having a difficult night. I couldn't settle him. After an hour of trying, my husband came in and slapped me to the ground. Told me he couldn't stand the racket so was going to the pub. Warned me I'd better shut up the brat before he returned, or he’d do it for me. Permanently.”
Alice moved towards the table and reclaimed her seat. There was so much untouched food. Abbie couldn't stand the thought of it going to waste.
“Once my husband was gone, I finally settled Adam, then returned to my room and sobbed into a pillow until I fell asleep.”
Alice began to eat, and Abbie thought this probably gave her permission to as well. Which was good. The food was delicious. Abbie wanted to eat as much as possible while it was hot.
“That night,” said Alice, “I dreamed of a beautiful woman with a warning. She said that if I didn't deal with my husband before my second child was born, it would be too late. My husband would kill me; my body would never be found. Adam would grow up to be just like his father, and my second-born, who I was told would be a girl, would take my place as my husband’s house-bound servant and... plaything. Before she hit puberty.”
Alice served both women seconds and avoided Abbie's eye.
“I can't have slept for long. In the early hours, I awoke to the sound of my husband stumbling in, and I wasted no time. He was dead before the sun rose that day, and I was free.
Alice finished her coffee and mused over the empty cup.
“The woman who visited my dream that night was nothing more than a manifestation of my subconscious fears for myself and my children. I know that. Still, I choose to see her as my guardian angel and, more than that, the grown-up version of my daughter. That I was cleared of all charges relating to my husband's death on the day she was born solidified this theory. Angel, then, seemed a natural name to pick.” 
Alice tucked into the seconds she had served herself.
“I've told Angel this story,” she said. “Can you believe that? I held her up as a hero for saving us from her monster of a father, but what was I really doing? Absolving myself of blame, that's what. I didn't kill him because I hated him; oh no, I killed him because my daughter came from the future, entered my dream, and told me to. How pathetic can one person be?”
“One person can be very pathetic,” said Abbie. “But you're not.”
Alice snorted.
“No, hear me out,” said Abbie. “Your husband raped and abused you day after day, and you took it. When did you snap? When did you have this dream? When he threatened to permanently stop your son crying. You had to save your little boy’s life, but you were a teenager. Killing isn't easy. Your subconscious handed you a coping mechanism; that doesn’t make you pathetic. Far from it.”
“But what did it do to my daughter?” said Alice. “She could never appreciate what a monster her father was. No matter what I told her, Angel could never comprehend that level of pain because Angel’s never suffered as I did. So what did she learn from my story? That her father inconvenienced me, so I killed him and got away with it. Now I'm rich and happy and surrounded by my family. With that story, I didn't just shift the blame of murder from myself but gave my daughter a license to use brutal means to improve her life without the fear of guilt or consequence. With that story, I was creating a monster, and I never realised.”
Alice closed her eyes and tilted her head to the ceiling. Abbie knew this was no longer an exercise in reminiscence. Alice was making decisions, and Abbie couldn't get in the way.
“How many other people has she killed because they upset or annoyed her? How many lives has she destroyed behind my back?”
These were rhetorical questions, so Abbie didn't answer.
“No more,” Alice went on. “It has to stop tonight.”
Abbie didn't say she had already come to the same conclusion and was starting to believe this would only end when Angel was dead. Alice wouldn't appreciate that.
“Walter is keeping Jacob safe. Angel won't get to him today,” said Alice. “Tonight, she'll come here, and here is where it ends. She's my daughter; I'm responsible for her actions.”
Alice turned and lay her hand on Abbie's arm and met the younger woman's eye.
“My daughter will kill no more innocents. I'll make sure of that.”
She forced a look of grim determination onto her face.
“Whatever it takes.”





Thirty-Two
A bbie cleared away breakfast while Alice went to make a few more calls. The food they hadn't eaten, which was plenty, was boxed or wrapped and stored for later consumption. After rinsing the plates, Abbie placed them in the dishwasher.
It was only just gone half nine on day two. The party wouldn't start for at least eight hours. What was to happen in the meantime? Abbie was not used to a lull in her short two-day life-saving spell.
Finishing her coffee, Abbie made herself another. Once that was gone, she'd go out. Where to? What for? As yet, Abbie didn't know. But she had to do something. 
As Abbie drank her coffee, she paced the kitchen. Once Alice finished in the office, Abbie heard the birthday girl rush upstairs. Doors were knocked on, and Abbie heard voices. She didn't know what Alice was playing at, but coffee two was almost gone. The great outdoors beckoned.
Footsteps, coming down. Abbie drained her coffee and rinsed the cup. She was putting it in the dishwasher when Alice stepped into the room.
“Ariana and Forest are still in bed,” said Alice as Abbie closed the dishwasher. “They're refusing to move, but at least I know they're close, not out destroying lives. I spoke with Trent and Abraham, both of whom will soon be down. They'll have breakfast while we get ready.”
Abbie turned from the dishwasher and came to the table.
“Get ready for what?”
“Come on,” said Alice. “You must know.”
Abbie's heart began to thud. Was Alice about to announce her argument with Angel had been an act? That since she learned Abbie had attacked Ariana, Alice had planned to execute Abbie, and now was the time. Abbie hoped not. She didn't want to kill Alice.
“I don't,” she said and was surprised when Alice burst out laughing.
“So nervous,” she said. “Come on, it's my birthday. More than that, my first birthday since leaving prison, and my sixtieth. I've spent nine years surrounded by serious, miserable people, and I'm ready for a bit of fun.”
“Fun?”
“Yes,” said Alice. “I thought we'd start with Monopoly.”
Abbie raised an eyebrow.
“What do you think?” said Alice.
“I thought you were going to kill me.”
“What a silly notion.”
“Now I know it's Monopoly; I only wish you were.”
Alice laughed again, then approached the table. Reaching the other side, she placed her palms on the smooth surface and met Abbie's eye.
“When was the last time you had a fun day?”
“It feels as though you and I are on the verge of a major disagreement,” said Abbie. “Not unusual, in my line of work. Such arguments don't usually revolve around whether a board game is better described as fun or torture.”
Alice shook her head and waved a hand. “You're missing the point,” she said.
“Am I?”
“You are. It's nothing to do with the board game, is it? When was the last time you had a family bonding day?”
“We never did that,” said Abbie, who had always hated her parents, anyway. “I used to do things with my siblings, but they’ve been gone a long time.”
“Then you never knew what you were missing,” said Alice. “Until today. Come on, into the living room.”
Alice turned. Abbie called after her. 
“I was going out.”
Alice stopped in the doorway and slowly turned back. “I could see that was your intention the moment I stepped into the room,” she said. “Only you're not going out. You'll join the family fun.”
“Maybe you're getting confused because my name begins with A,” said Abbie. “But I'm not one of your children.”
“Temporarily, I say you are. And you can't dissent.”
“You don't think so?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because it's my birthday.”
Abbie sighed. Stepped around the table. “I hope you have a lovely day.”
Alice blocked her. “Why are you fighting this?”
“I have no desire to be involved. What's the problem?”
Abbie stepped to the side, but Alice came closer and blocked her again. The two women locked eyes.
“You say you're not one of my children, but I can read the lie in your eyes as easily as with my kids. We're similar, Abbie, and we've bonded. I see your true feelings.”
“Maybe you think you do.”
“You want to be part of this? What makes you feel you have to tear yourself away?”
Abbie said nothing, nor did she move. Until Alice decided to let her go, there was no point attempting to get past. Not unless Abbie was willing to use force on the sixty-year-old. As yet, they hadn't reached that point.
“Do you know how many children and grandchildren I have?” asked Alice.
This was an odd question; Abbie did the maths anyway.
“Six children, three grandchildren?”
“Correct. I always wanted loads of children; I imagined days like these. A sixtieth birthday spent playing games, surrounded by family. But where are they? My eldest is in prison. Number two's off plotting; won't turn up ’til she's ready to fight. Three’s shacked up with her new mobster boyfriend, while five refuses to leave her room. Six is dead. My daughter-in-law's taken two of my grandchildren and refuses to let me see them. Says they're not interested, but who knows? Six children and three grandchildren, but only child four and my eldest grandchild will spend the bulk of my sixtieth birthday with me. That leaves a huge gap where the rest should be, and guess what?”
“What?”
“You have to fill it.”
Abbie smiled and shook her head. Tried not to rise to the bait. 
“I appreciate what you're trying to do.”
“Do you? You're here to save my life, but why bother if you can't also have a good time?”
“This is my job,” said Abbie. “Does every street sweeper and shop teller find happiness in what they do? No. They do it to put food on the table.”
“Wrong,” said Alice. 
Abbie looked at her. “You think?”
“I know. People always put work and food on opposite sides of the equation. They talk about putting food on the table, but that isn't right. We don't work to eat; we work and eat to live. So we can enjoy our time on this Earth. If all working allowed people to do was to take in sustenance so they could have the energy to go back to work so they could take in more sustenance... well, suicide rates would skyrocket. We work to earn money with which we buy experiences. Experiences that become happy memories. Memories we relive when we're old and no longer able to galavant around doing what we enjoyed in our prime. If you're just working to eat, you're doing it wrong.”
When Alice had started speaking, Abbie had been ready to reply with fire, regardless of what the older woman said. But the birthday girl's reasoning was flawless. It forced Abbie to think, and her consideration became a tidal wave of sadness. By the time Alice finished, Abbie was struggling to stay afloat.
Placing a hand on Abbie's elbow, Alice gave her a smile. “Wait there.”
It was as though Alice's hand had kept Abbie above water. When the birthday girl let go, Abbie began to drown in depression. She should have forgotten the second coffee. Should have walked out when Alice went upstairs. Why hadn't she? Money was no issue; she could have grabbed a coffee at the nearest cafe. The answer seemed simple enough. She had wanted Alice to come back and refuse to let her leave.
Alice returned with something clasped in her hand. Rather than showing Abbie the item she had gone to retrieve, Alice grabbed her arm and led her to the bar. From behind the counter, she extracted a key with which she unlocked the door to the balcony.
“Ah, you have to love that sea air,” said Alice, stepping outside. “Don't you think?”
Yesterday, Abbie had fallen in love with this view. But that was on the other side of the glass. The moment Abbie stepped onto the balcony, the view stole her breath, and love became adoration. 
As though drawn in by the sea, Abbie moved away from the house along the rock outcrop. It was around eight feet wide and maybe fifteen long. Two small round tables and four chairs, all made of heavy metal, stood by the window. Besides these items, the balcony was completely clear, lacking even a railing. Abbie kept walking until her toes were poking over the edge of the balcony, and she could observe the water hitting the rocks some thirty feet below.
“It's stunning,” she said. “The perfect place, I'm sure, to make whatever point you want to make.”
Alice laughed and came to stand beside Abbie. Right at the edge, she didn't seem quite so comfortable.
“Where's your diving board?” Abbie asked.
“Don't,” said Alice. “Used to give me a heart attack coming out here when the girls were younger. I begged Morris to install a railing, but he wouldn't hear of it. Said it'd ruin the view. Not to mention, he loved to run and jump off the edge.”
Abbie peered over again. The rock face was pretty straight. So long as you got a bit of clearance on your jump and hit the water in the shape of a pencil, angling away from the rocks, it wouldn't be too tough to clear the danger zone and swim to shore. But you had to get it right. A slight error in your jump or landing, and the tide might smash you against the cliff.
“Sounds as though Morris was a bit of a daredevil,” Abbie noted.
“Quite,” said Alice. “I couldn't watch. Begged him to never jump in front of Ariana. I doubt he listened or even stopped her jumping when she wanted, but as I never came home to find she'd been crushed against the rocks and drowned, I tried not to think about it.”
Alice smiled at Abbie, but pulled her back from the edge. “Still makes me nervous.”
They moved back and examined the sky. The cold air whipped at them, but they ignored it. Alice swiped her hand along the sky as though it were a touchscreen background she was trying to change.
“You joked about the point I wanted to make,” said Alice. “And you were right about the view's part in it.” She handed Abbie the frame from the living room. “Life has many beautiful things to offer, but the two that most interest me are the beauty of nature and the beauty of family.”
Abbie examined the photo in the frame. Alice with Adam and Abe on her right, Angel and Alex on her left. Ariana stood just ahead, her hand on the bump of her mother's belly, where grew her little sister.
With the frame in one hand, Abbie noticed the other coming to her stomach and forced it away.
“I still don't know what you're trying to do,” said Abbie.
“Except I think you do,” said Alice. “You save lives, which is wonderful, but how often do you stop to enjoy the beauty of the natural world, and who do you enjoy it with? Because a life unshared is a life unlived. A life without companionship soon becomes blotted by depression, and depression is a black plague that can easily leave you incapacitated. How many lives will you save when the despair of your empty existence prevents you even from getting out of bed, let alone leaving the house?”
“My existence isn't empty,” said Abbie. “I have Netflix.”
Alice didn't believe the joke warranted an answer, which was sad. Abbie once more experienced the rising tide of misery in the silence that followed. She thought of her home; beautiful, modern, comfortable. Yet often, she would depart to spend night after night in unremarkable, cookie-cutter hotels. Why? Because it was not unusual to be alone in a hotel. Unlike lying in the silence of an empty house designed for a family, it did not make Abbie break down into crying fits from which she struggled to escape. Or not as quickly, anyway.
Alice wouldn't speak, so Abbie forced herself to say, “To allow personal feeling to ruin my good work would be selfish. Who am I to turn my back on the people I could save?”
“Who fed you that line?” said Alice.
“I can think for myself.”
“I know you can, and I ask again, who fed you that line?”
A ripple of anger pulsed through the misery. Realising her fists were clenched, Abbie turned away and forced them open. In her mind, a memory of Ben crouching before her, meeting her tear-filled eyes.
Abbie, to allow personal feeling to ruin your good work would be selfish. Who are you to turn your back on the people you can save?
Abbie's jaw was also clenched. That she kept closed. 
“Okay,” said Alice, accepting Abbie wasn't going to answer. “How about this: how many lives do you save a year?”
Abbie sighed. The conversation grew more wearying by the word. Emotionally, it was proving too much. 
“I don't know,” she said.
“I think you do, but okay, why don't we phrase it another way? How many days a year do you spend saving lives?”
Again, Abbie shook her head. “Not the point.”
“You know my point?”
“It's probably twenty-six days,” said Abbie. “Give or take. At worst, we're talking 10% of the year, and your point is: why can't I use the other 90% to fall in love, have children, experience the beauty of nature, raise a family? In short, live a life worth remembering.”
“I hope that was my point,” said Alice. “It's good, no?”
“Not really,” said Abbie, “because I don't book in the twenty-six days. They come when they come. I never know I'm about to spend 48 hours trying to save a life until minute one of those hours. Every night, I go to sleep, waiting, wondering, Will tonight be the night I get the next call to action? By the time the sun rises again, will I already be in the thick of another life or death situation, not just for the stranger I've come to save, but for me? You want me to bring a family into that? First question, how? Obviously, I'm hot stuff; a boyfriend will be easy to find.”
“True,” said Alice.
“But keeping him's another matter, when I have to ditch our shared bed at a moment's notice several times a year, with no explanation. When I have to disappear for a couple of days and can't tell him why. How does that relationship lead to children? How does it last more than a couple of months?”
Alice didn't hesitate.
“How do criminals find wives and husbands? How did Spider-Man make it work with Mary Jane Watson? The partners of crooks know what their spouses get up to. Time and again, Spidey can only make it work with MJ once he’s revealed to her his secret identity.”
Abbie stared at Alice.
“Spider-man?”
“What, a female ex-con in her sixties can't be a Spidey fan?”
“I'm guessing it's unusual.”
“I'm an unusual person, and lucky because the web-slinger beautifully illustrates my point. You can find love and have children. All you have to do is find someone you can confide in about your job. Someone who'll understand.”
“And you don't think,” said Abbie, “that Spidey being fictional diminishes your argument at all?”
“I know it doesn't,” said Alice. “As do you.”
“Okay, let's say the Spidey argument works. Maybe I can find someone I can tell about my job without scaring them off. What about the danger? Sooner or later, someone will kill me while I'm trying to save a life. Then what? If I have children, I leave them motherless?”
“Should those in the military remain unmarried and childless? What about police officers? Many people put their lives on the line to make the world an ostensibly better place. Should they all be alone?”
Abbie closed her eyes. Not only the argument but also the beauty of her surroundings seemed to be wearing her down. All of a sudden, she wanted to go back to bed.
“You're upset,” said Alice.
“Do you reckon? Weird that, isn't it? Shouldn't I be used to these arguments by now? I've had them often enough with myself. What's to get upset about anymore?”
When Abbie opened her eyes, she realised she was still holding the photo frame. Thrusting it into Alice's hands, she turned away, looking across the sea.
“Abbie—”
“It's cold,” Abbie cut in, drying her eyes. “I'm going inside. And please, I beg you, I can’t talk about this anymore. It’s going to break my heart.”





Thirty-Three
B efore Alice could respond, Abbie had moved to the glass door and stepped back into the bar. Despite her claim, the cold hadn't seemed to be affecting her. When she stepped into the warmth, the temperature contrast was enough to make her shiver. Raising her hands to her arms, she hugged herself, trying to rub away the goosebumps.
“I'm sorry,” said Alice, stepping inside and closing the door. “I didn't mean to go on. I'm like a dog with a bone.”
“It's fine.”
There was silence. They stood in the bar, but neither of them moved. Abbie could feel Alice's eyes on her. Could feel the older woman gearing up to speak again.
“You think about it a lot, then?” asked Alice.
Abbie sighed.
“Sorry, but I'm just thinking.”
“Dangerous.”
“You're an intelligent woman.”
“I've heard it said.”
“And you've been over this time and again. You've raised the points you did today and come back with the arguments I've made. You must know what I've said makes sense. You'll know you could find someone with whom you could share your secrets and start a family. There's a risk you'll leave that family too soon, like you've said, but that's a risk everyone takes to one degree or another.” 
Abbie forced herself to turn to face Alice.
“Not yet dropped that bone, then?”
Alice smiled. “There's something else blocking you, isn't there? Something making you think you can't start a family. Or telling you that you can’t.”
On this, Abbie decided not to comment. Turning away, she faced the bar. Rows and rows of spirits. They seemed to call to her. Almost any of them would do.
“Take a drink,” said Alice, apparently sensing Abbie's desire. “I'll never tell.”
Abbie shook her head. “Can’t.”
“Because you don't drink on the job?”
“Right,” said Abbie.
Forcing herself away from the bar, Abbie reclaimed her seat from the previous day when she'd first got to know Alice. Part of her wanted to leave. Even if she'd been sure she wanted to go, she'd have stayed put. It would be rude to walk out.
“Of course, you're not as bullish about this lonely path as you might make out,” continued Alice.
“No?” said Alice.
“I don't think so. What about your prior engagement?”
Abbie sighed. “You're really not going to let this go, are you?”
“No. It was a date, wasn't it?”
“Does it matter? I cancelled.”
“Because you had to come here. Not because you thought it was a mistake.”
“It was a mistake.”
“Stuck here, staring at my ugly mug when you should be across from Mr. Handsome, wondering if you'll be getting lucky tonight? I can imagine you'd want to believe it was a mistake.”
Abbie hugged herself again as Pranil crept back into her mind. That damn smile. She wondered if he’d text and was glad she'd left her phone in the hotel—no temptation to check.
“It was a mistake,” said Abbie. “I met this guy three weeks ago, and we've texted every day since. I got lost in the conversations, which felt amazing. Still, I held off arranging a second meeting, and held off, and held off, until at last, in a moment of weakness or madness or whatever, I said, Okay. Let's do it. We got it booked in, and then, of course, I get sent to save you on the weekend we're due to meet, and isn't that the perfect sign? Some piss-taking deity letting me know I was a moron to consider trying to add a slice of normality to my life.”
“Not a moron,” disagreed Alice. “Agreeing to the date wasn't a moment of weakness, but a moment of strength. It was you realising you can't go on the way you are. Accepting it's possible to add a romantic attachment to your current existence.”
“Except it isn't.”
“Except it isn't,” said Alice, and the agreement left Abbie speechless. Alice put a hand on her arm. “Can I get you another coffee?”
“That would be lovely.” Abbie had to force out the words.
Alice left Abbie at the table with Pranil rattling around her mind, trying to drive her insane. When the coffees came, Abbie thanked Alice, grabbed hers and took a sip, knowing it would be too hot. A burnt lip was a small price to pay for scattering the Pranil thoughts from her mind.
Alice watched Abbie burn herself and replace the cup, then said, “Abe told me what happened yesterday on the beach. The men Angel sent.”
Abbie felt a flash of annoyance towards Abe. He should have told her he was going to let his mum in on their altercation. Abbie could get into that with him later. With Alice, she let it go.
“So your plan is to bounce around different topics until one of your points makes me realise I'm living my life the wrong way?”
“You already know you're living your life the wrong way,” said Alice. “I’m trying to persuade you it’s okay to make a change.”
“If you say so.”
“I had assumed you were working alone, trying to save me,” said Alice, “but it sounds as though you’ve got a crack team backing you up, vanishing bodies and the like. Must come in handy.”
“Now and again,” Abbie admitted.
“I'm assuming they don’t just provide on-site support either? You can't have an ordinary job. Even the most lenient of employers would soon lose patience with a staff member who repeatedly had to take off for a couple of days with zero notice.”
“They’re unreasonable people, these employers,” Abbie agreed.
“So this team that supports you does so financially, as well as practically?”
It was obvious, which made denial pointless.
“So far as the Government’s concerned, I'm a freelance company growth and lead generation consultant with a small number of clients. My hourly rate is exorbitant but not unusual for a consultant of the calibre I purport to be.”
“These clients are fake companies, I assume?”
“I think the term is shell corporation.”
“I see. Shell corporations created by a single organisation, all so you can carry on saving lives, unburdened by bills or a mortgage.”
“Possibly,” said Abbie. “They might support others like me, but in essence, yes: they pay me to save lives.”
“Except,” said Alice, “that's not all they want for their money, is it?”
Abbie drank a little more coffee. Said nothing.
“They also want you single, childless, alone. Presumably, they believe you're at your most efficient that way.”
Still, Abbie said nothing. She tried to collect her drink but found her hands were shaking. Closing her eyes, she begged the tears not to come.
I know life is hard, Abbie. You wish there was more for you, and I do too, but you’ve been chosen for greatness. You can’t turn your back on that. You can’t have a family, but think of all the families that remain whole and will remain whole because of what you do. Surely that’s worth your sacrifice?
Can't. You can't have a family. Ben had delivered the speech early on. On numerous occasions since, he had acted fast to crush signs of romance or attachment in Abbie’s life. Because he knew what was best for her. Knew she would never be as effective at saving lives if she was worried about a family back home. Before long, Ben would ask her to end things with Pranil. It was better she realised there was no future before he realised it for her.
Before she could stop them, the tears came. Raising her hand, she wiped them away as they rolled down her cheeks.
“Abbie,” said Alice. “It doesn't have to—”
“Stop it. I've had enough.”
And she had. Being polite went out the window. Abbie rose from the table and almost tripped over a chair. Through tear-stained eyes, she barely noticed the door from the kitchen open in time to stop herself from running into the entrants.
“What's going on?” said Abe. Trent didn't speak, but puppy dog eyes met Abbie's.
“It's nothing,” said Abbie as Alice rose. “I was just leaving.”
Abe turned from his mother and met Abbie's eyes as she dried them. As she forced herself to take a breath and be strong. He didn't know what to say.
“You can't.”
This was Trent. When Abbie turned to the teenager, his cheeks flushed, and he looked at his feet. Having risen, Alice had approached Abbie and her descendants.
“I was hoping you'd stay,” mumbled Trent. “We can't play games in threes. Need four as a minimum.”
There was a hush. Trent was embarrassed to have spoken up. Alice thought she might already have pushed things too far and didn't want to go any further. Abe was confused. Didn't know what was going on.
Abbie ignored the older two and focused on Trent. Having seen the boy yesterday, she had thought he was nothing but a ball of hatred and anger. How wrong she'd been. He was a messed up kid with a mother who'd killed his father and driven a wedge between him and his grandma. Then refused to offer any of the affection these two might have provided. Isolated him, essentially. It was no wonder he'd lashed out in the shopping centre when Abbie threatened Angel. As crap a mother as Angel was, she'd made Trent utterly dependent on her.
Abbie's heart pounded. Could she really do this?
“Monopoly doesn't need four, does it?” she said to Trent. “You might argue it's better with four than three, and I wouldn't take the other side because you'd be right. But you can't say it needs four, can you?”
“S'pose not,” said Trent, nailing the sullen teenager voice.
“You weren't going to stop at Monopoly, though, were you?” Abbie said, and Trent's head tilted up. “Probably got some team games, and one on two wouldn't be fair, would it?”
“No,” said Trent.
“Would one on two be fair, Abe?” Abbie said.
“It would not,” said Abe.
Abbie itched her cheek and let out a sigh.
“Annoying. I had things to do, but I suppose I'd better stick around. Sounds as though your day'll be a bit rubbish if I don't.”
Abbie knew she was talking to Trent as if he were a child. Most teenagers would bite her head off for patronising them. But Trent had never been treated as a child. He didn't see the voice as patronising but affectionate, which was precisely what Abbie felt.
Though Trent didn't respond, he beamed.
“You two had breakfast?” Abbie asked.
“Not yet,” said Abe.
“You should, and I hope you're hungry because your mum/grandma cooked enough to feed every kid in the country. Go on.”
Still beaming, Trent nodded and left the room. Abe hovered. Gave Abbie a curious, questioning look.
“You alright?” he said.
Abbie nodded. “Go eat. Then we'll play these bloody games.”
Abe hovered a moment longer, then nodded, turned, and went to join Trent. Abbie watched them go and, at first, did not turn back to Alice, who was right behind her.
Alice was building up to saying something.
“Nothing you said changed anything,” said Abbie before Alice could speak. “My life is what it is. The people who support me; I need them, so they call the shots. They created me, and I’m theirs to control.”
Whatever Alice had wanted to say, it was gone. She had nothing.
“I know you think you can talk Angel around, but I have to say I'm not convinced,” Abbie continued. “And I need you to know, if I think she's putting innocent lives in danger, I’ll stop her. If she tries to kill me, as far from innocent as I might be, I will stop her. Do you get that?”
“I get it,” said Alice.
“Whatever happens, life's about to get hard for that kid through there, because as hopeful as you are, I don't believe tonight will go smoothly.”
Abbie looked at Alice.
“I think there's a good kid in Trent, lost inside all that anger and pain. So I'm giving him the next few hours, and I intend to ensure he enjoys them, that he has a good day.”
She looked at Trent, now preparing his breakfast.
“Because after tonight, I don’t think he’ll have another one for a long, long time.”





Thirty-Four
T he sun was beginning to fall. Before long, darkness would reign.
Abbie left the living room, mumbling something about having had a great day and getting ready.
Trying not to lose control, not to race upstairs, she rushed onto the landing, into the guest bedroom. Ditching her clothes in an untidy pile, she grabbed a towel and turned on the shower.
Grabbing the temperature dial, she turned it up, up, up.
Hopping in, she let the water scald her skin, pressed her head against the cool tiles, covered her mouth with her hands and screamed into her palms.
Then she began to cry.
Fifteen minutes later, Abbie emerged, turned off the water, wrapped herself in a towel, and stepped into the bedroom, where she found Abe waiting on the bed.
“Don't you have a room of your own?”
His face flushed. Clearing his throat, he stood.
“I wanted to make sure you were okay. I did knock.”
“And I said come in?”
He cast his eyes to the carpet and shuffled his feet. “I was worried about you. Still am.”
“Why?”
Crossing the room, Abbie grabbed her clothes. They weren't precisely party-appropriate, but they were all she had—no chance she was wearing another of Alex's outfits.
“You seemed upset downstairs, and you rushed out so fast. Is it what Trent said?”
“It's nothing,” said Abbie. “There's nothing wrong.”
“You should look in a mirror.”
“What?”
But she did as Abe suggested, glancing across the room. The heat of the shower had left an unnatural pink glow on her skin, as though she might be radioactive. Though she felt no discomfort, it looked sore, bordering on painful.
“I'm getting dressed,” she said. “Please leave.”
“You've been naked in front of me before.”
“Oh yeah, and that gives you permission to see me naked whenever you want, right? Such a male response.”
She might have slapped him the way he stood back and looked away. It took him a few seconds to recover.
“I'm not like that, and I thought you knew it,” he said. “I didn't mean to imply... I would never... like I said, I'm just worried. If it's what Trent said—”
“It's nothing. Didn't I say that?”
“But if it was what Trent said—”
“Which it wasn't.”
“—I wouldn't worry about it. It doesn't mean anything. It was a slip of the tongue. Happens all the time, especially with young people. You must have had it when you were in school? Kids calling teachers mum or dad. Everyone laughs, but they get it doesn't mean anything. It's the same with Trent, and to be honest, it's not surprising. You treated him more like a mother than Angel ever—”
“Abe,” Abbie snapped. “Stop it. Just shut up.”
“I'm only trying—”
“I know what you're trying, and it's getting on my nerves. I knew sleeping with you was a mistake.”
With her words and her tone, she'd slapped him again.
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“That's the point; it wasn't supposed to mean anything. It was just sex. We were both in a bad place. We needed a distraction, but that's the problem with people like you. You have a bit of fun, and immediately your brain starts twisting it, telling you it means more. Well, it doesn't mean more, Abe. It doesn't mean anything, and neither do you. I've a job to do. I'm a bodyguard tonight, and you're nothing more than the son of my client. That's it, and tomorrow I'll be gone. We won't ever have to see each other again, and thank God for that.”
Abbie was breathing heavily, her head beginning to pound. Abe looked to be on the verge of tears.
There was silence, and into that silence, Abbie poured self-loathing. Her skin was starting to hurt from the shower, but it was nothing compared to the internal pain.
“Abe...” She was unsure if she wanted to make amends or tell him to get lost. In the end, it didn't matter.
“You're not the only one who needs to get ready for tonight,” he said. “I'll leave you to it.”
Wiping his eyes, he stormed past her to the door, stopping halfway through.
“Oh, and it's message received, by the way,” he said, turning back. “Loud and clear.”
And with that, he was gone.
After dressing, Abbie released an almost silent scream of frustration and kicked her phone beneath the bed. Both actions made her feel better, if only marginally.
She went downstairs and poured herself a glass of water. She could hear movement upstairs where Trent, Abe, and Alice were getting ready. Alone in the kitchen, Abbie fought the urge to flee for good.
She needed out. It was as though some force had sucked the oxygen from the house, and if she didn't escape, she would collapse and die. The pull of the front door was strong. Incredibly strong. But she was here to save Alice. With every minute that passed, the danger grew closer. For the next six and a half hours, she couldn't leave Alice's close proximity. Not for anything. Not until she was sure the danger had passed. Or she died.
Fighting the front door's gravitational pull, Abbie refilled her glass, from which she had drank half, and dragged heavy feet to the bar. Alice hadn't replaced the key behind the bar, but neither had she locked the balcony door. Abbie released herself into the blessed cold air of the coming night.
There was the sun, fat and deep orange. Half-hidden by the sea, it looked like God was dipping a biscuit into tea. The view was more stunning than ever. Abbie strode past metal furniture until her toes once more poked over the edge of the cliff. Until she was watching the sea smashing against the rocks below.
One day of fun, wrapped in the warmth of a family's love. It couldn't do any harm. That was what she'd told herself. What she'd forced herself to believe. She had enjoyed the various games, but it was okay. Throughout, she was sure she would still be happy to walk once it was done. There would be no lasting emotional damage.
Then Trent said, Mum.
Abbie hadn't grabbed her heart, though someone had surely stabbed her with a blade.
Not wanting to upset Trent, Abbie had smiled at him and said it was okay. She was sure her face was smooth, unreadable, as her mind raced and her stomach churned.
Because that was how she'd been treating him. As a mother treats a son. Only when he said it did she realise. That word (mum) transported Abbie back to the sofa in her childhood home's living room, stroking the considerable bump that stretched her elasticated waistband to its limit. The baby kicked. It hurt, but Abbie loved it. He or she would soon be here. Despite her mother's negativity and disgust, Abbie couldn't wait.
Days before Abbie's due date, her baby was taken. A couple of years later, she lost Violet and responded by turning in on herself. After she killed a despicable man for raping and murdering an innocent woman, she thought prison would be okay. After all, there was nothing for her in the outside world. When Ben sent a lawyer to save her and then offered her purpose via experimental operations he couldn’t or wouldn’t explain, she seized the opportunity. Even when he told her it meant she would never be allowed to start a family. Could never have friends or fall in love. From her position of hopelessness and isolation, she had assumed that would never be a problem. Because Abbie believed, deep down, her chance at a happy family had been stolen with her baby’s life. Violet's death had murdered hopes of any happiness. It was a privilege to save other families. To enable them to keep enjoying the gift fate and the cruelty of humanity had deprived her.
Wasn't it?
Then Trent said, Mum.
They had been talking about dispersing to get ready. A minute after Trent's slip up, Abbie had made her excuses and left. Walked out, she thought. If Abe was right, she'd fled.
Pranil's smile.
Oh, it was all coming now. How long had Abbie lived, cloaked in misery and telling herself it was okay? Not lived, but existed. She'd told herself it was fine. 
It wasn't fine. 
Oh shit, it wasn't fine.
She began to bend, to put her head in her hands. More tears were coming, but she stopped them and stood straight. An existential crisis was coming, but now was not the time. Alice's life was in danger. Abbie had to put her focus on saving the birthday girl. 
What came next, well... that was for later, wasn't it?
She turned and sighed at what she saw. 
This was what happened when you allowed in emotional turmoil. It was unprofessional. It stopped you from noticing things that otherwise never would have slipped past.
Abbie never missed an oncoming attack. Never. Except when she was too busy unpicking the implications of her empty life to focus on her surroundings. 
She turned and sighed at what she saw. Had enough time to twist, to put her back to the swinging metal chair.
Then it hit her. 
Holding in the shout as pain shot up her spine, Abbie went down. By the time she landed, Forest had the metal chair back in the air. Damn, the guy was an ox.
With a whoosh of air, the chair came again. Abbie rolled. Dodged the worst of the blow. Metal caught her shoulder, and there was no containing the yell of pain this time.
Now on her back, Abbie's mind whirred. Reacting as each blow came would only end one way, and it wasn't with victory. She needed a plan.
Forest had twisted the chair. Holding it at the top, legs pointing down, he changed tactic. Rather than swinging again, which, let's face it, had to be knackering his arms, he raised the chair and brought it down legs first, presumably hoping to skewer her.
Abbie knew what she had to do. A slip up would mean death.
Twisting onto one arm, Abbie slotted herself between the legs as the chair clanged onto the rock. Abbie rolled onto her back, looking at the grinning Forest, expecting him to lift the chair and attack again.
He didn't. Abbie heard rushing feet and knew Ariana was coming.
Then Alice's youngest living daughter was there, wearing a sleeveless white top, tight leather trousers, and black, heeled boots. She looked fierce. Might have looked beautiful, but the grief-crazed eyes conspired to ruin the effect.
Forest kept the chair fixed in place. Releasing a battle cry, Ariana began kicking Abbie's side between the chair legs. Her boot moved with surprising speed. To get so many kicks in, Abbie's attacker had to sacrifice some power. No matter. If she hit enough times, the pain would soon mount up.
Abbie twisted, moving towards the chair legs furthest from Ariana. As she went, she released her arms, moving them towards her assailant. 
Who kicked her stomach, kicked her hand, kicked her chest. This last caused Ana to roar with insane triumph.
Then Abbie caught her boot with one hand, grabbed the ankle of her planted leg with the other, and yanked.
With a scream, Ariana went to the ground. Instinctively, Forest released the chair to tend to his lover.
“No,” said Ariana. She knew what Forest abandoning his post would mean.
Forest returned, but Abbie had already launched the chair. The metal back slipped through Forest's finger as his weapon sailed from the balcony and into the sea.
Forest stared after the chair as though he couldn't quite believe what had happened.
“Don't just stand there.”
This was Ariana. She was rising, but not as quickly as Abbie.
Forest faced his adversary as Abbie raised a boot and kicked his stomach. 
He stumbled, but so did she. This close to the edge, Abbie teetered and almost went over. Heart pounding, she pulled herself back from the brink as Forest came again. Still off-balance, Abbie couldn't dodge his next swing and took a fist to the jaw. She ducked his arm, and this time he almost went over the edge. In normal conditions, Abbie would have spun with the blow. Used it to get some momentum and to escape her assailant's range. She could have sprung into action and launched her counterattack upon landing.
Not today. As the blow forced Abbie to the side and the ground, she focused not on her counterattack, but on not sliding over the edge. She did this by coming down on all fours right in front of Forest.
He kicked her in the stomach. With a roar, she rolled towards Ariana, who kicked her back towards Forest.
This was bad.
Abbie tried to rise. Forest grabbed her top, lifted her in the air, and hurled her to the ground. She came to her knees and crossed her arms in front of her face and chest as his next boot came.
His kick split her arms and caused another shout of pain. Then he was on her. He lifted her up and threw her down. Kicked her onto her front. As she pushed herself up, he grabbed her under the arms and yanked her to her feet, her back pressed to his chest.
Abbie wriggled. Forest released her for a second. Long enough to punch her stomach. Then he had her again and was pulling tighter than ever. She kicked the floor, and Forest took two steps back, then stopped. The wind whipped across the balcony. Abbie wondered where Alice was.
There were more pressing concerns.
Ariana was facing Abbie, who was still held by Forest. As Ana stepped forward, she revealed an eight-inch blade, sharp enough to effortlessly pierce Abbie's chest plate and end her life.
“You’re working for Walter,” said Ariana. Her eyes were still the eyes of an unbalanced woman. She no longer looked furious. Now more upset. As though Abbie and Ana had been great friends, and Ana could not comprehend why Abbie had attacked her. “You killed my sister.”
“I did no such thing,” said Abbie. “Nor did Walter, and even if he did, what you tried to do to Jacob in retaliation was unforgivable.
“I don’t care,” said Ana. “I don’t care.”
“I think you do,” said Abbie. “I think one day soon you’ll wish for forgiveness.”
“From who?” said Ariana, and the words broke as they spilt from her mouth, and Abbie understood what she was saying.
“You think you can sacrifice your humanity because the people whose opinions you cared about are gone. I get that, believe me. But it doesn’t work that way. The grief won’t go away, but nor will it always burn like this. Don’t take actions in your despair that you’ll be unable to reverse when things get better.”
“I’m not looking for a pep talk. My sister is gone. I’ll make you pay.”
“You don't have to do this,” said Abbie. “Your mum says you’re the smartest of her children. I’ve seen a couple of childhood pictures of you, and that intelligence was always evident in your eyes. Even alongside the happiness on the day you smiled for the camera while massaging your mother’s bump. While preparing to welcome Aurora into the world.”
“You’re describing a dead girl,” said Ariana. “She died with my sister. That Ariana is gone.”
“She doesn’t have to be. Just because the people we love are gone does not give us an excuse to stop living up to their standards. Would Aurora want you to stab me? Would your father?”
“My father would never know,” said Ana. “He was usually too busy screwing his mistresses to take much notice of what I was up to. Or looking after Aurora and Trent. Morris had two kids, and somehow I was still his third favourite child. How pathetic is that?”
“I'm sure it's not true.”
“And I'm sure you're buying time. You think mum's going to rush out and save you?”
“She's agreed to a ceasefire with Angel, at least until tonight. You have to hear her out.”
“No,” said Ana.
She approached Abbie with caution. Perhaps due to a reticence to commit this heinous act. Abbie didn't believe Ana had killed before and sensed she was forcing herself now. Ariana thought her soul had died the night someone murdered Aurora. She was determined to prove herself right.
She was also wary of what Abbie might do. The way Ana glanced at Abbie's feet suggested she believed Abbie was going to lift her legs in an attempt to boot Ariana backwards before the murderous Rayner could attack.
On another day, maybe Abbie would have done just that. It left you open to getting a knife in the foot, but was usually the best way to handle a frontal attack when your arms were restrained.
Today was different. If Abbie landed a kick on Ariana, Ana would go down, but the net result would be Forest taking a step back. Abbie didn't know how close they were to the cliff edge. A single step could spell the end for both Forest and Abbie.
Luckily, Abbie had an alternative.
Ana launched. Abbie lifted her legs. Ana had been watching and swerved a little before bringing the knife towards Abbie's chest at an angle.
No sooner had Abbie raised her feet—as Ana started to swerve—she slammed them back down, pulled forward her head and smashed it into Forest's nose. At the same time, she twisted away from the blade.
Forest's arms came free as he reached for his face. The knife swiped Abbie's arm, sliced her new top, and disappeared into Forest's chest.
Abbie hit the ground. Ariana was staring at her handiwork. Still standing but already swaying, blood trickling down his top, Forest met his girlfriend's eyes.
“I'm sorry,” said Ana. “I didn't mean... this was her fault.” She pointed at Abbie, then looked back to Forest. “Oh, baby, I'm sorry.”
“What's going on?”
Abbie and Ana turned to see Alice step onto the balcony. Behind her was Abe, and behind him: Angel. Only the tip of the sun remained above the ocean. The light from the bar spilt over the newcomers' shoulders.
“This is what she does,” shouted Ariana, pointing at Abbie. “She's poison, mum, and you let her in. You did this. You killed my Forest.”
“Did I?” said Alice. “Darling, did I thrust the knife into his chest? Did Abbie? Or was it you?”
“Ana, move away from the edge,” said Abbie. Because Forest wasn't dead. “Let me help your boyfriend.”
Ana wasn't listening. Her face crumpled. Tears spilt from her eyes and seemed to wash away the hate, the vitriol.
“I lost my little sister,” said Ana to her mum. “I lost my dad, and you went away. You left us all alone, mum. You left us.”
Abbie was rising. Forest stepped back—
“Oh, sweetheart,” said Alice. “Oh, sweetie.”
Alice raised her arms and came towards her daughter as Forest's foot found nothing but air. Realising he was falling, he desperately grabbed for anything that might keep him up.
The only thing within reach was Ariana's arm.
Forest fell.
Abbie dived.
The weight of her boyfriend's muscular frame gave Ana no chance. When he disappeared over the edge, she was yanked back with a scream.
Abbie reached out. Grabbed Ana's fingers.
Felt them slip away.
As Forest and Ariana fell over the balcony, disappearing into the sea as the last of the sun sank beneath the horizon.





Thirty-Five
T hree seconds of silence passed, during which Alice stared after her daughter. Lines of misery creased the birthday girl's face before she gathered herself and swung towards the bar door.
Angel blocked her way.
“Move,” said Alice. “We need to call the coast guard.”
Angel snorted. Her face showed not a hint of misery following her sister's fall. She waved a hand to signal her mother back.
“Don't be stupid,” she said. “You call the coast guard and what? They drag up your daughter's battered, drowned corpse. You think you could handle that?”
“She might be alive.”
“Unlikely,” said Angel, “but if you're honest with yourself, would that even be better?”
There were feet on the stairs, then down the hall and into the kitchen.
“What are you talking about?” said Alice. “Your sister's drowning. We need to save her.”
“If we save her, how will you learn? No, mother, I won't allow it. I kept our business thriving and our house in order for nine years. You're back six months, and look what happens. A rival almost robs us; your youngest daughter dies. Now, this.” Angel gestured to where Ariana had fallen. “We can't save her, mum. You need to learn what happens when you let your family down. After all, if you'd dealt with Abbie when you first learned what she'd done to Ana like I said you should, we wouldn't be in this mess.”
Alice's fists were clenched. Abbie rose as Trent entered the bar, and someone knocked at the door.
“You can't be serious,” said Alice. “You can't be willing to let your sister die to prove a point.”
“Mum?” It was Trent.
“Go and answer the door, sweetie,” said Angel.
“Move out of my way,” said Alice.
“I can't.”
“Mum, what's going—”
“I said, answer the door, Trent. Do not make me ask you a third time.”
Abbie could not see the boy's face but could imagine the fear in his eyes. She heard his feet twist and rush back into the kitchen and towards the front door.
“Angel,” said Abe. “You have to move.”
Angel offered her brother a look of appalled derision. “Have you slept with our enemy yet? I do wonder how we'll rehabilitate you.”
“By your standards, we never will. Now, get out of the way.”
The front door opened. Angel sighed and removed a heavy silver handgun from her handbag. It was too big for her hand, but she bore the weight well. With a shake, she shooed her mum and brother from the door.
“You're going to want to do what I say. Which for now, is stand back and be pleasant to my date.”
Trent led the way into the bar from the kitchen. Angel stepped forward, allowing him onto the balcony. He was staring at his mother, his body trembling.
“Mum, what did you do?”
Angel's look did her talking. How dare you question me, boy. Don't be so pathetic.
Someone else entered the bar.
“Hey, honey,” said Angel. “Come on through; I'm glad you could make it.”
“Angel,” Alice whispered. “What’s going on?”
“Comeuppance,” said Angel. “Come on, beautiful.”
They watched as Angel's date stepped into the light, then onto the balcony. Abe gasped. Abbie felt horror touch her heart, but fought not to show anything. She stepped back, centring herself on the edge of the balcony.
“Walter?” said Alice, staring at Angel's supposed date. At his empty eyes and pasty skin. This wasn't the Walter that Abbie had met the previous day. This was his zombie.
“Mother, you know how I respect you,” said Angel. “You wanted me and Walter to make up, so that's what we did. Friends of mine went to collect him earlier tonight. He's not exactly beaming now, but I think his presence shows how excited he was to learn I wanted him as my plus one to this little event. Isn't that right, babe?”
Leaning in, Angel kissed Walter's cheek. The mobster didn’t respond nor look her way. His eyes were fixed on the horizon as though he had watched the sun fall and was wondering where it had gone.
“The strong silent type,” said Angel. “My kind of man.”
“Angel, what’s going on here?” said Alice. “Walter?”
“You said we could bring plus-ones, didn't you?” said Angel. “Well, I have.”
“What's wrong with him?” said Abe.
Abbie asked, “Who are your friends?”
Angel pointed at Abbie. “You always ask the most pertinent questions. Luckily, we have all night to discuss. But first, let's get the party started. Who wants a drink?”
“Angel, stop.” Alice reached for her daughter but pulled her hand back when Angel swung around with the gun.
“Smart move, mummy.”
“You might hate me,” said Alice. “You don't hate your sister. Yesterday, you wanted me to kill Abbie for hurting Ariana, so please let me send someone to save her.”
Angel stared at her mum for a second, then scratched her head. It was a farce, a show, and a poorly acted one. Angel was smiling.
“Didn't we already discuss this? Ariana’s dead. Your failure to act killed her, so don't push your guilt onto me. It's pathetic.”
Walter collapsed to his knees. Tears rolled down his cheeks, but seemed to disappear before they hit his jaw. Not one water droplet hit the floor.
“That reminds me,” said Angel, pointing at Walter. “Esteban, bring in the gift.”
“I'm going to save my daughter,” said Alice. She stepped past Angel, who made no physical move to stop her mother but created a verbal barrier across the door to the bar.
“The second you leave this balcony, I’ll shoot Abbie. Keep walking; I'll execute my date. You still don't stop, well...” Angel turned. Pointed the gun at Abe's head. “I might have to take drastic action.”
“You bitch,” said Abe. “Mum, don't worry about us.”
“Speak for yourself,” said Abbie. Angel chuckled. No one else responded. 
Alice had frozen in indecision. Was Angel bluffing about Abe? Were Abbie and Walter's lives a fair price for the chance to save Ariana?
Before she drew any conclusions, Esteban stepped onto the balcony carrying a bundle wrapped in a sheet.
Angel clapped, delighted. “Ah, here we are.”
She directed Esteban to place the bundle in front of Walter. Abbie saw the sheet and felt a sickening tremor rush through her. She had to fight not to take another step back, which would have sent her tumbling after Ariana.
“You claim I hate you, mum,” said Angel, “but it’s not true. I got you a present to celebrate this significant milestone you've reached and to let you know I still love you. Granted, I've not wrapped it, and that's poor form. To be honest, I've not seen it. Esteban collected it when he picked up Walter.”
“And Esteban is one of your friends,” said Abbie. “So where are the rest?”
“Shush,” said Angel. “You're ruining the moment.”
Abbie was not cowed by Angel but did fall quiet. Esteban, having dropped the present, receded into the bar.
“Darling,” said Angel, crouching beside Walter. “Why don't you unwrap this present for my mum. Show her what we’ve got.”
At first, Walter didn't respond. His eyes were fixed on the horizon. It was clear he was not all there.
Reaching out a hand, Angel took Walter's wrist and lifted his arm, pulling his fingers towards the sheet.
At last, Walter showed a sign of life, recoiling, pulling his hand away from Angel.
“Please,” he whispered. “Please don't...”
Angel sighed and tilted her head, looking at her faux date. Turning to her mum, she tutted.
“Men, you know, what are they like? Do you want to open the present, mummy?”
“Angel, what have you done?”
Rolling her eyes, Angel said, “Forgive me, but you don't sound as excited as I had hoped. This is your sixtieth. I'm your eldest daughter. Can't you get into the spirit?”
Abbie wondered if Angel was even more deranged than she had initially seemed. She appeared genuinely disappointed that Alice was not more excited. 
Alice showed nothing but horror. Angel huffed.
“Fine, mother, I’ll do it. Though if you'll be so dour, maybe you don’t deserve a pressie.”
Grinning, Angel whipped back the sheet, and Abbie closed her eyes. But too late. In the split second they were open, and the sheet was gone; Alice's 'present' was burned into Abbie's retina and memory for eternity.
With her eyes closed, Abbie heard knees buckle and knew Abe had gone down. The sobbing came from Trent, though he tried to stifle it with a hand. Walter was a zombie. Somehow, Alice managed not to react.
Abbie tilted her head up, then opened her eyes. Alice was staring at Jacob, but Abbie caught Angel's gaze.
“I'm going to kill you.”
“Doubt it,” said Angel. 
Trent was still crying, but his mother didn't even look back. Alice had moved her gaze to Walter.
“Why did you come here?” she asked. “Why didn't you kill my daughter? Why aren't you trying to kill her right now?”
“Angel's friends,” Abbie guessed. “They're at Walter's place, their guns aimed at Brandon.”
Walter sobbed. The second time he'd shown he was not all zombie. Abbie couldn't imagine what was going on in his head and heart, the way his insides had to be tearing up. How he must have wanted to turn and wring Angel's neck but couldn't. Brandon was alive. Walter knew, deep down, Angel would soon order the murders of Walter and Brandon, but he had to hold out hope. It was all he had left.
“So, who are these friends of yours?” said Alice. She spoke with venom, but Angel pretended not to notice.
“Why don't you ask your new friend?” Angel said, gesturing to Abbie. “She's so clever. Seems to know everything.”
Abbie didn't wait for Alice to look her way.
“You said Pedro had found a new supplier. I'm guessing we've now met her.”
Angel applauded, cackled. “You are good.”
“And I've got more. Because I don't believe you'd come here only to gloat. To show off Walter's body. There's a purpose to this.” Abbie looked from Angel to Alice. “I wonder, your daughter ran the family firm for nine years while you were in prison. Did you ever tell her where all the guns were stored?”
Alice didn't have to answer. The twist of Angel's face displayed her displeasure at her mother’s secrets.
“I did not,” said Alice and turned to her daughter. “That's why you're here?”
“I shouldn't have to be. You should have trusted me.”
“The present evidence would beg to differ,” said Abbie, then moved on. “Pedro and his team burst into Walter's house and murdered Jacob. They kept Brandon alive to keep Walter compliant, but what about the girlfriend?”
Alice gasped. She had forgotten. Angel gave her mother a curious look, then raised an eyebrow.
“What girlfriend?”
“Walter had fallen in love,” said Abbie. “His girlfriend was with him tonight. What did Pedro's people do with her?”
Angel looked at her mother's expression and found herself puzzled. Crouching beside Walter, she said, “Is this true, babe? Were you already seeing someone when you asked me to be your date? That would be most upsetting.”
“Angel, just tell us what you did.”
Rising, Angel stared at Abe following this outburst. 
“My, my, Abraham. You didn't care this much about the boy. But whatever. Esteban,” she called to the man in the bar. “Did Walter have a girlfriend with him? He doesn't seem the sort.”
“He did,” confirmed Esteban. “Younger than him. Maybe thirty.”
“Thirty today, in fact,” confirmed Abbie.
This brought it home to Angel. The knowledge that the girlfriend was her sister, Alex, knocked her. The cruel woman might not care about Ariana's demise. Still, it was clear she’d hate to learn that Alex had been slaughtered during the assault Angel had ordered on Walter's place.
“Is she alive?” she asked Esteban.
There was a drawn-out, horrible silence.
Then Esteban said, “Yes.”
“Oh, thank God,” said Alice, clutching her heart, tears running down her cheeks. Abe was taking long, relieved breaths.
Growing more incensed by the second, Angel looked from one to the other.
“Thank God?” she questioned. Then pointed at Abe. “You with this Abbie bitch, Alexandria with Walter. Oh, mum, how you've corrupted our family. How you've torn us apart. This cannot go on.”
Angel's eyes flicked to Abbie, and Abbie saw what was coming next.
“It's time to heal,” said Angel. “Pedro wants to buy our entire stock of guns. Once I’ve made the sale, mum, you can retire, just like you wanted. You'll leave, jet off, and live out the remainder of your days in one of your holiday homes. I wish it didn't have to be that way—I know you'll miss your children—but if you stay, I might kill you, and I could never forgive myself for that. No, it's better for everyone if you go.”
Abbie could see Angel's knuckles whitening as her fingers grew tighter on the gun. Unlike Ariana, however, Abbie was convinced Angel had previously committed first-hand murder. There would be no emotional struggle before pulling the trigger.
“Walter,” said Angel. “You want to save your son, so here's the deal. Tell Alexandria she shouldn't have betrayed her family and put a bullet in your head in front of her, and I'll let Brandon live. How does that sound?”
“You can't be serious,” said Abe when Walter remained in zombie mode.
“I'll take your silence as a yes, Walter, and you,” she lifted her gun and pointed it at Abe. “With you, there's no need to wait. The woman that's corrupted your mind and turned you against your family can die now.”
Angel span with the gun. Gasping in horror and fear, Abbie mimicked Forest and took a step back. And with the same result.
She screamed as the ground disappeared from beneath her, and with her eyes fixed on Angel's victorious smile, she dropped towards the ocean.





Thirty-Six
A bbie fell.
The sea was only thirty feet below. Abbie had only a couple of seconds to get this right.
Back on the balcony, when Angel had met Abbie's eye, Abbie had formed her plan. She could see rage in Alice's eldest daughter. She knew Angel believed Alex and Abe had betrayed her. Could see that only one outcome would suffice as punishment for a twisted individual such as this.
Angel had pointed the gun at Abe but was always going to shoot Abbie. Getting shot was never fun. When the force of the bullet would throw you from a cliff into an ocean that wanted to smash you against the rocks, it became even less appealing. There had to be another way.
Abbie could have turned, jumped from the cliff, and almost guaranteed her safety from the initial fall, but Angel would know she was probably alive. Pedro wasn't far away. A team could be sent to retrieve her.
The alternative was far riskier. Pretending to be caught unawares by the shot and collapsing down the cliff face would deter Angel from sending a search party.
Why? Because it was dangerous. Toppling this close to the rocks meant almost certain death for anyone caught unawares by the fall.
Abbie had not been caught unawares. Her chances still weren't fantastic.
Abbie fell. She was on her back. Instantly, she pulled her legs in, kicked them out, and angled her head down.
Her feet hit the cliff. 
Then her head hit the water.
She'd managed to angle her body so she didn't smack the water as a plank, which would have been hideously painful. But neither had she nailed the pencil dive.
Spasms of pain shot through her neck, and her cheeks burned as though someone had landed an almighty slap across both sides of her face. 
Down she sunk, but the tide was already dragging her towards the rocks. She kicked out, hoping to swim. Her foot must have slipped into a gap between the rocks because something smashed her ankle, and pain raced up her leg.
The tide came again. Abbie kicked with her other foot, but the water was like a hand. It grabbed her body and spun her, hurled her towards the cliff. Turning, Abbie lifted her hands. Her palms hit the rocks. She released a silent scream as her right hand came into contact with something jagged, unrelenting.
Her chest came to the cliff. One ankle still throbbing, Abbie raised her legs and kicked away. She needed all the strength she could muster to keep beneath the water but swim along the rocks. With the pain in her face, lower leg, and hand, it was tough to keep going. She looked on the bright side. With a bullet in her intestines, she would have stood no chance.
She thought about Forest and Ariana, but pushed them from her mind. Even at full strength, she wouldn't have dived to the ocean floor to see if she could find them. Several minutes had passed since they had fallen. Forest would never have survived. If Ariana had not escaped the water's clutches by now, she would have drowned. Alice would want her daughter retrieved, even if there was only a lifeless corpse to return. Abbie wouldn't risk her life for the dead.
On she went. Keeping close to the rocks but fighting the tide. It was draining. The exertion was made more difficult by the lack of air in her lungs and her injuries.
Abbie's chest was pounding, her head beginning to swim. Some subconscious force was begging her to take a breath, though there was no oxygen to inhale. 
The water pulled Abbie into the rocks again. This time, her shoulder took the brunt of the blow and the pain.
It was agony, but it woke Abbie up. She'd been drifting, but forced herself to focus. To carry on.
Her lungs were going to explode. No way would she allow herself to drown.
Using what felt like the last of her strength, she angled up. The tide bashed her leg into the rocks, and she screamed. Water flooded her throat; panic sensed its opportunity to set in, to take dominion of her body.
This would have been a pyrrhic victory for panic, seeing as Abbie would have died shortly after. Luckily, she fought it. Choking on water, dying of suffocation, Abbie forced herself towards the surface, kicking, kicking, kicking. She was never going to make it.
The world began to fade. The pain started to dim... it was all over.
She broke the surface. Opening her mouth, she stole a massive dose of air and immediately collapsed back beneath the water.
The tide attempted to drag her down. It wanted her to see the ocean floor. But the oxygen boost had revived Abbie's mental faculties and added to her strength. This time, she wasn't close to giving up.
Ignoring the pain and exhaustion, she kicked and kicked and broke free of the water.
The tide still wanted her. She turned as it dragged and shoved her against the cliffs.
Above the water's surface, this was easier to handle. Abbie's knees bashed the rocks, and more pain shot through her legs, but Abbie ignored it. Still weak, she clung to the cliff, holding herself up. Taking in deep breath after deep breath, Abbie waited for her head to clear.
Looking up, Abbie could make out the balcony and the point from which she'd fallen. Angel would undoubtedly have looked over to see if Abbie broke the surface after hitting the water. Before Abbie had done so, Angel had been satisfied and had disappeared.
Knowing Angel might take another look, Abbie lowered herself, so only her head appeared above the water. It was a dark night. There was every chance Angel would fail to see Abbie from this distance, with so little of her on display, even if she tried to look. And the further from the balcony Abbie moved, the harder she would become to spot.
The temptation was to get going straight away, but Abbie fought it. For over a minute, she remained where she was, clinging to the rocks and taking slow, deliberate breaths. Only once she was sure she had the strength to keep the tide from taking her under did she get going.
The journey onwards was nowhere near as troublesome as had been the journey so far. Keeping close to the rocks, Abbie half swam, half dragged herself around the edge of the cliff until she reached the turn. Once around the corner, she could see the beach. Reaching it would not make her safe, but would at least mean she had thwarted one enemy—the tide.
After twenty more seconds of her half-swim, half-drag, Abbie found the tips of her toes could touch the sand beneath the sea. Ten seconds after that, it no longer made sense to swim. Abbie placed her feet on the ground, kept hold of the rock, and pulled herself on.
A minute later, only her ankles were covered by the water. Finally, she removed her hand from the cliff and staggered on until she was past the tide's reach and dropped to the beach.
As had the water before, exhaustion tried to drag her down. Her eyes fluttered; a black screen tried to fold in from the edges of her vision.
There was plenty of pain. Abbie tried to focus on that—knowing it had more chance than anything of keeping her awake—and forced herself to sit up, though she wanted nothing more than to roll over and sleep in the sand. She forced herself to stand even as her consciousness continued to slip away.
Once standing, she stumbled into the cliff. With her back to it, she stared along the beach.
No parties tonight. No doubt, a few young couples would sneak down here for hours of privacy away from their parents’ homes. But if there were any nearby, they were concealed by darkness. Fine by Abbie. In any case, they would have no interest in her.
Her clothes were sodden and felt like weights on her back. Lifting her hands, Abbie inspected her palms. The left was fine; the right sliced from her altercation with the jagged rock. The cut wasn't deep, but it was bleeding, and its edges were smudged with dirt. Moving from the rock, Abbie stumbled to the water's edge. She swiped her hand through the saltwater and grimaced at the pain. Forcing herself to keep her hand submerged, she cleared away as much dirt as possible.
There was every chance the wound would become infected. Now was not the time to concern herself with such trivial matters.
Once the wound was as clean as the saltwater could get it, and with tears of pain in her eyes, Abbie dragged herself back up the beach. As she reached the cliff segment against which she had previously stood, she grabbed the hem of her tee and dragged it over her head.
Her torso disagreed with her decision to force it into so much movement as she stretched her spine and hauled her arms above her head. It was as tricky ignoring the pain pulses as it was to tug her tee's tight neck over her head.
At last, it came free. If not for the cliff, Abbie would have crashed to the sand. Instead, she pressed her back against the cool stone and found it acted as an ice pack.
She used the tee as a makeshift bandage, wrapping it around her right hand and tying a knot that was uncomfortable but would hopefully keep enough pressure on the wound to prevent her bleeding to death. For the time being, she would have to be a lefty.
Hand handled, Abbie went to her jeans, unbuttoned them, and shoved them down. More pain as she kicked them off, but they had to go. Her body was covered in fast emerging bruises that darkened by the minute. Her right ankle, both knees, and left shoulder were significantly affected. Still, the bashes and bumps were the least of her worries. It had been a cold February day, and the water was freezing. Shock and adrenaline had protected her mind from noticing the chill so far, but she was beginning to shiver. It was mentally manageable, but Abbie knew it didn't matter how cold she felt. Hyperthermia was a genuine possibility if she did not get dry and warm, and soon.
Moving away from the cliff, Abbie left her jeans in the sand. They were drenched; she couldn't dry them. In her fight against the cold, they would do more harm than good. At least the T-shirt served a purpose.
Keeping the cliff to her left, Abbie moved to the rock wall, which marked the divide between beach and road.
From here, she made for the nearest set of stone steps and started up.
In a perfect world—given Abbie was both undressed and unarmed while Angel had a gun and at least one henchman—Abbie would take some time at this juncture to form a suitable plan of attack.
The world was beautiful. It probably would be perfect if not for the infestation it had suffered, otherwise known as humanity. Time and again, people reminded Abbie how far from perfect they were. Forcing her to dive off a balcony into the ocean was only the latest example.
The cold which had claimed her body and threatened to damage her beyond repair precluded any time for reflection or planning. Abbie could only plough on and hope things went her way.
Reaching the top of the stone steps, Abbie looked towards Alice's house. The night was dark, the moon nothing more than a wisp in the sky, but lamps on the front of Alice's home lit a section of driveway. Abbie could see a couple of cars and someone pacing. Gender undetermined. 
The person almost certainly worked for Pedro. He would not be expecting company. Angel had always planned to kill Abbie, and she wasn't the kind of woman who anticipated failure and planned accordingly. 
Hoping the person in the driveway was A) a straight man or gay woman. B) into women who looked like Abbie. And C) had not been warned by Angel that a wet woman in little to no clothing might come along the driveway seeking entry to the house; Abbie came along the driveway seeking entry to the house. She was wearing nothing but her underwear unless you counted her T-shirt bandage. She wrapped her arms around herself and aimed for a look that could be described as 'sexy but pathetic'. The type of people who associated with criminals like Pedro tended to go for that.
The pacer was male. Abbie noticed this seconds before he saw her coming. Even in the dark, Abbie could see his eyes move up and down her body in a way that did not indicate anything as simple or innocent as curiosity. That was a good sign.
As she approached, he stepped towards her. The light from the beams on the front of the house fell over his shoulders and revealed a Mediterranean complexion. 
They neared each other. Pedro's man wore a thick, comfortable-looking jacket and a woollen round neck jumper. Both of these would be perfect for Abbie, even if his trousers would almost certainly be a poor fit.
“Stop,” he called when a few feet separated them.
“Oh, thank God,” she said, throwing open her arms and rushing towards him. This would have been the ideal time for a professional to draw his gun and aim it at her head while demanding she halted.
He did try this. Unfortunately, as Abbie's arms spread, his eyes first went to her chest. It was only a second, then he went for his gun, but Abbie was with him by that point. 
“Thank you,” she said as she took his shoulders and kneed him in the groin. 
“So much,” she continued as she stepped back and smashed her knee into his stomach.
The rocks had attacked her knees; both were bruised. His groin and stomach were soft. Each hit still sent waves of pain up and down her leg.
There was no time to recover. Abbie's victim was falling, and Abbie lowered simultaneously. When he hit the concrete, Abbie punched him in the face and snatched his gun.
Although there was almost no chance he had the strength to strike, she still stood and took two steps back, pointing the gun at his head.
“Nice weapon,” she said. “Silenced, too. That's handy. Obviously, it'll still make a sound, but outside, with the wind coming across the sea, no chance anyone's going to hear me put a bullet in your face.”
The man had folded in two, his hands on his groin. Though he was groaning, Abbie was sure he was also listening.
“Are Angel and Esteban still inside?”
Still groaning, he said nothing. Abbie kicked him in his back, and he released a low, pitiable howl.
“Are Angel and Esteban still inside?”
“No English. No English.”
Abbie rolled her eyes. Muppet. He'd already spoken English to her. Then again, what other lie could he try?
“That's a shame,” said Abbie. “You won't understand what I'm saying, but your lack of English isn't good for you. Means I'll have to kill you and see what I can find inside.”
She stepped forward.
“No, no, no. I speak a bit; I speak a bit.”
“A bit,” Abbie smirked. “Enough to understand everything I just said and what it meant for you. Enough, I think, to answer my question. Are Angel and Esteban still inside?”
“Esteban, yes,” said the guy. “Angel, she went.”
“Where?”
“Don't know. Angel didn't say. She never speak before she went.”
“She was on her own?”
The guy hesitated. Abbie stepped forward, used her foot to roll him onto his back, then pointed the gun in his face.
“Was Angel alone?”
The guy shook his head. “No. A boy. Teenager.”
Trent. Shit. Abbie tried not to let her frustration show.
“Is there anyone else inside, except for Esteban and Angel's family? Any of your people?”
“No. No more. No more.”
“Good,” said Abbie, looking up at the house. “Good, that's all sorted. Means, from you, I only need one more thing.”
“Please don't kill, please.”
“Not that,” said Abbie, stepping forward. “The only thing I need is your clothes.”





Thirty-Seven
A bbie donned her victim’s jumper and jacket but left him his jeans. There were very few things she considered likely to derail her attempts to take out Esteban. Her trousers falling around her ankles was definitely one.
Leaving the English-speaking liar unconscious, Abbie took her bare legs and now snug torso to Alice’s front door. Crouching on the step, she had the lock sorted in thirty seconds.
Soundlessly, she opened the door and slipped into the hall. To her right were the entrance to the office and the stairs, but Abbie disregarded these at once. Angel might have led her family from the balcony to the living room before leaving. Still, Abbie found this to be an unlikely scenario.
For Angel, tonight was not only about getting revenge on Walter and taking control of the family business. It was also about power plays and punishing the people who, in her warped view, had let her down. These punishments came in all shapes and sizes. One that was simple but would bring Angel joy would be to leave her family stranded on the balcony, in the cold, where Ariana and Abbie had recently died. Allegedly.
Not wanting to take any chances, Abbie listened at the living room door. Nothing. But she could hear movement coming from the barroom.
Stepping away from the living room, Abbie moved down the hall to the sound of a scraping stool. If her suspicions were correct about Alice, Abe, and Walter being trapped on the balcony, only one person remained inside to be rearranging the furniture.
Abbie moved into the kitchen from the hall, keeping close to the wall that separated her from the bar. Pressing her shoulder to the wall, she moved to the edge of the door.
The stool had stopped moving. Esteban was settled. Abbie had not heard enough, from close enough, to pinpoint his position.
That shouldn’t matter. Esteban would be watching his prisoners; he would not be expecting trouble.
When it counted, people often weren’t.
Abbie silently removed her T-shirt bandage, ignoring the pain as she pulled the fabric from the wound. Moving from the wall, she took several steps away from the barroom and raised her gun in a two-handed grip. With one side step, then another, she put herself in line with the door and the bar beyond.
Esteban was on a stool halfway along the bar, a smile playing on his lips. Clearly, prison guard was a job that appealed.
Sensing she had the time, Abbie took a steadying breath and aimed for Esteban’s head.
Whether it was the breath or whether his peripheral suddenly flagged a warning, Abbie didn’t know, but all of a sudden, Esteban turned her way.
“Hi,” she said. And pulled the trigger three times.
One of the shots missed. It was impossible to tell which. The other two buried themselves in Esteban’s head, throwing him from the stool, killing him before he hit the ground.
Nodding, commending herself on a job well done, Abbie lowered the gun and stepped into the bar. Turning to face the balcony, she gave the three on the other side of the glass a quick wave.
“Hey guys,” she said. “Guess who’s back?”
    
Leaving Esteban on the floor, his blood seeping into the carpet, Abbie turned and rushed upstairs. 
Abe and Alice followed. By the time they reached the guest bedroom, Abbie had ditched her jumper, jacket, and underwear and was jumping in the shower.
“What are you doing?” said Abe from outside the door.
“Is that a joke?”
“I don't mean, literally what are you doing. I mean—”
“I know what you mean.”
“Pedro's men have Brandon and Alex,” said Alice. “Angel and Trent are gone. They'll be at Walter's by now.”
“Doubt it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Is that where Angel told you she was going?”
“What? I can't hear you. Do you have to shower now?”
“Yes,” Abbie called, raising her voice, then repeating her previous question.
“She didn't tell us anything.”
“Thought not,” said Abbie.
“Well, what...” Alice stopped. Abbie heard her huff. “Enough. You shower if you want. I'm going to save my daughter.”
“If you like,” said Abbie. “But I'd rather you waited. Don't want to trip over your dead bodies when I come to stop Pedro. Could be the death of me.”
For a handful of seconds, there was silence. Abbie could almost feel the duo’s frustration rising.
“Fine, so you'd rather we wait around for you to have a relaxing shower while someone could be murdering my precious daughter and an innocent child?”
Rolling her eyes, Abbie turned off the water and stepped out.
“Firstly,” she said, wrapping herself in a towel, “I don't know if you've ever tried to shower with a mother and son tag team shouting at you from the next room, but it isn’t that relaxing. Secondly, yes, that's exactly what I want.”
Abbie stepped into the bedroom to find Alice and Abe glaring at her. She smiled.
“Don't know if you remember, but I recently fell into the ocean. I was underwater a decent length of time. That shower wasn't about relaxation. I was raising my body temperature to ensure I don't fall ill, plus cleaning this wound,” she showed them her hand. “But all's now well. I need to dry and get dressed, then I'll be ready to kick ass, save your daughter, etc. If someone could just find me a bandage...”
“But you don't think Angel is at Walter’s?” said Alice.
“No,” said Abbie. “Weren't you listening? Angel wants Walter to kill himself in front of Alex, but Walter is still here. Why didn't she take him? And why is no one getting me a bandage?”
“Abraham, get Abbie a bandage.”
“I guess you told Angel where your guns were hidden,” said Abbie.
Alice looked embarrassed. Got over it fast. “Yes. But it's not like she can pick them up. That's Pedro's job.”
“Right, but she doesn't trust you. First, she'll confirm the weapons are where you say they are. When it's revealed you weren't lying, Angel will return here to collect Walter and drive him home for her grand finale. Walter will kill himself, thus chastising Alex, or so Angel thinks, while Pedro will exchange bags of cash for the guns' locations, or so Angel thinks. Of course, she's wrong.”
“Because we're going to stop her?” asked Abe.
“I thought you were getting my bandage? And no, because Alex won't be chastised, she'll be furious, then dead. Pedro will kill her and Brandon, then Angel. Or that's his plan, anyway. Shall we go?”
“What?” said Alice. “Wait, no. Why would Pedro kill Angel?”
“Why wouldn't he?” said Abbie. “Didn’t you notice that your daughter’s an unbalanced sociopath? She thinks her ruthlessness will endear her to Pedro, but she's wrong. Pedro is a killer and crook, but first and foremost, he’s a businessman, and businesspeople, whether they deal in the illicit or, um, licit, still rely on some fairly fundamental practices. For example, a reliable supply chain. He trusted you and Morris. He doesn't trust Angel.”
“But you can't know he wants to kill her.”
“I can't know. But ask yourself: why does Pedro wish to buy your entire stock of guns? Has he ever previously taken such a large order?”
Alice opened her mouth, but realisation rendered her mute as Abbie’s point hit home.
“Exactly, now go find me a bandage. I need to get dressed.”
They met in the kitchen, where Alice cleaned and disinfected Abbie's wound. While bandaging it, she explained how long it would take Angel to confirm Alice's information and return to the house by the sea.
“Long enough,” said Abbie as Alice finished. Rising, she went to the balcony.
Walter hadn't moved. Slumped on his behind, his legs folded around him, he was resting his chin on his chest. In front of him lay his son's dead body, concealed by a sheet up to his neck.
Passing the grieving father, Abbie turned and crouched opposite him. At once, her eyes were drawn to the teenager's face, and a stab of sadness pained her heart.
“I'm so sorry,” she said to Walter while looking at Jacob. “I promised I'd keep your boys alive, and I failed. This will offer you no solace, but for what happened to Jacob, I will never forgive myself.”
Walter didn't move, speak, or react in any way. Not until Abbie reached for the sheet over Jacob. Walter's hand twitched, then came towards hers.
Abbie stopped, her hand hovering over the boy like Walter’s. It was as though they were casting a spell, trying to return Jacob to life.
“I'm going to cover Jacob,” said Abbie. “Then we need to go.”
“No.”
“Yes, Walter. I know it's hard, but Brandon is still at your house. Pedro and his guys have him at gunpoint, and we need to save him.”
“I'll kill myself,” said Walter. “Then they'll let him go.”
“I'm sorry, but you know that isn't true. Why would Pedro let him go? He's a witness to Jacob's murder, and they've already proven they have no compunction in killing minors. I want to rescue Alex and Brandon. It won't be easy, and there's a chance we'll fail, but I truly believe it's your boy's best chance of survival.”
Tears rolled down Walter's cheeks. His hand came out, and he stroked Jacob's hair. Abbie pulled her hand back. Let him have this moment.
“We need to go, with or without him,” said Alice. “We have no time to waste.”
Abbie held up a hand, letting Alice know she understood, but needed another minute.
“It's true; time’s running out,” Abbie told Walter. “I could’ve left already. I'm here because it's your house we need to break into, and your help could be invaluable. No matter what, I'll seek to save your son, but our chances will improve with you by our side.”
Walter continued to stroke Jacob's cheek. Continued to cry. His eyes never lifted from his boy. Abbie gave it a slow three count, then rose.
“I'm sorry,” she said. “I'll do everything I can to save Brandon.”
She swept around Walter and shooed Alice and Abe through the barroom door. She was about to follow when Walter called out.
“Wait.”
Abbie turned. Now sobbing, the father leaned forward, kissing his son's forehead. Abbie experienced pulses of mixed misery and fury at the sight. Angel and Pedro would pay for this. No matter what.
Pulling up from his boy, Walter closed Jacob's eyes and pulled the sheet over his face. 
Rising, he turned to Abbie.
“Okay,” he said. “Let's save Brandon.”





Thirty-Eight
T hey took Esteban's car, finding the keys in the pocket of the man Abbie had undressed and left unconscious in the driveway. First, they shoved Esteban’s unnamed friend in the boot of Forest's car, then they went.
Minutes later, they stopped at the end of Walter's street. The hedges around his property meant it was unlikely Pedro or his team would see them approaching. Still, Abbie and co. wanted to ensure no one heard a car, lest they decided to investigate.
Once they'd stopped, headlights dimmed, Abbie turned and handed Esteban's gun to Alice and the gun that had killed Esteban to Walter. They’d already made their plan. At once, Alice opened her door and stepped out. They watched her proceed down the street, keeping close to the hedges, in the shadows, while trying to walk naturally. When she reached the hedge border of Walter's property, she made her way left around the edge, disappearing into the darkness.
“Twenty seconds,” said Abbie, and turned to Walter. “You sure you're up for this?”
Walter checked the gun's magazine before smacking it back into place. He met Abbie's eye.
“Like you wouldn't believe.”
“Alright, move out.”
Walter opened the door and stepped onto the pavement. A second later, he was tracing the same path as had Alice, not diverging until he reached the hedge border of his property. Instead of left, he turned right, passing the metal side gate and disappearing towards the front of the house.
“Twenty seconds,” said Abbie, turning to Abe. “Same question: you sure you're up to this?”
“I loved Aurora with all my heart,” said Abe. “She was my little sister, and me her protective big brother. Alex never felt like a sister. More a mate. A best mate at times. I'll do anything to keep her alive.”
Abbie met his eye. When she saw no sign of hesitation, she nodded.
“Come on.”
“Not sure how comfortable I feel about being unarmed, though.”
Abbie smiled. As part of her retirement, Alice had ensured no guns remained in her house. The two they'd taken from their enemies had gone with Walter and Alice. For the time being, Abbie and Abe had nothing but their bare hands.
“Don't worry,” she said. “I'm going to sort that.”
“Fine,” said Abe. “Let's go.”
They made their way up the street, stopping at the metal gate. As before, Abbie grabbed the sides and lifted her legs over. Abe tried the same and almost fell on his face.
Once Abbie had saved Abe, they snuck along the path to the side door Abbie had previously picked and entered through. Ignoring this entry point, Abbie's eyes traced the wall, picking out the segment where the brick changed colour. A ground floor extension, added five years previously when Walter decided his office was too small for someone so important. Above the extended office, two upper floor windows looked upon a slanting roof. Walter had assured them that one of these windows was broken and could not be locked.
Somewhere nearby, Alice would have found her way to the back entrance. True to her word, she was making no sound. Around front, Walter would be preparing to approach the main door. Though not quite yet. The time wasn't right.
Gesturing to Abe, Abbie led them to the corner of the house. Abe crouched and knitted his hands together, awaiting Abbie's trainer. Abbie stepped on his palms, and he hoisted her to the slanting roof.
Pulling herself up, Abbie didn't look back to thank Abe or offer him a thumbs up. Instead, she proceeded to the bathroom window. The one Walter had indicated was broken.
The blind was up, the room was dark. Abbie saw no sign of one of Pedro's people relieving themself and would have to hope no one came to take a leak while she was crawling through the window.
Taking the metal handle, Abbie placed a hand on the splintered wooden frame. It was old and had needed replacing a long while. It was also stiff. Abbie had to press her shoulder to the wood to assist her hand in forcing the window open. When it swung in, she almost collapsed onto the toilet.
Window open, Abbie leaned in but remained on the roof, listening.
From somewhere below, she could hear voices, laughter. Pedro's team would be down there with their feet up, awaiting Angel's return. They'd be bored, hence the chatting and jokes. With any luck, they'd have lowered their guard.
Unable to hear anyone upstairs, Abbie put her legs through the window and, pressing against the frame, lowered herself into the bathroom. The door was closed. With utmost caution, Abbie eased it open and looked into the hall.
Dark. Quiet.
Abbie was at the opposite end of the house to Walter's bedroom. She would have to pass the bannister that looked onto the hallway below to reach her target. The hallway light was on. Abbie could still hear voices, but it didn't sound like anyone was in the hall. Everyone was in the living room or kitchen.
Keeping to the side of the hall opposite the bannister, Abbie made her way quickly, but quietly, from one end to the other.
Walter's bedroom door was closed, as it had been the previous day. Abbie heard a louder bout of laughter from downstairs, then the living room door opened.
Startled, afraid to be seen, Abbie opened Walter's door and slipped inside, closing the door behind her.
Downstairs, whoever had left the living room walked down the hall and into the kitchen. Probably didn't even glance upstairs.
The last time Abbie had entered this bedroom, Alex had screamed and tumbled off the bed when Walter had kicked her in shock.
No chance of that this time. Walter was outside.
Crying and naked, Alex was tied to the bed, unable to move.
In the en-suite, someone flushed the toilet.
For a second, time stopped. Then rage hit Abbie like a flaming hammer. Spinning from the bed, she strode to the toilet. When the scumbag on the other side opened the door, Abbie smashed a boot into his chest, sending him stumbling backwards. As he tried to steady himself, Abbie stepped forward, grabbed the doorframe, lifted both legs, and shot them into the oncoming enemy's face.
He crashed into the bath with a cry, taking the shower curtain with him. Taking no chances, Abbie rushed in, pulling the door closed behind her.
The guy was trying to rise. Abbie crushed his face between her boot and the tiled wall.
He collapsed into the tub, dazed, groaning. He looked pathetic. Abbie's mind offered her a flash of Alex: naked, crying, tied to the bed. New waves of rage raced through her.
She went for the cistern, removed the lid and looked inside, her eyes confirming Walter's claim from the previous day.
A shining steel blade.
In the bath, the scumbag tore the shower curtain from his head. Abbie placed the cistern on the floor.
The scumbag tried to drag himself upright. Abbie tore free the knife.
The guy was shirtless, his trousers unbuttoned. Unbidden, Abbie saw images of him on top of Alex, laughing as she cried and screamed and begged.
The scumbag came for Abbie.
Abbie stabbed his throat.
Withdrew the knife.
Kicked him back into the bath.
Jumped in after him.
Brought down her knife, again, and again, and again, and again, and again, and again.
He was dead long before she stopped. When she did, she became aware of a burning sensation in her hand. Squeezing the knife into her sliced palm had not been wise. Where she had agitated her bruises and bumps, many of her body parts ached and groaned. More than they had since she'd emerged from the sea, but less than her heart, which throbbed with loss, anger, frustration.
Covered in blood, Abbie hauled herself from the bath, staggered across the room, and let herself back into the main bedroom.
Someone was coming up the stairs.
The someone shouted in Spanish. Abbie didn't have to understand the words to know what they were saying or what they would do next.
Still sobbing, Alex remained on the bed, tied up, desperate and afraid. Abbie wished she could free Alice's daughter, but had to focus on the next threat. Forcing herself not to meet Alex's eye, Abbie removed her phone. Dialled Abe as she went to the carpet and reached beneath the bed.
“What's up?” he said.
“Change of plan. You need to get to Walter and tell him it's time to go. Now”
“You can't be serious. What about mum? How will she know?”
“Don't worry about your mother,” said Abbie.
From beneath the bed, she yanked the shotgun.
“I'm going to send her a signal.”





Thirty-Nine
A be was asking more questions. Abbie hung up and opened the drawer beneath Walter's socks and underwear, retrieving his handgun. Placing the shotgun on the bed, she loaded the pistol. Having reached the hallway, Mr. Curious called out again in Spanish. When his words weren't returned, he hesitated.
Pushing the pistol into her waistband, Abbie moved from the bed to stand in front of the wardrobe, facing the door. The shotgun was heavy. The weight of it in her hands gave her great comfort. It was nice not to have to worry about aiming.
In the hall, there was a creak as feet seemed to turn, then another shout. It was hard to tell in a foreign language, but the voice's pitch and tone suggested Mr. Curious was no longer calling for his dead friend in the bath but for someone downstairs. Perhaps backup. What had he heard of Abbie and the scumbag’s fight? Not enough to bring backup in the first instance, enough to make him reticent to enter the bedroom alone. 
Clearly, he was a believer in better safe than sorry. That was annoying.
Had Abe stopped babbling after Abbie hung up and rushed to find Walter? That would be ideal. Abbie could use the distraction.
Another Spanish shout. This one from the foot of the stairs. Mr. Curious responded; a couple of seconds later, someone made their way up.
Earlier, Pedro and his team had hit Walter hard and fast and had killed Jacob almost immediately. After that, Walter had lost interest. He hadn't counted assailants but guessed a dozen men, Pedro included, had attacked his home. If that was the case, there were nine left, two having departed with Walter and one dead in the bath.
The new climber reached the top of the stairs and joined Mr. Curious. There was a whispered conversation, then another call. Abbie's arms were beginning to ache. She didn't lower her gun or take her eyes from the door. If the men in the hallway tried to enter, Abbie needed to be ready.
There was another creak, then someone took a couple of steps towards Walter's bedroom.
At the same time, there was a knock at the front door.
Hidden near the back entrance, Alice wouldn't have heard. Walter wasn't due to knock for another seven minutes, according to the plan. Abe should be armed with the pistol in Abbie's waistband by then. As one, they would have attacked from three fronts, taking Pedro by surprise and securing Alex and Brandon before the criminal knew what was happening. 
Clearly, it wasn't going to work quite like that now. The plan needed to adapt. Luckily, Abbie was used to that. 
Downstairs, someone opened the front door. There was a pause, presumably as Pedro's man tried to process what he saw, then a yell.
The moment the door had opened, Abbie had started forward. When Pedro's man shouted, she burst from the bedroom.
The duo in the hall spun her way.
Downstairs, a shot preceded the door answerer's dying yell by a split second.
Abbie pulled the shotgun's trigger.
The buckshot tore one man in half and sliced the other's left side, spinning him. As he dropped, Abbie was pulling the handgun from her waistband. As he rolled onto his back, raising his hands, she shot him twice in the head.
At the bottom of the stairs, she saw Walter stepping into his home, firing two more shots, sending someone scurrying into the kitchen. A second later, another gun fired and the backdoor burst inwards. There was a cry as Alice poked her head into the kitchen and gunned someone down.
Walter had his shoulder pressed to the wall and was nearing the living room door. More shots were fired in the kitchen. Someone in the living room approached the hallway, preparing to pop out and shoot Walter.
They didn't notice Abbie coming down the stairs. Switching from pistol to shotgun, Abbie blew away both a chunk of wall and the sneaking man. Continuing down the stairs, Abbie tried to count kills: one at Alice's house (plus one unconscious, locked in a car boot), three upstairs, one in the downstairs hall, one in the living room and possibly one more in the kitchen. Eight from a possible twelve.
They heard three more shots in the kitchen. A short silence preceded the appearance of Alice into the hall. When Walter and Abbie looked her way, the determined mother held two fingers aloft, indicating how many men she'd killed. That brought their total to nine.
Now for the tricky bit.
“Hello,” someone called from the living room. “Hello, are you finished out there? You make such a lot of noise; it's giving me a headache.”
The voice was heavily accented, but the English was perfect.
“Can I assume,” the man continued, “as it is quiet, but my boys don't rejoin me, that my people lost? Are my enemies out there, surrounded by my dead soldiers? That would make me sad.”
Alice was edging up the hall towards the living room door. Abbie remained halfway down the stairs.
Pedro, because that was who it had to be, tutted. “The silent treatment? Why must you be so childish? Can't you tell me who you are? Don't I deserve to know who defeated me?”
Abbie tried to catch Walter's eye. She knew what was coming next and didn't want their cards revealed.
“Okay,” said Pedro. “If you must be like this, then maybe I must kill the boy. Brandon, was it?”
“No.”
Walter had cried out before Abbie could stop him. From within the living room, Pedro chuckled.
“Oh, Walter. It is you. This is disappointing; I thought we had an understanding. You let me down by failing to give me the guns, so I killed your boy. I thought that made us even. Now you come here, kill my guys, and I find us uneven again. I have your younger boy, so is the solution not obvious? Do I not put a bullet in his head, and we can call it quits once more? What do you think?”
“No,” repeated Walter. “Please, you don't have to do this.”
Abbie's mind was whirring. Knowing they could waste no time, a new plan was forming.
Yesterday, before breaking in for her first meeting with Walter, Abbie had surveilled the place. She could use what she'd learned to her advantage now.
Moving without a sound, she made her way to the bottom of the stairs. Gaining Alice's attention, she mouthed Alex, then formed a circle with her index finger and thumb and pointed upstairs. Signalling that Alice's daughter was okay was a slight misrepresentation of the facts. Her life wasn't in imminent danger. For now, that had to be enough.
“You must pay,” Pedro continued. “First, you must tell me who is out there with you.”
Abbie placed a hand on Walter's arm, a finger to her lips. He looked frightened. Shook his head. Abbie continued to tap her fingers to her mouth and hoped he would heed her for a minute or more. Turning from him, she looked to Abe in the doorway and the driveway beyond. It was a quiet, still night. The gunshots would not have been missed. How long before the police arrived?
“Walter,” Pedro said. “Why must you do this? Do you want to make it a game? Okay, here are my guesses. I think you came with Alice and the mystery woman I have heard so much about. Am I right? Are they alive?”
Pedro waited a three count, then sighed.
“Tell me now, or I'll put a bullet in the boy.”
“I'm alive.”
It was Alice who spoke, perhaps sensing Walter would give away more than was necessary. 
“Alice, how lovely to hear from you. Such a shame our business relationship had to end. I want you to know I didn't come seeking this. Your daughter got in touch. She wanted to continue working with me.”
Alice looked at Abbie, who held up her hand and moved her thumb and fingers together in the chatterbox sign. She mouthed, Keep him talking, then leaned into Walter and began to whisper.
“You should have turned her away,” said Alice.
“But I couldn't. I need the guns, and Angel was willing to do me a good price for the lot. Where is she, by the way? I hope you didn't kill her. That wouldn't be very motherly.”
“I didn't kill her,” said Alice. “She killed Abbie; that's your mystery woman, then went off to verify some information I gave her.”
“About the location of the guns?”
“That's right.”
“And what did you do?”
“I killed Esteban and knocked the other guy, whoever he was, unconscious.”
“You should have killed them both.”
As Abbie finished whispering to Walter, he shook his head and looked like he was about to speak. Abbie pressed her finger to his lips.
Almost inaudibly, she said, “We have to risk it to save Brandon. Go when you hear the bang.”
Alice was saying, “How long are we going to stand here, Pedro? It feels like a waste of everyone's time.”
“What alternative do you propose? You've come to kill me, have you not? But I have the boy, which makes this a stalemate. Where should we go from here?”
Abbie slipped out the front door, dragging Abe onto the driveway. To the right of the entrance was a large, grand window, covered by curtains. Abbie checked the shotgun, ensuring it would fire at the pull of a trigger, and pressed it into Abe's hands. As his eyes widened in horror at the feel of the gun, the weight of it, Abbie dragged him onto the lawn in front of those curtained windows.
“I don't care about you,” Alice was saying. “Go. Take the guns if you want. Whatever. All we want is Brandon and Alex.”
Abbie forced Abe onto his knees and angled the shotgun in his grasp into the perfect position.
“Don't move an inch,” she whispered.
Inside, Pedro said, “Have your daughter; she's upstairs. But how can I trust you’ll let me live if I release Brandon? I cannot. Walter is angry because I ordered his son shot. He will attempt to murder me. Grieving parents are so unreasonable. Unfortunately, I can see only one way this works. You go upstairs with Walter and join your daughter. I will leave with Brandon. If I see anyone I don’t like the look of, I murder the boy and start shooting. Otherwise, I’ll release him when we’re away from your nasty guns. What do you say?”
Still holding Abe's hands in place, Abbie pointed to the corner of the house. “As soon as I disappear from sight, you start counting. When you reach ten, pull the trigger, then immediately jump to the floor, so your stomach and head are flat to the grass. Don't hesitate or move the gun. Just shoot, then hit the deck.”
“That doesn't work,” said Alice. “How do we know you won't kill the boy the moment you're safe?”
Abbie rose and checked the angle of Abe's gun one more time. As long as he kept it still, the spray of his shot would shatter the windows and pepper the ceiling. Brandon was towards the other end of the living room; Walter's bedroom was on the other side of the house. No one for whom Abbie cared would be hurt.
As Pedro said, “See what I mean... stalemate,” Abbie disappeared around the corner.
Nervous people asked to count tend to let the numbers slip by too quickly. Even if they are expected to do something they dread at the count's end. With this in mind, Abbie sprinted along the house's sidewall, skipping the first window to which she came, stopping at the second.
Curtains prevented Abbie from looking inside. Regardless, when Pedro spoke, she knew he was only feet away.
“I think our negotiations are over,” he said. 
Then the living room’s front window exploded, and all hell broke loose.





Forty
W hen Abbie had entered Walter’s room and found Alex tied to the bed, a scumbag in the en-suite, everything had gone wrong, though the plan had seemed watertight.
After rushing around the corner of Walter’s house having asked a frightened man, who had never fired a gun, to let off a shotgun, and a grieving father to take actions that would not only put his own life but his son’s in danger, Abbie assumed this plan was destined to fail.
Which went to show that Abbie might suffer the occasional semi-prophetic dream, but she was no fortune teller.
Eight seconds after he started counting, Abe reached ten and pulled the trigger. As the window shattered, glass exploding into the living room, Walter charged, screamed, aimed, and fired.
Upon reaching the window on the house’s sidewall, Abbie had crouched down and pointed her gun up towards the lock. As the blast of the shotgun reverberated around the living room and Walter burst in roaring, Abbie fired.
The lock shattered. Abbie rose, pulled the window open, and threw back the curtain.
Walter had dropped behind the armchair. His bullets had found one of Pedro’s men, who now lay dead over the coffee table.
Wedged between two Mediterranean men, Brandon trembled and sobbed behind the two-person sofa on which Walter and Alex had professed their love for one another the previous day. A third Spaniard crouched behind the arm of the three-person sofa on which Alice and Abe had sat.
“That was a mistake,” roared Pedro. He was next to Brandon, the furthest from Abbie of the three behind the two-person sofa. His gun was pressed to the boy’s head.
Abbie climbed through the window and strode behind the trio, firing two shots as she went.
The bullets smashed into Pedro’s colleague, crushing him against the sofa.
Abbie dived, switching her gun to her left hand.
Pedro’s face contorted in shock, then rage as his colleague died. Then Abbie was on him.
Her gun smashed his cheek while her free hand grabbed his wrist and yanked him towards the ground.
They fell. Pedro fired. Brandon screamed, but the bullet cracked the wall.
The man behind the arm of the three-person sofa spun, gun outstretched, in time to see Pedro and Abbie land in a heap. They looked to be spooning, with Pedro shielding Abbie from harm.
Abbie clasped her gun and smashed Pedro’s head. Keeping behind the mobster, she fired twice into Pedro’s final employee.
Pedro squirmed as Abbie tried to keep his gun arm pressed to the carpet. An elbow smashed into her stomach, knocking the wind from her.
She didn’t let go. Rolling onto her back, Abbie yanked Pedro over her stomach and tossed him onto her other side.
His gun came loose, but Pedro rose before Abbie. Kicked her weapon from her hand and raised a foot to stomp her stomach.
Roaring again, Walter emerged from behind the armchair and charged across the room, gun outstretched. As Pedro’s eyes widened in shock, the grieving father pulled his trigger five times.
Nothing happened.
There was a moment of stunned silence as Walter stared at his empty gun. Then Pedro shook his head with disdain.
“Pathetic.”
Pedro laughed as he said it and was still laughing when Alice stepped into the room and shot him thrice in the torso and once in the head.
The Spaniard crumpled, blood spurting from his various wounds.
“Yep,” said Abbie, dragging herself up on the sofa. “That’ll do it.”
    
Walter ran to Brandon, pulling his younger and surviving son into his arms. Sobbing, they clung to each other on the carpet, surrounded by the dead, rocking slightly backwards and forwards.
Alice came to look at Pedro as though unwilling to believe he was dead until she saw it with her own eyes. Despite having seen how many bullets she’d put in his torso and head.
Confirmation secured, she looked towards the shattered living room window, then to the ceiling. Torn. Abbie understood the problem.
“Go to Alex,” she said. “I’ll make sure Abe’s alright.”
Alice met Abbie’s eye. “Thank you.”
Abbie nodded, then caught the birthday girl’s arm before she could leave.
“You need to know before you go.” Abbie paused, struggling to go on. “She’s tied to the bed, naked. There was a guy in there when I arrived. I don’t know what he did. I don’t know how many of them...”
Abbie broke off. There were tears in Alice’s eyes, but she came to Abbie and hugged her.
“Thank you,” Alice said again. Then she rushed upstairs to find her daughter.
Abbie stepped across the living room, over the legs of the dead man on the coffee table, and made her way outside.
After firing the shotgun, Abe had done as asked and jumped onto his front, burying his face in the grass. Since the shooting ended, he had rolled onto his back and now lay staring at the sky.
In the distance, Abbie could hear sirens.
“It’s over,” said Abbie. “And we have to move. Police’ll be here soon. Even my contacts couldn’t clear up this mess.”
“It’s not over, though, is it?” said Abe. “The worst is yet to come.”
Abbie didn’t know what to say. It was just true. Crossing the lawn, she offered a hand and helped Abe to his feet.
“I’m sorry for what I said in the bedroom earlier,” said Abe. “I had no right to act as though you owed me anything. I don’t blame you for saying what you said. You’re right; I’m the son of a client to you and nothing else. I should never have let it be more in my head.”
“Forget it,” said Abbie. “It was my bad anyway, and whatever, we can discuss it later. Right now, we’ve got to get going.”
She turned towards the house as the sirens forewarned the police’s proximity.
“Like you said. The worst is yet to come.”





Forty-One
A lice stood on the spot from which both Ariana and Abbie had earlier fallen, her back to the house her husband had built, her eyes on the black sky and dark, moving ocean.
Walter and Brandon had stayed to meet the police. Locally, Walter was known to the cops. Pedro was a big fish, wanted internationally. The story was simple: Pedro had arrived and murdered Jacob. Two of his people had left to dispose of the body; the rest had remained with Brandon. Walter had come home in a fury and killed them all.
It would be hard to believe, but if Walter stuck to his story, it would fly. The police would be glad Pedro was gone, and if a few cronies had died by his side, so what?
Jacob's body would be found in a couple of days. Walter wasn't happy about leaving his son in a shallow grave, but it was necessary to sell the story. The men who had taken Walter's son would never be found.
Angel's part in the murder would remain a secret. Abbie had feared the crook might need convincing to leave Alice's family, especially Angel, out of his tale. He had surprised her by agreeing straight away.
“I just want it over, even if that means prison. So long as my boy is safe, I don’t care.”
With Alice's key, Abbie let herself into the house and proceeded to the balcony. She approached but remained a metre from Alice. Not wanting to startle the birthday girl when she was so close to the drop that had probably killed her second youngest daughter.
“It's sorted,” said Abbie.
“Thank you,” said Alice. “That can't have been easy.”
Abbie shrugged. “It needed to be done. Besides, what's killing to me these days? I've racked up a body count you wouldn’t believe.”
“I'm sure you have,” said Alice, not looking around. “But how many were executions? How often do you kill a person who is not actively trying to murder you or someone you seek to protect?”
Abbie couldn't answer. The clothesless man’s death had been quick and painless. Given the story Walter was weaving, Abbie knew it was necessary to ensure none of the men with whom Pedro had crossed the ocean were seen again. Still, killing a defenceless, harmless man had made Abbie sick. Every murder she found difficult. This one would torment her for the rest of her life.
“That's what I thought,” said Alice. “So, thank you, and I'm sorry I asked you to do it.”
Trying to avoid the emotional road, Abbie said, “I'll call my contact later tonight. Esteban and his friend will never be found.”
“Excellent,” said Alice, with no feeling. “And in the morning, I can call the police?”
“Yes. I'm sorry you have to wait so long.”
Alice nodded but didn't respond. It shouldn't have mattered. Whether the coast guard was mobilised now or in the morning, they had no chance of finding Ariana alive. Still, it did not sit right with Alice, leaving her daughter on the ocean floor. She would picture Ana afraid and alone, though, in truth, her daughter felt nothing at all.
In the morning, Alice would phone the police. She would explain they had partied the previous night to celebrate her sixtieth birthday. There had been plenty of booze. Come the morning, Alice learned her daughter and her daughter's boyfriend were missing. It was possible they'd gone out, but unlikely. The boyfriend's car was still in the drive, and they liked to sneak onto the balcony at night. They always stood near the edge, and if they'd had a little much to drink...
There would be questions about Forest's knife wound if the bodies were found. Alice would cross that bridge as and when it became necessary.
By then, of course, Abbie would be long gone.
“I want you to keep my number,” said Alice at last. “I know you'll tell me it's against company policy, but I don't care; you saved my life tonight. Alexandria and Abraham's too. I owe you everything. More than that, I've come to care about you. I hate the thought of you being alone.”
“I appreciate that,” said Alice. “I think I've mentioned that I hated my mother. You’ve no idea how much it means to hear you say you care. And I care about you, too.”
“But it doesn't change anything?”
Abbie took a breath and considered. “I don't know yet. I'm conflicted. This churning's started in my stomach, and I don't know if it'll ever stop. I can't stop thinking about what we discussed this morning. Everything I'm missing.”
At last, Alice turned from the cliff edge and smiled at Abbie.
“I won't push you,” she said. “I've said everything I need to say, pretty much. All I can add is that I'm here if you ever decide it might be time to seek more. I'm here whenever you need me.”
“I won't push you either,” said Abbie. “Because you're right on the edge, and you'd fall into the sea.”
Alice smiled.
“I don't know how you can care,” said Abbie. “Ariana's dead because of me.”
“Ariana's dead because she tried to kill you and failed,” said Alice. “I don't blame you for that and never will.”
They smiled at each other, then Alice turned back to the sea. Abbie looked up at the house and wondered about Alex, who hadn't spoken since they'd cut her free from Walter's bed. Abe had helped her downstairs, and she'd clung to him the whole way home. Now they were in her bedroom. Abe wouldn't leave her side as long as she wanted him to stay. Alice had promised to get her daughter whatever help she needed, but Abbie knew it would be a long road to recovery.
When Abbie turned away from the house, she heard a low sob, even over the whip of the wind. Fighting her innate awkwardness, she stepped to the edge of the balcony and put her arm around Alice.
For a minute or more, they remained in silence. Then Alice said, “When Morris and I tied the knot, Angel called the union cursed. She’d heard all these stories about her father’s cruelty and had witnessed first-hand Alex and Abraham’s father’s ruthless nature. That kind of behaviour she associated with strength, so she thought Morris was rich but worthless because, despite his occupation, he had a kind heart. Warned me that if I married him, had his children, we'd be cursed too.”
Alice sniffed and shook her head.
“I laughed it off, and Angel warmed to Morris later. He was there for her when she fell pregnant with Trent, and the useless dad did a runner, and he was great with my grandson. The cursed comment was long forgotten, but I remembered it when Morris died a decade ago. I remembered it when Aurora was killed. Now here we are again, and it's like the complete set. Morris and his daughters.” She gave a humourless laugh. “Well, not quite the complete set. Not if you count the wife.”
Abbie heard the front door open and close, then someone was marching down the hall towards the kitchen.
Abbie's hand went instinctively for the gun in her waistband, but she felt the cold touch of Alice's fingers on her wrist as she withdrew it.
“I know what you want to do,” said Alice. “I know you're angry, and believe me, I understand that anger. But I'm begging you not to kill my daughter. Not unless she gives you no other choice. Please. I know what she's done, but I can't take any more bloodshed.”
Abbie's hand was still fixed on her gun. She continued to withdraw it, but let it fall by her side in a loose grip. She met Alice's eye, and as Angel stepped onto the balcony, followed by Trent, Abbie made the most challenging move she ever had.
She nodded.
They turned to Angel, who whistled and looked at Abbie.
“Well, well,” she said. “This is a surprise, but Abbie, I have to say, I'm excited to see you.”
Abbie took the bait. “Why's that?”
Beaming, Angel withdrew the same heavy pistol from her handbag as she had earlier.
“Because I get to kill you again.”





Forty-Two
A lice still had the gun she had used to lethal effect at Walter's place. As Angel pointed her weapon at Abbie, Alice aimed for her eldest daughter.
As per Alice's instructions, Abbie kept her gun by her side.
Angel looked at her mother. Rolled her eyes.
“Come on, mum. Can you really stand to lose another daughter?”
“I don't think I can,” said Alice without hesitation. “So I pray you don't make me pull this trigger.”
She kept the gun raised. Angel watched her mother for at least thirty seconds, her own gun still trained on Abbie. Abbie got the impression that if Angel saw Alice shake or waver in any way, she would pull her trigger and trust her mother didn't have the stomach to kill a daughter.
Alice didn't waver. The gun remained steady; Alice's eyes showed nothing but determination.
“Spoilsport,” muttered Angel and lowered her gun.
Alice did the same.
“You were telling the truth about the guns,” Angel said. “Though I don't suppose that matters now. I came to pick up Walter and take him to Pedro. Where is he?”
“He's with his son,” said Alice. “He’s with Brandon.”
“His spare,” said Angel, then nodded to where Esteban had earlier dumped Jacob. “I had his heir killed, after all. Punishment for trying to steal from our family. Whatever you've done since, you'll never undo that.”
“You must be so proud.”
“Oh, I am.” Angel paused. “Curious, too. What happened to Pedro? Two of his guys were here, but he had ten more at the house. Don't tell me you dealt with them.”
“Killed the lot,” said Alice. “Sorry to disappoint.”
Angel looked to Abbie. “Damn. You're even more impressive than I had imagined. You really crawled out of the water and started gobbling people up like a sea monster?”
“Something like that,” said Abbie. 
“Well, aren't you frightening?”
“I've heard it said.” 
Angel didn't look frightened. She turned to her mother.
“What about the money?”
“There was no money,” said Alice. “Pedro was a businessman. Didn't want to work with someone he considered unhinged, unreliable. Soon as he had our entire stock of guns, he planned to put a bullet in your head, just like he did to Jacob.”
Alice didn't credit Abbie for coming up with this theory, but Abbie didn't mind. She was too busy enjoying Angel's expression. Alice's eldest daughter at first appeared ready to laugh at the comments. When she saw her mother's eyes and realised she wasn't being had, the laugh turned to frustration. After a handful of angry seconds, she pushed the angst away, replacing it with another laugh.
“I suppose I should be thanking you, then, for saving my life?”
“I suppose you should.”
“But what do we do now? Where do we go from here?”
“I'd argue that's simple,” said Alice. “It's clear after everything you've done, you can't stick around. I can never forgive you for not letting me go looking for Ariana after her fall, nor for what happened to Jacob. Not to mention I'd be too stressed watching my back if you remained in town. No. You'll have to leave.”
“Leave?” said Angel, eyebrows raised.
“Tonight would be best,” said Alice. “But I still love you. I'll always love you. With that in mind, I won't make sure you're gone until tomorrow evening. Give you plenty of time to jet off wherever you're heading next.”
Angel bared her teeth. She looked ready to fight, and Alice must have seen it. Raising the gun again, she trained her sights on Angel's chest.”
“Oh, come on, mother,” said Angel. “Would you really?”
“I don't know,” said Alice. “Can you believe that? I've got a gun pointed at my daughter, and if that's not mad enough, I honestly don't know if I'd pull the trigger. Inside, most of me is screaming that I could never, because you'll always be my little girl. Then I see Jacob, lying at Walter's feet, and I see you standing in my way when all I want is to save your sister. I see all that and your smug smile, and I think if you could let your sister drown and murder an innocent teenager, what else could you do? I don't care much for myself, but I wonder about Alex and Abe because you think they betrayed you too, right? By falling in love with Walter, by sleeping with Abbie. So are they safe? And if I decide they're not, my next decision is whether I'm looking at a trade: if I put a bullet in you tonight, do I save them? Is it a choice between losing two more children or only one? It's all churning away up here.” Alice jabbed her head. “You'll never know how much it hurts.”
Angel's cocky smile was gone. Having listened to every word her mother said, she was unnerved. Having stepped onto this balcony believing there was no chance Alice would kill her. Thinking Abbie was the only threat. She was no longer sure.
Angel hated to lose, but not as much as she was afraid to die.
“You got it wrong about Jacob,” she said at last. “He was the enemy, and he corrupted your little girl—our Aurora.”
“That's rubbish,” said Alice.
“You think? He forced her to stop seeing Trent. Tore apart their relationship and sent your grandson spiralling into depression. Isn't that right, baby?”
Between the riled mother and daughter, Abbie had almost forgotten Trent. As he had his entire life, he stood now in Angel's shadow. When she asked the question and turned his way, he didn't step forward to answer but cowered under her gaze.
There was silence, broken only by Trent's whimpers.
“I asked you a question,” Angel said. “Tell your grandmother what Jacob did.”
Trent looked at his mum, then his eyes turned to Abbie, pleading.
“Don't look at her,” Angel said. Grabbing her son's chin, she yanked his face towards hers. “Tell them about Jacob.”
The boy opened his mouth but couldn't speak. Rage flashed across Angel's eyes, and her hand twitched. 
“That's enough,” said Abbie.
Angel's head snapped around. “Excuse me?”
“I promised I wouldn't hurt you, but if you lay a finger on Trent, I may be unable to stop myself.”
“Threats,” spat Angel. “You don't scare me. I asked my son a question.”
“And he doesn't want to answer,” said Alice. “Angel, you can't force him. We won't let you.”
Angel stared as her mother stepped forward. Her eyes flashed to the guns in her enemies’ hands. She had her own, but had to know she couldn't kill both women. It would be a case of choosing one and trying to enjoy the minor victory before the other killed her.
Rather than simply remove her hand from Trent's cheek, she pushed the boy and yanked her hand away. With a grin, she looked back at him, expecting Trent to be cowering at her feet.
Instead, his eyes had gone to Abbie and Alice. He looked grateful.
Abbie took another step forward. For a moment, it looked as though that gratitude might be the straw that broke the camel's back. Abbie feared Angel might turn the gun on her son.
“Don't think that they care about you,” said Angel. “They defend you because you're here, and they want to ease their conscience. But they don't care. Haven't they proven that? They've told us to leave forever.”
“Actually,” said Alice. “That's not what I said.”
Angel turned to her mother, eyebrows raised. “I'm sorry?”
“You have to go,” said Alice. “You've proven that tonight. As for Trent, I think he's old enough to make his own decision.”
Angel was temporarily stunned, then she laughed and shook her head.
“I don't think so. Trent's my son; he stays with me.”
Alice said nothing. Once more, she'd lowered her gun, but both hands were on the grip. A finger was on the trigger. If necessary, she was ready to force Angel into submission.
“Fine,” said Angel. “We'll let the boy decide. Trent, would you rather stay with this near stranger and the grandmother who's spent most of your life in prison or with your mother?”
Trent stared at the ground, his feet shifting. Abbie understood his reticence. His mother was evil, awful, mentally abusive, and possibly physically, too. Still, he was scared of the repercussions of turning her down. Not to mention she was still his mum.
“You ungrateful little shit.”
Trent had yet to make a decision. Angel found insult enough in his hesitation to lash out.
“Everything I've done for you,” she said. “Remember, I know who you are. I've seen the darkest side of you, and I'm still here.”
Angel was tall. She bent a little to put her arm around her son, her cheek to his cheek. They faced Alice and Abbie, and Angel pointed at the birthday girl.
“How would your grandmother feel if she knew all you'd done? Would she still love you? Maybe I should tell her and see if she still wants you to stick around.”
“What are you talking about?” Alice asked, then jumped as something touched her arm.
Abbie had moved across the balcony and lay a hand on the older woman's wrist.
“I think you need to remember Trent’s upbringing. The emotional torture, the bullying. It's no wonder he's struggling. No wonder he’s proven himself to have a temper.”
“Do I take it you're not nominating me for mother of the year?” asked Angel.
“It's going to be hard to hear,” said Abbie to Alice, ignoring Angel. “I beg you to keep what I just said in mind.”
“What are you talking about?” said Alice. She looked at her daughter. Angel's skin had gone a little paler. She'd meant her words to force Trent into bending to her will; she had never intended to carry out her threat and reveal the truth. As before, she had underestimated Abbie. Now she was nervous.
“Trent,” said Abbie. “I know you're afraid. You fear your mother, but that’s not your biggest problem. The secret you're keeping buried inside; it's poison. It's devouring your soul. I know how that feels. I hate to resort to a cliché, but I think if you want to get better, we need to turn to one now. Trent, only the truth can set you free.”
Angel gave a harsh laugh. But it was tinged with hysteria. Reaching out, she grabbed Trent's hand and began pulling him to the door, back to the bar.
“You want us gone, mother? Well, we're gone. I hope you're happy. No wait, I hope you rot.”
Trent was looking at Abbie. Strangled by fear, he wasn't going to speak. Rather than release his demons, he would run with his mother, allowing her to destroy him from the outside while his demons destroyed him from within.
“That night,” said Abbie, as Angel tugged Trent on. “You fought with Aurora because you were jealous of her relationship with Jacob. You wanted them to break up so you could have her all to yourself. When Aurora refused, you got angry. That's your mother's fault. Your whole life, she's taught you never to accept rejection. If someone doesn't do what you want, the only recourse is to use violence or threats to get your way.”
“And where did I learn that?” said Angel. “What happened to my father when mum got bored?”
“Bored?” Alice stormed forward, rage pouring from her.
Abbie caught the birthday girl's arm before she could charge at her daughter.
“Your father was a rapist, a monster,” said Alice. “I killed him to save you.”
Angel snorted, her disbelief palpable. How could she accept her mother's version of events when her fiction had helped rationalise her many despicable acts?
“See what I mean, Trent?” said Abbie. “Your mother taught you a particular way of living, burned it into you, so when Aurora said she wouldn't break up with Jacob, you acted on instinct. Instinct your mother gave you.”
Angel was tugging again. Trent was no longer moving. Eyes glistening with tears, he was holding himself in the doorway between the balcony and the bar, staring at Abbie.
“You already confessed to hitting her,” said Abbie. “You never said how hard, nor with what.”
Angel stopped. For a second, only the wind moved as the group tried to process Abbie’s words.
Then the strength left Alice's legs. She went to her knees, then her behind, her hand to her mouth.
“Stop,” she whispered, but Abbie knew going halfway was not an option.
“No matter what happens, Trent, you may never forgive yourself. But I promise if you walk out the door with that woman, if you run away, the guilt will eat you alive.”
“Shut up,” said Angel. “Baby, she doesn't know what she's talking about.”
“I know exactly what I'm talking about,” said Abbie. “And Trent, I want you to remember what I told you this morning. I'd forgotten Aurora suffered a head injury. That was you, wasn't it?”
“Come on, Trent,” said Angel, but he pulled his hand free and stumbled forward.
“Yes,” he said, and Alice let out a low groan. “It's like you said. She wouldn't break up with Jacob. She walked away, and there was a brick on the ground. I wasn't thinking. Didn't even know what was happening. One minute I was shouting after her and the next...”
He was unable to go on. Abbie stepped forward, her hand outstretched.
“But the moment she fell, you regained your senses, didn't you? You knew straight away what'd you'd done was wrong, right?”
Trent nodded as though his life depended on it. “Yes. Yes, I knew.”
“So, what did you do?”
“I went to her.”
“And then?”
“I checked her pulse.”
“And she was alive?”
Another nod.
“She was alive,” Abbie confirmed, more for Alice than Trent.
“She was breathing,” said Trent. “There was a lot of blood, but I used my jacket to stop it because I wanted to save her life. She wasn't speaking, but I told her it would be okay. I got out my phone. I was going to ring an ambulance.”
“That's enough,” said Angel.
“But you didn't ring an ambulance, did you?” said Abbie.
“I said: that's enough.”
“Because your mother didn't only teach you it was okay to use violence to get what you wanted. She also drilled into you that you don't call the authorities when you have a problem. Matter of fact, you don’t ask anyone for help except your family. Because this family doesn’t need anyone else.”
Alice moaned again.
Angel raised her gun. Pointed it at Abbie. “Last chance.”
“Please don't confuse me for someone you can intimidate,” said Abbie, and turned back to Trent. “You called your mother, didn't you?”
“I've had enough,” roared Angel, but Alice was up again.
“Shoot Abbie, and I'll kill you,” she said. Her tone was flat, emotionless. It left no room to disbelieve her vow.
Angel didn't lower her gun, but she trembled.
“Trent, do not cross me on this.”
“I called mum,” he said. Then collapsed to his knees in floods of tears. “I called mum. I'm so sorry. I wanted to save her. I knew I should call an ambulance. I should have called an ambulance.”
“You should,” said Abbie. “Because when your mum arrived and saw Aurora bleeding on the ground, saving the girl didn't cross her mind.” Abbie turned to Angel. “You knew if Aurora lived, she would tell Alice what Trent had done. Protecting your son was a consideration, but it wasn't your main concern. Already, you knew about Jacob and Aurora—even though you’d not been told—and like with Abe and me, with Alex and Walter, you saw it as a betrayal. How dare the girl that you believed you had raised consort with the enemy. This was Romeo and Juliet, and you stepped up to play Tybalt. You wanted to protect your son, but more importantly, you wanted to punish your treacherous sister. Isn't that right, Angel?”
Shaking her head, Angel stepped back. She looked at her son. “You make me sick.”
“You should make yourself sick,” said Abbie, feeling the anger build. “Aurora was innocent, but you imagined her betrayal, and it infuriated you. I'd ask how long it took you to decide to end your sister’s life, but you know what? I'm afraid of the answer.”
Alice still had her gun raised. Sensing her time was running out, Angel grabbed Trent's hand.
“Come on.”
“What did I tell you this morning?” said Abbie to Trent. “You should feel guilty for attacking Aurora. You should hate yourself for it, but the primary blame still does not lie with you. You know who it lies with.”
“I said, come on.”
Angel yanked her son. She didn't expect him to yank back.
Their hands flew apart, and Trent stumbled, but Angel collapsed to the cliff.
Silence. Angel stared at her son in shock. Trent was stunned himself, then he got ahold of his senses and stepped forward until he hovered over his mother.
“I blame you,” he said. “You killed my sister.”
The words were a sucker punch to Angel, but she was swift to wash away the fury with a relaxed demeanour. 
“Did I hit her?” she asked her son. “Not that I remember, but I know I saved you from prison.”
“I didn't want to be saved from prison,” roared Trent. “I wanted to save her. She wasn't dead when you arrived. She could have been okay, and I begged you, but you didn't listen. You never listen.”
“Your temper, darling, it's too much. You should rein it in.”
“You know all about my temper, don't you?” Trent spat. “It’s your weapon. You used it when I was six, and you wanted my dad gone, and you used it the night Aurora died. Those things you wanted me to say to Grandma, that Jacob tried to drive Aurora and me apart, that he drove me to depression. It isn’t true, but you made me think it was. I told you about Jacob, and you twisted it like you always twist it. You made me feel like Aurora betrayed me, that she was trying to hurt me. She wasn’t trying to hurt me, and Jacob had no malicious intentions towards me. They’d fallen in love. That was all. They’d fallen in love.”
“Oh, take some responsibility,” said Angel, rising. 
“I am,” screamed Trent. “It was my fault. I should never have let you get in my head, but you're my mum. Why couldn't you protect me from my anger? Why couldn't you listen to what I needed and save her?”
Angel met her son's gaze with a look of such contempt that the boy flinched.
Despite everything Trent had said, Angel's evident disgust was breaking his heart.
“It's not about you,” she told him. Then turned to the bar while waving a hand in Alice's direction. “I've changed my mind. Keep him. Here's hoping one day you piss him off, and he brains you like he did Aurora.”
Without another glance at her son, Angel stepped into the bar. She was doing an excellent job of walking like a woman in no hurry, with no concerns. Still, Abbie could sense Angel's fear as she stepped with a little too much haste towards the kitchen.
The plan was no doubt to leave the house and not return until she was sure she could have her revenge, if ever. Once in the bar, she stopped. At first, Abbie couldn't tell why. Then three figures moved through the door from the kitchen.
Angel wanted to say something witty, but the words jammed in her throat. She looked at Alex on the left of the trio, Abe on the right, then to the battered and bruised girl in the middle.
Alice's gun slipped from between her fingers as her hands went to her mouth, and tears spilt from her eyes.
“You're alive,” said Angel, forcing a smile. “Lovely to see you, Ariana.”





Forty-Three
A riana's face was pale and pained. Anger twisted some life into it. Abe and Alex held her up, but she shoved off their hands and took an unsupported step towards Angel. Her eyes burned with tears and fury. Abbie saw she was building up to speak.
Then Trent rushed through the bar door and threw his arms around her.
“You're alive,' he said. “Oh my God, you're alive. I'm sorry. I'm so so sorry. I shouldn't have let mum do it. I should have forced her out the way so grandma could call the coastguard. I—”
“Right, okay,” said Ariana. Fury giving way to bemusement at her nephew’s reaction to her reappearance. “You know I’m Ariana, not Aurora, yeah?”
Alice was unmoving, her hands still over her mouth. Gun in hand, Abbie approached the barroom.
The truth will set you free.
“Your dad never put a railing out here,” she said to Ariana, “even when he had little kids. He couldn't allow something as boring as health and safety to ruin the beauty of the view.”
Everyone stared at Abbie.
“What?” said Ariana.
“We have some work to do on our relationship, by the way, if I'm to forgive you,” said Abbie. “But I can see you aren't ready for that, so let's keep on point—Morris: the kind of man who won't allow safety to ruin the experience. Before you tried to kill me, you told me that he regularly cheated on your mother. Do you think he used protection?”
Alex gasped; Ariana looked furious; Angel's grip tightened on her gun.
Behind Abbie, Alice had dropped her hands from her face and rushed to Abbie's back.
“What the hell did you say?”
“If you didn't know, Alice, I'm sorry. Maybe it's not true, but let us for a second assume Ariana knows something we don’t. Morris is a cheat. Does he use protection? He should, but I'd theorise not. What does that mean? Simple. A man who has frequent affairs and refuses to use protection is, eventually, going to have an accident.”
Stunned silence.
Abbie said, “I don't mean he wet himself. Not even an STI, though that's possible. Sorry Ariana, Alice, you don't want to think about that.”
More stunned silence.
Abbie looked at Trent.
“You said you were six when your dad died. So a decade ago. When you told me originally, I assumed you were older, and that's my bad. Alice, when did your husband die?”
Alice didn't answer. Couldn't answer.
“Fell off his boat, didn't he? Died in suspicious circumstances. The police believed he was murdered, and you were to blame. You thought it was a drunken accident. You were both wrong. Well, the police were half-right. He was murdered.”
“Stop this,” said Alice.
But Abbie couldn't. “Ariana, when Trent talks about Aurora, he always calls her his sister. Sometimes he corrects himself to say she was like a sister, and everyone assumes that's what he means, anyway. But that isn't what you mean, is it? Why else would you be so relieved to see Ariana back from the dead? She's an awful person. No offence.”
But Ariana couldn't talk. She was staring at Angel; everyone was staring at Angel.
Abbie looked at Alice. “Morris supported Angel through her pregnancy when Trent’s father did a runner. You never knew who the father was, though, did you? And Morris was brilliant with your grandson, that’s what you said. Ariana believes that Morris preferred Trent to her. Why would she have that impression? Why was he so close to his step-grandson?”
Abbie didn’t need to answer these questions. Alice was still staring at her eldest daughter.
“Angel,” said Alice. “Tell me it isn't so.”
Letting out a long breath, Angel looked from her mother to Abbie to her siblings to her son. Back to Alice.
Shrug. “Come on, mum. It's not like I didn't warn you about him.”
“Oh, God,” said Alex. Abe stood back in revulsion.
“Look how appalled you all are,” said Angel. “It was a couple of times. Meant nothing, and look what came of it. I don't jump your husband's bones; you don't get Trent. Surely that's worth the trade.” She turned and looked at her son on the floor. “Then again…”
“You vile creature,” said Abe.
“Sticks and stones, brother.”  
Abbie turned to Alice. “I'm so sorry.”
“Not for long,” muttered Angel. “I've had enough.”
Stepping back, she raised her heavy handgun, pointed it at Abbie's back, and pulled the trigger.
Her mistake had been throwing in a final line, like in a movie. The moment she started speaking, Abe sensed what she would do. As Angel raised her gun, her younger brother cried out and dived at Abbie, knocking both her and Alice, who had been inches behind Abbie, to the ground as the gun went off.
Abbie's ears rang as the shot exploded in the small barroom, her head span as it cracked against the cliff.
Above her, Angel had turned her gun on her sisters.
“Move,” she said.
“You screwed my dad, then killed him,” said Ariana. “You gave me another brother and never told me. You murdered my sister.”
“Correct on all counts. Now get out my way.”
Ariana screamed. Dived at Angel. At the same time, Trent launched at his mother's feet, and the three of them went down in a heap.
On the bar floor, they rolled. A stool was knocked over, then a bottle shattered.
Looking a little confused but wanting to do something, Alex charged in and dived onto the pile.
Untangling herself from Abe and Alice, Abbie rose.
Angel’s gun went off.
The floor to ceiling window between the bar and the balcony shattered, cascading into thousands of pieces that littered the cliff.
Angel was still waving the gun. Trent had fallen aside, and the swaying weapon cracked Alex's skull before Angel tossed her sister away.
Stepping forward, Abbie kicked the gun from Angel's hand, sending the weapon flying across the room. She'd lost her own gun when Abe had tackled her.
Screaming, Angel drove an elbow into Ariana's stomach, rolled the younger woman off, and rose. Staggering, she went for her gun. Abbie grabbed her before she could make it two paces, yanked her back, spun her around, shoved her towards the balcony.
Stumbling, Angel tried to steady herself as she took one, two, three quick steps back. On the fourth, her foot caught between the end of the carpet and the beginning of the cliff. Tipping, she waved her arms in the air but could not stop herself from going over. One second, she was glaring at Abbie, the next, she had crashed to her back.
Alice cried out. “Abe. Abraham, listen to me. Don't close your eyes.”
Frightened, shocked, Alex was rising. Her eyes flicked between Angel and Abe.
Crossing the room, Abbie collected Angel's gun. Returning, she lay a hand on Alex's arm.
“Go to your brother.”
Alex looked to Abbie, tears in her eyes. Nodding, she turned and rushed for the door.
Still clutching her stomach, Ariana was tugging herself to her feet using a table. Trent remained on his behind, his back to the bar, his arms pulling his knees tight to his chest. He was sobbing.
Stepping forward, Abbie pointed Angel's gun at its owner. The eldest of Alice's present children lay on her back in a starfish position. Her eyes were semi-focused on the sky.
“End it,” said Ariana. “Kill her.”
“I don't have to,” said Abbie. “And now might be a good time to say I haven't forgotten what you tried to do to Jacob and to me. Your consistent failure to carry out your horrendous plans doesn’t make them any more forgivable.”
Ignoring this jibe, Ariana gestured to Angel. “What do you mean you don't have to?”
Abbie looked at the younger woman. Her skin was bruised all over and darkening by the second. She would already be in plenty of pain. By morning, each limb movement would bring fresh agony.
Abbie wouldn't feel much better.
“Good job, surviving the fall.”
Ariana looked at Abbie and saw similar markings. “You as well?”
Abbie nodded. “Sorry about your boyfriend. Although he was an arsehole who deserved to die. For what he was prepared to do to Jacob if nothing else.”
Ariana didn't know what to say to this, so she looked back at her sister. Gesturing with the gun, Abbie said, “Look beneath the torso, at her sides.”
It was dark, and Ariana was not as experienced at looking for signs of injury as was Abbie. Taking a step forward, leaning in a little, she spotted it. A growing trickle of blood on either side of Angel's body. Every second it spread a little further. In a couple of minutes, it would be unmissable.
“That's what happens when you try to make a snow angel in shards of glass,” said Abbie.
Ariana chuckled, then pointed at her sister in response to Abbie's raised eyebrow. 
“Angel.”
“Ah.” Abbie smiled. “That’s clever.” She turned from Ariana to the doorway, across which lay Abe, shrouded by his mother and Alex. “How is he?”
“I thought he might be...” Alice stopped, took a breath, moved on. “There's a bullet lodged in his shoulder, but it's not gone deep. He's on the verge of unconsciousness, but the blood loss isn't major.”
“Can you deal with it here?”
“I should be able to remove the bullet,” said Alice. “If so, yes. I'll need my kit.”
Alex started to rise, but Abbie said, “No.” Turning, she looked to Ariana. “Take Trent, bring the kit.”
“It's not a two-person job,” said Ariana.
“I know.”
Ariana met her eye. Abbie didn’t know what Alice’s youngest living child was thinking. She imagined it had to do with Trent’s part in Aurora’s murder. Whatever the case, Ana hesitated.
“Please, Ariana,” said Alice. “Just do it.”
Ariana looked at her mother. Closed her eyes. Trent was still on the floor, his knees pulled to his chest, but he looked up to Ariana as she snapped her fingers in his face.
“Come. Now.”
Without hesitation, Trent rose. At first, he looked ready to leave without delay. Then his eyes caught on his mother, and for a few seconds, he stared.
“Forget her,” said Ariana and left the room.
In a gentler tone, Abbie said, “I know she's your mum. It can't be easy—”
“Whatever you want to do,” Trent cut in. “I support you 100%.”
Without looking back, he hurried after his half-sister.
Leaving Alex to care for her brother, Alice rose and came to Abbie, her protector, who had now placed her gun on the table and was watching Angel with crossed arms.
“What now?” Alice asked.
Abbie took a breath. “That's up to you... birthday girl.”
Alice shuddered. “Don't.”
“Sorry.”
“Explain my options.”
Abbie had already considered this. “I think you have three.”
“Go on.”
“Option one: you move Abe upstairs and call an ambulance, call the police. You say you heard a skirmish and a gunshot. When you came down, you found Angel lying amongst the glass. You can't find Forest anywhere, so it stands to reason he tried to shoot her; she pushed him over the edge and then tripped and fell on the glass. Obviously, she's facing the wrong way, but we could fix that. The balcony's quite long, but it's possible. In the horror of what happened, she would back away from the edge and not remember the glass until it was too late. The gun that shot out the glass would go into the ocean to be found by the coast guard or police. The rest we would keep and dispose of at a later date. Don't want to risk them being found. The police would investigate, the ambulance would take Angel away. There's a chance she'd survive, but that chance diminishes with each passing second. There are other issues, of course. Will the police be able to tell how long Angel was lying here before you called them? Possibly. What if they find Forest's body? That grows less likely as time passes, but again, it’s possible. If they do, the knife wound’s explainable; Angel could have done that, but what about how long he's been in the water? Will they be able to tell he was pushed over a while before Angel tripped and cut herself up? Possible again. It's a risk, is what I'm saying, but you can afford good lawyers. Chances are, you'd get away with it.”
Angel was staring at the sky. She tried to lift a hand, but it dropped. The pool of blood was unmissable now. In a few minutes, this conversation would be moot.
“Option two?” asked Alice.
“Same as one,” said Abbie, “but you don't call until morning. That has the added complication of explaining how you failed to hear the gunshot. Still, again, expensive lawyers, you'd probably be fine.”
“Leave my daughter to die, in other words,” said Alice. Abbie looked at the mother. Saw the pain in her eyes.
“If Angel's death is something you can't countenance, we should skip option three and phone the police immediately. Your daughter has no chance of survival if she doesn’t get medical attention very soon. It might already be too late.”
Alice was staring at her daughter. There was determination in her eyes. 
“Option three,” she said, then spoke before Abbie could get into it. “Let me guess: your people collect her when they come for Esteban, Jacob, and the other one. Make her disappear.”
“I don’t really consider them my people,” said Abbie. “But that’s about the size of it. Angel will never be seen again.”
A tear ran down Alice's cheek as the kitchen door opened and Trent and Ariana reentered. The duo stopped at the sight of their mother. Alex looked up as well.
Carefully, Alice stepped onto the balcony and picked her way through the glass. Stopping over her daughter, Alice lowered to her haunches.
“Do you think she's in pain?”
Alice hadn’t looked up from the body, but Abbie assumed the question was from her.
“No,” said Abbie. “I mean that. If she was in pain, I think you'd see it in her eyes. Do her eyes look pained?”
“They looked confused, sad, afraid. Oh, Angel, why did you do this?”
Alice stroked Angel's cheek and turned her daughter's face towards her. She was crying. Angel opened her mouth, but no words came out.
“Trenton,” said Alice. “Come here.”
All eyes turned to the teenager, who stared at his mother, then shook his head.
“No. Mum brought this on herself. I hate her.”
“I don't care what you think you feel. You come here right now and say goodbye.”
Trent had been shaking his head, but the word goodbye had a profound effect. Where his face had been stony, the tears came, and he crossed the bar towards his mother.
Still stroking Angel's cheek, Alice leaned forward and kissed her daughter's head.
“I hate what you've done,” she said. “But I’ll always love you. And however much I hate your actions, I hate myself even more for what I'm about to do.”
Trent had arrived. After giving her daughter another kiss on the forehead, Alice cupped Trent's chin and looked him in the eye.
“However you think you feel, for the next few minutes, see Angel only as your mother. Hold her hand. Mourn for her. You can be angry once she's gone, but don't waste your last moments.”
The fight having left him, Trent only nodded. When Alice stood, he did as she asked, taking his mother's hand and leaning close to her. Angel looked at her son. He kissed her forehead.
“I love you, mum.”
Alice came into the bar. Looked from Ariana to Alex to Abe. “Same advice to the three of you. Get over your hang-ups, just for the next few minutes. Once you're done, bring Abe to the kitchen, and I'll sort his shoulder.
“You can't be serious,” said Ariana. “After everything she—”
“Just don't, Ana,” said Alice, snatching the bag Ariana had collected with Trent. “It's my birthday, and you'll grant me this wish. Say goodbye to your sister.”
Drying her eyes, Alice looked at Abbie.
“We'll go for option three. Then, at last, I think it'll be over.”
Abbie nodded.
Alice took a final glance at her daughter, let the tears come freely, and fled the room.





Forty-Four
A bbie sat on the bonnet of Forest's car, her head tilted to the sky, her eyes closed. She enjoyed the cool breeze that whipped across her skin and the silence of the night. After each mission, there was always a period of silence, and it was always pleasant.
The clock struck midnight. Day two was over. Alice had survived, and Abbie had succeeded. Abbie wished she could find a reason to smile, but for her, as always, joy was as fictional as the unicorn. Once again, she would have to search for contentment and settle for that. 
In her hands were her phones. As yet, she hadn’t rung Ben. Until Alice said it was okay, she wouldn't. There was no rush. Despite the gun going off at the back of Alice's house, no police had arrived. It seemed no one had heard.
Abbie sat on the bonnet for a long time but never grew bored. She was in no rush to get to the final conversation.
But there was no avoiding it. At last, the front door opened. Abbie kept her head tilted to the sky as footsteps approached. Did not let her gaze fall to Earth until the bonnet compressed as one became two.
“All sorted?” Abbie asked, looking down and meeting Alice's eye.
“Abe will be fine. I removed the bullet, disinfected the wound, and patched him up. He'll be on painkillers for a while, but he'll survive. So long as we're careful, he shouldn't lose any mobility in the arm, either.”
“That's good.”
Alice nodded. “I've given Ariana painkillers and disinfected numerous wounds. I've stitched her up, bandaged her up, and given her about seventeen ice packs. Eventually, she’ll heal, but she'll be stiff and in lots of pain when she wakes tomorrow, and I expect her to struggle to get out of bed for several days.”
“That might not be the worst thing.”
“My thoughts exactly,” said Alice. “I know what she did was terrible. I understand that. But she’s young. Everything she’s suffered has caused damage to her soul, but not irreversible damage. I have to believe I can get through to her. She cannot end up like Angel.”
“They're not the same person,” said Abbie. “I think you can get through to her. I wouldn't have said this for Angel, but I honestly believe that Ariana's redeemable despite everything she's done. But you know what the first step towards that redemption is?”
“She has to feel guilt over what she did to Jacob.”
“Exactly. If Ariana refuses to understand and appreciate the pain she caused, you’ll struggle to rehabilitate her soul. But I don’t think she will. I think in the aftermath of these past two days, the truth of what she almost did will come home to her, and it’ll hurt. As it should.”
“I think you’re right. I hope you are.”
Alice trailed off. Looked at the houses opposite. Those poor people from whom Morris had stolen a beautiful view of the cliffs and the sea.
“Angel's dead,” Alice said at last.
“I'm sorry for your loss.”
Alice looked at Abbie, her expression suggesting she did not believe Abbie could mean these words. But Abbie did. Her feelings towards Angel were irrelevant when it came to feeling sorry for Alice's loss.
From Abbie's expression, Alice must have drawn the same conclusion.
“Thank you. When Angel passed, Trent and I were holding her hands. Abe, Ariana and Alex were all there. We all got to say our goodbyes.”
“You did the right thing,” said Abbie, “making them stay with her. Especially Trent. No matter what Angel did, he'd never have forgiven himself for walking away.”
“I agree. The question is, how will I process this going forward? Every day, I think of Aurora. From now on, when I do, I'll remember it was Angel who cut open my sweet child's throat, and I will despise her for that. But I'll also remember her as my daughter, and I'll miss her. How can those two feelings exist side by side?”
“More easily than you could imagine,” said Abbie. “Believe me.”
Alice considered this point but asked no follow-up questions. By now, the sixty-year-old had gone through the physical injuries and the deceased. There was more to discuss.
“The man you killed in the en-suite was the first,” said Alice.
Abbie didn't need to ask what she meant by 'the first'. Pedro had probably taunted Alex, letting her know—before Scumbag took her upstairs and tied her to a bed—he would give each of his men the chance to use her as they wished. As it turned out, only Scumbag’s wishes came true before Abbie arrived to ruin the party.
“She hasn't told me what he did, but she's hurting inside. We know from first-hand experience what that pain’s like,” said Alice.
Abbie nodded, but said nothing.
“I'll be open with her about Angel and Adam’s father. I hope I can help her work through what happened, but I'll hire external help if that's what's needed.”
“I think that's the right way to go,” said Abbie.
That left one person to discuss. Alice clearly wasn't ready to go there yet because she turned to Abbie and said, “What about you? I tried to persuade you life was empty without family. After today, seeing my brood must have reaffirmed your belief that you're better off alone.”
“You would think,” said Abbie. “But not so. I still can't get it out of my head; everything you said. This will sound pretentious or like a depressed poet or something, but I'm drowning in loneliness. I spend all these days or weeks sitting around. Reading, working out, doing anything to take my mind off the sheer boredom, waiting until I'm called to my next mission. I always think, once I'm out there, it'll be okay. I'll save the life or lives and stop some bad people, and that'll remind me why I do what I do. I'll feel fulfilled. Content. Ready to return to my empty existence and do it all over again.”
Alice waited, then leaned over and nudged Abbie's shoulder with her own.
“But?”
“But it's always bittersweet.” Abbie looked back at the house, then across the road. “Here I am, and we stopped the bad guys, but what am I leaving behind? Walter and Brandon are safe, but are they rejoicing? No, they're mourning the loss of a son and a brother, a teenager who had his whole life ahead of him. I saved you, which was the point, but what am I leaving behind for you when I piss off? A child thrown from a cliff, lucky to survive drowning. A child shot, a child abused. A second daughter killed in only a few weeks. The knowledge your husband was a cheat and your grandson his love child. The murder of your youngest daughter returned to the forefront of your mind. You don't only have to come to terms with the fact Angel killed her, but also with Trent's involvement. You went through the condition of everyone in that house but left him out. Fine. You don't have to discuss him with me. You do need to make a decision because you're all he's got. Question is, can you come to terms with the fact he attacked Ariana and called his mum rather than an ambulance?”
“I don't know,” said Alice. “Should I even try? Does he deserve it?”
This was a tough one.
“We are all a product of our upbringing,” she said at last. “I’ve met two teenagers in the last few weeks, and they have so much in common. A father who rejected them, but who they could never forget. A mother who was unable to give them the care and attention they deserve. Yet, both were sweet and loyal, even while struggling with unimaginable demons. Until those demons became too much, and they did something terrible. Something that will haunt them for the rest of their lives.”
Abbie turned to Alice, tears in her eyes.
“This is what destroys me. I’ve saved so many lives, but it’s the ones I don’t save, that I can’t save, that stay with me. It all cycles, and it all repeats, and none of us can save everyone. That’s what’s so unfair.”
Sighing, Abbie looked back to the sky.
“It’s not for me to say if you can or should try with Trent. I hope you find a way to forgive him, to help him, but I'm removed from the situation. I never met Aurora, but I did meet Trent. I understand the damage Angel did. I want to see him get help.”
Alice considered, then nodded. “I’ve decided to blame Angel for what happened to Aurora and how Trent turned out,” she said. “I don’t know how I’ll do, but I’ll aim to treat Trent as though he were my own. Fix the damage my daughter did during his upbringing, especially during the years I was in jail.”
This was brave, commendable, amazing. Abbie wanted to say all of those things or take Alice’s hand or something, but found the words blocked.
In the end, she said, “I hope, for both your sakes, you can do it. I think it will be good for you both. Either way, I'll never know because I'm walking away, which brings us back to the crux of the problem.”
“Which is?”
“I come to new places to save the lives of strangers, and usually I do. But what do I leave behind? Not happy families, but broken homes. Lives left in tatters. How do I keep on with this vicious cycle when nothing ever seems to get better?”
Abbie expected Alice to mull that one over. She did not expect the older woman to laugh, but that's precisely what Alice did.
“This is funny?” Abbie asked.
“It is,” said Alice. “I never get to talk about my great love, and you've given me reason to do so twice in one day. Thank you, Abagail.”
Great love? Abbie considered Alice's children, her home, and her sea view before it clicked. 
“Spider-man?”
“That's the one.”
“And he's relevant here because...”
Alice patted Abbie's leg. “Peter Parker has suffered some terrible tragedies in his life. Most notably, the deaths of his Uncle Ben and one of his love interests, Gwen Stacey. However, for the most part, and as with most superheroes, his stories have happy endings. He swoops in, fights the bad guy, struggles, ultimately overcomes them, and celebrates. Very rarely does anyone important get hurt, and the collateral damage isn't mentioned. That is fictional heroes. Do you see where I'm going with this?”
Abbie did. Not wanting to rob Alice of the effect of the end of her story, she chose not to answer.
“This isn't fiction,” said Alice. “This is real life, and in real life, collateral damage matters. In real life, things are seldom squared away neatly and nicely.”
Pause. Behind the house, they could hear the water lapping at the rocks. The cold seemed to deepen by a couple of degrees. Abbie shivered, but Alice did not.
“My youngest daughter died before you arrived. Jacob died during your mission to keep me alive, though you promised Walter you'd keep him safe. I've already gone over everything that happened to my children. Horrible stuff.”
“Thank you for reminding me about Jacob.”
Alice waved this away. “But what if you hadn't been here? Jacob would still be dead, but so would Walter and Brandon. That monster you killed would still have raped my daughter, but so would many of his friends. Angel would still be dead, but who else? Do you think Pedro would have stopped with her? Abe and I would never have escaped the balcony. It would have been a simple matter for Pedro to come and gun us down. When Ariana reemerged, he would have got her too.”
“Good point,” said Abbie. “Then who would have visited your eldest in prison?”
Alice chuckled. “Well, quite. But you get my point. You're one of the good ones, truly, so you'll carry the pain of the lives you failed to save from this encounter, but you shouldn't. You should examine the situation on its merits and have the sense to realise how much worse things would be if you hadn't turned up. Abbie, you are an honest, true-life hero. I pray you remember that, even if only occasionally.”
They took some time. Alice took a card from her pocket on which she had scribbled a number. She tapped Abbie's phone.
“Call your contact. I know you want to get everything squared away; you've been waiting for my permission. Well, now you have it. So make your call, but before you do, I'm going to ask something else of you. Something I have no right to ask given everything you've already done.”
Though she thought she already knew what this something was, Abbie met Alice's eye and asked the question.
“What's that?”
Alice handed her the card. 
“Take my number, and if you ever need anything, give me a call.”
Abbie was reticent. Alice forced the card into her hand and closed her fingers into a fist around it.
“Now, I know a lot of people throw out the 'if you ever need anything' line, so I want to clarify my meaning. If you need someone to talk to, pick up the phone. If you need a boatload of money to escape a tricky fix, you give me a call. If you decide you want to get a couple of cats, then get it in your head that you need a holiday and need someone to cat sit, what do you do?”
Abbie held up the card.
“Right, you buzz me, and I'll send Alex because she loves cats, and I'm allergic.”
Abbie laughed.
Alice said, “I think you get the point.”
“I reckon I do,” said Abbie, meeting Alice's eye and trying not to cry. “And you know, I'm not sure what to say.”
“That's okay,” said Alice. “Now you know how I feel. I'm glad I met you, Abagail, and not only because you saved my life.”
“I'm glad I met you too,” said Abbie, and before she knew what she was doing, she leaned forward and gave Alice a hug. “I'm sorry you had such a shit birthday.”
“Ah, whatever,” said Alice. “There's always seventy.”
The women laughed. After a while, the hug broke, and Abbie rose, drying tears from her eyes. She looked back towards the house and tried to decide what she needed to say.
“He'll be disappointed,” Alice said in response to the unasked question. “But he'll understand. Our Tone, he's good like that.”
Abbie smiled. “Thank you.”
Alice nodded and also rose from the car. “Goodbye, Abbie. I hope to see you again.”
Finding herself unable to speak, Abbie raised her hand, turned, and walked away.
    
No one had stolen Abbie’s car, which was handy. It remained parked on the lot above the beach, not far from where she’d found the dying embers of the party. Where she’d intervened to save Jacob from Ariana and her despicable plan.
There was a ticket on the windshield. Abbie scrunched it up and binned the paper. Mission complete, she would replace the car in the next couple of days. The ticketed vehicle would be crushed and sold for scrap. It was protocol.
On her way from Alice’s house, Abbie had called Ben. Had dodged the debrief. Told him to deal with Angel, Jacob and Pedro’s boys. She would talk to him tomorrow, which was now today, given it was almost half midnight. He hadn’t been happy. That was okay; he rarely was.
Abbie dropped into the car. She was tired. No chance she’d get home tonight. Once she was an hour beyond this coastal town, she’d find a hotel and bed down for a few hours.
She was ready to leave. There was just one more thing she had to do before she set off. She had finally made her decision.
And it couldn’t wait a moment longer.
Dialling the number, Abbie placed the phone to her ear and felt her heart rate rise with each ring.
After seven, someone answered. The voice on the end of the line was groggy. Until Abbie revealed her identity.
“Abbie? I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.”
“Funny,” she said. “Neither did I.”
There was silence. Abbie stared at the dark sea and listened to his nervous breathing. Eventually, she found the nerve to speak.
“Problem is, I can’t get your smile out of my head.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, it’s goofy and stupid and annoying.”
“Right.”
“Might also be the sweetest, cutest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s all very confusing.”
“Sounds it.”
Abbie closed her eyes as though hiding from him, though he couldn’t see her. She took a silent breath.
“I like you, Pranil.”
“I like you too.”
“I’d like to give us a go.”
This time, he took a breath.
“You’ve no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that.”
“I feel pretty good about it too,” said Abbie. “But also scared. Because it’s not so simple as just giving it a go. We can’t just jump into it.”
“No?” he asked.
“No. Something has to happen first.”
“Yeah? What’s that?”
One last deep breath.
“I have to tell you everything.”





A Note from Mark Ayre
Hey reader,
Welcome back to the world of Abbie King. I hope you enjoyed the ride.
When I started The Stranger, the first thriller in this series, I knew precious little about my new protagonist. I was making Abbie up as I went along. Basically crossing my fingers and hoping it all turned out okay.
Luckily, I ended up with a character I loved. Abbie was the perfect lead for the series I was hoping to create. Intelligent, witty, kick-ass, unrelenting, honest, honourable, and damaged. So I was excited to jump back in for her second outing, The Redeemer, as soon as possible.
And what a time I had. The plot was a joy to write, but more important was the characters. Once again, it was a thrill writing Abbie, but I also loved the new supporting cast I got to create.
Most important was Alice. Every Abbie King thriller will be standalone, but Abbie will grow and develop throughout the series. Alice is vital to this development. The two women have struck up a fast friendship. Alice is already coming to love Abbie like a daughter. And she will not allow this troubled woman to continue existing like she is, sacrificing her own life so she can continue to save the lives of others. She won’t let herself drop out of Abbie’s life now… so you can expect her to crop up in future books.
Abbie King will return. Her outlook on life is changing, but one thing never will. Abbie will remain committed to saving the lives of the innocent, and anyone seeking to block her in this aim will live (or not) to regret it.
To keep up with Abbie’s future adventures, why not visit my website or follow me on Bookbub at the links below.
Thank you for reading The Redeemer. I truly hope you enjoyed it. Either way, I would be grateful if you could give it an honest review — it’s the best way to deliver feedback to me and bring new readers to my work.
Thanks,
Mark
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