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      The hooded figure scaled the chain-link fence and dropped onto the gravel lot of the used car dealership beyond. And Abbie watched.

      It was thirteen minutes, almost to the second, since Abbie had passed yet another WELCOME TO sign for a town she’d never previously visited. Six minutes since Abbie had parked her car and stepped into the cool night air.

      The figure landed, and Abbie watched her rise.

      Her. Because Abbie was reasonably sure she was watching a woman. She couldn't have explained why she believed this. But her intuition was rarely wrong. She trusted herself.

      Man or woman, the figure scaled the fence with nimbleness and speed but without grace. They stumbled upon landing, their palm skidding into the gravel and dirt. Abbie couldn’t see their face as they rose but guessed the figure was not embarrassed. After all, they had no idea they were being observed.

      Upon rising, the figure looked left and right, then did a twirl, surveying their surroundings. Abbie sunk further into the shadows, out of sight.

      Quickly, the figure satisfied herself she was alone and turned her back to the chain-link fence. A second or two later, she moved away from the road and further into the lot.

      Abbie didn’t hesitate. The moment she deemed the figure to be far enough away, she left her hiding spot—beneath the shadow of a small group of trees—and crossed the road to the chain-link fence. A couple of seconds later, she was over.

      It wasn’t a competition, but Abbie was pleased to note she scaled the fence with speed, nimbleness, and grace. If there had been judges nearby, Abbie would have secured all tens. Or maybe all tens but one—a nine. There was always a difficult judge who simply refused to give the top score. Nothing to do with Abbie. This imaginary man or woman would not bring her down.

      Focus.

      The lot was the size of a premier league football pitch but circular. Dead centre was the dealership building. If Abbie had scaled the fence during the day, a pack of salespeople would already have left the building and would be approaching the newcomer. Not to admonish her for eschewing the front gate, but to offer her the deal of a lifetime. With dollar signs in their eyes and waggling contracts in their fists, they would come, and Abbie would try to remain non-violent.

      This late, the building would be empty. The salespeople were at home. The cars they would tomorrow attempt to sell formed concentric circles around the central hub, like Saturn's rings. Seven in total, like in hell. Each ring represented a different price bracket: the sporty numbers, perfect for a midlife crisis, closest to the building; the rust buckets, ideal for first-time buyers, nearest the fence.

      As Abbie dropped into the lot, the figure she had followed passed the penultimate price bracket, heading for Saturn.

      Saturn—the lot’s central hub—was a two-story building about the size of a six-bedroom house. Except, instead of brick walls, it had glass, and instead of a tiled roof, it had more glass. Iron beams held the whole structure together. It was the perfect example of the kind of modern architecture that was becoming more and more common in commercial buildings. 

      Abbie thought it was disgusting.

      Not here to critique the building’s aesthetic, Abbie focused on the job at hand. By now, the figure was at the entrance. She was dropping to her knees.

      Abbie was still by the rust belt. Moving between the lines, she followed the path already trodden by the figure, trailing her towards the building.

      A place like this, all modern and glass, Abbie would have expected an electronic lock, opened via key card or maybe even retinal or fingerprint scanner. From the figure’s position, on her knees in the centre of double doors, it was clear they were dealing with a lock and key system—how old fashioned.

      Abbie was halfway between the chain-link fence and the hub when the figure rose and opened the doors. Slowing a little, Abbie tensed. Would the figure hear her feet crunch through the gravel?

      That wouldn’t have been the end of the world. Abbie had followed the figure because past experience told her, when entering a new town, searching for the life she was supposed to save, her best bet was to follow the trouble that inevitably presented itself soon after her arrival. Because she didn’t know what this figure was up to, Abbie relished a meeting where she could ask the question.

      Still, it wouldn’t hurt to follow unnoticed a little longer.

      Abbie stopped twenty metres from her quarry. The figure held the door open for maybe three seconds without moving. Abbie expected her to look back, but she didn’t. She slid inside and let the door fall closed behind her.

      Abbie remained stationary for a three count, then strolled the last twenty feet to the doors through which the figure had disappeared.

      They were transparent, but the moon reflected off the glass, and all was dark on the other side. Thus, Abbie couldn’t see how far the figure had progressed after entering, nor into what kind of space Abbie would be walking.

      One of a nervous disposition might have used these shortfalls as excuses to walk away. It was possible the figure had heard Abbie scale the fence and follow her tracks through the gravel. To lull Abbie into a false sense of security, she could have proceeded as though nothing was wrong. Knowing Abbie was not far behind, the figure might have her shoulder pressed to the wall on the other side of the doors, waiting for Abbie to enter. Once Abbie had taken two or three paces, the figure would strike, plunging a knife into Abbie's back or putting a bullet through her skull.

      For several years, Abbie had lived a life short on happiness and personal fulfilment. She found satisfaction in saving lives, but even her successes were tinged with sadness and guilt. For every life she saved, at least one she failed, and several more she ended. Abbie tried not to kill except in defence of herself or others. The people she killed were always guilty of numerous despicable crimes. That made stopping their hearts easier. It did not make it easy. Nor did it stop those murders taking their toll on Abbie’s already fractured soul.

      Such an existence did not mean Abbie craved death, but did help reduce the fear of taking actions which might hasten its arrival. Made it easier to step into situations others, people with something to lose, might consider too risky or dangerous. There was also, and this was something she always struggled to admit, a niggling feeling in the back of her mind that death might return Abbie to her little sister, Violet, lost so many years ago. On the other hand, it would leave no one to visit her older brother, Paul, in prison. Not that she had done that recently. Had to be better—something for the to-do list.

      Not now, though. Abbie reached forward and grabbed the handle. She was unarmed. If danger awaited her beyond the glass, inside, Abbie would have to act fast to survive. She was alarmed to realise she was hesitating due to higher than usual levels of fear.

      Maybe this was to be expected. For years, Abbie’s life had been empty except for her missions and Ben, the mysterious representative of the organisation that paid Abbie's bills and put food on her table, thus freeing her up to save lives. She had been alone and alone was how the organisation liked her.

      To them, loneliness equalled efficiency.

      But, recently, Abbie's situation had changed.

      Ninety minutes ago, at midnight, Abbie had awoken from a dream in which she had watched a young girl, maybe seven or eight, screaming, crying, dying. Abbie didn’t know the girl. Didn't know her name or anything about her. Only what she looked like. Slim, with black hair and bright blue eyes. Until she got in her car and started to drive, Abbie hadn't even known where the girl lived.

      On more than fifty previous occasions, Abbie had woken at midnight following similar prophetic dreams. Always she rose, showered, and departed her home or hotel room in the direction of the stranger Abbie now knew to be in mortal peril.

      Today had been different. Previously, Abbie had always woken alone. Today, Bobby slept beside her.

      It was not the first time Bobby had shared her bed. Things were different now. Abbie had something to lose.

      So she hesitated, her hand trembling on the door. For that, she hated herself. Maybe her life now contained more happiness, more fulfilment, but she had promised this wouldn't change how she went about her duty.

      A young, innocent child was in grave danger. Abbie couldn’t afford to let up.

      Not today.

      Against that nagging fear in the back of her mind, in defiance of the sweat on her palms and brow, Abbie opened the left of the double doors and stepped inside.

      Where no one tried to kill her. At least not right away.

      Immediately on entering, Abbie turned left, turned right, looked ahead. Once she’d cleared the space visually, she closed her eyes—listened.

      And heard footsteps, halfway between this floor and the one above. Moving up.

      The dealership’s ground floor comprised a small waiting area, a coffee-making station and six comfortable booths where pushy salespeople would attempt to shift “valuable” extras to their unwitting customers. In the far corner was an office—more glass. Abbie saw a desk, a bookshelf, a bag on the floor. A couple of plant pots, probably for show. This was not the big cheese’s office. More likely a medium-sized cheese—the sales floor manager rather than the dealership owner, who would have an office upstairs.

      Where Abbie’s quarry now headed.

      Just through the double doors, Abbie waited, trying to decipher any sound which might indicate the figure was not alone in the building.

      Once Abbie followed the woman, made her way upstairs, the ease with which she could escape a dangerous situation would diminish. That would be okay. That had to be okay.

      Before Abbie had left home, Bobby had said, Stay safe. Come back to me.

      What a dick. Obviously, those words were going to rattle her whenever she stepped into a dangerous scenario. Those words could end up as shackles around her wrists when the going got tough. They probably wouldn’t lead to Abbie’s death.

      They might cause someone else’s.

      Stepping across the ground floor of the dealership, towards the door which concealed the staircase, Abbie tried to shake those words free. Tried to shake her anger at Bobby free, too. She had taken a significant risk telling him the truth about her life. He had struggled to believe it. Personal experience helped. Still, this was the first time she’d been called to action since they started dating. It was always going to be tough.

      Stay safe. Come back to me.

      Silently, Abbie groaned. Dick, dick, dick.

      She yanked open the stairwell door. Too harsh, too loud. She paused before stepping through. Still, she could hear the footsteps above. Faint now. It was unlikely the figure would hear Abbie because the figure wasn’t straining to hear anyone. She should have been, but the way she had acted since scaling the fence told Abbie she was not.

      Abbie stepped through the door onto the small square of carpet that preceded the bottom step. Keeping three fingers on the door, she eased it closed. No sound. 

      No light, either. The wall here wasn’t glass, nor was the door. Moonlight had spilt onto the bottom floor, lighting the way, but other than the glow which crept beneath the door Abbie had just passed, there was nothing here to guide her.

      For several seconds, Abbie allowed her eyes to adjust to the dark. While holding the bottom door open, she had noted the way ahead. Ten to twelve steps, straight up, leading to another wooden door devoid of glass. Meaning no one would see her rise, even if they came to the top door's other side. Unless they decided to open it.

      That was possible but unlikely. Anyway, it wouldn’t matter. Abbie would hear approaching footsteps. She’d have time to prepare and the element of surprise. The figure would have the high ground if they opened the door. But, so long as Abbie made it to the top step before that happened, she could grab and hurl the door opener down the stairs. Probably before they had time to register Abbie’s presence.

      Abbie hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She would rather cast a stranger down a flight of stairs then risk a bullet or knife to the face but didn’t fancy either scenario. Better to take the stairs as fast as she could, and hope she reached and passed the higher door before the figure finished whatever she was doing above and made her way back.

      With soft but quick feet, Abbie rose. One hand on the wall, the other leading the way, she counted ten steps, then stopped. Now she extended her hand as far as it would go until the tip of her middle finger brushed the wood of the door she sought. 

      She took another step, folding her arm as she went, keeping her finger on the door. Then another. The final step led right into the door. She would have to move up and step into the corridor with the same swing of her leg. 

      By this point, Abbie could no longer hear footsteps. Her quarry had either stopped moving or was far enough away and behind enough doors that the sound of her feet traipsing around the upper floor could no longer reach Abbie.

      Some combination of the two was most likely. Abbie didn’t believe this floor would be as open-plan as the one below. She expected at least an employee bathroom and a couple of offices. Possibly a canteen as well. After all, even salespeople had to eat.

      Why was the figure here? Not an employee who had forgotten something in the staff room. Even if she didn’t have a key, what was important enough to warrant breaking into your place of employment at one-thirty in the morning, but not so important you hadn’t noticed its absence earlier in the evening?

      No, the woman didn’t work here. But she was looking for something. Probably something in one of the offices which would put a door betweent her and where Abbie was about to come out. She would not see Abbie enter the upstairs landing.

      Balance of probability. It was better to work on certainty. Sometimes, that wasn’t possible.

      Abbie stepped up, pushed the door, and entered the upper floor.

      Where she was greeted with nothing and no one. Where she found herself facing exactly what she had expected. A small open area leading into a corridor, with two doors off either side and one door at the end. There was also a water cooler, right beside her. Abbie was thirsty but didn’t take a cup, nor pour herself a drink.

      That could wait.

      The door at the end of the corridor was ajar. Only slightly. Just enough to be noticeable. The other four were closed. When the workers left the dealership for the day, they'd have shut every door behind them. That was what people did. The reason to do so was to help contain a fire if one started in any particular room, but most people didn't know this. They wouldn't have been able to tell you why they closed all the doors when they left a building. They might not even have been aware they were doing it.

      But people did, which meant Abbie’s new friend was in the furthermost room.

      With silent steps, Abbie made her way up the hall. She glanced at each of the closed doors as she passed, listened briefly for anyone moving behind them. No one. And none burst open once she'd walked by. 

      When Abbie passed the third and fourth door, she heard something and stopped. A low sound. It took a few seconds to place.

      Breathing.

      But not the natural inhaling and exhaling you might expect from a person going about their usual business. Nor was this the breathing of someone caught in a state of nervous excitement. The breaths were hitched and sharp. They signalled whoever was drawing them in, puffing them out, had lost control.

      These were the shallow breaths of a person slipping into the clutches of panic.

      That was interesting. Unexpected. It made Abbie pause, but not for long. Two seconds and she was moving again.

      The final door opened inwards. The handle was on the left, the breathing came from the right. The crack left by the ajar door revealed to Abbie a mostly blank space to the room's left. A window set into the wall would look over the front of the lot, where Abbie and the figure had so recently broken in.

      Reaching forward, Abbie took the handle.

      The rhythm of the breathing didn't change, and the breather wasn't moving. Which indicated the figure had no idea what to do next. The fact that trying to take controlled breaths hadn't occurred suggested this person was already deep in the panic jar. 

      Abbie had a few ideas about what might cause such panic. But why guess when the answers lay so close at hand?

      Breathing like that could be faked, but it was difficult—the work of a master actor.

      Abbie never ruled anything out but doubted the breather was putting on a show. Why bother? If she knew Abbie was following, why not leave the door ajar and wait on the other side? If Abbie stepped through, the figure would have the upper hand. The drama provided no advantage.

      Thus, whoever was on the door's other side was no threat. Not in this state.

      Abbie made up her mind. She had to go in. Her dream had led her to this town, and upon arriving, the figure was the first person she'd seen. Abbie was supposed to be here.

      Taking the handle, Abbie pushed the door, stepped into the room, turned towards the panicked breather.

      Abbie was alert. The first sign of a gun, and she'd toss herself back into the hall. For a knife, she'd jump the other way. Keep in the room and try to disorientate her master actor enemy. 

      As it happened, Abbie did see a knife, but it signalled no danger.

      The hooded figure wasn’t holding the blade; it was beside her knee. Its once gleaming surface was coated in blood. Blood also surrounded the edge and was pooling on the carpet. Ruining the carpet.

      That was okay. It was old, tatty. It needed replacing anyway.

      The carpet, not the knife.

      The figure was on her knees, her head bowed. Maybe the breathing could be faked, but the pale skin and trembling hands could not. Panic was becoming shock. Like one of the Ice Queen's statues, the woman was frozen to the spot.

      Possibly, she had known Abbie was coming. Maybe she was a clumsy villain, in which case she might have planned to stab Abbie with the blade but instead stabbed herself. The blood might have been hers.

      This was possible, but the chances were beyond slim. The figure's dark clothes were intact, and the woman seemed unharmed.

      Much more likely, then, that the knife had been used to kill the rotund man who lay on the carpet; his eyes wide with horror, his throat split into a grotesque grin.

      Yes, that felt like the better theory.
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      Though Abbie hadn’t snuck into the room, it appeared the woman crouched over the dead man hadn’t heard her and would never notice her if left to her own devices.

      So Abbie said, “Hiya.”

      And the woman’s head shot up, and she jumped back with a gasp.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Abbie tilted her head. Didn’t step towards the woman who had now backed up to the desk. She was pleased to see she had nailed the gender call. Beneath the hood was a pale-skinned female with shoulder-length dirty blonde hair and green eyes. Her lips were thin, and she wore no makeup. Not that many women did while breaking and entering at one thirty am. She was a few years younger than Abbie. Early twenties. Abbie tried a comforting smile.

      “I’m Abbie. You look afraid of me, but shouldn’t it be the other way around? After all, you’re the murderer. Murderers are scary. Or so I've heard it said.”

      Kneeling over the dead man, the woman had been snared by panic-induced indecision. Abbie’s introduction seemed to have snapped her from stasis. Leaning against the office’s desk, she started to regulate her breathing. Forcing herself back under control.

      That was good. A rational conversation could no doubt ensue.

      While the mysterious hooded woman continued getting herself together, Abbie stepped forward and looked over the dead man.

      No need to check his pulse. The killer had struck with ruthless efficiency. Maybe they'd first thrown a few punches to the gut. Perhaps they'd snuck up behind. Either way, how the altercation had ended was clear. With the killer going at the victim's throat like they were carving a turkey—a turkey the killer had recently caught in bed with their wife.

      Calming down, the woman said again, “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m still Abbie,” said still Abbie. “I’m new in town, and my mum taught me the importance of making friends in a new place. It grounds you. Helps you settle. Making a fast friend can be the difference between coming to love a place and wanting to get the next train out.”

      Abbie paused. Someone had once told her this, but Abbie couldn’t remember who. It certainly hadn’t been her mother—a woman Abbie had despised and who never gave advice, only orders. Still, ‘mum’ sounded good in the context.

      “You were the first person I saw,” Abbie continued. “Straight away, I knew we could be best friends. I watched you break in and considered waiting for you to leave, but once I get an idea, I’m like a dog with a bone. Can’t let it go and can’t wait. I scaled the fence and followed you so we could start getting to know each other right away. You ready? I thought we'd start with some quick-fire questions.”

      The breathing was under control. Confusion and frustration, both directed at Abbie, had replaced shock and fear. That was nice. Abbie liked to help.

      “This has to be some kind of sick joke,” said the woman.

      Ignoring her, Abbie said, “First up: name, favourite colour, favourite passtime. Go.”

      Clutching the desk, the woman pulled herself to feet.

      “You’re psychotic.”

      “Hey,” said Abbie, nodding at the dead man on the carpet. “Glass houses and all that. And wouldn’t you know, a glass house is exactly where we are.”

      The office walls were more chrome than glass, but the ceiling seemed to be made of a single transparent sheet. Looking up, Abbie could see a sky littered with clouds. A fat moon poked through a few whisps, shining its searchlight on the office and corpse.

      The woman didn’t want to entertain Abbie, the crazy person who appeared from nowhere and started asking semi-invasive questions. But it's hard to resist responding to a murder accusation. Only a true sociopath could let that comment go.

      “I didn’t kill him,” she said. “I’ve not killed anyone.”

      “Waste of words,” said Abbie. “You’d say that if you’d killed him or if you hadn’t, so what’s the point? Know what you should say?”

      “What?” said the woman, then bit her lip, angry she'd engaged.

      “Your name, your favourite colour, your favourite passtime. Once we get to know each other, it’ll be easier for me to believe you’re innocent.”

      “Who the hell are you?” said the woman.

      “Keep returning to that well, don’t you?” said Abbie. “Well, you know my name. Taken, not given. As to who I am…” Abbie shrugged. “Stranger, wanderer, interloper. Interferer, many people would say. I’m Miss No One. My identity is irrelevant, it is my purpose that matters.”

      “And what’s that? You like following strangers, or did someone send you?”

      “Did someone send me?” Abbie mused. “Interesting question. Did you suspect someone would have you followed? Are you entangled in some kind of nefarious plot? Go on, tell me you are. I love a nefarious plot. Gives me something to quash."

      The look on the woman's face suggested she would never become Abbie's friend, but Abbie chose not to believe it. People always gave her that look, first time they met, and only some of them later tried to murder her.

      "Well?" asked Abbie. The woman shook her head.

      “I asked first.”

      “Oh, that’s childish,” said Abbie. “But I like it. It’s fair. So I'll confess: I’m in town because I have reason to believe a little girl is in serious danger.”

      “What little girl?”

      "Which little girl," Abbie corrected. Then moved on when the woman looked as though she might pick up the bloodied murder weapon and start stabbing.

      “She's young. Six, seven, eight. Dark skin, probably African or of African descent, with lovely straight black hair and the most beautiful blue eyes. She seemed bright. Worthy of saving. I love it when they’re worthy.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Good question. I’ll let you know once I find out.”

      The woman, who still hadn’t given her name, stared at Abbie. There was a dead body between them, but somehow Abbie’s verbal sparring partner had forgotten. Given how panicked and hung up she’d been a couple of minutes ago, Abbie felt a sense of triumph that her conversational weaving had shifted the woman’s focus.

      “This is insane,” said the unnamed lady.

      “Says the murderer.”

      The woman flushed. “I’m not a killer.”

      Abbie smiled. “Don’t worry, I know.”

      She stepped forward again, so she was right over the dead guy. He was between forty and fifty, overweight. Greying, thinning hair. His skin was greasy, but his hands smooth. Not a labourer. He wore a shirt and brown trousers. Boring, inexpensive. Unlike his watch, which might have been a fake. If it wasn’t, it probably cost more than the combined value of all the clothes in the office, on all three of its occupants.

      “Who is he then?” said Abbie. 

      “What do you mean, you know I'm not a killer?”

      “I asked first,” said Abbie.

      “I don’t give a toss,” said the woman. “What do you mean you know I’m not a killer?”

      “You know that’s a double standard, making me answer first. It’s hypocritical, too. Not good traits in a person so far as I’m concerned. I may have to reconsider our burgeoning friendship.”

      “Just answer the damn question.”

      Abbie rolled her eyes. “So demanding.” She hesitated, looked at the corpse, then shrugged. “I misspoke, okay? You happy?“

      “You misspoke?”

      “Right.”

      “You do think I’m a killer?”

      “No. I just don’t have the information to say with any degree of certainty if you are, or you aren't. Dig up your back garden, I might find fifty bodies, all killed within the last week. Which would be good going. Not just all that murder but the digging. Your arms would be bigger, which probably rules out so many bodies in such a short time. Unless you have an accomplice. Or a JCB.”

      “Are you for real?”

      “Are any of us? Anyway, I didn’t mean to imply I knew you weren’t a killer because I don’t. I meant to imply I know you didn’t kill this particular man.”

      “And what makes you say that?”

      “Because you can’t have.”

      The woman gritted her teeth. “And what makes you say that?”

      “Look,” said Abbie, “before we continue, can you just tell me your name? I hate to rabbit on when I don’t even know what to call you. What do you say? I’m not asking for your address or even your surname. I’m not even asking for the truth, just something to call you.”

      The woman considered. She’d had enough of Abbie—that much was clear—but they were already a long way down the rabbit hole. Travelling a little further made sense.

      “Christine,” she said at last.

      “Do your friends call you Chris?”

      “What my friends call me isn’t relevant to you and never will be. You can call me Christine.”

      “Well, Christine, you may not be holding the knife but turns out your tongue’s plenty sharp. I need to check if I’m bleeding.”

      “How do you know I didn’t kill this man?” Pushed Christine.

      Abbie lowered to her haunches. “I don’t. I misspoke again.”

      Christine’s eyes blazed with fury. Abbie raised a hand before the younger woman could Hulk-out, pick up the desk, and smash it over Abbie’s head.

      “I’ve been right behind you since you jumped the fence,” said Abbie. “No way you could have killed this guy without me hearing. Even if you were a Ninja and did assassinate him in silence, you didn’t do it since I saw you arrive.” Abbie pointed to the stained carpet. “That’s not fresh blood, spilt within the last few minutes. It’s already dried, stained the carpet. I’m no mortician, but my guess is this guy’s been dead at least an hour.”

      Abbie rose, stepped away from the corpse. There was nothing to be learned from his body, and Abbie didn’t want to slip and get her prints on his skin. The cops would take a dim view of that.

      “That’s not to say it wasn’t you,” she said. “The cogs are still turning up here,” she tapped her head. “It’s possible you came here earlier tonight, got in a fight with this man, killed him, then fled. In my experience, people struggle to reason after unplanned murder. You could have been a mile away or more before your mind reengaged. Suddenly you're replaying the scene. Crap, you think, did I leave behind evidence? Maybe you know you did. Your hair clip fell out, or your ring dropped from your finger. If the murder weapon's still here and you weren't wearing gloves, you're truly screwed. Even if you didn't leave the knife, there has to be evidence on the body. See what happens? Rational thought leads to panic. You know there's almost no chance anyone's found the body. It's still safe, you reason, to return to the scene of the crime and remove any evidence. You've seen CSI. How hard can it be?”

      Christine was leaning against the desk, glaring. Her breathing sounded normal, but Abbie got the impression she was fighting to keep it that way. Focusing on it while trying to work Abbie out.

      “‘In my experience,’” the woman quoted. “Strange phrasing.”

      “Not really.”

      “A little. You been around many killers?”

      “Countless,” said Abbie. “But we're talking about accidental murderers. Been around less of them, but enough to form an opinion. Enough to know they don’t always act in their best interests. For example, even if you accepted that the accidental killer fled immediately post-murder, only later considering evidence, you might not believe said killer, upon returning to the scene, would hang around. They’d be expecting the body, you might say. They could prepare for it. Thus, as soon as they arrived, they could get to business and flee. You might say the fact I caught you on your knees over the guy, obviously shocked, panicking, proves that you’re innocent.”

      "The thought had crossed my mind."

      "Except that's not how accidental killers behave. They might think they're prepared to see their victim again, but they rarely are. The visual brings home what they've done like a hammer. It's common for their legs to give out, for them to go to ground as waves of guilt overcome them. Many murderers get caught that way."

      Christine stared at Abbie. She played with her hands. She was trying to be annoyed but was mostly confused while struggling to keep the panic at bay.

      "Who the hell are you?" she said.

      "Asked and answered."

      "You follow me here and start throwing around accusations—"

      "I'm not throwing anything," Abbie cut in. "I'm hypothesising. I don't know enough to draw any conclusions, as it stands. If I had to follow my gut, I'd say you didn't do it. Doesn't track for me, but that doesn't mean I'd rule you out as a suspect. No chance."

      "You a cop?"

      Abbie snorted.

      "Then maybe you're the killer."

      "Cops can be killers."

      "And that could be a distraction," said Christine. "All this could be distraction. There you stand, asking me about my favourite colour—“

      “—Which you’ve not answered, by the way.“

      “Accusing me of murder and telling me cops can be killers and all to throw me off the scent. I reckon you knew Davesh was dead when you walked in. Did you kill him? Is that what this is? I think you killed him."

      A sound from outside. Close by. Distinctive. Turning from Christine, Abbie moved towards the window. As she walked, she spoke.

      "You're losing control. Need to focus on keeping your breathing nice and even. You can't afford to freeze up. Not now."

      "There you go again, trying to distract me. Just like the killer would."

      There were curtains over the window on the opposite side of the room to the desk. Flicking them aside, Abbie could see the rings of cars through which she had earlier walked, leading to the gate.

      "If you truly think I'm the killer," said Abbie, not looking away from the window, "you're either wrong or in serious danger."

      Still, Abbie didn't look back, but she could almost hear Christine's body tense.

      "You threatening me?"

      Abbie tutted. "Be better. Think about what I said."

      The sound grew louder. Abbie saw headlights turn onto the street from which she had first spied Christine.

      Christine who was thinking. She didn't know whether she wanted to play the game, but nor did she want to come across as stupid.

      "If you killed Davesh, you left and watched the place," she said at last. "You saw me come in. But there would be no reason to follow me. Your best bet would be to call the police and report a break in, try put me in the frame for your crime. If you were the killer, and you followed me, that would indicate…" Christine stopped. She couldn't say it.

      "That I deemed you a problem but thought it was a problem I could handle. Probably by slitting your throat. Murderers aren't a particularly imaginative bunch. They tend to execute people in the same way again and again. Very dull."

      Abbie watched the car stop and moved her hand from the curtain, letting it drape the window once more. She turned to Christine.

      "Time to decide if you think I'm the killer," said Abbie.

      "What, why?" said Christine.

      There was a clink of metal from outside, followed by the scrape of a gate on gravel. Then the engine started again.

      "That's the sound of new arrivals," said Abbie. "This intimate gathering's about to become a party, so I say again, do you think I'm the killer?

      "Because I think you're about to have to pick a side."
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      The car pulled into the lot. Parked between the fifth and sixth ring of sale vehicles. Stopped.

      Walking away from the window, Abbie came to Christine, grabbed her arm.

      “Why were you here?”

      “I’m not talking to you.”

      Doors opened, feet crunched into the gravel, doors slammed.

      “We’ve no time for this. I told you why I’m here: a little girl, in danger. Worthy. She’s what matters. But I've been doing this a long time; I’ve learned to trust my instincts, and my instincts say trust you. But you've got to give me something. Did you kill this man?”

      Footsteps; growing louder as the newcomers closed on the dealership.

      Christine was frozen in indecision. Didn’t know what to do, what to say. Needed to trust someone but couldn’t bring herself to trust Abbie, and there was no one else here. She needed a push.

      The front door swung open. Boots moved from uneven gravel to smooth tiles. There was no hesitation; the newcomers stepped inside and fanned out like they owned the place. There was no caution, no fear. As far as Abbie and Christine's safety was concerned, that was a bad sign.

      The door fell closed.

      Christine made a decision.

      “This guy, Davesh, owns this place. He's a sleaze, a creep, but does a lot for the local community, for charity, so no one wants to believe he could be dodgy."

      "But you did?"

      "Right. The cars in the lot; Davesh ships them in from Europe. Sells them cheap but makes plenty of money. I suspect the majority are either stolen or cut-and-shuts. You know, two cars welded together after a crash.”

      "I know."

      “Then you know they’re dangerous. As often as not, the cars fall apart, often while travelling at speed. They’re not vehicles, they’re death traps. I came looking for evidence, and I came late because I thought I'd be alone. I didn't expect to find Davesh waiting here alive, let alone dead. You can believe that or not, but it's the truth.”

      Downstairs, laughter. At least one man, at least one woman. It was impossible to tell how many in total. But Abbie had only seen one car. Difficult to tell from the distance, but it had looked like a five-seater, and only then if you were generous enough to include the cramped middle seat in the count.

      Abbie had questions for Christine. Plenty of them. They'd have to wait.

      “Time to move,” she said.

      Downstairs, someone threw open a door. Abbie didn’t know which, but there were only two options if you excluded the entrance, and Abbie doubted the ground floor office intrigued the newcomers. Taking Christine's arm, Abbie dragged her towards the hall. They left the knife.

      “There’s only one way out,” said Christine. “We’ve no chance.”

      “There’s always a chance,” said Abbie. Which wasn’t true but at least sounded good.

      They entered the hall. Abbie pushed Christine through then pulled the door to. Not closed. Ajar, as when Abbie had arrived. She stepped to the first door on her left. Another office. Locked.

      Footsteps on the stairs.

      “Oh God,” said Christine.

      “Shh,” said Abbie.

      The feet kept coming. Step one, two, three, four.

      Christine pulled closer to Abbie. Her fists were clenched. Maybe she was thinking about a dust-up, preparing to throw some punches. Abbie doubted they'd get close enough to the newcomers to throw anything other than insults. The brazen, cocky attitude of those downstairs indicated a fearlessness crooks usually only displayed when armed. Sometimes with knives. In Abbie's experience, guns were more likely.

      The corridor was narrow. If the newcomers came into the upstairs hall and started shooting, Abbie and Christine would be torn to shreds before they could so much as ask the crooks their favourite colours, let alone their ideal passtimes. 

      Abbie worked on the door.

      The feet kept coming. Steps five, six, seven, eight.

      Done. Abbie rose. Turned the handle, opened the door.

      Steps nine, ten, eleven, twelve.

      Abbie pushed Christine into the office she’d unlocked.

      The door from the stairs began to open.

      Abbie followed Christine. Turned the handle right, pulled closed the door, turned the handle left. Stepped back.

      The newcomers entered the hall in single file. Abbie counted four sets of feet. They paused where Abbie had paused, by the water cooler. Abbie tried not to hope they were about to gather around and discuss the latest episode of Celebrities Go Scuba Diving or whatever was the newest reality craze. Abbie didn't watch a lot of telly.

      Didn't matter. Wasn't going to happen.

      Had they seen the office door close? Knowing she stood almost no chance if so, Abbie clenched her fists. If she had to go out, she'd go out fighting.

      Stay safe. Come back to me.

      Oh, get lost, Bobby.

      Then someone spoke. A man. A low, gruff voice. A smoker's voice.

      "One at the end."

      That was positive. Abbie checked over her shoulder, expecting to see Christine cowering in a corner. She was pleasantly surprised. There was a desk at one end of the room, and Christine stood on Abbie's side of it, back straight, eyes focused. She looked ready to charge if any unfriendlies burst in.

      Also positive.

      The newcomers proceeded along the hall. The speaker had already referenced the office at the end. These lot were probably connected to Davesh via his criminal activities, assuming Christine had told the truth. If they knew him, there was no reason to enter any office but his.

      Regardless, Abbie wouldn't relax. She moved towards the wall that separated her hiding place from the corridor beyond. If anyone tried to enter, she'd take them out before they knew what had happened. Then it'd be her vs three. Possibly her and Christine vs three. If Abbie struck fast and barrelled into the hall, there was a chance they'd make it out alive.

      If someone tried to enter this room.

      No one did.

      The leader of the pack reached the door and carried on. Abbie heard him pause outside Davesh's office.

      "It's open."

      She heard the door swing in as two more sets of feet passed Abbie.

      Then the pack leader stepped into Davesh's office. There was a pause, then a violent, twisted curse. Then another.

      The final set of feet sped up, following the two that proceeded him into Davesh’s office.

      For a third time, the pack leader swore.

      Then another voice. Also male. Softer; clearly afraid.

      "What happened? Is he dead?"

      Which answered the latest question dancing around Abbie's mind. Had this group returned to the dealership to deal with the corpse of the man they had earlier murdered.

      Apparently not.

      "Course he's dead, moron,” said the smoker, the leader. "Don't get much deader than this."

      Footsteps, behind Abbie. Turning, she saw Christine come up beside her. Their eyes met.

      Here was a woman who hadn’t trusted Abbie as far as she could throw her a couple of minutes ago. But they had experienced the arrival of the newcomers together; had reacted together. Hidden together. It was a situation that created imaginary bonds and trust that wouldn’t last. Christine wasn’t looking to Abbie with anger. She was seeking guidance.

      What do we do? she mouthed. 

      Abbie wasn't sure but answered anyway, mouthing, Listen.

      "What now?" This was a woman. Her voice was quiet but penetrating. Abbie had no trouble hearing it one room down.

      "We're screwed is what," said the worrier. "Orion’ll blame us. You know what he's like."

      "Shut up," said the smoker. "Forget Orion for the minute. This is what it is. We can't bring the prick back to life, so we make the best of it."

      "How?" The woman again.

      "Take everything. "Files, laptops, the ciggie packets from his bins. Everything. We don’t need him alive. We just need what he knew.”

      Abbie took a step back, took Christine's arm, nodded at the door. Let's move.

      Christine's eyes widened. Are you sure?

      And from next door, the woman again. "You want us to gut this office or all of them?”

      Abbie gave Christine a pointed look as the leader, Smoker, responded.

      "We gut the building; take anything that might be relevant. Ain't a chance I'll risk missing something so we can get to bed quicker. We do this right, get the stuff, then we’ll deal with the body.”

      Abbie was tugging Christine towards the door. They were taking a significant risk, but what choice did they have? Abbie had no intention of taking on four unfriendliness who were probably armed and definitely in a bad mood. Even if one of them seemed to be a wimp. She certainly didn't want to get caught in a room with no way out. Fleeing, for now, was the safest option.

      Next door, the group started gathering items. Once their arms were full, they'd dump what they'd stolen in their car and return for more. If they emptied Davesh's office before they filled their arms, they'd move right on to room two. Abbie and Christine's room.

      There was no time to waste.

      Still holding Christine's arm, Abbie grabbed the handle, turned it right, opened the door, turned it left, let go. Glancing into the hall, she saw Davesh's office door. Wide-open. She could see the back of a bald guy, working his way through a filing cabinet. Christine's eyes widened.

      Ignoring her temporary companion’s fear, Abbie nudged Christine into the hall and stepped out after. As though she was a worker bee, this was her office, and she was going home for the day, she turned back and retook the handle. Turned it, pulled the door closed without a sound, turned it. Released.

      The bald man was still working through the files. Able to see no one else, Abbie met Christine's eye.

      Calm.

      Retaking the frightened woman's arm, Abbie led her down the hall. They didn't run because running was noisy, and they'd be caught. Abbie didn't look back because she knew looking back wouldn't help. If they were seen, the viewer would shout. It was human nature. Abbie would get fair warning. 

      Christine tried to look back once. The moment Abbie saw her neck twist, she squeezed her companion's arm and shook her head. After that, Christine kept her eyes fixed on the goal ahead.

      They reached the water cooler, the door to the stairs.

      From Davesh's office, someone said, "Son of a bitch."

      This time, Christine did spin. Abbie glanced back, but no one rushed into the hall. They weren't the subject of the slur. So far, the baddies hadn't made them.

      Abbie released Christine, took the handle, opened the door to the stairs. All with that same calm caution. 

      She nodded to Christine.

      Go.

      Christine did as told, taking the top step and working her way down. Abbie was pleased to see she didn't rush, didn't stomp. Her movements were almost silent.

      Once Christine was three or four steps below, Abbie stepped after her, dragging the door behind, turning as she moved until the door was almost closed, and Abbie was facing Davesh's office.

      The bald man at the filing cabinet rose, twisting as he did to face the gaping office door.

      Abbie closed herself onto the staircase. Paused.

      "Hey, what the hell?"

      And turned to Christine. 

      "Okay," she said. "Run."

      As though Baldie had heard Abbie and believed she was talking to him, he burst from Davesh’s office and charged down the corridor. With a squeal, Christine almost tumbled down the stairs in her haste to reach the bottom.

      Abbie turned the handle at the top and opened by an inch the door into the upstairs landing.

      Christine turned the handle at the bottom. Pulled.

      Baldie was still coming. Listening, judging every step, Abbie waited. Lowering herself, she raised a leg while trying to retain her balance on the narrow stairs.

      “It’s locked,” Christine screamed.

      Abbie booted her door. It flew out, crashed into Baldie, sent him spinning. The force of the blow sent Abbie backwards. Grabbing the bannister, she just about escaped falling down the stairs.

      “It’s locked, it’s locked,” Christine was saying, still tugging the door.

      Baldie was rising. A woman appeared at the end of the hall, exited Davesh’s office, withdrew a gun from her jacket. Unlike Baldie, she was calm, collected.

      “We’re trapped,” shouted Christine.

      “Try pushing,” said Abbie.

      She was turning as she spoke, rushing down the stairs after Christine, who now shoved the door and spilt onto the ground floor. Abbie raced down after.

      Baldie returned to the stairs’ peak as Abbie reached the ground. A hollow thud signalled the firing of a silenced pistol as Abbie stepped onto the dealership's sales floor. The shot smashed the wall, missing Abbie by inches.

      As though desperate to reclaim his spent bullet before someone else stole it, Baldie barrelled down the stairs.

      Christine was at the main doors. She looked back at Abbie, who nodded. Pulling the door open, the young woman disappeared into the night.

      Baldie burst onto the sales floor, gun ahead of him, pointing towards the spot where Christine had been, seconds before.

      He growled, and Abbie appeared in his peripheral, arms swinging.

      A metal stool smashed his face, shattering his jaw, pummelling his skull, sending him crashing to the ground.

      With the state of his jaw, screaming only made the agony worse. He couldn't stop himself. Not until Abbie appeared above him, raised her boot, brought it crashing into his face, cracking his already damaged skull against the hard floor.

      The bald man with the broken jaw went quiet.

      Someone else, probably the woman, was descending the stairs. At this point, an ordinary person would panic. Maybe flap. They would undoubtedly flee, desperate to escape before backup arrived and started firing.

      Abbie wasn’t ordinary. As though she had dropped her bus pass and was bending to reclaim it, she leaned over and collected Baldie's gun. No rush, no fuss. Two steps to the left, from where the weapon had landed, and Abbie was at Baldie's feet, his body between her and the door through which the stair descender might soon emerge.

      Abbie crouched and shifted forward. The gun in a one-handed grip, she covered the door ahead while searching Baldie's jeans and jacket.

      No identification, no money, no phone. These guys were professionals. The leader would carry a mobile—no one else.

      Two spare clips for the gun. Abbie took them and shoved them in her pocket while pulling her weapon's trigger.

      Someone had been easing the door open. Abbie’s bullet smashed the wood; the door swung closed. Whoever stood on the other side would be taking one or two steps back, a little way up the stairs. They'd be formulating plan B.

      Abbie had slowed them down. She hadn’t stopped them.

      Abbie found something else in Baldie's back pocket. Smiled.

      This could be useful.

      Casting a final glance at the guy she'd attacked, Abbie rose. He needed hospitalisation, but his team wouldn't take him nor call an ambulance. Nor would they leave him like this. They couldn't risk him talking to the cops. Not that that would be easy. From a practical point of view, that was, given his jaw.

      That left two options: take him with, or kill him.

      Either was fine by Abbie. She wouldn’t end his life: he was unarmed, defenceless. Nor would she protect him from his people. As far as Abbie was concerned, their business was concluded.

      The door opener hadn't come again. Abbie hadn't heard them move but knew they were there, listening. Waiting. There was every chance this was all part of the plan.

      The stairs were the only obvious route from the first to the ground floor. Abbie hadn't checked all the rooms upstairs. It was possible Smoker or the mysterious fourth person had found a way to the lot from one of the upstairs windows. Even now, they might be crunching into the gravel, circling the building, preparing to flank and execute Abbie.

      Obviously, Abbie couldn't let that happen.

      It was time to go.

      The shooter on the stairs was listening for Abbie’s every move. If they heard her head for the main exit, they’d burst from the stairwell firing. Put a few bullets in Abbie’s back. End this thing here and now.

      That was annoying. If possible, Abbie wanted to further even the odds before leaving.

      After shattering Baldie's jaw, Abbie had dropped the metal stool at her side. With one silent step, she brought it within reach.

      Time was of the essence. Abbie bent at the waist, collected the stool, turned towards the building's exit.

      No sign of the enemy, but Abbie expected company any second.

      Leaning back, she swung the chair across the room. As it moved, whistling through the air, so did she, stepping over Baldie's body and to the right of the stairwell door.

      She grabbed the handle, pointing her gun towards where the crack was about to appear, at an angle, so the muzzle was aiming up the stairs.

      The stool crashed down, hitting a desk, bouncing into the air, and bounding off a window.

      Abbie turned the handle, pulled the door back a couple of inches, shoved the gun's barrel into the crack.

      The chair bounced off the floor and came down with a dull, echoing thud.

      At the same time, Abbie pulled her trigger, once, twice, three times, moving the gun left and right as she did, covering the staircase.

      With shot four, she yanked the door wide. With shot five, she stepped through to the foot of the stairs.

      The woman had been waiting. When Abbie started firing, she had attempted to flee to the upper floor.

      She hadn't got far.

      One of Abbie's shots had hit her in the hip, another in the base of her spine. Now she was groaning, sprawled across the stairs.

      Her gun was still in her hand.

      The echoing of the fallen stool ceased.

      "Drop it," said Abbie.

      The woman tried to turn. She did not release her gun.

      It was all Abbie needed.

      Twice more, she pulled the trigger.

      The woman fell still.

      Abbie took no time to relax in the peace and the silence of her victory. She wasn’t safe yet.

      Baldie was out of action. The woman in the stairwell dead.

      Two down. Two to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Abbie released her gun's magazine, withdrew another. She was reloading as the spent clip hit the ground.

      Leaning forward, she took the dead woman's gun and shoved it into her jeans. There wasn't time for another body search. Glancing to the top of the stairs, Abbie could see no one. Couldn't hear anyone, either.

      Bad news.

      The silence suggested the remaining two enemies had found a way from the upper floor to the gravel lot without recourse to the stairs. They'd left their now dead colleague in the stairwell so she could follow if Abbie tried to escape, but also to limit Abbie's options. They wanted to draw her outside where they planned to execute her.

      Which was fine. Now Abbie could turn their plan on its head.

      The door at Abbie's back had fallen shut, plunging her into darkness. Leaving her to feel her way up. A more difficult task than previously, when obstacles had not included a dead body.

      Abbie made it over the corpse, only standing on her arm in the process, and the going was much simpler after that.

      At the top of the stairs, Abbie paused as she had before. Though she couldn't hear anything, there was a chance another enemy stood in the hall beyond, gun extended, waiting.

      It was a risk, but so was going out front. This was the lesser of two evils, so Abbie placed her shoulder to the door, once more put the muzzle to where the crack was to arrive, and pushed.

      The water cooler appeared. There was no one beyond it.

      Using the door as a rudimentary shield, Abbie continued to push with the shoulder, sweeping her gun in an arc past the area to the right, beyond the cooler, until she was aiming down the barrel of the corridor. Towards Davesh's office. At that point, the door-shield would move no more.

      Davesh's door remained open. Three others had joined it, including the one behind which Abbie and Christine had hidden.

      When Baldie first spotted Christine and Abbie and alerted his team to their presence, Smoker and crew would not have known with whom they were dealing. Smoker probably thought Baldie and the woman could handle it.

      Then they would have heard the swinging stool and Baldie's scream. Would have known they weren't dealing only with runners but with fighters.

      Then the gunshot.

      While the now-dead woman covered the stairs, the remaining duo would have checked the windows in Davesh's office and learned there was no easy way to the lot via them. So what next? They'd have come into the hall and burst through the next door they reached, then the next, then the next.

      That they hadn't reached the fourth and final door suggested they'd found a way to the lot within room three. Which meant that was where Abbie needed to be.

      Her shoulder remained against the door. Now she twisted, placed the tip of her boot against the wood and shifted back.

      Removing her shoulder, Abbie extended her leg and pointed her gun towards the door. All this, she tried to do in silence. She doubted there was anyone upstairs. If there was, they would likely be in the room Abbie believed was the last they had searched for an escape route.

      Gun outstretched, Abbie whipped back her toe, stepped to the side of the water cooler, and prepared to fire.

      The door swung closed.

      There was no one behind it.

      Abbie swivelled back towards the corridor, gun still raised. She came to where the hall narrowed, proceeded past the unopened door on the left, stopped before the first opened door on the right.

      She'd been correct. Beyond the open door, Abbie could hear the rustle of the curtains as the wind flowed into the room and pushed gently against them. She moved away from one wall and stepped towards the other. As she went, she turned until she was aiming her gun into the open room.

      There was the window. Wide. Large enough for Abbie, though only just. A man much bigger than her would have had trouble squeezing through, which told her something about the enemy, assuming they'd both escaped the building this way.

      Most of the room was to the right of the door. Abbie took a step in that direction to check the small space to the left was clear of enemies, which it was. Then, she rotated back the other way, stepped inside, and swept her gun from one side to the other, checking off the bulk of another office.

      Desk, flower pots, filing cabinets, bookshelves. No people. Abbie was alone.

      Proceeding to the window, she glanced out at the back of the building, looked left to one corner, right to the other—no one in either direction.

      She searched the concentric circles of cars, one after the other, from the back of the building to the gate, seeking the hunched figure of a hiding enemy.

      Street lamps from the road beyond the chain-link fence plus the moon above made hiding difficult. It was possible, but Abbie reckoned the bad guys had rounded the corners of the building, moving towards the front, rather than trying to hide amongst the cars. Why bother? They knew no one was guarding the building’s front and expected Abbie and Christine to escape that way. After all, if the two runners had tried to return via the stairs, the window escapees knew they had someone stationed there, ready to eliminate anyone stupid enough to turn back. They might have heard more shots, but they wouldn't know for sure who, if anyone, had been killed.

      Abbie could see how the duo had reached the ground.

      A drainage pipe ran from the top of the building to a drain in the gravel below. Brackets held it in place. The pipe couldn't be made of glass or steel and thus would have ruined the building's hideous aesthetic if placed at the front. To circumvent this problem, the roof had been built to slant towards the back of the building. The drainage pipe was situated here, out of sight of new arrivals to the dealership. After all, who would want to buy a car from a place that made it obvious they were worried about safe and considered water drainage?

      The pipe was designed to carry runoff water from the glass roof to the ground. It was not a fireman's pole. Its installer had not intended it to be used as a ladder from the office to the ground floor.

      In descending from the window to the gravel, the duo had placed considerable stress on the pipe. Abbie could see it had been tugged away from the building in several places. At least two of the brackets looked as though they had just resisted popping loose their fittings and separating from the steel girders to which the installer had attached them.

      In other words, the pipe had taken two people. Abbie wasn't sure it would take a third.

      But she couldn’t go back.

      She wasn't that high. She didn't need to get far before she'd be safe to drop to the ground. Besides, she was slim. While she was mostly muscle, and muscle weighed more than fat, she would still likely put far less strain on the pipe than had the duo who went before, at least one of whom was a man.

      It was all about speed. Abbie slipped one leg through the window, then the other. She was perched on the sill, half in the office, half out. Twisting from the hips, she dropped, turning towards the building and grabbing the windowsill as she went.

      Her boots hit the glass wall, saving her knees the pain of cracking the building. Once she was steady, she allowed herself to dangle.

      Here, her muscular frame and hard-earned endurance came in handy. She was able to dangle from her arms without much trouble for a decent length of time.

      Once Abbie was as low as she could get, knowing she was at her most vulnerable, pretty much doomed if one of her enemies appeared, gun in hand, she stretched one leg to the side and wrapped it around the pole.

      At this point, she remembered her mother. Never a good sign. Abbie had fallen pregnant as a teenager, following one of the most harrowing nights of her life. Abbie's mother had been disgusted by her eldest daughter. Had told her she might as well give up school because, before long, she'd be wrapped around the pole, dancing for money to feed her baby.

      Well, mum had got the time scales and purpose wrong, but here Abbie was, wrapped around the pole.

      Taking one hand from the windowsill, she grabbed the drainage pipe. Releasing the other, Abbie put her entire weight on the already strained escape route.

      Immediately, a bracket snapped free.

      The pipe began to pull further from the wall, tilting Abbie at an alarming angle. A few more seconds, and it would snap away, and down would come Abbie, pipe and all.

      This kind of unceremonious tumble would likely not kill her. If anyone saw, it would be embarrassing, and that was in many ways worse. So Abbie dropped, grabbed the pipe again, dropped again, grabbed the pipe again.

      Another bracket snapped. By this point, Abbie had her feet on the glass and was much closer to the ground. Releasing the pipe, she kicked away from the wall and spun towards the gravel.

      She landed, rolled, came up standing between a Porsche and a Ferarri, both two-seaters.

      Rolling into grass would have been fine. Even concrete would have been okay from that distance. Gravel was uneven, often sharp. Abbie's shoulder, back and hip all ached from the landing. That was annoying, but no show stopper.

      Abbie checked her jacket and belt. Found both the guns still with her and intact.

      Now, it was time for the next enemy.

      She looked left, then right. Her fall hadn't been soundless, but she doubted the enemy had heard. For one thing, they were near a motorway. Even this late, the traffic was consistent. For another, if the duo had split and each turned one corner onto the left and right side of the building, as Abbie suspected, they had doubtless kept going until they were inches from the dealership's front. That put them a decent distance from where she now stood.

      Yes, she thought she was safe, but she had to move fast. The duo expected her to attempt to escape from the building. They'd be watching and listening for her. They knew they couldn't wait forever, so before long, they would move in. Once they passed the front entrance, they'd see the ground floor was empty. Moving to the stairwell door, they'd find their dead comrade and ascertain what had happened.

      Abbie expected to be rumbled. Before she was, she wanted to even the odds. Make this a one on one battle.

      From the Ferrari and the Porsche, Abbie moved back to the ring of cars second furthest from the dealership, now placing herself between a two-seater Mazda and four-seater Hyundai.

      The Mazda was to her right. She moved to its rear and crouched by its bumper. Securing one gun in her belt, checking the other was fully loaded and ready to go, Abbie proceeded from the Mazda to a Peugeot, then to another Ferarri, working her way towards the right back corner of the dealership.

      After five cars, she had a clear sight down the dealership's right wall. It was hard to make much out in the building's shadow, but Abbie saw a shape she was pretty sure would soon reveal itself to be a person.

      On she went, past high-end cars with fake number plates, all waiting to be sold. Excited to start their new life with a mug. Assuming Christina was correct and they were stolen or cut and shuts.

      Abbie was now moving further along the building's side. The shape came into clearer and clearer view.

      It was moving, but not the way a bush or plants might sway in the night breeze. These were the movements of a human waiting for something or someone and fast losing patience.

      Abbie stopped when she was two cars from the one that would put her directly in line with the shape. From this angle, she could see not only the man and the corner he stood by but right across the front of the lot. She could see the open gate through which the newcomers had arrived and the section of chainlink fence Abbie and Christine had scaled.

      She wondered again if Christine had escaped. Pushed the thought away. Now was not the time.

      The Smoker's crew might have been well trained. But they were thugs, mercenaries. Probably not used to waiting around. For those who hadn't practised patience, waiting for something to happen with no company and nothing to occupy the mind led fast to a loss of focus.

      Abbie made her way alongside a deep blue SUV and then to the boot of a hatchback in the innermost circle of cars. Keeping low, she made her way to the front bumper of the hatch and paused.

      She was fifteen feet from her target. The guy's gun was in his hand, but his hand was at his side. Loose. His shoulder was against the wall, his head tilting left, tiling right.

      He was bored.

      He'd stopped paying attention.

      Good.

      Abbie rose from the front bumper, stood tall fifteen feet from the enemy.

      The guy sighed. A long, frustrated breath.

      Abbie left the hatch. With quiet, delicate steps, she made her way towards the guy…

      Who used his gun to scratch his leg. Then shook his head. The shake said I've had enough of this shit.

      He didn't hear Abbie coming until she was three feet away. By that point, she'd raised her gun, aiming at his skull.

      The guy tried to turn, but Abbie pulled the trigger.

      The guy went to the ground in a heap. Abbie stood over him and put another bullet between the eyes, just to be safe.

      Now it was she who sighed.

      "Sorry to have kept you waiting."
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      Silenced pistols were not silent. The dull thud of the shot reverberated across the air. At the opposite front corner of the dealership, another enemy was lurking. Had they heard?

      Abbie would soon find out.

      Dropping to her knees, she performed a hasty but thorough search of the man she'd executed. Found nothing. The lack of a phone suggested this was not Smoker. It felt right the little group's leader was the last man standing. Made it like an action film, and Abbie did enjoy pretending to be an action hero. It really took the edge off ending lives and creating grieving widows and despondent children.

      On that happy thought, Abbie rose. The night was quiet, still. Abbie could see the enemy's vehicle from her spot by the dealership's wall, parked side on between the fifth and sixth ring of cars.

      Abbie returned to the first ring; proceeded to the second, the third, the fourth, the fifth. Once at the rear of the first car she reached on the fifth row, Abbie crouched. In this uncomfortable position, she worked her way from car to car, now moving in an arc around the front of the building towards the enemy's mode of transport.

      She was a quarter of the way to her target—probably in line with the staircase across which lay the woman Abbie had earlier shot dead—when a shape emerged from around the building's side.

      Abbie stopped, dropped behind a Ford's bumper, and glanced around the car's rear right wheel arch.

      This new man had his gun raised, aimed along the building's front, towards the corner around which lay his dead comrade. After ten paces towards the front entrance and his deceased colleague, he stopped, gun still aloft, waited.

      Abbie guessed Smoker had heard Abbie's shot, but it was muffled. He couldn't be sure the sound was of a bullet leaving a chamber. Definitely couldn't know if the potential bullet had ended a life and, if it had, whether that life was friend or foe.

      Maybe he would step into the building. That would be ideal. It would give Abbie options. Always a good thing. She could take the easy route and escape, or the challenging but perhaps more satisfying path, and follow him into the building, shoot him dead and complete the set.

      Try to shoot him dead, anyway. Abbie had never yet failed in a fight to the death but had to remind herself: neither had Smoker.

      If he went around the corner, following him would still be an option. So would escape. The moment he saw his fallen comrade, he would jump to high alert. But if Abbie was careful and traced her way back through the cars, she could probably get close enough to kill him without being noticed, right as he found his dead mate.

      For several long, painful seconds, Abbie waited for the info she'd need to make a decision.

      Smoker took several steps forward.

      Then, he turned. Rather than looking towards the building, he swept his gun across the lines of cars.

      Abbie guessed what had happened.

      The smoker had heard Abbie's gun and determined someone had fired a bullet. He knew, had the shooter been friend, his partner would have emerged to explain the score. That this hadn't happened indicated the shooter was foe. Which changed things.

      If someone had shot his comrade, where would that someone go?

      If the shooting had happened on Smoker's side, the obvious route would be to escape over the chainlink fence. But the fence on the other side and to the rear of the building was higher, and trees pressed close against it from the outer side. It would be much harder to scale than at the front.

      Besides, upon arrival, Smoker and his gang had left open the front gate. That was the easiest escape route. That was where Smoker expected his quarry to go.

      Smoker continued to the entrance then turned towards the open gate, directly ahead.

      Abbie had dropped to the ground when her final enemy had appeared. As he turned to the gate, she moved onto her haunches and pointed towards the badly parked car. Her hand rested on the taillight of the Ford. Peaking forward, she watched Smoker.

      His handgun's muzzle leading the way, he walked from the dealership entrance to the first circle of cars.

      He gave the area one final sweep. Then ducked.

      Abbie knew his game. Protected by a car on either side, he would crawl to the bumpers, peak left and right, searching for Abbie in the alley between the first and second of Saturn's rings. When she wasn’t there, he would move up a circle and repeat the process until he found Abbie or decided she and Christine had escaped.

      The moment he disappeared between the two cars in the first ring, Abbie moved. From the bumper of the Ford, she made a crouched rush to the Renault next door. There were now ten vehicles between her and the target. This wouldn't be easy.

      Abbie moved again, rushing to car one of ten and ducking behind the bumper. With Smoker crouching, and the sea of cars between them, it wasn't possible to spot his movements. Tracking by sound was difficult, but she did her best.

      That had to be him, moving down a price bracket.

      Abbie had to speed up if she wanted to reach the car before Smoker. She knew if she did that, escape wouldn't be simple but easier. From her pocket, she withdrew the key she'd taken from Baldie. Would Smoker have another? Hard to say.

      Abbie rushed to car two of ten, stopped, then car three. She considered going back towards the building and trying to sneak up behind Smoker, but that wouldn't work. His actions showed he was cautious as well as deadly. He wouldn’t be so stupid as to focus only on moving forward. Repeatedly, he would check behind him, covering all angles. He wouldn't leave anything to chance.

      Car four, car five, car six.

      Smoker moved down another price bracket. This was going to be tight. Abbie could hear him getting closer, drawing in. By now, he was only a few cars away. Soon, she'd be able to hear him breathing.

      Car seven, car eight.

      Smoker had also moved again. Straight ahead, from his perspective, was his side-on car. It formed a barrier behind two more Ford's. One more move, and he would put himself in a little cul de sac. To proceed, he would need to vault his vehicle. 

      Car nine. The bumper of car ten was a couple of inches from the bumper of Smoker's getaway vehicle. Keeping Baldie's gun firmly in hand, Abbie withdrew his car key. Her finger hovered over the soft, black button. The tiniest of compressions would cause the car's lights to flash. The car's confirmation blip and the heavy clunk of the locks disengaging would disturb the quiet night.

      In short, there was no way to unlock the car without alerting Smoker to her presence. Worse, his next move would put him by the driver's door. Abbie would only be able to enter through the passenger side.

      She heard feet crunch through the gravel—Smoker's final move. Abbie heard him rush into the cul de sac and turn, dropping to the ground with his back against his car door.

      A moment later, the car light's flashed. Abbie heard the blip, and the car's central locks disengage.

      Not her move. It didn't take a genius to figure out what was happening.

      Abbie had assumed Smoker was trying to find her. That he planned to end her life in revenge for her attack against his people.

      The driver side door opened.

      Abbie had been wrong.

      Smoker wasn't searching for her.

      He was fleeing.

      She heard him jump into the driver's seat and slam the door. In a second, the key would be in the ignition, turning. In maybe five, Smoker would have his foot on the gas.

      He wouldn't want to leave his people behind. He was putting his safety ahead of the mission.

      What would Orion think of that?

      Now was not the time to consider such matters. Abbie had to act.

      The key turned in the ignition. The engine roared to life. Getting to her feet, Abbie rushed towards the car.

      Abbie believed she had given Smoker a lot of credit earlier by deciding it wasn't safe to try and circle around behind him as he crept towards his car from the dealership.

      Maybe she hadn't given him enough.

      The moment she rose, a bullet smacked the back windshield and shattered the glass.

      Abbie dropped with the crack. Two more shots followed the first, but all three sailed over Abbie's head, safely into the dark.

      But Abbie wasn't safe.

      As he was pulling the trigger, Smoker had thrown his car into reverse. Releasing the hand brake, he smashed his foot into the pedal, and the vehicle flew back.

      Abbie was only a handful of feet behind the rear wheels.

      The spinning rubber kicked up gravel and dirt, sending it spraying in all directions. The car roared as it flew back, like a hungry beast excited and agitated to devour its prey.

      Fast reaction speeds and a finely tuned body, not to mention a sharp mind, had saved Abbie's skin on multiple occasions. While throwing herself to the ground in response to the bullets flying through the windshield of Smoker's car, Abbie had already been anticipating the enemy's next move. The moment she hit the deck, she was rolling onto her front. Bringing up her knees, she planted her feet into the gravel and shoved up with her hands, firing herself between two cars.

      Like a battering ram, Smoker's vehicle shot past, missing Abbie's feet by an inch.

      Earlier, Abbie had mounted and dismounted the chain-link fence into the dealership with some grace. There had been no time to worry about such things when dodging the speeding vehicle, so Abbie's rolling escape was awkward. She twisted her ankle and smacked her skull into the ground.

      Her head was spinning as she rose, her ankle screaming.

      Having shot backwards down the aisle of cars, Smoker hit the brakes when he realised he'd missed his target. Presumably muttering in annoyance, he threw the car into gear and hit the accelerator again.

      This time, the car shot forward.

      Abbie was crouching and backing away as Smoker once more hit the brakes. While trying to run Abbie down, he'd found the time to open his window. The two cars between which Abbie had dived created a tunnel. Smoker lined up his open window perfectly with his target.

      Grey stubble covered his jaw and head; his eyes were steel blue and sharp. His grin was manic.

      His gun was aimed at Abbie's head.

      He fired, and Abbie sprang, jumping onto the car to her left, sliding over the bonnet and landing on the other side bad ankle first.

      She screamed, smashed into the gravel. Forced herself to roll again, to rise again. To spin and point her gun down this new tunnel, next door to the one against which Smoker had previously stopped.

      Smoker hit the accelerator, jerked forward to the new tunnel.

      Abbie fired three shots.

      Smoker ducked, screamed with fury. Slammed his foot onto the pedal.

      The car shot off in an arc, as though the aisle between the fifth and sixth ring was a NASCAR track.

      Rising, Abbie released the half-empty clip from her gun and slammed a new one home. The pain in her ankle was bearable. A low, dull ache. She had to limp, but that was okay. So long as she didn't need to run.

      Smoker was around the building's rear, still going.

      Abbie stepped into the aisle, into the path of the oncoming car.

      It was curving around the building. Abbie raised her gun, waited.

      Three, two, one.

      The car swooped back around the building's front, speeding towards Abbie.

      She aimed at the windscreen.

      Smoker stomped on the accelerator, speeding, speeding.

      Abbie pulled the trigger, fought the gun's kick, felt the bullet explode from the muzzle, firing towards the oncoming vehicle's windscreen.

      Smoker drew nearer.

      Abbie pulled the trigger again, and again, and again, and again.

      The windshield cracked, then shattered, pouring glass fragments over the driver, causing him to veer one way, then the other. Abbie dived aside as Smoker span the wheel, lost control.

      The car spun, smashed into Davesh’s European imports, carried on sliding through the gravel.

      Abbie had once again escaped between two cars. Rising, she ignored the moans of her ankle and twirled towards Smoker.

      His car had spun 360. Stopped.

      Abbie stepped back into the aisle, pointed at the already shattered back windscreen.

      Fired.

      Fired.

      Fired.

      The car roared into life. Jerked forward. Abbie expected Smoker to spin, to face her. She assumed he would fire at her like a rocket while pointing his gun through the windscreen and pumping her full of lead.

      If she didn't riddle him with bullets first.

      Maybe they’d both go down.

      But no shots came. Reloading would have been more difficult for Smoker than Abbie. Probably he was empty.

      The car didn't spin but kept going. Smoker curved away from the dealership onto the path that led between the rings towards the gate he had earlier left open.

      Despite the pain in her ankle, Abbie jogged onto that same path. Aimed her gun at the back of the car, slid her finger into the guard, touched the trigger.

      She lowered her shooting arm.

      The car was already through the gate when she arrived. Rubber squealed against concrete as Smoker span the wheel, turning onto the road which ran parallel to the dealership.

      Abbie twisted, watching Smoker go, picking up speed every second before disappearing altogether.

      Leaving Abbie alone.

      Or alone but for the dead and one man with a shattered jaw.
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      A mile from the dealership were several acres of public park. Leaving the scene of her latest battle, Abbie made her way there, stopping part way at her car. Unlocking the vehicle, she opened the front passenger door and shoved the guns she’d stolen beneath the seat. There was no reason anyone should want to search her car. Even if they did, they wouldn’t know it was hers. Abbie locked the vehicle and walked away.

      Minutes later, Abbie arrived at the public park and hopped a fence splitting pavement and grass. Beyond the boundary she found an empty playground, a water feature, plenty of space to play catch with a dog, and several wooden benches.

      The fence was low, barely rising past Abbie's belly button. Because of her ankle, she had more trouble scaling it than she had the far taller chain-link fence, and when she landed, she did so with a yell. 

      Hobbling was no fun, so Abbie stopped at the first bench to which she came. Didn't read the silver plaque affixed to the seat. It would commemorate some passed away father or brother or lover or mother. It would be depressing. Abbie was in the mood for something uplifting.

      Not that she had any chance of finding that.

      Falling into the seat, Abbie felt for her side as though expecting to find her bag.

      Why not? She had carried it over her shoulder everywhere she went for years. The heft of that Stephen King epic, The Stand, wrapped in a pillowcase, surrounded by a spare change of clothes, was comforting.

      She felt strange without it. Lost. She had always told herself, promised herself, she only insisted on dragging the book around because she was afraid to leave it at home or in a car. In case the vehicle was stolen and joy ridden off a cliff or the house burned down in a sudden and probably intentional blaze.

      Turned out this wasn't true.

      She should have known it wasn't. A little bit of self-reflection would have told her as much. But self-reflection is scary and can reveal things about yourself you don't want to know. Abbie went through long periods of trying to avoid it altogether. Something that had become far easier since Bobby had come around and distracted what had previously been a lonely, frequently bored mind.

      She'd not been dating Bobby long but felt an inherent trust for him. So she felt safe leaving the bag in her home so long as he agreed to stay until she returned.

      Are you sure you don't want to take it?

      That was what he'd said. Are you sure you don't want to take it? Abbie had smiled and told Bobby she trusted him, but she had misunderstood. In fact, it seemed he got her far more than she got him. Perhaps, in this instance, more than she got herself.

      He hadn't been asking if she wanted to take the bag because he didn't trust himself to look after it or feared she was only offering because she felt she should. He was offering her the chance to rethink. If she had, she might have realised what he had already seen.

      It was possible she needed the bag to get through her mission. Even if keeping it by her side entailed plenty of worry about its safety.

      The battle at the dealership had left Abbie shaken. It wasn't so much her near escape that got her. It was the lives she'd taken.

      It was always the lives.

      The Stand was the last possession Abbie owned which had belonged to her little sister, Violet. During Abbie's missions to save the lives of people she did not know, following difficult moments in which she had been given no choice but to kill, she liked to remove the pillowcase from her bag.

      Abbie's hands felt rough on the smooth grip of a gun. Felt rough when she used them to smash an adversary's face into a table or throttle the life from them. When she removed her sister's book, Abbie's hands were delicate, gentle, her skin soft as silk.

      She liked to extract the pillowcase and, with utmost case, unwrap it and free The Stand from within.

      Despite its length, Violet had read the epic what seemed like a thousand times between the day Paul, their big brother, had given it her and the night she died. And always in secret. Mum would’ve hit the roof if she’d known her youngest child had a King novel. Paul would have been sleeping in the garden. Violet would have been unable to sit for a week.

      Abbie hadn't been involved, but mum would have found a reason to smack her as well. Her mother was like that.

      Since Violet's death, Abbie had read the book multiple times. By now, fifteen or more years after its purchase, The Stand was holding up about as well as the post-apocalyptic world depicted within its pages. Abbie no longer dared read the volume. She could never take the risk with something so precious.

      Precious to her, at least.

      Whenever she removed it from the pillowcase, she did so as a devout monk might remove the holy grail from its box, were he ever to find it.

      Abbie would place the book beside her. She would lay a hand upon it.

      Closing her eyes, she would talk to her sister.

      Abbie didn't believe in an afterlife. Didn't believe her sister was somewhere beyond the stars, listening. Nor did she care. When she touched the book, she felt connected to her precious Violet. The book never failed to bring her little sister's face to the front of Abbie mind.

      The book gave her strength.

      Bobby was smart. He saw what Abbie needed. If only he'd been brave enough to say it. 

      Abbie was an idiot. Bobby shouldn't have had to tell her. She should have known.

      She should never have left it.

      When she closed her eyes, she could no longer conjure her sister's face or hear her laugh.

      This was upsetting, but it also made Abbie feel silly. After all, the book was a book. There was no  reason its absence should prevent Abbie remembering any feature of her beautiful sister.

      But it did, so Abbie was without those memories until she returned home, when this was all over.

      If she returned home.

      Stay safe. Come back to me.

      Leaning forward, Abbie put her head in her hands. Unable to recall her sister and desperate to escape Bobby's final words (for the time being, she hoped), Abbie was instead dragged back to the dead woman on the stairs, the dead man around the side of the dealership. They were cruel people. Both carried guns and wanted to kill Abbie. Ending their lives had saved Abbie’s, but others’ as well. All the people Smoker’s crew would have gone on to hurt or kill.

      Still, it made her gut churn.

      This bench wasn't helping. Sitting in the peaceful night air was always going to lead to self-torment. Her ankle didn't hurt enough for a distraction. Only moving on would help, searching for the little girl she had described to Christine.

      As ever, the clock was ticking. The minute hand had just passed two in the morning. At best, Abbie had another forty-six hours to save the child.

      In other words, not a moment to waste.

      Abbie rose. Her ankle protested, but she ignored it. Let it hurt. At some point, she would have to sleep; her foot would get a chance to rest then.

      Not before.

      Still limping, unable to stop herself, Abbie left the bench and wound her way along a weaving path that cut the park's primary green in two. She didn't have to worry about where she was going. That wasn't how this worked. She had no idea why she suffered the dreams that led her to these new places, surrounded by these new faces. Dangerous situations, almost without exception. If it was a higher power, they weren't going to leave Abbie high and dry. They always ensured she found her way to the people she needed to meet to save whoever she had come to save.

      Abbie had been walking through the park for a little over 90 seconds when she spotted someone.

      She had been thinking about Christine. The younger woman who had fled when Abbie told her to run and who, so far as Abbie knew, had escaped.

      Abbie expected to see the woman again, though she didn't know where or when their next meeting would take place. Whenever and wherever it was, Abbie had questions for the blonde when they reunited.

      For example, she needed to know more about the recently deceased Davesh. Christine spoke of cut and shuts and stolen cars imported from Europe, but Abbie guessed there was more to it than that. Smoker and the gang had arrived bearing guns and with business on the mind. Someone else had murdered the dealership owner. Why was he so important? What had he been up to?

      And what had driven Christine to become involved in the first place?

      These thoughts were jumbled in her head, jostling for space with other considerations. For one, what would Smoker do next? Would he return to HQ to face his boss's wrath? Would he flee the town of his crime and never return? That would be ideal.

      Or would he stay close, sit and stew over what had happened at the dealership? Would he hole up somewhere and spend his time thinking about Abbie?

      Over the past few years, many men and women had spent significant quantities of time thinking about Abbie. Sadly, most of them had been plotting her murder, relatively few considering how pretty she was and wondering how they might pluck up the courage to ask her on a date.

      Finally, there was the boss himself. Baldie had mentioned him. The whole gang had lived in the shadow of fear for their paymaster.

      Orion. An unusual name, but no doubt multiple dangerous criminals in the country went by that moniker.

      Abbie only knew of one.

      Could it be him...?

      Only time would tell. Something else to ask Christine, though Abbie didn't expect the vigilante to know anything about this particular crook.

      Abbie was trying to untangle these thoughts. Each one went in a different box and was assigned a priority. She was trying to put them in some kind of order when she saw a brick block some twenty metres from the path she walked.

      The park, as a whole, was an attractive, peaceful place. The block was ugly. Squat, with one door in Abbie's view. Black. On the other side would be a second door. The door Abbie could see had stuck to it or stencilled on it a white stick man. The door on the other side, Abbie had no doubt, would have upon it a stick woman. Same colour.

      Employees working on behalf of the local council had stuck the stick people to the toilet doors. Surrounding the stick man were numerous pieces of graffiti. Some of it artistic, most of it vile. The scribes had a preoccupation with their acquaintances' mothers and sexuality. The council had not commissioned these scrawls and diagrams. Helpful citizens had added them, completely pro-bono.

      Leaning against the brick wall around the corner from the black door in Abbie's sight was a hooded person in grubby jeans and falling apart white trainers. One hand was in his pocket. The other held a cigarette or a joint. Abbie would have to get closer to find out which.

      Luckily, get closer was precisely what she intended to do.

      A tingle of anticipation ran down Abbie’s spine. There was nothing about the hooded man to indicate he had anything interesting to say, or that he was involved in anything of note. Quite the opposite.

      But Abbie knew this would not turn out to be the case.

      The battle at the dealership had marked phase one of Abbie’s mission to save the innocent child she had described to Christine.

      That battle was behind her, and here was a hooded man with a cigarette or a joint.

      Which to Abbie meant one thing.

      Phase two was about to begin.
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      Abbie hesitated a moment, then left the path along which she’d been weaving, stepping onto the grass. The uneven surface was not good for her ankle, which still ached, but she put the pain from her mind. Not easy, but she’d had plenty of practice, so doable. And once it was done, she focused on the focal point of phase two. The target.

      Bowed as the guy's head was, with his hood pulled right down, his peripheral was close to 0%. In fact, he likely wouldn't notice any suspicious behaviour in his vicinity unless his grubby trainers started playing pranks on his tatty jeans.

      This made approach simpler, but Abbie believed, as ever, in caution. She put herself at an angle whereby the lanky guy would need to twist his head round almost as far as could an owl to see her. And the closer she got to the building, the harder it would be. Soon enough, he'd have to turn the corner of the block to spot her. As long as she was quiet, there was no reason for him to notice her until she was practically at his side.

      If he was smoking weed rather than a cigarette, he might not even notice then.

      Abbie had cut the distance in half before the guy shouted. By this point, the toilet block shielded half of him from her, as it would have shielded half of her from him, even if he turned her way. In fact, as the lanky guy shouted, he turned in the other direction. A second later, Lanky started to move away from the block, and a second after that, the building stole him from view.

      Abbie didn't stop. She sped up a little and worried less about the sound of her boots in the damp grass. It probably would have been inaudible, even if she'd ran, and if the guy had stayed leaning against the toilet block. Now he was moving away and calling to someone; there was almost no chance he'd hear her coming.

      "Hey man.”

      This was his opening gambit. The toilet block prevented Abbie seeing whoever was approaching Lanky. This was good news in that it meant the approacher had almost certainly not seen Abbie either. Bad news in that it meant she had no idea with who she was dealing. It was even plausible she was dealing with multiple newcomers, although she doubted it. Unless they were walking in single file, they would soon have shown around the edges of the toilet block as Abbie approached.

      "Let's talk about this."

      Lanky's words were indicative. He knew whoever approached. More, he knew he'd done something wrong—at least in the eyes of the person to whom he spoke. He was in danger. And he was afraid.

      That was interesting.

      "Man, why ain't you talking? If I can just—“

      Abbie reached the toilet block as the newcomer cut Lanky's sentence off with a fist to the face.

      With a cry of pain, shock, embarrassment, Lanky spun, went to the ground. He must have fallen onto his front. Abbie could hear his knees and palms dragging in the grass as he pushed onto all fours, preparing to rise.

      "Hey, dude, you don't have to—“

      Another attack ended another sentence. This one sounded like a well-aimed boot to the gut.

      Lanky rolled over. He was lying in the grass, clutching his stomach, panting. He was shaking his head; his eyes were watering. Abbie didn't need to see the unfortunate soul to know this. There were only a handful of ways people responded to being kicked in the stomach.

      Though Abbie knew nothing about Lanky—he might well have been a serial arsonist and child molester—the fear he had displayed upon approaching his attacker made her want to intercede on his behalf. Besides, she believed, to a degree, in innocent until proven guilty. She had no way of knowing if Lanky was guilty of anything, so he was innocent, and the innocent needed protecting.

      Regardless, cold calculation and judgement overruled emotion. Abbie stayed put, hidden by the toilet block, as the attacker landed another brutal kick. This time to what sounded like the hip.

      Lanky screamed.

      Still, Abbie waited. She waited as Lanky suffered another kick to the side, though she wanted to rush around the block and offer her assistance.

      Why? Because her random wanderings had led her here from the altercation at the dealership. In Abbie's experience, that meant the conflict between Lanky and his attacker, taking place on the other side of this block, would prove to be essential to her mission to save an innocent little girl.

      Lanky cried out again.

      Though she hated to do so, Abbie was waiting to hear the attacker talk. In a perfect world, he'd go all Bond villain about now. Standing over his felled enemy, he would explain exactly why he was attacking Lanky, as well as unveiling his nefarious plot to take over the world or make a bunch of money or steal all the kittens in a six-mile area.

      Or whatever.

      Once he had unfurled his plan, he would draw a knife or a gun or a lightsaber and prepare to kill Lanky.

      At this point, Abbie would intercede, save the day, and revel in her added knowledge as she proceeded onto whatever disaster she stumbled upon next.

      Then she heard the attacker drop to his knees. Heard them squelch into the damp grass and the dirt. And Lanky found the strength to speak again.

      "No, man, please. Please, I'm sorry, I—“

      Some people just hadn't watched enough movies. Hadn't let it seep into their consciousness and allowed it to affect their day to day lives.

      Abbie blamed the schools.

      Having dropped on top of Lanky, the attacker didn't say a word. Not even to make a quip. He punched Lanky in the face once. Then again. Then again. Then again.

      Abbie closed her eyes, took a breath. If she could hold on, there was still a chance the attacker would reveal something pertinent.

      But Abbie couldn't hold on, and she knew it. Unable to keep still her legs, she made her way around the block's side and came out next to the women's toilet.

      Lanky was a couple of metres away. His hood had fallen down, revealing a young, frightened face. He might have been out of his teens; if so, it could only have been by months. Maybe days. On his chin was a pathetic patch of hair. His head was shaved. His eyes were wide and blue and reminiscent of a child who has watched a monster burst from his closest.

      His nose was bloody and misshapen. His face would be bruised all over by morning. If he lived long enough for the marks to develop.

      "Okay," said Abbie. "I think that’s enough."

      Two faces turned. Abbie focused on the higher head, the attacker, rather than the cowering, whimpering victim.

      The attacker's eyes expressed shock at the sight of Abbie. Then they narrowed. The man was perhaps forty and dressed in a pressed, expensive suit. It was nice. Abbie was surprised he'd risked ruining the trousers by dropping into the grass atop Lanky.

      The man had short black hair and dark brown eyes. His features were soft, and he was lean. Beneath the suit, it was impossible to tell if he was well-muscled or just skinny.

      "I don't know you," said the attacker, "but this is not your business. Please leave."

      The man's voice was soft like his features. It did not fit his stance or the blood on his knuckles, the injured man between his knees.

      "Afraid I can't do that," said Abbie. "You should let the guy up. He's had enough."

      The way Lanky had spoken told Abbie plenty about the attacker, but the attacker’s strikes and attire told her more. As did his reaction to her demands.

      Abbie had interrupted with a warning the assaults of many criminals and bad guys. She was a woman; most of those she faced were men. Usually, they laughed her off. Occasionally they said something inappropriate or offered to take her on a date once they'd killed their victim. Sometimes they rushed straight for the attack.

      That was how cruel criminals behaved.

      Lanky's attacker did none of this. Remaining on top of his victim, he stared at Abbie, caught in indecision. That he didn't insult Abbie or swear or attack indicated he was not your everyday wrongun. Assault was not something to which he had become accustomed. Lanky was a special case.

      "You don't understand," he said. "This man is a lowlife. He's scum."

      "Is he even a man?" asked Abbie. "Looks more like a boy to me. You're the man. You should know better. It’s time to get up; come on.”

      "He deserves this."

      "You may be right. Doesn't matter. I've made my decision, and I've told you what to do. This is your final warning: get off the kid, or I'll drag you off. Please feel free to test me on that promise."

      The attacker's fists clenched. If he tried to strike Lanky again, Abbie would attack. Her speed would surprise him. He'd still be surprised when she took him to the ground in one sharp, painful blow. No chance he’d notice she wasn’t at her peak. The throbbing ankle would not impede her.

      But Abbie could see the attacker was not preparing another strike. The clenched fists were not formed in preparation to attack but were a sign of the attacker's frustration. Indecision still plagued him.

      "Do I need to instigate a count down?" Abbie asked. "I'll do it, you know, don't think I won't."

      The attacker's jaw clenched like his fists. Anger swept over him, but he was sufficiently afraid of Abbie not to strike with reckless abandon.

      Jabbing a finger into Lanky's chest, he said, "Don't move." Then he rose.

      Abbie looked at the attacker’s trousers. As she'd expected, the knees were ruined.

      "A pity," she noted. "Maybe you should have stuck to kicking. Or wasn't that personal enough for you?"

      "This is no joke," said Dirty Knees. "I've stood so we can talk. I've no intention of hurting you—“

      "Nor the capability."

      Dirty Knees took a calming breath and closed his eyes. Opened them again and continued.

      "I'm going to handle this scumbag as I see fit. I suggest you stay out of my way. That's my strong recommendation."

      “And walking away, it’s not in my nature,” said Abbie. “What can I say, I’m an interfering cow. Now I’ve seen you two, my oar is well and truly in. Better do as I say before I start swinging it. It packs a hell of a whack.”

      Abbie paused.

      “It’s clear I was extending the metaphor there and still talking about the oar, right?”

      A little stunned, the attacker met Abbie's eyes. He was misreading her babble as fear, and assumed he was getting to her. His stare was designed to further unnerve Abbie, make her think twice about her decisions.

      He waited for his point to sink in, for Abbie to back down. Clearly, he saw what he wanted to see because he turned away before Abbie showed any sign of acquiescence.

      "You're about to make a serious mistake," she said.

      "You think?"

      "I've warned you not to attack him. You go against my wishes, and I'll respond in the strongest terms. I don't like bullies. Victim's dress sense and propensity to slouch notwithstanding."

      Lanky stared at her, wounded emotionally as well as hurting physically. Abbie shrugged.

      Ignoring these latest comments, the attacker decided Abbie wasn’t dangerous. That she didn't have the courage of her convictions.

      Big mistake.

      Reaching Lanky, Dirty Knees nudged the still grounded victim with a toe, then lifted his leg to stand over the guy or possibly to stomp on him.

      Abbie moved. Her ankle was killing but she crossed the grass between her and the attacker as though she were a short distance sprinter in top condition.

      As expected, her speed shocked Dirty Knees. She saw his mouth widen with his eyes, then her fist was in his stomach.

      Lanky's attacker crumpled, went back to those dirtied trousers coughing and spluttering. As he slid down, Abbie brought her knee to the guy's temple, which sent him sprawling to his back.

      "Don't say I didn't warn you."

      Struggling for breath, the guy didn't respond. He was out of action for at least the next half-minute. After that, Abbie might have to teach the guy another lesson. Keen not to waste the interlude, Abbie turned to help the lanky guy to his feet.

      Which was when she spotted two uniformed police officers jogging across the field. They must have been on patrol. While on the road which ran alongside the park, they had spied the altercation and deemed it necessary to intervene. Abbie could see their vehicle, parked in haste on the pavement beside the fence and gate through which they must have entered the council land.

      Abbie considered running, but only for a second. What was the point? Rather than flee, she offered her hand to Lanky. He gratefully accepted, allowing Abbie to pull him to his feet. Staggering, he felt his stomach and face, where lumps and bruises were already emerging. He was covered in blood, mostly from his nose.

      "My hoody," he said, clutching it. "It's ruined."

      He looked as though he were about to cry.

      "Yeah," said Abbie, looking at the grubby, worn item of clothing. "And now it's bloodstained, too."

      Lanky glared, then the officers arrived. By this point, Lanky's attacker was back on his knees, and here he seemed content to stay. After all, all the damage the grass and dirt were going to do to that section of his trousers had already been done. Clutching his stomach as had Lanky, he gave Abbie a victorious smile, which seemed misplaced.

      "Glad you're here, officers," Abbie said, smiling at the man-woman duo. "I was about to perform a citizen’s arrest. Now I don't have to. Can stand back and watch the real thing. Don't know what you saw, but the man on his knees was beating the holy hell out of my lanky friend here. No explanation, but I'm sure you can worm the reasoning out of them down at the station. Before you go, though, could you tell me the name of a decent local hotel? Money's no object, but it must still be open. I'm not precious, as a rule, but I don't fancy sleeping on the doorstep. Follow up question, why are you looking at me like that?"

      In truth, Abbie was used to people giving her strange looks after she went on one of her rambles. People didn't like them, for the most part. But that was okay because Abbie did.

      These looks were different. The cops looked unfazed but determined. The guy withdrew his cuffs while the gal smirked at Abbie.

      Behind Abbie, Dirty Knees rose.

      "You need to arrest her," he said, pointing at Abbie but looking at the officers.

      Abbie laughed. "You must be joking? The nice officers had been running for at least thirty seconds when I turned from you to pick up Lanky. They must have parked thirty seconds before that. Given the tree line, I’ve no idea how they spotted us while driving by, but what they must have seen is you standing over Lanky, looking ever so threatening. They know what you did."

      Abbie was focused on Dirty Knees, but he wasn't looking at her. His eyes were fixed on the uniformed officers.

      "You're under arrest," said the guy cop, and Abbie was frustrated to see it was she his eyes found when he spoke. “For assaulting a police officer.”

      “You know,” said Abbie, “you’re not supposed to arrest me for something you’ve yet to annoy me into doing.”

      “It’s not them they’re saying you assaulted.”

      It wasn't the male or female cop who said this. Slowly, Abbie turned to see Dirty Knees retrieve an ID badge from his suit jacket.

      Abbie sighed. Phase two was about to end with some serious disappointment on her end.

      "Detective Idrissa Ndidi," said Dirty Knees, "and you're in a whole heap of trouble."
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      The uniformed police officers, Evans and Franks, cuffed Abbie and drove her to the station. Here they took fingerprint impressions, her belongings, and a photograph of her holding a board.

      This was not the first time Abbie's prints and photos had entered the police database. But when Evans and Franks looked Abbie up, they would find no matches. Furthermore, in less than two days, Abbie would be gone, and so would all record of her stay in this chilly building. Once again, she'd be wiped from the system as though she didn't exist.

      Working with Ben, and for whatever organisation he represented, had more than a few perks.

      And speaking of Ben...

      "I need to make a call."

      Ben didn't answer, so Abbie left a message. No panic. He was often around, more often than could reasonably be expected, but not always. He'd get back to her soon enough.

      Next was the cell. Abbie turned to Franks after stepping through the door.

      "When I said I was after a decent hotel, and money was no object," Abbie looked around, "I think you got the wrong end of the stick."

      Without a word, Franks closed the cell door, and Abbie was alone.
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        * * *

      

      Ndidi arrived a few hours later. 

      It was 06.15am. From Abbie's cell, the detective led her through quiet corridors, past empty offices, to a row of interview rooms. Or interrogation rooms, if you were feeling less generous.

      He picked the third room down. Unlocked it. Led Abbie inside and gestured to the padded chair across the plain table. The whole room was basic. It looked identical to the numerous other interview rooms Abbie had entered. It looked like every interview room you saw on TV. Minus the one-way glass, which Abbie had never seen. Too expensive, probably.

      Abbie was under arrest. She'd been held in custody for the last few hours. A uniformed officer should have accompanied her and Ndidi to the interview room and should now be standing outside. It was also unusual for the interviewer to be alone. And although Abbie had never been arrested for assaulting a police officer, she guessed it was irregular for the victim to conduct the interview and lead the case.

      To top it off, Abbie had no legal representation present. She would have complained but could see Ndidi had only a file to hand. No tape recorder in sight.

      Which meant this wasn't official. It was off the books.

      Taking the seat opposite Abbie, Ndidi placed the folder on the desk. Peeling back the cover, he removed three sheets of paper and put them on the surface, spinning them for Abbie to see.

      Typed, small print paragraphs on police insignia letter headed paper. At the bottom of each page was a printed name and, above this, a scrawled signature.

      "Potentially," said Ndidi, "you're in a lot of trouble." He tapped the pages, one after another. "You know what these are?"

      "Lanky's name is Gary?" Abbie asked. "You don't see a lot of Gary's anymore, do you? Think I read somewhere the name's dying out. Isn't that sad? Wait, is that sad? Maybe not. Crap name."

      Three sheets of paper were all the folder had contained. Closing the empty file, Ndidi put it on the floor beside his chair. He tapped each of the statements again, one by one.

      "Do you know what these are?"

      Abbie raised her eyebrows. He was going to be dull, then. Whatever, if he wanted her to get to the point, she would. For now.

      "Signed witness statements," said Abbie. "You know I know. Must we play this game?"

      "I don't expect you to read them," said Ndidi, though he didn't remove the statements. "Can you guess what they say?"

      Abbie glanced back at the sheets despite herself. Certain words jumped out.

      "I imagine," she said, "The statements by Franks and Evans say they were patrolling the area when they noticed an altercation in the park. They pulled up roadside and, as they left their vehicle and approached, saw me, Abbie King, beating up their precious policeman boss."

      "Well, I'm not their boss," said Ndidi, "though I do outrank them."

      "You must be so proud."

      "Other than that, you're spot on. What about this—“ he tapped the furthest right of the three statements. "Can you guess what Gary said when questioned?"

      Abbie folded her arms, leaned back her head and let out a long puff of air.

      "This is boring," she said. “Must it always be like this? You can't help yourself, can you?"

      "I don't know what you mean."

      "Except you do," said Abbie. "You could have popped to your local fancy dress shop, bought a villain's moustache, then come to the station to stand over me and twirl it while letting off your best maniacal laugh. Then you’d explain your fiendish plan. It wouldn't have taken long: "ha, ha, ha, despite the fact we both know I attacked Gary and might have killed him if you hadn't intervened, I managed to get him to give and sign a statement saying you saw us talking and attacked for no reason we could see. As far as the record is concerned, you assaulted us both, and I did nothing, ha, ha, ha.""

      Abbie looked at Ndidi. The cop's cheeks flushed. His embarrassment was evident, a look Abbie sometimes aimed to inspire in her conversational adversaries, but not this time. Her outburst had been born of pure frustration. She'd opened her mouth and out fell the words. It was dangerous to lose control like that, but it was done. Abbie would have to be more careful, moving forward.

      When Ndidi managed to take hold of himself, he took a breath and said, "I would never have killed Gary."

      Abbie shrugged. "What do you want me to do with that information?"

      Ndidi looked at the sheets on the desk. He didn't know what to say.

      "You know what I mean, don't you?" Abbie said. "You show me the statements because you think, if I draw the conclusion, rather than you telling me the situation, it'll be more crushing. A greater victory for you. It's pathetic."

      Ndidi looked more ashamed, more embarrassed than ever. Abbie didn’t need to push like this but couldn’t help it. She was riled.

      So was Ndidi. One by one, he grabbed the statements and piled them up. Snatching the file off the floor, he shoved the sheets in. Then the file was gone. Ndidi placed his palms on the table.

      "I have three witness statements claiming you assaulted a police officer. I have the marks on my body plus my own testimony to give. In other words, I have you bang to rights."

      He drew a breath, shook his head. Then forced a small, bitter smile.

      "Obviously," he said, "assaulting a police officer is never smart. But your timing could not be worse."

      There was something ominous about Ndidi’s tone. Something which suggested this wasn't just threatening discourse, intended to scare. Ndidi meant it.

      "And why's that?" said Abbie.

      "DCI Hammond.” 

      Abbie waited. When no more information was forthcoming, she shrugged.

      "If this is another game, I'm going to lose. Or you are, depending on the rules. What I'm saying is, I don't know any DCI Hammond and won't if you don't tell me."

      Ndidi nodded. Sneered, as though Abbie's lack of knowledge signalled a character deficiency. As if she should know the names and ranks of every police officer in the country, past and present.

      She let the sneer wash over her.

      "DCI Alan Hammond was my boss and mentor," said Ndidi. "He was also respected and loved throughout this station and across the community. To the people of our fair town, he was a hero."

      Mulling this over, Abbie nodded. Then said, "I'm guessing you're not going to tell me he received a slap from an old biddy down the bingo hall? That's not why people are so sensitive to police assault right now?"

      "There was a botched robbery," said Ndidi. "Some low life piece of shit bust into Hammond's house, thinking the place was empty. They were wrong. Hammond was upstairs, asleep. He came down to find out what was going on. There was a fight. This low life got the better of the DCI. Cut Hammond’s throat and did a runner."

      Ndidi let this sink in, though Abbie hadn’t known Hammond, so found it difficult to get too upset over the incident.

      “You catch the killer?” she asked. 

      Ndidi shook his head.

      “No suspects? Possible you think it was Gary? That would explain a lot.”

      “That waste of space could never kill Alan Hammond, and don’t try turn this on me,” said Ndidi, just about holding his temper. “My point is clear. People around here are pretty damn upset about Alan Hammond. They hate that his killer's running free. It eats them up. So when they learn we have a police attacker in the cells, well,” he spread his hands, “do you know what transference is?”

      Abbie smiled. “You’re intimating they’ll take out their anger at Hammond’s killer on me.”

      “If they don’t go even further and assume you’re one and the same. Yes, they’ll pursue your case with extreme prejudice. They’ll seek surrogate justice to make themselves feel better.”

      Abbie was still smiling. “Surrogate justice. I like that phrase.”

      “Nice, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, now shall we cut to the chase?”

      “The chase?”

      The smile tried to morph into a laugh, but Abbie held it. She thought she knew where this was going, but Ndidi was temperamental; he might change his mind. Abbie was on thin ice.

      Leaning across the table, she said, "Let's not do this. You don't know me, but if you think I'm wet behind the ears, easily manipulated, let me disabuse you of that assumption. I'm no fool. You can't drag me into this interview room before the sun's finished climbing the horizon, with no uniforms or tape recorders in sight, and expect me to believe this is all some prelude to charging me with assaulting a police officer. Come on, give me some credit."

      "Maybe you give yourself too much credit," said Ndidi. "Perhaps this is a curtesy. Can you honestly be sure I won't leave this room right now, return with a colleague and a tape recorder, and charge you?"

      Abbie smiled. Tapped the table.

      "I have a motto," she said.

      "And what's that?"

      "Never be sure."

      Now Ndidi smiled. "Not very catchy."

      Abbie shrugged. Said nothing further. This whole conversation teetered on a knife-edge. As convinced as Abbie was that she knew what Ndidi wanted to do, she was not fool enough to believe that was necessarily what he was going to do. 

      After a long silence, Ndidi said, "Do you want me to press charges?"

      That was a question Abbie had been asking herself since Franks had slammed the cell door in her face a few hours ago.

      The clock was ticking. Somewhere in town, a young girl's life was winding to a close. Every second was precious, and Abbie guessed it would be difficult to save any lives while trapped in a cell.

      She needed freedom. Ndidi could keep her locked up for 24 hours before deciding whether to charge her or let her go. If he let her go, she would be into day two of her two-day window without having met the girl she had come to save—a perilous position. So maybe being charged was best. Once the police charged her, assuming Ben sent a lawyer, Abbie could apply for bail. A top-quality lawyer, which this would be, could probably get her out in a couple of hours.

      In a perfect world, all this would happen before one of Davesh's team arrived for work and found the place littered with dead bodies. The moment the police learned what had happened at the dealership, the game would change. Abbie was new in town. A mile from the shooting, she had attacked a policeman, or so they were saying.

      Connections would be made, questions asked. Why had she been out so late? What was her purpose in town? Abbie's situation would worsen. Her hopes of saving the innocent child would deteriorate.

      Nothing frightened Abbie more than that.

      So being charged or released might be okay, so long as it happened soon. The Hammond situation was a concern. The cops might decide to keep Abbie locked up as long as possible while they desperately sought cast-iron evidence to guarantee any judge would reject her bail application. They probably wouldn’t find any. Then again…

      Glancing at the file on the floor, Abbie leaned in, bringing her face as close to Ndidi as the table allowed.

      “Neither us wants me charged. My reasoning is obvious. As for you… you attacked Gary. We both know that's true. If I get charged, I'm going to put what happened on the record. Now, before you start babbling about how no one will believe me, don't. I'm way ahead of you, and in a legal sense, you're right. I'd probably be convicted, and you'd get off scot-free. But I wouldn't do time. Not for a punch in the stomach. Meanwhile, you might not get into any trouble, but people would remember my accusations. If I get thrown into jail or disappear into the sunset, and then something happens to Gary, people would start to wonder. All eyes would turn your way. The questions would really begin."

      Abbie leaned back, pointed at the file.

      "It goes like this: if you still intend to go after Gary, to do him harm or worse, me being tried and convicted of attacking you both is the last thing you'd want or need. What do you say?"

      Like smoke, frustration poured off Ndidi as Abbie spoke.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said when she was done.

      He was angry. Abbie could see that. But she didn’t know what he wanted and wasn’t willing to keep playing this game, so she shrugged.

      “Charge me then.”

      Threading his hands, Ndidi leaned back, twisting his fingers as though trying to perform some rudimentary magic trick.

      “I’m trying to do you a favour.”

      Abbie smirked.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Ndidi said. He gestured to the file on the floor. “I can make all this disappear—no more statements. No charge, no conviction. No angry mob baying for your blood for attacking the police. You can be breathing fresh air before breakfast.”

      “And all I have to do,” said Abbie. “Is disappear. Leave town. Never return.”

      “Is that too much to ask? Why are you here, anyway? You didn’t live nearby, so what? Are you visiting family or friends? I’m sure they’d understand if you couldn’t stick around. You could make some excuse.”

      Ndidi’s eyes burned with determination. Abbie met them and shook her head. She was still smiling, and she had no problem lying.

      “Whatever you want, Detective. Let’s make this go away.”

      Still trying to read Abbie, Ndidi said, “You’ll leave town?”

      No chance.

      “Yup,” she said. “If that’s what's needed. You think I’m here to take on police corruption? No, thank you. I’ve better things to be doing with my—“

      Ndidi’s hand shot forward, grabbed her wrist, squeezed.

      “How dare you,” he said.

      Abbie raised her eyebrows. The detective’s grip was tight, it was starting to hurt, but Abbie showed no signs of pain or even discomfort. She looked at his hand, then to his eyes.

      “Excuse me?”

      When Abbie met Ndidi’s eyes, his own jerked towards the table, saw what he was doing and yanked away his hand. Stared at the offending digits as though they’d betrayed him. The grab hadn’t been intentional or planned. Ndidi had lost control.

      “You don’t like being called corrupt, huh?”

      “I’m not corrupt,” he said.

      “Okay,” said Abbie. She should have left it there. “My mistake. Obviously, I saw you beating civilians, falsifying statements, and holding off-the-record witness interviews, and I got the wrong end of the stick. Not the first time. Please, accept my apologies.”

      Hands shaking, Ndidi was staring at Abbie as though he could not process what she was saying. Would not allow himself to process it, more like.

      “I’m not corrupt.”

      “Okay,” said Abbie. “Whatever.”

      “I’m not. I’m not corrupt.”

      Abbie didn’t respond. If Ndidi had somehow become trapped in a time loop, would it also ensnare her? Abbie would take whatever action necessary to escape such a torturous fate. 

      In the face of Abbie’s silence, Ndidi’s panic seemed to grow. He was like a little boy, lost in a supermarket, desperate to find his mother.

      Amid his growing stress, he asked, "Can I get you a drink?"

      “Don’t do that,” said Abbie.

      Ndidi raised his hands. "I'm only asking."

      "Good rule of thumb: people who offer a drink at the first opportunity—i.e. when you arrive at their house or are dragged into their interview room—are," she used air quotes, "'only asking'. People who ask in the middle of a serious conversation, when they have explaining to do, have an ulterior motive.”

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you.”

      “Correct,” said Abbie. “I can go then? Or are you charging me?”

      By now, Ndidi’s breathing was funny, unmoderated. Without really trying, Abbie was getting under his skin. Still, he surprised her when he reached into his pocket and retrieved his wallet.

      ‘I’m not corrupt.”

      “Paying me to change my mind won’t prove your point.”

      He ignored her. “I’m an honest cop. Police officers I’ve looked up to have turned out to be corrupt, and it breaks my heart. Corruption makes me sick. It isn’t me.”

      Abbie didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Seconds after his comments, Ndidi’s eyes flicked to his feet, where lay the falsified statements. Whether he believed himself corrupt or not, at his feet lay evidence of a corrupt action he had taken.

      Leaning down, he grabbed the file. Slapped it to the desk and poked the cover as though ready to discipline it.

      “This isn’t what I want," he said. "I hate myself for this, but it turns out I’m weak, and I never would have guessed. Isn't that funny? I'm thirty-nine. You reach a certain age and think you've learned everything there is to learn about yourself. You must have; you stopped growing a long time ago. But there's always more—nasty secrets lurking in the background. Sometimes, one or two of your biggest character traits are concealed even from yourself. They hide, remaining dormant until, one day, something triggers them, and you realise something about yourself you never wanted to know. You know?"

      After examining the front of the file, Abbie turned her gaze to Ndidi.

      "One evening, a few years ago, I turned on the telly," she said. "First thing to come up was one of those crap reality shows that bring together a bunch of awful nobodies to complete some asinine, inconsequential task. This lot had to build a bridge, or a boat, or something. The task isn't important. They shove these people together so they can bicker and argue and screw each other over. Sometimes just screw each other. You know the kind of show I mean?"

      “Yeah," said Ndidi. "Not sure how it relates, but—"

      Abbie raised a hand. Cut him off. Wait, I'm getting to it, the gesture said.

      "I knew of such shows, but I'd never watched one. Why would I? They sound frightful. So the moment it comes on, I pick up the remote. I'm going to change the channel or turn the damn box off. I'm not much of a TV person, anyway. I'll work out, or read, or something else. So I take the remote, and I point it at the box and..."

      Abbie shook her head as though overcome by the memory. She was holding her hand up from the table as if clasping an invisible remote.

      "You're taking the mick," said Ndidi.

      Abbie pretended to be shocked. "No. I couldn't turn it off. I watched four episodes in a row. That day I learned I'm a reality TV addict. An unattractive personality trait, much like your desire to murder lanky people named Gary."

      "I was not—" 

      Ndidi stopped himself. For a moment, Abbie had thought he was going to release an animal roar and toss the table across the room. Maybe he would have tried to murder her, even though she wasn't called Gary.

      He got ahold of himself. Placed his palms on the table and took a calming breath, but it had been close. Abbie had almost pushed him too far. She had to remember not to work against herself. Had to notice when harmless fun was becoming something that might lead to her being trapped behind bars for the next couple of days.

      Too long, in other words.

      Having calmed himself, Ndidi said, in a flat, measured tone, "I was never going to murder Gary. I understand why you’ve drawn the conclusions you have, but I’m not who you think I am. I lost my temper and made a mistake and these—“ he jabbed the file again, “—are not because I want a second chance to attack Gary. They’re because I can’t go to jail.”

      “Understandable,” said Abbie. “Cops don’t fair well behind bars for obvious reasons.”

      “It has nothing to do with me,” said Ndidi. “It’s all about her.”

      Opening his wallet, Ndidi ripped free a picture and slammed it onto the table, shoving it towards Abbie.

      “A couple of weeks ago, my wife of seventeen years walked out on me. No note, no warning, no nothing. One day she was there; the next; gone.”

      Before she knew what was happening, Abbie had lain a single finger on Ndidi's picture. Half expecting the detective to snatch it back, she slid the photo towards her. Ndidi did nothing.

      “This is your daughter?” said Abbie.

      “My beautiful little girl,” Ndidi confirmed. “Seven-years-old and motherless. So I’m not framing you and forcing you out of town because I’m scared for myself. I’m doing it because I can’t risk leaving my Isabella without a parent. I won’t. For that little girl, I would do anything.”

      Her heart rate climbing, her throat constricting, Abbie could do nothing but nod. At least at first. All her focus went into keeping her face blank—into showing nothing of what she felt beneath the surface. 

      With a cough and a nod, Abbie managed to snap herself from paralysis and push the photo back to Ndidi.

      "She's beautiful," Abbie said. "You must be very proud."

      Nodding, Ndidi said, "She's the best thing I ever did. The best thing I'll ever do. I am proud, and I want to make her proud of me, too."

      "She will be.” Abbie paused. “Idrissa..." and stopped herself. Ndidi had been replacing the photo in his wallet. At Abbie's word, wrought with emotion—she had lost control for a moment—he paused, looked at her.

      "Yes?"

      Abbie didn't know what to do for the best. She'd let the fear slip in, which was stupid. Idiotic. Now her startled cry was out there she had to support it with something, but she didn't know whether it was best to tell Ndidi the truth.

      In the end, she couldn't stop herself.

      "I think your daughter might be in grave danger."

      There. It was in the world now—an unsubstantiated claim. And the worse thing was, Abbie couldn't substantiate it. Telling Ndidi she had dreamed of little Isabella was not likely to produce the result Abbie wanted. She had to think of something else. That shouldn't be too difficult. She'd been here many times before.

      "Ndidi," she began. The photograph of Isabella had disappeared. Detective Ndidi slipped his wallet back into his jacket.

      "You need to listen," said Abbie. Then someone knocked at the door.

      Ndidi didn't pause to ask Abbie to explain herself and fast. He didn't tell her he'd be back in a moment. Without a word, he rose, walked to the end of the interview room, and threw open the door.

      Another detective stood outside.

      “Moore. What is it?" said Ndidi.

      Abbie welcomed the distraction. It gave her time to consider how she was going to explain herself. How she could get Ndidi to trust her. Whether he was good or bad, his daughter would almost certainly be innocent, and Abbie needed to act.

      "We've been looking for you," said Detective Moore. "Forty-five minutes ago, we received a call from a residential property. They'd heard an altercation taking place at their next-door neighbour's. There were raised voices followed by something the caller believes to have been a gunshot. Then a speeding car. The caller missed the number plate."

      Abbie looked up. She had an idea of what she could say as soon as Ndidi returned to the table. 

      "What do you need me for?" said Ndidi.

      "When the police arrived, they broke down the door and found no one inside except a girl in her late teens or early twenties. Currently unidentified, she'd taken a single bullet to the head. She must have died instantly."

      "I still don't understand what this has to do..." Ndidi couldn't continue. His throat was dry, his voice had been hoarse. In some way, he already knew.

      "The caller was your neighbour, Idrissa," said Moore. "We believe the deceased is your au pair."

      Abbie closed her eyes. Put a hand to her heart. She knew what was coming.

      "Your daughter..." said Moore. "Id, we believe the killers have taken your daughter."
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      Okay, so Abbie had made a mistake.

      There was utter silence in the room for several seconds. The detective at the door looked concerned, afraid. Abbie placed her palms on the table and planted her feet. She had the feeling she might need to move. Fast.

      For those first few seconds, Ndidi was statue still. Then, as though the words had been floating lazily through the air but had been spurred on at the final second and smashed into their target, he staggered backwards.

      "Idrissa," said Detective Moore. "If we can just—"

      Mid-sentence, Idrissa Ndidi turned from his colleague, spinning towards Abbie, who didn't speak. Who sensed nothing she said would make this any better.

      Ndidi stared at her. A look of despair and confusion on his face. Abbie could almost see the two pieces of information in his mind, like hanging vines. Vine one was Abbie's warning; vine two the devastating news delivered by Ndidi's colleague. They hung there, but Ndidi was in shock. It took a few moments for him to realise these two vines tied together quite well.

      Then he did.

      Abbie saw the moment everything snapped into place. A serene calm draped Ndidi's face the instant he connected the dots.

      The serenity lasted less than a second.

      White-hot rage replaced it.

      Fury caught Ndidi as a flame will catch a firework. It burnt his fuse and sent him firing at Abbie like a rocket.

      There was a table between them. The table turned out to be no obstacle.

      Abbie had time to slide back her chair, still sitting, then Ndidi's hands were on her top. He was yanking her from the ground and dragging her towards the wall.

      "Id, what are you doing?" Moore stepped into the room, coming after the devastated father.

      Ndidi slammed Abbie against the wall.

      She said nothing. Did nothing. As Ndidi had approached, Abbie had noted the awkward way he moved. When he had lifted her, she had observed the way his arms struggled. When he had slammed her against the wall, she had recognised he wasn't holding back. She was in no pain because he didn't have the strength to smash her as hard as he would have liked.

      Conclusion: even when charged by rage, Ndidi was slower, less limber, weaker than Abbie. Had she wanted, she could have knocked his hands from her top and downed him in a second. Maybe two.

      She did nothing. She was in a police station and in enough trouble without assaulting the detective a second time.

      Ndidi pulled Abbie from the wall and shoved her back, squeezing her against the brick which lay beneath the paintwork and plaster. He did it again.

      It still didn't hurt.

      "Where is she? Where's Isabella?"

      The words were a desperate scream. Ndidi's fury was fire, but his fear for his daughter was rain, and it was coming down hard.

      "I don't know," said Abbie. Which was true.

      "Who's taken her?"

      "I don't know. I wish I knew."

      "Liar."

      Ndidi continued to slam Abbie against the wall, and it continued not to hurt. Though his sheer persistence was beginning to cause a slight ache around the shoulders and neck. As fear continued to dampen and put out his fury, Ndidi was becoming even weaker. Soon, Abbie wouldn't need to retaliate. Ndidi's hands would slip away. He would collapse.

      Moore arrived. He put a hand on Ndidi's shoulder and tried to remove his colleague from Abbie.

      "That's enough," he said. "Leave her alone."

      "She did this," said Ndidi. "She stole my daughter."

      "That can't be true," said the colleague. "How long has she been here? Your daughter was taken within the last hour. It can't have been her."

      "She threatened me," said Ndidi. "She threatened to harm my daughter."

      Detective Moore glanced at Abbie. She shook her head but didn't speak. Moore wasn’t sure what to think.

      "She threatened Isabella," Ndidi said, repeating his assertion in different words. "She's responsible."

      Moore still looked lost. And he hadn't looked at the table. Given her freedom was on the line, Abbie realised she would have to step in.

      "I didn't threaten anyone," she said. "We discussed Isabella a couple of minutes ago. If someone can review the tape.”

      Ndidi's eyes widened. "You bitch."

      Moore turned. At once, he saw the file on the floor and noted the table was bare.

      "Id," he said. "Where's the tape?"

      "You bitch," Ndidi repeated. "You vile, evil—"

      "That's enough," said Moore.

      "I didn't threaten Isabella,” said Abbie. "I didn’t even know you had a daughter until you showed me her picture."

      "Liar," said Ndidi. "Liar liar liar."

      Rage once more overwhelmed fear, and he once more came for Abbie. Once more, she did nothing. This time, Moore acted faster, jumping between the two and shoving Ndidi.

      "That's enough," he said. "That is enough."

      "She—"

      "No," said Moore. "You need to go. Your daughter's in danger. We're doing everything we can to find her, so I suggest you take a breath, take some time. If you go and wait in the canteen, I—"

      "Fuck you," Ndidi cut in. “I outrank you. Why don’t you piss off and I’ll call you if I need you?”

      In the face of this rage, Moore held up well. Keeping between Abbie and the furious father, he didn’t respond, nor quake in his boots. He waited for Ndidi to react.

      At last, Ndidi did. He took three slow steps back, watching Abbie and his colleague all the time. Then he reached Abbie's chair and almost tripped. Grabbed the table to steady himself.

      It was the jolt he needed.

      Jabbing a finger at Abbie, he said, "I don't find my daughter, I kill you."

      Abbie said nothing. Moore opened his mouth to respond, but Ndidi was already turning, rushing away. He vanished from the room to pursue his missing daughter, leaving Abbie and Moore alone.
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        * * *

      

      Moore escorted Abbie back to her cell.

      They didn't talk on the way. Both were turning over Ndidi’s reactions, brooding on what they should do next.

      When she was on one side of her cell's door and he was on the other, Moore forced himself to meet Abbie's eye.

      "Someone will come for you soon."

      Because she doubted Moore had any way of knowing this but didn't want to call him a liar, Abbie chose not to respond. She stepped back and watched the door swing shut, then returned to the lumpy bunk on which she had earlier grabbed a couple of hours sleep.

      Once lying down, shifting every few seconds, trying for a state that was impossible to come by in such a bed: comfort, Abbie attempted to imagine a worse ending to her interview with Ndidi.

      It wasn't easy. Abbie had been doing this a while. Had turned up in over fifty new places to warn a stranger they were in danger and to save them. That conversation was tough when the person you were trying to save was an adult. Near impossible when you were speaking with a parent whose child was in trouble.

      Twice before, Abbie's dreams had sent her to save the life of a pre-adolescent. Both times, Abbie had struggled against parents who did not want to believe their son or daughter was in danger. The second time, a young boy's father had grown so agitated he had tried to attack Abbie. Acting on instinct, Abbie had dodged his blow, tripped him, and watched as the father smashed his head on a kitchen counter. He might have died. Luckily, they were dealing with only a slight concussion. Nothing a trip to the hospital couldn't fix.

      But it had made Abbie's job 50x harder. Possibly 100x.

      Abbie had come close to failing that particular mission. The little boy was four, the youngest she had ever tried to save, and Abbie had been five seconds from failing him when it ended.

      Walking away from that incident, Abbie had been shaking, had been violently ill on the road. She had won but could not stop herself thinking about what might have been. How she might have failed that sweet, innocent boy.

      That night, lying in bed, unable to sleep. She told herself it was okay to feel that way and that she should look on the bright side. That had been tough, but could it ever be so difficult again?

      Probably not.

      Then came Isabella.

      Abbie had warned Ndidi his daughter was in danger. What followed was not the father's near braining on a hard surface, but something worse. The news that someone had kidnapped Isabella. Abbie was still locked up, and now, not only was she on the hook for assaulting a police officer, but she had put herself in the frame for orchestrating the kidnapping of that same officer's daughter.

      The questions were inescapable. 

      You attack a police officer, and then, the next morning, his daughter goes missing. What are we supposed to think?

      Right. What were they supposed to think?

      And wait until they found the dead bodies at the dealership. Killings which happened shortly before Abbie had allegedly attacked Gary and Ndidi, only a mile away, and hours before Isabella was kidnapped.

      Yep. Things were about to get interesting.

      The question was: could they get any worse?

      "Call for you. Get up."

      If Ndidi had been armed, Abbie was musing when the cell door opened, he might have withdrawn his gun and shot Abbie in the head. That would have been a worse way to end the interview.

      "Come on. I've not got all day."

      This was not a selfish thought. Abbie wasn't implying that interview ending would be worse because it included her demise. Far from it. She thought of Bobby, who would feel let down, betrayed, when Abbie didn't return home safely to him, as he had requested. And she was thinking of Isabella. She was not so arrogant as to believe she alone could save the young girl. Still, the child's chances definitely improved so long as Abbie was around, trying to save her, rather than in a morgue, a bullet between her eyes.

      The police officer knocked his knuckles against the metal door.

      "Yeah, yeah," said Abbie. "I'm coming, I'm coming."

      Of course, as it stood, Abbie wasn't around trying to find and save Isabella. A little after eight am on day one of two, Abbie was still behind bars, twiddling her thumbs and wasting time on pointless hypotheticals.

      And time was running out.
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        * * *

      

      The officer escorted Abbie to a room with a phone. He watched her sit down and pick up the phone, then stepped outside.

      "I'll be right out here. Don't take too long."

      Abbie waved a hand and put the phone to her ear. She was not surprised to hear the old, crisp voice of her employer's representative.

      She called him Ben.

      "Oh, dear. You've got yourself in a spot of bother, then?"

      Now was not the time for pleasantries. Abbie laid out her position without hyperbole. She told Ben she had come upon Detective Ndidi attacking a man named Gary and had interceded on the hapless Gary's behalf, leading to her arrest for assaulting a police officer. Told him about Hammond and how the station was supposedly driven to see Abbie convicted as a kind of surrogate justice (Abbie did not attribute this phrase to Ndidi; perhaps she would feel guilty about that later), as Hammond's killer was in the wind. She told him about the falsified statements and brought him up to date by describing how she had mentioned concern for Isabella moments before Ndidi learned of the kidnapping.

      "I dreamed about the child," Abbie said at the end.

      There were no cameras in the room. Abbie was supposedly on a call with her legal representation the police were not allowed to listen in. Regardless, she feared her friend on the other side of the door might break the rules by pressing his ear to the wood. Ben would know what Abbie meant about the dream. It was safer not to go into detail. For this same reason, she had mentioned walking past the dealership on her way to the park where she had found Ndidi assaulting Gary. This point added nothing to the story, so Ben would know something had transpired at the car lot and act accordingly.

      Abbie finished her story and waited for Ben to tell her what would happen next. What he was going to do to extricate her from this situation. While she waited, she twirled the phone's cable around her fingers and wondered when she had last seen a cabled phone. Landlines were rare enough but an actual cable, tethering you to one spot...

      Budget cuts.

      At last, Ben said, "Well, maybe spot of bother doesn't quite cover it.”

      "You think?"

      Ben was the only member of the organisation that employed Abbie she had met. Other than for the briefest windows for a weapon's drop or similar. When he found her, she was falling apart. Worse, the prophetic dreams, and the consequences of not averting the disasters they portended, were tearing her apart. Taking her under his wing, Ben had helped train her. Everything Abbie was, everything she had, she owed to her benefactor. To Ben.

      Which did nothing to change the fact she didn't much like him. He had never been friendly or easy to get on with, and over the years, their relationship had soured rather than improved. His rigid set of rules didn't help. On the few occasions Abbie had gone out of her way to help someone that didn't directly relate to one of her dreams, he had chastised her. He liked her in her box, doing what he said and nothing more.

      Somehow, in his tone, she sensed there was more of this attitude coming down the line. He was about to ask of her something she would not like.

      "You'll need a top lawyer," Ben said. "Luckily, we have plenty on the payroll."

      Abbie didn't respond. His tone was gnawing at her, causing anxiety which worsened by the moment.

      "I need out," said Abbie. "Ndidi's on the warpath, and there's plenty I don't understand. I need to win him round."

      Abbie didn't think her words would have any bearing on Ben's decision. Once she had finished her story, he would have calculated all the options. He would know how he wanted to proceed. Abbie had no say in the matter and no power to change his mind.

      "You don't need to persuade me," said Ben. "You're our employee. Although there's no physical or digital document outlining your responsibilities or ours when it comes to your real job, we both know there is a mental contract. One with clear terms we both understand. If we were to refuse you legal representation, we would be in breach of that contract, and for either party to breach the contract, even though it was never signed, would be unacceptable."

      Abbie closed her eyes. Clutched the phone a little tighter. He was right: no real contract existed. As far as the government was concerned, Abbie was a freelance consultant. She had several clients, but each was a shell corporation owned by her real employer. Ben had explained all this when Abbie agreed to work for them. There had indeed been terms, though nothing was signed.

      And Abbie knew where this is going.

      "You know how seriously I take my job," she said. "Nothing will compromise the work I do. Saving lives is my number one priority. Always has been, and always will be."

      There was silence. Abbie realised she had said more than she should have, given her location, and glanced towards the closed door. Too late now. She would have to hope her friend on the other side hadn't heard.

      "You're in breach of contract," said Ben. The statement was matter of fact, spoken without inflexion or emotion. "Give me your word you’ll rectify the situation, and I'll have a lawyer there within the hour. You'll be free within two."

      "Can't you listen to me a minute?" said Abbie. "My performance will not suffer. I will not fail. Please, work with me here."

      Ben didn't hesitate. "You're in breach of contract. I need your word you will rectify the situation."

      Abbie closed her eyes. She was taking long, deep breaths, trying to control her anger. As she did, she contemplated lying.

      "I know you're trying to decide whether to lie," said Ben. "It's natural, but I pray you don't try it. You know the power we have. You know you have no hope of concealing a relationship. Lying would waste everybody's time and drive a wedge between us. Abbie, you don't want to drive a wedge between us, do you?"

      Her eyes still closed, Abbie was thinking of Bobby. That beautiful smile. The way it lit up when she entered the room. The way he made her feel. The way he had changed her life. Given it worth.

      Could she give all that up?

      "Would it help demonstrate my position if I told you how many times he's shared your bed in the last month?" said Ben. "Or how many pubs you've visited? What if I told you what he'd ordered the last time you went for dinner and what you both drank? It was good of you to pay."

      Anger bubbled up from her stomach, into her throat and onwards. It flooded her brain. Sensing an oncoming burst of rage, Abbie pulled the phone from her ear and grabbed the table. Fought to regain control of her temper.

      After thirty seconds, she returned the phone to her ear.

      "You've known for weeks," she said. "Which means you could have demanded I break it off ages ago. But you wanted to wait until I was in no position to refuse, didn't you? You know I won't play chicken because if it comes to it, you'll let Isabella die to get your way, but I never will."

      Ben didn't comment.

      "You're a coward," said Abbie.

      "You wound me, and it's not what you think. We care about you, and what you do is important. More important than one man could ever be, no matter how he makes you feel. You say we'll let Isabella die before we bend, and you're right because we know, in the long run, it'll be for the best. In fact, you've laid the situation out perfectly, so why don't we skip all this nastiness and do the right thing? Why don't we get on with saving lives?"

      Abbie took the phone from her ear again. This time she took three long breaths in, held them, released them. She opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on the blank wall ahead. She returned the phone to her ear.

      "You know what your problem is, Ben?" Abbie asked.

      "Which one?" said Ben. "After all, I'm only human. I imagine I'm riddled with faults."

      Abbie ignored this.

      "You think you know me. Worse, you think you control me. Well, allow me to show you how wrong you are."

      "Abbie, come now—"

      "Stick your contract," she said. "I quit."

      And she slammed the phone back into its cradle.
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      Abbie's hands were shaking. She was practising deep, slow breathing, but it was doing little to help. Without closing her eyes, all she could see was the tormented face of the dying Isabella.

      Isabella.

      Damn, she wished Ndidi hadn't told her the name.

      Fifty-eight seconds after Abbie had slammed the phone into the cradle, cutting short her conversation with that arsehole, Ben, she collected it again. Her fingers went to the dial-pad. The tip of her index finger rested against the rubber button, emblazoned with the first number she would need to press to get Ben back.

      She didn't want to say she hated Ben and the organisation he represented. Hate didn't go far enough. At that moment, Loathing didn't seem to come close, so maybe the right word didn't exist.

      Abbie took her finger away. There was a tear in her eye. The picture of Isabella was blurring together with one of Bobby.

      Two worlds colliding.

      Abbie slammed down the phone.

      Picked it up again, three seconds later. Her index finger rested once more on button one.

      This was unfair. A churning in Abbie's stomach made her worry she might throw up on the phone before she found the strength to either put it down for good or admitted defeated and called back that bastard.

      He had played it well. In Abbie's idle moments, when Bobby wasn't around, when she couldn't prevent her mind twisting in the direction of her employer, she had always known this was coming. She had known Ben wouldn't reveal his hand until he had Abbie backed into a corner or bent over a barrel.

      He had been awaiting her call, even before he knew she was on another mission. Every time Abbie went to save a life, she ended several. Ben's team were used to swooping in and making the evidence disappear, ensuring Abbie was never cornered by the police and asked any tricky questions.

      Ben was waiting for Abbie to kill someone. He would expect her to ring while still free. Before the police had any idea there was a murder victim to be found and, therefore, a murderer to be hunted. Ben could have made that situation work, but it wasn't ideal because Abbie could continue trying to save Isabella without him, risking arrest to get the job done.

      When Abbie rang from a police station and told Ben her story, it must have felt like Christmas come early. With Abbie unable to continue her mission without Ben's help, he had more leverage than he would ever have imagined. Abbie needed Ben to bail her out. Possibly literally. Presumably grinning from ear to ear, he had happily spilt his ultimatum.

      There was nothing to be done. When it came to it, the choice was simple.

      Cut Bobby from her life, or allow Isabella to die.

      When put like that, it was a no brainer. Nothing could come before the child. Abbie's happiness could not be elevated above a little girl's right to live.

      There was no choice.

      Abbie started typing the number.

      She couldn't lie about her relationship. Ben would know. Abbie dreaded to think of what might happen if she tried to pull the wool over his eyes.

      The phone began to ring.

      Abbie didn't have anyone else. No one besides Ben could...

      Once again, Abbie slammed the phone into the cradle.

      This time, she kept her hand fixed to the handset. Her heart was pounding. A face flashed into her mind.

      It wasn't Bobby's face, nor Isabella's.

      The selfless move would be to pick up the phone and call Ben. Someone who had a track record in helping her. Someone with the infrastructure to ensure she saved Isabella's life.

      Collecting the phone, Abbie typed in a number. The phone began to ring.

      After fifteen seconds, someone answered.

      "Hello?"

      It was a woman. Abbie was only human, and humans were selfish. It was one of humanity's most prominent traits.

      She was taking a significant risk, but she thought of Bobby's smile and couldn't stop herself.

      "Hey, it's Abbie King," she said. "I'm probably way out of line, but... I really need your help."
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      The bored uniform led Abbie back to her cell. Closed her in. Abbie sat on the bed and tried to count the minutes as they slipped by.

      By the time there was another knock on her cell door, and it began to open, Midday was only minutes away. The only bright side of the idle hours was that her ankle had recovered. Walking no longer caused her to wince.

      Abbie had been obsessing over the Isabella situation, which had the positive side-effect of driving out thoughts of Ben and Bobby. But was otherwise a pain in the arse. 

      Thoughts of Isabella weren't new. Ropes of worry had coiled within Abbie's stomach since she'd woken from her dream at midnight, almost twelve hours previously. Her concern had ramped up when she'd learned the girl's name, seen a picture of her in normal circumstances, rather than pain and terror. The coils had become tangled. When Abbie had learned someone had kidnapped the child, the tangle had developed a knot, and the knot had been tightening ever since.

      Every time Abbie closed her eyes, she saw snapshots from her dream: the girl's pained, terrified expression. Abbie's reaction was visceral. Some dark aspect of her subconscious whispered. 

      You've already failed. You let that girl die.

      It wasn't true. Rising from the bed, Abbie had paced the small cell, circle after circle after circle. Like a madwoman or a genius, she had whispered to herself. The same words on repeat. A mantra.

      "Isabella isn't dead."

      Abbie wasn't one for false hope. She was a realist. Her assertion that Ndidi's daughter had yet to meet a grim end was not an empty one, invoked only to reduce Abbie's guilt in the short term. It was based on experience.

      On over fifty occasions, Abbie had woken from a nightmare at midnight on the dot, the face of a stranger who would soon be dead lodged in her mind. Over time, she had learned the midnight wake-up signalled the setting of a ticking clock, counting down to the stranger's demise.

      None of the fifty-plus people of Abbie's dreams had reached their final moment of life or death within thirty hours of Abbie waking from her prophetic dream. Had she failed to act in any of the fifty-plus cases, two people would have died before noon on day two. The vast majority would have lost their lives after sundown on that same day.

      This wasn't hope but experience. Abbie had time. Isabella was not dead.

      But she was in perilous danger.

      Someone had come to Ndidi's house, murdered the au pair, and kidnapped the child. Kidnapping was seldom random, speculative. The kidnappers had specific reasons for taking that particular victim. Usually, their motives were simple, straight forward. More often than not, the kidnappers sought either to punish or to gain. 

      Abbie had never met Isabella but felt confident in her assumption that no one wanted to punish the child. This was not the work of eight-year-old Callum or whoever. A classmate who had proposed a playground marriage to Isabella and who had suffered a callous rejection.

      Or what he considered to be callous, anyway.

      Nor would Isabella have anything the kidnapper would want other than herself.

      Abbie recalled her conversation with Ndidi. Talk of a wife, Isabella's mother. Clearly, his wife's departure had affected Ndidi, but that didn't mean he had been honest with Abbie about the situation. He had displayed shock that she would leave, abandoning her child, but Abbie couldn't verify this was the truth of the matter. Perhaps Ndidi had caught Isabella's mother cheating, or stealing, or something equally or more sinister. In such a scenario, might Ndidi have scared his wife off, warning her to stay away from her husband and child?

      It was possible, and perhaps the wife would send someone to reclaim her daughter in such a scenario.

      Possible, but unlikely. 

      The au pair was dead, for a start. Would Isabella's mother have been so violent? Would she even have been able to get hold of a gun or find the funds to hire someone to do all this for her? Would she risk it?

      Abbie didn't know. She kept the theory on the table but close to the edge, ready to sweep onto the carpet.

      The theory in the centre of this non-existent table was hazy but involved Ndidi as the reason for Isabella's kidnap.

      If this was the case, it was unlikely to be to do with money. Detectives didn't earn enough. Punishment then?

      Abbie had caught Ndidi beating Gary. Because of the Isabella news, he had never had a chance to explain why he was harming the lanky, younger man, whether with an honest explanation or a false one.

      Was Ndidi entangled in something naughty? Had he displeased a bad man, and was he now reaping the rewards of this betrayal?

      As the clock ticked towards midday and the cell door opened, Abbie was thinking about Davesh. Davesh, who had been preparing to do business with a dangerous man named Orion. Davesh, who someone had killed before he could complete whatever this business was.

      Was Ndidi wrapped up with this also? Perhaps he had been working with Orion but had turned against him.

      Abbie thought of Orion Becker, the only Orion she knew. Abbie had first crossed the Becker family's path as they were demonstrating how they dealt with co-conspirators who turned against them. Suppose this was that same Orion, and he felt Ndidi had betrayed him. In that case, Abbie could easily believe Orion had retaliated by taking Isabella.

      He would see it as the perfect punishment.

      Speculation. Hours and hours of speculation, and none of it leading anywhere until Abbie could get free, could learn more from first-hand experience, from asking questions.

      More than anything, Abbie needed to speak with Ndidi. To hear his side of the story.

      Not something she could orchestrate while behind bars, but she didn't expect that to be an issue. Ndidi wouldn't find Isabella. Before long, Abbie would be the only lead. He would come to her.

      The door opened. Abbie rose. Was this him now?

      Abbie hoped it would be, but her hopes were in vain. The door opened, and a man stepped in, but this guy was tall and at least a decade older than Ndidi. Also, he was white. He had thinning dark hair and a crooked smile. He looked a little friendly and a little like a shark.

      "Miss King, I presume?"

      Abbie rolled her eyes. "And I told the receptionist not to give my room number to anyone. What a wily fox you must be."

      The tall man laughed, and the laugh seemed both genuine and fake simultaneously, which was odd.

      "You've kept your spirits up, I see. Commendable, with so much hanging over you. Assaulting a police officer, kidnapping a child, and murder to boot. Not looking promising, is it?"

      Abbie shook her head. "You're so wrong."

      "Do you think?" said he.

      "I know," said Abbie. "It's not kidnapping and murder, is it, because I was locked up when it happened. Presumably, the charge would be conspiracy to kidnap and murder or something similar. A charge that reflects my lack of participation in the event itself."

      The detective withdrew his most patronising tone and said, "Aren't you clever? You're quite right, of course, and what a comfort that will be when they're carting you off to prison. Nearest high-security is right up the road, so you won't have far to go. Another bright side."

      Abbie made a point of smiling but said nothing. The detective hadn't mentioned the dealership, the bodies. By now, the police had to be all over the scene, so they'd either not yet thought to connect it to her or had decided to hold back the information, ready to launch it at a stubborn Abbie halfway through the interview. Maybe they thought it would be the information to break her.

      If so, they were very wrong.

      "I'm DCI Kliman, and this is my colleague DC Lakes. She's pretty new around here, so I hope you'll go easy on her."

      "I'll certainly try," said Abbie, smiling at Lakes, resisting the urge to say, Hello Christine.
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      Kliman led Abbie back to the interview room she had earlier shared with Ndidi. Following the Christine Lakes reveal, Abbie didn't expect another big surprise for at least a few minutes.

      Reaching the interview room door, Kliman knocked, turned the handle, pushed.

      "Your attorney wants to go over things with you first. We'll be in soon."

      Kliman turned away. Abbie entered the room and stopped as though she'd walked into an invisible wall. Behind her, someone closed the door.

      On the other side of the table to the door, where Abbie had earlier sat, was a stunning woman of 23. But it wasn't the beauty or age of Abbie's attorney which caused her to stop in her tracks.

      "Ariana?"

      Ariana had been writing notes on a pad. Like a student. Like a beautiful student. A beautiful, dangerous, possibly psychotic student. And you could drop student from that last sentence. And  possibly.

      When Abbie spoke, Ariana rose. She gave what appeared to be a rueful smile and smoothed her skirt, which was a little too short to be professional. It also didn’t need smoothing. Ariana looked uncomfortable. Abbie got the impression the young woman wished she hadn’t stood.

      “I guess you don’t want to hug?” Ariana said.

      “There are a few categories of people I don’t want anywhere near me, for any reason. Attempted rapists and people who tried to kill me are high up the list. You happen to fall into both categories."

      “And I suppose,” said Ana, “you’re not going to say one cancels out the other? You’re not raising your arms, so I guess a hug really is off the table?”

      “Get out,” said Abbie. “I don’t want you here.”

      Ana raised a hand and rubbed her thumb along her bottom lip. A nervous tic, like biting one's nails. When she pulled her hand away, she gestured towards the table, the seats.

      “We should sit, talk this out.”

      “Nothing to talk about,” said Abbie. “I’ve made myself clear.”

      Ignoring this, Ana pushed her chair back a little. “I’m going to sit.”

      “Then I’m leaving.”

      Abbie turned and made for the door. Behind her, Ana’s chair scraped along the floor as the beautiful psychopath pulled into the table.

      “I feel sick about what I did.”

      At the door, her hand half raised to knock, to ask to be released, Abbie paused. Ana’s words seemed to creep over her shoulders and sneak into her heart. There was something strange in the sound of them. Something Abbie at first couldn’t place because it didn’t fit the picture of what Abbie knew about Ana.

      Was that contrition? Guilt? Regret? Abbie struggled to believe Ana could experience any of these emotions.

      Despite herself, Abbie turned back to the woman at the table.

      As though Ana was a vampire and Abbie the rising sun, the younger woman raised her hands to cover her face as Ana turned.

      “No,” she said. “I can’t do this if you’re looking at me.”

      “Your actions might have destroyed a teenage boy’s life. That you can joke says it all.”

      Ana dropped her hands to the table. There was no smile on her face and only regret in her eyes.

      “Fine,” she said. “You got me, I struggle with emotion, and I'm not a good person. In fact, I’m a foul bitch.”

      “Something we agree on.”

      Ana waved this way. “On more things than one. What I almost did to Jacob was disgusting, disgraceful. I thought making him sexually service my boyfriend would cause no more than slight humiliation. I never comprehended the long term damage I might inflict. In the aftermath of my little sister’s murder, I wasn't thinking straight. Often, I wasn’t thinking at all. I’ll never forgive myself for what I almost did to Jacob, and there are no excuses.”

      “You’re right,” said Abbie. “My sister was also murdered. I understand the pain. The need to sexually abuse teenagers, not so much.”

      “One teenager.”

      “I’m out of here.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Abbie stopped at Ana’s words, pausing near the door. “I'll never make up for what I did to Jacob. Trying to murder you was also, you know, not okay.”

      “As bad as that?”

      “Fine, it was a shitty thing to do. I agree, but maybe something good came of it.”

      “You accidentally stabbed your boyfriend. And he drowned. And died.”

      “Okay, so I don’t feel great about that.”

      “Stop it,” said Abbie, her voice dry as concrete, “you’re too hard on yourself.”

      “No, but look, he was an arsehole. A sadist. He used to beat the crap out of people for fun. He was a thief and a drug dealer, and he refused point-blank to watch soap operas with me.”

      “I don’t even want to know which of those you think is the worst,” said Abbie.

      “No, I guess you don’t, and it isn’t the point. The truth is I’ve never been a good person, but I allowed the death of my little sister to turn me into a monster. What I tried to do to you and Jacob was unacceptable. But when I fell off mum’s balcony, and when my boyfriend clutched onto my top and dragged me deeper and deeper into the sea, I was 100% sure I was going to die.”

      Ana shuddered, and Abbie felt a tremor race along her own spine. Because they had both experienced something similar that night. Abbie’s boyfriend hadn’t dragged her over the edge, but she had also plummeted from the balcony into the sea. Like Anna, she had felt the drag of the water as she sunk deeper and deeper. The tide had shoved her into the rocks, stealing her strength.

      Trapped in the dark and the quiet, Abbie had feared she would never again take a breath of air. There could be few more frightening experiences than that.

      “When I broke the surface,” said Ana. “When I took that first gulp of air, it was like a resurrection. I was like—"

      "Don't say Jesus."

      Ana stopped herself.

      “Fair enough,” she said. “Not the best comparison, I get that. All I'm saying is the near-death experience gave me perspective. It showed me what I’d become and what I’d become made me sick.” Ana drummed the table. Met Abbie’s eyes. “Truth is, I don’t want to be a good person, necessarily, but I don’t want to be evil, either. I don’t want to commit atrocious acts, and I do want to look out for the people that matter. To protect them. I care for my mum, and she cares about you. That’s why I’m here. I’m not all talk. I want to put my money where my mouth is. I want to keep you out of jail cause it’ll make mum happy. And tell you what, as an added bonus, cause I tried to kill you, I won’t even charge.”

      Abbie couldn’t help but chuckle, though she shook her head in mock despair. With a half-smile, Ana gestured to the seat opposite where she sat.

      “Come on,” she said. "Can we talk?"

      Abbie was no longer on the verge of leaving, but nor did she approach the table. Placing the call to Alice Rayner, Ariana’s mother, Abbie had felt guilty. It didn’t matter that Abbie had saved Alice’s life only a month ago. As far as Abbie was concerned, Alice repaid that debt by changing Abbie’s perspective, making her realise she deserved to live a life, alongside her job of saving them. Because of Alice, Abbie had rekindled her romance with Bobby rather than cutting all ties.

      But Alice had given Abbie her number and made her promise she would call, should she ever need the kind of help a woman as wealthy as Alice could provide.

      Abbie had memorised the number but never expected to use it.

      Then came Ben's ultimatum. Thoughts of Bobby's smile had pushed Abbie to pick up the phone and dial those remembered digits. Alice had promised to send help.

      This was not what Abbie had expected.

      "I told Alice I needed a lawyer," said Abbie.

      “You did. And," Ana spread her arms again, smiling. "Voila."

      A few seconds passed, then Abbie raised a hand to her jaw, just to check it hadn't actually fallen open.

      "Excuse me?"

      "She sent me," said Ana. "I'm your lawyer."

      "No, your not."

      "I am."

      "It's been a month. How can you have become a lawyer in a month?"

      "I haven't. I was already a lawyer when you met me. Newly qualified." She parted her hands again and repeated, "Voila."

      Abbie crossed the room and took the seat opposite Ana. Not because Ana had offered it, but because she thought she might collapse from shock if she didn't get off her feet.

      Once sitting, Abbie stared at the beauty opposite. Despite everything Ana had done the first time she and Abbie had met, Abbie had suggested to Alice that her youngest living daughter might be redeemable.

      But that was before she'd known she was a lawyer.

      "A lawyer?" Abbie repeated. 

      "A newly qualified lawyer," Ana confirmed. "And at your service."

      "Because I called your mother and asked for legal representation."

      "Yes."

      "And she sent you?"

      "Correct."

      "I thought she liked me."

      Ana smiled. "Mum more than likes you. She only knew you a couple of days, and she still thinks of you as a daughter. You’re one of her three favourite children, which, you may note, puts you above several of her actual children. Myself included."

      Abbie shook her head. This was bizarre and ridiculous. Abbie’s conversation with Ben had destroyed her hope of saving Isabella. Alice had restored that hope, but now this. It felt a cruel trick.

      "I need to ring someone," said Abbie.

      "Why?"

      "To arrange alternative representation."

      Abbie started to rise. Ana grabbed her arm.

      "Ariana," Abbie said, her tone deadly. "Release my arm right now, before I break your hand and possibly your face. You've seen how dangerous I can be."

      "I have," said Ana, but she didn't release Abbie. "I mean it when I say mum cares about you."

      "If she did, she would have sent an experienced lawyer. Was Alice not one of the continent’s top gun runners for most of her career? I know she turned her back on her life of crime, but surely she still has the number of a top lawyer in her Rolodex."

      "What's a Rolodex?"

      Abbie closed her eyes. Sighed. "In her phone, then. Is this about the cost? I felt guilty asking; I didn't want to put her out, but she assured me money was no issue. I'd never have asked if I'd have thought—"

      "Stop," said Ana, and at last, she released Abbie's arm. "Mum had one of the top lawyers in the country working for her up to the moment a judge sentenced her to nine years in prison. Get what I'm saying? Now, I know you don't trust me. I understand you don't trust me, but please, let me fight this for you. Let me show you I know what I'm doing. Please?"

      Abbie closed her eyes again. Saw the Isabella of the past, the one captured in Ndidi's photo. The Isabella of the future, the one rendered in frightening detail in Abbie's dream.

      She tried to imagine the Isabella of the present. Bound, gagged, and surrounded by people she did not know. People who threatened her, taunted her. Terrified for her life. Praying for her daddy.

      The clock was ticking. Abbie was running out of options.

      She thought of Bobby. Realised she would soon have no choice but to break it off with him. That would break her heart.

      But before then, one more roll of the dice.

      "Fine, we'll give this a try. But then I'm calling a lawyer—a proper lawyer. Because regardless of any good intentions you might hold, you’ve not a hope in hell of securing my freedom in the next few hours.”
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      Less than a few hours later, Abbie pushed through the main door of the low, bland police station, stepped into the fresh air, and took a deep breath. Leaving the station felt like coming up for air, though the interview room had not been quite as oppressive as the sea.

      The door opened again.

      “Is it bad,” said Abbie, “that part of me wishes they’d laughed you out the room and convicted me of numerous hideous crimes just so I could have proven you wrong?”

      Ana chuckled. “Totally know how you feel. In fact, I’m actually a crap lawyer; it was the sheer will to prove you wrong that got me through.”

      This drew a smile, but only for a moment. It was gone two pm on day one of the two-day window to save Isabella. Time was running short, and Abbie felt woefully behind the curve in terms of piecing together what was going on, where the child might be, and how Abbie could save her.

      Luckily, despite what Abbie claimed, Ana had been brilliant in the police interview. Her evident capability allowed Abbie to stop worrying about whether she would be released and to focus on DCI Kilman’s line of questioning.

      Most of it was as Abbie had expected. The spectre of Hammond had hung over the conversation. Kilman had alluded to his deceased colleague several times as he harangued Abbie about her alleged altercation with Ndidi and Gary; the convenience of her arriving in town—without a good explanation for why she was here—hours before Ndidi’s daughter was kidnapped, her au pair murdered.

      More interesting was what Kilman failed to ask. The interview started after midday, yet there had been no mention of Davesh. There was no chance the bodies had yet to be found as the dealership had opened hours ago, and Abbie struggled to believe the police would not have connected the crime to Abbie. After all, Kilman’s main argument for Abbie’s involvement in Isabella’s kidnapping was that she happened to arrive in town hours before, even though she had been locked up when the actual event took place.

      Something was missing. Abbie could not help but wonder if Christine had something to do with the absence of what seemed to be a relevant line of questioning. Why had the young Detective snuck into the dealership anyway? Having learned Christine's profession, Abbie found the events of the previous night all the more suspicious.

      Because of the setting, because it might implicate her unnecessarily, Abbie asked no questions. She listened and watched as Ariana dismantled DCI Kilman’s arguments and secured Abbie's release under caution. After all, there was no evidence Abbie had anything to do with Isabella and the au pair; turning up in a new town without explanation was not a crime. Possibly, Kilman had the assault, but the evidence was sketchy. Inconsistent statements by police officers who couldn’t have been close enough to see clearly what was happening and a teenager with drugs in his system did not necessarily help the case. Their most powerful witness, Ndidi, hadn't provided a statement at all. Though he had found the time for a suspicious off-the-record interview with Abbie before learning about Isabella’s kidnap.

      “Don’t go far,” Kilman had said as Abbie left the station. “I’m sure we’ll be speaking again soon.”

      The pseudo threat didn’t frighten Abbie. By that point, her mind was focused on finding Isabella. Nothing else.

      “You did good,” she told Ana as they made their way down the stone steps.

      “Glad I could help,” said Ana. “And I want to apologise again for trying to kill you. It wasn’t on.”

      “That’s one way of putting it, but I don’t care about me. People are forever trying to end my life. You get used to it.”

      “Well, Jacob, too,” Ana said. A little awkwardly. “If I could apologise to him—“

      “Nothing can make up for what you did,” Abbie cut in. “I stopped you from forcing a seventeen-year-old into performing sexual acts on your boyfriend, but in my book, that brings you no closer to absolution. Intent is what matters, and you’ll never scrub your slate clean following intentions like those."

      Guilt and regret still plagued Ana’s eyes, but she stayed strong in the face of Abbie’s words. Her lip didn’t tremble, and she didn’t break eye contact.

      “I know,” she said. “I’ll shoulder my guilt for the rest of my life. The weight might break my back, but I deserve that. I’ll fight to stay standing in my suffering, and I’ll work to be, you know, less of an arsehole.”

      “Good luck,” said Abbie, moderating the sarcasm that crept into her tone. “And thank you for getting me out of there.”

      As far as Abbie was concerned, this marked the end of their brief reunion, but as she turned away, Ana cleared her throat and spoke.

      “I know I failed to kill you, but I can kick arse.”

      Abbie’s brow creased, and she turned slowly back to Ana.

      “I don’t know what that statement's trying to achieve. Could be a threat, could be a boast… you’ll have to help me out.”

      “I’m saying I can be your homes.”

      For Abbie, this went no way towards shedding light on Ana’s previous comments and, in fact, further confused matters.

      “Is that slang? Like homies?”

      “No, listen, I may be a bad person, but I’m not evil. Some bastards have kidnapped a little girl, and even I can see that’s not right.”

      “Well noticed, you’re a moral beacon. What’s your point?”

      “I want to help rescue her.”

      At this, Abbie almost laughed. She shook her head.

      "No chance."

      "You can use me."

      "Undoubtedly," said Abbie. "Sociopathic tendencies aside, you're obviously capable, intelligent, and you’d go to certain extreme lengths that can be useful when facing the kind of people who would murder a young woman and kidnap a child."

      "Well then," said Ana, “let me be the Holmes to your Watson."

      It clicked. Ana had meant Holmes, as in Sherlock, rather than homes, as in a collection of houses. As Abbie was marvelling at the mistake, the station's front doors opened, and Christine Lakes appeared.

      "Firstly," said Abbie to Ana, "it's the other way around. You'd be the Watson to my Holmes. Secondly, it's not about your suitability. I don't want you around. I don't care if I could use you. It isn't going to happen because after what you did, I can barely stand to look at you. So go home. I have a child to locate.”

      Turning away from her impromptu lawyer, Abbie tracked Christine’s progress down the station’s stone steps.

      “And I think I know exactly where to start my search.”
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      Abbie tracked Christine’s progress to the bottom of the stone steps. On the path, the young detective made a show of retrieving her phone and checking the screen. It was more than possible she had received a message while inside, but Abbie thought this was something else. The detective was performing.

      Phone still in hand, Christine glanced up and to her right. She caught Abbie's eye. Just for a moment. Long enough to ensure Abbie was watching.

      Christine tilted her head infinitesimally to her left. Then looked back at her phone, locked the screen, and slid the handset into her pocket.

      A moment later, she set off down the road, away from Abbie, following the direction signalled by her nod.

      Leaving Ariana alone outside the station, Abbie set off after the detective, keeping at a discreet distance. To Christine's credit, she never looked back to check if Abbie was doing as requested. As though she would take Abbie's company if it was offered. Forget it otherwise.

      This wasn't about company, though. Christine didn't need a new drinking companion; she wanted to ask Abbie questions she had been unable to raise at the station. Which was fine. After all, Abbie had questions for Christine she was happy to ask away from prying eyes and twitching ears.

      They walked for eight minutes before Christine stopped outside a small, dingy pub at the corner of two bland and featureless streets. Now the young detective did stop, did glance back. Again she met Abbie's eye but this time without a signal. Placing her hand on the pub door, she stepped inside.

      Fifteen seconds later, Abbie arrived at the same door and entered. It was a bright day but the pub's windows, though they looked clean, seemed to filter the light, letting only a trickle into the small, open interior. Three tables occupied the central space—two twos and a four—one occupied by a man and a paper. There was a booth in two corners of the room, a door to the toilets in a third.

      Abbie approached the fourth corner where was situated a small bar, three stools pressed against it. One of these was occupied by a man who drank a pint and stared at the spirit bottles on the wall as though they were an engrossing movie. Both male patrons were well past retirement age.

      Behind the bar, a large woman was serving a pint of bitter into an almost clean glass. Wallet out, Christine was withdrawing her bank card to pay, but paused as Abbie arrived.

      "Drink?"

      "Lemonade, please.”

      At this, the landlady wrinkled her nose as though Abbie had asked for rat stew. She placed Christine's pint in front of the detective, and Christine nodded thanks.

      "I'll get the lemonade too, thank you.”

      Without a word, the landlady took another glass. This one sparkled. It was a soft drink glass and appeared never to have been used. In a place like this, Abbie wasn't surprised.

      The landlady took a bottle, poured the lemonade, slid it to Abbie. Christine paid and gestured to one of the booths. The one in the furthest corner from the front door.

      "Shall we?"

      They sat. From their position, a turn of the head gave Abbie a clear view of the front door, the toilets, and the bar. Good. She didn't expect an ambush, but it was nice to know she'd immediately spot the arrival of any unfriendlies. Perhaps Ndidi or Smoker from last night.

      Watching Abbie’s eyes trace the room, Christine said, “Don’t worry, my colleagues don’t frequent this place. Think I’m the only regular born after 1950.”

      That was curious, but Abbie didn’t comment. She nodded as Christine took a coaster for her pint, while taking a long draw from her glass. Replacing the beverage, Christine stared at Abbie.

      "I know it's a bit early."

      Abbie didn't say anything. She hadn't paid much attention to Christine drinking and certainly wasn't judging. Christine could get plastered for all Abbie cared. It might turn out to be useful.

      "I'm on duty," Christine said, looking a little guilty.

      "Your secret's safe with me."

      Christine watched Abbie intently for a few moments. Then, as though to show she believed the other woman, she collected her pint and took another draw. It looked as though almost a quarter was already gone.

      Replacing the glass on the coaster, Christine said, "We need to talk about last night."

      "We do," confirmed Abbie. “I’ve plenty of questions."

      Christine shook her head. "Don't think so. I'm asking the questions, not the other way around."

      Abbie tried not to smirk. Failed.

      "What?"

      "You had your chance to question me back at the station," said Abbie. "As I remember, you were particularly quiet. Let Kilman do the heavy lifting."

      Christine flushed. Took another draw from her pint. She was gathering her thoughts and her strength before responding.

      "I wanted to give you a chance," said Christine. "Last night... I'm not so proud I can't confess you helped me get out alive. I don't forget a thing like that, but neither can I trust you. You've earned the right to explain yourself to me, in private, before we take this back to... what are you doing?"

      Abbie stopped her mime. She had been pretending to remove something from her face.

      "Sorry," she said. "You were pulling the wool over my eyes. I was merely restoring my sight."

      "What a funny joke," said Christine, her expression deadpan. "Maybe you don't understand how much trouble you're in. You think your clever lawyer vanquished the wolves? She didn't. She's kept them at bay for the time being, but Kilman won't quit. And if he knew what I knew—"

      "Which he won't."

      Christine took a calming breath and another drink. Half her pint was gone; Abbie hadn't started her lemonade.

      "Excuse me?" said Christine.

      "I hate it when people insult my intelligence," said Abbie. "Do I come across as stupid, as simple? Because I'm not."

      "Never suggested you were."

      "And yet you think these pitiful threats will have me spill my guts while you sit there all stoic, your secrets concealed. But I know you don't want anyone at the station to know where you were last night. If you'd been there on official police business, you'd have shown your badge when I came barging in. You certainly wouldn't have seemed so alarmed when I arrived. Even if you were undercover and trying to hide your true identity, which I know will be your next gambit, you would have confessed all to Kilman. That you didn’t tells me you don't want him to know and leaves two possibilities."

      Christine drank some more booze, shook her head. Almost two-thirds gone.

      "You're wrong," she said. "Kilman knew where I was. It was an authorised operation. When I briefed Kilman this morning, I told him about our meeting. He was intrigued, but I asked him, as a professional courtesy, to hold off questioning you."

      "And he said yes?" asked Abbie. She couldn't keep the scepticism from her voice.

      "Doesn't seem the sort, does he?" said Christine. "He outranks me and has been known to throw his weight around, but this was my operation, and for once, he agreed to play it my way. Still, if nothing else, you can rely on Kilman to change his mind." Christine pointed to the door. "I wouldn't be surprised to see him burst in any minute, cuffs in hand, ready to haul you back to the station for more questions. This time about Davesh and the dealership."

      Abbie followed Christine's finger. Looked to the door. Somehow, she managed to keep the smile from her lips. Christine either really did believe Abbie was an idiot or was kidding herself. Abbie hoped it was the latter.

      The plan formed fast enough. Rising, Abbie picked up her drink and drained half of it.

      "What are you doing?" said Christine.

      "I'm going. Thank you for the lemonade."

      Abbie made to turn away, though she had no intention of leaving.

      "Where are you going?"

      Pausing, Abbie turned back to Christine. She was halfway out the booth.

      "It's been a stressful day," said Abbie, "and I could do without the axe hovering over my neck. The anticipation will be too much; I'll be unable to focus knowing Kilman could appear at any moment, so I'm going to face the situation head-on. I'll call my lawyer and ask for a meeting with Kilman. Once the tape's rolling, I'll tell him everything about last night. Get it all in the open. I'll apologise for ruining your operation if that's what I did, but make it clear I had nothing to do with Davesh's murder. I might also declare I saved your life, which is true. You'll remember how you froze." Abbie paused, met Christine's eye. "Anyway."

      Abbie turned. Heard Christine rise.

      "Wait."

      Abbie did but didn't turn back. The large landlady was looking Abbie's way, but Abbie ignored her. Kept her eyes on the door.

      "You're trying to play me," said Christine.

      "No," said Abbie, although she absolutely was. "I'm not."

      "What happens if I call your bluff?"

      Slowly turning on her heel, Abbie again met Christine's eye.

      "What we're doing here is gambling," said Abbie, gesturing from herself to Christine and back.

      “On what?"

      "Outcomes," said Abbie. "I already told you why I'm in town. I suspected Isabella was in danger and was determined to save her. Her kidnap confirms my suspicions and bolsters my determination. But I can't do what needs to be done with the fear of arrest overhanging me. I'm betting my chances of saving Isabella improve if I'm honest with the police now, rather than waiting for them to apprehend me at a crucial moment. It's a big bet, with long odds, but it's one I have to take. Meanwhile, you're gambling on whether I'm bluffing, although, spoiler alert, I'm not."

      Abbie was. She knew Christine hadn't told Kilman about the dealership. Neither he nor anyone who worked at that station knew what Christine had been up to last night. Abbie would have put money on it. With the suspicion and potential charges already hanging over Abbie, she had no desire to hand the cops any more ammo.

      The question was, did Christine know this?

      There was a long pause, the two woman looking at each other. Abbie raised her arms.

      "Well, can I go?"

      Christine wanted to say yes. Abbie could see she was sure Abbie was bluffing. She knew Abbie would never go to the police.

      She knew, but still could not take the risk. Abbie saw that in the younger woman's eyes as well. 

      Stalling, the detective said, "You said once you ruled out an operation authorised by my station, there were only two options that explain why I was at the dealership last night. What were they?"

      Pausing, not reclaiming her seat, Abbie made it look like she was considering whether to answer. She glanced back at the door, then to the landlady, who kept looking to her. Probably because Abbie was still standing. Neither of the older gentlemen seemed to have noticed. Weren't old men in pub's supposed to be lecherous perverts? Abbie wondered if she should be offended they weren’t checking her out. More likely, her sloppy stereotyping should offend them.

      "Well?" Christine pressed, trying not to sound too desperate.

      "Okay," said Abbie, as though, at that moment, she had resolved to answer the question. “Actually, it's three options if you include both.”

      "Right," said Christine. She was drinking again; her first pint was almost gone. Abbie had some more lemonade.

      "Option one," said Abbie and paused for effect. "Personal vendetta."

      Christine nodded but didn't speak. She tried to keep her face expressionless; it was clear she didn't want to give anything away.

      "As in," said Abbie, "Davesh is viewed as a kind, innocent car salesman by most, as though such a thing exists. But maybe he sold a dodgy car to someone you love, and that someone died. That would no doubt motivate you to unlawfully pursue Davesh behind your colleagues' backs."

      Christine was still trying not to show any emotion. Abbie did her best to read the detective but knew such attempts were never flawless. Christine had seemed to be an emotional open book in the early hours of that morning, but who knew?

      "Option two," Abbie continued. "You are undercover, but no one in the local station knows. This would indicate you were sent by another department to this station under false pretences. In such a scenario, your aim would not primarily be to investigate Davesh, but one or more of your new fellow officers. You said last night Davesh was a crook, but no one except you viewed him as such. He was involved in charities, but might he also be partial to a bit of police bribery? That would certainly ensure his European imports didn't fall under too much scrutiny."

      Christine nodded slowly, fighting with the desperation of a cat against a bear to avoid showing any emotion. Taking her drink, she finished the pint. It was a decent distraction, but it revealed her trembling hands. Her speed drinking told Abbie plenty as well.

      "Who are you?" Christine asked when she'd lowered her drink.

      "You're really getting a lot of mileage out of that question, aren't you?" said Abbie.

      Christine flushed from embarrassment, then anger.

      "You've not given me a satisfactory answer. You said you're Miss Nobody, but that doesn't fly. You told us at the station you're a contractor who likes to go for late-night drives and walks in unfamiliar towns when you can't sleep, but that isn't true. You've already told me you came here because you knew Isabella was in danger. How does a contractor learn a child she's never met is about to be kidnapped if she's not involved? And what kind of contractor reacts to the arrival of a team of armed criminals with the kind of cool confidence that tends only to come from experience?"

      Abbie resisted another smile, hiding any glimpse of it by taking her glass and downing the rest of her lemonade. Christine's questions were pertinent. Abbie had sat in plenty of police stations and, though she was rarely arrested, had been interviewed tens of times. The questions tended to run along the same lines. The most obvious and understandable batch revolving around why Abbie had arrived in a town she'd never previously visited and how had she immediately become entangled with one drama or another.

      Ben and his team had created Abbie's contractor persona, which explained why she wasn't tied down by office hours. She liked to explain why she arrived in new towns late at night by saying she went for long drives when, tormented by insomnia, she found herself restless and feared she might go mad if she stayed within the confines of her home.

      The police often struggled to swallow these excuses. But they were plausible enough and hard to disprove, which worked in Abbie's favour.

      This time had been different. Kilman asked the questions, but Christine sat by his side. Abbie remembered well enough already mentioning Isabella to Detective Lakes and wondered if she was better off using an alternative excuse.

      But it was apparent right away Christine hadn't told Kilman about her meeting with Abbie, and she had kept quiet while the interview got going. Wondering about this but not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, Abbie had rolled out the usual excuse. When Christine didn't pipe up with opposing facts, Abbie had been relieved.

      Now Abbie saw Christine was no fool. She had kept quiet out of a sense of self-preservation but had been analysing and unpicking everything Abbie said. Abbie needed a little time to think about that. It changed the dynamic.

      "It isn't 'Miss Nobody'," she said in the interim, "it's Miss No One."

      "What's the difference?"

      "There is no difference," said Abbie. "But it's my moniker, and I prefer Miss No One. So there."

      Christine rolled her eyes. "You're being evasive."

      "Don't worry, it's temporary.” Abbie collected her glass, nodded at Christine's. "Another?"

      Christine looked at her glass and appeared a little surprised it was empty. Abbie had seen that before. Touching the glass's base, Christine began to twist it on the table, scratching a sound from the wood.

      "You won't avoid my questions," she said.

      "Nor you mine," said Abbie. "This is an interlude, not an escape. I want another drink. Do you?"

      Abbie watched Christine's thought process play out on her face. The detective was on duty. One drink had been too many, hadn't it? But she was in a pub, and this was a witness interview, even if an informal, off the books one. The key to interviews was making the witness feel comfortable. One way of achieving that was not making them drink alone.

      Abbie was ordering soft drinks, so Christine could do that. But what about the landlady? There was no money in soft drinks. They were in a pub, taking up space, so wasn't it only fair Christine had a proper drink to pay her way? You wouldn't go into a restaurant and only have a stick of celery. Besides, two drinks wasn't really worse than one, was it? It was okay to have just one more.

      "Please," said Christine, pushing the empty towards Abbie.

      Smiling without comment, Abbie took the empty glasses to the bar and ordered two of the same from the nosy landlady. She wondered briefly how many lunches per week Christine persuaded herself it was okay to have a pint via one excuse or another. Just the one, because one pint was always okay. Then maybe just one more because two was hardly worse than one, even though it doubled the intake. Sometimes, Christine could probably even stretch that logic to three. And the best thing about "just one more" was it reset at dinner when the whole internal dance began again.

      The landlady returned with the drinks, and Abbie paid. Turning, she saw Christine playing with her hands, biting her lip. Nervous. Which wasn't surprising. Lying to her colleagues, living under the shadow of a dead body she couldn’t explain, carrying out unauthorised witness interviews and break-ins. That was a lot of pressure, and Abbie pitied the young detective. She wouldn't say anything because this wasn't about Christine, but she felt more empathy for the younger woman than she might have liked.

      Returning to the table, Abbie placed the pint in front of Christine and took a sip of lemonade. On the way, she had decided she would have to give a little to get a little. She wouldn't tell the whole truth but would offer a decent dose in an attempt to wheedle information from Christine which might prove useful.

      "I am a contractor," she lied, putting her lemonade on a coaster. "I'm a consultant, and as a consultant, I get paid too much to do not very much. I have far too much time on my hands. When I was a teenager, I suffered some personal tragedies which I won't go into, but what matters is I felt the police and justice system let me down."

      Although Abbie wasn't going to discuss these tragedies, she couldn't help but remember them. She saw Paul, her big brother, standing in front of a jury of his peers. Heard the gavel as he was sentenced to eighteen years in prison for assault and battery against the boys who had drugged and raped Abbie, none of whom, flanked by their fancy lawyers, backed by their wealthy parents, would see the inside of a cell. This came before Abbie was almost killed. Her unborn baby stolen to certainly suffer the fate Abbie barely escaped. Before her sister was butchered like cattle in a warehouse. And how many of the perpetrators of these two hideous crimes had ended up in prison? None, so far as Abbie knew.

      Christine was staring at Abbie, and Abbie realised she had allowed the memories to overwhelm her. Wiping her eyes, she forced herself on.

      "Because of what happened in my past, I aim to help others avoid similar suffering in the future. My financial situation, and contacts I’ve built up over the years, allow me to learn about upcoming events affecting innocents. When I receive such information, I act as a matter of priority."

      This was vague because it was untrue. Still, in this modern world, with the technology available, most people believed any information could be found if you had the skill to uncover it. Therefore any information could be acquired if you had the money to grease the right palms. In this case, Abbie's lie made for a much more convincing narrative than would her truth.

      "So you pay someone or someones to find for you information indicating when people might be in danger?” said Christine, doing Abbie's job of lying for her. "Then you seek to save that person."

      Abbie nodded.

      "You're a vigilante."

      Abbie smiled. "That's a loaded word. I know you police officers aren't particularly fond of it. I don't much like it either because people tend to associate it with hippies acting against banks and other major corporations. People unhappy with the status quo and engaged in pathetic attempts to redress the balance. That isn't me. Of course, the actual definition of vigilante is a member of a self-appointed group of citizens who undertake law enforcement in their community without legal authority, typically because the legal agencies are thought to be inadequate."

      "You memorise that from the dictionary?" asked Christine.

      Abbie shook her head. "Google."

      "Ah, yes, and does that definition apply to you?"

      "It's much closer."

      "Then what you do is illegal. I could arrest you."

      "You could," said Abbie. “Though, it would be a waste of time, given you have no evidence I've performed any illegal acts nor that I'm planning to perform any illegal acts. Beyond, that is, this off the record conversation. I doubt that'll do you much good."

      "Which means you can be candid."

      "It means we can. And let me note: I've saved numerous lives. Innocent lives, none of whom would have lived had I had left the matter to the proverbial long arm of the law."

      "Ah, yes," said Christine. "Because we're incompetent."

      Abbie smiled a sad smile and shook her head. "You've not been a cop long enough to have acquired such a chip on your shoulder about the way people perceive you boys and girls in blue. Come on, try to hold off becoming so jaded until you're at least thirty."

      "Are you saying you don't see the police that way?"

      "I think, for the most part, the police do fantastic work,” said Abbie without hesitation and without lying. "You're heroes. You're also confined by the laws you aim to uphold, which is as it should be. A profession that could act with impunity against anyone it believed had acted wrongfully would attract the wrong kind of people. That kind of power is intoxicating. Innocents would suffer far more under such a system than they do under the present, restrictive one. It has to be the way it is."

      "Given those restrictions," said Christine. "It's lucky we have someone like you out there to pick up our slack."

      Abbie sighed. "I don't think you're taking this the right way."

      Christine frowned but didn't respond. She had her hand around her glass and was sipping from it periodically. Abbie thought the detective was trying to restrict herself by taking less alcohol each time she lifted the glass to her lips. Intentionally or not, Christine didn't seem to have noticed she was taking these sips more frequently than before and was therefore negating the impact of her smaller sip strategy.

      "You're not going to arrest me," Abbie reiterated, "and I'm not interested in a debate. What matters is my intention to keep Isabella alive, whatever it takes, and that we don't have to be on opposing sides of this. We could work together."

      But Christine shook her head. "I told you I'm not here to open a dialogue. You have information I need.”

      “For example?”

      “For example, what happened after I escaped the dealership last night?”

      Abbie shook her head. “Give a little to get a little,” she said. “You’ve not told Kilman anything that happened last night, but why doesn’t he know about Davesh? What happened when the dealership opened this morning?”

      “Nothing,” said Christine. “Why do you think I’m so keen to know what you did? I went by this morning, and it was business as usual. I saw dealers showing around customers. I saw a punter shaking a salesman by the hand.” She shrugged.

      “Maybe the staff are just dedicated,” said Abbie. “They turned up, popped Davesh in a cupboard, and got on with selling. It’s what the boss would have wanted.”

      Christine glared. “What happened to giving a little to get a little?”

      With a sigh, Abbie said, “Fine. Theory: the reason Kilman didn’t question me about Davesh’s death is because no one knows Davesh is dead. Which means, when his staff opened up this morning, there was no body to find.”

      “That was my thought,” said Christine. “Someone moved him.”

      Her stare was pointed, her gaze piercing.

      "More than one someone," Abbie mused. She wasn't paying much attention to Christine, instead thinking of the damage she and Smoker had left in their wake. It wasn't only Davesh, but the woman on the stairs, the man with the broken jaw on the sales floor, and the man around the side of the building. That was three or four bodies to remove, depending on the status of Broken Jaw. And a hell of a lot of blood to expunge from carpets, from stairwells, from grass, plus shell casings and DNA and bullet holes in walls.

      "Smoker got away," Abbie continued, still more to herself than Christine. "He must have phoned his boss immediately. Arranged for a team to come in and sort it. That’s quite a job to do in a few hours. Something big is going down."

      "What do you mean Smoker got away? Did the rest of them not get away? What did you do?"

      Abbie realised she'd made a mistake. It was unlike her to be so lax, so revealing, and she tried to brush past it.

      "Something big is happening," she repeated. “There’s every chance this is all connected. Davesh's murder, Isabella’s kidnap, Ndidi’s attack on Gary.” Abbie stopped. She'd learned long ago that when it came to her prophetic dreams and her arrival in new towns, most of what she heard in those early hours knitted together like an intricate and often bloodstained quilt. Ignoring any information could be disastrous. Possibly fatal.

      "Who were you sent to investigate?" she asked Christine.

      Christine still had her hand on her rapidly diminishing pint. She was trying to keep up with everything Abbie was saying. 

      "I already told you, I'm not here to answer your questions. No chance. Especially not when you're ignoring mine. You said Smoker got away. You're talking about the leader, right? The one with the rough voice? That suggests the other three didn't escape. What did you do?”

      Abbie considered the question. She believed Christine was keen to keep her presence at Davesh's dealership a secret from her colleagues. Hauling Abbie into the station would jeopardise this aim. Still, confessing to taking lives was a significant risk. Christine's self-preservation protocol might go out the window when she realised she was sitting opposite a killer.

      Then again, Christine had fled the dealership with bullets all but whizzing over her shoulder. She should believe Abbie had acted in self-defence. Further, there were no bodies, so no evidence. Would Christine risk revealing her secrets and drawing the wrath of her colleagues to arrest Abbie for a crime that could not be proven?

      Abbie didn't know. Abbie couldn't decide.

      She pushed on.

      "Maybe you're investigating DCI Kilman," she said.

      "I've not investigating anyone," Christine said. Like Abbie, she had to make quick decisions. She did so now. “You were right about the personal vendetta. Davesh is responsible for someone I love dying.”

      “No,” said Abbie, brushing this away in an instant. “If this was personal you’d be more specific and emotive. ‘Davesh murdered my mother.’ That sort of thing. Plus you didn’t want me to know the truth about who you were so offering that information makes me think you’re trying to lead me away from reality. Finally, Kilman said you were new. Makes sense, if you were placed relatively recently and, before you start denying again, answer me this: if I start asking around, will I learn that your family and friends live nearby, or will it become clear you’ve moved into town in the last few months? Because the latter would make it extremely unlikely Davesh was responsible for the death of one of your non-specific loved ones, wouldn’t it?”

      Her face burning red, Christine scrunched her palms in her lap, but said nothing.

      "Or it could be Ndidi," said Abbie, moving back to musing on who Christine might be investigating. "From what I've seen, he needs investigating. Beating up innocent men at the park, organising for colleagues and witnesses to falsify statements. Makes sense for it to be him."

      "If you don't tell me what happened at the dealership, I'm taking you into the station. I'll confess everything to Kilman and let him deal with you."

      Abbie paused, but seconds were all she needed to decide to put everything on the line.

      "Smoker's team tried to murder us. You got away, but they trapped me before I could. They were killers, monsters. They'd ruined many lives before and would have ruined many more, given a chance."

      Abbie finished her second lemonade and put the glass back on the table.

      "In self-defence, I ensured three of our enemies would never harm another living soul," said Abbie. "The fourth got away, and I don't believe you're investigating Ndidi or Kilman."

      Christine was still trying to process Abbie's indirect confession to murder, trying to work out what she was supposed to say as Abbie leaned in and went again.

      "I think the subject of your investigation is a man much loved by your colleagues and the community as a whole. I think you were taking on the top dog around these parts, and no wonder you're afraid of anyone finding out."

      Christine took her drink, drained it in self-defence.

      Abbie said, "You were investigating dead police officer and all round hero: DCI Alan Hammond."
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      Abbie had no way of knowing who Christine was investigating. Christine hadn't even confirmed she was an undercover anti-corruption detective. Hammond had been a shot in the dark, based on previous experience and intuition. Had she realised this, Christine could have brushed the accusation away. Could have deterred Abbie's belief.

      You would think an undercover police officer would make a good liar. Christine proved this was not always the case. Finishing her drink and slamming it to the table, she took deep, heavy breaths, as though instead of drinking to avoid Abbie's words, she'd been running, fleeing the pub. Her face was ridden with guilt; her eyes told Abbie the shot in the dark had been a bullseye. Hammond had been the subject of Christine's investigation.

      Detective Lakes had lasted as an undercover agent presumably because no one had thought to challenge her on her statements' veracity. Everyone assumed she was an honest woman. No one suspected the truth. If Kilman or Ndidi got wind of what she was doing, they could learn the whole truth by confronting the subject of their suspicion. Abbie had no doubt Christine would crumble under an interrogation based on harsh words. Thumbscrews would not be necessary.

      Christine's eyes flicked to the bar, then back. Her hands were tight on the cool glass of her empty drink.

      "Another?" asked Abbie.

      She regretted the offer immediately. Having noted some of the signs of addiction, it was unacceptable for Abbie to encourage further boozing. At least according to her moral code.

      Luckily, Christine shook her head. Her mind was racing. Abbie saw the detective trying to think of a way around what Abbie had said, or at least to change the subject.

      "I need to arrest you," she said. "You murdered three men last night. I can't cover that up."

      "A few things," Abbie went on. "Firstly, if I was responsible for any deaths in the car lot, it would not be murder. Not to get all Google definition on you again, but murder is the unlawful premeditated killing of one human being by another. What I did would not have been unlawful because I would have acted in self-defence, and I certainly wouldn't have premeditated anything. Secondly, I've made no confessions, and you have no evidence to support an arrest, no reason to drag me into the station. Thirdly, it wasn't three men but two men and a woman.”

      As though Abbie's last few words were a dog beneath the table, snapping at Christine's thighs, the detective jumped up. She was staring at Abbie, and the landlady spun to stare at the detective.

      The younger woman seemed lost for words.

      "Please," said Abbie. "Don't do anything rash."

      Christine shook her head. She looked at her glass then back to the bar. Working undercover, compounded by the sight of Davesh’s dead body, had frayed this relatively inexperienced detective's nerves, leaving her on the verge of collapse. Abbie pitied her. Again had to remind herself Isabella came first.

      "Last night," Christine said at last. "I know what happened. I believe you came into the dealership because you saw me and could not resist finding out what I was doing. I don't believe you were up to anything illegal."

      "Except breaking and entering," noted Abbie. "Although actually, you did the breaking, so I guess I was just entering, which doesn't sound like a proper crime."

      Wisely, in Abbie's opinion, Christine ignored this.

      "The four people who came after us were the criminals. I believe they would have killed us. If three of them died at your hands, I believe those killings were made in self-defence."

      Abbie nodded. Although was that true? Could not Abbie have fled with Christine? Could they not have escaped over the fence, into the darkness together? Best not to think about that. Not right now, anyway.

      "I won't arrest you," said Christine, "but you must come with me to the station. There are bad people on the loose. Something is going on, and we need to be open with my superiors about it."

      Christine was still standing, the landlady still staring. Abbie glanced at the large lady at the bar. Lowered her voice as she responded to the detective.

      "You're not thinking," she said. "Whoever we're dealing with, this Orion, he sent a team to remove the bodies and clear up the evidence. There will be nothing for the police to find. Despite that, Kilman might use our confession to lock me up, leaving me unable to save Isabella. Unacceptable. Furthermore, it's going to raise plenty of questions about you. What will you say when Kilman starts pushing you on why you were at the dealership? How will you hold up under his questioning? No offence, Chris, but it's clear you've not had much experience on the other side of an interrogation, and from what I've seen today, you won't hold up well."

      Christine was still standing. She shook her head.

      "People like you," she said, "only ever consider how you can lie your way out of a situation. Has it not occurred to you I might want to be honest?”

      "What, and tell Kilman and the rest you were investigating Hammond?"

      The words seemed to spark something in Christine. Even though Abbie was only parroting Christine’s implied plan, the detective nodded madly as though Abbie who devised the course of action.

      "That's it. It's time to stop living a lie."

      Christine glanced again at her empty pint and up at the bar. For once, resolve to do the right thing overpowered the need for another drink. Taking the glass, she went to the bar, placed it on the wooden counter, and thanked the landlady.

      As Christine made her way to the door, Abbie rose, leaving her own glass, and followed the detective outside.

      "Where are you going?"

      Christine was striding with purpose. Abbie had to jog to catch up. With another boost of speed, she overtook the detective and blocked her way.

      "You know where I'm going," said Christine. "A little girl is missing. The police are looking for her, but they don't have all the information. If you truly think the cases might be linked, I can't allow them to work with one hand tied behind their backs. They need to know everything."

      She tried to get past Abbie, but Abbie moved to keep blocking her path.

      "You've gone mad," Abbie said.

      "I can't force you to come with me," responded Christine, "but neither can you stop me going. I suggest you come along, but if you won't, prepare for a knock on your door because I'll be telling Kilman everything about last night and about what you've revealed this afternoon."

      "I don't have a door," said Abbie, blocking Christine again, "and if you expect to become a top-quality police detective, you'll have to get better at knowing people, at understanding how they might react to every possible situation."

      Christine flushed with anger. "You don't know what kind of detective I am. How dare you pass judgement on my quality when you've known me five minutes."

      "I know you're honourable, and you think that honour will translate to respect. You know people loved Hammond, and you accept they'll be upset, possibly angry when you reveal to them whatever evidence you've gathered about their recently deceased hero. Your mistake is believing they'll have the strength to put these emotions aside, thus enabling them to act rationally on the information. This’s stupid. I only hope stupidity hasn't morphed into a level of delusion that has allowed you to believe your colleagues will thank you for your candour and bravery. They won’t.”

      "I don't have to listen to this."

      Growing angrier by the minute, Christine barged past Abbie, shoving her aside and storming on down the street.

      Abbie followed, speeding up but this time falling in alongside the detective rather than trying to overtake her.

      "You were sent here under false pretences," Abbie said. "You think, when your colleagues learn the truth, they'll feel betrayed but will overcome that betrayal. But that's the thing. Most people can overcome and forgive betrayal. They have a much harder time forgiving people they believe have made them look a fool. That's how they'll view you. They'll feel stupid for believing you, and they'll lash out."

      "I never intended to make a fool of anyone."

      "And that won't matter. They’ll vilify you. It won't help that you're accusing their respected and recently deceased colleague of wrongdoing. They'll paint you as a bad cop. They'll make you look incompetent, and you know what that'll mean about what you show them, don't you?"

      Christine said nothing, but she faltered, slowed. They continued to grow closer to the station, but all of a sudden, Christine didn't seem to be in such a hurry to get there.

      "Kilman and the rest will disregard the evidence you've gathered," said Abbie. "They'll tell you Hammond was an exceptional officer. They'll say if it seemed he was breaking the law, it was only because he wanted you to believe he was breaking the law. They'll protect their hero and destroy the interloper. Which is you, by the way. Because that's what people do."

      Christine was shaking her head while further losing speed in her onward progression.

      "it doesn't matter," she said. She seemed to be forcing the words. "You don't understand. I knew there was something going on and you’re right, Isabella might be involved. I thought I could handle this alone, but I can’t. I need help.”

      “Then let me help you.”

      “No. Proper help. Professional help, and that means taking a risk. Kilman and the rest might hate me for the rest of their lives. I don’t care, so long as they act on what I tell them.”

      Abbie put a hand on Christine's arm. There was no pressure, but Christine came to a halt.

      Before Abbie could try again to persuade the younger woman to change her plan, Christine continued.

      “I could lose everything over this, but nothing matters more than saving that little girl."

      "Finally, something on which we agree," said Abbie, still holding Christine's arm. "Isabella has to come first, but I don’t think your plan is the best way to save her. And not only because they won't listen to you."

      "Then why?"

      "For a start, what if Hammond wasn't working alone?"

      Christine opened her mouth to respond, then stopped herself. She looked at the floor, but that was okay. Abbie had already seen it in her eyes. Hammond was the big fish in terms of corrupt officers, but Christine either knew or suspected there were other bad eggs in the basket.

      "It's not only your career you're putting on the line, then," Abbie said. "Two people are dead. A child has been kidnapped, and you want to put yourself in the firing line?”

      "I don't want to do anything," Christine snapped back. "This isn't about desire; it's about necessity. I became a police officer to help people, and that's damn sure what I'm going to do."

      She yanked her arm back, though Abbie was holding on only by the lightest of touches. Christine stumbled backwards as the two women parted. Steadied herself. Turned from Abbie to hide the tears in her eyes. Now she faced determinedly towards the station.

      Frozen on the pavement, she began building up the strength to move again.

      "I believe," said Abbie, her voice soft but carrying, "there's a way for us to work together to save Isabella without you walking into that police station and making yourself a target. If you'd just spend a little more time talking it over with me..."

      "No," said Christine. "My mind's made up."

      She took a breath. She was ready to walk. Abbie could see the younger woman slipping away and knew now there was nothing more she could do to persuade Christine to stick around.

      But she wanted to do something, and she had a little more to offer.

      "Last summer," she said, "I came across a group known as the Becker Gang. Run by a woman named Margaret Becker and her three children, the group was known to the police. They were responsible for numerous armed robberies across the country, plus multiple counts of assault and murder and other violent crimes. They were violent and vile people."

      Christine looked back. "Is this relevant?"

      "An associate of the Becker's betrayed them to the police," Abbie continued. "Following a raid, many Becker gang members were arrested and imprisoned, including Margaret's daughter, Rachel. During the same raid, Margaret's youngest child was shot and killed, and the woman herself died shortly thereafter. These actions seemed to put an end to the gang's activities. But Margaret’s eldest son survived and escaped incarceration. He’s been in hiding ever since."

      After a few seconds of mulling this over, Christine nodded. 

      "Orion, I assume?"

      "It might be a coincidence," said Abbie. "If you're hell-bent on this course of action, I'd take a look at your evidence and see if someone like Orion Becker could be involved in this. If so, you must tell Kilman to tread extremely lightly. The Becker's were violent sociopaths to a man and woman. Alone, Orion is a wounded animal. It would be easy to underestimate him, but remember: often, there's no creature more dangerous than a wounded animal with a violent history. Something to think about."

      For a while, Christine did seem to think about this, then she nodded again.

      "Thank you."

      Abbie nodded.

      "Be ready," said Christine. "Kilman will want to speak with you. And soon."

      Having built up the courage needed to approach the place where she would put her career and life on the line, Christine started forward, walking away from Abbie, who didn't stop her going.

      As always, the clock was ticking.

      With Christine on her way to drop Abbie in it with Kilman, Abbie's chances to save Isabella seemed to be sliding away faster than ever.

      Turning from Christine, Abbie started walking.

      Every second she had, she would use to find and save Isabella.

      Whatever it took.
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      Abbie walked away from Christine with purpose but without inspiration. She knew what she was trying to achieve (save Isabella) but had no idea how best to approach that goal.

      Options were limited. The two standouts seemed to be to find and talk to DI Ndidi or find and talk to Gary. The problem was she didn't know where either lived or how she could locate them.

      By now, Christine would be walking into the police station. How long before Kilman was running out, hot on Abbie's tail? Abbie was convinced the detective would refuse to believe Hammond was involved in any wrongdoing. As Davesh was dead, Abbie would become his only active lead, which would become a problem for Abbie fast. She needed to move her own investigation forward, and fast.

      For lack of an idea, she made her way back to the park where she had earlier that morning seen Ndidi assault Gary. She did not expect to stumble upon the same scene again, but who knew? She might get lucky.

      As she approached the park, she mused that Ben would have been able to acquire the addresses she needed. It had been many years since she had tried to do this life-saving thing alone. She had forgotten how difficult it was.

      As she crossed from pavement to grass, through a gate that opened onto the public park, Abbie's phone began to ring. She didn't need to glance at the number before answering to know who it would be.

      "Hello, Abagail, I hear you've managed to escape imprisonment, however temporarily."

      It was as though thinking of the vile, slippery creature had summoned him. Abbie shuddered at the thought.

      "Ben," she said. "Lovely to hear from you. Have you called to apologise?"

      "I've just left a meeting with the board," he said, disregarding her question and tone and keeping his own words emotionless and to the point.

      "This'll be the plank of wood you drew a face on and called Bartholomew, would it? You know most people grow out of the imaginary friend thing before they exit their childhood. I respect that you've kept hold of yours. It's a real link to your innocent youth."

      "You may believe I disregarded your comments out of hand when last we spoke," Ben continued. His ability to ignore her continued taunts was admirable. "I didn't. Everything was noted, and when I spoke with the company directors, I raised your points."

      When answering the phone and beginning this conversation, Abbie had continued walking along the grass towards the toilet block where yesterday she had spotted the hooded and lanky Gary. Though she wasn't sure when it had happened, she realised belatedly she had stopped moving. She was stuck in the mud.

      "I wish I could believe that," she told Ben.

      "As do I," he said. "We've had our problems over the years, but I want you to know I care for you. And the things you've done, the lives you've saved... your work has been astounding."

      "It doesn't have to end."

      "You're right," he said. "It doesn't."

      Abbie knew they were coming at this point from different angles and so refused to allow hope to bloom within her heart. She'd stopped while facing a small playground, and she watched children run back and forth and parents natter as she waited for Ben to continue.

      "Unfortunately," he said, "the board were unmoved by your arguments. We take the business of protecting the innocent incredibly seriously. You have a gift, Abbie, and we want to continue to support it. We want to help you build the kind of legacy that would, in more enlightened times, lead to you being canonised."

      "Saints have no dress sense," Abbie noted. Although, maybe she could be the exception?

      "We want to help you," Ben continued. "But we do, regrettably, require you to make sacrifices."

      Abbie squeezed her eyes shut and took a calming, emotion stabilising breath. She reopened her eyes to the sight of a father pushing his toddler on a swing. The little girl screamed higher, higher, higher.

      "You want me to sacrifice my life."

      "Don't be ridiculous," said Ben. "Your life is precious, and we will do all we can to protect it."

      Abbie shook her head, though Ben couldn't see her.

      "You do all you can to protect my existence," Abbie corrected. "But nothing to protect my life, something which you actively discourage me from having. To you, I'm no more than a toaster. I'm fit for a single purpose, and God forbid I should want to unplug myself from the wall, cross the kitchen and... find love with the washing machine.”

      Abbie was frustrated. She felt as though she was making a valuable, critical point, but that the point might have been lost within the bizarre and fast crumbling toaster/washing machine love story metaphor.

      "Don't be so dramatic," said Ben. He was trying to inject compassion into his voice. As though he cared. Not for the first time, Abbie wondered if Ben had children. Was there a wife at home, children somewhere out there in the world? If Ben had a daughter, how would he feel if she was in Abbie's position?

      Instead, she said, "I'm not the one threatening to let me serve jail time if I refuse to cut ties with my boyfriend. See how ridiculous you seem when I say that out loud."

      Unfazed and unshamed, Ben said, "You may remember it was not us who blessed you with this gift of foresight, this ability to see those who will soon die should you not intervene in their circumstances. Nor is it our fault you are cursed with nightmares of the final moments of those you fail. These dreams preclude you from having a job and ensure you regularly face mortal danger and the threat of arrest. You might try to remember all this would be true whether we backed you or not. Working with us, the only difference is that money and imprisonment need no longer trouble you. We protect you wherever we can, and we don't believe we're asking too much in return."

      "Just that I exist, rather than live."

      Ben sighed. "I fear we're in danger of going in circles. See yourself as cursed rather than blessed if you want. Either way, some higher power or quirk of fate has bestowed great purpose upon you. It's not a purpose you can escape. With us or without us, you'll always end up alone, a slave to the missions your dreams provide you. Let us help where we can, and understand we know what we're talking about. We know what's best for you."

      What's best for you.

      What an infuriating statement. That alone was almost enough to make Abbie hang up. But she didn't. There was Bobby's smile again, hanging around in her mind. The smile asked nothing of her because Bobby never asked anything of Abbie other than that she be honest with him and that she be herself around him. Unlike Ben, Bobby would never offer her an ultimatum.

      On the other hand, there was Isabella. Already in danger and Abbie's dream had given her a peek into what would happen to the child if Abbie didn't help. Or couldn't help.

      "I'm sure there are things with which we can help you in terms of your latest mission," Ben said when Abbie let the conversation lull. "You must have questions that need answering. What can I do? You need only give me your word and ask away. As ever, we will be at your beck and call."

      The toddler all but jumped from the swing into her father's arms. He spun her around. Both were laughing. Abbie realised she was on the verge of tears and decided this was not an ideal state in which to be.

      "A young girl is missing," she said.

      "We understand, and we want to help. Tell us how we can."

      Did Abbie have a choice? Bobby's smile wouldn't go away, but how much did her happiness matter next to the life of an innocent child? Christine was right now putting her neck on the block because she'd decided her career and happiness were less significant than Isabella. That was the kind of example Abbie had always tried to follow and to set.

      "You said you take saving lives seriously," she said, still unable to let go. "So do that. Help me now and stop using a little girl as a bargaining chip. That's all I ask."

      "We've been through this," said Ben. "We're not only thinking about the now but the future. We can't only consider this one child, but everyone you will be called upon to save. We must ensure you'll be ready to act time and again. We must be firm on this. You must agree to end your relationship with Bobby."

      Bobby.

      Be safe. Come back to me.

      "He's only one man," said Ben. "This is your destiny."

      Be safe.

      Destiny. The word entered Abbie's mind and rattled around, bouncing off the proverbial walls. Yes... destiny. 

      Come back to me.

      It was that word—destiny—that made up her mind.

      "Thank you," she said to Ben. "You're right. This is my destiny. For years, this has been my destiny."

      "I'm glad you're coming around to our way of thinking."

      "When I dream of someone in danger," Abbie went on, "I get in my car and drive. I never know where I'm going, but always I end up in the right place. In a new town, I wander into the night with no plan or clue of who I’ll run into. I don't even know the name of the person I've come to save."

      "For years, we've been working together," said Ben. "I do know how your blessing works."

      But he sounded nervous, and why shouldn't he? Abbie was on a roll.

      "Despite this lack of knowledge and inability to plan, I always, without fail, run into the people I need to run into, get involved in the skirmishes I need to get involved in, and piss off the baddies I need to piss off. So far, my random wandering has never failed to yield results."

      There was a pause, then Ben let out a long sigh.

      "Would I be an old fool to imagine you're coming to some sort of point?"

      "You call it destiny," said Abbie. "A blessing bequeathed to me by a higher power or quirk of fate. Whatever it is, it wants me to succeed. It intends for me to succeed."

      She left a long pause for effect. She loved the long pause for effect.

      "With or without you," she finished.

      Another long pause, this time driven from Ben's end. Maybe he, too, intended this for effect. If so, he didn't hit the mark.

      "Please don't be naive," he said at last. "You can't honestly fool yourself into thinking you don't need us? Do you know how many bodies we've cleaned up for you over the years?"

      "And I've been ever so grateful."

      Another pause. Abbie felt as though she'd said everything she needed to say.

      "This is your last chance," said Ben. "I won't call again."

      And Abbie felt something throb in her heart. There was the sense she was a selfish, evil bitch. She was putting a young girl's life on the line for personal gain.

      A little voice told Abbie she must give in to Ben. Bobby's voice was louder.

      Be safe. Come back to me.

      That voice swept away the doubts.

      "I want to thank you," she said. "Later on, when I remember how you threw our partnership away because I wouldn't remain a slave to loneliness and misery, there's every chance I'll whip myself into a frenzy of hatred. For now, I'll bring the positives to the forefront. You're absolutely right to say the company you represent has helped me save lives by removing the fear of poverty and imprisonment. I'll be forever grateful for that and even more grateful to you personally. When I was lost and desperate; when I didn't know what was wrong with me; when I was ready to end it all, there you were. You appeared as if from nowhere, like the shopkeeper in Mr Benn. You saved my life, and for that, I'll always be thankful.”

      "If only you would act it," Ben said. He forced a bitter, angry edge into his voice, but Abbie heard the misery hiding beneath. In his own twisted way, he really believed he cared for her. 

      Abbie didn't smile. Nor did she feel any sense of victory. In many ways, she hated this.

      "It's time for a change," she said. "Time I found a way to balance the jobs my dreams send with some kind of normal life. I'm going to give it a go, and I'm going to make it work."

      "I wouldn't count on it," said Ben. "See how Bobby feels when you can no longer pay the mortgage or when you're in prison."

      Abbie said nothing. Maybe Ben wanted an argument. It certainly seemed that way. But Abbie was tired and fed up. She was in the middle of an important job, the threat of arrest hanging over her head like a dying tree, ready to collapse at any second. She needed this entanglement with Ben to be over.

      She said nothing. Keeping the phone to her ear, Abbie forced herself to turn away from the playground and continue towards the toilet block. She knew Ben was waiting for her response, but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction.

      At last, he realised he wasn't going to get to her.

      "You know my number," he said. "Soon, you'll realise what a terrible mistake you've made. Bobby will be gone. You'll lose your home and any sense of financial security. Lost and alone, you'll realise we are and always will be your only friends, your only allies, your only family. When you call, prepare to grovel. As you're family, we may take you back in the end, but we'll remember the way you've hurt us, and you should be mindful of that when you dial. We won't take you back easily, if at all."

      It took an incredible degree of self-restraint not to rise to these words. To fight the urge to bite back, to give Ben a piece of her mind.

      Abbie took a breath.

      "Goodbye, Ben."

      There was another pause. Abbie could almost hear Ben thinking of what else he could say, how else he could hurt her. But there was nothing.

      The line went dead.

      For a few more seconds, Abbie held her phone to her ear then, as though it was partially stuck to her face, she dragged the handset away.

      For years, Abbie had arrived in these towns alone, had acted alone to save the lives she needed to save. The people she met undoubtedly saw her as a loner.

      But there had always been a safety net. It wasn't until Ben hung up at the end of that final conversation that she was entirely alone for the first time. 

      How would she cope without the support she had for so long taken for granted?

      It was time to find out.
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      Forcing her legs on, Abbie made her way towards the toilet block shrouded in despair.

      Had she done the right thing?

      She knew if she had acquiesced to Ben on this, she would have surrendered any hope of having a life. For the rest of her days, she would have been nothing more than a sword of judgement, acting without emotion to save the innocent.

      On the other hand, given the action she had taken, what would happen if Isabella died?

      That seemed simple. Abbie would die as well.

      She needed distraction—something to take her mind off Ben and the decision she had made. Pausing in her pursuit of the non-moving toilet block, Abbie fixed in her mind the idea that what she needed was a lead.

      "Abbie. Abbie, is that you?"

      The definition of paranormal is events or phenomena beyond the scope of ordinary scientific understanding. Though it was hard to see how Abbie's prophetic dreams did not fall under this definition, a lack of evidence precluded Abbie from believing in other paranormal abilities such as telekinesis, telepathy, or clairvoyance. Although she often talked to her dead sister, Abbie did not think it possible to communicate with the deceased. She appreciated her habit of talking to Violet was a method designed for her own comfort rather than anything else.

      Nor did Abbie believe she could force events to happen by sheer willpower alone.

      Coincidences did happen. When Abbie turned to see Gary jogging towards her, she didn't for a second believe she had conjured him with her wish to find a lead and therefore distract herself from her conversation with Ben. After all, she hadn't seen a shooting star, nor was it her birthday.

      Gary's arrival was probably a coincidence, but Abbie wouldn't rule out something less straightforward. She was loathe to use the phrase divine intervention. Still, could Gary's arrival not be down to whatever it was that ensured Abbie always stumbled upon key people and events relating to the innocents she was trying to save when arriving in a new town as a perfect stranger?

      After some thought, Abbie decided it was probably best to leave this unanalysed, lest she go mad.

      "Hello, Gary," she said. "Fancy seeing you here."

      "I've been looking for you," he said.

      "Let me guess. Your conscience got the better of you. You couldn't sleep for thinking about how you bore false witness. Jesus would be disappointed."

      To his credit, Gary hung his head and looked ashamed. Whether because he felt guilty for incriminating Abbie or for making Jesus sad, she couldn't tell. His cheeks flushed, and his neck reddened. But there was something beyond the shame. Something lingering in his eyes. Something he was trying and failing to repress.

      "I have a couple of priors," he said. "I was carrying some stuff I shouldn't have had."

      "Drugs?" Abbie guessed. Gary looked to the floor again but nodded. No subterfuge there.

      "Detective Ndidi said, if I didn’t do what he asked, he’d get a judge to make an example of me. I’d be locked up. They’d throw the book at me.”

      As Gary said this last, he flinched and raised his hand as though to protect his face.

      "You do realise the book thing's a metaphor, right?" Abbie said.

      Gary stared at her, his eyes uncomprehending.

      "You do know what a metaphor is?"

      Gary's expression twisted into what Abbie guessed was his thinking face. It looked uncomfortable and underused.

      "Anyway," she said. "Ndidi promised if you claimed I attacked you and him rather than him attacking you, and if you signed your name to a statement saying the same, he'd ensure you escape jail time?"

      Gary nodded. He was a decade or more younger than Abbie. Right then, he looked a decade again younger than that.

      "And you chose to trust this man who had wordlessly attacked you an hour before? You chose to sell me out for the man who might have killed you if not for my intervention. That right? Need to get my facts straight."

      For the third time, Gary dropped his head. Each time he seemed to droop a little lower. By the fifth or sixth occasion, he'd look like a scarecrow folded at the middle.

      "I made a mistake," he said. "I was afraid. Afraid of jail time and afraid of him. I know it ain't right, selling you out, but it was just me and him in a room, and I would have done anything to get out of there."

      "I understand," said Abbie. "He got in your face and pushed you for an answer. He laid out the situation and didn't give you time to think about what was right or the implications of your actions."

      Nodding like a bobblehead in the wind, he said, "Yeah. Exactly."

      "Which was intentional," Abbie continued. "Had he given you time to think, you might have realised there was every chance it was in his best interest to keep you out of jail."

      His head snapping towards Abbie's, Gary's eyes widened in confusion.

      "Because he wanted to attack you," Abbie continued. "And he can't very well do that if you're locked in a cell, can he?"

      Gary's skin paled. Abbie didn't believe he would have worked this out even if Ndidi had given him a year to think over every conceivable possibility. The truth was, Gary wasn't all that bright.

      But now he was thinking about it, and he was afraid.

      "Why did Ndidi attack you?" Abbie asked.

      Having frightened the younger man, Abbie thought he might be well-shaken enough to spill on this topic. But though he met her eyes again and seemed to consider the problem, he eventually shook his head.

      "We need to talk,” he said.

      "We are talking."

      Again, he shook his head. It was clear he wanted to say more, but he appeared to be frozen to the spot, his tongue trapped in his mouth, his voice box closed for business.

      He kept looking around. Perhaps Abbie mentioning Ndidi's motives in getting Gary off jail time had not been the wisest move.

      Glancing over the frightened man's shoulder, Abbie could still see the parents and adults playing in the park. The time was nearing three in the afternoon. Somewhere, Isabella remained bound and frightened and alone. How long before she decided no one was coming to her rescue? And would she be right?

      "This way," said Abbie.

      Without explanation, she put a hand under Gary's elbow and led him towards the toilet block. He seemed a little startled by the move but didn't resist nor ask any questions. Abbie didn't need to apply any pressure. She touched his elbow and walked, and he came right along with her.

      "I need to know why Ndidi attacked you," she said as they reached the toilet block. They were now beyond the sight of anyone in the park. Abbie didn't intend to do anything to Gary she wouldn't want others to see, but still, better to be on the safe side. Especially seeing as Kilman would soon be pounding the streets, seeking Abbie.

      Gary was again shaking his head. That whole lanky form trembling.

      "What are you afraid of?" Abbie asked. "If you're worried about Ndidi finding you, I wouldn't. For one thing, I can protect you. For another, he's got other stuff on his mind right now."

      "His daughter," Gary whispered.

      "Yeah, exactly," said Abbie. She still had her hand on his elbow. As the words slipped from her mouth and realisation clunked into place, she let go. "You know about Isabella?"

      The previous night, or early that morning, depending on how you looked at it, police officers Franks and Evans had driven Abbie and Gary to the station. But while Abbie had stayed overnight, Gary had made his false statement and left. By the time Ndidi learned about Isabella, Gary was long gone.

      "How do you know?" she said.

      He was looking at the grass, at his boots. The trembling hadn't stopped. Maybe instinct had convinced Abbie to lead Gary away from those playing in the park, into the shadow of the toilet block.

      If so, instinct had been spot on. When Gary refused to answer or look at Abbie, she grabbed his arms and shoved him against the block wall.

      His back then head hit the brickwork, and he cried out. Tears appeared in his eyes.

      "Did you have something to do with Isabella's kidnap?" Abbie asked, trying to keep her voice calm, her tone measured. "Were you there when she was snatched from her home, her au pair murdered?"

      And still, Gary wouldn't speak. Abbie was holding onto her temper but could feel it slipping through her fingers.

      "You were looking for me, weren't you?" Abbie said. "I suggest you tell me why and what you know before I lose my temper. I'm a woman. Maybe you think a beating from me isn't as frightening a prospect as one administered by Ndidi. Let me tell you, at my hands, if I lose my temper, you'll experience levels of pain so great, merely imagining them would send Ndidi weeping to his mother."

      This was dramatic. It was difficult to argue it wasn't overstated. Abbie had some experience making people suffer, but even she was unsure she could administer to Gary quite as much pain as she had implied.

      It didn't matter. The threat worked its magic. Gary would not be calling Abbie's bluff.

      Dragging his eyes from his boots, the lanky teen looked into Abbie's face, if not directly into her eyes. He took a breath, forced himself to talk.

      "I had nothing to do with Isabella," he said. "But I think I know where she is."
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      Gary led Abbie from the park. She followed him for two turns before grabbing his arm and leading him in the opposite direction to which he wanted to travel.

      "It's this way," he protested.

      "Not yet it isn't."

      Following his declaration, Gary had again attempted to shut down. Abbie now knew what she had seen lingering in his eyes: fear. He was afraid of what Ndidi might do and what might happen to Isabella. Hours ago, Ndidi had assaulted Gary. Now he was again under attack, this time from his conscience.

      "I'm not a good person," he'd said when Abbie had pressed him on his claims, had tried to determine how much he really knew, and how involved he was. "I've always been in trouble. Was never good at school. Got suspended all the time, and I was into dealing before I was a teenager, I think. Or it was pretty close."

      He had paused, seeming to think it over, as though he wanted to recall the exact date he had sold his first bag of weed to his first punter.

      Annoyed, Abbie had pinched his elbow.

      "Doesn't matter," she had said as Gary squealed. "Keep the story moving."

      "Yeah, right, sorry," he'd mumbled. "So I been involved in dealing for years, and I know some pretty sick people. I'm a bad guy like I said, but I ain't evil. Or, I never wanted to think I was evil."

      In the toilet block's shadow, Abbie could hear but not see the playing children and their watchful parents and guardians. The innocent laughter recalled to her the plight of Isabella, who might never laugh again.

      "You're not evil," Abbie repeated. "Fine, now why don't you take me to Isabella. You can talk on the way."

      Still, Gary had hesitated. Fear was like a chain around his ankles, holding him to the spot.

      "Which way?" Abbie had asked.

      Gary said nothing.

      "I know you're afraid. Tell me which way."

      "I'm not evil. I've worked with evil people, but I'm not like them. I don't want anything bad to happen to Isabella. But I'm scared."

      "Right.” Abbie punched Gary in the stomach.

      He bent at the waist with a cry, then crumpled to his knees. As he held his stomach and took deep breaths, Abbie crouched beside him.

      "I think you're probably a nice guy who's got himself wrapped up in some bad shit over the years. It started when you were young. Before you knew who you were as a person, some crooks got their claws into you and, by the time you realised what you were becoming, it was too late. That's all sad. It's regretful. Unfortunately, right now, I don't have time make you feel better, and you don't have time for this self-loathing, self-examination thing. An innocent child is in danger. If you know where she is, it's about time you got over yourself and got over your fear, if only for as long as it takes to take me to her. You understand?"

      From the ground, still holding his stomach, Gary nodded as Abbie rose.

      "Good. Now get up, and let's get moving."

      It took another few seconds, a couple more deep breaths, then Gary released his stomach, clutched the wall, and forced himself to stand. By this point, his eyes were red. The tears glistened there, and one ran down his cheek.

      Fighting a wave of guilt, Abbie closed her eyes.

      "I'm sorry I hit you," she said. "I'm agitated, wound up. I can't face the prospect of failing Isabella, you know? Also, I twisted my ankle last night, and it still aches."

      This almost drew a smile from Gary. He looked at her, dried his eyes, and forced himself to stand straight.

      "You ready?" Abbie asked.

      He was. Sort of.

      He led the way across the public ground and didn't speak again until Abbie grabbed his arm and dragged him away from the direction in which he had been trying to walk.

      "It's this way," he protested.

      "Not yet it isn't."

      They made their way along another road. In the distance, Abbie could make out the top of the dealership. All that glass and chrome. She had no intention of going back. At least not yet.

      "Where are we going?" Gary asked once Abbie released him. "I thought you didn't want to waste any time."

      "This isn't a waste of time."

      "Then what are we doing?"

      They made another turn. Abbie spied her car halfway along the road and set off towards it.

      "So far, you've done nothing to make me believe I should trust you," said Abbie. "That's my car, up there. I'm going to arm myself, then we'll head to wherever you think Isabella's being held, but before I risk my neck going in, I need to know more."

      They reached the car. Abbie unlocked the door and removed from beneath the front passenger seat both of the handguns she had acquired during the dealership battle. Neither did she offer to Gary, slipping one into her waistband, covered by her top, and one into her jacket.

      Straightening up, closing the door and locking the car, she saw Gary staring at her, as though he could not quite believe what he'd seen.

      "Not so experienced with guns, huh?" she said. "If we exclude from the conversation water pistols."

      Gary flushed again. said nothing.

      "That's my detour done," said Abbie. "Why don't you lead on."

      Over the space of a few seconds, Gary managed to gather himself. With a nod, he turned on his heel, found his bearings, and walked.

      Abbie let him plod along in silence for a while before re-raising her question. Pressing the point.

      "Tell me everything you know about Isabella's kidnap. Tell me how you know. Most importantly, I need you to reveal why you think she's where she is and who you think might be with her. I need to know what I'm getting myself into."

      Was that true? Some deep part of Abbie accused her of being less analytical than usual. She was demanding answers of Gary, but only once they had already set off towards his destination.

      She needed a distraction. Was she risking walking into a trap for the sake of forgetting Ben and what life would be like from now on?

      A valid question. Worth examining. Abbie pushed it away, turned to Gary, nudged him.

      "Start talking."

      Gary didn't look sure of himself. Didn't look ready to talk, but the glance he gave Abbie indicated he was a little scared of her. That was good. That was more likely than anything to get him to open up.

      To encourage this fear, Abbie gave her most menacing eyes. A second later, his resistance crumbled.

      “Like I said, I started dealing when I was 12 or 13. I was the lowest of the low back then and I’ve not really climbed the ranks since, but I’ve been around a few years. Over time, you meet people higher up the chain, get a little more responsibility.”

      His fingers tangled with each other as he walked—a sign of his nerves. Another sign was the way he continued to look at his boots. More than once, Abbie had to take his arm to ensure he didn't fall off a curb or walk into the road.

      “One group runs most the organised crime in town. The owners of the local casino: Lucky Draw. As well as drug dealing they also make money from loan sharks, protection rackets, and a load of other bits. But the thing what makes them the most cash, their main business, is money laundering.”

      Gary looked from his feet to Abbie as though expecting so see her face creased with confusion. Actually, it made sense. More and more these days, people were using card and other electronic forms of payment. Fewer people carried cash. Some never used physical money. In such a world, casinos offered the perfect solution for crooks looking to turn dirty, illicitly gained money into usable notes or numbers on a screen.

      “So they run their illegal earnings through the casino,” said Abbie, "but also offer laundering as a service for other criminal outfits?”

      Gary nodded. "That's their big thing. What they're known for in criminal circles. They've got loads of clients."

      This wasn't surprising either. Money laundry was no cakewalk. Easy to get wrong and difficult to set up, and there were only so many cash-heavy businesses to go around. Many criminals making enough money to need it cleaned outsourced the task. With Lucky Draw, it would be simple. A criminal outfit would hand over a lump sum of dirty cash. A representativee of this outfit would then enter the casino as a punter, purchase a small quantity of chips, and head to a specific poker table. They would enjoy an extraordinary run of luck, winning the amount of cash they’d handed to the casino for laundering, minus a commission. A neat system.

      "A place like that," Abbie mused, "what with cash on hand plus client money... we could be talking a lot of money on the premises at any given time."

      Gary nodded but didn't comment. Abbie considered her statement.

      The previous summer, following a police raid that left her daughter imprisoned and her youngest son dead, Margaret Becker had hunted down the traitor who gave the police the location of Margaret's hideout with torture and revenge on her mind.

      Unfortunately for mother Becker, Abbie had got in the matriarch's way. There had been an altercation, a disagreement. Always a sad state of affairs but far worse when guns are involved.

      Abbie had killed Margaret and her small team.

      The police never apprehended Orion, the remaining Becker. Having imprisoned the majority of his crew and seized a huge chunk of the family funds, and with his mother and younger brother dead, the cops were prepared to rest on the laurels of their success. Especially considering they never expected Orion to reemerge.

      The day she died, Orion would have learned of his mother's death. But he had never met Abbie, and there was no reason to believe he had discovered it was she who ended Margaret's life. Abbie had never appeared on the Becker radar.

      Still, Abbie considered Orion as something of a loose end. She didn't pursue him because that wasn't what she was about. Instead, Abbie used her savings and downtime between missions to compile an extensively researched Becker file. If Abbie ever did encounter Orion, she wanted to be ready.

      The file was on Abbie’s phone. Later, she would peruse it again if she had the time. Though she had, as yet, received no confirmation the Orion with which she was dealing was the same Orion whose mother Abbie had killed, it seemed more likely by the minute.

      The Becker gang had committed numerous bloodstained armed robberies, hitting both legitimate and illegitimate enterprises. Anything that offered a decent bounty. They were as indiscriminate in picking targets as they were in choosing victims. Old and young, male and female, psycho and saint; the Beckers murdered anyone who stood in their way. And some people who didn’t.

      Orion had disappeared. Unlike the police, who had an agenda, Abbie never believed he was gone for good.

      Despite the police’s fund seizing efforts, Orion would have access to lockboxes and offshore accounts all over the world. If he never acquired another penny, he'd be comfortable for the remainder of his days.

      But from what Abbie knew of the family, money in and of itself had never interested the Beckers. They had lived lives of comfort, never excess. Each job added to the cash stocks. Most of the money they would never spend.

      To the Beckers, armed robbery was a game. The cash was how they kept score.

      Abbie couldn’t believe Lucky Draw would keep the quantity of cash on site that Orion was used to stealing, but did they have something else that made them of interest to the crook?

      Of one thing, Abbie was sure. Orion Becker hadn't been hiding but waiting, always on the look out for the next job. A job that made sticking his head above the parapet and risking slipping onto the police radar worthwhile. A job that would make his mother and siblings proud.

      Yes, such an opportunity would be irresistible to the eldest Becker child.

      Abbie still couldn’t be sure if the Orion that Smoker had mentioned was Orion Becker. If it was, Lucky Draw seemed like a good bet for his latest target.

      Whatever they were holding, Orion would take.

      And in true Becker fashion, he’d leave a trail of blood, destruction and grief in his wake.
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      Soon they turned onto a long empty road leading to a collection of single-story buildings in the distance.

      "It was a school," Gary said. "One I went to. Last summer, they closed it. Plan was to shift the land to a supermarket or hotel or something, but so far, no one wants it."

      The road was two-lane and empty. Hedges lined either side, spilling over onto what had once been a reasonably sized pavement. Beyond the hedges were open fields, not large, and beyond these more streets and residential areas. Abbie could hear cars and even people, but nothing too close.

      Before they could move too far along the road, Abbie took Gary's arm and dragged him towards the bushes. They couldn't conceal themselves within unless they wanted to get shredded by thorns. Instead, they would have to be quick to reduce the chance someone would come along and spot them.

      "Your story was fascinating and insightful," Abbie said. "It's helped firm some suspicions in my mind. What it hasn't done is answer my three questions: how is Isabella involved in all this? How do you know she's being kept here? And how many enemies are waiting in that school to murder me or anyone else who arrives?"

      Gary looked up the road towards the school. Although he had never slowed down or tried to deviate from his path or even turn back, he had grown noticeably more nervous the closer they came to the buildings ahead.

      "I'll tell you what I know," he said. "Then you have to let me go. Okay?"

      "No deal," said Abbie. She wasn't against lying, but in this case, it wasn't necessary. Gary was going to answer her questions, whether he liked it or not.

      His face crumpled at her response. He didn't cry, but the fear in his expression increased exponentially.

      "You don't understand," he said. "You seem like a scary woman who knows what she's doing. I'm nothing. I'm no one. I can't go in there. I just can't."

      "Nothing and no one is my tagline," said Abbie. "Your problem is the opposite. You're a person with a family and possibly friends. Maybe hopes and dreams. You're afraid to proceed because you have plenty to lose, and that's understandable. But I don't know you well enough to trust you, so I need to keep you at my side until I know what's going on up there. But you have my word I'll protect you. You seem like a nice kid who's made some bad choices. I don't want to see you come to any harm. Hey, didn't I prove that yesterday?"

      Despite these words of comfort, Gary still looked afraid. Of course he did. This was a frightening situation. Abbie was experiencing a little trepidation herself.

      Be safe. Come back to me.

      And wasn't this precisely what worried Ben and the fabled board of directors? Abbie had told Gary she was nothing and no one; had told Christine she was Miss No One. That was the moniker she had long ascribed to herself, not only because she was a nobody to the people she came to save and the people of the towns they inhabited, but also because she would miss no one if she died. Because she had nobody in her life. That had been her strength. The quality that had allowed her to act without hesitation. Now Miss No One was Miss Someone, at least to Bobby and Alice, and there was at least one person Abbie was afraid of losing. Action was in danger of becoming inaction, as when she arrived at the dealership. She couldn't allow that to happen, and not only because she couldn't stand the thought of Ben being right.

      Although that was a troublesome thought in and of itself.

      "Talk," said Abbie.

      "What?"

      "Talk now. Tell me what I want to know before I become mired in self-doubt."

      "You have doubt?"

      Gary's words trembled. Abbie smacked him around the head.

      "Just tell me what I want to know. We haven't got all day. Probably."

      Gary was still unconvinced. He wanted to flee, but the look in Abbie's eyes convinced him not to push his luck by attempting again to bargain.

      "I don't know who's targeting the casino," he said at last. “But they contacted me a few weeks back and invited me to meet. I only ever saw or spoke to one guy, and he never gave his name."

      "Describe his appearance," said Abbie. From her research, she knew what Orion looked like, though they'd never met. But the man Gary described was not the remaining Becker. Instead, he painted a word picture of Smoker, who had yesterday attempted to murder Abbie and who had escaped before she could kill him.

      Nodding at Gary’s description, Abbie made no comment but said, "Go on."

      "Guy knew I was dealing for Lucky Draw. Wanted to know everything I knew about the place and the people in charge. He never said why."

      "But you knew?" Abbie asked.

      Gary shrugged. "I guessed. Makes sense they'd want to rob the place, right?”

      “Maybe,” said Abbie. “Could you tell them much?”

      Gary shook his head. “Only been to the casino once. Never really spent any time with anyone important. He wasn’t happy.”

      “I bet,” muttered Abbie. But Smoker must have known Gary was a long shot. He would have started at the bottom—less risk of getting found out by those at the top that way—and worked his way up until he had all the information Orion required. Where the money was kept, where security was lax, who worked when and what nights were the quietest. That sort of thing. But would any quantity of information have been enough information. Or did Orion need something else to ensure his plan ran smoothly.

      The compliance of a Detective Inspector, for example. And if he couldn’t find a willing accomplice, how else might he get his way?

      Abbie turned towards the school, thinking of Isabella. “When you saw the guy, that was here?” Abbie nodded towards the school.

      “Yeah.”

      “And he was alone?”

      Gary nodded.

      Abbie looked up the road, at the school in the distance. It would undoubtedly be an excellent place to hold a kidnapped child. But it was compromised if Gary and other outsiders knew Smoker was operating here. That suggested Isabella was in a second location. But it was as good a place as any to start.

      If this was where they were keeping Isabella, Abbie had no doubt she’d need to overcome multiple hostiles to rescue the girl, but she was used to having the odds stacked against her. Being outnumbered did not guarantee her failure any more than a one on one would guarantee success.

      “Come on,” she said to Gary, nodding down the stretch of road which led to the school. “No time like the present.”

      Hedges rising above their heads on either side, they proceeded towards what was definitely a closed-down school and towards what might also be the makeshift prison for a frightened young girl. Not to mention the HQ of a nefarious Orion—Becker or otherwise.

      The greenery encroached onto the pavements. On the left-hand side, Gary took what remained of the path while Abbie walked on the road.

      They saw no cars and heard no people in the near vicinity.

      They moved slowly, and almost five minutes passed between their conversation ending and reaching the road's end. Here they found a small roundabout used only for easier U-turns after school drop-offs. Before school drop-offs were no longer necessary. Straight ahead, the road became a driveway that led to a house that sat on school property. A bungalow. Small, unassuming. Presumably, the caretaker had lived here. Perhaps the ex-caretaker still did.

      Beside the driveway was a path, bordered by trees, which led into the distance. On the left side of the road were three houses, detached, four-bedroom. Abbie hoped no one had moved in a year ago, paying over the odds to get their children as close to school as it was possible to be without sleeping on the premises, only for the school gates to close for good a few weeks later.

      The school sat on the right from Abbie and Gary's direction of approach. Beyond the closed gates, a concrete carpark sat before the first of the one-story buildings which had comprised the school.

      “Your meeting took place where?" Abbie asked.

      "One of the buildings on the far side. An English block, I think."

      "Fine," said Abbie. She continued along the road with Gary behind. The roundabout was a brick-made circle topped with dead grass. Abbie was no baker; If she made a cake, it would probably look just like this.

      Opposite the roundabout was a low gate, no higher than Abbie's chest and easily scaled if it was locked. Beyond the empty carpark, Abbie examined the buildings that lined the right side of a paved walkway, leading to another block. On the left were one small building and two courts—tennis, rather than legal.

      When he'd visited the school, Gary had seen only one man. That didn't mean there hadn't been others nearby, watching, waiting. Even if there hadn't been, that was before Orion's team kidnapped a little girl. The daughter of a policeman, no less. The situation had changed.

      Moving away from the roundabout, Abbie approached the gate. From her waistband, she withdrew a gun. Clasping it in one hand, she held it by her side.

      The school buildings were window heavy, seemingly more glass than brick or concrete. A bit like the dealership, except there was nothing modern about the architecture here. Even when new, the buildings had no doubt looked old. Now, the school blocks were grubby and worn. They appeared on the verge of collapse from exhaustion. They were close enough together that the demise of one could trigger a domino effect that would lead to the destruction of the rest. Which would at least save someone money on demolition crews, should the council ever manage to sell the land.

      Most of the windows were dusty, many were cracked. Still, visibility was adequate. If Orion was keeping Isabella here and had a decent sized team working for him, he might have people hiding in these buildings, keeping watch through the windows, waiting to gun down any trespassers.

      “In a minute, we’re going in,” said Abbie. Gary whimpered, but she ignored him. “One more question before we do.”

      Abbie kept her eyes on the school. Gary stood behind her but she could almost sense the nerves pouring off him.

      “What’s that?” he said.

      She wanted to turn. It was important to maintain eye contact when you were afraid someone might lie in answer to your question. Eye contact made deceit more difficult. But Abbie couldn’t turn, in case she caught sight of the enemy behind one of the school buildings’ windows. Staying alert was vital.

      “Why did Ndidi attack you?”

      Gary drew a sharp breath but, when he answered, his voice was clear. No chance he hadn’t expected the question. It was natural she would want to know.

      “You’ve probably noticed I’m a coward,” he said. Abbie chose not to comment. “Every big decision I make seems to be fear-driven. I started dealing drugs because I was afraid of looking uncool. I couldn’t stop because I was afraid of what Lucky Draw might do to a deserter. I came to find you today because I’m afraid the guilt will crush me if something happens to that little girl. I’m afraid of coming into that school but I will, because I’m even more afraid of you.”

      Abbie smiled at this last comment. Didn’t respond, not even to hurry him along because she trusted Gary was building towards an answer.

      “That’s important,” he said. “You’re here, so you’re scarier than the kidnappers. I was scared of betraying Lucky Draw but when the guy asked me to rat on them, I did, because he was in front of me, and he was frightening. But I knew it’d come back on me. I knew the guys at Lucky Draw would find out. There are plenty of stories about them… they always find out.”

      The smile remained. Abbie knew nothing about the crooks who ran Lucky Draw, but she had dealt with plenty like them. Enough to know there was every chance the stories Gary had heard about those punished for desertion and betrayal were false, put around by the owners of Lucky Draw to ensure the reality of betrayal and desertion never happened. Such propaganda always worked a treat. Bottom-wrung crooks tended to be a nervous, easily frightened bunch. Gary was proof of that.

      “And they did find out?” Abbie knew where this was going, but needed to hear Gary say it. Despite the risk, she turned to face the lanky teenager as she asked this final question.

      “Oh, I knew. Knew the moment he laid the first punch on me. He didn’t have to say a word,” said Gary. “Not their enforcer. Not Idrissa Ndidi.”
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      Detective Idrissa Ndidi—corrupt cop in the employ of Lucky Draw. An enforcer for that nasty gang, sent to punish those who turned against the crooks. Amongst over tasks. That made even more sense of the kidnapping. Having a cop on side before you carried out a major heist was good. But a corrupt cop who worked for both the police and the crooks you were trying to rob? That was a hole in one.

      Abbie mulled it over. Nodded. Then turned back to the gate separating her from the closed school’s grounds.

      With one hand, she tapped the metal. The other, she rose and used to signal Gary forward.

      "Over."

      "What? Why?"

      Abbie turned back. The panic on Gary’s face was reminiscent of a rabbit in traffic.

      "Well, it's possible the bad guys have set up invisible lasers around this gate that recognise when an unregistered party tries to enter the school and so releases the death drone. The death drone is fast. You wouldn't be able to outrun it, and when it caught you, it would deploy its incineration beam to atomise you."

      Abbie looked to Gary, who appeared to be on the verge of tears.

      "The beautiful thing is this system would already have been here. Orion and his team would have needed only to reprogram it to target their enemies rather than its natural foe. The paedophile."

      Gary stepped back, bumped the roundabout, and almost screamed.

      "I want you to jump over the gate first so I can ascertain what model of death drone we're dealing with and thus decide how best to combat it. You'll die, but your sacrifice will be noble and not in vain."

      Gary looked as though he might have wet himself.

      "I'm obviously kidding," said Abbie and hopped the gate. "Come along."

      Taking several steps across the carpark, her gun still by her side, Abbie shaded her eyes with her hand and glanced at the windows of the nearest building.

      She couldn't see anyone. Not that this told her anything. If Orion had left men inside any of these blocks, they would have positioned themselves so trespassers would be unable to see them until it was too late.

      Besides, if Isabella was here, Abbie didn't believe there would be guards posted anywhere except in the building where Orion was holding the child. His team would be small. If armed police arrived, he would have little interest in starting a firefight he almost certainly could not win.

      "The building where you met your mysterious friend. You said it was at the rear of the school?"

      Abbie looked back. Gary was still hovering on the gate’s other side. His eyes were flicking back and forth, perhaps searching for the imaginary death drone.

      A flash of guilt shot through Abbie. She reminded herself Gary was not a hardened criminal but an insecure teenager, led down a path it was not easy to escape before he was old enough to know any better. Teasing him was unkind.

      "You're safe with me," said Abbie. "Come over the gate. If at any point we come against adversaries, you listen to my instructions. If I think you're best served staying at my side, I'll tell you. If I don't, I'll say run, and you bolt fast as you can. Got it?"

      Gary raised his hand to his mouth as though to bite his nails but resisted. He was right at the gate but still not over.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “Don’t you want to know more about Ndidi?”

      Raising her eyebrows, Abbie said, “Do you know any more about Ndidi? Anything relevant to his daughter’s kidnapping, that is.”

      Gary stuttered and stumbled. “Well, no.”

      “What I thought,” she said. “Now come along, hop that gate, would you?”

      Still he hesitated. “This is a bad idea.”

      Shrugging, Abbie said, "Only time will tell."

      When Gary still would not cross the school boundary, Abbie returned to him. Reaching over the gate, she encouraged him with a gentle touch and further protective words.

      "I know you're scared," she said again. "But you have to remember you've done the right thing. You want to save a little girl, as you should. Whether we find her or not, you can feel pleased that you're a good guy. A great guy. Now, can you answer my question? What's beyond the building at the edge of the property where you met this mysterious man?"

      Abbie's compliments had led Gary into embarrassment. His cheeks had flushed, and he had looked even more wretched than before. Her question gave him something on which to focus, and for this, he looked relieved. Thinking about Ben, Abbie wondered if it was truly worth pushing on with her present course of action.

      "Beyond the block where we met is a field," Gary said. "Big. At the end of the field is a line of trees. I don't know if you can get off the school grounds that way."

      Abbie turned, put her hand to her brow and looked in the direction of the field and this line of trees. Though she couldn't see either, she guessed the cars and the people she had earlier heard could not be far beyond these trees.

      "I've no doubt," she said, "that you can get off the school grounds and back to civilisation that way. If the police arrive, they might try to surround the school, but mostly they'll come from the front. That line of trees will be Orion's escape route if things go wrong. If he's here, that is."

      "What if he's not?" Gary asked. The question sounded desperate, possibly hopeful, so Abbie patted the teenager on the shoulder.

      "I've already told you, you've done the right thing. If we don't find Isabella today, you must not feel guilty. It is the intention that matters. Don't focus on the outcome, but on the fact you did the right thing. Because you did."

      She turned, preparing to move through the school, then stopped and turned back.

      "Before we go on, remember this: it's never too late to make a change to your life. You're not too far down any road that you can't turn back. If you're driving towards darkness, note, you always have enough petrol to do a U-turn and return to the light. Understand?"

      "I think so."

      Abbie nodded and thought of Ana. Did Abbie honestly believe what she said? Did Ana have enough petrol to escape the darkness of what she'd done? Or almost done. That evil intention.

      Now was very much not the time for that internal discussion.

      "Come on," she said to Gary. "Keep about a metre behind. Do exactly as I say, and run like hell if someone shoots me in the head."

      This statement probably unnerved Gary, but Abbie didn't look back to check. She only knew it didn't concern him enough to prevent him following as she made her way deeper into the school grounds.

      They passed the first building on the left without issue. After that, the duo came to the line of windows on the right. With the courts on Abbie's other side, she tilted towards those windows, searching for the slightest movement while trying to keep an eye on the building at the end.

      No one fired. Abbie saw no movement, and they made it unscathed to the building at the end of the walk. Here, they could turn left or right. Abbie looked to Gary, who pointed left.

      A few steps on, and they turned right. Straight ahead was a grey building, low and unassuming, with double doors leading into a corridor. Before they reached that, they had to pass a long red-building to their left and a white building on the right. The building on the left appeared to be a canteen; on the right, more classrooms.

      Gary pointed to the end. "Once we reach that grey building, we turn. There's another red building immediately to the right. That's the one."

      "Excellent," said Abbie. "Are you excited?"

      "No."

      "Good. A little girl's life is on the line. Excitement would be in poor taste, don't you think?"

      Gary didn't answer, which was fair enough. He was the sort of person who tensed up and fell silent when he was nervous or afraid. As Abbie was proving, she was a babbler.

      Abbie was not particularly afraid. She was undoubtedly nervous. The closer they grew to the building, the more Abbie considered failure. She hoped to find Isabella in the block ahead, wanting this to be over.

      It wouldn't be, though. This was not Abbie's first rodeo. On waking from a prophetic dream, Abbie entered a two-day window of danger. If Abbie saved Isabella from kidnappers today, it only meant more and probably greater crisis was on its way, set to arrive sometime tomorrow.

      But at least the child would be at Abbie's side.

      That was why calling the police didn't come into consideration. If the cops swooped in and saved Isabella, Abbie wouldn't get near the little girl.

      Unfair as it was, Abbie had developed the belief she could trust no one but herself. Maybe this was changing, with Alice, who Abbie had phoned about a lawyer, and Bobby, who shared her bed. But for now, it pretty much remained the case. The police might save Isabella from her kidnappers, but Abbie didn't trust them to keep the girl safe thereafter.

      Burdened by the fear of failure but content in her decision to go it alone, Abbie made her way between the cafeteria and classrooms. It was trickier to keep an eye on all the windows with two buildings to watch, but she did her best. Gary stayed a metre behind, as before. If Abbie had spied the smallest movement behind the windows, she would have told him to run.

      But she didn't.

      As she moved past the end of the classrooms on the right, Abbie twisted, now raising her gun, pointing it to the block next along from the little grey building.

      Gary had been right. Between the grey building and the red at its side, Abbie could see an open field. Big. With a line of trees marking its end. They seemed a long way away. Sprinting, Abbie could probably make it from where the field began to those trees in thirty seconds.

      In other words, you wouldn't want to flee across the field to escape an armed assailant. Unless you loved getting shot in the back.

      The red block itself, within which Gary claimed to have met Smoker, was L-shaped. Abbie was facing the top of the letter. Here, double doors led into a corridor, at the end of which, one would turn away from the field to enter the L's base. Here were a small entrance area and more double doors. The building wasn't large. Maybe six rooms on the field side, five on the other.

      Trembling, Gary appeared at Abbie's shoulder. He pointed to the closest double doors.

      "Those were the doors he used. Lock's broken, so we can walk straight in. The classroom is the third down on the field side."

      Third down. That made sense. Almost equidistant from each exit, plenty of corridor to fire down should enemies attack from either side.

      Abbie traced the windows on the building's near side. If Orion was here, and his team was small, this was the place to keep the lookouts. Or possibly in the building opposite. Abbie saw no movement, but this wasn't surprising. Any sentries would be hiding further back in the rooms.

      "Come on," Abbie muttered to Gary.

      Keeping low, she darted towards the building. Arriving at the near wall, she dropped and pressed her shoulder to the brickwork. Turning, she glanced across the windows of the building opposite.

      Nothing.

      The double-doors Gary had pointed out were behind Abbie, around the corner. Coming up behind, Gary touched Abbie's shoulder.

      "What are you doing?"

      "What are we doing," Abbie corrected. "We're a team, remember? Equal partners, except I'm in charge. Super in charge. Don't misbehave."

      She looked back at Gary, who appeared bewildered by her latest spout of babble.

      "The double doors behind us are unlocked," he said. "That's the doors they use."

      "Who are they? You said you only met one guy here."

      Gary flushed. Abbie remembered why she had trust issues.

      "I only saw one, but they all use this place. They have to, right?"

      The explanation was garbled and unconvincing. Internally, Abbie found herself once more cursing Ben, and her need for distraction.

      "Whether it's they or he," said Abbie, "if that's the door they always use, then it’s the door we must at all costs avoid. Got it?"

      "But the doors at the other end are locked."

      Abbie put a hand against Gary's mouth. It was pretty gross, but at least it got him to shut up.

      Suspicion was no longer the right word for what she was feeling in response to Gary’s claims, but the question was obvious: if Gary had only been here once, and if he had entered the block through the double doors at Abbie's back, how did he know those at the other end were locked?

      "A couple of things you need to remember," Abbie said in a quiet, stern voice. "Firstly, locked doors can't stop me."

      Gary's look transformed from bewilderment into amazement. Possibly bewildered amazement.

      "Because I can pick them. I'm not like a ghost with the ability to phase through solid matter."

      This, Gary found less impressive.

      "Secondly, I'm extremely dangerous, particularly to people who lie to me."

      Abbie let this hang in the air a moment or two before turning towards the bottom of the L.

      "Is there anything you want to tell me before we proceed?"

      Silence.

      "Remember, I'm not looking at you, so nodding or shaking your head, that's no good to me."

      "Oh, right, sorry. I said no. No, I don't have anything to tell you."

      Abbie closed her eyes, sighed. She didn't believe the lanky teenager, and now was the perfect time to turn back.

      But she couldn't. Ben's words rang in her head, and she was still searching for a distraction. Besides, there was always a chance Abbie was wrong to be suspicious; Gary was both honest and correct: Isabella was here. Even if the child wasn't, Orion or some segment of his team might be. There was still a chance Abbie might learn something of value about Orion's mission or Isabella's location if the child and boss were elsewhere, but Abbie played the situation right.

      If there was one thing Abbie had learned about traps, it was that the trapee always had the capacity to turn the tables on the traper. Especially when the trapee in question was Abbie.

      No longer worrying about whether Gary was following, Abbie made her way along the L-block's brick wall, towards its base. She remained beneath the block's windows while keeping an eye on the building opposite. All the way along, Abbie expected someone to pop out and start shooting. But she heard no one, and no one appeared.

      At last, and unscathed, Abbie reached the L's base, turned, and worked her way to the double doors.

      Lowering herself almost to the ground, Abbie poked her head around the last corner and looked through the lower glass pane of the double’s left door.

      No lights were on inside. Although the sun was high, the interior was gloomy, shaded. Even so, Abbie could tell the entrance hall was empty. If anyone was inside the block, the closest they could be was right around the long corridor corner.

      Rising to a crouch, Abbie positioned herself before the double doors. They were locked, as Gary had claimed. This gave Abbie cause to glance back at the teenager, who flushed.

      Turning away, she set about sorting the doors, and fifteen seconds after she'd begun, the lock was no longer a problem. Abbie demonstrated by opening the door.

      "Wow," muttered Gary, speaking in the same way he might have if Abbie had walked through the solid surface rather than picking the lock.

      "Come on," Abbie said.

      Gary expected Abbie to creep into the hall and was therefore surprised when she closed the now unlocked door and carried on around the building's next corner. So surprised that, at first, he didn't think to follow.

      By the time Gary got moving, Abbie was poking her head around the back of the block, then turning onto that side.

      With Abbie's left shoulder to the brickwork, the field stretched out to her right. Along the wall were eleven windows. Abbie predicted the first of these would offer a view into the small room at the L's base. There would then be two windows for each of the five classrooms on this side of the building. Gary had said they needed classroom three from the double doors at the other end. From Abbie's position, that meant windows six and seven.

      Gary appeared around the corner, behind Abbie.

      "What are you doing?"

      "What are we doing," Abbie said. "Team, remember?"

      This was a lie, but Abbie was not yet ready to let Gary know she did not consider him an ally. Instead, she pointed to the windows. They were the kind you locked using two metal latches and lifted from the bottom to open. You couldn't pick the latches in the same way you could a key lock, but the wooden frames into which the windows were set were ancient. With limited force, Abbie believed she could break the latches or frame and hoist the window open. If they were even locked.

      "Got to enter via the route they least expect," she said.

      "But... I don't understand. Why unlock the other doors?"

      "Options," said Abbie. "Escape routes."

      She looked back at Gary. He was biting his lip. Afraid. More and more each second, he wished Abbie hadn't forced him to come along. She could see why.

      "Do you think we'll find Isabella here?" she asked.

      He stared at her, amazed she might seek his opinion. Not that he had a particularly enlightening one to give.

      "I don't know."

      "Do you hope so?"

      "Of course," he almost sounded more indignant than afraid or guilty. Almost. "More than anything, I want to save—“

      Abbie moved with a speed and ferocity that surprised even herself.

      One of Abbie's many (and one of her less catchy) mantras was: never be sure.

      Still, since before entering the school, Abbie had been as close to sure as it was possible to be that this was a set-up. 

      It was all too convenient where Gary was concerned. The clandestine meeting, the abundance of information about the relevant block, the near desperation for Abbie to enter via a specific route all indicated something untoward. And that was before you considered whether someone of Gary's cowardly nature would come searching for Abbie to voluntarily offer information that might endanger his life if not under coercion by some pretty scary, dangerous people.

      Gary's biggest mistake was to assume these people were more frightening or more deadly than Abbie.

      Hearing his rubbish about how keen he was to save Isabella had done it. The anger was like an electric shock. From nowhere, it struck, shooting through Abbie's body and forcing her arm into what almost seemed to be an involuntary motion.

      Her elbow extended, her palm grabbed the side of Gary's head, cutting his speech dead.

      With some force, Abbie slammed Gary's head into the brickwork. With a cry and a gasp, he crumpled into the grass.

      There he lay, sobbing and clutching his head. He buried his face in the grass to hide his tears and to hide from Abbie. It was as though he believed if he burrowed far enough into the dirt, she would leave him alone.

      Still inspired by anger, Abbie reached forward to grab Gary's shoulder. An inch from the cloth of his jacket, she hesitated, then stopped before she could touch him. Retracting her hand, Abbie stood and stepped away from the building onto the field. Notably, she was stepping away from Gary.

      Deep breaths. He was only a teenager.

      Deep breaths. Frightening people bearing guns and cruel intentions had no doubt cornered him, terrified him into doing what they said.

      Deep breaths. This wasn't his fault.

      Fine. It was Gary's fault. But he was young; he didn't have the strength or experience possessed by Abbie. How could he be expected to resist the will of men and women who shoved guns in his face and explained to him, in great detail, what would be the result of such resistance?

      Deep breaths.

      Emotions back under control, Abbie returned to the side of the building and crouched beside Gary, who remained in a heap, his hands on his head. At first, she did not touch him.

      "Sit up," she said.

      He remained in the dirt, soundless and unwilling to risk meeting Abbie's eye, facing her ire.

      "Come on," she said. "It can't be that bad. I'm sorry I lost my temper."

      Still, he would not move. Abbie began to worry about the time this was taking. Here she was, if not in the centre of then adjacent to a trap. Were her enemies aware of her location? Were they still waiting for her to go through the double doors or pivoting, preparing for plan B?

      The gun clasped in her right hand, Abbie used her left to drag Gary's arm from the side of his head.

      There was blood, but not much. It looked as though Gary had scraped his skull on the brick. He would be left with nothing more than a graze. In other words, he'd live.

      No more time to mess around.

      Abbie jabbed Gary in the ribs, and he jerked up. Before he could collapse back into the dirt, Abbie grabbed his shirt and shoved him into a sitting position against the wall.

      "I don't understand," he whined.

      Abbie closed her eyes. Took a breath.

      "If you're wondering why I'm doing this," she said, indicating the closed lids, the deep exhale, "it's because of what I told you about how dangerous I was, especially to people who lie. Because you're a teenager, and I think you've been forced into deceiving me, I'm trying to resist the urge to put a bullet between your eyes. With every lie, you make it a little harder."

      Letting this sink in, Abbie took several more deep breaths before opening her eyes and gazing into Gary's face.

      "They told you to get me here and to get me to walk through the double doors you first indicated to me, correct?"

      Gary hesitated. Fear of the people who wanted Abbie dead still held his tongue.

      Hating herself for doing it, Abbie put the gun to Gary's head. Pressed the cool business end against the skull. Applied enough pressure to be uncomfortable after a few seconds.

      Gary was a frightened teenager. He didn't deserve this.

      But Abbie needed to know what she was facing.

      "Whoever made you bring me here no doubt threatened you with all manner of torture if you didn't comply. I won't do the same. Nothing could move me to torture a teenager, but that does not make me harmless. If you don't tell me what I want to know, I will pull this trigger and end your life. There’ll be no torture. There’ll be nothing. You're afraid of the pain that might come your way if you disobey your masters, but I can protect you from that. No one can protect you from me."

      Gary quivered and trembled. There was every chance the poor boy had wet himself, and, with every passing second, Abbie reviled herself more. After all, she had been sure this was a trap before she entered the school. Before she forced Gary over the gate she could have put on the frighteners, made him tell her the truth of the trap. Thoughts of Ben had made Abbie reckless. Following their earlier phone call, her emotions were heightened and she had overreacted to Gary’s bare faced lies about Isabella. Now this. She would never pull the trigger, but her actions could leave Gary traumatised for the rest of his days. Another innocent Abbie would have irreparably damaged. More guilt she would have to carry like a boulder on her back.

      And despite all this, she couldn't stop. Or wouldn't, at least.

      "You have three seconds to tell me their plan," said Abbie, "Before I put a bullet in your brain."

      Abbie knew he would break before then. The count was a tool to inspire Gary's tongue to start wagging. She watched his mouth open before she'd even begun. He was about to spill all.

      Then someone stepped around the corner.

      "Oh dear, looks like I've caught you red-handed."

      Abbie spun. Her gun was half-way raised towards the newcomer before she saw who it was.

      "Kilman."

      "That's DCI Kilman to you," he said, raising his own gun. "But don't bother correcting yourself because you have the right to remain silent."

      The detective stepped forward, a triumphant smile on his lips.

      "You're under arrest," he said. "And this time, no pretty little lawyer's getting you off."
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      “‘No pretty little lawyer’s getting you off,’” Abbie repeated. “Is that intentional innuendo?”

      Abbie was no stranger to the whole having a gun pointed at your head thing. She had stared into the faces of numerous supposedly murderous men and women and, more out of habit than design, tended to try and read their eyes.

      Sometimes, what Abbie saw signalled this would-be murderer was not going to kill her. Ana was a case in point. Though she had not come at Abbie with a gun, rather a knife, she had undoubtedly come claiming she was about to end Abbie's life. Abbie had suspected Ana would not find the will to carry out this threat. She said will, rather than courage, because she believed, more often than not, murder was closer to an act of cowardice than it was to one of strength. Many of Abbie's own kills she attributed to this same cowards trait.

      Many people had threatened Abbie with a gun or a knife, a decent number of whom had a look in their eyes that said they would be unable to pull the trigger, metaphorically or literally.

      Kilman had no such look.

      "Drop the gun, put your hands on your head."

      Abbie rose. She lowered the gun to her side but didn't drop it. Her hands remained by her hips and showed no signs of making the short trip to her head. Kilman looked as though he had the will to kill Abbie. But that did not mean he would.

      She looked the detective straight in the eye.

      "Should you even be armed?"

      Rather than answer, Kilman went for his radio. His gun still aimed at Abbie's chest, he pressed a button on the radio's side, and it crackled into life. Never breaking eye contact with Abbie, the cop demanded an armed response unit at the school ASAP. He told whoever was on the other end of the line he had prevented Abbie from murdering a witness in her ongoing case, and he needed backup to secure her. She was armed and extremely dangerous.

      "Extremely?" said Abbie as he released the radio button. "You flatterer."

      The radio crackled into life again. Received and understood. Armed response was on the way.

      "Drop the gun," Kilman said again. "Hands on your head."

      "If I do that," said Abbie, "you might cuff me and kick me to my knees. You wouldn't want that, would you?"

      "Would I not?"

      "No. How pissed will the armed response team be if they turn up and find they've wasted a trip. Lot of taxpayers' money goes into kitting them up, and that's before we take petrol into account. Don't you want to give them something to do?"

      "I want your gun on the ground and your hands on your head. You have three seconds to comply."

      This almost made Abbie smile, but she held her blank expression. It was the same trick she'd used on Gary moments earlier. Only in this case, the ticking clock wouldn't get her to speak because only one ticking clock held her interest, and that was the one attached to Isabella's life.

      "Or what?" she said. "My hands are by my side. I'm displaying no threatening behaviour. You'd have to shoot me in cold blood."

      "I'll say it was self-defence," said Kilman. "You're a dangerous criminal, Abbie, and you don't want to test my patience."

      Abbie sighed, then spun on her heel. Now she was facing away from Kilman.

      "How about now?" she asked. "Still think you can paint the altercation as self-defence if there's a bullet in my back?"

      "That's very clever," said Kilman. "You okay keeping your back to me, though?" He said. "Don't you fear what I might do?"

      "People who fear the sights of a gun don't turn from the shooter," said Abbie. "I'm alert; my hearing's in top condition. You might think you can rush me. Why not give it a try?"

      Her back to him, Abbie couldn't see Kilman's face, but that didn't matter. His hitched breathing told her all she needed to know. His temper was rising. Question was, how far could she push it before he did something stupid?

      "You're in a world of trouble, girl," he said, which inspired some anger in Abbie, too.

      "The police should be about more than stopping crooks," said Abbie. "As guardians, they should be held to a higher standard."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I'm twenty-nine," she said. "I've long since left girlhood behind and become a woman, though calling me woman wouldn't be ideal either. You know my name. Why not use it?"

      "Someone's sensitive." Kilman sniggered at his own comment. Abbie rolled her eyes. At least he hadn't thrown out the phrase time of the month. 

      There was still time, of course.

      Glancing at Gary, who remained on the floor, his knees to his chest, his head tucked in, Abbie said, "Was this part of the plan? The police?"

      "What are you talking about?" said Kilman.

      "Gary led me here," said Abbie. "He told me this was where the bad guys were keeping Isabella. But it’s a trap. Someone who doesn't want me involved threatened Gary, got him to lead me here. I wonder if that plan involved you."

      Kilman chuckled. "Is that how you think you're getting out of this? Inventing other criminals? I believe the only crooks involved are those working with you. You targeted Ndidi and had your pals kidnap his daughter. Now you're assaulting the witness for giving a statement against you."

      "That's a clear narrative," Abbie noted. And she meant it. And it was annoying. There was no hard evidence Abbie had anything to do with Isabella, but the circumstantial stuff was compelling. Plus, now Kilman had caught Abbie pointing a gun she wasn't legally allowed to carry into Gary's face; he had everything he needed to lock her up. Ana might get her out, but not before a trial, and there would be no bail in the interim.

      All of which meant Abbie couldn't let the officer put the cuffs around her wrists.

      Evading police capture would only make things worse in the long run, but the priority was saving Isabella. Once the danger to the girl had passed, Abbie would face the consequences of her actions.

      How she would escape Kilman was still very much in question.

      "Maybe you're in on it," she said. "Whoever kidnapped Isabella is linked to police corruption. Are you corrupt, Kilman? That would explain how you knew I was here."

      "Oh, you do have a nerve, don't you? Girl."

      Kilman wouldn't get this, but the fact he'd used the word specifically to annoy, rather than casually, unthinkingly, stole a lot of its power to frustrate Abbie.

      "People in your station are being investigated," Abbie said. "Don't you know?"

      Because she still had no intention of turning towards the armed detective, Abbie could not tell what Kilman's face was doing. Her clues to his state of mind came only from his tone.

      "I've met some vile liars in my time."

      And that tone told her plenty. A shiver ran down her spine, and she tried not to flinch. She couldn't let Kilman know she was slightly nervous he might lose control of his temper and put a bullet in the back of her skull.

      "So, how did you know?" Abbie asked. "Lucky guess?"

      "Are you going to tell me you came here under an invisibility cloak?"

      “I’d never have guessed you were a Harry Potter fan."

      "A uniform saw you make your way up here. They saw your gun and called me at once. I told them to back off. Said I'd deal with you."

      That was interesting.

      "My gun was concealed," said Abbie. "I was alert on my journey. Uniformed officers don't drive unmarked cars, and I'd have seen a cop on foot or in one of those glowing vehicles you make them drive. Which means one of two things."

      "And they are?" Kilman asked. His voice was tight, as though his jaw had frozen and he was forcing the words through whatever gaps remained between his teeth.

      "Either you're lying, there was no uniformed officer, and you're the bent cop. Or the uniformed officer is the one on the take, and they've orchestrated this little meeting."

      "Or you're the liar," said Kilman. 

      "I appreciate you'd need to consider that as an option if you were telling the truth about the uniformed officer. The question is: if the uniformed officer is real and therefore corrupt, why did they want us to meet? Why here? They must have a plan."

      Slowly, Abbie twisted towards Kilman. While her back was turned, he'd lowered his gun. When their eyes met once more, he raised his weapon, aiming at her chest. Centre mass. Smart.

      Abbie looked at Gary.

      "What did the crooks tell you, Gaz?"

      Gary pressed his face deeper into his knees. Only under duress would he reveal more information, and Abbie couldn't put any pressure on the teenager with Kilman around. She had to do it through the cop.

      "I've had enough," the detective was saying. "You'll allow me to cuff you, or I'll put a bullet in your leg. Turn away, see if I can't call it self-defence and get away with it. See if—"

      "Shut up," said Abbie. She was sure she'd heard something on the building's other side. What was that? The sound of feet on concrete slabs?

      At Abbie's order, Kilman's face went red with rage, and at first, his fury choked him. This gave Abbie a few seconds to listen and plot the newcomer's course, then Kilman was storming towards her, gun moving from Abbie's chest to her head.

      'How dare you tell me—"

      While Kilman shouted, Abbie lost track of the unknown element. How close were they now?

      Annoyingly, she had problems far closer at hand.

      Kilman was still coming. He wasn't going to shoot Abbie, but he might attack her with the gun's butt.

      Anxious to regain control of the situation, if indeed she had ever had it, Abbie made the one move Kilman didn't expect. As he came to her, she charged. Turning, she grabbed his arm, elbowed his stomach and sent him sprawling into the grass.

      "Thank me later," she muttered.

      No sooner had he hit the ground, Kilman was rising and still making plenty of noise. Abbie was sure the newcomer had been moving down the building towards the L's base when Abbie had heard them. How long before he appeared around the corner, ready to strike?

      Moving towards the wall as Kilman regained his feet, Abbie grabbed Gary's shirt and yanked him up.

      "We need to move."

      Kilman slammed into her.

      The cop was tall and muscular. His shoulder was like an iron girder. His bodyweight crashed into Abbie and tossed her into the brickwork. As she smacked the grass and dirt, her hand was torn from Gary, who stumbled a couple of steps back.

      "Abbie King, I'm arresting you for attempted murder—"

      The single glass pane of the nearest window exploded outwards. With a yell, Kilman hurled himself to the ground even as Abbie was rising.

      Kilman's barging strike had shaken Abbie. Somehow, during her collision with both wall and ground, she had held onto her first gun. The second remained in her jacket.

      Now rising, as two shots fired through the open window, it was apparent what had happened. Abbie felt a fool for not considering it. Rather than rush around the building, the shooter had entered through the double doors Abbie had lock-picked. He had rushed to the small room opposite and found himself looking out at Kilman and Abbie.

      Kilman had moved as he spoke. In his anger, coming towards Abbie as he attempted to arrest her. As a result, the first bullet had crashed through the glass and missed Kilman's head by less than an inch. Now the detective was on the grass, rolling towards the building as Abbie stepped away.

      Her gun outstretched, Abbie aimed through the window. Fired. Watched as Smoker, her enemy from the previous night, ducked. Rushing towards the window, Abbie fired three more times as he scrabbled back through the door into the main corridor.

      Gary was still stumbling, close to the wall.

      "Run," Abbie shouted as she turned and bolted around the side of the building, curving further away from the wall as she went, arcing around the lock-picked double doors, her gun aiming into the gloom.

      She listened. She could hear plodding feet on the building's other side: Gary, but no one else. Smoker had options. He could attempt to leave the block through either set of double doors, depending on if he fancied the full-frontal assault or trying to get behind Abbie. Alternatively, he could sneak into one of the block's ten classrooms to hide or hop through a window.

      Whatever Smoker did, Abbie didn't think escape was on his mind. He'd lured Abbie here for a reason and wouldn't want to leave until the job was done. Not after last time.

      Perhaps having refound his nerve, Kilman appeared around the corner.

      You might think any two people could bond over becoming joint targets of a gunman. But Kilman still had his weapon aimed at Abbie.

      As though he didn't, as though he was approaching in the spirit of friendship, Abbie nodded to the door.

      "Shooter’s still inside. Time to put our differences aside and work together. What do you say?"

      It was clear from Kilman's expression he was not on good terms with reason, logic, or goodwill.

      "This place'll be crawling with armed units any second," he said. "We'll get your shooter friend, but, for now, it's just you and me."

      "Oh cool," said Abbie, "so you're sticking with the moron schtick, are you? Well, how about this..."

      More shots fired. Bullets exploded through glass and wood.

      Abbie span towards the second set of double doors. Without finishing her sentence, she sprinted past the windows on this side of the building, gun outstretched.

      Bursting past the end of the L-block, she saw Smoker disappear around the back of the grey building next door. Tracking him with her gun, she fired twice more. One of the shots smashed the building's wall, the other sailed into the distance.

      Smoker took cover.

      Abbie took another step to the left. Stopped.

      The grey building was small. Abbie could position herself in such a way that Smoker couldn't appear around either side of the building without stepping into her sights.

      Then she saw Gary.

      Abbie had told the teenager to run. Though he had betrayed her, she didn't wish him ill. Though it was the people he was ostensibly working for firing, Abbie had never expected them to spare him. She'd told him to run because she wanted him safe. She'd meant for him to bolt across the field towards the tree line. Smoker would have had no incentive to follow.

      Instead, the lanky teenager who Abbie had last night saved from a savage beating at Ndidi's hands had run past the same L-Block double doors through which he had earlier tried to convince Abbie to walk.

      Smoker had seen movement. There was every chance he hadn't know who was passing the door. Whoever it was, he didn't care. Several times he'd pulled his trigger. The long glass panes in the door had exploded, and at least two bullets had smashed into Gary as he ran. They had tossed him from his feet towards the grey building. Now he lay in its shadow.

      Kilman appeared at Abbie's shoulder.

      "Gunman's behind that block," Abbie whispered, nodding to the grey building. "Cover it, I'm going to Gary."

      "No," said Kilman. "You're under arrest."

      Ignoring the detective, Abbie rushed towards the grey building and dropped into its shadow beside Gary.

      "I told you—"

      "Shut up," said Abbie, cutting off the end of Kilman's sentence. "If you're a proper police officer, you want to protect people, first and foremost. Gary's a teenager. Whatever you might think, I was never going to hurt him. Now he's been shot, I'll do what I can to save him. You decide what kind of cop you want to be, but if the answer you reach means you can't let me tend to Gary, you'll have to shoot me dead cause that's the only thing that'll stop me trying to save his life."

      For at least a few seconds, this speech stunned Kilman into silence. Good. Gave Abbie time to think. Gary was lying on his back but had been side on to the door when he had tried to race past the L-block. Not a good position to be in when passing a decent marksman. A shot through your side was much less likely to miss your valuable organs than a shot through your chest.

      But Gary had been lucky.

      He lay on his back, wheezing but not crying or screaming. His eyes were unfocused. When the bullets had hit, his brain had entered pain overload. His body had gone into shock, which for now was dampening both fear and pain.

      "I'm in trouble," he whispered.

      "Don't worry about it," she said, already whipping off her jacket. "I think you're going to be okay."

      Somehow, he managed a smile. "Is that a lie?"

      Abbie shook her head. "Some things I won't lie about."

      "What's happening?" Kilman hissed. "What's the damage?"

      Abbie was touched to hear actual concern in the cop's voice. Maybe the arsehole act was a front, which was a comforting thought.

      Speaking with enough volume to carry to Kilman as well as Gary, but low enough that the shooter wouldn't hear, Abbie said, "You've taken one bullet to the shoulder and another..." she eased Gary forward a little. He winced but didn't cry out. "...in your lower back. No exit wounds, which is probably good in this instance. Stems the bleeding. There's plenty of damage but not loads of blood. We've got some time to get you to a hospital. I see no reason you won't live."

      Having taken off her jacket, Abbie placed her second gun on the ground beside Gary. The coat she folded up small before asking Gary to tilt to one side again. She put her jacket beneath the gunshot wound in his back and asked him to press down as hard as he could.

      "Got to keep that pesky blood inside."

      As Gary did as asked, Abbie turned to Kilman.

      "I need your jacket."

      Despite the compassion she'd heard in his voice mere moments ago, Abbie half expected Kilman to argue against this directive. If only because he didn't like taking orders.

      But he didn't argue. While he jerked his jacket from his back, Abbie raised her gun and pointed it to the building. How patient the shooter was being. She could hear him shifting. Knew he was as close as ever. Was he waiting, plotting? Or had he stopped for a cigarette break?

      Kilman chucked over his jacket. As Abbie began folding it, the cop took a step forward, his gun still pointed at the building.

      "I'm giving you one chance," he roared. "Armed response teams are seconds away. When they arrive, you're cooked. But if you drop your gun and come out with your hands above your head, we'll go easy on you. We'll take your freedom, but we won't take your life."

      Silence fell. After a few seconds spent wondering if Kilman knew he was reversing the famous Braveheart quote, Abbie listened instead to the silence. There was a light breeze. The buildings around them were low. Abbie was sure she could hear cars driving to and fro over a mile away.

      Having folded Kilman's jacket and pressed it to Gary's shoulder, she now took the hand of his uninjured arm and pulled it across his body.

      "Seconds away," she whispered, loud enough that Kilman could hear. "That's what you said back there as well, but how far is the station? How long does it take these units to mobilise? It's been almost fifteen minutes since you made the call."

      There was a pause from behind. Then Kilman said, "They'll be here."

      Abbie had pressed Gary's hand to the jacket over his shoulder. 

      "I know it's difficult," she said. "But hold this as tight as you can." He did as he was told. 

      Her mind whirring, Abbie removed the almost spent clip from her gun and hit home a spare magazine. The second gun she collected and checked. As expected, it was fully loaded.

      "I'm going out on a limb and assuming you're not corrupt, Kilman," said Abbie.

      "I'm not corrupt," hissed the detective.

      "Good, we're on the same page, which means we agree the uniform who told you they saw me wandering this way, waving my gun around for all to see, is corrupt."

      "I'm not saying I agree with anything," said Kilman.

      "But you're surprised we can't yet hear the armed response units racing our way. It's been over a quarter of an hour.”

      This stumped Kilman. He was frustrated but didn't know what to say. This allowed Abbie to continue, all the time with her reloaded gun aimed towards the grey building, to the spot where she suspected Smoker might any second reappear.

      "You won't agree this uniform is corrupt but let's agree they're under suspicion," said Abbie. "Either way, when you radioed, requested armed back-up, tell me the same person who told you I was here didn’t receive that request?"

      Kilman's lack of response, that heavy silence, spoke volumes.

      "Maybe now you'll agree they're corrupt," said Abbie.

      "Armed response teams will be here any minute."

      Someone laughed. It wasn't Abbie, Gary or Kilman.

      "They want you as well," said Abbie.

      "What?"

      Taking her second gun, Abbie pressed the handle into Gary's hand, the one at the end of the injured arm. She slid his finger onto the trigger.

      "It'll hurt like hell," she said, "but if anyone comes at you except Kilman or me, try to shoot them until their very, very dead. Or at least immobile."

      Gary managed to nod but couldn't speak. Abbie still thought there was a good chance he would live if left alone. If someone approached him, she was far from sure he would have the strength to lift his arm, let alone focus on and shoot dead the oncoming threat. He might not even be able to pull the trigger.

      Rising, Abbie pointed her reloaded gun at the back right corner of the grey building. Looking at Kilman, she nodded towards the building's other side, indicating they should try to flank Smoker.

      For a brief moment, Kilman looked annoyed that Abbie had given him another order. Looked as though he might argue. Then he found the strength of character to accept her idea was a good one, and nodded.

      Abbie was already facing down one side of the building. Because Kilman had to cross the front to reach the other side, Abbie remained still, waiting for Kilman to move.

      But at first, he hesitated.

      "In answer to your question," she said, hoping to cover his footsteps with her voice if ever he decided to move, "Someone sent Gary to lure me to this L-block." She nodded, though Kilman wasn't looking. "He was supposed to lead me inside. At the same time, it seems, a corrupt uniformed police officer was told to lure you here, using my presence. The plan was for you to follow me into the L-Block’s long corridor, at which point our shooter would burst in and gun us down. The classroom doors would no doubt be locked. We'd have nowhere to hide."

      "Like ducks in a barrel," said Kilman, which confused Abbie for a few seconds.

      "Sitting ducks," she said. "Or fish in a barrel. Although, arguably, it would be easier to kill ducks in a barrel than it would fish.”

      "Whatever."

      At last, Kilman moved. Stepping away from Abbie, he started towards the front left corner of the building. Moving with slow, quiet steps, the detective aimed his gun at the corner he approached. As the cop walked, Abbie went on.

      "The shooter lured me here because I'm a perceived threat to his employer's plan. I imagine it’s the same for you."

      "And what is the plan?" said Kilman. He had reached the double doors that led into the grey building. The halfway point of his journey to the corner.

      "As far as I know," said Abbie, "to rob a casino on the outskirts of town. A place run by crooks. Lucky Draw."

      Kilman stopped in line with the second door in the double. His head twisted towards Abbie's. She saw suspicion in those eyes and knew it was no longer suspicion of her.

      "You know why they want you dead, don't you?" said Abbie.

      Kilman looked unsure. "Maybe," he said. He puzzled over the situation for a couple of seconds. Then nodded. Abbie saw he'd decided to talk. To let her in on his thoughts.

      He opened his mouth.

      And was thrown from his feet as three bullets smashed through the window of the grey building's double doors, each one hitting its target, tearing through skin and bone and muscle before discarding the detective to the concrete like a child's forgotten teddy.
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      As bullets smashed glass, time slowed down.

      Or that was how it seemed to Abbie. 

      She was not having a good day. As Kilman's presence had allowed strands of this mystery to tie into a pattern that began to make sense, Abbie had become distracted. Rather than on the building they were supposed to be covering, she focused on what Kilman had to say. Minutes ago, she had expected Smoker to appear around the side of a building when he was actually going through. 

      She'd just fallen for the same trick again, and for the second time, Smoker had taken out an ally by firing through a door.

      The bullets hit Kilman. Still in slow motion, Abbie watched his feet leave the ground as he was tossed backwards.

      By this point, her mind was no longer whirring. Speculation became action. Already, her gun was raised. As Kilman flew through the air, Abbie took swift side steps, moving closer and closer to the shattered window of the grey building's double doors.

      Kilman crashed to the ground. Abbie fired two shots through the grey building's doors.

      Into an empty corridor.

      It was a short block, with only two classrooms on each side. At the end of the corridor was another set of external-facing double doors. These were closed, but Abbie didn't doubt for a second they were how Smoker had entered the building.

      The corridor was quiet. All four classroom doors were closed. Abbie didn't know which of these Smoker had escaped into. She was only sure he hadn't had the time to exit through the back doors before Abbie gained visibility of the building's interior.

      Behind Abbie, Kilman groaned. Abbie didn't look around. Couldn't afford to. From what she'd seen, at least two of the bullets had entered Kilman's chest. His chances of survival were no doubt lower than Gary's. Still, Abbie couldn't be sure until she had the opportunity to examine the detective's wounds.

      When Abbie had detailed what she knew of Becker's plan to rob the casino, without mentioning Becker, understanding had hit Kilman. He knew why a corrupt police officer might want to kill him, and that information could prove invaluable. Abbie needed to speak to him. Preferably soon, definitely before he died. 

      But she couldn't do anything until she'd dealt with Smoker.

      She was still aiming at the entrance ahead. Each door in the double was split into two segments—a glass pane at the top, a solid panel of what looked like plastic at the bottom. Smoker had blasted through the glass pane in the left (his right) door. The other remained intact.

      Ruling out an escape through the back set of double-doors left a couple of options. It was possible Smoker had slipped into one of the four classrooms, though that would rely on him knowing which, if any, were unlocked. The only alternative was to remain by the front doors. His back pressed against the plastic panels. If he was on his bum or crouched low, Abbie wouldn't see him through the shattered glass.

      Bullets were at a premium, but Abbie couldn't risk getting too close to the door if Smoker could, at any moment, pop up like a Jack-in-the-box.

      Lowering her gun, Abbie fired into the centre of the left plastic panel, moved her gun to the right panel, and fired again.

      The bullets disappeared, leaving a hole in their wake. Abbie rushed immediately to the left of the double doors, pressing her shoulder to the wall.

      From this angle, she could see into the corridor, see the space behind the double doors, and see Smoker was not hiding there.

      In which case, he had to be in one of the four classrooms. Given the time he'd had, one of nearest two. Going to the back two would have been a risk. Abbie almost certainly would have seen the door swing shut.

      Within the classrooms, there would be windows. Abbie could hear nothing but knew Smoker could even now by searching for a window he could open and through which he could escape outside.

      Moving from the wall, shoving her gun through the shattered glass pane, Abbie tried the door handle but had no joy.

      The lock would take no more than a few seconds to pick.

      Abbie didn't have time for that.

      Stepping back, she fired into the lock. Stepping forward, she grabbed the handle of the left door and yanked it open. Stepping forward again, she used her back as a doorstop as it tried to swing closed.

      She kept both feet outside the building.

      On each side of the corridor, a flimsy, carpeted wall rose to about waist height. Above this, windows into the classroom took over. The only break came at the end of each room, where could be found a door into class.

      From her position in front of the open left front door, Abbie could see into the first classroom on the right. It looked as one might expect a classroom to look: rectangular tables, hard plastic chairs, an interactive whiteboard, a teachers desk, and plenty of student work on the wall. Tacked up around the board were large cut-out letters spelling bonjour, merci, je m'appelle, etc. It didn't take a genius to work out this was a French classroom and probably a languages block, which was unfortunate. Abbie had hoped for a Chemistry lab filled with test tubes of experimental solutions. One such solution would prove corrosive only when it came into contact with the skin of habitual smokers.

      No such luck. If Abbie ran out of bullets, the next best weapon would be a French to English dictionary. On the flip side, this limitation also applied to Smoker.

      The classroom she could see into was still and silent. She could see the width and breadth of it, and there was no sign of Smoker. This didn't rule out his presence. He could be hiding beneath a table or behind the teacher's desk; he could be pressed to the wall with his head beneath the window. There was no chance he hadn't heard Abbie break in. Somewhere nearby, he was plotting his next move.

      Abbie prepared to kick open the other door and check the classroom opposite the one she could currently see.

      Before she moved, she heard something.

      Not from inside the building. From further away. The wind picked up pace, and it was as though it had done so specifically to bring warning to Abbie. 

      Sirens.

      Distant but growing louder by the second. The speed with which the volume increased indicated the cop cars weren't interested in speed limits. Something had grabbed their attention, and they were keen to reach the party as soon as possible.

      They were racing in Abbie's direction, but Abbie had no evidence it was her they were after, that they wouldn't swoop past the school en route to another crime.

      Nonsense. They were coming for her.

      Either someone nearby had heard the gunshots and called the police, or Kilman's contact had finally mobilised the armed response teams. Abbie's money was on option two. Perhaps the corrupt uniform had delayed until he or she received word from Smoker: Kilman is down. If Smoker feared he couldn't kill Abbie, what was the next best move to get her out the way while they carried out their heist?

      Ensuring she was arrested for murdering a police officer would probably do it.

      Time was running out. The sirens grew ever closer. Grabbing the second of the double doors, Abbie prepared to switch sides.

      And Smoker fired.

      He had been hiding in the classroom opposite the one on which Abbie had eyes. His bullets shattered windows on both sides of the corridor, sending a downpour of glass shards onto the central aisle's carpet.

      Abbie ducked as the bullets came, then spun into the corridor.

      Her heavy boots crunching through the littered glass shards, Abbie aimed through the empty window frames and fired two shots.

      She'd seen her target at once. Her bullets shattered the exterior windows across the classroom but failed to hit Smoker, who had already slid through one such window and was dropping to the concrete on the other side.

      Turning, Abbie burst back outside. Dived to the ground as Smoker span, firing wildly as he made his getaway. 

      Sitting up, Abbie aimed. Fired. One, two, three times. Again.

      But Smoker had bolted away from Abbie and now disappeared around the side of another building. Out of reach.

      Gone.

      Abbie could give chase, but time was slipping away. Armed response might be a couple of minutes out. Abbie no longer needed the wind's help to hear the sirens.

      From the front of the battered grey building, Abbie rushed to Kilman, dropped to his side. Careful not to stain her jeans in the ever-growing pool of blood that surrounded the cop.

      "You go," Kilman said. His voice was a rasp. His shirt was so bloodsoaked it was impossible to tell where the bullets had entered. "If I'm alive, when they arrive, I'll tell them this wasn't you." He broke to release a volley of harsh, painful coughs. "Don't think I will be, though."

      "No," said Abbie. "Me neither."

      Kilman let out a dry, pained chuckle, then broke into another coughing fit. By this point, Abbie couldn't only hear the sirens but also the roaring engines and squealing tyres as the heavy-duty armed response vehicles drew ever nearer.

      Kilman was weak. He seemed to be drifting.

      "Know why they..." his words faded, his head tilted.

      "Kilman?"

      With a jolt, he looked back at her.

      "Know why they want me dead," he said. "I know."

      For a man in his condition, talking was not smart. If Abbie wanted to remain out of jail, Kilman's survival was vital. But she had to know what he wanted to say.

      "Why?" she asked.

      "No," he said. His eyes closed. He muttered, "Ndidi."

      "What about Ndidi?" she asked. "Kilman?"

      Another squeal of tyres. By now, the sirens were loud enough to give Abbie a headache. They seemed to tear through the still air, ripping it to shreds with that endless noise. They seemed to be all around her. For all Abbie knew, they might be. Perhaps she was surrounded.

      She started to rise. Kilman opened his eyes, grabbed Abbie's wrist.

      "I told Ndidi no."

      He met her eye. Managed to hold her gaze for a few seconds, nodded, then dropped his head to the concrete.

      The detective's eyes closed. Abbie couldn't hear breathing. Checking his pulse, she found it active but erratic. Working too hard to pump what remained of his blood to his vital organs. Soon there wouldn't be enough juice remaining to keep those systems going. The machine that was this human body would give out.

      Kilman didn't have much longer.

      But there was nothing Abbie could do.

      Brakes screeched, tyres squealed, and Abbie knew the armed response units were pulling up outside the school grounds, by the roundabout and the gate where earlier Abbie had teased Gary about a death drone.

      Rising from Kilman, she rushed to the lanky teenager, dropped beside him.

      "How you doing?" she asked.

      His eyes were open, his breathing ragged but under control. Touching his neck, Abbie found his pulse a little weaker than she might have liked but steady. He was losing blood, but the lodged bullets and folded jackets were doing a decent job stemming the flow.

      "Hurts," he whispered.

      "That's good," said Abbie. She lay gentle fingers on his wrist and, with her other hand, eased the gun free from his grasp. Not that he had much of a grip on the weapon. Too weak. He didn't react when she took the handgun from him, nor when she slid it and the other into her waistband.

      "Police will be here any second," she said. "You'll be taken to hospital. I can't make you do anything, but when the cops take your statement, I hope you'll be honest."

      At the front of the school, armed response officers were slamming doors, withdrawing guns, arming themselves for a shoot out with a dangerous and homicidal criminal: Abbie. She almost felt flattered they deemed her worthy of such a response.

      "I'll tell the truth," said Gary. Like his pulse, the teen's voice was weak but steady. That was a good sign.

      "Good luck," she said.

      She didn't wait for his answer. She knew the cops were forcing the gate and entering the school grounds as she spoke. Like Abbie, they might be a little cautious passing the many windows of the deserted school buildings. Unlike Abbie, they were wearing body armour and helmets. They had strength in numbers.

      They would not proceed with anywhere near as much caution as had she.

      Leaving behind her jacket, knowing they would know she had been here with or without that evidence, Abbie jogged to the L-block and rushed along the field side until she was at the building’s mid-point.

      She could hear feet. She thought she could hear voices but was maybe imagining it.

      Facing the trees, Abbie spied a gap between the tight line of trunks. She suspected, through there, she would find a path.

      Earlier, she had rightly considered how someone running across this field would be a sitting duck to any shooters. She had guessed it would take thirty seconds to reach the tree line from the L-Block.

      Did she have thirty seconds before the armed response teams appeared?

      Time to find out.

      Pushing away from the wall, she sprinted towards the trees as though her life depended on it.

      Abbie's life probably didn't.

      But Isabella's life might.
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      Abbie ran. More than a few times in the past, she'd had to sprint for her life or for the life of someone else. When not on a mission, she spent plenty of time practising both short-distance sprints and long-distance endurance running. She was in incredible shape.

      Much of Abbie's training outside of missions—shooting, hand-to-hand combat, strength, endurance, fitness—was provided by world-renowned experts and funded by her employers. Only the best for their valuable employee.

      All that was about to change.

      In twelve seconds, she had halved the distance between the L-Block and the trees. The wind was racing past. She could hear her heart and her breathing in her ears. The world seemed to fade into her determination to cross the field in record time.

      If she didn't escape, it might not matter that Ben was due to withdraw the many training perks of Abbie's job. Should the police catch her, she would be restricted to tatty prison gym equipment, possibly a running track. No longer would she need the paycheque on which she had for so long relied.

      Also, when the dreams came, and she saw the faces of those who needed her help, and when she could do nothing to save those lives, and when, following her failure, the nightmares came, Abbie would go mad.

      She could not face prison.

      After 23 seconds, she hit the tree line, burst between two trunks and took a hard right. As she twisted, her feet, which had become used to the solid grass beneath them, slid in pebbles and dirt, and she felt her left foot then her right disappear from beneath her.

      Hard, she smacked the ground.

      Her reactions were fast. Even as Abbie fell, she raised her hands, palms down, using them to prevent the pebbles decorating her face with craters, scrapes and blood.

      Out in the open, sprinting across the grass, Abbie had been caught in a sound chamber. Landing on the pebbled path, lying still, the world seemed at first to be utterly silent. Glancing up, she could see the leaves flutter in the breeze, and there was a bird, taking flight. But no sound reached her ears. As though aliens had descended from space and used something that looked and worked a bit like a hoover to suck all the sound from the world.

      Or maybe her eardrums had popped and perforated. Given the notable lack of pain, she doubted it was the latter. Aliens also seemed unlikely but hey, who could rule out such occurrences these days?

      Abbie's hands started to throb. Her knees were hurting as well, but her hands had taken greater punishment during her fall.

      Those aliens, high above the Earth, having had their fun, hit the reverse switch on their sound hoover. It returned in a rush—the wind through the trees, the birds in the sky, Abbie's own laboured breathing.

      And there was shouting from up near the school—though Abbie couldn't yet hear anyone sprinting across the field—and the sound of cars and conversation from somewhere else nearby.

      Abbie was still on her front. A shake of the head started to return sense to her mind. It seemed the sprint followed by the fall had worked together to daze Abbie, to remove that urgent sense of self-preservation. She couldn't afford to lie here unmoving with armed police so close at hand.

      Rolling onto her back, Abbie assessed her palms. They were cut and dirty. Blood stained her fingers and ran down her wrists.

      Moving back to her front, Abbie rose to her knees, though it hurt to do so on this surface. After wiping her hands on her jeans to remove both blood and dirt, she rose to her feet. One of her guns had fallen into the bushes at her side. Without her jacket, Abbie had no place to adequately hide either weapon, but neither could she leave them here, so close to the school. It wouldn't take the police long to find them, and both weapons were covered in her prints. Abbie didn't want to leave the cops with any more evidence than they already had.

      Scooping the second gun from the bush, she placed both in her waistband and covered them with her top. They were awkward but invisible unless you were staring at her midriff. In Abbie's experience, most people ignored her as she walked by. Those who stared focused mainly on her behind or her chest. The guns were too low for people in the latter group, on the wrong side for those who fell into the former.

      Abbie chanced a look through the trees, back towards the school. There were the armed police. Some leaning by Gary and Kilman, both of whom had played both enemy and ally to Abbie today. She couldn't tell if either was alive or dead.

      More men or women, black-clad in heavy armour, carrying sleek but deadly-effective weaponry, were moving around the back of the L-Block. Someone looked across the field. 

      Soon they would come.

      Abbie left the gap in the trees. The path ahead was narrow, cloaked by leaves and branches, but not long. Abbie was a fifteen-second walk from daylight and concrete.

      There was still no time to waste. Abbie made her way to where nature clashed with the ugly creation of humanity. Across the road was a corner shop and, beyond that, a run of houses. To Abbie's right was a playground and, further in that direction, a junction where one could turn onto the road Gary, Abbie, and later Kilman and the armed response teams had all used to reach the school.

      The armed response units had swarmed the school's main entrance. This back path was either missed or ignored.

      Whatever the case, Abbie's pursuers had made a mistake.

      Abbie stepped from between the trees onto the pavement beside the playground.

      The weak March sun did little to warm Abbie but did highlight the shining cop car, crawling at a sloth's pace in Abbie's direction.

      They were on the opposite side of the road. Through the windscreen, Abbie spied peeled eyes, scanning the pavement, searching for someone.

      Her?

      Maybe. Possibly. Almost certainly.

      One of the cops looked her way. Had they seen her?

      Abbie didn't wait to find out. Turning left, she strolled casually from the playground towards the T-Junction ahead.

      Not far behind, the crawling police car slowed even further. It pulled onto the curb and then right onto the pavement and then stopped. Someone shouted—Can't you cops drive? or something similar. Then car doors opened, the officers stepped out.

      Abbie reached the T-Junction and paused. She had ideas about where she wanted to go next, but going there immediately wasn't an option. At least not on foot. First, she needed to escape police attention. Find somewhere to hide. Any minute now, the armed units would realise Abbie had left the school grounds. Teams from every nearby station would mobilise. The manhunt would begin.

      Well, womanhunt.

      And if Kilman died... 

      The police stuck together, protected each other. If you hurt one, you hurt them all. This was a community already rocked by a police officer's murder. Presented with a second dead detective, and this time with the killer supposedly known, how far would they go to catch Abbie? What corners might they cut, what laws might they bend, if not break, to achieve their justice?

      If they caught Abbie in a dark alley, would they bring her in or kill her in self-defence... whether she dropped her gun and raised her hands or not?

      Maybe Smoker and Orion never planned to kill Abbie. Perhaps this appealed to their twisted natures more than did simple, speedy murder.

      Abbie felt outwitted, and there were few feelings worse than that. 

      She had to get away. Regroup. Plan again.

      The uniformed officers who had abandoned their car on the pavement crossed the road towards the playground. Abbie had to decide what she was going to do, and now.

      More cars had been rolling past as she made her way to the T-Junction. As she prepared to take a left turn, she saw another slow-moving vehicle. At the junction, it stopped. Abbie glanced towards the front windscreen, but the weak sun's reflection prevented her from seeing who might be inside.

      The uniformed officers sped up a little. They hadn't called Abbie yet, which indicated they weren't sure she was the woman they wanted. If she tried to run, they'd give chase. If she took the left turn and carried on walking, they'd soon catch her anyway.

      The slow-moving car turned at the junction and stopped in front of Abbie.

      Perhaps sensing what was about to happen, the officers sped up again. One of them spoke. Abbie didn't just pretend not to hear them. She forced herself not to. Like a method actor.

      With no idea who was in the car at the curb, she leaned forward, opened the door, and jumped into the front seat. Inside might be a murderer with a machete. He might chop her to pieces, but at least she wouldn't suffer the indignity of a couple of uniformed officers cuffing her and dragging her back to their car. Again.

      As Abbie dropped into the front passenger seat, one of the cops started to yell, trying to grab her attention. The slamming door cut the word (Wait) in half.

      At once, the car was moving, picking up speed but not in a suspicious manner. It was as though Abbie had walked to the junction knowing someone was due to pick her up. The someone had stopped the car, had collected Abbie, and was now picking up speed to match the traffic.

      Maybe the police were already turning and rushing back to their car. Perhaps they were on their radios, reporting who they might have seen to their superiors. They would definitely have noted down the car’s numberplate.

      As soon as the armed response teams learned Abbie was no longer at the school, they'd release the dogs, both literally and metaphorically.

      Taking a deep breath as the car turned right at the first opportunity, Abbie turned to the driver.

      "I think I'm going to need some good legal advice."

      At the wheel, taking another turn, searching for a road with a higher speed limit, Ana smiled.

      "You know what?" she said. "I can recommend just the person."
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      Abbie picked the lock, and she and Ana entered through the back door.

      “Not to be a Debbie Downer, but this feels like a crap idea.”

      Because they'd already had this conversation in the car, Abbie ignored Ana. They had entered a neat, sleek kitchen centred around an island. It was a modest size, neither cramped nor cavernous. Perfect for a small family.

      Abbie went straight for the sink. Her clothes were stained with blood and dirt, nothing Abbie could do about that right now. Her hands and wrists were cut and marked. At the sink, Abbie used soap and hot water to clean her wounds and remove from her skin all traces of her fall. This done, she used the nearest tea towel to dry her hands and arms, and turned to Ana.

      "I need coffee," said Abbie. "You want?"

      Need was not a strong enough word in his context. Abbie was coming down off her adrenaline high and felt as though she might collapse. Her heart was still racing, her mind bouncing.

      Mostly, she was angry. Angry she had again failed to deal with Smoker, angry she had been too distracted by Ben to more carefully scrutinise Gary, angry Orion had ably arranged for her to be framed for killing a police detective.

      No doubt they'd have her up on charges for killing Hammond, too.

      There was a ceramic jar filled with instant coffee on one of the surfaces. Ana hadn't answered, so Abbie looked to the young woman as she filled the kettle.

      "As your lawyer, I should advise you not to get your prints on everything."

      Abbie glanced at the kettle's handle. Shrugged. She understood why Ana was nervous, them being here, but it made sense. The police would expect Abbie to flee town. They would expect her to hide if she stayed, but this was one of the last places they would look.

      Abbie filled the kettle with enough water for two and set it to boil. After a couple of tries, she found a cupboard filled to bursting with mugs. Avoiding the one that said "World's Best Mum," she collected two and held them up for Ana to see.

      "Last chance."

      Ana closed her eyes. Sighed. "Fine."

      Smiling, Abbie placed the mugs on the side and closed the cupboard. As the kettle boiled, she turned to face her lawyer turned presumed accessory to murder.

      "You’ve changed in the last month," said Abbie. “Can’t imagine the same Ariana who was prepared to destroy a teenage boy for revenge against his father would worry about touching a kettle."

      “Grief makes us reckless,” said Ana. “I was worried about nothing other than avenging my sister. Didn’t even consider the fact that my actions would have horrified Aurora. It wasn’t the justice she would have wanted.”

      “Sounds like grief alright,” said Abbie as she made for the fridge. “Let me guess, white with sugar?"

      After extracting the semi-skimmed milk, Abbie turned back to Ana, who nodded. Returning to the counter with the mugs and the kettle, Abbie placed the milk down and located the sugar pot next to the instant coffee. From a drawer at her waist, she retrieved a couple of teaspoons. With the first, she scooped instant into the two mugs.

      "We were careful," Abbie said, moving the conversation away from Ana's past. "And it's all very well acting nervous now, but need I recall how prepared you were for a situation just like this?"

      Ana said nothing, but this was entirely true. That morning, the lawyer had driven her car to the police station and entered to free Abbie. Once the two women split, despite Abbie telling Ana to go home, the younger woman had prepared for the kind of trouble she and her mother were sure Abbie would soon face.

      Alice, Ana's mum, had provided Ana with numerous tools and piece of kit she believed might be useful to Abbie in her latest mission. Most of these were in Ana's hotel, but a few choice items, chosen by Abbie, were in a black bag held at the lawyer's side.

      Upon leaving the station earlier that day, Ana had driven to a Park and Ride lot and collected an untraceable car from a friend. In this car, Ana had collected Abbie from the T-Junction, and it was for this car the police were now searching. Before long, they would find it back in the Park and Ride lot outside of town. But there would be no sign of Abbie or Ana and no clue as to where they had gone next. From the car lot, now in another untraceable car, they had driven to Ana's hotel. No one had seen Abbie. Once Ana had collected a couple of bits from her room, the pair had walked a mile and a half to the home in which they now stood.

      "There's not much information about you out in the world," Ana said. "But mum's found a little, learned a little from you, and guessed a fair bit more. She predicted that, before long, you would outgrow the people who paid you and would need new allies who did less to restrict your life. She was determined to be ready."

      The electric kettle boiled. Taking it from its stand, Abbie poured water into her mug and stirred it with the first spoon. Placing the kettle back on the side, she gestured to Ana.

      "What proportions we talking? I warn you now: if you have as much milk and sugar as your siblings, I'm not doing it. It repulses me."

      This drew a smile.

      "Alex and Tony take their coffee habits from their father,” said Ana. “Luckily my dad and our shared mother were more normal, and I take my coffee like them." She gestured to the second mug. "Dash of milk, please. One sugar."

      Turning away, Abbie poured water into the second mug, replaced the kettle on its stand, and took the milk.

      "Alex and Tony's father was a lawyer, right?" she said.

      "He was."

      "I'm sure he'd be proud that one of his wife's children was following in his footsteps. Even if you weren't his, and he never got to meet you."

      Ana didn't comment. Abbie replaced the cap on the milk and dropped a spoon of sugar into the mug before stirring. When she was done, she returned the milk to the fridge and handed the whiter coffee to Ana.

      "We need to stay alert," said Abbie. "But we have a little time. I'd like to hear how things are by the sea. Your mother, Ollie, Tony."

      Ana looked a little awkward. For what she'd done to Jacob, it was clear she hated herself. Her stiff nod to Abbie's question came as she tried to hold her icy facade.

      "I'm being nice to you," said Abbie, reading the lawyer's expression. "And we'll have a lovely chat. That doesn't I've forgiven what you did. Doesn't mean I ever can."

      To this comment, Ana displayed not misery but relief, which Abbie understood. The lawyer didn't believe she deserved forgiveness, but nor did she want to be frozen out in the cold. Abbie's words suggested a decent compromise.

      Before it could get too awkward, Abbie nodded to the kitchen door.

      "Come on," she said. "Let's chat in the comfy seats."
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      It was early evening when headlights swept the curtains, and the homeowner pulled into the drive.

      Abbie drained her coffee and rose from the comfortable armchair as Ana stood from the sofa. Rounding the coffee table, Abbie handed her now empty mug to the lawyer.

      "You know what to do?" she asked.

      Ana nodded.

      "Nervous?"

      A shake of the head. "I'll be fine. You sure you want me to leave, though?"

      "I'll be fine, too," said Abbie. "Do your bit, get back to the hotel, and we'll meet as planned. Once my good friend and I have had a chat."

      Outside, a car door slammed. They heard the blip of the car's central locking, then shoes crunching over gravel.

      "Go on," said Abbie. "Let's do this."

      With a nod, Ana put the mugs in her bag and walked through to the kitchen. She was slipping out the back as the front door opened, and the homeowner stepped into the short hall from which could be accessed the living room, the downstairs office, and the stairs.

      The back door closed with an almost inaudible click. A second later, the homeowner was turning the living room handle and pushing open the door.

      By this time, Abbie had resettled herself in the armchair. Having rested her gun on the arm of the chair (her spare was with Ana), she collected it as Ndidi stepped into the room, clasping it in one loose fist.

      "Good evening.” She watched with muted satisfaction as the detective leapt with shock. "I hope you don't mind me making myself at home. The back door was unlocked. Sort of."

      Gathering himself, reclaiming control of his galloping heart, Ndidi went for his phone. Unlocked the screen.

      "What are you doing?" asked Abbie. Her voice was calm because she was calm. Ndidi would not bring the police here.

      "You think what you did isn't out there? As if attacking me wasn't enough, now you've shot DCI Kilman. My colleagues are out in force. There are probably already some in the area ready to pop over and cart you away."

      Abbie had her gun in front of her but wasn't pointing it at Ndidi. She guessed this was why he hadn't noticed the weapon, and that was okay. She didn't expect to need it.

      Ndidi had found a number.

      "I didn't shoot Kilman," said Abbie, "and you don't want to bring your fellow detectives here."

      Ndidi's finger paused above what Abbie assumed was the call button. Luckily, his curiosity was piqued.

      "Is that so?"

      "It is," said Abbie. "Put down your phone, and we can discuss the situation. I think you'll be interested to hear what I have to say."

      Ndidi smirked. "No chance. You can have your say in court. If you get that far."

      "If you or your colleagues don’t murder me first, you mean? As a department, you do seem to be into some nefarious activities."

      The phone was still in Ndidi's right hand. Now he took the index finger of his left away from the screen and jabbed it towards Abbie.

      "Watch your accusation," he said. "I'm not the criminal here."

      "You said I'd shot Kilman," Abbie said, moving on. "As you didn't plump for the word murdered or, given your hyperbolic mood, slaughtered, I'm guessing he’s alive?”

      Ndidi still held the phone aloft, though that right arm had to be aching. He dropped the left. In his rage, he still hadn't noticed the gun.

      For a few seconds, he considered. He wasn't sure how much to say. He was near lost in his rage and confusion.

      In the end, the detective made the right choice.

      "Kilman's in hospital. Last I heard he was fighting for his life, but the chances weren't good. The doctors aren't hopeful."

      "No?" said Abbie.

      "Disappointed?" said Ndidi.

      Abbie smiled but shook her head. In fact, she was relieved. The longer Kilman clung to life, the more chance he had of exonerating Abbie and getting the police heat off her back. If he could survive, that would be ideal.

      Regardless, she didn't expect the detective would be in any position to talk in the next 60 odd hours. Abbie would have to save Isabella while remaining as public enemy number one.

      "Disappointed?" she said. "Not me."

      Ndidi laughed at these words, but the laugh was false. Abbie wasn't sure if Ndidi was a good detective. It was abundantly clear he was a crap actor.

      "It's true Kilman came to the school to arrest me," said Abbie. "Even pointed a gun at my head and told me to raise my hands. But I didn't shoot him."

      "Riddled his torso with bullets himself, did he?"

      "Don't be silly," said Abbie. "We were attacked by a lone gunman. We escaped his first barrage of shots, and, before the shooter downed Kilman, we had a chance to talk. Together, I think we discovered why we were lured to the school and attacked."

      Poor Ndidi. As she spoke, Abbie watched the detective try oh so hard to keep his eyes and expression from revealing the truth of his feelings. He needed more practice. It was so clear.

      "It was Gary's job to lure me," Abbie said, moving back along the story's timeline. "We chatted on the way. He told me he’d been dealing drugs for the owners of Lucky Draw. You’ll know all about them, of course. Such criminals are always known to the local police, even if the cops can’t gather enough evidence to make arrests."

      Ndidi met Abbie’s eye but didn’t confirm or deny.

      “Before Isabella’s kidnappers became Isabella’s kidnappers, they met Gary,” Abbie continued. “Coerced him into revealing all the information he had on Lucky Draw. It wasn’t much but might have included the name of a police officer who was in their pocket. That would be mighty useful information to these kidnappers, huh?”

      Ndidi’s eyes had been angry but confused. Something seemed to click as Abbie ended her sentence.

      “Hang on,” Ndidi said, anger turning to rage. “You’d better not be implying what I think you’re implying.”

      Raising her hands, Abbie said, “Not implying anything. Merely relaying what Gary and I discussed. He said Lucky Draw discovered his betrayal and sent their enforcer to punish him.” Abbie paused, letting this sink in, then continued: “by which I don’t mean a spanking or a ticking off. I mean, for example, a vicious attack on open ground beside a grubby toilet block. For example.”

      Ndidi was taking slow, deliberate breaths. Trying to control his temper.

      “You think I work for the scum at Lucky Draw? You think I attacked Gary on their say so?”

      “Again,” said Abbie. “I’m more relaying Gary’s words than actively pointing fingers. I remember how you responded to my corruption talk earlier. I think you’ll agree it’s not a mischaracterisation to say you were livid?”

      “Of course I was livid. There are no worse creatures in this world than corrupt police officers.”

      “Strong stance,” noted Abbie. “And that hatred is directed mostly at former superiors, people you respected, who turned out to be corrupt?”

      “Obviously. Who else?”

      Abbie didn’t answer right away. Recalling her conversation with Christine, she thought of Hammond. Ndidi had claimed to respect the DCI. Was it possible he had known Hammond was corrupt? Was Hammond one of those superiors that inspired such hatred of corruption in Ndidi? Or was the answer simpler still?

      “Gary became a drug dealer several years ago,” said Abbie. “Now, he hates what he’s become but doesn’t know how to escape his life of crime.”

      This was enough. Abbie didn’t need to explain herself because Ndidi caught her words and inferred her implication. He still seemed on the verge of explosion but forced himself to be calm.

      “You think my hatred of corrupt police officers is self-loathing?”

      “It’s a potential explanation.”

      “It’s incorrect. It’s a despicable lie.”

      “Could be,” said Abbie, finding an easy calm even as Ndidi struggled not to blow up. “Like I said, Gary lured me to the school today. Isabella’s kidnappers made him do that. They could also have fed him lies to answer my inevitable questions. One of those lies might have been that you attacked Gary on the order of Lucky Draw.”

      “I don’t know if you were lured to the school or not, and I’m not saying I believe your claims that someone framed you for Kilman’s shooting. You still seem the most likely suspect to me.”

      “But?”

      “But, if Gary told you I attacked him on the word of Lucky Draw, he’s a filthy liar. Hardly difficult to believe of a low life, drug dealing scumbag.”

      “You’re quite right,” said Abbie. “Further evidence against Gary’s claim is that I’ve already seen proof he will distort the truth when pressured by someone more powerful than him. Someone willing to break the law and frighten the weak.”

      This pushed Ndidi to breaking point. Whether he was corrupt or not, being reminded of immoral actions he had taken made his blood boil. Abbie was sure this was to do with self-loathing.

      “I explained that,” he said.

      “You couldn’t risk your daughter becoming parentless?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Laudable,” said Abbie. “So why did you attack Gary?”

      Like a grenade, Abbie tossed the question in the hope of knocking Ndidi off balance and maybe inspiring an honest answer even the detective was surprised he was giving. 

      The blow certainly unbalanced Ndidi, but he regained his footing before he could reveal anything he sought to keep hidden.

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you. Cop killer.”

      "Okay, that's enough," said Abbie. "You know full well I had nothing to do with Kilman's shooting."

      “I know nothing about you or your intentions.”

      “No?” Abbie raised her free hand and tapped her chin. “And yet, earlier today, when you learned someone had murdered your au pair and kidnapped Isabella, you threw me against a wall and not in a sexy way.” She resisted the urge to wink. “Your detective friend—Moore, was it?—had to drag you away to stop you pummelling my head into the wall. You can’t have forgotten.”

      Eyes bulging, Ndidi forced open his mouth, and Abbie could almost see the words on his lips: What’s your point? But he couldn’t verbalise them because he knew Abbie’s point. He realised he’d made a mistake in not reacting with more fury to Abbie's arrival, in not pretending still to believe Abbie was involved in Isabella's kidnapping.

      "That anger has dissipated in the intervening hours not because you have achieved a hard-fought serenity over the issue of your missing daughter," said Abbie, "but because you have spoken with the kidnappers and therefore know for a fact they and I are not in cahoots."

      It looked as though Ndidi might fight this claim, but Abbie wasn't done, and she pressed on.

      "You know I'm not responsible for your daughter's kidnap, nor for shooting Kilman. You know I’m not responsible for Kilman because you are."

      Abbie leaned forward and nodded to the phone, which remained in Ndidi's hand.

      "Now," she said, "I think it's time to put that down and start being honest."
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      Abbie hadn't expected her request for truth to result in an immediate outpouring of honesty from the pent up detective. She expected to push his rage beyond the point where he could control it, and this expectation was met.

      Ndidi didn't explode with fury, but it laced his quiet words with venom. "You vile bitch. You make me sick."

      The words had no effect on Abbie other than to make her roll her eyes.

      "Come on," she said. "Kilman saw the truth before taking several bullets to the chest. He realised a uniformed police officer had lured him to the school because he had rejected something you requested. That was what he said: 'I told Ndidi no.' So you can call me a liar, but I don't need your confirmation. This I know to be true, and I'll tell the police the same if they catch me."

      Ndidi still had his phone.

      "They'll never believe you."

      "You don't reckon?"

      Ndidi wanted to respond but found he couldn't. The words caught in his throat.

      "The problem for you," said Abbie, "is that it sounds true. After your daughter was kidnapped, it makes sense the kidnappers would contact you. It’s clear they only took Isabella because they need something from you. It can't be money, because you don't earn enough. I believe they're looking to rob Lucky Draw. Gary says you work there, but let's say, for a moment, he's lying."

      "He is lying," said Ndidi. The venom remained in each word.

      "Okay," said Abbie. "But let's assume the kidnappers want to rob Lucky Draw. It's hard enough to swipe large quantities of cash from beneath the nose of fellow dangerous criminals. How much more difficult would it be if the police swarmed the place before the crooks get out? Orion has plenty of experience evading police capture, but following recent experiences, perhaps he's a little jumpier than usual. When he called, what did he demand for the safe return of your daughter?"

      Looking at his phone, Ndidi searched for the right combination of words, not to convince Abbie he would call the police, but to convince himself he was safe to do so.

      "I think they asked you to propose something to your superiors, and I think you told them Kilman would reject the idea. They said they could deal with the DCI if he was to be a problem. They probably didn't spell it out, but you would have known what that meant."

      Abbie sat back in the armchair, let this sink in. Ndidi was still fighting a losing battle against his reflexive expressions.

      "You might be a bad man," said Abbie. “But on this, at least, I can probably give you the benefit of the doubt. It was a choice: your daughter's life or Kilman's. And what a simple choice, when boiled down to such simplistic terms. You tried to save Kilman by proposing what the kidnappers wanted anyway. But he blocked the suggestion as you knew he would, and you didn't dare confess to him what this would mean. You let the kidnappers proceed with their removal plan. Of course, you would also have told them my name and how I could be acquired, so they could deal with Kilman and me at the same time. You never specifically asked for anything, but in what you told the kidnappers, you signed our death warrants."

      Ndidi was trying to make his face do something. Abbie pointed.

      "Is that supposed to be righteous indignation?"

      "You don't know what you're talking about," he said. "You're a vindictive, lying cow."

      "Stop it. You're starting to sound like my mother."

      Ndidi trembled. He turned left and right as though he knew he had to start pacing but was sure his fury would cause him to burst straight through a wall. He was trying to decide if he wanted to pulverise the wall between living room and neighbour's place or between living room and hallway.

      Abbie rose from the armchair. Her gun remained at her side, clasped in a loose fist.

      "You can call the police, and I'll tell them everything I've told you. You'll call me a liar, but will they believe you? They’ll realise how suspicious is it that Kilman turned down your plan and was shot hours later. Even if they lock me up and throw away the key, might they not also reject your proposal, just to be on the safe side? What would the kidnappers do then?"

      Free fist clenching and unclenching on repeat, eyes shimmering, Ndidi began to shake his head. He let his phone-holding hand drop to his side.

      "You're going to get my daughter killed."

      Since standing from her chair, Abbie hadn't approached Ndidi. The gun remained by her side, and she still didn't intend to use it. She took a step to the left. The coffee table had been between her and Ndidi, and now there was nothing but carpet. When she moved, Ndidi flinched.

      "That's the last thing I want," she said. "We're on the same side, working against Orion to save Isabella."

      For the first time in a while, Ndidi forced himself to look up. Still trembling, he met her eye.

      “You keep mentioning Orion. Who is that?"

      Of course, Ndidi wouldn't know. The kidnappers would have offered no real names when they called. They wouldn't have given any unnecessary information. They didn't want to give Ndidi anything he might use to locate them. The Beckers had committed crimes all over the country. Still, there were hundreds of police stations and thousands of police detectives. There was no reason Ndidi would have heard of Margaret Becker or her children.

      "I heard the shooter talking about his boss," said Abbie. "A man named Orion. I believe this to be Orion Becker, a high-profile criminal who features on many most-wanted lists. If he has your daughter, she's in far greater danger than you imagine. I don't say that to scare you, but because I need you to understand the gravity of the situation. You don't know or trust me, and why should you? But I protect people. I save people, and I can save Isabella. If you work with me."

      Ndidi bit his lip, mulled this over, shook his head. Abbie fought the urge to sigh.

      "I don't need you," he said. "By the end of tomorrow, my daughter and I will be reunited. This'll be over."

      "You don't truly believe that, do you?" said Abbie. "You're Alice through the looking glass, now. Even if Orion hands over Isabella and buggers off once he has what he wants, what about the people in your station? You've seen the corruption, haven't you?"

      Shaking his head in apparent denial, Ndidi said, "I have no reason to believe anyone in my station is on the take."

      Now Abbie did sigh. "I don't know what to think about you, Ndidi. Maybe you are corrupt, working for Lucky Draw. It's also possible you're naive and genuinely believe your station is currently corruption-free. Instinct tells me neither is correct. I'd go out on a limb and say you aren't the bad guy; the actions you've taken are because of your daughter, but you know the rot has set in in your workplace. Do you truly know who you can trust?"

      Ndidi's jaw was tight.

      "There's more to this than I can see right now," Abbie pressed. "Lots of strands, begging to be pulled together, only I can't figure out how to make them fit into a coherent pattern. I don't know why you attacked Gary, but I know there's at least one corrupt uniform working at your station. That makes me think of Franks and Evans. Was it coincidence they were passing last night and happened to see our scuffle? I think about where we were, how far from the street, and the trees that shield the park from the road. One or the other of those police constables must have damn sharp eyes. Or maybe they were only feigning a random patrol. Maybe, in actual fact, they were watching someone. Someone they knew they would soon have to bring into the fold." Abbie let this sink in. "Were they watching you, Ndidi? was it really your idea to ask them and Gary to give false witness statements, or was it theirs?"

      Ndidi kept his jaw tight and didn't try to open it. Still, his eyes gave away plenty, and Abbie was sure she was on the right lines. Becker and the police officers on his payroll had planned to use Ndidi; they needed to keep him out of trouble until they were ready to act.

      "Maybe, when this is over, and you have Isabella back, you'll want to draw a line under everything," said Abbie. "But won't those bent officers, whoever they might be, start to worry? I'm sure they were corrupt before Orion came along, and they'll be bent once he's moved on to pastures new. More than anything, they'll want to keep out of jail, and the thing about corrupt officers is, they tend to go to greater lengths to get their way than does your average police officer."

      It was clear Abbie had unnerved Ndidi, but he was still fighting against everything she had to say. Still shaking his head, and now he stepped forward.

      "That's enough. I'm not talking to you anymore. Whatever will be after this is done, I don't care. For now, my daughter is everything."

      "Then let me help," said Abbie.

      "No."

      And in that word, Abbie saw he wouldn't be moved. Not now, not tonight. He was fixed on his course of action, and nothing Abbie could say or do would change it.

      Fine. Abbie had known getting something positive from this meeting would be a long shot. She still believed it had been a risk worth taking.

      Ndidi had his phone again. He unlocked the screen.

      From Abbie's back pocket, she withdrew a paperclip. Holding it in one hand, she raised the gun and aimed at Ndidi's chest with the other.

      For the first time, he noted the weapon. His eyes widened.

      "You're mad," he said.

      "You look surprised," said Abbie. "Which is weird considering it was only minutes ago you accused me of being a cop killer. Is it possible you never believed that? Was it a porky?"

      "Don't make this any worse for yourself," said Ndidi. "Put the gun down. You'll never escape."

      But Abbie shook her head. "Sorry, you're in too deep. All you can think about is your daughter, and that's understandable, but she's my priority as well. You'll need my help to save her, and I can't do anything if I'm behind bars."

      "So what," said Ndidi, "you'll kill me so you're free to try and save my daughter? I'm not sure she'll thank you."

      "I won't kill you," said Abbie. "But if you don't do what I say, I'll put a bullet in each of your legs. It'll hurt. A lot."

      Keeping the gun steady, Abbie offered the paper clip to the detective.

      "There's a tiny hole on the side of your phone," she said. "Prod the end of the paperclip into it, and your SIM card will pop right out."

      "You're not taking my SIM,” said Ndidi.

      "Very astute, now do as your told."

      He stared at her. His eyes were on the barrel of the gun, which was aiming at his chest. Not very persuasive when Abbie had already said she wouldn't kill him. She lowered her aim to his right knee.

      "While we're young."

      Still, he hesitated. When Abbie stepped forward, he got the message and grabbed the paperclip.

      "You'll never get away with this," he said.

      Abbie made a non-committal noise and looked across the room. There was a picture of Ndidi, a woman that had to be his wife, and Isabella, all three beaming. The smiles looked genuine.

      "I'm sure you miss your daughter with all your heart," said Abbie. "I promise you'll see her again."

      "I know," he said. "But not because of you."

      The SIM case popped out of the phone. Before Ndidi could do anything, Abbie had grabbed the handset and yanked it from the detective's hands.

      "Don't panic," she said as he squeaked. "I'm sure this is the phone the kidnappers will ring if they need to get in touch, and I don't want you to miss that. But I need a headstart before you call your copper mates on me. You understand."

      Removing the SIM from the casing, Abbie rested it on her thumb, then flicked it as she might flip a coin. It sailed through the air and disappeared down the back of the sofa. Abbie dropped the casing to the floor and turned off the handset.

      "Pretty soon," said Abbie, "I believe we're going to become allies. We'll work together to save your daughter. I'm looking forward to that."

      "In fifteen years, when I'm watching my daughter graduate university, you'll still be rotting in a prison cell."

      Abbie gave a contemplative nod.

      "Maybe we'll both be right."

      Ndidi said nothing. He was a ball of seething resentment, anger and worry.

      "I am sorry about this," she said, handing over the phone.

      He took the handset. Opened his mouth to spit some vile insult Abbie's way.

      And she smashed her gun into his face, sending him spinning to the floor, blood spraying from his nose."

      She closed her eyes, allowing guilt for the sudden attack to wash over her for two seconds and no more.

      "Catch you in a bit," she said and rushed out the back door as fast as she could.

      After all, she had another meeting to keep.
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      Abbie made the pickup. Exact time, exact place. The car had barely stopped when Abbie opened the door and dropped inside. Then they were off.

      Ana's hands remained tight on the wheel as she drove. The strain of frustration and nervous energy on her face did nothing to diminish her beauty, which was annoying. Unfair. Abbie sometimes felt as though her lifestyle had aged her prematurely, though she still drew an eye or two. Not that it had ever mattered. Dating had been off the cards until she met Bobby, and he was different.

      "I disposed of the evidence," said Ana as they drove. It took Abbie a few seconds to realise what she meant. Had they murdered someone? If so, Abbie had forgotten, which was alarming.

      Then it clicked.

      "The mugs?"

      Ana nodded.

      "Oh, for God's sake."

      "I was careful not to touch anything else," said Ana. "You were reckless, as noted, but at least I’ll be free to represent you following your arrest. I won't be fighting my own conviction."

      "You need to calm down," said Abbie. "Ndidi is busy worrying about his daughter and he’s afraid of what I might tell the police if they catch me. He won’t call his colleagues until all this is all over. Once it is, whether I was or was not in Ndidi's house will be the least of my worries. I'll be facing a murder charge."

      Ana drove on. Their destination was a block of flats a ten-minute drive from Ndidi's place. Though it was unlikely the police were looking for Abbie's lawyer's car or that they would recognise it, Ana parked half a mile out. By the time they got out and closed their doors, the sun had given up on this late March day, and a half-moon had taken its place. There were probably police about, searching for Abbie, but they should be okay so long as they were careful.

      As they made their way towards the flats, Ana spent more time checking for oncoming police than did Abbie.

      "People who murder police officers tend not to stick around," said Abbie. "Most police resources will have gone into blocking the roads out of town. By now, they're probably concluding that I've escaped. They'll keep a presence locally but spend more time sending my face around to stations across the country, for wherever I turn up next.

      Again, Abbie thought of Ben. Not for the first time, she wondered how he'd be dealing with this. It was easy to fall into the trap of telling herself if she'd had the strength to ditch Bobby, she wouldn't have the cops on her trail now. Of course, this wasn't true. Everything would have gone the same. Right now, Ben's teams would be working to mitigate the damage. Still, even the organisation that had so recently fired Abbie had its limits. 

      With Ben or without, when this was over, Abbie would always have had to face the music.

      In some ways, that was comforting.

      She wondered how long after her conviction Bobby would dump her. Then pushed that thought away. She had no use for it now.

      They turned a corner, and the block of flats loomed over them. Another car passed, and Ana flinched.

      "Are you sure this a good idea?" she asked as the car turned a corner, it's taillights disappearing.

      "We need help," said Abbie. "Can't do it alone."

      "Not what I meant."

      Abbie looked at Ana then away. If the younger woman wanted to go on, she could, otherwise, whatever.

      Ana went on.

      "I mean, the police are all over this. Legions of people will be doing everything they can to bring Isabella home safely. What makes you think you can do better?"

      "Because it's what I do," said Abbie. "If I have to get myself thrown in jail or even killed to save that child, that's what I'll do, because I believe I can help. I know I have something to offer when it comes to rescuing Isabella. So I have to try, but you don't have to stick around."

      Ana looked as though she might have more to say on the subject, another rejection of the cause.

      Instead, she said, "Yeah, I do."

      Thirty seconds later, they pushed through a gate and took a straight path towards the block's front doors. These were locked, openable only by electronic key card. In other words, this was not a lock Abbie could pick.

      Beside the door were two columns of buttons, each one labelled with a flat number. No names.

      Earlier, while Abbie had been at the school, dodging bullets, being framed, saving Gary's life, Ana and Alice, her mother, had been busy. Before turning her back on crime in the lead up to her sixtieth birthday, Alice had spent most of her professional career as a gunrunner. Her life of crime had led to the accrual of many useful contacts. A lot of these people, bad people, had been cut away when Alice went legit. Many remained. One such contact had found several key addresses for Alice, who had passed them on to Ana, who had shared them with Abbie. One of these addresses had been Ndidi's. Another was flat thirteen of the block outside which the duo now stood.

      "You know what to do?" Abbie asked.

      Ana frowned. "I'm not a simpleton."

      "That'll be a yes, will it?"

      Sighing, Ana leaned forward and jabbed the button for flat thirteen. There was an electronic buzz that seemed to assault the silence, followed by quiet.

      Ten seconds passed. Ana glanced to Abbie, asking the silent question.

      Should I go again?

      Abbie was preparing to nod her ascent when the silence was broken a second time. Rather than the electronic buzz, it was the crackle of an intercom, followed by a slightly distorted voice.

      "Sorry, hello? Is someone still there?"

      "Hi," said Ana. "Is that Christine Lakes?"

      A pause. Long enough to suggest the homeowner was trying to decide whether to answer.

      Then: "That's me. Who may I ask is speaking?"

      Very polite, formal. A classic case of phone voice and speech. Abbie smiled as Ana continued.

      "My name's Ariana Rayner. I'm a lawyer. We met earlier this morning at the police station, where you interviewed my client, Abagail King. Can I come up?"

      A longer pause this time. Understandable.

      Then: "Why?"

      Ana looked at Abbie, who remained silent at Ana's side. They had been through numerous possible variations of this conversation in the car and planned responses for each. No more coaching was required.

      "I take it you understand the police are currently seeking my client concerning a shooting that took place at a nearby, closed-down school?"

      "You mean how they want to arrest her for the attempted murder, soon to be actual murder, of a police officer?" said Christine.

      "You could put it like that," Ana said, as though Christine's version wasn't the much more succinct and accurate description of events. "Either way, regarding this shooting, there are some things I’d like to discuss with you. If you could let me in—"

      "I don't think that would be wise," cut in Christine. "If you have anything to say, you can go to the station and discuss it with the duty officer there. A detective or detectives will be called in to speak with you. My advice would be to bring your client. Abbie is in a lot of trouble right now, and evading police capture will only make things worse. Now, if you'll excuse me, it's my night off."

      Ana looked at Abbie, and Abbie nodded. Christine's response wasn't surprising. Ana and Abbie had predicated the rebuttal almost word for word, and Ana was prepared.

      "Three men and one woman, all armed, attacked you and Abbie at Davesh's dealership last night. Three of these assailants are no longer a problem, but one remains at large."

      After Ana finished speaking, there was a long pause. The longest yet, as Christine considered.

      "I don't think I should speak about that," said Christine. Abbie smiled. Based on her meeting with Kilman, Abbie had suspected that Christine bottled her confession. After leaving Abbie, she had gone home rather than to the station. Her response seemed to confirm this. She wouldn’t incriminate herself.

      "The man who fled the dealership," Ana continued, "went on to shoot Detective Chief Inspector Kilman and witness Gary, the former of whom now fights for his life in hospital. Before this shooting, Kilman and my client shared information. They realised they had each been lured to the school. Gary lured Abbie while an unnamed uniformed police officer fed misinformation to DCI Kilman to get him to the same location. Alone. We don't know who this uniformed officer is, and we don't know who else at the station might be working for the wrong side. Given your position," pause to let this sink in, "my client felt you were possibly the only person we could trust."

      Silence. They could neither see nor hear Christine, but Abbie got the sense that if Ana's words were the line, and the young detective was the fish, she was on the hook. More than mulling over Ana's words, Christine actively fought them as they dragged her towards the surface.

      As part of this fight, Christine said, "I don’t know what your client might mean about my position, but I would suggest that if she wishes to exonerate herself for the shootings of Detective Kilman and Gary, she should make an official statement, on the record, at the police station, about what happened at the school. Given what she has said about the alleged shooter, it might also be in her best interest to confess any previous meetings she has had with this man."

      Abbie smiled. How careful Christine was, and fair play to her. Ana was a lawyer, and as with the police, you had to be oh so careful what you said in their presence, even in unofficial settings and during conversations that could undoubtedly not be entered into evidence in any future trial.

      Still, whatever Christine said, Abbie knew it would take one more push to get this fish into the boat. She nodded to Ana, who ignored everything Christine had said to proceed with the planned strategy.

      "Before Kilman died, he revealed he believed he knew the reason corrupt police officers would want to kill him. It relates to Isabella's kidnapping."

      Ana stopped. Didn't go on. This was all part of the plan; it drew Christina in. Once she asked the question, Abbie would know they had her.

      Silence.

      Silence.

      Then, the intercom crackle.

      Then, "What was his theory?"

      Both Ana and Abbie smiled.

      "He said they wanted him dead because he had said no to Ndidi. Ndidi brought him a plan or a suggestion today, and Kilman said no."

      Silence.

      Ana looked at Abbie, who nodded again. This time she was not suggesting Ana go on. She was saying, Got her.

      Silence.

      Ana wasn't so sure but trusted Abbie, to a degree, and kept her council.

      Silence.

      Then, the intercom crackle.

      Then, "Okay. You'd better come up."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Given Christine had already been unsure about letting Ana up when she believed the lawyer to be alone, Abbie did not expect the detective's mind to be eased when she realised Ana had employed subterfuge via the information she had left out of their conversation. Namely, information regarding her secret companion.

      Christine opened the door, saw Ana, and bit her lip. Though the building had no lift and Ana had traipsed up four flights of stairs to reach the door, Christine still looked as though she might try, with polite words and a firm tone, to make the lawyer leave.

      Then Abbie entered stage right.

      Christine's eyes widened as had Ndidi's, and she turned a hateful glare to Ana, who appeared unfazed by the wrath.

      "We need to talk," said Abbie.

      "I'm calling the police."

      Abbie stepped forward as Christine tried to slam the door. With a foot and a hand, she prevented the detective from shutting them out.

      Rather than attempt to fight Abbie and force her from the flat, Christine turned and rushed deeper inside.

      Abbie followed, Ana hot on her heel.

      The door opened into a short corridor. A door on the left led to the living room/kitchen, one on the right led to the bedroom, and one at the end opened into the bathroom.

      Closing the front door behind them, Abbie and Ana took the left door and stepped into the living room. A small but cosy space comprising a two-person sofa, a TV, a couple of bookshelves, and a kitchen tucked into one corner at the end.

      Due to a lack of room, there were no sofa-side tables. Christine had been enjoying a glass of wine which sat on the floor beside the sofa. Her mobile had rested on the arm. As Abbie entered the living room, the detective was collecting her handset and unlocking the screen.

      "Deja vu," said Abbie. "Ndidi did exactly the same when I arrived at his place."

      This stopped Christine. The phone screen was unlocked, but she looked up at her unwelcome and uninvited guest rather than dialling one of her colleagues or going straight for 999. Abbie knew this gave her only seconds to further delay Christine's initial plan. She started by stating her suspicion as fact.

      "The person responsible for Isabella's kidnap is Orion Becker. I believe his plan is to rob the mob-run casino in this lovely little town of yours. Possibly, he coerced information out of sources including Gary that would assist him plan and execute this robbery. He has certainly kidnapped Isabella Ndidi because he needs Detective Idrissa Ndidi to achieve something to do with the police for him. Kilman stood in the way of whatever this thing was. That they have resorted to kidnapping Isabella indicates no corrupt officers are working for Orion of Ndidi's level or higher. That Kilman, of a higher rank than Ndidi, could block their plan indicates they would have been better off kidnapping the child of a more senior officer. Maybe Ndidi was the only one with a young child they could access. I don't know. What matters is Kilman rejected his plan and therefore had to go. Presumably, whoever has replaced Kilman will sign off.... blank."

      Following the speech, Abbie took a breath. When Christine remained across the room, phone in hand, unmoving and speechless, Abbie moved further in. Leaning beside the seat, she picked up the glass of wine and sniffed.

      "Smells good," she said. "Unfortunately, I don't drink when I'm saving lives, but if you wanted to do a drinks run, I'd go for water. Doesn't need to be filtered. I can see you have a tap, so as long as you own glassware, we're good to go."

      Mention of drinks seemed to snap Christine from her reverie. Glancing back at the tap, she paused, then returned to Abbie. She did not make a move to fill a glass. Nor did she offer around biscuits.

      "If what you suggest is true," said Christine. "That is all the more reason to make an official statement at the station. It's all useful. It could make a big difference."

      Abbie shook her head. "No one would believe me. Certainly not soon enough. Kidnapping is risky business. Orion wouldn't have taken Isabella unless they were ready to move. My guess is they’ll try and rob the casino tonight, so we need to act now. I need to know what plan Ndidi brought to Kilman. That’s the lynchpin. It could explain everything."

      Christine looked over Abbie's shoulder to Ana. Like Ndidi, she was still holding the phone up though she had done nothing with it. Like Ndidi, she was lost. Unsure of what to do.

      “Come on,” sad Abbie. “I ask myself why Orion needed to kidnap Isabella and it makes me think of Hammond. Maybe they had a corrupt DCI in their pocket but he died in a home invasion. That would explain why they had to pivot. Plan B was a kidnap because they didn’t have time to find and bride another corrupt cop of Hammond’s rank."

      Still unsure of herself, Christine temporarily lowered her phone. Abbie made sure not to reveal any relief or happiness at this action. With steady eyes, she watched the police officer, waiting.

      "You said Isabella was all that mattered," said Christine. "She was the priority."

      "I did," said Abbie. "And I meant it."

      "In which case you should leave this alone. Who cares what the kidnappers want? Who cares if he robs the mob, those bloody Lucky Draw monsters? What does any of it matter so long as Ndidi gets Isabella back? So long as that poor child ends up safe?"

      Abbie met Christine's eye and saw such genuine concern there. This was no trick. This young detective cared about helping people. About making things right.

      "I have a file stored in the cloud," said Abbie. "Earlier, I asked Ana to download it. If you give her your email address, she'll hit send, and you can take a look."

      This stumped Christine. "What file? What are you talking about?"

      “It's every bit of information I've gathered about the Beckers, from the mother Margaret's childhood to Orion's disappearance. Within is a section on all of the crimes they are known to have committed. And in some cases, as I think you'll see, "crimes" is not a strong enough word. I don't mean to sound dramatic, but "atrocities" might be more appropriate."

      Ana had withdrawn her phone and was logging into her emails. Earlier she had downloaded the file at Abbie’s suggestion. Christine looked from Ana's moving fingers to Abbie's earnest expression.

      "Are you saying what I think you're saying?"

      "You should sit down," said Abbie. "Drink your wine. I'll get myself a water, something for Ana if she wants it. With your permission, of course. You just need to give us your email address."

      Abbie stepped across the room, putting herself between Christine and the kitchen, with Christine between the sofa and Abbie.

      "You tell me what you mean," the detective said. "I want to hear you say it."

      "You know what I’m saying but okay," said Abbie. "As you'll see from the file, the Beckers show neither mercy nor remorse. Their exploits made them rich, but money never excited them. They thrived on undermining the so-called best security systems in the world, they relished outwitting and outrunning large scale police operations, and they delighted in both ending and destroying lives. If stilling one heart broke another, they enjoyed it all the more."

      Abbie sighed. Looked to Ana, then back to Christine.

      "They were all the same. Orion is as sick as his siblings, who were as vile as their mother. I've never met him, but I know him, and by knowing him, I understand that when he has what he wants from Ndidi, he won't give that poor father his daughter back."

      Abbie took a breath and forced herself to continue.

      "He'll murder that poor little girl with her father watching. And he'll laugh while he does it."
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      For a few seconds, the women opposite Abbie could do nothing but take these words in. 

      He'll murder that poor little girl with her father watching. And he'll laugh while he does it.

      Then Christine released a sob, stumbled backwards as though struck, and collapsed to the sofa.

      Ana said, "Actually, I think I could go for a glass of wine. If anyone's offering. Though vodka would be better. Only if someone's offering. Or if they’re not.”

      Abbie was closest to the kitchen but looked to the homeowner for consent. Christine took a few more seconds to gather herself, then held a hand towards Ana.

      "Get that email ready to go and give it here. I'll enter my address."

      Ana glanced at Abbie. Then, as though remembering she didn't need permission, returned to her phone and did as Christine asked.

      The shaken detective leaned over the sofa arm to grab her glass and drain what remained of her wine. Standing, she handed the empty to Abbie.

      “You can’t know it’s Orion Becker.”

      Abbie couldn’t. But admitting as much would allow Christine to have doubts about working with Abbie, so she said nothing. Guessing Christine would fill in the silence with what she most dreaded to hear.

      At last, Christine nodded as though Abbie had revealed a piece of information that proved, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that they were dealing with Becker.

      "One to the left of the cupboard under the sink,” Christine said. “Think there are some spirits in there. Probably vodka. Glasses are in the cupboard above that. I'd do it myself, but... my legs feel a little weak right now."

      Abbie understood. "Sit down," she said.

      While Ana handed her phone to Christine, Abbie went to the kitchen. She crouched beside the cupboard the detective had indicated. In here, she found three bottles, one of which did contain vodka. It was unopened, so Abbie unscrewed the cap and broke the seal.

      Taking the bottle, she stood and placed it on the counter. By her head, another wooden door opened to reveal the glassware. Abbie retrieved two whiskey tumblers and a pint glass. Into the tumblers, she poured double, or possibly triple, measures. She filled the glass with water.

      It wasn't that she didn't want a drink. Though she was the one to deliver the information regarding what she expected Orion to do once Ndidi has outlived his usefulness, it had still made her dwell on it. That poor innocent girl, to Abbie known only via dreams and pictures, crying, screaming, begging, as Orion laughed, as he ended her life...

      Yes, Abbie could use a drink, but she didn't drink on missions. She'd stuck to that credo through some awful situations, situations where it seemed only drink could numb the pain or the horror. She'd stuck to it then, and she'd stick to it now.

      It wasn't that she believed after a couple of shots she'd be less effective. Not really, though this was undoubtedly true. It was that, in a situation like this, though she'd always been a casual drinker, she feared that once she'd started, she would be unable to stop.

      Leaving the wine glass by the sink, Abbie pushed the tumblers together and lifted them with the fingers of her left hand. With her right, she collected the pint glass and returned to the living room.

      Since she'd left, Christine had sent the email from Ana's phone, then disappeared to the bedroom. She returned as Abbie did, carrying an iPad Pro. A better implement on which to read what Ana had sent. Retaking her seat, Christine unlocked the device and located the email. Downloaded the file.

      In one corner of the room, Abbie noticed a fold-up chair. Passing Ana both tumblers, she nodded to the free half of the sofa.

      "Go on, take the load off."

      Abbie grabbed the fold-up chair from the corner and placed it opposite the sofa, partially obscuring the TV, which was off. Ana was handing one of the vodka measures to Christine, who was already perusing the Becker file. She muttered thanks, then went on reading for a little while in silence. Retrieving their phones, Abbie and Ana opened the same file and started reading as well.

      Something was nagging at Abbie. Or maybe it was lots of somethings her mind was trying to roll into one for ease. She had always known Orion would only return for a job worthy of the Becker name. Robbing a mob-run casino, evading the police, and kidnapping and killing a child certainly seemed, on the face of it, to fit the bill.

      But Orion had been gone for months.

      Was it enough?

      Christine dropped her iPad into her lap and, with a huff, tore Abbie from her thoughts.

      "This is too much," she said, putting her head in her hands then pulling it out again. "It's too much, too soon."

      Abbie and Ana remained quiet, resisting the urge to glance at each other. They allowed Christine to take a deep breath, to look at the ceiling, to compose herself.

      "I did my training," she said after a spell. "All I ever wanted was to be a cop and to make a difference. So I worked hard, and I was great. Got on the fast track to becoming a detective and passed with flying colours. And when I was done, when I was out of uniform and into my suit, I was so excited to get started. I knew I was young, which would make it harder, and I knew I was a woman, which would also make it harder, but that was okay. I was ready to work. I had the support network, see? They always talk, during training, about how important that is—the support network. Well, I had my family a couple of streets away and, just as I was passing my detective exams, my boyfriend asked me to move in. Without a second thought, I said yes, and I knew before long, engagement would follow. Then marriage, then kids. It was going to be hard, sure. But it was going to be perfect."

      Christine stopped. Wiped her eyes and stalled her tears by downing her vodka. She grimaced. Shook her head like a dog coming out of a pond as though she could shake away the droplets of tipsiness.

      Abbie remembered what she had noted earlier about the young detective. The pints in the pub. She wondered how many glasses of wine Christine had consumed before her guests arrived. The vodka bottle had been unopened, but the gin was half gone. The whiskey three quarters. Was the vodka a long time unopened, or was it a fresh bottle, its predecessor recently polished off?

      "I need another," said Christine, rising. Abbie stood at the same time. Something told her she should stop the young detective. But a little girl's life was on the line. Now was not the time to be talking to Christine about the dark path she was on.

      Instead of trying to delay Christine, Abbie said, "Allow me. Same again?"

      Christine nodded. Handed over the glass. "Please."

      Abbie went to the kitchen, retrieved the vodka. This time, she poured a little over a single measure. If Christine noticed when Abbie returned, the detective chose not to mention it. She was partway through her story. Something was heavy on her chest. She was ready to pull it off.

      "I'd been out of uniform a week when my direct superior called me in," said Christine. "He sits me down and introduces me to another man, even higher up the food chain in a completely different department. I'm ready for my career in Vice to begin, and here's the head of one of the biggest anti-corruption teams in the country, claiming to need my help. Both he and my boss make sure to tell me I must feel free to say no if this isn't something I want while making it abundantly clear I have no choice. They want to send me a hundred miles from my family and the love of my life, and I want nothing more than to tell them, no. I'm happy where I am. We're in that room less than ten minutes, and by the time I leave, I've agreed to go undercover, to leave everything I know behind to take on one of the most hated jobs in police work. You already worked out what that was."

      Christine swigged down the second vodka and stared into the tumbler. Abbie expected her to ask for another, but she managed to hold off. At least for the moment.

      "I don't know why I'm telling you this."

      This time Abbie did glance at Ana. On the lawyer's face, she saw pity, but Ariana could never understand what Christine was going through. No chance.

      Taking a swig of water and placing it at her side, Abbie leaned forward in the horribly uncomfortable fold-out chair.

      "I cannot imagine how hard it must be for a sociable but honest person to go undercover and investigate other police officers. You're surrounded by colleagues, most of whom are friendly, but you feel you're betraying them. You struggle to make friends because you don't believe friendship should be based on a lie, but you can't tell them the truth. You must feel so isolated, so alone, and I can only commend the strength of character it must take to persevere. It's no wonder you want to spill all to Ana and me, and you shouldn't feel guilty. It's your first chance to be truly honest with people who might understand for Lord knows how long. Anyone would get that."

      Christine met Abbie's eye. The detective's glistened with tears, but she found the strength to shake her head.

      "You're suspected of assaulting one police officer and shooting another. I can't be talking to you. Whenever I get the chance, I phone my boyfriend or my parents, and we talk. I tell them everything. They're my outlet."

      "And do they understand?" asked Abbie. "Or do they watch Line of Duty and think this all must be terribly exciting for you. Do they get the pain, the loneliness? Can they?"

      A tear trailed down Christine's cheek. Raising a hand, she wiped it away. Once again, she looked into her empty tumbler.

      "They do their best."

      "I know they do," said Abbie. "And you're lucky to have them, but that doesn't make you a bad person for thinking they don't quite understand your plight. Because they don't."

      "And you do, do you?" said Christine, her tone bitter. "You, the cop killer."

      "Last I heard, Kilman wasn't dead," said Abbie. "Also, I didn't shoot him. I did punch Ndidi, but he deserved it. He was attacking Gary."

      Christine shrugged a sulky teenager's shrug. "If you say so."

      But the detective didn't honestly believe Abbie had shot Kilman. If she did, she wouldn't have held off phoning the police. She would have run screaming from the building if that was what it took to get Abbie locked up.

      Abbie took a breath. Christine had bared her soul. Maybe it was Abbie's turn.

      "Right now, back home, I have a boyfriend waiting for me, just like you. Our relationship is in its early days. We don't live together, per se, but I think there's every chance he loves me. Stranger still, I think I might be falling in love with him."

      A cough overcame Abbie, and she picked up her water, took a long swig. Okay, this was going to be more challenging than she thought.

      "At midnight last night, I told this guy a young girl might be in trouble. I had to try to save her. He didn't like it, because he worries, but he knew what I did when we started seeing each other. He'd already told me he'd be okay with it, though this was his first test. So, although he was worried, he bit his tongue. Rather than begging me to stay with him so he could be sure I wasn't in danger, he told me to be safe and to come back to him. I couldn't promise either, but I did anyway because loves makes us weak, and occasionally it makes us liars."

      Love makes us weak. That was a phrase straight from the teachings of Ben. No one in love could be an effective soldier or saviour. Heroes had to be alone because once they let people into their heart, they could no longer put their lives on the line to protect the innocent. 

      That's what he believed. Abbie would prove him wrong.

      "I left my boyfriend to come here," said Abbie. "I rushed to this town where no one knows who I am, where I'm alone, where I knew I would face only mistrust and dislike. I did that not because I wanted to; what I want is to be spending the day with my man. I did it because there's a child in danger, and duty, my duty, comes before my happiness."

      Christine was enraptured by this story. Abbie was still struggling to tell it. It still hurt to think about it. And Bobby's smile shone brighter in her mind than ever before.

      "Most people won't understand how you feel, but I do," said Abbie. "I've spent years putting duty before happiness. I've cut myself off from society. I save lives, but I've been isolated, alone when I'm not protecting the innocent. My only allies are people like Ariana," Abbie waved a hand to the lawyer. "A woman who only a month ago almost drowned trying to murder me."

      "That's true," said Ana.

      "I know how you feel," said Abbie. "I know how much it sucks. I..." she paused, struggled to find the right words. "Duty is the chain around your neck. You were pushed into this job, and that isn't fair. I wish I could do something to help you. I only hope that in saving Isabella, we can root out the remaining corrupt officers in your local station, so you can go home."

      Abbie finished her water. Wanted another but left the glass where it was rather than give Christine an excuse to request another vodka.

      "I pray you'll find a way to trust Ariana and me because I think, if we work together, we can uncover what Orion Becker's up to. We can stop him and the officers he has on the payroll, and we can do the most important thing of all: we can save Isabella."

      Abbie looked to Ariana, the woman she had turned away, told to go home because she could barely stand to look at her, knowing what Alice's daughter had done.

      "You're on board, aren't you, Ana? You'll do what it takes to save Isabella?"

      "Hell yeah," said Ana. No hesitation or reservation.

      Abbie returned to Christine.

      "What about you?" she said. "You still have your phone, I guess, so now's the time to decide. Do we work together to stop Becker? Do we put all our cards on the table to untangle what's going on here and save Isabella? Or do you phone the police? If you want to, I won't stop you, though I'll run. With or without you, I will do my duty."

      Christine looked at Abbie. Turned to Ana. Looked into her tumbler and stared at the empty glass for a long time.

      Then she looked back up.

      "Cards on the table," she said. "Let's save that little girl."
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      Christine insisted on another drink, and this one she poured herself. Thankfully, she went for wine rather than vodka. She emptied a bottle and chucked it into a box in one of the kitchen cupboards. Abbie heard the clank as the new bottle fell on a mountain of others. She tried not to wonder how often that box needed emptying.

      There was an unopened bottle in the fridge. Christine offered it around. Ana gratefully finished her vodka and excepted the wine, while Abbie asked for another water.

      When they were settled, drinks in hand, Christine began laying her metaphorical cards on a metaphorical table.

      It was simple enough. Someone unknown had tipped off the anti-corruption teams following suspicions that certain team members were taking bribes and, in return, protecting local criminals from examination and prosecution. Run of the mill stuff. An investigation was opened, but no one got very excited until irregularities were discovered in the behaviour and bank accounts of DCI Hammond.

      "He was careful," said Christine. "Just not careful enough. It didn't take long to discover he was spending a lot of money in cash. Simultaneously, income streams were arriving in his bank account that were unlinked to his salary and bonuses. He was interviewed informally by a couple of anti-corruption agents, and his explanations held up to initial scrutiny. But flags were raised. The detectives agreed something wasn't right. It was decided further, and closer investigation was needed."

      Enter Christine Lakes. Hammond was an intelligent man and savvy operator. Having been questioned by anti-corruption officers, it was decided he would be suspicious of undercover operations against him. What was the best way around this? Superior officers decided rather than giving an experienced detective a false identity, they would pluck a newly qualified detective from another department and parachute them into Hammond's team. There would be no need to give this detective a false identity, and her youth and inexperience would less likely incur Hammond's suspicion.

      "And he never did seem suspicious," said Christine. "From the day I arrived, he was kind. Took me under his wing, ensured I felt part of the team. A charming, friendly, funny man, it was easy to see why everyone idolised him. Within about an hour, I came close to idolising him myself."

      "That must have been difficult," said Abbie as Christine took a big gulp of wine. "Guess you hated yourself for a little while."

      "If that's strong enough," said Christine. "I despised myself. I sat in my apartment and screamed and cried. I didn't want to be here. I loathed my boss back home and the anti-corruption guy who had sent me here. I told myself I'd find nothing, and that would show them."

      Abbie smiled a sad smile. "But finding nothing turned out to be difficult?"

      Christine nodded. The informant, who remained unnamed and unknown to Christine, had passed across plenty of information. One of the prime concerns was regarding a potential link between Hammond and local businessman Davesh, the car dealership owner.

      "I told myself it wouldn't matter if Hammond was corrupt or not," said Christine. "He'd hide it so well; someone with my experience would never learn the truth. But once I knew about the possible Davesh link, it was easy. See, Hammond was careful about the things that might be checked by senior officers—the money coming into his account, the reports he filed, that kind of thing—but day to day, he barely bothered to hide it. Like I said, everyone idolised him. More than once, I flat out heard him quashing the beginnings of an investigation into Davesh's dealings, and people would go along with it. They never suspected anything untoward was going on."

      Before long, Christine had what she believed to be enough evidence to convict Hammond and Davesh of various crimes and was ready to call it a day.

      "They'd been friends for years. I got to thinking Hammond was corrupt, but not in a general sense. He was just keeping a mate out of prison. Beefing up his bank account was an added perk. I thought that was the extent of it."

      Then something new came up.

      "You know a little bit about the casino on the edge of town, Lucky Draw. One of those places everyone knows is run by crooks, but they're clever. No police investigation had ever managed to gather enough evidence to convict the owners or anyone else that mattered. There was always an open case, but no one expected it to be solved. There were plenty of suspicions that, just like with Hammond and Davesh, police officers were protecting the casino owners. But I just wanted to go home. Far as I was concerned, it didn't involve Hammond, so it didn't involve me."

      Christine took another swig of wine. Her glass was almost empty, and it had been a big glass. Ana's drink was almost full.

      "Then, one evening, someone comes to my door. A teller at the casino. She's only worked there a few weeks and promises she's not involved with any criminal activities. But she's seen something. Says she can't let it lie, even though she's afraid. I tell her she needs to come to the station and make a statement, though I'm not hopeful. The casino owners aren't going down over one statement from one of their employees, but what can we do? We have to try. Then she tells me this isn't about the owners. It's about DCI Hammond."

      Abbie leaned back in her chair and let this sink in. Cogs were turning, wheels were whirring. There were plenty of moving pieces here, but as yet, Abbie didn't know if they were moving closer together, ready to slot into place or scattering further apart.

      "This informant came to you personally? To your front door?"

      Christine nodded. "We'd met once before and got on. She had offered to take me for drinks with her friends, but I kept making excuses as to why I couldn't go.  As you guessed earlier, I was keen to isolate myself because I didn't want to build any friendships on lies. So the friendship was a non-starter, but she remembered me when she needed somewhere to bring her suspicions."

      Something was missing here; a vital piece of information. Abbie bookmarked her concern and waited for Christine to go on.

      "When she arrived at my door, this witness, Leilani, told me she had thought I seemed honest when we met, though she didn't decide to confide in me because of that. Because I was new in town, she figured the casino owners hadn’t had time to get their claws into me. Because I was young, she thought they'd fail even if they tried. Almost everybody joins the police for the right reasons. The young are idealistic; it's time and experience that turns certain police officers into cynics, makes them more susceptible to corruption and bribery. Leilani was taking a risk but needed to talk to someone, and I appeared to be the safest bet."

      Abbe nodded. If Leilani was determined to talk to someone and knew unknown corrupt officers were working at the local station, her options were limited. With Christine being new and young, she was the logical choice. But revealing her suspicions to a woman she barely knew still presented a considerable risk to the witness. Leilani was clearly incredible brave.

      Or had been.

      "So, what did Leilani have to say?" Abbie asked.

      After a big swig of wine, Christine explained. Leilani had seen Hammond arrive at the casino through the back entrance a couple of times. There had been clandestine meetings. These were suspicious in and of themselves, but Leilani told herself Hammond might be interviewing the Lucky Draw owners as part of an ongoing investigation. He might have been searching for a way to imprison one or more of the crooks at the top of the casino's food chain.

      The chances of this appeared to diminish to zero a day after the final of these meetings. Hammond returned to the casino, bought some chips, and sat at one of the exclusive tables. One of the tables at which people like Leilani, the people who weren't involved with the criminal side of the casino owners' business, were never asked to work.

      "Way Leilani tells it," said Christine. "He was there for half an hour and walked away with winnings totalling a hundred grand."

      Ana let out a long, low whistle. "Damn. That's good going."

      "It's outstanding going," said Christine. "Especially for a man who, so far as I could tell, had never gambled a day in his life.”

      Another whistle from Ana. Abbie was drumming her hands on the side of her chair but stopped when she started annoying herself with the sound.

      "That's not a bribe," she said. "That's a payment. A big payment. Probably near enough double what Hammond would earn in a year. And a big old payment means a big old job."

      "My thoughts exactly," said Christine.

      "So your hopes of leaving were dashed, and your investigation kicked into high gear?"

      "Right."

      Christina took another swig of wine, and her face twisted as though the drink was off. It wasn't that. Abbie could see almost at once what it was.

      "Let me guess," said Abbie. "You knew now you had to dig deeper, but there was only so much you could learn given your position. If you were afraid Hammond was about to do something major for the owners of Lucky Draw, what you would really need was an inside man." Abbie paused. Or woman.

      Hands shaking, drink all gone, Christine nodded.

      "I warned her not to take any risks," said Christine, confirming Abbie's suspicions. "I said she should carry on as normal. Not go looking for any information, but to tell me if she heard or saw anything else suspicious."

      And, of course, Leilani hadn't listened. Christine should have seen that coming. Hadn't Leilani already proven she was willing to put her life on the line by opening up to Christine, a woman she barely knew, in the first place? 

      That didn't make it Christine's fault, and Abbie would never say it was. But it was clear what had happened next.

      "Lucky Draw discovered what she was up to?"

      "I don't know," said Christine, wiping her eyes. "All I know is, one day, the communication stopped. I hoped she was lying low because she was worried about being found out. Then, a few days later, I learned she was missing. That wasn't the story—the story was that she'd run off, disappeared in the night without a word, but I never believed that. She definitely vanished, but not by choice."

      Vanished. Disappeared.

      As the next question began to form on Abbie's lips, something clunked into place, and realisation hit her like a lightning bolt.

      "You heard she'd disappeared in the night?" Abbie said.

      Christine nodded. "That's right."

      Abbie sighed. "Are you holding out on me, Detective Lakes?"

      No answers were forthcoming, but Christine's cheeks flushed. Again, Christine confirmed Abbie’s suspicions without needing to speak.

      "This witness, this brave woman," said Abbie. "Her full name... was it Leilani Ndidi?"

      Christine closed her eyes. Forced herself to nod. Abbie fell back into her chair and let out a low groan.

      "She's Isabella's mother."
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      Leilani Ndidi. Wife of the detective inspector, mother of the kidnapped little girl.

      "You weren't going to mention this?" said Abbie. 

      "I'm still not sure I can trust you."

      “I’m the one you can't trust?" Abbie pointed at herself, incredulous. "You said yourself, everyone in the local community knows the owners of Lucky Draw are crooked. Especially the police. You can't seriously be saying no one found it suspicious that the wife of a detective inspector was working for these people."

      "Like I said, she'd only been there a few weeks. Maybe no one knew."

      "You knew," said Abbie. "Seeing as she told you, so you didn't ask what Ndidi felt about her working for these gangsters?"

      "Of course I did. Leilani said she and her husband were equal partners, but they made their own decisions. He had no right to veto where she worked just because he was the man."

      Abbie scoffed. "Rubbish. This isn't a patriarchy thing. I can't imagine any police officer would like his or her spouse working for dangerous criminals. It isn't only that it looks bad for the police officer. There's the danger element."

      "She wasn't in danger," said Christine. "She'd have been fine if she didn't start feeding me information about these guys."

      Abbie shook her head. She couldn't buy this. Wouldn't.

      "What about this information feeding. Leilani came to you because there were no other cops she felt she could trust. Except that can't be true. What about her husband?"

      "Leilani was a straight talker," said Christine. "Told me if her employers learned she'd expressed concerns to a police officer, there was every chance they'd ensure both she and the officer disappeared. Supposing, that was, the officer wasn't the one to blow the whistle on Leilani."

      Abbie took this in. "Her story was that she was thinking of her daughter? If she didn't involve Idrissa, and things went wrong, there was a chance the crooks would leave Isabella with at least one parent."

      "Exactly," said Christine. Then held up her glass. "I need another. Anyone else?"

      No one else did. Christine rose and kept her feet well as she moved to the kitchen. Such was the benefit of regular heavy drinking sessions—increased immunity. While she poured another glass, Ana tapped her own, still half full, and gave Abbie a meaningful glance. Abbie nodded and hoped her eyes expressed that Ana should leave it well alone.

      Ana nodded in return.

      When Christine came back with her fresh glass, she said, "If you don't believe Leilani would work at Lucky Draw against Idrissa's wishes, what's your explanation?"

      "Obvious, isn't it? The only explanation is that she had his blessing."

       "And why would he give that?"

      There were a couple of potential answers to this question, so far as Abbie could see. The first was that Ndidi was taking bribes from Lucky Draw, as Gary had claimed. In this scenario, Lucky Draw might have insisted Leilani take a job at the casino to ensure Ndidi continued to toe the line. Unhappy with being forced to do so, Leilani might have fought back against her husband and the crooks for whom she now worked by passing incriminating information to a third party. In this case, Christine. This theory made sense of why Orion would kidnap Isabella as taking her might give him access to a police detective and any valuable information on casino workings acquired by Leilani or Ndidi.

      Though that theory fit, Abbie leaned towards an alternative solution that was brewing in her mind. As she did not want to believe option A and wasn't yet sure about option B, Abbie decided to divulge neither scenario.

      "I don't know," she said instead. "But if Leilanli did have her husband's blessing, then he's been lying to people by telling them she left him and Isabella. He must know she's dead."

      Which, again, didn't prove corruption. If the owners of Lucky Draw had discovered Leilani's betrayal and murdered her as punishment, Ndidi might keep that quiet for fear they would come after him as well, should he reveal he knew what they did. As Ndidi had told Abbie, he wouldn't want to leave Isabella parentless, or worse, risk Lucky Draw punishing his child for his wife's transgressions.

      That Ndidi had not vanished along with his wife might suggest he was not working for Lucky Draw. Would they not have believed he was colluding with Leilani in investigating them otherwise?

      Unless he was the one who discovered his wife's betrayal, and he was her executioner.

      That was a theory Abbie was keen to park for now. To move away from it, she turned to the anxious Christine.

      "I'm guessing it would make no difference if I said you are not responsible for whatever happened to Leilani?"

      "Correct."

      "Okay, but you're not responsible. Leilani knew what she was getting into, and it isn't her fault either. If someone killed Leilani, the fault lies purely with Leilani's killer and with whoever ordered the murder."

      "I was right," said Christine. "That didn't help."

      "Of course not," said Abbie. "But it was important to state anyway. You suspected Hammond of killing Leilani?"

      The fast move on was intentional. Guilt was like quicksand. If you dwelled in it for more than a few seconds, it started to pull you down. Pretty soon, you realised there was no escape.

      Christine shrugged. "Maybe he discovered what she was up to. Either way, I doubt it was he who ordered her murder. More likely, Leilani's employers. She was watching them. I was watching Hammond."

      "How closely?" asked Abbie. The question wasn't particularly subtle, and Christine picked up on Abbie's meaning immediately.

      "I was keeping a close eye on him until Leilani went missing. After that, I became borderline obsessive. I had to sleep, but whenever I could, I was on his tail. I took stupid risks. It was amazing he never realised and confronted me."

      Especially if you were drinking as much while tailing him as you are now, Abbie thought, as Christine polished off another glass of wine.

      "It was just over a week after Leilani disappeared that someone killed Hammond in a home invasion," said Christine. "That was the point of your question, right? You want to know if I saw anything. More than that, you want to know if I was involved."

      Abbie spread her hands. She wasn't going to be bashful. "Were you?"

      "I wasn't, nor did I see anything. Believe it or not, I was having one of my rare spells of sleep while someone was breaking into Hammond's home and murdering the corrupt cop."

      Abbie didn't know whether she believed this or not but would take the claim at face value for now. After all, this exchange was about trust.

      "Presumably," said Abbie, speaking with some caution, not wanting to rile Christine, "Hammond's death could have been your golden ticket. He was the man you were sent to investigate. His death must have marked the end of your job."

      Again, Christine was looking into her empty glass. Frustration spread across her face like a fast-developing rash.

      "The young are idealistic," she said, parroting her earlier comment. "That definitely applies to me. All I ever wanted was to become a cop, and I wanted to become a cop because I wanted to help people. As far as I'm concerned, people who abuse their police position are worse than the criminals they protect. I forgot that for a time while I was here because I was so desperate to go home. I became content to find enough information to put Hammond and Davesh away. I suspected there were more corrupt officers in my sight, but I was happy to let them go if it got me home to my boyfriend and family."

      "Understandable," said Abbie. "But I'm guessing that changed when you spoke to your superior officer after Hammond's death."

      Christine's look of frustration turned to one of anger. "They called to say they were pulling me out. They'd let a few weeks pass, so no one suspected my departure was linked to Hammond's death, but as far as they were concerned, it was job done."

      Looking into her empty glass again, Christine half rose, preparing to cross the room and get a refill. Then the need to finish talking overcame her, and she fell back into her seat.

      "I asked what was going to happen with my evidence. Know what my superiors said?"

      "Nothing," said Abbie. "By which I mean not that they blanked you, but that they told you nothing was going to happen to your evidence."

      "Spot on," said Christine. "Everything I'd gathered would be filed away. Hammond was dead, so there was no need to upset anyone by revealing the truth of what he had been. Never mind that outing him might have sent a message to other officers; that it might have served as a warning not to follow in his footsteps. No, because we can't afford to upset his family or the people who idolised this corrupt man, we'll brush it all under the carpet. I found that hard to swallow, but what could I do? Nothing, so I asked about Davesh and the hundred grand bribe. Would the evidence I had gathered on the former be used to have the car dealer arrested and jailed before his cut-and-shuts killed someone? As for the bribe, would someone look into what that had been about? What kind of illegal activity could entice crooks to hand such a sum of money to a serving police officer? I bet you can guess what they said to that, as well."

      "That they couldn't use any evidence you had gathered because it might inadvertently reveal what kind of a man Hammond had been," said Abbie. "Then they would have tried to placate you by saying that, without Hammond around to protect Davesh, he would soon be found out and arrested anyway, and that with Hammond's death, whatever he had been paid to do would probably be put on hold and cancelled as well. That's what they would have said, and it wouldn't have placated you at all. I know because it wouldn’t have placated me.”

      Now Christine did stand with her empty glass. "It didn't placate me. It made me sick. It made me hate the organisation I'd wanted to join since I was a child. It made me hate myself, though I know that doesn't make any sense."

      Tears in her eyes, the young detective rushed to the kitchen, yanked open the fridge, and grabbed the wine.

      "I didn't argue," she said as she unscrewed and then all but tore off the bottle cap. "Maybe they would have pulled me out sooner if I had or sent someone to monitor me. I pretended to play ball, and once they'd hung up, I endeavoured to discover the truth of what Hammond had been up to, root out any other corrupt officers, and get Davesh sent down. I knew I didn't have long, but I was determined. I wouldn't give up, and I was sure I'd get results."

      Abbie was playing the situation through in her mind. They were almost up to date now, to the point where Abbie had arrived in town. Because of that, she decided to start with the third of Christine's three objectives.

      "You still couldn't get anyone interested in investigating Davesh?"

      Christine shook her head while tipping the bottle towards her glass. Wine slopped onto the counter as it sloshed free. Christine didn't seem to notice.

      "No chance," she said. "It was exactly as I feared. No one was willing to discredit Hammond, so his influence remained. He'd convinced enough people Davesh was clean that no one was interested in listening to my evidence, compelling as it was. This wasn't just the corrupt cops either. It was everyone.”

      Which led Abbie neatly onto point two. "And did you find many other officers on the take?"

      "No," said Christine, replacing the cap on the wine bottle, having forgotten this time to offer around the drinks. "A couple of uniformed officers and another detective. DS rank. That's one above me, but one below Ndidi and two below Hammond and Kilman. Hammond was the big fish."

      "These uniformed officers," said Abbie. "Evans and Franks?"

      The wine was back in the fridge. Christine paused a moment, then returned to the living room.

      "I was going to ask how you knew," she said, "But they were the ones you found you with Ndidi, right? They gave false statements?"

      "That's right," said Abbie as Christine sat. She was thinking of Ndidi again. Was this a case of three corrupt officers working together, or was Ndidi innocent. For fear of his daughter being left alone, had he allowed the two corrupt constables to lead him into illegal action?

      “Well, you’re spot on,” said Christine. “Franks, Evans, and a DS Moore are the ones I found. I don’t think any have taken money from Davesh—Hammond’s support was enough for him to stay out of the trouble—but they all take bribes from Lucky Draw. They’re very much in the pocket of the bastards up there.”

      DS Moore. Abbie recognised the name immediately as that of the man who had told Ndidi about Isabella's kidnap. Between him, Franks and Evans, they'd been watching over Ndidi, ensuring he knew what he was supposed to know when he was supposed to know it.

      Except, if these three officers worked for Lucky Draw, why did they seem to be doing the work of Orion? Not only Isabella's kidnapper but a man who planned to rob the casino. 

      Had Orion Becker turned the police officers' heads with large sums of cash? Great news for him, if so, but a risky game for the corrupt cops to be playing, betraying their long time and dangerous paymasters. 

      Which led Abbie onto Christine’s primary objective: the other corrupt officer, Hammond, and his hundred grand. Had Christine discovered the reason for the DCI's payday?

      "No," said Christine. "Come yesterday, I was despondent. My time was almost up; I was going home. I knew of a few corrupt officers, but they weren't going down. Nor was Davesh, and I had no idea why Lucky Draw had paid Hammond a hundred grand. I was desperate."

      Abbie smiled. "So you threw a Hail Mary?"

      Christine pointed a finger to Abbie: You got it.

      "You broke into Davesh's dealership?"

      "Not my finest hour," confessed Christine. "I knew whatever I found, evidence-wise, would be inadmissible, but I remained convinced the people refusing to investigate Davesh weren't turning a blind eye because they were corrupt, but because they believed Hammond over the insubstantial evidence I was showing them. Breaking in, I thought I could find something so incriminating that it would force my colleagues to take this crook seriously. I wanted to leave town knowing someone was going to get off their backside and investigate this vermin."

      "And if you could find an indication of why Lucky Draw had paid Hammond into the bargain," said Abbie, "all the better. A two birds, one stone scenario."

      "Exactly. Like I said, Davesh and Hammond were close. Maybe more than close. They might even have been best friends. It's hard to tell because they both played down the relationship. Especially Hammond. So, yes, I thought maybe Davesh would have some information which might reveal why Lucky Draw had paid Hammond 100k, but as you know, my Hail Mary couldn't have gone much worse."

      "Because Davesh was dead when you arrived," said Abbie. "Then Orion's people showed."

      "Yeah. Until then, I had no idea another party was involved. As I've probably shown, I didn't have much of an idea of anything."

      With a sigh, Christine drank half her wine and pointed the remainder in Abbie's direction.

      "As it turns out, I throw my Hail Mary too early. You've probably heard that most criminal cases that are going to be solved are solved with the first couple of days. After a 48 hour window, the case gets colder and colder—your chances of solving it lower and lower. Police work is a numbers game, as far as those at the top are concerned. Your experienced, less idealistic officers will try to palm off cases they've been unable to solve early to get the fresh ones. Idealistic idiots like me keep ploughing away even when the situation seems hopeless."

      "But," said Abbie, "it isn't always hopeless."

      "Right," said Christine. "Like I said, it's a numbers game. The odds are against you the older a case gets, but sometimes, when you least expect it, something will happen that causes a cold case to burn red hot. In my case, it wasn't finding Davesh dead or learning about Orion Becker, if that is who's in play here. It wasn't anything I found."

      "It was Isabella's kidnap," said Abbie.

      Somewhat enthusiastically, Christine nodded. It was the nod of someone who had finally fallen into tipsiness and was moving closer to drunk than sober. 

      "Suddenly, everyone's on red alert. Everyone wants to find Isabella. Then Ndidi comes in, half in a daze, half determined, and he goes straight to the station head, Superintendant Norris."

      "And tells him," said Abbie, "that the kidnappers want to rob Lucky Draw."

      "That's it," said Christine.

      "And to keep Isabella safe, the police have to stay out of the way."

      "That's what they demanded."

      Raising an eyebrow, Abbie said, "What they demanded?"

      "Yeah, they want to rob the place and make their getaway. Once they're free with the money, they'll release Isabella."

      "But..."

      "But Ndidi suggested something different. He doesn't want to keep the police away."

      Christine leaned forward and lowered her voice, talking conspiratorially.

      "Ndidi suggested a full-scale operation. He doesn't just want to save his daughter. He wants to catch the bastards who took her."
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      Abbie wasn't sure she could have heard that right.

      "Ndidi said that he wanted not only to save his daughter but also to capture the people who took her?"

      "He said the kidnappers had told him to get the police to stay out of the way. This was a case of crooks robbing crooks, which the kidnappers thought should make it easier for the police to accept. But it's not that simple. Not everyone who works with or for Lucky Draw are criminals. For the higher-ups, it's not a question of morals but of PR. What if an innocent dies and the public discover the police knew about the heist and did nothing to prevent it?"

      "So what was Ndidi's suggestion?" asked Abbie.

      "Rather than ignore the raid completely, the police go but stay well out of sight. The heist is due to occur at night, so there shouldn't be any innocents in the building. If there is, and if they appear to be in danger, the police can move in. But all things being well, the heist would take place, and the kidnappers would get away with the money."

      "Which night?" said Abbie, though she was sure she already knew.

      "Tonight."

      Abbie nodded for Christine to go on. She had other questions but was willing to let them lie for the moment.

      "Once the heist is complete, the police would follow the kidnappers back to their base. They would confirm Isabella was there then move in. Reclaim the money, arrest the bad guys, save the child."

      "And if the child isn't there?"

      "Let them be until the kidnappers get in touch again. Form a new plan from there."

      Drinking more water, Abbie spent some time with this. More information should bring her closer to her goal, but it seemed the picture was getting more muddled with every new reveal. If a painting of the big picture was forming, it was more Picasso than Van Gogh.

      Most of Abbie's issues had to do with what Ndidi supposedly advocated, but she let these lie again to cover some other points.

      "Ndidi took this plan to Superintendant Norris," said Abbie. "But Kilman quashed it?"

      Christine nodded. "Norris is a political creature who lacks a policing brain. He's also unconfident and has always relied heavily on the DCIs below him. That was Hammond and Kilman. Hammond's replacement is too new to exert any influence, so once Alan Hammond died, Kilman was pretty much defacto boss of the station when it came to difficult strategic decisions."

      "So Norris called in Kilman after Ndidi suggested his plan?" asked Abbie.

      "Yeah, and Kilman immediately rejected Ndidi's idea."

      "What was Kilman's alternative?"

      "He wanted to go in hard and arrest the heisters. They could then use deals, reduced sentencing, to encourage the crooks to reveal Isabella's location. From what I hear, Norris was uncomfortable but ready to sign off Kilman's plan."

      "Until," said Abbie, "someone shot Kilman and left him for dead. Now he's out of the way, Ndid's plan will be put into place?"

      "It sounds like Ndidi wasted no time," said Christine. "He returned to Norris and begged and the Superintendant to reconsider his decision. Norris folded. An hour ago, it was announced a battalion of officers are preparing as we speak. They reckon it's the shortest time frame this station has ever had to throw together an operation of this size and complexity."

      "I bet," said Abbie. "And no one was remotely concerned that Kilman, the one person in the way of Ndidi's plan, was shot multiple times right after he rejected the idea?"

      Christine shrugged. "Why would they be? Unrelated to the kidnapping and the casino, there's you, our known police attacker. Everyone knew Kilman was trying to convict you, and everyone knows he radioed to say he'd found you and was trying to arrest you and that you had a gun. All right before he was shot."

      "Granted," said Abbie, "that is compelling. But it doesn't add up. I don't believe Orion will let Isabella live, no matter what happens. Still, Ndidi has to believe Orion will release Isabella if Ndidi ensures the heist is successful. It's his only hope. Yet, he seems to be working against that. Presumably, the police didn't know the heist was taking place until Ndidi told them."

      "Yeah," said Christine, "that's right."

      "So once he's revealed the heist is happening, rather than begging the police to stay away to save his daughter, he instead suggested they go to Lucky Draw in force. Yes, he's asking them to stay out the way, but there's a huge risk they'll be spotted, and then what? His daughter dies."

      Brimming with frustration, Abbie rose from her chair. Her legs felt tense and taut. She knew if she didn't walk off some of her excess energy soon, she would go mad.

      She turned to Ariana. "You have all the information. Care to cobble together a theory that makes sense? After all, you wanted to be my sidekick."

      "I wanted to be the Holmes to your Watson," said Ana, "and as you'll remember, Holmes never did much theorising. He just documented what his mate got up to."

      Christine looked confused. Abbie rolled her eyes.

      "As was the case earlier," said Abbie, "Holmes is still the detective and Watson the sidekick. Stop getting them mixed up."

      Ana raised her hands in surrender. "Sorry to disappoint."

      "So you don't fancy having a guess?" Abbie asked. "No ideas racing around that lawyer brain of yours? In that case—"

      "No, no, hang on," said Ana. "I'd like to give it a go."

      Abbie nodded. Gestured for Ana to go right ahead. Christine twisted from her side of the sofa to face the lawyer.

      Having the spotlight thrown on her prompted Ana to finish her wine. Christine sensed a chance for a refill and brought her drink to her lips to see off the second half of her own glass.

      "That's enough for me," said Ana, placing the empty at her side.

      There was the briefest moment—a pause, a beat—where Ana put down her glass then looked at the wall, clearing her throat. Abbie tried to look natural.

      Maybe catching this, perhaps not, Christine seemed to get the hint. Rather than a gulp or more, she took only a sip of wine. Wiping her mouth, she placed the drink, with just under a half remaining, by her feet. After a moment to regain her composure, she looked at Ana, who still could not quite look back.

      "Well," she said. "You have a theory or not?"

      Ana bit her lip. Took a few more seconds to consider, then gave the slightest nod. 

      "Okay, how about this? Orion Becker arrives in town planning to steal from Lucky Draw. To do this, he bribes or threatens one or more casino employees to feed him insider information, poaches some cops in Lucky Draw's pocket, and starts searching for a higher rank detective, knowing, on the night, the cops could be a problem and wanting to mitigate any impact they might have on the job."

      Ana stopped. Took a breath. She looked at her empty wine glass, and Abbie could tell she wanted another. Responsibility took over, and she pointed to Abbie's drink.

      "Mind if I get myself a water? This theorising is hard work."

      "I'll do it," said Abbie. "Keep going."

      "Cool, right, so," Ana continued as Abbie rose. "Let's say Lucky Draw get wind of the heist. Worse than that, they realise some of their coppers have possibly switched sides. Maybe they even catch wind that Orion is trying to get hold of a more senior officer, so they determine to trump their enemy. They go after Hammond."

      Abbie returned with the glass of water, handed it to Ana, and reclaimed her seat.

      "Thank you," said Ana. "Where was I?"

      "Hammond," said Christine.

      "Right, so maybe the owners of Lucky Draw know Hammond is corrupt. In the past, he's only helped out his mate Davesh, but they decide they can turn his head. How? They offer him a hundred grand. What corrupt cop could refuse such a payday?"

      "None, I'd imagine," said Christine. "But what are they paying him for?"

      "Protection," suggested Abbie. "That's your theory?"

      "It is," said Ana. "They know Orion's going to try get the police out the way on the night in question, so they find the top dog in the local station and pay him to protect them. They also discover Leilani is working against them and kill her. Meanwhile, Orion discovers Lucky Draw has paid Hammond to protect them, so kill him."

      Ana stopped. Took a couple big swigs of water. Continued.

      "Now Orion's jumpy. He knows Lucky Draw are on to him. He's tried to find a corrupt officer of DI rank or higher but failed, so he goes for more brutal methods to get his way. He kidnaps Isabella."

      Ana drank more water, then leaned back.

      "Becker's bent cops arranged for Kilman to be shot and Abbie framed. As for Ndidi's plan, the only thing I can think is that he wants the police nearby but not interrupting. Maybe it's a case of keep your friends close, but your enemies closer."

      There was silence as this story finished. Ana seemed to grow more concerned with every passing second. She sought validation.

      Abbie picked up her phone, opened the Becker file, and started scrolling.

      "I think that's plausible," said Christine. "It certainly fits most of the elements. Though you left out Davesh. How does he fit in?"

      "You said Davesh and Hammond were close, right? Maybe Hammond had information relating to Lucky Draw that he handed to Davesh. Orion found out and sent his people to extract said information. Only Lucky Draw also knew of this information exchange and acted first. They killed Davesh so he couldn't talk."

      Christine nodded. She liked this. For her, it drew all the evidence together.

      "What about you Abbie, what do you think?"

      It was Christine who spoke, but Abbie looked from her phone to meet Ana's eye. She saw the needy quality in the lawyer's look and couldn't help but want to validate the lawyer, abhorrent as some of her previous actions had been. 

      "It all fits," she said, and Ana smiled. Then she dropped the other shoe. "But it doesn't feel right."

      Ana's face fell.

      "What do you mean?" said Christine. 

      Abbie still wasn't sure. She got to pacing, circling the sofa and coming back around the front of her two comrades. She was trying to slot it together.

      "From the Lucky Draw side, it seems to make sense, at first glance. Criminals run in small circles. The Beckers were big time so, if Lucky Draw got wind Orion was trying to rob them, they'd act accordingly. I believe, in their anxiety, they would murder Davesh and Leilani to keep them quiet, and pay large sums of money to a corrupt cop for protection. But what about the money itself? It's not just about the quantity, right? These guys are money launderers, which means they absolutely cannot lose the cash they hold. Why not? Because they would have multiple criminal factions on their back, furious and baying for blood. If they get robbed, they plummet into a war where they are vastly outnumbered. A war they cannot win. So yes, they would take desperate measures but, first and foremost, why wouldn't they just move the money?"

      The other two considered this.

      "Maybe they have," said Christine, while Ana said, "maybe they're afraid Orion wanted them to find out about the heist and is planning to attack when they move the money."

      Abbie was still pacing, now only in front of the sofa.

      "Maybe, maybe. Both of those are possible, except here's something else, I'm going through this file," Abbie held up her phone, "looking at the jobs we know the Beckers carried out in the past. It makes me think, how much money do we guess Lucky Draw's holding in that casino?"

      This question she directed at Christine, who thought about it, but not for long.

      "Well, everyone knows that's their hub, and like you said, they hold a lot of money for a lot of different crooks but can't afford to lose any of it. That mistake would be fatal for their business and possibly for them."

      "Right," said Abbie. "Which means?"

      "Well, the smart money would be on them keeping the bulk of the cash elsewhere. But they look after a tonne of money. There could easily be several hundred thousand pounds in the casino itself."

      "My thoughts exactly," said Abbie. "Let's say, for the sake of argument, they keep a million pounds on the premises. Would they pay a police officer 10% of that to keep the rest safe? And I need to add I think it's not likely so much as a million. Which means Hammond's fee could be as much as twenty or thirty per cent of what they're holding."

      "That's a high fee," said Ana.

      "Incredibly high. Now look at it from Orion's side because that's what's been bothering me the whole time. Bothering me more than anything else. Look at these jobs," Abbie slapped her phone. "Where possible, I've added what they netted. The figures are estimated, but there's ten million, twenty million, fifteen million. The lowest-earning job is five million. Now Orion's risking everything for what will probably be a six-figure haul if he gets away with it."

      "Sounds as though he doesn't need the money," said Ana.

      "He doesn't," said Abbie, "and this was never going to be about the money. But it has to be something. I was telling myself it was about getting one over on another bunch of crooks but is that enough? After eight months in hiding, is this the job that entices him to risk life imprisonment?"

      Abbie was still pacing. She knocked over her glass as she went, and the remainder of her water splashed onto the carpet. No one noticed. Or if they did, no one cared.

      "Then there are the cops," said Abbie. "How would Orion know which cops were bent? Has he been here long enough to uncover their identities? Even if he has, could he get them to switch sides? Corrupt cops love money, I get it, but they'd be afraid to cross Lucky Draw, wouldn't they? These money launderers mean serious business. You cross them at your peril."

      Still pacing, and the phone was back in her hand. She was scrolling through the file, searching, searching.

      Searching for what? Something specific. She just hadn't yet worked out what that something was.

      "Finally, there's Ndidi. Like I said, I don't believe he'd risk his daughter to capture her kidnappers. I agree, Ana. It makes more sense that Orion would tell Ndidi to get the police to monitor the heist. There's a certain logic to it, keeping your enemies close. If the kidnappers know where the police are and that they won't be hit while they're in the casino, it'll be easier to escape. But there has to be a better way, doesn't there? Couldn't they arrange for some sort of exchange involving Isabella? Get the police out in force and away from the casino that way?"

      This to Christine, who nodded.

      "That would make sense."

      "Hang on," said Ana. "Are you telling me you had all these thoughts before I presented my theory? Did you know you were going to invalidate most of what I had to say?"

      Abbie stopped. Stared at Ana, who shrank into the sofa.

      "Sorry."

      "Don't be sorry," said Abbie. "You did great. This wasn't about making you look stupid. I needed to hear everything laid out in a cohesive narrative before making sense of my doubts. You played the sidekick role perfectly."

      Thumbs up from Ana. Abbie resumed pacing.

      "Something's missing," she said. "Some key piece. Something's wrong. We're so close, and yet none of it works, none of it's right."

      "Maybe if we take a break..." Christine began, and Abbie rounded on her.

      "No," she said. "The sun's down. Time is draining away like water in a sieve, and if we don't do something soon, it'll be too late. We'll lose."

      "It's not a game," said Christine.

      "It's always a game," said Abbie. "It's just not always a fun one. This particular game is shit. The stakes are too high. If we lose, Isabella dies, and a vile criminal gets away. But if we win, we stand not only to save Isabella but also to round up the remaining Becker, the people who run Lucky Draw, and the corrupt cops. If we win, those bastards could all end up dead or locked away in Broadmoor for the next few decades."

      Abbie had stopped pacing. There was a long pause, then Ana cleared her throat.

      "Would they go to Broadmoor? Isn't that the psychiatric prison?"

      "Whatever," said Abbie. "Dartmoor, then."

      "Is that still a prison?"

      "Is now the time for this?" said Abbie.

      "Whether it's open or not," said Christine, "They'd probably just chuck them in Stonehaven. Prison just up the road."

      Abbie turned and stared at Christine. She took two slow steps back and slipped into her chair. Christine and Ana stared at Abbie as though afraid she had surrendered the will to live.

      Abbie took out her phone and scrolled again, searching, searching.

      "Abbie—" began Ana.

      "Shut up a minute."

      Searching. Searching. Christine and Ana fell into silence, watching, a little afraid.

      Searching. Searching. Searching...

      Stop.

      Abbie stared at her screen. With trembling hands, she locked her phone and looked at her two partners.

      "I know why Ndidi suggested his compromise to Norris."

      Ana and Christine looked at each other, then back at Abbie.

      "Why?" they said in unison.

      "It's a decoy. It's all a decoy."

      Unlocking her phone, Abbie ensured she was still on the right screen. She chucked the phone to the woman on the sofa.

      "It's not about crooks robbing crooks, and it never has been."

      Ana and Christine stared at the phone.

      "It's so much worse than that."
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      Half an hour after he arrived home, there was a knock at the door.

      It was nearly one in the morning. The knock was not unexpected—Superintendent Norris himself had guaranteed it would come—but it still made Ndidi jump.

      Whenever we're done, whatever the outcome, we'll come right away, Norris had said. Right away. You don't have to worry about that. You don't have to worry about a thing.

      Norris held a reassuring smile as he spoke. He'd only been Superintendent for a year, but he'd already forgotten the basics of proper police work. Like thinking carefully about what you said to a grieving or worried spouse or parent or partner. 

      You don't have to worry about a thing.

      What a stupid, clueless thing to say to the father of a kidnapped child. A group of dangerous criminals, identities and location unknown, held Isabella. Her life was in danger. It was impossible to imagine how frightened Ndidi's little girl might be, but Norris should have been able to understand her father would worry relentlessly, endlessly, destructively, until this was over. Until Isabella was back in his arms.

      Or she wasn't. 

      You don't have to worry about a thing.

      It made Ndidi angry to recall the conversation. Closing his eyes, he tried to remind himself Norris was doing his best. The Superintendent was a good man. He'd put a lot on the line to follow Ndidi's plan. He hadn't had to. His superiors might still eviscerate him, professionally speaking, for doing so. Ndidi had to be mindful of that.

      Thud thud thud. The knocking again. Not more insistent. The officers would be too understanding for that. But that didn't mean they wouldn't grow impatient, frustrated.

      Whatever. Ndidi couldn't care about anyone but his daughter at the moment. He just simply did not have any more concern and consideration to go around.

      It was all for her.

      A third knock.

      How long had there been between knocks two and three? He honestly couldn't say. Time was a blur.

      He was in his kitchen. His hands were pressed palm down to the counter. Between them was a tumbler of whiskey. Ndidi was not and had never been a big drinker. People with long term problems often turned to drink, not realising, or refusing to understand, that alcohol provided, at best, a short term solution. Come the morning after a binge, your problems remained and were accompanied by a hangover which framed the issue and made it seem even worse.

      This was different. If all went well, Ndidi's problem would be short term. The drink might help him get through the final hours before Isabella came home.

      The house was quiet. It seemed as though there should have been a fourth knock by now. But four knocks was a lot. Most people would walk away after three, but the Superintendent had promised. Ndidi didn't believe he would go, which would leave the kind man in a quandary after three knocks and having received no answer.

      Ndidi didn't touch the drink. Taking his hands from the counter, he left the kitchen and crossed the living room. Entering the hall, he wondered if he had what it took to do what the kidnappers were asking. Was he strong enough?

      Then he heard his daughter. Her frightened, hurried words in the few seconds the kidnappers had given her to talk to her father, to prove she was safe.

      Well, not safe. Alive.

      Yes. Ndidi could do what the kidnappers asked. He could and would do anything to ensure his daughter's safe return. 

      A clenched fist was coming down for the fourth set of knocks when Ndidi finally opened the door.

      There were three of them, cramped together on his doorstep. Ndidi's eyes shifted over their shoulders to the double driveway on which sat two cars. Identical exteriors. Dark, unmarked, police issue vehicles. The one on the left, closest to the door, belonged to Ndidi. He'd parked it there half an hour previously. He always parked on that side of the drive, like he always slept on the same side of the bed. Even now, when he had the freedom to switch it up.

      Seeing someone parked in that second space still made his stomach churn—every time.

      "Idrissa..." The Superintendant himself had come. He stood alongside Detective Inspector Stanton. They must have come together in the unmarked car. At the foot of the drive, blocking it, were two badged police vehicles. Ndidi guessed at least a couple of uniformed officers waited down there, in those cars, but at least one stood a little behind Stanton and Norris. Yesterday, Ndidi would have been unable to name the uniform. Now he knew Police Constable Evans.

      Superintendent Norris didn't know what to say. After Ndidi's name, he had trailed off. Ndidi was unable to focus on his superior. His eyes were fixed on the blocked drive. He knew the badged cars were parked there because it was the only place that made sense. But he couldn't help but think they'd done it to block him.

      Did they know what he'd done?

      Then there was Stanton's car. Sat in his wife's space. Why not? Everyone at the station knew she'd run out on Ndidi and their daughter because that was the story Ndidi had told. They knew it was safe to park in the second space on Ndidi's driveway because they understood Ndidi's wife had not literally run out. Rather, she had driven away as fast as she could.

      In truth, Leilani had neither run nor driven away from her husband and daughter because she loved them both dearly. Nothing could compel her to leave their side for so much as a week, let alone months or years. Not that it mattered in this case. She would never again need the space, so it was free.

      Her killer had dealt with her car.

      There was an awkward silence, which Ndidi failed for a while to notice. He looked from Stanton to the Superintendent. 

      "Why don't you come inside?"

      In the living room, Ndidi offered around seats. Norris and Stanton shared the sofa, while Evans insisted he would stand, leaving the armchair for Ndidi.

      "Can I get anyone drinks?"

      "No, no," said Norris, answering for everyone. "But I'm sure if you want something..." he turned to look at the uniform.

      "Evans, sir."

      "Of course. If you want something, I'm sure Constable Evans would be happy to sort it while you take a seat."

      "I'd be more than happy, sir," said Evans, this time looking at Ndidi. Although neither Norris nor Stanton was looking at the uniform, the young man resisted the urge to wink or smile at Ndidi or do anything to indicate he was something other than an ordinary police officer, just doing his job. Earlier, with the Abbie woman, Ndidi had lost his temper fast. This time, he managed to keep cool.

      "That's okay," he said. "Thank you for the offer. Are you sure you wouldn't like me to grab another seat? There's plenty in the dining room. Not the most comfortable, but..."

      "I'm quite sure. Thank you."

      "Well, if you change your mind."

      "Thank you. I'll let you know."

      Ndidi took the armchair and twisted his knees to face away from Evans, towards Norris and Stanton. The latter's face was held in the perfect pose. It gave nothing away. That was something they taught you about delivering news to the loved one of a victim: don't let your face deliver your message.

      Ask a thousand non-police officers a question: Which aspect of a police officer's job will he or she find the most challenging or upsetting? You will receive a wide variety of answers, but the one which appears most frequently will no doubt be: Finding and dealing with gruesome crime scenes and dead bodies.

      Ask a thousand police officers the same question, and the vast majority will give the same answer as each other.

      Dealing with crime scenes can be haunting, harrowing, devastating. Ndidi had seen bodies that gave him nightmares, especially in his early days. The most gruesome scene he'd ever visited had induced him to vomit by the side of the road, and he wasn't the only one.

      But crime scenes weren't the worst aspect of a police officer's job.

      The answer was: delivering devastating news to the parents, lovers, children of victims. To people who, more often than not, had no idea their world was about to be turned upside down when they received that fateful knock on the door.

      Ndidi had delivered such news on eight occasions, and he remembered each one with startling clarity. He liked to think he had handled each case as well as could be expected. The key was not to allow your face to deliver your message and not to procrastinate. The soon to be grieving loved one might have no idea what had happened to their partner/parent/child but the arrival of a police officer at the door conjures specific images. You had to get in and deliver your news before the recipient's imagination could spiral out of control.

      Procrastination was unfair to the recipient of the news. Yet, here Norris was, floundering under the weight of the information he had come to deliver.

      Stanton looked to her superior. Ndidi knew the DI had only recently been promoted from Detective Sergent to Ndidi's level (replacing the DI who had been bumped up to DCI to fill Hammond's shoes). He hadn't worked with her previously but knew by reputation she was hard-working, professional, and sharp. He got the impression she could have handled this situation just fine. But she was afraid to overstep her mark with Norris in the room. She obviously didn't know Norris well. He had never liked this aspect of the job. He had been happy to delegate it almost entirely to subordinates the moment he reached his current level. Had Stanton taken over in the early hours of this dreadful morning, Norris would have had to resist the urge to release a sigh of relief. But Stanton had clearly spent too much time working with Kilman. A man Ndidi knew could lose his temper if he believed a subordinate was stepping on his toes.

      Luckily, Ndidi knew more than Stanton and Norris realised. He wasn't on the sofa and wasn't afraid of overstepping any marks. So he leaned in to offer Norris some relief.

      "The kidnappers called, not long before you arrived."

      Stanton kept her face stoic. Norris' eyes widened, and his jaw slackened a little. In the face of that response, Ndidi found himself once again thinking of Kilman, the man now lying in a hospital bed, fighting for his life because of Ndidi. Many people disliked Kilman, but the fact remained he had been the best detective in the area for a long time. Though he was several years younger than Norris, he was promoted faster, becoming Detective Chief Inspector two years before the Superintendent. When the Superintendent role became available, a few people murmured that Kilman should get the nod, but that would never happen. It was well known that the further up the ranks you climbed within the police force, the less the job became about police work and the more about politics. Kilman was the far superior police officer, but Norris was the one who kept in friendly with the higher-ups.

      When the job became available, Norris' only threat was superstar Hammond. A man who excelled at both the police and political sides of the job. He missed out only on virtue of being over a decade younger than Norris. When the position became available, Hammond had only been DCI for three months.

      And thank the Lord for that, thought Ndidi.

      Stanton's face was struggling to keep its cool as Norris continued to fail to discharge his duties.

      Ndidi stepped into the breach again. "They told me what happened. That police officers tracked the heist to the hideout, then stormed in and arrested all those who had participated in the robbery."

      Now Norris did open his mouth. Ndidi saw protests on his lips and knew precisely what the Superintendent was going to say.

      "I know that was the plan, Superintendent," Ndidi said, cutting off any protests, "and I'm not angry. I'm upset and afraid for my daughter, but I know your officers did everything they could. It wasn't your fault the kidnappers were holding Isabella elsewhere."

      "She wasn't there," said Norris, as though this wasn't what Ndidi had said. "Five people committed the heist. We expected them to return to their comrades, but they stopped at an empty warehouse. I must admit I was rather hoping five was the lot."

      His eyes flicked away from Ndidi to the wall, and Ndidi knew the Superintendent was considering how this would look for him, what it would do to his career. When Ndidi had suggested his compromise the previous day, he had known Norris would be lost. The Superintendent didn't know what the best course was in terms of PR, so tried to stall. But he couldn't. There wasn't the time. As plan B, he had called in Kilman, and Kilman did as Ndidi expected. The plan was rejected. Until Kilman was no longer in the picture. 

      "At least you caught some of them and retrieved the money," said Ndidi, his voice calm, level, though he was fighting not to shake.

      "Yeah, except the guys at Lucky Draw won't press charges. Those bastards. And the money will have to go back even though we know it's dirty. We'll almost certainly have to release the crooks we caught. None of them was armed, you know? And to make matters worse now, we have—"

      "Sir."

      Stanton's voice was soft but firm. No longer was she able to sit back and watch Norris trail off in this unprofessional manner. He wouldn't have done it if Ndidi was a civilian. He had forgotten in what capacity they were visiting the detective inspector.

      The soft word, spoken from the woman to his right, was enough. Norris cleared his throat and gave a curt nod.

      "I'm sorry. That's not for now, of course. Stanton, why don't you..." he cleared his throat again. Nodded again. Then fell silent.

      "You know everything that happened from our end," said Stanton. "Will you tell us what the kidnappers said?"

      Ndidi opened his mouth to answer right away, then hesitated. His eyes flicked across the room to Evans, who showed nothing. But Ndidi had no doubt the corrupt bastard would report everything he heard straight back to his paymasters the moment this meeting was over.

      Ndidi probably wouldn't have asked for help, even if he was alone with Stanton and Norris. As it was, he didn't have a choice. In a way, that made things easier.

      Prompted by Stanton's question, Ndidi internally recalled his conversation with the man with the unidentifiable accent. The one who had told Idrissa to call him Kidnapper A. Or, if he liked, A, for short.

      In fact, A hadn't contacted Ndidi. Ndidi had phoned him on his way back to his house forty-five minutes previously.

      After Ndidi had learned about Isabella, Constable Evans had come to his door. Had left him with a burner phone. Had told him which number to call if he ever wanted to see his daughter again. Ndidi hadn't hung around. He shouted and swore and threatened A until his voice was almost gone. A had seemed unfazed. He had explained what Ndidi was to do in calm tones and asked Ndidi to tell him about Abbie King. Evans must have told A about her arrest. Then A had allowed Ndidi a few seconds to speak to his daughter before asking if there would be any problems completing the task. It was at this point Ndidi had mentioned the obstacle that was Kilman and in doing so had, how had Abbie put it? Oh yes, signed the DCI's death warrant.

      How right she was.

      I hope our next conversation will be a little more amicable.

      That was the last thing A had said before hanging up after his first conversation with Ndidi.

      "Sorry," said Ndidi to Stanton. "It's been so tough."

      Easy words. They were true, so who would disbelieve them? They allowed Ndidi a little time to recall his most recent conversation with A. This one had indeed been much more amicable.

      "It's okay," Stanton said. "Take your time."

      Norris looked as though he wanted to go home.

      Is it done?

      That was the first thing A had said upon answering Ndidi's call. Ndidi had said it was, and A had congratulated him. 

      It's almost over, Idrissa. You do what we say, and tomorrow, not long after the sun goes down, you and your daughter will be together again. Happy families. Well, minus the wife.

      Ndidi had to take the phone from his ear at that. Already fighting tears, now he felt as though he might start screaming again. Stopping himself, he asked to speak to his daughter. A obliged, and her little voice had travelled down the line. She wasn't crying anymore. She sounded distant. Already, they'd broken her. Any hopes of a quick recovery once Ndidi got his precious little girl back were extinguished.

      He wanted to kill A. What he wouldn't do to get the chance.

      He kept his voice calm. He listened to his instructions.

      Your friendly colleagues will visit you tonight. It's easy. You'll sit them down, you'll listen, you'll tell them we've been in touch. They'll want to know what we said, and this is what you tell them.

      "They said they were disappointed," said Ndidi to Stanton. "I let them down, but I'm lucky. They still have a use for me."

      "What use?" asked Stanton. Norris looked nervous. He feared having to make another decision which could only be described as a PR lose-lose.

      "They didn't say. Midnight tonight, 22 hours away now, they'll call again. This will be the final chance to save my daughter. They told me that, then they put Isabella on the phone. And they made her scream."

      Make sure you say the scream thing. It'll make 'em squirm.

      Norris did indeed squirm. Stanton held her professional expression, but it was a close-run thing. This was a struggle for everyone. Except for maybe Evans, who wasn't even feigning discomfort.

      "I know how hard this must be," said Stanton.

      She didn't, but Ndidi had made similar unsubstantiated claims in the past and let this pass with no more than a nod.

      "We want to help find your daughter. As you know, we still have people out looking and won't stop searching until we locate Isabella."

      Alive or dead. The thought crept into Ndidi's mind unbidden, and he almost choked on the unspoken words.

      "If we could come back for the call, listen to what the kidnappers have to say but also try to trace them, it would be a huge help in discovering where your daughter is. Would you be open to us coming here for that?”

      Ndidi pretended to mull this over. A would call again, but their next conversation would take place hours before midnight. By then, it would all be over. One way or another. Of course, he couldn't let either of the two on the sofa know that.

      "You have to understand," he said. "My daughter comes first. She means the world to me, and I will do whatever it takes to save her."

      Stanton nodded. Her look was solemn, but understanding.

      "Of course. We would expect nothing less."

      Norris looked uncomfortable. Ndidi's claims were all very well. Norris was worried about what he might have to do if his subordinate tried to back them up against police protocol.

      "You can come for the call," said Ndidi. "Bring whatever you need in terms of equipment, but please don't bring too many people. Two or three would be ideal if you could manage it."

      A had given Ndidi no guidance on how to handle this situation. Ndidi was playing it by ear and, he thought, handling it quite well.

      "We'll work to bring as few officers as possible while still ensuring we have the best chance of saving Isabella," said Stanton.

      Ndidi nodded as though he was grateful, though these were meaningless words. Clever police talk. They made it sound as though Stanton was going to do as Ndidi asked while giving her the space to bring as many officers as she saw fit.

      "I'd like to be alone now," said Ndidi. "You can return shortly before the call, but for now... well, I know as long as you're here, you're not looking for my daughter. So if you don't mind."

      Ndidi stood. A straightforward enough signal, and Stanton and Norris took it, standing a second after him.

      "Of course," said Stanton. "We'll be back around ten pm if that suits? I know that might seem early, but we don't want to miss—"

      "It's fine," Ndidi cut in. "Perfectly fine."

      They made an awkward move towards the door. Norris clearly didn't want to be there but wasn't sure he should go. In the end, Ndidi had to practically herd them out, brushing them from his house onto his drive.

      Evans went first. On the doorstep, Stanton and Norris turned back.

      "Thank you for coming," said Ndidi. "I appreciate everything you're doing."

      "Of course," said Stanton.

      "We will find your daughter," said Norris. "We'll bring her home safely. You have my word."

      Stanton flinched at the promise. Another no-no when it came to delivering news to the families and loved ones of victims. Never make promises you weren't 100% certain you could keep.

      In other words: never make promises.

      "Thank you," said Ndidi. "I know you'll put every resource into it."

      Before Norris could make any further stupid promises, Stanton all but dragged him away. Ndidi watched as Evans dropped into one of the badged cars at the bottom of the drive, and both of those cars started up and moved out of the way. Stanton and Norris got into the car on the driveway, the one sitting in Leilani's space. Ndidi raised a hand as they started the engine. He didn't close the door until all three cars were out of sight.

      Leaving the hall, Ndidi went through to the kitchen and poured the whiskey down the sink. It wouldn't help. He didn't need it.

      Anger bubbled in his stomach. Norris and Stanton could say whatever they liked. Ndidi knew limited resource would be given to the search for Isabella. They already had several people dedicated to the Abbie King issue. Now there was something else. Something they hadn't bothered to tell him about. They didn't think he knew what else had happened tonight besides the casino robbery. In a way, he didn't. Except he knew something had. He had been part of it, after all.

      From the kitchen, Ndidi returned to the living room. He took up his armchair and sat with his hands folded in his lap, unmoving, for ten minutes. When the time was up, he rose, crossed the room, and grabbed his car keys from the little bowl on the sofa side table.

      Leilani had purchased that bowl at a craft fair. Ndidi kept losing his keys, and this was her solution.

      You're a detective. You shouldn't be so absent-minded.

      Ndidi had been striding with purpose but stopped as his wife's voice seemed to rock through him. Two deep breaths stopped the tears before they could begin, but it was with a shaking hand he opened his front door.

      Norris and Ndidi's colleagues could never have saved Isabella. The only way was always going to be to give the kidnappers what they wanted. It was unquestionable. The mere suggestion Ndidi might fail to do what A said was laughable. He had already lost his wife. He would move heaven and earth to ensure he did not also lose his daughter.

      Stepping onto the driveway, the detective looked left and right up his street. The street he had lived on for five years. The first house Isabella would remember. 

      The lights were off. Everyone was in bed.

      Ndidi walked down his driveway, and the security light above his front door burst into life.

      His heart pounding, his breath catching, he reached the boot of his car. Pressing a button on the key fob, he unlocked the vehicle. He placed a hand on the release and took a deep breath.

      He had done the right thing. It didn't matter if he felt uncomfortable following A's orders. It was his only choice. He would have walked into the police station where he worked with an AK47 and torn everyone to ribbons if it would guarantee Isabella's safety. Kilman might die, and Ndidi would have to live with that, but he would never regret it. There were no lengths to which he would not go to save his daughter.

      He took another deep breath. He pressed the rubber compression pad on the boot of his car and stepped back as the lid flipped up, revealing the inside. Revealing...

      Nothing.

      The boot was empty.

      Ndidi's breath caught. He grabbed his heart and staggered back. His legs went weak, and he almost dropped to his knees.

      No, no, no, no. What had happened?

      He was on the verge of tears, on the verge of screaming, when he heard movement to his right. Spinning in that direction, he saw someone step through the shadows. 

      "Looks like you're missing something."

      The speaker stepped from the darkness into the bright glow of the security light. Revealing herself. Revealing Abbie King, Ndidi's attacker and enemy.

      She gave a sad smile.

      "Or should I say... someone?"
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      "Where is she?"

      Ndidi's fists were clenched, his eyes burning with fear and rage. Abbie could tell it was taking all his strength and self-control not to rush Abbie, attack her, as he had at the police station.

      Abbie didn't move, didn't tense, didn't prepare herself to flee or counter attack. Ndidi was a grieving husband and frightened father. If he needed to attack her, he could. Abbie hadn't brought her gun because she knew she wouldn't need it. She had something the detective wanted. That he needed.

      "Answer me," he said.

      Abbie took a step further into the light and glanced into the boot of Ndidi's car.

      "We got her out a couple of minutes before your friends arrived," said Abbie. "She's with my allies, en route to our safe house."

      The allies were Christine and Ana. The safehouse was Christine's flat. The hope was to get their new addition up the stairs and into the apartment without drawing any nosey neighbours' attention. Should be fine at this time of night, but they would be careful.

      "You need to bring her back. Right now."

      His voice was on the verge of turning into a shout. Realising he was losing control, Ndidi looked left and right. Checking for flashing lights in nearby homes. Abbie kept her eyes on the detective.

      "No," she said. "You're coming with me.”

      She turned to walk away, and now he did dart down the drive. She heard his heavy breathing and clomping feet as he raced towards her. Then his sweaty hand was around her wrist, tugging her.

      Abbie didn't resist. She spun into his pull and came towards him as though they were dancing.

      "You're working with them," Ndidi said, the fear growing as he held Abbie tighter. "A tricked me."

      Abbie shook her head. "Quite the opposite. I told you already I know who kidnapped your daughter. His name is Orion Becker, not A, and more than anything, he loves to cause heartbreak and misery. If you do what he says, he'll bring you to him. When you arrive, he'll murder Isabella in front of you, laugh over your tears and desperation, then put a bullet in your head. That's what happens if you do things your way."

      Ndidi was shaking his head. Abbie didn't know if he was listening.

      "You have no idea. If A brings me anywhere near my daughter, I'll save her. I'll do whatever it takes. No force on this Earth will stop me protecting my Isabella."

      "Like you protected your wife?"

      Ndidi's hand slipped from Abbie's wrist, and the detective stumbled back as though Abbie had punched him.

      A punch would have been better. A fist hurt, but Abbie's words had been a knife in his gut, twisting, pushing, tearing.

      "I'm sorry," she said. "That was a despicable thing to say, but you must understand the situation. I know you have the will and determination to do whatever it takes to save your daughter, and that's an asset. But it can only take you so far. I promise if you don't avail yourself of my help, you and your daughter will both die."

      "I don't want your help," said Ndidi, without considering her proposition. His anger and fear were stealing his ability to think clearly.

      "I thought you might feel that way," said Abbie. "That's why we took the decision out of your hands. You're welcome."

      "Fuck you. You don't care about my daughter."

      "Wrong. I don't care about Isabella as much as you do because no one could, but I do care. I’d give my life to save hers. You have my word."

      Ndidi was breathing heavily. He was staring at Abbie. Still, she stood in the glow of the security light and maybe he could see the sincerity in her eyes. Perhaps he simply realised he could not force Abbie to change her mind. She'd pulled the rug from beneath him and with it taken all the choices he'd thought he had. She was in control.

      "You have the woman?" he said. "The one from my boot."

      Abbie nodded. "I've a car a couple of minutes walk down the road. Come with me, I'll take you to her. I promise."

      Ndidi considered. His mind was racing, he still wanted to discover a way to reclaim control of the situation, but there wasn't one. He wasn't going to talk to his fellow police officers, so he either had to work with Abbie or force her to call her allies back. He was no idiot. The latter option was obviously not going to happen.

      “Fine. Let’s go.” He started towards her. She looked him and down. Raised her eyebrows. “What?”

      “It’s cold. You don’t want a coat?”

      He looked down himself, then back at her. “I didn’t think you’d want to wait.”

      Nodding, Abbie gestured to his door. "I will, if you don’t want to freeze to death. Up to you.”

      There was a pause, then Ndidi nodded and about turned. He was thirty seconds. Leaving his house, he slammed the door and rushed down the drive. He glanced at his car with his still open boot. Abbie could see what he was thinking.

      "We'll take my car," she said, although her car was actually Ana's car. Ana and their new captive had returned to the flat in Christine's Ford. "Come on."

      She made to turn again, but he grabbed her once more.

      "I don't have a choice, right now, but to try and do things your way. But I warn you, if anything happens to my daughter because of this, I'll kill you. Do you understand?"

      Abbie looked into Ndidi's eyes.

      "I believe you'll try. And if Isabella does die because of my actions, guilt will consume me, and I might even let you. But for now, let's think positive thoughts, shall we?"
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      Coat in hand, they made their way along the darkened, quiet street towards where Abbie had parked Ana’s car.

      Even in the darkness, Abbie could see the way Ndidi’s fingers twisted around each other, the way he kept looking over his shoulder, left and right. Naturally, he was afraid, and his fear seemed to spiral further out of control with every step. Abbie understood it. By following Becker’s rules, Ndidi had allowed himself to believe he had a degree of control. So long as he did as he was told, he would get back his daughter. Safe. He might not have liked some of the things Becker asked of him, but he could put up with it so long as it offered a clear road map to Isabella.

      The problem was, Ndidi had never had the kind of control he believed. Orion Becker had played him from the beginning. Following Becker’s rules wouldn’t guarantee a happy ending. Quite the opposite.

      There were no stars in the sky or didn’t seem to be. The moon looked like a torch that was fast running out of batteries. Dim. You got the impression it could go out at any moment. Abbie didn’t mind the dark. Liked it at times. Often she would take strolls in the dead of night. The darkness could offer a level of peace never found in the glare of the sun.

      Then again, her first encounter with the Becker’s happened as a result of such a stroll.

      The darkness pressed on Ndidi like a weight and wrapped around his lungs like an internal snake. The way he lumbered along, it was as though that weight might crush him at any second.

      There was only one way to release the pressure.

      “The man I’ve been speaking with about my daughter,” said Ndidi. “He told me to call him A. You said he was this Orion Becker?”

      “I did.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      Abbie glanced Ndidi’s way, then nudged him and pointed at the next left. They took it and made their way towards Ana’s car, further along the street.

      They continued in silence for a few more seconds while Abbie mused over whether she should tell Ndidi anything. There was no reason not to, she supposed. Maybe it would even help. She couldn’t force the detective to work with her after all, so she might as well try to win his trust.

      “I overheard one of the kidnapper’s gang talking on the phone,” she said. “This guy used the name Orion, and I wondered how many important criminals there could be with that name? Not many. Of course, it was still possible this was a different Orion, so while I was working under the assumption it was Mr Becker, I couldn’t be sure it was him until this evening.”

      Ndidi glanced Abbie’s way. “But now you’re sure?”

      “Now I am.”

      They reached Ana’s car. Abbie tapped it then moved around to the driver’s side, unlocking it as she went. By the front doors, they each paused, facing each other over the car's roof. Ndidi’s face was half caught in a street lamp’s glow, and Abbie could see the anxiety. He wanted to ask a question but feared engaging in too much dialogue with this woman he did not trust. Not to mention, he was terrified of what might be her answer.

      In the end, he couldn't stop himself from starting.

      “You said if I did what this Becker asked, he would still kill my daughter.” Ndidi’s words seemed to trail into the darkness. This was set-up to the question, but the question was lodged in Ndidi's throat. Luckily Abbie knew what it was.

      “No," she said. "I cannot be sure that's what he'd do. But it would be characteristic of Orion.”

      “You’ve met him? Had dealings with him before?”

      “Not with him, no.” Abbie looked up the street. Saw a light on in a bedroom window six or seven houses down. The curtains were closed. No one was watching, and it seemed unlikely anyone was listening. Still, it was always better to be safe than sorry. “Come on. Get in the car.”

      She did and, after a few seconds, he followed her lead. When they closed the doors, triggering the soft yellow lights above their heads, Ndidi seemed to gain a little confidence. As Abbie was putting the key in the ignition, he took her wrist in his hand.

      “If you’ve never met him, how can you know what he’ll do to my little girl? You’re guessing. This is all guesswork.”

      Abbie sighed. Looked to where his hand gripped her wrist but didn’t yank free or tell him to get off. Not yet.

      “No,” she said. “You want me to be guessing because if I’m guessing, you can write off what I have to say.”

      “No, it’s not—“

      “Yes, it is. And that’s fine. That’s a human reaction. You want to believe you can take the simplest path and save your daughter. The simplest path is following Becker’s instructions to the letter, not rocking the boat or pissing him off. You wish that would be enough to save Isabella and guess what, I wish it too. I really do. But it just isn’t so.”

      Abbie met Ndidi’s eye as she spoke and did not look away. In the end, he did. His gaze dropped to her wrist, and on realising he still had her arm, he unclasped as though her skin was red hot. His hands came together, and he rubbed them as though beneath a tap.

      “How do you know what he’ll do?” he asked. His head was bowed as if he were ashamed for having to rely on her for information. Keeping her own gaze on Ndidi, Abbie told a similar story as she had earlier to Ana and Christine. Her meeting with Orion’s mother, what she knew of Rachel’s arrest and Quintus’ death, and the file she had since had compiled not only on Orion but on the entire Becker clan.

      Ndidi didn’t look up once as Abbie told her story, nor did he say a word once she was done. Awaiting questions, Abbie held her gaze on the Detective for near enough a half minute once she’d finished speaking, then turned her eyes back to the road and started the engine.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      When Ndidi offered no objective, she started the car and set off.
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      As Abbie drove, Ndidi remained with his hands in his lap. He looked agitated and unsure. Had he a mind, he could have grabbed the steering wheel and fired them into the nearest house. Given that would not help him save his daughter, Abbie didn't worry.

      “You know who the woman in my boot was, don’t you?” Ndidi said after a minute or so of silent drive time.

      “I do,” said Abbie. “I’m guessing Orion never told you who it would be?”

      Ndidi shook his head. “He didn’t tell me anything more than I had to know.”

      “Which was the plan you were to bring to the police,” said Abbie, “and what you were supposed to do while the fake heist was taking place?”

      Ndidi looked up from his hands to Abbie. He seemed to consider her words, then shook his head. In the sweeping light of the passing street lamps, Abbie noticed his eyes narrow.

      “You want me to trust you, yeah?”

      Abbie gave a wry smile. “That would be ideal.”

      “Yet I don’t know what’s going on. I had no idea what Orion was planning, like you said. I didn’t even know it would be a woman climbing into my boot until I saw her running past my car. Even then, it was only a guess.”

      “Which makes sense,” said Abbie. “Involving you in the plan was a risk, even though Orion has your daughter’s life as security. He was always going to mitigate that risk by telling you as little as possible.”

      “Exactly,” said Ndidi. “So I knew nothing, and I told Norris and Kilman, my bosses, about the heist, and they didn’t suspect anything was up. They had no idea it was a diversion…”

      Breaking off, Ndidi didn’t get so far as laying out his suspicions. Nor did he have to.

      “You think my knowledge levels make me untrustworthy?” Abbie surmised. “I know more than you or the police, which indicates I must be working with Orion. Yeah?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Only if that were the case, why would we be having this conversation? We’ve already emptied your boot, taken what Orion wants. In which case, the only reason to lure you into my car would be to take you off somewhere quiet to murder you. Is that what you think’s going on?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      “More than crossed it, by the looks,” said Abbie. “But you got in anyway because what choice did you have? Getting back what I took is your only hope of saving your daughter. If you didn’t get in the car, Isabella was definitely finished, at which point your life wouldn’t be worth living anyway.” She glanced at Ndidi. “That about the size of it?”

      “Pretty much,” said Ndidi. “Like you said earlier, I failed to protect my wife. I lose Isabella as well; life’s not worth living.”

      “Trusting me is your only hope.”

      To this, Ndidi did not respond. Perhaps he was afraid his voice would crack with fear if he did. The thought that Abbie might murder him was terrifying, not because Ndidi feared for his own life but because it meant Orion would have no reason to keep Isabella alive. That was the thought that brought the Detective to the brink of a panic attack.

      Abbie shook her head. “I was able to join the dots and work out what was going on tonight faster than anyone else because I had vital information everyone else was missing. Predominantly, the name of the perpetrator.”

      “Orion Becker?”

      “Right. I’ve already explained my involvement with the Becker clan and my research on their gang, their family, and their exploits. That foreknowledge put me on the front foot in discovering what was going on the moment I so much as suspected the eldest of Margaret’s children was involved. Neither you nor any of your cop friends had that advantage. I also knew corrupt police officers were seemingly working both sides of this heist. I was suspicious that anyone could entice officers in Lucky Draw’s pocket to play traitor to those dangerous crooks. Again, your superiors didn’t have that information.”

      Abbie took a turn. Christine's flat wasn't far, so Abbie didn’t have long to explain. Something she wanted to do, having decided it was the best way to win Ndidi’s trust and get him to play ball. 

      “Once I knew Orion was involved, I couldn’t convince myself the robbery made sense. This is a fugitive, one of the most wanted men in the country. So few jobs could I believe would entice him to put his head above the parapet and risk arrest. Although I tried to persuade myself the casino was one, it wouldn’t wash. And that was before I considered the issue of corrupt cops switching sides as mentioned, plus the compounding of your involvement. As well as the corrupt cops Orion already has to do his bidding, he gets a new detective under the thumb. But does he ask you to keep the cops from the casino? No. Quite the opposite: he wants you to ensure they’ll be there.” 

      Abbie shook her head, frustrated at herself in the story's retelling.

      “When you consider all that,” she said, “it isn’t surprising I worked out what was going on before the police. What’s surprising is that it took me so long. In fact, I may never have worked it out before coming to you this evening if not for a throwaway comment made by one of my allies. Because when you consider why Kilman was shot, the only reasoning that fits with what you then asked of your superiors isn’t that Orion was worried Kilman would quash the heist but that he would quash it too quickly. A sizeable portion of the police force clearly had to be out of the way for as long as possible; ipso facto, the heist was a diversion. The actual job was taking place elsewhere. Once you accept that, everything falls into place. Orion didn’t have to convince the corrupt cops to switch sides because he's working with rather than against Lucky Draw. He’s paid them for the use of their building for the heist and for the benefit of their cops while he’s in town. That also explains why he didn’t pull out when it was clear Lucky Draw had to know what he was planning."

      In the distance, Abbie saw Christine's block. Another minute and they'd be parking, making their way up to where their new prisoner was now held. Hopefully.

      “That explains how you knew the heist was a diversion,” Ndidi said, his tone suggesting he begrudged even this small concession. “It doesn’t reveal how you knew Orion’s real intentions, who was in the boot of my car, or how you knew she was with me at all.” 

      “All simple to explain but to take the latter point first, I suspected you were involved beyond getting the police into place for the heist. Orion risked a lot kidnapping your daughter and murdering her poor au pair. He’d want his money’s worth.”

      Ndidi closed his eyes. His face twisted with annoyance.

      “I don’t mean to make light,” said Abbie. “But I need to be clear about why I acted the way I did. I suspected you still had a part to play, so when I visited you earlier—“

      “Broke in and threatened me with a gun,” Ndidi said.

      “That’s the occasion. And while we were chatting, my ally was planting a tracker in your car.”

      That was actually the second tracker they’d placed, the first before Ndidi returned home. After seeing Ndidi’s anger at the news of the car tracker, Abbie decided not to mention the other. Ignoring his burst of frustration, she carried on.

      “We followed your progress on a screen earlier,” said Abbie. “Saw you stop in the abandoned lot and wait. That’s when you met the second car, and the woman got into your boot, right?”

      While Ndidi tried to overcome his anger and decide whether to answer, Abbie made the final turn. She slowed as she drove towards the entrance to the flat's grounds, prolonging their alone time.

      “That’s right,” said Ndidi.

      “But you have no idea who the woman was or where she came from?”

      Ndidi’s head snapped towards Abbie. “How could I have?”

      Again ignoring Ndidi’s ire, Abbie said, “I want to make it clear, we uncovered Orion’s plan before it was complete. With a single phone call, we could have prevented it. No woman would have got into your boot, and Orion, in his fury, would probably have murdered your daughter without delay.” Abbie raised a hand to Ndidi’s horror-stricken face. “I say that not to upset you, but so you understand we’re on your side. We let Orion’s plan go ahead, despite how dangerous that is, because saving Isabella is our priority, as it is yours."

      Abbie pulled into the car park and slid into a space. She turned off the engine and twisted to face Ndidi.

      “I still don’t get it,” said Ndidi. “What was this plan? Who was this woman?”

      “Your superiors didn’t mention anything when they visited?”

      “No. I could tell they were keeping something from me, but they weren’t there as colleagues. They were the police. I was the frightened father. That’s how it should be.”

      “Quite right,” said Abbie. “Well, I was sure I knew who the woman was but received confirmation only when we arrived at your house, a few minutes after you returned tonight. Like I said earlier, we opened the boot, verified my suspicions, and stole away your stowaway.”

      “Who was she?”

      Ndidi was losing his cool. His hands were stiff but shaking his lap. It looked as if, if he tried to curl his fingers, they’d snap.

      “I told you already I compiled a file on the Becker’s. It’s comprehensive, and I’ve read through it plenty of times, hence my surprise that I didn’t realise the truth sooner. The file covers everything from where Orion and his siblings were born to the graveyard where Margaret, her husband, and her youngest son are buried. It certainly has the name of the prison in which Rachel Becker is serving a life sentence.”

      Looking up at the flats, Abbie let out a low whistle.

      "Sorry, I've made a mess of my tenses. I should say I know the name of the prison where Rachel Becker was serving a life sentence. Until tonight. Until you helped her escape."
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      As it earlier had for Abbie, everything clicked into place in an instant for Ndidi, the moment he knew he was dealing with a prison break.

      Breaking out of prison is incredibly difficult, but with hours of planning and almost unlimited cash reserves, Orion was assured of finding a way to release his sister from her cell eventually. He may have spent every day since learning in which prison Rachel would serve her sentence devising his plan, but he never would have lost faith. He knew he’d get there in the end, as he knew, despite how difficult it would be, breaking Rachel out of prison would be the easy bit.

      The justice system, the prison system, the police. They all hate prison breaks. It looks far worse having someone running around committing crimes if that person has already been convicted and should be behind bars. Orion would have known the alert would be raised the moment someone noticed Rachel’s escape. Police would be mobilised. In almost no time, they would form a net around the prison's local area, making escape nearly impossible.

      The heist would slow this down. Orion’s diversion ensured the local policing area was not best placed to react to the prison breach. Compound this with the fact that no one noticed Rachel’s escape until ten minutes after she had jumped into the getaway vehicle, and the elder Becker had bought himself a little time.

      But not enough.

      Rachel, and the getaway driver with whom she escaped, could not hope to outrun the police for even a few hours. So what was the alternative?

      Enter Orion’s genius idea.

      “They had just enough time to reach me,” Ndidi muttered as Abbie all but pulled him from the car. “Then, the getaway driver sped off, and I was left with a convict in my boot.”

      “Right,” said Abbie, directing Orion towards the flats. “The getaway driver will soon be caught, but he won’t say anything. Meanwhile, you drive the convict home. There’s almost no chance the police will pull you over. Even if they do, they won’t search your boot. You become the perfect mode of escape.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Ndidi said. “She’s a killer, you said?”

      “She’s a vile human being, just like her brother,” said Abbie. “But you can’t think of her as a convicted murderer now. You can’t think of her as a monster or a criminal or anything like that.”

      They had stopped by the building’s front doors. Ndidi turned to Abbie.

      “So what should I think of her as?”

      “Leverage.”
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      By the time Abbie and Ndidi reached Christine’s door, the Detective was out of his daze. Once more, his eyes burned with anger and determination. This look was only shaken by Christine’s appearance.

      “This is one of your allies?” he asked, talking to Abbie but looking at Christine. “I should have known Miss Lakes would be involved. I’d have guessed if you mentioned you had a cop on your side. If you can call her that.”

      “You can call me that,” said Christine through gritted teeth. “In fact, I think you’ll find it’s Detective, not Miss Lakes. You can call me that until I decide you can call me Christine. If I ever make that decision.”

      Ndidi showed no signs of backing down. He glared at the junior Detective from the hall.

      “I’m trying to help you,” Christine continued. “And seeing as this is my house, you might try showing me some respect.”

      "Call this a house, do you?" Ndidi said, leaning forward, peering through the door.

      "Enough," snapped Abbie. She grabbed Ndidi’s shirt and pushed him back from the door. “You’ve had a shock, so I’ll let this attitude problem go for now. Especially as your wife trusted Leilani. With good reason.”

      Ndidi’s eyes widened.

      “Yes,” said Abbie. “I know all about that. I know about everything.”

      Ndidi met Abbie’s eye. For a moment, it seemed he was going to argue, then he forced himself to nod, and he looked at Christine. “Thank you for your hospitality, Detective Lakes.”

      This was said with some sarcasm, but Christine accepted it and stood back to allow the duo in.

      "Where's our friend?" said Abbie. 

      Christine held Ndidi's eyes for a few more seconds, then looked back to Abbie. She nodded to the bedroom door. 

      "Secure?" asked Abbie. 

      “Cuffed to the radiator," said Christine. "Bound and gagged. She's not going anywhere."

      "And those handcuffs, binds and gags," said Abbie. "They were here for business or pleasure purposes? Before today I mean. I just like to get the measure of the people with whom I'm working."

      Christine glared, then shoved Abbie towards the living room.

      Ana was on the sofa but stood when Abbie and Ndidi entered. She gave Abbie a curt nod then went to the Detective.

      "Ariana Rayner," she said, holding out a hand. "I'm sorry about your daughter. You must be worried sick."

      Ndidi had never met Ana but, to him, she could only be another enemy. He didn't take her hand. His look was contemptuous. The look a man gave before spitting on someone, although Abbie didn't think Ndidi would lower himself quite that far.

      "What would you know about my worry?"

      Ana dropped her hand but not her gaze.

      "Well, I don't have a daughter, and no one I love has ever been kidnapped," she said. "But my father drowned when I was a kid, and I'm only a couple of months removed from losing my teenage sister to murder." She paused, let that sink in. "So I know a little about loss."

      Ndidi looked ashamed, but it seemed he had no response. Then, perhaps when Ana's gaze became too much, he raised his hand as she had hers. Ana didn't hesitate to shake.

      "Idrissa Ndidi," he said. "I'm sorry for your loss."

      "Good news for you, Detective," said Abbie. "Your daughter isn't lost, only misplaced, and as I mentioned, we have a little leverage here."

      "How much?" said Ndidi. "You can't tell me Orion cares for his sister as much as I love my daughter. It's no contest. He's a criminal, a murderer, an animal."

      "He is all these three things," agreed Abbie, "though none of that is relevant. I have seen the most heartless mass murderers surrender their lives to save a loved one. Orion may not have put his life on the line, but he has risked his freedom and his wealth to free his sister from incarceration. Does he love Rachel as much as you love Isabella? I doubt it, but he loves her a great deal, and we can make use of that connection."

      "I can make use of that connection," said Ndidi. "I have his loved one, and he has mine. It wasn't clear what he was proposing before. Now it's obvious he wishes to trade his sister for my daughter, and that’s a trade I’ll make without hesitation."

      "There will be no trade," said Abbie.

      "Because you'll stop me?" At this, Ndidi laughed. "I'd like to see you try."

      "I'm not talking about me. Nor Christine or Ana."

      Ndidi looked from one woman to the next. The four of them were standing in the living room. Only Ana looked as though she would rather be sitting.

      "You mean Orion?"

      "I do."

      "Because he'll kill my daughter then me as soon as he has what he wants."

      Abbie nodded.

      "So says you. Yet I have no more reason to trust you than Orion. Not really. And at least he’s set out a path for me to bring my daughter home safely. What have you offered?"

      "Well, I don't know about offers, but I haven't kidnapped your daughter. You'd think that might bank me a few points in the old trustworthiness column over Becker."

      "Which is the same as saying you have nothing,” said Ndidi. "No plan to help return to me my daughter. You have nothing to offer but goodwill, is that it?"

      Ndidi and Abbie were facing each other. Christine and Ana were looking from one to the other, unsure which way this would go.

      "We have Rachel," said Abbie.

      "For now."

      "You think you can take her from us?"

      "For my daughter, I could do anything. If I set my mind to walking out of here with Rachel Becker, do you believe you could stop me?"

      "I believe," said Abbie, "that if you walk out of here with Rachel, you will die. So will Isabella, while Rachel and Orion Becker will disappeared into the sunset. That outcome is intolerable. Therefore, if you try to take Rachel, I'll have no choice but to stop you. Possibly, we'll have to restrain you, and I'll need to make the best of a crap situation in terms of securing Isabella's safety. But I will. To answer your question, I believe I can stop you. I know I can stop you. As you will fast find out if you go against me."

      Ndidi's hands were clenched into fists by his side. He looked to Christine again, then to Ana, but his gaze came back to Abbie. His eyes burned like fire.

      "What if I walk out of here? I can leave Rachel but call Orion and tell him what you did. He already sent someone to kill you once, didn't he? He'll send people again. He'll overwhelm you next time, don't you think?"

      “If he has the numbers, which I doubt,” said Abbie, “he'll come in force to reclaim his sister and kill meddlesome me. But he'll murder Isabella first, which is why you won't do it."

      Ndidi's jaw trembled. There was no way he would leave the flat and risk his daughter's life. If he did, Abbie wasn't sure what she would do. Ndidi had no information for her, but Abbie needed him to find Becker and Isabella.

      "I'm Isabella's father," said Ndidi at last. The anger was like storm clouds, and now they were breaking, releasing the rain of misery rather than the storm of fury. “I’ve lost my wife. I have to live with having failed her, but I cannot fail Isabella. She’s my world but also my responsibility. Please, I'm begging you, don’t stand in my way. Let me proceed in the way I believe is right."

      Again he looked around the room, and this time his gaze lingered on Christine and Ana, perhaps believing they were more likely to give in than was Abbie. Maybe that was true, but it wouldn't matter. Abbie was taking control of this situation. Neither Ana nor Christine nor both combined could convince her to change her mind.

      "I'm sorry," said Abbie. "But your feelings aren't my priority. Isabella is, and while you may not trust or believe me, I can assure you I've been saving lives a long time, and I seldom fail. I'll give everything to save Isabella, but that means doing this the way I believe is right because that's the only way I know how."

      Now Ana and Christine were looking at the floor. They couldn't meet the gaze of Ndidi because they empathised with his position. They couldn't meet Abbie's eye because they were unsure she was doing the right thing.

      If they thought Abbie was sure, they were wrong. Guilt and indecision seemed to mingle with her blood and flow through her veins. Ndidi was Isabella's father, so what right did Abbie have to take control of any efforts to save the child?

      Self-loathing crept in. All Abbie could say to soothe herself was that she believed she derived some right from whatever force had sent to her the dream that forewarned of the grave situation Isabella faced. Because of that, she couldn't give up control. Wouldn't. If she had to hate herself to get the job done, so be it.

      The die was already cast.

      "I know this is difficult, and I know you hate me," said Abbie, "but for now, having Rachel here makes no difference to having her at your place. Orion's only told you what you need to know, so, as of now, I guess you have no idea where you'll be expected to take Rachel or when. You're awaiting his next call with further instructions. Is that right?"

      For a while, Ndidi didn't answer. But silence wouldn't get him any closer to achieving his aims, so, in the end, he gave a single curt nod.

      "Okay," said Abbie, nodding back. "Then here’s what I suggest."

      As she spoke, she turned and walked through to the kitchen. She withdrew a new glass from the cupboard and filled it with water. After taking a couple of swigs, she tilted the cup towards the living room.

      "Drink, anyone?"

      Ana glanced at Christine, who was looking at her feet. Abbie reached into the cupboard and withdrew three more tall glasses.

      "We should keep clear heads," she said, sensing Christine was trying to be strong and that Ana didn't want to give her an excuse to be weak. "Water? Water?"

      She looked at Christine, then Ana as she asked the questions. Both gave rueful nods.

      Abbie filled two more glasses, and brought them to the living room, handed them to the two women. She returned to the kitchen, took another swig of her own water, and raised the final empty glass towards Ndidi.

      "Come on then, Detective, what's it going to be? Water okay?"

      "I'm expecting a suggestion," growled Ndidi. "So why don't you stop messing around with glasses and tell me what you were going to say."

      Abbie considered, then placed the glass on the side and nodded.

      "Fair enough, the suggestion is this: we four, plus our guest, hole up here until Orion calls you with further instructions. When he does, I’ll tell you how I plan to save your daughter, based on what he's said. If I can convince you, great, we go ahead. If I can't, you take Rachel and walk away. You follow Orion's plan and trust he's a man of his word. I won't want to let you do that, but at least I’ll know you're walking away having properly weighed up your options."

      From the counter, Abbie collected the glass again and again tipped it towards Ndidi.

      "What do you say, Detective?"

      From the living room, Ndidi stared at Abbie and tried to make his decision. She knew he was playing everything she'd said over in his mind and trying to decide if Abbie could be trusted.

      She couldn't. Her words were meaningless because whatever Ndidi decided after Orion called, Abbie wasn't giving up control of this operation. But that was okay. Hopefully, she could convince him to involve her by then. If she couldn't... well, they'd cross that bridge when they reached it.

      For now...

      Ndidi sighed. Pointed to the glass.

      "Fill it to the brim. Dealing with you's made me thirsty."
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      While Christine tried to figure out where they were all going to sleep, cramped into that tiny living room, Abbie crossed the hall and entered the bedroom.

      It was dark. Christine’s bedside lamp was on, but it only cast a small circular glow across the table, the floor on that side of the room, and Christine's half of the room. It didn't reach the side of the bed on which Christine's boyfriend might sleep, were he allowed to stay with her during her undercover operation. It certainly didn't reach the floor on the other side, or the radiator beneath the window, and the woman handcuffed bound and gagged to it.

      "Damn, you must be bored," said Abbie.

      Her eyes were fast adjusting to the light. The shape pressed against the radiator was morphing into a human. Within another few seconds, Abbie would probably be able to make out some of the woman's facial features. Maybe those furious eyes. But none of that would be necessary.

      Abbie flicked on the bedroom's main light.

      The shape became a woman and the woman flinched, turning her head towards her chest and squeezing closed her eyes. Her ankles were bound and there was a gag in her mouth. Her wrists were handcuffed, the chain behind the pipe of the radiator, holding her to the wall in a most uncomfortable looking position.

      "Hello, Rachel," said Abbie.

      Raising her head, Rachel blinked rapidly in the light to adjust her eyes. As she did, Abbie remained perfectly still, framed in the doorway. She waited until the middle, and youngest surviving Becker child met her gaze, then walked in and sat on the bed on the radiator's side.

      In this position, Abbie's knees were only a foot or so from Rachel. Had the Becker a mind, she could have swivelled, brought her bound knees towards her chest, and fired her feet at her captor. Clearly a rational woman, Rachel did no such thing. She didn't attempt to attack nor try to speak. The gag would have made communication difficult, but she could have got across a simple message.

      Rachel said nothing. She held Abbie's eye and remained static. Not that she had many options in that regard.

      "Just a flying visit," said Abbie. "I don't know how much Orion told you, but I think we both know it won't be long before he tries to complete the job he started. I should imagine he intends to have his little sister back in his protective big brother embrace by the time the sun next drops below the horizon."

      The eye contact still did not break. Abbie had always known she would step in here and never intended to have a conversation or spout an hour-long monologue.

      "A child has been taken," said Abbie. "If you and your brother play fair tomorrow, I'll let you both live. But if anything happens to the girl, I warn you, there will be no mercy. I'll kill you, I'll kill him."

      These threats seemed not to concern Rachel in the least. Abbie could have mentioned the bullet she had put in the Becker matriarch, but her aim wasn't to get a rise from her captive. Abbie had come in to get a good look at Orion's younger sister. Photos were never as good as the real thing, and Abbie was convinced, having met Rachel's eye now, she would find it easier to end her life later.

      Because Abbie had been lying. When she came face to face with Orion, Abbie's priority would be to save Isabella. Still, she did not intend either Becker sibling to survive the next twenty-four hours. They would meet, and Abbie would finish what the police had started with Quintus, and she had continued with Margaret.

      The child would be saved. The Becker clan extinguished.

      Rising from the bed, Abbie smiled at Rachel.

      "It won't be easy, the position you're in, but I advise you to try and get a few hours sleep. After all, you've a big day ahead."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Using the few duvets, pillows, cushions and throws she had available, Christine had managed to arrange four sleeping stations in the living room. One on the sofa, where she would sleep, and three more on the floor. When Abbie stepped in, it looked as though someone had recently completed a successful game of Tetris. Abbie hated to undo all that.

      "I'm sleeping in the hall," she said.

      All eyes turned her way. Ana said nothing but Christine questioned the decision, and Ndidi argued against it.

      "I don't trust you," he said. "We should all be in here, where we can keep an eye on each other."

      Abbie rolled her eyes. "What do you think I'm going to do; run off with Rachel? You're welcome to kip in the bedroom if you're concerned. There's even a bed in there."

      Despite the allure of the bed, Ndidi seemed unwilling to share with a convicted murderer. Go figure. After that, Abbie got her way fairly quickly.
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        * * *

      

      No one slept well. It was gone three in the morning when the group got their heads down, but by half seven, they were all up; Christine and Abbie were pouring orange juice and making toast in the kitchen.

      Christine had a decent selection of spreads. Abbie and Ariana had Marmite, Ndidi raspberry jam, and Christine marmalade. The homeowner grabbed a second fold-up chair in the bathroom; she and Abbie created something resembling a circle with Ana and Ndidi on the sofa.

      The minutes dragged by. There was some stilted conversation, but for the most part, the group sat in silence, browsing the internet on their phones or contemplating the turns their lives had taken.

      Bobby occupied Abbie's mind. Over thirty hours ago, she had left him with a warning. He could text while she was gone, but there was every chance he would receive no reply. Abbie had to focus, and in any case, she might not get a chance to check her phone. Still, she had expected a text last night. Something short to tell Abbie he was thinking of her. To say he couldn't wait to see her again. To check she was doing as he had asked: staying safe so she could come back to him.

      Maybe that was the problem. Abbie had warned Bobby his messages might go unanswered. Still, perhaps he knew if he texted and Abbie didn't respond, despite her warning, his already worried mind would kick into overdrive. At least if he didn't message, he would only have to deal with the baseline worry levels with which he'd begun.

      With this in mind, maybe Abbie should text Bobby. To tell him she was okay. To let him know she missed him and was looking forward to returning to his bed. Although, as it stood, that would actually be her bed, as that's where she'd left him. Yes, a quick text was her best course of action.

      Only every time Abbie unlocked her phone and navigated to her message stream with Bobby, something stopped her. At first, she believed this to be a faceless, nameless, unknowable something, but it wasn't. She was lying to herself. The face lingered at the peripheral of her vision. The name bounced around the back of her mind, like a whisper echoing through the deepest chamber of her subconscious.

      Ben.

      How could his words not affect her? His fear, or the fear of his employers, was that Abbie could not focus on her job while in love. Were her concerns over who should text whom and when not proof these anxieties were warranted?

      Of course not. This was scheduled downtime. There was nothing Abbie could do, and no plans she could form until Orion rang. There was no reason she shouldn't let Bobby occupy her mind. No reason she shouldn't text him and tell him she missed him; that she was fighting to get back to him soon.

      But she wouldn't. Every time she tried, that whispered name got a little louder, and Ben's arguments put paid to a harmless communication.

      God, how she loathed that awful man.

      "You have no idea how I ache to add a dash of vodka to this."

      It had just passed eleven in the morning. After breakfast, Christine had called the station and learned Kilman's condition was stable but critical. It looked more likely than yesterday that he would live, but there were no guarantees. On the bright side, Gary was going to be okay. If not today, he would be released tomorrow. Bitter at the lies he had told her on Orion's behalf, Abbie wasn't concerned if she never again saw the lanky teen.

      An arrest warrant hung over Abbie's head. But Rachel Becker had knocked her from the wanted list's top spot. That might change if Kilman died, but for now, it meant the heat on Abbie was a little reduced.

      Christine delivered these messages a little after eight am, and it was she who spoke next, some three hours later.

      She was staring into her third orange juice when she mentioned the vodka, twisting the glass and watching the liquid swirl. It was like a form of self-hypnosis.

      "Before I came to this town, I wasn't much of a drinker. A glass of wine with dinner every now and then, a couple if we went to the pub. A little more at Christmas. I can't remember ever getting drunk or drinking spirits. Maybe a shot of sambuca, once. It probably made me throw up."

      "Understandable," said Ana.

      Christine was still staring into the orange juice like it was an autocue, and she was struggling to read her lines. She didn't seem to have heard Ana as she continued.

      "But when you can't make friends because you hate to lie, and when you're afraid to ring your family or your boyfriend in case anyone finds out you're not who you've said you are, drinking starts to become a little more appealing. When I first got here, I'd sit in front of the telly all evening, not really watching. I wouldn't always cry, but I was almost always on the verge. I bought my first bottle of wine on a whim on my way back from the station one day. I'd popped in to get something else and saw it on sale. It was a brand I'd had before, so I picked it up. Why not? That night, in front of the telly again, I poured myself a glass. I didn't exactly feel like a drink, but I'd bought the bottle, so why not?"

      She raised her hands and touched her lips as though remembering that first glass of wine. A smile played across her face, but it was a sad smile. Almost bitter.

      "I was surprised to find wine calmed me. There was no doubt by this point, I was suffering from depression. I was away from everyone I loved, doing a job I never wanted to do and sneaking around gathering evidence against people I genuinely liked but with whom I could never make friends. So I was full of this black depression and also a deep, all-consuming self-loathing. The wine didn't make me any happier or make me like myself anymore, but it did relax me, help me sleep. It didn't improve my mood, but it made my situation easier—maybe that sounds stupid."

      "No," said Abbie. "It doesn't sound stupid at all."

      Christine nodded. She brought the orange juice to her lips and drained it, then put the glass on the floor at her feet.

      "After that first glass, I started buying two or three bottles a week. I would limit myself so each bottle would last three days. Except, as you can imagine, three days soon became two, and then one. Before long, I was getting through a couple of bottles a night. Then I diversified. I got into spirits and started drinking pints at the pub. The rent on this place is pretty cheap, and I had no social life, so money was fairly plentiful, making the habit too easy to keep up. I started adding a vodka shot to my orange juice in the morning and another to my tea at work. Irish tea, is that what they call that? I don't even like it. What's to like? But I needed it. How pathetic is that?"

      "It isn't pathetic," said Abbie. "You were trapped in an awful situation. You never asked to join anti-corruption, yet you were chucked into a covert operation as soon as you became a detective. That would affect anyone."

      "I knew how people would react," said Christine. "And I was right, wasn't I? Even though I'm on his side, even though I've been trying to lock up people involved with his daughter's kidnappers; you saw how Detective Ndidi here treated me when he arrived yesterday. The contempt in calling me Miss Lakes. It would have been like that with all of them. I would have been ostracised, cast aside. I lived in fear of discovery, knowing how they'd treat me."

      As she spoke, Christine glared at Ndidi, but when she was done, she turned away. She wasn't into confrontation and didn't want to further challenge the detective.

      Abbie didn't look away. She saw the shame in Ndidi's eyes and gave him a chance to make it right. When he didn't, Abbie turned from the detective and placed her hand on Christine's shoulder.

      "You're not alone," she said. "If the four of us formed a club, we'd be called the Self-Loathers. I'm working hard to change my self-perception, but I still spend at least a third of my time despising myself for one thing or another. Ariana abandoned herself to cruelty after her father died and only got worse when someone murdered her sister. Now she seeks redemption, but you can't seek redemption without claiming guilt, and the claiming of guilt inevitably leads to a certain degree of self-hatred. Isn't that right, Ana?"

      With a slow nod, Ana said, “The nights are the worst."

      "You bet they are," said Abbie. Still holding Christine's shoulder, she turned to Ndidi. "Then we have our good friend Detective Idrissa Ndidi.”

      All three women turned to the only man in the room. His legs shifted. He looked uncomfortable and as though he didn't know what to do with his hands. It was his turn at the confessional, but he wore his silence like a suit of armour. No matter. It wouldn't protect him from Abbie.

      "Someone once told me most people, when attacking another person, are really attacking themselves. This is not as universally true as it is sometimes perceived—for example, not all homophobes are closet homosexuals—but it is a common phenomenon, and Ndidi here is a good example. You know what I mean, don't you, Idrissa?"

      Ndidi met Abbie's eye for a moment, then looked away.

      “I’m not corrupt.”

      Abbie smiled. “When Ndidi interviewed me at the station, he expressed strong loathing for corrupt police officers. Later, at his house, I suggested he was perhaps angry at himself. After all, Gary told me Ndidi worked for Lucky Draw.”

      “Gary was a filthy liar.”

      “Actually,” Abbie responded to Ndidi, “he was pretty clean. Especially for a drug addict. I do believe he was lying, though. I think you hate yourself, but not because your’e corrupt. Quite the opposite.”

      “What?” said Christine.

      Abbie kept her eyes on the side of Ndidi’s face for a few seconds, giving him the opportunity to reveal the truth. When he didn't, Abbie turned back to Christine.

      “Ndidi was furious that a superior he respected turned out to be corrupt. I deduced he was talking about Hammond. Like you, he knew Hammond was corrupt, but he wasn’t corrupt himself. He hated Hammond’s corruption.”

      “Then he’s a coward,” said Christine, looking at Ndidi.

      “Like you said; when we arrived yesterday Ndidi was disparaging of your status as an undercover officer.”

      Christine turned back to Abbie. “Yeah. So?”

      Abbie spread her hands. “How did he know you were working undercover? What’s more, why did Leilani come to you with her information about Hammond and the casino? She was taking a huge leap, trusting someone she barely knew with a secret that could get her killed."

      “We discussed that,” said Christine. “Leilani had to trust someone and I was the logical choice. And I assumed you told Ndidi I was working undercover.”

      “I didn’t," said Abbie, “and the logical choice for Leilani wasn’t you, it was her husband. Why would a police detective's partner work for known criminals? Even if those criminals have never been convicted. Ndidi can't have been happy about it. Would his wife really take the job anyway? And this wasn't just about Idrissa. Leilani had to know she was putting herself and, by extension, her family—her daughter—in danger by working there. Would it be worth all those arguments and all that worry for a teller's job?"

      Christine stared at Abbie, then looked to Ndidi, who was staring at the floor.

      “Again, we discussed all this," said Abbie, “but let me put a new spin on it. Idrissa is a good cop. He may have gone astray since his wife disappeared, but before that, he saw corruption in his police division and endeavoured to do something about it. He might have pretended he hated his wife working at the casino, but I'm willing to bet it was his idea. And the reason she took her findings to you? Leilani didn't trust you because you were new in town, and you seemed nice; she trusted you because her husband told her you were trustworthy. Because he was the one who leaked the information about Hammond to the head of the anti-corruption unit who hired you. He's known who you are from the beginning; Idrissa sent his wife to you, so his attitude yesterday didn't come from any problem with you but out of self-loathing for himself. He feels like a grass, and worse, he feels as though he got his wife killed. With you, he was just projecting. People are like that."

      Christine stared at Abbie, half agog. The words took some time to process, but when they did, she seemed to have to force her head to turn back to Ndidi.

      "Is this true?"

      Everyone looked to the male detective. Abbie didn't know her suspicions were correct but was pretty sure. It was the only thing that made Leilani's actions—working at the casino, trusting Christine—make sense when combined with Ndidi’s knowledge of Christine’s job and his apparent hatred of corrupt police officers.

      Ndidi kept his eyes to the floor, and at first, it seemed he wouldn’t answer. After several seconds, when it became clear no one was going to look away, he gave a curt nod.

      "I suspected Hammond and found out what I could, but I was afraid to push too hard, so I sent what I'd learned to the nearest anti-corruption division. It was they who suggested I send my wife to work at Lucky Draw. I wasn't happy, but Leilani and I didn't keep things from each other. We discussed our options, and she begged me to let her go for the job. Like you, she hated police corruption and said it was her duty to help, even if she wasn't a detective. I wasn't happy, but I agreed." He looked from Christine to Abbie. "You called this the Self-Loathers club, and isn't that the truth? I gave in and let my wife take that job, and now she's gone forever. I'll hate myself for the rest of my days. If not for my daughter, the rest of my days might already have run out."

      He bowed his head, and the tears began to fall. With a deep breath, he almost pulled them back. Raising a hand, he wiped his eyes and tried to shake off the sadness.

      "I understand you'll never stop grieving your wife," said Abbie. "I know because, like Ana, I lost my sister. That was a decade ago, and it still hurts every day, so, yes, you will always hurt. But you must hold onto the truth that this is not your fault. You and Leilani made this decision together. The only people responsible for what happened are the people who killed her. You'll grieve, but you must hold on to the knowledge that you are not to blame."

      Abbie's speech got the tears going again, and Ndidi was drying his eyes once more as she stopped. He forced himself to look from the carpet to the three women in the room.

      "Maybe I'm not to blame for her death," he said. "But how ashamed would she be if she could see how I've behaved since? She risked everything and paid the ultimate price in her attempts to lock up corrupt officers. Hammond, at least, is dead, but I'm working with the other three. And that isn't the worst of it. At least I'm doing that to save Isabella. I was meant to be a good cop. I was supposed to be beyond reproach."

      Now he pressed his forehead into his palm and twisted his hand as though trying to wear away skin and skull. Abbie supposed he had a guilt headache, and he was trying to force it out.

      Ana and Christine looked confused.

      "You attacked Gary," said Abbie, "then allowed Evans and Franks to talk you into making him give a false witness statement. You didn't know about Isabella then. You were acting only out of self-preservation. Even if you did it for fear Isabella would have to grow up with her mother gone and her father in prison.”

      Ndidi nodded. "Attacking the boy was bad enough. Inexcusable. But forcing him to bear false witness was worse. I may not have taken any cash, but I did accept a bribe. Force Gary to lie, and you'll avoid suspension or incarceration. That’s what they said. In agreeing, I became a corrupt cop."

      Abbie rose, collecting Christine's glass from the floor.

      "A moment of weakness," she said. "Write it off, forget it. Now’s not the time for any of us to wallow in self-pity but to find inner strength. You're worried your wife might not be proud of your actions since she disappeared, well do something that would make her proud. Do what you set out to do. Save your daughter."

      She moved to the kitchen and offered another round of drinks.

      "No booze, mind," she said. "Christine, this is the end of the road. We'll save Isabella, and you'll go home. You'll be honest with your boyfriend and your family about your drinking problem. You'll seek help. None of us need be defined by the mistakes we've made in the past. Doing the right thing today, saving Isabella, isn't about redemption. It's about making the right choice and making that right choice the first in a long chain of right choices. Over the years, we'll make more wrong ones, some crap decisions, but that's okay. We're only human, after all. What matters is making more good than bad. What matters is that, in the end, our pile of laudable actions so dwarves our pile of foul ones that the latter stack is invisible in the shadow of the former."

      Having poured the drinks, Abbie brought them through and handed them out.

      "Today, we forget our problems. Today, we have a single focus, and that focus is Isabella. Are we all agreed?"

      Everyone agreed, then Abbie's phone began to ring. She hesitated before pulling it from her pocket.

      "Sorry," she said. "Back in a moment."

      Already feeling positive, Abbie turned into the kitchen and couldn't help but smile when she saw Bobby's number on screen. This went against her own battle cry, that Isabella was their only focus today, but she could not stop her finger from drifting towards the answer button.

      A five-minute conversation. That's all Abbie would allow, and that couldn't hurt, could it?

      She pressed answer. Put the phone to her ear.

      "Hey, Bobby. Missed me, did you?"

      "Hello? Is this Abbie?"

      It wasn't Bobby. Abbie's stomach dropped.

      "Speaking," she said. “What's going on?"

      "My name is Doctor Taylor. You were listed as the emergency contact in Bobby's phone. I'm afraid I have some bad news."
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      "You have to go. There's no question."

      Abbie was in the kitchen, her eyes closed tight, her phone still clutched in her hand.

      "What did the doctor say, exactly? If he's stable, I mean..."

      "Ana, you can't be serious."

      Deep breaths. In and out. Anxiety crawled up and over Abbie like an army of insects. They were everywhere. The doctor's words were rattling around her mind, growing louder with each rotation as though trying to drown out Christine and Ana's argument.

      "We've not even heard from Orion yet, and don't know when we will."

      Severe smoke inhalation. 

      "I'm not saying she shouldn't go. I'm saying it's worth considering the situation."

      Sedation. Bobby is on oxygen. We're taking good care of him.

      "There's nothing to consider."

      The prognosis is good, but nothing is certain.

      "Well, it's her decision."

      "No. It isn't."

      Abbie opened her eyes. Until the last comment, the argument had been exclusively between Ana and Christine. They were standing in the small kitchen corner with Abbie. Ndidi had remained in the living room, seemingly staring into space on the sofa, taking nothing in.

      "You can't tell her what to do," said Christine. "You can back right off, Ndidi."

      "Detective Ndidi," he said. "And you don't know what I'm going to say, so why don't you back off?"

      He had risen from the sofa and was standing at the edge of the kitchen portion of the room. After his comment to Christine, he turned back to Abbie, met her eye but spoke as though she was not there.

      "I barely know Abbie, but with some people, isn't it obvious what kind of person they are and how they'll react in certain situations from the off?"

      Christine and Ana were looking between Ndidi and Abbie. Both resisted the urge to talk.

      "This Bobby situation is tearing you up. If you don't go to him, it'll destroy you. But you won't. You're fixated on doing the right thing, on saving Isabella. It doesn't matter we've not heard from Orion, and I've said I don't want your help anyway... you're going to tell yourself you have no choice. You've cast your lot, and you have to see the job of saving my daughter through to the end."

      Taking a step forward, Ndidi continued to hold Abbie's eye. She was still clutching her phone tight. Although so far she had been caught on the doctor's words, on thoughts of how Bobby was, she knew Ndidi was right. Soon, her mind would try to push her concerns away; she would rationalise ways of ignoring Bobby's condition so she could continue with the job at hand. It didn't matter her house was a smouldering wreck, her boyfriend might die... how many times had she said the little girl was everything?

      "You're not thinking straight," said Ndidi. "Therefore, you can’t be trusted to make a decision, so we'll make it for you. Three votes, majority rules. Does Abbie stay cooped up in this box of a flat or go to her boyfriend? I'll go first. She goes."

      Christine's jaw dropped. She hadn't seen that coming and couldn't speak when Ndidi looked to her.

      "You've already made your vote clear," he said, "which means Ana can remain in indecision. Her vote is unnecessary. Now that's sorted, I suggest you get going. Send Bobby our love."

      Turning, Ndidi made his way back across the living room. As though connected to the detective by an invisible string, Abbie seemed to jerk from the counter and stumble after him. Before he could reach the sofa and sit, she grabbed his shoulder.

      "I know you never wanted me around, but it's a mistake to push me away. Your daughter's chances of survival are much improved, having me on your side. Sorry if that sounds arrogant."

      "It does sound arrogant," said Ndidi. "Although I'm loath to admit it, I think it's probably also true."

      Shaking free of Abbie's arm, Ndidi took another step towards the sofa but didn't sit. He put a head in his hand then sighed. 

      "How quickly can you reach the hospital where Bobby's being treated?”

      Abbie considered. "Assuming I don't get stopped for speeding? Little over an hour."

      "I think I have the measure of you," said Ndidi, "but it's clear you don't have the measure of me. I'm not trying to get rid of you because I want to handle this situation alone. That was what I wanted, but the longer I spend with you, the more I believe you'd be an asset to rescuing Isabella. I pray when Orion calls, you can be involved in whatever we do next."

      Christine and Ana reentered the room. Ndidi smiled at them, then returned to Abbie.

      "I know what it's like to fall in love. Never again will I get to see my wife. While you may not be as in love with Bobby as I was with Leilani, I promise you do not want to live with the regret of not seeing your man if this could be the last time. So here's what I'm proposing. You get in your car, you speed up or down to the hospital and sit with your man, talk to your man. When the time feels right, you speed right back here where we'll still be waiting."

      "Unless we aren't," muttered Ana. Ndidi pointed to her.

      "Right, because Orion might call. But if he does, I'll call you. We'll discuss the situation and decide how best to proceed. As a group. As the Self-Loathing club should."

      He raised his hand as though to place it on Abbie's shoulder, then dropped it. He looked at Christine.

      "Abbie was right. I lashed out at you because I hated myself, but I shouldn't. I did the right thing, passing that information to anti-corruption, and Leilani gave her life doing the right thing as well. You may hate it, Christine, but you're doing the right thing, too." He turned back to Abbie. "Now, you do the right thing. Do right by Bobby, then do right by Isabella. You don't have to choose between the two, and I pray you won't. You can have both."

      Abbie turned. Looked to Ana, who seemed to consider for a moment, then gave the smallest of nods. That was good enough for Abbie. She looked to Christine, who rushed forward and threw her arms around Abbie.

      "Go get him."
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      By driving well over the limit most the way to the hospital, Abbie made the trip in only 67 minutes. It seemed to take longer than that to find a parking space. Once she had, she paid for the ticket and bolted into the building.

      From the receptionist, after giving a fake name, Abbie learned where she could find Bobby. When she arrived, there was a nurse in the room. Abbie hovered nearby, her head bowed until the young man left, then she stepped inside.

      It had occurred on her drive over the police would know by now whose house was rubble. They would have entered Abbie King into their system, and what messages would have appeared? Probably an arrest warrant. Something explaining Abbie was armed and dangerous, hobbies include assault and attempting to murder serving police officers.

      Now they'd be looking for her; Bobby would be listed as a known associate.

      So Abbie waited for the nurse to leave and ducked in when no one was watching. 

      The room looked like any intensive care hospital room in a non-private hospital. The bed was centred, back to the wall. It was a single, mounted on hydraulics. It looked less comfortable than the hallway floor where Abbie had slept a few hours ago, not that the bed's occupant would notice.

      There was a heart-monitor beside the bed. The beat was steady, not too fast, not too slow. Next to the machine was an IV line and a couple of bits Abbie didn't recognise. There was a tube in Bobby's throat. Abbie didn't know much about smoke inhalation other than that it was the primary cause of death when it came to house fires. The doctor had said Bobby was on oxygen. The smoke had damaged his throat and lungs. The machine was breathing for him because Bobby wasn't up to the job for the time being.

      There was a chair beside the bed. Abbie had closed the door upon entering but glanced back anyway. She could hear people moving outside, but she claimed the seat and scraped closer to the bed when no one entered.

      Bobby looked peaceful. Other than the tube, looking above the neck, he might have been sleeping. His eyes were closed, and there were no burns. His hair looked messy, but so had it when Abbie left him in the middle of the night yesterday. Below the neck, a sheet and gown covered Bobby, but the doctor had told Abbie there was no severe external damage. If Bobby's insides recovered, there was no reason anyone would know he'd been in a fire. There might be a little scarring, but nothing more.

      Leaning in, Abbie clasped one of Bobby's hands. 

      "What happened?" she whispered, although she knew he couldn't hear or answer. When he woke (she refused to use the word if), he would explain how the fire had started. It was probably an accident. Could it have been arson?

      Abbie closed her eyes. Now was not the time to consider that, but it was impossible not to be dragged to the previous summer, her first brush with the Beckers. There had been a house fire then. A residence far larger than Abbie's had burned to the ground. A couple had been dragged out beneath sheets. The fire had reduced their adult bodies to skeletons and reduced the skeletons to the size of children. 

      But the Beckers hadn't been responsible for that fire, and there was no reason to believe they'd been responsible for this one. Orion didn't know who Abbie was, and even if he had, what was there to gain by burning down her house?

      No. It wasn't the Beckers, so it wasn't relevant to Isabella. That meant Abbie had to disregard the cause for now. Had to push it away.

      She also had to go.

      "You're going to be okay," she said to Bobby. "I promise you will, and when you wake, I'll make this up to you. I lo... I can't wait to see you again."

      Rising, she leaned over the unconscious Bobby. She placed a kiss on his forehead, and when she pulled away, she noticed something.

      On the other side of the bed was a side table. On top of the table was a plastic bag.

      Abbie's breath caught. Moving slowly away from Bobby, she made her way around the bed. Reaching the other side, she stretched for the bag with a trembling hand. From within, she pulled a bundle—something wrapped in soft fabric.

      "The fire started in the dead of night."

      Abbie jumped. Despite how worried she'd been about someone catching her, she hadn't heard the door open, nor the doctor walk in. Now she turned towards a woman with short grey hair and a long white coat. Doctor Taylor.

      "The smoke alarm must have woken Bobby, and he was able to get outside. As you know, he suffered smoke damage but was lucky to avoid burns for the most part."

      Doctor Taylor looked at the bundle in Abbie's hands.

      "The advise when there's a fire in your home is to get out immediately, without stopping to take anything, but of course, people are seldom able to follow that advise. Rarely do we hear of someone escaping a house fire without at least one item of sentimental value."

      Abbie unwrapped the soft fabric, which was a pillowcase, and slipped her hand inside.

      "Escaping the house, Bobby collapsed on the lawn," said Taylor. "That was all he'd taken, and we weren't able to remove it from his grasp until he passed out. It must mean a great deal to him."

      "Not him," said Abbie, removing her sister's battered copy of The Stand from the bag and holding it on her palm like a waiter's tray.

      "Then it means a great deal to someone who means a great deal to Bobby," said the doctor. "You're Abbie King, I take it? The homeowner? We spoke on the phone.”

      Abbie didn't know if Taylor had spoken to the police. If she had, had they warned her they were seeking Abbie in connection to an attempted murder? If they'd gone that far, had they also shown the doctor a picture of Abbie, in case this fugitive should show? All possible, but Abbie decided it was worth the risk.

      "Abbie can't make it yet," she said, forcing herself to take her eyes from The Stand. "She sent me to check on Bobby. Has there been any updates since you phoned?"

      Taylor seemed to consider Abbie, unsure whether to believe the story. At last, she answered, but Abbie wasn't convinced this meant she'd bought Abbie's lie.

      "No. We're still positive Bobby will make a full recovery, but it's early days. Rest assured, he’s receiving the best treatment. We’re doing everything we can to ensure Bobby will be okay." She pursed her lips and examined Abbie. "Will you stick around? You may not be Abbie, but I believe the police will still want to speak with you."

      "Of course," said Abbie. "I'm not going anywhere."

      Taylor examined Abbie for a few more seconds, then departed. She left Abbie with an uneasy feeling. A feeling that the doctor was heading to the nearest phone to call the police. To tell them someone was visiting the man who had been staying in Abbie King's home.

      If she had to call. Perhaps the police were already in the hospital. They could be seconds away.

      Abbie turned to Bobby. She wanted nothing more than to stay with him, but her time was up.

      For weeks, she had been struggling with her feelings. Years spent avoiding romantic entanglement had left her stunted in that area. But didn't this say it all? In her hand, Abbie clutched her most precious item. An item she had been unable to let out of her sight until Bobby came along, but that wasn't the most astonishing thing. What was incredible was that Abbie had not once considered this precious remnant of her sister upon learning of her house burning down. She had thought only of Bobby.

      Looking at the book's cover, she said, "I still love you, Vi."

      But she wouldn't take the book. She re-wrapped The Stand in the pillowcase and placed the bundle beside Bobby, who had proven he would keep it safe. Not that anyone would take it. 

      The book sorted, Abbie kissed Bobby again, this time on the cheek.

      "Stay safe. Come back to me."

      She rose from his bedside. She lay a hand on his arm.

      "I love you, Bobby."

      Then she fled the room, rushed from the hospital, and started on her journey back to Christine’s flat, and the mission to save Isabella.
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        * * *

      

      Abbie made the return journey in 66 minutes. When she pulled into the parking lot, she withdrew her phone and checked the screen. Had anyone messaged while she was on the road, she most likely would have felt it, but she couldn't be sure.

      No messages. No missed calls. Either Orion had yet to get in touch with Ndidi, or Ndidi had been lying about calling her. 

      As it was, Abbie believed Ndidi had been telling the truth, but that didn't matter. Christine probably wouldn't have let Ndidi get away with failing to call Abbie. Ana definitely wouldn't.

      Abbie opened the car door and stared at the building. On the way home, her head had filled with thoughts of Bobby and her sister. Would the man she thought she loved live? Had she let her sister down by forgetting about the book?

      Around and around, these considerations had raced, but no more. Abbie needed to push all that away and deal with the problem at hand.

      It was a few minutes to three in the afternoon on her second day. In a few more hours, Isabella would be safe, or Abbie would have failed her forever. Until the kidnapping was resolved one way or another, Abbie had to focus.

      Though thoughts of Bobby and Violet tried to pull her down, Abbie dragged herself from Ana's car and made her way towards the building. She used the keycard Christine had leant her to let herself in, and she went straight to the lifts. She travelled to Christine's floor, went to the door, knocked, then let herself in with Christine's spare key.

      "I'm back."

      She pushed open the door and stared into a quiet, empty hall. All three doors (living room, bathroom, bedroom) were closed.

      No one responded.

      "Hello?"

      Abbie had left one of her stolen guns with Ana. The other remained at her waist, and she withdrew it now. Her heart was pounding. The flat was tiny. There was no way any occupants hadn't heard her. Unless they'd all decided to take a mid-afternoon siesta.

      Taking a single step forward, closing the front door behind, Abbie turned the handle of the living room door. With a gentle push, she sent it swinging into the living room. Putting her shoulder to the bedroom wall, Abbie peered into the lounge.

      From this angle, she could see the kitchen, the TV, the back of the sofa, the foldable chairs. There was a glass lying on its side. Orange juice had splashed across the carpet, leaving a dark stain.

      At first, Abbie thought the room was empty of people. 

      Then she saw the feet. 

      Someone was lying on their front on the other side of the sofa to Abbie. The feet were still. Abbie recognised the shoes and felt her heart rate rise again.

      Ana had almost died when she and Abbie had met. It was starting to look as though Abbie might be a bad omen for the younger woman.

      For a brief moment, Abbie closed her eyes and prayed the lawyer wasn't dead. A little because she believed Ana was seeking redemption and wanted her to have the chance to continue on this path. A lot because she did not want to have to tell Alice Rayner that the mother had lost another child. 

      Abbie wanted to call out to Ana but couldn't. There were more rooms to check, and Abbie had yet to account for Christine, Ndidi or Rachel Becker.

      Abbie changed her angle against the wall, moving left and right until she was sure no one else was hiding in the living room.

      It was only Ana.

      Ana who remained still, nothing but her feet showing beyond the end of the sofa.

      Don't focus on that now. Don't focus on that now.

      Abbie moved to the other side of the hall and this time grabbed the bedroom door handle, opening it in the same way she had the living room door.

      The door glided towards the radiator where Christine had cuffed, bound, and gagged Rachel Becker.

      Except, Rachel Becker was no longer there. Along with the gag, the binds, and the cuffs, she had vanished. Abbie could not believe Rachel had slipped free of those restraints. The Beckers were many things, but none were Harry Houdini.

      Someone had released her.

      Not Ana, who lay either unconscious or dead in the living room, and not Christine either.

      As though dragged by an invisible force, Abbie took a step towards the bedroom. On opening the door, she had forced herself to look at the radiator, but this was not what drew the eye.

      On the double bed, spread out as though she were making a snow angel, was Christine, and even she did not draw the eye.

      Above the headboard, in two-foot letters, someone had scrawled the word GRASS.

      Presumably lacking a pen, they had written the slur in blood.

      Abbie had no kit with which to DNA test the stand-in ink, but if she had to guess, she would say the blood belonged to Christine. Taken via the jagged, gaping hole in the young detective's throat.
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      Like the deck of a sinking ship, the world seemed to tilt. Abbie raised a hand to catch the door frame and somehow kept her legs from disappearing beneath her.

      Breathe in, breathe out. Not that it did much. That word in blood seemed to glow, to pulse, but Christine's body remained still as stone. Deadly still, you could say.

      There was no point checking for a pulse. With a sharp blade, someone had torn open Christine's throat and let the blood flow. The detective would have died long before her assailant wrote the message on the wall.

      Her killer had committed this heinous act on the bed. The sheets, once sky blue, were soaked red. Somewhat absorbent, the duvet had drunk the blood and swollen into a grotesque misshapen creature beneath the dead detective. Beneath the kind young woman who had never wanted to live here. Who had left her family and everyone she loved to do her duty, to fight corruption and save lives. To become an (GRASS) informant. Anti-corruption officer. To work undercover well before she had the years of investigative experience under her belt to suggest she was up to the task.

      She had done a brilliant job. A job she was so committed to, she continued to investigate, to do the right thing, even when her bosses pulled the plug on the operation.

      In pursuit of the right thing, she had picked up a drinking problem, driven by depression and loneliness. But she was strong. When she returned home, she would have been honest about her addiction. She would have fought it. With the support of her loved ones, she would have beaten it. Abbie was sure.

      Now she wouldn't need to. Now she was never going home.

      Abbie wanted to rush to the bed, to sit beside Christine, to close the detective’s eyes and to tell her to sleep well. She wanted to do all these things though she knew it would mean nothing to the corpse. That kind woman was gone, but it didn't change how Abbie wanted to act around the body.

      She was thinking of her sister. Her lovely Violet lost all those years ago.

      Then she was pushing those thoughts away. Pushing back her instinctive reaction to the body. Trying to regain her focus on the job at hand.

      Because her legs didn't want to work, Abbie shoved the door frame. The bedroom was empty of enemies. She propelled herself towards the bathroom, opened the door, and stuck her gun inside.

      Toilet, sink, bin, shower. No bath. The shower screen was closed but transparent. The room was empty.

      Abbie's phone began to ring. She jumped.

      Taking a breath, she turned towards the front door, her back to the empty bathroom. From here, she could see the open doors to both living and bedrooms. She was sure there was no one here beside herself, Christine, and Ana, but you could never be too careful. She had her gun at her side, and if danger emerged, she would be ready. From her pocket, Abbie took her phone to see a number unknown both to the device and to her on-screen. She hit answer.

      "Yes?"

      "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

      Ndidi, sobbing, on the verge of a complete breakdown. Removing the phone from her ear, Abbie took a breath. Fury bubbled like lava, ready to spew, but Abbie couldn't let it. Her breath was cooling. It calmed the magma's raging heat. Now was not the time for emotion. It was time to lock away human Abbie and release the cool analytical robot.

      It took a couple of breaths, then she put her phone to her ear.

      "I'm sorry," he was still saying. "So, so, sorry."

      "Shut up," she said. Which indicated she had not quite got a grip on her fury. "You knew when to call. How?"

      "I'm sorry. I didn't want to. You have to believe—“

      "Ndidi, just shut up and answer my question. You've been told to call me, right? Did Orion ask you to apologise? I doubt it."

      There was a long pause as Ndidi tried to get a hold of himself. Standing in the bathroom doorway, shaking, Abbie somehow managed to keep a lid on her rage. To keep quiet.

      "He rang an hour ago. He knew where I was and that I was with Ana and Christine. He thought you were there too and told me I had ten seconds to kill everyonw, or he'd slaughter Isabella. He put my little girl on the phone and made her scream."

      Abbie closed her eyes. She could almost hear the scream. It made her shudder, and this was her imagination. What effect would the real thing have had on the father of the child doing the yelling? Abbie could hardly imagine.

      "The scream was a distraction," she said. "It made you forget we had leverage. The countdown was more of the same. Orion forced you to act on instinct and gave you so little time because he knew it would only take a second or two of rational thought on your part to undo his plan. All you had to say was you'd kill Rachel if he killed Isabella. You’d have been at an impasse. But the scream and countdown worked. Instinct circumvented your brain and you acted without consideration."

      At first, Ndidi couldn't respond. He was still sobbing, still struggling to control himself. That was okay because Abbie hadn't been talking to him. Not really. She had laid out the situation for herself to help her control her anger. How could she expect Ndidi to engage his brain with his daughter's scream and Orion's countdown ringing in his ears? The terrified father never stood a chance.

      Abbie saw all this, but she was struggling with rational thought herself. Although she had endeavoured to be a logical robot, emotion was overriding her circuits. Even as Abbie told herself Ndidi was not to blame for his actions, the image of Christine's body surfaced in her mind, and a burning hatred coursed through her veins. She realised she wanted the detective dead.

      But now was not the time. There was nothing Abbie could do to Ndidi even if she wanted, and she had to focus.

      Before she could get her head straight and think of what she needed to say next, Ndidi was talking again.

      “You’re right. You’re so right. I forgot about Rachel and acted on instinct. I knocked Ana down and put a bullet in her head. Would have done the same to Christine but after I hit her with the gun Orion made me stop. He said a bullet was too good for a grass.”

      "Yes," said Abbie, her tone cold as ice. "I saw what Orion thought of as an adequate punishment."

      "It wasn't me," Ndidi garbled. "It was Rachel. It was..." He broke off, which was good. Had he continued to ramble, he might have inadvertently enticed Abbie to start screaming. Luckily, he seemed to sense the road down which he was walking.

      "Christine was screaming at me, calling me a monster for what I did to Ana. I am a monster. I freed Rachel, and I watched. She told me to draw that message on the wall, and I did. Orion said—"

      "Stop," said Abbie. With her free hand, she clutched her temples between forefinger and thumb. Her head was pounding. She could take little more of Ndidi's voice. "You knew I was here. The cop who found you is still watching. Because it was a cop, wasn’t it?”

      It made sense, and Abbie had to turn some of her hatred for Ndidi on herself. She had correctly surmised that Evans and Franks were keeping tabs on Ndidi before Isabella's kidnap. That's how they were there to prevent Abbie beating Ndidi for attacking Gary.

      She knew this, so why hadn't she considered they might, with Moore, still be tracking Ndidi after Isabella was caught? They wouldn't have been on him 24/7, but it made sense they would regularly check-in to ensure the cop was still dancing to Orion's tune.

      Failing to make this leap was a dire failure in Abbie's duties to save Isabella. It was a failure that came from the same place that allowed her to follow Gary so quickly when he was obviously telling her lies, luring her into a trap. And from the same place that made her fail to connect Orion's actions to the nearby prison and Rachel. Her arguments with Ben had thrown her off, but that was no excuse. She should have shaken the conflict and focused on the job. She was responsible for the murders of Christine and Ana. For Kilman's shooting. And soon for the deaths of Ndidi and Isabella.

      "What does Orion want?" said Abbie. "His man's outside. He saw me arrive. He called you, so you must have been given a message. What is it?"

      Ndidi hesitated. He didn't want to say it, but there was nothing to be gained by holding back.

      "Stay where you are," he said. "The police are on their way. When they arrive, give yourself up and confess to Christine and Ana's murders and to the shooting of Kilman."

      "What's the stick?"

      A confused pause, then, "What?"

      "The stick. If I don't do what I'm told, how will Orion punish me? I assume he won't send one of his bent coppers to spank me, so what?"

      "PC Evans is waiting in the car park. He's the one who told me you'd arrived, and he called the police to tell them he'd seen you. If you don't give yourself up, if you escape or fight, Evans will tell Orion, and Orion will murder my daughter."

      Abbie closed her eyes. Held them tight for a few seconds and, when she opened them, found herself sitting on the floor, though she had no recollection of sliding down the doorframe.

      Why? She had known what Ndidi was going to say, and did it matter?

      "You're not driving," said Abbie. "I take it you're in a cop car with another bent officer?"

      Another beat, then, "So what?"

      "Rachel's beside you?"

      "You know she is."

      "Then Orion already has everything he wants," said Abbie. "I told you he's a twisted bastard. Only reason you're still alive is he wants you to watch your daughter die. The moment you arrive at wherever he's hiding, it's curtains for you and Isabella. So what's to be gained by me surrendering my freedom?"

      "He's promised he'll let her go."

      "I'm sure he has. He's lying."

      "Abbie," said Ndidi. His voice a whisper. "Please. My daughter means everything to me. I need to believe there's a chance. I need..." He paused, breathed in his tears, then said, "I can't make you do anything, but I'm begging you. You said Isabella was your priority, and right now, this is our only chance. If you meant what you said, you'd take the risk."

      He let these words hang over the line. He held on a few seconds, long enough for Abbie to intake her breath in preparation to speak again, then he said, "I'm sorry for what I did," and hung up. He was afraid of what Abbie might say next. The detective knew Isabella was doomed but could not bear to have his final hope dashed before he reached her. He needed to believe.

      Abbie replaced her phone in her pocket; put her gun at her side.

      And from somewhere in the distance, she heard sirens, moving towards her position, coming to put her in handcuffs.
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      For ten seconds, Abbie listened to the sirens grow closer without moving a muscle.

      She did not believe there was more than one of Orion's men in the carpark. She could avoid him and escape the onrushing police. Of that much, she was sure.

      But should she?

      She believed what she had said to Ndidi. Isabella was doomed. But what if Abbie handing herself in bought the child more time?

      Abbie had failed. The little girl she had come to save was going to die, and it was her fault. Abbie had taken her eye off the ball multiple times. She'd screwed up again and again. She struggled to live with the guilt of the few lives she had previously failed to save. None of them had been so young as Isabella. Abbie would never come to terms with this failure. This was one mistake with which she could not live.

      It was over. What if Abbie presenting her wrists and letting the police arrest her brought Isabella and Ndidi a few hope-filled minutes together? If it was only seconds, that might still be worth it.

      Besides, Abbie was to blame for the murders of Christine and Ana. If Kilman died, she'd be responsible for that too. So why not confess? A life behind bars was better than she deserved.

      Bobby's smile tried to force its way into her mind, and she shoved it back. He was better off without her too. His memory would dissuade her from doing the right thing.

      Abbie remained on the carpet. Something held her to the ground. Something niggled at the back of her mind; whispered to her. Something wasn't right.

      But she couldn't fathom what that something might be…

      Enough. Abbie's mind was trying to find a way to make Abbie run from the police, but running was no longer the right option. Ndidi was right. If Isabella was Abbie's priority, she had to jump at any chance to save the girl. Even if she considered the odds of it coming in one in a million or worse.

      Leaving her gun on the carpet, Abbie finally forced herself to rise. Like a zombie, she stumbled towards the flat's front door. If she was to spend the rest of her life in a cell, she should enjoy her last couple of free minutes in the fresh air, the last of the day's sunlight. Besides, PC Evans was in the carpark. Perhaps Abbie would get a chance to kill the corrupt cop with her bare hands. She was already going down for murdering at least one police officer; why not add another? Why not really earn her sentence?

      Abbie reached the door and touched the handle. Paused. Now was the time to go. She really did want to take some deep breaths in the fresh air before her arrest.

      But she couldn't. Not quite yet. She looked to her left, to the bedroom; to her right, to the living room. She had to go to the corpses. She had to close their eyes and apologise to their faces. They wouldn't hear, wouldn't know, but it was important none the less.

      She would say sorry to Christine, sorry to Ana, then leave. Then the police could take her.

      Abbie released the door handle and moved into the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Still trembling, shaken by the twists and turns, Abbie stepped from the building into the carpark. From Christine's living room window, she had spied the car she wanted. Now she crossed to it.

      The sirens were heavy in the air. The police could be no more than a couple of minutes away. As Abbie approached the car she had seen from Christine's window, it's driver side door opened, and Police Constable Evans stepped out.

      "Off-duty, are you?" said Abbie.

      Evans was wearing a white T-shirt and dirty black jeans. Black boots. His car was cheap, probably at least third-hand when he got it. He smiled like a man who had recently won the lottery despite not having purchased a ticket.

      "Day off," he said. "Except, a cop ain't ever really off duty. I saw you and had to call it in and wait around. Make sure you got the justice what's come to you."

      Closer and closer, the police cars came, just like earlier, at the school. This time, Abbie didn't intend to run. Not literally, anyway.

      "You're an honourable guy," said Abbie. "I decided in Christine's flat, if I was to serve time for killing a police officer, I'd like to at least earn that time by murdering one. That's why I'm here."

      Abbie got the impression Evans would have liked to hold a brave front. But he was young and corrupt, and fear came easily. His eyes widened, and his skin paled. He wanted to stand still in the face of Abbie's threat but took an involuntary step back.

      "You don't want to do that," he said.

      "False."

      "If you do, Orion'll kill Isabella."

      "Orion plans to kill Isabella no matter what happens. You either know that, and you're lying, or you don't, in which case you're a moron. I'd believe either."

      Evans’ jaw worked, but he had nothing to say. The problem was, he knew Abbie was right.

      She stepped forward. Evans took another step back and withdrew a knife. Short, dirty, but sharp enough to inflict severe damage to any gut.

      "You ain't armed," he said. "Come near me, and I'll knife you. Don't think I won't. I'll do anything to save myself, and I'll get away with it."

      "I'm sure you would do anything, and I'm sure you'd get away with it. But what makes you think I'm unarmed?"

      Evan's eyes darted to Abbie's hands, double-checking he hadn't missed something.

      "You had a weapon, it'd be out already."

      "Hmm," said Abbie. She tapped her chin. "You know, you're probably right. Except, I did have a gun. I'm sure I did. So where can it be?"

      Abbie patted her waist, then her jacket, but the gun was in neither location. She opened her coat and lifted her shirt so Evans could also see she was unarmed.

      "Where on Earth can it—“ Abbie clicked her fingers in a mock light bulb moment. "I remember—" Evans felt cold steel against the back of his skull. "—I gave it to my ally, so she could sneak up behind while I distracted you. Thank you, Ana."

      Evans twisted his head until he was staring into the barrel of the gun clasped in Ana's hand. The young lawyer smiled at the corrupt cop.

      The sirens grew louder.

      "I think you better get in the car, PC Evans," said Abbie. "We’ve got places to be."
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        * * *

      

      Knowing she didn't have long, the incessant sound of sirens all around, Abbie had stepped into Christine's bedroom. Walking to the bed, she had felt a choke of emotion upon looking into the dead eyes of the young detective. A good woman. A woman who had suffered for her job and to do the right thing. Christine was due her reward. She deserved to go home. To be with the people who loved her. Not this.

      Abbie had felt the anger bubble and burn. This time it was directed not at Ndidi or herself but at Orion and Rachel Becker. This was them. This was all them, and they deserved to pay.

      Forcing the anger down, Abbie leaned over Christine and gently closed the detective's eyes.

      "I'm sorry."

      If she stayed a second longer, she would lose herself either to grief or to fury, and neither could she afford to do. With one final apology, she turned, rushed from the room, and crossed the hall.

      Ana was face down in front of the sofa. There was a trickle of blood on the floor near her head but nowhere near as much as Abbie would have expected. This was the blood Abbie would expect from when Ndidi had smacked the lawyer. Not the blood earned by a gunshot wound.

      Then Abbie saw it, and everything clicked.

      The bullet hole in the carpet, a couple of inches from Ana's face.

      Given his ultimatum, Ndidi had knocked Ana down and pretended to shoot her in the head. Seeing his plan, Christine had screamed and called him a monster. Down the phoneline and in the room next door, the Becker siblings had made the natural assumption. Ndidi would have tried a similar trick with Christine, but Orion stopped him. Made Ndidi take the cop next door so Rachel could deal with her.

      Ndidi should have acted. Thinking only of his daughter, he watched Rachel slaughter Christine.

      Rachel might have checked Ana, but Ndidi and Christine's act had been enough. The cop and the crook had left. Ana remained on the floor in front of the sofa.

      Abbie had woken her. Ana was groggy, her head was pounding, and Abbie had to shake the lawyer to draw some sense back into her.

      "There's no time," Abbie had said. "We need to act, and we need to act now."
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        * * *

      

      Evans was in the driver's seat. Somehow, Abbie and Ana had crammed into the back of the crappy little car. The corrupt Constable was taking a suspiciously long time to start the engine.

      Ana placed the gun to the back of Evan's neck, and Abbie spoke.

      "If the police corner us, rest assured, you'll die before they get us in cuffs."

      At that, Evans seemed to remember how this rust pot of a vehicle worked. He started the engine, hit the gas, and sped across the carpark and out the gate. They made a left, and as they progressed along the road parallel to Christine's block of flats, flashing lights spun around a corner behind them. Abbie watched the police vehicles speed onto the block of flat's carpark as Evans took a right and moved them out of sight.

      "Well done, Evans," said Abbie. "Now head west. Get us out of town."

      The cop stayed silent, his jaw tight until Ana removed the gun from the back of his neck. The cold steel gone from his skin, he sneered and spoke as though the weapon had pressed a secret button which suppressed his voice box, and now he was free.

      "You can't believe you'll get away? The cops think you're getting worse. You punch Ndidi, then shoot Kilman, now this. Right now, they're theorising what you might do next. Shoot up a station, probably."

      "I think first I might dismember a cop while he screams," said Abbie, absently. "I have a candidate in mind."

      Evans’ skin paled, but he fought the fear.

      "They'll get you," he said. "You can't run for long."

      "No," said Abbie, "but running is reactionary. I hate being reactionary. I'm more about action; about keeping on the front foot. That's why I'm not running from the police but charging towards the Beckers. I'm not trying to escape my incarceration but ensure their destruction. They'll pay for their actual crimes before I'm punished for the ones I didn't commit."

      Evans glanced in the rearview mirror as Abbie took the gun from Ana, and Ana retrieved her phone, unlocked it. He stared at Abbie as though trying to decide if she was unhinged.

      "You can't think you can take on Orion Becker?"

      "I've dealt with worse," said Abbie. The gun was in her lap. Maybe she should put it to the back of his neck and see if the cop would shut up again.

      "Whatever you believe you could do, don't matter cause you won't find Orion. If you think I'll tell you where he is, you got another thing coming. I don't know, and even if I did, I wouldn't blab.”

      Abbie smiled. "I believe you don't know, which is lucky because I don't believe you wouldn't tell me if you did. You're a coward, Evans. Give me five seconds on a deserted highway with you and this gun, and you'd tell me whatever I asked."

      A snort that was supposed to sound derisive met this claim. Unfortunately, the tremble of fear in the sound and Evans' eyes gave away the truth.

      "Don't worry," said Abbie with a sweet smile. "We don't need anything from you in terms of locations."

      At Abbie's side, Ana's phone beeped. The lawyer directed her screen towards Abbie, who glanced at it and nodded. 

      "What's that?" said Evans.

      "Nosey, aren't you?" said Abbie. "But if you must know, it's the readout from the tracker we hid in the lining of Ndidi's coat. Orion's determination to have the poor detective present when Isabella dies will be his downfall. That's why I don't need to torture you for the information you probably don't have anyway. More's the pity. Now..."

      Abbie leaned forward, and, despite himself, Evans flinched, afraid of what she might do. Giving him a big smile that masked her fury towards the Beckers and her grief regarding Christine, Abbie snatched the Constable's phone from a dusty cupholder by his knee.

      "What are you doing?"

      Abbie pressed a button, and the screen flashed to life. A prompt for a passcode popped up.

      "Nothing," she said. "But you have a job to do, don't you?"

      "What?"

      "Orion's orders. Did he not tell you to call the moment I was in police custody? Well, here I am, sitting behind a big strapping police officer. Time to follow your orders. Make the call."

      Outstretching her hand, Abbie waved the phone next to Evans.

      Trembling, the Constable shook his head. "No chance. I ain't calling."

      The fear had hitched up, and Abbie knew this was no longer primarily fear of her but of Orion. Evans knew with whom he was dealing and was afraid of the consequences of displeasing the monstrous crook.

      "I understand your reticence," said Abbie, "but we don't need to waste each other's time. Like I said, you're a coward. We know what you're going to do, but if it'll make it easier for you to proceed, allow me to layout your choices."

      Abbie withdrew the phone. Held it in her lap as she spoke.

      "Option one: You refuse to do what we say. We put a gun to the back of your head and force you to pull over. Maybe you refuse, but that's okay; you can't drive forever. Eventually, I'll be in a position to put a bullet through your brain, assuming you have one, lowering the veil of darkness forevermore. And before you suggest I won't do it, I want you to know when I put the gun to your head, I'll be thinking of Christine, what happened to her, and your part in it."

      Evans made a slight, involuntary sound. It said he was terrified of the prospect and believed Abbie was true to her word.

      "Option two: You take us to Orion. When we arrive, I let you go, and I kill the Beckers. If I fail, Orion will probably forget all about you. If he doesn't, you'll at least have a chance to survive. Orion and Rachel will be fugitives. They'll be too busy hiding to spend undue effort tracking you. So..."

      Reaching forward, Abbie put the phone next to Evans again.

      "The choice is yours, friend... what's it going to be? Possible survival or certain death? It's a toughie."

      Evans stared ahead. No doubt, he had always been a bully. He wanted to seem strong. Wanted to call Abbie's bluff, maybe tell her to go screw herself. He wasn't used to being pushed around. But it was a show. He couldn't call her bluff because he was afraid of the consequences. Without looking back to Abbie and Ana, he snatched the phone, unlocked it, searched for Orion's number.

      Abbie reached forward when he found it and clasped her hand over the phone before Evans could hit call.

      "Hang on a second," she said. "You don't know what to tell the boss."

      "I'm not an idiot," he snapped. "I'll tell him you're in police custody. You gave yourself up and confessed to the crimes, as specified."

      "No," said Abbie. "That isn't right at all."

      Confused, Evans looked in the rearview, meeting Abbie's eye. 

      "I want you to ring Orion," she said, "and tell him I got away."
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      "He's stopped."

      Ndidi had left just over an hour before Abbie, Ana and Evans, so they knew they had about that long left to go once he reached his destination.

      The drive had already been long. By the time Ndidi stopped, the sun was dropping beneath the horizon. The dark of night was swallowing the light of day. Day two. If Isabella was still alive, she didn't have long left.

      Evans had made his call hours ago, and Orion had lost his temper. Abbie and Ana had heard him screaming down the phone as though he were on speaker. Evans had flinched again and again as if Orion was with him, lashing fists.

      So far as Orion was aware, Evans was part of the effort to capture Abbie. He was to call the elder Becker the moment Abbie was in cuffs.

      Evans wouldn't be calling Orion again.

      Abbie knew she was taking a risk. A huge risk, maybe, but that was the point they'd reached. Orion held all the cards. Abbie had a pair of twos, and he a straight flush. When that was the situation, even bluffing wouldn't work. You had to do something completely unexpected.

      Like set fire to the table cloth.

      But Abbie still held hope. Not much, a tiny flicker, like a damp match that has come to life but looks as though it might go out any second. But something was better than nothing, and even the tiniest flame could be encouraged to grow under the right conditions.

      While sitting in Christine's flat, trying to decide whether to hand herself to the police, something hadn't felt right to Abbie. She was sure she was missing a vital thread of this tapestry. It was only when she found Ana alive that it clicked. She realised why she was uneasy.

      Why did Orion want Evans to watch Christine's flat and Ndidi to call Abbie with those demands when she arrived? What was he hoping to gain?

      After Evans had hung up the phone earlier, his hands shaking following Orion's roar, he had glanced again in the rearview.

      "This is pointless," he said. "They got a massive headstart. Orion will have his sister back an hour before we arrive. Then he'll kill the detective and the kid and disappear. You'll never catch him."

      That was tempting logic. It sounded as though it could be true, but Abbie didn't believe it.

      The moment Rachel and Ndidi drove away from the flat, they would have phoned Orion and explained where Abbie was. If Orion’s plan was to kill Ndidi and disappear when his sister arrived, Abbie would have been no concern. 

      Maybe he would have left Evans to watch the flat and call the police when she arrived, but why worry over whether she was arrested?

      Only one explanation made sense. Even once Rachel reached Orion, they couldn't make good their escape immediately. There would be a delay. Enough of a delay that Orion knew even an hour's headstart wouldn't be enough. It would still give Abbie time to reach him before he and his sister disappeared.

      Probably, Orion believed he could deal with Abbie, but he was clever. He was like her. He didn't believe in taking risks. Abbie had already killed three of his people at the dealership and had evaded Smoker on two separate occasions. She had also escaped a team of armed police. Orion thought he could kill Abbie if she arrived, but he'd sooner not test himself. If Abbie was locked up, imprisoned, he could relax.

      The landscape slipped by as they travelled further North. They'd left the last big city behind, and now fields stretched out on all sides, far as the eye could see. They carried on, moving closer to their now fixed destination.

      Ana had been confused by Abbie's instructions. Like Abbie, she had theorised Orion would be more relaxed if he believed Abbie was in police custody. This would make him easier to kill because he wouldn't be expecting an ambush.

      This was also Abbie's opinion. Evans' call would have put the elder Becker on high alert. He wouldn't know how Abbie could find him, but he would prepare for an eventuality where she did. Evans' call had made Abbie's job far harder.

      In Abbie's opinion, it was worth the risk. Orion would post people around his hideout, with instructions to watch for Abbie and, if they saw her, to shoot to kill. But if he was as keen to cover his bases as he seemed, he'd also need a plan B.

      With Abbie in custody, the elder Becker had no incentive to keep Isabella alive. His kidnap victim would become a useless burden. Someone to be disposed of the moment her father arrived.

      But with Abbie on the lose, with a plan B required, maybe the kidnap victim transformed into something else. The same thing Abbie had believed Rachel Becker could be.

      Leverage.

      Abbie watched the fields race past. With Evans' call, she had made her task of infiltrating Orion's current base and killing the Beckers, plus anyone they were with, far more complex. But on the flip side, maybe Abbie had brought Isabella a few more hours of life. Perhaps she had given herself a chance to save the little girl. 

      And that wasn't only the main thing. 

      That was everything.
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      Sixty-five minutes after Ndidi had reached his destination, Abbie tapped Evans on the shoulder and pointed off-road. The Constable took the hint. Flicked on his indicators, though they were in the middle of nowhere with no one around to signal to, and pulled off the road, over the verge, and onto the grass.

      "Everything off," said Abbie.

      A twist of the key in the ignition, and the engine went quiet. A light flashed on above their heads. Abbie looked to it, and Evans reached up, flicked it off. As darkness swallowed them, Abbie heard Evans retract the keys from the ignition. Heard them jangle.

      She jabbed the gun into the cop's ribs and listened to his low squeal.

      "Give."

      He hesitated. Trying to decide whether to pretend he had misunderstood or maybe whether he should run. Abbie didn't believe this guy was anything close to a genius, but nor was he foolish. After a few seconds, he twisted and held out the keys.

      Ana took them. Slid them away.

      "How far?" Abbie asked, into the dark.

      Another light as Ana turned on her screen. The phone bathed her face in a soft glow, and Abbie saw fear. Twice in two months, the lawyer had come within inches of death. How long before she decided it was probably sensible never to see Abbie again?

      "Three miles. Five K. Pick your measurement system. We're facing north, and you'd need to walk north-west to reach Ndidi's tracker."

      "Good."

      The phone went dark. Blackness claimed them once more. Silence too.

      Ndidi hadn't stopped here. He had travelled a little further up the road Evans had recently departed. There was a left turn not far along. Moore had driven Ndidi and Rachel along this road until they reached their destination.

      Abbie looked north-west. It was clear fields for a way, but she could make something out. Shapes in the dark. Something rising a distance towards the sky. Not high. Maybe as tall as a two-storey house, but far narrower. That wasn't the only shape, and Abbie knew that block of forms was where she needed to go.

      "Okay," she said and launched forward.

      She was sitting behind Evans. Before he knew what was happening, she brought her hands around his headrest and slid an arm around his throat. She grabbed the wrist of that arm tight with her other hand and tugged. Evans struggled but weakened quickly. She counted as his attempts to remove her arms grew more and more pathetic. When he was unconscious, but before she could suffocate him to death, she released her arm and slid back into her chair.

      Evans slumped. His head hit the window.

      "I don't know how long he'll be out," said Abbie, "but I'd guess long enough."

      Even in the pitch black, Abbie could sense Ana turning her way.

      "Long enough for what?"

      “For you to take him back, dump him somewhere, and await my call. Next time we speak, I’ll be in custody. I’ll need my lawyer. Unless I’m dead. In which case it’s unlikely I’ll phone.”

      Ana’s hurt was evident.

      “Is this because I let Ndidi get the better of me? Guy moves like a snake. His hand was a blur. Flash Gordon couldn’t have dodged that punch."

      “Flash Gordon?”

      “Yeah. Quick one in the red spandex. Batman’s mate.”

      “That’s The Flash, idiot. “Flash Gordon was—“ Abbie stopped. “Doesn’t matter. This is nothing to do with trust. You’ve proven yourself yesterday and today. As I said, your actions don't make up for your past wrongdoings, but they prove the person you are now is worth having around. I don't blame you for what happened to Christine. Ndidi is an experienced police detective, and he was desperate. You didn't stand a chance, so don't for a second think that's what's going through my mind."

      It took a little while for Ana to process all this. Once she had, she took a breath. Abbie could see there was something else on her mind.

      “I’ve remembered Flash Gordon. He was the bully from Spider-Man.”

      “That’s Flash Thompson.”

      “Damn,” said Ana, “there’s a lot of Flashes in the fictional world. Is that the plural? Flashi?”

      “I’m going to take it you understand,” said Abbie. “Now come help me move the lump.”

      Together, they dragged the corrupt cop to the car's boot and dumped him inside. Though he was unconscious, there was a degree of satisfaction in slamming the lid and closing him in.

      Abbie turned to Ana.

      “You might want to let him out before you reach the town limits. Probably for the best you don't get caught by one of his colleagues with him in there."

      Out of the car, in the open, Abbie's eyes were adjusting to the dark. She saw Ana nod and looked north-west. The shapes in the darkness were no clearer. She needed to get closer.

      "That thing," said Ana, pointing at the tallest shape, "looks like some sort of watchtower. They'll see you coming."

      Abbie followed Ana's finger and looked to the same shape. Considered, then gave a slow nod.

      "You're probably right."

      "They'll kill you before you can get close. Before you can figure out what you're dealing with. You have to let me help."

      "No," said Abbie. "Too risky."

      "Forget about me," said Ana. "Forget about explaining what happened to my mum. None of that matters. What matters is saving Isabella. She's the priority, isn't she?"

      Damn. It was so annoying when people used Abbie's arguments against her.

      "This mission has a low chance of success whatever we do," said Abbie. "I want at least one of us to get out alive."

      In the silence following this answer, Ana turned towards the shapes in the dark again, thinking.

      "Fine," she said at last. "I'll go. Drop this corrupt bastard off somewhere. Wait for your call, which will come, because you’re not going to die.”

      "Thank you," said Abbie.

      "Well," said Ana. "I'll do that, but first, there's something else."

      Abbie turned, and even in the light, she caught the glint in Ana's eye.

      "Something else?"

      "Something to help you get inside without putting either of us in too much danger," said Ana. "See, I have a plan."
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      Ana adjusted the driver's seat, started the car, redirected the box-shaped vehicle, and stopped. She was facing north-west. Direct ahead was the dark shape of what appeared to be a watchtower. Ana didn't know what it was. As far as her map was concerned, she was staring into empty fields.

      She accelerated. The car (piece of junk that it was) went from nought to ten miles an hour in the space of a half minute. Incredible. How they had managed to evade the police in this rust bucket was anyone's guess. How close would she be to the Becker base when Ana was noticed? She had the lights off. The car was all but invisible in the dark. But the night was silent, and the vehicle was not. It's engine strained and groaned with every metre of land they chewed up. If the Beckers came out, guns raised, would this shit heap have the speed to evade them, or would they tear Ana to shreds?

      Probably best not to think about that. Ana had committed to this course of action. There was no turning back.

      She continued to gain speed. It was hard going over the grass and the dirt, but within a quarter-mile, she was up to forty miles an hour. Soon after, she hit sixty. Then sixty-five, then seventy. By then, she could tell what lay ahead, and it made sense. The tower stood at the end on one side of a short and presumably unregistered runway. On the other side, five metres back from the tarmac, was a long, tube-shaped building that ran almost the runway's entire length. On the same side as the tower, but at the runway's opposite end, was a cube-shaped stone building that seemed far too close to where any planes would land. Further proof this place was built by criminals, for criminals. Before long, someone would notice its existence, and it would be destroyed.

      But not tonight.

      With two miles down and one to go, about forty-five seconds at current speed, the car began to shake. This car had probably struggled at eighty miles an hour when new. All these years and owners down the line, Ana thought the engine would probably explode before she reached the big 8-0. If this car was a Doc Brown time machine, you'd never know it. She could drive for a hundred years on straight, smooth roads and still never hit the magic eighty-eight miles an hour.

      The shaking worsened, though the car was no longer speeding up. Ana wasn't weedy but nor was she particularly muscular. The wheel was fighting her, jerking this way and that. Her wrists, all the muscles in her arms, were screaming, but she held on. She was seconds away from the tower and the runway beyond.

      What was that? Ana thought she heard something. The night was silent, but sitting in the car was like sticking your head in a running washing machine. She could hear nothing beyond the engine. The sound even seemed to drown out her thoughts.

      Then a side window shattered. Ana withheld a scream which no one would have heard anyway and sped past the tower. Three seconds later, she bounced off the grass and onto the tarmac.

      She gave a whoop of joy. Almost released the wheel to slap it with triumph, but that would have been disastrous. The car calmed on the tarmac, but she was still going far too fast. If she let go with one hand, the wheel would wrench free of the other. The car would spin, probably flip.

      Not wise.

      So she held on, zooming down the runway. Once she was off the other side, she would grow safer with every metre. All she needed was to keep on—

      The back windscreen shattered. A bullet smashed into the car's floor. As glass flew onto the back seat, Ana screamed and ducked. As her head went down, her hands twisted to the left.

      The wheel sensed weakness and seemed to renew its efforts to escape her clutches. Ana fought to hold on. She was almost there. The shooter was in the guard tower, and Ana moved further away every second. How long before she was out of range?

      She kept hold of the wheel. Resurfaced from beneath the dash. She had only been down a few seconds and had managed to stay relatively straight. She was still on the runway.

      But in those few seconds, someone had departed the tube-shaped building. As Ana rose above the dash, they were stepping onto the runway, into her path.

      In ten seconds, she would hit them. In most cars, Ana would expect to win any collision with a human. In this junk-heap, who knew?

      The newcomer raised a shotgun. Aimed at her windscreen.

      Pulled the trigger.

      With a scream, Ana ducked again.

      Her windscreen shattered, and she heard the bullet punch her headrest in two.

      This time, the wheel won the battle. As Ana ducked, it tore free and the car span, still moving forward but twisting like a dodgem as it went.

      Terrified, expecting another bullet, Ana none the less grabbed the wheel and raised her head. She saw the shotgun wielder dive aside as the car spun over the place he'd been standing seconds ago.

      The wheel yanked with more force than ever, and Ana screamed as the car continued to spin. In a desperate attempt to gain control, she slammed the brakes.

      There was a scream from somewhere deep in the car, then a strange moment. It was almost peaceful. It felt as though Ana was floating.

      Then she realised why.

      The wheels had stopped spinning, but the car wasn't interested in falling still. The argument led to the vehicle lifting from the ground and twirling through the air.

      There was that moment of peace. Then Ana saw the ground rushing towards the side of the car.

      She screamed.

      The car smashed onto its side, into the tarmac, and rolled. Ana was hurled around within the confines of her seatbelt as the car went from side to roof to side to wheels to side again before it stopped rolling.

      Ana stopped screaming, but the car didn't. There was a screech of metal against tarmac as the vehicle slid along a few more metres on its passenger side doors before finally coming to a complete stop.

      Held by her seatbelt, Ana hung to her side. She was vaguely aware of the smoke billowing from the vehicle into the sky. At first, there was a ringing in her ears, but after a few seconds, it stopped.

      In the silence that followed, Ana heard approaching feet.

      Mr Shotgun was coming to finish the job.
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      The small room, already cramped, felt more so as the tension mounted. The unease had been developing since they arrived and had ballooned when Evans had called to say Abbie had escaped.

      Idiot.

      Orion was red with rage when he hung up. Fury poured off him, and Franks flinched when he turned her way. Had Evans delivered the message in person, Franks was certain Orion would have killed him in an epic temper tantrum. As Evans' partner, Franks was terrified Becker might take his temper out on her.

      Instead, he had gone for a walk. When his sister arrived, he had calmed a little. He hugged Rachel and punched Ndidi in the stomach before shoving the father to his daughter. Franks expected Orion to kill the little girl then, but Orion said the hostages would remain alive. For now.

      He was still nervous, was Becker. Franks didn't understand what all the fuss was about. So Abbie was on the loose. What of it? There was no way she could know where they were, was there? Even if she turned up, she couldn't stop them. Orion's team was depleted (Rachel’s prison getaway driver on the run, three dead at Abbie’s hand, five in holding cells following the heist) but not finished. Orion had his right-hand man—Winston—who commanded two terrifying-looking guys. Winston had remained in the room with the Becker siblings, Franks, and the hostages, but the other two had left; one to man the watchtower and one to patrol. If Abbie showed, she'd be killed before she could do any damage.

      Or so Franks had assumed.

      They remained in that room for what seemed to be days. Orion and Rachel talked of old times but didn't once engage in conversation with anyone else. Winston stood in the corner, shotgun across his chest, looking like he was hibernating with his eyes open. It seemed he could stand statue-still for a hundred years without a care if that was what was required. Franks found herself wishing Evans had remained with them, rather than being left to watch for Abbie. DS Moore was in the square building across the way, the control room. Franks considered asking to pop over for someone to talk to but was too afraid.

      Bored out of her mind, Franks was on the verge of falling asleep when the trouble began.

      Winston heard it first. So statue still had he been that Franks noticed immediately when, in her peripheral, he turned his head. A moment later, he had stepped away from the wall. Franks didn't know what had caught his attention. Nor did Orion or Rachel, but they turned when Winston moved. Everyone fell silent.

      In the corner, Isabella and Idrissa remained huddled together. They fought tears but didn't say a word.

      Then Franks heard it. At first, no more than a buzzing, and she had no idea what it might be. But the sound grew louder and louder, and soon she realised.

      "No way," said Orion.

      Which was when the radio crackled. Winston grabbed it and spoke to his watchtower guy.

      "It's a car. Coming this way. Fast."

      "I don't care who's in it," said Winston. "Kill them."

      The room had only one table with two chairs. Rachel and Orion had been sitting opposite one another, chatting. As Winston lowered his radio, Orion stood. The anger swelled again. Rachel touched her brother's arm.

      "It’ll be alright."

      Franks thought Rachel was right. Orion didn't look so sure.

      The engine grew louder. Then there was shooting.

      The watchtower man radioed again.

      "Shit, I didn't get anyone. They're on the runway."

      Orion gripped the back of his chair. It was hard plastic, but Franks wouldn't have been surprised to see it snap in two under that grip.

      Winston was on the radio to his patrolman, directing them towards the runway.

      Lowering the radio, he looked to the boss.

      "Go," said Orion. "No games. I want her dead."

      Winston didn't hesitate. A curt nod was his only response, then he was out the door.

      Orion had drawn his gun. His eyes flicked to the hostages, then he looked at Franks.

      "Out the other way. Surround them."

      Franks paused. Felt her mouth fall open. It wasn't supposed to be this way. All the hard work was over. This was the easy bit; wait until the plane came, then take your final payment while Orion and Rachel got on board and disappeared into the night.

      She wasn't supposed to get into a gunfight with a woman who had already proven herself lethal and unkillable.

      In the face of her hesitation, Orion's eyes widened, bulged as though about to burst.

      Raising his gun, he pointed it at Franks' head.

      "You got three seconds."

      Before he'd reached two, Franks was out the room, in the hall.

      The long corridor led to two external doors, one at each end of the building. Winston had disappeared through the door at the control room end of the runway. Franks took a breath, then moved towards the door at the watchtower end.

      As she went, she drew her gun. A smooth, cool handgun. Fully loaded. It was fine. Winston was out there with his shotgun, and he was lethal. There was every chance Abbie would be dead before Franks arrived. That would be nice. That would be fine. Franks wasn't a fighter; she just liked money. It wasn't supposed to be dangerous. No way she was getting close to any action; worst-case scenario, she'd stand fifty metres away, firing until she was out of bullets. At least that way, she could say she'd done her best.

      Kind of.

      She reached the door at the end of the corridor and pushed it open. She would peak around the corner, onto the runway, just to see what the situation was—no need to put herself in danger.

      She stepped outside, turned towards the runway. Pressing herself against the wall, she took a breath, preparing to lean around.

      And someone appeared behind her. She felt the hard, cool steel of a gun against her skull.

      "Hi there," said Abbie. "Looking for me?"
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      The car was on its side. Angry black smoke billowed from the engine. In any other scenario, if he was up against any other opponent, Winston would consider this battle won, game over.

      Abbie was different. At the dealership, she had taken him by surprise. That was a mitigating circumstance but didn't excuse the failure of his team, who died at her hands, or that her proficiency had pushed Winston into a position where he felt retreat was the only option.

      Winston never retreated. Except now he had.

      Circling the car, Winston brought himself in line with the roof, which was now the side, and pointed his shotgun where he believed the driver would be suspended by her seatbelt.

      At the school, setting Abbie up for arrest had been plan B. Plan A was to kill Abbie and Kilman.

      Winston had never previously had to resort to plan B. Except now he had.

      Not only that, but he had failed to kill Gary, and even Kilman might survive. Abbie had evaded the police; her fast thinking had almost led to her killing Winston. Once again, he had fled with his tail between his legs.

      The memory made him flush with shame.

      Though he feared Abbie a little—Winston was not afraid to admit this, even if he was afraid to admit the truth (that it was more than a little)—he had hoped he would meet her again. He needed redemption. Needed to prove, to himself rather than anyone else, he was still top dog. Cock of the walk. He would not be defeated.

      What he really needed was for Abbie to show up and make a mistake.

      Aiming his gun at where the driver of the crashed car must hang, he smiled.

      Finally, luck was falling his way.

      A door burst open.

      In Winston's shock, he almost fired as he moved. He spun to see DS Moore appear from the control room.

      "What happened?"

      The pathetic mess of a man was white with fear. He looked ready to faint or collapse. Winston had warned Orion involving the cops this late in the game was a mistake; they would do more harm than good, but Orion wanted them here. He planned to kill them before he, his sister, and Winston got on the plane. That was fine. Winston was paid to do a job, regardless of the obstacles. He got on with it.

      "Enemy crashed," said Winston. "Why don't you piss off?"

      He considered shooting Moore but resisted. This was the guy in charge of turning on the runway lights and radioing the pilot when they came into land.

      Speaking of.

      As with the oncoming car, Winston was the first to hear the new noise. The roaring engine of a private aircraft, big enough for only the pilot and four passengers. A cramped ride, but that was okay. Once the Beckers escaped the country, they could live out the rest of their days in supreme comfort. It would be more than worth a few bumpy, uncomfortable hours.

      Seconds after Winston, Moore heard the plane and looked to the sky, though they couldn't yet see anything.

      "Get on the radio," said Winston. "Tell the pilot about the crash, but let him know he’s still got plenty of room to land if he’s careful. Put on those runway lights."

      Moore was still looking at the sky. Turning back to Winston, the cop's eyes widened as he stared at the car. The black smoke grew more voluminous with each passing second. Winston glanced over his shoulder, then sighed and stepped towards Moore.

      "Moron," he shouted. "Do as I say, and do it right now before—"

      The car exploded.
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      In the corner of the narrow room, Ndidi clutched his daughter close and kissed her head. She held onto him. Long before he'd arrived, Isabella's tears had run dry. When they'd reunited, Ndidi had broken down, but his little girl had only clung to him, gripping so tight in her fear. She hadn't said a word.

      Ndidi had run out of hope. Orion had gloated, telling father and daughter the plane was minutes away. When it arrived, he would kill Isabella. The siblings would make Ndidi watch his daughter die, then Rachel would put him out of his misery.

      The clock was ticking. Time was running out.

      When Ndidi first heard the engine, he clutched his daughter tighter than ever. This was it. Here came the plane. All the awful things he'd done, and it had been for nothing. Abbie had called it right when she said Orion had always planned to kill both remaining Ndidi's. Idrissa had let down his wife, and now he had failed his little girl. The detective should have remembered Abbie's words when Orion had called. Rachel was his leverage. What a waste of space. He deserved to die.

      But Isabella did not.

      Winston had moved from the wall. Orion and Rachel stood. That was when Ndidi realised this wasn't a plane’s engine but a car's. A car Orion and Rachel weren't expecting. A car that made them worry.

      And that could only mean one thing.

      Hope sparked and flickered but failed to grow. Winston and Franks departed, both armed. Then there was the crash, right after the shotgun blast. Abbie had ridden to the rescue but fallen at the final hurdle. That crash surely spelt her end.

      Another engine, and this time Ndidi knew it wasn't a car. Here came The Becker getaway plane.

      Hope was extinguished as quickly as it had sparked. Once again, Ndidi clutched tightly to his daughter. He whispered in her ear.

      "I love you. I'm sorry."

      She said nothing in return. Orion was still on his feet, was pacing, and now he grabbed the radio.

      "Moore, plane's incoming. Are those lights on?"

      He waited. There was a crackle over the line but no answer. Orion turned to his younger sister.

      "It'll be fine," said Rachel. She had been calm since she arrived. Never as worried as Orion. Maybe she had practised meditation in prison.

      The elder Becker tried Moore again. Nothing. He grabbed a gun from the table and squeezed it tight in his grip. He glanced at Ndidi and Isabella; there was murder in his eyes.

      Calm as ever, Rachel intervened.

      "Try Xavier."

      Ndidi didn't know the name but guessed it had to be Winston's watchtower man. The sentry's position would enable him to see the crash, the control room, and what might be up with Moore.

      Orion nodded. Radioed Xavier to ask what was going on.

      "Moore's out of his box," Xavier said. "Don't worry, boss, Winston's talking to him. Pointing back. He's going to send him—"

      Something exploded. Ndidi heard it through the walls and the radio. Orion cried out and stumbled as though the blast had hit him, though they were too far away to be affected. He roared into the radio.

      "What the hell happened?"

      "The car's gone up," shouted Xavier. "Both Winston and Moore down. Don’t know if they're moving."

      The radio slipped through Orion's fingers. It was a lot like his plan in that regard.

      "Without the runway lights," he said, "without communication, all the pilot'll see is a flaming wreck. He won't land."

      Rachel met her brother's eye, took this in, then nodded. She had a gun of her own and grabbed a coat, throwing it on.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Dealing with it," she said. "Just make sure you're ready to go."

      Orion watched as Rachel went to the door. Ndidi saw the elder Becker’s desire to argue, to force her to stay. He'd sacrificed so much to see them reunited; he didn't want her to rush into the fray unnecessarily.

      Except it was necessary. Orion knew it, and this knowledge killed the argument before it began.

      Still, as Rachel reached the door, he did call out.

      "Wait." She turned. Orion nodded to Ndidi and Isabella. "Take a hostage. I won’t lose you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Given a head start by Ana, Abbie had travelled the long way around the airfield's perimeter, and waited. When Ana got close enough to draw the watchtower guard's attention, Abbie had progressed towards the long, tube-shaped building. She was sure it was in here Orion was holding Isabella and Ndidi.

      She worried about Ana but had to focus on Isabella. That meant even when she heard the shotgun blast and the car flip, she had to put Ana's safety from her mind. That was near impossible, though slightly easier when PC Franks distracted Abbie by appearing from the building.

      "Looking for me?

      Frozen by fear, Franks said nothing in return. Stepping away from the trembling cop, Abbie pointed back to the building out of which Franks had just emerged.

      "In."

      Franks didn't hesitate. She was a coward, focused on her safety above all else. As she opened the door, Abbie grabbed her gun, and the cop didn't resist. Then they were inside.

      Keeping her voice low, her gun to the back of Franks' head, Abbie said, "In which room are the Beckers and the hostages? Lie to me, and I'll kill you."

      Franks pointed to a room on the right-hand side towards the centre of the corridor.

      "Both Beckers and both hostages in there?"

      Franks nodded.

      "Anyone else?"

      A shake of the head.

      Because Abbie believed Franks’ cowardice precluded her from lying, for fear of what it might mean for her longevity on Earth, Abbie came forward, put her arm around the cop's throat, and rendered her unconscious in much the same way as she had with Evans; Franks' partner.

      The corrupt constable collapsed. Abbie raised her gun, aiming for the door Franks had previously indicated.

      Outside, on the runway, Evans' car exploded.

      The shockwave would spread in all directions, flattening the grass and knocking over anyone in the near vicinity. The tube building wasn't close enough for the wave to effect it, but Abbie was still smacked by shock.

      Ana had been in that car. Had she escaped in time or died acting as Abbie's decoy?

      If the latter, Abbie would struggle under the guilt of that outcome, but there was no way to know here and now. If guilt was to crush her, let it do so after she had brought Isabella and Ndidi home safely; killed the Beckers as a bonus.

      Forcing aside concerns for Ana, Abbie moved up the corridor towards the target door. When she arrived, she put her back to the door opposite and aimed her pistol at the stained wood ahead.

      The layout of the building suggested the door opened onto the far right wall of the room. It opened inwards, so Abbie would burst in and turn left, putting the wall at her back. The siblings would be armed. Abbie would have to pick them out and kill them in two seconds, with two shots. If she missed, one of them would kill her; if she hesitated, one of them would kill her. On the other hand, too much focus on speed could result in her putting a bullet in a hostage rather than a hostile.

      And of course, even if everything went according to plan, she might still be shot, she might still lose the father or his daughter.

      Fearful of all that could go wrong but loaned confidence by memories of many previous and similar scenarios she had successfully navigated, Abbie took a breath and prepared to enter.

      The door swung open.

      Abbie found herself face to face with Ndidi, behind whom was a shocked Rachel, her gun to his back.

      Despite the trauma he had suffered and in which he was still mired, Ndidi was the first to react. Before the door was all the way open, he'd hit the deck. Leaving Rachel and Abbie facing off, both with raised guns.

      Rachel registered Ndidi's move, Abbie's gun. Perhaps prison had dulled her reflexes because she was neither the first nor the second to adapt and react to this surprising turn of events.

      Abbie fired without moving her gun. No time for that. Luckily, Rachel filled the door frame. Abbie's first bullet smashed into the middle Becker child's chest, driving her back.

      As Rachel staggered, Abbie raised her gun, aimed for the head, and put a second bullet right between the escaped prisoner's eyes.
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      Ears ringing, bones trembling, Winston rolled. Fighting the pain, the swimming vision, the pounding headache, he forced his arms beneath his body and pushed. Somehow, he made it onto his knees. Now, he was staring into the flaming wreckage of the box-shaped car Abbie had tried to race down the runway.

      She had to be dead, didn't she?

      Despite swaying a little, even when propped on his knees, Winston managed to climb to his feet. Almost at once, he thought he would fall, but he was a man of incredible resolve and determination. He told his legs not to give out. Like everyone else, his legs feared him, and they obeyed.

      Winston took two tentative steps. Black smoke billowed around him, and when he took a deep breath, he followed up with a hacking cough. Despite this, he felt better with every foot he progressed.

      His shotgun had flown from his hands in the shockwave. He found it a couple of metres from where he'd fallen. He checked it over. Good working order. Loaded. Not a problem.

      Nearby, Winston saw Moore. Despite being further from the car when the engine exploded, Moore was still as a corpse on the ground while Winston was standing. It looked as though the blast had hauled the corrupt DS into the air, and he had landed awkwardly on his head. Winston didn't know if the cop was dead and didn't care.

      But so long as he was out of action...

      The ringing in his ears was growing quieter, and as it did, another sound replaced the annoying flatline—a roaring. At first, Winston thought the noise was internal, another result of the explosion. Then he realised it was coming from above, and he realised what Moore's unconsciousness meant for Becker's precious escape.

      Looking up, he saw the source of the sound as the plane whizzed overhead. He watched it pass the watchtower and carry on, climbing as it went, fast turning from a plane to a speck on the horizon. The sound of its engine grew fainter and fainter, and the spec disappeared.

      Moore hadn't turned on the runway lights nor radioed to update the pilot on the situation. As a result, the pilot had considered landing too risky. He was gone, and he wasn't coming back. Not tonight anyway.

      The meticulously planned escape was finished.

      The plane out of earshot, the ringing down to a buzz, Winston had no trouble hearing the gunshots from the tube-building.

      Maybe Abbie wasn't dead after all.

      Orion just couldn't catch a break.
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        * * *

      

      Orion roared with despair and fury.

      As Rachel crumpled, Abbie stepped over Ndidi into the room, her arms rotating until she had Orion in her sights.

      Grief and rage had not paralysed or even slowed Orion's reactions. Even as his sister's life left her body, the senior Becker child was crossing the room. As Abbie entered, he was grabbing Isabella around the throat. By the time Abbie trained her gun on the crook, he had his weapon pressed to the child's skull.

      "Stop where you are and drop the gun," said Orion. "You know what happens if you don't."

      The eldest Becker's voice was half delirious and had taken on a strange pitch. Abbie determined not to let her fear for Isabella, caught in the hands of this deranged man, affect her own voice. She remained calm.

      "Don't be a fool, Orion. It's done. Game over."

      Orion was shaking his head as Abbie spoke, each rotation becoming more exaggerated and aggressive until it looked as though his neck might snap.

      "Something tells me this game doesn't end till either you or I lie dead. You must see that?"

      She read the situation in much the same way but shook her head none the less.

      "I'm Abbie King," she said.

      "Don't you think I know that by now?"

      "Yeah, and that's my point. Since I've been doing this, going against scum like you, I've stood alone. I've been Abbie King. What about you? People tremble at the mere thought of the Beckers, but that's the way the cops and your victims describe you: the Beckers. The mum and her three children. You were so tight none of you kids ever got married, ever had little ones of your own. Let's face it, the Becker family were so much more than the sum of their parts. As for me, I'm a one part operation. I'm the complete package."

      "Not for long," said Orion. "Not when you're dead."

      "Oh, Give it up," said Abbie. "Even if I die here, you're done, and you know it. You'll have to slink back into hiding, and you could never resurface. It's over for you, so let the girl go. Surrender."

      Still shaking his head, Orion said, "It's never over. You called one thing right, and that's how tight me and my siblings and my mum were. The Becker family. Yeah. Watching my sister die broke my heart all over again. I don't know how to go on without her, without my brother, my mum. But you know what? I can't go to prison, and I ain't ready to die, which only leaves one option. I got to get out of here, and I got to do it now." He pressed the gun more tightly to Isabella's head. "Move, or I kill her."

      "You kill her, and I kill you."

      "But you won't let her die."

      "And you can't let yourself die, so where does that leave us? An impasse, I reckon."

      Orion's hand was shaking.

      "Three seconds," he said, "or I do it."

      Abbie had no doubt Orion feared death. He knew Abbie would kill him if he put a bullet in Isabella, but he was unhinged, grief-stricken. Men and women in the grips of significant loss were the hardest to predict. Sometimes, they made moves that went entirely against their self-interest.

      But Abbie had to take the risk. Her gun was aimed at Orion's chest; to drive the point home about her determination, she retargeted it at his head.

      "Pull that trigger, sign your death warrant."

      Ndidi was up. He stood outside the door but right behind Abbie, who half expected him to try and convince Abbie to stand aside.

      But he had gone against her too many times. It had to be killing the detective, but he was letting Abbie call the shots on this occasion.

      "We'll see," said Orion. "Three... two... one..."
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        * * *

      

      Winston rushed into the control room and grabbed Moore's radio. Unbeknownst to Orion, he had a channel reserved for him and his last two guys, Victor and Xavier.

      "Xave, keep in that tower and put a bullet in any unfriendly who leaves the building. Vic, you in position?"

      "I'm here, Win."

      "Fine. Hold for my go."

      Even through the black smoke, Winston could make out the shape of Xavier atop the guard tower. He only hoped Xavier's vision wasn't so impeded by the exploded car that he would fail to make any necessary shot. Raising his hand in salute, Winston rushed to the tube building's control room end entrance. Behind him, down the grassy verge, were two cars. Rachel had the keys to Moore’s car, but the other, the larger, belonged to Winston, and he had the keys. That was their only escape route now.

      Winston had considered fleeing with his guys. It wasn't like Orion would be pleasant company now his plan had collapsed. Besides, Winston was starting to believe Abbie immortal.

      But the Beckers were worth a lot of money to Win. More than that, this was about professional pride. Winston couldn't retreat. Not this time.

      Pressing the radio to his lips, Winston spoke in a whisper to Victor.

      "On my count. Three... two... one..."
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        * * *

      

      "Zero."

      Orion finished his count. No one moved.

      "Come on," said Abbie. "That's enough now."

      At either end of the building, external doors burst in. A shot was fired.

      Keeping her gun on Orion, Abbie turned as Ndidi jumped through the door into the room. He appeared unharmed.

      "Orion, Rachel. Time to move."

      Abbie recognised the voice. Smoker. And by the sounds, he had a colleague coming in with him.

      "Winston," said Orion, his voice still delirious, "I'm on my way."

      Abbie's mind whirred, perhaps distracted by the news Smoker was called Winston, but Orion acted immediately. Hauling Isabella off the ground, he started shuffling towards the door, moving in an arc, keeping his gun pressed to the whimpering child's skull.

      "Stand back," he said, then he screamed it. "Stand back."

      Ndidi was up. With a firm hand, he took Abbie's arm and tugged her. Her gun still aimed at Orion, she did move back. She watched as Orion scuttled across the room and slipped through the door into the corridor.

      "Feel free to follow," Orion was saying, "but if you shoot, the girl dies."

      Orion was moving towards the exit. Abbie stepped to the frame of the door but not into the hall. Winston and Orion were at one end of the building; another unfriendly was at the other. They probably wouldn't shoot for fear of hitting one another, but Abbie couldn't risk it.

      Abbie listened as Winston left through one exit, followed by Orion and Isabella. Now Abbie did step into the hall and spun for Winston's man.

      He had his gun raised. They were in a stand-off, but Winston's man was retreating towards his exit. The guy didn't shoot but smiled, waved, and stepped outside.

      "Oh, no," said Ndidi.

      "It's not over yet," said Abbie. "Follow me."

      Rushing towards the exit just taken by Orion and Winston, Abbie barged through the external doors and stepped outside. By this point, the flaming engine of Evans' car was burning out. The smoke still billowed but was not quite so thick, so black, as once it had been.

      Still facing the building, Smoker (Winston) and Orion were edging backwards down a slope. A hundred metres away, Abbie could see two cars. She knew, if she allowed Isabella to disappear into one of those, it was game over. Orion and Winston would be gone, the child would die.

      Through the smoke, Winston's man appeared, having jogged the length of the building to rejoin his team.

      "I wouldn't come any further if I were you," said Winston to Abbie. "Bit of friendly advice."

      Winston's guy passed directly by Abbie and Ndidi. Twisting his head, he raised a hand, waved, and gave a nasty smile.

      Then, from somewhere nearby, there was a crack, and that nasty smile disappeared as its wearer's head popped like a blood-filled balloon.
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        * * *

      

      Winston was shouting.

      “No, no, no, you idiot. Be more careful. What the blazing hell was—“

      Another shot fired. Blood splashed from Winston’s head as he spun like a top and hit the ground.

      Eyes widening, Orion looked towards the watchtower. Then, grabbing Isabella like a rugby ball, he turned and bolted down the hill towards the cars.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Xavier lay face down on the metal grate of the watchtower platform.

      A little earlier, before Evans' car had exploded, Moore had stepped from the control room and had inadvertently distracted Winston. While the two men conversed, Ana had released her seatbelt. Greedy gravity had clutched her as the harness whipped away and dragged her to the other side of the car with a thud.

      Already, Ana's body was racked with pain. Every movement was agony, but somehow, her determination to live overcame the pain, which might otherwise have been debilitating.

      As Moore and Winston argued, Ana had climbed through the shattered windscreen and, under cover of the smoke, sprinted away from the car.

      Which promptly exploded.

      Ana had made it far enough that she was struck by neither flames nor debris, but the shockwave still floored her.

      For what might have been seconds or hours, Ana lay in the grass, taking deep breaths, recovering.

      When she eventually sat, all she wanted was to lie back down or go home, but she couldn't. Winston was alive. So far as Ariana knew, so were the Beckers. Ana didn't know what state Abbie was in but her partner, her Holmes (was that right this time?), needed her help.

      Stumbling, staggering, she had crept towards the watchtower. On the way, she'd found something heavy and smooth. A huge pebble, if pebbles could be this big. With as much care as her injured form allowed, she had snuck up the watchtower steps towards her target.

      Earlier, Winston had focused on the wrong thing, allowing Ana to escape the car without getting a shotgun slug in the back. This time, Xavier was so focused on the exit from where he expected the enemy to spill that he didn't hear Ana’s approach until it was too late. 

      Gun in hand, he spun as Ana brought the pebble crashing onto his skull.

      The rifleman went to his knees but wasn't out of action. Two more blows and he was unconscious on the watchtower floor, his blood seeping through the metal grate, dripping to the grass below.

      A month ago, Ana had tried to kill Abbie. Her determination to do so had led to the death of her boyfriend. Most people would probably count Gray, the boyfriend, as Ana's first murder, but Ana couldn't take credit. It had been an accident. 

      She didn't know if Xavier was her first murder because she hadn't checked for a pulse. If it wasn't him, it was most certainly Victor.

      The smoke was already thinning as Ana took up the rifle. She heard Winston's radio transmission and was glad he didn't ask for Xavier's input. When the boss raised his hand in salute, Ana considered shooting, but she wasn't ready. The glass from the windscreen had cut her palms, and she was bleeding all over the gun, making the grip slick and hard to hold. The pain in her back flared up when she leaned in to put her eye against the rifle's scope, and her vision was still a little blurry.

      Forcing herself to take deep breaths, Ana kept her eye against the scope and watched as Winston disappeared into the building. A minute or so later, he reappeared. Ana had hoped, when he reemerged, she would be able to end his life. No such luck. Seconds after he left the building, Orion appeared. The two men remained close together, and Orion held the child. Ana had never fired any kind of gun, and while it seemed simple enough in practice, Isabella's proximity to Orion and Winston made Ana beyond nervous.

      The building's second exterior door opened, and Victor exited into the night.

      This was a more promising opportunity.

      Spinning the gun, almost letting it slide through bloodied hands as she did, Ana located Victor with the scope. She wanted to take him out ASAP but, by this point, he was jogging. She tracked his progress down the building's length as best she could but knew she stood next to no chance of hitting him while he moved at his current speed.

      The smoke billowed around Victor as he progressed, but by this point, it had thinned enough that Ana didn't lose him. 

      When the crook reached the opposite end of the tube-shaped building, he slowed. Through the scope, Ana watched him raise a hand in a wave to someone out of sight and knew she would never get a better chance.

      She pulled the trigger.

      Her body was still shaking, her vision was blurred. Luck more than impressive marksmanship carried the bullet through Victor's skull, ending his life.

      Ana had managed to convince herself she hadn't killed her boyfriend. Until she checked for a pulse, Xavier may well be alive. 

      There was no chance with Victor. Ana was officially a murderer.

      She felt funny inside. It was as though a strange hollow spot had opened and was sucking everything around it in. Victor was undoubtedly a nasty person, and Ana's shot might save Abbie's life. Regardless, she felt a tear run down her cheek.

      Abbie had been right. Falling from her mother's balcony into the sea, almost drowning after being dragged down by her boyfriend—all of this had changed Ana. She was not the same person as a month ago.

      Aurora, her little sister, her sleeping beauty, would have been proud.

      But today, she couldn't let emotion defeat her. Winston was bellowing. Ana could hear him all the way over at the tower.

      She swung the rifle around. The smoke remained an annoying impediment, but it hadn't stopped her finding and aiming for Victor. It didn't stop her from finding Winston either. She got his head in her sights, took a deep breath, and fired. 

      He moved at the last second, but she still saw him spin and go down. There was plenty of blood, so she guessed she'd done enough even if she hadn't quite hit the bullseye.

      Two murders. By now, Ana's hands were trembling so much the rifle rattled against the watchtower's metal railing. She forced herself to take three more calming breaths, then searched for Orion.

      He was gone. After Winston dropped, he'd spun and hightailed it. With the rifle scope, Ana managed to find him again, but there was no way she could take a shot. This wasn't a long-range sniper. Every step Orion took, it became less and less likely a good marksman could hit him, let alone a novice. Besides, with the child at his side, there was no way Ana could risk it.

      Spinning the rifle, she saw Abbie and Ndidi chasing down the slope after Orion. It was up to them now.

      She stood straight, took another breath and looked across the field of battle. She saw the unconscious police detective, the flaming car wreck, the dead Victor. 

      Her eyes scanned the grass. It took her a couple of seconds to realise what she didn't see.

      Darting forward, she put her eyes to the scope and scanned for the location where Winston had dropped.

      Soon enough, she found it, but he wasn't there. All that remained was the blood in the grass from where she'd hit him.

      And not well enough, by the looks.

      Moving away from the rifle, she bit her lip—a nervous habit. Abbie thought Winston was out of the picture, but he had to be chasing down the slope after them even now.

      That was what Ana thought.

      Then she heard boots clanging on the watchtower's metal steps as someone ascended towards her level.
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      The plan had been months in the making.

      Longer even than Abbie had imagined. When news of the police raid reached Orion and his mother, when they learned Quintus was dead and Rachel incarcerated, mother had taken a long calming breath and turned to Orion, her eldest child.

      "We avenge your brother and free your sister. Nothing else matters until that's done."

      The planning had started at once. Orion had taken charge of freeing Rachel, even before they knew to which prison she would be sent, even before she had been declared guilty by a jury of her peers. The Beckers could afford the best lawyers in the land, but the evidence against Rachel was insurmountable. She was always going to be found guilty and sentenced to decades in prison. It was unavoidable.

      Orion might have considered getting to her at trial, but then everything had changed. His mother had been killed avenging Quintus' death, and the police, tasting blood, had redoubled their efforts to capture Orion. He was forced underground. It was far too hot to consider freeing Rachel for at least the next few months.

      But he never stopped planning. He grieved for his mother and brother, but, if he was honest, this was the way he would have chosen the chips to fall if someone told him two of his family members had to die, with the other imprisoned. Abbie had been right to call out what a family unit the Beckers were, and Orion loved each of the three others deeply. But his mother could be strict and frightening. Quintus, six years younger than Orion, was impetuous and often immature. It had not surprised Orion to learn that while Rachel had sensed the futility of fighting and given herself up during the raid, Quintus had got himself killed trying to escape.

      Rachel had been only eighteen months younger than Orion, and they had always been incredibly close. He would have given anything to save her. And he had put everything into freeing her.

      It had all seemed to be running so smoothly. Orion had the owners of Lucky Draw on side. He had the corrupt police, including, notably, DCI Hammond. Everything was ready. Then Hammond died, and Orion had to find a plan B. Fine. He intended to blackmail Ndidi, but when that fell through, Orion was ready to pivot. The kidnapping had been easy, and with it, the eldest Becker child had achieved his aims.

      Not to sound like a Scoobie Doo villain, but he would have succeeded, too, if not for that pesky Abbie King.

      Now he ran, the cumbersome kid under his arm, fleeing Abbie and the girl's father. Abbie was right to claim he had nothing left to live for. Rachel was dead. It was over for him, but he couldn't stop. He had to get away, and if he couldn't get away, he had to kill Abbie.

      He had his gun in his free hand. As he ran, he twisted and fired. Every second, he grew closer to the cars and to escape. If he got either vehicle started before Abbie put a bullet in him, Orion was sure he'd get away.

      He fired again. Then reached the car. At the bonnet, he spun, fired thrice more.

      There was a roar of pain, and Ndidi went down. Good.

      Isabella screamed. For hours she had barely shown a hint of emotion, but at the cry from her father, she went crazy, lashing out, screaming, flailing her fists and arms.

      Bb y chance, she caught Orion in the knee then the groin. Reflexively, Becker released the girl, and she hit the ground. He scooped to grab her, but Isabella was already sprinting towards her father.

      There went his human shield.

      Ndidi was down, but Abbie hadn't stopped. From her sprint, she slowed to a quick walk; both hands raised, holding her gun.

      Orion watched Abbie pull the trigger. Moore’s car windscreen exploded.

      Ducking between the vehicles as a second shot destroyed a wing mirror, Orion grabbed the driver side door handle of Winston's SUV and yanked.

      Nothing happened.

      The car was locked. Of course it was. Both vehicles were. Orion went to his jacket with desperate, scrambling hands, searching for either set of keys. He found nothing. Now he remembered Rachel pocketing Moore’s keys while Winston had never relinquished his set.

      Orion was alone. And he wasn't going anywhere.

      Another bullet smashed the passenger side window above his head. Ducking again, he scrambled to the back of the cars as Abbie closed in.

      Orion checked for a spare magazine but couldn't find one. Ejecting the current clip, Orion found it empty. All that remained was the shot in the chamber and the short but sharp blade in his jacket.

      The odds weren't good. Orion might get one chance.

      Abbie came closer.

      Orion moved around the car. It was just her and him now.

      If Orion was going to die, he was for damn sure taking her with him.
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        * * *

      

      Ana's bones still ached, and her skin felt raw. Her vision went from clear to blurred and back again on a loop, and she was dizzy. Though she was weakened by her various ailments, she lifted the rifle from where it rested on the platform's railing and staggered back towards the corner of the watchtower opposite where Winston would soon emerge.

      The clanging of boots stopped. Through the grate at Ana's feet, she could see the shape of the man hovering on the steps. If he rose a couple more, his head would appear, and Ana could take a shot. The question was, would he take the risk? She doubted it. Why bother when he could fire the spray of his shotgun through the grated floor of the platform and cut her to ribbons. Ana could try the same, shooting down towards Winston, but she would have to be more accurate with her shots. The rifles bullets didn't have anywhere near the spread of the shotgun slugs.

      Then there was her strength to factor in. It flooded from her legs, and she sank to her behind. Leaning into the crux of the railings in her corner, she propped the rifle in her lap and tried to take calming, strengthening breaths. She wasn't sure either effect was achieved.

      Below and across from her, on the steps, she saw the shape of Winston shift. Saw what had to be his hands move as he aimed what had to be his shotgun in Ana's general direction.

      "You're a clever girl," said Winston from beneath her with that smoke affected voice. "Made me think if was Abbie in the car. Wouldn't have thought it was you, would we? Because Ndidi killed you back at the flat."

      Ana didn't respond. Although the rifle was propped on her lap, it was still becoming too much. She could feel it slipping. Realising she wasn't going to kill Winston with it, she let it go, keeping her hands on the stock and handle as it went, so it made as little noise as possible as it came to rest on the platform.

      "Amount of bullets I've sent in the direction of your friend," Winston was saying. "Then there's you, escaping exploding vehicles and surviving shots to the head... maybe you girls are immortal. Maybe I'm wasting my time."

      Without the load of the rifle in her hands, Ana could gather a little more strength. Having fallen onto her behind, she had crossed her legs like a schoolgirl in the classroom. Now she pushed herself onto her knees, with her feet up and her toes slotted into the holes of the platform grating.

      This was all for nothing. Ana couldn't escape Winston.

      "You mute, girl?" Winston asked. "Maybe you know I wouldn't take your word for it, even if you said you was immortal. You know I'd need to check for myself."

      Ana watched the gun rise. She pushed her feet into the grate and moved her legs, diving into a half jump, half roll across the platform.

      The shotgun cannoned, and Ana couldn't help but cry out as she heard the spray rattle across the underside of the grating. Many fragments passed through and disappeared into the sky.

      But nothing hit Ana.

      The shotgun blast had been deafening. Ana's eyes were ringing again, so she realised too late that Winston hadn't waited. He was rising the last few steps onto the watchtower platform.

      Ana's jump-roll had landed her inches from the possibly dead Xavier. Knowing it was her last chance, she shoved her hand into his jacket on both sides, searching for a gun.

      But there was no firearm to be found.

      Ana retracted her hands and shoved herself back onto her knees as the armed Winston stepped onto the platform.

      When Ana had fired the rifle at Winston, she'd been aiming between his eyes. His last-second move saved his life, but the bullet had still done some damage. The spray of blood Ana had seen came when the round whizzed past Winston's skull but ripped his ear to shreds.

      Now he stood opposite her, blood caking his face and shirt, one ear missing, a gash across his head where it had been. It was horrifying—like a horror movie serial killer.

      His eyes were deranged.

      He clutched his shotgun too tight.

      "Okay," he said. "Final immortality test. Let's see what you got."

      Ana knew what she had.

      One last chance.

      Winston racked the shotgun and swung it around.

      Ana was already moving. She charged from her kneeling position, defying the ability of her damaged body as she sprinted across the platform, arms outstretched.

      The move took Winston by surprise.

      He hesitated for a fraction of a second.

      That was all Ana needed.

      Crashing into Winston, she brought in an arc the knife she'd taken from Xavier and punctured his throat. Winston opened his mouth to scream, but only a gargle escaped, along with a trickle of blood.

      He grabbed Ana by the top, shoved her, and pulled the shotgun's trigger.

      When he fired, the weapon was still next to Ana. She felt the searing heat through her top as she stumbled. As she fell, she raised her leg and kicked.

      Weakened by a car explosion, a rifle shot to the ear, a knife to the neck (and he called Ana immortal), the shotgun's recoil at this final shot was enough to knock Winston off balance. He staggered, and his legs hit the railing. The metal bar would have saved him had Ana's kick not supplemented the wasted shot's buck.

      He teetered, tried to grab Ana's foot, but it was already gone. Then he tipped past his centre of gravity and felt the drag and the rush of air as he tumbled over the edge and crashed to the ground below.
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        * * *

      

      Abbie watched Orion scuttle around the back of the cars and kept her gun raised. How many shots left? She wasn't sure and couldn't check. She'd know when she pulled the trigger. Maybe she'd hear the impotent click of an empty chamber. That would likely be the end.

      Some way behind, Abbie could hear Isabella sobbing. When Orion had fired the shot that counted, Abbie had felt it whistle past and had seen Ndidi drop in her peripheral. She had no idea how bad the damage was—if Ndidi would live—but she could not help but feel relief at the sound of Isabella's sobbing. She didn't tend to find happiness in small children's grief, but with Isabella, sobbing meant life. If Abbie could kill Orion, the kid would be okay.

      "What's the plan?" she called to the cars as she circled them. She could see Orion moving around the cars as she did but wouldn't risk another speculative shot. "How long can you keep this up? No one's coming to save you, and you have no one left to save. You can't get into the cars, or you would have already. You've lost your leverage. You have to see it's finished."

      Through the last couple of days, Abbie had considered Orion to be an intelligent man, and he had been. But Abbie had peeled away everything that made him human. An animal remained. Orion was nothing beyond survival instinct.

      That could mean this final stand drew out far too long. Abbie wanted it done and thought she knew how to achieve her goal.

      It would take her reminding Orion he was human. She had to encourage an emotion to break free of its shackles and to overtake the survival instinct. She had to turn flight into fight.

      Still circling the car, Abbie said, "This was always going to end the same way. The moment I realised who I was dealing with, I knew I'd end up killing you. When I learned you were springing Rachel from prison, I was relieved. Behind bars, she was a danger; in setting her free, you guaranteed her demise at my hands. That shot to her chest and the next to her head were inevitable. I have to thank you for making it possible."

      A low, guttural growl emitted from behind the SUV. Abbie stopped. The sound told her exactly where Orion was. She aimed at where he would emerge if emotion trumped what remained of his rational thinking.

      "You might be surprised to learn how long I've known of the Becker family. Ever since I first came across your lot over half a year ago. Ever since I bumped into Margaret Becker in the stairwell of a block of flats where her enemy was hiding." Abbie paused. Dramatic effect was so important.

      "You know, the day an unknown assailant shot her dead like a dog."

      The growl became a roar, and Orion burst free of the SUV, firing a wild shot that whizzed past Abbie.

      He kept pulling the trigger but the cupboard was bare. Click, click, click. He didn't seem to notice. He had a blade and closed the distance between them with it high in the air, intending to end Abbie's life with a barrage of knife wounds.

      Still pointlessly pulling the trigger, Orion got to within a metre of Abbie before she raised her gun, aimed for his head and fired.

      No empty click for Abbie. The shot rang out. The bullet blasted through the air and hit Orion where another bullet had earlier hit Rachel: right between the eyes.

      The eldest Becker child's head snapped back as his body continued to rush forward. Like a rag doll, he crumpled at Abbie's feet, dead eyes staring towards the clear night sky.

      Abbie glanced up as well. It was a beautiful evening. The best thing about being away from the city was the ability to see the stars in the sky.

      "There you go," she said, looking back to Orion. "Game over."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Ana reached the ground (and it took a while, what with the beating her body had taken and the overexertion of charging Winston), her shotgun-wielding assailant was still not dead.

      Having landed on his back, he stared at the sky with his arms spread. His fingers twitched, his eyes moved from left to right to left to right, as though he was watching a tennis match. The knife remained in his neck, and blood leaked around it. When he saw Ana, his lips moved, and more blood spilt from them, but no words.

      Ana still felt numb, hollow. That black hole inside had grown and grown. When all this was over, she wasn't sure how she'd feel. Would she come to terms with the lives she'd taken or struggle to handle the guilt? Would she collapse beneath the weight of what she'd done or thrive? Perhaps killing would become an addiction. She hoped not. Her mum still trying to deal with the burden of raising one psychotic daughter. She couldn't handle another.

      When Winston had fallen over the edge, he had taken with him his shotgun. It had slipped from his grasp when he hit the ground and now lay just beyond his fingers. Leaning over with only a mild fear that Winston might spring to his feet and grab her, Ana took the gun. She was trying to decide if she could put Winston out of his misery or if that would be too much for her on this day of killing. As it happened, no decision was necessary. Ana collected the gun and, by the time she had straightened with the weapon in her hands, the life had left Winston's eyes. He was gone.

      From her position by the watchtower, Ana looked to the wreck of Evans' vehicle and shuddered. When she'd crashed the car and escaped, she'd been relieved that she alone had been inside. Abbie had travelled on foot to the airfield. Only now, in the aftermath of the battle, did she realise that wasn't correct. Ana hadn't been alone. She and Abbie had locked the unconscious Evans in the boot.

      What remained of the car was a blackened husk. The smoke had thinned to little more than a fine mist, and the fire was out.

      The boot remained closed. Evans was dead. The mere thought of that boot popping open, revealing to Ana what remained of the bent cop, made her stomach churn.

      Beyond the car, through the smoke, Ana traced the hill's slope and saw shapes hunched in the grass, a little distance from the two vehicles. That both cars remained suggested good things. Was it over? Had they won?

      Ana staggered forward as fast as her injured body would allow. She passed the husk of Evans' car and the unconscious DS Moore, then she was on clear grass and moving towards the bodies.

      As she grew closer, she could make out who she was nearing. Abbie and a child leaned over a body. Beyond them lay the twisted form of Orion, which meant the body Abbie partially covered could only be Ndidi.

      When Ana was ten metres away, Abbie heard the lawyer's approach and looked up. After glancing at Ana, she put a hand on Isabella's shoulder, whispered to the child, and stood. As Abbie made her way towards Ana, Isabella moved closer to her father.

      "Is he alright?” Ana asked as Abbie approached. “I was going to shoot all the baddies but I know you like to act the hero. Didn’t want to steal your spotlight.”

      This drew a laugh from Abbie, who then gave Ana an awkward but affectionate thump on the shoulder. It hurt, but Ana preferred it to a hug, which would have been painful and embarassing.

      "You're a hero," Abbie said. "If you hadn't taken out Winston and the other guy, I couldn't have stopped Orion. I'm sure of it."

      Ana shrugged. Like it was no big deal. “Did what I could. But you were right. It doesn't make up for the past."

      "You're still a hero," said Abbie. "Focus on that for tonight."

      She stepped up to Ana and turned, so the two women stood side by side, facing Isabella and Ndidi. Ana watched as the father raised a hand and stroked his daughter's cheek. The little girl burst into tears.

      But not tears of sadness.

      "Orion shot him in the arm," said Abbie. "Looks like the bullet went straight through. I wrapped the wound myself, and I think he'll be okay."

      Raising a hand, Abbie squeezed Ana's shoulder. Where she had thumped. This hurt too. Ana needed a lie down.

      "We did it," Abbie said. "We saved the child. You've done so much already; I want to tell you to go to the hospital then home. To rest and recuperate. I mean, you do look horrendous—“

      “Thanks.”

      “Like a zombie or something.”

      “Any time you want to go back to mentioning what a hero I am.”

      Abbie chuckled. “Just nice you not looking so damn stunning for once.”

      “Are you hitting on me?”

      “Not even a tiny little bit. I do need you though,” said Abbie.

      “I’ve got tingles. This is why I can’t rest and recuperate?”

      “Right. Because it's not quite over. If you're willing, I need you to stick around a little while longer.”

      Ana looked at Abbie.

      “What do you need?”

      "Police are on the way as we speak," said Abbie, looking to the horizon, to the direction from which the cops would appear. "Now I don't have my crack team backing me, well..." she let out a long whistle and turned to Ana. "I'm going to need a top lawyer. But I think you'll do."
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      Twelve hours later, and for the second time, Abbie stepped out of the police station onto the stone steps. The sun was high; and warm for March in this part of the world. The air felt remarkably fresh. Exoneration had that effect on a person.

      As it had turned out, an average lawyer could have done the job.

      After ensuring someone he trusted was caring for his daughter, Ndidi had insisted on giving a new statement to Superintendent Norris, encompassing everything that had happened over the past few weeks. His growing suspicious of Hammond and feeding information to anti-corruption. His wife’s job at Lucky Draw and how he, Ndidi, believed the casino owners had killed her. His attack on Gary, and Franks and Evans convincing him to force the teen to provide a false statement. His part in Rachel’s escape, and in her murder of DC Christine Lakes. And finally, the story of the night just gone, how Abbie and Ana had heroically risked their lives to save Ndidi and his daughter.

      As a result of Ndidi's extensive testimony, Norris was forced to open various lines of enquiry. Gary was reinterviewed and this time the teen told the truth, while Kilman recovered enough to corroborate Abbie and Gary’s version of events as to what had happened at the school.

      Norris got on the phone with the team at anti-corruption responsible for sending Christine. The Hammond case was reopened. PC Franks and DS Moore both survived the airfield battle and both cut deals to reduce their sentences, providing valuable information against Lucky Draw and supporting Ndidi, Gary, and Kilman's claims that Orion had framed Abbie. Xavier had survived Ana’s assault. Once he learned Orion and Winston were dead, he was also keen to seek a deal.

      After these interviews were complete, Abbie sat in a small room with a couple of tired police detectives and Ana, her lawyer, and recounted her story. She started late, implying she had arrived in town in time to see Ndidi attack Gary, but after that she was pretty honest. Though she never confirmed she had used a gun and didn't confess to any murders.

      At last, Abbie was free. The detectives who had interviewed her warned they might be in touch. There were bodies to account for, and charges could still be brought. But both Abbie and Ana were content she was in the clear. Her details wouldn’t be wiped from the database—not since Ben and the organisation he represented had cut ties—but that was okay. The ordeal was over.

      Or almost over, anyway.

      "I guess you'll be heading to the hospital?" said Ana. "Bet you can't wait to see Bobby."

      Standing atop the stone steps, Abbie smiled at the sun but felt a strange churning when she thought of Bobby. When she considered the fire.

      "I'll be heading that way," she said. "But there's something I have to do first."

      "What?" asked Ana.

      “It's not quite over," said Abbie. "Not until I tie up the last loose ends."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This time, Ndidi welcomed Abbie into his home with open arms. He made her coffee and even offered her biscuits, which she politely declined. When the drinks were ready, the detective placed the mugs on coasters on the table and took the armchair. Abbie took the sofa where Norris and Stanton had sat the previous day.

      "How's Isabella?"

      It was the first question Abbie asked. It had occurred to her that of all the people Abbie's dreams had sent her to save, Isabella was the one with whom she had had the least contact. Before Abbie checked Ndidi's gunshot wound and soothed the girl, they had never met, and Abbie had not seen the child since.

      "She's safe, and that's the main thing," said Ndidi. "But it's a long road, and there'll be hard times ahead."

      Ndidi collected his mug, not to drink from but to have something to distract his hands.

      "Kids are amazingly resilient creatures," said Abbie. "She'll get back on track."

      "I hope so," said Ndidi. "I've told her the truth about her mother." He shook his head. "It was wrong of me to lie, to tell that poor girl her mother had left her. She's too little to comprehend what her mother being dead really means. Still, at least she won't grow up believing Leilani abandoned her. I couldn't have lived with myself if I had allowed that to continue."

      Abbie collected her own drink and sipped the hot coffee. "I think you've done the right thing."

      Ndidi tried a smile, but it was weak. For a little while, they sat and sipped their drinks.

      "What about you?" Abbie asked at last. "Will there be charges?"

      Ndidi let out a long breath.

      "That's the question. I certainly broke plenty of laws. I lied to my superiors. Lies which led to an expensive and unnecessary operation. I was complicit in the break-out of a dangerous criminal who went on to murder one of our officers."

      The thought of Christine caused his face to crumple. He gripped his coffee a little more tightly, though the surface of the ceramic had to be red hot.

      "That's the big one," he said. "I'm responsible for Christine's death. I don’t believe there's any appetite amongst my colleagues and superiors to see me convicted, but it may be unavoidable."

      As Ndidi bowed his head, Abbie sipped some more of her coffee and kept her counsel. There was plenty she could say, but she sensed Ndidi was not yet done. Not quite.

      "I'll never forgive myself for what happened," he said. "If it wasn't for Isabella, I would run to the station and beg them to put my wrists in cuffs. I would gladly see a judge sentence me to however long in prison she deemed necessary. But my little girl has lost her mother. Maybe it's arrogance, but I believe she needs me. As long as I'm convinced of that, I'll fight to stay free."

      After he finished, and following a short silence, Ndidi looked up and met Abbie's eye. She saw he wanted her opinion. It was unclear whether he sought validation specifically or whether he wanted an honest view. Unfortunately for him, if he wanted the former, that wasn't Abbie. An honest opinion, in this instance, was all she could give.

      "I struggle to think of Christine," she said. Which was true. Posthumously, Christine's superiors had praised her. There would be awards and commendations delivered to her parents, who would be told how brave Christine had been. How she had died a hero. All of this was true, and maybe it would help take the edge off the significant loss over time. In the short term, it was meaningless. Christine was a young, kind, honest woman. She had sacrificed her happiness and brought addiction on herself to do what she thought was her duty. Christine had earned a happy ending. What she got... nothing could make up for that.

      "I understand," said Ndidi.

      "Maybe," said Abbie. "I'm wracked with guilt. Bobby wasn't going anywhere, and if I'd stayed put, Christine might still be alive. I'll never forgive myself for the decisions I made, nor should you forgive yourself for yours. Your daughter was in grave danger, but I'm sorry, even with that in mind, I can't offer you solace after what happened."

      Again, Ndidi hung his head. Wiped his eyes.

      "You're right. I know it."

      "Still," said Abbie, before Ndidi could break down entirely, “your daughter’s lost a mother and doesn't deserve to lose a father. Whatever happened over the last few weeks, I hope you escape jail time."

      At this last sentence, Ndidi looked up and met Abbie's eye. She didn't look away. Maybe he heard it in her tone or saw it in her look, but he realised there was more to come.

      "You're not here to comfort or condemn me, are you?"

      "No," said Abbie. "I've come because I can't stand loose ends. Sometimes, they're unavoidable. There are a couple in this particular case I think we can tie up here and now."

      Ndidi stared at Abbie. He opened his mouth, knowing what she wanted of him, but found he hadn't the strength to talk. Instead, he drank his coffee and waited for Abbie to go on.

      She drank a little of her own, then did so.

      "For me, this all started when I followed Christine over a fence into Davesh's dealership," said Abbie. "When we arrived, we found someone had murdered the man himself not long before. Right after we discovered this, Winston arrived with three associates. I helped Christine escape before taking on Winston's team. A fight which ended with Winston fleeing and his associates dead."

      Ndidi's eyes widened at this, but Abbie ignored the look and went on before he could interrupt.

      "Someone removed the bodies and all traces of the murders later that night. The reason for this is plain enough. The bodies were a link to Orion on the eve of his grand plan. Cleaning up the scene broke that link. But what's never been clear is who murdered Davesh and why."

      Tapping the side of his mug, Ndidi forced himself to look at Abbie.

      "You have a theory?"

      "I have a theory." Abbie finished her coffee and replaced the mug on the coaster. "Orion paid Hammond, via Lucky Draw, a hundred grand to arrange for a large chunk of the local police to be at the casino on the night Rachel was sprung from prison, ostensibly to stop a heist and capture the perpetrators. However, this plan was somewhat hampered by Hammond's untimely murder. With me so far?"

      Ndidi nodded.

      "This left Orion in a bind. He needed to replace Hammond with an officer who could achieve the same results and fast. None of Lucky Draw's corrupt officers was high ranking enough to achieve his aims, and he couldn't risk speculatively offering cash to another DCI in case that detective was incorruptible and put an end to Orion's plan. So, Orion needed another option."

      "Yes," said Ndidi, with some false patience. "He kidnapped Isabella and made me work for him."

      "Eventually," said Abbie. "But I believe this was plan B."

      Ndidi stared at Abbie. His face was blank, but his arms seemed stiff on his mug.

      "Christine believed Davesh and Hammond might have been best friends," said Abbie. "Therefore, it's possible Hammond told Davesh everything he was doing, including organising the police response to the fake heist and murdering the woman who was trying to uncover his criminal activities. Namely, Leilani."

      At the mention of his wife, Ndidi closed his eyes. Leaning forward, he placed his half-empty mug on the coaster before it could drop from his trembling hands and stain his carpet.

      "Leilani was investigating Hammond specifically, rather than Lucky Draw generally, so it makes sense Hammond would murder her," said Abbie. "He may well have believed she was acting alone, but you knew what she was doing, didn't you, Ndidi? That much we've already established."

      As though he'd forgotten why he'd put the mug down, Ndidi leaned forward to grab his coffee. Halfway to the cup, he remembered his trembling hands and pulled back.

      "Davesh was the only other person who knew what happened to Leilani," said Abbie. "When Hammond died, he would have been immediately suspicious of the home invasion story. The home invasion with no suspects and no leads. He would probably know no one covers their tracks following a crime better than a police officer. Especially one as experienced as you, Inspector."

      Abbie let this comment settle before going on.

      "Davesh would also know Orion was looking for a Hammond replacement and, being a reprehensible individual, he might have decided to phone the elder Becker and offer information that could be used to blackmail a DI. For a fee."

      Ndidi made as though to stand but stopped himself halfway through the motion. There were tears in his eyes, and he wasn't sure what to do with himself. Making the most of his indecision, Abbie continued.

      "Before I came here, I visited Gary. By this point I knew Orion had told him to lie about you working for Lucky Draw, but you did attack him. There had to be reason. Today, Gary told me you caught him breaking into your house and made him tell you who had paid him to commit the crime. That person being Davesh."

      Ndidi put a hand to his mouth.

      "Don't worry, none of this was in Gary's official police statement. Still, it suggests a theory that finally ties up any loose ends."

      Abbie paused to see if Ndidi would say anything, but the detective never took his hand from his mouth, which left Abbie to continue unabated.

      "You suspected Hammond of murdering your wife, so you went to confront him at his home. There was an argument during which you murdered the corrupt DCI. As an experienced detective, you were able to remove any evidence of your involvement and make it seem as though the crime had been committed during a home invasion. You thought that would be the end of it, but Davesh suspected the truth and wanted to prove it so he could sell the information to Orion, who could then blackmail you. However, you learned of Davesh's knowledge from Gary, and this time confronted the dealership owner. I told Christine when we found Davesh that killers were unimaginative.” Abbie touched her neck. “Both Hammond and Davesh had their throat cut.”

      Ndidi looked as though he was drowning. He touched his own throat and took deep breaths.

      Abbie wasn’t done.

      “You fled the dealership and found Gary. Only he knew you had a motive to kill Davesh and you wanted to ensure he wouldn’t blab.” Abbie paused. “Maybe I shouldn’t, but I’m about to give you the benefit of the doubt for the first time. I’ll assume you planned to attack Gary, to frighten him into keeping his mouth shut, but not to kill him. You probably would have targeted him again, but Orion was already pivoting to plan B. He kidnapped your daughter, and we know what happened next."

      Abbie finished her theory and folded her hands in her lap. Ndidi was crying now, and she saw no need to force him to confess. It was written all over his face.

      She stood, and the Detective jumped in shock.

      "Like I said, I hope you don’t go to prison. When I spoke to Gary, I suggested he keep everything he knows to himself. The Hammond murder case is closed, and I don't believe Davesh will be found."

      Ndidi was staring at the floor. With his sleeve, he dried his eyes and forced himself to look at Abbie.

      "What happens now?"

      "The loose ends are tied," said Abbie. “More or less. My work in this town is done, and I hope never to come back. The men you murdered were bad men. Hammond murdered your wife, but killing is a slippery slope. It only gets easier."

      Ndidi turned his eyes up in shock. "I'd never again... I could never..."

      Abbie raised a hand to silence him.

      "Use this as your clean slate, detective. Take care of your daughter, be better, remember your wife, and try to move on."

      He stared at her with unvoiceable gratitude and relief. Abbie gave him a slight nod and pointed to the mug.

      "Thanks for the coffee. I'll see myself out."

      “Wait.”

      She stopped at the door, turned back. Ndidi was standing, his hands by his sides, looking numb.

      “You said, about Gary, you were giving me the benefit of the doubt for the first time… that implies there’s a second?”

      “Yes, Idrissa. And on the second occasion I need to give you the benefit of the doubt or I might kill you. I daren’t ask any questions. I’m just taking what you told me at face value.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Sighing, Abbie opened the door.

      “Killers are unimaginative,” she repeated. “Hammond and Davesh both had their throats cut.”

      Abbie looked back to Ndidi who was speechless, but afraid.

      Walking out the door Abbie finished, “And so did Christine.”
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      By the time Abbie reached the hospital, Bobby was gone. She was standing at his bedside, staring at the empty sheets, when she heard the door open and someone enter.

      "He left about an hour ago," said Taylor, the Doctor to whom Abbie had yesterday lied. "Against my advice, I must add."

      When Abbie had arrived, the bedside table had been bare, the draws also empty. Because she trusted Bobby, she wasn't surprised when she turned to see Taylor clutching her bag.

      "He gave me this," she said, holding up the bag when she saw Abbie's eyes drift to it. "Said I must hand it only to Abbie King. You wouldn't happen to know when she'd be making an appearance, would you?"

      Abbie sighed. "Given your tone, you obviously know I'm Abbie. Bobby must have shown you a picture."

      "He did. I don't like being lied to."

      "It's no one's favourite thing," said Abbie and outstretched a hand towards the bag. Taylor only hesitated a second, then passed it over. At once, Abbie reached inside and felt the book's comforting shape between the folds of the pillowcase.

      "When I visited yesterday," said Abbie. "I was wanted by the police for assault and attempted murder."

      Taylor's eyes widened, and Abbie tried what she hoped was a disarming smile.

      "I've since been cleared of all charges, but you'll understand why, at the time, I wanted to keep my identity under wraps. Someone was framing me. I needed to stay free to prove I was innocent... like in The Fugitive."

      "I've not seen it."

      "Don't worry. I won't tell."

      Removing her hand from the bag, Abbie looked back to the bed. A few seconds passed before the Doctor cleared her throat.

      "Bobby gave me something else."

      Abbie turned to see a folded slip of paper between Taylor’s fingers. Abbie took the note, unfolded it, read the few words on the page, and scrunched the paper into a ball. While thinking she should locate a bin and chuck it away, she stuffed the ball into her pocket.

      "Waste of ink," she said. "Bobby could have asked you to deliver the message verbally."

      The Doctor said nothing to this. Abbie allowed her gaze to linger on the bed a few moments longer, then turned back towards the door and Taylor.

      "Is he going to be okay?"

      Taylor prevaricated, then nodded. "Like I said, we wanted him to stay under observation a little longer, but I have no worries about his long term condition. So long as he follows the steps we laid out and takes regular—"

      Abbie raised a hand.

      "He's going to be okay. That's all I need to know."

      "Great," said the Doctor. "Well, if you don't mind..."

      "Of course, back to work," said Abbie. "I've got everything I came for right here."

      She held the bag aloft and resisted the wave of misery inside. She forced a smile as the Doctor walked away, then clutched the bag tight to her chest. In the book, she had much of what she wanted. But not everything...

      Not by a long shot.
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      Back in her car, Abbie removed the book from its pillowcase and placed it on one knee. Despite knowing what the note said and understanding she would derive no comfort from a reread, Abbie removed it from her pocket and smoothed the page.

      Her phone was on the dash. Local police had been trying to get hold of her, wanting to talk about the house fire. Abbie had no doubt they would declare it as arson and had no interest in discussing it. Not yet. She had insurance but doubted they'd pay. Influential people would ensure Abbie's claims were rejected.

      The phone began to ring as Abbie smoothed the note over her spare knee. For the second time, she read those few words. They were like daggers to the heart, and adding insult to injury, Abbie could hear the last words Bobby had spoken to her rattling through her mind.

      Stay safe. Come back to me.

      Well, she had tried, hadn't she? He hadn't upheld the implicit end of his bargain.

      The phone continued to ring. This time, it wasn't the police. Abbie collected the handset from the dash to hang up but found herself answering instead. Once she'd swiped to accept the call, there was really no question of her ending it.

      She placed the phone to her ear.

      "Ben. It's not the time."

      There was a pause, then Ben spoke in a more sombre tone than Abbie was used to.

      "I hear congratulations are in order. That poor child is back with her father, safe and sound. You saved the day and avoided prison to boot. You should be proud."

      Abbie was struggling to keep control of her breathing. Her hand was trembling, so the phone shook against her ear.

      "Please, Ben," she said. "Make that all you have to say. Please."

      "Why do you say that?"

      "Because," she took a breath. "There are some loose ends that shouldn't be tied. Sometimes, it's better to leave a mystery unsolved. So don't, okay? Please don't."

      There was a long pause. Long enough that Abbie started to believe maybe, just this once, Ben would listen. He would say goodbye and hang up.

      "That you would ask this of me suggests the loose end is already tied," said Ben. "You know the truth. You don't want me to talk because you're afraid my confirmation will prevent you denying it, but that's childish. Denial causes more harm than good. You must verbalise the truth before you can hope to accept it and move on."

      "Don't," said Abbie. "Please."

      "You could hang up," said Ben. "But you won't, will you?"

      Abbie said nothing. Nor did she take the phone from her ear. It appeared to be glued there because Ben was right. There was a mental block. There was no chance she would find the strength to end the call.

      "The truth is I care deeply about you," said Ben. "After our last call, I felt terribly guilty. I felt as though I'd let you down, and that wasn't a feeling I could stand. But everyone has someone to answer to, and in my case, I was facing the mighty board of directors that has for some years supported you in every way. They'd made their decision, and I couldn't change their mind. Not with words, anyway."

      Abbie closed her eyes. By feel, she found the book on her knee and clutched the spine, though it wasn't up to such manhandling. There was a risk she would destroy the binding, and all the pages would spill-free. That would be the end. That would destroy her.

      Clutching the book, Abbie prayed, not to any God but to her sister's memory.

      Please, give me the strength to make him stop.

      But as Ben continued, Abbie remained unable to hang up.

      "I chose to believe you. You told me your relationship with Bobby would never get in the way of your job, so I decided I would allow you to prove this claim. You would show your commitment to the board without even knowing it, and they would have to reinstate you."

      Abbie's eyes still closed; she could not help but imagine the black-clad team arriving at her house, setting her property ablaze. Inside, Bobby waking in the clutch of fear. He had risked his life to save Abbie's most precious possession. So easily, both he and Abbie's last remnant of Violet could have been lost.

      As though he knew what she was thinking, Ben said, "I had people watching the house. We expected Bobby to escape, but if he hadn't come out, we would have saved him. We didn't want to punish you, Abbie. We wanted you to prove yourself. I knew you'd know we'd pay to have the house rebuilt, so once the doctor told you Bobby was okay, there'd be no reason to jeopardise the mission to save Isabella. You could see it through, just a few more hours, and visit Bobby afterwards. After that, we could welcome you back into the fold with open arms."

      A tear ran down Abbie's cheek. She forced her hand away from The Stand and moved instead to the letter. She prised open her eyes.

      "I feel so let down, Abbie," said Ben. "Unnecessarily, you went to visit Bobby, and as a result, Isabella almost died. Christine did die. All because you lied when you told me your personal life would never get in the way of your duty."

      Ben gave a theatrical sigh. That he was putting the blame on Abbie for Christine's death and acting the injured party should have inspired such rage in Abbie that she could not help but scream. But something blocked the anger. Something kept Abbie still and silent.

      "I don't expect you to have the maturity to apologise," said Ben. "But we shall see how you get on without our backing. We shall see what the future holds for Abbie King. How long it is before the choices you've made in the last couple of days get you killed. Or worse, someone else. Another innocent. I dread to consider. I only wish I'd been right about you. I wish you could have been better."

      Another sigh and Ben was done. He had laid Abbie low and was ready to go. His lies made her sick. Setting her house alight with her boyfriend inside had never been about allowing Abbie to prove herself. Abbie had hurt Ben by refusing to bend to his will. He called her childish, but he was the one who lashed out in response to perceived slights. The arson attack was punishment, but for Ben, it would never have been enough. He had to call. To talk Abbie through his actions. The pain he knew his words would cause was his final and ultimate reprisal. 

      "I wish you luck, Abbie. For what remains of your future."

      "Ben—" she said before he could hang up.

      He paused but did not respond. Abbie took this as consent to continue.

      "If I ever see you again," she said. "I'll kill you for what you've done. You hear me? I will kill you."

      Ben made a derisive noise. If he was worried, he hid it well.

      "Goodbye, Abbie," he said. "I'm sorry for the way you let this end."

      The line went dead. At last, Abbie let her hand and the handset fall from her ear to her lap. There it lay between the book that had been so cherished by her little sister and the note left by Bobby. Three symbols of three key people in her life. Sister, father-figure, lover.

      Symbols of everything she had lost and could never reclaim.
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      Abbie King was not who she once was.

      As a teenager, over the space of a couple of years, the viler components of humanity had ripped from Abbie everything that made her who she was. The group of older teenagers who had drugged and raped her had taken her sense of security, and safety, before, in quick succession, she lost her brother, her baby, and her sister. Her brother was still alive, but it wasn't the same. They had always been close. He had always protected her, and, of course, it was his attempts to protect her that had led to his imprisonment. Abbie hated her parents and had left home following Violet's murder. After that, the dreams began. At first, Abbie didn't understand them. They drove her into isolation, made a girl who had once been happy and sociable a miserable hermit.

      Ben had saved her. After giving her purpose and strength, Abbie was happy to agree to his demand that she live a life of solitude. That was existence for her anyway, but Ben's version of isolation came with financial security and a support network that allowed her to save lives.

      That lost young woman had shed the identity of her birth and taken the moniker of Abbie King. With this new identity, she had been happy.

      Only a couple of months ago, Abbie had entered yet another new town and met Bobby. A month after that, she had met Alice Rayner and her children. Everything had changed. Solitude was no longer enough. She never wanted to stop being Abbie King, to quit saving lives. But she did want to supplement her duty with a life of her own.

      Bobby's note remained in Abbie's pocket. Earlier, she had guessed Bobby would never give her an ultimatum, as Ben had. This note was proof. Too kind to ask Abbie to surrender her duty to protect their relationship, Bobby had made the decision for her. Rather than back her into a corner, he decided to cut ties and disappear. Abbie would never see him again.

      The note had the potential to return Abbie to a life of isolation. Ben's final call might have broken her or turned her into an avenging angel who, while consumed by misery, would go hunting for Ben, would try to destroy him.

      But no. Abbie King was not who she once was. These devastating setbacks would not destroy her, and she would not let the grief consume her.

      Abbie had been in the car for hours. The moment she stopped, she withdrew The Stand and held it close. She told her sister she loved her and promised silently she would do the hardest thing of all.

      She would take these latest setbacks in her stride and push forward in building a life. She would not allow grief and loss to close her down.

      Not this time.

      Abbie returned The Stand to the pillowcase and put the pillowcase in her bag. Following her house's destruction, that bag now contained everything she owned. It wasn't much, but Abbie had never been into possessions.

      Leaving the car, locking the door, Abbie felt some trepidation as she made her way up the drive. But she was determined to be strong. Determined to be the new Abbie King.

      At the home's entrance, she refused to hesitate. She knocked on the hardwood door and stepped back, waiting. 

      Five seconds passed, then Abbie heard footsteps from the hall inside. The door opened, and a woman who had recently turned sixty stood in the soft glow of the hall.

      There was a beat, then Alice Rayner broke into a smile.

      "Abagail," she said, "you can't need a lawyer already. I'm afraid Ariana's had a bit to drink."

      Abbie opened her mouth to ask the question she needed to ask. To say what she needed to say. When she tried, she found herself unable to speak. For years, she had been used to keeping in control of every situation. She rarely asked for anything, and when she did, it was usually a weapon or for a body to be removed from a crime scene. She avoided personal situations.

      On the doorstep, her mouth flapped like a goldfish.

      Alice rolled her eyes.

      "I ever meet your mother, I'll give her a piece of my mind," she said. "Come on. Come in."

      There was to be no choice. Alice grabbed Abbie's arm and dragged her into the hall, closing the door behind them. Linking arms with the younger woman, Alice led the way past the living room and towards the kitchen. As she went, she pointed up the stairs.

      "We thought you could have the same room as last time, but you know we have a few empties, so you can take your pick. You know I make big breakfasts, and we always keep the fridge well-stocked, but if you need anything else, at any time, you only need ask. Oh, and of course, I've written down the wifi password."

      They were in the kitchen now, Alice leading them towards the door into the bar of the large home, but Abbie stopped before they could go in.

      "I don't... I don't understand." She felt stupid—like a small child.

      "Your house burned down," said Alice, as though this explained everything.

      "I was going to stay in a hotel," said Abbie. "I was just going to ask if you didn't mind me staying local, popping round on occasion."

      Alice smiled. "Sweetheart, do you want to stay in a hotel?"

      Abbie hesitated. "Well, no, of course, it wouldn't be my preference, but—"

      "Well, shut up then, and come this way."

      Abbie bristled. She was the dismissive one, not the dismissed. As Alice opened the door to the bar and stepped through, Abbie followed.

      "Listen, I just saying I don't want to be an imposition, and I completely understand if—"

      She stopped.

      She had stepped into the long bar to find herself facing the remnants of Alice’s family—the one’s that weren’t deceased or in prison. Her daughters, Ariana and Alex; her son, Anthony; and her grandson, Ollie.

      On a banner on the far wall were giant block letters proclaiming: WELCOME HOME, ABBIE.

      Stunned, shocked, floored by the kindness of this gesture, Abbie put a hand to her mouth and almost collapsed. 

      Dealing with knife-wielding monsters and gun-toting maniacs, Abbie was in her element. She thrived. 

      Dealing with the warm, loving embrace of a family, she was almost knocked flat.

      "I don't know what to say," she said.

      "That much is clear, and it's fine because we have only one question for you, Abagail King."

      Alice said this as she stepped around the bar and grabbed a bottle. She held it up and beamed at her new house guest.

      "How do you take your vodka?"
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Twice Shy - Chapter One

      Abbie had driven by numerous "WELCOME TO X" signs over the years as she arrived in new towns, cities, and villages never before visited. Maybe as many as a hundred. Perhaps even more than that.

      Town names meant little to her. Abbie only noted the signs because it was sometimes helpful to know where she was. Especially when she had arrived as a stranger in this new place, hoping to save the life of someone she had never before met. On such occasions, Abbie glanced at the signs, internalised the name, and thought little more about them. After all, what should a place name matter to her? It was the name of the innocent Abbie intended to save and the wicked she hoped to defeat that she desired to learn. They were the ones who mattered.

      This sign was different.

      Abbie had woken a little over two hours ago, at midnight on the dot, and, save one slight adjustment, had followed her usual routine. A hot shower while she processed the nightmare from which she had woken, a drink of water, a strong black coffee, then straight to the car and onto the open road.

      As always, Abbie drove without recourse to maps or GPS. She took turns at random, with no specific destination in mind. No vague one either.

      The face of the innocent that Abbie needed to save stuck in her mind like chewing gum in her hair. That face was her compass. As long as Abbie could see it as she drove, she knew she would arrive where she was needed.

      The slight change in routine had added only a minute to Abbie's journey.

      For the past three months, she had been staying with Alice Rayner and several of Alice's children. Abbie had previously saved Alice's life, and the two women had become close. Alice was sixty, a little over thirty years older than Abbie, and had become something of a mother figure to her. So, while Abbie was used to leaving without a word or without letting anyone know, on this occasion, Abbie had scrawled a quick note, explaining her sudden departure. Alice knew about Abbie's calling and likely would have deduced why her houseguest had left in the night without a word. She almost certainly would not have worried. But it was common courtesy, so far as Abbie was concerned, to let her hostess know why she had gone and that she hoped to be back, so long as she was still welcome. And so long as her latest mission did not spell her end. Which was always possible.
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        * * *

      

      Then, the sign.

      Abbie saw its approach and glanced its way. Four seconds later, it was close enough to read. The name flashed across Abbie's mind, and a jolt ran through her heart.

      Based on no conscious intention, Abbie slammed her feet onto the brake pedal as her mind registered the town's name.

      The road she drove was long and straight, two lanes. It was shortly after two in the morning, and there were no other cars in sight. Despite this, Abbie rarely drove beyond the speed limit and had not been on this quiet mid-May night. But the speed limit on this stretch of road was generous. Abbie slammed the brakes too hard while travelling at some speed, and the car rebelled. The brakes clamped, but the wheels hated to stop rolling. They fought the instruction and screamed in rebellion. The car jolted, and Abbie shook. It skidded, and the wheels screeched along the tarmac, not turning but still moving. Abbie watched the sign slip by, and the car rotated as it slid along the road, as though determined to taunt Abbie with another look at the town's name as revenge for hitting the brakes.

      The car stopped with another jolt. Abbie's shoulder smacked the window, but she hardly felt it. Her heart was slamming into her chest far harder than her shoulder had hit the glass, and her stomach was churning. Her head was swimming.

      In the quiet calm of the now still car, she took deep breaths, seeking to regain control of herself. Abbie was known as a measured woman. Though the events of her past had left her damaged, she rarely showed emotion she wanted to conceal. For many years, most of the people she met would have claimed she experienced no feeling at all. On more than one occasion, someone had called her a robot.

      Things were different now. Her experiences and the relationships she had formed over the last few months had gone some way to freeing her emotions from the cage in which she had entombed them. Did that make the sight of the sign hit harder? Abbie wasn't sure. She felt that even at her emotionless peak, the effect rendered upon her by the town name would have been profound.

      Slow, measured breathing wasn't helping, and all of a sudden, waves of nausea overcame Abbie, leaving her scrambling for the handle of her car door. 

      She threw it open just in time, but when she tried to dive out, the seatbelt yanked her back. It was too late to go for the release. Abbie pulled the belt away from her chest, ducked her head beneath it, leant out of the car, and threw up onto the concrete.

      She threw up again, then took long, deep breaths. Controlled. This time it helped. Her fingers fumbled for the seatbelt catch, and it popped loose, causing her to jerk forward, causing her almost to fall from the car into the puddle in the road.

      Which would have been disgusting.

      After preventing that fall, Abbie reached under the passenger seat and grabbed her trusty drawstring bag. Lifting her feet, she swung them out of the car and over her vomit. With a hop, she cleared it and stumbled to the side of the road.

      She collapsed. 

      Empty fields lay to the left and the right of the road. The town into which she had to go was ahead; nothing but open road behind.

      Slamming the brakes, spinning the car to a stop had left it side-on across the left lane of the two-lane highway. There were no cars in sight, and Abbie could hear the approach of no engines. Still, she had to move her vehicle soon. Should any car approach, they would have plenty of time to adjust, to go around the roadblock Abbie had created. But she couldn’t risk it. There would be no car wreck on her conscience today.

      Rising, throwing the drawstring bag over her shoulder, Abbie forced herself back to the car. Forced herself to sit, to start the engine, to move. She pulled off the road onto the gravel and then grass. She parked alongside a fence that defined the boundary between council and farm owned land. Still fighting to control her breathing, Abbie evacuated her car again, taking her bag, and dropped onto the grass at the side of the road.

      The welcome to sign was on this side of the road, also. It was only five or so metres behind, but Abbie didn’t look. It was like a curse. Reading it would condemn her to more vomiting or worse, even though, theoretically, looking at the town itself should have caused more problems. It didn't work like that, though Abbie didn't know why.

      Bum planted in the grass, the cold night air nipping at her, Abbie pulled the bag from her shoulder and grabbed the neck, widening the hole. From within, she extracted a folded pillowcase.

      Abbie’s hands were shaking. Closing her eyes, taking her deepest breath yet, she regained control of her digits. With utmost care, she unfolded the pillowcase and removed from within her battered and bruised copy of The Stand.

      Laying the pillowcase over her lap, Abbie lay the Stephen King epic over the top. Delicate fingers peeled back the cover and first couple of pages until she found herself staring at the dedication. 

      For Tabby: This dark chest of wonders.

      And beneath that, the name of the book’s previous owner. Before Abbie had taken possession.

      Violet.

      It was this scrawled name Abbie lay a finger on, as she had so many times before. Though she was convinced by the existence of no supernatural phenomenons, Abbie found herself filled by strength when she touched that name, as though that long ago penned signature provided a link to the long since deceased writer.

      “Help me, Vi. Help me go on.”

      Abbie did not believe communication with the dead was possible. She knew speaking with her sister while pressing her finger to a word said sister had written years before she had died was nothing more than a psychological crutch, but that was okay. It was a kind of placebo. What mattered was that even though Abbie knew this: it worked.

      Having seen the town’s name, Abbie wanted to turn and flee. To get into her car and return to the seaside town where she had been living for the past three months. To the warm embrace of Alice, her pseudo mother, and to the friends Abbie had begun to make there. More than anything, she wanted to whip her tail between her legs and run.

      “I love you, Violet. Give me the strength to go on.”

      In her dreams, Abbie had seen the face of a teenage girl in pain. She had woken knowing neither the name nor the location of the teenager. She knew nothing other than that the girl would be killed within the next forty-eight hours, should Abbie not rise to do something about it.

      When she considered all that, how Abbie felt—this visceral reaction to learning into which town she was driving—meant nothing. The girl’s life was all. This teenager could be her only focus. Abbie shouldn’t have needed to talk to the memory of her sister to know, but she did. She had to roll with that.

      “I love you, Violet,” she repeated. “I’ll make you proud.”

      Abbie did not believe the dead could feel pride any more than they could feel hunger or an annoying itch on the end of their nose. What she meant was, I will continue to try and be the kind of person I think you would have been proud to call your sister.

      Violet would never know this was Abbie's intention. But Abbie knew. And that was enough.

      With as much care as she had used in extracting it, Abbie returned The Stand to the pillowcase and returned the pillowcase to her drawstring bag. This done, she returned herself to her car and started the engine.

      From her window, she could see the sick she had left in the road. She shook her head.

      “That’s revolting. Abbie, don’t be so repulsive again.”

      Self-castigation over, Abbie left the grass and moved back onto the road. Despite the dread that continued to build in her heart, stomach, and soul, she forced herself to drive on.

      She moved back up to the speed limit, and she drove into the town of her birth.
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