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One
I t was as though the locals had erected an invisible shield around their town, designed to deter outsiders from entering their precious space.
The shield attacked the brain. The moment Abbie swept past the town’s WELCOME TO sign, the instant she glanced at it and registered the name, she felt waves of nausea overcome her.
A second later, seemingly of its own volition, her foot was smashing the brake pedal.
The car began to scream as though the brakes were implements of torture, and the vehicle was in agony. 
The wheels stopped spinning, but the car did not want to stop rolling. The steering wheel tried to tear from Abbie’s hands as the vehicle turned side on and squealed its way along the tarmac, away from the welcome sign, towards town.
After several seconds of this screaming scrape along the road, the car stopped with a jolt. Abbie’s shoulder smacked the window. She was aware of a throbbing in her wrists following the strain the struggling steering wheel had put them under.
This pain was nothing when compared to her spinning head and churning stomach.
Now the screaming had stopped; the night was silent. It was shortly after two o’clock on a mid-June morning. Thankfully, the two-lane road leading into and out of town was deserted. At least for the time being.
Trying to keep calm, Abbie glanced back towards the welcome sign. She had travelled far enough that she could no longer make out the town name. Not that that mattered. She could see it, glowing like a neon sign, in her mind. Here came another wave of sickness.
This time a tidal wave.
For years, those who met Abbie knew her as stoic, measured, and emotionally closed down. Recent times had changed her. When Abbie had woken in the dark a little over two hours ago, the face of an innocent stranger facing grave peril in her mind, she had not been alone in her house or in a hotel room. For three months, she had been staying with Alice Rayner and several of Alice’s children. Abbie had saved Alice’s life, and over the last few months, the two women had become close. Alice was sixty, Abbie approaching thirty. To Abbie, Alice had become something of a mother figure.
All of which had served to open Abbie up emotionally. If she was a nut, Alice’s care had cracked her. The heart she had once hidden was exposed. For the most part, this was good.
In the face of the welcome sign, it seemed like the worst thing ever.
The tidal wave hit—a swell of negative emotions that manifested physically and which Abbie’s calm, measured breathing could not deter.
When this became clear, Abbie threw open her car door, unplugged her seatbelt, and spilt rather than stepped onto the road. She barely had time to reach the roadside before the emotion became vomit which brought Abbie to her knees as it escaped her.
Emotion could be a beautiful thing.
In times such as these, Abbie remembered her life as an emotionless robot fondly.
Once Abbie had thrown up, controlled breathing allowed her to better control herself and overcome the churning in her stomach and the pounding of her heart.
Her head still swam.
There was no invisible shield around the town. Abbie’s suffering was psychological.
When Abbie’s dream had woken her at midnight, she had got up, showered, prepared and drank a black coffee, left a note for Alice, and driven into the night.
As always, following such a dream—one which left Abbie with the strong impression of an innocent person on the cusp of demise—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 stuck in Abbie’s mind like chewing gum in her hair. That face was Abbie’s compass. As long as she could see it as she drove, Abbie was sure to arrive where she was needed.
Not knowing where she was going was usually not a problem. Abbie was used to being a stranger in a strange town.
In this instance, it had left her unprepared for the emotional onslaught of memory that greeted her upon arrival.
Abbie rose from the road and breathed in the night air.
Psychological ills needed psychological cures. Abbie returned to her car and grabbed her trusty drawstring bag from the passenger seat footwell.
Abbie dropped into the driver's seat but left the door open. She needed the fresh air. 
The night remained still. Fields stretched out on either side of the straight two-lane road. The engine of any approaching vehicle would give Abbie plenty of warning to move her car before a collision could occur. That was good. She wasn’t ready to drive just yet.
Abbie placed the drawstring bag on her lap and withdrew the folded pillowcase from within. Inside the folded pillowcase was a battered and bruised copy of The Stand.
The epic novel had always been Abbie’s greatest source of strength. Not because she liked to remind herself that, however bad life got, it could always be worse. The world could resemble the post-apocalyptic wasteland crafted by Stephen King. But because it had been her sister's most precious possession. And Abbie had never loved anyone more than she had loved her sister.
Abbie often needed to draw strength while striving to save an innocent stranger from certain death.
Though not previously so early into the mission.
Still, this was an exceptional circumstance.
Removing the book from the pillowcase, Abbie placed it on her lap. Opening the cover and first couple of pages with extreme caution, Abbie located The Stand’s dedication page. Beneath King’s message to his wife (For Tabby: This dark chest of wonders.), Abbie’s sister had scrawled her name.
Abbie placed her finger over that name.
Looking first back to the welcome sign, then towards the town itself, Abbie took a breath. More than anything, she wanted to start her car and drive away. Two hours and she could be back in the safe embrace of the Rayner family. In that beautiful house by the sea.
That was what Abbie wanted, but it was not possible. Someone was in danger. Their life would end if Abbie did not find the strength to enter the town whose name had caused such a visceral reaction in her.
She had to go on. For the strength to do so, she needed her sister.
“Violet,” she whispered while holding her finger to her sister’s name. “I always need you when I’m out there saving lives.” Abbie looked again towards the town. “This time, I’m going to need you like never before.”
Abbie did not believe communication with the dead was possible. But that was okay. A psychological crutch was precisely what she needed to deal with the psychological blow the mere suggestion of this town had handed her. By the time Abbie was done, if she survived, a psychological full-body cast might be in order.
She would have to see about that.
A teenage girl was in danger. Abbie's pain when facing this town was nothing to the suffering this innocent would face if Abbie fled.
Which meant flight was not an option.
Abbie pressed harder to her sister’s name.
“I love you, Violet,” said Abbie. “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 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 closed her car door and started the engine. A few moments later, she had redirected her car and was once more driving towards the town of her birth.





Two
O n that mid-June night, haunted dreams stole sleep from Abbie and drew her home.
She was not the only one.
Having already struggled to fall asleep in the crappy single bed in his crummy temporary accommodation, Carter knew he had no hope of falling back to sleep once nightmares roused him in a cold sweat.
He needed a hot shower but suspected he would have to settle for a tepid one in this dump.
Actually, the water was cold, bordering on freezing.
Carter needed a coffee, but there was only tea. Though Carter hated tea, he needed something, so he prepared himself a cup.
It did not taste good.
Sitting on the creaking, back destroying single bed, Carter stared at the wall and thought of home.
He thought he had decided he was never going back. It wasn't a good idea. Before long, he would run into one of the people who had wronged him. When he did, he would think of all he had suffered because of them, right up to and including this crappy temporary accommodation. When he saw them, rage would consume him. Carter would see red, and, before he knew it, his enemies would lie dead at his feet.
Ending their lives would be satisfying but most unwise.
Going home would be unwise.
Carter had not felt compelled to do so. Then, the dream.
Before he had hit the shower, the dream was breaking apart in his mind, fragmenting into shards that turned into dust. By the time Carter returned to bed with his cup of tea, he could not remember its content at all.
But he was left with an undeniable compulsion to return home. And with a face fixed in his mind.
Her face.
There was a folded slip of card on Carter's bedside table. One of his few remaining possessions. He could not stop himself. Taking the card, he unfolded it, revealing a photograph.
His breath caught in his throat, his heart picked up the pace. Looking at her beaming face always had that effect on him.
With one trembling finger, Carter stroked her photographed cheek.
And he knew there was no point fighting it. Forget the enemies. Forget the pain and the memories and everything else. Forget his potential rage and how it could ruin the rest of his life.
Carter was going home.
He was going for her.
And he was going right now.





Three
A bbie drove into the centre of town, parked, and forced herself to step from the car.
Following her breakdown on the outskirts, she felt a little better. Given all she had suffered here, it was no wonder seeing the place again had had such a powerful impact. But memories, while they might wound internally, could cause no physical damage. Abbie would force the pain of her past into a dark corner of her mind, allowing her to focus on whatever threat the present held. Both for the teenager from her dream and for herself.
Still, Abbie would never have returned by choice. The saying that came to mind was once bitten, twice shy, but even that wasn't quite right. This town was no rabid dog that had snapped at her hand years before. This was a pit of snakes into which she had fallen. This town had bitten her not once but a thousand times.
Twice shy did not cover it.
None of this could be helped. Fighting her worst memories, Abbie stepped from the car. Despite the history of this place and its hold over her, Abbie had to treat it like any other town. On more than sixty occasions, Abbie had seen the face of a stranger in her dreams. Knowing the face belonged to a person who would die within forty-eight hours, she had rushed from her bed and driven into the darkness with no idea where she was going. Abbie always arrived where she was needed and, upon arrival, walked until she saw or heard signs of life. Allowing instinct to guide her, Abbie soon became entangled in the incident that endangered the man, woman, or child she intended to save.
Though Abbie knew the buildings, the streets, and (no doubt) many of the people here, she had to play the same role as always. Miss No One, the stranger. If she didn't, she was in deep water. 
As though this was a town unknown, Abbie left her car—drawstring bag over her shoulder—and made her way along the nearest street. The night was neither cold nor warm, but it was at least dry. Abbie was well-dressed for it in jeans and a long-sleeved, tight T-shirt. Temperature didn't bother her much anyway. Clear skies were what mattered. Abbie carried only one change of clothes, and this in her drawstring bag, which was about as waterproof as a net. 
She wandered aimlessly through the dark until she heard something in the distance—a thunk thunk thunk which signalled heavy bass. Abbie stopped, and listened. This was a residential area. There were no nightclubs for several miles, which meant this could only be a house party. Abbie imagined illegal drugs, underage drinking, and sweaty inconsiderate teens who cared not if their neighbours could sleep through the onslaught of that ridiculous bass. 
Someone should say something. 
With a wry smile, Abbie continued towards the source of the sound. And the smile held until she reached the road of the house party.
Like many towns, the one in which Abbie’s mother had raised her children contained some areas populated by the dirt poor and others by the mega-rich. The thumping bass came from a road on the wealthiest side of that spectrum.
Gates opened onto a wide, smooth road with thick pavements opening onto four or five car driveways. The cars on these driveways (and there was more than one in every instance, even though most houses had at least a double garage) often cost more than the houses found in the cheaper areas of town. Reds, yellows and blacks. The cars all seemed either to be impractical sporty numbers or huge SUVs. There were even a couple of limos on show and probably more in the garages.
The houses were beautiful, as one might expect on such a street. They were well-spaced with huge gardens and, in some cases, although this country was no tropical paradise, pools. Perfect for the three or four days of summer per year.
The street's smallest house was a six-bedroom, the biggest perhaps 50% larger than that. From the gated entry to the street, the road rose on a slight incline to the end of the cul de sac, where sat the grandest home, surveying the smaller houses that comprised the street. The window-rattling bassline emanated from this mansion at the street's peak. And Abbie had been there before.
Here again came the memories. 
Abbie was only a couple of months from her thirtieth birthday. Not long after her sixteenth, she had defied her mother’s wishes and snuck from her bedroom after the sun had dropped below the horizon. Quite alone, she had cycled four miles to this very street. Fearing how it would look to turn up on a crappy pedal bike, Abbie had left the wheels beyond the gates of this wealthy community. Had approached the house on foot, as she did now.
All those years ago, mingled nerves and excitement had made Abbie's approach slow and unsteady. Closing in on thirty, her coming was just as sluggish. This time, the barrage of the past and swelling anger caused the hesitation.
It was happening again. The face of the teenager Abbie had come to rescue shone in her mind. Now Abbie thought about it, the teen didn't look so different to how Abbie had looked all those years ago, and this girl couldn't be much older than sixteen.
It was happening again. Except, it had been around eight in the evening when Abbie had arrived at the party on her sixteenth birthday, her stomach full of butterflies, her heart beating with possibility. The most handsome boy in school and the resident of this magnificent property invited Abbie personally. Had almost pleaded with her to come. He had touched her cheek, and Abbie had practically fainted with joy.
Would he kiss her? Abbie had imagined that he might. The excitement of the consideration had almost sent her into a coma.
It was two o’clock in the morning. The most handsome boy in school had torn Abbie's world apart hours earlier, all those years ago.
If it was happening again, surely Abbie was already too late? Harry had already—
No. Not Harry. Abbie had to push him from her mind because this could not be him. This had been Harry’s father’s home back then, but Abbie had no evidence that was still the case. Even if Ian did reside here, this was not Harry’s party. Not this time. Harry was over thirty now. This was a teenager's party. Plus, there was his disability to consider. 
Abbie reached the end of the street and stopped at the foot of the sloping drive. The gates were open; so was the front door. Light spilt onto the expansive driveway. Light also shone behind the drawn curtains that shielded all of the downstairs rooms from view.
Fewer lights were on upstairs, but there were some. Abbie could not look at those rooms without feeling her heart rate rise. After drugging her drink, to which room had Harry led Abbie? He had eased her onto a bed and promised she’d be okay if only she could get some rest. Minutes later, he had invited his friends to join him. Was that bed still here? Did Harry still sleep in it?
This was too much. But Abbie couldn’t walk away. All those years spent as an emotionless android, existing only to save lives—she had to return to that state.
Refusing to let memory overpower her, Abbie walked up to the door. She stepped inside without knocking, entering a vast hall off which lay several doors.
She knew where she was going. There would be people upstairs—couples mostly. Abbie wasn’t ready for that and instead took the first door on her right, beyond which lay a larger living room than many one-bedroom flats. Larger even than some two-bedroom flats.
The music was pumping, thumping. Earlier, there would have been dancing. It was two am, and though the volume hadn’t lowered, people mainly had moved away from the dance floor to the many sofas and armchairs and beanbags around the room. They sat in small groups or couples. A few were alone, asleep. In one corner, a group of five took turns leaning over a black counter. Abbie watched one straighten and cheer while another poured more white powder onto the surface, forming it into a line. Abbie was no police officer, nor was she here to stop people from taking illegal substances. Hence, she ignored the group and continued through the room.
She didn’t know what she was looking for. In Abbie's experience, her best bet was to keep moving and wait for someone to approach, which shouldn’t take long. The party's average age appeared to be seventeen, and Abbie could see no one she believed to be beyond their teenage years. At twenty-nine, Abbie stood out. It wouldn’t be long before someone wondered what she was doing and confronted her about her presence at the party.
Moving through the living room, Abbie found another door, opened it, and stepped into a kitchen. There was no music in here, and while the door rattled when she closed it, as though the bass was attempting to force its way in, the barrier at least reduced the sound. 
The kitchen was as large as the living room, containing gleaming white goods and marble surfaces. In the centre of the room was an island that could easily seat twenty. Upon the surface of this island were what appeared to be hundreds of bottles of spirits and mixers, plus heaps of plastic cups.
The fridge would be piled high with cans of beer and cider. Abbie didn’t drink while on a mission to save an innocent. Still, in her current mood, mired in memory and surrounded by this bounty of booze, she was sorely tempted. Could not one cup of vodka take the edge off without dulling her mind, reducing her effectiveness?
Possibly. But Abbie knew, in her current mood, one drink was a slippery slope. If you could overcome the hurdle of rationalising the first, rationalising the second was a far easier prospect, and the third easier again, and so on.
Abstaining altogether, Abbie moved on.
There were only a few people in the kitchen, and they paid her no attention. A couple groped one another in the corner, a group of three lads laughed about something they were watching on a phone. A skinny girl, already swaying from too much drink, poured herself another with unsteady hands.
Abbie would have liked to speak to this last, but how many teenagers at a party were ready to listen to an adult telling them they had had enough for one night? It wasn’t why Abbie was here. She moved on.
A single door connected the kitchen to the dining room. In the dining room, open double doors led into the garden, which was football pitch sized and beautifully maintained, of course. It didn’t have a pool, though. That was something.
Picnic tables had been set out across the patio, and picnic blankets were spread across the grass like lifeboats floating through the ocean after escaping a sinking ship.
On one of the picnic tables, a loud group played drinking games. At another, a girl and a guy were involved in an impassioned argument. At a third, two teenage boys kissed as though one or the other was about to go to war, and the couple was sure to be parted for several long years, if not forever. That they felt able to kiss in public—without fear of merciless bullying or even attack from their fellow teens—showed there had at least been some positive change in the world of adolescence since Abbie had attended school.
More couples lay on blankets. Some were kissing. Some appeared to be on the verge of performing acts best kept behind closed doors. Ignoring these, Abbie let her eyes trace the manicured hedges that formed the garden's perimeter. Here she spotted another boy and girl combo. They stood close, talking in hurried, quiet tones. Quiet enough that Abbie might have been unable to hear their words from a metre away, let alone from this distance, which was at least ten times that.
Lights mounted on the back of the house bathed the patio and garden in a misty glow. Although the hedges shadowed the duo, Abbie could see the teenage girl's face.
And knew it was the girl Abbie’s dreams had sent her to rescue.
Abbie proceeded across the patio and stepped off with her shoulder touching the perimeter hedge. The duo was directly ahead. The guy was tall, with broad shoulders and short, dark hair. Though his back was to her, Abbie guessed he was older than the girl. Eighteen, maybe.
Still, no one had noticed Abbie. Or, if they had, they had decided not to accost her. Abbie had wanted someone to come at her with an aggressive attitude because she was in her element when dealing with confrontation. Dismantling someone verbally or physically could distract from the memories of one of Abbie’s most terrible nights.
Now she was glad no one had tried to speak with her. Maybe Abbie would get a chance to communicate and connect with the girl she sought to save. If they could form an early bond, Abbie’s job would become all the easier. 
The couple were now only six metres ahead.
Still unsure what to say when she arrived, Abbie made her way towards the teenage girl and the broad-shouldered guy. From her new position, she could no longer see the teenage girl’s face. It was concealed by the bulk of the tall guy with whom she conversed.
Waiting for those quiet voices to reach her, Abbie continued forward. She was perhaps three metres away from the chatting twosome (if chatting was the right word, which it did not appear to be) when the male component of the conversation turned and looked straight at her.
Abbie’s heart seemed to stop—
One, two, three.
—then kick back into gear at a million miles an hour. Like a terrified parishioner chased by bandits, Abbie’s heart pounded against her chest as though it were the vast, heavy doors of a church. Abbie could not hear the organ yelling sanctuary but was sure that was what it was thinking.
The guy smiled an easy smile, but Abbie said not a word. She did not move. If she did, she feared it would be only to fold at the waist and throw up onto the grass as she had onto the road. Because the man standing with the girl Abbie had come to save was Harry Delaney. The man who had destroyed Abbie's life when she was just sixteen.
But he was not Harry Delaney as Harry Delaney should be. Not thirty-two and consigned to a wheelchair but eighteen again and standing tall. Looking exactly as he had on the night he had drugged the innocent Abbie’s drink and, with several of his friends, raped and impregnated her.





Four
S howing no signs of recognition—only mild interest at who this gatecrasher might be—Harry opened his mouth to speak.
Before he could utter a syllable, a pale hand grabbed his taut bicep. The teenage girl of Abbie’s dream was tugging at the monster, pulling him back.
Harry kept his eyes on Abbie a few moments more, even as the teenager tugged at him with desperation. Then he gave Abbie a nod as if to acknowledge something she had said, though she had not spoken, and turned away.
Abbie’s head was spinning. Having laid a finger on her sister’s signature, Abbie had spoken to Violet while reminding herself she did not believe she was able to converse with the dead. Abbie did not believe in anything supernatural. She did not believe in miracles.
The doctors had told Harry he would never walk again. But doctors were human and therefore fallible. Harry’s doctors might have been wrong, despite the staggering sums Ian had paid in his efforts to restore the power of working legs to his eldest son. Fourteen years was also a long time in medicine, and Ian was clearly still rich. Maybe the doctors were right in 2008, but some new surgery or method in the intervening years had restored Harry's ability to walk.
The girl still had her hand on Harry, and now they were moving away. Walking away. But it was not the walking with which Abbie had a problem. Not really. It was the age. Abbie did not believe in the supernatural and knew of no medical procedure that could turn back Harry’s biological clock until he was eighteen again.
But was it possible? Most people would rule such incredible scientific achievement out. But most people would also refuse to believe scientific achievement could result in a person suffering prophetic dreams. Yet that had happened to Abbie. And if that was possible...
No.
Maybe there were scientists out there working on procedures that would turn back a person's biological clock. Surely there were. But this was not that.
Harry and the girl had reached the patio, and it seemed with every step they took, the fog in Abbie’s mind reduced a little, and she thought a little more clearly. The clarity of thought brought Abbie the answer that should have been obvious from the second she saw the young Harry’s face.
This was not Harry, but his much younger brother. Barely out of his toddler years when Harry had raped Abbie, he had grown into a replica of his sibling.
Not an exact replica either. Dark memories had polluted present perceptions for Abbie. As she had already been thinking of Harry, the mere resemblance to him of this younger model had been enough to trick Abbie’s mind. Enough to make her believe she saw the impossible. This boy was taller than Harry had been, with a flatter nose and slightly broader shoulders. They were similar, but even had they both been eighteen, they were easily distinguishable if you were paying attention. If memory was not corrupting perception. 
The teenage girl disappeared into the house, and Harry’s younger brother followed. Furious at herself for once again allowing her past to overwhelm her and affect her actions in the present, Abbie took a step towards the door.
Only for a cold hand to snatch her wrist and drag her back.
Taken by surprise, Abbie stumbled into the clutches of a lanky teenager with a narrow face and beady eyes. They, the eyes, were suspicious. But his smile was that of a hungry wolf who has spied a tasty rabbit. No, that wasn’t right. A hungry rat that has spied a delicious… whatever it was rats ate.
“Who are you?” he said. “What are you doing here?”
So here was the confrontation, and of course, it came at precisely the wrong time. Harry’s brother had disappeared into the house with a potential victim, and Abbie needed to pursue. Instead, she was stuck here.
“Who I am is Abagail. What I’m doing here is being held against my will and getting quickly pissed off. I wonder if breaking your arm is worth the effort if you don’t let me go. Or if I should go right ahead and put my knee into your special place.”
The boy could not help but cross his legs at this. He did not release Abbie’s arm. She was content to let him have it a little longer before she reacted to this personal space invasion with violence.
 “This is a private party,” said the kid.
“And you’re security, are you? I’ve seen more imposing feather dusters.”
The teen flushed. His grip tightened around Abbie’s wrist to the point where she could actually tell he was applying pressure. 
“You ain’t welcome here if you weren’t invited,” he said. “You got to leave.”
“But I was invited,” said Abbie.
The kid scoffed. “By who?”
Abbie had a split second to make a decision. She could have twisted his wrist and put him to the ground or even kneed him in the groin, as she had threatened. She would not have broken his arm, but there would be no trouble shaking him off. 
Instead, she said, “Harry Delaney. I’m a friend of the family.”
Momentarily surprised by the use of Harry’s name, the rat looking boy wasn’t sure what to say. Pretending not to know what to say herself, Abbie let him regain composure.
“Why would Harry invite you to a party where he weren’t going to be himself?” was the guy's eventual response.
Abbie smiled what she hoped appeared to be a knowing smile.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
The guy hesitated. Unsure whether to answer. Abbie noticed that his hand, initially chill, had grown warm around her wrist and was now beginning to sweat. It was repulsive, and she tried to ignore it. Abbie wasn’t yet ready to shake the moron off.
“Brian,” he said at last, and Abbie could see he was telling the truth. She nodded.
“I thought it was.”
Brian’s eyebrows raised. Before he could question this statement, Abbie went on.
“Harry sent me to talk to his little brother.”
“Why?” said Brian. 
Abbie was good at reading eyes, and she saw alarm in Brian’s. The kind of alarm that came from recognition. Abbie was making her story up on the spot, but it was clear the prospect of Harry sending someone to talk to his little brother was nerve-inspiring. Ian's youngest son was keeping something from his eldest. In other words, Abbie had struck gold.
“I think you know why.”
Those tiny eyes widened a little more. Abbie tried to repress a victorious smile.
“I suggest you release me,” she said. “If you don’t, there'll be plenty of pain in your future.”
Brian’s mind was working over what Abbie had said and was trying to decide what course of action he should take. Unfortunately, Brian’s did not appear to be a particularly sharp brain. He took some time to get to that fabled decision.
How long had it been since the teenage girl had led Harry’s brother into the house? Were they in the living room, trying to talk while surrounded by druggies and couples and booming music? Abbie doubted it. Far more likely that they had gone upstairs, and nothing made Abbie more nervous than that.
“I don’t have time for this,” she said. “Release me. Now.”
Her tone was hard and sharp like a steel blade. Fear entered Brian’s eyes, but he shook his head as though he had forgotten how to unclench his hand.
“This is pointless,” he said. “I know what James will say.”
James Delaney—yes, Abbie remembered the name now, though it had been years since she had heard it, and she had never met the boy or even seen him before tonight.
“And what’s that?” she asked.
“That Harry can't stop him. And James ain't afraid.”
Abbie wanted to understand what this tension between Harry and James might be. What James planned on doing that Harry would like to stop. But Abbie was supposed to know already. Asking follow up questions would give the game away.
So she smirked.
"Except I think he is afraid. And you certainly are. Which shows that you're sensible. You should be frightened. But you have nothing to fear for the moment, so long as you release my wrist."
Brian was quaking. He was not used to being the big man or pushing people around. Still, he had got it into his head he was doing the right thing.
“‘Fraid I can’t do that.”
Abbie sighed. Looked directly into Brian’s eyes.
“Damn, Bri, that was super sexy. Can you say that again?”
Brian’s face flushed. His eyes flicked up and down Abbie’s body. Aside from being tall and slim, with a figure earned by many hours spent in the gym and on the running track, Abbie was also an attractive woman—or so she had heard it said. Even if she had been so-so, Brian’s experience with women was no doubt limited, and Abbie was more than a decade his senior. Teenage boys were often into that. Gushing, Brian fell entirely into Abbie’s words.
“‘Fraid I can’t do that,” he repeated. This time, he tried to put a drawl on it, like a cowboy. It made him sound simple.
“Oh my,” said Abbie. “I want you to take me right now.”
Brian’s eyes widened. His hand loosened involuntarily. Abbie punched him in the stomach, slipped free from his grasp, and tripped him as he folded.
Getting Brian to loosen his grip had meant Abbie only needed to tap the stomach. Nothing that would leave a mark or that would hurt by morning. Tripping him into the bush would cause nothing more than embarrassment. Regardless, she felt sorry for the lad. Also guilty.
“Sorry, kid,” she said. “I really must find James.”
Brian grunted something, but Abbie didn’t hang around. Turning, she abandoned the attacked teen and headed back towards the house. Towards James, and perhaps towards her second physical altercation of the night.





Five
A bbie strode across the grass, rounding a couple of picnic blankets, and proceeded to the patio. There were people all around. Despite the fact Abbie had just attacked one of their friends (or, at the least, acquaintances), dropping him into a hedge, no one looked her way. No one seemed interested. Too busy drinking or laughing or enjoying those few minutes of fun that preceded missed periods and floods of tears.
From the patio, Abbie passed through the open double doors into the dining room. At the table sat two girls and a guy playing some card game or other. Ignoring them as they ignored her, Abbie moved into the kitchen, which was devoid of life, past the booze, and back into the living room.
There were as many people present as when first Abbie had passed through. This time, a couple were slow dancing to a song that could not have been less appropriate for such a dance. In contrast, the drug takers had ceased snorting and were now lying on the floor, staring at the plain ceiling as though it was a starry sky.
A dimmer switch on one wall controlled the lights. Someone had turned it low to give the impression of a nightclub’s lighting. Despite this and the head-splitting music volume, Abbie quickly scanned and made out each face in the room and ascertained that none were James Delaney or the teenage girl.
This was to be expected but was frustrating nonetheless.
When scanning faces, a couple of drunk teenagers met Abbie’s eye. One blew her a kiss while a suspicious girl, sporting bleach-blonde hair, stood. She looked as though she might begin a similar line of enquiry with Abbie as Brian. Keen to keep the number of assaults she committed to a minimum and wary Brian might at any second chase her inside, Abbie averted her eyes from the blonde and moved into the hall.
The front entrance remained ajar. The door to the small toilet off this hall was open. A teenage boy sat on the loo, trousers down, with a swaying girl on his lap. Abbie met the guy’s eye.
“Remember to wipe,” she said and moved on.
Ignoring the front door, Abbie reached the staircase before another wave of memories smashed into her like a herd of wildebeest.
Abbie’s eyes closed, though she was sure she hadn’t demanded they do so. She saw this same hall all those years ago. Having already taken a significant risk in sneaking from her bedroom and defying her frightening mother, Abbie had promised herself she would not make matters worse by drinking. But she was enamoured with the handsome Harry. When he placed his hand on her shoulder and pleaded gently with her to have just one, to keep him company, she had been unable to say no. After all, one drink couldn’t hurt, could it?
Back then, Abbie hadn’t the willpower she now did. Maybe her present ability to resist pressure, both peer and internal, came from what had transpired that night. Harry placed a drink in her hands, and Abbie sipped it while trying to involve herself in conversation with Harry and his friends. To prove to her dream guy that she was not a loser. That she was worth his time.
The drink went unfinished. Before long, Abbie felt strange. She told Harry and allowed him to convince her she needed to lie down upstairs. Abbie had been more than happy to let him take her hand. Had not considered what she was doing until she reached the hall and looked up the stairs towards the landing.
She had stopped on the bottom step. The same one on which the adult Abbie’s foot now rested. Her mother had come to mind, and Abbie had considered what wicked trouble she’d be in if mum learned she had not only snuck out but that she had allowed a boy to take her upstairs to his room. 
Taking a breath, twenty-nine-year-old Abbie clenched a fist, then pushed out the mid-knuckle of her left-hand index finger. This hand she brought to her mouth and this knuckle she clasped between her teeth.
A ghostly memory-Harry coaxed the nervous sixteen-year-old Abbie up the stairs. Adult Abbie watched, biting upon that knuckle as she did. Clamping her teeth together until the pain overwhelmed the past.
When she pulled the finger away, there were clear indents where her teeth had tried to bite through the finger. There was no blood, but the aching pain had washed away the memory of sixteen-year-old Abbie, the girl who had allowed the handsome boy to lead her up the stairs towards his room.
Almost fourteen years later, Abbie began to retrace those steps, moving from the ground to the first floor of Ian Delaney’s home.
The corridor above was wide, and there were turns at both ends leading to more rooms out of sight.
How many doors were up here? Abbie guessed at least ten. Nine bedrooms and a bathroom. There might be more bathrooms, but many rooms would have en-suites, so two bathrooms would probably be the max beyond those.
In which room did James sleep? Where was he now?
Abbie saw those ghostly memories—her and Harry—move up the hall and turn the corner. As a result of the substance that Harry had slipped into Abbie’s drink, her memory of that night was blurred, faded. All was pretty clear until she reached the upstairs landing. Abbie could recall Harry leading her into his room and lying her down, but it was fuzzy. Fuzzier still when he returned with an indeterminate number of friends. She remembered him undressing her. After that, it was mere snatches from the rest of the night. Different faces. Different positions. Tears.
What Abbie could remember was enough to tear at her heart and soul. She was thankful most of the memories of that night were corrupted or missing altogether. 
Abbie’s dreams had taken her to the doors of many strangers whose lives were in peril. She had saved the vast majority of these people. But not all. She suffered nightmares of the ones she had failed. She watched their demise night after night after night. All in glorious HD. The sight, the sounds, the smells, it was as though she was there. It took everything she had, including unregulated pills she did not understand, provided by the people who gave her the prophetic dreams, not to allow those nightmares to destroy her.
If she could remember the night of her sixteenth birthday in such clarity, it would kill her.
At the top of the stairs, Abbie stopped. Though she was consciously trying to block the past, it continued to waylay her. She had now to find James and the girl he was with before anything terrible could happen. The only way to achieve this would be to listen at every door. Hopefully, Abbie would be able to distinguish the empty rooms from the occupied, ignoring the former. Hopefully, she could separate the love-makers from the argument-havers, again disregarding the former. Surely that could only leave her with a couple of options. If she chose incorrectly in the first instance, that was no problem. The arguers would no doubt turn and tell her to leave. Abbie would do so, and they would forget about her as they returned to their screaming match.
From the top of the stairs, Abbie took two steps along the landing. 
Paused as she heard feet in the downstairs hall. She started up again when those feet hit the stairs and made their way towards Abbie.
Choosing a direction at random, Abbie moved to one end of the landing and turned left onto another. As she moved out of sight of the stairs, a drunken voice called out. Oi, you. Abbie had no doubt they were talking to her but continued along her way.
Abbie had been forced to miss the first couple of doors moving out of sight of the stairs. Before she could stop and listen to the next available, several sets of feet turned into the corridor.
Abbie would have liked to ignore the owners of those feet and get on with what she was doing. Alas, this was not possible. The feet’s owners would not disregard her and could prove themselves problematic if she did not face them head-on.
Abbie turned, and into the corridor appeared three people: Brian, the bleach blonde with the suspicious eyes, and a short guy with a military hairstyle, thick neck, and muscles that looked uncomfortably bulbous. Abbie could already tell this last wouldn’t be one for conversation. He looked like a growler.
“Stop there,” said Brian, raising his hand like a traffic cop or a superhuman with the power to telekinetically toss Abbie down the hall. “You’re not invited; you need to leave.”
“Didn’t we already have this conversation?”
“You attacked Bri,” said the blonde. Abbie could tell from the girl’s eyes that she was not only drunk. At least one illegal substance was currently working its way through her system. Whatever it was, this substance would undoubtedly dull her capacity to think clearly. It might also make her more dangerous.
“I attacked no one,” said Abbie. “I merely patted his belly. Like you would a dog. It was affectionate.”
At this comment, Brian looked both embarrassed and angered, which was fair enough. He took a step forward. Of the three, he seemed to have consumed the least alcohol.
“Leave. Now,” he said.
“Or?”
“We’ll kill you, bitch,” said Bleach Blonde.
“Right,” said Abbie. Brian looked horrified.
“We won’t kill you. We’ll throw you out. You think you can take down Craig like you did me?”
Brian nodded to the stocky guy behind him. Craig stepped forward and squeezed his face into something mildly menacing. He did not growl, which was disappointing.
“Perhaps not quite as easily,” said Abbie. “But that’s not saying much and certainly does not suggest it would in any way be difficult. Which it wouldn’t. Anyway,” she started to turn away, “I haven’t the time for this. Where’s James?”
She put her back to the three, though she was not sure what they might do next. It turned out not to matter. Before they could react or Abbie could take another step, a door burst open. The teenage girl from Abbie’s dream burst out, her eyes red, her frame trembling even as she stormed into the corridor.
“Amber,” called a voice from the room. “Come back here.”
Chasing his own words, James appeared in the corridor and seized Amber by the arm. Much as she had earlier grabbed him and as Brian had caught Abbie.
“Get off me,” said Amber, her words indicating her heightened emotion and, possibly, fear.
That name—Amber—had knocked Abbie. The hits from her past kept coming, and once again, she found memory acting as a roadblock. By the time she regained the impetus and strode along the corridor, Amber had slipped free of James’s grasp and was barrelling down the carpet towards the stairs. Woman and teen passed in the middle. James was rushing after the latter and tried to jink around Abbie. Not knowing who she was, not paying attention to the home invader, he went to move past her and expected her to let him go.
She did not.
As James moved to one side to rush past, Abbie reached out, grabbed his shirt in two fists, and used his momentum to swing him around and slam him against the wall.
Shock, then fury entered James's eyes. Raising his hands, he made to swipe her arms aside. Having foreseen this move, Abbie released his shirt before he could touch her. As his hands swatted at nothing, she put an elbow into the bottom of his jaw, crashing his teeth together and knocking his head against the plaster. Before he could recover from this blow, Abbie had retaken his shirt, pulled him forward, and slammed him back against the wall.
This time, James neither attempted to knock Abbie aside nor move out of her way.
Brian, the bleach blonde, and Craig had all stepped forward. Having seen the speed and strength Abbie had deployed in disabling the homeowner’s son, they hesitated a metre from her. Brian and Bleach Blonde then stepped aside, clearly nominating Craig as their champion.
Craig did not move, at first. His eyes were darting to and fro. Abbie got the sense those eyes were a hamster running in the wheel that powered his brain. If they stopped moving, he would be unable to think. He would not know what to do.
Amber had disappeared around the corner. Seconds later, Abbie heard footsteps down the stairs and had no doubt the frightened teenager would disappear out the front door and into the night. Abbie was still holding James steady but had to get ahold of herself.
Abbie had to leave, and soon. After what Harry had done to her, Abbie had wanted to kill him. Back when she was sixteen, she had been powerless. Following her brother’s imprisonment, even Harry being a wheelchair user for the rest of his life seemed not to be punishment enough. Over the years, Abbie had held to her rage.
James looked so much like his brother; Abbie feared she would lose control any second. This boy would become the receiver of thirteen years of fury. There was even a chance Abbie could kill him.
Based on what she knew of his father and brother, Abbie guessed James was scum. Still, she tried never to kill in cold blood, nor when she lacked evidence to suggest her potential victims were trying to kill her or an innocent. James and Amber had argued. That did not mean he was a mortal threat to the young woman.
James was also a teenager. Abbie had to let him go.
After his initial shock, James was starting to regain control of himself.
“Who are you?” he said.
As though powered by James’s words, Craig took a step forward. Another reminder that Abbie had to leave. She did not fear the stocky skinhead, but she was twenty-nine and could not stand being responsible for assaulting three drunk teenagers in one night.
“I have a message for your brother,” she said, holding James against the wall.
“Yeah,” he said, trying not to sound afraid. “And what’s that?”
Abbie pulled James forward and shoved him back.
“Tell him to remember the guy who put him in a wheelchair almost fourteen years ago. Tell him that guy’s sister is in town, and if I see him, he won’t need his wheelchair any longer. He’ll need a coffin.”
Unable to stop herself, to contain the anger, Abbie slammed James again against the wall, chucked him to the ground and, pursued by the memories of that traumatising night all those years ago, rushed from Ian Delaney’s home and into the dark of the night.





Six
T he toilet door was closed when Abbie returned to the entrance hall, but the front was open, and she stepped straight into the crisp early hours of the morning.
It was dark. Street lamps led Abbie’s way along the road and out of the gated community. There was no sign of Amber, the girl Abbie’s dream had sent her to save, and Abbie had no idea where the girl might have gone. Possibly the teenager was already halfway home and would be in bed before Abbie had any chance of finding her. If so, Abbie would see her again in the morning. Of that, she was sure.
Still, Abbie held out hope that she might get the chance to find Amber before the sun rose on a new day. Because she had no inkling as to which direction Amber might have travelled, she would have to let instinct guide her once more. As she often did when arriving in new towns, she would pick her route at random and see where it took her.
Before she left, Abbie looked back through the open gates towards Ian Delaney’s home. Had it been a mistake to threaten James? That Amber and James had been arguing indicated the teenage girl might be wrapped up with the Delaney family, but it was far from conclusive proof. Abbie might have brought the ire of the Delaney’s upon her for no good reason.
She imagined Harry finding her again after receiving her message, but this was wishful thinking. Foolish thinking, even. Upon learning that Abbie had returned to the town of her birth, Ian and Harry might decide to send people to scare her off. Or cause her the kind of damage her brother, Gray, had once caused Harry. They were unlikely to come and see her themselves.
All Abbie’s outburst had done was ensure, should she need to go against the Delaney’s, she had no chance of making use of the element of surprise. An invaluable tool.
She had been a fool. That was clear, but nothing was to be done about it now. Nothing to be gained by replaying her corridor scuffle with James and analysing what she might have done differently. For now, Abbie would move on. If her words tonight incited Ian and Harry to action later today, she would deal with whatever they sent when they sent it.
Before she moved on, Abbie glanced to the spot by the gates where, years ago, she had left her bike. Now, that space was barren. Back then, after Harry and his gang had finished with Abbie, the friends had melted away. Harry had waited until Abbie’s strength returned and then arranged for a cab to pick her up. He had helped her from his bed and walked her downstairs. At the time, she had been in a trembling daze. Not yet filled with self-loathing or misery. It was too soon for that.
Harry had whispered in her ear. Told her what a cutie she was. He spoke as though they were good friends or sweethearts. As though the events in his bedroom either hadn’t happened or had been consensual. Even loving or romantic. Abbie didn’t speak. Numb to her core, she didn’t have it in her to feel or say anything.
After putting her in the cab, Harry had told the driver where to go and paid the man. They had driven past the bike, but Abbie hadn’t noticed. When she arrived home, she thanked the driver and, like a robot, walked up the path, let herself into her home, and walked upstairs. Abbie had washed her face and cleaned her teeth, then stepped into her room. She had changed into her pyjamas and got into bed like it was any other night.
Lying in the darkness, the emotion had come. With a pillow over her face, Abbie had cried ceaselessly until, several hours later, the sun once more in the sky, her mother came to wake her for breakfast.
She never saw the bicycle again.
Bone tired, drained by lack of sleep and the weight of heavy memories on her shoulders, Abbie wound her way through the streets, trying to pretend she didn’t know these roads. Trying to tell herself this was aimless wandering. She had no destination in mind.
But she did.
It took her twenty-five minutes to get there. By the time she arrived, it was coming up on three in the morning. 
It looked as always it had—a poorly maintained playground situated on the edge of a copse. A wooden fence marked a peanut-shaped perimeter. Wood chippings comprised the floor, atop which had been set numerous pieces of now-rusting equipment. A slide, a see-saw, a swing set, monkey bars, one of those cars on a heavy spring.
On one side of the playground was the line of trees that marked the beginning of a copse. On the other was a short stretch of grass that separated the park from a residential street. Abbie and her siblings were born in a hospital five miles from where she stood. Two streets away was the house her parents had bought soon after Violet, Abbie’s little sister, was born. This was the closest place to which they could escape.
Gray was the eldest of the three siblings, two years older than Abbie and five older than Violet. Abbie remembered days when Violet was only two or three. Gray, himself only eight, had walked his two younger sisters to this playground. It was always empty. They had the place to themselves.
They kept coming as they grew. It was their place. Even when Gray was seventeen, handsome, popular, and a troublemaker. Even when he had plenty of friends and the constant threat of peer pressure. He still made time for his sisters. He would come here to play games with twelve-year-old Violet. He and fifteen-year-old Abbie would sit on the swing and chat. Talk like friends.
Gray was so protective of Violet. Abbie had grown jealous, had believed Violet was Gray's favourite. However, they always found it easy to talk to one another. Then came the day Abbie told her family what Harry had done. She met her brother’s eye. Such black fury she had never previously seen. Abbie believed Gray was only protective of Violet and wished he would be protective of her, too. That day he had proven he was just as protective of both sisters. By nightfall, when the police came to take her brother away, Abbie forgot her previous jealousy. She wished Violet had been the only sister Gray wanted to protect. If that had been the case, he never would have been arrested—never would have been locked away for assaulting and permanently disabling Harry.
It hurt that Gray was in prison. But it was nothing compared to the pain Abbie experienced when she thought of Violet. Stepping into the playground, Abbie made for the swings. There were two. Bored teenagers had not pulled them from their chains. Abbie had always sat on the left, Gray on the right, and it was on the left she sat now. Abbie stared across the park and remembered being thirteen, tumbling into adolescence. Sitting with Gray, watching Violet play on the bouncy car. Violet was ten then, sixteen when she died. But she had never allowed adolescence to consume her, never lost that innocence. Violet loved to play and wouldn’t apologise for doing so. She tried to ensure Abbie had fun, too, even after the Harry incident and the pregnancy.
From her seat on the swing, Abbie watched the memory of Violet playing and laughing and jumping. Looking to her siblings and trying to convince her brother and sister to join her. Abbie heard a teenage version of herself say no and found emotion overwhelming her in the present.
Why was Abbie here? She was never going to find Amber. Nostalgia, not instinct or her mission, had drawn her here. Now nostalgia would crush her.
Choking on the past, Abbie rose from the swing and turned from the rest of the playground equipment. The streets on which she had spent her youth were now to her back. The trees to her front. She stared at the trunks, the branches, the leaves, and into the darkness. She had no idea what she should do next.
Then, the decision was taken from her hands.
Someone moved in the trees, not far from where Abbie stood in the playground. Close enough that after first hearing their feet, Abbie could almost immediately discern their shape.
They shifted, took a few steps across Abbie's field of vision, and stopped. They moved on the spot. Twisting towards Abbie, perhaps?
She was staring at the shape of them. Possibly meeting their eye, though she couldn't know for sure. Out in the open, they would be able to see more of her than she could of them, but there was little moonlight. She doubted they could tell who she was.
Unless they already knew.
Leaving the swings, Abbie moved to the edge of the playground. Beyond the boundary was a metre stretch of grass between the last wood chips and the first tree. Abbie rested her hand on the fence and stared into the darkness of the trees.
The human shape didn't move. Abbie was unarmed but unafraid, and she hopped the fence without hesitation, landing on the grass beyond. 
She approached the trees. This could be a trap, but Abbie doubted it. James might have informed his father and brother of Abbie's presence. No way had enough time elapsed for them to have set up a response to her arrival. Especially one that relied on precise knowledge of her location, which they could not so soon have acquired.
Odds were the person in the trees didn't know Abbie, if they could even make her out. As though to support this hypothesis, the figure did not remain still or approach Abbie as she neared the trees. Instead, they turned. By the time Abbie reached the tree line, they were running from her as fast as they could.
Abbie did not give chase. She stood by the tree line and waited for silence to replace the sound of boots stomping through the undergrowth.
But silence did not follow footfall. What crept through the trees was an odd sound that did not seem to belong to any animal. At first, it did not seem human, but Abbie believed a person was the source of the mysterious noise.
After a few more seconds of analysis, Abbie concluded that the sound could be created only by a human in pain. Not agony because this was no scream. Worse, this was the groan of a man from whom life was fast escaping. 
Abbie entered the trees. She drew a mobile phone from her pocket, inputting the emergency services number as she went. Though she would not hit call until she had confirmed the situation.
Beyond the first handful of trees, the unnatural shape in the grass was immediately apparent. Abbie could discern the shine of something wet, slick in the grass despite the darkness. From this shape came the groan, and Abbie’s suspicions were confirmed. This was an adult male, and he had been badly injured.
The man in the dark's actions, before Abbie reached the playground, became apparent. Also, why he had fled at the sight of a newcomer? But Abbie had heard no signs of a struggle. That meant the fleeing man had attacked the shape in the grass five minutes ago at the earliest. Most probably longer than that. Knowing she had no time to waste, Abbie dropped to her haunches beside the man and called for an ambulance. While she told them where she was, she sought the wound, though there was little light by which to see.
“It’s bad,” she said. She did not tell them to hurry because she knew they would already come as fast as was possible.
Sliding the phone back into her pocket, Abbie leaned forward and held the man’s shoulders. He was on his back but cloaked in darkness.
“Mr, can you hear me? I need you to speak or show some sign if you can hear me. Best case, you’d tell me where they got you. Ideally, you'd also add your attacker's name and address, but I don't want to ask for too much.”
At first, there was no response. Abbie continued to hold the man. She was about to speak again when he released a prolonged but more coherent groan. Still clutched in Abbie’s hands, he found the strength to raise his head.
The moon was weak on this mid-June night. What there was of it pierced the canopy of trees irregularly and without much enthusiasm. Still, some spotlights made it to the ground. By raising his head, the victim of this deadly crime brought his face into such a beam. When he met Abbie’s eye, it was clear she, too, was caught in enough light for him to at least partially make out her face.
“My God,” he said. His voice was a weak whisper. Either shock or blood loss might have stolen the power from his voice—possibly a combination of the two. 
No one had wounded Abbie. Still, her own shock was enough to render her speechless for at least ten seconds.
“I’ve called an ambulance,” she said when she regained control of her voice box.
Somehow, despite his weakness, the man kept his head raised.
“It’s you,” he whispered. “After all these years… you came back.”
Tears glistened in his eyes, and Abbie felt them stinging at the corners of her own.
“Well, it’s just a pit stop,” she muttered.
Still, he held his head from the ground. 
“My beautiful, beloved daughter,” he whispered.
“Yeah, dad. It’s me.”
Abbie felt a strange sensation in her stomach. A swelling that seemed to rise to and infect her heart. She tried to speak but found there were no words to be had. She stared at her father as he spoke again.
“My sweet, beautiful Violet.”
Abbie felt something catch in her throat. Felt the strange rise in her stomach turn to something else: a churning, a pain. Now the tears did come, did run down her cheeks.
But her father was dying. Fighting feelings of jealousy and resentment, Abbie put a hand around the back of her father’s head and encouraged him to lie down.
“Yeah, dad, it’s me, it’s…” she paused, swallowed down the resistance. “It’s your Violet. Lie back now. Lie back.”
“We love you so much, Violet,” said Abbie’s father. But he did as he was told. Lay back into the dark. He lay back, and his moaning became a rasping, and the rasping grew weaker and weaker.
He lay back, leaving Abbie alone in the dark with her tears. Praying the ambulance would arrive before it was too late.





Seven
C arter ran faster and faster the further he got from the stranger in the playground. It had been too dark to make out anything about her, but had she seen anything of him?
Surely not.
Her line of sight would be even worse.
Don't think about it—nothing to be done now.
His shoulder hit a tree, and he almost tripped a couple of times. Then he burst free of the copse. 
On this side of the trees, the copse opened onto a slope of gravel and dirt. Having forgotten this fact, Carter came too fast onto the incline and lost footing. He fell, landed on his behind, and skidded onto the pavement below, rolling almost into the road.
The night was quiet. There were no vehicles in sight.
Crying, trembling, Carter rolled away from the road and dug in his pocket for his photograph, for his strength.
He had allowed himself to believe he had returned home only because of his dream and only for her. Yet immediately, Carter had run into one of those responsible for his suffering, and the photograph had not entered his mind. He had thought of revenge.
With wet cheeks, Carter reached forward and stroked the smiling face in the photograph.
And left a bloodstain across her perfect features.
Carter had cut and scraped himself when he fell down the slope to the road.
But the blood smeared over her photograph was not his. Of this, Carter was sure.
Carter tried to wipe her features clean with an unblemished finger but only managed to smear the blood further over the glossy image. This made him cry harder than ever.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm sorry."
He brought the photo close and pressed his lips to it, though he knew it would mean tasting the blood. 
"I'll be better," he said. "I promise you that, Amber."





Eight
T he doctor told Abbie that her father, David, would most certainly live. There would be surgery to patch up the wound and damaged organs, plus a transfusion. David had been stabbed at least fifteen minutes before Abbie found him. From the blood bank, he would be making a significant withdrawal.
“The police would like to speak with you when they arrive.”
“Here’s my number,” said Abbie. “They can give me a call.”
Her father would be in surgery for at least a couple of hours. He would be unable to talk for a few hours after that, and Abbie couldn't wait around. Not in this place. Her hand was on her stomach. She could feel the memories encroaching, as they had back at the Delaney place. She couldn't cope.
The cops had arrived with the ambulance. As Abbie rode to the hospital with her father, the police set up the crime scene. Even now, they would be seeking any evidence that might lead them to whoever had put a knife in Abbie’s father. She had already given a statement to one of the officers there but knew they would want more. Too bad. Abbie had nothing else to offer. Having left town a decade ago, she knew nothing of who her father was or who might wish him ill. For such facts, they would need to speak with his friends, his colleagues and, of course, his wife.
Oppressed by the close, sterile atmosphere in the hospital, and the memories of her own time here, many years ago, Abbie was glad to escape outside. She stumbled down some steps and fell onto a low brick wall, taking deep breaths.
She closed her eyes.
And saw her father’s face, bathed in moonlight.
The face acted as a catalyst. Memory grabbed Abbie's arm and yanked her into the past. Ten years ago, the night Abbie had left her home town for what she assumed would be forever. Abbie had no interest in seeing either of her parents, and there were no friends anymore. Gray was in prison. Before leaving town, there was only one person Abbie wanted to see.
Fighting the memory, Abbie rose from the wall and fled from the hospital. She was without a car but stuck with a purpose. At a jog, it took her twenty minutes to arrive at the last place she had visited before leaving town as a nineteen-year-old.
The moon bathed the front of the church in a ghostly glow. Abbie had never been religious. Her mother and father were, but only passively, despite her mother’s traditional views often being associated with more hardline religious types. They had visited church irregularly and had never taken the children.
Abbie visited church now only to see the girl who lay here. The same reason she had come ten years ago.
She made her way around the back of the church and looked out upon the mostly dilapidated gravestones. Here and there were flowers; some dead, some alive. There were a couple of benches where people could sit and (presumably) think about loss. Abbie saw a crushed can of lager beneath one. She doubted a mourner had left it.
As when she had reached the bottom step of Ian Delaney’s staircase, Abbie was overtaken by her memories when she stepped onto the grass of the graveyard. This time, rather than a handsome Harry leading the drugged sixteen-year-old up the stairs, Abbie saw her nineteen-year-old self walk through the stones towards the newest grave.
A decade later, Abbie followed the ghostly image of her younger self towards her sister’s stone. Then, as now, she had felt a heaviness on her heart that had grown with every step she took. As she progressed, it was as though the air became thicker. Each step became harder to take. Tears sprung into her eyes.
At twenty-nine, Abbie had her drawstring bag over her shoulder, and she reached for it and felt the bulk of The Stand beneath the canvas. Back then, Abbie had only half an hour ago removed the book from her sister’s side of the room they had shared. As she had stepped through the graveyard, she had held the novel ahead of her as a monk might hold an ancient text, knowing it was the only one of her sister’s possessions she would take. Knowing how precious it would be to her.
Wading through the darkness, Abbie stopped before the gravestone. Then and now, she dropped to her haunches to bring herself in line with the words on the stone that marked her sister’s final resting place. Then, Abbie had placed The Stand on her knee and laid a hand over it. Now, she moved the drawstring bag around onto her leg and opened the top. Looked to the bundled pillowcase within.
Abbie had come with words running around her head—all the things she would like to say to her sister before she left. 
Violet was dead and gone. Abbie could speak to her sister's memory just as easily atop a mountain as she could in front of this stone. Still, as she felt closer to her sister when holding The Stand, Abbie felt closer to Violet when she was before the gravestone. This was a common phenomenon. This was why people visited graveyards.
That and it was somewhere quiet to enjoy a nice can of lager. If you were an alcoholic.
Abbie never had a chance to speak to her sister. Footsteps approached. At nineteen and twenty-nine, Abbie rose and turned. Moonlight lit up the person's face. At nineteen, she had found herself staring at her father.
Not this time.
Turning away from the approaching woman towards the gravestone, Abbie said, “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”
The footsteps stopped. A decade ago, with Abbie's father in the approacher’s spot, they had made eye contact, and neither had spoken. Abbie was not so chatty back then.
“Of course, if I was a ghost, this would be the last place I’d hang, don’t you think? You’d have thought I’d have had enough of death. Honestly, I don’t know where I’d go. Somewhere beautiful, probably. The Grand Canyon must look as majestic to the dead as the living, don’t you think?”
From the stone, Abbie turned back to her companion on this night. It was nearly four in the morning, and Abbie's head swam with questions. What were James and Amber arguing about? Who was Amber? How long before Harry and Ian discovered Abbie was in town and came looking? Who had stabbed her father? Would he be okay? Why was he out so late at night? Why were they both out of bed: Abbie’s father and her mother?
At nineteen, at last, Abbie had found the strength to break eye contact with her father and turn back to her sister. The Stand was still clutched in her hands. She had brought the book to her chest and hugged it as her father approached. As he stood alongside his surviving daughter, over his deceased daughter.
For a long time, neither of them had spoken. Both had cried. At last, Abbie’s father had raised his hand and outstretched his fingers. Not towards Abbie, but to the grave, as though he were a necromancer and could conjure his youngest and favourite child back to life.
His hand still raised, he spoke for the first time. His words slipped from his lips, a mumble, a whisper.
“All my fault.”
To which Abbie replied, "Yes."





Nine
I n the present, Abbie's mother approached. She was no older than fifty-six but could have passed for seventy. It looked as though she hadn't slept in the decade since Abbie had left home. Which made sense. The perception of her family was everything to someone with Eleanor's traditional values. And what had happened? Before any of her kids had escaped puberty, the eldest was imprisoned, the middle disowned, and the youngest murdered. The shame of such failures would have driven Eleanor almost to the point of agoraphobia. Abbie was unsurprised to see her out so late. Less chance of being seen by those that Eleanor feared would judge her.
They stood side by side, looking at the grave belonging to the person who had meant most to each of them. Abbie's emotions were a mess, to the point where she could not tell how she felt about her mother's reappearance. Not angry, that was for sure. Given everything that had happened, especially their final meeting before Abbie left home at nineteen, that had to be seen as progress. A level of emotional maturity Abbie had been unaware, until this moment, she possessed.
"I never thought I'd see you again," said Eleanor.
"Sorry to disappoint."
Eleanor said nothing in response to this. Her face showed no signs of shock or rejection of the claim's inference.
"What are you doing here?" she asked.
"I was hoping for a few minutes alone at my sister's grave. More's the pity."
Eleanor sighed, and didn't that sigh roll back the years? Even when Abbie had been young and far shyer than now, she had been prone to outbursts of sarcasm. On Eleanor's list of the most despised of her eldest daughter's personality traits (and it would be a long list), sarcastic tendencies would appear near the top.
Eleanor said, "You know what I mean."
Why was she in town? Abbie had no good answer to this and was thus temporarily stumped. Though it was not good enough, eventually, she shrugged.
"I was just passing through."
"Which is a lie," said Eleanor. "You always were a liar."
"You always seemed to think so. And what do they say? Perception is reality?"
"Are you blaming me for how you turned out?"
"Not in the slightest," said Abbie. "I thank my lucky stars daily that you had so little influence over the person I became. I'm even more grateful I'm not the person you believe me to be."
"And what person would that be?"
Abbie shook her head. "I'm not getting into it."
Eleanor considered this, then shrugged as Abbie had shrugged.
"Okay, then answer my initial question. What are you doing here? Ten years is a long time. Too long to believe you'd just pop by for a chat."
"I certainly didn't come to see you," said Abbie.
These words did not seem to affect Eleanor, which was unsurprising. Abbie moved from her mother's shoulder around the grave. Still holding her drawstring bag in one hand, she crouched and used her spare hand to touch the stone, as she might once have lain a hand on her sister's head.
"When I left here, I thought my life was over," Abbie said. "In my final teenage years, I was raped by a rich boy and his friends. I lost my father's love and earned my mother's hatred. My brother went to prison trying to avenge me. In those few years, the only spots of hope were my beautiful sister and my baby, and what happened to them? My sister was kidnapped while walking home and murdered soon after. My baby was cut out of me by monstrous humans who left me for dead, and no doubt caused the death of my child."
Gripping the stone, Abbie fought the tears and faced her mother.
"All that could have crushed me. Almost did crush me in the years after I left home, but look at me now." She spread her arms. "I've recovered. I'm strong and confident. I've made something of myself, and what I do is worthwhile. You know, I never expected to come home, but in a way, I'm glad you can see me like this, mother. I want you to know you didn't destroy me. You couldn't."
These words were not premeditated. As was so often the case, Abbie opened her mouth and waited to see what fell out. In this instance, those words became power. They were a weapon against the dreaded memories of her birth town. As Abbie spoke, she felt herself grow stronger. More confident. Rather than becoming mired in the wrongs of her past, she considered the rights of her present. The lives she had saved and improved. Only yesterday evening, Abbie had sat around a dinner table with Alice Rayner, a woman who had been more of a mother to her than Eleanor could ever manage. She sat with Alice's children and grandchild, and she laughed. She had fun.
The past did not define Abbie. Nor would it beat her.
While Abbie's words made her strong, they seemed to have little effect on her mother other than to make Eleanor scoff.
"Tried to destroy you, did I? Did I not raise you, clothe you, feed you? Did I not sacrifice everything to look after you? To teach you right from wrong? You talk about destroying, but as I remember, it was you who destroyed my reputation. Your selfish actions took from me the eldest daughter I thought I had and my son as well."
"I destroyed your reputation by being raped," said Abbie, shaking her head. "Can you not hear yourself?"
"Can you not? I told you not to go to that party. Teenage boys have twisted minds, and teenage girls are easily led."
"That's a very modern viewpoint, mum."
"If you disobey your mother and accept an invite from an older boy to a party at his house, what can you expect to happen? What did you think you agreed to?"
"You know what—"
Abbie stopped herself and raised her hands in surrender. She had never been averse to arguing, but some arguments were not worth having. Years ago, Abbie's mother had decided Abbie was culpable for what had happened that night. Nothing anyone could say or do would change her mind. A heartfelt confession and apology from Harry and his little gang would not have shifted her opinion one jot. Abbie had learned as much long ago. Eleanor had grown to believe Abbie was responsible for all the family's ills. When Violet died, Eleanor took this to its logical conclusion and confronted Abbie. Eleanor believed her eldest daughter's disobedience had led to Violet's death. Furious at this accusation, Abbie had engaged in a blazing row that started with cruel words and ended with Eleanor taking up a knife.
That was long ago. Back then, Abbie didn't have the self-restraint to back down. Nowadays, she knew when it was best to leave a conversation. When continued proximity to a person would bring nothing positive and would, in fact, negatively impact her mental wellbeing.
"Are you going to leave me to be alone with my sister? Or should I walk away and return another time?"
"You should leave this town full stop. You should never have returned."
"Maybe you're right," Abbie said. Though she was not really paying attention to her mother any longer. It was the healthier choice to tune out the bitter old woman.
Abbie touched the headstone again and flashed back to that night a decade ago. Her father had crumpled before the grave, his head in his hands, tears running down his cheeks. Abbie had regretted agreeing that he was responsible for Violet's death, though he did have a greater claim to guilt than Abbie. It had been he who had confessed to Abbie that Violet had been babysitting the night she died. He was supposed to collect her, but he had been late. Violet had decided to walk home rather than wait, and it was on this walk that she was kidnapped and later killed.
Abbie had said nothing as David had sobbed his heart out by the grave. If she could go back, she would tell him it was not his fault. Violet's killers, and only her killers, were responsible for her demise.
Abbie was all too aware of her mother's stare, like writhing spiders crawling up her back and over her shoulder. She blew her sister a kiss and rose, The Stand clutched in her hands. Looking to her mother, she briefly wondered why Eleanor was out so late. Then something occurred to her.
"If you're looking for your husband," Abbie said, "he's at the hospital."
Eleanor's eyes widened in shock. "What?"
"Dad. I found him in the trees by the playground where Vi, Gray, and I used to play. Someone had stabbed him."
All the colour drained from Eleanor's cheeks. She seemed unable to speak as shock and fear overtook her.
"Don't worry," said Abbie. "I called an ambulance at once and sat with him while it came. I stemmed the bleeding, and the doctors believe he'll live. He was in surgery when I left the hospital. The doctor guessed he'd be talking by morning. Perhaps he'll be able to tell us who attacked him."
"Was it—" Eleanor stopped herself before she could complete the accusatory sentence. Perhaps she thought she had stopped before Abbie could get a hold of her meaning. If this was what she hoped, Abbie was to disappoint her.
Taking a breath to forestall the anger which sought to overcome her, Abbie looked to her mother.
"I have many reasons to despise my father, but nothing could compel me to kill him. Even if something could, I would not have waited a decade to have my revenge. I visited the park because it's one of the few places in this town that still holds happy memories. Lucky for your husband I did. I probably saved his life. I certainly didn't take it."
Silence met this statement, and Abbie turned from her mother, another method of keeping her anger at bay. Looking at her sister's grave cooled her boiling blood. Except she was again drawn into thinking of the night Violet had died. 
Abbie's sister had loved babysitting. She only sat for one family, and Eleanor had been against it. What was the family's name? Smith-Roberts? That sounded right. Before the Harry incident, the two families had been close. Afterwards, Eleanor had avoided all of her old friends like the plague, sure Abbie's actions would disgust them.
Actually, the Smith-Roberts' had been kind to Abbie after. They had offered sympathetic smiles and told her to stay strong. They might have done more had they known what would help or what to say. Few people did.
They had only one child. A little girl. A sweet thing with whom Violet had been quite taken. The kid must have been six or seven at the time, and—
A cold chill traced along Abbie's spine.
Eleanor had turned away. Without a word, she was going to slip into the shadows, presumably to head for the hospital.
Abbie said, "Wait."
Her mother did.
"The couple Violet babysat for; they were the Smith-Roberts', right?"
At first, it seemed Eleanor would not answer. Then she said, "Yes. So?"
"What was their daughter's name?"
Another long, chilled silence. Abbie did not turn to her mother. She found she could not.
"Of all people," said Eleanor, "I'd have thought you'd remember."
Which was enough to tell Abbie the name. To confirm her memory was not playing taunting tricks on her.
"Oh yeah, I remember," Abbie said. Her eyes she kept on the gravestone of her long-dead sister. She took a deep breath.
"Her name was Amber."





Ten
A bbie slept poorly and woke early. After spending longer than was necessary in the shower, she dressed and went for her bag. Fished out her little bottle of unregulated pills, provided by the organisation for whom she had recently stopped working.
There had been no nightmares last night. There never were when she was on a mission. But she still needed the pills. Depended on them. They kept her sharp, alert. Without them, she was not sure she could be as efficient at defeating her enemies and saving innocent lives.
One day soon, she would have to be.
Her acrimonious split with the organisation ensured there would be no more pills. They were unregulated. She could not source them anywhere else.
Luckily, they had been provided to her in bulk. Back in March, after her final conversation with Ben, her handler, she had done a stock take. She was supposed to take one pill a day, but if she dropped the dose by a quarter of a pill every quarter of the year, she would have enough to last her until just after Christmas.
Going into April, she had started taking three-quarters of a pill each day. It was mid-June now, meaning she would have to drop to a half pill a day in a couple of weeks. She was dreading it. Already, the after-effects of her nightmares seemed to last a little longer each morning. She did not feel ready to face each day quite so quickly.
Was she fooling herself into believing she could eventually learn to live without the pills? Possibly, but what choice did she have? She was never returning to the company. She would not crawl to Ben and beg for him to take her back.
Never.
So she would learn to cope. Or she would die. Those were her options.
She took today’s dose and, those bleak thoughts swirling around her mind, departed the hotel.
It was almost eight in the morning. Knowing Alice was an early riser, Abbie phoned as she left the hotel. Alice answered on the third ring.
“Extra-A, how’s it going?”
Sixty-year-old Alice Rayner had married three men, each of whom had given her two children. From eldest to youngest, these six children were named Adam, Angel, Alexandria, Abraham, Ariana, and Aurora. Abbie was not one of Alice’s children, but Alice treated her like a daughter. It had become a joke that Abbie fit the family so well because her name began with an A. Thus, Alice had started referring to her once saviour, Abbie, as her “Extra-A”. Though it was a bit cute and silly, it never failed to make Abbie smile. Thoughts of her pills and what withdrawal might do to her were temporarily dumped from her mind.
“Not so well,” said Abbie. “I’m about to get a black coffee and breakfast at a local cafe. Given I’ve grown accustomed to your full English over the last couple of months, I’m prepared for disappointment."
Alice laughed. Along with her third husband, Morris, Alice had been one of the most prominent and successful gunrunners in Europe. Following her husband’s death and her own imprisonment for nine years, Alice had found joy in the pursuit of knowledge. Turning her back on her life of crime post-prison, Alice had shed much of her old life but had clung to her other great talent: making the perfect full English breakfast. Abbie cared greatly for Alice. Even if she had hated the woman, she might well have stuck around for those breakfasts alone.
“We missed you this morning,” Alice said. “I take it you’ve been called to the aid of a stranger?”
“That’s right.”
“This person is unlucky to be in danger but lucky to have you riding to the rescue,” noted Alice.
There was a thoughtful pause. Abbie was trying to decide what to say next when Alice broke the silence.
“You don’t call to chat when you're working. Which means you need something. What would that be?”
Abbie could have spoken about nothing important to Alice for hours and was glad Alice was responsible enough to bring the topic towards the purpose of Abbie’s call. While tossing and turning last night, Abbie had been examining what she knew so far. It wasn’t very much. Someone had attacked her father, but she had no way of knowing who. Amber and James Delaney had been arguing, but she had no way of knowing about what. And Amber had been one of the last people to see Violet alive, but did this mean anything? There was every chance it could be a coincidence. This was not a big town, after all.
Abbie knew little and needed to learn more. That meant speaking first with her father and then with Amber this morning, discovering what she could about their respective situations. But additional information would help. People had an annoying habit of lying or omitting critical information if they felt it suited them.
“I need information about some key players in this latest mystery,” she said. “You know I hate to ask—“
“And you know,” Alice cut in, “that I hate it when you apologise for asking when I've told you repeatedly I want to help whenever and however I can. I'm merely glad you've extracted yourself from the grasp of those you might previously have approached with such requests.”
Alice referred to Ben and the shady organisation he represented. This company had been responsible for giving Abbie her unusual ability. For several years, they had paid her mortgage and salary so she could move freely from town to town, saving lives whenever she dreamt of someone in danger. In return, they asked her to isolate herself from the world, be a hermit, and have no life of her own. When Abbie could no longer bring herself to do as much, the organisation first cut her off and later burned down her house for what they perceived to be her betrayal. Inside Abbie's home at the time of the fire had been The Stand, Abbie’s extensive library of books, both non-fiction and fiction, and the man she had been seeing.
The Stand had survived. As had the boyfriend, though his and Abbie's relationship had not. The house and the library had perished. It was for this reason Abbie had moved in with Alice. She was happy to report she had not heard from Ben or his organisation since the arson incident, now three months in the past.
“Tell me what you need,” said Alice. “I know plenty of efficient private investigators to whom I can turn for the acquisition of information.”
“Thank you," said Abbie and listed the names of the girl she had come to save, the Delaney family, and her father. Once she was done, a silence fell over the line.
“You've been elusive about your past,” said Alice in the end. “I've suffered my fair share of trauma. I know how difficult it is to reveal any of it to another, even one with whom you are close. I have never, and would never, push you for more. However, from what you have said, the names Harry and Ian are familiar. Harry is the one who—“
“Yes.”
“I recognise the last name as well. David is your father?”
“He is.”
“You said your missions took you only to places you had never previously visited.”
“In the past, that's always been the case,” said Abbie. “It seems I'm stranded in a unique situation.”
There was a long pause, then Alice said, “It must be tough for you.”
Abbie hesitated, then responded. “Yes.”
Again proving she knew her Extra-A by realising this was not the time to probe deeper into Abbie's trauma, Alice said, “You’ll call if you need to talk about anything?”
“You know I will.”
“And I'll tell my investigators to get me all they can on the people you have signalled in record time. I know you’re working with a limited window.”
“I cannot express my gratitude to you for that.”
“Yes, you are quite emotionally stunted, aren’t you?”
Abbie smiled at the joke. “I’m barely human.”
A low chuckle, then Alice said, “Good luck, Extra-A. Please stay safe, won’t you? At least try.”
“Don’t worry,” said Abbie. “No power on Earth could keep me down when I know I have something so precious to return to.”
There was a long pause, then Alice said, “You’re talking about my breakfasts, aren’t you?”
“The sausages are particularly delicious.”





Eleven
C arter used cash and a fake name to acquire a hotel room for the night. On a bed more comfortable than the one he had suffered for the past few weeks, he endured several hours of tormented dreams. Many of them involved Amber. Still more featured a blood-drenched and sobbing David or a cackling Ian, standing tall.
The dreams ended, and Carter was thrust into wakefulness far earlier than he would have hoped. He felt rough, but there was a silver lining.
Clarity.
Carter had come to town to find Amber and work up the nerve to speak with her. But his dreams and the fact he had bumped into David almost as soon as he had arrived in town indicated he alone might not control his destiny.
David was partly responsible for the collapse of Carter's life, but he was not the primary antagonist. All the evil in Carter's hometown emanated from one man, and it was this man Carter both feared and hated.
Carter had no intention of seeking out Ian, but would he have a choice? Would some other power lead him right into the Kingpin's path?
Afraid of such an outcome, Carter awoke determined to be prepared for any eventuality. Locating his phone, he made a call and was relieved when Xena, an old friend, answered.
Resisting Xena's efforts to initiate small talk after he announced his name, Carter instead moved the topic onto the item he needed to discuss.
"I'm sorry to ask," he said, "but does your father still own that gun?"





Twelve
A bbie felt slightly better following her conversation with Alice. But the memories still hit her like a runaway train when she stepped into the hospital.
In her mind, she saw the room in which she had awoken thirteen years ago. The world had been fuzzy on that morning. At first, Abbie hadn't known where she was. By that point, it had been natural for her hand to travel to her stomach the second she woke. Abbie had done so in the unfamiliar room and at once realised something was wrong.
There should have been kicking, but there was no kicking.
When the memories began to return, and the truth dawned, Abbie had screamed.
"Are you alright, dear?"
Abbie jumped. She was standing in the hospital entryway, staring at the wall ahead. She had zoned out. What a bizarre sight she must have been to any onlookers.
The woman who had spoken had lain a hand on Abbie's arm. The older lady was neither a patient nor a member of staff. Visiting someone, Abbie guessed, and Abbie tried a reassuring smile to convince the woman all was well.
"Fine, thank you," she said. "Visiting my father."
The woman gave a sage, understanding nod. As expected, she assumed Abbie's dad was the cause of her lost expression.
"Thank you," Abbie said again. Before the woman could offer any kind words, Abbie moved away. Found a nurse and requested the location of her father's room.
It was a two-minute walk, but Abbie passed a doctor on the way and stopped for a whole minute as snatches of dialogue sprung up in her mind.
You arrived in the nick of time. Lucky to be alive.
What about my baby?
And the doctor had revealed Abbie was not lucky at all.
I wish I was dead. Why did you save me?
Choking on emotion, Abbie pushed on, found her father's room, and shoved open the door.
The room looked like most other hospital rooms into which Abbie had stepped. The big difference was that it contained her parents. That was not standard hospital room decor.
Her mother sat in the visitor’s chair, a little separated from the bed, just out of arm’s reach. Abbie was not surprised to see her, although she had hoped the old bat might have gone home to get some sleep. Eleanor couldn’t be worried about her husband. That would imply she could feel human emotion. Abbie had seen no evidence that her mother could experience feelings beyond anger and shame. Maybe pity, occasionally.
Eleanor rose as Abbie entered. Stepped forward and a little to the side, as though she might conceal her husband from view. David was in bed. He looked weak, but his eyes were open, fixed on Abbie. Besides his arms and his head, he was covered by the thin hospital sheeting.
“Hello again, parents,” said Abbie. She stepped further into the room, and the door swung shut with a soft thump. The sound was faint, muted. Nonetheless, Eleanor jumped as though Abbie had slammed it.
Taking another step towards her daughter, Eleanor said, “You’re not welcome here.”
Eleanor's words might have been whips that brought Abbie to her knees. But they distracted her from that previous painful hospital visit, and for that, she was grateful. It allowed her to focus on being herself.
“What?” she said. “But I thought we reconnected last night? I've rushed over with a list of birthday party ideas for my thirtieth. What do you think about hiring a bouncy castle?”
It felt strange seeing her parents together. Though they had been married for 35 years, they had never seemed particularly happy. They spent little time together when the children were young. After Abbie and Gray shamed the family by getting themselves raped and arrested, respectively, the couple were rarely seen together at all.
Eleanor raised an unsteady hand. “Leave before I call the doctor.”
“And what, have me sedated? Committed? Maybe euthanised? Probably too late for an abortion." Abbie waved these ideas away. "Doesn’t matter; I’m not talking to you, nor am I interested in what you have to say, so, father.” Eleanor was on one side of the bed. Abbie sidestepped and approached the foot of the mattress on the other side, so she was looking down at her dad. Unobstructed. “May we talk?”
“I’ve already told you—” Eleanor began.
“I'm not talking to you,” said Abbie. Her voice was raised and louder than it should have been. A sign she had let emotion take control of reason. What would she do next, get in a dust-up with her mother on the hospital floor? Abbie almost smiled at the thought. It would be ever so satisfying…
But no. Ignoring Eleanor, Abbie addressed her father.
“Please, dad,” she said. “A few minutes.”
Abbie could have made the pretty valid argument that David owed her this small request. She had saved his life, but Abbie hated when people did that. Lives were not currency to be bartered. If one person saw another in peril, it was their duty to intervene, without expectation of recompense, if they stood a chance of saving the endangered soul.
So Abbie didn’t mention the small fact that her father would be dead if not for her. Maybe David considered it anyway. He had always been a coward, especially when it came to his wife’s whims and wishes. Still, he looked Abbie in the face on this occasion, then turned to his wife.
“Please, El. A few minutes.”
His voice was hoarse, weak. His skin was pale, and while he was on the road to recovery, it was clear he had some way to go. His request seemed to shock Eleanor, and she gave her daughter a look of such venom it was as though she believed Abbie had cast a spell to make David go against his wife’s will.
“The doctor said not to exert yourself.”
To which Abbie’s father nodded. “I know. Just a few minutes. If you could get me a drink. Maybe something to eat?”
When it came to how she was perceived, Eleanor was determined to be the perfect traditional wife. She had surrendered her job willingly when her eldest son, Gray, had arrived. In public, Eleanor played the demure, devoted housewife on her husband’s arm. But when there were no witnesses around to be impressed, Eleanor was unaccustomed to following her husband’s instructions, even when he asked nicely.
“I do not think—” she started. 
“Please?” he cut in.
Eleanor looked for a moment as though she might keep fighting. Luckily, she sensed a losing battle against a belligerent daughter and a husband who had chosen this moment to start making requests. By chewing her lip, Eleanor bit back her latest retort. Ignoring her husband, refusing to directly acquiesce to his demand, she returned to her daughter.
“You have five minutes,” she said. “Do not overexert him. You’ve done enough damage already.”
Abbie gave a slight nod, using extreme internal strength to again resist mentioning that, despite any perceived damage she had caused, it was as a result of Abbie’s actions that her mother had not woken this morning as a widow. 
Faced with Abbie’s muted response, Eleanor turned and swept from the room. She did not glance at her sickly husband as she went, and she slammed the door behind her.





Thirteen
O nce Eleanor was gone, Abbie turned to her father and let off a low whistle.
“I’ve missed her,” she said.
When her father didn’t respond, Abbie moved from the bed's foot to the side her mother had vacated. She took the now empty seat, moving it closer to the bed than it had been when occupied by Eleanor.
As Abbie sat, her father’s face tracked around, and their eyes met. As though this eye contact allowed David to telepathically transmit memories to his daughter, images and clips began to fire across Abbie’s mind. There she was with her father at Violet’s grave. Here they were at an awkward dinner soon after Gray had been arrested. Here he was listening to his daughter talking of her rape. Turning and walking away.
After that, as she shot earlier through their relationship, the memories became fuzzier. There were snippets of conversation but nothing of much interest. After Harry and his friends had raped Abbie, her father had no longer been able to look at her. Before that, they had never been close. Eleanor was the bad cop parent, but David wasn’t the good. More like the absent. Not in body, but in mind. He had often been home but seldom tried to connect with his children. Or not that Abbie could remember. Not even with Violet, his favourite.
Opening her mouth, Abbie almost asked her father if he had loved his children, but what was the point? Abbie had severed all ties with her parents in leaving home, and she was not here as a returning daughter. By tomorrow’s end, Amber would be safe, or she would be dead. Either way, Abbie would be leaving this town and never returning. She would forget about David. Nothing she learned from him would bring her peace or contentment, so it was better to forget he was her father and remember why she was here. 
“Do you recall much of last night?” Abbie asked. “I don’t mean dinner and TV. After you left home, up to when you passed out?”
David looked at Abbie, then to the ceiling. Whatever he might say next, Abbie knew he was replaying the previous night’s events. Most vividly, David would remember that knife plunging into his body. How could he forget?
That did not mean he would tell Abbie. When it came to the attack, David didn't appear to be in a forthcoming mood.
"Have the police been?" Abbie asked.
David still hesitated, then nodded. Abbie nodded back. She wasn't surprised; the police had left her a voicemail, requesting to speak with her at her earliest convenience. They did not say but had meant that her earliest convenience had better be within the next couple of hours, or they would come looking. Abbie had phoned the cop in charge of the case and told him she would be at the hospital this morning. They had agreed to meet here to chat.
"They must have asked you these questions already," Abbie said in response to David's nod. "I know you're in some discomfort, but I don't need much. Who stabbed you?"
David let the silence drag, which was annoying. Any moment Eleanor might barge back in and shut down this impromptu interview. Abbie wanted to let David know she didn't actually care that someone had tried to kill him. Unless it related to Amber's plight. That was not unlikely. In Abbie's experience, the disasters she inevitably stumbled across soon after arriving in new towns almost always linked to the person she had come to save. This did not mean Amber had stabbed David (though Abbie wouldn't rule it out). But there was a strong possibility of a link somewhere. David might not know it, but anything he told Abbie could later be invaluable following the collection of further data.
Abbie did not tell her father that she didn't care who had stabbed him because she didn't know if it would help or hinder. She let the silence continue. Waited until David turned her way and spoke.
"Thank you for saving my life."
This did not answer Abbie's question but was progress of a kind. At the very least, it opened a dialogue.
"No problem," she said. "Sorry I couldn't be more Violet."
She hated that petty, petulant tint to her words. Abbie had for many years told herself she no longer cared what her parents thought of her. The tone of her words in that hospital room was clear and unavoidable proof that the easiest person to fool is always oneself.
"I was delirious," said her father. "I believed I was slipping into the next life. It was natural to assume I was seeing my deceased daughter. Especially considering you look so alike."
"Violet never reached adulthood," said Abbie, which let her father off for the ridiculous claim that his daughters looked alike. Sure, they were both tall with sleek, dark hair (Violet's was raven black, Abbie's closer to brunette) and sharp blue eyes. They were both slim with narrow features. But while Abbie was undoubtedly an attractive woman, and while she had been a good looking teenager, Violet had been stunning.
Men would often wolf-whistle at Abbie in the street. By the age of fourteen, the sight of Violet caused men's jaws to drop. They would stop dead and pay no attention as their wives or girlfriends smacked them across the head.
David had nothing to say to Abbie's adulthood comment. Though he had responded to Abbie's initial bitter words, it was clear he did not wish to talk of his younger and favourite daughter. 
He shook his head.
"It doesn't matter what I thought. What matters is that I know it was you who found me and who saved my life. I'm in your debt."
"No," said Abbie. "You're not."
David looked at her. "Well, in any case, I'm grateful."
Abbie did not respond. This was not a bonding moment. There would be no violins, and neither father nor daughter would burst into tears and go for a hug. Abbie wanted only to learn what David knew of his attacker. However, before she could press on with this line of enquiry, David continued.
"I don't know why you decided to return after all this time. I can't imagine what this place could hold for you."
He paused, giving Abbie a chance to offer an explanation if she so chose. But these musings were merely a stop on David's journey to whatever his actual point was, so Abbie stayed quiet. Waited.
"You're mother's right," he said. Abbie resisted the urge to nod knowingly. Here it was. 
"You can't stay," he continued. "Whatever you're here for, you should forget it. It's time to pack your bags and go. There's nothing for you here."
Abbie had one leg crossed over the other. Only once her father again lapsed into silence did she realise she was clasping her higher knee in both hands. And those hands were gripping her jeans so tightly that her knuckles were beginning to whiten. Both her hands and the knee stuck beneath her grip were starting to ache.
Abbie stared at her hands, and David glanced down. Looking a little alarmed at what Abbie was doing, her father pretended not to notice. He cleared his throat.
"If you came because you need something from me. Money maybe—"
"I didn't come for you or for mum," said Abbie. She forced her hands away from her knee. Clenched them into fists and released them as though squeezing an invisible stress ball. She took a breath.
David said nothing. He did not ask why she had come because he wasn't interested. Nothing to do with Abbie interested him except when she was leaving and how he could expedite her departure.
Though Abbie still wanted to ask David about the attack, she found the truth of her heart slipping out before she could release the questions of her mind.
"A decade ago, I left hating both you and mum," she said. "Over the years, that hatred dimmed, and I came to believe I no longer cared. I certainly shouldn't care. Yet here I sit, before my father, who almost died last night. One might think a man in such a position could see the error of his ways and see his daughter's presence as a chance to make amends. To build bridges. Especially because, of his three children, one is dead and another imprisoned. I'm the only one available for any reparations you might want to make. Instead, you tell me to leave, and though I shouldn't be surprised, and though I shouldn't care, something cracks inside. In here—" she jabbed her heart. "Over the last few years, I've been described as heartless, unstoppable, relentless, unbeatable, unflappable. Now it turns out that, even for the strongest of us, there are always people who breach every defence and revert us to a teenager's emotional imbalance. For me, you and mum are those people, and oh how I hate it."
Somehow, even through this speech, Abbie held it together. Once she was done, she rose, walked to the back of the chair and gripped it in her hands. She looked at her father, who stared at her, lost for words.
"You want me gone," said Abbie.
"I don't want you to think…" David began, but his words drifted away, and why not? He had nothing to say because he had already made his position clear. Abbie was not his daughter. She was an annoyance, and he wanted her to disappear.
"Forget it," she said. "Let's talk deals instead."
"Deals?"
"Deals. You want me gone, so how about I promise to leave this town for good within the next—" Abbie checked her watch "—forty hours. How does that sound?"
David stared. "Forty hours?" He could not comprehend why Abbie would need so long to get out of dodge because he did not know Abbie's dream had indicated to her that Amber would be killed within the next 39 hours. Abbie would not leave before that situation was resolved, for good or for foul.
"Forty hours, and that's not an opening gambit. There will be no negotiations. This is the deal: I promise to leave in the next forty hours if you answer me a few questions."
This was not true. Abbie would be leaving town at the soonest opportunity once the Amber situation was resolved, regardless of what her father said or did in this room, right here and now. That didn’t matter. The truth was irrelevant. What David believed meant everything. If he feared she would stick around if he kept quiet, his tongue might more easily be persuaded to wag.
“What do you want to know?”
Moving around the chair and sitting, Abbie leaned back and folded her hands in her lap. If she looked relaxed, maybe she would begin to feel it.
“I’ve already told you,” she said. “What happened last night?”
“Someone stabbed me and left me for dead.”
“Who?”
“I’ve no idea.”
“Really? The knife wound was in your front. Your attacker must have been in your eye-line when they plunged the blade into you. You must have seen their face.”
“No. I was beneath the trees, and the night was dark. They wore a hood and kept their head bowed. Also, they acted fast. One second, I believed I was alone. The next, there the attacker was, bursting from behind a tree. They stabbed me, knocked me to the ground, and ran. That was it.”
“So it wasn’t a random attack. Which indicates that you must have an idea who wielded the knife.”
“Who says it wasn’t a random attack?”
“Your story. Statistically, you are far more likely to be assaulted by someone you know than a stranger. In your case, what's the alternative? It can't have been a mugging.”
"Why not?"
"For a start, they didn't take anything."
"They probably lost their nerve when they stabbed me. That's why they ran."
“You try that line with the police?” asked Abbie. “Doesn’t wash. Muggers will often wield a weapon they have no intention of using on a job. They hope it'll scare their victim into complying with their demands. It deters people from fighting back. In such a scenario, it would be feasible that your mugger, once compelled to use the blade, might scarper."
"There you go," said David. But Abbie shook her head.
"Except, that would only happen if the mugger tried to hold you at knifepoint and you fought back, thus initiating an altercation which resulted in the stabbing. But that didn't happen. You said this guy appeared from behind a tree and, without a word, immediately attempted to kill you. Then ran. Why would a mugger do that? He wouldn't. Someone who wanted to hurt you, on the other hand..."
David’s jaw was working with frustration. He knew he had painted himself into a corner by describing this as a rapid attack. Abbie could see what route he would take next and prepared to bat the following argument away.
“There are a lot of sickos in this world,” said her father. 
“There are.”
“One of them might have been my attacker. He might have stabbed me for the thrill.”
“Doubtful,” said Abbie. “If your attacker liked stabbing people for the joy of the act, he would have stuck around. You were unarmed. He put a knife in you and knocked you to the ground. If he were a sadist and a sociopath, he would have enjoyed your pain, and then finished the job. The attack then instant retreat rules out a random sociopath as the perpetrator. The knife-wielder hated you, wanted you to die, but wasn’t a killer. They attacked in a flurry and ran before they could comprehend and begin to feel guilty for what they’d done. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
“It can’t be,” said David.
It wasn’t. Other scenarios fit. Perhaps the attacker was attempting to join a gang. Part of the recruitment process might have him proving his worth by stabbing a stranger. That would fit the profile, but it didn’t feel right to Abbie. She would not posit it to her father because she didn’t want to give him any chance of an out.
“Who would want to stab you, dad? Who hates you?”
Abbie watched her father’s eyes narrow and knew where this was going. He had never intended to tell her anything. Had hoped to repel her questions with his rubbish mugging story. David had no idea who Abbie had become over the last decade and was thus surprised when she was so adept at unpicking his nonsense. That done, he needed to try something else. 
“Why are you here?” he asked. “Why return after all these years?”
Abbie sighed. She had foreseen this line of rebuttal and knew what would come next if she continued to push. Still, she wouldn’t give up.
“That wasn’t part of the deal,” said Abbie. “You want me gone, and I promise to leave within forty hours. But only if you answer me two questions and answer them convincingly. Why were you out for a stroll in the woods at three in the morning? And who would wish to plunge a knife into your heart?”
Abbie had always seen her father as a weak man, quick to break. As she spoke, she watched his face harden and could tell that on this point, he would not even bend, let alone snap. David knew who had stabbed him; of that, Abbie was sure. To protect the truth, he would go to extreme lengths. Abbie had already foreseen what those lengths would be, which didn’t stop her stomach from churning as he built towards his final option.
“The police asked me these questions already.”
“As I surmised,” said Abbie.
“Like you, they guessed my attacker must be someone who wished me ill. They don’t believe it can have been a mugger or a random sadist.”
“Which just goes to show they don’t spend all their time eating doughnuts.”
David’s eyes had gone cold, and it was nothing to do with the doughnut quip.
He said, “They wanted me to think about who might wish me dead, and I said no one in town did. I didn’t want to speculate or go further, but the detective pushed. He wanted me to really think about it. In the end, only one name came to mind.”
Abbie let out a long breath.
“David,” she said, “I think you’ll regret not working with me on this. Before long, you’ll regret it.”
Sadly, David shook his head. “Get out of town. Forget forty hours; you should leave in forty minutes.”
He looked away from her, those cold eyes stuck resolutely to the ceiling.
“Leave town now,” he concluded, “before you’re arrested for attempted murder.”





Fourteen
S omehow, Abbie held her temper. Given her habit of arriving in new towns as people began to suffer, it was not uncommon for misguided townsfolk to accuse Abbie of various crimes. To the finger-pointing, she had grown quite thick-skinned.
This was different. This was Abbie's father. Despite everything that had gone on between them and the distance of years separating Abbie's ignominious departure from now, she would have liked to think David held some affection for her. 
His implicating her for his attempted murder was conclusive proof that he held no such feelings.
Abbie had not got the information for which she had come, but she knew when a battle was no longer worth fighting. David would not open up to her now.
If any doubt remained about whether Abbie should stay or go, Eleanor swept it away when she opened the door and stepped into the room.
In the doorway, she paused. She carried neither coffee nor food. Unsurprising. From the chair, Abbie rose. Knocking it back with a leg, she gestured to it and faced her mother.
"Seat's all yours," Abbie said. "If you can stand to sit where previously I've sat. As you know, I have a proclivity for gang bangs, and the doctors say it might be contagious. Acquiring from seat-sharing with me a compulsive need to attend orgies might impact your ability to nurse your sweet husband back to health. Your call."
Eleanor's face darkened at Abbie's words, but she refused to allow her daughter to draw her into conflict. Instead, she stepped to one side, took the handle of the door, and yanked it open. 
With a smile, Abbie turned to David.
"I didn't stab you, and I'll serve not a day behind bars for the attack. Your accusations will do nothing other than ensure I do not come to your rescue when your assailant tries again to steal what he failed to take the first time: your life."
David didn't respond. Unsurprised, Abbie turned from him to her mother.
"And I'm not going anywhere. You'll be seeing me again."
To everyone's surprise, Abbie leaned over her father's bed and kissed his forehead, watching his eyes widen in shock as she did.
"Don't worry," she said, squeezing his hand. "I left my poisoned lip gloss at home."
Abbie made for the door. Eleanor's look of utter horror suggested she thought Abbie had not kissed David's head but swallowed it whole. Abbie nodded to the shocked wife as she passed.
"Mother."
She left the room and did not wait for Eleanor to close the door. Tracking back through the halls, she found her way to reception and was soon greeted by the Detective Sergeant she had earlier spoken with on the phone.
He rose from his seat and approached, his hand outstretched. He was tall and slim with delightful blue eyes and a firm grip, his hand warm without a hint of sweat. Abbie guessed he was in his early to mid-thirties.
"Afternoon. It's Miss—"
"Call me Abbie," she said. If he called her by the family name she had shared with her parents, Abbie would probably be sick on his shoes. That would be unfortunate. They were nice shoes.
He did not question the name she had given.
"Abbie it is."
"And you must be Detective Keita?"
"Detective Francois Keita, yes. My friends call me Fran."
"How unfortunate."
"I don't mind it. You're more than welcome to call me Fran as well."
"What about Franny?"
"That I would mind."
“What about voulez-vous coucher avec, Francois?”
"You're aware that roughly translates as "do you want to sleep with Francois?"
"I think I had heard that, actually. And with it in mind, I'll probably stick to Franny."
"I'd ruled out Franny."
"Oh yes, so you had."
Smiling, Franny placed a hand on Abbie's elbow and gestured away from the receptionist's desk along a hallway.
"The hospital has been kind enough to find us an empty room where we might have an informal chat. If you wouldn't mind?"
Despite his name, Francois' accent was predominantly English. The French tinge indicated French parentage. But Francois had probably lived in England since he was very young if he had not been born here. Abbie knew many men and women found the French accent alluring. Abbie didn't find any accent particularly attractive, though some she found distinctly unattractive. Still, the blend of French and English in Francois' voice was oddly appealing. She gave him a broad smile, though she knew cops only used the words "informal chat" when they were trying to lull you into a false sense of security.
"Sounds good to me."
The room was an administrator's office. It was small and cramped. There was enough room for a tiny oak desk with a chair on either side, but nothing else. Not even a token fake plant.
Assuming Francois would want the officeholder's chair, Abbie went for the visitor's, settling herself as best she could on the torn padding and against the rickety wooden back.
The desk itself was piled high with paperwork, stationary, family photos, and a computer monitor. Abbie expected this wall of crap to hamper her conversation with the detective but was surprised when Francois dragged the desk chair around to Abbie's side of the table.
"Shift back a little," he said, gesturing with a hand.
Abbie pressed her seat against one wall, and Francois did the same across the room. Because of the limited space, their legs were still only inches apart when they sat.
"Well, this is cosy," said Abbie. "Do you sit in such close quarters with all of your interviewees or only those you suspect of attempted murder?"
As intended, Abbie's words knocked Francois off balance. Abbie respected the work the police did and had no intention of being difficult. Not too difficult anyway. Still, cops liked to put themselves on the front foot early in an interview. Then use that advantage to press their suspects or even witnesses into revealing truths they might otherwise have managed to conceal or distort. Had Abbie wished to completely derail Francois, she would have played along as he tried to disarm her. By throwing him off balance within seconds of the conversation's beginning, she was attempting to show him she could not be lulled into a false sense of security. The hope being that this would lead to a more honest and productive chat from both sides.
Initially knocked off balance, Francois was quick to find his feet. He hit Abbie with a confident, charming smile and shook his head as though she had completely misunderstood, which she hadn't.
"This isn't an interview," said Francois. "Like I said, it's a chat."
"Semantics. But you're on duty, yes?"
"I am."
"You are speaking to me with regards to an open case you are actively working? I am…what is it you cops say? A person of interest?"
Francois' smile stayed in place. But smiles lie, so Abbie watched his eyes. From what she could tell, the detective was not annoyed, merely curious. Of the many reactions Abbie received to her ways, this was one of her favourites.
"Okay, point made. This cannot be anything so simple as a chat because you are a person of interest in an active case. That case being the stabbing of your father. But that doesn't make you a suspect."
Abbie's smile and eyes were saying the same thing. Both were telling, but Francois seemed not quite to get it.
"What?"
"You," she said. "It's funny how you continue to push with the same line when I've made it clear it's not going to work. You're a police detective. Though I never take anything for granted, I like to give you guys and gals the benefit of the doubt when we first meet."
"Meaning?"
"I assume you're halfway decent at your job."
"And if I am?"
Abbie considered how far she should go with this. In her mission to save Amber, having a friendly police detective around could be helpful. A suspicious police detective would be a hindrance. To achieve the former state with Francois, Abbie needed to make him trust her. To make him trust her, she figured she first had to get him to confess his negative thoughts towards her.
"It won't have taken you long to learn that by the time I left town, ten years ago, I wasn't on the best terms with my parents. You'll also no doubt know I haven't returned since. Not for a single minute, until last night. My father will have told you no one nearby bears him a grudge. The only person he's ever been on bad terms with is his daughter. The daughter who vanished ten years ago and stayed vanished until the night he was attacked. Until, in fact, she turned up in the nick of time to save his life."
Abbie paused. This statement implied she had found her father as soon as she arrived in town, omitting her visit to Ian Delaney's house. Given her altercation with James Delaney, she didn't think mentioning the visit was the best idea. It was true Abbie respected the police. Most of them were hard-working men and women trying to make the world a better place.
They were not all like this. Abbie's first experience with the police, soon after her sixteenth birthday, had been negative. Several key detectives had been a little too friendly with Ian Delaney in that instance. Abbie liked to think Francois Keita was not in the same mould. Just in case, she would leave any mentions of the Delaney family to one side for now.
Francois leaned his head back against the wall. 
"If you want to confess…"
"What I want," said Abbie, "is to put our cards on the table. I am no fan of my father, but I've not spent the last decade seething in resentment, summoning the courage to attempt to kill him. For the record, if I had waited that long, I sure as hell wouldn't have had a halfhearted stab in his direction and then ran off. I'd have got the job done. My father would not have lived to blab to you about how I made a decent suspect."
"Well," said Francois after pondering on this. "That's rather reassuring."
Abbie smiled. Watched Francois as he continued to play this over in his mind. Abbie was pushing him into being open and honest with her. It was she who had brought up putting all cards on the table. But, of course, Abbie couldn't do that. She would have to be selective about the truth.
"Fine," Francois said. "From my point of view, you're a suspect. We know there was animosity between you and your parents. It is certainly convenient that you turn up on the night your father is attacked after ten years away, and it is you who finds him. Can you explain it?"
"Not adequately," said Abbie. "I suffer from insomnia and feel claustrophobic if I stay in my home on the nights I cannot sleep. The only recourse to calm my restless mind is taking long drives all across the country. I work as a freelance consultant, leaving me with no fixed office and an abundance of cash. If I travel too far from home and can't get back the same night, I stay in a hotel. Before I leave home, I never plan my journey. I travel along winding lanes and motorways at random, attempting never to follow the same route twice. With that in mind, it's probably not surprising that I would eventually end up in my birthplace."
Insomnia and late-night drives had long been Abbie's go-to fiction when she needed to explain to police officers and other suspicious parties why she had turned up in their town just as the trouble began. Her fake consultancy job was created by Ben's organisation. They had used it as a front to pay Abbie's salary, but it doubled as an excuse as to why Abbie could, on a whim, spend a couple of days in a new location.
Since Abbie's acrimonious split from the organisation that Ben represented, they no longer supported Abbie financially or otherwise. That was okay. Abbie had plenty in savings, and the job title still worked as a cover story.
After considering Abbie's claims, Francois said, "And why were you in the park?”
Abbie didn't know if Francois believed her story or not. Whether he did or didn't, it seemed he saw no more to be gained by probing for further details, which was smart.
"My parents and I never got on," said Abbie. "But I loved my siblings dearly. We used to go to that playground to escape the family home, and I have many happy memories there. It seemed the natural place to visit."
Francois nodded. He was taking no notes, but Abbie guessed he would forget nothing of their conversation. The question was, what would happen next? Abbie had laid all her cards on the table, even if some were fictitious. Would Francois offer something in return?
"Thank you for being open with me," he said in the end. "It may be we need to speak again, but there are other lines of enquiry. Your father claimed not to see his attacker, but of course, we are seeking the person you told my colleagues about last night. The one you think you saw in the trees."
"I know I saw them," said Abbie. "I just couldn't describe them."
"Well, unfortunately, your father didn't see them."
Abbie said nothing. She believed her father had seen his attacker. If Francois didn’t, that was fine so long as it didn't lead to the officer declaring Abbie his prime suspect.
Your father also says he has no enemies and no one who might hold a grudge against him."
"Except for me," said Abbie.
"Except for you."
"But you won't take what he said as read."
Francois raised his eyebrows. "You don't think so?"
"I don't."
"And why's that?"
"Because suspects lie," said Abbie, "but so do victims."
Francis smirked. "Ain't that the truth? Besides, in this case, we have strong reasons to believe that your father has been dishonest with us."
This was where pushing Francois into confessing Abbie was a suspect paid off. Now that he believed Abbie had been honest with him, there was a degree of trust. He might reveal something pertinent. Abbie tried not to seem too eager.
"Oh yeah? And what are they?"
Francois considered whether it was right to continue. Abbie saw the moment he made the call to go with honesty.
"We've had someone come forward already this morning. They claim that three days ago, your father angrily confronted a teenage girl by the name of Amber."





Fifteen
K eita left Abbie with a warning that she was not to leave town. He might yet have more questions for her.
"As you wish," said Abbie. "Though my parents will be ever so disappointed."
After the detective departed, Abbie swept her eyes over the carpark and picked out a sleek, black vehicle towards the back of the lot. A woman in a sharp suit leaned against the closed back door. When the two women's eyes met, the woman at the black car waved and beckoned Abbie over.
Abbie approached, referencing the car with a hand when she drew within earshot of the woman.
"I have to say, this is the nicest Uber I've seen. Little suspicious, though. Car this nice, you can't need the cash. Makes one question your motives."
The woman said nothing. Her eyes were fixed on Abbie's face, no doubt trying to read her. Abbie was looking at the car. Not a limo but longer than your average five-seater. Expensive, tinted windows, a powerful engine. Abbie would not have been surprised to learn the windows were made from bulletproof glass. Unfortunately, she didn't have a gun. She couldn't test the theory.
Ignoring Abbie's joke, the woman said, "Get in."
"I've been told never to talk with strangers."
Still ignoring Abbie, the woman moved off the car and turned to open the door. Inside, Abbie glimpsed comfortable leather and plenty of leg room. After not much sleep, Abbie was tired. The administrator's office and the chair beside her father's bed had been uncomfortable. Abbie was tempted to get in the car for no other reason than it would be nice to sit in a decent seat for once.
Despite this temptation, Abbie didn't move as the woman held the door open. Frustrated at the inconvenience of Abbie's disobedience, the woman sighed and responded to Abbie's stranger comment.
"My name is Glenda. That's all you need to know for the moment."
"Glenda?" said Abbie. "Like the Good Witch from the Wizard of Oz?"
After a pause, Glenda said, "Please get in the car."
Why did she have to keep ignoring Abbie's crap jokes? It was most irritating.
"You must think me an idiot," said Abbie.
"I can assure you," said Glenda, "no harm will befall you if you get in—"
"Not because of the car thing," Abbie interjected. "Because of my Glenda the Good Witch comment. Obviously, I know the Good Witch was named Glinda. I was just messing around. Please don't report to Ian that I don't know my Wizard of Oz. That I think Glinda is called Glenda and likely believe Dorothy was named Dixie. I don't believe the protagonist of the Wizard of Oz was called Dixie; please don't slander me."
Abbie had watched Glenda's face as she said the name Ian. There had been a slight twitch, indicating her annoyance that Abbie knew for whom she worked. But really, who else could it have been?
What Glenda said was, "You talk a lot, huh?"
"Babbling is a passion of mine."
"Is it all such asinine rubbish?"
"When luring people into your vehicle," said Abbie, "I believe it's more common to offer them candy than insults."
"I'm all out of sweets."
Abbie could not help but beam.
"What's wrong with your face?" asked Glenda.
"This is what happiness looks like. I'm thrilled you finally engaged with my nonsense. For that alone, I'll get in your car. But be warned, if you get handsy, I'll give you a rubbish review on the Uber app, thus impacting your ability to pick up future fares."
Glenda returned to her tried and true approach of ignoring Abbie's rubbish.
Abbie got in the car.
Separated from his passengers by more tinted glass, the driver did not glance back or to the rearview mirror as Abbie slid onto the car's back seat. Without a word, he started the engine. When Glenda got in and closed the door, the driver pulled away, and they left the carpark behind.
"Where are we going?" asked Abbie, and Glenda ignored her. This was as expected. There were two options. Either Glenda planned to take Abbie somewhere secluded and put a bullet through her brain before asking her driver to bury the body, in which case she would have no desire to tell Abbie their endpoint. Or, they were going nowhere in particular; the car was merely a mobile office, in which case there was nothing to disclose.
Abbie hoped it was the latter. She was unarmed. Thus, if Glenda and the driver attacked, Abbie would undoubtedly get bloody and dirty defending herself. She would survive the altercation but would have committed two more killings. And possibly one or the other of her assailants would cause her some degree of physical damage.
Seemingly answering Abbie's internal question, Glenda said, "This need not take long. I'm here to pass on a message and seek assurance from you over a matter. Once that's done, we'll drop you at your hotel."
Abbie had been right about the seats and leg room. Leaning back, folding her hands in her lap, she feared she might drift off it was so comfortable.
She twisted in her seat to face Glenda and spread her hands. "Okay, then. Let's get to it."
Glenda folded one leg over the other and placed both hands over her higher knee, as Abbie had done in the hospital. She met Abbie's eye as she spoke. Neither woman was wearing a seatbelt.
"As you surmised, I represent Mr Delaney."
"You're a lackey."
Glenda's eyes turned ice-cold, as Abbie had predicted they would. Abbie raised her hands in defence and surrender.
"Sorry. Speak when spoken to, right? I'll do my best."
Glenda took a little time to get herself back under control. Once she had, she was able to force a half convincing smile onto her face.
"I know that you know who Mr Delaney is. More importantly, you know what he is capable of. Finally, you know to what lengths he will go to protect his children. Family means everything to him."
Glenda let this hang in the air for a little while. She wanted Abbie to remember her first-hand experience, and Abbie did. She remembered watching Ian whispering to police officers outside the courthouse when her brother was sentenced. Remembered the way he had caught her eye and smiled when the police declared Harry and his little gang of friends had no case to answer. There had been no crime. Later, Ian had spoken directly to Abbie, and Abbie remembered what he had said.
Is it any surprise the younger sister of a violent sociopath is revealed to be an attention-seeking liar?
That was not all he had said. Not even the worst of it. Abbie could not allow herself to recall the rest. All that mattered was how she had responded. Back then, Abbie had said and done nothing because she was powerless. If Ian confronted her now, Abbie might do nothing because she possessed a degree of self-restraint.
Alternatively, she might kill him.
To Glenda, Abbie said, "I've had some first-hand experience in that regard, yes."
"Great. Then it probably won't surprise you to learn that in the vast majority of cases, an adult who assaulted one of Ian's sons and threatened another could expect extreme reprisals. I'm sure I don't need to elaborate."
"Only if it gets you off to do so."
Glenda's smile was more genuine now. She chose not to elaborate.
"I cannot fathom what you hoped to achieve, breaking into Mr Delaney's home and shoving his teenage son against a wall. I don't suppose you'll elucidate for me either?"
Abbie’s smile answered Glenda’s question. She, Abbie, knew why she had thrown James against a wall and what had compelled her to ask him to pass on a threat to Harry, but she wouldn’t tell Glenda. And seemingly, Glenda didn’t need to know.
““In the vast majority of cases,”” Abbie quoted. “Am I to take it I'm one of the few lucky exceptions?”
“Indeed you are.”
“And what makes me so special?”
“If I were you, I wouldn't look this gift horse in the mouth.”
These words made Glenda’s feelings transparent, and Abbie could not keep her smile from widening as they were spoken.
“You don't know,” she said. “Because, though you're a representative of Mr Delaney, not a lackey or a messenger, you weren't involved in the decision-making process. His trust in you doesn't stretch far enough that he feels able to let you know the reasons behind this peculiar choice.”
Glenda’s smile faltered again, and oh, how cold were those eyes. Abbie looked away to give Glenda space to regain composure, then returned after thirty seconds.
“If I were you,” said Glenda (again), “I would tread lightly.”
Those words were as cold as Glenda’s gaze. As they drifted across the car, they seemed to leave a chill mist in their wake. Abbie glanced up to see if stalactites were hanging from the roof.
Or was it stalagmites?
“I didn’t mean to offend,” lied Abbie.
“Glenda raised a hand to stroke her chin, then pulled it away and placed it back on her knee. Any subconscious movement could signal to Abbie that she was getting under Glenda's skin. Glenda couldn't allow that.
Abbie already knew, of course. She found it amusing to watch Glenda’s attempts to conceal how much the interaction bothered her.
“Mr Delaney is giving you one chance,” said Glenda, forcing them back onto safe ground. “You are to leave town without delay. You must never return.”
“Not even for the annual town fair? What about the tombola? I love me a tombola.”
Glenda leaned forward and tapped the partition between driver and passengers. The driver didn’t respond to this action or indicate he had heard the slight rap. But Abbie was sure he had, and Glenda seemed unconcerned.
“Mr Delaney has declared an amnesty on you to last until noon today,” said Glenda. “That gives you a little over two hours. If you remain in town beyond that point, Mr Delaney’s people will find you, and you will be punished most severely for your transgressions.”
“Will I be spanked?” asked Abbie. “It’s fine if so, but I would like to request a tall, male, broad-shouldered spanker. Preferably topless, but I can settle for a tight tee. I’m okay with paddles, but it should go without saying, nothing barbed. If he’s going to put me over his knee, I don’t expect to feel anything poking my stomach. He’s doing a job. He’s not supposed to enjoy it.”
Glenda stared at Abbie for what felt like several hours. Then said, “Part of me hopes you stay in town beyond midday. When we catch you, I'd beg Mr Delaney to allow me to be the one to deal with you. I believe he'd say yes.”
“Wow. That spanking talk really got you going, huh?”
Glenda said nothing but her fists were now clenched by her side.
Smiling, Abbie turned to look out the window once more. As the driver took another turn, Abbie realised where they were.
“Ah yes,” said Glenda, pointing over Abbie’s shoulder. “That’s your hotel, no? Don’t worry; we’ve already checked you out. A staff member has collected your luggage and brought it to the front desk. Mr Delaney has even paid your bill.”
“I paid upfront. The hotel has conned Ian.”
Glenda said nothing; she looked a little smug. This was a threat. Showing Abbie that Ian knew where she was staying and had enough control over this town that the hotel manager had checked Abbie out and emptied her room without her permission. No doubt, this helpful man had searched Abbie's possessions. Luckily, all she owned of value was in her drawstring bag, which remained over her shoulder.
“We understand you parked your car out front last night. No excuse, then, not to leave immediately after we drop you off. Beating the midday deadline will be a cinch.”
The driver slowed and swung into the carpark. He pulled up beside Abbie’s vehicle, though Abbie could not get in until she’d collected her luggage from the front desk.
“Thanks for the ride,” said Abbie. She went for the handle, but Glenda laid a hand on her arm.
“Before you go, there's one more thing I need.”
“What’s that? My phone number? A goodbye kiss? That's fine, but please keep any fondling above the clothes until we know each other a little better.”
“Like I mentioned at the beginning,” Glenda said, heroically refusing to rise to Abbie’s comments, “I need assurances. You must promise me here and now that you'll be gone by midday. Once I have your word, you may leave.”
Abbie met Glenda’s eye and wiped the smile from her face. A deadly silence filled the car, which Abbie broke.
“You said a part of you hoped I’d miss the deadline so you could meter out whatever punishment I was due. How big a part are we talking?”
“It gets bigger with every crap joke.”
The smile crept back onto Abbie’s face, but she pretended to consider.
“I'll be gone before noon today,” said Abbie. “You have my word.”
With a nod, Glenda let Abbie go, and Abbie stepped out of the car and stood beside her own as Glenda drove away.
Abbie smiled and waved. She knew she would remain in town beyond noon. She was already pretty sure that, by tomorrow's end, she would have seen Glenda again and Ian for the first time in a decade.
With deadly results.





Sixteen
F rom the hotel’s receptionist, Abbie collected the few belongings not already slung over her shoulder or in the boot of her car. To the young man who passed over the items, she offered nothing more than a pleasant smile and a word of thanks. Abbie did not express her disappointment at the hotel’s conduct, handling her possessions without her permission, nor would she leave a snotty review on Trip Advisor. Abbie would have no further dealings with anyone associated with the hotel. She would just have to hope karma conjured a thunderstorm later today. Striking down anyone who had handled her spare underwear and rifled through the one bag she had left in her room.
At the car, Abbie slung the bag into the boot and slammed the trunk. She refused to glance left or right before dropping into the driver’s seat. She doubted Ian had left anyone to watch her. Despite her attack on James, Ian did not know the person Abbie had become over the last few years. He did know that Abbie knew who he was, and, as Glenda had specified, what he was capable of. He would expect his threat to work and would not worry himself about whether or not Abbie had left his town until someone reported that she had not. Even allowing for the fact that Abbie might be wrong—that Ian might have left someone to watch her—she would not allow paranoia to envelop her. She had no intention of leaving town until she was ready, and the fear of Ian’s goons would not change the way she acted moving forward. 
In the car, before she departed, Abbie checked her messages. Three months previously, Alice had worked fast to find Abbie information surrounding the key players involved with the kidnap of an innocent young girl. Knowing what details were most pressing, Alice had not waited for a bulk of information to come back but had sent through the details as and when her investigators learned them. Today was no different. Abbie returned to find seven messages on her phone, all from Alice, devoid of chit-chat and check-ins. They contained information potentially pertinent to Abbie’s current mission and nothing more. For this expediency and efficiency, Abbie loved Alice.
Included in this first batch of information was Amber’s address. Having already spoken to her father, the police, and Ian's representative, Amber was the logical next step. Abbie knew Amber was entangled with the Delaney family. Had been confronted by a furious David days before David was attacked and left for dead. And was one of the last people to see Violet alive. Any or all of this might be relevant to the danger the teen faced. Alternatively, something else entirely might be the cause of her inevitable death if Abbie did not intervene. Only by talking to the girl could Abbie get closer to the truth she sought and thus move to protect Amber from whatever threat (or threats) she faced.
From the hotel, Abbie drove straight to Amber's street and parked twenty seconds from the front door of a home owned by one Ursula Spencer, nee Smith-Roberts. Amber's mother.
Drawstring bag over her shoulder, Abbie left her car and approached the house. The remainder of her belongings she left behind.
The home was a detached four-bedroom place. Well kept, spacious. Ursula had moved in not long after Abbie had left home. The reason for this move no doubt had something to do with Ursula's reversion to her maiden name.
Ursula was who Abbie expected to answer the door when she knocked. Dealing with minors was a pain because you almost always had to go through a parent or guardian barrier to get them to talk. Without a police badge to legitimise Abbie's presence, suspicious parents were often quick to shut down any conversation with their precious cherubs.
For this reason, Abbie was pleasantly surprised when the door opened, and teenage Amber was revealed.
"Hello, Amber. My name's Abbie. I was hoping we could have a word."
The teenager had bright eyes, diminished by bags that indicated she had not slept well last night and possibly for several nights before that. Her hair was tousled, and she wore the kind of clothes that suggested she did not plan on leaving the house today. Abbie wondered if Amber had considered ignoring the door and was glad she hadn't. Abbie was an excellent lock pick but was unsure if she would have broken into Ursula's home.
"Talk to me?" said the girl. "Why? Do I know you?" 
The teenager's expression was curious. She tilted her head as though trying to see Abbie from a new angle and unlock the puzzle of who she might be.
"You saw me briefly last night," said Abbie. "Stormed past me on the way out of James Delaney's bedroom. You might also have spotted me in the garden."
A few seconds while Amber processed this. Then…
"Yes. Yes, I remember seeing you in the corridor. With James's friends."
"Not with them. Those goofs were chasing me through the house, trying to make me leave."
"Why?"
"They thought I was gatecrashing."
"Why?"
"Because I was."
Amber opened her mouth, and Abbie saw the word (why) form on her lips. Happily, she stopped herself before she could turn into the clichéd curious toddler. Abbie smiled and answered anyway.
"I wanted to speak with you."
Abbie thought this was bound to have Amber reaching for that dreaded word again but instead, the curious look continued to play in the girl's eyes.
"I do remember you from last night," she said. "It's something else, though. It's weird…"
Abbie felt a pang in her heart as she realised what Amber saw. She felt choked, unable to speak. Had to force out the words.
"I'm much older than she was when you two last saw one another, and you were only a small girl," said Abbie. "But it's been said I look a little like my sister. Much less beautiful. Although I have slightly longer legs. Then again, she…" Abbie realised she was falling off track. "Her name was Violet."
Amber's hand went to her mouth. Her eyes widened as though Abbie had said not that she was Violet's sister but the woman herself. Having faked her death and now returning to tell the world the true story.
"Oh my God, yes. You look just like her."
"Well, a bit like her," said Abbie. "As discussed, less beautiful, longer legs. Even at sixteen, Violet boasted a more shapely behind than I do at twenty-nine, though I flatter myself that my breasts… I think I'm getting off track again. Can I come in?"
In the face of the question, Amber hesitated. Realising it was the shock of seeing someone that reminded her of Violet that caused the teenager to prevaricate, rather than a concern over agreeing to the request, Abbie was patient.
At last, Amber said, "Of course, come on in," and stepped back, gesturing inside.
Abbie smiled and took up the invitation. Crossing the threshold was like jumping a race's first hurdle. 
In other words, it was good progress, but there were plenty more difficulties to overcome.





Seventeen
C oncealed behind a tree, Carter watched Amber disappear into the house.
When the door closed, he flinched as though Amber had slammed it in his face. As though the closure was a sign she had no interest in seeing him again.
He couldn’t believe he had found her. Couldn’t believe he was seeing her again after all of these years. All he wanted was to run to the front door and slam his fists against the wood until she appeared. She was with someone. Another female Carter had vaguely recognised from his past. But who cared? She wasn’t important.
They could be seconds away from a reunion.
Carter stepped from behind the tree.
Stopped.
His heart hammered against his chest. He could not remember being so overcome with anxiety and fear. Which was surprising given some of the things he had suffered since being taken from his hometown.
But if Amber rejected him, he would die.
So close. They were so close to a reunion. All Carter needed was a little strength.
Carter pushed himself on—three steps. Then he was retreating. Without really being aware of his actions, he rushed back to the tree, slamming against the trunk, and slid to his haunches.
Waves of sickness rushed over him, but the nausea was fast defeated by pulsing rage. First, the fury was directed at Carter for being such a coward. Then it twisted, redirected, found a new target.
The Delaneys. This was all their fault. It had always been their fault. They had condemned Carter, years ago, to a state where he was too afraid to talk to the person who meant more to him than anyone else in the world.
The Delaneys had ruined Carter’s life, but they still lived in luxury. Everything was perfect for them. Everything had worked out.
As Carter crouched behind the tree, his fists clenched, his body shaking, working himself into a frenzy thinking about the Delaney’s, his phone began to ring.
Paralysed by anger, Carter couldn’t immediately move his arm to get the handset. When he did, it took a while for him to unbunch his fist so he could hold the phone. At first, he was nothing more than an animal without opposable thumbs, unable to engage in human activities.
At last, he had the device in his hand, then to his ear.
“Yes?” It was the only word he could get out.
“I got it.”
It was Xena. She was talking about the gun.
When Carter didn’t respond, Xena continued. “When do you’d want to pick it up?”
Taking a breath, Carter forced himself to his feet. He pushed away from the tree and turned to face the house in which Amber now sat. So close, yet entirely out of reach.
At least for the moment.
“Now,” said Carter. “I can’t wait. I need it right now.”





Eighteen
A mber led Abbie through an entrance hall into a spacious, tastefully decorated living room. The sofas were black leather, and Amber gestured for Abbie to take one. The girl was nervous. But Abbie sensed these nerves had nothing to do with concerns over why Abbie had been so keen to speak with Amber. Keen enough to gatecrash a Delaney party to get to her. Nor to do with Abbie's relation to David, who days earlier had confronted the teenager in furious anger. Abbie didn't believe the police had yet had a chance to speak with Amber, so she probably did not know about David's attack. Unless she had perpetrated it. And Amber was not nervous about being in the presence of David's daughter. While she had connected Abbie to Violet, she had yet to make the simple additional connection that linked Abbie to this man with whom Amber clearly had some relationship.
No, the nerves came from something far more terrible: the stress of playing hostess, something to which most teenagers were not accustomed.
"I should offer you a drink," she said to Abbie.
Abbie, who had yet to sit down, spread her hands. "You don't have to."
"No, I must. If mum knew I'd had a guest but hadn't offered a drink, I'd never hear the end of it."
Abbie could not help but smile. Ursula and Eleanor had once been friends. They both came from the same traditional background and held similar beliefs. Ursula would almost certainly have not reacted in the same way as Eleanor to her children's rape and imprisonment had Ursula been in that boat. But the two women undoubtedly shared similar archaic beliefs about hostessing.
"What would you like?" asked Amber. "I make a great water—so long as you don't want it filtered. You probably want a hot drink, though, don't you? We have tea, but only the leaves. I think you just pour boiling water over them, right?"
"I wouldn't know," said Abbie. "I've always thought it would be quicker to pour hot water over soil in a mug than to make tea with leaves or with bags. And why not? They all taste as bad as one another."
Amber's smile was relieved. Abbie was about to wipe it off.
"I'd love a coffee."
There it went. And as Abbie's request swept away Amber's relief, Abbie could not help but smile at the honest nature of the girl's desire not to fail in her duties as hostess. As though she feared Abbie might have been sent by her mother as a test. A secret shopper of house guests.
Abbie placed a comforting hand on the girl's shoulder and pointed to a door leading out of the living room.
"The kitchen's through there?"
Amber nodded.
"Come then. Let's wander through and see if we can't work out whatever coffee-making contraption your mother has installed. While we make something more appealing than the best-made tea, we can chat."
The relief returned. Amber now led the way into the kitchen, which was as spacious and tastefully decorated as the living room. Well-kitted out, too. Complete with an American fridge-freezer, a microwave as big as many ovens, and a domestic espresso machine.
"Ah," said Abbie, "jackpot."
As a teenager, Abbie had had no interest in hot drinks. In her early twenties, upon acquiring a taste for caffeine, Abbie had ordered Mochas and Cappuccinos. Always from cafes. The thought of instant grounds repelled her.
In the latter half of her twenties, Abbie had moved from the fancier options to intense, black coffee. She was happy with basic filter or instant grounds these days. However, her preference was still double espressos or black Americanos produced by well-trained baristas from high-quality espresso machines.
Ursula's domestic espresso maker was a cafe machine in miniature. Abbie had owned one. Before the house fire claimed it with her library and most of her belongings. Abbie was relieved to see a similar model here. Espresso machines she could work with. It was more complicated machines with hundreds of buttons and no instruction manual that brought her out in a nervous sweat. The kind of machine she would attempt to operate for several minutes before taking deep breaths. Forestalling a moment where frustration might turn into anger, and anger might prompt her to throw the blasted machine through a window.
"You know how it works?" Amber asked. She looked at the espresso machine as though it were a sleeping dragon she was afraid to wake. Smiling, Abbie again laid a hand on the girl's shoulder.
"Absolutely. You make whatever drink you want. I'll deal with this."
Amber still looked concerned, and Abbie understood why. Hostessing 101 said the guest should never make their own drink. What if Ursula found out?
"Go," said Abbie, gently pushing Amber away from the espresso machine. "Should I ever run into your mother, I promise I won't tell."
Smiling at Abbie, Amber nodded in relief and turned towards the sink. Abbie sensed this drink interaction was for the best. Not only did Abbie prefer to make her own coffee if she was dealing with a novice barista. But she felt taking on the burden of making the drink earned the teen's trust and would make her more likely to open up.
Abbie approached the counter and saw a small, sleek grinder sitting alongside the espresso machine. Beside that was a vacuum-sealed pot of beans. On the machine's other side was a stack of espresso cups.
Removing the lid of the vacuum-sealed pot, Abbie smelled the beans and was not disappointed by the quality. These would do nicely. 
As Abbie poured beans into the grinder, Amber removed a glass from a cupboard and approached the sink. After filling the glass, Amber stepped over to the American Fridge-Freezer. Simultaneously, Abbie and Amber pressed buttons on their respective machines. Burrs whirred, and the ice machine clunked. The grinder dispensed delicious smelling coffee grounds into its base while ice cubes tumbled into Amber's glass.
Abbie turned from the grinder as Amber turned from the fridge, and they smiled at one another. The teenager's hand was wet where water had splashed over the glass's rim onto her skin. Abbie pointed as a droplet fell from Amber's wrist to the kitchen floor.
"I would have added the ice before the water."
"Usually, I would. I'm not thinking straight. This is all so strange."
Abbie again took a moment to notice the bags beneath the girl's eyes. One lousy night's sleep could cause such, but Abbie believed these were the accumulation of multiple crappy nights. Something gnawed at Amber, and it was getting worse. Over the last few days, there had been arguments with both David and James. Now David lay in a hospital bed.
Was it possible that Amber had left the house party last night and phoned David? Had they agreed to meet by the playground where Amber had proceeded to stab Abbie's father? Was Amber the shape Abbie had caused to retreat from the scene of the crime?
Stupid questions. Of course, it was possible. A better question was: was it likely? The answer was no. Abbie had departed the party only a couple of minutes after Amber and had made almost straight for the park. That left Amber a narrow window to find and stab David before Abbie arrived. It also supposed Amber had a knife during her confrontation with James or picked one up before meeting David. Abbie only remembered a clutch on Amber's person at the Delaney house. Nothing big enough to hold a knife the length of which had been used to stab David. Amber might have collected a blade on the way, but this would further reduce her window to assault David before Abbie's arrival.
So it was possible but increasingly unlikely the further Abbie examined the problem.
A better question again: If Amber was responsible for the attack, would Abbie care?
That would depend on the situation.
There were no chairs in the kitchen. From the fridge, Amber came to the counter beside Abbie. The teenager placed her glass on the surface and wiped her hand on her jumper to dry it. Then she turned wide earnest eyes to meet Abbie.
It was time to get down to business.





Nineteen
"W hy would you want to speak with me?" Amber asked as Abbie took a black plastic scoop from the top of the espresso machine.
Dipping the scoop into the grinder base and retracting a dose of grounds, Abbie considered this question and how best to handle it. She looked at the teen and felt a twist in the gut. Meeting Amber's eye made Abbie think of Violet's final night. How she would have said goodnight to Amber and to Amber's parents when they returned home. Had Ursula asked Violet if she needed a lift? Had she suggested Violet stay until David arrived? Abbie couldn't know. Whatever the case, Violet had decided to walk home alone. Except she had never reached home.
Abbie had only seen her sister once more. Amber never saw her again.
"After we buried Violet," Abbie said in the end, "I left town and promised I'd never return. It hurt too much to be near where she'd died. I don't know if that makes sense."
Her eyes wet, Amber nodded. Abbie sensed that the teen wanted to say something, but the words wouldn't come. 
Abbie gave Amber a smile and poured the coffee grounds into the filter holder of the espresso machine. The powder she smoothed with a finger and pressed with a tamper which had also sat atop the machine. As she worked, Amber found the strength to speak.
"Violet was here the night she died. Do you blame me?"
Abbie had the tamper in one hand and the filter holder in the other. Replacing the former atop the machine, she raised a hand and turned to Amber, meeting those wide, innocent eyes.
"That's a ridiculous notion. Don't ever think it. I mention Violet's demise only to indicate my belief that no power could compel me to return to the town of my birth. For a decade, I was seemingly proven right. Yet, here I am. I arrived late last night."
"Something changed?"
Abbie nodded, slotting the filter holder into the espresso machine and turning to lock it.
"Something changed. After all these years, I was called back, and, much as I didn't want to come, I felt I had no choice."
From beside the espresso machine, Abbie selected a delicate green espresso cup and dish. The dish she kept in her hand while she placed the cup on the grate beneath the filter holder's spouts.
"What changed?" asked Amber.
Abbie had raised her thumb to the button on the left of the espresso machine's front panel. Upon it were depicted two cups, indicating it would dispense enough water for a double espresso. When it came to coffee, the timing was everything. Abbie could only hope Ursula had ensured the machine was correctly set up and well maintained.
Before pressing the button, Abbie paused, holding her thumb on the soft rubber of the compression pad. Here she again had to consider how to broach the required topics. It was essential to tread that fine line between offering enough of the truth to earn Amber's trust but not so much that she sounded insane. As ever, the term prophetic dream was off the table.
Again, she met Amber's eye. 
"This will be exceedingly difficult, but I have to ask you to take a few things on faith over the next few minutes. By which I mean faith in me, a near stranger. I appreciate how challenging that will be."
Amber looked confused and still nervous, but she nodded to show she understood and was at least willing to give trust a chance.
Abbie set the machine to action with a slight press of the soft rubber pad. The internal mechanics began to whir, heating the water. As it built to a point where it might dispense the drink, Abbie focused on Amber.
“I believe you may be in terrible danger,” she said. “A danger that, if we don't take steps to avert it, will likely come to a head before tomorrow's end.”
The machine kicked up a gear, and water began to fill the filter holder and work its way through the grounds. Abbie heard the splash as it began to pour the resulting coffee into the double espresso cup, but she focused on Amber. She maintained eye contact so the teenager could (hopefully) see that Abbie was both earnest and honest.
“Terrible danger,” Amber repeated. The words came out as a whisper. A terrified whisper.
“I believe so,” said Abbie. More often than not, when enlightening those she had come to save of their potential fate, Abbie went all the way and warned these poor souls that their ultimate fate would be death, should they refuse to trust her. With Amber, that did not seem the right move. Something or things had frayed Amber’s nerves before Abbie had arrived. The threat of danger had pushed her to the brink. Abbie feared warning the young lady that her life might soon be over would result in a total breakdown. At which point, she would be no use to Abbie and, by extension, no help to herself.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” said Amber, still in that whisper.
The coffee machine cut off. Abbie glanced towards the double espresso and saw it touching but not overspilling the porcelain rim. It looked delicious. Enticing. But Abbie ignored it temporarily.
“What do you mean?”
Amber bit her lip, returning into hesitancy. But Abbie didn’t push. Something had frightened the girl, and Abbie guessed she had few people to whom she could turn. She would bring Abbie into her confidence because she was desperate for an ally she could persuade herself could be of some use.
“The policeman told me it would be the hardest day of my life. Afterwards, everything would seem easy. Now all this. First James, now you.”
This was curious—mention of a policeman and James. Abbie wanted to ask more, but it didn’t seem like the right move. Without assistance or prompting, Amber was working herself towards the story.
“When I was six years old,” said Amber, “I testified in court that my father had snuck into my room one night while my mum was out and..." Amber closed her eyes. She could not look at Abbie as she said it. "... sexually abused me.”
Abbie felt her breath hitch but was cautious about giving any sign of the effect this news had on her. Amber was just about holding herself together. Being incredibly brave. Abbie nodded to tell the teen it was okay to continue. The ease with which Amber had delivered such a traumatic memory to a near-stranger indicated the state she was in. Things were going wrong, and Amber was desperate to find someone she could confide in.
In that regard, Abbie was in the right place at the right time.
“I was so scared," Amber continued. "Said at first I wouldn’t testify, but the policeman sat me down and explained it would be horrible, but once I was done, it would be okay. Because this would be the hardest thing I'd ever have to do and, once it was over, everything else would be easy.”
Still, Abbie held her counsel. This seemed a curious line for the policeman to take and was indicative of a prevalent belief surrounding sexual abuse. Once the perpetrator was locked away, the cop seemed to be reasoning; the trouble was over. This logic completely ignored the post-abuse trauma that could continue well beyond removing the abuser from the victim's life.
But Abbie's frustration at the cop's words was not relevant to Amber, so Abbie held her tongue.
“I did it, and it was hard, but then it was over, and my dad was gone, and I could focus on forgetting about him. Forgetting the wonderful man I thought he was and the monster he turned out to be. I found it hard to sleep, and it didn’t get much easier. But it was never again as difficult as that night. I could tell myself I was on an uphill slope and that things would only get better. I’d never suffer again like I did that night in my room or that day testifying against my dad.”
Abbie closed her eyes then forced them right back open. She needed to stay strong for Amber. This was not about Abbie.
“Then came me,” Abbie said, “saying you might be in danger. I'm so sorry to drag up those memories.”
But Amber shook her head. 
“It isn't just you.”
“Oh yes… James. Did he do something to you?”
More hesitation. Amber looked from Abbie to her glass on the counter for the first time. The ice cubes were melting. Amber hadn’t taken a single sip.
“He shattered my world,” she said, not looking at Abbie. 
Abbie could not stop the word from slipping out. “How?”
“He told me I got it wrong as a kid. My dad never touched me.”
Amber forced herself to look from the glass into Abbie’s eyes. Abbie forced herself to keep everything internal. To show nothing on her face. But her mind span. It was hardly likely that Amber had imagined the abuse, which meant that if James was saying Amber’s dad never touched her…
“He said it was someone else,” said Amber.
And Abbie guessed it a second before the teenager continued.
“He said it was his father. He said it was Ian Delaney.”





Twenty
S tanding at the kitchen counter, Amber looked ready to collapse. Abbie’s head was spinning with thoughts of Ian hovering over a little girl, his face twisted into a monstrous mask. Her hands were trying to shake, but Abbie could not allow emotion to overtake her. For Amber, Abbie had to keep in control. Laying a hand on the girl's shoulder, she nodded towards the living room door.
"Go through. Let's sit down."
Still weakened by the mere act of recalling her past, Amber looked to her hand. It clutched the countertop. Her world was tilting; she feared if she let go, the floor would drop, and she would tumble away into darkness.
Looking away from the teen, giving the girl a moment, Abbie took her espresso from the grate of the machine and placed it on a dish. In one hand, she pinched the dish and raised it. In the other, she collected Amber's glass.
To the teen, she said, "People without trouble in their past think of memories as incorporeal visions. Those who have suffered, people like you and me, know this to be false. Memories are physical forces strapped to our shoulders. Unlike with objects, it isn't mass that lends memories weight but darkness. The more traumatic a memory, the heavier a burden it becomes. When those memories are recalled and brought to the front and centre of our mind, the weight increases again by ten or even a hundredfold. The memory becomes such a cumbersome burden that we feel even crossing a room might be an impossible task."
Abbie nodded again to the living room door, indicating the room crossing odyssey Amber needed to undertake.
"Believe me," she said. "I've had many experiences in this area and no greater reminder than in returning to this town."
Hand still clasped to the counter, Amber glanced to the door as though it were a million miles away. As though the kitchen floor was not tiled but covered in glass shards, lava, and poisonous scorpions with ill dispositions. As though Amber was barefoot.
"It never gets easier, does it?" she asked of Abbie.
More than anything, Abbie wished she could give an answer to this question that Amber would find heartening. Unfortunately, she did not feel able to lie. That would not be right.
"I like to think of it in this way," she said. "We aren't able to make the dark memories lighter, but we can make ourselves stronger and in that way make the load easier to bear. In my last three years living in this town, a group of older boys sexually abused me. Other monsters nearly killed me and almost certainly killed my due-any-day unborn baby in a violent attack. Kidnappers murdered my precious sister. Had I returned five years ago, the weight of those memories would likely have rendered me incapable of movement. I would have lain on some pavement on the outskirts of town, unable to proceed. When I turned up in the early hours of this morning, I still found the burden crushing but not so bad as it might have been those few years ago. It was easier now because I'm stronger, more able to deal with the burden." Abbie looked at Amber, met her eye. "You'll be stronger too, and it all starts with a single step. It starts with you showing those memories that you accept their weight and will carry them wherever you go."
"That works?" asked Amber.
"Works?" Abbie asked. "I don't know about works, but it certainly helps. In dealing with the darkness in our past, I've found acceptance is always the first step. It's a real pain in the arse because denial is both easier and, at first, feels more comfortable. So, can you accept a little discomfort, accept the darkness, and take the first step? It should help that our endpoint is a leather sofa rather than something less pleasant such as a concrete slab or the first meeting with in-laws."
Amber smiled and drew in a quick breath before removing a hand from the counter. As though standing on a tightrope, she wobbled, but Abbie saw determination in the girl's eyes. This teenager would not let her trauma destroy her. That was heartening to see.
"Let's go," said Amber.
They made it across one room and to the sofa in the next. Side by side, they sat on comfortable leather and took strength from their proximity. Abbie took strength also from the bold double espresso, which was as delicious as the scent of the unground beans had promised. After reclaiming her water, Amber drank deeply and seemed refreshed, though the burden of her past trauma and present predicament made relaxation impossible.
Looking into her water, refusing to meet Abbie's eye—as though ashamed of the question she needed to ask—Amber said, "I'm still not quite sure why you're here. How do you know I'm in danger? Do you know what kind of danger it is, if it relates to what James told me? And why do you care anyway?
Taking a sip of double espresso, Abbie found herself wishing she could answer all three questions honestly. If she could be sure that Amber would believe and even embrace the answers, then she might have. But belief was asking too much, so Abbie would have to lie, and her lies would satisfy no careful probing.
Luckily, Abbie believed it was the final question Amber most fretted over. She appeared to be a girl who lacked confidence and could not imagine why a near stranger would come to her aid. Handily, this was one question Abbie could answer with almost total honesty.
"As I mentioned, I can't tell you how I know you're in danger, though I truly wish I could. Regarding the specifics of the danger you face, I have no information beyond the mere fact that you are in danger and that the danger is severe. I know neither of these answers will satisfy you, and I can only apologise for being unable to offer more. I wish I had with me a bag of sweets. That wouldn't help in the long term. Still, the deliciousness might at least distract you temporarily from my crap offering of information."
These final words had the desired effect, drawing a smile from Amber and distracting her from any dissatisfaction she may have had over Abbie's answers. Jumping into the opening left by her sweets comment, Abbie moved straight onto question three.
"As to why I wish to help you… I've already spoken about the trauma I faced while living here, and I won't go into details. Suffice to say, having suffered so much and somewhat come out the other side, I cannot stand the thought of others going through similar trauma. Especially preventable trauma. I'm in a privileged position. I have an abundance of money and free time, plus a source of information that forewarns me when innocent people are in danger. I believe I must act on this information. To play protector. As an added benefit, when faced with criminals and other vile elements of humanity, I seriously kick arse. It's often more satisfying to pummel a scumbag than a punchbag. You'll probably have to take my word for that."
These words offered little substance, but Abbie could see they satisfied Amber to a degree. The girl was trusting, and she would trust Abbie. Not for the first time, Abbie was glad Amber's mother was not home. That would have made this a much more complicated conversation.
Abbie endeavoured to push on, knowing the mum might return at any second and that trust could crumble far more quickly than it grew. To gather as much information as was possible while Amber was in an amenable mood.
Twisting, Abbie faced Amber even more directly as she continued her speech.
"You've already faced a horrible event in your life. More than anything, I want to ensure you experience no further suffering. I can do that, but only if you work with me. Only if you accept my help and do something that many people find incredibly tough. Sometimes prohibitively so."
Amber looked almost scared to ask the question, but she did.
"What's that?"
Leaning forward, Abbie whispered. "You need to be 100% honest with me."
Following this request, Amber stared into Abbie's eyes. There was a pause, then something spread across Amber's face. It was not horror or revulsion at the prospect of honesty. It was relief. Genuine relief that something so simple would earn her Abbie's help.
"You want to help save me from danger," said Amber. "Of course, I'll be honest. If you say it could help, why wouldn't I be?"
To this, Abbie could not help but smile. How naive the girl was. To Amber, it was so simple. If dishonesty reduced her chances of escaping grave danger, she would not contemplate lying. To her, this was obvious, and the thought that someone might not make that choice must have seemed ridiculous. But then, to many, it seemed bizarre that one might pick up a cigarette and risk lung cancer by lighting up and puffing away for the negligible benefits offered.
Abbie could have told Amber, from harrowing experience, that many people found it far too simple to fool themselves into believing they were safe. Purely to conceal secrets they were embarrassed to reveal. But Abbie would not mention this. She could only hope Amber held to her innocence and belief for as long as possible. It was a miracle she had so far, given the trauma in her past.
"It's a relief to hear you say so," said Abbie, moving past talk of the merits of honesty. "As I said, I don't know much about your situation. You asked if it might have to do with what James told you, and I can’t say for sure. But I’ll specify that, while I believe in coincidence, we must be wary of them."
"What do you mean?"
"Simply this," said Abbie. "I've discovered you're in danger almost exactly as James tells you that Ian, not your father, abused you as a child. These two events may be entirely unrelated. However, we would be fools to assume they’ve fallen simultaneously by chance. It's far more likely your danger and James's warning is connected."
For a while, Amber considered this. As well as being open and honest, Amber was thoughtful. She would not rush to any conclusion before taking the time to mull over the implications. Abbie valued that in an ally. It made her even keener than she had been to help the girl.
"Are you saying," Amber asked, caution in her voice, "that it's likely James's telling the truth? My father is innocent, and Ian was the one who…”
Unable to go on, Amber instead put a hand to her mouth. Abbie could see how much the mere consideration that her father might be innocent hurt. Already, Amber had revealed to Abbie that she had believed her father a wonderful man before his abuse. Should she learn that she had testified against him and contributed heavily to his imprisonment when he was innocent, Abbie wasn't sure how the teen would cope. At a guess: not well.
But…
"That's not what I'm saying," said Abbie. "I've no way of knowing who hurt you. I only learned of your suffering today via you. We can discuss the merits of James’s comments, but it’s important to note that whether he’s telling the truth or not might not matter. The words he’s saying can endanger you, regardless of their veracity."
Abbie allowed this to sink in. As Amber had already made it clear she wanted to be open and help, Abbie believed it would be better not to press the girl. Amber understood that the more information Abbie had, the easier it would be for her to act. She would give everything she knew and everything she had the strength to offer.
"James's fancied me for years," she said in the end. "Openly so, and he's never been weird about it. Despite his family and some of his friends, he's always been kind to me. He's been a shoulder to cry on, and has helped me in times of need. More than once, he's said he would never lie to me, and I believe him. But when he told me his theory about his father and when he reiterated his claim last night, I got so mad. I called him a liar, but I don't believe it. I don't think he would be dishonest. But that doesn’t mean he’s right, does it?”
“No,” said Abbie. “It doesn’t.”
Abbie was trying not to jump to conclusions. Ian's son had raped Abbie, inviting his friends to join in. When Ian learned of Harry's crime, he had not punished his son or turned him over to the law. Ian had ensured—via greased palms, threats, and a crack legal team—that no charges were ever brought against Harry. Aside from this, Ian had proven time and again that he was a reprehensible human being.
Despite all this, Abbie had no evidence that Ian was a paedophile rapist. Most despicable people were not awful in all ways. Many murderers would go to the ends of the Earth to protect their families. People with horrific homophobic, racist or sexist beliefs could be found donating their time and money to charities that protected the rights or health of children. Despite everything Abbie knew Ian to be, she could not assume he was responsible for the crime committed against Amber without firm evidence.
This was a delicate topic, and they were on shaky ground, but Abbie felt it pertinent and safe to ask, "Is there any chance James could be right?"
Amber seemed to shake at the question, and Abbie reached forward to touch the girl's knee.
"You don't have to say anything. Don't drag up the past if it's going to cause emotional damage."
Amber shook her head. Not in rejection of the past but as a show of strength. Without words, she told Abbie she felt she needed to do this.
“He can’t be right,” she said. Her voice a whisper. “I was sure it was him from the beginning. We were home alone. Mum had gone out. I heard my door open, and someone came in. They were as tall as my dad, but it was too dark to make out any features. He didn't say anything, but he came to my bed. That was when I realised it was him."
Gently, Abbie asked, "How?"
"The smell," said Amber. "Dad always wore the same aftershave, and I would have known that smell anywhere. Then he sat on the bed and held my knee. He shushed me and told me it was going to be okay, and it was his voice. He leaned in, and I could make out some of his features, and it was him. I know it was."
Amber raised a hand and dried her eyes. While fighting for composure, she finished her drink. Abbie took the glass and placed it on the floor as the teenager continued.
"I didn’t want to believe it. He was my daddy, and I loved him. I would have kept it to myself, but I couldn't hide it from mum when she came home. She knew something was up, and she pushed me and pushed me until I told her what had happened. And the second I was done, she rushed me from the house to the police station and made me tell them everything I'd told her."
This was understandable. The only surprise was that Ursula had found the strength to focus on her daughter when she might have let anger take control, leading to her leaving Amber alone while she found and dismembered her husband. Starting with his member.
"They did tests," said Amber. "But he hadn't... there was no DNA. I knew it was him, but I prayed that somehow I’d be proven wrong. Then, out of nowhere, I was.”
Abbie ran her analytical mind over this statement. It seemed simple enough.
“Someone provided him an alibi?"
Amber nodded. "Dad was an accountant for a city firm. He had loads of wealthy clients but, on the night it happened, he said he had left me alone for half an hour to meet a friend. The friend was desperate for legal advice but didn't want anyone to know. Hence the late-night rendezvous. Dad didn't tell me because he didn't want to wake me, and he said he was never out of sight of the house. Crappy parenting, maybe, but he said he wasn't guilty of the sexual assault, and the friend backed him up. Even gave a statement to the police confirming what my dad had said. For a week, everything was okay. My attacker was still out there, but I was a kid. I wasn’t thinking about that. I was still sure I’d seen my dad that night, but I didn’t want to believe it, so I was happy that dad had an alibi, that it couldn’t have been him. I had my daddy back.”
Such an alibi would be robust evidence against the testimony of a confused six-year-old. Especially when the child wanted to believe they had been wrong. Which meant...
"The friend changed his story?" Abbie asked.
Another nod. “It turned out the friend was in financial trouble. But my dad hadn’t given him financial advice that night. Instead, he gave him money after his arrest. My dad paid this friend to lie for him, and the friend did it, but only for a little while. When he came forward, he said he’d seen pictures of me on the telly and realised he couldn’t let my dad stay free, in case he did it again. He changed his testimony and confessed to taking the bribe."
And with this change, the friend went from being Amber's father's saviour to the final nail in his coffin.
“Your dad was convicted?" Abbie confirmed, and Amber nodded.
"He's still in prison now, and he deserves to be. I saw him. I knew it was him. I thought he was my protector, but he was a monster.”
The teen was on the verge of a total breakdown. Abbie considered the alibi, this pivotal piece of evidence, as she leaned forward to comfort the girl. It was only as she was resting a hand on Amber’s shoulder that something occurred to her.
“Amber,” she said, her voice quiet. “Do you remember the name of the friend?”
Amber looked at Abbie’s hand, then up at her face. Earlier, the teen hadn’t made the extra connection. Now, Abbie saw the links falling into place and knew that her suspicion was correct.
Seeing that her question had rendered Amber speechless, Abbie squeezed the girl’s shoulder.
“Go on,” she said, looking to the teenager. “I need to know who it was. I need you to confirm that it was my father.”





Twenty-One
S peechless in the face of Abbie's question, Amber's eyes nonetheless provided the answer.
The web grew more tangled. Amber and James's families were linked by this years-old crime that had seen Amber's father imprisoned. But two families were not enough. Abbie's father was a key component. 
The past never stayed buried. David lay in hospital while James seemed determined to incriminate his dad.
David had changed his story all those years ago. Amber believed this proved her father a liar, but what if it didn't? What if James was telling the truth? If Ian was guilty, he had to be responsible for Abbie's father changing his story. And how might he achieve this aim?
A chill ran along Abbie's spine.
A previously unmade connection clicked into place.
Amber had been six years old. How old was she now?
"You've been courageous, going over all of that," Abbie told Amber. "I know how difficult it must have been. I wish I had no more questions to ask. That we could put this conversation to bed."
Amber shook her head. Dried her eyes again.
"I told you, if I'm in danger, I'll go over anything if it might help. But, how did you know your dad was my father's alibi?"
Answering Amber's question would postpone a time when Abbie would get an answer to her own. But Amber had been so brave, so honest. She deserved a proper response to her question.
"Someone saw my father angrily confronting you," Abbie confessed. "They didn't know about what, but from what you've told me, I can draw some conclusions. For example, I'm guessing my father didn't confront you. You went to speak with him?"
Amber nodded. "It wasn't planned. I'd written off James as wrong and told myself I'd think of it no more. But I couldn't get what he'd said out of my head. It haunted me."
Amber was twisting her fingers together as she spoke. Her nerves continued to grow, but she continued to get the better of them.
"Then I saw David out in town one morning. He was on his own, and I couldn't stop myself. Before I knew what was happening, I asked him about that night. Asking if there was any chance my father was innocent." Amber bowed her head. "I thought he might brush me off."
"But instead," said Abbie, "he got angry."
"Yes. Told me to stop raking up the past, then ran off. Left me miserable and confused in the centre of town."
Amber still looked miserable and confused now. Abbie was left to consider the stupidity of her father. Had he kept his cool in the face of Amber's questions, lay a hand on her shoulder and said sorry, but James was wrong, that could have been the end of it. For one thing, Abbie would have been unable to work out David was the alibi in question. For another, his angry reaction made it seem he had something to hide. If James was telling the truth, David's lack of emotional control might just have given the game away.
Had the conversation also condemned David to a knife attack? If Ian was guilty, he'd want anyone who could reveal the truth out of the picture. Ian's guilt explained David's attack and indicated who might be responsible for Amber's danger.
Abbie put a finger to her chin. A subconscious, thoughtful gesture. Amber's story was as she had suspected.
"I'm sorry about my father's reaction," said Abbie. "And you should know, you did the right thing questioning what James told you. Believing it or writing it off outright would have been unwise. You've shown intelligence by being unsure."
"But it can't be true," said Amber. Her eyes were glistening with tears again, and Abbie knew that Amber meant not that it wasn't possible for it to be true. Instead, it couldn't be true because of what that would mean to Amber. She had loved her father. How was she supposed to live with herself if he had been innocent all along but had gone to prison as a partial result of Amber's testimony?
Once again, Abbie put a hand on Amber's knee.
"I think, for the moment, you should try not to think about whether James is right or not. You can leave that to me, and I'll leave you alone in a moment. But can I ask you a final question?"
Still on the verge of tears, Amber nodded rather than risk opening her mouth to speak.
"When did all this happen, exactly?"
Amber told Abbie the date her father or someone else had come into her room and abused her.
"David came forward with his alibi a couple of days later," she continued. "And it was only a week after that he then confessed about the bribe.
Confessed, Abbie thought, or lied.
"Thank you," said Abbie, trying to keep her voice steady.
It had all happened while Abbie was still in town, but she had had no idea. In the couple of years following her baby's death, Abbie had disappeared into her shell, closing off the outside world.
With one exception.
Abbie and Violet had remained as close as it was possible to be. Violet had looked after Abbie in those horrifying months. Abbie believed she had looked after her sister, too. But could that be right? Violet babysat Amber throughout her abuse and what followed. Still, Abbie had had no idea what had happened to the innocent child. Violet hadn't told her. 
Why?
The answer seemed clear. Violet had deemed Abbie too fragile to open up to about a crime similar to the one Abbie had suffered from Harry. So she had kept it to herself.
And then, three weeks after Amber was abused, Violet had died.
Abbie clutched the chair and tried to stop the world from spinning.
"Hey, Abbie." Amber's voice was all concern. It also sounded distant. "Are you okay?"
Releasing the sofa, Abbie yanked her mind back to the present. Meeting Amber's eyes, she forced herself to focus on the teen in danger. During Abbie's visit, Amber had proven herself honest, innocent, and worthy of saving. She had remained strong and, to Abbie's mind, had earned the right to be forewarned about David's attack and that she would be a suspect before Keita showed. Abbie would ensure the police could not take the girl by surprise.
“There’s something you need to know,” she said.
As Abbie spoke, someone slotted a key into the front door. Amber jumped from her seat, and Abbie turned as the door opened and someone stepped into the hall.
Rising from her chair, Amber’s eyes darted to her empty glass and Abbie’s coffee cup. Earlier, Abbie had brought both drinks through to the living room. Another hosting infraction from Amber. She looked at the cups as though afraid her mother might be able to discern her failings at a glance.
In the hall, Ursula Spencer—formerly Ursula Smith-Roberts—called hello to her daughter as she hung up her coat. Abbie was rising from the sofa as the living room door opened, and Ursula entered.
“Oh,” she said, stopping at the sight of Abbie. “Hello. Who are you?”
“Hi, mum,” said Amber. “This is Abbie. We were just talking.”
Ursula cast suspicious eyes up and down Abbie. In the woman, Ursula did not recognise the teenage girl Abbie had been, the daughter of Ursula’s ex-friend. The suspicion had to do with Abbie’s age. Ursula could not imagine why someone approaching thirty would want to speak with her teenage daughter. Abbie counted herself lucky she was female. Spotting a man of Abbie’s age alone with her daughter, Ursula would have looked at the stranger not with suspicion but with open hostility.
Trying to diffuse the situation, Abbie stepped forward with an outstretched hand.
“Hi, Ursula,” she said. “It’s been so long, you probably don’t remember me. I’ve certainly changed plenty.”
Rather than taking Abbie’s hand, Ursula retreated a step. Having learned that she knew this stranger, she was trying to place her. Abbie recognised the same tilted head Amber had earlier exhibited when Abbie had first turned up at the front door.
Unlike Amber, it didn’t look as though Ursula would make the connection.
“My parents are David and Eleanor,” Abbie said. “Violet was my little sister. She babysat for your daughter a long time ago. I’m visiting town for the first time in a decade, and I thought I’d pop in because—“
“Get out.”
The words were low, cold. Abbie found herself quite taken aback by them. Before Abbie had left town as a nineteen-year-old, Ursula had been kind to her. In the intervening decade, they had neither met nor spoken, so Abbie could not imagine why Ursula would react to Abbie's appearance with such revulsion.
“I’m sorry,” said Abbie. “I’m not sure what—“
“I said get out,” Ursula repeated. Abbie could see from the mother’s eyes that she would not talk herself into the woman’s good graces. Abbie was not sure why the woman looked so livid. Nor was she going to find out. Not now.
“Of course,” she said. Then turned to Amber. “Before I go.”
A hand gripped her arm and pinched her elbow. Abbie glanced back and saw Ursula tugging her towards the door.
“I said I’d leave,” said Abbie. “There's something I need to tell Amber first.”
It would take only a minute to inform Amber of the attack on David and impart some advice on how the teen should handle any police interview. In Abbie's opinion, Ursula did not intend to give Abbie a minute. Not even a second.
“You do not speak to my daughter. I don't know why you came back, but I want you out of my house.”
“Mum,” Amber was saying, coming forward as though to intervene. Abbie raised a hand before Amber could reach her mother.
“It’s okay,” she said. “This is your mother's home, and I won't stay if she wants me gone. However—” Abbie yanked her arm free of Ursula, causing the older woman to stumble “— I'm more than capable of making it out the front door without a physical escort.”
Cold fury filled Ursula’s eyes. Abbie took a step back to put herself beyond the mother's reach and looked over the angry woman's shoulder, meeting Amber's eye.
"Last night, someone stabbed my father. The police will want to speak with you, but you shouldn't worry. Be honest about your interaction, and you have nothing to fear."
Abbie's words were a blow to Amber, who staggered back. As though that hit had jarred her jaw, she raised her hand and clutched her mouth. 
Ursula looked equally shocked.
"Look after her," said Abbie.
Shock became anger. Before Ursula could respond, Abbie fled the living room and stepped out of the house. But Ursula followed.
On the home's front step, Abbie turned. To Ursula, she said, “I cannot imagine what I’ve done to inspire such anger in reaction to my presence. I’d like to apologise, but I don’t know for what I’d be apologising.”
In response to this statement, Ursula said, “Stay away from my daughter,” and slammed the door in Abbie’s face.





Twenty-Two
W ithout glancing back to the house, Abbie strode to her car and dropped into the passenger's seat. Her hands were shaking, but not due to her confrontation with Ursula, nor from worrying about Amber's situation.
Her head swam with visions of Violet. Their last conversation. Violet had hugged her big sister and told her she loved her. Abbie had said it back, but she had been unconcerned. Violet was a loving sister. Always had been. But was there more to read into her words and expression than Abbie had seen? If she had just been paying attention, could she...
Wiping tears from her eyes, Abbie pulled her phone from her pocket. She was being stupid. The official story was that random psychopaths had spotted Violet walking home that night and had kidnapped and killed her. It was horrible, but it happened.
It had happened. Assuming anything else was true was both dangerous and unfounded.
It couldn't be Ian. That was where Abbie's mind kept going, but it made no sense. David's alibi might well have threatened Ian's freedom, and Ian would go to extreme lengths to protect himself. This was beyond doubt.
But, crucially, David had changed his story—and had thus condemned Amber's father to jail—two weeks before Violet's demise.
Ian was a monster, but he was no fool. Once David had done what he wanted (assuming that was what had happened), why would he take the risk of killing Violet anyway?
No, opportunists had killed Violet. Abbie had accepted that long ago and had to hold to that knowledge now.
Violet wouldn't leave her mind, but Abbie pushed on to other matters regardless.
On her phone, Abbie glanced through the latest updates from Alice. Included in one of the messages was a phone number Abbie would need in a moment. Before inputting and ringing it, she made another call.
Alice answered without preamble. "Thank God for contracts and unlimited texts, eh? In the grand scheme of things, a nine-year prison stretch may not sound so long, but how the world changed while I was behind bars. These days, most people don't remember what credit is in the context of phones."
Smiling at this disarming opening, Abbie said, "the texts may be free, but your time isn't. Perhaps in another nine years, you'll need only to think of the message you wish to send, and it'll be transported to my mind."
"A frightening proposition," said Alice and gave an exaggerated audible shudder. "Though undoubtedly useful. In nine years, I'll be almost seventy. Already, my fingers ache after a spell moving over the digital keyboard. By then, my appendages will probably be all but immobile, as useful as a hook claw."
"Less useful," Abbie argued. "With a hook, you can easily rip the favourite shirt off anyone who annoys you. Piercing packages would be a cinch without recourse to a knife or scissors."
"What I like about you, Extra-A, is that you always look on the bright side."
A comfortable silence—a welcome pause in what had been a hectic and trying few hours—passed between them. It was Alice who broke it.
"I love our chats, but you are in the midst of a mission. Am I wrong to assume you've phoned because you have somewhere you'd like me to focus the efforts of my private investigators?"
"In my experience, you are rarely wrong," said Abbie, "and this isn't one of those times."
"Then tell me what you need, and I'll pass the message to my people."
Abbie did as requested. The new focus would be on the sexual abuse of Amber Smith-Roberts and the court case that followed. After the case, Mr Smith-Roberts had entered the system. Information on his incarceration should be available.
"Simple," said Alice. "I'll get on it right away."
"Thank you, Alice."
They said their goodbyes and hung up, after which Abbie made a second call.
After six rings, a surly voice answered. He would not have recognised Abbie's number.
"Yeah, what?"
This kind of phone etiquette indicated the answerer was better off pursuing a career outside of customer service and telesales once he finished school.
"Hello, James. My name's Abbie. Last night, we met at your party. We hit it off so well I ended up throwing you against a wall. Honestly, I'm getting tingles just thinking about it. I want to see you again."
"You took me by surprise," James said, and Abbie could hear the blush in his voice. "I wasn't ready, or I'd have taken you down."
Abbie rolled her eyes. Fragile egos were so prevalent in this modern world.
"Over the years, I've defeated many men in a physical altercation. They often use the 'taken by surprise' line, just like you. They seem to think this is a decent defence of their masculinity. The defeat need not go on the record because they were tricked. But it's a crap excuse. See, if anyone tried to surprise attack me, I'm confident I'd still beat them. Saying you were defeated by a surprise attack doesn't exonerate you. It reveals that a key aspect of your battle prowess—being ready for attack at any time—needs serious work."
There was quiet down the line. Abbie was used to her ramblings, sending people into frustrated and confused silence. The difference here was that James might hang up, and if he hung up, he might not answer again. Going to his home was currently out of the question, so Abbie needed to keep him on the line.
"Anyway, your case was different. It wasn't a fight. I temporarily lost my temper because your home holds bad memories for me. It was unprofessional to lose my cool, and I apologise. I hope we can begin to rebuild our relationship."
"We don't have a relationship," said James, which was better than hanging up. "And I'm done with this conversation."
"But I think we're on the same side."
James didn't hang up. He scoffed.
"Didn't sound like that last night. Sounded like you despised me because of my brother."
"And again, that was wrong—an emotional failing. I hate your brother. I believe he's a reprehensible human being. But I also hate my parents, and I'd not want others to take against me because of them. Family ties and upbringing can shape us, but we are all our own people. Everyone deserves a chance to be liked or loathed based on their own personality and actions. Last night, I knew nothing about you, which made my actions unacceptable. Since then, I've found out a little bit, and I've learned you might well be something entirely different to your sibling and father. What do you think about that?"
"I think I don't know how you got my number, and I didn't ask for this call. I think you should get to the point before I hang up."
"All of which is fair enough," said Abbie. "I got your number after leaving Amber's place. We've had a nice chat."
This statement was perfectly factual. It had the dual benefit of offering James the false impression that Abbie had acquired his number from Amber rather than a private investigator. Abbie hoped the teen would be more willing to communicate if he believed Abbie was calling with Amber's blessing.
"Amber," he said. The word was quiet and filled with longing. "She hates me."
"Not true. She told me today about your claims. I know she called you a liar at the time but only because she was in shock. Today, she told me she believes you care for her and that you'd never lie to her."
"I wouldn't. Never."
The tone of the conversation had changed. Amber's name was like a magic spell. Speaking it wiped from James his hostility and any memories of Abbie's actions at the party.
"Does she believe me?"
"She's confused but is leaning towards the belief that you must be mistaken. After all, she's sure she remembers her dad abusing her. Even though it was dark."
"But it wasn't him," said James.
"She also believes he bribed my father to give him an alibi, as my father himself has said."
"Your father's a liar. He was telling the truth the first time. Weren't you there? Don't you remember him going out?"
"This was a long time ago."
This statement covered Abbie's frustration at herself for not knowing about this, though she had indeed been around. 
"You seem to have little allegiance to your father," Abbie continued. "I certainly have none to mine. So let me tell you, I'm not ruling anything out. You tell me my father's lying, and I'm ready to believe you. But that doesn't mean I can outright believe Ian is responsible. Not unless you can give me a little more."
There was a pause down the line. This conversation could go one of two ways. Difficult as it was, Abbie remained patient.
"Your father is a liar, and mine's a rapist," said James at last. "And I can prove it."





Twenty-Three
C arter met Xena halfway along an underpass. The concrete stank of urine and booze. So heavily graffitied were the walls that it was no longer possible to discern the material’s colour beneath the spray paint.
Five minutes after Carter entered one end of the underpass, Xena entered the other. She was short, with a jumper that was far too thick for the weather. She had her hood up and didn’t take it down as she approached Carter. Once upon a time, they had been friends. From their phone calls, Xena knew Carter was in no mood for niceties. He just wanted to get this done.
Xena withdrew an object wrapped inside a black plastic bag from within the hooded top. After a brief hesitation, she handed it to Carter.
It was heavier than he had expected. With fumbling fingers, he unravelled the black plastic. Almost dropped the item. Heart pounding, he saved it. With sweaty palms, he reached into the bag and snuck a hand around the gun’s handle. He pulled it free. Stared.
“Happy?” asked Xena.
“Happy isn’t the right word. Looks like it’ll do the job.”
“Depends on the job,” said Xena. “I wouldn’t use it to water your plants.”
Carter smiled, then glanced at Xena. “I can pay. Just not right away.”
“Whatever. Just give it back once you’re done. And if anyone finds you with it, you best not say it came from me. Else we’ll have a big problem.”
Carter had seen how Xena dealt with people who pissed her off and had no intention of joining those sorry souls.
“Of course,” he said.
Reaching into her jacket again, Xena retrieved another bag.
“You’ll need these.”
Without releasing the gun, Carter took the second bag and unfurled it. Inside were four magazines loaded with bullets. The handgun felt heavy. Despite the gaping hole in the handle base, Carter hadn’t noticed it was missing a key component.
“You know what you’re doing with that?” Xena asked.
Still staring at the gun, his heart beating a thousand miles an hour, Carter said, “Oh, don’t worry.” He put the gun in the bag. “I plan to watch a YouTube video.”





Twenty-Four
A fter the call, Abbie sat in her car, drumming her fingers.
Her mind rolled over the facts, plucking them up, reordering them, examining them for any information she had missed.
It seemed simple enough. If James was telling the truth, then an innocent man had a decade ago been imprisoned for the sexual assault of his six-year-old daughter. If Ian was the actual perpetrator of this crime, he would go to any lengths to conceal the truth. Abbie could easily imagine a scenario where Ian would arrange for Amber to disappear in a bid to protect his freedom.
James cared for Amber. Knowing how badly the trauma in her past had affected her, he was determined to rake up the truth in a bid to set her free or bring her closure. He didn't realise that he might get her killed in trying to find her closure.
They would meet at midday. James would show Abbie the evidence, and Abbie would decide how decisive it was. If James convinced Abbie that Ian was the guilty party, Abbie would have to decide what to do about it. She would need to weigh finding the truth against the danger it posed to Amber.
James might want to go to the police once he had someone's support. Abbie knew there were often other, more efficient ways to deal with the viler elements of humanity. An Ian who feared prosecution might take extreme steps to keep himself out of jail.
A dead Ian… not so much.
    
Midday seemed a safe time to meet. After all, James was sure he could escape the confines of his family home by half eleven at the latest. Without any of his brother’s or father’s spies noticing. That gave him plenty of time to reach the rendezvous point.
He was wrong.
In the drawing-room, a tablet on his lap, Harry listened to Lorna’s story and then put his head in his hands.
“Kid’s an idiot,” he muttered.
The age difference between Harry and James meant they hadn’t grown up together. The relationship was less brother and brother than uncle and nephew. They were not close, but Harry felt a certain protectiveness for his much younger sibling.
He knew what the kid was up to. He feared what their father might do should he find out at what threads James was pulling.
Checking his watch, Harry noted it was now six minutes since the teen had slipped from the house. James was lucky Lorna, a friend of Harry rather than an Ian loyalist, had spotted him. It meant there was a chance Harry could resolve this situation before Ian learned the truth.
But if Lorna had seen James go, it was possible someone close to Ian had too. That could be a problem.
Looking at Lorna, Harry said, “I need him back ASAP. Get him here before my dad notices he’s gone; there’s a financial reward in it for you. Sound good?”
“Of course. I’ll go right away.”
She did, sweeping from the room, leaving Harry alone in his chair and wishing for perhaps the millionth time that he had back his mobility. James was his brother, his problem. It should be him who was going after the kid—no one else.
Still, there was nothing to be done about that. And Harry trusted Lorna. All things being well, he would be able to have a word with James—make him see sense—before their father ever got wind of James’s little game.
Fingers crossed.
    
A street away from Harry’s home, Glenda sat in the same black car into which she had earlier invited the woman calling herself Abagail King. Having threatened the troublesome returnee, Glenda had returned to her post, keeping an eye on the comings and goings at Delaney manor.
Now, she retrieved her phone and dialled. After two rings, Mr Delaney picked up.
“Sir, I have news. You wanted to know if Master James left the house today. He just has.”
Clasping the phone a little too tightly, Glenda nodded as Ian spoke, though he could not see her.
When Ian stopped, Glenda said, “Of course, sir. I’ll bring him straight to you.”
    
One of James’s favourite places to eat was the imitation classic American style diner that sat just outside the area most people considered to encompass the town centre. Because he hoped to get a free meal out of Abbie, he had chosen this venue for their meeting.
The diner was called Eddie’s. In large, italic, neon red lettering, the name sat above the diner’s main entrance. James walked beneath the name at 11:46.
Inside, the chequered chessboard floor squeaked beneath James’s feet. The bar was long and chrome. Metal stools with cracked red covers sat at one-metre intervals. Along the walls were four-person booths with huge, laminated menus at each place. The seats boasted more cracked red covers.
When James entered, one booth and one stool were occupied. The booth by a group of three girls, not much younger than James. One of them glanced his way, then they all did. Then the whispering started. James recognised the girls from school. Reckoned they were in the year below. He didn’t know their names, but they would know his. Not because he was popular, good looking, or in any way special or unique. Because his father was Ian Delaney, and everyone knew Ian. Mostly by reputation.
Ignoring the stares and whispers, James made for a booth three down from the girls and sat with his back to the front door. The stool occupant rose from his seat and crossed the chessboard floor. The guy was of average height with short dirty blonde hair; he wore a thin jacket and kept his head bowed. James expected him to veer into the toilets on that side of the room. Instead, he stopped by the vast vintage jukebox. Behind the glass, James could see the records. Often, when he visited Eddie’s, he would pick a song. Not because he wanted to listen to the music (it was primarily old, and he was into modern tunes), but because he liked to watch the records flip across on the way to his chosen track.
The man from the stool mused over the selection. James watched him until a tiny waitress in a ridiculous blue uniform appeared at his table.
“Get you anything?”
“A Coke, please,” he said. His eyes turned to the menu. He knew exactly what he would order, but not until his guest arrived.
“I’m waiting on someone,” he told the waitress. “We’ll order food when she gets here.”
The waitress beamed her well-practised server's smile and turned away. James guessed she was in her mid-twenties. She wasn’t the best looking, but he tilted his head when she walked away and watched her behind. Found his mind wandering from decent topics.
The sound of compressed faux leather made James jump. Looking up, he saw he was no longer alone in the booth.
The newcomer was not Abbie.
It took James a second to realise who it was: the man on the stool who had risen to select a track. Glancing over the man’s shoulder, James watched the record click into place, then the song kicked in.
“I think I recognise this,” he muttered, more to himself than to the newcomer.
“You should,” said the man. “Say You Love Me, by Fleetwood Mac. You a Fleetwood fan?”
James didn’t speak but shook his head. The guy sucked air through his teeth.
“That’s disappointing. You should be a Fleetwood Mac fan. Everyone should be a Fleetwood Mac fan. Get yourself a music education.”
To this declarative, James at first said nothing. His father struck fear into the hearts of people far and wide. His brother had always seemed supremely confident, even following the attack that left him in a wheelchair. James was not like them. Though he always tried to project a domineering, unflappable persona, he was of a nervous disposition. At first, James found himself frightened by the man across the booth. He wondered what the guy wanted and how he, James, could appease him.
Then he realised—this was James's booth. The newcomer was the invader, and therefore it should be down to the newcomer to explain himself. James needn't be afraid. Though he sometimes hated that Ian was his father, it had meant bullies were never a problem. No one would dare threaten a member of the Delaney family.
"Who are you?" he asked. Trying to sound demanding rather than afraid. "What do you want?"
"Who I am is a desperate man," said the booth invader. "I thought I was here, in this town, to find someone I loved. But fate or some other higher power expects something else of me. That much has become abundantly clear." The newcomer paused. "And you can call me Carter."
James stared into the man's eyes, not because they drew you in but because James was desperate to see in them that the man was joking.
He saw no joke—only crazed determination. James saw only that this man meant precisely what he said, even if James did not truly understand what that was.
"I'm a teenager," James said. "I don't know what you want, but I've never hurt anyone. You can't have a problem with me."
Carter stared at James in response to these comments. For a moment, it looked as though he was going to answer. He even went so far as to open his mouth. James could all but see the words forming on Carter's lips.
Then they were gone. Instead of explaining himself, Carter looked across the diner to the waitress who had earlier spoken with James. She stood by the chrome countertop. On it sat a tray, and on the tray sat a tall glass of cold Coke.
"Later," said the man. "We'll have plenty of time to talk. For the time being, you'll tell this nice lady you've decided not to eat here or even stay long enough to finish your drink. I'm your friend; we'll be leaving together. You'll give her this and tell her to keep the change. You'll say nothing that makes her suspicious nor give any indication whatsoever that you wish I was not sat opposite you."
This was a five-pound note. The man removed it from his pocket and placed it on the table, sliding it to James.
Across the diner, the woman collected the tray.
"Why should I?" said James, although he was afraid of the answer.
The smiling waitress was crossing the chequered floor, the tray balanced on the one hand, a pad in the other. She expected to take James's meal order now. She believed the man opposite him was the person for whom he'd been waiting. She'd probably forgotten that James had said she. And even though the man had already been here when James arrived. She would think it funny they had at first missed one another.
When the waitress was a few feet away, the man opened his jacket and revealed, to James only, the butt of a gun. He said, "I'll kill her, then you," then turned and beamed at the waitress.
The smile was warm, friendly, and entirely and utterly concealed the crazed darkness which lay just beneath the man's surface.





Twenty-Five
I n the passenger seat of a non-descript, inexpensive car, Lorna tracked the signal on her phone. At her side, in the driver’s seat, sat Morgan, Lorna’s long-time buddy and occasional lover, when she was feeling particularly bored or particularly drunk.
“It’s a right here,” she told him as they reached a T-Junction. As he made the turn, she shifted in her seat.
“You look uncomfortable,” Morgan noted. “Not my driving, I hope?”
“You’re a crap driver. But it’s never bothered me before, and it doesn’t now.”
“What is it then?”
“The job. We gotta get this right.”
“And how could we get it wrong? He’s some weedy kid, and it ain’t like he can get away. Long as he has his phone, we got his location to within a few feet, so what’s the problem?’
Lorna glanced again at the phone. Told Morgan to take the next left. James wasn’t moving. Another couple of minutes, and they’d be with the youngest Delaney.
“The kid ain’t the problem,” she said. “Nor is finding him.”
“Then what?”
“If we can track him. So can Ian’s people.”
    
Abbie stepped under the italic neon sign at 11.52.
Through the double doors, she stopped and surveyed the place. Empty stools, a bored chef, a waitress with a smile so big it looked drawn on. One of five booths was occupied by three whispering teenage girls. They glanced at Abbie as she entered. She glared back, and they whispered some more, then burst out laughing. Abbie didn’t care.
Seemingly, James had yet to arrive, unless he was in the bathroom, relieving himself.
Abbie headed towards the toilet, not because she intended to check if James was in the gents, nor because she needed the loo herself. She had noticed a vintage jukebox in one corner and found herself drawn to it. Arriving, she saw the records through the glass and noted the names of the songs on offer—loads of quality tunes. Abbie could have listened to the lot.
Something compelled her to fish some money from her pocket. The jukebox didn’t take contactless or Apple Pay, which was a joke. Luckily, Abbie had a handful of change, and she slotted a couple of coins into the machine. She had already chosen a song, and she picked it. The records didn’t even need to slide.
As the song began to play over the speaker, Abbie crossed the chessboard floor and chose a booth a few down from the whispering teenage girls. She sat on the side of the booth that faced the front door. The chair opposite, where James would soon sit, blocked most of the door from view. Still, Abbie would see the head of any newcomer. Even if they ducked to avoid being caught, Abbie could not fail to see the door opening.
That made her content. Abbie always liked to have an eye on all entry points whenever she took a seat in a public space. This was true even when attacks were unlikely. Especially true in a town where a dangerous criminal had already threatened her safety. 
Abbie glanced at the clock. It was 11:54.
The waitress had watched Abbie cross the room to the jukebox and watched her return to a booth. Now, the smiling woman came over from the counter with a pad.
“Popular choice today,” she said.
Abbie found the forced smile disconcerting. It stole her focus. Did it not hurt, holding it in place like that? No one could be so happy.
“The booth?” she asked. And the waitress laughed as though Abbie had made a joke.
“The song,” she said, pointing to the speakers. Christine McVie of Fleetwood Mac was singing Say You Love Me. “Though now you mention it, the guy who picked the song sat exactly where you're sitting. After he sat up there on a stool.”
This was uninteresting to Abbie. She forced a smile nonetheless.
“Your clientele has good taste in music.”
“Oh, for sure,” said the waitress, but it was a meaningless statement. It was clear the young woman had been trained in the school of the customer is always right. Had Abbie said how much she enjoyed throwing broken bottles at old grannies, the waitress would have clutched her shoulder and said, No way. I was just saying to my brother the other day that that event should be in the Olympics.
But Abbie was polite, and she pretended to be delighted at the waitress' words.
“So?” said the smiling woman, “What can I get you?”
“I’m waiting for someone. He’ll be here soon. I’ll order then.”
“The coincidences continue,” said the waitress. “the teen who sat in the seat opposite yours was waiting for someone too. Turned out he’d been waiting for the guy who picked your song on the jukebox, though at first, they didn’t recognise each other.”
The look on the waitress’s face said, isn't the world a crazy, wonderful place?
“Right,” said Abbie. She was hoping the waitress would go away. It was only when the smiling woman said that she’d be back when Abbie’s companion arrived and started to turn that something clicked.
Boy.
“Wait,” Abbie said.
Sometimes men used the word girl to refer to women. A man or woman in his or her sixties or older might use the word boy to refer to someone of thirty. But a twenty-five-year-old waitress? Surely she would only say boy if she meant someone younger than eighteen.
The waitress had turned back.
“This person I’m waiting for,” said Abbie. “He’s seventeen.” 
Abbie described him, and as she spoke, she could see the waitress' head was set to explode with the shock of yet another coincidence. This one was almost unbelievable.
“That’s exactly what the boy looked like who was sitting in this booth before. The one that left with the jukebox man.”
“When did he leave?”
Abbie saw the moment the waitress realised she was dealing with more than coincidence. She took a slight step back. She was unsure how to proceed.
“Never mind,” said Abbie. James couldn’t have arrived that long ago, meaning he couldn’t have got far. Abbie could find him.
She swung her legs out from under the table and felt the clunk as her foot hit something solid and sent it sliding across the chessboard floor. Both Abbie and the waitress stared at the item.
“Well,” said Abbie, “that’s not a good sign.”
As she said the words, the doors opened, and two people entered. 
Abbie glanced at the clock. 
It was 11:58 am.
    
Lorna said, “In here,” and Morgan turned into the parking lot.
It was tiny—room for twelve vehicles, with only three spaces currently occupied. Lorna recognised one of the cars.
“Shit.”
Morgan slid into a space, and followed Lorna’s gaze. A couple of metres away was a sleek, black car. Expensive. Not a limo, but somehow it still gave off limo vibes.
“One of Ian’s?” Morgan asked.
“Yup.” The windows were tinted. Lorna had no way of knowing if anyone was in the car.
A nudge in the arm. Lorna looked to Morgan’s elbow and then to his face. He nodded, and she turned towards the diner entrance. An enormous bag of muscles that almost resembled a human male was opening the door. He held it for Glenda, who stepped past him into the building.
Lorna sighed.
“Okay,” she said. “This just got complicated.”
    
Abbie leaned down and picked up the phone as the door swung shut and the newcomers stepped into the diner. Straightening, phone now in hand, Abbie met Glenda’s eye.
“Hey,” she said. “Lovely to see you again so soon.”
“Oh dear,” said Glenda. “You are in trouble, aren’t you?”
    
Lorna had her phone to her ear. The call was answered after three rings.
“Harry, we have a problem. I need to know what to do next.”





Twenty-Six
G lenda looked from Abbie to the clock on the wall, a vast, circular thing with a clear face. The second hand ticked audibly around.
“Forty seconds,” said Glenda, “and the amnesty ends.”
The waitress was looking from Abbie to the newcomers. Across the room, the whispering girls had gone silent. Abbie could feel the weight of their stares on her back. From the kitchen, the chef approached. He looked at Glenda and paused.
It was twenty seconds to noon.
Abbie still held James’s phone.
“You look surprised to see me,” she said to Glenda. “Which means you didn’t come looking for me. You followed someone else. Let me guess… James?”
It was ten seconds to noon. Abbie’s comments temporarily distracted Glenda, whose eyes glided across the booths. As they did, the three girls pretended to be engrossed in their food rather than the unfolded scene.
“Where is he?” Glenda asked.
“I don’t know,” said Abbie. “I’m also looking for him. Expected him to be here, but by the time I arrived, he’d gone. I found this beneath the table, though.”
She raised the phone and clicked the button on the side. The screen shone, revealing a picture of James with his arm around Amber. They were at a theme park queuing for a ride. They looked happy. No doubt this photo had been taken before James came to believe that his father had once raped the girl he fancied.
“You’ve gone too far this time,” said Glenda.
“I have nothing to do with his disappearance.”
“We’ll see.” Glenda’s eyes turned to the clock on the wall. “Time’s up.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning you come with us, and you come now.”
“Or what?”
Glenda met Abbie’s gaze, and Abbie sensed the older woman quite wanted Abbie to resist. She wanted to cause Abbie pain.
“It wouldn’t be wise to mess me around. Come now. It’ll be better for you if you do.”
“I seriously doubt that.”
Glenda gave Abbie a few more seconds, then turned to the man at her side. The guy was huge with broad shoulders and dead eyes. His fingers were curled as though they’d spent so much time bunched into fists that it no longer felt natural to straighten them.
“Last chance,” said Glenda.
“I’ve made my position clear,” said Abbie.
“Hang on.”
It was the chef who had spoken. He took several steps forward, though not enough to bring him into the fray. All eyes turned to the guy, who was balding and round and short. Who had a sweaty brow and nervous eyes.
“I don’t want no trouble,” he said.
“Double negative,” said Abbie.
“There won’t be any trouble,” said Glenda. “Last night, this patron of yours—” she pointed at Abbie “—assaulted the youngest son of Ian Delaney. Now it seems young Master Delaney is missing, and our friend holds his phone. We don’t want to cause problems in your fine diner, so we’ll be taking Abbie away to question her. I take it you understand and are happy for us to proceed?”
The chef could not have looked unhappier, but his skin had paled, and he seemed unable to speak.
Smiling, Glenda turned back to Abbie.
“The people of this town respect Mr Delaney and will stand with him against troublemakers like you.”
Turning from Glenda to the chef, Abbie took in the sweaty brow and wide eyes.
“Yeah. That’s what that is. Respect.”
“We’ll be out of your way in a moment,” Glenda said to the chef. Then, to her brute, with a nod to Abbie, “Get her. Try not to cause too much damage.”
Grinning like a demon, the brute stepped towards Abbie. Towered over Abbie. She looked up at his head but caught the glee in Glenda’s eyes behind the hulk.
“Oh, Abbie, you really should have come quietly.”
    
Lorna hung up the phone and got out of the car. She had taken two steps towards the diner when Morgan stepped out, slammed his door, and locked the vehicle. Then he was rushing after her.
"This is a bad idea," he said as Lorna drew near the diner. "You don't go against Glenda. Piss her off; you piss off Ian. And we cannot afford to piss off Ian."
"Harry wants James, so we get James," said Lorna. "Don't worry about Ian."
"Don't worry about Ian? That has to be the stupidest thing you've ever said. And you once told me the original Star Wars movies were boring."
"They are."
She reached the door and went for the handle, and Morgan pulled her back.
"You can't do this."
"Come on, Morgan. They're only films."
He rolled his eyes. "I'm not talking about Star Wars. I'm talking about getting in Ian's way and putting our heads on the block. We don't have to do it. There are other options."
"Like what?"
"Off the top of my head, we could go back to mine. Mum's out today; we'd have the place to ourselves."
Morgan actually winked. Lorna's look was deadpan.
"Well," she said, "there's nothing sexier than a thirty-year-old who still lives with his mother."
"It's not like that. I like living there, and I've got my own space. My room is basically a bachelor pad. I've got a TV and a mini-fridge."
"You've got a single bed."
"Which is cosy."
"You have a Doctor Who poster on your wall."
"How many times do I have to tell you," said Morgan, going red, "the demographics of Doctor Who are actually skewed towards people over the age of thirty. Have you ever watched it? It's not a kids' show. Some of the episodes are way too scar—hey, wait."
But Lorna had slipped from Morgan's grasp and was now opening the diner door. Before Morgan could pull her back, she stepped inside and let the door fall closed. She wasn't much interested if Morgan followed her or not. 
She entered behind Glenda, facing a woman of Lorna's age who Lorna didn't recognise. A quick scan of the diner told her James was not in the main section of the place.
Glenda had bought her pet along. Phoenix, more commonly known as Nix. The brute was approaching the woman Lorna didn't recognise.
Glenda said, "Oh, Abbie, you really should have come quietly."
Morgan entered the diner as Nix approached the woman—Abbie. It could be no coincidence that Lorna had come here looking for James, and Glenda happened to be here attacking someone else. James had arranged a meeting. Abbie must be who he came here to see.
Whatever the case, Abbie was about to be in severe pain, though she didn't look remotely concerned.
Nix spread his arms, making it look as though he was going to grab Abbie in a bear hug. Then, with surprising speed and power, he crunched his right hand into a fist and fired it towards her.
The blow was intended to disable Abbie. No doubt it would have. Given the size of Nix's fist and the speed with which he had unleashed the strike, Lorna would be surprised if the punch didn't take Abbie's head clean off. Lorna expected it (the head) to fly across the room and smash the jukebox. Blood would spurt from the neck stump of the body, which would stand shocked and unmoving for a few seconds. Then it would crumble.
Glenda would consider this a job well done.
Nix’s hand moved almost too fast to track.
So did Abbie.
With lightning reactions, she raised her hands as Nix threw his punch. Bringing her left hand across, Abbie smacked Nix’s fist aside, seemingly when it was less than an inch from pulverising her nose. At the same time, she pistoned her other arm forward, driving the base of her palm into Nix’s jaw.
Nix’s head jerked back, and he stumbled. Still, he was used to fighting and wasn’t taken down. The moment Abbie hit him, he was recovering. If Abbie hesitated for even a second, Nix would come again and destroy her.
But Abbie didn’t hesitate. As the base of her palm was connecting with Nix’s jaw, she was already lifting a leg. As Nix’s head jerked back, Abbie slammed a boot into his knee, causing the brute to buckle.
Nix didn’t go down. Abbie didn’t mind.
Using Nix’s knee as a springboard, the woman brought back her foot the moment she’d stamped down. Raising her leg, she fired her foot again, this time smashing Nix in the stomach.
The blow had some power. Had Abbie sent that kick into another man, it might have come out the other side, taking the victim’s kidneys and spine with it.
Lorna had seen Nix’s stomach. The abs were so defined they looked photoshopped. Kicking the brute in the stomach had to be like smashing your foot into a steel girder.
With the blow, Nix stumbled, but so did Abbie.
But she didn’t stop. She was relentless, and immediately she came again. The base of her palm returned, and this time burst Nix’s nose. Her foot caught his knee for the second time in the same place, and Nix went down with a howl.
Tall as he was, Nix was still only a head shorter than the woman when on his knees. Or so it seemed from where Lorna stood.
Still standing, Abbie raised her hand and made as though to fire it at Nix’s face. Despite his injuries, Nix brought his hands up fast to block the blow.
The attack was a feint. Abbie pulled back as Nix’s hands rose and fired her foot down, again colliding with his stomach. When Nix shot his hands down to catch her foot, Abbie took it away and fired it again.
This time, she kicked him smack in the face.
Like a falling tree, Nix toppled backwards. As he fell, Abbie came forward. He raised his hands, again expecting her to go for his face. 
Abbie was more intelligent than that. 
She landed a blow on Nix’s left knee for the third time. This was the most potent strike yet, and Nix screamed. As he did, Abbie leapt forward, raised her foot and stamped his open mouth.
As he raised his hands a final time, she stamped his head into the ground again, and again, and again.
Nix’s hands flopped.
The beast lay still.
A stunned silence fell over the diner as though someone had cast a spell to render the inhabitants mute.
Breathing deeply, Abbie stepped back. Glenda was staring at her fallen bodyguard. She looked up only when she could no longer bear the woman’s gaze on her face.
“You—“It took a while for Glenda to get herself together. She was stunned, but her shock soon tumbled into rage. Lifting a hand, she pointed at the woman.
"You think that was smart, do you? Well, let me tell you—”
Abbie stepped over Nix, swept Glenda’s hand to one side and took her to the ground with a brutal left hook.
As Glenda collapsed, her unfinished sentence dying on her lips, Abbie looked around the diner at everyone staring at her.
“She was a pain in the arse, am I right?”
And Morgan said, “Damn. That was so sexy.”





Twenty-Seven
T he big guy was unconscious. Glenda moaned on the floor. It seemed unlikely she would forget this altercation. Abbie guessed that Glenda would be coming for Abbie now, whatever Ian might say. She would do whatever she could to take the younger woman down.
Abbie wasn't afraid. Nor did she have any intention of dealing with the fallen Glenda. She considered only James. Where he might be, what might have happened to him.
Still, everyone was staring at Abbie. No one had expected her to defeat the big guy. They might think it was impressive, but also it made her a person to fear. No one was quite sure what to think. The bright side was that everyone knew this was an altercation linked to Ian. No one would call the police, and neither Glenda nor the big guy would look to press charges.
On the downside, this was an altercation linked to Ian. Soon he would know Abbie had remained in town and was not to be trifled with. He would adjust his plans and act accordingly. She would need to be ready.
Abbie moved to one side of the cafe from centre stage, back to the booth she had taken initially. She took her drawstring bag from her seat and slid it over her shoulder. Grabbed her purse from within and snatched her card, waving it at the waitress.
"Run up a hundred quid charge."
The waitress stared. It was the chef who answered. 
"What?"
"Put a hundred quid on the till, and I'll pay it."
"Why?"
Abbie remembered Glenda talking about gift horses' mouths and decided not to use the same expression or any expression at all.
"I won't be eating here now. Still, there's blood on the tiles and emotional damage. I intend to reimburse you for that."
The chef and waitress continued to stare. Neither spoke this time.
"In sixty seconds, I'm leaving," said Abbie. "Take the money or don't. The offer alone eases my conscience."
Ten more seconds passed, then the chef looked at the waitress and nodded.
On the floor, Abbie tracked movement and looked to Glenda, who was trying to get onto her elbows.
"Stay on the floor, face down," said Abbie. “Rise, and I'll put you back down. This time, I'll make sure you can't get up for at least a couple of hours."
Glenda's hands turned into fists, and her knuckles whitened. But she didn't rise. Suitably afraid, she would take no actions that might annoy Abbie. But Glenda was already plotting her revenge.
The waitress had a card machine. She was setting it up. As she did, Abbie looked from her to the chef to the table of teenage patrons. All of these people were innocent bystanders. At last, Abbie looked at the guy and the girl who had entered after Glenda and knew they were something different. They were Abbie's age. The woman was slim, attractive, with sharp features and intelligent eyes; the guy was doughy. The way he stood a foot behind the woman indicated the power dynamic between the two.
Designating the girl as leader, Abbie looked her way. "Who are you?"
"Lorna," said she. "This is Morgan."
"Hello, Lorna. Hello, Morgan."
The waitress came over with the machine. Abbie input her card and checked the amount. A hundred pounds, as requested.
"You work for Ian?" Abbie asked of the duo. "Like Glenda, you came here looking for James?"
"No and yes, in that order," said Lorna. "We expected James to be here. We've been instructed to take him home."
The machine bleeped as the transaction went through. Abbie had plenty of money in savings, but she was no longer employed. Before long, she might have to be a little more conservative with her funds. She had always been generous when it came to cash handouts.
"Thank you," said Abbie to the waitress. "Sorry if I've caused a fuss."
The waitress didn't know what to say, so she remained silent. At least the fake smile had gone. Abbie wondered if anyone else had managed to knock it off. If not, should Abbie be proud? She wasn't sure, but the achievement kind of had that effect.
The card machine was whipped away, and Abbie returned her card to her purse and her purse to her bag. She looked back to Lorna.
"Shall we continue this outside?"
They stepped out of the diner and across the carpark. Knowing Glenda was conscious and would already be getting to her feet, they didn't hang around but walked off the lot and along the road that ran alongside Eddie's.
Abbie looked to and addressed her words at Lorna as she walked. She knew the duo almost certainly had a car back in the lot. So intrigued were they by Abbie that they hadn't even mentioned it.
"You've been instructed to bring James home, but you don't work for Ian," said Abbie. "Harry, then, must be your employer?"
"Not so much employer as friend."
"How unfortunate for you."
"You know him?"
"A little," said Abbie. "The Delaney's and I have a… complicated history. Ian has never been my biggest fan." She waved back towards the diner where lay Glenda and the guy who had recently attacked her. "Exhibit A."
"Looks like he underestimated you," said Lorna.
"People usually do."
Lorna's eyes sparkled, and Abbie could tell the other woman was fascinated by her. Morgan was all but drooling. Abbie's dismantling of the big guy had turned Morgan on. That happened with some guys. Morgan would want her until the moment Abbie showed him any genuine interest. Then he'd get afraid and run away. Typical.
"They weren't expecting me," said Abbie. "Like you, they were looking for James. Like you, I guess, they were tracking his phone. Which in the end proved to be useless."
"Why?"
Abbie raised a hand and presented James's mobile to Lorna.
"Ah."
"Ah, indeed. James arrived at the diner to meet me and told the waitress he was there to meet someone but didn't say who. A man already in the diner then acted as though he were the one James had come to meet. They left together, and the waitress wasn't suspicious. However, given I found James's phone beneath the table, I think we can assume he left under duress. My guess is that his kidnapper was armed and threatened to shoot James if James didn't play along."
Lorna and Morgan glanced at each other, considering. Ian was not responsible for James's abduction. Nor was Harry or Abbie. What did that mean?
"Who can have taken him?" asked Lorna.
"You tell me," said Abbie. "I'm not from around here."
"Yet you had arranged to meet him. Who are you anyway, Abbie?"
Abbie smiled. She had ideas about who might have taken James, but nothing concrete. She needed more information from Alice first.
Or to find James and catch his captor red-handed.
"You want to know who I am? I'm the reason your mate Harry is in a wheelchair. Well, I say that. He's the reason, really. What he did to me, over a decade ago."
Lorna and Morgan's expressions showed only confusion at this claim. 
"Harry doesn't talk about his disability," said Lorna. "Other than to say some guy attacked him."
Abbie smiled.
"I don't know if you're lying or not," she said. "Right now, it doesn't matter. Right now, we've got a decision to make."
"And what's that?" said Lorna
"James' missing. We both want to find him. We can go our separate ways and see how we get on or work together. The choice is very much yours."
Lorna and Morgan shared another glance. If they were telepathically linked, their mental conversation was short before Lorna responded.
"Harry wants us to bring James home. He doesn't want anyone speaking with the kid."
"That doesn't answer my question."
Another glance between the duo.
"Are you two a couple?" asked Abbie.
"I'm single," blurted Morgan, who was still staring at Abbie. Lorna glared at him.
"We are not," she said.
"You seem so in sync, that's all. It's sweet."
Lorna's face darkened with embarrassment for a moment, and then she shook it off. Found her way to a smile, then a little chuckle. She raised a hand and offered it to Abbie.
"I like you," she said. "Unfortunately, I get the feeling we might soon be enemies."
"I was thinking the same thing," said Abbie.
"So, before that happens. Why don't we work together? Partners?"
Abbie hesitated only a second, then raised a hand and shook Lorna's.
"Let's get to it."





Twenty-Eight
C arter could no longer even attempt to believe he was in control of his destiny. Some higher power was pulling the strings, and it was apparent that revenge, rather than reunion, was on this power's mind.
After collecting the gun from Xena, Carter had believed he would return to the home where he had spotted Amber. Try again to summon the courage to walk up and knock on the door. To speak with her. But when he left the underpass, his nerves had threatened to crush him, and he had instead stumbled into the first eatery he had seen.
James had arrived only a couple of minutes later, and Carter had understood what he had to do.
Ian was the author of so much pain. But no one had punished him because he had so few weak points.
But everyone has at least one weakness. One vulnerability.
Ian's was his sons.
Feeling less like a human than a marionette controlled from somewhere high above, Carter felt for the gun in his jacket pocket, rose from his stool, and crossed to the booth James occupied.
Via a quick trip to the jukebox, of course.
Carter had no car. He led James through the parking lot and onto the pavement of the main road.
They walked away from town. Carter was a couple of steps behind James, so he couldn't see the boy's eyes. He could see the subtle twist of the head left and right and was sure the boy's gaze was darting all over the place. James was thinking of making a break for it. If he saw a little alley down which he could escape, he might take the chance.
"My gun's in my jacket pocket, and my hand is on the handle," Carter said, aiming to keep his voice casual. "My finger's on the trigger. You're only a foot or two ahead of me. If you take a single suspicious step, it will be the work of less than a second to put a bullet in your back. I'm no expert marksman. From this distance, I could not miss."
The boy whimpered but kept walking. Was that a sob? Carter felt something wrench at his heart. Could he genuinely go through with what he was planning? Would that not make him as monstrous as Ian?
No, but not far off.
Carter didn't want to become a monster, but did he have a choice?
No. Carter held a gun, but he was also the weapon of a power he could not understand. There was a finger on his trigger and nothing Carter could do to stop the bang.
"With a bullet in your back," he continued, "you would fall on your face. I wouldn't break my stride but would put a bullet in your head as I walked by. There's every chance the police would catch me before the day was out. I'd go to prison, where I would spend the rest of my days. Already dead, my capture and imprisonment would mean little to you, would it?"
James didn't respond. But the twists of the head stopped, and Carter considered the boy suitably scared. He would not run.
Now what? Carter had no plan, but did he need one? He was a mere tool, waiting for the hand of fate to guide him.
They walked for another thirty seconds, then Carter saw it.
On the opposite side of the road to James and Carter were rows of industrial lots topped with residential flats. To the duo's immediate right was a barbed wire fence that marked the split between the pavement and a tangle of nettles and weeds. These grew on a slope that Carter knew led to a stream. The centre of town was built around a river. The stream at the bottom of this nettle covered slope fed that river.
Up ahead, Carter saw a break in the barbed wire fence. Beyond the break was a pathway that led through the nettles and weeds down to the stream. Carter knew this because it had been here before he departed from town. He doubted it had changed.
"Take a right here," Carter said. He was behind James, but the boy knew exactly what he meant and took the turn with another whimper but no complaint.
Carter followed the boy into the weeds and nettles towards the stream.
He was waiting for his next instruction from above.
    
With no way to track James and no clue who had kidnapped him, Abbie and her new companions could operate only on instinct and guesswork.
Abbie did not doubt that Ian had numerous enemies. However, it took a desperate man or woman to use James to gain revenge against the kingpin. There was no happy ending. Ian was a powerful and deadly man. The person who killed his son would be tracked to the end of the Earth and brought home. Their punishment would last many months. Before Ian was satisfied, James's killer might have begged for death at least a hundred times.
A desperate man or woman was likely operating on instinct. There was every chance they didn't have a base of operations. If so, they would be easier to locate.
From the diner, Abbie had walked away from town, guessing the kidnapper would not wish to risk running into crowds of people. If he didn't have a base in mind—and possibly even if he did—his next move would be to get away from any roads and buildings. By escaping man-made structures, he could more easily find the kind of seclusion that would allow him to carry out his ill-thought-out plot.
They left behind the town, industrial lots to their left, a slope of nettles and weeds to their right. In Abbie's youth, she had spent much of her spare time at the park by which she had hours ago found her father on the cusp of death. When she had travelled further afield, with friends or her siblings, they had often played by the stream. It was a popular hangout for young kids seeking adventure and older kids seeking escape. The paths were littered with imaginary bloodshed and real cigarette butts and cider cans.
Approaching the break in the barbed wire, Abbie pointed but did not speak.
"Makes sense," said Lorna.
They took the turn and made their way through the nettles and weeds until they reached a T-Junction. Left or right would take them along a well-trodden path. The path separated the needles from the trickling stream. At this point, the stream was only a couple of feet wide. On its other side were more nettles and brambles. Another slope ran up to an industrial estate.
"Which way?" Lorna asked, pointing left and right.
Abbie glanced right but quickly dismissed that route. The stream widened the further that way you travelled. In a few hundred feet, they would go past the diner and less than a mile after that, the stream would feed into the river, and they would be entering the town centre. For Ian's kidnapper, going that way would be too risky.
"Left," said Abbie, and left they went.
Abbie knew the route well. In a mile, a two-lane bridge jumped the still trickling stream. Beyond this point, the stream began to widen. A couple of miles further, up a short, sharp incline, was a small lake that fed the stream, around which many dog walkers and couples enjoyed regular morning strolls.
If James's kidnapper planned to deal with James along this stream, he would do so under the bridge. If his final destination was elsewhere, he would probably go all the way to the lake and branch off there. But it was not out of the question that he might escape somewhere along the way.
"Come on," said Abbie. "We've got to speed up."
    
With each step, James grew more nervous and Carter tenser. By the time they reached the bridge, James was omitting an almost constant low whine, while Carter felt the tension might soon cause his bones to spontaneously snap one after the other.
"Stop here," he said.
Though the stream was narrow, the bridge had to cross two slopes of nettles, brambles and weeds, and so offered plenty of room beneath. Carter and James were far to one side of it.
Grabbing James's arm, Carter shoved the teen against a wall. Facing the boy, Carter took a couple of steps back until his back foot stood between two parts of the trickling stream. He could hear it lackadaisically amble past, away from the lake, towards town. There were no cars and no people in the vicinity. The steam and the wind through the nettles provided the only sounds. How peaceful it all was.
From his jacket, Carter removed his gun.
James had known the weapon was there. Carter had shown the boy its butt and had referenced it since. Still, knowing was not the same as seeing. The moment Carter pulled the weapon from his jacket, the moment it was plain for James to see, the boy broke into tears and slid down the wall onto his behind.
"Please," he said. "Please don't do this."
Carter could feel the water pressing against the bottom of his shoe. Soon, it would break through the canvas and dampen his sock, which would be unpleasant. Still, if he could kill a teenager, surely he could handle a damp sock.
Could he kill the boy?
He had to. All the pain and suffering Ian had caused, not just to Carter's family but to hundreds of others like them, it wasn't fair. He had to pay.
And Carter wasn't murdering an ordinary teenage boy. The apple didn't fall far from the tree; Harry had proven that over the years. Carter knew nothing about James, but Harry's true colours were revealed in his teens. If James hadn't already shown he was as sick and twisted as his father, he soon would.
In killing James, Carter would make Ian experience the kind of pain he had been inflicting on others for decades.
More than that, Carter would be saving countless lives. All the people James would have gone on to hurt as he grew into a replica of his older brother and father.
Despite all this, the guilt would no doubt eat Carter alive.
But that was okay. Carter was under no illusions. Once he put a bullet in James's brain, his days were numbered. That was a terrifying thought, but one Carter had to get used to.
Some higher power had brought him home and led him to Eddie's diner. Carter knew what was needed of him, and he would not fail.
Trying to keep his hand from shaking on the gun's handle, he raised his arm and pointed the gun at the boy's head.
"Please, please, please…"
The boy kept speaking, but his words descended into a mumble Carter could no longer make out. The teen's cheeks were stained with tears, and still, the boy cried.
He looked so small. So innocent.
It had to be now.
"I'm sorry," Carter said, straightening his arm, ensuring his aim was true. "This is your father's fault."
In his head: 3… 2… 1…
Fire.





Twenty-Nine
A bbie, Lorna, and Morgan moved along the curve, and the bridge came into view. Beneath it, a hooded man lowered his firing arm. On the ground, sat in the dirt and the wet, his back against the damp wall, was James, slumped, his head bowed towards his chest.
Lorna stopped dead. Her hand shot to her mouth.
“He’s killed him. He’s killed James.”
“No,” said Abbie. “No gunshot.”
As though to prove the point, James lifted his head from his chest and stared at the armed man.
Who raised his gun a second time.
Abbie bolted towards the bridge with a shout intended to shock and scare.
    
Having already proven himself too weak to pull the trigger, to kill the boy, Carter nonetheless raised his hand, intending to count himself down a second time. To try again.
Those terrified eyes once more fixed on Carter. He realised that although James's cheeks were tear-stained and his eyes were red and puffy, the teen was no longer crying.
But Carter was.
The thought of murdering the teen was tearing him apart.
This was hopeless.
Then came the yell. Twisting his head for only a split second, Carter saw someone rushing his way.
Later, he would pretend that seeing this newcomer was not a relief. That Carter was not glad of the excuse to leave the boy alive. Later, he would try telling himself he would have shot James dead if not for this interference. Carter would have completed his mission.
At that moment, he thought nothing. Caught in the wind of instinct, Carter turned from his assailant and the boy. He sprinted along the gravel path, away from the scene of his almost crime towards the lake he knew lay ahead.
Carter was not unfit, and the combination of hard-earned endurance, adrenaline, and survival instinct carried him from the bridge with the speed of a rocket. Whoever was on his tail stood no chance of catching him.
Up ahead: a line of trees. Putting on a final burst of speed, Carter bounded onto an incline and dived through a gap in the trunks, landing on the concrete path on the other side.
The concrete path circled the lake which fed the stream. As Carter's foot landed, he tried to turn, intending to continue his sprint around the water, at least for a little way.
An awkward landing scuppered this plan.
As his first shoe hit the concrete, Carter felt his ankle twist. Then he was falling.
Beyond the path was a dirt bank and then the lake. Carter's knee smashed the track, and his body was tossed to the dirt. He landed on his shoulder before rolling onto his back no more than a foot from the water's edge.
Staring up at the swaying leaves of the trees that encircled the lake, Carter found at first he could not move.
While he had been running, adrenaline had prevented Carter from realising the strain he was putting his body under. Only now, lying in the dirt, his knee and shoulder already throbbing, did he feel his pounding heart and aching lungs.
His body felt far heavier than it should. As though the gravity by the lake was stronger than elsewhere and was tugging him into the ground.
But he had to move.
Recalling why he had been running in the first place, Carter forced his body first onto its side then onto its knees. He stared through the gap in the trees from which he had recently burst.
There was no one there. Carter could hear no pounding feet nor see any signs of an approaching foe. It seemed the enemy had decided to let him run. How long ago they'd given up the chase, Carter couldn't say. Given it may have been as early as the bridge, he didn't want to think about it.
"Mate, mate, you alright?"
A jogger in tiny shorts and an aggressive red tee came towards Carter. Around his wrist was a fitness watch. So committed to his regime was this guy that he continued to run on the spot even as he stopped his forward trajectory to check on Carter.
Raising a hand, though it hurt his shoulder to do so, Carter said, "I'm fine." To prove the point, though it was a lie, he rose to his feet.
The jogger had been looking down at Carter. As Carter rose, the guy's eyes widened.
"Great, man. Great," said the jogger. The calm and easy tone with which he had first checked on Carter was gone. These words were spoken in a higher pitch. Around his arm, near the shoulder, the jogger had a plastic pouch. After his squeaked reply to Carter, he set off again. Carter saw the guy remove a phone from the pouch as he ran. He picked up speed as he went until he was running almost as fast as had Carter when fleeing the bridge.
Unease joined shame and pain as the jogger sprinted away. The guy's eyes had widened as Carter had stood. A glance to the ground between his legs told Carter what the guy had seen.
Carter's escape from the bridge had been fevered, thoughtless. Carter could not remember if he had slipped the gun into his jacket as he set off or if he had carried it with him the entire journey to the lake.
Either way, whether from hand or from pocket, the gun had flown free of Carter's possession as he went down, landing a foot from where he fell.
While sprinting, the jogger was on with the police. He would tell them about the gun. Having got a good look at Carter's face, he could give a decent description of its possessor.
Because Carter had failed to kill James, Ian would be after him within the next few minutes.
Because of this friendly jogger and the gun, the dangerous criminal would not be searching for Carter alone.
Destiny or a higher power had gifted Carter a golden opportunity to punish the kingpin. Having failed to take it, Carter faced either conviction and imprisonment at the hands of the police or torture and death at the hands of Ian.
His presence in his hometown had become untenable. The smart move would be to leave without a moment's notice.
But he couldn't.
Carter had failed to fulfil his destiny. But there were his own needs to consider. Before he left, there was one more thing he had to do.
The rest of the day, he would spend in hiding.
Tomorrow, he would go on the run.
Tonight, he would risk everything to see Amber one last time.
    
Abbie chased the guy a fair way along the path before giving up. She was in excellent physical shape and spent hours every week practising short-distance sprints and long-distance running. In a foot race, she could beat almost anyone on her day.
But the guy she pursued also appeared to be in great shape. Perhaps, all things being equal, they would be as quick as each other. Today, the guy's desperation to escape handed him an extra boost of speed that Abbie's desire to capture him could not match. Long before she could drive herself into exhaustion, she accepted defeat and quit while she was behind but at least conscious.
After watching the guy disappear up the path, Abbie turned and made her way back to the bridge, where she was not surprised to find James had already gone.
The moment Abbie had the bridge above her, she stopped and leaned against the wall. It was damp and dirty, but she didn't care. Though Abbie had stopped running before exhaustion could topple her, her heart was still slamming, and her lungs burned. Closing her eyes, she focused on calming her body and recovering herself as Lorna approached.
"Sorry about James. I know you wanted to speak with him."
Still unable to talk, Abbie waved this away. Having allowed herself to become caught up in trying to catch the guy with the gun, she had forgotten she was at odds with Lorna and Morgan. As Abbie ran off, Morgan had helped James up and walked him away. Harry would undoubtedly ensure the teen didn't get out again, making a meeting with Abbie unlikely, bordering on never going to happen.
That was okay. Abbie didn't need to see whatever evidence James had. That both Harry and Ian sent people to collect him for leaving the house spoke volumes. As of now, Abbie was almost certain James's tale was accurate.
The question was, what was she going to do about it?
"Morgan's taken the car we drove to the diner," Lorna went on. "Harry's sending someone to pick me up. He'd like you to take a trip with me. Come meet him."
Abbie's breathing and heart had softened, and were almost back under control. She found she was able to release a low chuckle at this comment.
"Already met him," she said. "Can't say I was too impressed with the experience."
"People change," was Lorna's response. "Whatever he was whenever you knew him, don't expect him to be that anymore."
"What he was was the kind of person who might send people to drag his brother home for having the audacity to step outside with information that might incriminate his father."
For a second, it seemed Lorna wasn't going to reply. If that had been her intention, she soon changed her mind.
"Harry and James have never been close, but Harry's protective of his brother. He sent Morgan and me to get the kid not to control James but to protect him from their father's wrath. You know all about Ian's wrath, as we've seen."
"Don't I just."
Abbie considered these words. It was true that people could change between their late teens and early thirties. Some became almost unrecognisable. Abbie was proof of that, and she wasn't even thirty.
But you could not scrub away the kind of evil Harry had displayed on the night of Abbie's sixteenth birthday and in the weeks that followed. Of that, Abbie was sure.
"You told him what I said?" she asked Lorna. "About being the reason he was in the wheelchair?"
"I did."
"And he said?"
"Not much. Said your brother beat him but because of you."
Abbie smiled. "You think Harry's protective of James? You should've seen my Gray."
All those years ago, Abbie had been weak. Only in the years that followed had she become a ruthless protector of the innocent. On the night that monsters killed Violet, Abbie had found her sister but had arrived too late. If Gray hadn't been behind bars, might he have been quicker? Could he have saved Violet? 
No. Don't go there. That way, madness lies.
Abbie put her head in her hands then pulled away from the wall.
"Did he tell you what he did to me?" she asked Lorna.
"No, and I didn't ask."
"Afraid of what he might say?"
Lorna didn't answer the question, but she did speak. "He wants to see you. Asked me to ask you to come back with me to meet him. No trickery. He told me to be upfront about it."
"Interesting strategy."
Lorna didn't comment. She was watching Abbie, waiting for an answer.
Stepping further from the wall, staring at the ground, Abbie stepped over the stream, then back, then over again. As she hopped back and forth, she kept her eyes on Lorna. 
"You really don't know what he did to me?"
"I really don't."
"And I really don't know whether to believe you."
Lorna shrugged. "Does it matter?"
"Of course. I don't yet have anyone to be my Maid of Honour. If you're telling the truth, I can add you to the long list for consideration. But if you're lying…"
"Deal breaker?"
"Deal breaker."
"Which would be a heart breaker for me."
"I'm sure it would."
"Are you even engaged?"
"I don't even have a boyfriend, but I'd like to be prepared."
Lorna laughed. 
There was another silence between them. Abbie reckoned she liked Lorna, though she for sure couldn't trust any mate of Harry's.
Harry wanted to see her...
On a whim, or on instinct, Abbie reached into her bag and plucked free a slip of paper, handing it to Lorna, who glanced at it.
"Your phone number?"
"That's right," said Abbie.
"You want me to ask you on a date?"
Abbie smiled and tightened her bag. "Give it to Harry. He wants to talk; he can give me a call. He wants to meet; he can take me to dinner or lunch somewhere in town. Somewhere public. Though I will mention that Ian's ordered my execution, so he might want to be quick, lest he misses out on my sparkling company."
Another smile from Lorna. Maybe Harry had implored his mate to get Abbie into the car with her at all costs. If he had, Lorna planned to ignore this directive. Folding the slip of paper again, she placed it in her pocket.
"I'll do it," she said.
"Thank you. And if Ian doesn't kill me, you and I will arrange a dress fitting sometime soon. For my wedding."
Lorna laughed, and they both knew the conversation was at an end. They split, and when Harry's mate was out of sight, Abbie removed her phone and checked for messages. There were a couple more from Alice, but only one of interest.
It simply read: Amber's dad is free.





Thirty
A s an avenue of new information, James was for now, and possibly for always, closed off from Abbie. Alice's investigators were still working on gathering pertinent information relating to the trial of Amber's father following her sexual abuse. Despite these two missing chunks of data, Abbie felt sure she had almost everything she needed.
A decade ago, Ian had broken into Amber's home and sexually abused the six-year-old. Because the girl was young and confused. Because she was sure she was alone with her father, she had believed he was the one to take advantage of her. In fact, her father had left home temporarily, thinking his daughter to be safe.
David, Abbie's father, had at first provided an alibi for Amber's father. Though Alice had yet to turn up evidence that David had been in financial trouble and had been seeking help from a friend, Abbie was sure that was the case. His initial alibi had been honest, but Ian had got to him, and David had changed his story.
Following the collapse of his alibi, Amber's father had been imprisoned. As in so many other cases, Ian had escaped prosecution and continued to live as a free and wealthy man.
Abbie was here to save Amber's life. It seemed apparent how she was in danger. James was raking up the past while Amber's father had recently been released from prison. The walls were closing in on Ian, and men like Ian hated to be backed into a corner. He would react with violence. He would take vengeance against his troublesome son and the man from his past, and who did those two people have in common?
Amber.
Killing her would have the dual benefit of punishing those who dared stand against Ian and ending any chance that she could change her mind about the events of that night. And testify against Ian in any new trial that might commence ten years after the old had ended.
Abbie would do whatever was necessary to protect Amber. But no one who featured in her dreams had ever died on the first day. Always the second. Before Abbie took up the role of Amber's personal bodyguard, she had a little time to use on other matters.
There was someone else she wanted to question.
Though Abbie did not feel she needed more information about the sexual assault case ten years prior, it couldn't hurt to acquire some.
Amber's father's defence had been his alibi. His conviction had been assured when that alibi went away.
Abbie did not know who had stabbed her father but guessed one of two people were responsible. Either Ian had sent someone to ensure David could not change his story for a second time, back to the truth. Or Amber's father had returned to town seeking revenge against those who had wronged him and sent him to jail.
Given what had happened to James, Abbie knew where she would lay her money if a bookie was willing to take the bet.
She could find out for sure. Abbie remained certain that David knew who had stabbed him. Previously, he had refused to reveal this knowledge to either Abbie or the police. But maybe, if Abbie confronted David with her theory, her father would no longer feel able to lie. Even if he did, Abbie might read the truth in his eyes.
Abbie travelled to the hospital from the stream where James had almost lost his life. Entering through the main doors, she ignored the receptionist and made straight for her father's room.
As she turned into the corridor and made for David's door, it opened. Abbie was three metres away when a tall man in his mid-fifties, wearing a sharp, tailored, charcoal grey suit, stepped into the hall.
Abbie stopped at the sight of him. As though sensing this, the man turned slowly towards her. Their eyes met. And the man smiled.
"Hello... uh, Abbie? That’s what you asked Glenda to call you, right?"
Sensing she was in danger of becoming lost for words, Abbie forced herself to clear her throat and to speak.
"That's the one. Do you prefer 'Ian' or 'Arsehole Rapist'?"
This section of the hospital was quiet. Both doctors and patients were in the vicinity, but no one close enough to hear what Abbie had said. That did not make it bright. Ian was smiling, and the smile did not leave his lips. But darkness flashed across his eyes.
He stepped towards her. In the last few years, Abbie had taken on numerous powerful and deadly men and women and had come out on top every time. Some of these foes had come close to killing Abbie, and some had stood no chance. One thing that had remained constant throughout was that Abbie never feared them. Often, she feared for the innocent she had come to protect. But she never feared for her life, even when staring down the barrel of a madman's gun.
It was unlikely Ian was armed. Still, as he closed the gap between them, Abbie felt tingles of fear creep up her spine. Worse, she felt as though the years were slipping back. She was no longer the mighty, unstoppable, twenty-nine-year-old Abbie King. Now the frightened teenager Ian had previously stood before and mocked. The one into whom he had struck such terror.
The last time they'd met, Abbie had been at home. Six months pregnant, she had felt particularly vulnerable when Ian barged in and loomed over her. The baby had kicked as Abbie had trembled.
In the hospital, when there was perhaps a foot between them, Ian stopped. Abbie was tall for a woman, but Ian was tall for a man. He stood a head above her and leaned forward a little, the better to threaten Abbie. Though Ian was past his prime, slim, and undoubtedly not a fighter, Abbie was intimidated. She who had taken on gangs of armed foes without blinking. Abbie was a child again and trying not to whimper.
"When I heard of your return," Ian said, now looming over her, "I admit I was underwhelmed. What trouble could you cause? You who, a decade ago, could do nothing to prosecute your abusers nor save your child or your sister."
Abbie knew Ian was a vile creature. Still, the willingness with which he brought up the death of her sister and unborn baby horrified her. Even worse was the casual way he displayed his knowledge that his son had abused Abbie. And that she could do nothing to secure justice against him.
Still a teenager in an adult's body, Abbie flinched at his words. She barely managed to prevent herself from taking a step back. 
"I forgot that people can change," said Ian. "You have changed more than anyone else I've known, and congratulations. I expected you to flee at my midday threat, but you stuck around. Not only that, but when caught by Glenda and the powerful Nix, you took them on. I would not have believed it possible that you could take out Glenda, but to not only do that; to go further, to incapacitate Nix…"
Ian whistled and raised his hands in mock admiration. "That was incredible."
Abbie could barely breathe. Were they not dead, many of the crooks Abbie had faced would testify that Abbie's primary trait was her incessant babble. She loved to talk and to use her words to frustrate. Loved rendering people speechless. She could not remember a time when any foe had done the same to her.
Until now.
And it only got worse.
Taking another half step forward, Ian reached out a hand. Abbie's arms were stiff by her side. Her hands were flat, her fingers slightly curled. Ian slipped a couple of fingers onto Abbie's palm and, with his thumb, gently clasped her hand.
His touch repulsed her. She reviled it, and as he squeezed, she feared she might be sick.
Ian's suit had probably cost thousands of pounds. Abbie did not care if she ruined it with vomit but despised the thought that she might show the adverse effect Ian was having on her. She was stronger than this. But his touch took her back to her living room. When she was a child and he an adult. He had held her hand then and had looked at her stomach. He had smiled a despicable smile. Then he had cupped her chin in his hand.
"Some things never change, though, do they?" Ian went on in the present. "You may have picked up some tricks along the way, but you remain the same pathetic child you were when last we met, don't you? It's okay. It's just us, you can admit it."
Ian turned back and gestured forward to indicate how alone they were. In doing so, he drew attention to the room from which Abbie had watched him exit. She wanted to ask why he had been with her father but found herself unable to speak.
Ian released her hand. She was relieved he no longer touched her skin, but only for a moment. Then he was cupping her chin, holding her face towards his as he had when she was sixteen and retained the hope of a better life growing in her stomach.
"I still cannot consider you much of a threat because I know you are only a little girl in here," he moved his hand long enough to tap her chest above her heart, then he cupped her chin again. "But still, we can't have you disobeying my instructions and embarrassing my people without facing some repercussions. Much as I might want to leave you be, you have to understand how that would look?"
Someone had chopped out Abbie's tongue and stolen her voice box. They had removed her teeth and wired shut her jaw.
Abbie was mute.
She had been mute as a sixteen-year-old girl. Had done nothing as Ian pushed her onto the sofa and put himself on top of her. As he pressed his face to hers.
You are nothing. A worthless little girl carrying a child who will be as useless as you. My son took what he wanted, and you should feel privileged. Your little cries for attention to the police and the papers have been cute, but I've had enough. It ends today. Speak to anyone about my son or me again, and I will send round some big nasty men. They will do what my son did to you, but they won't be so gentle, and there will be no substances in your system to numb the pain. You're pregnant, but don't think that will stop them.
Ian had stood and asked Abbie to confirm she understood. In the present, he said, "No more chances. I gave you until midday to leave, and you missed that opportunity. Now, I give you until midnight to live. This is not a threat or a warning. You will die tonight, and there's nothing you can do about it."
In the past, Abbie had confirmed she understood, and Ian had beamed. In the present, she could say nothing, but he still smiled.
In both timelines, Ian offered Abbie a vicious smile and at last removed his disgusting hand from her chin. His eyes crawled all over her body. Abbie's stomach churned. The urge to be sick was overpowering. Barely resisted.
"You are a pretty thing. It's easy to see why my son had to have you. And his friends too. What a pity you couldn't have seen the night as the compliment and the privilege it was."
In the past, he had merely said, "Maybe I'll come along with my big nasty men if you disobey me. What's good enough for Harry..."
And, past and present, he left an Abbie who was trembling, defeated, broken.





Thirty-One
F or almost a minute after Ian left, Abbie remained frozen in the hall, her fists now clenched by her side.
While standing there like an ill-placed statue, Abbie felt anger rise through her like lava progressing up a volcano, preparing to blow. Abbie closed her eyes and took a breath. More than once, her rage had landed her in trouble, and she had never been so angry as this. She dreaded the thought of what she might do should she find herself unable to get her temper under control.
Abbie didn't move until she began to attract attention. A visitor in a green jumper and patient in a gown on a wander saw Abbie and gave her funny looks. A nurse crossed the end of the corridor and glanced at Abbie. Soon after, she returned and paused, seeing the same stranger in the same spot as a minute before. Concern crossed the nurse's face. It was this look—a look which suggested the nurse might come to check on the strange statue woman—that convinced Abbie to find mobility. 
Somehow, the anger still simmering beneath the surface, blooming all the time, Abbie managed to flash a smile at the nurse. Who knew if it looked natural.
She forced her legs to move. As the nurse nodded and walked away, Abbie took the handle of her father's hospital room door, turned it, and stepped inside.
There he lay, as he had earlier in the day. He looked a little stronger now but only by a few degrees. He would live, but he had a way to go before he was at full strength.
If Amber's father was responsible for the attack, how long might pass before David suffered a second assault? Would this one be fatal?
What about Ian? He might be the original attack's organiser, and he had just visited David. What did he want?
As Abbie stepped in and closed the door, David raised his head, looked at her, dropped it back to the pillow. He wished she would go away. But also looked resigned. Maybe that was why he said nothing as Abbie crossed the room and pulled back the chair she and her mother had already sat in today.
There had never been any realistic hope that Abbie's anger would fade in the face of her father and his weakness. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it seemed only to grow stronger. Abbie thought of the injustice. A man who had given up a decade of his life to prison because of David. Because of Abbie's pathetic father.
In the corridor, in the face of Ian, Abbie had reverted to her teenage self, seemingly losing the power of speech. In this hospital room, sitting with her father, she became the powerful, ruthless defender of the innocent once more. Abbie almost felt her voice box reopen for business and knew she would find her tongue and teeth in place when she tried to talk. Her jaw would not be locked tight.
"Let's keep this simple," she said. David wasn't looking at her, but that was okay. After all, he was a coward, and Abbie could make an allowance or two for that. Though not many.
Abbie continued, "Not one but both of your daughters died a decade ago."
That got his attention. David's head snapped around, and he stared at Abbie. At nineteen, she had left home; David hadn't seen her since. Hadn't paid her much attention since she was sixteen anyway—since she confessed what Harry had done to her. Now he wondered if it was possible this woman wasn't his daughter. Had he made a mistake?
Abbie rolled her eyes.
"That's what we're saying, David, because I'm not seeking a familial relationship. You obviously don't like having your daughter around, so, guess what? You don't get to. Call me Abbie King, and understand why I'm here when I'd rather be anywhere else."
From her face, David looked right into Abbie's eyes. In doing so, he realised she was his daughter—this was no trick of the light. Once he had come to terms with that, he understood what Abbie was saying. What she meant. 
"What do you want…?"
"I want to know the truth of the Amber Smith-Roberts case."
David's eyes widened. It alarmed him to know what she was after, and he was afraid of where this conversation was going. Unfortunately for him, Abbie had decided he was no longer her father. She would not hold back when dealing with this waste of space.
"I've heard from a reliable source that Ian sexually abused Amber on the night in question. The wrong man went to prison. Ian unknowingly supported this claim by sending people to capture this source before they could provide me with their evidence. Further backed it up by visiting you. I can think of no reason Ian would come here if he was not afraid that the walls were closing in. His past has returned to haunt him, and he's desperate to exorcise the spirits of his own evil doings."
"Ian was here to wish me a speedy recovery," said David.
In the hallway, Ian's presence had rendered Abbie pathetic and small. In his wake, anger had swelled and threatened to burst free. She had believed these mingled feelings of fury and impotence would stay with her for hours, if not days.
Then came her father's pathetic lie.
And Abbie actually laughed. A too-loud burst of laughter, that escaped into the world before she knew it was coming.
Once it had flown away, Abbie shook her head but kept the smile the laugh had brought on her face.
"Here to wish you a speedy recovery. Yet I see no grapes, no flowers. Very remiss of Ian to come without either."
David looked angry but also afraid. Abbie suspected he feared Ian rather than her, but that was okay. That did not prevent Abbie from using these emotions to her advantage.
"We'll come on to why Ian was here," said Abbie. "For the time being, I need to confirm what happened that night. You claimed to have requested a meeting with Amber's father in your initial alibi. You were in financial trouble and needed advice from an accountant. The meeting had to be at night because you dreaded your wife learning the truth of your dire financial straits. You later retracted this story, but I want you to confirm that it was true all along. Was it?"
David narrowed his eyes and used his reduced strength to twist towards Abbie. 
"I want you… to leave."
"Then you should answer my questions."
"I'll call the nurse. The doctor. Security will throw you out."
Abbie only smiled and shook her head. David turned. On the opposite side of the bed to Abbie was a button. It was red, and upon it was a picture of a person. With the merest press of a thumb, David could summon aid and have Abbie vanquished. At least for the time being.
Raising a hand, he went for the button. Abbie reached over the bed and grabbed her father's hand. David struggled, then raised his free hand instead, but Abbie caught this one as well, pulling both towards her. Holding them firmly in her grasp. David was far from full strength. He would still have been weaker than Abbie if he had been in peak condition. He could not release his hands until she chose to let them go.
Still, he struggled.
"You're wasting your time," said Abbie.
"Get off me. You have no right."
"You had no right to conspire to send an innocent man to prison for over a decade, but that didn't stop you. You had no right to lie to the police and the court, but you did so anyway."
"You don't know what you're talking about," David hissed. "You were too wrapped up in your own problems. You—"
David halted his sentence to cry out in pain. At first, Abbie couldn't fathom what had happened. Then she realised that when David had referenced her own problems, a shot of fury had fired through Abbie. Abbie remembered that but did not recall squeezing David's hands with such force he was lucky not to have suffered several broken fingers. But she must have.
Abbie's grip was still too tight. If she didn't loosen her fingers, she would cause severe damage.
But she didn't let up.
"Tell me the truth, David."
Her voice was calm. It belied that she was torturing her father for information. That was what it boiled down to. When he looked at her, there were tears in his eyes, perhaps of shame, definitely of pain.
"Now," said Abbie. 
Nothing.
Abbie squeezed a little tighter.
A cry of pain.
"Stop, stop. You don't understand. You have no idea why I did what I did."
Relieved she wouldn't need to learn how far she would go to reach the truth, Abbie loosened her grip enough to ease the pressure for David but not so much that he could yank his hands free.
"You sent an innocent man to prison," said Abbie. "That's why you reacted with such anger when Amber tried to ask you about that night. Your shame turned into fury because fury is always easier to find than contrition. You lashed out because the alternative was confession. Ian isn't the only one who stands to be ruined by the truth, isn't that so?"
David looked from Abbie's face to where their hands were clasped together. The way Abbie held her dad; to a bystander, it would probably look like a loving father and daughter, holding hands. That was unless they looked to Abbie's face and saw her disgust, or to David's and saw his anger and misery.
"As you've already made up your mind," David said. "What's the point in this conversation?"
"I try never to be sure of anything without hard evidence to back it up," said Abbie. "If I'm wrong, if there's another truth here, tell me what it is, and convince me."
"Nothing I say could convince you. You say you're not here as my daughter, but your resentment of me certainly seems to be colouring your opinion. I must have done what I did for selfish, evil reasons because I'm the father who walked away from my daughter when she told me a group of older boys had raped her. Isn't that the case?"
Abbie leaned back without releasing David's hands. She examined her father's face from this new position—an expression of mingled disgust and misery at Abbie's opinion of him. Abbie wasn't here to make him feel good. Still...
"You're wrong."
"How so?"
"I think you walked away from your daughter when she needed you most, and I think you sent an innocent man to prison. But I would never characterise your actions as evil. It's cowardice, which means you can only think of yourself. I think you changed your alibi because Ian threatened to hurt you if you didn't, and I think you walked away from me because you couldn't cope. My feelings didn't come into it, nor did Amber's father's. So I don't think you're evil, dad. Just a coward."
David considered this in silence. Again, he examined their linked hands, and this time Abbie did the same. How strange it was. David was a quiet man. In his youth, he had lived in the shadow of his father. After marrying young, in the shadow of his wife. Never had he been in control. When Abbie was young, he had been a stoic figure, never one to show much affection. Had they ever held hands before this odd occasion? Abbie could not have said for sure, but she was doubtful.
"Well," he said at last. "You're half right. I am a coward."
"But not selfish?"
David's eyes moved from their hands to Abbie's stomach. The gaze made her uncomfortable, and she shifted in her seat. She might have twisted away from her father but would have had to release his hands to do so. She wasn't ready for that.
"I walked away from you after you told me about the rape. Not because I couldn't cope," said David, "but because I was afraid my presence would only make things worse. By walking away, I felt sure I was doing the right thing."
Abbie saw that moment in her mind. She'd delivered the news, and her father was turning and walking away. She could feel his shame. In the hospital room in the present, Abbie warned herself not to cry.
"All you needed to do was sit with me and hold my hand. That would have been enough."
"Yes," said David, "but like you said, I'm a coward. I thought I'd let you down. Same as when you lost the baby."
Now Abbie knew why David's eyes were on her stomach, and she wanted more than ever to twist away.
But she didn't.
"That's why you never visited me in the hospital?"
"I did," said David. "But only when you were sleeping."
David was not looking at Abbie as he spoke but towards his feet.
"Why?" she asked.
"Standing over your sleeping form, I thought I might die of shame. But if you woke and those innocent, pained eyes met mine, I knew I would."
Now Abbie could not look at David, so they both looked at his feet. She had never known, but it didn't change anything. In her darkest hours, with her big brother in prison, Abbie had needed her father to step up and show some courage. Instead, he had crept in to watch her as she slept. And why? Not for her sake but for his own. Because he could not stand the shame. He said he wasn't selfish, but what could be more selfish than that?
Knowing that if they remained on this course, she would burst into tears or rage, though not sure which, Abbie determined once more to drop the mantle of daughter and return to her detached investigator's persona.
To her father, she said, "What about Amber's dad? You said that wasn't motivated by selfishness, so what was it? Ian threatened your wife? Your family? Your wallet?"
"No," said David. "Ian knew my weak spot."
"Which was?"
Once again, Abbie felt her hands tightening. Only with great focus did she manage to keep her grip loose enough that she did not risk snapping all of the bones above David's wrists. As this internal battle raged, Abbie's father winced but did not cry out.
"You really never knew, did you?"
Again the frustration tried to build, and Abbie fought to throw it off.
"Never knew what?"
David shook his head, and Abbie at first thought he was going to fob her off.
Then he met her eye.
"I changed my statement and condemned an innocent man to prison because Ian threatened the person I loved most in the world."
Still holding Abbie's gaze, David squeezed her hands.
"He threatened you."





Thirty-Two
A bbie rose from the chair. She couldn’t help it, she wasn’t controlling it. Her father's fingers slipped from her grasp, and then she was standing, then pacing. The blood drained from her face as Abbie faced her father.
“I don’t understand,” she said again. “It can't have been me.”
Her head was spinning—she was supposed to be forcing her father to confess who had stabbed him. Or asking why Ian had been visiting. Now she could do nothing but reevaluate her entire relationship with this man.
Had Ian really pinpointed Abbie as David's weak spot? And had this tactic truly worked.
She couldn't quite fathom. She wanted to ask her father for an explanation, but no... She pulled back. Stopped herself.
"I'm not here as your daughter." She was trying to persuade herself as much as him.
With sadness and regret in his eyes, David nodded.
“I think that's for the best. Our time has passed. I wasn’t a good enough dad to you, and when I tried to rectify the situation, it fell apart in my hands. You left, and it broke my heart, but looking back, I'm glad. Your mother and I were no good for you, and staying would have torn you apart. All those memories.”
David looked to the door. Reaching out with his now free hands, he pressed the nurse call button.
“It’s time to go. There’s nothing for you here.”
“It’s not about me.”
“Then who?”
“Amber. Her life’s in danger. Who stabbed you?"
David looked at her. "Isn't it obvious?"
"Tell me."
"One of Ian's people. That's why Ian was here. His guy messed up, and Ian had a change of heart. Or so he said. He wanted to ensure I'd do my part to keep his secret. I promised I would."
David didn't break eye contact as he spoke, and his story made sense. Abbie wasn't sure about the change of heart, but maybe Ian had decided killing David was more trouble than it was worth when he was so easily controlled.
"What about Amber?" Abbie asked.
"She was six at the time, and she blamed her father," said David. "She's no threat to Ian, and he knows it. Just leave it alone, will you? There's nothing to be gained by poking the hornets' nest."
"Amber's father's out of prison," said Abbie. "And James knows the truth."
David gave Abbie a long look. "So?"
“So..? So I believe the combination of James’s knowledge and Amber’s father’s freedom will push Ian to do something drastic. You might be safe, but Amber isn't. I won't leave until I'm certain.”
David's eyes suggested he wanted to make another push to get Abbie to leave town. Before he could, there were footsteps outside. Father and daughter paused, but no one entered. David saw his opportunity and implored Abbie.
"I sent a man to prison for ten years to keep you safe. If you get in Ian's way now, he’ll kill you, and it'll all have been for nothing."
"I would rather die protecting an innocent teenage girl than live with the knowledge that I abandoned her to Ian's wrath."
David was tearing up. He shook his head, but he was out of arguments.
“You have become a person I could never have imagined,” he said. “And I don’t mean that in a bad way. You seem so strong. It's incredible.”
Abbie wasn’t sure if this was a compliment for which she was supposed to thank her father. She chose to say nothing.
“I want you to know,” said David, “that I always loved you. I wish you would leave town, but if you insist on staying, there's something you should have. Something I should have returned to you a long time ago.”
“What are you talking about?”
Again, David looked at the door, then back at Abbie. By now, she would have pressed the button again. What kind of service was this? Her father seemed content to wait.
“Take a trip to the place you called home for nineteen years. Your mother and I still live there. There's a small box in the master bedroom, beneath my bedside table and a strip of cloth. It’s locked. To open it, you need the code.”
After a pause, Abbie said, “And do you intend to give me this code? Or am I supposed to guess?”
“I still think this is a bad idea. You should forget about Amber and think only of yourself. You should leave town and never return.”
“Tell me the code or don’t,” said Abbie. “Either way, know I’ve made up my mind.”
“Very well. The code is 091091.”
Abbie had not raised her phone or searched for a pen and paper to write down the code. Her memory was good enough to hold six digits. As it turned out, it would be even easier than she had expected.
09 10 91 - 9th October 1991.
“My birthday?” she asked.
David said nothing, though he looked a little embarrassed.
“Why?” Abbie asked.
“I wanted to make sure your mother could never get in.”
A smile appearing on her lips; Abbie gave her father a curious look.
“Did you just make a joke?”
David seemed to consider this. “I think I might have.”
“Was it your first ever?”
“Not sure. I think I told one when I was six or seven, but possibly not since then.”
“And that’s two,” said Abbie. “Will wonders never cease.”
Because she felt awkward, Abbie turned and looked to the door. Still, there was no nurse, no doctor, but they had to be moments away. Returning to her father, she said, “Thank you for the code. Will you tell me what's in there?”
David considered. He didn't want to tell her and was perhaps saved by the bell when a nurse entered.
"Something I should never have had," said David. "And when you see what it is, I pray that you can forgive me."





Thirty-Three
A bbie did not expect to see her father again and hoped never to see her mother. 
She travelled immediately to her childhood home from the hospital via the stretch of grass and group of trees where she had found her father earlier the same day. Crossing this field, she made her way through the short network of streets to what had once been called—laughably in many cases—home. It was the same route she and her siblings had used on hundreds of occasions in their youth.
The road on which she had lived and her parents still lived was small, comprising of fourteen red brick houses—modest, detached, three-bedroom places. Turnover was low. Most people who moved in did not move out for many decades. Abbie's parents had owned their property for almost 30 years. In that time, they would have expected to pay off their mortgage, but had they? David had never clarified the financial situation that had persuaded him to seek Amber's father's help in the first place. Had he ever dug himself out of that hole? Despite what he said about protecting Abbie, perhaps Ian had paid David to change his statement.
It was possible but possibly not relevant.
Because of the street's low turnover, a decent proportion of homeowners would have known Abbie as a child. It was the middle of the afternoon on a workday, but at least six of the houses were owned by retirees who may well be in. 
If anyone saw Abbie, they would likely not recognise her. Not wanting to take the risk of an old acquaintance rushing down their drive and greeting David and Eleanor's eldest daughter, Abbie kept her head bowed. Proceeded quickly along the street to number seven. Her mother and father's place.
One car was in the driveway, but as David was the driver, this did not reveal whether Abbie's mother was home. 
The curtains were open, and Abbie could not see her mother in the kitchen or living room. But Eleanor might be cleaning the dining room or curled up in the reading room at the back of the house, where her parents kept two comfortable armchairs and a couple of bookshelves. Not to mention a dog statuette—a possession Eleanor had treasured more than any of her children. She might also be upstairs cleaning the bathroom or resting her eyes in bed.
Abbie had no qualms about breaking in, but although she despised her mother, she did not want to scare the older woman. Before entering by illegal means, Abbie would first check if the place was occupied.
A sharp knock on the door yielded no answer. After a couple of minutes, Abbie knocked again, then a third time. When no one came to the door, Abbie concluded the house was vacant and settled for breaking in.
To pick the front door lock, Abbie would need to drop to her knees. She would only be at work for twenty or so seconds, but if a neighbour glanced out of their window within that time and saw her, they would be suspicious. If they came out to confront Abbie, that would be an annoying distraction but ultimately not problematic. Abbie was sure she could convince any of the neighbours that she was the daughter of Eleanor and David and needed to get in. But suppose this nosy neighbour called the police. Abbie could still talk her way out of this situation, but it would devour valuable time.
No. Abbie would enter via more subtle means.
Leaving the front door, Abbie walked around the side of the house to the gate. This was a quiet neighbourhood with almost non-existent crime figures. David's stabbing was a significant blot on a copybook that was otherwise nearly spotless. As such, the gate was left unlocked, and Abbie had only to turn the handle and push to let herself in.
At the end of a sidepath was a well-kept garden. Ignoring this, Abbie went to the back door, which opened onto the dining room. Safe in the knowledge that no neighbours could see her, she lowered to her knees, picked the lock and let herself into the house.
After closing the door without making a sound, Abbie stood in the dining room for almost a minute, her eyes closed, listening for any sounds of movement.
There was only silence.
If Abbie’s mother was in, she would be cleaning, reading, watching television, or sleeping. Abbie would hear the movement cleaning entailed and would certainly know if the telly was switched on. It wasn’t. A wall's width from the reading room, Abbie was also confident she would know if her mother was occupying one of the two armchairs in there. The turning of the pages, the shifting in the seat. These small actions would be audible to Abbie.
Eleanor was not one to read in bed. If she was upstairs and making no noise, she was asleep. Given the time, Abbie thought it far more likely that her mother was out. In the interest of caution, under which Abbie always liked to operate, she proceeded through the house as though she knew her mother was in bed and was a light sleeper. In fact, Abbie doubted the former and knew the latter to be untrue. When Eleanor slept, fireworks set off in the toilet next door would not wake her.
Entering the lounge from the dining room, tremors of memory rolled through Abbie. Her surroundings seemed to shimmer. As though she were a ghost, trapped between time streams, Abbie saw blurred versions of three children running about the place. Violet screaming with delight and waving her teddy as Abbie and Gray chased her. They were having such fun, which indicated their mother was asleep. Awake, she would not have tolerated such noise.
As Abbie proceeded, the memories shifted and changed. The blurred children grew older. They went from running around shrieking to watching telly to playing board games. As they entered their teens, Abbie watched herself and her sister sitting on the sofa reading books. Neither were allowed in the reading room, which was adults only.
An adult now, Abbie moved from the living room down a short hall to the reading room. She did not expect her mother to be here, but regardless, she opened the door. With caution, ready to react to the scream of a startled woman.
The room was empty. The armchairs were the same David and Eleanor had purchased when Abbie was little more than a toddler. They were well-used, worn, but comfortable. As ever, the room held three bookshelves, one for David and two for Eleanor, the more voracious reader. Abbie’s father favoured biographies and historical thrillers; Eleanor’s mother was into classic literature and police procedurals.
The dog sat between Eleanor's bookshelves. It was small, not much bigger than a football, but heavy. Its gaze was judgemental. In that respect, it took after its mistress. Also, it had a heart of stone.
More memories. Abbie touched her father’s chair and watched as a blurred, younger version of her mother dragged Gray from this room by his ear. Abbie and Violet watched with wide eyes in the doorway, scattering when their mother snapped at them to disappear. The vision shifted, and here was a teenage Violet, sneaking into this adults-only room when mum and dad were out. She took a grave risk by sitting in Eleanor’s chair reading The Stand. Violet had always been Eleanor's favourite child. Still, if caught committing this double transgression (trespass and reading Stephen King), Violet would have suffered the severest punishment mother could imagine.
Afraid to get mired in the past, as had happened too often since Abbie returned home, she turned from the reading room back into the hall. Ignoring the living room, Abbie moved down the short corridor to the front of the house. Here was a second door to the living room, the front door, and the foot of the staircase. Still sure she was alone, Abbie nonetheless waited for another minute here, eyes closed, listening for movement upstairs.
When there were none, she ascended. 
The house was a three-bed. The master and second rooms were generously sized, and the third bedroom was much smaller. When Eleanor and David had moved in, Abbie had been only a few months old. Gray a couple of years older than that. Abbie was given the smallest room until Violet came along, at which point Gray and Abbie swapped. Until the day Violet died, the sisters shared the second bedroom. Gray had the third to himself. The blessing of being the only boy.
All of the doors upstairs were closed. Instinctively, Abbie was drawn to the room she had for so long shared with her sister. But as she drew near, the memories became all but unbearable. Heart pounding, Abbie stepped away, taking deep breaths and trying to block out the past.
Gray’s room was the next closest. Emotionally, she would find it easiest to go into her brother’s old bedroom or the bathroom. Neither of these was the right move. All but sure her mother was out, Abbie still had to be 100% certain. Only by entering the master bedroom could she be so. And anyway, had Abbie not come for the box her father had indicated? That was in the master bedroom, so she had no reason to go anywhere else, did she?
From Gray’s bedroom, Abbie turned to the master. Approaching the door, she once more stopped with her hand hovering by the handle.
Like a buffeting wind, the memories came again.
As with the reading room, the master bedroom had been sacrosanct. The children entered at their peril. Never were any of them invited.
When Gray was only eight, he had read The Hobbit. Inspired by the tale of the titular Hobbit attempting to sneak into a mountain hideaway and steal gold from beneath the sleeping snout of a fearsome dragon, the eldest of Eleanor and David’s three children invented a game and invited his sisters to play.
During the summer holidays, when their father was at work and their mother taking one of her famed afternoon naps, the children would open the master bedroom door with utmost care. The twenty-nine-year-old Abbie now saw the ghostly hand of her big brother, taking the handle as she did in the present day. Together they seemed to turn it, and together they opened the door. 
As the eldest, it was almost always Gray who took this initial risk. Once the door was open, they would take turns sneaking into the room. They would, from as close as possible to the sleeping dragon that was their mother, pilfer something, returning with it to the hallway.
Although their mother’s ability to sleep through anything made this a low-risk game (even for the tiny Violet, who, young as she was, operated with limited finesse), the trio still found it enormous fun. For this reason, the game continued far beyond the ages where they each should have grown out of it.
Stepping into the room in the present day, Abbie found it empty. However, she could still see her mother lying there, entombed in a sleep as deep as the one experienced by Aurora—the princess of Sleeping Beauty. In their youth and even in their teenage years, the siblings would probably have struggled to explain why they so enjoyed sneaking into their mother’s room. Stealing her belongings. After all, she never woke up, and they always returned what they stole. It was an activity that should have lost its shine fast and been forgotten entirely a few weeks after its conception.
The benefit of age and distance offered Abbie greater insight. Eleanor had been such a terrifying figure to her children. She was all-powerful when she was awake, and nothing seemed to get past her. Neither Gray nor Violet reviled the woman in the same way as Abbie, but they all felt under her thumb. They enjoyed the risk-free game because it felt like getting one over on a woman who often seemed to act as disgruntled jailer rather than loving mother.
Stepping into the room, Abbie saw a ghostly version of the toddler Violet amble past and could not help but smile. As the little girl, who Abbie missed with an ache that never ceased, wandered down her mother’s side of the bed, Abbie made her way down her father’s.
Over the years, the children had stolen and returned everything from their mother’s side of the bed countless times. They had never been down their father’s side because their father was never there when they played the game, and therefore there was no fun to be found in stealing his things. As such, David might always have owned the box and stored it beneath his bedside table. His children would never have known. 
Even if they had, they could not have guessed the code.
Making her way down her father’s side of the bed, Abbie saw the cloth poking beneath the bedside table. When she reached it, she paused before crouching, looking over the bed her parents shared.
Abbie was almost thirty but still felt the childish thrill of being somewhere she should not be, standing in her parents' bedroom. She didn’t know if that was pathetic or natural. Or both.
Shaking off the feeling and looking away from the ghostly memory-children making runs up and down Eleanor’s side of the bed, Abbie went to her knees beside David’s.
Abbie took the cloth, pinching it between forefinger and thumb. There appeared to be nothing remarkable about it. It was thin and coarse. Maybe a table cloth. It was certainly big, all bunched up under the bedside table.
It was a hideous blue-green, but that didn’t matter. Abbie was distracting herself from the task at hand. At twenty-nine, she could explain to herself why she and her siblings had so enjoyed the Hobbit game. But not why removing this box from its hiding place and accessing its contents inspired such nerves.
In the end, with her heart pounding a little too fast, Abbie had to take a breath and force herself to reach under the cloth. Almost immediately, she touched ribbed metal. Running her hand along the surface, she found the edge and gripped it. From ground to top, the box was about five centimetres high. 
Abbie pulled the box loose with another breath, shaking the metal to disentangle it from the cloth covering.
Once Abbie had the box on her lap, she saw it was about 30cm wide and twenty deep. It was made entirely from metal with rubber pads in each corner of its base. On the front was a wheel lock with six digits. Only via this could the case be opened unless you had a crowbar, a hammer, or possibly a stick of dynamite.
Abbie had no idea what her father might keep in such a box. She did not have to guess because he had given her the code.
Still held back by nerves, Abbie forced her thumb to the wheel and input the number her father had indicated in the hospital. Her date of birth. Given how he had always been with her, Abbie could still not quite believe this code was genuine. If David had been a joking man, she might believe this had all been some cruel jape.
It wasn't.
Abbie input the final number of the six-digit code and at once heard the click of the lock disengaging. There was no handle. Removing the lock caused the lid to pop up, leaving a half centimetre of space between the cases’ two halves. Leaving Abbie access to David’s secret box and whatever secrets he had concealed within.
As she reached down and clasped the lid between the fingers of both hands, it seemed Abbie had the shadows of all three children over her shoulder. The ghostly memories shifted and changed, growing older and younger. What didn't change was their eyes, which widened in wonder. Abbie could well imagine how excited the trio would have been, having ventured to their father's side of the bed and discovered this box while playing The Hobbit game.
The thought of Abbie and her siblings close together, playing, having fun, made her heart ache. Made her remember the way her world had crumbled when her brother and her sister, the two most precious people in her world, had been taken away.
When she was done here—when Amber was safe—Abbie would call her brother. Would speak with him and apologise for leaving it so long. She would tell him she loved him and ask if he remembered The Hobbit game. They would reminisce, and it would be fantastic.
But that was for later. For now, Abbie had her hands on the box and needed to learn what lay within. What had her father taken from her?
Her fingers had remained on the lid. Now, Abbie lifted the top, revealing the contents.
First, nothing but paper. A batch of A4 sheets shoved at the top. The box was 30cm by 20cm, making it a little taller than an A4 sheet but not quite as wide. As such, the papers were scrunched at one side where David had pushed them in.
The pages were face down. When Abbie removed them from the box and turned them over, she saw rows and rows of words in tiny font. The few words she glimpsed suggested this was a professional document. Non-fiction, rather than an erotic thriller featuring a talking dog on which her dad had for many years been working. Of this, Abbie was glad.
Later, she would examine the pages. She laid them to one side to see what else the box held for the time being. Her father had undoubtedly not stolen the documents from her.
Nor the next item.
The case was small, so Abbie could not have expected much. Still, she was surprised to find only two items beyond the paper, one of which was most curious.
Reaching in, frowning, Abbie withdrew this item and found it was indeed what she had believed: a bottle of men's aftershave. Almost full, with a faded label that suggested it was far past its sell-by date. Turning the bottle towards the bed, Abbie pressed the plunger at the top. A fine spray fired over the bed frame. Leaning in, Abbie sniffed.
And recoiled.
Yes, the aftershave had to be years old and, as such, well past its best. Either that or the contents had always smelled rancid. Maybe Abbie's father wore it to repel conversation from people in the street. This fragrance, in its current state, would certainly do the trick.
Somehow, Abbie doubted that was its use. Her mind was turning, half ideas forming, then collapsing under the weight of their own lack of evidence. The brain kept working, trying to put the pieces together. While it did, Abbie placed the bottle to one side and removed from the case the final item.
This was the item her father had referenced. It had to be.
It was a square of card, blank on the side facing up. When Abbie collected the card and turned it, she felt a strange numbness pulsing through her body. She felt as though the world was collapsing and disappearing. As though she was alone in the universe.
Well, alone with the ultrasound. 
Abbie had seen several ultrasounds. At the beginning of the year, one had been a vital component in unravelling the mysterious death of an innocent man. Abbie knew it was almost impossible to tell ultrasounds apart. It would have been impossible for Abbie to know whose ultrasound this was.
Except for her father's comments and that the photo was dated. 
Abbie knew the date in question. She remembered it well.
Painfully well.
Because the ultrasound was hers.





Thirty-Four
F ollowing her discovery, Abbie had sat beside David's bed, the ultrasound in her hand, for several minutes. Possibly longer.
She stared at the only picture of her baby and moved her hands only to dry her eyes. This she had to do every few seconds.
She remembered the day of the appointment. Abbie was alone because Gray was in prison, and her parents didn't want to know. Violet had offered to come, but she was in school, and Abbie was afraid to take her little sister. She feared she might break down—she didn't want Violet to see.
In the room, in the chair, the sonographer had been gentle with Abbie. Tentatively, she had asked about a father. Abbie had mumbled something, probably making no sense. The sonographer was kind. From Abbie's tone, she got the picture and asked no more questions about paternity.
Then they began.
Eventually, Abbie got herself together. Still clutching the ultrasound, she placed the aftershave and papers back in the case, closing the lid, leaving the wheels displaying her birthday so it would not lock. Rising from beside her father's bed, Abbie left the master bedroom, holding the box in one hand, the ultrasound in the other. As she walked, she held it up, staring. She moved as though in a trance.
It had been the same on the day she received the image. Entering the ultrasound clinic, Abbie had feared she would see her baby on the screen and be repulsed. Though it was nothing but her child represented in sound waves, Abbie was sure she would see the faces of her rapists, especially Harry, on that screen, and her stomach would turn. The animosity between Abbie and her mother depressed her, and Abbie had promised herself she would foster only love and friendship with her own child. Abbie's greatest fear was that she would hate her kid. Through no fault of its own, the baby boy or girl would repulse her.
Still in a daze, Abbie made her way down the corridor and stopped outside the room she and Violet had shared. The door was closed, and Abbie looked at the handle. But then moved on. It wasn't a conscious decision. Some remote part of her mind letting her know she was not quite ready.
Instead, she went to Gray's room. Raising the hand which held the case, she managed to awkwardly turn the handle and push open the door.
Her fears had been unwarranted. Upon seeing her baby on screen, she had stared. Walking home, she had kept her eyes fixed to the ultrasound the whole way, unable to look away from her precious baby.
Despite the child's genesis, there was no question of revulsion. Abbie loved her son or daughter to be with all of her heart. She could not wait to give birth to the child and display that love physically.
Since his conviction and imprisonment, Eleanor and David had stripped Gray's room and turned it into an office. Small as it was, it contained little: a desk, a PC and monitor, a pot of pens, and a keyboard. And on the wall opposite the desk, a sofa.
Abbie sat. She was still staring at the ultrasound as she had all those years ago. After first receiving it, Abbie had stored the ultrasound in the top drawer of her bedside table. She had opened this drawer frequently, retrieving the ultrasound and staring at her baby to be every few minutes. Sometimes more often than that. It never failed to bring a smile to her face.
Until it went missing.
Until, as she now knew, her father stole it.
And on that hard sofa, Abbie's hands began to shake, and new waves of fury poured over her.
    
Alone in hiding, a cloak of madness seemed to slither over Carter, covering his face, suffocating him.
This made little sense. Carter was only a couple of weeks removed from the end of a prison sentence that had seemed to last for decades. Should not those years of confinement in a tiny cell have inoculated him from this kind of claustrophobia?
Apparently not.
This was different. Trapped in prison, there had been a sense that Carter had nothing left to lose. Now that he was free, the situation was far more perilous. There was the threat of reimprisonment. Even worse, whatever horrors lay in store if Ian caught him.
Worst of all, Carter could not remove from his mind the nagging sensation that he had blown his chance to be reunited with Amber.
Running was the only move that made sense. Carter had to put as much distance as possible between himself and his enemies. Only flight could save him from reimprisonment or worse.
But Carter could not leave town. Not yet.
No more waiting. Carter abandoned his hideout before the moon replaced the sun in the sky.
He couldn't flee. There was Amber to consider. To see her again, Carter would risk everything.
    
Sometime after entering Gray’s old bedroom, Abbie found the strength to lower the ultrasound. Finding it unfathomable that she might let it again out of her sight, she placed the picture on one arm of the sofa, where she could clearly see it.
Twisting her knees in the direction of that arm, she placed the case on her lap. Still, a snowstorm of hate raged through her mind. Her parents had never wanted Abbie to keep the baby. Too traditional to advocate abortion, Eleanor had instead shown open revulsion and hostility towards Abbie and her growing bump. David had ignored his daughter entirely. Sometimes, it seemed he didn’t realise Abbie was pregnant at all, as though he had blocked it from his mind.
Except, she now knew that wasn’t the case. The ultrasound David had stolen from her bedside table proved as much.
With the ultrasound on the sofa arm, Abbie forced herself to focus on the sheaf of paper from the case. She was reading through the information therein when her phone began to buzz. On the third ring, Abbie answered Alice, who again thankfully skipped the pleasantries.
“We found Amber’s father.”
Abbie was stunned into silence for only a few seconds.
“Where?”
“About thirty miles from you,” said Alice. Then, before Abbie could continue: “He’s in a morgue. They pulled his body from the river a week ago.”
    
Carter crossed the road and turned into a lovely residential street. As he went, he pulled down his hood and strolled along the pavement as though he belonged. As though he’d spent the last decade living on this road rather than at her Majesty’s pleasure. If any neighbours were home, he would have to hope they didn’t poke their heads out. If they saw him, they might recognise him. What would they do if they did? He didn’t know, so he hoped for the best.
Half expecting to hear sirens or for one of Ian’s men to grab him and drag him away at any moment, Carter turned onto the drive and strolled to the front door. He did not hesitate. He lifted the mat and checked the paving stone beneath with a toe.
Beneath the mat, now exposed, was a bronze key. Smiling, Carter leaned down and swept it up.
Some things never changed.
Carter didn’t know if anyone would be home. He hoped Amber was here but knew that she might not be alone even if she was.
Oh well, too late to back out now.
Opening the door, he stepped onto the mat, wiped his feet, and closed himself in, making as little noise as possible.
The house was quiet. Carter opened the living room door and quickly and silently worked his way through the downstairs. Once he had determined each room was empty, he returned to the entrance hall and stopped at the foot of the stairs.
Here, he listened. From upstairs, he heard movement—a slight shifting. Carter could hear neither music nor television, but he was not surprised. In her youth, Amber had never been into telly or musical groups. She was already reading voraciously and at a much higher level than her age by four or five. If she was upstairs, Amber no doubt had her nose buried in a novel.
Carter had moved through the downstairs with utmost caution. As he ascended to the floor above, he again upped the ante. It took far longer than usual to climb the single flight, but this meant he arrived on the upper floor, having made no more than a whisper.
On the landing, Carter stopped and listened. After only a few seconds, he heard something which sounded like the turning of a page. Immediately, it pinpointed a room.
Turning, Carter went to the door where the sound was coming from. Unless his ears deceived him, noises were coming from no other rooms. Unless someone was asleep, Carter was about to walk in on the home’s only present occupant.
It might not be Amber. It might be her mother. Though, as this was not the master bedroom, Carter doubted it.
He was hesitating, procrastinating. Carter realised if he did not enter now, he might never get up the nerve. He would become stranded in the upstairs landing until someone else came home or the room’s occupier opened the door and reacted to him with a scream.
With a quick, silent breath, Carter forced himself to move. He took the handle, turned it, and opened the door in one swift motion. Pushing it back, he stepped inside.
There was a sharp intake of breath from the chair in the room, and she jumped. As her head whipped to him, Carter jumped too. Though she had not surprised him. He was not sure what it was that had made him jump. Maybe seeing her again after all this time.
Feeling tears brim in his eyes, he took another step forward and said, “Hello, Amber.”
    
As the sun began to dim and gave the first hints that it was set to drop from the sky, Ian rose from his desk. He moved to one of several drinks cabinets he kept in his home and poured an expensive scotch into an expensive crystal tumbler. 
He had a headache. All this stress wasn't good for him. In his youth, Ian thrived under pressure, but his position and power grew more robust as he grew older. Pressure became a thing of the past. Potential threats were eliminated well before they could worry him.
Then came the Amber situation. After ten years, it raised its ugly head and started causing him problems. 
And it should never have become the problem that it had. Ian knew well ahead of time that Smith-Roberts was to be released from prison. The pathetic waste of space had experienced only a couple of days of freedom before Ian's people had slit his throat and dumped him in the river.
That should have been the end of it.
Then came James, sticking his nose in and learning the truth. When Ian discovered that his teenage son had told Amber, he was furious beyond reason. For several hours after receiving the report of his son's actions, Ian had not bumped into James. And lucky for James that he hadn't. In his complete rage, furious at this betrayal, Ian might have killed the boy. Might have murdered his son.
The consideration made him sick.
Still, it shouldn't have been a problem. Only Amber and David could hurt Ian with Smith Roberts dead, so long as Ian could keep his son in line. The girl had been six when it happened. Ian endeavoured to watch her and had decided he wouldn't kill her unless absolutely necessary. He was not a total monster. David was a coward; dealing with him would be no issue.
Then came the woman calling herself Abbie King and the mysterious man who had threatened to shoot James. Two more headaches with which Ian had to contend. Headaches that worsened as Abbie ignored Ian's warning and embarrassed Glenda and Nix. As the mysterious gunman escaped the scene after almost killing James.
By now, the Amber issue should have been wrapped up, boxed up, and buried deep in the ground where it could never again be uncovered. It hadn't worked out like that, but Ian would not be thwarted. Tonight, Ian's people would murder Abbie. Her body would never be found. Ian had already made provisions to deal with David and Amber. By the end of tomorrow, neither would be a problem.
That only left the mystery man. Ian didn't know what this guy's game was, but he had to be stopped.
Ian needed only to discover his identity.
As though, by this desire, Ian had conjured her, Glenda stepped into the room bearing her good news smile. In her hand was an A4 photograph. Without preamble, she dropped it on Ian's desk.
"There were no cameras at the diner. But there's a cafe by the lake. We got this photo off it, and although we can't be sure—"
Ian was still staring at the photo, but he had needed only a split second.
"You can be sure," he cut in. "This is the man who threatened to murder my son."
Glenda looked at the photo, then stared at her boss.
"You know him?"
"Oh, I know him," said Ian. "And I should have known it would be him from the start."
    
Hello, Amber.
Rising, heart pounding, she stared at this unexpected but non-surprising arrival across the threshold of the doorway.
He stepped in, but she raised a hand. He obliged by stopping a couple of feet away.
"You make me feel like a child again," she said. "It all comes flooding back."
He didn't say anything because he couldn't. After his opening gambit, he was lost for words.
"Before we go any further, we need to get one thing straight," she said.
For a moment, he still could not speak. Then he nodded.
"And what's that?"
"It's not Amber anymore. I despise that name and won't stand to hear it."
"Then what should I call you?"
"The same as everyone else, Gray. You can call me Abbie King."





Thirty-Five
H aving announced her new name and recovered from the shock of her brother’s arrival, Abbie said, “I didn’t think there was a chance they’d let you out until at least early next year.”
After speaking, Abbie worried she might have sounded put out that her brother had not had to suffer prison for at least seven more months. But she didn’t take it back because she was put out. Not that the prison system had released Gray, but about something else entirely.
“Due to my exemplary behaviour over the last twelve years,” said Gray, “I was paroled earlier than I could have expected.”
“They believe you're a reformed character?”
“So it would seem.”
“That you've learned your lesson and would never again attempt to murder one of Ian Delaney’s children.”
Gray gave his younger sister a curious, searching look. A slight twitch was the only signal that Abbie’s barb had affected him.
Then he said, “You’re the one who saw me and gave chase?”
“I am.”
“If only I’d known. I wouldn’t have run so fast.”
Abbie tried not to be irritated. “An assumption that would have hastened our reunion. On any other day, I could beat you with ease in a foot race.”
“You think so?”
“I’m 100% sure.”
“But today was different?”
“Your utter terror loaned you speed,” said Abbie. “Besides, you had less weight to carry after you emptied your bladder at the sight of us.”
Once upon a time, Abbie had known Gray better than she knew anyone else in the world. Marginally better than she knew Violet and far better than she knew her parents. Perhaps better than she had known herself. After Gray’s imprisonment, Abbie had initially not visited him frequently enough and had appeared increasingly less often as the years went by. She could not be sure she knew the man he had become just because she had so well known the boy he had been. After all, Gray no longer knew Abbie. He knew only Amber Carter. Not Abbie King.
For this reason, Abbie did not know if Gray would react to her latest barb with good humour or with anger. In the split second after she had finished speaking, she felt tense for this reason, fearing what Gray might do next.
Luckily, he laughed.
“I was a ball of nerves already,” he said. “Tense and shaking. Barely holding it together. It’s no wonder the sight of a newcomer inspired such fear. Besides, I think I was looking for an excuse to get out of there before I did what I had to do.”
“There was nothing you had to do.”
Abbie’s tone was cold, and Gray flinched.
"I want you to know," he said. "I didn't come here with the intention of hurting anyone. Ian wasn't on my radar. James certainly wasn't; I didn't go looking for the boy. Until I saw him in that cafe, I'd forgotten he existed."
"When opportunity knocks," Abbie said. She could not remove the ice from her voice. Abbie knew prison changed people and that extreme violence had landed Gray behind bars in the first place. Still, she never believed he would become the kind of person to seize the opportunity to murder a teenager. Not for any reason.
"It wasn't quite like that," said Gray.
"Then what was it like?"
Abbie had imagined her brother's release from prison hundreds of times. The thought always made her nervous, but the reunion she imagined was filled with tears and happiness. Not anger and arguments. This wasn't how it was supposed to go.
Gray's face suggested he was thinking something similar. Maybe that accounted for his answer.
"I wasn't planning to come home at all. I knew I wasn't ready, and I was afraid of what this place would do to me. How it would affect my mind."
This Abbie well understood. She never would have returned by choice, and she was undoubtedly suffering mentally following this unexpected homecoming.
"I wanted to reunite with my sister," Gray continued. "Once I got myself settled somewhere, and once I worked up the nerve, I planned to give you a call."
Worked up the nerve. Those words stung. Why had Gray felt unable to call Abbie the moment he stepped beyond the prison gates? 
She feared she knew the answer to that.
Because Abbie had stopped visiting. Gray suspected she didn't want to see him.
Nothing could be further from the truth, but Abbie felt choked, unable to speak. At least on that topic. She pushed onto something else.
"If you didn't plan to come home, why did you?"
Gray hesitated, but Abbie kept her eyes fixed on him until he broke and revealed the truth.
"I had a dream about you. Obviously, I've had plenty of dreams, many of them featuring you and Vi. Somehow, this seemed different. I woke up and knew I had to come home. I know it sounds stupid, but it felt as though a higher power was calling me to you, and I couldn't resist that call."
Abbie did not know what to say to this. No doubt, her silence reinforced Gray's belief that Abbie would think he was crazy. He could not know that Abbie was thinking of her own dreams. No higher power had handed her these, though the people who did undoubtedly thought of themselves as Gods. What about Gray's dream? Of all the people he could have told this story, Abbie was the most likely to take him seriously.
Not seeing this, and with Abbie unable to say it, Gray fumbled in his pocket. From within, he drew a square card.
"After so many years in prison," he said, "I don't have any possessions. Or hardly any. Of the few bits I own, this is all that matters."
Gray handed Abbie the card. It was a photograph. Abbie stared at the smiling faces it depicted.
"I understand it almost certainly wasn't destiny or a higher power that drew me home. I was afraid to come and find you, but my subconscious knew what I wanted. It used my dreams to wake me up to the reality of my desire. I brought myself home."
Abbie was listening to her brother but staring at the photograph. There they were. The three siblings standing outside the playground Abbie had visited in the early hours of this morning. Gray stood in the middle, his face beaming and soft and innocent. To his right was little Violet, no more than a toddler and clinging to her brother's hand with her delicate digits. On Gray's other side was Abbie, not holding her brother’s hand but leaning shoulder to shoulder with him. Smiling as widely as were her brother and baby sister.
"When I arrived," Gray said, as Abbie stared at the photograph, "I got out that photograph, and I didn't even have to consider where I was going. Before I knew it, I was back at the playground. We had so much fun there, didn't we?"
Abbie stared at the smiling faces of the three siblings (who had taken the photo? She couldn't remember), then her eyes flicked over their shoulders. As Gray described how he had gone straight to the playground after arriving in town, something clunked into place.
"We could have reunited down by the stream," she said. "And even before that, there was a chance."
"What do you mean?" asked Gray.
Abbie was thinking of her conversation with her father. He had told the truth about the box beneath his bedside table and the item he had long ago stolen from Abbie. But he hadn't been honest about everything.
"I was in the playground," Abbie said. "I saw a shape in the trees, and that shape saw me. That was you. We must have been looking right at each other, and neither of us knew. Just like at the stream, you ran before we could come face to face."
This revelation that Abbie had seen him through the trees left Gray temporarily speechless.
"Don't worry, dad lied for you," she said. "I found him, called the ambulance. He's told the police he doesn't know who stabbed him. He told me it was a stranger but at Ian's bidding. He didn't mention you."
"It wasn't me. I didn't stab dad."
Abbie lowered the photo and met her brother's eye.
"I believe you."
Gray opened his mouth to thank Abbie, then paused. He was waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Smart.
"You found him bleeding in the trees. I'm guessing you went to him. You wouldn't have known who it was, and your initial instinct would have been to help. Did you touch him?"
"I had to roll him over," said Gray. His voice was numb, which was reflective of how Abbie felt.
"You must have got his blood all over you."
"Yes."
"Then you left him to die."
"No, I..." Gray tailed off because that was precisely what he had done. There was no use pretending otherwise.
Abbie's heart was pounding. Misery had crept over her, and she found she did not want to talk about this with Gray any longer. Raising the photograph, she offered it to her brother.
He didn't move. Abbie said, “I have no pictures from our earliest years. I left this home and this town when I was nineteen and took almost nothing. Later, I regretted the lack of photographs, but I did take the most important thing. A memory I couldn't have forgiven myself for leaving behind.”
When she looked up from the photograph, Abbie once again considered how little she knew of this grown-up Gray. This consideration forced Abbie to remember how infrequently she had visited her big brother and how little she had told him when she did. In the years after leaving home, Abbie had been a mess. Though Gray needed her support, she had been withdrawn and sullen when she visited. After meeting Ben, who trained Abbie to save lives and brought her to the organisation that gave her her dreams, Abbie had recovered her strength. She found again the will to live, if only in the pursuit of saving others. Ben had wanted Abbie to isolate herself from the world. He insisted she lived alone and entered into no platonic or romantic relationships. He was pleased she had no familial ties in the outside world.
Ben, and the company he represented, were inflexible when it came to these edicts. So inflexible that when Abbie refused to break up with her boyfriend, they had burned down her house and cut her off. The boyfriend and Abbie had since split, but she would never return to the monsters for whom she had once worked. She had a life now with Alice and her family, and she refused to give it up.
Even when working for Ben and happy to embrace isolation, Abbie had had a red line. She joined the company only once Ben had accepted that Abbie would continue to see her brother. He agreed to this unhappily, and they found a compromise.
Due to this compromise, even when Abbie was no longer sullen and withdrawn, she never told her brother anything about the person she was becoming. Did not even reveal to him that she had changed her name. She never told him where she was living or about her life-saving exploits around the country. 
Lying to her brother, who she so loved, had taken a heavy toll. For this reason, she had continually increased the length of time between visits. A void seemed to grow between them when she sat opposite Gray in the visiting room.
Abbie had left the company's employ three months previously but had not visited Gray since. Despite lying to herself about other commitments getting in the way, subconsciously, Abbie knew fear of how Gray would react to years of lies prevented her from rushing to the visiting room.
Now Gray was no longer in prison, and Abbie had to accept that she no longer knew who he was because she had allowed them to drift apart. The pain she felt when she imagined her brother standing over their father and leaving him to die was her punishment for being weak. For abandoning Gray when she was all he had.
Pushing past this pain, Abbie went for her drawstring bag and withdrew the folded pillowcase with her usual caution. Unable to fathom what might be inside, Gray looked at it with curiosity but with no more emotion than this.
Abbie unfolded the pillowcase and, with delicate hands, removed the novel from inside.
"This is the memory I could never leave behind."
As it came free, Gray saw the cover of The Stand, and in that instant, emotion overcame him. His hands rushed to his face, and tears streamed down his cheeks. Beneath him, his legs gave way. Gray collapsed to his knees, and Abbie went down with him. Crawling forward, she held The Stand in one hand and took his wrist with the other. She brought forward his arm until his palm was resting on the cover. Releasing his wrist, Abbie placed her own palm on top of his and met her brother's eyes. 
Still, he cried. Leaning forward, Abbie's hand on his hand and his hand on the book, Abbie pressed her forehead to Gray's forehead.
"Ten years ago, we lost Violet, and it broke my heart," said Abbie. "If I conjure a happy memory from my youth, the only ones I possess are of me with you, or me with Violet, or all three of us together. Those of the three of us together are the most precious memories I possess, and I revisit them often. They make me happy to recall. But I always come away with tears in my eyes and sadness in my heart, knowing we can never be together as a trio again."
In the face of Abbie's words and in physical contact with Violet's favourite book and most treasured possession, given to her so many years ago by her big brother, Gray could only continue to cry. He could listen to Abbie, but he could find no words with which he might contribute to the conversation.
"There was nothing I could do about losing Violet," Abbie continued, feeling the tears burn in her eyes, "but I didn't need to lose you."
Taking a hand from Gray, Abbie wiped her eyes then put her palm back on his hand and on the book.
"I accused dad of cowardice in walking away when he learned of my rape. I was a hypocrite. Because it was precisely the same with me visiting you in prison. You needed me, but I was afraid, and I was selfish. I let you down."
At this, Gray's eyes widened. He stared at Abbie while clinging to Violet's last possession. He shook his head.
"You could never let me down."
Now the tears were coming, and Abbie couldn't stop them. Leaning forwards, she pressed her head into her brother's shoulder and felt him put his arm around her.
"It's going to be tough," she said. "We have so much reconnecting to do, but I don't care what it takes or what we need to work out. You're my big brother. I love you, and I want to get to know you all over again."
Gray squeezed Abbie. They were both crying. 
"I love you too," said Gray. "I love you, and I want to get to know you again too. And we will. However long that takes."
    
Ian hadn’t taken his eyes from the photograph of the man imprisoned for assaulting his son. Beating Harry to such an extent that he lost the use of his legs.
He had known of the eldest Carter’s release. Had planned to do something about it, but this Amber situation had distracted him.
And that distraction had almost lost him his younger son.
But he would not allow anything to distract him now. Gray and Abbie would pay for their crimes.
Glenda returned as the sun dipped below the horizon. She had little to say to her employer but what she had was good news indeed.
“We found Gray Carter. He hasn’t fled town but instead returned to his childhood home. He’s there with his sister.”
Looking up from his desk, Ian could feel his smile spreading. Taking confidence from this, Glenda continued.
“We’ll soon be getting into position, and when the siblings are asleep, we’ll move.”
Glenda could almost feel Ian’s faith in her restoring. She found she was smiling.
“Neither sibling will survive the night.”





Thirty-Six
A bbie and Gray sat on the floor. Their back against the sofa where once had been Gray's bed. And where, until recently, Abbie had sat examining the papers she had discovered beneath her father's bedside table.
Amber was never far from Abbie's mind. She worried about the girl but knew from past experience the teen would not face life-threatening danger tonight. The threat might come with the dawn. Far more likely, not until sunset tomorrow. To be on the safe side, Abbie would go to Amber early in the morning and would do whatever it took to protect the teen who shared Abbie's birth name. That was a promise.
Gray's chest was heavy with guilt. As Abbie stared at the photo of three happy siblings and he held The Stand, he spoke up in an effort to work this guilt from his system.
"When I saw our dad," he said, "and when our eyes met, this pulsing rage rushed through me. I stood, and as I stood, the memories of all that man had done, or not done, almost sent me crashing to the ground."
Abbie looked at the smiling boy in the photograph in her hand and knew where this was going. But she didn't interrupt. Gray needed to tell this his way; it was part of the process.
"I thought of the impact dad had on our lives. When he walked away after you told him about Harry, he abandoned you, but also me. I know that sounds selfish, but we needed our parents to take control. He could have put his arm around you and grabbed hold of me. He was our dad. He should have made me see that attacking Harry wasn't the right move. I know now it wasn't what you needed."
Abbie said nothing. This was true. Abbie hadn't needed a warrior to avenge her but a brother to hold her close and tell her it was okay. She would not say as much to Gray. That he recognised the truth was heartening. Abbie didn't need to pile on.
"I was eighteen. An adult," said Gray. "I was old enough to know better, but in the woods, I could only think of how David was to blame. How he let his children down. And I thought he deserved to die. I'll probably never forgive myself for that. Like I'll never forgive myself for pointing a gun at James."
"That you understand you did wrong shows you deserve forgiveness," said Abbie.
"But I never should have done it in the first place. You'd think me insane if you knew why I thought I was acting the way I did."
"I think I already know."
Gray looked at her. "Yeah? I'm not sure you do."
Abbie shrugged. Maybe he was right, though she doubted it.
"You persuaded yourself a higher power brought you to town to find me. When the first thing you did upon arriving was find dad dying in the woods. And you with the power to save him or let him die, how easy must it have been to think this, too, was an extension of your calling? This higher power didn't only want you to reunite with me, but to punish those who had wronged you."
Gray was amazed. Abbie could see it in his eyes, which drew a smile to her lips.
"Once you'd put some distance between yourself and dad, the guilt would have hit. Guilt has a habit of overwhelming. To save us from insanity, our subconscious loves to find ways to mitigate our responsibility. In your case, it makes sense that you would double down on your belief that a higher power wanted you to act as some kind of avenging angel. This helped dim the guilt over dad, but it's a double-edged sword. Once you'd committed to this belief, what else were you going to think upon bumping into James? That this was another higher power prompt to gain revenge over the wicked who had wronged your family."
Somehow, Gray's amazement had grown.
He said, "It sounds stupid when you say it like that."
"No, it doesn't," said Abbie. "You would be amazed at the lengths our subconscious mind will go to to protect us from unfavourable feelings. I've seen it all before."
Abbie looked back at the photograph, not because she felt drawn to those young, smiling faces, but because Gray was staring at her, and she was nervous as to what he might say next.
"You've changed your name. You've, to quote, seen it all before. Whenever you visited me in prison, I asked about your life. You made it sound so boring. It upset me to think that you had never found love and seemed to have no friends. I never asked where you lived because I was afraid you'd never escaped this place. When I got out, I assumed you hadn't. Exactly how much were you keeping from me during those visits?"
Drumming her fingers on the photograph, Abbie took some time to gather her strength. The moment had come. It was time to do what she should have done months ago, if not years.
"That question is harder to answer than you could possibly imagine," Abbie said. "I want to let you in on everything I've kept from you over the last decade, but I'm afraid of how you'll react when you learn what I've become."
Taking his hand from The Stand, Gray squeezed Abbie's knee, just as she had done to Amber the previous day. The contact gave her strength, as she hoped it had given Amber.
"You're my sister. I'll love you no matter what."
Abbie wasn't sure this was true. Wasn't sure it could be true. But it didn't matter. If she wanted to start again and rebuild her relationship with Gray, that had to start with honesty. And it had to start here and now.
Fighting the fear and pushing forward, Abbie met her brother's eye and nodded.
"Okay. Here goes nothing."
    
Across town, a driver pulled onto a rundown industrial estate and crossed the carpark, picking a space far away from the few other vehicle occupants. Killing the engine, he sat in silence but made no move to exit the car. He would never dream of so much as stepping out for a minute to stretch his legs without express permission.
One of the car's back doors opened, and Glenda stepped out. Her driver had parked outside a rusting, metal shutter covering one of the sixteen units that comprised the estate. Of these units, four were unoccupied. Ian owned nine.
His holding included the unit by which Glenda's driver had parked and the unit next door, which Glenda now approached. Ignoring the shutter, Glenda went for a door that looked as though it had stood for a hundred years. However old it actually was, the small black box to its side was far newer.
From her pocket, Glenda extracted a card. When she pressed the card to the black box, the result was an electronic beep and a clunk as the door's lock disengaged.
Glenda let herself into the unit.
Inside she found a white panel van, five men, and a table. The men stood around the table. They looked over when Glenda entered.
"Don't mind me," she said.
Despite this instruction, one of the men, Utkarsh, left the group and approached the newcomer.
Utkarsh was a professional and seemed unemotional. Still, the coldest men often surprised Glenda by kissing her cheek as a greeting. As Utkarsh approached, Glenda removed the opportunity for such an action by sticking out a hand, which Utkarsh shook.
"How goes it?" she asked.
"Almost ready," he said.
"Good," said Glenda. "That's excellent."
She looked over his shoulder and examined the table by which stood the other three men. She saw a collection of weapons on the chipped pattern surface, including blades, handguns, and shotguns.
"You're certainly well prepared," Glenda noted.
"Always, ma'am. Come tonight, we'll hit them so fast and so hard, they won't know what's happening until we've already cut them to ribbons."
    
Gray did not once interrupt Abbie as she told her story. Not to express disbelief, nor to ask questions. He did not even request a toilet break. For this, Abbie was glad. Telling her story was like pushing a boulder up a hill. As Abbie spoke, she got into a rhythm, and the boulder became easier to shift. Had she had to stop talking for any reason, Abbie feared that her hands would have trembled, and the boulder would have crushed her. It would have tumbled back to the bottom of the hill, and Abbie would have had no hope of pushing it up for a second time.
Abbie finished by clarifying her current living situation. She discussed Alice, who had become like a mother to her, and Alice's family. With most of whom, Abbie was also exceedingly close. Then by explaining her current mission. Why her dreams had recalled her home. Once Abbie was done, she stopped without saying fin or the end and found she could not meet her brother's eyes. To avoid having to do so, she again picked up the picture he had handed her and stared at those three smiling faces. Violet, Gray, Amber. Violet was dead and gone, but it felt that the Gray and Amber depicted here bore little or no resemblance to the Abbie who looked at the photo or the Gray who sat at her side.
Evidently, Gray found it as challenging to look at Abbie as she did to look at him. Abbie had the photo, but The Stand lay on Gray's lap, and he cast his eyes to the cover. This was not surprising. Abbie's story was not just incredible. It involved a leap of faith. Though Abbie had considered leaving out mention of her prophetic dreams and their origins, she had ultimately decided against it. They were too important to the story of her life, post leaving her hometown. Leaving them out would not only have been a lie by omission but would have turned the whole story into fiction. Abbie didn't know if Gray would believe her, but she had to give him the entire truth or nothing. She chose the former.
After what felt like several minutes, but which might have been less, Gray did not take his eyes from Violet's most treasured possession but did reach out a hand to find Abbie's. Sitting side by side, their shoulders touching, they stared at their respective memories and held tight to one another.
"I feel like my dreams are much less impressive than yours," Gray said at last. With these words, he told Abbie he believed her. The rush of positive emotion was almost too much, and Abbie hid her face by turning from him.
He touched her shoulder.
"That being said, at least I can believe my dreams were sent by a divine being rather than despicable men in white coats."
"They weren't all like that," said Abbie. "Some of them were women."
"I know it's probably a coincidence that I dreamed of you and returned here the exact same time you came home. But what a coincidence. What are the odds?"
"I can't imagine."
"And I don't want to. I choose to believe some force has brought us together."
"Maybe this power should spend less time trying to bring siblings back together," said Abbie, "and more time preventing natural disasters."
With a smile, Gray waved away this comment.
"What you do is incredible," he said. "You're incredible. But the burden is so much for one person to carry alone. Whether deity or coincidence reunited us, you have someone with whom you could share your responsibility."
Abbie was still coming to terms with Gray believing her. The happiness that brought was challenged by worry at Gray's latest words. She had him back after so many years. Surely, she could not allow him to put his life at risk?
Forcing herself to turn to face her brother, Abbie took his hand in hers.
"We can talk about Amber later. Right now, let's forget what brought us here and what we might have to do tomorrow. Let's grab something to eat and pretend we're normal. Tomorrow is tomorrow. Right now, what matters is we're together again, and that, no matter what else, is a blessing."
    
Later, and across town, Glenda pushed open the warehouse door and stared at the sky. It was black now, with no more than a thin slice of the moon to light the world. Glenda let the door fall closed and turned to Utkarsh and his team, and the weapons on the table.
“Get packed up,” she said. “It’s time to move.”





Thirty-Seven
A bbie and Gray raided their parents' fridge and enjoyed a snacky dinner. During and after, they set aside their respective troubles and enjoyed getting to know one another again. They shared less tragic stories from their years spent apart and spent much time remembering their youth spent together. In particular, they swapped their favourite memories of Violet. The beautiful little sister they each missed with an intensity that caused daily aches in their respective hearts.
They talked a little of Amber late on, with Abbie revealing what she knew. Luckily it was a simple story. Ian had sexually assaulted Amber when she was six. A decade later, he had murdered Amber's father and attacked David in an effort to bury the truth. David was alive but would say nothing. With Amber's father's death, that would probably be enough. Still, before tomorrow was out, Ian would attempt to kill Amber because he was a big believer in a belt and braces approach.
Abbie showed Gray the papers concealed within David's hidden box.
"What are these?" he asked.
"A missing piece of the puzzle," she told him. "Steven Smith-Roberts was an accountant. Ian was a client of the firm that employed him. I believe Steven had gathered enough evidence of Ian's financial crimes to put the bastard in prison. That was why Ian sexually assaulted Amber. He must have learned what Steven was up to. I'm sure he enjoyed abusing Amber, but his primary purpose was to punish Steven for the transgression of trying to get him locked up."
Gray looked at the papers as though he might understand them at a glance. 
"Why was Steven trying to get Ian locked up?" Gray asked. "And why does dad have these papers?"
Gray had given up on the papers, so Abbie took them back. Placed them to one side. 
"About Steven's motives, we can only guess," she said. "And I don't suppose it matters. Dad said he was in financial trouble when he initially provided an alibi for Steven. Claimed he had asked for a late-night meeting to discuss the matter without anyone finding out."
"But you don't believe that?"
"I did. Now I wonder if Steven suspected Ian was on to him and requested the meeting to pass his findings to dad. He probably hoped David would continue his good work if anything happened to him.”
"If that's true," said Gray, "Steven underestimated our father's cowardice."
"Quite," said Abbie. She glanced at the papers again, then shook her head. "I don't suppose it matters. The important point is that Ian was responsible for the crime, and he'll do anything to keep himself out of jail."
Gray nodded to the papers. "Could we use those to stop him?"
"Possibly, but I doubt it. These were compiled a long time ago."
They sat in silence a while. Eventually, Gray stood and went to the window. The moon was high, and the sky was black. After pulling closed the curtains, he turned to Abbie.
"Where do you think mum is? It's getting pretty late."
"Don't know. I try not to think about her if I can at all help it."
Gray smiled. "Fair enough."
After gathering the papers and shoving them back into the box, Abbie rose from beside the sofa. She had the ultrasound and Gray's photograph in one hand and the aftershave bottle in the other. For some reason, she found herself slipping that long since out-of-date scent into her drawstring bag.
"I need to sleep. Big day tomorrow."
"For both of us," said Gray, turning to his sister.
This made Abbie pause. She had yet to reject Gray's request to help her save Amber, but the thought made her uncomfortable. There was no need to voice these concerns. They had to be clear on her face.
"You don't have to protect me."
Abbie still didn't know what to say. Her silence angered Gray. She watched her brother's face redden and could see when he was about to speak but made no attempt to cut him off.
"You plan to take on Ian, and you plan to kill him, don't you? Because that's what you do with bad people."
The words, and the tone in which they were wrapped, were like a slap in the face. Gray's expression as he spoke them was even worse.
When Abbie had told Gray her story, it had been difficult to explain the prophetic dreams because she feared he would not believe her. Far more challenging was confessing to the countless lives she had taken. Not because Abbie didn't think Gray would believe she had killed so many people. Because she feared he would.
Taking a breath, Abbie forced herself to stay strong and fight the mounting shame.
"I've killed a lot of people," she said. "If I didn't make it clear earlier, I'd like to reiterate that these people were, to a man and woman, awful. The vast majority of them I killed to preserve my life or the life of an innocent. Only a couple of times have I killed a defenceless person, and these people were abhorrent, and I still felt I had no other choice. That being said, I would never paint myself as good. I asked you not to call me Amber because Amber Carter no longer exists. I had to become Abbie King, and Abbie King has to do things that make her sick to her stomach. Things that make it impossible to sleep easy. But I won't apologise, and though I want nothing more than to have my brother back, I can't change who I am or what I do, so if you can't handle what I've become..."
She couldn't go on. Couldn't bring herself to follow through with the threat of what she would do if Gray couldn't accept who she was.
For a moment, there was silence. Gray had The Stand gripped in one hand, and now he raised it. Moving forward, he leaned over and collected the pillowcase from the floor. When Gray bent over, his face was set in an odd, firm way. When he rose, it was doughy, broken. He was on the verge of tears. 
"I'm sorry," he said. "Earlier, I said I thought you were incredible, and what you do is incredible, and I meant it. But forgetting that, whatever you do, whoever you think you are, you're still my sister. I still love you with everything I have, and I'll do whatever it takes to rebuild our relationship."
Gray slipped the novel into the pillowcase and wrapped the package with care.
"I want to help you save Amber tomorrow," said Gray. "But this is your area of expertise. Whatever you want is fine by me. We'll do this your way."
The Stand was packaged. Gray raised the bundle and offered it to Abbie.
She rushed forward and threw her arms around him.
They hugged for over a minute. When at last they broke apart, Abbie dried her eyes, took The Stand, and smiled at her brother.
"I'm heading downstairs to leave a note for mother. When I return, we'll get some sleep. In the morning, we'll go to protect Amber. Together."
Gray smiled, and the gratitude poured off him. He touched his sister's cheek and told her he loved her.
"I love you too," she said. And she went to write the note to dearest mum.
    
Four streets from the Carter home, a sleek black car, owned by none of the local residents, sat still and silent against one curb, far enough from the nearest house that no one paid it any heed.
In the front of the car, the driver sat with his head against the rest, his eyes closed, practising meditation. In the back, Glenda sat alone, a drink in her hand, her eyes open. Her body was tense with nerves, and she kept the small black radio by her side, waiting for news.
One street from the Carter home, a white panel van sat nestled between two other vehicles alongside a fence that separated the pavement from someone's back garden.
The driver's seat was empty. All the men were in the back, except one. They were not nervous as Glenda was nervous but were alert. They, too, had a radio, and they, too, waited for news. In the interim, they discussed the new bartender at their favourite local pub in fond terms. The driver noted that she had a "sensational set of melons." No one disagreed.
On the street of the Carter home, concealed in darkness and removed from the comments of his comrades, Utkarsh watched the house in question. He watched the downstairs lights come on and go off. He watched one of the lights upstairs go off and another come on. The hour was late. It was almost time.
Perfectly still in the cool night air, Utkarsh kept his eyes fixed on that final light. Soon it would go off. The Carter siblings would lay down their sweet heads and fall asleep.
At which, Utkarsh's team would go to work.
    
It took a real show of strength for Abbie to open the door to the bedroom she and Violet had shared for so many years and to step inside, but she did it in the end.
The note was written, the lights were off (except for the one in the home's second bedroom).
The door opened into the bottom of the room. At the other end was a large window that looked onto the street. On either side of this windowed wall was a single bed—the headboard of each against the wall into which the window was set.
When they were growing up, Abbie had the bed on the left, Violet the bed on the right. They each had a bedside table, and they kept many of their personal belongings under their respective bed frames. They were each allowed to fill one of the long walls with posters, and both girls had done so.
At the room's foot: a vast corner wardrobe and chest of drawers, both of which the girls shared. Next to the wardrobe was a chest that had once been used as a toy box. As the girls grew and their need for toys diminished, they had instead filled the box with school items and other essentials. Also, anything found on the bedroom floor that lacked a proper home was dumped in the box whenever mum came in demanding a tidy. Which was no more than forty or fifty times a week.
At some point over the last ten years—presumably within five minutes of Abbie moving out—Eleanor or David (almost certainly Eleanor) had stripped Abbie's side of the room bare. The furniture remained, but Abbie could tell immediately upon entering that the space beneath the bed had been cleared. The bedding was gone, and Abbie found the nightstand drawers empty. The posters (Abbie couldn't even remember what they had depicted) had been torn down with such haste that some pins and corners remained.
It was no more than Abbie expected. For some reason, it still hurt like hell.
Violet's side of the room looked as it had on the afternoon Violet had gone off to babysit young Amber. The day she had died. The posters remained on the wall, the clutter beneath the bed. Opening the bedside drawers revealed piles of underwear, notes, and other little bits. Even the bedside lamp remained on this side while Abbie's had gone.
At the foot of the room, Abbie opened the chest of drawers, the wardrobe, the ex-toy-chest. Eleanor had removed Abbie's belongings from each, but the clothes and school books and other things belonging to Violet remained.
"Well," said Abbie, "she's nothing if not thorough."
Gray had entered the room behind Abbie. He lay a hand on her shoulder, and she fought her surging emotion. Fought the urge to shake off her brother.
"Don't take it personally," he said. "It's a different situation."
"Because she died, and I didn't?"
"Yeah."
"It isn't only that, though, is it? Let's not pretend otherwise."
Gray knew exactly what Abbie was saying, and because he knew it was true, he didn't say anything in return. It was too raw. He couldn't admit that he knew Eleanor had come to hate Abbie after the Harry incident and the following pregnancy. Violet had never let their mother down.
"It doesn't matter," said Abbie. "It's a base of operations and nothing more." She turned to him. "If it's all the same to you, though, I'll take my old bed." She looked at Violet's sheets. "I don't think I could lie there."
Gray looked across the room. Looked at the bed Violet had slept in every night for many years. Tears fought to escape his eyes, but he held them back.
"Of course," he said. "Now come on, let's get some sleep."
    
The four men gathered across the street from the Carter house. They waited. An hour had passed since the last light had gone out. Twenty minutes since Utkarsh had radioed for his team to join him. Utkarsh got on the radio again. This time, he spoke directly to Glenda, the only component of this enterprise not involved in the break-in. Unless you counted her driver and Ian, their master.
“This is it,” he said.
Glenda didn’t say good luck, but that was no surprise.
Utkarsh put away the radio and assessed his men. Each wore black clothing and possessed a concealed but easily accessible silenced pistol and a deadly blade. Each team member was an expert marksman, and each had proven himself more than proficient with knives. Should both weapons fail, they would not be concerned. These men had ended multiple lives in numerous different ways. Not so long ago, Utkarsh had used strangulation to end Stephen Smith-Roberts’ life before chucking his body in the river.
“You know the plan,” he said now to his team. “No mistakes. Let’s move.”
They had heard about Abbie’s capability and what she had done to the formidable Nix, but they weren’t worried. After all, between them, they had ended nearly twenty-five lives. And they were all still standing. They feared no one.
As she had confessed to her brother, Abbie King had killed at least ten times Utkarsh’s team’s combined total.
But they weren’t to know that.
Oblivious, they approached the house.





Thirty-Eight
E leanor raised a finger to the bartender. "One more, please."
The bartender smiled and nodded. Without a word, he turned to fulfil this request.
For a few seconds, Eleanor's finger remained aloft. It seemed to blur and shift as Eleanor tried to focus on the digit. That was alarming, so Eleanor dropped her hand and tried not to think about it.
The bartender returned. He was young—from Eleanor's point of view, at least. Probably mid-twenties. The same age Violet would have been, had she survived past her teenage years. The guy had a big beard and tattoo sleeves up both arms. He was the kind of man of whom Eleanor could never approve, so Violet would undoubtedly have dated him.
If it could bring back her precious daughter, Eleanor would sanction a string of one-night stands with men just like this bartender, and worse. At least this young man seemed kind.
Eleanor knew she was prone to judge a book by its cover and she had for sure judged this man the moment he had come over to serve her for the first time.
He had a pleasant smile, though.
"It'll have to be the last one," the bartender said as he placed the glass on the bar. "Unfortunately, I need to close."
The bartender's voice always surprised Eleanor, and this time was no different. His beard and tattoos suggested his tone should be rough and his words monosyllabic. Instead, he was softly-spoken, and his vocab seemed in no way restricted. As if he had stolen his voice box and intelligence from a clean-shaven man with no ink on his skin. The kind of man who always wore suits.
Again, Eleanor knew this came from her preconceptions. There was no reason this man could not be intelligent and well-spoken. It was Eleanor's problem. It always had been.
She thought of Harry Delaney. In his youth, before Eleanor's son had permanently disabled him, Ian's eldest had been handsome and charming. He looked the part, and whenever he spoke to Eleanor, he struck her as the perfect gentleman. Eleanor imagined he was the kind of boy who was respectful to his parents. Who behaved at all times. Not like Amber, Eleanor's beautiful middle child and the one who had entirely and irrevocably broken Eleanor's heart.
Eleanor noticed the bartender was still hovering by her. For a moment, she could not fathom why. Then she remembered.
Payment.
"So sorry," she said. Had those words slurred? Best not to think about it. She fished for her wallet, and only while doing so did she realise how quiet the place was.
Eleanor had been to this pub four or five times previously. It was not the closest such establishment to her home—though it was only a twenty-minute walk from her front door. It was a young person's pub. That was why Eleanor had chosen it. No one would recognise her. Rarely had she seen a patron as old as her elder daughter, who was not quite thirty. Tonight, the clientele had skewed even younger, and Eleanor had been twice as old as the next oldest patron.
Despite this, Eleanor now noticed she was the last man standing. Well, the last woman sitting. When the youngsters had had enough, and had gone to find a nightclub where they would no longer have to make conversation. Where, in fact, the volume of the music would preclude it. Only Eleanor and the bartender remained. This realisation inspired Eleanor to check her watch. At first, the face was too blurry to read. Eventually, she made out the time.
It was much later than she had thought.
The bartender was still waiting. Remembering for the second time why he was hanging around, Eleanor fished her card from her purse and handed it over.
As he tapped it on the contactless reader to take payment, she said, "You stayed open for me. That wasn't necessary. You could have ejected me."
The bartender returned Eleanor's card and flashed her another handsome smile. It was so clearly attractive even through the beard that Eleanor could not help but wonder how it would look if he was clean-shaven. Why would this man wish to partially conceal his best feature?
"Think nothing of it," he said. "Take your time. I’ll close up once you're done."
The kind bartender cleaned tables while Eleanor finished her drink and brooded. She could not get Amber, or Abbie, as she seemed now to be known, from her mind.
Eleanor's middle child would forever hate her mother for what Eleanor had said and done all those years ago, but it was the younger's fault. If the impetuous girl had only listened to her mother and refused to attend Harry's party when invited, as Eleanor had instructed, all would have been well. Amber's abuse, Gray's imprisonment, Amber's pregnancy. None of it would have happened.
And Amber was responsible for even worse than these things, as Eleanor now knew.
All because she had to be rebellious.
The wine went down easy. Eleanor was not a big drinker, liking to be clear-minded and at all times in control, but she certainly wasn't now. She swayed a little as she rose. There was a slur in her words as she thanked the bartender again for staying open and wished him goodnight.
"Told you, it's no problem," said the bearded, tattooed man as he made his way along the bar to collect Eleanor's empty. "You going to be alright getting home?"
Eleanor imagined a sleight in the bartender's words and felt a flash of indignation.
"I didn't drive. I wouldn't, even if I'd only had a glass or two."
Afraid of that slur in her voice, Eleanor slowed her speech this time, trying to control the formation of each word as it left her lips. It didn't help. If she heard it correctly, this attempt to control the slurring only made it worse.
"I know you didn't drive," said the bartender. "I'm not accusing you of anything. Only asking if you'll be okay getting home."
"I'm fine," she said. The words came out as a snap, and Eleanor regretted it. "I'm sorry."
"Nothing to be sorry for," he said at once. His hands were flat on the bar. He was smiling.
"You have a soft voice and a beautiful smile," said Eleanor, aware that an excess of drink was spurring her to say these things but unable to stop herself. "And lovely eyes."
"That's kind of you to say," said the bartender. If he was embarrassed by her compliments, he didn't show it.
"It's a shame you hide the smile with such an ugly beard," she continued. "Can you not afford a razor because you spent all your money on those frightful tattoos?"
"Something like that," said the bartender. He appeared as unfazed by the insults as he had by the compliments. Somehow, he was still smiling.
"I think my daughter would have fancied you," Eleanor continued as some mildly sober back corner of her mind wailed at her to stop. "Not the one who ran but the one who died. The elder… who knows what she likes in a man. She might not like men at all. You millennials are all… what do they call it… fluid, right?"
"Oh, absolutely. We're a pansexual lot for sure."
"I don't know what pansexual means. Has it something to do with Peter Pan? And fairies?"
"Not quite. If you're interested in learning more, I'll tell you all about it next time you're in."
"Right, yes, of course. I should be going. I must go."
"Are you sure you're going to be okay?"
"Oh, yes, quite alright. That's me. I'm quite alright."
And she turned, caught her leg on her stool, and fell flat on her face.
    
The three Carter children had been exceedingly close as far as siblings went.
They fought, of course—all siblings fight—but they never fell out. Their arguments were rarely heated, and they blew over fast. The bond of friendship was too strong to be broken by any disagreement.
Aside from the games during the days and later the talks and the shopping trips, Abbie and Violet would often whisper to each other from their respective beds in their shared room at night. The lights would go out, and they would close their eyes. For some time, there would be silence. Then one of the girls would whisper their sister's name. The sister would respond, and a conversation would begin.
Violet had always been outstanding at knowing when her siblings were worried or anxious about anything. Abbie found, over the years, that Violet was far more likely to strike up a conversation on the nights that anxiety formed a shield around Abbie, refusing to allow sleep entry. 
When Abbie might have allowed her worries to turn a knot in her stomach and keep sleep at bay all night, she would hear the whisper in the dark.
“Amber?” her sister would say, for that had been Abbie's name then. 
Abbie would reply, and Violet would talk about something utterly random. Before long, Abbie would be laughing and engaging in whatever nonsense her sister had decided they needed to discuss.
Violet's words would have swept the anxiety away by the time the conversation ended. Abbie would sleep like a baby.
Abbie would also start nighttime conversations, and Violet was always receptive. On occasion, Abbie hoped she managed to clear away her little sister's anxiety as her little sister did for her. But Abbie was never as good at judging her siblings' moods. That was Violet's particular skill.
Lying in her childhood bed again after a decade, Abbie stared at the ceiling in the dark. She felt tears spring to her eyes as she imagined that word floating across the room.
Amber?
She was not sure she had ever felt the pain of her sister's death so acutely as she did now. Ironically, if there was ever a time she needed her sister's conversation to unravel the knot of misery in her stomach, it was tonight.
Then the voice came.
"Amber?"
And in the dark, via the prism of memory and desire, Abbie tricked herself into believing it was a twelve-year-old Violet whispering the word. Rather than a thirty-two-year-old Gray.
She waited for this stupid delusion to pass before replying.
"It's Abbie," she said.
"Sorry."
For a time, neither of them spoke. Then Abbie said, "I assume you had something to say?"
After another time of silence, Gray said, "I was thinking about dad."
"That's unfortunate."
"Also James."
"Ah. Bit odd. All those years in all-male company, I'd have guessed you'd be picturing busty supermodels, lithe actresses, and that geography teacher from school."
"Mrs Steinwell? Damn, she was hot."
"She was forty then. Not sure you'd still fancy her fifteen years later."
"You never know."
"Good point."
"I wish I was thinking about Mrs Steinwell. I used to think about her a lot back in my teenage years. I had this one fantasy—"
"Which I probably don't need to hear," Abbie interjected.
"No, that makes sense." Abbie could hear the flush in Gray's cheeks, even if she couldn't see it.
"I wish I was thinking about Mrs Steinwell," Gray continued, "but all I can see is dad, in the woods, on his back, and James under the bridge. What if you hadn't found dad after I fled? What if I'd pulled the trigger by that stream?"
"What if it started to chuck it down? What if rain pounded the roof and then the ceiling collapsed, and we got drenched?"
Silence in the dark.
Then Gray said, "What?"
"That would be horrible," said Abbie. "If we got drenched. Sleep would be impossible. Plus, falling debris from the ceiling and roof might injure us or worse. How would we deal with that?"
"Why are you doing this?"
"You started the game. If you're going to concern yourself with things that didn't happen and now will never happen, then why shouldn't I? Maybe I should sleep under the bed, just in case."
Gray sighed. "I think I get the point."
"I hope so. Because dad didn't die, and you didn't shoot James. On the former, you're lucky. As for the latter, I don't think you could ever have pulled the trigger. Either way, it doesn't matter. It didn't happen, and you hate yourself for even coming close. That's what you should focus on. Feel guilty for putting yourself in that position, for frightening that poor teenager. But try not to punish yourself for the things that didn't happen. That way, madness lies."
As Gray considered this, Abbie tried not to think about Alice's daughter Ariana, who had almost committed a heinous act. Abbie's intervention prevented her from doing so, and Ana later reformed as a person. She tried to make amends, and Abbie made pains to tell her she could not find absolution in the fact that she hadn't carried out her wicked plan. Intention was what mattered. 
Abbie would not repeat this to Gray because it wouldn't help. It would only make him feel worse. That probably made her a hypocrite, but Abbie could live with that.
"Thank you."
Gray's words floated through the dark, and the sound of his gratitude lifted Abbie's heart. She hoped she had helped ease her brother's concerns as Violet had so often helped ease Abbie's.
"No problem. Now, get some sleep. We've a big day tomorrow, and I don't want to be disturbed again before daybreak."
    
Simultaneously, Utkarsh and one of his team picked the Carter residence's front and back door locks. Simultaneously, all four team members entered the house—two at the front, two at the back—drawing their guns as they went.





Thirty-Nine
I t had always been one of the great challenges of Abbie's calling that she found sleep so hard to come by across the two-day span when she was supposed to be saving lives.
Her warning dream always woke her at midnight on day one, and she at once travelled to the endangered stranger's location. Sometimes, but not always, she slept in the early hours of that first morning—but never for long. Never enough.
She often had a chance to sleep between days one and two. The day of investigation, and the day of action, as it often worked out. But sleep was elusive, with the mystery usually not quite solved and the high stakes of day two to come.
The pills had always been a lifesaver in this regard. Literally, but Abbie was sure she had never saved a life without bags under her eyes. If Hollywood ever made a movie about her, they would no doubt cast a beautiful actor who would look incredible as she swooped in to save the day, regardless of how little sleep she was supposed to have had.
Real life was not so glamourous.
Despite the anxiety in her stomach and the way her mind churned with the possibilities of what had been and what might be, Abbie did find sleep. And without the help of her long-departed sister to distract her.
But the slumber was uneasy and shallow. The softest sound was always going to wake Abbie and, given her tension, throw her onto high alert.
Hence, when someone closed the home's front door, Abbie sat up in bed, looked to the bedroom door, and knew at once that she and Gray were no longer alone.
    
They cleared the downstairs rooms in less than a minute. This done, Utkarsh used hand motions to signal that Orson should cover the foot of the stairs while Robbie and Hernandoe would follow him up.
With Utkarsh at the head, the trio ascended into darkness. Their eyes straining to make out any relevant shapes as they rose.
Utkarsh considered himself a professional, but this was not a crack government-trained unit. Their clothes were black, but they wore neither body armour nor helmets. Rather than assault rifles and snipers, they carried cheap, illegally imported handguns and knives. None of them wore night-vision goggles. They were operating on their wits and little else.
On the top step, Utkarsh stopped. Luckily, he was good at discerning house layouts. He knew which door they needed, based on the last to go dark. At least one of their targets would be in here. Utkarsh hoped for both.
Moving up, Utkarsh raised his hand again and gestured for Hernandoe to proceed into the short upstairs landing and for Robbie to join Utkarsh at the bedroom door.
All the doors were closed. The plan was simple. They would open this first door, enter, and verify who was inside. Preferably, both targets would be asleep within. Either way, Utkarsh and Robbie would cover any sleepers with their pistols, while Hernandoe checked the remaining upstairs rooms. All the evidence indicated Gray and Abbie were alone. If not, Utkarsh would have to kill someone else. A bonus. That was no problem.
Utkarsh motioned to Robbie, who opened the bedroom door without a sound.
Gun raised, Utkarsh stepped inside. His eyes were adjusting to the dark. The street lamp’s glow hit the back of the blackout curtains, letting through less than a dull glow. Utkarsh made out two beds in the room, but couldn't see either target.
Robbie entered as Utkarsh moved further into the room and raised his gun, aiming between the bed frames, ready to swing in either direction.
Robbie had his finger on the light switch. Utkarsh raised his hand a second time, then lowered it.
Robbie flicked the switch.
Light bathed the room.
Revealing two empty beds.
Frustrated, Utkarsh signalled Robbie to check the wardrobes and beneath the beds, Hernandoe to search the other rooms.
They were here somewhere, and Utkarsh would find them.
    
Not for a second did Abbie believe the sound resulted from her mother coming home.
Eleanor did not know her children were there. Even if she did, she would have made no attempt to restrict her noise in an effort not to wake her little cherubs.
Whoever was downstairs was trying to stay silent. Abbie didn't know who they were. She suspected they were here for her or for Gray (or both) but didn't know for sure. It didn't matter. She would take no chances.
She didn't know if there were one or more people downstairs, or if they were armed. Same rules applied. She would take no chances.
Though Abbie had only just woken, her sleep had been shallow, and she was used to dealing with danger. At once, she was alert and ready to move. Without pause and with little consideration, she pushed back the sheetless duvet and got out of bed without a sound. She pulled on her clothes in a matter of seconds and grabbed her drawstring bag as she crossed the room.
A second later, she had dropped beside Gray's bed and shoved a hand over his mouth. Waking at once, his eyes widened, and he turned to his sister. Abbie put a finger to her lips before releasing his mouth. He looked tired and confused. Luckily, he had retained enough sense to follow Abbie's simple instructions.
"People in the house. Get dressed without a sound. We need to leave now."
Abbie stepped away from Gray as he got out of bed. At the foot of the room, she opened the door a crack and listened. Downstairs, Abbie could hear them moving, working their way through the house. And now, she was sure there were at least two. It sounded like more. Within seconds, they would have cleared the ground floor, then they would rise.
Abbie couldn't assume they were coming for her, but the odds suggested they were. And that they were dangerous.
Ian had threatened to end Abbie's life by the end of the day. After this, Abbie had faced revelations from her father and the return of her brother. These events had swept the threat from her mind. As a result, she was unprepared.
Ian was making his move, and he had the upper hand.
If Abbie hadn't woken, it would have been game over.
No point in thinking like that. Gray dressed and crossed to Abbie. Downstairs, whoever had arrived seemed to have finished searching the ground floor.
Time was almost up.
Abbie opened the bedroom door, and the siblings stepped into the hall. Without a sound, Abbie closed the door and pointed into her parents' bedroom. This time Gray led the way, opened the door, and let Abbie in.
Footsteps started up the stairs as Gray closed their parents' bedroom door. On the other side, Abbie turned to her brother and nodded to his jacket.
"You still have the gun you aimed at James?"
Gray nodded.
"Good. I think we might need it."
    
There was no one in the wardrobe or under the beds. There was no room for anyone but a toddler in the chest of drawers, but Utkarsh checked anyway. He was nothing if not thorough.
He had been sure at least one target would be here. He had been wrong. Now he was pissed off.
By the time Robbie and Utkarsh entered the hall, Hernando had cleared the office and the bathroom. That only left the master bedroom.
Utkarsh signalled for Robbie to remain on the upstairs landing while he and Hernando checked the bedroom. With the other rooms cleared and Utkarsh's team armed, they could afford to be a little more aggressive, which was good. After finding the first bedroom empty, Utkarsh felt duped. He was in the mood to be aggressive.
With a nod from Utkarsh, Hernando opened the bedroom door and stepped inside, sweeping his gun across the room, looking for suspicious shapes in the dark and on the bed. Following in, Utkarsh flicked on the light.
The bed was empty. At first glance, so was the room. In a couple of seconds, Utkarsh had catalogued every hiding place.
For any toddlers, there was another chest of drawers. But the only adequate hiding spaces were under the bed, in the built-in wardrobes, and in the en-suite toilet in one corner of the room.
Covered by Hernando, Utkarsh dropped to the floor and checked beneath the bed.
Clear.
The built-in wardrobe was actually two units, each covered by a set of double doors, one beside the other. Turning, Utkarsh signalled to Hernando and then towards the en-suite.
Hernando pivoted and aimed his gun towards the bathroom.
With his weapon covering his movements, Utkarsh threw open the first set of wardrobe double doors.
Inside, he found women's clothing, women's shoes, a woman's jewellery box. But no one playing hide and seek.
Hernando approached the en-suite door and took the cool metal handle in his grasp.
Two sidesteps along took Utkarsh to the second walk-in wardrobe. Again, he threw open the double doors.
Inside, he found men's clothing, men's shoes, and a tie rack. And again, no one playing hide and seek.
Hernando twisted the handle of the en-suite door and heard a soft click as the latch retracted. Aimed his gun at the white panelled wood.
Utkarsh turned from the walk-in wardrobes and aimed his gun towards Hernando, providing backup.
Hernando took a breath and prepared to fling open the door.
And downstairs, somebody gave a yell of pain and went down with a thump.
    
The benefit of being holed up in their childhood home was that they knew it so well. They knew that their parent's bedroom looked out over the back garden and that a trellis ran from the patio to the windowsill. Designed to hold plants, it was not strong enough to bear the weight of a human for more than a few seconds, but it would serve their purpose.
While feet climbed the stairs, Abbie opened the window. Gray hopped up and swung his legs out into the breezy night air. He sat on the windowsill, then twisted, and dropped. He lowered himself as far as he could while holding the sill, then put his foot in the trellis.
His arms still bore most of his body weight. Even so, he could feel the trellis sag. Gray had to get this right.
He released the sill with one hand, tilted, and grabbed the trellis as far down as he could. His fingers tangled in whatever piece of greenery scrambled up from the patio to the window of the master, like a peeping Tom hoping to glimpse the couple in their most intimate moments.
On that repulsive thought about his parents, Gray released the sill, moved his foot, and swung down. He was holding the trellis, and it immediately tore from the wall. But Gray was close to the ground. He grabbed another clump of wood and greenery, then jumped and landed on the patio.
Somehow, he even did it without breaking his ankle.
From the ground, he looked back to the window, which was now closed. All was still and silent up there. Nerves crept through his body and tangled in his stomach. His heart was beating out of control.
Up there, in the bedroom, waiting for trouble, was Gray's little sister. Before prison, Gray had done whatever he could to protect her. In the end, he had failed. Gray hadn't protected her from Harry, and his subsequent anger prevented him from protecting her from the monsters who tore open her stomach and ripped out her baby, almost killing her and surely killing the child. Had prevented him also from being around to help to search for Violet on the night she died.
Now here he was again, outside, while Abbie was in. Running away when he should have been fighting alongside his sister. Instead, Abbie had taken his gun and sent him out the window.
And he'd gone, just like that. Abbie told him to flee while she did the protecting, and he did.
He looked at the bedroom window from the safety of the patio while multiple dangerous criminals approached his sister, ready and willing to end her life.





Forty
M ortified, horrified, and speechless following her stunt in the bar, Eleanor allowed the tattooed bartender to persuade her he should walk her home. After all, she was drunk enough to trip over a stool and fall on her face, but not so drunk that she did not realise this was a sign she probably shouldn't walk home alone.
She worried about the bearded bartender with the handsome smile. Despite how gentle he had been, Eleanor could not get over her preconceptions about people who allowed their skin to be ruined with all that ink. More than once on their walk, she became overcome with fear and panic that once they arrived, he would decide to take advantage of her and would not take no for an answer.
Eleanor was much older than the bartender. She did not believe she was so desirable as to incite uncontrollable lust in men who found themselves alone with her. But she knew, with predators, it was not always about desire. It was about power. If the bartender was a rapist, attraction would not be a prerequisite to assault.
But she couldn't think like that. It became apparent the further they travelled that Eleanor needed this kind young man to help her home. And so far, he had been nothing but gentlemanly.
They hardly spoke as they made their way through the streets. Eleanor wasn't really up for conversation, and her chaperone seemed to sense that. He merely stayed at her side, helping her along and listening as she gave occasional directions.
Throughout the journey, they kept a steady pace. Until the duo reached the end of Eleanor's street, at which point she pulled up and almost fell off the curb into the road. The bartender caught her, saved her, and pulled her to safety.
"Thank you," she said. "This I do from here."
Eleanor was sure those words weren't quite right. They didn't make the correct sentence, but her chaperone seemed to get the point.
"Given we've not reached a drive or a front door, I'm guessing we're not there. I don't mind walking you all the way."
Eleanor looked down the street and felt a flush of shame overcome her.
"Neighbours. They might look."
Her bartender and chaperone smiled.
"You fear what they'll think if they see you stumbling home drunk this late at night. That's bad enough, but with a tattooed, bearded man on your arm… oh boy, how would you live with the shame?"
Had Eleanor been sober, she might have heard his sarcasm. As she wasn't, she said, "Well, exactly."
"And what if you trip over again and hit your head on the curb, and someone finds you in the morning passed out and stinking of booze?"
Eleanor looked at her chaperone, then down the street, then at her legs.
"Good point."
"Bound to happen eventually."
"What if, hyperficly—" that word wasn't right, but she moved on "—you were a sexual predator?"
"Well, if I was hyperficly a sexual predator, I would probably bundle you into your home and assault you. But I'm not, so that's okay."
"Well, that's what a sexual predator would say."
"I'm sure you're right. Shall I leave then? Or I can watch from here to ensure you get up the street safely?"
Eleanor considered again. She was drunk enough that there was every chance she might collapse and knock herself out if she tried to get home alone. Not so drunk that she didn't recognise this and recognise that she needed help.
"You help me, if you don't mind."
"Of course I don't," said Eleanor's chaperone. "Come on."
He helped her across the street to her front door. He was good enough to stand a few steps back as she fumbled for her keys and then struggled to fit them in the lock, making a lot of noise as she tried. She was pleased he did not intervene. In the end, she got the key in and turned. It felt like an enormous victory.
Turning, she said, "I don't even know your name."
As she spoke, she leaned back. Her hand found the door, and the door swung into the house and took Eleanor with it, dumping her in a heap on the carpet.
    
Over the years, Abbie had learned to focus on the plan in that moment. However tempting it might be to engage with an external stimulus, she fought the urge and proceeded with the operation.
Two men had entered the master bedroom.
One had dropped to the floor to check beneath the bed, then thrown open both sets of walk-in wardrobe double doors. The other had turned the en-suite bathroom door handle. Abbie guessed he was armed and would shoot when he saw Abbie. She had to be ready. She had Gray's gun and had to fire first. It was as simple as that.
The door opened a millimetre, and Abbie knew the guy on the other side was about to swing it open. She stood with her legs against the toilet, the shower right behind that. Her gun extended. The room was so small that the weapon almost touched the wood of the door. Tight spaces made everything more difficult. When the guy appeared, if he got off his shot, he would struggle to miss.
He was about to open the door.
Then there was a yell and a thud. Two seconds later, a scream.
Abbie had warned Gray to run from the house when he hit the garden. The sounds from downstairs demanded her attention, but Abbie ignored them.
On the back of the yell, while one part of her brain tried to steal her attention to worry over her brother's safety, another was adapting the plan.
The yell distracted the guy on the door's other side with his hand still on the handle. Guy two had opened the walk-in wardrobe double doors and hadn't moved after that. Which meant he was across the bed and had his gun aimed towards his mate.
Backup.
But maybe the sound had distracted him, too.
All these thoughts occurred to Abbie in a split second. Halfway through the scream that followed the thud, she leapt forward, raised her foot, and launched a vicious kick at the door.
There was another scream, this time from much closer. An exclamation of shock as the door smashed into the guy and sent him flying, tumbling down Abbie's father's side of the bed.
The door flew open, and the guy flew back, and Abbie stepped forward, raised her gun, and put a bullet in the home invader's leg.
He had landed between the bed and the wall. His gun had flown from his hand, and the guy had nowhere to go.
It would have been simple to end his life with a shot to the head or two to the chest. But Abbie was mindful that she was in her parent's home and that she lacked the protections against prosecution that Ben's company had once provided.
She had to be careful when committing illegal actions—even in self-defence.
Which was not to mention how difficult it was to get brain matter and blood out of the carpet and sheets. If anything could further sour the relationship between Abbie and her mother, it was Abbie leaving that kind of cleanup job behind.
Abbie had kicked the door, stepped forward, and put a bullet in the invader's leg, all in under three seconds. The scream from downstairs had barely ended—and the howl of Abbie's victim barely began—when Abbie stepped into the bedroom and spun towards the walk-in wardrobes.
As with his mate, the shout, thud, and scream had distracted the guy over here. From the bathroom, he had twisted towards the hall, wondering if his target was not where he had at first expected.
When his mate flew backwards, and someone fired a bullet from the bathroom, he realised his mistake. He twisted as Abbie appeared, swinging his gun towards the en-suite.
Abbie was too quick.
Also, an excellent shot.
She fired as he lined his gun up with her head. Before he could pull the trigger, Abbie's bullet smashed his shoulder, spinning him to the carpet.
Now there was a howling man on either side of the bed. Both were annoying. Neither were out of action.
Both had dropped their guns in response to Abbie's actions, but until she had reclaimed the weapons and rendered the men unconscious, they were a danger.
Someone appeared in the doorway. Abbie jumped back as he fired, and a bullet smashed her mother's favourite mirror.
Reflective glass littered the carpet.
"Uh-oh," said Abbie. "Seven years’ bad luck."
Seemingly unfazed by this, the guy proceeded from the landing into the bedroom. Concealed in the bathroom, Abbie could no longer see him but could hear his feet edging along the carpet.
The howling had stopped, which was helpful. Both of the men Abbie had shot were groaning and, presumably, clutching their wounds. As yet, neither had risen, grabbed their guns, and come to join their friend in a last charge.
Abbie was back in a tricky spot. If the approaching attacker got his angles right, he could put himself in prime position to cut Abbie to shreds before she had the chance to disable him, either temporarily or permanently. There was no room to manoeuvre in the bathroom, whereas the enemy could move in an arc, firing into the toilet as he closed the angle.
Evasive measures were Abbie's only hope of survival. As the guy drew nearer, Abbie knew she would have to fling herself from the bathroom, risking a fall onto the shattered remnants of her mother's mirror, taking at least one bullet from the approaching menace, or landing with her head in Enemy One's crotch.
Abbie wasn't sure which of these would be the least tolerable outcome. All three might occur.
Knowing she had to risk it, Abbie counted down. The guy was moving with slow caution, so Abbie started at three and prepared to leap.
Two... One...
Footsteps rushed up the stairs.
In the bedroom, the enemy stopped. Neither he nor Abbie knew if the person racing upwards was friend or foe. Both were nervous.
Then: "Get away from my daughter."
The desperate, strangled yell came from Abbie's mother. A bizarre, half-hysterical battle cry followed it as the older woman reached the top of the stairs and charged into the bedroom.
Reacting to the new threat, Abbie's would-be-killer spun towards his latest foe. He had a gun; Abbie's mother almost certainly did not. Abbie might have two seconds.
Side-stepping from the bathroom, she lowered her gun, took half a second to find her target, and pulled the trigger.
The last man standing had his gun aimed at Eleanor's head, but she was bent low, and he had to adjust his shot.
Abbie fired first, and the guy screamed as the bullet tore through the back of his leg and smashed his kneecap. The shot tossed his leg forward as Eleanor barrelled into him.
The duo went down in a heap. Eleanor was on his chest and thumping him repeatedly with delicate fists formed from hands ill-suited for the job.
A little bemused, Abbie watched this scene for a few moments, then came forward, grabbed her mum's hands, hauled Eleanor up, and smashed her boot into the guy's face, sending him into darkness. At least for the time being.
The two women's eyes met. For a second, there was an awkward silence.
Of course, Abbie broke it.
"How about that? I never knew you cared."
But Eleanor did not look as though she cared. Her eyes were wide with horror and, though she had rushed upstairs to save Abbie, hate quickly slipped into her expression as she looked at her daughter.
"This is fun to you?" Eleanor’s voice was quiet, dripping with hatred. "This is all some sort of game?"
"No, and I don't have time for this conversation. I have bad guys to knock out, and we need to call the police."
Abbie pulled away from her mother, then turned back when the old bat began to cry.
"This is your fault," said Eleanor. "All your fault."
“What is?”
Eleanor didn’t answer, but as she collapsed to her knees beside the man she had tried to pummel into oblivion, Abbie remembered the thud and the scream she’d heard from the bathroom.
Horror crawling into her stomach and her heart, Abbie jumped over her mother and sprinted downstairs.
    
It had been too long. There should have been an update; Utkarsh should have been in touch by now. Glenda was in the back of her car, tense with nerves, wondering what she should do. Then the radio crackled and came to life.
She breathed a sigh of relief.
Then came the voice.
"I don't know if there's anyone left on this line, but if there is, I want you to pass a message to Ian."
At the sound of Abbie's voice, Glenda's blood ran cold. Her hand went to her heart, and her mind raced. They had sent four men to kill Abbie and Gray. Utkarsh was in charge, and he had an outstanding record. It was unfathomable to think he might have failed.
But…
"Ian's team failed. In the next ten minutes, they'll be in custody, but I remain free and alive. Ian promised I'd be dead by midnight, yet it's a new day, and here I am. He messed up. Worse than that, he made a fatal mistake."
Glenda tapped the glass to get her driver's attention. Paranoid, she checked to make sure she wasn't transmitting to Abbie before she spoke. There was something in the obstinate woman's voice that terrified Glenda.
"Get us out of here."
"I'd have let Ian live," Abbie said as the driver started the car and pulled away from the curb. "Not now. You can tell your boss he failed to kill me by midnight today, but he can be damn sure his life ends by midnight tomorrow. That's a promise."
Glenda could hear sirens. The police would rush by without suspicion, but she was nervous anyway. She still held the radio.
"One of his soldiers sealed his fate the second they shot my brother. I want Ian to know I'm coming and that I won't fail."
A long silence, broken only by the engine's rumble and the sirens coming Glenda's way.
"Pass it on. Abbie out."
The radio went quiet. A second later, it slipped from Glenda's seat, and she tapped again on the partition between her and her driver.
"Take me to Ian. Now."





Forty-One
A ll Abbie wanted was to be with her brother. She needed to be with Amber.
Before she saw either, she had to get past Keita.
The detective hauled her into an interview room and grilled her.
He refused to believe the men who broke into the Carter residence were random home invaders—there were too many of them, and they were too well-armed. Nor would he buy Abbie didn't know who they were or what they wanted. It was too coincidental that the attack happened the day Abbie and Gray returned home after over a decade away.
But he lacked evidence, and Abbie stuck to the random home-invader story. Utkarsh and his team would not talk, so Keita had limited options.
"Someone stabbed your father, now this," said Keita. "Your family’s in danger, but I can't help if you won't be open with me."
Abbie didn't change her story. She said she did not know who had broken into her parents' home with guns, nor why. She didn't feel guilty for lying. Keita couldn't help with Ian. Even if he could, Abbie wanted to deal with the kingpin alone.
They circled the story a while longer, but when the clock struck ten am, Abbie decided enough was enough.
"I'm distressed. I need to see my brother, so either charge me or let me go. Either way, I'll answer no more questions without a lawyer present."
Playing the lawyer card was risky, but Abbie believed she had the measure of Keita. She said her piece and didn't break eye contact while he decided.
At last, he sat back with a huff.
"You're making a mistake."
"Noted."
Five minutes later, she was en route to the hospital.
    
Groggy and spaced, Lorna woke in the dark, musty room in which she had fallen asleep.
Her head was pounding, the aggressive springs that forever seemed desperate to break free of the mattress jabbed her back, and her mouth and throat were dry. She knew the hangover would be a killer, and at first, she was sure it was this that had woken her.
But there was something else. Lorna closed her eyes, drifted into sleep, then came back to the sound that must have woken her. She spied her phone on the bedside table. It vibrated as it rang, shaking the table, moving towards the edge.
Moaning, Lorna moved onto her side and reached for the phone. If it fell off the bedside table, it would land in the piles of clothes and other crap on the floor, and she would never find it.
The double bed didn't really fit in the tiny room. They had had to press it into one corner. Lorna had slept by the wall, and the distance between her and the bedside table seemed insurmountable. Especially with that naked, snoring muppet in the way. Lorna stretched out her fingers, swiped for the phone, and missed. Swiped again. This time she got it. Glanced at the name on the screen.
Groaned.
But answered.
"Harry. What the hell are you doing ringing so early?"
"It’s ten am."
Lorna paused. Then said, "Right, and how does that answer my question?"
Harry and Lorna had known one another for six or seven years. They were close friends, though Lorna hadn't been lying to Abbie about Harry's disability. He had never told her what had happened, and she still didn't know the details. Other than that, it was Abbie's brother who had left Harry without the use of his legs.
Despite this friendship, they had fallen into a sort of employer-employee relationship over the years. Lorna wasn't a massive fan of 'proper' jobs, but she did like alcohol and clubbing. She earned money to keep up her lifestyle by doing jobs for Harry. Mostly errands for which he vastly overpaid—some legal, most not.
The call indicated he needed her to run another errand. There would be no preamble.
"My father tried to handle Abbie and her brother last night. Sent Utkarsh and the boys to get her."
"Wow. He was serious about killing this one, then?"
"Yeah, except not serious enough. They killed the brother, but Abbie survived. Worse than survived: she won. Utkarsh and his team are locked up, while Abbie has threatened dad's life."
For a moment, this news stunned Lorna into speechlessness. After which, she smiled but managed not to laugh.
"This woman's amazing."
To this, Harry said nothing.
"I think she's my hero. I might be in love with her."
"Okay," said Harry.
"If she asked me to have sex with her, I think I'd say yes. Hang on, I think I actually want her to ask. Though, do you reckon she's rough? I could use a gentler touch. Or at least someone who wasn't such a fumbler."
"That reminds me," said Harry. "Say hello to Morgan."
With a sigh, Lorna looked to the sleeping man at her side. Morgan. Her partner and friend. Her occasional, though she hated to say it, lover.
Much as Lorna liked her booze, there were downsides. She thought she was an attractive woman. She could pull a hot guy, yet whenever she got drunk, it was always the average-looking man-child Morgan that she went home with. To this pigsty.
At least his mum made a decent cup of coffee.
"Are you done fantasising about Abbie and regretting your life choices?" asked Harry.
This was why they were friends. Harry got her.
Lorna glanced again at Morgan. "I suppose."
"Good, because Abbie is on the loose, and she's dangerous. Which means it's time for us to get involved. It's time to show Ian what we're capable of. Are you ready?"
"I have a pounding headache, I stink of booze and BO, and I'm mired in self-loathing."
"And you're in bed with Morgan again."
"Yes, Harry. I am."
"What about after you've had a shower?"
"Oh, then I'll be ready."
"Good. Here's what I need you to do."





Forty-Two
A bbie burst through the hospital doors and went looking for Gray.
The moment she had arrived in the hallway of her parents' home a few hours earlier, it had been clear what had happened to her brother.
Thinking his years in prison, surrounded by dangerous men, had left him well-equipped to take on the assailants, Gray had re-entered the house after fleeing through the master bedroom window. Upon collecting his mother's dog statuette, he had proceeded into the entrance hall, where an enemy had shot him in the chest just as Eleanor was tumbling through the door. Suffering from shock and horror at the sight of her son, Eleanor had grabbed the dog as she rose. The enemy had hesitated. In a desperate rage, Eleanor had clunked the shooter over the head with the dog, rendering him unconscious.
Gray was alive when Abbie reached the downstairs hall and alive when the ambulance took him away.
As for now? Abbie didn't know.
She went looking for her brother, but found her mother first.
The police had released Eleanor long enough before Abbie for her to have spoken with the doctors about Gray's condition and settle herself in this bland waiting room in a hard plastic seat.
A man of about Abbie's age was by her side. With his barista beard and tattoo sleeves, he was the physical embodiment of Eleanor's prejudices, perhaps conjured by an enemy to follow and torment the beleaguered woman at all times. If so, Beardy was not doing his job. He had his arm around Eleanor, and she was resting her head against his shoulder. To Abbie, who knew her mother as cold, quick to judge, and as keen on physical contact as most people are on dive-bombing naked into a septic tank. The scene was bizarre.
Abbie recognised the man. He had been in the hall, waiting with Gray, when Abbie had come downstairs the previous evening. The police had questioned him. Abbie wondered briefly if Eleanor was having an affair with Beardy but pushed the consideration away as fast as it had come, lest she throw up.
As Abbie approached her mother, her boots clipped off the tiled floor and drew the attention of first Beardy, then the woman herself. Abbie was not keen on seeing her mother and certainly expected no heartfelt reunion. Still, it produced at least a sting of emotional pain to see Eleanor's eyes narrow and her mouth twist in disgust at the mere sight of her living daughter.
When Abbie was only a few feet away, Eleanor pulled clear of Beardy's embrace, stepped forward, and swept her arm in a grandiose, expressive manner.
“Get out. You get out right now.”
Abbie wished she were immune to her mother's harsh tone and less than welcoming words. But like with Ian, the mere presence of this woman seemed to reduce Abbie to a kid again. To that little girl who would cower in the face of her mother's fury. To the teenager who had screamed that she hated her mother while wishing Eleanor would just love her.
As ever, she hid these feelings with sarcasm.
“Don't worry, this hospital has a great MRSA track record. I'm perfectly safe.”
Did Abbie's eyes show the truth? Was it clear to her mother that she was hurting? In Eleanor's fit of pique, Abbie was not sure anything was clear.
“Don't joke with me, girl,” Eleanor said. Or maybe spat was more accurate. “You get out right now, or I'll scream. Don't think I won't.”
Behind Eleanor, Beardy stood from his chair and took an awkward step forward. Abbie glanced at him, then back to his mother.
“We're right by the maternity ward. People will assume you're giving birth. God forbid. You could try to have me sectioned, I suppose, though at the moment, who seems saner?”
So overcome with anger was Eleanor that she seemed unable to speak. As rare a condition for Abbie's mother as it was for Abbie. She trembled with rage while Beardy looked over her shoulder, concerned.
Not actually interested in a war of words, Abbie sought to deescalate the situation.
“I can see how upsetting you find my presence, mother, and I don’t feel great being around you either. So let’s cut to the chase. Skip the hugs and the how are ya’s? Just tell me about Gray.”
“You know enough already,” Eleanor said, finding her voice in the face of Abbie’s request. “He loved you so much, and look what you did. All he wanted was to look after you, and repeatedly, your actions cause him pain.”
Instead of words, Eleanor seemed to hurl blades. Abbie deserved an award for standing steady rather than allowing the weapons to drive her back. For holding the tears at bay and for keeping her voice calm, her own words reasoned.
“Mother, Harry and his friends raped me. It's hideously unfair that Gray went to prison. I hate it, but it's not my fault. I never asked him to take revenge on my behalf. I didn’t want him to. That’s not the protection I was seeking.”
As Abbie spoke, she tried to focus on Eleanor rather than Beardy, who stood at her mother's shoulder. After all these years, Abbie still struggled to tell new people what had happened to her, which was stupid. Of course, she would not share it with her hairdresser, the bus driver, or any random she met. But nor did she have any reason to be ashamed. In fact, given she had survived those terrible events and come back stronger, she should be proud.
That was something her mother could never understand.
“You knew telling us would rile him up,” said Eleanor. “You knew to what lengths he would go when he found out, but you went on anyway. One would have thought you’d have been ashamed of yourself, given I’d told you not to go to that party. One would have thought you’d be sensible enough to realise you were better off keeping your mouth shut.”
This should have been another slap to the face, but it wasn’t. This was just Eleanor. The reason Abbie had left home. Why would ten years have changed her mother's core beliefs?
That Eleanor believed Abbie should have kept her mouth shut out of shame, even though Abbie was the victim, might have brought on fresh waves of misery. Instead, Abbie felt numb.
“I believe people with your beliefs grow less numerous every year,” Abbie said. “And thank God for that.”
Beardy looked stunned, horrified. He was staring at Eleanor as though she had transformed from the beautiful goddess of love, Aphrodite, to the hideous monster, Medusa, in the space of a couple of sentences. If the two of them were lovers, Abbie guessed Beardy would end their affair today.
Unabashed and unashamed, Eleanor only shook her head.
“You’ve no idea what you’ve done.”
“Whatever. I’ll find a doctor to talk about Gray.”
Abbie turned, but Eleanor grabbed her arm. Abbie didn’t look back, but nor did she yank free, and she guessed a lack of eye contact would not prevent Eleanor from bleating.
“When you defied me, you don’t understand the effect you had. Gray went to prison, and years later, that same decision hurts him again. He's fighting for his life. As it stands, the doctors rate his chances of survival at about 10%. 10%.”
If the situation was different, Abbie might have marvelled at the arrogance it required for Eleanor to make this all about Abbie’s refusal to bow to her mother’s will. Ian’s man might have shot Gray because he impeded their attempts to kill Abbie. It was equally possible they were looking for Gray. After all, Gray had put a gun to the head of Ian’s teenage son.
But this was about Gray. And those words (fighting for his life. 10%) pushed Abbie to the brink of collapse.
“You're lying.”
Eleanor scoffed. Shook her head.
“Gray will probably die. Again, it will be your fault. Like it was your fault he went to prison. Like it was your fault someone stabbed your father.”
Abbie was still reeling from the Gray news. The accusation that Abbie was responsible for David being stabbed shocked her.
“How do you figure that?”
Eleanor shook her head as though Abbie were a child, unable to grasp a simple concept. In Eleanor's presence, Abbie felt like a child.
“You've never known the full extent of the damage you caused,” Eleanor said.
“Then tell me.”
But Eleanor was off on one again.
“Almost got your father killed. Probably got your brother killed, and worst of all, the second you defied my orders and attended that party, do you know what you did?”
“Got you kicked out of your bridge club?”
“No.”
Eleanor smiled a mad smile.
“You killed your sister.”





Forty-Three
Y ou killed your sister.
Eleanor seemed happy to blame Abbie for every ill that had befallen the family. Sure, there was a twisted logic to blaming Abbie for Gray's imprisonment and later shooting, but David and Violet? Ian's man had stabbed David to prevent him from telling the truth about Amber's sexual assault. Abbie had nothing to do with that. Did she?
As for Violet...
No one knew who had killed Abbie's sister. It was a violent, opportunist attack perpetrated by strangers.
Wasn't it?
Abbie needed to stay calm despite the pulsing rage she feared lay behind the current numb sensation. As much as she hated her mother, she needed to find out what the old bat meant by her accusations. What did she know about Violet's demise?
But there was a problem.
Abbie was on the floor. She closed her eyes and put her hands at her temples, where a headache seemed keen to develop.
Why was she on the floor? When she opened her eyes, Abbie saw a tipped plastic chair and imagined she must have tumbled into it when she fell.
When did she fall?
People were coming. Doctors, nurses, patients, visitors. Abbie saw them close in like a pack of hyenas. Then noted her mother.
Also on the floor.
In a flash, it came back.
Eleanor accused Abbie of murdering Violet, and something snapped. A veil of rage came down, and Abbie reacted on impulse. The attack was a blur, but Abbie remembered Eleanor's scream.
As Abbie rose, she saw Beardy crouching across the waiting room above Eleanor. As Abbie stepped forward, her mother rose onto her elbows to meet her daughter's gaze.
Blood cascaded down Eleanor's face from a popped nose and a cut lip. There was already a bruise rising on her right cheek. Abbie remembered more when she closed her eyes. She saw herself knocking Beardy's arm aside before punching her mother. As Eleanor went down, Abbie had followed, hitting her twice more before Beardy crashed her into the plastic chair.
Eleanor sat up. Beardy had an arm on her shoulder. He seemed to have forgotten the despicable things his potential lover had said about Harry's abhorrent actions. How Abbie should have kept her mouth shut.
Mother and daughter's eyes met.
"Oh, Amber. What a vicious creature you've become."
    
The spectators closed in. People asked questions. Someone murmured the word assault. At least one other had withdrawn a phone.
To call the police? Abbie didn't know.
A doctor touched her arm. Abbie wanted to find her brother. Have her mother's comments about his survival chances verified by someone impartial, not vindictive.
But this doctor wasn't looking to open a dialogue about Gray. Rather Abbie's attack on her mother. Keita hadn't believed Abbie's story about the break-in at the Carter house. Had been unsure about letting her go. If he learned of the assault on Eleanor, he could haul Abbie in for another round of questions.
That Abbie couldn't allow.
She tore herself from the doctor's grasp, rushed down the hall, and wound her way back through the building, retracing her earlier steps.
A minute later, Abbie found herself on her knees outside the hospital, her forehead pressed so hard against the uneven brickwork that she knew it would soon bleed. A network of lines and marks would decorate her skin when she found the strength to pull away.
This place.
Over the years, Abbie had grown into a woman she was proud to be. She had plenty of regrets, and she missed her siblings every day, especially her sister, who she would never see again. Still, approaching thirty, she sensed things were finally turning out right for her. Or as right as they could be, given her fractured past. She was strong, independent, and driven. Though Abbie didn't see herself as a hero, she felt proud of herself for saving and improving lives. Having thrown off the shackles imposed on her by Ben and the company he had represented, she now had friends and something resembling a family. She was happy.
Then… this place, being here. All the layers of Abbie King were peeling away and disintegrating in the wind. What remained was some strange blend of the timid, damaged teenager she had been and something else entirely. A messed-up creature, full of hatred and pain. Someone who could not process their feelings or grow. Someone who could only lash out and try to cause in others the pain she was feeling herself.
Abbie knew who that person was. That bundle of raw, uncontrollable emotion was the woman she would have become had she remained as Amber Carter. That was the endpoint if not for her dreams, if not for Ben. Much as Abbie hated him for isolating her, Ben had given her purpose. He had appeared when she needed him most and saved her life.
If Abbie remained here much longer, her hometown would undo all Ben's efforts and Abbie's hard work. If she hoped to save Abbie King, not revert to Amber Carter, she had to get out as soon as possible.
But what about Gray? What about Violet?
No. As hard as it was, Abbie couldn't focus on them now. Violet had been dead ten years. Eleanor was lying. Strangers had murdered Abbie's sister. Eleanor knew nothing about it, certainly not that Abbie was to blame.
As for Gray. Abbie couldn't return to the hospital, which meant she couldn't learn the truth of his condition. He might live, he might die, but Abbie couldn't hang around and hope for him to be okay.
No more procrastination. Abbie couldn't leave until she had rescued the other Amber. Amber Smith-Roberts, the innocent teenager. Abbie knew Ian would come after the teen today and that death would result from inertia on Abbie's part.
She would not stand idle.
After Abbie lifted her forehead from the wall and stood, but before she left the hospital grounds, her phone rang. Upon looking at the screen, Abbie felt a rush of relief. Something else, too. Could it be love? That was too much to handle right now. She pushed the feelings aside and answered.
“Alice. It's good to hear from you.”
“You sound like you mean that. Something wrong?”
“Must something be the matter for me to enjoy talking to you?”
“Not for you to feel it. You're only human. But for you to express it, sure, that's pretty unusual.”
This was true. Much as Abbie was proud of the person she had become, she had to admit she was not adept at expressing her emotions. They made her uncomfortable. Whenever she tried to tell someone she cared for them, she could feel the flush entering her cheeks. Something to work on. Another time.
“I had a run-in with my mother,” said Abbie.
“Vile woman.”
Alice didn't know Eleanor. It meant the world to Abbie that she had taken as gospel everything Abbie had said about her mother.
“There was an altercation. I punched her several times.”
“I'm sure she deserved it.”
“Maybe. But that doesn't make it right.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” Alice asked.
Abbie considered. She did, but not now. Alice had called for a reason, and Abbie's focus had to be Amber. It was nearing midday of day two. Time was running out.
“Thank you for the offer. But let's talk about why you rang. Whatever it is, I think we can call off the investigators. I know who's after Amber. Steven, her father, was gathering evidence against Ian. Trying to get him locked up. Ian retaliated by sexually assaulting Amber and framing Steven. Now Ian's afraid the truth will come out. He'll do anything to ensure it doesn't.”
“That was our supposition, too,” said Alice. “Steven worked for an accountancy firm known for working with less than above-board enterprises. Ian was a client. As you said, Steven was gathering evidence against Ian. His motivations are unclear but interesting.”
“You think?” said Abbie. “I assume he had an attack of the conscience, but does it matter? Steven's dead. His motivations make no difference to Amber's situation.”
“Maybe. But still...”
There was a pause. Abbie took this moment to make her way across the carpark to her car. As she made her way over the tarmac, the silence stretched on, and Abbie found it curious the way Alice had tailed off.
“Still what?”
“A few weeks before the incident with Amber, Steven received a lump sum of ten thousand pounds into his bank account. Of course, we can only speculate, but—”
“You believe someone paid him to dig up dirt on Ian?” said Abbie.
“Exactly.”
“That would explain his actions. But I still don't see how it's relevant. Unless it was six-year-old Amber who paid him.”
“Not Amber.”
Something in the way Alice said those two words made Abbie pause. The car park was quiet. Abbie felt isolated and alone, even on the phone with this woman she cared for.
“Who?” she said, knowing it had to be someone relevant. Alice wouldn't dwell on it otherwise.
“David Carter.”
The name came like a strong breeze, and Abbie swayed like a thin branch. Partially in shock, Abbie forced herself to continue to her car. She unlocked the door but didn't open it and get in.
“I found the papers Steven compiled against Ian in my father's room,” she said, partly to Alice, primarily to herself. “I assumed Steven knew Ian was closing in and wanted David to protect what he'd found. But if my father paid Steven, we have to assume...”
Abbie couldn't say it. Alice did.
“David, not Steven, was going after Ian.”
“Yes,” said Abbie. But why?
Abbie didn't have to ask this question.
“We traced your dad's financial records around that time. For almost a year prior to him paying Steven the lump sum, he was sending regular payments to a private investigator.”
Another shock. Abbie was still standing by her car without getting in. It was as though she had forgotten the vehicle was there.
“A private investigator? Why?”
“Impossible to say at the moment. But we’re trying to get hold of him. This investigator. I’m going to find out. I promise you that.”
“Don't worry.” Abbie had to force out the words. “It doesn't relate to Amber. I'm here to save Amber, that's all.”
“Then save her. And let me do what I have to do.”
“You don't have—”
"You want to know," said Alice. It wasn't a question. The sixty-year-old knew Abbie too well. “So focus on Amber, and I'll direct my investigators how I see fit. Got it?”
Abbie was numb once more. She couldn't feel her lips or throat, and it took her a while to get the words out.
“Thank you.”
It was a whisper, nothing more, but Alice heard.
“No problem. Now go save lives.”
Alice said goodbye, and Abbie about returned the sentiment. They hung up, and Abbie remembered her car. Fumbled for the door handle and eventually got it open. Slid into the driver's seat.
Only Amber mattered. Abbie had to get to the teenager's house. She knew this, yet something prevented her from turning the key and starting the car. Her head was ringing.
Abbie had always known strangers had murdered her sister. She had come to terms with the fact she would never find them, could never punish them.
Then, Abbie had come home and learned of her father's connection to Steven, Ian, and Amber's sexual abuse. She had wondered if Ian might not have ordered Violet's murder. But it hadn't fit. Ian had demanded that David change his alibi, and David had obliged. Violet had died after that transaction. Therefore, Ian's involvement made no sense.
But that was before Alice's latest revelation.
Ian had abused Amber and framed Steven to punish the accountant for trying to send him to prison. Forcing David to change his alibi ensured Stephen didn’t escape that punishment.
All of this might have happened before Ian knew the full truth. But if he had subsequently learned that Steven was only a stooge and David was determined to send Ian to jail…
How might he have reacted?
What would David's punishment be?
Abbie had her hands stuck to the wheel. They were white, almost translucent, and trembling.
Abbie couldn't ask her father. There was no way she could return to the hospital yet. Besides, she needed to reach Amber before it was too late.
But she couldn't get the thought of David's punishment and Violet's death (and the potential link) from her mind.
And something else.
You killed your sister.
No. No, that was just Eleanor. This had nothing to do with Abbie. It couldn't. It couldn't, it couldn't, it—
Abbie screamed, released the wheel, and smashed her hands back down.
No more. Whatever else was true, there were two facts of which Abbie was sure.
Ian would murder Amber before the day was out if he got the chance.
Ian's people had put a bullet in Gray and possibly killed him.
Despite the fear Abbie had felt the last time they had come face to face, the way she had regressed to a pathetic, shy little girl, Abbie would go to Ian again.
And he would not survive the encounter.
Blood pumping with determination, Abbie started the car. She would go to Amber first. After ensuring the girl was safe, she would form her plan.
She edged out of the parking space.
And her phone rang.
This time, it wasn’t Alice. Abbie didn’t recognise the number but answered without hesitation.
“Hello, is this the woman formerly known as Amber Carter? Mrs Abbie King.”
Abbie took a deep breath. Composed herself before replying.
“It’s Miss, not Mrs.”
The man on the end of the line chuckled but didn’t respond. So Abbie continued.
“What can I do for you, Harry?”





Forty-Four
L orna and Morgan reached the lockup and entered using the code Harry had earlier provided. They swept past numerous lock boxes and cages—all owned by Ian Delaney—until they found the one marked 247. Lorna removed a key from her pocket and inserted it into the lock.
"This idea still sucks," said Morgan.
He had been moaning since Lorna had jabbed him in the ribs earlier this morning and relayed Harry's message. Lorna was sick of it, but for some reason, persisted with the oaf.
"You're worried we'll get killed," she said, turning the key in the lock and listening to the satisfying clunk as the bolt disengaged.
"Obviously."
"Maybe we will. I'd argue a bullet through the throat was preferable to your idea."
Morgan flushed as Lorna opened the lockbox door.
"That was just a suggestion. I thought it might be fun."
"You thought wrong." Lorna reached into the lockbox and withdrew a chunky silver handgun. "I'd rather have this shoved up my behind than join you and your mother's weekly board game bananas."
"It's board game bonanza," said Morgan. "And at least it'd be safe."
Lorna slid her hand around the handgun's grip and purred. The weight of the weapon felt right. The ergonomics were spot on. Kill your enemies, not your hand. The slogan if the gun manufacturer purchased a TV ad or a billboard.
Lorna could have worked in advertising.
"If you made me play even ten minutes of Monopoly, I can guarantee neither you nor your mother would be safe. Now," she pointed into the lockbox. "Pick your weapon of choice and let's go show Ian what we're made of."
    
Abbie parked in the same spot as yesterday and crossed the road to the Spencers’ home.
She knocked. Yesterday, she had got lucky.
Today, Ursula answered.
Immediately, the mother's face twisted into something ugly, and she slammed the door.
Abbie stuck a foot in the way, and Ursula jerked forward as the door stopped. Without removing her foot—which now throbbed—Abbie reached into her bag and withdrew the sheaf of paper she had found beneath her father's side of his bed.
“You may know this. You may not. But your husband was innocent. He never abused your daughter.”
As she spoke, Abbie thrust the papers towards Ursula. She had retrieved and bagged them yesterday before the police had arrived, along with the aftershave. The ultrasound remained in her pocket. Luckily, the police hadn't searched her or her things. After all, she was the victim.
“What is this?” Ursula was staring at the papers. She was still angry at Abbie's presence and wanted this unwanted guest to leave. But Abbie's offering also intrigued her. She no longer shoved at the door, trying with force to dislodge Abbie's foot.
“Evidence,” said Abbie. “Steven worked for the accountancy firm that handled Ian Delaney's books. The firm's dodgy and was helping Ian launder his illicit earnings. There's also evidence here of tax fraud and other financial crimes. Your husband was thorough. I'm not sure if the information contained within these pages would have been enough to send Ian down. Still, they would have got the police force excited.” Abbie paused, letting this settle in. Then said, “Steven gathered the information he hoped would take Ian Delaney down. Ian found out and took revenge.”
For almost half a minute, Ursula continued to stare at the proffered papers. Or maybe it wasn't half a minute. Long enough that Abbie's arm ached. The entrance to Ursula's house was up a step, and Abbie hadn't retracted her leg. Had raised it to block the door, so it ached as well. Abbie held firm. But soon enough, she would have to barge in or step back.
She wasn't sure which option she would take.
Then Ursula took the bundle of paper. As though through this contact she at once absorbed all the information and so understood and believed Abbie's allegations, she burst into tears the moment her fingers touched the sheets. Still holding the documents, she stumbled back from the door and collapsed to her knees, falling against the wall.
This display of emotion made Abbie uncomfortable. Further complicating matters was the fact that Ursula had still not invited Abbie in. Abbie had considered barging past Ursula but only in the face of the homeowner's obstinance. Oddly, now Ursula was no longer actively trying to block Abbie's entry; it felt wrong to step in without an invitation.
Ursula was still sobbing, and Abbie was caught in indecision right outside the door when there were feet on the stairs. Amber appeared. Rushing to her mother, she dropped beside Ursula and put her arm around the older woman.
“Mum, what's wrong?”
When Ursula only continued to cry, Amber looked at Abbie. Her eyes asked the question her mouth seemed unable to form.
“Can I come in?” Abbie asked. “There are some things we need to discuss.”
    
Harry was in the TV room, alone, when Ian arrived.
The Kingpin was nearing sixty, but it hadn’t seemed it. People often noted that Ian appeared to have stopped ageing in his mid-thirties, and they weren’t saying it because they were afraid of him. They were afraid of Ian, but it was also true.
Or had been.
Over the last 24 hours, whatever spell Ian had cast to keep himself young seemed to have faded. Or he had breached his contract with the devil. The fallen angel had revoked Ian's special privileges.
Somehow, Harry found his father’s rapid ageing less unnerving than the rumpled suits. For as long as Harry could remember, his father had looked immaculate 24/7. Even when they holidayed during Harry’s childhood (a rare occurrence), Ian had worn a woefully out-of-place sharp suit.
Ian still wore an outrageously expensive tailored charcoal grey suit, but a little crumpled, the tie not quite straight. Was that an ink blemish on the shirt cuff? These details told Harry something was deeply wrong with his father.
Harry was sitting on one of two huge, comfortable, cream sofas, facing the wall-mounted flat-screen telly. His wheelchair was to the side, hidden from view.
Ian slumped onto the same sofa, two cushions along. For a couple of minutes, they watched television. Or looked at the screen, anyway. Harry wasn’t paying attention to the program and doubted his father was, either.
Eventually, when it appeared his father would not talk without prompting, Harry collected the remote and switched off the screen.
“You seem concerned, father.”
Ian glanced across. His look said, Don’t take the piss. Harry tried not to smile.
“Where’s your brother?” Ian asked.
“Upstairs. Don’t worry, he won’t go out again until we’ve sorted this.”
“Will we?”
Ian meant, Will we sort this? As in, can we? This baffled Harry, so alien was it for his father to show doubt.
“Yes. We will.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“How can you not? How many people have tried to dethrone you? Disgruntled ex-employees, competitors, police, successive governments. You’ve swept them all aside. So what’s the problem?”
Ian met Harry’s eye but said nothing. Didn't have to. His fears were written onto his face. It seemed Harry could read his father’s mind.
“Amber Carter? You can’t be serious.”
“She prefers Abbie King these days.”
“When you saw her, she trembled like a leaf. You could have wrapped your hands around her throat; she would have done nothing to defend herself as you throttled her to death.”
“Perhaps that’s what I should have done.”
“Except then you’d be in jail.”
“But I didn’t,” said Ian, as though Harry had not spoken. “And look what happened. You’re right; she seemed so feeble, standing in front of me. But look at what she did to Nix and Utkarsh’s team. These guys have taken on entire gangs and emerged unharmed, yet Abbie or Amber or whoever lays them low. There’s something different about her.”
Harry could hardly believe his ears.
“You need to pull yourself together.”
Silence followed. Ian was terrifying. Though he had never hit his children, he instilled in them a degree of fear. Harry would never previously have dared speak to his father in this manner.
But this Ian was different. Harry knew his comments would go unpunished.
“When I was your age,” said Ian, “the business was coming together. I was finally on top, everyone was falling into line. I felt invincible. My smarts and ruthlessness got me to the mountaintop. I was sure my cunning would guarantee my position.”
Ian shifted in his seat, crossed one leg over the other, and continued.
“I had a mentor—Garrett. A man with no designs on power, who helped me succeed. Once I reached the mountaintop, he offered some advice.”
Harry’s belief that his father’s anecdote would bore him proved unfounded. Shifting in his seat, he turned to face Ian.
“What did he say?”
“That many would try to kill or imprison me, and for years, none would succeed. My smarts would indeed enable me to throw off rivals, cops, and anyone else, but there was a problem.”
“What problem?”
“Past troubles never truly die. Eventually, an old issue or enemy would return to haunt me. Something small and unexpected would rear its ugly head and, however prepared I believed I was, cause my downfall.”
“Garrett sounds like a witch from Macbeth,” said Harry. “Saying you'll be King, but offering some obscure prophecy that spells your eventual demise. It’s nuts.”
“I thought so. Yet, here we are. Over the years, I’ve been fastidious. Kept on top of my vanquished enemies and settled problems to ensure nothing returns to haunt me. That's why I had Steven killed immediately after his release. He might never have returned, but I couldn’t take the risk. I thought that would ensure my safety. I was wrong.”
“Come on. You’re carving your tombstone before your heart’s stopped beating. Steven's dead. David’s controllable. The girl’s nothing. You've made arrangements?”
“Yes. She’ll die today.”
“Exactly.”
“James will hate me.”
“Sure. But he'll get over it. Once Amber’s dead, only James remains, and he doesn’t know enough. The case dies. You’re in the clear.”
“Except for Abbie King.”
Ian said this and met Harry’s eye, frustrated. Harry caught his father’s unsaid point, but said nothing.
“The past has returned to haunt us, Harry. My Amber on one side, yours on the other. We could have dealt with either one. Why do I have the nagging suspicion we cannot handle both?”
Fighting the urge to roll his eyes, Harry leaned towards his father.
“We handle them using divide and conquer. You’ve organised Amber Smith-Robert’s demise. Yes?”
Ian nodded.
“Good,” said Harry. “And here’s how we deal with Amber Carter. With Abbie King.”





Forty-Five
T elling Amber and Ursula the truth about Steven Smith-Roberts was tough. News of his fate had reached them only hours ago and had almost destroyed both women. Abbie feared her information would push them over the edge.
“I’m so sorry,” Abbie said once she was done. Meaningless words as mother and daughter clung to one another, sobbing.
Ursula and Amber had believed Steven guilty. Had never visited him in prison, nor spoken to him.
Now they never would.
“This is all my fault.”
This was Amber. She repeated it. Mid-breakdown, Ursula was in no position to support her daughter. The two women sat huddled on the sofa, so Abbie went to her haunches, facing them. Ursula’s arms enclosed her daughter. Abbie took Amber’s hands.
“You’re not to blame and never will be.”
Abbie wanted to stay with Amber until the teenager believed this assertion. Instead, she twisted to Ursula while holding Amber’s hands.
“This is hard, but you must pull yourself together. Amber's in grave danger.”
Ursula’s shoulders were shaking. Tears wet her cheeks. It appeared she would never stop crying, but Ursula had turned against her husband to protect her daughter. Her need to keep Amber safe overrode all else. As Abbie expected, her warning enabled Ursula to focus.
“What do you mean?”
“Ian’ll come after her. He’s afraid Amber’s testimony in court could send him to jail.”
“Ridiculous. She’ll never testify.”
“Yes, I will,” said Amber, her face set with fury and determination.
Horrified, Ursula prepared to argue. Abbie raised a hand.
“Stop. It doesn’t matter what Amber would do. What matters is what Ian believes she might do.”
“I’ll tell him. I’ll go over and—”
“Enough.”
Abbie was a guest in Ursula’s home and a generation younger, but this single word was enough to silence Amber’s mother, allowing Abbie to continue.
“Ian has decided that Amber’s a threat. Talking to him is pointless, and the police won’t act until Ian commits a crime, which he won’t. Someone will act on his behalf, at which point it’ll be too late.”
Ursula put a hand to her mouth. More tears fell. Amber looked numb, terrified. Good. Abbie hated to see them like this, but they had to understand the gravity of the situation. They would be more compliant that way.
Ursula said, “What can we do?”
“Leave. Pack a few things and drive away, find a hotel and book under a false name. Do you have cash?”
Ursula nodded.
“Good. We’ll swap numbers. You run into any danger, call the police, then me. Hopefully, that won’t be necessary. If you leave immediately, it shouldn’t be. Ian’ll need time to find you.”
Abbie rose from her crouch. The papers she had given Ursula were in the hall. Abbie did not need the evidence Steven had once gathered for David. She’d leave the pages here.
“I still don’t understand.” Ursula had finally removed the hand from her mouth. Amber looked too numb to talk. “We’ll travel a hundred miles to escape Ian tonight, but what about tomorrow and the day after? How long do we stay away?”
Abbie raised one finger.
“One night. If you run into danger, call the police, then me. If you don’t, I’ll phone when it’s over.”
“When it’s over?” Ursula looked at her daughter as though Amber might understand. Obviously, she didn’t. Ursula turned back to Abbie. “When what’s over? What will you do?”
Abbie would save Amber’s life and free Ursula from fear. Good news for the mother, but Abbie was reticent to explain to what lengths she was willing to go to achieve her aims. Though Ian was a monster and his demise would free Amber, Ursula might feel uncomfortable hearing Abbie planned to end the crook’s life. People often did.
Instead of answering, she said, “I have to go. Get packed and leave. Drive for at least an hour, then find a hotel, await my call. One way or another, this ends tonight.”
“One way or another,” Ursula repeated. Her words whispered and full of terror. The mother was not thinking of the "one way," in which Abbie killed Ian, but of the "another," in which Ian killed Abbie, then Amber.
“Your fear is natural,” said Abbie. “Try putting it aside and focusing on what you can control. Leaving, hiding. That's my best and only advice.”
They exchanged numbers, and Abbie said her goodbyes. She had a meeting to keep, but sticking around was a bad idea, anyway. Amber was terrified, Ursula falling apart. Abbie wished to comfort them, but dealing with Ian was more valuable to the mother and daughter.
“Good luck,” she said. She was in the hall before Ursula caught up.
“I wanted to apologise. The way I acted yesterday was out of order.”
Abbie smiled. “You've no reason to be sorry.”
“That’s sweet of you,” said Ursula, “but you weren’t the reason I was angry.”
“Ursula.” Abbie’s tone was soothing. “We don’t have time for this.”
“I get that, and I know I’m stupid, but it’s your sister. It’s Violet.”
Abbie stiffened. The words rendered her mute and immobile.
“I’ve been angry at her for years, and you look so alike that, when you appeared, my anger transferred to you. But neither of you deserved my petty rage. I should have believed… I should have just believed her.”
Abbie had to leave, to get on with saving Amber, but Ursula had frozen her legs, and her words were inadvisable.
“Believed her about what?”
Ursula should have been packing and fleeing. Having rushed from the living room to say her piece, she paused in the face of Abbie’s question, biting her lip in fear.
Abbie closed her eyes, took a breath.
“Answer or let me go.”
Ursula held for one more second. Two… three…
Abbie turned.
“On the night Violet died, she told me Steven was innocent.”
Having reached the door, Abbie took the handle but twisted to Ursula. Fearing the mother’s words might drag her back into the home, she held the door.
“By that point, David had retracted his alibi,” said Ursula. "The case was settled. I was so sure."
“The night she died,” said Abbie, “when Violet came to babysit Amber, she told you Steven was innocent?”
“She wasn't babysitting, I was barely going to work back then, spending every second with my daughter. I needed no babysitter.”
Abbie closed her eyes. Of course, after what happened, Ursula would have struggled to leave her daughter’s side for months, if not years, even with the alleged responsible party behind bars.
Violet had lied to her parents and big sister.
“She came specifically to tell you Steven was innocent?” said Abbie.
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t believe her?”
“No, I was furious. I chucked her out.”
“Then she died?”
Ursula recoiled as though slapped. At once, guilt overcame Abbie.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply a correlation or confer blame. I merely meant, did Violet’s death not make you reconsider her words?”
“No,” said Ursula, “the press said it was a random kidnapping, and I believed. I had to.”
Which also made sense. Steven was going to prison. Amber and Ursula could not afford to let themselves believe him innocent. Not when it meant a blameless man jailed and the true culprit on the loose.
“I understand,” said Abbie, “is that all Vi said? That Steven was innocent?”
Ursula considered, bit her lip again, then said, “She said she had evidence.”
“What evidence?”
“She wouldn’t tell me. Not that I gave her much chance. I was already throwing her out, but she said she needed me to know. Said the truth would come out; she'd made sure of it.”
“How?”
“I didn’t think any of it was true,” said Ursula, the guilt pouring off her.
“How?” Abbie repeated, desperately trying to keep her voice calm rather than deadly.
“She said she’d given the evidence to your father.”
Abbie’s heart was pounding. She could not stop herself fishing in her bag, withdrawing an item. Holding it up, she gave Ursula a good look.
“Do you recognise this?”
Ursula looked utterly stunned, had to force herself to speak.
“Why do you—”
“What is it?” said Abbie.
A pause for breath. “It’s my ex-husband's preferred brand of aftershave.”





Forty-Six
A bbie arrived shortly after one, and headed straight inside. Families, couples, and friendship groups packed the restaurant. Harry had been lucky to get a table, and even luckier to get one in the corner, out of the way.
As Abbie scanned the room, a waitress approached.
"Hi, have you booked?"
"I have, and my date's already here."
Abbie crossed the room, weaving between chairs, tables, and running children. Getting through on two feet was challenging enough. It must have been a nightmare in a wheelchair.
Harry—the man who traumatised Abbie—sat facing the restaurant entrance, watching her approach, smiling as she dropped into a chair.
“Afternoon,” she said. “Sorry I'm late.”
“Don't be. The breadsticks are divine.”
Harry had pre-dipped this statement in sarcasm, which dripped off the words as he spoke. When he had phoned, inviting Abbie to lunch, he had suggested an upmarket venue. Gorgeous place. Delicious food. But part-owned by Ian. When Abbie pointed this out, Harry had proposed an alternative, but Abbie refused. Insisted on this chain of family pizzerias. Partly for safety reasons—associates of Ian were less likely to make an attempt on her life here—partly because she knew Harry, a snob, would hate it.
“You think the breadsticks are good? Wait for the main. I'm sure you’ve enjoyed fresh pizza on the banks of a Venice canal. But you haven't lived until you've tasted a characterless American style pizza, topped with processed meat and followed by all you can eat ice cream; vanilla, chocolate, or mint.”
“I prefer sorbet.”
“Of course you do.”
Ursula's late revelation had ensured Abbie arrived after Harry. Arriving second meant no say on the seating plan. As a rule, Abbie positioned herself in clear view of any venue's access points, especially the main entrance. Unwilling to sit on Harry's lap, such a location was unavailable today.
Harry kept his eyes fixed on Abbie's face as she sat. He hadn't invited Abbie to lunch for a catch-up, so they could talk about old times and laugh about that one occasion when Harry had drugged and, along with several of his friends, raped Abbie. He had a purpose. Abbie didn't know what it was. What she knew was that this little meeting was not about to run the way Harry expected. She would make sure of that.
So long as she could keep her anger under control. She could not stop thinking about Violet's last hours alive.
A waiter approached, and Harry glanced at the menu. “Shall we share a bottle of something? How do you feel about Prosecco?”
“Knock yourself out. I'll have a lemonade.”
Harry seemed put-out, but did not persuade Abbie to change her mind. He ordered a beer, and the waiter disappeared with his little pad and their orders.
“Don't tell me you're teetotal?” Harry asked.
“I drink. But the first sip of alcohol affects your brain chemistry. Long before you feel tipsy or get close to drunk, it dulls your reflexes, clouds your mind. When you don't realise that's happening, the effects can be catastrophic. On a date, I once played mini-golf. We had our first drink halfway around, and guess what? Pre-drink, first nine holes, I fell under par only once. Second nine holes, thrice. That was the difference between winning and losing, and I hate to lose. Needless to say, there was no second date. I didn't even let him walk me home.”
Abbie's comments baffled Harry. It took him a few seconds to realise he was staring and to compose himself. Abbie spied the moment he shook off the surprise and timed her following words perfectly to cut off his reply.
“You're no doubt surprised I'm so chatty.”
Harry knew Abbie had seen the shock on his face, but acted as though it hadn't happened. “Why would that surprise me? We've not seen each other in over a decade. People change. I know I have.”
“True. Except most of us don't really believe people can change in any fundamental way. You might have expected me to have gained a little confidence. Mostly, you'd bank on me being the same timid little thing I was as a teenager. As for me, maybe I'd guess you're a little more mature, but I’d still expect you to be the same scumbag who drugged my drink and raped me when I was—” Abbie looked up to the shocked waiter. “Our drinks? Thank you, just put them on the table.” And looked back to Harry. “—sixteen. You know?”
There was silence, and Abbie looked up to see the waiter hovering over her, still holding the tray, jaw slack, and staring from Abbie to Harry. Abbie was pleased to see Harry's face was flushed, and he appeared speechless. Meeting the waiter's eye, Abbie patted the table with an open palm.
“Right here’s fine, thank you. The lemonade is mine. Lager for the rapist.”
Cheeks burning, Harry raised a hand. "I'm sorry about her."'
“But not for what you did?” Abbie asked.
With great effort, the waiter broke free of his inertia and placed the drinks on the table. He only almost dropped each drink twice and only sloshed a moderate amount of lager and lemonade onto the glass tabletop.
“I'm sorry,” he said. “I'll get something for that.”
“It's fine,” said Harry, tone firm and jaw stiff. He pulled a napkin from beneath his cutlery. “We'll handle it.”
“Okay.” Still, the waiter hovered. When Abbie looked up, he continued. “How about food? Are we—”
“I think we need a minute.”
The waiter recoiled at Harry's tone. A second later, he was scuttling away, disappearing through a staff-only door into the back—no doubt to gossip about what he had heard and seen.
"I think you scared the poor lad," said Abbie. "You're pretty well known around these parts. Reckon he recognised you?"
Harry used his napkin to wipe the sides and bottom of his glass and the table around his pint.
“I don't know what game you think you're playing,” said Harry, fighting to keep his temper under control. “But it's a dangerous one.”
“You're right. I should be careful. Piss you off too much, and you might ask your father to send people to kill me. Oh, wait…”
Harry leaned forward and almost placed his elbows on the table before remembering the mess he had half-heartedly wiped up.
Pulling back forced him to reconsider his approach. He was not too dim to notice that Abbie was trying to wind him up. Abbie saw the moment he decided not to let her get to him, and she chose this moment to recommence talking.
“You would have formed your opinion on what I'd be like, not on a guess about how I might have changed over the years, nor on the stories and situations of the people your father has sent against me since I arrived. When you think of me, all you'll see is the teenager you dominated and destroyed in your youth. While stories from these nobodies who attacked me are far less persuasive than your father's experience. I'm guessing he told you about our meeting at the hospital?”
Harry took a few seconds to consider this question, then nodded.
“And he told you how I reacted to his arrival? The delicate little flower thing?”
“He did. Are you going to tell me it was an act?”
Abbie smirked. “No. I'm not above lying, but I don't see the point when you wouldn't believe me. I've changed beyond all recognition over the last ten years. Changing my name was not a decision made for fun but a signal that I'm no longer Amber Carter. And yet, I come back here,” she waved a hand at the restaurant, meaning the town, “and it's like a disease. My hometown is a dirty needle, but I've not caught tetanus from it. I've caught Amber Carter. She flows through me again, and no antibiotics can make me better while the needle remains in my arm. I was already suffering, then I saw your father, and it was too much. Overwhelming. For those couple of minutes, I was Amber Carter again. Sixteen and powerless. Lost. I can't describe how horrifying that was.”
“But you're over it now?” Harry asked, picking up his drink. “You don't feel that way sitting across from me?”
“You jealous?”
“Of what?”
“Your father can render me mute while you can't even stop me rattling on about mini-golf and telling the serving staff you're a rapist.”
Harry sipped his drink and took his time to answer. He placed his glass down and moved the wet napkin to the table's edge.
“I think you're using your babble as cover,” said Harry. “I think you're still struggling with your inner sixteen-year-old, just like you were with my father. What do you think about that?”
While Harry spoke, Abbie perused her menu. She glanced up when he finished, as though remembering he was there.
“Hm? Oh, right, babbling as a cover. Well, that's certainly true, to a degree. When I stood in your house, at the bottom of your stairs, the past overcame me. Made me sick. Sitting opposite you, it's the same but intensified a hundred times over. My stomach's in knots.”
Abbie touched her midriff and met Harry's eye, hoping he would read in her expression that she was telling the truth but that these feelings would not stop her. That he looked a little unnerved suggested it was working.
“It's difficult,” said Abbie. “You haven't changed. Other than the chair, you look as you did all those years ago. That classic brand of handsome. Like you belong in a black and white Hollywood movie.”
“It's nice of you to say so.”
“But that's what makes it so difficult. Because I remember not only the way you made me feel when you took me to your bedroom and invited your friends to rape me. I also remember the swooping sensation in my stomach when you first invited me to your party. I've got two little girls fighting for control inside, the one before and the one after you ruined my life. They cry, and they whine, and they dream, and it makes it tough to concentrate. But I need to concentrate. I have a job to do, and so I babble to conceal my insecurities. I push on, hoping eventually I'll get what I want from you, and I can leave, and do what I set out to do, then get the hell out of town and this time never come back.”
Harry leaned across the table, ensuring he didn't put his elbows anywhere near the slick surface of the tabletop.
“And what is it you're hoping to achieve?”
“Oh, that's easy. I'm going to kill your father. That's why I need a clear head.” In case Harry didn't know what a head was, Abbie tapped hers. The waiter was once more approaching, so Abbie raised her menu. “Now, shall we order? I'm not sure this poor lad's nerves could handle you sending him away again.”
    
Ian entered his office, closed the heavy wooden door, and crossed to the drinks cabinet. Upon locating his second favourite tumbler and first favourite bottle of scotch, he poured himself a double measure, neat, and replaced the bottle. After a second's consideration, he made the double a treble before returning the bottle to the cabinet. After a few more seconds' consideration, he reopened the cabinet, reclaimed the bottle, and took both it and the triple measure of scotch to his desk.
He sat in his office chair and put the bottle at his feet, but to one side, out of sight. As though believing he would not refill his glass after finishing his first drink. Of course, if Ian believed that, he would have left the bottle in the cabinet.
The tumbler he placed on the left side of the oak desk, next to the two photos he kept here. One of his two boys when James was eight and Harry twenty-three; the other of the three of them, taken only a year back. The picture of his wife he had removed long ago. Not long after she left, when James was still in nappies.
On the other side of the desk was his monitor, pushed to one side to avoid obscuring Ian's view of the door and whoever might enter and sit opposite him. The keyboard was in a drawer somewhere. These days, he rarely used the PC. Rarely used electronics at all. When he did, it was his tablet or phone.
There were drawers beneath the desk to his right. Ian pulled open the top one to find two handguns inside. One silver, one black. He gave each weapon the once over. Both were fully loaded and in good working order. There was no safety on either model. To end a life, Ian would need only to point the gun and pull the trigger. Easy.
Ian had never liked to murder people in his office, but needs must.
After laying the silver gun on the desk, Ian returned the black to the top drawer and closed it away. He felt beneath his desk, finding the holster stuck to the underside of the oak, still present and fixed in place. He grabbed the silver handgun and slotted it home.
Soon, Abbie would arrive. She had so far scuppered Ian's attempts to end her life, but this would be different. When Abbie entered, Ian would smile, and she would probably freeze. Even if she didn't, she would want to talk. She would be unarmed.
Ian collected his scotch and took a gulp. Replaced the tumbler on the counter, and shifted his chair until he found the perfect spot.
He took a breath and spoke to an imaginary foe.
“Hello, Abbie.”
He removed the gun from the holster in one swift motion, pointed it at the door, and pulled the trigger guard.
Bang.
The whole move took less than three seconds.
“Hello, Abbie.”
Grab gun.
Aim.
Pull trigger.
Bang.
Yes, this would work nicely.





Forty-Seven
T hey skipped the starters. For their mains, Harry ordered a spicy chicken pasta and Abbie a meat feast pizza packed with pepperoni, ground beef, bacon, sausage, and jalapeño peppers. She salivated just reading the description.
When the waiter left, their orders jotted on his pad, Harry met Abbie’s eye and said, “And why would you want to kill my father? I assumed I would be your target.”
“There’s that jealousy again,” Abbie said. “If it makes you feel better, your demise would please me. I've enjoyed many dreams in which I kill you in many creative and painful ways. You should hear the way you scream. And the volume. I wake up with aching ears.”
Harry looked bemused. He glanced at the scrunched up, drenched napkin, which the waiter hadn’t taken. He seemed annoyed, and Abbie didn’t blame him. Though he could have mentioned it.
“You feel that way,” said Harry, “but you don’t want to kill me?”
“But I don’t plan to kill you. Important distinction. I want to kill you, but ending your life would be nothing beyond a personal vendetta. I’d be doing it to make me feel better, and that’s not how I operate.”
“But with my father, it’s different?”
“It is.”
“If it’s not a personal vendetta, then what?”
“Let’s not pretend you don’t know.”
“It’s Amber? The other Amber.”
Abbie nodded.
“Why do you care about her?”
“I don’t care about Amber, specifically,” said Abbie. “I care about protecting the innocent from monsters like your father. I'll go to any lengths to achieve that aim.”
“Oh, so you’re a hero?”
“I wouldn’t say so.”
“Defender of the innocent, slayer of the wicked.” Harry smiled a taunting smile. “I don’t see how you can call it anything else.”
Abbie chose not to comment on this. For almost a minute, they sat in silence, regarding one another. Abbie was aware the clock was ticking, and she needed to move on to dealing with Ian before long. But there was something she needed to know first.
Also, she was hungry.
“Can it really just be about Amber?” Harry asked.
“There are a couple of other factors.”
“Such as?”
"My brother, for one."
"Because dad's people shot him?"
"Naturally."
"To be fair to my father, your brother pointed a gun at my brother's head. From what I hear, Gray would have pulled the trigger if not for your timely intervention."
"You heard wrong. Gray never could have killed James."
Harry spread his hands. "If you say so. Either way, Gray's shooting is one reason you'd like to kill my father. What else?"
“The other factor is only a possibility as it stands. Strictly speaking, it shouldn't make a difference to how I act. Still, it's a loose thread, and I'd like to tie it. For peace of mind, if nothing else.”
"We're talking about Violet?"
Hearing her name from his lips caused a flash of unjustified anger to strike Abbie's heart. Only after a few seconds could she compose herself enough to go on.
“Yes.”
“What about her?”
Harry’s smile suggested he already knew what Abbie wanted, but was keen to push her buttons. One way to do that was to force her to ask the questions. Because Abbie was desperate for the information and didn’t want to give Harry the satisfaction of forcing her to do anything, she jumped to the chase.
“Bastards kidnapped Violet off the street and murdered her in a warehouse later the same night. Cops never found the men who killed her. In fact, they were fleeing the warehouse when I arrived. I suspect now, as I have always suspected, that they were nobodies. The question is: were they opportunist nobodies who spied my sister on the street and kidnapped her on a whim, or were they sent looking for Violet with orders to kill?”
Harry pretended to consider the question. As he did, the waiter reappeared with the duo’s main courses. Abbie forced herself to smile at the young man as he placed her pizza and Harry’s pasta on the table. On the pizza board was a roller cutter. Abbie grabbed hold of the steel handle but did not at once slice her meal into segments.
“That’s an interesting question but not really the one you want to ask, is it?” said Harry. “Already, you suspect that the men who murdered your sister were not opportunists but mercenaries. You believe they attacked her for money rather than fun. Though I suppose it might have been both.”
Abbie’s hand tightened on the pizza cutter. It wasn’t particularly sharp, but a brief fantasy flittered across her mind in which she threw Harry from his seat and used the blade to carve open his throat. Afterwards, she would need to ask for a replacement blade. She wouldn’t want to use the bloodied one to slice her pizza.
“You assume someone hired the killers, and wish to know if my father was that someone? Right?”
Abbie didn’t hesitate. What would have been the point?
“Right.”
Harry smiled. From the tray at his side, he collected his cutlery. He spent some time forking a couple of pasta pieces and a chunk of chicken into his mouth.
Abbie still held her pizza cutter, still imagined slicing Harry’s throat. She didn’t touch her pizza.
After swallowing, Harry made a sound of satisfaction.
“Delicious. I’m glad you picked this place.”
“Did your father hire the men who murdered my sister?”
“You should start your dinner. Don’t want it to get cold.”
Abbie closed her eyes, but only for a moment. A smiling Harry was staring at her when she opened them again.
“Did your father hire the men who murdered my sister?”
Harry enjoyed another forkful of pasta and chicken. Somehow, Abbie found the internal strength to let him eat.
Once he had finished this second mouthful, Harry said, “Why would my father want Violet dead?”
For the first time since the waiter had delivered the food, Abbie lowered her pizza cutter. She grabbed her bag from between her feet, opened it, reached inside, then let the bag fall to the floor.
She slammed the empty aftershave bottle onto the table between them.
Slowly, a little uncertainly, Harry reached out, picked it up, and stared at the label.
“I’m guessing you know what this is?” he said.
Abbie nodded. “Steven Smith-Roberts’ favoured brand of aftershave. However, I suspect Ian purchased this bottle shortly before breaking into Steven’s house and abusing Amber. Ten years ago, the cops might have called it incriminating evidence. I believe my sister was the one to uncover it.”
"And why would my father purchase the same aftershave as Steven Smith-Roberts?"
“Don’t play dumb.”
“Was I playing dumb?”
“Yes. You know the reason, but if we must go there… children experience things differently from adults. We grow to trust our eyes above any other sense. But as children, we make powerful connections based on all five senses.” Abbie tapped the aftershave bottle. “For example, if Steven regularly wore the same scent, then father and smell would become inseparably linked in Amber’s mind. Ian used this. When he broke into Steven’s house and held Amber down in the dark, she would have panicked. In the gloom, she couldn’t make out his features, but she would have caught a whiff of his aftershave. Ian might have been taller or broader than Steven. Amber’s eyes might have adjusted to the dark, but in her mind, this smell signified her father, therefore it was her father. Once her mind reached that conclusion, it warped what Amber saw and heard until she was certain the man abusing her was her dad.”
For a little longer, Harry stared at the bottle. Then placed it back on the table and met Abbie’s eye.
“You’re quite the detective.”
For a third and final time, Abbie asked, “Did your father hire the men who murdered my sister?”
“Yes.”
“Because she found evidence suggesting Ian was guilty of sexual abuse?”
“Yes. This evidence.” He tapped the bottle. “I don’t know the ins and outs, but I gather she wasn’t happy when your father retracted his alibi. Violet babysat for the kid and knew Steven. She refused to believe he could be guilty. She thought Ian had pressured David.”
“Which he had.”
Harry snorted. “Not quite, but it's true Steven was with David that night, and Ian convinced David to change his statement. But as I say, Violet wouldn’t buy it. She grew quite determined to find the truth. So determined that she broke into our home and rifled through my father’s things until she found,” again he tapped the bottle, “this.”
Abbie could almost not believe what she was hearing. Could it be that her loving sister had broken into a deranged crook’s home to find evidence that might exonerate an innocent man? Had she risked her life to put one of the most dangerous criminals in the country in prison? Could she have been so noble and so stupid?
“It’s difficult, huh?” said Harry. “You think you know a person, then you learn they were something else entirely. Bet you’d like to talk to Violet about it. If only you—”
“I've already expressed my desire to kill you," said Abbie. "It isn’t my plan, but please understand the fine line you walk. My temper frays. Snap it, and my plans could change in a hurry.”
Afraid more of Abbie’s tone than her words, Harry looked at his meal, resumed eating his pasta, leaving Abbie to contemplate the actions of her sister.
Oh, sweet Violet. Towards the end, she had seemed even more adorable than usual. Had made sure she spent as much time as possible with her big sister. Abbie had been glad of it, but why hadn’t she probed the reasons? Violet was never a good liar, and if Abbie had bothered to understand why her sister seemed so keen to spend time with her, she might have learned that Violet feared for her life and was making the most of her days, in case they were numbered.
If Abbie had learned that, might she have stopped it? It was Abbie who had found Violet at the warehouse. Violet had died in her arms, but if Abbie had pushed her sister for answers sooner, might she have prevented Ian from putting the hit on the sweet girl in the first place?
On the night Violet had died, she'd thrown her arms around Abbie and called her older sister her hero. A few hours later, she was dead.
Only when Abbie felt the tear roll down her cheek did she realise she had let this introspection and self-pity go too far. The two days she had to save Amber would soon be over. Once they were, she would have plenty of time to hate herself and to agonise over what more she might have done to save Violet.
Pushing back her chair, Abbie rose from the table.
“I have to go.”
Harry’s fork was halfway to his mouth.
“What, right now?”
“Yes.”
“My father will wait, you know. You can kill him anytime, but this food will get cold in the next few minutes.”
Abbie turned from the table.
“I take it I’m paying?” said Harry.
“Send me the bill.”
“What about why I invited you? You’ve not let me say my bit.”
Abbie hesitated. Something told her she had no more time to waste if she wanted to save Amber. But how long would Harry take? And there was nothing he could say to stop her. So she could afford to give him a few seconds, couldn’t she?
“Come on,” he said. “I need to get something off my chest. The guilt’s eating me alive.”
Against her better judgement, Abbie turned towards the table.
“You have ten seconds.”
“I don’t even need that many. I just can’t hold it in any longer.”
“Can’t hold what in?”
Harry put his fork back on his plate.
“My father hired not only the men who murdered your sister.”
He met Abbie’s eye.
“But also the men who cut you open, stole your baby, and left you bleeding to death in your mother's living room.”





Forty-Eight
Y ears ago, as his business grew, Ian had spoiled his oldest son, Harry. Often spending on him extravagant sums while ensuring he never wanted for an opportunity, whether that was the opportunity to attend an elite university that seemed out of reach based on Harry’s grades. Or the opportunity to stay a free man after organising and instigating the group rape of a sixteen-year-old girl.
However spoiled Harry had been, his treatment was nothing compared to Ian’s spoiling of his younger son, James.
This was the case for several reasons.
James being the baby of the family was a factor. Also Ian's financial means. The crook had been rich when Harry was young but had entered a new stratosphere of wealth by the time James was born.
But the main reason had to do with Harry and James's mother.
Ian’s wife, Felicity, had been a tempering influence on Ian's spending habits when Harry was young. But Ian's attitude to James was born mainly of guilt over what he had done to Felicity while James was in nappies. When his illegal exploits became too much, Harry and James’s mother had threatened to take the children and leave. Unable to allow this betrayal, Ian acted with his usual decisive swiftness to purge Felicity from his life, ensuring she could never again see her children. He had let her keep her life, but little else.
James’s bedroom was vast, filled with the outcome of his father’s guilt and wealth. Two wall-mounted televisions, every game’s console going, a state-of-the-art laptop, the most expensive tablet and mobile phone the market offered (regularly replaced as new models were released, of course), remote control cars, planes, and helicopters, three arcade machines, and many other pieces of electronic entertainment. Gadgets without end.
There was no point grounding James. Lock him in his room for a hundred years and he would never get bored. If he had food and water, he would be fine.
While Abbie rushed from a family restaurant, leaving her pizza untouched, James was confined to his room. He wasn't bored. Neither was he using any of the items his father had bought him over the years. In fact, he couldn’t look at these countless gifts without feeling sick.
Despite the mountain of electronics and clothes and furniture in James’s room, there was still plenty of free space to move around. James was making the most of this space now, pacing, twisting left and right, carving paths across his deep rug and luxurious carpet. He had been doing the same for hours.
A spoilt upbringing will affect most children, giving them a sense of entitlement. James knew he suffered from this. However, unlike with his big brother, Ian had insulated James from the family business. As a result, James believed (hoped?) he resembled neither his sibling nor his father. At least on the inside.
James was different. Although he could be stuck up and entitled, he was a good person.
And he was in love.
A rich child with a well-known crook for a dad will never be short of friends. For as long as James could remember, people had wanted to be close to him. Not because they liked him for who he was. Because they desired what was in his wallet or because his father fascinated or frightened them. James hated to accept that many of his friends did not care about his personality. The trouble was, it is often difficult to discern genuine friends from fake. Not that James had ever particularly tried, fearing that once he discarded the pretenders, he would learn there had been no genuine friends to begin with.
That thought terrified him, though he knew he was not entirely without proper mates.
Amber had always been different. She despised James's father, and his money had never impressed her. She befriended James despite, rather than because of, the trappings everyone else found so impressive.
Amber was a genuine friend, and James was in love with her.
He was in love with her, and his father planned to have her killed.
Harry had warned James to stay in his room. Had told the teenager that if he left, there would be hell to pay. Their father had never hit either of his boys, nor delegated the task to any of the sadists that worked for him.
Harry had implied in grave tones that if James were to disobey the house rules again, Ian might make an exception.
A coward at heart, James had quivered in the face of this threat. Rather than doing what was right and trying to save Amber, he had remained in his room, pacing.
He felt sick. His stomach was in knots. Had James not set this train in motion after discovering that his father had ordered Steven’s death? By involving Amber, James had ensured Ian would act to kill the girl James loved. Whatever happened to Amber was his fault. Yet, he was pacing around his room, letting it happen because he feared a beating if he disobeyed his brother and father.
He stopped. He had been going over this for hours, but something was different now. Something clicked.
James didn’t know who Ian had sent to kill Amber, but he had definitely set someone the task.
And he couldn’t let it happen.
Blessed by sudden purpose and determination, James grabbed his jacket.
Damn his brother’s warnings and his father’s rules. Damn the consequences. The girl he loved was in danger, and James was going to save her.
Regardless of the personal cost.
    
A high perimeter fence created a semi-circle around the seemingly endless Delaney back garden. The gate was not electrified, and vicious dogs did not patrol its interior. This was a shame. It was almost as though Ian didn't care about security. A determined burglar could, with some ease, scale the fence, steal over to the back door, pick the lock, and sneak inside. Simple.
Lorna was neither determined nor a burglar. Luckily, there was a gate in the fence, and Lorna had the key. She opened up, allowed Morgan into the garden ahead of her, and locked the gate behind. Once they were in, she cast her eyes to the sky.
“Isn't it a beautiful day?”
“A beautiful day to die, you mean?” said Morgan.
Lorna ignored her sometimes sexual partner.
“I've always loved this garden. Such beautiful green grass. It has to be fake, doesn't it? Not that it matters. I'm no grass snob.”
“We could be playing Monopoly right now.”
“Only thing this garden is missing is a trampoline. I love me a trampoline. Where I grew up, the garden wasn't big enough. Even if it had been, my parents were allergic to fun. Such a shame.”
“Monopoly is fun. I would have let you be banker.”
“I can think of nothing worse.”
They made their way along the gravel path to the back door, where Lorna retrieved a second key and unlocked the door, pushing it open and gesturing for Morgan to step inside.
While fixing Lorna with mournful eyes, Morgan said, “Ma was gonna make fruit loaf.”
“Well, your mother's fruit loaves are delicious.”
“Ain't they?”
“They are, but she makes about twenty a week, and you eat about 80% of each. Laying off won't hurt you.” She poked his belly. “I'd wager those fruit loaves are more likely to kill you than a bullet. Now come on.”
Morgan still looked nervous, reticent. But as ever, he did as Lorna commanded and stepped inside.
Lorna followed, locking the door behind her.
    
Like a determined burglar, Abbie scaled the perimeter fence of Ian's seemingly endless garden, stole over to the back door, picked the lock, and snuck inside. All this with some ease. It was as if Ian didn't care about security.
Abbie approached the building and break-in on autopilot. As was her navigation of the home's many corridors. At the forefront of Abbie's mind, two memories clashed. Both in perfect clarity, one bleeding into the other.
Here was the warehouse where Violet had died. Imagining she might save the day, Abbie had stormed in with reckless abandon. By the time she entered the central area, the killers were on the run. Lucky they had been, or they'd probably have killed Abbie too.
There was never any chance Abbie would follow the perpetrators of this wicked crime. At once, she ran to her sister. Violet lay alone in the middle of the concrete floor, blood seeping in all directions. It soaked Abbie's knees as she dropped beside her sister and pulled that sweet girl into her arms, telling her it would be okay. Telling her everything would be alright.
Storming through Ian's home, Abbie could not shake the image of her holding Violet, lying as her sister died in her arms. She heard a knock on a door. Another young Abbie, her belly round with her unborn child, answered. The knocker was going to sell her a cot on the cheap. They didn't need it anymore.
That was what Abbie had thought. But the man to whom she answered the door wore a balaclava. Before Abbie could even register this, he'd grabbed her arms and dragged her inside. Seconds later, Abbie and her kicking baby—days away from entering the world, she really was cutting it fine picking up a cot so late—were in a living room with three more balaclava-clad men.
They held her down. One man pushed a needle into her arm with careless hands. Abbie kicked and squirmed and wiggled. None of which helped. With the sedative racing through her veins, the strength left her. As the world faded to black, Abbie saw someone open the bag. Watched him remove the surgical tools he would use to slice Abbie open and rip free her last hope of happiness.
Abbie stormed through the corridors towards Ian's office. She held her sister as her sister died. She watched the man remove the blade that would almost kill her and almost certainly kill her baby.
And with every step, her rage blossomed until she could think of nothing but the pain she planned to cause the man responsible for the worst moments of her life.
    
Ian's office door burst in.
He had finished his third scotch but still felt clear-headed. The alcohol didn't seem to have dimmed his reflexes, but had lessened his fear. Ian was used to everything going to plan. No wonder the roadblocks he'd faced over the last couple of days made him think of his old advisor. Made him believe he was reaping what he and his son had sowed. That there was no escaping his downfall.
That was nonsense. He would bring David and James in line. Steven was already dead. Soon, both Ambers would be too.
And it started here and now.
Ian's office door burst in.
With a steady hand, Ian reached beneath his desk, took his handgun, pulled it free, and aimed for his so far unbeatable adversary.
    
Abbie kicked in the door and entered the room like lightning. She paid no attention to Ian's hand as it slid beneath the desk and pulled something free. In a flash, she was across the room and onto the desk.
She saw the gun at the last instant as she leapt like a hurdler at the table.
Lifting her legs, she slid over the oak and smashed Ian's chest with both boots.
The gun went off.
Missed.
With a cry of shock and pain, Ian flew backwards. As he went, Abbie grabbed his gun wrist. Her legs tipped him from his chair and chucked him to the ground.
Holding his wrist, Abbie went down with him. She landed on her knees beside him and, with one hand, slammed his arm into the ground, sending the gun flying. Abbie formed a fist and smashed her enemy's jaw.
Abbie kept hold of Ian's arm, though the gun was gone. She left free his torso and other limbs, but that didn't matter. Abbie's boots had winded Ian, and he could not move.
Abbie's punch cracked Ian's head into the carpet. Though his mind seemed to spin, he could think clearly. His gun was out of reach. Shooting Abbie was no longer an option, and she was clearly no longer paralysed by his presence. That didn't mean there weren't other options.
If decades of running a successful criminal empire, with all the evading of police conviction and enemy assassination that entailed, had taught him anything, it was that there were always other options.
Ian lifted his head and met Abbie's eyes.
And what he saw in them sent icy dread sweeping through his body like an arctic wind across a moor. Those eyes told him all he needed to know. With Abbie, on this occasion, there were no options.
Unable to give up, Ian held Abbie's frightening gaze and asked, “Mercy?”
The swirling hatred in Abbie's eyes didn't change. Nor did the determination to do what she believed needed to be done.
“Did you show my siblings mercy? What about my unborn child?”
Ian said nothing. What was there to say?
“Didn't think so.”
And she went to work.





Forty-Nine
L orna waited for Abbie to leave, then entered Ian's office.
It was quiet, still. After a deep, steadying breath, Lorna stepped up to and around the desk. She looked at Ian. Took another step forward and, in doing so, kicked over a glass bottle.
Not taking her eyes off Ian, as though afraid he might sit up and say Boo, she crouched and collected the bottle from the floor.
Scotch. Yuck.
Turning away from the body made Lorna uncomfortable, but she did it anyway. Twice before, Lorna had stepped into this office, both times at Ian's request. Yet the big man had never offered her a drink from his precious cabinet. Rich as he was, Ian didn't think Lorna worthy of his expensive tipples.
“I'm thirsty,” she said to a man who could not possibly respond. “I'd love a drink. Please speak up if that's not okay.”
The dead body said nothing, so Lorna approached the drinks cabinet and pulled back the glass doors, revealing pretty much every spirit going.
“Damn. The contents of this cabinet probably cost more than my house. I have to say, I'm honoured you're finally letting me sample the goods.”
Ian still said nothing, but Lorna was sure he was basking in the glow of his magnanimity.
She replaced the Scotch and retrieved a bottle of vodka. She was a girl of simple tastes. Locating and pinching an elegant crystal tumbler, Lorna poured herself a considerable measure and saw it off in one.
“God damn. That's gorgeous. Mind if I take the bottle?”
Ian didn't mind. He would have said if he did.
“What about the tumbler? Can I keep that?”
This was also okay with the dead Ian. Lorna could tell.
Because she needed the confidence, Lorna poured and downed another measure. After placing the vodka bottle and crystal tumbler in her bag (where they jangled with her gun), Lorna retrieved her phone and dialled Harry. When he answered, he wasted no time with pleasantries.
“How’d it go?”
Lorna looked again at the body. “Um.” Perhaps she should have written a script before placing the call.
“Lorna?”
“Not quite to plan.”
“Meaning?”
Footsteps in the hall. Sensing a reprieve, Lorna turned to the door as Morgan appeared, his eyes wide with fear.
"Time to move," he said. "Glenda's here."
    
Abbie left the Delaney home and threw up in a flower bed.
Unsteady, stumbling as though walking home after a night of heavy boozing, Abbie made her way across the garden and collapsed by the perimeter fence.
On her knees in the grass, Abbie held up her hands for examination. Drenched in blood. Tiny cuts on her knuckles suggested that some of the blood was likely hers. Most was not. Her hands throbbed as though someone had battered them with a bat. Her stomach constricted as though a fist was inside her. Squeezing. Her heart ached like her hands, as though she had ripped it from her chest. Used it to pulverise Ian.
Over the years, Abbie had dealt with hundreds of awful people. There was every chance Ian was the most dreadful of all.
But did that justify Abbie's actions?
Ian had wreaked havoc and pain on countless innocents, but there was no use engaging in self-delusion. Abbie had done what she had done because of Gray, Violet, and Abbie's unborn baby.
Not for them, either. That was a vital distinction. Violet and Abbie's child were long dead; Gray might have joined them. None of the three gained from Ian's demise.
Abbie had done it for herself.
Abbie had killed hundreds of people, but with speed and without emotion. Executions performed to protect innocent lives. Not drawn-out murders to achieve personal vengeance.
Killing Ian wasn't wrong. The manner and motive of the murder condemned Abbie.
This killing would haunt Abbie for the rest of her life. Starting tonight, she would let it. It was no less than she deserved.
But not now. The sun was still high. Abbie had almost certainly saved Amber's life, but she could not rest on her laurels.
Rising from the grass and from despair, Abbie scaled the fence. On the other side of Ian's property line, she withdrew her phone as she walked to her car.
Pushing away the memory of Ian's face in his last moments, Abbie dialled Ursula and put the phone to her ear.
    
They should have left by now. They should have left ages ago. Amber knew it and was sure her mother did, too.
Still, there was no point arguing. At least, at last, they were ready.
Their packed bags sat on the living room rug. All they had to do was to carry them to the car.
Simultaneously, Ursula's phone rang, and someone knocked on the door.
The phone was on the coffee table. Ursula was upstairs. Amber heard her mother's feet descending as she, Amber, went for the phone. The number was unknown, but she knew who it would be.
“Abbie?”
“Amber? Yeah, it's me.”
At the sound of that voice, relief flooded Amber.
“Mum. It's Abbie.”
But Ursula was in the hall. As Abbie spoke again, Amber's mother opened the front door.
“Did you get out? Are you on the road?”
“Not yet. I know we should’ve gone by now, but—”
“Don't worry about it. You shouldn't have to go anywhere. I'll be with you in ten.”
Amber was so relieved she felt like crying. Still on the phone to Abbie, she raised her head and called into the hall.
“You hear that, mum? It's going to be okay.”
That was when Ursula screamed.
    
Abbie arrived in seven minutes, but it was already too late.
Someone had pulled the front door to but left it ajar in their haste to leave. Abbie shoved it open and immediately saw Ursula.
“Oh, no.”
She rushed forward and dropped to her knees. With tender yet blood-stained hands, Abbie twisted the woman's head to examine the damage.
And breathed a sigh of relief.
Whoever had attacked Ursula had done so with a blunt instrument. The object had bashed the poor mother's head, leaving it bruised and cut. Blood leaked through hair onto the wooden floor.
But Ursula was alive. Her pulse was steady, her breathing even. She was unconscious and would wake with one hell of a headache, but she would live. Abbie was almost sure of that.
Abbie rose. She wanted to look after Ursula but couldn't. Amber was her priority.
The man or woman who had attacked Ursula was clearly the person who fled without closing the door. The question was: had they taken Amber or killed her before departing?
Slowed by a healthy dose of trepidation, Abbie took a step toward the living room door.
And heard someone enter the living room from the kitchen.
Given Abbie's state of mind after killing Ian, it was perhaps unsurprising that she had left behind both the weapon with which she had ended Ian's life and his gun.
On reflection, that had been a misstep.
The footsteps continued through the living room.
Taking a step back, so the approacher could not see her and therefore would not know she was unarmed, Abbie said, “Stop where you are. Don't move a muscle.”
At her command, the approacher froze. Abbie heard them whimper and took heart from this sign of fear. Perhaps they were not an enemy.
“Who are you?” she asked. “Speak up and speak fast.”
“It's James.”
Abbie hesitated, but only for a few seconds. Then stepped into the living room.
There stood James, as advertised. His eyes were red and puffy, and his skin unnaturally pale. It would have been easy to view these features as signs of guilt and assume James was the perpetrator of the Ursula attack.
But Abbie tried never to assume.
Keeping it simple, she said, “Waste no time. Tell me what you know.”
James took a long, steadying breath, then said. “I came to help Amber. I knew what dad wanted to do. Harry warned me to stay away, but—”
“James. If Amber’s alive, she has precious little time left. Tell me what you know. Leave the self-justification for later.”
Another steadying breath. Then, “I didn't see the attack. I came in and found Ursula. When I saw her, I called an ambulance. As I was coming into the street, I saw a car driving the other way. Amber was in the back. Terrified. I wanted to save her, but there was nothing I could do. Now I don't know where she—”
“Enough. You saw Ursula's attacker drive Amber away. Yes?”
James nodded.
“How long ago?”
“Five minutes. Tops.”
“Did you see who took her?”
“Yes.” He looked at his feet. “I mean, I think so.”
“Who?”
“I might have been wrong. I—”
“James. Who?”
To James's credit, he met Abbie's gaze.
“I think it was your father.”





Fifty
A bbie left at once. Ursula needed help, but James had called the ambulance. A medical professional would be with her soon. The same could not be said for Amber.
Because of the oncoming ambulance, Abbie didn't close the front door. It wasn't until she reached her car and dropped into the driver's seat that she realised James had followed her. As she got into the car, he opened the passenger side door and slid in.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“Coming. Helping, and like you said, there's no time to waste. You can't throw away valuable seconds getting me out of the car so you can continue alone.”
To double down on this point, James slammed the passenger door and buckled his seat belt. Sighing, Abbie nodded. James was right, there was no time for bickering.
“Fine, let's go.”
“Go where? We don’t know where your dad went, if it even was your dad.”
“Oh, it was my father, and I know exactly where he'll be. The question isn’t location but timing. Not will we find him? Rather, will we be too late?”
Abbie started the car. Her phone rang. She grabbed it. Answered.
“Not a great time.”
Alice said, “I know why your dad hired a private investigator.”
    
Glenda stood over the body of her deceased employer and tried not to be sick.
Composure was an important trait. Glenda valued it highly in her co-workers and acquaintances. More highly still in herself. For as long as she could remember, she had excelled at keeping her back straight and her face inexpressive in situations where other people might fall to pieces.
The state of Ian's corpse was severely testing this ability.
Abbie—for Glenda was sure it had to have been Abbie—had not only killed but also destroyed this previously unbeatable kingpin. She had pulverised his body with her fists alone, powered both by well-maintained muscles and an unmatched fury. Abbie had broken her enemy's arms and legs and several of his fingers. She had done such a job on the face that someone who did not know Ian as well as Glenda would have had trouble identifying him. There was blood everywhere. On the carpet, on the desk. Even on the photographs of Ian and his two sons.
Glenda wasn't sure what had killed Ian, but the pizza cutter lodged in his chest seemed a fair guess.
As Glenda just about held her nerve, she heard a faint gagging from behind her and turned to India and Nix. India was green and looked on the cusp of vomiting. Nix bore the marks of his own embarrassing meeting with Abbie, but he was a machine. He looked at Ian with no sign of repulsion or regret. Glenda got the impression all emotions were alien to Nix. Except for perhaps embarrassment. And anger.
With a click of the fingers, Glenda grabbed India's attention.
“Call our people and tell them Ian wants Abbie dead. Now. Tell them to arm themselves and to meet us. They must not waste a second. Time isn’t on our side.”
India did not at once respond to this command, which was frustrating. India was bright enough, but even for the dimwitted, these were instructions that should have presented no problems. For the second time, Glenda clicked her fingers in the woman's face.
“Understood?”
India had still been staring at Ian's lifeless and battered corpse. Prompted by Glenda's latest clicks and questions, she looked away.
“Ian's orders?”
“Yes.” Somehow, Glenda kept the frustration from her voice. Why wasn't India getting it? “Call it his last wishes, except don't mention Ian’s death to anyone. Okay?”
India looked back to the body, and Glenda could see the thoughts running through her head. They were about to take on the monster who had executed Ian in such a hideous fashion. Were they mad?
Glenda didn't care for such an opinion. She turned from Ian and lay a hand on India's arm.
“You have doubts. No problem. Look at Nix. Tell him what they are.”
India stared at Glenda until Glenda took India's jaw and twisted it towards Nix.
No one had beaten Nix in a fight. Until Abbie. Defeat was not an outcome Nix could accept. He was going after Abbie, and he would not take kindly to anyone backing out of their obligation to help. His look explained to India the repercussions of disobedience.
Glenda saw the moment Nix's eyes broke India's will. Satisfied, she said, “Make the call. You can give them a location. Luckily, I know where Abbie will be.”
    
Abbie got as close as possible and slammed on the brakes. She parked illegally and abandoned the car. Without locking the vehicle or checking to see if James was following, she set off along the grass, bolting towards the playground where, during more innocent times, she, Gray, and Violet used to play games and escape from their everyday lives. When it had seemed that everything was perfect. When the future had looked bright.
Now, with Violet long since murdered and Gray fighting for his life in hospital, Abbie ran towards the playground and the woods beyond, desperate to reach her father before, on the orders of a dead man, he raised his gun and murdered an innocent teenager.
    
Lorna and Morgan sat in their car on the side of the road, watching the gates at the front of Ian’s property electronically slide open.
They were not on Ian’s list of trusted lieutenants. India had not called them to request their services. As a result, they did not know where Glenda was heading. Where the final showdown would take place.
That was no problem.
“Start the car,” said Lorna as the gates slid open.
Morgan’s hands were on the wheel.
“Are you sure we shouldn’t—”
“Just start the car.”
Morgan did as ordered, bringing the engine to life as Glenda’s car rolled off of Ian’s lot and turned away from where Lorna and Morgan waited.
“Follow them,” said Lorna.
“Are you—”
“Shut up and follow them.”
Morgan did as ordered. Again. Lorna checked her gun and took a breath.
“Glenda thinks we’re worthless. Always has. Today, we’ll show them we’d make a wonderful addition to their team.”
Morgan didn’t respond. He didn’t want to be there.
But he followed Glenda’s car, and that was all that mattered.
    
Abbie rounded the playground and burst into the trees. After a few more seconds of sprinting, she stopped.
Woods was too grandiose a name for this collection of trees. Copse was more accurate. The trees had seemed more voluminous to the Carter siblings growing up. But wasn’t that always the way? After all, they had been so much smaller. The world was bound to seem vast.
Abbie heard feet crashing into the woods and turned as James appeared. She raised one hand to signal that he should stop while putting the index finger of her other hand to her lips.
James got the message. Without complaint, he fell still and silent.
Abbie listened. In under ten seconds, she heard who she sought. Pivoting, she aimed herself in the correct direction and made her way through the trees. There weren't many. It didn’t take long.
At first, Abbie could see only shapes. She sped up. Sounds came next. Even over the pounding of her feet and of James’s feet behind, over the snapping of twigs and the crunching of shrubs, over the whistling wind racing over her shoulders and around the trunks, Abbie could hear the sobbing. And someone else. Pleading.
Abbie's father.
Apologising and pleading with his victim for forgiveness. He didn’t want to do it; he didn’t have a choice. Abbie couldn’t make out every word, but that was the gist of David's pathetic excuse. And it was pathetic.
The shapes materialised into people in a clearing. Amber on the ground, on her knees. Sobbing, afraid, alone. David standing over her, a few feet away, his gun aimed at her head.
Abbie burst through the trees into the clearing. The blubbering gunman spun towards the newcomer. Emotional wreck that he was, nerves shredded, Abbie would have been unsurprised if he fired. Not that he would have hit her. He wasn’t aiming and it would have been a crap shot if he was.
But David didn’t shoot. He swung the gun towards Abbie and gasped as he realised who she was. He took a step back and began moaning.
“No, no, no, not you. Not you.”
“Me,” said Abbie, no longer running. Instead, strolling with purpose towards her father. “And thank God I’m here. For your sake.”
“No, you don’t understand. I have to do this. I have to.”
Abbie continued approaching her father. As she did, James burst through the trees and rushed straight for Amber. Fell beside her. Pulled her into his arms.
“Please,” said David. “Please stop. You don’t understand.”
Abbie had the magic words to make it all better. First, she wanted to prove something. Wanted to show both herself and her father he wasn’t the man he was preparing himself to be.
“I have to.” But his gun was lowering, and he wasn't turning to Amber. He was crying freely. As Abbie approached, he had been stepping away. Now he stopped and let his daughter close in.
“You don’t understand.”
She reached him—“I understand perfectly”—grabbed his gun hand. Punched him. He spun, screamed, went down. The scream was disproportionate to the pain visited by Abbie’s punch, but Abbie didn’t believe her father was unusually sensitive. The way he'd twisted at the waist must have pulled at the knife wound so recently closed. That was bound to hurt. Hopefully, David had ripped no stitches.
Nearby, James was whispering to Amber, telling her everything was going to be okay. Stepping forward, crouching low, Abbie shoved her father onto his back and lifted his shirt. Immediately, she spied the area where someone had so recently stabbed him. There were the stitches. The surrounding area was ugly and misshapen. Purple. Abbie didn’t know if that was because of her punch and the body twist, because he had left the hospital ahead of a doctor’s recommendation, or because that was what stitched-up knife wounds looked like. Somehow, Abbie had avoided needing hospitalisation following a stabbing. Impressive considering her line of work.
“You can’t do this,” David was whimpering. “It’s for your own good. Give it back, give it back.”
Abbie had grabbed the gun before punching David. He’d let go of the metal grip as he’d gone down, and now Abbie shoved the weapon into her waistband.
“Killing a teenager should never be for anyone’s good. Nor is it ever necessary. There’s always another way.”
“Not this time. Amber, please. Not this time.”
Abbie pulled down her father’s top, ignoring his use of her old name. He was a pathetic mess, and she was furious. But there were new feelings, too, battling to the surface. Most of them, Abbie didn’t understand. She did not know how to process them other than to talk.
“I’ve proven you wrong,” she said.
She remained crouched low above her father. As he regained his strength, David shuffled back a little. He tried to sit but moaned in pain as he did and returned to his back. His hand went to the recently stitched knife wound.
“You need to return to the hospital.”
His response: “How have you proven me wrong?”
Abbie was retracting her phone. “I’m calling an ambulance. Second time in 48 hours I’ve had to call them for you, both from this location. They’ll think I’m taking the piss.”
After everything he’d been through, David had to be weak. It surprised Abbie that he found the strength to reach up and snatch the phone from her hand. His eyes were wide and desperate.
“How have you proven me wrong?”
Abbie snatched back the phone. But didn’t immediately dial emergency services and put the handset to her ear. She kept it in her hand as she met her father’s gaze.
"There was another way."
"What?"
“I killed Ian,” Abbie said. “You lied to me before. He didn't come to the hospital to say he'd ordered your stabbing but was backing off. He threatened you and dropped off a gun. Told you to kill Amber. But now he's dead. There'll be no reprisals for your failure.”
David stared at Abbie, his face awash with disbelief.
“You can’t have.”
“He was a crooked man in his late fifties or possibly early sixties,” said Abbie. “Not General Zod from Superman or Zeus, King of the Olympians. His body was as frail as the body of any human. And he was as easy to kill as is anyone.”
After her initial assertion, David had written off her words because he genuinely believed Ian was invincible. As he heard her words and watched her eyes following this, he realised she was telling the truth. And he was stunned.
“Why?” he said.
Abbie mused over this question. There was the answer she wished was true, and the answer she knew was true. Her father had never meant much to her, and Abbie had grown beyond caring for his opinion over the last decade. There was no need to lie.
“A little to save young Amber over there.” She nodded towards the hugging teens. “Mostly because Ian killed my sister and unborn baby and might have killed Gray. That's as yet undetermined. What more reason could anyone need?”
Speaking of these three people, the most important people in Abbie's life, all possibly taken by the same man, created a knot in her stomach, a lump in her throat, and tears in her eyes. Abbie fought all three.
From David’s eyes, Abbie gathered there were a million things he might like to say. But he was lost.
Abbie gave her father plenty of time to find his voice and tell her the truth. It was the least she deserved after all these years, after everything he had hidden from her.
But he wouldn't give her anything. Though he was the father, and she his daughter, Abbie needed to do the heavy lifting.
Looking him dead in the eye, she said, “I think I know everything now.”
Even this was not enough to spark him into a conversation. Abbie would have to do it.
“I know what you were doing. I know what it caused.”
David had never stopped crying. Now, the tears were coming to Abbie, too.
"Ian sexually assaulted Amber. Had Steven falsely imprisoned and later killed. Then killed Violet. All because you were determined to find my baby."





Fifty-One
T he turnout was disappointing.
Some people made excuses. Others didn't answer the phone. But whatever they said and whatever they did, Glenda understood the real reason.
Even though Glenda had fast found Ian's body and had acted without delay, the news of the kingpin's demise was already travelling at speed. At least through his old lieutenants and allies.
Glenda had operated as Ian's right hand for almost a decade. She had been an integral cog in the Delaney criminal machinery far longer than that. These people were used to taking orders from her. Asking, “How high?” when she said, “Jump.” Glenda had understood the transition of power would not be seamless. Hence, telling India to pretend the Amber Carter kill order came from Ian rather than her. Still, when people found out, as they clearly had, Glenda had assumed she could still command them.
When India had no luck, Glenda got on the phone. Fast, Ian's troops had disabused her of the assumption. Many of those she called promised to support her in the long run, but had no appetite for going after the woman who had put Nix in hospital, sent Utkarsh and his team to prison, and murdered Ian. No thanks, they'd sit this one out.
Cowards.
They wouldn't do it for Glenda, or to avenge their dead boss.
Which just went to show the old saying was true. There was no honour amongst thieves.
Glenda prepared herself for the job ahead, trying not to focus on her failures or how she planned to deal with the traitors. Four people had responded to her call, so they were now seven. They had spread themselves out, forming a circle around the copse. As one, they would enter. They knew where, within the small cluster of trees, their prey stood. They would get close without being heard and find a line of sight, and they would slaughter everyone who stood with Amber Carter.
And the woman herself, of course.
Glenda hoped one of her bullets would be the one to end Abbie's life. Then she would thank the corpse for handing her a promotion.
Once this was over, Glenda would set in motion contingency plans she had been working on for years. Her just-in-case plans. Ian's legal assets would pass to Harry, but he could not inherit the criminal infrastructure. Harry had no interest in it. He had promised to support Glenda's claim as she took the reins of the criminal empire. Harry would continue to allow Glenda to launder her money through the legal arms of the Delaney Corporation, at least until she had set up her own businesses.
Her plans were in place. Everything would run smoothly. Glenda would crush those who opposed her rise and punish those who had transgressed today. It was always wise to make a show of strength when starting out at the top. Ian had taught her that.
Glenda's new life awaited.
Once this was done.
Over her initial annoyance, now quite excited, Glenda spoke into her concealed mic to India, Nix, and their four new comrades.
"On my mark, we move. Three, two, one… go."
    
Sitting in the copse, James beside Amber, and Abbie beside David, Abbie set out the chain of events as she understood them and challenged her father to contradict her if, at any point, she got the facts wrong.
Following Abbie’s revelation about the night Harry and his friends had drugged and raped her, David felt lost and confused. The thought of what had happened repulsed him. He did not know how to deal with his emotions, so walked away, then believed Eleanor's version of events. It was easier to accept that he had failed to raise his daughter correctly than failed to protect her.
David hated himself for how he had acted, but could not take it back after falling in with his wife. When Abbie revealed her pregnancy, Eleanor was quick to condemn the child and, again, her elder daughter. Once more, David nodded along and walked away.
But David could not stop thinking about his future grandchild and how he had let down his daughter. He was afraid to talk to Abbie, fearing the force of her hatred, but dreamed of a day when this unborn child might enable them to reconnect, even start again.
He began sneaking into Abbie’s room after he learned she had an ultrasound scan of her growing baby. To stare at the wavy lines that depicted the child. To dream of what might one day be. He kept returning to his daughter’s room until, one day, he left with the ultrasound rather than replacing it in the drawer. When he realised, he could not put it back. David had grown attached to the only picture of his grandchild. Instead of returning it, he kept it close at all times. He felt guilty, but the baby comforted him.
Abbie broke from her narrative to retrieve the ultrasound. Her story had captivated David, and when he saw the picture, he burst into tears. Abbie stared at those wavy lines, losing herself in them.
“You dreamed of what could be. Then, the unthinkable happened.”
Gray was in prison. Eleanor and David showed no interest in Abbie's pregnancy, and Violet was at school. Abbie found a cheap second-hand cot online and gave the seller her address, telling them a day she’d be home alone. Upon arriving, balaclava-clad men shoved Abbie inside, sedated her, and cut her baby from her stomach. They left Abbie for dead when they fled.
Two near-simultaneous gasps of horror interrupted the story at this point. Neither James nor Amber had known of this heinous act, carried out when they were only children.
“My father did that?” James asked.
Abbie did not reply. As far as she was concerned, they were spectators, and Abbie and her father were the film. Moviegoers did not expect the characters of the latest summer blockbuster to respond to their queries. Neither should James and Amber.
“I survived,” Abbie reminded David, “but only just. The doctors said my baby was dead. There was less than a 0.1% chance the child had survived. The police said this was an attack perpetrated by strangers, probably on behalf of a couple, desperate for a baby and willing to pay a fortune to get one, regardless of the source. I was only a child. I believed them, but you didn’t.”
Abbie was a wreck after losing her baby. What she needed was a loving family and friends around her. But most of Abbie’s friends had bailed after the rape and pregnancy. Her mother hated her. Gray was in prison, while David couldn’t look at his little girl. Rather than trying to support Abbie, to lend her strength, David went home and pulled out the ultrasound. He stared at the photo, letting the image consume him. He stared at the unborn child until it was all he could see, even when he stowed away the image in a pocket or a drawer, and tried to focus on other things.
Only Violet remained to support Abbie. She did everything she could, but she was only fourteen or fifteen. Abbie needed her father, and her father knew as much. But all he could focus on was the ultrasound. The presumed dead baby.
David tried to let his grandchild go. Tried to move on. But he couldn’t.
“A year later, you contacted a private investigator and gave him a simple brief. To find my baby.”
This bit, Abbie knew, was true. Alice’s people had tracked down the investigator and the investigator, unconcerned with professional integrity, held out for a measly bribe before handing over the notes of his correspondence with David, as well as what he had found.
“Links to Ian, but no firm proof. Nothing you could take to the police. The investigator told you there was every chance Ian had paid a group to cut me open and steal my baby, but that he did not know what they had done with the child next. As detailed in the notes of your last conversation, you believed Ian could find my child, even if he didn't know where those he had hired had taken him or her.”
Amber and James had fallen silent again. Their eyes flicked from Abbie to David and back as though they were watching an engrossing tennis match. Probably a frightening one as well, considering neither looked happy, and their skin was sheet white.
David didn’t respond. Abbie continued.
Convinced that Ian knew or could find the whereabouts of his grandchild, David paid Steven Smith-Roberts to go digging for dirt David could use to blackmail Ian. However, Ian discovered what Steven was up to, and on the night Steven met David to hand over what he'd found, Ian broke into Steven’s house and instigated his horrifying revenge.
Cue more sobs from Amber. James clutched her close and gave Abbie a reproachful look. But Abbie had not asked them to stay. Would have preferred them to leave.
“You had an attack of the conscience. Provided Steven with an alibi—an honest alibi—but this merely put you on Ian’s radar. He scared you into changing your story. Inadvertently, because he didn't know you were responsible for Steven's actions, he also scared you off your blackmail plan. This was game over.”
Or it would have been.
Abbie moved to the next part of the tale. The hardest part.
Violet.
Abbie’s little sister had babysat Amber and didn't believe Steven was guilty. She looked at the evidence and deduced what Abbie had deduced about the power of smell. Upon learning what aftershave Steven wore, Violet snuck into the Delaney mansion and went searching. She displayed incredible and foolhardy bravery, risking everything to emerge victorious with a bottle of Steven's favourite aftershave. Only Ian’s fingerprints covered this bottle.
Violet had proof Steven was innocent and had perfectly executed her well-thought-out plan.
Then she made a mistake.
“She brought the bottle to you.”
As Abbie spoke these damning words, David put a hand to his mouth and tilted his head to the floor.
Abbie closed her eyes. The rush of emotion was too much. She didn’t know if she was going to hug her dad or rip off his head. It was an impossible situation.
“The night I left town for what I thought would be forever, I saw you at Violet’s grave. You said it was your fault. I thought because you were supposed to pick her up after she babysat that night. Because that’s what you told me. But Violet wasn’t babysitting and didn't expect a lift. She expected you to visit the police and to admit that Ian threatened you. Forced you to change your alibi. She expected you to present the aftershave evidence. You could have requested witness protection. That might not have saved you, and maybe the aftershave was inadmissible, but hey, Violet was a naïve teen. She believed in justice. And she believed in you.”
Abbie was looking at her father but seeing her sister’s smile. The way Violet had looked when she rushed up and hugged her big sister in the last few days before she died. They had always been close, but after Harry and losing Abbie’s baby, after Gray went to prison, Violet and Abbie—Amber as she had been—had become near inseparable. Only in later years, long after Violet had passed away, did Abbie realise the significance of this. People saw Amber Carter as damaged goods. After the rape and the attack that took her baby, people avoided her. She didn’t have friends. Violet was young, beautiful, bright. She must have had friends, but she hung out with Abbie. She had been protecting her big sister.
But with protecting Violet, Abbie had failed.
It was David’s fault.
Violet gave him the aftershave, expecting him to go to the police. Instead, David saw a second chance to get what he wanted from Ian. He went to the kingpin, told Ian what he had, and made his offer:
“Give me the location of my grandchild, and the evidence, both of your financial and sexual crimes disappears forever.”
Ian no doubt said he would think about it. Smiled as he saw David out. Then went to the mansion's security room. Reviewed the security tapes and learned Violet had broken into his property. He would have put two and two together with little difficulty and acted with his usual no-nonsense swiftness.
Days later, Violet was dead.
There was silence in the woods. Notwithstanding the rustling of the leaves beneath the wind and the engines on nearby roads. David still hung his head. Abbie kicked him in the shin, her first outburst of anger, and he looked up.
“I’m guessing Ian came to you right after. He happily confessed his part in Violet’s death. Warned you what would happen if any evidence emerged against him. Me, Gray, Eleanor, you. All dead unless you forgot Violet and the aftershave and played ball. Ian made his position clear, then walked away, leaving the guilt to eat you alive.”
Abbie shook her head, disgusted, but still not entirely understanding what else she was feeling.
“So, that’s my theory. How’d I do?”
    
Lorna and Morgan parked, made their way to the woods, and split. Once they were directly opposite one another, the copse between them, they texted and moved. By this point, Glenda and her team were within the trees, preparing to put a bullet in Abbie's head. Or so they thought. Lorna was ready to prove she was the quicker shot.
Moving into and through the trees, Lorna fell in behind the annoying India. That idiot. It was amazing to think Glenda would rather have this moron by her side than Lorna or… well, Morgan was also an idiot. But Lorna.
Morgan texted. He was opposite, behind an unknown man. Lorna sent instructions and moved a little further. She typed another text to Morgan but didn't hit send.
Everyone stopped.
They could get no closer without giving themselves away and starting a firefight in the woods. That was an eventuality Lorna was keen to avoid.
Through the trees, she could see the shapes of four people, one of which was Abbie. Glenda would ask no questions and call no warnings. India got into a firing stance and aimed her gun. She believed she would shoot any second.
Maybe, but Lorna would fire first.
Through the trees, Lorna spied Abbie rising. Lorna lined up the shot and retrieved her phone. The text conversation with Morgan remained open.
She hit send.
Counted to three.
Pulled the trigger.
Score.





Fifty-Two
D avid had his head in his hands, sobbing. The four of them sat in the clearing, looking at one another.
From her father, Abbie looked at her ultrasound. Her baby. Anger and misery and hope and fear tore at her heart, dragged her down. She could hardly bear it.
“I just wanted to find my grandchild,” David was saying. “That baby was my second chance, but I never wanted anything to happen to Violet. I hate myself for what happened.”
Abbie was still staring at the ultrasound. As she untangled her emotions, her thoughts became clear, and Abbie hated herself for them.
“We humans are disgraceful creatures, aren’t we? We’re all selfish.”
Folding the ultrasound, she slipped it into her pocket. Looked at her father though he was looking at his hands.
“You believed my son or daughter was alive and tried to find them. But why? Because you thought the baby should be with its family? Because you couldn’t bear to see your daughter suffering? Neither. Nothing so altruistic. You sought to reclaim my child to give yourself a second chance. Meanwhile, after I lost Gray and my baby, Violet was all I had. I hate you for getting her killed, but not because she lost her life. Because I lost my support. How disgraceful is that? I’m as bad as you.”
As despair clutched Abbie, she rose and paced from her father towards the trees.
Was that movement?
Fury made it hard to think, hard to focus. Self-loathing was always a more potent ignitor of rage than was anger at another. Abbie could feel herself getting ready to explode. When she did, she would take her anger out on someone else.
She spun to the lump on the ground. Her father.
As though sensing her gaze, David lowered his hands and met Abbie’s eye.
Simultaneously, from within the trees, at least two people fired at least two shots.
    
Glenda watched Abbie rise. The younger woman looked distraught. So plain to see, this emotional pain was like a needle of pure glee injected into Glenda's veins.
Shrouded in her misery, Abbie stepped away from her little group towards Glenda. There was a moment of tension. Abbie had proven herself a sharp lady. Glenda feared she would spot her would-be-killer.
No. There was a second, if even as long as that, where Glenda thought Abbie had made her. Then the younger woman turned towards her father.
This offered Glenda the perfect target. She would put two bullets into the bitch's back, then walk over to finish the job with a headshot.
Her team would kill the others. Nix would probably want to urinate on Abbie's corpse. That was pretty disgusting, but Glenda wouldn't stop him. It was essential to keep the troops happy with these little perks.
Glenda opened her mouth to give the order to open fire. Abbie wouldn't stand a chance.
Before Glenda could form the word, at least two of her people let loose, firing at least two shots.
This made Glenda pause. She could not believe any of her team could be so stupid as to fire ahead of the order. Even worse, they seemed to have missed. Not one of the four in the clearing had gone down.
Then bad went to worse.
Abbie had a gun and was retreating towards her father. Glenda realised one of the teenagers was James Delaney. How long would Harry's support for Glenda last if she led an operation that killed his little brother?
She couldn't consider that now. The aim was to kill Abbie. She could not fail.
Glenda opened her mouth again to order her team to open fire.
And a bullet smashed into her side and threw her from her feet.
    
Abbie ran to her father.
The shots had come from the East and West. Abbie was sure she had seen movement to the North. This suggested Ian’s people had come for revenge. And had them surrounded.
On the off chance the net wasn’t complete, south seemed their best opportunity to survive.
“Move. Now.”
Abbie grabbed her father’s arm and dragged him up. Thankfully, he came easily. Still clutching each other, Amber and James had also risen. Together, they made for the line of trees.
Another shot rang through the air, but none of the group went down, and there was no whistle of bullets over their shoulders. Abbie didn’t know what was going on. Maybe a force field surrounded the clearing. Perhaps leaving it was the worst thing they could do.
Too late now.
Abbie burst through the trees, holding her father’s sleeve with one hand, clutching his gun with the other.
Movement. Nearby.
She released her father’s shirt. Spun. Picked out her enemy.
The guy was armed, but looked confused. At the sight of Abbie, he tried to find her with his sights, but had no chance. Abbie pulled her trigger twice, and he went down dead.
Now they had the cover of the trees, Abbie figured they had a chance, depending on how many they were facing.
Abbie could make out the end of the copse straight ahead. Here the trees butted onto a short slope followed by a pavement and main road.
Because she guessed he’d be the most rational and ready to listen to instructions, Abbie grabbed James’s arm.
“Run straight ahead. Get onto the main road and keep going. Take Amber and take my father. You understand?”
James nodded with resolution, and a bullet sailed through the trees and smashed into the small of his back, sending him flying.
Amber screamed.
David fell with a wail.
As James flew forward, Abbie raised her gun, found the shooter, and watched as a bullet drilled through his skull and sent his corpse crashing into a tree.
For a moment, Abbie could only stare. Then their saviour stepped from behind a trunk with a wave and a smile.
“Hey, Abs,” said Lorna. “It’s grand to see you again.”
    
Morgan pulled the trigger and watched Glenda collapse.
In the grass and the dirt, she twitched and blinked. Blood poured from her side onto the damp ground. When she died—and her demise seemed inevitable—she would not only become Morgan’s second kill of the day, but of all time.
Without taking his eyes off his latest victim, Morgan grabbed his phone. He waited. Glenda kept her eyes open, and Morgan kept his gaze on those eyes. Only when he saw the light go out for good did he text Lorna.
Glenda gone.
His gun remained in his hand. He spun, intending to make his way back around the circle to meet up with Lorna. If he met any of Ian’s people on the way, he’d end them like he’d ended the first guy and Glenda.
That had been the plan, anyway.
Morgan turned into the barrel chest of Nix.
A swipe of Nix’s concrete block hand sent Morgan’s gun flying into the woods. Milliseconds later, Nix had grabbed Morgan’s shirt and hauled him into the air.
“Hang on.”
Before Morgan could continue, Nix threw him with incredible force and velocity into the nearest tree.
The world went black.





Fifty-Three
A bbie rushed to James.
The bullet had hit his back and tossed him onto his front. When Abbie touched the teen's shoulder, he moaned.
Blood seeped from the wound at the base of his spine, but only in a trickle. That could be good or bad. His pulse was steady. Still, he needed to move. Not only because he'd bleed out if he stayed here. Because someone might shoot him in the head.
Amber was beside the boy who had for so long fancied her. She was a trembling mess, her hands to her mouth, lost and with no idea what to do.
David looked little better, but Abbie grabbed his arm.
“You must carry James out of here. Straight forward, down the slope, to the road. Get someone to take you to the hospital. Amber,” Abbie turned to the young woman, grabbed her arm, and shook her until she had her attention. “Take this.” Abbie removed her jacket. “Fold it, hold it to James' wound while David carries him. Don’t let go.”
“Will he be okay?” Amber asked through tears.
“We don't have time for this.” Lorna was standing while the rest crouched. Her gun aimed into the clearing, rotating to cover all angles.
Abbie rose. “She's right. Get moving. We'll deal with this.”
Still holding David's gun, Abbie stepped up beside Lorna.
“You're on our side, then?”
“That's right. Me and Morg.”
“Well, I don't trust you. Nor do I have time to question you, so I guess we'll go with it for now.”
“Fab.”
Abbie turned to Amber and David. They weren’t moving.
“Go now, or you kill him.” Abbie might regret such harsh words later. For now, she cared only about getting them moving.
David and Amber rose. David went for James, and Amber began folding Abbie's jacket. Maybe they would survive, after all.
“What's the situation?” Abbie asked Lorna, turning from the others.
“There were seven to begin with. I've killed two, including that one—” Lorna nodded to the guy who shot James and who Lorna had subsequently shot. “Morgan's killed two, including Glenda.”
“Good going,” said Abbie. “And I've killed one, which leaves two. Any chance they'll back off now Glenda's dead? She had to be in charge.”
“She was, but you got no chance at least one of the two is backing down.”
“Why not?”
“Because it's Nix. The big guy you took down in the diner.”
“Don't tell me he's a grudge holder?”
“In the worst way.”
Abbie glanced back. David had James in his arms. Amber positioned Abbie's jacket under the wound, pressing up, and they stumbled through the trees. It would take them a while to reach the road. Abbie only hoped they would be quick enough.
“Well,” she said to Lorna. “Three v two if Morgan's still in the game. I like those—down.”
She grabbed Lorna's arm and shoved her to the ground.
The bullet rocketed through the trees and the empty air where Lorna's head had been a second earlier and whistled past Abbie's ear. Abbie raised her gun and thrice fired.
She hit the shooter twice with her three shots, and he went down with a yell.
“You good?” she asked Lorna.
Lorna looked up in time to see Nix crash into Abbie with such force that Abbie seemed to vanish.
Lorna stood.
Nix jerked forward.
She raised her gun.
He grabbed her hand. Over the gun's grip.
Lorna fired.
Nix jerked Lorna's gun hand to one side. The bullet whizzed past his head.
He squeezed.
Lorna's fingers began to crack, then snap.
She screamed.
Nix smashed her solar plexus with an iron fist.
At the insistence of Nix's shoulder, Abbie had sailed into a tree. Her gun had leapt from her hand and landed several feet away.
Never one to stay down for long, Abbie rolled away from the tree and onto her knees. As Nix punched Lorna in the solar plexus and the face, Abbie sprung forward like a sprinter and slid across the ground, grabbing her gun as she did.
She turned, came back onto one knee in the shooting stance.
Lorna was prone. Nix saw the gun and dived as Abbie pulled the trigger.
The bullet did no harm. Nix had a tree for cover.
It was meant to be three v two. Then three v one when Abbie killed the last guy. Now Lorna was out, and Morgan was nowhere to be seen. The odds were back to even.
And only then if you didn't count Nix as 1.5, which seemed tempting about now.
Abbie moved. Keeping her gun aimed at the tree behind which Nix stood, she circled, carefully picking her way through branches and leaves, seeking a location where she might get the chance to shoot and kill the brute.
Nix could hear Abbie move, and he moved in tandem, always keeping the tree between him and her. This was a dance that could—theoretically—go on forever. But Abbie wasn’t worried. Nix was angry at Abbie for beating him at the diner. He also struck her as impetuous. No way he would be happy hiding long-term. Before long, he would make his move. Abbie just had to be ready.
Glancing over her shoulder, Abbie formulated a plot. For a few more seconds, she continued to circle. Stopping when Nix’s defensive tree was ahead and the clearing directly behind. For a few moments, she remained stock still.
If Nix attacked, he would probably use a bull-like charge to take Abbie down, hoping she couldn’t shoot and kill him before he disarmed her. Close to one another as they were, with trees in between, Nix would find it easier to evade her bullets while charging her down. What Abbie needed was clear space into which Nix would have to run to get at her.
She retreated slowly towards the clearing, always with her gun aimed at Nix’s tree. She had to moderate her pace because she could not risk tripping and falling. The moment she went down, Nix would be out from cover and charging. Abbie would have no time to aim and fire before he had relieved her of her gun and stomped her to death.
Abbie was careful. A few more paces and she would be out of the trees and into the clearing.
Nix made his move.
With surprising speed for one of his size and stature, he burst from behind his tree and sprinted.
Abbie had expected Nix to charge her, but he was cleverer than that. From the tree, he bolted in a circle around the edge of the clearing. His bulk was obvious through the trees, and Abbie tracked him with her gun, but taking a shot would be futile. Too many trunks in the way. No chance of a kill.
Knowing Nix wasn’t running to escape but only to find a new angle of attack, Abbie tried to keep him in her sights as she moved through the trees towards the body of the man who had shot James.
She crouched beside the corpse.
Across the clearing, still in the trees, Nix stopped.
Abbie searched the dead man and took what she needed, then rose. Nix was moving again. After a few more paces, he was directly opposite Abbie. A few trees and the clearing separated them.
Both waited.
What next?
Abbie took three steps forward, moving beyond the last line of trees and into the clearing. Raising her gun, she fired.
Nix retreated a couple of steps. Abbie's shot missed. Approaching the clearing's edge, Nix raised his own gun and fired through the trees.
At the sight of the weapon, Abbie bolted, circling the inside of the clearing towards Nix. His shots missed, and he spun in her direction.
Abbie dived back into the trees on the same side of the clearing as Nix.
Now he charged. Abbie raised her gun and fired once, twice, three times.
Hit.
Nix's torso jerked with the right side jolting back, the left coming forward. In a normal-sized man, this would have been enough to twist him from his feet and send him to the ground.
There was nothing ordinary about Nix. The brute's bottom half appeared to have no idea the top half had taken a bullet. If anything, he moved even faster.
Abbie fired a fourth shot.
Missed Nix by a millimetre.
Then he hit her.
Abbie crashed onto her back. The gun jumped from her hand and disappeared through the trees.
A second later, Nix was upon her. The brute came down hard, smashing his hands into the ground on either side of her head.
Blood poured from his shoulder, where Abbie's bullet had hit, but he didn't seem to mind. His grin was maniacal.
Abbie had taken a knife from the dead man across the clearing. With rapid reflexes, she grabbed it, pulled it free, swung it towards Nix's head.
His reflexes were as good as hers, if not better. He caught Abbie's hand and slammed it to the ground.
The knife sprung free. Nix stared at the blade. His eyes glinted, and he squeezed Abbie's wrist. Within a couple of seconds, Abbie had to bite her lip to keep from screaming. Give Nix a few more, and it would snap.
Nix watched Abbie's face. Saw her fighting the pain and revelled in her agony. He laughed.
He had grabbed one hand and deprived Abbie of her knife.
He had left the other hand free.
The knife was not the only weapon Abbie had stolen from the dead man. She pulled the gun from her waistband and shoved it into Nix's stomach.
Nix looked down.
Abbie fired three times.
Shoved her body up as she did.
Her weight, along with the force of the bullets, drove Nix off Abbie. He rolled away, and Abbie moved in the opposite direction. Immediately, she was rising.
But so was he.
“What are you, the terminator?”
With three bullets in his stomach and one in the shoulder, Nix rose to face Abbie.
Who lifted her gun and put a bullet between Nix's eyes. Then another.
The brute crumpled.
Stepping forward, Abbie nudged the body, checked he was dead, then put another bullet in his skull, just for good measure.
“I guess not.”





Fifty-Four
A bbie returned to the office where she had brutalised and murdered Ian Delaney. At the door, she hesitated as a repulsion overcame her. It was an image of her soul rather than an image of that destroyed body that drew this repulsion. How hideous she must have looked, like a monster of mythology, as she sacrificed her humanity to destroy a man who had so wronged her.
With a breath, Abbie entered.
The moment she stepped through the door, her eyes flicked to the spot by the desk where Ian had lain dead. Though she could still see the body, she was well aware that her mind, rather than reality, conjured the image. She was unsurprised to learn that some diligent clean-up crew had already removed the corpse, as well as all evidence of Abbie's crime. Such a thorough job they would have done that a team of the world’s best forensic scientists would struggle to find a mere indication of what had happened here.
Along with the body and the evidence of murder, someone had taken Ian’s chair. In its place sat Harry’s wheelchair, and in the wheelchair sat Harry himself. The drinks cabinet remained, but Harry was sipping from an espresso when Abbie entered. He smiled and gestured to the chair across the desk from him.
“Here at last.”
Abbie withdrew a gun from her jacket. Not the one she had used to kill Nix, but the one Ian had handed to David with instructions to murder Amber Smith-Roberts.
With one hand, Abbie pulled back the proffered chair. With the other, she pointed the gun at Harry’s head.
The older of Ian’s sons seemed unconcerned by this gesture. He merely smiled as Abbie took the seat.
“Can I get you a drink?” he asked.
Harry's lack of concern or comment did not convince Abbie to lower her weapon. She kept it pointing at Harry’s skull.
“No, you’re fine.” She glanced around the room. “Someone’s done a top job in here.”
“We only work with the best. Our friends in blue will discover no evidence of crimes committed by you, Lorna, or Morgan in this mansion, the woods, or anywhere in town. Most of the dead will vanish without a trace. They’re unimportant. No one will ask questions. Glenda will commit suicide in the wake of her boss' death. Everyone will believe that.”
“And the boss himself?”
“Heart attack. Such a shame after all those years defying assassination attempts and indictments. Of course, no one who sees the body will believe that tale—you didn’t leave us much to work with in that regard—but we already have an official death certificate. We’ll cremate before anyone’s any the wiser. A private ceremony, family only. Just what dad would have wanted.”
“You think?” said Abbie. “Strikes me, the son who tried to get him arrested and the one who got him killed wouldn’t be at the top of his list.”
“Very true. But we won’t actually be there, so that’s not a problem. Look, are you going to lower that gun or what?”
Abbie glanced at the weapon. She now had her arm rested on her knee, but her wrist tilted the gun towards Harry. A slight compression of the index finger of her left hand and Harry would be no more.
Still, he looked unconcerned.
“Wasn’t planning on it,” said Abbie. “Not until I’ve killed you, anyway.”
“And why would you kill me? Did I not send Lorna and Morgan to ensure you survived the battle in the woods? Doesn’t that earn me any brownie points?”
Abbie snorted. “It wouldn’t, even if that was what you had done. Which it isn’t.”
“You think not?”
“I know not.”
“So, what was my plan?”
Harry finished his espresso and shoved the cup and saucer along the desk. The photo of Ian and his children was gone. The one of Harry and his brother remained, wiped clean since Abbie had destroyed Ian.
Harry's eyes danced with mirth. It was pretty incredible how badly Abbie wanted to pull the trigger.
“You told me about my baby to inspire in me a level of fury that would guarantee I rushed here and tried to murder your father. However, you forewarned Ian I'd be coming. And you know what they say about forewarned.”
“It’s forearmed?”
“That’s right, and Ian was certainly that. He had a gun secreted beneath that desk, as I’m sure you do, and he withdrew it the moment I entered the room. You expected him to kill me, at which point Lorna and Morgan would enter and kill him. You’d already disabled the security cameras, and your story would be that Ian and I killed each other. But I reached Ian before he shot me. I destroyed him with such demonic energy that Lorna was too afraid to enter and shoot me. She let me go and called you.”
Harry smirked. “That’s a fine story.”
“Yeah. By the way, if you reach for the gun under your desk, I’ll blow your head off. Fair warning.”
Harry leaned back in his chair, arms spread. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“I’m sure.”
“On my father and Lorna, you’re almost entirely correct. Dad had been slipping for a while. He didn’t notice, but there had been a few mistakes in the last couple of years when he had made none previously. He was also leaning far more heavily on those around him. Me, partially. More often, Glenda. I foresaw him realising his time at the head of his little empire was up, and that he would relinquish the reins. My fear was that he would pass those reins to the wrong person.”
“Glenda.”
“That’s right. She even spoke to me about it. Wanted my support if Ian ever stepped aside or if anything should happen to him.”
“And I’m sure,” said Abbie, “you made all the right noises.”
“Oh yeah. I kept Glenda sweet. But I was waiting for an opportunity. Then Steven Smith-Roberts came out of prison. Dad's sloppiness allowed James to discover the truth about Steven's crime—or lack thereof. It unravelled from there. Father became paranoid that the empire was crumbling. He made it a self-fulfilling prophecy, and when you showed up and displayed your capabilities, I decided I'd help speed that prophecy to its inevitable conclusion.”
“Only it didn’t work,” said Abbie.
“No. I didn't give you enough credit.”
“A common mistake.”
“And I’m man enough to admit it. You were right. I focused on the Amber Carter I knew, but that Amber no longer exists.”
Abbie said nothing. She had dropped the name Amber Carter with glee and loved being Abbie King. Still, to hear Harry say the girl Abbie had once been, the girl who went out to play with her siblings and who was innocent and happy before her sixteenth birthday, no longer existed, hurt. Abbie fought the emotional reply to Harry’s words and kept her counsel.
“Where your hypothesis was wrong,” said Harry, “was in assuming I asked Lorna to kill you if you murdered Ian. I never anticipated you killing my father, so gave no orders in that direction. It was only when Lorna called to explain what had happened that I saw the opportunity to go further than originally planned.”
Abbie almost had to smile.
“Yeah, that was a real stroke of luck,” said Abbie. “Not only did Glenda come after me, but she gathered her loyalists. By sending Morgan and Lorna to support me, you wiped out the competition for Ian’s throne right after destroying the man himself.”
Harry clapped and smiled.
“It was certainly an ‘every cloud’ scenario.”
“And you ordered Lorna to kill me once we’d defeated Glenda and co.”
“Guilty. Lorna has a bit of a thing for you, so I’m not actually sure she could have done it. In the end, it didn’t matter. Nix knocked both her and Morgan unconscious before you took him out. That’s the only part of the plan that didn’t run smoothly after the initial you vs. Ian slip-up.”
“I survived,” Abbie clarified.
“You did.”
“Yet, you don’t seem unduly concerned.”
“Why would I be concerned? You’re an intelligent woman. You wouldn’t kill the only person who can help you achieve your ultimate goal.”
"I'm actually already at my target weight, but thanks for your concern."
Smiling, building tension for effect, Harry put his elbows on the table, folded his hands into one another, and leaned in.
Ignoring Abbie's reply, he said, “I can find your daughter.”
As one, Abbie’s throat, heart, and stomach restricted. Despite what she had said, despite how calm and collected she had been, Abbie was sure she would have sat still as stone if Harry had right then withdrawn his gun and put a bullet through Abbie’s heart.
But Harry didn’t. He leaned back and nodded sagely.
“I know, right? Don’t get me wrong, it won’t be easy. My father hired the men who attacked you and stole your baby. Outstanding but unscrupulous doctors worked hard to save the child, and they succeeded. You had a healthy little girl. You never knew the gender, did you?”
Just like when Harry had first told Abbie about Ian’s part in Abbie losing her baby, she felt numb, lost.
A girl. A daughter. Alive.
Harry’s words reached her, but they were a blurred echo. She felt as though she was falling.
“We did a paternity test,” Harry continued. “The baby wasn’t mine. We didn’t test my friends. If the baby wasn’t Ian’s grandchild, he wasn’t interested. Neither was I. Father could have drowned the kid in the bath, and I wouldn’t have cared, but, of course, that would have made no business sense.”
Harry leaned forward and again crossed his arms on the desk.
“My father sold your daughter to an organisation that makes the dreams of young couples come true. Untraceable babies with official birth certificates and paperwork, all declaring the kid was born of the purchasing couple. This organisation paid a vast sum, though I don’t suppose it will surprise you to learn there's no paper trail, nor did they send any pictures.”
Harry continued leaning forward on the table, his arms crossed, his eyes on Abbie’s face. He paid no attention to the gun, still aimed at his head. Perhaps Harry was paying attention to the dead look in Abbie’s eyes. He might soon stop bartering and decide to chance killing Abbie instead. Abbie didn’t care what he tried to do. However her eyes looked, she was returning to reality. Everything was coming into focus.
“I know what you’re thinking,” said Harry, then proved this wasn’t so. “This organisation provided my father with no paperwork or follow-ups as to your daughter’s placement, so how can I find the girl?” Harry smiled the comforting smile of a salesman. “Well, for a start, you know I’m a man who gets what I want. I wanted my father’s empire, and here I sit, behind his desk. Thirteen years ago, I wanted a piece of a sexy little sixteen-year-old, and hey, I got that too.”
Harry stopped to let this sink in. Abbie’s eyes still looked dead, but she was right back with it now. Making up her mind. If Harry was telling the truth, if her daughter was alive, Abbie had to do whatever she could to find her little girl. Regardless of the sacrifices, the cost.
Didn't she?
“We don’t know where the baby went," said Harry, "but my father and I retain good links with the organisation in question. They’ll talk to us, and I’m sure it won’t be too difficult to track your girl. What do you say?”
Abbie’s head had drooped as Harry made his speech. Now she met his gaze.
“I will find my daughter.”
“Excellent. Now, first things first—”
Abbie shot Harry in the head, rose from her chair, and left the office as the man who had destroyed a sixteen-year-old girl’s life slumped from his wheelchair to the floor beneath his father’s desk.





Fifty-Five
A bbie was sick of this town but couldn't leave yet.
She found Lorna at Morgan's bedside, five rooms down from where the doctors had placed Abbie's father after his initial surgery.
The woman who had saved Abbie's life in the woods (and who might also have ended it if not for Nix) looked up from the bed and flinched as Abbie entered. A cast encased one of her hands. Morgan was unconscious, hooked up to a heart monitor, an IV line, and a colostomy bag.
“Don't worry,” said Abbie. “I don't plan to kill you.”
“Don't plan to?” Lorna queried. Abbie ignored this as she reached the bed and stood at its foot. In her hand was a duffle bag. Raising the bag, Abbie pointed with a free finger to Morgan.
“He going to be alright?”
Lorna nodded. “Should be.” She looked back at the unconscious man in the bed. Reaching out, she took one of his hands and squeezed it with her non-broken one. “I didn't realise how much I cared until I saw him in here. It's not romantic love, I don't think. It never could be; he's like a loyal puppy. Except not as bright, and sometimes I have sex with him.”
“And you wouldn't do that with a puppy?”
“I seriously doubt it.”
“Good to know.”
“Yeah, so it's not romantic love,” Lorna continued, “but I love him. And I need him. I don't know what I'd do without him.”
Abbie nodded. “That's very touching. Harry's dead.”
Lorna's head snapped up, her eyes widening in shock.
“What happened?”
“He had a sickness.”
Lorna's face creased with confusion. “What?”
“A sickness,” Abbie repeated. “He was a psychopath who drugged and raped a sixteen-year-old girl, inviting his friends to join in. This same sickness no doubt caused him to commit many atrocious acts over the years. Unfortunately, there was no cure. He had to be put down.”
Lorna stared. Abbie couldn't tell how the other woman was feeling and didn't care. She raised the duffle bag and dumped it on Morgan's feet.
“Here's half a million in cash. It's for you.”
Lorna still seemed dumbfounded. She touched the canvas but did not drag the bag towards her or open it.
“For me?”
“For you. It was Ian's, but he won't be needing it. James will inherit the Delaney estate, but I doubt he'll begrudge you taking this. He's a good kid. The bullet in his back paralysed him for life from the waist down. Bit of cruel parallelism there. He's only a little younger than Harry was when he suffered the same fate. I hope the affliction won’t turn James into the same person.”
Lorna didn't know what to say. Abbie didn't mind.
“In return for the money, I want you to deal with your mate Harry's body. Do that, and you keep the cash, no questions asked. Although you were going to murder me today—”
“I'm not sure I could have—”
Abbie raised a hand and cut Lorna off.
“We'll never know, and it doesn't matter. What matters is I believe you can be good. I hope you'll use this money wisely. If you continue on the path of criminality, maybe one day we'll meet again. Next time, I'll be giving you not money but a bullet. Okay?”
Lorna's eyes flicked again to the bag of cash, then to Abbie's jacket. She expected Abbie to be carrying a firearm. She was wrong, but Abbie didn't disabuse her of the assumption.
“I'll take that as a yes. Goodbye, Lorna.”
Without awaiting a response, Abbie turned and left the room.
    
Abbie’s father had a new room. He had carried James to the road and flagged down a truck driver who took David, James, and Amber to the hospital. The exertion of carrying the teenager had split David's stitches; he bled all over the truck's back seats. Abbie was sure he felt incredibly guilty for that.
The doctors had patched David up, administering another blood transfusion. They also lay their stern eyes upon him and told him in no uncertain tones how irresponsible he had been. David promised not to leave the hospital without permission again.
When Abbie entered the room, her parents were arranged much as Lorna and Morgan had been, except David was awake, and Eleanor was not holding her husband’s hand. Abbie closed the door but did not approach the bed. She had nothing to give her parents and would offer no one a goodbye hug.
“You saved my life,” said David as Abbie closed the door.
“I did, and you saved James’s. Though, of course, you almost killed Amber, and you gave Ursula a concussion. And James wouldn’t have been in the woods and therefore in harm's way if not for you, so we can’t really call it even, can we?”
David looked broken and like he might cry. Eleanor’s face clouded with rage.
“If you came here merely to be spiteful, I suggest you—”
“When did you learn of dad’s part in Violet’s death?” Abbie cut in.
Silence followed this question. Eleanor was furious but rendered speechless, David downcast and ashamed.
“I guess it was recently, right? You’ve always been so bitter about how Gray and I let you down by getting raped and imprisoned, though not respectively. Violet was the only child you felt had a chance of making you proud. So how furious you must have been when you learned your husband's actions got her killed. It was a recent discovery, correct?”
Eleanor remained mired in speechlessness for ten more seconds, then shook it off.
“Your father would never have been able to betray Violet if not for—”
“Yeah, yeah, it was my fault,” said Abbie. “Except you didn’t believe you’d ever see me again, and you had to take out your anger on someone. That’s why you followed dad into the woods and stabbed him, isn’t it?”
“That's a despicable lie.”
Abbie looked from her mother to her father. Read it all in her old man’s face.
“You’re a better liar than dad. I feel a fool for believing his rubbish about Ian being responsible. I should have pushed harder. Not that it matters.”
Eleanor stood. The chair rocked back but didn't fall.
“I've had enough of your lies.”
Abbie rolled her eyes.
“Come, now, mother. We all know what you’re like. You'll remember it was me who found Violet the night those bastards took her. She died in my arms. Ten years ago, that was enough to convince you I was to blame for her murder.”
“And I was right, wasn’t I?”
“No, you weren't. But right or wrong, you took a knife to me the day before I left home for good. I was lucky to survive, as dad was all these years later. Your kill ratio isn’t great; it has to be said.”
Still simmering with nearly uncontrollable rage, Eleanor was once again struck mute by Abbie’s words. David looked as ashamed as ever.
“Dad knows what happened, and he’s chosen not to tell the police,” said Abbie. “So don’t worry, it’s between you two. I won't tell anyone.”
“As ever, then, you’re just here to spit your bile,” said Eleanor.
Abbie had her hand on the door handle. She looked from her father to her mother.
"Actually, I'm not sure why I came. I suppose I don't like loose ends, and I wanted to satisfy myself about the stabbing, but..." Abbie raised her finger and felt a strange calmness wash over her. Unexpectedly, she knew exactly what she had to say.
"But what?" said Eleanor
“I'm leaving forever,”
“Good.”
“Isn’t it? But before I go, I think you should know you two had it good. Despite your many faults, you produced three bright, studious, kind, and, let’s face it, pretty damn attractive kids. We were best friends who seldom argued. The dream for most parents. You were damn lucky.”
David couldn't meet Abbie's eye. Eleanor refused to look away as Abbie continued.
“Something awful happened to me, but it didn't have to break us. What Harry did would have challenged any parent, but you could have preserved the beautiful family you had with a little effort. Mum, if you could have got over the insult of my breaking your rule and the concern over your reputation, you could have prevented me spiralling into misery and despair. Got me the professional help I needed to process my trauma. Dad, if you weren't such a coward, you could have sensed Gray's rage and taken him under your wing. Shown him how to look after his little sister, rather than going on his destructive revenge quest.”
Abbie looked from her mother to her father and back. The anger was fading from Eleanor's eyes; she looked lost. David was a ball of self-loathing.
“A little bravery and selflessness from you both that day,” Abbie continued, “and it all could have been so different. Gray wouldn't have gone to prison. If you'd stayed strong and supported me, I wouldn't have needed to seek a cheap cot. Ian might have come for me another way, but with your protection, maybe I’d have had my baby. Conceived from something so awful, that child could have been a ray of hope that lifted our family. Our whole family. Because there would have been no guilt to drive you to find my baby, dad. Therefore, Violet would never have incited Ian's fury. She'd be alive. We’d have stayed together.”
Abbie took a breath. The speech had taken it out of her, but she had a little more.
“You reap what you sow. You could have kept our family together. Instead, you’ve lost us. Even now, though Gray’s out of prison, and I’ve always been free, you’ve lost us. You had three children who loved each other and could have loved you, but you blew it. I hope you know that, and I hope you regret it. Because I sure as hell do.”
Abbie tapped the door handle. Mother and father were mute again, and this time, Abbie thought she could have stood in the doorway for several hours before either spoke.
“Goodbye,” she said to her parents, and she left them in their silence.
    
Three months ago, Abbie had saved a young girl's life and rushed to the hospital. Earlier the same day, the organisation that had for so long supported her had burned her house to the ground.
Her boyfriend at the time—the man she suspected she might love—was inside. Although he had escaped with few burns, smoke inhalation had almost killed him. An ambulance had taken him to the hospital.
After saving the young girl, Abbie was desperate to see her other half. Instead, she had found an empty bed.
A doctor had entered the room and handed Abbie a note. Her boyfriend was okay, but he could no longer continue the relationship. Her life, her job, was too much for him.
They would never see each other again.
Three months later, Abbie had saved another innocent. This time a teenager rather than a child. Following the successful rescue mission, she had rushed to the hospital. Though she had visited James, Lorna, and her parents, there was only one person Abbie truly wanted to see.
But now, as three months ago, she stepped into a silent room and looked upon an empty bed.
As she stared, the door opened. A doctor stepped in and jumped at the sight of Abbie.
“Sorry,” he said, “I didn't know anyone was here.”
"I came to see my brother. Gray Carter. I thought he’d be here."
Had he decided her life was too much for him? Despite all their talk of reconnecting, had he fled rather than risk his life by remaining in Abbie's orbit? If so, she couldn't blame him. And wasn't that the favourable outcome when you considered the alternative?
Abbie tried not to remember what Eleanor had said, but it was futile.
10% chance of survival.
“We discharged Gray Carter half an hour ago.”
Abbie might have been relieved if not for the confusion.
“Discharged? He was shot last night.”
Turning, Abbie saw the doctor's smile. It further increased her relief, but also made her want to punch him.
“Mr Carter was lucky. The bullet missed all his major arteries and organs. It went straight through. That meant it looked messy—lots of blood—but limited damage. Actually, we wouldn't have released him so early, but...”
“He insisted?”
“He seemed keen to get away.”
That hurt, and the doctor seemed to realise that he'd put his foot in it.
“I think he just hated being here. Hospitals, you know? Lots of people can't wait to get away.”
Abbie saw herself in that empty bed. Saw another doctor, in another time, tell Amber Carter her baby was almost certainly dead.
I'm so sorry.
And he had been sorry. He had also been wrong.
“I know the feeling,” she said. Then, because Gray had made his decision, and there was nothing Abbie could do, she walked away.





Fifty-Six
O ne last stop.
Under a dark sky, Abbie sat opposite Violet's gravestone. She told her sister how much she loved and missed her. Reminisced about all the fun they'd had in their youth. The three of them. Before Harry raped Abbie and the police dragged Gray away. Before Ian ordered Violet’s death.
Abbie talked for a long time. She talked until she was sure she had nothing more to say. But there was a little more.
“I'm sorry I let you down.”
Abbie was drying her eyes when the voice crept out of the darkness.
“You never did.”
Abbie turned and saw not Violet’s ghost, but Gray.
“Hi,” he said.
“I went to the hospital,” said Abbie. “Doctor told me you'd left. Said you couldn't wait to get away.”
“Hospitals,” he said with a shrug. “Can't stand them.”
Gray couldn’t meet Abbie's eye as he spoke. Suggesting it was not only the hospital he had wanted to flee. If she pressed him, he would probably confess, but why would she? Gray was here now. That alone mattered.
Having reached Abbie, Gray sat beside her on the grass. Though she hadn't pushed, he said, “I'm ready now.”
“For what?”
“To rebuild our relationship. If you're still interested?”
“I am. If it’s what you really want.”
“In prison, I thought about you and Vi every day. I want it more than anything.”
Abbie didn't look at Gray, afraid the emotion would overwhelm him.
“Me too.”
They sat staring at Violet's grave, having silent conversations with their sister and thinking about what the future might hold. After a while, Abbie took Gray's hand, and Gray squeezed. Abbie thought of her mother's lie—10% chance of survival—and felt waves of relief wash over her anew.
She would never let anyone harm him again.
Not just him.
Abbie whispered into the dark.
“I think my child's alive. I think I have a daughter.”
Temporarily, Gray was too stunned to speak.
“How do you know?” he managed at last.
“Harry. I believe he was telling the truth. He told me he could help find her. If I let him live. I can’t explain how tempting that offer was. I was ready to take it, then I thought of dad. How far he went to find the child I lost, and what that cost us. How many lives would Harry have destroyed if I let him live? And all because I wanted a shortcut to find my daughter. So I killed him. Harry won’t hurt anyone else. Ever.”
In the darkness, Gray leaned closer to Abbie and squeezed her hand harder.
“You did the right thing.”
“Maybe, but it hurts. I've been without my baby for over a decade, and it's hurt every day, but this is something else. An agony in my heart. I might have lost my only chance to find her.”
“I don't accept that. Somewhere out there is my niece and your daughter, and we'll find her. Abbie, we will find her.”
Abbie raised her free hand and dried her eyes for what felt like the hundredth time since she'd returned home. Once the tears were gone, she felt the determination grow.
She was Abbie King.
“You're right. She's my daughter, and she's coming home.”
Abbie's eyes fixed on the grave of the perfect little sister Abbie had so long ago lost. She focused on the letters of Violet's name, and she made the promise.
“I will bring my daughter home. No matter what.”





A Note from Mark Ayre
Hey reader,
When I started the first Abbie King novel (The Stranger), I had no idea who this protagonist was beyond her strange ability and general drive to save innocents and defeat baddies.
Like my readers, I learned much more about Abbie throughout that first book. About some of the traumas that she faced in her youth and her difficulties while living with her parents.
While writing the next couple of books, I uncovered even more about Abbie’s past. But I knew from pretty early on that I wanted to explore the teenage years of my protagonist further.
But how to do this.
My first thought was to write a prequel, but I ruled this out pretty quickly. We all change a lot between our teenage years and adulthood (I know I did.) But few people change quite so fundamentally as Abbie. That’s what made exploring her past such a draw but equally made a prequel unviable. I didn’t believe the teenage Abbie would be a compelling protagonist. She couldn’t carry a novel in the same way as does the Abbie we know and love from the main series.
The answer was obvious. I would take the adult Abbie back to her hometown, forcing her to confront the trauma she left behind a decade before.
Abbie would never go back willingly. Luckily, her curse, the prophetic dreams she suffers, gave me a way to force her to return. This created an excellent entry point for the novel. This is the one town on Earth that Abbie desperately does not want to visit, but she knows a teenage girl is in danger. So she can’t leave. She has to face her demons to complete her mission.
I loved writing this book. In the author’s note for the previous Abbie King thriller (the Survivor), I wrote (or will write, believe it or not, I’m writing this author’s note first) about how I saw the first three Abbie novels as a kind of emotional trilogy for Abbie. That trio of books saw Abbie realise who she wanted to be. She entered book one as something akin to an emotionless robot who saved lives and left book three as someone who still lived lives but did so with a pseudo-family. She became someone who would no longer sacrifice her happiness in pursuit of her mission.
That first ‘trilogy’ fell so neatly into place that I loved the idea of doing it again. So as I finished The Survivor, and already burning to write this homecoming book for Abbie, the shape of the next three books became clear.
If the first trilogy was about Abbie discovering who she wanted to be and learning how to balance a more fulfilling life with what she sees as her duty, then this trilogy would be about family.
Hopefully, you’ve read this book before reading the author’s note. For any who haven’t, I won’t spoil anything. But those of you who have will have some idea of where the next couple of Abbie King thrillers might be going in terms of Abbie’s journey. And how they will link into this trilogy’s theme of family.
I struggle to decide which is my favourite of the Abbie King books. Not the first. But any of two, three, or four could stake a claim. In any case, I have loved writing this book, and I hope you have enjoyed reading it. If you did, I would be grateful if you could give it an honest review — it’s the best way to deliver feedback to me and bring new readers to my work.
And if you want to keep up with Abbie’s future adventures, why not visit my website or follow me on BookBub at the links below.
Thanks,
Mark
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