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      According to the clock on the wall, it was 10 in the evening.

      Time, on the other hand, to get moving.

      Off went the television, and Nigel dragged himself from the comfortable sofa. Despite the time, he was dressed in suit trousers and a shirt. His only concession to relaxation had been removing his tie, shoes, and jacket and undoing his shirt’s top two buttons.

      When out of the house, Nigel Anderson wore nothing but expensive, tailored suits. There was no footage of him in casual wear. He did not cycle around the town in that stupid biker getup. When people asked what he wore when he went to the beach, he responded that he never went. These days, he tended not to go on holiday at all.

      Even as a child, he was obsessed with looking smart. While his school friends wore grubby jeans and ill-fitting T-shirts, he wore pressed trousers and an ironed shirt. The other kids’ teasing didn’t bother him. Peer pressure had no effect. Even as a kid, he dressed for the job he wanted.

      In the downstairs hall, in the cupboard beneath the stairs, Nigel found the bin bag tucked into the corner, hidden beneath a pile of old coats, and hauled it to the living room, along with an empty hanger.

      The curtains were closed. All the doors were shut. No one would see what he was about to do.

      That did not stop him from feeling dirty.

      As quick as he could, he stripped to his underwear and put his clothes on the hanger, hanging it immediately in the cupboard under the stairs.

      Returning to the living room, he opened the black bag, recoiling as though it contained a chopped-up corpse. As far as Nigel was concerned, that would have been preferable.

      With a shudder, he pulled out grubby jeans, a faded blue T-shirt, and a vast hooded jumper with holes in the elbows. After forcing himself to dress in them, he removed once-white trainers that were now closer to black, shoving them onto his feet.

      Repulsive.

      On the coffee table was a brown envelope thick with cash. Naturally, there was nothing to recommend about being blackmailed by a lowlife piece of scum, but to Nigel, having to dress this way was the worst part of the experience.

      It was 22:08. Time to go.

      A cluster of tired shops awaited a thirty-minute walk away. He phoned a taxi en route, and it met him outside a closed pharmacy at 22:41.

      He kept his head down in the car and offered only monosyllabic responses to the cabby’s few questions. The journey took fifteen minutes, and he chucked a twenty to the driver as he climbed from the car, mumbling for the guy to keep the change.

      Across the road from where the cab had stopped crouched a pub called The Traveller’s Welcome. An ironic name, given Nigel had rarely seen somewhere he deemed less inviting.

      Punters glanced up from their beers and darts as he entered, but there were no signs of interest. He was not the only one with his hood pulled up, and with one notable exception, everyone wore jeans and trainers.

      The notable exception sat in the corner at a beer-stained two-person table. He had a whiskey in hand and wore a gorgeous charcoal grey suit that would have made Nigel drool with envy had someone not poured cold water down his spine.

      For four months, Nigel had been coming to this pub every two weeks to meet with his blackmailer, Cyrus. On each occasion, they had sat at the corner table now occupied by the man in the charcoal grey suit.

      The man spotted Nigel and waved.

      Cyrus never wore a suit. Nor did he have short white hair and a neat white beard. His eyes were not bright blue. His smile was not warm and inviting.

      He was not one of the country’s most powerful criminals.

      An urge to turn and run fought to overcome Nigel as a furious thought sprung into his head.

      Cyrus, what have you done?

      The man in the suit’s name was Donald Murray. As Nigel stood frozen by the door, Donald called across the room.

      “Nigel, over here.”

      This spurred Nigel into action. He rushed over to shh the dangerous Donald Murray.

      Uncowed by Nigel’s sharp tone, Donald chuckled.

      “Your concern is cute, Nige, but come on. I know you think these are the kind of people your ‘saying it out how it is’ style of politics reaches, but you’re off the mark. No one here is tuning in to Politics Live. Most have sold their television to buy drugs. Now, please, sit.”

      “You’re Donald Murray.”

      “Oh, so you’re allowed to shout out my name? Unlike you, people here might actually recognise me.”

      “You’re a criminal. I can’t be seen with you.”

      “Glass houses, Nigel. Please sit.”

      “No. I’m leaving.” He pulled his hood further over his face and twisted from the crook at the corner table. He had taken one step when Donald spoke again.

      “Your friend Cyrus owed me an awful lot of money.”

      Nigel froze. Donald continued.

      “You already knew about his debt. Bad investments. Silly men like him often become desperate men, and desperate men regularly end up at my door. That’s a figurative door, you understand. No work in the house is a rule my wife and I instated several years back.”

      A real door waited across the room for Nigel, begging him to use it to flee the clutches of this cruel man.

      Nigel could not be seen with a Murray. Then again, he could not be seen here at all. Why else was he dressed in this awful get-up?

      The question was: was it more dangerous to stay with this man or to anger him by leaving?

      “Cyrus came to me for money,” Donald continued. “I bet he never told you that.”

      Damn straight, but Nigel said nothing.

      “I was happy to offer him a loan on favourable terms. As favourable as a man the banks have refused is likely to get anyway.”

      As though Donald’s words were a lasso, they encircled Nigel and dragged him back to the table.

      “I know common perception holds that people like me attach crippling interest rates to our loans. Nonsense. What use is it to me if no one can pay me back? That’s not good business, and I’m almost as good a businessman as I am a baker.” He leaned towards Nigel and put on a conspiratorial whisper. “If you’d tasted my signature brownies, you’d know what high praise that is.”

      Nigel fell into a seat. The brownie talk had sapped the last of his will to resist. Not that he thought Donald might have a batch beneath the table.

      “What’s this about?” he asked.

      “Like you don’t know.”

      Nigel had a horrible feeling he did, but he said nothing.

      “I believe my interest rates are fair, given the circumstances the people I lend to tend to be in when they come to my figurative door. Still, many people struggle to make regular payments. Most get there, but missed payments and deferment requests are not uncommon. It’s a rare man who meets his payment schedule without fail.”

      Now Nigel was sure he knew where this was going.

      “Cyrus was one such rarity. Every two weeks, like clockwork, he’d appear with another payment, correct to the penny. No whining. No pleading. He just got on with it. I respected that, but it made me curious. I had to know how he did it, so I asked, and he told me.”

      Any hopes that Donald’s presence might not portend what Nigel had feared were wiped away with those last three words. Dread filled the space left by hope’s flight.

      Beneath the table was a black laptop bag. There was no laptop inside. Nor did it contain brownies or anything resembling a treat.

      At least not for Nigel.

      “Cyrus wanted to clear his debts,” said Donald. “Go figure. So, we came to an agreement that suited both parties. You can already guess what it is.”

      He dumped a brown C4 envelope on the table. Nigel did not reach for it, and Donald did not open it.

      No need.

      “You’ll be wondering what happens next, and I’m pleased to say Cyrus has done you a favour.”

      There was no way this was true. Still, Nigel kept his mouth shut.

      “No more scrambling around for cash, praying you can hide it from your wife and, more importantly, the voters. Isn’t that a relief?”

      Nothing from Nigel. Donald chuckled.

      “Unlike the patrons of this pub—“ he waved a hand at them “—I have seen you on television. Given how much you love the sound of your own voice when discussing plans to crack down on immigration, woke culture, and, what’s your other key pillar? Ah yes,” Donald grinned like a wolf, “organised crime. I thought this would be more of a two-way conversation. Have you nothing to say?”

      When Nigel spoke, his voice was hoarse, but he got the words out.

      “I just want to know what you want.”

      Donald assessed the nervous man across the table and smiled.

      “Fair enough. We’ll get into that in a moment, but essentially, you’ll perform a simple task for me. Once you’re done, I’ll destroy this.” He waved the envelope in Nigel’s face, then shoved it into his bag.

      “Succeed,” he continued, “and everyone’s happy. Fail, and your hopes of becoming the next Prime Minister of the United Kingdom go up in smoke.”

      He clicked his fingers.

      “Like that.”
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      Hetti checked herself out in the window.

      “People keep telling me how good I look. Then I see my reflection and realise they’re lying. It makes them hard to trust when they say I’m doing a good job as a mum.”

      As Hetti lamented the liars in her life, Lexi focused on the squirming creature in her arms. His big, bright eyes found hers as his chubby arms jerked about like the limbs of a malfunctioning robot.

      “I’d never lie to you,” she told her sister. “You’re a wonderful mother.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you’re right. You look like crap.”

      “Oh, thanks.” Hetti pouted.

      “You wanted honesty.”

      “I’ve changed my mind.”

      “Thought you might.”

      Hetti left the window and crossed to the other side of Lexi’s desk, observing her sister and baby.

      “He likes you,” she said.

      “Good. I like him, too.”

      This had been an odd realisation. When her brother’s children were born, Lexi had avoided holding them in the way one might avoid holding nuclear waste. Her sister-in-law eventually forced the children on her, at which point Lexi asked her brother to consider whether he might not have made a terrible mistake.

      This memory inspired guilt, not least because she had taken guardianship of her brother’s kids upon his imprisonment three months ago, their mother having died a couple of years back. But Lexi had changed so much since Sebastian—the younger sibling—was born. The birth of her daughter, Lyla, four years ago, had shifted her mindset. Then there was the fact that taking in Seb and his older sister, Olivia, had brought her happiness. A huge surprise.

      It was a relief that she was no longer the person she had been when Liv and Seb were born. Hetti—a single mum—needed her far more than Andrew and his wife had. Hence the impromptu visit to Lexi at work.

      “What’s on your mind?” Lexi asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      Lexi rolled her eyes at how transparent her sister could be, standing at the desk, staring at the dark wood, claiming nothing was wrong.

      “Out with it,” Lexi said.

      “No, it’s nothing. Silly stuff. You’ve had enough going on without worrying about my stupid thoughts.”

      This was fair. Lexi had waded through more than her fair share of troubles recently. Three months ago, a woman was shot outside a restaurant, dying with Lexi’s name on her lips. That incident led to Lexi and Xander—her ex-husband—almost dying at the hands of the dangerous Murray family. Also, to the arrest of her and Hetti’s brother for a different murder.

      Two months ago, the teenage son of one of Xander’s old school friends had gone missing, and the friend had asked Xander and Lexi to help find him. The boy came home, but not before lives were lost and hearts were broken.

      Oh, not to forget that Xander—the love of Lexi’s life—had divorced her.

      “All that’s in the past,” Lexi said. “I’m in a good place.”

      This was also true. The three kids she was raising (two and a half if you considered that she had joint custody of Lyla with Xander) were a delight. Every quarter, her and Xander’s business made more money than the last. She had reconnected with her sister. Oh, and the recent signs were that maybe (maybe) there might yet be a future for her and Xander, the only man she had ever loved.

      “Come on,” she pushed. “Spill.”

      Hetti glanced up, then back at her son. When she heaved a sigh, Lexi knew she was about to relent and talk.

      “Do you ever think about Lyla’s dad?”

      Something in Lexi’s stomach twisted. As if a hand had passed through her skin and muscle, grabbed her innards, and squeezed.

      “All the time,” she said. “He’s the love of my life. I hope to win him back.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I asked about your worries. Responding with a question about me is unfair. Also, annoying.”

      “It’s relevant.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Paternity was an issue for both sisters. In her teens and early twenties, Lexi had avoided love like the proverbial plague, choosing instead to sleep with many men, learning the names of as few as possible. All that changed when she met Xander. Love came over her like a swarm of bees, and in her terror, Lexi vowed to break up with him.

      It didn’t work. Love won. They married, bought a house, and had a daughter. All was well until Xander learned Lyla wasn’t his. Her biological father was one of the men Lexi had slept with while hiding from her feelings in the early months of their relationship.

      Xander loved Lyla with all his heart. As far as he was concerned, she was his child, and he was her daddy. Lexi felt the same.

      He also loved Lexi, but he could not forgive her betrayal.

      Or so it had seemed until recently.

      “Well?” said Hetti.

      “No,” said Lexi. “I never think about the dad because he doesn’t matter. I don’t know who it is, and I don’t care. I think about the betrayal all the time, though—the awful catch-22. I wish I hadn’t betrayed Xander, but if I hadn’t, there’d be no Lyla, so I have to be thankful it happened, even though my marriage fell apart. It’s confusing. Basically, I spend a lot of time hating myself.”

      Lexi puffed out air and fell back in her chair.

      “That’s what your worry is?” she said. “You’re thinking about kiddo’s dad?”

      A nod.

      Hetti’s situation was different to Lexi’s. She knew the identity of her baby’s father. The similarity was that there was no chance of either child’s biological father turning up and demanding access.

      “Freddie’s dead,” Lexi said. “Put him from your mind.”

      “It’s not him I’m worried about.”

      She said no more. Didn’t need to. Freddie was dead, but his parents were not. Donald and Elizabeth Murray were dangerous criminals. They were also obsessed with family. If they ever found out they had a grandchild…

      It wasn’t worth considering.

      “None of the Murrays know Freddie knocked you up, and there’s no way they could. Right?”

      This was supposed to be an easy question, but rather than answer, Hetti looked at the table and bit her lip.

      “Het? Het, tell me there’s no way they could know?”

      “Well—“

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Oh, God,” said Hetti. “That’s them.” She put her back to the door, hunching over her baby.

      Lexi rolled her eyes as she went to answer the knock. “You’ve been watching too much TV.”

      Unsurprisingly, it was not Donald or Elizabeth Murray. Nor Maggie, their daughter. It was certainly not the reanimated corpse of their son, Freddie. It was a man with dark hair and a warm smile.

      “Hi,” he said. “Alex Harper?”

      “Guilty, but call me Lexi.”

      “Hello, Lexi. I’m Simon. I’m looking to acquire the help of a marketing agency.”

      “Then you’ve come to the right place.” She stepped back, allowing him into the room. “This is my sister—Hetti—and her as-yet-unnamed baby. I’ve suggested Tofu, but she doesn’t seem keen.”

      Realising Lexi had not allowed a Murray into the room, Hetti turned to Simon.

      “Oh, okay, you’re handsome,” she said, “and I look like crap.”

      “Het, sweetheart, you’re letting your internal monologue out again.” Lexi smiled at Simon. “She does that sometimes.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      “Sorry,” said Hetti, then something occurred to her. “Do I recognise you?”

      “Um, I’m not sure. I don’t think so?”

      “Ignore her,” Lexi said. “I think it’s a chat-up line.”

      “It’s not a chat-up line,” Hetti said.

      “Not a good one, anyway.”

      “No, I’ve got it.” Hetti jabbed an accusing finger at Simon. “You’re Bella’s brother.”

      “I am. You know her?”

      “We were friends at primary school,” said Hetti. “How is she?”

      “Good, I think. We’ve not spoken in a few weeks.”

      “Must be nice,” said Lexi.

      “Oi,” said Hetti.

      “Maybe we can talk about the ties that bind us once we’ve discussed why Simon requires a marketing agency. You run a business?”

      “Not quite. I’m a politician.”

      “That’s unfortunate. Have you been to a doctor?”

      This made him laugh. “Okay, so politicians aren’t everyone’s favourite people. But I’m a man of integrity and honesty.”

      “I thought you were a politician? Okay, sorry, I’ll stop.”

      Simon pressed on. “I know you’re more used to working with businesses, but you come highly recommended.”

      “By who?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Who recommended me?”

      “A few people. I did my research.”

      This was a lie, but Lexi decided not to push it. Yet.

      “Okay,” she said. “I assume this relates to next year’s election?”

      “Yes, I’m not currently an MP, but I’ll be standing against this constituency’s incumbent.”

      That was interesting. “This constituency?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ambitious goal.”

      “I know.”

      The scepticism in Lexi’s tone did nothing to diminish Simon’s excitement. His confidence was evident but, so far as Lexi was concerned, misplaced.

      “The seat hasn’t changed hands for twenty-five years,” she said. “Granted, the incumbent’s majority is not what you’d call unassailable, but it’s healthy at worst. Plus, your timing’s not great. I assume you’ll be standing for our ruling party?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Who everyone assumes is on the way out, so while your party loses seats across the country, you’ll take on the opposition in a seat they’ve comfortably held for twenty-five years?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fair enough. One more question that springs to mind.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you intend to win?”

      “I do.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Is it?”

      “A bit. Especially given who the incumbent is.”

      “Nigel Anderson.” Simon smiled as though pleased to have got an answer right in a pub quiz.

      “Right. The leader of the opposition. Most media outlets are predicting him to be the next Prime Minister.”

      Simon glanced at Hetti, then leaned closer to Lexi. A trick designed to make her feel like he was including her in something important and selective.

      “I have a feeling the media will be wrong. Not only will Anderson not become the next Prime Minister. When the next election’s over, he won’t even be a member of parliament.”

      Lexi could not help but smile. “You think an awful lot of your smile, don’t you? It’s handsome, I’ll grant you that.”

      “That’s kind of you to say, and I do think my merits will win many people over. Just as important, though, will be Nigel’s downfall.”

      “His downfall?”

      “Yes. Nigel’s corrupt. A crook. Many politicians are. What matters here is that I’ll soon to have the evidence to prove it.”

      “You think?”

      Simon’s smile was wider than ever.

      “Yes, and when I do, I’ll end Nigel’s hopes of becoming the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.”

      He clicked his fingers.

      “Like that.”
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      While Lexi’s younger sister visited her at the office, Xander had taken the day off to see his.

      Yasmin was thrilled, emitting an eek as she opened the door and threw her arms around her big brother. She was a tiny slip of a thing. Even so, the force with which she leapt at him made him stumble, and he came close to dropping the flowers in his hand and the bottle of non-alcoholic champagne under his arm.

      “You didn’t have to get me anything,” she said, snatching the flowers and bounding into her flat.

      “Wrong,” said Xander, taking the bottle to the fridge. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Yasmin put the flowers in some water and hugged her brother again, then went to get dressed so they could go out and get breakfast.

      He watched her go, as ever, finding joy in how healthy she looked. The spring in her step.

      Three years to the day had passed since she overcame her last relapse and once again got clean and sober. Xander had seen her numerous times since, and on each occasion, her health and happiness brought him joy. Also guilt. He could not look at her without remembering that awful night when she was seventeen, finding her on the bathroom floor, frail and limp, with skin so pale it was almost translucent. That was still the closest she had come to death.

      Breakfast was fun. Yasmin was like an excited child relaying her first day at school to a parent as she described her new job and the friends she had made. She talked of the various hobbies she had tried, her favourite being tennis.

      “I’m getting good,” she said. “We should play.”

      “No chance.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want to lose.”

      “Boooooo.”

      Back in Yasmin’s kitchen, she went to the fridge and examined the bottle Xander had brought.

      “I suppose we shouldn’t,” she said. “It’s not even noon.”

      “It’s non-alcoholic.”

      “Don’t spoil it. I used to drink at all hours of the day, mainly because I never knew what time it was. The curtains were always closed, and I hardly slept. I had no clocks and never charged my phone. Total nightmare.”

      As she finished talking, she caught sight of Xander’s expression and came to him, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “Sorry, I know you don’t like me to talk about how I was.”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s not about me. I hate that if not for me, you wouldn’t—“

      “Oi, stop it. You know I despise when you do that.”

      They’d had this argument before.

      Having spent the first twenty-one years of his life labelled a nice guy, Xander found himself ready to rebel. So, he dated the daughter of a dangerous criminal family—Maggie Murray—and integrated with her friends. Maggie drank plenty but never took drugs. Nor did Xander, but some of Maggie’s friends did.

      Xander’s mistake was introducing his sixteen-year-old sister to the group. Without his knowledge, they got her into drink and drugs.

      After Xander found his sister on the bathroom floor and rushed her to the hospital, he broke up with Maggie and removed himself from their group. It was not enough, and he never forgave himself for what he had allowed to happen to Yasmin.

      “You’re not to blame,” Yasmin said, “nor are those who gave me my first hit. They didn’t pressure me. I could have said no. Maggie told me to say no.”

      “Bet she didn’t try too hard to stop you.”

      “No, but that wasn’t her place.”

      “You were sixteen.”

      “Yes, but—“ she shook her head. “I’m not getting into this, but I’m to blame for taking drugs when I knew it was dangerous. Same way I was responsible for cleaning up my act. I’ve done that now. This story has a happy ending, so let’s drop it, yeah?”

      After squeezing his shoulder, she poked her head into the fridge and stared at the bottle of non-alcoholic fizz.

      “Let’s wait until lunch,” she said. “That way, I can pretend I’m not an addict who can’t enjoy a drink with lunch without going off the rails. That’ll be nice.”

      They returned to the living room. As they took their seats, Xander’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the notification then shoved the handset into his pocket. When he looked up, Yasmin was grinning.

      “What?”

      “That’s the third time you’ve ignored a message today,” she said. “Who is it?”

      “No one.”

      “Which means it’s someone important. Ohhh, is there romance in the air? Or does she think there is, but you’re not so keen? Go on, spill.”

      “There’s nothing to spill.”

      “Liar. You’re so transparent. Tell me.”

      Rolling his eyes, Xander shifted on the sofa. He knew his sister. He could avoid this question for a while, but she would persist until he relented.

      Even so, he deflected.

      “Today’s about you. Why don’t we discuss your love life?”

      “Because it’s non-existent.”

      Her eyes flicked to the side, and he laughed.

      “And I’m the liar,” he said.

      “You are.”

      “Snap.”

      Yasmin flushed with annoyance. Perhaps she regretted raising the subject of romance. Unfortunately, not enough to let it drop.

      “Fine. Well, dating’s difficult for me, isn’t it?”

      “Because you’re so ugly?”

      “Funny. Where would you take a first date?”

      “For coffee, probably.”

      Yasmin pouted.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You don’t even drink coffee.”

      “I have juice.”

      “Ugh. You were supposed to say to a pub. I get chatting with a girl on one of these dating apps, and it’s going well, but then it’s always, would you like to get a drink?”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Is that a joke?”

      “I know you don’t drink. Can’t you have lemonade?”

      “They’d want to know why.”

      “Say you’re driving.”

      “Yeah, but… ugh.” Yasmin collapsed into her chair and threw up her arms. “You’re missing the point.”

      “Not unusual.”

      Yasmin bit her lip. Since he’d arrived, she had been a ball of excited energy, but this question had deflated her. He felt guilty, although she had brought up romance, not him.

      “I can say I’m driving,” said Yasmin. “But not indefinitely. I’ve got to tell them eventually, but when? Tell them on date one, and they’ll run a mile. Who wants to date an alcoholic? But if I leave it, it becomes a big, why’d you hide it from me, thing. It’s a minefield.”

      Now bummed out, Yasmin crossed her arms and stared at the ceiling. Hating to see his sister like that, Xander got out of his chair and sat beside her.

      “It sucks,” he said. “but one day, you’ll meet someone, and it’ll feel right. So, you’ll tell them, and they’ll accept it, and that’ll be it. The burden will be lifted.”

      “Ever the optimist, eh?”

      “Someone’s got to do it.”

      She elbowed him, and he put an arm around her, pulling her in for a hug.

      “I thought I’d found someone.” Her voice was quiet, tinged with unhappy memories. “We dated for a few months.”

      “You never said.”

      “No. I wasn’t sure how you’d react.”

      “Meaning?”

      Yasmin hugged him tighter but did not meet his gaze.

      “She was an addict, too, and she’d only been clean a few weeks when we met.”

      This statement seemed to float in the air. Xander examined it. He wanted to tell Yasmin he would never have questioned the relationship. That he was happy as long as she was.

      None of those words felt honest, and he didn’t want to lie again.

      Instead, he said, “What happened?”

      “You can probably guess.”

      “She fell off the wagon?”

      “Yes, and I bolted. Like a coward. I was afraid she’d pull me under if I stuck around.”

      “You did the right thing.”

      “For me. I thought I loved this woman, but I abandoned her.”

      Yasmin sobbed, and Xander kissed her head.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Make me feel better,” she said.

      “How?”

      “Tell me when you’re getting back with Lexi.”

      The directness of the question took him by surprise. “Who says I am?”

      “No one, but you should. You two were perfect for each other.”

      “So perfect that she cheated on me.”

      “Right at the beginning because she was scared of how much she loved you. Okay, that was shit, but don’t pretend that’s the issue.”

      “It’s not. It’s Lyla. How can I look at Lexi knowing what she did to me?”

      “Gave you a beautiful daughter? Biology isn’t everything you know.”

      “You know that isn’t it. I love Lyla with all my heart. She is my daughter. But that doesn’t change what knowing she has a biological father out there does to me. I have nightmares.”

      Yasmin rested her head on Xander’s chest.

      “I know,” she said. “I still think you should give it another go.”

      For a few seconds, Xander said nothing. Part of him thought he should keep this information to himself.

      The other part was stronger.

      “We kissed. Last month.”

      Yasmin sat up. “What?”

      “Then slept together the next day.”

      “What? What? What? That’s amazing.”

      Again, he fell into silence. This time, he was not thinking about Lexi but the woman who kept texting him. A couple of months ago, they had started sleeping together. Xander had thought it was a fling until she told him she wanted a serious relationship. Xander was conflicted. Then came the Lexi kiss, which this other woman had seen. She decided they should spend a few weeks apart to think about what they wanted.

      A few days ago, she had texted for the first time since that conversation—a casual message.

      He had texted back.

      They hadn’t stopped texting since.

      “What’s going on in that head of yours, big brother? What’s the conflict.”

      He wanted to tell her, but how could he when the woman he was texting was Maggie Murray? The same woman who failed to stop her friends from offering Yasmin drugs. Yasmin said she didn’t blame Maggie. Might her opinion change if she learned her brother was texting her? Especially as Maggie was the daughter of Donald and Elizabeth Murray. He could tell Yasmin Maggie had quit the family business, but would that make a difference?

      “Come on,” Yasmin said. “You can tell me anything.”

      She was right. However hard it would be, he had to do it.

      “You might not like it,” he said.

      Before she could answer, there was another buzz. This time it came not from Xander’s pocket but from the coffee table.

      Yasmin’s phone. She grabbed it and checked the screen.

      The colour drained from her face.

      Alarm bells rang. “Yaz? What is it?”

      She stood and crossed the room, her back to him. He rose from the sofa as she read the message.

      When she turned to face him, there were tears in her eyes.

      “It’s the girl I told you about,” she said. “I think she’s in serious trouble.”

      As he rushed to reach her, she collapsed in tears.
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      Simon left his declaration about Nigel Anderson on the table like a treat. As though expecting Lexi to pick up the news and cradle it in delight. Instead, she considered it as one might a bowl of brussel sprout soup.

      Deciding she wasn’t hungry, Lexi pushed the bowl away.

      “I’d like to thank you for considering our agency. Unfortunately, I don’t see us as being a good fit.”

      This statement was so stunning to Simon that he initially seemed to assume it must be a joke. The smile fell from his lips when Lexi didn’t shout, Gotcha.

      “I don’t understand. This is a fantastic opportunity.”

      “For who?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Here’s what I’ll do.” Lexi opened her drawer and removed a notepad. “Plenty of agencies would be happy to take your business. I’ll note down a couple I think might be a good fit, and you can check them out.”

      She found a pen and put it to the pad. Before she could write a word, Simon snatched it from her grasp.

      “Okay,” said Lexi. “Fun curveball.”

      “You can’t send me away. That’s not how this works.”

      “Good theory, except it is. Unfortunately for you, business is booming. I’m in a position to turn down potential clients I don’t think are the right fit for us. Sorry to disappoint, but that’s that. Can I have my pen?”

      He pouted but made no move to return the stationary.

      “Fine. Keep it.”

      “Forget your list of alternatives,” he said. “I only want you.”

      “Me? Or my agency?”

      This tripped him up. “The agency. I’ve heard great things.”

      “Like what?”

      More hesitation. Before he could cobble together an answer, Lexi continued.

      “What’s my agency called?”

      Clouds of confusion covered Simon’s eyes.

      “Okay,” said Lexi. “Let’s end it there.”

      “No, wait.” He raised a hand as though to stop her charging at him, although she hadn’t moved. “It’s true. You came personally recommended, but I know your agency will reflect your talent.”

      With a shake of her head, Lexi glanced at her sister, who was now feeding Tofu. What Hetti had implied before Simon arrived—that Donald and Elizabeth Murray might be able to find out that they had a grandchild—had not slipped her mind. She wanted to return to that conversation.

      “Simon.” She crossed her arms on the table. “Let me be honest with you by telling you I know you’re not being honest with me. As a politician, you’ll want to work on that. Lying is supposed to be one of your key skills.”

      “I told you, I’m not like other politicians. I’m about honesty and integrity.”

      “All politicians say that.”

      “But I mean it, and as you’ve pointed out, I’m not a good liar.”

      Maybe this was a fair point. Even so, Lexi would not do anything so silly as to trust an MP.

      “Either way,” she said. “I know you’re not here to hire a marketing agency. Don’t treat me like an idiot by pursuing that line.”

      It seemed Simon might continue with his deceit anyway until Lexi’s stern look dissuaded him.

      “Okay. Fine. I do need a marketing agency, and I’d love your agency to be that agency.” Simon’s face lit up as realisation hit. “AH-HA Marketing. That’s it.”

      “Well done.”

      He cleared his throat.

      “Sorry. As I was saying, I want to hire your agency. That being said—“ Simon raised a finger. “—you’re right. There’s another reason I’m here. A reason I sought you out specifically. Here’s the thing—”

      “Stop.”

      “Pardon?”

      Lexi rolled back her chair and rose. “Say no more.” She crossed to and opened the door.

      “Don’t do that,” said Simon. “I confess, I was dishonest, and I shouldn’t have been. No more, though. Sit down, and I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Sorry, Simon. I’m not asking you to leave because I’m worried you’ll deceive me again. I’m doing it because I’m worried you won’t.”

      This comment perplexed not only Simon but Hetti as well.

      “I’ve had a tumultuous start to the year,” said Lexi. “First, I got wrapped up in a murder investigation, then a kidnapping. Both were exhausting, and I’m sure you don’t want to involve me in anything so serious. That’s not the point. I love my business. My ex-husband and I started it from nothing, with nothing, and look where we are now. We’re flying despite those extracurricular activities. Imagine what we could achieve if people weren’t regularly being murdered in our general direction. With that in mind, I made myself a promise. From now on, I’m focusing on three things. My kids, my business, and binge-watching reality TV far too late into the night. Those are the things that matter. Everything else is a distraction. Please don’t give me that look, Hetti. I’m sorry. I should have included you on the important things list.”

      “What about winning back your ex-husband?” she said.

      “Kindly shut up. As for you, Simon, I’m sorry I can’t be of more assistance. No hard feelings?”

      The frustration in Simon’s eyes suggested hard feelings, but he forced a smile.

      “Absolutely. You’re at liberty to decide who to take on as a client, and if you don’t want to hear the other reason I came, I can’t force that information on you.”

      “No,” Lexi agreed.

      “Luckily for me, you’re not the only person who can help. There’s another who can. If they’re amenable.”

      “Good luck with that,” said Lexi. “It was lovely meeting you.”

      It wasn’t, and she expected Simon to walk away. That would be nice. To draw a line under this little interlude.

      Indeed, he swirled his chair, taking his legs out from under the desk. But he didn’t stop when facing the door. Nor did he stand.

      “Hetti,” he said, smiling at mother and baby. “How would you like to earn ten thousand pounds?”

      Understandably, Hetti’s jaw dropped.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Ten thousand pounds. Paid today, in cash, so no need to worry about those pesky taxes. Even better, it’ll take only fifteen minutes of your time.”

      “Okay,” said Lexi. “Time to go.”

      She stood halfway between Simon and Hetti, forming the third point of a triangle.

      “For sure,” said Simon. “We can discuss this elsewhere.”

      “You’re not discussing anything with my sister. Leave.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t realise you were her boss.”

      “She’s not,” said Hetti.

      “Except that I am. You work here, remember? I’m literally your boss.”

      “I’m on maternity leave,” said Hetti.

      “That’s not how employment works. I’m still your boss.”

      “This isn’t a work matter,” said Simon.

      “Actually, it is. Check your contact, Hetti. You’ll see that it says you must get any extra-curricular paid work signed off by me.”

      “So, you’ll fire her?” said Simon.

      “Yeah, will you fire me?”

      The petulance in Hetti’s tone reminded Lexi of one of the reasons they had spent so many years not talking. Recently, it had been sunshine and roses for the pair. A few bumps in the road were due.

      “I’ve no interest in threatening you, Het. Please, just think about what’s being offered here. Ten grand for fifteen minutes of work? Remember the adage: if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.”

      After reminding Lexi of why they had struggled for years to connect, Hetti now demonstrated how she had matured in recent months. The Hetti of old had not liked taking advice. If you tried swaying her one way, she’d swing belligerently in the other. This time, however, Hetti seemed to take Lexi’s words on board and consider the situation.

      Then Simon piped up again.

      “Perhaps if you let me explain the job, you’d feel more at ease. As for the money, it may sound like a lot, but if you knew my sister, perhaps you can attest to my family’s wealth.”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Hetti. “Bella was super rich.”

      “Right. My parents come from old money, and there’s plenty left in the bank, don’t worry about that. Ten grand’s nothing.”

      “Must be nice,” said Lexi.

      “Come on,” said Hetti. “Can’t we hear him out?”

      It was risky letting Simon talk. The man was a self-confessed politician, after all. One of their skills was using their words to talk people around to their way of thinking—even if, to do so, they had to take liberties with the truth.

      On the other hand, if Lexi refused Simon his platform, Hetti’s curiosity would overpower her. She might return to Simon when Lexi was not around to influence her thinking.

      Annoyingly, her choice was clear.

      “Make it quick,” she said.

      Simon clapped.

      “Easy. There’s a man with evidence that could end Nigel Anderson’s career and possibly put him in jail. This is good. Unfortunately, this man is a bad person. Rather than do the right thing and release the evidence, he wants a payday. I got in touch, saying I’d happily buy the evidence if it proved to be as damning as he suggested. I knew it’d help me win the election. More importantly, it’s the right thing to do.”

      Lexi rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’ll be canonised any day. Get on with it.”

      “What have cannons got to do with it?” asked Hetti.

      “It means to be made a Saint,” said Simon. “I think it only applies to dead people, though.”

      “I think I was being sarcastic,” said Lexi. “Get. On. With it.”

      “Fine, fine.” Simon spread his hands in apology. “I got in touch with the seller when I heard about his evidence. Unfortunately, by the time I did, he’d lost his nerve. I guess he feared Nigel might send someone to kill him under the pretence of being a buyer.”

      “How sad to have such trust issues,” said Lexi.

      “Right? Anyway, he’d changed his terms. He still wants the money, but he’ll only deal with someone he knows.”

      Lexi and Hetti frowned and looked at one another.

      “He knows us?” Hetti asked.

      “Not quite,” said Simon.

      “Who is it?” said Lexi.

      “His name’s Cyrus Bishop,” said Simon. “Maybe you recognise the name? I believe he was a friend of your father’s.”
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      Yasmin wanted to meet her ex alone, but Xander wouldn’t hear of it. After a brief argument, Yasmin gave up, and they left together, taking Xander’s car.

      Once they were out of the underground carpark, Yasmin read Xander the text her ex had sent. It was short and straightforward, declaring that Gwen, the ex, was in trouble. That she needed help.

      No insight could be gained from the message itself. Some people would call to say the world was ending because they had misplaced their keys. Others were reticent to make a fuss if a boulder crushed their legs, leaving them trapped and alone without food or water.

      More telling was Yasmin’s expression. Love and affection can balloon worry out of proportion, but Yasmin would know if Gwen was prone to overreacting. The fear in her eyes suggested a belief that her ex would not have texted if the mentioned trouble was not serious.

      “Did you meet at a sobriety meeting?” he asked.

      “No, on a dating app. She was the first person I chatted to who didn’t ask me to go for a drink when it came to first date chat.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Crazy golf.” A dopey but beautiful grin materialised on Yasmin’s face. “It was so unusual that I said yes at once. It was such fun. Gwen was this electric ball of energy, cheering like a madwoman every time one of us put the ball in the hole, even if we were fifty shots over par. Which we often were. After, we went to a park and chatted for hours, even as it got dark and cold. I realised how much I liked her but was terrified to tell her about my addiction in case it ruined everything. I didn’t realise she was struggling with the same dilemma until we confessed simultaneously. There was something perfect about that.”

      The dopey grin held as she recalled this moment of serendipity, then began to crumble as her mind wandered on to what came next.

      “She’d only been clean a few weeks, but she seemed so happy and healthy. For a couple of months, the relationship was perfect. It was just the two of us in a bubble of bliss. The kind you don’t ever think will pop.”

      And, Xander thought. The kind that always does.

      “After about ten weeks, the mood swings started. One minute she’d be bouncing off the walls like an excited kid. The next, she was balled up, sobbing in a corner. Finally, she confessed to suffering from depression. She’d taken prescription drugs when she was younger but said they made her feel dead. She got into illegal drugs and drinking searching for ways to handle her condition.”

      As they took another turn, Yasmin looked at her hands, and Xander noticed a long white line slicing through her right palm.

      A scar.

      His stomach dropped.

      “Even as the mood swings worsened, she said she wouldn’t start using again because I was the only anti-depressant she needed.”

      The leather grip of the steering wheel creaked beneath Xander’s hands. He did not know Gwen, and she clearly suffered from multiple mental health issues. He did not want to blame her. A tricky task when her actions negatively impacted his sister.

      “That’s a lot of pressure to put on you.”

      She shrugged. “I thought I could handle it. I should’ve been able to handle it.”

      Again, her palm came into view. This time, the move was intentional on her part. She was showing him her scar.

      “We got into an argument during one of her low days. A stupid fight over a broken glass. She happened to be holding it when she came towards me. Just a dumb accident, but I got scared and fled. Typical coward behaviour by me.”

      “Don’t.”

      It was all he could say. The frustration was building as Yasmin blamed herself for an attack that might have done far worse than leave her palm scarred for the rest of her life.

      “I should have stuck by her. Instead, I ran. She was high when I returned and screamed at me when I tried to help. When she calmed down, she begged me to use with her so she wasn’t alone in her failure.”

      The steering wheel creaked again. “She shouldn’t have done that.”

      “No, but she was high. She wasn’t herself.”

      Xander’s temper almost made him reject this as an excuse. Luckily, rational thought broke through. How often had he forgiven his sister for stealing or lying because she was high? It was unfair to refuse that leniency to another addict.

      “Anyway, I knew she’d make me give in if I stuck around, so I fled. Another win for cowardice. I’ve not heard from her since.”

      A deep breath calmed Xander.

      “You won’t see this,” he said, “but recognising that your actions risked your sobriety and extracting yourself from the situation was an act of bravery, not cowardice.”

      “Even though it meant the woman I love suffering?”

      “Didn’t you say you were responsible for getting yourself sober? Does the same not apply to Gwen?”

      “Support is still vital. You know that. Besides, what would you do if Lexi risked her life, and the only way to save her was to endanger yours?”

      He shook his head. “That’s different.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      They lapsed into silence except when Yasmin had to give another direction, and they soon pulled up outside a tired-looking block of flats.

      “Stay here,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Hoping to get out before he could dissent, Yasmin grabbed the door handle, only to hear the locks clunk shut as she did. She turned to see Xander’s hand on the key fob.

      “Let me out,” she said.

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “I don’t care whether you think it’s a good idea. This isn’t about you. Gwen needs me.”

      “Gwen needs help, but I’m your big brother. You’re my main concern.”

      “You’d have me abandon her?”

      “Did I stop you from coming over here? No. I drove, and I’ll go up.”

      “No way.”

      “Why not?”

      “She doesn’t know you.”

      “I’ll introduce myself.”

      “I don’t think you understand the situation. She’s a manic-depressive drug addict. She’s probably high. Possibly drunk. And what? You’ll stick out your hand and say, ‘hi, I’m your ex-girlfriend’s brother. Pleased to meet you. By the way, are you in danger?’”

      “I’d probably be more succinct,” said Xander.

      A noise of pure frustration escaped Yasmin’s throat. She grabbed the handle, yanking it up and down, although she knew the effort was futile.

      “Let me out.”

      “Yaz—“

      “No. I’ve had enough. I’m twenty-five. Gwen matters to me, and I know you’re trying to have my back, but this isn’t how you do it. You can come with me, but I won’t be left in the car like a dog while you attempt to ingratiate yourself with my frightened ex.”

      The force of this monologue cowed Xander. In their youth, people had often accused Yasmin of being a doormat. The thought that anyone might not like her made her miserable. To prevent this, she bent over backwards to accommodate others.

      Naturally, people took advantage.

      But Yasmin was also deeply passionate. Once she set her mind to something, she would dig her heels in. Xander wanted to keep her safe, but it was essential to realise when he was doing more harm than good. She was right. He struggled to see her as anything other than his little sister, but she was an adult. Not just an adult but a responsible woman who had proven she could look after herself. After all, plenty of addicts never made it to one year clean and sober, let alone three.

      “You’re right,” he said. “You’re not a dog, and we’ll both go.”

      He unlocked the door, and they got out. Yasmin’s cheeks were still flushed from her outburst, but she managed a smile as she met his gaze over the car.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” he said. “Although, I would have cracked a window.”

      “Oh, piss off.”

      They made their way into the building and up to the third floor. There was no lift, so they took the stairs. The place was old and tired. The walls needed a fresh lick of paint, and the carpet needed replacing before it wore away to nothing. Still, it was clean and tidy. Also quiet. Almost peaceful.

      Gwen lived at number 303. Like the rest of the building, the door was worn but remained intact.

      Yasmin knocked.

      After several seconds, they heard someone scramble to the other side of the door.

      “Who is it?”

      Gwen’s accent was Welsh, but her voice was hoarse, as though she had just left a rock concert, having screamed every word to every song at the top of her lungs.

      “It’s Yasmin.”

      More scrambling. Xander heard the scratch of a chain, and then Gwen threw open the door.

      The moment she saw Yasmin, she burst into tears and threw her arms around Xander’s sister.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Oh, Yaz, I’ve done something so stupid.”

      This much was clear. As far as Xander could see, Gwen was unharmed. No bruises marred her skin. Nor any cuts or scrapes.

      How, then, would she explain her blood-soaked clothes?
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      For some time, Gwen stayed draped over Yasmin in the hall. Only when he heard movement in one of the nearby flats did Xander get nervous and suggest they go inside. If someone came out and saw the blood, there was a chance they would call the police. That was not what was needed before Xander had more information.

      Until he spoke, Gwen seemingly had failed to notice that Yasmin had brought company. His words drew her attention and her suspicion, and she pulled away from him, dragging Yasmin with her.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “It’s okay,” said Yasmin. “It’s Alex. My brother.”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “He was with me when you texted. He wants to help.”

      “Make him go away.”

      “He’s on your side, Gwen. I promise.”

      “Your promises mean nothing.” In a flash, Gwen pulled her arms from around Yasmin. “You were supposed to come alone.”

      Yasmin’s warnings about Gwen’s mood swings had done nothing to prepare Xander for the sudden switch from misery-induced cuddle to venom-tinged verbal assault.

      Amazingly, Yasmin did not panic as Gwen got in her face. She placed gentle hands on Gwen’s shoulders and refused to speak until her ex-girlfriend met her gaze.

      “You said you were in trouble. I was worried, and Alex could help, so he came along. Now please, let’s go inside. All of us.”

      Xander was impressed but unnerved by Yasmin’s lack of fear. He did not like the thought of his sister spending time with someone so volatile. There was no way to remove her from the situation now, though, and her soothing tone did the trick, diffusing Gwen’s anger.

      “Come in,” she said.

      The curtains in the living room were drawn, and there were no clocks on the walls, reminding Xander of what Yasmin had said about never knowing the time while in the throes of her addiction. When Yasmin flicked on the lights, Gwen flinched. Yasmin made a calming sound and guided Gwen to a dark grey sofa. They sat together, and Xander stood opposite, trying not to let his horror show.

      The hug in the hall had imprinted the evidence of Gwen’s crime on Yasmin’s clothes.

      What had Gwen done? What had she roped them into?

      And what was he supposed to do next?

      Yasmin had taken Gwen’s hand and was whispering to her. Not every word was audible to Xander, but from what he picked up, she was promising Gwen everything would be okay. She would get in no trouble, and she was safe with Yasmin and Xander. All she had to do was tell them what had happened.

      Did Yaz know she was talking nonsense? There was no way they could make promises based on what they knew. The quantity of blood indicated Gwen had committed a serious crime. Best case scenario, she had left someone injured but alive. If whoever had donated the blood to her top was dead, what then? Maybe it was self-defence, but Gwen had fled the scene. How did that look?

      Was Yasmin thinking straight, or was love clouding her judgement? It seemed she was saying whatever she thought Gwen wanted to hear. Xander wasn’t sure that was the right move.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Gwen said, ignoring Yaz’s requests for information. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

      “Of course I came. I should never have left.”

      “I’m glad you did. I’m so proud of you for staying clean.”

      As the women talked, Xander examined his surroundings. There was not much in the flat. A single sofa, occupied by Yasmin and Gwen. A coffee table covered in so many coffee rings it almost looked like an intentional pattern. A TV. An empty bookshelf. And a potted plant that somehow looked like it was dying, even though it was plastic.

      Through a hatch in the wall, Xander could see some of the kitchen. A sink. A few dirty dishes. The edge of a white fridge. One thing he couldn’t see in either room was empty booze bottles or the paraphernalia associated with drug use.

      “What’s he looking for?”

      Gwen’s sharp, accusatory words grabbed Xander’s attention.

      “My knickers are in the bedroom. Pervert.”

      “Stop it, Gwen,” said Yasmin. “I told you, my brother’s here to help.”

      “Help you, you mean.”

      “You’re important to me. That means you’re important to him. Isn’t that right, Alex?”

      “Yeah.” Xander knew his reply lacked conviction, but it would have to do.

      “We want to help,” Yasmin continued. “We can’t unless you tell us what happened. Whose blood is this?”

      Gwen looked at her top and seemed taken aback by the signs of violence. Did she remember what had happened? Yasmin had regularly blacked out while drunk and high. Large portions of her memory were gone forever. Then again, if Xander had to guess, he would say Gwen was sober. She was certainly not drunk or high to the extent Yasmin had been when she blacked out.

      “Gwen?” Yasmin pressed.

      “I’m dead,” she said.

      “You’re not. We’ll protect you.”

      Xander flinched as Yasmin said this. Would they? Perhaps that was what Yaz had in mind, but Xander would make no decisions until he knew the whole story. If an innocent man or woman had died at Gwen’s hands, he would call the police whatever Yaz said. However much it made her hate him.

      “Please, Gweny,” Yasmin said. “Tell us.”

      Gwen cast Xander another suspicious look. She wanted him gone, but there was zero chance of that happening. He would not leave his sister alone with this blood-soaked woman.

      After staring him down, Gwen realised Xander would not back off or offer to leave. A glance at Yasmin told her that her ex would not force her brother out the door. The addict had a decision to make.

      Clam up, or spill the beans to the woman she loved and the man she did not trust.

      Yasmin met Xander’s gaze. They had always been close—the sort of siblings who share an almost telepathic link. Without saying a word, she conveyed her need.

      Xander did not (and would not) leave the room. He did turn from the women as Yasmin leaned in and whispered to Gwen.

      His eyes returned to the bookshelf, and he wondered why it was there. Was it leftover from the flat’s previous tenants? Or had Gwen bought it, intending to fill it with books, back when she was clean? Drugs often got in the way of more wholesome pursuits such as reading, walking, and flower arranging. Perhaps there had been books on the shelves originally, but Gwen had sold them.

      “He held a knife to my throat.”

      The words, spoken aloud and at considerable volume, yanked Xander from the mystery of the empty bookshelf.

      Yasmin had both Gwen’s hands in her own, and there was a desperate plea in the Welsh woman’s eyes.

      “He was going to kill me. I had no choice.”

      “Who?” said Yasmin. “Was this your dealer? Or someone higher up in the organisation?”

      Xander knew what Yasmin meant by the organisation. They were a forty-minute drive from his home, but the reach of the most dangerous crime family in the area spread far and wide.

      Yasmin wanted to know if someone working for the Murrays had threatened Gwen.

      “No. Not the dealer. No. No one higher up.”

      “Who then? Gwen, we can’t help if we don’t know who.”

      Gwen stared at Yasmin. It took a long time, but at last, she took a deep breath and introduced a new level of dread to Xander’s heart with her answer.

      “He was a police detective.”
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      For perhaps the hundredth time, Nigel dialled that piece of filth known as Cyrus and, as on every previous occasion, received no answer.

      As the robotic woman invited him to leave a message, Nigel fought the urge to scream into the microphone. One day, the police might arrest Cyrus for one of his many crimes. Nigel used a burner phone to ring the bastard, but he could not risk leaving his voice on the monster’s voicemail.

      He gave up, shoving the burner phone into a drawer. His hands trembled as memories of the previous night forced their way into his mind. Donald’s smug face as he laid out the ‘simple’ job he wanted Nigel to do.

      Simple? Perhaps it was. But what happened once it was done? What came next?

      The front door opened, and Nigel jumped from his seat. Visions of the police storming in swarmed him, and he whimpered. It was not the prospect of jail that terrified him but the humiliation of his downfall playing out like a soap opera on the evening news.

      He could not face that.

      Was completing Donald’s job his only hope of avoiding this fate? Maybe. If he succeeded, would Donald destroy the evidence, as promised, or return with another job? And another. And another.

      That was the question that plagued him.

      Footsteps through the house. Not a parade but a single set, and he returned to his stool as his wife stepped into the kitchen, using the few seconds before she met his gaze to ensure no worry showed on his face. He did not want her to know something was wrong.

      She looked at him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What do you mean? Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Don’t lie to me. You look worried.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      “What did I say about lying?”

      He hated when she talked to him like that. As though he were a child. A stand-in for their departed kids.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      “It’s something. Why are you here?”

      “This is my home.”

      “Fine. I understand.” She had bags under her arms, which she dumped on the counter.

      “What do you understand?”

      “You won’t give me a straightforward, honest answer for the entirety of this conversation. That’s fine. I’ll persevere.”

      Nigel felt his cheeks redden with frustration.

      “I’m not being difficult.”

      “But you are, my dear. You know what I mean. You’re never here in the middle of the day in the middle of the week. You’re hardly here at all. I go weeks without seeing you, so what gives? Why are you here now?”

      As Paula turned her back to Nigel and started unpacking the shopping, he again found himself fighting the urge to release a verbal exclamation of anger. Why had he failed to consider that his presence would make Paula suspicious? Was he a total fool?

      “I’m sorry I’ve been away so much.”

      The comment made Paula spin in shock as surely as if he had confessed to an affair.

      “What?” she said.

      “You’re right. I’ve been gone a lot. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re the leader of the opposition less than a year from a general election. Of course you’re gone a lot. What’s got into you?”

      Good question. In trying to reverse the suspicion his presence had created, Nigel had managed to say something even more suspicious. Paula had known of Nigel’s ambition to become Prime Minister since they met almost thirty years before. She had supported him every step of the way, offering time and wisdom to his general election campaigns and his bid to become party leader. Since that success, she had never complained about the long hours he worked as he transformed his party, dragging them from the doldrums, rebuilding what had once been a formidable election-winning machine.

      Nigel had made his party electable after over a decade out of power. But without Paula, he would never have been able to do the job.

      “Answer me, Mister. Seriously, you’re worrying me now.”

      He looked into the face of the love of his life and tried to imagine life behind bars, without her by his side.

      Impossible.

      Meeting her gaze, he said, “I’ve been thinking about the kids.”

      For several seconds, Paula looked at him without speaking. Just as he was about to approach her, she grabbed the refrigerated items from her shopping bags and stormed to the fridge.

      “Seeing as you’re here, I might as well do lunch. What do you fancy? How about egg mayonnaise sandwiches? We have those fancy crisps you like in the larder as well. Why don’t you grab yourself a pack?”

      After depositing her purchases in the fridge, she removed a pack of eggs and a jar of mayonnaise.

      “I know you don’t like to talk about them,” said Nigel.

      “What else do I need?” said Paula. “Ah yes, a bowl.” She grabbed one from the cupboard. “Yes. This’ll do. What else? Bread.”

      “It’s not healthy bottling it up,” Nigel pressed.

      “I only went to the store to get a few bits for dinner. Lucky for us, I checked the fridge and larder before I went and noticed you’d used the last of the bread.” She grabbed the new loaf off the side and returned to the eggs, the mayo, and the bowl. “Right. Sandwiches.”

      It was not normal for Paula to narrate her actions. It was all in aid of getting him to shut up about the kids.

      He sighed.

      “Do you want sandwiches or not?” she said.

      She met his gaze. Her eyes were hard, daring him to say anything that was not a direct response to her question.

      “If you don’t mind,” he said.

      “No problem. Egg mayo okay?”

      “Sure, but Paula—“

      “Oh, I need a pan.”

      “Paula? What if I wasn’t to become the next Prime Minister.”

      That got her attention.

      “Why would you say such a thing? You’ll not get anywhere if you let doubt creep in. You’re a winner, Nige. You’ll win.”

      She grabbed a pan from the cupboard and placed it on the hob. He watched her fill it and turn on the heat. Soon the water was bubbling. Nigel found the sound soothing. There was no peace in his life. Peace was for the unambitious. That was what his father had said.

      But here was the question, what did he want? Did he want to run the country as Prime Minister for at least half a decade? Or did he simply want to win? To prove he could become the top dog.

      If the latter, why bother standing in the election? It was a foregone conclusion that he would win. The opposition had fallen apart while he rejuvenated his party. They had no chance. He had already reached the top.

      Why not bow out now, taking the victory without worrying about handling one of the most stressful jobs on the planet? How many Prime Ministers left with credit in the bank when it came to public goodwill anyway?

      Not many.

      With care, Paula placed the eggs into the bubbling water. Nigel rose from his chair and put his arms around her. He thought of Zara. Their beautiful daughter. If not for his ambition, would she still be with them? What about his son?

      Those questions were too painful to consider.

      “What if I didn’t win,” he said. “But I didn’t lose either?”

      Paula stiffened beneath his arms but said nothing.

      “What if we walked away? Sold the house and emigrated to the continent. How about Spain?”

      Paula placed her hands on Nigel’s wrists and prised her husband’s arms from around her waist. She turned to face him, studying his eyes.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you? You’re genuinely considering jacking it all in and flying away to… what? Retire in the sun?”

      “Sounds nice, huh? What do you think?”

      He tried to hug her again, but she placed a hand on his chest and pushed.

      “I think you’ve forgotten who you are. Something’s come over you, and it’s clear you don’t want to tell me what’s wrong, so fine, don’t. But let me tell you about yourself. Perhaps you’ve got it in your head that running away and retiring is our best option. Let me inform you that we would have spent less than a week on the beach before you were pulling your hair out and regretting your decision. You’ve been building towards this moment your entire life. You’ll never find peace or happiness if you don’t win next year and become Prime Minister. When you get over this spell of doubt, you’ll remember that. You can go abroad alone if you don’t because I married an ambitious man. I have no time for someone who gives up when they’re so close to their ultimate goal.”

      With that, Paula turned to tend to the eggs, leaving Nigel to stare at the back of her head.

      She was right. She knew him better than anyone. Better, it turned out, than he knew himself.

      His way forward was clear. He would do as Donald asked. He would complete the task and become the next Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.

      Once there, he would do what he had promised the electorate and crack down on organised crime.

      He smiled.

      The Murray clan would be the first to fall.
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      Before he left, Simon placed one card on Lexi’s desk and pressed another into Hetti’s hand.

      “If you change your mind, give me a call. Any time. The offer still stands.”

      He departed with a smile, but his displeasure was evident. His bombshell—that Cyrus Bishop possessed the damaging evidence against Nigel—was intended as a silver bullet. The mention of Pete Monroe, Hetti and Lexi’s father, was supposed to reel in at least the younger of the two sisters.

      The plan backfired. Hetti’s face whitened when she realised her father was linked to this. She looked at Lex, who said nothing and kept a passive expression. No intervention was needed.

      “Thanks,” Hetti told Simon, “but no thanks.”

      As soon as he was gone, Hetti shoved his card into her pocket and fired off her first question.

      “Who’s Cyrus? The name rings a bell.”

      “Not surprising. It’s pretty uncommon.”

      “Well?”

      Hetti’s expression was both needy and anguished as she asked the question. Lexi knew why. It was not about Cyrus but their father, who had been shot and killed fifteen years ago.

      Lexi was fifteen when it happened. Many happy memories filled her mind whenever she recalled Pete, but very few from the last three years of his life. After his gambling debts got him in trouble with the Murrays, Pete spent less time taking his children to theme parks and more shielding them from the brutes who came to leave a physical message about why Pete should take better care to keep up with the repayments on his debts.

      Andrew was a couple of years younger than Lexi, but when Pete died, Hetti, the youngest sibling, was only ten. Her happy memories were hazier than Lexi’s. The frightening ones burned more clearly. As such, she was desperate to hear stories of her father from those who had known him.

      Lexi was pleased Hetti had sent Simon away, but would the pull of meeting a friend of her father’s be too strong to resist?

      “Cyrus was a gambling buddy of dad’s,” said Lexi. “I only saw him a few times and wasn’t keen on how he looked at me, him being a grown man and me an underage girl. Anyway, he’s not the sort of person with whom you’d want to spend time.”

      “Dad did.”

      “Yes, but Dad was not renowned for his intelligent decisions.”

      At this, Hetti stuck out her lip. Rising from the desk, Lexi went to her sister. She stroked Tofu’s cheek as she spoke.

      “We can’t get involved. You see that, right? Simon’s playing with fire. He told you Cyrus is suspicious and paranoid, and maybe he has reason to be. Powerful men and women will often go to extreme lengths to protect what they have, and Nigel Anderson is on the cusp of becoming the most powerful person in the country. If Cyrus does have evidence that could hurt Nigel, there’s every chance Nigel has people looking for Cyrus. You don’t want to get caught in the crossfire for the sake of a few anecdotes about dad, do you?”

      “No.”

      Hetti couldn’t look at Lexi. She was sulking. Not because she thought Lexi was trying to keep her from information about their father but because she could see that her sister was right. She hated that.

      Lexi sat and put her arm around Hetti.

      “How about you come over on Saturday afternoon? The kids love Tofu. They can look after him while we chat. Then, when they’re in bed, you and I can have dinner and remember all the good things about dad. How about that?”

      This idea perked Hetti up. She accepted the offer but implored Lexi to stop calling her son Tofu.

      “Pick a name, and I’ll think about it.”

      Hetti smiled. “I’m working on it.”

      As Hetti packed her bits into the bottom of the pram, Lexi again broached the subject of the possibility that Donald and Elizabeth Murray might discover their relationship to Hetti’s son.

      “Can we discuss that at the weekend?” said Hetti. “I just want to get little one home.”

      Lexi would rather not have waited. If there were a way Elizabeth and Donald might learn that Tofu was their grandchild, Lexi would need to handle the situation as soon as possible. Perhaps it was something they could prevent.

      But Hetti was drained and wouldn’t hear of it, and Lexi didn’t want another argument. She let her sister go and returned to her PC, intending to do some work.

      For a while, work was what she did. However, as she finished crafting the copy for one campaign, and although she intended to move to another, she instead found herself opening a search engine and typing the name: Nigel Anderson.

      Why? At first, she could not pin down the answer to that. It seemed she knew plenty about the politician already. After all, he had been her MP since she was five. Since he became the leader of the opposition, he was always on the news. Or so it seemed. She knew plenty of his political views and agreed with almost none. So far as she was concerned, the country would be a poorer place when he was in charge.

      Despite this, she had no interest in helping Simon bring him down. Why, then, the internet search?

      It was something in the back of her mind—something she had seen or heard years ago but could not quite recall.

      Her search revealed the unsurprising news that Nigel had been born into wealth. Like Simon, Nigel came from old money. For hundreds of years, the family had lived off the lands and titles handed to them by one King or another. Until his father wisely founded a pharmaceutical company that became one of the largest in the world. After Nigel’s father’s death, his older sister became CEO. Nigel served as a non-executive director, taking plenty of chunky dividend payments for presumably very little work.

      From Nigel’s background and upbringing, Lexi moved to his adult life. After graduating from Oxford University, he had worked in the family business for two years before becoming a local councillor. He married a woman named Paula, and their first child, Zara, was born in 1997. The same year he became an MP for the first time, winning the seat Simon—who would have been only five or six in 1997—now wished to contest. His second child, Jake, was born in 2001. The year he retained his seat for the first time.

      Money, family, and a successful job. Nigel Anderson had everything.

      Until the lead-up to the 2005 general election.

      As soon as Lexi saw the first article about that night in April 2005, memories flooded back.

      How could she forget? After it had happened, the story dominated the news for weeks. Even at thirteen, Lexi could not miss it. Especially as the Anderson family had lived only a few minutes walk from Lexi’s family home.

      On the night it happened, Nigel and Paula were out campaigning. Babysitting their kids was the teenage Kiera Moore. They had used her a couple of times before without issue. They thought the kids were safe. But when they returned, the house was empty.

      The kids were gone.

      At first, it was assumed Kiera had taken them. But when the police task force established to locate the children could find no trace of the teenager or the kids, the theory changed. Kiera was fifteen. She could not have stayed hidden for long. Reluctantly, the police came to believe that someone else—a professional outfit—had kidnapped both teen and children. Either all three were dead, or the kidnappers had removed some or all of them from the country.

      Whatever the case. None had been seen in the 18 years since.

      Lexi flicked through several stories covering this tragic night, but nothing was to be learned now that her memory had returned. In the end, she stopped on an article which included a photo of Zara’s primary school class. The girl herself was circled in red. She was slim, with fine blonde hair in a ponytail. Unlike many of the kids in the picture, she wasn’t smiling.

      Lexi regretted jumping down this internet search rabbit hole. As a mother to a three-year-old, and the guardian of two more children under eight, Lexi did not want to imagine their disappearance. The grief experienced by Nigel and Paula must have been crushing. She had no idea how they had carried on, although she knew, tragic as it was, people did.

      Although it was not the same, she knew from personal experience how grief morphed over time. Following her father’s death, Lexi had spiralled into a pit of depression from which it seemed she would never escape. Fifteen years later, she still lived with that depression. Now, though, it was background noise rather than all-consuming. Occasionally, it hurt. More often than not, when she thought of dad, she remembered the good times, not the misery of losing him.

      Sick of this morbid journey, Lexi glanced at the class photo one last time as she prepared to close the browser. That was when the picture’s caption caught her attention, and her eyes returned to the class.

      This time, she scanned the faces of the other girls.

      And stopped on one she recognised.

      The caption gave the name of the school. Lexi recognised it as the primary school she had attended, although she had graduated to secondary school a couple of years before this photo was taken.

      Hetti hadn’t, and Hetti was in this picture. Just two places away from the MP’s daughter, beaming at the camera in an un-Hetti-like fashion.

      It was unnerving seeing her sister in such proximity to a girl who had vanished off the face of the Earth. Still, it was nothing more than a coincidence.

      Except that something Hetti had said rang through Lexi’s mind and made her wonder.

      We were friends at primary school.

      It was probably meaningless. Another coincidence.

      But one of the girls here was likely Bella Belmont—Simon’s sister.
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      In the last couple of months, Xander had sat and conversed with more than one murderer. The situation with Gwen was different for a couple of reasons.

      Firstly, There had been little or no chance that Xander’s previous interactions could result in prison time for aiding and abetting a criminal. In each case, he opposed the killer and did his best to ensure their capture.

      Secondly, his sister had not been involved.

      Thirdly, the murderer’s victims had not been high-ranking police detectives.

      Needless to say, he was nervous and expected Gwen’s confession to have a similar effect on Yasmin. Surely, knowing what her ex had done, she would no longer be keen to promise Gwen protection.

      Unfortunately, this expectation led to disappointment.

      “It’s okay,” said Yasmin, although it wasn’t. “As long as you tell us what happened, you’ve nothing to fear.”

      This statement was patently ridiculous. What if Gwen told them she murdered the detective because he offered her a lift home? Would Yasmin say, “Well, that bastard had it coming”?

      As these thoughts tumbled through Xander’s mind, Gwen glanced at him. The look on his face must have given him away.

      “He won’t help me. First chance he gets, he’ll call the police.”

      “That’s not true,” said Yasmin. “Tell her, Alex.”

      Both women met his gaze. This time, he kept his expression passive so they could read nothing of his internal dilemmas.

      As it happened, Xander struggled to imagine a story that would make him want to protect Gwen at all costs. Especially when the price of such an action would likely be jail time for him and—even worse—his sister. Even so, he was in no rush to call the police. He might have to eventually, but he wanted to hear Gwen’s story first, just in case.

      He removed his phone from his pocket, causing Gwen to flinch and Yasmin to panic.

      “If I wanted to call the police, I could do so now,” he said. Before anyone could start shouting, he threw his phone onto the coffee table. “I’m willing to hear you out. Beyond that, I make no promises.”

      This final statement annoyed Yasmin. She wanted Xander to give his word he would support Gwen no matter what. That was something he could never do. Nor would it be the right move. Gwen did not trust him. She was more likely to buy a story showing reticence than a hollow promise of unconditional support.

      Indeed, she nodded to him, then turned back to Yasmin.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you.”

      Yasmin squeezed her ex-girlfriend’s hands. The affection in his sister’s eyes as she looked at the murderer made Xander uncomfortable. His legs were also starting to ache from standing for too long, but he wouldn’t sit on the floor, and there were no more seats.

      He stayed put and listened to Gwen.

      “Since you left me,” she told Yasmin, “I’ve done nothing but think of you. I let you be because I didn’t want to bring you down, but I wanted to win you back.”

      Xander watched his sister’s heart melt at this declaration and shifted in his place. The effect blood-stained Gwen had on his sister made him increasingly uncomfortable.

      He said nothing, allowing her to continue.

      “Several days ago, I decided I could no longer live without you. I got rid of everything. All the drugs, all the booze. Everything that goes with it. I poured it away or chucked it into the bins around back. Once I was done, I felt amazing. I almost called you straight away but made myself stop. Told myself to wait until I’d been clean for a couple of weeks. To prove I could do it with you by my side, I first wanted to prove I could do it alone.”

      It was hard not to respect this decision. Given how much Gwen seemed to love Yasmin, it must have been near impossible not to call her ex the second she had ditched the booze and drugs. Her resistance showed how much Yasmin meant to her, which made Xander feel guilty for how he had so far reacted to her relationship with his sister.

      Unfortunately, he knew from his experience with Yasmin how this story went. When it came to addiction, the tragedy was that pure intentions rarely led to perfect results. Between the overdose that nearly killed Yasmin at seventeen and the beginning of her current three-year clean streak, Yasmin had suffered many false starts. She had binged and purged numerous times, removing all traces of her addiction from her life. As with Gwen, Yaz had always told herself she could cold turkey her way to sobriety, only to fall apart days later.

      Yasmin was right to suggest she had saved herself from her addiction, but it had taken years to realise she could not do it without support. It was laudable that Gwen had held off calling Yasmin. As much as Xander hated to admit it, she might have been better served picking up the phone.

      As expected, Gwen told of how her reserve crumbled. While hating herself and wishing she could be better, she surrendered to her addiction.

      She had no money but visited her regular dealer and pleaded with him to give her a hit on credit. He refused. Gwen grew desperate. She might have turned violent had the police detective not arrived.

      The dealer fled. Already a mess and weakened by her cravings, Gwen didn’t even bother to run. When the cop—whose name was Ian—told her to get in the car, she didn’t argue. She expected him to take her to the nearest police station. Instead, he drove to an abandoned carpark.

      At this point, Gwen faltered. She kept hold of Yasmin’s hands but could no longer look into her ex’s eyes.

      “It’s okay,” said Xander’s sister. “We know what happened. You have to tell us how you got there.”

      Sometimes, Yasmin could be hopelessly naive. In failing to see why Gwen had paused her story, she only made her ex less likely to open up. Xander could almost see her closing in on herself. If he did not intervene, the story would die.

      “Men like this police detective understand what the curse of addiction does to a person. They use this knowledge to manipulate and abuse. He offered to get you a fix?”

      Both women looked at Xander. Yasmin’s brow creased, but Gwen looked relieved. She nodded. Tears ran down her cheeks.

      “But he wanted something in return, which makes him a monster. He’s the problem, not you.”

      It still took a few seconds to click for Yasmin. When she realised, her eyes widened.

      Until then, Xander had wished his sister would distance herself from Gwen. After realising what the detective had made her do, he no longer wanted Yaz to back away. Gwen was haunted by what had happened. If Yasmin retreated, she would shatter.

      “He unzipped his fly,” she whispered. “Said he’d get me whatever I needed if I did something for him. And I… I…”

      “Don’t,” said Yasmin. The word hit Gwen like a slap, but Yaz clarified her meaning. “You don’t have to say any more. I’ve been there, remember? In the grips of addiction. Suffering the need so bad you know you’d do anything for just one hit. When I was at my worst and broke, there were times when I—“

      She broke off. Her eyes flicked to Xander, and she dropped her gaze.

      The ache in Xander’s legs disappeared. Now, he could not have sat if he wanted to. He was frozen to the spot, paralysed by rage. Not at his sister but at whichever creature had used her addiction to sexually abuse her.

      Gwen noticed this non-verbal exchange between brother and sister. To her credit, she moved to distract.

      “The second I was done, I hated myself. He said he’d get me what I wanted, but I wasn’t thinking about that anymore. I asked if he had a wife. What about his friends and colleagues? I suggested I might find his station and tell everyone what he’d done to me.”

      Her gaze dropped back to her lap.

      “That was when he pulled out the knife.”

      Yasmin still had Gwen’s hands. She squeezed and leaned towards her ex so their foreheads were pressed together.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, her soft, caring tone helping to get Gwen’ over the line.

      “It all happened so fast,” she said. “One second, he was threatening me with the knife to my throat. The next… it was self-defence. You have to believe me.”

      “I do.” Yasmin didn’t hesitate. Xander wasn’t so sure, but he was inclined to buy Gwen’s version of events.

      “I’m so sorry.” Gwen was sobbing now. “I didn’t mean to. I never wanted to be a killer.”

      Gwen’s grief endeared her to Xander. This cop was a vile man who had abused his position of power to sexually assault Gwen. She had killed him in self-defence, yet her actions still tore her up.

      Despite what she had done, her reaction marked her out as good at her core.

      “I’m dead,” she said. “They’ll kill me.”

      “Stop,” said Yasmin. “Even if the police catch you, they won’t—“

      “It’s not the police.” Gwen’s desperate eyes found Yasmin’s concerned gaze. “You don’t know what he said. What he was.”

      “What do you mean?” said Yasmin.

      Unfortunately, Xander thought he might already have an idea. This was not an honest cop. This man was corrupt.

      Xander knew a thing or two about corrupt police officers.

      “After I said I’d find his colleagues, he said I should know who they were and who I was threatening.”

      More importantly, Xander knew who they tended to work for.

      “It’s the Murrays,” said Gwen. “As well as the police, he was working for the Murrays.”
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      Lexi’s pledge to focus on her work was not crumbling. That was what the co-owner of AH-HA marketing told herself as she drove away from the office.

      It was one in the afternoon. Lexi always took her lunch at this time and was within her rights to do what she wished with her break.

      The critical point was that she would not get involved in another situation that might get her killed.

      That said, Simon was determined to rope Lexi or Hetti into his plan. He had come at them first with a lie about hiring Lexi’s agency. When that failed, he had used the truth. This plan also crashed and burned, and Simon walked away. But Lexi did not believe he was done. Plan C was around the corner.

      This was not about getting involved in another mystery. This was self-defence.

      Her destination was a mid-sized building comprised of offices leased by various companies. The outfit she wanted rented a small suite containing two offices, a small meeting room, and a tiny entrance area. They were on the third floor. As Lexi exited the lift, she saw the plaque beside the door.

      Bluerton.

      This was a play on the famous Pinkerton detective agency founded in the US in the mid-1800s.

      Aged five, the founder of Bluerton, Rose Thorpe, had decided she hated her name. Tricked by her brother into thinking she had to pick another flower if she wanted to change, she chose Bluebell. It was all anyone had called her since.

      Hence, Bluerton. Lexi liked it. She guessed she would like Bluebell, too. They had never met, but Xander had encountered her during his and Lexi’s search for a kidnapped boy a few weeks before. Lexi knew he liked her, although he had told her little enough about the detective.

      Now seemed as good a time as any to find out more.

      She entered the entrance area and was greeted by three closed doors. In the centre was the meeting room, with Bluebell’s office to the right.

      Before Lexi could knock, something unexpected and unpleasant happened.

      “Well, if it isn’t my good friend Lexi.”

      Lexi squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again, feeling sure the nasty apparition by the door to the left of the meeting room would be gone.

      Rather than disappear, the apparition said, “What’s your face doing? Are you constipated?”

      Maggie Murray stepped towards Lexi, and Lexi backed away. Unfortunately, the tiny area offered little room to manoeuvre, and Lexi’s back hit a wall.

      “It’s okay.” Maggie ran a hand through her curly brown hair. “I don’t have nits.”

      “It’s not that. I was worried the demon possessing you might switch hosts if you got too close.” Lexi formed a cross with her fingers.

      Maggie did not miss a beat. “I assure you, my demon’s content where it is.”

      Nor did Lexi. “Really? I thought it might fancy a beautiful host for a change.”

      That got a reaction. Maggie’s face twisted in frustration at the jibe. It was not that she was unattractive. Most people would consider her to be above average in the looks department. She was not, however, Lexi, who had suffered people shamelessly stopping and staring at her in the street since she was in her early teens, even when she wore baggy clothes and hid her long, deep red hair beneath a hood.

      “Why are you here, Monroe?”

      This was Maggie’s revenge for the reference to the disparity in the women’s looks. Monroe was Lexi’s maiden name. Despite their divorce, Lexi had retained her ex-husband’s name. She knew this made it seem she was not over Xander. She wasn’t, but that was not why she kept it. Lyla would always be Lyla Harper, and Lexi did not want a different family name than her daughter.

      Still, Maggie’s dig reminded her she had yet to win Xander back.

      “I’d like to hire Bluebell,” said Lexi. “I’ve heard good things.”

      “I’m sure you have. She’s the best.”

      “We’ll see. Why are you here, anyway?”

      Delight danced in Maggie’s eyes.

      “Alex didn’t tell you?”

      The smug way she said this—as though it indicated Xander was keeping things from his ex—made Lexi clench her fists. Almost as bad was Maggie calling Xander ‘Alex’. When Alexander Harper and Alexandria Monroe started dating, they soon realised they could not both keep going by ‘Alex’. Too confusing. They changed to Xander and Lexi, but people who had known them before their relationship often struggled to adapt. Maggie’s use of Xander’s old name reminded Lexi that Maggie had known—and dated—him first. Annoying, even though they had broken up years ago and had only seen each other a couple of times since.

      Or had they?

      A few months back, the murder of a woman outside a restaurant had brought Lexi and Xander into conflict with the Murrays. Maggie had represented her parents in this conflict. It was the first time in years that either Xander or Lexi had spoken to her. Lexi was under the impression that Xander had not seen her since.

      And yet…

      “Must have slipped his mind,” Lexi said. “Things involving you often do.”

      “Do they?”

      Lexi was annoyed that the dig hadn’t landed.

      “Why are you here?” she said.

      “Bluebell’s my grandmother.”

      “You what?”

      Maggie laughed. “Yes, Alex was shocked as well. Bluebell’s daughter is my mother. She—Bluebell—despises my father.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Sure. Despite the animosity, Bluebell gave my parents a loan when they first went into business. She hadn’t realised that the business involved the distribution of drugs and other illegal acts. When she learned the truth, she cut ties. Bluebell hasn’t spoken to her daughter in years. She never much liked Freddie.”

      “Also understandable. Your brother was a psychopath.”

      “But she loves me.”

      “Which makes no sense.”

      “Do you think? Many say I’m lovable.”

      “The people who wire you money to strip online don’t count.”

      Maggie chuckled.

      “Anyway,” said Lexi. “Your familial tie to Bluebell doesn’t explain why you’re here. You seem to have an office. Weird. Also, why don’t you call her grandma?”

      “Because I despise the name grandma, and derivatives thereof, almost as much as I hated the name ‘Rose’.” The woman who had spoken stepped out of her office. “You must be Lexi Harper?”

      “I am.” Lexi was taken aback. Her shock must have shown because Bluebell laughed.

      “I’m a detective, remember? You wouldn’t hire me if I couldn’t discern your identity at a glance. My granddaughter spoke of your exceptional beauty. Might I say you’re as attractive as advertised?”

      Lexi flashed Maggie a grin. “I always knew you fancied me.”

      The twinkle in Bluebell’s eyes indicated that she enjoyed teasing people, especially those to whom she was close, such as her granddaughter. She was a tall, slender woman with white hair and young eyes. Lexi hoped she aged as gracefully as Elizabeth Murray’s mother.

      “As for why she’s here,” Bluebell continued. “Maggie is my newest recruit. My only recruit, as it happens, since the last one was shot.”

      “Wait, what?” said Maggie.

      “Oh, don’t worry, he didn’t die. They hadn’t turned off life support last I checked, anyway.”

      Bluebell’s smile revealed her joke, and Maggie huffed.

      “You’re a pain.”

      Lexi liked the older woman more and more.

      “So Maggie’s like an assistant?” she asked. “Shines your shoes, gets you coffee, that kind of thing?”

      No teasing from Bluebell this time. “She’s an investigator-in-training and has shown a real aptitude for the job.”

      It was possible Lexi would have found Maggie’s grin at this compliment endearing if she had not hated the other woman so much.

      “Enough chat,” said Bluebell. “Did I hear you say you wanted to hire me?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m sure we can book you an appointment,” said Maggie, but Bluebell waved this away.

      “Amiable as I may seem, I don’t take to people easily. Your ex-husband was one of a few exceptions. He’s nice to look at, which always helps, but I also found him charming and a good listener. I like people who let me regale them with my many anecdotes over the dinner table.”

      “You’ll hate Lexi, then,” muttered Maggie. “She doesn’t shut up.”

      “That’s something the three of us have in common then, darling. Anyway, my point is: a friend of Xander’s is a friend of mine. As such, I’m happy to squeeze you in now. Okay?”

      Bluebell added the final word after detecting that Lexi had zoned out. The question pulled Lexi back. She nodded while forcing a smile.

      “Sounds great,” she said, while a voice in her head shouted, What dinner? Xander had hired Bluebell. Why would they have enjoyed a meal together? Was Maggie there? Come to think of it, Xander had never told Lexi how he came to meet Bluebell. Had Maggie put them in touch?

      While Lexi reeled from the implications of this new information, Maggie failed to contain her disappointment at Lexi’s avoidance of the appointment system.

      Bluebell’s following words changed the dynamic again.

      “I may even give you a discount, given I’m in your ex-husband’s debt. After all my years of trying, he succeeded where I kept failing to persuade Maggie to quit her parents’ vile business.”

      No longer did Maggie look disappointed. Her face split into a grin as she watched the ground tilt beneath Lexi’s feet.

      When Lexi and Xander last saw Maggie, she worked for her parents. He must have seen her since to persuade her to quit. Given what a huge decision it must have been for Maggie, Xander must have seen her more than once.

      And he had never told Lexi.

      “Come along,” said Bluebell. “We’ll talk in my office. Best you stay out of this one, Maggie. I have a new laptop, and I’d rather it didn’t get knocked off my desk if you two start fighting.”

      “No problem, Blue.”

      Lexi jumped. Maggie had stepped up behind Lexi without her noticing, and her words crawled over Lexi’s shoulders.

      “If you see him before I do, pass my love to Alex,” said Maggie. “Give that scar on his chest a kiss from me.”

      With a silent laugh on her lips, Maggie disappeared into her office, leaving Lexi alone in the hall, struggling to stay upright.

      The scar on his chest.

      Xander did have a scar on his chest. One he hid behind a T-shirt or a shirt. Only those who had seen him topless could know about it.

      Maggie had seen Xander topless when they dated. The problem was that they had broken up almost a decade ago, whereas Xander had acquired the scar when someone attacked him as he searched for a kidnapped boy.

      Four weeks ago.

      Around the same time that Lexi and Xander kissed and slept together, and she began to believe there might be a future for them.
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      While Yasmin and Xander were enjoying brunch in a diner, Gwen had been trapped in a car, performing a sexual act on a wicked man before killing him with his knife. Three hours later, she finished her story and almost collapsed into Yasmin’s lap from exhaustion.

      “Come on,” said Yaz. “You need sleep.”

      It was clear Gwen did not feel comfortable sleeping with Xander in the flat. But, bone tired, she lacked the energy to resist as Yasmin eased her from the sofa and led her to the bedroom. She made no mention of her need for a fix. It seemed one benefit of killing someone was that the guilt distracted from your cravings. No doubt, they would return with a vengeance soon enough.

      The Yasmin that went into the bedroom had a slight smile on her face and a reassuring look in her eyes. She even managed to hold some colour in her cheeks. All this was an act, along with her soothing tone and encouraging words, designed to keep Gwen calm. When she returned ten minutes later, her skin was pale, and the smile was gone. Her eyes showed only concern, bordering on fear.

      “What are we going to do?”

      This question had preoccupied Xander during his alone time in the living room. Three hours had passed since Detective Ian had died. Had someone discovered him? It was possible they had not. The last thing he would have wanted was to be spotted receiving sexual favours in his car. Therefore, he would have chosen somewhere he could be certain no one would stumble upon him and Gwen. It could be hours before he turned up, even if his colleagues, friends, or family started to wonder where he was.

      Unfortunately, this did not broaden their options, as far as Xander could see, and Yasmin would not like the conclusion he had drawn on the matter of what they should do next.

      Perhaps she read it in his eyes because she spoke before he could.

      “Don’t say talk to the police.”

      As this was the only option that made sense, Xander said nothing. His silence wound Yasmin up, but he did not break it.

      “There has to be something else,” she said. “He was a police detective, for God’s sake.”

      “He’s not the only corrupt cop,” said Xander. “But the vast majority are nothing like him. They’d be horrified to learn what he did to Gwen.”

      “You can’t believe that. They won’t want to believe he was corrupt, even if they’re not. They’ll close ranks. Defend their dead mate. Gwen will go to prison for murder. Is that what you want?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Liar. You hate that I might get back with her. That wouldn’t be a problem if she spent the next thirty years behind bars, would it? No way for her to force me to relapse from a cell.”

      “That’s unfair.”

      “Is it?”

      He met her gaze and held it. “Do you honestly believe I’d wish life in prison on someone who doesn’t deserve it to protect you?”

      There was silence as Yasmin battled these words. She wanted to say yes. If his intention was for Gwen to go to jail, he might be hiding a secret solution to their worries up his sleeve.

      But the answer was no, and she knew it. Rather than confess as much, she burst into tears.

      “What are we going to do?”

      Xander had no better answer to this the second time around.

      “Come on,” he said. “Sit.”

      While Yasmin was with Gwen in the bedroom, Xander had decided he could suffer to stand no longer. Unfortunately, Gwen and Yasmin had bloodied both sofa cushions. Xander had found two tea towels in the kitchen to circumvent this issue, placing them on the sofa. He sat on one and directed Yaz to the other, although the ship had sailed when it came to keeping the blood off her clothes.

      “We need to consider this problem logically,” said Xander.

      It said much that Yasmin was shaking her head before Xander completed this sentence. Who looked at a problem and thought: Logic? Nope, that won’t do any good here.

      He tried not to get frustrated.

      “If they haven’t already, the police will soon find the body. You must accept they’ll link it to Gwen before long. What then? How will it look when they have to come here to arrest her? Isn’t it better to get out ahead of this?”

      “There has to be another way.”

      “Does there?”

      “Yes. Don’t pretend you wouldn’t find a solution if Lexi were the one covered in a corrupt cop’s blood.”

      This was the second time Yasmin had used a hypothetical Lexi situation to justify her questionable actions or plans. It was annoying because it was a cop-out. Also, because she was probably right.

      “I don’t know what I’d do if Lexi were in Gwen’s position.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “It’s true. Okay, how about this? I don’t know what I’d do, but you’re probably right. I’d look to find a way to keep her out of jail.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And I’d do that because I wouldn’t be thinking straight.”

      “What?”

      The shock in Yasmin’s question said she was not close to comprehending his meaning. He would have thought an addict would understand. Love, as they said, was like a drug. When it was gone, you craved it. When you had it, it warped your thinking—made you act irrationally. Xander knew he would go to the ends of the Earth to protect Lexi, Yasmin or Lyla if they did what Gwen had done. That did not make it right.

      “The benefit of me being here is that my perception isn’t warped by feeling.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s warped by feeling for me.” She thumped her chest. “All you want is to get me away from Gwen.”

      “That’s not true.”

      Yasmin huffed. A come on sound.

      “You’re my priority,” he said. “But not to Gwen’s detriment. I think you should stand by her side when she goes to the police and tells them—”

      “No.”

      Xander groaned. “Okay, so what’s your solution? If she won’t confess, I see only two alternatives.“

      Xander’s tone made it clear the alternatives referenced were not options, but hope lit Yasmin’s eyes.

      “Tell me.”

      “Gwen could leave the country. For that, she’d need cash. She’d have to start a new life somewhere that wouldn’t extradite her to the UK when her crime was discovered. Or she could get a new identity, for which she’d need more cash. Sound plausible?”

      With a huff, Yasmin rose. The back pocket of her jeans dragged the tea towel as she came, tugging it off the sofa as she stormed to the empty bookcase.

      “The other option?”

      Xander was no longer sure mentioning this was smart. It was intended as an absurd solution. The look in Yasmin’s eyes made him fear she might consider it.

      “You make the body disappear before it’s discovered.”

      Again, their gazes locked. Before Yasmin could give this any consideration, Xander pressed on.

      “Except you’d be caught. Making bodies disappear is nearly impossible if you don’t have the experience of a criminal outfit like the Murrays.”

      Frustration turned Yasmin on her heel. He hoped she would be more accepting of his original point of view when she turned back, but there was steel in her eyes when she did.

      “The Murrays.”

      “What?”

      “He belonged to them. This Ian guy.”

      “Belonged to? He wasn’t a possession. They were paying him.”

      “Fine. But they didn’t care about him, did they? He was a commodity. Just another tool to make more money and destroy more lives. Right?”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “You and Maggie.”

      Xander gaped. Internally, he scrambled through his memories, recalling the conversation he and Yasmin were having before Gwen texted. If the addict had taken a few more seconds to contact her ex-lover, Xander probably would have told Yasmin about Maggie. But she hadn’t, and he hadn’t.

      So what was she talking about?

      Then Yasmin said, “I know you broke up years ago. You hate hurting people. Back at school, you could never break up with anyone because you didn’t want to upset them. It was different with Maggie because anger drove your decision. You were furious because I overdosed. Still, I think you’d have felt guilty later if you didn’t believe Maggie was only with you because you were hot.”

      “She was.”

      “She wasn’t. She loved you, Alex. More than you ever realised because you only saw a woman who worked proudly for her parents’ despicable company. You could never imagine her being in love, but she was.”

      This was a lot to process. It had been tough enough accepting that Maggie fancied him now. She was more mature as a thirty-year-old. In her early twenties, it had not seemed she cared about anyone.

      Yasmin gave him no time to think about this. She came to him and grabbed his hands.

      “You were right. We can’t make the body disappear.”

      He tried to speak, but she cut over him.

      “The Murrays can.”

      She squeezed his hands and turned imploring eyes on him.

      “Maggie can save the woman I love. All you have to do is ask.”
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      It was not easy focusing on the meeting with Bluebell after what had taken place in the entrance area. As Bluebell sat behind her desk and opened a screen on her computer, Lexi fought to exorcise images from her mind of Xander with Maggie. His shirt off, her finger tracing his scar.

      Then her lips.

      “Please,” said Bluebell. “Take a seat. Let me know how I can help.”

      When Lexi pulled back the seat, she pictured Maggie mounting Xander on a similar chair. A fabricated situation, but enough to blind her to the real world. As she sat, the chair rolled from under her, and she collapsed to the office floor.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I missed the chair.”

      “Yes, I saw. Are you okay? Distracted, maybe?”

      “Not distracted,” said Lexi, getting up and dragging the chair towards her. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay.”

      Lexi prepared to sit, glaring a warning at the soft cushion that it had better not embarrass her like that again.

      “Only,” said Bluebell, “I wondered if it might have to do with what Maggie said about Xander’s scar.”

      Lexi almost missed the seat again, saving herself at the last moment.

      “I suppose that answers that question.”

      Now seated, Lexi pulled herself towards the table. Her bum hurt. That was handy. It helped distract from the visions of the love of her life with Maggie.

      “I’d rather not talk about Xander if it’s all the same to you.”

      “No problem,” said Bluebell. “I’d rather not get involved. You see, I love my granddaughter. I couldn’t give you an unbiased hearing.”

      “Understandable. And I suppose your granddaughter loves my ex-husband.”

      Bluebell said nothing. She shifted her keyboard and placed a pair of reading glasses on her nose.

      “Shall we begin?”

      “Please,” said Lexi. “Xander and I had sex a little over a month ago.”

      Bluebell sighed while Lexi cursed herself. She had not intended to mention her ex-husband again. Sometimes, the words just slipped free. She seemed to have no control.

      The detective removed her glasses. “I’m rethinking that discount.”

      “Thought you might be.”

      “I’m not opposed to imagining a man as handsome as Xander having sex. If not with me, someone as beautiful as you would certainly do.”

      “Um.”

      “See, now you’re uncomfortable. That’s your fault for bringing Xander and sex into the conversation. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Here’s my suggestion: why don’t we discuss why you’re here and imagine Xander naked in our spare time?”

      “Good plan. I think.”

      “Glorious. Please proceed.”

      Lexi composed herself. She did not want Xander and Maggie to dominate her mind. She had to get to the bottom of their relationship—especially as she had thought there was a chance for a reunion with her ex-husband, despite what had happened—but that was for later. Now, she told of Simon’s visit to her office that morning, telling Bluebell everything that had happened.

      The detective listened. When Lexi was done, she wrote a few notes on her computer and then met Lexi’s gaze.

      “You’re worried Simon won’t give up. He’ll look for other ways to coerce you or your sister into the meeting with this Cyrus so he can acquire the evidence against Nigel Anderson.”

      “Pretty much.”

      Bluebell considered this for a short while before speaking again.

      “The list of families that make up this country’s landed gentry and nobility is ever diminishing. I was born into one such family. As were Simon and Nigel. My older brother is Lord Thorpe. Simon’s parents are Lord and Lady Belmont. There are no longer any titles in Nigel’s family, but they retain their lands. As it happens, I went to boarding school with Simon’s grandmother and Nigel’s father. If it’s a small world, then the world of the hereditary ‘elite’—” around this last word she put air quotes “—is microscopic.”

      “Do you know them well? Either family.”

      “No. I was friends with Nigel’s father in school, but we drifted in our early twenties, and he’s dead now. I know almost nothing of Simon’s family except that they are one of many ‘noble’—“ more air quotes “—families that refuse to adapt to the changing landscape.”

      “You mean they don’t work for their money?”

      “Quite. You know about Nigel’s background?”

      “The pharmaceutical company? Yes.”

      “One of the biggest in the world. As for the Thorpe’s—I never took my now deceased husband’s name, if you’re wondering—my younger brother and I founded The Thorpe Investment Fund, now run by my niece. These two outfits ensure our families remain phenomenally wealthy.”

      “Simon’s family never did anything like that?”

      “They consider themselves beneath working for a living and choose instead to live off the money generated by their lands. Many old-world families suffer from this snobbery, living in vast, drafty, empty homes they can afford to neither furnish nor heat. They can only hope their pride provides enough warmth to get them through the winter.”

      Bluebell’s contempt for such people was apparent. She reached into her desk and withdrew an iPad. After unlocking it with a thumb, she pulled up a new screen and slid it to Lexi.

      “Terms of service and fees. Your digital signature goes here if you agree and accept, then type in your contact details at the bottom. In return, I’ll learn more about Simon’s aims and motivations and what he might try next. I may have some valuable information within minutes. I’ll make a call the second you leave.”

      Lexi was happy, so she signed what she needed to sign and entered her details on the iPad before handing it back. She planned to leave. Before she could, Bluebell halted her with a hand.

      “This situation with your ex-husband is tricky. When we met, I saw at once what type of man he was. Big heart. So desperate to keep people happy he often ends up hurting them. You’re hurting. That much is clear. I’m an investigator, not a councillor. I don’t like giving advice. For Maggie’s sake, I’ll make an exception.”

      “Okay,” said Lexi.

      “Confront Alex. Tell him he does no one any favours by stringing them along. Make him decide what he wants. I say again that I like him, but I won’t have my granddaughter hurt unnecessarily. If he wants you, best he rips the plaster off now.”

      Lexi’s heart pounded against her chest as though desperate to get her attention. It wanted to ask a question. She articulated it.

      “Has Xander been dating Maggie?”

      Bluebell turned from Lexi to her computer screen.

      “Talk to your ex-husband.”

      It was clear she had nothing more to say on the subject, so Lexi got up and left, rushing through the tiny entrance area to reduce the chances of Maggie coming out and blocking her path. If she did that, Lexi would probably lamp her. How unedifying that would be.

      Outside, she paused by the building’s front doors. It was tough to picture herself returning to an ordinary day at work. Not when her head was bogged down with thoughts of the man she loved and a woman she despised dating behind her back.

      It could not be, could it? Less than three months ago, Maggie had threatened not only Lexi’s life but Lyla’s. Then again, Xander did not know about that. Still, he knew plenty else. There was no way she had come through a decade of working for her parents without blood on her hands.

      The whole family was rotten. Sixteen years ago, Maggie’s brother—Freddie—had beaten Lexi’s father to a pulp. Three months ago, he had done the same to Lexi’s brother. Then he pointed a gun at Xander and Lexi. They were lucky to be alive.

      Why were they alive? Why had it never occurred to her that Donald and Elizabeth should have come after Lexi and Xander after what happened with Freddie? Or after Lexi’s brother. It was not like they could not reach him in prison.

      Someone must have stopped them. Only Maggie had such influence, but why use it to protect the Harpers? Perhaps for the same reason she had quit the family business and supposedly turned over a new leaf.

      Her boyfriend persuaded her.

      Xander.

      Was that how long this had been going on? For three months. Was he cheating on her when he slept with Lexi? As he led his ex-wife to believe there was a chance they could get back together.

      Would he do that?

      Hadn’t Bluebell put her finger on the answer to that? Yes, he would. Not because he was cruel but because he hated hurting people. He would rather conceal his relationship from Lexi than have her suffer the pain of learning the truth.

      As if that could have gone on forever.

      What a fool he had been.

      And her. What an idiot to believe he might take her back after what she had done.

      Panic clawed at her. She fought it by grabbing her phone. She could not stand at the side of the road and let her internal pain overcome her. She needed to talk to someone.

      In days gone by, whenever Lexi needed to vent, she had called Xander. That was hardly appropriate here, and she surprised herself by gravitating towards her sister’s number.

      Trusting her subconscious, she pressed call.

      The phone rang for a long time. Lexi was about to give up when there was a click, and her sister’s voice emerged through the speaker.

      “Lex? What’s up?”

      Lexi had been prepared to burst into her tale of Xander and Maggie. Her fury and her misery.

      Something in Hetti’s tone made her pause. Her sister was nervous. She heard it even in those few words.

      Something else, too. She closed her eyes and listened.

      “Where are you?”

      “At home. I was about to get little one down for a nap.”

      Panic returned. This time, it had nothing to do with Xander. “Why can I hear traffic? You sound as though you’re outside.”

      The silence that followed was damning. By the time Hetti formed and began to splutter an excuse, it was too late.

      “Het, don’t visit Cyrus.”

      There was another pause. Then, “I’ll call you back in a bit, yeah? I’m just. It’s just…”

      She had nothing to say.

      “Hetti, please.”

      “It’s nothing—no big deal. I thought it might be interesting to talk to someone who knew dad. Besides, ten grand isn’t to be sniffed at, is it? It’s not like you pay me a mega salary, and childcare isn’t cheap.”

      “Henriette, you’re rationalising. Stop it.”

      “Don’t use my full name, Alexandria. I hate that. I have to go.”

      “You don’t, you—“

      “Speak later. Bye.”

      “Het—“

      But she was gone, and Lexi was left staring at her phone as the door behind her opened, and someone stepped out.

      “Ah, good, you’re still here.”

      Maggie’s voice made Lexi’s skin crawl. To avoid a violent altercation, she kept her back to the Murray, squeezing her eyes closed in case Maggie came around to face her.

      “I’ve no time and no inclination for more verbal sparring.”

      “Nor do I,” said Maggie. “This is a business call.”

      Lexi opened her eyes but did not face Maggie. “Bluebell can’t have found something already, can she?”

      “I told you she was good. It has to do with Simon’s political career.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s non-existent.”

      Now, Lexi span to Maggie. “What?”

      “That’s right. Someone will run against Nigel at the next election, but it won’t be Simon.”

      Lexi stared, stunned.

      If Simon wasn’t aiming to replace the sitting MP, why did he need evidence that could destroy Nigel?

      This was not as simple as it seemed when Simon came to her office earlier that day, and the immediate question was terrifying.

      What had the fake politician got her sister into?
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      As the leader of the opposition, Nigel’s days were packed with meetings and media appearances. This complicated Donald’s ‘simple’ task. Even if it could be achieved, he had to find the time to do it. Paula had reignited his ambition, and he was determined to overcome this latest obstacle on his journey to becoming the most powerful person in the country. Still, finding the time would be tricky if he was not prepared to outsource.

      Speaking of meetings, lunch with his wife caused Nigel to be late for one with the infernal Jacob Jenkins, and upon his arrival, Jacob made a show of looking at his watch.

      “Nice of you to show up,” Jacob said.

      It took an effort for Nigel not to clench his fists. This man always put him on edge, and today of all days, that was the last thing he needed. Despite this, he somehow forced a contrite smile and spoke in an appeasing tone.

      “My apologies. It’s been a hectic day.”

      “Not as hectic as you will have when you are Prime Minister. Yet, punctuality will always be important. Will you arrive late for your meetings with His Majesty the King? Or the President of the United States? I do hope not.”

      Nigel resisted mentioning that meetings with Kings and Presidents were less likely to slip his mind than those with annoying back-benchers. Nigel did not want to meet this man at all. Unfortunately, Jacob held sway over a faction within the party that Nigel needed to keep on side. All of them, including Jacob, had supported Nigel’s leadership bid. Now they wanted to be repaid. The problem was that their views were more extreme than his. Rolling back on same-sex marriage, for example, and imposing heavy fines on people who had children out of wedlock. Madness, but Nigel had to throw them a bone or risk a rebellion.

      “I’ll be sure to work on my timekeeping.” His teeth were hardly gritted at all. “Shall we get down to business? What was it you wanted to discuss?”

      One positive about Jacob was that he did not believe in beating around the bush and had no interest in small talk. At once, he jumped in with his request.

      “We must address the problem of homosexual teachers.”

      “Homosexual teachers?”

      “Yes. Now, as you know, I don’t necessarily believe homosexuals should be prevented from teaching.”

      “Uh-huh.” The word necessarily seemed to be doing a lot of heavy lifting there.

      “But we must discuss including in our manifesto a pledge to prevent people of that… persuasion from discussing it with their students. We don’t want children growing up to think such behaviour is normal, do we?”

      This was a rhetorical question because Jacob could not fathom that any civilised man would not agree with him. ‘Man’ was the right word, too. Jacob rarely considered what women thought. He remained dismayed that they were allowed to be MPs. Or have jobs at all.

      “Let’s discuss,” said Nigel, already wondering what he could offer to convince Jacob to drop this psychotic policy idea. It would never get into the manifesto, but Jacob could make a lot of noise, and divisions within the party were the last thing Nigel needed in the months leading up to an election. “I’ll just grab a drink.”

      Jacob had a gin and tonic, and Nigel ordered the same, putting Jacob off when he tried to jump into the discussion before the drink arrived. When the bartender returned, Nigel thanked him. As he turned back to Jacob, he noticed the man walking towards them.

      Nigel and Jacob were sitting at the bar, and this man had come through the main doors. Therefore, it was not strange for him to walk their way, and Nigel would not have noticed the man if not for his appearance.

      The wine bar was a swanky joint designed for the upper class. The drinks prices reflected this, as did the clientele. Without exception, the men wore suits and kept their hair short and tidy. Almost all were either slim or overweight. There were few muscles on show. And nearly everyone was white.

      The man approaching the bar was none of these things. He appeared to be of West Asian descent. Rather than a suit, he wore blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt. The tee showed off his muscular frame and broad shoulders. His head was shaven.

      “Aside from punctuality,” Jacob droned, “one might also expect a Prime Minister in waiting to focus on whomever he was with. Are you quite alright?”

      “What?” Nigel glanced at Jacob, then looked back to the muscular man.

      Their eyes met. The man smiled.

      “Nigel?” Jacob asked. There was no concern in his voice, but he sounded confused. It was abnormal for Nigel to be so absent-minded. He followed Nigel’s gaze, catching sight of the approaching man.

      “Oh, dear. How did he get in dressed like that? What were the chaps on the door thinking? Excuse me, bartender?” Jacob clicked his fingers, and the server, unperturbed by this rudeness, came over as the muscular man reached Nigel and his companion.

      “Good timing.” The man’s voice was like gravel. “Bottle of lager, please. Don’t ask which. Surprise me.”

      “Uh, no,” said Jacob. “Please ignore him. I—“

      Jacob was about to ask the bartender to call security to get rid of what he deemed an intruder but lost his nerve when the muscular man stepped in close and met Jacob’s eyes.

      “Nothing,” Jacob said.

      “Who are you?” The muscular man asked.

      “Me?” Jacob looked horrified. How could this nobody be asking him who he was? “I’m Jacob Jenkins, MP.”

      “Ah, a military policeman. Like Jack Reacher.”

      “Certainly not. I’m a Member of Parliament.”

      “Yeah, I was kidding. You’re nothing like Jack Reacher. I’m Karim, by the way. Not that you asked. Now leave.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Beg all you like, but leave. I’ve a meeting with your man, Nige.”

      Jacob had lost his nerve with the bartender, but Karim’s impertinence emboldened him.

      “I think you’ll find I’m the one with the meeting.”

      “Nah,” said Karim. “Nige. Tell him.”

      Nigel was trapped in his horror. He had no idea who this Karim was but could hazard a guess. One of Donald’s heavies. But why? They had only spoken last night, and Donald had led Nigel to believe he would have a couple of days to sort things. What purpose was served by sending this man to a place where people knew Nigel? What if there was a journalist around? An effort was made to keep those parasites out of the bar, but sometimes they got in. Even if they didn’t, Nigel would not put it past Jacob to leak to the press to get one over on his party leader.

      “Karim,” said Nigel. “Perhaps you could tell…“ Nigel faltered. It was not as though he could mention Donald Murray. If Jacob recognised the name, he was finished. No one could find out he had any connection to the mob.

      "You’re here representing your employer,” he said. That was better. Nothing Jacob could read into that. When they met again, Nigel would tell Jacob that Karim worked for one of their less savoury party donors. Simple. Except Karim blew this strategy out of the water—along with Nigel’s Donald assumption—with his next words.

      “I’m a friend of Melanie’s.”

      The ground seemed to fall away. Nigel’s stomach lurched as his stool fell into the black pit.

      That name—Melanie—struck terror into his heart.

      Karim’s smug expression said this was what he had been going for.

      “Jacob.” Nigel’s voice was hoarse.

      “What?” said Jacob.

      “I have a meeting with this man. With, um, Karim. Can we catch up another time?”

      From the look on Jacob’s face, one might assume someone had told him he had to officiate one of the same-sex marriages he seemed to dread.

      “You cannot be serious.”

      “We’ll rearrange,” said Nigel. “I have some time—“

      “No. I will not hear of it.”

      “I’ll make you listen,” said Karim. His tone was menacing but to no avail. Nigel had offended Jacob, and an offended Jacob Jenkins did not feel fear.

      “You do not want to do this,” he said. “You will regret it.”

      “Why do you say all those words?” Karim asked. “You not heard of ‘don’t’ and ‘you’ll’”

      Knowing Jacob felt the same way about word contractions as extra-marital sex, not to mention that he could cause trouble for Nigel as the general election neared, Nigel stepped in.

      “Jacob, I share your concerns about teachers and…” he paused, glancing at Karim. “Homosexuality. I believe there’ll be room in the manifesto for this issue. Please, can we rearrange? I want to discuss it properly.”

      The smirk on Jacob’s face said this was all he had been angling for as he made a fuss.

      “I’ll expect a call within the next day.”

      Nigel watched him go, wondering what trouble he had made for himself. It was not just the ridiculous homosexual teachers thing. Nigel’s acquiescence told Jacob that something was going on with Karim. He had heard the name Melanie and knew that was when Nigel had pushed for Jacob to leave.

      What would he do next?

      More pertinently, what could he learn with the information he now had?

      On multiple occasions, Nigel had seen ambition crush his fellow politicians. Was that what was happening here? To keep on track, he had to do a job for Donald. That was bad enough, but now he had a disgruntled Jacob out there with the name Melanie and Nigel’s frightened face bouncing around his mind. What trouble could he cause?

      Finally, there was Melanie herself and the man she had sent to see Nigel. Why had he not seen this coming? Why had he not prepared?

      Cyrus. It was all Cyrus’ fault.

      He wanted to kill that weasel.

      All in good time. First thing’s first: Karim. The muscular man took Jacob’s seat and grinned at Nigel.

      “Gay teachers,” he said. “Glad we’ve finally got a political party ready to deal with the issues affecting ordinary people.”

      “I needed to get rid of him so we could talk. I understand Melanie’s upset, but once she hears what I’ve been dealing with, she’ll be sympathetic to my situation.”

      “Nah,” said Karim. “Forget your explanation. All anyone has to understand is that you’re to do exactly what we say if you don’t want to lose everything.”
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      Lexi stood by the side of the road and dialled her sister five times.

      No answer.

      Simon’s card was in her pocket. She whipped it out and punched in his digits while muttering the vilest insults she could conceive.

      “Gee, you kiss your daughter with that mouth?” said Maggie.

      “Shut up.”

      No answer.

      “I need to know where Cyrus is,” Lexi said.

      “Bluebell’s working on it.”

      “Fine, well, get it—or Simon’s address. Get me something. My sister’s in danger. Prove that quitting the family business means you’re a good person.”

      Lexi expected a snide or sarcastic response. Instead, Maggie gave a sober nod and said, “I will.“

      Although Hetti was not home, that was where Lexi headed when she jumped in her car. There was no way her sister had taken Tofu to meet Cyrus. She must have found a babysitter, and she might have said something to this person that would reveal her whereabouts.

      It was only a ten-minute journey, but Lexi was painfully aware of the seconds ticking away. How long before Hetti reached Cyrus, and what would happen when she did? Lexi might be worried over nothing. Maybe Hetti would hand over Simon’s cash, take the evidence, and walk away.

      After asking a few questions about Pete Monroe, of course.

      But Lexi could not take that for granted. Cyrus was paranoid, and paranoid men were dangerous. Even if his enemies did not find him while Hetti was there, he might take exception to her questions and lash out.

      Then there was the Simon factor. He had lied, which meant they had no idea what his true motivations were or what he would do once he had the evidence.

      What if he considered Hetti to be a loose end?

      Anxiety chased Lexi up the stairs to Hetti’s flat, but her concern and fear were momentarily driven away when the front door opened, and Lexi saw who Hetti had roped in to babysit.

      “Alexandria, hello.”

      Lexi was too stunned to speak.

      “Would you like to come in? I’ve just got nipper down for a nap, so you’ll have to be quiet. Not one of your strong suits, I know.”

      This jibe broke Lexi’s shock and enabled her to speak.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The babysitter tutted. “Stupid question. I’m babysitting my grandson.”

      This would not compute. Why would Hetti call Victoria, of all people, to sit with her son? When Lexi was not an option, was there no one else she could turn to? Could she be so desperate to learn a few snippets about her father from a criminal that she would call Victoria Monroe—their mother—to look after her son?

      Apparently so.

      “Do you intend to stand out here all day, or will you come in?” Victoria asked.

      Lexi wanted to tell her mother to get out of Hetti’s flat. The question she had intended to ask the faceless babysitter was more critical, and she forced out the words.

      “Where’s Hetti?”

      “She didn’t say. All I know is she had to leave in a hurry. Although, not so fast that she couldn’t give me a bunch of instructions before she left, as though I haven’t successfully raised three kids.”

      “Successfully? Your daughters hate you, and your son’s an abuser in prison for murder.”

      “Yes, but before he went to prison, he was one of the top criminal defence lawyers in the country. Also, he raised two beautiful children. I miss them, by the way. I miss Lyla, too.”

      “You’re going nowhere near my kids.”

      “Your kids? That’s interesting. Does Andrew know you’re calling them that? Do they miss their grandma?”

      “No. To both.”

      “Yes, they do. You can’t keep them from me forever.”

      “We’ll see.”

      It seemed this would only be the beginning of a verbal dual, the kind of which they used to have regularly until three months ago when Lexi had discovered her mother’s awful crimes.

      Victoria Monroe had always defined herself as a mother and grandmother, despite being estranged from her youngest child for years. The imprisonment of her son and Lexi’s decision to deny her access to her grandchildren had drained the mum of her strength. Since Lexi had last seen Victoria, she had lost weight, her skin had lost its colour, and she seemed to have aged ten years. Her tongue was as sharp as ever, but she had lost her appetite for a fight.

      Rather than respond to Lexi, she swished away, entering the nursery and looming over Tofu’s cot. Lexi followed and hissed at her mother.

      “Leave.”

      “You say my daughters hate me,” Victoria replied. “You might, and sure, I’ve had my issues with Henriette, but she called me. I’m here at her request, and I’ll stay until she asks me to go.”

      Lexi considered dragging her mother out and slamming the door. That would be stupid, not because it involved violence against a woman who looked frail, but because Bluebell might call at any second with Cyrus’ address. Then what would Lexi do? Take the baby to collect her sister? A fine move until Cyrus’ enemies showed up and started shooting.

      There would be no violence, but Lexi could not let her mother think she had won this debate.

      “You should remember what I know about you, Mum.”

      “Is that a threat? You already went to the police, remember? You betrayed your mother, and what good did it do? They had nothing. I remain a free woman.”

      “More’s the pity, but I wasn’t thinking of the police. How keen would Hetti be to have you around her son if she knew you, not the Murrays, killed her dad?”

      This took Victoria by surprise, and she searched her daughter’s face, unsure if the implication Lexi was making was true or a cruel trick.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Victoria asked.

      “Use your head. Would she have called you if I had?”

      A flush of anger burned Victoria’s cheeks, and she left the room. Lexi paused to lean over the cot and glance at the napping baby—her beautiful nephew—then followed her mum.

      “Why wouldn’t you tell her?” Victoria said.

      This was an intriguing question, and not one Lexi had previously examined.

      Lexi and Victoria had always had a fractious relationship, but they had loved one another, and Victoria had been a huge part of Lyla’s life, especially after Lexi and Xander split up.

      Then, Lexi and Xander discovered Victoria’s crimes, one of which was the murder of Pete Monroe. They reported her to the police, but the police were unable to find enough evidence to arrest Victoria on any charge. Following the cops’ failure, Lexi cut Victoria from her life and the lives of her children but never told Hetti the truth.

      Why not?

      “I guess because the truth would break her heart. Besides, she hated you so much anyway, there didn’t seem much point.”

      Victoria flinched at the word hated.

      Andrew had been Victoria’s favourite child. Lexi had been Pete’s. Neither parent had been good at hiding their preference. This left Hetti feeling aggrieved. The situation worsened when Pete died, and Lexi fled to university. Hetti bore the brunt of her mother’s critical nature. By the time Hetti was old enough to leave home, she and her mother hardly spoke. Even so, Victoria was visibly upset at the thought of her daughter hating her.

      On the other hand, Lexi’s words gave her a line of attack.

      “So you’d break her heart now?”

      Lexi showed no emotion. “If I had to. If you don’t leave.”

      Bitter, Victoria considered this. She was set to go before something occurred to her. A way to prolong her stay. Lexi read all this in her face.

      “Hetty was agitated when I arrived and evasive when I asked where she was going. The second you saw me, you wanted me gone, yet you took the time to ask where Hetti was. That’s curious.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. Also, you were distressed when I opened the door. Before you realised I was babysitting my grandson. Why won’t she name him, by the way?”

      “I call him Tofu.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “What’s your point, mother?”

      “Only that I picked names for my children before they were born. You don’t want to have to introduce them to people as an unnamed—“

      “I meant about Hetti’s agitation and my distress.”

      “Why are you so worried about her? What’s she doing?”

      Lexi opened her mouth to tell Victoria to mind her business but paused. After all, if anyone knew about Pete’s old friends, it would be his widow. Much as Lexi might dislike this murderer, she could not dismiss the opportunity to acquire helpful information.

      “She’s visiting Cyrus Bishop.”

      That raised Victoria’s eyebrows. “Why on Earth would she want to see him?”

      “Why do you think? She wants to hear stories about dad. The dad you took from her.”

      This latest dig did not seem to offend or upset Victoria. She was still musing on the Cyrus situation.

      “So, what, she tracked him down and asked for a meeting?”

      “No. The opportunity fell in her lap.”

      “How?”

      Again, Lexi considered telling her mother to butt out. Again, she decided there was nothing to lose and potentially something to gain in telling the truth.

      “Supposedly, Cyrus has incriminating evidence against Nigel Anderson that he’s looking to sell. A man named Simon wishes to buy this evidence, but Cyrus is paranoid. He’ll only sell to someone he knows. Failing that, a child of someone he knows. Simon offered to pay Hetti to buy the evidence on his behalf.”

      “Nigel Anderson,” Victoria muttered. Of course, she knew the name. After all, he was their MP. But there was something in the way she said it.

      “His daughter was in Hetti’s class at school, right?” Lexi asked.

      “Oh, yes, they were good friends. The family only lived a mile from us, so they often spent time at each other’s houses. Until the tragedy with the babysitter. I suppose you remember that?”

      “Vaguely. Do you know if Cyrus knew Nigel?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do, and it’s funny, given we spoke about the tragedy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Victoria smirked. It was clear she liked having knowledge Lexi wanted. She waited, but Lexi resisted the urge to ask again.

      “Nigel didn’t know Cyrus until your father introduced them,” Victoria said.

      “What’s that got to do with the tragedy?”

      “Because that’s when the introduction happened. Within a few days of Zara, Jake, and the babysitter disappearing.”
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      Before he left, Xander asked Yasmin to make two promises.

      First: that she would keep Gwen in the flat until he returned. That was vital if they wanted to maintain control of this situation.

      Second: if the police turned up, Yasmin and Gwen would keep their mouths shut and call Xander. Through Lexi’s brother, he knew a few criminal defence lawyers that could help his sister and Gwen out, should the need arise.

      Although she was uncomfortable about the second point, Yasmin made both promises. With these in hand, Xander drove to Bluerton and knocked on Maggie’s office door.

      He could see her through the glass. Only as she got up, smiling, did he recall that they had not seen one another since their conversation a few weeks ago about his kiss with Lexi and the need to spend some time apart. Despite their recent flurry of text conversations, Xander had put the brakes on suggestions of meeting anytime soon. Maggie’s grin made it clear she thought he had changed his mind and was coming to surprise her.

      “Xander, hey.” She brushed her hair behind her ear as she opened the door, then kissed his cheek. “Damn, I’d almost forgotten how hot you were. It breaks my heart that you keep refusing to send me saucy pics.”

      She winked to show she was joking, but her smile faded when he failed to offer one of his own. As her excitement dimmed, she clocked the oddness of his presence.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be with Yasmin today?”

      “I’ve just come from there.”

      “Okay… Xand, what’s wrong? You’re freaking me out a bit here.”

      Before he could answer, Bluebell’s office door opened, and she appeared.

      “Alex, darling, lovely to see you.”

      “Great to see you, too, Bluebell. All okay?”

      “More than okay. I got my latest dividend payment from the investment fund yesterday. I won’t be so vulgar as to mention numbers. Put it this way: if I were to die tomorrow, Maggie would be a happy lady. That’s no excuse to murder me, though, you hear?”

      “I’ll do my best to resist.”

      “Anyway, if the dividend payment wasn’t enough to brighten my day, I’m sure the appearance of not one but two Harpers would do the trick.”

      “Two? Lexi was here?”

      “Well, it wasn’t your daughter. Not unless you had her at an extremely young age.”

      This threw Xander. Why would Lexi have been here? She was working today, and it seemed unfathomable that a client would request something for which she needed the services of a detective.

      “What did she want?”

      “Ah, ah, ah,” said Bluebell. “Detective client confidentiality. That’s real, so you’ll have to ask her yourself. I will say, however, that she was every bit as stunning as I’d heard. I’m a straight woman, but I did some experimenting in my youth—“

      “Bluebell.”

      Bluebell rolled her eyes at her granddaughter.

      “Don’t be such a prude. Have you never experimented with another woman? I’m sure Alex has fooled around with at least one of his male friends. Right, Alex?”

      Xander said, “No,” as Maggie said, “God, no.”

      “Your generation. Honestly.” Bluebell rolled her eyes again. “Anyway, all I’m saying is if the woman I’d experimented with had looked like Lexi, I might never have gone back to men. In such a scenario, there’d be no Elizabeth. Therefore, I’d never have loaned Donald the money that turned his disgusting little operation into one of the most successful criminal outfits in the country. That would be nice.”

      “Yeah, but I wouldn’t exist,” said Maggie.

      “Good point. Who would do my paperwork?”

      Maggie groaned.

      Despite this disturbing experimentation interval, Xander’s mind was still on Lexi. At first, it had snagged on the thorny issue of why she might seek out a detective in the first place. When it pulled free, deciding this was a question best left for later, it caught something even sharper. This time the thorn cut deep and drew blood.

      Had Lexi run into Maggie when she saw Bluebell? If so, what had Maggie said?

      The animosity between the women was unmistakable. It was not about Xander. Not really. Lexi’s father had run up gambling debts when he was a child. Desperate and afraid he would lose the house, he had gone to Donald Murray for a loan. When he struggled to keep up with the repayments, Donald sent his vicious son, Freddie, around to teach Pete a lesson.

      Freddie had almost killed Pete that day. Now, Freddie was dead, but Lexi’s loathing spread to his family. Although Maggie was only a teenager when her older brother attacked Pete Monroe, she did not escape Lexi’s wrath.

      This, more than anything, complicated Maggie and Xander’s relationship. If you could call it that. Xander dreaded to think what Lexi might have learned from the woman he had recently started texting again.

      He wanted to ask about it. The need to pose the question was almost painful. He had to resist. His mind turned to Gwen and the urgent nature of that matter, and he forced Lexi from his mind.

      “I need a word about something,” he said. “In private.”

      “Oh, I see,” said Bluebell. “Honestly, I thought we were like family.”

      She was teasing, and she returned to her office with a smile and a wave, leaving a concerned Maggie to lead Xander through her door.

      “What’s going on? Is something wrong with Yaz?”

      She took a seat and gestured for him to do the same, which he did before answering.

      “Sort of. It’s an ex-girlfriend.”

      “Abusive?”

      “No. An addict.”

      “Ah.”

      “She was clean when they met, and Yasmin walked away when she—Gwen—started using again.”

      “Smart girl.”

      “Yeah, except Gwen got in touch today. It turns out she’d tried to go cold turkey and failed.”

      “That’ll happen,” said Maggie.

      “Well, actually, she hasn’t failed yet, I suppose. She tried to fail but had no money.”

      “Okay.”

      Now on a roll, Xander quickly recapped the first half of Gwen’s story, from her desire to go cold turkey to the cop scaring her dealer and telling her to get into his unmarked car.

      “Why do I feel you’re not about to tell me he took her to the station? You’re here to borrow the money for bail.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Okay. Concerning. See, if it’s not money you want, I can only think you’re here because of my family name.”

      Her clipped tone encouraged butterflies of guilt to swirl in Xander’s stomach.

      “Was this cop on the payroll?”

      This question had nothing to do with his police salary. Maggie was asking if he was one of the detectives in Donald and Elizabeth’s pocket.

      Discomfort made Xander shift in his seat, but he answered.

      “Yes.”

      “Right. Tell me what he did.”

      Xander did. When he spoke of the sexual assault, Maggie’s face flushed with anger. Her look transformed into one of defiance when he concluded with the murder.

      “Sounds like the bastard deserved to get his throat cut.”

      Xander passed no judgement on this. The discomfort continued to grow. It no longer seemed that he had made the right decision.

      “I shouldn’t have come,” he said.

      “You don’t trust me?” The hurt in Maggie’s voice was impossible to miss.

      “I do.” He spoke with assertion and without hesitation, which made Maggie smile. “Truth is, my sister begged me to come. I wanted Gwen to hand herself to the police. I still believe that’s the way to go.”

      “But Yaz wants to protect her lover from jail time and retribution?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ugh. Love is the worst.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “She wants the body to disappear?”

      This time, Xander could not respond. Nor did he need to. Maggie already knew the answer.

      “My parents could make that happen if someone were to persuade them.”

      Still, Xander said nothing.

      “Trouble is,” Maggie continued. “They’d want something in return.”

      That made Xander stand.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I hadn’t thought this through,” he said. “As yet, I’ve asked nothing. Nor will I.”

      “Why not?”

      “Your parents weren’t happy when you quit the business, were they?”

      “There’s no animosity between us, but they tried to persuade me to stay.”

      “I’m leaving.”

      She pointed at his seat. “Sit.”

      “No. Gwen should talk to the police. I won’t have your parents convince you to return for this.”

      “No one’s convincing me to do anything I don’t want to do. Please, sit down.”

      He remained standing. Maggie sighed but seemed resigned to this new dynamic.

      “What was his name?”

      “What?”

      “The detective,” she said.

      “I don’t want you making any deals with your parents that mean you getting back involved with the business.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes. “Just tell me the name, will you? I’ve met most of the cops who work for us. I’ll likely know him. Go on.”

      Still unsure of the right move, Xander nonetheless forced himself to say it.

      “Ian. I don’t know his surname.”

      “Smythe,” said Maggie, and although Xander did not recognise the name, a shiver ran up his spine.

      “All the blood’s drained from your face,” he said.

      “Has it? Odd.”

      “Who’s Ian Smythe?”

      “No one. As you’ve said, he’s dead.”

      “Who was he?”

      “A corrupt evil bastard. There’s no chance Gwen was the first vulnerable woman he raped. Tell her she did the world a favour. Also, she should probably flee the country.”

      Xander had to clutch the desk for support. “Why?”

      “Simple,” said Maggie. “Because this Gwen did not only kill a corrupt police detective.”

      She shook her head in despair.

      “She killed my mother’s best friend.”
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      Victoria’s bombshell about Pete, Cyrus, and Nigel robbed Lexi of her fury and the impetus to remove her mother from the flat. When Victoria offered to make them coffee, Lexi nodded and dropped onto the sofa.

      As her mother bustled into the kitchen, Lexi stared at the wall and let what her mother had said churn through her mind.

      Nigel was born into a wealthy family, received a private education, and became a member of parliament. In that respect, he was like the majority of MPs.

      What set him apart was the tragic disappearance of his children and that Cyrus was shopping around incriminating evidence that could bring him down.

      There was no way of knowing what evidence Cyrus had or how or when he had acquired it. All Lexi knew for sure was that they had met shortly after Nigel’s children had disappeared.

      Was it possible that Cyrus’ evidence involved what had happened to Nigel’s children?

      The sound of the kettle brought Lexi back to the here and now. Victoria’s revelation had made the situation seem more perilous than before. Had Hetti reached Cyrus yet? Was it all over?

      Lexi grabbed her phone and dialled her sister.

      No response.

      She had the handset to her ear again, this time ringing Simon, as her mother returned with two cups of steaming coffee.

      “Here you are.”

      She placed the coffee on the table beside Lexi’s sofa as Lexi dragged the phone from her ear and smashed it into a pillow.

      “Still can’t get hold of your sister?”

      “No.”

      Lexi stared at her phone screen. The act of violence had done nothing to deter the robotic woman. She ploughed on, requesting that Lexi leave a message after the tone.

      On a whim, Lexi did.

      “If anything happens to my sister, I’ll kill you.”

      “You want to be careful,” said Victoria. “I know you’re not a killer, but should anything happen to whoever you said that to, that voicemail could come back to haunt you.”

      “Who says I’m not a killer? Is it not in my blood? My mum. My brother. What about dad? He ever kill anyone?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      That was vague. Was introducing Cyrus to Nigel all he had done? Or was he involved in something back then? Something that was coming back to haunt Nigel all these years later.

      “Did you know Cyrus well?”

      Victoria shook her head. “No. Like your father, he liked to gamble. Unlike your father, he earned his money illegally.”

      “Illegally how?”

      “I’ve no idea. I didn’t like to involve myself in that kind of thing.”

      “Only murder, yeah?”

      Victoria made a face, and it occurred to Lexi that mum did not seem so gaunt or pale anymore. Nor so old. As though being in proximity to her grandchild and interacting with her daughter gave her strength. Renewed her.

      Lexi did not like the idea of that.

      “If you want to know about Cyrus,” Victoria said. “You should talk to your uncle.”

      “Frank?”

      Lexi knew little about her father’s side of the family. He had several siblings (six?), the eldest of which was the formidable Frank Monroe. As Lexi understood it, Frank was the equivalent of Donald and Elizabeth in that part of the country.

      In his younger years, Pete worked for Frank. Deciding he did not enjoy the criminal lifestyle, he moved from his hometown to where Lexi was born and lived, only for gambling issues to lead to him becoming wrapped up in another criminal family anyway.

      “Frank,” Victoria confirmed. “When your father decided to leave home, he had no idea where to go. He’d never been anywhere else in the country and had no connections beyond his hometown. Frank suggested this city of ours, and when Pete agreed, Frank connected him with his contact.”

      “Cyrus?”

      “Correct. Cyrus showed Pete around when he arrived and helped him find somewhere to live. After that, they became drinking buddies. Later, gambling buddies, much good it did them. They were never particularly close but continued to meet up throughout the years.“

      “Until you killed dad?”

      Victoria did not answer.

      Lexi mulled this over. She was in no rush to speak to Frank. She intended to find her sister today and have this over with, so there should be no need to learn more about Cyrus. Still, she recalled something and spoke without thinking.

      “I got a text the other day from Matt Monroe. Remember him?”

      Victoria considered, then nodded. “Vaguely. We never visited Pete’s family, as you know. Still, I remember Matt because he was born a few weeks after you. Or before, I can’t remember. He and his sister, Elizabeth.”

      “Elizabeth?”

      “Yes. You might not realise this, but Elizabeth Murray isn’t the only Elizabeth in the world. Until recently, we had a Queen by that name. I don’t know if you noticed?”

      “Must have passed me by,” said Lexi. Then, after a pause, “did you know the Queen raised more than 30 corgis during her reign, two of which were called Dipper? I assume they didn’t overlap.”

      “Still doing the animal facts thing, are you?”

      Lexi was known for spouting ridiculous animal facts, often at inappropriate times.

      “Always,” she said.

      Victoria gave a disapproving shake of the head. “What did Matt Monroe want, anyway?”

      “To meet up. He knew it was weird, but said he was looking for an excuse to get out of town and thought meeting a family member around his age could be a good idea. It turns out he has a daughter who’s about Lyla’s age. Nina.”

      “Will you meet him?”

      “I don’t know. I’m thinking about it.”

      Thinking of Matt’s text, Lexi checked her phone, but seeing the screen reminded her of Hetti, who still had not called. A jolt of fear went through her, and she tried to temper it. Someone would be in touch soon. Hetti, Simon, or Bluebell. She would find her sister, and all would be well.

      Except that she had to remove their mother from their lives.

      That reminded her: here she was, drinking coffee with the woman who had murdered her father, amongst other people—a woman who lied and manipulated those she claimed to love for years.

      Recalling this sent shocks of anger through Lexi, and she rose, ready to tell her mother to get lost.

      Before she could speak, Tofu began wailing in the next room.

      “Never fear,” said Victoria. “I’ll get him.”

      All the frailty was gone. The call of an infant desperate for maternal affection was another shot of life and youth for Victoria. She leapt up and almost skipped into the baby’s room, returning moments later with Tofu in her arms.

      “Full nappy alert,” Victoria trilled. “Where’s the changing table?.”

      Somewhat dazed by this transformed woman darting about in front of her, Lexi pointed at the relevant door and followed into Hetti’s room, where the changing table was situated.

      “Lovely,” said Victoria.

      Lexi watched her mother change the nappy with impressive speed and ease. Lexi was never any good with nappies. Xander handled most of them when Lyla was a baby. It was a blessing that Lyla was toilet trained in the day by the time they split up.

      Once the baby was changed, Victoria whipped him into her arms and cradled him. She rocked back and forth and smiled down at the boy. He squirmed and made slight noises, and she whispered sweet words back at him. He was too young to smile, but he looked content.

      Victoria was in heaven.

      “I’d almost forgotten what it was like,” she said. “Motherhood. How perfect it feels to have a baby in your arms. It’s all I ever wanted.”

      There had to be an element of rose-tinted specs involved here. As a mother herself—and one who had raised a baby far more recently than Victoria—Lexi was well aware that it was not the perfect experienced Victoria was making out. At times, it could be hellish.

      “You never seemed to like it,” Lexi said. “All you ever did was criticise. Especially when it came to Hetti and me.”

      “I only wanted you to be the best you could be,” said Victoria, still looking at the baby. “Is that so wrong? It’s not like you made it easy on me. You both had temper problems and behavioural issues. Any mother would have struggled. I used to thank the lord for Andrew. What a blessing.”

      “Yeah, sure, although I hasten to add, once again, he’s now in jail for murder. Also, he was an abuser.”

      “Yes, but what a lovely child.”

      Her mother stared at Tofu with doe eyes while Lexi struggled to comprehend how this woman could be so separated from reality. She could no more link the boy she had raised with the man he had become than appreciate she had done wrong when she murdered the father of her children. Her argument—that she was protecting her family from the Murrays—did not wash, as Pete had paid off his debts (with a loan from Frank) hours before Victoria killed him. And she had known it.

      “It’s time for you to go,” said Lexi. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Victoria took a breath. Her eyes hardened, and she looked from Tofu to Lexi.

      For a moment, Lexi thought her mother might scream or attack, such was the way her eyes burned with hate.

      Then, she forced a smile and handed the baby to Lexi.

      “Of course, darling. Please explain to Henriette that I was sorry to leave, but I knew her boy was in safe hands.”

      As Lexi held Tofu, Victoria leaned over and kissed the boy’s head. When she looked up, the rage was gone, and her eyes were misty.

      “I loved being a mother and miss being a grandma.”

      Lexi said nothing. This felt like a trap.

      “You can keep Lyla from me for the rest of my life if you want to be spiteful. I’m sure you can persuade Henriette to follow suit with this little one.”

      “One can hope.”

      “Fine, but hear this. You will not keep Sebastian and Olivia from me. Not any longer. They’re Andrew’s children, not yours. I stayed away while you went for custody because you had the police investigating me. That’s over. I’m cleared. I’ll have a relationship with that lovely boy and girl. You won’t stop me.”

      “Won’t I? I think you’ll find I’m their legal guardian?”

      Victoria smiled. A smile you might find on a hungry wolf. A grin that chilled the bones.

      “For now,” she said before kissing her daughter’s cheek and leaving the flat.
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      When Maggie and Xander first dated in their early twenties, Maggie was renting a house with friends. As such, Xander had only met her parents once—at an intimate dinner for four at Donald and Elizabeth’s home.

      Donald cooked, and the food was divine. Oddly enough, the only person who had cooked a meal for Xander that even came close to what Donald produced in terms of quality was Bluebell, and Xander wondered if she knew the son-in-law she so despised shared her culinary talents.

      After dinner, they retired to the living room, where Donald and Elizabeth gave Xander the customary light grilling about his intentions for their daughter. Once answered satisfactorily, these questions transitioned into a flowing conversation that had them all laughing and chatting late into the evening.

      “You should hold on to this one,” Elizabeth said as they left, squeezing her daughter’s arm and smiling at Xander, and he departed grinning. Only later, as he lay in bed, did he realise what a talent it was to be so friendly and welcoming, so warm and kind, that when in the presence of Elizabeth and Donald, you forgot their ruthless nature and that their hands were coated in the blood of innocents.

      Upon learning that Ian Smythe had been Elizabeth’s best friend, Xander recalled that dinner from years ago, focusing on his memories of Maggie’s mum. Her easy laugh. Her charm. The way she put Xander at ease and made him laugh even as she ensured his drink was always topped up.

      Now he faced a situation where she might murder the girl his sister loved.

      How could this be happening?

      As Xander dropped into his memories, Maggie considered the future. They returned to the present simultaneously, but Maggie spoke first.

      “Don’t let Gwen go to the police.”

      “No? Wouldn’t she be safer behind bars?”

      “Don’t be silly. Mum has people on the payroll in every station for miles. Within minutes of Gwen confessing, word would get back to her, and she wouldn’t wait to act. Gwen would be dead within 24 hours. No, we need to keep the news from mum.”

      “Right,” said Xander, although he felt out of his depth. Somehow, dealing with a murder investigation and kidnapping over the last few weeks had not prepared him for this.

      “Go back to your sister,” said Maggie. “Get Gwen and get out. I know that seems overcautious. Even assuming the police get the body today, it’s unlikely they’ll link it to Gwen, but it’s better to be too careful than too careless. Get her a hotel or something, okay?”

      Xander might have given a slight nod. He wasn’t sure.

      He said, “What will you do?”

      Rather than respond, Maggie stared at her computer screen. As though he were a client and she was checking some notes. He knew the screen was off, but he let her stare at the reflective panel because she was gathering her thoughts.

      “I know,” she said at last, “that you won’t want me to do anything that might get me into trouble with the police or my parents. Nor anything that means I’ll have to work for my parents again. Here’s the thing. It’s not about you. You won’t like to hear this, but you’re the messenger. Yasmin sent you.”

      “But I’m—“ He stopped, knowing he was on the verge of playing something akin to the ‘boyfriend card’ to request she not put herself in jeopardy. How wretched a move would that be when he knew she wanted a relationship with him, and he had resisted entering into one?

      “You’re what?” Maggie smirked, then waved this away. “Let’s not go there. The point is, I always liked your sister. She sent you to ask me for a favour, and it’s a favour I’ll do for her. That means you’re in no position to stop me.”

      Xander did not like the sound of this. At all.

      “What will you do?” he asked.

      “I haven’t decided. But I need you to tell me where the body is.”

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      He replied at once and knew just as fast that it was a bad lie. Gwen had told them where the abandoned carpark was, and Maggie read the truth in his expression and shook her head.

      “Do you want my mother to kill your sister’s girlfriend?”

      “Ex-girlfriend.”

      “Whatever. The point stands.”

      “What’s your idea, then?” He said. “Hide the body?”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      Maggie gave an exaggerated sigh. “Just tell me where he is, you pain in the arse.”

      Xander folded his arms. It was a childish move. He knew that because Lyla often folded her arms and stuck her chin in the air when aggrieved about something her parents had done, and she was three.

      “How about I promise not to move or touch the body?” Maggie said. “Come on, you know I’ll get it out of you eventually. Just tell me.”

      Xander wanted to resist. He feared for Maggie. Whoever Ian was, whatever his connection to Elizabeth, there had to be a way out of this that did not involve Maggie getting into danger or trouble.

      Resistance, in this case, was futile. Maggie was right. Xander was a messenger. His sister wanted help, and Maggie wanted to give it. What gave him the right to deny either of them?

      “Call me when you reach the body, please.”

      “Fine.”

      Surrendering, he gave her the location. Once she had found it on her phone, she came around the desk.

      “Get up,” she said.

      Her look was stern as he did as she asked. He was set to go on the defensive when she put her arms around his neck and kissed his lips.

      The kiss went on far longer than was sensible, given the circumstances. When Maggie pulled away, she was smiling.

      “Thank you for worrying about me,” she said. “And for wanting me not to return to my parents’ business.”

      He shrugged. “I care about you.”

      “Good. Now go to your sister and get Gwen out of there, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      “Oh, and just so you know.” She paused.

      “Yes?” he said.

      Her cheeks burned a furious red.

      “I think,” she said, “I might be a little bit in love with you.”

      He stared.

      Then he stared some more.

      At last, he found his vocal cords, only for her to cut him off when he said her name.

      “No, no. I know you won’t say it back, and I don’t need to hear anything else. I wanted to say it. No regrets. But please leave before I die of embarrassment.

      Leaving felt cowardly, given the circumstances, but he did it anyway. He was far from the first person to flee the L-word like a naked man covered in honey running from a bear, but at least he had a reason. Gwen’s situation was a matter of life or death.

      In the event, that was a pretty decent get-out-of-jail-free card.

      Thoughts of Maggie’s kiss and those words (I might be a little bit in love with you) plagued Xander as he drove to where he had left his sister. What did he think? How did he feel about what she had said? There was much to unpick, and it did not help that any time he got close to unpacking his true feelings for Maggie, Lexi would burst into his mind demanding his attention, reminding him she was supposed to be the love of his life. Regardless of her betrayal, there was supposed to be no one else.

      He still loved Lexi. He was sure of that.

      Could he love Maggie as well? Was that healthy? Normal? Possible?

      It was all too much. Why did it always seem that his romantic life tumbled into turmoil just as he was dealing with a life-or-death scenario?

      A woman was shot and killed outside a restaurant while looking for Alex Harper as his divorce came through.

      Soon after a mum asked Xander to find her kidnapped teenage son, Maggie first revealed she wanted more than a fling.

      Now, Maggie had told him she loved him as he tried to find a way to protect his sister’s ex-girlfriend.

      How was that fair?

      Issues of fairness and love still weighed on him as he pulled to a stop outside Gwen’s block of flats and jumped from the car. Although his return to Gwen’s flat, where she had sat covered in blood and told him and Yasmin her story, should have helped him regain his focus, his kiss with Maggie replayed in his head as Yasmin opened the door.

      For this reason, he did not at first notice the set of her features.

      “Xander, you’re back.”

      He heard it in her voice. The kiss was wiped from his mind, and as he met his sister’s gaze, he immediately knew what had happened.

      Yasmin had failed to keep her first promise.

      Gwen was gone.
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      Left alone with Tofu in Hetti’s otherwise silent flat, it was impossible for Lexi not to compare this awful day with the one that had preceded it.

      At lunch, Lexi had won a big new client for the business. At preschool pickup, one staff member told Lexi that Lyla always excelled at the maths and phonics tasks. That evening, Lexi went to dinner with Xander. They laughed and chatted late into the evening. It was as though they were still married.

      Amazing to consider that only one night’s sleep separated all that joy from the maelstrom of awful she now faced. Her sister was missing. Her mother had (implicitly) threatened to take two of her kids away. Her ex-husband was potentially in a relationship with another woman.

      Worse than a woman. A Murray.

      Each of these issues demanded attention. The awful thing was, there was close to nothing she could do about any of them. She would wait for her mother to make a move. Next time she saw Xander, she would have to discuss Maggie with him, or her fears would consume her. But she could not call him, interrupting his day with his sister, to demand to know if he was dating Maggie Murray. That would be ridiculous and petty.

      Two hours had passed since she spoke with Hetti on the phone, and Lexi’s younger sister still would not answer her calls.

      Surely, that spelt disaster? How long could it take to reach Cyrus, even if she visited Simon first? If they were awaiting a meeting, Hetti would have time to call her sister back.

      Simon was also ignoring her calls. Again, this seemed an ill omen. Was he in hiding after taking possession of the evidence against Nigel and killing Hetti? Or had Nigel’s people discovered Cyrus while Hetti and Simon were with him and killed all three?

      If neither of these scenarios, why would no one answer her calls?

      Tofu was good as gold. He could not move or talk or even do much in the way of babbling, but he refrained from crying. Something Lyla had never done for more than a few minutes at this age. He seemed content to watch Lexi make silly faces or to listen to her talk.

      “Mummy will be back soon,” she said on multiple occasions, as though Tofu was old enough to worry that this might not be the case. Lexi was plenty worried about her sister, not to mention the consequences of something awful happening.

      For one, Lexi would have to adopt yet another child.

      Could she handle four kids under ten as a single mum?

      It would not come to that, she told herself again and again.

      The trouble was she struggled to believe it.

      Speaking of the kids, Hetti’s continued absence presented yet another issue. Lyla was at preschool, and Sebastian and Olivia were at an after-school club, but all three needed collecting by six p.m. at the latest.

      This made for something of a logistical nightmare for Lexi. Acquiring two new children had necessitated a new car, and Lexi’s current vehicle had three rows of two seats. Across the back two rows, she had room for four car seats, one for each child. The problem was that she only had three seats, none small enough for Tofu. Hetti had taken her car and seat when she went to get herself killed.

      By five to five in the afternoon, Lexi was starting to worry.

      Who would collect the children? Xander was with his sister—forty minutes away—and she did not want to disturb his day off. She was not turning back to her mother, and Xander’s parents were on holiday. Lexi’s friends were all working. That left her employees, and Lexi was considering who she felt most comfortable asking for a favour when her phone began to ring, and she saw Bluebell’s name on screen. She grabbed the handset, desperate to hear good news.

      Bluebell clearly understood expectation management because the second Lexi answered, she said, “I’ve not found Cyrus, and I don’t know where Simon lives.”

      What she had was Simon’s parents’ address. She accepted this wasn’t overly helpful, but there was a chance Simon’s mum and dad knew where he was. They should know his current address, if nothing else.

      Lexi would have gone straight over if not for the time and that she was stranded in Hetti’s flat because of Tofu.

      “Before you go,” she said. “I need a favour. It’s a pain, so I’m willing to pay.”

      Fifteen minutes later, there was a knock on the door. Lexi opened it expecting Bluebell and hoping to find Hetti.

      It was neither.

      “Surprise,” said Maggie. “Your babysitter has arrived.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Not so much.”

      “I wouldn’t let a Murray within 8,463 feet of any of my kids.”

      Maggie arched an eyebrow. “That’s a specific distance. What’s that in miles?”

      “Not sure,” said Lexi. “Little over 5,000 feet in a mile, so like one and a half? In retrospect, that’s not far enough.”

      “I’m sure. Can I come in?”

      “No.”

      Maggie sighed. “Okay, here’s how it is. You told Bluebell you needed her to sit with this baby thing while you collected Lyla and those other two, right?”

      “Lots of things to pick you up on there, Mags. First off, don’t say ‘baby thing’. His name is Tofu.”

      “That’s a joke, right?”

      “Secondly, ‘those other two’ are Sebastian and Olivia. Thirdly, don’t ever say my daughter’s name. I don’t want to hear it on your lips. For that matter, I don’t want to hear you talk about any of the children. Got it?”

      “We’re just talking about your nieces and nephews and your daughter, right? I can talk about other kids. Just so I’m clear.”

      “I’ll be clear. Fuck off.”

      “Oh, so mature. You realise it’s quarter past five, right?”

      Although Lexi knew that had to be correct, she would not be seen to take Maggie’s word for anything. There was a clock in the hall, and Lexi checked it by glancing over her shoulder. If Maggie told her the sky was blue, she would go to the window and check that too.

      And yes, she knew it was petty.

      “When do you have to get the kids?” said Maggie.

      Lexi clenched her fingers against the door. The last thing she wanted was to leave her nephew with Maggie. The problem was she could not justify sending this volunteer babysitter away. This was not a safeguarding issue. Although Maggie was a Murray, Lexi did not believe she posed a danger to Tofu.

      This was all about Lexi’s hangups. One of the big problems with having children was that you sometimes had to put up with people you did not like for the kids’ sake. Sebastian’s teacher, who loved patronising parents, was an excellent example.

      Through gritted teeth, Lexi said, “Come in.”

      As he had been when Lexi arrived, Tofu was napping. Maggie stepped into his room and glanced into the cot. Lexi was prepared to drag the would-be babysitter out when Maggie said, “He’s beautiful.”

      The words chilled Lexi’s spine as a new concern came to mind.

      “Why’d you say that?”

      Her words were louder than she had intended, and Tofu stirred. Lexi grabbed Maggie’s arm and led her into the living room.

      “What’d you mean?” Maggie asked. “He’s beautiful. To… Do I have to call him Tofu?”

      “Yes. Why do you care what he looks like?”

      Maggie’s creased brow and lost eyes revealed her confusion, and Lexi saw she was being ridiculous. Suddenly, she had considered Tofu’s father and realised the baby now had two aunties in the flat.

      It no longer felt wise to leave him with Maggie.

      “This is because you think I’m a monster,” Maggie said. “I can’t possibly think a baby’s beautiful or want to look after one because I’m a Murray. I’m not so one-dimensional, you know? I’ve always been jealous of you and Lyla.”

      “Last time we met, you threatened to kill Lyla.”

      Maggie flinched. “Actually, it was the time before last.”

      “Clever.”

      “Well, I regret immensely having said that. I’d never have hurt her, but I know that is so far from making it okay. I’m not that lass anymore. I’ve changed.”

      “Quite the transformation over three months.”

      “Yeah, well, Alex has that effect on people.”

      It was Lexi’s turn to flinch. Like a threatened snake, anger sprung up within, hissing at Lexi’s adversary. She was ready to shout the other woman down.

      Then she examined Maggie’s face. The comment had sounded like a verbal attack designed to piss Lexi off. Maggie loved annoying Lexi, and it was clear the jibe had worked, so she should have been pleased.

      Instead, Maggie looked annoyed at herself, like she wanted to take it back.

      She opened her mouth.

      “Don’t you dare apologise,” said Lexi.

      “What? Why not?”

      Lexi could not answer. An apology from Maggie would suggest Xander really was the reason for her transformation. This hinted at a deeper connection between the pair than Lexi had guessed after Bluebell’s throwaway comment about Xander being the reason for Maggie leaving the Murray family business.

      If Maggie apologised, there was every chance Lexi might weep.

      “Just don’t,” she said.

      Maggie nodded, and Lexi stormed through to the hall. It was nearing half past, and she had to be gone. There was no more time to wonder if Maggie was the right option. She was the only option. She would have to do.

      “What do you need to know?” she asked as Maggie stepped into the hall after Lexi. “Wait. Don’t talk.”

      Lexi’s phone was buzzing again. She grabbed it from her pocket and almost dropped it on the floor when she saw the name on the screen.

      She shoved the phone to her ear.

      “Het, where the hell have you been?”

      What she got was not an answer but tears.

      “Hetti, what’s wrong? Tell me what happened?”

      More tears. Lexi’s squeezed the phone, and her heart tried to break through her chest. It seemed for several moments as though Hetti would not find the strength to speak.

      Then: “I’ve been arrested.”

      Lexi’s jaw dropped. Before she could reply, Hetti continued.

      “They think I killed Cyrus Bishop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      At the risk of leaving more of his parliamentary colleagues disgruntled, Nigel cancelled the rest of his meetings that day. There was no way he could focus with the demands of Melanie and Donald clouding his vision and fogging his mind, and he did not want to end up in a position where he had to make more untenable promises—as he had with Jacob—to keep people on side.

      The second he escaped Karim, and once he had cancelled the meetings, he drove toward home but did not quite make it. Rather than running to the comfort of his living room or kitchen, he punished himself with a run-down cafe, ordering a frankly atrocious cup of coffee.

      His suit drew the eyes of his fellow punters, but much like in the pub where he had met Donald, there were no signs of recognition. Despite this, he chose a table out of the way in the corner and bowed his head, refusing to look up even as the server came to refill his mug.

      Left alone, he considered the crumbling tower of his ambition.

      It seemed so unfair, after years of preparation and hard work with numerous bumps of various sizes overcome, that it could come to an end when he was so close to the finish line.

      At least he had experienced adversity before, and while being stuck between the rock that was Donald and the hard place that was Melanie was awful, he knew he had already suffered the worst trauma he ever would.

      Nigel sipped his coffee and remembered a simpler time. He had once believed he lived a charmed life and that nothing could go wrong for him.

      Born into extreme wealth, he had grown up with servants who saw to his every need and mostly-absent parents who spoiled him to make up for it. He found that he cherished expensive presents more than parental love.

      While in university, he mapped out his next thirty years, creating a checklist he still had to this day.

      Become a councillor. Check.

      Marry a wonderful woman. Check.

      Become a member of parliament. Check.

      Have two beautiful children. Check.

      Rise within the ranks of the party. Check.

      Raise your children to follow in your footsteps…

      This was where it went wrong. After thirty-nine years of success, the cruel hand of fate had torn Nigel’s world apart.

      He had adored his children: especially his daughter, Zara. Losing them had almost killed him. He frequently remembered coming home with Paula that night, smiling after a successful evening’s campaigning. The children were supposed to be asleep, but he expected them to be waiting up.

      Zara, especially, would want to know how he had got on.

      A deep sob drew the server’s attention, and Nigel turned his head away, drying his eyes before forcing down more of the dreadful coffee.

      Without his kids, he had almost lost the will to live, let alone continue his list.

      Why had he kept going?

      Silly question. It was Paula. It was always Paula.

      Like him, she was broken, but she possessed levels of fortitude and resilience he could not match. They would not give up, she said. After all the sacrifices and hard work, Nigel would not surrender his dreams.

      His wife guided him back to his list and encouraged him to drive through it. With her support, he moved beyond the tragedy and started ticking off items again.

      Become party leader. Check.

      Rebuild the party. Check.

      Make it electable. Check.

      Prepare for the election. Check.

      One item remained. He had lost his children but had never believed he would fail to become the most powerful man in the country.

      Where did that belief come from?

      Paula. It was always Paula.

      Nigel forced the rest of the disgusting brown sludge down his throat, left a tip on the table, and hurried from the cafe.

      In the car, he thought back over the last few months. Donald, Melanie, Jacob. Three people who could destroy his hopes of becoming Prime Minister.

      Jacob was a snivelling weasel. Best forgotten.

      Melanie was after him because he had failed to send her the money he had promised, and that happened because he had instead given that money to Cyrus.

      Donald was after him because Cyrus had given Donald a weapon.

      Cyrus. This was all Cyrus’ fault, but it was too late to do anything about that piece of filth. He was like patient zero of an epidemic. If Nigel had dealt with him early, all would have been well. Now, the virus had spread. Destroying patient zero would do nothing to curb its destructive effects.

      Why had he failed to deal with Cyrus?

      Because he had tried to deal with the bastard alone.

      If only he had told Paula.

      He got home and raced inside. Paula was in the living room, reading a book. When she saw him, she checked her watch, and her eyes narrowed.

      It was only five in the afternoon. He was never home this early.

      “I swear,” she said, “if you’ve bought us one-way tickets to Aruba, I’m leaving you.”

      “No tickets.” He raised his hands, showing her empty palms to prove his statement. “What I’ve got is the truth. When you’ve heard it, you may wish for the tickets.”

      This was dramatic, but Paula showed no signs of shock or concern. With a slight sigh, she plucked her bookmark off the sofa and placed it on the page she was reading. Folding the book closed, she put it on the arm of the sofa.

      “You should have told me at lunch,” she said.

      “Good job I didn’t. It’s got worse since then.”

      She pursed her lips, reminding him of their relationship’s early days. There had been no whirlwind romance. Nothing like love at first sight. They met right out of university and got talking in a coffee shop, agreeing to see each other again when it became clear they shared similar world views. Two times turned into four, four into eight, and before long, they were seeing each other several times a week, always in public and always platonically.

      Nigel told Paula about his ambitions, and she encouraged him. It was she who suggested, almost casually, that they should begin a romantic relationship. He did not know if she was attracted to him but believed she wanted him for more than his money. She found his ambition alluring and knew he could go places if only he had someone to guide him.

      Someone like her.

      The relationship experiment went well, and they married within the year. They made the perfect couple. It was not about romance or passion. They lifted each other in other ways. Nigel could not imagine his world without her. She was his guiding light and his strength. She gave him the courage to do what many people could not. Sometimes, when his faith faltered, she picked up the slack and did what needed to be done.

      Lips pursed, she patted the sofa cushion at her side.

      “Tell me everything.”

      He sat and did as she requested. Not once did she interrupt nor break eye contact. When he was done, she picked up her book and turned it over, seeming to read the description.

      She said nothing.

      When he could bear the silence no longer, he said, “What do you think?”

      Another sigh and she placed the book back on the sofa arm.

      “I think this is a troublesome situation, but there’s no need to be concerned.”

      “Okay,” he said. “That’s good.”

      “You’ll be the next Prime Minister. Nothing will stand in our way.”

      The conviction in her tone lifted his spirits. Not one doubt nagged at her. She had heard everything with which he contended and was not worried, so why should he be?

      Paula knew best. Always.

      “First,” she said. “Donald. Forget about him.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll deal with it.”

      His eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      “Well, yes. I’m not sure how you intended to do it without my help in the first place.”

      Nigel flushed. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

      “He only cornered you yesterday. Be sorry for the secrets you’ve kept for months. It’s not what we do, is it?”

      The last words were like a cane to his legs, and he pouted like a chastised child.

      “No.”

      “No,” she repeated. “So forget Donald. He’s my problem now.”

      “And if we do this job for him, and he comes back with more?”

      “There’s every chance he might, but that’s a bridge to cross when we reach it. Let’s focus on the problems we can control, not those we can’t.”

      “Yes, you’re right.”

      “I’ll deal with Donald. You deal with Jacob.”

      “How?”

      He reviled his needy tone and expected to see contempt on Paula’s face. Instead, there was disappointment. In a way, that was worse.

      “How many deals did you do to secure the votes that got you into the membership vote to be leader? You know how to handle these people.”

      “You’re right.” He forced an assertiveness into his tone he did not quite feel. “I’ll deal with Jacob.”

      “Which leaves Melanie.”

      The name was almost enough to make him whimper. It threw him into the past, where gnarled fingers of despair clawed at him.

      “What she wants is impossible,” said Paula. “That much money. You get that, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know. I was thinking my sister—“

      “No. You can’t go hat in hand to her. It’s humiliating. Bad enough you had her solve your last financial crisis. As for Melanie, you should never have offered her money in the first place.”

      “I thought it was manageable. It would have been if not for Cyrus and his vile blackmail.”

      “You shouldn’t have paid him either, but what’s done is done. Melanie knew you’d slip up. She knew it, and she was ready when you did. She sent Karim to request an amount you could never pay because she wants to see you squirm. She mustn’t be allowed to get away with it.”

      “What can we do?”

      This time, there was contempt in Paula’s eyes.

      “Isn’t it obvious? She doesn’t expect you to pay her, nor does she care. She knows it’s the hope that kills, so she offers the possibility of salvation to make you suffer before she destroys your career. That’s what this is about. Not money. She thinks it’s time to come clean.”

      “But if that’s her plan—“

      “Then we must take extreme measures to keep her quiet.”

      These words slipped into Nigel’s ears, but his brain warded them off, afraid to understand Paula’s meaning.

      “Don’t look like that,” said Paula. “I knew you’d resist because Melanie makes you think of Zara, but Zara’s dead. She has been for a long time. So’s Jake. Only our ambition remains, and she’ll not take it from us. She won’t.”

      There was nothing Nigel could say. By now, his wife was a freight train, picking up speed with every mile travelled.

      “You can’t do it yourself, I understand that, and Karim must be handled as well, so you’ll need assistance. I’d suggest we don’t bring Donald Murray in on this. Too complicated, and we can’t trust him. Who was that man Cyrus used to work for? He was a big deal in the crime world, wasn’t he?”

      “Frank Monroe.” The name was a whisper, but Paula heard and nodded.

      “That’s the one. Go to him and get this sorted, and keep this in your mind.”

      “What?”

      “Our children are dead. It’s time to forget the past and ensure Melanie joins them.”
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      Yasmin’s lip trembled, but not for fear of how Xander would react to the news. She was frightened for the woman she loved.

      Xander was angry. He stepped past his sister into the flat. Yasmin had not confirmed Gwen’s absence, and although he knew she was gone, he still opened her bedroom door to see the empty bed for himself.

      He ran his hands through his hair. This was a disaster. It did not matter that Maggie wanted Gwen out of the flat, and now she was. The point was to control the situation. How could they if they had no idea where Gwen was?

      “What happened?” he said.

      Yasmin did not at once answer. Her arms were wrapped around herself, and she stood at the entrance to the living room, staring at the bookshelf.

      “Yaz?”

      “Did you talk to Maggie?”

      “Yes. Where’s Gwen?”

      “I don’t know. What will Maggie do?”

      “Please focus.” He went to his sister and put his hands on her arms. “What happened?”

      A shrug. “She woke up. I was waiting in the living room, and when she came out, I asked how she was, but she wasn’t listening. She asked where you were. I said you’d be back soon, but she lost it.”

      Xander was not surprised, and he cursed himself. Since his arrival, Gwen had looked upon him with mistrust, sure he meant to betray her. To her, his absence when she woke proved her fears correct.

      “We have to find her,” he said. “Have you tried calling? Where will she be?”

      “Stupid question,” said Yasmin. “She’ll be looking for drugs.”

      He closed his eyes. “With what? She’s broke. Did you call?”

      “No,” said Yasmin. “And she’s not broke. Or at least, she has something she can exchange for drugs.”

      “What?”

      “My phone.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Great.”

      Their only option was to drive the streets and hope they spotted Gwen, so they raced to Xander’s car.

      As Yasmin opened her door, she hissed and flinched before clutching her elbow.

      Xander paused on the driver’s side.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just get in the car.”

      No need for follow-up questions. They dropped into the car and slammed their doors. Only once they had fastened their seatbelts and pulled away did Xander speak again.

      “She hurt you?”

      Yasmin opened her mouth, and he saw that her first instinct was to deny. Like many abused lovers, she would tell him that she had tripped or walked into a door. Xander was glad when she decided this was not the best option.

      “It was an accident.”

      This was better than an outright lie but still not great. Making excuses for abusive partners was a slippery slope. Xander was doing whatever he could to help Gwen, but the idea that she might survive and stay out of jail terrified him. It seemed inevitable that she and Yasmin would get back together, and he could see that going one of two ways if they did not break up again.

      Gwen would either start hurting Yasmin more regularly or drag her back into addiction.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Yasmin said. “But you don’t understand.”

      “You reckon?” There was no way to keep the frustration from his voice, so he did not try.

      “This isn’t like Andrew.”

      Xander felt his hands tighten on the wheel as he thought of Lexi’s brother. A suave, handsome man and exceptional lawyer who hid a monster beneath the surface for years, pulling the wool over the eyes of his closest friends and family.

      He was in prison now, as he deserved to be.

      “How is it different?” Xander asked.

      “Andrew wasn’t an addict.”

      “Okay. So if dad were a drunk who knocked mum around, that’d be okay?”

      Yasmin’s anger drew her eyes from the road to her brother’s face. Xander did not look back at her. He drove well below the speed limit through the streets, on the lookout for Gwen.

      “I’m not having this conversation with you,” said Yasmin. “You’ve no idea.”

      That was true. Xander knew he had been fortunate when it came to love. Sure, Maggie had been a criminal, and Lexi broke his heart, but no one had ever manipulated him. There had been no abuse, physical or mental, and he had never dated an addict nor suffered from addiction himself.

      Was it fair, based on this, to be so judgemental? Maybe not. Unfortunately, when it came to his sister and her safety, it was hard not to be.

      “You don’t know what it’s like to go cold turkey. To be desperate for a fix. You’ve no idea what that can do to a person. Yeah, she pushed me, and I hit the table as I fell. So what? You think I never did anything like that when I was craving a hit?”

      Xander could have told Yasmin she was doing a crap job of not discussing this with him. He said nothing because he was too busy trying not to imagine what his sister had done during those dark years before she got clean.

      “You want me to push her away,” Yasmin continued. “I do that, then she’s lost. She’ll keep using until she dies.”

      “So what if we find her?” Xander could feel his temperature rising but could do nothing to stop it. “You’re always telling me three years makes you no less likely to relapse than three days. No matter how long you’ve been clean, you have to fight every day to stay that way. You told me that.”

      “And?”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m saying. Can you genuinely tell me you’re more likely to save Gwen than she is to undo all your hard work?”

      Yasmin focused on the road again. Five minutes slipped by before she spoke up, her voice soft, scared.

      “She’s worth the risk.”

      What could Xander say to that? He could tell her no one was worth risking her sobriety, but she would respond with another comparison to Lexi. He would risk his life to rescue his ex-wife. Was that so different to Yasmin risking her clean streak to save Gwen?

      Probably not.

      That made it no easier to accept her plan.

      In situations like this, when Xander had no idea what to say, he tended to keep his gob shut. It was the safe play. This time, something made him speak, and he could not quite believe what he had said.

      Nor could Yasmin. “You’re not serious?”

      “Don’t look at me. Look at Gwen.”

      She looked away, once again scanning for Gwen.

      She also said, “Maggie?”

      Why had he done it? Why tell her he was sort of seeing Maggie again? Was he so desperate to keep his mind off Gwen and his sister dating that he would open this can of worms?

      The evidence said yes.

      “What the hell, Alex? You’re supposed to get back with Lexi.”

      Xander turned down a particularly seedy street, trying to focus on his surroundings while Maggie again broke into his head. She had her arms around his neck and was kissing him, and he was kissing her back. She kissed his neck and his cheek. She whispered in his ear that she loved him.

      As she did, Lexi approached. Her eyes fell on the couple, and her expression darkened.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he said.

      “No shit,” said Yasmin. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Because I overdosed when I was seventeen? Come on.”

      She was probably right to be scathing, but he held his tongue. They took another turn, and Xander slowed to a crawl before stopping the car at the mouth of an alley.

      In the alley stood four men and a woman.

      “Do you know what Gwen’s dealer looks like?”

      “No. That’s not her, though.”

      “I know.”

      Still, Xander did not move. His eyes were on the group of five. The four men circled the woman. She was facing his car, but it was tough to make out her expression.

      Was she part of the gang, having a good time, or a frightened victim?

      “Alex, what are you doing?”

      One of the men grabbed the woman’s wrist. She yanked away, and he let go. The woman stumbled, and another of the men tripped her. She fell to the dirt.

      “Alex—“

      He was hardly aware of what he was doing. As Yasmin called, he opened his car door and got out.

      The woman did not rise. She started to crawl between two of the men, only for a third to grab her arm and yank her up. Now out of the car, he heard her yell.

      What was he doing?

      In his pocket, his phone began to vibrate.

      Perhaps to distract from what he was playing at, he grabbed the handset and stared at the screen, then answered and put the phone to his ear.

      “Are you with the body?”

      “What, no ‘hello’?

      The man who had yanked the woman up pulled her into his chest, and she cried out. The mouth of the alley was on Yasmin’s side of the car. Xander circled the vehicle to put himself between it and the men.

      “It’s not a great time,” he said. “Are you with the body or not?”

      “No. Actually, I’m babysitting.”

      Maggie was disappointed if she expected him to ask who she was babysitting. After a few seconds, she continued.

      “I asked someone I trust to find the body.”

      “And?”

      “Bad news.”

      Uh oh.

      “The police have it?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” she said. “All we know is the car and body are gone.”

      Damn.

      “I’m looking into what happened.”

      “Fine. I’ve got to go.”

      “Really? Don’t you—“

      He hung up.

      He didn’t have much choice. While he was speaking to Maggie on the phone, someone had noticed his presence.

      Now all four men were looking his way, wondering what the hell he was doing.
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      The men in the alley wore dark clothes with hoods pulled up to shroud their faces in shadow. One shouted a warning. Although Xander’s presence annoyed them, they seemed to prefer that he leave in peace. To avoid a beating, Xander had only to get back into the car and drive away.

      He, more than most, should have been motivated to do so. Only weeks ago, a dangerous man had put Xander in the hospital and scarred his chest with a beating. There had been plenty of pain but no permanent damage. The doctors told him he was lucky.

      Against four angry men, would his luck hold out?

      Another shout, reiterating the young men’s desire to be left alone. Rather than at them, Xander looked at the young woman. Her eyes met his. Without words, she begged for his help.

      The silent plea dragged Xander forward rather than back, but as he moved, his car’s passenger door opened.

      Four pairs of eyes swivelled from Xander to the emerging Yasmin. Only the frightened woman’s eyes stayed on Xander.

      How old was she? Her short skirt and midriff-showing top were intended to age her—ditto her make-up and hairstyle—but her features gave away her youth. Perhaps she was as old as seventeen. Fourteen or fifteen was more likely.

      “Alex,” called Yaz. “Get back in the car.”

      He did not like the way the men stared at his sister, their eyes roaming her body. Only one—the weediest of the group—kept his gaze on her face. Xander watched as Weedy muttered something to the man alongside him.

      Yasmin grabbed Xander’s arm, pleading with him to return to the car. At the same time, the men made their move.

      Three came ahead, leaving the fourth to drag their victim along behind.

      “Come on,” said Yasmin. “This is stupid. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He spoke with a conviction the central man in the trio immediately challenged by producing a blade from inside his hooded top.

      Yasmin whimpered. “Please, come on.”

      “And leave her?” He gestured to the teenage girl. “What if that was Gwen?”

      This was the trick she had deployed with him, comparing her lover’s plight to a hypothetical Lexi problem.

      There was one difference, though.

      “We don’t know her.”

      “That shouldn’t matter,” said Xander. “It can’t. Please, get back in the car. The driver’s seat in case you need to get out fast.”

      “Oh, look at you, the macho moron. You want to save the damsel in distress while another helpless woman waits in the car? Sod off. If you want to risk your life for this woman you don’t know, fine, you risk my life as well.”

      The set of Yasmin’s features told Xander there was no point arguing. He considered dragging her to the car, but there was no time. The trio stopped four metres from Xander and Yasmin—the fourth man and the teen a few feet back.

      He had made his bed and was happy to lie in it, but if his actions got his sister killed, he’d never forgive himself

      “What’s your problem, mate?” Said the man with the knife.

      The men’s position was curious. Another step would have brought them out of the shadows into the weakening sun. The word vampire sprung to mind, and Xander rejected the ridiculous notion. Now was not the time for flights of fancy. He was outnumbered, and one of his adversaries had a knife. His only hope was to come out strong and hope these men were looking for an excuse to avoid a violent altercation.

      “I don’t think the young lady wants to hang around with you lot anymore.”

      His words were loud and clear. He showed no fear and even stepped forward as he made his statement.

      The strength of his voice had an effect. Two of the four men, including Knife-Wielder, shifted uneasily. The man at the back pulled the teenage girl closer. Only one seemed unphased.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Knife-Wielder. “She loves us. Don’t you, babe?”

      The girl whimpered but said nothing. Xander forced himself to speak.

      “Doesn’t sound like she does. Why don’t you guys leave her be, and we can all go about our days?”

      “Ain’t you a big man,” said Knife-Wielder. “How about this? You fuck off ‘fore I stick you with my knife and get to know your pretty friend here?”

      There was a strange sensation, as fear for his sister and fury at the man who had spoken about her struck Xander’s heart at once, leaving the simultaneous desire to flee with Yasmin and to charge at the bastard with the knife. Somehow, he rejected both approaches and found the strength to respond.

      “That would be a bad idea.”

      This time, he even managed to insert a hint of menace into his voice. He would have been prouder of that if he wasn’t so afraid.

      “You reckon,” said Knife-Wielder. “What’s your friend’s name, by the way?” He nodded at Yasmin. “My mate here can’t remember.”

      Knife-Wielder nodded at the man to his right—Weedy, who had whispered to his friends after studying Yasmin’s face.

      “When did you see her?” Knife-Wielder asked Weedy, his eyes on Xander, anticipating the reaction.

      Xander wanted to stay strong and keep his eyes on these dangerous men but could not help but look at his sister.

      Her eyes were on the floor, her cheeks flushed with shame.

      “A party several years back,” Weedy said. “I remember ‘cause she’s so fit, and ‘cause of what she did. Came in all strung out, desperate for a hit. Didn’t have no cash, though.”

      Those last words seemed to extinguish the sun and send the temperature plummeting. Xander was only half aware of his fists clenching at his side.

      Knife-Wielder’s grin grew. He had seen the chance to get an edge beyond the blade in his hand and was excited to take it.

      “What did she do to get drugs if she didn’t have cash?”

      “All sorts of things, with all sorts of people. In front of everyone.”

      Four metres was a fair distance for a surprise attack. Perhaps it helped that no one was more surprised about Xander’s strike than him.

      Weedy’s grin dropped as Xander flew at him, but he did nothing as Yasmin’s brother arrived, smashing an elbow into his nose, crumpling it.

      As Weedy went down screaming, Xander turned to Knife-Wielder and the man who had seemed so unimpressed by Xander’s strong words. The fourth guy, who had the girl, dragged her back.

      Yasmin charged, drawing Knife-Wielder and Mr Unimpressed’s attention, and Xander struck. His palm came around fast, smacking the back of Knife-Wielder’s hand, causing his fingers to spring open.

      As the knife clattered to the floor, Xander drove a knee into his enemy’s crotch.

      Knife-Wielder dropped as Yasmin screamed. Xander saw her hit the wall, and then the man who had thrown her was on him.

      A punch to the side of the head sent Xander spinning. A kick to his hip sent him to the ground.

      Next came Unimpressed’s boot. It would have mashed his face, but Xander raised his arms and let his hands take the brunt of the damage.

      Unimpressed came again.

      Someone screamed.

      “Ah, she bit me. The bitch bit me.”

      His foe distracted, Xander charged, rising as he did and catching his enemy in the midriff, taking him down with a thud. Unimpressed’s head pounded the floor. Before he could recover his senses, Xander interlocked his hands, and brought them down as a hammer, cracking his enemy’s skull onto the concrete.

      The teenage girl, who had bitten the man who held her, ran. Mr Unimpressed appeared to be unconscious, while Weedy and Knife-Wielder had yet to recover from Xander’s blows.

      Yasmin rose, and Xander ran to her. He wanted to grab her and hug her and check she was alright.

      That was too dangerous.

      Together, they faced the bitten man.

      He yelped and fled.

      Feeling a sense of grim satisfaction, Xander took Yasmin’s hand, and they turned towards their car.

      Another vehicle had parked behind them. As they watched, a man in his mid-thirties got out and approached the group.

      Xander met his gaze but said nothing. This was not good news.

      “Hello, Alex.”

      Xander nodded a greeting. “Roman.”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “But Elizabeth Murray wants to see you.”

      Which probably explained who had moved Ian’s body and car.
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      After a hectic morning that seemed already to have lasted for several hundred hours, Lexi turned up at Simon’s parents’ address shortly after nine.

      The previous evening had been hell. After Hetti’s call, Lexi had raced out of the door, not to reach her sister, but to get her kids. First, to the school to collect Seb and Olivia, then to the preschool where she picked up Lyla, the last child standing. While picking up the kids, getting them back to the house to grab Lexi’s baby car seat, and then over to Hetti’s flat, Lexi made arrangements for Umar to get to the station as Hetti’s legal representation.

      Umar had worked with her brother until Andrew’s arrest. Lexi knew he was good because Andrew could never stand him. Her brother had always hated competition.

      Back at Hetti’s flat, it was a race to pack up Tofu’s things so they could get home in time for a bit of dinner before the kids’ bedtime. Annoyingly, Maggie was incredibly helpful. Worse, she refused to accept payment for the babysitting.

      “Let me know if you need any help tomorrow,” she said.

      “That’s okay. I’ll have Xander by then.”

      Except, did she?

      Wrought-iron gates protected the entrance to Lord and Lady Belmont’s grounds, and as Lexi pulled up beside a black box and hit the buzzer, she checked her phone.

      Nothing.

      She had texted Xander first thing. As yet, she’d heard nothing back. Granted, she had not put anything alarming in the text. She said it would be good to catch up and that she would be late for work if she came in at all. Surely that had piqued his curiosity enough for a text back?

      Apparently not.

      “Yes? Who is it?”

      The voice that crackled through the box was curt and unwelcoming, to say the least.

      “My name’s Lexi Harper. I was hoping to speak with Lord and Lady Belmont.”

      The woman cleared her throat. “About?”

      “Their son.” Lexi paused for effect. “I think he’s in danger.”

      The black box did nothing but emit a slight static crackle for some time. Lexi did not feel good about worrying the Belmonts, but people who lived behind high gates often weren’t keen on visitors. They did not know Lexi. She needed to give them a compelling reason to admit her.

      She hoped the woman would tell her to come on in but expected her to ask what danger Simon faced. That would be a tricky one.

      Actually, she did neither of those things.

      “What is that noise?”

      Awkward. “The noise? Um, a bird? Or, the wind’s in an aggressive mood, maybe the way it’s sweeping across the roof of my—“

      “It sounds like a baby.”

      Busted.

      “Ah, right, okay. Yes, I suppose it could be the baby. I do have one of those in the back. The back seat, I mean. Not the boot.”

      More of that static crackle.

      Then, “You brought a baby?”

      In the back seat, Tofu wriggled and wailed, frustrated at the constraints which held him in place. Not that he was mobile when free.

      “I did,” said Lexi. ”Hard to get childcare at short notice, you see, but don’t worry. He’s only a month old. He mostly sleeps. Once I’ve given him his bottle, he’ll drop off. Unless he needs changing.”

      Damn, why had she mentioned changing?

      But the woman picked up on something else.

      “What do you mean his bottle? Aren’t you breastfeeding?”

      Another interesting curveball from the lady in the black box. How should Lexi answer? Her instinct was to say that how she fed her baby was none of this gatekeeper’s damn business, but that would hardly encourage her to let Lexi in. Nor did it seem wise to mention the baby was not hers, especially given the kid’s mother was in jail.

      She settled for, “No.”

      “Hmmmm.”

      Lexi imagined a narrow, matronly woman pursing her lips. Amazingly, this was the second time today she had ended up in difficulties because of the baby. Third, if you counted his refusal to sleep last night.

      After dropping off Seb and Olivia, Lexi had taken Lyla to preschool, only for Lyla to refuse to get out if she could not take Tofu to meet her friends. Lexi’s refusal led to a tantrum culminating in what Lyla thought was a killer threat.

      “That’s it. If I’m not allowed to take baby into preschool, you’re not reading me stories tonight.”

      “Oh no,” Lexi had said. Unfortunately, her three-year-old did not understand sarcasm and thought her ploy was working.

      In the end, Lexi had to drag Lyla into the building. The equivalent course of action here would involve accelerating into the gates, hoping to smash through them.

      That was best avoided.

      “I really must speak with Simon’s parents,” Lexi said. “His life’s in danger.”

      This upped the ante, but if the declaration worried the gatekeeper, she hid her concern well behind a tired sigh. Hopefully, Simon’s parents would take Lexi more seriously.

      “You’ll have to be quick. Park outside the house, but don’t scratch the Merc.”

      A loud, brain worm of a buzz exploded from the box, and the wrought-iron gates rolled open with the speed of a three-legged turtle. Beyond them lay a gravel driveway which led to a grand Manor House.

      There was parking for fourteen cars in front of the building, with only one space occupied. Lexi was tempted to park as close as possible to the Mercedes to make a point but decided not to be petty. As she pulled to a stop at least four spaces from the precious Marc, she wondered if she was finally growing up.

      Xander would be proud.

      She exited the car as the front door opened, and a tall woman wrapped in a fluffy, pink dressing gown emerged. The woman’s slippers crunched onto the gravel but stopped only a few paces beyond the front door.

      Here she waited as Lexi went to the back of her car and extracted Tofu from his seat. Thankfully, there was no whiff of poo when Lexi lifted Tofu to smell his bottom. Nor did his nappy feel full.

      From a cool bag, she extracted a bottle of pre-made formula. She cradled the babe in her arms and popped the bottle in his mouth as she approached the one-woman greeting party.

      It seemed unlikely that the staff would answer the door in their dressing gown, so Lexi shoved the bottle into her jacket, stuck out a hand, and said, “Lady Belmont?”

      “Yes.”

      The woman’s curt tone matched the look she gave Lexi’s outstretched hand. As if, rather than a handshake, Lexi was offering her a slug baguette. She took it, but reluctantly. Lexi grabbed the bottle and resumed feeding Tofu as Vanessa Belmont got straight to business.

      “What’s this about my son?”

      Her voice was familiar, and Lexi looked over Vanessa Belmont’s shoulder to the house. The front door was constructed from beautifully maintained wood, with a bronze knocker that glowed in the morning sun. The windows sparkled, and the brickwork looked like it had been installed yesterday. Not a single leaf blemished the sloping roof.

      The gate, too, had been well-maintained and freshly painted. The same could be said for the Mercedes.

      But hearing the woman’s voice reminded Lexi of Bluebell’s words about draughty, empty homes, and Lexi wondered why a woman who lived in a place like this would answer her own buzzer. Because that was where Lexi recognised the voice from.

      People expected women like Lady Belmont to have a butler. Was that why she came outside as Lexi pulled into the drive? To hide her lack of staff. Or was it that the car, gate, and front of the house were no more than a beautifully constructed stage set? Step through the door, and learn the truth of the Belmonts’ financial struggles.

      “Well?” Lady Belmont pressed. “My son?”

      There was something tragic about this desperate need to present a front of opulent wealth to strangers. Lexi would not mention it.

      “Do you know where I could find Simon?”

      Lexi was pushing her luck. Vanessa did not trust her and, without more detail on the danger her son supposedly faced, was unlikely to tell Lexi anything.

      “Why?” she said, and her stern tone told Lexi all she needed to know. To get a little, she would have to give a little more.

      “Do you know Cyrus Bishop?”

      “No.”

      The answer came fast, and Lexi detected no trace of dishonesty in the word or Vanessa’s face. She had to give more.

      “He was murdered last night. Soon after he died, Simon and another woman were with the body. Since then, both are missing.”

      There was some truth to this. Cyrus was dead, and Hetti had been there soon after his murder. Simon might have been there, and he was missing.

      “I don’t understand. Why was my son with this man?”

      Lexi had feared Vanessa’s reaction to learning her son was missing after being with a dead body. Would she collapse, unable to answer further questions? As it happened, the news did not affect Vanessa’s demeanour or bearing, and Lexi was reminded of how she had thought the gatekeeper dispassionate, not then knowing that Vanessa and the gatekeeper were one and the same.

      “That’s what I’m hoping to find out.”

      “Why do you care? How do you know my son?”

      Tofu spat out the bottle, now half empty. He wriggled a little, then waved his arms helplessly and puckered his lips. Lexi got the message and returned the bottle to the baby’s mouth.

      “I don’t. As I said, he was with someone. That someone was Hetti Monroe, my sister.”

      “Hetti Monroe. Why do I know that name?”

      “She was friends with your Bella at school.”

      “Ah yes, that school.” The words seemed to taste like the slug baguette in her mouth. “I told my husband we should send Bella private like we had Simon. But he wouldn’t hear of it. We—“ Vanessa cut herself off before accidentally alluding to her financial situation. “Anyway, he said if it was good enough for Zara Anderson, it was good enough for Bella.”

      This seemed a segue not to be wasted. “Do you know Nigel Anderson?”

      “Not really,” said Vanessa, but she was lying. That was clear. “It matters not. Thank you for informing me about my son. I’ll get in touch with him and clear this up.”

      This was bad. Vanessa was ready to shut Lexi out.

      “Wait,” she said. “Let me help. Hetti’s my sister.”

      “I don’t think so. Thank you for coming.”

      Tofu spat out the bottle again. This time, Lexi ignored his sign language, calling after Vanessa rather than popping the bottle back into her nephew’s mouth.

      “Can I speak to Bella?”

      Vanessa stopped. “Bella?”

      “Yes. She might know something. Simon said he hadn’t spoken to her in a while, but—“

      Vanessa cut Lexi off with a short, sharp laugh. There was nothing friendly or good-humoured about it.

      “What?” Lexi asked.

      “Oh, nothing. It’s just an odd choice of words. Typical of my son.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Vanessa considered the woman on her driveway. It was clear she did not trust or like Lexi. How could she take to someone who did not come from a line of lords or earls? Someone so ordinary.

      This also worked in Lexi’s favour. People like Vanessa rarely saw regular folk like Lexi as something to worry about.

      “It’s true. My son has not spoken to my daughter in a while. No one has. She’s been missing for six months.”
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      There was no question of arguing with Roman and his gun, and Xander and Yasmin got into his car without complaint.

      Xander expected their chauffeur to take them straight to Elizabeth, although he supposed there was an off chance Roman was looking for revenge. Freddie Murray had been one of his closest friends, and he might blame Xander for Freddie’s death. This would be unfair, but men like Roman did not always think rationally, especially when angry.

      But he did not take them straight to Elizabeth nor drive them to the woods and put a bullet in their heads. They travelled to a quaint hotel at the end of a peaceful road. When they got out of the car, Roman handed Xander a key card.

      “Room six. Don’t try leaving during the night. Know what’ll happen if you do?”

      “It’ll negatively impact my credit rating?”

      “Ha, ain’t you a riot. Give me your phone and your wallet.”

      “That seems an overly harsh punishment for a bad joke.”

      “Oh, just do it,” said Yasmin, removing her things and handing them to Roman.

      “Glad to know your sis is still the sensible one.”

      He took Xander’s phone and wallet and moved to Yasmin, handing her a second key card.

      “Room nine. You need any company, I’ll be next door.”

      “I’ll be fine, thanks.”

      Alone in his room, lying in bed, Xander could not help but stew on Roman’s words.

      I’ll be next door

      It was a throwaway remark, but that didn’t matter. He recalled Weedy’s words about a party some years ago—what his sister had done to secure her next hit—and struggled to suppress his rage, not at her, but at her abusers. Also at himself for failing to help her and for facilitating her entry into the world of drug addiction in the first place.

      Sleep took so long to come that he started to believe it would never find him. The next thing he knew, a knock on the door jerked him awake.

      “Shower and dress,” said Roman when Xander answered the door. “Then get your arse downstairs for breakfast.”

      Xander was not surprised when he approached the arched entrance to see a sign declaring the restaurant closed until lunch, along with the apologies of the manager. Nor when a waiter appeared with a welcoming smile.

      “Mr Harper?”

      Xander nodded.

      “Right this way.”

      Like the rest of the hotel, the restaurant was quaint and cosy. The tables were dark wood with high-backed leather chairs. There was tasteful art on the walls, and several flowers and potted plants dotted around the room.

      Along one wall was a row of hot plates from where the buffet-style breakfast would usually be served. Numerous stations nearby would typically house cereal boxes, croissants, juice, and other cold breakfast items.

      Today, the hot plates and stations were empty. With one exception, so were the tables.

      Elizabeth Murray rose as Xander entered. They air-kissed, and while his lips did not touch her cheek, he could feel the coolness of her skin.

      Again, the word, vampire came to mind.

      “Come, come. Please, take a seat.”

      Everything about Elizabeth Murray, from her mussed, greying hair to her scuffed Nike trainers, was friendly and inviting. Her clothes were inexpensive and comfortable rather than smart. She wore little jewellery and no make-up. Much like her husband, she always seemed to be smiling.

      Neither of the Murray children had inherited these welcoming traits from their parents. Maggie was spiky and sarcastic. It wasn’t that she did not suffer fools gladly. She didn’t suffer anyone gladly.

      As for Freddie… well, Freddie had liked hurting people too much to waste time being friendly.

      “I told them not to bother with the normal set-up,” Elizabeth said as they sat. “I take it you’re a fan of the Full English Breakfast? Who am I kidding? Who isn’t? I asked the lads in the kitchen to… ah, here we are.”

      Two waiters approached, one carrying plates, the other struggling with a vast silver platter upon which were piled mounds of food—sausages, bacon, beans, fried eggs, toast, and much more. Everything one might associate with a full English breakfast was available in abundance.

      Somehow, the waiter placed the platter on the table without dropping any food or giving himself a hernia. Almost as impressively, the second waiter found room for the plates, although the drinks they ordered would presumably have to go on the floor.

      “Well, tuck in.”

      Despite her demeanour and appearance, Elizabeth terrified Xander. The smell of the food temporarily overpowered his fear, and he stacked his plate high with a couple of everything, plus extra helpings of hash browns and beans.

      Elizabeth did the same. As she finished serving herself, she said, “It’s been a long time since we shared a meal.”

      “It has,” Xander agreed. “Actually, I was thinking about that dinner yesterday.”

      “Oh yes? How come?”

      Xander paused, but there was no use hiding it. Elizabeth would find out soon enough.

      “I was with Maggie.”

      “Were you now?” Elizabeth’s expression didn’t change. She gave no indication as to what she might think of this news. Did she already know Xander and Maggie were talking, or had he taken her by surprise? Did she care, or was her daughter’s love life of no interest? Xander had intended to stop with the comment about Maggie. Something made him continue—a nagging desire to know how she would react to this second piece of information.

      “And Bluebell.”

      This time, Elizabeth failed to keep her face steady. The mask slipped, and a look of surprise—fast suppressed—slipped through.

      “Interesting. My mother always did have a soft spot for Margaret.”

      Xander gathered Elizabeth did not know Maggie was working for Bluebell. This made Xander want to move on before he revealed something Maggie would rather keep secret.

      Thankfully, Elizabeth was similarly inclined.

      “I suppose you know why I sent Roman looking for you last night?”

      Xander had an idea. Aside from the convenient timing (Elizabeth had come looking for him within hours of her best friend dying at Gwen’s hands) there was the fact that Roman went looking for Xander near Gwen’s flat, not Xander’s home.

      He said none of this but did nod.

      “Before we get to that, I’m keen to address the elephant in the room.”

      The food on Xander’s plate smelled delicious. He had cutlery in his hands and was desperate to eat, but as Elizabeth spoke, he felt his throat constrict.

      What elephant?

      There was no need to ask.

      “My son. My firstborn. The apple of my eye.”

      There was no chance he could eat now. As Elizabeth cut the end off a sausage and placed it in her mouth, Xander replaced his cutlery on the table.

      He said nothing.

      When the sausage segment was gone, Elizabeth said, “He was always a tough boy to handle. I think my husband introduced him to our business too early.” She shook her head. “Donald was convinced Frederick would be like him in every way. In fact, he shared more of my traits. Except, unlike me, he was unable to restrain his urges, as you saw.”

      This time, Xander could not even nod. He considered this implicit admission that Elizabeth, unlike her husband, hid psychopathic tendencies beneath her welcoming exterior. Was she saying where Donald might cause pain to advance his business interests, Elizabeth did it because she enjoyed it?

      That was a horrifying thought.

      “There was nothing we could do to calm Freddie,” Elizabeth continued. “We accepted that he would occasionally go too far. His actions had consequences, and we made allowances. Not to him. You know what happened with that ex-wife of yours.”

      Xander did. Freddie had beaten Lexi’s father bloody. A teenage Lexi responded with a bat, putting Freddie in the hospital for several weeks. At the time, no one understood why the Murrays did not retaliate.

      “We let her off because Freddie went too far. We even thought her actions might humble him. Alas, no such luck. He continued to cause problems. Still, he was my son, and I loved him.”

      Elizabeth ate some bacon. As she chewed, she looked towards the windows, presumably remembering her deceased son. When she was done, she placed her cutlery on the table and reached a delicate hand over to take Xander’s.

      He tried not to flinch. Difficult when he could not escape the fear that this move was a signal. She would touch his skin, squeeze his hand, and someone would appear behind him and slit his throat.

      Her skin touched his. She squeezed his hand.

      Nothing happened.

      “I suppose you’ve been waiting for Donald and me to retaliate after what happened.”

      He had indeed, although he was not responsible for Freddie’s death. Nor was Lexi. The psychotic Murray came at them with a gun and would have killed them had Andrew not put a bullet in their aggressor’s head.

      Even so, Xander had been sure Donald and Elizabeth would kill Andrew, Lexi, and Xander to avenge Freddie’s death. He could not quite believe they had not.

      “Margaret pleaded your case,” said Elizabeth, as though reading Xander’s mind. “She insisted Freddie was to blame for his demise and begged us not to harm the three of you. Yes, even your ex-wife.”

      Again, she had read his mind, seeing his scepticism over the implication that Maggie had begged her parents to spare Lexi, a woman she hated. Elizabeth’s direct confirmation that she had done so made Xander’s affection for Maggie soar. Once again, he found himself remembering the kiss and her words.

      I might be a little bit in love with you.

      He almost groaned with frustration. How was he supposed to unpick his feelings for his ex-girlfriend and ex-wife? Pursuing an answer to his relationship woes was liable to drive him insane.

      “I want to reassure you,” Elizabeth went on. “Whatever happens, Donald and I won’t punish you for what happened to Frederick. Nor your pretty ex-wife.”

      Xander waited, but Elizabeth returned to her food, holding her silence until Xander could no longer keep his mouth shut.

      “What about Andrew?”

      “Hm?” said Elizabeth, although she knew exactly what he meant. “What about him?”

      “Is he safe?”

      “Ah, well.” Elizabeth lowered her fork. “I’m afraid his situation is tricky. He murdered our son. Donald and I are struggling to maintain our amnesty. In fact, I believe Donald may be putting plans in place to end Andrew’s life. You’ll know we have plenty of contacts in prison. People who’d add another killing to their list of abhorrent crimes in return for a payout to their families on the outside. Now, I know you’ll be uncomfortable with that, and I’m sure your ex-wife would be devastated if her brother died.”

      That was putting it mildly.

      “Only one person can save Andrew,” Elizabeth continued. “Luckily for your ex-wife, it’s you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexi strapped a wailing Tofu into the car seat, but he fell asleep the instant she pulled away from Belmont Manor as though the structure—or perhaps the woman who inhabited it—had unsettled him.

      Umar called when she got home but refused to say much, apparently on Hetti’s instructions.

      “I’m the one paying you,” she said.

      “That’s not how attorney-client privilege works. Anyway, I’m calling because I’ve arranged for you to see Hetti later if you’re interested.”

      “Of course, tell me when and where.”

      He did, and they hung up.

      Lexi made herself a late breakfast and was deciding whether it was worth opening her laptop and working from home when another message came in.

      Bluebell had found Simon’s current address.

      Tofu lay on the carpet, staring at the ceiling and seemingly content. Soon he would be asleep again.

      Lexi did not feel great about taking him to Simon’s, but neither did she want to wait. Umar would do everything he could to get Hetti off, but Simon might know what had happened to Cyrus. He might even be responsible. Whatever his involvement, Lexi was determined to find out.

      But what to do about the baby?

      Xander did not answer his phone. She was beginning to worry about him. While fretting over why he was ignoring her, Lexi went through the same options as yesterday and came up with the same obstacles. Her friends were at work. Xander’s parents were on holiday. Her mother was her mother.

      There was only one possibility.

      She got on the phone and tried not to sigh when Maggie answered.

      “Let me guess. You need a babysitter?”

      Half an hour later, Lexi turned into a road of narrow terraced houses and pulled up outside number seventeen. It looked like all the others. There was nothing fancy about the property. Nothing to indicate that the son of a Lord and Lady lived here.

      She knocked. When Simon answered twenty seconds later, she found some satisfaction in the shock that splashed onto his face at the sight of her.

      “How did you find me?”

      “Yes, Simon, I’d love to come in. Thank you for asking.”

      Simon was bigger than Lexi. He could probably have blocked her entry. His shock worked against him, and he failed to muster a defence as Lexi brushed past him into the short hall.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

      “I’d love one. Coffee, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “I said you should leave.”

      “Instant’s fine, although if you’ve one of those fancy contraptions, I wouldn’t say no. Just not cafetière, please. I don’t care what it says on the box about fancy technology: there’s always sediment at the bottom of the cup. Don’t give me that look. It’s true. Kitchen through here, is it?”

      She barged through the nearest door and found herself in a boxy kitchen dominated by a round table. It was tidy but tired. The surfaces were clean, but the wall paint was peeling. There were no dirty dishes in the sink, but in human years most of the white goods were pensioners.

      “I bet your parents hate visiting.” She started opening cupboards. “What shame it must bring them, their son living in such digs. Ah-ha.”

      Lexi had found the mugs. There were seven in total, none matching. She guessed Simon hadn’t purchased one. They came as souvenirs from foreign holidays or hastily purchased, ill-thought-out secret Santa gifts.

      “They’ve never visited,” Simon said. “You’re right; they’re quite horrified that I’ve chosen such a place.”

      Lexi decided upon a white mug with the word PRAGUE (with a love heart in place of the G) written across it for Simon and one patterned with three delighted gorillas for herself.

      “Did you know,” she turned to Simon, “gorillas burp when they’re happy?”

      “No.”

      Lexi placed the mugs on the table and gestured to them.

      “Over to you.”

      Thus, the standoff began. They stood with a table between them and waited for the other to do something. Simon was in the doorway, leaning on the frame. Lexi could tell by the look on his face that he was deciding whether to cross the room and drag her from the house.

      “Please don’t lay your hands on me,” she said. “It might turn me on.”

      Lexi’s presence angered Simon. Still, he was straight and only human, and he could not help but shift at those words.

      As his cheeks reddened, Lexi took up one of the hard wooden chairs around the table.

      “You know why I’m here. I want to know what happened to Cyrus. Whether you killed him. Whether you know who did. Whether you framed my sister. Ah—“ she raised a hand as he opened his mouth to argue. “Before we get into that, I need to be sure you’ll be honest.”

      “I’m under no obligation to be anything with you. This is my home. You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “As of yet, the police don’t know of your involvement in Cyrus’s death.”

      “I’m not involved. That had nothing to do—“

      “If you kick me out.” Lexi raised her voice as she spoke over him. “I’ll rectify that situation. Now, regarding your honesty, we must first address your lies.”

      “I’m not going over that again. I’m sorry I pretended to be a potential client, but when pushed, I revealed the truth.”

      “Did you? It must be my memory—it can be dodgy at times—but I don’t recall you saying, ‘even though I’m a manipulative toe rag who can’t be trusted, I’m not actually a budding politician. I won’t be running in the next election.’”

      The shift in Simon’s expression was almost amusing.

      “Oh, come on, as if that’d fool me for long,” Lexi said. “You realise the candidate for the party you purported to represent has already been selected for this constituency. That was the work of thirty seconds to verify.”

      It would have been, too. Simon didn’t need to know Lexi hadn’t done that or even thought to do it. God bless Bluebell.

      “Would you like to revise what you said about honesty?” Lexi pressed.

      “What I said is irrelevant. That was all window dressing to help secure your help. My offer was genuine. Ten grand for a simple favour.”

      “It certainly looked simple on the face of it. Probably doesn’t feel so simple to Hetti from behind bars.”

      “That was unfortunate.”

      “Unfortunate?” It was lucky a table separated Lexi and Simon. Otherwise, she might have punched his throat. “My sister’s been arrested for murder. I don’t know if you upper-class lot keep up with the sentences killers get these days. Let me enlighten you. It tends not to be community service.”

      “Don’t refer to me like that.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He put up air quotes. “‘Upper-class lot’. I’m nothing like them.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to have aggrieved you. Shall we forget my sister’s potential life sentence so I can focus on making reparations to soothe your hurting ego?”

      “You do like to talk, don’t you?”

      “Fine.” Lexi shoved the mugs towards the end of the table closest to Simon. “Coffee.”

      He looked at the mugs, again considering whether it was worth grabbing Lexi and dragging her through the house. He must have decided not because he came forward and grabbed the cups.

      “I only have cafetière.”

      Lexi met Simon’s gaze with narrowed eyes. “Is that another lie?”

      Defiant, he said, “Take it or leave it.”

      “I’ll take it. But pour mine first. You can bear the brunt of the sediment.”

      Grimacing, he took the mugs and circled the table, stopping at the counter behind Lexi’s back. She felt a slight twinge in her neck, born of a concern that he might grab a knife and plunge it through her skull.

      Yesterday, when Hetti phoned, Lexi only concerned herself with her sister’s plight. When she turned her attention to Simon, it was to be furious at what he had caused to happen to her sister.

      Only once she reached his home had she considered that perhaps this was Simon’s plan all along. What if there was no evidence, and Simon’s goal was always to kill Cyrus and frame Hetti for the crime?

      Why would he do that? Lexi could not say but planned to uncover any motive.

      “I need to know why you wanted Hetti to visit Cyrus,” she said. “First, there’s your other lie to address.”

      Bent over, searching through a cupboard for the cafetière, Simon paused.

      “What lie?”

      While the cupboard muffled his voice, Lexi thought he sounded confused. She was not surprised. It had been a throwaway remark, after all. He probably didn’t remember, especially as it wasn’t a direct lie.

      “You said you hadn’t spoken to your sister in a while. Technically true, except she’s been missing for six months, so it feels misleading.”

      Simon emerged with the cafetière.

      “You have been doing your homework.”

      He sounded impressed. Lexi twisted to read his expression and saw curiosity.

      “How did you find out about Bella? Did you speak to my parents?”

      “Your mother.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t be. I doubt she’s as bad as mine.”

      He studied her a little longer. Since she had arrived, his features had been as hard and unwelcoming as his mother’s. Now, they softened. Something Lexi doubted ever happened with Lady Vanessa.

      “I’m sorry about Hetti,” he said. “You won’t believe this—there’s no reason you should, but I never intended for her to be arrested. All I wanted was Cyrus’ evidence. That’s the truth.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe you. At least not outright. Does your sister link into this?”

      He placed the cafetière on the side as he considered what to say.

      “Yes, but she’s not why I’m going after Nigel.”

      “Why then?”

      Lexi still did not trust this proven liar and would take anything he told her with a pinch of salt. More than a pinch. Still, it was worth hearing what he had to say, whether it was true or false.

      Simon had mulled over this latest question and decided to talk, but he turned his back to Lexi, facing the cafetière, before speaking.

      “It’s about Kiera Moore.”

      It took a couple of seconds. Her eyes widened when it clicked.

      “Zara and Jake Anderson’s babysitter? The one who disappeared with them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” Lexi had forgotten her intention to take his claims with a pinch of salt.

      She went to the counter to look into his face. He hesitated, then decided to plough on.

      “She was in many of my classes at school. I worshipped the ground she walked on.”

      He looked into her eyes.

      “That night is not what people think,” he said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “Nigel killed Kiera, and Cyrus had the evidence to prove it.”
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      More meetings were cancelled the following morning. More of his fellow MPs responded with frustration and confusion. Worse, he had to cancel a television spot at short notice. He would get heat for that—especially on social media—but it would be nothing compared to the fallout if Mel or Donald dropped their bombshells.

      Securing a meeting with the notorious Frank Monroe had been surprisingly easy. Rather than a belligerent assistant, Nigel got through to the man himself. Far from having to entice Frank with promises he could scarce keep, Monroe had accepted the request with zero information beyond Nigel’s name.

      It made Nigel nervous that Frank was so willing to meet, but he supposed it was unsurprising. Frank knew who Nigel was, and he had to know Nigel wanted something from Frank. Why else would the future Prime Minister ask to meet a man the police had been pursuing for thirty years?

      There was much a Prime Minister could do for a man like Frank if he were so inclined, and by the time Nigel parked on Frank’s driveway, he had worked himself into a state about what Monroe might request in return for assisting Nigel with his problem. Was it not foolish to indebt himself to yet another dangerous criminal with the deadly Donald already breathing down his neck? Not to mention the vengeful Melanie and snake-like Jacob.

      His fear almost made him pull out of the drive. At the last moment, as he turned the key in the ignition, he thought of Paula, who would be furious if he returned without securing Frank’s help. He had disappointed her enough already. He could not stand to do so again.

      Against his better judgement, he got out and approached Frank’s house. As his feet crunched through gravel, he checked his surroundings, fearful that a journalist might burst from a bush and snap photographs of the future Prime Minister approaching a notorious criminal’s front door.

      But no one was about, and Nigel reached Frank’s door unmolested.

      “Mr Anderson,” Frank said upon answering the knock. “Hey, how’s this: Mr Anderson.”

      The second time, he put on an American accent in an attempt to imitate Hugo Weaving from The Matrix. It was a terrible impression.

      “Pretty good,” said Nigel.

      “Liar.” Frank beamed. “Come on in.”

      Frank Monroe was a bear of a man. Tall and broad, with a shaggy black beard and beady eyes. Despite this, his smile was warm. Not that Nigel took heart from this. Donald Murray’s smile was equally inviting, and Nigel knew what the other crook was capable of. Frank Monroe was the same.

      “Can I get you a drink? Tea, coffee? It’s a shame you’ve come so early. I’ve recently acquired some rare, expensive, and quite exquisite whiskey. Are you a whiskey man?”

      Nigel hated whiskey.

      “Absolutely.”

      He figured the lie was safe. It was not even ten in the morning, and he didn’t plan on seeing Frank again at a more sociable hour.

      “Well,” said Frank, “in that case…”

      They walked through an arch into a beautiful open-plan kitchen. Frank went straight for a cupboard and removed a tall glass bottle.

      “I won’t tell if you won’t.” He winked.

      Frank pulled two crystal tumblers from a cupboard, placing one on either side of the bottle. The whiskey was sealed. Nigel heard the crack of plastic as Frank twisted off the cap.

      “All okay?” Frank asked. “You look a little perturbed.”

      “It’s nothing. It’s just…”

      Frank raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      Nigel decided to be brave. “Men like you and I can’t often be found sharing drinks.”

      “You mean left-wing and right-wing folk? Don’t be ridiculous. Some of my best friends are right-wing. They love you. Also, I consider myself more of a centrist. I know that sounds a little fence-sitty, but there it is.”

      Frank poured a measure of whiskey into one glass, then the other.

      “That’s not really what I meant,” said Nigel.

      “No?” Smiling, Frank recapped the whiskey bottle and put it away. “Perhaps you mean tall men and average-sized men?”

      Frank was teasing. The bear man’s smile grew as he collected the tumblers.

      “Come, let’s take a seat.”

      A second arch led into a conservatory that contained nothing besides a long oak table surrounded by eight comfortable chairs. Frank took the chair at one end of the table and gestured to the seat to his left.

      “Sit, sit.” He placed a whiskey in front of Nigel as Nigel sat. Another in front of himself. “Tough journey?”

      Nigel’s seat faced the French doors, which led onto a rolling, sloping lawn that seemed to go on forever. What a beautiful garden. There had been one just like it in his childhood home. Sometimes, he missed that place. How simple things had been. Back when everything was easy.

      “Uh, it was fine.”

      “You look uncomfortable. No,” Frank laughed as Nigel shifted. “Not in the chair. In your skin. Or, more accurately, in my presence. Because fine upstanding law makers such as yourself don’t share drinks with criminals like me, isn’t that so?”

      “Um…” that felt like a dangerous question. Frank chortled again.

      “Except, as we’ve seen on the news of late, plenty of MPs are getting up to all kinds of mischief. Corruption and scandal seem to dog our political system, don’t they?”

      Nigel bristled but managed to keep his cool. It would not do to antagonise such a dangerous man.

      “It’s a few bad apples,” he said. “Nothing more. I’ve worked my hardest to root such people out of my party, but there is only so much—“

      “Easy there,” Frank raised a calming hand. “Go on, take a drink.”

      He grabbed his whiskey and waited for Nigel to do the same. Nigel did, but in his desperation not to drink, he threw out another question without thought.

      “Why did you agree to meet?”

      Frank appeared to be a man full of mirth, and he expounded another chuckle at Nigel’s query.

      “You phoned me,” he noted. “You must have harboured some expectation that I would agree to meet?”

      “Well, maybe, but I thought I’d have to fight for a face-to-face within the next week. Yet, here we are, a little more than twelve hours after we spoke.”

      “Here we are indeed.”

      “What do—“ He stopped, but too late.

      “What do I want? Is that what concerns you? Clearly, you’re here to ask me for something, but you fear what it means to owe someone with such a reputation as mine. Is that it?”

      Nigel nodded.

      “Your fear’s misplaced,” said Frank. “I want nothing from you for reasons that’ll become clear. As to why I’d meet you so quickly or at all… the answer to the former is that I have time on my hands these days. As to the latter, I dealt with many politicians over my thirty-year career as a crook. Some from the right, some from the left. However, it’s a unique experience to have the man who might next year be the Prime Minister of our great country ask to meet. I admit I was curious to find out what you wanted. Care to share?”

      Curiosity. Nigel had not considered this, but it made sense. As to Frank’s point about wanting nothing from Nigel… that remained to be seen. Hopefully, he did want something. Nigel would not expect him to do this job for free.

      The invite to explain the reason for his visit gave Nigel an excuse to replace his whiskey glass on the table without taking a sip. He removed a folded sheet from his jacket and slid it to Frank. Frank put down his glass and opened the page.

      “You’ll find physical descriptions for two people—Melanie and Karim,” said Nigel. “Along with the time and place that they expect to meet me to collect a quite ridiculous sum of money. An amount I could never acquire, as they know.”

      “They’re blackmailing you?”

      “Yes.”

      “‘A ridiculous sum’. Does your family not own one of the world’s largest pharmaceutical companies?

      Nigel felt his cheeks flush. “My sister runs the company. It’s possible, given time, I could persuade her… it doesn’t matter. The timeframe they’ve given me and the sum tell me all I need to know.”

      Frank glanced at the sheet, noting the date.

      “They don’t expect you to pay? They want to see you squirm before releasing what they have anyway?”

      “That’s my belief.”

      “I suppose there’s no point asking what they have?”

      “None.”

      Frank took up his crystal tumbler. “In which case, you’ve not come here to ask for money.”

      They were at the crux of the matter, and Nigel’s throat was dry. How was he supposed to get the words out? How did he make this awful request?

      There was no choice. He thought of Paula. As ever, she gave him strength.

      Then he thought of Zara. His beautiful daughter. Losing her had almost killed him. That was no reason to go easy on Melanie.

      And yet…

      “I need you to make Karim disappear.”

      Another chuckle from Frank. “I’m no magician. Shall we dispense with the innuendo?”

      Nigel cleared his throat.

      “I want you to kill him.”

      “And the girl?”

      “I want…” What did he want?

      “I want…” He had no idea.

      “Yes?” said Frank.

      “Kidnap her,” Nigel blurted out. “Bring her to me.”

      “To you?”

      “Not to my house.”

      “Naturally.”

      “It’s nothing untoward.”

      “You don’t think kidnapping is untoward?”

      “I mean, it’s not sexual.”

      How would he explain this to Paula? He couldn’t. It was as simple as that. He would hide Melanie, and they’d work something out.

      “Obviously, I’ll pay for the work,” said Nigel. “I may be unable to gather a lump sum, but—“

      “No.”

      “Okay, you don’t like the idea of instalments, but if you’ll let me—“

      “I don’t want your money.”

      Nigel’s heart dropped. “Then what do you want?”

      “Already told you. I want nothing. See, there’s something I’ve not yet revealed.”

      “What?”

      Nigel had the pants-wetting-fear the answer might be a bullet to the head.

      But Frank said, “I’m retired. I sold my company and washed my hands of the whole dirty business. I no longer do things like this.“ He tapped the sheet of paper. “And I’m glad.”

      This stunned Nigel. He did not know how to process it. Since arranging this meeting, he had imagined a hundred ways it might play out. Retirement was not one.

      “Retired?”

      “Yes. As I said, I invited you here because I was curious. I’m sure you’ll find that annoying. Fair enough. Perhaps, to make the trip seem less like a waste of time, I could offer you some advice.”

      Nigel was numb, but he nodded.

      “You’re out of your depth and drowning,” Frank said. “You came here because of my reputation, which is fearsome. You were willing to put yourself at my mercy to rid yourself of the problem Karim and Melanie present. That was stupid. You are not a nobody. You could be the next Prime Minister. You can’t give dangerous people anything they can hold over you. That’s moronic. Do you see?”

      Nigel had no answer. Frank sighed and tapped the page.

      “I’m afraid to say you’re sunk. If you have Melanie and Karim killed, you’ll never survive as Prime Minister because you’ll belong to whoever did the deed. If what Melanie and Karim have on you is fatal, and you can work nothing out with them, I suggest you flee the country and start again elsewhere. Quit while you’re behind. I’m afraid that’s your only hope.”

      He patted Nigel’s shoulder, and the look in the bear man’s eyes was so pitying that the man who had always dreamed of being Prime Minister almost burst into tears.
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      Elizabeth looked at Xander’s plate and tutted.

      “You’ve not touched your food. Come on, eat up. Most important meal of the day.”

      It was disconcerting how easily Elizabeth went from threatening Andrew’s life to sounding like a mother, worried about her precious child’s eating habits.

      Despite this, Xander reacted almost instinctively to the warmth of her tone. Before he knew it, his cutlery was in his hand, and he was cutting into a delicious, plump sausage. Only as he bit into the first chunk did he realise how hungry he was. This, in turn, made him worry about Yasmin, and he asked after her.

      “Your sister is also enjoying a delicious meal, but in her room. I wanted alone time with you.”

      Again, this was spoken as a mum to her son, but Xander had to resist a flinch.

      “How can I save Andrew?”

      Now that Xander had tasted his first bite of this delicious breakfast, he could not stop. The second his question was out, he placed some bacon in his mouth, finding it as scrumptious as the sausage. Next, he went for some hash brown.

      In response to his question, Elizabeth offered another, “How do you feel about him?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In killing my son, he saved your life, yes?”

      “Incidentally.”

      This made her chuckle. “You mean because he did it to save Lexi?”

      “Yes, not that I begrudge him that.”

      “But do you like him?”

      Xander was not a fan of games. It was clear Elizabeth wanted something. That was why she had come looking for him. She had already told him what would happen if he did not do this something. Why not reveal what it was?

      With people like Elizabeth, it was never simple. With some, he might demand they get to the point. That was too dangerous with Mrs Murray. He had to play along.

      “No,” he said.

      “You didn’t like him?”

      “No. He wasn’t a good person.”

      “That’s what I thought, and this is the problem with love.”

      Xander paused with another forkful of food halfway to his mouth, confused.

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I see the benefits. For example, I loved my Donald within hours of meeting him, and our love has never done anything but lift us. We complement each other. Alone, we could never have built a successful business. I’m sure you and Lexi are the same with your little agency?”

      Rather than dispute the word little, as was tempting, Xander nodded.

      “I’ve been lucky. Whenever love has sought to damage me, I’ve cut it loose. With my mother, for example. Most people can’t do that. Take Lexi. From what I’ve learned, Andrew’s a nasty piece of work. Yet, Lexi would do anything to keep him safe. You can’t stand him, but your love for Lexi compels you to protect his best interests. See. Love can be so damaging. Which brings us to your sister.”

      Somehow, Xander kept from spilling a fork of beans down his top. He took a breath before putting the food in his mouth.

      “I assume you’ve no idea who Tony Noorgard is?”

      A shake of the head.

      “No reason you should. He’s a nobody dealer—the bottom rung of the Murray empire. Still, we like our employees to feel valued. If needs be, any can get a message to us. Not directly, you understand.”

      No prizes for guessing where this was going.

      “Via various intermediaries, Tony contacted Donald and me yesterday. He told a rambling story about how some chick (his word) was trying to buy drugs from him when a cop arrived. He fled, but as he did, he looked back and saw the cop and the girl talking. As it happened, this cop’s face was familiar to Tony. He didn’t know the guy’s name but had heard rumours that this particular officer of the law was not as straight as an arrow. The girl gets in the cop’s car, and Tony loses a customer. But hey, what can he do?”

      Xander had stopped eating again. His heart was pounding. The story was pointless. Xander knew where it ended, and Elizabeth knew he knew. That would not stop her. It was all part of the damned game.

      “That might have been the end of it, except, later on, Tony’s cycling around, looking for more business, and what should he spot? It’s only the cop’s car parked in a deserted carpark.”

      At this point in the story, as Elizabeth leaned back in her chair, Xander saw her mask slip for the first time. Behind this casual front lay something else. At first, he thought it was anger. He soon realised it was something far scarier.

      Grief.

      “Tony was unclear about what happened next,” Elizabeth said. “We believe he’d heard rumours about what this particular cop did with the women he picked up on the street. Being a perv, Tony decided to get closer to the action. He peered through the car window expecting to see some flesh on flesh. You know what he saw instead.”

      Elizabeth paused, giving Xander a chance to say something. Quite what she expected that something to be, he was unsure. Was he supposed to defend himself for not calling Elizabeth when he learned of Ian’s demise?

      As was so often his default position, Xander said nothing.

      “Do you know who this police officer was, Xander?”

      Xander did but would not have if he had not discussed the issue with Maggie, and he did not want Elizabeth to know he had brought her daughter into this.

      “No.”

      “Detective Chief Inspector Ian Smythe. An important man within the force. We can’t make someone like that disappear for good, but we’ve temporarily hidden the car and body. This buys us time to decide the next steps and ensure no one is arrested for the crime before we can deal with the perpetrator.”

      Another meaningful pause. Xander ignored it by getting back into his food. The breakfast no longer tasted incredible, but he persevered.

      “Tony gave us Gwen’s name,” said Elizabeth. “It didn’t take long to find her scurrying around the streets like a dirty, desperate rat.”

      In those last few words, the mask of the kindly mother once again slipped, revealing the ruthless operator beneath.

      “Roman took her somewhere private. Within minutes, she’d told us everything. Not only what happened to Ian but who she’d told about what she’d done. For her cooperation, she wanted a hit. Don’t worry. We ensured she stayed clean another day.”

      It had taken a while, but Xander now realised why Elizabeth had moved from the conversation about Andrew to discussing Gwen. He saw how this knitted together.

      “I was interested to hear your name,” Elizabeth said. “It seemed fortuitous. Donald and I were already discussing how we might get you to cooperate with an issue we have. There was Andrew, but we weren’t sure that’d be enough. Then Gwen fell into our lap. When we learned of her connection to Yasmin, Donald almost fell off his seat laughing. To him, it was too perfect.”

      Elizabeth stopped short of saying why she had not been so overjoyed with their discovery. She would not tell Xander about her friendship with Ian, but he could see the pain. While Donald saw only the upside, Elizabeth struggled with losing her friend.

      “Lexi loves her brother,” Elizabeth said. “Yasmin loves Gwen. You see the predicament you’re in, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “One phone call and Gwen dies like that.’ Elizabeth clicked her fingers. “A second and Andrew’s finished. Not quite as fast, but he wouldn’t last long. You love your sister. You love your ex-wife. You’ll do what it takes to protect their hearts, won’t you?”

      Throughout this conversation, even as his position had become more perilous, his fear had diminished as his anger swelled.

      Impotent anger, though. There was nothing he could do to stop Elizabeth. She held Gwen and Andrew’s lives in the palm of her hands.

      There was one card he could play, but he was unsure if he should.

      “Do you want to know what we want from you, Alex? How you can save the lives of your loved ones’ loved ones. Shall I tell you?”

      Xander remained frozen in indecision. His final card was to tell Elizabeth how unhappy Maggie would be if Elizabeth pursued this. That would test her theory that love had never worked to her detriment. Could she risk losing her daughter to achieve whatever her aim was here?

      More importantly, could he throw Maggie into the mix without warning her?

      “You…” He dropped his cutlery in frustration. “What do you want?”

      He was genuinely curious—as well as apprehensive. Andrew had murdered Elizabeth and Donald’s son. Gwen had murdered Elizabeth’s friend. What could be so important to them—that Xander could deliver—that they would forgo revenge if he did so?

      “It’s a simple task. You’ve got off lightly.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “Okay. We want joint custody of our grandchild. Frederick and Hetti Monroe’s son.”
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      Simon put grounds into the cafetière and poured over the hot water. He set a timer on his phone while returning to the table.

      Lexi had her finger on her bottom lip, thinking about Kiera Moore, Nigel Anderson, Cyrus Bishop, her sister, and Simon.

      And how this made no sense.

      “No,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Two things. One, this isn’t happening again.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “This.” She slammed the table with her palms. “This is what? Some messed up murder mystery? No, no, no. I won’t have it. I’m the co-owner of a marketing agency. I write copy and woo clients for a living. And guess what? No, don’t bother, I’ll tell you. I’m good at it. I rock at it. And hey, maybe I rock at unmasking killers, too. Xander and I are like a two-person Scoobie gang at this point, but that is not what we want. Please, Simon, just let me write copy.”

      Simon let the silence settle before saying, “And the second thing?”

      Somehow, Lexi managed not to scream. After all, she had said ’two things’. What did she expect him to ask? He couldn’t respond to her first point with the second hanging over them.

      “Why now?” she said. “Kiera died, what, seventeen years ago? Why are you now getting Cyrus killed and landing my sister in jail.”

      “Cyrus got himself killed.”

      “Don’t dodge the question. Why now?”

      Simon’s timer went off. He killed it.

      “Because of Bella.”

      Rather than explain further, he rose and went to the counter, pouring the coffee into Lexi’s chosen mugs. When he put them on the table, she shook her head.

      “I wanted the Gorillas.”

      “Okay, but that’s the one I poured second, so you might get more sediment.”

      Lexi pondered this problem momentarily, then growled and grabbed the Prague mug.

      “Fine. Talk.”

      Simon settled into his seat. “Okay, first off: my family background. If you’ve been to my family home, you probably know they’re not as swimming in money as they like to make out.”

      “Your mum wouldn’t let me through the door, but yeah, I got that.”

      “Right, they’ve no staff, for a start, but it used to be much worse. When I was a kid, mum and dad sold the furniture and only heated a few rooms. Even as we had to travel around the halls of our home wrapped in blankets so we didn’t freeze during the winter, they kept me in private school. I’m sure you can figure out why.”

      “Appearances,” said Lexi.

      “Yep. Easy to hide that your grand home is empty of heat and possessions. Sometimes even light. But pulling me out of private education was a humiliation they could not bear. With Bella, they had no choice, and it was easier anyway. She’s seven years my junior, so she went to public primary school. Zara Anderson was there, so they could pretend it was some upper-class social experiment.”

      “They must have had to pull you out eventually if they weren’t heating their home?”

      “No, actually. They clung on until their situation improved. Eventually, the furniture returned, and the heating was on whenever we needed it. By the time Bella started secondary school, they could even send her private. There’s still no staff, even to this day. That’s why mum doesn’t let people in the house unless she has to. She can’t stand for people to know she has no one to open her door.”

      “Come into some money, did they?”

      “What?”

      “You said their financial situation improved. How so?”

      “God knows,” said Simon. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that their belligerent insistence on keeping me in private school, even when it made no financial sense, kept me in proximity to Kiera. She was kind, sweet, and smart enough to get into the school on a scholarship if her parents couldn’t pay (which they could). I was besotted with her. She didn’t see me like that—I had to settle for being her friend—but I knew who she was at her heart.”

      Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Lexi gave a sage nod.

      “Her kindness set her apart from many of our fellow pupils. So did the fact that she wasn’t spoilt. Despite their wealth, her parents insisted that Kiera earned her money as soon as she could rather than relying on handouts. She did this by babysitting.”

      As Simon stared into his coffee, Lexi tasted hers and found it sub-par, as cafetière coffee so often was. She tried not to let its flavour prevent her from listening to what Simon said next.

      “When Kiera and the kids disappeared, I knew she’d nothing to do with it. Her parents did, too. They fought against those who said otherwise. They’d have fought forever, as would I, had it been necessary. Soon enough, almost everyone accepted that an organised crime outfit had taken the kids and Kiera. No one knew what had happened to them. Given some of the theories, I almost hoped they’d killed her.”

      The memories brought tears to his eyes. Simon had lied to Lexi several times, but she was sure his affection for Kiera was genuine. What’s more, it continued to burn bright after all these years.

      “I moved on with my life as best I could, accepting the story the papers eventually printed until recently.”

      “Until Bella set you straight?”

      “Sort of. Bella and I never got on. I left for university when she was eleven, and neither of us bothered keeping in touch. We’d see each other a few times a year, usually at family events, the last time only days before she swanned off.”

      That was intriguing terminology. Where Vanessa had described her daughter as missing, which implied a departure under duress, Simon spoke of her absence as entirely of her own volition. As yet, Lexi could make no judgement on whose version of events was accurate.

      “I’m guessing that meeting was apropos of all this?” Lexi asked.

      “Very much so. Bella never moved out of the family home. Like mum and dad, she considered working for a living beneath her. This caused friction between her and my parents. She expected them to support her—they would rather she find a rich husband to care for her. To encourage her to follow their path, they afforded her a tiny allowance. As a result, Bella was a miserable, snippy creature. It never occurred to her to do as I had done and get a job.”

      “Perhaps as a politician?”

      She could not resist the dig. Simon gave her a forlorn look.

      “Funnily enough, I’m in marketing, but that hardly matters.”

      “You said your sister was miserable. I’m guessing not so on that final family dinner?”

      “Correct. She sat at the end of the table, a permanent smirk on her face. She was almost personable in her holier-than-thou way. When we’d finished eating, I followed her to her room and pestered her to tell me what was happening. She planned to keep quiet. Unfortunately for her, her smug nature wouldn’t allow her to shut up. She needed to brag, so she told me she was leaving. More importantly, a mysterious benefactor was paying for her to start a new life in a hot country. Not only would she never have to work again, but she’d have a new identity.”

      “Blimey.”

      “Yes, I questioned that, though it was apparent enough what was happening. She was blackmailing someone wealthy but dangerous. They were paying for her new identity, but they wouldn’t know the identity she was taking, theoretically. That way, they couldn’t come after her.”

      “They being Nigel Anderson, I presume.”

      “Quite. Once again, hubris had her tell me. Before, she had opened up to gloat about her windfall and life of luxury. This time, spite loosened her tongue. As I said, we’d never got on. Still, I didn’t realise she hated me until she revealed that something had encouraged her to reexamine her memories from the night Kiera disappeared but refused to tell me what she recalled that led to her blackmailing Nigel. She loved the idea of me obsessing over it again, and I did. I spent the next few days deciding what to do, but by the time I’d decided to confront her with a threat to tell our parents what she had planned, it was too late. She’d gone to start her new life.”

      “But you didn’t tell your parents what she’d been up to?”

      “No point. It wasn’t as though they’d be able to find her, was it?”

      It was funny how simple comments could reveal much of a person’s character. Simon’s response showed his selfish nature. His parents believed their daughter was missing. Despite Vanessa’s dispassionate nature, she and her husband were almost certainly frantic, wondering what had happened to their child. Simon could put their mind at ease but was too busy worrying about what he had lost to consider their plight.

      There was no point discussing Simon’s moral failings with him, so Lexi moved on.

      “You’ve not spoken with Bella since she told you about Kiera?”

      “Only once,” he said. “After her disappearing act, I sent her a voice note threatening to reveal her blackmail of Nigel Anderson if she didn’t tell me what happened to Kiera. All I wanted was to know what Nigel had done. I’d let her go after that.”

      “And she didn’t reply?”

      “No, she did. She sent a voice note back, saying she was about to ditch her phone and identity. She said I could spend the rest of my life worrying about what Nigel did or did not do to Kiera, but I’d never see Bella again to learn the truth.”

      As he retold this last part of Bella’s tale, his face twisted with fury, and his hands threatened to smash the Gorilla mug. That would be a shame. Lexi liked it.

      “Once she was gone, I did what I could to find out what she had remembered. I figured she must have seen something that night, but how could that be? Luckily, my mother isn’t one for throwing crap away. No need when we have so many rooms that aren’t in use. She’s kept all her wall calendars since the early 80s. When we were kids, everything we did went on there. Everything.”

      “So you found the night in question?”

      “I did indeed.”

      “And where was Bella?”

      This question made Simon hesitate. The way he looked away from Lexi made her stomach clench.

      “Simon? Where was she?”

      “According to mum’s calendar, she was at a friend’s house for a sleepover.” Simon forced himself to look back at Lexi. “Your house. She was sleeping over at Hetti’s.”
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      Lexi closed her eyes and thought of the Wizard of Oz. What she would not do for a pair of magic slippers. She could tap her heels together three times and wish to go back in time 24 hours. That way, she could eject Simon from her office the moment he arrived. She could keep Hetti with her at all times, refusing to let her sister stumble upon this wretched horror from so many years ago.

      Nigel, Kiera, Cyrus, Bella.

      Once again, Lexi returned to the first of her two points. All she wanted was to be a copywriter and build her business. Her focus needed to be on that and on winning back her ex-husband and reuniting her broken family. Perhaps she would have to push Maggie in front of a train. Okay, but how could she focus on that when people kept dragging her into situations like this?

      She wanted to walk away. The fact that Hetti was behind bars prevented her.

      Also, there was Simon’s bombshell. Bella was in Lexi’s house the night Zara, Jake, and Kiera disappeared, and Bella supposedly knew some big secret about what had happened.

      Her mind returned to her conversation with her mother. Peter Monroe had introduced Cyrus to Nigel. How did that link in? Had Pete been home the night Bella was there for that sleepover? Lexi couldn’t remember where she had been. What had happened?

      Something else occurred to her.

      “How does Cyrus fit into all this? It can’t be a coincidence that he started shopping around evidence that could topple Nigel—evidence you believe related to his children and Kiera—within months of Bella blackmailing Nigel and fleeing the country.”

      Simon’s mug was no longer in danger from his grip, but he used it to distract from answering the question. His eyes were fixed on those happy gorillas.

      “Why,” said Lexi, “do I get the impression you’re about to confess to another lie?”

      He placed the gorillas down and turned his red face to her.

      “Cyrus wasn’t exactly seeking buyers for his evidence.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning he had the evidence, and he did want to sell it. But I was the only potential buyer he contacted.”

      “Explain.”

      This was an unusually brief retort for Lexi, and Simon was not ready. He fumbled over his words before taking a breath and starting at the beginning.

      A very good place to start.

      “Here’s what I know. Something made Bella reexamine her memories from the night Kiera disappeared, which revealed a crime Nigel had committed. However, her memories wouldn’t have been enough to convince Nigel to pay for her new identity and life abroad. She needed proof. Enter Cyrus. He had something to do with what went down back then. Bella tracked him, and he agreed to partner with her to blackmail Nigel. They shared a payout, but Cyrus stuck around while Bella took her money and started again under a new name.”

      “That was a mistake on Cryus’ part,” said Lexi.

      “Clearly.”

      Lexi considered this. It fit with what she knew about Cyrus. If Pete introduced the crook to Nigel soon after his kids and Kiera went missing, it stood to reason the introduction was made so Cyrus could help Nigel with a crime.

      “How do you know all this?” she asked of Simon. “There are things there Bella can’t have told you.”

      Simon shrugged. “Much of it is inference. Bella had to find hard evidence somewhere, but I didn’t know where until Cyrus got in touch. It turns out the man is a bit of a fool for gambling and bad investments.”

      Like her father, at least on the gambling front.

      “When he called, he hid nothing,” Simon said. “He told me he’d lost all the money he’d earned from blackmailing Nigel and confessed that it’d be unwise to blackmail the future Prime Minister again. He wanted another way to profit from his intel.”

      Intel seemed a rather grandiose word for whatever Cyrus had. This was not an espionage thriller on the telly.

      “Foolish of Nigel not to ensure the evidence was destroyed after he paid Bella and Cyrus, no?” Lexi said.

      “I’m guessing he had no choice. They had him over a barrel. Besides, he must have frightened Cyrus, or Cyrus wouldn’t have come to me. He did, and I got to work gathering the money, but—“

      “How?”

      “What?”

      “Back at the agency, you said you could afford to pay Hetti ten grand and Cyrus whatever he wanted because of your family’s wealth. Except, as you’ve since revealed, your family don’t have money to throw around. Even if they did, from what you’ve told me, they wouldn’t give you a lump sum to use on this.”

      Simon finished his coffee with no distinguishable signs that he had ingested a mouthful of undiluted grounds. Unbelievable. Lexi took another sip and almost choked before pushing away her quarter-full mug.

      Unfair.

      “I’ll tell you where I got the money in a minute,” said Simon. “Point is, by the time I had it, Cyrus had got cold feet. He was sure Nigel would find him any day and refused to meet someone he couldn’t trust. Had he not been broke, he might have cancelled the deal. Because he needed my money, he agreed to use an intermediary he trusted. Through discussions, we learned he’d accept one of Pete Monroe’s children. As for where I acquired the cash. That was simple enough. I’ve saved a lot of money since starting University. That wasn’t enough, so I took out a loan using this house as collateral. Finally, I… borrowed some money from work. That about did it.”

      It said much that Simon looked proud of himself for acquiring these funds. Lexi could not quite believe it. She had to close her jaw with a hand before she could respond.

      “I know you’re desperate to learn what happened to Kiera, but you don’t even know if the evidence Bella found reveals that Nigel did something to her. Nor do you know if Cyrus can be trusted. Speaking of, how did he know you’d be willing to pay for the information he had?”

      At this, Simon’s expression darkened. “It seems they spoke about me, him and my sister. They had a right old laugh over how desperate I was to know what happened to Kiera. A piss take on my arsehole sister’s part. Still, I must look on the bright side. If she hadn’t mentioned me to Cyrus, he’d never have phoned, and I’d not be close to learning the truth about Kiera.

      “The bright side?” Lexi’s jaw was gaping again. “Simon, you stole from your company and put your house at risk for this. Even if you could have trusted Cyrus, you could lose everything for this information. Is it worth it?”

      Simon didn’t hesitate.

      “Yes. I’d do anything to know what happened to Kiera.”

      There was something almost endearing about this earnest desire from Simon to find the truth about what had happened to the girl he had loved as a teenager.

      It was still stupid, though.

      Furthermore, something was off. Perhaps Simon was lying. In this instance, Lexi got the impression something else was going on.

      A lot of what Simon believed, Lexi could also buy. If it were true that Bella had been at Lexi’s home the night Zara disappeared, maybe she had seen something. After all, Lexi’s childhood home was not far from where Nigel Anderson lived. It was also plausible that something had triggered a memory years later, leading to Bella’s search for evidence to support whatever she had recalled.

      It was also believable that Bella would team up with Cyrus Bishop to blackmail Nigel Anderson.

      What Lexi struggled with was the image of Bella and Cyrus sitting around chatting about Simon’s desperate desire to uncover the truth about Kiera. This required her to accept that Bella and Cyrus had spent time discussing matters other than the job at hand, which was difficult.

      But, if Bella hadn’t told Cyrus about Simon’s obsession, how had Cyrus known to call Simon when he needed money?

      That was a question Lexi was not yet sure how to answer.

      “What happened with my sister?” she said at last.

      “Nothing you can’t guess. We met, and I drove her to the block of flats where Cyrus was staying. She went up, on her own, as requested, to his apartment—“

      “With the money?”

      “No. I wanted her to verify that he had the evidence he had promised. Once she’d done that, she’d collect the money and take it to him unless he decided to let me up. None of that was possible because Cyrus was already dead. Obviously, I didn’t know that at the time. I guessed when the cops swarmed the building soon after she entered.”

      A swarm of police officers. Lexi tried not to imagine how terrified her sister must have been, standing over a dead body as the police barged in and cuffed her, probably shouting in her face.

      “Listen.” Simon rose as he spoke, coming to sit in the chair next to Lexi. “It’s clear Nigel caught up with Cyrus and killed him. That means he has the evidence.”

      “Game over for you.”

      “No, no, it isn’t.” Simon placed a hand on Lexi’s wrist. “If he’s got the evidence, and we can prove he killed Cyrus, it’ll all come out. I’m sure it will. This is a win-win. We prove that Nigel killed Cyrus. We save your sister. We discover what happened to Kiera. Tell me you’re with me.”

      Those dancing, happy gorillas drew Lexi’s eyes. What did they have to be so gleeful about, anyway? How was it fair? All Lexi wanted was to return to her agency and do her job. She wanted to win her husband back, swiping him from beneath Maggie’s nose if needs be.

      That was what she wanted.

      But that wasn’t possible. She hated it, but that was the fact of the matter.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s save my sister.”

      As Simon blubbered out a thank you, Lexi swept a hand across the table, caught the mug, and watched with grim satisfaction as those dancing, happy gorillas smashed upon the floor.
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      They finished breakfast in near silence. There was no point in attempting to make Elizabeth retract her demands or believe she was mistaken about Tofu being her grandchild. Either route would be a waste of breath. Xander had no idea how Elizabeth had learned a truth that only he, Hetti, and Lexi was supposed to know, but she had. There was no putting that cat back into the bag.

      “Well,” said Elizabeth, laying her cutlery on her plate. “That was yum. Thanks for sharing this meal with me. It’s been a pleasure. I’m sure you feel the same.”

      Xander said nothing. He would not lie, and honesty was dangerous, even if Elizabeth believed she needed something from him.

      “Whatever you think, my husband and I aren’t monsters.” Elizabeth stood. “We don’t seek to take Hetti’s child away. All we want is a joint custody arrangement.

      She came around the table and lay a hand on Xander’s shoulder.

      “I won’t give you a deadline—only a warning. We have deep pockets. Not to mention fruitful relationships with some of the country’s top lawyers. Should you prevaricate or obfuscate, we’ll use legal channels to get what we want. The day I pursue such a course of action, Gwen and Andrew die. For now, Gwen will remain in our care. Don’t worry. We’ll look after her. It’ll be like rehab, and she can leave the second you’ve delivered what my husband and I want.”

      She leaned forward and kissed his cheek.

      “Thank you again for a lovely breakfast.”

      Roman took Xander to Yasmin’s room, and the siblings departed together. Yaz wanted to know everything and was angry when Xander resisted giving her a blow-by-blow of his breakfast with Elizabeth.

      “All that matters,” he said, “is that they have Gwen, but I’ll get her back.”

      “How?”

      His look said it all.

      “You can’t shut me out.”

      He wanted to take her home, but she resisted. She wanted to come with him, but that was a no. Outside the hotel, he had checked his phone and saw several messages and missed calls from Lexi. She didn’t answer when he returned the calls, so he texted to say he’d wait for her at her house unless she got in touch and asked him to meet elsewhere.

      “I want to talk to Lexi alone,” he told Yasmin.

      “While keeping me out of the loop. This is the woman I love, Alex.”

      The argument continued in this vein for many miles. By the time they reached the outskirts of town, Yasmin had agreed to go to their parent’s house—who were returning from holiday that afternoon—but only once Xander promised to give her a proper update later that day.

      “I’m still not happy.”

      “I know.”

      After dropping Yaz off, Xander went straight to Lexi’s. He planned to call Maggie once he got there. After all, much as he might not like it, she was his only hope of dealing with Elizabeth. On the driveway, he got out his phone, and the spare key Lexi had given him, but as he inserted the latter into the lock, the door opened, and Xander saw his call would be wasted.

      First, he wondered if he had somehow driven to the wrong home. But no, this was Lexi’s place.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Lovely to see you, too,” said Maggie. “I’m babysitting.”

      “Babysitting?”

      “Yes. I assume you’ve heard of it?”

      “Babysitting who? Not Lyla?”

      The idea made his stomach lurch. As far as he knew, Maggie and his daughter had never met, and he was certainly in no hurry to bring them together. He knew it was unfair to put off deciding where he wanted his relationships with Maggie and Lexi to go—especially now Maggie had said the L-word—but he somehow kept finding ways to do so.

      All that would go out the window if Maggie met Lyla. He would feel compelled to decide if he wanted to make a proper go of things with Elizabeth’s daughter, and that terrified him.

      “Don’t worry,” said Maggie, reading his expression. “Ex-wifey wouldn’t let me near your precious daughter. Come on.”

      She led him inside as though she owned the place, pausing at the living room door to put a finger to her lips before letting them in.

      On the sofa, on his back, was a sleeping Tofu. Xander stared at the child and could not help but imagine the boy’s deceased father. The vile Freddie. Not only him but his mother. Elizabeth and her twisted demands. From her, he pivoted to her daughter, Freddie’s younger sister, who stood at his side,

      Before he knew what he was doing, he was striding to the sofa. As he did, the baby woke and began to fuss.

      “Hey, little man,” said Maggie. “It’s okay. He probably needs a feed. I’ll get the bottle.”

      She left before he could respond, leaving him to collect the baby in his arms. Tofu opened his tiny eyes and looked at Xander.

      Although Tofu was his ex-wife’s sister’s child, Xander had spent plenty of time with him since birth, and the baby calmed when he realised Xander was holding him. By the time Xander got into the kitchen, the tears had stopped.

      “Where’s Lexi?” he asked. “Where’s Hetti? Why are you here?”

      “Three questions, but the answers are linked,” said Maggie. “Hetti’s been arrested for murder, and Lexi’s out trying to prove her innocence or something. Therefore, neither are able to look after this one, and Lexi couldn’t get hold of you. Hence… here I am.”

      “Murder? What? Whose?”

      “I don’t know the details. I’m sure Lexi’ll fill you in. Look, I made up a bottle while he was sleeping. Shall I?”

      She held out her arms. The hurt on her face was immediate and unhidden when Xander retreated.

      “Alex? What’s going on? Is this about Ian? Don’t think I’ve not been looking into that. I had someone scope out the carpark where the body was supposed to be. He was gone, but we’ll find him.”

      “I know where he is.”

      “Where?”

      Xander looked at the baby in his arms, still wriggling, calm but agitated. Hungry, as Maggie had noted.

      When he looked up, the hurt on Maggie’s face had yet to fade, and he hated himself for putting it there. Was she to blame for the people her parents were? No, and she had done all she could over the last few weeks to prove herself better than them.

      “I’m sorry for snapping,” he said. “You’re right. I think he’s hungry.”

      Maggie came forward again. This time, Xander did not jerk the baby away, nor hand him over.

      “Are you sure?” he said. “I can do it.”

      “It’s fine.” She moved closer to the child, and Xander relented, passing Tofu across. To his surprise, the baby settled almost at once.

      The pre-made bottle was on the side. Maggie stuck it in Tofu’s mouth, and the baby suckled away.

      “Don’t worry,” said Maggie. “I sterilised everything and ensured I made up the right amount for his age. I’m no fool, you know.”

      “Far from it.” He moved closer, looking over her shoulder at the content baby. “I didn’t see you as the maternal sort.”

      “Again and again, I surprise you. Always in a good way, I hope.”

      “Recently.”

      She smiled at him, and then her expression darkened.

      “You said you knew who moved Ian?”

      “Elizabeth Murray. She found her friend, but not only him.”

      “Your sister’s girlfriend?”

      Nod.

      “Fuck.”

      “Agreed.”

      “She’s dead then?” said Maggie. “No way Mum lets Ian’s killer go free.”

      A shake of the head. “Your mother’s a practical woman. We had breakfast together this morning.”

      Maggie almost dropped the baby.

      “What?”

      He nodded. “And she wants something from me.”

      “Crap. And she’ll kill Gwen if you refuse?”

      He said nothing.

      No longer trusting herself to stay standing and not drop the baby, Maggie took Tofu and the bottle to Lexi’s living room. Xander followed but remained standing while Maggie dropped onto a sofa.

      “It’s not just Gwen,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I don’t help her, she’ll also kill Andrew.”

      “No. She promised.”

      “She mentioned that. Thank you, by the way, for fighting my corner.”

      Maggie looked at the baby in her arms, her face a mask of distress. Although she had walked away from her mother’s business, Xander knew the mother and daughter remained close. He hated putting Maggie in this position but saw no other choice.

      “What does she want?”

      This was the question Xander had dreaded. He saw no way he could change Elizabeth’s mind without Maggie’s help. But how could he tell her the truth about Tofu? What can of worms did that open? And what would Lexi and Hetti think?

      It came down to trust. Did he love Maggie? He had no idea, but that did not change the fact that he trusted her.

      This was a road he had to travel.

      “She wanted joint custody of Freddie’s son.”

      Maggie stared at him.

      “What? What son? Why do you keep nodding like that?”

      It took her a while to realise he was not simply nodding but gesturing. Her eyes went to the baby in her lap, and she gasped as though realising Tofu was not a child but a squid.

      “No.”

      Xander nodded.

      “It can’t be.”

      “It is, and I hate to ask, but I need you.”

      “Need me?”

      “Andrew and Gwen’s lives are in danger. I can’t let them die.”

      “No, no, of course. And mum’s being ridiculous. She must know that. Hetti’s the kid’s mum. She can’t agree to joint custody.” She nodded to affirm her views. “I’ll speak to Mum. She’ll have to drop the ridiculous threats. I know she’s upset about Freddie and Ian, but neither would be dead if not for their actions. She knows that. Once she’s dropped her demands and agreed to let Gwen go, we can arrange a meeting. You and Hetti with Mum and Dad. To talk about proper access. I guess Hetti will want to supervise any visits at first. Mum and Dad won’t like that, but they’ll have to—“

      “Wait, what?”

      Maggie’s eyes turned from the baby to the face of the man she had told she loved.

      “What?”

      “What meeting?” Xander asked. “There’s no meeting. We need Elizabeth to back off.”

      Maggie looked at the baby and said two words that told Xander he was sunk.

      “My nephew.”

      “I won’t keep you from him,” he said. “Lexi’s already proven she won’t. Nor will Hetti. But your parents—“

      “Are a loving mum and dad and would be doting grandparents.”

      “I’m sure they would. I’m sure they’d rush meetings with the Mexican cartels to reach Tofu’s birthday party on time.”

      “You’re calling him Tofu, too. Seriously?”

      “They already delegate all their throat cutting, so that wouldn’t limit their time with their grandchild, and they’d never pick him up with actual blood on their hands.”

      At this, Maggie sprung to her feet.

      “Go ahead, get high and mighty. How does it help?”

      “They’re not coming near Hetti’s kid. Never.”

      “Then what’ll you do about Andrew and Gwen? If you think I can persuade mum to be reasonable when you won’t be, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      All at once, Xander wished Lexi was here. That way, she could do the talking.

      “Your mother’s threats show exactly why she should never be allowed near an innocent child. Your refusal to talk her out of it when people will die if I won’t bend to her wishes shows I was wrong about you.”

      Pain, misery, and fury mingled on Maggie’s features like uncomfortable guests at a party.

      “If that’s how you feel, I suggest we end this conversation here.”

      “Fine,” said Xander. “Get out.”

      Maggie recoiled.

      “This isn’t your house,” she said. “Lexi invited me.”

      “There’s no way I’m leaving you with the baby.”

      This comment served to sap all anger from Maggie’s expression, leaving only depression and betrayal.

      “Wow, now I see how it is. How you truly see me. Okay.” There were tears in her eyes as she handed Tofu to Xander. “Fuck you, Alex Harper.”

      She rushed from the house, taking with her Xander’s only hope of getting Elizabeth to back down and making him feel a complete bastard into the bargain.
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      Soon after agreeing to partner up, Lexi and Simon went their separate ways. Lexi was due to see Hetti, then wanted to check on Tofu and have lunch. She and Simon would reconvene that afternoon.

      Lexi’s head was full of what Simon had said as she rushed to her car and drove to the station. Her mind, always active, wanted to theorise. To pick at what she knew and draw some conclusions. She forced herself to stop. For the time being, her focus had to be on Hetti. After that, she could plan her next steps.

      Once she arrived at the station, she checked her phone and was relieved to see messages from Xander, the last of which said he was with Tofu. Maggie had gone, so he would await Lexi’s return. She replied that she would be back for lunch, then texted Bluebell to request a meeting that afternoon.

      Her visit with Hetti took place in a small, solitary room. A guard stood outside, but no one else was nearby. Umar was in the budding, and Lexi would talk to him once she left her sister. For now, it was the two of them.

      “Bet you never saw this coming,” said Hetti once they were settled on the same side of the table. “Both of your siblings jailed for murder. You should kill someone. Then everyone will know what a failure our mother was.”

      Mention of Victoria reminded Lexi that Hetti had invited that woman into her flat. A conversation on why she had made such an idiotic move was best left for another time, but Lexi could not help but recall her mother’s threats. What if Hetti did go to prison? Lexi would struggle to raise four kids alone. If Victoria could prove her daughter was failing, could she wrest Seb and Olivia away via the courts?

      The idea made Lexi sick, and she refuted it.

      “You’re not going to prison,” said Lexi. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Except be a moron, you mean? I should never have gone to meet Simon.”

      “Well, no,” said Lexi, “and you’re probably worried I’ll say I told you so.”

      There was a long pause before Hetti said, “But…“

      “I told you so.”

      “Ugh. I hate you.”

      “What? I literally told you so. I told you it was a terrible idea. After you hung up, I called repeatedly, leaving numerous messages, saying it was literally a crap idea to literally meet an actual criminal just because he knew dad. Especially on behalf of a man who had literally lied to us numerous times.”

      “Stop saying literally.”

      “Why? People so rarely use it correctly. ‘Oh, I could literally eat a horse.’ No. ‘Man, I literally drank a thousand beers last night’. Lie. ‘Oh, dude, I’m literally chopping my feet off right now’.”

      “Who says that?”

      “My point is, using it correctly, even in excess, is good.”

      “I don’t agree with the excess bit.”

      “I don’t agree with you ignoring my advice and getting yourself into trouble.”

      Hetti laughed. “I knew you’d cheer me up.”

      Then, she burst into tears.

      “Yeah, great job I’m doing.” Lexi put her arm around her sister. “Shh, it’ll be okay. Everything’s going to be okay. You didn’t kill Cyrus, and I’ll prove it. Hey, hey.” She pushed away, cupped her sister’s chin, and looked the younger woman in the eye. “Hear me: I’m going to prove it.”

      Hetti sniffed, getting herself under control. “Do you really believe that?”

      “You better believe I believe it, but even if I’m wrong—which I never am—Umar will save the day. He’s an outstanding lawyer. The best in the business.”

      “Except for Andrew.”

      “Andrew’s no longer in the business. Umar’s the best available. That doesn’t sound as good, but he can get you off even if I fail to deliver. Which I won’t. Tell me what happened?”

      Hetti shook her head. “Tell me about my baby first. Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine, all good. Misses his mummy, but we’re looking after him.”

      “Who has him now? Xand.”

      “Yeah.” Lexi was relieved not to have to lie. No chance was she letting Hetti know that her baby’s auntie Mags had babysat. “He’s taking good care of Tofu.”

      “Don’t call him Tofu.”

      “What should I call him?”

      “I don’t know. I have to register his birth within ten days of now. If they lock me up for thirty years, I won’t be able to.”

      “That’s true, and you’d be in real trouble if they fine by the day like an overdue library book.”

      Hetti laughed and cried, and Lexi pulled her in for another hug.

      “Don’t fret about any of that. You’ll be out before the ten-day deadline. Even if you’re not, we’ll sort it. Anyway, look on the bright side. You keep complaining you’ve had no time to think of a name. Now time’s all you’ve got.”

      “I’m hoping to get bail.”

      “That would be problematic. I’m sure I could talk them out of it.”

      “Piss off.” Hetti did another half-laugh, half-cry.

      For a while, they held one another in silence. When the hug broke, Lexi moved them onto more serious topics.

      “Want to tell me what happened?”

      Hetti nodded and told Lexi how she met Simon at his place. For a while, they sat around and made awkward conversation, then they drove to Cyrus’ block of flats. Hetti went up alone. When she knocked on the door, she realised it was open.

      “That should have tipped me off that something was wrong. I should have walked away. How could I be so stupid?”

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay.”

      Lexi spoke to her sister as she might to a worked-up Lyla. When Hetti was calm, she continued.

      She had entered the apartment and found the living room at the end of the short hall. No searching was necessary. She saw Cyrus at once.

      “It was horrible. So much blood.”

      Someone had repeatedly bludgeoned Cyrus’s skull, almost caving it in. Stunned by what she saw, Hetti stood staring at the dead man even as she heard feet pounding along the corridor.

      “When they burst in, it was like, I couldn’t even process. They grabbed and cuffed me. They were shouting, but I’ve no idea what they said. Even as they dragged me to a police car and drove me here, I didn’t get it. It was like a dream. It hit home only once I’d been processed and shoved into a cell. That’s when I asked for my call and phoned you.”

      Lexi considered all this before asking follow-up questions.

      “You didn’t see anyone on the way up to the flat? No one who might have left the apartment before you went in?”

      “No.”

      “What about in the apartment? Notice anything suspicious?”

      “I didn’t notice anything besides the body.”

      Fair enough. Anyway, the police would have searched the flat and found anything interesting. That Hetti was still locked up suggested nothing discovered with Cyrus had led to his killer.

      “What will you do?” Hetti asked.

      Again, Lexi considered. Before much longer, a detective would open the door, and Lexi’s time would be up.

      Rather than give a detailed account of her conversation with Simon, she painted some broad strokes for Hetti before jumping into the pertinent question.

      “Do you remember the night Zara disappeared?”

      “The night itself? I don’t think so. If Simon says Bella was at ours, that’s probably right. She did stay over a few times. I remember them vaguely, but nothing of interest ever happened. There were films and popcorn. That was about it. I do remember the aftermath of Zara’s disappearance. I always liked her, but she wasn’t popular. She was a bully, I think. Arrogant, like Bella. They were the class rich kids. I missed her once she was gone, but the primary emotion was fear for most of the kids. If something like that could happen to Zara, they thought it might happen to them.”

      None of this moved Lexi forward, but that was unsurprising. How could she expect a twenty-five-year-old to remember the events of one night when she was eight?

      Bella remembered. This suggested she had seen or heard something that Hetti had not. Something significant enough that it had stuck in the back of her mind, ready to be recalled—when triggered—years later.

      Had she woken in the night and come downstairs for a glass of water? To get to the kitchen, she would have had to go past the living room. Perhaps she had stopped at the sound of voices.

      Three men?

      Pete Monroe. Cyrus Bishop. Nigel Anderson.

      Was that it? Had Nigel, Pete, and Cyrus committed a crime on the night Kiera and Nigel’s kids disappeared? Had Bella heard them discussing it?

      It was possible but little more than a hunch for now.

      “There is one thing I remember,” said Hetti.

      “What’s that?”

      “Whenever Bella stayed overnight, her mum always picked her up the next day. I don’t know why our parents never took her.”

      Lexi did. The Belmonts finances were at their lowest ebb during this period. Perhaps the signs of their struggles were not so easy to hide. Lexi pictured a broken box at the gate and peeling paint on the door.

      “Also, Bella’s mum always came after lunch. There was one exception when dad came upstairs first thing and said he was taking Bella home right away. I asked why, and he said her parents needed her back. That was it. I didn’t think much more about it. That’s probably no use.”

      “It might be,” said Lexi. “It really might.”

      Not long after, the door opened, and a stern officer told Lexi her time was up. Hetti cried, and Lexi held her close, kissing her cheek and telling her everything would be okay.

      “Pick a name for your son. You can greet him with it when you get out.”

      Back in the carpark, Lexi hugged herself and tried not to let the recollection of her sister’s desperate face make her cry. There was nothing to fear. Lexi would learn the truth. Everything would be okay.

      “Lexi?”

      Lexi spun to find Umar behind her. She wasted no time with pleasantries.

      “Tell me it’ll be okay. You’ll get my sister off.”

      Umar was a man of the law. As an effective solicitor, he knew not to let his expression or silence speak for him. Because of this, his face betrayed no emotion, and he immediately replied to Lexi. Even so, she discerned in a split second between ask and answer that she was in trouble.

      “Your sister’s in a tricky position—“

      “Damn it.”

      “She was caught with the body. Its possible time of death could exonerate her. It’ll certainly help because it looks as though Cyrus was killed a few hours before Hetti’s arrest. Of course, she could have come back or never left.”

      “She was with me all morning.”

      “And the police will ask you to sign a statement confirming that. Unfortunately, there’s also the murder weapon to consider.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Ah. Hetti didn’t tell you what happened?”

      “She did.” Lexi retold Hetti’s story, knowing she was a fool. Umar wasn’t going to hear the version of events Hetti had recounted and say, ‘oh, in that case, I was wrong about a murder weapon’. She was glad that, once she had finished, he did not beat around the bush.

      “Your sister missed a key detail, I’m afraid. Cyrus Bishop’s killer bludgeoned him to death with a stone doorstop. When the police arrived, that doorstop was at Hetti’s feet.”

      “Okay, but that doesn’t mean—“

      “And her prints were the only ones found on it.”
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      Nigel spent the rest of the morning pacing around his house, driving himself insane by going over and over his options while ignoring calls from his colleagues and journalists.

      He had a sandwich for lunch, and as he ate the last of his crust, he realised Frank was right. There was no way he could win. Perhaps Paula would come through and do what Donald had asked. Donald would return with more demands if she did, likely once Nigel was Prime Minister.

      Maybe Nigel could fob Jacob off with a watered-down version of the bill he yearned for, but that would show Jacob he had something to hide. On the other hand, if Nigel didn’t appease Jacob, the slippery MP would tell everyone about his meeting with Karim, which could end him anyway.

      Then there was Melanie. Frank was right. Even if Nigel could find someone else to do the dirty deed, he would have another Donald with something to hold over him. With two such dangerous people leaning on him, his premiership would collapse within months if he was lucky—more likely weeks.

      The alternative to finding someone else to deal with Karim and Melanie was unthinkable.

      No, the truth was clear. He had come close to obtaining his goal—far closer than most—but had fallen at the final hurdle. There was no denying it any longer.

      It was game over.

      He left his plate on the kitchen surface and went upstairs to the bedroom he shared with Paula. From the wardrobe, he grabbed two suitcases, chucking them on the bed.

      Paula wouldn’t be happy but would see sense in the end. He would make her. He had to because he could not do without her.

      Both suitcases were empty. He unzipped them and left them open on the bed as he went to his safe, plugging in the code and pulling open the heavy metal door. Inside were numerous documents, two passports, a wad of cash, and an item he had forgotten existed.

      Everything came out. He dumped the lot in his case and checked through the documents, returning to the safe those he would not need for his new life. As the leader of the opposition, Nigel often flew abroad. Even so, he checked his and Paula’s passports to ensure neither had expired.

      So far, so good.

      He would use his card to buy the plane tickets, but they would have to fly on somewhere else using cash once they landed in Europe. He had enough for that flight, the new passports he would arrange under different names, and to rent somewhere in the sun for a few months upon arrival. As soon as he got where he was going, he would get in touch with his sister. She would see him and Paula right. He was sure of it.

      Once he had replaced the money in his case, his hand drifted to the other item. He touched it as though fearing an electric shock before sliding his hand around the black, textured grip.

      The handgun was compact and sleek. He’d had it for years and had never fired it. The same six bullets remained inside. After all this time, he wondered if it would work.

      Several of his colleagues in parliament had served in the armed forces in one capacity or another. Many had held and fired guns, some even in active combat.

      Nigel was not such an MP. He had never fired a gun and had no desire to. They made him uncomfortable, and this was one item he would not have taken abroad, even if he could have got it through airport security.

      The front door swung open, and Paula called out, shocking Nigel. He jumped, almost pulling the trigger and blowing his face from his head with one of those old bullets—assuming the gun still worked.

      Paula swung the door closed. Usually, she would go straight to the living room or the kitchen. Today, her tapping heels paused at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Nige? Is that you?”

      Blast. He must have cried out when he jumped, although he had no recollection of doing so.

      “Nigel?”

      He did not want her to see the cases before he sat her down and explained the situation. He would rather she did not know he had been upstairs until she understood why they could no longer stick to their guns. Unfortunately, there was no option now. A fearless woman, Paula would come up to discover who had made the sound even if she suspected an intruder had broken in.

      “Nigel?”

      Too late. She made her way up the stairs.

      “Coming, darling.”

      He rushed from the bedroom, closing the door behind him, then scurried along the landing, greeting Paula at the top of the stairs.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, nothing.” He aimed for breezy but was unsure whether he made it. “Let’s go downstairs and have a cup of tea, shall we? Lots to talk about. I saw Frank, you know.”

      “I know. Why do you have a gun?”

      “A…” He jumped again. Thankfully, he was not so close to blowing his head off this time. “I do, don’t I?”

      “You do. What’s going on?”

      Nigel was angry at himself. In his haste to rush into the hall to prevent Paula from seeing the cases, he had forgotten to drop the gun on the bed. Now there was no persuading his wife that nothing strange was going on.

      “It’s from the safe,” he said.

      “I’m aware. What were you doing in the safe?”

      This was not how Nigel had wanted this conversation to begin. After their talk yesterday, Nigel knew how difficult Paula would be to talk around. He had not realised, until that lunch, how much his ascension to the top job meant to her—he had never seen that her ambition outstripped his own.

      But there could be no more waiting or procrastinating.

      “I saw Frank Monroe this morning.”

      “You said.”

      She did not ask what had come of the meeting. She expected him to tell her.

      “He’s retired. He won’t help.”

      “Fine.” Paula seemed unphased. Rather than focusing on the setback, her mind sprung into action, searching for an alternative solution. “Given the timings, I’m unsure we’ll find anyone else. I take it Frank knew no one he’d recommend?”

      “He recommended we quit while we’re behind.”

      “Pathetic. No wonder he’s had to retire.”

      “Yes, except he made some valid points. We’re already in Donald’s pocket.”

      “That will be resolved this afternoon,” said Paula. “Donald will have what he wants.”

      “For now. As you accepted, he’ll almost certainly return with more demands once I’m Prime Minister.”

      “And as I said, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “Or fall off and drown. Besides, what good is kicking the can down the road?”

      Paula looked at her husband as though he were a difficult child. “What’s your alternative? Shall we kill Donald and his wife? We’d have to go after his daughter as well. How should we do that? You can’t even find someone to kill Melanie and Karim.”

      “We can’t kill anyone.”

      There it was. He had said the words and now had to face her wrath. He half expected her to start screaming. He should have known better. That was not his wife’s style.

      “What were you doing in the safe, Nigel?”

      “Can’t you forget about the damn safe for a minute? Listen to what I’m saying. Frank made the point that whoever we find to kill Melanie and Karim, assuming we could find someone, would have us at their mercy. Is that another bridge to cross when we come to it? When I’m one week into the job, and I have Donald and another criminal—just as ruthless—blackmailing me into passing abhorrent laws or getting their lieutenants off murder charges. Think about it, Paula.”

      Paula was staring at the bedroom door. Rather than respond to his points, she said, “Was it the passports?”

      What could he say? Maybe there was something, but his hesitation answered for him.

      “You spineless worm.”

      “Please,” he said. “You must understand the situation.”

      “I do. You’re pathetic. You’ve lost your nerve. This sometimes happens, I know, when people get close to the finish line. They bottle it. I thought you were different. I thought I knew you.”

      It was as though she were punching him repeatedly in the gut. He stared at this wife and wondered how he had failed to realise who she was beneath the surface. The ambitious drive was tied to her ruthlessness. He had always admired these traits. Never before had he seen how far beyond the point of reason they could take her.

      Had she always been that way? Or did her desperation to achieve their goals at any cost come from losing their children?

      More specifically, losing Jake, their boy. Paula’s favourite.

      The memory of their boy—what his loss must have done to Paula—brought a wave of calm over Nigel. He cleared his throat and explained the situation.

      “I’ve got out the cases and our passports. We have some money, and I’ll fairly easily be able to arrange for us to fly to the continent. Once we’re there, I’ll speak to my sister and arrange for enough money for us to start a new life under new names. We can be happy.”

      Paula stared at him, her cold eyes revealing nothing but her contempt.

      He held firm, putting his foot down.

      “I’m going to pack. I’d appreciate your help, but if you’d rather sulk, feel free to go downstairs and wait.”

      Feeling good about his assertive manner, he turned from his wife towards the bedroom.

      She snatched the gun from his grasp.

      “What are you doing?” He whirled back.

      For a mad moment, he thought she might shoot him. Then she shook her head.

      “I’m dealing with Donald. I’ll deal with Melanie and Karim, too.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Paula. To what end? I’m leaving. The job’s gone without me.”

      She said nothing, but her eyes terrified him.

      “Give me the gun,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Give it to me.”

      He grabbed for it, and she screeched. He got hold of the stock with one hand and grabbed her wrist with the other. He came into her, and she tried to pull back.

      “Let go,” he said. “Please just—“

      Her furious yells drowned out his words.

      “You worthless piece of shit,” she screamed. “You won’t take this from me. I hate you. I hate—“

      The gun went off.

      Paula’s eyes widened, and her tongue fell still.

      She stumbled back—

      —and tumbled down the stairs, rolling over and over, crashing to a stop at the bottom.
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      When Lexi returned home, Xander was changing a nappy on the living room floor while lunch for the adults waited on the dining room table next door.

      “Result,” said Lexi. “I arrived just in time.”

      “Yup. Changed, fed, and time for another nap.”

      “All that kid does is sleep.”

      “Lazy.”

      “I know, right? Youth of today.”

      Xander picked up the freshly changed Tofu, cuddled the tired baby, and placed him in Lexi’s portable cot. Tofu fussed when Xander put him down but nodded off after a few seconds of tummy rubbing from Xander.

      Lexi came to stand beside her ex-husband next to the cot.

      “This is so unfair. Lyla never went down like that for her naps. Remember how we used to sit there rubbing her tummy for about four hours as she howled at us before giving up and letting her sleep on our chest?”

      “Not sure it was quite four hours,” said Xander.

      “Felt like it.”

      “Might have been four minutes.”

      “But it felt like four hours. Didn’t it?”

      “It did.”

      “I’d go to these baby and mummy groups on maternity leave. All these other mums talking about how much they got done while their kid slept, and there was me shooting daggers at Lyla, cursing her. Cursing the mums as well. I wanted to push them all down the stairs.”

      “You did push one, didn’t you?”

      “No. Well, not down a flight of stairs. It was over a railing, and she was fine besides a bruised elbow. And a broken wrist. But she deserved it. I think. It’s all a bit of a blur. I was super sleep deprived.”

      Xander laughed. “Lunch?”

      They went to the living room and sat opposite one another. Both waited before tucking in, as though they might say grace for the first time.

      Inevitably, Lexi broke the silence. ”I’ve got so much to tell you.”

      “And I you.”

      “Where have you been? With Yaz, I know, but I thought you were returning to yours last night. You never take so long to reply to my texts.”

      “I had an… interesting breakfast. I’ll come to that, but what about Hetti? Mags said she was arrested for murder?”

      “Good of her to take her tongue out of your mouth long enough to impact that piece of info.”

      Okay, there it was. Xander had expected this to come up sooner or later after Lexi saw Bluebell and Maggie yesterday. He had not anticipated his ex raising the subject so quickly nor with such aggression.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was a shitty thing to say for loads of reasons. It’s not fair on you, who’ve done nothing wrong. Nor on Hetti. She’s in a cell, terrified of what’s going to happen. All my focus needs to be on her. But it isn’t. It can’t be. I can’t get the thought of you and that woman from my head. Sorry, I shouldn’t refer to her like that. This is your lover we’re talking about. Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that either. I’m a bitchy mess. Let’s talk Hetti and murder and whatever you’ve got to say.”

      Xander waited, interested to see if Lexi had it in her to move off this topic.

      “Hetti’s in jail,” she said, talking slowly and carefully. “I’ve been looking into what happened so that I can help.”

      Lexi took a breath. So far, so good. She was staying on track.

      “The problem was Tofu. I couldn’t look after him and exonerate my sister. I needed a babysitter.”

      Uh-oh.

      “Maggie came to my rescue. With that and the fact that she’s walked away from her family’s awful business and won the heart of a wonderful man, I guess she’s pretty much a saint now?”

      Xander waited. Then said, “That’s all you have to say on Hetti’s murder?”

      Red tinged Lexi’s otherwise pale, freckled cheeks. “No, sorry. I got a bit off track there, didn’t I? Don’t know what’s come over me.”

      Xander picked up his sandwich. “She’s not won my heart.”

      “You don’t have to talk about your relationship. It’s none of my business. Please ignore my rambling on the topic.”

      “You’re the mother of my child. Who I date is absolutely your business.”

      “So you are dating?” Lexi asked this in the way one might ask a doctor if their illness was terminal.

      Xander paused. Not because he was considering a lie—he knew it was time for the truth—but because honesty was tough when he knew the facts would hurt Lexi.

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      “Okay.” Lexi took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m going to eat now. Is that alright? Why am I asking? Of course it’s alright. You’re not a monster. You just sleep with them. Nope. Wish I hadn’t said that. Please, pretend I didn’t. Food. Let’s have food. Here goes.”

      She took a bite of her sandwich and chewed for a long time. Xander was not particularly hungry after breakfast, and his stomach churned as he considered what he had to tell Lexi.

      “This is delicious,” Lexi said at last. “Best I’ve ever had. Turkey is my fave.”

      “It’s ham.”

      “Yep. Makes sense. Gee,” she fanned her face. “Is it hot in here, or is it just me imagining the love of my life having sex with the Murrays?”

      “A Murray,.”

      “Yes, fair, and you’re hardly unique. I bedded Freddie Murray not so long ago, although I was drunk. So very drunk. Then there’s Hetti. She had a baby with him. That was dumb. Know what she told me the other day?”

      Xander shook his head.

      “She thinks Elizabeth and Donald could learn the truth about Tofu’s paternity. If I ever get her off this murder charge, I’ll ask her about that because she didn’t tell me how.”

      While Lexi bit into her sandwich, Xander looked at the dining room door. Beyond it, Tofu slept in his portable cot. An innocent baby, only weeks old and already trapped in the middle of warring factions, one side of which was deadly.

      Freddie was nothing like Maggie, but would he have turned out as cruel and twisted as he had if raised by people other than Donald and Elizabeth? What if Tofu shared some of those same traits with his father? The last thing they wanted was to allow him to spend time with people to whom violence was second nature.

      Joint custody was unthinkable, but for the first time, Xander realised how much worse it could get. What if Hetti did go to jail for murder? There was no chance Elizabeth and Donald would go for a 50-50 split then. They’d go for sole custody, and with their expensive lawyers, there was a chance they would win.

      “Xander? You okay?”

      “Fine. About Maggie—”

      “Look, you don’t have to.”

      “I know. Now shut up, and let me talk.”

      He jumped into it before he could lose his nerve, explaining how he and Maggie had gone to dinner shortly after Andrew was imprisoned for killing her brother. How they started having casual sex as Xander struggled to move on from Lexi. How Maggie revealed to him—while Lexi and Xander were embroiled in the mystery of a kidnapped teenager—that she wanted more than sex. She liked him.

      “I can’t believe she has feelings,” Lexi said, shaking her head.

      “It took me by surprise.”

      Next, they reached the kiss Xander and Lexi had shared.

      “Maggie saw us,” said Xander.

      “Damn, that must have been awful for her.”

      “You’re smiling.”

      “Am I? No, that doesn’t sound right.”

      Ignoring this, Xander moved on to the discussion he and Maggie had that led to them taking a break. Finally, he revealed the recent recommencing of their relationship via text, moving on to when he had seen her yesterday and how she had said—

      Stop. For the first time, he hesitated. As expected, it was enough to derail him, and he found himself sitting across the table from his ex-wife, his mouth hanging open.

      “Said what? What did she say?”

      There was a desperate tinge to Lexi’s voice. Not because she could not fathom what Maggie might have said. She thought she knew and was praying she was wrong.

      “Xand. Don’t stop now. That’s not fair.”

      She was right.

      “She told me she loves me.”

      Xander watched Lexi try not to freak out.

      “Did you say it back?”

      “No.”

      The relief was palpable.

      “Did you want to? How do you feel about her?”

      “I didn’t, and I don’t know.”

      “Really?”

      “I wouldn’t lie,” he said.

      “Sorry. This is awful. Isn’t this awful?”

      “Yes.”

      “She has changed, then?” Lexi asked. “You know, when I saw her a couple of months back, she said… some pretty awful stuff.”

      “Like what?”

      “Just… threats.”

      Despite Lexi’s reticence to reveal all, Xander thought he knew what she was avoiding saying.

      “She threatened Lyla?”

      Lexi nodded. “We spoke about it yesterday. She said she didn’t mean it. She apologised.”

      Xander said nothing. He recalled his and Maggie’s argument over Tofu. How angry he had been, but was she the problem? When he replayed their fight, he sounded like a nasty bully on the offensive. She was a hurting woman, retreating from the man she loved while defending the interest of the parents who loved her. Who had always been good to her, despite what else they were. What did he expect her to do? Was she in the wrong for failing to realise the adverse effect her parents could have on who Tofu became? Or should he have tried harder to see her point of view?

      The answer probably lay somewhere in between.

      “She’s changed,” he said.

      “Convincing.”

      They both picked at their lunch for a short while. Xander wanted to talk about Gwen and Hetti, but moving on with this Maggie conversation unresolved was unfair.

      “Xander?”

      Nervous, Xander looked at his wife. “Yes?”

      “I want you back. You know that, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “I know you worry about leading me on or being unfair,” she said. “I know you hate that you dating Maggie hurts me, but remember: that’s not you hurting me. That’s me hurting me because I’m the one who betrayed you. So, it’d be great if you could forget about hurting me and not worry about leading me on. I need an answer to a simple question.”

      “Go on.”

      “Do you foresee any circumstance where you and I could get back together? Properly, I mean. I’m not looking to share you.”

      At first glance, there was nothing simple about this. There were myriad factors to consider, such as what effect the answer would have on Lexi.

      Then, he looked into Lexi’s earnest face and realised he was wrong. The answer was simple if he forgot all his concerns about being unfair and took the question at face value.

      “I can,” he said.

      Lexi met his gaze, and he feared her next words. Had he made a mistake? Was she now sure she could win him back?

      Luckily, the possibility seemed to be enough for now.

      “Right,” she said. “Shall we talk about murder?”
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      Lexi was now sure she would win her ex-husband back. This caused staggering, overwhelming joy. She wanted to jump from her chair and do a jig. She resisted, worrying it might seem crass doing a happy dance while her sister sat in a cell on a murder charge.

      Instead of dancing, she did as she had suggested and caught Xander up on all that had happened since Simon entered her office the previous day, claiming to be a politician. Once done, she recapped the salient points:

      “Back when Hetti was eight, and I was thirteen, Nigel and Paula Anderson went campaigning during the run-up to the 2005 General Election. Their two children—Zara and Jake—were gone when they returned. As was the babysitter, Kiera. On the same night, Bella Belmont—a classmate of Zara’s—was sleeping over at the house of their mutual friend and classmate, Hetti Monroe. My house. We can infer from what we know that Bella saw or heard something at some point during the night relating to Zara, Jake, and Kiera’s disappearance. If my mother is to be believed—“

      “Big if,” noted Xander.

      “Ha, true, but say we do. If so, my father introduced Cyrus to Nigel around this time. Whether before, after, or during the night, we don’t know. As Bella allegedly tracked Cyrus down years later, it stands to reason she saw him that night. No?”

      “Not sure.” Xander considered the point. “It makes sense that Bella saw something that night she remembered years later. Something that led her to realise what Nigel had done. However, isn’t it a bit of a stretch to believe she remembered the name Cyrus Bishop from when she was eight?”

      “It’s an unusual name.”

      “True. But she had to remember him, remember his part in what happened, and track him down.”

      “You think Simon’s lying?”

      “Not necessarily. Even if she didn’t remember him, her investigation as an adult might have led to him.”

      “Maybe. Either way, we can agree the pieces potentially in play that night are Cyrus, Bella, Nigel, Paula, and the kids who went missing.”

      “And your father.”

      This settled uncomfortably on Lexi.

      “My dad and Cyrus had known each other for a while, and dad knew Nigel through the school. He might have made the introduction. Nothing more.”

      “True.”

      Xander was transparent. She could read his thoughts.

      How did Pete Monroe know Nigel needed someone like Cyrus without knowing what had happened—at least in vague terms?

      Was it a coincidence that Peter introduced Cyrus to Nigel and that Bella was in his house when she supposedly saw something concerning Kiera, Zara, and Jake’s disappearance? That seemed a stretch.

      “We’ll keep an open mind,” Lexi said. “Let’s fast forward.”

      In the next room, Tofu cried out. They listened to hear if the short burst would become a prolonged wail, but all was quiet on the babe front.

      Xander checked his watch. “He won’t be down for much longer.”

      “Best get through this then.”

      Xander nodded and polished off his sandwich as Lexi continued.

      “A few months ago, something triggered a memory for Bella from that day that she had either forgotten or blocked out. She realised Nigel had done something that could destroy him if revealed. Simon thinks this has to do with Kiera’s fate, but that’s unconfirmed.”

      After brushing crumbs off his top, Xander said, “Sounds most likely.”

      “It does, but there are alternatives. Maybe what Bella knew has nothing to do with Kiera or the kids. Perhaps Nigel, Paula, and Cyrus committed a crime that night, and the campaigning was a cover story.”

      “Possible but unlikely, given the scrutiny that would have been on them.”

      “Good point.” People tended to blame the parents when kids went missing. In the days and weeks after Jake and Zara disappeared, Nigel and Paula’s story—that they were door-knocking in the local area—would have been scrutinised. It would likely have come out if they weren’t doing what they had claimed.

      “The other option,” Lexi continued, “is that Nigel did something to the kids and Kiera. Killed them all and buried the bodies or something.”

      “Unlikely, but not impossible,” said Xander.

      “I agree it’s unlikely, but if Nigel killed Kiera—for example—what happened to the children? Unless she fell asleep on the sofa, someone broke in and kidnapped the kids, and Nigel came home and killed Kiera in anger?”

      “Yeah,” said Xander. “Or maybe Kiera killed the kids, and they killed her.”

      “Simon would say she wasn’t the sort,” said Lexi, “but I won’t rule it out.”

      Tofu cried out and shifted in his cot. He settled again, but they were coming to the end of the line on his nap.

      “Back to the present—again,” said Lexi. “This is all from Simon, but he says Bella remembers something. She looks for evidence and finds Cyrus, who gets hold of hard evidence and agrees to join Bella in blackmailing Nigel. Nigel pays up, giving Bella enough money to buy a false identity and leave the country to start a new life somewhere hot. Cyrus also gets rich but stays home and loses his money gambling and making bad investments.”

      Another cry from Tofu. It became a wail this time, and they knew the nap was over.

      “I’ll get him,” said Xander. “You sort a bottle.”

      They reconvened in the living room, and Xander took charge of the feed. When they were settled on the sofa with Tofu in Xander’s arms, Lexi resumed the story.

      “While Cyrus and Bella were preparing to blackmail Nigel, they supposedly spent some time talking about what a pathetic loser Simon was with his obsession over Kiera and his desperation to learn the truth about what happened to her.”

      “Like you,” said Xander, “I have trouble buying that.”

      “But how else did Cyrus know to contact Simon for cash?”

      “That I can’t answer.”

      “Me neither, but that’s what happened. Cyrus contacted Simon offering to sell him the evidence. By the time Simon gathered the money, Cyrus had cold feet and would only deal with someone he trusted. Gamblers trust few people. He chose two girls he knew as children because he was friendly with their father.”

      “Odd but plausible,” said Xander.

      “Then we’re pretty much up to date. Hetti went to talk to Cyrus, only to find him dead. Nigel is the most likely killer, but we don’t know for sure. We’ll have to learn the truth to save Hetti, so what are our next steps?”

      “Your mother and uncle.”

      Despite the grave nature of the matter, Lexi could not help but smile. She and Xander had always been in sync, and here they were again. Mum and uncle Frank. Those were her thoughts exactly. Her mother had been cagey before, and there was a chance she knew more about the night Zara had disappeared. If not, she might know more about Pete’s relationship with Nigel and/or Cyrus than she had let on.

      “Will you talk to my Mum? I’m not sure I can face it.”

      Lexi had not told Xander about her mother’s threats to take Sebastian and Liv. She would have liked to leave that conversation for another time but would have to reveal all before he met Mum in case she brought it up.

      “Of course,” he said.

      “I’ll text my cousin Matt. He asked if I wanted to meet up. I’m not sure this is what he had in mind, but hey-ho.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I’m sure Matt’s harmless. I never met a dangerous Matthew.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She did. Frank Monroe had a reputation as fearsome as Donald Murray’s. That made him a frightening man, but probably not to her.

      “I’m family,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

      After texting Matt, Lexi moved closer to Xander, leaning against his shoulder to look at the feeding Tofu.

      “We’ll save your mummy, kid. I promise. Soon you’ll be reunited.”

      As she spoke, she caught the shift in her husband’s expression. He was blank-faced when she looked at him dead on, but she knew what she had seen.

      “What is it?”

      “You’ve told your story,” he said. “I’ve still got mine.”

      Something in the way he said that sent shivers down her spine, and she cast another look at Tofu.

      “I’m not going to like it, am I?”

      “No.”

      “Better rip the plaster off then. Get the story told.”

      Before he could begin, there was a knock at the door. It was Bluebell.

      “Hello, handsome Alexs,” she said as she swept into the room. “And look, a baby. How frightful.”

      “Blue,” said Xander. “How’s it going?”

      “Oh, you know. I’ve a hectic afternoon ahead, but as I was passing, I thought I’d drop in. I’ve discovered something potentially noteworthy.”

      “Hit us,” said Lexi.

      “Gladly. It concerns the Belmonts’ finances, which deteriorated over decades across multiple generations, reaching their nadir in the early 2000s. The family were on the point of ruin until they had a stroke of luck.”

      Lexi recalled her conversation with Simon. He had mentioned this financial turnaround but did not know where his parents had found a new source of revenue. It seemed Bluebell knew what Simon did not.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Kathleen Richards—CEO of one of the world’s largest companies—made Vanessa and Raymond Belmont non-executive directors of her vast corporation. From what I can tell, the role’s meaningless, but it entitles them to a yearly bonus based on company profits. Enough to keep the lights on and ensure they can continue to live their life of luxury. Good work if you can get it.”

      “Amen,’ said Xander.

      Here was a piece of the puzzle. Lexi could see it as clear as day.

      “Richards. That’ll be Kathleen’s married name, I suppose?”

      “Quite right.”

      “Her maiden name is Anderson. She’s Nigel’s sister?”

      “Ten points to you, Miss Monroe. Go to the top of the class.”

      “It’s Harper,” said Lexi.

      “Fair enough. As to when they got their position, which I’m sure will be your next question, the answer is curious. May 2005. In other words—”

      “Within days or weeks,” Lexi cut in, “of Kiera and Nigel’s kids going missing.”
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      Lexi returned to the black gates which guarded the Belmont property. This time, she did not buzz. Vanessa had not taken to Lexi—although, to be fair, Lexi pegged her as the sort of woman who took to almost no one—and Lexi doubted she would be keen to open the gate to her again. Even when she learned Lexi had left the baby at home.

      Luckily, Lexi had a secret weapon.

      As she waited, she fought to stave off the rising tide of warring emotions, but to no avail. She moved to higher and higher mental ground, but still, the water came. It lapped at her toes, and then it was over her knees. Soon she would drown in the uncontrollable mess of feelings.

      In a perfect world, she would focus solely on exonerating Hetti. Once her sister was free, she would handle Elizabeth Murray. Once Tofu was safe, she would take on the crucial task of winning back her husband. For this, she would need a mixture of remorse, begging, and some new underwear so that, if all else failed, she could remove her clothes to distract from her terrible mistakes.

      Unfortunately, these three strands were like cables beneath a TV, hopelessly tangled with one another, so one could not possibly extract the correct cord, only pull random plugs and hope the WiFi didn’t cut out when you were trying to kill the TV box.

      The Belmont’s house was situated in a secluded location. When Lexi heard wheels on gravel and saw an approaching vehicle in the rearview, she knew who it would be and stepped out of her car to greet him.

      “Simon. Glad you could take time away from drumming up votes.”

      He rolled his eyes as he closed the car door. “How many more times will you joke about that?”

      “Don’t know. Somewhere in the low thousands, I’d imagine.”

      “Suppose I deserve it.” He looked at the gate. “Care to share why you wanted to meet here?”

      Lexi had hoped Simon’s arrival might focus her attention on Hetti’s plight. But as he spoke, her eyes drifted to the baby seat in her car, and she could not help but imagine Donald and Elizabeth cradling Tofu. Stroking his head and whispering in his ear.

      What a pretty baby you are.

      What a lovely little boy.

      Don’t take drugs but sell them to profit off the misfortune of others.

      The story Xander had told of Gwen, Yasmin, Ian, Elizabeth, Andrew, and Tofu made Lexi want to storm over to the Murrays to let them know they would never get near her nephew. As ever, Xander was a calming influence. A full frontal assault was not the way forward.

      Saving Hetti was.

      If the Murrays discovered Hetti was in jail, they might go for the custody jugular, removing Xander from the loop and murdering Andrew and Gwen into the bargain. Xander and Lexi had to free her sister before the Murrays’ caught wind of her situation.

      Hence the need to focus on Simon.

      “Did you know your parents have been non-executive directors for the Anderson family’s company since weeks after Kiera disappeared?”

      The way Simon’s jaw dropped said the answer was no.

      “That’s how their finances improved around that time,” Lexi continued. “The implication is clear.”

      “They know something.”

      “Right. Here’s what I know. Bella used to have regular sleepovers at my house. On every occasion except one, your mother picked her up after lunch and took her home. The one time this didn’t happen, my father took Bella home when the girls woke up.”

      “The morning after Kiera disappeared?” Simon’s voice was hoarse, but Lexi caught his words.

      “We don’t know for sure, but there’s a good chance. As you guessed, I think Bella saw something that night, and my dad got her home fast because of it. Maybe he told her to stay quiet, but you know what eight-year-olds are like.”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, my niece is seven, and I can tell you for nothing she’s crap at keeping secrets. I bet Bella blabbed to your parents the second she got home.”

      “They know what happened to Kiera.”

      He fell onto his car bonnet as he spoke. Rather than angry, he looked deflated, miserable.

      “We don’t know what she told them,” said Lexi. “We don’t know what she used to blackmail Nigel.”

      “She told me—“

      “You told me she didn’t like you. Maybe she just wanted to hurt you. Look, I’m not saying this has nothing to do with Kiera. There’s every chance it does. All I’m saying is we mustn’t assume. We need facts. We need—“

      “My parents.”

      “Right. I guess they blackmailed Nigel seventeen years before your sister did.”

      “And he’s been paying them ever since.” Now the anger came. Simon jumped off his bonnet and rushed for the buzzer, driven by fury.

      Lexi blocked his path.

      “Wait. Take a breath.”

      “There’s no waiting. They will tell me the truth.”

      “Okay, and what happens when your mother answers the buzzer and realises how angry you are? Is she the sort of woman to open up and face you head-on? Or will she hide?”

      This was a calculated guess on Lexi’s part. Clearly, her assessment was good because Simon nodded.

      “You’re right.”

      “Usually.”

      He took a breath and closed his eyes. When he was calm, he went to the box and buzzed.

      As he passed her, Lexi looked again at the empty baby car seat.

      After Bluebell had gone and Xander had told his story, Lexi had leaned against his shoulder. They had stared at the baby in his arms, and Lexi had thought of the niece and nephew already in her care. And of her brother. She could never forgive some things Andrew had done, even though he had saved her life. Even so, he was her brother, and she loved him. The thought that Elizabeth might kill him was almost too much, and she had fought back tears. As ever, Xander saw her pain.

      “It’ll be okay,” he told her. “We’ll get through it. Don’t we always?”

      “Sort of.”

      He knew she was talking about them. He had smiled and pressed his head to hers, and then—

      The gate opened, dashing Lexi’s memory across the slippery surface of her mind. It would return, but she had earned a few minutes to deal with Vanessa Belmont.

      “Let’s go,” said Simon.

      “Mind the Mercedes,” said Lexi.

      By the time they had parked, the front door was open, and Vanessa Belmont appeared in an eerie recreation of Lexi’s previous visit.

      Except Lexi had traded a baby for Simon, and Vanessa her dressing gown for a red polka dot dress. She still wore slippers.

      Lexi did not know when mother and son had last seen one another, but there was to be no sappy reunion. Not even cordial greetings.

      Vanessa came straight off the blocks with, “What the hell is she doing here?” ‘She’ being Lexi. “She told me you were in danger.”

      Simon’s response was equally unfriendly. “I hear you’re in Nigel Anderson’s pocket.”

      This batted Vanessa’s anger at Lexi’s presence away, leaving bewilderment and fear behind.

      “What?”

      “Don’t play dumb,” said Simon. “You’re on the board of his company. They’re the reason you weren’t turfed out of this place years ago.”

      It was clear Vanessa was not used to such aggression from her son. Nor had she expected this topic. It caught her wrong-footed, but she fought to regain the upper hand.

      “Kathleen and I go way back. It’s nothing to do with Nigel. Not that it’s any of your business how we earn our money.”

      Simon snorted. “That’s an abuse of the word ‘earn’ if ever I heard one.”

      “Don’t you dare talk to me like that.”

      “Why not? Because you’re to be respected? How can I respect someone who covered up a murder?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Vanessa’s choice of words did not surprise Lexi, but her tone—derisive and mocking—was interesting. A liar might have faked shock. Her derision made it more likely that Vanessa truly did not know what murder Simon meant.

      “Bella saw Nigel do something incriminating the night Kiera, Zara, and Jake disappeared,” Simon said. “The next morning, Lexi’s father, Pete Monroe, brought Bella back here. Days later, Kathleen made you non-executive directors on her company’s board. Please don’t insult my intelligence by pretending you don’t know what I’m talking about. Nigel killed Kiera. Bella saw it and told you. Rather than do the right thing, you blackmailed the murderer.”

      Bucking the trend of the conversation, Vanessa did not jump in with a response. Her calculating eyes flicked from Simon to Lexi.

      “You’ve filled my son’s head with this nonsense? Murder and blackmail. It’s laughable.”

      “It’s not nonsense,” said Lexi. “Admittedly, your son’s filled a few blanks with speculation. We don’t know what Nigel did, but he must fear the world learning what it was. To keep your daughter quiet, he gave her enough money to leave the country and start a new life.”

      Vanessa was stunned by the news that her daughter was okay. Before she had the chance to process this turn of events, Simon was on at her.

      “Bella’s gone, but she wasn’t alone. Nigel’s fiction is crumbling. When he goes down, people will find out what you did. You’ll lose everything.”

      This challenge to Vanessa’s material wealth seemed to drive thoughts of Bella from her mind.

      “We’ll be fine.”

      “Tell us the truth.” Simon was roaring now. “What happened to Kiera?”

      The force of Simon’s words made Vanessa jump, but once she recovered from the initial shock, the emotion slipped from her face leaving only cold indifference. Lexi feared this was a sign she was about to shut down and tell them nothing.

      Lexi was wrong.

      “I’ve no idea what happened to Kiera. However.” She raised her voice to drown out her son’s protests. Only once he fell quiet did she continue. “However, if you’re so keen to know what I do know about what happened, I’ll be happy to tell you. As I say, we’re secure either way.”

      Simon was too angry to speak.

      “Go on,” said Lexi, which drew Vanessa’s attention back to her.

      “I know of no murder, and there was no blackmail.”

      “Liar. You—“

      “Simon.” Lexi cautioned. “Let her speak.”

      “Thank you,” said Vanessa, although there was no gratitude in her tone. “On the morning after the babysitter—“

      “Kiera.”

      Lexi glared at Simon. Now was not the time.

      “Whatever,” said Vanessa. “On the morning after Kiera and Nigel’s children disappeared, your father brought Bella back here. I was most perturbed. We had arranged for me to collect my daughter after lunch. But then, you never can trust people like Pete Monroe to stick to their word.”

      Simon glanced at Lexi, sure she would take issue with this statement, but Lexi shook her head. This woman’s opinion meant nothing to her, so she took no offence at the slur.

      “Before I could complain, Pete asked me to call Nigel. I did, and Nigel offered me and my husband seats on his family’s company’s board. All I had to do was keep quiet about what my daughter had told me and prevent her from telling anyone else what she knew.”

      Simon shook his head, disgusted, but Lexi said, “What did she tell you?”

      Something about the gleeful look that Vanessa cast Lexi’s way unsettled the younger woman.

      “Everyone believes Nigel and Paula were the last people to see their children and the babysitter—Kiera—alive except for whoever took them. This is true for the boy and Kiera. Not so for the girl.”

      “Zara?” said Lexi. “Who saw her last?”

      Vanessa’s look was smug and self-satisfied, knowing her answer would strike a blow to Lexi.

      “Your father. Pete Monroe.”
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      There was every chance Xander had made a terrible mistake.

      As he parked outside Victoria Monroe’s house, his mind buzzed with the memory from Lexi’s living room. Tofu in his arms, his and Lexi’s foreheads pressed together.

      Then their lips.

      Who had initiated the kiss?

      That mattered because Lexi had made no secret of the fact that she wanted him back. Regarding where his heart was on the matter, there was a big difference between her kissing him and him failing to pull away and him actively kissing her.

      Why had he done it? She was stunning, and he was in love with her. She loved him back, and she was single. These were good reasons to kiss a person. If they had applied to anyone else, they would have been enough.

      With Lexi, it was different. With Lexi, there was history. Baggage. He could not be kissing until he was sure he wanted to get back together, and he couldn’t be sure of that until he figured out if he could forgive her for falling pregnant with his daughter, Lyla, by another man—a stranger in a bar.

      He still had nightmares about that man sweeping into his life and taking his daughter.

      What a mess.

      It did not help that he was walking up the drive of Lexi’s mother’s home. He remembered the first time he had been here. The apprehension on Lexi’s face. The way she gripped his hand. As he stopped at the front door, pausing before knocking, he remembered how Lexi had pulled him close in this spot.

      You might leave me when we’re done here.

      That was her worry. That her mother would scare Xander off. He had wanted to tell her that the parents of his last serious girlfriend had been dangerous criminals. As it turned out, so was Victoria Monroe, although they had not known that then.

      He knocked, and she swooped through the hall and swung open the door. She smiled when she met his gaze. Unlike Elizabeth, Victoria’s smile held no warmth. No surprise there. He had given evidence to the police that might have sent her to jail for murder. As had Lexi, but Victoria expected her relationship with her daughter to be complex. On the other hand, she believed sons-in-law should be deferential and respect their spouse’s parents—even if one of those parents was a murderer.

      “I wondered if she’d send you. Though it must be said, you hardly give off attack dog vibes.”

      “I’m not here to discuss Sebastian and Olivia’s future.”

      He was not surprised when Victoria immediately alluded to her nephews. It was a test to see if Lexi had told him what Victoria had said to her daughter. If he had been confused by her attack dog comment, she would have enjoyed catching him up.

      A power play. He would not let her get the upper hand.

      “No?” she said. “Are you sure?”

      “Quite. Can I come in?”

      Victoria was happy to murder people she believed endangered her family—even if one of those people was her husband. She was not happy to be seen as a bad host. She answered the query by inviting Xander inside and offering him a drink. While she poured him a glass of water, he examined the photos on the mantelpiece. Andrew featured in all three, Lexi and Victoria in two, and Hetti in one. Pete did not feature at all. One of the ‘Andrew’ photos was of his and Tessa’s wedding day. A picture from when Lexi and Xander married had once sat on the mantel. Victoria removed it when they divorced—a petty punishment because she disagreed with their decision to break up, believing it would negatively impact Lyla.

      “I miss my children every day,” Victoria said as she returned to the living room. “Even more so my grandkids. I had a special relationship with Seb, Liv, and Lyla and would have one with Tofu if given a chance.”

      There were more photos dotted around the room. Andrew’s kids and Lyla all featured on multiple occasions. Xander’s gaze fixed on one of Lyla on Victoria’s lap, beaming at the camera. Victoria followed his eye line.

      “It was a wonderful day. Just me and Ly. I love that girl, and she loved me—it’s cruel to keep her away from me.”

      “Really? She never mentions you.”

      It was a low blow. Despite the person Victoria had proven herself to be, he felt guilty as he caught the hurt on her face. Even after she aimed a barbed retort in his direction.

      “At least she’s actually my granddaughter. How will she feel when she learns you’re not her real daddy?”

      Xander tried to stay calm. “I am her real daddy. She and I will discuss how I’m not her biological father when she’s old enough to understand.”

      “Let’s hope no one tells her first.”

      “I hope that’s not a threat.”

      Victoria considered whether to make what was an oblique warning an outright threat but decided against it, perhaps noting the darkness in Xander’s eyes.

      “You sure you’re not here to talk about Seb and Liv?” she said instead.

      “Yes. I think your threat rattled Lexi. Not me.”

      “How come?”

      “Because there’s not a chance you’ll get custody of them or any visitation rights.”

      “We shall see.”

      “Yes.” Xander was sick of combat. He wanted to proceed to the purpose of his visit. “Hetti’s been arrested for murder.”

      Victoria had been looking at the Lyla picture, but Xander’s words brought her head whipping around.

      “What?”

      He wasted no time relating the critical details of Hetti’s arrest and how it linked to Cyrus and—possibly—the disappearance of Nigel’s kids.

      “You and I don’t get on,” Xander said when he was done. “I think many of your actions are indefensible, if not evil. However, I believe you love your children.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “So help me save one of them.”

      “I don’t see how I can.”

      “Proving Nigel’s connection to Cyrus might be the key to linking him to this murder. Anything you can tell me about the night Kiera disappeared—or about Pete’s links to Cyrus and Nigel—can potentially get Hetti out of jail.”

      When Victoria responded, her words were so heavy with bitterness that they almost plummeted to the floor rather than reach Xander’s ears.

      “And what if I help? Will Lexi tell Hetti what I did and recommend I be allowed to see my grandson? Will she let me see my other grandchildren? I doubt it.”

      Tempting as it was, Xander would not make false promises.

      “Lexi will tell Hetti what part you played in her release. But you’re right. She won’t ask Hetti to let you see Tofu. Quite the opposite.”

      “Why should I help then?” This time, as well as bitterness, spittle accompanied the words out of Victoria’s mouth.

      “To get your daughter out of jail. If you refuse to help her because Lexi won’t let you see your grandkids, that’s fine.”

      It was not fine, but Xander was banking on the fact that whatever else she was, Victoria still loved her kids. She would do what she could to help Hetti, even though it did not advance her cause to spend time with her grandchildren.

      Victoria’s face contorted into increasingly uncomfortable positions as she wrestled with this thorny issue. She surrendered only after accepting she could not use the situation to her advantage.

      “I want to help my daughter, but I doubt I know anything of use.”

      “Do you remember that night?”

      “Of course. Two children and a babysitter rarely disappear from a couple of streets away. As a mother, it’s terrifying, especially when one of the children is your youngest daughter’s age.”

      “Bella was staying at your house?”

      “Yes, but if you’re hoping I noticed something, you’re out of luck. I wasn’t there. Nor was Alex. I had taken Andrew to a show in London. We got a hotel and stayed overnight. Alex was staying at a friend’s house, and before you start prattling on about how suspicious that is, it isn’t. We often arranged it that way. One of the kids would have a friend over for the night, one would go to a friend’s, and Pete or I would take the third away. The previous time Hetti had Bella over, Andrew stayed with a friend, and Pete took Alex somewhere. I can’t recall where.”

      That made sense but was frustrating. It meant only three people were in the house that night. Bella was gone, Hetti remembered nothing, and Pete was dead.

      This appeared to be a dead end.

      “What about the relationship between Pete and Nigel?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you said Pete introduced Nigel to Cyrus. From what we know, it seems Nigel needed Cyrus to do something illegal. I highly doubt he went to all the parents at his kid’s school asking if any of them happened to know a crook who could do a job for him.”

      Victoria caught his drift. “That’s a fair point. You think Nigel must have known Pete had connections to criminals and that he could be trusted?”

      Xander nodded. While considering the point, Victoria returned to the kitchen. Previously, she had poured one glass of water. Now, she made a second. This time, for herself. She was sipping it as she returned. Xander could only hope it stirred some memories.

      “You may be right,” she said. “As Lexi knows, this was around the time Pete’s gambling began to get out of hand. However, it was at least a year before he had to go to Donald Murray and beg for a loan, even though he was losing a lot of cash. I don’t believe—and I didn’t at the time—he was earning enough to cover his losses through his day job.”

      “You think he was doing jobs for Nigel?”

      “It’s possible. I know it’s not helpful, but I have nothing else. I want to help Hetti. I do.”

      “I know.”

      He did, but it was clear Victoria knew little that could be of use. All she had confirmed was that no one except Pete, Hetti, and Bella had been at the house when Zara disappeared. She had also agreed with Xander’s suspicion that Nigel must have known Pete had criminal ties. But she did not know how.

      Back in the car, he picked up his phone to call Lexi, but another name appeared on his screen before he could dial.

      Maggie Murray.

      His first instinct was to hit reject. He was not ready to talk to her yet.

      Then he reconsidered. What if she was calling to say she had changed her mind? She would help him deal with Elizabeth without Hetti having to give up one day a year to Tofu’s grandparents.

      It was unlikely, but the possibility convinced him to answer.

      “Maggie, what’s up?”

      “I know you’re mad at me. I’m pissed at you too, but I like to think I’m not petty. I just heard something from a contact in the police—one of my parents’ guys, if you don’t feel too dirty taking info from someone like that. It’s something you might find interesting.”

      As it happened, Xander did not feel great about taking information from a corrupt cop. He had to look past that.

      “Yes, please.”

      “They’ve just been to a 999 call at Nigel Anderson’s house.”

      “What happened?”

      “Someone broke in with a gun, and there’s been a shooting. Nigel Anderson is dead.”
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      The police detective was built like a heavy-weight boxer but had kind eyes and a warm smile, and he brought Paula a cup of tea.

      “Take your time. We needn’t talk until you’re ready.”

      Paula nodded and clutched the mug.

      “Careful now. That’ll be hot.”

      It was hot. Scalding. But Paula barely noticed. If anything, she wished it hurt more. She could have used the distraction.

      In the background, she could hear people stomping up and down the stairs. Men and women in plastic coveralls were in her landing, crouching over the body of her dead husband. Suited detectives were in the bedroom, examining the suitcases and Nigel’s laptop, hoping to learn something that could lead to his killer.

      Fat chance.

      The door opened, and a tall, narrow woman stepped in. The heavyweight cop was Detective Pervis. The woman was Detective Mayhew.

      Mayhew came to the table and spoke in a tone she intended to be comforting but which did not quite hit the mark.

      “You don’t have to be here. If you wanted to—“

      She caught the eye of Pervis, who shook his head. He had already had this conversation with Paula. She had made it clear she would be going nowhere.

      “I’m ready to talk,” she said. “If you want.”

      She was not at all sure this was true. What she did know was that it would be no easier later. For now, she had her story straight, and the telling would cement it in her mind for when she had to repeat herself down the line.

      The detectives looked at one another, then Mayhew sat next to Pervis.

      “If you’re sure,” he said. “There’s no rush.”

      Mayhew’s expression said there was a rush, but she nodded along with her partner.

      “It’s fine,” said Paula. “Let’s do this.”

      Wary that her emotions were fraught, she told the story in a flat tone. Knowing she wanted to rush through the tale, she slowed her words down. She probably sounded unnatural, but that was okay. That was to be expected of a woman in shock.

      She told the detectives she had come home and, hearing her husband in the bedroom, had shouted up. He responded that he would be down in a moment. As he did, there was a knock on the door, which Paula answered to reveal a masked man.

      “Did you notice anything about him?” Mayhew interjected. “Any details at all we might use to track him.”

      “He was about the size of your friend here.” Paula nodded at Detective Pervis. “Balaclava, jacket, trousers, boots, gloves. All black. So was his gun. I noticed that rather than his eyes, so I can’t tell you their colour, and I don’t know what his voice sounded like because as soon as I opened the door he…”

      Paula tailed off. She stared at the wall but saw only her husband wrestling her for possession of the gun. She was screaming, losing her mind in rage. Then the shot went off, and she was stumbling, then falling. At the foot of the stairs, she smacked her head on the hardwood floor. As the detectives watched, she touched the tender spot on her skull and forced herself to continue.

      “He hit me with the gun, and I went down, and then he passed me. By the time I sat up, he was halfway up the stairs, and Nigel was coming out of our bedroom. I screamed at him.”

      You worthless piece of shit.

      “’Run, Nigel, run.’”

      You won’t take this from me. I hate you. I hate—

      Bang.

      “Then the gun went off, and the killer was racing down the stairs. He burst past me, and I did nothing. Once he was gone, I went to find my husband. Dead.”

      By his own hand.

      “Killed by a monster. Why would someone do this?”

      How had it happened?

      “Why?”

      The emotions overcame her, and she burst into tears, putting her head on her arms. She heard Pervis move around the table to comfort her. Mayhew stayed put, awaiting her chance to open the questioning.

      How long could this fiction last? There were no cameras at the front door, but there were plenty around the neighbourhood. The police would find no footage of a masked man or his car. No neighbours would attest to having seen such a man. Nor a suspicious vehicle in the area.

      How long before the police realised they were chasing a phantom?

      The suitcases in the bedroom helped. It looked like Nigel had been running from something—as he had. Still, if they began to suspect Paula had created the killer, they would wonder if she had planted the cases to help her story. Perhaps Nigel had laid out the cases, but he was planning to leave his wife. Paula could have added her passport to his.

      Soon, the fiction would crumble, and Paula would be suspect number one.

      But not yet.

      Once Paula had calmed, Mayhew started in with the questions. It was nothing unexpected. Paula stuck to her story when discussing the murder. When it came to who might have wished her husband dead, she deployed her prepared response.

      “My husband was set to become the next Prime Minister. Many people loved him and his policies. As you’ll no doubt know, some of his more robust policies drew some people’s ire, even hatred. Not least his stance on immigration. We’ve received threats from certain groups in the past. I’ll be happy to give you their details.

      “That would be appreciated. How about anyone with a more personal grudge?”

      Paula had considered revealing Donald’s blackmail but had ultimately decided against it. It seemed wiser not to involve such a dangerous man if she did not have to.

      “No,” she said. “Not that I know of.”

      The next few hours were exhausting. Paula was relieved when the police finished with her, even though she could not return to her crime scene home. She booked a posh hotel for the night, informing Detective Pervis she would not need protection. She was not important enough for anyone to want to kill. Besides, if the masked man had wanted her dead, he could have done so when he ended her husband’s life.

      Once she reached her hotel room, she burst into tears driven not only by grief but fury. Rage that her dreams had been swept from beneath her feet after years of preparation and hard work. Why? Because her husband had proven himself a coward. Rather than stand with his wife against his adversaries, he had turned tail and ran.

      His cowardice had got him killed, but it had not worked alone.

      Donald was a problem, but she felt no anger towards him. One could not expect a man like him to do nothing upon receiving such damning evidence against the future Prime Minister. You did not blame a lion for killing a gazelle.

      On the other hand, Cyrus had been an ally of Nigel’s for many years. Since the long deceased—and rather handsome, as far as Paula could remember—Pete Monroe had introduced them.

      Paula had always known Cyrus would become a problem. You could never trust an addict, but would her husband listen to her repeated warnings? No. She implored Nigel to shut him down, but Nigel had ignored her. Worse, he continued to rely on Cyrus until Cyrus did what addicts always did and betrayed him.

      If anyone deserved to die over this, it was Cyrus. Unfortunately, Paula had no idea where he was. In the casinos, most likely. She would make him pay if she caught a whiff of him in the next few days. If not… well, there was always the other traitor. The blackmailing bitch, or Melanie, as she was now known.

      As with Cyrus, Paula had warned her husband about this potential time bomb. Why did he have to offer her so much cash, and worse, on a recurring basis? He was always going to slip up eventually. Cyrus putting the squeeze on him merely hastened his failure.

      No doubt, Nigel believed Melanie would accept a few missed payments. After all, she was not even supposed to be in the country. This showed poor judgement. Not only did Melanie return to the U.K., she decided she no longer wanted money. She sought to destroy the man who had been so generous with her.

      She had got her wish.

      Now Nigel was dead. He was to blame. So were Cyrus and Melanie.

      Paula rose from the bed and went to the bag she had packed for the night. She would have preferred to bring a suitcase, but the police had taken those into evidence, so she had stuffed her belongings into this satchel instead.

      Dragging out the clothes revealed the gun at the bottom. Paula reached in and grabbed the handle, pulling it out.

      The memories swarmed: she and Nigel fighting over the weapon. It turning towards Nigel’s face as they struggled. Her finger falling onto the trigger, pulling it as he shoved her.

      An accident. She had never intended to fire.

      Right?

      There was no time for self-doubt or pity. The police would soon be onto her. She needed to do what Nigel had planned and get out of the country. She needed to start a new life somewhere else.

      First, she had to deal with Melanie.

      Unlike with Cyrus, Paula knew precisely where the traitorous woman would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Xander did not set an alarm but woke when Yasmin hammered on the door.

      “Are you decent?”

      She did not wait for a response, bursting in and storming to the bed like when they were kids and he used all the milk. She even bunched her hands into fists and shoved them against her hips as she had back then.

      “Two nights,” she said. “What are you doing about Gwen?”

      Xander glanced at the digital clock on the bedside table. Eighteen hours had passed since Maggie had told him Nigel was dead. That meant it was around forty hours since Gwen had fallen into Elizabeth’s clutches. Perhaps they were treating her well, but that would not diminish her terror, especially as she suffered withdrawal symptoms.

      Two nights. Yasmin was right. It wasn’t good enough.

      He hauled himself out of bed. “I’ll save her.”

      But how? His lack of a plan had not seemed so detrimental yesterday. After all, he was working on getting Hetti out of jail and—as he told Yasmin when she came to babysit Tofu—they had to exonerate Hetti before Elizabeth discovered her incarceration and used it to her advantage.

      What now? Their plan to save Hetti rested on proving Nigel was Cyrus’ killer. How could they do that now Nigel was dead?

      Xander went downstairs and made breakfast, finishing the milk. The TV was on. Xander’s parents were glued to the reports of the deceased Leader of the Opposition.

      “Assassinated,” said Xander’s mother. “Can you believe it?”

      “Yup,” said Xander’s father. “Never did like him.”

      “Oh, darling.” Mum tutted and shook her head.

      Xander ate up and tried to sneak out, only for Yasmin to catch him in the hall.

      “You don’t even have a plan, do you?” There were tears in her eyes. He hated seeing her fear devour her.

      They hugged.

      “You can’t get out of answering,” she said.

      When he pulled away, he shook his head. “I don’t have a plan.”

      Yasmin’s tears intensified, and he kissed her head.

      “But I’ll fix this. I promise.”

      He drove to Lexi’s and met her as she returned from dropping the kids off at school and preschool. As she unlocked the door, he got Tofu out of her car and brought the sleeping baby into the house.

      The door had barely closed when Lexi released a near-silent roar of frustration and slammed her coat to the floor.

      “Hetti has a bail hearing on Monday morning,” she said. “Umar says it’s fifty-fifty whether they let her out.”

      Lexi’s display of aggression woke Tofu, who wiggled and wormed in Xander’s arms. The movements and noise caught Lexi’s attention, and she pressed her thumb and forefinger to her eyes to repel the tears.

      “This isn’t fair. She’s done nothing wrong. They can’t keep her from her son. He needs her.”

      Xander went to his ex-wife. Holding Tofu in one arm, he put the other around the woman he loved. The baby looked from his aunt to his aunt’s ex, seemingly bemused by this situation. How could he know he might grow up with a deceased father and a mother serving a life sentence?

      “Come on,” said Xander. “Let’s sit.”

      In the living room, Lexi stared at her phone’s blank screen.

      “Yasmin must be going out of her mind,” she said.

      Xander nodded.

      “Last night,” Lexi continued, “I couldn’t stop thinking about Andrew. I could hate him for the awful things he’s done. Instead, I remembered the good times. Not just when he saved our lives but when I’d go over for dinner, and we would drink beer and chat. Or when we were kids, sticking up for one another. I know he resented me back then, but it felt real. I thought of that and couldn’t stop crying. If he dies, I don’t know how I’ll cope. And what about his kids? They’re doing their best, but they miss their dad. Their mum’s already dead. They can’t lose another parent like that.”

      Xander held Lexi while she sobbed on his shoulder and pictured his former brother-in-law, suave and handsome in his tailored suit, always ready with the right words at the right time. Except, of course, when it all fell apart at the end.

      Xander had never liked him but could not let him die. His thoughts on the matter crystallised.

      “We had the plan right,” he said. “Elizabeth can’t find out about Hetti.”

      “But how can we stop her? The only solution is to find the real murderer, but I can’t see how. Nigel was our only hope.”

      “His death doesn’t stop us from proving he was guilty.”

      “It’s a pretty big fucking impediment.”

      “Hey.” Xander covered the baby’s ears, and Lexi shook her head.

      “He’s no idea what I’m saying.

      Xander gave her a that’s what you think look, and Lexi almost smiled.

      “Okay, you’re right. I’m deflated because I came away from Vanessa fired up, determined to go straight to the horse’s mouth.”

      “Confront Nigel?”

      “Why not? My father’s wrapped up in this. I need to know the truth now more than ever.” She shook her head with a bitter laugh. “Look at how I’m pursuing this. You know, after the kidnapping, I thought I’d give up all this investigation crap. I’d be a copywriter and nothing more.”

      “Silly dream,” said Xander.

      “Seems like it. At what point do we shut up shop and open a private detective agency?”

      “Go toe to toe with Bluebell? Not sure I fancy that.”

      “Yeah, well, next time something like this happens, I’m redirecting whoever walks through my door straight to her. I can’t deal with this. It’s not good for my health.”

      “You look pretty healthy to me.”

      “Stop flirting.”

      But there was another hint of a smile.

      “Vanessa Belmont told me that Nigel and Paula Anderson were the last to see Jake and Kiera alive before whoever took them, just like everyone believes. But my father was the last person to see Zara. Make that make sense.”

      When they had spoken the previous evening, Lexi had filled Xander in on everything Vanessa had said. Since then, he had considered the implication of her words, matching it with what Victoria had told him—which he had fed back to Lexi.

      “What if Nigel and Paula decided to kill Kiera and the children, but Zara got away?”

      Lexi considered. “So what? She runs to the only place she knows nearby?”

      A nod.

      “Nigel comes looking for his daughter,” said Lexi. “Finds her and takes her home, where he presumably kills her. Yes?”

      “In this hypothetical.”

      “So, he asks my father never to tell anyone Zara was at his house. He pays the Belmonts off to ensure they never allow Bella to tell anyone the same. That way, he can pretend the kids disappeared together. If anyone knew Zara was at my house, it would ruin the cover story that the three were taken as a trio while Paula and Nigel were out.”

      Xander nodded. “It’s a theory.”

      “It is, but for it to work, we have to accept not only that Nigel and Paula would kill their kids but that the killings weren’t simply performed in a fit of anger. You’re asking me to believe that Nigel murdered his son, tracked down and killed his daughter, and buried their bodies with the babysitter. Let’s not forget these kids were eight and five.”

      “I’m not asking you to believe. I just can’t think of another theory that explains what we know.”

      Lexi stood and ran her hand through her hair as she considered the possibility and tried to summon an alternative. But what was there?

      “Who killed Nigel?” she asked. “That has to be linked to this. I know he was running to be Prime Minister, but it can’t be a coincidence.”

      Xander offered no answer, instead focusing on the baby in his arms. The child gripped his thumb, and he smiled at the boy. How nice it had to be to have no idea how awful the world could be.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” said Lexi. Her phone buzzed, and she went for it. “We need to know what happened back then. The piece we’re forgetting is Cyrus. What did he do if Nigel killed his kids and babysitter and buried their bodies?”

      “Maybe Cyrus buried the bodies.”

      “Maybe.” Lexi was reading a text. “I need to find out for sure.” She showed him the screen. “It’s Matt. He’s happy for me to come up any time today.”

      “You think they’ll be able to help?”

      “No clue, but I’m out of ideas and need to do something. Will you come?”

      Xander shook his head. “I should get to work, and there’s something I want to do first.”

      “What’s that?”

      He wished he hadn’t mentioned it. He wanted to keep it to himself, at least for the time being.

      “Plan B.”

      He rose, and Lexi approached him, meeting his gaze over the wriggling baby.

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “Okay.”

      She held his gaze, and he held hers. Despite everything going on, he felt the overpowering urge to kiss her.

      “You should get going,” he whispered. “I’ll ask Yasmin to take Tofu. If not her, my parents will happily have him.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll get the car seat out.”

      Five minutes later, he watched Lexi drive away. He had promised to take Tofu to Yasmin. This was a promise he intended to keep.

      Just not quite yet.

      First, there was someone he wanted the child to meet.
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      Xander spent an inordinate amount of time gathering the bits the tiny Tofu needed, then even longer battling with the car seat to get it safely installed.

      At his destination, Xander performed an awkward nappy change on the back seat. Luckily, there was a bin by the building’s entrance. Even so, when he knocked on the office door and entered, Bluebell turned up her nose as though he had brought the nappy upstairs and threatened to smear its dirty contents over her computer screen.

      “I’m sorry, this is a baby-free zone. There’s a recruitment firm downstairs. One of the women is pregnant with her first child. She’ll name it Eddie if it’s a boy and Izzy if it’s a girl. I know this because she cornered me in the local cafe and talked at me for half an hour. Needless to say, I won’t be returning to that particular establishment. A shame. Their double chocolate muffins are divine.”

      Bluebell tailed off, staring at the wall and imagining those fabled muffins. It had never escaped Xander that—in some ways—Maggie and Lexi were scarily similar. This was most evident in their love of monologuing and their blend of sarcastic and surrealist humour. Xander had no idea where Lexi acquired these traits—presumably from her father. It was clear Maggie inherited them from her grandmother. It must have skipped a generation and missed the sadistic Freddie.

      “What was my point?” Bluebell asked.

      “Hard to say.”

      Tofu fussed in Xander’s arms, drawing Bluebell’s attention.

      “That was it,” Bluebell pointed at the floor. “The company’s called Recruit You—presumably this young mum had something to do with the name because it’s about as good a name for a company as Eddie is for a baby. And by the way, it’ll be Eddie on the birth certificate. I checked. Not Edward. Eddie.” Bluebell shook her head, then realised she had fallen off track again. “My point is the young woman with terrible taste in names would love the chance to get some practice looking after a baby. You go drop it off. I’ll await your return.”

      Message delivered, Bluebell turned from Xander to her computer, staring resolutely at her screen for almost twenty seconds before turning back to Xander, who had neither moved nor spoken.

      “Do you need a map?”

      Rather than the door, Xander approached the desk. Bluebell expected him to sit opposite her. Instead, he rounded the oak monstrosity behind which she sat.

      “What are you doing?” Bluebell rolled her chair away. “If you put that baby in my arms, I shall scream.”

      Xander crouched in front of Bluebell’s chair so Bluebell was above the child, looking down at his chubby cheeks, waving hands, and wide eyes.

      “Why do all babies look like shrivelled old men?” Bluebell asked. “And what is the purpose of this? Why are you crouching? I feel like you expect me to perform a baptism or something.”

      “I brought him to see you,” said Xander.

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s your great-grandchild.”

      “He doesn’t seem so great.”

      This weak joke was driven by Bluebell’s need to say something. The truth was the news had knocked her for six, and the older woman—usually so good at guarding her emotions—was noticeably stunned.

      “This is the baby I saw when I visited you yesterday?” she asked after a spell. “It’s not Lexi’s, though?”

      “No. His mother is Hetti, Lexi’s sister.”

      “Why do so many people’s names end in an ee sound these days? Freddie, Lexi, Hetti, Maggie. You and I are a rare breed, Alex.”

      Xander said nothing.

      “Of course, those are all chosen names. Shortenings of whatever their parents put on the birth certificate. Unlike poor Eddie.”

      Xander said nothing.

      “You think I’m trying to distract myself from this news, don’t you?” Bluebell said.

      “A little.”

      “You’re quite right. This is Freddie’s baby?”

      “Yes.”

      “It was unwise of your former sister-in-law to jump into bed with him and idiotic not to use protection. Does she know that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, good. A mistake she won’t make twice, I’m sure. Not least because Freddie is dead and won’t be bedding anyone, with or without protection. Can I hold him?”

      Those last four words came out in a rush, and Bluebell looked conflicted even as she said them. But determined. She held out her arms, and Xander hesitated for only a second. He had taken a risk opening up to Maggie, letting her know that Tofu was her nephew. That risk had backfired, but here he was doing it again.

      This situation was different. Maggie loved her parents. Bluebell was estranged from her daughter. She also had a far stronger stance on Elizabeth and Donald’s illegal business, and she had never liked Freddie, although he was her grandson.

      Forcing his way past the mental block that caused the hesitation, Xander raised the baby like Rafiki in The Lion King. Instead of presenting a future king to a Kingdom, he offered an ordinary baby to a family member.

      Bluebell clutched the child to her chest, staring into the child’s eyes.

      “You know I was never much interested in children. I’m not the maternal sort, as you may have surmised. With a few exceptions, I’m not prone to experiencing strong emotions for anyone. Unfortunately, one of those exceptions was my husband, who wore me down until I agreed to bear him a child. Throughout my pregnancy, I was unhappy. I regretted my decision. My husband knew this was the case and kept telling me it would be different when our daughter arrived. The love would be instantaneous. As it happened, when they put Elizabeth in my arms, all I felt was anger that she had put me through such pain when entering the world. It’s fair to say we did not get off to the best start.” Bluebell sighed. “I wasn’t the best mother. I often wonder if my failures contributed to her aligning herself with that frightful Donald. You don’t think so?”

      The question took Xander by surprise. He had not realised he was shaking his head at her Donald comment—an automatic reaction.

      Caught, he said, “I spoke with Elizabeth the other day.”

      “Oh? I don’t suppose she’s a changed woman?”

      “Uh, no, she threatened to kill Lexi’s brother and the woman my sister loves.”

      “Sounds like Elizabeth.”

      “But I think she loves Donald. I’m not sure that would’ve changed if you’d raised her differently.”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t feel so responsible if I’d given her up for adoption. I considered it.”

      What could Xander say to that? He kept his mouth shut as Bluebell offered a tentative finger to the baby. Tofu’s chubby hand caught hold and squeezed. It might have been Xander’s imagination, but he was sure he saw a smile on the older woman’s face.

      “Freddie was an awful newborn,” she said. “Maggie was different. I remember holding her for the first time and thinking this is how it was supposed to feel with my daughter. Of course, it’s easier to love someone who hasn’t caused quite so much damage to your body. Also, she didn’t cry when I held her. Nor is this young man.”

      She wiggled her finger within Tofu’s grip. A move that seemed to enchant the child.

      “What’s his name?” She asked.

      “Hetti hasn’t thought of one yet. We call him Tofu.”

      Bluebell raised her eyebrows. “At least it doesn’t end in an ee sound. Why did you bring him here? After all, you’ve had plenty of opportunity to tell me about my great-grandchild, but you haven’t. Oh, don’t look like that. I’m not angry.”

      “You have every right to be. The thing is, we were trying to keep the truth of Tofu’s paternity contained. I didn’t even tell Maggie until yesterday.”

      “Maggie yesterday, me today. Something’s changed. Given that you saw my daughter yesterday, I’ll take a swing and say she’s discovered the truth. You said she threatened to kill people who matter to Lexi and your sister. That’ll be if you don’t force Hetti to give her and Donald access to the baby, yes?”

      Xander nodded. “Spot on.”

      “Good to know I’m not losing my investigative touch, even as an old woman. No, don’t tell me I’m not old.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “Oh. Rude. Moving on. You’ll have been incensed when you left Elizabeth, and rightly so. But you made a mistake, forgetting that not everyone sees things as you do. Ah, Maggie, she and I have had many discussions about her parents. She spent years doing their bidding, but even now that she regrets her actions and recognises that her parent’s business is abhorrent, she treats the company and its owners as separate entities. When you told her about this child and what Elizabeth said, I’m guessing she thought not of the lives Elizabeth and Donald had destroyed, but of the parents they were to her. Good ones, I’m told.”

      Xander nodded.

      “She believes Donald and Elizabeth should have access to Freddie’s child?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’d like to know my opinion on the matter?”

      “Yes.”

      Bluebell rose. She had one last look at the child before passing him back. When Tofu was safely in Xander’s arms, Bluebell met his gaze.

      Her expression was grave.

      “My opinion is that you must do what it takes to keep Elizabeth and Donald away from this child. They are undoubtedly caring and attentive parents, as I’m sure they would be as grandparents. You and I both know that’s not the issue. They must not be allowed to influence this child’s upbringing.”

      “Can you help?”

      Bluebell considered, but not for long.

      “Leave it with me.” She returned to her desk and fell into her seat. “This one’s free of charge.”

      “Thank you.” He was overcome with emotion.

      “I’m not promising anything.”

      Xander nodded his understanding, and Bluebell’s eyes returned to the baby.

      “I know you only want my help—no need to apologise again—but I’m glad you allowed me to see the child. I understand Hetti would need to agree on this, and I’d get it if she felt uncomfortable with the proposition. But I’d like to see him now and then or at least hear how he’s getting on.”

      “I promise I’ll ask.”

      “Thank you. Before you go.” Bluebell went to her PC and searched her inbox. “This came in this afternoon. It’s for Lexi, but as you looked cosy when I saw you yesterday, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind me sharing.”

      Xander felt his cheeks flush. He knew Maggie told her grandma almost everything. Bluebell would know Maggie loved Xander, and he felt the creep of guilt.

      “About that—“

      “No need to explain to me. You may have nothing to explain to anyone, but if you do, it’ll be to my granddaughter. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Ah, here it is.”

      As Xander stepped towards the desk, Bluebell swivelled the screen in his direction. The image on it made him squint.

      “Is that—“

      “Jake Anderson.”

      The screen was a headshot photograph of a boy not much older than Lyla. His lip was swollen, and his eyes were black. There was a cut on his forehead.

      “What happened?”

      “Depends who you asked,” Bluebell said. “The official story is that he tripped and fell down the stairs.”

      “And the unofficial?”

      Xander was relieved when Bluebell turned the screen away before answering.

      “Someone in the Anderson household had serious anger management issues.”
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      It was a beautiful Friday morning, and Matt—who had recently shifted to a four-day week—could be found with his daughter at a small playground in the centre of an expansive green park.

      Until Lexi arrived, they had the place to themselves. She felt almost guilty for disturbing their morning but pushed on and entered through a creaking gate.

      “Morning,” she called to Matt, who reciprocated the greeting.

      They approached one another. Matt was slim and attractive like his cousin, but their only startling similarity was a set of striking green eyes.

      “Not sure if we should hug or shake hands,” said Lexi. “Hi-fiving would be weird.”

      “I was going to suggest a fist bump.”

      The joke broke the ice.

      “I know this is odd,” said Matt, “and you’ve taken up my invitation because you need to speak to my father, but I’m glad you came. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      Lexi turned towards the playground equipment, catching sight of a cannonball child clambering a ladder and racing towards a slide, diving down it with reckless abandon. Lexi shielded her eyes from the sun as the kid looped around the climbing frame, gasping as Matt’s daughter came within a few feet of the adults.

      “What is it?” said Matt.

      Rather than answer, Lexi grabbed her phone and showed her cousin a picture.

      “This is my daughter, Lyla.”

      “Woah,” said Matt. “They look so alike.”

      “You can say that again.”

      They sat side by side on a bench. Lexi had Hetti on her mind but was keen to get to know her cousin before they got to business.

      As it turned out, they had much in common. Similar tastes in music and films. A similar style of humour. On the morbid side, both had suffered losses. Matt had the worst of it, losing his wife—Nina’s mother—only a few weeks ago.

      “I’m so sorry,” said Lexi. “I can’t imagine how awful that must be.”

      If Lexi even tried to picture a world without Xander, her stomach clenched, and tears came to her eyes. The only thing that could hurt more would be losing Lyla.

      “It’s tough, especially on Nina, but we’ll get through it. It helps that I recently reunited with my father and younger sister. Family can lift you in the darkest times. That’s why I contacted you.”

      “I’m glad you did, and not only because I need your dad’s help.”

      They abandoned the darker topics. It was refreshing to immediately hit it off with someone without the worry that they might start hitting on you. They became fast friends, and before Matt told Nina it was time to go, they had agreed to meet up again when their daughters could both be there.

      The little girl came over, rushing immediately to daddy and pressing against his leg. Matt introduced them, and Lexi crouched down to bring herself to Nina’s level.

      “Hello. It’s wonderful to meet you.”

      Nina whispered, “Hi,” and Lexi beamed.

      Matt unbuckled his daughter’s car seat at Frank’s, and she climbed from the vehicle.

      “Excited to see your grandad?” Lexi asked.

      Nina said nothing, once again pushing against Matt’s leg.

      “Nina and grandad are still getting to know one another,” said Matt. “Which reminds me, I don’t know how much you know about dad, but he’s not the man you might expect.”

      “Not much. I only know what mum’s told me, and I’m unsure if she’s met him.”

      “Well, if she told you he was a dangerous criminal, she was right.”

      “Was?”

      “Was. That’s what I wanted you to know. He gave up the business and is working towards being a better man. I wouldn’t let him see my daughter if I didn’t believe that.”

      Lexi was unexpectedly pleased to hear this, and not because of Uncle Frank. Having hit it off with Matt, her one reservation had been that her cousin was involved in a Murray-style business. It was a relief to hear this was not the case. Especially as she had said she would let him meet Lyla.

      Matt and Nina led the way to the front door, and Frank, a bear of a man with small eyes and curly black hair, let the trio inside. He shook his son’s hand and greeted his granddaughter with warmth and love before coming to Lexi.

      “Alexandria.”

      “Call me Lexi.”

      He reached out his massive hands, intending to clasp her shoulders. At the last second, he thought better of the move and performed an awkward swinging motion to bring his arms back to his side.

      “I wish I could say you looked like your father, but it would be untrue. Although you have the Monroe good looks. You certainly look different to when I last saw you.”

      “When was that?” Lexi was not aware of them ever having met.

      “Not long after you were born. Oh, it wasn’t in person. Pete sent me a picture. We weren’t talking much at the time, so I was shocked but delighted to get it. I called him right after I opened the envelope. I remember that call well. I’d never heard him so happy.”

      All Lexi could do was nod, then turn her head as tears welled in her eyes.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She wiped her eyes. “You don’t understand. I loved dad so much. Losing him was the hardest thing I’ve ever gone through, and in the last couple of days, I’ve heard some things about him that have been… difficult to take. You’ve no idea how much it means to hear that he was happy when I was born.”

      “Ecstatic,” said Frank. “You were his world from the second you entered it.”

      There were still tears in Lexi’s eyes and a smile on her face as Frank led them into the kitchen and made everyone drinks.

      “Your dad tells me you like puzzles?” Frank said to his Granddaughter. “As it happens, I’ve bought some new ones you might like to try.”

      Nina was holding Matt’s hand. She squeezed it more tightly and looked at her daddy as her grandfather spoke.

      “Want me to come, sweetie?”

      She nodded.

      The Monroe men and Nina left Lexi to step into the open conservatory and look across the lawn. It was a beautiful garden and a stunning home. Despite Pete’s gambling issues, Lexi had not grown up poor. Still, her surroundings as a kid had been worlds away from this.

      How might Pete’s life have turned out if he had stayed at his brother’s side? Lexi supposed he would still have become a gambling addict. Perhaps the big difference would have been the amount of money he had to lose.

      Also, there would be no Lexi, Andrew, or Hetti. That was a sad thought. On the flip side, he would have escaped meeting Victoria and thus would still be alive.

      Lexi escaped her introspection as Frank reentered the room. She came away from the French doors, and they sat next to one another at the dining room table.

      “It’s a beautiful place you’ve got,” she said.

      “Thank you. It really is lovely to meet you, by the way. You’re a credit to your father.”

      “That’s an assumption. You don’t know me. I might be horrible.”

      “Are you?”

      “No, I’m a delight.”

      “And I’m happy to take your word for it.”

      His smile was infectious. It would be easy to believe that such a smile did not belong on a man that people had feared for many years, but she had met Donald. Sometimes the evilest men had the warmest smiles.

      Not that Frank was evil. Or not anymore, if his son was to be believed.

      “I understand this is a professional rather than a social visit?” Lexi’s uncle said.

      “Yes, although, if it’s not an imposition, I’d love to return sometime. Getting to know my uncle and cousins would be great, but also…”

      “You’d like to hear stories about your father?”

      “If it’s not too painful or tedious.”

      “Don’t be silly.” He waved this away. “It would be an honour to tell you more about the man before he had you. Peter and I…” Now it was Frank’s turn to tail off. “Our relationship could be tricky. Did you know I was the eldest of seven kids?”

      “As someone raising three children, I must say I think your parents were mad.”

      “Your grandparents,” Frank noted. “And I’d tend to agree, especially as my dad worked long hours and was rarely around to help out. My wife left when our four kids were little, and that was hard enough. I don’t know how my mother did it.”

      “She must’ve been a resilient lady.”

      “She was, but she also relied on her eldest kids to help handle the youngest. That meant me and Pete often took charge when mum was out or working. A lot of the time, we were the best of friends, but we argued, too. Even so, I struggled when he left. Emotionally.”

      “Not enough to come to the funeral.”

      The words slipped out before she could stop them, but her fear that she might have offended Frank seemed unwarranted.

      “I wanted to come,” he said. “Your mother told me to stay away, and I wished to respect her request.”

      The swell of anger Lexi experienced at hearing this almost forced her into an outburst, declaring that her mother had murdered her father. At the last moment, as her lips were parting, she killed the words, saying instead:

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t be there.”

      “You needn’t be. Look here, all this reminiscing is getting me quite emotional.” He wiped his eyes. “Shall we discuss the reason you came?”

      Lexi saw no reason to beat around the bush. “It’s funny we should discuss you telling me more about my father. My sister, Hetti, is forever seeking people to tell her about him. The other day, she went to meet such a man, only to find him dead in his flat.”

      “Ah,” said Frank. “That’s not so good.”

      “No. Worse is that the police arrived and arrested her for murder. She has a good lawyer, but I want to find the killer. To do that, I need information.”

      “Am I to take it that you think I know the victim?”

      “His name was Cyrus Bishop.”

      Frank leaned back in his chair, nodding. “There’s a blast from the past.”

      “You remember him?”

      “I do. Cyrus was an associate of mine when I was first building my operation. We weren’t close, but he was useful. I was disappointed when he moved away. That would have been when my wife was pregnant with my eldest about 33 years ago. Not sure I’ve spoken to him since.”

      “But you introduced him to dad?”

      “I gave Pete his number, yes. Not an ideal contact, given who he was, but I knew no one else.”

      “What was it Cyrus did when he worked with you?”

      “Bit of a jack of all trades, to be honest. He was particularly good at forging documents. Setting up false identities, that sort of thing.”

      Which explained who had given Bella her new identity.

      “I’m sorry,” said Frank. “I’m not sure how I can help you. Do you have any idea who killed Cyrus?”

      “We have strong suspicions. The problem is, the suspected killer is also dead.”

      “Inconvenient,” said Frank. “I suppose I wouldn’t know this person?”

      “I’m sure you would. In fact, his death’s been all over the news today.”

      Frank sat forward. “Not Nigel Anderson?”

      Lexi nodded. “Cyrus was blackmailing him, and…. Where are you going?”

      Frank strode from the room without answering his niece. A couple of minutes passed, and Lexi was just wondering if she should go after him when he returned, now carrying a sheet of paper.

      He placed it on the table in front of Lexi, who stared at it.

      “Who are Melanie and Karim?” she asked, then pointed at the specified date. “And what’s happening tonight?”
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      “Lyla, look who’s here.”

      The three-year-old had been chasing her friends, but she spun at the sound of her name.

      Her mouth formed a shocked O, and her eyes widened at what she saw. Then she squealed.

      “It’s my mummy and my daddy.”

      She raced across the hard floor and jumped into Xander’s arms, squeezing him and giggling with glee.

      They got Sebastian and Olivia. Back at Lexi’s, they had dinner as a family, then played some games in the living room before it was time for the kids to go to bed.

      Xander read Lyla a story. Once he was done, he kissed her forehead, but she grabbed him around the neck when he tried to leave.

      “Don’t go, daddy.”

      “I’m just downstairs,” he said. “You call down if you need me, okay?”

      “No, silly. Don’t go away from this house. I want you to stay here forever.”

      Momentarily overcome by emotion, he squeezed his daughter into a hug, and she squealed in delight. But when they broke apart, her large, earnest eyes were filled with innocent hope.

      “Will you stay? Pleasie lemon squeezy?”

      Following their separation, Lexi and Xander had been careful not to let Lyla see them together too often. At her tender age, it was impossible to comprehend what was happening with her parents. They wanted to keep things as clean and uncomplicated as possible, even as they continued to work and, on more than one occasion before the divorce came through, sleep together.

      This was the first time Lyla had been put to bed by one of her parents while the other was in the house. It was natural her mind would leap to the possibility of both mummy and daddy being around all the time again.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But I’m here this evening.”

      “And all night? You can sleep in my bed.” She bounced on her mattress as she said this, excited by her idea.

      “We’ll see, sweetie. Get some sleep.”

      Still, she did not want him to go, and guilt kept him there for longer than was wise. By the time he got downstairs, Lexi was finishing her first glass of wine.

      He watched her take the glass from her lips and reach for the bottle. How beautiful she was and how uneasy his feelings made him.

      It was not only his feelings for her—the situation they found themselves in unsettled him.

      Lexi poured herself a second glass of wine and Xander a first.

      “You’ll have to drive later,” she said.

      “Drive where?”

      “One glass will be alright, though.” She handed his drink over. “Cheers.”

      They clinked glasses.

      “What are we celebrating?” Xander asked.

      “Good question.”

      They settled on the sofa, side by side. Lexi had spent most of the day with her uncle and cousin, so this was their first chance to update each other on what they had discovered.

      Like Lexi, Xander believed Cyrus must have sorted Bella’s new identity after they blackmailed Nigel, although this brought them no closer to knowing what Cyrus had done in 2005. Perhaps forgery had been involved. On the other hand, as Cyrus was a criminal jack of all trades, it might have been something far more mundane, such as making three bodies disappear.

      “I can’t escape the feeling that Melanie is Bella,” Lexi said. “But why return after getting away with blackmailing Nigel?”

      “Maybe because she got away with it.”

      “It worked before, so why not go for it again? It’s possible. Greed makes people do stupid things. Except, Nigel thought Melanie wasn’t interested in the money, only destroying him.”

      “Maybe she developed a conscience?”

      “Also possible. Zara was her friend. Perhaps she always intended to return after setting up her new life. Especially if she knows Nigel killed his kids.”

      This brought them to what Xander had discovered from Bluebell. The picture she had shown him was the most shocking piece of evidence she had found, but it was not all. It seemed Jake was ‘accident-prone’ and often came to school with bruises on his skin. There was nothing to suggest Zara had experienced frequent abuse, but Bluebell had tracked down a teacher who recalled the child coming in with cuts on her face that the swipe of a sharp nailed hand might have caused.

      “That indicates Paula rather than Nigel,” said Lexi.

      “Maybe they were as bad as each other.”

      “What a sickening thought.”

      While Zara seemed not to have suffered as much physical damage as her brother, she was undoubtedly a troubled child, often getting into scrapes at school.

      “If it’s true they were abusing the kids,” said Xander, “I can’t believe no one ever caught them.”

      “Nigel was rich and powerful,” said Lexi. “Also, there was less awareness of domestic abuse back then, and fewer safeguards to detect and prevent it.”

      Xander could not help but imagine two children cowering beneath the sheets in their respective bedrooms, flinching whenever they heard feet on the stairs.

      The thought boiled his blood. If Nigel had abused and killed his kids, it would be easy to sympathise with whoever had taken his life.

      In many ways, Donald and Elizabeth Murray were abhorrent. At least they were good parents.

      Pushing away these thoughts, Xander returned to the moving pieces of which they were now aware. He’d had all day to brood over the damaged face of that innocent little boy—Jake. From there, he got to thinking about motivation. Why they were doing what they were doing. What it was for.

      Not long before Lexi came home, the truth sunk in.

      “We know where Melanie will be tonight,” said Lexi. “We must meet her and make her tell us what she knows.”

      Before long, Xander would have to tell Lexi what he had realised. Fearing an argument, he was keen to avoid that for as long as possible.

      He said, “Nigel’s been all over the news. Why would Melanie show?”

      “Maybe she hasn’t seen the news. Besides, Paula may be involved. The meeting might go ahead with her in place of her husband.”

      “From what we know, Nigel didn’t plan to attend personally.”

      “You’re worried he might have found someone else to kill Karim and grab Melanie after Frank rejected him?”

      “Or Paula did, yes.”

      “And that someone might show up at the meeting and kill everyone in sight, including you and me if we’re there?”

      Xander nodded.

      “That’s a valid concern.”

      Xander studied his ex-wife.

      “You still want to go,” he said, “don’t you?”

      “Yep.”

      Rather than respond, Xander got up and peeked through the curtains. It was dark. Before long, Yasmin would arrive with Tofu. He assumed they were on their way, but who knew? She had never been the most punctual of people.

      “What?” Lexi asked.

      “Just looking for Yaz.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      He let the curtain fall closed and faced his ex-wife. She had her hands on her hips, looking not unlike Yasmin had that morning.

      “You disapprove of my plan,” she said. “Why? Because of the danger?”

      There was no more putting it off. It was time to reveal his epiphany.

      “Imagine Melanie is Bella,” he said, “and she tells you what happened to Kiera and Nigel’s kids the night she disappeared.”

      “Shall I close my eyes or…”

      Ignoring her sarcasm, he said, “What then?”

      Lexi stared. “What?”

      “You have the evidence to prove Nigel’s crime. What happens next?”

      “We get my sister out of jail.”

      “How?”

      Lexi tilted her head as if Xander’s face was a book at an angle.

      “What am I missing?” she asked. “If we know what he did, we can prove he had a motive to kill Cyrus.”

      “The fact that he was blackmailing Nigel proves motive, surely? The actual details of the blackmail are immaterial.”

      The temperature dipped as Lexi faced off her husband without a word.

      At last, she said, “I don’t understand. Why are you raising this now? You went to see Bluebell and my mother. You agreed it was a good idea for me to talk with Vanessa and Frank, all in pursuit of discovering what happened to Jake and Zara. What’s changed?”

      Lights flashed across the curtains, but the car did not slow.

      “Xander. You don’t get to do the silent thing this time. Answer me.”

      He nodded. “I’ve spent all day sitting around with the image of a battered boy in my head. Jake Anderson.”

      “And that makes you not want to know what happened to him?”

      “No. I was thinking about Yasmin asking why I was so desperate to pursue this investigation with Gwen locked up, her life in danger. I told her we had to save Hetti to ensure Elizabeth didn’t find out she might go to prison.”

      “That’s true,” said Lexi.

      “Yes, except I could focus on other ways to save Gwen and Andrew, which got me considering Hetti’s best chance. Isn’t it her expensive, experienced, excellent lawyer?”

      “He needs help,” said Lexi.

      “Has he asked for help?”

      “No, but it’s obvious. If I can hand him proof of Nigel’s motive—“

      “Which you already have.”

      “From Simon? His word won’t be enough. If I can show what Nigel did, that changes things. Maybe I can get Melanie on board. Do not look at me like that.” This last sentence was shouted with such force that Xander glanced at the ceiling. Luckily, the kids could sleep through anything.

      “I think we’ve been lying to ourselves,” said Xander.

      “Yeah? So why have we been searching for the truth of what happened to Jake, Zara, and Kiera then?”

      “Because we enjoy it.”

      This was the truth that had hid in the back of his mind. This was his epiphany.

      “We like it?” Lexi said. “Like what?”

      “Investigating. It’s awful. Terrible things happen. Gwen and Andrew are in danger. We’ve seen people kidnapped and dealt with far too many dead bodies. And I think we enjoy it. Like Gwen and her next fix, I think we crave it. We did the murder, then the kidnapping. I think we were looking for something new.”

      Usually one to jump straight in when an argument was flowing, Lexi took the unusual step of considering what she wanted to say.

      Once she had, she said, “You’re insane. Enjoy it? I despise it. I want to write copy and build my business, not seek out murderers.”

      “Then why are you? You could have left Hetti to Umar. You didn’t. You went searching for the truth when there’s nothing to suggest the truth will set Hetti free.”

      “I’ve had enough of this.”

      More lights swept across the curtains. This time, the car pulled into the drive.

      Lexi removed her phone.

      “What are you doing?” Xander asked.

      “Calling Simon.”

      “Why?”

      Lexi grabbed her second glass of wine and finished it in three gulps.

      “Because I need a lift.”

      “Don’t put your life in danger for this.”

      “For what? For thrill-seeking? Why not? I’m having the time of my life while my sister rots in jail and the Murrays threaten to kill my brother. I hope it never ends.”

      “Lexi—“

      “This is not a game to me. You love investigating so much, apply for a job at Bluerton. Hey, then you can work with your girlfriend. Win-win. As for this, consider yourself off the case.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      She shook her head and put the phone to her ear.

      “Hi, Simon. It’s Lexi”

      As Yasmin knocked on the door, Lexi entered the kitchen, becoming the second woman who loved him that he had driven away in forty-eight hours.
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      Lexi stayed out of Xander’s way until Simon arrived.

      In the car, she wasted no time filling Simon in on what she had learned since they last spoke. He listened intently and without interruption. When she was done, he puffed out his cheeks.

      “I can’t believe how close we are. It could be tonight, right? This Melanie could tell us what happened to Kiera?”

      Lexi had not mentioned to Simon her suspicion that Melanie could be Bella under her new identity, and it seemed he had not considered the possibility. She watched him closely as he spoke and with even more scrutiny as she replied.

      “I thought you might no longer be so compelled to learn the truth.”

      “Why?” He looked at her and seemed to read her thoughts. “Because Nigel’s dead?”

      “Yeah.”

      He kept his eyes on the road. Lexi kept hers on him. The possibility that Simon had killed Nigel had not passed her by. However, if he had, why come tonight? Surely he would have made Nigel confess to what he had done to Kiera before pulling the trigger?

      Then again, maybe not. Perhaps, in the heat of the moment, Simon had lost control and fired early. Or maybe, Nigel fought back, and the gun went off by accident.

      Even if Nigel died before Simon learned the truth, wasn’t his death enough?

      “I didn’t kill him,” said Simon, again reading Lexi’s thoughts. “Why would I bother going to the trouble of recruiting you to investigate just to break into his house and blow off his head?”

      This was a good point, and Lexi decided to move on.

      “The question stands. Nigel’s dead, so why continue seeking the truth?”

      “Because it was never about revenge.” This answer came without hesitation. “Sure, if Nigel killed Kiera, I’d want him dead. In that respect, it’s great someone’s already murdered him, as it’s one less thing to worry about. But revenge was never the main aim. That’s knowing.”

      He took a turn, but Lexi did not respond to what he had said. She sensed he was not yet done.

      “Having someone you love die must be awful,” he said. “But at least there’s closure. I loved Kiera. I know you’ll think that’s stupid, but it’s true, and I’ve spent years obsessing over what might have happened to her. Did she die the night she was taken? Has she died since? Did she escape and start a new life in another part of the world? Was she sold into slavery? Forced into prostitution? All these things I’ve considered and hundreds more options besides. Sometimes, it’s enough to drive me mad.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “It’s not about revenge,” Simon reiterated. “And I don’t expect her to be alive. I don’t imagine I’ll rescue her from slavers, and we’ll ride off into the sunset. It’s nothing like that. It’s just…”

      “Closure.”

      “Yeah. I need to know.”

      Which made sense and was touching.

      But what did Lexi need?

      It had been clear that she was looking into what happened to Nigel’s children because she wanted to save Hetti. She had reacted with fury to Xander’s assertions because it seemed utterly ridiculous to suggest she might enjoy investigating murders, forever putting her life in danger. Lexi loved making money and using her talents as a copywriter and brand builder to help companies exceed.

      This was absolutely true, but was a love of marketing and a desire to play detective mutually exclusive? One could not ignore that Lexi had struggled for weeks after discovering her brother and mother’s awful crimes. Xander and the children had done all they could to prize her from her melancholy. She had thrown herself into work, but nothing reignited her desire for life.

      Until the opportunity arose to investigate the kidnapping of a teenage boy.

      Lightning did not strike in the same place twice. For Lexi, it had struck three times in a matter of weeks. At what point did she stop crying misfortune and accept she might be holding up a lightning rod?

      It came back to the question Xander had posed.

      Did learning the truth of what Nigel had done to his children move her any closer to saving Hetti than simply knowing Cyrus was blackmailing him?

      “Are you okay?”

      It was Simon. His eyes remained on the road, but he had noticed her distress.

      “Not really.”

      “What’s up?”

      She recalled the look on Xander’s face as she shouted him down and flinched. Twenty-four hours ago, they had kissed. Twenty-four minutes ago, she had taunted him about his relationship with Maggie, in so doing, probably driving him closer to Tofu’s other auntie.

      Damn, it was messed up that he was in a love triangle with two aunts of the same baby. Like something out of Eastenders.

      “I argued with my ex-husband,” she said. “And I’ve a horrible feeling he was right. I hate it when other people are right.”

      Simon smiled. “I feel that. If it helps, we’re almost there, so you might soon have something to take your mind off your ex.”

      “A bit of danger is exactly what I need,” Lexi said. “Otherwise, the state I’m in, I’d end up getting drunk and sleeping with the nearest eager male.”

      Simon almost drove off the road.

      “You okay there, champ?” Lexi asked.

      “Yep, nothing, just… Nothing.”

      Men could be so cute.

      “You’re one of the good guys, eh, Simon? If we can look past your lies and how you got my sister locked up.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      There was no humour or lightheartedness in these words. As he stared ahead, a heavy regret seemed to fill his eyes, and Lexi wondered how much of Simon’s life had been shaped by what had happened to Kiera. It appeared he had been almost obsessed with her as a teenager. But romantic obsession was not unusual for someone that age. Sometimes, it turned to genuine affection and love. Some teenagers began relationships in school that lasted a lifetime. Much more often, the obsession faded, becoming nothing more than a fond memory by the time adulthood hit. If even that.

      Simon’s situation was different. Kiera’s disappearance had robbed him of the chance to get over her. Instead, she remained in his memory as a teenager, and the obsession continued to burn. In a way, her demise had stopped him from growing up, and Lexi wondered if Simon had ever had a serious relationship. That was undoubtedly part of why he was so desperate to learn the truth.

      But would knowing the truth free him? Lexi hoped so, but it was impossible to say for sure.

      Lexi wanted to say something to lift his spirits. Before she could, a bang in the distance made them jump.

      “What do you reckon?” she asked as the sound faded. “Car backfire or gunshot?”

      He glanced at her. The bereft quality had left his eyes to be replaced by fear. Lexi had warned him that Nigel—before he died—might have hired someone to kill Melanie and Karim.

      “It’s not too late to change our minds,” she said, but Simon shook his head.

      “It is for me.”

      “Yeah,” said Lexi. “Figured you’d say that. Well, count me in.”

      As she said this, she heard Xander’s words about the thrill—the adrenaline. Did she need to put her life in danger? Maybe, or maybe Xander was right. Maybe she craved it.

      “This is it,” said Simon.

      The sky was dark, and the roads were quiet as Simon pulled onto a winding residential street stocked with tired homes and overgrown lawns.

      Between two of these houses, a cracked path led into the darkness. Simon parked as close as he could, and the duo stepped out of the car and made their way along the route.

      Beyond the houses, fences and high trees pressed close on either side. It was eerie in the dark and the quiet. Thankfully, the path did not go on for long. Within thirty seconds, they reached its end, finding a patch of ground that might once have been grassy but was now mostly dirt and dust.

      At its centre, a chainlink fence surrounded a basketball court. The hoops stood tall at either end of the court. Neither had a net.

      The court was almost empty.

      Almost.

      There was a rectangular hole in the chainlink fence where once had stood a door. Someone—teenagers or exceptionally impatient basketball players—had ripped it away, leaving only the frame.

      The night air was silent, and there was no one around. If the bang was man-made, its creator had left the area.

      Unless the shape on the ground had caused it.

      It was over by the hoop furthest from the court entrance. It had not moved since Lexi and Simon had exited the path.

      “What is it?” He said as they reached the court’s centre circle.

      “Don’t ask stupid questions,” said Lexi. “You know what it is.”

      No lights lit the court, but there were two lamps beyond it, one on either side, which cast enough light by which to see well enough that Lexi did not doubt that she was looking at a body.

      Well enough that she could discern the features of a man she did not recognise when she reached him.

      Well enough that she knew how he had died.

      “That answers that question,” she said. “It wasn’t a car backfire.”
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      Paula trembled. Her heart pounded against her chest. It was all she could do to keep the gun from jumping from her hand.

      She had not seen her husband die. They had fought at the top of the stairs, then she was falling, and the gun went off. The way her husband slumped as she fell told her he was dead, but she did not see the bullet tear off his face and end his life.

      That made a difference.

      The man named Karim was five feet away when she pulled the trigger. His eyes were on hers.

      Given how afraid of this man Nigel had been, Paula had expected a terrifying, apathetic person. When she aimed the gun, she expected him to laugh in her face or attack.

      Instead, he stood frozen to the spot, his large eyes filling first with fear, then with tears.

      “Please.”

      That was the only word he said, a split second before Paula pulled the trigger.

      The bullet hit his skull and stole his life. The incident was over in a second, and the clip played on a loop in Paula’s mind as she walked away from his corpse. It would probably continue to do so until the day she died.

      Their feet made the only sounds as they proceeded down a path that terminated in a T-junction. Here, Melanie stopped, glancing back at Paula.

      “Which way, killer?”

      What had been Melanie’s connection to the dead man? Paula guessed they had been sleeping together. Nigel had returned from the bar believing Karim was a seasoned criminal and thug. Having seen the fear in his eyes when he faced her gun, Paula thought her husband had got it wrong. She guessed Karim was an ordinary bloke. A poor sucker Melanie had roped in to do her dirty work.

      Because of Melanie, Karim was dead. The girl had so much blood on her hands.

      “Left.”

      Paula forced out the word, but her throat was dry.

      “Pardon? Didn’t quite make that out.”

      There was mocking laughter in Melanie’s voice. Nothing close to fear, although Paula could pull the trigger and end her life.

      Why not do just that? This could all be over in a second.

      Just pull the trigger.

      Do it.

      Now.

      “Left,” she said again. “Turn left.”

      “As you wish, killer.”

      Melanie turned, strolling down another path through the quiet night.

      At first, there was fencing on the left and trees on the right. The fencing remained, but the trees thinned out after thirty seconds to be replaced by a metal perimeter. Beyond it: a green field led towards a clutch of single-story, red brick buildings.

      Melanie stopped.

      “Ah, nostalgia,” she said.

      “You remember?”

      “My primary school? Of course. Why are we here? Is it clever foreshadowing? Bring us to a school because you’re about to teach me a lesson?”

      Paula ignored the younger woman. Her eyes were fixed on the buildings ahead as she spoke.

      “Nigel came from money. His parents sent him to the country’s most expensive schools. He wanted to do the same for our kids, but I said no. My parents were well-off but not wealthy enough to afford private education. I attended the local comprehensive and loved my time there. I wanted that for my kids. I wanted them to feel ordinary.”

      Melanie snorted. “How’d that work out?”

      Paula sighed. “We never got to find out with Jake. He was coming towards the end of his first year at primary school when…” Paula glanced away from the school to meet Melanie’s eyes, then shook her head. “Zara was different. Troubled from her earliest years, but I don’t believe sending her to a private school would have changed anything. Her fate was sealed.”

      “I guess you’ll never know.”

      “Anyway, I got my way. We agreed to reassess the private school issue from secondary, but for primary—“ Paula waved her hand at the buildings. “Come on. Keep moving.”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      “Wasn’t I clear? I’m going nowhere. Not without a compelling reason.”

      Anger flared within Paula, but it dimmed within seconds. What was her reason? Melanie was responsible for Nigel’s death. She deserved to die. Paula wanted to kill her. Could she not do that here and walk away? Why force Melanie to circle her old school, and what destination did she have in mind, anyway?

      There were simple answers to both questions.

      She was procrastinating, and she had no destination in mind.

      Even so, she was not ready to end this. Nor could she stand still.

      “Here’s a reason.”

      She waved the gun at Melanie, and Melanie shot forward with snake-like speed.

      For the second time in 24 hours, Paula found herself in a desperate tug of war for the lethal item, and for the second time in 24 hours, it was her finger on the trigger when the gun went off.

      The bang was deafening, and both women grunted with shock and pain as they jerked backwards, losing grip simultaneously.

      The gun hit the pavement between them as they dropped to their behinds. Panting from the exertion of their tussle, they sat up in mirror-image poses: legs out and spread like babies on a carpet.

      It was a moment of calm.

      Then: the storm.

      As one, they dragged in their legs and launched, grabbing the gun.

      This time, they were on their stomachs, the gun between them, tugging and yelling indistinguishable slurs.

      One of Melanie’s hands slipped. Or that was what it looked like. Paula thought she was about to win before Melanie formed a fist with her free hand and brought it down, removing her other hand at the last instant.

      Paula cried out as Melanie crushed her hands into the gun’s metal barrel and grip. She held on and yanked, collapsing onto her back with the gun in her hands.

      Had she won?

      No.

      Melanie dived onto Paula’s chest and slammed her palm into her jaw.

      Paula roared, and when the roar died away, she heard feet pounding towards them.

      This was her only chance.

      She brought the gun up, aiming for Melanie’s head.

      All she had to do was pull the trigger.

      She hesitated.

      Melanie grabbed the gun and twisted.

      Paula screamed as her hand and wrist turned with the gun.

      She let go.

      Melanie scrambled back, raising the gun as Paula sat up, cradling her damaged wrist.

      “Stay where you are,” Mel said.

      She was not talking to Paula.

      Paula turned to see a man and woman standing a few feet away. The man was in his mid-thirties, the woman perhaps a few years younger. Despite the nature of this terrifying situation, it was impossible not to note how stunning the woman was: like a Goddess from a Greek myth.

      The Goddess’ eyes were on Melanie. Understandable, as Melanie was aiming a gun at her chest.

      “Recognise her?” The Goddess asked. Her eyes never left Melanie as she addressed her companion.

      “No, why would I—“ Something clicked for the guy. “Hang on. You thought it might be Bella?”

      “Bella?” This was Melanie. “There’s a name I’ve not heard for a while. You’re not random do-gooder passers-by, then?”

      This had been Paula’s assumption, too, but Melanie was right. These two were here for a reason.

      Bella Belmont. Hearing the name triggered the young woman’s face to pop into Paula’s mind, and she immediately saw the similarities.

      “You’re Bella’s older brother, aren’t you? Samuel?”

      “Simon,” said the Goddess as Simon said, “Yes.”

      “If you want to know where she is, I’ve no idea.”

      “No,” he said. “We want to know what happened to Kiera.”

      At this, Melanie barked a laugh. Simon flinched.

      The Goddess remained unreadable.

      “Kiera?” Paula felt tense. It felt like the situation was unravelling, but she supposed that was an illusion. If these two had not turned up with their awkward questions, Paula would already be dead. Seen in that light, this was better. “No one knows what happened to her.”

      “Liar.”

      “Why do you care?” said Melanie. “She was a nobody. The babysitter.”

      “Not to me. I need to know what happened.” He looked at Paula. “Tell me.”

      “This is boring,” said Melanie. “My boyfriend’s dead. I’d like to find another before the night’s out. Maybe I’ll start shooting.”

      “You’re a sociopath,” Paula spat at the younger woman.

      “You’re one to talk, aren’t you? Who killed Karim? Not me. Who killed your husband? Ahh, that look in your eyes. As if I wouldn’t work it out. Come on. Who else could it have been? You always were an evil bitch.”

      “Shut up.” Paula was losing control. If Melanie kept pushing, she would rush at the younger woman and damn the fatal consequences.

      “I want the truth.” Simon stepped forward as he spoke. His eyes remained on Paula even as Melanie swung the gun his way.

      The Goddess had never taken her gaze from the one with the weapon. Again, she spoke to Simon without looking at him.

      “If Nigel’s wife won’t tell us what happened, maybe their daughter will.”

      Paula could not help but gasp as the Goddess continued, this time addressing Melanie.

      “What do you say, Zara?”
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      Lexi had got it into her head that Melanie was Bella, so when they heard the second gunshot and sprinted towards the sound, she wondered whether to warn Simon he was about to run into someone he thought had left the country, taunting him before she went.

      Holding her tongue was the right move. Melanie proved not to be Bella. The instant Simon confirmed as much, Lexi’s mind went to work.

      This could be any random woman who had stumbled upon Nigel’s secret and decided to blackmail him, but there were several factors to consider.

      First, Nigel believed this woman no longer wanted his money, only to destroy him. That suggested a personal connection.

      Second, Melanie was in her mid-twenties—around Hetti, Bella, and, of course, Zara’s age.

      Finally, the way Melanie and Paula spoke to one another revealed much.

      You’re one to talk, aren’t you? Who killed Karim? Not me. Who killed your husband? Ahh, look at your eyes, like I wouldn’t know. Come on. Who else could it have been? You always were an evil bitch, yet you have a go at me.

      Together, these factors pointed to an obvious truth.

      “If Nigel’s wife won’t tell us what happened back then,” said Lexi, “maybe their daughter will.”

      Lexi noted the shock in Paula’s eyes but focused on Melanie.

      “What do you say, Zara?”

      Melanie’s expression was cold and unyielding. She would deny nothing.

      Paula was another matter.

      “Don’t mention my daughter. She’s dead. She died in 2005 along with my son and Kara.”

      “Kiera,” said Simon, clenching his fists.

      “How’d you know?” said Lexi.

      “What?”

      “How’d you know she’s dead? Your story is that you went out campaigning, leaving your children with Kiera. When you returned, they were gone. You’ve not seen them since. No one has. It’s assumed they’re dead, but no one knows for sure. Except, you sound sure.”

      Paula’s mouth flapped open and closed like a fish. Melanie—Zara—laughed.

      “She’s got you there.”

      “Here’s what I know,” said Lexi. “During his year at primary school, your son frequently bore the signs of domestic abuse. In the image I’ve seen… it looks like a truck ran him over. I believe your excuse was that he fell down the stairs.”

      Paula croaked some form of denial. Lexi didn’t much care, and she continued as though the mother had not spoken.

      “Zara was a difficult child, always in trouble. Unlike with Jake, I’ve heard of only one occasion when she showed up bearing signs of abuse.” Lexi touched her cheek. “Scratches that looked to have been administered by long nails. Was your husband into manicures, Paula?”

      Another laugh from Zara. More nothing from Paula.

      “I know you lied about that night, Paula. Zara was at my house. She saw my father, and Bella saw her.”

      “Your house?” For the first time, Zara’s mocking look faded as confusion creased her brow. But only for a few seconds, then it lit up again. “You’re Hetti’s big sister? Damn, you were fit back then, but you’re something else now.”

      “Greek Goddess,” mumbled Paula, which was weird.

      “Lexi,” said Lexi. “Not very pleased to meet you. What happened that night?”

      “Oh, no,” said Zara. “I couldn’t possibly say when you’ve done so well to uncover what you have. Go on, come the rest of the way on your own. I promise I’ll say if you’re right.”

      Once again, Lexi was forced to confront Xander’s theory. Her inclination should have been to tell Zara to get lost. In truth, she had come a long way towards discovering the truth. The idea of making the final leap without Zara spoon-feeding it to her was intoxicating.

      But was accepting Zara’s challenge not tantamount to confessing Xander was right? That far from despising these investigations, she craved them.

      Before she could make up her mind, Simon spoke.

      “I just want to know what happened to Kiera.”

      There was such painful desperation in his voice. Lexi’s heart reached out to him while her mind fired into gear, slotting the last pieces of the puzzle into place.

      “Kiera’s dead,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Simon.”

      “No,” he said. “You don’t know that.”

      “I think I do. Look at what we know. There’s the abused son, the difficult daughter, and the parents who covered up that Zara was at my house after she was supposed to have vanished. Then there’s Cyrus Bishop.”

      Paula’s eyes shot to Lexi, and Lexi wondered if she knew what had happened to the crook. If Nigel had killed Cyrus—or paid someone to—was Paula complicit?

      “You once struck your daughter so hard you cut her face with your nails,” said Lexi. “But you never hurt your son, did you?”

      This time, neither mother nor daughter spoke, allowing Lexi to continue.

      “That was the only sign of abuse for Zara because her parents didn’t abuse her. Jake frequently showed signs of abuse, not because one or both of his parents had anger management issues but because his sister—this troubled child—enjoyed inflicting pain.”

      Zara’s mocking smile returned, and Lexi knew her assumption was correct. This was not a woman who struggled to control her temper. This was a sociopath who revelled in other people’s misery.

      “You abused him physically and, I’d guess, mentally.”

      “That’s a leap,” said Zara. “It’s also true, I suppose.”

      “You’re a damaged individual,” said Lexi. “But you were a kid at the time. Your parents had a duty of care to their children. It was their responsibility to stop what was happening under their roof. To protect their son and seek professional help for their daughter.” Lexi focused on Paula. “You must have known. I suppose the cuts on Zara’s cheeks were proof of that.”

      “Of course they did,” said Zara. “But we were only their kids. Their ambition came first, and they did the sums. What was more likely to damage Dad’s ascent to the top: lying to cover up my actions and accepting a few people gossiping around town or sending me for psychiatric help, knowing the press would find out? In terms of their goals, I think they made the right call. Besides, they thought they’d rein me in eventually.”

      “Instead,” said Lexi, “you waited until they went out and then killed your brother.”

      “It wasn’t like that. They got in a babysitter and asked her to watch us closely. Instead, she sat in the living room, studied, and fell asleep. I cornered Jake in our room. I had a plastic bag. I wanted to scare him. Murder wasn’t my intention.”

      At Lexi’s side, Simon whispered something that might have been eight years old. She knew how he felt. Over the years, she had accepted that people could do awful things to one another. But that was adults. Imagining one so young performing acts of such despicable cruelty was almost beyond comprehension.

      “I’d never felt guilty for hurting Jake,” Zara continued. “I must admit, I freaked and ran when I realised he wasn’t breathing. I ended up at yours because it was the only place I knew nearby. Your dad let me in. He thought Hetti and Bella were asleep upstairs, and he was half right. I wanted to see them, but he refused, instead calming me down and calling Dad, who came to get me. The situation had changed by the time I got home.”

      This bit would be awful for Simon. Even so, the story had to be told. The fake politician needed closure.

      “Kiera was dead?” said Lexi.

      Zara nodded.

      “Nigel did it?”

      “No one told me.” Zara looked at her mother. “It could have been her. From what I can gather, the babysitter woke when she heard Mum and Dad coming up the drive. Realising she hadn’t checked on us for ages or even put us to bed, she ran upstairs and found my brother. Doubtless, she screamed. When Mum and Dad reached her, self-preservation kicked in. They needed to shut her up and couldn’t have her telling anyone what had happened. Strangling her to death was the only option.”

      Simon collapsed to his knees. There were no tears and no roar of pain. He stared into space, his hands limp by his side.

      “I’m so sorry,” said Lexi.

      “Oi,” said Zara. “We’re not done. Come on. I’m enjoying this.”

      Still staring at the top of Simon’s head, Lexi kept speaking. She was on autopilot now, and her voice had a robotic tone.

      “My father brought you home. I don’t know what he saw, but I’m guessing Nigel paid him to keep his mouth shut, although he was far less generous with Pete Monroe than the Belmonts.”

      “Pete saw nothing,” said Zara.

      This was some comfort, but not much. Lexi had adored her father. She knew he was no saint. Not because of his gambling—which was an addiction—but because he endangered his family by borrowing money from the Murrays. She always knew he was involved with criminals, given what his brother did. Still, there were petty crimes, and there was covering up an atrocious double murder. It did not matter that he had seen nothing. He must have known when the news broke about the disappearance of Jake, Zara, and Kiera.

      Lexi would have to reprocess her memories of her father. They would be forever tainted by what she had learned, but that was something she would have to deal with on her own time.

      For now, her focus returned to Zara.

      “My father introduced your parents to Cyrus Bishop. Maybe Cyrus helped them dispose of the bodies. He definitely arranged for you to leave the country under a false identity.”

      “Melanie,” said Zara. “I think Mum would have liked to kill and bury me with my brother, but Dad—softie that he was—wouldn’t hear of it. So, I became Melanie. A lovely but criminal Spanish family who knew the score adopted me. Again, against my mother’s wishes, Dad agreed to pay me a handsome monthly sum for life. As I grew, it was repeatedly made clear that this money came on the proviso that I never returned to the country of my birth.”

      “But you did,” said Lexi. “Because he stopped paying?”

      “Yes. I’ve no idea why, and I don’t care. Due to savvy investments and a good job on the continent, I no longer needed his cash. Still, his failure to pay made me think. I was aware of his success, and it didn’t seem fair that he should get to fulfil his life’s ambition. Not after he let Jake down and abandoned me.”

      “You killed your brother.”

      It was the first time in a while that Paula had spoken. Her voice was twisted with pain and fury.

      “It’s like Lexi says,” said Melanie. “You should have stopped me. That was your job.”

      “You stopped sending the money because of Cyrus and Bella?” Lexi asked, keen to make the most of Paula’s reentry into the conversation.

      “Just Cyrus. He had evidence that could have ended Nigel’s career and had been extorting regular payments from Nigel for the last few weeks. Until he sold the evidence to Donald Murray a couple of nights ago.”

      This simple statement prompted several more questions. Before Lexi could ask any, Zara cleared her throat.

      “Point is I wanted to topple my father when he was within touching distance of everything he’d ever wanted. That would have been nice, but mum ruined it by killing him. Now, I’ll have to settle for killing her.” She grinned at Lexi. “And any witnesses.”

      Zara aimed the gun at her mother.

      “You were right all those years ago. You should have killed and buried me with my brother.”

      She smirked.

      Lexi darted forward.

      Zara fired.
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      Xander was on the basketball court when the gun went off.

      Thirty seconds later, he came upon four people. One was sitting on the ground, staring into space. Another was standing and slowly backing away from the final two, who were wrestling over a gun.

      One of the wrestlers was Lexi.

      Xander sprinted so fast towards his ex-wife he thought his lungs might burst.

      The gun went off again when he was only a few metres away.

      Lexi flew back against the gate.

      The other woman roared with triumph, held the gun aloft—

      And Xander crashed into her like a bull into a particularly ineffective matador.

      She flew backwards, smashing the floor and rolling over and over. The gun leapt from her hand and clattered across the concrete path.

      She came to a stop on her front, her arms and legs spread. Xander stayed put long enough to verify that she was not about to jump up, then ran to Lexi.

      The gunshot had forced her into the metal school perimeter, and she had slid down the gate onto her backside. Her right hand clutched her left side at the waist. What he might see when she removed it terrified him.

      “Hey, babe,” she said as he reached her. Her voice was hoarse but not weak. It did not sound like she was about to whisper her final words. “Put that worried look away. I’ll be okay.”

      As he crouched beside her, she pulled her hand away, revealing the extent of the damage.

      Xander breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. You’re fine.”

      “Oh, I am, am I? Yeah, I suppose it’s only a gunshot wound. Don’t mind me.”

      Xander rolled his eyes and reexamined her side. The bullet had seared a line into her skin, but there was almost no blood.

      “Does it hurt?” he asked.

      “Not as much as childbirth. I thought I told you to stay home?”

      “Good for you I didn’t.”

      “Sod off. You’re no knight in shining armour, and I’m certainly no damsel. This was all part of my cunning plan.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah, false sense of security. I positioned the gun so it would mark my skin without doing real damage, then jumped back with a fake cry of pain. Sounded convincing, right?”

      “Supremely.”

      “If you were fooled, my assailant certainly would’ve been. Tasting victory, she’d have stepped forward with a smile and raised the gun, ready to put a bullet in my head, and just as she was about to pull the trigger—probably after zipping off a final one-liner, action movie stylie—I’d—“

      She lifted her leg, did a mock karate kick, and cried out as the move caused her to shift her waist.

      “Impressive,” said Xander.

      “Sod off again.”

      Lexi returned her hand to her side and glanced at the man sitting on the pavement—Simon, whose eyes were full of desperate sadness and loss.

      “I think you were right,” said Lexi. “In some way, I crave this. The investigating. The danger. Stupid when you see what it does to people. What it might do to us, but I suppose we can’t help who we are.”

      “No.”

      Lexi dragged her eyes from Simon and looked into her ex-husband’s face. “This is where you say, ‘I told you so’.”

      Not for a split-second was Xander tempted to do so.

      “Tell me a fact about brown bears,” he said.

      This took her by surprise, which was fun, but she rallied admirably from her shock.

      “You’ve heard all my brown bear facts.”

      “I know.”

      “Lots of times.”

      “Agreed.”

      “But you still want to hear one now?”

      He nodded.

      “Only one?”

      “I wouldn’t want to overindulge.”

      She smiled. “Which one?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “You don’t have a fave?”

      He shook his head.

      She asked, “Why do I feel this is a trap?”

      He shrugged.

      She narrowed her eyes as she considered the likelihood that he was playing a game she could not fathom. Then sighed.

      “Fine. As well as sound, brown bears use smell to communicate. By twisting their feet on the ground, they can release a scent from their glands which contain around 20 different compounds. These compounds relay lots of information to other bears. I.e. gender.

      She looked into his smiling face.

      “Happy?” She said.

      He kissed her.

      When the kiss broke, she said, “We need to discuss what it is about brown bears that so turns you on.”

      “Not sure it’s the bears,” he said.

      She kissed him, only pulling away when they heard approaching feet.

      It was Paula, standing a few feet away, the gun clasped in her hand.

      “Will you kill us?” Lexi asked.

      Paula shook her head, then stepped back and turned to the side. The woman Xander had tackled was still down but was groaning.

      “She’ll be up soon,” Paula noted. She said no more, but her hand tightened on the gun, and she did not look away from the grounded woman.

      “Your daughter accused you of killing your husband,” said Lexi. “Did you?”

      Xander glanced at the woman he had knocked down. Zara. Okay, so he had missed some vital information by arriving late to this party.

      “Yes,” said Paula. “It was an accident. He had a gun. This gun.” She waved it. “I tried to take it. We fought. I accidentally pulled the trigger.”

      Her tone was flat as she described her crime, but there were tears in her eyes.

      Lexi made no move to comfort Mrs Anderson. “You said Nigel stopped paying Zara because of Cyrus, not Bella. They weren’t working together?”

      Paula scoffed. “That foolish girl? Working with Cyrus? No way. They’d never met.”

      “But she did blackmail your husband?”

      “She appeared one night looking pleased with herself. As I understand it, she’d been nosing around in her parents’ finances and had learned that they sat on the board of my husband’s family’s company. Once she discovered when they had joined the board, she began examining her memories and recalled the events her mother had persuaded her never to talk about when she was a child. Seeing Zara the night Jake died. She knew no more than that and had no proof but said she’d tell the press what she’d seen if we didn’t pay her off.”

      “And did you?”

      “No.”

      This raised more questions, and Xander considered some possible answers. Given what he guessed, he understood why Lexi moved on.

      “So Cyrus blackmailed Nigel after Bella confronted you?”

      “Yes, although Nigel didn’t tell me about it until a couple of days ago.”

      “Did Nigel kill Cyrus?”

      This was key. If Paula said yes, Lexi would feel everything else was worth it.

      But Paula said, “No.”

      Rather than call Paula a liar, Lexi moved on, having seen what Xander saw.

      Paula was telling the truth.

      “By the time Nigel told you about the blackmail,” Lexi continued, “Cyrus had sold the evidence to Donald?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then Donald blackmailed Nigel?” said Lexi

      A rueful, bitter smile appeared on Paula’s face.

      “Oh yes. Donald, Cyrus, Bella, Melanie, Jacob. Blackmailing my husband was rather in vogue.”

      Xander had no idea who Jacob was. Lexi’s mind was on something else.

      “What did Donald want? Money?”

      “Ha, no.”

      “Then what?”

      Paula studied the injured woman at her feet, seemingly sizing her up. After a few seconds, she retrieved something from her pocket.

      “This. I got it just before I came to meet Melanie. Not that it matters now. I no longer feel motivated to give Donald what he wants. Here.”

      She chucked the item to Lexi, who caught it and showed Xander.

      A memory stick.

      “It’s over,” Paula continued. “I came here burning with what felt like righteous fury, sure that I’d kill Melanie for what she’d done and disappear before the police got me. I planned to start a new life somewhere hot, but what would be the point? You may consider me a heartless woman, but what happened to my son haunts me. My husband wondered why I was obsessed with his quest to become Prime Minister. The truth was that I used his ambition to distract from my heartache. Nigel was the love of my life. Now he’s gone. It’s all gone.”

      She turned her back on Lexi and Xander and faced her daughter, who sat up, holding her head.

      “You were right,” said Paula. “We should have dealt with you when we had the chance. Before you took my son away.”

      Zara shrunk back as Paula raised the gun. Xander sprung to his feet, his hands stretching towards Mrs Anderson.

      Too late.

      Paula aimed, fired, and collapsed in front of her daughter, a bullet in her temple and the gun still clasped loosely in her hand.
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      It was a beautiful day, and Xander met Bluebell on the street outside a quaint, independent cafe. They greeted one another, and Xander asked how Bluebell had got on that morning.

      “As well as could be expected, I suppose. You’ve a daughter. You know what interacting with such creatures can be like.”

      Xander was not sure there were many comparisons to be drawn between a three-year-old who liked pretending to be a dinosaur and a woman in her fifties who threatened to murder people to get her way. At least Elizabeth was beyond her threenager stage.

      “I’m sorry we put you in that position,” he said.

      “Don’t be silly. Remember, you’re not pressuring me to step in on behalf of your ex-wife’s nephew. I’m choosing to step in on behalf of my great-grandson.”

      Bluebell could not help but smile as she mentioned the relationship between her and Tofu. Xander had liked the detective since meeting her but had only seen her sarcastic and quick-witted side. Seeing her humanity made him like her even more.

      “What was said?”

      “My darling daughter has always known that I despise what she does. Difficult as it is for a mother to say, I would be happy to see her spend the rest of her life in jail if it crippled the life-destroying criminal empire she and her repulsive husband have built. Still, wishing is one thing, and I have always steered clear of the Murray enterprise. She knows, though, that I could make her life difficult with my skillset. This morning, I warned that if she didn’t leave Andrew be, release Gwen, and stay away from Hetti’s boy, I’d step into the ring and do all I could to topple her and her husband.”

      Xander’s admiration for the detective soared. Although estranged from her daughter, he knew how difficult it must have been for Bluebell to have that conversation with Elizabeth.

      “What did she say?” he asked.

      “Plenty. Nothing I feel comfortable repeating here. I sense you’re a man of delicate sensibilities.”

      “I can’t watch Lion King. I find it too violent.”

      “Understandable. I’ve seen it on multiple occasions, and I cry like a baby every time. To summarise my daughter’s position, she said my threats would not cow her.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “She’s nervous, but I suspect she would continue down her current path if left to her own devices. If, on the other hand, someone close to her should add pressure to our cause, I think she’d cave.”

      Xander smiled. “Speaking of.”

      He raised his hand as the man they had come to meet strolled towards them.

      “Alex, good afternoon.”

      He reached Xander and held out a hand. Xander took it and tried not to smirk as Donald Murray attempted and failed to conceal his shock as he laid eyes on his mother-in-law.

      “Bluebell. This is a surprise. It’s wonderful to see you, of course.”

      “Liar,” said Bluebell.

      “No, it is. You’re the woman to whom I owe everything. Your loan launched my business, and let’s not forget you brought the love of my life into the world.”

      “Don’t remind me of childbirth, please. They told me the blessing of my daughter would make up for the pain I suffered in labour. What a load of rubbish.”

      “Charming as ever.” Beaming, Donald leaned in.

      “If you try to kiss my cheek, I shall not be held accountable for my actions. Please step away.”

      Donald laughed. Despite the shock of seeing his mother-in-law and her attitude towards him, he seemed in good humour.

      “How do you two know each other then?” He asked of Xander and Bluebell.

      “Margaret introduced us.”

      Donald looked as though he had follow-up questions to this. Before he could ask them, Xander pointed towards the cafe.

      “Shall we get a table?”

      They chose to sit outside, and within thirty seconds, a server came to take their drinks orders. Once she was gone, Xander reached into his bag and pulled out an envelope. Not only did Donald and Bluebell despise each other, but they also both liked to talk. He was keen not to get caught in the verbal crossfire.

      “I had breakfast with your wife the other day,” he said. “As you may know.”

      “Yes, she mentioned. Said it was a lovely meal.”

      “Delicious food,” Xander said, “somewhat soured by Elizabeth threatening to murder my brother-in-law and the woman my sister loves.”

      “Ex-brother-in-law,” said Bluebell, which wasn’t helpful.

      “You still have Gwen—the woman my sister loves—in captivity several days after kidnapping her off the street.”

      None of this phased Donald. “Don’t say captivity. You make her sound like an exotic animal.”

      “You’ve no problem with the word kidnapping?” Bluebell asked.

      Donald sighed as though Bluebell was being purposely obtuse.

      “We’re housing Gwen in a comfortable apartment with a beautiful city view. We serve her three meals a day and ensure she has all the entertainment she could wish for. Films, books—“

      “Porn?” Bluebell cut in. Donald ignored her.

      “Not only that, but she’s almost a week sober. Could she have achieved that if left to her own devices? I’m not sure.”

      “Is this the part where we thank you?” Xander said.

      Donald chuckled. “I don’t want you to think we have her in some gulag. It’s not so. She’s healthy. We’re looking after her and will until you’ve given Elizabeth and me what we want.”

      “Or until you decide you’ve had enough and kill her?”

      Donald opened his hand to Xander as if to say, you got it.

      “And if we kill her,” he said, “you can be sure it’ll be done humanely. Oh, look. You spoke as though she was an exotic animal. Now I’ve made her sound like livestock. It’s poor form from both of us. Ah, here are our drinks.”

      Once the server had placed the drinks on the table and departed, Xander said, “Elizabeth and I also talked about love. How damaging it can be. She was referring to me, who will go to absurd lengths to protect Gwen and Andrew, two people I don’t like, because of my love for Yasmin and Lexi.”

      “She’s right,” Donald said with an amiable smile. “Love can be the noose around our necks.”

      “She said she was lucky because you and her lift each other up. Her devotion was clear.”

      “That’s lovely,” said Bluebell.

      “It is,” said Xander.

      “So lovely.”

      Donald’s smile faltered for the first time, although he did not quite go so far as to look nervous.

      That could soon change.

      Xander dropped the envelope onto the table.

      “You’ve no doubt heard that Nigel Anderson is dead,” he said. “Unfortunately for you, Paula was no longer interested in fulfilling your demands.”

      Donald stared at the envelope but did not touch it.

      Bluebell took up the baton.

      “Imagine this: one of the country’s most powerful criminals finds evidence that could destroy the next Prime Minister. What would said criminal do in such a scenario? Push for legislation that would make it easier for his criminal enterprise to operate unhampered? Force the Prime Minister to protect his top people from prosecution? Maybe get some allies into the House of Lords?”

      “So many options,” said Xander.

      Bluebell took the envelope from the table and opened it.

      “But not you.”

      She removed the pages from within.

      “Paula was the head of a charity,” Xander said, “Earlier this year, she threw a gala attended by many of the charity’s wealthiest patrons. Including you.”

      Bluebell looked at the sheets and tutted.

      “You never wanted anything from Nigel,” Xander continued. “You wanted his wife to track one of the young women she hired to serve drinks that night.”

      Bluebell slammed the sheets on the table, face up, facing Donald.

      “And to reclaim the pictures that woman took of you and her.”

      Xander tapped the top photograph.

      “These.”

      “I feel quite sick looking at them,” said Bluebell. “Can we move this along?”

      Donald’s face twitched, and then all composure slipped away. His skin reddened as he said, “You—“

      “Is everything okay here? Can I get you any food?”

      Bluebell spoke to the server, and the server disappeared. By the time she was gone, the rage had departed Donald’s face like a bad dream. With practised calm, he collected the photos, folded them, and slid them into his pocket.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game,” he noted. There was no sign of his fury in his voice.

      Xander would not be intimidated. “You know what we want.”

      “Obviously. You’d like me to let Gwen go unharmed. To leave Andrew with his life. And not to pursue a relationship with my grandson. If I don’t comply, you’ll show my wife the originals of these photos—“ he tapped his pocket “—destroying my marriage.”

      “Elizabeth loves you,” said Xander. “I believe you love her too.”

      “I do.”

      Xander said nothing more. Even Bluebell managed to hold her tongue.

      “Okay,” said Donald at last, “here’s what I’ll do. Gwen will be released this afternoon without a misplaced hair on her head. Ian was useful, but I had no particular attachment to the man. Given what he planned to do to your sister’s lover, I’d say he got what was coming to him.”

      “You and I finally agree on something,” said Bluebell.

      “Andrew killed my son,” Donald continued. “Every breath he takes is a knife to my heart.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “He can live. However, a few people loyal to me will corner him within the next few days and give him a beating so bad he may wish he was dead.”

      “No,” said Xander. ‘That’s not the deal.”

      “Okay,” said Donald. “Give my wife the evidence, and I’ll kill Andrew, kill Gwen, and go after my grandson. See, here’s the problem. You’ve dived into this without thinking it through. You imagine you hold all the cards, but you don’t. My people will attack Andrew. I’ll let you decide whether that warrants sending the pictures to Elizabeth.”

      Xander stayed statue still, his hands in his lap. He kept his eyes on Donald’s and refused to show fear, even as it twisted in his stomach as he wondered if he was in too deep. What would happen after Donald attacked Andrew and got away with it? How far would he push it?

      He had to make a decision. Did he let this go and hope Donald did not continue to push the boundaries, or did he draw a line in the sand? If the latter, he had to be prepared to follow through, or his ploy would crumble.

      The answer was simple. If he let harm befall Andrew, he lost.

      “If you hurt Andrew, I’ll show the pictures to Elizabeth, and before you start threatening me again, I understand what a risk that would be, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take. Are you?”

      Xander’s strong response infuriated Donald. There were also hints of respect in his eyes. Xander hated that most of all.

      Donald rose.

      “We’ll release Gwen. I won’t harm Andrew. We won’t go near the baby. God knows how I’ll get Elizabeth to agree to all this.”

      “I think she’ll be more amenable than you might imagine,” Bluebell said.

      “Let’s hope so. As for you, I’d spend every day praying my wife doesn’t discover my infidelity via other means. If the truth gets out, you’ll have nothing to hold over me, and I won’t forget what you’ve done today.”

      He walked away, leaving Xander to wonder if his decision would one day soon lead to him losing everything he loved.

      Maybe, but that didn’t change facts; he knew he had done the right thing. He had saved Gwen and Andrew’s lives. He had saved Tofu’s soul.

      Knowing that was enough to drive away the fear, and he smiled as he picked up his phone to text his sister.
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      This time, when Simon opened the door and saw Lexi, he did not try to get rid of her. Quite the contrary, although he seemed drained and lost, he was pleased to see her and offered to make her another terrible cafetière coffee, at which point she revealed the takeaway cups under her arm.

      “We deserve better than cafetière,” she said.

      They settled in the same seats as on her previous visit. After a few moments of awkward silence, Lexi asked how Simon was doing.

      The stubble on his previously clean-shaven chin and the bags under his eyes suggested an answer other than the one he gave:

      “Fine. It’s better to know.”

      Lexi guessed the phrase it’s better to know had become Simon’s mantra. He needed to believe it. How else could he forgive himself for pulling at the thread that led to the truth of what happened to Kiera?

      “How’s your sister?” he asked.

      “Okay, thank you. She came out on bail this morning, and her lawyer thinks there’s a good chance she’ll get off. The sticking point is the lack of an alternative suspect for the murder.”

      “I know what Paula said,” said Simon, “but I still believe Nigel was responsible.”

      “Maybe.”

      Lexi saw Paula ending her life. She was dead before she hit the ground. Her daughter fled the scene seconds later, leaving Lexi, Xander, and Simon to deal with the police. Luckily it was a clear suicide, and CCTV coverage of the basketball court showed her killing Karim.

      The cops were still looking for Zara.

      “Do you still have the voice note your sister sent you?”

      This non-sequitur took Simon by surprise, as Lexi had guessed it would. Still, he gathered himself and nodded.

      “Can I listen?”

      “Why?”

      “There’s something I need to know.”

      Lexi had wondered if Simon would resist this request, but he plunged a hand into his pocket and grabbed the phone. A minute later, he slid it to her. The voice note was open on screen.

      Lexi hit play.

      There were no surprises in what Bella said. As Simon had said, she claimed she was leaving the country under a new identity and that he’d never see or hear from her again. Nor would he learn the truth about Kiera.

      “How many times have you listened to this?” Lexi asked.

      Clearly, Simon did not know where this was going, but he shrugged and said, “A few.”

      “Okay,” said Lexi. “So you know Bella’s dead?”

      Simon stared at his takeaway cup as though trying to knock it over with his mind. When that failed, he looked at Lexi.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Lexi nodded. Bella’s voice revealed the truth. It was not what she said, but how she said it. Her fear was evident. Perhaps Simon had missed this on the first listen, angry as he had been. Over several? There was no chance, and like Lexi, he must have inferred that someone was forcing Bella to send the message. It stood to reason this same someone had killed her.

      “I don’t know how much you’ve guessed, but this is where I am,” said Lexi. “A nosey Bella dug into her parents’ finances and discovered where their money came from. When she realised when this arrangement began, she examined her memories, presumably recalling what she had seen on the night Nigel’s kids disappeared, as well as that your parents had warned her never to speak of it. Rather than seeking further evidence, she went straight off to blackmail Paula and Nigel. She should have met them in public. Instead, she went to their house. Her cockiness was her undoing. I guess Paula and Nigel restrained her, then phoned their old ally: Cyrus.”

      Lexi drank coffee, marvelling at how much tastier it was than the cafetière rubbish. Not even the bleak subject matter could diminish her enjoyment of the beverage.

      “When I was last here, you described Cyrus and Bella chatting about you. That never seemed right. More likely is that Cyrus was with Bella when your voice note—revealing your desperation to know the truth about Kiera—came through. Cyrus forced Bella to respond and then killed her. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Simon was pale and rigid. His voice was as stiff as his features when he responded.

      “I never got on with my sister. I loved her, but against the weight of Kiera’s loss…” he shrugged. “It’s not the same.”

      “I know what it’s like to have a difficult relationship with a sibling,” said Lexi. “My brother is not a good man. Still, family is family, and I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If I may move on?”

      “What more is there to say?”

      Lexi did not respond, so Simon waved his hand. “Sure, say whatever.”

      “We know Cyrus fell into financial difficulties. Paula said he was blackmailing Nigel, but not over what happened to Jake and Kiera. Again, this is inference, but I believe he had evidence showing Bella with Nigel on the night she died. Cyrus killed her, but if her body was found, and images emerged of Nigel with her before she died, he’d be finished. This would also endanger Cyrus, but he knew Nigel would go to any lengths to keep the evidence from the press. It was a safe ploy. What do you think?”

      Simon offered no opinion, so Lexi went on.

      “We’ve also surmised that he heard your message. He figured he could make a little extra on the side. He offered to sell you evidence revealing what happened to Kiera. This was a con. He had no such evidence, although he knew the truth. You started gathering the cash, but… well, this is where I encounter difficulties.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My husband has pointed out that I might have a bit of an addiction to playing detective. I think that’s why I let some of what you said go, even when it didn’t hold together. For example, Cyrus is a lifelong criminal and murderer. We know he sold evidence to Donald and was attempting to con you. Yet, I’m expected to believe that, although he was apparently too afraid to meet you in case you were Nigel’s agent, he was happy to meet two women he hadn’t seen since they were children. All because they were the daughters of a man with whom he had been friendly before the man’s death fifteen years ago. Just saying it out loud makes me feel foolish. Of course, I didn’t just believe you because my subconscious wanted to investigate a crime. The mention of my father threw me. Then there was Hetti. I knew she wanted to get involved, so my focus was on stopping her. As we know, I failed in that regard. Any comments?”

      Simon was staring at his takeaway cup again. Had he drunk any of it? Lexi had almost finished hers.

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to prove,” he said.

      “I think you do.”

      He shook his head.

      “Fine,” Lexi said, “let’s dive in. Hetti’s defence revolves around the time of death. Cyrus was killed hours before the police arrested Hetti at his flat. The cops’ original gambit was that she might have stayed there in a daze after killing him. That failed when the cameras outside my building showed her entering after the time of death. Now they’re pinning their hopes on the theory that she killed him, left, and later returned to the scene of the crime as criminals often do. You and I know that isn’t true.”

      “We do,” Simon agreed.

      “Here’s what I think happened: you gathered the money and took it to Cyrus. He could have told you the truth about Kiera. Being a cruel man, he taunted you instead, revealing that there was no evidence. Presumably, he intended to steal the money, but he’d misjudged you. Powered by your fury, you caved in Cyrus’ skull. You can confess now if you want me to shut up?”

      Finally, Simon drank some coffee.

      “You were left with two problems,” Lexi said. “You were a murderer, and you still didn’t have the answers you craved. Luckily, you’re a clever guy. You knew from your mother’s calendar that Bella was at my house on the night Kiera died. When Cyrus called you, I’m sure you asked him to prove he had the evidence he claimed. He could have told you where Bella was that night. He probably also mentioned his friendship with my father. True?”

      Simon drank some coffee.

      “Whatever,” said Lexi. “You took that knowledge and figured out a way to solve your problems simultaneously. LinkedIn told you that Hetti worked for my company, so you expected us both to be there. Actually, she’s on maternity leave. It was a stroke of luck that she was there that day. You came in with your weak story about wanting to hire my firm, but it was supposed to be weak. Ditto your lie about running for parliament. You figured we’d reject you if you came right out and offered to pay us to meet with Cyrus. We’d feel clever if we thought we’d found you out, then you could present the true proposition and beg, so it seemed we were in command. Genius ploy. Dick move.”

      Simon drank some coffee.

      “You made it seem either of us would do, but you were banking on Hetti—with the new baby and without a successful business—taking up your offer. She and I discussed it this morning. When she came to you, you chatted. She thought you were being friendly. It didn’t seem suspicious that you’d discuss Bella. After all, she was your mutual connection. Now we know your game. You wanted to learn if Hetti remembered what Bella recalled. She didn’t, so you excused yourself to the loo, called the police, and then drove her to Cyrus’ block of flats. That’s how the cops happened to arrive when Hetti was there, hours after the murder took place. That was one problem solved. Hetti’s lack of knowledge from the night Kiera died might have ruined your chances to solve the other… had Hetti not decided to talk about me. I’d mentioned to you my desire to focus on my business, and Hetti foolishly told you I’d recently solved a murder mystery or two. Your quick mind jumped into action, and a new plan formed.”

      Simon drank some coffee.

      Lexi gestured to the cup. “You’ll run out soon.”

      Simon drank some coffee.

      “Do you remember what you said in the car when you were driving me to the meeting with Melanie and Karim?”

      Simon drank some coffee and shook his cup. At last, he had run out.

      Lexi quoted: “’Why would I bother going to the trouble of recruiting you to investigate just to break into his house and blow off his head.’ That’s what you said. A slip of the tongue and one I missed, but it gave you away. With Hetti in jail, you waited, knowing I’d come. You played a blinder when I arrived, making it seem you wanted me to leave. In truth, you were reeling me in. I thought I’d seen through your lies, but you played me again. You put my sister in jail and had me learn the truth about Kiera.”

      Lexi did a slow clap.

      “You killed Cyrus, framed my sister, and used me. You must pay for your crimes.”

      Someone knocked at the door.

      “You can’t prove anything,” said Simon.

      “That’s what my mother said after I learned of the people she’d killed. It turns out she was right. I went to the police, and they did nothing. I screwed up. I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Lexi ignored Simon as she went to the door and let in a bear of a man with curly black hair.

      “What’s going on?” said Simon.

      “This is my Uncle Frank. You’ve heard of Donald Murray? Frank was a criminal as ruthless and dangerous as Donald, but he’s retired.”

      “Well,” said Frank. “I was.”

      “He’s agreed to step back into the workforce on a one-off basis to help his nieces. That’s Hetti and me.”

      “No,” said Simon. “No, you’re bluffing.”

      “Am I?” said Lexi. “I told you. My mother got away with her crimes. You won’t.”

      Frank closed the door and approached a quivering, cowering Simon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “It turns out,” said Lexi, “Uncle Frank can be terrifying when he wants.”

      She had a tray of drinks in her hands, which she brought to the dining room, placing them on the table.

      “Years of practice,” Frank noted. “It certainly did the trick.”

      “He confessed?” asked Matt.

      “Sure did. I didn’t even have to touch him—not that I would have. I made him believe he was safer behind bars now I knew what he had done to my nieces.”

      “I can’t believe you did that for me.” Hetti was almost overcome with emotion. “You don’t even know me.”

      “Don’t be silly. You’re family. My brothers’ girls. Besides, that I don’t know you is one of my great regrets and not one I could rectify if you were behind bars.”

      “As Andrew is set to find out,” said Lexi, taking her seat and passing around the drinks.

      “He’s safe, though?” Matt asked.

      “So it seems.”

      “More’s the pity,” said Hetti.

      Lexi glared at her sister. “Xander hasn’t given me the details, but he will.”

      “Speaking of.” Hetti nudged her sister. “How are things with you two?”

      Lexi decided not to respond. Unfortunately, her smile gave her away.

      “I knew it. He was never going to be able to stay away for long.”

      Still smiling, Lexi moved the conversation on. After a few minutes of idle chat, Frank brought them to the topic Hetti was most anxious to discuss.

      “I believe you wanted to hear stories about your father?”

      They were still in the dining room half an hour later when someone knocked on the door. Lexi left her family chatting to answer.

      “Morning, Alexandria,” said Maggie. “Can I come in? Great, thanks.”

      She barged past Lexi and walked into the living room. By the time Lexi had closed the door and joined her uninvited guest, Maggie was standing over the cot, staring at the sleeping baby.

      “He really is beautiful,” she said as Lexi closed the door. “Who would have thought we’d end up sharing a nephew and a man? Has Hetti chosen a name yet?”

      “Yes.”

      After a few seconds, Maggie looked at Lexi and laughed.

      “You won’t tell me?” She laughed again. “That’s so petty.”

      She leaned into the cot. Lexi flinched but stopped herself from stepping towards the other woman. Maggie wouldn’t kidnap the boy.

      She stroked his face, then pulled away.

      “You’ll have heard my parents aren’t going to pursue any visitation rights. Of course you have. I don’t know how you and Xander got them to agree, but I think you’ll regret it.”

      “Doubt it,” said Lexi.

      “I’m sure you do, but you’re wrong. My parents love this boy without having met him. Had Hetti accepted their request, they’d have played by her rules when they saw him.”

      “It wasn’t a request,” said Lexi. “It was a threat.”

      “Fine, but what have you achieved except to antagonise two dangerous people?”

      “I’m comfortable with the decision,” said Lexi.

      Maggie shook her head, seemingly frustrated that she could not make Lexi see the error of her ways. She decided to move on.

      “I saw Alex this morning. I guess you knew that, too?”

      “I had an inkling.”

      “He told me we were over. I could see it killed him to pull the trigger—you know how much he hates hurting people, but he had made up his mind and didn’t want to string me along. You should have seen his face when he was done. I’m not sure what he expected me to do. Either burst into tears or lash out in a fit of fury. I did neither.”

      “I’m sure you took the news with dignity.”

      “You know me too well.” Maggie approached Lexi. “I told him it was fine and that he shouldn’t worry about my immortal soul. Although my heart is broken, I’ve no intention of rejoining my parents’ business. I’m done with all that.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “Besides, I enjoy working with Bluebell. I want to make a go of this legitimate employment lark.”

      Lexi was unsure what to say. Maggie spoke as though they were friends. This was not so, and Lexi could not help but think the other woman had an ulterior motive for her visit.

      When Maggie did not continue, Lexi said, “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “That you opened your heart and got hurt. That can’t be nice.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Lexi was shocked by how convincing Maggie sounded.

      “Before he left,” Maggie continued, “I told him I still loved him and wouldn’t give up on us. Oh, look, you can’t even keep the smirk off your face. You think you’ve won.”

      Lexi was angry at her face for giving away her satisfaction. It was unbecoming.

      “It’s not a competition,” she said.

      “I disagree,” said Maggie. “It is, and I’m not out of the game. I have a secret weapon. I almost deployed it today, but it was too early. Something to save for a special occasion, I think.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Maggie glanced back at the cot, then approached Lexi, moving close enough to put a hand on the other woman’s shoulder.

      “I want to thank you.’

      With some trepidation, Lexi said, “What for?”

      “Allowing me to babysit Tofu. Or whatever his name is. I know you thought I was doing you a favour, and I was. Still, the reason I was so keen was that I needed the practice.”

      Lexi’s lowered her gaze. As she saw Maggie stroking her stomach, her own dropped. The world tilted on its axis. It was all she could do to stay standing.

      “I know Alex loves Lyla,” said Maggie. “She’s his world—still, how thrilled will he be to learn he has a real... I mean, another child on the way?” She clasped Lexi’s hand in her own. “We already share a nephew. When mine and Alex’s baby is born, I think we’ll see more of each other. Hey, maybe we can do joint holidays? You and Lyla, me and Alex and our baby. And my parents, of course. They’ll finally get a grandchild they can see.”

      Worried that she would be sick if she opened her mouth, Lexi said nothing.

      Maggie beamed.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to pop in and say thanks. I’d better be off, but I’ll see you soon, eh?”

      For a long time after Maggie departed, Lexi remained where she was, in the centre of the living room, staring at the wall. When she finally made herself move, her phone buzzed. She pulled it from her pocket and saw Xander’s name on the screen.

      The ceiling shook, and Lexi glanced up. Sebastian and Olivia were with friends today, so Nina and Lyla had the upstairs to themselves. After a nervous opening few minutes, the girls had hit it off and had been playing non-stop since. Matt was delighted to see his daughter come out of her shell for the first time since losing her mother.

      Lexi read Xander’s text.

      Still on for tonight?

      Her heart soared even as her stomach convulsed.

      A baby.

      Lexi knew having a biological child would not affect how Xander felt about Lyla.

      What about Lexi? How would he see the woman who had cheated on him and fallen pregnant with another man’s baby when she stood next to the woman who had always been faithful and had given him a biological child?

      She stared at her phone, trying to decide what to say. What to tell him.

      Despite everything, there was only one thing to say.

      Absolutely. I can’t wait.

      His reply came at once.

      Love you.

      Those two words meant everything. Lexi smiled, held the phone to her chest, and went to join her family.

      Today was a happy day.

      For once, the bad stuff could wait.
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