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      It was her. He was sure of it.

      David had been sitting with Zane at a picnic table. In his left hand, he held a chicken and bacon wrap purchased at a nearby cafe. The fingers of his right hand were entwined with those of Zane’s left. Zane also had a wrap. Eating one-handed could present challenges, and they were at risk of losing the filling on the table, but they kept holding hands. A sign to passersby that their relationship was in its early stages.

      When it happened—when David saw her—he was taking a bite of his wrap and surveying his surroundings. The sound of laughing children drifted to their table from a nearby playground. Across the field, dogs chased balls and frisbees. A group of young teens kicked a football. There were couples taking walks and occupying benches. Some even looked as loved up as Zane and David.

      Zane’s focus was solely on his boyfriend. For the most part, David’s was on his, but they differed in this respect. Zane was able to zone out everything but the person he was with or the task at hand. David was more easily distracted. He also tended towards social awkwardness. This new relationship was going better than he could have imagined. Zane put him at ease in a way few people could. Even so, David was not great at eye contact. He tried his best, but his gaze frequently drifted from his boyfriend’s face, especially when nearby movement or sound drew his attention.

      That’s what happened when he was biting his wrap. Over his shoulder, he heard something that sounded so like a bark he thought at first it must be a dog. When he looked towards the noise, he saw instead a tall, imposing man. The bark had been an angry word spat at his female companion.

      The woman was everything the man was not. Her stature was diminutive and slight, whereas he was tall and broad. Her features were delicate and smooth, whereas his were rough and sharp. It was a sunny day, but the man’s shadow shrouded the woman in darkness, obscuring her features.

      Even so, David was sure he knew her.

      “You want to borrow my camera?”

      “Huh?” David took his eyes off the couple and looked at his boyfriend.

      “You were staring,” said Zane.

      “What? I wasn’t.”

      Zane had been teasing. David’s response stole his smile.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Zane shook his head and looked behind them. The couple drew nearer. Within seconds, they would pass the bench, a few feet behind David and Zane.

      “He’s not an ex, is he? He doesn’t seem like your type. I know she isn’t.”

      Nearer and nearer the couple came. Zane turned away before they noticed him staring.

      “Tell me,” he said.

      By this point, Zane had put his wrap on the cardboard box in which the cafe had packed it, and he took David’s right hand in both of his.

      “It’s her,” said David. “The woman.”

      ‘Woman’ was probably right, but it was difficult to judge her age. She looked to be around eighteen but could have been a year or two older or younger. The man was definitely older. Forty, at least.

      “What about her?” Zane asked.

      As the couple reached the table, David surprised Zane by standing. Zane no doubt expected his boyfriend to approach them, although that would be out of character for a man who felt uncomfortable running into his mother in the street when they hadn’t planned to meet. Instead, David circled the table to sit opposite Zane.

      All the better to see the couple.

      Seconds later, they passed behind Zane’s back. David could tell Zane was itching to turn around, but he resisted the temptation, keeping his eyes on David as David scanned the couple.

      The man was speaking again. Words laced with anger but kept low enough that David could not make them out. The girl, cowering at his side, did not respond.

      “I’m sure it’s—“

      David stopped. As the couple passed the table, the man paused in his angry monologue to shake his head. As he did, the woman at his side twisted her neck in the direction of the bench.

      Her eyes fell on the back of Zane’s head. Then on David’s face.

      They widened in shock, and she faltered, stumbled, and knocked into the man at her side.

      This time, David heard the barked words.

      “Watch where you’re going, dumbass.”

      He grabbed her arm, a tight squeeze. David saw the wince of pain on the woman’s face.

      He rose.

      “Hey,” said Zane. “What’re you doing?” No longer able to resist, he turned and saw the man’s hand around the woman’s elbow, his knuckles white. “David…”

      David knew his boyfriend was of a mind to warn him not to do anything stupid. He didn’t because he remembered David was kind but a coward.

      That was not who David wanted to be. He stepped away from the table. As he did, the woman looked his way.

      And shook her head.

      Zane came around the table as the woman looked away, taking David’s hand.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “What’s going on? Who is that woman?”

      “Alyson,” said David. “Alyson Harris. She was a friend of my sister’s.”

      There was not a quiver of uncertainty in his voice. Any doubt about who this young woman was had been wiped away when she met his gaze. He would know her face anywhere. She hadn’t changed that much. Anyway, she had recognised him. That was the final proof.

      “Okay, but why do you look so surprised to see her?”

      David looked at Zane, knowing how he was about to sound.

      “Because Alyson Harris was kidnapped six months ago by the people who put my sister in a wheelchair. She’s not been seen since.”
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      Xander studied Lexi from across the desk, wondering how long it would be before she revealed what she had been hiding from him.

      It had started several weeks ago, around the time they uncovered the truth behind a murder and—in so doing—saved Lexi’s sister from being sent down for a crime she did not commit. Off the back of this, Xander told Lexi he wanted to give their relationship another chance.

      They had been taking things slowly. This was difficult for Lexi, who wanted to move at warp speed. Xander had to be more cautious. After all, the reason he had asked for a divorce had not gone away. In their relationship’s early days, Lexi had cheated on him and fallen pregnant. For almost four years, Xander had believed the resulting daughter—Lyla—was his. Lyla was the light of Xander’s life. Learning the truth had not changed that. He was her daddy and always would be. That did not stop the nightmares in which her biological father—whoever that was—showed up to reclaim his daughter.

      Xander needed to move slowly to ensure he could reunite with Lexi without resenting her for this terrible mistake. He thought he was there, but he wanted to be sure. This was difficult as long as she was keeping something from him. Hence why he had asked to meet her in his office at their marketing agency.

      “This is ominous,” Lexi said as she sat. “You’re not firing me, are you?”

      “Wait, is that possible?”

      “I mean, you could try. I fear the staff would riot.”

      “You sure?”

      “Uh, yeah. I’m loved around here. You should’ve seen how focused the guys were at the team meeting I gave last Thursday.”

      “The day you wore the low-cut top?”

      “I don’t see the relevance of that. Although now you mention it, only the men paid close attention. The women kept whispering about something or other. Also, none of the men could look me in the face. Anyway, we all know this place would fall apart without me.”

      “That’s certainly true.”

      Touched by his genuine response to her quip, Lexi offered a shy smile and pushed her dark red hair behind her ear. It was impossible not to dwell on how stunning she was. With her lightly freckled skin and deep green eyes, she was captivating.

      “So,” she asked. “What did you want to discuss?”

      Ah, yes, the reason they were here. After five weeks of waiting for Lexi to reveal her secret, Xander had decided this holding pattern was no longer tenable. If their relationship was to work, they had to be open. Therefore, he had to tackle the problem head-on.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      The directness of Xander’s question took Lexi by surprise, even if its brevity did not. Although he had been non-specific, he did not fear she would pretend not to know what he was talking about.

      “You noticed, huh?” she said.

      “I know you.”

      “That’s fair.” Lexi bit her lip, which was distracting. “You know, it’s not really my place to say. It’s not my… thing.”

      “Whose is it?”

      Lexi hesitated, then said, “Did you know—“

      “Don’t give me an animal fact.”

      Lexi loved her animal facts, especially when she could use them to distract from a difficult topic.

      “Fine,” she said. Before she could say anything else, there was a knock at the door. Xander opened his mouth to call for whoever it was to come in, but they entered without an invite.

      Xander tried to conceal his shock at their identity as they stepped through the door.

      “Afternoon, Harpers.”

      “Oh, look,” Lexi said to Xander. “You got me a stripper. Touching gesture. For future reference, I prefer my strippers a bit younger. Also, buffer. Better looking generally, actually. And if they didn’t have hearts as black as coal, that’d be a bonus.”

      “You are a brave girl,” said Donald Murray. “I’m eternally impressed by the courage you show in front of people who could end your life with a click of their fingers.”

      “That’s a metaphor, right? You can’t actually kill a person by clicking your fingers. That I’d have to see. Not on me. We could call an intern or something. Xander, who don’t you like?”

      “Are you unable to shut her up?” Donald asked Xander.

      “Leave your sexism at the door,” said Lexi. “And while we’re on that topic, I’m not a girl. I’m thirty.”

      “Thirty-one,” said Xander.

      “He’s right. I’m thirty-one. So you were even wronger to call me a girl.”

      Donald came further into the room. His perpetually (and misleadingly) kind eyes were fixed on Lexi’s face.

      “Does anything scare you?”

      “Turtles,” she said. “Everyone thinks they’re slow, but I’m sure they’re pretending. One day—“

      “What is it you’re after?” Xander cut in, causing the other man to raise his eyebrows.

      “Am I to believe you’re as brave as your ex-wife?”

      Xander did not feel brave. Nor did Lexi. He knew when she was rambling to wind people up and when she was doing it to conceal her fear. This was the latter.

      Only an insane person would not fear Donald Murray. This went double for those—like Lexi and Xander—who had a troubled history with the mobster. After all, it was not so many weeks since Xander had blackmailed Donald.

      “May I take a seat?” Donald had more blood on his hands than almost anyone else in the country. Despite this, he was unfailingly polite. His features made him look like a kind man fast approaching old age. Also, he was an excellent baker and chef. Xander knew that from experience.

      Determined to stay strong, Xander said, “You don’t have an appointment.”

      “Besides, we’re not looking to take on new clients at the moment,” said Lexi. “Even if we were, we’re careful about who we accept. Sure, we work with some drug cartels, but your organisation is a little evil for us.”

      “More words,” said Donald. “Does all that talking not wear you out?”

      “It’s like running. You build up endurance with practice.”

      This drew a laugh from Donald. “Marvellous.”

      He took a seat, although they hadn’t offered him one. As he sat, Lexi rose, moving around the desk and standing behind her ex-husband.

      “How can we help you?” Xander asked again.

      “I have a little problem,” said Donald.

      “Have you tried enhancement surgery?” said Lexi.

      For the first time, Donald’s kind veneer slipped. His following words were calm but cold, deadly.

      “You should be careful, Alexandria. You may think your husband’s evidence against me keeps you safe, but don’t count your chickens.”

      “I didn’t realise you were a farmer.”

      Xander touched Lexi’s wrist. A subtle warning he prayed she would heed.

      “How’s my grandson?” Donald asked, moving past his anger. “I hear Henriette’s chosen a name?”

      Xander sensed Lexi tense at his side. Henriette—better known as Hetti—was Lexi’s sister. She had foolishly decided to sleep with Freddie Murray, Donald’s psychotic son. Her baby boy was the result of this brief union.

      Freddie died before the boy was born, but it had taken blackmail for Xander to convince Donald to stay out of his grandson’s life. And to keep his wife out, too.

      “None of your business,” said Lexi.

      “Beg to differ.”

      “Why are you here?” Xander would continue to ask variations of this question until Donald got to the point. He was keen to get the dangerous criminal out of his office.

      “Fine,” Donald pouted. “Don’t tell me. Funnily enough, why I’m here has to do with your blackmail scheme.”

      Xander glanced at Lexi but worked to keep his face impassive. They lived in fear that Donald would find a way to invalidate Xander’s leverage. For example, by confessing his adultery to his wife. No leverage meant no protection for Hetti’s boy, nor the others the photos Xander possessed of Donald kept safe.

      “What about it?” Somehow, Xander kept his voice level.

      Donald considered Xander. “You two have had a busy year, haven’t you? Is it two murders you’ve investigated? Or three?”

      “Depends how you count it,” said Lexi. “There were three victims, but two were at—“ she caught Xander’s eye and stopped. “Why do you care?”

      “Then there was the kidnapping,” Donald said. “Impressive stuff. Especially for a couple of marketers.”

      “And entrepreneurs,” said Lexi.

      “Of course. I bet you were glad to return to work after playing detective?”

      Xander and Lexi exchanged a glance. They did not like where this was going.

      “That’s right.”

      “Why don’t you get to the point?” said Xander.

      “Bravery again,” said Donald, shaking his head. “But why not?”

      He removed his phone from his pocket. A few seconds later, he placed the handset on the table, facing Xander and Lexi.

      On the screen was an attractive young woman of about twenty.

      “Who’s that?” said Lexi.

      “Her name’s Emma Jenkins,” said Donald. “She was murdered a few days ago, and you’re going to find her killer.”
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      Here we go again.

      Somehow, Donald’s declaration that he wanted Lexi and Xander to find Emma Jenkins’ killer came as no surprise. It was as though, after playing detective three times this year already, Lexi expected everyone she saw to ask her to investigate at least one unresolved crime. It was an eternal shock when the barista delivered her coffee each morning without asking her to find his grandmother’s priceless pearl earrings in place of payment.

      On the other hand, if you took a step back, this had to be considered odd. A notorious gangster asking two people he despised to find the murderer of a young woman neither of them knew.

      Lexi had many questions. Xander asked the most important one.

      “Why us?”

      “Good question. This is why you’re the serious one. Your ex-wife’s the joker.”

      “Don’t forget arm candy,” said Lexi. “Xander loves showing me off at fancy events.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Donald, we have a business to run,” said Xander. “Answer the question.”

      Lexi swooned. She loved it when Xander was assertive, although the consequences of him rubbing Donald up the wrong way also terrified her. She could handle whatever the gangster did to her. She could not lose her husband.

      Ex-husband.

      “Don’t you want to know about the deceased?” Donald tapped his phone. “She’s young and attractive. Aren’t you compelled to know more?”

      “No.”

      Xander delivered this answer with such power and conviction that Lexi wanted to push back his chair, rip off his clothes, and mount him.

      Now was probably not the time.

      Donald looked as surprised by Xander’s assertiveness as Lexi. But less aroused.

      “Excuse me?” he said.

      “No,” Xander repeated.

      “There’s no need to discuss anything until you answer Xander’s question,” said Lexi. “Why us?”

      “I’ve been impressed by your work.”

      “Liar,” said Xander.

      Lexi watched Donald’s face crease with anger at Xander’s impertinence. She wondered where her ex-husband was getting his bravery as she showed some of her own.

      “We’re marketers. We run a marketing agency. Sure, we’ve solved a couple of crimes and uncovered a couple of murderers, but let’s not pretend you’re here because you think we’re the reincarnations of Sherlock Holmes and Miss Marple.”

      “Can a fictional character be reincarnated?” Donald asked.

      “They can in my metaphors. Come on, let’s not dance around this. You’re an exceptionally wealthy man, true?”

      “True.”

      “The Murrays are notorious for finding people who don’t want to be found. You must have bags of contacts who could help. Yet you come to us. Why?”

      Donald crossed his arms. “While we’re in the business of not dancing, let’s not pretend you can’t work it out.”

      This was a fair point.

      Xander said, “Elizabeth?”

      Donald said nothing. He gave no sign at all, so Lexi picked up her ex-husband’s point and ran with it.

      “You mentioned that this links to the blackmail. If you were sleeping with Emma, you might feel unable to speak to your usual contacts for fear that word of your indiscretion would get back to your wife. Given how well-known you are, you’re probably afraid to seek out someone new in case they hold what they learn over you. Being blackmailed by one person is enough, right?”

      “Which brings it back to us,” said Xander.

      “We already know you’re a cheat,” said Lexi. “We’re incentivised to keep your secret because we lose our hold over you the second Elizabeth discovers you’re a cheating scumbag.”

      At this, Donald sneered. “You’re having a go at me for cheating?”

      Lexi flinched but hid her discomfort. “Let’s not pretend you and I are the same. I made an awful mistake, but I cheated once on a boyfriend I’d been with for a few weeks. It sounds like you’re having multiple affairs behind the back of the woman you’ve been married to for, what, three and a half decades?”

      “Almost four.”

      “And a wonderful husband you are.”

      That did it. Donald slammed his palm on the desk.

      “Don’t act as though you know me. Whatever you might think of me, I love my wife. She’s my world.”

      Xander touched Lexi’s arm. They were so in sync that he sensed what she was about to say (seems like it). His touch warned her to keep her mouth shut.

      “At times, I can be weak,” Donald continued. “But I’m not constantly engaging in affairs. Over forty years of marriage, I’ve committed adultery with only three women. The first was a one-night stand almost thirty years ago. The most recent was another one off earlier this year. The one you know about.”

      Donald had slept with a waitress at a charity fundraiser. Xander had the photos to prove it.

      “That’s two,” said Lexi. “The third was Emma Jenkins?”

      “No. Of course you would assume a wealthy man in his sixties must want to bed girls barely out of their teens. I’m not like that. The woman I slept with earlier this year was in her early thirties. I slept with a twenty-two-year-old thirty years ago, but I was only thirty at the time.”

      “And the third woman?”

      “Was my worst mistake. Fifteen years ago, Elizabeth and I were going through a rough patch. To my shame, I had an affair with a woman named Ivy. It lasted for several months. There was a time when I was mad enough to think I might leave my wife. Ultimately, I came to my senses and ended the relationship.”

      Over the years, Lexi had become used to Donald—who she knew to be deadly and cruel—appearing to be a kindly, harmless man. Now he looked vulnerable, miserable. This was new, and she did not know how to process it.

      If Xander was equally shocked, he got over it first.

      “Ivy Jenkins, I assume?” he said.

      Donald nodded. “Emma’s mother.”

      Now Lexi was back in the game. “Fifteen years is a long time. Have you seen each other since?”

      “We’ve had some contact, but we’ve not met in person since I terminated the relationship.”

      “And yet, all these years later, it’s you to whom she runs asking for help to find her daughter’s killer?”

      “She knows I’m a man of means. And to clarify, she didn’t ask me anything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was a demand. She made clear that if I refused, she would tell my wife of our affair. It’s been a long time, as you noted, but she could prove it happened and destroy my marriage.”

      “And this is our motivation to do as you ask? If we refuse, and Emma’s killer is never found, Ivy will go to your wife. That’s bad for you for obvious reasons. It’s also bad for us—“

      “Because I’ll kill those you love, yes. Except for my grandson. Once she’s dealt with me, my wife will move heaven and Earth to remove him from Henriette’s care. After all, she’ll need something to fill the hole in her heart left by my betrayal.”

      “Can’t you just kill Ivy?” Lexi caught Xander’s glare. “Not that I’d want that. Just out of interest. Is that on the table?”

      “No,” said Donald. “I… can’t.”

      The last word caught in Donald’s throat. Lexi watched him fight his emotions, attempting to keep them at bay. Why was this affecting him so badly? Perhaps this situation brought back his experience of losing a child. Freddie had aimed a gun at Lexi and Xander. He would have killed them had not Andrew—Lexi’s brother—taken Freddie’s life first. Andrew was in prison. He would be dead at the hand of thugs working for the Murrays if not for Xander’s blackmail.

      “You’re putting a lot of faith in us,” said Xander.

      Donald shrugged. “I have no choice. If I can find subtle ways to help your investigation without tipping Elizabeth off, I will. But even if I had the freedom to investigate, I’m not the best person to extract information from suspects and witnesses, am I? People know Donald Murray. They don’t know you. Plus, you have the advantage of being… you know.”

      “Being what?” Xander said.

      “Oh, you know.”

      Lexi couldn’t help but smile. “Say it.”

      Through gritted teeth, Donald said, “You are exceedingly, sickeningly, good-looking.”

      Lexi grinned. “You hear that, Xander? He thinks we’re pretty.”

      “He’s not wrong,” noted Xander.

      “No, he is not.”

      “Will you do it?” Donald was still speaking through gritted teeth, but they could just about make out his question.

      “It doesn’t sound like we have much choice,” said Lexi.

      “True. Great to have you on board.”

      He stood up in a hurry and buttoned his suit jacket. Lexi mused how unusual it was to see a man in a suit these days.

      “You’re leaving?” Lexi asked. “I thought you wanted to talk about Emma?”

      “That would be a waste of time,” he said. “I’m giving you an address. Meet me there at half-three this afternoon. I know you have kids to pick up. I understand they’re in after-school clubs and can stay until six?”

      Lexi clenched her fists beneath the desk. She knew what this was. A not-so-subtle hint that if this went wrong and Elizabeth learned the truth, Donald could get to Lyla, Olivia, and Sebastian anytime.

      When neither Alex responded, Donald waved it away. “I assure you, you’ll have plenty of time to make pickup after you’ve spoken to Ivy.”

      So that’s what the meeting was. They were to learn about Emma from her mother.

      “We’ll be there,” said Lexi. “One question before you go.”

      “Yes?” Donald’s tone was terse, but he waited to hear what Lexi had to say.

      “What made Ivy think the police would fail to find the killer? That’s why she came to you, right? She doubts the cops can do it.”

      “That’s right,” said Donald. “Ivy can explain herself on that front. I wouldn’t want to step on her toes when it comes to divulging important information. There is one point I may as well address, however. After all, a five-second Google of Emma will tell you this. It links to why Ivy thinks the cops will fail.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Emma’s body was found with another corpse.”

      “Whose?”

      “Alfred Heigl. Ivy’s husband. Emma’s stepfather.”

      That was an intriguing development.

      “Where were they found?” Lexi asked.

      As Lexi had under the desk, Donald clenched his fists.

      “They were in a tent,” he said. “It turns out they were having an affair behind Ivy’s back.”
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      “You’ve not got away with it, by the way.”

      Lexi met Xander’s gaze as he pulled onto Ivy Jenkins’ driveway. There was no need to ask what he meant.

      “I told you, it’s not my secret to share.”

      “Whose is it?”

      “That’s also a secret.”

      A fluttering curtain drew Xander’s attention. He glanced towards the house and caught the briefest glimpse of a woman in the window. Then she was gone.

      They were five minutes early. The car parked next to them on the drive was no rust bucket, but nor was it expensive enough to suggest it belonged to Donald. The mobster had yet to show.

      “Should we knock?” Lexi asked.

      “Something isn’t right,” said Xander.

      “I know. A green door, what was she thinking?”

      “That’s not what I meant, as you well know.”

      “I’m just saying, why not paint it? Remember our house? We’d not lived there two days before I painted the door black. Best thing I ever did. It was yellow when we moved in.”

      “Blue,” said Xander.

      “Was it?”

      “Yes. Also, I painted it.”

      “Well, I was heavily pregnant.”

      “True, but don’t change the subject.”

      “Moi?”

      She was good at that. One minute he was trying to figure out what she was keeping from him. The next, one of her nonsense non-sequiturs had him thinking about the house. It was the first and only place they had owned together. Xander thought they would spend many happy years beneath that roof, only for them to sell following the termination of their marriage. Xander had moved back in with his parents. Lyla spent half her time with him and half in the house Lexi rented for her and the kids.

      Forcing them back onto topic, Xander said, “There’s only one reason for you to keep something from me, and it’s not that it isn’t your secret to tell.”

      This was true, and she knew it. The secret involved him. Otherwise, she would have spilt already. He still did not expect her to tell all. Not yet. He expected her to come at him with more nonsense. Instead, her face fell, and she spoke unusually softly.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Before she could respond, a black BMW pulled in behind Xander. There was no doubt as to whom this vehicle belonged.

      Lexi looked relieved. Xander was peeved. This was the second time today that Donald’s arrival had stopped Xander from getting to the truth, and as Lexi tried to leave the car, he caught her arm.

      “You understand why this is important, don’t you?”

      She nodded, and they got out.

      “I knew you’d be punctual,” Donald said, smiling. “Shall we go in?”

      Ivy Jenkins looked much as she had in the photographs Lexi and Xander had seen when researching the Emma Jenkins case online. Tall and attractive, despite her obvious grief. On appearance alone, it was no surprise to Xander that this was the sort of woman Donald would choose to have an affair with.

      “Donnie, thank you for coming back.”

      Ivy’s voice was husky, and she spoke with a low tempo, as though intent on taking her time to ensure each word was just right.

      “It’s a pleasure,” said Donald. This was presumably a lie, seeing as Ivy had used threats to coerce Donald into helping her, much as Donald had with Lexi and Xander. “These are my associates, Alex and Alex Harper.”

      “Alex and Alex?” Ivy raised her eyebrows as though sure Donald was teasing, as though she could not comprehend that two people might share a given name.

      “You can call me Lexi and him Xander.” Lexi stepped forward. They were gathered in the cramped hall beyond Ivy’s front door, and Lexi had to turn side on to slide past Donald and stick out her hand. Ivy took it somewhat reluctantly.

      “They’re good,” said Donald. “They can help.”

      Ivy released Lexi’s hand and looked at Xander. Sensing she had not enjoyed the shake with Lexi, he stayed back. Her eyes lingered on his for a moment, and then she turned to Donald, seemingly weighing up his suggestion that these two strangers could help.

      She did not seem convinced.

      “You can’t have thought I could do it alone,” Donald said.

      “No,” Ivy agreed, although she still seemed reluctant. “Come on, why don’t you come in? I’ll make drinks.”

      Lexi, Donald, and Ivy all had coffee. Xander—who didn’t drink hot beverages—had a glass of water.

      The living room was comfortable and sparsely furnished. There was a TV, two sofas, an armchair, and a coffee table, but no paintings on the walls and no sign of plant life around the room. Unlike many family homes, the room was not littered with photos of children. There was only one photograph on display. It sat framed on the coffee table. Xander observed it as Ivy placed a coaster and his glass of water next to the image. In it, a pre-teen Emma Jenkins stood in a meadow with her mother. Ivy was grinning. Her daughter was sullen.

      Xander had never met Emma. He knew nothing about her. Even so, seeing that image made his heart ache as he thought of her demise.

      “You’ll excuse me if I forgo the usual small talk and getting-to-know-you chat,” said Ivy. “I’m keen not to waste time.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” said Lexi.

      There followed an awkward silence. Lexi and Xander were expecting Ivy to explain the situation. Clearly, she expected them to start, perhaps with a presentation outlining why they were the best people for the job of tracking her daughter’s killer. That would be tricky, given Xander did not think they were.

      When neither group spoke, all eyes turned to Donald.

      “Okay,” he said. “To get down to business, we’re here because we’re committed to finding Emma’s killer. I’ve—“

      “Why just Emma?”

      Donald broke off at Lexi’s interruption, but an irked Ivy responded.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There were two victims, no? Your daughter and your husband. I appreciate Emma would be your priority. Still, it seems strange Alfred barely gets a mention.”

      “If you think that’s strange, you know nothing of the situation.” Ivy turned to Donald. “Are you sure these two know what they’re doing? They seem clueless.”

      “They’re more than qualified,” said Donald.

      Lexi snorted. Xander glared at his ex-wife.

      “Sorry,” she said. “It’s just an odd choice of words. I’m a copywriter. Xander’s a whizz with Photoshop. We create kick-ass marketing plans. As for qualifications, when it comes to hunting murderers, well… Donald actually looks like he wants to murder me now, for some reason.”

      “Is this a wind-up?” Ivy asked.

      “Absolutely not,” said Donald.

      “I apologise,” said Lexi. “As a marketer, I worry about false advertising. I want you to understand what you’re getting.”

      “And what am I getting?”

      Lexi opened her mouth to answer but paused when Donald cast her a dark look and stopped when Xander touched her hand and gave a slight shake of the head. She made the most of this contact by taking his hand and squeezing.

      “As I explained,” Donald told Ivy, “this is a delicate situation. Many of my usual avenues are closed off to me—“

      “And I told you that was unacceptable. Delicate situation? I don’t give a fuck about delicate. My daughter’s dead. Oh, and by the way,” Ivy fixed blazing eyes on Lexi. “I talk only of Emma—not my husband—because my husband was screwing my daughter behind my back.”

      They knew this, of course. Donald had told them, and Google had backed him up. It sounded like it had been an affair willingly entered into by both parties, but it was unsurprising that Ivy was more willing to forgive her daughter than her husband in the aftermath of their double murder.

      “The Harpers may not be my usual contacts,” Donald said. “But that does not change their suitability for the role. This year, they’ve uncovered two murderers and located a kidnapped child. I wouldn’t have brought them if I didn’t believe they were up to the task.”

      Ivy still seemed far from sure. Xander could see the cogs turning as she considered pushing back, perhaps twisting the screw. Threatening again to reveal their affair to Donald’s wife if he did not come up with investigators with a better pedigree than the Harpers.

      Perhaps sensing this, Donald said, “At least give them a chance.”

      Frustration had set up camp in Ivy’s eyes, but grief remained the most prevalent emotion. Here was a woman who had lost the most important person in her world. Xander could not blame her for interrogating the suitability of those chosen to find her daughter’s killer.

      She looked at Xander and Lexi.

      “Do you think you can do this? Can you find my daughter’s killer?”

      Rather than jump into a response—as Lexi was prone to do—she met Xander’s gaze. They had always been in sync, pretty much from the day they met. He saw in her eyes what she wanted to say. A slight nod was all she needed, and he gave it to sign off her chosen course of action.

      “Donald would like us to say yes to those questions. He’s keen that we should project confidence so we can move this along, and he can keep his dirty little secret under wraps.”

      “I suppose I’m the dirty little secret?” said Ivy. Her tone was dry, but she did not seem displeased by the descriptor.

      “Your affair,” said Lexi. “Anyway, as I’ve said, I hate false advertising. As such, I’ll put my cards on the table.”

      “What about him?” Ivy asked, gesturing to Xander.

      “Same cards,” he said.

      “Okay.”

      Lexi continued. “We despise Donald. He’s evil. Rather than strutting about pushing us around, he should be rotting behind bars. We’re not here to do Donald a favour. As you’ve coerced him into helping you, so he’s coerced us.”

      Ivy looked at Donald. “You told them I coerced you?”

      Donald flinched. That was interesting, but Xander understood why Lexi did not ask follow-up questions. She wanted to finish saying her piece.

      “To get to the crux of the matter, we’re here under duress, but it’s critical you understand this won’t affect our application or dedication when searching for your daughter’s killer. Should you decide you want us to investigate, we’ll do whatever we can to find the murderer.”

      This required no verbal response, and Ivy did not give one. For the first time, she looked vaguely impressed by the Harpers.

      “Which brings us to ability,” said Lexi. “You asked if we can find Emma’s killer. The honest answer is we don’t know. Everything Donald said about us uncovering murderers this year is true, but every case is different. We’ve succeeded in the past. We might fail here. We’ll try not to. Either way, we’ll never lie to you.”

      Following this speech, the room lapsed into a short silence. It took thirty seconds for Ivy to make up her mind.

      She nodded.

      “Let’s do this. Please help find my daughter’s killer”

      Like that, Xander and Lexi were investigating another murder.
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      A few weeks back, Lexi had come to the difficult realisation that she revelled in investigating crimes. Despite the trauma, murder, and danger, something about it drew her in and got her heart pumping.

      This had been tough to acknowledge and accept. If not for Xander, who suffered this same strange addiction, she probably would have been unable to do so. They came to terms with it together.

      They loved their marketing agency. That would always be their primary focus, but if another investigation came along… yeah, that would be tough to turn down.

      This addiction caused Lexi to experience a rush when Ivy temporarily put aside her mistrust of the Harpers and said they were good to go. But Lexi had to temper her glee. This was different because Donald was involved, and Donald was evil. Losing sight of that could be dangerous. Lexi would not allow it to happen.

      “Before I say anything more,” Ivy said, “why don’t you tell me what you already know?”

      The answer was not much. Lexi laid it out.

      Donald had told them next to nothing. After he had left Xander’s office, they had cleared their diaries for the rest of the day—the perks of being in charge—and got onto Google to research Emma’s death.

      Their first surprise was that the double murder had happened only a few days before. This indicated that Ivy had not approached Donald after becoming frustrated with the police’s lack of progress but almost as soon as she learned of her daughter and husband’s deaths. This made Lexi and Xander nervous. Why would Ivy rush to Donald before the police had a chance to investigate? This was a point they would have to get to the bottom of. But not yet.

      As the crime was so fresh, the media had yet to discover much. Only the basic details were known.

      On Friday afternoon, Alfred Heigl left home to attend a trade show for work, telling his wife he’d be back Sunday evening. On Saturday afternoon, Alf left the show, telling his colleagues there had been a family emergency.

      On Saturday afternoon, Emma Jenkins told her mother she was going out for the evening and would probably crash at a friend’s. Ivy thought nothing of it. After all, Emma was nineteen. An adult. She no longer needed to ask permission to stay out all night.

      Needless to say, Emma Jenkins did not stay at a friend’s. Instead, she met her stepfather on Saturday afternoon at Corfly Woods, five miles from their home. The duo were seemingly uninterested in living up to the seedy motel room cliche. They had a tent and intended to camp in the woods for the night.

      Also needless to say, the night did not go to plan. On Sunday morning, a dog walker stumbled upon the tent. According to him, the flap was open. Maybe this was true, or perhaps the dog walker was nosey. Whatever the case, what he saw were two dead bodies. Both naked. Both drenched in blood and covered in stab wounds.

      Emma Jenkins and Alf Heigl.

      The police were called. So far, no arrests had been made. Investigations were ongoing. The official line was that there were no suspects, but naturally, people whispered. After all, at least one person had a clear motive.

      “Yes,” said Ivy as Lexi drew her story to a close. “They think I killed them.”

      “‘They’ being the press?”

      “The press. The public. The police. Oh, the cops haven’t said as much. Yet. It’s only a matter of time. They’ve taken my statement. Where I was on the night in question. They never used the word ‘alibi’, but that’s what they were looking for. I suppose they’ll drag me off in cuffs before long.”

      “You don’t have an alibi, then?”

      This drew another contemptuous look from the woman of the house.

      “It happened in the dead of night. As the two people I live with were off screwing one another and getting killed, they weren’t here to see that I was tucked up in bed.”

      That was unfortunate for Ivy. As she said, it was inevitable that the police would install her as the prime suspect if they did not find someone else with a compelling motive soon. Sadly, most murder victims were killed by someone they knew well. A person who has suffered adultery killing their cheating partner was nothing new. Far from it.

      It was a tale as old as time.

      “I suppose I can add you to the list of people who think I killed my daughter.”

      It was Xander who answered.

      “No.”

      Ivy looked his way. “No?”

      “You seem smart,” said Xander.

      “You don’t think intelligent people can be killers?”

      “I don’t think intelligent people find detectives to investigate murders they committed. Not that we’re detectives.”

      “Good point,” said Ivy. “I was beginning to think you were near enough mute, but you should talk more often. You’re an intuitive man.”

      “I’ll try not to be offended by that,” said Lexi.

      Ivy waved this away. “My daughter and I had a difficult relationship. I’ll never deny that. I told the police as much. She was my world, but I’m not naturally maternal. I worked at it, but Emma was always a daddy’s girl. I resented her father—Kevin—because he made being a parent look effortless. We argued all the time, Kevin and me. We tried to shield her from our rows, but she knew what was happening. Ultimately, it turned out he wasn’t having as easy a time as he made it seem. For Emma’s tenth birthday, he planned a huge party. He was manic with it. At the time, I didn’t understand why. Now I do. On the morning of her birthday, a couple of hours before her friends were due to arrive, he got in a state, saying there weren’t enough balloons. I told him to forget it, which caused a row. He stormed out, telling me he’d get the balloons whether I liked it or not, but we had to make do without because he never came back.”

      Ivy dried her eyes and took a breath to steady herself before continuing.

      “She blamed me. Emma, I mean. Said I’d driven him away. For weeks she wouldn’t so much as look at me. Over the years, our relationship improved, but she never forgave me. Not really.”

      Ivy stopped to steady herself. Lexi could not imagine the pain of losing a daughter full stop. Let alone knowing they had died blaming you for driving their father away. Her heart went out to the grieving mother.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “It must’ve been tough.”

      Ivy nodded. “Do you have kids?”

      “A daughter.” Lexi took Xander’s hand. “She recently turned four.”

      “Lyla,” said Xander.

      “Pretty name. Wonderful age. Treasure every second with her, won’t you?”

      “We do.”

      Ivy nodded and, for a minute, lapsed into silence. Lexi did not doubt that she was remembering Emma at four. This would bring happiness but also intensify her grief. Lexi tried not to put herself in Ivy’s shoes. The thought of losing Lyla was beyond unbearable.

      “I met Alf when Emma was sixteen. Ours was a whirlwind romance. We were married within six months. They got off to a rocky start. I was pleased when they learned how to be amicable with one another. Glad of any sign of kindness. How could I be so stupid?”

      “You had no idea anything was going on?”

      Ivy took her time with this one. Perhaps she did not trust her memories. Upon discovering a devastating secret, especially one concealed right under your nose, it’s easy to trick yourself into believing you had some idea of what was happening, even if you didn’t. It seemed Ivy was keen not to fall into this trap.

      “In the past, I’d suspected my husband of adultery. Whenever he was shifty or secretive. I always convinced myself I was being silly. Know how?”

      “He was always home,” said Xander.

      “Bingo. Men having affairs devise reasons to spend time away from the house. Business trips, long hours, desperate friends needing help. None of that with Alf. No need when your mistress lives under the same roof.”

      A bitter streak had run itself through Ivy’s last few sentences. Not that Lexi could blame her. Learning your spouse was having an affair would always hurt, but to discover your daughter was the mistress, the adultery taking place in your home, had to be agony.

      “If they kept sneaking around the house, maybe I’d never have known. Their weekend away did for them. I thought I’d put my paranoia to bed, but it reared its ugly head when Alf went off to the trade show. He didn’t answer when I called on Saturday afternoon, so I called his boss. He told me about the family emergency, but I knew that was crap. His sister was his only, other than me and Emma. I phoned her. No emergency. So I knew.”

      “So you discovered the affair the day your husband and daughter died?”

      “Suspicious, right? You won’t be surprised to learn I’ve not revealed this to the police. And I hasten to add I didn’t know my daughter was my husband’s bit on the side. That came as a nasty surprise.”

      “When?”

      The question leapt from Xander, and Ivy gave it due consideration. When she spoke again, it did not seem to be with a direct answer.

      “You must be wondering why I went to Donald rather than leave the investigation to the police.”

      This was not spoken like a question. Lexi answered anyway.

      “The thought had crossed our minds.”

      More consideration from Ivy, then she met Donald’s eye.

      “Lexi said you coerced her and her handsome friend into being here. Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does that mean you’ll ensure they keep their mouths shut?”

      That was ominous.

      “Yes,” said Donald. “If this goes wrong, it won’t end well for them, and they know it. Which is good because if they’re to find your daughter’s killer, I think they must know everything.”

      “I agree,” said Ivy.

      “Uh, what’s going on?” Lexi asked.

      Satisfied by Donald’s response, Ivy dived in.

      “I needed Donald’s help because I can tell him—and by extension you—things I cannot tell the police. They’re working on a faulty premise, which will impede their efforts to find Emma’s killer.”

      Lexi did not like the sound of this. “What faulty premise?”

      “That the same person killed my daughter and husband. That’s false.”

      “False?”

      “Yes. I’ve no idea who killed Emma. That’s what you must discover.”

      “But you know who killed your husband?”

      “Yes,” said Ivy. “I did.”
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      Elizabeth Murray beamed and held out her arms to her daughter.

      “Margaret, I’m so happy you came.”

      Maggie’s smile was tighter than her mother’s, and she accepted the hug reluctantly.

      “You make it sound like you thought I wouldn’t come.”

      “Well, yes. Has Bluebell not been dripping poison into your ear about your dear mum?”

      Maggie rolled her eyes. Bluebell—Maggie’s grandma and Elizabeth’s mother—had fallen out with her daughter when Elizabeth married Donald Murray and set up their illegitimate business. It was a point of some consternation for Elizabeth that Maggie had recently quit the family firm to join Bluebell’s detective agency.

      “We don’t talk about you,” Maggie said. “And I hope you know I wouldn’t let her badmouth you if we did.”

      Elizabeth gave her daughter’s cheek a pinch. “You’re a sweetheart.”

      They went to the kitchen. Following instructions from her mother, Maggie grabbed two side plates from the cupboard, returning to the table as her mother emerged from the larder with a large plastic box.

      The second the lid came off the box, a glorious scent hit the air. Drool formed at the corner of Maggie’s mouth. It was all she could do not to snatch the treats from her mother’s grasp.

      “Go on,” said Elizabeth. “Have at it.”

      As though the offer might be rescinded at any second, Maggie dived into the box and grabbed the largest chunk of brownie she could find. Elizabeth followed suit and then replaced the lid on the box.

      “I’d better put these back. Else we’ll eat the lot.”

      “I’d be okay with that.”

      “Yes, but your waistline wouldn’t. I assume you want to attract a man in the not-too-distant future? You are thirty, after all. You can’t keep that biological clock quiet forever.”

      Luckily, Elizabeth was already turning towards the larder as she said this. She missed the look on Maggie’s face as her daughter recalled her last conversation with Alex Harper. Days after she told him she loved him, he held her hands and said he was sorry, but he was giving his arsehole wife another chance.

      Okay, maybe he hadn’t said ‘arsehole’.

      Maggie had played it cool. Later that night, she wept like a teenager, rejected by her first crush.

      It was pathetic.

      Still, all hope was not lost when it came to Alex Harper.

      Maggie had a secret weapon.

      Elizabeth returned from the larder. “Anyway, darling. How are you?”

      “Fine. You?”

      Elizabeth sighed. “Is that all I get? I’m your mother. I love you. Should I have to torture you for information? I have a contact for that.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes. Elizabeth had phoned that morning, asking her daughter to come over at her earliest convenience. It was clear from Mum’s tone this was no social call. Elizabeth wanted something.

      Much as Maggie loved her mother, she was in no mood for small talk. She would sooner get down to business. Her mother’s expression made it clear this was not an option. Maggie had no choice but to play along, offering her mother enough information about her life to satisfy without giving away her bombshell.

      She was not ready to let Mum in on her big secret. Not yet.

      At last, Elizabeth seemed content, so Maggie asked, “What’s going on? Why’d you call me over here?”

      “Ah, that.” Elizabeth took a bite of her brownie and closed her eyes, ecstasy on her face. “Divine. How does he do it?”

      Elizabeth Murray was neither a chef nor a baker. She could make you toast, as long as you were happy to eat it burnt.

      Her husband—Maggie’s father—was another matter. Outside of the criminal empire he had forged and grown with his wife, his passion and talent lay in the kitchen. He was a phenomenal chef and an outstanding baker. Maggie had no idea why Elizabeth would need to torture anyone. Should she wish to make someone talk, she only had to offer them one brownie and promise another once they revealed all.

      “I’m not coming back,” said Maggie, which was not an answer to the question about how her father made such fantastic baked goods.

      “To the business? Oh, I know. You’re a good girl now, which is a shame. You were a real asset.”

      Maggie said nothing but thought again of Alex. He was the reason she had quit the family business. He made her want to be a better person. The night he broke her heart, she was filled with such spite and anger that she almost called her parents and asked if she could return.

      Somehow, she had resisted. Despite how much she loved her folks, she was glad. Alex or not, she no longer wanted to be part of that world.

      “I’m not asking you to come back,” Elizabeth said. “Your departure is why you can help me now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you not a detective in training?”

      Unease settled in Maggie’s stomach.

      “You know plenty of investigators. Why not use someone who’s come through for you before? And don’t pretend it’s because you want to help me develop my new career.”

      Elizabeth pouted. “Oh, please. Can’t I pretend?”

      “Don’t take the piss.”

      The pout remained. “Someone’s in a funny mood.”

      Maggie bit back her retort. She hated when Mum spoke to her as though she was eight.

      “What do you want?”

      Somehow, Elizabeth resisted the urge to make another mother-comment on the back of this short question.

      “It has to do with your father.”

      That was unexpected, and Maggie shifted in her seat.

      “What about him?”

      The look in Elizabeth’s eyes did not fill Maggie with confidence.

      Most people thought Donald and Elizabeth were monsters. Maggie had seen their other side. They loved their kids and had given Maggie and her brother Freddie a wonderful childhood. They also adored one another. As a child, Maggie felt smug as her friends’ parents went through divorces. Her mum and dad were always solid. Nothing could break them apart.

      And yet…

      “It’s been a rough year,” Elizabeth said. “I lost my best friend and my son. Losing your brother was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. I’ve not recovered. Never will, nor will your father. Nothing can heal the pain. Still, we could have lessened it by killing his killer. We could have regained a piece of our boy by becoming involved in our grandson’s life. We were set to do both. Then it fell apart. Did you know Bluebell threatened me?”

      Maggie hadn’t, but she was unsurprised. Bluebell had met her great-grandson and was taken with the boy. She would not want the child exposed to the Murray business. Nor could she support the slayings of Gwen—who had murdered Elizabeth’s best friend in self-defence—and Andrew—Lexi’s brother—who had killed Freddie to protect his sister.

      “She said if I killed Andrew and Gwen and tried to crowbar my way into my grandson’s life, she’d come after my business. That was unnerving—your grandmother could cause me issues—but it wouldn’t have prevented me from following through with my plans.”

      Maggie saw where this was going.

      “Dad did?”

      “Yes. He said Andrew was suffering enough in prison, while it was unfair to pursue a relationship with our grandson when the baby’s mother did not want us involved. After all, Hetti Monroe is no enemy of ours, even if her siblings have caused us so much heartache.”

      “Which is true,” said Maggie.

      “Yes, but it’s unlike your father to think that way. He even suggested we leave Gwen be, and he had no reason to protect her. Had my mother not rattled me, I’d have called him on it. As it was, I agreed to his suggestions. This was a few weeks ago.”

      “Something’s changed?”

      “It has.” Elizabeth finished her brownie. “He’s keeping things from me. He’s become distant. It’s made me wonder about the real reason he fought to protect Gwen and Andrew and to keep us out of our grandson’s life. He’s up to something, and I hate not knowing what it is.”

      It was clear where this was going. Why Elizabeth needed an investigator, and why it could not be any of her usual detectives. Elizabeth needed someone she could trust not to run to Donald with whatever job she gave them. To learn the secret her husband was keeping from her, she needed to keep one from him.

      Maggie already hated this.

      “Mum, I’m sure there’s an innocent explanation. You and Dad are the perfect couple. You don’t keep things from one another.”

      “I don’t keep things from him,” said Elizabeth.

      The implication of this statement lay heavy in the air.

      “You know he’s been lying to you?”

      “I know he has before. He has a secret he’s kept from me for years. He has no idea that I know what it is.

      Maggie did not want to know. She also really did.

      “What secret?”

      Elizabeth considered her daughter as though deciding if the younger woman was worthy of knowing the truth. In the end, she nodded.

      “Your father had an affair.”

      Maggie could only gape. Her mother’s face remained grim.

      At last, Maggie managed to say, “What?”

      “An affair,” Elizabeth repeated, “with a woman named Ivy.”
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      After Ivy confessed to murder, Lexi waited in patient silence, presumably for the grieving mother to slap her knee, burst out laughing, and shout, GOTCHA.

      When that didn’t happen, Lexi said, “Well, that’s a plot twist. Didn’t see that coming. Did you, Xand?”

      “I had an inkling.”

      “No one likes a smart-arse. Also, that’s my job. Don’t steal my thing.”

      "Apologies.”

      “As for Miss Mariticide over here—”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Lexi raised her hands. “Sorry, I suppose I should give you the benefit of the doubt.”

      “That would be nice. Anyway, isn’t mariticide killing a mother?”

      “That’s matricide. Mariticide is killing a husband. Arguably, though, semantics matter less than motive. I assume we’re missing something?”

      “Meaning?” Ivy asked.

      “There’s something you’re not telling us about your husband. He was abusive. He used to knock you around. Or did he drown children in his spare time?”

      Ivy frowned. “He never laid a finger on me. Nor anyone else. Why would you assume such things?”

      “Um… you killed him?”

      “Because he was screwing my daughter. Do try to keep up.”

      Lexi glanced at Xander, who shrugged. The comment was enough to render pointless any further conversation on the topic of morality. It made clear that Ivy believed murdering one’s spouse was justified if the spouse was an adulterer. Ironic, given Ivy had committed adultery herself when married to her first husband.

      The reveal left Xander frustrated. Although Donald—an evil man—had brought them to Ivy, Xander always liked to see the best in people, assuming they were good until they proved otherwise.

      Ivy had proven otherwise.

      While Xander seethed, Lexi decided to be pragmatic.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened that night?”

      The question made Ivy smirk. “That’s it? You seemed so disgusted by me. Yet, you want to jump back into the events of that night?”

      “Don’t you want me to?” Lexi asked.

      “I want to know you’ll do whatever you can to find my daughter.”

      “I’ve already said I will.”

      “Before you knew I’d killed Alf. The truth doesn’t change how you feel?”

      “It changes how I feel about you,” Lexi said. “Before we arrived, I knew Donald was scum. I had higher hopes for his bit on the side. It turns out I was wrong, but that doesn’t change the situation.”

      Ivy did not like the ‘bit on the side’ comment. She might have lashed out if not for Donald’s decision to interject.

      “By which she means,” he said, “she’s still under my thumb. As is Alex. They’ll do what I say.”

      “There’s an element of that,” Lexi admitted. “But that’s not the main reason we would do everything in our power to find the killer.”

      “What is?” Ivy asked.

      Xander answered. “Emma.”

      Lexi nodded. “You’re a killer. As far as I know, your daughter is innocent. She deserves justice. Furthermore, if what you say is true, her killer is at large. Given what I know, I’d say it’s my duty to help catch them. Especially as the police are at a disadvantage.”

      Although still seemingly unconvinced, Ivy seemed to realise she had no choice but to continue along this path she had started with Donald and the Harpers. After all, she was desperate. She would take any help she could get.

      “Okay,” she said. “The night they died.”

      “Yes,” said Lexi. “You say you killed your husband, but the dog walker found both bodies together in the tent, naked and covered in blood and stab wounds. How did that happen?”

      “That,” said Ivy, “is the million-dollar question. The first thing to mention is the stab wounds. As you’ve said, the… corpses of my daughter and husband were covered in them.”

      “But you didn’t stab your husband multiple times?” Lexi ventured.

      Ivy shook her head. “Only once.”

      “Okay. So what happened that night and everything leading up to it? You called your husband’s boss and discovered Alf had left the show after lunch…”

      “That’s right. This seemed to confirm my suspicions that he was a lying, cheating pig, but I wanted to be wrong. I knew when he’d left the show, so I knew when he was due back. Even once he didn’t show, I held out, hoping I’d made a mistake. After what I’ve confessed to, I’m sure you think me a monster, but I’m no sociopath. I loved my husband. I didn’t want him to be a cheat.”

      This was evident. Ivy’s face was a revolving door of emotions. Defiance had replaced grief when she confessed to murdering Alf, and defended her actions. Now anguish arrived on the scene as she recalled the dawning realisation that her husband would not be coming home.

      “When I first suspected Alf of cheating, I installed an app on his phone that allowed me to track his location. There were no late nights or business trips, but I thought maybe he was sneaking away from the office during the day. He wasn’t, and I hated invading his privacy, so I stopped using the app. I promised myself I wouldn’t use it again. Even after I learned he wasn’t at the trade show on Saturday afternoon, I refrained from checking it for several hours. I called instead. He didn’t answer, and once night fell, I could wait no longer.”

      “You saw he was in the woods,” said Lexi, “and you went for a knife.”

      Ivy gripped the arm of the sofa.

      “I did take a knife, but murder was not my intention.”

      “Is that so? I suppose you were going to the woods at night. Did you fear an attack by the Big Bad Wolf? I hope you didn’t wear your red cloak.”

      Ivy’s grip tightened. “I won’t defend my actions to you.”

      “Probably for the best,” said Lexi. “Let’s have the facts.”

      Ivy looked at Donald, perhaps hoping he would interject again. When he gave her nothing, she went on.

      “I drove to the woods and found my husband’s tent. I had it in my head that I’d tear back the flap and confront the cheating prick and his mistress. Remember, I didn’t know at the time he was sleeping with Emma.”

      Lexi and Xander nodded.

      “I watched him, so full of anger but impotent. I froze. For over an hour, all I did was sit and stare at the tent.”

      Ivy could no longer meet anyone’s gaze. Her eyes were on the wall, but she saw that tent and relived those hours.

      “I think I’d have gone home had Alf not appeared from the tent in the dead of night. I watched him disappear through the trees. That broke the spell. I got up and went to the tent. I wanted to see the woman who had stolen my husband. I ripped back the flap.”

      Ivy’s hand came up. She mimed opening the tent, revealing the truth.

      “I saw my daughter, and my world crumbled.”

      Her hand dropped, returning to the sofa arm.

      “The red mist descended, and I acted on instinct. Impulse. I rushed through the woods and found my husband urinating against a tree. He heard me coming, but I was on him by the time he had turned around and clocked me. He opened his mouth. I remember that clearly. The shock in his eyes and how his mouth opened in this gormless O. Then my knife was in his throat. He never made a sound.“

      Ivy broke off. Her hand was up again, and she was panting as though she had finished that race through the trees towards her unfaithful husband only seconds ago. Her trio of spectators sat in silence as her eyes flicked to her hand, and she dropped it to her lap, a look of contemplation replacing the one of distress.

      “He fell. The red mist receded, and I returned to my senses as Alf lay at my feet, flopping around like a salmon on land. He raised his hand towards me, but I kicked it away. I watched the light leave his eyes and thought Good. This is what you deserve. Once he was dead, I felt better.”

      Lexi took a breath. Xander’s eyes flicked to the clock. Before long, they would have to leave to get the kids, and he was glad. He found being in Ivy’s presence emotionally exhausting. She was a grieving mother. That much was clear. She had also murdered her husband. Worse, she had watched him die and believed this was justice. Xander did not doubt that she was unbalanced. That made her dangerous.

      “What happened next?” asked Lexi.

      “I left him, taking the knife. On the way back, I looked in on my daughter. She was sleeping peacefully.”

      “You didn’t consider waking her?” Lexi asked.

      “No, I—“ Ivy broke off, but it was too late. Xander had seen in her eyes what she had stopped herself from saying.

      “You wanted to punish her.”

      “Some punishment,” said Lexi. “Letting her find her dead lover. That sure would have taught her a lesson, huh?”

      Ivy’s anger dragged her to her feet. Xander wondered if she might cross the room and attack Lexi, and he shifted in his seat. If she tried, he would be ready to block her.

      Not that Lexi could not deal with any attack herself.

      Instead, Ivy asked, “Another coffee, anyone?”

      “No,” said Lexi. “A question. Presumably, the supposition is that Emma’s killer found Alf’s body, dragged him to the tent, stripped him, stabbed him multiple times, and left him to be found with his victim? Your daughter.”

      “That’s the question?” Ivy asked.

      “One of them.”

      “Well, yes, that seems the logical chain of events.”

      “Did the police find your husband’s blood anywhere except in the tent? I didn’t see anything about that in the media.”

      Ivy took her seat.

      “No,” she said. “Whoever killed my Emma must have been extremely careful. I assume they cleaned up the original murder scene and transported my husband in such a way that made no further mess.”

      “Fair enough,” said Lexi. “The next question’s more of a hypothetical.”

      Ivy looked wary. “Go on.”

      “Assume Xander and I do find your daughter’s killer.”

      Still wary: “Okay?”

      “What happens if he confesses, or the police find evidence that it was him based on what Xander and I find? Do you imagine they’ll assume he also killed your husband no matter what they discover?”

      Ivy hesitated. Donald didn’t.

      “That won’t be a problem. Emma’s killer won’t confess to anything.”

      “No?” Lexi asked.

      “No. He won’t serve a day of jail time for what he’s done. Instead, I’ll make him disappear. But not until I’ve used the various methods at my disposal to make him beg for death.”
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      Lexi stacked the dishwasher and recalled her parting interaction with Donald. There was something odd about that farewell warning as they had departed Ivy’s house.

      “You must put your feelings for Ivy and me aside. Find Emma’s killer. Whatever it takes. I’ll accept no other outcome.”

      The words were unsurprising. Cliched rhetoric straight out of the gangster’s playbook. Fine.

      What was surprising was the way he spoke and the look on his face as he did.

      Lexi pictured Donald’s expression as she went to the cupboard under the sink and grabbed a dishwasher tablet. She heard his voice as she placed the tab in its slot and closed the dishwasher door.

      You must put your feelings for Ivy and me aside. Find Emma’s killer. Whatever it takes. I’ll accept no other outcome.

      The look was something akin to anguish. The words sounded less threatening than pleading.

      In his eyes, there was a depth of sadness Lexi was sure she had never seen there before. Not that she spent much time with Donald.

      What was that about? Was it Elizabeth? Fear of what would happen to his marriage if Lexi and Xander failed, and Ivy responded by telling Donald’s wife about the affair.

      Possible. It made sense, given Lexi’s belief that Donald did love Elizabeth. Yet, that did not explain why his voice had cracked when he said Emma’s name.

      Did he feel a personal attachment to the girl? His affair with Ivy had taken place fifteen years ago. Emma would have been four or five at the time. If he had met her, it was fathomable that he had formed a bond with the child. But surely Ivy would not have introduced her daughter to the man she was sleeping with behind her husband’s back? Especially as that husband happened to be Emma’s father. Even if she believed Donald was going to leave his wife and she her husband, it would have been a considerable risk.

      Something was off here. There was something Lexi was missing.

      The kitchen door opened as the dishwasher began to churn, and Xander entered. Lexi turned to him but did not approach. He stayed hovering by the door.

      “How were the kids?” she asked.

      “Good as gold. We did stories. Now they’re all tucked up.”

      They heard pounding feet overhead. It was coming from Lyla’s bedroom.

      “Well, Seb and Olivia are tucked up anyway.”

      “Thank you,” said Lexi.

      “What are you talking about ‘thank you’? It’s not a favour.”

      Lexi felt a swell of love for the man she hoped soon to officially call hers again. Before they split up, it was just the two of them and their daughter, Lyla. But Xander had returned to a household with two extra children, both under eight. One could have forgiven him for not wanting to help his ex-wife raise the son and daughter of her imprisoned brother. Xander had not only stepped up to the challenge; he had welcomed it. He loved those kids, and they adored him. Lexi tried not to take for granted how lucky she was.

      “What were you thinking about?” Xander asked.

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “When I came in. You were musing on something. The Emma situation, presumably?”

      “Sort of. Actually, I was thinking about Ivy and Donald’s affair.”

      “Me too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Ivy was so sure she had morality on her side when killing her husband. I wondered if she’d have felt the same had her first husband killed her for sleeping with Donald.”

      “Good point,’ said Lexi. “We should ask next time we see her.”

      “But that’s not what you were thinking?”

      She let him in on her thoughts, and he told her he had also found it weird how Donald had looked and sounded when they left Ivy’s to pick up the kids.

      “Lots to talk about,’ he said.

      “Yes. Wine first?”

      Xander poured two glasses, and they settled in the living room on the same sofa, though not quite touching. Lexi examined her ex-husband. What was he thinking? She was afraid to ask. Most likely, Emma occupied his mind, but what if he was back on the secret? Especially now he had deduced that the deception involved him.

      Lexi wanted to tell him everything. Two things held her back. Firstly, it wasn’t her place, as she had told him. Secondly, she feared the effect the news would have on their relationship. He would have to find out eventually, but every day Lexi spent in the peaceful world before he learned the truth was a day worth treasuring. Even if this was unfair on her ex-husband.

      Xander said, “We need to decide our end goal.”

      This did not reveal whether his thoughts lay with Emma or the secret. It was too ambiguous. Did he mean the end goal for them as a couple? Or the end goal of the investigation? If the former, then the answer was easy. Xander was staying at Lexi’s house more and more often. She wanted him to move in permanently. She wanted to start looking for a home they could buy together. She wanted them to be a family again. Maybe long term, they would get remarried. She cared less about that. She just wanted them to be together.

      The other question was trickier.

      “Do you mean…” she ventured.

      “With this Emma situation,” he told her.

      Lexi nodded, unsure how she felt that it was Emma, not them, he wanted to discuss. In one sense, it was a relief not to have a deep conversation about their future now. In another, her desires weighed upon her. She wanted to share them. She wanted to know he wanted the same as her.

      She said, “I don’t see as we have much choice other than to do what Ivy and Donald want. Besides, reprehensible as they are, Emma deserves justice, and we can’t leave a murderer at large just because it benefits a couple of monsters to see him dealt with.”

      “Or her.”

      “Right. Or her.”

      “I agree,” he said. “That’s not quite what I meant, though.”

      Lexi sipped her wine. “What did you mean?”

      “Assuming we succeed, what do we do with the killer’s identity?”

      Upstairs, the feet trampled across the bedroom floor again. Once Lyla fell asleep, you could almost guarantee she would stay that way until between half-six and seven in the morning. Unlike many children her age, she did not wake up and call for mummy or daddy in the night, and she never crawled into bed with them.

      On the other hand, she was not one to drift straight off once her parents had tucked her in and kissed her goodnight. She liked to play. Xander and Lexi had some time ago decided it was best to let her be as long as she stayed in her room, knowing she would fall asleep before long anyway.

      Lexi listened to her daughter’s feet and considered her husband’s question. She knew now what he was asking. As Donald had suggested, Lexi was a moral woman. However, her ethical lines were narrower and wavier than Xander’s. Her grey area was much larger. For Xander, little lay between black and white. Right and wrong.

      “Well,” said Lexi, speaking carefully. “This person did murder a nineteen-year-old woman.”

      She let this hang in the air, focusing on her wine glass so she did not have to take in Xander’s disapproving look.

      “You think we should give this person to Donald,” he asked, “knowing what that would mean?”

      Lexi tapped her glass, still not looking at him. “You have to remember what’s at stake. If we fail to satisfy Ivy, she could tell Elizabeth about the affair, and then what? Hetti could lose her son. My brother would definitely lose his life. So would Gwen. And for what? So a killer can rot in jail rather than face execution for his abhorrent crime?”

      Xander waited. When Lexi did not look at him, he touched her hand, and she met his gaze.

      “Gwen, Andrew, and your nephew are my priority,” he said. “That doesn’t change the fact that if we choose to give this person to Donald, we’re sending him to die, and that’s not right. Whatever they’ve done. You know it.”

      “I do,” Lexi agreed. “We might not have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.” He shook his head. “No. There’s always a way.”

      Lexi admired the conviction in her husband’s voice. It also terrified her.

      “If we learn the killer’s identity but don’t tell Donald,” Lexi said. “Our only hope of saving the people we love and ensuring the killer sees jail rather than a torture chamber may be to take on Donald. That’s not something sane people do.”

      Xander finished his wine.

      “In which case, I must be insane.” He held out the glass. “Another drink?”

      She nodded and felt the light finger of fear run up her spine as he went to the kitchen to pour them another glass of wine.
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      Xander and Lexi handled the preschool and school run together before driving to the office and making their plan for the day.

      Xander wasn’t sure about Lexi, but he had struggled to sleep last night. Like a woollen jumper on barbed wire, his mind had snagged on the red line he had drawn when discussing the Emma issue with Lexi in the living room. Every time he tried to pull away, like the metaphorical jumper, he felt his mind might tear and unravel.

      For most people, the situation would seem simple. Get justice for a murdered woman, see a killer punished in the most final way possible, and keep your family safe. Talk about a win-win-win.

      Xander was not wired that way. He despised Donald and everything he stood for. Not only could he not face facilitating this man in committing another awful crime, but he also did not want to let Ivy get away with murder. Literally. Sure, her husband was an adulterer. That wasn’t good. From what she had said, that was his only fault. He did not deserve to die.

      But what could Xander do? That was the question that had snagged his mind and clung on all night. Despite the hours devoted to it when he should have been sleeping, he still had no good answer.

      A hand touched his, and he jumped. He had been alone in his office and had failed to notice his wife’s entry.

      “You were miles away,” she said.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      She sat opposite, in the same seat she had the previous day when he had first asked her about the secret she was keeping. He knew more now than he had then. He knew it had to do with him and that it was not her secret to tell. He had his suspicions about what the secret might be. He wanted to push but resisted. It was too much to take on, what with everything else they had on their plate.

      “I know you’re struggling with this,” Lexi said. “Working for Donald. I get it. I do. It makes me sick. For now, though, we’ve got to kick the can down the road. You never know. We may fail to find Emma’s killer anyway. That would render everything else moot.”

      “Good point.”

      “So, shall we get started?”

      The previous day, after Donald had revealed to the Harpers that he planned to kill Emma’s killer once they provided him with the identity, Xander had once again sat in furious silence while Lexi took the pragmatic approach. This time, she had asked Ivy the standard cop question.

      Can you think of anyone who might have wished your daughter harm?

      The question made Ivy uncomfortable, and she was forced to confess she had not known her daughter as well as she might have liked. Emma spent a lot of time away from home. She rarely consulted with her mother about where she was going. She never asked her for advice and rarely shared anything with her. It had eaten Ivy up, watching her daughter grow but having so little involvement in her life. Now, her failure to reconcile with Emma would live with Ivy forever—an irreparable heartbreak.

      It was hard not to sympathise with Ivy as she confessed to this fissure and dried her eyes, but neither Harper offered comfort. Xander had remained silent while Lexi pressed her on the question. Ivy might not have known her daughter well, but she must know something.

      After gathering herself, Ivy told them of an ex-boyfriend. Harvey Ross was a rich kid who had attended a local private school and met Emma at a party. So far as Ivy knew, he had been her only serious boyfriend. They had broken up a while ago at a time when Emma was struggling.

      “He was easy enough to find,” Lexi said as they discussed the conversation in Xander’s office. The Ross family own a local estate agent, imaginatively named Ross Property.”

      “Rubbish name,” said Xander.

      “I know, right? Way worse than ours?”

      Lexi and Xander had named their marketing agency AH-HA Marketing. AH for Alex Harper, and HA for Harper Alex. It was both clever and catchy. Or so they liked to think.

      “He’s an undergraduate at a University up North,” Lexi said. “But he’ll have broken up for the summer. I bet he’ll be easy enough to track down.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      Aside from Harvey, there was one more avenue worth exploring. Lexi had asked Ivy about the difficult time Emma was going through when she split from Harvey. It turned out Emma might have lost her life six months before someone eventually killed her.

      “Here it is.” Xander turned his laptop towards Lexi. It showed a news article from several months ago.

      “Not only that. As of this morning, it seems the media have linked the events.” Lexi showed Xander her phone. An article from that morning mentioned the incident from six months ago.

      On her first day of secondary school, Emma had made three friends. Yvonne Pritchett, Francine Keane, and Alyson Harris. The girls had been inseparable until the previous September when three of them left to attend different universities. Emma stayed home. At Christmas, they were reunited, spending almost every minute together until tragedy struck in the early hours of New Year’s Day.

      The girls went clubbing on New Year’s Eve. Turfed out at closing in the early hours of the next morning, they debated getting a taxi. In a decision no doubt driven by their inebriation, they first decided to go for a walk.

      Xander and Lexi had sat in silence while Ivy told this story. Now, they did so again, each reading the article the other had found. Although the articles were from six months apart. The content was mostly the same. Neither girl had spoken to the press, so almost all of the information came from what the police had released.

      A car had pulled up alongside the girls as they walked. Two men got out. They wore balaclavas and carried cricket bats. Without warning or provocation, the men launched a vicious attack. It lasted no more than a couple of minutes. Then they were gone. Of the four girls, Emma was the luckiest. The attackers left her with a broken arm, several broken ribs, and countless bruises.

      Francine Keane had taken a brutal blow to the base of her spine. In hospital, the doctors would break the news to her that she would never walk again. Still, even she could consider herself lucky.

      A single blow to the head had killed Yvonne Pritchett, while the men had kidnapped Alyson Harris.

      She had not been seen since.

      It was an awful story. An awful situation. It did not seem fair that something so frightful could happen to a person at all. In Emma’s case, it was even worse. What should have been the worst event in her life fell into second place only six months later when someone killed her.

      Was that bad luck? Or was there more than a coincidence going on here?

      “My article frames these as two tragic but unlinked events,” Lexi said. “To be fair, I think that’s because they’re leaning heavily on the ‘Ivy is the killer’ angle.

      “Makes sense,” said Xander.

      “Do you buy it?”

      He considered. “Well, we know Ivy didn’t kill Emma.”

      “We do if we believe her.”

      Xander gave her a look.

      “Fine,” she said. “It would be weird for her to want us to investigate if she was the killer.”

      “Right. Even so, the likelihood is there’s no link.”

      “But…” Lexi pressed.

      “It’s worth looking into.”

      “Definitely,” Lexi said. “But with two of the four girls dead and one missing, we’re left with one avenue of interrogation.”

      “Francine Keane.”

      “Oui,” said Lexi. “We could use some help tracking her down.”

      Lexi said this tentatively, and Xander understood why. What they needed was a private investigator. As it happened, they knew one. The best in the business. She might even give them a discount, fond as she was of Xander.

      There were a couple of problems. Xander decided to focus on the one that affected them both.

      “The point is to keep this investigation from Elizabeth.”

      “Bluebell would never tell.”

      This was true. Bluebell was Elizabeth’s mother, but the two women hated one another. Still, Bluebell was not Xander’s concern, and Lexi knew it. The problem was Bluebell’s only member of staff.

      Lexi took Xander’s hand. “I’m sure if we explain the sensitivity of the situation, Bluebell would keep this from Maggie.”

      Maggie. There was the name that linked Xander’s two problems with hiring Bluebell. If Maggie found out what they were doing, word of their investigation could get back to her mother—Elizabeth—which could prove problematic. There was also the fact that Maggie and Xander had been dating until he broke her heart and got back with Lexi.

      They had not spoken since.

      Lexi knew how much Xander hated upsetting people. She squeezed his hand.

      “How about I visit Blue? You can stay here.”

      “What if you saw Maggie? Would you be okay with that?”

      When Lexi was a teenager, her father got into serious debt and made the mistake of taking out a loan from the Murrays. When he fell behind with his payments, Donald and Elizabeth sent their psychotic son, Freddie, to teach him a lesson. Freddie gave Lexi’s father a savage beating. Lexi responded by putting Freddie in the hospital, but they had not called it quits there. She continued to despise him, his parents and, by extension, his sister, Maggie.

      Their relationship was not improved by Maggie dating the man Lexi loved.

      “I’m sure I’ll cope,” Lexi said. “Worst-case scenario, I’ll push her out a window. Or is that best-case?”

      They laughed, and the plan was set. Lexi would visit Bluebell. In the meantime, Xander would do his best to track Harvey Ross.

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      He watched her rise. She was almost at the door when he jumped from his seat and rushed across the room.

      “What?” Lexi said. “You’re not going to check if I’ve stolen your favourite pen again, are you? Because—“

      He put his arms around her and kissed her deeply.

      When they broke apart, she was woozy.

      “See you,” he said.

      Beaming, she walked out the door.
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      Lexi was still grinning from ear to ear when she reached her car. She had to take a moment to express her glee with an out loud eek before she could pick up her phone and dial Bluebell.

      Not wanting to go to the detective’s office and risk running into Maggie, she asked if Bluebell would consider meeting on neutral ground, as it were. She also asked her to come alone.

      “Come alone? That’s ominous. Also a little exciting. Now tell me you’ll kill my family if I speak to the police.”

      Lexi took the phone from her ear and sighed. Although he had never said as much, Xander’s choice of paramours suggested he was attracted to women with sarcastic and or surrealist senses of humour. It was one of the few things Maggie and Lexi had in common, and whenever Lexi spoke with Bluebell, she was reminded that Maggie had picked up this trait from her grandma after it skipped a generation. The conversations also made her sympathise with all the people who had sighed, rolled their eyes, or walked away when faced with Lexi’s sense of humour.

      “Will you come or not?”

      “Is the upshot of this going to be a job for which I get paid?” Bluebell asked.

      “Do you need the money?”

      “No. I’m incredibly rich. Now answer the question.”

      “Yes,” said Lexi. “You’ll be paid.”

      “Goodie. Let’s meet in half an hour. I’ll be sure to come alone.”

      Half an hour later, Lexi met Bluebell by the river.

      She had not come alone.

      Lexi waved a frustrated hand at Maggie, who stood at her grandmother’s side.

      “What?” Bluebell asked.

      “You said you’d come alone.”

      “Yes? What, Maggie? Oh, come now, would you complain if I bought my laptop? Or a pencil and notepad?”

      “Oi,” said Maggie.

      “What? Okay, you’re not a pencil. And if you’re a laptop, you’re one of those high-tech models designed for the space age. Years ahead of its time.”

      “I don’t want to be an inanimate object at all.”

      “No? Your generation is so demanding. When I was a child, one was delighted to be called a laptop by their elders.”

      “Laptops didn’t exist when you were a child.”

      “Must you use every opportunity to remind me how old I am?”

      At this juncture, Lexi cleared her throat for fear that the conversation between the family members might otherwise never end.

      Bluebell met Lexi’s gaze and held it. She was a tall woman who looked far younger than her 80-odd years. She looked after herself. Also, she came from nobility and was a co-founder and board member of one of the largest investment firms in the country. So that helped. She had not started her detective agency because she needed money. She loved what she did, and she was good at it. Whenever she looked at you, she gave the impression that she was reading your thoughts and downloading your deepest secrets. It was most disconcerting.

      “You implied this was a business matter,” Bluebell said. “My granddaughter and I are the business. Furthermore, I do not keep things from Margaret. Personal or professional. Last week, I gave her a blow-by-blow of my latest date.”

      “I wish you hadn’t,” Maggie said. “I can’t get the images out of my head.”

      “He was ever so handsome,” Bluebell said. “And rugged, not my usual type. Powerful arms.”

      “Okay,” said Maggie. “That’s enough. Why don’t you want me on this, Lexi?”

      Tricky question. The last thing Lexi wanted was to make Maggie suspicious. Perhaps contacting Bluebell had been a bad idea. But the decision was made. Now, she had to attempt to make this meeting work.

      “I’m sorry, Maggie. It’s just whenever I look at you, I want to be violently sick. It makes telling Bluebell what I need more difficult. Plus, she’s wearing lovely white trousers. I wouldn’t want to ruin them.”

      “You really wouldn’t,” Bluebell said. “The amount I paid for these was frankly obscene. I felt so bad about it I gave a thousand pounds to charity the second I walked out of the shop.”

      “She’s not going to throw up, Grandma,” Maggie said.

      Bluebell’s eyes bulged. “Don’t call me grandma. Or grandmother. Or nana. If you call me granny, I’ll push you in the river.”

      “Well then,” said Maggie, “Tell her she must deal with us both if she wants to hire you.”

      “As the boss,” said Lexi to Bluebell, “should you not make that call? Give me five minutes to say what I need to say. If, when I’m done, you think telling Maggie’s the right move, you can.”

      This was a risk. What would Lexi do if Bluebell accepted this proposal and told Maggie everything? Even if she didn’t, Lexi’s tantalising statement ensured Maggie would be desperate to discover what they were keeping from her. The situation had become perilous, but Lexi persisted.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “We’re a team,” said Maggie. “Want to speak to someone alone? Find another detective.”

      Maybe that was the best solution. “Okay,” she said. “Any recommendations?”

      “Do you hate me that much?” Maggie said. “This is about what I told you, isn’t it? That’s pathetic.”

      Lexi was relieved to learn Maggie believed pettiness drove her desire to speak to Bluebell alone. This made it less likely she would go poking around to discover why Lexi needed a detective.

      The questions also piqued Bluebell’s interest.

      “What did you tell her?” she asked her granddaughter.

      Maggie’s cheeks flushed as she internally chastised herself.

      “Nothing,” she said. “It’s—“

      “Private?” Bluebell raised her eyebrows.

      Lexi resisted the urge to say, And yet you tell her everything. Bluebell did not need those dots joined for her.

      “It’s nothing,” Maggie repeated. “Meaningless. It doesn’t matter.”

      “If it doesn’t matter, there’s no harm in telling me,” said Bluebell.

      “You wouldn’t be interested.”

      “Nothing could make this more interesting to me than knowing you want me to think I’d be uninterested.”

      The red of Maggie’s cheeks deepened as she continued to dig. Lexi was semi-surprised that Maggie hadn’t revealed her secret to Bluebell. It seemed the only people who knew were Maggie and Lexi, and Maggie had only told Lexi to upset her.

      “Please, Blue, don’t be annoyed.”

      “I’m not annoyed, darling.”

      Bluebell’s tone revealed otherwise, and she turned from the women, looking along the riverbank. About half a mile away stood a red brick building. Outside stood a wooden sign and a handful of picnic tables.

      “That looks to be a quaint pub,” Bluebell said. “Why don’t you head on up there and order the most expensive bottle of white wine they sell? Three glasses. I assume you’d like a drink, Lexi?”

      “I’d love one.”

      “Grand. Off you pop then, Maggie. Lexi and I will be along in a moment.”

      Maggie’s cheeks were still red. The hurt was evident in her eyes.

      “You’re really doing this?” she asked her grandmother.

      “No need to sound so dramatic, darling.”

      “You’re being petty, you know that? I won’t let you in on a personal secret, so you’re keeping me out of a business meeting.”

      “I thought I told you not to be dramatic.”

      Maggie released a sound of pure frustration. Bluebell caught her arm as she tried to storm off.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you’re upset, but Lexi’s about to become a client. If a client wants to speak to me alone, they can. If, after we’ve spoken, I see no good reason not to tell you what we’ve said, then I’ll spill. Okay?”

      Although still unhappy, Maggie nodded.

      “Good.” Bluebell turned to Lexi. “And you understand this, too?”

      Ignoring her unease, Lexi also nodded.

      “Grand. We’ll be with you in a minute, Margaret. Use the business card to buy the wine, okay?”

      They watched her set off along the riverbank. When she was out of sight, Bluebell returned her focus to Lexi.

      “As you well know, there are very few people in this world I get on with. My brother and I are close, but we rarely see one another. My husband—who I adored—is no longer with us. I had only one child, and our relationship is antagonistic, to say the least. I’m rather fond of your husband, but the sexual tension makes spending too long in one another’s company tricky. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “Sometimes he says your name while we’re making love.”

      Bluebell chuckled. “If only.”

      “So do I. It’s tricky when you share a name. Saying Alex would be weird.”

      “You could say ‘Alexander’?”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “We’re getting off topic.” Bluebell looked at the river. “There’s no one in this world I care about more than my granddaughter. I don’t like upsetting her. With that in mind, I suggest you give me a darn good reason why I can’t tell her what you’re about to tell me. If you don’t, I’ll tell her everything. Got it?”

      Lexi nodded.

      “You may proceed,” said Bluebell.

      But Lexi did not, at once, jump into it. Although she had decided to engage Bluebell’s services in matters relating to this case, there were two routes she could take moving forward.

      The first involved telling Bluebell everything she knew about Emma’s death and asking for help finding the killer, but not telling her why she and Xander were interested in the crime. There would be no mention of Donald and no compelling reason for Bluebell to keep what Lexi said from Maggie.

      Route two meant divulging everything. The case, Donald’s involvement, and why they had to do what he said. Plus, what Donald intended to happen if they succeeded.

      Route one would almost certainly lead to Bluebell telling Maggie what Lexi had said. However, as she would know nothing about Donald’s involvement, there would be no reason for Maggie to go digging around to learn more.

      Then again, route one underutilised Bluebell, a brilliant investigator with an exceptional mind. Not only that, but she had already proven how effective she could be when she cared about the cause.

      Lexi knew that Bluebell was desperate to keep her great-grandson out of her daughter’s orbit. But was her need to do so more potent than her desire to keep Maggie happy?

      It was Lexi’s turn to look at the river. She watched it flow by as she decided.

      “I’m waiting,” said Bluebell.

      Lexi recalled the look in Bluebell’s eyes when she had last been with her great-grandson. That made up her mind.

      She told Bluebell everything.
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      As it turned out, finding Harvey Ross was easier than Xander had imagined. There were three Ross Property branches in the local area. When Xander called the first and asked to speak with Harvey, the receptionist did not even question why he wanted Mr Ross. Simply told him he had the wrong branch and gave him the name and number of the correct one. As Xander had been unsure whether Harvey would be in any of the branches, this was a big win.

      Rather than phone, Xander left the office and made the fifteen-minute drive to the specified branch. He parked on the street, intending to walk straight in, but paused by the door, the cards in the window catching his eye.

      Each one depicted a house. There were over thirty in total, but once Xander filtered out those that were for rent, too small, or well beyond his means, only one remained.

      House hunting was not something he and Lexi had discussed directly. Still, her not-so-subtle comments about what a waste of money renting was could not have been much clearer if she wrote I want to buy a house together in block capitals on a placard and repeatedly bashed him around the head with it.

      Xander remained noncommittal. The truth was, his heart throbbed with joy at the thought of buying somewhere with Lexi. Although Xander and Lexi kept cancelling meetings to solve murders, the business was soaring. The duo were ever able to increase their salaries, and Xander was sure their budget would stretch to a property where each of the kids could have their own room.

      The house in the window he had singled out was a five-bedroom, double-fronted property with space for two cars on the drive. The door was sleek black, and the bay windows seemed to suck light into the house. One of the smaller pictures around the edge of the main image displayed a glorious back garden. Xander could not help but imagine barbecues and swing ball, even if mowing the lawn would be a pain.

      He was still staring at the picture when the door to Ross Property opened, and a young, blonde woman stepped out.

      “Hey there, can I help you at all today?”

      Xander was so taken by the property that for one mad moment, he almost pointed at the picture and yelled, I’ll take it.

      Instead, he said, “Uh…” and tried to remember why he had come. “Ah, yes, I was hoping to speak with Harvey Ross.”

      Like the woman he had spoken to on the phone, this employee showed no interest in why Xander wanted Harvey and instead beamed and stood back from the door.

      “Of course, he’s right in here.”

      Through the door was a small waiting area with an unoccupied receptionist’s desk on the left and plastic seats on the right. Beyond this were six desks, three on either side. Two were occupied by young men in sharp suits. The rest were empty. At the back of the room was a door to the staff area.

      “That’s Harvey.” The woman pointed to the desk near the staff door.

      Xander thanked the woman and approached Harvey, who was on the phone.

      “Of course, Amy. The contracts will be with you first thing. Would I let you down?” Harvey produced one of the most manufactured laughs Xander had ever heard. As he did, he raised a finger to indicate one minute and smiled at Xander. “Yeah, sure thing, Ames. Sure. Sure.”

      Xander did not like to stereotype, but Harvey looked exactly how Xander would expect an estate agent to look. Clean shaven, boyishly handsome, smart suit, and perfectly styled hair. Had Xander looked so young when he was nineteen?

      “Yeah, no worries, Amy. Talk tomorrow. Yeah, bye.”

      Harvey hung up and gave Xander the smile he probably used in University bars when trying to impress female undergrads. This was disconcerting. He then rolled his eyes and nodded at the phone, as though Xander was well acquainted with this ‘Amy’ and knew she was a nightmare.

      “Sorry about that, mate,” Harvey said. He rose and held out a hand. Xander took it and offered a tight smile. “Take a seat, please. How can I help?”

      They sat. Harvey’s chair was on wheels, and he pulled himself towards the desk, closer to Xander. He was big on eye contact and maintained a smile as false as the laugh he had used with poor Amy. Xander had an idea the grin would drop when he heard what Xander said next.

      “I was hoping to talk with you about an ex-girlfriend,” Xander said. “Emma Jenkins.”

      The effect was instantaneous. Harvey dropped his hands to the desk and pushed his chair back. Not by much. Enough to signal he was putting distance between himself and Xander. The smile died. Only his eye contact remained.

      “Emma?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you are?”

      “Alex Harper. Xander.”

      “Nah, I mean, po or press?”

      By po, he meant police.

      “Neither.”

      Harvey waited, expecting Xander to follow up. When he didn’t, the young man sighed.

      “Then who are you?”

      “I’m here on behalf of Ivy Jenkins. Emma’s mother.”

      “I know who she is.”

      Xander was unsure if the contempt in Harvey’s voice was directed at Xander for clarifying Ivy’s identity or at Ivy because he disliked her. Maybe it was both.

      “Can I ask you some questions?” Xander asked.

      “Don’t think so. I’m a busy man. Perhaps you could go, and we could arrange to do this another time or never?”

      Xander did not respond. Lyla, Liv, and Seb were huge fans of the Paddington movies. Xander had seen them both many times. He knew all about the bear’s ‘hard stare’, which made people see the error of their ways and cooperate with Paddington.

      Xander decided to give the hard stare a try.

      After a few seconds, Harvey said, “Do you need the toilet, mate?”

      Okay, time to try something else.

      “Ivy is dissatisfied with the police investigation into the death of her husband and daughter. I promised I’d help. To do that, I need to gather information. As I understand it, you and Emma were quite serious until recently. When did you break up?”

      Harvey looked suspicious and uncooperative. That didn’t bother Xander. He was less keen on the younger man’s smirk.

      “Who are you anyway?” Harvey asked.

      “Xander.”

      Harvey rolled his eyes. “I mean, how do you know Ivy?”

      “We’ve a mutual friend.”

      “That a fact?”

      “Does it matter? Presumably, you’re keen to see Emma and Alf’s killer brought to justice? Surely, only the murderer would want a different outcome?”

      This made Harvey laugh. “Is that the best you’ve got? I’m supposed to help so you don’t think I’m the killer?”

      “You’re supposed to help because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “Is it? I already helped the cops. You’re a nobody, so far as I’m concerned. No offence.”

      “What could I find offensive about being called a nobody?”

      Harvey laughed again, then folded his arms—a defiant pose. Xander mirrored the move and waited. As he had expected, Harvey blinked first. With a sigh, the young man grabbed the desk and dragged his chair back towards the table.

      “You know my name, yeah? Harvey Ross. You used it.”

      “I did.”

      “And you know we’re sitting in Ross Property. I assume you know the connection?”

      Xander nodded.

      “Right, well, truth be told, I don’t want to be here,” said Harvey.

      “No?” Xander was not sure where this was going.

      “No. This is my summer break. Did you go to uni?”

      “I did.”

      “So you know the score. You come home. You’ve not seen your old mates in ages. You’re looking forward to a long summer of doing whatever. Drinking, joints, whoring, you know?”

      “Whoring?”

      “Yeah, except guess what happened when I got home.”

      “Your mum didn’t want you to go whoring?”

      “Forget the whoring.” Harvey used a hand to wave the concept of whoring away. “Mum sits me down and says she wants me to work in the family business over the summer. So I say, why should I?”

      Xander could think of several reasons why a young man might be expected to work within the family business during the summer holidays. What he did not understand was why Harvey was telling him this. He said nothing, but Harvey seemed to read sympathy in Xander’s silence as he barrelled on.

      “She says they’ll stop sending me money while I’m at university if I don’t work a couple of days a week here while I’m home.”

      “Wow,” said Xander. “Pity you’re too old to call Childline.”

      Missing the sarcasm, Harvey nodded wildly as he went on. “Worse, they won’t even pay me.”

      “Is that even legal?”

      Still missing the sarcasm: “That’s what I said. But apparently, the law doesn’t apply to family. Or so Mum thinks. All I get is commission if I sell a property.”

      Xander might have mentioned that most people would consider commission as pay, but he was distracted by working out where this was going.

      “I’m hoping Amy’ll be my first sale.” Harvey tapped the phone. “But she’s a pain in the arse, and the property she’s buying is tiny. I’ll only make, like, ten K.”

      Xander thought he’d give sarcasm one more try.

      “Is that all?”

      “Yeah, mum’s pretty stingy. Still, if someone stumped up the cash for a bigger place, my share of the pie would go—“ Harvey lifted his hands so his palms were a few inches apart, then separated them to show the increasing sum of money he could make from a larger house sale. “Know what I’m saying?”

      Preposterous as it was, Xander knew precisely what he was saying. Xander wanted information. Harvey wanted a bribe.

      Xander might have been tempted to bride this young man. The problem was most bribes involved small wads of cash in grubby brown envelopes. They did not mean spending upwards of half a mill on a house.

      “Do you happen to be in the market for a new home?” Harvey asked.

      Xander waited, studying the greed in Harvey’s eyes. Then he leaned forward.

      “My focus is on finding Emma’s killer,” he said. “I’d hoped you’d feel compelled to help, given you and Emma were an item. It seems I’m set for disappointment. That being the case…”

      Xander rose. This was not what he wanted, but the idea that he might buy a home for a few tidbits of knowledge from this selfish kid was preposterous.

      “Thanks for your time,” he said.

      “Sure, man,” said Harvey. “If you change your mind, though…”

      Harvey left this teasing half-sentence dangling. Xander was tempted to walk away. He didn’t, just in case waiting around proved valuable.

      “Yes?”

      “As I said, I’ve already spoken to the police. Except, I may have left something out.”

      Xander tried not to look intrigued. “And why would you do that?”

      Harvey shrugged. “They weren’t looking to buy a house either.”

      Xander’s opinion of this nineteen-year-old dropped every time the young man opened his mouth.

      “What might you have told them?”

      “What she talked about with her daddy when she got him on the phone.”

      Xander went to say goodbye again, then remembered the story of Emma’s tenth birthday party.

      “You mean her biological father?”

      “I do. She was obsessed with finding him, and she did, and I know what they discussed.”

      “And why should that be of interest to me?” Xander asked.

      “Because they spoke at Christmas, and a few days later, men in masks attacked Emma and her friends.”
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      Lexi and Bluebell arrived at the pub to find a bottle and three glasses on Maggie’s chosen table. The bottle was full. Untouched.

      “You could have started without us,” said Bluebell.

      “That would’ve been impolite.” She filled her grandmother’s glass. The second she pulled the bottle away, Bluebell took the glass and stepped back.

      “Where are you going?” Maggie asked.

      “I’ve some calls to make,” said Bluebell.

      “They can’t wait?”

      “They can. But I know how uncomfortable you two will be if left alone, and that amuses me.” She sipped her wine. “This is fabulous. I’ll be back in a few.”

      She disappeared, and Maggie slammed down the bottle. Lexi resisted picking it up.

      “I assume you’d rather be alone?” she said.

      “Obviously.”

      There was no need to await Bluebell’s return. Maggie’s grandmother had already agreed not only to help Xander and Lexi but to keep the details from Maggie. She didn’t like it, but protecting her baby great-grandson took priority over her grown grandaughter’s feelings.

      “Fine,” Lexi said as she left her chair. “I’ll be going.”

      Maggie bit her lip. Lexi saw she was holding hostage whatever she wanted to say. Rather than the jilted lover she usually portrayed, Maggie looked like a child lost and alone in a supermarket, searching for her parents.

      When Lexi paused, Maggie almost spoke. Then, she bit her lip hard enough to make herself flinch. She was lucky not to draw blood.

      Lexi despised Maggie. As she stood by the table, geeing herself up to leave, she reminded herself of the reasons why.

      First, there was her family. One did not grow up in a household run by Donald and Elizabeth Murray without absorbing some of the duo’s darkness. That was exactly what Xander, Lexi, and Bluebell wanted to protect Hetti’s son from.

      Second, there were their previous interactions. Maggie had threatened Lexi’s daughter. That Maggie had since apologised and seemed to have become a better person did not expunge that awful threat from existence. It had happened, and Lexi would never forget. Even after Maggie had supposedly transformed into a better person, she had chucked her secret in Lexi’s face, aiming not to make Lexi a confidante but to wound her.

      Lastly, it could not be ignored that Maggie had dated and slept with Xander both before Lexi and Xander got together and while they were broken up. In doing this, Maggie had technically done no wrong. Lexi hated her for it anyway.

      These were all good reasons to walk away, but Lexi hesitated. Xander always said she was a better person than she gave herself credit for. Annoyingly, it seemed he might be right. It was true Maggie had shared her secret with Lexi out of spite, but it also seemed Maggie had isolated herself by keeping that secret from everyone else. Lexi could not help but wonder how lonely it must be carrying it alone, collapsing beneath its weight.

      Before she was conscious of having made a decision, Lexi found herself back in her seat, filling her glass.

      “What are you doing?” Maggie said.

      Lexi glanced at the bottle. “Have you had a brain injury?”

      “Don’t be obtuse.” This came out as a snarl, but a weak one. Hampered by her anxiety, it was not Maggie’s best work.

      “I have immense respect for your grandmother,” said Lexi. “I also think she’s got a formidable mind in that head of hers.”

      “She’s the most impressive person I’ve ever met,” said Maggie.

      “Present company excluded, I’m sure. Point is she chose to leave us. Could be she finds it amusing to imagine us bickering, as she suggested.”

      “That would be in character.”

      “I’m sure, but could it not be something else?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like she’s a perceptive woman. Not that you need to be to realise her precious granddaughter is struggling.”

      Maggie tried for a look of shock which did not quite come off. “Me?”

      “You’re her only granddaughter, aren’t you? And don’t deny it. You’re anxious and afraid. Bluebell doesn’t know why. I’m sure it’s eating at her, but she won’t ask. She doesn’t seem the sort.”

      “She’s not.”

      “But I’m sure she’s been hoping you’ll open up. Maybe she was losing hope until you accidentally mentioned in her presence that you’d shared a secret with me. You did it in spite, but maybe she thinks if she sticks us together, alone, the weight you’re carrying, that anxious load, will become too much, and you’ll open up to the beautiful and insightful Lexi Harper. What do you think?”

      Maggie’s attempt at a look of disdain was as effective as her look of shock.

      “I don’t think you’re beautiful.”

      “Yeah, you do, but let’s put that aside. We’ve had our issues.”

      Maggie snorted.

      “Fine,” said Lexi, “that’s an understatement. Still, I’ll make you a deal.”

      The pub was quiet, the atmosphere cosy. This was the sort of place you might take a first date. You would happily bring your family or friends. It was the sort of place where animosity struggled to thrive. Maggie was fighting a losing battle trying to keep hers alive, as Lexi had before her.

      “What deal?”

      “For the next few minutes, we’ll forget everything that’s driven a wedge between us. The threats, the family. Xander. Pretend none of that stuff happened. If you want to talk, I’ll lay down my arms and listen. If you want advice, I’ll give an unbiased opinion. If you want me to shut my mouth, I’ll zip it.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Okay, fair enough. I can’t keep my mouth closed. Other than that, the offer stands. It won’t come around again.”

      Maggie clearly thought this was a trap.

      She said, “Why are you making it now?”

      “Honestly? I’m not sure.”

      Nothing from Maggie. At least not immediately. Nearby, a couple laughed. Further away, a man pushed back his chair and went to the bar to order a drink for himself and two friends. A new group arrived and occupied a table outside before sending a delegation to place their order.

      Like Lexi, Maggie examined her surroundings. Their fellow pub patrons. The procrastination did not surprise Lexi. She knew where this was heading.

      Maggie pushed her glass towards Lexi.

      “Just a splash.”

      With a slight smile—because she was pleased to have guessed how Maggie would respond rather than because Maggie had decided to take Lexi into her confidence—Lexi did as asked while preparing herself for what Maggie would say next. Doubtless, it would involve Xander.

      “You were what, sixteen when your dad died?”

      Lexi had replaced the wine on the table, removing her hands from the bottle milliseconds before Maggie spoke. This was fortunate. If Lexi had been pouring when the question came, she would have slopped wine over the table or grabbed the bottle by the neck and used it to bash Maggie’s head in.

      “Okay,” she said. “Maybe some ground rules? Off-limit topics. My dad being top of that list.”

      “Why?” Maggie seemed genuinely curious. “You know we didn’t kill him.”

      For years, Lexi had known no such thing. Only in the last few months had she learned the Murrays were not responsible for her father’s fate. Just the suffering that preceded it.

      “Your brother put my dad into the hospital,” Lexi said.

      “That was nothing to do with me.”

      Lexi opened her mouth to respond, but the heat in her stomach indicated an oncoming loss of temper. This was a lovely place. Lexi did not want to ruin the ambience by yelling.

      “Why are you asking about my dad?”

      Maggie ran the tip of her finger around the rim of her glass as she considered what to say.

      “If you were sixteen—“

      “I was fifteen,” Lexi cut in, although it was a minor detail.

      “Okay. Old enough to know if your parents were happy. Before he died.”

      “Well, they weren’t happy after.”

      Maggie gave Lexi a look.

      “Why are you asking?” Lexi said.

      Maggie did not respond, and Lexi endeavoured to say nothing about her mum and dad. Unfortunately, this decision did not prevent long-buried memories from crawling out of the nooks and crannies in the back of her mind to take up the comfortable seats front and centre.

      Her dad had been a troubled man who lived much of his life in the grip of his gambling addiction. He was also a warm and loving father. Lexi was the favourite of his three children, and she had adored him. His death almost broke her.

      Mum was different. Lexi did not doubt that she loved her children, but she was a cold, controlling disciplinarian. She also had no time for phrases like ‘addiction is a sickness’. She thought her husband was weak. Lexi doubted their relationship would have survived had Victoria Monroe not been one of the ever-diminishing numbers of people who truly believed the ‘until death do us part’ line in their wedding vows. To Victoria, divorce was an unconscionable idea.

      Maggie watched as Lexi combatted these memories, then said, “My parents always seemed so happy. They were a team, and they were my rock. My touchstone. My parents’ marriage was the one constant in my life.”

      Was

      Such a simple word, yet it sent shivers down Lexi’s spine. She dreaded what might come next.

      And then it came.

      “According to Mum, Dad cheated years ago. Now, she thinks he’s lying to her, hiding things. Maybe he’s cheating again. She wants me to discover what he’s up to, and I don’t know what to do.”

      Tears ran down Maggie’s cheeks. In other circumstances, this might have shocked Lexi. Today, she was too terrified to worry about her drinking partner.

      Maggie’s words changed everything. The safety of Lexi’s nephew and brother relied on Donald’s continued fear that Elizabeth would leave him if she learned he was a cheat. If she already knew, and if she confronted her husband, Lexi and Xander’s leverage disappeared.

      Maggie’s words clarified the situation. Lexi and Xander could no longer rely on finding Emma’s killer to keep their loved ones safe. They would anyway, but it would not be enough.

      Against all the odds, they had to find a way to break Donald and Elizabeth’s hold on them.
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      Somehow, Alyson found the courage to draw her trembling hand into a fist and knock on the hardwood door. Seconds later, a voice called for her to come in.

      Beyond the door lay a warm, expensively furnished office. Chocolate walls and bookshelves. Vibrant plants. A huge desk behind which sat a frightening woman.

      The woman—Octavia—looked up from her laptop as Alyson entered. Not for the first time, Alyson considered how being looked upon by Octavia was not unlike walking into an industrial fridge, only for someone to close and lock the door behind you.

      Also, you’re in your underwear.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      Octavia was old. At least eighty, and possibly as old as ninety. She was frail. Alyson had rarely seen her stand. Her hands shook so severely that Alyson could not believe she could use the laptop.

      Despite what age had done to her body, she had lost none of her sharpness. Her voice was raspy but clear, and her gaze never wavered. It drilled into Alyson’s soul.

      “What are you waiting for?” Seconds had passed since Octavia last spoke, but she despised hesitation. “You know what I want. Tell me.”

      “It was nothing.”

      This was the problem with being pushed to talk. She had no chance to figure out what she should say. Lying to Octavia was stupid. But what was Alyson supposed to do when telling the truth could get people killed? She had to say something. Octavia’s eyes flashed a warning. Silence would not be tolerated.

      “I wanted to go for a walk,” Alyson said. “I was going stir crazy. Wilfried agreed to take me.”

      “On the day Emma died?”

      Alyson’s eyes burned. Yvonne, Emma. Both dead. It wasn’t fair.

      “I didn’t go near her,” Alyson said. “Wilfried wouldn’t let me. You know that.”

      “I do. No doubt Wilfried was led by what’s in his pants. Did he pressure you into anything?”

      “No. No. God, no.”

      “That’s a no, is it?” Octavia almost smiled. “Wilfried was equally effusive in his denial. I believe you both. And I know he wouldn’t let you near Emma. He’s still an idiot. I’m not happy. Tell me who you did see. Now.”

      “We walked past a couple of guys at a picnic table.” Alyson paused. “We saw lots of people.”

      “I’m sure you did. Only one of them mattered. Who was he?”

      “I couldn’t be sure.”

      There it was again. Determined not to hesitate, Alyson had spoken too quickly, and the lie had slipped from her mouth. This time, Octavia did not wait for Alyson to rectify the mistruth.

      “I’m going to ask you once more. Lie again, and you’ll regret it. Who was he?”

      “David Keane.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Octavia offered a repulsive smile. “David is the brother of the one in the wheelchair?”

      Alyson’s hands twitched, but she resisted clenching them into fists. Even so, Octavia picked up the sign of anger and smirked. Mercifully, she did no more than that.

      “Yes.” Alyson forced out the word.

      Here came the critical moment. Alyson saw the question coming before Octavia raised one shaking, spindly finger and spoke.

      “Did he recognise you?”

      This time, the hesitation was inevitable and unthwartable. Alyson looked at Octavia but saw herself at eleven, walking through the gates on her first day at big school, anxious and afraid. Terrified, even. Certain her mother had been lying when she said Alyson would make friends with ease. How could that be? The grounds were packed with kids, and at once, Alyson saw they had already split into pairs and groups, forming circles as impenetrable as castle walls to someone like Alyson. No one was looking for a new friend. There was no room at the inn.

      Alyson spent the next twenty minutes trying not to cry. When the morning bell rang, she found her way to registration and was assaulted by noise the second she entered the room. The laughter and conversation of her peers. Like her, they were new to this school, so how had they made friends so quickly? Alyson had been right. She was destined to spend the next seven years friendless and alone.

      Then, as hope receded and threatened to die, Alyson spotted a table at the back. Two seats, only one of which was occupied. Alyson took a tentative step, and although she was still across the other side of the room, the girl seemed to sense her presence. This stranger looked up and met Alyson’s gaze.

      And smiled.

      Alyson had felt such a swell of relief that she almost burst into tears. Instead, she rushed across the room, afraid someone else might dive into the empty seat if she did not arrive quickly enough. No one did, and Alyson took the chair next to Francine Keane.

      By the end of the hour, Alyson and Francine were as thick as thieves, and all of Alyson’s anxieties had faded into nothingness. By the end of the day, the duo had met two more girls, forming a foursome that would survive the school experience as friendship groups around them came and went, broke and mended.

      Standing opposite Octavia, caught in indecision, Alyson saw those four faces and remembered the innocence of those young girls. Pretty Emma, outgoing Yvonne. Francine loved sports, especially track and field. That was what made the fact she had ended up in a wheelchair seem such a sick joke. Then again, Yvonne had loved life, so maybe her death was equally ironic.

      What had Alyson been known for? What was her stand-out trait?

      Ah, yes. She was the clever one. And didn’t that take irony to new heights, given what had happened?

      “Alyson.”

      The raspy use of her name warned Alyson she was taking too long. Still, she could not speak. Still, she slipped further into the sea of the past. So far that she could no longer see the shore.

      Those four girls. She had loved the other three with all her heart, but she never forgot their first day at school, where a simple smile and a show of kindness had wiped Alyson’s fears away.

      For that, Alyson had always loved Francine most of all.

      “Alyson,” Octavia said again. “Did David recognise you?”

      It was a pointless question. Octavia already knew the answer.

      Why had she been so stupid? She should have told Wilfried she wasn’t going anywhere. It had seemed life could get no worse. How wrong she had been. She closed her eyes and remembered the smile on the eleven-year-old Francine’s face as tears ran down her cheeks. She never wanted anything to affect that smile.

      Except, it turned out she was more afraid to lose her life than she was desperate to keep her friend safe.

      “Yes,” she said, hating herself. Repulsed by herself. “David recognised me.”

      Alyson almost jumped when Octavia’s hand touched hers. It made her sick to be trapped between those trembling, frail fingers. To feel that papery, wrinkled skin against her own.

      “We’ll deal with it,” Octavia said. Confirmation that, once again, Alyson would be responsible for the death of a friend.
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      The morning after he met Harvey, Lexi did the school run while Xander headed into the office to finish some work.

      Donald was waiting for him.

      “How are you getting on?” he asked.

      Xander was irked.

      “Pretty good,” he said. “I’m about to put the final touches on a leaflet for a coffee machine supplier. Would you like to see it?”

      Donald chortled as Xander stormed to his desk and slumped into the chair.

      “And here was me thinking we might be able to have a straight conversation without your wife here. Sans the sarcasm.”

      Xander couldn’t help himself. “How’s that going?”

      No chuckle this time. Donald gave a world-weary sigh.

      “I grow tired of you and Alexandria acting like we’re equals. Or worse, that you’re my better. You chide and tease. Do you truly feel what you hold over me is so compelling that you can continue pushing? Or perhaps you forget who I am, who you’re dealing with. Is that it?

      Donald shifted in his chair as he spoke. No, shifted was the wrong word. Writhed. That was more like it. More than what Donald said, the serpentine movements reminded Xander he sat across from a ruthless man. Donald was right. Seeing the mobster so often was not a reminder of how dangerous he was. Quite the opposite. His constant presence normalised him, making Xander and Lexi forget with whom they were dealing. The power of this man. What he could do to them if he snapped.

      Despite this realisation, Xander could not allow himself to back down or show contrition. If winding Donald up put them on thin ice, showing weakness would turn that ice to water and see them drown.

      Xander settled for the middle ground. No more teasing or sarcasm. Nor would he give Donald an easy ride. There would be no weakness here.

      “We’ve made progress,” he said. “Rest assured. We’re doing all we can.”

      “And yet, you’re here.”

      “Yes.” Xander opened his laptop—a minor act of defiance. “You must know it would be impossible for us to actively work on the case every second of the day. When Lexi gets here, she and I will decide on our next steps. Meantime, we’re waiting on valuable information.”

      “From who?”

      Xander cursed himself inwardly. There was no chance he could let Donald know they had hired his despised mother-in-law to work on this case. Xander shouldn’t have let Donald know they had spoken with anyone.

      Again, he decided to show strength, not weakness.

      “Stop micromanaging. We’ll let you know when we find something concrete.”

      Donald looked unconvinced. He remained concerned about who Xander and Lexi might have brought into this investigation. Xander needed to distract him.

      “Does being here not worry you?”

      This made Donald smirk. “If that’s supposed to be a threat, it’s a bad one. It’s not even clear what you mean by it.”

      “It’s not a threat.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Idle curiosity. You hired us for fear Elizabeth would find out if you went to another investigator. But mightn’t she find out you’ve been seeing us if you keep coming to our offices? That would make her suspicious.”

      “That’s a fair point.” Donald almost looked impressed. “I suppose I’m anxious to see this resolved.”

      This reminded Xander of something, but he held off as Donald continued.

      “I’ll keep my distance, but you must keep me updated. Use the number I gave you as and when you find anything. And don’t think you can prevaricate if I’m not breathing down your necks. I want a resolution soon. If I don’t hear from you within the next couple of days, I’ll have to find out why.”

      “Before you go.” Xander placed a hand on the desk, forestalling Donald as he was about to rise. He had remembered the way Donald said Emma’s name as they stood outside Ivy’s house, preparing to leave.

      “Yes?” Donald asked.

      Nervous of the reaction a direct question might illicit, Xander came at it from another angle.

      “When you were engaged in an affair with Ivy, did you meet Emma’s father?”

      Xander had thought this question might seem innocent enough that Donald would feel able to answer without first questioning Xander’s motives.

      He was wrong.

      “Kevin? Why do you ask?”

      There was bite to this question. Donald did not want to talk about Emma’s father, but what did that tell Xander? There was every chance it meant nothing.

      “You didn’t tell us how you met Ivy. I thought maybe you knew the family prior to the affair. Did you know Emma as a child?”

      Xander tried to chuck this last question casually into the discussion.

      Again, it did not garner the response he had hoped.

      “I see no need to rake up the past. Not when it has nothing to do with Emma’s death.”

      Okay, so Donald would refuse to open up about any relationship he’d had with Emma. Xander decided to steer them along a related avenue.

      “Are you sure it doesn’t?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Do you know when Emma last spoke with her father?”

      Donald scoffed. “You can’t seriously be implying he might’ve had something to do with her murder?”

      Xander said nothing.

      “Kevin did not kill Emma.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “Lots of reasons.”

      Xander said nothing.

      “For a start,” Donald continued, “he was her father.”

      “Dads can’t kill their daughters?”

      “Fine, it happens with certain repulsive lowlives. Even if Kevin was that sort of person—which he wasn’t—he disappeared a decade ago. You’re arguing he returned after all this time to kill her? What was his motive? Why wait so long?”

      “I’m not arguing anything. I can’t understand why you’re so frustrated by me considering the possibility.”

      “Because you should be focusing on leads that might lead to Emma’s killer. Not wasting time.”

      Donald turned his head as he spoke, averting Xander’s gaze. If this was an attempt to hide his pain when discussing his desire to find Emma’s killer, it failed.

      “What if I had reason to believe Emma had contacted her father days before she and her friends were attacked by masked men at New Year?”

      Donald’s eyes widened, and then he shook his head. “That didn’t happen.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      A hesitation, then: “Ivy told me. Emma and Kevin haven’t spoken since he left a decade ago.”

      This did not ring true. Or perhaps Xander only thought that because of the hesitation. Either way, there was nothing to be gained by pressing Donald on the statement’s veracity. Better to take it at face value than fight a losing battle trying to get Donald to admit to his deceit.

      “Would Ivy know? She and Emma didn’t get on. They rarely spoke. Would Emma tell Ivy if she had contacted her father?”

      Donald’s retort came quickly. “Who told you Emma had spoken to Kevin?”

      Much as Xander had found Harvey to be a disagreeable young man, he had no intention of giving Donald a presumed innocent’s name. Especially with a more intriguing point to consider.

      “I know you’ve already warned me about winding you up. However, from what you’ve said and how you’re acting, I’d say you think it’s more important I find Emma’s killer than keep you happy. Agreed?”

      Tentatively, Donald said, “Agreed.”

      “Which is why I’m going to tell you a couple of things.”

      More tentatively, “Go on.”

      “Firstly, it seems you care more about Emma than you’ve let on. Is that why you’re so determined to find her killer?”

      This took Donald by surprise. He hadn’t realised how transparent he was. It took him a few moments to recover from his shock and drum up some anger.

      “Are you a fool? I explained why this investigation’s important to me. The same reason it’s important to you. This is about my marriage.”

      Was that true? Xander was no longer convinced. He remembered Ivy’s evident surprise that Lexi believed she had coerced Donald into helping find Emma’s killer. Had Donald invented the threat of the affair being revealed to force Xander and Lexi to fall into line? Possibly, but this was a topic too dangerous to broach, not least because Xander was committed to finding Emma’s killer. He did not want to end up in a position where he had to decide whether to keep investigating or walk away.

      Again, he decided to take a probable lie at face value and proceed to his next point.

      “Okay,” Xander said.

      “Is there anything else? While you’re pissing me off in the name of finding Emma’s killer.”

      “One thing, yes.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “It seems somewhat peculiar you’d claim to be so sure Emma didn’t talk to her father when I’ve told you someone has said she did. I consider this person to be a credible source.”

      “I’m telling you they’re not.”

      “But you’ve given me no reason to buy that. We both know it’s unlikely Emma would’ve told Ivy if she spoke to her dad. Do you believe she would have?”

      Donald considered whether to lie, then spread his hands and shrugged.

      “Fine, you got me. I don’t.”

      “So give me a reason to doubt my source. Why don’t you believe Emma and her father were in contact? If you want me to find the killer, help me.”

      “Oh alright, alright,” Donald said, as though they were in a restaurant, and Xander had persuaded Donald to share a dessert with him. “I know Emma didn’t speak with her father because I don’t believe she contacted a medium, and Kevin has been dead for ten years. There.” Donald threw his hands in the air. “Are you happy now?”
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      Lexi kissed her daughter’s cheek, said goodbye, and returned to her car. She had already dropped off her niece and nephew, so she headed straight to work from the preschool, almost running Maggie over (accidentally) as she pulled into the underground carpark.

      “Oi,” said Lexi as she got out of the car. “What are you playing at standing there?”

      “Sorry.”

      “For a second, I thought I was dreaming. Then I realised I couldn’t be. In my dreams, I always hit you.”

      “Charming.”

      “Not so much.” Lexi locked her car. “It’s pretty gruesome, actually. Not least because after I hit you, I repeatedly drive backwards and forwards over your body. By the end, you look pretty grim. Worse than usual, I mean.”

      “Yesterday’s amnesty is well and truly over, I see.”

      “This is how I talk to my friends.”

      Maggie looked taken aback. “Are you saying we’re friends?”

      “Maybe. It’s also how I treat my enemies. I guess you’ll never know.”

      “I know I’m not nothing to you. That’s something.”

      Lexi was unsure what to say to this, so she chucked her keys into her bag and approached the other woman. Maggie’s hand was on her stomach. She wore a leather jacket which must have cost a bomb, and a worried expression, which cost nothing.

      “I often think we’d have made great friends under different circumstances,” Maggie said.

      “You mean if your brother hadn’t put my father in the hospital, knocked up my sister, and aimed a gun at my head? Oh, and if we weren’t in love with the same man.”

      “Yes. Those things. Although your brother killed my brother, and you put him in the hospital. Maybe we’re even on the family strife front? As for Xander, that’s something we have in common. Maybe the real problem is we’re too similar.”

      “Don’t be horrible.”

      Maggie smiled. It was strange. Lexi had seen her smile before, but never like this. Previous smiles had been snide or mocking. This one was warm. It said Maggie seriously believed they could be friends. How was Lexi supposed to feel about that? She had hated Maggie—all of the Murrays—for so long it was hard to let go. But had their time at the pub been so awful? They were forced together by Bluebell, who must have stolen her wine glass because she never returned. At first, Lexi listened to Maggie’s problems because she felt bad for her. Then because Maggie revealed that Elizabeth knew her husband was a cheat. This had frightened Lexi. She put on the mask of a caring friend so she could convince Maggie not to investigate her father. Everyone would be happier if she left well enough alone, telling her mother there was nothing to find.

      Something had happened over the course of the evening. The mask seemed to fuse to Lexi’s face until she was no longer pretending to be a friend. They moved away from discussing their families and briefly forgot their shared love of Xander. Maybe it was the drink. Lexi had drank almost an entire bottle. Maggie had to carry her out at closing.

      That was it. Blame the wine.

      “What brings you here anyway?” Lexi asked, rejecting the awful realisation that she might not despise a Murray. “I hope you’re not looking for a job.”

      “I couldn’t sleep last night.”

      “The hotel’s actually across the street.”

      Maggie glared. “Do your friends really put up with these constant not-so-witty interruptions?”

      “I’m very witty. And no. My friends abandoned me years ago.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Sorry,” said Lexi. “I won’t interrupt again. Go on.”

      Given the runway to speak, Maggie seemed to lose confidence. They stood in silence in the concrete carpark beneath the harsh glow of the square light panels, and, to Lexi’s horror, she felt a compulsion to pat Maggie’s shoulder.

      Naturally, she fought it, thankfully emerging victorious.

      After a deep, steadying breath, Maggie said, “I think it’s time to tell Xander.”

      Lexi offered a sober nod while a frightened child-Lexi screamed in her head. She wanted to warn Maggie to keep her mouth shut. Not that her silence would be enough. Lexi would have to go further. Her eyes flicked to her car. She imagined bundling Maggie into the boot and driving a thousand miles. Her life didn’t need to change if she could make Maggie disappear.

      With these thoughts still running through her mind, she said, “I think that’s a good idea.”

      “Do you? Have you a mirror? If anyone sees your eyes, they’ll assume I’ve threatened to kill your family.”

      Lexi raised her hands and covered her eyes. “Better?”

      Maggie laughed.

      “I do think it’s a good idea,” Lexi said. “Is it what I want? I don’t know. My initial thought was that I wanted nothing more than for you to disappear from our lives and never return. But that’s because I’m selfish.” She removed her hand from her eyes. “I don’t want to share him with anyone except Lyla, Seb, and Liv.”

      “I get that.”

      “I knew you would. But I love him. You get that, too. I love him, and you…”

      “You love me?”

      “I hadn’t finished my sentence. I don’t love you, no. But I can’t honestly say you don’t deserve to be happy. Sort of. You did work with your family for years, and they’re evil, so maybe it shouldn’t be total happiness. Mostly happy, but with some lifelong ailment. Restless leg syndrome, eczema, or… I’ve got it. Alopecia.”

      Maggie gasped. “Hell no.” Her hands went to her curly brown hair as if Lexi might have caused it to start falling out just by uttering the word.

      “You’re good,” said Lexi. “And this is… this is the right thing.”

      It was hard to get that statement out for many reasons. It wasn’t only that Lexi did not want her relationship with Xander to change, and it was more than her fear of how he would react when he learned what Lexi had kept from him. It was also the time. This Emma situation was delicate. Ideally, neither she nor Xander would take their eye off the ball. How could Xander stay focused after he heard what Maggie had to say?

      Under the harsh lights, Maggie spoke again, and despite the roar of doubts and insecurities in Lexi’s mind, her quiet words cut through.

      “I’m scared.”

      This time, the compulsion got the better of Lexi, and she approached Maggie, putting a hand on the other woman’s shoulder.

      “If it makes you feel any better, this’ll be awful for us both.”

      Maggie laughed again.

      “Come on,” said Lexi. “Let’s do it.”

      Lexi’s stomach churned as they rode the lift up to AH-HA Marketing. She could not help but consider how everything was about to change. Maggie would likely become a fixture in their lives. How was Lexi supposed to feel about that? A bottle of wine and a few laughs did not change all that had happened. Nor excuse Maggie’s parentage.

      None of which changed that this was the right thing to do.

      They walked with purpose through the corridor. Maggie did not hesitate until they reached the entrance to Xander’s office.

      “It’s okay,” said Lexi. “Rip the plaster off.”

      Lexi was doing the same. It would be easy to waylay Maggie. That might even be for the best where the search for Emma’s killer was concerned. But Xander was Lexi’s priority, and he deserved to know. The sooner, the better. Even if he hated her for keeping it from him.

      Maggie took a breath. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Lexi knew she was working through what she wanted to say. As she did that, Lexi opened the door, stepped into the office, and just about suppressed a gasp as she came face to face with Maggie’s father.
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      Xander was sick of it. Why could they never do good without facilitating evil? It was not only this situation with Emma. Xander recalled the investigations they had become wrapped up in this year. The woman killed outside a restaurant. The kidnapped boy. The man who sought answers about his long-dead love. In each situation, they had worked tirelessly to help those who deserved it and, in so doing, had discovered darkness in the hearts of people they never expected.

      It was exhausting.

      Here they were again. Donald’s evil was unsurprising, but Xander had hoped Ivy would be different. But no. Wrong again. Xander was seeking justice for a girl who deserved it but would never know if he succeeded. The woman who stood to gain the most from this investigation deserved no help. Nothing like it.

      Xander bowed his head, hoping he might quell his anger by evading Donald’s gaze. As he did, he heard his office door open and was grateful to look up and see his ex-wife.

      Then he saw the shock on her face.

      “Ah, look who it is.” Donald smiled as he spoke. He stopped when he heard the voice from outside the office.

      “Dad?”

      As Maggie entered, Xander looked at Lexi, who said, “Jason.” Seconds ago, Xander was desperate for a distraction from the situation Donald had put him in. This was not what he’d had in mind.

      Taken by surprise, Maggie missed what Lexi said to Xander.

      “What are you doing here?” she said to her father.

      Donald was too shocked to speak. Xander, who had received Lexi’s message loud and clear, cleared his throat, drawing Maggie’s attention.

      “Time to fess up, Donald.”

      Donald’s head whipped to Xander as Maggie asked, “Fess up to what?”

      Perhaps Lexi did not trust Xander to interpret her one-word warning because she said, “Donald’s been visiting us fairly regularly. Sorry, I’d have warned you if I knew he’d be here. We weren’t expecting you ’til tomorrow, Don.”

      “Nice surprise,” said Xander. He did not have to fake the sarcasm as part of this charade.

      “Visiting regularly?” Maggie asked. “Why?”

      Donald said, “Maggie—“ But Xander cut him off.

      “To discuss Jason.”

      “Who’s Jason?”

      Although Xander had brought Jason up, Maggie looked to Donald for an answer. Lexi spoke before it could become clear that Donald had no more idea of who Jason was than his daughter did.

      “Your nephew.”

      That took the wind out of Maggie’s sails and her bafflement to new levels.

      “My nephew? Hetti’s kid?”

      “Have you another? Knowing Freddie, you probably do. A litany, maybe, given the number of dissatisfied sexual partners your brother left in his wake.”

      “Shut up, Lexi.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “You shut up as well,” she said to Xander, who had not said anything, nor opened his mouth. Even so, Maggie rightly guessed he had been about to pipe up. She looked at her father. “Explain.”

      Xander met Lexi’s eye and saw she shared his concern. Would Donald play along? Worst case scenario, he broke down, confessed to his affairs, and promised to tell Elizabeth. If that happened, Xander and Lexi would have to bolt from the office and arrange to get Hetti and Jason out of the country. Xander would call his sister and suggest she go away with her girlfriend, Gwen. Maybe Lexi and Xander could go, too.

      And Andrew? There would be nothing they could do to protect Lexi’s brother.

      Donald took a breath. Xander’s heart stopped.

      Then Donald said, “I made a deal. I’m not proud of it, but I did what I had to.”

      “What deal?”

      “I agreed that Elizabeth and I would no longer seek vengeance against those connected to the Harpers who had wronged us, such as Andrew. We also would have no contact with Freddie’s son. With J—Jason.”

      It was strange seeing Donald—one of the most confident and self-assured men Xander had met—stutter. Xander guessed this was an emotional response to talking about the grandson he might never have a relationship with. However, he could not rule out that Donald had almost forgotten a name he had only heard for the first time minutes ago.

      “In return,” Donald continued. “I meet The Harpers regularly, and they update me on how Jason’s getting on.”

      “He’s supposed to make an appointment,” Lexi added. Not that Maggie was listening. Her focus was on her father. There was no attempt to hide her emotions—shock, betrayal, anger.

      “These updates are just for you? Not mum.”

      “Yes. I hate keeping things from your mother—”

      “Do you?” Sadness had joined the other emotions. Xander knew how much she loved her parents. Not only that. How much she relied on their bond as a couple. It lent her strength and hope. He could only imagine how much it must hurt to hear of this fictional betrayal.

      Still, better this than the truth.

      “Yes,” Donald said. “Elizabeth is the love of my life.”

      “Don’t lie. How dare you talk such shit after what you’ve done. You pushed her to let Andrew live and leave her grandson be, yet you alone benefit from that decision.”

      “Arguably, Andrew is another beneficiary,” said Lexi, and was ignored again.

      “How could you?” Maggie asked.

      “How could I not?” Donald said, a flare of annoyance entering his words for the first time. “Your mother refused to listen. Do you know why I struck this deal? Two reasons. The lesser of which involves your precious grandmother.”

      “Bluebell?” said Maggie. “You mean because she threatened to go after your business if Mum didn’t leave Andrew, Gwen and Jason alone?”

      “Yes. Bluebell could hurt us. Your mother didn’t want to hear it.”

      “Right, so reason one.” Maggie raised a finger. “Business is more important than family.”

      Donald shook his head. “The main reason I struck the deal disproves that.”

      “That being?”

      “You.”

      This took everyone by surprise. Lexi and Xander locked eyes again as Maggie stood in stunned silence. Lexi shrugged, and Xander returned the gesture.

      “Me?” Maggie said at last. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, do me a favour,” said Donald. “Am I supposed to pretend we don’t know you love Alex?”

      “Which one?” Lexi asked. Donald glared at her, then continued.

      “Did you not implore us to leave Andrew alone because of him?”

      “I never asked you to stay away from Jason.”

      “You never had to. Us forcing our way into that baby’s life would have driven a wedge between you and the man you love. I know you’re not together, and I think you’re a fool for chasing a man whose heart is taken by another, but I couldn’t be the one to cause that fissure. Your mother didn’t understand. She couldn’t. But I knew I had to choose between my daughter’s happiness and a relationship with my grandson. I don’t regret my decision for a moment.”

      Another bout of stunned silence followed this speech. Xander sat in total amazement. He had rarely heard such a heartfelt declaration, yet he knew it was complete crap. Maggie’s feelings had nothing to do with Donald’s decision. It had everything to do with blackmail.

      It was a masterful performance. Xander looked at Lexi and saw her hands were up. She pulled them down, and he got the impression she had almost applauded, as though this were a West End show.

      “I’m sorry,” Donald went on. “I know this isn’t fair. I wish I could bring Elizabeth for these updates, but you know what your mother’s like. She’d never agree to a deal involving the Harpers. I did what I thought was best.”

      Maggie stared at her father, lost for words. Perhaps it was her father’s torn, pained expression that won her over and helped her find her voice.

      “I hate that you’re keeping things from mum. She knows something’s up.”

      Donald nodded but said nothing—a wise decision, in Xander’s opinion.

      “But,” Maggie continued. “I understand the position you were in and love you for thinking of me.”

      Lexi and Xander exchanged another look.

      “I don’t want anything to happen to Andrew or Gwen,” Maggie said. “But I believe you should be a part of your grandson’s life. I get why Alex and Lexi hate the idea. They can only see you as a crook. They’ll change their mind once they see what a wonderful grandfather you can be, which they will…” Maggie stroked her stomach and looked at Xander, “when our baby is born.”

      Donald’s eyes widened. His head whipped from side to side, from Xander to Maggie. Lexi bowed her head.

      Xander had been so taken in by Donald’s performance that he momentarily forgot not everyone was putting on a show. This was not a West End production. This was life, and Maggie had just upended his.

      “Alex?” she said. “Did you hear me?”

      “Hang on,” Donald said. “Am I understanding this correctly? You’re pregnant? I’m going to be a grandad?”

      Drawn from Xander, Maggie looked at her father and spoke in meek tones.

      “Yes, Daddy. I hope that’s okay?”

      “Okay?” The shock dropped from Donald’s features, and he burst into an elated grin. “It’s more than okay. It’s fantastic. Come here.”

      Donald threw his arms around his daughter, pulling her into a hug so tight she had to whack his back and croak to be let go.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he said as he backed up.

      “Are you trying to pop the baby?” Maggie was laughing until she remembered someone important had yet to give a reaction.

      She came to Xander’s desk. “Alex?”

      Xander stood. Lexi took a step towards him, then paused and stepped back. His head was a mess. What was he supposed to think, let alone say? How could he process such massive news while standing opposite the woman he loved, the apparent mother-to-be of his baby, and the man he despised who would soon be his child’s grandfather?

      “Please, Alex. Say something?”

      Xander forced himself to step around the desk, jelly legs threatening to give out at any second. He looked at Maggie’s stomach and felt his own lurch. He touched her shoulder. Then flinched, as though it was she who had touched him, administering a small electric shock in doing so.

      He looked into her eyes….

      …and fled like a coward.
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      Maggie stared after Xander, her eyes glistening with tears.

      “I suppose,” said Lexi, “now wouldn’t be a great time to discuss baby names. I was thinking Alex.”

      Maggie made to storm from the room, but Lexi caught her arm.

      “Mags, don’t.”

      Lexi’s grip prompted Maggie to spin to her captor, her eyes blazing. Lexi’s soft, consoling tone and the affectionate nickname ‘Mags’ drained the heat from the situation.

      “I need to talk to him.”

      “No,” said Lexi. “I get why you’d want to, but he knows now. You’ve no reason to trust I have your best interests at heart, but you know I know Xander better than anyone. Give him time. Before long, he’ll come to you. I promise.”

      Maggie remained unconvinced but persuadable.

      “I’ll call you later, okay? We’ll talk. Please, Maggie.”

      This did it. Maggie nodded, and Lexi released her arm.

      “Thank you.” Then Maggie was gone.

      Before going after his daughter, Donald paused in the doorway and met Lexi’s gaze.

      “Two things,” he said.

      “Go on.”

      “First, there must be no distractions. Emma comes first. Understood?”

      Lexi wanted to tell Donald to get lost but said, “Nothing’s changed. Finding her killer remains our priority.”

      “Good. Second, blackmail protects your brother and keeps me from Freddie’s son. It will not keep me from Maggie’s child. Nothing will. You might want to tell your husband that.”

      “Ex-husband,” said Lexi.

      “Goodbye.”

      With the Murrays gone, Lexi rushed to the men’s toilets. Any thought that she might burst in to console the man she loved left her as she saw the symbol of the man on the toilet door. She had no issue with entering the men’s room. She had before, albeit not for many years, and only when drunk and with a man whose name she didn’t know and didn’t want to. This time, her nerves held her. For weeks, she and Xander had been rebuilding their relationship. It was going well. Better than well. Better than Lexi could have expected. Yet, this secret had hung there, haunting them. On numerous occasions, Lexi had considered telling the man she loved he was to be a father, and in every instance, she resisted. As much as she had not liked Maggie, and as unfair as it had been for Maggie to share the news of her pregnancy with Lexi, Lexi still believed it was Maggie’s place, not Lexi’s, to tell Xander. But that was not the main reason she had kept this secret from Xander. There was no point pretending otherwise.

      That was fear.

      Lexi had her head bowed and her eyes closed but was inches from the bathroom door and jumped when it opened.

      There stood Thomas, the business’s newest employee. He was doing a top job. Lexi liked him a lot.

      “How dare you jump out at me,” she said. “It’s not Halloween.”

      Immediately she felt awful for her outburst. Not least because Thomas looked like he might burst into tears. He was only 21—pretty much a baby.

      “Sorry,” she said. “You didn’t jump out at me. You were using the bathroom door to get out of the bathroom, as is your right. I can’t expect you to use the window. It’s too small for a start. Even if you could get out, you’d doubtless fall. You don’t look like a skilled climber. Is that a horrible thing to say?”

      Thomas shook his head.

      “Right, so you’d probably die, and that’d mean… paperwork, I guess. As an employer. Also, the police. Plus, we’d have to replace you, and you’d be difficult to replace. Have I mentioned what a fabulous job I think you’re doing? No? Well, you are. I’m not saying that because of the yelling. I mean it.”

      “Thanks.” Now he was blushing.

      “Not at all. Again, I’m sorry for shouting.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Not really. I should make it up to you. A pay rise? No, that’s too much. A bonus? Not a big one. A small bonus. Or a pint. Do you drink? Ten years ago, I’d have slept with you by way of apology. Well, not you. You were eleven ten years ago, which would be… have I mentioned I ramble when I’m uncomfortable? Or awake.”

      “You told me in the interview.”

      “Quite right. I like to be upfront with new employees. Why’d you take the job? Don’t answer that. Maybe you should be on your way. I need to go in here.”

      Too afraid to ask why Lexi wanted to go in the men’s toilet, Thomas scurried off, probably to write his resignation letter. Trying not to worry about whether she would have to run another round of interviews to replace Thomas, Lexi stepped into the loo. Only one cubicle door was closed. She knocked.

      “Xander?”

      “Hello.”

      “You okay?”

      “Good question. I was feeling pretty spaced out. Lost.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “Then I heard that trainwreck of a conversation between you and Tom. Now I feel better.”

      “Glad I could help. Can I come in? I take it you’re not using the facilities?”

      “No.”

      Lexi heard Xander stand. A few seconds later, there was a clunk as he disengaged the lock, and then the door swung open, and he stepped out.

      The first thing that hit her was how beautiful he was. She had first met him half a decade ago. Since then, she had spent more time with him than anyone, and still, she was regularly blown away by his incredible good looks.

      The second thing was how terrified she was that he might leave her again for concealing something so huge from him.

      “Xand, I’m so sorry. It won’t feel like it to you, but I honestly thought I was—”

      His finger to her lips cut off her sentence.

      “My head’s a mess,” he said.

      “That’s understandable.”

      “Still, three things stand out. I’d like to say them now.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Without interruption. Or talking.”

      Lexi slipped her hands behind her back and nodded. “No talking. Got it.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      Xander sighed. “Your fingers are crossed behind your back, aren’t they?”

      “Oh, fine.” Lexi showed him her hands. The fingers on both left and right were crossed. He rolled his eyes. Then, to her surprise and delight, he took her hands and held them as he spoke.

      “First, there’ll be no ranking.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That’s not keeping your mouth shut.” But he smiled as he said this. “I mean that, in terms of genetics, I’ll have a child that’s biologically mine and a child that isn’t. I know that’s the sort of thing that might worry you.”

      Lexi shook her head, but he knew she was lying. In truth, she had been unable to exorcise the pernicious thoughts that suggested Xander might end up loving his biological child more than Lyla.

      “Lyla’s my daughter,” he said. “And Maggie’s child will be my son or daughter. They’ll be my children. In my eyes, there’ll be no difference. None. Do you believe me?”

      Remembering her promise not to talk, Lexi nodded. She did.

      “Second, I’m happy. I felt confused when Maggie told me she was pregnant, but I didn’t have to dig deep to see the truth. It feels insensitive to say this to you, but I can’t be unhappy knowing I’ll be a dad again.”

      More nodding from Lexi, but she could not keep the tears from her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s not how I wanted it. You’re the love of my life. I wanted my next child—if I had one—to be yours. I wish this one was, but it isn’t, and I can’t change how that makes me feel. It’s nothing to do with you or Maggie. You know that. It’s the baby.”

      “I know.” She managed to smile. Still, she could not help but lament that the person who had a biological child with the love of her life wasn’t her. This was stupid. Lyla was theirs in every way that mattered. But there it was. Like Xander, she could not change how she felt.

      “Thirdly, finally, I can’t have Donald and Elizabeth involved in my kid’s life. I have to find a way to deal with them. I don’t know what way that is. Hopefully jail. But I have to figure something out.”

      “No,” said Lexi. Then, in the face of Xander’s shock. “We have to figure something out.”

      He kissed her and pulled her in for a hug. They broke apart only when Lexi’s phone buzzed.

      She checked the message.

      “I don’t know how we’ll deal with the Murrays,” she said. “I assume, for the time being, we’re still tracking Emma’s killer?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Good.” Lexi showed Xander her phone. “Because Bluebell’s got us a meeting with Francine Keane. The other survivor from the New Year attack.”
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      The meeting with Francine wasn’t until lunch, so they returned to Xander’s office. On the way, they passed Thomas, who turned bright red and squeaked when Lexi waved at him.

      In the office, they took up seats on either side of the desk. Unable to deal with Lexi’s gaze burning into him, Xander tried to focus on his laptop.

      “Are you mad at me?” she asked.

      “What I am, is determined to finish this leaflet before lunch.”

      Lexi folded her arms and crossed one leg over the other as Xander tapped away, adding text to the leaflet’s cover.

      “I think the client’s going to like it,” he said.

      Lexi leaned over and closed his laptop.

      “Are you mad at me?” she said.

      “I am now.”

      Lexi sighed. “Don’t be difficult.”

      “I’m not.” He opened his laptop. Then closed it again. “Okay, here’s what I think we should do.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re not about to give me a straight answer?”

      “Because you know me too well?”

      “That tracks.”

      “I don’t think I’m mad at you, Lex.”

      “You don’t think.”

      “Try to remember you’ve had weeks to process your feelings about Maggie’s pregnancy. I’ve had about eight minutes. My head’s a mess.”

      “I get that. Eight minutes is no time at all to process such huge news and my part in its concealment. You probably need, like, what, a quarter of an hour?”

      Xander rolled his eyes.

      “Not including the eight minutes,” Lexi clarified. “I mean from now.”

      “Can we talk about this tonight? Once the kids are in bed?”

      “Tonight?” Lexi nodded and kept nodding. “Tonight?” It didn’t seem as though the nodding was going to stop. “Tonight?”

      “Lex? You okay?”

      “I’m good. Better than a wombat anyway. Did you know their poo is cube-shaped?”

      Lexi loved animal facts. It was her strangest and most adorable feature.

      “I did,” said Xander. “You told me.”

      “That has to hurt, right? All those edges?”

      “I’m sure it does. About tonight…”

      “Tonight. Yes, that’s a fab idea. As it happens, that’s what I was going to suggest. I’d have stopped you if you’d tried to talk about it now. Tonight is obviously the best time.”

      Xander smiled. This was an area where Lexi’s personality differed from his own. While Lexi liked to discuss every issue the moment it came up, Xander preferred getting his thoughts in order before bringing others into the equation.

      “Tonight,” she said again. “I’m happy.”

      She wasn’t, but this was for the best.

      “Give me half an hour to finish this,” Xander said, opening his laptop. “Then let’s reconvene.”

      A debrief was needed. Yesterday, after Xander had spoken with Harvey and Lexi had met with Bluebell, they had returned to the office to focus on their jobs. The ones that paid their wages, anyway. By the time the kids were in bed that evening—the first moment they had to themselves—they were exhausted. Despite the pressing nature of the case, they’d decided to hold talk of Emma until the morning. Now, the time had come. Lexi went first when she returned to Xander’s office after a half hour. The good news was that Bluebell had agreed to help. The bad news was that Elizabeth was suspicious of Donald and was determined to learn what he was hiding from her. Worse, she knew of Donald’s affair with Ivy.

      “Although,” said Lexi, “we may have accidentally solved the Elizabeth problem today. If Maggie believed Donald’s lies about meeting with us for Jason updates, she might convince Elizabeth to back off.”

      “What if she tells Elizabeth what Donald told her? You think Elizabeth would stay away from Jason then?”

      “Well…” Lexi hesitated.

      “You can mention the baby,” said Xander.

      “Good. Well, the baby might work in our favour. I know you don’t want them near your child, but if Maggie persuades her mum to back off Jason until we see her with Maggie’s kid, that’s a short-term solution until we deal with the Murrays.

      Deal with the Murrays. How on Earth would they do that?

      “What if Elizabeth confronts Donald about his apparent meetings with us, and that leads to other confessions?” Xander asked.

      “You mean: what if Elizabeth tells Donald she knows about his affair with Ivy?”

      Xander nodded.

      “That’s a concern. All the more reason to find Emma’s killer ASAP. If we have a name, we have leverage.”

      “You mean we let him murder Emma’s killer if he promises not to execute Andrew and Gwen or seek joint custody of Jason?”

      Lexi shifted in her seat. “It’s awful,” she said. “But, to return to my earlier point. This person did kill an innocent nineteen-year-old.”

      “And so deserves to die?” Xander shook his head. “Some would say the same about Andrew.”

      It was a low blow, and Lexi flinched. He thought she might have a go, but no. Perhaps her concern that he was mad at her over the Maggie secret convinced her to let it go.

      “Can we kick this can down the road?” she said. “It’s still irrelevant if we can’t find the killer.”

      This brought them to Xander’s updates: his conversations with Harvey and Donald. The contradictory information.

      Lexi was intrigued.

      “Let’s get this straight. Ivy didn’t tell us the full truth about the balloon story?”

      “Correct.”

      “The balloon bit was true,” Lexi continued. “Ivy and Kevin argued when he didn’t think there were enough balloons for his precious daughter’s birthday. What Ivy didn’t tell us was that, in the heat of the moment, she revealed something to Kevin that caused him to storm out. Donald wouldn’t tell you what this something was?”

      Xander shook his head.

      “Okay, but Ivy panicked,” Lexi said. “She was worried because this revelation was something she didn’t want anyone else to know. Yes?”

      “That’s what Donald said.”

      “So she calls Donald. That’s strange. This was five years after their affair had ended?”

      “She called him when Emma died, fifteen years after the affair. She knows he can get things done.”

      “Too right. Things most people won’t do. She implored Donald to make her husband disappear, which he did.”

      “Of course,” said Xander. “He’s a stand-up guy.”

      “He’s all heart, for sure. And he did an effective job. The world believes Kevin walked out and never returned.”

      “He has plenty of experience.”

      Lexi shuddered. “If only Ivy had the foresight to call Donald when she learned Alf was sleeping with Emma. She wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      “I’m sure she’s learned her lesson for the next man.”

      Lexi caught the darkness in Xander’s tone.

      “She won’t get away with it,” she said. “One killing in the heat of the moment was bad enough. To arrange to have her daughter’s father murdered is too much. That can’t stand.”

      Xander nodded, but decisions on how they would follow through with this pledge would have to wait.

      “Let’s fast forward to Harvey,” said Lexi. “On the face of it, this is easy. He wants you to buy a house so he gets a fat commission. Were there any nice ones, by the way? Houses, I mean.”

      Although Xander said nothing, Lexi always was adept at reading his mind.

      “There was? Tell me about it.”

      “Can’t it wait?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      Briefly, Xander described the house he had seen in the Ross Property window. As he did, he saw Lexi grow more excited. It was impossible not to get caught up in her hope and joy, but he tried.

      “I’m not lining his pockets,” Xander said. “I don’t care what he knows.”

      “Obviously.” But Lexi’s smile said she would not let this topic lie. Xander decided to move them on.

      “You’re right. It’d be easy to suggest he was lying.”

      This sobered Lexi up. “But?”

      “I don’t believe he was.”

      “What about the contradiction with what Donald said?”

      “Maybe there isn’t one.” He had been thinking about this. “What if Ivy’s big secret—the one she revealed during the balloon argument—was that Kevin wasn’t Emma’s biological father?”

      “Interesting,” Lexi said. “So Hubby storms out, and Ivy freaks, fearing he’ll tell Emma the truth?”

      “She couldn’t have that,” Xander confirmed.

      “Right, but there’s a solution, at least for Ivy. She calls Donald, who makes her husband and the bombshell disappear. Years later, Emma discovers the man who vanished from her life wasn’t her biological father, finds the man who is and speaks to him on the phone. That’s what she told Harvey. That’s the theory?”

      Xander nodded, and Lexi took time to consider.

      “One problem,” she said.

      “Go on.”

      “Wouldn’t Donald have considered this possibility when you told him what Harvey said?”

      This was a good rebuttal. Luckily, Xander had thought of it already, as well as an answer to the problem.

      “Maybe he didn’t know. Remember, Emma was four or five when Donald met Ivy. He didn’t know her when she got pregnant.”

      “Ivy asked him to make her husband disappear without telling him why?”

      “Right.”

      “And when Donald claimed he wouldn’t tell you what revelation Ivy made that caused Kevin to storm out, the truth is he couldn’t. He didn’t know.”

      “That’s a theory.”

      “It’s a good theory. One thing’s for sure. We’ll have to talk to Harvey again, strong-arm him into giving us more information.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And do you know the best thing about that?”

      “What?”

      “You can show me our new family home.”

      Xander shook his head, laughing as Lexi beamed, leaned forward, and kissed his nose.
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      After getting some more work done, Lexi and Xander left the office.

      Six months ago, the attack on Emma and her friends had been big news. One of Bluebell’s journalist contacts had worked on the story. By means fair or foul, he had acquired Francine’s phone number. By means most certainly foul, he had passed this to Bluebell, who had phoned Francine, who agreed to meet Xander and Lexi at her parents’ house, where she lived.

      The home was small but well-kept. Where the bell should have been, there was an intercom system, like at the main entrance to a block of flats. Lexi pressed the button.

      “Hello?” The quality wasn’t great, but they could tell they were talking to a younger female.

      “Hi, Francine? It’s Lexi and Xander Harper. I believe you spoke to our friend, Bluebell, about having a quick chat?”

      A pause and then the crackle of the intercom preceded that young voice.

      “Sure, the key’s under the mat. Can you let yourselves in? It’s the first door on the right.”

      As Francine spoke, Xander lifted the mat and grabbed the key. They let themselves into a small entrance hall. The first door on the right opened by the right arm of a long sofa—big enough for at least three bums—in a square living room painted in warm colours, with soft carpet underfoot. Francine sat at the far end of the sofa, her wheelchair folded against the left arm. The TV had been on, but Francine had paused what she was watching before Lexi and Xander entered.

      “That’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” said Lexi, pointing. “Season one. Were you even born when that came out?”

      “Uhh…” This was not the opening gambit Francine had expected. “Not sure.”

      “You weren’t,” Lexi confirmed. “I feel so old. You know, I remember watching the first episode of Buffy the day it aired.” She spun to her husband. “What was that noise about?”

      Xander had snorted. “You remember watching the first episode of Buffy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Buffy season one, which first aired in 1997?”

      “Yes.”

      “When you were five?”

      “Look, buddy,” Lexi jabbed Xander’s chest. “Maybe when you were five, you filled your head with such drivel as Peppa Pig—“

      “There was no Peppa Pig in 1997.”

      “How do you even—fine. Postman Pat and Fireman Sam. Anyway, I was watching proper TV. I was very advanced.”

      “Really? What happened?”

      “Ha. Ha. I’m ignoring that. By the way.” Lexi turned to Francine. “Fun fact, when Xander and I first met, it was Buffy we bonded over. We’re both called Alex, and we both loved the show. I suggested I call him Xander after Xander Harris to avoid confusion. You’ll notice that is what he goes by now. Back then, we decided on different names. I called him Buffy, he called me Angel.” She grinned at Xander. “Fun times.”

      He smiled back. Their first meeting had not been all sweetness and light, but he had come away from it having already fallen for her.

      Francine stared at the couple, not quite keeping up with the pace of the conversation.

      “Sorry,” said Lexi. “Easily distracted. Well, not that easily. I focus when it matters, and this matters. Oh, that’s a lovely painting. Where did you get it?”

      “Lexi,” Xander warned.

      “Sorry. Bad joke. Let’s get serious. You spoke to Bluebell?”

      Francine still seemed sceptical of the Harpers, but she nodded.

      “She rang me. Don’t know how she got my number.”

      Neither Lexi nor Xander wanted to comment on that, so they waited for Francine to continue.

      “She said you were expert investigators. Ivy asked you to find the monster who killed Alf and Emma.”

      Lexi did not consider herself an expert investigator, and she already knew the monster who had murdered Alf, but she nodded and said, “All true. Xander and I will do whatever it takes to bring the killer to justice. It’s what Emma deserves.”

      “It is, and it’s what I want more than anything. That’s why I agreed to meet you. But I must confess, I’m not sure I understand why Ivy brought you in. Why not leave it to the police?”

      This was a delicate topic. Lexi couldn’t tell the truth but needed to convince Francine they were worthy of talking to.

      “I’m sure you can understand Ivy’s desperation to find Emma’s killer, and she knows the police will do everything in their power. However, recruiting us helps in a couple of ways. First, the police can only devote a certain number of hours to the case. Added resources—i.e. us—are a bonus.”

      “Makes sense,” said Francine.

      “The other benefit’s more delicate.”

      This had the desired effect. It created the illusion that there was something secretive, and who didn’t want to be on the inside of a secret?

      “You can tell me,” Francine said. “I won’t blab. Finding Emma’s killer means everything to me.”

      “Well, the hard truth is while the police may be determined to find Emma’s killer, they’re hampered by rules and processes that we are not. Say, for example, they’re sure they know who the killer is but need to search his house. They can’t do that without a warrant. Xander and me, on the other hand…”

      Lexi left this dangling on purpose. The example was illustrative enough, and it would make Francine feel clever if they left her to finish the point in her head.

      The nineteen-year-old was nodding.

      “I get it, and I’d love to help. I’m not sure I know anything of use, though.”

      “You’d be surprised what ends up being useful,” said Lexi. “May we sit?”

      Francine gasped. She seemed not to have registered that her guests were still standing.

      “I’m so sorry. Rubbish hosting from me. Please, take a seat.” She patted the sofa cushion next to her, and Lexi took it. Rather than sitting on Lexi’s other side, with a limited view of Francine, Xander took up the armchair across from the sofa. This put him further away but with a direct line of sight to the young woman.

      “I’d offer to get you a drink, but, um,” Francine cleared her throat and patted the folded-up wheelchair. “I’m sure you heard what happened.”

      “We did,” said Lexi.

      “We’re so sorry,” said Xander, and Lexi agreed.

      “Thank you. I’m still getting used to the chair. Over time, I’m sure it’ll become second nature, but at the moment, it’s tough.”

      “We completely understand,” said Lexi.

      “Mum and Dad are having work done around the house to make it easier for me. It’s expensive, but they’ve… they’ve been brilliant.”

      The emotion was overcoming Francine. She raised a hand to cover her eyes and fought not to break down.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. Anyone in your position would be devastated.”

      Francine nodded. “I used to love running. I’d go out every morning. Never even thought about it. Take it for granted, don’t you? Sorry, I promised myself I’d stop wallowing.”

      “Please don’t do anything on our behalf,” said Lexi. “You want to wallow, you wallow. Want to vent? Please vent. If you need to lash out, Xander and I can swap seats, and then you can have at it.”

      This made Francine laugh. “No, come on.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s do this. For Emma.”

      “For Emma,” Lexi agreed.

      They waited while Francine dried her eyes. Once she was back under control, she grabbed the TV remote and made Buffy disappear. Then, she focused on her guests—the crack investigative team.

      “You know what’s funny?”

      “What’s that?” Lexi asked.

      “That Ivy’s driving this. Emma wouldn’t believe it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Did you know Emma?” Francine asked. “I guess not.”

      Lexi shook her head. “Unfortunately, we never met.”

      “Well, she was forever bad-mouthing her mum. Saying Ivy didn’t love her and whatever. She was so bitter.”

      “Sounds like you didn’t believe her about not loving her mum?”

      “Nah. None of us did. We didn’t see Ivy much, but it was clear how much she loved Emma, even though Emma wouldn’t give her the time of day because of her dad. You know about that?”

      “He walked out when she was ten?”

      “Yeah. Emma blamed her mum. Never got over it, but her mum never stopped trying. People say Ivy killed her daughter. I don’t believe that. She loved Emma.”

      “What people?”

      “Oh, you know, some newspapers have started suggesting it, and I’ve heard a few whispers. It’s not about Ivy. It’s the whole ‘it’s always a family member thing’, plus what happened with Alf. The affair.”

      “Did you know about that?” Lexi asked. “Before it came out, I mean. Did Emma tell you?”

      Francine shook her head. Until that point, the conversation’s flow had been smooth and conducive to the questions Lexi wanted to ask. Now, Francine became pensive, staring at the blank screen, formerly filled with Buffy kicking vampire butt.

      Lexi glanced at Xander, but neither Harper would push. They let Francine take her time.

      “It seems strange now,” Francine said at last, talking to the TV rather than Lexi or Xander. “From when we met on our first day at secondary school to last Christmas, Emma, Alyson, Yvonne, and I were as close as it was possible to be. We’d have a group call if one of us decided to try a new lipstick, so something as big as Emma sleeping with her step-dad, she would have told us straight away, and we’d never have stopped talking about it. But everything changed when, well, you’ll know what happened.”

      Francine’s eyes had fallen to her legs, stolen from her during that apparently random and certainly brutal attack.

      Lexi waited, giving Francine time to compose herself again before speaking.

      “You and Emma didn’t talk after the attack?”

      Francine shook her head, emotions on the edge. “We were so close, but it was like we only worked as a foursome. With Yvonne and Alyson gone, Emma and I no longer spoke.” She sighed. “Maybe it was my fault. I was in the hospital. When I came out, I was so angry about my legs. I didn’t want to see anyone. I think there was jealousy, too. Because all Emma got was a few broken bones. How twisted is that, feeling that way?”

      “Not twisted,” said Lexi. “Human.”

      Francine nodded and tried to smile, though she didn’t believe it.

      “I wish I’d made an effort. Now she’s gone, like Yvonne. As for Alyson, who knows what’s going on with her.”

      The bitter laugh accompanying this last sentence grabbed Xander and Lexi’s attention.

      “What do you mean? Alyson was kidnapped, wasn’t she?”

      “That’s what we thought, but—“

      A key in the lock knocked Francine off her stride, but only temporarily. She returned her focus to the Harpers as someone stepped into the house.

      “That’ll be my brother. He’s just been to the police, so I might as well tell you what he told them. Who knows if it’s relevant.”

      “What is it?” Lexi was feeling that familiar tingling of anticipation. The one that came whenever a vital piece of information was about to be uncovered.

      “David saw Alyson in the park the other day. Didn’t you, Dave?”

      David entered the room as Alyson spoke. His eyes went from Lexi to Xander.

      He did not look welcoming.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “Who are these people?”

      “They’re investigators,” said Francine, “looking into Emma’s murder. Tell them how you saw Alyson.”

      Francine looked hopeful, but a cursory look into David’s face was enough to tell Lexi this was not about to go the way Francine expected.

      “I can’t,” he said.

      Baffled, Francine asked why not.

      “Because I didn’t see her,” said David. “I’ve not seen Alyson since before she was kidnapped.”
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      Given the life-changing implications, there was no place or time that would have made telling Alex he was to be a father easy. Even so, Maggie could undoubtedly have found somewhere (and when) better than in front of her father off the back of an argument about what lies he had or had not told her mother. That had been a nightmare.

      In retrospect, she would have been better off keeping her mouth shut until a more opportune moment. But she had entered that office determined to get the secret off her chest, and there was no going back. As her emotions rose, it was inevitable that the truth would burst free.

      She could not stop picturing Alex’s shocked face as he attempted to process the news, nor his back as he left the room.

      Had she made a terrible mistake?

      She needed time alone to get her thoughts in order, and she found a quaint, cosy pub around the corner from AH-HA Marketing that seemed perfect for this purpose. For about two minutes.

      No sooner had she sat down with her drink than the door opened, and her father entered, making his way to her table.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “Yes.”

      His brow creased. This cold response confused him, perhaps understandably. After all, mere minutes had passed since Maggie had embraced her father and told Alex he would be a brilliant grandad.

      “I’d like to be alone.” Maggie did not have the energy to explain that hugging and complimenting her father did not change how conflicted she felt about what was happening with him and Mum.

      “Of course, Margaret, I understand. I’ll go in a minute. I wanted to tell you again how overwhelmed with happiness I am about your news.”

      There was no need for him to say this and no way for Maggie to doubt it. His eyes shone with pride and joy.

      “Thanks,” she said. Then, as an afterthought, “Don’t tell Mum.”

      “No, no, absolutely not. It’s your news, not mine.” He gave a pained glance at the empty seat opposite Maggie. The moral code his mother had drilled into him as a boy forbade him from taking it without an invitation. “You will tell her soon, won’t you?”

      Maggie couldn’t help herself. “Why, because you hate keeping things from her?”

      Donald flinched, but Maggie felt no remorse. He had brought this on himself by sneaking behind his wife’s back. Perhaps he wasn’t cheating. It was still a betrayal.

      “We discussed this,” he said. “You said you understood.”

      “I said I could see the reasoning behind your decision. That doesn’t mean I like it.”

      The pained look remained. Like many people, Maggie had spent her teenage years making her parents’ life difficult. There was backchat, stropping, and staying out too late. But as kids went, she had been pretty good. Her relationship with her parents had always been strong. Doubly so since Maggie had reached adulthood. Her father could not stand the cold front because he was not used to it.

      “Maggie—“

      “Dad, stop.” His moping was getting to her. “I told you I want to be alone.”

      “And I want us to be okay.”

      “You can’t force that.”

      “There must be something I can do.”

      The pub door opened again, and a couple entered. The bartender smiled at them only after glancing at Donald and Maggie, presumably wondering why this older gentleman was leaning over the young woman at the corner table. If a thirty-year-old could be considered a ‘young woman’.

      The bartender’s eyes flicked from Donald when the newcomers reached the bar but returned as he poured their pints. What was he thinking? He was a burly man. Would he come over and ask Maggie if Donald was bothering her? If not for her fear of how Donald would react to such a query, she would have been tempted to find out.

      “Just sit,” she said. “It’s annoying you hovering over me like that.”

      Maggie sipped her drink as he took her up on her offer. He pointed at the glass.

      “Should you be drinking?”

      “It’s lemonade. Do you imagine the baby might react badly to the bubbles?”

      Donald did not respond. A disconcerting grin appeared on his face, but not because he had won the battle over whether he could sit or because of Maggie’s joke.

      “I can’t wait to meet the little one,” he said, staring at her stomach.

      “Don’t be weird,” said Maggie. “And I still want to be alone.”

      “I understand. Do you want me to tell your mother about my meetings with the Harpers? Is that what it’ll take for you to forgive me?”

      This was a tricky question. Maggie watched the bubbles rise in her drink as she considered it.

      On the one hand, she hated her father keeping things from her mother, especially as she knew Mum was fretting, and double especially as Mum had tasked Maggie with finding out what Donald was hiding from her, putting Maggie in the middle of the drama.

      On the other, she understood why her father had lied. What if Donald told Elizabeth the truth, and she said damn the Harpers and aggressively pursued a relationship with Jason.

      Jason.

      It was strange knowing her nephew’s name. She didn’t like Hetti’s choice, but still, saying or thinking it made her smile.

      Maggie had always been of the opinion that her parents should be part of Jason’s life. She also knew what her mother was like. The last thing Maggie wanted when she was months away from having a baby with Alex Harper was for Mum to make life difficult for the people he cared about. His ex-wife, her sister, her nephew.

      Then there was Andrew. If Dad told Mum the truth, wouldn’t Mum immediately kill the man who had murdered her son? Gwen had killed her best friend—the abusive and corrupt cop, Ian. Her head would be on the block as well.

      Maggie could not have their deaths on her conscience.

      As uncomfortable as it made her, all signs pointed to the fact that Donald had made the correct decision in hiding his agreement with the Harpers from his wife. Maggie didn’t like it, but that was the way it was.

      Except…

      Maggie met her father’s gaze.

      “Are you hiding anything else from Mum?”

      “Like what?”

      The response came without hesitation, but Donald’s eyes flicked away as he spoke. That was a sign of dishonesty, wasn’t it? Or were Maggie’s suspicions causing her to imagine things?

      Remembering her conversation with her mother, Maggie stopped beating around the bush.

      “Have you ever cheated on Mum?”

      The couple had taken their drinks from the bar to a nearby table, but not near enough to overhear Maggie’s question. The bartender chanced another glance at Maggie and Donald, his eyes lingering on Maggie. Perhaps he fancied her. The idea almost made Maggie smile. She might have given him a go had she not been in love with the man who put a baby in her.

      “Why would you ask that?” Donald said.

      Maggie had no interest in letting her father redirect or obfuscate.

      “When you say things like that,” she said, “it sounds like you’re buying time because you plan to lie.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” A brief pause, then, “No, I’ve never cheated on your Mum. She’s my world. The only woman I’ve ever loved.”

      Maggie studied her father’s eyes, trying to decide whether he was lying. She knew he had cheated, but the affair Mum knew about took place years ago, when Maggie was still a child.

      Could it have slipped his mind?

      Probably not.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’d still like to be on my own now. I need time to think.”

      “I promise, Mag—“

      “No, Dad.” She could not bear to hear him lie again. “Not about you. In case you’ve forgotten, there’s something pretty big going on in my life. It’s Alex I’ll be thinking about.”

      Donald nodded, the relief palpable. He thought she had bought his lie about the affair.

      “He’ll come around,” Dad said. “He’s the paternal sort.”

      “I know.”

      Donald tilted his head as he continued to study his daughter. “You still love him, don’t you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I understand. Well, I love you. With all my heart.”

      “I know, Dad. Love you too.”

      He left.

      Alone again, Maggie thought of Alex and tried to imagine a happy ending. This was tricky. She had believed the baby might help her win back his love, but how could he give her his heart when Lexi had it under lock and key? It was much trickier to imagine murdering Lexi to get her out of the way since they had shared a fun evening at the pub the previous day.

      That was annoying.

      When her lemonade was gone, she ordered another, flirting with the burly bartender as he poured. A futile effort to distract herself from her father’s lie.

      He said he’d never cheated on Mum. That was false. Maggie knew it, and if he had lied about that, what else might he have lied about?

      While laughing at one of the bartender’s terrible jokes, Maggie realised she could not leave this be or let it lie. Her mother had asked her to find out what Dad was up to, and she could not be sure he was telling her the truth.

      Was it all about the Harpers and Jason, or was something else going on?

      If there were, Maggie would find out.
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      Hearing from Francine that her brother had seen her supposedly kidnapped friend at the park a few days ago piqued Xander and Lexi’s interest. Hearing him deny the claim had them gripped.

      Francine was gobsmacked. “What are you on about? You did see her. In the park.” She looked at Xander and Lexi. “He was on a date.”

      “Exciting,” said Lexi. “How did it go?”

      David glared at Lexi before responding to his sister. “I saw someone who looked like Alyson, but it wasn’t her. I made a mistake.”

      Francine stared at her brother as if he had shown her incontrovertible proof of alien life.

      “What changed your mind?” Xander asked.

      David wheeled to him. “Excuse me?”

      Lexi took up the baton. “A couple of days ago, you thought you’d seen Alyson at the park. You must’ve been sure. Otherwise, why risk upsetting your sister by bringing up the memories of what happened at New Year?”

      “Good question,” said Xander. “Then there’s the police.”

      “Right, the police. Francine was under the impression you’d gone to report seeing Alyson. You must have been sure when you left to do that. Something changed to make you doubt your memory.”

      “What was it?” Xander asked.

      David’s head twisted back and forth to track Xander and Lexi as they spoke from either side of the room. This was a common tactic they used to keep people off balance, not only during murder investigations but also at dinner parties and parent-teacher evenings.

      “I’d like you both to leave,” David said.

      This request did not surprise Xander or Lexi. They had not expected David to answer their questions. They had thrown them out there to get Francine thinking. She was far likelier to succeed in pushing her brother to speak than the Harpers.

      “This isn’t your house, Dave,” Francine said.

      “It’s my parents’ house.”

      “Our parents’ house,” Francine corrected. “I’m the one who lives here, and these are my guests. They’re going to find Emma’s killer.”

      David rolled his eyes. “Don’t be naive. Everyone knows Ivy killed Emma. Let me guess, they’re charging you for their services?”

      “Wrong,” said Xander.

      “We don’t do this for money,” Lexi said. “Which is remiss of us, now you mention it.”

      “It wasn’t even me who asked them to look into it,” Francine said.

      “Then who? Oh.” David shook his head. “Ivy? Yeah, that’s not suspicious.”

      “Oh yeah,” said Lexi, “Because killers often hire detectives to investigate their crimes. So much upside for them.”

      “I told you to get out,” said David.

      “They’re staying,” said Francine. “Answer the question. What changed your mind? You were so sure you’d seen Alyson. I’ve never seen you so certain.”

      “I was wrong,” David repeated.

      “That’s fine,” said Lexi.

      “We all make mistakes,” Xander agreed.

      “All we want to know is what made you realise yours.”

      Again, Xander and Lexi did not expect David to answer. It was about pushing him in the right direction. The Harpers were already theorising. As ever, and as David grew increasingly red-faced, Xander let Lexi take the lead.

      “Here’s what we know. On New Year’s Day, masked men attacked a group of four young women. One of those women died. Another was kidnapped. Six months later, one of the other two women—Emma—was found stabbed to death in a tent with her stepfather, Alf.”

      “Also dead,” Xander noted.

      “Very. As humans, we’re programmed not to like coincidence. I’m sure those who haven’t already decided Ivy killed her daughter and husband are whispering about how these events are surely connected. The police are more pragmatic. They know from experience that separate tragedies strike the same person in a short period, with nothing to link the unfortunate events. It’s tragic but true that bad things often happen to good people. And one horrible event does not protect you from suffering future tragedies. As such, the police deemed it unlikely that the New Year attack and Emma’s murder were linked. As of this morning, I was inclined to agree. That was before we spoke to you two.”

      Lexi gestured to Francine and David, the former of whom looked intrigued, the latter increasingly annoyed.

      Lexi directed her next comments at David. “Imagine for a second you did see Alyson the other day.”

      “I didn’t,” said David.

      “Sure, but imagine. Aren’t hypotheticals fun?”

      “No.”

      “I like them.” Lexi turned to Francine. “This must have been close to when Emma died?”

      Francine looked at her brother. “Yes. It was Saturday at lunch. Emma and Alf were killed that night.”

      Her tone suggested she had not previously clocked how suspicious this was.

      “So Emma and friends are attacked on New Year’s Day, with Alyson presumed kidnapped. Six months later, Alyson is seen wandering through the park. Several hours after that, Emma is killed. You hear that, and suddenly, what seemed a plausible coincidence now sounds farfetched. In possession of these facts, it’s hard not to believe the crimes are linked.”

      “Except,” said David, “I didn’t see Alyson.”

      “Which brings us back to you,” Lexi said. “You can’t see your face, can you? Do you know how you look?”

      “I—“ David stopped himself. Shook his head, not answering the question but rejecting it altogether.

      Xander took it. “Pale. Afraid.”

      “That was before you’d clocked Xander and me,” said Lexi. “Francine, David told you this morning he was going to the police?”

      “Don’t talk about our private conversations.”

      Ignoring her brother, Francine said, “Yes. He came over and told me what he’d seen the other day. He’d been driving himself mad deciding what to do. We discussed it and agreed going to the police was the right move. For one thing, Alyson’s parents are still frantic. They’ve not given up on finding her.”

      “You made the right call,” said Lexi. “Did David seem afraid when he left?”

      “No.”

      “You’ve not seen him since, until now?”

      “No.”

      “So, David tells you he’s seen Alyson. He’s so sure that he’s willing to go to the police. He leaves to do so.” Lexi turned to David. “Sometime between then and now, something happened that frightened you and convinced you to lie about what you’d seen.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “You are,” said Xander.

      “If you’re not, it should be easy to convince us,” said Lexi. “All you have to do is explain why you changed your mind. Given you’d already obsessed over what you’d seen for a couple of days before talking to your sister, it can’t have just occurred to you that it wasn’t Alyson you saw. Even if it did, the realisation wouldn’t terrify you. What happened?”

      Impotent rage kept David silent.

      “Don’t worry,” said Lexi. “We already know.”

      “It’s obvious,” said Xander.

      David shook his head but said nothing.

      “Alyson saw you,” said Xander.

      David was still shaking his head, but Francine nodded.

      “Yes, he said she did.”

      “And she’d recognise him?” Lexi asked.

      “They’d met several times.”

      “There you go. David sees Alyson, Alyson sees David. Alyson tells someone what happened. That someone doesn’t want people to know that David saw Alyson. Why? Presumably, because her kidnapping was faked. Possibly because they didn’t want the New Year attack to be linked to Emma’s murder. So, what do they do?”

      “Oh my God,” said Francine, realising where this was going. Everyone looked at David as Lexi continued.

      “They confronted you on the way to the police station. They could have killed you, but what happens if Francine’s brother turns up dead days after Emma was killed? That’s bound to get the police wondering if those murders, plus the New Year attack, are linked. Instead, they threaten you.”

      David found his voice. “I’m leaving.” He made for the door.

      “What did they say?” Xander asked.

      Lexi pressed. “Don’t think walking away will stop us from going to the police about this. You’ve already told Francine what you saw. They’ll believe her.”

      David stopped.

      “Time for honesty,” said Xander.”

      “What did they say?” said Lexi.

      Francine shifted in her seat. Xander got the impression she would have stood if she could.

      “Please, David. What happened?”

      When David turned back, there were tears in his eyes.

      “They’re right,” he said to his sister. “But they didn’t threaten me. If I go to the police, they’ll kill Zane. And they’ll kill you.”

      David turned blazing eyes on Lexi.

      “There’s no chance in hell I’ll let that happen.”
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      David’s confession seemed to confirm that the New Year attack was linked to Emma’s death. The question was, how? And did both events link to the phone call Harvey claimed Emma had made to her biological father days before New Year?

      “We need to reassess everything that’s happened,” Lexi said. “David, we need to go into detail about what you faced this morning. What was said, what those who threatened you looked like. Anything and everything. I doubt we’ll get much from that, but it’s worth a shot. Then, Francine, we need to go over the New Year attack. I know you and Emma went over it countless times when it happened, but we’re assessing it from a different angle. How it might relate to Emma’s death and what really happened to Alyson Harris? Okay?”

      “Yes,” said Francine as her brother said, “No.”

      “One out of two ain’t bad. David, I know you’re scared—“

      “Scared? That doesn’t cover it. Nothing you say or do can compel me to risk my sister’s life. Nor my boyfriend’s, for that matter. Things are going well.”

      “And his murder would ruin the relationship. I get it.”

      “Piss off.”

      “No one here wants to see anyone else die over this. That’s why we keep this tight. No police. Nothing said here today leaves this room. The guys who confronted you said, what, that if you talk to anyone about Alyson, they’d kill your sister and boyfriend?”

      “They called him my fag lover, actually. Otherwise, that’s right.”

      “Ugh,” said Lexi, “Why do so many thugs have to be homophobic? Once in a while, I’d like to meet a socially liberal heavy. Sure, he’ll kick in your teeth for a few quid. He probably loves violence. He also supports women’s and LGBT rights. Plus, he takes a modern dance class on the weekend. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Yes,” said Xander.

      “They all watch too much James Bond is the problem,” said Lexi. “They want to be the classic henchmen, but that guy always gets shot. Harder to kill a man who can distract you with beautiful dance moves.”

      “Readjust,” said Xander.

      “Yes, I’m getting off the point. Thanks, babe. David, these people, whoever they are, know they’ve frightened you. They expect you to keep quiet. Maybe they’ll keep an eye on the police station to ensure you’ve not gone back on your word. They might even check in on you now and again. They’re not monitoring you 24/7. Even though they probably said, ‘We’ll be watching’. Did they say that?”

      David nodded.

      “Cliches, the lot of them. But that’s talk. They won’t have the resources to watch you constantly, nor the patience. And you can’t sit on what you know. Two people are dead already. Others have suffered.”

      That vague final sentence was a nod to Francine. Lexi could not bring herself to mention David’s sister specifically, in case he thought she was accusing him of sharing responsibility for what had happened. Even so, David picked up the reference and glanced at Francine.

      “They have to be stopped,” said Xander.

      Lexi nodded. “We get it. You can’t talk to the police. You can talk to us. We can get to the bottom of what’s happening and ensure no one else gets hurt.”

      These were bold words, and Lexi avoided Xander’s gaze, knowing they would show reproach for her making promises there was no guarantee she could keep. She did not regret them. They needed to get David on side.

      “Maybe they don’t need to be stopped,” said David.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Let’s assume these people were behind the New Year attack.”

      “Which they obviously were,” said Lexi, “but go on.”

      “And that they killed Emma.”

      “Okay…”

      “Well, that might be it. Maybe they’ve achieved whatever they wanted to achieve. No one else gets hurt… unless we piss them off.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that. Maybe they plan to give up crime and open a toy shop, 40% of the profit going to children’s charities nationwide. They’d close on Sunday so they could go to Church and help old ladies across the street.”

      Francine went with a less sarcastic response. “How can you say that, David? You’re supposed to be a good person.”

      “I am. The decision’s simple. Do you want to stay safe or risk your life trying to bring justice to these people?”

      “Justice,” said Francine without hesitation. “And, you know what, I think Zane would feel the same.”

      That took the wind out of David’s sails. He staggered across the room and fell into a chair in the corner, forming the third point of a triangle with Xander and the sofa on which sat Francine and Lexi. He put his head in his hands.

      “This is too much,” he said. “It’s not fair.”

      “On you?” Francine’s voice was high-pitched. “Tell me that next time you go for a walk.”

      David’s hands slipped from his face, and he looked at his sister, stunned. He shifted, then fell back. Lexi guessed he had been about to get up to hug her but worried that to do so would be to rub his working legs in her face.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t be sorry. Help.” Francine turned to Lexi. “This is more complicated than anyone thinks, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. That’s why we must assess everything in detail. But we need your brother on board. Not only is he the only one who saw Alyson. He’s also the one these people targeted. He’s seen them. David, I return to my original point. I know you’re afraid. I understand that fear. It’s laudable that you’re frightened for other people, not yourself. None of that changes the basic fact.”

      “We have to stop them,” said Xander.

      Lexi nodded, and David looked from her to Xander. Then, finally, to his sister.

      “Please, David. I want to get the bastards who killed my friends and did this to me.” She patted her wheelchair. “Please help.”

      David took his time. At last, he rose and took his phone from his pocket.

      “They threatened you, Francine. They also threatened Zane. I want to help. I won’t do it without talking to him.”

      Rather than wait for permission, he left the room and made his call in the kitchen. When he returned, he nodded.

      They were good to go.
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      Xander could tell Lexi was keen to get started as soon as possible, and he understood that point of view. Unlike her, though, he was not disappointed when David said Zane wanted to be here for their conversation. This situation had become far more complex than Xander or Lexi had imagined when they first spoke with Donald and Ivy. This seemed a fair opportunity to take a breather before diving back in.

      David made drinks, and they all made stilted conversation until there was a knock at the door. Although it had to be Zane, Xander saw David tense and knew he was imagining the men who had threatened him earlier in the day. He could not help but picture them bursting in, beating him, and making him watch while they killed his sister for breaking his promise.

      He forced himself up and answered the door. From the armchair, Xander could see into the hall and was relieved when David visibly relaxed. Seconds later, Zane stepped inside, and the men embraced. When they separated, Zane gripped David’s upper arms and met his gaze, transmitting strength to the man he loved.

      Xander averted his eyes. Not only was he intruding on a personal moment, but watching this loved-up couple made him think of Maggie and their short time together.

      Had he led her on? He knew it was not so simple. When he and Maggie got together the second time, it was initially just about sex for them both. Weeks after their fling commenced, he was surprised to learn Maggie was developing feelings for him and even more surprised to learn he was developing feelings for her. When he thought there was no way back for him and Lexi, he wished he could love Maggie the way he loved his ex-wife. In the end, it would always be Lex. He could do nothing about that. However much he had liked Maggie.

      Now, in what seemed a particularly cruel twist of fate, he was back with the woman he loved, raising three children that were not biologically his, while his biological child would grow up with the woman who loved him but who he could never love. As he had told Lexi, there would be no difference in his eyes between Lyla and Maggie’s child, and he was determined to be a huge part of his new son or daughter’s life. That would mean Maggie and Lexi would need to learn to coexist. Would that be possible?

      As for Elizabeth and Donald…

      David and Zane entered the living room, saving Xander from considering how he would keep the dangerous Murrays out of his child’s life. David introduced his boyfriend, and they all said hello before the couple sat together at their point of the triangle. There was much for Zane to catch up on. Once that was done, Lexi clapped like a judge bringing a court to order with a gavel.

      “I know Maria wouldn’t agree, but on this occasion, I don’t think we should start at the very beginning.”

      “Who’s Maria?” said Francine.

      “Start at the very beginning, isn’t that in that song from Mary Poppins?” David asked.

      Zane gasped and stared, horrified. “How do you not know this?”

      “Apposite question,” said Lexi. “It’s clear the Keane children weren’t raised right.” To David, she said, “Right actress, wrong film.”

      “It’s The Sound of Music,” said Zane.

      “Do Re Mi,’ said Xander.

      “Sung by Julie Andrews,” said Zane.

      “Who portrays Maria,” said Lexi. “Does anyone else think we’ve got off track?”

      “You were about to suggest we start at the end,” Xander said.

      “Thanks, babe. Yes, we need to work back towards the New Year attack and anything relevant prior to that, starting with what happened to David this morning. Okay?”

      Various nods.

      “David, the floor’s yours.”

      David looked like he might freeze until Zane squeezed his hand.

      “Not much to say,” he said. “I spoke with Francine. We agreed I should tell the police I’d seen Alyson. On my way to do so, a car pulled up alongside me—”

      Lexi cut in. “Make, model, colour? Black, presumably.”

      “It was, yes.”

      Lexi rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t know the model. It was a five-door. Nothing big like an SUV. It looked ordinary.”

      “Ford? Honda? Hyundai?” Lexi pressed.

      “Not sure. The logo was a circle with an arrow pointing out of it. And it had the word ‘VOLVO’ in the middle.”

      “That’d be a Volvo, then,” said Lexi.

      David blushed, and Xander cast his ex-wife a reproachful look, which she tried to ignore.

      “Numberplate?” she asked.

      “I didn’t see it. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Keep going.”

      What happened next was no surprise to anyone. Two men had got out of the Volvo and pushed David against the wall. One had a knife, which he held to David’s stomach.

      “They knew my name and said they knew everything about me. They also said they knew I thought I’d seen Alyson Harris, but I was wrong. If I told the cops or anyone what I thought I’d seen, they’d come back and…”

      There were tears in David’s eyes, and he looked at his lap as his sentence faded to nothing.

      “It’s okay,” said Lexi. “Forget the threats. Take a minute.”

      Zane put an arm around David, and the two men huddled together. The sight of it was too much for an already emotional Francine. She started to cry.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “You shouldn’t have had to go through that.”

      “Not your fault,” David whispered.

      “It’s the fault of no one here,” said Lexi. “Only of the people who did this. They must be punished for their actions.”

      After a few minutes, David sat up, took Zane’s hand back, and nodded that he was ready to continue.

      “Can you describe the men?” Xander asked.

      David did.

      Both were tall, white, and English. One was broad and bald, with stubble on his chin and cheeks. He wore nondescript, black clothing. His jacket obscured what might have been tattoo sleeves on both arms. The other was lean, had thick, blonde hair, and was clean-shaven. There was no sign of tattoos or other distinguishing marks. His clothes were also dark and nondescript, except for his trainers, which were white.

      As expected, Xander and Lexi knew no one who matched these descriptions. At least, if they saw them in future, they’d be ready.

      Beyond their appearance and threats, David had noticed nothing worth mentioning, and they had said nothing beyond their basic message.

      “Thanks, David,” said Lexi, “I know that was tough.”

      David nodded. Zane squeezed his hand.

      “Can you talk about seeing Alyson?” Xander said.

      This was another simple story. Zane and David had been eating lunch at the park when Alyson and a man walked past them. David described her expression and how the man she was with seemed to treat her.

      “Interesting,” said Lexi. “If she was afraid, maybe she was an unwitting pawn in all this.”

      “Of course she was,” said Francine. “She was kidnapped.”

      “It seemed she was kidnapped. But kidnapping victims don’t often go for walks across the park in the town where they were kidnapped. Something else is going on here. I thought maybe she was in on the initial attack.”

      “No,” said Francine. “I’ve known Alyson since she was eleven. She had nothing to do with the attack.”

      “Okay.”

      Xander could tell Lexi wouldn’t take Francine’s word on this. Nor would he, but it made sense to move on for now rather than get into an argument with Francine about her friend.

      “You say she shook her head,” Lexi said to David.

      “Yes. I think she was warning me not to get involved or say anything.”

      “I think you’re probably right,” said Lexi. “What about the man? Was he one of the two who confronted you earlier today?”

      “No. This guy was black. Tall, short black hair. Older than the two who came after me today. Maybe forties. I didn’t get a good look at him. My focus was on Alyson.”

      “Understandable.”

      They moved on to Emma.

      “I know you said you’d lost touch since New Year,” Lexi said to Francine. “Had you seen or spoken to her at all?”

      Francine took her time considering this before answering.

      “She was at Yvonne’s funeral, but we didn’t speak. It was too raw for both of us, and I was so angry, as I said before. Since then, I only saw her once. That was six weeks ago.”

      “Did you talk?”

      “Briefly. I was in my wheelchair, and she could barely look at me. I think she felt guilty because she was fine by that point. Physically, I mean. That made me angry, so then I felt guilty, too. We made stilted small talk, then went about our days. That was it. I remember coming home thinking how crazy it was that I could see one of my best friends and barely speak with her. We were like strangers. Now she’s gone, and we’ll never be close again.”

      As Francine’s eyes glistened, David crossed the room, supporting his sister as his boyfriend had supported him.

      Lexi and Xander gave them a couple of minutes. David remained by his sister when Xander asked the next question.

      “What about you, David? Had you seen Emma recently?”

      David shook his head. “Last time was a couple of months ago. She was in a cafe, alone. I saw her as I passed. That’s the only time I’ve seen her since before Christmas.”

      There was nothing to be gained by asking about Emma’s murder. The siblings had had little or no contact with her in months. Francine had not known about Emma’s relationship with Alf. Their best bet was to delve into the event that might link to Emma’s murder.

      “I know this’ll be tough,” said Lexi, “but we should discuss New Year.”

      Francine was still upset but put on a brave face and nodded. She was about to talk when Zane piped up.

      “I’ve seen Emma quite recently.”

      All eyes turned his way.

      “You saw her?” David said. “When? You never said.”

      “We’d not been together long. I remembered when she died, but it wasn’t worth mentioning. It’s not even like she was a friend of yours. I’m only mentioning it now because you—“ he looked at Xander and Lexi “—said anything could be useful, so you wanted to know everything.”

      “We do,” said Xander.

      “What did you see?” said Lexi.

      Zane took a breath and drew in the memories.

      “It was a few weeks ago. She was in a cafe, a couple of tables down from me. We didn’t speak, but I didn’t know her, so that’s no surprise. I didn’t even know who she was at the time. Not until I saw her on the news a few weeks later. I only took note of her at all because I was playing ‘girlfriend or daughter’.”

      “Pardon?” said Xander.

      “It’s a game we play when we see a younger woman with an older man,” said David. “You guess if it’s the guy’s daughter or his girlfriend.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Lexi said. “And in this case?”

      “Unconfirmed,” said Zane. “Sadly, that’s often the way.”

      “What did the older man look like?” Xander asked.

      “Um, he had thick hair and a neat beard and moustache, all snow white. Also, a warm smile.” Zane blushed. “It probably seems weird I noticed that.”

      “Zane’s incredibly observant,” said David. “What’s wrong?”

      Xander’s shock must have shown on his face. Lexi was on her phone. She got up and showed the screen to Zane.

      “Was this the man you saw?”

      Zane nodded. “Yes, who is it?”

      Lexi looked at Xander. He didn’t need to see the picture to know who Lexi had shown Zane.

      “His name,’ Xander said, “is Donald Murray.”
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      Whenever Lexi thought she had a handle on this case, new information came to light, causing the heinous crime to morph into something more confounding. What had been a double murder committed by a single perpetrator became two crimes with two killers, only one of whom was unknown. What seemed an isolated killing now appeared to be linked to an attack six months ago. And what they had hoped to be the work of a single villain now seemed to involve an organised group of rogues.

      Then there was Donald, who had claimed to be interested in solving this crime only because Ivy was blackmailing him. It did not take long for Lexi and Xander to realise his connection to this was far more personal, but even they could not have guessed how personal until Zane’s latest revelation.

      “Who’s Donald Murray?” asked Francine.

      “I recognise the name,” said David. “From the news. Isn’t he a politician?”

      “Close,” said Lexi, “he’s a criminal. Involved in organised crime.”

      Francine looked mortified. “What was he doing with Emma?”

      “That’s what we must find out.” Lexi looked at her ex-husband. “Next steps?”

      “Divide and conquer.”

      “Who do you want?”

      He was already rising. “Donald.”

      “You sure?”

      A nod.

      “Be careful.”

      “What’s going on?” said Zane. “Where are you going?”

      Lexi rose and met Xander by the living room door, taking his hand.

      “As it happens, we have a line to Donald,” she said. “I’ll stay here so we can discuss the New Year attack. Xander will meet with Donald.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” Francine asked.

      “Not for me,” said Lexi.

      While his sister and boyfriend looked increasingly nervous, David had veered towards suspicion.

      “How do you have a direct line to Donald?”

      “Don’t worry,” said Lexi. “It’s adversarial. Xander used to date Don’s daughter, so our families are, unfortunately, connected. That said, it’s a bonus today.”

      “You’re going to ask why he was with Emma?” Francine asked Xander. “Won’t he lie?”

      “Maybe,” said Xander.

      “He might also refuse to answer,” said Lexi. “What’s certain is our chances of learning the truth are greater if we ask than if we don’t.”

      “What if his lies send you in the wrong direction?” asked David. “He might pull the wool over your eyes.”

      “He won’t,” said Xander.

      He kissed Lexi and left, retrieving his phone to call Donald as he went.

      Lexi took the armchair Xander had vacated and tried not to be afraid. After all, they had dealt with Donald Murray before and had always come out, if not on top, then at least safely. Besides, Donald wanted Emma’s murder solved. Honesty was his best policy.

      Yet, he had lied before. Why not tell them about meeting Emma? If he wanted to keep the meeting from Ivy, he could have told them when he visited AH-HA.

      These were questions Xander would ask, and he would be careful. When he left, he would be disappointed if he learned that Lexi had failed to get more info from Francine because she was too busy worrying about him.

      Putting on a false smile, she said, “Let’s continue.”

      Francine’s eyes went to the door as though expecting Xander to return. Or maybe for Donald to burst in carrying Xander’s head and a sawn-off shotgun. Zane looked equally worried. David had yet to shake his suspicions about how Xander and Lexi knew Donald.

      “Okay,” said Lexi, raising her voice to grab everyone’s attention. “We don’t know why Donald met with Emma. We can’t know, so there’s no point wasting time considering it. We must trust Xander to get to the bottom of it. Meanwhile, Francine, I know this won’t be nice, but I need you to take your mind back to late last year. We’ll get to the attack. First, I want you to scour your mind for any memories of Emma that stand out in the lead-up to the attack. Was she acting differently? Had anything in her life changed? That sort of thing.”

      Regarding changes in Emma’s life, Lexi had something specific in mind—the call she had supposedly made to her biological father. Lexi could ask about that. First, she wanted to hear what Francine had to say unpolluted by Harvey’s claims.

      David and Zane watched Francine mull Lexi’s questions over until it became clear she found this distracting, at which point they focused on each other. Lexi looked out of the window at a quiet, sunny street. Her mind went to Xander, but she did not want to think of him as he made his way to meet Donald, so her brain jumped to Maggie. What would happen now the cat was out of the bag? Would Maggie still come to Lexi for advice? What about friendship? For the sake of Xander, it would be good if Lexi and Maggie could become friends. Not only Xander, either. Biology be damned, Lyla was going to have a brother or sister. Lexi wanted the siblings to be close. Something that would be made more challenging if the mothers could not get on.

      Francine cleared her throat, and David and Zane stopped whispering to focus on her. Lexi wiped her mind of Maggie, Lyla, and the baby-to-be to do the same.

      “I think I should start a year ago. Last summer.”

      “Go on,” said Lexi.

      “It was naturally an emotional time. The four of us—me, Emma, Alyson, and Yvonne—had spent almost every day together for seven years. As school finished and we entered the summer break, we knew that was about to change. Except for Emma, we were all at different Universities from September. We promised to talk daily but knew it wouldn’t be the same. Emma would be job hunting. The rest of us would make new friends. Not that we thought this’d push us apart. I just mean we knew it would be hard to keep in constant contact. If that makes sense.”

      “Perfect sense.”

      “We wanted to make last summer perfect. We spent more time together than ever, but it was emotionally difficult, especially for Emma. I think she felt left behind, even though she’d chosen not to attend University. She could have.”

      There was a combative hint to this last sentence. Francine defending her deceased friend, unable to bear the thought that anyone would think a lack of intelligence or aptitude—rather than personal choice—had kept her out of higher education. Lexi merely nodded her understanding and let Francine continue.

      “Anyway, summer ended, and we went our separate ways. We did keep up the calls, and we didn’t drift apart. During the first semester, Emma visited each of us. After a massive blow-out with her mum, she ended up spending a week with me.”

      Lexi did not want to take Francine out of her flow but had to ask:

      “Do you know what the argument was about?”

      Francine considered this, then gave a short, bitter laugh. “You know what? I don’t. I said earlier we shared absolutely everything, down to what lipstick we’d picked up at the shops. Remember that?”

      “I do.”

      “This was one exception. I didn’t clock that at the time. I think it had to do with her dad, but other than that…” she shrugged.

      “Her biological father, you mean? Not Alf.”

      “Her bio-dad, yeah.”

      Lexi made no further comment but took note. Sometime between September and Christmas, Emma and Ivy had fought about Emma’s birth father. This would be weeks—at most, a couple of months—before Harvey claimed she spoke to her biological dad. If Donald was right, and the man he had killed when Emma was ten was not her biological father, could this argument have been about someone else? Had Ivy finally confessed the truth of Emma’s origins to her daughter?

      It was worth thinking about.

      Lexi asked Francine to continue.

      “Emma seemed so much better when we got home for Christmas. She was thrilled to see us, and we fell back into our normal routines. It helped that Harvey—Emma’s boyfriend—was also back from University. She’d been lonely. It lifted her spirits to have us all there again.”

      For a moment, recalling this, the biggest smile found its way onto Francine’s face. She looked radiant. But Lexi saw the clouds coming, and the smile dropped as Francine’s mind turned to what happened next.

      “We went out Christmas Eve,” she said, “then spent Christmas with our families. “We met up again on the 27th, and Emma suggested we go out on New Year’s Eve. She had tickets to this event in town. She—“

      Francine stopped. Something had dawned on her, but the emotions were too much. They blocked her throat.

      “She what?” Lexi prompted.

      “She said she’d had good news. I’d completely forgotten that.”

      Lexi’s heart rate quickened. Her mind again turned to Harvey and what he had told Xander about Emma’s phone call.

      “How could I forget?” Francine asked, more to herself than anyone else. “She wouldn’t tell us what it was. Said it was a surprise.” Again, Francine said to herself, “How could I forget?”

      “I’m guessing,” said Lexi, “She wouldn’t tell you until New Year?”

      Nodding. “That’s right. We were annoyed. We wanted to know. We pushed, but she wouldn’t cave. When New Year’s Eve came around, we all met at Alyson’s house to get ready, and again we pushed, but she wouldn’t tell. She said it was for later. Oh my God…”

      What happened to Francine that night had been traumatic. The brutal attack, the death of one friend, the kidnapping of another. The loss of her ability to walk. It was no surprise to Lexi that details from before the attack—details that had seemed insignificant—had slipped her mind until now. It would all have been too raw, too fresh, when she spoke to the police, gave them her story. Her mind would have been occupied only with the tragedy and her pain.

      Francine was not so forgiving of herself.

      “We went to the venue and forgot about the surprise. We looked incredible, and we loved being together. It was an amazing night. One of the best of my life.”

      The tears had—understandably—returned. David jumped from his seat and went to where Lexi had been sitting to comfort his sister.

      “It’s okay. I’m okay.” Francine wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I miss them so much.”

      “I’m sorry to make you relive all this,” said Lexi. “If you want to take a break—“

      “No.” There was steel in Francine’s voice. “I want to do this.”

      Lexi nodded. David seemed to have reservations, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “At the end of the night, we went outside. I remember spilling into the cold air, wearing basically nothing but not feeling the cold. You know how it is when you’re buzzing from a great night, booze blanket on.”

      “I do,” said Lexi.

      “We had planned to get a cab, but then…” Francine’s eyes widened as the memory fell into place. “Emma said no. She said it was time for the surprise.”
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      It was easy enough to secure a meeting with Donald. Xander had only to call and say he had an update on the Emma case, and Donald agreed to come at once.

      Xander drove to a local park. It was a beautiful day, the sun pounding down on the grass and the pavements that weaved through the park. Laughing children bombed around the two playgrounds situated on the council land.

      As Xander walked along the path, enjoying the feel of the sun on his back, he recalled the previous occasions he had come here. In the early days of his relationship with Lexi, they had walked this path. They had brought picnics and enjoyed lunch together in the sun. Since Lyla’s birth, Xander had visited both playgrounds on countless occasions. In recent weeks, he had brought Sebastian and Olivia here too.

      Xander knew Lexi saw Sebastian and Olivia as her kids. With their mother dead and their father—Lexi’s brother—in prison, she was all they had. Xander was starting to see them in the same way, and it was incredible to think he would have four children to care for soon enough.

      Would he bring his new baby here? It was impossible to imagine that he would not. He saw himself pushing the pram along the path, his baby inside, looking up at him. It made his heart melt.

      Yes, he was a sap.

      He reached a picnic table and stared at the playground, imagining himself running around it, trying to control four kids. Would Maggie be with him? Lexi? Both?

      How complicated his life was set to become.

      Speaking of, here came a reminder of the most complex issue surrounding the forthcoming birth of Maggie’s child. Her parents. Grandparents to his new baby.

      No, he could not allow that.

      “Alexander,” Donald said as he approached the table. “Wonderful to see you again so soon.”

      “Donald.”

      “You scurried off so quickly earlier that I didn’t have time to congratulate you. I must admit I’m not keen on you leading my daughter on, knocking her up, and breaking her heart…”

      Donald let this dangle, but Xander would not take the bait. He despised the characterisation, mainly because it hit too close to home.

      “I’ve broken legs for less.”

      Xander couldn’t help himself. “Have many men got Maggie pregnant?”

      “Don’t be obtuse. You know what I mean. I’m protective of my daughter and unhappy with you. Still, you’re a good guy, and Maggie wouldn’t want me to hurt you. So…”

      Another sentence left dangling. Once again, Xander resisted the bait.

      “You have an update for me?” Donald said at last.

      Xander nodded and tapped the picnic table between them.

      “A few days ago, hours before Emma was killed, two men sat at this table—or one like it—having a picnic.”

      “Okay?”

      “While they ate, a man and young woman walked past. One of the men at the table recognised the young woman.”

      Donald waited.

      “Alyson Harris,” said Xander.

      “Okay,” said Donald. “Consider me intrigued.”

      “You know who she is?”

      “Yes. A friend of Emma’s. The one who was kidnapped at New Year.”

      “Supposedly kidnapped.”

      “Well, yes. Do you think she might have something to do with this?”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      They decided to leave the picnic table and wander on through the park. It was busy, and plenty of people were behind and ahead of them. Xander focused on the dog walking couple a few feet in front as he spoke rather than meet Donald’s eye.

      Without naming names, he told Donald someone had seen Alyson and decided to tell the police, only for mysterious men to threaten him to keep this information to himself. Donald listened in rapt silence, focusing on Xander even as Xander continued to look ahead. When Xander finished, Donald whistled.

      “That certainly changes things.”

      Xander nodded.

      “There’s more going on here than some random vendetta,” said Donald. “This was no emotional or random killing. This is… something else.”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you for updating me.”

      “Sure. Now it’s your turn.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      Xander had been unsure whether telling Donald what they had learned from David was the right move. But he needed honest answers. To prove he deserved them, it paid to offer Donald something in return.

      “Why did you ask us to investigate Emma’s murder?”

      Donald rolled his eyes. “Must we go over this again?”

      “Repeatedly. Until you’re honest. I’ve been thinking about blackmail.”

      “Dangerous topic for you.”

      “I have photos of you cheating on your wife with a young waitress.”

      Donald’s cheeks flushed with anger. “She was in her thirties.”

      “So is your daughter, but that’s not my point.”

      “Better get to whatever is fast, else I might lose my temper.”

      As if he hadn’t already.

      “I’m using the photos to blackmail you into staying away from Jason and the people I love. To keep them safe.”

      “I recall.”

      “I wonder if you wanted us to help with Emma’s murder investigation but didn’t know how to compel us to do so. Assuming you can’t tell the truth, what would you do?”

      Donald said nothing.

      “Blackmail,” said Xander. “Did Ivy threaten to reveal your affair to Elizabeth if you didn’t help her find Emma’s killer?”

      Donald said nothing.

      “Or was that a lie? Is this something else?”

      At last, Donald took his eyes off Xander. He, too, looked at the dog walkers. They were not close enough to hear what Xander and Donald were saying. Those walking behind perhaps were, but it was too late to worry about that.

      “We’re retreading old ground here,” said Donald. “That would be a pointless endeavour had you not learned something new. Why don’t you spit it out.”

      Xander did.

      “Someone saw you and Emma together a few weeks before she died. In a cafe.”

      Donald had been expecting this. It still stunned him into temporary silence.

      Xander did not push.

      “I repeat what I told you in your office,” Donald said. “This has nothing to do with the murder investigation.”

      “It has to do with why Lexi and I are involved. Were you sleeping with her?”

      Donald’s face showed disgust. “I’ve told you, I don’t go for young women. Emma and I were not in a sexual relationship. Suggest as much again, and I’ll have your tongue cut out—or your wife’s. I’m sure people would be lining up to thank me. Why do you need to know why I want you to investigate, anyway?”

      The answer to this was so clear that Xander initially did not bother to speak, assuming Donald would answer his own question. When the mobster stayed mute, Xander was forced to respond.

      “How can we be expected to find the truth about what happened when the people who want us to find it won’t be honest? Come on, Ivy confessed to killing her husband. It’s your turn to come clean.”

      “You can’t compel me,” Donald said.

      “No, but we can walk away.”

      The path they were on cut through the centre of the park and split at a T-Junction by the boundary fence. Xander and Donald turned right at the junction, looping back towards where they had met.

      “You can’t.”

      “No? How are you compelling us again?”

      “I—“ Donald stopped, realising what Xander was getting at. The threat was that if Xander and Lexi did not find Emma’s killer, Ivy would reveal her affair with Donald to Elizabeth. But if Ivy had never threatened Donald, he couldn’t pass that threat down the line to the Harpers.

      “Your conscience won’t let you walk away,” said Donald.

      This was true, but Xander said, “False.”

      “An innocent young woman needs justice.”

      There was a desperate tinge to Donald’s tone now. Something Xander had not heard before.

      “She does,” he agreed. “I want to get it for her. I won’t if you continue lying.”

      Donald was furious, but what could he do? His mind scrambled for some stick he could use to force Xander to act as he wished. But there was nothing.

      “This is pointless. Meaningless. Fine, this is personal. I cared about Emma, but I was not sleeping with her. Remember the situation. Ivy and I began our affair twenty years ago. It didn’t last long. That doesn’t mean I took no interest in Emma. I’ve kept an eye on her ever since. Of course, I care. Of course, I want to see her killer brought to justice. Of course… why are you looking at me like that?”

      Xander’s eyes had gone wide. He could feel it. It was amazing he had kept walking. His legs were on autopilot, tracing the path as he stared at Donald.

      “What?” Donald said.

      “Twenty years?” Xander said. “That’s how long ago you started sleeping with Ivy?”

      “Yes, what has that—“ Donald stopped dead, realising. Previously, he had told them the affair was only fifteen years in the rearview.

      “No,” said Donald. “Not twenty.”

      “That’s why you care.”

      “It was fifteen years,” said Donald.

      “It wasn’t. It was twenty. You weren’t sleeping with Emma.”

      “Alex,” Donald warned, but it was too late.

      “She’s your daughter.”
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      A chain of people made their way along the path through the park. First came the dog-walking couple, who took a left at the larger playground and proceeded towards the trees. Next came Donald and Xander, who broke from the path and returned to the picnic table where they had met before going on their walk. The woman behind them picked up speed as they left the track, rushing towards the exit, her hood drawn over her head despite the weather, as though she suffered from hay fever and thought she might be able to hide from the pollen.

      Her hood came down only once she was back at her car. There were tears in Maggie’s eyes and a lump in her throat. Fearing the lump might force its way out of her mouth and become a scream, Maggie scrambled for her car’s door handle, yanking several times in silent frustration before realising it was locked. Out came her keys. She threw open the door and dived in, only releasing the lump once enclosed by steel walls.

      Turned out it was a scream.

      When the sound died, she slumped across the front seats and sobbed. No doubt the baby was to blame for this outrageous emotional response. After all, what had she learned that was so bad? Okay, so her father had not only cheated on her mother a couple of decades ago with Ivy but with a waitress much more recently. There were doubtless other women. Oh, and the two most important men in her life had lied to her face.

      And, of course, she had a sister.

      A sister.

      It seemed phenomenal. Ridiculous. Outrageous.

      As a child with an older brother she often could not stand, Maggie had spent many hours wishing she had a sister to play with. On one occasion, she even asked if her mother would be so kind as to have another daughter. Maybe the child could be Maggie’s birthday present.

      Elizabeth Murray had laughed. Two kids is enough for your dad and me. Besides, you’re the apple of Daddy’s eye. You wouldn’t want competition, would you?

      Lying across the front seats, Maggie laughed at how ridiculous this statement now seemed. The laugh quickly became almost maniacal. Anyone looking through the window would be tempted to call the men in white coats.

      Two children might have been enough for Elizabeth. Not so for her husband, who had given Maggie a sister she had never known. He’d had no relationship with this girl, yet had looked out for her all her life.

      But not very well.

      The laughter stopped.

      Maggie didn’t have a sister. She’d had a sister. A sister she would never meet. How had she gone through life with only a brother yet ended up with two dead siblings? Was that fair?

      Forcing herself to a sitting position, Maggie glanced back into the park. There sat Dad and Alex at a picnic table. Chatting. To passersby, they no doubt looked as thick as thieves. It was impossible to tell they hated one another. That their relationship was built on coercion and blackmail.

      Blackmail. Anger pulsed through Maggie as she recalled sitting opposite Lexi in the pub. How reticent she had been to open up. Lexi had convinced her. Maggie bared her soul and was grateful when Lexi gave her measured advice. Once the Agony Aunt work was over, Lexi and Maggie enjoyed a fun evening. At its termination, despite their history, Maggie had come away believing they could be friends.

      What a fool she had been.

      Now, she knew the truth. Lexi still despised Maggie. Nothing had changed in the pub. Her advice—that Maggie shouldn’t go looking for evidence of Donald’s lies and adultery. Her mother would shoot the messenger, and her father would hate her—was not dispensed to help Maggie. It was an act of self-preservation. If Maggie learned the truth and told Elizabeth, Alex’s blackmail scheme would be ruined.

      It made her sick that she had allowed Lexi to fool her. And to think, Maggie had done everything she could to persuade her parents not to murder Lexi’s brother, although Andrew had murdered Freddie.

      Thoughts of Freddie, the brother she had loved and loathed in equal measure, brought her back to Emma, her dead sister. She got out her phone and searched the local news. It did not take long to find reports of the gruesome double murder. Nor was it surprising that the papers and TV news leaned into the theory that Ivy was behind the deplorable crimes. It gave Maggie sick satisfaction to imagine the homewrecker being convicted.

      It was too much. Maggie threw her phone aside and imagined what it might have been like had Mum confronted Dad over his affair with Ivy two decades ago. Perhaps Donald would have confessed to the pregnancy. Assuming he had known. Elizabeth would not have been happy, but Maggie might have grown up with the sister she always wanted. Sure, there was a decade between them, but that did not change much. Maggie would have been protective of her little sister. Might even have saved her life.

      The tears came again. It wasn’t fair. How could her father have robbed her of the chance to know her sister?

      On the verge of despair, Maggie touched her tummy, where her baby grew. It was months before she would feel any movement, but she imagined she sensed the shifting of the tiny being within. It gave her hope. Everything would be okay so long as she had her baby.

      She needed no one else.

      Removing her hand and taking a steadying breath, Maggie cast one more look into the park. Alex and Donald remained at the picnic table. Maggie had half a mind to confront them. If they had turned while walking through the park—and she had been aware of how likely that was as she trailed behind them—she’d have confronted them.

      Not now. There was no point. They’d lie again. Or worse, beg for forgiveness. It was too late for that.

      The anger was gone. So was the sadness. Cold indifference remained. And a desire to make those who had betrayed her realise their mistake.

      The man she loved should have had more respect for her. Her father should have cared enough to tell her the truth. It said much that they thought they could brush her aside with a few falsehoods.

      She would prove them wrong.

      Tearing her eyes away from her father and the man she loved, Maggie started her car.

      She would make them pay.
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      Francine hugged herself while staring at the wall, where she saw projected the night of the New Year attack. Close at her side, David kept his arm around his sister’s shoulder, his concerned eyes on her face as she remembered leaving the nightclub after their New Year’s Eve Party. Emma’s declaration that it was time for their surprise.

      Although Francine had delivered the news and was the only one there to hear Emma say this, she seemed as surprised as the others to learn why she and her friends didn’t get a cab.

      Lexi’s mind was racing. She was far from knowing the truth of what happened to Emma, but more and more pieces were falling into place. If Harvey was telling the truth, Emma had spoken to someone between Christmas and New Year. Harvey claimed this was her biological father. Maybe it was if she had learned the man who had walked out on her when she was ten was not. Whoever she spoke to, her spirits were visibly lifted following the conversation. She told her friends she had a surprise for them but refused to say what it was. She wanted to do a big reveal in the early hours of New Year’s Day.

      “Yvonne wasn’t happy,” said Francine. “Well, none of us were thrilled. It was 3 a.m., dark and freezing. We didn’t feel the temperature when we came out of the club. We knew we would before long if we went walking into the night. So, yeah, we all felt put out, but Yvonne was the one to speak up. What kind of surprise must happen in the cold and the dark in the early hours? That’s what she said.”

      “She had a point,” said Lexi.

      “She did, but Emma refused to budge. She was giddy with excitement. If you don’t come, she said, I’ll go alone. I can’t believe I forgot all this.”

      “It didn’t seem important,” said Lexi. “You thought it was a random attack. It still might have nothing to do with the surprise.”

      But was that likely? Emma calls someone. Days later, she leads her friends into the dark for a surprise. Then, they’re attacked. Of course, Francine hadn’t known about Emma’s call with her father. Still didn’t.

      “She said it wasn’t far, and we forgot about the cold once we got going. We were talking about the night, singing the best songs, remembering the boys who had brought us drinks, both handsome and not so much. We were still drunk, and we were laughing our heads off about something—I can’t remember what—when the car pulled up alongside us.”

      Francine shuddered at the memory.

      “Was Emma surprised by the car’s arrival?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t she be?”

      Lexi didn’t answer, but she was thinking about the surprise. Did Emma believe she was about to meet her father? Was he the surprise? It made sense that Emma would want her best friends with her when she met this man for the first time, but why would they be meeting at 3 a.m. on New Year’s Day? Did Emma look at that car and buzz with anticipation, or was this about something other than her birth father? Was there a more sinister reason she might have expected the car’s arrival?

      David cut through her thoughts but verbalised the end point of her current chain of thinking.

      “These guys killed Yvonne and kidnapped Alyson. They paralysed you. But Emma got, what, a few broken bones?”

      Francine stared at her brother as though seeing him for the first time.

      “What are you suggesting? No, hang on. I know what you’re suggesting. And it’s ridiculous. Laughable.”

      “Francine,” said Lexi, but Francine cut her off.

      “Not you as well? Emma had nothing to do with this.”

      “You’re almost certainly right.” Although Lexi did not quite believe this. “Still, it would be remiss of us not to consider the possibility. Hang on, let me explain. Emma says she has a surprise but refuses to tell you what it is. She insists you go somewhere with her when you leave the club on New Year’s Day but won’t tell you where. If not for her, you’d have got a cab home, wouldn’t you?”

      “That was bad luck. An awful sliding doors moment.”

      “Maybe. Then there’re the injuries. Emma got off light, didn’t she?”

      “She got lucky. Those men attacked us with equal force and violence. Either of us could have ended up in this chair. I drew the short straw, is all.”

      “Did you see her getting beaten?” David asked.

      In response, Francine only glared, so Lexi took up the conversation.

      “That’s a good point. Presumably, someone beat you while someone else attacked Emma. It’s possible to make an attack look more brutal than it is. Emma suffered bruising and broken bones. They could have aimed for specific areas, hoping to cause pain but not—“

      “Stop it.” This was more of a roar than a demand. “You can’t say these things about my friend. She’s dead.”

      That was an argument that held no weight whatsoever.

      “People tend to be kinder to the dead than the living,” Lexi said. “Hitler and other tyrants notwithstanding. We can’t allow Emma’s demise to blind us to what she might have done.”

      Francine was still shaking her head.

      “You said Alyson faked her kidnapping. How does that fit your theory?”

      “You said you didn’t believe that.”

      “I don’t. Your theories make no sense.”

      “Theories are, as you may be aware, theoretical. I’m not suggesting anything as fact. I’m merely using what we know to suggest possibilities. For example, Alyson strolling across a park hours before Emma dies is suspicious, given she was kidnapped six months ago and hasn’t been seen since. It’s not even like this was her escaping. Her parents are still frantic over her, so she’s disappeared again since David saw her?”

      Francine said nothing. Lexi continued.

      “That Emma insisted you go for a walk for an unspecified reason, putting you in place to be attacked, is also suspicious. It might be a coincidence. We also think those who attacked you on New Year’s Day killed Emma a few days ago. Does that make it less likely she was involved in the attack? Possibly. Or maybe she was involved but became a liability. Murderous gangs don’t like loose ends, in my limited experience. Granted, that experience comes mostly from books and films.”

      “I can’t believe this.” Francine was crying again. “I thought you’d help find my friend’s killer, not accuse her of these awful things.”

      Francine’s tears and direct accusations made Lexi feel crappy. She had done nothing wrong. It was her duty to examine this problem from all angles. That did not deter the guilt.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I understand why you’re angry and upset. Please know my priority is finding Emma’s killers. But, to do that, I must unravel everything that happened around New Year. All I can do is look at the evidence, using it to uncover the truth. The more I learn, the closer I get.”

      “This wasn’t Emma,” said Francine.

      “Okay,” said Lexi. “I’ve no preconceptions.”

      Across the room, Zane coughed, then blushed and bowed his head when everyone looked at him. David smiled at his boyfriend but remained by his sister’s side. He still had his arm around her, although she was leaning away from him following his insinuations about Emma.

      “I’m sure you can’t wait to get me out of your house,” said Lexi. “I still think it would be useful to hear everything you remember about the attack—where it happened. How. All of it.”

      David shook his head. “No. It’s too much. She doesn’t want to relive it.”

      “Don’t speak for me, please.” Francine gave Lexi a long, assessing look. “You don’t just want to blame Emma for this, do you?”

      Lexi spread her arms as though to show Francine she was unarmed. “All I want is to discover what happened to Emma and bring her killer to justice. As I’ve said, I’ve no preconceptions or personal connections. I’m not looking to pin this on anyone. But I’ll follow the evidence wherever it takes me. That’s the only way I can learn the truth.”

      David remained grumpy and unsure. Zane still looked embarrassed about his cough. Luckily, neither man mattered. Lexi met Francine’s gaze and waited as the younger woman made a decision.

      At last, she said, “Okay.”

      And she dived in, reliving the most harrowing experience of her life.
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      They carried on along the path for a time, but it was clear they would soon have to find seats. In whipping the tarpaulin from Donald’s secret, Xander had acted as a vampire, draining the crook of his strength. By the time they reached the picnic bench at which they’d met, Donald, who was about sixty, looked ninety-five. He collapsed onto the hard wooden seat as though his legs could carry him no further.

      “I don’t suppose anywhere around here serves spirits, does it? Whiskey, gin. Vodka would do.”

      He glanced towards the playground as if expecting to see a kiosk on the perimeter to tap into the bored parent market. A decent business proposition, but he was out of luck.

      “Figures. Had I known you’d uncover my secret, I’d have bought my hip flask. That’s on me. There was always a strong possibility you and that infernal ex-wife of yours would learn the truth. After all, your ability to uncover such secrets is why I coerced you into investigating Emma’s murder.”

      Xander said nothing. He only talked when silence was not an option. As it stood, keeping his mouth shut was the clever play. After two decades of hiding this secret, Xander could see Donald was ready to bear his soul to someone. Anyone. Even Xander. And Xander was willing to listen.

      “I doubt you know this,” Donald said, “but criminality runs in my family. In the late 1940s, my grandfather led a gang of armed robbers responsible for seven successful bank heists in two years. On the eighth job, my grandfather was shot dead by the police. My father was eleven at the time. As you might imagine, my grandfather’s demise had a profound effect on him.”

      The downside of being the vessel into which Donald poured everything he had kept inside for the last two decades was the meandering, the irrelevant information. Xander could only hope they got onto Emma soon.

      “My father was also a crook, but on a smaller scale. He made a decent living but was never ambitious. That was his key learning. ‘Donnie,’ he said. ‘When it comes to us crooks, it’s never inevitable that we’ll be killed or captured, so long as we’re careful. For many men like us, as with your grandfather, ’tis our ambition that proves fatal.’ You see what he means?”

      “I do.”

      Donald explained anyway. “If we keep our heads down, our enemies are easily evaded. The bigger we grow, the larger target we paint on our backs. My father argued such growth inevitably led to destruction.”

      “Clearly,” said Xander, “You didn’t believe him.”

      This made Donald chuckle, though only the ghost of a smile came to his lips.

      “If I’d remained a bachelor or married someone less ambitious, it’s possible I’d have stuck to my father’s advice. Elizabeth changed everything. You’ve met her. I’m sure you can imagine the scope of her ambition.”

      Xander could. The last time he had been with Elizabeth, they had shared a sumptuous cooked breakfast as she threatened to murder Lexi’s brother and Xander’s sister’s lover if he did not convince Hetti to allow her and Donald into Jason’s life. She was not one of his favourite people.

      “Restraint isn’t in her nature, and her ambition was infectious. We expanded, and as my father had predicted, our expansion attracted droves of enemies. The police are easily handled. They have rules to which they must adhere. The law is easily manipulated. Plus, we pay off enough officers and detectives to ensure no watertight case against us can ever be built. And believe me. They’ve tried.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Xander knew many police detectives in the area were desperate to pin something on the Murrays. Some believed it was their duty to stop the monsters from ruining more lives. Others knew bringing the Murrays down would ensure glory, status, and, most importantly, a pay rise.

      “More worrisome than the police are our competitors. We may be the Apple in our field—the undisputed top dogs—but plenty of people would love to bring us down and fill the gap we’d leave behind. Unlike the police, they’ll use any means necessary.”

      Donald looked Xander dead in the eye.

      “You see how this relates to Emma. I realised long ago there was much truth in what my father said about ambition. I didn’t think destruction was as inevitable as he suggested, but I knew the risk was there, and it was great. Thing was, I never worried for myself. Nor for Elizabeth. For me, it was always about my kids.”

      Xander hadn’t realised at first, but listening to Donald’s story was like sitting in a soundproof box, just the two of them. At the mention of kids, the walls seemed to crumble, and the sounds of the outside world broke in. Kids playing, dogs barking, adults chatting.

      Donald looked towards the playground.

      “These days, we’re more secure. Our enemies know a direct attack against us would lead to titanic retribution. In the early years, though, when the kids were young, we had to watch and protect them at all times to ensure no one attacked us through them. It kept me up at night.”

      But did not concern you enough to make you change career.

      Xander kept his thoughts to himself but was shaking with rage. He cared about Maggie and despised Donald for endangering her in service of his ambition. And it wasn’t only Maggie.

      Lost in his narrative, Donald failed to notice the fury across the table.

      “You probably guessed that I hid my connection to Emma for fear of my wife discovering my affair. There’s an element of that, but Emma’s safety was my main concern. When Ivy told me she was pregnant, I made the heart-wrenching call that Emma should never know I was her father. That way, she could live a normal life. She could be safe.”

      Donald dried his eyes and looked back to the playground.

      “Look how that turned out, eh?”

      With his hands clasped to the bench, Xander forced himself to speak, his words measured and cautious.

      “You made the right call.”

      “Do you think? I sent Ivy money and kept a vague eye on the girl, but I could have protected her if she’d been a part of my life.”

      “But the danger to her would have increased. You’ve admitted that people in your orbit are always in danger. It might be a mitigated danger now, but it exists. It’s unfair to bring any innocents into your world.”

      This stole Donald’s attention away from the playground. He studied Xander, noticing the anger for the first time, reading it like a book.

      “This isn’t about Emma anymore. I thought you wanted to know about when we met?”

      “I do, but let’s get something straight.”

      “Are you about to lay down the law, Mr Harper?”

      Ignoring this, Xander said, “You’re a danger to the people you love. You’ve admitted that.”

      “I also said the risk no longer exists.”

      “You didn’t.”

      Donald waved a hand at this. He seemed to find the point tedious.

      “Fine. We’ll always have enemies, but the risk is tiny. Easy for Elizabeth and I to contain.”

      “Wrong. The risk is greater than you can imagine.”

      Donald rolled his eyes. “You’re being dramatic.”

      Unable to bear sitting opposite this man any longer, Xander sprang from the picnic table. Donald’s eyes followed as Xander paced back and forth.

      “No, you underestimate the risk. It goes beyond direct attacks.”

      “Meaning?” There was a tightness in Donald’s voice now.

      “Freddie.”

      “You’d do well not to talk about my son.”

      “He’s dead because of you.”

      For a moment, Donald said nothing. Then, he cast another glance back at the playground. When he turned his face back to Xander, it was almost unreadable. There was a slight smile, but Xander could see the rage in the older man’s eyes.

      “Your brother-in-law gunned down my son, but you blame me?”

      “That’s an oversimplification, and you know it. Freddie was on the verge of shooting Lexi and me dead. Andrew saved us. But it goes deeper than that. Why did Freddie want to kill Lexi? Because, over a decade ago, she put him in the hospital. Why did she do that? Because he viciously attacked her father. Why? Because he grew up in your orbit and believed violence was always the answer. He died because he tried to kill Lexi, but how many others did he anger over the years? He was lucky to last as long as he did.”

      The rant took Donald aback. The words were spilling from Xander of their own volition, and he wasn’t done yet.

      “Before you say Freddie was broken, born that way. That Maggie’s different. We both know that’s crap. She worked for you for years. How many people did she threaten or hurt? How often did she put herself on the wrong side of someone for you that might have ended with a vengeance killing? Come on, Donald. You see it, don’t you? You made the right decision with Emma, not only because you were protecting her from direct attacks. You were protecting her from your influence. Staying out of her life was the best decision you made for any of your children. Maggie and Freddie should have been so lucky.”

      Donald looked at the wooden bench beneath him, then rose. He rounded the picnic table, stopping face-to-face with Xander.

      “We both know what you want to say. All these meaningless words. Stop acting like your wife. Get to the point.”

      Xander did.

      “You cannot be allowed to corrupt and endanger your grandchildren as you did your kids. Please stay away from Jason and my child. Proximity to you will destroy them.”

      The two men faced off. Xander wanted to believe Donald might do the right thing, but imploring him to be a good person would only have one outcome.

      “Thank you,” he said. “That was nice and direct. As will my response be.”

      He stepped away from Xander.

      “I’ll have a relationship with my grandkid. If you try to stop me from knowing Maggie’s boy, as you have so far done with Freddie’s, I’ll kill you, and I’ll kill your wife. Though maybe not in that order. You see if I don’t.”

      He returned to the picnic table, resuming his seat.

      “Now, I believe you wanted to hear about my meeting with Emma. Shall we get down to it?”
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      Soon after Francine finished retelling her story, Lexi bid her goodbye and left. Though not before reiterating her promise to do whatever it took to discover the identity of Emma’s killer.

      Back in the car, she tapped the wheel, pondering what to do next. There was little point texting Xander. If he had finished with Donald or failed to get a meeting, he would have been in touch. The absence of an update suggested they were mid-conversation.

      No point sitting idle in the meantime. Lexi started the car, planning to return to the office, only for another idea to occur as she pulled out of Francine’s street. She pulled over, inputted a new address into her phone, and set off.

      Ten minutes later, she turned onto a long and winding residential road. The homes here were well-maintained four and five-bedroom detached places. They had long driveways, often enough for five or six cars if stacked in a single file line from front door to gate, and most homeowners made use of at least two spaces.

      The entrance to the road was a ten-minute walk from the town centre. But it would have taken five more minutes to reach the point on the seemingly endless street where Lexi parked. Here, the road curved like a hook and widened to accommodate a roundabout. On one side of the roundabout were more detached homes with long driveways. On the other was a stretch of greenery with a playground in its centre. A low fence separated the pavement from the grass.

      Lexi parked on the playground side of the road and got out, approaching the fence and turning to face the houses opposite. Tall trees stood sentinel to the left and right of each front gate, their leaves concealing the road from those in the homes. The length of the driveways made it less likely that sound from the road and playground would make the trek up to the houses and inside.

      A scream would no doubt have been heard, but would it have been interpreted as the sign of desperation and fear it was?

      Lexi turned to look along the road, back the way she had driven. It was a bright day, and the world was silent except for a few birds in the trees, but Lexi imagined a dark sky and the approaching laughter of four nineteen-year-olds coming along the path. They would have curved around on the playground side of the road, making their way towards their unknown destination. Three of them had doubtless forgotten the reason they were walking in the first place. Drinking and a good time will do that to a person, especially if that person is young and has not a care in the world.

      On the four women came. Lexi imagined them reaching the spot where she now stood, in line with the roundabout. Francine said they were about here when the car came around the curve, stopping where Lexi had parked.

      Had they noticed it? Had the unease set in? As young women, they would be aware of the dangers of walking at night. All of them would likely have faced some form of harassment throughout their lives, probably on multiple occasions. Had the nerves set in when the car pulled up? Or had the alcohol and good spirits rendered them unable to worry? Francine could not remember, although she recalled the speed with which fear had overcome her when the car doors opened and two masked men stepped out. Both carrying bats.

      The girls froze in shock as the men burst forward. The first to arrive wasted no time, bringing his bat down with a sickening thud onto Yvonne’s skull. As she dropped, the other women screamed but were paralysed. Though they didn’t know it, Yvonne was already dead.

      With Yvonne down, the men attacked the other three girls with impunity.

      That was the last thing Francine remembered. When she woke, she was in the hospital and in agony. The police told her about Yvonne’s death and Alyson’s kidnapping.

      What about Emma?

      Lexi closed her eyes and pictured Emma’s face, guessing at an expression. Was she afraid, or were her teeth gritted as she awaited the attack, hoping it didn’t hurt too much? Had she led her friends here for this reason?

      Why would she do that? Lexi could not figure out an answer to that. Nor would she rule it out as an option.

      There were two alternatives to the theory that Emma had helped orchestrate the attacks, so far as Lexi could see. The first was that the attack had nothing to do with Emma’s surprise. Either the men had targeted the group and were waiting for the opportune moment, or they hadn’t been looking for anyone in particular, attacking Emma’s group simply because they made for easy targets.

      The second alternative was that the person who asked Emma to meet him—be that her biological father or not—had tricked her. In either scenario, this was likely what Emma thought had happened. For her, it would have seemed like too remarkable a coincidence for the attack to be random.

      Had whoever Emma spoke to lured her into a trap? If so, to what end? Lexi did not have enough information yet to figure this out. To kidnap Alyson? If so, how did one explain Alyson’s appearance in the park hours before Emma’s death? Was she involved with the attackers? If so, was she working with Emma? Or had she used her knowledge of Emma’s desperation to find her birth father to help someone set the trap? Again, it was hard to see this scenario’s end goal. What had the attack achieved if the kidnapping was faked?

      Lexi returned to that first crushing blow, which ended Yvonne’s life. Did she die because she was closest to the attackers when they got out of the car, or had they targeted her? Was she unlucky to die from a single blow while everyone else lived despite suffering multiple injuries, or was that the intention of the perpetrators? Was killing her the point?

      Lexi had asked about Yvonne, but Francine knew nothing to indicate someone had wanted her dead.

      There was nothing more to be learned from the scene of the crime. Lexi got back into her car and phoned Bluebell. She needed to know more, not only about Yvonne, but Francine and Alyson, too. Bluebell was happy to oblige. She would get on it right away.

      After she hung up, Lexi started the car. She could have used the roundabout to turn around, but she wondered where Emma had been heading. They had walked for at least fifteen minutes to reach this point, and Emma had told her friends in town it was not a long trip. They had to be almost at their final destination.

      If Emma was seeking a particular house, it was hardly going to call out to Lexi as she drove past. But maybe Emma had wanted something else. Something Lexi could notice if she drove by at a crawl. She couldn’t imagine what this something might be but figured it was worth a shot, as she was here anyway.

      The houses got more grandiose as Lexi proceeded along the street. Some were so beautiful they made Lexi forget what she was doing. She imagined a world where she and Xander made such a success of their business that they could afford a place like this. It was not beyond the realms of possibility. She truly believed that, despite the extra-curricular detective activities.

      Lost in her fantasy, Lexi almost missed the two women on the doorstep of a particularly gorgeous home as she drove past.

      Noticing them at the last second, Lexi had to resist the urge to slam on the brakes.

      She kept going, her heart pounding as she replayed what she had seen.

      Two women hugging on a front step.

      A mother and daughter. She knew that because she knew who they were.

      Elizabeth and Maggie Murray.
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      Xander could not bring himself to sit back opposite that vile man. The threats did not shock him—he already knew what a murderous bastard Donald was—what they did was drive home the hopelessness of his situation. How was he supposed to keep this man out of his grandchild’s life? Blackmailing him to stay away from Jason only worked because Freddie was dead. There was no chance of that here. Maggie was alive and wanted her parents involved in her kid’s life. Although she no longer wanted any part of the family business, she refused to see the danger having her parents around her child posed to the little boy or girl.

      “Maggie’s due date is months away,” Donald said as Xander continued to pace away from the table. “Can we not put all the unpleasantness aside for now? There is no resolution to be had, is there? How about this: once I’ve killed Emma’s killer, you can spend as long as you like plotting to keep me away from my grandchild. It’ll be time wasted, but you have my blessing. How’s that?”

      Donald’s words were not only a cruel jibe at Xander’s hopeless situation but a reminder of what would happen to Emma’s killer if Lexi and Xander succeeded. While getting caught up in the investigation, Xander had somehow let himself forget his issues with its potential resolution.

      Something would have to be done, but Donald was right. Unless Xander was willing to kill the older man—tempting, but no—his options were presently limited. He had to make a decision. Did he allow his disgust for this repulsive human to drive him away? Or put his personal feelings aside and treat Donald as a witness in the case he was assessing?

      The answer was as obvious as it was depressing.

      Xander forced himself to reclaim his seat opposite that awful man.

      “Fine,” he said. “Talk.”

      “So ill-tempered,” said Donald. “Aren’t you supposed to be the investigator? Shouldn’t you ask probing, insightful questions, teasing the relevant information out of me?”

      “No.”

      Donald waited, hoping for more, then shook his head.

      “Very well. As I said, I doubt you’ll find anything useful in my testimony. However, as you point out, this is about my daughter, and we should leave no stone unturned in the search for the murderer who stole her life.”

      Xander was not sure he had said this. As he agreed with the point, he inclined his head, indicating for Donald to go on.

      “As I said earlier, I decided Emma should never know I was her father. Too dangerous. Our affair was over by the time Ivy told me she was pregnant anyway. She was with Kevin. It broke me, but I knew he’d make a fine father for my girl.”

      “But,” said Xander, “you still killed him.”

      “Out of necessity. Until Emma was ten, Kevin believed she was his daughter. Our hands were forced once Ivy stupidly revealed the truth during the balloon blowout. We couldn’t risk him telling Emma. Her life would be in danger if she came looking for me. I couldn’t have that, so I killed him.”

      Donald’s voice held no hint of remorse, as if he were confessing to stealing sweets. In fact, Xander would have felt guiltier for stealing a sweet than Donald seemed to for taking an innocent man’s life.

      Donald went on, “As I’ve also mentioned, I gave Ivy money over the years. She spent more of it on herself than I might have liked, but Emma never wanted for anything. I’d meet with Ivy every few months, and she’d let me know how Emma was getting on. I won’t lie; staying away was tough.”

      Unlike when he had discussed killing Kevin, Donald showed plenty of emotion when speaking of his daughter. It was clear how much it had hurt him to keep his distance. Xander had always struggled to understand how people could be so human in some ways, so demonic in others. He was far more comfortable with the idea of psychopaths—people who formed no human connections, who seemed to feel nothing for anyone.

      “After the New Year attack—“

      “Wait,” Xander cut in. “What about the phone call?”

      Donald looked confused. “What phone call?”

      “Emma spoke to her biological father days before New Year. She couldn’t have spoken to Kevin; he was dead. It must have been you.”

      From how his mouth gaped, it became clear Donald had forgotten their talk about the phone call. He was replaying his conversation with Xander, recalling the details. He shook his head.

      “No, that’s not right. I’ve had one conversation with Emma in my life. That was in the cafe a few weeks before her death. We’ve never spoken on the phone.”

      “You must have.”

      But there was little conviction in Xander’s words. He did not doubt that Donald was happy to lie when it suited him—he had been on the receiving end of this trait multiple times. The mobster was an adept fibber, but he looked bewildered, and Xander was inclined to believe him.

      “Who told you about this call?” he asked, but Xander shook his head.

      “I won’t say.”

      “I thought we were being honest?”

      “We are. I’m honestly telling you I’m protecting this person’s identity.”

      “Fine, forget their identity. There are two possibilities.”

      “Which are?”

      “One, this person lied to you.”

      Xander nodded but offered no comment. While he was inclined to believe Harvey, the young man had hardly come across as the most reliable person. As with Donald, Xander believed Harvey would lie if it suited him. Or even just for a laugh. Therefore, Xander would not rule out the possibility that he had been deceived.

      “Two,” Donald said, “Emma lied to him.”

      “Or three,” Xander added, “someone lied to her.”

      “What, someone pretended to be Kevin?”

      “Or you,” said Xander.

      Donald shook his head vigorously.

      “She’d no idea I was her real dad.”

      “You sure? Would Ivy tell you if she’d let the cat out of the bag?”

      Donald went to say he was entirely sure but stopped, realising he would be lying both to Xander and himself.

      “There’s a theory that fits,” Xander said.

      Donald did not look as though he wanted to hear it. More, he seemed afraid of it. But he nodded.

      “Go on.”

      “What if Ivy told Emma that Kevin wasn’t her biological father; you were. Or she didn’t mention you, but Emma found out you were her birth dad.”

      “I still think that’s highly unlikely, but fine, for the sake of the hypothetical.”

      “Emma tries to get in touch with you but ends up speaking with someone else. Someone who pretends to be you. And what if that someone was one of the enemies you were talking about earlier?”

      Donald was not enjoying this theory.

      “Impossible.”

      Pushing on, Xander said, “What would that someone do? You’ve already said how much protection you had to give Freddie and Maggie over the years. They’d know that, but now they can get at one of your kids. Just pretend to be you and arrange to meet Emma late one night. Say, on New Year’s Eve. Or New Year’s Day, as it would then be.”

      Donald wasn’t having it. “You’re wrong.”

      “It fits.”

      “It doesn’t. Of all her friends, Emma was the least badly injured.”

      “Because she was supposed to come alone. That’s what her fake father would have asked of her on the phone. Her attackers were expecting one nineteen-year-old woman. When they saw four, they panicked. They killed one, grabbed one, and beat the other two, and had to hope they got it right.”

      For a moment, as Xander watched realisation dawn in Donald’s eyes, it seemed the mobster was about to accept the plausibility of this theory. Then, his eyes hardened, and he gave his head another firm shake.

      “No, it’s ridiculous.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s a theory riddled with holes, but even if we accept a few of the smaller ones, and even if we pretend it’s likely that Ivy would have told Emma I was her father—which it isn’t—you’re asking me to believe Emma tried to get hold of me and not only did she fail, but she happened to reach one of my enemies. Come on. You can’t believe that?”

      “Admittedly, there are some missing pieces.”

      This made Donald laugh a nasty, mocking laugh. “No, it’s crap. How would this relate to the murder anyway?”

      That Xander could answer.

      “After the New Year attack, what did you do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      The question did not bear repeating. The meaning was clear, so Xander kept quiet until Donald gave it some thought.

      “I kept a much closer eye on Emma.”

      “I bet you made it almost impossible to mount another attack.”

      Donald didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

      “So, not only did they have to wait, but they needed a time when Emma would be away from your watchful eye. Such as a night she lied to her mum about where she’d be and snuck into the woods.”

      This made sense, but it was clear that Donald would reject the prospect out of hand.

      “How would they know she was sneaking into the woods?” he asked. “I suppose Alf was in on the conspiracy, was he?”

      “Maybe,” said Xander. “Or maybe it was Alyson.”

      “Alyson?”

      “Harris, yes. Emma’s friend. Why keep her captive for six months? Maybe they knew she’d be useful. She was seen out and about hours before Emma died. Perhaps Alyson suggested the woods as a place to go with her new boyfriend.”

      “You think Alyson met Emma, and rather than say where she’d been for six months, instead suggested spots Emma might take her boyfriend?”

      “Maybe they discussed both.”

      “Come on.”

      Xander said nothing.

      “You’re also saying Alyson led Emma into a trap, knowing she’d be killed?”

      “Maybe it was her life or Emma’s. Maybe she had to make a choice.”

      “Is that the choice you’d have made if it was you or your friend?”

      “No, but I’m a Saint.”

      “Funny.” Donald shook his head. To him, the whole theory, not only Xander’s last sentence, was a joke.

      Xander said, “Talk to Ivy. You need to know if she told Emma the truth.”

      “She didn’t.”

      Xander said nothing.

      “Fine, I’ll ask. But I’m telling you, it’s a non-starter. Once I prove it, I demand you drop this nonsense.”

      Xander would do no such thing. There were other ways Emma could have learned the truth about her biological father. But he kept his mouth shut as Donald grabbed his phone.

      The mobster unlocked his screen. As he did, it rang. His brow creased. He did not recognise the number.

      “One second.”

      He left the bench. When he returned a few minutes later, his face was ashen.

      “Ivy,” he said.

      “What about her?”

      “She’s been arrested. They have evidence she was in the woods the night Alf and Emma were murdered.”
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      Lexi kept driving, stopping only when she was around the corner and out of sight of Elizabeth Murray’s home. Here, she pulled up on the side of the road. A few seconds later, she was out of her car, cautiously approaching the Murray residence.

      From her position several houses away, she watched Maggie say farewell to her mother and proceed down the path towards her car. Lexi’s mind was on Emma. How close they were to where masked men with bats had attacked her and her friends. Even though this was the sort of attack the Murrays would be happy to arrange, Lexi would be inclined to write off the proximity as coincidence had she not recently found out that Donald and Emma had been seen in a cafe together a few months after the attack and a few weeks before she died.

      How did this all link together? And how much was Donald keeping from his investigators? Hopefully, Xander would get answers, but was it possible Maggie knew something also?

      As Maggie got into her car, Lexi returned to her vehicle. She had no idea in which direction Maggie would travel but had a 50/50 shot and was pleased to see Maggie appear around the bend. She stepped into the road, sticking out her thumb like a hitchhiker.

      “Hey, Margaret,” she said as Maggie pulled over and rolled down her window. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      Her tone was jovial, and she was smiling. First, she had considered what the proximity of Donald and Elizabeth’s house to the site of Emma's attack might mean. Now, she wondered what Maggie and her mother had been discussing. Not Jason, surely? Nor Donald and his affairs? Despite these worries, she held her smile.

      Maggie looked less friendly.

      “I was visiting my mother. Should I be surprised to see you snooping? Checking up on me?”

      If Maggie’s sour expression had not been a cause for concern, her cold tone certainly was. When Maggie and Lexi had last spoken, Maggie had been kind, almost bashful, as she had discussed the possibility of the two women becoming friends. What had changed since? Was this about what had happened in Xander’s office? Or something else?

      “I’m not checking up on you,” Lexi said. “I was in the area anyway and spotted you leaving your mum’s place. Thought I’d say hello. Had I guessed at the cold reaction I’d receive, I mightn’t have bothered.”

      “Right.”

      “Right. Look, Maggie, I’ll be upfront here and—actually, can you get out of the car? Or can I get in? It’s doing my back in leaning down to talk to you through the window.”

      The car was idling at the side of the road. Maggie stared at the ignition, and Lexi wondered if she might drive off.

      Something wasn’t right.

      The window came up, and Lexi stepped back. Just in case Maggie got it into her head that it might be a good idea to mount the pavement and take out Lexi. She wouldn’t be the first.

      But, no. Maggie killed the engine and got out. The look in her eyes sent shivers down Lexi’s spine.

      Something was very much not right here.

      “You were going to be upfront.” Maggie snorted as she spoke. “If you can manage that.”

      “What’s going on, Maggie? We were good this morning.”

      “Were we?”

      “I thought so. And you know what? I was pleased. You know how I feel about your family—”

      “You think we’re all scum, vermin. You think we deserve to suffer and die slow, painful deaths.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever put it quite like that. But, hey, I won’t deny my feelings have been less than charitable. My problem was always that I tarred you with the same brush. You loved your brother. I sympathise with that because I love mine, even though he’s not a good person. We can’t help how we feel about our family, can we?”

      “Is there a point to this?”

      “Fine, you want me to get on with it? I despise your brother. He was a monster, and I’m glad he’s dead. Your parents are also monsters, albeit of a different kind. They bring misery to countless people, and I don’t want them near my family. My opinions on them haven’t changed.”

      “This is you getting on with it?”

      Okay, so Maggie wasn’t going to make this easy. Despite getting out of the car, she had not come around onto the pavement. The vehicle stood as a barrier between them. Lexi could see nothing below Maggie’s head but tried not to be put off.

      “I was wrong about you,” she said. “My opinion was coloured not only by how I felt about your family but by your relationship with Xander. That meant that even when you quit the family business and started working for Bluebell, and even when I could see that you’d changed, I didn’t want to accept it. I wanted to dislike you. Then we had our evening at the pub, and I can’t dislike you anymore. I can see the other side of you. And do you know what? I’m glad. Because we’re going to be family, and I don’t want there to be a rift between us.”

      Soul-bearing had never come easily to Lexi. It drained her. Even so, she was glad to have done it, and she forced herself to walk around the car so she was face-to-face with Maggie.

      “Something’s changed,” she said. “You’re angry or upset. What’s happened? Is it something I’ve done?”

      Maggie drew herself to her full height, which was still slightly shorter than Lexi. She stepped forward, cutting the space between them in half.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “For letting you fool me.”

      “Pardon?” Lexi was confused.

      “I sat opposite you in the pub and let myself believe you wanted to help. That you were invested in me and my feelings, not just in protecting yourself. I’m sorry I was so stupid.”

      Lexi’s instinct was to fire back that she had no idea what Maggie was talking about. To do so would be to insult the woman opposite her, which would only make the situation worse. Lexi now knew what was going on.

      Somehow, Maggie had learned the truth.

      “This is about the blackmail.”

      “Yes,” said Maggie. “You told me to hide things from my mum. You were happy to drive a wedge between us for self-interest. Don’t shake your head. How can you tell me it was anything but that?”

      “I feel like I’m in one of those stupid rom-coms,” said Lexi.

      ‘What?”

      “You know, like Ten Things I Hate About You?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I mean how Joseph Gordon-Levitt pays Heath Ledger to date Julia Styles. Heath wants the cash, so he woos Julia and gets her to date him. In doing so, he realises he likes her. Naturally, when he decides he doesn’t want the money, Julia discovers the truth. Awful. He has to tell her that, yes, it was about the money. But it isn’t anymore. He’s fallen in love with her. What a great film, by the way.”

      “I’m leaving,” said Maggie.

      “Wait.” Lexi caught Maggie’s arm. “I sat opposite you in that pub with all my preconceptions. I didn’t like you. My focus was protecting Jason and Andrew, and I was willing to manipulate you to get what I wanted. By the end of the evening, things had changed. Like Heath Ledger with Julia Styles, my opinion of you had changed. It wasn’t only about protecting my family anymore. I saw we could be friends. I was lying to you before, Mags. I’m not lying now.”

      Lexi’s hand was still on Maggie’s arm, but Maggie was no longer trying to pull away. Her eyes scanned Lexi’s face, searching for a lie. She wanted to find one. Lexi glanced towards Elizabeth’s house.

      “Maggie. What did you do?”

      Now, Maggie did pull away. She threw open the door and jumped in before Lexi could stop her.

      “Maggie.” Lexi grabbed the door as Maggie tried to close it. “What did you say to Elizabeth?”

      Maggie tried to yank the door shut. When that didn’t work, she forced herself to look at Lexi.

      “You betrayed me,” she said. “You should have been honest. Alex and my father definitely should have been honest. I thought they cared.”

      Lexi’s heart sank.

      “What did you do?”

      “You were right. I did love my brother, despite everything. I didn’t even like him most of the time, but I miss him every day. Isn’t that mad?”

      “Mad. Why are you talking about your brother?”

      “I wish I could’ve said goodbye.”

      That was a dagger to Lexi’s sunken heart.

      “Maggie, please don’t say you—“

      “Book a visit to see Andrew,” Maggie said, tears in her eyes. “As soon as possible. Say goodbye. You won’t get another chance.”

      She shoved Lexi’s hand away, slammed the door, and drove off, leaving Lexi in the street, full of despair and on the verge of screaming.
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      Over the past six months, the ability to drift peacefully into sleep had, quite understandably, abandoned Alyson. Instead, she would lie in bed for hours before eventually collapsing into sleep. The result was that her waking hours became increasingly hellish. She would stumble around like a zombie, knocking into walls and people. She was emotional, bursting into tears every couple of hours. She even hallucinated on occasion. Yvonne appeared to her, shouting recriminations. Why aren’t you dead instead of me? To this, Alyson had no answer.

      In the last few days, her fear had reached new levels. For months, she had been expecting Octavia to order her execution, and no matter how many times she told herself she would be better off dead, she could not believe it. Until recently, the saving grace for her shocked nerves was that Alyson knew what Octavia wanted, and she knew she could be of use.

      Then Emma died.

      Her door burst open, and two men rushed in. The same two men—she now knew—who had kidnapped her and killed Yvonne.

      The men, in other words, who had screwed up.

      They grabbed her and dragged her from the room. She cried and begged them to tell her what was going on. Where they were going. She was sure she had reached the end of the road. This was it. They were going to kill her and make her body disappear.

      She thought they might take her straight to their vehicle. She had no doubt she would be killed off-site. Perhaps even in the woods where Emma and Alf had died. But no, they turned left instead of right and ended up not outside but back in Octavia’s office.

      “Here she is,” said Octavia as her heavies knocked and shoved Alyson inside. “Sorry to drag you over like this. I hope you weren’t in the middle of anything. A meeting, perhaps.” She laughed at her joke. “Please, take a seat. We have much to discuss.”

      The offer was made cordially, but Alyson was given no chance to take it up. The men grabbed her by each arm and dragged her forward. One kicked the chair back, and the other shoved her down. The second her bum met the padded seat, the men receded, standing sentinel at the back of the room.

      Octavia gave them a reproachful look. “Must you boys be so rough? Alyson’s a guest. Show me your arms, girl.”

      Alyson remembered how her stomach had turned during their last meeting when Octavia had touched her hand. The last thing she wanted was to repeat that experience. But, now as then, she had no choice, and she did as told.

      “Dear, dear.” Octavia’s wrinkled, shaking hands encircled Alyson’s wrists and pulled. Alyson came forward with the tug and ended up half bent over the desk. Her stomach pressed into the hard edge.

      “This is awful,” Octavia continued. “Look at this.” She pressed her thumbs into the skin where her men had manhandled Alyson. “That’ll bruise. Such ugly marks for such a pretty girl.” She tutted. “Rest assured. My boys will be reprimanded most strongly for this. I told them to be gentle.”

      Alyson did not believe Octavia had told her men anything of the sort. They feared her. The suggestion they would wilfully disobey her orders was laughable. This was an act, all part of Octavia’s games. Alyson had suffered through it many times before.

      Her mind caught on Octavia calling her pretty, and she had to fight tears. It was stupid—she had never been the best-looking woman—but a couple of men had called her pretty before she ended up here. No one would say it now. Octavia did not send Alyson enough food, and the food she did send was not what you’d call nutritious. She had become gaunt over the months, and her skin was greasy and marred by spots. Her hair was a long, tangled mess. She missed wearing make-up. She missed being normal.

      “Dearest, there’s no need to be sad.” Octavia released Alyson’s arms and let the younger woman fall into a natural position. “I understand how you must feel. You know Emma’s dead. I suppose you think I’m going to kill you. Well, order my friends here to kill you. Is that what you think?”

      Remembering Octavia’s disdain for hesitation and dishonesty, Alyson forced herself to nod.

      “Speak, young one.”

      “Yes.” Alyson’s voice was hoarse, almost inaudible. “I’m afraid.”

      “As well you might be. I wish it hadn’t gone like this. You know that, don’t you? It’s a mess. My boys should never have brought you here. They screwed up.”

      The men shifted. At once, Octavia’s eyes narrowed, and her tone sharpened.

      “Yes? Have you something to say?” They did not, and Octavia smiled as she looked away from them. Her tone was softer again. “The accusation aggrieves them. After all, Emma was supposed to be alone. But there’s no need to go into all that again, is there?”

      This sounded like a rhetorical question. Even so, Alyson thought it was better to play it safe by answering.

      “No.”

      “No, indeed. As you know, nothing’s gone right for me since this operation began. You may believe I rule with an iron fist, but this is a business, and I’m only one of several shareholders. One member of the board. After the Emma debacle, my co-owners suggested I’d bitten off more than I could chew. They told me to slit your throat, dump your body, and move on. Do you know what I said to those people?”

      “No.”

      “I called them cowards. They’re restrained by their limited ambition, happy to trundle along, despite knowing we could grow tenfold if only we could knock out our biggest competitor. The Murrays. Or, as I like to call them, Donald and Elizabeth Fucking Murray. I’m sorry to curse.”

      “S’kay.”

      Octavia smiled, happy to have trained Alyson in the art of responding at the right moments and saying the right thing to boot.

      “There were many nasty words spoken between me and my peers after we took you, my dear. Still, I won in the end. They agreed we could wait a few months and try again. We were close. I was days from putting something new into action. You would have helped. Then Emma died. Isn’t that a disaster? To make things worse, David Keene saw you. My friends back there went to put the frighteners on him and returned in festive spirits. They said David darn near wet himself. As far as they were concerned, there was zero chance of him talking to anyone about what he saw. That right, boys?”

      More shifting from the men before one got up the courage to speak.

      “If you’d have seen him, you—“

      “Shut up, cretin,” Octavia said, her voice transformed by fury. “You fucked up, didn’t you?”

      Like naughty school children caught out by the strictest, scariest teacher, the men mumbled and shuffled their feet.

      “Say it, ‘we fucked up.‘ And speak up.”

      In concert, they said, “We fucked up,” sounding like chastened little boys.

      Once again, all the anger was stripped from Octavia’s tone as she returned to Alyson.

      “Now, I’m in a tricky spot. Emma’s dead, so my leverage would appear to be gone. Worse, David ignored my warnings. After the idiots over there delivered their warning, I had someone else follow him. He returned home and immediately entered into conversation with two people we know are connected with the Murrays. To my cowardly fellow shareholders, it now seems not only that my plan failed but that Donald and Elizabeth might soon discover we tried to act against them. Needless to say, that would be a disaster. Needless to say, I’m in the dog house. And needless to say, people are once again asking for your head as the first step towards tying up our loose ends and ensuring Donald never learns what we tried to do to his daughter. It’s far from ideal.”

      Octavia put her elbows on the desk and placed her hands together as though in prayer. The fear Alyson had experienced when Octavia’s men burst into her room had not disappeared but had faded. Surely, if Octavia had planned to kill her, they would not be having this conversation.

      “You’re lucky,” said Octavia. “I’m no coward, and I refuse to let this failure define me. Nothing has gone right, but I believe in the power of luck, and the thing about luck is eventually, it turns. Surely, it’s my turn to have fortune favour me. After all, I plan to be ever so brave.”

      She reached across the desk. Alyson did not have to be told. She took Octavia’s hand, resisting the urge to shudder as the older woman’s skin touched hers.

      “This is my Hail Mary, dear,” Octavia said. “It’s also your last chance. If you help me, and I succeed, I’ll let you go. This is your only hope of survival. What do you say?”

      Alyson didn’t need to think it through.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Octavia smiled.

      “Simple. You’re going to help me take down Donald and Elizabeth Murray. And that all starts with this pesky couple. Alex and Alex Harper.”
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      Somehow, Lexi managed to get through the early evening without letting on to the kids what an emotional mess she was. Once bedtime was out of the way, they poured wine and settled on the sofa. Xander put his arm around his ex-wife, pulling her close as she finally let go.

      After a few minutes, she got herself under control and ran Xander through everything she and Maggie had discussed.

      “If it wasn’t for the baby in her stomach, I might have killed her.”

      Her fury and misery were evident in every word. Xander understood her anger and shared it. As yet, he had not spoken to Maggie. He would soon have to. For one thing, he wanted to find out how she knew about the blackmail. But, as she had already told Elizabeth everything, there was nothing to be gained now by having a go. That could wait until they had decided what to do next.

      “I managed to get a visiting order to see Andrew tomorrow,” she said. “It had to be the afternoon.”

      “Do you want me to come?”

      Lexi shook her head. “I’ll be okay, but thank you.” She squeezed his leg and forced a smile. “I also told the police his life was in danger. I don’t think they took me seriously. They said they’d inform the prison, who would be ‘extra vigilant’. Whatever that means. I doubt it’ll make any difference. He’s going to die, isn’t he?”

      Lexi broke down again, shoving her head into Xander’s chest. He was glad she did not expect him to answer because he had no idea what to say. He wanted to put her mind at ease, but they both knew the Murrays had plenty of people behind bars willing to commit murder to earn a payout for their loved ones on the outside. The truth was Andrew’s situation was hopeless.

      Again, it took Lexi a few minutes to recover before she was ready to speak.

      “I spoke to Hetti. I’ve booked her an Airbnb. She’s going to take Jason away for a few days. His first holiday. He’ll love it.”

      “She didn’t want to see Andrew?”

      Lexi scoffed. “No chance. She gave me a message to pass on.”

      “Which was?”

      “Burn in hell.”

      The force of these words took Xander by surprise. He knew how much Hetti hated her and Lexi’s brother. Even so, he had thought the imminent threat to his life might change her views. Evidently not. Like Hetti, Lexi had despised Andrew since learning he had abused his wife and ex-girlfriends. Unlike her sister, Lexi was unable to stop loving the brother she had always adored. That was her curse.

      And it was not only him.

      “What should I do about Mum?”

      Unlike Andrew, Victoria Monroe was not in prison, which was a shame, given she had killed Lexi’s father. Since they had discovered Victoria’s crimes, Lexi and Xander had prevented her from seeing her grandkids, and Andrew had refused to allow her to visit him in prison.

      Xander had never liked Victoria but said, “She has the right to know.”

      “She’ll blame me. She should blame me.”

      “No,” said Xander. “This isn’t your fault. Not even close. You know that, don’t you?”

      Lexi forced herself to nod. “When do you think it’ll happen?”

      That was not an easy question to answer. In different circumstances, Xander guessed Elizabeth would act immediately. However, given what she had learned about her husband, she might be distracted.

      “One can hope,” said Lexi when Xander verbalised his thoughts. “Have you spoken to Yasmin?”

      Xander had come off the phone with his sister an hour before. Like Hetti and Jason, Yasmin and Gwen would go away until Xander and Lexi could decide what should happen next.

      “This is such a mess,” said Lexi.

      It was hard to argue with that, so Xander didn’t bother.

      “We need to decide what to do about the case,” he said. “There’s no need to go digging into this anymore. Not now we have other fish to fry.”

      Although this was Xander’s suggestion, he hoped Lexi would not take him up on it. Donald had been right earlier. Now they had begun looking into Emma’s death, he would find it difficult to pull back. Whatever else was going on, she was still an innocent nineteen-year-old. She deserved justice, and he wanted to get it for her.

      Luckily, Lexi was similarly minded.

      “We need to find a way to deal with Elizabeth. We can speak to Bluebell, see if she can think of anything. Meantime, I need to keep my mind occupied. Especially tomorrow morning, before I visit Andrew.”

      Xander agreed.

      “Let’s catch up,” Lexi said.

      She topped up their wine glasses, and they got to it. Lexi went first, catching Xander up on everything she had learned from Francine after he had left and on her trip to where the masked men had attacked Emma and her friends. She ended with her discovery that Emma had been heading towards Elizabeth’s house.

      “Maybe that’s a coincidence,” she said. “I’m hoping what you learned from Donald will confirm one way or another.”

      “I think it might,” said Xander.

      He went over everything he had learned—including the bombshell that Emma was Donald’s daughter—and then laid out the same theory he had presented to Donald, as well as Donald’s problems with it. Adding what Lexi had learned, the theory looked like this:

      Sometime before New Year, Emma and Ivy had argued, and Ivy had revealed in anger that Donald Murray, not Kevin, was Emma’s father. Emma had gone to stay with Francine for a while. When she came back, she tried to get in touch with Donald. Instead, she ended up speaking with one of Donald’s enemies, who pretended to be her father and convinced her to meet him in the early hours of New Year’s Day. He expected her to come alone, but she wanted company and support. She told her friends about a surprise and convinced them to walk with her to an undisclosed location after they finished clubbing. Donald’s enemy had told Emma to meet him at Donald’s home to help legitimise his claim. She would have told her fake dad she was coming from town, so he would know she had to pass the stretch of grass and playground where she was later attacked. Having expected only one nineteen-year-old, the masked men were surprised to find four. They panicked, killing one of the women and kidnapping another. They presumably hoped they had either killed or captured Emma. If their captive wasn’t Emma, they guessed the girl they had taken might be of use down the line.

      The attack was a disaster, but rather than give up, they decided to bide their time and await another opportunity to strike. Six months later, Emma lied to her mother and went into the woods with her stepfather. Donald’s foe sent someone to kill Emma. That someone presumably saw Ivy kill her husband. Using this to their advantage, they murdered Emma and made it look like a double homicide to muddy the waters.

      Mission accomplished.

      “It’s good,” said Lexi. “It has the ring of truth. Although, we’ll never find Emma’s killer if Donald doesn’t accept that.”

      “Donald may be too preoccupied with his wife to care,” said Xander, though he did not believe this. It was his daughter they were talking about.

      “Two big problems I can see,” said Lexi. “Those are where we should focus our investigative prowess.”

      “Let me guess,” said Xander, “the phone call and the woods?”

      Lexi gave a small smile. “Much as I hate to agree with Donald, he’s right. Everything fits your theory, except I can’t see how Emma—if trying to contact Donald—could end up on the phone with someone who hated him.”

      “It’s a puzzle,” Xander said.

      They considered it. Then Lexi said, “We start with Harvey. He’s the only one who knows anything about this phone call.”

      “Agreed.”

      “The other problem is the woods. Were Donald’s enemies waiting for the right opportunity, or did they orchestrate it?”

      “It might have been Alyson. We know she was around earlier that day.”

      “It might. It could also have been Alf. We need to learn more about him. That’s our other avenue of attack.”

      “Divide and conquer?” Xander asked.

      “Sounds good. I’ll take Harvey.”

      Xander raised his eyebrows. “Please don’t buy a house to get him to talk.”

      “What do you take me for? I thought I’d flash him my breasts and offer to sleep with him if he told me everything.”

      “Phew.”

      They laughed briefly before the weight of everything pressed back on them, stealing their ability to find mirth.

      Plans made, Xander phoned Bluebell to ask about Alf and request a meeting in the morning. Lexi phoned her mother. When they returned to the sofa, they finished the wine and cuddled up close.

      “If Andrew dies,” said Lexi. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      Xander held her close as she broke down again, wishing, more than anything, that he could do something to protect his former brother-in-law from Elizabeth’s wrath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Lexi woke with her mother’s words ringing in her ears.

      He’ll be dead because of you. You know that, don’t you? My precious boy. You killed him. You.

      Lexi hated her mother, but it was hard to disagree. Yes, it was Andrew who had put them on a collision course with the Murrays, but Lexi was the one who pushed it, putting them into a position where Freddie was aiming a gun at her head. Andrew had no choice but to pull the trigger, killing the son of two of the most dangerous people in the country. Since then, it had been her job to protect him. It seemed she and Xander were succeeding for a while, but they were always treading on thin ice. Ice that had now not cracked but shattered, plunging them into the freezing depths.

      What would Lexi say when she saw her brother? How would she explain? Would she? Was it better to warn him of the danger or leave him unburdened? She had no idea but hoped these problems still plagued her when it came time for her visit. The alternative—that he was already dead—was too much to bear.

      She got up and showered. She and Xander got the kids ready to go, and she took her niece and nephew to school while Xander took Lyla to preschool. After, Xander was headed to the office for a couple of hours before meeting Bluebell, whereas Lexi was going straight to find Harvey.

      Forty-five minutes after leaving home, she was outside the same branch of Ross Property as Xander had been a couple of days before, her eyes glued to the same placard in the window. It was perfect. Xander was right to point it out. She could not look at the photos without imagining them building a life here. It was almost enough to bring tears to her eyes. Maybe it would have, had she not decided she had done enough crying for one day. Or decade.

      The door to Ross Property opened, and a smiling face on a narrow body stepped out. This was not the estate agent who had greeted Xander but the receptionist. Lexi smiled back and said she had a meeting with Harvey. He was good enough to point her in the right direction.

      As he had been when Xander arrived, Harvey was on the phone when Lexi approached his desk—this time with a prospective seller rather than a prospective buyer.

      “Yeah, yeah, no, I get that, mate… Yeah, you might think that… Look, thing is, the house is too expensive. We’ve told you that. If you’d consider dropping the asking by just a few… well, look… no, look… hey, look… well, if you don’t like the pictures we took, maybe you should snap a few of your own… well, if you don’t... okay, but I’m just… yeah, or maybe you could go fuck yourself?”

      Harvey slammed the phone down and muttered a few choice insults under his breath.

      “That showed him,” said Lexi.

      Harvey jumped. So absorbed had he been in his call he had not noticed Lexi take the seat on the opposite side of the desk. His cheeks reddened, and he looked up, ready to read Lexi the riot act.

      The sight of her stopped him in his tracks.

      “Honestly,” Lexi said. “He sounded like a nightmare. I’ve always thought work would be much improved if we could do away with customers. What do you say?”

      Harvey was gaping. He was looking at her as she had looked at the card in the window, and they had similar aims in mind. She wanted to get inside the house.

      “Sorry,” he said. “The language. Not okay.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I’m not supposed to be here. Mum makes me.” The red of his cheeks deepened. “Not that mum tells me what to do. I’m just helping out. I’m a Ross. This is my business, basically.” He paused, then said, “Inheritance.”

      Lexi guessed this was not the reception Harvey had given Xander.

      “Sorry,” Harvey said again. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so.” Lexi leaned forward. “I’d like to view a house.”

      The house that Xander and Lexi had stared at in the window was even more beautiful in the flesh (or the brick). It could be found at the end of a short cul-de-sac, one of five positioned in a semi-circle facing a stretch of well-kept communal grass that ended in a line of trees.

      A two-car drive led up to the house, a stunning five-bedroom constructed of dark brick with gorgeous bay windows. The small patch of lawn out front was a vibrant green, and the doors to the house and garage were chocolate brown.

      Lexi was drooling. The sight of this beauty was almost enough to make Lexi forget the mystery surrounding Emma’s death and the imminent threat facing her brother in prison. As she stared, Harvey came up alongside her. After he had leaned back to check out her behind, he cleared his throat to grab her attention. She expected him to jump into the classic estate agent spiel. She had forgotten he wasn’t really an estate agent.

      “Looks good, huh? Maybe we can go for a drink when we’re done?”

      Lexi cast him a glance. He certainly didn’t lack confidence. The fact that she was a decade his senior, stunning, and wearing a wedding band hadn’t deterred him from making a move.

      “Can you get me a discount on this place?” she asked.

      He looked at it. “Maybe.”

      She almost laughed at how full of crap he was.

      “Can we go inside?”

      He fished the keys from his pocket and let them into a bright, warm landing. Lexi knew there was no time like the present when it came to questioning Harvey, but the place had her transfixed. She made her way through the property, falling more in love with every room she entered, her mind filling with possibilities, not returning to Earth until she reached the third largest bedroom upstairs.

      “This will be perfect for Olivia,” she said and burst into tears.

      “Um.” Harvey was a few paces back. It was clear he had no idea what to say. “You okay? Should I… um, get a tissue or something?”

      She said nothing.

      “I’ll get a tissue.”

      She was glad when he receded towards the toilet, leaving her to cry in the doorframe of the bedroom where she could picture her niece’s things. She did not doubt that Olivia would love this room, as Sebastian would love his. They would love the house.

      The thing was, they shouldn’t have to. They had also loved their rooms in the home where they’d taken their first steps and said their first words. Where they had lived until their father went to jail. Lexi knew the kids loved her, but she wasn’t their mum. They missed Tessa every day. It wasn’t fair they didn’t get to be with her. Xander was brilliant with them, but he wasn’t their dad. Andrew had been awful in many ways, but he loved his kids. Lexi knew that did not detract from what he had done to their mother, the abuse, but they would never know about that. When Lexi had to tell them their father had died, all they would know was that they had now lost their mummy and their daddy. It would break them.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Harvey returned, a single square of toilet roll in his hands. Lexi laughed.

      “You worried they’ll charge you?”

      “Huh?”

      Gormless. Lexi went to the toilet, using a proper amount of loo roll to blow her nose and more to dry her eyes. She got herself under control, then bundled the paper, chucked it down the loo, and flushed. She was composed when she returned to the hall.

      “You okay?” Harvey asked.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Okay.” Harvey glanced down the stairs. “I think I saw some whiskey in the kitchen. Maybe we could have a glass in the main bedroom.”

      Lexi laughed again. “You’re worried about using too much toilet paper, but you’ll steal the booze and use the bed?”

      Harvey blushed but said nothing.

      Lexi glanced back into the room where she could imagine Olivia sleeping. It made her want to cry again. It also made her smile.

      “I think I’m going to make an offer,” she said.

      The look in Harvey’s eyes suggested he liked the idea of commission as much as the thought of sleeping with a beautiful woman.

      Well, almost as much.

      “Great, well, if you want—“

      Lexi raised a hand, cutting him off.

      “I’ll make an offer,” she said, “once you’ve told me everything you know about the call Emma placed to her biological father.”

      Harvey’s jaw dropped. He didn’t look so thrilled anymore.
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      They made their way to the kitchen, a generously sized room boasting three sets of double windows through which light streamed, brightening the room and highlighting the many sparkling appliances.

      “About that whiskey,” Harvey said.

      “That doesn’t belong to us. We’ll have water, and I’ll wash the glasses once we’re done.”

      Harvey mumbled something about Lexi ‘not being the boss of him’, but in any case went to the cupboards and retrieved a couple of pint glasses.

      “You know that bloke that came to see me the other day, then?” Harvey said. “He’s the only one I’ve told about that call.”

      “I do. I understand you tried to extort a house sale from him in return for what might be valuable information.”

      “So? Don’t I deserve to earn something for what I know?”

      He filled the glasses and brought them to the counter, standing opposite Lexi and closer than she would have liked. His fingers lingered on her glass when he pushed it towards her, hoping they might make physical contact when she claimed the drink.

      “Thanks,” she said, leaving her hands by her side.

      His hand fell away.

      “As for whether you deserve to earn something for your knowledge. I’m inclined to say no. Not when what you know could help bring Emma’s killer to justice.”

      Harvey seemed unimpressed by this line of reasoning.

      “What does Emma gain if her killer gets locked up, huh? Will it bring her back to life, or do you reckon she’ll be grateful in heaven?”

      “Neither.” Lexi met Harvey’s mocking grin with a straight face. “I believe good people deserve to have their memories honoured, regardless of whether they know it. If that doesn’t move you, I also believe killers shouldn’t get to live the free and happy lives they steal from their victims. And, if even that doesn’t move you, I believe in locking up bad people before they can kill again. How’s that? Three good reasons for you to help me. Not one involving remuneration.”

      “Remuneration. That’s like, getting paid?”

      “Just like that.”

      Lexi drank some of her water. When she was done, she put the glass out of Harvey’s reach in case he tried to use it to touch her again.

      “Okay,” said Harvey, “so you never meant what you said about this house? You don’t want it.”

      “I do want it. What I don’t want is for you to help me because you think it’ll line your pockets. Still, what’s important is the information. If you cared so little about Emma that the only reason you’ll help is because it might benefit you financially, fine. Consider my offer contingent on your honesty. How’s that?”

      She could see she’d hit a nerve.

      “I did care about Emma. Loads.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. We got together in the upper sixth. Before that, I’d been on a tonne of dates. Girls always wanted to go out with me because I had cash, and I’m so hot and stuff.”

      “If you do say so yourself.”

      “But Emma was my first proper girlfriend. When we got together, I thought we’d stay together until I went to uni, then split. Long-distance relationships never work. Everyone knows that. Besides, we all know what the first year of University is for.”

      “Of course,” said Lexi. “Learning to live independently, broadening your mind, taking in the culture of a new city.”

      Harvey snorted. “It’s about sleeping with as many women as possible. You saying you didn’t do that?”

      “Sleep with as many women as possible?”

      Harvey made a face. “Or men.”

      “Ah, yes, I did a fair bit of that. More than my fair share, really.”

      “There you go.”

      “But that was different. My dad had just died. I was acting out.”

      “Lucky for the guys at your university, I say.”

      “That my dad died?”

      “Um…”

      “Why don’t we move on,” said Lexi. “You were suggesting Emma changed your mind about long-distance relationships.”

      Harvey nodded. “That’s exactly it. We got to the end of summer, and I didn’t want to break up, and obviously, she didn’t.”

      “Obviously.”

      “So we stuck it out, and I didn’t regret it. Come Christmas, I’d only slept with two other women.”

      “As few as that? It must have been love.”

      Missing the sarcasm, Harvey assessed this point as though it were a serious comment.

      “Yeah, you know, I think it might have been. I was so excited to see her. We’d spoken a lot, and she’d even been to visit a couple of times. But this was different. You know?”

      Lexi nodded. “I know.”

      Wistfulness overtook Harvey. His general demeanour and attitude made it clear he spent little time thinking about his deceased ex-girlfriend. He was adept at pushing those feelings to the back of his mind, out of the way. Now Lexi had dragged them forward, and they were overwhelming him.

      “I didn’t want to break up,” Harvey said. “But after the attack, everything changed. I guess you don’t know what that’s like.”

      “Sort of, as it happens. My ex-husband was attacked a few months ago. He ended up in the hospital in a bad way, but there was less trauma involved. He lost no friends.”

      Harvey hadn’t listened to everything Lexi said. One statement distracted him from the rest of her words and from thoughts of Emma.

      “Ex-husband?” Harvey looked at her ring.

      Lexi rolled her eyes. “We’re back together.”

      “They say you should never go back.”

      “That so?”

      Harvey attempted a sage nod. “People tell me I’m an incredible lover.”

      “Yeah? Convenient for you that the only woman I know you’ve slept with is in no position to refute that claim.”

      This was a low blow, and Lexi half-regretted it. Only half because the comment refocused Harvey on their Emma conversation.

      “I don’t know what it was like for you and your ex, but Emma changed. She started pushing people away. Everyone. She’d never liked her mum, but now she wouldn’t even talk to her. Two of her best friends were gone, and the other was in the hospital, but her next circle of friends got rejected, too. Then there was me. Every time I visited, she told me to get lost. Made it clear she didn’t want to be with me anymore. It sucked. Honestly, much as I liked her, I’d have given up sooner than I did. You won’t believe who convinced me to stick it out.”

      “Ivy?”

      Harvey gave a sharp, nasty laugh and shook his head.

      “Alf. There he was, acting like he cared, telling me to stick with it and she’d come around in the end. I wonder how long he waited after I finally gave up before jumping into bed with her. If he even waited. I don’t know, but I know he took advantage of her. She was vulnerable after the attack.”

      Lexi wondered. Was Alf’s desire to help Harvey and Emma malevolent, or did it happen before he had any inkling he might end up in a relationship with his daughter-in-law? Did he abuse a vulnerable woman, or did they fall in love? Lexi was starting to feel they’d neglected investigating Alf to their detriment. She hoped Xander was able to rectify this mistake today.

      “In the end, I gave up because of University,” said Harvey. “I told myself I’d keep trying, but Emma wouldn’t answer my calls or see me when I came home. Eventually, I stopped trying. And then she died.”

      He puffed out air and looked at the larder.

      “I really need that whiskey.”

      “You mustn’t blame yourself,” said Lexi. “You were in an impossible situation. There’s no guarantee Emma would be alive if you’d kept trying. From what I know, she wouldn’t be.”

      “It just gets me down,” said Harvey. “Maybe a cuddle would help? Upstairs, in bed. Naked.”

      This was the kind of thing Harvey had said to Lexi several times, but it rang hollow on this occasion. He was upset, which made him feel vulnerable. He was deflecting, but it wouldn’t work with Lexi.

      “I still need to know what happened at Christmas.”

      “The phone call?”

      “Yes.”

      He shrugged. “Not much to say. A few weeks before I came home, Emma had this massive blowout with her mum. She wouldn’t talk about it at the time, not to her mates or me, but when I came home, she told me that Ivy’d told her that Kevin—the guy who raised her until she was ten—wasn’t her real dad.”

      Here it was, confirmation of what Donald had denied. Ivy had spilt the beans in an argument, just as she had years before with Kevin.

      “Who was?”

      “According to Ivy, some guy called Donald… something.”

      “Murray.”

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      And this was it. Donald would have to believe them now.

      “She called Donald Murray and agreed to meet him?”

      “Yeah. She’d put off getting in touch but said she couldn’t wait any longer. She tried to reach him loads of times, but I don’t think anyone answered, and she never left a message. When she finally got through, I waited downstairs until she was done. Took maybe half an hour, then she came out grinning from ear to ear. I thought she’d be pissed at the guy. After all, he abandoned her before she was born. Apparently not. I didn’t get that at all.”

      Lexi thought she did. Here was a young woman who had never got on with her mother. Who was abandoned—at least as far as she was concerned—by the man who had raised her until she was ten. In other words, here was a woman who, even if she might not have realised it, craved parental affection.

      “After that first call, she wouldn’t talk about her dad at all. I’m pretty sure he told her not to. I said that was weird. I told her she could talk to me, but she kept quiet. I’m guessing he asked to meet her on New Year’s Day at like three in the morning or whatever. If she’d told me that, I’d have told her she was an idiot. It was obviously a set-up.”

      “For what?” Lexi asked. But it was clear the details didn’t interest Harvey.

      “Who knows, but the proof is in what happened, right?”

      “Right.”

      Harvey knew nothing else of use. He had already confirmed what Lexi needed him to. Emma thought she was talking to Donald when she made her call.

      “Last question,” she said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you know how Emma got what she thought was Donald’s number? Did Ivy give it to her?”

      Harvey laughed, then finished his water.

      “As if. Ivy didn’t want Emma to have anything to do with her dad. She hated herself for giving the information away.”

      “So who?”

      Harvey gave a knowing look as if it should have been obvious.

      “Who’d you think? How about the one who was trying to get in her pants? She got the number from Alf.”
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      Xander kissed his daughter on the nose and waved as she bounced into preschool. Not for the first time, he wondered how Lyla could project such joy and wonder at all times, even when so many aspects of life seemed so awful. He knew how corny and stupid it sounded, but when she beamed at him, it was impossible to imagine that this was a world where Elizabeth and Donald Murray could even exist, let alone one where they might murder Lyla’s uncle.

      Speaking of those monsters, Xander’s phone buzzed when he got into his car, and he saw Donald’s name on the screen. He guessed the message would contain threats and vitriol. His daughter had told his wife about his affairs, but Xander supposed Donald would blame the Harpers. Not that he cared. Donald could threaten no reprisals worse than what Elizabeth already had planned.

      Well, he could cut off their toes one by one, he supposed. Or force them to eat Hawaiian pizza.

      Unafraid—despite his hatred of pineapples—Xander checked the text. Once he had read it, he turned his phone face down on his lap and waited for several seconds. Then, he picked the device up and reread the message.

      How about that? He hadn’t been hallucinating.

      Please don’t give up.

      Donald had actually said please. There was no demand. No threats. Just the simple plea of a desperate father.

      Staggering.

      Xander supposed this meant that Donald knew that Elizabeth knew about his affairs. He would therefore know the danger Andrew and Gwen faced and that Elizabeth would be making plans to crowbar her way into Jason’s life, with or without Donald at her side.

      Although Lexi and Xander had already decided they would continue their hunt for Emma’s killer, Xander was not feeling charitable enough to put Donald’s mind at ease. He shoved his phone into his pocket, started his car, and set off for work.

      Ten seconds later, he killed the engine and grabbed his phone. An idea had come to him. It would probably amount to nothing, but it was worth a shot.

      He texted Donald: We’ll find Emma’s killer.

      Ten seconds later, he sent a follow-up: But you’ll never learn their identity if anything happens to the people Lexi and I love.

      Donald had not replied by the time Xander left his office two hours later. Xander didn’t suppose he would. Even if he was of a mind to help Xander, it was not as though he was in a position to persuade Elizabeth of anything. Still, it couldn’t hurt.

      Across town, Xander parked his car beneath an office block, took the lift to the fourth floor, and made his way to the offices of Bluerton Detective Agency.

      He stepped into the hall and assessed the three doors ahead of him. He needed the door on the right, but his feet instinctively took him to the one on the left. Without knocking or thinking it through, he turned the handle and stepped inside.

      The office was empty. Xander at once felt disappointed and relieved. His anger had built from nothing to a pulsing crescendo in the few seconds between seeing the office door and entering the empty room. As much as he wanted to confront Maggie, it was better to do so when he could control his temper. If such a thing was possible.

      Although he could tell the room was empty, he stepped forward, checking the other side of the desk as if Maggie might have lowered herself (figuratively and literally) to hiding down there. No dice, and Xander left the office as the door on the right opened, and Bluebell stepped out.

      “Margaret decided not to grace me with her presence this morning,” Bluebell said. “A tad annoying, I must say. There’s plenty of work to be done, and I’ve no idea when she’ll be back to do it. I might have time this afternoon, but I give Maggie all the tedious jobs. I’d rather not take them on myself.”

      Xander closed the office door and crossed to greet Bluebell, kissing her cheek as she put an arm around his shoulder.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s chat.”

      In Bluebell’s office, the detective sorted some papers and put them into a drawer as Xander took a seat.

      “I tried calling Margaret after you and I spoke last night and again this morning. No answer. I suppose she guessed we’d have spoken and thought I’d tell her off. If so, she was right. I cannot believe she would be so stupid.”

      Bluebell paused her sorting and massaged her temples with her thumb and forefinger. Xander knew she was disappointed. After months of working with Maggie, believing her granddaughter had become a better person, Maggie had now condemned at least one man to death out of petty spite.

      “Is there anything we can do?” Xander asked, although he was afraid of the answer.

      Bluebell took her seat. “You said Hetti and Jason had left town? Same for your sister and her girlfriend?”

      Xander nodded.

      “Good. It’s a temporary solution, but it’s something. I don’t know how bloody-minded Elizabeth intends to be, but it’s best to assume the worst and at least make her life difficult. They should be safe for a few days. I pray that gives us long enough to devise a plan.”

      “And Andrew?”

      Bluebell gave Xander a long, pained look.

      “What do you want me to tell you? Are you expecting a miracle solution?”

      “A simple one. You sit on the board of one of the most successful investment funds in Europe. I was hoping you’d buy the prison and have Andrew moved.”

      “Wouldn’t I have to buy two prisons for that to work?”

      “Good point. Can you afford two prisons?”

      Bluebell did Xander the decency of chuckling at his weak joke. She followed this up with a defeated sigh—a sound he was not used to hearing from her.

      “I’m afraid your brother-in-law’s situation is bleak. There’s precious little I can do for him. To be honest, I’m not sure I can stop my daughter at all, but at least we can buy time with the other people she might target. With Andrew….” She let this sentence tail off. There was no need to finish it.

      Xander closed his eyes. His thoughts did not turn to Andrew. Although he did not want his former brother-in-law to die, he struggled to sympathise with a man who had abused his wife for years. They turned instead to Lexi, who would be devastated by the loss of her brother, and to Sebastian and Olivia, who Xander had come to love. They did not deserve to lose their father.

      “I’ll do what I can,” said Bluebell. “You have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      They sat in silence for a minute before Xander suggested they move on to a topic over which they had more control.

      “Sure,” said Bluebell. “Lexi asked me to look into Emma and her pals. I’ve yet to find anything of use.”

      “I’m not surprised,” said Xander. He ran her through the theory he had shared with Lexi the previous evening. Her major problem was the same as Lexi and Donald’s. How could Emma end up talking to one of Donald’s enemies when trying to get hold of him? Xander’s phone buzzed as they were considering this. He wondered if it was Donald.

      “Go ahead, check it,” said Bluebell.

      She sat back as Xander took out his phone. The text was from Lexi.

      “We might have an answer to how Emma got through to the wrong person.”

      He showed Bluebell the message explaining that Alf had given Emma Donald’s number. They spent time considering this, drawing the same conclusions. Xander let Bluebell verbalise the theory.

      “Six months ago, Alf pretended to give Emma Donald’s number but instead gave her the number of one of Donald’s enemies, presumably for a payout. When the first attack failed, he seduced her and lured her into the woods where she could be killed. His paymasters might have let him live, but I doubt they shed a tear when Ivy stabbed him. She cut the loose end for them.”

      “Good theory,” said Xander.

      “But not without problems?”

      “Is anything?”

      “Go on then,” said Bluebell. “Poke holes.”

      “Hole, not holes.”

      “Which is?”

      “Do you think it’s likely Alf knew Emma was Donald’s daughter before Emma?”

      “I’d say not. Emma must have told him.”

      “In which case, no one can have paid him to give Emma their number before she made her call. For the theory to work, he must have seen an opportunity to earn some extra cash, given Emma the wrong number, and warned Donald’s enemy of what he’d done before she placed the call.”

      “Good point,” said Bluebell. “For that to happen, he had to know who Donald’s enemies were and how to reach them.”

      “Is that a stretch?”

      Rather than answer, Bluebell went to her laptop and brought something up.

      “After you called last night, I looked into our friend Alfred. Not much I could find in such a short time. However, a glance at his social media profiles told me he was close to his sister. She doesn’t live too far from here.”

      “Sounds like someone we should speak to.”

      “I agree. That’s why I arranged a meeting for us after lunch.”

      “For us?”

      “That’s right. Unless you don’t want me there?”

      “I’m happy to have you.”

      “Good, because she wasn’t keen on a random man showing up alone on her doorstep. I’ll give you the address, and we can meet there.”

      Five minutes later, Xander was back in his car. By now, Lexi would be on her way to the prison. Xander would return to the office and do some work before grabbing lunch and meeting Bluebell.

      Was Alf responsible for what happened to Emma? If he was, and Xander could prove it, would Donald stop his wife from going after Andrew, Gwen, and Jason?

      Xander didn’t know, but it was his only chance.

      He went to start the car, but someone knocked on the window. He looked to see who it was.

      And his jaw dropped.
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      Lexi sat opposite her brother and fought the usual rush of emotions—anger and regret, pity and gratitude, love and hate. She remembered the child Andrew had been. Slender and meek. A mummy’s boy who grew up to resent his mother for always bossing him around. A devoted little brother who grew up despising how his big sister took on his bullies when he couldn’t protect himself. His twisted, conflicting feelings for the two most important women in his life shaped him as he grew into a handsome man and discovered his talent for rhetoric. Lexi doubted he realised how damaged he was until he first perceived a girlfriend as having embarrassed him and lashed out, blackening her eye or fattening her lip. By the time he met Tessa, the woman who would become his wife, Andrew had learned to rationalise what he did to his partners. Lexi wondered if he would ever have accepted he had a problem had he not one day grabbed and bruised his daughter’s wrist.

      That moment changed everything. Andrew had been in trouble with the Murrays. He was planning to flee with his kids and not look back. The second he grabbed his daughter and saw the tears of pain in her eyes—the shock that daddy could hurt her—he realised his actions were not okay and never had been. Rather than flee with his kids, he called his mother to look after them, took a gun, and went to find Lexi, Maggie, Xander, and Freddie, murdering the latter.

      That kill had come in defence of his sister and former brother-in-law. He was arrested for this and another murder. One he did not commit. Lexi suspected—though Andrew had never told her as much—Andrew’s decision not to fight the charges came from his fear that he could no longer trust himself around his kids. Nor could he trust himself to stay away. He gave up his liberty to save his children from the monstrous side he realised he could not control.

      Sitting across the table from Lexi, he did not look monstrous. He never had, but there had been an air of imposing dominance and power when he stood in the courtroom defending his clients. Prison had stripped all that away. In prison, words don’t get you as far as muscles. Andrew looked gaunt and pale. He had a nervous twitch that had never been there before. There were no marks or bruises on his skin, but he hugged himself as though to offer what protection he could from an attack he was sure was imminent.

      He had to be wondering why Lexi had requested a visit at such short notice. She had been coming once a month, but her last visit was only ten days ago. Still, his first question did not address this point.

      “How are the kids?”

      “They’re good.”

      Lexi caught Andrew up on what Olivia and Sebastian had done since she last visited. Despite the trauma in their lives, both were excelling in school. They had a solid group of friends and were happy, sociable kids. They loved Lyla. The three of them enjoyed running around together when Xander and Lexi took them on walks at the weekend.

      When Lexi finished, Andrew said the same thing he always did.

      “You’re doing an amazing job. Xander, too.”

      Andrew and Xander had never got on. When the truth about Andrew’s dark side started to emerge, Xander dug into it and helped Lexi see the light. Andrew hated Xander for that but loved him for taking care of his kids.

      There were tears in Lexi’s brother’s eyes as she finished catching him up. It caused a knot in her stomach. She felt guilty that she got to raise them while he was stuck in prison. Then she felt guilty for feeling guilty when Andrew deserved to be locked up for the awful abuse he had visited upon his wife and others. Lexi had adored Tessa. She hated herself for failing to notice what was happening in her brother’s marriage when she spent so much time with the couple.

      “Okay,” said Andrew, “Why are you here?”

      This was the moment of truth. What did Lexi tell Andrew? She would have to say something because her appearance was unexpected. But could she tell him everything?

      Rather than answer, she placed her arms on the table, wrists together, hands slightly apart, as though waiting to be cuffed. Andrew stared, suspicious, but relented quickly, taking her hands in his.

      “What is it?” The nerves were writing themself into his face.

      “I love you, Andrew,” said Lexi. “For what you did to Tessa, I also despise you. You put that woman through hell.”

      His nerves receded, replaced by stoic interest.

      “I loved my wife with all my heart. She was my world. Losing her was the worst thing ever to happen to me.”

      “I don’t doubt that. It doesn’t change what I said.”

      Andrew looked around him. Several other prisoners and their visitors were in the room, but no one was close to their table. The guards were by the walls, not close enough to listen in.

      “Every marriage has its issues,” he said. “Every partner has their faults. I—“

      “Don’t you dare,” said Lexi. “What you did was not akin to leaving your dirty underwear on the floor for Tessa to pick up. It wasn’t even akin to committing serial adultery. It was abuse. It was horrendous.”

      Andrew stared at Lexi, then pulled his hands away from hers.

      “Is this why you’re here? To make me feel worse than I already do? I’m locked up, surrounded by awful people. Terrified all the time. That’s not punishment enough for you?”

      He made a valid point. What was she hoping to achieve? She supposed she was trying to make herself feel better, which wasn’t fair.

      “There’s something I have to tell you,” she said.

      Andrew pushed back from the table as though she had brandished a knife.

      “Alex… why are you crying?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry, I love you, but… you’re in danger.”

      The prison was like an airtight bag. Lexi forced her way out and spilt onto the concrete beyond its boundaries, gasping for breath. Her stomach churned, and her eyes were red and puffy. Her brother’s words pounded in her skull as her mother’s had that morning.

      I killed Freddie to save you. YOU. Now you’ll let me die? How could you? This is all your fault.

      She was on her knees on the hard ground, not feeling the growing ache in her legs and not caring who saw her. Her head was full of Sebastian and Olivia, those beautiful children who somehow managed to be happy even though their mother was dead and their father was gone. Soon, she would have to watch them cry, and she would know.

      This is all your fault.

      She was to blame.

      It didn’t have to be this way. If only she could have found a way to de-escalate things with Freddie. She still would have discovered the truth about Andrew’s abuse, but they could have dealt with it without him going to prison. She could have got him the help he needed. Therapy, whatever it took. She wouldn’t have the kids she adored, but at least they would be happy. They wouldn’t be orphans.

      It sounded perfect for a second, but Lexi had seen enough time-travel films to know you could not improve one aspect of your life without adversely affecting another. Had Andrew not killed Freddie, Freddie would want to be involved with his son. As much as Lexi feared Elizabeth and Donald corrupting the boy, they were nothing compared to their psychotic son.

      It seemed there had been no good path. Since Freddie had beaten her father to a pulp when she was a teenager, she had been on a collision course that would always end in disaster.

      A van pulled into the lot, and Lexi dried her eyes. She still did not care what anyone thought, but taking her grief and pain somewhere private made sense. Besides, she had things to do. She wanted to know how Xander had got on with Bluebell. She needed to get back to the Emma case. A distraction was required.

      She rose and tried not to jump when she saw a young woman standing a few feet away.

      “Hey,” said the woman. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m—“ Lexi stopped. The woman was in her late teens or early twenties. She had green eyes. Her hair was long and tangled. Like Andrew, the woman had pale skin and looked too thin, like she hadn’t been eating properly.

      Like she had been in captivity.

      “Alyson?” Lexi said. “Alyson Harris?”

      “That’s me. You’re Alexandria Harper, right?”

      Lexi nodded. She wasn’t sure what to say. This was a surreal, unexpected situation.

      She settled for, “Call me Lexi.”

      “Okay. I’ve come with a message. From the person who kidnapped me.”

      What had been unexpected was now bizarre and unnerving.

      “What message?”

      The young woman looked at her feet. She looked upset. Worried.

      “Alyson… what is it?”

      Alyson looked up.

      “They have your husband.”

      It felt as though the ground had disappeared from beneath her, and her heart had stopped.

      “Xander?”

      Alyson nodded.

      “They have him, and they’ll kill him if you don’t do what they say.”
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      The office was small but cosy, the walls and bookshelves chocolate colour, the leaves on the plants a dark but vibrant green. The oak desk was imposing. The chair behind it was plush leather. It looked comfortable, as did the guest chair opposite. Xander might never know because he was on his bum in the corner, his wrist tied to a radiator.

      At least the carpet was soft.

      He leaned his head against the wall and waited, replaying the events that got him here. Someone had knocked on his window. He looked up and saw a scared nineteen-year-old looking back at him and knew it was Alyson Harris. He opened the door to talk to her. As he did, someone opened the front passenger door, jumped into the seat next to him, and shoved a gun into his side.

      Hello, Alex.

      The man with the gun was tall and lean. He had thick blonde hair and green eyes. He was clean-shaven. No tattoos. White trainers. This was one of the men who had threatened David. Lexi had convinced David there was no way the men could keep a close enough eye on him to know he had spoken to the Harpers. It seemed she had been wrong.

      We’re going for a drive.

      Xander didn’t bother to tell him what a cliche he was.

      They drove to a large white-brick house on the outskirts of town. Behind it was not a garden but what appeared to be thousands of acres of farmland. Whether the farmland belonged to the homeowner, Xander could not say.

      They went inside, where the other half of the double act who had scared David appeared and grabbed Alyson’s arm, dragging her through a door and away. Xander did not say goodbye. His new friend, White Trainers, jabbed the gun into his back and directed him to the office, making him sit in the corner by the radiator. A few minutes later, the other guy, Tattoo Sleeves, returned and tied Xander to it.

      “Do I get a bell?” Xander asked. “In case I need the toilet?”

      The duo sneered and left without a word, leaving Xander to wallow in his frustration and increasing boredom. The minutes dragged by. Xander closed his eyes and thought of Lexi. Would he ever see her again? He thought of Sebastian and Olivia. Such brilliant kids. He wanted to be there for them, to see them grow. He thought of Maggie. More specifically, the baby in her stomach. Would he get to meet his child?

      Most of all, he thought of Lyla. His perfect girl. His world. Picturing her smile made him grin. It also made him want to cry. It filled him with fear, and it gave him hope.

      All in all, it was pretty confusing.

      There was no clock. Xander waited, and after a time, the door opened, and the duo who had secured him to the radiator reappeared. Without a word, they freed his wrist and dragged him up. White Trainers stepped back, gun raised, while Tattoo Sleeves shoved him into the chair on the guest’s side of the desk.

      “Much better,” said Xander. “I take my coffee black, thanks.”

      Tattoo Sleeves snarled. His hand was on the back of Xander’s neck, and he shoved Xander’s head towards (but thankfully not into) the desk. Maybe he was annoyed because he knew Xander didn’t like hot drinks.

      Once Xander was seated, the men receded to the back of the room, and the door opened again. A frail woman in her eighties made her way slowly around the desk and took up the office chair. Her hands trembled, and her skin was deeply lined, but when she spoke, her voice was that of a woman many years her junior.

      “Afternoon. You’re Alexander Harper?”

      “Xander.”

      “Xander, okay. I’m Octavia.”

      Xander inclined his head in greeting.

      “Let’s get straight to it,” said Octavia, which Xander appreciated. “We’ve been watching you. We know you spoke with Francine and David Keene, and we know you met with Donald Murray. Assuming you’re trying to discover who killed Emma isn’t much of a leap. Correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “Interesting. I’ve looked into you and Alexandria. You’re not investigators. You have no criminal ties that I can see. No connection to the underworld. You run a marketing agency, yes?”

      “One of the best.”

      “I’m sure. The question is, what brings you into Donald’s orbit? Are you old family friends?” Octavia released a sharp bark of a laugh. “Okay, I can see from your face that isn’t it. Enlighten me. What’s the connection?”

      Xander chose to offer an abridged version of the story.

      “My brother-in-law killed Freddie Murray.”

      Octavia gasped. “You don’t say? What was the killer’s name again? Your brother-in-law.”

      “Andrew.”

      “That’s it. Andrew Monroe. I read all about it in the papers. He’s my hero.”

      “Well, Donald and Elizabeth aren’t so fond. They want to kill him. If I can find out who killed Emma, Donald might persuade his wife to let Andrew live.”

      “How fascinating. What a wonderful story. I thought it would be something boring. You’d known Donald for years, or he’d paid you. This is much better. You don’t want to help him?”

      “I want to help Emma.”

      Octavia rolled her eyes. “Don’t spoil it. What good will justice do her?”

      Xander had no interest in a morality argument. He kept quiet.

      “You’ll soon learn, Xander, I hate it when people don’t reply to me.”

      Xander was frightened but forced himself to say, “You’ll hate me then.”

      The answer surprised and impressed Octavia. “I doubt that’s the case. Tell me, how is your investigation coming along?”

      Xander shrugged. He saw the pulse of frustration from Octavia at his non-verbal response. She decided to let him off.

      “Tell me what you know.”

      Xander saw no reason not to. After all, he was a long way from knowing everything, and there was a chance Octavia could fill in some blanks. Something he could use if he survived this experience. He told her his theory, explaining that he knew certain elements didn’t make sense. He did not say but implied that he would like Octavia to help him fill the plot holes.

      “That’s impressive,” said Octavia. “You’ve learned a lot, and much of what you think you know is correct. My organisation competes with Donald’s. It’s never been a fair fight, and we hate one another. I wanted to land a blow. To hurt him. We’ve never had the nerve to go after Maggie or Freddie, but Emma was different. You’re right to suggest that when she thought she was talking to Donald, she was actually on with someone else. Someone who didn’t have her best interests at heart. Far from it.”

      Octavia was in her flow, but Xander could not help but intervene.

      “How did that happen?”

      Octavia grinned. “I can’t tell you. No need for that look. You misunderstand. It’s not that I won’t tell you. I don’t know. Someone told us where Emma would be that night and why. They left the rest to us.”

      “Who told you?”

      “Who knows? A mutual enemy of the Murrays. Someone without the courage we possess to act upon the information they had. Before you ask, we knew there was a chance our mysterious ally was a foe. We even suspected this might be a Murray trick, so we were careful. As it turned out, the intel was good. Emma was the problem. As you surmised, we expected her to come alone. The presence of her friends put a spanner in the works. One my men proved incapable of handling with any degree of proportion.”

      Octavia glared over Xander’s shoulders, confirming that—as well as threatening David—this duo had also killed Yvonne, kidnapped Alyson, and assaulted Emma and Francine.

      “So you waited,” he said.

      “That’s right. Six months of listening to my peers telling me what a fool I was. Telling me to cut my losses. Not just them. Even Wilfried, my right-hand man, turned into a coward after our failure. Told me to quit while I was behind. But I wouldn’t.”

      “You waited, then, when the opportunity arose, lured Emma into the woods and—“

      “Ah, ah.” Octavia cut him off. “Let’s address your big misconception.”

      Xander waited. When Octavia refused to continue, he said, “Which is?” She seemed pleased to have got him to talk.

      “We were preparing another strike. It was imminent. We could see that Donald had taken his eye off the ball. The timing was perfect.”

      “But?”

      “Someone got there before us.”

      Xander stared. Octavia shook her head.

      “We didn’t kill Emma that night. And I’ve no idea who did.
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      Aside from his frankly ridiculous beauty, Alex had many admirable qualities, one of which was his punctuality. In the short time Bluebell had known him, he had not once been late to a meeting. Not by a single minute. Sometimes he was early. Most often, he arrived on the dot.

      So where was he?

      Bluebell sat in her car at the foot of Renee Hudson’s drive. She had been due to knock on the door eight minutes ago, and she did not like to keep waiting those who were expecting her.

      Nor did Alex. She dialled his number, but there was no answer. Something was wrong. That was the only explanation. She tried him again—still nothing. Nor did Lexi answer.

      This left Bluebell with a decision to make, but not one she mused over for long. Technically, as this was Alex’s interview, even if she had arranged it, it made sense for Bluebell to rearrange with Renee when she got hold of Alex. If this had been another client, she would have done that. This case was different, partly because she was fond of Alex and Lexi in a way she was fond of few other people. Partly because she felt responsible for her granddaughter’s actions—after all, Bluebell was her boss and mentor.

      But mainly, it was because of Jason.

      She couldn’t help it. Whenever she pictured the baby, her heart filled with joy and love. It was ridiculous. Despite what some people thought, Bluebell had never been a cold person. While she was only fond of her parents, she adored her brothers. As a young woman, she had fallen hopelessly in love with her future husband. Years after his death, that love had not faded. Then there was Margaret. Bluebell’s love for her granddaughter was as powerful as her hatred for Freddie had been, though her loathing for their father, Donald, was strong

      Bluebell had always been able to love. What she had not been was maternal. She had not wanted children and only relented for her husband. Knowing it was her duty, she had tried to love Elizabeth but failed, and she was convinced this failure was responsible for the person Elizabeth had become. She tried to content herself by believing she could never love a baby. Then came Jason. She remembered the first time she had met him, weeks after his birth. Alex brought him to her office and explained he was her great-grandson. He put the baby in her arms, and she held this little squishy, ugly creature. The product of a woman she didn’t know and a man she couldn’t stand. A child that could not talk or walk or even smile. Who offered nothing at all.

      And her heart had burst with love.

      It had been the most peculiar and unexpected feeling, and it had not faded. That love was why Bluebell did not drive back to her office but got out of her car and knocked on Renee’s door. If Alex thought finding Emma’s killer was the best way to keep Jason safe, then she wanted to help. Jason deserved far better than to have the evil woman Bluebell had created in his life.

      The door swung open, and Bluebell affected a smile.

      “Hello, you must be Renee. My name’s Bluebell. We spoke on the phone.”

      Renee invited Bluebell into her small but cosy home, and they took seats in the living room. Renee made drinks, and Bluebell sipped her tea before placing it on a coaster patterned with a grinning cartoon elephant. How cute.

      “Thank you for coming,” said Renee. A curious comment, seeing as Bluebell had requested the meeting, and surely Bluebell, not Renee, stood to gain from it.

      “Thank you for having me.”

      Renee must have read Bluebell’s curiosity in her expression. She smiled. “I know you’re here to grill me. I’m thankful because I’ve wanted to talk to someone that might listen about Alf since it happened. I’ve been reading the papers and watching the news. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t resist. They say such awful things, as I’m sure you’ve seen.”

      Bluebell nodded. “I understand how hard that must be for someone who loved him and knew his other side.”

      “That’s just it. There was no other side to the side I knew. The media have it all wrong.”

      Unsurprisingly, Alf’s sister did not want to believe what the papers said about her brother—that he had seduced an innocent, vulnerable young girl. That he was a predator. Some stories had speculated whether the affair might have begun before Emma turned eighteen. Others wondered if she was the first young woman he had prayed on. Bluebell would never take what she read in the papers or saw on the news as gospel. It was in the media’s interest to distort the truth. Nothing sold papers like sex and the depravity of humans. Nor would Bluebell accept what Renee said without question. She was biased for different reasons.

      What Bluebell would do was listen—a courtesy few others had offered Renee.

      “Tell me about him,” she said.

      Gratitude brightened Renee’s face. “I know you’re here for a reason. I could talk about my brother for hours, but I won’t bore you. I just want someone to know he was a wonderful man. A wonderful brother. He looked out for me my whole life. He cared about people. When he met Ivy… I was never sure about her. That’s not to say I think she killed him. She has vindictive qualities, but I don’t believe she’d kill her daughter, and I think she loved Alf, even if I sometimes wish he hadn’t loved her.”

      Bluebell took this in without speaking or allowing her face to comment. Part of her wanted to tell Renee the truth about her husband’s killer. She deserved to know. But Bluebell was a professional. Her desire did not come into it.

      “Ivy told him about Emma on their third date,” Renee said. “He called me after. It was never a problem for him—as Ivy thought it might be—but he was nervous. He didn’t have any kids. Nor do I. We don’t have any other siblings, and none of his friends had children, so he wasn’t used to them. He hadn’t spent time with a teen since he was one himself. He was nervous about getting it wrong.”

      Bluebell tried to picture Ivy’s new boyfriend meeting her teenage daughter for the first time. Some of the papers would have her believe he had his eyes on her even then. Was that true? She hoped not.

      “I understand they didn’t get on? Until recently, I mean.”

      “That’s what Ivy said, presumably? Her daughter hated her, so Ivy hated the idea of Emma getting on with another parental figure.”

      “They did get on?”

      Renee considered. “They got off to a rocky start. Alf understood that. Emma’s father, Kevin, had walked out a few years before, and she adored that man. She resented Alf for taking Kevin’s place in her mother’s bed. Plus, whatever she might have said about or to her mother, Alf believed Emma worried about Ivy. So, yeah, it was tricky at first. They never became best buddies, but they got on okay. There was a level of trust between them.”

      More than that, by the end, Bluebell wagered but did not say.

      “He was good to her,” Renee said, pressing the point. “He was a good man.”

      They sat in silence for a minute, then Bluebell crossed her legs and leaned in. This would be tough, but it was best to be honest. Renee deserved that.

      “As I mentioned on the phone, my client seeks to learn who killed Emma and your brother.”

      Okay, so mostly honest. Alex already knew who had killed Alf.

      “I thought he was coming with you?” Renee asked.

      “Unfortunately, he couldn’t make it, but I’m up on the investigation. I want to discuss where we are. But—“

      “Some of it might be difficult for me to hear?”

      “Possibly. I’ve no firm evidence to suggest any wrongdoing by your brother. I want to tell you what I know, and you can give me your thoughts. That okay?”

      There was trepidation in Renee’s voice as she said, “Go ahead.”

      “Firstly, we know Ivy revealed to Emma her biological father was not who she had always thought. Emma wanted to contact her real dad, but Ivy refused to give her anything more than a name. Frustrated, Emma went to Alf.”

      Bluebell paused. Renee was nodding. Clearly, she wanted to interject, and Bluebell gestured for her to do so.

      “He told me about this. He never gave me a name—said it wasn’t his place—but he told me about the argument. How Ivy had told Emma about her real dad. She wanted his help to contact this man.”

      “What did Alf do?”

      Renee looked at her hands. “He was conflicted. He knew Ivy didn’t want Emma talking to her dad. On the other hand, it was Ivy’s fault Emma had this information. He thought it was only fair that Emma had the chance to speak with her father.”

      “So he relented?”

      “She talked him around, yes.”

      “And what did he do?”

      Renee’s eyes flicked from her hands to Bluebell’s face. She had sensed that the investigator was getting at something specific.

      “He got her a phone number. Why?”

      Again, Bluebell decided on honesty.

      “We know Emma called a man who claimed to be her father. They arranged to meet on New Year’s Day and—“

      Renee gasped.

      “No, you’re not saying… the attack?”

      Bluebell nodded.

      “Alf never said.”

      “She probably never told him. As far as we know, she never told anyone except her boyfriend that she’d spoken to her father—or thought she had—before the attack. Not even the police. Presumably, she blamed herself for what happened to her friends.”

      “That’s awful. But wait… you’re not suggesting Alf gave her the wrong number on purpose?”

      “Based on the evidence we have—“

      “No. No, no, no. He gave her the right number. I told you: he cared about her. He loved her like a daughter.”

      Bluebell was pretty sure she kept her face clear of emotion. Maybe she failed, or maybe Renee saw what she expected to see. Either way, she jumped from her seat in anger.

      “You’re the same as the rest of them, aren’t you? I talked to the police and the press. They all think it.”

      “No one thinks Alf had anything to do with Emma’s murder.”

      “What? I know. They think he was sleeping with her.”

      Bluebell stared. The affair had never been in question.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Don’t you?”

      “Of course not. He would never.”

      “With all due respect, they were found in a tent together. Naked.”

      “Because their psycho killer stripped them. I’ve told the police this. I told them why Alf and Emma were there. They wouldn’t listen.”

      “Tell me,” said Bluebell. She rose as well, so she was at eye level with Renee. “I’ll listen, I promise.”

      Renee seemed unsure. For a moment, Bluebell worried the trust had been lost, and Renee would close up.

      Then the grieving sister deflated and gave in.

      “He knew,” she said. “Emma had told him earlier in the day, although I don’t think he took her seriously. But he knew, and he wanted to ease her mind.”

      “Knew what?”

      “That Emma was in danger. She said someone wanted to kill her. He took her into the woods to keep her safe.”
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      Lexi sat in her car with a paper bag on her lap and stared at the horizon. She was waiting. Any second now, her phone would ring, and her worst fears would be realised.

      A flash of movement caught her eye. Two birds jetted past her windscreen, moving from the trees at the foot of the driveways on one side of the road to the stretch of grass and the playground on the other. They seemed to be racing as they whizzed past Lexi’s car and the spot where Yvonne had died. The place where two men had grabbed Alyson and bundled her into the back of a car so they could use her as a weapon later on.

      A weapon. That was a good description because a weapon does not choose to cause pain or misery. It acts only as directed. Lexi no longer believed there was a chance Alyson was involved in the attack on Emma. That had been evident from the haunted look in her eyes when she met Lexi outside the prison and told her about Xander. All Alyson wanted was to survive and escape her captors. Had she earned her reprieve in talking to Lexi? Maybe. She hadn’t looked happy to return to the van after delivering her message and a paper bag to Lexi.

      The birds disappeared into the horizon, and Lexi’s phone began to ring. The name that popped onto the screen read Xander. She closed her eyes as she grabbed it, praying that he was calling from home or work. Praying that it was him at all.

      She said, “Hello?”

      The voice at the end of the line did not belong to her ex-husband. “You have five seconds.”

      The phone changed hands. This time, it was Xander who spoke.

      “Whatever they’ve asked you to do, don’t—“

      The first man was back. “Satisfied?”

      “That wasn’t five seconds.”

      “He broke the rules.”

      “Put him back on.”

      “No. Get the job done within the next hour, or he dies.”

      “An hour? You can’t be seri—“

      The line was dead. Her ex-husband’s kidnappers were gone.

      The urge to scream was overwhelming, but anyone walking past Lexi’s car would have seen the blank expression of an emotionless woman. She stayed silent as she slipped her phone into her pocket and glanced into the paper bag. Who even used paper bags these days? Where had they got it? She dumped it into her canvas bag and got out of the car. Five minutes later, she was within sight of Elizabeth and Donald’s house.

      The last time she had been here, she had spotted Elizabeth and Maggie Murray on the doorstep. Perhaps that was where Elizabeth spent all of her time because she was there again in deep conversation with a man Lexi did not recognise. He was tall and lean and handsome, around two decades younger than Elizabeth. Perhaps she had rushed out and found herself a toy boy after Maggie told her of Donald’s affairs. Who could blame her if she had?

      Lexi stayed out of sight as the handsome man rushed down the drive. He looked worried and agitated as he jumped into his car. Lexi recalled rolling her eyes when David revealed his attackers had driven a black car. The man leaving Elizabeth’s place was probably a criminal—most people who dealt with Elizabeth were—so Lexi was pleased to see his car at least half bucked the criminal car cliche trend by being a red and black Toyota Aygo.

      The man drove off, and Lexi’s thoughts returned to her husband.

      Whatever they’ve asked you to do, don’t—

      Typical of Xander to say something like that. As if he wouldn’t commit any number of horrifying acts to save Lexi if their positions were reversed. It wasn’t as if this act even qualified as monstrous. Not really. It was more like a public service.

      Unfortunately, that did not mean Lexi could do it. Nor did it change the fact she would likely end up in prison if she did. That was assuming she survived. Would Xander’s captors let him go if she did succeed? Or kill him the second Lexi confirmed the job was done? Then what? Lexi would leave three children with no parents. Xander’s mum and dad would take in Lyla, but what about Sebastian and Olivia? The thought of them ending up with her mother turned Lexi’s stomach. It was unconscionable.

      Yet, Lexi had no choice. They had Xander, and she would do anything to save him.

      Anything.

      Lexi made her way along the path on unsteady legs, turning onto Elizabeth’s driveway. She slipped past Elizabeth’s sleek black Mercedes and onto the front step. It was sunny, but the roof shaded her and lowered the temperature. A flower bed sat beneath a window to Lexi’s left. As she slipped her hand into the canvas and paper bags, she resisted the urge to throw up on the beautiful arrangements. Only once she had a hand on the handle’s rough grip did she use her free hand to knock on the door.

      The street was quiet. There was no one in sight, although Lexi could hear a lawnmower buzzing a few houses down. Whether on a front or back lawn was impossible to tell. Two birds swooped over the house. Maybe the same ones she had seen from her car. She glanced at them, and when she looked back, a shape was approaching the frosted glass. A second later, it swung open, revealing Elizabeth.

      “Miss Monroe. A pleasure.”

      “It’s Mrs Harper.”

      “Is it? You don’t stay married just by wearing the ring, you know?”

      The older woman’s eyes went to Lexi’s ring, then flicked to Lexi’s right hand and the gun.

      “This is a nice street,” said Elizabeth. “Neighbourhood watch, too. You ought to be careful.”

      Lexi didn’t know what to say. The relentless calm of this awful, evil woman had rendered her mute. Elizabeth watched her for a while, then shook her head and sighed.

      “I suppose you’d better come in.”

      Lexi could not stop the word from slipping between her lips. “Really?”

      “Really. I take it you plan to kill me?”

      “That’s the idea.” Lexi’s voice sounded distant, as though someone in a neighbouring garden had spoken the words.

      “Do I get a final request?”

      “Depends what it is.”

      This made Elizabeth chuckle. “I’d like to enjoy one of Donald’s baked goods. As much as I hate him right now, I’ve always said his treats are to die for. It’s time to put my money where my mouth is.”

      With a brilliant smile that suggested she was inviting in an old friend rather than an enemy who wished to kill her, Elizabeth turned and walked down the hall, back into the house, leaving the door open as an invitation for Lexi—and her gun—to follow.
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      Lexi followed Elizabeth down a long hall and through a swing door at the end. Five seconds elapsed between Elizabeth entering the room and Lexi reaching the door. When she pushed it open, she wondered if she would find Elizabeth on the other side, brandishing a kitchen knife and screaming a war cry.

      But no. Lexi entered a kitchen as large as the downstairs of her current home. The larder, through which Elizabeth was rummaging, was almost the size of the smallest bedroom. Lexi wondered if the mistress of the house kept a handgun in the bread bin. Given the size of the larder, it was feasible she would come out wielding a rocket launcher.

      While Elizabeth searched for tasty treats or deadly weapons, Lexi stepped further into the room. Through the windows, she could see a beautiful garden. It was empty, so she placed her back to the sink and faced her host, confident that a protective gardener wouldn’t hurl a rake through the window, javelin-style, impaling Lexi.

      Elizabeth’s back was to her. All she had to do was take two steps forward and pull the trigger. Then all this would be over. Well, not quite. She had to kill Donald, but one thing at a time.

      But she didn’t. She stood still and waited as Elizabeth found and emerged with three separate plastic boxes.

      “I want you to know I’d never usually eat more than one of these a day.” She placed the boxes on the kitchen island and tapped the lids. “I worry about my waistline. I’ve been working out, by the way. Can you tell?”

      “I don’t know what you looked like before.”

      “Good point. I keep forgetting we’ve not met. I feel like I know you. Anyway, I like to watch what I eat—something my husband makes exceedingly difficult with his culinary skills. Today, however, I can make an exception. They say a moment on the lips, a lifetime on the hips, but if one’s life’s about to end, there’s no need to concern oneself with such things, is there?”

      “I suppose not.”

      Elizabeth beamed and pulled the lids off the boxes one by one. At once, three different but equally delicious scents leapt into the air. It was enough to make Lexi drool—hardly the trait of a good assassin.

      “What do you fancy?” Elizabeth’s hands danced over the boxes. “I plan to eat one of each. As you intend to survive this encounter, you should limit yourself to one. Even knowing the sugar quantity is enough to give you a heart attack. That is unless you’re planning a murder-suicide?”

      “Just murder.”

      “Good choice. You’re a beautiful young woman. It would be a waste to blow your brains out. So, what do we have here? Brownies.” She shoved the first box towards Lexi. “Raspberry and white chocolate chip muffins and fondant fancies. Yum.”

      Lexi observed the selection. It seemed faintly ludicrous that she was standing here with a gun, and the woman she planned to shoot was offering her sweet treats. Then again, the smell was too good to resist.

      “Brownie, please.”

      “A girl with manners. That’s what I like to see. My father always says if you’re going to be a killer, you should at least be a polite killer.”

      “‘Says’?” Lexi questioned. “Isn’t your father dead?”

      “Damn,” said Elizabeth. “I forgot you knew my mother. She’s such a blabber mouth. Okay, I made it up. He never said that. Something we’ve got in common, though. The dead dads, I mean.”

      “Maybe we could start a club.”

      Elizabeth burst out laughing. “I like you, Lexi. Here you are, in my kitchen, terrified, but you stick to the deadpan humour. I love it.”

      “I’m not terrified.”

      “Of course you are. You’re shaking for a start. Plus, you know, you’ve not pulled the trigger. It would be best if you had, by the way. It’ll get harder the longer you wait.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.”

      Elizabeth laughed again, then crossed the room, grabbing a couple of small plates from a cupboard in the corner.

      “Brownie, wasn’t it?”

      She took a square from the box closest to Lexi and placed it on a plate at the edge of the island. She loaded her plate with something from each box, as promised.

      “Where to begin?” Her fingers danced over the treats as she made the choice. “Usually, I’d start with my least favourite and end with my favourite. Save the best until last. But what if I eat my least favourite, and you shoot me? That would be heart-wrenching. Promise to let me live until all three are gone?”

      Lexi’s hand tightened on the gun. She hated how much Elizabeth loved teasing her. Clearly, the older woman did not think Lexi had it in her to pull the trigger. What was annoying was that Lexi was afraid she might be right.

      Elizabeth read Lexi’s mind and said, “I know you’re frustrated. I’m not taking you seriously. Maybe I should. You have a gun, after all. How about this? A few hours ago, I spoke with someone. Clive. Tomorrow afternoon, he’ll visit an awful man in prison. I need not tell you what Clive will ask this man to do.”

      For the first time, Lexi became aware of the gun’s weight in her hands. It was an ordeal to keep it pointed at Elizabeth’s chest.

      “How about a deal?” Elizabeth said. “You walk away, and I’ll tell Clive not to visit the prison. No harm will befall Andrew tomorrow or ever. At least not at my command. How does that sound?”

      As Lexi froze—mentally and physically, her mind hooked on her brother’s plight—Elizabeth reached for a treat on her plate.

      “I’m going to start with the brownie, my second favourite. Covering my bases.”

      She bit into the dessert and let out a groan.

      “Divine. I don’t know how he does it.”

      “Do you think he makes them for his mistresses?”

      Since Lexi had arrived, gun in hand, Elizabeth had shown no concern or fear, only indifference and amiability. A few words about her husband’s infidelity were enough to change that.

      “You want to watch what you say, Alexandria. Andrew will die, but at least his death will likely be quick. Shall I ensure your daughter, nephew, and niece suffer before ending their lives?”

      Lexi’s grip on the gun tightened as aimed for Elizabeth’s head.

      “Go on,” said Elizabeth. Her smile had made her look young and beautiful. Her fury transformed her into a gargoyle. “Shoot me. Save your husband.”

      “My husband?” That unbalanced Lexi. “How’d you know about that?”

      This allowed Elizabeth to reclaim a smirk if not her smile. She had dropped her brownie in shock at Lexi’s mistress jibe, but she picked it up as she responded to this question.

      “I know everything, dear. Kill me, save him. Well, kill me and Donald. You know you’re on to a loser, don’t you? I doubt you have the stomach to shoot me. Even if you do, you won’t kill Donald. What if you do? Do you think the kind of person who’d kidnap your husband to coerce you into committing double homicide is to be trusted? They’ll just let Alex go? I don’t believe you’re so naive. They’ll kill him, and maybe that’s for the best. Imagine the look on his face if he found out what you’d done. Could your relationship survive his disappointment?”

      “Probably not. It’d be worth it to save him.”

      “Except you won’t save him. He’ll die no matter what. By the way, the offer’s expired. Andrew dies. I’ve made up my mind.”

      She finished the brownie, closing her eyes and making a face of pure ecstasy as the last of it went down.

      “So that’s your brother dead, your husband dead. Do the right thing. Take the loss and go home to your kids. They need you. I know you understand. Oh, put it down.”

      Elizabeth laughed as Lexi refocused the gun, keeping it aimed at her host. She picked up a muffin, holding it up for Lexi to see.

      “This is my favourite. After tasting one of his muffins, I told Donald I loved him for the first time. I’m not even sure it was true.”

      She smiled at the memory.

      Lexi pulled the trigger.
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      Bluebell tried to slot what Renee had told her into the puzzle as Renee continued her story.

      “He was at his conference. The plan was to stay all weekend, but Emma called while he was on lunch, freaking out. She said someone was going to try and kill her within the next twenty-four hours.”

      “How did she know?”

      “I’ve no idea. She didn’t tell Alf, but she was adamant. She planned to hide in the woods and said she was happy to do so alone, but Alf heard the truth in her voice. It wasn’t just that she sounded afraid. She didn’t need to call to tell him what she was doing. She did so in the hope that he would offer to help.”

      “Why him?” Bluebell asked.

      “Who else? She’d pushed away all her friends, and she hated her mum. Alf was all she had.”

      This made sense, and Bluebell nodded, encouraging Renee to continue.

      “Anyway, Alf tried to calm her down, to convince her everything would be okay, but she was in a state. When he couldn’t convince her she was safe, he offered to tell her mum, and that made things worse. If he got Ivy involved, she’d leave town altogether. His hands were tied. He had to go with her if he wanted to keep her close, so he did. He called me once he left the conference. He knew I had camping gear he could borrow for the night, and anyway, he was worried about Emma. He wanted to talk to someone.”

      This brought tears to Renee’s eyes as she remembered not only her last interaction with Alf but all the times they had leaned on one another over the years.

      “He was in a rush when he arrived. He wanted to get to her as soon as possible. My wonderful brother was willing to sleep in the woods for a night to put his stepdaughter’s mind at ease. He kissed my cheek and told me he loved me as he left. I said it back, and then he was gone. Forever.”

      She broke down, and Bluebell came to sit beside her. There was nothing to say. Nothing that could ease Renee’s pain. All Bluebell could do was give her the time to cry, to let out her pain.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’ve no need to be.”

      Bluebell wondered how Emma had discovered she was in danger. It had to be Alyson. The friend had been seen around lunchtime the day Emma died. In other words, shortly before Emma called her stepfather to tell him someone would soon try to kill her. But Alyson had been with someone. From the way he was treating her, he had to work for her kidnappers. The people who were after Emma. What did that mean? Was Alyson’s warning a ploy to drive Emma into the woods where they could kill her? Possibly.

      Question marks remained over Alf’s involvement. Renee’s story painted him in a saintly light, but Bluebell could not ignore the number he had given Emma. How had she ended up speaking with Donald’s enemies rather than the man himself?

      Bluebell was trying to get hold of Emma’s call logs. She would undoubtedly have something soon that would at least tell her who Emma had called. That was the key.

      “Thank you for your help,” she told Renee.

      The women sat together a while longer. Bluebell did not think it would be right, having raked up all these emotions, to disappear the second she had what she needed. Still, within ten minutes, she was back on the street, by her car, thinking about the affair myth.

      It was Ivy’s fault. She had suspected her husband of cheating, so when the police found him in a tent with Emma—naked, no less—everyone jumped to the obvious conclusion. In truth, Ivy was a paranoid spouse. She saw signs of adultery where there were none. The measures she took to try and prove her suspicions—such as putting a tracker on her husband’s phone—proved there was nothing in them. They should have thought more clearly about this in the first place. Not that it changed much. Bluebell would blame Lexi and Alex for the oversight.

      Speaking of, they still had not got back to her. What was going on?

      She was about to call them, but when she got her phone out of her pocket, it buzzed, an email coming in. When she checked the message, she forgot her need to contact the Harpers, instead driving to another home and knocking.

      A cautious-looking man answered the door.

      “Hi. David Keane, I presume?”

      Francine was in the living room, on the sofa. Watching a TV show in which a pretty blonde girl tried to stab a man with a horrible facial condition with a stick. Peculiar.

      “Fran, this is, uh, Bluebell.”

      “Just Bluebell is fine.”

      “She says she works with Lexi and Xander.”

      Francine sat up and paused the TV.

      “Have you found anything? Do you know who killed Emma?”

      “Yes and no, in that order. I just had a quick question. Something that might help us unravel this knotty mystery. Would you mind?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “You received £1,000 into your account on the 29th of December last year. What was the money for?”

      This question left both David and Francine shell-shocked. The difference was that David’s shock spoke to his confusion, Francine’s to her guilt.

      “Fran?” David asked.

      Francine shook her head. “It was nothing.”

      “Nothing, eh? Gosh, I wish £1,000 would randomly appear in my account. Not that I’d notice. I’m incredibly rich.” Bluebell looked at David. “Eye-wateringly so.”

      David’s attention was on his sister.

      “Franny, what’s going on?”

      “It was a conversation. But nothing to do with what happened later. It was just…” She tailed off.

      “Word to the wise,” said Bluebell. “There is no ‘it was just’ when people are paying £1,000 for a conversation. What did they want to know?”

      The colour had drained from Francine’s cheeks, but a hint of resistance remained in her eyes. She was determined not to be to blame for what happened.

      “It wasn’t her attacker. It wasn’t. They…”

      “Promised their intentions were pure? People lie. Shall I tell you why we think Emma was attacked?” Bluebell did not wait for an answer. “She tried to get in touch with her biological father but instead reached someone else. That someone lured her into a trap. The trap in which you lost the use of your legs.”

      That did it. “No.” The tears came. “No, no, it can’t be.”

      She put a hand to her mouth. Her shoulders shook.

      “Francine,” said Bluebell. “It’s time to be honest.”

      “Give her a second,” said David.

      “No. Her friend is dead. If she wants justice for Emma, she’ll tell me what she knows.”

      “I had no idea,” said Francine. “I’d forgotten about the surprise until I spoke to Lexi. I didn’t know Emma thought she’d spoken to her dad. I didn’t mention the money to Lexi because… because…”

      “You were ashamed. Which is understandable. But now, I need to know.”

      Francine dropped her eyes to her feet but nodded.

      “They wanted to know about Emma and her dad. If he was around. How she felt about him. That sort of thing. They said they knew Ivy, but she wouldn’t tell them. I know it sounds stupid now, but £1,000…”

      “Is a lot of money for a young woman attending University. I know.”

      “This is my fault.”

      Bluebell was not feeling charitable enough to refute this claim. “It’s not too late to help. To put things right. I need to know who you spoke to. You realise it was probably her killer?”

      “Come on,” said David.

      “Too harsh? Were you not here the other day when—as I hear it—Francine pleaded with Lexi and Alex to find her friend’s killer? All while withholding vital information that could help them do so.”

      David had nothing to say to this.

      “Okay,” said Bluebell. “Francine?”

      Given how hard Francine was sobbing, Bluebell doubted she would be able to talk. That was frustrating. Luckily, Bluebell was ready. In her camera roll were photos of nasty people she knew would love to get one over on Donald. All Francine had to do was nod.

      “I’m going to show you some pictures. Tell me if you recognise anyone.”

      Not waiting for an answer, Bluebell sat beside Francine and started flicking through the photos, watching Frannie’s eyes, expecting them to expand if they spotted the person who had paid her £1,000 for some simple information.

      The person Bluebell suspected to be Emma’s killer.
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      The gunshot cut through the air. Although she was half a street away, Maggie at once knew its point of origin.

      “Margaret, what was that?”

      Bluebell had been calling Maggie on and off all day. At last, she had answered, and her grandmother had plenty of interest to say. Maggie forgot all that when the gun went off, tossing her phone aside without hanging up and starting the car, speeding along the road and slamming to a stop outside her parent’s house. Bluebell’s yelling still blared from the phone as Maggie jumped from the car and bolted up the drive.

      She had almost been at the house when the call came in, and she had pulled over to answer. Why? Why not reject the call as she had those that came before? If she had, she might have arrived before the gun went off. What could she have prevented in that case?

      The truth was she had been dying to talk to someone. She had spent most of the day curled up in bed, eating crap food and watching crap films. The kind of rom-coms that weren’t funny, and you could tell who would end up with whom within about five seconds. It was depressing what a cliche of heartbroken female misery she was. That was why she had eventually forced herself to get up and go for a drive. She had driven towards her parents’ house, thinking it was better to speak to her mother than no one. When the call came through, she realised she would rather talk to Bluebell than Mum. That realisation meant she was not at the house when the gun went off.

      At the front door, she scrambled for the key she still kept, despite having moved out months ago. As she shoved it into the lock, she wondered if she would find Mum or Dad on the other side and in what state. She had no doubt one of them had been shot. They would never fire a gun in their home nor order anyone else to. Someone must have come to kill them.

      Unless…

      Maggie remembered her mother’s face after she told her everything the previous day. That fury. Had she invited Dad round to talk and lost her temper? Beyond the front door, would Maggie discover her father dead, her mother holding the smoking gun.

      If she did, whose fault would that be?

      The door swung open, and she burst in. Panic wanted to drag her on a desperate hunt around the house, but she forced herself to stop. This was a big place. It would take ages to search every room. Her desperation to find what had happened as fast as possible could have the inverse effect. Instead, she closed her eyes and forced herself to be calm and to listen. That did the trick. A few seconds later, the sound of moving feet drew her to the kitchen door.

      Thoughts of Lexi and Alex invaded her mind. Were they involved in this? Maggie’s grandmother had tried and failed to get hold of the Harpers. Where could they be? She recalled what else Bluebell had told her, and her panic grew.

      At the kitchen door, she hesitated, for the first time realising she planned to walk into a heated situation against an adversary she knew was armed, and she had no weapon of her own. Could she take the risk? After all, it was no longer only about her.

      Her hand went to her middle, over her womb.

      And then someone spoke from the other side of the door.

      “You bitch. I liked that photo.”

      Mum. Maggie burst into the kitchen.

      Two sets of eyes turned her way. It was immediately clear what had happened. Lexi—standing by the sink—had fired the gun, which still hung loosely in her hand, hitting the framed photo on the wall and leaving behind a hole.

      Elizabeth Murray must have been sitting at the kitchen island. Now she was on the floor, brushing aside shattered glass and splintered frame to get to the photo.

      “If you were aiming for me, you’re a frightful shot.” Elizabeth came up with the photo, placing it on the island.

      “Not you,” said Lexi. “Looks like I hit the bullseye.”

      Maggie approached the island. The picture depicted her and Freddie standing side by side, smiling. A professional photographer had taken it when the pair were in their teens. Neither had wanted to be there, but Mum had insisted, and Mum always got her way. She’d even forced them to smile. It was one of her favourite photographs. Dad’s too, hence why they kept it in the kitchen, where Elizabeth loved to read, and Donald loved to bake.

      Lexi’s bullet had passed through Freddie’s face.

      “You are determined to test my patience,” Elizabeth said. “Hello, Margaret.”

      “Hi, Mum.” Maggie felt dazed. This was surreal.

      Lexi came to the kitchen island, as Maggie had. Instead of glancing at the picture, she grabbed a piece of brownie off a plate, retreating to the sink with it. Maggie noticed the open boxes on the surface and the three separate treats on her mother’s plate. Her mouth watered, but she tried to remain serious.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You can’t surmise?” Elizabeth spoke in the infuriating tone she always used when she wanted to let Maggie know she was not being the best she could be.

      “I get the idea. She’s come to kill you. Why?”

      “It’s a hostage situation. Very dramatic. Mysterious enemies of your father and I have taken her lover. They’ll kill him if she doesn’t kill us. I’m not overly worried. So far, she’s only summoned the courage to murder a photograph.”

      “Don’t forget the frame. That wall will take some repairing, too.”

      Elizabeth was staring at the photo. “I can’t take any more pictures of my son.”

      “You can have more printed, though.”

      “Shut up,” said Maggie. “Someone has Alex?”

      “Lexi’s lover,” said Elizabeth. “I said that.”

      “Not just my lover,” said Lexi. She gave Maggie a pointed look, which Elizabeth picked up.

      “What?” Mum asked. “You love him, too? Everyone knows. Is that what she’s getting at? No, it’s more, isn’t it?”

      Pretty soon, Maggie would have to tell Mum about the pregnancy. There was no chance she was doing it now.

      “If you love Xander, you should help me,” said Lexi. “Kill the witch.”

      “I love my mother, too.”

      “Really? But you’ve met her. I bet Bluebell would help.”

      “We do not mention that woman in this house,” Elizabeth said before looking at her daughter. “What are you keeping from me?”

      But Maggie’s mind was now on Bluebell. She remembered the call.

      “We need to talk to Dad.”

      “Excuse me?” Elizabeth’s face had clouded, but Maggie had turned to Lexi, who asked why.

      “The people who kidnapped Alex must be the same ones who killed Emma to punish Dad.”

      “Another name I won’t have mentioned in this house.”

      Lexi ignored Elizabeth. “I think you’re right, but we don’t know who that is.”

      “Actually,” said Maggie. “We do. Her name’s Octavia and Bluebell knows where she is.”

      For the second time, Elizabeth dropped her muffin.
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      Xander sat and waited and thought.

      More than any of these things, he worked at his wrists. Tattoo Sleeves had refastened him to the radiator with a knot so impressive it made Xander wonder if Octavia paid for her staff to take prisoner restraint training courses. Or maybe she recruited straight from the Boy Scouts.

      Whatever the case, impressive did not mean unthwartable. Octavia and her men had left the office over an hour ago, and Xander had been working at the knot ever since. It was still tied, but it grew looser. Soon, he would be free.

      Well, not free, exactly. The door was locked. Assuming the window wasn’t, and he could fit through, he was still sunk. The office was at the back of the house, one floor up, meaning a drop to the open fields below. There was a chance no one would see Xander hit the ground if he made it through the window, but no chance he wouldn’t break his ankles upon landing. If not his neck.

      Maybe there was a drainpipe. Then again, this wasn’t a film. Movie stars might find shimmying down drainpipes a simple matter. Xander imagined he would have more trouble. He’d probably fall. If not, the drainpipe would detach from the wall under the force of his weight, and he’d break his back upon landing.

      Less than ideal.

      Escaping the knot did not mean freedom. Far from it. He worked at the restraint anyway, figuring it was better to be out than in, regardless of what came next. Not least because his hand was turning purple.

      While the fingers of his free hand worked, so did his mind. Octavia claimed not to have killed Emma, and Xander believed her. She had nothing to gain by lying, and her logic was sound. But if not her, then who? Xander stacked up everything he knew, and an idea formed. Nothing concrete, but it was taking shape. If he survived, he could discuss it with Lexi.

      That would be nice.

      His fingers worked, and the knot loosened. He was almost there when a key hit the lock, and the office door swung open again.

      A man—tall and nervous—entered. It was not someone Xander had seen before, but he fit a description given by David.

      “You were the one with Alyson on the day Emma died?”

      “Yes,” said the man. Then he drew a knife. It wasn’t long. Maybe six inches, including the hilt. A blade one might use to cut an apple. Xander guessed it would also do the trick on a throat.

      Xander’s free hand went to his restrained wrist. “If you intend to shave me, I’d rather use a razor.”

      “I’m sorry.” The man was in no mood to chat. “I’ll make it quick.”

      There was a euphemism to get the heart racing, and not in a good way. What did it mean that Octavia had sent this man to kill him?

      That she no longer needed him.

      “Lexi did what Octavia wanted, then?”

      He tried not to be disappointed. After all, roles reversed, he’d have done the same.

      Mr Knife didn’t want to get into it. He came at Xander fast and low, the blade outstretched. He had all the advantages and intended to use them to gut Xander where he sat.

      Xander’s only hope was his positioning, with his feet towards his assailant. As his would-be killer shot forward, Xander slipped his fingers into the loosening knot and yanked. At the same time, he pulled his legs into his chest and fired his feet at the blade. They flew past the knife, which tore his jeans and drew a line on his skin, knocking Mr Knife off balance. Knife grunted, then came again.

      Xander rolled.

      Knife wasn’t expecting it. He hadn’t seen Xander pull the ropes free as he’d kicked out. By the time he noticed, Xander was out of harm’s way, and Knife was going too fast.

      He hit the wall. It would have been comical had the situation not remained perilous. He bounced back and swivelled, searching for his prey.

      Xander was up. And close. He kicked out and caught Knife in the groin. More fluke than targeted attack, but Xander would take it. As Knife doubled over, he came again. This time putting his knee into his enemy’s side, grabbing his head, and shoving it into the radiator.

      The heater vibrated under the force of Knife’s skull. Knife went down. The blade fell free. Knife made a half-hearted grab for it, but the battle was over.

      Xander swooped.

      One more kick was all it took. The now unarmed Knife’s skull hit the radiator for the second time, and he fell still, eyes closed.

      That was it. The fight was over. Xander could not quite believe it. He marvelled at how fast life could change and change again. He’d gone from being trapped in a room with no obvious escape route to facing a murderer with no obvious chance of survival to standing victorious over his attempted killer. All in the space of three minutes. Oh, and he was now armed. The incident had simultaneously exhausted and invigorated him. He wanted to lie on the floor and sleep, and he wanted to charge through the house to take on all who would challenge him.

      Victory, he knew, could be dangerous. So could stasis.

      Fearing the consequences of wasting time, Xander dropped beside Knife. A brief search of the unconscious man revealed a set of keys. Ten seconds later, he was on the upstairs landing. On his second try, he found the key to the office and locked the door.

      Now what?

      There were seven doors off the landing, plus the staircase. Xander stood by the office door, which was closest to the stairs. All seven doors were closed, and he could hear nothing from behind any of them.

      He was not alone in the house. Aside from the unconscious man in the office, Xander could hear voices from downstairs. Not from the entrance hall, though. Closed doors separated Xander from his adversaries. That meant—in theory—Xander could walk downstairs into the hall, open the front door, and step outside without anyone being any the wiser to his departure.

      This was an intoxicating idea. Also important to note that time was of the essence. Octavia must have sent Knife to kill Xander. She would not expect the job to take long and would grow suspicious if her henchman did not reappear within a few minutes. She’d send someone to find out what was going on. That someone would find Xander and kill him. He would not get lucky again.

      Even so, Xander had plenty of time to get out and get away if he left the office door and made his way downstairs immediately.

      So why had he turned from the stairs and approached the next of the seven doors? Why was he pressing his ear to the wood and listening for sounds from the room beyond? Why did he have his hand on the knob, turning?

      He opened the door an inch, then closed it. He just wanted to know if it was unlocked. To Xander, the whole process seemed to take an hour. In reality, it probably took a minute. Still too long. Even so, he did not go to the stairs. Rather, he repeated the process with the next door. Listen. Turn. Open. Only an inch. He didn’t look inside, as he hadn’t with the first room and didn’t with the third.

      Three minutes and counting. This was idiotic—an unacceptable risk. If it got him killed, Lexi would murder him. And still, he moved to door four.

      Which was locked.

      Four minutes.

      Xander went for the keys, remembering the carpark where Octavia’s man had kidnapped him. The knock on his window. The frightened eyes of the bedraggled young woman. Such fear. Alyson Harris had helped capture Xander. But he didn’t blame her, and he wouldn’t leave her.

      The first four keys yielded no results. The fifth turned smoothly. He heard the lock disengage, and he was inside.

      The room was larger than the office but still small, given it was a bedroom. Not a nice bedroom, granted. Devoid of personality. No pictures or posters on the walls. No photos. No mess or clutter. No signs of life beyond the obvious—the woman sat huddled on the single bed, her knees to her chest, her arms around her legs. Furtive eyes tracking Xander into the room.

      “It’s okay,” he said because she was evidently afraid, although he’d hidden the knife behind his back before entering. “We’re getting out.”

      She stared but made no move to get up. Xander could near enough read her mind.

      “It’s not a trick or a trap, and you’ve no need to be sorry.”

      “What I did—“

      “We really don’t have time. Let’s go.”

      Still, she looked like she might keep speaking. He decided not to give her the opportunity. He would never leave her, but he stepped into the hall hoping to spur her into action.

      It worked. As he departed, Alyson realised this could be her only hope. It was worth risking a trap for a chance at freedom. She sprung from bed and scurried into the hall, spilling into him as she emerged. Only seeing what he had seen as she stepped around him.

      Xander’s plan had been simple. There would be no sliding down drainpipes or clambering down trellises. They would walk down the stairs and out the front door. Then they would run. Or that had been the plan until Xander exited Alyson’s room-cum-cell and saw White Trainers at the office door, his key in the lock.

      Despite his shock, Xander had remained silent since seeing White Trainers.

      Alyson did not.

      White Trainers opened the office door, and Alyson squealed.

      This guy was no amateur. He heard the noise and reacted in a heartbeat. His hand went to his waistband, and he spun. By the time he’d spotted Xander and Alyson, his gun was out and pointed in their direction.

      Xander had also gone for his weapon. Unfortunately, he seemed to have brought a knife to a gunfight.

      “How’d you get out?” said White Trainers. “And how’d you get into her room?”

      “Alyson’s room,” said Xander.

      “What?”

      “It’s Alyson. Not ‘her’.”

      “You what?”

      Xander couldn’t be bothered. “To your question: I have keys. Your pal donated them after failing to kill me. Not willingly, in his defence.”

      “My what?”

      White Trainers aimed his gun at Xander’s chest, keeping it there as he backed up a step into the office. Xander saw his eyes widen as he spotted who lay beside the radiator.

      “What’s Wilfried doing there?”

      “He tried to kill me.”

      “Why?”

      That was a curious question. “You’d have to ask your boss.”

      White Trainers opened his mouth to ask another question, then shook his head. He stepped out of the office and tapped the doorframe.

      “Get back in here. Now. As for you—“ he nodded at Alyson. “Into your room. I’ll deal with you in a sec.”

      Xander didn’t like the sound of that, nor the way Alyson whimpered. Instinct had him reach back and take hold of her wrist as she retreated towards her room. He did not squeeze. Used no force at all. She could easily have slipped free of his grasp, but she didn’t. She stopped.

      “It ain’t smart to defy me.”

      Xander had to agree. What on Earth did he think he could do? His luck had run out.

      “Into your rooms,” said White Trainers. “I won’t tell you again.”

      He was right. He didn’t get the chance to tell them anything again because as he finished speaking, the front door exploded inwards, and multiple people burst into the house.
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      Octavia sat in the kitchen and waited for her phone to ring.

      In retrospect, using her office as a cell had been a poor idea. She wanted to sit in her beautiful leather chair and work while she waited. As she couldn’t work with the prisoner staring at her—and possibly talking to her—she had decided to wait in the kitchen with a glass of wine instead. If she had to wait for Alexandria, work could wait for her.

      She waited, but what was she waiting for? Did she truly expect this woman to call and tell her Donald and Elizabeth Murray were dead? That she had succeeded where so many had failed? Sure, Lexi had an advantage. Octavia knew she could get close to the Murrays in a way most who would want them dead could not. She was adequately motivated, too. Octavia was sure she would do whatever it took to save her lover. Did that mean she would succeed?

      No. This was the longest of long shots, and Octavia would not delude herself into thinking she had a chance. Best-case scenario, Lexi managed to kill one Murray before the other killed her. That would bring Octavia some satisfaction, at least.

      She slumped in her stool and finished her wine. She remembered her early adulthood. Meeting her husband and falling in love. Starting a business. Struggling for years before making it a success seemingly overnight. Her husband had poured champagne. They had clinked glasses and congratulated each other, and in the morning, he had been hit by a bus and killed.

      For a while, Octavia had thought she might die too. Going on without the man she loved seemed impossible. Then she made new friends, and they convinced her the best way to fill the hole in her heart was to make money. And the best way to make money was to break the law. They started a new business, and they made it a success. They became richer and richer until one day, the Murrays took notice. Octavia’s new friends and co-owners made it clear they could grow no more. If they stuck at their level, they could continue making money without getting on the Murrays’ bad side. Octavia hated that. Having found a way to reduce the roar of grief, she did not want to temper her ambition.

      But what could she do? They outvoted her, and they were right, weren’t they? Many people had tried to kill the Murrays. None had survived. There were no other options. They would never go to prison. You couldn’t kill or capture Maggie or Freddie. The retribution would be seismic. As Octavia’s new friends repeatedly said, nothing could be done. The Murrays were an unstoppable juggernaut.

      Then Octavia learned about Emma.

      She poured herself more wine, recalling her excitement at discovering Donald Murray’s secret daughter. What if they could get hold of her? Emma was unlike Maggie and Freddie. Donald’s fear of Elizabeth learning about his bastard child was their route to bringing the Murrays down.

      What a beautiful plan it was. Still, her friends had not approved. Octavia’s only option was to take a few loyal guys and go it alone. Look how that turned out.

      Emma was dead. All that remained was this Hail Mary. Her hope that a woman she didn’t know might turn out to be a master assassin.

      Yeah, right.

      Even so, she waited for her phone to ring. She was still waiting when the front door burst in.

      She sighed. This was it, then.

      Shots were fired. Octavia drained her drink and emptied the bottle into the glass. There was a door behind her. A younger woman might have considered escape, but what chance did Octavia have? The door led onto miles of fields. If she ran, she would make it only a few metres before falling on her face. What an undignified end that would make. Someone would shoot her if she got to the front of the house. Even if she reached her car, she couldn’t drive. Not anymore.

      Better to stay and face the music. She had always known it might end like this. She was prepared.

      More gunfire. Then the kitchen door opened, and a man stepped in.

      “Boss, she’s in here.”

      Octavia flinched. “Must you shout?”

      Donald stepped in a minute later, and his friend stepped out. It was to be just the two of them.

      Donald had a gun. He asked if she was armed.

      “Only with my wit and wisdom.” She finished her drink, her hands shaking worse than ever. “Sorry, I can’t offer you any wine. I seem to have finished it.”

      Donald shrugged as he approached, stopping with a metre and a half between them. He had no desire to be close to her. Octavia guessed he didn’t want to miss.

      “Did you think you’d get away with killing my daughter?”

      So that was it. He was cutting to the chase.

      “Did you think you’d get away with hiding her?” she said. “Besides, I didn’t kill her. I tried to kidnap her. Stuffed that up. I’d have tried again. Someone killed her before I could.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re lying.”

      He was pushing. He had decided she was responsible for killing his daughter. Even so, he wanted a confession. It would make her execution more satisfying.

      “Donald, you and I both know you’ll kill me no matter what. If I’d ordered your daughter’s murder, I’d tell you. I didn’t, so I won’t. Now, get it over with, will you?”

      “Who says I plan to kill you?”

      Octavia chuckled. “What else? You won’t let me go, and if you’re implying torture, we both know that’s a joke. Look at me.” She raised her trembling hands. “That’s not fear. I don’t fear you, Donald. I’m an old woman. Five seconds of torture, and my heart would give out. But go on. Cart me away and have at it if you must.”

      Donald observed his enemy, but she saw no will to prolong this any further. She had wondered how much he would care about the daughter he had kept out of his life. Now she knew. Here was a grieving father.

      He raised the gun.

      She smiled.

      “It’s okay. I’ll see my husband again. How long before you get to see your daughter? Or your son? Will you join them first? Or will Maggie?”

      She turned from him to her glass. With utmost care, she raised her hand and touched the rim. For the first time in years, her fingers didn’t tremble. Her hand didn’t shake.

      She smiled again.
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      For the time being, Donald was paying Ivy’s legal fees. The morning after Octavia died, he arranged for a visit with the grieving mother. But not for him.

      Xander saw the shock in her eyes as the door opened, and she was led inside. After hesitating, she came to the table and sat opposite Xander, surprise turning to eagerness.

      “Tell me you have good news.”

      Ivy’s hands were on the table, and she was leaning towards Xander, her mouth slightly ajar, as though ready to devour whatever information he had to give.

      What did she expect? Xander knew from Donald what the police had found. First, a witness who could place Ivy near the woods on the night Alf and Emma had died. Crucially at a time when Ivy had claimed she was at home, tucked up in bed. Second, traces of Alf’s blood in her bathroom. It seemed she had binned her clothes and showered to remove any evidence from her skin. Unfortunately, she had left evidence on her sink, and the cops now had it. There was none of Emma’s blood, but that wouldn’t save her. She needed good news from Xander.

      “I want you to know that I’m sorry for your loss. Your daughter.”

      Ivy stared. “What? Yes, fine. You’ve said all that. What have you found?”

      But Xander would not be diverted.

      “I believe she loved you. No matter what she said. You know it, deep down, and you should hold onto that.”

      Ivy closed her mouth and pulled back from Xander. The eagerness had left her eyes.

      “Again, I’m sorry for your loss, but that doesn’t absolve the awful crimes you perpetrated. What you had Donald do to Kevin was unforgivable—“

      “I was scared and young and stupid. Is this why you’re here?”

      “What you did to Alf was unforgivable.”

      “He was fucking my daughter.”

      She spat out the swear word, and Xander turned his head to the side as if to avoid a direct hit by the slur. He kept calm.

      “No. He wasn’t.”

      “What?”

      “Even if he were, your actions would be unforgivable. There’s no excuse for what you did.”

      “He was sleeping with her. They were screwing behind my back.”

      “They weren’t. Anyway, it doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me.”

      Xander waited. At last, he said, “You’ve twice committed murder. Given the chance, I believe you’d kill again.”

      Ivy shook her head, getting a sense of where this was going.

      “I wouldn’t. Please, you can’t be saying—“

      “I think you’ll be convicted for the murder of your husband and sent down for a long time. I’m sorry, but I believe you’ll also be convicted for murdering your daughter. I wish it weren’t so. I’d like for you to only be blamed for the murder you committed, but that’s the way it is.”

      Ivy began to cry. “I can’t go to prison. I can’t.”

      A saying flashed through Xander’s mind, Can’t do the time. Don’t do the crime.

      “Why are you here?” said Ivy. “To rub it in? Are you so sick and twisted?”

      Xander shook his head. He’d had all night to plan this conversation. What he wanted to say.

      Yesterday, he had stood in a corridor, his hand on Alyson’s wrist. Expecting to die. Then the door burst in. White Trainers was temporarily distracted, and Xander dragged Alyson into the room Octavia had used as her cell. By the time they came out, White Trainers was dead. So was Tattoo Sleeves, the man Xander had left unconscious in the office, and a couple more. Donald was there. He met Xander’s gaze and waved for his people to lower their guns.

      Wait here.

      A few minutes later, Octavia was dead, and Donald was back. He invited them to his car and had his driver take Alyson home. They had driven away before they saw her emotional reunion with her parents. Before she left, she had wrapped her arms around Xander’s neck and thanked him. He teared up as he wished her good luck and watched her go.

      Then it was just Donald and Xander. They spoke for a while, and Xander asked about meeting Ivy. Donald agreed before driving Xander home.

      Once the kids were in bed, Lexi and Xander stayed up late discussing everything. They had made their decisions. Tomorrow—now today—would be a big day.

      “I’m here,” he told Ivy, “because you deserve the truth. You deserve to know who killed your daughter and to understand they won’t get away with it. I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      Ivy’s head had drooped under the weight of her impending prison sentence. It came up at Xander’s latest words.

      “You know? You know who killed my precious girl?”

      “I do.”

      Ivy grabbed Xander’s hand.

      “Tell me.”

      Xander did.
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      Xander arrived at Bluerton’s a few minutes before 11 a.m., greeting Bluebell in the open area between the offices.

      “Dearest Alex. How are you doing?”

      “Good,” he said.

      “Good?”

      “Well, better than I might have been. If not for you. I’m alive.”

      She waved a hand. “Don’t be silly. I did nothing.”

      “Nothing, sure,” Xander said. In fact, Bluebell had found all the information she could pertaining to Donald and Elizabeth’s enemies. One of the men she learned about was confirmed by Francine as the man who had paid her for information on Emma’s relationship with her father. Through her research, Bluebell knew the man was closely associated with the Murrays’ largest rivals and with one co-owner in particular: Octavia.

      “Well, I did a bit, I suppose,” said Bluebell. “But, I heard Octavia demanded Donald’s head. If not for me, Lexi might have killed him. That would have been a bonus.”

      “Not just Donald. Also, your daughter.”

      “Well. I would have felt conflicted about that.”

      Bluebell no longer seemed keen to meet Xander’s eye. He thought he knew why. She was not a woman comfortable with genuine emotion.

      Tough.

      “Bluebell, you saved my life. Thank you. Seriously.”

      Another wave of the hand. “There was nothing altruistic about it.”

      “No?”

      “Don’t be daft. Dead men don’t pay their bills. Don’t forget you’ve run up a tab with this Emma investigation.”

      "You could have billed Lexi."

      “Grieving partners are a pain to chase for payment. They make you feel guilty with all their tears.”

      Xander smiled and squeezed Bluebell’s hand. He thanked her again, even though she hated it.

      “If you’re done can we talk business?”

      “Sure. Did you get it?”

      “I did.”

      She entered her office and returned with a sheet of paper.

      “I’ve underlined the relevant entries. It’s as we expected.”

      “Occam’s Razor,” he said.

      She smiled. “Quite so. Did you speak to Alyson?”

      “Yes. Saw her right after Ivy. Thank you for this.” Xander folded the sheet and slid it into his pocket. He needed to meet with Lexi, but his eyes lingered on the closed door to his left.

      Bluebell followed his gaze.

      “She’s in. She wasn’t keen on returning to work, but I wouldn’t take no for an answer. You know how persuasive I can be.”

      “I do.”

      They kept their eyes on the door. Then Xander forced himself to turn towards the exit. Before he could move, Bluebell touched his arm.

      “She’d love to see you.”

      He had his back to Bluebell, his shoulder to Maggie’s door.

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “You’re angry.”

      “I’m furious.”

      “I get that. So does Maggie, but it’s not a simple matter. She despises herself for what she did.”

      “Maybe she should.”

      “Maybe.” Bluebell did not sound convinced. “I love my granddaughter. You know I can’t be impartial. Nor can you.”

      “You don’t think?”

      “Not anymore. Not now it’s no longer just her and you. Regardless of what she’s done, you can’t cut her from your life.”

      “Are you billing me for these sage words?”

      Bluebell flicked his ear. “Don’t be sarcastic with me, young man.”

      “Sorry.”

      Bluebell touched Xander’s shoulder and twisted him towards the office door. He stared at the plain wood. He could hear nothing from the other side. Could Maggie hear his conversation with Bluebell? Was she craning her neck to catch every word?

      “Please,” said Bluebell. “Talk to her. For me.”

      It was so odd for Bluebell to speak in such soft, imploring tones that Xander felt unable to say no. Or maybe he was using that as an excuse because he knew, in truth, that speaking to the mother of his child was the right thing to do. Whatever she had done.

      He nodded. Bluebell’s hand slipped away, and Xander approached the door, knocking softly before entering.

      Maggie sat behind her desk, her laptop open in front of her. As Xander entered, she looked up, and their eyes met. For fifteen or twenty seconds, they looked at one another. Silent. Then, Maggie closed her laptop and pointed to the chair on the other side of her desk.

      “Please.”

      As with Bluebell, Maggie’s tone was imploring, and Xander found it hard to resist. Besides, he was here now. He had committed to a conversation, and he did not want to do it standing up. He came to the desk, pulled back the chair, and sat. Maggie didn’t say another word while he did. Her eyes were soft and needy. What did she expect of him? To tell her it was okay, that he forgave her? She would be disappointed.

      “Tell me,” was all he said. And she did, starting with their break-up. She’d come to tell him she was pregnant. Before she could, he told her he was getting back with his ex-wife. He broke her heart, though she didn’t show it.

      “I’ve been something of a mess ever since.”

      Xander chose not to respond. He had hated himself for breaking up with her. It wasn’t fair. But what choice did he have? Knowing about the pregnancy wouldn’t have changed anything. However unfair it was to break her heart, it would have been worse to stay with her, knowing he loved Lexi.

      Did that excuse what came next?

      She told him of her conversation with her mother and then with Lexi. How it had seemed the two women might become friends. That made her feel better, even if Lexi was with the man Maggie loved.

      “That’s you, by the way.”

      “I guessed.”

      Then came the conversation in Xander’s office and her follow-up chat with her father in the pub. She didn’t trust Donald, so she followed him to the park. While trailing them, she overheard Xander discussing the blackmail and realising that Emma was Donald’s daughter.

      “My sister.”

      Xander closed his eyes. Now he could see what had driven her to run to her mother. How betrayed she must have felt. By Xander, by her father, and by Lexi. He understood the pain—the anger.

      And still…

      “What you did was unforgivable.”

      “I know.”

      She tilted her head towards the desk. He waited for her to look at him again.

      “Were you aware of the consequences? You punished your father. Fine. I don’t care about that. And I know you’ve always thought your parents should get to see Jason. What about Andrew and Gwen? You must have known your words could mean their deaths.”

      There were tears in Maggie’s eyes. Bluebell had said she hated herself. Xander could see that. But again, what did it change?

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      Which wasn’t good enough, and he told her.

      “I know that. I wish I could take it back. I’d do anything to take it back. Please don’t hate me.”

      Please. Such desperation. What a mess this was. Xander put his head in his hands and tried to untangle the knots. The woman he loved, the woman who loved him. The daughter that was his but wasn’t. The child in the stomach of the woman whose heart he had broken. They would be connected forever because of Lyla and the baby. Xander, Lexi, and Maggie, and how were they supposed to reconcile everything that had happened? How?

      “I’ll always be there for you,” said Xander. “Lyla’s my world. So will our child be. You have my word.”

      Maggie stared at Xander. Waiting. He knew what she wanted but could not give her the assurances she craved.

      “I don’t know if I can forgive you for what you did. But I know for sure that if Andrew dies… that’ll be it for a proper relationship between us. He’s Lexi’s brother. You understand.”

      The tears were running down her cheeks, but she nodded.

      “I wish I could take it back.”

      “Yeah,” said Xander, rising. “So do I.”

      He told her to be in touch if she needed anything baby-related. He was happy to come to appointments with her. He would be as involved as she allowed him to be. She answered in robotic tones, and as he walked to the door, he knew she was just about holding it together.

      Before leaving, he paused, looking back.

      “Yes?” she said.

      A thought had occurred to Xander—a final question.

      “What exactly did your mother say when she told you she suspected Donald of keeping things from her and asked you to find out what?”

      Maggie didn’t understand the question but answered anyway.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      He left without another word, needing to go but hating himself for leaving her to cry alone.
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      Lexi knocked on the door a few minutes after midday. How long before Clive walked into the prison and told a dangerous man to murder Andrew? Elizabeth had said the afternoon. She had not been more specific. Did Lexi have time to stop it? She could only hope.

      Xander stood at her elbow. As the door swung open, a car pulled onto the drive.

      “Hello, Alexes. Come to murder more of my photographs?” Elizabeth’s eyes flicked over Lexi’s shoulder to the car on the drive. “I’ve got a few I wouldn’t mind seeing destroyed as it happens.”

      Donald stepped out of the car and approached the door.

      “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth said.

      “I was invited.”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “Not by you.”

      “I beg your pardon.” Elizabeth’s eyes returned to Lexi and Xander. Realisation dawning. “You’ve got some nerve. You know that?”

      “I’ve heard it said,” said Lexi. “May we come in?”

      “If you must. Not him, though.” She pointed at her husband. “He can fall down a well. He’s not coming inside my house.”

      “Our house,” said Donald.

      “Oh, our house, is it? If it was our house, why did you screw a waitress?”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “You’re damn right it doesn’t. Why sleep with a waitress when you have me at home?”

      “It was a mistake. I’ve already told you—“

      “I don’t want to hear it. Get lost.”

      Elizabeth’s face was white with fury, but the rage was put on to mask the misery and heartbreak beneath. In a way, misery was more dangerous than anger, and Lexi worried that Elizabeth was serious. What would they do if she refused Donald entry?

      Then Donald held up a plastic container.

      “I brought blueberry muffins. Fresh from the oven.”

      Elizabeth stared at her husband, her eyes bulging.

      “Come in,” she said through gritted teeth. “And give me that box.”

      She grabbed it as Donald stepped in, and stormed down the hall to the kitchen. By the time the trio arrived, Elizabeth had a plate and was taking a muffin from the box.

      “No plates for the rest of us?” Donald asked.

      “Sorry.” Elizabeth placed hers and the box on the side behind her then leaned down and took a small plate from the cupboard. “Here.”

      She threw it at Donald’s head.

      He moved just in time, knocking Xander aside as he dodged the missile. It hit the fridge and shattered, the shards crashing to the floor as those of the picture frame had done the previous day.

      “Are you crazy?” said Donald.

      “Maybe. Perhaps you should have me sectioned.”

      She kicked the cupboard door closed and took her plate and the box of muffins to the island, taking a stool. Ignoring her husband, she looked at Lexi.

      “You left your gun, by the way.” She waved a hand at the fruit bowl in the centre of the island. The gun Alyson had given Lexi sat between two bananas. It looked rather incongruous.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Not to worry,” said Elizabeth. “What do you want?”

      Temporarily thrown by the gun, it took a few seconds for Lexi to gather herself and remember the purpose of her visit.

      “To talk about Emma.”

      Elizabeth had the muffin to her lips. She had yet to take a bite, but as Lexi spoke, she put it back on the plate and stared at it.

      “Emma?” said Donald. “What is there to say?”

      “This won’t be enough.” Elizabeth spoke to the muffin. She disappeared into the larder.

      “You spoke to Ivy, didn’t you?” Donald said to Xander. “Explained she was going down for murder, but told her who killed her daughter.”

      “Yes,” said Xander.

      “Did she understand? It’s awful, but we could never prove Octavia did it. Besides, it’s Ivy’s fault she was arrested. How stupid can you be to leave blood on the sink and let someone see you at the scene of the crime?”

      “She sure is a doofus,” said Lexi. “And you’re right. We’ll never prove Octavia killed Emma.”

      “I didn’t tell Ivy she did anyway,” Xander added.

      “Why would you?” said Lexi. “She didn’t.”

      “Sorry?” said Donald. “What are you talking about?”

      “Octavia told me she didn’t kill Emma,” said Xander.

      “Said the same to me,” said Donald. “She was lying. How naive are you?”

      “Not very.”

      “Just perceptive,” said Lexi. “They discussed it, and Octavia made some valid points. Why would she kill Emma? What would be the benefit?”

      “To hurt me.”

      “Throwing a grenade through your window would hurt you. This wasn’t about that. Octavia was ambitious.”

      “Remember what you told me about ambition?” Xander said. “It’s deadly.”

      “In the early hours of New Year’s Day,” said Lexi, “Octavia sent two guys to kidnap Emma. They expected her to be alone, so they panicked when they saw four friends. They grabbed a woman at random and attacked the other three. I imagine they fled when they realised Yvonne was dead. They’d have been terrified they’d killed Emma. Why?”

      “Retribution,” said Xander.

      “Oui,” said Lexi. “If they killed Emma, you’d have your revenge. But there’d be no retribution if Emma lived. You feared that Elizabeth would learn about Emma. The plan was to kidnap your daughter and use her to manipulate you. Like we did with the photos of you and the waitress.”

      As Lexi said this, Elizabeth emerged from the larder with a bottle of gin. She went to the fridge, casting evils at her husband as she did.

      Donald barely noticed. “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense,” said Lexi. “There was nothing to be gained by killing Emma. Everything to be gained by capturing her.”

      “Okay, understood. But, if you’re right, who killed her?”

      “For that, we need to look at everything we know.”

      “Must we?” said Elizabeth. She’d taken a bottle of tonic from the fridge, which she placed on the island next to the gin, before heading off to grab a glass.

      “Yes. We need to go back to where this started. A blazing row between Ivy and Emma. We don’t know what that was about, but I’m guessing Emma brought up Kevin.”

      “She did,” said Donald. “I spoke to Ivy.” He looked at Xander. “You were right.”

      Xander gave a humble shrug.

      “He always is,” said Lexi. Elizabeth snorted and poured a generous measure of gin into her glass.

      “Emma was going on about Kevin. Ivy snapped and revealed I was her biological dad. She regretted it the second the name left her lips, but too late. Her refusal to give Emma any more info about me was pointless. She could have found my details online.”

      “She could,” said Lexi. “Instead, she went to her stepdad, imploring him to help.”

      “Which he did,” said Xander.

      “He gave her a phone number. Her father’s number.”

      “Except he didn’t,” said Donald. “We never spoke. I told you that. Not until months later. He must have given her Octavia’s number. They were working together.”

      It was clear this idea had just occurred to him, and he liked it.

      “Alf did it, didn’t he? He killed her to cover his tracks?”

      “That would be an impressive trick,” said Lexi. “Seeing as Ivy checked on her daughter after killing her husband.”

      “Emma was alive at that point,” said Xander.

      “Maybe Alf’s a zombie,” Lexi suggested.

      “Don’t take the piss,” said Donald.

      “Fine, sorry. Anyway, Octavia told Xander she never spoke to Emma. Someone told her where Emma would be on New Year and why. Octavia was suspicious of the intel but verified it in several ways. She bribed Francine to talk about Emma’s relationship with her father. Francine revealed Kevin had walked out when Emma was ten and that she was desperate to see him again. Also that she wasn’t close with her mother. It became clear how desperate Emma would be to meet a man she believed was her father, given her history.”

      Elizabeth’s drink was made. She sipped while watching the proceedings. She seemed to enjoy seeing her husband become more confused.

      “In that case,” he said. “Who did Emma speak to? What number did Alf give her?”

      “Occam’s razor,” said Xander.

      “You what?” said Donald.

      “If you have competing ideas to explain the same phenomenon, you should prefer the simpler one,” said Lexi. “In other words, the simplest potential solution to any problem is usually correct. The problem: what number did Alf give Emma?”

      “And the simplest solution?” asked Donald.

      “Yours.”

      Donald’s jaw dropped. Not to signify shock but his frustration at The Harpers’ incompetence.

      “How many times? We. Did. Not. Speak.”

      “Never said you did.” As Lexi spoke, Xander withdrew the sheet of paper Bluebell had given him earlier that day.

      “What’s that?”

      Xander unfolded and handed the page to Donald, pointing to one of the highlighted entries.

      “That’s my number,” Donald said.

      “That’s Emma’s call log,” said Lexi. “Who still has a landline, by the way?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Me neither. Emma was taking a huge risk. If you picked up and it wasn’t an elderly person or a cold caller, you might have died of shock.”

      “No,” said Donald. “This is wrong. We didn’t speak.”

      “Which number did Alf give Emma?“ said Lexi.

      “Occam’s razor,” said Xander.

      “Yours. If you didn’t speak to her, who did?”

      “Occam’s razor.”

      Donald looked from Xander to Lexi. Then, as realisation hit, his focus switched to his wife as she took another sip of gin and bit into her muffin.

      “Might I say at this juncture,” she said. “Your muffins are as divine as ever.”
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      Elizabeth focused on the apparently delicious muffin, ignoring the six eyes that scanned her face.

      “Elizabeth,” said Donald. “Is it true? Did Emma speak to you?”

      She offered him a withering look. “Of course not.” The muffin was half gone. She replaced it on her plate and picked up her gin. “If you think accusations will get you out of my bad books, you’ve another thing coming.”

      “She’s lying, by the way,” said Lexi.

      “As for you.” Elizabeth pointed at the other woman. “Yesterday, you came in here, threatened my life, and destroyed one of my favourite photos, not to mention my wall. The gunshot was heard throughout the neighbourhood. The neighbours would have poked their noses in if they weren’t so afraid of me. You’re lucky no one phoned the police. Haven’t you caused me enough trouble already?”

      Xander pointed to the sheet in Donald’s hand.

      “Multiple calls,” he said. “The first few were only seconds long. The last…” Xander tapped it. Donald checked the time next to the log, then looked back at his wife.

      “Half an hour?”

      “Emma’s ex told me it took a while for her to get through to her father,” said Lexi. “I assumed no one answered. The call log tells us otherwise. Several seconds, several times in a row. Here’s what I think. Emma repeatedly called your house. When the phone was answered, she waited. If a woman spoke, she knew she had your wife and hung up. Imagine that from the other side. Someone has phoned on several occasions. They never speak, but Elizabeth probably hears breathing. What does she think? One might assume prank call. Someone taking the piss. Elizabeth is smarter than that.”

      “You flatter me,” said Elizabeth.

      “Considering the possibility someone’s calling for you, she brings over a loyal male friend and gets him to answer the next call. She puts it on speaker. Thinking she’s through to her father, Emma reveals she might be his daughter. Elizabeth encourages her male friend to play along, roping Emma in.”

      Xander tapped the page again. “That’s this call. Half an hour.”

      “The final one,” said Lexi. “I assume, after that, they moved to a mobile phone. A burner, no doubt. Again, Elizabeth is smart.”

      “Again, you flatter me.”

      “I don’t get it,” said Donald. “How does this relate to Emma’s death?“

      “You don’t get it because you’re afraid to get it,” said Lexi. “Your daughter phoned this house. A daughter Elizabeth didn’t know existed. Even if she knew about the affair.”

      “What?”

      “Xander spoke to Maggie earlier today. Elizabeth told her daughter about Ivy. She’s known for twenty years.”

      Donald looked at Elizabeth. “Is this true?”

      Elizabeth was back on her muffin. “Yes, and I let you off, thinking it was a one-off. More fool me.”

      “You let him off because you didn’t know about the baby,” said Lexi. “How furious you must have been to discover Donald had been hiding a child from you all these years. And we know what Elizabeth does with people who upset her.”

      “Hang on,” said Donald.

      “She kills them.”

      “But, Octavia…”

      “Was the weapon. Elizabeth needed to ensure you’d never learn she was responsible for Emma’s death. She couldn’t risk doing it herself or sending someone you might link to her. Instead, she had Fake Donald convince Emma to meet her here. That helped convince Emma Fake Donald was you. Elizabeth also knew there was the perfect place to stage the attack down the road. Once that was arranged, she fed Octavia the information so Octavia could kill Emma.”

      “But… no.” Donald sounded like a lost little boy. “Emma wasn’t killed.”

      “Not relevant. When you learned Octavia was involved, you assumed she’d killed Emma to hurt you. For the same reasons, Elizabeth believed Octavia would kill Emma if given the opportunity. Unfortunately, she got it wrong. Octavia saw no value in killing Emma. She wanted to kidnap her. Elizabeth lucked out when Emma decided to bring her friends to meet her dad. It scuppered the kidnapping.”

      Lexi looked at Elizabeth. The older woman was as unconcerned as she had been when Lexi threatened her at gunpoint the previous day. She finished her muffin, licked her fingers and eyed up the box.

      “Should I have one more? Is that too piggy?”

      “Will you take this seriously?” Donald said.

      “This nonsense? I doubt it.”

      “It’s not nonsense, though,” said Lexi. “I guess you hoped Octavia would give up her plan to kidnap Emma after failing once. Her colleagues wanted her to, but Octavia had committed to her scheme and didn’t want to back down. She waited for Donald to take his eye off the ball. When he did, six months later, she decided to have another go. Before she could, you took drastic action.”

      “I will have another.” She grabbed a muffin and put it on her plate. Then put the lid on the box and pushed it behind the fruit bowl. “Take it away. I can’t be trusted.”

      “If Octavia kidnapped Emma, your business would be compromised,” said Lexi. “You couldn’t let her use Emma to manipulate Donald, especially when Donald didn’t know you knew about Emma, so you acted. The night she died, you—or someone working for you—snuck into the woods. You or they spotted Ivy and hid while she killed Alf. You or they dragged his body to the tent, and you—or they—murdered Emma, stripped her and Alf, and left them there. Truly the acts of a depraved mind.”

      Elizabeth smirked. “A deranged mind, I’d say. Hence, it can’t be me.”

      Donald was pale. His hands shook. He couldn’t take it all in.

      Lexi went on. “Elizabeth feared how far you’d go to learn what happened to Emma. That’s why she asked Maggie to keep tabs on you. She was protecting herself. It had nothing to do with your affairs. Although, I don’t doubt it hurt her to learn about the waitress.”

      “Broke my heart,” said Elizabeth.

      “Stop it,” said Donald to his wife. “This isn’t a joke. Did you kill my daughter?”

      “No.” The lie slid easily off Elizabeth’s tongue.

      “Did you?”

      “No.” Just as easily the second time. No wavering. And this time, she had more. “How could I? For a start, how would I feed this information about Emma to Octavia? For a finish, how would I know where to find her to kill her? Come on. It’s ridiculous.”

      The lies soothed Donald. He devoured them as Elizabeth had devoured the muffin. He wanted to believe it.

      “She’s right,” he said.

      Lexi ignored him. To Elizabeth, she said, “Yesterday, Octavia told me she’d kill my husband if I didn’t murder you and Donald.”

      “I know,” said Elizabeth. “A worse assassin would have been hard to find.”

      “You knew,” said Lexi.

      “Pardon?”

      “You knew someone had kidnapped Xander and told me to kill you and your husband. How?”

      Elizabeth’s hand tightened on her gin glass.

      “I know everything,” she said.

      “Convincing. Did you know that while you and I sat in this kitchen, a man who worked for Octavia tried to kill Xander?”

      “I did not.”

      “Curious, isn’t it? Another of Octavia’s men expressed surprise that this man tried to kill Xander. You can understand his shock. Until Octavia heard that I’d succeeded or failed in my assassination attempt, why would she order his death?”

      “I’ve no idea. He’s less annoying than you and nice to look at. I’d probably have chained him in my bedroom. Naked.”

      As Lexi and Elizabeth faced off. Xander turned to Donald.

      “Do you remember the three cars outside Octavia’s place when you arrived?”

      Donald’s brow creased. “What? Vaguely—“

      “Oh, can I guess?” said Lexi. “Was one a red and black Toyota Aygo?”

      Donald gaped. Maybe he didn’t know what an Aygo looked like. As he was in a rush, he might not have noticed the Toyota symbol on the car. Still, Lexi bet he had noticed that one of the cars was black and red.

      “I saw that car on Elizabeth’s drive when I came to kill her,” said Lexi. “And I saw Elizabeth hugging a man who fit Wilfried’s description. That was the name of the man who attacked Xander. Wilfried. He went straight from here to Octavia’s house, where he tried to kill Xander.”

      “Wilfried.” The word was almost a whisper on Donald’s lips. He looked at his wife and raised his voice. “You know a Wilfried. He’s one of the few friends we don’t share.”

      “Makes sense,” said Lexi. “And adding him into the equation answers all our questions.”

      Xander served them up. “How could Elizabeth feed the information about Emma to Octavia?”

      Lexi answered. “Wilfried was friends with Elizabeth but worked with Octavia. Naturally, Octavia didn’t know of his relationship with Elizabeth. He was a double agent. He claimed to have come across the Emma information. He helped convince her it was legit, not a trap.”

      “Why would Octavia want me dead?”

      “She wouldn’t. Elizabeth would. She feared what Octavia might have told you. She couldn’t risk you getting free, so she sent Wilfried to kill you.”

      “How could Elizabeth have killed Emma?”

      A chilling silence fell across the room. Even Elizabeth, so casual until this point, looked tense.

      Lexi answered Xander’s question as though Elizabeth had asked it.

      “You expected Octavia to kill Emma at the playground. Her plan failed, but you became nervous when Wilfried told you Octavia had intended to kidnap, not kill, the young woman. You hoped she’d be too afraid to try again. You knew her peers would push against it, and Wilfried tried to talk her out of it. That explains what she said to Xander.”

      “She called him cowardly.”

      “But Octavia wasn’t deterred. One day, you got the call you were dreading. Octavia was preparing to strike again. You doubted she’d fail twice. You had to take drastic action.”

      Elizabeth finished her gin. Finished her muffin.

      “I’m starting to regret pushing that box away.” She looked at the muffins. Just out of reach. “Maybe one more?”

      “Alyson and Wilfried were seen on the day Emma died. A couple of hours later, Emma called her stepfather in a panic. She planned to hide in the woods because someone wanted to kill her that night. Xander spoke with Alyson earlier today. She confessed to warning Emma her life was in danger and suggesting the woods as a good place to hide. She said Wilfried made her do it. He did it for you. You wanted Emma away from where your husband could keep an eye on her. You wanted her alone and isolated. You, Elizabeth. You did that.”

      Lexi let it hang there. Xander wanted to be more specific. He came to the island and faced this fearsome woman.

      “And then you killed her.”
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      More chilled silence. At last, Elizabeth looked at Donald.

      “It’s not true.”

      She stood as she spoke. Her eyes fell on the box of muffins behind the fruit bowl, still out of reach. But if she stretched…

      Donald looked away from his wife towards Xander.

      “You called the other day. Asked to meet. You wanted to discuss me seeing Emma in that cafe, but we never did. I guess we got distracted.”

      “Guess we did.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. Except, it’ll always matter to me. It was the only time I ever spoke to her. My daughter. My blood.”

      There were tears in his eyes. The memory hurt, and there was no need to tell it. He wanted to. He needed to.

      “Ivy was worried about her daughter. After the attack, as you’ve heard, Emma pushed away all her friends. Broke up with her boyfriend. She was isolated and alone. Her mother thought it was because of the shock. Now we know it was more. She believed her father had betrayed her. She died thinking that because I didn’t tell her the truth. Now she’ll never know.”

      Elizabeth had given in, losing self-control. She dragged everything towards her and grabbed another muffin.

      “I knew she’d be in the cafe. She went every morning. To be alone around people, I think. I pretended to bump into her. I told her I was a friend of her mother’s, and she seemed to accept it. Given how she felt about Ivy, I assumed she’d tell me to get lost. But she didn’t. Maybe she knew who I was. I mean, to her. There’s every chance she looked at a picture of me after Ivy said I was her dad. When she heard my voice, maybe she realised it was different to the voice of the man who pretended to be me and put two and two together. Realised she’d been tricked. I don’t know. I wish I’d asked.”

      “What did you talk about?” Xander asked.

      “Nothing. Nothing important, anyway. It was a ten-minute chat about the most random of things.”

      Xander knew Donald would go into no more detail than that. Not because the contents of that conversation were confidential. Xander guessed they’d mean nothing to anyone else. But they meant everything to Donald.

      “I think she just wanted someone to talk to. I’ll treasure that conversation for the rest of my life.”

      He approached the Harpers, and Xander tried not to flinch as he gripped their shoulders.

      “Thank you,” he said, “for the truth.”

      “Um—“ said Elizabeth.

      But Donald wasn’t interested. He took out his phone and dialled.

      “What are you doing?”

      Ignoring his wife, Donald said, “Clive, hi. It’s Donald Murray. Don’t visit the prison today, okay? Andrew Monroe gets to live. Understood?”

      He waited for his answer, then hung up.

      “Gwen lives too,” he told Xander. “I never liked Ian anyway.”

      Ian being the corrupt, abusive cop Gwen had killed in self-defence. Elizabeth’s closest friend.

      Elizabeth was incensed. “I’ll call Clive back. This will not stand.”

      “It will,” said Donald. “I’ll hate Andrew for the rest of my life, but there’s no denying he killed my son to save his sister’s life. He had no choice. You, on the other hand…”

      They all saw the implication of this statement.

      “I did what I did to protect our business.”

      “She was my daughter.” Donald spoke in a furious whisper, but Elizabeth’s voice rose with every word.

      “Your illegitimate daughter. Who should never have mattered. I learned about Ivy and let you off. You broke my heart, and I never even mentioned it. And what repayment do I get? Some bitch calling my house twenty years later to speak to her father. You cannot imagine the pain. The fury. But fine. Want me to admit my mistake? Because I made a huge mistake.”

      Donald knew his wife. He waited for the other shoe to drop, which it duly did.

      “I should have killed that bitch the day she phoned this house. Going through Octavia was a mistake. Even if Octavia had killed her, I would have regretted it. Know why? Because watching the light leave her eyes as I stabbed her to death was one of the greatest experiences of my life.”

      Donald stared at his wife the way Xander might stare at the Loch Ness Monster if it appeared in his bathtub. It was grotesquely fascinating to watch. These two had built a criminal empire. Many had died at their hands or on their orders, and multitudes had had their lives torn apart. Yet Donald could not believe what his wife had done.

      Nor could he summon any anger. He was a broken man.

      “I’m leaving.”

      “You’re what?”

      Donald ignored his wife again. “Rest assured, Andrew and Gwen will be safe. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “You won’t.” Elizabeth was on the verge of exploding. She wanted Donald to be too.

      “Goodbye.” Donald spoke to the Harpers. Then made his way towards the swing door.

      “Don’t you walk away from me. Don’t you dare.”

      Donald pushed the door open and hesitated. The Harpers looked at him, thinking he had stopped for Elizabeth, but he hadn’t.

      “Piece of shit.”

      Lexi kept her eyes on Donald, but the slur drew Xander’s back to Elizabeth.

      “Hey,” he said, as Donald said, “Hi.”

      Xander dived, but far too late. He hit the island and slid across it as Elizabeth twice pulled the trigger of the gun she’d taken from the fruit bowl. He reached her as she began to turn, grabbing her hands as he fell from the island, dragging her to the floor where her precious photo had shattered.

      Lexi ran across the room. Donald was on the ground, on his face. Blood everywhere.

      On the kitchen floor, Xander and Elizabeth wrestled. Xander was stronger. He grabbed the gun and rolled away. She clawed at him. He kicked, and she cried out. Then he was rising.

      Lexi roared, ”Xander.”

      He turned, moving away from Elizabeth as he did. The gangster was getting to her feet. Her husband was still on his front but squirming. Alive.

      For now.

      Lexi wasn’t with him.

      Elizabeth roared and came for Xander. Lexi called him again. There was desperation in her voice.

      He rushed from the kitchen. Donald was acting as a doorstop for the swing door. Xander jumped over the dying man and landed in the corridor.

      He saw who Lexi was with.

      The gun slipped from his fingers, almost hitting Donald in the head.

      He ran to Lexi and dropped on the other side of the bleeding woman.

      Elizabeth barrelled into the hall like a shark scenting blood. Almost tripped over her husband. Came to a stop right in front of him.

      Screamed.

      “Maggie,” said Xander as Elizabeth fell to her knees. “Maggie. It’ll be okay.”

      So much blood. All over her hands. The floor. Her stomach.

      The baby.

      The baby

      “Alex,” said Maggie. “Bluebell said you’d be here. I had to come. Had to help. Did I help?”

      Her head lolled forward.

      Lexi was on her feet, on the phone. “Ambulance. I need an ambulance.”

      “Maggie.” Xander grabbed her and pulled her close. Felt for the wound, but there was so much blood. It wasn’t clear where the bullet had hit. “It’ll be okay.”

      She said nothing.

      “Maggie…”

      Elizabeth. Still on her knees. Xander looked over. Saw what was next to her.

      She saw where his eyes had gone and glanced down.

      The gun.

      Dropped by Xander.

      Collected by Donald.

      The dying man had rolled onto his side. He was looking at his wife. The gun, held in his trembling hand, pointed at her face.

      She was looking down.

      “My daughter,” he said. His voice was wavering. “Our daughter.” Barely audible. “You did this.”

      Elizabeth looked at Maggie, limp in Xander’s arms.

      Looked back at the gun. Right into the barrel.

      Nodded.

      Donald pulled the trigger.
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      “You’ve made a wicked decision here. Trust me. I’m going on holiday with the commission.”

      Lexi gave the annoying young man a withering look. If only she could have bought the house with another agent.

      “Keys?” she said.

      “Sure.”

      He fumbled in his pockets and drew them out. They were on the doorstep, and he went for the lock.

      Lexi grabbed his wrist. “You’re the worst estate agent ever.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “This is a moment, Harvey. Once one signs the papers, the house is theirs. The first time you put the key in the lock and open the door... It’s special. You were about to take that from me.”

      Harvey shrugged. He didn’t get it. She hadn’t expected him to.

      Lexi unlocked the door and pushed it open. There it was, over the threshold. Her new house. No, better. Her and Xander’s new house. It sent shivers up her spine thinking the words.

      Harvey stepped forward.

      “Harvey, if you cross the threshold of my new home before me, I’ll break every one of your bones one at a time. I’ll wait for you to stop screaming between each bone so you can hear the next one snap.”

      “Jesus,” said Harvey. “I think you might have mental problems.”

      “Maybe.” She stepped into the house. Her house. It was everything she had expected it would be. She raised a hand as Harvey approached, blocking his path. “Pretend you’re a vampire.”

      “You what?”

      “Can’t enter without an invite. I’ve not invited you, so you stay back there.”

      He shifted, then looked at her car. Then at her wedding ring.

      “Your, uh, other half ain’t here yet.”

      “You’re too perceptive to be an estate agent. Have you considered becoming a modern-day—and non-fictional—Sherlock Holmes.”

      He ignored this. “I was thinking maybe we could have a drink. I know your stuff ain’t here yet, but I’ve got some whiskey in my car.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “Big moment.” He gestured to the house. “Your new place. My commission. How about a few shots?”

      Lexi sighed. “I’ll have a drink with you. But on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You have lots of sex with me afterwards.”

      His eyes widened like a child who wakes on Christmas morning to find that the stack of presents at the end of his bed is larger than he could possibly have imagined.

      “Really?”

      “No. Not really.”

      She slammed the door in his face.

      Half an hour later, the removal van arrived. Three friendly men stepped out, and Lexi played conductor, letting them know where everything should go. Over the next couple of hours, the house came together.

      The sky darkened. Xander’s parents had been kind enough to collect the kids from school and preschool and would keep them overnight. An incredible act of generosity when you considered that two of the three were not related to them. Like Xander, they had taken to Sebastian and Olivia, and Sebastian and Olivia had taken to them.

      It was a warm evening. Once the removal men had gone, Lexi poured herself a glass of wine and stepped into the garden. She and Xander owned a small garden table with a glass top..She fell into one of the two wicker chairs and enjoyed her first sip of the chilled drink.

      Delicious.

      It wasn’t just the wine. It was also relief. Even weeks after the afternoon when her brother had almost died, she still woke every morning worrying that he might be gone. He wasn’t. She had visited him just yesterday while Xander packed up the old house.

      The doorbell rang ninety minutes after the removal men left. Lexi had finished her first glass of wine but had held off on the second. She opened the door and threw her arms around her ex-husband.

      “Come,” she said. “Everything’s in place. You’re going to love it.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”

      “Don’t be an idiot. Come on. Take a look. Then, we’re having wine.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Earlier in the year, Freddie Murray had aimed a gun at Xander and Lexi, preparing to end their lives. To save them, Andrew Monroe fired his own weapon. The bullet passed through Freddie’s left eye into his brain, killing him instantly. A few weeks ago, the shot fired by Donald had passed through Elizabeth’s right eye rather than her left, but the result was the same. The bullet hit her brain, and that was that. She was dead long before the ambulance arrived.

      Donald survived. After almost three weeks in the hospital, he was transferred to a secure unit. The police had charged him with the murder of his wife. He would stand trial later in the year. Neither Lexi nor Xander had seen him since. Nor did they care to.

      “It’s amazing,” said Xander as they entered the garden, having toured the house. “Perfect. How annoying was Harvey?”

      “All of the annoying.”

      “Did he hit on you?”

      “He did. I slammed the door in his face.”

      “That must have been satisfying.”

      “Very much so. Wine?”

      They settled in the wicker seats, and Lexi filled their glasses, placing the bottle on the table between them. They sat silently, assessing their new garden, before Lexi spoke again.

      “How did it go today?”

      Elizabeth’s first bullet had hit Donald between the shoulder blades and lodged in his body. Surgeons later removed it. The second bullet passed through his arm and hit Maggie in the chest. She was lucky to be alive. Her baby was even luckier.

      Maggie struggled following her release from the hospital. Having celebrated New Year with her parents and brother, she had since lost Elizabeth and Freddie forever. Her father had survived, but there was every chance he would spend the rest of his life in prison. Maggie also had to process the loss of her half-sister, whom her father had hidden from her, and the fact that Donald had murdered her mother shortly after her mother tried to murder him.

      If not for Bluebell and Xander, Maggie might have spiralled out of control. Today Xander had accompanied Maggie to their baby’s sixteen-week scan.

      “Everything’s great with the baby. It’s such a relief. We got this.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small square card. Lexi didn’t need to ask what it was.

      “You might not want—“

      “Give it here.” She yanked the scan from him and looked at the image. A baby-shaped blob. It looked no different to the ones Andrew had shown her of Olivia and Sebastian or the one she had in a drawer somewhere depicting Lyla. Maybe there was only one. Doctors printed it out again and again.

      “You okay?” Xander asked.

      “Obviously. What woman doesn’t want to see pictures of the baby their partner’s having with another woman.”

      “Lex—“

      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean it. I’m going to love this kid, you know? I know I am. My problem is I’m too emotional.”

      “On occasion.”

      “How was Maggie?”

      “Still low, but better.”

      Lexi nodded. It was hard to sympathise. The death of one of Maggie’s parents and the imprisonment of the other had not only saved Andrew and Gwen. It also removed the need for Xander and Lexi to find ways to keep the gangsters out of Jason and Xander’s new babies’ lives. For Lexi, it was all upside.

      On the other hand, she had lost a parent. She knew what that could do to a person.

      “Did you tell her I’d like to see her?”

      “I did. She’ll get in touch.”

      They settled back into their chairs, the scan between them, and drank their wine. Once their glasses were empty, Lexi topped them up and returned the empty bottle to the kitchen. When she came back, Xander was on one knee.

      Her heart stopped.

      Xander smiled. “I’ve decided I’m a glutton for punishment.”

      She stared at the ring in his hands. For a long time.

      “Well,” he said at last. “Will you marry me? Come on. My knee’s starting to hurt.”

      That did it. She burst into tears and laughter all at once and ran to embrace her former and future husband.

      “Hell yes.”
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