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      It was the rumble of the train that woke her. Like the ripples of a distant earthquake reverberating for miles around. The gentle, steady vibrations worked up through the steel tracks into the body of her car, creating a subtle buzz in the dashboard. As it crept up into the steering wheel, it quivered through her wrists, and stole her from her slumber.

      She felt different. Not quite there. Still halfway in a lucid dream. The space between spaces. Her mind was elsewhere, lost in a chasm of impossibilities. Not one of her normal trips. She tried to bring it back, reel it in from the quagmire. But something snagged it, held it in place.

      She tried to move, but that too was hard. Exhausted eyes drifted this way and that, weighed down by what felt like cement. Her head hung. Her chin pressed into her chest. She didn’t like this feeling. She didn’t want it. With everything she could muster, she pulled her head up and looked through the windscreen.

      Why was she in her car? Surely she hadn’t gone out for a drive in this state, had she? Or was this part of the dream? Was she actually at home, tucked up in bed with the fallout of a heavy binge causing her to hallucinate? No, she’d drank more than that before. She’d smoked weed and taken pills and not felt like this before. This was something else entirely. Something unknown.

      Her head teetered and landed back against the headrest. It was definitely her car. She could feel the metal prongs sticking up between the padding, pressing into the back of her skull. She’d meant to get it replaced when she had the time, or the money, or motivation to waste money on mundane shit. It had been on a list as long as her arm of shit that needed sorting at some indefinable time somewhere in her future.

      Her mouth tasted like shit. The kind of cottontail numbness that seemed to be a dentist’s specialty. The dryness made her want to gag, but strangely, she didn’t feel like she had it in her to heave.

      She tried to move her hands, but they wouldn’t budge. Slowly, she cast her eyes down. Every slight movement carried the heft of a wrecking ball. They rested on the panel between the steering wheel. Not tied down or stuck. But immovable, like they weren’t her arms at all. But they were. There was the ring. Her mother’s old engagement ring, all faded and scuffed from forty years of marriage and five years thereafter settled on her thumb. She’d never taken it off. Not once. Even when everything went to shit and things had to go, the ring had remained. It would until her dying day. It was the last link. A final strand of a worn out rope.

      The sight of it on her motionless hand scared her. She didn’t like this. Whatever game was being played, she wanted out. She wanted to go home and get under her blanket and pretend like nothing had happened. She wanted to be free of this, whatever it was, right this goddamn second.

      She tried to open her mouth, to protest and shout and call an end to whatever this was. She’d been through enough already. This was too much.

      Then she felt it again. The rumble. Low and prominent like a distant explosion.  Stronger than before, but still not much more than a tremble. What was it? Her eyes drifted back up to the windscreen, slow and lethargic. Out into the fading light. Where was she? She could see trees packed in close together, and banks of mud and grass. What was this place? She couldn’t remember being somewhere like this. No road she’d been on looked like this. The light of dusk barely stretched down through the trees, but the meagre light of the sky illuminated something ahead of her. Two little lines, snaking off between the mud banks and the trees. Not a road. Not a dirt track. This was something else, glistening sombrely in the evening light.

      Then she realised. Not a dirt track. Not a road.

      A train track.

      Fear didn’t hit her straight away, although it was present in her mind in an instant. It consumed her body like a slow poison, contaminating everything it touched. And, like an old steam locomotive gaining traction, her heart began to pump faster. The tempo increased. She could feel it, beating away inside her like a drum in an empty stadium. It didn’t help her. It didn’t bring back control. It just intensified the panic.

      She wanted to move. She had to do something. The train was coming, and the turn in the tracks ahead was too close to give the conductor room to slow. It would kill her if she didn’t act fast. She forced her mind to action. Forced life into her lost limbs. As though she was practicing telepathy, she commanded her arms to move.

      They did, slowly and clumsily, like the arms of an animated puppet. They slid out from the steering wheel and slapped like dead weights against her thighs. She didn’t feel the impact, whether through loss of control or determination to her task, she didn’t know. Her head drooped to the side, causing her body to flop against the driver side door. More progress.

      The rumble grew louder. It jiggled the car so much so that she could feel it inside of her. She willed her arm up towards the door handle. All she needed was a small movement, a little force, and another shove and she would be free. But her hand wouldn’t move.

      She tried again, putting every iota of willpower into her arm. Her fingers twitched, just a little. Then her wrist inched up, scraping against the door. She was so close.

      The train grew louder. The sound of the horn jolted her. It was close. Too close. She had to move. Her fingers rubbed against the handle. She willed them to work. Saw as they slid in behind the latch. Now, pull. Pull. Pull.

      Through the windscreen, she saw lights. Nothing more than a small glow reaching the trees and the bank at first, but with every passing second they grew brighter, stronger, closer. Too close. Too damn close.

      She wrenched her hand, but her fingers pinged out. No. She didn’t have time for failure. Try again. She worked them back into place. Pushed them further into the gap between the door and the latch and tried again.

      It worked. The handle turned, and she pushed at the door. It opened, just a crack at first, but it was open, ready for her to lean into it.

      Two bright white lights appeared around the corner. She had just seconds left. The horn blared out again and brakes screeched in protest, so close it rattled her mind as she threw her weight into the door. Prepared for freedom.

      Something caught her. Stopped her from falling. She felt it, trapping her in place. Her seat belt. No. She couldn’t let this be it. She tried to move her hand for the clasp. The train was so close. The horn so loud. Lights so bright. The brakes piercing. Slowing. But not enough. Too little time. Her hand brushed against the clip, but her fingers wouldn’t work. She looked up and saw the lights almost upon her and she knew it was too late.

      She closed her eyes and thought of her parents.

      And then…
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      If it weren’t for the sandwiches, I might have got away with it. The guy pushing the trolley was just doing his job. He wasn’t to blame. But I could tell that it was the long pause he allowed the passenger at the table opposite that cured her indecisiveness. Those damn sandwiches.

      The train carriage was only about half full as it skipped through the fields of northern France, and with the light all but faded from the world, I couldn’t help but feel sedated by the carriage’s comfortable, cosy aura. There was something to the confined silence that made me feel like I could get up and chat to any of the surrounding passengers like they were deep-seated friends, like only we in this whole wide world were privy to this solitude. Like nothing else mattered. We were all equals here.

      Of course, I didn’t. I couldn’t. And as the feeling washed over me like a hot shower, I felt myself relax a little too much. I looked across to the table opposite me, at the woman sitting alone there. She was old and tired and looked like she’d make an excellent grandma. Perhaps it was that gentle quality to her that loosened my guard. And I smiled.

      She did not return the gesture.

      And that would have been it, if not for those damnable sandwiches.

      I never quite agreed with calling the men and women walking up and down the carriages of a train checking tickets and selling confectionary from a cart a “guard”. In America, they called them “conductors”, which is equally absurd. They didn’t guard the trains, or conduct them hither and yon. If I had to pick the lesser of the two evils, I’d go with conductor. It sounded more in line with the job. Less of an ego inflation.

      I caught sight of the train conductor hauling his trolley of delights. He spoke in a low, raspy baritone, offering his wares to each passenger in turn like it demanded in his job description. Some passengers passed. Some bit, taking sweets and packets of crisps and sandwiches and cups of steaming coffee. It took the guy nearly ten minutes to work his way down to me.

      ‘Anything for you, sir?’ he asked in his hushed tone. He spoke French which - luckily for me - I knew enough of to get by.

      I ordered a cup of tea and a bar of chocolate. I readied the money while he prepared my drink and made the exchange without any problem. His eyes lingered briefly on my bruised knuckles, but offered no comment.

      Then he turned to the woman sitting at the table opposite.

      ‘Anything for you, madam?’ he asked.

      She raised her hand to shoo him away, but then she changed her mind. Her hand drifted back to her lap. It was positively thrilling to watch. Enthralling, like watching Caesar deliberating whether to raise or lower his thumb.

      ‘What sandwiches do you have?’ she asked.

      The employee ran her through the options. They sounded a damn stretch better than those I’d seen on English trains, but I was content with my tea and chocolate bar. I was halfway through both before she made up her mind and ordered. The employee nodded and fetched her request while she dove into her bag for some money.

      ‘Oh, and a newspaper, if you have any,’ she said in afterthought.

      The employee nodded again and placed the sandwich on the table, along with a cup of coffee and a packet of mints.

      Then he picked out a newspaper.

      And my stomach turned to ice.

      ‘Merci,’ said the old woman as she took the newspaper and exchanged it with a handful of coins. The train conductor counted it out and thanked her before moving on his way.

      I sat stiller than a statue being eyeballed by Medusa while the old woman busied herself with her sandwich, peeling back the plastic wrapper and taking it out. She took a bite and picked up the coffee, chasing it down with a sip. Then she placed the sandwich back in the wrapper and the cup on the table and picked up the newspaper.

      I saw her shoulders stiffen from across the carriage. All hunched up like a rat had run across her table. I saw her eyes fixate on the black-and-white image that took up a third of the front page. I practically felt the blood drain out of her as she read the title.

      British Bomber Spotted in Bruges.

      If only she’d passed on the sandwiches.

      The old woman didn’t react straight away. She didn’t scream bloody murder and thrust a pale, wrinkled, accusatory finger at me in terror. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the initial repulsion as she put together the pieces, I might have had a chance to escape. But I couldn’t. She knew. Maybe she knew I knew. So she was playing it cool for now.

      In the dusk light, I had no idea how far from the next station we were. All I could make out from my window seat were sleepy fields and sullen forests. Not a single sign of civilisation anywhere. I didn’t know if that worked in my favour or hers. A longer journey might give me more chance to escape, but it wouldn’t exactly take an age to wrap her wrinkling fingers around her phone and call the authorities.

      I wanted to get up, but I didn’t dare. If there was even the slightest chance she hadn’t realised, I couldn’t give her more evidence. Instead, I shrivelled up against the window, slid down in my seat, and tried to focus all my efforts on learning how to transform myself into a train seat. All I could see of her was the sleeve of her coat.

      She didn’t move. Just stayed planted in her seat. Maybe she hadn’t joined the dots. Maybe I was safe. But my face was still on the front page, and there could be God knows how many others on this very train, in this very carriage reading that same newspaper and imprinting my face into their consciousness.

      I sunk lower into my seat and pulled my coat tight around me. The carriage had some heat pumping into it, but not nearly enough. I pretended like the cold was the chief of my concerns and tried to think what I’d do next. What was there for me to do? I was on a train that had come from Bruges, heading straight to Paris. There had been only a handful of stops so far, and the clock in my head told me we couldn’t be more than a few hours till our final destination. Police in Bruges would be going over every bit of evidence they could to find me. I’d only been there for a day, but I’d caused enough trouble to stir up a reaction. If the press knew I had been in their country, how much further ahead were the police? Did they know I was on this train? Were they waiting at the next stop, armed and ready to take me down by force?

      I couldn’t sit around. I couldn’t wait for them to take me. Getting on the train had been a stupid, irrational decision. I should have been more careful.

      Slowly, I pushed up out of my seat, forcing myself not to engage with the old woman again, and drifted out into the aisle. As soon as I was free of the seat, I spun around and hustled in the other direction. I kept my hands in my pockets and my head low, pretending like I was focused on not bumping into any of the passengers sitting in aisle seats.

      Up ahead, a young mother and her little girl had got up, and were walking towards me. I sidestepped into a vacant seat and let them pass. Foolishly, I caught the eye of the mother, and saw something behind her eyes. Something I didn’t like to see. Something that made the back of my brain tingle. Something that made the darkness back there stir.

      I pushed on, adopting a stride that could be granted a man in desperate need of a lavatory. I didn’t engage any of the other passengers. The warm, comforting familiarity had dissipated. These people were my enemies. I needed out of their nest.

      At the end of the carriage, I chanced a final look back. The old woman had left her seat. I glanced up and saw her at the far end of the carriage, talking to the employee I had seen before. A shrill finger rose and pointed at me.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      The train conductor was just a small, lithe man. Not trained in the art of terrorist hunting, but even so he called out to me. Whatever he said, I didn’t register. Instead, I spun once more and ran for the carriage door.

      The carriage was old. As I pressed the button to open the door, it hissed and slid achingly slowly apart. I forced my way through, ignoring the shouts and protests of both the train conductor and the other passengers, and ran the length of the next carriage as fast as I could. People dove out of my way, their faces a mixture of shock, disgust and rage as I barrelled past them. I could hear heavy footfall behind me, but I had no time to look. I had to keep going.

      I hammered the button at the next door and forced the doors aside with my hands. I couldn’t keep running forever, I would run out of carriages soon enough. I needed another plan.

      The third carriage was quieter. Those sitting inside had not yet been perturbed by the disruption. I slowed to a steady jog and headed for the exits halfway up the carriage. A group of teenagers lent up against the doors, barring the emergency stop handles while they listened to music through their headphones. If I could activate the emergency brakes, I could get off the train, but waiting for it to slow would surely be my downfall. I needed a faster exit.

      And there it was. Above the window of the nearest table and tucked behind a layer of protective glass was a small tool. No bigger than a toy hammer, the pointed tip was sharp and sturdy, and had but one use.

      In case of emergency - or a speedy exit for a wanted fugitive - break glass.

      The sign beneath it warned of its use, and the consequences for using it irresponsibly, but those were not my concerns. I was all for being irresponsible. I ran across and leapt onto the table. The family of four screamed in horror, the father barking his protests. I paid them no mind and punched the protective glass to free the tool.

      I grappled with the tool as sounds of my approaching enemies drew close. Time was almost out. I only had time for one strike, then I would have to leap out. I swung my hand back like a woodchopper with an axe and brought the small tool down on the pane of glass with everything I had.

      The howl of whistling air drowned the sound of shattering glass and terrified screams. I didn’t stop to see if anyone was hurt. Didn’t have time. Instead, I steadied myself on the table, took a deep breath, and jumped.
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      Note to self for future reference: never jump from a moving train.

      As soon as I left the safety of the train, I realised the gravity of my actions. I had expected to hit the ground just a few feet below, and barrel roll until either I came to a stop or hit a tree and splattered myself across the French countryside. That did not happen. The ground was not so close.

      Or so dry.

      The noise was too disorientating to understand. The rattle of steel on steel as the colossal train thundered across the bridge made the rush of cascading water below seem like an afterthought. Even the screech of the train’s horn blaring into the darkness made little sense to me. All I could grasp was the fall.

      And the impact.

      Competitive divers are told to hit the water like an arrow. They’re trained to force their body as straight as possible as they slice into the surface, because anything else would likely mean death or paralysis. Water is not as soft as it looks in a bathtub or a cup. It’s hard and resilient and will kick the arse of even the most prestigious divers if they screw it up even a little. So as I plummeted faster and faster towards the river below, only one thought entered my mind. And it was screaming not to fuck it up.

      I didn’t manage to be as straight as an arrow. Any judges watching from the embankment might have given me a six or seven out of ten. Not that I would have cared. I was too busy trying not to drown.

      The current snatched me the moment I crashed through the surface, dragging me deeper with the fury of an enraged sea monster. The shock of the impact had already taken so much from me that I barely had any air left in my lungs to hold on to. Frantically, I beat at the thunderous current, arms flailing this way and that with nary a thought as to which way was up.

      Gallons upon gallons of freezing water beat down on my head and shoulders and stomach and back and legs and feet, each feeling like it was coming from a different direction. I didn’t dare open my eyes lest a rock or snapped branch scratch at them, but doing it blind was going to kill me.

      I flailed harder, using every last drop of energy I had. My legs slapped against something solid and, before the current carried me away, I launched off it and jettisoned up.

      My head broke the surface, and I gasped for air. I opened my eyes to a dark and treacherous world. Only the meekest of evening light was left in the sky, and none of it reached down into the river’s canyon. Dark, ominous shadows cast up high on either side of me, putting the river bank well out of my reach. Rogue waves slapped against my head, desperate to pull me back under. I resisted, leapfrogging wildly to keep from slipping below.

      Up ahead, I spotted it. A large, overhanging tree hung mere inches over the surface, branches teasing the river as they hung just out of reach. I forced my way across. I didn’t know when I’d have a better chance, or even if I’d get another. I kicked with my legs and heaved with my arms until I was on a line with the branch, then I prepared. I’d only get one shot at this.

      I leapt, hands high above my head like a cricket player reaching for the ball. I felt the smaller, sharper branches scratch at my wrists, each too weak to carry my weight. Then I felt it. Something stronger.

      I clamped down on it and heaved myself up. The branch held my weight, and I forced my legs up, out of the water, away from the chaos. I wrapped my thighs around the branch, and hoisted myself up again, hands searching for something with more hold. Beneath me, the current raged harder, louder. It wanted me back. It wanted to claim its prey.

      I didn’t allow it. I heaved myself up again, gaining more traction with every go. My arms and legs ached. My body was numb with the cold. I reached out and found dirt. The bank was in my reach. I swung my leg up and out, and felt the satisfying slap as it landed on terra firma.

      I rolled onto my back, savouring the wet ground beneath me, and gasped for air. My heart felt like it was auditioning for riverdance. Slowly, I brought both it and my breathing back under control, and got up. I looked back up the river. There, high above me was the bridge I had jumped off. I didn’t want to think how high up it was, or just how miraculous it was that I had survived. The world wasn’t done with me yet.

      Following the river, I hiked along the banks back towards the train tracks. Any witnesses on the train had seen me jump out. Some might even have realised I launched myself into a river. Either way, they would have to believe I would head that way, deeper into the darkness, away from the authorities. The police would enact their search with a specific direction in mind, and it wouldn’t be the way the train had come.

      When I was a little higher up the bank, I broke off and started walking adjacent to where the tracks should lead. I didn’t want to get too close, but it stood to reason that my best chance to get to civilisation would be to follow the winding steel tracks. I had to hope I wouldn’t run into any police coming the other way. At least the river would mask my scent when the police dogs came barking.

      As I climbed up through the trees and over a small rise, I heard something. Voices. I stopped dead in my tracks and listened hard. At least two people, out there in the darkness. Immediately, I realised they weren’t police, unless France had decided to school its constables in the art of chattering loudly while hunting fugitives. Both speakers were male and chatted jovially as they made their way through the woods. If I had to guess, they were young, judging by the tone of their voices. Neither had the gruffness instilled from years of regrets. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. They spoke too quickly in French for me to be able to understand, using a dialect only truly grasped by those who were native to the land. But whatever it was, it didn’t sound urgent.

      I drifted closer, curious as to what I might see. The two men were walking by the light of the moon which had come out to cast a silvery spectral light over the still forest. I caught sight of them, moving between the tree trunks.

      There weren’t two of them.

      A third man walked ahead. He lacked their causal swagger, instead opting for a sombre, rigid stride like a coffin carrier. At first, he seemed uninterested in the conversation of the other two men. But as one of the two barked in laughter, he spun around.

      ‘Will you two keep your goddamn voices down,’ he snapped. His words were English, his accent American. Out here in the depths of Northern France, it was as out of place as a parade of clowns. ‘The cops will be out here soon enough, you want to get caught and explain what you’re doing here?’

      ‘Relax, man, they won’t find us out here,’ sniffed the guy who had laughed. He spoke English, but his dialect was stilted. ‘You need to chill out, man. Smoke some weed.’

      The American scoffed and turned on his heel. He didn’t wait for his companions to catch up. The guy who had spoken slapped his friend on the arm, and they followed at a distance. Something in my head itched. The darkness stirred a little more. What were they talking about?

      I drifted across to the next tree, following the trio from afar. I didn’t like their presence here. It felt wrong.

      And as I moved, he appeared.

      The manifestation of my mind. The shadow of my soul. The Wolf. He lurked alongside me, wearing my clothes, my face, my thoughts like they were his own. He came to me in these moments of vulnerability and curiosity. He preyed on my desires and my fears.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he snarled. ‘Haven’t you learned your lesson not to sneak around like this?’

      ‘Leave me alone,’ I whispered.

      ‘Is this really the best use of your time?’ he asked. ‘You heard what that man said, the police are coming. You need to get out of here.’

      ‘But they aren’t coming for me. They didn’t know I’m out here. What have they done?’

      ‘This is not your concern, James. Leave, now.’

      But I couldn’t. Something kept me there. My curiosity was snagged on the line, and I couldn’t untangle it yet. So I followed the group through the trees. They paid me no attention. They had no idea I was out there, watching, waiting. I moved with care, cautious that even the sound of a snapped branch or rustled bush could spook the American. He was nervous, and whatever had caused it enticed me. I couldn’t help it.

      A momentary flash of lights startled me. The blink of a car as the locks disengaged felt like a spaceship out here. The American moved around to the driver’s door and swung it open, engaging the interior lights just enough to illuminate the surrounding area a little. I ducked low and stayed still. And just in time. The American started the engine and turned on the headlights. Their glare cast a blinding beam right over the space I would have been in had I kept moving. The two younger men moved around and climbed inside. No sooner were they in did the American put the car in reverse and swung around.

      I watched as the car pulled away down a narrow path through the trees and disappeared from sight. The glare of the headlights danced between the trees, then it was gone. Lost to the night.
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      I waited until the Wolf slid back into his cave, watching the spot where the car had been parked. Something wasn’t right, and I couldn’t put my thumb on what exactly it was. I moved through the trees and looked around. For what, I didn’t know. All I could see was a pile of discarded wrappers and paper cups. The fast food kind, which would probably lay there until the end of time came, and the world was turned to ash because people like that couldn’t be bothered to put their rubbish in a goddamn bin.

      I sighed and bent down to pick it up. I recognised the chain it had originated from. The big chiefs in charge probably didn’t care much what happened to their packaging after it left their stores, but I did. I didn’t want the world to turn to shit because Mr. McDollar wanted to add a couple of bucks to his bank account.

      The paper cup had a few dregs of leftover milkshake inside. I emptied it out onto the ground and stuffed the wrapper inside. Then I turned and walked into the night.

      I walked for at least an hour through the trees. Twice I came across a road, but retreated far enough to stay out of sight lest anyone drive by and spot me. Finally, when my legs were too tired to continue, I settled down for the night.

      My clothes were soaked through and I was exhausted. The morning would come eventually, and hopefully I would find passage to a nearby town or city where I could blend in and find a change of clothes.

      But between now and then was a whole night of blistering winter torment. Oh joy.

      With fingers as cold as the dead, I collected kindling and dry sticks from the woods. Thankfully, most of what I could find was nice and dry, so starting a fire wouldn’t be too hard. The fast food rubbish would make for a hearty flame, so I placed them at the bottom of my pile and stacked the other bits of kindling on top.

      Next up, I took off my shoe. The lace was crusted with mud and took a while to pull out. Shivering profusely, I slid the boot back on my foot and wrapped the lace once around a small, stubby stick I’d found. Then I took two larger bits of wood that I could sandwich the stick between and worked at a small indentation in the back. I just needed it big enough to fill with something fine and dry, that would become my ember. I used the stubby stick to widen the gap, and after a couple of minutes graft, I got it right. I jammed a bit of kindling into the gap, then positioned my findings between my legs so that the bottom slab of wood was trapped between my boots, and the top bit was jammed into my calfs with the stubby stick between them.

      Easy part done. Now comes the tedium.

      With one hand on either side of the shoelace, I tugged the lace from side to side, working it like a miniature game of tug of war between myself and myself. The action caused the stubby stick to twirl back and forth generating friction at the points where it was pressed up against the wood blocks. It was slow work, but it kept me from slipping into a hypothermic coma. I could have given up, wandered around in the dark till I found civilisation and stolen a lighter, and been back before I got the stick to generate enough heat, but in the end it worked. The kindling caught a flame, and like a man cradling a newborn baby, I carried the ember across to my fire.

      The ember made easy work of the litter, and within seconds the flame had caught on to the rest of my kindling. I spent the better part of twenty minutes adding choice selections to the fire, building it from a five second wonder into a mainstay of my evening.

      I wished I had something to eat. The chocolate bar on the train felt like a lifetime ago, and those precious calories had been worked off trying to stop myself from drowning. My clothes were soaked, so I stripped down and, with a series of sticks to prop them up by the fire, I laid them out to dry. My body shivered, so I pumped my arms around like a windmill to force the blood into my fingers. What a time it would be to get caught, naked and flailing in the woods. When I could feel my extremities, I sat as close to the fire as I could and watched the flames dance.

      I could feel my eyes closing, but I fought it off long enough to allow my clothes to warm up a bit. They were still a bit damp when I put them back on, but nothing like as bad as they would have been if I’d tried to sleep with them still wet.

      Sleep came quickly. I was too tired to let my mind put up much of a fuss, and when I woke, the first embers of dawn had sparked the horizon. I got up and kicked away the campsite and stretched out.

      I headed away from the sun, letting the first rays of dawn creep down my neck and into my back. It dried out some residual damp that had clung on through the night. As I broke free from the forest, I could see houses in the distance.

      The closer I got, the better idea I had of the place. The houses I had seen at first sat at the top of a steady slope that led down into a much larger town than I had anticipated. While I was still cautious that any number of those going about their lives might have opened a newspaper that morning and seen my pretty little face slapped across the front page, I also knew that being hidden in the crowd was a smart move. Who realistically expects to pass by a known fugitive on the way to the supermarket? No one. My face in the newspapers was the equivalent of throwing tacks at a wall. Most are going to bounce off. Only one needs to stick.

      All I had to do was make that wall harder to stick to.

      I tried to judge what time it was. Maybe eight or nine o’clock in the morning. Somewhere in that ballpark. That lovely time where sleepy heads start the day off with morning chores and commutes to work. No one really pays attention at that time. Everyone is just waiting for the sleep exhaustion to dissipate like a hangover. 'Tis a time of mistakes, those futile morning hours. And I like mistakes.

      The houses I passed weren’t a million miles away from those found back in England. In fact, if not for the signs written in French, or the slightly grander influence of Christianity dotted about, I could have been back home. Low brick walls curled around neatly trimmed gardens. Patches of movement unsettled net curtains as families started a brand new day. The first of the morning commuters trundled steadily by in their reasonably-priced cars.

      I scanned the gardens until I found what I needed. Dancing a steady waltz in the breeze were a line of clothes. A mixture of sizes and colours, I wasn’t sure if any would fit me, but I had to try. The police would have a description of me from the witnesses on the train. It was my priority to mess with that as much as I could. The clothes I had worn back in Bruges were now little more than a painted target on my back. I had to change.

      Looking around to make sure no one was watching, I hopped the fence and jogged over to the line. It was tucked in alongside the building, hanging from a hook high on the brick wall at one end, and the fence running between it and the neighbouring house at the other. I snatched a plain white shirt and a jumper and ducked down beside the house to change. Nobody passed as I discarded my old clothes and put on the new. The shirt was a perfect fit. The jumper less so. It hugged my body a little too tight, but it would do for now.

      Back out on the street, I felt a little better about my chances. Ideally, I’d get myself a full wardrobe change, and a hat to boot. Maybe even spring for a hair and beard trim, but they would happen soon enough. Right now, I needed food.

      I found a cafe serving breakfast and ducked inside. A young, petite woman sold me a pan au chocolat and orange juice with a look in her eye that told me she either hadn’t recognised me, or was one of the world’s greatest actresses. I didn’t feel nervous, so I sat down at a vacant table and ate my food in peace.

      Then the couple next to me started talking.
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      The couple had been ahead of me in the queue. They were maybe somewhere in their forties, judging by the healthy dose of grey hairs that peppered their once colourful heads. They looked like a relaxed pair. The kind of comfort that comes from a lifetime of shared experiences. I caught sight of a pair of matching wedding bands on their fingers as they perused the menu. They ordered their food and took the seat by the window that I had hoped to bag for myself. By the time I had sat down, they were already tucking into their breakfast.

      ‘It’s terrible,’ sighed the wife. ‘A tragedy. Such a horrible way to go.’

      ‘I’d be surprised they felt anything,’ suggested the husband. ‘At that speed, the impact must have been instantaneous.’

      ‘But still, think of that poor driver, having to sit there and watch.’

      My French wasn’t the best. I did better reading than listening, so the word for conductor was at first lost on me. And when the meaning of the word finally dawned on me, the pan au chocolat didn’t seem so appetising.

      I shuffled slightly in my chair, edging away from the couple. They didn’t notice.

      ‘It’s the cleaners I feel sorry for,’ mused the husband. ‘Think of what they’ll have to clean up, all because someone wanted to kill themselves.’

      Is that what they thought it was, suicide? I hadn’t planned on jumping into a river. But to be honest, I hadn’t planned on jumping from a train to begin with. If that damn woman and her sandwich hadn’t spotted me, I’d be in Paris by now.

      ‘And think of the costs fixing the train,’ the husband remarked. ‘I mean, the car would be totalled, but the train must have taken a beating too.’

      Car? What car?

      ‘Is that all you care about?’ sighed the wife. ‘The damage to the train?’

      ‘You married a technician, darling,’ laughed the husband. ‘It’s how my mind works.’

      ‘I just wish someone could have been there for her. That poor woman.’

      By which point, I’d turned back in my chair, head tilted a fraction towards the couple. What woman? What car? What had happened? I didn’t dare ask them. They looked like the type that read newspapers, and I’d taken front and centre in yesterday’s headlines, so I didn’t want to attract more attention.

      But I was curious.

      The wife gave her husband a mournful smile and reached out for his hand. They shared a moment, after which she changed the subject to the plans for their day ahead, leaving me alone with my wonderments.

      I finished my breakfast before the couple and headed outside. Clouds hung low in the sky. Rain was on its way. I searched the streets for what I wanted. A newsagents. I scanned the newspaper headlines, finding nothing relating to trains or cars or suicidal women. Nothing to do with me either. I didn’t buy one. A story like the one the couple had suggested would surely be frontline, and I had to be smart with the rest of my funds.

      As I turned back out into the street, I saw them. Mournful faces. A group of four women turned down a street to my right, each holding onto the others for support. They weren’t dressed in black. Not dressed for a funeral, but from the looks on their faces, they were bereft.

      I followed at a distance. The group didn’t walk fast. Their movement had a vacancy to it that came from immediate bereavement, like each step took them further into the terrifying unknown. I had felt that myself. I knew the price it paid.

      A couple of stragglers joined the group, offering little in the way of content as they drifted into the mournful parade. And as the group turned a corner, I saw their destination.

      Bouquets of flowers lined the low iron fence of a quiet semi-detached bungalow. The house looked out of place amongst its neighbours. Even from afar, I could tell the cream painted walls were beginning to crack. As too were the windows, the frames of which had bulged and warped from years of neglect. An overgrown garden only furthered the look of neglect which, in a calm, quaint neighbourhood made the property look like a malignant growth fixing to mess up the equilibrium.

      A crowd of people stood around the mural, arms interlinked for moral support. The group I had followed joined the mass, bringing their number up to thirty, and as they came to a stop, it was as though the sorrow finally caught up to them.

      A woman at the front of the crowd dropped to her knees and wept. Her coat, the colour of French roses spooled out around her knees like spilled paint. Those closest crowded around, desperate to instil their love. But there was nothing that would redeem her. A heart cannot be unbroken.

      From the back of the group, two young men broke away. Puffy, red eyes glanced over at the distraught woman on her knees before they strode side by side towards me. The shorter of the two glanced up at me. He looked defeated. Eyes sunken as though held down by ghosts.

      ‘What happened?’ I asked in French as he drew closer.

      The pair slowed, unsure as to what could be said. Their minds were fractured by a terrible upheaval.

      ‘Amie,’ said the shorter guy. His voice was distant and crackled like radio static. ‘She… she…’

      ‘Took her own life last night,’ finished the taller man. He looked like he was coping better. His eyes weren’t as red. ‘Up by the…’ he paused to regain his composure, ‘the tracks. Pulled her car onto the line and… and…’

      He shook his head. Couldn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t have the strength.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ I said softly. Both men nodded in appreciation.

      ‘Poor Marie,’ said the shorter man, glancing back to the woman on the floor. ‘After everything she has been through. This is too much…’

      But that was all he could manage. With fresh tears cascading down his face, he hustled away, his friend a step behind him. I watched them go, then looked back to the woman on the floor. Mourning Amie. Mourning an unsaved soul.

      And all I could think about was the American.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Surely it couldn’t be a coincidence. Three suspicious men walking through the woods at night in the close vicinity of a suicide. Life wasn’t that random. I recalled the way they walked. The two French men hanging back, chatting and laughing like the world was their playground. The older, sullen American, plagued by something. Murder, perhaps? That was a heavy toll to burden. I remembered how he spoke, how he demanded silence from his companions, how he warned them of being caught.

      But who were they, and why had they gone to the effort of making it look like suicide by train? Were they even involved, or was my mind playing tricks? It wouldn’t be the first time I joined dots that didn’t exist. But this felt too connected. Too definite to be happenstance.

      I looked at the woman on the ground. Her friends had gathered around her. Marie. Mourning Amie. What was their connection? Sisters? Cousins? Best friends? Lovers? Whatever it was, Marie was living a nightmare brought about by a speeding train and a misguided belief. She had to know.

      But it wasn’t my place to jump in there and blurt it out. “Hey random stranger, I think your sister/cousin/friend/lover was murdered by three men. I don’t have proof, but good luck finding them.” No, that would be torturous, living a life with unprovable doubt plaguing the mind. She would go insane.

      I had to do something.

      I turned around and followed the two grieving men back up the street. I didn’t know which way I was going, but I had a destination in mind. I had something no one else had. I had a lead, and while I may have burned the evidence, it didn’t stop me from getting what I needed.

      Someone might laugh and say it was all coincidence, that poor Amie drove herself up to the train tracks and got hit by a train just as a group of shady guys wandered through the dark forest nearby, who just so happened to have parked at the exact spot someone else had thrown out their fast-food wrappers. Conceivable, maybe. But I didn’t believe it wasn’t connected. After all, I’d jumped off that train mere moments before it had hit that woman. I was connected too.

      I formed a plan in my head. A simple to do list. First, I needed a library.
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      I found what I needed around the same time I learned the name of the town I was wandering around. Prisches. And the Prisches Réseau de lecture publique sat opposite la pharmacie and a row of terraced houses. It was a fancy building. Modern architecture had decided that the exterior of the ground floor consisted mostly of red brick and large windows, while the first floor adopted neat wooden panels and thin windowed slits. It looked nice enough. The vibe was welcoming. Through the large ground-floor windows, I could see rows of computer terminals up against the glass. Just what I needed.

      I popped inside and waved politely to the woman at the counter and sat down behind the computer at the far side of the library. The place had a steady trickle of people coming in and out. No one paid the guy in the corner any mind. Perfect conditions for me. I navigated the desktop, found the web browser, and skipped over to my friendly neighbourhood search engine. Then I typed my own name into the search bar and hit enter.

      The page loaded with a dozen articles about yours truly. I skimmed the brief synopsis of each. The first was the online version of the article I’d spotted on sandwich lady’s newspaper, stating that I had been seen at a dreadful nightclub in Bruges. It had nothing to offer regarding what I did immediately thereafter, which suited me fine. The second article down was from an English website that I stopped looking at after I noticed the phrase Armistice Day Terrorist. It sickened me beyond belief to know they had pinned the blame on me. No matter what happened, that would be my legacy. I couldn’t read on.

      I moved the mouse over to the images tab and clicked on that. A second later, a series of still images of me from different times and locations filled the screen. Most were paparazzi shots, taken during the interluding months between my return and my life falling apart. I could remember a few of them, but some were a complete surprise. The people taking the shots could have been ninjas in a former life, such was their finesse in illusiveness.

      I scrolled down, stopping only briefly to admire one particular photograph. A shot from my wedding day which had - like so many other private aspects of my life - found its way online. Before Peter was born, or I went to Afghanistan. Before any of this mayhem started. A simpler time. A time I would kill to return to. I stared longingly into Sophie’s eyes, wishing to see them in person.

      I broke away before the pain grew too real and continued my search. I found what I needed soon enough. The picture was a portrait photograph, taken weeks before I shipped off to Afghanistan. It had been used on the reporters badge issued to me by my former employers. It had served a purpose back then, and it would serve one now. If I knew then what it would come to be used for, I wouldn’t believe it.

      The next bit was a little trickier. Searching through the computer’s menus, I located a word document, and pasted the picture of myself onto the page. I cropped the image down so it was small enough for what I needed and returned to the search engines.

      Finding the proper logos took a little longer. I needed images that weren’t blurred or distorted in any way, which ruled out nine tenths of those I spotted. When I had what I needed, I returned to the word document and pasted them in, then typed the rest out manually. The finished product was pretty convincing. I was impressed. I hit the print button and got up to wait beside the community printer while my document evolved from digital to physical. I checked it over and made sure there weren’t any mistakes, then I deleted all evidence of my work from the computer, and tucked the document into my pocket.

      One part down, one to go.

      I didn’t want to spend too long searching for what I needed. Any guy would do. I scanned the library and found a subject that would do the trick perfectly. He had got up from his seat, leaving a rather large hardback book upturned on the table in front of him, and was heading for the bathroom.

      I waited a beat and followed him inside. The bathroom smelt of disinfectant and piss. The latter overriding the former just through sheer force of will. The guy I’d followed was at the urinals, whistling quietly to himself as he did what needed to be done. I walked over to the sink and pretended to check my face while he finished off. Then I turned and headed for the urinals like I hadn’t realised he was in there.

      I bumped into him with enough force that he didn’t realise what I was doing and uttered a loud apology as my hand slipped in and out of his trouser pocket. I’d practiced picking pockets enough as a teenager to know how to do it properly, and as I slid the wallet into my back pocket, the guy looked none the wiser. I made a last minute correction and lumbered into one of the cubicles before he reached the sink and locked the door behind me.

      I sat on the toilet and waited until he left before I checked out my prize. I didn’t like robbing from a stranger, but needs must, and if the guy was going to get robbed by someone, it was better for him that it was me doing the dirty deed. I didn’t want money, after all.

      I flicked open the wallet and checked the contents. Two bank cards and a photo ID took up the bulk of his wallet, with seventy euros in notes. It hurt me to leave it, but not as much to take it. I rolled the cards up in the money and put them in my back pocket, then took out my printed forgery back out.

      I’d seen my fair share of police identification over the past year. Every time a copper came to barrage me with further questions, they came at the end of an extended hand with a smart ID card tucked in a leather case. I’d seen more than I could count, and not once had I paid any real attention to them.

      Hopefully, no one else did.

      Detective Inspector James Callahan, at your service. I was impressed with my work. Not every day you get the chance to mock up a fake police ID on a computer, so my first attempt had come out well. I stuck with my first name because, quite frankly, I didn’t need the added problem of forgetting my pseudonym mid conversation. I chose the surname Callahan from an old school teacher. Oh if he could see me now…

      I tucked the forgery into the wallet with my handiwork facing out through the clear sleeve. I was impressed. I sure as hell would have fallen for it. And in a foreign country, I would be amazed if anyone could tell the difference. I closed the wallet and put it back in my pocket and left the bathroom. Before I left, I headed over to a small stationary counter by the reception and bought an envelope. Then I jotted down the guy’s address from his photo ID and put the contents of his wallet inside. The library had its own postbox tucked into the wall beside the front door. I posted the envelope and looked back at the guy. He was deep into his book. He didn’t have a clue.
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      The first pitter patter of rain painted the streets a somber shade of grey. Drops as big as gumballs soaked my clothes. Even as I picked up the pace in search of the fast-food restaurant, I could feel the heat being sapped away.

      I had no idea how big the town was. From up on the higher streets, it looked to be fairly substantial. The fast-food place could be anywhere. It might not even be in the town, but on one of the roads out, maybe by the motorway where it could cast a wider net for all those hungry fish speeding by. Walking around without any idea wouldn’t do me any favours.

      I found a small charity shop and popped inside. Charity shops were always a good bet for a quick change of clothes and some friendly advice, and I got both. I netted a long navy anorak, and a dark red umbrella for less than ten euros, and got the location of the restaurant’s nearest branch from the woman at the counter. Back outside and better prepared for the weather, I put one foot in front of the next and followed the directions I’d been given.

      Half an hour later, I found the place at the corner of a street that contained a bank, school and funeral directors. The whole place felt like a metaphor for life. Eat your food, pay your bills, follow the rules, then die like a good little sheep.

      Inside, Billie Jean played over the speakers, making my rather soggy entrance way cooler than it had any right to be. The guy at the counter wore a uniform a stretch too big for him and looked at me like he’d rather be out swimming with hungry crocodiles than serving customers for a living. He welcomed me to the store with a tone behoving of the living dead and asked for my order.

      The fake police ID got his heart rate going.

      ‘Is the manager about?’ I asked. ‘This is a police matter.’

      He nodded like a lunatic, and hurried away, returning a minute later with a slightly overweight man who looked like he’d dipped his face in the chip frier to scavenge the stragglers.

      ‘Officer?’ he muttered inwardly. ‘How can I help?’

      I showed him the badge.

      ‘DI James Callahan,’ I said. ‘I’m from Scotland Yard, and I need to speak to you about a group of men who might have visited your store yesterday afternoon. Were you on duty?’

      I spoke in English. DI Callahan was the kind of guy who didn’t have time for language barriers.

      The manager shook his head, but pointed to the guy who’d tried to serve me. It was pretty clear the guy was trying to overhear our conversation.

      ‘Louis was, weren’t you?’

      Louis nodded. The manager waved him to rejoin our group.

      ‘Louis,’ I said, directing my attention to the employee. ‘My name is DI James Callahan, and I’m here from Scotland Yard regarding three men who you may have served yesterday.’

      The guy looked half there. Up close, he smelt faintly of weed. I gave him a description of the three guys and waited for the cobwebs to drift from his brain. Slowly, he nodded his head. The mop of hair on his head shook down over his face.

      ‘I think I remember,’ said Louis. ‘The older man took a seat over there,’ he pointed at the table in the corner currently taken by a group of teenage girls, ‘and the others ordered their food. They didn’t eat inside.’

      ‘What time was this?’ I asked.

      Louis shrugged.

      ‘My shift was two till seven,’ he said. ‘And it was somewhere in the middle I guess. It was dark outside.’

      ‘So closer to seven than two?’

      ‘I guess. I don’t remember.’

      I turned back to the manager. He was checking out the teenage girls.

      ‘Do you have CCTV outside?’ I asked him.

      ‘We’re supposed to, but they haven’t worked for weeks,’ he said. ‘We’ve got someone coming next week.’

      ‘And does that help me with my situation?’ I said, channeling my impatience like I had a case to solve.

      ‘Well, no,’ grunted the manager.

      I sighed and looked back to Louis.

      ‘Did you see what they did next, once they’d bought their food?’

      Louis shrugged again. The brightest spark, he was not. Then something changed in his face.

      ‘They parked up outside then went that way,’ he said, pointing down the road. ‘Down past the school. I didn’t see where else after that.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’ I probed.

      ‘Oh, definitely. They pulled out without looking and nearly hit a truck. I remember hearing the horn. I went to go see, you know, in case someone was hurt.’

      He said it like he’d hoped for a bloody crash. Maybe he needed the thrill to keep him going.

      ‘Right. Well, thank you for your time. You’ve both been enormously helpful.’

      I don’t think they got the sarcasm. The language gap didn’t help. But the manager took the hint and offered me a free meal for my troubles, which I took gladly. Eat when you can. That’s rule number one in the outlaw’s handbook.

      I chowed down on a rubbery cheeseburger and washed it down with a milkshake while I walked back outside. At least the rain had given up for a spell. I looked around the carpark and tried to imagine what the guy at the counter could have realistically seen. I turned around, looked inside and caught both Louis and the manager watching me cautiously. They turned away when they saw me looking.

      From behind the counter, Louis might have been able to see the make and model of the car they drove, but he hadn’t been looking. I bet even if an actual police officer went inside now, Louis wouldn’t be able to give them an accurate description of me. So his testimony might not be airtight. The time between the trio ordering their food and the near crash could have been completely separate. Maybe they were separate days.

      So the restaurant might have been a bust, but the school had higher standards to achieve. If they had a camera pointed out into the road, I could at least identify the type of vehicle the trio used.

      The school reminded me of a pancake. Flat and wide without any real shape to it. Whatever architectural reasons there were for developing such an underwhelming building for a place to mould the minds of future generations, I couldn’t discern them, but I could see more than one conveniently-placed camera protruding from the walls.

      School was in session. I could hear the excited screams of kids playing in the grounds round the back of the building. I could still remember what that was like, sprinting around playing some random made-up game like it was all that mattered in the whole world. God, I longed for that feeling again. Ignorance is bliss.

      I looked at the disappointing building and thought about my plan. What had worked for the restaurant wouldn’t work here. Schools had more understanding of proper procedures. They were on the same level as law enforcement, socially. The upper echelons of society. Not like fast-food restaurants. Someone would have sat down and written out guidelines for communication channels both in and out of the school. Head teachers would have had to learn them like they were practicing for a test. It was a necessity for them.

      So walking in and holding up a fake ID wouldn’t get me what I needed. Not definitely, and I needed this to go the right way, because second chances weren’t something I had the luxury of. So I turned away from the school and walked around the streets of Prisches until I found something that would work.

      The telephone box sat next to a bus stop with a large advertisement for a taxi service plastered across the door. Smart advertising for anyone slow enough to miss the bus, or impatient enough to not want to wait. I squeezed inside and picked up the heavy directory book on the shelf below the telephone. Some smart arse had gone through and ripped out a chunk of the pages, which I sincerely hoped weren’t the ones I needed.

      Lucky for me, the number for Prisches one and only primary school was right there at the top of one of the surviving pages. I pulled out a handful of spare change and fed the machine. I prefaced the schools number with four digits I remembered from one lazy Sunday spent learning random facts on the internet way back before my life became a disaster. Three, six, five, one. Four digits that would block the caller ID from the number I entered afterwards. I didn’t know the protocol in France, but I’d never had a call from the police that I could redial. And I wanted it to look as kosher as possible.

      I waited, listening to the hum of an outgoing call.

      A chirp female voice answered with a greeting as ingrained into her body as a twenty year tattoo. She said hello, or bonjour, announced the name of the school - which in person sounded nothing like I’d thought it would when reading it on paper - and asked how she could help. She sounded upbeat and welcoming, like a five star receptionist. I pinched my nose slightly to distort my voice and replied in very broken French.

      ‘Bonjour, parlez-vous anglais?’

      ‘Oui,’ said the receptionist. ‘Yes, I speak English.’

      ‘Excellent. Janice, my name is Michael Bilsby, I’m calling from the Metropolitan Police Service in London regarding an important issue we need to discuss with the head teacher.’

      ‘Monsieur Armand is the head teacher,’ said Janice the receptionist. ‘I can put you through to him if you would like?’

      ‘Janice, I will be candid with you,’ I said, keeping my voice nice and nasally like I’d snorted a wasp. ‘We have a detective en route to you at this very moment. All I need is to set up a meeting between my man and yours. Do you think that would be possible?’

      ‘Monsieur Armand is fairly busy today. Perhaps it would be best to arrange for tomorrow?’

      ‘Ma’am, this is a matter of urgency. I’ve got my detective coming all the way from Scotland Yard to discuss this matter, and it would be a matter of courtesy from your government to ours if Monsieur Armand could speak with him today.’

      ‘Can I ask what this is about?’ Janice asked, clearly fishing for gossip.

      ‘We have reason to believe members of a London crime syndicate may be targeting individuals in the area. We need to work with local services such as yourselves to help catch these criminals. My detective is James Callahan. He should be with you shortly. Can you please confirm with Monsieur…?’

      ‘Julian Armand,’ Janice said, finishing my sentence. ‘He is the headmaster of this school. Yes, I will speak with him immediately. I’m sure he will be happy to cooperate. We’ve never had anyone from Scotland Yard here before.’

      Yeah, and you won’t today.

      ‘Excellent, Janice.’ I barked. ‘I’ll be sure to let D.I. Callahan know how helpful you have been here. He will be with you shortly. Thank you.’

      I ended the call and smiled. That went about as well as I could expect. I could talk the talk, all that remains to be seen is if I could walk the walk.
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      I spent the next twenty minutes dawdling and wondering why a man on the run from authorities across multiple countries was wasting his time indulging his ludicrous curiosities instead of hightailing it out of the danger zone. The smart side of my brain was screaming at me to run, but the other part was saying it wasn’t that simple. I knew something the police didn’t, and if I didn’t chase it up, I’d spend the rest of my life pondering the possibilities. It was never easy to lose someone you loved, especially if it could have been avoided. And I knew I would be immensely grateful if someone could step in and shed some light on it. It wouldn’t bring back the dead, but it would make the burden easier to bear.

      The rain returned as I hiked back up to the primary school. The charity shop umbrella flapped frantically in the wind, but it kept the brunt of the rain off me. As I jogged up the stone stairs to the front door of the school, I shook off what rain I could from the cheap accessory, and heaved open the door.

      The reception was right in front of me. The woman I’d spoken to on the phone looked up at me and gave me a knowing smile. I fished out my fake identification all the same.

      ‘James Callahan,’ I said, holding the ID up to her, and adopting a forcefully London accent. ‘Detective Inspector. I believe my colleague should have called ahead?’

      ‘Ah, monsieur,’ she said, her voice sounding even friendlier in person. ‘All is arranged with the headmaster. He is eager to provide assistance. He will be with you shortly.’ She spoke English well, doing that thing that so many French people did where they spoke like the letter h at the beginning of a word didn’t exist. I liked it. She pointed for a visitor’s seat by a wall of children’s paintings for me to take. I did, propping the umbrella up against the wall and tapping out the beat to Billie Jean with my heels.

      Ten minutes and two wonderful renditions of Michael Jackson hits tapped out on the floor later, a man in a large blue suit appeared. He looked around like he was searching for a lost child in a crowd before he found me, the one person waiting in a small room. He strode over and thrust his hand in my direction.

      ‘Julian Armand,’ he said. ‘I am the head teacher here, and you are?’

      I took his hand.

      ‘Detective Inspector James Callahan, pleased to meet you.’

      ‘And you. Please, come this way.’

      He let go of me and hustled back the way he had come, into the depths of the school. I followed, striding fast to match his speed. Together we practically ran through a labyrinth of beige and grey corridors. The walls were lined with inspirational posters, prints of vast landscapes, Christian propaganda, and a myriad of children’s artwork. Some of it wasn’t half bad. The school had some serious talent.

      Julian Armand swung open a door beside a row of class photographs dating back over two decades and ushered me inside. The room was small, made doubly so by a huge bookcase behind the room’s only other main feature - a cheap desk the same grey colour as the floors outside. Julian took the seat behind it. I took the one in front. It was a battered metal chair, designed to slot on top of its ilk in stacks that rose higher than mountains. It wasn’t comfortable.

      ‘So, Detective Inspector, how may I be of service?’ said headmaster Armand. He fixed me with cold, unimpressed eyes. A look that had been honed to perfection during his teaching career.

      ‘I’ll cut to the chase, because you look like a man that has a lot going on,’ I said, eyeing a stack of paperwork that looked dangerously close to toppling like a stack of crappy metal chairs. ‘We have it on good authority that a group of men with a history of sexual predation have been spotted in the neighbourhood. These men are wanted for numerous charges back in the UK, and all three are currently on the Sexual Offenders list.’

      The look on Armand’s face was exactly what I expected. The shepherd facing a pack of wolves. He knew his job. He knew what to do.

      ‘Now, I’m here both as a warning to you, but because we believe these men may have driven past here yesterday,’ I continued. ‘An employee at the restaurant down the road positively ID’d the men, but he didn’t catch the vehicle they were in, and their surveillance is currently down.’

      ‘You believe these men may have been spotted on ours?’ asked Armand.

      ‘Exactly,’ I said in the tone of a man pleased to see everyone was playing ball. Armand was easily twice my age and looked at me like so many do when confronted with the younger generations. Respect was earned, after all.

      But I figured I was doing a good enough job. Respect was on the way, perhaps. Armand turned in his chair and fumbled with the computer sat on the only bit of desk not currently covered in documents. Concerned eyes watched the screen, as his hand manoeuvred the mouse. He used the machine like a man pulled kicking and screaming into the digital age.

      After a couple of minutes clicking, Armand twisted the screen around to face me.

      ‘We have the cameras set to record only when movement is detected,’ he said. ‘Oftentimes, they pick up activity in the streets with cars passing by. Do you know what time they were in the area?’

      Like the girl at the desk, his English was excellent, and spoken with the sultry accent that turned th’s into z’s and h’s into dust.

      ‘Sometime between four and seven pm,’ I said.

      Armand returned to the computer and tapped away at a button on the screen, narrowing down the variables. Then he turned the screen back to me and thrust the mouse at me, passing the proverbial buck. Looking at the program, I could see the camera had been activated thirty-six times. Approximately twelve times an hour, or once every five minutes. Outside of school hours, that probably made sense, as most people returned home to live out the slim slice of their lives not controlled by their bosses.

      ‘The witness at the restaurant believes the suspects nearly crashed into a truck,’ I said, hoping that might narrow it down.

      Armand sighed. He wanted me to do the heavy lifting. Not gonna happen, pal. The fewer things I touched, the better. DNA has a habit of getting everywhere, and I didn’t need to give the police more evidence. Armand retrieved the mouse and twisted the screen back and started to scan through the thirty six instances of activity. I could hear the rubber of his shoe slapping impatiently on the floor.

      ‘Here,’ he said after a couple minutes scanning. ‘I think I have found what you are looking for.’

      For a third time, he twisted the screen back towards me and hit play. A grainy video filled the screen. The video was not in colour, but used various shades of grey to show that the video we were watching was taken after the sun had set. The quality wasn’t great, but not awful. An average system at best. Streetlights painted the road in whites and lighter greys, with the only other lights coming from the restaurant itself and the passing cars. The carpark outside the restaurant was just visible at the top of the screen, such was the angle of the camera footage.

      A large truck had been the cause of the recording. The camera’s sensors picked up the massive vehicle as it drove into shot, heading for the carpark. I switched my focus onto the cars parked there. Namely, the one with its lights on.

      Sure enough, as the truck got close, the car pulled out into the street, swerving quickly around the oncoming vehicle before heading back towards the school. With no sound to accompany the tape, I couldn’t be sure, but I guessed the truck had hammered the horn in the process, which had in turn caught the attention of the clerk inside.

      The truck didn’t stop. Nor did the car. As it approached the school, it slowed just enough to allow a car to pull onto the street, right in the camera’s viewpoint.

      That was it. That was the car I’d seen the night before. With the headlights of the other car lighting it up, I couldn’t have asked for a better shot. Behind the wheel, I could see one of the younger men, with his partner sat in the passenger seat alongside him. The American was out of shot. Probably sat in the back. But it was definitely them. Definitely the car I’d seen.

      Armand stopped the video and pressed a button on the screen that started up the printer. After a couple of seconds, he reached over and retrieved the print off, and handed it over to me.

      ‘Is that the men?’ he asked.

      I nodded.

      I could see the faces of two of the men. I could make out the car make, model and registration. I had everything. Except for a shot of the American.

      ‘This is brilliant,’ I said, eyeing every detail of the still image. ‘I’ll send for someone to contact you for a follow up, and to retrieve a digital copy of the file.’

      I looked up at Armand. His face had turned yellow.

      ‘What is it?’ I asked.

      He told me.
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      They say to never judge a book by its cover. A solid life lesson. Don’t judge that homeless man down on his luck living on the streets. Don’t judge that stressed single mother pushing around her litter of children. Don’t judge that charming young man on the run from the police. You don’t know what they’re going through. You don’t know their struggles. If you were in their shoes, you wouldn’t want the world looking down their nose at you, right?

      The same principle applies to those in seats of power. You have no idea just how seedy their lives actually are.

      Take Julian Armand. Respectable head teacher, and by all means a pillar of his community, guiding those who would mould the minds of France’s future. A wise and wealthy man, putting his talents to good use, and not flaunting his ego in the process. An upstanding citizen.

      By day.

      But by night, Julian Armand was a naughty boy.

      The headmaster shifted in his chair.

      ‘It is… complicated,’ Armand muttered.

      ‘You don’t have to explain yourself to me,’ I replied forcing back the smirk desperate to break across my face. ‘Your business is your own. All I need to know is where you saw this car.’

      He looked down at the image of the car and the men inside it.

      ‘I saw them from the window,’ Armand said. ‘They pulled up in the parking lot shortly before we left and when I went out to smoke, I saw them again.’

      ‘Where was this?’ I asked.

      ‘There is a budget hotel, about a kilometre away, near the intersection. I remember seeing their faces while I waited for… my guest to arrive.’

      ‘Your guest?’

      Armand closed his eyes. His expression was pained.

      ‘A former student,’ he said eventually. ‘We have an ongoing… relationship.’ He looked at me, then added. ‘She is eighteen, and she is no longer a student at my school.’

      I said nothing.

      ‘I wasn’t sure what car she drove, which is why I paid so much attention to this vehicle,’ he said, dabbing his hand on the print out. ‘But when I saw who was inside, I realised my mistake, so I went back inside to wait.’

      ‘Did you see them get out of the car?’ I asked.

      Armand shook his head.

      ‘No, they were there maybe ten minutes. They were gone by the time my guest arrived.’

      ‘Okay then,’ I said. ‘Could you give me the address of this hotel?’

      He did so, returning to his computer to conjure the exact address. A bead of sweat trickled down his face.

      ‘My wife cannot know,’ he said, not looking at me. ‘She would ruin me in a divorce. I cannot allow that.’

      ‘Like I said, your business is your own. But I will need the name and contact details for your guest. She might have seen something useful.’

      His eyes darted from the screen to me. His mouth opened like a fish out of water.

      ‘This is a police investigation, after all,’ I said.

      He printed off the hotel address, and with a pen, scribbled down the details of his salubrious paramour. I fought the urge to smile as he handed it over.

      ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Armand.’ I said, taking it and the printed image of the car. ‘You have been enormously helpful. My colleague will be in touch regarding the video file, and with further advice regarding these criminals.’ I stood and held out my hand. He took it, clamping his moist palm against mine. ‘Until then, I would advise added caution. Make sure no child is unsupervised.’ I caught his panicked eyes. ‘You never know what might happen.’
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      The walk to the hotel took the better part of an hour, chiefly because Armand’s printed details weren’t in fact as helpful as I’d have liked, and I walked for twenty minutes in the wrong direction. The rain had picked up something fierce, and by the time that I arrived, my stomach was growling. The umbrella only protected me so far, but as the wind increased, my clothes grew damper and damper, and with it, my mood.

      I ran the final stretch and yanked open the door to the reception like a man possessed. A middle aged woman sat behind the counter looked up at me in shock.

      ‘Bonjour monsieur,’ she said, albeit rather taken-aback. ‘How may I help you today?’

      For the third time in one day, I flashed my fake ID.

      ‘Ma’am, my name is Detective Inspector James Callahan, and I need to see a record of everyone renting a room here over the past two nights.’

      She clammed up. Her eyes darted between the ID and my face.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Let me just call the manager.’

      ‘No need for that,’ I said. ‘I just need to check to see who has stayed here over the past two nights.’

      ‘I need to call my manager,’ she insisted. ‘I’m not supposed to handle things like this without him.’

      She reached for the phone behind the counter. I put my palms flat out and leaned close.

      ‘Look,’ I said, imposing as threatening a London accent as I could muster. ‘We’ve got word that three men in the area may have stayed at this hotel sometime over the past few nights. These men are hard shit, okay? I’m talking murderers. Serial killers. We need to make sure they are found and brought to justice before they get the chance to kill again, okay?’

      The receptionist just looked at me in shock.

      ‘Let me just call my manager,’ she said, reaching back for the phone.

      I slapped my hand on the desk and stormed away. There was something in her eyes. Something I didn’t like. Just like I’d seen from the woman on the train with the goddamn sandwich conundrum. It itched the back of my brain and riled up the darkness lurking there. I didn’t like it.

      And even if she hadn’t recognised me, getting the manager involved could lead to further complications. They might need proof or warrants. They might need confirmations. They might scrutinise my ID. They might join the dots. They might call their own police force.

      No, I had a better plan instead.

      Slamming my hand on the counter had been a scare tactic, sure. But it had served a second purpose. Marketing firms like to cook up some weird shit. In fairness, sometimes they struck gold. Look at Santa Claus. The only reason he’s red is because the big wigs at Coca Cola made him that way. A sugary drink literally reshaped a global holiday. But most of the time the stuff they pumped out came across as tacky or annoying or downright bizarre. And what I’d seen lying on the countertop was what I’d relegate to option number three.

      But then, I wasn’t a smoker. Slapping your brand logo on a pack of matches might have seemed suave and sophisticated back in the nineteen thirties when smoking cured all of life’s ailments, but in the twenty-first century, it just felt weird. But I didn’t need it to be the best thing since sliced bread, because it gave me a plan of action.

      I snatched a pack from the counter, jogged around the side of the hotel and found the bins out back. They were huge metallic beasts, painted brown and black for reasons unbeknownst to me. I heaved up the lid of the first and looked inside. Not the recycling bin, it would seem, judging by the stench that forced its way into my nostrils. I backed out and tried the second bin. The brown one. Inside was a mass of cardboard and paper. All nice and dry. I pulled out one of the matches and struck a light.

      And dropped it into the bin.

      The cardboard jumped at the chance for some villainy, lighting up brighter than the sun. I swung the bin lid back to feed it a healthy amount of oxygen, and ran back. No need to do anything else. My work would be spotted soon enough. As sure as day follows night, the receptionist would see.

      It took her a minute longer than I expected. I'd noticed the screen just off to her left behind the counter split nine ways with different dull images filling the screen. One such camera pointed over the bins. And while that meant there was now evidence that I'd indulged in a little arson, I'd kept my head low, the umbrella over my head and my actions as quick as possible. The police would have a hard time figuring out who I was, and I'd be long gone before they figured it out.

      Naturally, the receptionist went ape shit. She came rushing out the front door, squawking like a deranged parrot, and trotted in her high heels round the side of the hotel, leaving the lobby nice and empty.

      I darted across, caught the door before it shut and leapt over the counter. The receptionist had left the computer unlocked, with a website about tricking spouses to confess their affairs on the screen. I minimised it and searched what was on the desktop. With one eye on the CCTV screen, watching the receptionist struggle with the raging flames, I double clicked on a spreadsheet document, and pulled up a list of the recent occupants. I scanned the list, finding the name of the woman who Armand had cheated with about half way down the list. A classy man, getting his mistress to book the room he would defile his marriage in. I thought about finding the contact details for his wife and letting her know. Maybe one day.

      Besides her, there was only one other room rented by a woman. The other eleven were all men. I looked through the bunch, but there was little on short notice I could garner, and time was ticking down. I glanced over to the CCTV monitor.

      The receptionist wasn't there.

      In a fit of panic, I jabbed the button to print off the spreadsheet, and ducked down behind the counter. The device beeped and whirred as it printed off the document. The front door remained closed. Through the glass, I could see no one. I glanced back at the monitor. Nobody there. The fire raged on in solitude. Back to the door. Still no one. The printer churned out page after page. I began to panic how many pages I was printing. The program on the computer said there were six. Three done. Three to go.

      Still no one on the CCTV monitor. Still no one outside.

      The final page printed, and I snatched them up. I closed the spreadsheet and brought the promiscuous article back to the front and centre, then I launched over the counter and ran for the door.

      The receptionist was outside, her back to me with her mobile phone glued to her ear. She screamed instructions to what I guessed was the emergency services as she danced on her toes. She didn't notice me running for the hills.
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      I found a spot up the street pressed up against the wall of a launderette and, under the protection of my umbrella, perused my findings. The eleven names did little to spring out of the page and hit me with a new lead, but they were better than nothing. Unfortunately, the hotel did not require license plate records for those staying the night. Annoying, considering I had those details to hand.

      I wondered what I should do next. Maybe I had enough evidence to leave an anonymous letter for the police, but realistically, what was there? I was the only witness that I knew of that had seen the three men leaving the scene of the crime. For all I knew, they weren't even involved. Someone could have said the same about my proximity to the suicide. Maybe someone was out there right now, trying to piece together clues that would pin me the culprit. It wouldn't be the first time, after all.

      But I just had a feeling, and I had learned over the years that my feelings usually led somewhere. This had to mean something. But in its current state, I wasn't sure what my evidence could do. I couldn't testify. Even if I could, it was subjective at best. I needed more.

      My eyes ran down the list of people. Someone staying in a hotel surely wasn't local. But then, I wasn't sure they'd even stayed in the hotel. Armand said he'd seen them outside. He didn't see an empty car. He saw the two men, then an empty space. So they had to have picked someone up at best.

      And my bet was the American.

      He was the dangling tether. The piece of the puzzle that I could snatch hold of and examine. If I had to bet, I'd say he didn't live nearby, so the trip to the hotel made sense.

      Had I been in England, looking at a list of names, it might have been harder to pick an American name out of the pile. In France, it wasn't so hard. Two names on the list stood out. Jim McCann, and Charles Neagley. Mr McCann had checked in two nights ago and was due to stay another four. Mr Neagley had checked in the previous night and was due to stay just one more.

      What would I do if I'd come to France to murder a stranger? I certainly wouldn't hang around after is what, and I wouldn't waste money on a room for longer than necessary if I was planning to skip town immediately after. Neagley and McCann were both down as customers still. But Neagley was the one I was concerned with. One night's rent was not a huge loss to bear.

      Flashing lights stole me back from the page. A firetruck swung around the corner and pulled into the hotel car park. Two burly men climbed out and unspooled the hose before sprinting around to the rear of the hotel. All the while, the receptionist flapped her arms in panic. I watched with a smirk. That's what you get for questioning my fake ID, lady.

      I knew in most hotels, it was common practice to photocopy passports or drivers licenses in case payments weren't made or rooms were damaged, but I couldn't risk another foray into the hotel. The receptionist, calmed marginally by the presence of the fire fighters, returned to her important duties reading gossip columns. If Mr Neagley's passport was in there, I had little chance of seeing it without an actual police escort. But at least I could add it to my notes, whatever they may be.

      I kicked off the wall and went for a walk. I had to hope the mystery American would return, and when they did, I wanted to be ready. I snaked my way back towards the pharmacy I'd seen near the library and ducked inside to purchase a bottle of Lucozade and a disposable camera. The Lucozade was to keep my energy levels up, and I knew of no better beverage for it than the fizzy orange delight sold in stores all around the world. The camera however, that was for serious business.

      A camera can be used for many things you might not expect. Only recently, I'd transformed one into a makeshift taser. Today, I just needed it to take photographs. I headed back to the hotel and, after checking there were no new cars in the lot that might belong to Neagley or McCann, I settled in across the street.

      The firetruck had gone, the fire thwarted, and the receptionist was back behind the counter. She didn't look up from her computer. Maybe tricking spouses into confessions was a complex matter. I wouldn't know. The rain subsided, leaving swathes of gloomy clouds blanketing the sky. A bit of sunlight would have been nice. But beggars can't be choosers.

      I pulled the disposable camera out of my pocket and took a test shot of the hotel. The flash was minimal in the light of day, but I flicked it off all the same. No reason to startle anyone. With each squeeze of the button, the camera made a little click noise. That wasn't great, but there was little I could do about it without taking the thing apart, and I didn't want to do that.

      I worked my way through the bottle of Lucozade and watched a lot of nothing happen around me. Doubting thoughts wormed their way into my mind, but without a better plan to fall back upon, I chased them away. Instead, I thought about the reason. Why would a group of men bring a woman and her car up to the woods and kill them with a train? It reminded me of the times of cowboys, when hogtying a victim and throwing them on the tracks at the mercy of the great locomotive was about the most futuristic method of murder on the market. Now, it was just barbaric.

      They had been clever enough to make it look like suicide, but at what cost? Literally, it would cost thousands to fix any damage to the train or the track, and paying people to come and scoop up every scrap of car and human remains that would no doubt have scattered hundreds of yards. All when a simple noose or overdose would have achieved the same result, albeit less drastically. So much was left up in the air.

      ‘And finally, we have an answer,’ snarled the Wolf. He manifested beside me. He wore my clothes and looked at me with my eyes. I hated it. Hated seeing my face twisted with vilification. It made my stomach turn.

      ‘An answer to what?’ I snapped.

      ‘Why you're sticking around. You don't care about the girl. You love a good mystery, don't you?’

      ‘If that's all you think this is, then you're a bigger fool than me,’ I said, turning away from him, back towards the car park. No movement.

      ‘And yet, I am you. So your insults are merely a self reflection.’

      ‘You know, I bet all the other boys in my class don't have to put up with their own subconscious berating them.’

      ‘But you're the special one, aren't you James? You're not like the others.’

      I ignored him. Watched the car park. Nothing changed.

      ‘Play the innocent bystander card all you like,’ he continued. ‘But you're not kidding me. I know you. I know you care more about the why than the subject. This woman means nothing to you, just like the last one. And being a vigilante will serve nothing more than getting your name put up on a tombstone.’

      ‘We both know they won't give me a tombstone,’ I said.

      The Wolf smiled.

      ‘Exactly. Monsters don't get the same treatment.’

      I closed my eyes until he left. I didn't want to think about him, or the meaning behind his words. My actions haunted my every night. The least I could ask for was that they didn't plague my days too. Who am I kidding? I could still remember the screams. The chaos. The fear. I could still remember the smell of burnt flesh. I could still see their eyes, cold and vacant as they breathed their last breaths.

      A car pulled up onto the street. A small, silver town car with the head beams on to cut through the evening gloom. I caught it in my peripheral and followed it all the way, pretending not to notice. As it drew closer, I noticed it had a card in the window saying it was a rental. My heart skipped slightly. I couldn't see the driver. Didn't want to spook them. But as the car pulled into the hotel car park, I stretched my legs and walked across the street, the disposable camera down at my side, snapping away.

      I got there just as the car door opened.

      A man got out. His hair was short and grey, his face clean shaven. He wore half-rimmed glasses which held back stern, unyielding eyes. I took another two photographs, disguising the click under the slap of my boots on the wet ground. The man turned to look my way. I took another photo, this time hidden under a cough, and kept going, walking around the side of the hotel, towards the burned out bin.

      As soon as I was out of sight, I felt my heart skip again. It was him.

      No doubt about it.

      I had found him.
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      The American glanced at me, but didn’t speak. I walked past, like he was nothing to me. Just another guy on the street. No reason to spook him. With the camera tucked slightly into the hem of my sleeve, I snapped one final picture under the mask of a troublesome winter cough and stashed the camera into my coat pocket. I got within a couple of feet of him. Said nothing. Just kept walking.

      Back around the side of the hotel, I breathed out. I almost expected the guy to recognise me, but of course that was foolish. The chances that he'd even suspected someone out there in the forest watching him was implausible. I was nothing to worry about. Nothing whatsoever.

      But as they say, the punch you don't see coming is the one that knocks you out.

      I waited a minute before I looped round front. The guy was gone, but his car remained. I snapped a couple more photographs of the car, the license plate, and the badge in the window detailing the company it had been rented from. It wasn't the car I'd seen last night, or in the still image from Armand's computer, but that made sense. That belonged to the other men. Those still missing from my investigation.

      But for now, I was pleased with my evidence. My part in this was almost complete. All that was left to do was to decide how to best use it. I hiked back towards the pharmacy and got the pictures developed. The man at the counter looked surprised to see me back so soon, but he didn't press the matter. I waited around until my prints were ready and headed off in search of somewhere secluded to review them.

      I settled for a park bench. Rain had pooled on the metal. I wiped it away with my sleeve and sat down. At least, no one would choose to sit beside me in this weather. I opened up the envelope and check out my intel. The first photograph was that of the hotel. I put it at the bottom of the pile to check out the juicier stuff. Looking at the first few images, I was glad I hadn't settled for just the one photo. With the camera down at my side to avoid suspicion, my first attempts had been completely off. The subject of the first photo was a rain-soaked road, with only the wheel of the tyre there to show my intentions. The second and third were a little more on the ball, but the image had blurred as I stepped off the pavement to cross the street.

      Number four was back to useless. I'd somehow angled the camera down to my shoes. Fat lot of good that did. And number five had over-corrected to get a shot of the clouds above.

      But number six... oh, number six was good. The image was that of the rear of the car, with the guy behind the wheel halfway out the car. The image was clear enough to see the disgruntlement in his eyes and, with numbers seven, eight and nine following the trajectory, his inevitable turn towards me. Number ten was exactly what I wanted. A front on view of the man I suspected of murder.

      The next three pictures went back to the rubbish pile, as I'd begun to conceal my camera while still snapping away. Then the last five images were my remaining snaps of the car. Combined with my screen grabs of the two men in the other car, I was seriously impressed. Maybe I should have been a private detective. I'd have to save that for the next life now. The one I had already was too problematic for a career change.

      But once more, the question of what to do with it came back to the forefront of my mind. I didn't feel like I could go to the police, and I was conscious that overstaying my welcome in this quaint little town would spell my downfall. There was still the matter of my escape from the train to worry about. Prisches was surely on the cop's list of potential destinations for the illusive criminal, James Stone. And it would only take so long to stroll the streets before someone stopped me.

      Yet in its current state, all I had was conjecture and a handful of pictures. It wasn't enough.

      But it was a start. A start for someone who wanted justice.

      And I had an idea who that person was.
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      The clouds began to part as I found my way back to the memorial. The brunt of the group had left, leaving only a couple of stragglers left to mourn. The woman I'd seen on her knees had left. Two young women about my own age stood side by side, looking at a wreath of flowers propped up against the low brick wall. They held each other in sorrowful support. I approached with care.

      ‘How did you know Amie?’ I asked, trying to make my French as fluent as possible.

      ‘We worked together,’ said the lady closest. ‘I… I had no idea she was going through something.’

      Fresh tears ran down her face. I reached out and placed my hand on her shoulder. She seemed to appreciate it.

      ‘How about you?’ asked the other girl.

      ‘A friend of the family,’ I said. Didn't want to make the lie too grounded in facts. ‘My mother just heard. She's devastated.’

      Both girls nodded in unison.

      ‘Poor Marie,’ said the first girl. ‘I can't imagine what she's going through. Losing a sister so soon after... well, it must be hard for her.’

      I looked down at my feet.

      ‘Poor Marie,’ I sighed. Then I looked back up at the women. ‘You wouldn't know where she lives, would you? Mother has a card she wanted to send. She wanted to get out herself, but at her age, it gets harder every day.’

      The first lady nodded and rummaged in her bag, pulling out a phone. After a couple of minutes tapping away, she held the screen up to me.

      ‘That's her address,’ she said.

      With no phone or paper to write it down, I had to memorise it. The second lady took pity on me and pulled out a notepad and jotted it down for me.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said as she handed it over. ‘Take care, both of you.’

      They managed a mournful smile, and headed away, leaving me alone with the memorial. I looked down at it. Bunches of flowers lined the low brick wall. A life snatched away too soon by men lurking behind the veil of suicide. Her sister deserved to know the truth. I just hoped my evidence would help.
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      Finding the address on the slip of paper was easier said than done. The woman had given me a street name and a postcode, which would be great for someone who had even a vague understanding of French geography, but for me, it came down to guesswork. My stomach growled in protest as I continued my search. The clouds gave way to a dazzling afternoon sun, that steadily crept towards the horizon with every passing minute.

      After a couple of hours, I gave it a break. I needed food, and ideally, a map. I found a supermarket, and bought a baguette loaf, a small notepad and a pen. The baguette was warm to the touch and, once paid and outside, I ate the thing whole. With a mass of gluten ballooning my stomach, I began to write a message on the notepad.

      Dear Marie, I don't know you, and you don't know me, but I believe I may have some information regarding your sister. First and foremost, I want to offer my sincerest apologies for your loss, and I hope that the information I have to give can guide you towards seeking a resolution.

      I went on to describe the events of the night before, and my findings for the day. I tried to write as clearly and succinctly as I could, lest I forget or cloud my own judgments. By the time I had finished, I reread what I had put to paper, and tried to think if there was anything I had missed. When nothing sprung to mind, I tried to think what I was doing. Not literally, but mentally, to a woman I had never met, who didn’t know anything about me. Well, anything real about me. Someone who was about to drop a bomb on her already fissured life. To upheave the already upheaved. And to leave her with the uncertainty that would undoubtably entail.

      Was it the right call? Was I doing the right thing?

      If it were me, I would want to know. I would want to search for the truth.

      Would she want the same?
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      In the end, I conceded and tried a taxi. I had no idea if I had one mile or one hundred to Marie’s house, and I didn’t want to waste more time walking about. I found a cab parked up close to the supermarket I’d used earlier and tried in vain to read out the address correctly. The blank look on the driver’s face was all I needed to just give up and hand him the slip of paper, and twenty minutes later, I arrived at my destination.

      I climbed out into a darkening street, my pockets a lot lighter for the expenditure. More living like this, and I was going to need a part-time job to fuel my tumultuous life on the run. That’d be the day. Being a fugitive ain’t cheap.

      I looked up at the house before me. Unlike the house of her deceased sister, hers was not a modest abode. The double-fronted detached property looked remarkably Edwardian in its design, with an impressively large garden out front that looked like each blade had been cut with a pair of scissors and a measuring tape so that each was within a millimetre of the others. An array of gnomes stretched along either side of the property, each immortalised in a different pose or stance, with different tools and hats and facial expressions. Not modest. Not by a long shot.

      I swung open the wrought-iron gate and walked the small cobbled path from the street to the front door. They say not to judge a book by its cover, but they say nothing of judging homes by their front door, which had to be the same philosophy, surely. And what I could garner from this one was that the family tucked up inside were, if nothing else, comfortably rich.

      Maybe they’d have the money to do the research. To go the whole nine yards and crack this case.

      A small, bright light over the front door flicked on as I approached. Not ideal, but I’d be gone within a minute. I knelt down on the step and took out my bundle of research. I folded it up and pushed open the letterbox. I got the letter halfway through.

      Then the door opened.
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      Crouched down on the doorstep, the first thing I saw was the autumnal warmth of a table lamp illuminating a capacious hall space. But it wasn’t that I focused on. It was the person standing directly in front of it.

      My eyes landed upon a silk-clad midriff, charcoal grey in colour, before quickly scarpering upward. The figure was a woman, the very same I’d seen just a few hours ago broken and distraught on the side of the street. Her eyes were red raw and puffed up. The wrinkles on her forehead looked well defined like chasms developed in the land over thousands of years. She looked at me like I was little more than an apparition or a gnat. Like I was barely even there.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she asked groggily.

      I stood up and took a step back.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said hastily in English, before repeating it in French. ‘I didn’t think anyone was home. You’re Marie, right? I just wanted to offer my condolences.’

      I think I screwed up the last word, because her face manifested into a look of confusion. I took another step back.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Marie, absentmindedly.

      She looked down towards the open door and the letterbox. My bundle of evidence sticking halfway through as though trapped between worlds. She reached out to take it. I tried to stop her. To get there first. It was weird. It made me look suspicious, so I withdrew and contemplated running for the hills. I didn’t do that either. I just stood there. She gave me an odd look and took the bundle.

      Without an envelope to contain the bundle, I’d had to settle with tucking the camera pictures inside the printout from Armand. The handwritten note was in the middle. As Marie opened it up, the note slipped away and landed at her feet. I wanted to take it and stuff it in my mouth. I didn’t. I just stood there. Marie bent down and started to read it. Her eyes drifted back and forth across the page, taking in the contents line by line.

      Then she looked up at me.

      ‘What is this?’ she asked. There was more sustenance to her voice.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think what to say.

      ‘What is this?’ she asked again. ‘What are these?’

      She held up the photographs. I could see the American’s face looking right at me.

      I took another step back.

      ‘Don’t,’ she snapped. ‘If you do not tell me what this is, I will call the police.’

      There I was, standing on the doorstep of a recently bereaved woman, throwing a spanner into her tumultuous existence. She had a clear shot of my face, my fingerprints were all over the paperwork in her hands, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she had CCTV of her own pointing down at me that very second. I didn’t have a lot of options.

      ‘We need to talk,’ I conceded.
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      Marie Giroux sat at the marble breakfast bar with her hands wrapped around a tepid cup of coffee, staring at the opposite wall like it held all the answers to her innermost questions. She had formerly introduced herself to me, offering me a cup of coffee that I declined. I told her my name was James Callahan. A Private Detective from England. Going up in the world from DI to private dick. If she believed the story, I couldn’t tell. She didn’t scream me out of the house at least.

      I ran her through the whole thing, hitting the same beats that I’d chronicled on the note she’d already read. But hearing it out in person seemed to do something to her. It solidified it. It made the whole thing real which, after the day she’d had, was probably too much to bear. It took half an hour from being invited in to finishing my story. Not a long time in total, but enough to change a person’s life forever.

      ‘I just can’t believe it,’ Marie said after several minutes of silence. ‘Amie… how could anyone do this?’

      Her English was better than Armand’s, so much so, I could almost believe it was her first language.

      ‘I’m not sure, but I don’t believe it is a coincidence. The men I saw, they were trying to get away from there. It can’t have been more than a mile from where your sister…’ I trailed off.

      ‘They’ve been here twice today,’ she said. ‘The police, I mean. First to let me know what had happened. Second to give me their verdict. They’re treating it as a suicide.’

      She got up from her chair and drifted over to gaze out of the window above the sink. It looked out onto her garden, or at least it would have done in the light of day. At night, all she got was her own ghostly reflection.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, because the silence was tearing me open like a knife. ‘After what I saw, and then hearing it was suicide, I wanted to intervene. I’m sorry.’

      ‘What were you doing up there?’ She asked, not taking her eyes away from the window.

      I paused. Tried to come up with a suitable lie. I left it too long. She turned to look at me.

      ‘I’m on holiday,’ I said. ‘I used to come up around here with my family when I was a young boy. I’ve always wanted to come back.’

      ‘But what were you doing in the woods at night?’ she pressed.

      ‘I was out camping.’

      ‘Camping, at this time of the year?’

      I nodded. She wasn’t buying it.

      She pursed her lips.

      ‘The police told me it was suicide. They told me they had proof.’

      ‘Proof?’

      She nodded. Her face sank.

      ‘They gave me a copy of it. It was addressed to me, you see.’

      ‘What is it?’ I asked.

      She placed down her untouched coffee and drifted away through the kitchen door. Every movement she made was almost ethereal, as though she was the one who had died, not her sister. Maybe a part of her had. She was gone for a whole minute. Then she returned. In her hand was a small plastic wallet with a single white DVD slotted inside. On the wall beside a round oak table was a flat screen television. She picked up a remote off the table and pressed a button to eject a different DVD from the side. She swapped out the two and pushed the new disk into the television.

      The screen went blue for a moment. Marie took a step back, her back braced like she was preparing for a car crash.

      Then a woman appeared on the screen.

      Amie Giroux.

      The quality was less than ideal, but even so, I could tell it was her from the photographs I’d seen outside her house on the memorial. Her long blonde hair cascaded down over her shoulders, similar to that of her surviving sister. Her pale blue eyes pierced the lens of the camera as she let off a meek, forlorn smile.

      ‘Bonjour Marie,’ she said. Her voice was as light as a summer’s breeze. ‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I don’t expect you imagined this would be our next encounter, and I’m sorry this couldn’t have been said in person.’

      She spoke with an inward breathlessness capable only from the innately shy. Glistening eyes flicked down from the camera, and what came next sounded like a pre-written speech, all clear and concise.

      ‘Life is a funny thing, don’t you think? No one asks for it, and how we experience it is largely down to those who force it upon us. We are like carpenters, each thrust upon a tree and told to make something beautiful. Some of us get large, fresh oaks, while some of us get withered, rotten husks. Yet we are all expected to complete our creations even though for some it is almost impossible.’

      Amie looked up from her notes and smiled again. Marie stared back, arms clasped around her fragile torso. I suddenly felt like an intruder, stuck on a boat purpose built for only two, ignoring the floods filling up inside.

      ‘There is no easy way to tell you this, Marie,’ continued Amie. ‘But I… cannot continue with this. I have struggled for so long, trying to pretend that the pain I feel inside is false, and the joy I feel outside is real, but it is the opposite. Every laugh, every smile, it is fake. A fallacy. I cannot keep it up because it breaks me apart to do so. And I cannot live my life with the hurt that burns inside me.’

      Amie stopped to wipe away the tears from her eyes before continuing.

      ‘My life isn’t something I value. Not like yours. Not like our parents. We have all suffered, but unlike you, I can’t keep holding it together. I don’t have the strength for it. I wish beyond belief that it was not the case. Every day I tell myself that I should be more like you. After everything, with mother and father, with Andrew, I just don’t know how you’ve managed it. I wish I had your strength, but I don’t, and I’m tired of fighting.’

      She took a long, deep breath and swallowed.

      ‘I am so sorry that it has to be this way, sister. This is not a decision I have come to easily, but… my mind is made up. I hope you can understand why. In the coming weeks, you will know for certain, and I hope it makes sense. But most importantly, I hope you can forgive me. I will love you forever, Marie, and I will see you on the other side.’

      Her eyes locked onto the camera lens.

      ‘Goodbye, sister.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Tears ran down Amie’s face. She gave a final, forlorn smile, then reached over the camera and ended the recording. The screen turned back to blue, then black as the DVD reached its end. I sat in stunned silence, unsure what the hell to do or say. I glanced over at Marie. Her shoulders bounced fractionally. She was crying. What the hell was I doing?

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. My voice was tight. The lump in my throat nearly suffocating. ‘I was wrong. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have come here and put this on you.’

      Marie turned away from the screen to look at me. Her face glistened with fresh tears.

      ‘Amie wouldn’t do this to me,’ she said, fighting for control of her voice. ‘She wouldn’t. I know that of her. We weren’t as close as we used to be, but I know she wouldn’t kill herself.’

      I looked from her to the blank screen. Pictured the woman I’d seen on there. The woman now dead. I didn’t know what to say.

      ‘Amie had so much to live for,’ Marie continued. ‘She was stronger than this. She wouldn’t just go off and… and…’

      Once more, she dropped to her knees and let the emotion take control of her. I knelt down beside her. She collapsed into me. I put my arms around her. Not how I expected my day to go.

      ‘Is it true?’ she asked. ‘Are you a private detective?’

      ‘Yes,’ I lied.

      ‘Good. I believe you, Mr Callahan,’ she gasped. ‘She wouldn’t do this. Not my Amie. I believe what you said is true. And I want to hire you. Please, help me find the men responsible.’

      She broke away from me and stared up into my eyes.

      ‘The police would be able to do a better job than me,’ I said.

      ‘The police are bullshit,’ she said, waving a hand up like she was swatting a fly. ‘They have already made up their minds. Now all they care about is cleaning up the mess. They will not take this seriously.’ Steadily, she got to her feet. ‘You will. You will take this seriously, won’t you, Mr Callahan? If money is the issue, I will pay whatever it takes. I just need to know the truth.’

      Were it the other way around, I’d want someone fighting my corner. But was I the man for the job? Of all the available candidates: the police, Marie’s family, even a genuine private detective, I was hardly in the position to throw my hat in the ring. The police could be anywhere. They could be watching me right now, ready and waiting to strike. Or they could be a million miles away looking under a rock. Hard to say.

      ‘Don’t do it, James.’

      But if it were me. If it was my sibling. If someone could help me shed light on what really happened.

      I bit my lip.

      ‘Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll help you find them.’

      And for the first time that day, a genuine smile crept across her face. For a moment, I thought she might break down again, or hug me, or scream. It was hard to tell. In the end, she did none of those, but instead crossed to the kitchen.

      Sensing that perhaps the man standing in damp clothes in her kitchen was maybe down on his luck, Marie reached into her purse and passed me an advance of three hundred euros. With little more than change in my pocket, I took it and stared at the crisp notes.

      ‘Where do we start?’ She asked. ‘You were able to find these men once. How do we do that again?’

      ‘That man in the photographs, he was staying at a hotel not too far from here. He was booked in for another night.’

      Marie snatched up her keys off the counter.

      ‘Then that’s where we start,’ she said.

      ‘We don’t know anything about him,’ I pressed. ‘He might be armed, and we have no idea what kind of person he is. If he attacks us, I can’t promise your safety.’

      ‘Don’t worry about my safety, Mr Callahan. Just worry about bringing this man to justice.’

      This is normal, I told myself. Plenty of fugitives take up part-time jobs as private detectives all the time, right?

      ‘Even you don’t believe that,’ said the wolf.

      Marie’s car was outside. A small, bright yellow coupé parked up in front of a detached twin garage. She thumbed a button on her keys and the lights blinked eagerly. She climbed in the driver seat. I took the passenger seat. There was hardly enough leg room for a child, and after an awkward moment fumbling around for the handle to crank it back several notches, Marie flicked on the engine and pulled out into the street.

      Classical music filled the car. Moonlight Sonata - one of my favourite songs of all time - met my ears, and for a moment I thought of my mother. This was a song of an eclectic childhood lived between a hardworking, no nonsense father, and a creative, sporadic mother. It brought back countless memories finger painting in the kitchen, or creating plaster casts of dragons, or writing fantastical stories in the garden on hot summers days. It brought a swell of emotion into my heart that took me by surprise. The dark car interior hid the tears in my eyes.

      ‘What was the name of the hotel?’ Marie asked. She hadn’t noticed my predicament.

      ‘I can’t remember the name, but I can direct you.’ I said, wiping my eyes on my sleeve.

      Marie twisted and turned through progressively quieter streets for ten minutes. Moonlight Sonata transcended into Für Elise - another of mum’s favourites - and as we pulled up into the hotel carpark, I was adrift in a sea of distant memories. Only as the engine died was I pulled back to the real world.

      I looked up and saw the receptionist still sat at the counter.

      ‘You’ll have to go in alone, I’m afraid,’ I said.

      ‘Why so?’

      ‘I had to lie quite a bit to get that receptionist to talk,’ I said. ‘She can’t know I’m involved.’

      ‘Won’t she be curious that two people have asked about the same customer?’

      ‘It’ll be fine. All you need to do is convince her to let you know what room number he’s staying in. We can take it from there.’

      She cast an awkward side glance in my direction. Not exactly the greatest first step in my impromptu career change to get the client doing all the heavy lifting

      ‘You’ve got this,’ I insisted. ‘I have faith in you.’

      With a brisk smile that lacked the warmth or grandeur of the one she had given when I promised to help her, Marie climbed out of the car and strode towards the entrance. I watched her go. Her walk was stiff from all the tension in her muscles, which made her look less genuine, and more like an animatronic. But pain affects everyone differently, and she had been through enough for one day without being criticised on her walking.

      ‘This is a waste of time,’ sighed the Wolf. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I’m helping.’ I said, not looking at him.

      ‘Helping? Is that what we’re calling this charade?’ he barked. ‘Why don’t you hot-wire this car and get out of the country before she realises she’s hired a monster? Or better yet, get her back home and rob the place. If she’s got three hundred euros lying around to spare for every fool who comes her way, imagine what she’s got hidden away. It could be enough to set us up for life.’

      ‘You really are the worst, you know that?’

      ‘Hey, I’m just part of your mind. You’re the one thinking these thoughts.’

      I sighed and looked at him, right into my own eyes.

      ‘You ever consider not being a total piece of shit?’ I asked him.

      ‘You ever consider not being a pseudo goody-two-shoes?’

      ‘I’m not robbing a recently bereaved woman,’ I said.

      ‘The state she’s in, she wouldn’t even notice.’

      ‘Go away.’

      He didn’t, but nor did he continue his villainous suggestions. I sat and wished I could keep listening to the radio, and return to a childhood spent free from hassle. But such is the way of life. There’s no going back. Not for anyone.

      Without an audio account of the conversation, it was difficult to tell how well Marie was getting on. She had engaged the receptionist enough that both had moved away from the counter, towards a pair of uncomfortable-looking chairs by the vending machines. But other than that, it looked like it could go either way. At least getting her out from her reception shell had to be progress, unless the pair were discussing the wanted fugitive hiding out in the car outside while waiting for the police to arrive.

      That’s right, Marie, pass the time with some light chatter while the cops prepare for an all out assault, I’ll wait.

      After a couple of minutes, the receptionist returned to her desk, and then another minute later, Marie left. She walked briskly back to the car, arms wrapped around her torso like her chest cavity would tumble out otherwise, and climbed into the drivers seat.

      ‘How’d it go?’ I asked.

      She didn’t speak straight away. Instead, she turned on the engine, and twisted the dials on the dashboard to get some heat blowing into the car.

      ‘Marie?’

      ‘The gentlemen you saw checked out earlier this evening,’ she said. ‘He left in a hurry.’
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      Marie drove back in the direction of her house in silence. She killed the radio, leaving us with only thoughts of indecision as for what to do next.

      My problem was twofold. Firstly, I had no idea how we could track a man we knew hardly anything about with no support, and next to no time to spare. Secondly, I had no idea where on earth I was going to stay for the night. With the only hotel in town that I’d seen so far a complete write off, and the hour too late to book somewhere else further afield. I regretted not just biting the bullet and asking Marie if she had a guest bedroom I could use. But no, my ego was too resilient for that.

      ‘What is next?’ Marie asked as I contemplated another night under the stars.

      ‘Who is Andrew?’ I asked. ‘Amie mentioned the name in her video.’

      The name made her flinch. She closed her eyes and gripped the steering wheel, but she said nothing. I gave her a minute, then I changed the subject.

      ‘Do you have a spare key for Amie’s house?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes,’ she said tightly.

      ‘Then I think I should check that out. See if there’s anything we can find out from there. Do you have the key with you?’

      ‘We can go there tomorrow,’ she said, ‘it’s too late tonight. I will meet you there in the morning. Where can I drop you off?’

      Marie let me out on the corner by the library and set the time to meet the following morning outside her sister’s house for ten o’clock. Her tone was cold, but I brushed that off as disappointment and exhaustion from what was quite possibly the worst day of her life so far. And as she drove off into the night, I turned around and walked away, praying that the rain would hold off long enough for me to find adequate shelter.

      In the end, I decided to go back up to the woods. I knew where the charity shop was, which would be my first port of call in the morning to buy a new change of clothes so I could at least try to look less like a hired hobo. So I aimed to not stay more than a half hour’s walk from its front door.

      I found a spot in the trees that looked to have been used as a campsite at some point over the last year, judging from the patch of dead, charcoaled earth where a fire had burned out, and the surrounding rubbish that clung to the trees. I salvaged what I could to make a fire and, repeating the process from the night before, got myself a campfire burning just bright enough to stave off the cold.

      Sleep came with reluctance. My mind was too full of thoughts and theories to drift quietly off into the night. I replayed the recording in my head, remembering the way Amie’s eyes had struggled to stay locked onto the camera’s lens, almost as though she could feel her sister looking back at her from the future. What had happened to this poor girl that had ended up with her on the tracks of an oncoming train? What was the involvement of the three men? And why had she gone to the length of making a suicide note if it was in fact, murder?

      When finally I awoke, it was to the gloom that preceded dawn. Only the meekest of light nosed its way over the horizon, doing little to guide my path back towards the town of Prisches. My clothes were coated with mud, such was the price of sleeping outdoors in winter, and my bones felt like they had been replaced with carved ice replicas. If this investigation was going to last longer than a single day, I would need to work out a better place to sleep than out in the cold. That, or buy some proper camping gear, at least.

      I was outside the charity shop long before the store owner arrived. She gave me a sheepish, polite smile as she walked around me and busied herself with opening up the shop. She let me in a couple minutes before nine, probably out of guilt that I’d had to wait so long. I didn’t mind. To her, I was just another waif down on his luck. A dime a dozen. She seemed nice enough. My kind of people. Those who didn’t judge.

      I picked out a navy woollen jumper, the likes found on fishermen all up the north sea, and a pair of smart black trousers. I took another white shirt off the hanger that was too big, but would be hidden well enough under the jumper, and found a flat cap that I guessed would finish the look off nicely. No shoes in store that were my size, but my boots would last another day at least. I asked the owner if she sold socks and pants, but she said no. I think the question made her pity for me grow a little, as she knocked a couple of euros off the total, and gave me a warm smile.

      I dressed in the changing rooms and put my old clothes in a bag. Then it was over to the pharmacy for a spruce up. I bought gum and a packet of wet wipes to clean off my anorak, as well as provisions for the day. Food, water, and a pair of sunglasses.
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      Marie was there by the time I arrived. Her yellow coupé was parked up alongside her sister’s memorial. Flower wreaths lay dewy by the fence, some already starting to show signs of decay. Through the windscreen, I could see Marie staring at them, lost in the chasm of her grieving mind. The spell held her right until I tapped softly on the window. She jumped out of her dour thoughts and looked up at me. She had been crying again.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said as she climbed out into the street. ‘I was just thinking about things.’

      Things.

      ‘That's no problem. I hope you weren't waiting long?’ I said.

      ‘Just a couple of minutes. It's fine.’ She looked from me to the building. ‘The police told me they had finished with their search yesterday. We should be okay to go inside.’

      Standing there in a long maroon dress that looked better suited for an office than a rummage around a dead woman’s house, Marie didn't look ready.

      ‘Would you like me to go in alone?’ I suggest, but she shook her head.

      ‘I need to do this,’ she said, her voice stiff. ‘I’ve got to go in sooner or later anyway to sort out her things. Best I get used to it now, I guess.’

      I gave her all the time she needed, which turned out to be not that much. She took a deep breath and rummaged in her handbag for her sister's keys. The set she pulled out looked old. A little marble key chain had been noticeably scuffed and chipped. She stared at them like they were a portal to her sister, before she clasped her fingers around them and moved for the door.

      She pushed open the wrought-iron gate and walked along uneven slabs of concrete to the front door. Unlike her own front garden, Amie had not taken much care of the exterior of her property. Weeds poked up through the long grass, and I could see more than one empty bottle of wine discarded in the overgrown shrubs. Whether Marie noticed them, she didn't say. Instead, she put the key into the lock and pushed open the front door.
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      The first thing to hit me was the smell. Damp has a very distinctive stench, like sewer water or putrid meat, it lingers as an ode to the forgotten. It was prominent as soon as I crossed the threshold. Marie shot me an embarrassed glance, but said nothing. I upheld her decision not to bring it up.

      ‘Where should we look first?’ she asked as she walked into the kitchen come living room.

      ‘Here's as good as any place,’ I said. ‘Try to look for anything suspicious. Something that ties Amie to those men, or something they might have wanted from her.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘I don't know. What did Amie do for a living?’

      ‘She was a receptionist for a housing firm, last I checked.’

      ‘Last you checked?’

      Her face reddened.

      ‘We didn't see each other much,’ she said, not looking me in the eye. ‘We had very different upbringings, and it-’

      ‘You don't have to explain yourself to me,’ I said. ‘I’m not here to judge anything. For what it's worth, I'm the same with my brother.’

      That eased her up a little, but not much.

      ‘If you check in here, I'll start on the other rooms, okay?’ I said.

      ‘Okay.’

      I smiled and headed back into the corridor. The house wasn't big. Maybe a third the size of Marie’s, maybe not even that, and no where near as well kept. The smell of damp intensified as I opened the door to the bathroom and saw large patches of mold oozing across the ceiling like vociferous alien blobs. I made quick work of that room. I doubted there would be much evidence to be found amongst her selection of shampoos, tablets and toothpastes. I backed out and closed the door behind me.

      If one thing was clear from a quick preliminary of the house, it was that Amie did not want for much. Hers was not an eclectic selection of trinkets and keepsakes. Instead, she had opted for a minimalist lifestyle. I saw the value in that, especially these days. A house full of belongings does you no good when you have to up and leave at a moments notice. But the second thing I could tell was that it had not always been that way. Amie had downsized.

      And I could hazard a guess as to why. It was no secret that the economy was heading up the proverbial creek of shit with nothing resembling a paddle, and those at the lowest rungs of the ladder were the ones who felt the rising tide first. Patches of walls where pictures and paintings had once hung were not as faded as the wallpaper surrounding it. As too were tufts of carpet forever flattened where pieces of furniture had once lived.

      The bedroom, it seemed, had suffered the worst of it. The bed was nothing more than a mattress on the carpet, with scuffs on the walls either side where bedside tables had knocked against them. The wardrobe too had been enormously downsized, with only a handful of clothes left hanging amongst a graveyard of empty hangers. It was a sorry sight indeed, and it only strengthened the possibility that I was wrong. There is, after all, only so long you can see hoof prints in the dirt and call it a zebra.

      I searched nonetheless. Either way, we had to be certain of something. I started by flipping the mattress in the hopes a bundle of evidence was tucked away underneath. No dice. But a lot of stubbed out cigarette tabs flattened into the carpet. It was a miracle the place hadn't burned down already.

      Next up, I checked through the remaining clothes. Most were a collection of work attire, with three white shirts with her employer's company logo embroidered on the breast. Three sets of black trousers hung next to them, each with an assortment of scuffs and patches of worn down fabric. What remained of her personal clothes were hardly any better. T-shirts and jeans made up the brunt of it. I checked through the pockets, but found nothing of interest inside.

      Only one photograph adorned the wall. A family portrait. There was Marie, somewhere in her teens, standing beside two beaming parents, with a much younger, much happier Amie leaning into her mother's side. Marie did not look happy to be forced to pose for the photo, but the rest seemed happy enough. I took the picture off its hook and looked closer at it. The image was decades old. Marie herself being no younger than forty, not that I'd asked. I wondered if her parents were still alive. Probably not, considering everything that had happened over the last day.

      I flipped the frame over and looked at the back. Nothing there. Nothing to explain away her predicament, or hide her innermost secrets. Nothing. I carried the photograph through to the kitchen. Marie had not got far. She was absentmindedly checking the back of a box of cereal. I put the photograph on the counter beside her. Her eyes glanced down at it, then returned almost instantly to the cereal box.

      ‘How're you getting on in here?’ I asked.

      ‘The sugar content on these is through the roof,’ she sniffed, ‘and they feed this to children. No wonder kids these days can't concentrate.’

      ‘Anything about Amie?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m not even sure what we are looking for,’ she said. She put the box back in the cupboard and wiped her eyes.

      ‘I don't mind doing this bit by myself, if you'd like?’

      ‘No,’ she said tersely, before changing her tone. ‘No, I need to do this. I need to know.’

      I looked down at the photograph.

      ‘Where was that taken?’ I asked.

      ‘Blackpool,’ she said. ‘Papa took us when we were younger. I believe that is the pier behind us.’

      I looked closer, I could see some of Blackpool Tower off to the side.

      ‘I’ve been to Blackpool a couple of times,’ I said. ‘Wasn't much of a fan.’

      She said nothing to that. Instead, she turned and headed for the living room. I followed her through. The space was not much bigger than the kitchen, which itself was not much bigger than you'd allow for a child's bedroom. A grey, two person sofa had been squashed up against the wall and the kitchen counter, separating the space as much as it could without building a wall between the two. Just like the bedroom, only a single picture hung on the wall, but this time it was a poster for À bout de souffle. It sat in pride of place over a small box television, which itself sat on a flat pack set of drawers. Marie moved over and slid open the top drawer and pulled out a handful of DVDs.

      I headed for the sofa. The things that slipped down between the cushions of the average chair were unbelievable. I once found a set of false teeth tucked down by the armrest at the house of an elderly gentleman I was interviewing for a newspaper about the changes to independent living. The kicker was, the guy didn't need false teeth, and he lived alone.

      No such oddities found here though. A couple of loose coins had found their way between the cushions, as well as a few dozen squashed cigarette butts. Nothing of note. But as I pulled up the cushion furthest away, I realised the sofa wasn't pushed up tight to the wall. Something was lodged into the gap. A small wooden magazine stand filled the tight space, but instead of being filled with magazines, it was home to a sleek, grey laptop. I pulled it out and held it up to Marie.

      ‘We might be able to get somewhere with this,’ I said.

      Being that it was her sister, I handed the laptop over to Marie, who took it and sat down on the sofa. The cushions sagged under her lightweight, so much so she was practically at floor level by the time it stopped. She opened it up and tapped away at the screens.

      ‘It's password protected,’ she said.

      ‘Do you know what she might have used?’ I asked.

      The look on her face told me she did not.

      ‘Maybe have a few guesses,’ I said. ‘You've got a better chance figuring it out than I do.’

      She did just that, spending minutes at a time thinking through a list of potentials, before tapping the keys with care. Each time, she sighed as it came up negative.

      I spent the time searching. The drawers upon which the table sat were a dead end. DVDs from all genres filled the space, none of which contained anything of use other than providing various levels of entertainment. Amie had quite the taste.

      I moved back to the kitchen. On the counter was a stack of opened mail. Bills and junk mail. I flicked through, but found nothing of interest, and put them neatly in a stack beside the photograph of her family. Even though she hadn't said anything on the subject, I guessed I should make a pile of things Marie would inevitably have to deal with. Keepsakes and busywork were chief amongst them.

      At the bottom of the stack of letters was a notepad. The page was blank, but I could see the groves made from a pen pressing down upon it. I had an idea.

      ‘You don't happen to have a pencil, do you?’ I asked.

      Marie looked up from the laptop.

      ‘I think there is one in my handbag,’ she said.

      She didn't make a move to stand up, which I guessed meant it was my job to recover it. Quietly, I opened the clasp and peered inside like a man looking into a cave full of hungry bears. A small red pencil protruded from one of the side pockets, so I slid it out and closed the bag. Marie didn't seem to notice.

      I returned to the pad and very gently, began rubbing from side to side across the page. Pencil lead dusted the paper, leaving the indentations untouched. A mixture of letters and numbers. Only once I was finished did I realise what it was. A phone number. And beneath it, one word.

      Neagley.
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      I stared at the page with giddy anticipation, like a child inundated with presents on Christmas morning.

      ‘I think I've got something,’ I said. ‘Wait, I know I've got something. We've hit the motherlode here, Marie.’

      She got up from her seat, discarding the laptop on the sofa, and hurried over to me.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      I spun the page round to show her.

      ‘That's the guy,’ I said. ‘Charles Neagley. That's the name I saw on the hotel records.’

      She stared at the page.

      ‘Why did she have his number?’ she asked.

      ‘Beats me, but it makes this theory practically ironclad. This can't be a coincidence.’

      ‘I don't understand,’ she said. ‘If he murdered Amie, how did she get his number?’

      ‘One way to find out,’ I said, looking from the number to Marie.

      Amie Giroux did not have a landline, and her mobile was either in a police evidence locker or burrowed in the dirt half a mile from the wreckage, so Marie dug her hand into her bag and retrieved a slim flip phone.

      ‘Who should make the call?’ she asked, holding the phone like it was a hatching egg or vial of salmonella.

      ‘I think I should,’ I said. ‘I’m a third party, after all. I’m not notably involved.’

      She nodded and held the phone out to me. I took it and dialled in the number on the page. Hit the call button and held it to my ear.

      The purr of the outgoing call drifted out into the world like a hand reaching blindly into the night, searching for something to hold. The purr sent a tingle down my spine. We were close.

      The call was answered. The dull bass of heavy breaths vibrated into my ear. No words were spoken.

      ‘Charles Neagley?’ I asked. My voice sounded strangely timid.

      A moment of silence.

      ‘Who is this?’ asked the voice on the other end of the line. Definitely male. Definitely American. Almost certainly the same man I’d seen in the car park and in the forest. The voice fit the man.

      ‘We’ll get to that,’ I said, regaining more bravado in my voice. ‘But first, I want to know if this is the man I saw lurking around in the dark the night before last, around a certain crime scene?’

      More silence.

      ‘Mr Neagley, let me put this nice and simple for you. In two hours, I’ll be standing at the exact spot you and your two companions parked up, and I’ll be waiting.’

      ‘Waiting for what?’ asked Neagley.

      ‘For you, Mr Neagley. For you to show up with fifty thousand euros in cash, otherwise I’ll go to the police with all the proof I have.’

      Neagley said nothing.

      ‘What proof, I hear you ask. Well, you’re a smart man. You wouldn’t leave behind evidence.’ I said. I looked up at Marie. Her face was plain. Her eyes on the phone, no doubt imagining the man on the other end of the line. ‘But I’ve got news for you, pal. I’ve got all the proof I need. I have photographs of you and your two friends. I’ve got pictures of the car you used, and I’ve got a recording of you discussing what you did.’

      More silence.

      ‘I saw you,’ said Neagley. ‘Outside the hotel. You crossed the street.’

      ‘Glad to hear I’ve got the right man then,’ I replied.

      ‘What an interesting turn of events,’ he sneered.

      ‘What is?’

      ‘I knew I recognised you,’ he said. ‘Small world.’

      It was my turn not to speak.

      ‘This is the infamous James Stone, I presume?’ he asked.

      I felt my stomach twist around a helix. I looked up at Marie. She had no idea what was being said.

      ‘The little London bomber himself. Very interesting,’ Neagley mused. ‘Alright, Mr Stone. I’ll play your game. Fifty thousand up by the woods in two hours.’

      He ended the call, leaving me with an endless void of silence.

      I flipped the phone closed and handed it back to Marie, and hoped the internal dread I was feeling didn’t spill outwards.

      ‘What did he say?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m going to meet him in two hours,’ I said, my voice much calmer than I expected it to be, ‘up at the place where I saw them in the woods. He’s agreed to meet.’

      ‘Why did you ask him for money?’

      ‘Because it changes things for him. It makes me a surmountable problem. If I said we knew who he was and had the proof, and that all we wanted was to see him locked up, he’d run for it. If he thinks all I want is money, he can pay me off.’

      ‘Or kill you,’ Marie said.

      ‘Or that, yeah.’

      ‘You mentioned you had a recording of them?’ she asked. ‘You told him on the phone you had proof?’

      ‘Yeah, in hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have said that,’ I said. ‘But the photos on their own aren’t enough. Mere conjecture at best. We need genuine proof he was involved.’

      ‘I take it you have a plan?’ she asked.

      I nodded.

      ‘We’ll drive up there and scope the place out. Then I’ll go and wait at the rendezvous point while you wait in the car nearby. That way, you can keep watch in case this guy tries something, or if we have to get out of there quickly.’

      ‘What will you do?’

      ‘I’ll confront him. try to get him to confess on tape, then we can take that to the police.’

      Marie nodded, deep in thought.

      ‘I need to pick up a few things,’ I said. ‘Shall I meet you back at your place in an hour?’
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      It took the better part of said hour to get what I needed. Armed with Marie’s advance, I left Amie’s dilapidated abode and headed out in search of an electronics shop. Prisches, while adorably quaint, was lacking in technological advances. What qualified as its main high street was a mixture of local family businesses and a select few big name brands that had squeezed into the spots between. Getting what I needed took more time than I’d hoped.

      But it was not impossible. I bought a cheap burner phone wrapped in a nigh unbreakable layer of plastic. The kind of protection they should give to presidents and world leaders. I wouldn’t be surprised if that stuff was practically bullet proof. It certainly made a mockery of a pair of scissors. The second item was found by chance. The slim grey recording device sat amongst a box of electronic junk in the third charity shop I found. I pulled it free and, after swapping out the decade-old batteries oozing chemicals inside, gave it a go. It worked perfectly. It would do the job.

      Marie had written down her mobile phone number, so instead of heading back to hers, I called her up and arranged to meet her nearby. I bought myself an early lunch of freshly baked croissants and another pan au chocolat, and was ready and waiting for her sporty yellow coupé as it pulled around the corner.

      Marie had changed clothes. Gone was the business dress, and on were a pair of black jeans and a grey knitted jumper. Her eyes were hidden behind a pair of large designer sunglasses. As I got inside and looked over at her, I noticed something for the first time. With her hands gripping the steering wheel, I could see her fingers. A faint, pale line marked her finger, exactly where a wedding band would once have sat. Marie didn’t notice me looking, and I didn’t bring it up. She had enough to deal with.

      ‘Do you know the way from here?’ she asked.

      I nodded and directed her back through the town towards the spot in the woods. The classical music had gone, replaced by music from the last decade. I recognised a few of them, which was saying something from a man who’d grown up on a healthy diet of The Rolling Stones and Queen. In between the hits, two young, upbeat presenters whipped up some lively banter that I struggled to follow.

      Not at least until I heard my own name.
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      In school, I studied French for five years. It wasn’t my favourite class and, given the option, I would have chosen to study Spanish instead. But the powers that be had put me in a class destined to learn worlds like pomplemouse or sacrebleau, and while I never felt like I was very good at it, I’d always managed to be in the top classes throughout my secondary school years.

      The tricky part had always been understanding what someone was saying to me. I could speak it well enough, and I could read it with nary a problem. But hearing someone fluent in the language ask me to describe my last holiday, or tell me about the pet hamster they had as a child was like listening to a television program with intermittent static. I couldn’t string it together coherently, so my mind would usually just shut it off and tell me to wing it when it came to answering the question or remarking about the hamster. Chalk it up to being an inherently lazy teenager.

      It happened just a second after I pointed out the next turn to Marie. With my mind elsewhere, my ears pricked up at the sound of my own name like it would if someone called to me from the other side of a crowded room.

      ‘What?’ I asked Marie.

      She just glanced at me.

      ‘I didn’t say anything,’ she replied.

      Which was when the piece slotted into place, and I realised where the voice had come from. Which was when my spine went cold, and a tsunami of sweat cascaded down my back.

      ‘Wanted in connection to last November’s attack in London, Police are advising that local residents keep on the lookout for the James Stone, and insist that, if you see him, you should not approach him under any circumstances. He is likely armed, and extremely dangerous. If you have any information about his whereabouts, please call the police immediately.’

      I held my breath, but Marie didn’t seem to have noticed the radio.

      ‘I haven’t been up this way in years,’ she mused. ‘Amie and I used to come up here when we were children.’

      I didn’t respond. My head was too much of a mess.

      ‘We have to get out of here,’ the Wolf snarled in my ear. ‘They’re closing in on us.’

      ‘Not yet.’ I said.

      ‘Charles Neagley knows who you are. He knows this will be some kind of trap, and of the two of you, you are the one the police are more interested in than some guy who may or may not be connected to a woman’s suicide.’

      ‘He’s involved,’ I said. ‘I have to stop him.’

      ‘Stop him from what?’ snapped the Wolf. ‘The woman is already dead. There’s nothing else you can do now.’

      ‘He needs to be held accountable for it.’

      ‘And who should be held accountable for those victims in London?’ he hissed. ‘If you do this, the police will arrest you, and there will be nothing you can do to stop it. They will kill you, James. You and your family.’

      I buzzed down the window and let the cool air wash away my demons. I couldn’t think about home, or about London. I had to stay focused on the task at hand.

      When we were close, I pointed to a spot for Marie to park up, and climbed out. We still had over forty minutes until the rendezvous, and I wanted to be prepared for anything. The yellow coupé stuck out like a toxic spill amongst the wooden, wintery backdrop, but that in itself did the trick. Who would be dumb enough to arrange a meeting like this in such a secluded space with a car like that parked out on the side of the road? Marie insisted that the road spindled through the woods and fields to the next town over, so it stood to reason that anyone could pass by without suspicion. Make it look like car troubles, and she was practically a ghost. And I wanted Marie close enough for whatever came next.

      Together, we hiked up to the spot I’d seen Neagley’s associates’s car parked. In the dark, the place hadn’t looked like anything special, but in the light of day I could see it had been used a number of times as a spot to park up at, with a narrow footpath leading off into the trees. I recognised the trees and, looking off further to my right, I could see the land dip where the train tracks lay. Marie noticed it too and stiffened slightly.

      ‘You should get back to the car,’ I said. ‘In case he tries to arrive earlier than expected. Call me if you see anything, okay?’

      She just nodded to that and drifted away down the track. When she was out of sight, I turned and headed for the train tracks.

      A tall mesh fence topped with barbed wire stretched along either side of the tracks. If my geography was correct, the bridge I’d jumped off was to my left, so I followed the fence around to the right instead. It didn’t take long to find the spot.

      Yellow police tape fluttered in the wind, sectioning off an area of the woods maybe thirty square yards in size. No one was about, so I ducked underneath and walked to the scene of the crime.

      Tyre tracks on my side of the woods worked their way between the narrow trees to a spot where the fence had stopped. I could see the exact spot the car had been parked. Gravel surrounding the train tracks had been dug away, where the car had burrowed in on impact. Most of the remains had already been removed, with only the smaller bits of shrapnel peppering the surrounding area. Glass had exploded out so far, I could see it glistening in the midday light far off in the distance. It must have been instantaneous. There one moment. Gone the next. Faster than blowing out a candle. As quick and certain as a bullet to the head.

      I imagined the train driver, seeing the anomaly on the tracks ahead. What would he have done in that moment? The train had been going at some considerable speed when I jumped off. I’d probably have died myself if I’d landed on solid ground. Definitely if I’d hit a tree. How strong were the train’s brakes? Could they slow down in time to save a life?

      I looked up and down the track. Coming the other way, the driver would have had a near straight shot for a good couple hundred yards. Maybe that would have been enough, but coming from the left, he’d have come round a bend in the tracks with only a football pitch of space to do anything about it. Maybe he could have slowed, but would it have been enough to stop the inevitable?

      But then, maybe a quick death was preferable.

      I retraced my footsteps back to the rendezvous point. Come what may, I couldn’t hang around for much longer. If Marie so much as turned on a television or opened a newspaper, she was going to see my face looking back up at her. That was the power of the media. They had the numbers working on their side. The only people their magic didn’t work on were the hermits living up in the hills that repelled human contact, and a fat lot of good that did for me.

      I had to think, about the present, about the future. I needed a plan of action. If Neagley called the cops, I was walking into a trap of my own creation. With fresh clothes, a good chunk of Marie’s advance still in my pocket, and an early lunch sat in my stomach, I could try to run for it. But it wouldn’t be one cop with early onset arthritis coming to catch me. It would be an army. A whole battalion of athletic officers with dogs and helicopters and guns. Running wouldn’t be enough.

      But what if it wasn’t a trap? What if Neagley was on his way? What if I could get what I needed?

      Two options. Two parts of my brain fighting each corner.

      Fight, or flight.

      Which was right?

      The phone in my pocket buzzed. I pulled it out and saw Marie’s number.

      ‘Everything alright?’ I asked.

      ‘A car just turned up,’ she said. ‘The one from the photographs. They’re here.’
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      Adrenaline coursed through my body. I bounced on the balls of my feet, ready to fight or talk or shout or run or some combination thereof. I wished I had a weapon of some sorts, just in case. If Neagley had a gun, Marie would hear if it went off. If he had a knife, I could outrun him. He was an older man, after all. I had the advantage.

      I leaned up against a nearby tree and tapped out a beat with my heel on the stump. Used it to funnel my energy away from my mind. I needed clarity, after all.

      I could hear the sound of the engine through the trees. A low rumble growing closer by the second. Then I saw it. Not the rental car Neagley had parked outside the hotel. It was the old sedan. In the light of day, the dark grey colour I’d seen on the school’s CCTV turned out to be an unflattering brown, closer to diarrhoea than tree bark. Two men sat inside. The two younger men. They pulled close and killed the engine and got out. Neagley was not with them. They walked around the hood and stood side by side, looking right at me. I stayed propped up against the tree, arms folded like I didn’t have a damn care in the world.

      They were dressed in similar clothes. Skinny black jeans and combat boots, with navy denim jackets buttoned up. They were about my age and my height and my level of fitness, which put them at a one hundred percent advantage over me if it came down to fisticuffs. Two on one was never a great situation, but not impossible.

      ‘Are you the guy?’ asked the guy on the left. His hair was cut short. Not quite an army buzz cut, but not far off. His eyes were alight with aggression. He spoke in English, but his French accent bastardised the the into a ze.

      ‘Where’s Neagley?’ I asked. ‘I came to speak to him, not his errand boys.’

      ‘You say you have proof?’ said the other guy. His English wasn’t as good and his hair wasn’t as short. Long enough to slap a bit of product in it and make him look like a part-time model.

      ‘I’m not speaking with you,’ I said. ‘It’s Neagley I want.’

      ‘You hand over the proof,’ said the Part-time Model.

      ‘Or we’ll take it from you,’ said the off brand Buzz Cut.

      ‘You two want a fight, so be it, but you won’t be turning tricks for a while with your teeth halfway down your throat.’ I said.

      ‘Big man thinks he can fight,’ said the Part-time Model in French.

      ‘Big man knows he can fight,’ I said in French. ‘Big man knows he can kill.’

      The Part-time Model smirked, and together they stepped forwards, hands coming up slowly. They weren’t inherent fighters. They weren’t trained. They didn’t bleed for fun. All they’d done is watch a couple Bruce Lee action flicks and figured they could dance the dance. Taking a step forwards was a decisive action. It implied intent. And in this world of mad dogs and monsters, that was all I needed.

      I kicked off the tree and launched forwards, both fists coming up fast like I was rowing a canoe. I caught the model in the solar plexus and Buzz Cut with the ribs. Took the momentum right out of both men, but kept mine going. I spun on my heel and caught Buzz Cut with my right elbow in the neck. Right on the Adam’s apple. Heard his surprised gargle as a sign of momentary concession. And I moved back for the model.

      He had buckled under the first blow, but not enough to go down. He used the change in stance to throw his weight into my gut and push me off balance. It worked long enough for me to bring my elbow down into the back of his head. He let go, but didn’t move his head quick enough. I swung my knee up and caught him in the mouth. He made a squeal and fell back.

      Buzz Cut had rejoined the party. With a swing so wound up that I could have composed a symphony before he connected, he went for my head. I dodged and hit him in the gut hard enough to wind him. He gasped and turned away, like putting his back to me ended the issue. His mother never told him not to turn his back on a problem, because the problem might just swing his boot up between your legs and kick you in the groin. He learnt that soon enough.

      Part-time Model was back on his feet with one hand up to his mouth and the other held up like a police officer commanding traffic to stop. Naturally, I saw the gesture as a reason to surrender and give them what they wanted, and not as something to bat out the way and go for another solar plexus jab.

      Once was bad enough. Twice was unbearable. With my knuckles still bruised from Bruges, I wanted to avoid contact on the solid areas, but a nice squishy bit of gut was fine by me. Part-time Model groaned and dropped to his knees. The hand at his mouth was oozing blood.

      Two men down without a blow to their attacker.

      The Part-time Model looked up at me. His eyes burning with rage.

      ‘You knocked out my tooth,’ he said, each word pained and muffled behind his hand.

      ‘I did tell you not to start,’ I replied.

      Looking over to the Buzz Cut, I knew they were finished. His hands were clasped around his groin, and the noises coming out of him were not those of a man ready for round two. I walked over and kicked him in the back, right where his kidneys were.

      ‘Where is Neagley?’ I barked.

      He groaned, so I kicked him again.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he moaned, ‘he calls us and tells us to come here and deal with you. I haven’t seen him.’

      ‘Then get him on the line and tell him you did what he wanted,’ I said. ‘Tell him you’ve got the evidence for him.’

      ‘He wanted us to destroy it,’ Buzz Cut replied. ‘We were not going to see him again.’

      ‘Then you better come up with a solid reason why you have to, otherwise I’m going to turn you into a testicle piñata.’

      He waved his hand in surrender as the phone in my pocket buzzed. I pulled it out. It was Marie.

      ‘This isn’t a good time,’ I said, but she cut me off.

      ‘I can see him, Mr Neagley,’ she said. ‘He’s driving away right now.’
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      I sprinted through the woods as fast as I could, leaving Buzz Cut and the Part-time Model to lick their wounds. I spotted Marie’s coupé through the trees. She’d pulled back onto the road with the engine running. I reached the door, swung it open, and threw myself inside.

      ‘Where did he go?’ I asked, out of breath.

      ‘This way,’ Marie said, stamping on the accelerator. The coupé had some serious oomph to it. It jumped from nought to sixty in a matter of seconds. It felt like being in a damn fighter jet. I looked ahead down the road. No one there. No cars coming in either direction.

      ‘Are you sure it was him?’ I asked.

      ‘Positive. I recognised him from your photographs. When he saw me parked up, he turned around and drove away. I called you immediately.’

      ‘Then he can’t have gotten far,’ I said. ‘Just keep going.’

      The road twisted and turned, but there was nowhere else to turn off. As we cleared the woods, it straightened up in a long dash back to Prisches.

      And there he was, maybe half a mile ahead. Just a small, silver dot on the sea of frosty green fields. Marie pushed the coupé harder, taking us way above the speed limit. She was determined. She wanted answers. I did too, so long as no cops spotted her driving.

      The silver rental was older than her coupé, and I doubted Neagley would be speeding. Last thing he needed was to get pulled over too. Slowly, Marie closed the gap, and as we crested over a small hill, I saw the rental car take the first left up ahead.

      ‘That way,’ I barked, jabbing my finger at the turn.

      Marie slowed as we entered the residential area, but not by lots, and took the corner with an ear-splitting tyre screech. The coupé drifted out into the oncoming lane, but she handled it with remarkable ease and got back in line.

      The rental hadn’t drifted and wasn’t going twenty miles over the signposted speed limit. Instead, he adopted a different tactic. Confusion. He took the next turn right, and by the time we reached the junction, he had already turned again. Marie followed as fast as she could, but with the roads much busier within the town’s limits, it was harder to stick to her die hard pursuit.

      At the next crossroads, I scanned left and right, spotting the rear of the rental as twisted out of sight, heading back in the direction we’d come. Trying to lose us in the residential grid. I told Marie. But instead of following, she twisted the car around and, over a crescendo of protesting horns, headed back down the road she’d just taken. Heading parallel to our target.

      At the junction, she turned right. And I spotted it. Coming right towards us was the silver rental town car. Through the windscreen, I could just make out Neagley. It was him. We had him.

      Throwing caution to the wind, Marie swung the car into the oncoming lane and stamped on the brakes. Neagley tried to pull around, but Marie countered, bringing her coupé within a metre of his car.

      I was out into the street before he could put the car in reverse, and at the passenger door in seconds. I swung it open and dived inside.

      ‘What the hell are you playing at?’ Neagley barked.

      I thumbed the record button on the device in my pocket.

      ‘Why did you do it, Neagley?’ I shouted. ‘Why did you kill Amie Giroux?’

      ‘Get the hell out of my car before I beat your ass and call the cops,’ he barked.

      ‘Go ahead,’ I said, calling his bluff. ‘I’ll go down, but you will too with the evidence we have.’

      ‘Bullshit, you don’t have anything. There’s nothing tying me to it.’

      ‘You so sure of that?’ I snapped. ‘I just had a lovely chat with Dick and Dom up in the woods. They told me everything.’

      ‘Get the hell out of my car,’ Neagley barked.

      Marie had got out, and was storming towards the rental like a woman possessed.

      ‘Does she know who she’s got helping her?’ he snapped.

      I said nothing.

      ‘Keep her out of here,’ he barked as she tried the door.

      ‘Give us a moment,’ I said as Marie’s head appeared through the gap.

      ‘I want to kill him,’ she shouted. ‘You murdered my sister.’

      ‘Give us a moment,’ I said again. ‘Go park up. I’ve got this.’

      I closed the door before she had a chance to object. Car horns filled the air.

      ‘Son of a bitch!’ Neagley swore. As soon as Marie pulled out of the way, he set off at speed. ‘What the hell are you playing at?’

      ‘I just want to know what you did,’ I said, slightly worried that I was now in a car with a murderer I’d just outed. ‘I want to know why.’

      ‘You’re a goddamn psychopath, you know that?’

      ‘I know. Just tell me what I want.’

      ‘Then what?’ Neagley snapped. ‘You gonna go to the cops? I ain’t paying you one goddamn cent.’

      ‘Her sister deserves to know the truth.’

      ‘Then go tell her she should have paid a bit more goddamn attention to her sister, and maybe none of this would have happened.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It means you don’t know shit, and if you’re gonna start accusing me of things, you should have the goddamn facts first. Now get out of my car before I turn you in to the cops myself. You’ve got a price on your head so big, I could buy a whole ranch back in Texas and still have change to spare. Don’t make me consider it.’

      ‘What facts?’ I asked, but he’d had enough. He pulled over to the side of the road and, over more protesting horns, turned to look at me.

      ‘Get the hell out of my car right this goddamn second,’ he barked.

      ‘What facts?’ I asked again.

      ‘You want know the truth, I’ll tell you when you know the whole goddamn picture and not a second sooner. Whatever it is you’re doing here, I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. So get the hell away from me this goddamn second, you hear?’

      He let go of the steering wheel and pushed me with both hands. For an old guy, he had some strength to him. I fumbled with the door handle and got out, and as my feet touched the kerb, he set off at speed once more, leaving me sprawled out on the kerb, completely and utterly in the dark.
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      Marie picked me up on the corner where Neagley had chucked me out. The look she gave me was one of surprise.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked as I climbed in the sporty yellow coupé.

      ‘I’m not entirely sure,’ I replied.

      Marie pulled back out into traffic. The busy street was full of watchful eyes, and after the last few minutes, I felt more exposed than a nude in a city centre. I ran Marie through the conversation - if you could call it a conversation - with Neagley, excluding the threats he’d thrown my way. Marie sat and listened to the whole thing from start to finish.

      ‘What does it all mean?’ she asked when I finished.

      ‘He said we don’t know the facts.’

      ‘We know he murdered my sister. What more facts could there be?’

      I bit my tongue.

      ‘What?’ Marie asked.

      ‘He claimed you didn’t know your sister very well,’ I said.

      The silence was as awkward as any I’d felt before. The kind that makes you want to crawl inside your own body like a turtle. More than once, Marie opened her mouth to respond, but the words never quite made it to her lips.

      ‘Look,’ I said after a long interval, wherein Marie navigated silently through unknown streets. ‘We can’t give up now. There’s got to be something we can-’

      ‘Something we can what?’ she snapped. ‘You were in the car with the man who murdered my sister, and all you can do is tell me how little I cared for her? I thought you were a private detective, Mr Callahan. Where is Mr Neagley’s confession of guilt? Where is the justice for my Amie?’

      ‘There’s something else to this,’ I said. ‘Neagley didn’t confess, but he didn’t deny it either. Any innocent person would want the world to know they weren’t involved in a murder. So he’s complicit somehow, and we have his number. We just need to work out why he did it. The police can track him down and make him say the words. All we need to do is give them the push they need.’

      More silence.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘The confrontation didn’t go how I expected it would. His reaction surprised me, but from what he said, there’s more to this than we currently know, okay?’

      Marie sniffed.

      ‘I’m sorry too,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t snap at you. You’ve done so much already for me.’

      ‘It’s okay. We’ll get to the bottom of this, I assure you.’
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      We headed back to Amie’s house with the meagre hope that we might have missed something holding us up like a threadbare rope. Without Amie’s password, we couldn’t get into the laptop, and unless she had some secret hidden basement we’d missed, I wasn’t hopeful the visit would conjure anything of substance. But it was forward momentum, and that always felt like progress was being made, even in the meekest of senses.

      Marie pulled onto the street. The road was busier than before, and finding a space to park was harder than it had been earlier that morning. Marie parked up a few houses down from that of her sister and killed the engine.

      ‘What are we looking for?’ she asked.

      ‘Anything that might shed some light onto all this,’ I said.

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Then what are we doing here?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘Mr Callahan, what are we doing here?’

      Clutching at straws.

      ‘Looking for clues,’ I said. ‘We have to be sure we didn’t miss anything.’

      With a nod that conveyed all the lacking confidence she felt, Marie opened the car door and climbed out. I did so too, stretching away the dismay as I swung the door shut behind me.

      ‘Excuse me,’ called a voice from the house we had parked up by. I looked up. A woman was standing in the doorway. She was an old woman. Frumpy with age. She wore a fluffy grey dressing gown over what looked like a nighty from the nineteen thirties. Her silver hair was tied up in curlers. She looked like the poster image grandmas all over the world aspired to be. Marie turned around and spotted her.

      ‘Yes?’ she said.

      ‘Are you Miss Giroux’s sister?’ the old lady asked.

      Marie nodded.

      ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ she croaked. ‘A terrible shame. Truly terrible. How are you holding up, my dear?’

      Marie shrugged.

      ‘It’s been hard,’ she said.

      The old lady looked at me.

      ‘Is this your husband?’ she asked.

      ‘No,’ Marie said, rather abruptly, ‘this man is my employee.’

      The old lady looked from Marie to me.

      ‘James Callahan,’ I said, waving to her. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

      ‘English?’ she asked.

      I nodded. The old lady made a face.

      ‘Terrible shame,’ she said again, not specifying if she was talking about my nationality, or Amie.

      Marie locked the coupé and started walking towards her sister’s house.

      ‘Thank you for your condolences,’ she said with a false smile, but the old lady flapped her arms about.

      ‘What about Nostradamus?’ she crowed, looking from Marie to me. Marie didn’t seem to hear her, so I just shrugged and followed after her.

      Marie had the front door open by the time I caught up.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked as I crossed the threshold.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she sniffed in the way that people do when they are anything but. I reached out to touch her arm, but she hustled away before I could, and closed the door to the bedroom behind her.

      I went back to the kitchen come living room. The smell of damp felt like it had intensified over the afternoon. I cracked open the kitchen window to counter it, like that would do much. The place needed a complete renovation. That or knocking down and rebuilding the whole thing from scratch.

      I tried to take the place in with fresh eyes. To look at it like a genuine investigator might. To spot the inconsistencies in a drab and dull environment. I bent down and examined the carpets, looking for spots where it might have been pulled back to hide illicit secrets. Nothing. I checked the skirting and the wallpaper for gaps or recesses. Nothing. I climbed on the sofa and checked the hanging light fixture. Nothing. I pulled the television and drawers away from the wall to see if anything had fallen down behind. Nothing. I checked the cupboards and pulled out their contents for something hidden behind. Nothing. I checked under the sink and behind the pipes. Nothing. I checked inside boxes of detergent and cereal. Nothing. Nothing anywhere.

      Then the doorbell rang.

      I looked down the hallway and feared it might be the police back for more. But then I heard Marie’s voice from the bedroom.

      ‘It’s the woman from next door,’ she called out. ‘Can you see to her?’

      I walked to the front door and swung it open. There she was. The old lady in the nineteen thirties nighty and fluffy grey dressing gown and curlers in her hair. She’d thrown on an oversized raincoat that I guessed belonged to a husband or son, and large gardening boots.

      In her hands she held a cat. A siamese cat glared up at me.

      The old lady foist the cat into my arms.

      ‘Nostradamus,’ she said bluntly, before storming away.
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      The cat looked up into my eyes and hissed. Its claws dug into my arms, through the anorak and the jumper, right into my skin like a dozen razor blades. I swore under my breath.

      ‘Excuse me?’ I called after the old lady.

      ‘Nostradamus is your problem now,’ she called out, not turning back. ‘I have had enough of him.’

      The cat growled and hissed again. I held it away from my face like it was an explosive device.

      ‘I don’t want your cat, lady,’ I called out.

      That got her to turn back.

      ‘That beast is not my cat,’ she hissed. ‘Miss Giroux asked me to look after it, and out of the kindest of my heart I did so too many times. But I won’t keep it.’

      ‘So it was Amie Giroux’s cat?’ I asked.

      The old lady nodded.

      ‘He has diabetes,’ she said. ‘Miss Giroux didn’t like to leave him alone for long.’

      Nostradamus started to wiggle. Powerful muscles and sharp claws made easy work of my grip. I dropped him on the door mat and watched as he scuttled inside. I closed the door before he could scarper out and turned back to the old lady.

      ‘How often would you look after him?’ I asked.

      ‘Not much,’ she said, calmer now the cat was out of her sight. ‘She had someone to look after him while she was at work. I only had him when she went out of town.’

      ‘Why did she go out of town?’ I asked.

      ‘Hospital appointments, mostly,’ she said. ‘She wasn’t sure how long she would be sometimes.’

      ‘Did she mention what her appointments were for?’ I asked.

      The old lady shook her head. The plastic curlers wobbled.

      ‘Not for her. For her sister,’ she said. ‘And I didn’t ask what for. It’s rude.’

      Her sister? Marie didn’t mention anything.

      ‘Did she tell you which hospital she visited?’ I asked.

      ‘She wrote it down for me, in case I needed to get in touch. Hold on, I’ve got it inside.’

      The old lady turned and hobbled away. I watched her go, then heard a shriek from inside Amie’s house. I spun and opened the door.

      ‘What is that thing?’ Marie squealed, shrill finger aimed like a pistol at the cat.

      ‘Nostradamus,’ I replied. ‘Amie’s cat.’

      ‘Amie had a cat?’

      I fought the urge to question why she didn’t already know that. The cat wasn’t young. Unless she’d just adopted it, Nostradamus had been a mainstay in Amie’s life for several years.

      ‘Not a fan of cats?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m terribly allergic.’ Marie said, back pressed to the wall as she inched her way to the front door.

      ‘Should be alright with him, though,’ I said. ‘It’s the fur most people are allergic to, right?’

      She didn’t answer me. Instead, she bolted for the front door and swung it shut behind her like the whole place was about to explode.

      ‘Did Amie visit you up at the hospital?’ I asked when Marie had regained her composure.

      She looked at me blankly.

      ‘What hospital?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t know. The neighbour is going to check. She cat sat for Amie while she was away.’

      ‘I haven’t been to the hospital in years,’ she said.

      She didn’t make eye contact. Another degree of separation between two sisters.

      ‘She said Amie went to visit her sister.’

      ‘I’m her only sister.’

      ‘Maybe she got it mistaken,’ I said, ‘maybe she meant a cousin or something.’

      ‘We don’t have any cousins. Both of our parents had no siblings.’

      The old lady returned. In her hand she clutched a slip of paper.

      ‘Saint-Claude,’ she said, waving the paper like a flag, ‘that was the hospital.’

      Marie stiffened, but said nothing. The old lady handed the paper to me, not Marie.

      ‘She never told you what she was visiting for?’ I asked.

      ‘Never,’ said the old lady. Her eyes lingered on Marie. ‘What did you say your name was?’

      ‘Marie Giroux,’ she said. ‘I’m Amie’s older sister.’

      ‘Marie,’ the old lady said. ‘I thought her sister was called Ines.’

      ‘I’m her only sister,’ she said. ‘I don’t know anyone called Ines.’

      ‘I heard her on the phone, just last week,’ said the old lady. ‘Spoke to a woman called Ines. When I asked, she said Ines was her sister. Said she was going to the hospital to meet her.’
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      Marie walked the old lady back to her house while I went inside to deal with Nostradamus. With the house to himself, he had resigned himself to the remains of the bedroom, curled up in a hairless ball on the only pillow. I felt sorry for him. He didn’t know what had happened to his owner, and with a temper like that, he would struggle to find a new home anytime soon.

      I closed the door on him so we could have free reign over the rest of the house. With so little personality injected into the property, I knew our best bet for finding any answers lay inside the laptop’s hard drive. And without the password, there was only one way I could think of that we could use to get inside it.

      I heard the front door open.

      ‘Where is it?’ called Marie.

      ‘In the bedroom,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, I closed the door on it. You’re safe.’

      I heard her come through and shut the door behind her.

      ‘I have an idea,’ I said as she poked her head into the room, ‘but it might take a while and cost a lot.’

      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      ‘We could hire someone, a professional to hack into your sister’s laptop. That way we can see if there’s anything on there we can use.’

      ‘Is that legal?’ she asked.

      ‘Must be,’ I replied. ‘I don’t know if your sister had a will, but I’m guessing most of this stuff is yours now. Must be thousands of people every day who get left with computers and laptops with passwords protecting them. So long as you can prove it’s yours now, I don’t imagine it is a problem.’

      ‘Where would we find someone like that?’ she asked.

      I shrugged.

      ‘Are there any electronics stores around here?’ I asked.

      ‘Not that I know of. You would have to go elsewhere for that.’

      ‘Anything close to this Saint-Claude hospital?’ I asked.

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Then we should take it with us,’ I said. ‘We’ll have to check out this hospital and see if they can tell us anything. Do you know where it is?’

      She nodded her head, just a short, stiff movement, like a ventriloquist’s doll. Her face scrunched up and her eyes began to water. At first, I thought she was about to cry. Then she sneezed.

      ‘That damn cat,’ she croaked.

      ‘You know, sooner or later you’ll have to deal with Nostradamus,’ I said.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The cat. That’s what Amie named him, I guess.’

      ‘I’ll find the number for a rescue,’ she said. ‘Now come on, we should go.’

      ‘He’s diabetic.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Well, it’s hard, I guess, looking after a cat with diabetes. I feel sorry for him.’

      ‘You are welcome to take him, Mr Callahan.’

      I smiled. Wasn’t about to go into detail about all the reasons why that was a monstrously bad idea. I picked up the laptop and headed out. Before I stepped outside, I stopped and handed Marie the laptop.

      ‘I’ll meet you at the car,’ I said.

      She just nodded and left. I headed back to the kitchen and took a bowl from the cupboard. I filled it with water from the tap and put it on the floor. Then I looked for something a cat might eat. Either Amie had run out of cat food, or the old lady next door hadn’t returned any. I checked the fridge and found a loaf of bread and a block of cheese. I cut up a bit of each and put it on a plate beside the water. Hopefully it would do for now. I had no idea if the food would be enough, or if he needed insulin. Amie hadn’t left any behind, and the old lady hadn’t brought any over with her. I decided it would be best to leave the neighbour with the keys, just in case she’d forgotten it.

      Before I left, I opened the bedroom door and checked in on Nostradamus. He was asleep on the pillow.

      ‘Hope you’re okay,’ I said to him, before heading out to the car.
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      Saint-Claude was an hour’s drive south in Saint-Quentin. Marie did the drive in near silence. I sat in the passenger seat, laptop on my lap, stomach putting up a protest. The clock on the dashboard told me it was close to three o’clock in the afternoon. Daylight was nearly spent.

      ‘He was my husband,’ said Marie after a long stint of silence. I looked up at her. Her eyes were fixated on the road, but they were raw and sullen.

      ‘Who was?’ I asked.

      ‘Andrew. Amie mentioned him in her…’ she tailed off for a few seconds. ‘He passed away last year at Saint-Claude. Bone cancer.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said. She gave a curt smile.

      ‘It was quick,’ she said. ‘Just three weeks from diagnosis to…’ She cleared her throat. ‘He spent most of the time in a hospital bed. The doctors say it was painless.’

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Why? You never met him. You only just met me. What is there for you to be sorry for?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘It’s just what you say, isn’t it? I wish you hadn’t gone through all this.’

      Marie pursed her lips, but offered no follow up comment. I left Marie to the navigation. She didn’t seem to have any problem with it, not that I’d have been able to help much. The signs that flew past my window made not a shred of sense to me. So I just sat back and watched as the rain from yesterday caught up with today.

      ‘Where should we go first?’ Marie asked as Saint-Quentin appeared into view.

      I thought about it for a moment. My first instinct was to head for the hospital. If Marie could work her magic and convince the staff to talk about her sister’s records, we might be able to find out what she was doing out here. But doctor-patient confidentiality was a serious deal. Doctors could lose their license to practice for that. And jumping in front of a train was hardly a medical condition.

      So I guessed we should go to find an electronics store. It made sense. Shops would start closing in a couple of hours, and if we chanced the hospital first, we might miss the opportunity to hack the laptop. But then, what was the procedure there? Surely, not everyone who works in an electronic store is smart enough to do something like that, and ethically, not everyone who could would want to. All we might get was the name and number of someone who might be able to do it for us, provided we could show them proof of ownership et cetera, et cetera.

      And the last time I’d checked, electronic stores liked to have their gadgets and gizmos switched on for everyone to look upon in awe. They’ve got to show something on those screens. Why not put the news stations on? Going there might be like walking into a gallery dedicated to myself. I could be on every screen across the shop. Not exactly ideal.

      ‘We should try the hospital,’ I said. ‘You could ask to talk to someone about your sister. Say you’re trying to understand why she did what she did.’

      ‘She died because that evil man murdered her,’ Marie sniffed.

      ‘We know that, but the rest of the world thinks it’s suicide. Play on that, and we might get somewhere.’

      Marie nodded stiffly and navigated the car towards the hospital.
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      Saint-Claude hospital was made up of two large rectangular buildings, one painted an ugly mustard yellow, the other a dull blue-grey, as though the architects and owners had quibbled about which miserable colour best depressed those destined to walk through the doors. Marie found the patient car park and killed the engine, and together we got out.

      ‘Maybe you should do this alone,’ I said, looking up at the main entrance and all the hundreds of people walking in and out. ‘It’s a personal matter after all.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘I need your help. I am paying you.’

      Which was true, but I didn’t expect to see a second payment, especially if I walked inside and half a dozen people screamed “terrorist” at me. But staying outside didn’t feel like an option I could reasonably do. Not without drawing concern from Marie. In my charity shop clothes, maybe I could get away without being spotted. Who, after all, would expect a British fugitive to wander into a French hospital?

      Cops. That’s who.

      With the rain nice and fierce once more, I opened my umbrella and pulled the hood of my anorak over my head. Best job I could do at short notice. Together, we headed for the entrance. Streams of people flowed like a current through glass double doors, into a hot, humid reception. A claustrophobic’s nightmare. Marie headed for the counter while I took a seat in the corner, close enough to a drunk man slouched against the wall so that the rest of those waiting averted their gaze. There was always a guy like him in a place like this. Must be part of the Feng Shui, like the potted plants or rows of uncomfortable chairs. No one paid me any mind, and the drunkard didn’t stir, so I sat and waited for Marie to return.

      She did so after several minutes of hushed conversation and several concerned looks from the hospital staff. She glanced uncomfortably at the drunkard, but sat down beside me, nonetheless.

      ‘How’d it go?’ I asked.

      ‘They’ve asked for someone to come and speak to me,’ she said. ‘They said it might take a while.’

      It was a while. Ninety four minutes, to be precise. I counted them down on the clock above the reception desk. I kept my head bent low, like I was praying or anticipating bad news so that no one saw my face. Marie was doing the same thing, albeit for different reasons. The flow of people sitting around changed with every minute as they were called in or got up and left with people leaving. Only the drunkard remained. His acrid odour reached my nostrils. It was not a pleasant smell.

      Finally, a young woman came through a door behind the reception, bent low to speak to her colleagues, then headed over to us.

      ‘Mrs Giroux?’ she asked, looking at Marie, then me.

      ‘Oui,’ said Marie.

      ‘Is this your husband?’ she asked.

      ‘No. He is my colleague.’

      I smiled and nodded.

      ‘My name is Ines Paquet. I am the hospital’s grievance councillor. You wanted to speak about your sister, Amie?’

      I glanced from Ines to Marie and back again. Marie nodded. Ines smiled and beckoned her towards the reception.

      ‘If you would like to follow me,’ she said, then she looked at me. ‘Unfortunately, we are only allowed to speak with family members regarding personal matters.’

      Marie looked at me.

      ‘I’ll wait in the car,’ I said. ‘Have another go with the laptop.’

      Marie dug out her car keys and handed them over, then the pair of women walked away through a door to the right.

      I headed back out into the rain. With the umbrella up and the keys in my hand, I hustled back to the car park.

      ‘Nows your chance, James,’ whispered the Wolf. ‘She gave you the keys. Get out of here.’

      ‘Not until we know the truth.’ I said.

      ‘You’ve got her car. You could be halfway to Paris before she’s finished in there. And it’s only a matter of time before she figures out who you are. Don’t test fate.’

      ‘Not until we know the truth,’ I said again. ‘And that’s non-negotiable, you hear?’

      ‘It’s your funeral,’ he said, disappearing before my eyes.

      I unlocked the coupé, shrugged off my coat and put it and the umbrella in the trunk so I wouldn’t soak her seats. Then I climbed back into the passenger seat and opened the laptop on my damp lap.

      The screen lit up with a blurred out image of two people. I couldn’t make out the details of it, but at the centre of the screen a little grey box pinged up with a smaller, whiter box inside, ready for the password.

      At which point, I realised I was running blind. I barely knew anything about the woman whose laptop I was looking at. Amie Giroux was her name, owner of a run down home in Northern France, and an angry siamese cat. Lover of a rather eclectic selection of DVDs, and a big enough fan of one French film she had stuck up on her living room wall. I didn’t know her age, her date of birth, her friends, her interests, her job, her hobbies, her reasons for living, her reasons for dying. And yet, I was trying to break into her laptop to find some shred of evidence as to why she had come into contact with Charles Neagley and a speeding train. I didn’t know anything. Not nearly enough.

      Back before my life had flipped upside down, I had been a journalist. Small time stuff, mostly. I ran a series of stories on security, and how every reader could do things to improve. I interviewed a guy who showed me how to break into a car and hot-wire the engine, and a woman who taught me the best way for a woman to defend herself against a rapist. And I interviewed a tech whiz on cyber security.

      The guy had been fat and sweaty, and lived in a two-bedroom flat that had so much computer equipment, the ambient temperature was hotter than the sun. He told me he’d had the police round on more than one occasion thinking that he was growing weed because the helicopters flying overhead pointed their heat-sensor cameras at his house and it lit up like an oven. His landlord hated him and threatened to kick him out because of it.

      But he told me a lot of useful things that stuck with me. The type of things you tell a friend over a pint. “Did you know how easy it is for a hacker to guess your password?” et cetera. Stuff I figured everyone should have a basic knowledge in, hence why I interviewed the guy in the first place.

      He told me that some of the most commonly used passwords in the world were 111111, 123456, 12345678, qwerty, and - most ridiculously - password. He told me that of over ten million people, those five passwords accounted for over seventeen percent. Statistically, you’ve got almost a one in five chance to guess someone’s password by just trying those.

      But he told me that’s just one part of the problem, because not everyone is that stupid, but most people aren’t far off. He told me that the next biggest problem was that people used words close to their hearts. Names of their spouses or children, that kind of thing. It’s a big problem. A quick background check on the victim will bring up most of the likely candidates. People are too open with their private lives. Even whacking a couple of numbers in there would eliminate a lot of the damage, but people don’t do it. They think they’re beyond cyber crimes. That kind of thing happens to other people, right? Why would someone attack them personally?

      But they don’t think how big cyber crimes spread. It’s not like breaking into someone’s home. One man at one computer could bring down half the world with the right knowhow. But getting that fact across to the general public is harder than you’d think. No one wants to think they’ve got the spotlight on them.

      Did Amie Giroux think she was safe?

      I tested the theory.

      I typed Nostradamus into the bar and hit enter.
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      The laptop processed the input and ran it against the line of code that correlated to passwords. It summarised the data and came to a conclusion.

      And it unlocked.

      The blurred background image suddenly sprung into focus. It was of two women. The one on the right was Amie Giroux herself. The other was someone I didn’t recognise. Not Marie, that’s for sure. The pair lay in what looked like a garden or park, with long blades of grass sticking up between the two. The pair were laughing. A snapshot of intimate joy. Even now, looking at the picture, I felt like I was intruding. I stared into Amie’s eyes. What had caused her to end up on the tracks of an oncoming train?

      The desktop wasn’t populated with much. A couple of mp3 files of songs Amie must have enjoyed provided little but an ambient background soundtrack while I searched. Her musical tastes weren’t exactly my forte, but it wasn’t bad by any stretch of the imagination. The quirky female vocalist accompanied a peculiar mixture of jazz and electric guitar that never seemed to fit quite perfectly, but I’d certainly heard worse.

      The other files on the screen were more interesting. A video file entitled Les raisons took almost a minute to load up. The face of Amie Giroux filled the screen, the tired, red eyes already burned into my memory. I didn’t need to play the video, once was enough, and I was pretty certain I couldn’t get anything more out of a personal message from one sister to another. I closed the file with glacial fingers and went on to the next file.

      It was a word document.

      Or more accurately, a will.

      Beside her sweet Nostradamous, and her dilapidated home - both of which were bequeathed to her older sister - Amie’s life was one scant of possession. It was hard to tell if she had lived this way her whole life, or if she had sold her things when life fell on hard times. Either way, it wouldn’t take long to divvy out her belongings to the small number of recipients committed to page. A meagre legacy to leave behind. Poor woman.

      What annoyed me the most was the inconsistency of the whole thing. Neagley hadn’t denied killing Amie, yet what kind of person wrote a will and filmed a goodbye speech if they weren’t long for this world? What was the relationship here? What was Neagley’s involvement?

      I closed the will and moved over to the web browser.

      Sat in a rainy carpark with no ethernet cable in sight, the webpages presented themselves as static snapshots of the past. There were four tabs open at the top of the browser from a selection of French websites I didn’t recognise. The first up was a message board. The screen was filled with lines of conversation between a collection of people all using strange aliases derived from a near random selection of letters and numbers. Although my French was far from poor, the fluency of slang and abbreviations made it borderline impossible for me to read. The best I could do was determine the odd phrase. “Keep trying,” “have you thought about,” and “I knew someone who might help” all stood out, but each was followed by dialect my old French teacher either forgot to teach me, or I forgot to learn. After a couple of lines, I swapped over to tab number two.

      Which was easier to understand, if a little confusing. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what AirFrance was all about. Filling the screen were flight details from Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris, to - of all places - Zürich. The date on the screen was just a few days old, meaning the flights had been and gone without Amie. The prices weren’t bad, a couple hundred euros, but from what I’d seen of Amie’s house, she didn’t have the kind of cash spare to splash out on a trip to Switzerland.

      And why Zürich, of all places? Did she have friends or family there that she was eager to see? Was there someone out in Switzerland that could answer the questions I had bouncing around my head? One thing I knew for sure was that I wasn’t going there to find out. No way I’d get on a flight without handcuffs, and the chances of getting to Switzerland by car without being spotted was slim.

      But it wasn’t the destination that perplexed me the most. It was the choice of ticket.

      A one way flight to Switzerland.

      I stared at the screen, eyes narrowed in deep contemplation, searching for answers that felt so close, yet so far. I was missing something vital, but what?

      On to tab number three.

      The email client was marred by a large pop-up box occupying the centre of the screen, the word expiré nice and big right in the middle. Expired. How fitting. The interrupted email was barely visible beneath the pop-up, but I could see the company logo at the bottom of the page. It was small, maybe a centimetre in width, but something about it sparked something in my brain. It dislodged the cobwebs deep inside, but why?

      I turned up the screen brightness all the way and leaned in close. It was blurred, but not enough to be completely illegible. I was certain I’d seen it before somewhere, but the specifics wouldn’t bubble to the surface. Not yet. I clicked the little cross at the top of the pop-up box, and for a fraction of a second, the email returned with crystal clarity before the webpage went blank, unable to reload.

      But I saw it. I saw the logo.

      And I remembered where I’d seen it from.

      I moved to the last tab. Number four.

      It was a private message from an online forum. The language was clear and concise, written by a woman who described herself as being in her late sixties. An eloquent typist, thank God. I understood every word of what she was saying. Drunk it all in like a glass of ice cold water. I reached the end and blinked numbly at the screen. Then I read it all over again, start to finish, forcing my mind to take it all in.

      I went back to the first tab. The message board. I reread what I could and started to gain some context from the slang. Trembling fingers danced from tab to tab, finally starting to gain some sense of understanding from the random strands of information. Each part joined in, fitting with the precise precision of a jigsaw.

      And most importantly of all, an answer.

      My throat was dry. My brain numb. If I was right, this whole thing became something different entirely. Something I hadn’t expected at all. And I wasn’t sure if that thought brought comfort or horror. What I felt was something slap bang in between.

      I tried to look at it differently, to see it from another angle, just in case. But I just kept coming back to my theory. I couldn’t see any other options. Nothing else made sense. My theory barely made sense itself, but it was the only thing closest to sense. I just couldn’t believe it.

      I looked up and saw a lone figure approaching the car. The windows had steamed up, but I could see the distinctive outline of Marie. Her coat flapped up in the breeze. How the hell could I tell her what I’d found out? How would it make any sense to a woman so rooted in her beliefs that both she and I were wrong? I’d already upended her world once in the last few days, now I had to do it all over again.

      I pressed the button to wind down the windows, but without the keys in the ignition, it didn’t work. Instead, I opened the door to get some fresh air into the coupé. Marie was only a few dozen yards away, so close to finding out the truth.

      A car pulled up in front of me, blocking Marie from my sight while the driver searched for an available space. It was little more than a blur through the window. It paused for a few seconds, then pulled away.

      And Marie was gone.

      I climbed out through the open door and looked around, expecting to see her nearby, but as my eyes fell on the moving car, my heart sank as realisation dawned on me.

      The dirty brown sedan.
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      I slammed the passenger door shut and threw myself around to the driver door. The seat was cranked all the way forward, but I didn’t have time to adjust it. I jammed the key in the ignition and threw the car into first gear.

      Tyres squealed on wet tarmac as the coupé lurched forwards. The sedan had already pulled out of the car park, back onto the street in the opposite direction, and as they passed by, I thought I could see two male heads turn to look at me.

      With the window still clouded over, I buzzed down both windows and rubbed at the windshield with my sleeve. It gave me just a slither of visibility, but it would have to do. I spun the wheel and shot out into the street to a flurry of angry horns, narrowly missing a taxi heading the other way. With one hand on the wheel, I changed up a gear and then fumbled with the seat belt.

      The small gap in the window was far from ideal, but I could see the car up ahead. Whether it was the Part-time Model or Buzz Cut at the wheel, I couldn’t tell. Whoever it was stamped on the accelerator and shot forward like a bullet from a high-powered rifle.

      I did the same, trying desperately to close the gap. Wind and rain sucked in through the open windows, clearing most of the fog in seconds. With a clearer view, I could see the fleeing vehicle with more clarity. And all the problems that came with it.

      The sedan shot across an intersection with the lights on red, slicing through an infinitesimally small gap between a lorry and a bus. I stamped on the brakes, skidding out into the centre of the intersection, mere inches from the rear of the bus. Ignoring the chorus of horns, I twisted the steering wheel right, jumped down into first, and twisted around the bus.

      At which point, I saw it. The sum of my fears. The exact opposite thing I needed right now.

      Through the rain-soaked windshield, the flashing blue lights dazzled me more than the sea of headlights, so much so, I couldn’t even see exactly where the police car was. But as the siren cut over the noise, I saw it coming right for me. With the brown sedan already out of sight, they had gone for second best. They wanted something. The runner up prize, and little did they know, they were going to hit the motherlode. My heart going like the clappers. My mind a mess. I had to get away, fast.

      I swung the wheel to a hard right and twisted the coupé away from the police car and catapulted off down the right-hand street. Already, I could hear the police car speed up, eager for a chase like a hound to a hare. I swerved in an out of oncoming traffic until I could get over to the right side of the street, then I pushed the coupé for all it had.

      I shot across the next intersection with my heart in my mouth and pushed the coupé to the limits. In the city, it felt like lightspeed, and in the rain, like lightspeed on ice. The road turned left, and as I followed it round, the wheels caught the sheet of rainwater, and the back end of the coupé pirouetted sideways. I fought to correct it, but it was too little too late, and the rear bumper of a white panel van came racing up to greet us.

      The impact felt like being punched by a giant, and sent the coupé spiralling out into the road like a professional ice skater. Lights and rain blurred everything together, so the view from my window was like that from the Tardis halfway through a time jump.

      My insides churned like the contents of a blender, coming to a stop only when the coupé met another equally solid, equally abrupt object. The airbags exploded, the force stunning and disorientating in a second. Blood erupted in my mouth with volcanic fury. My head rung like a school bell. I fumbled for the door handle, my hand weak and useless as it pulled to. The door swung out, and I collapsed sideways into the rain. Wearily, I looked around at the carnage I’d caused.

      The van had ploughed into the car in front, which had twisted off the road and into a parked car. The thing that had brought me to a stop turned out to be the front of a bus. The driver was in his seat, face down into the steering wheel, and I could see other passengers further back climbing up out the aisle.

      What had I done?

      ‘You need to get out of here,’ shouted the Wolf, ‘right now. You need to leave.’

      ‘These people…’

      It was all I could say. The wolf snapped.

      ‘Go. Now.’

      I staggered left, onto the pavement, towards the nearest house. Flashing blue lights lit up the front of the building as sirens drew close. I ran, ignoring the pain in my head and legs. Voices behind me shouted, but I ignored them.

      I ran up the driveway and threw my weight into a tall wooden gate at the back. It snapped open like a saloon door, and I kept going. Lights flicked on, illuminating a quaint garden. I ignored it all. Kept going. I reached the fence at the rear, leapt over, and landed on concrete.

      I ran around the side of the building, but to the left a garage had been built. The roof was too high to climb up, and as I turned around to try the right side, I saw two police officers leap over the fence.

      They shouted in unison.

      ‘Stop!’

      Neither had a gun. Instead, both held batons up like short swords. Two on one had worked back up in the woods with the model and the Buzz Cut, but it wouldn’t here. Not with them armed and me feeling like I’d tumbled down a mountain.

      I ran for the fence. It was tall. Maybe seven or eight feet. Much taller than me. And it looked strong. Made of thick concrete beams like it was part of an enormous construction. The officers ran too, coming at me head on, not trying to cut me off. Their mistake. I ran faster than I’d ran in my whole damn life. Faster than Olympic athletes could ever dream of. I broke Guinness World Records. I broke the damn sound barrier. That’s how it felt at least. When I was close, I threw up my hands, leapt off one foot, and hit the concrete wall with everything I had. My hands caught the lip of the wall, and my momentum carried me up. My legs ran up the side. Just enough. I flicked my thigh over the side and swung over.

      A hand caught my ankle. The cop, fingers gripped tight. It killed my momentum dead. I felt him heave like he was ringing an old church bell. I lost my balance, and fell forwards, gripping the top of the fence with all the fear as though I was hanging from a tightrope. The cop heaved again. He was strong. I felt my weight shift sideways, back towards the garden and a lifelong prison sentence. Not today.

      I rolled away, countering the cop’s efforts by flinging myself the wrong way. The cop’s grip was strong, slowing my fall so that I ended up hanging upside down like a corpse in an abattoir. Completely useless. My leg was in agony. The tendons at breaking point. They were going to tear my leg off if I wasn’t careful. Fat lot of good I’d be as a fugitive with a leg missing and a trail of fresh blood following me around. I tried to yank it up. My weight was too much for him to hold, and his grip eased up. I felt the shift. Felt the drop. Then I felt the pain as I fell two foot down, right onto my face.

      Head and neck all bent out of shape, I struggled to my feet. In the scuffle, my shoe had come loose. I looked around, but it wasn’t there. Shit. I’d have to do without it. With just one shoe, I hobbled as fast as I could across another well kept garden, and out into the street.

      With houses on one side, and shops on the other, the street I found myself in was busier than the others. The last of the day’s shoppers drifted in and out, paying no mind to the man who just stumbled into their world. I glanced behind me, but the officers weren’t there. Struggling with surmounting the wall, perhaps. With the brief respite, I slung off my coat and threw it into a nearby bin. Then I hobbled across the road and ducked into the nearest shop. It was an antiques store. The walls were lined with random knick knacks with astronomical prices. I slowed my pace and perused the wares, all the while with one eye out on the street.

      The officers appeared around the corner of the street. Glancing both ways, one pointed to his partner, and the pair ran off to my right, ignoring the store entirely. I waited until they were gone, then I hobbled out and went left. I made it round the corner without anyone else spotting me and slowed to a walk.

      Then the phone in my pocket started to ring.
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      The caller ID showed the one number saved to the phone’s contacts. Marie. I thumbed the answer button and pushed the phone to my ear. I didn’t speak.

      There was silence for a few moments. I kept walking, glancing around for signs of someone following me. No one.

      ‘Who is this?’ barked a voice on the other end of the line. It was the Part-time Model. I recognised the swagger in his voice under the muffle of a couple loose teeth and swollen lips.

      ‘You need to work on your telephone etiquette,’ I said. ‘You sound like an arsehole.’

      ‘We have the woman,’ he said, bastardising the the into a ze. ‘Now it is our turn to call the shots.’

      ‘What shots?’ I snapped. ‘What exactly do you think you’re doing here? Kidnapping the sister of one of your victims pisses away any chance of making it look like suicide, doesn’t it, genius? Best you can hope for now is a quick execution.’

      ‘Funny man,’ the Part-time Model said. ‘Funny man thinking he’s in charge. But we hold the chips. We will make you dance for us, funny man.’

      ‘I’ll dance on your grave, you sad little rent boy.’

      Bright lights passed me by. I looked up and saw a police car, driving slow. I turned away from it. Hoped it would leave me be.

      ‘I am not a rent boy!’ the guy snapped.

      ‘True. Who would pay to have sex with you? I bet you can’t give that away for free. Day old corpses have more appeal than you.’

      ‘Stop talking.’

      ‘Why? Am I hurting your feelings? It’s okay to cry.’

      The police car moved on. I glanced in a shop window, and saw it trawl onwards, around the corner and out of sight.

      ‘Fifty thousand or I’ll kill the woman,’ said the Part-time Model.

      ‘Fifty thousand what, reasons why you’re a piece of garbage? No problem. Number one, you think you can threaten an innocent woman’s life. Number two, you couldn’t sell yourself to pay for a cup of coffee.’

      ‘Fifty thousand euros, or we kill her.’

      ‘How you going to do that? Put her in front of a train as well? You think the police will believe lightning struck twice?’

      ‘They’ll believe whatever we want,’ the Part-time Model snarled. ‘The last of her family is dead. She has no one else. No husband. No children. No parents. Nothing. Making it look like suicide would be easy.’

      ‘How do I know she’s even alive right now?’

      ‘Hear for yourself, funny man,’ he leered.

      There was a rustle as the phone was passed around.

      ‘Mr Callahan?’ It was Marie. She sounded petrified.

      ‘It’s me, Marie. Just hold on tight. I’ll find you.’

      ‘We’re driving north,’ she said quickly, ‘for Prisches. They’re taking me-’

      The phone was snatched away before she could finish her sentence.

      ‘There,’ said the Part-time Model. ‘She is still alive for now. And yes, we are taking her back. She can die in her dead sister’s house. So you know where we are going, and you have one hour to bring me the money, otherwise she will die. Maybe like her sister. I hear the trains are running smoothly once more.’

      Another chuckle, then the line went dead. I stuffed the phone back in my pocket. One hour. That’s all I had. One hour, one shoe, and no other means of transport than my two bruised feet.

      Shit.
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      My clothes were soaked, and my shoeless foot was numb from the rain. I needed three things. Clothes, transport, and a weapon. All within an hour. Of the three hundred euros I’d been given by Marie as an advance, I still had two hundred and twenty left. Not enough to hire a car, not that I could have done so without a drivers license. A taxi might eat a large chunk of that amount, but with my face fresh in the media’s mind, I didn’t dare risk it. It was time for drastic measures.

      Nights reclamation had stifled all natural light, and rain forced those still outside to seek cover under umbrellas or coat hoods or roofs. It made my job a little easier. I crossed the road and ducked back into the residential area, taking the streets at what I assumed was a north-westerly crisscross. I kept my head low, and scanned each house I passed, looking for the right one, hoping the rain had caused a degree of misgiving.

      I spotted a candidate up ahead on the right. A two bedroom semi-detached property with golden light spooling out through the downstairs windows. Adjoining the property was a garage. With one final check to make sure no one was looking my way, I ducked into the driveway and hustled over to the garage. There was no exterior lock, which either meant the garage had no lock, or it was electronically operated using a fob. I slid my fingers underneath and gave it a wiggle. No dice. Must be the latter.

      Finally, something working in my favour.

      I hustled over to the bush running along the front of the property between the garden and the street. It was a thick, prickly beast, trimmed back into shape to stop it from stabbing out the eyes of passersby. I fumbled around in the dark at the bottom of the hedge until I found something useful. A stick the length of my arm that looked strong enough to survive a bit of jiggery-pokery. Lurking in the shadows, I whittled away all but one of the extraneous spikes, until it was what I needed. Then it was back to the garage door.

      A lot of people don’t think about their home security, especially when it comes to the garage. They treat it as an afterthought, expecting the large metallic door to be enough to stop a potential burglar from breaking in. They treat it like it's a wall made of brick and mortar, and not something that can be thwarted by a man with a stick.

      The key is to find the release. With one hand on the stick, I pushed the top of the garage door inwards. The door gave way by just an inch. Not big enough to slide my hand inside, but long enough for my stick. I teased it through the gap and wiggled it back and forth until I found the cable connected to the release. The remaining spike caught around the cable, and I tugged.

      It didn’t work. Not right away. Without a clear view on it, I knew it was a matter of patience. It all came down to time. Either I was going to disengage the lock, or I was going to get spotted. One or the other. Either or.

      I tried again, twisting the stick this way and that until I found resistance. Through the gap in the garage door, I couldn’t see anything beyond what I was holding. I dug the spike into the cable again and gave it another tug.

      It worked. With the garage door mechanism disengaged, there was nothing stopping the door from coming up. I released my stick, dropped to the ground, and heaved it up just enough to roll underneath. It was a tight fit, but I managed it. Gently, I lowered the door behind me.

      Score one for the fugitive.

      Inside, the space was dark. A red Ford not too unlike Marie’s damaged coupé sat quietly, nose pointed towards the road. I looked around in the dark, hoping that the kind of person who would park a car in their garage was the same kind of person who would leave the keys hung on a hook nearby.

      No such luck. Today was not my day.

      The Ford was one of the older models. The kind that heralded from a time when security was a newfound concept amongst the vehicle industry. While I had learned from a somewhat reputable source the means and methods required to hot-wire a car, I wasn’t sure I could put that into practice with the owners on the other side of a brick wall. If I messed it up and activated the car alarm, I was screwed.

      I looked around and saw the door leading through to the house. Did I dare sneak inside to look for the keys?

      More so than I dared to gamble with an innocent woman’s life.
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      Time is running out. It’s a phrase that’s been thrown around as long as time itself, like the pair were conceived in unison. First came time, then the concept that it would always be running out. People bleat about it all the time, despite the fact that it is essentially doing the one thing it is capable of doing. It’s like saying “quick, the sky is blue, we must hurry!” All you’re doing is stating the obvious. Time will run and run and run.

      But right in that moment, time seemed to be running out extra fast, so I got a move on.

      The other stupid thing homeowners who forget to lock their garage doors do is that they lean into the idea that the garage door is an impregnable fortress. If you thought no one can break through, why would you bother to lock the inside door either? Double down on the stupidity.

      I put my hand on the door handle. The brass was cold. I gave it a gentle turn, and it gave way. My heart was in my mouth. As quietly as I dared, I pushed it open a little wider and peered inside.  The garage led onto a corridor. Sunflower yellow wallpaper adorned the walls, broke only by intermittent photographs of happy family memories. Directly above me was a set of stairs leading up to the first floor.

      From a distant room, I could hear the sounds of a television, but other than that, I couldn’t hear anyone. Best bet, the family was sat in the living room, so engrossed by the television that they wouldn’t notice being burgled. Worst bet, someone was standing behind the garage door, baseball bat raised to put a hole in my skull.

      I squeezed out into the corridor. No one murdered the intruder. Not right away at least. I peered the other way and saw through another open door a kitchen mid preparation for an evening meal. If someone was in there, they could be a problem. Last thing I needed was some busy parent hurrying out to summon the family and tripping over me.

      I slid the garage door open by a crack and looked around. Where did people put their car keys? By the front door, maybe, with all the other gubbins required for the start of a fresh new day. Bent low, I scuttled across the corridor, wishing that my damp clothes weren’t leaving such a noticeable mark on the carpet. The sounds from the television grew louder, coming through a door open halfway ahead to my right. I chanced a look inside. The back of a head was visible over the top of an art deco sofa. Rich blonde hair cascading over the back rest.

      I looked to the front door. A small cabinet was propped up beneath a rack of winter coats, on top of which sat a wicker bowl. Sure enough, nestled inside was a set of keys. The Ford logo glistening up at me in the hallway light. Carefully so as not to jingle the set, I picked it up and slid off the key for the Ford before replacing the set in the bowl. I contemplated stealing one of the coats, but I felt bad enough taking the car. I’d done enough damage for one day. My seat in Hell was already paid in full.

      The sound of movement behind me nearly gave me a heart attack. I turned just in time to see the back of the blonde haired woman walking out of the living room, up towards the kitchen. She stopped only briefly to close the garage door, before heading into the kitchen. The sounds of a man and woman talking drifted through to me.

      ‘That was close,’ I said to myself.

      ‘You’ve got to move,’ said the Wolf. ‘Before one of them comes back.’

      ‘Really?’ I growled, ‘I was going to go and ask if they had some food to spare.’

      I shuffled back down the corridor to the garage. As I passed by the living room door, I heard a noise from above. Movement. Hurried movement. Then the thud of someone running down the stairs.

      ‘Inside’ the Wolf ordered.

      Under the cover of the bustle on the stairs, I ran to the garage door, and twisted the handle. But my hand was too wet and slid off the brass knob in haste. The noise on the stairs reached halfway. Then it changed. It sped up, much too fast. Not like someone running, but someone stumbling and falling. The thud thud thud increased to a tumble. Then a scream, young and visceral, as the speaker hit the landing.

      More movement, this time off to my right, coming from the kitchen. I didn’t have time to open the door. I darted back down the corridor and, hoping beyond hope that no one else was inside, slipped into the living room.

      I darted behind the door and glanced around. No one. Thank Christ. Two grey sofas positioned in an L shape faced towards the television, which was playing some soap opera I didn’t recognise to an empty room. Behind me I heard two hurried footsteps rush towards the front door.

      ‘Are you okay?’ called a woman.

      ‘I fell down the stairs,’ wept a young boy, each word forced between sobs.

      The woman made all sorts of motherly sounds while the young boy recovered. The man chuckled and said, ‘you’ll be okay, son,’ before turning and heading back to the kitchen.

      ‘Come in here,’ said the mother.

      The living room door opened wide and bounced against my foot. I pressed myself into the wall, wishing I was two dimensional. The blonde mother entered the room, cradling under her arm a small, red-faced boy. They walked within a foot of me as they headed for the sofa and sat down. The moment they had both faced away from the door, I ducked low and slithered out. I heard the sound of the channel change to something noisier and hyperactive to quell the child’s distress, and hoped the mum would stick around long enough for me to escape.

      I reached the garage door and opened it. My heart felt ready to pack in. No way I was going to live to one hundred with stress like this. I squeezed through and closed it carefully behind me. Then I breathed out. One part done. One to go.

      With the newly acquired Ford key, I opened the vehicle and released the handbrake. Then I got out, moved to the garage door and, very slowly, opened it wide. The driveway sloped down a fraction to meet the road. I didn’t dare start the car inside the garage. I opened the driver door and began to push. My feet scraped on the concrete as I built up traction, but eventually it moved. The car crept quietly down to the road, and I turned the steering wheel to nose it onto the kerb.

      Then I hustled back to the garage door, slid it shut behind me, and ran back to the car. Once inside and on the street, I put the key in the ignition and started it up.

      Half an hour to go to my deadline.

      Time, as ever, running out.
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      Thirty minutes was a tight deadline, so I had to abandon two of my three requirements and gun it back to Prisches. The clothes could wait. Hell, maybe I’d take them off Buzz Cut and the Part-time Model when I was finished boring a hole through their skulls. The weapon, well, the weapon would be whatever I damn well chose it to be. The spice of life, baby. The world is my oyster.

      Driving in the dark in an unknown part of the world with only a vague idea of where I was going didn’t make for a smooth journey. My antics with Marie’s coupé had gridlocked a large section of roads as drivers struggled to accommodate for the emergency services flooding the scene. I prayed that no one had died, and that the most of the damages would be a headache or small bruise.

      ‘Destruction follows you, James,’ hissed the Wolf. ‘Everywhere you go, it follows you like a shadow.’

      ‘Leave me alone.’

      ‘Don’t try to deny it. You’ve brought chaos on the world. You’re a disease.’

      I ignored him and looked at the roadsigns. They were all in French, signposting places I had never heard of. None of them said Prisches.

      ‘Afghanistan, London, Scotland, Belgium. Where will the mayhem end?’ the Wolf snarled.

      ‘Afghanistan wasn’t my fault,’ I said. ‘Nor was London. I didn’t want this.’

      ‘Didn’t you? Deep down, I think you did. Otherwise, why would I be here, contradicting you? I know you, James. I know what goes on in the deepest, darkest recesses of your soul. I feed on your darkness. I know it better than you.’

      ‘Leave me alone.’ I said again.

      He laughed.

      ‘How much further will you go before you accept what you are?’ he asked before drifting away once more.

      I kept my eyes on the road, tried to focus my mind on the task at hand. I was tired, beat and bruised. That was why he was here, berating me. I needed all of this to be over so I could shift focus back to the more pressing matter of my innocence. I looked up at the signs, hoping at least one of them would show me what I needed. There, finally. Ahead on the left between two other town names was Prisches with the distance printed next to it. Fifty three kilometres. Nearly an hour’s drive. Not a chance in hell I’d manage it in thirty minutes. Not without breaking the speed limit all the way, and I’d taken the piss with the law enough for one day.

      I swore and turned onto the road and fell in behind a truck. The taillights illuminated the interior of the Ford with a blood-red glow. Not enough time.

      But not enough for them either. They’d called me maybe ten minutes after they’d taken Marie, which was now half an hour ago. At best, they were forty minutes into their journey, and had at best another twenty remaining. They couldn’t expect me to get fifty thousand euros and do an hours drive. Which had to mean one of two things. Either they were too dumb to realise their demands were impossible, or it was a trap. I stared into the sharp red taillights. Which one was it? Stupid or smart?

      If it was just the two of them calling the shots, then maybe it was stupid. If it was Neagley, then I could be walking into a trap. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel and thought. Marie had confirmed their direction, and the Part-time Model had confirmed the destination. I believed the former, and hoped I got the chance to throw the latter into a trash compactor.

      The truck took a left turn, leaving me with a clear road ahead. I gunned the Ford up to the speed limit, settled in, and formed a plan.
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      The drive back took close to fifty minutes. At first, I thought I was doomed for. The original hour deadline came and went and the phone in my pocket stayed silent. Maybe they’d decided to kill Marie and cut their losses, but I didn’t think so. My theory thought otherwise.

      Mercifully, the road stayed fairly quiet. Those still braving the weather drove cautiously and didn’t put up a fuss as I overtook them. The signposts took me all the way back to Prisches without much hassle, and I worked the last bit of the journey from memory.

      I didn’t go to Amie’s house. My bet was that Buzz Cut and his mate had snitched to the police, and right about now, the street would be locked down with police officers hiding in every hedge up the street, all ready to pounce on the unsuspecting fugitive wandering into their lair. So instead, I took a different route to the nicer part of town.

      Marie Giroux’s house looked like a dead bulb in a swathe of Christmas lights. Every other house on the street glowed with life. All except for hers. At first glance, I figured I was wrong and the Part-time Model and Buzz Cut had failed to meet my expectations. Then I saw the shit brown sedan parked up in the driveway exactly where her sporty coupé should have been and realised otherwise.

      I drove slowly and passed the house by. Neither of the men inside would expect to see me rock up in a reasonably priced red Ford. To them, I was just another resident on their way home. I took the next turn, pulled up on the kerb, and got out into the rain. I slipped off my other shoe and held it in my palm. I left the Ford unlocked, keys still in the ignition, and walked back around the house.

      The light over the front door was off, but I knew it was connected to a motion sensor. I didn’t take the path up to the gate. Instead, I ducked down by the wall of the property next over, and glanced inside. The curtains were drawn on both the downstairs front windows, and I couldn’t see any light escaping around the sides. But they were in there. I was sure of it. The upstairs windows were not drawn, and the longer I stared the more I was certain no one was looking out of them. They were making this easy for me.

      I climbed carefully over the garden wall and, with my back pressed up to the adjoining wall that ran parallel to the two neighbouring properties, scuttled towards Marie’s house. I didn’t go for the front door. Didn’t want to cause a distraction. Instead, I picked up one of the gnomes guarding the front lawn and headed for the rear of the house.

      If Marie had sprung for motion sensing lights at the front of the house, it stood to reason she did the same at the back. I’d seen the garden through the kitchen windows. I knew it was a magnificent specimen. She wanted to keep it safe, and lights were a frontline defence strategy.

      And they were my new best friends too.

      At the rear left corner, I stopped. The gnome I’d picked was a gardener, with a pointy red hat that looked too big for his head, and a large white beard, the gardener seemed pleased to have been picked. He leant his weight on a shovel, which was stuck into the porcelain grass, and provided me an adequate handhold to slip my fingers through. He would do the job, and he would do it right the first time.

      I eased out and pressed my back up against the rear of the building. With the gnome in one hand and my shoe in the other, I sidestepped towards the back door. At each window, I glanced inside and saw nothing but darkness, then I continued onwards.

      A couple of feet from the door, I held up my shoe, and threw it out into the garden. Instantly, lights came on above me, and the garden was bathed in a strong bright light. I pressed myself up against the wall and waited.

      It took less than a minute for a reaction. I heard the sound of a key scratching hastily inside a lock, then the door to my right opened and a man appeared. It was Buzz Cut. In one hand, he held a kitchen knife. In the other, a flashlight. He made it two steps out of the door.

      Then a garden gnome hit him square on the top of his skull.

      Just like in the woods, he made a noise, this time like a wet balloon, and fell face first into the neatly trimmed grass.

      One down. One to go.

      That’s what happens when you mess with James Stone.
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      I had to act fast. No telling what plan Buzz Cut and the Rent Boy had worked out in advance, and I wanted them on the back foot for the whole thing. Before the last light went out in Buzz Cut’s head, I slipped through the open door and into the kitchen.

      The gnome had taken a battering. The lower half of his torso had smashed, making him look more like a wounded solider in battle. He was still smiling though, happy to have played a part in his owner’s rescue. I put him on the kitchen counter and promised him a purple star, then padded silently deeper into the house.

      I figured I had about 2 minutes before the Rent Boy got spooked. Two minutes was enough time for a person to venture out into their victim’s garden and satisfy any doubts that the thing that had alerted the lights was a suburban fox or a neighbour’s cat. After two minutes, the doubt would begin to fester. He’d start wondering why his partner in crime hadn’t returned and start worrying that whatever had got to him might just be working its way inside the house.

      Good. I wanted him scared. I wanted him pissing his designer pants.

      All that was left to do was find the guy.

      If it were me, and I was the kind of guy that murdered women then took their sisters hostage for shits and giggles, I’d take the victim upstairs. Because it wasn’t a case of revenge for them. They weren’t expecting to see me rock up anytime soon. The police waiting outside Amie’s house confirmed it. They thought they’d dealt with the problem. So this was something else entirely.

      No doubt, at some point since this whole thing began, the Rent Boy and the Buzz Cut had seen that the two sisters were not alike. Sure, they shared genetics, and a fairly similar childhood, but that’s where the similarities ended. One had gone on to acquire a great fortune. The other had not. One had lived, for the most part, a happy, affluent life. The other had suffered and struggled. Rent Boy and Buzz Cut had dealt almost exclusively with the latter, then they’d turned their eyes to the former for one primary reason.

      Greed.

      So I’d have the hostage upstairs. Not for any tactical purposes. With only the potential of one guy coming after them, the downstairs rooms were, if anything, better suited for a defensive strategy. They’d stand a better chance of seeing me wander past the windows or activate the motion sensors. Then if one guy went out for a stroll, the other could watch his back. But these fools weren’t here to defend their castle to the very end. They were here to plunder it.

      From what I’d seen of Marie Giroux over the last few days, she was a typical sort. Wealthy, but not audaciously so. Polite, but entitled. She knew her place on the social ladder, and it little behoved her to look down on others. Happy to display her wealth, but not carelessly. She was a shrewd woman, taught to be so from her upbringing. I had no doubt in my mind she would be the sort of person that kept some amount of valuables locked away in a safe. Hell, she’d parted ways with three hundred euros for a guy she’d just met. Money wasn’t an issue for her.

      Rent Boy and his unconscious companion had probably come to the same conclusion, but they hadn’t thought it through very well. If their plan was to kill Marie and make it look like suicide, that story would only hold up for so long. The timeline was ruined now, part in thanks to my disaster back in Saint-Claude, and the fact Marie’s car was at the centre of the wreckage. Throw in a home robbery and the chances of any cop believing the horse painted with black and white stripes was a zebra went down to zilch.

      But that wasn’t bothering them at that moment.

      Above me, I heard floorboards creak. Not a lot. The house was too well looked after to even consider the possibility of floorboards getting old enough to complain. But it was just quiet enough in an impossibly silent house that it sounded like a distant horn trying to attract my attention. Even a mouse fart would turn a few heads.

      I didn’t move straight away. With the gnome a wounded war veteran, I needed a new soldier for battle. The kitchen was replete with tools. Was a kitchen knife a little overkill? Perhaps not if Rent Boy had a gun up there with him, or a knife of his own. In damp socks, I padded across to the countertop and unsheathed a large knife from a stand. The stainless steel beast glistened in the moonlight. It would do the trick.

      I paused at the kitchen door and strained my ears to hear if someone was nearby. Any low breaths or muffled footsteps. Nothing. That didn’t mean there wasn’t someone standing directly above me, looking out over the mezzanine to see where his buddy was. Unfortunately for me, I had but one way up, and he had the higher ground. But down to one man, his attention was split three ways between a lookout, a burglar and a hostage taker. A lot of work for one man.

      The clock in my head told me the first of my two minutes had gone, and the lights out in the garden had died away with the lack of outdoor activity. So now Mr Rent Boy was thinking his friend should be on his way back in, or so far out in the garden that the sensors couldn’t detect him. Either or.

      I inched out into the landing, head up and eyes alert. The further I moved, the clearer my view. Rent Boy was not there. I made it to the stairs, knife up like I was ready to fight or throw it like a damn tomahawk at the intruder. Each step was mercifully quiet, and I made it to the top with nary a sound.

      Upstairs, the corridor was dark and quiet. I glanced both ways and saw no light coming through the cracks in the doors. I went left, because the corridor was shorter that way, which meant fewer rooms to check. With hardly any light, I channelled all my focus into my ears, desperately searching for so much as an exasperated exhale. Nothing.

      The first door on my left was closed. I fumbled for the handle and opened it as quietly as possible. Through the light of a large bay window, I could tell the room was some kind of home office. A computer sat on a wooden desk, with a comfortable office chair tucked underneath. No one was inside, so I backed out and tried door number two.

      Which was slightly ajar. I brought the knife up, ready to attack, and pushed the door open. The bathroom. Pristine porcelain sparked in the silver moonlight, all alone and undisturbed.

      ‘Brother?’ called a male voice from the other end of the house. It was unmistakably Rent Boy. I ducked back out of the bathroom and tried to locate the source of the voice. No one was in the corridor with me, but it would likely not stay that way for long. Not with Buzz Cut taking a long nap out on the lawn.

      Without shoes, I felt lighter, so I ran silently across the corridor. Rent Boy called out again as I drew close, which gave me all the Intel I needed to know where he was. The room in question was behind a door which, like the bathroom, was half open or half closed, depending on your outlook on life and doors.

      It meant I had a choice to make. try to sneak in silently, or barge in and go for broke. If Rent Boy had a gun, surprise could get either myself of Marie killed. But going for the quiet approach would mean diddly squat if he was looking at the door.

      I made up my mind. All or nothing. Time for action.

      I faced the door with my knife up ready to go, and raised the sole of my left foot up. I counted down from three, then I went for it. My foot slammed into the door with all the force of a kangaroo kick, and I launched inside. I had only a split second to register that the room was a bedroom, probably Marie’s and that the lady in question was sat on the bed facing me before a figure at the window jumped. Rent Boy had been looking outside. A cool breeze through the open window hit me as he spun around and looked at me. He was unarmed. What a rookie error.

      I came at him like a fighter jet and shouldered him up against the window. The force knocked everything out of him, and I brought the knife up to his throat.

      ‘Bonjour, Rent Boy,’ I snarled. ‘What kind of strategy is this? You couldn’t arrange a piss up in a rehab clinic.’

      Some of the vernacular was lost on him, so he didn’t reply. Instead, he let his fists do the talking. He swung a solid right into my stomach, which eased the blade away from his throat enough to sidestep me and back off. I swung the knife out at him, but he batted it from my hands like it was nothing more than a child’s toy. He was better than I’d pegged him for.

      I let him soak up his victory for all of a nanosecond before I threw my leg up into his crotch. In the dim light, he didn’t see it coming, and made a noise like a distressed bird as I made contact. The force made him stagger back into a wall length wardrobe, so I repeated my earlier move and smashed him against it. I followed it up with three quick jabs to the stomach, just to make sure all the oxygen in his lungs got the memo about the evacuation.

      Paralysed and out of breath, there was little Rent Boy could do to turn the tables in his favour, but he gave it a solid go, nonetheless. I took a step back to line up a powerful blow to the side of his face, which gave him the time he needed to pull out a gun.

      The piece was small and slender. Not the sort of thing the army would use. It looked like a fashion statement. Maybe it was Marie’s. A little protection for a woman all on her own in a big fancy house. Maybe it was Rent Boy’s, to stop people taking advantage of him. He held it in his right hand, parallel to both him and me, pointed at nothing in particular. He kept it there.

      ‘Fils de pute,’ he spat. ‘You fight like a prisoner.’

      ‘Better than fighting like a grandma,’ I said. ‘In fact, I’ve seen some grandmas kick serious arse. So you’ve got nothing on them either. You’re worthless, Rent Boy.’

      ‘I am not a Rent Boy!’ He screamed, raising the pistol up.

      He did it slowly, still suffering from his earlier beating. Too slow, in fact. I had all the time in the world to reach up and grab his hand and head butt him clean in the centre of his pretty little nose. He made another noise that would make his parents proud, then he did something less than ideal.

      He squeezed the trigger.

      The gunshot sounded like a cannon going off. It was followed almost immediately by a muffled scream from Marie, and another yelp from Rent Boy. I snatched the weapon and yanked it out of his hand, then I hit him square in the forehead with the butt of the pistol.

      He deflated like a day old balloon and groaned. I kicked him once in the stomach, then something out the corner of my eye caught my attention.

      Someone was standing in the door.

      I turned to look, expecting to see Buzz Cut back for round two. But it wasn’t him.

      It was Charles Neagley.
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      He was out of breath. His face scrunched up into some mixture of unspent anger and overspent exhaustion. He had one hand clasped around the doorframe, and the other clutching at his ribs. For a moment, I thought the bullet had hit him, until I saw a neat little hole in the wall a few feet to his right. Neagley looked from Rent Boy, to me, then to Marie.

      ‘Son of a bitch,’ he groaned. His eyes did another lap, and he repeated the phrase once more.

      With Rent Boy all finished on the floor, I turned my attention to Marie. She had a gag in her mouth that was tied behind her head, and her hands were bound with tape. I snatched up the discarded knife and undid both. Then I kneeled down beside her.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

      She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t speak.

      ‘Let’s get you out of here,’ I said, helping her to her feet.

      Neagley didn’t budge. He blocked the door with his tired frame and stared at me.

      ‘I think it’s high time we all sat down and talked,’ he said.

      I pointed the gun at him.

      ‘I will shoot you straight through the skull if you don’t get out my way.’

      He waited a moment, then he obliged. I helped Marie downstairs to the kitchen, switched on the light and put on the kettle.

      Then I handed her the phone.

      ‘You need to call the police,’ I said. ‘Tell them what happened, all of it, from start to finish. I’m going to leave you with the gun, and I’ll get those fools together so you can keep them here until the police arrive. It shouldn’t take them long. Half the force is sat outside Amie’s house.’

      She looked up at me, breathless, but didn’t speak. An information overload.

      ‘Did you get all that?’ I asked.

      She nodded.

      ‘Good,’ I said. ‘Give me five minutes to get them all in one place, then make the call.’

      She didn’t respond to that. I went outside and found Buzz Cut where I’d left him. It didn’t take long to drag him through to the kitchen. Then, armed with the pistol, I went up for Neagley and Rent Boy.

      Neagley had taken a seat on the bed where Marie had sat while held hostage, his head in his hands. Rent Boy was awake, sat in the foetal position with his eyes throwing daggers my way.

      ‘Get up, the both of you,’ I said, ‘and follow me downstairs.’

      ‘We need to talk,’ Neagley said again.

      ‘And we will, downstairs, so Marie can know why you killed her sister.’

      Neagley led the way, with Rent Boy in the middle and me at the back. I kept the gun pointed at Rent Boy’s head for fun, poking him in the back of the skull every few seconds. In the kitchen, I put the pair beside Buzz Cut and walked back to Marie.

      ‘Amie Giroux had terminal cancer,’ I said.

      No one spoke. By now, I knew it was common knowledge.

      ‘Grade three Anaplastic Astrocytoma,’ said Charles Neagley, eyes on Marie sat at the counter. ‘She found out two months ago. Accounts for around two percent of all brain tumours, so I’m told. They caught it late and, well, they didn’t like her odds.’

      ‘She wanted to go out on her own terms,’ I said. ‘Like they do up in Switzerland. Euthanasia. I saw the emails, but they couldn’t accept her because of France’s strict rules. They wouldn’t let her go to a foreign country to end her life. She looked online for alternate solutions. Loopholes to get around the system, but there weren’t any, and she couldn’t afford to take them to court over it. She was helpless.’

      I looked at Marie. She was staring at the counter.

      ‘I know,’ she said. Her voice was stiff. ‘I spoke to Ines. The woman she told her neighbour was her sister. She’s a cancer support worker at the hospital she visited. She told me about Amie, about her struggle.’

      ‘After she found out she couldn’t do it in Switzerland, she reached out to me,’ said Neagley. ‘It’s what I do. I help people who… need specific help, so to speak. I came out here to talk to her in person. It’s easier than via online chat rooms. Amie told me the situation. She told me what she wanted to do, and I promised I would help her.’

      There was a long moment of silence.

      ‘It was her idea to do it up by the train tracks,’ Neagley said eventually. ‘She said she likes feeling the rumble of the trains. Said she goes up there from time to time to think.’

      I could see tears running down Marie’s face. She said nothing.

      ‘For what it’s worth, she won’t have felt anything,’ Neagley said. ‘Luke and Francis here sourced some top quality sedatives, so she would have been out for the duration.’ He looked at Rent Boy and Buzz Cut, still out cold on the tiles. ‘They helped get the car into place. I don’t usually ask for help, but needs must, I suppose.’

      I handed the gun to Marie.

      ‘I think it’s time to make the call,’ I said.

      ‘You can’t turn me in,’ Neagley snapped. ‘I provide a service. People need me. I’m an asset.’

      ‘You’re a serial killer is what you are,’ I snarled. ‘Paint it however you want, you’re killing people.’

      ‘And what are you, James Stone? A saint? Don’t try to kid me with that bullshit.’

      ‘Who?’ asked Marie.

      ‘He’s the Armistice Day Bomber,’ Neagley snapped. ‘The price on his head is worth more than the rest of us combined. He’s the real killer here.’

      Marie looked up at me. Her eyes wide.

      ‘Is this true?’ she asked.

      I opened my mouth to respond. Then it happened.

      With our attention distracted, Neagley darted for the rear door. I turned just in time to see the tail of his coat whip through the door. Then he was gone. Rent Boy jumped, eager to follow suit, but he was too slow. I launched at him and punched him square in the nose once more, and he collapsed onto his brother.

      ‘Call the police!’ I shouted to Marie as I ran to the door after Neagley.
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      For an old man, Neagley was fast. Already halfway across the garden before I reached the door, I saw him sprinting away from the overhanging light of the motion sensors, towards the safety of the night.

      I ran too, wishing I’d taken the gun or the knife or even another garden gnome, but being unencumbered made me faster. I darted across the lawn as Neagley hopped the fence at the end and disappeared from sight. Sprightly little weasel, he was.

      I reached the fence and hurled myself over, landing in thick overgrown shrubs. There was no house behind Marie. Instead, dense woodland stretched into the darkness, robbing me of all light. Neagley was out there, somewhere.

      I could hear his progress, but I couldn’t see it. I stopped just long enough to figure out which way he was headed, and then I ran. He had the lead on me, but I had energy. I had energy and determination to catch the bastard.

      Branches and bushes snagged at my legs, with almost every single step landing on something sharp or obtuse. I fought the pain and kept going. The dark was so absolute, I could barely make out the trees between which I ran. More than once my shoulder barged into the solid mass of a tree, and I almost lost my balance. Each time I had to stop, adjust and listen. Where are you Neagley?

      A break in the clouds above gave the light of the moon more purchase, sneaking through the trees just enough to grant me a sight of the man I was chasing. He was close. Much closer than I had anticipated, and the sight of him spurred me on. I leapt over a thicket of bushes and ran full sprint towards Neagley.

      Age and exhaustion slowed him enough for me to catch up. Like a rugby player, I tackled him to the ground, landing in a mess of limbs and flora.

      ‘Get off me,’ Neagley groaned.

      I scrambled to my feet and hauled him upright. I swung him round and flattened him against a nearby tree.

      ‘Smart move there, trying to outrun someone a third your age,’ I snapped.

      ‘I’m not going down because those two assholes got greedy,’ he shouted. ‘I’ve been doing this for too long.’

      He brought his hands up and pushed me away. I took a step back, ready to pounce, but he didn’t move.

      ‘You’re a murderer,’ I said.

      ‘Yeah, so what? I help people who need helping. I ain’t killing folk who don’t want to die already. I’m helping people in a hard situation is all. Unlike you.’

      ‘I didn’t kill those people.’ I said.

      ‘Tell that to the cops. But you ain’t taking me down with you, you hear? I’m leaving.’

      ‘You won’t get far. We’ve got your picture. We’ve got your name. The cops will find you.’

      ‘The cops won’t find shit. Charles Neagley ain’t my real name, genius. All they’ve got is a phoney passport and a load of jack shit. All you’ve succeeded in is making one less country for me to operate in. I’ve got a whole lot more real estate left.’

      The adrenaline dripped away, and the exhaustion caught up with me. I took a step back and felt my heart pounding away in my chest.

      ‘I do what I do to help people,’ Neagley continued. ‘But yeah, I do it for the thrill of it as well. No one has ever got close to finding out, and no one will again, trust me. I’m careful. I ain’t trying to hurt people. I’m trying to help them. I could have gone out there and hurt innocent victims, but I don’t. I keep it controlled. I keep it useful. I’ve got a purpose. Unlike you.’

      ‘I didn’t kill those people,’ I said again.

      ‘Then why does the whole damn world think you did?’ Neagley asked. ‘They’re so sure of your guilt, maybe you’re the one who’s mistaken.’

      I fought back the urge to shout.

      ‘Maybe you need my help,’ Neagley said. ‘Maybe this is a sign from God, guiding me to you. Tell me, Stone, do you want to die?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘I’ll do this one for free. We could do it right here, right now. I’ve got a couple vials of the sedative we gave to Amie Giroux back in my car. You wouldn’t feel a thing. You could drift from this world like a feather on the breeze. No need to fight or fear it. All you have to do is say yes.’

      I stared at Charles Neagley, or whatever the hell is name was. Looked into the eyes of the killer. Held his gaze, long and hard.

      Then I turned and walked away into the darkness without another word.

      Because I knew what I wanted to do.

      I wanted to say yes.
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      Marie Giroux woke up with a feeling in her stomach. It had grown ever so slightly over the past two weeks, building each day like a summer storm until today it was ready to burst. She knew what it was. She knew what it represented. And she knew what she had to do.

      Years had passed since it happened. How many, she didn’t want to dwell on. It felt simultaneously like it was yesterday, and a fragment from another lifetime. In a way, she supposed it was a different lifetime. She had changed since then in ways both good and bad.

      The good had come from an understanding that she had to move on. With no parents, no husband and now no sister, Marie had made a choice. It was time to move on. She had done what she needed to, and she had started anew. New home, new job, new husband. Things were beginning to change for her. And she had adopted the approach with every aspect of her life. Money had little purpose sitting in a bank. It needed spending on experiences. With her new husband Anton, she had bought a yacht as a honeymoon present to themselves, and every other weekend, they would venture out on it, taking in the world how it was meant to be. She had named the boat after her sister, Amie.

      But the bad had come from those changes. They had robbed something from her. Like a filter had been removed from the world, and now she was seeing life for what it really was. She supposed it was for the best, to see how the world really worked, but it was hard to not miss what had come before. The ignorance created from wealth and security had been robbed with the life of her sister, and nothing pleasant had filled that void.

      She had started by selling two houses. Hers and Amie’s. Amie’s home took more work than she had anticipated. Damp patches in the house had been taken back to display more and more problems, until her contractor had advised a clean start. Knock it down and rebuild, he had said. But doing so would eat into her budget, so instead of a fresh start, she had opted for something else.

      It was there that she knew she must go, today of all days. She kissed goodbye to Anton with a promise to meet him the following day at the harbour their yacht was moored at, and headed out in her grey Mercedes S-class. The yellow coupé had been written off, not that she would have wanted to get back in it. Not after what it had come to represent. So she drove the S-class the two hour drive up through France with her mind on her past.

      She could still remember the night. She remembered her two captives shouting at the police officers as they arrived to handcuff them and take them away. She remembered telling the female detective about the man she had entrusted to help her, and remembered the look on her face when she mentioned his name. She remembered the manhunt lasting for weeks, and the countless times she was hounded by both officers of the law and reporters of the news. She remembered how it delayed Amie’s funeral, and the anger she felt as even that intimate moment had been ruined by paparazzi. She remembered the hatred she felt for all of them. Neagley, James, the police, the reporters. She wanted them all to go.

      She remembered telling Anton about it on their second date. He had smiled and told her he cared about her present, not her past. And only three short months later, they had been engaged. The thought of her wedding made her smile. She wondered what Andrew would have thought, but she tried not to let her mind wander back to him. She was a new woman. She had to be.

      Prisches had not changed much since she sold up and left. She remembered something in the newspaper about the headmaster of the primary school leaving abruptly, but other than that, there wasn’t much else of note. After she had finished with Amie’s old home, more reporters had come, but this time their words were polite, their attitudes respectful. It made it easier, but she didn’t want attention.

      She turned onto the street and looked up at the space her sister had lived. Gone were the old peeling walls and the stench of damp. Gone was the hairless cat, off to its new owner in Germany. In its stead was a park. Marie pulled up and got out. She breathed in the fresh air and, after a long moment, took a step forwards.

      Sunlight glistened through the trees, bathing the secluded space in golden light. Marie had designed the garden herself. Every flower was of her choosing. Every tree of her design. A garden of colour bordered by tall trees to imitate the grand opulence of stately homes. Her aim was to provide a sense of seclusion and serenity, and she was happy with the result. For the people who needed solitude, this was the place to come.

      Only one other person was there. A woman. She sat on one of the four benches, lost in a book. She didn’t look up as Marie approached. At the centre of the park was a small circular patch of flowers with a small plaque. Marie knelt down to read it, even though she knew what it said. She had transcribed it herself.

      This is a place for those in need. Know you are loved. Know that you are safe. Know that you are needed.

      She had heard from people over the years that the place had become a safe space for people in hard times. One woman had called up to thank her for saving her life. When Marie asked why, the woman told her it was because of the garden and all its beauty. That one call had made it all worth it. It made her smile. Amie would be pleased.

      Marie reached out and touched the plaque. She closed her eyes and thought of Amie. She thought of the struggles she had been through and hoped that she had found peace, wherever she was. Hoped she had found their parents, and were keeping Andrew out of trouble. She hoped they were happy.

      Marie opened her eyes and saw the woman on the bench looking at her. She turned and smiled politely at her.

      ‘It’s a lovely place,’ the woman said. She spoke English with an American accent. No attempt at the native language. ‘The Feng Shui is off the charts.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Marie.

      ‘Is this place yours?’ the woman asked.

      ‘It belongs to no one,’ said Marie. ‘It is a place for everyone who needs it.’

      ‘But, like, did you pay for it?’ she asked.

      Marie frowned.

      ‘The land belonged to my sister,’ she said. ‘I simply asked for it to be turned into something with more purpose.’

      ‘More purpose than a house?’ asked the woman. ‘Sorry, that was rude. I didn’t mean it that way. I just wondered if you had some connection to the place is all.’

      The woman made an awkward smile and closed her book. Then she stood up.

      ‘No apology necessary,’ said Marie. ‘I don’t own this place anymore. I suppose I never really did.’

      ‘Mrs Giroux,’ said the woman. Not a question. More of a statement.

      ‘It’s Mrs Ardoin, now,’ said Marie. She had taken her new husband’s surname. Mrs Anton Ardoin. Another step away from the past.

      ‘But you were, right?’ asked the woman. ‘You were Marie Giroux?’

      Marie nodded. She stood up, suddenly feeling a little defensive.

      ‘And you are?’ she asked.

      ‘A friend of a friend,’ she said. ‘Helped you out a few years back with your sister.’

      Marie’s stomach turned to ice. She felt her whole body stiffen.

      ‘Relax,’ said the strange woman. Her eyes were fierce. Wild. ‘I ain’t here to shoot you in the head or nothing. I just came to talk about our mutual interest.’

      ‘You can’t mean..’ started Marie, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak his name.

      ‘That’s the guy,’ said the American. ‘My buddy did you a favour back then, wouldn’t you say?’

      Marie said nothing. It was true, the Englishman had brought answers to her, but neither he nor Charles Neagley had ever been caught. Only the two younger men had faced charges.

      ‘I’ll take your silence as an agreement,’ said the young woman. ‘Now, is there somewhere we can go? We need to have a proper talk.’

      Marie could hardly breathe. She forced herself to speak.

      ‘About what?’

      The woman smiled.

      ‘It’s time to repay the favour.’
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