
  
    [image: Find Her]
  


  
    
      FIND HER

    

    
      
        SARAH A. DENZIL

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2022 Sarah A. Denzil

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this work, in whole or in part, in any form.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, organizations and products depicted herein are either a product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design by Damonza

      

      

      

      
        
        Newsletter

        Instagram

        Website

        Facebook

        Twitter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY THE AUTHOR:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Psychological Suspense:

        Saving April

        The Broken Ones

        Poison Orchids

        Little One

        The Housemaid

      

        

      
        The Silent Child Series:

        Silent Child, Book One

        Stolen Girl, Book Two

        The Silent Child Complete Series

      

        

      
        Crime Fiction:

        One For Sorrow (Isabel Fielding book one)

        Two For Joy (Isabel Fielding book two)

        Three For A Girl (Isabel Fielding book three)

        The Isabel Fielding Boxed Set

      

      

      

      
        
        Supernatural Suspense:

        You Are Invited

      

      

      

      
        
        Short suspenseful reads:

        They Are Liars: A novella

        A Quiet Wife: A novella

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: THE BRIDE

          

          CHRISTMAS DAY

        

      

    

    
      She opened her eyes. A biting wind blew frigid snowflakes onto her face. She blinked, eyes stinging, and forced herself to focus. Slowly, she realised the windscreen of the car wasn’t where it should be. Tiny shards of glass lay scattered across her lap, twinkling on top of her silky white dress. A snapped tree branch hung suspended between her and the driver, reaching through the broken windscreen, the ragged pale edge sharp as a knife. She let out a long, shivering breath.

      It was her wedding day.

      She brushed the glass from her dress and unclipped her seatbelt. Pain radiated from her ribs. After spiralling off the icy road, the car had run into a field and hit a huge, bent oak. She remembered how the seatbelt had jammed into her chest, the way it squeezed the breath from her lungs when the car collided. Gently, she pressed a hand against her throbbing ribs and winced. Bruised or broken? She wasn’t sure.

      A moan came from the driver’s seat, and she turned her head sharply towards the sound. The man lifted his face from the steering wheel and groaned in pain. The sight made her stomach flip. Blood dribbled down his lips and chin, gushing from the place his nose used to be. You could hardly call it a nose now. A mishappen lump would be more accurate. His mouth opened, and gurgling red saliva trickled down his bottom lip.

      “Help me.”

      She stared at him, eyes wide, unblinking, unmoved and numb inside. He raised a hand and reached for her, his fingers trembling and bloodied. Her gaze moved to the battered car door next to the man: they’d hit the tree trunk at an odd angle. The front chassis had crumpled in, trapping his legs. A long, thin shard of metal protruded from his stomach.

      “Please.”

      Instead of wondering if this man would live, she wondered if he would die.

      His hand dropped to the seat, and his head tilted back. She made a decision about what to do next, and once she’d reached that decision, she felt lighter.

      At first, he smiled, his lips twitching the tiniest amount, as she reached over the branch towards him. But then something changed. Perhaps he noticed the glint of grim determination in her eyes, or perhaps he was close to death already. Either way, she was grateful when he closed his eyes and let out a soft, resigned sigh. She pressed her hand over his mouth and that squashed lump of a nose, pushing down hard. As she’d expected, he was too weak to fight her. When his head shifted from side to side, she easily overpowered him, and soon, he was still. To be sure, she waited for twenty, thirty seconds. Then she tipped his head back to make it seem as though he’d choked on his own blood. She wiped red-stained hands on his jacket, then removed it from his body. She wrapped it around her shoulders for warmth before checking his pulse.

      He was dead.

      She opened the car door and searched the area for a phone. Annoyingly, wedding dresses rarely come with pockets, and her phone was in an impractically small, pearl-lined clutch bag with her almost-mother-in-law. But his phone… She remembered it flying from the vehicle. It had to be here. Somewhere.

      Out in the open, the bare skin around her collar bone itched from the freezing cold. Her high-heeled shoes were closed at the toe, but still she gasped when her feet hit snow. She huddled with the jacket around her shoulders, checking in front of the car for sight of his phone. Finally, she found it, tossed ten feet away, the screen smashed. It was in bad shape, but still responsive to her touch. But before she tried dialling 999, she noticed the unopened text message bubble, and tested whether she could pull down the notification to read it. She could. It said: I’M GOING TO KILL YOUR BITCH FIANCE from an anonymous number.

      Disgusted, she cleared the message and tapped in 999. There was a bar of signal, one bar… The phone rang. She brought tears to her eyes and trembled in the freezing cold. Her voice caught as the tears fell, and she explained what happened to the operator. They’d been on the road, searching for an elderly wedding guest who’d wandered off in the snow. They’d lost control and hit a tree. The driver hadn’t made it. She was fine, but the snow…

      “Where are you?” the operator asked.

      “I don’t know the road name. About five miles outside Rookthwaite. The snow is coming down fast. I can hardly see the road. And I’m so cold.”

      “Can you stay in the car?”

      “No, the windscreen is smashed. I’ll freeze.”

      “We’ll get someone to you as soon as we can, but this storm is causing problems. We need to contact Search and Rescue,” the operator said. “It’s going to take time. Can you get somewhere warm?”

      She remembered seeing a leaflet on top of the cupholders in the car. She hurried back to the vehicle and grabbed it. She’d seen these pamphlets all around the hotel and they had a map inside. The wedding planner had talked a lot about an old cabin for hunters and hikers, tucked away somewhere nearby.

      “There’s a bothy,” she said. “I don’t think it’s far from here. I have a map. If I can follow it in this storm.”

      “Okay,” the operator said. “You need to stay warm and keep your phone on.”

      She hung up, pulled the jacket around her throat, and started walking through the bleached gloom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: COLLEEN

          

          CHRISTMAS DAY

        

      

    

    
      Colleen paced back and forth inside the hotel foyer; a mobile phone gripped between her fingers. She checked the screen for the fifth time. No signal. She tried walking up the main staircase, even though she knew it was fruitless.

      At least the backup generator worked, otherwise the entire building would be plunged into darkness. They had three wedding parties staying in the hotel, the worst snowstorm in thirty years, no phone signal—not even the landlines, and half the guests were out searching for a missing elderly woman.

      Oh, and it was Christmas Day.

      Not in twenty years of wedding planning—twelve serving Wilder House—had so many elements collapsed into disaster. They’d successfully managed to run three weddings on the same day several times over the last twelve years, staggering the times slightly and encouraging brides to choose certain menu items to help the kitchen. Attempting three on Christmas Day might have been somewhat ambitious, but it rarely snowed so heavily in December here in the Lake District. Colleen shivered. Don’t say the heating is packing up. That’d be the final nail.

      “Excuse me.”

      Colleen leaned over the banister to see a tall, tanned man staring at her. His eyes were wide, a cascade of silver hair trembling above his shirt collar. “Can you tell me what is going on please?”

      “Right away, Mr Rodriguez.” She hustled her fifty-year-old body down the stairs, almost tripping on the red carpet beneath her feet. Mr Rodriguez was the father of one of the grooms, a handsome man around her age with a heavy Spanish accent. He’d been charm personified at first, until they’d lost his mother. “The storm seems to have brought the telephone wires down somewhere. I’m not getting a signal in the house at all. But most of the staff are out searching for your mother. We’re going to find her soon, I promise.”

      “It’s cold out there,” he said. “She’ll freeze to death. Isn’t there more you can do?”

      “I’ll certainly try—”

      “Hello? Colleen?”

      Colleen spun on her heel to face Adrianna, one of the brides. Her wedding dress trailed along the tiles as her shoes clicked by. She’d bundled most of the lacy material into her arms, but it tumbled from her grip bit by bit with each step.

      “My fiancée, Claire, is missing,” Adrianna said breathlessly.

      “Right—” Colleen started, a sinking feeling hitting the pit of her stomach.

      “It’s urgent,” Adrianna insisted. “She’s in danger.”

      Colleen’s mouth flapped open and closed in shock. “What do you—”

      “Half the guests are missing at this point,” Mr Rodriguez interrupted. “My son, his fiancée… In the other wedding party too, I’ve not seen the groom, or his fiancée. Do you know where anyone is? Do you know what is happening out there? My mother could be hurt. How could you allow an old lady to wander off like that? How could you?”

      As Colleen watched Mr Rodriguez jab his finger at her, Adrianna stormed away, presumably to find her fiancée, Claire. Never before had Colleen wanted to run away and hide as much as she did now. He was right. There were three brides and three grooms unaccounted for. As far as she knew, they were all searching for the confused eighty-six-year-old, Dolores Rodriguez, who had wandered off into the snow. But now she worried about further possibilities. What was this about Claire Rivers being in danger?

      Slowly, she backed away from the angry man, and shook her head. “I’m going to try the phone in my office. We need the police here.” She swallowed thickly. And in her office, she had a bottle of gin hidden in her filing cabinet. The phone wouldn’t work, but a stiff drink might at least pull her together again.

      The Father of the Groom stood there dumbfounded as she walked away, passing many of the bewildered guests hanging around the foyer. She made sure not to make eye contact with any of them. Perhaps they ought to do a headcount. She kept a guestlist in her office, that way she could narrow down whoever was missing. How had it all gone so wrong? She reached her office, threw herself inside and slammed the door shut, the blissful silence washing over her. All she needed now, was someone to die, and then everything that could go wrong, had gone wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART ONE


          

          FOUR WEEKS BEFORE THE WEDDING

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            MILA

          

        

      

    

    
      She gazed at her beautiful fiancé, a man with a sculpted face and body, and she smiled as he talked. The people around the bar table were enraptured by his words, reacting to his sparkling eyes, the way he waved his hands, the sharp line of his jaw, the deep brown of his eyes, and the boyish mop of wavy hair. They laughed and smiled at the right moments, leaning into him when his voice quietened, swelling and ebbing, swelling and ebbing.

      “It changed me.” Rafael dropped his gaze to the table, long eyelashes brushing delicate skin. And then he lifted his chin to reveal the watery shine of emotion in his eyes. “On a level so deep, I didn’t know it existed. I’m a pretty ordinary guy, you know? Always have been.” He squeezed Mila’s knee and she moved her body towards him in response. She trailed a finger around her wine glass, lazily, sensually. “I wanted a beautiful woman to share my life with, a good job, kids, you know? But since the accident, I see the world through a new lens. I want the same things, of course, but I was so afraid before. I’m not now. I’m fearless. We went skydiving last month.” There was a collective gasp. Mila fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Cave diving. Bungee jumping. You name it. There’s nothing to fear about death. Nothing. I saw it.”

      “You saw the light at the end of the tunnel?” asked Felicia, the wife of Peter, one of Rafael’s best friends. They were all the same, these wives. Caramel hair, luminous skin, expensive lip fillers. Their faces merged.

      “I saw it.” Rafael’s eyes glazed over. Mila had witnessed this particular expression before, many times, whenever he recounted this story. Dozens of times, in fact. And surely Peter had heard the tale, too. “I don’t remember being in the car, but it was upside down and I was hanging there, suspended. In the hospital, I heard voices, all around me. Doctors, nurses, panicking, trying to keep me alive. All of the voices faded into nothing. The hospital lights drifted softly away. I walked through darkness, a lost child in a tunnel, scared and alone. Until the light came on, right at the end of this long tunnel, and there was my grandfather, waiting for me. Young, handsome, in his wedding suit. He waved and called to me in Spanish.” He whispered nietastro and Mila saw Felicia shiver through her halter neck dress.

      The pretty caramel-haired woman bit her lower lip, obviously aroused. “Did you walk towards the light?”

      Rafael shook his head. “Not when I heard the second voice.”

      “Who was that?” Felicia asked.

      “I didn’t know it then, but I do now. It was Mila.” Rafael turned his gaze to her, and Mila filled up with a warmth she hoped glowed out of her.

      “But I thought you two met after the accident?” she asked again.

      “We did,” Rafael continued. “Six months after I learned to walk again, I met Mila, and it was love at first sight. The promise of her, of my future wife, is what brought me back from death that day. Mila saved my life, without even knowing it.”

      Felicia clapped her hands together and then pulled them into her chest. “Oh, that’s beautiful. Isn’t that beautiful, Peter?”

      “Yeah.” Peter shot Rafael a look like, what the fuck did you do to my wife, as he nodded.

      The men in Rafael’s friendship group had a similar homogeneous aspect to them. Shirts open at the collar, sometimes with a sports jacket, almost always with jeans, and hair parted neatly at the side. They smelled like Paco Rabanne or Chanel Bleu, and kept their stubble to a designer length.

      “Let’s get a round in, shall we?” Peter suggested. “Then we can toast the happy couple. Not long until the wedding now.”

      Rafael grinned and pulled Mila closer. He planted a kiss on her head, and she stroked his leg affectionately. “Tequila shots? On me?”

      “Now we’re talking.” Peter rubbed his hands together.

      Rafael and Peter left Mila alone with Felicia, who started talking about her nine-month-old baby, Oscar, the most adorable and sweet baby ever, apparently. But the longer Felicia spoke, the more Mila saw the cracks, like the hint of blue shadows beneath caked on concealer, the grit of her teeth as her smile froze, and the high-pitched, unnatural laugh.

      “He’s a cutie, my Oscar,” she said. “Sleeps all night. No complaints.”

      Mila sipped her wine. She knew Felicia was lying and that seemed strange to her. Why would admitting that parenting was difficult be something to lie about? Mila lied all the time, but at least she had her reasons for it. Saving face and pretending to be the perfect mother seemed asinine to her.

      “Anyway,” Felicia said, glancing over her shoulder to see if the menfolk were coming back. They weren’t. In fact, they hadn’t even ordered the drinks yet. Peter was acting out some sort of football move with a beer mat. “Enough about me. How’s the wedding planning?”

      Mila shrugged. “Oh, it’s fine. To be honest, I’ve hired a company and delegated it all out. I mean, who cares about seat covers and centrepieces?”

      “Oh. Well, I suppose that’s one way to—”

      “I don’t want to be one of those stressed out, complaining brides, you know? Who needs that shit?”

      “What about the dress?” Felicia asked.

      Mila gulped her wine now. Bored. Restless. “Rafael’s mum is picking it out for me.”

      At that, Felicia appeared both horrified and somewhat gleeful. Her wide eyes and shocked mouth turned shiny and smiley. Then she composed herself and all emotion vanished from her expression. “Is that… Is it some sort of Spanish custom?”

      “Not that I know of,” Mila said. “But I wanted her to feel involved. And she has good taste, so. I let her measure me and she’s going to bring it on the day—”

      “The day of the wedding?”

      “Yeah, basically.”

      “Wow. Hats off to you. I’m not sure I would’ve trusted my mother-in-law like that.”

      “It’s just a dress. By the way, I love your lipstick. What shade is it?”

      Felicia pulled a silver tube from her clutch bag. “Sugar Plum. It’s my favourite. They actually don’t make this shade anymore and this is my last one. It’s the same shade my mum wore. Every morning, she’d sit at her dressing table and apply this lipstick. It’s one of my fondest memories of her.”

      “Oh,” Mila said, placing a hand over her heart, “I’m so sorry, did your mum pass away?”

      Felicia nodded. “Two years ago. Breast cancer.” She turned the lipstick over in her hands, once, twice, and then replaced it in her clutch.

      “It must be hard being a new mum without your own around.”

      “It is.” For once, her voice carried a genuine tone, rich with sadness, barely audible above the jazz music filtering through the trendy bar. And then she changed again. “At least it would be if Oscar wasn’t so perfect. And I guess soon you and Rafael will have your own!”

      Mila grinned. “I can’t wait to have kids. I love hearing about other people’s babies. Can’t get enough of it.” She stopped herself from continuing, sensing the sarcasm lacing her tone. Keep it in check.

      “And I’m sure the wedding will be beautiful,” Felicia said. “Honestly, Mila. I’m so excited to have an event to anticipate. And on Christmas Day. So romantic.”

      “Thank you for coming,” Mila replied, her smile stuck to her face. “It’s a lot to ask of people, to come on Christmas Day. Especially with a young baby at home.” In fact, one of the reasons she’d chosen Christmas Day was in hope they’d be able to keep the guest list small. Unfortunately, a lot of friends found it to be even more romantic and alluring. “It’s going to be an amazing day. We’ve picked this gorgeous, isolated mansion out in the Lakes. There’ll be Christmas pudding on the menu. Turkey, of course.” Mila drained her glass. Her stomach was in knots. It tightened and tightened the more she thought about the wedding.

      “I can’t wait, Mila. You make the most gorgeous couple.”

      “We do, don’t we?”

      Mila crossed one leg over the other and eyeballed her fiancé at the bar. He noticed her, turned and blew a kiss. At least she could say he loved her more than anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            LUCY

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy pulled her woollen cardigan over her shoulders, watching the winter sky darken to a charcoal grey. She sat at the dining room table trying to work, distracted by the chilly breeze filtering in from the outside door. It slammed shut, closing off the wind, and she heard her fiancé, Henry, huffing and puffing while he removed his shoes in the hallway. He walked into the room and tossed a letter onto the table with a sigh. Lucy took in the sight of him, the messenger bag slung across his chest, coat still on. No doubt, his boots were strewn across the entry corridor, too. She didn’t want to ask about the letter, even though she had to. She sipped her tea and braced herself.

      “Is everything okay, hun?”

      Henry shimmied out of his bag strap and coat, dumping the bag on the floor and throwing the coat on the back of a chair. “Three guesses.”

      Lucy’s lips tightened. She knew it had to do with Henry’s son, Jacob. It certainly wasn’t his university job, or the wedding—which Lucy was up to her eyeballs with—no, it had to be Jacob because nothing else in their life managed to inspire Henry to make that face. The dog chewing a thistle face, the slapped arse, or staring into the wind too long face. And she knew what was about to come next.

      “Is he in trouble at school again?” Lucy tapped the handle of her mug, suddenly full of nervous energy.

      “It seems he wrote an essay that got everyone in a tizzy. Most likely a lot of fuss about nothing.” Henry lowered himself into the chair across the table from Lucy. “I have a lecture first thing tomorrow and the headteacher wants to have a meeting.”

      “I work, too, you know,” Lucy said. She wanted to point out that Jacob wasn’t even her son, but she knew that was cruel. In four weeks, Jacob would be her son, sort of. He’d be her stepson, at least. “I might work from home but—”

      “Please, Lucy,” he said, exhaustion in his voice. He was fifteen years older than her, but she mostly didn’t notice. Then every so often it hit her, like now. “I have a ton of research to do and postgraduates to meet.”

      His eyes bounced around the room, failing to hold her gaze. A tell-tale sign that Henry held something back.

      “There’s… more…” he said. “The essay… It’s about you.”

      And there it was. “Me?”

      Henry lowered his head so the bald spot at his crown peeked through the dark silver hairs. “You should read it before you go. You’ll need to be prepared. And… well, it’s best you talk to the teacher yourself because of the subject matter.”

      Lucy felt her face growing hot. She didn’t like the way he phrased that: because of the subject matter. She let go of the mug, no longer craving its warmth, instead longing for something cool. “Henry, tell me. What did he write in the essay?”

      Henry pushed the envelope across the table with a fingernail. Then he stood up and started moving around the kitchen, turning on the oven, pulling vegetables out from the fridge, humming a tune as he worked. Lucy tore open the envelope and removed two sheets of paper. She shuddered. At fifteen years old, Jacob could rival a caveman for least number of words spoken per day. In the darkest depths of Lucy’s truth, she couldn’t stand the boy, and she knew he hated her, too. For one thing, she was thirty, and he hated how young she was in comparison to his father. For another, Jacob had the kind of small, glinting eyes that unnerved a person, brought out goosebumps along their arms. He didn’t make eye contact often, but when he did, it left Lucy rubbing her flesh and reaching for her comfiest, warmest cardigan.

      She unfolded the letter.

      
        
        Dear Mr Farrah,

      

      

      

      
        
        It is with regret that I must inform you of Jacob’s suspension. This is due to the essay I enclose. I believe Jacob wrote this about his stepmother and it is deeply inappropriate. Jacob, and his class, had been asked to write about a historical villain in a modern context. However, as you can see, he did not do that, and instead wrote some extremely troubling things. Perhaps you should read it for yourself.

        Jacob will need to come in for a meeting first thing tomorrow morning with a guardian in attendance.

      

      

      And so it continued.

      Lucy frowned. It did not sound good at all. A villain. Where even was Jacob? School finished over an hour ago. Henry wasn’t the most hands-on dad. Maybe he’d let Jacob go to a friend’s house to play computer games. At least she wouldn’t have to see Jacob’s expression as she read the essay.

      Taking a deep breath, she opened the second piece of paper.

      

      
        
        A Villain For Today by Jacob Farrah

      

      

      

      
        
        I’ll give you one.

        Her name is Lucy, and she lives in my house. She sleeps in my dad’s bed where my mum used to be, and she takes my dad’s money. That’s why she’s here, for the money. She’s a whore. She sleeps with my dad because she knows he’ll pay for her clothes and fancy hairdresser.

      

      

      

      Lucy sucked in a sharp breath at the word whore. Her throat went dry and she swallowed hard before continuing on.

      

      
        
        She’s a vampire. She sucks the fun out of the room, bleeding us dry with that shrill fucking voice. Nagging all day and moaning under my dad all night. A nasty, skanky, vampire.

        If there was any justice in this world, which there isn’t because my mum is dead and Lucy is alive, someone would slap the smug smile off her ugly face. Maybe I’ll do it one day. I dream about it. I dream about a lot of things. Slapping Lucy’s face, pushing her down, ramming my fist into her nose.

        She deserves it.

        My mum dies and she’s who my dad picks? He’s too good for her. He’s smart. She’s stupid. She has a crappy admin job. She doesn’t do anything worthwhile. All she does is talk about her wedding all day.

        So, there’s your villain. She’s not Genghis Khan, but the world would be better off without her. Sometimes being a vacuous, pathetic woman is all  the evil you need.

      

      

      

      Lucy’s fingers trembled as she placed the paper back onto the table. The hot feeling that had rushed over her skin faded away as quickly as it’d come. Now she was cold all over, her face bloodless. A sharp pain hit the back of her nose as tears threatened, but she felt too shocked to even cry. Those words. Those hateful words. The rage made her breath catch and her heart beat harder. She glanced over at her fiancé hoping he’d come to her for support. He purposefully ignored her. Was he avoiding having to comfort her? He didn’t even seem to notice her.

      There were four more weeks before Lucy’s wedding and she not only needed to fill the shoes of a dead wife and mother, but her stepson fantasised about hurting her, and her fiancé wanted to turn a blind eye.

      “Have you read this?” she asked, her voice shaking.

      “Yes.” He opened a bag of carrots and pulled one from the wrapper.

      “And you’re okay with what he said?”

      “No,” Henry said. “I’m not.”

      “You called it a fuss over nothing.”

      He sighed. “Lucy, don’t do this. Don’t work yourself up. I know my son. He’s still grieving, you know that.”

      “This… this is a threat to me. What if he hurt me?”

      Henry turned to her, finally. “He’s a teenage boy. He’s angry, sad and acting up. This is all for attention and not in the slightest bit real. He doesn’t hate you; he hates the situation. Everything will work out in time, I promise.”

      “Henry…” she began, but she didn’t know what to say. Instead, she shook her head and swallowed, fighting tears back.

      Henry took a few steps towards the table and sighed. “It’s a phase. It’ll pass. Go with him to the school tomorrow and him sitting with you seeing what he’s done will make it all sink in.”

      “I think he should be disciplined by you,” Lucy said. “It would mean more.”

      “And he will be.” The kettle boiled and Henry turned away, back to his cooking.

      Lucy glanced down at the note one more time, rereading the final line: Sometimes being a vacuous, pathetic woman is all you the evil you need. He hated her, not the situation, her.

      The door opened and her spine straightened. She folded the letter into three equal sections and waited for Jacob to walk in. He was tall and broad for a teenage boy. But he hadn’t filled out yet. His shoulders had that angular appearance of a boy who would one day be a powerful presence. Right now, he was only halfway there, but even that intimidated her.

      “Jacob, come here please,” Henry said, pouring boiling water into a saucepan. “You owe Lucy an apology.”

      He appeared in the doorway and Lucy’s muscles tightened. She couldn’t look at him, instead she stared at the folded paper in front of her.

      “What’s that?” Jacob said, pretending he hadn’t heard his father.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Lucy saw his dirty blond hair fall across his eyes.

      Henry turned to his son. “Apologise to Lucy for the essay.”

      “Sorry,” Jacob muttered.

      Henry sighed. “You’re going with Lucy to see the headteacher tomorrow.”

      “Fine.”

      “I expect a better apology then.” Henry used his teacher voice, but even to Lucy’s ears it sounded half-hearted.

      Jacob shrugged his wide shoulders and turned away from them, casting a glance in Lucy’s direction before he left. She lifted her eyes and met his. Dark as the sky outside, and just as empty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            CLAIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      She woke feverishly, her legs restless; ready to run. She tossed the duvet back and placed the soles of her feet on the white floorboards. The cold wood grounded her, hauling her away from that terrible place: the nightmare that had plagued her since the trial.

      Claire’s instinct was to race to the shower and immerse herself in hot water, but she forced herself to be still. Gradually, her heartbeat settled, and her jumbled thoughts calmed. She turned and gazed at the bed, where Adrianna lay tangled up in the duvet, one arm hanging low to the ground, curls spread across both pillows. It made her chuckle. Adrianna was the biggest duvet hog ever. She’d sprawl out like a starfish for most of the night. Claire was the exact opposite, curled up in the foetal position for the full seven hours.

      She made her way through to the en suite. It still felt fancy to have one. Since uni, she’d mostly shared London flats with mates, working crappy part time admin jobs to fund her librarianship degree. But now they lived in Manchester, and she had a steady job at the university for the first time in her life, while Adrianna worked her arse off in HR. Adrianna’s job basically paid for their new-build in the suburbs.

      But despite everything good going on in her life, the dreams wouldn’t go away. Her life would be perfect without them. But everything had a flaw, didn’t it? There was always a catch. A fly in the ointment.

      After her shower, Claire made toast and tea before checking her messages, browsing social media and so on. It was her Sunday morning ritual while Adrianna—the night owl—slept in.

      The wedding planner had sent her even more photos of the beautiful library inside Wilder House. Her heart soared with joy, and she saved them to her phone to show Adrianna later. The library had been the selling point of Wilder House, considering they were both massive book nerds. There’d been many long discussions about whether to transform the space into a Winterfell dining hall or both dress as Belle or have a Pride and Prejudice themed wedding with Regency gowns and tea and cake for the wedding breakfast. In the end, they’d decided to keep it simple. To stick to books in general. Planning the decorations became the best part. Paper hearts hanging from the beams. Small stacks of their favourite books as centrepieces. Library cards instead of place names. She grinned and bit into her toast and jam, browsing Pinterest.

      When the email notification popped up on the screen, she opened it without hesitation.

      She hadn’t noticed the sender’s details, she saw the jpg attachment and assumed Adrianna had sent her more wedding inspo. But when the picture loaded, her nerves lit up like an electrical circuit. She jolted, dropped her toast and phone at the same time and shoved her chair back. She closed her eyes, hoping to wash the spectacle away, but it burned on her eyelids, a distasteful afterimage.

      It was awful. Gory. Violent. A woman’s body broken and slashed, blood splattered across the walls and ceiling. And it wasn’t the first time she’d seen it. She had that image seared into her mind already. The dingy room. The bright flash highlighting the pale skin of the victim. She dreamt about it every night. And now, someone had sent it to her. Who?

      Three months ago, Claire received a letter informing her she’d been called up for jury duty. Before the trial began, she’d cracked jokes with Adrianna about dealing with petty criminals. A shoplifter perhaps. Maybe a drug dealer if the case was spicier. Instead, she’d found herself sitting in on a murder trial with crime scene pictures so gruesome, she’d almost fainted in court. It’d been a difficult case, not just because of the horrific crime, but because the defence had spun a tale of an innocent man caught up in a relationship with the victim. He claimed Kevin Botham, who already had a history of violence, had been framed for a crime he didn’t commit. They explained away all the circumstantial, and even physical evidence during the trial. Some of the other jury members were even swayed by it before they eventually came to the guilty verdict.

      But she’d never been convinced by the defence. Claire looked into Kevin Botham’s cold eyes every day in court. She’d listened to every expert explaining DNA evidence and seen every bit of CCTV footage. She knew she’d put the right man in prison.

      “Claire?”

      She hadn’t even noticed Adrianna enter the room, and now she raised her eyes to see her fiancée standing in the doorway, dark eyebrows bunched together. “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t get it,” Claire said, still in shock. “How does he know my email address?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Claire pointed at her phone, aware her own ambiguity must be confusing for Adrianna, but not quite able to form the words to explain. “Someone sent it to me.”

      Adrianna picked up the phone and tapped in Claire’s passcode. They both knew each other’s passwords for most things. It was how they were, sharing and open with one another, and yet, Claire had mostly kept the nightmares to herself. Why was that?

      “Jesus. Is that… is that one of the crime scene photos? From the trial.”

      Claire nodded her head. “Who sent it to me?”

      “It came from a weird email address. You should hide at ymail dot com.”

      The blood drained from Claire’s face.

      “Does that mean something to you?” Adrianna asked.

      “The murderer, Kevin Botham. He said that in court. He got angry at the verdict, turned to us all on the jury and whispered it. You should hide.”

      “You never told me that.” Adrianna stared at the picture on the phone. “God, that’s awful. This is…” She shook her head as though there were no words to explain what it was.

      “It’s a threat,” Claire said. A headache blossomed so suddenly it made her woozy. “Isn’t it?”

      Adrianna placed the phone down on the dining room table and stepped away from it as though it was radioactive. “I think we need to call the police.”

      A wave of nausea threatened Claire’s breakfast. “Okay. Yeah.”

      Adrianna took her phone out of her jeans pocket, leaving the picture visible on Claire’s screen. There it was, her nightmare. Perhaps they’d been preparing her for this moment. All this time, she’d known something bad was going to happen. Her mind turned back to the trial. She’d had to travel to London for the case at the Old Bailey. But the crimes had been committed in Macclesfield, not that far from Manchester. Simon Botham, Kevin’s brother, still lived there for all she knew, which was too close for comfort.

      She’d noticed him in the gallery. He had the same ice-blue eyes as his brother. Rage-filled, dragged away from court twice for causing a disruption. Every night she dreamt about him and Kevin killing women, chasing their victim through dark streets, blood covering their wild faces. In fact, all throughout the trial she’d wondered whether Simon Botham was as bad as his brother. And now she had this threat sent directly to her. The picture had to come from Simon Botham. It had to be him. He was coming for her.
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      Somewhere along the road, her veil caught the wind and ripped from her curly, bridal hair. She didn’t bother to stop and pick it up. She let it lay on top of the snow. Perhaps it would freeze until it went stiff. Forever curved slightly like a lacey conch shell.

      Every step on her numb feet made her feel like she was dragging two steaks through cold sand. Her hair, face and clothes grew sodden from the falling snow. And yet, it all paled in comparison to the prickling sensation that someone followed her.

      She checked over her shoulder every few seconds, frowning to herself, confused by her own instincts. Why did she feel as though she was being watched? She hadn’t seen anyone, but then she wouldn’t in these conditions. Not unless they were right in front of her. Following the map proved virtually impossible as she traversed the countryside.

      She reminded herself that humans have good instincts when it comes to being stalked. The prickling sensation at the nape of the neck, signifying a predator in one’s blind spot. The blurred face in the corner of one’s eye. Catching a spectator eerily watching. She couldn’t ignore that sensation, no matter how dubious it seemed.

      Because of the seemingly infinite grey gloom, she almost stumbled right into the bothy. But she’d made it. Somehow, she’d followed the right path despite the weather, and now she had a place to wait out the snowstorm.

      She shed her shoes and sodden jacket as soon as she stepped into the tiny space. Rubbing her arms, she searched the room. There was a fireplace, thank the lord for that, and a pile of blankets stacked up by a small sofa. She pulled a blanket over her shoulders. Even the wool felt cold to touch, but she knew it would soon warm up.

      She found kindling and immediately got to work building a fire. It wasn’t something she’d done often, and she first piled the sticks high, then changed her mind and removed a couple before taking the lighter to the paper. When the fire came to life, she lifted her hands and let out a laugh.

      Was it done?

      Everything?

      Was it over?

      She sat by the fire for a short time. Then, when it was roaring, she threw on a log. Embers spat out of the flames with a crack, hitting the floor besides her knees. She pulled herself back, placed the guard over the fireplace, and sank into the sofa. Now she was tucked away inside the bothy, that sense of being watched gradually faded away. A figment of her imagination, nothing more, nothing less. Of course, she would be on edge after surviving a car crash and… Well, perhaps she wouldn’t think about what she’d done. At least, not yet.

      The bothy was cute. There were wooden bunk beds on the far wall and a tiny sink. She spotted a lantern on a shelf and wondered if it was gas. She pulled herself onto her tired feet and rummaged through the cupboards, checking for anything useful. She grabbed a few granola bars and came across a pair of men’s trousers, clean socks and a thick jumper.

      “Boots,” she whispered. “Please let there be boots.”

      Her prayers were answered inside the next cupboard. Three pairs of Wellington boots stood upright next to a cleaning brush and a large pair of hiking boots. She lifted each pair, chose the smallest, tipped them upside down to check for spiders, and carried everything back over to the fire. She peeled the damp wedding dress from her body. While partially naked, she checked herself over. Her ribs were bruised. She noted the blossom of blue working its way down her body, marking the seatbelt placement. But she was lucky. No broken bones. A few small cuts from the shattered windshield and that was it. Walking hadn’t aggravated her injuries too much. On the hike here, she’d grown used to the aches and pains until she hadn’t even felt them.

      Satisfied, she pulled on the clothes. Everything was too big. The trousers barely stayed on her hips. The boots were about a size too big, but wearable. She went back to the storage cupboard and searched through for a belt, or even some string. Eventually, she found a roll of garden twine along with a pair of scissors. It was good enough. She threaded it through the belt loops and tied it tight. She decided to keep hold of the scissors and took them over to the sofa where she sat and ate the granola bars.

      Finally, some warmth in her bones. She stared at the wedding dress on the stone floor and felt nothing. She should’ve felt something, but she didn’t. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a second. And then she heard a footstep.

      The snow continued to blow around the bothy, and she knew that what she’d heard had not been the crunch of snow, it had been the scuff of a boot on stone. The path. Someone followed her footsteps along the stone path outside the door.

      She leapt to her feet, pocketed the scissors and the last granola bar and stared at the door. Who was outside? Moving quickly but silently, she snatched the jacket from the floor and searched the pockets for the phone. The text message, she thought. The threat. Whoever sent it must be unstable, and not someone she wanted to meet.

      Could it be the man who’d shown up unwanted at her wedding? Adrenaline coursed through her, sending her into flight or fight. There was no lock on the bothy door, and she didn’t have much time. She hurried over to the window on the other side of the room, yanked it up as quietly as she could, and climbed back into the freezing cold. Luckily her trousers stayed up. She pulled the jacket over her thick jumper for extra warmth, and then she ran into the blizzard.

      Nestled in a valley, it was easy to find a vantage point. Once halfway up the hill, she found a broad tree to crouch behind. With her breath rasping from her lungs, she inched herself around the tree until she saw the bothy below.

      She saw a man’s face at the window.

      She saw him lift a long, thin object.

      A gun.
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