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  NIC




  Dusk is falling fast so I up my pace. One hand is in my pocket, wrapped tightly around my Taser, and the other is clutching on to Goz’s leash. I turn the corner on to my

  street and take a quick glance over my shoulder as I approach my front door, which is a slab of metal as thick as a cell door. There’s no number. No mailbox. No name. It’s as

  deliberately anonymous as the street, which is tucked away in a semi-quiet corner of the East Village.




  ‘Sit,’ I tell Goz as we pull up in front of it. I scan in all directions before pulling out my key.




  Goz sits facing the sidewalk, covering my back, but as soon as I enter the alarm code into the pad hidden in the wall and push open the door he steamrollers ahead of me, anxious to get in out of

  the cold and no doubt snarf his dinner in front of Dancing with the Stars.




  I slam the door behind me and then, bracing myself, cling on to Goz’s leash as he bounds up the stairs, dragging me behind him like a chariot.




  On the second landing I pause briefly outside Hugo’s door, wondering if I should knock and say hi, but it’s late and Goz has other ideas anyway.




  ‘OK, OK,’ I say, switching the leash to my other hand and letting him tow me up to the third floor. ‘Calm down.’




  A growl bursts out of Goz’s throat the second we reach the door to my apartment. He hunkers down, his pinball head sinking between the broad slabs of his shoulders, and bares his teeth at

  the door.




  My hand freezes halfway to the lock, my heart rocketing into my throat, pulsing wildly. My eyes fly to the keypad – it’s placidly flashing green – then to the ceiling, checking

  that the cameras are all switched on.




  ‘Quit it,’ I tell Goz, yanking on his leash angrily. Some guard dog he’s turning out to be, barking at his own shadow all the time. He’s supposed to make me feel safer,

  not more paranoid.




  Goz ignores me and keeps whining as I punch in the alarm code and insert my key into the lock.




  I take a deep breath, my heart still galloping, and push open the door. The leash goes flying out of my hand as Goz races into the living room, leaping over the sofa as though he’s watched

  one too many stunt movies.




  The apartment is just as I left it – blinds drawn, lights on, bedroom doors shut. Not a cushion out of place. Goz slides to a halt in the middle of the living room and looks around,

  confused, his head tipping to one side. He sniffs a bit and then pads over towards the kitchen, glancing back at me to see if I’m catching the hint. The security company advised me to get a

  French mastiff and, while I love Goz, sometimes I wonder at the size of his brain. In comparison to the rest of his body, which looks like it’s been fed steroids, his head is

  peanut-small.




  I shake my head and close the door behind me, drawing the three bolts across it and then resetting the alarm. I check the bolts twice, out of habit, and when I’m done with that little

  ritual I strip off my jacket, scarf and hat and toss them on to the sofa along with my bag.




  It’s late, I’m tired and all my muscles are aching from the workout I just did. I kick off my boots and head towards the kitchen, which is separated from the living room by a long

  wooden counter. When I had the architects remodel the apartment I told them I wanted as few doorways and walls as possible. No blind spots. Nowhere anyone could hide. The result is an open-plan

  living space that I’ve tried hard to make homely. There are framed photographs of family on the walls, a couple of vintage ballet posters, a large squashy sofa, lots of lamps – which I

  walk around switching on now until the room is ablaze – and a large-screen television on one wall.




  Despite all these things though, because of the cameras set into the ceiling, I sometimes feel as if I’m starring in a one-girl version of Big Brother, and that my apartment is

  nothing more than an elaborate television set with me the solitary star faking the part of being a normal person.




  Goz whines in anticipation as I head his way, drool hanging like viscous vines from his teeth. The refrigerator is empty except for a single egg. Goz stares at the bare shelves then looks up at

  me with big brown eyes, cocking his head accusingly.




  ‘Sorry, all out,’ I tell him. ‘No milk, no ice cream, no nothing.’




  I could order in, or go out for groceries, but it’s dark outside now and as a rule I don’t go out at night or let delivery men into the building.




  Ignoring Goz’s stare I shrug and close the refrigerator door. ‘Looks like it’s just you, me and The Notebook tonight, Goz. And a scrambled egg.’




  Goz makes a hacking sound, shaking his head so hard drool splatters the wooden floorboards.




  I raise my eyebrows at him and he goes and lies down in a humph on his bed in the corner of the kitchen next to his bowl of untouched Kibble.




  ‘I’m just going to run a bath,’ I tell him.




  Goz ignores me but a waft of something pungent hits my nostrils and I know he’s making clear his displeasure without actually giving growly voice to it.




  ‘Nice,’ I tell him. ‘That’s going to make you a real hit with the ladies.’




  I roll my eyes at myself. I can’t believe I’m talking to a dog. But the fact is on most days I probably speak more words to Goz than to any person, except for the days I have therapy

  and have to listen to myself drone on to Dr Phipps telling him all the things I’m doing to move forward with my life.




  I walk into my bedroom, set my phone to charge on the nightstand beside a photograph of my mum and Taylor, and head into the en-suite bathroom to run the bath, noticing that Goz has got over his

  huff and followed after me. I smile, feeling a sudden wave of affection for my dog as he stations himself in the doorway like a slobbering sphinx. I might be a screw-up when it comes to human

  relationships, but at least I can get canine ones right.




  ‘Come on then,’ I say to him with a sigh, heading back through the living room to the kitchen, where the solitary egg awaits us.




  Goz pads after me, his barrel body brushing my thigh, and I am just reaching down to pet him when a creaking noise from somewhere in the apartment makes us both freeze mid-step. I turn,

  adrenaline flooding my system like wildfire. Goz careers past me, barking at the top of his lungs, his paws clattering sharply against the wooden floor. He leaps at the door to the spare bedroom,

  throwing his whole weight against it, barking and growling furiously.




  For a few seconds I think I must have imagined it, but then it comes again, the wooden floorboards creaking under the weight of a footstep.




  Someone is inside my apartment.




  It takes me several seconds to process that fact. And once I do, my brain stalls and paralysis takes over, despite the adrenaline that’s making my heart smash into my ribs like fists

  against a door.




  Finally, my legs unglue themselves and I dart for the front door, panic fuelling me. At the very last moment I catch sight of the three bolts drawn across it and veer in blind terror towards my

  bedroom.




  ‘Goz!’ I shout hoarsely as I sprint towards it. ‘Get over here!’




  Goz glances at me, then back at the door, and I see him hesitate before his training kicks in and he turns and races after me. I slam my bedroom door shut and draw the bolt, scrambling towards

  the panic button that’s built into the bedside table and ramming the heel of my hand down on it. Collapsing to my knees, I stare wide-eyed at the door. Three minutes, I tell myself.

  The armed response unit will be here in three minutes.




  The door is reinforced with steel. Nothing, no one, can get through it. The security guy told me my apartment was as safe as the President’s nuclear bunker. Even so, my whole body

  is locked rigid and a sob is blocking my throat. The room is starting to close in on me.




  Glass shatters somewhere in the apartment and I shrink back against the bed with a whimper, drawing my knees to my chest. Oh God. Not again.




  Footsteps make their way slowly across the living room. Where is the armed response team? How long has it been? It feels like hours but it must only have been a few seconds.




  I bury my head in my arms and cover my ears but it doesn’t matter because the voices are inside my head and I can’t get away from them. I hear my mum pleading, begging for her life.

  I hear Taylor – her screams echoing in my skull. Their voices drown out Goz, who is working himself into a wild frenzy, bashing against the door.




  I want to call him over to me, but my voice won’t work. Get it together, I order myself furiously. Come on! Forcing my eyes open, I struggle to my knees and grab my

  phone. I dial 911. Nothing happens. There’s no dial tone. I shake the phone desperately. What the hell is going on? I dial again, terror now taking hold of my breathing, making me almost

  hyperventilate. Still nothing. The phone won’t connect.




  All of a sudden my attention flies back to the door. Goz has stopped barking and is edging silently backwards away from it.




  We watch the door handle twist slowly one way and then the other. Goz hunkers down and lets out a low growl. The door handle stops moving. I keep staring, holding my breath, half expecting the

  door to burst open.




  But then, from the living room, comes a scraping sound as the bolts on the front door are drawn back. My head flies up. Are they leaving? I strain to listen.




  An explosion – what sounds like a gunshot – makes me jolt backwards. A second later I hear the front door smash against the concrete wall of the landing and footsteps careering down

  the stairs and then, as I huddle unmoving, unsure what is happening, desperately hoping it’s the armed response unit, I hear something else. The faint sound of someone begging for help.




  It’s a voice I recognise. I crawl on hands and knees towards the bedroom door, my gut squeezing tight.




  Don’t come out. I hear my mum’s voice in my head, pleading with me. Don’t come out!




  But I ignore the voice and draw the bolt with a shaking hand, praying the whole time that I’m mistaken. As soon as I throw open the door Goz flies past me, snarling. He leaps towards a

  body lying on the floor and I scream, calling him off, even as I throw myself towards the person on the ground.




  Hugo – the guy who lives in the apartment below me – is lying sprawled on the landing outside my front door wearing only a pair of sweatpants and a dressing gown. Blood seeps around

  his head like a crimson halo.




  ‘Oh God, oh God.’ I lean over him. There’s a baseball bat by his body and blood is gushing in spurts from a gash in his neck. He must have been coming up to investigate the

  noise. My hands hover over him uselessly. I don’t know what to do. I press my palms to the wound, trying to stem the bleeding.




  Blood pulses hot and slick over my fingers. ‘Hugo!’ I sob, but he’s unresponsive. ‘Help!’ I scream at the top of my lungs. Somebody, please help me. And

  then Lara, my other tenant, appears in her doorway. She’s wearing pyjamas, her hair hanging loose over her shoulders, and she stares down at us – her face pale and her eyes round and

  unfocused with shock.




  ‘Lara, call an ambulance!’ I scream at her. She comes to, spins around and flies back into her apartment.




  I stay kneeling, with my hands pressed against Hugo’s neck, trying to hold back the flow of blood. It’s slowing. It’s no longer gushing, but rather oozing gently between my

  fingers.




  ‘Come on, please, don’t die, don’t die,’ I whisper, over and over. And in my head I’m thinking, Not again. Please not again.




  





  FINN




  I’m moving from one attack vector to another, trying to find a way in. According to the client the target’s impenetrable, but I have a one hundred percent success

  rate so I’m not sweating it. There’s always a back door left open, a chink somewhere that’s waiting to be exploited. You just have to know where to look. And after a few minutes I

  find a hole.




  I throw a hook through and execute a few commands. It takes a handful of seconds but then the monitor in front of me springs to life, code scrolling in ribbons across the bottom.




  Result. I hit enter, sit back and watch as the new program I wrote installs itself. It only took me eight minutes to hack a FTSE 100 company’s internal server. Impenetrable I

  don’t think. I just installed undetectable spyware without them even knowing it.




  If I was working for one of their competitors they’d have reason to be worried. Luckily they employed me to test their firewalls and security. I have a report to write up but I shelve it

  and stand up, stretching out. I’ve been sitting here for ten hours straight but I’ve earned well into five figures in the meantime, so I’m not going to complain about having a

  sore ass.




  I walk across the loft and press my thumb to the panel in the wall of the cube – a square room I built myself in the centre of the loft. The walls are reinforced concrete. It has its own

  electricity and air supply. Inside, my servers hum like a living thing. I pat the server stack hello. The fans are going full but I quickly close the door to make sure the temperature stays stable

  and sit down at the bank of computers. This is where the real work happens.




  First off I check on the growing list of people I’m tracking, making sure they’re all behaving themselves, and then I do a few basic admin tests on the firewall of a major non-profit

  that works on environmental and human rights issues. It’s been receiving hit after take-down hit from Chinese hackers so I’ve been helping shore it up. Pro bono of course. Most the work

  that takes place in this room is unpaid.




  Once I’m done with that I check the forums where all the hackers gather – mainly in Eastern Europe these days – and see what’s going on in the world of internet crime.

  Within a few seconds of entering the chat room under my pseudonym, Grey Hat, I can pick out which of the people in there are feds and which are the legit criminals. The feds are pretending to be

  hackers but they may as well change their user names to FBI1 and FBI2, they’re that obvious. Though I guess no one else is picking up on it because the chatter about credit-card scams and

  insider tips on how to get hold of the latest unissued computer games goes on uncensored. I exchange a few words with Ivarstheblack – a Latvian hacker I’ve worked with a few times

  – then I log out. It doesn’t matter how many times the feds close in, internet crime grows and grows like fungus in a damp room. They’ll close this site down and within a day it

  will be up and running somewhere else.




  Locking up the cube, I head to the kitchen. It’s after ten and I’m starving. The countertop is stacked with every appliance known to man, from pasta makers to an ice crusher that

  looks like a medieval torture implement, but the only one I ever use is the coffee machine. I don’t want an espresso, though – tonight I’m celebrating my win against the machine,

  so I open a cupboard and pour myself a shot of tequila. It burns the back of my throat and I move to the refrigerator, figuring I should probably line my stomach before I knock back any more

  celebratory shots.




  The refrigerator, which is almost as big as the cube, contains about fifty bottles of Snapple green tea, a box of gourmet Belgian chocolate and a tub of Skippy peanut butter.




  I shut the door. Man, I need to do some grocery shopping. Barefoot, I slope over to my bed – still unmade from this morning – and grab a T-shirt and my keys.




  Goddamn, it’s cold outside. I shove my hands into the pockets of my jacket and start jogging down the block, wishing I’d stopped to put socks on. The Striphouse is

  still busy when I push inside. Its windows are all fogged up, people are pressing against the bar and there’s a line of folk waiting to be seated. The maître d’ clocks me

  the second I walk in and saunters over, flicking her hair over her shoulder. Ignoring the three waiting couples in front of me, she flashes me a blinding, bleached-white smile.




  ‘Finn,’ she purrs. ‘Table for one?’




  ‘The bar’s fine,’ I say, stamping my feet to get some feeling back into them.




  ‘Can I take your coat?’ she asks as we walk towards the bar.




  ‘No, it’s OK.’ I shoot an apologetic shrug to the people still waiting in line.




  Despite how crowded it is, a stool magically appears at the quieter end of the bar.




  ‘Thanks, Cassie,’ I say, hopping up on to it.




  ‘No problem.’ She flashes me another smile. Lowering her voice she leans in, giving me a clear view of her cleavage. ‘You know, I’m still waiting for you to call,’

  she murmurs into my ear.




  I take a deep breath, getting a waft of perfume that makes my eyes water. ‘Yeah, sorry, been busy.’




  ‘Excuses, excuses,’ she says, pouting.




  I shrug, because what am I going to say? It is an excuse. I’ve not been that busy.




  Her hand slips to my thigh and I glance down at it. Wow. New York girls definitely have no problem going after what they want. Problem is, though Cassie is undoubtedly hot, I know better than to

  have a one-night stand with the maître d’ of my favourite steak house. No matter how good it would be, guaranteed it wouldn’t be better than the rare ribeye they serve

  here.




  Thankfully, before Cassie can crush me against the bar and force me into naming a time and place, she gets called away. She makes sure she brushes her hand over my thigh one last time before she

  leaves and I draw in a breath, reminding myself that the ribeye tastes really, really good.




  





  NIC




  I’m sitting on the sofa but I don’t remember getting here. I’m clutching Goz around the neck with both hands and staring blankly at my smashed television

  screen.




  ‘Nichola Preston?’




  I start and look up. A man is standing in front of me. He’s wearing a blue jacket and latex gloves. The white paper covers over his shoes are splattered with blood. He crouches down on his

  haunches before me, shooting a wary look at Goz before returning his attention to me. ‘Nichola?’ he asks.




  ‘It’s Nic,’ I murmur.




  ‘My name’s Agent Ziv,’ he says softly. He’s about forty, with a worn face and kind but tired eyes. ‘This is my partner, Agent Corbell.’




  I glance over his shoulder. She’s young – maybe mid to late twenties, with curly brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and dark brown eyes. She gives me a sympathetic smile.




  ‘We’re FBI,’ Agent Ziv says. ‘We were hoping we could talk with you about what happened here tonight.’




  ‘Is Hugo going to be OK?’ I ask. No one has told me anything. The ambulance crew arrived, pushed me out of the way and started working on him, yelling things to each other and into

  their radios, hefting him on to a gurney as the cops tried to calm Lara and get me to tell them what had happened.




  Once I gave them my name and they checked it against their records, they went strangely quiet and now I know why. They were calling the feds. I guess that’s what happens when history

  repeats itself.




  ‘He’s on his way to the ER. We’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything,’ Agent Ziv tells me.




  ‘Thanks,’ I manage to say. My throat is hoarse and I can’t think why, then I remember that I was screaming.




  ‘Just to get this straight,’ Agent Ziv says to me, ‘Hugo is your downstairs tenant – is that correct?’




  I nod.




  ‘And Lara has the apartment on the ground floor?’




  I nod again.




  ‘And you own the building?’ Agent Corbell asks, taking in my apartment with a slightly awed-looking expression on her face.




  ‘Yes,’ I whisper. I know, it’s a big building for an eighteen-year-old to own, but I bought it with the life insurance I received after my mother was murdered. If I could have

  my mum back I would gladly live in a cardboard box for the rest of my life.




  Oh God. Suddenly I clutch my stomach and fold forwards, spots whirling like a blizzard in front of my eyes. What have I done? Why did I think I could be safe here in New York? That it

  wouldn’t happen again? The ground starts to shake, and then I realise it’s not the ground that’s shaking. It’s me. And I can’t stop.




  ‘Hey.’




  I look up. It’s the woman – Agent Corbell. She’s stepped forwards. She drops down to her knees in front of me and smiles. ‘Why don’t we go into the bedroom and get

  you cleaned up, then we can find somewhere else to talk.’




  For a brief second I want to argue with her, but then I look down and see I’m drenched in blood. When I stand up I note, with a strange feeling of detachment, that I’ve got blood all

  over the cushions and the rug. Agent Corbell puts her hand under my elbow and steers me towards the bedroom. She closes the door gently behind us but then we hear a scratching sound, followed by a

  bark, and she has to let Goz in too.




  ‘Come on,’ Agent Corbell says, leading me through to the bathroom. The water comes up to the very edge of the tub and has already turned ice cold. The cops who first arrived on the

  scene must have turned it off. Or did I? I don’t remember. Agent Corbell reaches over and pulls the plug and then fetches me a clean towel.




  ‘Do you want me to help?’ Agent Corbell says.




  ‘I want a shower,’ I manage to say.




  She moves quickly to the shower and turns it on for me. ‘I’m going to step outside. I’ll be in the bedroom if you need me.’




  I nod and she leaves, giving me another sympathetic smile as she closes the door.




  I turn to face the mirror and flinch in fright. I look like I’m wearing a Halloween mask. My hands, when I hold them up in front of my face, are bright red gloves. My eyes pop out starkly

  – huge and still round with fright.




  At the sight of my reflection I start shaking all over again, and then, in a desperate burst of movement, I rip off my clothes and step into the shower. I grab the soap and a flannel and start

  scrubbing my skin, scouring every inch of my body until all the blood is gone, and then I wash my hair, my fingers digging into my scalp as though trying to rip it free from my skull. Finally, I

  crouch in the shower and let the water flood over me.




  Eventually the hot water runs cold, so I climb out and wrap a towel around myself before heading on shaky feet into the bedroom.




  Agent Corbell is sitting on the edge of my bed. Goz has his head tucked on her lap and she is stroking him absent-mindedly while looking at the photograph of my mother on the night stand. She

  smiles when she sees me and gets to her feet. ‘Is that your mom?’ she asks, nodding at the photograph.




  ‘Yeah,’ I say.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says quietly, then, after a pause. ‘I followed the case.’




  That’s no surprise. The whole world followed the Cooper case. When a woman and a teenager get murdered in their Beverly Hills home, the media tends to pay attention. I nod, avoiding her

  eye, and turn towards the wardrobe.




  ‘Is the case still open?’ she asks.




  I draw in a breath, pain spearing me between the ribs. I shake my head once. They caught the guys who did it – Robert Miles and Casey McCrory. They both stood trial for double homicide and

  attempted robbery, and they were both found not guilty. That doesn’t mean that they didn’t do it. Even the police are convinced of their guilt, which is why the case remains

  unofficially closed even though no one was ever convicted of the murders.




  A thought worms a path through the deeper levels of my consciousness, trying to break the surface. It’s a thought I’ve been trying to suppress. What if it was the same men, who broke

  into our house in LA two years ago and killed my mum and stepsister, who broke into my house tonight?




  It isn’t possible, I tell myself, firmly. Why would they wait two years? Besides, the last report from the firm I pay to keep tabs on the two of them showed Miles was living in a

  Veterans Association home in Arkansas and McCrory was working on the rigs up in Alaska.




  I head to my wardrobe, wondering if I should ask Agent Corbell what she thinks, but the question gets stuck in my throat. It must have something to do with Miles and McCrory. Why else would the

  FBI be here?




  Now that the shock is wearing off I’ve started shivering and my limbs are stiffening up. I grab a pair of black jeans, a camisole top and a thick hooded sweater. I need to keep busy, keep

  moving, keep my mind from wandering too far into dark places, dredging up memories I’ve worked hard to bury.




  Taylor’s screams still echo in my head like nails scraping down a blackboard, making me grit my teeth. The flashbacks are starting up too. I thought I’d got past that, that I’d

  found a way to control the panic attacks, but now it feels as if I’m right back at square one.




  Agent Corbell turns around while I pull on my clothes and pretends to interest herself in my book collection. It’s only then I remember my iPad. There are a dozen security cameras

  installed at different points in the building. My iPad connects remotely, via encrypted wireless, to a security company’s server which uploads all the video and the keycard entries for the

  day.




  ‘The cameras,’ I say. ‘My iPad. Everything should be on that. Call the security company. There should be footage from the cameras!’




  Agent Corbell is already at the bedroom door. ‘Where’s the iPad?’ she asks.




  ‘I’ll get it.’ I try to push past her, but she bars the doorway.




  ‘Sorry,’ she says, giving me a weak smile. ‘We’re trying not to contaminate the crime scene. Tell me where it is and I’ll go get it.’




  Glancing over her shoulder I see that my apartment is now a hive of activity, with crime scene officers combing every inch of space. One is on his knees behind the sofa, searching for evidence

  that may have fallen between the floorboards. Two more are taking fingerprints from the door and windows. A man in white coveralls is snapping photographs of the oil-spill of blood by the door.

  Hugo. I swallow hard as I notice the baseball bat has rolled across the floor, painting a crimson streak across the floorboards.




  ‘Where is it?’




  I turn back to Agent Corbell. ‘Um, it’s over there,’ I say, pointing. ‘In my bag. On the sofa.’




  She walks past the guy on his hands and knees and past a woman fingerprinting the door and alarm pad. I stare at the green blinking light. How did they get in? The alarm was on. I take a step

  towards the keypad but a guy in a mask and white coveralls holds up his hand and warns me back.




  I can’t even walk in my own home. But it’s not my home any more, is it? All those efforts I made to feel safe, to create a place that was all mine, where nothing bad could happen,

  were for nothing. Nowhere is safe.




  My lungs feel like they’ve caught fire. I can’t catch a breath and my mind is whirring a thousand miles an hour. I can’t stop thinking about Hugo, worrying if he’s OK.

  Someone needs to call the security company and find out what happened. The panic alarm too. Why didn’t they respond to it? The armed response team was supposed to be here within three

  minutes. They never arrived.




  Agent Corbell walks back over just then. ‘I couldn’t find it,’ she tells me.




  ‘How did they get in?’ I say. ‘The alarms were all set. I know they were.’ After the LA incident I was diagnosed with OCD. I’m obsessive about setting the alarms

  and locking the doors. ‘How did they get in?’ I repeat, anger masking the more plaintive note of despair in my voice. I want her to give me an answer.




  But Agent Corbell just shakes her head at me in confusion. ‘We’ll look into it.’




  I look around, taking in the cracked television screen and the open door of the refrigerator, which is still being swabbed for prints. ‘What did they want?’ I ask.




  ‘You tell me,’ Agent Corbell answers.




  I frown at her. Isn’t it her job to find out?




  ‘Do you have a safe here?’ she asks. ‘Does it look like they might have taken anything?’




  I shake my head, scanning my living room and kitchen. ‘Just my bag,’ I say. ‘It had my wallet and iPad in it.’




  ‘Well,’ says Agent Corbell, ‘something doesn’t add up. I don’t think we’re looking at an ordinary break-and-enter.’




  Just then Agent Ziv appears behind her. ‘We good to go?’ he asks Agent Corbell.




  She looks at me. ‘Nic, do you want some help packing a bag?’




  ‘What? Why?’ I ask, looking between them both.




  ‘We’re taking you to a safe house,’ she answers.




  





  NIC




  A safe house. The words conjure up images of dilapidated cabins in the middle of dark woods. Or a house in the suburbs surrounded by other identikit houses. So when we arrive

  at an old tenement building close to the Bowery, I’m surprised.




  Agent Ziv ushers me out the car with his hand on my elbow and I flinch at his touch. The urgency and silence with which he and Agent Corbell scan the darkened street and rush me inside sends a

  shiver of fear up my spine, and I’m glad that I have Goz with me. He’s picking up on the tension too, straining at his leash and bounding up the stairs ahead of me, a rumbling growl

  emanating from his throat.




  Corbell stops in front of a door on the third floor and knocks twice. A tall man wearing a suit opens the door a crack then, seeing us, he lets it swing open.




  My eyes fall instantly to the gun in his hand. He gives me a curt smile and once again I feel Agent Ziv’s hand on my back, pushing me into the apartment. I step quickly inside with Goz,

  immediately scanning for exit points and hiding places.




  Agent Corbell starts doing a sweep of the rooms while Agent Ziv talks to the man with the gun. I’m guessing he’s another agent because he has an FBI badge attached to his belt.

  ‘This is Agent Wise,’ Agent Ziv says.




  Agent Wise holds out his hand. ‘Good to meet you.’




  I shake his hand but I can’t say likewise. Thankful as I am to have people looking out for me, I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be living this again.




  ‘Agent Wise will be back in the morning to take over from us,’ Agent Ziv says as Wise grabs his coat and heads to the door.




  ‘OK,’ Agent Corbell says, holstering her gun and glancing around. ‘We’re here for the night. May as well get comfortable.’




  It’s a small apartment. The living room is sparsely furnished with a tatty sofa, a stained carpet and an old TV. A Playstation sits on the floor alongside two empty containers of Chinese

  takeout that Goz immediately sticks his nose into. A window looks out over a small yard ringed by other apartment buildings. There’s a fire escape beneath. I note that the windows have only

  basic Chubb locks on them – how safe is this safe house?




  Agent Corbell and Agent Ziv have taken off their jackets and their shoulder-holsters are visible, but I don’t feel comforted. I feel terrified – the kind of terror that grips you

  with vice-like claws and refuses to let go. It’s going to take more than two armed guards to ever make me feel safe again and that realisation almost makes me sink to the floor. I suppress a

  sudden sob.




  Agent Ziv yanks the curtains shut and Corbell drops my bag to the floor by the door. ‘I know you’re tired,’ she says, ‘but if we could take your statement now while

  everything is still fresh in your memory, that would be great.’ She gestures towards the sofa and I drop slowly down on to it, though my instinct is to stay standing, keep moving. My foot

  starts tapping immediately and I have to push my hands on to my thigh to stop it.




  ‘How about we start with the basics?’ I hear the sympathy in her voice and sense she’s trying to make this as easy as possible. It’s just that every single question takes

  me back to LA, to the countless police interviews I had to sit through then. I’m not sure I can do all this again.




  ‘So, how long have you owned the apartment?’ she asks.




  I take a deep breath. I don’t have a choice but to do it all again. ’Eight months.’ I clear my throat. ‘I moved here in June.’




  ‘To go to college?’




  I nod. ‘I’m a freshman at NYU.’




  ‘Before that you were living with your stepfather, Aiden Cooper, in LA, is that right?’




  I nod. It took a lot of extra tutoring to get me through my SATs because I’d fallen so far behind with my schoolwork, but once I’d set my mind on moving to New York and getting away

  from LA I was happy to put in the extra time. It gave me something to focus on besides the outcome of the trial.




  ‘So: yesterday. Walk us through your day,’ Agent Corbell says, leaning forwards and resting her elbows on her knees.




  ‘I had lectures from eight to twelve,’ I tell her.




  ‘What are you studying?’




  ‘I’m majoring in Psychology.’




  She nods and I sigh to myself. I know, it’s kind of obvious as majors go. The girl whose mother and stepsister were murdered in a home invasion by two drug addicts with mental health

  issues is now studying human behaviour. Go figure.




  ‘OK, so after lectures what did you do?’ she asks.




  I try to think back but already yesterday seems like a lifetime ago. ‘I went for lunch.’




  ‘On your own? With somebody?’ Corbell asks.




  ‘On my own.’




  Always on my own. I don’t make friends easily. It’s hard to let people get close. Davis, the boy I was dating at the time of the LA break-in, sold his story to People

  magazine for a six-figure sum. I have trust issues. Go figure again.




  Even if he hadn’t done that, there comes the point with every potential friend or love interest where they ask me about my family – or worse, Google me – and find out who I am

  before I have a chance to tell them. It’s like trying to start a friendship with someone while you’re both crossing a minefield.




  There’s only one person I’ve made friends with since moving to New York, a girl called Liva who I met on campus in my second week. She was involved in a big trial last year that the

  media went wild over – something to do with human trafficking – so she gets what it’s like to be thrust into the public eye. But we haven’t really hung out together outside

  of college.




  As I tell Dr Phipps in our weekly sessions: it’s more than it’s worth, dealing with the sympathy. People stare at me all Oprah-dewy-eyed, but I know that secretly all they care about

  is hearing the gruesome details first-hand so they can go and tell their friends that they met the sole survivor of the Cooper murders.




  Our story made headlines. Everyone knows about the Cooper murders. My stepdad Aiden was famous for owning the biggest jewellery store in the world. Then there was the fact that Taylor, my

  stepsister, was a regular in the gossip columns of Star and People, forever being papped at premieres and in the front row of fashion shows. She loved being in the public eye. I

  often wonder how she’d feel about it now.




  They made a trashy daytime TV movie about the murders called Conspiracy Girl, in which some Z-list actress with fake boobs played Taylor and a girl who used to star on The Mickey

  Mouse Club played me. Except she couldn’t do a British accent so she sounded like Britney Spears doing an impression of Queen Victoria. The whole premise was that there was some kind of

  conspiracy behind the break-in and murders and that the two men who stood trial were merely scapegoats. Like all conspiracy theories, it was based on crackpot ideas with no basis in reality. But

  the defence team created a case around a similar theory, the jury lapped it up, and the media went wild for it.




  ‘You dating anyone?’ Agent Ziv asks.




  I shake my head. There’s this one guy, Marcus, who I met in line at Starbucks a few weeks back. We’ve been for coffee a few times and he’s invited me to the movies, but I

  wouldn’t exactly say we were dating. He’s nice I guess, and polite, and the first person in ages who hasn’t looked at me pityingly. He doesn’t ask questions about my past

  either, though unless he’s been living on Mars for the last five years he must know who I am, and I don’t sense he’s the type of guy who’d sell his story to the papers. But

  who knows? I would never have guessed Davis would either. Davis said he loved me, we dated for a year, even lost our virginity to each other, but that didn’t stop him from cashing the cheque

  and telling the world every intimate detail of our relationship.




  Marcus hasn’t tried to kiss me yet either. We haven’t even held hands. He seems to realise I like my own space, or it could be he’s scared of Goz. Either way I’m

  grateful. When I told Dr Phipps he suggested that’s probably why I chose to go out with him and why I insist on bringing Goz on dates. No chemistry means I don’t have to worry about

  getting close. Psychologists suck sometimes.




  Agent Corbell interrupts my thoughts. ‘And then you went to the gym?’ She’s reading from the statement I gave the cops earlier.




  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I go every day. Or try to. I was there from two until about five.’




  Corbell’s eyebrows raise but I ignore the look. I have an intense exercise schedule. It’s one of the ways I hold on to my sanity. I used to do ballet but after the break-in I

  stopped. Now I just hit the gym. If I don’t, things tend to spiral out of control.




  Agent Corbell glances down at the notebook in her hand. ‘And you said in your earlier statement that your stepfather, Aiden Cooper, paid a visit yesterday out of the blue?’




  I nod.




  Corbell cocks her head to one side. ‘I thought he lived in LA?’




  ‘He does,’ I answer. ‘He had a meeting in New York. He stopped by on the off chance.’ It’s only then that another realisation hits me with hurricane force.

  ‘Oh my God,’ I say, rising from my seat. ‘You need to find him! You need to call him. Do you think . . .’ I break off, not sure exactly what I’m asking. I was so

  wrapped up in Hugo and worrying about him that I didn’t stop to think of Aiden. But what if his visit and the break-in aren’t coincidental?




  ‘We’re working on it.’ Agent Corbell gestures for me to sit back down while giving me a smile that I can see is intended to allay my fears. Grudgingly I sit back down, though

  my foot starts up tapping again and my eyes dart to the door.




  Aiden and my mother were only married for a year before she died, but going through what we went through – the aftermath of the murders, the police interviews, the funerals, the press

  harassment, the court case – left an indelible mark on both of us, and we’re closer now than we would probably ever have been if things had been different. I lost my mum and he lost his

  only daughter – Taylor. She was eighteen at the time. I survived. She didn’t. And yes, I feel a crushing guilt about that, every day. For a while I was completely buried beneath it. Now

  I just heft it around wherever I go, stumbling a lot, but trying to move forwards, knowing that’s what my mother would want.




  I am very much aware that I can’t and don’t want to fill the space left by Taylor, but I’m all Aiden has left now in the way of family. And vice versa. I have no siblings and

  my father died when I was three.




  ‘How was he acting when he came by?’ Agent Ziv asks. ‘Anything strange about his behaviour?’




  I close my eyes and try to think. I had just got in the door. I wasn’t expecting anyone so when the buzzer went both Goz and I jumped. The last person I expected to see on my doorstep was

  Aiden.




  ‘Nic?’




  Ziv’s voice startles me and I realise I’ve zoned out. ‘He seemed on edge,’ I say. ‘But it’s a hard time of year.’ I tail off. Christmas and then the

  anniversary of the incident. I look up and finally ask the question I’ve been avoiding. ‘Was it them? Do you think it was the same people who killed my mother and Taylor?’




  They shoot each other a quick, furtive glance. ‘We’re looking into it,’ Agent Ziv tells me.




  I sit back in my seat. The knowledge that they have already considered this makes my blood run cold. I wrap my arms around myself and squeeze my eyes shut. The memory of Miles and

  McCrory’s jubilant expressions when they walked free from court flashes into my mind. Was it them in my apartment?




  The other possibility is that it’s a simple break-and-enter, a totally unrelated, opportunistic crime – but even as I come up with the theory, my gut rejects it outright. An

  opportunistic thief doesn’t choose a third-floor apartment with keypad entry and video cameras in the stairwells. An opportunistic thief doesn’t choose the apartment with the Hound of

  the Baskervilles guarding it. Plus, there’s the fact that the alarm systems seem to have been tampered with. Just like last time.




  Once they’re finished taking my statement, the two of them leave me alone and walk out into the hallway, closing the door behind them. I sit on the sofa and press my knuckles into my eyes.

  I keep seeing my mother, the last image I have of her – her body lying in the middle of the bedroom floor. They’d shot her through the head and the bullet had left a dime-sized hole in

  her forehead, just beneath her hairline. Her eyes were wide open, staring blankly up at the ceiling, and a little worm of blood had snaked a trail between her eyes. I’ve worked hard to erase

  that image from my memory but now it’s back. I push my knuckles harder into my eyes but it doesn’t help. Damn it.




  With a burst of energy I get up and stride to the door, thinking I’ll have them call the hospital and find out what’s happening with Hugo, but then I remember I still have my phone

  on me. I pull it out of my pocket and am just searching for the number when Ziv walks back in and notices the phone in my hand.




  ‘No calls I’m afraid,’ he says. ‘And you need to switch that thing off.’




  You’ve got to be kidding, I think, staring at him and then at the phone. I have so many people to contact. Aiden and the hospital for a start. But Agent Ziv just shrugs at me. I

  start to protest but then a loud crack makes me jump.




  Agent Ziv’s hand falls to his waist. He stares at me in surprise, his mouth falling open, and I shake my head at him confused, not understanding. Then he moves his hand aside, and I see a

  crimson flower blossoming brightly through his shirt, petals unfurling fast.




  I take a step backwards, still uncomprehending, as he stumbles forwards. He grabs me by the top of my arms and together we crumple to the ground.




  Goz leaps forwards, snarling, butting Agent Ziv off me and I scamper backwards, staring at the growing red stain on his shirt, finally understanding. It was a gunshot. I look over at the window

  where the curtain has started to billow. Someone fired through the glass.




  My eyes fly back to Agent Ziv, who’s now lying unmoving, his arm flung out and his gun discarded on the floor by the Playstation. I throw myself behind the sofa, calling to Goz, then wrap

  my arm around him as though he’s a life raft. The adrenaline from earlier on is back, this time in torrents, ripping through me. Agent Ziv’s gun is lying a few inches from my foot. I

  stare at it for a few seconds then make a grab for it, trying not to notice the pool of blood spreading towards me.




  The gun is heavy and cold and I feel panic descending like a blackout curtain as I turn it over in my palm. I don’t know how to use a gun. I never learned, despite Aiden’s pleas. I

  hate guns. But right now I wish to God I had taken him up on the offer of lessons. There’s a catch on the side which I guess is the safety. I ease it off and then slide my finger over the

  trigger. I shove my phone in my pocket and get to my knees, but I’m trembling and the gun is shaking so hard I can barely hold it steady. I point it at the window, then at the door. What is

  going on? What do I do?




  The door bursts open. I swing the gun up, my finger pressing down on the trigger.




  Agent Corbell lets out a yell. ‘Don’t shoot!’ She is holding her own gun up at shoulder height.
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