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Chapter 1

The cluttered kitchen reeked of burnt coffee and stale cigarettes, the acrid scent drifting through the open window to where she waited just outside. A dim bulb flickered weakly, casting uneven shadows across the faded wallpaper. This was a house where secrets rotted in silence, where hope withered under the weight of fear.

Looking in, she could see the dirty dishes piled high, filling the sink and creeping across the counter. Each night, someone added more dirty dishes to the pile. She wondered what would have run out first, clean plates or bench space. The house was never going to be featured in Better Homes and Gardens, but it had always been clean. Things had changed.

There was a time when his wife would have left the porch light on for him and the kitchen clean, but she wasn’t here anymore. Kind people had hidden her away, tucked safely in a secure house and only a handful of people knew the location. Last week, he had found the shelter and tried to break down the reinforced door, enraged that she had slipped beyond his control.

If she had still been in that sad little home, tonight would have ended like so many others, leaving her waking up with bruised arms and a face blotched with the fresh purples and blues that would fade into sickly yellows and browns. Cheap curtains would have swallowed her screams, ignored by neighbours who had learnt it was safer to pretend they heard nothing. But tonight, it wasn’t him hurting anyone; he didn’t know it yet, but he had gone from hunter to prey.

Elsie slipped the vial from her pocket, its contents glinting faintly in the moonlight as she slipped it under the band on her wrist. Poisoning wasn’t her preferred method, but tonight was about precision. No drama, no mess—just the silent justice she had perfected.

She had dealt with too many men just like this one, who thought the world owed them everything and then demanded even more. They tore their women down until there was nothing left but fear and obedience. Men who laid hands on their wives and children as though it were their right.

When some of her victims realised what was happening and why, they were shocked to discover their actions were being punished. She remembered one absolute vermin of a man saying, “It was his wife; he shouldn’t be told what to do with HIS wife.” He said ‘his wife’ in the same tone he would have said ‘his car or his horse’.

She was property. She had explained that she wasn’t there to ‘punish’ him; she was there because he needed to be stopped. It was justice. The abusers should not continue their lives while their victims and their children hid in fear of being found. That was no life.

Every man she had removed had threatened multiple times to kill their partner or children. Over half had tried or come close to succeeding in doing just that and all had threatened to finish the job if they found them.

What she found hard to understand was that each year, domestic violence and sexual abuse were increasing. The leading cause of death in pregnant women in America was domestic violence. She wondered what the fuck society was doing wrong, that so many boys were growing into men who still treated women like they had less worth.

A quick search online revealed entire ‘intel’ groups; short for ‘involuntary celibate’ or ‘we can’t get laid, so we hate all women’. Groups of men who despised the opposite sex for merely existing. The loathing they spewed disgusted and enraged her.

She thought back to a few weeks ago in her office, clicking on another report, another headline, more women brutalised, pleas for help ignored. There was even an article about women in the police and armed services. They were more likely to experience abuse by their colleagues than by criminals.

Seeing those types of statistics pushed her to the limits of sanity. The problem seemed too massive to fix, her actions too insignificant. She felt like she was trying to hold the tide back with a teaspoon. As she sat there in her office, she had this feeling of despair that almost overwhelmed her, pulling her under.

Then, it was as if the universe saw she needed a light, anything to help her surface. Patricia Turner had walked into her office, holding her phone, her face showing shock and said, “That was the police. Eric has died in a house fire.”

This was Patricia’s second time at The Sanctuary, a refuge for women and children escaping abuse at home. The first time she had been here, hospital staff, who could see the signs of abuse, had sent her, even though she told them she had taken a fall down the stairs. But after a few weeks, Eric, her husband, had convinced her to come home.

He said all the right things, promised to stop drinking and get help. Elsie had advised her to be cautious, suggesting that she should make him stop drinking for a few weeks first, but she disregarded the advice. Five weeks later, the police brought them back.

He’d broken her nose and jaw and locked her in the bedroom. She had managed to escape out of the window and reach the next-door neighbours. They had called the police.

The police had persuaded Eric to let them take the children and they had all been brought here. Eric had been fighting her for joint custody, and she found out a week ago that it looked like he might get it. Patricia was certain that the moment he got those kids, he would disappear or worse.

He had threatened more than once that he would kill himself and take the kids with him. She had told this to the police, who said, “He was just trying to scare her, upset her.” But Patricia knew him better; it was no idle threat. Elsie had agreed.

Making sure her face showed the correct amount of surprise and concern, she said, “My God, how do you feel? Are you OK?”

Patricia didn’t answer right away; her face showed it wasn’t a simple question. “I feel a lot of things—shock, sadness, anger, relief, regret… but if I had to choose one, it would be this: I feel free. I feel free, Elsie, for the first time in what feels like forever. I can have dreams and hopes. I can get on with my life. My kids are safe. I’m not just waiting for him to find me and make good on his threats. So yes, I’m OK. I’m still processing it, but yes, I’m good.”

She looked ashamed. “I’m a terrible person for saying that, aren’t I? I’ve just been told he’s dead and that’s my main emotion. But I can’t tell you how many times I have imagined getting that news, dreamt of hearing those words: ‘Sorry to inform you, but your husband is dead’.”

“You know your marriage isn’t doing well when other wives’ worst nightmares are the daydreams you have when you are trying to stay sane and imagine there is hope for a better life. I used to picture the police knocking at my door to tell me that he had rolled his car drunk or had been killed in a bar fight. When the police told me how he died, all I said was, ‘Did he suffer?’ When they said they didn’t think so, I think I shocked them when I said, ‘Well, that’s a shame.’ Then I asked, ‘Did we lose the house?’”

Her face crumpled. “Oh God, I really am terrible; there is something wrong with me, isn’t there? They must have thought ‘What a bitch!’ They probably think I killed him.”

Elsie shrugged. “They always try to pin it on the spouse first. If it’s murder, they are usually responsible. Not a great advertisement for marriage if you ask me,” Elsie said quietly to herself.

“Let them try. I have an alibi. That’s when I used the mystery flight voucher you gave me for my birthday. I might be the prime suspect, but luckily, I was 500 miles away with hundreds of witnesses.”

“Yes, so lucky,” said Elsie, while thinking how there was no luck involved. She had made sure that Patricia was not in town, so that she wouldn’t be a suspect; her alibi was airtight.

Keeping her voice neutral, she casually asked, “Are they thinking the death was suspicious?”

“No, they haven’t got the full report from the fire inspection guys, but it looks like faulty wiring. Remember the first time I came here, beaten like a dog? I told you how he lost it when I said he shouldn’t be doing any electrical work himself, and he had left wires exposed when he had rigged the sound system directly into the main line. Well, how ironic that it looks like it started there, shorted out and caught the insulation inside the walls on fire.”

“Looks like this ‘stupid bitch’ did know what she was talking about. He wouldn’t have stood a chance; that was directly under our bedroom. My God, we could have all been killed!” She suddenly looked stricken. “But if I had been there, I might have woken up and got us all out in time.” As those thoughts dawned on her, she started to shake, the reality of the situation sinking in.

Elsie stood up and gave her a hug. “Hey, hey, you’re OK. You are all safe and he can’t put your life or your children’s lives in danger any more. You have just been told your nightmare is over, you’re allowed to feel good about that, to feel free and you are also allowed to feel sad, angry or any other emotion, but don’t for one second feel guilt over not being there. You had no choice but to leave, to save your life, all due to his actions. Do not waste a minute thinking you owe him anything.”

“Thanks, Elsie, for everything. Is it OK if we stay a few more days? I can go to my sister, but she just isn’t in town at the moment. I have to call her, she is going to be so happy. She despised him. God, she will probably throw a party. I told her once how I had dreams that he had been killed. She said she had nightmares that I had been.”

“She will be so happy that you’re safe,” Elsie said. And to know that asshole won’t be turning up at two in the morning, smashing her window and trashing her car again, Elsie thought to herself. “And stay as long as you need.”

Patricia hugged Elsie and walked out of the office towards her room. Caught in a nightmare was an understatement; seven years of the most horrific abuse. The first time she found the courage to leave him, she had taken the children and moved in with her sister, but his reign of terror continued.

It had then included her sibling. He kept breaking the restraining order, but nothing was done. There was always an excuse from the police: not enough evidence. Her word against his.

The last officer who took her statement had asked if he had physically harmed her or just stood across the street, hurling insults. They hadn’t actually said it but she could tell they thought she was overreacting. In the end, she went back to him because she couldn’t put her sister through it any more, even though she had begged her to stay.

But what did you expect from the so-called law enforcers? Statistics showed that police officers had a higher percentage of domestic abuse than most professions, but so much was never reported. Who did you report to? His boss and his work colleagues were just going to cover it up. A hopeless situation.

But seeing how his death had changed Patricia was the sign she needed to keep going. Yes, evil men were everywhere these days, and she could never stop them all, but she had freed Patricia from her nightmare, and probably saved more women her ex would have got involved with.

There was one statistic that never failed: if they had hit one partner, they would hit them all. So, she had to keep going, for the next woman who had no one to fight for her.

Seeing the worry and fear fall away from Patricia gave her a renewed sense of purpose. The world is full of monsters, she thought, but at least I can slay a few.

Her distaste for men who hurt women had started at an early age. She hated anyone who picked on someone weaker than them. Elsie’s story wasn’t much different from that of a lot of children who grew up in an abusive environment.

A house that was full of secrets, a world that taught her early that her worth was secondary to a man’s whims. The first time her father hit her mother, Elsie had been five; well, the first time he did it in front of her. By the time she was ten, she’d learnt to shield her little brother from the blows.

The scars faded years ago, the memories had taken longer, but the damage both had caused, that was permanent. The one thing she was grateful for was seeing that abuse firsthand; it had made her strong and determined to never be a woman who put up with being mistreated. If any had tried, they would have regretted it.

But so many other women were not that lucky. They didn’t have a support system to help them, having been cut off from family and friends as the abuse got worse, and many ended up at shelters like The Sanctuary.

Over the years, seeing so much trauma and damage to women who came through the shelter doors had filled her with even more rage and disgust for men. Other people’s stories had also left scars that sank deep, turning her into someone she no longer recognised. She had known she had to do something with all that rage or she would snap.

And then, one day, she did.

The first kill had been a mess, fuelled by anger and with no proper plan. But it felt justified and that was all that mattered. As she continued on her silent but deadly crusade, she trained herself to remain calm and calculated. Putting to use skills learnt so long ago.

She wasn’t out there seeking revenge; this wasn’t about punishing them for the past horrors they had inflicted. This was about making sure they couldn’t continue doing them. It wasn’t payback; it was her way of trying to maintain some balance in the universe.

To help a few women win in a game that was stacked against them. Thousands of women were killed each year by their partners; it was so commonplace that it didn’t even make it to the news anymore. Police reports were full of women saying that their partner had threatened to kill them.

They got restraining orders that the men ignored. Why care about a restraining order when he was going to kill her and then himself and the children? This was a typical story following a woman’s murder.

How they had told the police how dangerous he was, and they had ignored them, over and over again. And the police gave the same answer, “What could we do? We can’t lock him up for saying it; he has to commit a crime.”

Well, Elsie didn’t ignore them and she was doing something. She studied accidents, honed her skills in manipulating evidence and became an expert at covering her tracks. From then on, there was no going back. She had found her true calling.





Chapter 2

Head lights turned into the driveway, pulling Elsie away from her thoughts and back into the present. She stood, hidden in the shadows, unseen by the car’s driver, waiting for the right moment. Tonight’s lucky winner of the all-expenses-paid trip to hell was Jacob Minter. He worked in demolition, with a temper shorter than the fuses he lit for a living. The coroner would call it heart failure, and only Elsie would know the truth. She walked through the shadows, her boots muffled by the damp grass. Jacob fumbled with the handle inside the car, muttering curses before opening the door and almost falling out.

Elsie waited till he reached in and grabbed his beer can before walking up to him. He didn’t notice Elsie approach until she was right behind him. Showtime, she thought, pushing her boobs up high in her bra.

“Excuse me, my phone has died, and I’m lost. You don’t know where Essex Street is, do you?” she asked, her voice low and steady.

He turned, startled and squinted at her. Then, seeing who had asked, he gave a lecherous smile and said, “Well, hello, beautiful. Don’t know that road, but I’ve got a map book in the car somewhere, let me find it.”

“A map book? You don’t have Google Maps?” she asked, knowing damn well he didn’t.

“Na, I’m old-fashioned,” he said.

Bullshit, she thought. It was because he was useless with technology, not so useless that he couldn’t use Google Maps, but useless enough that he didn’t know you can change the voice giving you directions.

His wife had told a story at group therapy about how he had broken two of her ribs one night after driving home using the GPS. She hadn’t seen how he was seething with anger when he walked in the door until it was too late. She had only asked if he could bring the bin up from the road, and suddenly, she was flying across the room, landing hard on the corner of the table.

Then, he was looming over her, yelling, “I have just had a stuck-up bitch telling me what to do for the last two hours. I’m not coming home to put up with the same shit from you.”

From his angry rantings later in the night, she realised the ‘stuck-up bitch’ was the voice on his boss’s GPS giving directions. He had driven with his boss that day to check out a new site. Dickhead here only ever used a map book now. What a fine specimen of a man. The world was going to miss such an enlightened individual.

As he went to lean back into the car, Elsie grabbed the can from his hand. He went to protest, but Elsie quickly explained. “Let me hold that for you, no worse sin than spilling good beer,” she said with a cheeky grin.

Jacob’s face lit up, all arguments forgotten about who was holding the can.

“Holy fuck, I say that exact thing all the time, so fucking true!”

Oh really, do ya, dipshit, Elsie thought to herself.

As he turned around and reached into his glove box for the book, Elsie pulled the small vial from the wristband and quickly tipped the contents into the can. She handed it back to Jacob as he went to pass her the book. He tipped it back, taking a deep swig. Elsie watched him drink, the tension coiling in her chest finally beginning to ease. Now to set the trap.

“You know,” she began conversationally, “it’s kind of embarrassing. I was supposed to meet someone for a blind date, but I just can’t deal with it tonight. Too much effort for a guy I’ll probably never see again.”

Jacob’s face shifted into an all-too-familiar grin. The eagerness was almost comical. “Well, if you’re just looking to have fun, you came to the right place. This is my house. We could have a little party, just the two of us.”

She gave a light, practised laugh. “I don’t know. What drinks do you have? I’ll drink anything but beer that makes me put on weight.”

His face fell slightly. “Beer’s all I’ve got.”

“Hmm. Then we’d better pick something up.” She gestured towards his truck. “There’s a liquor store a few blocks over, right? Finish that drink and let’s go.”

Jacob lit up like a firework. He drained the can with alarming speed, tossed it onto the truck floor and climbed back into the truck. But as he reached for his seat belt, his movements faltered. His hand went to his chest. “Shit,” he muttered, his voice tight with pain. “I think I’m having a heart attack.”

Elsie stepped closer, her expression impassive. “Really?” she asked mildly. “That’s unfortunate.”

“Fuck, call an ambulance,” he said through gritted teeth, passing the phone to her.

“Sure,” she said, grabbing the phone, but instead of dialling, she just stood there holding it, staring at him, an amused look on her face.

“What the fuck are you doing? Why aren’t you dialling them?” he managed to say. The pain was such a crushing vice around his chest that he could barely speak.

“Mm, it looks pretty severe. I very much doubt they will make it in time. You’ll just be wasting your money. Fun fact: Do you know how many people are stuck with a massive bill from calling an ambulance?” Elsie said, in a mock shocked voice. “And if the person dies, their loved ones have to pay it, disgusting, some things in this country are just unbelievable.”

She said all this in such a conversational voice, like she had all the time in the world to talk, like she was just having a chat with someone in the grocery store. You know the ‘are these grapes fresh’, or ‘excuse me, what aisle is the dishwashing liquid?’ kind of tone.

Jacob finally noticed her indifference to his plight, and Elsie watched a mixture of emotions cross his face. From confusion, to understanding and then, finally, the one she wanted to see, fear. If she was being honest, this was her favorite part.

“Why?” Jacob managed to ask, feebly reaching out for the phone.

She took a small step back, just out of his reach. “Why what?” Elsie asked “Why am I not trying to save you? Well, that would be an odd thing to do, Jacob, since I’m the one killing you. And men say women are confusing, Jeez!”

“But I don’t even know you,” Jacob gasps, slowly sinking lower in his seat, slumping down into the chair, like a deflated balloon.

“No? Well, I’ve heard so much about you. Spoiler alert: none of it is good. I know what type of man you are. Well, not a real man because those don’t hurt things smaller and weaker. You’re the worst kind of human, a serial abuser, the type that will never stop, that no amount of police intervention can deter because you believe your wife is your property and you can do whatever you want. You would eventually kill her if I let you live.”

“You came close twice before and promised only last week that you would find her and finish the job. So a decision was made by me if that’s your next question, that your time was at an end. You’re like an injured wild animal, too dangerous to be allowed to carry on. And even if you don’t find Christy, you will start dating, and, eventually the cycle will begin again because you, Jacob, are a woman-beating, piece of shit.”

“But I will assure you, I do take a great deal of time to decide if removal is the only choice. I assess whether you are redeemable. Christy told me you grew up in a house, said your dad was a mean, violent man. She tried to use that to justify your behaviour, that it was what you saw, all you knew, so it seemed normal to you. Is that how it all went wrong? Were you made into this, Jacob? Could you change with help and therapy?”

“Yes, that’s the problem. I know I have anger issues. I need help,” he said, trying to sound sincere, thinking he might have a chance to save himself. He didn’t.

But Elsie loved to fuck with them, giving them that bit of hope, then ripping it away. Just like they loved doing that to their wives. To let them think it would be different, if they just do this or don’t do that, until the next punch.

“Well, you’re right, seeing that as a child can certainly cause problems. I’m guessing you went through it all, seeing your father hurt your mother. I’m sure it was terrible and frightening for you, wishing you could save her, help her, but never being able to. Lying in bed and hearing your father come home drunk and waiting for the hitting and crying to start, while you huddled under your covers, sad and scared. I bet you remember it all, don’t you, Jacob?” Her voice had taken on a soothing, comforting quality.

“Yes, every day and night of it,” he said, thinking he was helping himself, thinking he was about to be allowed to live.

The warmth drained from her voice, leaving only cold precision. “OK, let’s make sure I’ve got this right. So you remember it all? How it made you feel, the whole terrible experience! And yet, you turned around and did the same thing to your children! You don’t even have the weak excuse of ‘I didn’t realise the effect it was having on them’ bullshit that some of your ass holes say in court, because you fucking knew. You knew firsthand. Did they even cross your mind when you were knocking your wife around the lounge room?”

“Maybe they did, but you had decided your wife deserved a beating more than your kids deserved to live in a home not resembling hell. So, if we are being honest, if seeing that growing up is the reason you became this abusive piece of shit, then isn’t it better you’re not around to teach your kids the same lesson? Statistically, girls who grow up in a house with abuse will accept it in their own relationships much more. Fuck that! That beautiful little girl of yours deserves better than ending up with trash like you.”

“You’re crazy,” he spat out weakly, sweat dripping down his face as the poison tightened its grip on his body. “You won’t get away with this.”

She tilted her head, with mock amusement flicking in her eyes. “Firstly, that’s very rude. I prefer the term mentally fluid, that’s a much more socially acceptable term, don’t you think?”

A slow smile curled on her lips. “And you know what they say—behind every crazy woman is a man who made her that way. Secondly,” she leant in, voice laced with certainty, “I will get away with it. Just like I have before. And just like I will again. Tell me, how much effort do you think cops put into investigating the death of an alcoholic, abusive prick like you? I’ll give you a hint, about as much time as you have spent trying to be a better person, so fuck all.”

“Tomorrow the world will move on without you in it, and the only thing different will be that Christy can finally breathe, finally stop looking over her shoulder. The haunted look in her eyes will take some time to fade, but fade it will. Christy might not have been able to fight back, she wasn’t able to stop you, but luckily for her, she knows someone who can. She deserves to be happy in a world you’re no longer in.”

“Then you don’t know Christy. The guilt of getting me killed will eventually eat her up. She won’t be able to live with herself, so in the end, I will win, you fucking bitch.”

“Aah, Jacob, I could leave you with that thought, a small bit of comfort in your last moments, but as you just mentioned, I’m a fucking bitch, so I won’t. I know Christy quite well, actually, enough to know what you’re saying is 100% true. So, it’s a good thing she does not know this is happening and never will. She will receive a phone call tomorrow informing her of your death, from the police or coroner’s office, from a sudden and fatal heart attack, and she will be oblivious to the truth, just like everyone else. Your death is my decision and mine alone, and let me assure you I will feel no guilt and I will sleep like a baby. Does the vet feel bad about putting down the dog with rabies? I think not.”

It took a few more minutes for the poison to do its job. Jacob’s chest did one last slow exhale, and then there was silence. Elsie reached into her purse, pulled out some gloves, and quickly put them on, checked his pulse, then grabbed the can he had his last drink from to take with her. By the time his body is found, the substance that stopped his heart will no longer be traceable, and the autopsy will show signs of a massive heart attack. But the residue in the can would tell a different story.

She stayed there only long enough to wipe off Jacob’s phone, use his fingerprint to open it, then dial 91, and drop it in his lap. When they find him tomorrow, it will look like he was trying to call an ambulance but didn’t quite make it. After quietly shutting the car door, she removes her gloves, grabs her backpack, which she had hidden near his house, and puts on the black beanie and long black coat, making her almost invisible in the night. Then, after making sure there is no one out on the street, she walks down the driveway and out onto the road and melts into the night.

She had walked the street previously, following the path to where she would park, going door to door, posing as a survey taker, checking who had ring cam doorbells, and who had security cameras. Luckily, the street wasn’t an affluent one. No one had a lot that other people might want to steal, so digital security was not high on anyone’s list. But, she had watched too many people come through the courts with the only evidence they had against them was a random doorbell camera shot up the road from the crime scene, placing them in the area, so it pays to be overcautious.

Hours later, upon the ambulance’s arrival, Jacob was found slumped in the driver’s seat. The cause of death was a sudden cardiac event. The medical examiner had no reason to look deeper. Jacob was one of twelve bodies delivered today, and it was only 11:00 am. He signed the paperwork and moved to the next table. He had a card game at 6.





Chapter 3

The rain came softly at first, pattering against the leaves around Elsie as she slipped through the shadows of the neighbourhood. She walked with purpose, her hood pulled low, her steps silent as she walked back to her car. No one noticed her when she was on these missions. She had a way of blending in with the shadows; it was like even the universe conspired to keep her safe.

Usually, she was a woman that men noticed, that everyone noticed, so she’d learnt to blend in to get the job done without anyone remembering her. She had taught herself to transform into just another mundane, forgettable person, with a bit of help from an online costume store and a crash course in stage makeup. Elsie spent a lot of time watching her victims. She learnt their habits, their secrets. The weaknesses they didn’t even know they had. Looking for the best opportunity to get to them.

The best method is to make it look like an accident or a natural death. The last thing she needed was people noticing her hanging around and remembering her, so she looked different each time. Sometimes she was a chubby blonde with a bowl cut. Other times, she was a curly-haired brunette with a set of unfortunate front teeth. It wasn’t about glory. It wasn’t about recognition. It was about keeping women safe. She was the reckoning they never saw coming, and no one ever noticed leaving.

And then there were times, like tonight. She leant into the opposite approach. She made herself impossible to ignore, the woman men dreamt about but never met. The tight dress, the high boots, and the carefully enhanced curves weren’t just for show—they were tools, weapons even, designed to disarm her prey. And it worked like a charm. Jacob Minter, with his beer belly, unwashed clothes, and reek of desperation, hadn’t questioned for a second why a woman like her would be interested.

A woman who was equal to Jacob in terms of looks would have questioned it. They would’ve picked it apart, dissecting every word and gesture until they found the catch. Was this a joke? A bet? A hidden camera stunt? Women grow up knowing danger hides in the smallest details. Men don’t. They never have to wonder if a compliment is a trap. If a smile is just a smile. If saying ‘no’ is going to be taken as a yes. If saying ‘no’ might get them attacked or even killed. They risk neither being overpowered nor hurt, so the offer of sex quickly leads them; one brain shuts off, and a lower one takes over.

Tonight had been easy. Jacob Minter had lived the kind of life that made her plan simple. There were police reports and hospital visits, whispered apologies from his wife to neighbours who never called the authorities. Men like him always thought they were invincible, that no one would stand up to them, and sadly, they are often right. But Elsie had learnt something long ago: invincibility was a lie; you could get to anyone with enough time and determination.

Slipping into her apartment building through the discreet back entrance, Elsie let out a slow breath. She had bought this apartment specifically for its privacy, ensuring there were no cameras to record her comings and goings. She usually entered through the lobby, greeting the doorman with a friendly smile and making sure the security cameras saw her heading to her apartment. An airtight alibi was just as important as a flawless plan.

Her apartment was spacious and elegant, with a view that stretched across the city skyline. Her father was a very wealthy property developer, a man whose old money and connections made him untouchable. Police reports disappeared. Hospital records lost. And her mother’s bruises became little more than family secrets swept under an expensive rug.

Elsie despised him.

When her mother died—an overdose, intentional or not, no one knew—Elsie was sixteen. Her father had tried to control her the same way he had controlled her mother, but she was nothing like the broken woman who had raised her. By the time she was eighteen, she had burned through four boarding schools, and her father, exasperated, handed her access to her trust fund and walked away. Elsie hadn’t cared. She’d left with nothing but a few clothes she stuffed into a backpack, and her passport and had never looked back.

For years, she travelled the world, using her looks and sharp mind to slip through doors most people couldn’t. She fell in with bad boys—the kind of men who did the quiet work for cartels and mob bosses. She learnt skills from them, skills she had no practical reason to need at the time, but learning them made her feel powerful. How to cut brake lines to mimic an accident. How to start a fire that would look like faulty wiring. How to mimic the symptoms of a heart attack with the right poison.

Ten months of dating an arms dealer gave her the knowledge of most weaponry. She could strip an AK-47 faster than anyone she knew and could put any army-trained sniper to shame with her sharpshooter skills. She became obsessed with learning any form of self-defence or survival skill, would track down anyone she heard about who could add to her knowledge and convince them to show her. If she couldn’t date them, she paid them, but one way or another, she’d get her training. Any type of hand-to-hand combat, knife fighting, or lock picking.

Once she had learnt what she needed, she went to the next lesson. Always leaving the old teacher behind, sometimes with a healthier bank account, sometimes with a broken heart. She did a few years in the private security company’s employment in the Middle East, and after being involved in some things she wasn’t proud of, decided it was time to come home. She left three good friends behind, which was hard. They had seen each other through hard times, good times, and dangerous times.

But she knew she couldn’t take them with her into her new life. They got it. That’s the type of friends they were. “Do what you need to do they had said. We will always be there if you need us.”

She was worried those things she wasn’t proud of might follow her home, and she wanted a clean start, to put that life behind her, and wanted, needed to be someone completely new. She knew the right people to get what she required, and when she returned to the States, she had a new name and a new history. Shelley Grant was gone, and Elsie Martin began her life. She wasn’t sure who Elsie Martin would be when she moved into an apartment building where a lawyer and his wife lived next door.

After getting to know her, seeing her intelligence and self-assured personality, he had offered her a job at his firm. He did a lot of pro bono work for women needing help to protect themselves and their children from violent spouses, who couldn’t afford to pay. Usually, because the husband had the money. He didn’t sugarcoat it; he had put it bluntly. “It can be heartbreaking when you hear some of the stories, and the pay is shit, but when you get a win, when you help these women, there is no feeling like it.”

Money wasn’t an issue. The years she had ignored her trust fund had made it grow. She thought about how different her life might have been if someone had been there to help her mother escape, so she accepted and was trained as a paralegal. It quickly consumed her; it became her reason to exist, wanting to help those women, to give those children a life without the violence in it.

She knew all too well how that shapes you. She and her brother were perfect examples of that. Her unrelenting drive, if she was honest, had become an obsession, to be able to protect herself came from watching a mother who couldn’t and her brother, who was constantly pushed to be tough and ‘a hard man’ by their father become the opposite and was living in an eco-friendly commune as a peace-loving hippy, saving the trees or bees or something, she couldn’t quite remember his latest crusade. She just knew he was happy.

Now, years later, those skills had a purpose.

Elsie hung her damp coat on a hook and sat at the desk. She opened her journal—a leather-bound book filled with neat, handwritten entries. It contained all she had learnt about Jacob, from listening in on the group sessions, when his wife talked about experiences, how he had attacked her after the GPS instance, so
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