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Prologue
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Close to sunset, ten-year-old Abigail Grimshaw headed to the graveyard behind the abandoned St. Michael’s church. She knew every grave in this cemetery. She’d been coming here for years. It was her favorite playground.

And a forbidden one.

Her parents had warned her to never come here after the last time the groundskeeper, who worked for the Earl of Ashford, caught her napping inside the cottage beside the church. The old earl owned this property and hated trespassers.

Abbie didn’t care. As far as she was concerned, this was her special place and all its inhabitants were her BFFs. Grownups could pretend she didn’t belong here. She knew better. She felt at home here.

She swiped her hand over a gravestone with affection as she strolled past. Without even looking, she knew who it was and said, “Hello, Violet. Just passing through.”

No one but Abbie came here. They had buried no one here in decades. The groundskeeper did patrol it, but only during the day. That’s why she’d waited until his dinner break before coming today. She giggled. He was too afraid of ghosts to come here after dark.

Her father said ghosts weren’t real, so Abbie wasn’t afraid of them. That would be like fearing monsters under her bed. She was too old to be scared of made-up things.

Her mother, however, believed in such things. Abbie once caught her threatening something out in the back garden. Except Abbie couldn’t see anyone else out there. Yet, Margaret Grimshaw had been cross and shouted at her imaginary visitor and threatened to disembowel them if they ever returned.

Abbie had run to look up the word “disembowel.” She’d found it in one of her mother’s enormous dictionaries that she kept hidden in her wardrobe beneath her luggage. It had the most interesting words and pictures of strange creatures. She loved reading that book even though it was full of what her dad called “nonsense.”

It said that disembowel meant “to cut open and take out internal organs.”

She believed her mother could do that. If whoever she was talking to had been real.

After her mother left the garden, Abbie snuck outside to check the area. There had been no snakes, snails, or songbirds within sight. Just another of her mother’s peculiarities.

Shaking off the memory, Abbie took off now, racing with outstretched arms, closer to the woods, thrilled at being here again. Then her right toe hit something that sent her rolling to the ground. She got up and, hopping on one foot, searched for what could have tripped her.

She couldn’t see anything but greenery. She dropped to her knees and felt along the ground until her hands encountered a square half-buried stone. It was about the size of a small gravestone. Odd.

Unlike the other sections of this graveyard crowded with tall stately tombstones, elaborate crypts, and graves arranged side by side, this one was alone and covered in weeds.

She was filthy and exhausted by the time she’d fully uncovered the small headstone. A man lay at rest here. She pulled out her small torch from her back pocket and shone it. Some letters were hard to read.

Matthew Ro.. Livin..on.

Abbie forgot her little hurts as her heart broke for this forgotten man. Even his full name was missing. No one had brought him flowers or told him they loved him.

“Hello, Matthew,” she said. “My name is Abbie. You’re not going to be alone anymore. We’re going to be good friends, all right?”

She spent the rest of the afternoon telling him all about her plans for winning a spelling bee, how she hated a boy named Ducky because he called her mother a witch and that she planned to become a doctor and cure people of cancer and other horrid diseases.

“I also made a new friend today. Her name’s Judith Chan. She must be shy ‘cause she didn’t say a word at lunch.”

As they spoke, she invented a life for Matthew as she had for every other of her BFFs who lay here quietly. Her mom once joked that she was a born storyteller. In this story, Matthew was a handsome prince with a beautiful but wicked wife who ran off with another man, leaving Matthew to die alone of heartbreak.

By the end of their conversation, the sun had set, suggesting it was time to go home. She stood, but found herself reluctant to leave. Matthew shouldn’t have to spend another night alone and forgotten. Separated from everyone he knew and loved.

“I’ll be back tonight,” she promised him. “I know how we can be together forever, so you won’t be lonely. All right?”

Later that night, as the clock struck midnight downstairs, upstairs in her bedroom, Abbie pulled on her dark brown dungarees over her PJs, tied her long hair up in a high ponytail, and snuck out of the house in her trainers, with two stolen tools tucked into her rucksack.

Her brother Colin wouldn’t miss his tools because she planned to return them to his room before he woke up. Tonight, she needed them for an important errand.

It took her a half hour to sprint to St. Michael’s church. Once beside Matthew’s grave, Abbie unpacked her rucksack, and, holding her torch between her teeth, she took out the chisel and hammer.

* * *
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“Abbie’s too young to find out,” Margaret Grimshaw said to her husband John as they sat in the waiting room at Ashford castle. “Too many unknowns out there for her to defend against. She’s only ten.”

John nodded, looking worried. “It’s worked so far. I’m sure we can keep it up for a few more years. Eventually, she’s going to figure it out, though, love.”

“I know,” Margaret said, recalling the ghost hovering near her daughter when they picked Abbie up at St. Michael’s graveyard tonight. From his manner of dress, she’d put him from the Georgian or Regency period. A nobleman by how he held himself, leaning on a gold-handled walking stick. Abbie hadn’t seemed to notice the ghost watching her so intently. “But not yet. She hasn’t discovered her sight yet.”

“When do you suppose that will happen?” John asked. “When did you notice all the strange creatures, ghosts, and magic at work around you?”

“Too soon,” she murmured, and John took her hand and squeezed it with deep sympathy.

Margaret couldn’t recall a time when she hadn’t seen creatures, ghosts, and spells at work. She’d learned how to defend herself against supernatural threats at a young age. Her uncle told her she was a Grimm when she was four years old. He then hired someone to train her in how to defend herself. How to fight. How to kill.

These were things Margaret’s mother should have taught her, but shortly after Margaret was born, someone murdered Ruby. As a result, Margaret’s fanatic uncle, who wanted to use her as a weapon to kill everything that frightened him, had brought her up.

The Grimm line only passed through girls in her family, so she’d never worried about her sons. But the day she gave birth to a girl, everything changed. She wanted a different life for Abbie than to be the Grimm heir. She wanted her life to be filled with fun and innocence and ordinary life experiences. All the things she’d missed growing up.

To ensure that, Margaret gave up her Grimm work. Then she, John, and their three sons set about hiding Abbie’s birthright from her.

It surprised her how successfully they’d convinced Abbie that things that go bump in the night were just the house creaking, that monsters weren’t real, and that life was only what everyone could see or touch. Abbie grew up never realizing she had another extraordinary Grimm sense she could access, if she willed it.

“She’s not ready yet,” Margaret said again, her voice sounding broken because tonight, the Grimm world she’d been trying so hard to keep at bay, seemed to close in on her girl.

“Odd how she seems attached to St. Michael’s,” John mused. “Could it be a reaction to her latent Grimm senses asserting themselves?”

The door to the study opened before Margaret could follow up on that intriguing question. A prim young man came out. “Lord Ashford will see you now,” he said and indicated they should enter the room he’d left.

John stood, took her hand and, heads held high, they walked into the room to learn what his lordship would demand as retribution for the vandalism their daughter had done to a grave on his property.
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Chapter One
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As dusk crowded in on this hectic July evening, twenty-two-year-old Abigail Grimshaw cruised south on A23 on her way to Chipstead, Kent. After a couple of years’ absence, she was finally headed home.

She was less than five kilometers from her destination when her phone murdered the Doctor Who theme song on her dashboard. She’d programmed that distinctive tune solely to identify her mother Margaret Grimshaw’s texts. This was now the second call in as many minutes.

Abbie had checked her mobile after the first call, only to discover that the cryptic message had simply been, Time to put your skates on, love.

She now derided herself for having done exactly as her mother urged. Without question, she had sped up.

Always do as your mother asks, Abbie’s dad had advised his four children during their childhood. You won’t regret it.

Earlier this afternoon in London, Abbie’s clinical psychologist, assigned to her by her work after the incident, had given her one clear recommendation during their last in-person session: Make your own decisions, Abbie. Then you can no longer blame your mother for your actions.

Two opposing views, with Abbie’s sanity hanging in the balance. The path she chose next would pave the way to her future. She knew in which direction she should go. It wasn’t to return home and pick up old habits or choose the easy road. Yet, that was exactly where she was headed.

Should she flout this second call? No. Something more drastic was required if she was to cut the cord her mother had tied so firmly to her only daughter.

Without hesitation, in a screech of tires, Abbie swerved off the main road and drove into the nearest side lane. The abrupt change in direction led her into a weed-infested gravel car park of an abandoned church. St. Michael’s. This had been her favorite childhood haunt. It was as familiar as all the bits and bobs that decorated her childhood bedroom in Chipstead.

For old time’s sake, she had considered stopping at this spot on her way home. However, since she had left London later than planned, and not wanting to worry her mother by arriving after dark, she’d decided against stopping here. She now shrugged away that concern.

Margaret Grimshaw could wait. Worry. Wonder.

Abbie turned off the ignition and took a deep breath to calm her jangling nerves. Perspiration trickled down her spine as she read the second text. Step on it, dear.

Why did Margaret Grimshaw want her daughter to hurry home? What was she afraid Abbie might do along this stretch of the road? Abbie loved St. Michael’s. This abandoned church had been her childhood refuge. Why would her mother discourage her from visiting here today?

Abbie’s unusual disobedience set her nerves on end and painted this beloved church and the graveyard at its rear in a darker shade than the fading sunlight warranted.

She scrutinized the familiar structure and its environs for any sign of an anomaly. The church’s slim white spire looked tipped as usual, as if on the verge of falling off the octagonal lantern where it had rested for centuries. The three front rectangular windows that used to depict the life and death of Christ in magnificently vibrant stained glass were now boarded up. Those precious pieces of glass had likely been auctioned off years ago.

Lush ivy shielded the white stone walls and tiled roof, neglected for decades. The adjacent manse’s garden grew wild, overgrown bushes partially obscuring the For Sale sign beside the little two-story house.

Instead of thrumming with a sense of danger, the dilapidated buildings reminded Abbie of happy hours she’d spent roaming through these grounds, searching for sweet berries to eat or sunning herself while gloriously exposed atop the adjacent graveyard’s marble crypts.

Warm contentment budded deep within her heart at being back here, reminding her of who she had once been - a joyful child in love with life. The fond memories repelled the invasive coldness that had recently crept in. It was ages since she’d felt so glad to be anywhere.

On wishing her goodbye, Abbie’s psychologist had said, Don’t isolate yourself with troubled thoughts. Exercise will help. Go out for walks. Meet people.

“Doctor’s orders,” she muttered, and texted her mother, “Be home soon.”

She tucked her mobile into the glove compartment and exited Rosie, her coral red Renault hatchback. Abbie fetched her torch from the boot and locked the car before aiming her steps toward the graveyard.

She wasn’t frightened of any nefarious person she might encounter on these premises. With three protective, boisterous elder brothers for siblings, she was proficient in several legal self-defense techniques, and a few banned ones.

Not that she’d need to use those skills. Hardly anyone came to St. Michael’s unless it was to find a private spot to drink or to be left in peace. Not surprising that all was quiet.

The only people in this graveyard were resting beneath the surface. And she’d memorized most of their names. Meet people indeed.

Wisps of mist hid the path ahead. The ground gave way beneath her trainers. Must have rained earlier. The blushing sky was clear now.

The grave markers forced Abbie to walk in straight lines, like slipping between rows and columns of ancient data. As a child, she had adopted these forever-hushed residents as part of her extended family. She’d loved pretending that she knew all the people buried here. Tall prickly weeds snagged her jeans as if begging her to linger.

She drew comfort from the stone placements’ regularity. Abbie used to be impulsive; her brothers had even accused her of being reckless occasionally. Not anymore. Lately, she preferred order. Predictability. All of which made her stopping here seem out of the ordinary. Could she be recovering? In defying her mother, was she reclaiming a piece of her old self? She hoped so.

Her life had been vibrant and fun before the “incident” reduced it to indecisive and broken fragments. Her eyes teared up as they always did whenever she thought, even glancingly, of the bombing that took out three of her EMT teammates in one fell swoop. She’d arrived in time to see the bus blow up, but much too late to be of any help.

Should you go home to check if you turned off the gas hob?

Her mother’s text from that fateful morning was ingrained in Abbie’s soul in her team’s blood. Since her cooker’s knob stuck sometimes, Abbie hadn’t been able to shake off the suggestion to return home, even though it would make her late for work. That decision had resulted in Abbie’s teammates going out on a call without her.

She’d labeled the day the double-decker exploded as B-Day, her elder brother Colin, who was also her boss, had paid a hospital visit to say there was nothing Abbie could have done if she had made it on board that bus, other than lose her life, too. He, for one, was glad his best girl was still with him. Twenty-two years of age was too young to die.

He wouldn’t have been happy to hear that since B-Day, Abbie felt as if she was the walking dead. A zombie. Not belonging below ground or above it. When every loud noise resulted in a loud drumming that became her constant companion for weeks after the blast.

That may be why she now leaned toward a sense of order and sought silent, solitary, calm surroundings. Until another text from her mother tried to steer Abbie’s movements.

Her mother had saved her, but not her teammates. Her psychologist believed Abbie’s resentment toward her mother was a remnant of survivor’s guilt. Her suggestion, other than for Abbie to make her own decisions, had been to recite all the good things her mother had done until Abbie’s rage faded.

During her recovery, her umbrage that one of her mother’s intuitive suggestions had saved Abbie’s life even as her teammates lost theirs did indeed wither away. Her guilt at still breathing while her mates lay corpse still, however, continued to simmer in her gut like dragon fire.

Latent fury churned as questions that had haunted her since B-Day resurfaced. Could her mother be psychic? Did she know about things before they happened?

Her father would have snickered at Abbie raising such outlandish supernatural concerns. To him, if he couldn’t touch, see, hear, smell, or taste it, it didn’t exist. He attributed his wife’s wisdom to inherent smarts, not “superstitious drivel.”

Abbie no longer agreed with him on that assessment. She needed to know—had her mother sensed what was about to happen to Abbie on that bus and ensured her daughter never boarded it by sending her on a useless errand? The gas knob had been in the off position.

A glance up revealed a dark sky decorated with a million stars. How long had she been walking out here? Nothing untoward had happened. Could the bus incident have made her paranoid? Or, as her father believed, could his wife’s mysterious ability to know whenever one of her children was about to get into trouble simply be a series of coincidences?

Which would mean her mum’s earlier urging for Abbie to hurry home had been an, I miss you. Come home quickly.

Her heavy sigh misted across her face. She shivered, mindful of the chilly air. She tugged her cardi closer as a cool brisk wind kissed her cheeks.

Suddenly, as her worries weighed her down, Abbie wished she was home, so she could crawl into bed and have a good long nap. The long stroll back to the car park didn’t appeal, though. Since the tombstone behind her was bum high, she accepted its invitation to perch.

“Won’t be here for long, Violet,” she absently murmured to the occupant of this grave.

Resting her torch beside her, she aimed its light directly ahead and released a weary sigh. Her puff of breath obscured her vision. She swiped to disperse the cool misty air and noticed someone else present ahead. A man. Odd. She hadn’t heard a car drive up.

What was he doing here so late? “Hi ya?”

He didn’t respond. He was dressed all in black. She might not have spotted him but for her torchlight being trained directly on his tall back. He leaned heavily on an ornate walking stick held in his left hand.

“I’m sorry if I disturbed you.” She hopped off the tombstone and approached, aiming her light toward his feet. Wait, where had he gone? She searched left and right, but he was nowhere to be seen. How had he moved so quietly?

She cautiously approached the grave by which he’d stood and studied the engraving.

Elizabeth Livingston, born 1813, died 1816. Taken too soon. A full life yet to be lived. How sad. This child had been a toddler.

“She was my daughter,” he said from directly behind.

Abbie spun around, heart hammering and a fist raised to land a wallop. At his raised eyebrow, she lowered her arm, shaking out the tension in her fingers. She was not usually skittish. Well, yes lately. She ordered her pulse to settle and moved her light off his clean-shaven Anglo-Saxon face.

He had on a long dark coat, patterned waistcoat, a cravat, and a top hat!

“Cool,” she said in appreciation. As a teen, Abbie had loved attending those Jane Austen fairs and re-enactments.

Up close, she put him in his late twenties. Most young men of her acquaintance did not have a child who had passed away two centuries ago. Could he be delusional?

Or could an engraver have made a mistake? Meant to scribe the century as 20, not 18? Except, in all the years Abbie had frequented St. Michael’s, no one had been buried here. She examined him, questioning her every perception. Were the goosebumps on her arms simply a sign of a cool night? Or was this the meeting she was to avoid tonight?

“You should not be here,” he said echoing her mother.

Abbie’s father was an atheist who scoffed at any suggestion of hauntings. Since Abbie adored him, she had grabbed every opportunity to emulate his behavior. Now, after the violent deaths of her teammates, her judgment of such matters lay quietly in a London cemetery with her crew, while her curiosity prowled among St. Michael’s gravestones and prodded her with an impossible question. 

Could this man be a ghost?

Her heart beat violently. “Names first, please. I’m Abigail Grimshaw. You may call me Abbie. And you are?”

He blinked twice as if startled. Then in a haughty tone said, “I am unaccustomed to young ladies introducing themselves.”

“First time for everything,” she said. Her father’s logical teachings reared, telling her to be sensible. He must be a stray from a Georgian re-enactment. Would explain his ancient clothing. Some folks took such hobbies seriously.

He released a heavy sigh and then gave a curt bow. “Robert.” He looked started as if he hadn’t meant to say that name. Then he gathered himself and said, “Matthew Robert Livingston. Earl of Ashford, at your service.”

The name sounded vaguely familiar, but his title set her back. She stepped back. That was a lie. Her foot struck Elizabeth Livingston’s headstone, tipping Abbie off balance. He instantly steadied her. His touch was strong and reassuringly real.

“Thank you,” she said, regaining her balance, both mentally and emotionally. “Jolly good try about your title. Unfortunately for both of us, I’ve seen his frugal lordship and you are nothing like him. He owns this churchyard. One of his many properties. I’ll call you Robert, shall I?”

“Why are you here, Miss Grimshaw?” His fake lordship asked, releasing his hold on her and tucking his right arm behind him.

The way he spoke her name in his deep voice was both old-fashioned and super sexy, but by his straight face, she doubted he realized his allure. He was brusque and no-nonsense. While Abbie disliked lying, she heartily approved of plain speaking.

She liked this stranger. Odd, since lately she’d been reserved with people. A sliver of her old cheerful self peeking out? Her psychologist would approve.

“I was searching for answers,” she said, with sincerity and warmth. “You, too?”

He nodded as if conceding a point.

“I’m sorry about your daughter.” Turning, she shone her light on either side of the little girl’s grave. The child’s mother, a Pauline Livingston, rested beside Elizabeth, but not her father. That spot had no gravestone. Strange to see a spare space in this packed graveyard.

“I should have saved her,” he whispered, moving closer, bringing a sense of melancholy and loneliness. “That was my only job, to keep her safe.” His words vibrated with heartache as if he had lost someone, even if not this child.

“It’s never easy saying goodbye,” she offered, and then shuddered. She missed them so much: Lila, Alan, and Mark. Her teammates. Impulsively, she leaned sideways, arm extended, but he hastily retreated, limping, and looked aghast.

Not a touchy person. Noted. And that walking stick - it wasn’t for show. He moved his stiff left leg awkwardly. “How did she pass away?”

“Choked,” he said, sounding a little obstructed himself.

“Oh,” she said, at a loss for words. At his continued silence, she couldn’t help herself. “Food or drowning?”

“Neither.”

It was Abbie’s turn to take a startled step back. “How did she die then?” she asked, hoping he’d say, Not by my hand.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I intend to find out.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Did you call the police?”

He gave her an angry glance that suggested if he had; the conversation had gone badly. “They were useless.”

“Oh. Have you considered hiring a private detective?”

“What’s that?”

Now it was her turn to stare askance. Who didn’t know that term? Her next question was interrupted by a child’s scream, followed by a cry of 999...999...999. Then all went silent.

Abbie’s ears took that inopportune moment to ring. Her torch dropped from nerveless fingers and, with a groan of pain, she covered her ears and shut her eyes. Blessed silence was her reward, but then her head pounded. 

When this drumming, which used to occur constantly, stopped, she had thought she was well enough to return to work. Her mother put a spoke in that wheel by suggesting to Colin Grimshaw that his sister should take one more month for recovery. At home in Chipstead.

“They’re in trouble.” Robert’s voice sounded far away and breathless. “The children.”

She snapped open her eyes in time to spot him racing toward the church. How did he know more than one child was involved? Retrieving her torch, she, too, ran, but while he had chosen the direct route, she veered right, along corridors formed by lines of gravestones. 

There were a hundred tripping hazards between here and the car park. How did he stay on his feet and move so fast? Why hadn’t his limp slowed him? Was it an affectation?

She rounded the corner of the church and came up to the car park. Instead of going up the church’s front steps, Abbie made a bee-line for her car. She always carried a fully stocked first-aid kit.

A quick check confirmed there were no other cars but hers in the car park. Not even Robert’s. Troubling.

Unlocking Rosie, she grabbed her mobile and dialed 999. Rushing toward the boot, she held her torch under her arm and pulled out the red bag with its distinctive white cross.

As soon as someone answered, Abbie relayed that she’d heard a child’s scream at St. Michael’s and gave the address, requesting that a unit come to investigate a child-in-danger situation.

She hung up on the operator who told her to stay outside and wait for a constable. If she had learned one thing in her paramedic training, every second counted when someone’s life was on the line.

Tucking her mobile into her jeans’ back pocket, Abbie raced up the church’s steps. The front door was ajar. It hadn’t been that way when she drove up, had it? About to stride in, her feet froze in place as a wave of dread swept through her. Every hair on her body stood to attention. Abbie shook, her torch light weaving like a drunk.

What was up with her? Yes, it was dark. Yes, she could only see a scant area of this church hall. Still, someone had screamed, possibly a child. Her job was to save lives. Her insides trembled, her skin was icy, and her feet refused to let her enter a church she once adored.

Before B-Day, Abbie would have rushed in. Still, getting herself killed wouldn’t help her save others. And something deep within Abbie screamed as loudly as that child that stepping into that church would end her.

Is this how a premonition felt or was it simply Abbie’s self-preservation kicking in?

Did her mother react this way whenever her daughter was in danger? If so, Abbie was developing great sympathy for her possibly psychic mother.

Take charge. That was her father’s voice in her head. Taking those words to heart, she hefted her torch in her dominant left hand and pictured swinging it with force.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


Abbie could take a woman down. Her brothers’ training ensured she could even handle a man if he were her height of 180 or shorter. Feeling more confident, she took another step toward the doorway and called out, “Is anyone in here?”

Not a whisper.

From what little she could discern with her torchlight, the large room appeared bare, not even any pews left. Nothing moved except floating dust motes. Abbie stomped her feet on the floorboards to broadcast her presence. When that produced no reaction, she slammed the door wide open. It banged against the wall.

At the loud noise, her ears instantly rang and her pulse raced in response. No. What a time for her panic attack to return.

Her psychologist had taught her to take slow, calming breaths to control her panic. Abbie did that now and disregarded her headache, which she could do nothing about.

No one had run out the door. Was that a good sign?

“The police are on their way,” she shouted into the open doorway, hoping whoever was in there would run out the back door. Her voice cracked on the last word.

Where had Robert gone?

“I’m in the church,” he replied. From inside her head!

Abbie took an instinctive step away from the doorway. He was a ghost. He had to be. Ghost confirmed.

“I’m keeping the children safe,” he continued. “Stay outside, Miss Grimshaw.”

Vast relief washed over Abbie at his words. What a good man. He’d seen to the kids’ safety when she couldn’t. But how?

Something brushed against her calf and Abbie cried out.

With an equally disturbing screech, a cat raced down the steps and then turned back. It was a Siamese, its blue eyes glowing with supreme affront under the torchlight she aimed its way. It stood glaring at her with its fur standing on end and tail held straight up.

“That makes two of us,” Abbie hissed. If she had a tail, it would be bushy, too.

At least this wasn’t a black cat. She’d hit every other bad horror-flick cliché. Graveyard, darkness, screams, a ghost. Raw terror streaking through her. The only thing missing was a hatchet-wielding madman. Her mindless clutch on the first aid kit’s handle was the sole reason she hadn’t dropped it from nerveless fingers.

How sad that this church where she normally found solace now scared her so much that she couldn’t even enter it. Abbie hoped her mother’s antennas were quivering. This was the perfect time to come to her daughter’s defense.

The Doctor Who theme song blared and Abbie jumped in fright. Unfortunately, that put her back in the open doorway. Hurrying to the closed side, she tucked the torch under her right arm and pulled out her mobile.

“Mum!” she whispered. “I’m at St. Michael’s.”

“Abigail Grimshaw, whatever you’re doing, I want you to stop and come home.” The firm no-nonsense order was startling from a normally evasive woman.

“I’ve called the police, but they haven’t arrived yet.”

“Abbie! You’re not safe there.”

“I was telling myself that very thing,” she rambled on. “Unfortunately, I can’t leave. On the positive side, I have help. Robert is with me.” Protecting those children.

“Who is Robert?” her mother asked.

“We met behind St. Michael’s.”

“In the graveyard?”

“Yes. Says he’s the Earl of Ashford, which is impossible.” Wasn’t it? Unless he really was dead. “Mum, he’s a ghost.”

There was a distinct pause. Then her mother said, “You don’t believe in ghosts.”

“I do now.”

“Whoever this Robert is, he’s a stranger. You know nothing about him. You cannot trust him.”

“I know he’s lost a daughter and that he’s daring. When we heard a scream, he ran straight over to help.”

“Then let him be the hero.”

“Mum, a life may be at stake!” Abbie said, shocked by that callous response. “Possibly more than one.”

“This is not your fight.”

Abbie’s protest choked in her throat. Was this how her mother thought? That helping others wasn’t her responsibility? Is this why she saved Abbie while allowing her teammates to perish?

“What’s important is that you leave St. Michael’s right now. This instant. Time is running out.”

“Why? What might happen?” Abbie softened her tone. “Mum, please, speak to me. Because I have to stay.” She may not go into the church, but neither was she ready to abandon a child. Children. Not until the police arrived. “If you want to help me, tell me what you sense. I will believe you.”

The silence was profound. Then came an ominous click.

Margaret Grimshaw, who was Abbie’s stalwart defender, had abandoned her daughter rather than talk about what she could sense. It was a horrifying concept. Even after Abbie admitted to possibly meeting a ghost. Bitter disappointment sank into Abbie’s gut. She tucked her mobile into her pocket with trembling fingers. Staying out on the church’s half-open porch, she called, “Robert, are you here?”

“Remain outside, Miss Grimshaw.” His whisper sounded as if he stood directly behind the door. “Evil has impregnated this church.”

Her father would label Robert’s last few melodramatic words as hysteria. People could act evil, but evil wasn’t a thing. Also, a building couldn’t be impregnated. It was neither alive nor female. Aiming for a reasonable tone, she said, “I’ve called the police. They should have a unit here shortly.”

“What’s a unit?”

His question was reminiscent of his earlier confusion about the term “detective.” Troubling. Then again, Abbie had never met a ghost. Not before her injury. Were the two events related?

“Your mother is correct, Miss Grimshaw,” Robert whispered. “Danger lurks in this church.”

A shiver of alarm swept up Abbie’s spine, tingling the hairs on her nape. Her mobile’s solid presence pressing tight against her left butt cheek was the only thing offering comfort. It connected her to the real world, her father’s realm, where ghosts and monsters didn’t exist.

Also, even if Margaret Grimshaw had deserted the arena, experience roared that she would send reinforcement flying to Abbie’s defense. Help was on its way. She focused on her top priority. “How many children are in there and are any of them hurt?”

“Two. Neither seems hurt, but there is so much blood. It is hard to say for certain.”

She shivered, picturing red droplets sprayed across the church’s white walls and spilling across its dusty floor. As if she had stumbled into The Shining film. “I have medical supplies.”

“The children are safe for now. Stay out there and be on guard. I’m going back to ensure my shield is holding.”

“Be careful!” Wait...what shield?

Taking a deep breath, she eased around the doorway. He wasn’t there. Her weak light did not reach far. Note to self: replace the batteries.

Another scream echoed. Not a child, but a man!

Robert? No, too rasping. Whoever it was might have seen Robert though, or maybe a spectral version of him? She might have screamed like that, too, if he had appeared less than solid by his wife’s grave. But what if he was in trouble?

She took another shuddering breath and decided she couldn’t wait any longer for help to arrive. Better to die as a hero than live as a coward. Robert had saved the kids. Now it was up to her to save him. Without giving herself time to think, she rushed into the darkness, shouting, “The police are coming! The police are coming!”

Footsteps barreled down the hall toward her from the back of the church, veering left. Did the intruder hope to approach her weaker side? Mistake. Praying she wasn’t about to smash Robert upside his head, she swung her torch. Her dominant left connected with a solid thud with what felt like a broad, flat chest. She’d aimed for the intruder’s throat. This was a tall scoundrel.

Her victim cried out and shoved her back. She fell, one elbow smashing against the floorboards. Pain shot up her left arm. Her torch flew out of her grasp and rolled across the floor with a loud clatter, outlining a bizarre kaleidoscope of images. Footsteps pounded away. The front door slammed shut. Then muffled steps raced down the outside stairs. That was followed by an indignant yowl and a man’s cry of pain.

Had the cat slashed at him? Good kitty.

Pounding footsteps suggested the intruder was getting away. Excellent!

She hoped he kept running out of Kent. Anywhere but back here. He was now the law enforcement’s problem, not hers. Back on her feet, Abbie nursed her tingling left arm at her side while she searched for her escaping torch. Her foot bumped into the first aid kit, so she picked that up before retrieving her light source.

A quick check showed the church hall was empty. “Robert? Where are you?”

“Over here, Miss Grimshaw.” She adored his deep formal tone. “Good strike,” he said. “Now the villains departed the church, it’s safe to come in. Quick.”

She rushed toward his voice and came to another doorway. Her torch’s meager illumination revealed blood splatters everywhere in this side room. Sprays on walls, imprinted in red footprints across the floor, and droplets trailing off into the far reaches that remained in shadow.

Instantly, Abbie found herself back on a crowded London roadway. She’d arrived in time to be thrown back when the bus blew up. She awoke groggily to body parts strewn carelessly among torn-up bus seats and scrap metal. The stench of burning flesh stung her nostrils. Sirens blared. People moaned. A lone cry echoed in her memory.

“Allahu Akbar!”

“Miss Grimshaw!”

Abbie returned to the present, heart-pounding and ears buzzing.

“Please, help us,” Robert said. “I cannot protect them much longer. My ability to affect my surroundings wanes.”

“Who is us?” she asked, confused.

“My daughter,” he replied in a horrified voice.

She swallowed hard as his bizarre words registered. Was he reliving his child’s death as she had the moment her teammates left this life? Did Robert feel guilty, too? Responsible in some illogical way? Is that why he lingered instead of resting peacefully beside his daughter? That brought up another intriguing question. He was a ghost, so where was his grave? Not beside his wife and daughter.

“If there is an injured person in here, it isn’t your daughter,” she said in a gentle but firm voice. Any more than it was one of her teammates. A deep gasp loosened the tightness in her chest.

“No,” Robert whispered. “No, she is not my Lizzy.” He, too, took a rasping breath. “But the children need your assistance.”

At his plea, the sense of doom overwhelming Abbie lifted, leaving behind a lingering sense of tragedy.

Abbie ordered her feet to step into this side room and they obeyed without protest as if her body agreed the immediate danger surpassed the old. She was careful to avoid the wet footprints. Mustn’t spoil evidence.

As she crept closer to the far right, a crumpled body on the floor came into view. A woman. Was that movement in the shadows? Yes. Two others sitting up crouched together. Children. Dark-skinned. Of South Asian descent? 

They must be Robert’s primary concern. He knelt beside them as if he wanted to take them into his arms. The children didn’t seem to notice his worried presence, but he’d built a sort of protection around them, a glowing shield. Like ones she’d seen on sci-fi shows on telly. A force field that kept them from reaching the woman not a foot away.

Abbie flicked her light over that woman’s body sprawled on the floor. This victim was Abbie’s immediate concern. Adult. Female. Dark-skinned. Black hair. Face, body, and arms slashed. Again, of South Asian descent. Their mother?

The little boy whimpered. The little girl shushed him. They were looking around as if they couldn’t see the body. If Robert had built that shield, was he hiding the injured woman from the kids? For their sake, she hoped so. Something horrible had taken place here.

Abbie shivered at the terror this poor woman had gone through. Thank heavens for Robert. The less exposure for the kids, the better.

Being careful to avoid the bloody area by her patient’s head and shoulders, Abbie set her torch and first aid kit on the floor, swinging the light onto the woman. Throat slashed and blood had drained out. She was on her side, facing Abbie.

“You’re safe now,” she said to the children. “My name is Abigail Grimshaw. I’m an EMT. I’m here to help.” Squatting, she spoke in a calm, reassuring tone while she checked on the still woman.

“Where are you?” a little girl asked in a tremulous tone.

Abbie glanced up past the body in surprise.

“They cannot see you, Miss Grimshaw,” Robert said, speaking inside her mind again. “I’ve hidden them from the creature who killed their mother, but that protection is also hindering their sight of you.”

Was that even possible? And what did he mean by “creature?” After noting the victim’s state, she’d labeled the villain a monster for doing such cruel damage to this poor woman.

Holding out little hope, Abbie checked the supine figure for signs of life and found her pupils unresponsive to light. No hint of breath. Abbie pressed her fingers at the bloody throat. No pulse. The skin was cool and wet to the touch, and the body lay as silent as a corpse.

Abbie gently rolled her over onto her front. Pliable, no sign of rigor mortis. Under the flare of her torchlight, the woman’s bare neck and upper left shoulders showed no sign of blood pooling after death yet. This murder had happened recently. While I ran through the graveyard? Abbie shivered at that gory thought and released a resigned sigh. Whenever she died, nothing in Abbie’s kit could revive this poor woman. Why couldn’t she hear the two-tone sirens yet?

“Is Amma hurt?” the little girl’s concerned whisper reached her. “I don’t know where she’s gone, but can you please help her?”

The child’s worry was plain in her voice, and Abbie’s heart shook. No wonder Robert was so affected. Brilliant of him to hide this carnage from the children. Abbie didn’t know how he’d built his shield but was supremely grateful that, even as she could spot the children perfectly clearly, they couldn’t see over to this side. She’d have to ask him later why she could see through his shield.

She checked on her next concern. “Are either of you injured?”

“No.”

“That’s good.” Time to get these two out of here, but she had one more thing to do on this side of that ethereal barrier. “I’ll be right with both of you.”

“’kay,” the girl said, and pulled her brother closer.

Abbie glanced at the corpse, checking for details to include in her statement as a witness to this crime scene. Definitely wounds in her arms. A mother protecting her children? Skimming her torchlight down, Abbie noted the simple hip-length dark blue blouse worn over long black trousers. Limbs bent, but no sign of obvious fractures. Socks and shoes in place.

Time to leave. Picking up her kit and torch, she walked around the body to reach the kids. A shudder went through her when she moved past the body. Was that her crossing Robert’s shield? Must be because the children looked up and met her gaze for the first time.

“Hi, there.”

They nodded.

Where was Robert? He’d been here the whole time she conducted her examination.

“I need to show their mother the way home,” he whispered.

Abbie nodded, too stunned to speak. Was he talking about the woman’s soul? Did people have souls? Her father disputed it, but while her mother never said she disagreed with her husband, she had insisted on taking her children to church every Sunday. Could her father be completely wrong that once a person died, life simply ended? Did this mean there was also a God?

“Miss Grimshaw, she’s worried about her children. She’s refusing to leave this world while their fate remains undecided.” He paused as if listening to the lady. “Seems that her car broke down near here. When she spotted this church, she hurried inside with the children to plead with the deity in this holy place to help her. She believes we were summoned in response. Three more are to come.”

“What?” Abbie responded in her thoughts, absorbing shock after shock. What did he mean she’d been summoned? And three more were coming?

“Their mother insists her children are in grave danger, Miss Grimshaw,” Robert said. “That they need your protection.”

“I will ensure they’re safe,” Abbie replied. “I don’t plan to leave until the police take them into their custody.”

“Not enough. She wants you to keep them with you, always, as she would have if she had lived. If you refuse to guard her children, she will not leave this world, and she must. The creature who killed her is cautiously returning in search of her spirit.”

Abbie’s thoughts reeled at the possibility of the monster who did this returning. Her gaze swung to the two huddled together, and she met the boy’s gaze. He looked directly at her, unblinking and with lips trembling as if he were listening. Could he hear her conversation with Robert? Was that possible?

For his and his sister’s sake, she wanted to say, yes, of course, I’ll protect them. Yet, how could she agree to something that she had no control over? Society would object to Abbie insisting on caring for unrelated children. Rules governed how orphans were handled in England. Even if it were possible, could she take care of these children? Forever? Since B-Day, she could barely take care of herself.

Earlier, Abbie’s mother had said that anyone who might be in danger in this church was not Abbie’s responsibility. Abbie took a deep, shuddering breath as her mind rejected that callous opinion. Margaret Grimshaw was no longer Abbie’s guidepost. Right or wrong, she had vowed that, as of today, she would make her own decisions.

“I promise.”

The little boy smiled at Abbie and slipped his small hand trustingly into hers.

Like the whisper of mist lifting, the surrounding air cleared and Abbie felt as if she and the children were suddenly, utterly, alone.

Abbie nodded to the boy and then focused on the little girl. “What’s your name, love?”

Eyes lowered, the girl did not respond. These two needed something to distract them as they walked around the corpse of their mother. Abbie held out the first aid kit to the little boy. “Will you please carry this for me?”

Once he took it, she extended her torch to the little girl.

The child clenched her fists and shrank from Abbie. “No! I won’t leave Amma. I know she’s here somewhere.”

Not above lying in an emergency, Abbie said, “Don’t you want to help her? The police and the ambulance are on their way and we must show them how to get back here. You must be brave and light the way to the front door for your brother and me. Can you do that?”

The child hesitated, tears flooding her eyes before her gaze met Abbie’s. Then her lips firmed, and she determinedly gripped the torch.

Holding onto the boy, Abbie held out her free hand to the little girl. “We will walk together so we don’t lose each other.” It was a tap into a reception class routine that should serve Abbie’s current needs. It thrilled her when they came willingly.
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Chapter Three
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Hand in hand, Abbie guided them out of this side room. As they entered the church hall, the glow over the children faded. Abbie looked around for Robert, because she suspected his protection over the children was gone.

He was nowhere in sight. Was he still helping the mother transition? That meant the lady had trusted that Abbie would take care of her children. An enormous responsibility that Abbie pushed to the back of her mind. She wasn’t ready to deal with that yet.

Focus on today, her psychologist had advised. Tomorrow will take care of itself.

Abbie clung to that advice. To help the kids do the same, she spoke to them about Scruffy, her mother’s pet pig. “He’s as long as your brother is tall.”

The little boy’s focus shifted to her with interest.

“He also has black hair,” Abbie said, capitalizing on that small win. “Scruffy has a curly tail, and he likes to snuffle through my bags whenever I return home, hoping I’ve brought him a present.”

“Did you?” the little girl asked, also gazing up at Abbie.

“I did,” Abbie said, crowing in silent triumph at having captured both children’s attention. “I have a pear hidden in my rucksack for Scruffy.”

They’d reached the front doors by now. She hurried them outside and down the stairs, keeping an eye out for a returning monster. Rosie was alone. So, no rescue yet.

“Where’s the ambulance?” the little girl demanded, mirroring Abbie’s apprehension.

“On its way,” she replied and hurried the children toward her car.

As soon as the kids settled into the backseat, Abbie locked the car, stepped out of earshot, and called 999 again. She reported she found a body at St. Michael’s. The operator’s bored tone became alert. Once Abbie relayed all the details, she verified help would be here soon before she hung up.

Back in the car, she locked the doors again. Inserting the key, she checked the gear lever to remind herself how to reverse and speed out of here. If the killer popped up beside the window with a raised hatchet, there would be no going blank in panic or melodramatic fumbling to start the car.

“Seat belt!” she ordered.

The little girl hesitated as if balking at that command. She almost heard the child’s thought process. Why buckle up when the ambulance would be here soon and I have to show them the way to Amma?

After a good two breaths, the child broke eye contact and complied. Mouth down-turned, she pulled a belt across both her and her brother. Looked as if there was room to spare under there, too.

Now what? She wasn’t supposed to leave after a car accident, but was it also illegal to leave a murder scene? With a killer about?

Nerves on edge, she peered around the dark landscape that had once drawn her with fond familiarity, but now loomed like a haunted wood. If she roared out of here, it might tip off the children that help was unnecessary. She didn’t want to have the “your mother’s dead” talk. Minutes ticked by.

How long should she stay? Especially if the villain was returning as Robert had suggested. Where was he? With the spirit out of reach now, had they deterred the fiend who’d attacked her? Had this been a random attack, or was this family the intended victim? Was the murderer out there hiding in the woods, watching them? Where were the police?

There’d been massive budget cuts in Kent recently, ever since the economy tanked. Then, after Brexit, the pound plummeted. Where was the nearest police station now, still within the Chevening parish?

She checked on the children when a bang had her gaze swerving to the hood. A shadow had landed on Rosie’s bonnet. It was the cat, sitting atop Rosie and staring at Abbie with his beautiful blue eyes. A large, handsome Siamese with cream and black markings. It circled in place before sitting with its tail rhythmically tapping the metal.

“Kitty!” The little boy stretched a hand.

“It’s probably a stray,” Abbie said, noting the lack of collar and thinking runaway. “Might scratch you.”

The boy sat back with a disappointed pout, but Abbie wasn’t prepared to open the car door for anyone but the police.

For some inexplicable reason, she found the cat’s presence comforting. It wasn’t a guard dog by any stretch of her imagination, being as easily spooked as Abbie. Still, it knew how to use its claws as attested by the villain’s screams before he ran away. Her shoulders dropped their tense stance at that reminder and she released a deep, shuddering breath.

The tapping tail reverberated like a reassuring purr.

A police siren sounded. Finally!

To distract the children, Abbie asked, “What are your names?” She’d need that information once help arrived.

The little girl said, “Nica.”

“How old are you, Nica?”

“Eight.”

Abbie caught and held the little boy’s gaze in the mirror. “And you?”

“Jimmy.” Barely a whisper.

Curious about him possessing such a proper English moniker, Abbie said, “Can you spell that?”

“J. I. M. I,” Nica said. “He’s five.”

“And your last names?” Would come in handy for identifying their mother and her next of kin.

“Gill.” Nica glanced toward the open church door, and then she tested the car door handle. She sighed at finding it locked.

The sirens drew closer, followed by flashing lights announcing the police’s arrival.

“Stay here while I speak to them,” she said to the children and stepped out of Rosie.

With an anticlimactic screech of tires, a yellow-and-blue checked vehicle pulled off the main road and into the car park. Kent Police was painted on a white band beneath the checks. Could have come from nearby Sevenoaks for all she knew. Maybe that’s why it took so long to reach here.

A constable in uniform with East Asian features exited the driver’s side, sporting a sleek black bob and a model-thin outline. Her dark hair had a vibrant purple tinge at the bottom edges that gave her a sharp, dangerous look. It certainly put Abbie’s long black hair with its red highlights to shame.

On spotting her, the constable’s expression turned sullen, while Abbie’s heart sank with dismay. Judith Chan, her brother Bran’s ex. Last she’d heard, Judith, who had also been her BFF in school, had left Chipstead.

Her pale-faced male counterpart with a ruddy complexion opened the front passenger side door. He, too, hesitated as recognition set in and Abbie’s sour day turned rancid.

Constables Judith Chan and Ducky Denby had answered her distress call. What were the chances these two were working together again and on call tonight? Unlike in the larger metropolis of London, most people in Chipstead knew each other. Some far too well. While Judith looked as sleek as ever, Ducky had put on a few stones in the last two years.

He was the one who ruined Judith and Bran’s romance. Abbie stood her ground as the surly pair approached her.

“Are those two the ones you called about in such a panic?” Judith tilted her head toward the backseat. “They seem fine.”

Hands at her back, Abbie pressed her key fob and locked Rosie.

At that distinct click, the cat sat up on the bonnet as if going on alert, while Judith’s eyes narrowed.

“Who’s hurt?” Ducky asked. The snap in his tone said he wasn’t too happy to see her, either.

Abbie pointed toward the church and edged closer to the police vehicle so the children wouldn’t hear their conversation. “I found a dead woman in there.”

“Why don’t we let a doctor decide if she’s dead?” Judith put in a call to check on the ambulance’s status. “Are the kids hurt?”

“No, I checked them over and they’re both uninjured.”

Judith nodded. “Good. We’ll check on the woman.” She then touched her thumb to her middle and third fingers and, pointing them at Abbie’s feet, made a peculiar circular motion. “Don’t move from this spot until I return.”

Abbie’s toes tingled as if that authoritative order had impressed them, too. An unnecessary one. Abbie was happy to never step foot in that church again. St. Michael’s had lost its luster. Her parents would be pleased. Her father had been attempting to discourage her from coming to this location since she first developed a fondness for this church and graveyard.

As Judith disappeared within the church, a low-hung dark vehicle swerved into the car park, scattering gravel. It slid sideways and came to a smooth halt on the police unit’s far side. From where Abbie stood, it looked to have missed slamming into the other car.

Abbie recognized that familiar parking technique. Her mother had indeed sent reinforcement. It felt good to know her mother hadn’t abandoned her, but of her three brothers, why did she have to send Bran to rescue Abbie?

Her twenty-three-year-old ginger-top bro waved through his open window. “Alright, Abbie-girl?”

About to approach him, she discovered she couldn’t budge from where she stood. She glanced at her feet, confused. The bottom of her boots seemed glued to the ground. No matter how hard she tugged, her feet refused to shift. How odd.

Her brother leapt out of the open driver-side car window.

“Judith’s here,” she shouted in warning.

On his way toward her, Bran froze in place. Abbie suspected his motionless stance was due more to Judith’s presence than his boots’ sudden affection for the ground. Bending, she unzipped the side seams and stepped out of her footwear.

Judith’s Stay here echoed in her ears as she walked in socked feet toward her brother. Was Judith responsible for her boots sticking like that? How? The only answer was magic.

Preposterous, her father would have scoffed.

Since meeting Robert, though, Abbie’s realm of weird had expanded from shoe-box size to sky’s-the-limit.

Shelving that curiosity to the back of her mind, she hurried to warn Bran. “I found a body in there. Judith and Ducky answered my 999. Did you know she was back in town?”

“No.” He turned his frowning gaze toward the church’s front doors, lips pressed into a thin line. Not over her. He hadn’t even noticed Abbie was sans boots. Good. She didn’t have an adequate explanation for that occurrence.

Bran looked distraught at the thought of Judith’s presence in Chipstead. He had fallen hard for her. He once confessed to Abbie that he planned to marry his sweetheart after he passed his A levels.

“Stumbled across a murder, huh?” Bran frowned at her, looking more curious than concerned. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay. It was horrid in the church, finding that body, but I’ve seen carnage like that before in my line of work in London.” Considering her mother’s reaction to her mentioning Robert, she left him out of her account this time, though the ghost had disconcerted her more than the corpse.

Abbie’s gaze took in the impressive 1960 racing-green MGA Roadster he’d arrived in with the convertible’s roof retracted. “Where did you get that?’

“Belongs to Yousef.”

Ah, his new boss. She hadn’t met Yousef Kanaan yet, but her other brothers exalted him. He’d bought a used car dealership in nearby Sevenoaks. Why would Mr. Kanaan lend such an expensive toy to his newest technician?

Pounding footsteps within the church suggested the constables had discovered the body. Judith rushed out the door first and came to a jarring halt when she caught sight of Bran. Her worried gaze narrowed further.

“I’ll call this in.” Ducky hurried past his partner to their vehicle, all the while avoiding Abbie’s gaze. He didn’t comment on her exposed socks. Must be in shock.

Face pale, Judith strode down the steps. Her attention zoomed past Abbie to fix on Bran lounging against his car now. When had he moved over there?

Judith picked up Abbie’s boots, standing empty, and held them like body armor as she approached.

The entire way, Judith and Bran seemed to have a who will break eye contact first contest. On reaching Abbie’s side, Judith shoved the boots at her. “This is now a murder investigation.”

No mention of why Abbie’s boots had been stuck to the landing. Or how she plucked them up without a twitch of her nose or muttering a single incantation? Abbie examined the soles of the boots for signs of torn adhesive. Nothing. Curious.

“Did you meet anyone else in there?” Abbie asked in a casual tone, pointing to the church. She had to ask, in honor of all the years she had followed her father’s fervent assertion that there was no such thing as ghosts!

“Like who?” Judith broke eye contact with Bran but again, bypassing Abbie, her frowning glance flicked toward the children seated in Abbie’s Renault. She lowered her voice. “There was no one in there but the dead woman. Should there have been?”

Abbie shrugged.

“Did you see who did that in there?” Judith asked, her perpetual frown back on her face.

“Someone brushed by my shoulder on his way out. I smacked his chest with my torch.”

“Then you’ll need to submit your shirt and torch as evidence.”

“I’ve got a spare shirt in my trunk,” Bran said and went to fetch it.

Ducky gazed into the Renault’s back window. “What about the kiddies?”

“I can drive them to the station,” Abbie offered.

“You’ll all come in our car,” Judith corrected, as if she considered Abbie her prime suspect and wasn’t about to let her out of her sight. “They’ll need to change clothes, too. We don’t want to contaminate evidence. We can buy them a new set.”

“None of the shops will be open at this time of night,” Bran said, returning with a neatly folded pale blue checked shirt he offered to Abbie. “I can pick up something from Mum’s place for them to use. She stores some of our old clothes in the attic.”

“Something suitable for a five-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl,” Abbie said.

“Ducky,” Judith said, “you’ll have to guard this place until the FIU arrives to work this crime scene. That might take an hour. Don’t disturb anything until then.”

He looked as if he were about to argue, but Judith cut him off.

While they quarreled, Abbie zipped on her boots and edged closer to Bran. She tucked her arm through his elbow and drew him out of earshot. It felt good to be close to family. She wanted to ask him to follow her into the station, but being in Judith’s presence might be torture if Bran wasn’t over her yet. Also, giving her statement and settling matters about the children would take a while.

As long as she’d known Bran, he had always seemed busy doing something, even as a child. When she visited home last Christmas, she’d hardly seen him. His older brothers said that after Bran’s breakup with Judith, his need for constant motion had doubled.

“Bran, I won’t have access to my car until the police are done with it. Once I’m finished at the station,” she said, “can I call you to pick me up and take me home?”

He nodded. “What’s this all about, Abbie?”

“Did Mum mention what I told her?”

“Said you were in trouble. Dad seemed worried.” His glance swung to the kids. “Details later?”

Abbie agreed.

“Be careful,” he whispered and then gave his ex a cheeky salute before he jumped into the driver’s seat and spun his Roadster out of the car park.

The children watched Abbie approach with wide, apprehensive gazes.

“Where are we headed, Judith?” she asked.

“To the Chipstead nick,” she said, her gaze trained on Bran’s taillights disappearing around the corner. “On Sundays, we lock the police station, but I have a key.”

Ducky placed cones beside the steps and ran a police tape between them. After hefting
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