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For Silvia

My homicidal tendencies have always been one of the things you love most about me, Mum; I’m so grateful for your unwavering belief in just how murderous I could become with time, practice and support.

This one’s for you – I’ve finally killed enough people, in enough different ways, to truly do you proud.




The Rules


	You must never kill without formal authorization from the Sisterhood. This includes killing in self-defence in cases where you have purposefully provoked an attack.

	When you need to, you should always ask for help. You are not alone.

	The more complex the kill, the more opportunities for failure and discovery. Simple is best.

	All killings should be quiet and clean. There should be no mess.

	Your internet search history must never, ever include information on targets, methods or similar. Don’t get ‘clever’ about it.

	Only the target must die, and there must be no collateral damage outside the target’s own property, with due consideration given to the well-being of any co-residents.

	Only psychopaths get a thrill from killing people. The Sisterhood contains no psychopaths.

	Don’t draw attention with your appearance or behaviour or kills – strive to be invisible: ensure you are unmemorable.

	Take no unnecessary risks. Never, ever rush.

	Torture is strictly forbidden.

	Luck is the alchemy that flows from careful planning and rigorously honed skills. You must only ever rely on the latter.

	There are no loopholes. The Sisterhood’s overarching duty is the safety and invisibility of members to ensure that we can continue to fulfil our purpose. Breaking the Rules instantly forfeits your membership, your one free kill, and the Sisterhood’s protection. You may also forfeit your freedom and/or your life.

	Our lives and freedom rest in each other’s hands. The simultaneous gift and price of membership is shared purpose, courage and loyalty.






Verity

The day my sister disappeared was exactly like this: bright, warm and full of promise, as if designed to make us believe nothing bad could happen – how could it, in such a delicious blaze of sunshine?

I should have known that this morning’s cloudless skies were a bad sign. Instead, I felt soothed as I imagined how the day would go.

Now it’s been long enough for the ground to settle after my mother’s burial, the gravestone has finally been placed, so I tumbled out of bed already picturing myself visiting the memorial she’d chosen. In my daydream, I stood before the stone and, as I read the loving inscription, I felt acceptance start to soothe my grief – not just for Mum, but for Reenie, too; the warmth from the sun settled across my shoulders like an embrace, telling me that life goes on, and so will I, and one day I’ll even be happy again.

Now I’m here and everything is wrong. Sunlight tears through the branches above me, spattering my clothes and skin with darkness. The gravestone wavers before my eyes.


IN MEMORY OF MARY ANN BANNERMAN – 1973–2025

BELOVED MOTHER OF IREENE ROSE BANNERMAN

GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN



My skin flares hot, burns cold. I think that I might cry, then that I might laugh, then that I might howl at the sky, but I just stand there, the grave blurring in and out of focus.

Where is my name? Where does it even hint that my mother had two daughters?

I’m the only person left to ensure that they aren’t forgotten, and yet I’m nowhere.

My chest heaves as if the air is gone.

I never looked at the paperwork for Mum’s funeral package. I was just relieved someone knew her wishes. Now this.

She can’t have meant it to read this way. She was my mother. She loved me. Me and Reenie both, just as I loved them.

But if Reenie and I loved each other, why is my last memory of her a glance over my shoulder as I stormed out of a party, leaving her with strangers? Why did my big sister watch me set out into the night to walk home alone? If we’d loved each other the way I tell myself we did, I would have turned back only to find her hurrying after me. Then everything would have been different.

There have been so many lies, sometimes I’m not sure that the sister I miss so fiercely was ever real. Did she really read me a bedtime story every night? I remember cuddling up against the headboard, giggling at funny voices and gasping at exciting bits, then hiding under the covers for scary ones. That was Reenie I was snuggled against, wasn’t it? Or was it Mum? Was Reenie the one who plaited my hair every day for school, or did Mum have it right when she said the grief has warped my memories?

Reenie was only twenty months older than me, after all: not-quite-eighteen to my just-turned-sixteen when she disappeared. I wanted to get back by curfew because I was the careful one, and she wanted to stay because she was the risk-taker. That’s the truth. Unless I’m lying to myself, just like Mum always said. Only I’m not, because I don’t pretend that I’m still careful and cautious.

Why would I be, now I know how stupid it is to mind the rules? After all, nothing happens to most of the people who do truly awful things for no reason other than their own pleasure: somewhere out there the man who killed my sister – and disappeared her so we will probably never know what happened – is living his life unscathed, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Even if he got caught, he will never – can never – suffer the way we have.

I know everyone thinks I crash through life making one bad choice after another, just as they think that, after fourteen years, my grief is no excuse. But what else am I going to do when there’s more rage and grief inside me than can fit, yet the world keeps trying to add more? There isn’t room to bottle up any more pain and unfairness without drowning from the inside out.

Why can’t you learn some self-control instead of blaming your troublemaking on what happened to your sister? whispers Mum’s voice, as if her ghost is standing behind me. Why do you tell yourself lies that only make your life harder?

I feel a wild laugh bubble over my lips as I stare down at the grave.

It can’t get any harder, though at least there’s no one but me to suffer the consequences of my recklessness since Mum toppled over while brushing her teeth and died on the spot seven months ago. Apparently, that’s a thing with about 15 per cent of brain aneurysms. Who knew? I certainly didn’t, until the call from the hospital. They asked if I was alone, meaning ‘Are you alone right now?’ The answer was yes, of course. It will always be yes now.

The sun keeps shining as if looking down at the wreckage of my life and taunting me with the threat of worse to come.




Pru

Verity is, of course, late.

I am never late. Lateness is the product of poor self-control. And sloppiness.

I am never sloppy, either. Case in point, I have long since made friends with the man responsible for maintenance of the graveyard, so it was a simple thing to say I knew Verity’s mother and could he let me know as soon as her headstone went up? Nice man that he is, he messaged yesterday not only to say he was watching the stone being erected but that he had let Verity know and she was due to visit in the morning, if I fancied being there as moral support. Naturally, I arranged to arrive early, so she could encounter me innocuously engaged in weeding. But it is now twenty to nine and there is no sign of her, though she has an all-day shift at work starting on the hour.

I cannot decide if I am more infuriated with her, or with myself for thinking any part of this would be simple: I, at least, should know better.

Why am I dead set that it must be Verity? I ask myself for the hundredth time.

I straighten from gathering empty cans in a shady corner of the car park, gritting my teeth when my muscles pull in ways they shouldn’t – that they didn’t – two months ago.

Taking a sip of water, I survey the area. Much better already. If only the situation with Verity could be neatened so easily. I need to approach her today or find someone else – it is as simple as that. But in eleven months of watching her, I have learnt that nothing is ever simple with Verity. Which means I should move on, and yet … I don’t. The frustration wriggles across my shoulders like an ant under my clothing. I would say it is another symptom, like the muscle aches, if it wasn’t for the fact that Verity has niggled away at the back of my mind ever since I began considering my replacement.

I don’t indulge in superstitious claptrap. There has been no pricking of my thumbs in this, the most important professional decision I will ever make. And yet something tugs inside me when I think of choosing anyone else. I would like to believe it is urgency – I simply cannot afford to change my mind now – but I have a terrible feeling that some of it is emotional.

My mind goes back to the moment I realized certainty had settled into my bones – along with mortification that my choice wasn’t wholly rational. How could it be, when it happened as I watched Verity absently twisting a tiny plait into her hair, the tip of her tongue poking out of her mouth as she concentrated? She seemed oblivious to the world, though the next moment she whirled round to grab a stolen toy-truck off a teenage boy and give it back to the little girl it belonged to.

Which proved that, despite appearances, Verity was attuned to the world and able to act promptly and decisively to right a wrong, I tell myself now. That was the perfect reason to pick her.

But I’d chosen before that, when she was still fiddling with the silly, wonky little plait and – despite the dirty-blonde hair and hazel eyes, the freckled skin – for a mad-wonderful-frozen moment, I was looking at Hope.

The doctors told me I might hallucinate as the cancer progresses and more and more tumours spring up here, there and everywhere. But apart from that moment there has been nothing, so it seems more likely it wasn’t a hallucination, but longing. Which is probably worse, being pointless and irrational rather than merely medical.

I turn my frustrations on the mess around me, but the trouble with weeding – just as with cleaning a house or reducing the number of monsters in the world – is that the job is never done. No matter how hard I scrub the bath, it will need scrubbing again soon, and no matter how many terrible people I kill, the Sisterhood always has more targets to dispatch. There is too much to do in too little time to saddle myself with a terminally late mentee. And yet I have picked Verity, and I cannot seem to unpick her.

Maybe it’s the guilt. I don’t know if my actions led to Ireene’s disappearance, but, if they didn’t, it’s a hell of a coincidence that I killed a man at the same time and place she vanished.

Realizing that I have started to grind my teeth, I turn to the most soothing thing in the vicinity.

Please mind the rules, begs the sign by the gate, followed by a list of common-sense ways visitors can avoid being appalling. It boils down to DON’T be human garbage. DO take your rubbish with you. Rules to live by. I read the whole thing carefully, feeling my tension ebb away.

I continue clearing my way around the car park as I daydream about solving the littering problem once and for all. It would be a terrible misuse of my skills, not to mention a thorough violation of Rule 1 – and also Rule 8, since that many people missing or dying unexpectedly in the local area would draw attention.

‘If you weren’t strangling the lilac, I would let you live,’ I explain to a tuft of couch grass, wiggling it back and forth till it rips free. ‘But you are, so I can’t.’ I toss the weed into my trug, then start dismembering a rope of bindweed.

The last man I killed – a leisurely ten days ago, since I took a week of annual leave afterwards – had strangled his former girlfriend to death, then got away with it by claiming that she ‘liked it rough’. It would have been too ostentatious to kill him in a similar way, so I settled for arranging a fatal accident in the bathroom. It is how a lot of people go, so is a favourite among the Sisterhood. It almost never draws any attention from the police or family, even apart from the fact that, when the type of person the Sisterhood targets ends up dead, the world at large usually heaves a sigh of relief.

After twenty-five years, I am aware that most paid and pro bono jobs come to what is known officially as the Special Dispatch Service – and unofficially as the Sisterhood of Invisible Murderers – through the broader law enforcement community, though exactly how that happens rightly remains a secret. However, logic dictates that the women who make up the Sisterhood are only able to quietly remove all types of human stain because enough of those responsible for stopping us are studiously looking in the other direction, pretending they never brought it to anyone’s attention in the first place. In any case, the Rules have ensured that only a handful of kills in the sixty-odd-year history of the Sisterhood have ever been identified as suspicious, and none as homicide.

I cannot be the reason that changes, which is partly why it has taken so long to finalize my decision about who to mentor as my replacement when I retire. It is also partly that I have been dithering. Before Verity, I had never dithered in my life. It is, as I suspected, profoundly unpleasant.

Now, when I have finally decided that introductions can wait no longer, Verity is late, as if determined to confirm my worst fears. Although most of the compulsively unpunctual are habitual in their lateness – the majority go for a precise eight or twelve minutes overdue, which helps a lot when planning when and where to kill them – Verity defies any pattern whatsoever. After eleven months investigating her, I can say with authority that Verity defies everything and everyone – though usually in pursuit of doing what she believes is right, which is another way I can almost defend my decision.

The crunching of gravel signals a car pulling into the graveyard, and there, at last, is Verity’s battered red Volvo. It comes bumping and rocking over the rutted ground. Red masking tape, peeling at one edge, barely holds the cracked wing mirror together.

While it would seem more in character for Verity to drive like a maniac, she is consistently careful, considerate and cautious behind the wheel. That this is one of the only ways she is consistent has given me much food for thought. For months, I put it down to the fact that the car is falling apart and Verity has no money to get it fixed, let alone replace it. But there are layers of DIY repairs to the paintwork. Where the steering wheel has started to come apart, it has been lovingly darned with golden thread.

Now, as she cuts the engine, she pats the steering wheel and I lip-read the words ‘Well done.’

The door pops open with a groan and Verity climbs out. Her shoes, like her car, have seen better days: one has a fraying strap and the sole of the other flaps loose at the front – an accident waiting to happen. A series of scratches up the side of her leg indicates a blunt razor that should have been replaced a month ago.

When Verity has disappeared into the graveyard, I stride along the drystone wall to the gate, pausing just long enough to toss my keys into the grass. My feet try to steer me towards the ancient yew on the left, where Hope is buried, but I set my sights on the centre of the graveyard, stooping now and then to stuff weeds and dead flowers into my trug.

Verity is stomping along a line of graves. When she gets to the end, she turns down the next. My mother used to refer to swearing as ‘turning the air blue’. When Verity gets to the end of another line without finding what she is looking for, she has a go at turning it psychedelic.

A pair of panicked pigeons flomp out of the tree above, raining excrement across Verity’s arm. The ensuing swearing practically turns the air neon.

Four months ago, I nearly gave up on Verity when, during a routine observation, I saw her handbag break, strewing the contents across the pavement. Instead of snatching up her belongings, Verity turned her face to the sky and screamed the breath from her lungs. It took a commendable amount of time – and drew a commensurate amount of attention. As I hurried away, I swore to myself that I would find a new candidate in the morning. But when the morning came and I opened her file to shred the contents, the picture clipped to the inside of the cover stopped me in my tracks – Verity and her sister grinning at the camera, arms around each other; they are standing in front of a long view of fields and rolling hills, with a tower topped by a golden ball rising above the wooded summit.

In twenty-five years with the Sisterhood, there is only one death that weighs on my conscience. This is it. But now is not the moment to get distracted.

‘They say it’s good luck when a bird poos on you, but I have never seen why,’ I call, hurrying towards Verity as I squeeze some hand gel on to a tissue.

Verity takes it with a mumbled thanks, eyes skidding away without meeting mine.

I tilt my head with a frown. ‘Don’t you work at the animal shelter on Robbers Lane? I came in to volunteer a few months back and the manager asked me to help with fundraising, so I have been taking flyers round, though I can’t say I’m getting far. People are so abrupt these days—’

‘Sorry to cut you off, but I’m due at work and I really want to visit my mother’s headstone first, so maybe we can catch up next time you’re in the office?’ Verity interrupts, eyes scanning the graveyard. ‘I don’t suppose you have any idea where I should start looking? I can’t remember from the funeral, so if you’ve seen a brand-new stone …’

‘I saw some work being done over there yesterday.’ I point towards the west wall. ‘In front of the ceanothus.’

Verity’s face goes blank.

‘The big blue bush,’ I say, rather more tartly than intended.

‘Ah.’ Verity’s already walking away as she calls a ‘Thanks’ over her shoulder, mouth twitching upwards, but not far enough for a smile, as if I am no more worthy of that than I am of eye contact.

Although useful, it sometimes rankles how well I fulfil Rule 8: Don’t draw attention with your appearance or behaviour or kills – strive to be invisible: ensure you are unmemorable. Thankfully, Verity has the same potential: she is pretty enough without being gorgeous, medium height, medium build.

I watch as she weaves between the graves, circling a quadrant of new headstones. Then she pulls taut, her whole body locked, as if a massive electrical current is flowing through her.

Twenty-five years of experience means I know exactly what even unpredictable Verity will do next, so I turn and march back towards the car park.

I am clearing around the graves near the gate when Verity comes barrelling up the path, her face suffused with colour, her eyes glazed and distant. An unobservant watcher would say Verity is furious. I recognize agony.

She stumbles on a loose stone and the sole of her shoe rips off, sending her toppling sideways. With surprising dexterity, she throws out her hands and braces herself on the wall. For a moment her shoulders heave as if she’s about to cry, then she plops down on the wall to pull off her remaining shoe. Her free hand moves to stroke the slide holding her hair back on one side. It has a plastic daisy sprouting from it. The rest of Verity’s attire is practical and plain. If this were the first time I was seeing her, I would assume the slide was chosen for the occasion, but she wears it more often than not. The stroking thing is a self-soothing tactic, like petting the steering wheel of the car every time she gets in or out. Both have an indifferent record of success.

Suddenly Verity bends forward and picks something out of the grass. And there it is – the sudden switch from being lost in distress to being fully alert. This is the Verity I’m here to introduce myself to – someone with not just the depth of pain but the instincts needed to become a member of the Sisterhood. Now she just has to pass the test of decency.

‘Um, hi? Hello?’ comes Verity’s voice.

I lever my trowel up, then stab it back down, excavating a burdock root.

‘Excuse me?’ Verity is closer now. ‘Ow, ow, sharp stones, sharp stones.’ Closer still. ‘EXCUSE ME?’

I peer round with feigned surprise. ‘Oh dear. Have you hurt your foot?’

Verity winces and minces closer, holding something out. ‘Are these yours? I found them by the gate …’

‘My keys!’ Snatching them from her hand, I rub lovingly at the ornament hanging from the ring – a copper heart with an age-faded photo of a smiling, dark-haired girl.

‘Is that your mum?’ Verity asks.

‘Daughter.’ I don’t have to feign the emotion I know is bleeding across my face. ‘Hope. Her name was Hope.’ I look up at Verity, who has already half turned to go. ‘Why don’t we go to the café around the corner and I’ll buy us some cake as a thank you and we can set the world to rights?’

This is it: the moment I become Verity’s mentor, using the same words that my mentor used with me.

For a second, Verity’s eyes fill with need, loneliness, hurt. ‘Thanks,’ she mumbles to the ground, ‘but, like I said – I’ve got to get to work.’ She flashes an apologetic look in my general direction, then rushes off … for all of eight steps before she has to move on to the gravel, then she winces and minces again, using patches of grass and weeds like stepping stones.

I turn my attention back to the burdock until Verity’s car has slowly bumped and bounced its way out of the car park. Brushing soil off the root, I snap it in half and put the pieces in my pocket, then I wend my way across the cemetery to the ceanothus, stopping in front of the newest gravestone.


IN MEMORY OF MARY ANN BANNERMAN – 1973–2025

BELOVED MOTHER OF IREENE ROSE BANNERMAN

GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN



The inscription fills the headstone, leaving no space for anything or anyone else.

It’s not a wonder that Verity struggles to know what to do with her rage. Still, I can be sympathetic about the day she’s having and frustrated by her refusal to see the opportunity I’m trying to offer her. When my mentor engineered an introduction and then invited me to put the world to rights over tea, I said yes, because I am a reasonable, rational person: the perfect choice of mentee. Verity is an irrational nightmare creature, but since there are only two things I want out of what’s left of my life, and Verity is one of them, I will have to make it work.

‘Even if it kills me’ isn’t much of a threat at this point. What concerns me is the fact that Verity’s victims need to be the correct ones and they have to be dispatched in a manner that is quiet, clean and professional. That worries me very much indeed.




Verity

The sun shouldn’t be shining in the first place, but the fact that it just goes on blazing seems like malice.

As usual, I’m on shaky ground at work, behind on my rent, and maxed out on my credit card and overdraft. Naturally, I keep making it worse by doing totally understandable (though perhaps not entirely sensible) things like donating to people’s vet bills and contributing to crowdfunders for victims trying to take abusers to court. I’ve been worse than ever lately, even though Boudicca needs serious work if she’s to pass her next MOT.

Now, because I definitely need another source of misery, there’s Mum’s gravestone … though, maybe, to a person who isn’t as selfish as I am, it would seem like a gift, not a punishment. After all, my sister is dead, whereas I’m obviously not. Mum always wanted a grave for Reenie, but it’s not allowed without a death certificate, so this is a clever workaround. Maybe Mum intended it as somewhere for me to go to remember them both. Which would make it a nice thing – a kind and loving thing that I’m twisting into a problem because I’m me.

You have to stop doing that, Verity, Mum’s voice whispers in my ear. As if I’d ever intend to upset you.

It’s as I’m listening to my dead mother’s voice in my head that this little old dear turns up and tries to mother me. She’s clearly as lonely as I am, but I can’t just go and have a cup of tea. I have to get to work, because even though it feels like my lungs are full of oil and I can barely breathe, if I lose my job I’ll lose Boudicca, not to mention ending up homeless.

The pain of fleeing the graveyard barefoot is almost a relief, since it distracts me from the gravestone. Soon I’m gentling my way out of the car park, teeth gritted as I weave around the worst of the ruts, terrified that Boudicca will simply fall apart like a metaphor for my life.

Reenie is the one who named the Volvo, on the basis that she’s red and could mow down an army. Boudicca wasn’t so much second-hand as one-step-above-salvage from the start. Mum’s then boyfriend, TJ, traded a mate some decorating work for the rusting wreck, and it promptly became Reenie’s most prized possession. Boudicca was never a thing of beauty, but there’s always been a certain charm to the fact that in a crash with anything other than a tank, she’d come out on top.

Reenie hadn’t been a fan of TJ, but Boudicca changed things, especially when he took her out again and again for driving lessons, whereas Mum took her twice, then kept putting it off until Reenie gave up asking.

There you go, twisting things to make the worst out of them! Mum’s voice hisses in my head. I wanted Reenie and TJ to bond – and they did! How could that be a bad thing?

I went with them the first few times for the novelty, then got bored. The wish to have chosen differently tears at me as if it has claws.

Time heals all, they lie.

Time heals some things. Others just fester.

Like the memory of the time I went with them, slouching sullenly in the back seat until Reenie caught my eyes in the rear-view mirror and started humming the opera song from Grand Theft Auto: her favourite game to play with her boyfriend. She and Gavin were still together then, since they only split a few weeks before her disappearance, so we used to hear a lot of ‘La donna è mobile’ around the house. But that day in the car it wasn’t the Italian lyrics she belted out of the half-open window but a sweary rant at every bad driver on the road. By the time she pulled up at our house we were all red-faced and breathless with laughter. And yet when she invited me to go with them again the next day, I said no.

‘When I pass my test, we’ll have an adventure. Just the two of us. We can go to the beach. Stuff ourselves with ice cream,’ she promised, then went off alone with TJ.

Was it him? Was it Gavin? Or was it Charles Temple, the boy she hooked up with the night she disappeared? Surely it was one of them. A face to put on the monster that stalks Reenie through my dreams most nights.

Rage coils in my stomach, sending hot tendrils through my veins, but I’ve got to get to work. Since turning up barefoot isn’t going to help my ‘don’t get fired’ efforts, I detour to the cheapo shoe shop off the high street and buy myself a pair of trainers that probably won’t last the fortnight and so manage to represent both an extravagant waste of money and all I can afford.

Mum’s voice follows me around the shop. Why on earth would you pick those?

I can see her expression now, lips pursed with sympathy. As if every cut is made with love.

Surely thinking a little more about your clothing choices would be a way to honour your sister’s memory – she had such an eye. Sometimes I think you want to forget all about her.

As if I could. As if Mum – alive or dead – would ever let me.

Gone but not forgotten. The words on the gravestone aren’t so much a comfort as a threat.

I trudge back to Boudicca with birds serenading me from canopies and roofs as I think dreamy thoughts about shooting them. With a gun. A slingshot. A crossbow.

Since none of these things are available, I pause on the corner of the high street and try smelling the flowers in the window-box of the bookshop.

The flowers are plastic. And mouldy.

I walk on, stroking Reenie’s hair-slide, and it comes apart in my hand. I stare in disbelief as plastic petals weep on to the pavement.

There used to be a packet of six. Over the years I’ve worn each to pieces, repairing and repairing them until there’s nothing left to repair. As I bend to gather the remnants of the last slide, raindrops patter down around the broken petals.

At least the weather’s turned to match my mood.

It’s only when my nose starts to run that I realize I’m crying. The hair-slide is beyond repair. Boudicca isn’t far behind. Reenie and Mum are dead. And the scum who ruined my life is free to live his, while I pay and pay and pay.

I barely register reaching Boudicca, too focused on carefully tipping the remains of the slide into an old envelope. Then I hug myself around the steering wheel.

I have to pull myself together. Except right now I’d do anything for a second’s relief from the feeling that the grief might rip my chest open if I breathe too hard.

For goodness’ sake, Verity. Compared with your sister, what do you have to complain about? Mum hisses.

I cling to the steering wheel, then release it because, if there’s one thing worse than sitting here trying not to explode with misery, it’s having Mum in my ear while I do.

Sudden movement draws my attention. A dog is staring at me through the rear window of the car in front. Its dark eyes lock on mine. Paws come up to scrabble at the glass. I’m about to smile when the dog slumps, tongue lolling. The whites of its eyes show as it puts its ears back and whines. I can’t hear it, but the heave of its misery writes the sound across the air.

I’m out of Boudicca, circling the car in front, before my brain finishes roaring, NO!

The windows are shut. The dog follows me, then slumps again, breath fogging the glass. A gloopy string of yellowish saliva slithers from the side of its mouth.

I spin around. No one is hurrying towards the car, face tight with worry. I rush to the nearest shop and peer in. No customers. The cashier is tapping away at his phone and doesn’t even look up.

I take my mobile out and, hands shaking, walk around the car, recording. The moment I’ve captured the four closed windows, the dog’s desperate panting, I stride back to Boudicca and open the boot. Shoving a disposable mask over my mouth and chin, I snap on a pair of nitrile gloves and heft my shovel.

I’m being stupid as well as reckless. I need to call for help, not take care of this myself. My life is enough of a mess: I can’t afford to make it worse. At the very least, I should drive around the block and park out of sight.

The dog turns its eyes to me, lips twisting to reveal pale gums and foam between its teeth.

I hurry to the window furthest from where it’s slumped, raise the shovel and drive it against the glass.

It rebounds, hurting my hands, wrists, arms, shoulders, but I embrace the pain. Don’t people always say, ‘Better out than in?’

I bash the shovel against the glass again. And again. Hurt and relief wash through me. It’s the closest I’ve been to happiness since the last time I did something that the world would call stupid because it involves breaking the rules, even though it’s for all the right reasons.

I roll my shoulders, steeling myself for another attack, and catch sight of a man staring at me from the corner of the street. He looks from the car to the shovel to my masked face, takes a step back, then legs it away round the corner again.

Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a pen. I press the nib to the corner of the glass then smash the shovel against it, driving all the force into a single point of impact.

The glass crazes, crumbling into a transparent mosaic of uneven pieces. I scrape the shovel around the window frame. Some of it comes loose in strips and strands, dropping on to the pavement or drooping down the door. The rest I hold out of the way like a curtain as the dog lurches towards the fresh air, putting trembling paws up on the windowsill. Grabbing the dog by the scuff of the neck, I heave, and it crumples out of the car, landing with a yelp, then wavering unsteadily back to its feet.

‘With me,’ I say, withdrawing the shovel and hurrying towards Boudicca.

I grab my water bottle and cup some into my hand, letting the dog lap urgently, then sprinkling more over its back and head, before giving it another drink. I cast a wary look up and down the street. A few houses along, I see a woman framed in an upstairs window, holding a curtain back as she stares down at me. I give her a friendly wave.

‘Time to go.’ I open Boudicca’s back door and the dog struggles into the footwell. I throw myself behind the wheel, tossing the shovel on to the passenger seat, then turning on the engine. Quickly, I pull out and away.

I make the first turn I come to, pushing the speed limit all the way home.

The dog is still unsteady on its feet when we climb out of the car, but it perks up when I give it another drink then pour the rest of the water over its back. It shakes itself happily, spraying me, then pads after me into the flat. The flat where I am categorically Not. Allowed. To. Have. Pets. But if I’d taken the dog straight to the shelter, everyone there – including my manager, who hates me and is just looking for an excuse to fire me – would have had questions that’d be hard to answer. Whereas if I go in early tomorrow I can pretend I found the dog tied to the gate and that’s why I’ve no explanation for where he came from.

For now, I put one of the sofa cushions in the shadiest spot, set several bowls of water all around, then hare back to Boudicca, cursing every traffic light and slow driver between me and work.

‘Verity, we’ve talked about this,’ says Manager Janet Who Hates Me when I dash into the office.

I think about mentioning Mum’s grave.

You can’t spend your whole life using grief as an excuse for your lack of responsibility, Mum scolds.

I duck my head, mumbling an apology, then I grab the cleaning supplies and hurry off.

Amid the cleaning, there’s plenty of purring and cuddling – several of the cats even invite a tummy-tickle without turning full demon – so I’m considering smiling … until I turn the corner into the car park and nearly walk into Skeevy Steve.

‘Hey, Vicky,’ he leers, standing in the middle of the path so I have to squeeze myself against the fence to avoid touching him as I pass.

I’ve introduced myself to Skeevy at least seven times. After the fifth, I realized he wasn’t struggling to remember ‘Verity’ – he wasn’t even trying. At which point, I forgot his real name on principle.

I wait till he’s out of sight, then make a rude gesture in his direction. Then again. Then with both hands. Then I shake my hands around a bit.

A sound of pain makes me turn.

A man and a woman are standing beside a shiny new Range Rover. His hand is wrapped, white-knuckled, around her arm.

‘Everything OK?’ I call.

‘We’ll come up to the office when we’re ready,’ the man grunts. The woman gives me a hopeless little smile.

I cross my arms. ‘We don’t let people adopt if we’re not convinced our animals are going to a safe home.’ I lean to the side, trying to catch the woman’s eyes. ‘You should come up to the office with me now.’

The man’s thin-lipped mouth twists. ‘You can tell that fat-cow manager she can forget sponsorship from Moss Motors.’ He beeps his car unlocked then wrenches the door open, letting the woman go.

She scurries for the passenger side, looking so afraid that I slip out my phone and snap a picture of the numberplate as the man starts the engine. The woman’s barely shut her door when the man guns out of the car park, sending me stumbling backwards as gravel spits in every direction.

Breath coming in pants, I march up to the office. ‘What’s the police non-emergency number?’

‘Police?’ Janet Who Hates Me blinks in confusion. ‘What’s happened?’

I tap at my phone, but I’m shaking too hard to bring up the browser.

‘A horrible man. In the car park. Obviously abusing his wife.’

Janet peers through the window. ‘Should I get the first-aid kit?’

I give up on my phone, dropping down in front of the office computer. ‘They’re gone. But I got his numberplate.’

‘Did he hit her?’

‘Grabbed her arm. But really tight.’

‘Verity,’ says Janet, and the disappointment in her voice tells me all I need to know.

‘No!’ I growl. ‘If he’s going to act like that in public, imagine what he does in private! What if her face is on the news tomorrow? What if he’s still in a rage when they get home, and—’

Janet pulls the keyboard away. ‘I know you have a difficult history, but lots of people have arguments without anyone ending up dead. A man holding his wife’s arm is not a crime. You cannot call the police on every person you don’t like the look of – like that man with the bulldog?’ she adds, when I open my mouth to protest.

‘It had a festering sore on its back leg – and the guy wanted to adopt another animal to mistreat?’

Janet rubs at her temples. ‘The dog was barely limping, and not everyone is as observant as you, Verity. If you hadn’t screamed at him about prison sentences, he might have stayed long enough to get some advice on caring for his pet, whereas I had to do the best I could while he was hurrying away from the – and I quote – “crazy girl with the rolling eyes”.’

I grit my teeth. ‘So, he’s a misogynist and an animal abuser.’

‘You were practically frothing at the mouth. I thought he was quite polite under the circumstances.’ She shakes her head. ‘The week before that, you said there was something bad happening between that young couple. And the week before that it was … I don’t even remember, but you also had a “bad feeling” about that bald guy.’ Janet visibly resists the urge to roll her eyes.

Why do people keep telling me I see the world through a broken lens, unless it’s true? My chin trembles as my head floods with the memory of Mum shouting me down when I tried to talk to her about my guilt over leaving Reenie at the party because I wanted to make curfew. Mum scoffing that it would be the first time, since Reenie was the careful one, whereas my recklessness at coming home without my sister was no surprise. She insisted I must have got bored and left without trying to find Reenie, while my loyal big sister stayed to make sure I was OK. She wouldn’t listen when I tried to tell her that she had it backwards: we were in Charles Temple’s room at the university when I decided to leave, so how could I have gone without Reenie knowing? There were only five of us in there.

I can still see it. Feel the beat of the music. My brain promptly presents me with a picture of the courtyard steps strewn with drunken students, then another of the packed university corridors.

We were in Charles Temple’s room at the end, I tell myself for the thousandth time. Weren’t we?

‘Verity?’

I blink. Janet is peering worriedly at me.

‘We both know there are bad people in the world,’ she says, voice softer now, ‘but think about it logically. Is it likely that at least one of them comes here every single week?’

It isn’t logical. Just like it’s not logical that my mother would lie to me. She loved me.

Janet glances at her watch with a frown. ‘I was expecting a sponsor ten minutes ago, so why don’t you get a cup of tea while—’

I grimace. ‘Not Moss Motors?’

Janet nods. ‘Yes, did you see him in the car park?’ She closes her eyes and her whole body slumps as realization hits. ‘Consider this your second formal warning,’ she tells me. ‘As your contract states, if there’s a third incident you’ll be fired, so try not to put either of us in that position.’ She turns away, fussing at a pile of files.

I slink away to the sheds. I’m halfway through cleaning a stack of litter trays when my phone beeps. It’s a message from my landlord.


When I came round to see your neighbour earlier, I heard barking, so I looked in your window. There is a large dog in your flat. You’re months overdue on rent. No more leeway. Eviction notice to follow. Your deposit is toast.



I tip my head back, open my mouth – and remember that yelling will scare the animals and almost certainly get me fired. Raising my fists above my head, I shake them at the ceiling and stamp my feet and feel ridiculous and small and hopeless and helpless, but what am I supposed to do when I’m not allowed to do anything that would actually express my rage and misery? There’s too much screaming inside me, and no way to let it out.




Pru

Following Verity to the rehoming centre is likely to prove explosive instead of fruitful, so her recruitment will have to wait. In any case, I am needed elsewhere.

I get to the county show early enough for a reasonable parking spot, pay my entrance fee, then busy myself among the stalls, circling for nearly an hour before I spy my target. He is here to play a set on the main stage later, but for now is wandering around, looking for freebies. Slipping a Tupperware box out of my bag, I place the contents on a paper plate, then station myself at the end of a row of stalls. As his eyes rove about, I step forward with a smile and offer him a delicately prepared mushroom wrap.

‘Last one, so it’s half price!’ I say, gifting him my best ‘harmless older woman’ smile. ‘Gosh, aren’t you the musician? How wonderful. Here.’ I push the plate into his hand. ‘With regards from the community.’ Obviously, this is not my community or even my county, but the broad principle applies.

He plucks the wrap off the plate and takes a huge mouthful. ‘Yum,’ he mumbles, spraying saliva and crumbs.

‘Foraged this very morning by my own hands,’ I tell him truthfully.

‘Cheers, mate,’ he says, lifting the rest of the wrap in a salute, then wandering off.

And just like that another collector of images of child abuse is dispatched. It is depressing how regularly I am assigned such cases now, and all my friends in the Sisterhood have said the same. Last week, over dinner to discuss our relative progress at taking on a mentee, Graziella and I tried to work out whether it is more likely that these referrals come from police forces and social workers up and down the country, or if there is one specific expert quietly feeding the names to the Sisterhood. In the end, we agreed it didn’t really matter, so long as the names keep coming and we keep quietly thinning out the ranks of these predators.

It is clear from the detail in the files we receive on our targets that, somewhere along the chain, there is an investigation before each kill is authorized, though how much of that is internal and how much relies on official channels is unclear. The important thing is the surety that our targets are legitimate – at least as far as the Sisterhood is concerned.

Although the musician won’t actually die for hours or even days, I know better than to stick around in case he gets an early stomach ache and sends someone to see if they can find a woman meeting my description.

Obviously, I don’t hurry suspiciously away, instead taking my time at the honey stall and returning to the car with several enticing purchases. I drive off just as the microphone crackles from the main stage and my target starts his extremely final show.

As I merge on to the motorway, my mind picks away at the question of how targets get referred to the Sisterhood. It is safer that members currently active in killing aren’t told exactly how the process works, let alone who is involved, so I have never knowingly met one of the team who decide which potential cases to accept, but they must be highly skilled investigators, doubtless with access to additional sources of information (official and otherwise). I always hoped that, when my term of service was up, there would be an opportunity to move into one of these roles, but of course I’ll be lucky if I live long enough to train my replacement.

Tomorrow, I will have to run into Verity at work. With anyone else, I might focus on finding the perfect words to convince her. With Verity, there is really only one question – when do I tell her how invested in her sister’s disappearance I am, and why?

I fret all the way home, a pointless waste of time and energy that propels me into an evening of productivity. First, I hang a large punching bag from the hook in the roof of the garage. Two months ago, I would simply have lifted the bag so that the strap slotted over the hook; like all the women in the Sisterhood, I am stronger and fitter than I look. Now I have to fetch a stepladder and shove the bag up tread by tread. Even then it’s slow going: I have to keep stopping to catch my breath. By the time it’s done, I am sweaty, my muscles trembling.

Once I have my breath back, I fetch out the box of old electrical appliances, clear the bathroom and dining-room windowsills, set up a CCTV array in the living room and finally collect a range of cleaning products and old cloths, along with a battered metal tray, then set it all on the draining board of the utility-room sink for Verity to practise setting ‘accidental’ fires. Everything proceeds nicely while I think of my own training, then I try to visualize Verity’s learning process.

This is a mistake.

I quickly redirect my attention to administrative responsibilities. Settling at the kitchen table with a handsome glass of Grand Marnier (courtesy of Graziella) and the last of my pistachio shortbread, I skim then delete the latest issues of the many local e-newsletters I am subscribed to, then do the same with my Google alerts.

One jumps out, and I click through to a county-library website advertising an upcoming talk by Claire Jeynes, the director of a small local charity ‘supporting people who have turned to drugs or alcohol in the wake of trauma’. I make a note on my wall calendar. Going along will be a risk, but only a small one: there is little chance of her recognizing me from the information appeals when Hope died. After twenty-six years of grief, including twenty-five of murder, all my softness has worn away: I look as much of a stranger to my former self as I feel. In any case, I don’t have time to be overly cautious.

Continuing through my alerts, I find a news item about a young woman in a town less than an hour away who had been drugged then sexually assaulted after a university party. Reaching over to the sideboard, I tap the PIN into the cabinet lock then pull out my investigation notebook for Ireene’s case and copy down the details. Then I search for other versions of the story, garnering a handful of other specifics, but nothing specific enough. There are too many of these stories. Instead of a single serial predator, there are many. Still, there is something here. I can feel it. Obviously, I don’t believe in nonsense like psychic powers, but twenty-five years in the Sisterhood has honed my instincts and all of them are thrumming with the electrostatic prickling that signals an important lead.

I tuck the notebook back into the cabinet on top of the stack of police files from Ireene’s case. Once Verity is recruited, she can read them herself, though I expect the ones that will be of greatest interest aren’t those containing information she has never been privy to before but rather the sequences of statements she and her mother gave. At the start, they told two very different stories, but, by the time Ireene had been gone a month, Verity’s story matched her mother’s. I can only imagine how hard it has been to grieve her sister while fighting to remember her as she truly was. It isn’t a wonder it often seems as if Verity doesn’t trust her own mind.

I sit back, sipping my drink, the gentle burn of the alcohol soothing its way down my throat. Something tickles the back of my hand.

I look down to see an ant creeping across my skin. A moment later the ant is no more. I peer down at the floor, and there, over by the wall, is another ant. I take the ant powder out of the cupboard and, after squashing Ant 2, I creep towards Ants 3 and 4. Once they are dispatched, I sprinkle powder into the hinge-corner of the garden door. I am not convinced I have located the source of the problem, but it is a start.

Absently, I pick up my phone and tap the app showing the tracker I put on Verity’s car when I first started observing her. She is not at work, not at home, not at the shops … I zoom in closer. Why is she at a set of allotments in the next town over from where she lives?

I am grinding my teeth even before I tap the Nextdoor app and, with a single search, find a local discussion thread that confirms Verity is engaging in her favourite activity: getting herself in trouble.




Verity

Last night I dreamt about Reenie, but this time she wasn’t being stalked by the usual faceless, shapeless monster. Instead, we were standing beside a chain-link fence and she was beckoning me forward as she bent to lift a loose corner. I crawled through and she followed me into an overgrown nest of brambles. When I stood up, I saw a column of sheds marching into the distance above little rectangles of greenery. Reenie lifted up a curl of grass and earth, just as she had lifted the fence. She smiled at me, then curled herself down into the ground. I flung myself forward to tear it open again, but there was no seam. Just hard-packed mud and stones and roots. I tore with my hands and—

Woke to my alarm, heart punching at my ribs as if trying to get out. As I sank back into the mattress, sweaty and shaking, certainty settled into me: it wasn’t just a dream – it was a message. Not from ‘beyond’, but from my own brain, since the allotments are my best current lead.

The moment my shift ends, I drive to the allotments near Gavin Pieper’s house by way of the nearest DIY store, where I spend almost the last of the cash in my wallet on wire-cutters to go with the metal detector I bought last month instead of paying off part of my back rent.

Parking as close as possible, I stomp round to the boot, stuffing the wire-cutters into my belt and hefting the metal detector over my shoulder. Then I head off to find my sister.

An old man spots me as I hurry along the edge of the fence. He calls out, but I stride purposefully onwards, checking the plan of the allotments on my phone.

Gavin Pieper has been posting about his allotment veg for years. I called Detective Inspector Strickland, the man in charge of Reenie’s case, about it the first time Gavin put something on social media, but DI Strickland just sighed and told me it would be remarkably stupid of Gavin Pieper to draw attention to where he’d buried a body. Not to mention that, since the photos he was posting clearly showed the whole plot was cultivated, he’d be risking disturbing the remains all year, every year.

When I tried to argue, DI Strickland sighed again and explained, for the fifth time, that Gavin’s brother – and his brother’s girlfriend – both swore up and down that Gavin was home with them the night Reenie disappeared.

‘Don’t you think it’s suspicious that he has a double alibi all neatly prepared?’ I pressed.

The detective sighed yet again. In one of our conversations, he managed twenty-seven sighs before he excused himself from the call with the scrupulous politeness of a courteous man about to lose his shit. During the allotment conversation, he only racked up eleven sighs, so his tone was still calm and gentle
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