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​​Prologue 


Tuesday, 1 April 2025

Edinburgh Castle, Scotland
[image: ]


The castle rose from volcanic rock above the city, its stone shaped by centuries of siege and betrayal. The fortress endured. Men didn't.

A cold wind swept across the battlements.

The man in the baseball cap took his position beside the castle wall and waited.

He checked his watch once.

Seven exactly.

Below, Charles McRennie crossed the deserted esplanade. Tall and white-haired, moving with the measured confidence of a man who had spent four decades making decisions worth billions.

He stopped at the parapet overlooking the waking city.

His wife had loved this view. “Problems looked smaller from up here,” she used to say.

Three years after her death, he still found himself glancing toward the space where she should have been.

He unlocked his phone and hesitated before opening the images he'd received the night before.

The first showed a village reduced to blackened foundations.

The second revealed bodies arranged with clinical precision in a shallow ditch.

The third made him pause.

It appeared ordinary. A civilian cargo aircraft on a remote strip of tarmac. Nothing burned. Nobody dead. No obvious crime.

He enlarged the image.

Then again.

His pulse slowed. 

With quiet horror, he realised he'd spent the last fifteen years believing a lie.

Across the esplanade, the watcher rolled a coin once across his knuckles before slipping it back into his pocket. Then he stepped away from the wall.

Charles never looked up.

The final few metres vanished with quiet inevitability as the watcher closed the distance without haste, locked both arms around Charles's waist and lifted cleanly.

The old man's eyes widened in surprise rather than fear as his phone fell from his grasp. For an instant, he was weightless above the guardrail.

Edinburgh opened beneath him. 

Then the rock claimed him. 

The watcher bent once, picked up the phone, turned and descended onto the Royal Mile.

Halfway down, his phone vibrated, and a single message appeared.

Status?

He typed one word back.

Done.

The conversation disappeared a moment later, followed by the deleted folder itself.

Behind him, the battlements stood empty once more.
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​​Thursday, 3 April 2025 


1. The Old Suit
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Dawn spread across Brighton seafront, turning the horizon from black to gold. Waves hissed over the shingle. The Pier sat dark and still. 

Major Jonathan Pane, JP to almost everyone who knew him, stood at the window with his hands in his dressing-gown pockets. He’d seen dawn in worse places. 

No helicopters. No radios. No one was trying to kill him. 

Just the sea.

Clara’s book lay face down in the bedside table, the bookmark exactly where she’d left it.

He crossed the room and opened the wardrobe. 

Suits on one side, military kit on the other.

For the first time in a long time, he reached for a suit.

Just after seven fifteen, he was on a train to London Bridge, watching the carriage like he was checking a street before a patrol. Exits first. Hands next. Faces last.

Commuters slept, worked, and argued into headsets. JP sat motionless in a pinstripe suit pulled tight across his six-foot-three frame.

He’d spent the last thirteen years in uniform in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Yemen. Some operations were acknowledged, but most never would be.

And now, after everything, he was heading back to Maguire.

A newspaper lay folded on the seat beside him.

The headline caught his eye.

Police are treating the death of billionaire hedge fund owner Charles McRennie, whose body was found two days ago at the foot of Edinburgh Castle, as a suicide.

Two days. For a man like McRennie, that was fast.

He turned back to the passing countryside.

Six months of civilian life had left him restless. When Andy Parsons offered him a position at Maguire, he jumped at the chance.

He checked his watch. Ninety minutes until he met with Shane Mackie.

He took out his laptop and opened the documents Andy had sent. He already knew the bank, but the Army and the City had taught him that details mattered: in finance they marked the line between profit and loss; in combat, between life and death.

Before long, the train began to slow as it approached London.

JP caught his reflection in the glass.

He looked older now, harder, the same face marked by time and things he didn’t talk about.

He'd told himself he was returning for the job, but deep down he knew that wasn't true.

After a short Tube ride, he exited Canary Wharf station. People moved with the same urgency he remembered, as if none of them dared to stop. The skyline had grown, but it still looked like a city built overnight, all glass, steel and ambition, set apart from the older London around it.

JP crossed towards Maguire's tower. The last time he'd been there, Clara had still been alive. He paused outside the revolving doors as a tightness settled across his chest. For thirteen years, every building he'd entered had been something to move through, not remain inside. Briefing rooms. Operations centres. Temporary headquarters. 

Buildings had become cover, not destinations. The thought of spending the day inside one felt wrong.

He adjusted the camouflage rucksack on his shoulder, drew a slow breath, squared his shoulders, and walked through.

Inside, the lobby opened around him in marble and polished glass. He drew more glances than he acknowledged.

“Hi. I’m meeting Shane Mackie,” he told the receptionist.

“Yes, sir.” The receptionist pointed across the floor. “He’s coming this way.”

JP turned.

Shane Mackie was already approaching. Lean, fair-haired, early forties.

“Major Pane,” Shane said, offering a hand. “Good to meet you.”

JP took the hand. Firm grip. Direct eye contact.

“And you,” he said. “Call me JP.”

Shane’s smile tightened slightly before he gestured toward the lifts.

Moments later, they were in a glass-walled meeting room overlooking the trading floor. Shane took the seat at the head of the table.

“I’m leading the Alpha Exotics programme. Talk me through your background.”

“Straight to Sandhurst after school. A few years in the Army, then I joined Maguire in 2004. Spent eight years here before going back to the Army. Came out recently and ran into Andy at a VITC event.”

“And why are you right for this role?”

“I understand traders. I know the bank. And I deliver under pressure.”

Shane studied him.

“So why come back?”

“Wanted to see if the circus had changed.”

Shane gave a short laugh.

“The only thing that changes around here is the size of the bonuses.”

The door opened, and Andy Parsons swept in, all energy and confidence.

“JP. Welcome back to Maguire.”

They shook hands.

“Good to see you, Andy.”

Andy turned to Shane.

“I used to be JP’s tech guy when he was running the desk. Now he’s working for me.” He grinned. “Told you the geeks have inherited the earth.”

Then to JP: “Seriously, you were a bloody good trader. We used to call you the human algorithm.”

“Got lucky,” JP said.

“Oh, bollocks. Didn’t you see numbers as colours?”

JP didn’t answer.

“Anyway, we were gutted when you left. Now you’re back, we’re over the moon. Even if it’s only three days a week.”

He clapped JP on the shoulder.

“Come on. Let’s hit the floor. You can meet Andrea Pavana, the new Global Head of Trading. He’s over from New York.”

As they crossed the floor, Shane fell in beside him.

“Random one. Ever heard of something called Kabul Aviation?”

JP looked at him. “No. Why?”

“My niece mentioned it last night. Said it had something to do with the Army. Thought you might know it.”

JP shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Probably nothing.”

The conversation drifted away.

Rows of screens glowed green and red. The only sound was the tapping of keyboards as traders wrestled with markets beyond their control.

For eight years, this had been JP’s colosseum.

Now it felt less like a trading floor and more like a morgue.

“Changed a bit since you were last here, JP?” Andy asked.

“Bit quieter,” JP said dryly.

A brief flurry of attention moved across the floor as people noticed him. A few of the older traders looked up properly, recognising him immediately. The younger ones seemed fascinated by the sheer size of him.

He spotted Simon Keating from the Precious Metals desk, greyer now, broader through the shoulders. A few rows behind him sat Natalie Reeves from the Structured Credit desk, still ramrod straight as she worked through a cluster of screens.

While they’d stayed, he’d lived behind blast walls, slept in tents beneath desert skies, and watched men die in places most people only saw on the news.

His gaze drifted past Natalie.

The floor had been different back then. More desks. Fewer screens. Phones rang constantly. Brokers shouted prices through squawk boxes while traders laughed and threw things across the desks.

He remembered the first day Clara had walked straight into the middle of it.

Twenty-three. Cambridge PhD. She’d tucked her strawberry-blonde hair behind one ear as her dark green eyes took in the chaos with undisguised amusement.

"Is this the intellectual powerhouse I've heard so much about?”

She glanced around the floor.

I was expecting more adults."

Hoskins laughed.

A few heads turned. Someone snorted. A paper aeroplane landed harmlessly on a neighbouring desk.

JP had laughed too.

Then she'd looked at him, and for a heartbeat the noise around him disappeared. 

He didn't know her name.

He knew immediately she mattered. 

The memory dissolved as quickly as it had arrived.

Keating glanced over, gave a short wave, then returned to his screens. 

They moved along the row toward a stocky Italian-looking man with slicked-back hair. Andrea Pavana wore a tailored suit and occupied the desk at the end like experienced soldiers took high ground.

He barely looked up when they reached him.

“The Army guy’s back in the markets,” he muttered, still watching the screens.

JP held out a hand.

“Good to meet you.”

Andrea left him hanging.

JP kept his hand there for a few seconds, then lowered it.

“Or not.”

A few nearby traders looked over. Andy’s eyebrows rose. Shane looked amused.

Andrea finally turned.

“So what’s an Army Major bringing to my floor?”

“Manners.”

That got a few looks.

Andrea leaned back. “Nice. I like that.”

He turned back to his screens.

“My brother was a SEAL. I get it. But this is my floor. Around here, we focus on numbers.”

Andy stepped in quickly. “Andrea, we’ll catch up at the Operating Committee at three.”

As JP, Shane, and Andy moved away, Andrea called after him.

“And Major. Try not to blow anything up.”

JP looked back.

“I won’t. Unless I have to.”

Andy steered JP to the lifts while Shane stayed on the floor, talking with someone.

Andy said nothing until the lift doors shut.

“What the hell was that? Trying to start a war on your first morning back?”

“No,” JP said. “Just establishing terms.”

On Level Six, Andy led him down a corridor lined with glass-fronted offices overlooking the Thames.

“Maybe you can still salvage this. Lead the OpCo this afternoon. I need you to prove you’re an asset, not a bloody liability.”

He stopped outside a small office and opened the door.

“You can use this for now.”

He handed JP a thick stack of papers.

“Meeting’s at three. I’ll come up before then. I think you know where everything is.”

“Yeah,” JP said. “Looks familiar.”

“And JP?”

“What?”

“Pinstripe suits aren’t really in fashion anymore.”

JP looked down at himself.

“Noted.”

Andy walked off.

JP dropped the rucksack beside the desk and looked out across the river.

Six months earlier he’d been on exercise in Estonia. He hadn’t expected it to be his last deployment. Now he was back in the City.

He picked up the presentation. The information arranged itself almost immediately. Plan milestones settled into deep blue, trade volumes threaded cleanly through in green, and client revenue figures resolved into a pale gold that told him, before he'd consciously processed a single slide, where the programme was ahead of schedule and where it was quietly falling behind.

By the time he closed the presentation an hour later, he understood what had changed. On the surface, the bank was still using the same language, peddling the same narratives with the same conviction, based on assumptions nobody had ever properly tested.

But underneath, the machinery had been transformed beyond belief. Algorithms fed other algorithms and machines traded with other machines faster than anyone could follow.

He’d seen the same shift on the battlefield. 

Different technology, same human casualties.

He put the presentation down.

Kabul Aviation.

It wasn't the name itself. It was the feeling.

The same quiet discomfort he'd experienced more than once in the Army when every report looked correct, and every radio check sounded routine, yet something invisible refused to fit.

Experience had taught him never to ignore that feeling.

It was rarely wrong.
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​​2. Redacted
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JP crossed the room, shut the office door, returned to his desk and logged into an old Ministry of Defence system using credentials that should no longer have worked.

He typed Kabul Aviation.

Procurement logs filled the screen. Dates, routes and call signs settled into familiar colours.

Then came the first flash of red: a contract number appearing twice in different files, a shipment clearing before authorisation existed, another routed through a port that made no sense.

As he kept reading, names, locations, and approvals disappeared beneath thick black bars.

Military procurement recorded everything, including a damaged rotor blade that required signatures, authorisations, and weeks of argument. These records didn't behave like government paperwork; they behaved like something that had been rewritten.

The redactions didn't protect information; they protected relationships.

Someone outside the system had gained the ability to rewrite the system itself.

He'd seen patterns like this before. In Basra in 2004, a notebook on his knee, attack times and locations had resolved into a route used every four days, a gap too regular to be a coincidence. Not a mistake. A signature.

"Looks like maths," Major Redbridge had said.

It hadn't been maths.

It had been people.

Redbridge had grinned. "You'd make one hell of a trader."

Six months later, JP walked onto the Maguire trading floor for the first time.

He stared again at the Kabul Aviation records on the screen.

The same flashes of black were waiting for him there, so he switched tactics and entered an old operational codename from a previous deployment.

OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE flashed onto the screen.

JP exhaled slowly.

“Damn.”

The redactions weren't an accident. Someone was hiding something.

He reached for his phone. Murdo McRae answered on the third ring.

“Major Pane.”

JP smiled despite himself. Even after leaving the Army, Murdo still refused to drop the rank.

“Call me JP,” he said. “We’re civvies now.”

Murdo laughed softly. “Of course, JP. Good seeing you at that VITC thing a few weeks back.”

“You too. Quick one. Ever heard of Kabul Aviation?”

“No,” Murdo said. Then his tone sharpened. “Why?”

“Came up this morning. Supposedly military-linked.”

Murdo didn’t answer immediately.

“And you’re calling me about it?”

“Just a feeling,” JP said.

“You sleeping any better?”

JP ignored the question. “Can you do some digging?”

Murdo went quiet.

“Alright. You want me to look into off-the-books contracts tied to Ganners?”

“Yeah. Old procurement files. Shell companies.”

“Leave it with me.”

“Good man. Call me when you find something.”

“Will do.”

JP ended the call and stared at the darkened laptop screen.

His hand started to tremble. He pressed it flat against the desk and held it there until it had stopped.

The office suddenly felt airless.

He stood, grabbed his kit bag, and headed for the showers.

A short while later, changed into gym gear, he set off west along the Thames Path past the high-rise apartment blocks lining the waterfront.

Running helped. It always had.

Before long, Tower Bridge rose ahead, its twin stone towers standing above the river like guardians of another age. JP had always preferred this part of London. For centuries, the Thames had connected the docks to the City, carrying the trade, capital, and ambition that helped build both London and the British Empire. After years spent in places where order could disappear overnight, he appreciated the quiet continuity of it all, the sense that generations had built something worth preserving. Tower Bridge was London. Canary Wharf still felt like an idea.

As he neared the bridge, raised voices caught his attention.

A small crowd had formed outside a row of shuttered shops. A thin, unshaven man in his mid-thirties sat beside a cardboard sign and a battered guitar case, coins scattered across the pavement.

“Give it back,” the man said, breathing fast.

A tourist stood a few feet away, laughing with two friends. “It’s a few pounds.”

JP changed direction immediately.

The homeless man lurched upright, eyes darting between faces, searching for exits and threats. JP recognised it instantly. Not aggression. Hypervigilance.

“Give it back,” the man repeated, voice cracking.

The tourist smirked. “What are you going to do about it?”

JP stepped in.

“Give him the money.”

The tourist turned. “Mate, it’s nothing.”

JP didn’t raise his voice. “Give him the money.”

Something in his tone made the tourist’s smile falter. He dropped the coins back into the guitar case and walked off with his friends, muttering.

The crowd dispersed almost immediately, as if nothing had happened.

The homeless man slowly lowered himself back down onto the pavement.

JP crouched beside him. Up close, the man's eyes were hollowed out. JP knew the look. He’d seen it in men who’d come home from places where the world didn’t make sense anymore.

"What's your name, mate?"

The man’s eyes flicked around, checking corners, scanning for danger that wasn’t there.

“Eddie. Eddie Farmer,” he said, an Essex accent soft beneath the rasp in his voice.

“JP.”

JP glanced at Eddie’s jacket.

“Army?”

“Used to be. Royal Anglian.”

“You local?” JP asked.

“I am now.”

“How long were you in?”

“Long enough. Couple of tours.”

“Where?”

“Helmand. Basra.”

JP gave a small nod.

Eddie fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a crumpled packet, and tapped a cigarette loose. He lit it with a cheap plastic lighter, took a drag, and let the smoke drift out slowly.

“They don’t tell you what happens after, do they?”

JP looked out at the river.

“No,” he said.

Eddie gave a short, humourless laugh.

“Council’s got me on a list. Long one. Work’s a non-starter. Don’t sleep. Can’t focus half the time.” He shrugged. “You know how it is.”

JP nodded.

More than Eddie realised.

“Spoken to anyone?” JP asked.

Eddie shook his head. “What’s the point?”

JP reached into his jacket and pulled out a card, which read “DJP Veterans Charity” and included a telephone number and an email address.

Eddie looked at it, then took it, turning it over between his fingers.

“They’ll help?”

JP shook his head slightly.

“They’ll try.”

He said it the way he always said it. He was no longer sure whether it was honesty or habit.

“Who are you, then?” Eddie asked.

JP stood, brushing his hands lightly against his trousers.

“Someone who’s been there.”

Eddie looked up at him, searching his face.

JP gave a small nod, then turned and jogged off, folding back into his stride without looking back.

As JP picked up his pace along the river, his phone buzzed in his pocket.

Murdo.

JP answered without breaking stride.

“Find anything?”

“Not much,” Murdo said. “Whatever Kabul Aviation is, someone’s gone to serious lengths to bury it.”

JP eased his pace slightly, eyes scanning across the path ahead out of habit.

“Same conclusion I reached.”

“Most of it’s scrubbed. But there’s an address in Wapping. Tied to a dissolved company.”

“I’m close. Send it.”

“What are you doing in London?” Murdo asked.

“Back in the City.”

“No way.” Murdo let out a quiet laugh. “Thought you were done with that world.”

“Bills to pay.”

“Since when did you care about that?”

"Always. What are you up to in the Highlands?"

Murdo exhaled. "Working on my new drone."

"Call sign?"

"TBC. Open to suggestions."

"What's it like?"

"Small. Rapid. Going to terrorise the tourists up here."

JP glanced up at Tower Bridge as he ran.

"How about the ‘Big Midge’"

"Aye," Murdo said slowly, as if turning it over. "Aye, I like that."

JP breathed more heavily as he lengthened his stride.

“Anyway. The address.”

“Sending it now.”

“OK.”

The message came through.

JP slowed as he read it.

55 Wapping High Street.

He’d passed it earlier and was now only five minutes away on his way back.

“You’re not going in, are you?” Murdo said, as if reading the silence.

“We’ll see.”

JP sped up again.

“Last time you said that, we ended up in Kandahar with no comms and a very angry colonel.”

“Still alive, though,” JP said.

"Barely. You lost a boot in that ditch and never got it back."

"I liked those boots."

"You limped for a week and told everyone it was a war wound."

"It was a war wound. The war was a ditch, and I wounded my pride."

Murdo laughed properly this time, the kind that came out before he could stop it.

"Christ, I'd forgotten how annoying you are."

“Give me five.”

“Try not to get yourself arrested,” Murdo said.

“I won’t.”

JP ended the call and kept his pace up for half a mile before turning into a cobbled street lined with old mooring rings set into the river wall.

Wapping still carried the bones of its dockland past. The warehouses remained, though most had been converted into luxury apartments, their weathered brick façades now framing expensive river views.

JP stopped opposite a glass-fronted building that stood unmarked among them.

A car sat at the far end of the street with its engine running, angled toward the building. Wrong place, wrong angle, no obvious reason to be there.

He could still go back to Maguire and finish preparing for Andy’s important meeting.

Instead, he crossed the road.

There were no screens, no reception activity and no sign of life inside.

He tried the door. It was locked, and the handle felt stiff, with none of the wear you'd expect from regular use.

The old instincts returned as JP scanned the angles, sightlines and blind spots with familiar ease.

He turned down the side of the building into a narrow service alley between bins and drainpipes. At the back, a row of ground-floor windows ran along the wall. The glass was frosted from the inside, and he stopped at one where a faint smear near the edge of the pane caught his attention.

Not dirt.

Too uniform.

He leaned closer and touched it. The residue was slick beneath his fingers, and when he raised his hand, he caught a faint chemical smell.

Recently cleaned.

He peered through the frosted glass but saw nothing.

Empty. Too empty.

Whoever had left this building hadn't merely moved out, they had intended to convince the next person through the door that they’d never existed at all.

He made his decision.

Sliding his Maguire security pass above the window lock, he applied steady pressure. A sharp jerk on the handle and the mechanism clicked open.

JP slipped inside, easing the window shut behind him before the latch settled home.

The air told him everything before his eyes did.

Too clean.

The reception area had been stripped bare and there were no monitors, no dangling cables and no stray paperwork.

JP crossed the room slowly, reading it the way he read a spreadsheet, the way he read ground. Pale rectangles in the carpet marked where desks had stood for years before being lifted away rather than dragged. There were no scuff marks or torn fibres. Whoever had done this had taken the time to carry everything out, not haul it.

Along the skirting board, a thin discoloured line ran where cable trunking had once been fixed, the screw holes filled and sanded flush rather than simply pulled and left gaping.

A professional clearance left gaps. This left none.

Someone hadn't only removed the evidence. They had removed the evidence that evidence had ever been removed.

JP had seen the same thing once before.

Not in London. In Lashkar Gah. An insurgent safe house had been abandoned less than an hour before his patrol arrived. Every document had been burned, every hard drive removed, every trace of occupation erased.

Even so, it had left a scorch mark and a burnt page corner the wind had carried into a corner. Men in a hurry, however careful, always left a margin of error.

This room hadn't.

Whoever had cleared it hadn't been in a hurry.

They had simply been very, very good.

A car door closed outside.

JP stilled, listening as deliberate footsteps came down the alley.

Closer.

When the footsteps moved past the window toward the rear door, he crossed the room, slipped back through the window, and dropped low into the alley.

The footsteps stopped.

He froze, back against the wall, breathing through his nose.

A shadow fell across the mouth of the alley.

Whoever it was stood there for a long moment, motionless. Listening the way soldiers listened.

JP counted.

One. Two. Three.

The shadow shifted. Boots scraped on stone.

Four. Five.

Then it was gone.

JP waited ten more seconds before moving.

He walked out of the alley without hurry and continued along the street.

A few paces later, he glanced back.

The building stood sealed and silent, as it had before.

Whatever Kabul Aviation was, it hadn’t just been buried.
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3. Surface Tension
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On the ninth floor, a brown bird hopped along the ledge outside Shane Mackie’s window. Beyond the glass, a low grey sky hung over Canary Wharf, swollen with rain.

Shane leaned back in his chair, feet on a desk littered with unopened envelopes, and watched the bird as it rocked forward once, as though weighing the wind, then dropped cleanly from the ledge. For a heartbeat, it seemed to fall before the air caught beneath its wings and carried it effortlessly between the towers.

Lucky bastard. 

He checked his watch, realised he was late for lunch, and reached for his jacket.

In the lift mirror, he caught his reflection and almost believed it. His bank balance told a different story.

The lift crept downward, stopping on every floor.

Shane’s thoughts returned to JP, the big ex-Army hire with the old suit and camouflage rucksack no sane person would bring to an investment bank. Shane had spent years reading salesmen, management consultants, and other bullshitters in expensive shoes, but JP gave him nothing. No twitch. No tell. Just that quality of attention, like he was cataloguing everything and deciding what counted.

The way he’d handled Andrea replayed in Shane’s mind. Calm, unflinching, like he didn’t care how it ended.

Shane had wanted to ask why he’d walked away from serious money, how many tours he’d done, and what he’d seen.

Most people in the City spent their careers trying to get in.

JP had done something Shane had never managed.

He'd left.

When the lift doors opened, Shane crossed the lobby and headed for the Tube.

Thirty minutes later, he nodded to the doorman at Harrods and entered the food hall, where cheese, truffles, smoked salmon, and glossy fruit were stacked like jewellery.

Near the cheese counter, he spotted his niece Tamara Lucifan: tall, blonde, poised, still carrying herself like a Tatler cover girl, though something fragile sat beneath the polish.

Shane walked over and tapped her lightly on the shoulder.

Tamara turned and smiled.

“Uncle Shane.”

“There she is.”

He dropped into the seat opposite her.

“You alright, kid?”

She shrugged.

“A bit fragile, to be honest. Got smashed at Mia’s last night. One too many mojitos.”

Shane grinned. “Thought you looked a bit worse for wear.”

Tamara managed a faint smile.

“This time of year. Totally sucks.”

Shane’s smile faded slightly.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

Annabelle had disappeared from their home on Lake Geneva the previous spring, but the absence still felt as raw as the day she’d gone.

Tamara blinked quickly, eyes beginning to mist.

“I can’t believe it’s been a year.”

Shane reached across and squeezed her hand once.

“Do you think she’s still out there?”

Tamara brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and stared down into her coffee.

“Dad doesn’t. Mum and I do.”

She stared into her coffee.

“Why?” Shane asked gently.

Tamara shrugged.

“Just a feeling.”

Silence settled briefly between them.

Tamara lowered her menu slightly.

“Can I ask you something without the whole responsible adult lecture?”

Shane smirked. “Unlikely, but go on.”

“Dad’s frozen my cards again.”

Shane sighed.

“What happened this time?”

“We argued.”

“How much do you need?”

She couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

“Five grand.”

He nearly laughed. “Jesus Christ, Tam.”

“You’ve been to Geneva.”

Shane shook his head.

“I’ll pay you back.”

He held her gaze.

“I know you will.”

She looked relieved before he’d even answered properly.

That told him more than the number had.

"No worries, Tam. I'll transfer it later."
The words came easily. The money wouldn't.
He'd never really recovered after Chad Boomer fired him from his trading job. He still had the old spreadsheet, which counted down the mortgage payments before everything came apart. In the years since, he'd become an expert at looking wealthier than he was. The City respected appearances, but it rarely looked behind them. Even his wife, Kendall, had given up on him.
Tamara had been the only person who'd kept checking in.
He'd never forgotten that.
“Here, can I crash at yours tomorrow? Need to be in Geneva for a pitch to a private bank.”

“Of course,” she replied. “But I’m on my own.”

“Where are your parents?”

“Mum’s going to the chalet. Dad’s off to Rupert’s castle with Dermott and that lot.”

Shane went still for a second.

Rupert Humphrey.

The old-money fixer who gathered politicians, bankers, and defence contractors at his Highland castle and called it a weekend retreat.

He’d met him once. That had been enough.

“How’s your dad? I saw the stuff about Charles McRennie in the news. They were close, weren’t they?”

“Very.” She stirred her coffee absently. “Dad’s been totally on edge since. He’s even hired some massive bodyguard.”

She looked up again.

“I told you I heard him going nuts on the phone about that Army thing. Kabul Aviation, I think.”

“Oh yeah. I asked an Army bloke in the office about that.”

“And?”

“He’d never heard of it.”

“Oh, really. God knows what Dad’s into now.”

Shane shifted in his seat.

“Seriously, though,” he said. “Does the bodyguard carry a gun?”

“Yeah. I saw it. Look, I know you’re not Dad’s biggest fan,” Tamara said, “but he’s really looking forward to seeing you at the chalet on Saturday.”

The memory surfaced immediately: Jacob at the head of the table, holding court, Annabelle opposite him, rolling her eyes whenever he wasn’t looking.

Shane hid a smile.

“I like Jacob,” he said carefully. “I just don’t like it when he freezes your cards and your uncle ends up paying for your mojitos.”

Tamara smiled.

"He's only doing it for my own good."
Shane looked at his water glass.
"Annabelle used to say the same thing."
Tamara went quiet for a second. Then, almost smiling
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