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  The Gunman

Somewhere in London


Sunday 3 rd October
He knew the moment he pulled the trigger he would have a limited amount of time to find what he was looking for. And if he didn’t find it, there would be big problems.
He took a deep breath, and followed his target through the lens of his scope. The large, heavyset man walked from one room of the apartment to the next. He waved a hand in the air as he paced, talking animatedly into the mobile phone he held with the other. Maybe he could sense the sniper in the building next door. Probably not. But something had clearly put the man on edge.
Mentally, he calculated the route he would need to take in a matter of moments. As soon as the bullet left his L115A3 sniper rifle, he’d have approximately 17 and a half minutes, maybe more, but most likely less. He needed to be quick.
He closed his finger over the trigger, pressing it in slightly as he prepared to fire. He inhaled slowly and watched his target talking on his mobile phone. He needed to wait for the call to end. 
He exhaled.
He'd lost track of how long he'd been sitting here. How long he'd been waiting. The window in front of him was open just wide enough for the barrel of his rifle to poke through; he needed to minimise the amount of evidence he left behind. 
He knew an alarm would sound in the target’s apartment when the glass shattered. His reconnaissance as a repair man the week before had confirmed as much. But that was fine. He was prepared for it.
The target stopped pacing and he watched him end the call. Now was his chance. He took a final steadying breath in and adjusted his grip on the rifle. He couldn’t afford to miss.
As he exhaled, he pulled the trigger all the way and tensed against the sharp recoil of the weapon.
His target’s head shot up and looked in his direction. Why wasn’t he dead? A spiderweb of cracks appeared across the window. Shit. Bulletproof glass. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Why hadn’t he considered the possibility that the windows were reinforced? This guy was smart. There were a lot of powerful people who wanted him dead, and he knew it.
Mickey dove for cover.
Without pausing, he pulled the trigger over and over until the window shattered. He pulled the trigger again and watched as his target dropped to the floor. Was he dead? It was messy. And he didn’t like messy. But he didn’t have time to sit around and make sure.
In under a minute he’d disassembled his rifle and packed it away. He slung the custom-made rucksack over his shoulder and calmly left the apartment.
He walked past the bank of elevators and headed to the stairs. Once in the stairwell, he took them two at a time. There was a lot of ground to cover and the clock was already ticking.
He emerged into the lobby, breathing heavily through his nose but keeping his calm mask in place as he casually strolled out the front door. It had been 3 and a half minutes since he first pulled the trigger.
Crossing the street, he held a hand up in apology to the car that had to break hard to avoid slamming into him. Inwardly, he cringed. It was a mistake that could cost him, but the reinforced windows had rattled him and his careful plan.
He entered the building, headed straight for the stairs and started to climb up. He’d practised for this, timing himself over and over again to ensure maximum efficiency. As he climbed, the exertion helped him refocus. No more slip ups.
Exiting the stairs at the very top, he crossed the space to the front door of the penthouse in three strides. He pulled his lock picking kit out of his rucksack as he went, slipping out the tool he needed as he approached. 
He could already hear the alarm ringing on the other side of the door.
On one knee, he slid the tension wrench in first, closely followed by the pick. 9 minutes down.
The satisfying click of the lock sounded and he opened the door. Pulling a Glock 17 from his waistband, he cautiously entered the apartment. He keyed the code into the pad by the door and the alarm stopped abruptly.
It was deathly silent. 
He inched forward, carefully, quietly. The large open space left few places to hide. He knew where his target was meant to be, but was unsurprised to see the shattered glass on the floor, the blood splatter, and no body.
A trail of blood smeared across the floor showed him where to look. 
In the kitchen, Mickey Bianchi lay in a pool of his own blood. His eyes locked on the intruder and watched as he raised the Glock.
The gunman fired one final shot.
12 minutes had passed and he was running out of time.
In the home office, he keyed in the code for the wall safe but when the door swung open it was empty.
Shit. Shit. Shit. This was bad. Very bad. Where the hell was it?






  
  Chapter 1
Jason Hunter

Hyde Park


Sunday 3 rd October
“Jason, there’s a dead body.”
My mouth went dry.
“Who?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
“It’s Mickey. Adrianna’s fine,” replied Hayley. “I’m at the scene now. She’s with an officer in the lobby. I had to remove her from the apartment.” There was a pause. “You need to get over here. Now.”
The command was surprising as it was welcome. As a personal security specialist, I had no right to be at a crime scene. And Hayley had made that more than clear when she'd reluctantly accepted my help last year when Stacey's life had been in danger. 
I glanced over at Stacey playing with Max and Lily on the swings. “I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” I hung up. There was no need for pleasantries with Detective Inspector Hayley Irons, we’d been through too much in the last fifteen months.
Stacey looked up, caught sight of my face and frowned. She gently excused herself from their game and came over.
“Everything okay?” she asked, tucking her long, blonde hair behind an ear.
“I need to go and see Adrianna.”
“Okay? Jason, what’s happened?”
“Someone’s died.”
Stacey’s brown eyes went wide. “Who?”
“Mickey.”
The shock on her face mirrored how I felt. “I need to go.”
“Of course. I’ll take the kids home.”
I nodded my gratitude, unable to say anything else. Before I turned to leave, I pressed a quick kiss to her lips and she squeezed my hand. 
“Sorry, munchkins,” I said, raising my voice so Max and Lily could hear. “I’ve had a call from work. I’ve got to pop into the office.” Max groaned. “I know, buddy. Can’t be helped, I’m afraid.” I forced a smile, trying to keep my voice light. “Stacey’s gonna take you home and I’ll be back in time for dinner.” Max rolled his eyes and I couldn’t blame him. It’s a line he’d heard many times over the years. Sometimes it rang true and other times it didn’t. One of the many reasons why Adrianna was my ex-wife.
I gave them both a quick hug and then headed for the park exit. As soon as I was out of sight, I broke into a jog. Now, the question was whether I headed home for my car or simply went straight there on the tube. I opted for the car. 
Nearly an hour later I was pulling up outside the familiar apartment complex in Holland Park where Adrianna lived with her husband, Mickey, and the kids in the penthouse. Police cars were parked along the street and I spotted a couple of vans I assumed belonged to SOCO, the scenes of crime officers responsible for gathering forensic evidence.
The lobby was swarming with police. I spotted Adrianna huddled in a leather armchair, a policewoman crouching in front of her and patting her hand reassuringly. Her platinum blonde hair was a tangled mess and there were mascara tracks down both cheeks.
“Hey,” I said as I approached.
Adrianna looked up and relief flooded her face. “Oh my God, Jason,” she whispered before launching herself into my arms. I caught her and held tight. 
“Hey now, it’ll be okay.”
“It’s Mickey,” she wailed as she pulled away from me. “He’s dead!” Her words caught on a sob, and she buried her face against my chest, her usual glamorous appearance long gone. I always thought her dramatics were over the top, but this felt genuine. 
I looked at the police officer who seemed relieved I was there. 
“White male. That’s all I know,” she shrugged. “I was asked to keep her company and keep her calm. She was a bit distressed,” she added.
I knew exactly what she meant.
“Are you okay to just stay with her a bit longer?” I asked, gently pushing Adrianna away from me. “DI Irons wanted me to go up.”
“Sure.”
Adrianna collapsed back into the armchair, tears carving a path through the already smudged makeup on her cheeks, and the policewoman held her hand again. 
I headed to the elevators and made my way up to the penthouse, unsure of what I’d find.






  
  Chapter 2
Jason Hunter

Adrianna’s Penthouse


Sunday 3 rd October
The top floor of the apartment building made the lobby look deserted. Cops strode back and forth across the plush carpet, or stood in groups, talking earnestly. The moment I stepped out of the elevator, a large black hand pushed against my chest. I looked up into the unsmiling face of a policeman in uniform.
“Authorised personnel only,” he said in a deep voice.
“I’m here with—” I began, fishing my wallet from my back pocket.
“No can do,” he replied, not giving me a chance to explain myself.
“Tony, he’s with me,” a female voice called from the doorway of the apartment. Tony didn’t look over his shoulder but simply shrugged and stepped aside. 
Hayley stood at the other end of the corridor, talking with someone who looked to be the building manager. Dressed in her signature plaid shirt and jeans, she seemed to dominate the space despite her 5 foot 4 frame being dwarfed by almost every other person crowding the hallway. Her brown hair was cropped shorter than I remember it and I realised how long it had been since I last saw her.
“That would be great, thank you,” she said to the manager and then turned to me as I approached. Her mouth was set in a grim line.
“Can I—?" I gestured to the apartment. 
“Not just yet. I can’t let you in there while the body is still here.”
“What’s the situation then?”
“Sniper.”
I blinked. Did I hear her correctly?
“Did you just say ‘sniper’?”
“Can you see why I need you here?”
“Ah fuck,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “The same one?”
“I can’t be sure. Gemma was killed in a public place. The setup was meticulously planned, abroad and in broad daylight right under the noses of the Hungarian police. This one is different. We think he shot from the building next door. He shattered a window. But that’s not the worst part.”
My stomach dropped. I wasn’t going to like this.
“It looked like the shooter came into the apartment and put a bullet in Mickey’s head.”
I looked at her in disbelief. “You’re joking, right?”
She shook her head. 
“So, this sniper shoots from across the street, and then what? Comes over to finish the job?”
“Something like that.”
I let out a breath. This was bad. Bad. Bad. Bad.
“I think they were looking for something.”
“Looking for what?” I asked. 
Hayley shrugged. “No idea. But I don’t think they found it. The place has been ransacked.”
“Who found him?”
“An alarm was triggered when the window smashed. We received a request from the alarm company. We must have only been about 20 minutes behind the killer. And when I say ‘we’, I mean the response unit.”
“That’s a tight window,” I said. 
“Tell me about it.”
“Who’s the alarm company?”
She looked down at her notepad. “KYS?”
“Ah, those guys. Yeah, we’ve worked with them in the past. They’re pretty good.”
“Anything I should know?”
“Not really,” I shrugged. “Adam didn’t like the profit margin. They’re in what we’d call the elite category for security systems. Hence why your response team was able to get on the scene so fast.”
“I see,” she said. I was sure she knew what I was hinting at. If Mickey was paying KYS, he was paying a lot. "We’re going to need to go through this in more detail.” Hayley glanced over her shoulder and then indicated we should move to one side. A gurney appeared, a zipped body bag stretched across it, and was being steered by two men, who I guessed were from the coroner’s office. A third man followed it out, lifting his chin in Hayley’s direction as he went.
“I’ll call you as soon as I have something, Detective Inspector,” he said.
“Thanks.” She turned back to me. “Do not make me regret this,” she said, her voice turning stern.
I put my hands up, taken aback.
“It’s likely I’ll get it in the neck for letting you in, so don’t cock this up.”
“I won’t touch a thing.”
She gave me a long hard look before giving me a single nod. 
“Webb, have we got some spare coveralls for Mr Hunter here?”
A young police officer in uniform dashed forward, almost tripping over himself in his haste. “Yes, Detective Inspector,” he said breathlessly.
“I’ve told you before, you can call me Hayley.” She let out a small sigh.
“Of… of course. Hayley. It just doesn’t feel right. Ma’am.”
Hayley rolled her eyes and I hid my smile as I bent down to slip the covers over my shoes.
Straightening, I looked from Hayley to Webb and back again. 
“Shall we?” she asked, gesturing to the apartment.
I cautiously stepped over the threshold I’d crossed so many times before. This time I could feel the lead ball in the pit of my stomach. My mouth went dry and I fought to keep my breathing steady and even. 
Through the doorway, the apartment opened up into a bright and airy space. A set of spiral stairs occupied the corner to my right, next to the doorway that led into the kitchen. Large glass windows looked out over Holland Park. To my left, the space was filled with large, comfortable-looking white sofas, accented with navy and mustard yellow cushions. A throw was casually draped over the back of one. Potted plants created pockets of dark green that stood out against the simple colour scheme. Apart from the sofa cushions, almost everything else was a simplistic and stylish white, making the green pop.
At first glance, everything looked to be as it was the last time I’d been here. Although that had been a while ago, now I thought about it. Worse, I couldn’t see any evidence that two small children lived here. And that made me sad.
It was only then that I noticed the smashed window. Shards of glass lay sprinkled across one of the sideboards and trailed across a fluffy white rug. 
Following a potential trajectory, I looked past the cosy living room setup towards the hallway where Mickey had his office. I took a deep breath and followed Hayley further into the apartment.
Before we even reached the hallway, I saw the smear of bright red blood on the floor. It had seeped into a pale yellow rug and started to congeal. 
I swallowed and tried not to think about it too much. I followed the trail into the kitchen and stopped before I stepped in the sticky red pool in front of the sink.
A noise made me glance over my shoulder and I saw a pale Webb dash towards the door.
“He’s new,” muttered Hayley.
I half smiled, appreciating the distraction.
“Go easy on him,” I said.
Hayley ignored me and – in typical Hayley fashion – got straight down to business. “As you can see, the victim was found here. Bullet to the head. But there was a second bullet in his shoulder and based on the shattered glass, and this blood—” she pointed to the trail of blood across the floor “—I’m guessing he was shot over by the window first, then the killer came in to finish the job, here.” She pointed again to the pool of blood in front of us.
I looked back at the trail of red spots leading from the window. My line of sight had been obstructed by the sofa which was why I hadn’t seen them before. I was trying to get my head around the brutality of it. 
“Have you considered two people? One for the initial shot and a second who entered the apartment. Would explain the tight window of opportunity.”
Hayley nodded. “Certainly not ruling it out at this stage.”
“I thought you said the place had been ransacked? This looks pretty clean to me.”
She gestured for me to follow. We stepped around the pool of blood and headed down the corridor. The closer we got to Mickey’s office, the more evident it was that someone else had been here. There were shards of broken bric-a-brac and the contents of emptied drawers littered across the floor.
Stepping into the office, I saw the destruction. Papers were strewn everywhere, a safe in the wall was hanging open, the leather armchairs had been torn apart, and it seemed anything that was easy to pick up had been smashed on the floor.
This guy had been pissed.
“Someone needs anger management classes,” I stated dryly.
“You have got to be bloody kidding me,” said a voice behind us. We both spun around to be confronted by a small, balding man in his early fifties. 
“Haynes, you’re here,” said Hayley.
“What is he doing here?” he asked, jabbing a finger in my direction with a sneer. 
“Consulting.” Hayley’s tone had gone cold.
Haynes scoffed. “Pull the other one, Detective Inspector.”
“Jason, I’d like to introduce you to Bronson Haynes, head of our forensics team.” Hayley waved in Haynes’ direction. “Don’t be put off by his rude manner, he’s actually quite good at his job.”
“Quite good?” His sneer turned into a sarcastic smile. “I’m the best in the country and you know it.”
“So am I,” she quipped. “So keep your disapproving comments to yourself.”
Haynes opened his mouth to reply and then shut it again. He smiled, genuine this time. “Touché, Irons, touché.” He chuckled. “Just keep him out of my way. I don’t want a contaminated crime scene.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a small smile.
Haynes stalked out of the room, muttering under his breath.
“Is he always that friendly?” I asked.
“Pretty much,” sighed Hayley. “He’s actually not that bad, but he definitely takes some getting used to.”
“Sure.”
We turned back to the room. I looked beyond the chaos, taking in the large mahogany desk that stood in the centre, commanding attention. A wide executive desk chair sat behind it, it’s back to the floor to ceiling window.
I stepped around the mess, careful not to disturb anything, and looked out of the window. It overlooked a large garden that clearly wasn’t used. Pretty hedges and neatly arranged flowers were dotted around a perfectly manicured lawn. The low autumn sun cast a warm glow across all of it, making it look a lot warmer than it actually was.
I turned to the desk. Its placement was clearly deliberate. Designed to command the room, to intimidate any visitors. But what visitors? Who was Mickey expecting in his home? Did he bring his work into the family home at the end of every day? The thought made me uncomfortable. My kids lived here. In this apartment. Most of the time anyway – they only came to visit me every other weekend. 
So what kind of people had Mickey been bringing home? And did they have anything to do with this?
Looking back at Hayley, I opened my mouth to ask a question but she cut me off.
“I’ve already checked.”
“You don’t know what I was gonna say,” I replied, stumped.
“Sure, I do. I worked with you enough on Stacey’s stalker case to know exactly how your mind works.” She dug her fingers into the front pockets of her jeans and gave me a smug smile.
I frowned. “Am I really that predictable?”
Hayley shrugged.
“What was I gonna ask then?”
“Have we got any footage of someone suspicious coming in or out of the building? Or something along those lines.”
I folded my arms and continued to frown. She was good.
“Policing 101, of course I’ve checked,” she tutted and rolled her eyes.
I looked back out the window, not sure what I was hoping to see.
“How is Stacey, by the way?” asked Hayley.
“She’s good. Doing better. I think the therapy is really starting to pay off. Seems more like her old self.” I moved away from the window and crossed to the other side of the desk where the safe door was hanging open on the wall, about five feet off the ground. 
“Oh, good for her. That’ll help keep her head in the game. I saw she’s doing pretty well this season. Looks like she might have her mojo back.” 
I nodded. Being the only female driver in Formula One came with its own set of challenges. And after the events of last year, there was a time when I wondered if she'd ever race again. But the determination that had helped her face up against blatant discrimination resurfaced and she was back in top form. 
“Yeah, although she’s decided she’s gonna go see Diane.” I gave her a pinched look. 
“Is that wise?” Hayley asked as she slipped on a pair of blue latex gloves. Hayley had been just as shocked as the rest of us when we'd found out Diane, Stacey's PA, had been blackmailed into laundering money for Alik Gromov, suspected crime boss.
“Doesn’t matter what I think. I’ve told her I don’t think it’s a good idea, but her therapist seems to believe it could help.” I shrugged and then looked around for something that would have hung on the wall to hide the safe.
“What about Bill Cooper? Have you heard from him?” Crouching down, she carefully began sifting through what was on the floor, careful not to cause too much disturbance. 
The mention of Stacey’s ex made me bristle. I hadn’t relished working with Cooper when things had gotten intense last time, but leveraging his specialist set of skills for Alik Gromov’s party had been important, both for Stacey’s safety and for finally discovering that it had been Liam tormenting her.
I winced at the thought. My boss, Adam, was dead, Diane had suffered some kind of breakdown, threatened us all and was now in prison, and after all that, Liam had still managed to get away. 
After months of terrorising Stacey, sending creepy messages and manipulating her security detail, the bastard had limped from the wreckage of a stolen Lamborghini, leaving Stacey to die. Thankfully I’d arrived in time, but saving Stacey had meant letting Liam go free. And I kicked myself about it almost every day. 
Every time I saw her flinch when there was a loud noise. Every time she redirected an unknown caller through to her new PA, a young woman in her early twenties called Aliesha. Every time she woke with a start in the middle of the night covered in sweat, thinking I was still asleep and hadn’t noticed. But I wouldn’t have been able to do things differently. The leaking fuel line had caused the car wreck to explode just moments after I’d managed to pull her free. Going after Liam would have meant Stacey died. 
“Is that a no?” asked Hayley, jarring me from my thoughts. She was looking up at me from her crouched position on the floor.
“Sorry,” I mumbled. “No, I haven’t heard from Cooper. And I’m not likely to either. I think he occasionally checks in on Stacey, but mostly when she’s abroad.” 
“Of course he does,” said Hayley, rolling her eyes. “He’s too smart for his own good, that one.”
“Tell me about it.”
I hadn’t been able to spot anything that was meant to hang on the wall, and now that I looked, there weren’t any fixtures on the wall anyway. But looking closer, I spotted a rail at the bottom, just above the skirting board. I frowned and stepped back.
“What’s the latest with Gromov?”
Hayley let out a small bark of laughter and straightened. “Absolutely nothing. We can’t touch him. There’s just no evidence.”
I turned to look at her. “Even after the stuff the FSB sent you?”
“Absolutely nada. The guy has powerful friends. He’s not new to this game so I wouldn’t expect anything different, really. And in all honesty, it’s a problem for another day.”
“That’s a bit complacent isn’t it?” 
“Not really. I’ve got my eye on him, but there’s no point chasing him now. What would I gain? I’d just waste time while others get away with murder.”
“I guess.” Turning to face the safe again, I took another step back and looked up. There was another rail, about two feet above me. I took a few more steps back so I could see both of them more clearly, watching them disappear behind the bookcase to my left as I moved. “Hey, can I get a pair of those?” I asked, pointing to Hayley’s hands.
She glanced over her shoulder and down the corridor to see if we were alone. “I can’t let you go interfering with the crime scene,” she said in warning as she pulled out a second pair of latex gloves.
“I know. But you also can’t let me start leaving my DNA all over the place and contaminating any evidence.”
“That’s true,” she said and handed me the gloves. I snapped them on and then walked a few paces to my left where the end of the bookcase was only a few centimetres away from the wall. With both hands on the side of the wood, I carefully tested my theory. It moved, ever so slightly. Hayley watched me. Using a bit more of my weight, I pulled on the bookcase and it slid smoothly to the right.
“Interesting,” said Hayley.
“No point pushing it all the way across with the safe still open,” I said.
“Agreed, but can’t close the safe until we know we’re done with it. Might never be able to get it open again.” 
“Adrianna might know the code.”
“I’ll check with her before we do anything. Meanwhile, let’s get Haynes in here to dust that bookcase for prints.”






  
  Chapter 3
Jason Hunter

Home


Sunday 3 rd October
There wasn’t much else I could do at Adrianna’s apartment but I was glad that Hayley had brought me in so early on. Last time, I’d spent ages trying to convince her I could be useful. More importantly, I’d wanted an inside track on the investigation so I could keep Stacey safe. Our usual methods were proving to be ineffective, and when her body double, Gemma, had died on the podium, I knew we needed to change things up.
It looked like I’d proven my worth because this time Hayley wasn’t messing around. And for that I was especially grateful. Mickey’s death was far too close to home for comfort. I couldn’t help thinking about what would have happened if the kids had been home. Or whether the killer had planned around that, and if so, how long had he been watching their routines, getting to know their schedules? The thought made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.
I took a steadying breath and unlocked my front door. 
The moment I stepped into the hallway, a small bundle came barrelling into me, almost knocking me over. I chuckled and stroked Lily’s hair.
“Hey sugar puff,” I said. “Everything okay?” 
She nodded. I bent down and scooped her up into a big hug. 
I need this right now, I thought as I gave her a squeeze. 
It’s true what they say about kids sensing more than they understand. A moment later, another pair of small arms wrapped themselves around both of us and I could smell Max’s familiar scent.
Gently, I pulled back. Both my kids were looking at me, eyes wide. They were waiting for something. Did they know? Surely not. 
“I wasn’t gone that long,” I laughed, trying to dispel the tension. Lily gave a small smile as she tucked her blonde hair behind an ear. “Come on, you two.” I gestured to the living room and they both scampered ahead.
I followed. By the time I walked in, Max was slouched on the sofa playing on his iPhone and Lily was watching Shaun the Sheep on CBBC.
Stacey appeared in the doorway leading to the kitchen. “I thought some screen time wouldn’t hurt,” she said. “Figured they needed a distraction. Fancy a coffee?” She gestured over her shoulder. I nodded and followed her into the kitchen. 
“How bad is it?” she whispered as she pulled a mug from the cupboard.
“Really bad,” I groaned. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the kids were both engrossed in their screens before turning back to Stacey. “Looks like a sniper job.” I dropped onto the stool at one end of the kitchen island.
“Sniper?” hissed Stacey, the colour draining from her face.
I nodded.
“Shit.” She put the mug under the spout of the coffee machine and loaded in a coffee pod.
“Yep.”
“Hayley got any ideas yet?” 
I shook my head. “She says hi though. It’s been a while.”
Stacey rolled her eyes and pressed the button. “So, what happened?”
I glanced over my shoulder again as the machine whirred to life. “Let’s talk about this later. I don’t want little ears hearing anything they shouldn’t.”
“Sure,” she said as she handed me the coffee.
I took a tentative sip, just for something to do, ignoring the burning on my tongue.
“How’s Adrianna doing?” asked Stacey, leaning back against the counter.
“Not great. She’s given a statement and said she’s going to stay with a friend for a few days. I did say that she could stay here, but she wasn’t having any of it.”
“I can’t imagine what she must be going through. Is she the one who found him?”
I shook my head. “Automatic security system notified the police.” I took another sip. “Adrianna arrived just after they did. Couldn't stop her from seeing his body on the floor.”
Stacey shivered.
“Remind me,” I said, deliberately changing the topic. “What time is your flight on Thursday?” 
“Mid-morning. About 11, I think.”
“Sam prepped to go with you?” 
“Yes, although I think it’s totally unnecessary.”
A topic we regularly disagreed on. Although Liam had disappeared, and the threatening calls and manipulations with him, I knew he was still out there. And while that was the case, I wouldn’t leave Stacey unprotected.
Sam was the best I had. My right hand man. The one I trusted the most. And that’s why he was Stacey’s detail. He’d been there when everything had gone south before so he knew what we were up against, knew what the signs were and what to look out for. More importantly, Stacey trusted him. I trusted him.
I thought back to my conversation with Hayley earlier in the day. She’d asked about Cooper and while I had told her the truth, I hadn’t been completely honest. It was true, I hadn’t heard from Cooper, and it was also true that I wasn’t likely to either. The part I’d left out was that we did have a communication channel open, it just wasn’t two-way.
As per his request, I reluctantly shared Stacey’s schedule with him on the understanding that he would keep a watchful eye from a distance. Of course, I hadn’t told Stacey. She’d completely fly off the handle and I really didn’t want to be on the receiving end of that.
“Dad,” called Max from the sofa.
“Yes, bud?” I turned around on the stool, coffee still in hand.
“I’m bored!”
Lily sent him a scolding look and I laughed.
“PlayStation?” I asked. Max looked up from his phone, his face eager.
“Only if Stacey plays too.”
Now it was Stacey’s turn to laugh. “Go for it. You could do with the practice.”
“I’m so close to beating you.” 
“You wish.”
“What about something all four of us can play?” I suggested.
Max groaned. “Fine.”






  
  Chapter 4
Jason Hunter

Home


Sunday 3 rd October
Once the kids were in bed and I was settled on the sofa with a beer in hand, Stacey didn’t waste any time.
“How did he die?” she asked, looking far too enthusiastic for my liking.
“This isn’t a crime drama on TV,” I chastised. “Mickey is actually dead. Adrianna’s lost her husband and the kids have lost their stepdad.”
“I know,” she said, deflating. “I’m just trying not to think about that side of things because it makes me panic.”
“I know what you mean,” I said, pulling her close.
“It just reminds me of everything that happened last year and then all of a sudden I can’t breathe again.”
“I thought the therapy was working?” I asked gently.
“Yeah, it is,” she replied dismissively. “I mean, it is what it is. She says we’re making progress but it just doesn’t feel like it. It makes me so angry. The whole world thinks I’m some fierce racing driver while inside I’m absolutely petrified. It just makes me feel so small.”
“I think you forget that you are fierce. You’re a badass,” I said and kissed her gently on the lips. “Who else could possibly have gone through what you have, survived a car wreck like you did, and then come back to race the next season?” I kissed her again, this time my lips lingering on her skin. “Very badass,” I whispered.
She laughed. It was a real laugh, and I smiled. I felt like I’d seen less of Stacey laughing recently.
“Stop changing the subject,” she said suddenly and slapped me on the chest.
“Sorry.” I shifted on the sofa so we were facing each other more. “Someone shot Mickey through the window.”
“Through the window?” She frowned. I could already see her trying to connect the dots, trying to work out if there was any connection between this shooter and the one that killed Gemma.
“Through the window.” I confirmed. “But it wasn’t enough. Looks like it got him in the shoulder first. It was reinforced glass so it would have taken a few rounds to get through.” I paused, unsure how she’d react to the next bit. “Then he came into the apartment to finish the job.”
“Sorry, what? He came into the apartment?”
I nodded and took a swig of my beer. It sounded even worse out loud.
“Where did he shoot from?” 
“Don’t know yet.”
“Hang on, let me get this right. Shooter goes for Mickey through the window. Mickey drops like a sack of potatoes and matey thinks ‘job done’. Then sees Mickey moving or getting up or whatever, so decides to physically go into the apartment to finish him off?” said Stacey, stunned.
“Something like that. From what I could see, Mickey dragged himself out of view so the killer had no choice but to be in close proximity in order to finish the job. But that’s not why I think he was in the apartment.”
“Enlighten me.”
“His office had been torn apart. Everything was shredded, destroyed or tossed across the floor.”
“So, he was looking for something?” 
“Most likely. At least, that’s the theory we’re going with so far.”
“Hmmm.” Stacey looked thoughtful. “Any idea what he was looking for?”
I shrugged and took another swig of beer.
We fell silent, and I could see the wheels turning in her brain. She would never admit it, but she was relishing the puzzle. It had been great to see her back behind the wheel, and the leaderboard spoke for itself, but this was a true spark. The old Stacey was coming back.






  
  Chapter 5
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The office


Monday 4 th October
Like most Mondays, I’d been stuck in meetings all morning. Things had been hectic since I’d taken over, since Adam had been shot dead by Liam in Gromov’s home office. Not only had Adam been skimming from the accounts, but helping Gromov with weapons trafficking had been a whole new low. 
It had been tough claiming the business after Adam’s death. As expected, there had been a lengthy and detailed investigation into how corrupt the business was. Was it just Adam or were we all involved? Was the business itself tangled up in these affairs or was it separate? Thankfully for all of us, it was the latter. It seemed Adam hadn’t wanted to mix his 9-5 business with his more shady goings on. Maybe that was an insurance policy in case he needed to pull out. Either way, I’d been left to clean up his mess.
It had taken everything I had to buy Adam’s main stake, but I believed in the business. We had a strong client base, a good reputation and the best people in the business. At least we used to. Things had taken a serious nosedive since word of Adam’s extracurricular activities had become public knowledge.
It felt like I was sailing a sinking ship.  
Over a year later and we were still fighting for some semblance of normal. Our clients had been understandably shaken, and it had been hard to keep them on board. I’d resorted to discounted rates and special favours – anything to keep the business going.
And now it finally felt like we could see the light at the end of the tunnel.
A knock at my door brought me out of my reverie. I glanced through the glass to see Sam and waved him in.
“You wanted to see me, Boss?” Sam's huge frame filled my office. Dressed in his usual dark suit, Sam had more muscle than I thought was humanly possible and was an intimidating figure because of it. Which is what made him such a good deterrent when it came to protection.
“Stacey’s not too thrilled about you going with her on Thursday,” I said, gesturing to the chair opposite my desk.
“She never is,” he chuckled.
“Do you think it’s still necessary?” 
Sam paused a moment before replying, always careful with his choice of words.
“Knowing what Liam did, and that he’s still out there, I think a bodyguard as a precaution is reasonable.”
I nodded. That was all I needed to hear. I knew that if I was being insane, Sam would say something. He wasn’t one to beat about the bush.
“Do you think we need any extras because it’s Istanbul?”
“Not sure. Richard will know.”
I rolled my eyes. Yes, Richard would. Richard was our Operations Manager but my god did I not like the guy. Granted, he was good at his job. The issue was he was just so damn annoying, and always flip-flopped between being a know-it-all or a brown-noser. Anything I could do to avoid talking to him was a plus.
“I’ll ask Lucy to track him down. Thanks Sam.”
He gave me a single nod and then left.
I rang through to Lucy’s desk to request what I needed.
“No problem,” she said. “There are two new client appointments in your diary this week as well.”
“Good news. I’ll take a look.”
“Let me know if there’s anything else you need.” 
“Thanks Lucy.”
I hung up the phone and logged onto the calendar on my computer. Opening the appointment for Wednesday, I read the notes. It was a meeting with Iris Mccleary’s manager. She would be touring the country at the end of the year and needed a protection team to accompany her. After a few incidents of rowdy fans at her concerts from a past tour, her manager wanted to take a few extra precautions. Starting with a protection detail for when she appeared in public. There was an additional note at the very bottom. I read it and rolled my eyes. It appeared Iris Mccleary’s manager had some concerns about ‘the recent scandal’. 
How long was this scandal going to follow us around? It was frustrating. And it felt like no matter what I did, we would forever be stuck in its shadow. I knew what Mccleary’s manager was after, the same thing almost all our long-standing clients were after; a discount. 
I closed the appointment in my calendar and then opened the one booked for Thursday. This one seemed pretty straightforward. An agency was looking for a security training specialist to step in and train their new recruits on an on-going basis. They wanted to run quarterly SIA licensing for new starters and those already on the payroll. Easy. Something Roman, our Head of Training, would be able to pick up once I’d negotiated the contract.
My diary was a lot less cluttered with client meetings these days. Being the big boss meant I had more important things to think about. Like how we were going to expand the business. We had enough clients on the books at the moment to keep us going. But we couldn’t keep ticking along as we were; we needed something fresh and interesting, something that would expand our horizons, bring in new custom and help revitalise the company name.
I was toying with the idea of port security. There were some big ports in the country, all of which needed contracted security. It would be a big job but would provide a regular stream of income if I could pull it off.  
I closed the appointment and switched back to my inbox. At the very top was an email from our Head of HR about our latest recruitment campaign. She wanted a sign off on the strategy and confirmation of the available budget, plus a written confirmation on the number of positions I wanted to hire for. 
All of it brought back memories of Gemma. It had been over a year since she’d been shot on the Hungarian podium, but I still thought about her often. Her death felt like my responsibility and her killer was still out there. 
She’d been a new recruit, not long out of university, and she’d been so keen to be part of Stacey’s security team. Her life was taken from her way too soon.
I desperately hoped we’d never repeat that mistake. 
The door to my office swung open and Lucy appeared, somewhat ruffled.
“Sorry, Jason. I tried to stop him—” she said before a hulking man with a cane pushed past her and strode confidently into the middle of my office.
“It’s okay, Lucy,” I said, holding up a hand to placate her.
She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it, and left, shutting the door behind her.
“Please,” I said, gesturing to the chairs on the other side of my desk. “Take a seat, Mr Gromov.”
Alik Gromov did as invited, lowering his wide frame into the chair on the left. He made himself comfortable, propping his cane against the spare chair and casually leaned back, surveying the room.
“This is a nice office,” he said, looking around at the framed certificates on the wall, the few personal items on my desk and then out of the window. 
“What can I do for you, Mr Gromov?” I asked calmly.
“I need a residential team,” he said.
I let out a short laugh. “You know I can’t do that.”
“Sure, you can.”
“No. I can’t,” I said more seriously. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t want to.”
Gromov watched my face.
“I’ll pay you double,” he said.
I knew he’d try to pull something, it was totally his style. And I was sort of prepared for it.
I plastered my pleasant-to-horrible-clients smile onto my face and said, “Unfortunately, Mr Gromov, no amount of money will be able to change my mind. We are unable to work for those involved in criminal activities.”
He scoffed. 
We definitely did work with a fair number of individuals involved in criminal activities. However, the difference was we didn’t actually know they were involved in criminal activities, only suspected they were. And if we ever received confirmation, that client’s contract would be instantly terminated.
Gromov levered himself out of his chair, using his cane as a support, and walked over to the window.
“How is the lovely Stacey?” he asked, turning around with a sly smile on his face.
“Recovered and doing well, thank you. How is Dima fairing this season?” I replied. Two can play at this game. I watched his expression sour. While Stacey had managed to recover from a rocky start to the season, Gromov's protégé was struggling to keep up.
“It’s
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