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The single-track tarmac had long since abandoned any pretence of central markings, degenerating into a winding ribbon of asphalt that clung to the edge of the glen. Outside the hire car’s windscreen, the Northwest Highlands unrolled in an oppressive, beautiful expanse of black peat hags and ancient Caledonian pine forest.

Dominic Kendrick kept his hands at a relaxed but precise ten-to-two on the steering wheel. The digital display on the dashboard had lost its satellite connection twenty miles south, just after he’d crossed the canal line, and the robotic voice of the navigation system had lapsed into an unhelpful silence. He checked the clock on the dashboard. He was three hours into a journey he hadn't entirely wanted to make, navigating roads that felt less like infrastructure and more like a geographic afterthought.

When the corporate wellness voucher had been slid across his desk three months ago, as a standard-issue buffer handed down by management after his team finally closed a gruelling, multi-month data-tracking operation, he hadn't thrown it away. Waste was inefficient. Instead, his brain had quietly categorised the asset under use later. "Later" had shrunk down to the final forty-eight hours before expiration. Now, watching the grey Highland rain begin to smear across the glass, he wondered if his calculation had been flawed.

A stone pillar appeared out of the mist, bearing a small, unlit brass plaque: Kinloch Shieldaig.

Dominic turned the car down the gravel drive. The stately home emerged from the treeline—a massive, three-story baronial house built of dark schist stone, sprawling across a low ridge that overlooked the black waters of a sea loch. It lacked the defensive turrets of a true castle, favouring expansive sash windows and wide gravel terraces instead. It looked solid, expensive, and exceptionally isolated.

Inside, the transition from the damp, gritty reality of the road to the muffled luxury of the interior was seamless. The air smelled faintly of eucalyptus, burning peat, and heated stone. A receptionist in a tailored tweed suit took his name with a quiet efficiency that Dominic appreciated, handing over a heavy brass key without asking for unnecessary small talk.

In his room on the second floor, Dominic dropped his kit bag onto the luggage rack. He bypassed the plush cream robe laid out on the bed and picked up the spa brochure left on the desk. He scanned the descriptions of aromatic wraps and cellular resets with a jaundiced, highly cynical eye. He didn’t want to be pampered; he wanted the deep, persistent ache between his shoulder blades from weeks of desk-bound surveillance to stop. He settled on a ninety-minute deep tissue sports massage. It was the only option that served a practical purpose.

Three doors down from Dominic’s eventual destination, in a corner suite that offered an unobstructed view of both the northern approach road and the gravel slipway below, Isabelle Devereux had stood by the window, watching the grey rental car park in the lower lot.

The car was out of place. It was a cheap, basic model, nothing like the rest of the vehicles lined up. She had watched the diver, a fairly well-built man but otherwise non-descript, as he got out of the car and headed for the main entrance, seemingly indifferent to the persistent rain that other guests had hurried to escape. She filed him away. Perhaps he had an interesting story to tell. In her line of work, observing arrivals and learning their story was simply an involuntary reflex, as natural as breathing.

Isabelle turned away from the glass, checking her watch. Her arrival at Kinloch Shieldaig had been entirely devoid of the reluctance Dominic had experienced. The staff here knew her. They knew her preferred room, her preference for still mineral water over sparkling, and they knew better than to hover. To the management, she was a wealthy, independent consultant who valued absolute discretion and paid her bills on time in pristine, un-traceable bank transfers.

She had just spent ten days concluding a highly sensitive, exceptionally lucrative acquisition further east. The adrenaline had finally cleared her system, leaving behind the inevitable physical toll... the tight, deep-seated fatigue in her lower back and the dull tightness in her face. At fifty-two, Isabelle maintained her appearance with the same cold, meticulous discipline she applied to her operational security. Looking tired in her world was a vulnerability; looking youthful, sharp, and impeccably kept was a vital piece of social armour.

She had come back to Kinloch Shieldaig for one specific purpose. She didn’t need to read the brochure; she knew the menu by heart. The estate’s thermal mud treatment used a local, highly specialised volcanic peat pack, rich in liquid silica and active peptides. It was an intense, heavy treatment that forced the skin to retain moisture and restored an undeniable elasticity to the tissue. She had used it before, and she knew exactly how effective it was.

Isabelle reached for the thick linen robe provided by the house, slipping it over her shoulders. She tied the belt with a firm, practiced knot, took her room key, and stepped out into the quiet corridor, turning toward the stone spiral staircase that led down to the warmth of the spa.

The spa level at Kinloch Shieldaig occupied the ground floor of the west wing, a sprawling conversion of the estate’s original stone orangery. While the exterior maintained its heavy baronial stonework, the interior had been lined with heated slate and massive, floor-to-ceiling sash windows that looked directly out into the dense pine forest. In many places, the trees crowded right up against the glass, their lower branches brushing the stone sills, creating a natural screen of dark green and grey mist.

Dominic walked into the men’s changing area, the slate floor warm beneath his bare feet. He had left his watch and wallet in the room safe, feeling a distinct sense of administrative nakedness without them. On the slate bench lay the garment the attendant had handed him with a polite, practiced nod.

He picked it up, unfolding it with two fingers. His brow furrowed.

It was a minimal strip of black, high-stretch synthetic fabric. It lacked a waistband, relying instead on a pair of thin, elasticated cords designed to sit high on the hip. Dominic stepped into it, pulling the fabric up. He walked over to the mirror and stared at his reflection with raw scepticism.

The pouch at the front was entirely inadequate. It was realy designed for female anatomy, and it just about managed to cover the shaft of his penis, but the elastic lacked the structure to contain very much at all under movement. If he shifted his weight, his testicles spilled out the side, hanging uncomfortably against the bare skin of his inner thigh. The back was non-existent—a single, tight cord that disappeared between his glutes. Try as he might to adjust the tension, he couldn't achieve anything resembling modesty.

Dominic exhaled sharply through his nose. He didn't see the point. If he was going to be face-down on a table for ninety minutes having his muscles torn apart, he would rather just be entirely naked. It was cleaner, more logical. But the informational placard on the wall had been explicit: For the comfort of our staff and guests, appropriate spa attire must be worn at all times during treatments. He picked up the linen robe, slipped it on to cover the ridiculous arrangement, and tied it tight.

In the private suite across the courtyard, the atmosphere was thick with the heavy, sulphurous steam of the mineral baths. Isabelle didn't share Dominic's scepticism. She didn't view the minimal attire as an inconvenience; it was simply the operational uniform required for the process.

She stood in her small, private changing alcove, dropping her linen robe onto a peg. The garment she wore was identical to his, a black micro-thong that barely met the legal definition of underwear. On her fifty-two-year-old frame, the high-cut elastic sat above the curve of her hips, leaving the entirety of her thighs, buttocks, and lower back exposed to the humid air. The narrow strip of fabric at the front barely shielded her clitoris and labia, with the edges of her pubic hair visible against the pale skin.

To Isabelle, this was practical. The volcanic mud pack was a full-body application; any excess fabric would absorb the mineral-rich liquid, pulling it away from the skin and reducing the treatment's efficacy.

She reached into her small vanity bag and pulled out a tight, black silicone swimming cap. Carefully, with the methodical precision of someone packing a parachute, she gathered her hair, twisting it into a flat knot against the back of her head before stretching the silicone over it. She tucked in the stray wisps near her ears, ensuring the seal was airtight. The mud needed to work on her face, her jawline, and her neck, the areas most prone to the subtle tells of gravity and stress. Her hair, however, was a distinct asset, and the sulphurous peat would ruin it.

A low chime echoed through the west wing, signalling the hour.

Dominic walked into his treatment room. The space was dominated by a heavy, padded massage table and the sharp, clean scent of lavender and grapeseed oil. A female therapist gave him a brief, professional greeting. Dominic shed his robe, dropping it onto a chair by the door, and immediately lay face-down on the table, placing his forehead into the padded face hole. The therapist poured a generous pool of warm oil onto her palms and brought them down with surprising strength between Dominic’s shoulder blades, sinking deep into the knotted muscle. Dominic closed his eyes, gritting his teeth as the physical manipulation began.

Across the corridor, Isabelle stepped into her private bath suite. The room featured a sunken stone tub filled to the brim with steaming, near-black volcanic mud. The texture was thick, almost viscous, rippling sluggishly under the heat.

She didn't hesitate. She stepped down the stone notches, the heavy, warm weight of the mineral sludge swallowing her ankles, then her knees, then her thighs. She lowered herself completely, lying back until the thick mud surged up over her shoulders, her chest, and her chin. She tilted her head back, letting the warm, dense mixture coat her cheeks and forehead, leaving only her nose, her mouth, and her eyes breaching the dark surface.

The heat was intense, a heavy, suffocating
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