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The Gunman

Hungarian Grand Prix


Sunday 26th July 
He watched Stacey James as she stepped onto the podium, adjusting his position while peering down the scope of his L115A3 sniper rifle. Stacey had finished a mere 2.86 seconds behind the winner, and was smiling about it. She stood with the first and third position winners, waving to the adoring fans. A sense of satisfaction slowly spread through his body; a feeling he would only allow himself to savour in these few moments - a selfish indulgence. 
He let out a slow breath and examined the track. Heat waves rose from the tarmac. A bead of sweat trickled down his face and his shirt felt sticky. A slow, calm inhale caused the shirt to tug against his damp skin. The barrel of the rifle moved ever so slightly to refocus on his target.
It was all about timing.
The race winner was handed a magnum of Champagne by a race official. He shook it hard and then popped the cork, sending a spray of bubbles over all of them. Stacey’s squeal could be heard even from this distance. 
He let out a long exhale through pursed lips. 
Thick strands of blonde hair were now plastered to Stacey’s face by the sticky champagne as she desperately tried to make herself presentable for the photographers. Her innocence and naivety only sweetened the deal. Alongside the £2.5 million currently sitting in his bank account. Once the job was done, all he had to do was text the burner number to claim the rest.
He watched the celebrations. A crowd of microphone-wielding reporters clambered forward like hungry jackals, all wanting to cover this story, to have their own moment of glory. They would definitely get more than they bargained for. He almost smiled. The crosshairs followed Stacey’s every move as she laughed and soaked up the moment. 
He didn’t care for Formula One and so he was oblivious to the fact that this was the tipping point in Stacey’s career. This was the moment where she became a real threat to those at the top.
He inhaled once again, held his breath, then lightly squeezed the trigger until he could feel the spring begin to protest - the final moment before things would change. He gently pulled the trigger the rest of the way as his body tensed and braced against the sharp recoil. The rifle slammed into his shoulder but the adrenaline coursing through his system held it steady, guaranteeing a clear shot through Stacey’s skull.
Stacey’s head snapped back as the bullet slammed into her forehead. Brain matter and blood sprayed across the wall as her body crumpled into a heap on the podium. Her head twisted at an awkward angle on one of the steps, facing the crowd. The reaction was instant. Spectators screamed. They tried to push themselves away from the podium, trampling anyone in their way. The other drivers stood motionless, staring in horror. Paramedics and police, with weapons drawn, swarmed the scene. 
He exhaled but didn’t move. Instead, he watched as all hell broke loose.
After a few moments, he placed the rifle on the ground next to him, exchanging it for the high-powered binoculars. Peering down at Stacey’s body, he smiled. Lifeless blue eyes stared up from either side of a neat, circular bullet hole in her head.




Chapter 1
Jason Hunter

London Office


Sunday 26th July  
“Is this supposed to be a fucking joke?”
The tall blonde with waist-length hair stormed through the double swing doors into the open-plan office. Two thick-set, intimidating men followed her, both wearing suits and struggling to keep up. “I fucking told him. I did. Did he listen? No! I swear to God when I get my hands on him…” The bodyguards didn’t answer.
Trailing somewhere behind the bodyguards was a smaller woman carrying a clipboard, her shuffling steps doing little to keep up with the long, elegant strides of the woman in front of her. I almost laughed as they approached, except I was pretty sure a whirlwind was about to hit me at full force.
Simon, a small and bespectacled man always wearing a wrinkled suit, graciously tried to step in before her, but was shoved aside. I don’t know why he even bothered. It wasn’t like he was going to be able to help. Or maybe he just wanted to act as a buffer. Stacey was my client, after all. My responsibility. 
This wasn’t something I wanted to deal with; not now, not ever. I adjusted the silver-plated photo frame on my desk, carefully arranged my pens in the desk tidy that Lily had made me for my birthday, and then took a deep breath.
The blonde didn’t wait for the courtesy of one of her guards, instead she yanked open my door herself and made a beeline for me, jabbing a finger in the air. “You had one fucking job!”
The two bodyguards and the podgy little PA followed. The large office suddenly felt unusually cramped and claustrophobic. I tried to smile, and looked pleadingly at the two oversized pieces of muscle flanking the PA. They exchanged a glance over the top of the woman’s head before looking apologetically back at me.
I gave a slight nod before returning my attention to the full five foot ten, lean, athletic build of Stacey James across my desk. She was dressed in faded blue, skin-tight jeans, a leather bomber jacket and black, heeled boots. 
“Stacey,” I said, desperately trying to calm the storm. “Stacey.” I could see the PA wince in sympathy out of the corner of my eye.
“Don’t fuck with me, Jason. I drove in the most important race of my career today, hopped on a plane like some dog with its tail between its legs, then I switched on the fucking news. Gemma is dead, Jason! What the fuck happened?!” Her voice was increasing in pitch, but I could still hear the dangerous edge in her tone, warning me to tread carefully. 
I kneaded the bridge of my nose to try and ease the migraine building behind my eyes. “Stacey, please.” Everything went silent. I looked up in surprise. She stood with her arms crossed, glaring at me. I cringed. “What do you want me to do? Gemma knew what she was doing.  As long as you’re alive, that means we’re doing our job and, ultimately, that’s the most important thing.” My voice was emotionless, but it was too late to correct it.
Stacey’s jaw physically dropped. “That’s what’s important? That’s what’s important?! You heartless –”
The door to my office opened again, and Adam walked in. “Stacey,” he said, authority ringing in his tone. I rolled my eyes. “Why don’t you come into my office so we can discuss this further?“ His voice had that diplomatic edge that he used exclusively for fixing things. He held the door open and gestured for Stacey to leave. He was smiling but his eyes were deadly. Man, I was in trouble. Stacey shot one last look at me before storming out of the room. My boss turned and pointed a finger at me. “This isn’t over, do you hear me?” I nodded but he’d already left, the two bodyguards and the PA trailing slowly behind.
Adam wasn’t my favourite person. We disagreed on just about everything. He had a business to run and I had a job to do. Unfortunately, that meant we were often stepping on each other’s toes. It didn’t help that Adam was one of the most territorial men I had ever met. The guy was just such a cock. 
I turned away from my desk and looked out of the floor to ceiling windows. The sun was just setting across London, peeking out from behind the tall and irregular shapes that now defined the city’s skyline. I walked up to the window and looked down onto the street below. There was the usual hustle and bustle of commuters, tourists and Londoners.
A red double-decker pulled away from the pavement, leaving a collection of wide-eyed people glancing around, trying to work out where they needed to go. Those familiar with the city pushed through them impatiently.
Nestled in the back doorway of an office block next to the bus stop was a homeless man. He sat huddled in his sleeping bag with an old, dirty cap on the floor in front of him. 
“Jason,” Lucy said, jolting me from my thoughts. I turned around, startled to see her peering around my office door. “The boss wants –” she stopped, frowning at me. “You okay?”
“Yeah, yeah,” I said, gathering myself together. I wiped a hand over my face. “What did you say?”
“The boss wants to see you.”
“Great,” I muttered, glancing down at the homeless man again before leaving. The office was almost empty. I glanced at my watch, surprised to see that it was past 6pm. There was normally a low humming of machinery that filled the room, but instead it was blanketed in silence. 
I knocked on the door and entered. Adam was sitting behind his Apple Mac, frowning. He moved the mouse frantically, relentlessly clicking.
“Come in,” he said without even looking up. I stepped forward and closed the door. Adam looked up at the projection board on the far wall. I followed his gaze and saw that he’d brought up Stacey’s file. “Sit down, Jason,” he said, picking up his clicker. He pointed it at the projection board. “What do you see there?” he asked.
“Money,” I sighed. I knew what was going to come next.
He waved a hand towards the door. “We’re done here. I can’t have you on the team anymore.”
“What?” I looked at Adam, shocked, but his attention was back on his Mac. This new tactic worried me. “Is that it?”
Adam looked up at me with a strange expression that I couldn’t read. “Gemma died today, Jason. You need to face the consequences.”
He held my gaze and a heavy weight settled on my chest. I suddenly couldn’t breathe. I nodded with a swift jerk and turned to leave.
“Wait,” I said, something on the board catching my eye. I walked over to it. “Who’s that?” I asked, pointing to a mugshot of a man. He had a wide angular jaw, dark brown eyes and short hair cropped close to his skull. Adam looked up, interlocked his fingers and rested his hands on the desk.
“That is Captain B.A. Cooper. Served four years, did a tour in Afghanistan and Iraq. Was diagnosed with severe PTSD. Spent 18 months in an institute receiving therapy. Was released into the world six months ago.” Adam fired this information at me as if he was being tested.
“So where does he fit in all this?”
“He’s Stacey’s ex.”
“What?” I turned and looked at Adam, the shock clear on my face. “And you never thought to tell me this?” I could feel the anger bubbling inside of me. All I could think of was Gemma. I would never have put her on the podium if I had known this.
Was this even my fault?
“It was in the file.” I could see his eyes become unfocused, as if he was looking right through me. It was the same reaction he always had when someone became confrontational.
“Don’t you dare fob me off. I read that file the moment it was in the system and there was no fucking PTSD ex-boyfriend!”
Shit. Was Adam responsible? Had he deliberately not told me?
“Jesus Christ, Jason! Don’t make this about you,” he said dismissively.
I couldn’t take my eyes off him as I felt the heat rising up my neck. How could I possibly make it about me? This whole fucking catastrophe was about Gemma. I clenched my jaw so hard my muscles began to ache. I opened my mouth to retaliate but I just didn’t trust myself, so I left.
Back in my office, I brought up Stacey’s file and went through the details. Adam had been right. The section on Cooper was definitely there.
Why had Adam signed off on Gemma being a body double if he knew about Cooper? How could he have given the go-ahead?
More importantly...how had I missed this?
Questions crowded into my skull as I tried to think back to the day he’d signed the paperwork.
He had been a bit hesitant and had quizzed me about the whole operation. Fuck. I looked back at the file on my screen. Adam had covered pretty much all the basics about this Captain Cooper but he had left out the finer points; born in Sheffield, graduated Cardiff University with a 2:1 in engineering, considered an excellent marksman and had a passion for sports.
I stopped and went back over what I had just read. An excellent marksman. Alarm bells were beginning to ring in my head. He’d won trophies and everything. This guy could be a serious threat. Hell, this guy could have killed Gemma. Fucking hell, why hadn’t I seen this before? I studied the mugshot again, committing his face to memory. Every line, every detail. Now that I really looked at him, something was familiar.
I scanned the initial application form. Stacey had requested personal protection after she’d become adamant she wasn’t doing public appearances again. Several threats had been made to her via creepy phone calls, emails and letters. She’d been constantly looking over her shoulder, scanning the faces in every crowd, looking for whoever was targeting her. In the end, her PA had suggested personal protection as a precaution, with the hope that we could put a stop to the torment. I leaned back in my chair, let out a deep sigh and stared out the window. I watched the slow rotating wheel of the London Eye, letting it lull me into a daze.
The phone on my desk buzzed, bringing me sharply back to reality. I pressed the answer button.
“I have a potential client on the line,” said Lucy’s tinny voice through the speaker. “He says he’d like to talk to you about some personal protection. Asked for you specifically. Shall I bring put him through?”
“No, not today. Schedule him for an appointment tomorrow. I’m going home.”
“Consider it done.”
“Oh and Lucy, once you’ve done that, I want you to go home too.” I could hear the smile in her voice as she said her goodbye.




Chapter 2
Diane Parsons

Somewhere in London


Sunday 26th July 
Diane fidgeted. The noise was unbearably loud and her stomach was twisting itself into such tight knots she thought she was going to be sick.
The bouncers on the door to the club had let her in without even taking her name. This went beyond an exclusive guest list. She scanned the crowd of faces, desperately looking for Volkov but the strobe lighting made it almost impossible to make out anyone’s features.
A large hulking figure appeared at her side, grabbed her elbow and steered her away from the dance floor and into a back room. She felt small and insignificant next to him, his hulking frame dwarfing her.
He left the room, holding the door for Volkov to walk through.
“Dima,” she breathed desperately. “What have you done?”
“Done? I did what you asked.” His voice was thick with his Russian accent. He smoothed his hair back and stared blankly at her.
“I didn’t ask you for anything.” Her voice cracked and she could feel the panic bubbling over inside her.
“Sssh.” He approached her and embraced her. She clung to him and gasped for air.
Another figure appeared in the room. This man was shorter than Volkov and looked stocky compared to his lithe frame.
“Allow me to introduce Mr Gromov,” said Volkov, pulling away from the hug and gesturing towards the other man. “He is my patron, my investor. He has been like a father to me.”
“I...I remember Mr Gromov.”
Diane could feel her knees trembling. She felt like she was falling into a bottomless pit, and she would never be able to climb out. The music from the dance floor reverberated in the walls, making the space feel claustrophobic. She couldn’t breathe.
“I need-”
Her knees gave way.
Volkov dashed forwards and caught Diane before she hit the ground. He guided her across the room and lowered her into a chair.
Gromov also crossed the room and seated himself on a nearby plush sofa that she hadn’t noticed until now. The stress had made her blind to her surroundings and now she looked around at the elaborately decorated room. Dark, plush purple velvet was everywhere. Cushioned sofas lined the walls, with a few armchairs scattered in the middle, one of which she sat in now.
“I…I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I believe there’s been a misunderstanding.”
Gromov frowned. Volkov glanced anxiously in his patron’s direction.
“Please, continue,” said Gromov.
“I…I…I didn’t.” She swallowed. “I didn’t want you to kill her,” she whispered, her eyes darting around the room and toward the door.
“What is she talking about?” asked Gromov.
Volkov ignored the older man, as understanding dawned on him.
“You asked me for help?” he said.
“No, no,” croaked Diane. “I didn’t ask for anything. I was drunk. I was just…she can be a bitch to work for sometimes. I just wanted to offload.”
Volkov slowly shook his head. “You don’t remember, do you?”
Diane didn’t respond. She was afraid of the answer, of what she was about to be told.
“You were complaining. I offered you help. You said you wished that life was easier, that she wouldn’t be so hard on you. I asked if you wanted me to have a word with her.”
Diane swallowed hard, unable to remember what she had said, but knowing from the sick feeling in her gut that what he said was true.
“You asked me if I could get rid of her,” Dima continued quietly.
Diane shook her head, unwilling to believe it.
“I asked if you were sure. I asked if killing her would really be the answer.” Volkov paused. “You said yes.” Volkov looked towards Gromov.
He spoke in quick Russian. 
Diane’s eyes flicked between the two men as she tried to understand what was going on.
Volkov shrugged. Gromov got up from his seat and began pacing.
He spoke again in Russian and then switched back to English, “We now have an issue.”
Diane blinked.
“This miscommunication has cost us. You see, Dima here did not phrase himself correctly when he spoke to me. He did not make me aware that this was on behalf of a…friend. He did not explain the situation to me as he should have done, and therefore there has been this miscommunication.
“However, a man has done his job as instructed. He has been paid the money he was owed, and that now leaves me out of pocket.”
Diane nodded, unsure of where this was going.
“You are indebted to me. And you will have to work hard to pay off this debt.”
“How…how much?”
“£5 million.”
“Million?” Diane’s mouth gaped open. She tried to process what he was saying but it was just too much. How could this have happened?
“Yes, million. Taking a life is a costly business.” Gromov stopped pacing as he continued to think. “I want you to go home. The time will come when we will require your services, and you will be contacted.”
With that, Gromov left.
Volkov slumped onto one of the plush sofas and covered his face with his hands.
“How…how…?” he looked up at Diane, who still sat motionless. “After everything I’ve ever done for you, this is how you repay me?” The bitterness in his voice made Diane flinch. She tried to reach out and touch her friend’s arm but he yanked it back.
“You asked me,” he said. “You asked me to deal with her.”
“I didn’t mean…I don’t know what I was saying,” she stammered helplessly.
“Fucking hell, Diane. You asked me!”
“I can’t remember.” The seriousness of the situation hit her and she burst into tears. “I don’t know what happened. I was so drunk. I was high. I can’t even remember getting home, being here. I don’t know where I was or what happened.”
“Shit.” Volkov stood up and aimed a kick at one of the chairs, narrowly missing. “Shit, shit, shit!”
“I’m sorry.”
“Sorry? This is my career on the line. Do you know what he’ll do to me if I fuck it up now? If I fuck it up because of you?”
Diane shook her head.
“He’ll kill me. I’m a dead man.”
“I-”
“Just get out,” said Volkov with a resigned sigh.
Diane didn’t move.
“You better think of a way to come up with £5 million, otherwise you’re screwed.” He didn’t even look at her as he spoke, his voice a flat monotone.
Her journey home was uneventful. She tried thinking back to last week; she remembered arriving at Volkov’s place with the party already in full swing. She’d said hi to those she knew and had helped herself to a drink at the bar. 
They’d left for the nightclub at some point, but she couldn’t remember if that had been before or after the cocaine. Stacey had been a real bitch that morning, had belittled her in front of everyone at the press meeting, had yelled at her after lunch and then thrown a vase halfway across her apartment when Diane had told her one of the sponsorships was considering pulling out. 
It had been a hell of a day. Stacey’s behaviour was getting out of hand. Sure, she’d probably bitched and whined about how much of a pain in the ass Stacey was, but ask someone to kill her? No. Surely not?
She might have asked for Volkov’s help, but she wouldn’t have asked him to kill her, at least not outright. But she must have said something for him to interpret it that way.
Her mind flitted back to the conversation just half an hour earlier. If Gromov was going to hold her accountable, she was in a lot of trouble.




Chapter 3
Jason Hunter

Home


Sunday 26th July 
I sat on my sofa in the dark. I didn’t have the heart to turn the lights on - that seemed too cheerful. Instead, I nursed my beer and propped my legs up on the coffee table.
As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I was confronted with familiar surroundings. The usually teal walls had turned to a dark and oppressive green. Framed photographs scattered the opposite wall. Even from here I could make out Max and Lily’s smiles. Further along the wall was my old, antique bookshelf. I’d found it at a car boot and instantly fell in love. It had all the character and worn edges of a lifelong partner and it carried my most prized possessions; a collection of signed novels, first editions, limited editions. Every one of them had been read at least five times. I looked over at the large flat-screen TV that stood on the glossy black and white unit and considered turning it on.
This morning’s newspaper lay discarded on the coffee table and I willed myself to pick it up, leaf through the pages, even attempt the crossword, but my heart wasn’t in it. 
Gemma’s face came to the front of my mind. I fought back tears. She’d been so young. 6 months after she’d graduated from the University of Winchester with a first in Criminology, I approached her, asking if she would be a body double for Stacey. She was over the moon; she said it was like being James Bond. She’d spent a week training with Sam before I’d allowed her out on her first assignment – a trip down the red carpet.
She’d loved every second, and it was then I realised there was no one better for the job. I’d been considering offering her full-time work once Stacey no longer needed her.
The first time she came into the office, she’d made me laugh. Came through the door all smiles and sweetness, dressed in skin-tight jeans and a chequered shirt. Her dark brown hair was pulled into a ponytail and she was chewing gum, almost obnoxiously. But there was something in her mannerisms that just made her seem…at home. His thoughts wandered back to their last encounter.
“How do I look?” Gemma asked.
“Like Stacey James.” I smiled like a proud father.
Gemma was dressed in Stacey’s overalls. Her hair had already been dyed blonde and extensions had been added. Stacey had helped where she could to make Gemma look as much like her as possible. She’d even asked her makeup artist to step in. It had taken a while. Putty had been moulded to her cheekbones and jaw to make them more prominent, more like Stacey’s. 
After the success of the red carpet event, and several other public appearances, it was time for Gemma to step up and do what she was paid to do. For the last few months, Stacey had vehemently refused to get on the podium after a race. Her team manager at Red Bull had stepped in and excused her, but it was starting to look bad. Today though, would be the first time ‘Stacey’ was back in the public eye.
Stacey kissed Gemma on the cheek and then left through the back door where there was a car waiting to take her to the airport. I would follow her in a matter of minutes but I wanted to have a few last words with Gemma. The next time I’d see her would be on English soil. She spat out her gum and slipped on her boots.
“Am I a good enough match?” she asked a little nervously.
“You know you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” I said quietly.
“Oh, give over, that’s not what I meant. I just don’t want people getting suspicious.”
“Yes, you look fine.”
She nodded. “Good. Now, piss off. I’ll see you in the office tomorrow.”
I clapped her on the shoulder. “Remember to test your earpiece before you go out there.”
“I think I’m getting the hang of this, you know?” she smirked.
“Go on,” I nodded towards the door. “See you tomorrow.”
“See ya, boss,” she said over her shoulder, already walking away from me.
The image that stuck in my mind was of her walking out with the red and white helmet tucked under her arm. Gemma’s own mother would have hardly recognised her.
My heart sank. Gemma’s mother would never see her again. I’d overheard Adam on the phone in his office just before I left for the day. The police had already informed Gemma’s parents but they needed someone to blame. And that someone was probably going to be him or, more specifically, me. 
About an hour before Stacey had stormed into the office, Lucy had popped her head around my office door.
“I think you want to turn the news on,” she said. I didn’t really register the look on her face and I didn’t remember her coming all the way in but the next thing I knew, I was looking at the latest headlines and Lucy was squeezing my hand.
A news anchor, sitting behind a desk, announced the death of Stacey James to the world, running through a list of her accomplishments and offering his condolences to her family. I was one of the few people who knew it wasn’t Stacey, and mourned the death of the real girl.
The phone rang and I jolted, pulled from my thoughts. The screen on my mobile had lit up and it was vibrating on the coffee table, making an awful sound on the wood veneer. I picked it up without even checking the caller ID.
“Well, you’re certainly not easy to get hold of, are you? I’ve called and called today but that snotty-nosed assistant – Lana, or whatever her name is – kept blowing me off, saying you were busy or something. I bet she was just trying to get rid of me, I swear she just wants you all to herself. One of these days she’ll come right out and ask you for sex…”
I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead before I interrupted the ramblings of my ex-wife.
“What do you want, Adrianna?”
“Charming, aren’t you? God knows what I saw in you. Sometimes I wonder and wonder and I just can’t remember. I mean, there must have been something there to start with, surely, otherwise I wouldn’t have gone through it all but now you’re just like a different person, someone –”
“Adrianna! What do you want?”
“There’s no need to be rude. I wanted to know whether you were still having your children tomorrow. I have plans.”
The frostiness in her voice almost made me feel guilty, but I’d put up with enough of her shit over the years.
“Yes, I’ll come pick them up around nine.”
“I’m sorry, that’s not early enough. You’ll have to be here before eight.”
“Fine.”
“And you need to remember to –”
I hung up.




Chapter 4
Jason Hunter

Home


Monday 27th July 
A heavy pounding brought me to my senses. I opened my eyes and squinted at the ceiling. My tongue felt like sandpaper stuck to the roof of my mouth and my throat had never felt so dry. The thought of sitting up made my stomach queasy.
Boy, I did not feel good. My head was all over the place and felt like it was being pricked by a million tiny needles.
The noise that had woken me sounded again, and this time I realised what it was. A fist banging on my front door.
“Jason?!” came the shrill voice of Adrianna. I groaned as I painfully dragged my body from my bed. I was unsteady on my feet as I descended the stairs and the memories of last night came rushing back. Stacey’s file sat untouched on the kitchen counter as I’d drank one beer after another in the hope of forgetting Gemma’s face. But it hadn’t worked. I’d been desperate. Once the beer was gone, I’d moved onto the vodka. 
Stumbling into the kitchen, I was confronted with the sight of cans everywhere. They littered the kitchen counter and lay scattered on the floor. I peered into the living room, confirming my suspicions that it would be just as bad. 
“Jason!” Adrianna pounded relentlessly on the door again. My head felt like it was going to explode. I scrunched up my eyes and held my head with my hands.
“Alright, alright!” I shouted. I didn’t have time to clear up so I made my way into the hallway, trying not to trip over the obstacles on the floor.
I yanked the door open to see Adrianna dressed up; strappy high heels, tight jeans, a top that revealed far too much cleavage, and a Gucci handbag sitting in the crook of her arm whilst she held out a meticulously manicured hand decorated with diamond encrusted rings. She was pouting at me with that stern look I knew too well. 
“I have been standing here for what feels like a century, Mister! When I said eight o’clock, I meant eight o’clock. I don’t have time to be running all over the place dropping them off because you can’t be bothered to get out of bed. And it’s nearly nine by the time you finally drag your half-dressed self down here to answer the door. I mean, seriously, Jason?”
“Oh, leave it alone, Adrianna. There’s more to life than pretty nails and shoes –”
“Are you hungover?” She leaned in close to my face and sniffed. “My God, your breath stinks. What the hell? You’re a mess. I’ll take the children to my sister’s -”
“No! I’m fine, Adrianna. Honestly. I just need a shower.”
She paused and looked at me sceptically. “And brush your teeth.”
I nodded.
“Daddy!”
I looked past Adrianna to see Lily and Max running up the pavement toward me with huge smiles on their faces.
“Hey guys,” I said, holding out my arms. They ran into me and I hugged them tight. 
“Right, give mummy kisses,” said Adrianna. She bent down and tapped her cheek. Lily and Max let go of me to kiss their mother. “They’re going to stay the night, okay?” She indicated a small holdall down by her feet.
“Of course. Party!” I said and began to dance. The kids cheered.
“No, no, no!” said Adrianna, almost shouting. “No mucking about. I don’t want them full of sugar with no sleep. They’ve got a date with my mother tomorrow.”
“Great,” I muttered, grabbing the holdall and closing the door on her pouting face.
Max went straight into the living room and switched on the TV whilst Lily disappeared upstairs. I dropped the bag next to the sideboard and quickly began clearing the cans from the coffee table, dumping them on the kitchen counter as the familiar voices of Leonard and Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory came from the living room.
“Since when did you like this?” I asked, appearing in the doorway.
“I absolutely love it, Dad.” 
“Really? My favourite is Leonard.”
“No way do you watch this!” Max said, shocked.
“Yes way,” I said, scrunching my face up. “Your Dad is definitely down with the kids.” I ruffled his mop of dark brown hair and he laughed.
“I don’t think you are!”
“Why you cheeky -” I dropped onto the sofa and tickled him. He had always been ticklish but it was right under the armpits that got him best. I watched his skinny little body squirm as he squealed and tried to get away from me.
“Dad!” He screamed. “Dad,” he shouted, more seriously. He coughed and arranged his features into a scowl as I relented. “Don’t do that.”
“Oh, I forgot, I’m sorry.” I held my hands up in defeat. “You’re a big boy now. Like what, 10 and a half?”
“Almost eleven,” he grumbled and turned his face away from me. I studied him for a few seconds and his face began to crack. Little creases began to appear in his cheeks and before he could control himself, the unmistakable Hunter dimple appeared.
“What do you think you’re doing?” 
We both turned around to see Lily stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips. She had adopted the bossy authority of her mother. I tried very hard to look serious and sorry for our loud noises but the determination on her face was adorable.
“What are you talking about?” asked Max. I glanced sideways to see he’d adopted the same approach and was fully intending to honour his sister’s grown up attitude.
“I’m sorry, sugar puff. We were just having a tickle war.”
“Don’t you ‘sugar puff’ me.” Her stern expression coupled with her rosy cheeks and blonde pigtails were too much for me. I burst out laughing and she stormed back up the stairs. Max had joined in the laughter and we rolled around on the sofa.
Eventually the laughter subsided and we went back to watching The Big Bang Theory.
“Sheldon is definitely my favourite,” said Max.
“Yeah? You gonna be a brainbox then?”
“Didn’t Mum tell you? I got all A’s this term. My teacher thinks I should be moved up a year.”
“A whole year group? Wow, you must be some sort of genius then. Max the genius,” I said, waving my arm through the air like I could see his name in lights. Max laughed. “Right, I’m going to get dressed buddy, okay?” 
Max nodded. I rumpled his hair again and then went upstairs. The moment I left the room, my hangover came back in full force. I got to the top of the stairs and peaked into Lily’s room to see her lying on the floor with her favourite stuffed teddies. It looked like a town meeting with Mr Giraffe very sternly telling everyone how to behave. I couldn’t help but smile. “Hey, sugar, how’re you doing?” I said gently, pushing the door all the way open.
Lily looked up and smiled.
“Have you forgiven us for being loud?”
Lily nodded and went back to her stuffed animal meeting. I lingered for a moment, wishing that both my kids would stay this way forever.




Chapter 5
Stacey James

Home


Monday 27th July 
Stacey padded around her apartment as she made breakfast, singing along to the radio. The shock of Gemma’s death was at the forefront of her mind and no matter what she did, she couldn’t shake the guilt she felt.
The thought of singing along to some upbeat music seemed like a great idea to get out of the funk she was in, but she couldn’t get into it. It felt so false, so forced. She let the lyrics trail off.
Technically, it wasn’t her fault, she knew that. But that didn’t mean it was any less gruesome and devastating. Her thoughts flicked back through the last few weeks.
She glanced at the pile of letters on the corner of her kitchen counter, the letters that had started all this. She almost reached out a hand to pick one up, but held herself back. She didn’t need to read them again; the words were already etched into her mind.
Having finished making her coffee, she made her way over to the sofa where Sam was already sitting, flicking through the channels on the TV.
His company was oddly reassuring. Which was silly, considering the whole reason he was there was to reassure her of her safety. He was a quiet individual, only speaking when spoken to, but the silences weren’t awkward.
She glanced down at the Rolex on her wrist and noted that it was quarter past ten. Sam would have been here for three hours already. Sam and his team rotated shifts from 7am to 10pm every day, sometimes arriving earlier or leaving later depending on her schedule.
As she sat down, he handed her the remote. He might be bored out of his brains, but she was the boss after all. The thought made her smile.
Without the control of the remote, Sam picked up the newspaper next to him and began flicking through the pages. The routine was comforting. Stacey knew that in approximately fifteen minutes, he would have flicked through all the news articles and come to the puzzles page where he enjoyed completing the sudoku. 
It was interesting, she mused, how she spent so much time in the company of this man, felt completely safe with him, and yet she knew nothing about him. 
She flicked through the channels, and stopped when she came across an old rerun of Frasier. It was a bit rubbish watching it these days, but she enjoyed the humour nonetheless. It was easy watching, and that’s all she wanted right now.
Easy.
Her thoughts went back to Gemma and she tried not to choke up.
Life wasn’t easy. In fact, it had just got more complicated.
Her landline phone rang, interrupting her thoughts. She glanced anxiously at Sam, who calmly put down the paper and crossed the room to answer it without even looking in her direction. She watched patiently as he listened for a moment or two before replacing the phone in its cradle, ending the call.
“Who was it?” she asked, even though she already knew. Even though she dreaded the answer.
Sam looked at her. It seemed like he was debating whether or not to tell her the truth.
She knew it.
It was him.
“Your friend,” said Sam simply.
Stacey closed her eyes briefly before opening them again. Sam had covered the distance between him and the sofa and was now sitting doing the sudoku again.
She tried to concentrate on the TV, but her mind was all over the place.
Moments later, her phone vibrated in her pyjama pocket. The number was unrecognised, her iPhone pinning the location down to London.
She looked up at Sam who was eyeing her warily. After a deep breath, she slid the phone icon across and answered, pressing it to her ear.
“It’s very inconvenient when your manservant answers the phone. It’s you I want to talk to, not him,” said the male voice on the other end.
Her hand began to shake but before she could respond, Sam had swiped the phone from her and hung up.
The resolve she had been so carefully holding together broke and she started to cry.
Unsure how to react, Sam put his large arms round her, engulfing her in an awkward hug.
After a few moments, Stacey was able to compose herself again and she made a decision; “I’m going to get dressed and then we’re going to go see Jason.”
Sam nodded. “Yes, boss.”




Chapter 6
Jason Hunter

Home


Monday 27th July 
I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my waist. Wiping away the steam on the mirror, I examined my face. There were unmistakable crows feet around my eyes and a few grey streaks in my stubble. My headache had reached a steady dull throb that was definitely more manageable. My mobile rang. I padded into the bedroom and scooped it off the bed.
“Jason Hunter,” I said.
“Mr Hunter. This is Detective Inspector Hayley Irons from CID. I’m investigating the murder of Gemma Brown.”
“I thought the investigation was being handled by the Hungarian police?”
“It is, but considering Ms Brown was a British Citizen, I will be assisting with their investigation. I’d like to ask you a few questions, are you at home?”
“Yes, yes I’m at home.”
“Excellent. I’ll be over shortly.”
I gave her my address and hung up. Something was making me feel uneasy. Why was she coming here? Surely she should be speaking to Adam? He normally dealt with this kind of thing. Or maybe that was the point? 
I thought back to the blank expression on Adam’s face and how out of character he’d been. Had he thrown me to the wolves?
“Daddy?”
I looked up to see Lily standing in the doorway, staring at me.
“What is it, sugar?” I asked. She shuffled over and I picked her up.
“Have you got to go to work?”
“No, but a police lady is coming to visit us in a little while, so we’ve got to tidy up and make the house nice and neat,” I said. “Can you help me do that?” Lily nodded eagerly. She jumped down and ran downstairs. I could already hear her bossing Max around. That’s my girl, I thought with a smile before getting dressed.
I towel-dried my hair and then looked in the mirror again. I looked scruffy and the bags under my eyes were unmistakable. I slipped on a t-shirt and pulled myself into a pair of jeans. It always felt strange when I dressed in casual clothes. I walked around the room for a few seconds, getting myself comfortable and then dug around in a drawer for a pair of socks without holes. 
I wandered downstairs to find Lily, as expected, tidying up. Although I wasn’t too sure she was actually being helpful. She was collecting the beer cans I’d missed in my first scout round and was piling them up as neatly as her five-year-old sense of order would allow. Max was still watching TV. The Big Bang Theory was still on and this time Sheldon was lecturing Leonard on something, causing Max to laugh out loud.
I walked into the kitchen and began making myself some breakfast.
“Are you kids hungry?” I called. I walked out with a bowl of cereal.
“No,” said Lily. Max was shaking his head, unable to take his eyes away from the screen. I stood watching them as I ate. Lily stood back from her work, brushed her hands and placed them on her hips. She gave one single nod of satisfaction and then began to remove the cushions from the armchair. She plumped them up one by one and then carefully replaced them. Once this had been done, she looked around herself before abandoning her cleaning and joining her brother on the sofa.
“Why don’t you bring your colouring down?” I said.
Lily hopped up almost instantly and disappeared upstairs. I spent five minutes putting all the remaining beer cans in the recycling and making the place look at least presentable before opening the cupboard underneath the TV and pulling out two PlayStation controllers. I threw one on the sofa next to Max. He didn’t hesitate snatching it up.
“Stick the Formula One in, Dad,” he said.
“It’s already in,” I answered, joining him on the sofa. 
“You been practising after I whooped your ass last time?”
“Language,” I scolded. “And no, but I’m gonna give you a good run for your money, champ.”
“As if!”
Lily came back in with her colouring stuff and moved the coffee table so she had her own workstation in front of the armchair.
I chose Aldric St Pierre as my driver and Max chose Dima Volkov.
“Are you going to get the new version?” asked Max.
“I don’t know,” I answered. “Probably not, why?”
“Because the technology in the cars gets better every year and you get new drivers. Apparently, you can be Stacey James in the next one.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, don’t you think she’s super cool? She’s definitely going to win this year.”
“Is she?”
“Yeah, it’s a sure thing.”
I smiled to myself and made a mental note to ask Stacey for her autograph.
Max paused and I could sense he wanted to ask me something, so I patiently waited as we went through track selection.
“Is she safe now, Dad?”
“Stacey?”
He nodded.
“She’s safe now, buddy.”
“Good. I don’t like what happened in Budapest.”
“Me neither.”
Our conversation dissipated and was replaced by hard concentration. We’d both managed to pull ahead of the other drivers but we were constantly fighting each other for pole position.
“Yes!” roared Max, as he crossed the finish line 0.08 seconds ahead of me. He jumped off the sofa and did his victory dance. I laughed.
Half-way through the second race around the Japanese track, there was a knock at the door. I paused the game to answer it. 
Assuming it was DI Irons, I was surprised when I opened the door and saw the swishing of blonde hair as my house guest turned to face me.
“Stacey?” I said in disbelief.
She looked almost as surprised as I felt.
“Hi, Jason,” she said with an apologetic smile.
“Who is it, Daddy?” asked Lily, peering out from the living room. Stacey looked from Lily to the PlayStation controller still in my hand.
“Oh, you’re busy,” she said. “I’ll come back later.”
“It’s okay,” said Lily, before I could answer. “We’ve tidied up and I’m colouring.” She edged forwards but hid behind my legs.
“Are you?” asked Stacey, bending down to Lily’s height. Lily nodded.
“Do you want to see?” she asked.
“Only if that’s okay with your Daddy,” said Stacey.
“Of course it is,” I smiled. “Come on in.” I stepped aside and Lily took her to the living room. I caught sight of Sam sitting in the front passenger seat of Stacey’s Land Rover Discovery and waved before closing the door. I walked back into the living room as Max unpaused the game, not noticing our guest and giving me barely enough time to get back to the sofa.
“You snooze, you lose, Dad,” he said, laughing.
“Go on, play solo.” I dropped the spare controller on the sofa. Max didn’t look up. “Can I get you a drink?” I asked Stacey.
She smiled. “A coffee would be great.”
We walked into the kitchen and she sat down at the island whilst I made our drinks. 
“They seem like sweet kids,” she said.
“Thanks.”
There was a moment’s silence punctuated only by Max’s shouts of frustration. 
“I never pictured you as a Dad.”
“It’s the shirt and tie,” I said with a smile.
“I must admit, it did shock me a little when you opened the door,” she said, looking at my jeans and t-shirt.
I laughed, setting a mug down for her. “So what brings you to my neck of the woods?”
“Well I, erm, I thought.” She paused. “Let’s face it, company does me good.” She laughed nervously and avoided my eyes. I could see what she meant; her usual confident and charming manner seemed to have been replaced by a more anxious Stacey.
“You’re always more than welcome here,” I said. “You can see Lily loves making friends. Max spends a lot of time in his own little world.”
Stacey laughed.
“We were actually talking about you earlier,” I said.
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, apparently you’re going to be in the new Formula One game.”
“Yep, that’s right,” she said and laughed again.
“I don’t think he’s noticed you yet,” I said, nodding towards Max.
“Shall I go say hi?”
“If you want, but you could end up regretting it.”
“Watch this,” she said with a wink. She walked into the living room. “I’ll give you a game,” she said to Max.
“Okay,” he said, handing her the second controller. He didn’t even look up at her as she sat next to him. “But I’m pretty good,” said Max. “Dad can’t even beat me.” I had to try very hard not to laugh, but I couldn’t help smirking. Lily had looked up at Stacey and then me. She
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