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CHAPTER 1

Her expression was hard. The sex was harder.

There was no passion. No tenderness. No intimacy. This was sex as desperation, both of them using the other to reach a moment, a heartbeat, where all the problems and pain and terror would be swept away, the car crash their lives had become temporarily forgotten.

Three sentences. That was all it had taken. Three sentences and here they were, hate-fucking, trying to use each other to hide from the storm.

He studied her face again – pulled tight into a frown that hinted at disapproval, eyes screwed shut, concentrating on her internal rhythm, reducing him to an afterthought. Felt a stab of something hot and shameful in his gut. He had done this. Taken everything they were and twisted it, perverted it, leaving them with only this – a drunken, frantic fuck in the gloom of their darkened bedroom. And for what? Despite himself, he swallowed the sudden urge to laugh.

What else?

He forced the thoughts from his mind, focused on her as he thrust his hips harder, faster. She moaned, ground down on him and he hissed with pain, the angle all wrong. He reached up for her, fingers tracing soft, sweat-slicked skin for an instant before he stretched out for the bedside table, fumbled around for what was there and pulled it close, the sound of it clinking off the forgotten wine glass like a backing track to her groaning.

He hauled her down. The kiss was as frantic as their fucking, teeth clashing together in their frenzy to make some kind of connection, however fleeting. She pulled away, eyes opening, blue-green gaze sweeping his face like a searchlight then tracing down to what he now held in his hand. She smiled, nodded understanding. Reached out and caressed the blade, finally showing the tenderness he had always loved. The tenderness three little sentences had destroyed.

He felt wine-soured breath tickle his face as she spoke. Just one word. But it was the only word he ever needed to hear.

‘Now.’


CHAPTER 2

Connor Fraser heard the laughter just as he felt his chest catch fire. It was the sound of the playground – illicit, humourless, cruel. He blocked it out, focused on the agony in his chest as the weight bore down on him. Closing his eyes he exhaled as hard as he could, pushing the weight back up, arms shaking, the heavy clang of the bar finally hitting the rack the sweetest music.

But then he heard the laughter again.

He sat up, world swimming slightly in a moment of light-headedness from his exertion, then looked around the gym. It didn’t take him long to spot the source of the laughter or its cause. If he was being honest, he felt a chuckle tickle in his own chest.

The kid was in the free-weights area at the far end of the room, looking like he was going to have a heart attack at any moment. His cheeks were angry scarlet, sweat-soaked T-shirt plastered to a sagging chest and a pendulous gut that hung halfway over the waistline of his shorts. The effort of lifting the dumbbells rippled through his chins like waves as he grunted and panted at the floor-to-ceiling mirrors in front of him. Finally, as he curled them up to shoulder height, his eyes gave a nervous twitch to the left, and the source of the laughter.

Standing around a bench, surrounded by an assortment of weights, were three young men. In their mid-twenties, Connor guessed. They might have stepped from the pages of a fitness magazine, designer workout gear clinging to every gym-sculpted muscle. Obviously no strangers to the salon attached to the gym, their hair was perfectly styled and their tans unnaturally healthy, even with the good weather Stirling had been enjoying recently. They were in a loose semi-circle, weights abandoned as they laughed and sneered at the fat kid.

Wankers.

Connor sighed, turned back to his workout. He was just racking another twenty pounds onto either side of the barbell when he heard the clatter of weights and an explosion of laughter from across the gym.

The fat kid was sitting on a bench, weights abandoned at his feet where he’d dropped them, head between his knees, taking deep, hitching breaths, knuckles white on the edge of the bench, gripping it as though it were a raft in a typhoon. With an irritated roll of his shoulders, Connor stood up and headed for the drinks fountain in the right corner of the gym. He took a paper cup from the dispenser and half filled it with water, then headed for the kid, feeling the eyes of the chortling meatheads following him.

‘Leave him, man. Fatso’s taken a whitey. He’ll spew all over ye …’ one called.

Connor ignored him, touched the kid’s shoulder gently. ‘Here,’ he said, offering the water, ‘drink this. Slow sips. It’ll make you feel better.’

The kid looked up, pale green eyes watery with tears. His face was a mess of hectic colour, two scarlet plumes on his cheeks. Couldn’t be much more than nineteen or twenty. Despite himself, Connor felt a vague snarl of contempt. How the hell did anyone let themselves get this out of shape so young?

‘Th-thanks,’ the boy said. ‘Just went at it too hard, you know.’

Connor nodded briefly. He wasn’t looking for a conversation, just didn’t want to have to deal with the kid if he keeled over. ‘Take it a bit easier,’ he said. ‘Get your breathing sorted. Inhale when you’re relaxing, exhale when you’re moving the dumbbells, okay? And drop the weight you’re lifting a little, take it slow.’

The kid’s head bobbed up and down eagerly, a nervous smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Connor watched the kid breathe for a moment, the gasping breaths becoming more even, the hammering vein in his neck calming. Satisfied, he turned and walked back to his own barbell. Started his set, got about halfway through when he heard the laughter again, followed by the same voice as before.

‘Aw, fuck’s sake, man, now I’m gonna puke. Lookadit jiggle!’

Connor finished his set, sat up. Saw the kid had moved to a running machine, gut and chest bouncing in time to his awkward half-jog. His eyes were locked on his own reflection, face set in loathing and bitter defiance. Despite himself, Connor felt a surge of admiration for the kid.

Decision made. He got off the bench, ignoring the small voice in his head that urged him not to get involved. Walked across to the trio of meatheads. The shortest of the three, who made up for his lack of height with width, turned as he approached and took a half-step forward. Connor watched as the other two fell in loosely behind. They might as well have painted a target on their friend’s forehead.

‘Problem, pal?’ the meathead asked. No menace, just a cold smugness born of the knowledge that he was king of this castle and could handle anything that came his way. Connor studied him: the oily skin, the over-pumped muscles, the dilated veins that snaked up his arms like a roadmap. Wondered if the perfectly sculpted little shit in front of him had any idea how deep the waters he had just waded into really were.

‘No problem,’ he said, his voice low, even. ‘Just keep it down, okay? Kid’s doing his best, doesn’t need you reminding him how far he’s got to go.’

The meathead broke into a smile as fake as the rest of him. ‘Fuck off.’ He chuckled. ‘Seriously, man? Who the fuck you think you are anyway?’

‘I’m nobody,’ Connor said. ‘I just want to work out in peace. And I don’t need to hear your shit when I’m doing it.’

The first meathead tried to take another step forward, but Connor was already moving. He stepped to the side, got an arm around his shoulders in a we’re-all-friends embrace. Dug his fingers into the hard mound of neck muscle, heard a sharp intake of breath as he found the nerve cluster and squeezed. Leaned in close enough to smell sour sweat, eyes strafing the other two weightlifters, watching for them to make a move.

‘Like I said, I’m no one,’ Connor whispered, voice now as hard as the dumbbells. ‘So let’s keep it that way. You don’t know me, I don’t know you. Don’t want to. But leave the kid alone. Otherwise …’ He dug his fingers in deeper as he let the sentence trail off, pain delivering the rest of the message for him.

The meathead stepped back, his two friends crowding in on him. Connor stood, breathing slow and easy, eyes on the three of them. He saw the argument rage in the poisoned dwarf’s eyes, the battle between humiliation and pain being waged.

‘Ah, fuck ye,’ he said at last, turning away as he rubbed at his neck. ‘Nae fuckin’ worth it.’ He stormed off, friends trailing behind him. Connor watched them, just to be sure, then headed for the bikes. He saw the fat kid nod to him in the mirror, returned the gesture. He didn’t want a friend, definitely didn’t want a lost puppy following him everywhere. That only led to trouble.

He set himself up on a static cycle, was just getting into a rhythm when his phone buzzed in his pocket. Fished it out, irritated. Should have left the damn thing in his locker. But that wasn’t an option any more, was it? As an employee, he could go off grid for a while, let Sentinel Securities run itself. But with Lachlan Jameson out of the picture, thanks to his part in three murders and an attempt on Connor’s own life, Connor wasn’t just an employee any more. The board – a strange blend of investment bankers and ex-service personnel – had asked him to stay on with Sentinel, and even elevated him to senior partner. It was, they said, good business. After all, the Jameson case had shown Connor could handle a crisis.

Connor had smiled at the compliment, but knew better. The former chairman of the board and founder of the company had been exposed as a cold-blooded contract killer with a taste for beheading his victims. The affair had very nearly brought down a government. Connor had managed to stay mostly out of the coverage. But, as always, there were rumours. And one of those rumours was that Connor Fraser was not a man to take lightly. So, along with a leg wound that still ached when the nights were cold, he had come through the Jameson affair with a reputation, and a job offer.

More money. More responsibility. More headaches. And a phone he could never switch off.

He opened the text message, read it. Let his legs come to a slow halt.

Time to go to work.


CHAPTER 3

Sitting on a hill that overlooked the three acres of carefully manicured grounds surrounding it, Robbie Lindsay was forced to admit that the Alloa House Hotel and Spa was an imposing sight. It ticked all the right boxes for a luxurious mansion turned country retreat – the secluded location, the sandstone-and-glass façade that screamed wealth in the uniquely restrained way Scots had perfected, the car-park at the side of the property just visible enough to show the high-end saloons and sports coupés of the guests to anyone arriving. This was a place that wore its exclusivity casually, like a four-figure handbag on the elbow or an understated watch that cost as much as six months’ mortgage payments for a normal mortal.

Looking up at it again, Robbie was forced to conclude that the Alloa House was something else too.

It was a total pain in the arse.

He ground his toe into the perfectly raked slate-grey gravel that made up the driveway, looked out again at the view. A long, sweeping expanse of lawn led down to a thin copse of trees. He knew from studying maps of the place that there was a small stream beyond those trees, then about two square miles of dense woodland that backed onto a narrow, winding B-road that led, eventually, back to the main road to Stirling. No fences, no CCTV cameras, no security patrols. Normally, that wouldn’t present a problem. The main house was covered by security cameras, the alarm system had a hot trip line wired directly to Police Scotland’s area command centre in Stirling, and the main entrance to the hotel was manned by a rotating team of security staff twenty-four hours a day.

Problem was, this was anything but a normal weekend.

Robbie sighed, took another expectant look up the driveway. He hadn’t wanted to call in Connor on this – he still felt the need to prove himself: he had almost let a client get away from him after a court appearance in Edinburgh. But after what he had been told when he arrived an hour ago, after what he had seen, what choice had he had?

None. Not when Blair Charlston was your client.


CHAPTER 4

The dull, echoing thuds of the punches ricocheted off the walls of the room, cut through by the almost-musical jangle of the chain anchoring the heavy bag to the ceiling as it danced and jerked. He glanced up at the clock mounted above the mirrors that dominated the far wall. Made a quick calculation. One minute more. Sixty seconds.

Plenty of time.

He darted forward again, chasing the bag, shock juddering up his arms as he dug into it with a combination of jabs, uppercuts and crosses. Saw faces in the bag, taunting, mocking him, heard voices in the shimmer of the chain. Those three sentences. The sentences that had transformed his life. And then there was her. That night. That room.

Now.

He blinked, forcing the thoughts away as he drove forward even harder, the thunder of his punches unable to drown out his thoughts. Felt his legs begin to shake with the effort, the air growing hot as he tried to take in ragged breaths, lungs not big enough to meet the growing scream in his muscles as his body clamoured for air.

He blinked away the sweat that stung his eyes, glanced at the clock. Fifteen seconds to go. Just fifteen …

‘Mr Charlston?’

The voice startled him, made him stumble mid-lunge towards the bag. He whirled, anger churning with terror in his gut like acid, even as he felt instinct contort his face into a mask of practised calm. A mask he had crafted after that night – the night that had changed everything.

Now.

In front of him, a tall man had the grace to look embarrassed at the intrusion. Blair placed his hands on his knees and leaned forward, using the moment it took to calm his hitching breath to try to remember the man’s name.

‘Yes, ah, Robbie?’ he said, stars dancing across his vision in crampy waves as he straightened. He was aware of the heavy bag behind him, still swinging slightly, the chain’s earlier jangling replaced by a dull, whispering squeak.

Now.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Robbie said, his eyes focused over Blair’s shoulder on the heavy bag. The man hated making eye contact. It was something Blair was used to. People who knew about him had two reactions – disgust or indifference. He guessed Robbie Lindsay was veering towards disgust, but was forced to keep it indifferent because Blair was paying his wages for the next three days.

Too bad for him.

He waved a hand that had almost stopped shaking. ‘No problem,’ he said, giving Robbie a smile as practised as his expression. ‘I’m done anyway. What’s up?’

‘Mr Fraser just arrived,’ Robbie said, his eyes sliding to meet Blair’s at last. Interesting.

Blair considered. ‘Okay. Give me a couple of minutes to clean up. Tell Mr Fraser I’ll see him in the suite in, say …’ he made a show of looking at the clock on the wall ‘… twenty minutes?’

If keeping the boss waiting for twenty minutes annoyed Robbie, he hid it well. ‘Whatever you say, Mr Charlston,’ he said, as he gave a butler-like nod and backed out of the room.

Blair watched him go, the silence rushing in on him. He turned back to the heavy bag, which was now almost still.

Now.

Drove forward with a jab that sent the bag swinging again, then turned and left, leaving it to pirouette and twist, like his own thoughts.


CHAPTER 5

Connor stood outside the Alloa House, feeling a vague discomfort that had nothing to do with the sun beating down on him from a cloudless August sky. He took a deep breath, admonishing himself. He lived in a garden flat on one of the most exclusive streets in Stirling, had more than a few quid stored away thanks to an old-money inheritance from his mother, and had arrived in an Audi that cost more than some people could earn in a year. And yet, for all that, he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that he didn’t fit in here as one of the wealthy. It was a feeling that had been magnified by his university days in Belfast, when he had studied during the week, then headed down to see his grandfather in Newtownards at the weekends. He and Jimmy O’Brien would spend their time either in the pub or in the home-made gym Jimmy had constructed in a shed at the back of the garage he ran, slowly building Connor into the man he was today. A man who preferred a gym to a ‘health spa’. Or a Guinness to a gin and tonic.

He shook himself from his thoughts as he saw Robbie jog down the granite staircase that led up to the hotel’s main entrance. Knew from the knotted shoulders and sheepish smile what he was about to say. ‘So,’ Connor asked as Robbie came to a halt in front of him, ‘how long is Mr Charlston going to keep us waiting?’

‘Ah, twenty minutes or so, boss,’ Robbie said, a hectic red running around the line of his shirt collar. ‘He was going hell for leather at a punch bag when you arrived.’

Connor arched an eyebrow. A punch bag? Interesting. Not exactly in line with the public image Blair Charlston was projecting these days and definitely not on message with what he was selling this weekend, but entirely consistent with what Connor had found out about the man.

The initial contact had come from Aaron Douglas, an investment banker who sat on Sentinel Securities’ board of directors as a non-exec. Connor knew he had put money into the firm when Lachlan Jameson had set it up seven years previously. It had been Douglas who had approached Connor and asked him to join the board when Jameson had been charged with the Stirling murders – the case that had culminated in Connor beating Jameson half to death in the ground of the Holy Rude Church at the top of the town and nursing a knife wound to the leg. It was exactly the type of coverage that a firm specialising in close protection didn’t need: operative moonlights as contract killer and political assassin. Rates competitive. Satisfaction guaranteed.

For three months after the Jameson affair, Connor had wondered if his elevation to the boardroom would be the shortest-lived promotion in history as the company hurtled towards ruin. But then Douglas had stepped in with this contract, and the work had started to flow.

Blair Charlston was a familiar name to anyone who had switched on the TV news or opened Twitter over the last five years. He had made his name as an investment banker in London, branded himself as the man who could raise the funds when a company needed them. He’d invested in everything from coffee shops to insurance companies, football clubs to high-street chains, stepping in and helping the companies to avoid bankruptcy through capital and aggressive growth plans. He’d been good at it, too, hauling firms back from the brink and into the black while pocketing a sizeable chunk of the profits.

But then came Perigee Designs. And Blair Charlston’s life had fallen apart.

At first glance, it looked like just another deal. Perigee Designs was a bespoke kitchen design and manufacturing company, based in Kinross to the east of Stirling. It had grown popular in the 1990s and early 2000s when a Premier League footballer had agreed to a glossy magazine shoot of his mansion. The writer had become enamoured with the man’s kitchen and expressed his feelings in the purplest of prose across two spreads. Connor wondered how much the owners of Perigee had paid for that affection, but it had done the trick – Perigee became the name in interior design for every fashionista and wannabe in the country. But, like fashions and political parties, Perigee had eventually dropped out of favour, overtaken by the Next Big Thing. Orders slumped and the company began to cut costs – with its workforce. Then the threat of Brexit delivered the killer blow by sky-rocketing the price of shipping its products, and Perigee found itself dancing around the business pages like a prizefighter about to collapse. Connor remembered the headlines that had been part of his briefing pack for this job: ‘Kitchen Fitter Set for Last Supper’, ‘Perigee Set to Fall with Loss of 50 Jobs’, ‘Local MP Calls for Crisis Talks to Save “Heart of Kinross” Perigee’.

And then, just as Perigee had hit the canvas and the referee got to eight in his count, Blair Charlston had stepped in. A deal was agreed to buy the company and its assets, with Blair installed as finance chief and his fellow investors taking up other boardroom positions. At first he was hailed a hero, the visionary who had ridden to the rescue from the City to save a family firm and the community that depended on it.

Unfortunately, the goodwill didn’t last long. Reports of asset stripping soon became rife, of Charlston and his team awarding themselves staggering bonuses, exorbitant salaries and expense-fuelled ‘business trips’ at the same time as they streamlined the business and set about cutting the workforce. But, like an abused partner clinging to the lie that ‘they only hit me because they love me’, the Perigee staff and the wider town had stood by Charlston and his team.

Until Graham Bell. And what Charlston had done after that.

Connor was roused from his thoughts by the soft crunch of gravel beside him. He turned to see Robbie standing in front of him, his face expectant, like a waiter about to take his order. Connor smiled. ‘Sorry, Robbie, caught in my thoughts. Let’s go inside, get a coffee and you can bring me up to speed. Shouldn’t take more than, say, twenty-five minutes.’

Connor saw the calculation run behind Robbie’s eyes even as his mouth dropped open. ‘But, boss, that’ll mean …’

Connor waited for Robbie to catch him up, a small smile tugging at the kid’s face. He had potential, but he was still a little slow at reading the situation. Connor made a mental note to work on that with him.

He acknowledged the smile with one of his own – felt as though he was throwing a puppy a treat. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Coffee. And you can tell me what’s going on, and why Charlston needs to see me.’
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