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Isle of Man





 
















Chapter One





The phone call reached Miller two days later, gone two o’clock in the morning. It didn’t wake him because he hadn’t been sleeping. He was staring at his reflection in the window of his seafront hotel room, smoothing his fingers over a child’s drawing of a cowboy on a horse.


He took a deep breath – he’d been waiting four long years for this moment to come – and raised the mobile to his ear. It was a prepaid handset that he’d ditch as soon as the call was finished.


‘Tell me,’ he said.


‘Someone came here. Just like you said.’


‘And?’


No answer.


‘You have to tell me what happened, Kate.’


‘Can’t you come? I really think you should come.’


Which pretty much told Miller everything he needed to know.


He folded the drawing away, tucking it into a well-worn pouch in his wallet, then grabbed his backpack and scanned his surroundings for anything he could have missed. He’d registered at the hotel under an alias. He hadn’t used the bed or the bathroom since the room had been cleaned at his request late that evening. The only trace of his presence he would leave behind were the remains of the room-service meal on the tray over by the door.


‘Don’t call anyone else and stay inside the house. Pack a small bag. Just one.’


‘You’ll come, then?’


‘I’ll be there soon. But remember, Kate: there’s no going back.’




*





Two Days Ago


Miller waited in the darkness. He was sitting on a tiled floor with his back pressed against a towering wall of rain-beaded glass. Behind him, moonlight shimmered on a restless ocean.


The house was high-end, sleek and minimalist. It was cantilevered out over the top of a cliff above Laxey Beach. There were a lot of hard edges. Plenty of steel and glass. There wasn’t much furniture but what there was had been carefully chosen and expensively acquired. Miller had seen an article about the design and construction of the house in the airline magazine he’d flicked through during his flight to the island. It was just one more reason why it was a terrible choice.


Kate came in through the door that connected with the garage. She hit the light over the hob and filled a tumbler with chilled water from the dispenser on the fridge. She was short of breath and dressed in running gear: a lightweight windbreaker, three-quarter-length leggings and yellow sports shoes. Her fine red hair was pulled back into a ponytail and dewed over with drizzle. He knew she liked to run. It was part of her routine.


Which was another mistake.


Not so much for her physical conditioning. There was no disputing that she looked fit and toned. Standing with her head tipped back and the tumbler pressed to her full lips, she was every inch the former athlete. But any kind of routine was bad for her short-term health. Especially running alone, at night, in the rain.


That could be deadly.


Miller flipped on the standing lamp next to him. Hard to tell what caught her attention first – the noise of the switch or the pulse of light. But he had to credit her for not dropping the tumbler. She spun towards him and raised it above her head like a club. Smart and fast. He liked that about her.


‘Easy,’ he told her. ‘I’m not here to hurt you.’


‘Who are you?’ Her voice was pretty steady, considering. ‘What are you doing here?’


Her eyes slid to the phone on the kitchen counter. But the phone was no longer there. Miller had thought of that. He thought of a lot of things. It was what had kept him alive this long.


‘Easy,’ he said again.


But she didn’t relax and she didn’t lower the glass. She was wired very tight. He guessed she’d been dreading something like this happening. She’d probably lost a lot of sleep over it during the past few months.


He thought of how the situation must look to her. Of how he must look. A man she’d never seen before, lurking in the dark and startling her. And not a man who was good at appearing friendly or approachable, on account of his being neither of those things. He was grizzled and craggy-faced. His hair was wild and needed a cut. His XL sweater and shabby jeans felt a size too small and probably were. The last time Hanson had seen him, he’d whistled and said he looked like something out of Sin City.


‘You need to leave. Right now.’


‘Can’t do that.’


‘Then I’ll go.’


She set the tumbler down and backed towards the door.


‘And contact your police handler? You could do that. But he lives twenty minutes away. And he’s an amateur at this. They all are, over here. And supposing you call him and he comes immediately, or even scrambles a fast response unit. I’ll be long gone by then. And you won’t have heard what I came here to tell you. Kate.’


She froze.


‘That’s right, I know your name. Your real name. But that’s not even the impressive part. And neither was finding you. The part you should be impressed by is the warning I’m about to give you. There’s a man coming for you, Kate. He’s been hired to kill you.’


‘You?’


He shook his head. ‘Look at me – I’m not built to sneak up on people. But I am good at providing protection. My name is Nick Miller. I help people who find themselves in your situation. I’m an expert at it.’


‘I already have protection.’


‘Not from the man who wants you dead. I found you tonight by getting inside the system that’s protecting you. He’ll do the same thing. He’s done it before. But he can’t get inside my system because my system is different.’


‘Different how?’


She was stalling for time but that was fine by Miller. It was vital that she heard what he’d come here to say.


‘My scheme is privately run. Very discreet. Highly bespoke. I identify people at extreme risk and offer them an alternative option.’


A little of the tension eased from Kate’s shoulders. She thought she had him sussed now. He was a salesman. An extreme cold caller.


‘I’m not interested.’


‘You should be. They probably told you their way is safe. And it is, for most people. But not for you, Kate. Your enemy is motivated and resourced far beyond what they’re capable of protecting you from. Connor Lane will stop at nothing to get to you. That’s why I’m here. I’ll stop at nothing to protect you.’


She lifted her chin as though Lane’s name had stung her.


‘I don’t know who you are.’


‘Yes you do. I told you already. I’m Nick Miller. Pleased to meet you.’


‘This is crazy.’


‘No, this is rational. Think of it as a business meeting. I know you’ve been in plenty of those the last couple of years – a bunch of them with Lane. Ask me about the service I can offer you. Anything at all.’


She hesitated. Too many questions, he guessed. She was a lawyer, after all. Or had been, until recently.


‘Why should I listen to you? You could be lying to me. You could be working for Lane yourself.’


‘If I was working for Lane you’d be dead already. And you should trust me for the same reason you’re still standing here. You know your current protection isn’t good enough. Look at where they have you living. Did they let you pick this place? They might as well have put up a billboard outside. If you come with me, you’ll learn to hide my way. It’s not easy, but it’s secure. I can teach you.’


She shook her head – a fast involuntary jerk – and he saw how skittish he’d made her. He was going to have to offer something more. It was a prospect he’d anticipated, though not one he welcomed. Keeping secrets and dissembling had become a way of life for Miller. It was a habit he found difficult to break.


‘Listen, I don’t have a brochure for you to flick through or a company website you can visit. And I can’t give you a letter of recommendation from one of my clients because I won’t compromise their safety. But I’ll level with you, Kate. I’m my own best advertisement. We’re exactly the same, you and I. We’re ghosts. Maybe you don’t get that yet. Maybe you still believe you’ll be able to go back to your old life, somehow. A few years from now, right? Ten, maximum? That’s what you’re probably thinking. But it doesn’t work that way. Trust me, I know.’


She was concentrating hard, frowning so deeply that the freckles on her forehead merged and blurred. He guessed that she was running through the possibilities in her mind. Was he telling the truth? Or was he a liar or a fantasist?


Or perhaps she was thinking of nothing at all. Miller knew only too well that fear could instil a strange kind of inertia in a person.


‘I want you to leave.’


‘And you’re sure about that?’


‘I’m certain.’


He pushed himself to his feet, stooping a little and curling his shoulders, trying to make himself appear smaller than he really was.


‘You’re not certain – not by a long way – but I understand your predicament. So I’m going to go, but I’m also going to take a chance. I’ll stick around on the island for a couple of days. You won’t see me but I’ll be close by. Tell your police handler if you like, though I wouldn’t advise it. You’ll be putting Lane’s assassin on notice.’


Miller lifted his sweatshirt at the back and removed a clamshell phone from the rear pocket of his jeans.


‘I’m leaving you two things. First up is this prepaid mobile. It’s programmed with my number, rerouted enough times to protect my security. It’s good for two days. Call me on it when you change your mind.’


He set the phone down on the armrest of a leather couch.


‘The second item is upstairs on the bed you’ve been sleeping in. It’s an automatic pistol. Keep it close. When Lane’s man comes for you – and I promise you he will – don’t hesitate to shoot him. Then call me. Understand?’


She didn’t nod. Didn’t shake her head. She just watched him.


This was the first time Miller had come face to face with Kate Sutherland, but he knew a great deal about her. Far more than he had any legal right to.


He knew, for instance, that she’d competed for Great Britain in the modern pentathlon at the Beijing Olympics, where she’d placed twelfth. He knew that of the five main pentathlon disciplines, pistol shooting was her core strength. He knew that she’d first learned to shoot at just twelve years of age, when her adoptive father introduced her to grouse hunting on his Cotswolds estate. He knew that a knee injury had ended her athletics career prematurely, at which point she’d trained as a commercial lawyer with a specialism in mergers and acquisitions. He knew that she was left-handed, that her favourite movie was The Wizard of Oz, that she’d been chief bridesmaid at three weddings and counting, that she’d spent close to a year searching for her birth family without success.


Most important of all, he knew that she was willing to sacrifice her life as she knew it to testify in a trial that Connor Lane would do everything in his power to prevent her from appearing at.


He said, ‘Lock up after me. If you value your life, you’ll call me before I get back to my car.’


Miller crossed to the glass door that opened on to the deck and slid it aside. The breeze gusted in, damp and moist, smelling thickly of salt and kelp.


He turned and looked back at Kate, standing half in and half out of her life, and in that moment, with her face slackened and her eyes haunted and lost, he couldn’t quite tell which of them was the more afraid for her.
















Chapter Two





Two Days Later


Miller hiked up the mud-slicked path from the beach until he was within sight of the house, then veered off the track and trampled through bushes and brambles, the air dank and vaporous, wetting his clothes. The sky was jammed with rain clouds, skimming low over a turbulent sea. There was no moonlight to speak of. No trace of any stars.


He emerged at the edge of a sheer cliff, the rock face tumbling away into darkness and the sound of the waves striking the shore far below. The deck was a metre in front of him. Maybe half a metre up. The timber was greasy with damp, set almost flush against waist-high glass panels topped with rounded aluminium rails. And Miller was a big guy: a heavy, clumsy brute of a man. He was no kind of acrobat.


He leapt out and hooked his forearms over the railing, jamming the toes of his boots against the glass. The panel shuddered. The timber flexed. He experienced a fleeting moment of weightlessness, of terror, before his momentum carried him on, pitching him forwards from the waist, his backpack lurching sideways as he rolled over the rail and slammed down on to his hip.


The wall of glass at the back of the house loomed over him like a dark mirror. Scrambling to his feet, he stalked forwards and cupped his hands, peering in.


At blackness. At nothing.


He was just reaching sideways, poised to try the door handle, when someone grabbed for his arm.


Miller reacted very fast, swinging round and sweeping a leg, pushing down.


‘Ow. You’re hurting me.’


Kate.


‘What are you doing?’ She bucked against him. ‘Let me go. Get off.’


Miller released his grip and staggered away, his limbs taut with adrenaline rigor, a sour, metallic taste swamping his tongue.


Kate lay on her side on the deck. She was wearing grey jogging pants and a pale vest top. There were spots of blood on the vest.


Miller said, ‘I told you to wait in the house.’


‘I couldn’t. Not with him in there.’


‘Where is he?’


‘Upstairs.’


‘And the gun?’


‘I dropped it.’


‘OK.’ Miller turned and looked back at the house. ‘OK,’ he said again.


His mind was racing and so was his pulse. He could feel it twitching in his neck.


‘Are you sure he’s dead?’


‘I think so.’


‘Why the doubt?’


‘I’ve never killed anyone before.’


‘Wait here.’ He slid the door open.


‘The lights don’t work. I think he cut the electricity.’


Miller eased his backpack from his shoulders and removed his torch and his gun. The pistol was a SIG that had been acquired by Hanson, in the way of all contraband that Hanson was able to acquire, without alerting the necessary authorities or troubling with the appropriate paperwork. The SIG was box-fresh, hardly fired.


Miller only hoped he could keep it that way.




*





On the same night, at the same time, a young man called Patrick Leigh was looking out over Manchester. He had a spectacular view. The city was all lit up. He could see office blocks and apartment towers and street lamps and the distant streaked glow of motorway traffic.


But he wasn’t enjoying what he was seeing – he was absolutely petrified – because he was upside down, suspended by his ankles, several hundred metres in the air.


Two men had dragged Patrick out from behind the dumpsters at the back of a department store where he’d bedded down for the night. The men had punched and kicked him, then bundled him into the back of a windowless van where one of them had gagged him with a foul-smelling rag and pinned him down while his companion climbed into the cab and accelerated away.


If Patrick was scared during the journey, his fear spiked when the van came to a halt and he was thrown out on to the ground in a fenced-off construction site on the edge of the city.


In the small hours of the morning, the site was completely deserted. There were shadowy diggers and dump trucks abandoned at all kinds of angles. There were concrete mixers, pneumatic drills and I-shaped metal girders everywhere he looked.


Without saying a word, the two men bound Patrick’s ankles together, wrapping them over and over, first with bandages and then with metal chains. After that, the older of the two men – the fat, balding one in the crumpled suit and tie who’d driven the van – walked to the tower at the base of a giant crane. The man opened a door and stepped inside a caged elevator, punched a button and straightened his tie, and Patrick watched the elevator zip up into the sky towards the distant operator’s cab.


Patrick had begun to moan then. He’d started to thrash and grapple with his ankle bindings until the second man walked over and squatted next to him. He was short and muscular with a thick, square head and mangled boxer’s ears. His lightless grey eyes were wide-set, creeping towards the sides of his skull, reminding Patrick of a hammerhead shark.


The man wore a shiny blue tracksuit and pristine white training shoes. He raised a finger to his lips and shook his head in a no-nonsense warning, which, coming from this guy, was enough to make Patrick stay almost completely still as the big metal hook was lowered all the way down from the end of the jib, where it was secured to the chains coiled around his ankles before the mechanism was reversed and the hook was winched up and Patrick was dragged into the air until he was suspended the wrong way round with his blood rushing to his head, just beyond reach of the tower and the cab and any remote chance of safety.


Patrick kept willing himself to pass out but he remained stubbornly conscious as the little elevator shuttled downwards then whirred back up again, whereupon the man in the tracksuit hauled back the caged door and climbed nimbly and confidently between some railings until he was clinging to the outside of the tower, reaching for the flapping hood attached to Patrick’s sweater.


Patrick moaned from behind his gag, and kept moaning even as the man yanked him towards him and shook him vigorously, even as the older man in the suit leaned out of a window on the operator’s cab and told him to shut the hell up.


‘Do you know who we are?’ the older man shouted.


Patrick assumed the question was rhetorical. There was no way he could talk around the gag, even supposing his sweater wasn’t crushing his throat.


‘Do you know who sent us?’


Patrick nodded and swallowed hard, which was a strange sensation, being upside down and half throttled.


‘So then you know why we’re here. You’ve probably heard of my colleague. People have probably warned you about him.’


People had warned Patrick about a lot of things. But nothing specific. And certainly not this.


Why hadn’t he listened to those people? Why did he never listen to good advice?


‘They call my colleague the Hypnotist. Know why? I’ll tell you, Patrick. It’s because he has this rare ability to persuade anyone he wants to do anything he likes. But there’s one big difference between my colleague and a stage hypnotist. He doesn’t have a pocket watch to swing before your eyes. But that’s OK. He doesn’t need one.’


The guy in the tracksuit let go of Patrick’s hood and clutched at his face, digging his fingers into the soft flesh of his cheeks. He pulled Patrick close to him – so close that Patrick could see the crazed glimmer in his eyes – then shoved him away fast and hard.


‘You’re the watch,’ the older man shouted, as Patrick swooped through the air.
















Chapter Three





Miller found the body in the bedroom. The man was dead, no question. But it almost hadn’t turned out that way. He must have gotten very close to fulfilling his contract. He’d fallen on to his back right next to the bed, toppling the lamp on the nearside cabinet.


There was blood on the duvet. Blood on the pillows and the walls. Kate had shot the man through the throat, close quarters, and Miller guessed he must have been leaning over her at the time. Perhaps she’d been keeping the gun under one of her pillows. Maybe she’d faked being asleep and had waited until the very last moment to shoot.


Impressive, if so.


The guy was dressed all in black. Black trousers, a black gilet over a black cable-knit jumper, black gloves and a black balaclava. His automatic pistol was fitted with a suppressor.


Miller shone his torch into the sightless eyes behind the balaclava. Was this the man he’d vowed to kill four years ago?


He squatted and peeled back the ski mask, revealing a male in his early thirties, well-groomed and clean-shaven. He had no scars or signs of a troubled life or distinguishing marks whatsoever.


Aside from the ugly wound that had killed him.


Miller removed a glove and fished his smartphone out of his pocket – his own phone, not the disposable device Kate had contacted him on – and held it low to the man’s face. He took a photograph and attached the image in an email to Hanson.


He didn’t pat the man down. No killer hired by Connor Lane for this particular assignment would be amateurish enough to carry ID. Besides which, Hanson was capable of finding out more about the dead man from the hasty mug shot Miller had sent him than any trawl through his wallet might reveal.


Straightening now, Miller stalked around the bed, probing left and right with his torch until he found the pistol he’d armed Kate with poking out from just beneath the cotton valance. He stowed it in his backpack and cast his torch around the rest of the room, flinching when the beam was jabbed back at him by a mirrored wardrobe.


He leaned his head to one side, pausing for a moment to consider his reflection – this dishevelled, oversized wanderer, almost a stranger to him now, who was capable of walking into a house where someone had been shot with the intention of concealing evidence and spiriting the killer away. The man Miller had used to be wouldn’t have been able to hold his gaze. But the man Miller had used to be hadn’t understood how rules and laws could mean nothing to some men. He hadn’t known that to beat them you had to become them. Or sometimes, something even worse.


He slid aside the wardrobe doors and scanned the garments in front of him. There were items here that reminded him of the type of clothes Sarah might once have worn. His wife had liked to dress simply. Most days it was jeans and a blouse or a T-shirt, but every now and again, for a special occasion, she would dazzle him with a black cocktail dress like the one his gloved fingers had settled on. He clenched the silky material and could almost conjure up the feel of Sarah’s body beneath it. The swell of her hip. The warmth of her skin. He could almost imagine her batting his hand away, smiling over her shoulder, telling him that now really wasn’t the time.


Which it expressly wasn’t.


Miller released the dress and took out his phone, firing off several flash photographs. When he was done, his eyes settled on a navy fleece jacket on a shelf to the right. He slipped his phone away and tucked the fleece under his arm, thinking how it wouldn’t be wise for Kate to be seen with blood on her clothes on the walk down to the beach.


He was just turning to go – the beam from his torch settling over the doorway that connected with the hall, his mind still snagged by those treacherous thoughts of Sarah and the pain and regret that had led him here – when he heard a low insect hum coming from the dead man. A soft blue light pulsed from behind a chest pocket on his gilet: the light fading, then blooming again, like an alien heart.


Miller knelt and dipped his hand inside the man’s pocket, removing a mobile phone between his finger and thumb.


CALLER UNKNOWN.


He held the phone in his gloved palm, the buzz passing up his arm, jangling his nerves. He had a sudden urge to answer the call. He could picture himself raising the phone to his ear, listening to the expectant breathing on the other end of the line.


There were so many things he wanted to say.




*





Mike Renner, the balding man in the suit and tie, leaned back from the open window of the crane operator’s cab and stared out at the glinting cityscape with his phone pressed to his ear.


Renner hadn’t wanted to place this call. He never wanted to place these calls. But he’d anticipated receiving an important text message more than twenty minutes ago. The message should have been something short and vaguely cryptic. Job done. Contract completed.


Renner had received a number of similar confirmations during the thirty-plus years in which he’d worked for the Lane family, though the method of sending them had changed over time.


Except not tonight. Because no text had reached him. Which meant one of two things: either there’d been an unexpected delay, or the man he’d hired had failed in some way.


Delay seemed the most likely explanation. The intel Renner had paid for on their target’s location and security had been comprehensive, and the killer he’d contracted had an excellent track record. But if the alternative scenario was in play and he’d failed, for whatever reason, then Renner needed to know immediately. Because while it was true that Aaron Wade – the borderline psychotic who was at this very moment hanging off the tower of the crane, pawing at his traumatised victim – was highly adept at persuading people not to talk, or to confess absolutely everything to him, depending on Renner’s whim, it was also true that whatever was happening right now on the Isle of Man, or had already happened, would determine the fate of the unfortunate young man currently swinging by his ankles below him, no matter how positively he responded to Wade’s particular brand of torture.


So Renner listened very hard to the ringing of his phone. He clamped his free hand over his ear in order to block out, as much as possible, the noise of Wade’s jeering taunts and the young man’s increasingly desperate whines.


But all he heard was the drone of an unanswered call until eventually he gave up and powered down his phone, stripping out the SIM and pocketing the component parts for safe disposal at a suitable time and place in the future.


He leaned out of the cab, his tie flapping in the breeze, and looked down at Wade, gripping the tower in his fist, a crazed grin on his face.


Renner couldn’t say he liked Wade. He was always on edge in his company – the same way, he imagined, a lion tamer could never entirely relax when he took the stage with one of his animals. But he absolutely trusted Wade to carry out his instructions, no matter how extreme or unpleasant those instructions might be, and no matter how much Renner wished he didn’t have to issue them.


Because despite his experience and his uncompromising reputation, the truth was that Mike Renner didn’t like killing people. Not because he felt guilty – if somebody posed a threat to the Lane family, then they also posed a corresponding threat to Renner’s livelihood and the well-being of his own wife and two precious daughters – but because killing someone always carried with it the risk of being caught.


Which was why, when he called Wade’s name, with a voice that sounded to him oddly strained, and when Wade looked up, eagerly, and Renner shook his head at the young man swinging from the hook, he couldn’t escape a feeling of sickly dread as he cleared his throat and said, ‘It’s over. Kid has to drop.’
















Chapter Four





Miller shepherded Kate to the bottom of the cliff path. She’d refused to put on the fleece he’d fetched for her and he was trying hard not to show how much it rankled him.


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked, from behind. ‘It’s OK to freak out. You just shot a man.’


‘Oh, I am freaking out. But not about that. He came to kill me. Just like you said.’


‘What then?’


She stopped and spun to face him. Miller lifted the holdall she’d packed and used it to motion towards the Audi estate he’d parked at the end of the seafront. They needed to keep moving but she wasn’t going anywhere yet.


‘It’s this.’ Kate spread her arms. ‘It’s you.’


‘Me?’


‘I keep thinking I’m making a terrible mistake.’


‘The mistake would have been lying there and getting shot.’


‘I should have called the emergency number I was given. I should have dialled my handler instead of you.’


Miller stared at her a moment, her vest clinging to her skin where it was speckled with blood. The nearest street lamp flickered dimly. There was nobody around.


‘You just killed someone, Kate. Think about that for a moment.’


‘It was self-defence.’


‘Fine, so go ahead and call them. Explain what happened. Here.’ Miller dropped the holdall and freed his backpack from his shoulders, thrusting a hand inside for the prepaid phone Kate had contacted him on. ‘But if you think Lane is done now, you’re wrong. He’ll just send someone else. He’ll find you the same way he found you tonight. Except it’ll be even easier the second time round. Because you’ll be in custody. The police will hold you until they can clear this mess up.’


Kate looked down at the phone and Miller could tell that she was asking herself if she should make the call. And he could understand why, in so many ways, it might seem like the easier, more rational move to make.


‘Listen to me – Lane already knows something went wrong tonight. He’ll have been expecting confirmation of the kill, and without it, he’ll send someone to find out what happened. Maybe he already has a backup in place on the island. Maybe someone is heading here right now. Come with me. Believe in me.’


‘You have to convince me this isn’t the craziest thing I’ll ever do.’


But how could he persuade her when he had doubts himself? Hanson had told him this wasn’t anything he should get involved in. Becca had said the same thing. But Miller had insisted on making the approach anyway. And now? The truth was he didn’t know what to think any more, but the part that bothered him most was whether he could still trust his motives. They’d become muddied ever since he’d first set eyes on Kate. Not because she was beautiful – although she was that and more – but because she was fierce and stubborn and committed. She reminded him so much of Sarah in that way. In a lot of ways. None of which helped.


‘Seriously? Saving your life isn’t enough?’


She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. She just stared at him, waiting.


Miller glanced away towards the sea. He was going to have to do this. He couldn’t see that he had a choice.


‘Miller’s not my real name. Everyone calls me Miller, nowadays. I prefer it that way. But my real name is Adams. Nick Adams.’


A puff of misted air escaped Kate’s mouth. The name meant something to her. More than something, he was sure.


‘You and I, we have something more than fake identities in common. We share the same enemy. Four years ago, Connor Lane sent a man to kill my wife and daughter. I couldn’t save them.’


‘But you saved me.’


Miller’s throat had closed up. He turned away again and blinked hard. He’d learned many years ago that tears were not a good look on a big man like him. Especially when you were trying to convince someone how strong and dependable you could be.


‘I still have to testify,’ Kate said. ‘That’s non-negotiable.’


‘We’ll talk about it.’


‘No. We find a way or I don’t go with you. Helen wasn’t just a colleague to me. She was a friend. I want her killer to face justice.’


‘Terrific, so you’ll testify. Maybe you’ll get killed while you’re at it, too.’ He shook his head, undone by the earnest way she was searching his face. ‘Look, we’ll try and figure something out. OK?’


He didn’t believe it. Not then. But he had no problem lying. He was prepared to do or say whatever it took to protect Kate. Even if that meant saving her from herself.


And later, when the time came, he’d explain how things really worked. He’d let her know what they could, and couldn’t, hope to achieve. If the past few years had taught him anything, it was that a form of justice inside the law wasn’t always possible. Not where men like Connor Lane were concerned.


Kate stooped to pick up her holdall and Miller followed her to the Audi, popping the boot. There were two suitcases inside and he threw back both lids so she could see the opening he’d carved out of them where the cases touched.


‘For the ferry crossing,’ he explained. ‘The next boat doesn’t leave the island until after 7 a.m. They could be searching for you by then. You’ll have a small oxygen canister. Some water. Food, if you like.’


Kate looked down into the boot at the rigged suitcases. Her first taste of life on the run, the way Miller handled things. It wasn’t a lifestyle that was comfortable or pretty. It was rudimentary and crude.


But it worked.


Only Kate didn’t know that yet. Not for sure. He studied her reaction – the way she was sucking on her bottom lip – and he felt he had a pretty reasonable idea of what she must be asking herself.


Would it be a mistake to climb into the boot, or was this just one small component part of a much bigger, much more catastrophic error she was making by trusting him in the first place?




*





Many hours later, Miller leaned against the railings at the stern of the ferry to Liverpool, watching the humped outline of the island blur and fade from view.


The Audi was parked two decks below with Kate inside the doctored suitcases. She was reliant on him now and Miller felt the burden of his responsibility like a spiked weight in the pit of his stomach.


He gazed at the child’s sketch of the cowboy on a horse he was clutching – the crayon faded, the surface crinkled and distressed, the edges worn and ruffled by the swirling sea breeze – and he thought about a lot of things. He thought of the hired killer lying dead in Kate’s bedroom. He thought of the man’s body being discovered, and of the police officers who would be searching for her soon. He thought of how he’d held the man’s phone in his hand. Of the call he hadn’t answered. Of the men who would come hunting for them both.


Kate hadn’t thanked him for any of it. Perhaps she hadn’t understood how badly it might cost him or how much he was putting on the line. More likely it was because she understood that no favour this big could come without an obligation to match and she was afraid of what she now owed him. If so, she was probably right to be concerned.


The drinking bar at the stern of the ship was loud and busy behind Miller. But out here on deck, he was alone and unwatched.


He folded the drawing away the same way he always did, the paper collapsing like a perfect origami structure into a tight square that fitted securely in his wallet. Then, reaching inside his jacket, he removed the gun Kate had fired and the dismantled remains of the phone she’d contacted him on. He leaned over the railings and he opened his hands and let go, watching the Irish Sea swallow everything down.
















Part II


Weston-super-Mare, England



















Chapter Five





Kate woke to the sound of beating wiper blades. She must have fallen asleep some time after they’d joined the M5.


‘Where are we?’


‘Guess.’


It was dusk and a fine grey drizzle was swirling around them. They were driving along a seaside promenade. Kate could see blocky, crassly functional apartment buildings, Victorian guesthouses, crumbling grand hotels and derelict ice-cream kiosks. She could see a low stone wall, drenched mud flats, and the outline of a pier flickering dimly through the murk.


‘Looks like hell.’


‘Close. Weston-super-Mare. Play your cards right and maybe you’ll have time for a donkey ride on the beach.’


Kate groaned. She was too warm under the fleece Miller had insisted she put on and her head was fuzzy. She couldn’t quite shake the sickly, seesaw sensation of the ferry crossing or the tainted air she’d breathed inside the suitcases. Her body felt cramped, contorted, like it sometimes did when she craved a run.


Miller drove away from the entrance to the pier, sweeping past a string of fast-food concessions and amusement arcades, then along a narrow back alley to a gravel parking space behind a terraced house. A sign fitted to the pebble-dashed wall read: PARADISE APARTMENTS. VACANCIES.


‘Wow.’


‘Problem?’


‘I’m starting to think I’d have been better off getting shot.’


Miller stepped out of the Audi and thrust his arms into the air, stretching his back, his plaid shirt hitching up and exposing a midriff laced with fine, dark hairs. He was unkempt and scruffily dressed, on the wrong side of his forties, but there was no pretending he wasn’t handsome in a rugged sort of way.


Which was a bad thought to be having right now.


Kate remained seated and listened to his feet crunch gravel as he came round from behind the car and lifted her holdall off the back seat before flinging open her door.


‘Paradise awaits.’


She held back a moment, feeling sluggish and leery, then tramped after him into an unlit vestibule smelling of mildew and damp, and on up a cramped staircase to an unfinished door, where he turned a key in the lock and moved to one side, gesturing for her to go in ahead of him.


The holiday apartment reeked of stale cigarette smoke and had a decor straight out of the seventies. It was heavy on the brown striped wallpaper and dense green carpet. There was a lot of teak furniture. A lot of striped rayon upholstery in autumnal shades.


‘Paradise,’ Kate muttered.


‘Problem?’


She turned to Miller.


Who was this man, really? He’d been a stranger to her until two days ago and she still knew very little about him. They’d hardly talked during the five-hour drive they’d taken to get to this place. Kate had so much she needed to ask that she hadn’t known where to begin.


Tears stung her eyes. She felt dazed and close to despair. There were times when she’d experienced similar emotions following a big athletics meet. All the training and the build-up, all the pressure, then the mad thrill of competition and, finally, the inevitable comedown afterwards. But this was more extreme.


She’d made a mistake coming here with him. She must have, she reasoned, because why else would she feel so undone?


Miller tipped his head to one side, the salt-and-pepper stubble on his cheek grazing his shirt collar. His dark hair was long and curled, threaded with silver. His chest and arms were massive, like those of a shot-putter.


‘Not the type of place you’d come to on holiday?’


‘Not in a million years.’


‘What about the town? Have you ever been here before?’


She shook her head.


‘Which is exactly why I chose it.’ He set her holdall down and managed a fleeting smile. ‘I’m just across the hall. Get some rest. Take a shower. Come and knock when you’re ready.’


‘Ready for what?’


‘To begin your new life.’




*





Kate burst through the door to the apartment across the hall less than three minutes later.


Then stopped.


‘Whoa.’ A young black man reared back from behind a bank of computer monitors. ‘Looky here, people. We have a new all-time record.’


He grinned at Miller, who was pouring himself coffee from a percolator on a tiled kitchen counter, then leaned way back in his desk chair and looked behind him at a plump, attractive woman over by the window.


‘Oh, that’s brilliant, Nick. You might have wanted to mention that she was stunning.’


Kate recognised the woman right away. Not because she knew her. Or at least, not directly. Back when Kate had been a law student with a mild addiction to daytime TV, Becca Jarvis had starred in Haymarket Close, a Manchester-based soap on a lesser terrestrial channel. Since Becca had left the show in a storyline that involved her character fleeing her abusive spouse for a new life in Australia, Kate had occasionally caught her voice on radio dramas and adverts, though she’d never seen her face on television again.


Becca was big, brash and sexy; memorable for her ample bosom as much as her raucous laugh. And now she was standing in the same dingy room as Kate. In Weston-super-Mare.


‘You want coffee?’ Miller asked her.


‘I want to know what’s going on.’


‘You’re tired, Kate. I told you to get some sleep.’


‘You’re not sleeping.’


Miller toasted her with his mug. ‘Hence the caffeine.’


‘You never said there’d be anyone else involved. I didn’t agree to this.’


But what had she agreed to, really? She barely knew.


‘Oh, I like her.’ The young man was immaculately groomed with wiry black hair trimmed close to his scalp. He had on a bright pink polo shirt and designer specs with electric blue frames. ‘She’s feisty.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Relax, honey.’ Becca pushed off from the windowsill. She had a sinuous walk, all hips and ass. The bold green dress she was wearing featured a blocky geometric print and a plunging neckline. ‘We’re on your side.’


‘And which side is that?’


‘The good guys, obviously.’ The young man pulled down his spectacles and peered over the frames. ‘We’re too fun and irreverent to be the bad guys. Apart from Miller, maybe. But he already saved your life, so you can give him a free pass.’


Miller was sipping his coffee and taking his time over it. He seemed to be enjoying Kate’s reaction, which just made her madder and more confused.


‘Ten seconds.’ She jabbed a finger at him. ‘And then either you start explaining what’s going on here, or I’m leaving.’


He lowered his mug. ‘Hanson’s my computer whizz.’


‘A-mazing,’ Hanson said. ‘Do you have any idea how old you sound?’


‘Don’t be fooled by his appearance. I know he looks like he should be in a boy band but he can create the perfect new ID and erase all trace of your old one.’


Hanson spread his arms to take in all the computer equipment around him. ‘Miller really needs to work on his intros. Because I am so much more than just that. You’re going to be seriously impressed by what I can do.’


‘And not at all surprised by what he can’t.’ Becca winked at Kate and wiggled her little finger in the air. ‘Wow, are you going to be something to work with.’


‘Becca will handle your physical makeover,’ Miller explained.


‘My what?’


‘Relax, honey. We’re just going to refine a few things.’


‘I don’t need refining.’


‘Amen.’


‘Easy, kiddo.’ Becca clipped the top of Hanson’s head, nodding between Miller and Kate. ‘This one is spoken for.’


Kate shot Becca a warning look. Miller echoed it.


‘Ooh, OK. So I guess you guys haven’t picked up on the pretty blatant chemistry you have going on just yet.’


‘Actresses.’ Miller shook his head. ‘You’re going to need to alter the way you talk, the way you interact with people, your physical mannerisms. Becca will teach you how to do all that.’


‘You make it sound like you want to change everything about me.’


‘No, not everything. Just enough to keep you alive.’
















Chapter Six





Connor Lane watched from the lawn of his private estate on the shores of Lake Windermere as the sailing yacht drifted towards him. The fifty-foot craft was the centrepiece of a charity Connor had set up to assist youngsters with disabilities and learning difficulties. She’d been adapted for wheelchair users and Connor’s foundation had employed and trained a specialist crew. The hull and the mainsail were branded with the name of his company: www.anycashcredit.com.


‘Do you have a name for her yet?’


Connor returned his attention to the pretty blonde journalist sitting opposite him. She was mid-to-late twenties, more than ten years his junior. Not that age was usually an obstacle for Connor. In his experience, extreme wealth compensated for many things.


‘How about Samantha?’


She clutched a hand to her breast. Was it Connor’s imagination, or had she loosened another button on her blouse?


‘But that’s my name, Mr Lane.’


‘Connor, please. And a beautiful yacht should be named for a beautiful woman, don’t you agree?’


The hull of the yacht nudged against the newly installed pontoon, its sails ruffled by the soft evening breeze. Tomorrow, at a lavish garden party Connor was hosting with his wife, Yvonne, eight disabled youngsters would experience the thrill of sailing for the first time. It was a sport that Connor’s father, Larry, had lived for – the very reason, in fact, why the Lane family had moved to their sprawling Windermere home when Connor was just seven years old.


 ‘It’s a really wonderful thing you’re doing . . . Connor. I’m sure the children will be very grateful.’


He flashed her his best grin. He even allowed the smile to reach his eyes.


‘But I wonder . . .?’


‘Yes, Samantha?’


‘Don’t you think it’s just a little inappropriate, given the charges your brother is facing?’


Connor tried to maintain the grin. He tried very hard. But he could already feel his muscles tightening, jaw tensing, lips morphing into a predatory leer.


It had always been this way when someone attacked Russell. Connor had been just nineteen when their parents disappeared from his father’s sailing dinghy, presumed killed in a gangland hit, their bodies rumoured to be weighted down somewhere among the muddy depths of Windermere. Both boys had been orphaned that April night, but Connor had been left with an eleven-year-old brother to raise amid the sudden extreme demands of the criminal enterprise his father had overseen.


From day one, the hyenas of the underworld had probed and tested him. A lesser man would have crumbled. An ordinary man would have walked away. But Connor did neither of those things. He defended what was rightfully his. He dirtied his hands.


And meanwhile, he did everything in his power to shelter Russell from the violent reality of the world that swirled around them. Because Russell was special. He was sensitive and generous and kind. He was pure.


And now, to think that he was in custody, awaiting trial for murder . . .


‘My brother is innocent. His legal team will establish that soon enough.’


‘Perhaps. But there’s also the matter of your own recent conviction, isn’t there?’


Samantha gestured with her pen to Connor’s left ankle, which was crossed over his right thigh, resting on the ironed pleat of his chinos. She couldn’t see it. Nobody could. But there was an electronic tag fitted under Connor’s sock. The strap was a constant menace, snagging his skin, itching like hell. But the tag would remain there for the next four to six months while Connor was under curfew, restricted to the grounds of his estate.


‘I made a mistake. I was provoked by a journalist asking me offensive questions about my brother.’


‘You were convicted of actual bodily harm.’


Connor fixed another smile to his face. Six months ago he could have placed a call to Samantha’s editor and had her fired. Now life was more complicated.


Not that Connor was surprised by how rapidly his stock had fallen. He knew better than anyone that he’d never be widely admired. In part, that was because he’d inherited his father’s fortune and had multiplied it countless times over by establishing one of the first, and certainly the biggest and therefore most reviled, of the UK’s payday-loan companies.


But it was also because the original source of his family’s wealth had been even less respectable. Larry Lane had been a notorious loan shark. He’d started his business empire in Manchester, then expanded into Liverpool. And while some of the stories surrounding his activities were wild exaggerations, there was no getting away from the fact that Connor had made his millions – many multiples of millions, in fact – by refining his father’s old business model to apply a veneer of legality to the exploitation of those desperate enough to borrow money they couldn’t possibly hope to repay.


So now, instead of the vig there were prohibitive rates of APR. And where once Connor’s father might have threatened to break someone’s legs, these days his company wielded the menace of bankruptcy or the seizure of assets.


Small differences perhaps, but significant where Connor was concerned. Because slowly, patiently, he’d been working to rehabilitate his family’s reputation in the same way he’d refashioned their business. A high-profile charitable gesture here, a timely political donation there.


Not that any of it could begin to compensate for the latest scandal Russell had dragged to their door.


A stiff wind skimmed over the lake, rocking the yacht. Connor stood up from his lawn chair and buttoned his linen jacket.


‘I believe we’re done here, Samantha. Lovely as they are, you can go ahead and pop your breasts away now.’


She glared at him, baring her teeth. ‘I still need a portrait shot for the piece.’


But Connor wasn’t listening. His attention had been drawn to the south lawn, where a team of men were in the final stages of erecting a giant marquee. Beneath the flapping canvas, a small army of catering staff and a handful of volunteers from the Fresh Start Shelter for teenage runaways (also bankrolled by one of Connor’s foundations) were busy setting up tables and fold-out chairs. And there, waddling through the middle of them all, was the shambolic figure of Mike Renner.


‘Mr Lane? One picture by the yacht?’


Connor almost shuddered at the thought of being anywhere near the pontoon. He was afraid of very little in life but he was fearful of the steel-blue waters of Windermere.


‘You can see yourself out, Samantha. And please, don’t ever come back.’


He turned and walked off towards the stone steps leading up to the main house, the arched windows glowing now with the burnished orange light of the dipping sun. There was an ornamental fountain out front and Connor lingered beside it, looking across the wind-streaked lake at the lights coming on in Bowness, the sky stained in shades of purple and ochre, the wind picking up as if it might storm.


Renner was breathing hard by the time he joined him. Physically, he was a mess. Sartorially, he was even worse. But this balding, overweight man in the creased suit with the carelessly knotted tie and the scuffed loafers was Connor’s most loyal and trusted lieutenant, just as he had been for his father before him.


‘Nice boat.’ Renner made a small puffing sound as he caught his breath.


‘It’s a sail yacht.’


‘Yeah? What’s the difference?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Guess Larry would have been able to tell us.’


The two men watched the blonde journalist stride away across the lawn, a camera bag swinging from her shoulder, bashing her hip.


‘He’d be proud, you know? Of what you’re doing here.’


Connor knew that Renner was talking about more than just the yacht. He was also referring to the steps Connor was taking to protect Russell.


‘I have some news you’re not going to like.’


Which was something Connor had anticipated. He hadn’t been scheduled to see Renner until tomorrow.


‘I sent Wade to the Isle of Man to clear up after the man we hired. I thought it was sensible to sweep the place where he’d been staying before the cops found it. The man we hired was recommended to me. I was very specific about the levels of service we expect.’


‘And?’


‘And either my instructions weren’t sufficiently clear – which I seriously doubt – or this guy had something else in mind. Maybe he was hoping to make a little extra cash on the side.’


Connor had a creeping fear about where this was heading. It got worse when Renner glanced behind him, towards the teams of people buzzing about the marquee, before pulling a smartphone from the inside pocket of his jacket.


‘Wade recovered some surveillance equipment during his sweep. Our guy had a long-lens camera adapted for night-vision photography. Wade checked the camera and he found a bunch of surveillance shots of the house where Kate Sutherland was staying. The photograph I’m about to show you is date-stamped three days ago. The man we hired never sent it to me. If he had . . . Well, things would have been different.’


The image was dark and grainy, rendered in shades of green, but it was distinct enough for Connor to identify the man who’d been captured in a pale mint glow, stepping out through a sliding glass door.


His heart clenched and a deep chill spread through his chest.


‘You believe he has Kate Sutherland?’


‘I think that’s what we have to assume.’


‘I won’t allow this to happen again, Mike. I can’t. Find them. Do whatever it takes.’


‘And when I find them?’


‘You know the answer to that. But handle things yourself this time. No go-betweens.’


Perhaps it was Connor’s imagination, but Renner seemed to sag just a touch.


‘I’ll need Wade on it too,’ he said quietly.


‘As you wish. But nobody else. And Mike?’


‘Yes.’


‘No more mistakes.’
















Chapter Seven





Kate stared hard at her reflection in the rust-pitted mirror in her bedroom. Clumps of her hair littered the towel draped over her shoulders and the plastic sheet spread on the floor beneath her chair. Becca was standing behind her with a pair of scissors in one hand and a comb in the other. Not ten minutes ago, she’d dumped the remains of Kate’s ponytail into a black bin liner, along with the clothes she’d been wearing since she’d left the Isle of Man and the towel she’d used to dry herself with after her shower.


Kate felt picked apart. Unravelled. Her defences stripped away.


‘How many people have you done this for?’ she asked. ‘Before me, I mean.’


‘You know I can’t tell you that.’


‘But I’m not the first?’


‘No, honey, you’re not the first. You’re not an experiment. We’re good at this. Nick’s the absolute best at what he does.’


‘He hasn’t told me how any of this is going to work.’


‘He will. But it’s a lot to take in. He’s just looking out for you.’


Becca brushed Kate’s new fringe to the left, tipping her head to one side, frowning at the result.


‘Why are you involved in this?’


‘Why does anyone do anything any more?’


‘Money, usually.’


‘Well, I’ve got me enough of that.’


‘So then you’re a volunteer. I’m sorry, but that doesn’t seem very likely. You’re famous.’


‘Honey, that’s sweet, but that show was a long time ago.’


‘You have everything to lose.’


‘No, not everything. Not any more. And besides, maybe some things are just worth doing.’


‘Seriously? That’s the best you’ve got?’


‘A cynic, huh? How about if I told you Nick helped me out once.’


‘Must have been a serious favour.’


‘Oh, it was.’ Becca nodded, and for the briefest moment her eyes took on a faraway look. ‘But Nick also convinced me that I’d be doing something important here. He knows I have a serious talent for blending in. When you have this face and these babies,’ she clutched her breasts, winking, ‘you need plenty of tricks to get by unnoticed.’


Kate gave Becca a dubious look. Back in the day, she’d seen her on the television, in tabloid newspapers and on the covers of glossy magazines, and the truth was that she didn’t appear very different today. She was always glamorous, always bold; an unmistakable combination of big hair, big make-up and a big body.


‘I know what you’re thinking. And I get it. I do. But what you’re seeing today is just a costume. I can change it any time I want. Just like I can change you. And if you’re clever, you’ll pay attention to me, because it might just save your life.’


‘Did Miller tell you that I killed a man?’


Becca pushed her mouth to one side and snipped at Kate’s hair. ‘Way he tells it, you had no choice.’


Kate thought about that. She wasn’t sure it was true. And even supposing it was, nothing could rid her of the skin-crawl sensation she couldn’t quite shake, or help in any way to make her forget that awful moment of silence, of stasis, after the gun jumped in her hand, before the man in the balaclava toppled back.


A killer on the run. That was who she was now, what she’d become.


‘Would you put your life in Miller’s hands if you were me?’


‘Honey, I put my life in his hands every day. If the people who wanted to get at you knew I was involved in any of this . . .’ Becca shuddered, leaving the rest unspoken.


‘How do you even find the time for this?’


‘Worried I won’t be there for you?’


‘The thought had crossed my mind.’


‘Well, Miller’s your main guy. Remember that. But also, it just so happens I have plenty of time on my hands right now.’


‘How so?’


Becca met her eyes in the mirror. ‘I’m in the middle of what my agent calls a “period of career transition”.’


‘And what do you call it?’


‘A screw-up. And I mean that literally, or figuratively, or whatever. That show you liked so much? I didn’t leave it to move on to bigger things. I was written out of it because I spent the night with the head of the network. Huge mistake. His wife was not a fan. And he was seriously pissed off when she found out. He’s an influential guy. More influential than me or my agent, anyway.’ She fluffed Kate’s hair. ‘You like?’


Kate hated it. But she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t impressed by the outcome. She looked leaner, sharper, tougher. Although not all of that was down to her new hairstyle.


‘And we’re done.’ Becca lifted the towel from Kate’s shoulders and guided her to her feet. ‘Stay on the sheet. Take off your robe.’


Kate untied the gown and let it fall from her shoulders. She’d shed a lot of weight recently. The stress had killed her appetite. Her whole life, she’d always been fit and healthy, but now she could glimpse the outline of her ribs through her skin, the jut of her clavicle.


The underwear she had on wasn’t anything like she would have chosen for herself. It was peach and silky, covered in frills. Becca had run out for it while Kate was in the shower. She felt like a stranger wearing it, which she guessed was the point.


‘Girl, you are beautiful,’


But Kate didn’t feel beautiful. She felt depleted and vulnerable. Especially under Becca’s gaze.


Becca was wide-hipped and voluptuous. She oozed sex appeal. Kate had already caught herself wondering if Miller had slept with her. If maybe he still did.


She crossed her hands in front of her abdomen, the plastic crinkling under her feet as Becca backed off towards a portable clothes rack in the corner of the room. The rail was jammed with garments suspended from plastic hangers. A set of colour photographs had been tacked up on the wall nearby and Kate could see that they were flash shots of the interior of her wardrobe on the Isle of Man.


‘You’ve spent your whole life with people taking notice of how good you look. Now that’s something we have to change.’
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