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The Gunman


Leicester Square, London





Sunday 29 thMay 

The crowd below thrummed and swelled like a living thing and people were crammed into every corner. 

It was busier than usual, the weekend throng making the already busy square almost unbearable. Slow moving crowds had become immovable masses.

Sunday. Why did it have to be a Sunday?

Blacked-out barriers lined the square, separating the red-carpet celebrities from the riff raff. But from his vantage point, he could see it all.

The uninvited general public were climbing on stone benches, and craning their necks to get a better view, some holding cameras on selfie sticks extended as far as they would go in the hope that they’d be able to glimpse a celebrity.

Stern-faced security personnel stood unwavering at intervals around the perimeter with several more guarding the entrance to the premiere. 

At the very back of the square, the more reserved were stood apart from the main crowd and watching the live stream from huge plasma screens.

Inside the barriers, he could see the celebrities posing for photos and stopping to sign pieces of paper thrust in their faces. A few even stopped to take a selfie or two with adoring fans. 

The evening air was warm without being stifling. Royce Gill and Maiti Preston – the two biggest names in the movie – posed together, Royce’s arm casually slung around Maiti’s waist. Keneder Owen stood on his own, an air of superiority around him.

And there he was.

Alfonso Torres. 

The arrogant prick walked the red carpet as if he owned it. He probably did; the man was wealthy enough.

The whole movie was a sham anyway. An expensive piece of propaganda designed to show him in a more favourable light. But Alfonso Torres hadn’t come to own Formula One by chance. No, the man had tricked and cheated and blackmailed his way to the top in the most despicable of ways.

That wasn’t why the gunman was here though.

No. He was here because Alfonso Torres had pissed off the wrong person.

He’d finally tricked and cheated and blackmailed the wrong person. 

And that person had a score to settle.

The L115A3 sniper rifle was already assembled and ready. Peering through the telescopic sight, he watched as Alfonso Torres paused for the camera, his face stony and immovable. Keneder Owen, his on-screen counterpart, meandered over to join him and the pair posed for yet more photos.

He wanted to get this over with. Get the job done and move on. But the instructions for the contract had been explicit. He needed to wait for Alfonso to have had his moment in the spotlight. His imminent death would have a big impact on the success of the movie. He may even be painted as a martyr, a good guy, all his misdeeds glossed over by the media. Or maybe they’d discover what the bastard had done. Maybe some journalist or other would dig deeper and find the dirt. Either way, he needed to time this perfectly.

Fergus Navarro, the final big celebrity name, walked out and the fans went wild. Even from where he hid, he could hear their screams. 

Alfonso Torres smiled, but it was more of a grimace, the look completely insincere. 

Almost time.

He checked his breathing. Followed his target through his scope and waited for the right moment. 

All the celebrities were on the red carpet. And now they were lining up for group photos; Alfonso Torres was in the middle, Keneder Owen on his left, Maiti Preston on his right and Royce Gill and Fergus Navarro at each end.

They smiled, posed, repositioned clothing and posed again. Maiti Preston smiled and tipped her head back slightly as she laughed – at what, he didn’t know. Nor did he care.

The group extricated themselves from one another and began to move further along the carpet, towards the exit where the premiere of The Last Lap waited for them. 

He pressed his finger lightly on the trigger, pulling it halfway. This was it. He inhaled through his nose and slowly exhaled through his mouth, just as Alfonso Torres turned and glanced over his shoulder.

He pulled the trigger the rest of the way, felt the sharp recoil in his shoulder as his muscles tensed to hold the weapon in place. 

On the red carpet, the bullet slammed into Alfonso Torres’ forehead. His head snapped back with sickening ferocity and his body crumpled into a heap on the floor.

Then the screaming began.








  
  

Chapter 1

Jason Hunter


Casino de Monte-Carlo, Monaco





Monday 30 thMay 

I walked into the grand 19th-century hallway, with huge diamond chandeliers hanging from the ceiling and soft lighting throughout. It was magnificent. Everywhere I looked there was opulence and grandeur. Music thrummed from somewhere in the building and raucous laughter spilled out of the games hall. The space was filled with people coming and going, and waiters with champagne circled the room. I could see that most people had indulged in at least a few. 

In fact, I swept my eyes around the room and guessed the guys in the suits stationed at strategic entrance and exit points were probably the only ones who were sober. I counted at least eight.

Unsure what do with myself, I moved further into the room, spying the slot machines and gambling tables through the main archway on the other side. It was meant to be the party to end all parties. A celebration of the Monaco Grand Prix being over for another year. A place where all the wealthy came together to let off some steam.

Stacey James, world-famous Formula One driver, had broken records this year. As well as being the first female in Formula One, she was showing everyone exactly what a woman could do; win. And it was exhilarating to watch. Not least of all because she lived in my house, slept in my bed, and filled my every waking thought. 

Being a divorced dad of two in my mid-thirties, the term ‘girlfriend’ felt too juvenile. But we also hadn’t officially labelled our relationship. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Since taking Stacy on as a client when she couldn’t shake her stalker, we’d been through a lot together. Her body double had been murdered in Budapest while standing in for her on the podium, and that had triggered a whole chain of events I know Stacey still struggled with.

Somewhere along the way, the boundaries of our professional relationship blurred. I’m never usually so unprofessional, but there was something about her; her sassiness, her strength, her take-the-world-by-the-balls attitude. God, I loved the woman. 

And that’s why I was here, walking into the biggest casino in Monte Carlo at nearly one in the morning, looking for Stacey.

Last year, I’d been hired by popstar sensation Iris Mccleary to provide security for her UK tour. Specifically, to put some distance between her and any over-excited fans. My idea to provide a female-only team – an idea I’d gotten from Stacey – was a big win and Iris loved her security team. 

For her upcoming world tour, Iris had only wanted one person on the job: yours truly. While I was flattered by her complete faith in me – let’s face it, the business needed the steady income – her insistence that I handle every little detail was time-consuming and meant I often had late nights and awkwardly timed meetings.

I’d been stuck in a Zoom meeting to discuss the US leg of her tour. The venue management team was proving to be tricky to deal with which had resulted in some last-minute rescheduling of meetings, working to California’s time zone and me jumping on a last-minute flight out of London to be here.

A waiter flitted by with a tray of champagne flutes. I plucked one up and looked around for some familiar faces. 

I had no idea where Stacey was. Her stunning blonde hair would be easy to spot, but failing that, someone like Aldric St Pierre, her long-time friend and mentor, would probably be able to point me in the right direction.

I nodded to Jackson Yang, a tall, broad-shouldered guy I knew from Stacey’s security team, who stood sentry on the edge of the room. His eyes widened and his lips started moving, speaking into the almost invisible headset he wore.

His eyes flitted around the room nervously as he continued to speak into the headset. I frowned. What was he looking so on edge about?

He gave a firm nod and then swiftly closed the distance between us. 

“Boss, we have a problem.”








  
  

Chapter 2

Jason Hunter


Casino de Monte-Carlo, Monaco





Monday 30 thMay 

“What’s happened?” I rasped, and then winced. I hated the sound of my voice these days. After dragging my sorry ass from a burning warehouse 7 months ago, it had never been the same. There’d been an explosion, and in the chaos that had followed, I’d headed back into the flames to drag Bill Cooper, Stacey’s ex-boyfriend and gun-for-hire, to safety. The cost of which had been my voice. I’d spent nearly a week in the hospital recovering from emergency surgery when Alek Gromov, the Russian crime boss, had tried to strangle me to death for double-crossing him. It’s safe to say my poor throat had been thoroughly wrecked.

The damage had been extensive; I’d likely suffer from shortness of breath for the rest of my life, which made my gym visits particularly difficult. But the raspiness, like I’d smoked fifty a day for my entire life, was meant to have improved by now. And it had. It was definitely better, but part of me worried it would never fully heal.

“You need to speak to Sam,” Jackson said and gestured down the hallway, away from the crowds. 

Without waiting for my reply, he strode off and I followed. An iron knot had formed in my stomach and I felt sick. Something in my gut was telling me this was going to be bad.

We turned left, walked past the ‘Authorised personnel only’ sign and up a set of carpeted marble stairs, the sound of revellers getting quieter the further we went. 

We reached the top of the stairs and Jackson turned right. As we rounded the corner, the sounds from the gaming room almost disappeared, a strange quiet settling around us. At the end of the corridor was an ornate door made from solid wood. Stationed outside were two men in suits, each with an earpiece. I knew where we were going.

The guy on the right nodded at me, then turned and opened the door. 

Inside, the room was dimly lit. I could just about make out the elaborate designs on the ceiling and the vintage wallpaper on the walls. But the main feature was the bank of security screens along one wall, glowing in the dim light.

A glass touch-screen table was set up in the middle of the room where at least five men stood, pouring over what looked to be a map of the casino. They all looked up at my entrance and I immediately recognised Sam.

Abandoning their conversation, Sam strode over. At 6’4”, Sam dwarfed even me. He was a huge unit of a man, wide as well as tall with dark blonde hair and observant green eyes. 

“I’ve been trying to call you,” he said, his voice gruff and, dare I say, angry. I don’t think I’d ever heard Sam angry. He was always calm and collected, a man of few words. No matter the storm, I was always confident he could weather it, but the look on his face made the knot in my stomach tighten painfully.

“I–” Pulling my phone from my pocket, I looked down at the screen to see the little airplane symbol in the top left corner. “I thought I’d taken it off airplane mode,” I said.

“Stacey’s missing.”

My head snapped up.

“What?” I could feel my heart racing in my chest as panic closed in.

“She’s missing,” Sam repeated.

“How is that even possible?” It came out more strangled than I intended. I cleared my throat and tried again, but my voice was still too raspy.

“I don’t know. That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

I could feel it then, the overwhelming fear as it came crashing down. After everything we’d been through together, after everything I’d done to keep Stacey safe, this is what it came down to.

I took a breath and grounded myself. Stacey could be in real danger and letting myself go to pieces now wouldn’t help anyone, least of all her.

“Tell me everything,” I said and strode over to the table.

“I escorted her to the ladies’ toilets. I was posted outside, but she didn’t come back out. I went in to check on her and she was gone.”

“How long?” 

“How long what?”

“How long until you went in?”

“About 15 minutes.”

I nodded. A reasonable amount of time. Not that I doubted Sam. He was the best I had.

“And tell me what we have here,” I said, gesturing to the table in front of us.

It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The glass top was opaque and finger sensitive. It currently showed the floorplan of the casino, with the gaming rooms outlined in red.

“Phillippe Moreau,” said Sam, indicating the man opposite, “is Chief of Security.” Dressed in a well-tailored black suit and bow tie, Phillippe inclined his head to me. He was in his late fifties, with a head of silver hair, and deep lines on his face. “Show him,” said Sam.

Phillippe tapped on the table and the floorplan moved, zooming in on the main entrance.

“We know that Stacey came in through these doors at 10.07pm. She went into the games room with Aldric St Pierre and stayed there, playing at the tables until 11.42pm,” he said, his French accent thick but his words clear. The floorplan zoomed out again and Phillippe showed me where the games room was in relation to the entrance. “That’s when Sam escorted her to the toilets.” He traced his finger along the table, indicating the route they took. He double tapped on the corridor outside the toilets and a CCTV camera recording opened up to show footage of Stacey entering the toilets.

He pressed the double arrow to fast forward the footage that showed Sam standing guard outside, and then slowed it back down again at 11.59pm to show Sam checking his watch and then knocking on the toilet door. He waited a moment before opening the door and entering.

I watched the seconds tick by, knowing that no matter how many times I watched the footage, the outcome would be the same; Stacey wasn’t in there.

Sam reappeared on screen, talking urgently into his earpiece. Even on the grainy footage I could see the thunderous expression on his face. He walked briskly down the corridor and Phillippe tapped on the other end of the corridor, opening up a second camera feed where Sam emerged into the main atrium and looked around. 

He stood sentry for a moment before walking back down the corridor. I knew what he was doing. He would need to stand sentry outside the ladies’ toilets to prevent anyone else from entering or leaving. He needed to secure the scene until others could arrive to help with the search.

And sure enough, the rest of his team arrived a moment later. I watched as Sam gave instructions to two of the guys – one of them being the young Jackson Yang I’d met on the way in – and then gestured for the third to follow him. 

They headed to the main atrium and Sam gave more instructions. The two men split up and began searching the crowd for a particular blonde-haired racing driver.

Phillippe stopped the footage and looked up at me. “Sam alerted my team that Stacey was missing at 12.06am and we did a sweep of the entire building. The perimeter has been locked down; no-one is allowed to enter or leave without ID verification.”

I glanced down at my watch. That was less than half an hour ago. 

I cursed the delayed flight, the difficulty traversing the streets of Monaco with so many people here to watch the Grand Prix and then the stop at my hotel to get changed. I hadn't wanted to fly in my suit, but I hadn’t had time to change before I’d headed to the airport. I should have changed in the car. I should have done a lot of things. Maybe then I would have been here in time to prevent Stacey from going missing.








  
  

Chapter 3

Jason Hunter


Casino de Monte-Carlo, Monaco





Monday 30 thMay 

The tension in my chest, curled around my heart and squeezed. 

Stacey was missing.

It was stupid, really. So unbelievably stupid. The worst part? The security team had been right there. They’d done everything by the book; they’d been right outside. So how the hell had Stacey managed to walk into those toilets and disappear?

I couldn’t let my thoughts spiral. Couldn’t let the panic consume me. I could feel it sitting in the pit of my stomach, making me sick. Between that and the weight in my chest, I couldn’t breathe. 

Get a grip. Stacey needs you.

I swallowed. I needed to look at this as in impartial outsider. Needed to treat it like I would any other client. It was my job to keep Stacey safe, always had been. And I’d failed, yet again. But that kind of thinking wouldn’t get me anywhere. 

“So, she goes into the toilets and doesn’t come out.”

Sam nods.

“Any other entrances or exits to the toilets?”

Sam shook his head. “Main door is the only one.”

“Actually,” said Philippe. I turned to look at him. He was frowning. Leaning over the table, he tapped a few commands and returned to the original floor plan. He tapped again and a keyboard opened up in front of him. A few commands later and a login box appeared in the centre of the table demanding a password. 

I hadn’t been introduced to the other men in the room, but they all stood in silence, watching Philippe. He entered the password and was then prompted to place his hand on the table for scanning. 

Security protocols complete, the floorplan reappeared with an overlay of markings in blue.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“There’s a series of secret rooms in the casino. These,” said Philippe, indicating two rooms that were coloured grey in the original plan, “are in use. Reserved for dignitaries, the Royals and any other high-profile players. But these,” he indicated several more rooms that hadn’t appeared on the original plan, “are no longer in use. They’re mostly used for storage, and they haven’t been open to the public in years.”

“But none of them are connected to the toilets,” I said, unsure where he was going with this. It wasn’t surprising to see there were hidden rooms in the casino. Even the New York subway had its hidden stations. But as I looked more closely at the floorplan, I noticed other markings. Not rooms, but … passageways? There was one leading right to the ladies’ toilets. “What are these markings?” I asked.

Phillippe was still frowning. “They’re corridors connecting rooms.”

“This–”

“Connects to the ladies’ toilets.”

“So, you mean to tell me that someone could have taken a different way in and out?”

But Philippe was already tapping on the screen. 

The next moment, another CCTV stream opened next to one of the hidden games’ rooms. Phillippe rewound the footage to the time Stacey went missing and we held our breath as we watched it play in double speed.

The room was mostly empty, except for one corner that was stacked high with sheet-covered furniture. The walls were covered in wooden panelling and in excellent condition for somewhere that had clearly been shut off from the world.

The time stamp in the corner said 11.50pm as part of the wall opened. Slowly at first, almost like the hinges had rusted shut and whoever was opening it was having to battle against unseen forces. Then, two figures emerged into the room; one was Stacey James, tall and elegant in her midnight blue dress, her blonde hair braided over one shoulder. Behind her was a man, and the moment I saw him, my heart sank.

He was about the same height as Stacey and completely ordinary looking. But I’d recognise his face anywhere. I’d trained him myself. I’d taught him everything he knew about how to protect someone, how to keep them safe. Which made him dangerous; he knew the tricks of the trade and our inside secrets. He’d been one of my own guys. Vetted just like all the others, but somehow Liam Harvey had slipped through the net.

I could feel a snarl slip up the back of my throat as I watched Liam, grab Stacey around the top of her arm, and roughly pulled her through the room. The gun dangling from his fingers told me why she wasn’t struggling.

“How the bloody hell was he able to get in?” I snapped. “And with a weapon?”

Phillippe was still frowning. “I don’t know,” he said. “We’ll need to follow his movements. Locate where and when he entered the premises. He should have been searched.”

I turned to Sam.

“This is a big problem.” 

He gave a single nod. He knew. I didn’t need to tell him how much of a shitshow this was. Liam was dangerous. Obsessive and dangerous. He’d stalked Stacey for months before becoming part of her security team when she’d hired me. He’d managed to worm his way into the team of guys that she’d hired for the specific purpose of keeping her safe from him. It was a cruel joke. And the fallout had left her traumatised.

She’d been seeing a therapist for months now, trying to process the anger and pain. But Liam had escaped. I’d had the chance to catch him, but at the time, Stacey had been trapped in the Lamborghini sportscar Liam had stolen and then crashed. So I’d had to make a choice; catch Liam or save Stacey. It was an easy decision. And one I definitely didn’t regret. The only downside was that Stacey had been living in fear of Liam returning for over a year.

He'd even gone so far as to send her postcards after each race. Each one featured a tourist hotspot in the city where she’d been. It had pissed her off as much as it had terrified her. And DI Hayley Irons had done everything in her power to track him down. But keeping tabs on him across international borders was proving difficult, especially when he kept changing locations.

And now he was here.








  
  

Chapter 4

Jason Hunter


Casino de Monte-Carlo, Monaco





Monday 30 thMay 

Phillippe’s fingers skittered across the table as he brought up a number of different camera feeds to track their movements through the casino; we needed to know exactly where they went and at what time.

They emerged into the main games room where crowds of people squeezed between slot machines and gambling tables, not a single person stopping to look up at the ornate and priceless paintings hanging up, the intricate mouldings adorning the walls, and the dangling chandeliers. 

Liam and Stacey easily blended into the crowd, slipping into one of the staff corridors less than a minute later. That’s when I realised how well he’d planned this, why he’d chosen to ambush her in the toilets; not only was there an exit route from the toilets, but he was able to get her through the main floor without drawing any attention. And the staff entrance was the perfect escape route – it would be less guarded, and no-one milling around with prying eyes.

Liam’s hand, and the gun it was holding, were casually tucked into his pocket as he strode down the corridor, but Stacey still didn’t fight. 

Why wasn’t she shouting for help? Why wasn’t she struggling? What had Liam said to her to make her go willingly?

I could feel the fury rippling under my skin. He must have threatened her. And I dreaded to think exactly what that threat might have been. 

Phillippe, already one step ahead, was pulling up the cameras from the corridor. Staff in neatly tailored black trousers and waistcoats with white shirts and bow ties bustled up and down the corridor, barely paying them any attention.

“Where does that corridor lead?” I asked.

Without looking up, Phillippe replied, “Offices and staff rooms, mainly. But it does have a private exit.”

Of course it did. Liam had planned this far too well. I was willing to bet there was an unknown car parked in one of the staff bays as well.

“I take it there’s parking out back?”

“Not really.” Phillippe shook his head and continued bringing up more camera feeds; one showed them further down the corridor, one near the exit, and one coming out into the night air.

Once they were out of sight of any staff or members of the public, Stacey suddenly started to fight back. 

So the threat he’d made had been about those nearby.

And Stacey, being Stacey, wouldn’t have wanted to put any innocent lives at risk, even if it put her in more danger. If the circumstances hadn’t been so grim, I would’ve almost smiled at how far she’d come from the cocky, arrogant Formula One celebrity I’d first met nearly two years ago. But then I couldn’t forget that it was Liam who’d changed it all. It was Liam who had tormented her to the point where she felt broken. And it was Liam who had her now.

I watched as she wrenched free from his grasp and used all her strength to knee him between the legs. Liam twisted at the last second, and she caught him in the thigh. It didn’t have quite the same impact but all the training Stacey did to keep fit for her races worked in her favour as Liam went down. She didn’t hesitate to slam the heel of her hand into Liam’s face, watching as the blood spurted from his nose. 

Good girl. 

The self-defence lessons I’d given her were paying off. And although there was something that felt dangerously like hope fluttering in my chest, I knew this still wouldn’t end well.

Before Stacey could pull away, Liam backhanded her across the face, and she crumpled. He wiped a hand across his face and looked at the blood before lifting the sleeve of his jacket to try and staunch the bleeding. 

I really didn’t want to see what happened next.

Stacey scrambled to her feet, her dress already torn, and Liam grabbed a fistful of her hair, yanking her head back. I could see the pained shout on her lips. He held her steady, pressed the gun into her back, and spoke into her ear. 

Stacey’s body went rigid and, with a quick look around the empty area, Liam led them over to an unmarked white van.

I pointed to the van, opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, Phillippe was typing away.

“I only have access to cameras on the premises.”

Frustration rippled through me and I opened my mouth, but Sam interjected.

“Where are the police?”

I threw him a glance, grateful he’d intervened. I don’t think I could trust myself to be professional and not explode at Phillipe. 

He gave me an ever-so-slight nod. 

Sam had been one of my first hires. And by far the best one I’d ever made. He was my right-hand man for everything. And the only one I trusted to keep Stacey safe. Ironic considering the current situation. But Sam knew the score. There was no way he could’ve known Liam would have planned it so well. No one had been told about the secret passages. It was clearly an oversight on the casino’s part, and one that I would raise hell about. But first, we needed to get Stacey back.

“On their way. I’ve alerted them to the situation.”

“Right,” I said. The helplessness I felt made me jittery, and I couldn’t stand still, couldn’t sit in this room and wait for the police to arrive. Monaco wasn’t a big country, and I knew it was heavily policed, but who knew how long it might take for them to arrive? How long it would take for them to get up to speed, to follow after the unmarked white van? With every second that ticked by, the chances of finding Stacey before dawn were slipping away.

“Here’s what we’re gonna do,” I said, looking to Sam. “You and me, we’re gonna follow the van. We know it headed towards Port Hercule, so we can start there. See if anyone saw anything.”

Sam nodded and Phillippe looked like he was about to object. 

“I’m not gonna sit around and wait.” I glanced at the paused footage on the table in front of us and then looked down at my watch. “We’re already nearly 45 minutes behind them. It only takes 30 to get to Nice Airport, not that I think he’ll head out that way. Too easily traceable.”

“He’s gonna stick to the roads. It’s too noticeable to go by boat. He’d have to be checked in and out of the harbour. Too easy to follow,” said Sam.

Phillippe gave Sam an appraising look, as if he was seeing him in a new light. “But not impossible,” he said. “Port Hercule is just one of the harbours in Monaco. The main one, yes, but not the only one. Is he likely to have help?”

I opened my mouth to say ‘no’, but something stopped me. My stomach churned. Was Liam acting on his own?

I thought back to all the instances where our paths had crossed. Like the confrontation in the office of Alek Gromov’s outrageously lavish mansion. Liam had been caught between blackmailing Gromov and profiting from the arms deal between Gromov, an American, and Adam, my old boss and the original owner of Hawk Security. By the time I’d arrived, Liam had killed both Adam and the American – I never did find out his name.

And then there was the time he’d manipulated the anonymous gunman who’d killed Stacey’s body double on the podium at the Hungarian Grand Prix. He’d deliberately intercepted communications for his own twisted games.

While I didn’t doubt Liam was a sole operator, I couldn’t confidently say that he hadn’t roped anyone else in to help. He was a master at manipulating others, and he wasn’t above using blackmail, threats, and bodily harm to get what he wanted.

So perhaps they had fled via one of the harbours. It was the most efficient and direct route out of the city. He could easily get to the next port and then disappear by land. He just needed a cover to do it. Some poor unsuspecting boatman held at gunpoint, just as Stacey had been.

My blood ran cold.

They could be anywhere.








  
  

Chapter 5

Jason Hunter


Casino de Monte-Carlo, Monaco





Monday 30 thMay 

I had no idea what we were hoping to achieve. I just knew that I had to be doing something. Anything. I couldn’t sit around waiting.

Phillippe assured me the police would be arriving within 10 minutes, but even that felt too long. I shuddered to think what Liam might have done during the time he’d already had.

The plan was simple: while Phillippe got the police up to speed on the situation, we would head down to Port Hercule and speak with the maritime police. The alert had been sent out nationwide so no doubt they were already on the lookout. With any luck, they’d have a half-decent camera system in place. If we could catch Liam on CCTV, we’d know with certainty that this was his route out. 

If we didn’t… Well, I didn’t want to think about it.

Sam climbed into the passenger seat of the black Bentley he’d arrived in with Stacey just a few short hours earlier. Grabbing the fob from the valet dressed in the impeccable mint green uniform complete with golden lapels and a Pershing cap, I slipped behind the steering wheel.

The silence sat heavy between us as I put the car in gear and drove away.

“Boss,” said Sam. 

I glanced over at him, but he was staring resolutely out of the windscreen. 

“Don’t say it,” I said.

“I have to.”

“No, you don’t.”

Sam didn’t reply. But I could feel he wanted to. Could feel the words on his lips.

“We might not—” 

“I know, Sam,” I snapped. I didn’t need him telling me we weren’t likely to find them. That we weren’t likely to magically find Stacey safe and well at Port Hercule. It was a long shot that we’d find any evidence that they’d come this way. And I didn’t want to hear it. But I knew what he was doing. Sam was the most grounded person I knew. He was level-headed, calm, and stoic. He wouldn’t be doing his job if he wasn’t reeling me in when I needed it. When he could see me spiralling, it was his job to keep me tethered to the here and now. And I hated to admit how much I relied on him for that.

“By the time the police are up to speed, it could be another 20 minutes, maybe more.” I paused, made the turn in the road and took a deep breath. “If there’s any chance he’s taken her by boat, then I want to be at Port Hercule looking at whatever evidence they may have. Tracking them by land would take too long; at least this way we can rule it out.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Sam glance at me and then back to the road.

“As long as you know it’s unlikely. You going rogue right now wouldn’t help Stacey. Or me,” he added.

I nodded.

I knew what he meant.

When Adrianna, my ex-wife, had been kidnapped last year, I’d gone ‘rogue’, as he put it. I’d gone off grid and hadn’t thought to bring Sam with me. And had almost gotten myself killed in the process. I hadn’t been completely stupid though; I’d called Bill Cooper for backup. And the guy had saved my bacon.

But this. This felt different. This wasn’t blackmail or manipulation. This was an out-of-control obsession. And the cost of that might very well be Stacey’s life.

My grip tightened on the steering wheel as I once again fought to keep the panic at bay. I couldn’t breathe properly. The knot tightening in my chest was like a crushing weight I just couldn’t escape. My whole body locked tight, and I could feel the ache in my jaw from where my teeth were clenched.

“Boss,” said Sam, his voice low, laced with warning.

I exhaled and relaxed my grip, easing my foot off the accelerator as we approached the next turning far too quickly. I slammed my foot on the brake, and Sam’s hand shot out to brace himself on the dashboard.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

I let out a long, steady breath, and we drove the rest of the way in silence.

We drove past the entrance to Port Hercule and followed the road as it curved around the right-hand side of the harbour. Remnants of the weekend’s racing still lined the streets where the day before, Stacey had battled against the other racers for another shot at the championship title. Having won last season, she was feeling the pressure, trying to keep her crown against those trying to knock her from her pedestal. Barriers, fencing, and grandstands were everywhere we looked and would be for another three weeks as teams worked hard to dismantle them, returning the city to normality.

“At the end, on the right,” said Sam.

I slowed the car a little more as we continued down the side of the harbour, past restaurants and convenience stores until I spotted a large ‘Police Maritime’ sign sitting above a concrete archway.

I slid the Bentley into a parking space opposite, not caring about the huge, stencilled letters on the floor that spelt POLICE. Climbing out of the car, I turned to see a small, two-windowed shop front with ‘Police Maritime’ in big bold letters above the doorway. An illuminated sign jutted out in the covered walkway between the concrete arch and the front door. The light in the walkway flickered from the overhead strip lighting. 

It looked like the dodgy back-alley office of a shady private investigator, not home to the police force of one of the richest countries in the world. Yellowing blinds hung limply in the windows, and the white paint peeled around the door frame. It was eerie. And it didn’t fill me with confidence.

We’d only taken a few steps from the car when the door to the office swung open and we were greeted by two armed police officers.

“Phillippe Moreau called ahead,” said one of them. 

Good.

I glanced at the convenience store next door, the Red Bull tables and the rack of postcards in the window. A man stood on his own, leaning against one of the waist-high tables, smoking a cigarette and watching us with interest.

Not a conversation I wanted to have in public.

I nodded my understanding and approached the two men, the one who had spoken gesturing for us to enter. 
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Maritime Police Headquarters, Monaco





Monday 30 thMay 

Inside, the office was surprisingly busy. A waist-high counter stood at the front of the room, made of cheap, yellowing wood, and a bored-looking receptionist sat behind it, a headset digging into her untamed curls.

Part of the counter had been flipped up, allowing us to move past the receptionist – who didn't even glance in our direction – and into the main hum of the room. The space was crammed with desks, at least half of which were occupied. I guessed that the race weekend meant everyone was pulling double shifts.

We weaved through the desks and followed the two officers through a door at the back into a bright room filled with computer screens.

Double desks filled the room, each with multiple computer monitors. Some showed radar screens with small blinking dots, others were live camera feeds of the harbour. Along the back wall, there were more desks and more screens, these mounted on the wall all the way up to the ceiling, with four screens working to create one picture. Maps of the harbour and charter plans were up and being discussed by more armed personnel.

Down the right-hand side of the room, the wall was lined with shelves. A few box files were stacked at the far end, but they were mostly empty. 

A man stood in front of the wall of screens with his back to us. Dressed in black laced boots, combat trousers and a thick black rollneck sweater, he turned to face us as we entered, and I realised it wasn’t a man, but a woman with close-cropped hair and a muscular build. 

“Jason Hunter,” she said, taking a step forward and offering a hand. “Bridgette Johnson. Capitaine and Head of Maritime Police for Monaco’s Port Hercule.”

“You’re American,” I said, surprised.

She smiled. “I am indeed.”

I didn’t know why it took me by surprise.

“This is Sam Thornton,” I said, gesturing to Sam’s silent presence beside me. “My Head of Security Operations.” She looked Sam over once and gave a curt nod.

“Phillippe called and updated me on the situation. We’re currently tracking down the details of all the boats that left the harbour within the last hour. If the guy – Liam, is it?”

I nodded.

“If he had help, the boat could have left anytime within the last 24 hours and waited further along the coast, just offshore.”

My stomach dropped. I hadn’t thought of that.

“But let’s start with the more obvious escape route and go from there. We’ve accounted for 90% of the boats that have left and been able to confirm the number of passengers on board. I have someone checking the list of who’s moored in the harbour to see if anyone’s missing.”

She gestured to a man hunched over a computer in the corner. Before him, one screen was a map of the harbour, and the second looked like registration details.

“Right,” I said, suddenly feeling at a loss. The adrenaline that had been coursing through my system until now felt like it was about to drop me off the edge of a cliff. “What can we do to help?”

“In all honesty, not much. We’re working as quickly as—”

“Capitaine!” We all looked over at the guy in the corner.

Bridgette marched over, firing off questions in rapid French. I glanced at Sam who shrugged at me. 

Now stood behind the desk, Bridgette was bent at the waist, looking over the guy’s shoulder as he pointed to one screen and then the other.

She patted him on the shoulder and turned back to us.

“We might have a hit.”

She patted the guy on the shoulder again, said something in French, and then returned to the centre of the room.

“Sunset Voyager is missing,” she said to those assembled in the room. “Berth schedule has them in port until Wednesday. It’s a short-term berth, which means they’re unlikely to have left early.”

I frowned.

“The long-term stays don’t care about the extra money, they just want the reservation. The short-term berths are more money-conscious. They rarely leave early,” she added, clearly for my benefit. “It’s a 50-footer, registered under a company called KYS,” she continued, addressing the room again.

“KYS?”

She turned to look at me again. “It’s not uncommon to have a boat registered under a company name.”

“I get that,” I said, waving her explanation away. “KYS, as in ‘Keep You Secure’?”

Bridgette looked over at the guy who’d been checking records. He shook his head. “KYS Ltd,” he said, his accent thick.

Maybe I was making connections where there weren’t any. KYS was our biggest competitor in the security space. Had been for years. But they focused more on providing security systems; cameras, alarms, that kind of thing. They did have a personal security department, but it was small. Most of the time, our biggest clients were also clients of theirs. Even Mickey, my ex-wife’s new husband who had been murdered in his own home, had installed KYS systems in his penthouse apartment.

Was ‘Keep You Secure’ their business name, but KYS Ltd their legal trading name? I needed to look into this when I got back home. It wouldn’t help me now, but what if they were somehow connected? What if Liam was somehow connected to KYS?

I didn’t like it. 

It felt like too much of a coincidence.

And I didn’t like coincidences.








