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Prologue

If Josie Chapman had been in possession of a crystal ball, she’d have probably stayed inside her Airbnb that evening and just made a sandwich.

If she could have seen the future, she’d have undoubtedly stayed put and headed to her small but comfortable bed in the studio hippy shack.

But Josie had been hungry, as well as tired after her day in the hills above the bay, and a cheese and dill pickle sandwich hadn’t been enticing, so she’d left in search of ramen in the picturesque Californian town of Morro Bay.

That had been her first mistake.

The second mistake had quickly followed.

An unexpected confrontation with a blond Czech man had been brief, but violent enough to attract the attention of the local cops who had been suspiciously close by.

Josie could have walked away – some could argue she should have. She could have let the bigger man continue with his violent, homophobic shake-down of the much smaller man, but with her late father’s words in her ears she knew that wasn’t an option.

‘You always have to do right, my girl, even if it’s not in your best interests. The right thing to do is always the correct thing to do.’

Thanks, Dad, she thought now as she sat in the back of the police car, her wrists in handcuffs. Her training flooded back to her.

‘If arrested whilst deployed in the field, do not resist, do not struggle, do not provoke. Comply, and wait until you arrive at the police station, and then call your handler urgently.’

She knew she’d made a mistake, particularly as her handler, Bas Marchbank, had all but ordered her to go straight to bed following her first ever operational mission assisting the FBI earlier that day.

There was no doubt about it, Bas was going to be pissed off.

She looked down at blondie, who was slowly coming around on the tarmac, groaning following her well-aimed roundhouse kick into his neck which had rendered him instantly unconscious. This is what had attracted the attention of the cops, and the lead officer hadn’t wanted to hear her explain that she’d intervened in a violent homophobic attack.

She’d been a good Samaritan, and it looked like she was about to get taken to jail.

She watched, stomach churning, as the other cop helped blondie up to his feet. The glares from the cop and blondie were worrying, as was the way that the Czech had spoken to him from between gritted teeth.

These men knew each other, that much was clear.

Worse, there was no doubt who was the boss. The cop’s eyes were downcast, as blondie glared at him.

Josie was just thinking that her day really couldn’t get any worse, when the cop produced the baggie of some type of powder from her hoody pocket.

She realized that her day had just got a lot worse.

She was being set up.

So yes, Josie Chapman, the British Secret Service’s newest asset, really did wish that she’d just gone to bed, with a cheese and dill pickle sandwich on stale Wonder Bread, because there was clearly something very wrong in Morro Bay.




Chapter 1

A week before

Macey Chapman looked at Josie, her eyes clouded and brow furrowed as she sat, hunched and sad in her upright chair, a crocheted blanket across her lap, an untouched cup of tea and used plate in front of her. Josie was relieved to see that the breakfast plate had just a fragment of bacon rind remaining. Breakfast was the only meal that her mum really consumed; lunch and dinner were just pushed around her plate. Which was why she was painfully thin.

Macey didn’t look at Josie, but just stared at the window. Not through it onto the garden outside, just at it, eyes blank, the permanent expression of anxiety etched on her face.

It was the anxiety that made Josie’s heart ache for her mother. Some people with dementia had no awareness, and lived in a state of contented stasis. Not Macey. Macey existed in an almost constant state of nagging, bubbling anxiety. She knew she had dementia, but she couldn’t find the words to share her experience.

It was a beautiful day in the village of Sandridge, and the sun was streaming through the windows of the nursing home. The light caught her face, bathing it in a glow as she now turned to stare at her daughter with her eyes displaying a mix of confusion and recognition, all tainted by the slight tremor of her lip.

It was often like this, her dementia a little more advanced on each visit, only occasionally punctuated by flashes of clarity out of the blue.

Sadness gripped Josie, as it always did when she was forced to recognize that her mother was slipping further away from her on an almost weekly basis. The adage that the family of dementia sufferers have to suffer the loss of their loved one in stages is painfully accurate. In some ways, Macey Chapman died a little more each time Josie visited. 

‘How was breakfast, Mum?’

Macey looked up, her eyes wide in alarm. ‘Breakfast?’

‘Yes, breakfast.’

Macey shook her head. ‘I didn’t have much, just a piece of bacon like this.’ She held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. This was normal. Irrespective of what she’d eaten, she would claim that it had been a piece of bacon that was just an inch long.

‘Well, you need to eat, Mum. You’ll waste away.’

Macey opened her mouth to answer, then snapped it shut again, her eyes turning downwards in sadness. ‘Is your dad coming to see me today?’

Josie felt the familiar punch in the gut at the mention of her father in the present. Frankie Chapman – ex-Regimental Sergeant Major Frank Chapman, CGC, DSO, MID, Bronze Star, all earned over a stellar career in the Royal Marine Commandos, spanning every conflict on the globe during thirty years of distinguished service – had died last year. Killed during a burglary at their home during which his valuable medals were stolen. A war hero, Josie’s hero, and beloved husband to Macey.

Macey could not remember that her dear husband was no longer with them, but was buried in Sandridge Church Cemetery just a five-minute walk away.

Josie felt it again. The rising sweep of loss, undimmed by the passing of the last few months since he’d gone. The feelings of anger and hatred. Knowing that her dad had died for the sake of some medals. Her grief was only just tempered by the daring operation Josie shared with Frankie’s old comrades to recover the medals.

The elation at having succeeded had been replaced by a new sense of bereavement, because she’d now have to try to get her mother to understand, again. Josie opened her mouth to answer her mum, but found she didn’t have the words.

‘Well? Is Frank coming?’ Macey’s eyes were suddenly fierce and strident.

Josie cleared the lump from her throat and answered. ‘Maybe later, Mum, he’s been busy with work, you know.’

If dementia meant that Josie felt that her dear mum was dying a bit more each day, it suddenly hit her that telling the truth now would be akin to Macey losing her husband again each time. And to what end?

Macey sighed, her eyes sad. ‘Shame. Always so bloody busy, that man, always away on his flipping adventures whilst I keep the home fires burning.’ She jutted her jaw.

‘Would you like to see his medals, Mum?’ Josie brightened her voice and smiled, forcing the grief down.

‘Oooh, yes, please. I’m so proud of him, you know.’ Macey’s eyes cleared, as they always did as the sun chased away the clouds that were fogging them. Josie handed over the green baize-lined box, and Macey took it like an excited schoolgirl.

Reverentially she opened the box, and caressed the metal and ribbons of the spectacular group of medals. The Conspicuous Gallantry Cross earned in Afghanistan, the Distinguished Service Order from the Falklands, the Iraq medal with the oak leaf of the Mention in Despatches. Her hands caressed the campaign medals: Northern Ireland, Kosovo, Sierra Leone, and the unusual Bronze Star awarded by a USA Five Star General for something very secret. She caressed them like a child would a favourite toy, and her eyes instantly relaxed.

‘Frankie was such a brave man,’ she almost whispered, and Josie couldn’t help but notice the past tense of the word ‘was’. Her mum continued to stroke the metal and ribbon of the group for a further thirty seconds before handing them back to Josie with a satisfied nod. ‘Put them somewhere safe, there’s a good girl. Worth a pretty penny, those.’

Josie took a deep breath; she had to tell her now. ‘Mum, I’m going away for a couple of weeks.’ She smiled.

‘Oh really. That’s good, love. Anywhere nice?’

‘California. You went once with Dad, remember?’

‘Did I?’ The brow furrowed again, and Josie instantly regretted the question.

‘No matter. Just a couple of weeks, I’ve a new job.’

‘Oh, that’s good. Something interesting?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘And where is it?’ Macey had already forgotten.

‘America, Mum. Back in a couple of weeks, I promise. Liz will visit – remember Liz from next door?’

‘Yes.’ Macey nodded, but Josie could tell that she couldn’t remember their neighbour of two decades. It’d be fine, she’d recognize her when she visited. Maybe. Hopefully.

‘Well, that’s all right then. Have fun, wherever you’re going.’ Macey yawned, her delicate, papery hand covering her mouth and the sudden fatigue was written all over her face.

‘Would you like me to read to you, Mum?’ Josie asked as she tucked the box away in her bag. They’d go back in the floor safe that she’d had fitted as soon as she got them back.

‘Oh yes, that’d be lovely, sweetheart. Maybe My Family and Other Animals by Gerald Durrell. My eyesight isn’t what it was. I last read that in Corfu with your father. Lovely book.’

Josie picked up the well-thumbed paperback from the shelf, opened it and began to read.

By the time she’d finished the first page, Macey Chapman was asleep, her face finally calm and contented.




Chapter 2

Six months earlier

Josie looked at the lean, hard-faced man who was staring at her, an amused look in his blue eyes. She was trying to digest what he had just said, as they both sat there in the anonymous car outside the nursing home she’d just emerged from after visiting her mum.

‘Sorry, what did you say your name was?’

‘Bas. Bas Marchbank, I knew your father,’ he said, the corners of his mouth turning up in a smile. His face was lined, cracked, and tanned from extensive sun exposure, and his eyes were warm, but with something else in them. There was a steeliness, but they managed to convey sincerity and ruthlessness in equal measure.

‘You knew Dad?’

He nodded. ‘A long time ago when I was a baby officer. He was some guy.’

She knew then that Bas Marchbank was not to be underestimated, particularly after Macca’s call a minute ago, confirming that Bas had worked extensively with the ex-SBS Sergeant Major and her father. Gordy ‘Macca’ Mackenzie was her late father’s closest friend and Josie trusted him with her life – and he’d proven she could in the past. Bas Marchbank clearly was what he claimed to be. But what did that mean? Why was he here? Most intriguingly, why was he talking to her?

‘Why do you want to offer me a job?’ was all that she could think of to say. It was not what she’d expected that afternoon, leaving the nursing home. Josie pressed her hand against the bag on her lap, feeling the comforting outline of her late father’s medals.

She always kept them close now, ever she and Frank’s ex-colleagues had worked to recover them from an eccentric Slovak oligarch’s castle off the Aberdeenshire coastline. The same oligarch who she’d watch fall into the North Sea, along with three of his henchmen when their helicopter was destroyed by a small explosive device planted by Macca.

‘Because we need good people,’ Bas answered, bringing her back to now.

‘How do you know I’m “good people”?’

‘Macca told me about some of the things you did in the process of getting your dad’s medals back. You seem resourceful, and it sounds like you can think on your feet, Josie. We need people who can think quickly, laterally, and make immediate, creative and correct decisions under extreme pressure. You also speak Czech, right?’

‘Yes. I spent a while teaching English in Prague.’

‘Any other languages?’

‘I’ve been messing about with a few other Slav languages on Duolingo. My Slovak is good, my Russian improving, but my Polish is rubbish. I like doing it when I run, it passes the time better than music.’

‘Look, Josie. You need training, but you clearly have talent, or Macca wouldn’t have recommended you. We need raw material with potential to train to be deployable assets around the world. If what Macca says is true, and I’ve no reason to doubt him – he’s not an easy man to impress – then you’re what we need. The training will be intense, though. Are you up for it?’

‘Define intense?’ said Josie, narrowing her eyes.

‘Physically we’ll test you, you need to be fit to do what we do,’ said Bas, returning her gaze. He looked lean and muscled, not bulky, but tight and knotty, almost like nylon rope.

‘I take it Macca didn’t mention my hobbies, then?’ A smile played on her lips.

‘He said you were a good climber. He told me about getting all of those old codgers up that cliff at Stonehaven, the power ascender was a genius solution.’

‘Good climber? I don’t like to self-aggrandise, Bas, but I’m one of the best in the business. Also, I run ultra-marathons, I’ve completed solo polar expeditions, and I have a black belt in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu.’

‘I’m aware of—’ began Bas, but Josie clearly wasn’t finished.

‘I’m a good kickboxer, and I’ve completed about three hundred freefalls. I’m not showing off when I say I inherited my dad’s physical capabilities.’

Bas chuckled. ‘I’m teasing you, Josie. Macca told me how capable you are, and I knew your dad well enough from before I went to the SBS. He was my first troop sergeant after I was commissioned. I feel privileged that he was there to show me how things were really done when I was a sprog officer. He was one of the most talented soldiers I ever met.’

Josie felt a swell of pride in her chest. ‘Thank you.’

Bas nodded. ‘I know all about your physical skills, but it’s not that which makes me want to give you a job. We’re not a fitness or climbing club, we’re a covert intelligence agency. You’re competent, adaptable, and you can clearly think on your feet.’

‘Who would I be working for?’

‘Me.’

‘Who do you work for?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, who’s your boss?’

‘You’ll find out more in the future. There’s only a handful of us based out of a covert location in London. We stay away from the bigger government buildings.’

‘We?’

‘Yeah. You’ll have some support in the field based out of the UK to help with cover stories, resources, IT, funding, and the like.’

Josie exhaled, and scratched at her scalp. ‘So, who actually do you work for, then? MI5? MI6?’

‘Well, I’m still technically on the payroll of the SBS, although I never go anywhere near Poole. I’m under the control of Naval Command based at the Command Centre in Northwood, but I don’t really go there, either. We like to keep everyone at arm’s length, and if we have battles to fight, the boss fights them for us. She’s not to be messed with. She has access.’ Bas’s delivery was calm and collected, despite the mystery. He seemed amused.

‘She?’

‘Yes, why not?’

‘Nothing. Nice to hear that the patriarchy isn’t omnipresent.’

‘Nothing to do with that. Number 1 is very good at her job. Her gender has nothing to do with it. She’s connected, that’s for sure.’

‘Number 1?’

‘Yeah, that’s her official title.’

‘Is it all legit?’

‘Of course it’s legit. We answer to the MOD directly. We’re a very small team, and we perform tasks that traditional military or intelligence resources aren’t ideally placed to perform, as they answer to a normal command structure. We don’t. We operate in utter secrecy, with significant autonomy.’

‘What I mean is, is it all sanctioned and above board? I mean, you do hear stories.’

‘What kind of stories?’ Bas looked amused.

‘You know. Deniable operations, Jason Bourne and all stuff like that.’

Bas chuckled. ‘Well, we don’t advertise what we do in the press. Chances are, no one will ever know anything about what you do. We like it that way. If you’re looking for plaudits, we’re not the organization for you. But I heard about the sporting medals you’ve won that you’ve not bothered to collect …’

‘Bas, I’m like my dad. He didn’t believe in plaudits. He always believed that awards were to make the senior officers giving them look good.’

‘A sensible man, was Chappers. You’re just like him. You’re off the radar, and we like that.’

‘Look, Bas. I’m flattered, and all that, but what do you really want me to do? I can’t do stuff for free; I have very large nursing home fees to pay, you know?’

Bas nodded. ‘I know, and maybe we can help with that.’

‘Really?’ Josie’s heart leaped at the prospect. Her mother’s nursing home fees were exorbitant, and would soon burn through the cash reserves they had available.

‘If you sign on with us, yes. Our agents spend a lot of time away from home, so we like to look after families. Plus, we’d pay you. It’s not just the physical stuff that we know you’re capable of, it’s way more than that. It’s a tough job, and we need tough, intelligent and adaptable people. We need people who will go the extra mile, never give up, and are ruthless in getting the job done, whatever is involved. Think you can do that?’

Josie leaned back in her seat, and stared straight ahead. The word ‘ruthless’ seemed ominous. What did Bas know about Stonehaven Castle? She turned to look at him again, determination in her eyes. ‘Ruthless?’ she said, jutting her chin, firmly.

Bas returned her gaze. ‘You look just like your dad, Josie. He’d do that thing with his jaw like you’re doing now. Once he got that look on his face, you knew he wasn’t kidding.’

‘You know about Stonehaven, then?’

‘Yes, I’ve heard what happened at Stonehaven, Josie. Macca told me. He also described your reaction when that helicopter crashed into the North Sea killing Bruzek, and the others.’

‘Meaning?’

‘He said that you seemed pretty sanguine about it?’

‘I can’t hear the word “sanguine” coming from Macca.’

‘Well, he actually said you “didnae seem to gi’ a fuck, man,”’ he said in a reasonable attempt at a Scottish accent.

Josie chuckled. ‘Gi’ a fuck’ isn’t how I’d describe it, but I’m not shedding any tears for those bastards. Karma.’ She shrugged.

Bas smiled. ‘It’s a tough business, Josie. What we do helps keep this country safe in many ways, and sometimes that means making tough, and yes, ruthless decisions. That sometimes means that we have to do things that the public would find distasteful, if they found out about them, which they won’t, by the way. How do you feel about that?’

Josie looked away from Bas, and stared at the nursing home, focusing on the window behind which her poor mum was sitting, confused, and lost. Her thoughts turned to the memory of the helicopter crashing down into the dark, fearsome North Sea, with four people on board. Four evil, despicable cowards, who ’ d been responsible for her father’s death. Four monsters who ’ d abused vulnerable young women. Four men who were now dead on the seabed. She wondered again how she should feel about this. Should she care?

She knew she didn’t. They all deserved it. The world was a better place without them.

‘What are you saying, Bas?’ she said, her voice flat and hard.

‘Are you willing to do what it takes to achieve your objectives?’

‘Objectives that are for the greater good?’

‘Of course.’

Josie looked back at Bas. ‘I guess. What really are you?’

‘Depends who’s asking.’

‘That seems a little irregular.’

‘That’s exactly what it is, but it’s sanctioned at the highest levels. We can operate wherever we are required, there’s not many of us, and it’s unlikely you’ll ever deal with anyone other than me, or Number 1. You’ll like her, she’s very smart.’

‘I’m still impressed that she’s a she.’

Bas shrugged. ‘Why?’ He looked surprised.

‘I thought you spook types were all old-boys network, the right tie and all that?’

Bas grinned, his crow’s feet widening. ‘Not any more. Number 1 is way smarter and braver than any of the old Eton crowd, plus she gets what she wants, and has the ear of almost everyone who matters.’

‘She sounds great.’

Bas snorted in amusement. ‘Look, Josie, it’s not really a teamwork situation. Other than people you need to meet to actually complete a mission, you’ll mainly be operating alone. This is why we need people like you, Josie. The old-school “tap on the shoulder” at Oxbridge no longer works in the modern world. The threats are far more disparate, and hard to target. The world’s changed. What do you think?’ His eyes firmed, and he stared directly at Josie, and there was real intensity in the gaze.

‘Maybe. What is the unit called?’

‘It doesn’t have an official name. Giving it a name makes it possible to find. It was initially just referred to as “Naval Project Alpha”, which some have shortened to just “Alpha”. Seems to have stuck.’

‘That’s not very cool. What’s wrong with something like “Project Phantom”?’

‘Kind of goes against the point. Supposed to be dull sounding, so people don’t ask any more. Alpha is just the first letter of the Greek alphabet.’

Josie shrugged, non-committal.

‘It’ll be tough.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘You wanna hear more?’ Bas grinned.

‘Yeah, why not?’ A flutter of excitement began to nip at her. The same sensation as when she was at the bottom of a supposedly unclimbable cliff.

The excitement of the unknown.

The anticipation of a challenge. Josie lived for challenges, whether it was scaling the unscalable, diving the deepest oceans, trekking to the North Pole, or running farther, faster and longer than anyone else. The challenge of the unknown was what made Josie who she was, and who she wanted to be.

‘One thing.’

Bas raised his eyebrows. ‘Go on, then?’

‘The physical standards you talked about. Are we talking commando test level?’ Josie was referring to the commando tests undertaken by all of those who wore the green beret of the commandos.

‘No one’s ever categorized it like that, but that’s a baseline. Why?’

‘I want to do the tests.’

Bas snorted. ‘Why, for goodness’ sake?’

‘Well, you’ve done them, Macca has done them, and my dad did them. If I’m in this role, I want to prove to you all that you’re dealing with an equal.’ Josie’s jaw firmed.

‘There’s no need, Josie. We know what you can do.’ Bas almost seemed amused by the idea.

‘It’s important to me. How many women have worn the green beret?’

‘You’ll not be wearing any beret, Josie. That wouldn’t exactly be covert, would it?’ Bas grinned.

‘It’s a principle. I’ll accept your offer, but only if I complete the commando tests at Lympstone.’

Bas smiled, and shook his head. ‘Fine. If that’s what you want, I’ll speak to someone. In fact, it’ll be a good opportunity to perform under a covert identity, with a cover story, so we’ll get you loaded on there with some bullshit story for test week. Maybe a journalist-type thing doing it for some publication. Might be a bit of fun, as a dry-run exercise, but the instructors are all tough bastards, and they won’t do you any favours. I think you’re a nut-job, however.’

‘People said I was crazy when I did my unsupported trip to the pole. I still did it, because it meant something to me. The commando tests mean something to me. I want to do them.’

‘Fine. So, you’re in?’

Josie turned to look out of the window, the fizz of excitement of a new, fresh challenge. A challenge not available to others. Should she tackle a new challenge? An unknown mountain to climb? Or a return to the job market, scraping around for lottery funding and to the daily grind of nine to five, bosses, commutes and routines.

The challenge of the unknown was the greatest challenge. To know the unknowable. She made her decision then and there.

Josie knew that she wanted in.




Chapter 3

Cabrillo Peak, Morro Bay State Park

‘You’re sure I can’t freeclimb it?’ said Anna, looking up at the thirty-foot cliff face. The sun was fierce, harsh and unrelenting. Anna reached into her small rucksack, pulled out a tiny bottle of suncream and smeared it all over her face, before slotting her sunglasses on her nose.

Julie grinned. ‘Not yet. The Kermit Crack is a tough route, this is your first lead, and you’ve not done enough top rope practice yet. Next time we’ll try you on the corner route; there are bolts already in the rock, and it’s a simple clip in. Love your confidence, but we don’t want you over-confident. You’re still a novice.’ Julie grinned at her first-ever climbing student. They’d had a couple of sessions, and she was a quick learner, if a little impatient.

‘Bor-ring,’ said Anna, drawing out the word.

‘If you’re so confident, then prove it to me now. Check your gear, and climb quickly, confidently and safely, and I’ll think about it next time, OK?’ Julie lightly punched Anna on the shoulder.

‘Fine,’ said Anna, moodily, as she adjusted her climbing har­ness.

‘Good girl, you know it makes sense. Last thing you want is an accident. What would your mother say?’

Anna puffed her cheeks out. ‘Jools, I watched you almost run straight up it without pausing when you ran the top rope up,’ she said, pouting her bottom lip outwards. She was a nice kid, Anna, but it was clear she was unused to hearing the word ‘no’.

‘Then show me how easy it is, climb when you’re ready,’ Julie said, pointing at the rockface.

Anna’s jaw firmed, and she turned to the cliff, stretched her arm out, and jammed her fingers into a fissure in the smooth volcanic rock. She grunted as she hauled herself up, the muscles in her taut shoulders rippling as her climbing shoe pressed into an indentation in the surface. Julie took in the slack from the top rope and fed it through her own harness, until the tension bit.

Anna was keen, and she climbed quickly, traversing across to the main crack that bisected the surface. She was a natural, Julie had to admit, watching with admiration as the teen scaled, almost effortlessly, heading towards the top of the crag, occasionally pausing to cover her hands in chalk dust from the bag that was slung around her waist. She leaned back against the rope, and shook her hands out.

‘You’re doing great, Anna, almost at the Kermit Crack. Look out for the little guy,’ shouted Julie, referring to the fact that a small frog had been found on several occasions by climbers.

‘I hope not, I hate frogs,’ said Anna, as she began to climb again.

Julie looked down at Anna’s rucksack, which was half open, the zip not fully fastened from when she had returned the sunscreen. Anna couldn’t miss it. The straight edge, and pink case of a cell phone. She looked up, pulled in the slack and leaned back against the rope. ‘Pause there, Anna, you need to rest before final ascent.’ Anna leaned back, and took her hands from the surface, and looked upwards at the top of the cliff, fifteen feet away. ‘Take a drink, it’s hot,’ shouted Julie.

‘OK,’ said Anna, thankfully, reaching to the small water bottle that was clipped to her harness.

Pulse quickening, Julie reached down, pulled the Samsung out from the bag, and woke the screen. It was locked, as expected, the dots on the screen requesting the unlock pattern be entered.

Reaching into a pouch on her own belt she pulled out a small, discreet flesh-coloured earpiece, and slotted it in.

‘You hearing me?’ she whispered into the covert microphone that was taped to her skin under her vest.

‘I have you, Josie,’ said Bas, his voice tinny in the small earpiece, which was wirelessly linked to her phone that had an open microphone activated.

‘I have the phone, and Anna’s busy,’ she said, looking up at the girl who was drinking from the bottle.

‘OK, plug the device in,’ said Bas.

‘Julie’ pulled at a wire in the small pouch, and extended it, plugging the connector into the charging port of the phone. ‘Done,’ she said.

‘Hold up, just trying to connect.’

‘Fast, I need to start belaying her again.’ ‘Julie’ tucked the handset into her harness, and grabbed the ropes again. ‘Climb when you’re ready, Anna,’ she yelled, realizing that she needed the girl busy, so she’d not look down.

‘Jesus, are you belaying, and doing this at the same time?’ came the voice in her ear.

‘I’m trying, can you get in?’ said Josie.

‘Ollie in London says he’s detecting the handset, but it’s locked tight. We need the PIN.’

‘It’s a Samsung, it needs a pattern. If I unlock it here, will it unlock for you?’

‘Hopefully, yes.’

The tension slackened on the belay, as Anna began to climb again. Josie pulled the rope, and fed it through her belay device.

Josie looked at the screen with one hand, whilst keeping the tension on the rope, just about managing to hold onto both the rope and Anna’s phone.

‘Am I looking good?’ shouted Anna, who had hauled herself up, her fingers in a hold, and her foot seeking purchase.

‘Looking great.’ Josie went to her chalk bag, and got a finger full of the fine powder which she threw at the screen of the phone.

‘Pause, and lean back as soon as the rope tightens. We have a twist I want to clear,’ she yelled up at Anna.

The sudden weight on the rope almost caused her to stumble, but she dug her climbing shoes into the scrappy surface, and held firm.

‘You steady?’ she shouted.

‘All good, but hurry up,’ said Anna, leaning back.

Josie firmed her stance, and held the tension with one hand on the rope, and then brought the phone screen to her mouth. She blew the chalk dust, where it stuck to the greasy smears on the screen. The pattern was visible, a clear ‘Z’. Josie unlocked the phone, and the screen woke up.

‘Done, it’s unlocked,’ she whispered.

‘OK, I have it. Now you’ll see a message appear on the screen. Just click accept,’ said Ollie, their computer tech, his crackling voice giving some suggestion of his London location. Josie imagined him sitting back there in the office, eyes glued to his myriad of screens, remotely downloading Anna’s handset contents before planting the covert software deep in the phone’s operating system. Undetectable without a deep forensic analysis.

A small box opened on the screen, a text message read, Do you want to accept? Josie clicked on the yes tab and the message disappeared.

‘All done?’ said Josie

‘Done. Good work, Josie, the malware is deployed. Lock the phone and she’ll be none the wiser,’ said Ollie. Her first official mission. Excitement fizzed in Josie’s stomach.

Another voice came over the line, it was Bas, her recruiter and handler. ‘Nice work, Josie. That’s all done, you’re clear to extract once you’ve finished.’

‘Meet later as agreed?’ asked the newly trained British Intelligence asset, currently on loan to the FBI for her first mission.

‘Sure, Lil’ Hut, best fish tacos in Morro Bay, I’m told. Great work, Josie. Malware in place and is operational. We now have full access,’ answered Bas.

‘Understood, tacos on you?’ said Josie.

‘I think Jared, the FBI liaison from the anti-trafficking task force, is picking up the tab, so order double. Uncle Sam has deep pockets.’

‘Great, I may even have a cocktail,’ Josie chuckled as she wiped the phone screen clean on her climbing trousers, dropped Anna’s phone back into the rucksack and coiled the cable back into the pouch.

‘Least they can do. See you later.’

Josie pulled out the earpiece and tucked it in her pouch.

‘OK, Anna. Twist all cleared, climb when you’re ready.’ Anna might have just seemed like a bratty teen, but to the FBI she was Anna Nistorova, daughter of Svetlana Nistorova, a major human trafficking nominal. Watching her begin to climb again Josie grinned, excitement coursing through her veins.

A successful first mission.




Chapter 4

Meanwhile, at a ranch not too far away

Michael Koch knew that he was as far out of his comfort zone as it was possible to be. As he stepped out of his beat-up old Toyota, and looked at the huge ranch, nestled at the centre of a vast vineyard in Edna County, San Luis Obispo, one thing was clear: he didn’t belong here.

The sounds of a Californian pool party drifted towards him from the other side of the large house: soft tunes, laughter, the splash of a pool and a general atmosphere of pleasure in the sunshine. Somehow all at once enticing and frightening, bearing in mind who would be around that pool, drinking, swimming and frolicking.

No, Michael Koch, the son of a constantly unemployed third-generation German mechanic and the product of a childhood in Minnesota, did not belong in this multimillion-dollar residence in one of the richest parts of California. He was out of his depth, and he was more than a little nervous.

He wiped the sweat from his brow, as the harsh Californian sun beat down on his head that was only partially covered by a thinning thatch of wiry hair, his stomach roiling with nerves. He left his car parked amongst the Porches, Mercedes and BMWs and headed towards the sounds of the party that he’d been invited to by the irrepressible, and slightly intimidating, Svetlana. An invitation that someone in his position should never have accepted.

No way should a forty-three-year-old small-town cop be here. A divorcee, with alimony payments he couldn’t make, and a bratty six-year-old kid who hated him. He knew that those partying around the pool were not his people.

Just being here right now was enough to cost him his job and possibly land him in jail. Police officers were simply not supposed to be in this sort of situation, unless they were authorized and undercover, which he most certainly was not.

He was here because Svetlana Nistorova had insisted that he attend the event and, in his current situation, he felt like he wasn’t in a position to say no, as much as he knew he should. He was a coward who was too scared to say ‘no’. Svetlana was a matriarchal character, initially warm and funny but he’d soon found she had a cruel and controlling streak, particularly with those whom she felt could be useful to her.

A compact, tough-looking man with short blond hair appeared, as if from nowhere. He was dressed in dark jeans and a polo shirt. He had small piggy eyes and heavy features. ‘Mikey, how you doing?’ he said. His Slavic accent was heavy and thick.

‘I’m good, Virag,’ he answered, trying to keep the tremor away from his voice.

Virag nodded, raised a small radio to his lips and whispered into it.

Almost immediately, Svetlana appeared from the side of the house. She wore a beaming smile stretching across her taut, yet podgy features. She was middle-aged, curvy rather than fat, and always heavily made up with her bottle-blonde hair styled in a beehive. Her veneers glinted in the late-afternoon sun as she dismissed the security man with a curt nod. ‘Back to the house, Virag.’ He touched a finger to his brow and turned back to the house without comment.

She turned to Koch, her smile widening, but her eyes flinty and without even a suggestion of warmth. ‘My darling Michael, I’m so glad you could come, please let’s join the others,’ she said in a thick accent, hugging him tight, her perfume sickly sweet.

She took his hand and led him around the side of the residence, which was a vast, low-slung, single-storey place, immaculate and stylish, and he wondered who it actually belonged to. This was what Svetlana did. She found stylish properties she could ‘borrow’ and threw parties for the great and the good, or anyone who she felt could advance her cause, or make her money. He knew this, yet here he was, and he cursed his stupid weakness.

He also couldn’t stop the rising excitement as he rounded the side of the house and took in the scene before him.

It was as if someone had intended to define the word ‘hedonism’.

The pool was vast, and the water sparkled as at least half a dozen giggling bikini-clad beauties splashed around in it. One of the girls, who appeared to Koch to be no more than sixteen, leaped into the pool.

He knew he was in a dangerous situation that could cost him what little he had left but he just couldn’t help himself.

He had gone from living in a nice condo in Morro Bay with the archetypal nuclear family to a crappy dump in the worst neighbourhood, with a rent that he still couldn’t afford. It was humiliating, as much as anything else.

He had loved his wife but he was weak and easily tempted. She had got sick of his philandering and drunken behaviour and had eventually kicked him out of the house. To make things worse, she had sold up and taken little Craig back home to Texas. He was alone, and broke, so who could begrudge him a little fun? His excitement was giving in to more primeval urges.

His loneliness had been so strong that he had sought out the company of hookers (which he couldn’t afford) that he soon realized were controlled by Svetlana. She was initially very charming to him, particularly when she discovered he was a police officer. He later learned that this was typical for Svetlana. She was ruthless and parasitical, and she knew exactly which buttons to press, particularly with men. She could almost smell weakness.

So, she had allowed him free sessions with her working girls and even stood him the odd gram of cocaine or meth. Being so strapped for cash with the maintenance payments he was easy meat for Svetlana to corrupt. He knew he was being stupid. There was no way someone like Svetlana did anything without wanting something in return.

It didn’t take her long. At first it was simple enough stuff, computer checks on rivals. Helping her to locate any of her missing girls and keeping an eye out for any police activity against her businesses.

Koch looked across the deck and recognized his partner, Charles ‘Chuck’ Lopez from the precinct at Morro Bay. He was with a waif-like girl dressed in a micro-skirt sitting on his lap on a sun lounger. She looked a least half his age. She was stroking his face with one hand and clutching a champagne flute in the other. Chuck acknowledged his presence with a tip of the champagne glass he was holding, and a wide grin, but made no move to come over. Chuck’s face was red and flushed and he was glassy-eyed and it was clear that he had been indulging for a while.

Michael and Chuck were inseparable and had worked and socialised together for years now. They had been good cops with a great track record and were seen as an effective partnership despite some slightly dubious tactics they employed. They also both shared the same tastes in girls and partying, although Chuck had been more comfortable about their descent into depravity than Koch was.

Looking around, Koch couldn’t help but notice the men. Middle-aged men, all sitting around on loungers in garish shorts and open-neck shirts, some of which had been discarded. Recognition flashed in his mind as he looked at some of them, all of whom should have known better, in the same way that he should have known too.

But he didn’t really care. Fuck it, he thought, a smile spreading across his face.

He noticed that at least two of the couples were fucking where they sat, not even trying to hide their activity. It was that kind of party. Michael couldn’t imagine how much Svetlana was charging, or how she had managed to get the use of the palatial property. She had a skill of persuading realtors to ‘loan’ her the keys to properties that were vacant, another example of her power over others. In reality, power over men.

‘Michael, darling, I’m so glad you came. You see everyone is here, including your partner, no? So many important people here, Michael, and none more important than you.’ She gripped him in a tight hug once more.

She pulled away just as quickly and surveyed him with her dark, almond-shaped eyes and a broad smile.

‘Now you must get a drink and relax. You are so lucky to be here, my dear, with all the beautiful girls and boys. Do you know how much I have charged all the other guests to be here?’ She chuckled as she handed him a champagne flute from a passing bikini-clad waitress.

Koch took a long draught of the champagne, enjoying the cold tingle as the bubbly liquid slid down his throat, soothing his nerves just a touch, as alcohol usually did, although he couldn’t help but feel that a shot of bourbon would have been more effective.

‘You must have a toot as well, darling, you look terribly tense,’ Svetlana said, handing him a silver straw and beckoning a girl over who had a tray with a number of lines of brilliantly white cocaine already cut, ready for snorting.

Koch didn’t think he had much choice, and also, he couldn’t ignore the sudden spike in adrenalin at the sight of the narcotic almost sparkling on the tray. So, he bent his head down and hoovered a fat line up each nostril, feeling the sharp hit as the drug assailed his nasal passages. The rush of the powerful drug began to spread throughout his body, bringing an inner warmth and a wave of confidence that washed away his nervousness. He revelled in the familiar drip in the back of his throat as the drug mixed with the saliva that delivered a numbing senstation. He exhaled and relaxed.

Koch smiled at Svetlana. ‘Can you introduce me to any of these lovely ladies?’

Svetlana gave a short snort of amusement. ‘How about a nice young man? Look at the lovely Piotr, over there.’ She pointed at a short, slim young man sitting on the arm of a chair talking to a dazzlingly pretty but bored-looking skinny girl. He was about eighteen, wearing skintight shorts and an unbuttoned floral shirt. His feminine face was carefully made up with subtle make-up and he looked a little overwhelmed by the situation. He seemed frail and vulnerable.

Koch affected a shocked voice. ‘I’m not gay, Svetlana.’

The madam threw her head back and laughed loudly. ‘I know, darling, I’ll introduce you to Katia.’ She beckoned over the skinny girl sitting next to Piotr.

‘Katia, this is Michael, one of my most special guests. Look after him and make sure he is kept happy all night, my darling. Piotr, come with me, I have a companion for you.’ She beckoned the slim man, who stood reluctantly.

Katia nodded, but Koch could not see a great deal of enthusiasm in her grey eyes that had hugely expanded pupils. He wondered for a moment if he cared about this apparent lack of interest from the youngster. As he studied the lean, youthful form of Katia, he decided that he didn’t; he was suddenly way too horny to give a shit.

Svetlana chuckled, throatily. ‘I must circulate, my darling, I have some very important and rich guests and I must make sure their every whim is taken care of. I can’t rely on you to pay my extortionate bills, can I?’

With that she departed, leaving a waft of her pungent perfume in her wake, and followed by the morose-looking Piotr.

Koch turned to Katia and smiled, feeling his excitement rising at the sight of her slight frame. She was barely dressed in Daisy Duke cut-offs and a minuscule bikini top. Koch guessed she was about seventeen but he was realistic enough to know she could be even younger.

‘Hi, Katia, I’m Mikey,’ Koch said with what he hoped was a warm smile. The cocaine was having the desired effect on him now and his head spun slightly.

Katia smiled widely, showing large, even teeth but the smile did not reach her eyes, and high as he was, even Koch could tell that her heart wasn’t in the encounter.

‘Let’s get another drink and sit down, so then we can talk.’ Koch took her arm and led her to an empty velour sofa. Katia immediately draped her legs across Koch as they sat, causing him to smile as he felt his excitement rise further.

‘So, Katia, where are you from?’ Koch asked.

‘From Mimon, in Czechia.’ Her accent was strong and her voice was so, so youthful. Koch was rapt. Despite her obvious profession, she seemed so young and fresh.

‘Is that near Prague?’ Koch knew his line in conversation was weak but he really wanted the girl to like him, for some reason.

‘About an hour away, but Mimon is not like Prague, Mikey. Prague is nice and for the tourists. Mimon is not nice and we get no tourists.’ She spoke easily enough but Koch could detect the bitterness in her voice.

‘So, how did you come to be in California?’ Koch tried to look into her eyes seductively which he realized was unnecessary. Katia was a sure thing, but he wanted to try. He pushed the feelings of inadequacy to one side, which the cocaine coursing through his system facilitated.

‘I had no job, my father used to beat me and all my friends were hooked on pervitin – you know, like meth. Svetlana offered to bring me to America. She say I can get work as waitress, but I end up working like this.’ She waved her hand around at the debauched scene, such an odd juxtaposition against the glorious scenery. ‘It’s not so bad, she looks after me and gives me roof over head, you know.’

She seemed strangely resigned to her fate and even more oddly seemed to revere Svetlana. Koch realized that this was classic Stockholm syndrome, often displayed by trafficking victims. It wasn’t a great or romantic thought, however, so he beckoned the cocaine maid over again and they both snorted another line. As they both sank back into the soft sofa Katia snuggled into Koch’s side and her hand reached across to the front of his jeans.

The moment he’d been looking forward to was interrupted by a bellow inside the house, accompanied by a cry of pain and the crashing of glass.

An overweight, red-faced man in his sixties appeared in the vast open-plan kitchen, that was wide open to the pool. He was wearing an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt and boxer shorts. ‘Svetlana, Svetlana, this little shit won’t play ball. Little bastard won’t even let me fuck him, and I’m owed this. The goddamn Director promised me anything I wanted.’ The man’s face was brick red and his grey floppy hair hung in front of his face. His large paunch quivered as he shouted, slurring his words.

As if by magic Svetlana appeared, uttering in soothing tones, ‘Come, my darling, come and I will get you some more champagne. Don’t worry, I will find you a new companion.’ He continued harrumphing his displeasure as she ushered him out of the room.

A flash of recognition hit Koch when he looked at the man whom Svetlana was still attempting to placate as they left the pool terrace. He searched his memory trying to place him but his drug-affected brain just couldn’t recall where he had seen him before.

Virag appeared as if from nowhere, and Svetlana spoke to him in angry Czech. He disappeared into the kitchen, returning in seconds with the young guy who had been sitting with Katia just a short while ago. Piotr had a nasty gash across his forehead which was streaming blood and his face was blotchy where it had clearly been struck. His shorts were unbuttoned showing white boxers also stained with blood. The henchman had a fistful of Piotr’s shirt and he dragged him across the pool terrace towards the car park, the smaller man sobbing wildly, a look of
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