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​​​​Prologue
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May 2015

SIS Building, Vauxhall Cross, London

The lift doors opened without a chime. They never did chime, not on this level. The men and women who worked here did not need small courtesies; they needed quiet, speed, and the reassurance of routine. The corridor beyond was the colour of old paper and smelt faintly of filtered air and coffee that had been left on a hot plate too long.

The Service was still digesting Crimea: the suddenness of it, the deniable men in green without insignia, the speed with which a peninsula could be swallowed and rebadged, and the way the world’s outrage had been filed, itemised and ultimately tolerated.

On the eighth floor, behind a plain door with no nameplate, four people sat around a table that looked as if it had been designed by someone who feared passion. The tabletop was grey, the chairs were grey, the blinds were grey. Even the water in the carafes seemed to have lost its will to sparkle.

A folder lay in the middle, closed but heavy with implication. On its cover, typed in block capitals, was a single word: KANDINSKI.

‘It’s not his name,’ said the woman at the far end of the table, as if anyone might have thought it was. She had the clipped vowels of a good education and the tired eyes of someone who had spent too long dealing with other people’s secrets. ‘He’s been assigned a codename for obvious reasons. We don’t use what we can’t protect.’

No one asked who had assigned it; the question itself would have been an admission of unfamiliarity. The acronym MI6 was never spoken inside the building and neither, for that matter, was FSB—not aloud, not unless it was necessary, and even then, only with a hint of contempt, like the taste of a bad medicine.

The man on her right—mid-fifties, ex-military by his posture, intelligence by his silence—opened his notebook and read as if reciting a weather report.

‘Approach made through a Ukrainian cut-out. Not one of ours. Not one of theirs, either, by the look of it. Former SBU liaison type—now freelance. Claims he can deliver Kandinski to us if we agree to provide asylum in the United Kingdom. Kandinski is described as a senior officer in the Russian security services, deployed in Crimea. He says he can’t stomach what Russia is doing there. Those were his words. Can’t stomach it.’

‘Or he’s a provocation,’ said the fourth person, a younger man with rolled sleeves and the kind of alertness that came from too much caffeine and too many screens. He was the technical lead, dragged in because in 2015 every operation had a digital edge, whether you wanted it or not. ‘Or he’s bait. Or the intermediary is bait. Or everyone’s bait and the only fish in the pond is us.’

The woman at the head of the table did not disagree. She had the patient expression of someone listening to bad options and trying to identify which one would kill the fewest people.

‘Let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that he’s genuine,’ she said. ‘Let’s assume he is who he says he is and he isn’t being handled. The question becomes: how do we get him out?’

The ex-military man turned a page in his notebook. His handwriting was small and brutal, like a code. ‘Crimea is not Moscow. It’s smaller, more porous, but it’s also watched. Russian military, FSB, local collaborators, plus the kind of patriotic tourists who take photographs of anything that moves. Ports are compromised. Airfields are compromised. Every hotel has cameras. Every rental car is logged. If we mount an extraction, it has to be quiet and it has to be deniable—because if it fails, it doesn’t just fail. It becomes a message.’

The technical lead made a face. ‘We don’t have the sort of cover we used to. You can’t just put him in the boot of a diplomatic car and wave at a checkpoint. They’ve learned. They log number plates. They run facial recognition in Sevastopol now—patchy but improving. And anything that looks like a Western embassy vehicle is a magnet for attention.’

‘There’s no direct land route through Ukraine that isn’t suicidal,’ the older man said. ‘Kerch is a choke point. Ferry traffic’s monitored. If he tries to leave under his own passport, he’ll be flagged—if not by Moscow, then by his own people in Crimea. And if he doesn’t leave under his own passport, we have to provide him an identity. That means documents. That means building a legend. That means time.’

‘Time is the one thing we don’t have,’ the woman said softly. ‘If he’s reached out, he’s already done the dangerous thing. There’s always a leak somewhere. Someone sees a message. Someone notices a phone that shouldn’t be there. Someone’s wife mentions a mood change. Someone’s mistress gets jealous. The Russians are obsessive about internal discipline. They don’t need proof to act. Suspicion is enough.’

She tapped the folder once. A dry, controlled sound. ‘And if we do get him out, what then? We aren’t talking about a man who can simply disappear into suburbia. If Kandinski is real, Moscow will want him dead. Not because of what he knows, necessarily, but because of what he represents.’

In the silence that followed, everyone pictured the same thing without naming it: a man who took betrayal personally; a state that treated vengeance as policy; a willingness to wait years if that was what it took. There were many ways to kill a traitor. The point was not the method. The point was inevitability.

‘Protection isn’t a weekend job,’ the older man said. ‘If we bring him, we own him. New identity. New history. Secure accommodation. Surveillance on him as much as on any threat. We can do it, but it’s expensive, and it ties people up for years. And that’s before you factor in what he might do once he’s here—panic, drink, make contact, get lonely, start telling the wrong person the wrong story in the wrong bar.’

The technical lead leaned back and crossed his arms. ‘And we still don’t know the headline: what does he have? Everyone keeps saying “senior officer”. Senior in what sense? Admin? Liaison? Operations? Counter-intel? If he’s a colonel who signs off petrol receipts, he’s not worth burning a single asset, let alone a whole extraction team.’

The woman opened the folder at last. Inside were a handful of pages, a photograph redacted down to a rectangle, and a typed summary stamped with internal classifications. She scanned it, expression unmoving.

‘We’ve done a first-pass evaluation based on what the intermediary says Kandinski is offering,’ she said. ‘It’s... thin.’

‘Thin how?’ asked the older man, though the tone suggested he already knew.

‘Names,’ she said. ‘Organisational charts for the Crimea directorate. Some local reporting lines. A few details on how they’ve been leaning on the Crimean Tatars, and which local officials have been bought or threatened. He claims knowledge of a small number of covert contacts—mostly low-level assets, the kind a competent counter-intelligence sweep could roll up in an afternoon anyway.’

She turned a page. ‘No access to Moscow strategic planning. No insight into Kremlin decision-making beyond what any reader of the Russian press could infer. No cyber capability. No sources in the military that aren’t already known to us. And—this is the point—nothing we could not, with time, pick up by other means at lower risk.’

The younger man gave a low whistle. ‘So he wants us to set fire to a building to retrieve a single paperclip.’

‘There is also the moral argument,’ the older man said, not approvingly, not dismissively—simply acknowledging it as an item on the list. ‘If a man inside that system wants out because he’s sickened by what he’s doing, the West traditionally offers a door.’

‘The West offers a door when it can afford the hinges,’ the woman replied. ‘And when opening it doesn’t compromise the rest of the house. Every extraction teaches the other side. Every operation leaves traces. Every success costs us something later.’

She looked at each of them in turn. ‘And if we take him, Moscow doesn’t just lose an officer. It loses face. It loses control. That’s when they get creative. Pressure on our diplomats. Pressure on our people abroad. More hostile activity here. The question is not only “Can we do it?” but “What does it buy us?”’

The room fell into the sort of silence in which careers were made and unmade without anyone raising their voice. Outside, London went about its business: buses, tourists, rain threatening and then deciding against it. Inside, the Service weighed one frightened man against budgets, policy, and a war that nobody had yet admitted was underway.

At last the ex-military man said what everyone had been circling.

‘If we proceed, we will spend months planning a hostile extraction, burn at least one access route, possibly several, and commit to a long-term protection package. We will do all that for intelligence we can’t properly validate in advance, from a man whose value appears to be local and largely tactical.’ He closed his notebook. ‘On cost-benefit alone, it’s poor.’

The woman at the head of the table nodded once, the motion minimal but decisive. ‘Then we don’t proceed.’

The technical lead frowned. ‘We just... leave him?’

‘We do what we can without making promises we can’t keep,’ she said. ‘We tell the intermediary that the UK cannot offer asylum at this time. We advise Kandinski to cease contact immediately and to protect himself as best he can. We do not encourage him to take actions that will get him killed. And we certainly do not run an operation that is neither cost-effective nor in the national interest.’

She closed the folder. The codename vanished under grey card like a body under a sheet.

No one spoke of what might happen to Kandinski next. Not because they didn’t care, but because imagining it changed nothing, and because in their line of work sympathy was a luxury you indulged only in private. In the world beyond the blinds, Crimea would remain occupied, Moscow would remain defiant, and a senior officer somewhere in Sevastopol would look over his shoulder and wonder which of his colleagues had noticed.

And somewhere, filed under a codename borrowed from a painter, the Service would keep a thin folder for a man it had chosen not to save—until the day his mistake, or his courage, surfaced again in a place no one expected.
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Part One
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Chapter 1

November 2017

Somewhere in Northumbria

Housekeeper’s voice cut like wire. ‘What the hell were you thinking?’

Her narrow face was rigid with fury, lips pressed thin, eyes bright with the promise of consequences. The interview room was small, windowless, and designed to unsettle: bare walls, clunky furniture, air that tasted faintly of disinfectant and old secrets.

‘Have you any idea what a shitfall you’ve brought down on the Agency?’ The words bounced off the bare walls. Two months ago, this same woman had sat opposite Rosie in a posh reception room with decent coffee and a practised smile, selling Firegate like a privilege. This room was the truth.

Rosie Winterbourne leaned back in the plastic chair and cleared her throat loudly. Yesterday’s psychological evaluation. The two-day debrief before it. Hours of questions, silences, probing looks that tried to pry her open. She was exhausted, bruised in places no one could see—and done with being managed by fear.

‘I think that’s pretty obvious,’ Rosie said evenly. Then her temper slipped its leash. ‘By the fact you sent Gauntlet to kill me.’

The last two words came out as a shout.

For a heartbeat, Housekeeper looked genuinely shocked. Then something flickered across her features—regret, perhaps. Guilt. It vanished almost instantly, replaced by the familiar mask of authority.

‘That was a necessary expediency,’ she said coolly. ‘Given the circumstances.’

Rosie barked a humourless laugh.

‘If you’d been captured alive by Daesh,’ Housekeeper continued, unfazed, ‘your confession splashed online, that would have blown our plausible deniability, the very fabric of our existence. Firegate would have been finished. Closed down overnight. Your termination was a worst-case contingency. The preferred outcome was extraction.’

She smiled. It did nothing to soften her face.

‘You should be thanking your lucky stars Gauntlet was on site. From what I understand, he and our drones saved you and your fellow... conspirators. More than once.’

Rosie’s jaw tightened.

‘We weren’t conspirators, Ma’am,’ she said quietly. ‘We were rescuing hostages.’

Which was true. But the woman was right. Gauntlet had appeared just in time—two terrorists dead at his hands, then a drone strike that shredded the pursuing Technicals before they could finish the job. Michael would have died without him. So would she.

Housekeeper shook her head slowly.

‘An Irishman, a Swede, and,’ she paused pointedly, ‘two Russians. Really?’

‘Michael’s a British citizen,’ Rosie shot back. ‘Astrid’s an MSF nurse. They deserved help.’

‘And the Russians?’

Rosie shifted in her seat. ‘They were a means to an end. Or—what was your phrase? —a “necessary expediency”.’

‘Now, don’t you dare—’

‘Besides,’ Rosie cut in, ‘I brought you evidence of a mole in Firegate. Evidence I wouldn’t have got without them. You read the Danilenko dossier, right? You know Hammer sold us out.’

Housekeeper’s expression tightened. A faint flush crept up her neck.

‘As it happens, I already had intelligence on Hammer.’ A dry, humourless smile. ‘Fortunately, the Russians switched sides before they managed to turn him fully. They have as much to lose to Daesh as we do. Hammer’s future is no longer my concern.’

Rosie almost pressed her on that—but something in her tone warned her off.

‘Regardless,’ the older woman continued, ‘your dossier ensured you didn’t leave us empty-handed. Our mole has been reassigned. Somewhere his paymasters will find... interesting.’

Rosie smiled despite herself.

‘So, we flip him. Make him a double agent. Makes perfect sense, I supp—’

She stopped.

‘What do you mean, “leave us”?’ Her stomach dropped. ‘You’re firing me?’

Housekeeper raised her eyebrows. For a moment, she looked almost human.

‘I’m afraid there’s no place in Firegate for an operative known to the people we’re targeting,’ she said gently. ‘You’re compromised, Rosie. I don’t have a choice.’

The room seemed to tilt.

Rosie stared at her, words deserting her completely.

‘There’s also the political fallout to consider,’ Housekeeper went on. ‘A British intelligence officer collaborating with Russians in Libya? Unacceptable. We’ll be invoking the highest level of secrecy. Nothing about this operation can ever surface.’

Rosie swallowed hard.

‘Yeah. I signed the Official Secrets Act,’ she muttered. ‘That goes without saying.’

‘This goes far beyond the OSA,’ Housekeeper said. ‘You’ll sign an additional non-disclosure. And you’ll understand that Firegate will take any necessary action to protect itself—and the national interest.’

She leaned forward slightly.

‘Am I clear, Ms Winterbourne?’
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Chapter 2
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Rosie glanced sideways at the man driving, his weathered brow furrowed in concentration as he wrestled the wheel to keep the Land Rover on the lumpy, downhill, dirt track. Gardiner hadn’t said a word since she’d climbed into the passenger seat. 

Though they’d become quite close during her gruelling training course, now the field trainer seemed back to being the taciturn iceberg she’d first encountered here, what seemed a lifetime ago but was only a couple of months. 

‘Will you miss me?’ she ventured, attempting a light-hearted note she didn’t feel. 

Her summary dismissal by Housekeeper had come as a sucker punch, especially after the work Rosie had put in with Gardiner and others to qualify as a field agent. 

Her dream job.

To be fair, she had been offered an alternative: a place in the Secret Intelligence Service, but merely as a researcher. No way! Having first served in the Royal Navy and gone on to become a solo sailor and adventurer, Rosie felt far from ready to accept a sedentary role as a civil service desk jockey. She was only thirty-one and still loved her life of travel and adventure.

After negotiating a particularly rough patch of track, Gardiner flashed her an icy blue glance. ‘No,’ he growled. ‘You fucked up, Rosie. I thought I’d drummed some field sense into you.’ He gave her another frosty glare. ‘My mistake, eh?’

Stung by the rebuke, Rosie faced away, watching the forest slipping by while chewing on her bottom lip. At length, she cleared her throat, wanting to ameliorate the bad air between them before the finality of her departure. 

‘Look, Gardiner, just so you know, you did train me well, and that training got me through some bad fixes, but the reason I went off-piste...ugh!’

Gardiner had slammed on the brakes, slewing the vehicle to a sudden stop. He turned to her, holding up a warning finger. ‘Stop right there, Rosie. I don’t want to know. You remember the forms you signed this morning?’

She reddened, recalling every word of the multipage documents and the verbal cautions that accompanied them. ‘But you’re...’ she began but was cut off again by that admonishing glare.

‘I’m a trainer, that’s all—a foot soldier. I’m not privy to what happened or where you jaunted off to. And you signed up to never talk about it, remember? To anyone, including me. So, for your sake and mine, shut the fuck up, okay?’

Rosie sighed. 

‘Okay,’ she said glumly.

As the Land Rover pulled up alongside the waiting Cessna 152, Rosie was surprised to see another passenger in the seat behind the pilot.

‘Is that ...?’ 

Gardiner cleared his throat noisily. ‘Don’t ask.’ He turned to her and, for the first time, smiled. He offered a handshake. ‘It’s been good to know you, Rosie Winterbourne. Have a good life.’

‘You too, whatever your name is,’ she said, taking his hand, grinning despite the deep sense of loss she was feeling now that the reality of her final departure was sinking in. 
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Chapter 3
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Rosie stepped clear of the vehicle and dragged her holdall from the back seat, the canvas biting into her palm. Gardiner was still at the wheel, already turning away from her, and she lifted a hand in a small, inadequate wave that felt childish even as she did it. That was it, then. Just gone.

She climbed into the back of the four-seater and flung her bag into the baggage space, the thud echoing in the cramped cabin. As she fastened her harness, the smell of avgas and old upholstery closed around her, sharp and final. Only then did she turn to the man sitting opposite.

Moth, as ever, avoided her eyes. His gaze hovered somewhere above her left temple, unfocused, defensive. She’d learned long ago not to take it personally—but right now it stung anyway.

‘Hi, Moth,’ she said, forcing brightness into her voice. ‘Off on a spot of leave, then?’

He shifted, swallowed. ‘Hello, Rosie.’ His voice was flat, drained. ‘I’m sorry you lost your job.’

The words landed harder than she expected. Rosie glanced quickly at the pilot, busy with his pre-start checks, headset already on. Safe enough.

‘Cheer up, Moth,’ she said, too quickly. ‘It’s not the end of the world. I’ll find something else.’

‘It’s not Moth anymore.’ He said it without emphasis, as if reading a line of code. ‘You can call me Geoffrey.’

For a moment she just stared at him. Her brain snagged on the enormity of it. Real names were currency you didn’t spend. Not in Firegate. Not ever.

The engine coughed into life, breaking the silence, and Rosie looked away, heart thudding. The pilot was already running through his checks, oblivious.

‘Geoffrey,’ she repeated stupidly. ‘Nice name.’ Then the penny dropped. ‘Mo—Geoffrey. What’s happened?’

He looked at her then, really looked, eyes dull and watery, his bland expression cracked open to show something raw beneath.

‘Same as you,’ he said. ‘She had to let me go.’

‘What?’ Rosie’s voice sharpened. ‘They sacked you?’

He shook his head. ‘Transferred. Back to NCSC.’ Then, as if realising too late what he’d said, he half-covered his mouth, embarrassed. ‘Oops. Probably shouldn’t have told you that.’

A cold knot formed in Rosie’s stomach. ‘Shit. And how do you feel about it?’

He turned to the window, watching nothing. ‘I like it here,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t want to leave. But... it is what it is.’

The aircraft lurched into motion.

‘All ready and belted up in the back?’ the pilot called.

‘Ready,’ they replied together.

As the Cessna bumped down the grass strip, Rosie stared out at the forest sliding past. Conifers dark and steady, deciduous trees flaring with autumn colour—gold, rust, flame. Ordinarily, she would have catalogued the beauty, stored it away. Today it barely registered.

The truth was settling in, heavy and unavoidable.

Of course this was why Housekeeper had cut him loose. Moth—Geoffrey—was collateral. Rosie had known from the start that Firegate tolerated no loose ends, no sentiment. Talent bought you time, not immunity.

And Moth’s honesty—his crippling, guileless honesty—had finally caught up with him.

The bile rose in her throat as the pieces locked together. His encrypted Dark Web account. Her off-grid calls from Libya. The favours she’d asked. The trust she’d leaned on without stopping to count the cost.

She’d told herself it was necessary. That Michael’s life mattered more than rules, more than careers. And it did. It still did. But that didn’t make this any easier to swallow.

She couldn’t look at him.

The plane swung tight at the end of the strip, engine screaming as they powered into the take-off run. Rosie watched Camp Sparta fall away beneath them: the clustered buildings, the training blocks, the place where her body had been broken down and rebuilt into something lethal and capable. The place where she’d finally felt... right.

Gone. All of it.

Would she have done anything differently?

Michael’s face rose unbidden: hollowed, beaten, a pinkie missing; an inducement to his father to pay a ransom.

No. She still would have done it.

But maybe—maybe—without the Russians. Without dragging Geoffrey into it.

As they levelled off at three thousand feet and the Kielder Forest spread out below like a dark green sea, Rosie finally turned back to him.

‘Geoffrey,’ she said softly, tapping his knee. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have involved you in...’ She flicked a glance at the pilot’s back. ‘...that.’

He exhaled, long and shaky. ‘Don’t be.’ He paused, then added, almost wryly, ‘She never liked me anyway. I once overheard her call me a pain in the arse.’

Despite herself, Rosie smiled faintly.

‘I’m glad I helped you,’ he went on. ‘And I’d do it again.’

He turned back to the window, the conversation apparently finished.

Rosie was about to speak when he suddenly raised a finger to his lips and whispered, ‘You know how to contact me, don’t you?’

This time, he met her eyes.

It was such a small thing—and it undid her. Rosie nodded, tapping her temple. Of course she knew. She never forgot anything.

As the forest slid by beneath them, another thought nudged its way to the surface.

‘Geoffrey,’ she said quietly, ‘that friend you mentioned... you wouldn’t happen to know where he is now?’

Two and a half hours later, the Cessna touched down at RAF Odiham. Two green SUVs waited by a low office building—one to carry Geoffrey to Cheltenham, the other to take Rosie home to Surrey.

Separation again. Clean. Efficient. Final.

Firegate, to the last.
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Chapter 4
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In the car and finally heading home, Rosie dug into her holdall, retrieved her phone, and replaced the battery and SIM. Once she had a signal, she texted her dad to say she was on her way and would be home for tea. 

She last spoke to him two weeks ago. From a Russian survey ship in Tripoli, following a mission that had twice nearly cost her life. 

She knew Dad would be anxious for her safety, though he would never admit it. 

On disembarking from the Royal Naval submarine in Gibraltar with her friend, Michael McCaffey, Rosie had been denied any communication. Her phone was confiscated, and she was immediately whisked off to England for her debriefing at Camp Sparta. Her escorts made it quite clear, despite outraged protests, sailing her boat home instead wasn’t an option. 

Meanwhile, Michael was taken away by Gauntlet—the Firegate agent who had engineered their exfiltration—apparently for a medical checkup. Rosie had not heard from Michael since. Not surprising since he no longer had a phone, but Rosie suspected he was also being kept incommunicado, given the sensitivity of his recent captivity at the hands of the so-called New Caliphate. 

Nobody at Sparta knew, or at least was unwilling to share with her, what had happened to Michael, and this caused Rosie deep concern. Firegate, she knew from recent experience, could be utterly ruthless in its efforts to stay below the radar.

Pasha remained berthed in the Gib marina, so Rosie needed to fly out to bring her home. She would also, hopefully, have a chance to find Michael. If Moth’s information was right, that shouldn’t be too difficult.

But that would all have to wait. First, Rosie wanted to see her dad.

[image: ]

A FRENZIED BARKING greeted Rosie as she slipped her key into the lock.

‘Hush, Nelson, it’s only me,’ she chided, pushing open the door, which only made the little terrier bark louder as he ran joyously around Rosie’s feet, stubby tail wagging like a metronome. 

‘Shush, boy,’ she said, reaching down to calm the overexcited animal. 

A warm aroma of roast lamb from the kitchen reminded Rosie she had not eaten since breakfast.

‘That you, Rosemary?’ Peter Winterbourne emerged from the Kitchen at the end of the hall, wiping his hands on a tea towel. The little dog raced back and forth between them, squeaking his unutterable joy at Rosie’s homecoming.

‘Why, who else were you expecting who has a key?’ she grinned, dropping her bag to the floor. ‘You got a girlfriend now, or what?’

‘Ah, you know me, Rosemary, one in every...’ the old man tailed off, voice gruff with emotion. He took her by the shoulders and held her out for inspection, smiling glassily at seeing his only daughter—his only living relative—again for the first time in weeks. He looked drawn, wore a sickly pallor, despite his visible joy. ‘How are you, Sweetie?’ 

Rosie tried a smile, but a tsunami of reaction lurked on the edge. She felt her lower lip tremble as she opened her mouth to speak. Suddenly, the near-death traumas of the last few weeks, anxiety over Michael, and the shock of losing her job—all held in check until now—slammed her with a tidal wave of emotion. 

After the hugging and the tears, Rosie took her bag upstairs to her room, showered, and changed, while her dad continued to prepare her welcome-home meal. 

Most of Rosie’s things were still on-board Pasha, but she found some old jeans, spare underwear, a T-shirt, and a cashmere jumper that had been her mother’s. 

‘That smells nice,’ Rosie commented as she watched her father plating up. Nelson, looking up hopefully from the floor, clearly agreed.

Rosie glanced around the kitchen, rolling her eyes at the wreckage of dirty pots, pans, cooking utensils, and other detritus. She smiled at a childhood recollection of living in Granny Bee’s house: the old lady’s good-humoured scorn of Dad’s offer to cook a meal. She remembered her words precisely.

‘Away with you, Peter, ya eejit. Sure, it’ll take me a feckin’ week or more to clean the place after.’

Granny Bee only relented when Mum promised her Irish mother she would follow Dad around the kitchen tidying after him. Rosie smiled at the memory.

She had learned the value of cleaning as you go the hard way; living alone on a boat with limited space and the constant danger of sudden lurching made it essential to acquire tidy habits. Even when, as a young teenager, she’d sailed with Dad, Rosie had taken charge of all things culinary in the yacht’s tiny galley space.

As on so many occasions since Mum’s passing, Rosie filled the wash basin with hot, soapy water and began restoring order. She found the process oddly reassuring—the comfort and security of being in the safe place she called home. 
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‘THIS IS LOVELY,’ ROSIE said, cutting into the softly succulent lamb shank. ‘Thanks for going to all the trouble.’

Her father smiled and took a sip of his water. She noticed again how and unwell he looked. His normally ruddy, weather-beaten complexion had turned an unhealthy shade of yellowish-grey. 

‘Dad, are you okay? Only you look a bit, you know, peaky?’  

‘I’m glad not to be cooking just for me,’ he said, ignoring the question. He shovelled a forkful of wilted spinach into his mouth, chewed thoughtfully before swallowing, then said, ‘So, what was all that about earlier? Not like you to get all emotional.’

‘Have you seen the doctor recently?’ Rosie pressed, now worried by his evasiveness. 

‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ he assured her. ‘Tell me what happened to make you so tearful earlier?’

Rosie wiped a dribble of gravy from her lip with a napkin, then shook her head dismissively, pausing to swallow the morsel of meat she’d been chewing. She couldn’t explain what had triggered her earlier breakdown and wasn’t keen to dwell on it. 

But the stubborn old git clearly wouldn’t come clean on his health. She would broach the subject later. Maybe phone the family doctor in the morning. 

After booking her flight to Gib.

‘I lost my job, Dad,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘And don’t ask me why. I’ve had to sign a non-disclosure. Sorry, but you know how it is.’

When she enrolled for Bristol University three years ago to finish her degree, Rosie had funded her studies by working for the Home Office as a part-time undercover investigator into yachtsmen engaged in people trafficking. Bizarrely, she’d been offered the unusual job while recovering from a brain aneurysm in the Azores. 

She had met Erin Easterwood in a Bermuda bar on Christmas Eve. Both alone and seeking company, they got drunk together. It was only later that Rosie learned the meeting was no accident; she had been headhunted. As an experienced ocean sailor and a yacht owner, the Intelligence Officer had explained. Rosie was uniquely positioned to carry out such work without raising suspicion. 

Dad was aware of his daughter’s clandestine part-time role to fund her studies and played along good-naturedly with the moderate discretion it entailed. 

Since joining Firegate, however, the need for secrecy had been infinitely greater, and came with significant risk. This was hard for Peter, though he strove to hide his anxieties. Rosie could do little except be there for him whenever she could. 

It had been less than four years since her father had come out of a year-long coma following the drink-driving accident that had killed her mother. Dad had been dry since then and continued to attend regular AA meetings. 

Rosie’s forgiveness of her father had been a slow and painful process. She knew now that her support was vital to the old man’s continued well-being. 

He reached across the table and patted her hand. ‘I’m so sorry, Sweetie, but only because I know how much you valued that job. But I can’t say I’m not relieved.’

Rosie grimaced. ‘I know you worry, but there really wasn’t anything to worry about. I was quite safe.’

This was a blatant lie, but what choice did she have? However, her father was clearly sceptical and could tell when she wasn’t being truthful in the way only a parent could. 

‘I wasn’t too worried when Pasha’s AIS signature turned up in Gib,’ he said. ‘Just another quiet surveillance exercise in friendly territory, I thought. But when you called me a week later from Libya... well,’ he gave a wry grin, ‘I have to say I was more than a little nervous. Especially after getting that phone call from Michael’s sister earlier that week. Until your call, I hadn’t a clue you were involved in that horrible stuff with ISIS.’

‘Dad, you can’t mention any of this to anyone. Promise me.’
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Chapter 5
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The EasyJet flight turned north over the Strait of Gibraltar beneath a dull, mist-laden sky. A pale sun reflected weakly off the grey sea, lending the shipping lanes below a spectral calm.

As the aircraft entered Algeciras Bay and the great protuberance of limestone that was the Rock filled Rosie’s window, she revisited events of just a month ago; the sea cave on the Med side where she had witnessed Leviticus Danilenko execute four returning Daesh fighters.

Two of the Ukrainian’s henchmen had also died in that incident—one at Rosie’s hand in self-defence, the other shot by Danilenko himself. She later learned that her own survival owed less to chance than to her continued usefulness to his plans.

Danilenko’s ambition to defect to the West, however, had ultimately failed. His Spetsnaz minders had ensured he never escaped Russian control.

Rosie recalled with ambiguous sadness Leviticus’ final mantra as he died in her arms: ‘Learn from my mistakes, Rosie. Never confuse your allegiances.’

These memories occupied her as the aircraft banked sharply to starboard, passing low over bulk tankers and bunker vessels serving the San Roque refinery. Lining up on final approach, Rosie looked up at the Rock’s cap of cloud spilling over its crown—slow, white, and endless—like a silent waterfall.

A brief rattle of turbulence, then the wheels kissed the runway beneath the north face.
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OUTSIDE THE TERMINAL she stopped again. The Levanter had stretched into a smooth ovoid over the bay, a thin veil drifting across the town. It felt an age since she’d stepped ashore here from the Navy submarine with Michael and Gauntlet.

Less than a week.

‘Doesn’t time fly when you’re having fun,’ Rosie murmured, and the irony sat sour on her tongue.

Shouldering her rucksack, she hurried to join the other foot passengers from the flight before the runway closed again for the plane’s take-off. Weaving among the usual ragtag of local workers from the Spanish side on foot and on bicycles, Rosie set a brisk pace across the airfield, eager to get to her beloved Pasha and check all was well with her. 

Fifteen minutes later, Rosie arrived at Marina Bay and crossed the pontoons towards the Office. She took a slight detour to ensure Pasha was still safely at her berth. She noted with relief that the mooring lines were secure and had not frayed, and the yacht seemed just the way she’d left her before scooting off to North Africa three weeks earlier.

Stepping aboard, she checked the washboards, which were still in place and locked, and saw that the padlocks on the lazarettes had not been tampered with. Satisfied that all was well, Rosie continued to the office to reclaim her keys to the boat.

‘There has been someone asking after you,’ the marina receptionist told her, handing over Rosie’s keys. ‘He left you this.’ 

Rosie opened the envelope and unfolded the handwritten note. 


No. 3 Mons Alley 
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