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November 1996

Donetsk Sports Club, Kyiv

The ball hit the front wall like a gunshot and came down viciously. Yusif lunged—late. It skidded past his racket and died in the back corner.

Across the T, the Kremlin visitor barely moved. He watched the bounce, expression empty, as if waiting for a train rather than a point to finish. Then he stepped in, took the next return early, and clipped it down into the nick just above the Tin.

Yusif loved squash—he had played almost daily in England—but few SBU colleagues shared the habit. So when the Kremlin visitor invited him to a match, Yusif had accepted with too much enthusiasm, certain that youth and footwork would humble the older man. Instead, the Russian owned the centre of the court and sent Yusif hunting along the walls like a panicked animal. Four games out of five, without raising a sweat.

It wasn’t the beating that unsettled Yusif; it was the way the man delivered it. No grin, no muttered curse, no flare of competitive joy—only a faint tightening at the eyes when a rally went against him, and a long, quiet stare when he lost the single game, as if registering an error that would not be repeated. Even his congratulations landed like an assessment.

In the club bar afterwards, the visitor insisted on buying the drinks. He returned with the mineral water Yusif had asked for, plus a bottle of vodka and two shot glasses sunk in ice—laid down with the neatness of someone setting out instruments.

‘Thank you, Sir,’ Yusif said, ‘but—’

‘Please, call me Vlad.’

Yusif gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I do not drink, Vlad.’

‘Nonsense,’ the Russian said. He poured two shots with a steady hand. ‘Do not insult your guest,’ he added mildly, sliding one glass across and holding the other up as if the matter were already settled.

‘Vashe zdorov'ye!’  

‘Good health,’ Yusif responded in Ukrainian, raising his glass of water. ‘I am Muslim,’ he added before taking a desultory sip. ‘I am sorry you wasted your money.’

The Russian’s gaze flicked once to the untouched vodka, then back to Yusif. No offence, no apology—only a small, unreadable pause, as if recalculating. ‘I was not aware,’ he said. He set his own glass down, untouched. ‘Forgive my insensitivity.’

Yusif smiled politely and let the silence sit. He knew only that this man belonged to some Kremlin circle that still treated Kyiv as a former province. As a junior officer in the SBU, Yusif felt the imbalance in every careful word.

‘You do not like Russians very much, Yusif.’ It was an observation delivered with the calm certainty of a file note, not a question.

‘I am not fond of our shared past,’ he allowed. ‘But as individuals, I have no problem with Russians. Er, may I ask, Vlad, how you came to your conclusion?’

The Russian smiled. ‘Your former Commanding Officer is a close colleague in Moscow, Yusif.’ 

‘Golushko?’

Nikolai Mikhailovich Golushko had recruited Yusif into the SBU before taking himself off to Russia a few months later under unclear circumstances.

The visitor nodded. ‘The colonel speaks highly of you. He tells me you studied in England.’

Yusif felt a burst of pride at being mentioned in such high places despite himself. 

‘Yes, three years at Baliol College, Oxford. English Classics.’

The Russian nodded, ‘And something of a linguist, too, I understand.’

Yusif began to grow uneasy. Why had his qualifications been discussed at such length?

‘Russian and English, of course,’ he said, feeling unaccountably defensive. ‘They are still compulsory in our schools today. I also studied Spanish and Arabic.’

‘And you enjoy your work here in Kyiv?’

‘Very much,’ Yusif said effusively. ‘I am proud of our Republic and would not want to work for any other.’

The Russian smiled disarmingly. ‘And I am delighted to hear it, Yusif. Patriotism is a great virtue in a servant of the state. I, too, am a patriot for my country. Tell me, what is your position on the Russian Federation?’

Yusif thought about this briefly, trying to formulate a diplomatic response. Finally, he said, ‘For countries of the former USSR who are not yet ready to govern themselves, it is a practical solution.’ 

‘And a permanent one, would you say?’

Yusif saw the trap and smiled. ‘You will note I used the qualification ‘yet’ in my reply.’

Thus, the conversation proceeded for the next half hour, and Yusif felt like a job interviewee having his politics challenged. 

Then, with brevity that felt almost surgical, the Russian rose, offered a perfunctory handshake, thanked him for the match, and left—already elsewhere in his mind.

‘How did it go with the Russian?’ asked a colleague later.

‘He won,’ Yusif admitted glumly.

‘Obviously,’ scoffed the colleague. ‘But what did you think of him?’

‘Arrogant bastard. Why? Do you know who he is?’

‘Oh, my dear Yusif! Do you not? When Comrade Yeltsin finally drinks himself to death, the man you played squash with today will be Russia’s next president.’
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​Episode 1

October 2017


Loyalty means nothing unless it has at its heart the absolute principle of self-sacrifice. 

Woodrow T. Wilson (1856–1924)
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The shrill squeals of playing children rode in on a blade of sunlight. Near the tiny, unglazed window, dust motes wheeled with flies on the breeze, pulsing to the happy rhythm outside. But the air carried other things too: human sweat, animal filth, and the acrid tang of spent cordite.

The sunbeam crept downward until it fell across Michael McCaffey’s face.

As it brushed his eyelids, he cried out—an inarticulate sound, strangled by a parched tongue and swollen lips.

Half-awake, half-lost, a number surfaced in his mind, sharp as a wound. 311. A Piccadilly Line train, crammed with laughing teenagers on their way to a concert at the O2. Heat. Noise. Then the blast—orange and absolute—tearing through the carriage. Michael turned his face away from it, even now.

Julia had been speaking to him just before the explosion.

What had she said? Something important. He reached for the words, but they slipped away into the graveyard of forgotten dreams.

When he came fully awake, his sister remained with him—not as memory but as presence. Julia. Beautiful and broken. Survivor. She had grown into a woman of generosity and resolve Michael neither possessed nor fully understood. Now, staring glassy-eyed at the filthy walls of his cell, he finally grasped the source of her strength. Stoicism had saved her.

Despite the ravages of that day in July 2005—despite the scars, the prosthetic arm, the pain—she had built a life. University. A job she loved. A man she loved. A child. Not a shred of bitterness.

She had survived.

Survival was now Michael’s only ambition.

He glanced at his calendar: crude tally marks scratched into the wall. Four crossed by a fifth, then one more. Six days. Which made this day seven. Counting, he’d once read, was a declaration of intent. A refusal to disappear.

Clad in a grimy orange jumpsuit, Michael rolled onto his back, stretched cramped muscles, and swung his feet onto the cold concrete. He sat there for a moment, working saliva around his mouth to loosen it. His plastic water bottle lay empty on the floor.

As his senses returned, the stench followed: stale urine, sharp and overwhelming. His bucket hadn’t been emptied in two days and was nearly full.

Mostly numb to it now, he tuned in to the soundtrack of war. The distant rattle of small-arms fire. The hollow crump of mortars. The rhythmic thud of a heavy machine gun.

Children’s laughter drifted closer, grotesquely entwined with the sounds of battle. Then a guard outside stood, rattling the door as he shouted something angry in Arabic. Gradually, the laughter faded.

A Zippo sparked nearby. Cigarette smoke seeped through the door slats.

Michael shuffled forward and tapped weakly on the metal.

“Please,” he said. “Could I have some water?”

“You wait, English,” the militiaman growled, thumping the door. “Nurse come. She bring.”

Michael slumped back onto his stinking mattress.

Astrid was supposed to have come. When? Three days ago. Yes—three days ago she’d promised to remove the stitches from the head wound he’d earned when a rifle butt had been jerked into his skull on the night of his capture.

She hadn’t come.

I should have listened to Rosie.

Guildford. The pub. A month ago—or a lifetime. Rosie leaning across the table, laying her hand over his.

Be careful, Michael. Don’t do anything stupid.

He’d laughed it off with his ridiculous Sean Connery impression.

Don’t you worry, Moneypenny. I’ll be back.

But something in her eyes had warned him. Rosie had that gift—a frightening instinct for what lay ahead. Even she couldn’t have foreseen this.

A hysterical giggle bubbled up before he crushed it.

It had been him who’d worried about her—about her being sent to Gibraltar. A safe surveillance job, she’d said.

Christ. What he’d give to be there now. Cold beer. Beach bar. Anything but this desert shit-hole—

“Aaaah, fuck,” he muttered, shuddering as self-pity surged.

Count the days. Affirm the intention to endure.

Who’d said that? Terry Waite? John McCarthy?

Michael forced himself upright, retrieved his stolen spoon from beneath the pallet, and crossed the cell. He scratched a seventh line into the crumbling plaster.

Seven days.

Only seven days since Rasheed’s fighters had swarmed aboard the catamaran, clubbed him down the ladder, and bundled him and Astrid into a boat. He’d been semi-conscious then. Astrid had filled in the rest. A lorry ride inland. A bombed-out town on the edge of the Libyan desert.

Since then: beatings. Interrogations. Drugs. A mock execution.

Decapitation.

He could still feel the cold kiss of the blade at his throat.

Astrid had fared better. Her neutrality had made her invaluable. The veteran Swedish nurse tended the daily casualties from General Haftar’s assault on Rasheed’s enclave.

Michael bore her no resentment. Her cooperation had bought him marginally better treatment. Without her visits, he would have—

Voices outside. Footsteps.

The bolts slammed back. The door flew open. A jihadi fighter stepped in and tossed a two-litre bottle of water onto the floor.

“Thanks,” Michael croaked, clutching it to his chest. He drank greedily, gulping tepid water until his hands stopped shaking.

When he looked up, the man was still standing there.

“Where’s Astrid?” Michael asked.

The fighter stepped fully into the cell.

Only then did Michael notice what he carried in his left hand.

He recognised the tool instantly.

It took a moment longer to register the significance of the bolt-cutters hanging against the man’s leg.
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Colonel Rachel Sanderson, known to her staff only as Housekeeper, began her day preparing for this morning’s ten o'clock conference. Agents Gadfly and Gauntlet would join via video links from their respective locations. By nine-thirty, all was ready. Sanderson poured herself a coffee and returned to her desk. She was reviewing Agent Galene’s report on the Gibraltar mission when a knock came at her door. She checked her watch. It was nine-fifty, time for a quick gasper. Fishing cigarettes and a lighter from her bag, she opened the door for her visitor.

‘Are we ready, Ma’am?’

‘Come in, Hammer. Help yourself to coffee. I’m just nipping out for five.’

‘Car park, Ma’am?’ smirked the agent.

The colonel threw him a disdainful glance before marching briskly to the lift.

Down in the underground carpark, Sanderson drew deeply on her cigarette. Galene’s final report of yesterday contained frustratingly few details. The conspiracy to repatriate British Daesh fighters had, according to the agent, been ‘shut down’. 

What the hell does that mean? 

Galene had identified the Travel Agent as some poncey Ukrainian called Danilenco posing as a property developer. Incredibly, the clandestine operation had involved an offshore platform, a survey vessel, and a miniature submarine. And most worryingly, all these assets were Russian-owned, according to Galene. If true, the political implications were dire. 

But without evidence and with Galene off the radar, Sanderson found herself in a pickle. She had taken a chance to deploy a half-trained, untested female agent in the field. That gamble was now back to haunt her. 

Because Galene had gone missing. 

And dammit, where was this Danilenco character now? And just who in Gib knew this had gone down? And ... a thousand more questions. More questions than answers. Cursing under her breath, Sanderson stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette and returned to her office.

The smell of freshly made coffee welcomed her back. Gauntlet was already live on the monitor, talking with his partner, Hammer. The conversation ended abruptly as Sanderson entered. Next to Gauntlet’s, the viewport showed only the back of an empty chair and pictures of circuit diagrams on the wall beyond. 

‘I see Gadfly’s late as usual,’ Sanderson muttered as she crossed the room for a coffee refill. 

As the colonel resumed her desk, an alluring, cinnamon-coloured face glided into the vacant viewport. Gadfly looked annoyed, and Sanderson couldn’t blame her. Camp Sparta had a new intake just yesterday; as Covert Ops Training Officer, Gadfly played a vital role in the induction of agent candidates. 

‘Could this not wait, ma’am? I’m just—’

‘No, it can’t,’ snapped Sanderson. ‘We have a live situation. Galene has gone AWOL, and I want her found.’

Gadfly sighed. ‘I know, Ma’am. I am with Moth now, and he has briefed me.’ Her carefully articulated words came with an attractive huskiness and the soft lilt of the Caribbean. ‘We know she did not turn up for the flight she had booked to Gatwick, and there is no record of her boarding any other flight anywhere. Her boat is still in Gibraltar. So, as far as I can see, there are only two ways she left Gib: by someone else’s boat, or she crossed into Sp—’

‘Yes, yes, I’ve been through all that with Gauntlet,’ said Housekeeper, the strain showing on her face. ‘Let’s assume she did cross to Spain. There are a dozen ferry routes to Morocco, and if she took a ferry to Ceuta or Melilla, she wouldn’t show up at any exit points.’

‘Are we overlooking the possibility that something happened to her, Ma’am?’ offered Gadfly. ‘I’m thinking of that contact of hers that—’

‘I’ve just had an update on that,’ interjected Gauntlet. ‘I was chatting with one of the hotel porters and asked about the murder. Turns out a couple of newshounds are staying here, and he overheard them discussing it. Murders are quite rare on the Rock, so it’s what everyone’s talking about. From what he gathered, it’s going to hit the Gib media tomorrow that they’ve arrested one of the local druggie wideboys for Roberto Marsa’s killing following an anonymous tip-off.’

‘Well, that’s something, I suppose,’ said Housekeeper, then frowned. ‘Though it might have been better had Galene been—’ 

‘She’s alive,’ growled Gauntlet, ‘and on her way to Libya. I’m certain of it.’

Housekeeper sniffed and pulled a sour face, ‘Reluctantly, I’m beginning to come to the same conclusion. So, Team, let’s assume Gauntlet’s right. Suggestions?’

‘Way out of our play area,’ muttered Gauntlet.

Although nominally autonomous, Firegate came under Home Office/MI5 jurisdiction and was strictly limited to UK and Overseas Territories operations. 

Rachel frowned. ‘There’s no precedent, I’ll grant you, but then we’ve never had a rogue agent. So I’m afraid it’s on us to clean up our crap before SIS discovers what we’re up to.’

‘We have a rough idea where McCaffey’s being held,’ offered Gadfly.

‘Yeah, Libya,’ said Gauntlet. ‘It’s a big country. Galene must realise she hasn’t a hope of finding him—needles and haystacks come to mind. Unless she knows something we don’t.’

Housekeeper gave a slight cough, ‘Actually, we know exactly where Michael McCaffey is, thanks to a serendipitous phone intercept. We think he’s being held at a place called El Habar.’ 

‘Does Galene know that?’ Hammer said suddenly.

Which silenced everybody. The query hung on Hammer’s face like a traitorous whisper.

After a few moments, Sanderson heaved a sigh. ‘Good question. Let’s start with: how do we know?’ She turned to Gadfly. ‘Is Moth still there?’

‘Er ... no, he just left.’

‘Right. Get him back,’ Sanderson snapped. ‘And let me see his face,’ 

Thirty more seconds passed in silence, with mystified stares from Hammer and Gauntlet. Then Moth’s round visage appeared where Gadfly’s had been.

‘You wanted to see me, Housekeeper?’ 

Although his manner was deferential, there was a guarded, almost hostile expression on the technician’s face. 

Guilty! Thought Sanderson.

‘The other day, you hacked into a Libyan phone network and got a location for me.’

‘Yes.’

‘And did you pass those coordinates on to anyone else?’

‘That would be in breach of protocols,’ Moth replied obtusely.

‘This is not about you, Moth. I’ll ask you once more. Did you pass those coordinates to Galene?’

...

‘Well?’

‘He’s her friend,’ Moth mumbled. ‘She had a right to know.’ Suddenly, he straightened and, for a rare moment, albeit via video link, made direct eye contact with his boss. ‘Rosie’s also my friend,’ he said quaveringly.  

Hammer drew in a sharp breath; even the imperturbable Gauntlet looked shocked. The technician’s profound antipathy was legendary throughout the agency. For Moth to describe anyone as ‘my friend’ in such emotional terms beggared belief.  

The Housekeeper sighed. ‘That decision was not yours to make, Moth. Next time you want to break protocol to help a friend, talk to me first. Do you understand?’

Moth gave a perfunctory nod but looked stubbornly uncomfortable.

‘So, do you know where she is right now?’

Moth lowered his head and mumbled, ‘Gone to find him, I expect.’ 

Sanderson grimaced. ‘If Galene tries to contact you,’ she said evenly, ‘you’re to let me know straight away, understood?’

Moth stared silently at a point somewhere over the colonel’s left shoulder, his face expressionless.

‘Put Gadfly back on,’ said Housekeeper, barely controlling her temper. If the guy wasn’t such a cyberspace wizard, she would gladly see the back of him. 

The technician moved out of shot, and Gadfly reappeared, looking troubled. 

‘Ma’am, I had no idea—’

‘Forget it,’ snapped Housekeeper. ‘We are where we are. Let’s move on. We can’t afford to have an agent caught by a terror organisation riddled with radicalised Brits, the very people we were set up to prevent coming home. So, ideas?’

‘Er, Ma’am,’ said Gauntlet with a shallow cough. ‘Can we be certain McCaffey hasn’t gone to join Daesh rather than taken hostage? That would put Galene’s disappearance into a different light.’

Rachel felt something slimy crawling up her spine. Galene’s possible defection had been a fear she had secretly harboured since losing track of the novice agent. Now, the same fears were starting to occur to the team. She quickly pulled herself together.

‘Good point, Gauntlet. All the more reason to get her back quickly. Or else—’

‘Terminate,’ Gauntlet finished for her. This drew a gasp from Gadfly.

‘Only as a last resort,’ Sanderson put in quickly. ‘And let’s keep an open mind.’ She directed this last at Gauntlet, who naturally defaulted towards worst-case and extreme solutions. 

‘Our prime purpose, Team, is to prevent our rogue from getting to Libya. Second, to get her back here. And finally, should she manage to evade our efforts and make it into Daesh-held territory—i.e. should exfiltration become impossible, then ...’ She shrugged as the ultimate solution made itself felt with deadening clarity. Her experienced agents were acutely aware of Firegate’s responsibility to give their anonymous Government sponsors Plausible Deniability.  

‘What do we know about El Habar, Ma’am?’ asked Gauntlet.

Housekeeper cleared her throat, then said, ‘Very little, I’m afraid—SIS have no eyes or ears in Western Libya at present. I do know that El Habar is a small town a few miles inland from the coastal city of Sabratha.’

Gauntlet frowned. ‘I don’t get it, Ma’am. What’s there?’

Rachel sighed. She was going to have to come clean. ‘According to information volunteered, and I stress, volunteered, by the Ukrainian guy, Danilenco, to Galene, El Habar has been occupied since the beginning of this month by a rebel Daesh group under the command of our old friend, Pontefract Paul.’

Gadfly drew in a sharp breath. ‘Rasheed al Basara?’

‘The same,’ confirmed Rachel.

‘That name rings a bell,’ said Gauntlet.

Housekeeper sighed and leaned back in her chair. ‘So it should. Back in July, we nabbed three of his former fighters setting up a bomb factory in Leeds. They came home via Gib. We only got them because of an anonymous tip-off to MI5. It was the third such insurgency in the past nine months. And incidentally, the primary reason Firegate was set up.’ 

‘When Rasheed’s kabita were burning oil fields at Bani Waleed,’ added Gadfly.

‘That was true,’ agreed Rachel. ‘But if Galene’s report is to be believed, he’s been moved on by General Hastar’s militia and has now regrouped at El Habar.’

Hammer gave a slight cough to get their attention. ‘Am I the only one seeing the McCaffey connection here?’

Housekeeper turned and gave him a sour look. ‘No, you’re not, Hammer,’ she said frostily.

‘Er, what do we know about this Pontefract Paul, Ma’am?’ Gauntlet put in, keen to deflect the boss’s disdain for his partner.

‘Ma’am, shall I?’ Gadfly said.

‘Yes, please. Go ahead.’

The West Indian gave a polite cough, then began speaking from her notes.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1/3

[image: ]


‘Rasheed al Basara: born Paul Basara in Pontefract, West Yorkshire, on 4th September 1989. His parents were Pakistani immigrants who moved to the UK in the seventies and married in 1986. Both parents are doctors: the father owns a GP practice in Pontefract, and the mother is a cardiology registrar at Pindefields Hospital in Wakefield. They have a younger daughter who teaches at a Pontefract primary school.’

‘Your typical jihadist family, then,’ Gauntlet observed wrily.

Rachel snorted. 

Gadfly threw the agent an admonishing scowl before continuing. 

‘In 2004, Paul enrolled at Leeds University to study Law. Here, he began to associate with a small group of radical Muslim students—attending the Grand Mosque in Leeds and travelling to Islamic conventions around the country. Subsequent interviews with staff and other students record that Basara stopped shaving, would not touch alcohol, and often attended lectures wearing long robes. 

‘Paul disappeared in September 2005, shortly after the 7/7 London bombings and was not heard of again until his parents identified him from a video made in Syria in 2014. It showed Basara decapitating an American Special Forces soldier. When the press got hold of the story, Basara was dubbed Pontefract Paul. And, of course, the US now designated him a priority target. 

‘It is now believed that Basara joined Abu Musab al Zarqawi’s al Qaeda group in 2005. Then, from Iraq, he was sent to Syria in 2012 to help set up the Islamic State under Abu Muhammad al-Julani. 

‘We also know from Swedish sources that Basara began an email correspondence with a schoolgirl in Gothenburg. In 2015, this fourteen-year-old travelled alone to Turkey. A month later, she telephoned her parents from Raqqa, telling them she was happily married and not to worry—the call was from Raqqa. Her name is Greta Maloof, whose Palestinian parents were given Asylum in Sweden in 2006.

‘Lucky girl, eh?’ said Gauntlet drily. ‘No need to guess who she married.’

‘Meanwhile, the Americans launched several unsuccessful drone strikes against Pontefract Paul and other high-profile killers. Finally, in 2016, they believed they had got him. Unfortunately, they were mistaken. He turned up the following year in Bani Waleed when this picture was taken.’

Gadfly’s face was replaced on the screen with a colour photograph of a dozen jihadi fighters brandishing ISIL banners and a variety of weapons. All except the tall figure front and centre wore black balaclavas. This man, clearly the group’s leader, was dressed in a long black smock to his knees over military cam trousers. A black bandana bearing the Daesh insignia adorned his head. His long, black beard was parted with a confident, somewhat laconic grin—the impression of a man comfortable in his role.

‘He’s lost his right eye,’ observed Hammer, leaning close to the monitor.

‘Shame it wasn’t his head,’ added Gauntlet. 

‘The rest, you all know,’ said Gadfly, her image appearing back in the viewport.

‘Thank you, Gadfly. Clear and concise as always.’

Gadfly’s smile was slightly self-conscious.

‘Right, team,’ said Housekeeper. ‘Heads together for suggestions.’ 

‘We should start with aerial surveillance, Ma’am,’ said Gadfly. 

‘Good chance to try out the new drones,’ added Gauntlet, flashing Gadfly a wink of support. It was a gesture not missed by Housekeeper.

‘Oka-ay,’ said Rachel, drawing out the second syllable. ‘So, Gadfly, your idea—and I suspect you’ve already discussed it with Gauntlet. So, how do you propose it would play out? Would the pilot operate from Sparta, for example?’

‘Well, that could work, Ma’am. But the Lancette’s range is the main issue. It would have to launch from a ship near the Libyan coast to get any distance inland. So we could maybe embark the aircraft and equipment in Gib, along with our techies and launch crew. So, probably best if the pilot were on board too.’ 

‘Good. I’ll talk to someone about using naval assets. Gauntlet, did you get a look at the naval base this morning?

‘There’s a Royal Navy supply ship alongside South Mole: the Globe. I can see her from my room—a Fleet Auxiliary with a huge flight deck. She’d be ideal if the navy can spare her.’

‘Good.’ 

‘Who are you thinking of putting onboard, Ma’am?’ Gadfly asked.

‘Is your drone warrant up to date?’ asked Housekeeper, seeing an opportunity to keep the Galene debacle within this small team.

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

‘Then it’s your lucky day. When we’ve finished here, get your stuff prepared − if we’re going to do it, we need to get you, the techies, and a couple of Lancettes out to Gib PDQ. I’ll arrange for another officer to relieve you at Sparta—and stop looking so pleased with yourself.’

Gadfly pursed her lips to stop the grin. Before coming to Firegate, she had spent a year at RAF Northwood operating Reaper drones over Syria and Iraq. As a psychology graduate, the officer enjoyed her role at Camp Sparta in assessing and mentoring candidates—her only regret was that she missed the excitement of live surveillance ops. She could not wait to fly Firegate’s state-of-the-art Lancettes.

‘Any more, Guys?’ 

‘Someone on the ground, ma’am?’ suggested Gauntlet.

‘Are you volunteering?’

The former SBS man grinned. ‘I’m in Gib, makes sense.’

‘Something tells me you’ve been missing the action too, Gauntlet.’

The agent merely stared back blandly.

‘Okay, leave those two options with me. We’ll link up again in an hour from now to discuss objectives. Gadfly, stay online. I need a word.’

As Gauntlet went offline, Sanderson turned her attention to the oldest member of the cadre. 

‘Hammer, you’ve been very quiet—anything to add?’

‘No, ma’am.’

The colonel frowned. ‘Alright. I want you in Gibraltar as well. Follow up on Galene’s report. In particular, Natasha Marchant. She’s a Watch Supervisor at the Joint Maritime Control Centre, The Hole. According to Galene, Marchant’s been passing information to our Ukrainian Travel Agent. I’ll arrange for someone from GDF to meet you at the airport, and you’ll liaise with her. Once you’ve interviewed Marchant and hopefully got a confession, hand her over to the RGP Special Branch for charging. And find out the status of that bloody research platform—I want to be sure that operation has really been shut down. Any questions?

‘Just two, Ma’am,’ said Hammer, somewhat morosely, ‘GDF and RGP?’

Housekeeper allowed herself a grin, ‘You’d better get used to the acronyms, Hammer, the Rock’s built on them. Gibraltar Defence Force, and Royal Gibraltar Police.’ She handed him a file. ‘Everything you need is in there. So get yourself out there today, but go on a commercial flight. EasyJet from Gatwick is your best bet. And don’t go on the piss with Gauntlet tonight—I want him bright as a button tomorrow.’

As Hammer left the room, Sanderson stared quizzically after him, wondering what his problem was.

‘Ma’am?’ prompted Gadfly from her viewport.

The colonel sighed heavily, then said, ‘How did we get into this mess, Keila? This volatile tendency of Winterbourne’s should have been flagged up before we took her on.’

The younger woman gave an embarrassed cough before saying, ‘I believe it was, Ma’am. I wrote in my report—’

‘Then why did we send her out alone, for fuck’s sake?’

The officer chewed her lower lip as she struggled for a tactful response. 

‘Well?’

‘Er, I think a lot was going on at the time ... you were quite busy and—’

‘Ah! I get it. You believe I skimmed over your report and failed to note your reservations. You may be right, and thank you for your candour. But I think that moment has passed, don’t you? And the main points in your assessment were ... remind me?’

Having anticipated this interrogation, Gadfly read from her notes, ‘This is from my report of August twenty-fourth: 


‘This candidate’s tactical decisions are frequently driven by emotional or moral reasoning rather than objective analysis. However, once set on a course of action, she will take a more cerebral approach to its execution. She should perform well in the field, but there is a significant risk of independent and/or unauthorised action. In her Practical Field Assessments, the candidate was occasionally prone to reckless decisions. In this officer’s opinion, the candidate rates highly on intelligence, initiative and motivation, but is somewhat lacking in discipline.’


Gadfly looked up from her notes, ‘In short, Ma’am, Winterbourne chooses with her heart and implements with her head. Perhaps she has good leadership qualities, but it makes her unreliable in following orders. If we had had more time—’

‘There wasn’t more time,’ Sanderson cut in. ‘We needed her and that damn boat out there pronto.’ She paused and took a breath and then said, in more measured tones, ‘And, I admit, in hindsight, we might have cut a few corners.’

‘It’s tough at the top, Ma’am,’ Gadfly sympathised with a wry smile, distancing herself from her boss’s use of ‘we’.

When the Ops Officer had gone offline, Sanderson sat back in her chair and massaged her eyes. 

Shit! What a fuck up. 

At least the Team had all stepped up to the mark. Well, except Hammer. Electronic surveillance was his forte; he had signally failed to volunteer his expertise. She could not coerce him to participate, of course, given the illegality of the operation. But the colonel was surprised at Hammer’s reticence to join his partner. Perhaps the fifty-five-year-old field agent was due a performance review when this was over.

Though it might be someone else’s problem after this. Sanderson shook her head, grim-faced. It was likely her own performance would soon come under scrutiny. She reached for her desk handset with a heavy heart to make the dreaded call.

~.~

At Sparta—the Firegate organisation’s training camp in the depths of the Kielder Forest—somebody was also contemplating his future with the agency. After the confrontation with Housekeeper, anxiety and nausea had sent Moth scurrying to his customary tree stump at the top of the hill. Looking down at the vast sweep of pine trees below brought him a degree of calm, and the groaning that invariably came with high stress began to subside. 

At GCHQ, Communications Technician Geoffrey Armitage had been allowed to work alone in his soundproofed, windowless room. Working there, he only needed to associate with colleagues when he had something to report. And, of course, the security staff when checking in and out of the Centre. This work arrangement suited Geoffrey because people were problematic face-to-face. 

Physical contact was anathema to him. The thought of all that touching brought another fit of groaning: all those handshakes, all that back-patting. 

And people spoke in absurd metaphors. Geoffrey had once overheard himself described as ‘dull as dishwater but sharp as a tack’. Confusingly, ‘dull’ referred to his inability to engage, not ‘unshiny’. ‘Sharp’, Geoffrey supposed, referred to his 175 IQ. But likening these character traits to ‘dishwater’ and ‘tacks’ eluded him. So why not just say: ‘Geoffrey is clever but lacks empathy’? 

Geoffrey’s main problem with metaphors was that they were lies. And Geoffrey hated lies. As a child at the Care Home, he had screamed and puked up when he found out they lied to him about his parents. 

Similes were okay because they were not lies. The expression ‘the raindrops hitting the pavement like silver sparks’ was okay with Geoffrey because that was what the raindrops looked like. 

Even his job explanation was all wrong. Described by his supervisor as: ‘to scan the dark and secret corners of the Internet for criminal and terror-related whispers’. The notion of cyberspace having corners made no sense, and the ‘whispers’ were digital binary sequences, not sibilant speech. 

Then, six months ago, Geoffrey had been seconded to work at Firegate and given his codename, Moth. The top-secret agency had only recently been set up to deal with the problem of Daesh-trained fighters returning to the UK to wreak terror at home. 

And Geoffrey liked his codename—a moth flew quietly in the dark and hunted insects, which was a simile for what he did in cyberspace. Driven by an insatiable curiosity for the dark side of cyber-communications, Geoffrey could trace almost any message to its source. And despite such encrypted messages, he had an instinctive sense for suspicious traffic. 

Among Moth’s secondary tasks at Sparta was mentoring trainees in hacking through cybersecurity systems and spoofing the Dark Web with misinformation. These lies were digital and not spoken, so they did not count as lies. Most online data was lies. At least, that’s how Moth reconciled his hypocrisy. After all, it was his job, and Moth knew those skills were why Housekeeper had asked for him. 

And he liked it here at Sparta. Okay, he was sometimes forced to interact with candidates. However, most of Firegate’s hopefuls displayed a conservative, standoffish attitude towards Moth, making it easier to keep an emotional distance between himself and the trainees. There were rarely more than three people at the camp between courses, which was most of the time. Gardener and Gadfly had learned to talk to him straightforwardly—visiting maintenance crews tended to avoid him entirely. 

It was quiet here, too. Moth hated noise and enjoyed sitting here looking at the trees. And sniffing the pine mould that cleared his head.

But something had changed. And Moth knew it had started with Rosie, the agent codenamed Galene. Rosie was not like other people. She never told lies. Not to Moth, anyway. And she carefully avoided talking in confusing riddles and metaphors.

Moreover, Rosie has a special memory that far surpasses Moth’s. Quite simply, she never forgot anything. He admired that. Furthermore, Rosie showed him respect, and that made a big impression. 

Before Rosie had left Sparta, Moth had set up a private network so she could stay in touch. Little had he realised then that this would make him lie to his employer. Moth had never disobeyed an order or told a lie—at least, in his slightly skewed logic. 

Yes, something definitely changed, and this made Geoffrey Armitage very anxious. 
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The taxi sped south on the N15, the well-maintained highway out of Melilla, Spain’s fortress enclave on Morocco’s northern coast. The dual-carriageway road skirted the inland edge of Bḥar Ameẓẓyan—on this twenty-kilometre-long fleet lay the small coastal city of Nador. 

Beyond the lagoon, the Mediterranean glittered with silver fire-stars in the morning sun. Olive trees on the landward side stood like gnarled old men on the dusty slopes.

Rosie Winterbourne sat in the Mercedes’ back seat with her window down, feeling sleepy in the warm, sea-scented breeze. She ignored the cabbie’s angry mutterings that she was ‘aire acondicionado del Mundo!’. It was not her fault that the Spaniard insisted on driving in a refrigerator. Rosie hated air conditioning—it gave her a headache. Besides, it was not yet nine o'clock in the morning—what was his problem? 

Rosie was tired. The overnight ferry from Malaga had been overrun with hyperactive children who ran amok while their parents dozed on the benches. She wished she had paid extra for a cabin instead of a lounge couchette.  

After narrowly escaping with her life just three days ago from the sea cave to which the duplicitous Leviticus had lured her, Rosie had embarked on a quest of her own. 

Her friend and soulmate, Michael McCaffey, had been abducted. He and a Swedish nurse, Astrid, had been sailing a catamaran from Turkey to Falmouth. The boat had been found abandoned off Malta. Apparently, the kidnapping happened during an illicit stop-off on the Libyan coast to pick up a friend. 

Rosie had subsequently discovered the pair were held hostage by the same ISIL group that had supplied terrorists for the Gibraltar insurgency. This led her to believe that Michael’s abduction was no mere coincidence, and somehow, Rosie was responsible for her friend’s plight. So now, after only one mission, Rosie had become a rogue agent.  

This car ride was the easy part of her journey; Rosie was in no doubt about the potential hazards that lay ahead—Sunday night’s browsing of Lonely Planet had highlighted several worrying caveats. 

However, Rosie had certain advantages that made her more qualified than most for such a mission. Indeed, her unique skillset was partly what got her into the shady Firegate agency in the first place. 

Hyperthymesia—the ability to precisely recall every event and everything read or spoken—had been a personal embarrassment in the Navy that Rosie had attempted to keep secret. But afterwards, during her four years of Middle Eastern Studies at Bristol University, the condition had, among other things, enabled her to excel in Arabic, along with most of its regional dialects.

Rosie had applied online for the requisite tourist visas: Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, and by Monday morning, all three had been approved. The agent copied the documents to a memory stick and printed them at a self-service kiosk in Malaga. How long would her credit card transactions take to register and alert Firegate of her intentions? Could they even access her accounts? Rosie had no idea.

A visa for Libya, of course, was out of the question. Even applying for one could sound alarm bells in Cheltenham. Rosie would have to enter illegally; hardly any riskier, she reasoned, than what would follow. It was all hugely exhilarating but scary, too—

Steady, girl, take one problem at a time.

The first problem would be tomorrow morning: crossing from Morocco to Algeria. Because relations between the two countries were strained.

Nador was quite a beautiful city, which Rosie would have liked to see more of. But, sadly, there was no time for sightseeing; she must press on. So, as the highway entered the sprawling suburbs, she asked her driver to drop her at the bus station. 

‘No se el camino a la estación de autobuses,’ growled the Spaniard.

‘You don’t know the way?’ Rosie replied teasingly in Spanish. ‘Never mind, I will direct you.’

‘You know this city?’ he asked incredulously.

Rosie met his eyes in the mirror and tapped her head. ‘Google Maps,’ she explained. 

‘You remember all the streets from the Internet?’

‘I’ve got a good memory,’ she assured him. 

Traffic on the highway had been sparse; the driver had maintained a steady ninety kph. But as they approached the commercial district, the morning rush hour kicked in, slowing progress to little more than thirty. Finally, passing under a gantry signposted, ‘المخرج التالي لمركز المدينة’, Rosie said, ‘Exit at the next junction, for City Centre. Go around the roundabout and take the Avenue Toauima ... and please stop staring at me, watch the road.’

‘What did it say on the sign?’

Rosie sighed. ‘It said, “Exit at the next junction for City Centre”’

Tall office blocks crowded in claustrophobically on both sides of the highway for a few kilometres, then receded as the car began ascending a ramp. A network of minor roads crisscrossed beneath, many gridlocked. The incessant honking of horns from below and the roar of trucks in the adjacent carriageway forced Rosie to close her window—cold air immediately filled the car, raising goosebumps on her arms.  

The driver pulled off the roundabout as directed and asked for further instructions, barely covering an unconvinced smirk.

‘In five-hundred metres, turn left onto Avenue Des Far.’

The cabbie snorted derisively. ‘You have been here before, I think.’

Rosie said nothing.

After the driver had turned left, she said, ‘The Bus Station is one and a quarter kilometres on the right.’

It was a busy one-way street. Failing to negotiate the right-hand lane in time forced the driver to drop his fare on the wrong side of the road. Rosie paid the agreed fifty Euros and added five for a tip. 

‘¿Quizás puedas ponerlo en un GPS?’ she grinned at the driver.

He did not look amused at her suggestion to buy himself a GPS with the money. 

Rosie had chosen her outfit carefully: faded blue jeans, almost skintight and fashionably torn at the knees
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