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January 2017

Western Russia

The snowmobile’s growl clawed up the valley and died outside the lodge. Anton stepped out into the dark, the cold so sharp it seemed to ring. His breath burst white and brittle; for a moment the crystals tinkled against the wool scarf at his throat like tiny chimes. He pulled his gloves tighter and watched two men climb the steps to the terrace, rifles slung, boots crusted with ice.

‘Welcome back, Sir,’ Anton said, taking the rifles with both hands as if they were loaded. ‘Any luck?’

‘Good day,’ Vladimir said. He didn’t smile. ‘Sables in the trailer. Have Ludo deal with them—now—before the wolves catch the scent.’

‘Yes, Sir.’ Anton vanished indoors with the guns.

Sergey paused on the threshold. ‘Wolves?’

Vladimir snorted. ‘Don’t be such a mysh. There are always wolves in the Urals. The trick is not to bleed.’ He started inside. ‘Come. We didn’t fly you out here to play at hunters.’

Sergey followed, because invitations from this man were indistinguishable from orders. In the entryway they shed boots, furs, and the last of the outside world.

‘The Karpinski Room,’ Vladimir said. ‘You can drink that absurd vodka you pretend not to love.’

‘You have Russo-Baltique?’ Sergey quickened despite himself.

‘Of course.’ Vladimir’s voice carried ahead of him down the cedar corridor. ‘It’s still your weakness.’

‘But it’s so—’ Sergey stopped in the doorway.

The room was too lavish for a hideaway and too quiet for a home. Firelight licked up a stone hearth big enough to walk into. A mounted elk watched over a black bearskin sprawled on the boards, jaws frozen open in a silent roar. On the walls: art that should have been in museums. On the floor: armchairs arranged as if for a council.

Vladimir stood before a wall of glass. Beyond it, a pine forest sank away into white distance, and Mount Karpinski rose like a verdict.

‘I love winter,’ he murmured. ‘It simplifies things.’

He was short, compact, and unnervingly youthful for sixty-five. When he turned, the heel of his bare foot squeaked on the polished wood—a small, intimate sound in a room built for secrets.

‘You’re gawping again, Sergey. Sit.’

Vladimir moved to a bar cabinet, produced a crystal tumbler, and poured vodka cold enough to fog the glass. For himself he opened a beer, as if to prove he was still a man of the people.

‘You enjoyed the hunt?’

‘I did. Thank you. I didn’t know this place existed.’

‘Now you do.’ Vladimir handed over the vodka. ‘That’s the point.’

He went back to the window, not looking at Sergey as if eye contact were a concession.

Sergey took a careful sip. ‘You didn’t drag me to the Urals for sables.’

‘No.’ Vladimir’s reflection floated in the glass. ‘We have business.’

Sergey’s throat tightened. ‘Salisbury?’

Vladimir’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. ‘Salisbury,’ he repeated softly, tasting the word as if it were foreign.

‘Why would I concern myself with a quaint English town?’ He turned from the mountain view at last. ‘Salisbury is your stain, Sergey. Not mine.’

Sergey drank to hide his anger. Vladimir’s denials always came polished and perfect.

Vladimir finally sat, close enough to the fire that its light picked out the hard planes of his face. He rested his feet on the bear’s head as if it were a footstool. ‘I want to talk about oil. Tomsk Oblast. Transneft.’

‘The pipeline to China,’ Sergey said carefully. He did not add the title, but it hung in the air anyway.

Vladimir lifted his beer. ‘Chinese demand fell off a cliff. Forty points. Tell me why.’

Sergey spread a hand. ‘Libyan light crude. Cheaper, easier to refine. They prefer it to our heavy Siberian fields. I don’t see what we can do, Comrade—’

‘Don’t.’ Vladimir’s eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t perform the past for me.’

Sergey took another sip, buying time.

Vladimir watched him over the rim of his beer. ‘In the old days you would have brought me an answer, not a shrug.’

Sergey set his glass down too hard. ‘What answer do you want?’

Vladimir tapped his chest with two fingers, slow and deliberate. ‘Mine.’

He leaned forward. The fire cracked, loud as a gunshot in the hush. ‘Enough chasing ageing defectors to impress foreigners. I want the SVR aimed at something that matters: the wealth of the Motherland.’

Sergey felt the room tilt, as if the mountain itself had shifted. ‘And what, exactly, do you want me to do?’
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Chapter 1/1
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The woman drinking coffee alone at the station café looked ordinary enough. Slightly gamine. Dressed for comfort, as if she’d thrown something on without thinking. The kind of traveller you wouldn’t remember ten minutes later. 

A trio of teenage girls nearby chattered noisily about boyfriends and clothes, thumbs flying over their screens. And yet—every so often—they glanced at her. Quick looks, half-stolen, as if they couldn’t decide whether she was cool, weird, or trying too hard not to be noticed.

Rosie Winterbourne had never been a girl to submit to Millennial trends; she had always travelled her own road. Now, at thirty, her only priorities were decency and comfort. For this hot summer’s afternoon, comfortable was a pair of well-worn flip-flops below grey cotton pedal-pushers and a loose-hanging cheesecloth shirt. Jewellery was a no-no, the legacy of a naval career she had maintained into civilian life. The only exception was a diamond stud she wore in her left earlobe—given by her mother on Rosie’s twenty-first. In short, the way she looked suited Rosie just fine: five-feet-ten with the figure of a sprinter and an unblemished, rather elfin countenance. 

‘Boyish’ was how her friend Doc once described her. Another vestige of life at sea in a predominantly male world? Not entirely. A lifelong passion for bodily fitness, independence, and pursuing challenging goals also played its part. Those qualities, if you could call them that, were what Rosie put her boyishness down to. It was all about attitude washing over into the physical. And then there was Pasha. 

A passion for Pasha. 

She allowed herself a grin at Dad’s cheesy pun. 

At precisely ten-past-five by the station clock, Rosie finished her second Americano, picked up her holdall and crossed via the underpass to Platform Three. As the train arrived, she walked alongside Coach ‘D’ until it stopped. The door hissed open, and Rosie climbed aboard after the trickle of arrivals had disembarked. She shunted her heavy holdall along the aisle until she reached her reserved seat, D:27A, a forward-facing window seat. Seat D:26A—opposite and facing hers—was empty. She stooped to read the reservation ticket: 

THIS SEAT RESERVED

SALISBURY TO GUILDFORD

Her mark’s seat, presumably. But he was leaving it awfully late. She heaved her bag into the overhead luggage rack, flopped down, and stared glumly out of the window. 

Rosie would have been out having fun with friends now had it not been for the text on the Blackphone this morning. Her instructions were to drive to Salisbury, park at the station and get on the train. This train—the 1716 Intercity to London Waterloo. This reserved seat. 

Rosie was usually okay with a short-notice gig. In fact, she enjoyed the spontaneity and having to think on her feet. But today was her final day at university, and the unscheduled triage meant missing the students’ farewell night out. 

And now she was going home, and Dad would have to pick her up at Guildford. And besides, she had checked out of her digs today, so she was hampered with an exceptionally heavy holdall.

All these small annoyances combined to leave Rosie feeling rather pissed off when she should be rejoicing at having completed a long and challenging three years of study. 

It was the continuation of the history degree course she had started fourteen years ago and dropped out of after a year. Going back to Bristol, she had changed direction. 

After all that had happened, the Humanities seemed just too frivolous—too esoteric. ‘Middle Eastern Languages and Culture’ suited the reinvented Rosie much better and, as it proved, took more significant advantage of her prodigious gift for recall. More to the point, it better matched her new career strategy.

Departure time approached, and Rosie grew concerned. McCaffey had changed his travel plan, perhaps? The guard’s whistle sounded, and seconds later, the platform furniture began to glide backwards. 

Damn! 

She took out the Blackphone and began to text her displeasure to Harry. But just then, the connecting door slid open, and an oversized holdall manoeuvred its way through, followed by a gangly young man looking hot and flushed. He swung his cumbersome bag into the rack by the door and walked down the aisle towards Rosie, looking up at the row numbers as he came. Rosie immediately knew he was a yachtsman from his blue Musto crew cap, and therefore, she assumed it was probably McCaffey. 

Reaching his seat, the mark seemed to fixate for a moment on Rosie’s holdall in the rack, then threw her a nervous smile. He folded himself onto the seat like a grasshopper, all elbows and knees. He had taken the middle seat rather than his reserved one, which Rosie assumed was to give them both more legroom. She smiled her gratitude, then deleted the message she had been typing on the Blackphone and sent simply:


Contact


McCaffey smoothed out his newspaper, clicked his pen twice like it was a ritual, then glanced up.

‘Hello,’ Rosie offered, all sunshine.

‘Hi,’ he said, and immediately regretted existing. His eyes dropped back to the crossword.

Rosie watched him for a second. The pen tap-tap-tapped against his lips.

‘That’s either deep thought or a cry for help,’ she said.

He blinked up. ‘Sorry?’

‘The pen. It’s Morse code for “rescue me”.’

A corner of his mouth twitched. ‘I’m stuck.’

‘Shocking. And here I was hoping you were just dramatically avoiding eye contact.’

His ears coloured. He cleared his throat and looked at the clue again. ‘Right. Eighteen down. “Those who criticise devices to attract the attention of residents.” Eight letters. Third letter’s an O.’

Rosie leaned in. ‘Telegraph?’

He looked mildly wounded. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘Only if you’ve ever met a man who thinks suffering is a hobby.’ She nodded at the grid. ‘You really do hate yourself.’

He gave a small laugh—surprised it came out. ‘It’s... entertaining.’

‘So is dentistry. Doesn’t mean I do it recreationally.’

He shook his head, smiling now despite himself. ‘It’s cryptic,’ he added, as if she’d accused him of insanity and he needed mitigating circumstances.

‘Thank God,’ Rosie said. ‘For a second I thought you were doing a normal crossword like a balanced person.’

He glanced at her properly this time. ‘You’re... good at these?’

Rosie made a face. ‘I have a misspent youth. Continue.’

He read it again, slower, as if the clue might behave if spoken gently.

Rosie’s brow furrowed theatrically. ‘“Devices to attract the attention of residents”...’ She tapped the paper. ‘Door-’

He brightened. ‘Door—’

‘—something.’ She sat back. ‘But we’ll pretend I didn’t get it immediately, because I’m trying to be likeable.’

He laughed, then looked startled by his own laugh. ‘I’m Michael. By the way.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Michael By-the-way.’ Rosie held out her hand. ‘I’m Rosie.’

His handshake was firm—calloused. Interesting.

‘How far are you going, Rosie?’ he asked, recovering his manners.

‘Guildford.’ She nodded at the reservation tag opposite. ‘Which is convenient, because you’re sitting in my mystery man’s seat.’

He glanced at the tag, then at his actual seat, then back at her. ‘Oh—right. Sorry. I just—’ He gestured at his knees. ‘Long legs. Limited dignity.’

‘A tragic combination. Stay. I’ll invoice you for the legroom.’

He shifted, careful not to shift too much. ‘Guildford for you as well then?’

‘Hmm. Dad’s picking me up. I’m travelling like it’s 2007.’

‘Lucky you.’

‘That depends on your relationship with your father and whether he thinks radio counts as conversation.’

Michael snorted, then tried to look serious again. ‘So... are you a Bristol student?’ He nodded towards her bag.

‘Just about. I’ve just finished my finals.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘Thank you. You can say “well done” too, if you want. I’m harvesting praise wherever it grows.’

He smiled. ‘Well done.’

‘There we go.’ She peered at his grid. ‘How far have you got?’

‘Not quite half.’

‘Brave. Ambitious. Delusional. I like it.’

‘You like it?’ he repeated, as if the concept needed a visa.

‘Not the crossword,’ Rosie said. ‘Your optimism.’

His ears went pink again. ‘Right.’

They worked together for a while, Rosie tossing out answers with just enough hesitation to seem human; Michael supplying the occasional inspired leap as if to prove he wasn’t only there to be tutored.

Half an hour later, only eighteen down remained, sitting there like an unpaid bill.

Michael sighed and set the paper aside. ‘It’s ridiculous.’

‘No,’ Rosie said. ‘It’s character-building. Like trench foot.’

He turned to her. ‘So you’re a... mature student?’ He did air quotes badly, like he’d borrowed them.

Rosie rewarded him with a grin. ‘Look at you. Fluent already.’

‘Was it a career change or...’ He winced. ‘Sorry. That sounded nosy.’

‘It was nosy,’ Rosie agreed pleasantly. ‘But you said it with remorse, so I’ll allow it.’

He let out a breath. ‘Okay.’

‘I dropped out at eighteen,’ she said. ‘Did something more interesting. Then I came back because I don’t like loose ends.’

‘What was more interesting than university?’

Rosie tipped her head. ‘The navy.’

He stared, then said, ‘Ouch. How long was your sentence?’

Rosie laughed. ‘Seven years. And it wasn’t prison. Mostly.’

Michael’s grin widened. ‘Mostly?’

‘Classified,’ Rosie said lightly, and took a sip of water like she hadn’t said anything loaded at all.

He nodded, accepting the boundary without pushing it. 

‘And you?’ Rosie asked. ‘Michael By-the-way. What do you do when you’re not losing arguments with crosswords?’

‘I’m between jobs.’

‘Between jobs,’ she echoed. ‘That’s either very sophisticated or very unemployed.’

‘Self-employed,’ he said, mock-offended. ‘I’m literally between jobs.’

‘Doing?’

‘Yacht deliveries.’ He hesitated, then added, ‘Professional sailor.’ He did her earlier air quotes back at her—better this time.

Rosie’s smile sharpened. ‘Ah. A man of the sea.’

‘A man who spends his time wet, tired, and shouted at by inanimate objects, yes.’

‘That does explain the Telegraph.’

He laughed again, easier now.

Rosie pointed at the clue they’d abandoned. ‘And what’s your relationship with door-related vocabulary?’

‘Traumatic.’

‘Good. Because I’m about to rescue you.’ She glanced at the window as the train began to slow. ‘But I’m saving it for timing.’

‘Saving it?’

‘It’s a tasteful gift. Like flowers. But filthier.’

He frowned. ‘I’m not sure I like where this is going.’

‘In your dreams, sailor.’

The train slid past Wanborough.

Rosie stood. ‘Five minutes yet. I’m going to the loo before Guildford turns into a stampede.’

‘Right,’ he said, still frowning at the clue as if it had personally insulted him.

Rosie paused in the aisle and looked back. ‘Oh—and eighteen down?’

He looked up, hopeful despite himself.

Rosie smiled sweetly. ‘Knockers.’

He blinked once. Twice. Then his ears went scarlet.

‘That’s—’

‘Eight letters,’ Rosie said. ‘Third one’s an O.’ She walked away before he could decide whether to laugh or report her to British Transport Police.

She had been saving that answer for a mood-lifter. Because she wasn’t quite sure about this one. She would need to see Michael Colm McCaffey again.
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Here is a shabby suburban street coming alive at the end of schooltime, mothers and grandmothers with pushchairs, toddlers squabbling alongside. The convenience shop on the corner is doing brisk business. 

Two-hundred yards down the street, a car is parked: two men inside. Watching.

Five-thirty pm. Now, the men come, returning home from work or the mosque. A bus draws up opposite the shop, disgorging a new batch of home-comers.

The car’s driver suddenly sits up and looks keenly at one of the new arrivals. 

‘There! Is that Wasim?’

A man emerges from behind the bus, clean-shaven. A white taqiyah plastered on his skull like paint. The passenger pans the car’s built-in camera to bring the man into view on the monitor.

‘Yup, looks like our number two,’ tapping one of the mugshots taped to the dashboard. ‘Are you getting this, ma’am?’

‘Give me a close-up,’ a disembodied voice, a woman’s voice, raspy and commanding. 

The camera zooms in; the man is scanning for traffic before crossing the street, facing the camera for an instant. The image freezes there. Meanwhile, the man crosses toward the corner shop to a plain door at the side, looks furtively about, and unlocks the door.

‘He’s just gone in. Anything yet, ma’am?’

‘Patience, Facial Recognition takes longer without their beards. Ah, here we go ... a positive match! Jibril Wasim, born Bradford, 1985. Radicalised and flew to Turkey in January 2014. Wasn’t heard of again until the following year, when he showed up on a YouTube beheading of a journalist, we think that was in Hajin, Syria. Since then, he’s been sighted by drone several times in action against the Kurds and the Syrian Defence Force. Turned up in Libya in March this year after Syrian troops overran the Daesh enclave in al-Bab. No record of him re−’

‘Hang on, ma’am, I believe our number one just showed up.’

A car has pulled up outside the shop, and a man climbs out, sharply dressed in a suit and tie, again wearing the white taqiyah. The camera zooms in and catches his face as he looks around before entering through the same door.

‘Yes, that’s Ammar Awad al-Hajjar—born John Awad, Birmingham, 1981, joined Daesh in 2015, again, no record of him re-entering. Whoever’s tipping us off seems to be on top of things.’

‘Unlike Border Force,’ mutters one of the watchers.

‘I didn’t hear that,’ grates the woman. ‘Any sign of number three?’

‘Not yet, oh wait ... is that Cham walking up on the right?’

The newcomer is bareheaded, also clean-shaven, in conventional Western dress. He casually saunters to the shop, lights a cigarette in the doorway, and then looks lazily about. His gaze pauses momentarily on the surveillance car, then moves on.

‘Think he made us?’ mutters the driver.

‘He’d better not have done,’ snaps the woman. ‘It’s him, alright: Eisa Guirguis al-Kassab al-Sarraf.’

‘Phew! What a mouthful,’ mutters one of the agents.

‘Born Ali Cham, 1979 in London. Positive sightings in Syria and Iraq, implicated in several atrocities against women and children—a real bad boy. Rumoured to have fled to Libya last month.’ 

‘I think we’re okay, ma’am. It looks like he’s going in.’

‘Right, as soon as he’s inside, scram. We have approval, Cleaners in two minutes.’
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‘How’d your finals go?’ Peter Winterbourne asked after he had hugged his daughter.

‘Ooh, not too shabby. I’ll know at the end of next month. Fingers crossed, eh?’

They took a handle each of Rosie’s holdall and walked along the platform to the exit.

‘Glad it’s over?’

‘Hmm. Guess I’ll miss it, but time to move on, I reckon.’ 

Dad knew better than to ask why he had needed to pick her up or where she had left the Jeep. He knew about her part-time work with Mercury One—and the fact that she had not explained was good enough for him.

Reaching the Renault, they dropped her holdall onto the back seat, and Rosie got in the front. She avoided looking at her dad as he started the car, but sensed his nervousness. He looked around with unnecessary caution—the carpark was empty—slipped into gear and looked again before creeping hesitantly away. Since he had got his licence back, he drove like a little old lady on her Sunday drive to church. The Accident would probably haunt him forever.

As they pulled out of the carpark, Peter said, ‘Talking of moving on, a letter came for you yesterday.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Rosie was studying the card McCaffey had given her and, therefore, missed the significance of her father’s words. She would need to ask Harry if he wanted her to take up the young skipper’s invitation for drinks tomorrow night. It would depend on how much of a POI he was.

‘The Foreign & Commonwealth Office.’

Rosie tensed. ‘The FCO, what about it?’

‘They sent you a letter in the post.’ 

‘What? Why didn’t you say?’

Peter laughed, ‘I just did, it came yesterday.’

Rosie could hardly contain herself for the rest of the drive home and barely listened to Dad’s recounting of the past two weeks of bowling club gossip and what needed doing in the garden. 

She was out of the car almost before it stopped in the drive. Fumbling for her keys, she shimmied to the door, unlocked it and stepped inside. 

There it was on the hall table: a white envelope with the royal coat of arms and government seal. She stared at it for a moment, then picked up the letter. Trembling slightly, she tore it open and scanned the single page. Hardly able to believe it, she reread it, her face lighting up until she was grinning like a coal-scuttle.

‘Dad!’ she yelled out of the door, ‘they’ve invited me to attend an interview three weeks on Tuesday in Whitehall.’

Peter smiled as he carried his daughter’s holdall up to the house.

~.~

After unpacking, Rosie cooked a Chicken Alfredo Tagliatelle. They ate while watching some mindless TV programme. Or rather, her father watched, half asleep, while Rosie, wearing earbuds, played back the conversation with McCaffey from her phone.  

After half-an-hour, the Blackphone buzzed in her pocket. Rosie stood and glanced out of the window. 

‘My Jeep’s back,’ she told her dad, pulling out her earbuds. ‘I need a word—won’t be long.’ 

Marcus had parked the Jeep in the drive behind her dad’s Renault; she could feel the heat coming off the engine from a yard away and heard it ticking as it cooled. Shaking her head in annoyance, she retrieved her keys from under the wheel arch and walked down to the green Range Rover parked across the bottom of the drive, engine still running. Rosie opened the rear door and climbed in, pulling it closed behind her. Both men in front twisted to face her.

‘Marcus,’ she snapped, ‘my jeep’s twelve years old and built for trundling. Could you please not drive her like a Ferrari?’

The young black man in the front passenger seat smirked. ‘Want I should bring her home cross country, Rosie, aff-road, like?’

Marcus’s persona was pure London-street, but behind it lay the sharp intellect of an accomplished undercover investigator, which indeed had been his previous posting. Now too old for the role of gangbanger, he had switched his expertise to investigating human trafficking and modern slavery. 

‘Well?’ asked Harry from the driver’s seat. ‘This McCaffey. A person of interest, or no?’

Harry McAllister was a fifty-year-old ex-Royal Marine from the Highlands. Five years ago, the Secret Intelligence Service had charged Harry with recruiting and training a small cadre of part-time Triage Officers. Specialists in small private boats or light aircraft: their job was to identify British nationals involved in small-scale people-trafficking. This unit was known as Mercury One, and Rosie had been among its first recruits.

‘Hmm, maybe,’ Rosie said. ‘What put you onto him?’

‘The boat sailed west from Malta and then made a detour to Libya. I’ve sent the Marine Traffic footage to yer Inbox. Take a look for yersel. So, what got your hackles up, hen?’

‘Just a gut feeling. He didn’t want to talk about the trip and hedged when I asked him about being single-handed. And he claimed not to have stopped anywhere on a six-week passage, which frankly is madness. There’s something off about him, but I can’t be sure it’s anything interesting for us. He might just be running drugs.’

‘No man, he won’t be running no drugs from Libya,’ said Marcus. ‘Maybe refugees?’

Rosie said nothing. Marcus was the expert on all matters North African.

‘Are ye set for a follow-up?’ asked Harry.

She nodded. ‘I’ve got McCaffey’s number. I can call him.’

‘Okay, Rosie, take a look at his track, see if ye can figure oot what’s going on. Let me know your thoughts tonight.’

‘Okay? Anything else?’

‘Er, aye, actually,’ Harry said, ‘Ye’ll remember the wee Australian from last year, aye?’

‘The hashish smuggler, Wesley Corcoran? What about him?’

‘He called you this afternoon on yer old burner.’ Harry handed her an old-fashioned Nokia. ‘Ye’d better call him back, hen. See what the wee chappy wants.’

‘And if it’s another drug run?’

‘Just find oot where he’s delivering from, and we’ll hand it over to Europol. But we traced the origin of the call to a location just ootside Escalles. That’s a few miles west of the former refugee camp at Sangatte. We think it might be human traffic this time.’

Rosie frowned. ‘So why not just hand it over to Europol and Border Force anyway? I don’t understand why I need to triage him again. We already know his game.’

‘His boat is still impounded,’ Marcus said. ‘We dunno how he’s going to work it.’

Harry said, ‘Ye’ll need to find oot what the wee fella’s planning—if he’s up tae his auld tricks. Find what boat he’s using, where aboot he’s leaving, and where he’s landing. Then Border Force can arrange a nice welcome home party fer the wee man.’

Rosie switched on the phone and watched the tiny screen light up. One missed call, from ‘Oz’. She pressed the callback button and put the phone to her ear while Harry slipped on a pair of headphones. It answered after four rings.

‘That you, Rosie?’

‘Hi, Wesley, what’s up?’

‘You ever sailed a Lagoon 45?’

‘I’ve sailed a catamaran, not one that big, but the principle’s the same. Why?’

‘I need a hand to bring one across the Channel. Quiet overnight job on Monday. There’s a grand in it for you.’

She glanced at Harry, who rolled his finger for more information.

‘Maybe I can help. Where are we sailing from, and where to?’

‘I just need you to come over to Calais on the 2.30 ferry from Dover. I’ll pick you up from there, and we’ll drive to the boat.’

Rosie grimaced at Harry. If she pushed again, the Australian might get suspicious. Harry gave her a thumbs-up but looked worried.

‘Okay, Wesley, I’ll be on the ferry. Is it just the two of us?’

‘I’ll see you Monday, Rosie.’ 

The phone clicked off.

‘Not quite the result we wanted,’ said Harry, ‘but can’t be helped. You okay with this?’

Rosie grinned. ‘Wesley’s safe enough—bit of a softy, really. Sounds like he might be smuggling refugees this time, though, and a lot of them, going by the size of the boat. Border Force is going to owe us, big time.’

Marcus looked anxious. ‘Just keep your Blackphone switched on so we can track you, Rosie. You ain’t no superspy yet.’

Rosie grinned. ‘Talking of which, guys, I might not be on your team much longer. I’ve got an interview at FCO in three weeks. Now I’ve graduated, it looks like I’m going full-on.’ 

Marcus grinned and gave her a high five. ‘Nice one, Rosie! Knew you’d be up there wid da professionals pretty soon.’

Harry did not look so happy. ‘I wouldne get too excited. A spook’s life’s no all it’s cracked up to be.’

‘Well, thanks for the pat on the back, Harry,’ said Rosie, disappointed with her handler’s negative response. ‘What’s up? Think I’m not up to it?’

He blew out a sigh. ‘I always knew ye’d be moving on, hen—yer talents are wasted in triage. I’m just sayin’, it’s going to get seriously tough for ye from here on in. But I wish ye luck, all the same.’

‘Hmm, I’ll be sad to leave you both—I’ve learned a lot from you in the past four years.’

‘Hey!’ Marcus chimed in, ‘you ain’t gone yet, Rosie. We still got to crack this McCaffey dude.’
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Rosie found Dad snoring gently in front of yet another televised Brexit debate. She turned it off, took away the dinner things, loaded them into the dishwasher, and then went upstairs to her room. 

She logged on to her laptop and accessed her account on the Mercury One VPN with the fingerprint reader. Finding the media file Harry had sent her, KentishDawnAIS.mp4, she double-clicked it. The screen went blank for a moment as the file loaded. A marine chart of the central Mediterranean appeared, centred on Malta with the Libyan coast to the south, Tunisia to the west, and Sicily to the north. She clicked the ‘full-screen’ icon. The title at the top of the screen read: 

Marine Traffic: s/y Kentish Dawn MMSI 235113215

Track 29/05—14/07

Countless multicoloured symbols filled the chart like a spilt bag of hundreds-and-thousands—shapes and colours representing vessels ranging from the largest container ships to the smallest leisure craft. Rosie hit Play, and the symbols began to creep along their tracks, the DateTime in the top-left counting off two hours for every screen refresh. The picture zoomed-in to a flashing pink pleasure-boat symbol off Malta’s north coast, a label next to it with the legend KD, Kentish Dawn—McCaffey’s delivery contract.  Okay, his story so far checked out; this boat looked like she had just left Malta’s Grand Harbour. 

Rosie sped up the video so that the symbols raced along dizzily. She watched Kentish Dawn pass to the north of Gozo on her way up to the Sicilian Strait. Suddenly, the boat sheared off to port, settling on a southerly track towards the Libyan coast. The picture zoomed in as the yacht got closer to shore. She disappeared from the screen about five miles north of the coastline. Rosie paused the video and checked the DateTime: 2330 1 June. She wrote down the last position and made a note to check the weather there for that time, and then she clicked Play. The sailboat did not reappear for another fifty hours; when she did, it was some 240 miles to the north. Having passed through the Sicilian Strait, she now headed west toward the Strait of Gibraltar. Rosie fast-forwarded again and watched Kentish Dawn race out into the Atlantic and up the Iberian coast.

Rosie shook her head in bewilderment.

‘Why on earth didn’t you call in somewhere?’ she muttered. ‘Gib or Lisbon, or even Vigo.’ 

McCaffey must have been knackered and living off dried food. It made no sense. 

‘No, mister, you weren’t single-handed, were you?’ 

Even if he had a crew, what was his hurry? Had the owner given him a deadline?

She drummed her fingers impatiently as the yacht continued her passage across the Bay of Biscay, scraped past Ushant Light, and towards the tumble of ships pouring in and out of the Channel. When McCaffey’s vessel entered the Western Approaches, Rosie slowed the video again. The target vessel now approached the south Devon coast, where a cluster of fishing boats hugged the coastline. But as Kentish Dawn came within ten miles of Salcombe, another contact was highlighted, moving fast, away from the coast towards the yacht. AIS gave the new vessel’s name as M/V Sarirnaqal, a motor launch. Then, as if by coordinated signal, both AIS contacts disappeared. 

Rosie hit pause and noted the time: 0234 14 July. The dead of night. She made a note to check the moon and cloud cover for that time, and the wind and sea-state. Rolling on, Kentish Dawn did not appear again until six hours later, transiting the Dart Estuary. M/V Sarirnaqal never reappeared. 

Rosie scribbled some rough calculations in her notebook. She spent half an hour on the items she had noted for research. 

After a few more moments of pondering her conclusions, she muttered, ‘You’ve been bullshitting me, Mister McCaffey, and I don’t like that.’

Rosie returned to her Mercury One account and typed up her preliminary analysis. 


Harry, 

No logical reason for the detour to Libya except to rendezvous for a transfer of some kind—someone ashore must have been expecting them. Weather that night was clear and calm with a south-easterly breeze and no moon. AIS was switched off during rendezvous. 



I calculate that, to get to where she reappeared 50 hours later, KD can’t have spent more than an hour in the vicinity.



There was a rendezvous with a vessel reporting herself as Sarirnaqal off Salcombe, presumably to transfer whatever he had picked up in Libya. The conditions were ideal for a clandestine transfer at sea.



Agree, it all looks suspicious—not the expected behaviour of a legitimate yacht delivery. Whatever Sarirnaqal is, she’s not in the UK Ship Register even though she has a UK MMSI Number—a pirate AIS transponder. (FYI, that’s the marine equivalent of a false number plate). Odd name, nothing on Google—could be made up from joint-owners’ initials.



Conclusions

IMO, Marcus is right about refugees, but the mark doesn’t strike me as the kind likely to involve himself in anything more sinister than humanitarian aid (he told me he once worked with VSO in Rwanda). Also note: on a six-week non-stop passage, he’d be hard-pushed to provision for more than two or three passengers. NB this is advisory: I might be wrong. I should have a better idea about him after tomorrow night.
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The console on Rachel Sanderson’s desk buzzed insistently for the seventh time in as many minutes. It had been a frantic afternoon. A flashing message told her who was calling: Cleaner Three. She picked up.

‘Please, give me only good news.’

‘All done, Ma’am. Nothing to see here.’

‘Splendid. Stand down and await further orders.’ She hung up.

After a rare quiet moment, Sanderson sighed and keyed in a number known only to herself. When the other end picked up, she said, ‘The Leeds case is closed.’

The call clicked off without a word. 

Sanderson leaned back in her chair and massaged her eyelids. She wanted a cigarette but still had things to do before she could sneak off to her smoke hole in the underground carpark. Ironic that she could sanction murder but could not escape the no-smoking rule.

She buzzed her intercom.

‘Yes, Housekeeper?’

‘Have Gauntlet and Hammer checked in yet?’

‘Ten minutes ago.’

‘Send them up.’

Rachel Sanderson was forty-nine, a full Colonel in the Army, though she had not worn a uniform in ten years. Nobody at Firegate knew Sanderson’s name or rank; she was known merely as Housekeeper.

A knock came at the door.

‘Come.’

‘Good evening, Ma’am. We got your message. What’s up?’

Gauntlet suited his codename, 195cm and wiry with cold grey eyes. He was a multi-talented agent: an accomplished sniper, all-round weapons specialist, and a deadly coiled spring in unarmed combat. He was also volatile, impulsive, and prone to amorous distraction. Hammer, by contrast, was shorter of build: 168cm and stocky. Watchful as a barn owl and manifestly geeky, Hammer’s skills were in field surveillance and covert comms. Although aware of Gauntlet’s irritation at his partner’s pedantic methods, Sanderson considered Hammer the strategist and steadying influence that made the pair her most valued team. 

‘Close the door and sit down. We’ve got a problem.’

The two men sat and waited, quietly curious.

‘Earlier this afternoon, C3’s team—acting on my orders following yet another anonymous tipoff to the Foreign Office—caught three men preparing explosives above a shop in Leeds. Turns out once again they were Daesh returnees, British nationals, radicalised here in the UK before travelling to Syria.’

Gauntlet shrugged and said carelessly, ‘It’s what we do, Ma’am.’

Sanderson glared at the agent for a second, then said icily, ‘It’s what we do with homegrown terrorists that police can’t prosecute due to covertly acquired evidence. Our current brief is not about insurgents trained in overseas terrorist enclaves. My point is, Gauntlet, GCHQ reported all three having escaped to Libya with Rasheed al Basara’s fighters. And now they turn up in the UK undetected. These three make sixteen so far this year, and our people tracked none of them coming home.’

Gauntlet sighed. ‘Not in our gift to do Border Force’s job for them. When they cock-up, we clean up. We should round them all up and waste them, no questions, no trial.’

‘Out of order, Gauntlet,’ Sanderson snapped angrily. ‘I’ll try to ignore that indiscretion, but watch it.’ 

‘Obviously, it’s a well-organised effort,’ said Hammer quickly, keen to disrupt the oncoming exchange of views. ‘The caliphate must have found itself a travel agent.’

‘Which raises the stakes significantly,’ Sanderson said. ‘And perhaps allows us the opportunity to revise Firegate’s terms of reference. Homegrown amateurs are bad enough. Can you imagine a coordinated attack on our cities by Daesh-trained fighters?’

‘Any idea where the tip-offs are coming from?’ Gauntlet asked. ‘If we discover the guy blowing the whistle, we might get to find the train driver.’

‘We need to be careful not to scare him or her off,’ Sanderson cautioned. ‘We don’t want to turn off the tap before we’re ready to pull the plug.’

‘Why turn off the tap at all?’ offered Hammer. 

‘Because there’s a political angle,’ said Housekeeper. ‘It makes us look incompetent and, frankly, makes our surveillance effort redundant. I want you two to start digging, find this travel agent, find out how these people are getting in and close it down. Usual drill—use all necessary means, but don’t make a mess. I will not be a happy bunny if you call for Cleaners.’

They nodded in unison; it was a familiar spiel.

‘And by the way, you might come across a low-echelon team from SIS looking at private aerodromes and yacht marinas for human traffickers. They go by the name Mercury One. One of their operatives is investigating a yachtie who could be smuggling refugees from Libya. If our travel agent is using similar routes, there’s a risk of mutual interference. Mercury One is unaware of Firegate—make sure it stays that way.’

When the pair had left, Sanderson retrieved her cigarettes and lighter from her desk drawer and hurried out for a much-needed nicotine fix.  

Returning to her office five minutes later, she opened a file folder on her desk—a dossier of Mercury One’s part-time agents. She flipped over the pages until she came to the file of a T.O. Rosie Winterbourne. According to Housekeeper’s secret liaison at SIS, Herbert’s team was about to interview Winterbourne for a full-time post—a woman with no covert-ops background or training. Sanderson was curious to know why. After reading through the six-page document, she buzzed her intercom.

‘Yes, Housekeeper?’

‘Get me Erin Easterwood, on a secure line.’
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Rosie woke to the sound of the lawnmower through her open window. A warm breeze billowed the curtains, flicking bright sunlight around the bedroom. It was Saturday morning. Dad was cutting the grass, and life was back to normal. She stretched luxuriously, loving the comforting feel of her own duvet, the sheer perfection of her orthopaedic mattress. Rosie languished in bed for ten minutes, soaking up the joy of home. Then, with a pleasurable sigh, she threw back the duvet and rose.

After her shower, Rosie prepared tea and toast and took it back to her room to check her emails. First up was one from Doc Halliday—her best friend from the navy, now a Chief Writer and shore-based in Plymouth—asking how she had got on in her Finals. Rosie told Doc she would be home for a while now, and it would be good to catch up if she wanted to come to stay for a weekend.

Scrolling down, she found one from Anna and glanced anxiously out of her window to make sure Dad was still out in the garden. He did not know Rosie had remained in touch with Mum’s erstwhile partner, and she didn’t want to rake up old wounds. Since his re-awakening from Locked-in Syndrome four years ago, there had been an emotional brittleness about Dad that made Rosie cautious in talking about the past.

It had all happened before Rosie was born. Peter Winterbourne had known about Anna; she had
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