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Chapter One

 


You can do it. I have every confidence in
you.

Those bloody words were etched
in her brain. She was glad somebody did because at that moment, the only
thing she was confident about was that she was pissed off big
time.

Oh she knew that was an
understatement, really she did. After all she’d had her ‘undercover
operative for the government’ hat on while she had kept an eye on
the man now sat opposite her for quite a while now. Ever since she
received the directive that told her, her sleeper mode was about to
be changed to live operative. Even so, she truly was pissed
off.

He was not her favorite person.

Emma McKay scowled at the guy as he ate a
crisp with a no doubt satisfying to him, sodding annoying to her,
crunch. “Bryan why are we here?” she asked him impatiently. A
message to meet him and her friend Lynne in the local alehouse for
a drink was fine. But to get here at the appointed time and be told
Lynne would be along later was weird. Especially as Bryan added he
needed to talk to her alone.

Alarm bells rang. She’d never been over
fond of Bryan with his false laugh and leer of a grin, even before
she had learned he was one of her targets to watch. Now as she
looked at the guy sat in the red velvet covered chair that clashed
horribly with his t-shirt, she wondered what on earth Lynne saw in
him. But then, Emma allowed fairly, Lynne only saw the side of him
he wanted her to see. Emma understood the almost hidden depths of
the bloke.

Bryan swallowed and smiled in what he
probably thought was a boyish and beguiling manner. Emma chose to
differ, knew to differ even. Naturally, she didn’t trust him as far
as she could throw him, and now he seemed to be heading for wedded
bliss with one of her friends. Sadly, he seemed fine with Lynne, so
she gritted her teeth whenever necessary, and didn’t call him out
for the asshole she was more and more convinced he was.

And a traitor? That was the
bummer. That little scrap of knowledge was growing by the
day. At
first she’d thought he was a bit player. Now? Now it was looking
more and more likely he conducted the orchestra. If she found
definitive proof them she would have the knotty talk of speaking to
Lynne with all the complications that would bring.

Sometimes she wished she was still
delivering babies.

“Well I thought it would be nice to
chat,” Bryan said as he masticated his last crisp.

Couldn’t he at least have
emptied his mouth first before he spoke? For goodness sake, he was
supposed to be an educated, polite person, not a yob.

“You know about life and what
you’re up to and all that?” he went on, still fishing out bits of crisps
from the dark recesses of his mouth. “After all you are the best
friend of the woman I love.”

Did he really think that ridiculous sappy
expression would convince her he meant what he said?

“She’s my
everything.”

You what? Emma smelled rodents.
Love? You don’t
know the meaning of the word mate; you seriously do not have a
clue.

“Chat about what exactly?” she said sweetly,
but with a note in her voice that made him blink and look
wary. Cool
it, Em. “I’m
Lynne’s friend and I won’t do or say anything against her.” She sat
back and watched as he tried to decide what he should say or do next. Even without
the comprehensive dossier she’d complied on him, she would have
still decided he was a bit ‘off’.

“As if I would ask you to. I
know you think I’ve got some ulterior motive. Why don’t you like
me?”

Shit, the asshole sounded hurt. If she
hadn’t seen the calculating look that flashed across his face as he
gauged her reaction she might have been taken in. Maybe.

Emma shrugged.
“I’ve no feelings
one way or another. Lynne likes you, that’s what matters. So have
you?” She kept her voice light and unthreatening. He might, just
might, be on the level. “Got something to say?’ She nudged him a
little bit. Otherwise they could go on like this for hours. “You’re
the only one who knows, eh?”

Remember Emma, it could
be days or years.
But when the time comes you must be ready. She wasn’t likely to
forget.

For once Bryan didn’t come back with a
smart answer. He looked at her closely and shrugged. “Crabtree says
it’s time. And fuchsia is such a nice color.”

What? That one word gave her the concrete
evidence she needed. Good lord not Bryan, not now. What
can
I say to
Lynne?

“Who is Crabtree?” she asked in a tone that
showed it wasn’t really of any interest to her. ‘If he’s on about
fuchsia he must be a painter or a fashion designer?”

Bryan stared at her. “Come on, Em, you know
what I mean.”

She did, but she wasn’t sure
Bryan did. Pity because she really had tried to like him in the
partner of a friend sort of way. Liar.

Now everything
was going to have
to change and poor Lynne’s life was never going to be the same
again. Fuchsia for fuck’s sake. In her codes, that was a worst case
scenario warning. Crabtree must have decided it was time to move
and fast. She had to get home and sort things out. Emma sighed, and
put her hand to her forehead and rubbed it. “What time will Lynne
be here?” she asked suddenly. “Because it’s getting late, and my
head is killing me.” Not perhaps the best word to use in the
circumstances.

“Soon I think. I just got here
early so we could talk and I could pass on the message.” Bryan
glanced at her anxiously. “You do understand? He was most insistent you accepted,
understood, and acted.”

Emma looked at him speculatively and
didn’t answer. He’d wish she didn’t soon enough. She winced
theatrically. “Grief, I’m sorry, Bryan, this headache is well on
its way to being a migraine. I’m going to have to go and get stuff
sorted before it does. Say hi to Lynne for me and I’ll see her
soon.”

“Things to do?” Bryan said heartily. “Of
which I mustn’t be aware?”

She smiled. Oh you better believe it.
“You’ll be aware of
them soon enough.”

You bastard. Poor
Lynne.

****

It was a good nine or ten months since
she’d been out in the canoe. Ever since that one day she and her
then best mate Kirsten had set out for a paddle to meet some
friends and have a barbeque on a tiny uninhabited island they
knew.

Look how that
had ended
Emma mused as, a few days after her time with Bryan-the-asshole,
she checked her canoe once more and prepared to follow her next
steps.

The encrypted message from Crabtree was
worrying. For now, Bryan must be watched, not confronted, and she
had to carry out a recce to ‘the island’, known locally as Dark
Isle. She’d been shown how to ensure no security traps were in her
route, whilst not disabling anything else, and she knew what she
had to do. Observe and note anomalies. Someone must have very
creditable knowledge that the island could become a target. It
seemed incredulous to Emma that Bryan could be the instigator, but
then who was she to know these things? Her talents were
elsewhere.

This cloak and dagger stuff could be fun
at times, but she had a nasty itch on this occasion. It wasn’t
practice any more. Emma washed the canoe and checked no birds had
got into the boathouse and nested under the seat, and nothing had
bored a hole so she’d get a dunking. She should have been back much
sooner, but as ever, her everyday ‘normal’ life as a baker had got
in the way.

A few tendrils of mist almost
ready to become fog drifted up from the loch. The fog had come down that day
all those months ago, as well, and not long after they had set out
from the shore, Emma and Kirsten had been separated. A brief text
saying ‘gone back, crap weather, txt soon’ had been enough for Emma
to do the same thing without even getting more than a few hundred
yards from the shore. Not quite what she’d intended when she’d
dropped her paddle.

When they’d met up a few days later
Kirsten had been different. Quieter, serene even. Then she became
even more silent, until the next thing Emma knew she had a text and
an email from Kirsten saying she’d moved south, and sorry there
hadn’t been time to meet up and say goodbye properly.

Since then there had only been the odd
email and Emma admitted to herself that it hurt. She thought they
had been good enough friends not to have secrets.

Not many anyway. After all what
did anyone really know about her? She certainly hadn’t let Kirsten see the
real nitty-gritty Emma, had she? And didn’t everyone have secrets?
Even if it was of the ‘oops I ate chocolate when I said I wouldn’t’
type, and not the ‘I lead a double life’ sort?

Emma stowed what she thought she might have
a need for over the next couple of days and locked her rented
boathouse behind her. As she made her way back to her cottage on
the edge of the forest she went over the plans she’d finalized. As
long as Crabtree did the necessary all should be well and she’d be
on and off the island and no one would be the wiser.

Then a few emails and she hopefully could go
back to sleeper mode and just bake.

Or deliver babies?
She wished. That
part of her life was well over. Crabtree had to come first. She
owed him that much. He was the father she’d never had. The man who
loved her mum, still did in
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