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Hammersmith

Officer Belinda Riley knew the signs of a suicide
bomber, but this time she was blind to the obvious. This time she
didn’t want to believe what was right in front of her eyes.
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Chapter One

Belinda Reilly stared at the projector screen. Image
upon image flashed before her. Every face filling the large screen
was the face of a dead person. She was looking at dead people.
Although she was an officer of the law, she’d only seen a handful
of dead people in real life, all of them from vehicle accidents or
natural deaths—gruesome, yes: mangled people crushed inside metal
or decaying corpses rotting inside musty old houses. Death was
never pleasant. This, though, was different. The people she was
staring at had chosen to die, and they had chosen to take others
with them. It was the first time she had deeply considered what the
term “suicide bomber” actually meant. By design, it was a
short-term occupation. By design it signified the end of your
existence. Bel began to understand the enormity of the title, the
calling, and the complete and utter waste of life.

Bel had recently joined the prestigious
anti-terrorism unit in London, a division of the Security Service,
operating out of MI5. Within the unit sat three specialist task
forces. Charlatan was an above-ground response team trained to act
quickly and efficiently following a terrorist or attempted
terrorist attack. Orion consisted of the nerdy brains behind the
outfit and the general all-round sneaky bunch. Orion heard and saw
things in a super-spy way Bel had only ever imagined after watching
Hollywood movies. The task force she was assigned to was called
Hotstream—a description of the air that pumps through underground
tunnels as a train approaches the platform in summer. Hotstream was
the entry-level task force, designed to accomplish two results.
First, it allowed new officers a chance to learn crucial aspects of
counterterrorism while providing them with specialised negotiation
and interrogation skills. The officers in Hotstream undertook
constant education—beyond the initial induction—while patrolling
the underground. Second, the skills learnt in Hotstream formed the
basis for further training and advancement into Charlatan and
Orion.

The original official title of the unit was the
Underground Terror Alert Response Team. Whoever came up with that
name must have been having a bad day because UTART was scrapped the
moment Conrad Rush, the head of the unit, bothered to pen the
acronym. The revised acronym, LUATRU (London and Underground
Anti-Terrorist Response Unit), was the result of a swift name
change, and the Charlatan, Orion, and Hotstream task forces were
born. The unit was highly regarded and revered amongst its peers.
Its purpose was simple: keep London safe.

Bel was one of only five new members on the Hotstream
task force, and it was rumoured that over two hundred officers from
all over Britain had applied for the positions. It was a welcome
change from her last posting in Norfolk. Being the only female cop
in a rural community was fraught with danger, usually in the
over-consumption of tea and cake, so London would surely be the
exciting change of pace she’d craved while gaining valuable
experience in counterterrorism. She’d thought long and hard about
her career progression, and when the opportunity arose to apply for
this role, years of taking on every undercover job she had been
offered—no matter how dreadful the conditions or boring the
operation—were finally paying off.

Bel recalled the words of her superior upon being
offered the job. “You have one of those faces, Belinda. You blend
in.”

He was right. She wasn’t ordinary looking—her
previous girlfriends had never complained—she simply had the
ability to alter her look and blend in. “It’s important not to draw
attention to yourself,” he had said. “Your short hair is perfect.
It’s more adaptable in disguise.” He’d cocked his head to one side.
“Be best if you lose the highlights, though. Plain brown is less
distinguishable. The plainer the better.”

Bel had taken a basement flat in Westbourne Green. It
was surprisingly warm, airy, and spacious. Nothing like her
dad had described when she first mentioned she’d applied for the
promotion and would move to London if successful. His words of
rising damp, mould spores, and pneumonia seemed a little dramatic
in her middle-class neighbourhood with her trendy neighbours, fancy
Italian delis, and traditionally British bars.

London was a great place to be in the height of
summer, and although you wouldn’t think it was the best time of
year to join Hotstream—stuck under the city in artificial
light—when it came to suicide bombers, it was jokingly said to be
off season. A considerable amount of clothing is required to hide
the bulky explosives strapped to a bomber’s body. In summer, a
bomber was easier to spot.

Before Bel had taken up the position, she’d been
reading Gone Tomorrow by Lee Child. It was hardly the
prescribed text on the subject of suicide bombing, but it had made
for compelling reading—well, the first few chapters had. She’d
become too snowed under with real learning in real textbooks to
finish the novel. Both fact and fiction texts shared
alarming similarities, however. The telltale signs of a suicide
bomber were well documented. Anyone could Google them, and just to
make sure Mr. Child knew what he was talking about, Bel had checked
it out for herself. He had been correct, of course. Depending on
the sex of the bomber, the majority of them displayed either eleven
or twelve signs that they might be on the verge of blowing
themselves, and others, up. For ease of memory, the Hotstream team
had condensed this list to eight.

Surprisingly, as well documented as it was and with
the continuing advancement of explosive technology, the modus
operandi of a suicide bomber had barely altered for several
decades.

Suicide bombers killed people. The fact that they
killed themselves in the process was of little concern to Bel; they
needed to be stopped.

It was a highly debated topic that the average
British police officer patrols unarmed. The debate for and against
the use of firearms was a tired discussion, and Bel knew it would
continue for years to come. For the officers on the task force,
carrying a weapon was essential. It was difficult to reason with
someone who had their hand grasped firmly to a detonator. Bel knew
if she ever had to discharge her weapon, it would be a
shoot-to-kill situation.

The very first time she held her Glock 17 pistol, a
chill had rippled through her. Her days of wearing a uniform and
popping into Mrs. Hudson’s for a slice of Victoria sponge cake and
a cup of Earl Grey tea were over.

The images flashing on the screen were a stark
reminder that in her hand she held the power to stop a suicide
bomber, the power to save lives. In her hand she held life and
death. The possibility both frightened and exhilarated her.


Chapter Two

The first time Bel had entered the Wagon and Ox pub
wasn’t the first time she’d laid eyes on Esther. She would have
loved to tell a story of lustful eyes locking across a crowded bar,
but scrounging twenty pence at the laundrette nearing midnight just
wasn’t the same. It was the truth but hardly earth-shattering.

Esther was five foot, eight inches tall, two inches
taller than Bel. When Bel looked in the mirror and saw a
youthful-looking thirty-year-old—knowing full well she could pass
as twenty-one—she saw the opposite in Esther. Esther was only five
years her senior, but she had an older, wise, yet serene face. Her
tanned skin and brown hair, which she always wore up, gave her the
air of a traveller or an explorer—someone who’d seen a lot and
experienced life. Bel was instantly drawn to her.

Esther looked like someone who practiced yoga for
hours a day. She was lean, and somehow she just looked flexible.
After the night at the laundrette, Bel returned to her flat
intrigued and wondering how she could meet her again. She imagined
Esther probably burned incense sticks, ate only organic produce,
and probably sourced the most expensive cotton unbleached
tampons.

She was wrong.

Esther behaved like a kid in a theme park. She pushed
boundaries, she challenged everything about everyone, she lived to
be alive, and when she wasn’t on duty at the pub, she had sex like
it was the last time she would ever feel the touch of a woman.

Esther was addictive and Bel was a willing
addict.

“You’re early.” Esther pushed a gin and tonic toward
Bel.

Esther’s smile caught her unawares every time, but
her reaction never changed. The wide mouth full of unblemished
white teeth sent her brain into fuzzy mode. She loved that first
smile. It was the first of many she would receive during the
evening while she watched Esther at work, patiently waiting for her
shift to end.

“My shift finished on time for once,” said Bel.

Bel was a liar. Not about her shift, but about her
occupation. She had lied to Esther from the very beginning, and
although lying to someone she cared deeply about left her feeling
guilty and nauseous, she wasn’t sure when the lie should end.

“Well, I’m glad you could wind it up early.” Esther
reached over the expansive bar and squeezed her hand.

Bel immediately lowered her eyes and focused on
Esther’s cleavage. Tonight she wore a sleeveless low-cut black top
and black bra. She rarely found tattoos attractive, but Esther’s
were different. They were words, not pictures, and, on her tanned
skin, looked as sexy as hell.

“Hey you, up here, thanks.” Esther pointed to her
makeup-framed brown eyes.

Bel sighed. Waiting three hours for Esther’s shift to
finish was the last thing she felt like doing. Work had been
intense, half her day spent in a briefing and half in the tunnels.
Reliable and alarming intelligence was filtering through to her
task force. Undercover operatives, those possibly performing the
most dangerous and imperative role in the fight against terrorism,
were hearing sniffs that something was about to happen, that a
terrorist cell was primed and mobile. Her team was prepared for
this possibility, and sitting in a briefing with the top dogs was
one thing, but to walk among the thousands of innocent people
commuting on the underground, well, that was another thing
altogether. Hotstream could be the difference between life and
death, the difference between catastrophe and calm. Bel had spent
twelve weeks training to be part of a team who aimed to keep London
safe. She knew the magnitude of her responsibilities.

“You need me tonight. I can see it in your face.”
Esther touched her cheek.

“I can’t seem to remember a time when I haven’t
needed you.” It sounded like a smooth line delivered by a
well-seasoned player, but it was the truth. Bel struggled to
remember anything romantic prior to Esther.

“That will help with your worry lines.” Esther nodded
toward the gin. “And later I promise to relieve you of every ounce
of tension you’re desperately trying to hide.”

It had been only two months since they began their
relationship, but Esther knew her so well—her moods, her facial
expressions—and lately she seemed skilled at detecting high stress
levels. Bel had told Esther she worked
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