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    From the Author 
 
      
 
    Thank you for your interest in the Battle Ground series! If you’re new here, welcome.  
 
    Here’s the part where I do something crazy, for an author. Here’s the part where I tell you not to read this book. 
 
    Balancing Act is Book Six in the Battle Ground series. It’s a retelling of the story from books Three, Four, and Five from Corporal Conrad’s point of view. If you’ve read the earlier books, ignore me. Keep reading. You know what happens, and you’re waiting to read Conrad’s side of the story. But if you haven’t read the earlier books, go back and do that now, before you start Book Six. 
 
    Jumping into the series with Balancing Act is like opening a book in the middle, and hoping you’ll figure out what’s going on. The Battle Ground series is one long story, from Book One through to Book Five, and if you’re reading Book Six, I’ve assumed you know who everyone is and what they’re up to at this point in the action. You’ll need to be up to speed with the characters and the story before you meet Conrad, just over the page. 
 
    It might sound bossy, me telling you how to read my books, but here’s why it’s important. I rely on reviews to promote my books. I rely on readers leaving honest and thoughtful reviews on Amazon and Goodreads and Library Thing. That’s what encourages other people to pick up my books and read my stories.  
 
    If you read Balancing Act without reading the rest of the series first, the chances are that you’re going to leave me a bad review. This book follows the events of books Three, Four, and Five, and without knowing what those events were, and how the characters felt about them, they won’t mean anything – and neither will the story.  
 
    Bad reviews are bad for me, and bad for my writing. Good reviews help me to reach new readers, and that allows me to write more books. 
 
    The good news is that it’s easy to find Battle Ground (Book One). You can buy a paperback copy, or download a Kindle edition, from Amazon – and it’s free on Kindle Unlimited. Just search ‘Rachel Churcher Battle Ground’ on your local Amazon site, and you’ll be reading the start of the story in no time.  
 
    And when you’ve read Battle Ground, False Flag, Darkest Hour, Fighting Back, and Victory Day, please pick this book up again and dive right in. Thank you for your patience. Conrad will be waiting for you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Key Locations in Canterbury 
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    Key Locations in London 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. Home Forces Building 
 
    2. Conrad’s Flat 
 
    3. Ketty’s Flat 
 
    4. Whitehall (street) 
 
    5. Dover House 
 
    6. Horse Guards Parade 
 
    7. Palace of Westminster (Houses of Parliament) 
 
    8. 10 Downing Street 
 
    9. London Eye 
 
    10. Jubilee Gardens 
 
    11. County Hall Building 
 
    12. Somerset House 
 
    13. Trafalgar Square 
 
    14. Charing Cross Station 
 
    15. Royal Festival Hall 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Key Locations in London 
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    Note 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leominster is a town in Herefordshire, UK. It is pronounced ‘Lem-ster’. 
 
    

  

 
   
    I can’t afford to make mistakes like this. I can’t afford to let Conrad get to me. He’s Lee’s assistant, and he’s on Lee’s side, not mine. 
 
    I was looking for a friend. I was looking for support, but I’m looking in the wrong place.  
 
    Conrad is the enemy. He’s a distraction, and he’s dangerous. 
 
    I look around at the lights reflected on the water. All the people in this overwhelming city, and the one I need is gone. 
 
      
 
    Ketty, Fighting Back 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    PART ONE: PENNY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corporal David Conrad 
 
      
 
    London, November 
 
    

  

 
  
   Gossip 
 
      
 
    Another morning, another girl sleeping off last night’s action. I’d wake her up for another round, but I have an early meeting, and I don’t need complications this morning. I slip out of bed and reclaim my clothes from the bedroom floor, kicking hers into a pile as I go. I risk a glance at the bed, at – what’s her name? Jules? Rosalind? Penny? – Penny, her hair falling over her face, soft skin the colour of milk hidden under the dark grey duvet, and I bite my lip. Ten more minutes … 
 
    But I have to go.  
 
    I pull a fresh uniform from the cupboard in the hall and dress quickly before leaving the usual note in the kitchen. Good morning, help yourself, coffee’s in the cupboard, blah blah. I’m out of the door and on my way to work before she makes a sound.  
 
    All these athletic girls in uniform. I can’t tell them apart any more. But Brigadier Lee wants results, and Penny told me some useful secrets last night. Should be enough to keep me in his good books for a day or two. And if he wants more? I guess I’ll have to take Penny out for another drink, or several, and another night in my bed.  
 
    I wish I could say it’s a tough job, but getting naked with the gym-sculpted girls of the Home Forces is definitely a pleasure. I know exactly how to persuade them to shed their clothes, their inhibitions, and their secrets. It’s what Lee expects, and I’m not about to let him down. 
 
    Lydia catches me smiling as I walk into the basement coffee room. She grins and crosses her arms, leaning back against the worksurface as I reach into the cupboard for a mug. 
 
    “So – who was it this time?” 
 
    I wish I could ignore her, but my smile widens. She knows me too well. This is why I pick up my morning coffee in the basement, and not upstairs near the office. I’d rather bump into Lydia than Lee. 
 
    I pretend to think. 
 
    “Oh, come on, David. You could at least remember her name long enough to tell me what happened.” 
 
    Her mock disgust makes me laugh. I know she’s desperate for the details – and I know she’s figuring out which of the girls to take to bed herself. 
 
    “Penny,” I confess, placing my mug in the coffee machine and selecting something strong and black.  
 
    “Penny.” She taps a finger on her chin. “Oh – Private Penny? From the mail room?”  
 
    “That’s her,” I say, watching the coffee filling my mug. She nods, approvingly.  
 
    “Skin like …” 
 
    “… milk. Yes.” 
 
    “Good catch. What did it take to convince her of your gentlemanly intentions?” 
 
    I shrug. “A few drinks, plus my natural charm.” 
 
    Lydia rolls her eyes and checks her watch. “So she’ll be waking up around now? Maybe wishing she hadn’t let you buy the drinks?” 
 
    “There are painkillers in the kitchen. I left a note.” 
 
    She laughs. “Of course you did. And your confidence is charming, as always. You’re assuming it’s the headache she’s regretting.” 
 
    I pick up the mug, and give her an innocent look.  
 
    “So,” she says, straightening her uniform. “I suppose you’ll be busy with this one for a while.” 
 
    I grin, and shrug. “That’s up to Lee.” 
 
    “And Penny?” She raises an eyebrow. “What does she think?” 
 
    I take a sip of my coffee, savouring the promise of caffeine.  
 
    “She was … enthusiastic.” 
 
    Lydia laughs, and waves a finger at my face.  
 
    “This,” she says, circling my features, “is cheating. It’s weaponised. Those poor girls don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    I give her a sunny smile. “I’m just doing my job, Sergeant Wheelan. I can’t help it if they like what they see.” 
 
    She shakes her head as she walks to the door. “Well, I’m always here for the gossip, Corporal. And the inevitable disasters.” She stops in the doorway, grinning. “One day this is going to get you into so much trouble. And on that day, remember that I know all your secrets, and I’ll be expecting a sizable bribe to save your sorry skin.” 
 
    I bow my head, laughing. “I’ll bear that in mind.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cora 
 
      
 
    “So.” Lee checks his watch. “I’m expecting to be stunned by your newfound knowledge of the mail room and its gossip.” He looks up from his paperwork. “Anything I should know?” 
 
    I fill him in on the secrets I picked up from Penny. Internal memos. Packages of paperwork. Who’s corresponding with whom. Who’s on the Army’s mailing list, and who’s writing to the former Prime Minister. He nods, and makes cryptic notes, while I fight the usual flashbacks from last night. The buttons on Private Penny’s blouse. The shoes kicked off as we stumbled to the bedroom.  
 
    “Corporal.” Lee’s voice brings me back to the office. “Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “I think that’s it, Sir.” He nods. “Do you need more?” I choose my words carefully. Lee has never spelled out how he expects me to research the intelligence he needs, but I don’t think he’s under any illusions about my methods. “Do you need me to … entertain Penny again?” 
 
    He smirks, and watches as my face reddens. “Why not? See what else you can take from her willing hands.” 
 
    He knows exactly how to make my cheeks turn scarlet. 
 
    “One more thing,” he says, as I stand up to leave. “Tomorrow’s interrogation.” I sink back into my chair, frantically thinking through this week’s diary. 
 
    “William Richards?” I really need more coffee. That should have been on the tip of my tongue. 
 
    He nods, and pulls out a memo from the pile on his desk. “We’ll be working with Colonel Bracken. Major General Franks is crediting him with the success of the Makepeace Farm raid, and we’re supposed to bring him in on everything relating to Richards and his followers.” Lee doesn’t bother hiding the disgust in his voice. The raid was supposed to be Bracken’s ruin, not the moment he pulled prisoners and evidence out of Lee’s trap.  
 
    “We’re working with the drunk guy?” 
 
    Lee glares at me, and nods. “We’re working with the drunk guy. So we’ll try to be civil, and we’ll do everything we can to find out what he’s up to.” 
 
    I shrug. Bedding middle-aged Colonels is definitely outside my pay grade. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too hard. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Lee lets a dangerous smile cross his face, and I sit up in my chair. I’m not sure I want to know what he’s thinking.  
 
    “I want you to keep an eye on his assistant.”  
 
    My mind races. I should know who Bracken’s assistant is. Male? Female? Corporal? Private?  
 
    I need more coffee.  
 
    “Corporal Katrina Smith,” Lee says, and I make the connection.  
 
    “Coach girl? Knee injury?” 
 
    He smiles. “Coach girl.” 
 
    Female. My rank. Fresh from the RTS. I can see where this is going.  
 
    “So you want me to …?” 
 
    “Be your usual charming self. Talk to her. Find out what she knows. Find out what Bracken is here for – what Franks thinks he can do for the Home Forces, given that he failed spectacularly to contribute anything of note to the RTS.” He taps his pen on the desk. “Figure out his weaknesses. Anything we can use against him. Anything we can use to get rid of him.” 
 
    “Aren’t we better off putting him to good use? Pinning failures on him? Setting him up to take the fall if we need it?” 
 
    Lee gives a humourless laugh. “Because that worked so well at Makepeace? No. He’s a drunk and a liability, and I don’t want him in my department. I certainly don’t want Franks putting him on the committee.” He shrugs. “But Franks seems to like him, so it’s up to us to protect ourselves. See what you can dig up.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    I’m smiling as I head back to my desk in the office outside. A drunk Colonel and a girl who’s used to babysitting teenagers. This shouldn’t be too hard.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I have a call to make. I’ve booked the top floor conference room for half an hour, and as soon as I’m through the door I lock myself in and take the phone to the far corner of the room. I can’t risk being disturbed, and first thing in the morning is the best time to avoid noise from the corridor or knocks on the door.  
 
    I dial the number from my notebook, and someone picks up after one ring. She’s been waiting for my call. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Cora? It’s David.” 
 
    I keep my voice at a stage whisper. This is a Top Secret call, and it doesn’t hurt to add some drama. We exchange passwords (pointless, except to make her feel important), and check that no one can overhear what we have to say. 
 
    “So what have you got?”  
 
    I smile. She thinks I’m bringing her new information, not the next stage of a carefully planned puppet show.  
 
    “Your target.” 
 
    There’s a pause before she says “I’m listening.” 
 
    I like Cora. She’s the contact for a resistance cell in Bournemouth, and we’ve been discussing their big attack for weeks. We’ve given them bomb-making equipment and instructions, and she’s been waiting for the final call. She’s been serious and careful, and I’m confident that she’ll do exactly what I tell her to do. 
 
    She has no idea she’s talking to the Home Forces. She thinks I’m an organiser for the resistance, or from the OIE. I’ve never given her any reason to doubt her assumption, just as I‘ve never actually claimed to be either. When the bomb explodes and the story makes the news on PIN, she’ll suddenly find it very difficult to contact me. I’ll disappear, and she’ll hope she’s done the right thing. If she screws up – if she phones in a warning, or misses the agreed time or target – she’ll find herself in the back of a prison van, wondering who betrayed her. 
 
    “The amusement arcade next to the pier. There’s a service door at the west end, behind the café. Rows of commercial wheelie bins. Close to the beach.” 
 
    “Yes,” she says, sounding breathless. 
 
    “The Home Forces beachfront patrols have a shift change at five am. Between four fifty-five and five fifteen, the area will be clear. Get in, plant the bomb in one of the bins, and get out. Set the timer for twenty minutes. Make sure the bomb is armed, and the group is split up and walking away by ten past five.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Three days, Cora. Are you sure you’ll be ready?” 
 
    She hesitates. “We’ll be ready”, she says, and I can hear the fear in her voice. She’s just realising that this is real. That she’s going to walk up to a public building on an exposed seafront, plant a home-made bomb on the orders of someone she’s never met, and walk away. She’ll have no control over who gets hurt, and no control over the damage she’ll do. 
 
    I need to keep her focused.  
 
    “Any questions? Anything else you need to know?” 
 
    There’s another pause. “Will I speak to you again?”  
 
    I shake my head. Her nerves are showing. “You know this is the last call. Anything else you want to discuss, now’s your chance.” 
 
    I can hear her breathing on the other end of the line. “No,” she says eventually. “No. We’re ready.” 
 
    She needs some encouragement. Most of them do, at this stage. The need to protect people, the need to see herself as a good person – they’re making her want to back out and change her mind. But we’ve invested too much time in this plan. I need to convince her to plant the bomb.   
 
    “Cora, this is your chance. You’re making history. You’re making a difference.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sounds uncertain. “Yeah. You’re right.” 
 
    She needs more. She needs to feel important. “Thank you, Cora. Thank you for being part of our team.” I wait for her to respond, but she doesn’t speak. “We need you”, I say into the silence. “We can’t do this without you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Three days. You’ve got this.” 
 
    She takes a breath, and her voice sounds stronger. “We’ll be ready. Thanks, David.” 
 
    That’s what I needed to hear. Determination. Confidence. A commitment to the cause. 
 
    She’ll do it. 
 
    “Good luck, Cora.” 
 
    I hang up the phone.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I spend the day avoiding Private Penny and Lydia, and keeping myself pumped up on coffee. It’s tempting to call Penny again, but I know I need to sleep before the interrogation tomorrow. Lydia’s right – it’s my face they fall for, as much as my charms, and there’s no point meeting Katrina Smith with shadows under my eyes. I need to catch her attention early, and I need to keep it.  
 
    I need a night alone.  
 
    But that doesn’t stop me thinking about Penny, and her milk-white skin against my dark sheets, all the way home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Katrina 
 
      
 
    Bracken and his assistant are waiting when we arrive at Belmarsh. Bracken practically falls out of his chair as we walk into the waiting room, and I’m close to laughing as Smith stands to attention and gives a crisp salute. The contrast would be sad if it wasn’t so funny.  
 
    Lee accepts the salutes and puts both of them at ease. He pours himself a coffee, introduces me, and starts the small talk with Bracken. I glance across at Corporal Smith. I’m hoping for a smile or a nod – something to break the ice – but she holds my gaze and tips her chin up slightly, her face still. 
 
    I don’t know what I was expecting from the recruit who walked away from the RTS coach raid with a bullet in her knee, but she’s nothing special. Freckles. A light tan. Blonde hair in a severe, neat bun. Another athletic body under another smart uniform. And the ghost of a blush forming on her cheeks. 
 
    Just another Home Forces girl. I know how to handle her. 
 
    Lee sends me to the observation room, and I get started setting up the equipment. William Richards is waiting behind the one-way mirror, handcuffs chained to the table in front of him. I check the cameras and I’m powering up the recording gear when Smith walks in behind me.  
 
    It’s a small room, and I pretend not to notice when she steps away, pushing the door closed and standing against it. She’s uncomfortable being this close to me, which is interesting. The blush on her cheeks is definitely spreading. 
 
    This should be easy. 
 
    There’s the hint of a limp as she shifts her weight, and I realise this is the coach raid injury, still bothering her. The coach raid I organised, with Richards as my contact. My breath catches at the thought.  
 
    Her limp is my fault. I’ve changed her life and altered her career. I’ve marked her body and broken her skin.  
 
    The thought is exciting. Powerful. I find myself wondering what her scars look like, under her uniform. What she looks like, without the loose fatigues concealing her curves. 
 
    What I’ve done to her, without meeting her. How much of her already belongs to me.  
 
    And then she notices Richards, and her body tenses. She’s clenching her fists and staring at him through the glass. 
 
    She doesn’t know that I know about the coach. About her history with Richards. If I want to win her trust, I need to keep it that way. 
 
    “Personal, this one?” I ask, as innocently as I can. 
 
    She takes a calming breath, and smiles for the first time, her face softening. 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    I wait for her to tell me more, but she stands silently, watching the prisoner.  
 
    And I see what I need to do. It’s a game. She’s testing me, and protecting herself. I need to do the same. Feed her just enough information to keep her coming back for more. Test her tolerance for mockery and then sit on that line, balancing help with ridicule. Make her depend on me, but never let her feel good about herself. Figure out what she does for Bracken, and use her to bring him down. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    I wave her to the chair next to the door and sit down beside her, making sure I’m just too close for comfort. Close enough to catch the scent of apple, and mint. My elbow nudges hers and she tenses, shifting away from me in her seat.  
 
    Good. I’m getting under her skin. Time to offer her something.  
 
    “So,” I say, as if we’re talking about the weather. “Have you been in an interrogation suite before?” She shakes her head, staring at the prisoner through the glass, but she’s listening. 
 
    I explain the basics. One-way mirror, cameras, recordings with and without time stamps. And I tell her this is all Top Secret – that it doesn’t officially exist. Make her feel privileged to be here. She nods, and when I finish, she turns to look at me. Our eyes meet, and I can see the colour rising in her cheeks. 
 
    I know that look. She’s hooked, and I can take as long as I like to reel her in. 
 
    “So what else is there down here that doesn’t exist?” 
 
    She’s really listening. She really wants to know. She’s making my job so easy. Time to give her more privileged information. 
 
    “Another interrogation room. Holding cells. We can keep a whole team of terrorists down here, out of sight.” She watches me, waiting for more. “The cells are pretty full right now. Lots of people for us to question.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes, still watching me. “Where did they come from? Your other prisoners?” 
 
    I shrug. No point telling her everything on day one. I need to remind her who holds the power in this conversation.  
 
    “Here and there. Top Secret.” I give her a smile and a wink, and her gaze turns cold. She doesn’t like me deciding what she hears.  
 
    I nod towards the glass. “So what did he do to you?” 
 
    There’s a pause. She blinks, and takes a slow breath. I know what he did. It was his raid that ended with a bullet in her knee. That took her from Lead Recruit to a hospital bed.  
 
    I’d like to hear her side of the story – how it felt to be cut down and demoted by one of my rebel puppets. But she’s not in the mood to share. 
 
    “I’d rather not discuss it,” she says, her voice tight. “Let’s assume that I’d very much like to hear what he has to say.” 
 
    “OK,” I say, holding my hands up. “Just asking.” Let her think she’s offended me. Make it her job to reach out. 
 
    I switch on the recorders as Lee and Bracken walk into the interrogation room and sit down facing the prisoner.  
 
    Smith is staring through the glass, her whole body tense. She doesn’t move when Lee begins the interview. She’s hardly breathing. I try to keep her talking, but nothing is going to distract her from Richards, so I let her watch.  
 
    I’m surprised when she asks me about the Opposition In Exile. She really is new in town, if no one has filled her in on the rebels hiding out in Edinburgh. I bite back my smile – this is a gift. This is where I get to reinforce my role as her mentor in London.  
 
    As her friend. 
 
    And she laps it up. She’s staring at me, concentrating on every word. I tell her about the former UK politicians and business leaders issuing press releases about taking their government back, while Scotland pays their bills, and we keep the country running. When she asks why she hasn’t heard of them, I remind her how much she doesn’t know. How she’s watching the Public Information Network like a civilian, and only seeing government-approved news. A little information, a little mocking of her ignorance. I can’t help smirking at the look on her face – she’s just working out how much she needs to learn, and what she needs to do to access the information.  
 
    She’s working out how much she needs me.  
 
    And I’m figuring out how to keep her on a leash. Intimidation and mockery, balanced with help and concern for the new Corporal.  
 
    I know exactly how to persuade Katrina Smith to do everything I want her to do.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So?” Lee waits for the door to close behind Bracken and Smith, and reaches for his coffee.  
 
    I shrug. “Easy. She’s so new, it’s painful. No one’s told her anything. I can feed her information and decide what she knows, and what she doesn’t. I can pull her strings.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow.  
 
    “You think you’ve got her figured out? After one interrogation?”  
 
    I shrug, and I’m about to make a joke when I see the smile on Lee’s face.  
 
    “You think there’s more to her than that?” 
 
    His smile spreads. He’s enjoying my discomfort. “Katrina Smith is much, much more than that. She’s nobody’s puppet, and she will not take kindly to being openly manipulated.” He takes a sip of coffee, and pauses. “Give her something she needs, though, and she’ll do anything you ask.” 
 
    Lee knows more than he’s letting on. This morning was a test – he wanted to know what I thought of her. He doesn’t need to know what she’s like – he already knows that. He knows her. 
 
    “You’ve worked with her before?” He nods, and I do my best to cover my surprise. “So what do I need to know?” 
 
    He holds my gaze for an uncomfortable moment.  
 
    “You need to know that she’s not one of your Home Forces flings. She’s not a clueless RTS recruit. She might not know the details of what we do here,” he waves a hand at the Belmarsh waiting room. “But she knows how to look after herself. She’s not going to make this easy for you.” 
 
    I give him my most charming smile. “I think I can handle her, Sir.” 
 
    He shakes his head, watching me. “It’s a shame we have to break her, to get to Bracken. She‘s capable of so much more, but it’s her bad luck to be sent here shackled to him. She could have had a sparkling career. Too bad we have to end it for her.” 
 
    He likes her. He likes Katrina Smith. And he’s put me in charge of sabotaging her future in the Home Forces. 
 
    I’ve already ended her RTS ambitions. I’m responsible for the bullet in her knee, and I’m the one who’s going to make sure she doesn’t survive here.  
 
    This is important. This is about more than Smith’s ambition. This is about protecting Lee, protecting myself, and protecting the Home Forces.  
 
    I have to take control. She needs a friend and a mentor, and I need to make sure she turns to me. I have the power to help, and I have the power to take her down – and Bracken with her. 
 
    Lee shakes his head at the look on my face. 
 
    “Careful, Corporal. She’s a lot to handle. Don’t underestimate her.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Guard 
 
      
 
    Another morning, another empty bed. I wish I was waking up to the delights of Private Penny, but we’re meeting Smith and Bracken again this morning, and I need to be awake.  
 
    Smith is in a fighting mood when she walks into the observation room. She doesn’t speak beyond a sullen greeting, and she doesn’t respond when I tell her the prisoner chained to the table in front of us is one of the rebels from Richards’ bunker. She’s making an effort to block me out, and I’m wondering how I’m going to break the ice between us when she turns to me. 
 
    “I thought he was missing?” 
 
    Smith knows the prisoner. He was one of the guards at Makepeace Farm. Was she at Makepeace for the bunker raid? Is that where she worked with Lee? 
 
    I hide my surprise with a shrug. “We tracked him down.” 
 
    There’s a determined look on her face as she waits for me to tell her more. I make her wait. I make her ask. 
 
    “So he got away? He had several bullets in him last time I saw him.” 
 
    Interesting. Lee hasn’t mentioned Smith’s role at Makepeace Farm. Time to find out how much she knows. 
 
    “We think the terrorists took him with them when they escaped.” 
 
    I watch her, waiting for a reaction, but she nods and turns back to the glass.  
 
    Lee and Bracken take their places. Smith’s body tenses beside me as the prisoner explains that he doesn’t remember what happened at the bunker. She clenches her fists when he repeats his claim. She’s practically vibrating when he claims for the third time that he woke up in hospital with two bullet wounds, and no memory of being shot. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” she says, standing up and heading out to the waiting room. I try to stop her, but the door closes behind her, and I’m wondering how I’m going to explain this to Lee.  
 
    There’s a quiet knock on the interrogation room door. Lee and Bracken exchange a glance, and Bracken stands up, opens the door, and steps out. I’m running my hand through my hair, wondering whether to follow Smith and bring her back when the door opens again. 
 
    Corporal Smith walks into the interrogation room, her back straight, her chin tilted up. She looks as if she belongs there – as if this is her interrogation. Lee looks up, clearly expecting Bracken. He covers his reaction, and waves her to the empty chair. 
 
    I’m on the edge of my seat. Yesterday, Smith had never seen an interrogation suite. She’d never questioned a prisoner. She didn’t know how any of this worked, and she was drinking in everything I could tell her.  
 
    And today? Today, she’s sitting in Bracken’s chair, elbows on the table in front of her, waiting for the prisoner to react. 
 
    And he does. I watch a look of recognition twist his face. He knows who she is. 
 
    I’m holding my breath. 
 
    “Last time I saw you, you weren’t looking so good. Someone fixed you up nicely.” She sounds as if she’s talking to a difficult recruit. As if she deserves an answer. 
 
    I watch the prisoner. With recognition comes a look of terror. I realise at the same time he does that Smith is about to destroy his alibi. The smile on my face has nothing to do with the prisoner, and everything to do with the woman who’s making him sweat.  
 
    Lee was right. She’s a lot to handle.  
 
    “So, you do remember.” The microphones distort her voice, but I can hear the force behind her words. “How’s the leg?” She nods at the table. “Still proud of taking bullets to protect children?” 
 
    The prisoner launches himself towards her and throws his weight across the table. I make myself take a breath, fingers gripping the arms of my chair, as his handcuffs jolt against his wrists. He crashes back into his seat, a look of pain on his face. 
 
    Lee shifts in his chair, raising a hand. But Smith?  
 
    Smith doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t blink. I’m leaning forward, waiting for her next move. 
 
    “Murderer!” The prisoner growls. “Coward!” 
 
    She settles back in her chair, utterly relaxed, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “So, where were we, last time we met?” 
 
    I watch a matching smile spread across Lee’s face as he turns to look at her.  
 
    The prisoner shouts, spitting his anger at Smith. “You were in the gatehouse. You shot my helper. You shot a child in cold blood.” 
 
    And still she sits, completely calm, watching him. 
 
    “I shot a guard, who was refusing to help me.” She shrugs. “I shot you, too. As I recall, you didn’t help me either.” 
 
    The prisoner takes a breath, and meets her gaze. “You had no right,” he says, quietly. 
 
    She could stop. She could walk away. He’s already confessed. 
 
    But she doesn’t miss a beat. She doesn’t give him time to recover. “I had a right to defend myself. Did you do anything to defend your helper?” 
 
    She sounds as if she’s asking him how he takes his tea. She sounds dangerous. 
 
    The prisoner slumps in his chair. “I used my weapon. I did the best I could.”  
 
    Smith doesn’t stop. She’s got him talking, and she’s going to push him as far as she can. 
 
    “Firing at me and my team?” The prisoner nods. “Denying us entry to the gatehouse?” He nods again.  
 
    “I tried. I did my best.” He sounds exhausted. 
 
    He’s cornered. He’s admitted enough for Lee to send him to a firing squad, but she’s ready to push again. 
 
    “So you didn’t surrender? You didn’t drop your weapon and come quietly?” 
 
    The prisoner is silent, and I don’t know what he’s doing because I can’t take my eyes away from Smith. She’s playing him. She’s completely in control, and she knows the power she has in this moment. She’s the centre of attention. She’s glowing. 
 
    “Remind me,” she says, as if she’s making small talk at a party. “How many bullets did we hit you with? Two? Three?” 
 
    I can’t believe this is the same girl who sat next to me yesterday, begging for information. 
 
    She sits up straight in her chair, and her voice is edged with steel. 
 
    “I’d say you were actively defending the bunker. Actively defending the terrorist cell cowering in their underground hideout. How many of them were helping you? How many of them were ready to back you up?” She leans towards him and lowers her voice. “I didn’t see anyone helping you out. I’d say the cowards were the ones sleeping downstairs while you were on the front line. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    The prisoner bows his head. Lee wipes the hungry smile from his face and composes himself. I make myself take a breath. 
 
    Smith turns to Lee.  
 
    “Thank you, Corporal,” he says, and I know he’s trying not to smile. “I think that’s enough for now.” 
 
    She nods, stands up, and leaves the room without another glance at the prisoner.  
 
    I slump back in my chair. Lee was right.  
 
    She’s magnificent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Predator 
 
      
 
    After the interrogation we head back to the waiting room, and Smith’s attention is entirely on Bracken. She’s fetching him a drink when Lee throws her a compliment, but she doesn’t react until the coffee is safely in Bracken’s trembling hands. 
 
    Does she think we don’t know about his drinking? Does she think she’s covering for him? I can’t resist a smile. We’re bringing Bracken down, and everything we need to make that happen is in this room. 
 
    Lee doesn’t let her celebrate for long.  
 
    “Tell me,” he says, settling back in his chair. “If you can inspire a confession like that from a known terrorist, why am I still waiting for you to bring in our missing recruits?” He sounds calm. He sounds bored. But the look in his eyes is fierce. He’s setting a trap, and he’s going to enjoy watching her walk into it. 
 
    She doesn’t have the chance. Bracken steals whatever she was about to say and starts listing the measures they’re taking to find the missing rebels from Makepeace Farm. Bracken’s RTS recruits, who escaped from the bunker raid and disappeared. Corporal Smith’s recruits, who trained with her at Camp Bishop. 
 
    Lee doesn’t take his eyes from Smith. He lets Bracken talk, but it’s her reaction he’s watching. She stands tall, eyes on the far wall, fists clenched, jaw tight. She wants to defend herself, but she can’t interrupt a superior officer. Bracken runs out of excuses, and steadies his coffee cup on the arm of his chair.  
 
    No one speaks. Lee waits for Smith to say something – to add to Bracken’s list of excuses – but she stares past him. 
 
    “I think you should work a little harder. Don’t you, Corporal?” Lee shrugs, as if he hasn’t just threatened both of them.  
 
    She takes a breath, but Bracken is talking again. Making noise to fill the silence. Lee looks amused. 
 
    Bracken claims that his recruits will slip up sometime, and that he’ll be ready when they do. 
 
    Lee smiles, and it’s the smile of a wolf anticipating a kill. 
 
    “Don’t wait too long, will you?” He says, and Smith tightens her fists.  
 
    It’s like a soap opera. So much drama, with Lee at the centre pulling the strings and writing the script. It’s all I can do not to laugh. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I find Private Penny in the basement coffee room at lunchtime. She’s with Lydia and a couple of other girls, laughing at some piece of office gossip when she looks up and catches my eye. A smile flashes on her face before she controls it, but she can’t stop the colour rising on her cheeks. I stand back and watch. I’ll never get tired of having this much power over someone else. 
 
    Lydia looks up and grins at me, nudging Penny with her elbow, and the other girls look round to see who she’s smiling at. 
 
    “Corporal Conrad!” Lydia calls, still grinning. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Sergeant Lydia Wheelan is the oldest person here, her black curls styled in an elegant vintage roll at the back of her neck. She looks impossibly glamorous next to these eighteen-year-olds with their short haircuts and regulation off-the-collar ballerina buns, and she’s enjoying their attention. As a Sergeant, she’s my superior, but we’re not in the same department – and Lydia values gossip and scandal over rank. She’s a useful person to know.  
 
    I lean against the door frame, my arms folded. “Looking for Penny,” I say, grinning back. 
 
    The other girls gasp, and start whispering. Penny is staring at the table, her face burning. This power – this ability to disrupt conversations and distract these girls, just by showing my face – I’m never giving it up. I’m pulling the strings on my own private soap opera, and it is delicious. 
 
    Lydia nudges Penny again, and she meets my gaze. 
 
    “When do you finish?” I ask, checking my watch. 
 
    She shakes her head, as if she’s shaking her thoughts. “Five,” she whispers, and the other girls giggle. 
 
    “Pick you up at six?”  
 
    “Sure,” she says, nodding.  
 
    Lydia is trying not to laugh, and I have to look away before she breaks my concentration. I can’t have Private Penny thinking she’s the butt of a joke. 
 
    “See you then.” I give her my best girl-charming smile, and head back into the corridor. The screams and laughter follow me all the way to the stairs.  
 
    Poor Penny. Her secret is out, and now everyone she works with wants to know about me, and her, and what we’ve been up to together. I smile as I realise Lydia might get her details after all. I know she can persuade Penny to talk – she’ll make her the centre of attention for as long as it takes. 
 
    Enjoy it while it lasts, Private. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I meet Penny outside her shared flat at six. I’ve had time to work out, clean my flat, and take a shower, and I make sure I ring her doorbell a couple of minutes early. Nothing like a moment of panic to make her appreciate my calm confidence. To remind her who’s in charge. 
 
    She’s lost the ballerina look, and pulled her hair into a low ponytail. She’s wearing lipstick and eyeliner, and tiny glittering skull-and-crossbone earrings. Her baggy fatigues have been replaced with leggings and an extremely short skirt, and she’s wearing a tight black T-shirt with some colourful cartoon character on the front. Her knee-high boots have zips running all the way to her ankles.  
 
    She pulls on a black satin jacket embroidered with bright birds and flowers, and heads out to join me. As the door closes, I reach for her hand and place a kiss on her cheek, breathing in the strawberry scent of her hair. She blushes, but grips my fingers as we walk out to the street. 
 
    “Pub? Or diner?” I ask as we walk towards the main road. 
 
    “What do you want?” She sounds uncertain, as if there’s a wrong answer. As if a poor decision will leave her abandoned on the street. 
 
    I shrug. “Lady’s choice,” I say, smiling.  
 
    She tips her head from side to side, considering the options. “Diner,” she says, eventually. 
 
    “Good decision,” I whisper into her ear, and I feel her shiver when my lips touch her skin.  
 
    The diner serves beer, so I order two large drinks, and she laughs when they turn up at the table in giant novelty mugs. 
 
    Good. She’s relaxing. 
 
    Over burgers and fries, we talk about work. How long she’s been in London, why she joined the Home Forces, what she wants to do here. I pick up some gossip, and order more beer. Anything to keep her talking. 
 
    She asks about me, and I give her the usual story, deliberately short on details. London born and bred. Posh school, south of the river. Recruited into the Home Forces by a teacher who knew someone in the Major General’s office. Proud parents, younger brother in the RTS hoping to follow in my footsteps. Keeping it bland and relatable. 
 
    She nods, watching me. Her parents are proud, too, she tells me. And her younger brother is as annoying as mine.  
 
    I’ve made a connection. We spend the next half hour exchanging younger brother stories, laughing at each other’s misfortunes. She’s softening. Losing her nervous edge. Holding my gaze for longer each time our eyes meet. 
 
    She pushes a strand of hair behind her ear, and her earring catches the light. Our drinks are empty. It’s time to move the evening on. 
 
    I pay the bill, and we stand outside in the cold air. I wrap my arm round her shoulder, and she leans against me, shivering.  
 
    “So,” I say, holding her close. “Your place or mine?” 
 
    She laughs, once, then snakes a hand round my waist.  
 
    “My place is a little … crowded,” she says, looking at me and biting her lip.  
 
    “Well then, Private Penny. I guess we’ll have to brave the delights of my humble abode.” 
 
    It’s cheesy, but it works. She laughs, and tightens her grip, slipping her thumb into the waistband of my jeans. 
 
    Back at my flat I hang up our coats, and pull a pack of cards from the cupboard. Time for a gamble.  
 
    I flash her a wicked smile and suggest a game of strip poker, but Penny makes a face.  
 
    “That’s such a creepy old-man move, David,” she says, and shakes her head.  
 
    I reach out and take her hand, pulling her to me and circling my arms round her waist.  
 
    “What if I let you keep your clothes, if you agree to tell me secrets instead?”  
 
    I whisper the question into her ear, my breath hot on her neck, the scent of her shampoo making my head spin. 
 
    She pulls back, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “And what about you?” She asks, pointing at my chest. “Do you get to keep your clothes?” 
 
    I smile, and shake my head. “No get-out for me. I’m all yours.” 
 
    That convinces her.  
 
    We play, sitting on the floor with the glass coffee table between us. I let her win a couple of rounds before I start trying. I lie back on the rug as she unties my boots, smiling at her winnings.  
 
    I fetch a bottle of wine and two glasses, and we keep playing. I don’t think she notices how many of my questions are about her work in the mail room, and I’m collecting useful information to pass on to Lee tomorrow. I let her win again, just to see the victory in her eyes, and she goes on to win a couple of times on her own. My watch she takes gently, her fingers trailing my wrist as she flicks back the clasp. She rolls my socks carefully, and tucks one neatly into the top of my boot. By the time she takes the second there’s a mischievous look in her eyes, and she throws it over her shoulder, laughing.  
 
    I pour more wine into her glass, and deal the cards again.  
 
    We don’t make it to the end of the game. I talk her into giving me her boots for two of her losing hands, and she stretches each leg towards me, watching as I pull slowly on the zip, her eyes meeting mine as I tug them smoothly from her feet. 
 
    When I pull my shirt over my head, she’s biting her lip, and the game is forgotten. I’ve taken what I need, and I might as well enjoy the rest of the night. But when our clothes are abandoned on the floor, and her milk-smooth skin is draped over mine, I feel empty. 
 
    This isn’t what I want. This isn’t what I need. An eighteen-year-old Private who doesn’t know any better? Where’s the challenge? Where’s the satisfaction? 
 
    Even as she calls out my name, I know it’s not Private Penny – or Jules, or Rosalind – I want in my bed.  
 
    It’s Katrina Smith. Scars, freckles, and the guts to stand tall while Lee mocks everything she’s working for.  
 
    That would be a victory worth winning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Beauty 
 
      
 
    When I wake, Penny is in my arms, her head heavy on my chest. I lift my head, but she doesn’t respond.  
 
    I reach for my watch, but the bedside table is empty. I remember her fingers, tracing the skin of my wrist, and my breath catches.  
 
    The watch is in the living room, on the coffee table.  
 
    I need to check the time. 
 
    I roll carefully away from Penny, sliding a pillow under her head and pulling the duvet over her pale shoulders. She stirs, but doesn’t wake as I pull on yesterday’s underwear and jeans, and step out of the bedroom. 
 
    The watch is where she left it, and I’m fastening the clasp as I check the time. Six-fifteen. I pick up the remote from the shelf under the TV, and switch it to PIN, muting the sound. There’s a reporter, standing in a field in the dark, floodlights picking out a tractor behind her.  
 
    Nothing yet. 
 
    I head to the kitchen and fill the coffee maker, picking two mugs from the cupboard and lining them up on the worksurface. When I glance at the TV, the reporter is still on the farm. I check my watch again. Six-twenty. The coffee maker is gurgling as I nudge the sound up and sit on the sofa to watch the news. 
 
    It takes until six-thirty to appear on my screen, but in the half-hour bulletin it’s the first headline.  
 
    I stare at the remains of the amusement arcade on the seafront in Bournemouth, the building half-rubble, spilling onto the beach. The power is out – the streetlights are dark – but the ruins are lit by the headlights of Home Forces troop carriers. The bright lights catch on splintered glass and twisted metal. The camera crew is behind a barrier, but the damage is clear. 
 
    Cora’s done it. She’s done exactly what I asked her to do, and it’s perfect. I can almost taste the outrage – Bournemouth is a popular holiday destination, now that most civilians don’t get to travel abroad. People from all over the UK will recognise this building, and feel a little less safe when they wake up and watch the news.  
 
    Mission accomplished for Cora and her team – and for me. Our citizens will be demanding more controls on their freedom. More rules to keep them safe. 
 
    The Home Forces will be only too happy to oblige. 
 
    No news of casualties yet. The chances are low at this time in the morning, but you can’t rule out someone jogging before work, or an early-morning delivery to one of the seafront businesses.  
 
    No news of arrests, or bomb warnings. I have a few hours to decide whether to tip off the local chain of command. To decide whether Cora and her friends get to live, or face a firing squad on national TV.  
 
    I’ll monitor the news and see what comes up.  
 
    “David?” 
 
    I wipe the smile from my face and turn to the bedroom door. Penny is wrapped in my bathrobe, staring at the screen. “What happened?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble, stifling a yawn. “I couldn’t sleep. Did I wake you?” 
 
    “That did.” She shakes her head and points at the TV. “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh.” I look back at the pictures of the bomb site. “Attack in Bournemouth. Another bloody resistance cell.” 
 
    She puts a hand to her mouth.  
 
    “Come on,” I say, shifting along the sofa. “Sit down.” 
 
    She steps across the room, watching the images, and sits down beside me. Her hands grip the collar of the robe, arms crossed over her chest. I shuffle closer and put my arm round her shoulders, and she leans against me, shaking. 
 
    “Why do they do it?” She asks, quietly, and I have to bite back a laugh. 
 
    They do it because I tell them to. Because the Terrorism Committee orders them to – but I can’t tell her that. I can’t tell her anything.  
 
    “Same as always.” I shrug. “Some people think they can change the world with violence.” 
 
    People like me.  
 
    “It’s horrible,” she whispers. 
 
    She’s wrong. It’s beautiful. But I nod, and agree with her. I rest my chin gently on her head and she snuggles closer, one hand trailing over the skin of my chest. 
 
    I live for these moments. I feel ten feet tall. I feel unstoppable. I’m shaping the world, and the power in my hands is immeasurable.  
 
    Power over Cora. Power over Penny. Power over everyone who watches PIN today, and sees what we’ve done. 
 
    I worked hard for this, and Cora repaid me. She risked her life to bring me my news story, and I feel like celebrating.  
 
    “Look at me,” I whisper, and Penny tilts her head. I lean down and kiss her, and she kisses me back. When I break away to switch off the TV, she stands up and takes my hands, tugging me to my feet and pulling me back to the bedroom. We step through the remains of last night’s game – boots and clothes on the floor, cards scattered across the table – and through the door.  
 
    I can afford to be late this morning. Lee will understand. We have plenty of time. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “David,” She says, twenty minutes later, stroking my hand where it rests on her waist. “Could they hit us here? In London?” 
 
    I stare at the ceiling and try not to laugh.  
 
    “Unlikely. We have better security than places like Bournemouth. We’re not going to let them blow up bits of the capital.” 
 
    “But we’re a target. We have to be.” She pulls away from me and props herself up on her elbows. “We’re the ones they don’t like.” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe. But we have the headquarters of the Home Forces. We’re protecting the King, we’re keeping the Palace of Westminster in trust for the end of Martial Law. We’ve got the city sewn up tight. No bombers here.” 
 
    Only because we’ll never give them targets in London. Too much of a symbol for the resistance. Let them play the game in seaside towns and smaller cities. Let them think they’re making a difference, while they give us excuse after excuse to maintain Martial Law. They’re launching false flag attacks on my orders, and they have no idea they’re doing it. 
 
    I have to hide my smile.  
 
    “How can you be so sure?”  
 
    I shrug. I can’t tell her, and I can’t let her guess. “I suppose I can’t be entirely sure.” I watch her, skin like milk against my darker tan, her glittering earrings the only things she’s wearing. She’s completely in my power. All I have to do is sound confident. “We’re as safe as we can be. We work in a building with guards outside. The security round Whitehall is the best we can provide. We’re not the first target on anyone’s list.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she says, nodding. Convincing herself. “Yeah. You’re right.” 
 
    I let my smile show, and she smiles back, content. 
 
    But it’s not Penny I’m thinking about as I step into the shower.  
 
    It’s Corporal Smith. And how it would feel to have her completely in my power. 
 
    Or to be completely in hers, my future in her hands like the guard in the interrogation room.  
 
    The thought takes my breath away, and I have to steady myself, one hand against the wall.  
 
    Part of me is horrified. But part of me wants to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Orders 
 
      
 
    I keep seeing Penny. Lee wants as much as I can get from her about the mailing habits of the rest of the Home Forces, and it’s easy. She’s there. She’s willing. I take her to the pub, to a karaoke bar, and to a very expensive restaurant, and we always end up in my bed, her strawberry-scented hair spilling across my pillows. She’s enjoying this, and she doesn’t need to know that it’s not her face I’m thinking about as I’m falling asleep beside her.  
 
    Nothing comes out from the Bournemouth cell, but Lee wants some arrests to put on PIN. I phone in a tip-off, but by the time they raid Cora’s house, she’s gone. No forwarding address. They hold her housemates for a day, but there’s nothing to link them to the cell. We send them home with a strong warning to report Cora if she turns up, but I’m sure that’s the last we’ll hear from them. I wonder who tipped her off, or whether she couldn’t live with what she’d done.  
 
    It doesn’t matter. She’s not useful any more. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee is incandescent.  
 
    As far as I can tell, Smith set a trap for one of her recruits. A TV slot showing Bex Ellman’s dying father, appealing for her to visit his nursing home while she still had time. Obvious, but it worked.  
 
    Except that Corporal Smith failed to catch the girl they’re calling the Face of the Resistance. She was there. She came to see her father, and Smith let her slip away. Smith, and a small army of Home Forces soldiers, armed, trained, and apparently outwitted by a teenager.  
 
    But that’s not what Lee is shouting about.  
 
    Smith couldn’t catch her recruit, so she brought back Ellman’s mother instead. Elizabeth Ellman – an old lady in a wheelchair, which isn’t going to play well on PIN. She had the troop carrier deliver the prisoner to Belmarsh, and helped herself to one of the secure cells. Bracken had to pick up the pieces – book the prisoner in, call Lee and Franks and explain, and make sure the troop carrier’s journey didn’t appear in any official records.  
 
    Smith could have blown the entire Belmarsh operation. She treated the Top Secret facility as her own personal prison, and dumped an unauthorised prisoner into a space reserved for a terrorist. She had no idea how to cover her tracks, or ask permission, but she walked in, took control, and drove a bulldozer through the rules.  
 
    And left me to contain the fallout.  
 
    I’ve been listening to Lee for an hour. Talking him down from everything he wants to do to Smith, to Bracken, and to the prisoner. Taking notes and making suggestions. Giving him a reason to stay in his office and blow off steam, instead of marching upstairs to confront Major General Franks, or downstairs to shout at Bracken. Franks has approved everything – the prisoner, the cell, the rule-breaking – which only makes him more angry. 
 
    But I know how to handle Lee. And I know how to protect the targets of his anger. I listen, I sympathise, I let him shout at me. 
 
    I control his reaction. 
 
    I’m not protecting Smith and the drunk Colonel out of a sense of loyalty or pleasure. This could have been the opportunity Lee was looking for to bring Bracken down, before Franks stepped in. I’m protecting them because I think Smith has done the right thing.  
 
    I think parading Bex Ellman’s mother on TV is an inspired piece of manipulation. I think we can use it to control the missing recruits – and the resistance. I want to make them think before they act. To make sure the bombings we plan are the only actions they take against the government.  
 
    I’m protecting Smith because I want to give her a chance. Lee was right – she’s not some wide-eyed recruit, and it would be a waste to send her home so soon. She’s already taking over interrogations and Top Secret prison facilities. She’s invading nursing homes and helping herself to useful civilians, all while keeping Bracken on his feet. She’s a wild card, and she’s unpredictable. 
 
    And Smith has the support of Franks, which makes her dangerous.  
 
    I’m protecting her because she’s not just another Home Forces girl. She’s fascinating, and I want to see what she’ll do next.  
 
    Lee sits back in his chair, his fingers drumming on the desk, eyes on me. I wait for him to start ranting again, but when he speaks, he’s calm.  
 
    “I want you to get involved.”  
 
    “Sir?” I have no idea what he means. I’ve been involved for an hour, as his verbal punch bag. 
 
    He waves a hand. “With Katrina. Buy her drinks, seduce her, whatever it is you do with these girls.” 
 
    I almost choke. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    He waves his hand again. “You know I don’t need the details. Just tell me what she knows. And what she’s planning.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” My voice dries up. I have to clear my throat to speak.  
 
    “And don’t waste this, Corporal. We need to get inside her head.” 
 
    I nod. “I won’t, Sir.” 
 
    Back in my office, I sink into my chair. My head is spinning, and my hands are shaking.  
 
    I’m under orders to take Katrina Smith to bed. And as much as I wanted this, I realise I’ve never been more afraid of anything in my life. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lydia is in the coffee room when I walk in. 
 
    “All right, David?” She asks, jumping up from her seat at the table. “You seem …” She steps back, and looks me up and down. “Rattled. Shaken up.” She grins. “What’s Lee thrown at you this time?” 
 
    I don’t mean to tell her, but I need to tell someone, and I know Lydia will listen. I know she’ll keep my secrets. I close the door, lean back against the worksurface, and explain. 
 
    She laughs. “You’re supposed to screw the drunk guy’s babysitter, and report back with whatever pearls of wisdom drop from her honeyed lips?” 
 
    I nod, and she shakes her head, smiling.  
 
    “Oh, to have your troubles, Corporal Conrad.” 
 
    “Have you heard what she’s done?” 
 
    “The Belmarsh thing? Yeah.” She shakes her head. “She’s …” 
 
    “Fearless? Terrifying?” 
 
    She grins. “What’s not to love?” 
 
    I rest my face in my hands. “I’m not used to …” 
 
    “… real women? I know, David. I’d noticed.” She pats me on the shoulder. “Courage, Corporal. Learn to fake it. Use your usual confident swagger.” 
 
    I shake my head. “This isn’t a mail-room Private. This is important.” 
 
    She gives a mock gasp, and puts her hands to her mouth.  
 
    “Private Penny! Have you told her?” Her eyes are wide at the scandal. “Are you going to?” 
 
    “I thought …” I shrug.  
 
    “David Conrad. You’re not thinking of ghosting the girl who thinks she’s the love of your life, are you?” 
 
    I groan. “You’ve been talking to Penny?” 
 
    “Of course I’ve been talking to Penny. Your bedroom antics are the best entertainment there is right now!” 
 
    “Lydia …” I’m whining. I sound like a child.  
 
    “If you ghost that girl, there’ll be drama.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Drama.” 
 
    “So there’s no way I get to walk out of this looking good?” 
 
    Lydia rolls her eyes. “You always look good, Corporal. But the day when all this …” she points at my face. “… gets you into trouble? It’s coming.” 
 
    For the first time, I believe her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Strategy 
 
      
 
    I put off approaching Corporal Smith for as long as I can, but when she walks into my office the next day I’m out of time. I give her a smile as she heads in to report to Lee, and on her way out I make my move.  
 
    I have to handle this carefully. She’s not eighteen, and she’s not one of Lydia’s gaggle of girls. If she rejects me, I won’t have a second chance to turn up the charm – but if she thinks this is a setup, I won’t get anywhere.  
 
    With Penny, with Rosalind, with Jules and the others, all I had to do is show up and be charming. But with Smith? This is the woman who handed a prisoner to a firing squad on her second day at Belmarsh. The woman who dumped an unauthorised prisoner in the cells and persuaded the Major General to sign off on her actions. I don’t think charming is going to cut it. I think she eats charming for breakfast.  
 
    I think she needs to know that she’s in charge. 
 
    I jump out of my seat as Lee’s door opens, and she strides across my office.  
 
    “Corporal Smith!” 
 
    “Corporal Conrad.” She sounds angry as she turns away from the outer door.  
 
    “I was just …” Her fists are tight at her sides. Whatever Lee had to say didn’t go well for her. “I was wondering …” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you busy, later?” I sound nervous, my voice small. I think I’m blushing.  
 
    Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe that’s what she needs to see. 
 
    “Later, when?” She snaps, clearly impatient to be leaving. 
 
    “After work, later. For a drink?” 
 
    I think she’s going to laugh. She has no idea of the risk I’m taking, and I think she’s going to laugh at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say, holding my hands up in front of me. I need to calm her down. Give her a reason not to run. “Sorry – that was inappropriate.” 
 
    She nods, biting back a smile. “It was.” 
 
    I’m frozen, waiting for her reaction. Is she going to report my failure to Lee? Walk out, without giving me an answer?  
 
    Is she going to make me beg? 
 
    She makes me wait, a look of amusement on her face. I’m definitely blushing now.  
 
    She has all the power, and she’s using it against me.  
 
    I should be careful what I wish for. 
 
    “OK,” she says, breaking into a grin. “I feel like celebrating. Meet you out front at seven.” It’s not a question. 
 
    But it is a yes. 
 
    “Yes. OK! Seven.” I have to make myself breathe. “See you at seven.” 
 
    I’m not sure what I’ve done. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It’s half past four when Lee calls me into his office.  
 
    “New assignment, Corporal. From the committee.” He pushes a grey folder across the desk towards me. “Take a seat.” 
 
    I sit down and pick up the folder. It’s stamped Top Secret, and there’s a code to identify the project. I recognise the first part of the chain of letters – this is another resistance contact. Another bombing. 
 
    “You’re cleared to access the information.” Lee waves a hand at the folder and leans back in his seat. “The committee was very impressed by your work with the Bournemouth cell. Think you can manage something bigger?” 
 
    I think about the images on PIN. The remains of the amusement arcade – glass and metal. Rubble spilling onto the beach.  
 
    Penny’s reaction to the attack. The fear in her eyes.  
 
    How it felt, to be the person behind the bombing. To be the person Cora trusted. 
 
    How it felt to have power over everyone watching the news. 
 
    Something bigger. 
 
    I’m smiling as I give Lee his answer. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Absolutely.” 
 
    “Take a look at the plans. We’ll have more from the local contacts in a couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I take the briefing back to my desk. I need to get ready for my night with Corporal Smith, but I have time to skim the documents before I leave. I want to find out what the committee is trusting me to do, and when I start reading, I don’t want to stop. 
 
    Lee is right. It’s bigger. 
 
    The plan is to hit a target in Canterbury, and I’m smiling as I read through the details. It’s unmissable. Coverage on PIN will show everyone what the resistance can do, and the fear I saw in Penny’s eyes? I can spread that to every city and every town in the UK. People will demand tighter controls on their freedom. More arrests. More soldiers on the streets. 
 
    I keep reading. Profiles of the cell we’re using to carry out the attack. Technical specifications of the bombs and equipment. Maps and plans of the target. Likely damage, casualty estimates, costs of repair. 
 
    My breath catches as I read the committee’s recommendations. This will be the largest bombing since Crossrail, and the largest civilian attack since Leominster. 
 
    I put the folder down on my desk and run a hand over my hair. The Crossrail bombing was the end of democracy in the UK. It was the excuse the government used to declare a state of emergency. And Leominster? That was the start of Martial Law. The excuse for the Home Forces to take over the government.  
 
    The Canterbury attack will be discussed in the same breath as Crossrail and Leominster.  
 
    This is big. 
 
    This could keep the Home Forces in power for years.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m thinking about Canterbury as I walk back to my flat. Lee’s local agents have located a resistance cell and made contact. They’ve claimed to be acting for the resistance, and they’ve offered the volunteers the chance to work with a larger organisation. They’ve offered them the chance to fight back, and the cell has expressed an interest. 
 
    They’ve been promised bomb-making equipment, instructions, a target where the security guards will be distracted, and the CCTV will develop a fault at exactly the right moment. They don’t have the details – we’ll drip-feed them what they need to know, and we’ll save the target information until everything else is ready.  
 
    I’ve done this before. I know how to manage a resistance cell. I know how to charm them into doing everything we need them to do, and if I’m lucky, I can hand them all to Lee’s soldiers after the attacks. More terrorists in orange jumpsuits for PIN’s execution platforms. More support for the Home Forces. 
 
    The committee knows what I’ve done before, and they think I’m ready for this.  
 
    I know I’m ready for this.  
 
    I should be thinking about my strategy for this evening. How to convince Smith to drop her guard. How to make her share her secrets, and share my bed. How to control the RTS girl who hands Lee’s prisoners to firing squads. 
 
    I have time to clean the flat, work out, and take a shower before I head back to work to meet Smith, and I should be planning our evening out. 
 
    Instead I’m thinking about the bombs. Lee and the committee, trusting me to run this operation. The power they’ve handed to me, and the headlines they’re expecting in return. 
 
    If I can deliver all that, a night with Bracken’s babysitter will be easy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Stories 
 
      
 
    I don’t recognise Smith as she crosses the road towards me a couple of minutes before seven, so she’s treated to a genuine, comic double-take as I realise who I’m looking at.  
 
    The smug smile on her face tells me that’s a point in my favour. 
 
    She’s wearing skinny black jeans and a cream blouse that shows off her curves, even under her long black coat. Flat black shoes with thin straps and tiny metal buckles. A necklace that catches the glow of the streetlights, and her hair hanging loose – blonde waves tumbling over her shoulders.  
 
    And no sign of the limp as she walks. 
 
    I was wrong, at Belmarsh. She’s breathtaking.  
 
    I remember to speak. “Corporal Smith!” 
 
    “Corporal Conrad.” She’s smiling. Definitely enjoying the effect she’s having on me.  
 
    “Call me David.”  
 
    “Ketty.” She says, nodding. 
 
    “Ketty.” Not Katrina. Interesting. “How about we go and find that drink?” 
 
    She’s happy for me to choose the bar – she hasn’t been in London long, and I don’t think she’s been spending her time drinking. We walk along the river, making small talk. I should feel completely at home. How many times have I done this? Taken a girl to a bar, and charmed her into my bed? 
 
    But this feels different.  
 
    It’s usually easy. I’m the predator, she’s the prey. I know exactly what to do to catch her and reel her in, and there’s a script we both follow to make it happen. But Smith – Ketty – isn’t following the script. She’s fighting back, even when we’re talking about London, or public transport, or the weather. 
 
    I feel completely unprepared. 
 
    I’ve chosen a bar close to my flat, as usual, but she’s resisting my usual strategy. I’m holding the door open for her, loud music spilling into the street, before I work out what’s changed. 
 
    We’re both predators. The script won’t work this evening. 
 
    I don’t know how this ends, but I know I want to find out. I know I want Ketty Smith in my bed tonight. Curves, scars, and attitude.  
 
    She asks for a beer, and I realise I need something stronger. The barman makes a show of mixing my cocktail, and we push through the crowds to claim a table in the corner. She shrugs her coat from her shoulders and drapes it over the back of her chair, flicking her hair from her face as she sits down.  
 
    Her blouse really does show off her figure.  
 
    I hang my jacket on my chair and sit, my eyes on her face as she checks me out. For a moment, I’m the prey. It’s exciting, sitting here with her. Not knowing the ending in advance. 
 
    She picks up her beer and shouts over the music, pointing between us. “Is this allowed? You and me?” 
 
    Strictly, it’s not. Relationships are frowned on at Home Forces HQ, but Lee ordered me to be here. I have a free pass, and so does she, while she’s useful. 
 
    I shrug. “Is it allowed? I don’t know! I guess so.” 
 
    “So no rules about socialising with colleagues?” She’s used to the RTS, where the punishments are harsh to keep the teenagers in check. 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “That’s useful.” There’s the hint of a smile on her face, and I wonder whether she’s seen through my denials.  
 
    She’s still here, though.  
 
    “Yeah,” I say, nodding. 
 
    She takes a drink and sits back in her chair, bobbing her head in time to the music and watching the crowd between us and the bar. Lee told me she wouldn’t make it easy to get inside her head. She’s going to make me work for this. 
 
    I can act nice, or I can provoke her. See how far she’ll let me push. See how much control she’ll give me.  
 
    I hide a smile. Time to watch her defend herself. 
 
    I raise my voice to compete with the noise. “So you’re the person who taught the missing recruits everything they know?” 
 
    She snaps her attention back to me. She wasn’t expecting me to challenge her. 
 
    “At Camp Bishop?” 
 
    “Yeah. I heard you were Lead Recruit.” 
 
    She nods, watching me. “I was.” 
 
    There’s a guarded edge to her voice. She’s protecting herself. Waiting to see what I want from her.  
 
    I want to keep pushing. I want to see when she breaks. 
 
    “So – how does that happen? Five recruits breaking out of camp?” 
 
    She sits up straight in her chair, shaking her head. “That’s not what happened.” 
 
    I know what happened, but I’m going to make her tell me. I’m going to make her confess. 
 
    “So you didn’t lose five recruits?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. We did.” She smiles at me over her drink. “It just took two goes to get them out.” 
 
    She takes a sip, watching my reaction. She’s playing the story for laughs, so I give her a laugh. 
 
    “Two break-outs?”  
 
    “Not exactly. There’s a bit more to it than that.” 
 
    I pick up my drink. “I think you should explain!” 
 
    “Three of them broke out of camp.” She holds up three fingers, shouting over the music. 
 
    I smile. “OK.” 
 
    “And they had a prisoner and a member of staff with them. They needed someone to drive the truck.” 
 
    I give her the reaction she’s looking for. “They broke out in a truck?” 
 
    I’m enjoying this. Her attention is entirely on me. On making sure I understand what happened. 
 
    “Smashed their way out of the gates, yes.” 
 
    The expression on her face makes me laugh. “OK,” I tell her. “That’s a proper breakout.” 
 
    She smiles, proud of her story. “It was.” 
 
    “So? What happened next?” 
 
    She puts her beer on the table, her hands cupped round the glass. Her voice is serious, and I can barely hear her over the noise. 
 
    “So then two of them came back and rescued their friends. During the raid on the coach.” 
 
    My raid. The raid that gave her her scars. I can’t resist reminding her how far she fell, that day. 
 
    “I heard about that. You didn’t come out of that well.” 
 
    She blinks, and shakes her head, then leans across the table. There’s fire in her eyes as she defends herself. 
 
    “I was hardcore, Corporal. Hardcore.” She’s thumping her finger against her chest, just below the first button of her blouse. She’s only drunk half her beer, but it seems that Corporal Smith has a low tolerance for alcohol. Useful to know. 
 
    “I fixed up my own bullet wound, and I got all the other kids rescued.” She nods. “I deserve a medal for that.” 
 
    She’s making this too easy. I can’t resist pushing her again. 
 
    I pull a face. “I guess if being a target and losing two more recruits gets you a medal, I agree.” 
 
    I sit back and watch the insult land.  
 
    “Hey! Hey!” She shouts, one hand gripping her beer glass. “You weren’t there. Don’t look at me like that.” Her voice drops, so I have to lean in to hear her. “You weren’t there.” 
 
    I’m losing her. I’ve pushed her too far. 
 
    Time to calm her down. I hold up my hands. 
 
    “No, OK. I wasn’t.” 
 
    “You weren’t. You don’t get to comment.” But the fight has worn off. She’s hunched over her drink, sulking. 
 
    “Sure,” I say, and she nods. 
 
    I take a drink and look out at the bar. The crowd is getting louder, and there are more people jammed in to the small space. 
 
    “So what about you?” She asks, the trace of a smile on her lips. “What did you do to deserve Brigadier Lee?” 
 
    I shrug, and smile, and I’m sure I see colour shading her cheeks. “Just lucky, I guess.” 
 
    She stares at me, eyes wide, almost choking on her beer. “Lucky?” 
 
    And I remember how much she doesn’t know. 
 
    I swirl my drink, watching the amber liquid as it catches the light. Time to reel her in. 
 
    “Access to Top Secret information? Making footage for PIN? Front row seat at prisoner interrogations – what more could a Corporal want?” 
 
    I flash her a grin, and this time I can see her blush darkening. I know she wants information. She wants in on the Top Secret, important stuff, and I need to make her think she can get it from me. 
 
    But instead she shrugs. “I guess.” Not the answer I was expecting. “It seems like a lot to put up with to get all that.” 
 
    “He’s not all bad.” I’m shaking my head and defending Lee before I realise she’s pushed me to react. 
 
    “He’s a snake!” She sounds outraged. She sounds hurt. “He tortures people for fun.” 
 
    Not for the first time, I wonder what Lee did to her when they worked together at Makepeace Farm. Whatever it was, she hasn’t forgiven him. 
 
    “That’s unfair,” I say, taking a sip of my drink. 
 
    “If you say so.”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    This is going nowhere. We’re winding each other up, and not in a good way.  
 
    Time to change the subject. Time to try something less personal. 
 
    “So how are you finding London?” She looks up from her drink. “I mean – it must be different from Camp Bishop.” 
 
    She stares at me, tilting her head and narrowing her eyes.  
 
    “It’s different,” she says, eventually. “Everything is bigger. Louder.” She waves a hand at the bar. “And what we do means something.” 
 
    “No recruits?”  
 
    “No recruits.” She nods. “Actual, real work. I feel as if I can make a difference here. Track down some terrorists. Keep people safe. Keep the bombers away so this lot,” she points at the people around us, “can carry on as normal.” 
 
    I watch her face as she makes her speech, and I smile when I realise she means every word. She really is new to all this. 
 
    “That’s idealistic, don’t you think?” 
 
     She leans across the table, the front of her blouse gaping. “That’s my job, David,” she says, anger in her voice.  
 
    So much for controlling the conversation. She’s fighting me, and I’m enjoying pushing her.  
 
    I might as well keep pushing.  
 
    “I thought your job was keeping Bracken on his feet.” 
 
    She sits back as if I’ve thrown a punch, but she doesn’t stop fighting. She’s a warrior, and she’s not going to let me win.  
 
    “Bracken’s not the one doing the work. I am.” Her eyes flash with anger, and she leans towards me as she speaks. “I’m tracking terrorists and finding their weak spots. That’s what I do, every day. I’m on the trail of my missing recruits. If I find them, I find whoever’s protecting them, and we have a target for Lee and Bracken and the Terrorism Committee to take down.” She sits back, arms folded. “That’s what I’m doing. That’s what my job is.” 
 
    It’s a rousing speech. I feel as if I should give her a round of applause. She has no idea that none of it is true. 
 
    I flash her a smile. “Looking for a promotion, are we?” 
 
    She smiles back, holding my gaze, and takes a sip of her beer. “Always.” 
 
    She thinks she and I are playing the same game. That we’re both fighting terrorists and trying to make a better world.  
 
    Time to hint at the things she doesn’t know. Let’s see if Ketty Smith will beg for information, and let’s see what she’s willing to do to make me talk.  
 
    I blink away a vision of her curves against my sheets, and put my drink on the table. I need to concentrate. 
 
    “Watch out, Ketty,” I say, looking into her eyes. “There’s more going on here than you know.” 
 
    She shakes her head, and falls directly into my trap.  
 
    “So what don’t I know?” 
 
    This is where I seal the deal. This is what brings her home with me.  
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t talk about it. Not here.” 
 
    She leans across the table again, the top of her blouse falling away from her skin.  
 
    “Really?” The anger is back in her voice. I force myself to meet her eyes. “You’re going to drop that nugget of information, and then you’re not going to tell me?” 
 
    I shrug, and I see her fists, tightening. “I can’t. But keep your ear to the ground, Ketty. Be careful. And keep an eye on Bracken.” 
 
    She’s listening, just as she did at Belmarsh. She wants to know what I know.  
 
    At Bracken’s name, she rolls her eyes. “When do I not keep an eye on Bracken?” 
 
    “I’m serious,” I say, quietly enough to make her lean across the table again. “There are concerns that he won’t handle what’s coming.” 
 
    She sits back. Her voice is cold. “What’s coming, David?” 
 
    I’ve got her attention. She’s hooked. I finish my drink, and wait for her to beg. She leans towards me and meets my eyes, raising her voice. “What’s coming?” 
 
    This is it. She’s in my hands. I raise a finger to my lips and shake my head, smiling.  
 
    I’m going to make her work for my information. 
 
    “I think we’re done here. You and me,” I say, pointing between us. “Just … keep your eyes open. Don’t go down with Bracken.” 
 
    She’s furious. One hand grips her glass, and the other is a fist on the table in the front of her. Her face is a darkening shade of pink. 
 
    I stand up, taking my coat from my chair.  
 
    “Walk you home?” Plenty of time to ask questions, and tempt her with more information. Time to change the plan, and walk back to mine instead. 
 
    She slams her beer onto the table, pushes back her chair and picks up her coat.  
 
    “No, thanks,” she says, and there’s nothing friendly about her voice. “I can look after myself.” 
 
    And she turns away, pushing into the crowd and out of the door, alone.  
 
    I failed. I pushed her too hard. I showed up her ignorance.  
 
    I screwed up. 
 
    It’s a moment before I move. I pull on my jacket, and start elbowing my way slowly to the door.  
 
    I can’t believe she walked away. I can’t believe I lost her. Curves, scars, and attitude. Predator and prey. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m walking home alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Confessions 
 
      
 
    I know it’s a mistake to call Penny, but I do it anyway. One of her housemates picks up, and shouts until she comes to the phone. 
 
    “David?” She sounds sleepy. 
 
    “Penny. Did I wake you?” 
 
    “No. Maybe.” She yawns. “I thought you were busy.” 
 
    “Meeting ended early, so I’m home alone. Fancy joining me?” 
 
    “Sure,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “It’s late, though. I’ll call a taxi.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m regretting everything as soon as my alarm sounds. I have half an hour until Lee’s driver picks me up, and between Ketty Smith and Private Penny, I’ve only had a couple of hours sleep. Penny stirs, but stays sleeping as I drag myself out of bed and into an ice-cold shower. I might have woken her with my call last night, but by the time I met her taxi outside the flat, held the door for her and paid the driver, she was made up, dressed up, and ready to fall into my bed. 
 
    I didn’t bother asking questions. Lee wants me to focus on Smith – he’s moved on from mail-room gossip, and so have I. I just wanted proof that I didn’t have to sleep alone. I wanted someone to come running when I called – not an upstart Corporal who refused to take the bait. 
 
    But Penny isn’t Smith, and no amount of her enthusiasm can make up for last night’s failure.  
 
    Or the fact that I’m spending this morning at Belmarsh, with Smith, Bracken, and Lee. 
 
    I’m groaning as I switch off the water and reach for my towel. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee glances up from his folder of paperwork as I slide into the back seat beside him. A breakfast of coffee and painkillers hasn’t helped my mood, and I’m making an effort to be cheerful. 
 
    “No Smith this morning?” He asks, as if he’s asking the time. 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “Prefers to love you and leave you, does she?” He raises an eyebrow. “So what did you get out of her? Anything we can use?” 
 
    He watches as I swallow a yawn. “Gave you a run for your money?” He flashes me a cold smile. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    He’s waiting for my answer. He wants to know what she told me. 
 
    I need to focus. He doesn’t know what happened, and I don’t want to tell him. 
 
    I don’t need to. A smug smile spreads across his face. “It didn’t happen, did it, Corporal?” I shrug, my face turning pink. “She turned you down?” 
 
    I take a long breath. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Lee laughs, once, and shakes his head. “Katrina Smith is immune to your charms? The girl from the RTS wasn’t impressed by the attentions of the legendary Corporal Conrad?” 
 
    “Apparently.” I run a hand over my hair, willing myself to laugh with him, but the sound is hollow and forced. 
 
    I wish I could crawl back to bed, with or without Penny. I wish I could pretend that last night didn’t happen. 
 
    “Not good enough, Corporal,” he says, and his voice is edged with steel. “Try harder.” 
 
    And he turns back to his paperwork. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    This morning is not the time to try harder with Smith, so I treat her as if she’s an important stranger. Polite, formal, and distant – and I’m relieved when she returns the favour.  
 
    We’re watching Lee and Bracken interrogate Sheena Richards – daughter of William – who had the misfortune of being picked up in the Makepeace Farm raid. Bracken didn’t take many prisoners that night, but she was one of them. And she’s about to find out what we have planned for her. 
 
    Her first mistake is talking back to Lee. She’s accusing him of involvement in the raid – of using illegal chemical weapons, and dragging her out of the farmhouse in the middle of the night. She’s calm but confident, and Lee lets her talk. Before long, she’s demanding a lawyer. 
 
    I smile. There are no lawyers for the prisoners in these cells.  
 
    She sounds much too assertive. I nudge the sound recording level down, glancing across at Smith. “Talkative, isn’t she?”  
 
    Smith ignores me, and stares through the glass as Sheena mocks her interrogators, spelling out all the reasons why the Home Forces won’t allow her legal representation. 
 
    I like this woman. She’s on borrowed time – she’s only here as a bargaining chip for Lee to use with her father – but she’s talking as if she’s the one in control. It’s a shame she’s chosen the wrong side. She’d be an asset to the Home Forces.  
 
    “You were there,” she says, pointing at Bracken. “Tell me – what bomb-making equipment did you find at the house? What terrorist plots did you unearth? What is it that makes me so dangerous that I have to be locked away?” 
 
    She’s right, of course. They didn’t find anything at the farm. But that doesn’t mean they don’t have evidence. I’m smiling as Lee pulls a stack of photos from his folder and lays them out on the table. 
 
    Smith is watching, a thoughtful look on her face. I can’t resist explaining what we’ve done. 
 
    “Bomb-making equipment, maps, diagrams.” My smile widens. “There’s even one of a missile launcher in the barn. Lee brought it all in for the raid. Made sure we got photos.” I watch the prisoner as she reacts to the images. “She’s going to love this.” 
 
    The interrogation continues. Sheena keeps talking, telling Lee – and the camera – that everything in the photos was faked. She guesses what she’s being charged with, and reminds us that she’s innocent.  
 
    Smith ignores my comments.  
 
    But we’re both on the edge of our seats when Lee puts the photo of Sheena’s father on the table. His orange jumpsuit and handcuffs match hers, and in the picture he’s sitting where she’s sitting. 
 
    From her reaction, she didn’t know he’d been caught. That my team dragged him out of a ditch as he waited to ambush a supply convoy on the same night Bracken moved on Makepeace Farm. 
 
    Lee follows the photo of William with a photo of the girl they picked up with Sheena at the farm. Jumpsuit, handcuffs, prison guards.  
 
    He has her attention, and he’s enjoying playing with her. I watch as she falls from educated, confident opponent to defeated daughter between one breath and the next. Lee calmly reclaims the power in the room, and there’s nothing left for her challenge. 
 
    Smith and I watch as she slumps in her chair, her confidence drained. There’s an energy in the observation room – something sparking between us – as Lee explains his plans.  
 
    We’re both enjoying this. 
 
    If William wants to protect his daughter, he’ll cooperate with Lee and Bracken. If he doesn’t help, she meets her firing squad on live TV, and there’s nothing she can do to change his mind. It doesn’t matter what choice he makes – we’ll get a contact in a rebel organisation that’s been operating outside our influence, or we’ll get two high-profile executions. Either outcome is a win for the Home Forces, and Lee makes it clear that it’s up to William to decide how this ends. 
 
    When I glance at Smith, she’s smiling. 
 
    The prisoner is in tears when Lee ends the interrogation. So much for standing up to the brigadier. I switch off the recording equipment, and follow Smith out to the waiting room. She’s put a coffee in Bracken’s hand and poured one for herself by the time I join her, and we watch together as the guards bring Sheena and her father face to face in the waiting room.   
 
    It looks like an accident – one of them heading back to the cells, and the other being brought out for questioning, but I know Lee planned this. He’s betting that seeing Sheena is all William will need to convince him to help us – but I’ve worked with William, and he’s a fighter. He’s tough, he’s rude, and he doesn’t respond to threats.  
 
    I can’t resist dragging Smith into the drama. 
 
    “Twenty pounds says he lets her die to protect the resistance.” I keep my voice down as we head back to the observation room. If I’m right, then she’ll owe me, and we can negotiate how she pays me back. If I’m wrong, it’s an investment. Let her think she has some power. 
 
    She doesn’t speak, and I’ve given up on a response. We’re sitting down with the cameras ready to roll before she answers. 
 
    “Twenty pounds says he gives up without a fight.”  
 
    She’s smiling again. She’s enjoying this as much as I am. 
 
    And she’s right. William caves immediately. He’s ours, and Sheena is safe for now.  
 
    I owe Corporal Smith twenty pounds. She’ll need to give me some attention if she wants to collect. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We sit and watch Lee run rings around Margaret Watson, Sheena’s young friend from Makepeace Farm. She’s refusing to answer his questions, but that isn’t the point of today’s interrogation. He’s going to enjoy breaking the silent girl, and this is Round One. He threatens her with execution, and Enhanced Interrogation, and her reaction is to ignore him, and smile. She’s good looking, even in the prison jumpsuit – long dark hair, dark eyes, and a smile like the Mona Lisa when Lee shows her photos of our missing recruits, and her reaction confirms their presence at the farm. It’s the first time she’s spoken on camera since she arrived at Belmarsh, but she still hasn’t answered Lee’s questions. I know she won’t be smiling forever. Her life is in his hands, and I know he’s already looking forward to Round Two. 
 
    “What’s Enhanced Interrogation?” 
 
    I’m switching off the recording equipment when Smith decides to break the ice between us. I should tell her. I should be gracious, but I haven’t forgiven her for last night. I don’t think she’s earned my help. 
 
    “You really are fresh from the countryside, aren’t you?” I say, trying to hide a smile. 
 
    She answers me with a cat-and-mouse glare. She’s used to dealing with teenagers, and she’s used to having fear on her side.  
 
    It’s effective. 
 
    “I’m here to do a job,” she says, as if she’s addressing a class of recruits. “And I can’t do my job if I don’t have all the facts.” She narrows her eyes, inspecting my face. She’s good at this – I’m starting to feel sympathy for the kids at Camp Bishop. “Are you going to answer my question? Or do I have to wait until you feel like telling me?” 
 
    So she hasn’t forgiven me, either. I need to tone this down. I don’t want Lee overhearing. 
 
    “OK,” I say, my hands held up between us. I point at the room through the one-way mirror. “That’s interrogation. Table, chairs, people asking questions.” 
 
    She nods, impatient. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I point in the opposite direction, and her eyes flick to the back wall of the observation room.  
 
    “Out that way, there’s a room with no cameras. No table, no chairs. The people who ask the questions don’t sit down with the prisoners.” I curl my fingers into my palms. “They get to use their fists. They’re very good at making people decide that talking would be the best option.” 
 
    I don’t know what I’m expecting, but it isn’t the knowing smile she gives me. 
 
    “Iron fists and steel toe caps?” she asks, grinning. 
 
    Don’t underestimate her, Lee said, and I’m beginning to see what he meant. 
 
    “I guess,” I say, carefully. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s a technique I’m familiar with.” 
 
    I’m suddenly very aware of the small room. The closeness of our bodies. The fact that she’s standing between me and the door, and I have nowhere to go. 
 
    She’s talking about torture. Physical assault. And the smile on her face tells me she’s enjoying the idea. 
 
    The thought takes my breath away. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She’s still grinning, hands on her hips, her weight shifted to favour her injured knee. 
 
    “You find difficult prisoners everywhere. Even in the countryside.” 
 
    I think of my brother, in his RTS uniform. His friends, learning to be soldiers. And I imagine Ketty Smith keeping them under control with her fists and boots. The fear on their faces.  
 
    The thought is terrifying.  
 
    “Camp Bishop? Wasn’t that kids?” She nods, still smiling, and I can’t meet her eyes.  
 
    I held the power, here. I had information she wanted, and I mocked her request. I should be the one smiling, but she’s stolen my power from me. She took my information and my mockery, and she made it her own.  
 
    She’s a one-woman soap opera, and I’m falling into her story. I have to remind myself who is pulling the strings.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Drama 
 
      
 
    Lee pulls Margaret’s Belmarsh footage from the flash drive as soon as he’s back in the office. I bring us both coffee, and we watch as he places the photos of the recruits on the interrogation table. Margaret’s smile as she realises we haven’t caught her friends.  
 
    “You don’t have them,” she says, and it sounds like a prayer. “You don’t know where they are.” 
 
    She’s blinking back tears as she slumps in her chair. “They got away.” 
 
    Lee rewinds the footage and plays it again.  
 
    I wave a hand at the screen. “This is all she’s said?” 
 
    He nods. “She won’t answer questions.” 
 
    “But this is enough to convict her, if the recruits were at the farm?” 
 
    He nods again, watching as she reaches out to touch the photo of Dan Pearce.  
 
    “So …?” I’m trying to understand his obsession with Margaret. Why this footage is important.  
 
    “So …” he says, fixing me with a cold stare. “It’s a shame we can’t let her out for an evening in your company, Corporal. Imagine how much more we could learn if we could persuade her to talk.” 
 
    I blink away an image of drinks with the silent girl. Her dark hair against my pillow. 
 
    Margaret’s silence is a challenge to Lee, and his abilities as an interrogator. He wants to make her talk, but I’m smiling as I realise he doesn’t need me.  
 
    He needs Smith – Smith and the Enhanced Interrogation specialists. Iron fists, and steel toe caps.  
 
    Between Smith and the brigadier, I don’t think Margaret Watson stands a chance.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m still thinking about Smith as I walk home. Lee is serious. He wants Bracken gone, and he needs me and Smith to make that happen.  
 
    But any intelligence-gathering with Smith seems further away now than ever. She knows she can turn me down. She knows she can manipulate me. She’s not going to let her guard down any time soon, and she’s certainly not sleeping with me. I might have shaped her scars, but she’s in no hurry to share them with me. 
 
    I think again about what she said – iron fists and steel toe caps. The way she smiled at my discomfort. She knows how to intimidate people. 
 
    But it’s not just that. She knows how to protect herself, too. It’s as if she’s wearing armour, all the time. Armour I need to break through if I’m going to keep Lee happy. 
 
    I couldn’t charm her out of her defences. I couldn’t tempt her with privileged information. Mocking her lack of experience in the Home Forces only convinced her to mock me. I ended her RTS career, but that’s only made her even more determined to hold onto her place in London. 
 
    My power over her is slipping away. 
 
    I can’t do this overnight. Getting what Lee needs? That’s a long road. I need to put in time with Ketty Smith. Convince her I’m on her side. Keep the mockery going – and let her mock me – without pushing her away. She needs to think she can trust me.  
 
    She needs to think I’m a friend. 
 
    At home, I take a beer from the fridge and step out onto my tiny balcony. There’s a view of the park through the bare branches of the trees, and a group of kids playing tag on the grass.  
 
    That’s what this is – a game we’re both playing, but neither of us knows all the rules. We’re playing against each other, but I need to convince her we’re on the same side. She has an ally in Major General Franks, and that makes her dangerous, but I’ve done this before. Lee is confident that I can get him any information he wants, just by taking the right girl home with me.  
 
    This is harder than seducing the mail-room girls. This is a challenge. It’s going to take longer, but it is a game I need to play. 
 
    And it’s a game I need to win. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The basement coffee room is empty when I fill my mug and take a seat at the table. I’ve been awake most of the night, trying to figure out my next move.  
 
    Trying to figure out what Smith expects from me.  
 
    Trying to figure out what will make her drop her armour – and her clothes. 
 
    Trying to figure out how I can keep seeing Penny, while my attention is on Ketty. 
 
    I’d like to tell Lee that this is impossible. Smith is never going to trust me, and he’ll have to find another way to get rid of Bracken. 
 
    But part of me still wants to know what it would be like to have Ketty in my power. To have her – curves, scars, and attitude – in my bed.  
 
    And what it would be like to be completely at her mercy. 
 
    I can only find out if I keep playing the game. I rest my face in my hands and close my eyes, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. 
 
    I don’t react when the door crashes open. I need a few more minutes by myself. 
 
    “Is it true?” I look up. Private Penny is standing, one finger pointed at me. Her face is stained with tears, and her hands are shaking. “Is it?” 
 
    There are hurrying steps in the corridor, and Lydia hurls herself into the room, closing the door behind her. 
 
    I shake my head, holding my hands up. I haven’t drunk enough coffee for this. 
 
    “Is what true?” 
 
    “You!” She shouts. “You, and that bitch from Bracken’s office.” 
 
    I glance at Lydia, who shrugs. 
 
    “They saw you, you know.” Penny takes a ragged breath. “In the bar. Drinks. Talking. And then you left.” 
 
    I hold up my hands again. I need time to think. “Slow down, Penny. Start again.” 
 
    “I will not slow down.” She takes a step forward and hammers her finger onto the table. “I will not stand here and tell you what you already know.” 
 
    She’s crying again. Lydia steps up behind Penny and wraps her arms round her shoulders, a smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “Drama,” she mouths at me, grinning. I try not to roll my eyes. 
 
    I spread my palms. “Penny,” I say, keeping my voice soft. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I don’t like the way she’s controlling this conversation. I don’t like the feeling of power slipping away. 
 
    “You went to the bar with her.” Her sobs are breaking up her words, but she pushes on. “You left. And later you called me.” 
 
    I shake my head. So far, she’s right, but I’m not sure what she’s accusing me of. 
 
    “Were you laughing at me, over your drinks?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Have you been shagging her this whole time?” 
 
    And now I see it. Someone’s seen me and Smith together, and Penny’s picked up the gossip. Now she’s throwing it at me. 
 
    I wish I’d had more sleep. And more coffee.  
 
    I’m trying not to laugh. I don’t want a messy coffee-room breakup – I want to keep Penny in my bed. I want someone who comes when I call, and does everything she can to please me. To make me hers. 
 
    But this is funny. I’m tired, and I have bigger things to worry about. I want to shout back at her, and tell her why this is absurd. That Ketty is the person I wish I was sleeping with – the person so unobtainable, it’s torturing me. That Penny was just a convenient body, who happened to have information I needed. Someone who meant nothing – just one more pawn in Lee’s power games. 
 
    And an easy target. 
 
    I don’t trust myself to speak. If I want her to stay, I can’t tell her any of this.  
 
    “I knew it,” she yells, and then her voice drops to a whisper. “I knew it.” 
 
    I haven’t said anything. But I haven’t denied anything, either. As far as Penny is concerned, I’m guilty. 
 
    Her shoulders shake with sobs, and Lydia rocks her gently side to side. 
 
    She knows who I am. She knows my reputation, and she knows about the other girls. She just thought, when I invited her out again, that there was something more between us. She knew who I was, and she came back for more. Lydia was right – she thought she was the one who’d turned my head. She thought she was special.  
 
    And now she’s dumping me, loudly, over the one thing I didn’t do. The one thing I couldn’t do.  
 
    I’ve lost them both. No more Private Penny. And no Ketty Smith to replace her. 
 
    I’m too tired for this. I’m laughing before I can stop myself. Lydia glares at me, and Penny balls her fists.  
 
    I make myself take a breath. 
 
    “Sorry, Penny,” I say, when I can speak again. “You’re wrong.” She frowns. “You’re so wrong. I’d explain, but you wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    Penny gapes at me.  
 
    “You mean …?” She says, her voice quiet. “You mean you’re not sleeping with her?” 
 
    Lydia rolls her eyes. 
 
    I take another breath. I’ve never engaged with girlfriend drama, and I don’t need to start now. I’m not losing my power over this girl, just to win her back. I’m too tired to fix this, and there are plenty more Home Forces girls to tempt into my bed.  
 
    Time to make a decision.  
 
    Focus on Smith. Dispose of Private Penny. 
 
    Use her accusation to get what I want. Make sure she understands. 
 
     I shrug. “It doesn’t really matter, sweetheart. Who I’m sleeping with is up to me.” She flinches, as if I’ve thrown a punch.  
 
    “I don’t —”  
 
    “It’s complicated, and it’s above your pay grade.” I give her an insincere smile. “You’re better off out of the way. No hard feelings? Can we be friends?” 
 
    Penny shakes her head, eyes wide, tears drying on her cheeks. “Wait – you’re dumping me?” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    “You’re unbelievable, David. Unbelievable.”  
 
    And she walks out, dragging Lydia after her. 
 
    The door slams shut, and I rest my head in my hands, thinking about what I’ve done. It was fun, screwing Penny. I enjoyed taking her secrets and her attention.  
 
    But reclaiming my power? Sending her back to the mail room without me? I enjoyed that, too. Now she knows just how small she is. How quickly I can move on. How soon I’ll forget her name.  
 
    There will be other girls. There will be other nights. And now I have one less complication to think about. Penny’s dumped. Lydia will enjoy picking up the pieces – and no doubt picking up Penny – and I’ve ditched the drama.  
 
    Now I can concentrate on Smith. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “More from your new friends.” Lee tosses another grey folder onto my desk. “Field assignment.” 
 
    I pick up the briefing. Top Secret, with the Canterbury project code. 
 
    “They want me to visit?” 
 
    Lee smiles. “The committee wants you on the ground, Corporal. New identity. New clothes. New line of credit.” His smile fades, and he watches me for a moment. “This is too important to screw up.”  
 
    I make myself take a breath. This isn’t what I was expecting. 
 
    He points at the folder. “Get yourself up to speed. Collect your new ID and bank card. Make contact with your team.” He checks his watch. “You’re heading out in a week.” 
 
    I pick up the folder, my hands shaking. I’ve never visited our resistance contacts. We’ve always run everything by phone, but this is bigger than anything I’ve worked on before.  
 
     I understand. I know how important this job is. I need all the cooperation the resistance cell can give me, and if I’m working with them in person, I can make sure everything goes to plan.  
 
    Lee waves a hand at the folder. 
 
    “I don’t need to know the details, short of big-budget requirements. What you do, and how you do it – that’s up to you. You know how this works. If you screw up while you’re training them, you’re on your own. If you make a success of this? The Terrorism Committee will be watching. There will be career opportunities for the person who makes this happen.” I nod, and Lee smirks. “I’m sure your famous charm will keep your team under control.” 
 
    My face is burning. I think of Penny, slamming the door of the coffee room. Ketty, pushing her way out of the bar.  
 
    Milk-white skin and anger. Curves and scars. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say, sounding more confident than I feel.  
 
    I hope he’s right. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Scars 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” A soft voice answers the call. 
 
    “Jen? It’s David.” 
 
    “David. Thank you for reaching out. Do you have a password?” 
 
    I’m smiling as I give her the phrase from the committee folder. She’s been notified by letter, and she’s been told to expect my call and check my identity. I’m usually the one who has to ask, but Jen is protecting herself up front. She’s sensible and eager. I realise I’m looking forward to training her. 
 
    She responds, and asks for my news. 
 
    “I’m coming to Whitstable,” I say, keeping my voice down in the quiet of the conference room. “I’d like us to meet.” 
 
    “That’s … that’s great. Thank you.” She sounds breathless. Excited. 
 
    “No promises, yet. Let’s talk. You can introduce me to your team, and we’ll see where it goes from there.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll arrange everything. When are you coming?” 
 
    We work out a time and a place to meet – somewhere quiet, but public. Somewhere safe for both of us. I already know we’ll be working together – Lee’s team has completed background checks on Jen and all her friends – but it pays to keep her uncertain. If I can control her expectations, I can control her reactions. I can control her team. 
 
    And maybe I can forget about the drama I’ve left here. 
 
    Jen has made a good start. I’m impressed. In a week I’ll be in Kent, ready to charm my way into her confidence. Ready to make a good impression. Ready to make sure she’ll do exactly as I say.   
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I chain-drink coffee all morning, but it doesn’t help. The more I think about Penny, the more I want to rewind everything that’s happened. Start again with Smith. Keep Penny coming back for more.  
 
    I’ve thrown them both away. I’ve lost control of the mail-room girl and the babysitter. I’ve underestimated them. I’ve made a stupid mistake.  
 
    I can’t stop thinking about Penny’s pale skin, soft under my fingers. I can’t stop thinking about Ketty. About the armour she won’t let me through. 
 
    When she walks through my office door, I don’t bother hiding my frustration.  
 
    “Corporal Smith,” I say, giving her an unwelcoming smile. “Come to beg me for more inside information?” 
 
    She doesn’t return the smile, and I realise I’m disappointed. I want a reaction. Something to show I can reach her – that I can put a crack in her armour. 
 
    “Corporal Conrad.” Her voice is cold and business-like. “I’m here to see the brigadier.” 
 
    I know what this is about. She and Bracken are planning Margaret Watson’s firing squad. She’s carrying the paperwork, ready for Lee to approve.  
 
    Time to hit her where it hurts. Her failure to catch Bex Ellman and her friends is adding a personal edge to her plans for Margaret. I’m guessing that’s an easy button to press. 
 
    “Planning the execution of a schoolgirl? Or giving your missing recruits another chance to escape?” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “What’s wrong, David? No stomach for disposing of terrorists?” She’s smiling now. “Good thing us country girls are here to do it for you.” 
 
    I wanted to land a blow. I wanted to make her feel some of my frustration – but this is better. This is engagement. She’s thinking about our conversation yesterday – about the things I said. 
 
    She’s thinking about me.  
 
    I can’t help grinning as I send her through to see Lee.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Back in the coffee room, I find myself smiling as I wait for my mug to fill. I lashed out at Ketty. I threw my frustration at her, and instead of rolling her eyes or staring through me, she punched back. 
 
    She punched back.  
 
    Mail-room girls and receptionists don’t retaliate – they don’t dare. I could report them, and they’d be out of a job.  
 
    And I like having that much control. I like having girls who can’t complain when I don’t return their calls.  
 
    But I think I like this more.  
 
    Someone who’ll throw punches with me. Someone who listens to what I say, and then throws it back at me. Someone smart, who’ll catch me out and hold me to account – and isn’t afraid if I return the favour. 
 
    It’s a challenge. It’s dangerous.  
 
    It’s all part of the game, and if she wants to play, then so do I. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m ready to fall into bed when I get home from the office. Two nights of broken sleep have put grey shadows under my eyes and a dull ache in my skull. If I’m serious about Ketty Smith, I need to be awake. I need to be rested and ready for whatever she throws my way. 
 
    It’s exciting, not knowing what she’ll do next – what rules she’ll break, what she’ll need from me. How long she’ll make me wait to see the scars I drew on her knee. 
 
    I imagine the torn and puckered skin, rough under my fingertips. The mark of the bullets I put in her path. My scars, on her body. Apple and mint. 
 
    Penny’s milk-white softness is forgotten. This is what I want. 
 
    There’s a health food shop ready meal in the fridge and I make myself heat it up, yawning as I set the microwave timer. I sit on the sofa with the meal on a tray, and switch on PIN. 
 
    There’s nothing interesting in the headlines – nothing I don’t know already – and I’m about to change the channel when there’s an update from Belmarsh. Bex Ellman’s mother, handcuffed to a table, bruises on her face, her wheelchair obvious behind her.  
 
    And Ketty, waiting for her to speak.  
 
    I drop the remote, and wait.  
 
    I don’t know what Smith asked, but the answer is perfect. She made the right call, bringing Elizabeth to Belmarsh, and she knows how to give her prisoner the space to get herself into trouble. If she’s aiming to use Elizabeth to get to Bex, the bruising and the black eye will definitely help.  
 
    I’m smiling as I listen to her speech, and Ketty lets her talk. I’m waiting for the soundbite – the moment Elizabeth steps over the line.  
 
    “Do you know what a mother would do for her daughter?” She asks, clearly angry. “Do you have any idea?” 
 
    Ketty shrugs, and Elizabeth leans further across the table. “You’re looking at it,” she says. 
 
    She’s keeping our attention on her, instead of on her daughter. She’s admitting to aiding and abetting a known terrorist. I think that sounded like a confession, and so does the newsreader as the feed switches back to the studio.  
 
    I have to make myself breathe. 
 
    I’ve just watched Ketty Smith hand another prisoner to a firing squad. 
 
    It’s a reminder of how dangerous she is. How dangerous it will be, finding out her secrets.  
 
    I need to raise my game. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Search 
 
      
 
    The universe hands me a gift, the following morning. Internet Surveillance has tracked a post from a computer in Edinburgh, and it’s come from one of Ketty’s missing recruits.  
 
    You can’t catch us here. We’re safe. Scotland forever! And a photo, cross-referenced with the RTS records. Jake Taylor, Camp Bishop – Missing – Wanted. 
 
    I’m shaking my head as I read. 
 
    The Face of the Resistance and her friends have made it out of the UK. I have no idea how – it shouldn’t be possible – but the tracking is confirmed. 
 
    If Ketty thought she was in trouble when she lost Ellman at the nursing home, she’s about to find out what trouble really means. Her recruits have left the country, and Jake’s right – we can’t touch them there.  
 
    Lee sends me downstairs with the printout to share the good news.  
 
    “Good morning, Corporal Smith!” I’m enjoying myself already. It’s amazing what a difference ten hours of sleep makes. 
 
    She hangs up her phone, and smiles back, ready to fight her corner. “Corporal Conrad. Colonel Bracken isn’t in yet. Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    I don’t answer. I don’t move. I stand in front of her desk, grinning down at her. I know something she doesn’t, and I’m about to ruin her day. I have all the power here, and it feels good. 
 
    “What is it?” She sits forward in her chair. “What’s happened?” She’s lost her smile.  
 
    I place the printout carefully in front of her on the desk. She gives it a quick glance, but she doesn’t have my clearances to access the computer system. She doesn’t know what she’s looking at. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    My grin grows wider. Lee’s been needling her about Ellman and her friends for weeks, and I’m about to tell her just how lost they are. 
 
    “We’ve found your recruits,” I say, still smiling. 
 
    She looks again at the printout. Registers the face on the image.  
 
    Reads the message. 
 
    “It’s an Internet post,” I say. “Jake Taylor put it on a chat site.” I point to the location details. “They’re in Edinburgh.” 
 
    Her shoulders are tense as she stares at the sheet of paper. I watch as the colour drains from her face. 
 
    “Thank you, Corporal,” she says, glancing up at me. She’s back in control, and she’s ready to fight this. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lydia catches me as I’m heading back to my desk, coffee in hand. 
 
    “Careful, David,” she says, her fingers brushing my elbow. I raise an eyebrow as she checks up and down the corridor, making sure we’re alone. 
 
    “What …?” But she doesn’t let me finish. 
 
    “Bracken’s girl,” she says, quietly, and watches my face for a reaction. I try not to smile, and she catches me.  
 
    “See? You’re in trouble.” She shakes her head and gives me a long stare. “You’re falling for her, aren’t you?” 
 
    All kinds of denials are forming in my mind, but I can’t work out what to say. Lydia has me stuttering in the corridor, and I know my face is reddening under her gaze. 
 
    “Thought so.” She nods. “Was Penny right? Have you been shagging the babysitter?” There’s a mischievous look in her eyes.  
 
    I shake my head, and she laughs.  
 
    “Oh, this is worse. You haven’t managed to tempt her into bed, you’ve kept Lee waiting for her secrets, and the delectable Penny had no reason to dump you?” She puts a hand on my arm, her face serious. “David. This isn’t like you. Get out while you can.” 
 
    I shrug. “I can’t. Lee …” I don’t need to say any more. 
 
    She steps closer, and whispers in my ear. “She’s going to ruin you.” 
 
    She’s walking away before I can respond. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Another day, another screw-up from Smith. Another hour of listening to Lee shouting. 
 
    Lee tasked her with finding the safe house the recruits were using before they escaped to Scotland, and when she found the address, he sent in troops. 
 
    And found nothing. Empty flats. No evidence of a local resistance cell beyond a CCTV camera on the stairs. A few prisoners from the shop on the ground floor, including a Scottish citizen with a work permit, but no one with any links to the recruits.  
 
    She’s let him down again, and he’s out for blood. 
 
    When he’s finished shouting at me, he calls Smith and Bracken to his office and shouts at them. When Ketty leaves, she marches across my office and into the corridor without a glance in my direction.  
 
    It’s half an hour before she’s back, today’s flash drive for PIN in her hand. 
 
    “Something special for the news tonight, Corporal?” 
 
    She gives me a smug smile. “As always.” 
 
    I should leave her alone. I should pretend I couldn’t hear Lee shouting at her through the closed door of his office. But I spent an hour listening to Lee this morning – keeping the heat away from Smith – and I’d like some payback.  
 
    I take the flash drive, and watch as I turn it over and over in my hand.  
 
    “It’s a shame about the safe house, Ketty.” I’m trying to keep a straight face. I don’t want to laugh – I want this to hurt. I want a reaction. “That could have been your saving grace. Something to show for all the work you’ve put in, tracking down the recruits?” 
 
    I look up at her, waiting. 
 
    She smiles. “I don’t think I’m done with this. Do you? I think there’s more here to find.” She’s fighting again. Defending her mistakes. “I think we can still track the cell, and find out who was in charge of looking after our runaways.” 
 
    She’s relentless. She still thinks she can pull something good out of this.  
 
    I shrug, matching her smile. “I’ll pass this on to Lee. I’m sure we’ll all enjoy the show tonight.” 
 
    As she walks away, I can’t help thinking about Lydia. Her advice to get out. Her opinion of Ketty. 
 
    And she might be right, but as my office door swings shut I realise – I don’t want to get out.  
 
    Ketty Smith is unstoppable. She fails, she falls, and she stands right back up again. She stands tall, and challenges everyone to make space for her. She demands respect, and she doesn’t stop fighting. 
 
    Lydia’s right. She attracts drama. She throws herself into her job and she refuses to let go. She’s driven, she’s focused, she’s dangerous. 
 
    She’s a challenge. And I’m enjoying the ride. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PART TWO: EMMA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corporal David Conrad 
 
      
 
    Whitstable, December 
 
    

  

 
   
    Jen 
 
      
 
    Tankerton beach is cold and windswept, and I’m glad I’m wearing the down jacket I bought yesterday in Canterbury. Brigadier Lee’s budget for this job is generous, and warm clothes are definitely on the list of things I can splash out on. The holiday cottage I’m hiding out in isn’t luxurious, but it’s warm and dry and has everything I need. A TV, a tiny kitchen, a hot shower, a double bed. Nothing to make the local resistance cell suspect that I’m not one of them.   
 
    There are a few dog-walkers braving the chill as I make my way along Marine Crescent to the beach huts, but no one looks twice at me. I’m bundled against the cold – walking boots, gloves, and the red beanie hat I’ve told Jen I’ll be wearing. I take a seat on the bench next to the skate park and wait for her to find me. 
 
    It feels strange, being out of uniform. I couldn’t bring anything with me that links me to the Home Forces. We can’t risk the cell finding out who I am, so it’s jeans, T-shirts, and fleece jackets while I’m in Whitstable. I’ve skipped a haircut and resisted the temptation to make myself regulation smart. My hair is deliberately tousled under the knitted hat, and I’m getting used to the new fabric walking boots with their bright flashes of colour at the edges of the soles. There’s a fake ID in my wallet, and a debit card in the same fake name. 
 
    This is important. I have a month to train the local cell, and then I’ll run the rest of the job by phone, as usual. I need to be here in person. I need to check out the team, and make sure they’re ready to place bombs for us. To build relationships and trust, so when the time comes they’ll do exactly what we want them to do. It’s a game-changing target, and we need to get the details right. 
 
    “David?” 
 
    A tall young woman is standing behind the bench, one hand on the seat back, watching me. She’s wearing the purple fleece and matching bobble hat I’m expecting to see, and she looks nervous. She’s making sure the bench is between us. 
 
    “Jen?” She nods. 
 
    I stand up, holding out my arms. Follow my lead, I told her on the phone. People need to think we know each other. 
 
    She steps round the bench and gives me an awkward hug before stepping back and waiting for me to take a seat. She sits next to me, perched on the edge of the bench, her gloved hands pressed between her knees. 
 
    “Relax,” I say, sitting back, one arm resting on the seat back behind her. “Pretend I’m an old friend.” 
 
    She nods and shuffles backwards, clearly uncomfortable.  
 
    “Jen,” I say, catching her eye. “I’m not going to eat you. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Yes,” she says. “OK. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you for meeting me. Do you have the code?” 
 
    She gives me her half of the password, and I give her mine. She nods, and gives me a tight smile. “So what’s the news? Are we in?” 
 
    I’m sure I see colour in her cheeks when I smile back. “We’d like to work with you. We have something in mind, and we’ll make sure you get everything you need to make it happen.” 
 
    “We get to fight back?” 
 
    I nod, still smiling. “You get to fight back.” 
 
    She’s definitely blushing as she meets my eyes and thanks me again. 
 
    Another resistance fighter, ready to do anything I tell her. 
 
    I’m going to enjoy this. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We talk for an hour, walking along the deserted seafront into Whitstable and back. By the time we make it to her car I have an invitation to dinner with the rest of the group, and the promise of a lift tomorrow evening. As she gives me another awkward hug, I catch the eye of a man walking up the path from the beach. He hunches his shoulders and tugs his jacket over his face as he hurries past, glancing back at me as Jen climbs into the car. 
 
    If he’s a member of the resistance cell, he needs more training. But if he’s been watching us on our walk, that means they’re taking precautions, and they already understand the risks.   
 
    Good. They’ll be easier to train, and easier to control, if they don’t make stupid mistakes. 
 
    I push my hands into my jacket pockets and head back to the cottage to warm up, already planning my next move with Jen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Team 
 
      
 
    Kieran’s house is on a quiet road at the edge of Canterbury. It’s his face I saw on the seafront, checking up on me and Jen. He’s a recent graduate with a job in IT, and the rest of the group are friends from university. Jen and Said are studying engineering, and the rest are on government-priority courses. Sports science, leisure management, agriculture. Anything to keep people occupied, fed, and entertained. They’re young, bright, and idealistic – perfect recruits for the Terrorism Committee. Let them think they’re fighting the Home Forces – that they’re making history – and they’ll do anything we ask. 
 
    Over chilli and beer we talk politics. I sit back and let them say things that would get them arrested if the wrong people overheard. Things I can use if I decide they can’t handle the bombing. When they ask about me, I give them a few vague answers and smile a lot. I stick to the surname on my fake ID, and tell them as little as possible while turning their questions back on them.  
 
    It’s easy. They love to talk.  
 
    And I get to watch. Work out which of them to get close to. I need someone to side with me if there’s any hint of disagreement – someone I can use to steer the others. 
 
    One of the girls, to make this more fun. 
 
    Jen is still nervous, in spite of our conversation on the seafront. Her dark hair is tied back in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a half-zip fleece and walking trousers. I try not to laugh when I notice her socks are covered in cartoon cats. She’s renting Kieran’s spare room, so she’s the hostess, mothering the group and offering me drinks and second helpings while the others make themselves at home. She’s kind, but guarded. It’s going to be hard to get under her skin. 
 
    I look around the table. If I’m going to take one of these girls to bed, Saanvi would be my first choice. She’s cover-shot beautiful – a heart-shaped face with dark skin and black hair in a pixie cut – but she’s taken. There’s a glittering ring on her finger, and she and Andrew can’t keep their hands off each other. We need stability in the group if we’re going to make this work, so I can’t risk coming between them. Emma is blonde and temptingly athletic – Lycra leggings and a long-sleeved running top show off her figure – but she ignores me all the way through the meal. 
 
    I wouldn’t score any points with Lee if I broke up the cell – his local contacts have been working on Jen and Kieran for months, and we don’t have time to find a new team or a new target. I need to stick with the person who trusts me already. 
 
    Jen blushes when I offer to help with the washing up, and she asks me about my day as we load the dishwasher. By the time we’re done, she’s told me all about hers, and I’ve told her almost nothing. 
 
    She’s getting comfortable with me. Perfect. 
 
    When we join the others in the living room, the conversation moves on. They’ve welcomed me into their group, and now it’s my turn to reveal the help I’m here to give. 
 
    “So what have you got for us, David?” Saanvi calls from her perch on the arm of Andrew’s chair. 
 
    I sit forward on the sofa, elbows resting on my knees, and wait until they’re all watching me. 
 
    “It’s big,” I say, looking round at their hopeful faces. “We need engineers and IT specialists, and a group large enough to make sure all the arrangements are made.” 
 
    “Said and Jen are the engineers.” Kieran nods to his friends, “And I’m the IT guy. The others …” he waves a hand in introduction “… they’re all willing to help, and willing to learn.” 
 
    I nod. “That’s good. That’s important.” I look down at my hands, and make them wait. I need to make sure they’re ready for what we’re asking them to do.  
 
    “What do you know about the resistance?” I ask, looking up. They shrug, glancing at each other. 
 
    “They’re setting the bombs?” Said suggests. “Showing the Home Forces that they don’t hold all the power?” I smother a smile. At least he believes what we want him to believe. 
 
    “They put up the posters – the Face of the Resistance stuff.” I nod at Pete’s comment – he’s right. The Opposition In Exile has been sending posters to resistance groups all over the UK. Bex Ellman, the Face of the Resistance, standing in front of a fluttering flag. Inspiring stuff. As soon as the Home Forces take them down, someone else puts more up in their place. We can’t keep up with their campaign – but maybe that’s not a bad thing. Let people have their hope. Let groups like this reach out to offer their skills.  
 
    Let them think they’re making a difference.  
 
    “Are you asking us to plant a bomb?” It’s the first time Emma has spoken to me, and it’s clear she doesn’t trust me. Her arms are folded across her chest, and she’s leaning away from me in her chair. Her eyes are narrowed as she waits for me to answer. 
 
    I meet her gaze. “How do you feel about that?” I ask, and she shrugs and looks away.  
 
    “We’re up for it,” says Kieran, looking round the room. “We’ve already decided we’ll help. Just tell us what you need from us.” 
 
    So I do.  
 
    I don’t give them the target yet – I tell them we’re looking into it – but I explain the suitcase bombs. We’ll give them the equipment, but they’ll have to assemble everything themselves – detonators, explosives, containers. They’ll have to learn those skills as quickly as possible, while I’m here to teach them. Kieran volunteers the house and garage, and we arrange to start in the morning. 
 
    Jen offers to drive me home.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It’s a fifteen minute drive back to Whitstable, and Jen is happy to talk about her studies. She’s specialising in electrical engineering, and Said is on the chemical engineering course, so they make a good team. 
 
    When she pulls up outside the holiday cottage, I turn on the charm and ask her in for a coffee. I don’t have long to shape this group, so I might as well start now. 
 
    “David …” She gives me a sad smile. “I hardly know you. I’m glad you’re here, and I’m glad we’re getting this chance to make a difference.” She shakes her head, blushing. “Let’s keep this simple. OK?” 
 
    I hold my hands up, and give her a warm smile. The colour darkens on her cheeks. I know she’s tempted.  
 
    “No problem,” I say. “Simple is good.” She smiles back. 
 
    I thank her for the ride, and step out into the cold. I take my time walking to the front door, and when I take off my coat and draw the curtains, she’s still parked outside. It’s several minutes before she drives away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Insider 
 
      
 
    The next couple of weeks are intense. I train the group, fitting discussions and practical sessions around their studies and work schedules. After a week, most of them can follow a simple circuit diagram and figure out how to pack dummy components into the set of wheelie cases I’ve bought with Lee’s cash. The final equipment won’t be here until after I’m back in London, but I’m confident in their skills. Between the two engineers and the time I’ve spent with the others, the Canterbury cell has everything they need to make this happen.  
 
    I have to be careful, working with the team. I need to give clear instructions, and I have high expectations for their performance, but I have to hide any trace of my own military training. They think I’m from another resistance cell – that there’s a chain of command for groups like them – so I need to be firm, but kind. Tolerant of mistakes. Encouraging.  
 
    It’s exhausting. 
 
    I make a dent in Lee’s cash, ordering pizza for our late-night training sessions, but it helps. They’re warming to me, accepting me into the group. We’re all in this together, and they’re enjoying being the focus of my attention. I’m giving them hope. I’m giving them a reason to do what I tell them to do. 
 
    I’m making sure I have all the power. 
 
    While Jen stays friendly but distant, Emma watches everything I do. She’s determined to be the best – to learn everything I’m teaching, and be the first to get things right. 
 
    So I’m not surprised when it’s Emma who offers me a ride home after a late evening of training, and I’m not surprised when she invites herself in, and doesn’t leave until morning. 
 
    She could be one of the Home Forces girls. A toned runner’s body under leggings and a fitted top. Burnt vanilla scent on her skin. Blonde hair, blue eyes, freckles.  
 
    I have to catch my breath as she drops my T-shirt on the floor and flicks her hair away from her face. 
 
    She could be Ketty.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    By the second night with Emma, I’ve run out of questions about the group. I’ve spent enough time working with them to know who I’m dealing with, and I know everything I need to know about the girl lying in my arms.  
 
    So we talk. There’s no agenda. She tells me about herself, and asks about me. I stick to my official story, but I’m happy to steer the conversation onto the training, and the mission they’ll be running without me. If I can keep Emma happy, she’ll back me up if the group doesn’t like part of the mission. If I can make her think I’m sharing secrets with her, she’ll be my champion against her friends. 
 
    And lying in bed with a naked Ketty look-alike isn’t exactly hard work. 
 
    I know what I’m doing. I’m recruiting an ally, and it works. When Kieran objects to my counter-surveillance training, she backs me up and brings the others with her. When Saanvi cuts a session short because she’s angry that I’m making her repeat a task, it’s Emma who persuades her to stay.  
 
    Between us, we control the group. Emma is the ambassador, and I’m pulling the strings. We’re keeping each other entertained, and we’re setting the cell up to succeed. She has no idea she’s working for the Home Forces.  
 
    It’s perfect. I’m enjoying Emma, and I’m enjoying the power.  
 
    I just have to make sure she’s enjoying me. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “We need a place to work.” Kieran glances over his shoulder, then steps towards me. “Somewhere that’s not the house.”   
 
    He’s followed me to his kitchen. The others are working on safety protocols in the living room, and it’s clear he wants to talk to me alone.  
 
    I put my mug down next to the sink and lean back against the worksurface, giving Kieran a concerned smile. 
 
    “Is there a problem with the house?” I wave a hand at the kitchen, and the living room beyond. 
 
    He rubs his hand over the back of his neck. He can’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “It’s just …” He glances at me, and I shrug. “The neighbours. The neighbours are asking questions.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. If he’s right, if the neighbours have noticed the work we’re doing here, we need to act.  
 
    It won’t be easy, finding somewhere else. Somewhere that isn’t surrounded by houses and neighbours and traffic. I’d prefer to keep the group here if I can.  
 
    But if the neighbours are watching? If they’ve figured out there’s something going on? 
 
    The group needs a new meeting place. 
 
    “Questions?” I ask, watching him. “What sort of questions?” 
 
    He puts both hands behind his head and stares at the ceiling.  
 
    “I don’t know, David,” he says. “Questions. Questions I don’t like having to answer.” 
 
    I nod, but I’m no closer to understanding the problem. I wait for him to say more, but he stares at the ceiling, hands still clasped behind his head. 
 
    “Is it the noise, Kieran?” I ask, gently. He’s concerned about something, and I need to know what he’s trying to tell me. 
 
    He shrugs. 
 
    “Is it the people? Having lots of friends over all the time?” He shrugs again, and nods. If this is how he answers questions from the neighbours, we’re in trouble. He looks as guilty as hell. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, quietly. “It’s OK to be having second thoughts.”  
 
    He looks at me for a moment, then shakes his head. “It’s not … it’s not that.” 
 
    I settle back against the worksurface.  
 
    “What do you need, Kieran?” He looks at me again, and folds his arms across his chest. “I’m here to help. Tell me what you need from me, and I’ll do my best to sort it for you.” 
 
    He nods, closes his eyes, and takes a deep breath. 
 
    “I think we need a boat,” he says. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Romance 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good idea.” 
 
    Emma coils one arm round my waist, and rests her head on my chest. It takes me a moment to remember what we were talking about, before we fell into bed. She lifts her head to look at me, blonde hair falling over her face, and when she flicks it away I have to close my eyes. For a moment it’s not Emma in my arms. It’s Ketty. 
 
    I’m distracted, and I need to be paying attention.  
 
    “Hmmm?” I say, playing for time.  
 
    “The boat.” She smiles. “It’s a good idea. We can take it offshore – build our bombs out of sight, and if we screw up it won’t be the lead story on PIN.” 
 
    I rub a hand over my eyes. Kieran’s plan. We discussed it on the way here last night, but I’d barely closed the front door when Emma pushed my coat from my shoulders and tugged my T-shirt out of my jeans … 
 
    … and here we are. Sleepy, sweaty, and comfortable. 
 
    And still talking about boats. 
 
    I prop myself up on my elbows, and she trails a finger over my skin, biting her lip. 
 
    All I want is to stay here. To let her distract me again. 
 
    But I need to solve Kieran’s problem. I need to figure out how to help. 
 
    “Can we discuss this over coffee?”  
 
    She grins, and traces her finger over my stomach. 
 
    “I guess that’s a no.” I’m whispering. Trying to keep my mind on the conversation. 
 
    “When I have you exactly where I want you, David?” She shrugs. “Why would I let you go?” 
 
    I nearly laugh at that. She has no idea who I am – who she’s working with. That she’s the one being used, here.  
 
    Instead I smile, and give in to her touch. I need to keep her on my side. 
 
    “So you’ll find us a boat?” She breathes into my ear, later. I gather her into my arms, my body pressed against hers, glowing. 
 
    “I’ll find you a boat,” I promise.  
 
    The smile she gives me is angelic.  
 
    “Thank you, David,” she says, and kisses me.   
 
    My breath catches. 
 
    I realise what I’ve done. What I’ve promised. 
 
    She’s figured me out. She’s manipulated me. At that moment, I’d have promised her anything she asked. 
 
    I need to wake up. I need to pay attention. Emma is not like the Home Forces girls – I don’t outrank her. She’s smart, she’s focused, and she’s fighting for something she believes in. She’s much more dangerous, and I need to remember what I’m doing here. 
 
    I need to be more careful. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I need to find a boat. 
 
    There’s no point going back on my promise. If Emma thinks she’s controlling me, she’s more likely to support me in front of the group. If she thinks she can manipulate me, she’s more likely to keep coming home with me, and it will be easier to keep her as an ally. 
 
     She’s right – it’s a good idea.  
 
    It’s the same with all the resistance jobs – when the bomb-making equipment is delivered, the cell has to move it to wherever they’re assembling the bombs, and then transport everything to the target. If I arrange to deliver their supplies at sea, they can use their boat as a floating workshop and build everything offshore. That’s one less journey for the group and the explosives. One less opportunity for things to go wrong. 
 
    Emma’s right. If they make a mistake, PIN is going to have a hard time covering up an explosion on a residential street in Canterbury. An explosion on a boat could be reported as an accident, and no one will ask awkward questions. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It takes a week, but I find them a trawler.  
 
    I sit for hours every day in a bar overlooking Whitstable harbour, watching the fishing boats and their crews. I get to know who spends the longest at sea, and who is home early, with or without a catch. I see who brings home the most fish, and who could use some extra cash. Which boats are well maintained, and which need some attention.  
 
    So by the time I walk up to the Lindisfarne Lady, I already know she needs work. Her two-man crew never brings much home from their fishing trips, and they look as if they could use a day off.  
 
    The father-and-son team accepts my offer of a drink, and we head to the back of a quayside warehouse. Inside are crates of fish and ice, and in the corner is a bar built from pallets and planks of wood. It’s freezing – just as cold as it is outside – but the beer is good. We sit on upturned barrels at tables made from cable reels and drink to fair winds and following seas.  
 
    After three rounds of drinks, I’ve learned that they’re open to a business partnership, and that the boat is for hire if I can pay. They’ll crew it for me, and they won’t ask questions.  
 
    I call London from a payphone on my way home. It’s a dedicated line, and whoever is on duty will claim it’s a wrong number unless I give them the password. They promise to pass my query to Brigadier Lee, and tell me to call back tomorrow. 
 
    It’s dark and cold. The boat hire is out of my hands until the background checks have been run, and I need to check in with the group, so I dial Emma’s number and ask her to join me for dinner. I’m feeling better as I walk back to the cottage. We haven’t seen each other for days, and I have no intention of sleeping alone tonight.  
 
    I’m smiling as I turn the corner into my street, and I’m not paying attention, but I’m sure it’s Jen’s car that drives past as I walk towards my front door.  
 
    I don’t react. I keep my head down until I reach the cottage. When I glance round, the car is gone. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Emma is smiling when I open the door to her, her hands behind her back. She steps inside, out of the cold, and reveals a bottle of wine in each hand. 
 
    “Dinner?” She says, grinning. 
 
    There’s something intoxicating about this woman. She comes when I call, she stands with me when the group turns against me, and she invited herself into my bed. I should ask her for an update. Find out what the cell has been doing while I’ve been staring at fishing boats.  
 
    But I can’t help myself. I can ask all that later. 
 
    I take the wine bottles to the table, then turn back and kiss her, my hands racing to her waist and the tight muscles under her T-shirt. 
 
    “Easy, David,” she says, pulling away. She looks me in the eye, smiling. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But … what’s wrong with a little romance? You invited me to dinner, remember?” 
 
    I step back, running one hand through my hair and willing myself to calm down. “Sure,” I say, pushing myself to smile. “Dinner.” 
 
    She has me on a leash, this woman. I wanted this. I wanted another girl to control and enjoy, but she’s using my own playbook against me. And I’m caught. I can’t walk away. This isn’t Private Penny. This isn’t someone I can use and drop when she starts making demands.  
 
    I have to keep Emma on my side until I’m finished here, whatever she asks of me. 
 
    “So,” she says, looking into the tiny kitchen. “Do you actually have any food, or were you hoping I’d forget what I drove here for?” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “That’s why you drove here?” 
 
    She smiles again. “Come on, David,” she says, heading for the fridge. “Let’s eat.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We heat up two ready meals and eat them at the table in the corner of the living room.  
 
    “Romance me,” she says as we sit down, so I do. I ask about her favourite things. Her favourite places. Best childhood memories. I take an interest, and she’s happy to talk.  
 
    She asks me questions, too, and after the first bottle of wine, I realise I’m having trouble keeping my story straight. I’ve already had three pints at the bar on the waterfront, and I hadn’t planned for this. My fake identity only goes so far, and I’m making things up as we’re talking, desperately trying to keep track of what I’ve said.  
 
    I’m losing my touch. I should be making sure she’s drinking more wine than I am. I should be controlling the conversation. 
 
    But I need this group, and I need her to help me manage them. I need to keep her happy.  
 
    So it’s a relief when she pushes her plate away, and takes my hand.  
 
    “Consider me romanced,” she says, and kisses me across the table. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Boat 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes, it’s to Emma shrugging into her T-shirt and searching the floor for her leggings. My head feels heavy and my stomach is growling. We had too much wine last night, and not enough food.  
 
    “Good morning,” she says, and leans over the bed to kiss me, pulling away before I can drag her back into my arms. I lie back, groaning. 
 
    It should be her, sleeping late, not me.  
 
    “Give you a lift to Kieran’s?” She sounds far too perky as she reaches under the bed for her socks.  
 
    I shake my head. “Can’t,” I say, aware that this is the opposite of romantic. “Boat stuff.” 
 
    She smiles. “Then I won’t keep you.” She nudges my foot as she walks towards the door. “Go get me a boat!” 
 
    I can’t help groaning again. She’s giving me orders, and I can’t afford to disobey. 
 
    It’s only when I hear her car keys jangling as she opens the front door that I remember last night.  
 
    Jen’s car, on my street. If Emma drove here herself, why was Jen driving past yesterday evening? 
 
    I drag myself out of bed and pull back the edge of the curtain. Right outside, Emma is shrugging off her coat and climbing into her own car. I watch until she drives away. 
 
    I must have made a mistake. It can’t have been Jen.  
 
    I think back, but all I have is a glimpse. An old-fashioned red car.  
 
    I wasn’t looking. I wasn’t paying attention.  
 
    I was thinking about Emma. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I make myself get up and take a shower. I have a week left to set the group up with a trawler, and make sure they’re ready to do this job by themselves. I’m needed in London, and I can’t keep coming back to Canterbury to babysit them through the mission. As soon as I’m sure they’re ready, they’re on their own.  
 
    And so am I. When I leave, that’s it for me and Emma. It’s back to the Home Forces, and whichever unsuspecting girl Lee chooses next. 
 
    Back to power, and control.  
 
    Back to Ketty. 
 
    I should be happy. I should be ready. But I’m not sure how I feel. 
 
    Emma is dangerous. She knows how to get what she wants from me, and as long as I am training the group, I know I can’t walk away. But there’s something about the challenge – keeping her on my side while keeping myself entertained. I’m going to miss this. 
 
    And I’m going to miss waking up to blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles. I’m blushing when I realise it’s not Emma’s face that comes to mind – that it’s not Emma waiting for me in London – and the thought makes me stumble. 
 
    It’s late morning by the time I’m dressed. I’ve been drinking coffee and water and planning the deal I’m going to make for the boat. I treat myself to an all-day breakfast from one of the cafés on the seafront before heading back to the payphone and calling London again. 
 
    A cheerful woman takes my password, and connects my call. 
 
    “Corporal Conrad.” It’s a shock to hear Lee’s voice. I’m standing up straight and running a hand through my untamed hair before I realise what I’m doing. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “You’re enjoying the delights of Kent?” Even over the phone I can hear the smirk in his voice.  
 
    I try not to react. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “So,” he says, and I can hear papers shuffling on his desk. “A trawler.” 
 
    He’s waiting for me to explain. 
 
    “It makes sense, Sir. They put everything together on the boat. That way any screw-ups are at the bottom of the sea, and not on a quiet street where the neighbours will talk.” 
 
    “And they requested this?” His voice is cold. I hope the truth is the answer he’s looking for. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. They suggested it themselves.” 
 
    He makes me wait for his answer. I cradle the freezing handset against my ear, watching my breath cloud in front of me. 
 
    “Good, Corporal. I’ll approve it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. And the crew?” 
 
    “Approved,” he says, and I think I hear respect in his voice. “A lucky find, that one. Father and son will make a good addition to your team.” 
 
    “So they passed the background checks?” 
 
    “They passed.” He’s smiling, and so am I. “And Corporal? The father has a subscription to one of the underground resistance magazines.” 
 
    I can’t help laughing. “He’s already on their side?” 
 
    “It would appear so. Not a member of any cell, as far as we’re aware, but he’s definitely sympathetic.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” I’m grinning now. “I’ll make the deal today.” 
 
    There’s a pause, and I wonder whether I’m supposed to hang up, but then Lee speaks again. 
 
    “Get this done, Corporal,” he says, no trace of a smile in his voice.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say as he cuts the line. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I sit, overlooking the harbour, and wait for the boats to come in. The Lindisfarne Lady moors up at the quayside, and I help to carry the catch to the warehouse. Father and son shake my hand over another beer at the makeshift bar, and a fat envelope of cash disappears quickly into the father’s pocket. His eyes widen as he checks the money, and he shakes my hand again as I leave. I’ve given him a day to prepare the boat, and then I’ll bring Kieran and Jen to meet their crew. 
 
    On the way out of the warehouse I spot the corner of a poster on the wall next to the bar. The rest has been torn off the rough wooden boards, but I can still see the corner of a brightly coloured Union Jack. I’m smiling as I walk into the cold wind on the quayside. That’s a resistance poster – the one with Ketty’s recruit in RTS armour, under the waving flag.  
 
    Someone else is taking risks for the resistance. I’m in the right place. 
 
    I’ve spent the afternoon withdrawing cash for the boat from the bank. My fake ID didn’t raise any concerns, and the Terrorism Committee hasn’t let me down. The identity they’ve created is solid enough to pass background checks and bank security. No one can trace me back to the Home Forces, which means that what I do here, stays here. When I leave, my new friends will assume I’m helping some other cell, or checking in with the resistance. They’ll have no reason to suspect that they’ve been used.  
 
    And after the bombs? We’ll wait, and see whether the group follows the rules. If they do, we’ll keep them under surveillance. If not, we’ll have troops on standby, waiting to drag them out of bed and throw them into prison vans. We’ll plaster their faces all over PIN, and we’ll turn their trials into must-watch TV. Their firing squads, too. 
 
    I’m not new to this job. I’ve been running resistance cells since Lee recruited me to the Terrorism Committee, and I’ve sent plenty of rebels to the execution platform, so I’m surprised when the thought of Emma in handcuffs steals the breath from my lungs.  
 
    I’m not supposed to get involved. I’m not supposed to have feelings. For a moment I’m angry with her – angry at her blue eyes and athletic curves. At the way she’s made me feel. At the challenge of keeping her happy while making sure she does everything I need her to do. 
 
    She’s like a happier, warmer version of Ketty. She’s tough and determined, but she’s not fighting me. She’s fighting for the resistance, and she thinks I’m on her side. She likes me. She’s useful. 
 
    I’ve got a week until I have to leave. A week to guarantee her compliance with the plan, and a week of waking up beside her. 
 
    She’s disposable, but I haven’t disposed of her yet. I might as well enjoy the nights I have left. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Emma is waiting on the doorstep when I walk up to the cottage, two bags of groceries on the path beside her. She demands a kiss before I open the door, and when she picks up the bags I can hear the clanking of glass bottles.  
 
    I hold the door open and follow her into the kitchen. She lifts the bags onto the worksurface, and pulls out bottles and cartons – vodka, gin, rum, and fruit juices, followed by packets of fresh ingredients. I raise an eyebrow, and she grins. 
 
    “Cocktails, and dinner!” Her enthusiasm makes me smile.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” 
 
    She steps closer, and slides her hands round my waist. “Did you get the boat?” 
 
    I wrap my arms round her shoulders and plant a kiss on her forehead. “I got the boat.” 
 
    “Then we’re ready?” She sounds nervous. I kiss her again. 
 
    “You’re ready.” 
 
    She shivers in my arms, and I pull her closer, breathing in the vanilla scent of her hair.  
 
    “You’re ready,” I whisper in her ear.  
 
    She’s just understanding what she has volunteered to do, and I need to keep her focused. I need to convince her she can go through with the bombing.  
 
    This is what I’m here for.  
 
    “This is your chance, Emma.” I say, pulling back to look into her eyes. “You and your friends? You’re making history. You’re making a difference.” 
 
    It’s the line I always use, but it works. She stands up straight, her gaze locked on mine.  
 
    “We’re fighting back,” she says, breathless. 
 
    “You’re fighting back.” 
 
    And she smiles. 
 
    She’s going to do this. She’s going to follow the plan, and plant the bombs. She’s going to take Home Forces technology and use it to make a statement, with no idea who she’s working for. She’s going to make it easy for us to stay in power, all the time believing that she’s working for the resistance. And she’s going to take her friends with her. 
 
    This is going to work. 
 
    “So are we celebrating?” I glance at the bottles behind her. 
 
    “Why not? This deserves a party!”  
 
    We mix our first drink, and she presents me with a chopping board and a knife, grinning. 
 
    “You showed me your idea of a romantic dinner. I’m going to show you mine.”  
 
    I look at the knife. “So I’m …? 
 
    “You’re the sous chef.” She leans in to kiss me. “Do as I say, and we’ll get along fine.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say, and she grins. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We eat a beautiful Thai-style stir fry – heavy on the salt, but we’re not short of cocktails. We take it in turns to mix drinks, and I’m aware that I’m slurring my words. I should stop. I should sober up, but I feel like celebrating. I’ve rented the boat, I’ve guided Emma through her doubts. This job is nearly done, just as Lee wanted.  
 
    I deserve a celebration. 
 
    And when Emma pulls a pack of cards from her pocket, I have to smother a laugh.  
 
    “Want to make this more interesting?” She asks, eyebrows raised. 
 
    I know this move. This is my move. My way to keep things exciting with the Home Forces girls. 
 
    She’s using my move against me – she actually wants to play – and I realise I love it. She thinks she’s in control. She thinks she’s manipulating me.  
 
    “Strip poker?” I’m grinning. “We’re going to need more drinks.” 
 
    She jumps up and takes both glasses to the kitchen. “I’ve got this!” She calls, even though I’m sure it’s my turn.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m bad at this game. I’m confused. I should be winning.  
 
    No – I should be letting her win, and making sure she’s drinking more than me, but I’ve forgotten whose turn it is to make the drinks, and the kitchen feels so far away. 
 
    She brings me another cocktail. Something with rum, I think, and then she wins another hand.  
 
    How is she doing this? 
 
    I tug my T-shirt over my head. It takes longer than it should, but that’s what she asked for. The sleeves are tangled round my wrists, so she leans over and gently pulls the bunched fabric away, adding the shirt to her pile of my clothes.  
 
    I blink. Apart from her shoes, she’s still dressed.  
 
    But there’s another drink in my hand, and she’s dealing the cards again and it’s time to play. 
 
    I remember giving her my belt. I don’t remember giving her my trousers. I vaguely remember her helping me walk to the bedroom. The way she pulled the duvet over me and turned out the light. 
 
    I’m warm, and comfortable, and the room is quietly spinning.  
 
    Good party, I think, as I fall asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Headache 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what time it is when I wake up, but the room is dark. I’m trying to remember where I am. Who else is here. Who else should be in my bed. 
 
    And then I hear voices from the living room. 
 
    Emma.  
 
    I nearly get up. I could use a glass of water, and if she’s still up, maybe I can distract her. 
 
    But there are two voices. Emma is talking to someone.  
 
    Someone else is in my house. 
 
    I lie still, ignoring the headache creeping through my skull. I focus on the voices.  
 
    And I nearly laugh out loud when I realise the other person is Jen. 
 
    I’ve been played. All those drinks – I bet Emma was drinking fruit juice every time she mixed something stronger for me.  
 
    They’re searching for something. I can hear rustling as they look through my pockets. As they empty the rucksack in the hall.  
 
    I remember the strip poker. She played on purpose to make sure my clothes would be in the living room. Clothes, wallet, and keys. 
 
    I rub my hands over my face, smiling. She’s good. 
 
    But I’m better. I know they won’t find anything. There is nothing in this cottage to connect me to the Home Forces. Everything in my wallet is in my false name, with a fake address in Birmingham. They can’t link me to London, or Lee. 
 
    So I let them search, fragments of conversation reaching me as I lie still. 
 
    “You’re the one who begged to be the tempting girlfriend!” Jen says, laughing. 
 
    “Have you looked at him?” Emma’s voice. Jen laughs again, and I’m smiling at the ceiling. Lydia was right about my looks. Emma might have been playing me this whole time, but she’s enjoying herself. She’s enjoying me.  
 
    Mission accomplished. 
 
    “Anyway,” Emma says, quietly. “No offence, but I don’t think you’re his type.” 
 
    I’m laughing properly now, one hand over my mouth to stifle the sound.  
 
    “Oh – and you are?” I can hear the smile in Jen’s voice. 
 
    All the noises stop. I’m biting my knuckles, waiting for Emma’s response.  
 
    “Yeah,” she says, sounding serious. “I think I am.” 
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, curves, and freckles. She has no idea how true that is.  
 
    “Well, lucky you.” There’s a mocking edge to Jen’s comment. “Don’t get too used to it. He’s going back at the end of the week.” 
 
    The rustling begins again, and something hard hits the floor. Emma swears. 
 
    “How sleepy is he?” Jen’s whispering, and I’m straining to catch her words. 
 
    “Probably in a coma, the amount he’s had to drink.” And they’re both laughing. 
 
    Let them laugh. Let them turn the cottage upside down. They’ve committed to the plan, and they’re ready to fight for the resistance. 
 
    I have the power here. 
 
    They’re ready to fight for me.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    By the morning, my headache is truly brutal. I have no idea how much Emma gave me to drink last night, but she’s right – I should have been in a coma.  
 
    But if I deserve painkillers and sympathy, she deserves an Oscar. She lies next to me, groaning as I crawl out of bed and stumble to the bathroom. 
 
    My face in the mirror is grey, and my eyes are bloodshot. I feel horrific. 
 
    I head to the kitchen and fill two pint glasses with water, then stagger back to bed, leaning over her to leave a glass on her bedside table. She screws up her eyes and pulls the duvet over her head. I’m smiling, in spite of the drums playing in my skull. 
 
    There’s no way she feels as bad as I do. She sounded sober last night, with Jen. This is all to make sure I don’t suspect anything. 
 
    I think about what she’s done. Manipulated me. Incapacitated me. Worse – she helped me to incapacitate myself. 
 
    She’s done what I do. She made sure I drank more than she did. She kept her mind sharp while mine dissolved. 
 
    And she used my blackout to check my identity. She used it to protect her friends. To protect the cell.  
 
    Like Kieran, watching over Jen on the seafront during our first meeting. Jen’s car on my street, the other night. They’re looking out for each other. They’re taking care of each other. They’re being careful, and they understand the risks.  
 
    I have to respect what they’ve done. Choosing someone to get close to me. Checking me out, even while they’re working with me. And the trawler – it was their idea to hire a boat, and Emma’s manipulation that persuaded me to agree.  
 
    They’ve proved that I am who I say I am. They’ve satisfied themselves that I represent the resistance, and they’ve got themselves a boat, paid for by Lee’s funds. 
 
    I drain my glass of water and sit back against the pillows. Emma groans again, and I’m trying not to laugh. However bad I’m feeling, she’s the one who has to fake it.  
 
    I’m going to enjoy this. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It’s late when I finally drag myself out of bed. I need another drink, and I desperately need a shower. I find the painkillers in the kitchen drawer, and swallow two with another pint of water. Emma grumbles and pulls the duvet close around her shoulders when I try to wake her, but I know she’s fine. 
 
    The shower helps to clear the fog in my head. I turn the temperature down until I’m standing under icy water, hissing and shivering with every breath. I make myself stay, letting the cold restart my body.  
 
    Our clothes are all over the living room floor, and the cards are heaped on the coffee table along with two empty glasses. I don’t remember how this looked last night, but I do remember Emma winning almost all the rounds we played. There’s no way she left her clothes in here while we were playing, but the piles of Lycra tell a different story. She’s set up the room to cover her tracks.  
 
    I’m impressed. 
 
    I pull coffee and mugs from the kitchen cupboard and set the coffee maker running. I hang my dressing gown in the bathroom and wrap a towel round my hips, styling my hair in the mirror. There’s nothing I can do about the bags under my eyes, but the rest is good enough.  
 
    Time to wake the fake hangover. 
 
    I carry a mug of coffee into the bedroom and hold it close to her nose.  
 
    “Wake up,” I whisper, letting the scent fill the room. She pushes back the duvet and blinks at me.  
 
    “Coffee?” I say, as brightly as I can. “Naked man?” 
 
    She grunts. “Coffee?” I say again, holding out the mug. “Naked man?” I wave a hand at my sculpted chest. It’s painful, being this cheerful with the headache that’s splitting my skull, but I want to see her performance.  
 
    She covers her eyes and sits up slowly under the duvet, taking the mug and placing it on the bedside table. She rubs her face and pushes her fingers through her hair, giving a very convincing yawn. Then she peers at me.  
 
    “How are you so perky this morning?” She covers another yawn with her hand. “Don’t you have a sore head?” 
 
    I give her a wide smile. “Nothing I haven’t dealt with before.” 
 
    She nods, and picks up her coffee. “Go away, naked man,” she says. “You’re too happy.” 
 
    I’m laughing as I walk out.  
 
    She’s good. Her performance is good. But I’m better. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing in the cottage for breakfast, so we walk along the seafront, hoods up against a cold winter rainstorm. By the time we reach the café, we’re both frozen, our noses red from the wind. We sit at a table by the window and pick at our all-day breakfasts. I really don’t want to eat anything – even the smell is turning my stomach – but I can’t let her see how bad I’m feeling. She must be hungry, but she picks at her food, and orders extra coffee and orange juice.  
 
    “Will you show me, David?” She asks, her hands bunched inside the sleeves of one of my hoodies.  
 
    “Show you what?”  
 
    She glances around the café, at the empty tables between us and the counter, and drops her voice to a whisper.  
 
    “The target. Will you show me the target?” 
 
    My headache kicks up a level. I put down my knife and fork, grateful for an excuse to stop eating.  
 
    “Emma,” I say, leaning across the table to take her hand in mine. “You know I can’t do that. We don’t have the final target until …” I shrug. It’s a lie, but she doesn’t need to know. 
 
    “Until when?” She’s looking at me, her fingers gripping mine. “When are we doing this?” 
 
    I shrug again. “A month. Maybe two. I’ll keep in touch by phone, just like I did before I got here.” 
 
    She nods, and looks down at her plate. “I just … I want to know what you’re expecting us to do. I want to know that we’ll be safe.” 
 
    I smile. “Emma.” She looks up. “I’m not going to ask you to do anything you’re not trained to do. We’ve been through all of this. You know how you’re going to escape detection. You know how to build the bombs – and you have your own offshore workshop to make sure the neighbours don’t get curious. You’ve got this.” 
 
    “You’ll give us the target? You’ll be the one phoning us?” I nod, and she closes her eyes, her fingers gripping mine. “So why do you have to go, David? Why can’t you stay?” 
 
    I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. As tempting as it is to stay here, to keep up the pretence and steal an extra month with this woman, I have to go. Lee needs me. The Terrorism Committee needs me.  
 
    And I want to get back to Ketty Smith. 
 
    “You’re not the only cell in the country,” I say, gently. “There are other people who need my help. If we’re going to fight back – if we’re going to make this mean something – I need to be out there, helping everyone.” 
 
    She brushes a tear from her eyelashes. “So we can’t stay in touch?” 
 
    I shake my head. “You know how this works. We can’t risk phone chatter. If we keep talking to each other, the government could pick that up. We could all end up in prison cells, and we’d lose our chance to fight back.” 
 
    She nods, and drops my hand. It’s a moment before she speaks again. 
 
    “So do you do this everywhere? Shack up with someone from the cell you’re working with?” 
 
    I reach out to take her hands again, but she pushes them into her lap.  
 
    “Of course not,” I say, doing my best to sound hurt. And it’s true – I don’t usually meet the cells I work with. It’s not normally an option. 
 
    She uses the sleeve of my hoodie to wipe tears from her eyes, and I have to take a breath. This is getting painfully close to girlfriend drama – I can almost hear Lydia laughing at me. 
 
    This is where I usually walk away, but Emma isn’t disposable yet. I need to keep her committed to the cell, and to the mission. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean … I thought you understood. I’m here for a month, and then …” 
 
    “We’re on our own?” 
 
    I nod, watching her reaction. “You’re on your own. You don’t need me. You’re ready to use your training, and make a difference.” 
 
    She presses her hands against her eyes, and bows her head. 
 
    I want to run. I want to end this, now. I want to show her that she means nothing – that there’s no happy ever after here. I want slamming doors and thrown drinks. A line she can’t cross. 
 
    But I can’t. I have to stay. I have to fix this, and keep her on my side.  
 
    “We’re part of something bigger, you and me,” I say, reaching across the table again. “The resistance is more important than either of us.” 
 
    Another line I’ve used before. Another lie to inspire doubting bombers. 
 
    She takes my hand in both of hers, stroking my fingers. “I know. It’s just …” She shrugs. “I know.” 
 
    Something’s not right. I’m hungover, and I’m not thinking straight, but this isn’t the person who invited herself into my bed. This isn’t the team member who stood up to her friends and made sure they did what I asked them to do. 
 
    I shake my head, thinking about last night – Jen’s comment, that it was Emma who volunteered to seduce me – and I have to stop myself from laughing. I don’t believe she’s fallen for me – last night she was searching the cottage for evidence against me.  
 
    This is all part of her performance. She’s very good. 
 
    This isn’t real. This isn’t drama – it’s manipulation, and it’s working.   
 
    I need to remember why I’m here. No more celebrations. No more parties. No more letting Emma dictate what happens between us. 
 
    She might be dangerous, but so am I. From now on, I need to make sure I’m the one in control. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Shelter 
 
      
 
    The deck of the Lindisfarne Lady is tilting like a rollercoaster under my feet as we push away from the shore. Every wave brings a new shower of freezing salt water, stinging my eyes and soaking the neck of my fleece jacket. I’ve borrowed Said’s oilskins – another purchase from Lee’s Canterbury fund – but they’re not enough to keep me dry as the water surges around me. I tighten my grip on the guard rail and stare out at the horizon, taking deep breaths to steady my stomach. 
 
    Jen stands beside me, her gloved fists locked on the rail and her knees bending with every roll of the boat. 
 
    She’s grinning. 
 
    “This is amazing, David!” She shouts over the wind. “Thank you!” 
 
    I shrug, ducking my head as a wall of water breaks against my chest. I hope I don’t look as sick as I feel. 
 
    Somewhere behind me, Kieran is checking out the captain and his son. They’re in the wheelhouse, shielded from the weather. I should be there with them, making introductions and steering the conversation, but I’m learning that I’m a terrible sailor. I couldn’t stay inside the moving box of the cabin – I needed the fresh air and the sky, so here I am – cold and wet and wishing I’d never agreed to rent a boat. 
 
    Jen looks happier than I’ve ever seen her.  
 
    “This won’t work, you know,” I shout back. “Building bombs in a storm? That’s a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, David.” She puts one hand on my shoulder, digging her fingers in as the next wave hits. “Niall and Simon have a plan. They’re taking us somewhere sheltered.” 
 
    I don’t know whether to be relieved or concerned that she’s on first-name terms with the crew already. I should be pleased – they have to work together when I’m back in London – but I feel as if this mission is slipping out of my hands.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    By the time Niall cuts the engine and Simon checks the anchor, we are in calmer waters. I have no idea where we are, but we’ve rounded a headland and we’re out of the wind. I don’t know how long we’ve been moving, but the collar of my fleece is heavy with water, and every step feels as if I’m drunk. 
 
    Simon walks past us on his way back to the wheelhouse, and laughs when he sees my face. 
 
    “Cup of tea, David?” He asks, smiling. “You look as if you need it.” 
 
    “Come on.” Jen grabs my elbow and pulls me across the deck. “Come and see where we’ll be working.” 
 
    Behind the wheelhouse, there’s a cabin with a kitchen, plastic-covered bench seating, and a dining table. It’s cramped, but there are seats for all of us at the table. There’s enough space for the suitcases and the equipment – I checked that before I made the deal – but it’s good to see that there is also space to work, now that the cabin is full of people.  
 
    Simon puts a mug of milky tea in front of me. “Sugar?” He asks, and I nod. I don’t usually drink tea, and I never take sugar, but I need to warm up and calm my stomach. I need comfort food. I’m still adjusting to the motion of the cabin – it’s nothing like the crests and falls of the open sea, but there’s a gentle roll, reminding me that I’m not on dry land. 
 
    I stop him after the third sugar lump and stir the drink before wrapping my freezing fingers round the mug and taking a sip. It’s disgusting, but it’s warm. 
 
    Kieran laughs. “You look rough, David. Not a fan of boats?” 
 
    I shake my head and try to smile. He laughs again. “You look green, mate,” he says, and there’s a smug grin on his face. I picture a prison van, pulling up outside his house in the middle of the night. Cameras from PIN tracking his bare-foot walk as the soldiers drag him from his bed. It’s petty, but it makes me feel better. It’s something I can control.  
 
    Niall leans against the cupboards across from the table, his own mug cradled in his hands.  
 
    “Will this do?” He asks, indicating the cabin, and the water beyond. 
 
    Kieran nods. “I reckon so.” He puts his hands flat against the table. “Not too much movement. I think we can work here.” 
 
    Jen gives him a warm smile. “It’s great, Niall,” she says. “Thank you.” 
 
    The captain nods. “Thank the cheerful landlubber,” he says, pointing at me. “He’s the one paying the bills.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m anything but cheerful. I finish my tea and rest my head on the table, trying to keep track of the conversation around me. All I want to do is go home and crawl into bed. I need sleep, and I need a room that isn’t in constant motion. I can hear the water, sloshing against the hull of the boat, and I realise it’s a sound I never want to hear again.  
 
    Jen and her friends can have their boat. I’m going back to London. I don’t want to meet any of these people again. 
 
    The trip back to Whitstable is worse than the journey out. Jen holds my shoulders when I lose my tea over the rail, waves smashing into the side of my face as I throw up into the storm. She wraps her arms round me and rubs my back, keeping us both standing on the heaving deck.  
 
    In spite of myself, I’m wondering what would have happened if Jen had accepted my invitation, the first night she drove me home. What it would have been like to wake up with her dark hair and quiet intelligence for the past few weeks, instead of Emma’s energy and freckles and manipulation. 
 
    And then I remember Jen, in my living room in the middle of the night. Joking with Emma about me, and how much she’d made me drink. Driving past me on my street in the dark. And Kieran, looking out for her at our first meeting.  
 
    This team has run rings around me, from the moment we met. They knew what they wanted, and they made sure I gave it to them.  
 
    I’m glad we’re working towards the same thing. This attack? This will be the biggest target I’ve worked on. This will be a game-changer for the Home Forces. We’ll be able to bring in new restrictions – take the UK even further from democracy – and the citizens will beg us to do it. Beg us to make them feel safe. 
 
    I’m more relieved than I’ve ever been when Niall turns the boat towards the harbour and takes us out of the storm. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I stand on the quayside, bent double, my hands on my knees for support. I’m so cold that I can’t imagine ever being warm again. I want to sleep for days. My stomach makes it very clear that I should not be thinking about eating, ever. The solid ground under my feet feels as if it’s moving. 
 
    “Come on, Landlubber.” Jen puts a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s get you home.” 
 
    Kieran stays on the boat to talk to Niall and Simon, so Jen leads me to her car and opens the passenger door for me.  
 
    “You look awful,” she says, as she climbs in next to me and starts the engine. I manage a grunt in response, and she laughs. 
 
    I lean my head against the window and watch the buildings and the beach huts flash past as she drives me along Marine Parade. I make myself take deep breaths, and keep an eye on the horizon. Another moving box is not what I need right now. 
 
    I manage to calm my stomach until she pulls up and parks outside the cottage.  
 
    “Need a hand?” She says, turning to look at me. 
 
    “Oilskins,” I say, waving a hand at my front door. “You need to take them.” 
 
    “Right,” she says, releasing her seatbelt, and mine. I tumble out of the door, and search my pockets for the key. 
 
    She’s clearly nervous, walking into my space. I have to remind myself that she’s been here before. And I have to remind myself that I’m not supposed to know about her night-time visit. I hold the door open for her, and show her through into the living room.  
 
    “Do you mind if I …” I wave a hand at my clothes. Oilskins, gloves, hopelessly wet fleece. 
 
    She shakes her head “No! Of course!” 
 
    I head to the bathroom, and peel off everything I’m wearing. Boots, socks, waterproofs, layers. I need a hot shower, but I need to deal with Jen first. I fold up Said’s oilskins, wrap a towel round my hips, and open the door. 
 
    Might as well show her what she turned down. 
 
    She looks up, and looks quickly away, her cheeks turning scarlet. I hand her the wet oilskins, and she takes them, looking everywhere but at me.  
 
    “Hold on,” I say. “Let me fetch the rest.” She makes a high-pitched sound that I assume is agreement. The floor feels unsteady under my feet, and my face feels as if it’s been sandblasted by the waves, but I can’t help smiling as I walk to the bedroom.  
 
    I take pity on Jen and pull on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, before gathering up the plastic-wrapped waterproofs for the rest of the team. She lets out a breath when she sees I’m dressed, and holds out her arms for the brightly coloured clothing.  
 
    “Thanks,” she says, checking that everyone’s kit is in the pile. 
 
    “Anything else I can do for you, Jen?” I ask, trying not to smirk.  
 
    “I should get these back home.” She says too quickly, holding up the bundle in her arms. “Thanks, though. For the boat.” I nod. “It’s exactly what we need.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I say, as sincerely as I can.  
 
    “One more thing …” she says, as she’s heading for the door. She turns to look at me. “You’ll do something nice for Emma, won’t you? Before you leave?” I shrug, and she shakes her head. “David. She’s really upset that you’re going.” 
 
    “She knew this wouldn’t be …” Jen cuts me off. 
 
    “I know she did. But what looks like a good idea at the start – it doesn’t necessarily feel that way at the end. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nod, and give her a smile, but this sounds uncomfortably like girlfriend drama.  
 
    “Promise me?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, trying to sound generous. “I promise.” I only need to keep Emma happy for another five days. I can manage that. 
 
    Jen smiles. “Thank you. I know it will mean a lot to her.” 
 
    Exhaustion kicks in as I close the door on Jen, and on a day I’d rather forget. I drag myself back to the bathroom and run the shower until it fills the room with steam. I throw my jeans and T-shirt onto the floor with the rest of my clothes and step in. I don’t come out until I’ve banished the cold from my bones and the salt from my skin. And then I fall into bed and sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Ending 
 
      
 
    “Corporal Conrad.” Lee does not sound happy to hear from me.  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Final day in sunny Kent?” I try not to laugh. The sky is heavy with dark clouds, and I’m wrapped in winter layers and waterproofs. I’m thankful that the phone booth is sheltering me from the wind. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Is everything ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. The team is prepared. The boat is paid for until March.” I smile. It feels good to be reporting a successful mission. “The volunteers know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “We can leave them to complete this on their own? Without your charming influence?” He’s smirking again. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. No further visits necessary.” 
 
    “Good work, Corporal. We could use some positive news today.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. Is everything OK? Anything I need to know about?” 
 
    There’s a pause, while Lee takes a long breath. 
 
    “She’s put the drunk on the committee,” he says eventually. He sounds furious. 
 
    “She? Franks?”  
 
    The line is silent while he waits for me to figure out what he’s said. 
 
    I feel as if the ground is dropping under my feet. 
 
    “Bracken? Bracken’s on the committee?” 
 
    “Despite your best efforts, Corporal Smith and Colonel Bracken are now part of our happy family.”  
 
    He’s angry. He’s blaming me. He’s making this my fault. I couldn’t charm Ketty, so Bracken is enjoying a promotion. I’m wincing as he spells it out for me. 
 
    “Sir, I …” 
 
    “I don’t need a speech from you, Corporal. I need you back in the office.”  
 
    There’s a click as the line goes dead. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’ve spent the last few days making sure everyone understands their roles for the mission. I won’t be coming back to Canterbury, so I need to make sure the bombing will happen without me. Jen and Kieran have stepped up, taking on the leadership of the group, and I’m certain they’re ready to follow my orders, when the time comes.  
 
    Lee is right – whatever is going on at the Home Forces, this is good news. We’re ready to launch an attack that will change the balance of power in the UK. I’ve trained my team, and given them everything they need. They’re primed, and waiting for my orders. 
 
    It feels good, this control over their lives. The way they’ve brought me into the group. The way they’ve kept each other safe as they take orders from me. 
 
    I can’t stop smiling as I tidy the cottage and pack my clothes into my rucksack. The Terrorism Committee will thank me for this. Franks will thank me. 
 
    I’m going up in the world. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Emma is … complicated.  
 
    We’ve kept each other awake every night, her attentions growing more intense the closer I come to going home.  
 
    I can’t complain. A willing girl in my bed is definitely not a problem. But during the day? She’s clingy. Demanding. 
 
    Awkward.  
 
    Last night I woke up to the sound of sobs, loud in the dark bedroom. She buried her face in her pillow, and I lay still and faked sleep. 
 
    This is too much drama for me.  
 
    If this was any other girl, in any other place, I’d have walked out a week ago. But I need to keep her with me. I need her on my side. 
 
    I need to tolerate the drama. I’m looking forward to leaving, and never looking back.  
 
    One more night. 
 
    I’ve booked a restaurant – the most expensive I can find. Lee is paying, and I need to make Emma feel special before I disappear on a train and shut her out of my life. Jen’s right – Emma needs something from me before I walk away. I need to keep the group committed, and it’s worth the price of a meal to make her feel important. To make sure she doesn’t feel used. 
 
    I’ve even bought a new outfit – smart shoes, trousers, a dark grey shirt and a tie. I need to make an impression. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Emma meets me at seven. Jen drops her off a street away from the restaurant, and I’m waiting, ready to take her hand and charm her with expensive wine and fine dining. 
 
    But I’m not ready for the woman who steps out of the car.  
 
    Her hair is loose, framing her face. She’s wearing makeup – eyeliner that turns her eyes sky blue, lipstick that accentuates her features. And her dress? Long, black, and fitted, over strappy sandals with impossible heels.  
 
    I’m breathless. I didn’t know she could look like this.  
 
    I offer her my arm, and we walk together towards the Cathedral, and our final evening together. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The restaurant is an old, timber-framed building with exposed beams and tasteful lighting. The wine is amazing, and we sit through seven courses of the most delicious food I’ve ever eaten. We taste each other’s choices, order more wine, and by the time I’m paying the eye-watering bill the Cathedral bells are ringing out eleven o’clock. 
 
    Emma looks stunning. As we step outside, her cheeks are flushed from the wine. She’s reapplied her lipstick, and when she looks at me I feel … light-headed. Appreciated. Lucky. 
 
    “Taxi?” I ask, and she nods, taking my arm again as we walk over the cobbled pavements towards the taxi rank. 
 
    It’s a ten-minute walk. We sway along tiny, narrow streets and through the shopping centre, Emma’s fingers clasped tight around my arm as she walks in her heels. We make our way past the jewellery shops and trinkets in the Marlowe Arcade, and by the time we reach the square on the far side, I know I’m going to tell her.  
 
    I know I shouldn’t, but the wine and the food, and that dress …  
 
    I stop, and turn her to face me. Over her shoulder I can see the stone pillars of a storefront, so I walk her gently backwards until she’s leaning against the facade. My hands frame her face as I lean in to kiss her scarlet lips, my body pressed against hers. She gasps, and kisses me, her eyes closed. 
 
    There’s no one else here. We’re alone, in the dark, her arms tight across the back of my neck.  
 
    I break away from the kiss and slip my hands round her waist. She bites her lip, pulling me close. I follow the line of her jaw, breathe slowly into her ear. My heart is a hammer, ringing against my ribs.  
 
    “It’s here,” I whisper. “This is it. This is your target.” 
 
    Her body stiffens in my arms. She lifts her head and I can feel her breath on my neck.  
 
    “You’re serious?” She murmurs, and I nod. “Here?” 
 
    “The shops. The square.” 
 
    “David,” she says, and takes my face in her hands. “Thank you.” 
 
    And she kisses me again. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The taxi ride is too long, and by the time we reach the cottage we can’t keep ourselves apart. I pay the driver, and the front door is barely closed before she’s fumbling with the knot in my tie, and turning so I can trace the zip of her dress over the lines of her back. She stumbles in her heels, so I pick her up and carry her to the bed, my eyes never leaving hers as I run my fingers across the buckles of her shoes and drop them, one and then the other, to the floor. 
 
    There are no tears, and no power-plays. It feels as if someone else is in control – as if we’re creating something together.  
 
    As if we’re caught up in a force of nature. An earthquake. A wildfire.  
 
    When we sleep, it’s in each other’s arms, for the first time since we met. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    She doesn’t come to the station in the morning. She calls Jen for a lift, and while we wait we clear out the cottage – empty the bins, check the cupboards, our hands meeting in accidental touches that feel electric. When we’re done she gives me a final kiss in the empty hall.  
 
    “Goodbye, David,” she says, one hand against my cheek, and then she’s gone. The door closes behind her, and I’m on my own. She’s taken her drama, and she’s left me behind. I hear the car door closing in the street. The sound of the engine as Jen drives her away. 
 
    I’m free. 
 
    It’s a half-hour walk to the station. My ticket is for Birmingham New Street, in case anyone checks, but I’ll be getting off in London. Lee’s sending a car to meet me and take me home. He wants me ready for work in the morning. 
 
    I’m half way to Victoria Station, watching the landscape change, when I remember what happened last night. The kiss, the information. The target. 
 
    My hands are shaking, and I feel as if there’s no air in the carriage. 
 
    There’s nothing I can do.  
 
    That connection, last night? That feeling? I have to hope she feels it, too. That she won’t use a moment of passion against me.  
 
    I convince myself that it doesn’t matter. The group is ready. We’ve worked hard to prepare for the mission, and they’ve done everything I’ve asked them to do. A couple more weeks and they’d have the target anyway. This way Emma gets to feel as if she’s in control.  
 
    I shouldn’t have told her, but it won’t change anything.  
 
    No one else needs to know. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Compromise 
 
      
 
    When my alarm sounds in the morning, I reach across the bed, and it’s a moment before I remember where I am. 
 
    Home. London. Alone.  
 
    My face in the bathroom mirror is grey. I fitted in a haircut last night, so at least I’m regulation smart again, but the hollows under my eyes betray my lack of sleep.  
 
    Canterbury is done. The team doesn’t need me any more. Emma doesn’t need me. 
 
    I don’t need her. I have bigger problems to deal with. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee is furious when I arrive at the office – on time, with my boots polished and my uniform neat, for the first time in a month. There’s no greeting when I walk in. No gentle return to work. He’s shouting before I’ve crossed the room. 
 
    “He’s on the committee, Corporal. On the committee.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “He can’t get through a day without drinking himself stupid, and Franks puts him on the committee.” He hammers his fist on the desk. “He can’t handle his job as it is. There’s no way he can be trusted with committee business.” 
 
    “No, Sir.” I stand in front of his desk, ready to listen as he shouts his frustration at me. 
 
    “Sit down,” he snaps, picking up a pile of papers and moving it to the edge of his desk. “Good to have you back, by the way.” 
 
    I blink, and take a seat. I’ve never heard him say that to anyone – he must have missed me.  
 
    “Here’s what’s going to happen.” He taps his finger on the desk between us, then points at my chest. “You, and Katrina Smith.” 
 
    I nod, carefully, letting him talk. 
 
    “You are going to compromise that girl.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    He waves a hand at me. “You know what to do, Corporal. You’ve done it often enough.” The sneer on his face is a mask for his anger. “I’m sure you’ve been compromising some poor girl in Whitstable for the last four weeks.”  
 
    I bite back a smile, thinking about Emma. About earthquakes and wildfire. Imagining Ketty in Emma’s dress – lipstick, eyeliner, and heels.  
 
    My knees feel like water. I’m glad I’m sitting down. 
 
    I can feel my cheeks burning. 
 
    “Corporal Smith,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “I want you weaponised. I want you on constant lookout for a way to trip her up. I want her in your bed, and I want her spilling Bracken’s secrets.” He gives me a cold stare. “Whatever it is you do to these girls – she’s your target. Understood?” 
 
    I nod, willing the colour from my face. “Understood, Sir.” 
 
    So much for my freedom.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m tired. The switch back from Canterbury to the office feels like whiplash, and I keep catching myself thinking about Emma, or Jen, or Kieran. About what I need to teach them next. About keeping Emma on my side.  
 
    It’s exhausting – the constant realisation that I’m done with them all. A couple of phone calls, and the mission will be complete. And then it’s surveillance, or prison vans, based on their success or failure.  
 
    I really have to stop caring.  
 
    There’s a Terrorism Committee meeting this morning – Bracken’s first – and I walk upstairs to the conference room with Lee.  
 
    “I’ll give you a moment,” he says, as we turn the corner into the corridor. I’m about to ask him what he means when I notice Ketty, sitting at the runner’s desk outside the meeting. “Assistant to the lowest-ranking officer,” he mutters as we walk towards her. “Sitting target.” And he walks past her, into the conference room.  
 
    I haven’t seen Ketty Smith in a month. Last time I saw her, she was defending the empty safe house. Fighting back, from losing her recruits and whoever is sheltering them. Standing tall, even when Lee tried to tear her down. Fighting me, when I mocked her failure.  
 
    And here she is. Smart, efficient, ready to take on whatever the committee throws at her.  
 
    Blonde, blue eyes, freckles, attitude. I take a breath, then walk up to her desk and sit on the edge, turning to face her.  
 
    “So,” I say, flashing her a wide smile. “Any progress with catching your recruits?” 
 
    The look she gives me could strip paint. I think she might roll her eyes.  
 
    “You mean apart from putting Elizabeth Ellman and Margaret Watson on PIN every night?” I can hear the anger in her voice. It feels good to provoke someone, after a month of diplomacy. I pick up the pen she’s been using, and turn it over and over in my hands.  
 
    “Apart from that,” I say, smothering a laugh.  
 
    “You don’t think that will work?” She sounds surprised, as if this is the best strategy she can think of. She’s making this too easy. 
 
    “I think your recruits are on a jolly holiday in Scotland, and I think you can’t get to them,” I say, enjoying the freedom to provoke her. To needle this woman without the fear that she’ll walk away.  
 
    Hoping she’ll fight back.  
 
    “Plus PIN doesn’t air in Scotland.” I throw her pen in the air and catch it, smiling.  
 
    And she’s fighting. Defending herself. Walking into my trap. 
 
    “No,” she says, clearly forcing herself to stay calm. “But they have ways of reaching international audiences.” I bite down on a laugh. “If Bex Ellman and Dan Pearce can get to a PIN feed, they’ll be watching.” 
 
    “The website?” I give her a smirk. “That’s hardly the same as watching the news. They get to pick and choose what they look at. You can’t force them to watch anything.” She crosses her arms and glares at me. 
 
    “You think we have to force them to watch coverage of their own families? Their friends?” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe the OIE is blocking it. Maybe they don’t have access.” 
 
    “And maybe they’re watching every night in case we give one of our prisoners some new bruises.” 
 
    I stop turning the pen over in my hands. She might be right.  
 
    “Maybe,” I say, putting the pen back on her desk. I think about the clip of her prisoner on PIN. Bex’s mother, confessing to all her crimes. “And I understand using Elizabeth Ellman. Bex must be going crazy, wondering what you’re going to do to her next.” 
 
    The smile on her face reminds me of Lee. The wolf, ready to kill.  
 
    “That’s the point, Corporal,” she says. “Keep them wondering. Keep them frightened.” 
 
    “But Margaret?” I shrug. “What’s she adding to the equation?” 
 
    Her smile widens. “School friend of Bex and Dan? Best buddies, right until the RTS recruiters showed up? Come on. Wouldn’t you be watching?” 
 
    “I guess,” I say, with another shrug. She’s putting too much faith in these kids and their loyalties.  
 
    She settles back in her chair, looking up at me, a smug smile on her face. 
 
    “Margaret adds several things,” she says. “We show Bex and Dan what we can do to them. We don’t let them forget who holds the power here. And we make them think twice before they do anything to act against us.” 
 
    “OK,” I say, looking for the fault in her argument. “But you can do that with Elizabeth.” 
 
    “True.” She nods. “But that’s mainly for Bex. What Margaret gives us is Dan.” 
 
    I blink, trying to figure out what she’s telling me. “How do you figure that?” 
 
    That cat-and-mouse smile again, creeping across her face.  
 
    “Haven’t you watched her interrogation footage?” 
 
    “Yes, but …” I’m trying to follow her train of thought.  
 
    “Watch it again,” she says, grinning. “When she’s looking at the wanted posters? Take a look at which poster she’s most interested in.” 
 
    I think about the footage. Lee’s frustration when Margaret wouldn’t talk. Her fingers, brushing the photo on the table. 
 
    Dan. She’s making a connection between her prisoner, and Bex’s best friend.  
 
    “So you think – Margaret and Dan?” 
 
    “I do.” The smugness is radiating from her. She must have evidence for this. She’s convincing me.  
 
    “So we’ve got Bex’s mother and Dan’s girlfriend?” She nods, still grinning. “And we’re putting them both on TV?”  
 
    I’m grinning now. This is good. This is … powerful. She has leverage over our two most wanted recruits, and she’s happy to use it. 
 
    “I think that’s a useful connection,” she says, meeting my gaze. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Can’t hurt.” I shrug, but I’m impressed. She spotted something in the footage that I’d missed, and she’s already using it to control the OIE. 
 
    I’ve missed this. I’ve missed her.  
 
    Lee calls me into the meeting, and I’m sorry to leave her behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Access 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Bracken?” Ketty looks up from her coffee, surprised by the question. 
 
    “Early meeting. He’ll be along in time for Elizabeth’s session.” And she takes a sip of her drink, as if there’s nothing strange about her being here in Belmarsh without him. I can’t figure out how she’s walked in here without a superior officer. With all my Terrorism Committee privileges, even I can’t do that. 
 
    What have I missed, while I’ve been away? 
 
    “If Bracken’s not here, who let you in? Lee?” The brigadier headed upstairs to find a couple of prison guards just before Ketty arrived. He’s trying to set up an unscheduled session with William Richards. Ketty must have met him in the corridor – he must have opened the door for her. 
 
    She shakes her head, and she’s smiling. She’s enjoying my discomfort. 
 
    She knows something I don’t. 
 
    “Did Bracken call ahead?” She shakes her head again, still smiling, but this isn’t a joke. If she can show up in the cells without permission, what else is going on? 
 
    “You can’t have an access card.” I’m thinking aloud, now. “There’s no way …” 
 
    Her smile widens, and she watches my face as she unbuttons the breast pocket of her fatigues and pulls out a plain white credit-card sized pass.  
 
    “No way!” I’ve reacted before I can stop myself, and the look on her face is beyond smug. Victorious. 
 
    Someone gave her access. Someone wants Corporal Smith down here, with the prisoners, unsupervised.  
 
    I can feel my pulse, kicking. Ice on the back of my neck. 
 
    “Who gave you that, Ketty?” I’m trying not to sound panicked, but this is big. This is dangerous. 
 
    She shrugs, and slips the card back in her pocket. She doesn’t get it. She doesn’t understand.  
 
    “You know I don’t have one of those,” I say, keeping my voice steady. 
 
    “Really?” She sounds utterly unconcerned as she picks up her coffee. My mind is racing, and I want her to see what I see. I want answers, but she’s not listening.  
 
    I’m on my feet, stepping towards her. “Seriously, Ketty. Who gave you the access card?” 
 
    Her smile drops away. She places her coffee carefully on the table behind her and stands up straight. 
 
    “What’s the problem here, David?” Her voice is cold, and she’s tilting her chin up. Standing up to me, the way she stands up to Lee. 
 
    And I wonder – is this the brigadier, playing with me? Is he working with Ketty again? I’m not sure I want to know, but I can’t help myself. 
 
    “Does Lee know?” 
 
    She nods. “He does now. He saw me using it.”  
 
    “So it wasn’t Lee.” I don’t know whether to be relieved, or terrified. I understand Lee’s power games. I could handle this, from him.  
 
    Who else has the authority? I put my coffee down on the table and run both hands through my hair, thinking.  
 
    I have to ask. “Who is messing with us, Ketty?” 
 
    She looks at me as if I’m a misbehaving recruit. As if the answer is obvious. 
 
    “Franks gave it to me,” she says, and my heart thunders in my chest. “Weeks ago. Major General Franks wanted to give me access to Elizabeth Ellman and Margaret Watson.” She picks up her coffee, and leans back against the table, watching me. “Is that OK with you, Corporal?” She sounds impatient. As if I’ve overstepped a boundary. 
 
    I shake my head. She really doesn’t get it. 
 
    “Franks is using you, Ketty. She’s using you to get to Lee.” 
 
    She stares at me. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Lee runs the Terrorism Committee so Franks doesn’t have to.” 
 
    “OK, but what’s that got to do with—?” I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. She really can’t see what’s going on. 
 
    “Franks gives Lee free reign to do what he needs to do. Lee keeps the committee stuff off Franks’ desk, and Franks can deny all knowledge of whatever Lee does.” 
 
    She frowns. “So Lee’s working for himself?” 
 
    “Mostly. She pulls stunts like this to remind Lee that he doesn’t know everything. And it really gets under Lee’s skin.” I take another step towards her, pushing myself into her space. I need to grab her attention. “Be careful, Ketty. Franks might seem friendly, but she’s playing her own games.”  
 
    I’m too close. I’m distracted by scents of apple and mint. Her hands are gripping the table, and I’m close enough to reach out …  
 
    I have to close my eyes against images of Emma. The two of us on my last night in Canterbury, our bodies pressed together against the cold shop front. I make myself step away, picking up my coffee and pointing a finger to emphasise my words. 
 
    “She’s using you.” 
 
    I put some space between us, then stand and drink my coffee, trying not to think about Emma. Ketty leans against the table, sipping her drink and making no effort to talk to me.  
 
    I shouldn’t have said anything. I shouldn’t have told her about Franks, and the committee, but this is scaring me. If Franks is giving Ketty power, what does that mean – for me, for Lee, and for the committee? 
 
    “David,” she says, breaking the silence. “Is this what you meant when you said Bracken couldn’t handle it? Being on the committee?” 
 
    There are so many things I can’t say. So many things she doesn’t know.  
 
    I’m about to tell her something vague and reassuring when I’m saved by Lee. He marches into the room with two prison guards, headed for the cells.  
 
    I put my coffee down and follow him, grateful for the distraction. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    My hands are shaking. I’m glad I’m alone in the observation room. 
 
    I’ve set up the recording, and I’m watching Lee and William Richards facing each other across the interrogation table, but I’m not paying attention. I’m replaying the conversation with Ketty. 
 
    Katrina Smith has an access card for Belmarsh. She’s just admitted it. Bragged about it.  
 
    She’s here, without Bracken. She has clearance to waltz through the door, interrogate the prisoners, use the recording equipment – and she doesn’t have to ask permission.  
 
    I feel as if I’ve crawled out of an explosion. Franks has given her power that I don’t have, and she’s out there in the waiting room, calmly drinking coffee and waiting for us to finish. 
 
    She has no idea how important this is.  
 
    Major General Franks is playing games. Lee will be beyond angry, and I’m trying to figure out what Franks is trying to achieve. I need to be ready for Lee’s tantrum. I’m putting the pieces together, but nothing adds up. 
 
    Corporal Smith – new girl, RTS nobody, Bracken’s babysitter – has her own access card. I think this through. Bracken is unreliable. Is Ketty supposed to pick up the slack? Do his work for him?  
 
    Why? What would be the point? 
 
    Lee is trying to discredit Bracken, but by supporting Ketty, Franks is supporting the drunk guy. She wants him on the committee.  
 
    What’s her motive? 
 
    I feel as if I’m back on the trawler, the deck titling and rolling under my feet. Lee should be in control of Bracken and Smith. Is Franks deliberately messing with us? Using this to show Lee she’s still in command? 
 
    This is dangerous. She’s given Ketty access to secrets she’s not ready to handle. Deals and arrangements she’s not cleared to witness. 
 
    We need to be careful. We need to watch everything Smith does. This doesn’t make any sense. 
 
    I take a breath and close my eyes, trying to calm myself. Maybe this isn’t as bad as it seems. Maybe I’m looking at it from the wrong direction. 
 
    What if this has nothing to do with Bracken, or Lee? 
 
    What if this is about Franks, and Ketty? 
 
    What if this is a test? 
 
    Give Corporal Smith enough power, and she might screw up. Give her a weapon, and she might turn it on herself.  
 
    What if this is Franks giving Ketty a chance? An opportunity to shine, or fall? 
 
    What if the stakes are higher than Ketty understands? 
 
    If she falls, she goes back to the RTS, and Bracken’s days in London are numbered. But if she shines? If she impresses Franks? 
 
    She’s untouchable. 
 
    And if this is about Franks and Lee? If there’s a bigger game being played? 
 
    Ketty Smith might turn out to be a good friend to have.  
 
    I take another breath, willing my hands to stop shaking. I’ve spent too long away from all this – too long focusing on the Canterbury cell – and I’ve lost touch with Home Forces politics.  
 
    I need to wake up. I need to pay attention.  
 
    I need to start watching my back.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Bring her down.” 
 
    Lee’s eyes are hard and cold, and his knuckles are white where he’s gripping the back of the waiting room chair. The prisoner and the guards have left and there’s no sign of Ketty and Bracken – they must have given up on talking to Elizabeth – but he hasn’t sat down. He hasn’t poured himself a drink. He’s been pacing and shouting, and I’m running out of platitudes. 
 
    It’s a relief to hear that he didn’t know about her access card until this morning. He found out just before I did, and he’s furious. 
 
    “I don’t care what it takes, Corporal. Frame her. Blackmail her. Make a sordid video – I don’t care. I want you to ruin her.” 
 
    I nod, giving him the chance to speak. There’s nothing I can say. His attention is on Ketty. He’s not thinking about the Major General’s agenda. He’s not thinking about the bigger picture.  
 
    “Ruin her, you ruin Bracken.” His fingers tighten on the chair. “Ruin Bracken, and he’s off the committee.” He shakes his head, releasing his grip, and his voice is quiet when he speaks again.  
 
    “We’re up against Franks with this, Conrad,” he says. “You’re the best weapon we have against Corporal Smith. Don’t let me down.” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    I want to argue. I want to figure this out – reason with him – but I need to protect myself. Give myself a chance if this gets messy. I don’t want Ketty Smith as an enemy, but I can’t afford to lose Lee’s protection. 
 
    This is a balancing act, and if I want to keep Lee on my side there’s nothing else I can say.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Instructions 
 
      
 
    “Jen?” 
 
    “David. It’s good to hear from you.” 
 
    The top-floor conference room is quiet, and I’m looking out of the window at the view of the Thames. It seems strange to be talking to Jen by phone again, in London. We exchange passwords, and pleasantries. I try not to think about her searching the cottage with Emma. About lying in the dark, listening to them talk about me.  
 
    “What have you got for us?” She sounds hopeful. She still has no idea that she’s talking to the Home Forces.  
 
    The feeling of power is back, and I’m enjoying myself. 
 
    “I’ve got your explosives. All the final pieces you need.” 
 
    “Thank you, David,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.  
 
    “You’ll be taking the trawler, and running the pickup by boat.” I give her a time and a location, and the radio call sign of the boat she’ll be meeting. “They’ll be expecting you. Transfer the crates to the Lindisfarne Lady, handle them carefully, and make sure they’re stowed securely. Make it as quick as you can, and head back to Whitstable. We don’t want the Navy taking an interest.”  
 
    “I think we can manage that. I’ll let Niall know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jen. I’ll be in touch again when I know more about the target.” 
 
    There’s a pause, and I wonder whether Emma has told the others what I told her. I tell myself it doesn’t matter. It won’t change the outcome. 
 
    “Should we assemble the equipment?” 
 
    “You can start, but don’t make anything live until we’re ready to go.” 
 
    She laughs. “We’ll be careful, David. Don’t worry.” 
 
    I know they can handle this. I know I’ve trained them, but I’m still nervous.  
 
    I make myself take a breath. I’ve spent too long with the cell, and too long out of the office. This is their mission now – all they need from me is a time and a place.  
 
    I need to let go.  
 
    “Good luck, Jen,” I say, and hang up the phone. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee’s office is empty when I make it back downstairs, and there’s a report waiting on my desk. Jake Taylor is in trouble, north of the border. If we’re careful, we might be able to bring one of Corporal Smith’s recruits home. If we’re clever, we’ll give him a show trial and threaten him with a firing squad, and we’ll see how the OIE responds. 
 
    The Opposition In Exile is surprisingly effective at causing trouble in London. Scotland might recognise them as our official opposition, but we’re under Martial Law, so there’s no government to oppose. Edinburgh has been protecting them, and the recruits, but if Jake has been breaking laws? This could test the relationship between the OIE and their hosts. This could challenge the protection they’ve enjoyed.  
 
    This could put the OIE out of business. 
 
    So it’s not a surprise when Ketty knocks on my door. I haven’t forgiven her for yesterday – Lee is still angry, and I’m treading on eggshells every time he calls me into his office.  
 
    “Corporal Smith! What can I do for you?” I sit back in my chair, waiting for her to ask for help. I’m going to make her work for everything she wants from me – she’s wasted enough of my time. 
 
    “Scottish news channels,” she says, impatient. “I’m told you can get me access?” 
 
    So Franks hasn’t given her clearance to watch controlled media. Interesting. 
 
    What she’s asking for is illegal.  
 
    I shake my head. “Now, that’s above your pay grade, Corporal. Officially, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I fold my arms and do my best to hide my smile.  
 
    She rolls her eyes. “The brigadier sent me. Can you help me, or do I have to take this to Franks?” 
 
    She’s pulling rank. She’s threatening me – and it’s a threat I have to take seriously, now I know about the Belmarsh pass.  
 
    “Fine. Fine,” I say, sitting up. “I’ll get you access.” I take the media file and the TV remote from my desk drawer, cursing Franks under my breath.  
 
    “Here?” She looks around the tiny room. “Or in Bracken’s office?” 
 
    I give her a smile. This is something I can control.  
 
    “Here, Ketty,” I say, and her face darkens. “I watch what you watch, and I have my finger on the button. Anything comes on that you’re not cleared to see, I switch off the feed.” She starts to argue, so I hold up my hands. “I don’t make the rules. That’s the deal.” I know she can’t refuse. I’m enjoying the disappointment on her face. “Do you want my help, or not?” 
 
    She shrugs, and I wave her to the chair in the corner of the room. I switch on the screen, and make a show of looking up the channel and typing in the code to unscramble the image. It feels good to have this power, and I make her wait for the access she needs. 
 
    “Scottish news,” I say, pointing at the screen as the static gives way to a brightly coloured TV studio. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    She’s staring at the screen, her eyes wide. This must be the first time she’s seen news that doesn’t come from PIN. She must know this is illegal. That she’s only here because of Lee and Franks. 
 
    “Jake Taylor,” she says, her eyes on the TV. “He’s left the OIE.” 
 
    I can’t help reacting – letting her think she’s telling me something I don’t know. She smiles when I give her a sarcastic whistle, and she assumes I’m serious. “Now, that was a silly thing to do, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Her eyes meet mine, and she’s grinning. “Yes, it was.” 
 
    It’s electrifying, the way she looks at me. The power she claims over her missing recruit. She can see a way to bring him to London, and she’s excited. Determined.  
 
    It’s intoxicating.  
 
    I sit on the edge of my desk, watching her as she watches the headlines, a smile spreading over her face as she learns exactly how many laws Jake has broken.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So you’re back.” Lydia flashes me a smile as she fills her mug with strong black coffee. “I hope you enjoyed your mysterious holiday.” 
 
    I shrug, reaching for a mug. “You know I can’t talk about that.” 
 
    She winks at me as she steps away from the coffee machine. “Classified trips, Corporal? Time away from the office? Who did you bribe to get an assignment like that?” 
 
    I can’t help smiling. “I couldn’t possibly say, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Were there women? Was there wine?” I wish she hadn’t figured out how to make me blush. She’s mocking me, and it’s working. 
 
    She notices the colour on my cheeks. “Ah-ha!” She laughs. “Come on, David! Give me something. Was she blonde? Brunette? Gorgeous?” 
 
    I wait for my coffee, then cradle the mug, making her wait.  
 
    “Don’t be so cruel!” She’s pouting, demanding my report. I’m enjoying her frustration. 
 
    “I need some gossip, David,” she says, one hand on my arm. “You dumped Penny and disappeared, and now I’ve got nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “OK …” I’m grinning now. “As it’s you.” She tightens her grip on my sleeve, holding her breath. “There was wine. And there was a blonde.” 
 
    She sighs. “I knew it. I knew you’d come back with gossip. Tell me more.” 
 
    I shrug. “Nothing more to tell. Blonde, blue eyes …” 
 
    She shakes my arm, nearly spilling my coffee. “If you say ‘freckles’, I’ll know you’re in trouble.” 
 
    I tug my arm out of her grip and shake my head. “I won’t say it, then.” 
 
    She steps away, rolling her eyes and laughing. “You are in so much trouble, Corporal.” She waves a hand at me. “You, and Bracken’s girl, and you can’t even see it.” 
 
    I give her a smile, and head for the door. She has no idea, the trouble I’m in. The trouble Lee wants me to cause.  
 
    “Good to see you again, David,” she calls after me. “We missed that pretty face.” 
 
    I give her a wave as I walk away, and as I walk along the corridor I can still hear her laughing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Observation 
 
      
 
    “Are you free this afternoon?” 
 
    Corporal Smith is in my office again, arms folded. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and attitude. 
 
    Lee needs results, and here she is. I can’t resist mocking her. 
 
    “Are you asking me out?” 
 
    I’m expecting her to be offended – to tell me I’m being inappropriate, but instead she smiles. 
 
    “Better,” she says, her smile widening. “Do you want to help with an interrogation?” 
 
    I think about her first time in the interrogation room. Watching her force a confession from the guard from Makepeace Farm. I sit back in my chair, enjoying the excitement on her face. This could be fun. 
 
    “You know all the right things to say, Ketty.” 
 
    Again, I’m expecting her to be offended, and again she surprises me with a shrug. 
 
    “Bracken’s busy with the Scotland negotiations. I’m guessing Lee’s busy too. And you did steal my session with Elizabeth the other day.” 
 
    It’s true. Lee’s conversation with William Richards took hours. She never had the chance to question Mrs Ellman, and by the time we finished with the room, Ketty and Bracken were gone. She’s using Lee’s indifference as a bargaining chip for my time. 
 
    “So you want me to …?” 
 
    “Run the recordings. Get me some footage for PIN. We need to keep the pressure on Bex and her gang, especially if we’re going to get our hands on Jake.” 
 
    I’m going with her. Of course I’m going with her, but I have bargaining chips of my own.  
 
    I shake my head. “I get you access to illegal foreign news broadcasts. I get the blame for putting an important prisoner in your interrogation room. And let’s not forget your special access card.” She’s smiling as she listens to my list of complaints. She knows she’s won. She knows she’s persuaded me, and I can’t stop myself from grinning back. “And you want me to push some buttons while you question someone’s mother?” 
 
    She nods. “That’s what I had in mind.” 
 
    She relaxes as I pick up the phone and order a car to take us to Belmarsh, shifting her stance away from her injured leg and unfolding her arms. She’s tempted me onto her team, and she’s aiming to keep me on her side.  
 
    I notice the faint blush on her cheeks as I pick up my jacket and head past her to the door. I can be on her team, if it means she’s ready to join mine. As we walk out together I’m fighting a vision of my hands on her skin. Her clothes on my floor. The scar on her knee, setting her apart from the other girls.  
 
    I need to work with her. I need her to trust me.  
 
    One step at a time.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I had forgotten how good she is at this. How she takes over an interrogation room, and makes her prisoners say exactly what she needs to hear. She makes them focus on her, and forget about the cameras. She knows how to guide them to incriminate themselves. 
 
    I sit in the observation room, watching her manipulate Elizabeth Ellman, and it’s like a dance. They know each other. Ketty has been extracting confessions from Elizabeth since she arrived in Belmarsh, and she knows how to use Bex to provoke her mother. They’re talking about Bex again – Ketty listing her crimes, and the prisoner shrugging away the accusation. If this session follows the usual pattern, Elizabeth will keep denying everything until her frustration grows and she says something she’ll regret. She knows she’s headed for a firing squad, and she knows we need her to keep Bex under control. She’s worked out that we’re not going to hurt her until we have Bex in the cells, and she’s getting braver when she answers Ketty’s questions. 
 
    She has nothing to lose, and she’s happy to act as a distraction. If we’re questioning her, we’re not chasing the recruits, and she can feel as if she’s protecting Bex and her friends.  
 
    Ketty throws the questions out, and the answers come back. More evidence for Elizabeth’s trial, and more fuel for Ketty’s war against her recruits. She’ll pick the highlights from this interview to send to PIN, and if Bex has access she’ll have no choice but to watch her mother earning her execution. 
 
    Elizabeth is laughing, but Ketty lets her speak, her head tilted to one side, listening. 
 
    “Corporal Smith. My daughter is brave, and kind, and she stands up for what she believes in. The fact that she believes in something other than your uniform, and your training camps, isn’t a weakness. And as far as I can see, she hasn’t changed.” 
 
    I smile. That’s a quote for PIN. Ketty nods. 
 
    “So she’s always been a terrorist?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Corporal.”  
 
    I can’t help laughing. There’s something dangerous about Elizabeth Ellman, and Ketty never fails to play with that danger. It’s a joy to watch. 
 
    “But she’s always had sympathy for people who stand up for her beliefs?” 
 
    I’m expecting another soundbite, but instead Elizabeth points across the table. 
 
    “Don’t you?” She demands. “Isn’t that why you wear their clothes and do as you’re told?” 
 
    There’s a pause, and I wonder how Ketty is going to respond. I realise I’m on the edge of my seat. 
 
    She takes a breath. “Elizabeth. I’d like to talk about Bex as a young child. What was she like? Did she have any violent tendencies?” 
 
    She’s in control. Changing the subject, and keeping Elizabeth one step behind. She really is good at this. 
 
    “What kind of question is that, Corporal?” 
 
    Ketty stays calm. “One I’m interested in following up. Was Bex ever violent as a child?” 
 
    I’m hoping for anger from the prisoner, but instead she bites back a laugh, composing herself.  
 
    “Corporal, that is none of your business. My daughter’s childhood is not under discussion here.” There’s another pause, and Elizabeth’s eyes never leave Ketty’s face.  
 
    I’m holding my breath. 
 
    “But I think I’d like to ask you the same question. Was there violence in your childhood, Corporal Smith?” 
 
    Ketty freezes, and I watch as she takes a moment to straighten her spine. She tilts her chin up, just a fraction – but I know what that means. 
 
    Elizabeth has hit a nerve, and Ketty is getting ready to fight.  
 
    I can’t look away. 
 
    Ketty shakes her head, slowly. As she drops her arms to her sides I can see her hands shaking. She curls her fingers into fists, every movement deliberate and controlled.  
 
    If she assaults a prisoner, I’ll be in trouble. I’ll have to explain this to Lee.  
 
    No one is speaking. Elizabeth watches Ketty and Ketty stares back. I’m on my feet and stepping towards the door when Elizabeth gives a slow nod. 
 
    “I thought so,” she says, and Ketty’s fists tighten, her knuckles white under the lights. 
 
    My hand is on the door handle, but I can’t leave. I have to see what happens next. 
 
    Ketty’s voice is calm and controlled. “I see your bruises have healed, Elizabeth. That black eye is almost completely gone. It probably doesn’t even show up on the TV screen.” 
 
    Elizabeth sits back in her wheelchair, waiting. I let go of the door handle and step towards the glass. 
 
    Ketty allowed a prisoner to get to her. There was a gap in her armour, and Elizabeth hit her in exactly the right spot. I thought she might retaliate, but instead I’m watching as she pulls all the power back to herself. She’s dangerously calm when she speaks again. 
 
    “Remind me how that happened? Slipped in the shower, didn’t you?” Ketty shakes her head. “The carers in prison aren’t as good as the staff at your care home, are they?” 
 
    There’s a smile on my face as I watch her lean her elbows on the table. Elizabeth glares at her, waiting. 
 
    “I’d watch out, Elizabeth,” she says, quietly. “You never know when they might slip again. I’d hate to put you on PIN with another black eye.” She tilts her head slightly, mocking the woman in front of her. “What would Bex think?” 
 
    Elizabeth responds, but I have no idea what she says – and it doesn’t matter. I’ve just watched Ketty Smith go from victim to credible threat in a heartbeat. She let her prisoner land a blow, and instead of reacting she recovered, and she turned the interview around.  
 
    It’s thrilling, watching her work – watching her flirt with danger and turn it against the people she’s questioning. She’s an ice queen, taking control and making sure her prisoner’s aggression has consequences. 
 
    I switch off the equipment as Ketty leaves the room, and all I can think about is her fingers, white knuckled, curled into her palms. Her fists, ready to strike out. The way she controlled herself, and her prisoner. 
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, attitude, excitement.  
 
    Lydia’s right. I’m in trouble. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Clueless 
 
      
 
    We’re at Belmarsh again. Ketty invited me back for Round Two with Elizabeth, and I’m beginning to regret having anything to do with this interrogation. 
 
    Twenty-four hours ago, Ketty Smith threatened Elizabeth with further injury, just for fun. Just because she could. Just to show her who has the power, here. 
 
    And here we are, watching the prisoner through the one-way mirror while I set up the recordings. She has a broken arm, and a dark bruise that covers almost half of her face.  
 
    Twenty-four hours, and Ketty has managed to arrange this. I think back to Elizabeth’s comments – her question about violence in Ketty’s childhood – and I wonder what Ketty lived through. What she survived, if Elizabeth was right. If this is her response.  
 
    She’s thrilled. There’s a cat-and-mouse smile on her face as she stares at her prisoner, arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “Ready?” She asks for the third time, and I nod, stepping away from the machines. 
 
    “Ready.”  
 
    She takes a breath, and turns to the door.  
 
    “Careful, Ketty.” She looks back, still smiling. “Just – be careful.”  
 
    I don’t want to have to break up a fight. If Ketty and Elizabeth keep toying with each other, how long will it be until Ketty decides to inflict the injuries herself? 
 
    I make myself sit down and watch today’s live episode of the Ketty-and-Elizabeth soap opera. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    She’s in trouble.  
 
    The footage aired last night. Elizabeth Ellman with her bruises and her arm in plaster, answering questions about Bex. Telling everyone that what her daughter is doing is right.  
 
    Giving us more evidence for her trial. 
 
    But what Ketty and I both failed to consider is Jake Taylor. Lee and Bracken are negotiating with the Scottish government, trying to persuade them that he’ll get a fair trial in the UK. Trying to convince them to extradite him to London. 
 
    The image of a prisoner – of Bex Ellman’s mother – with her handcuffs secured over a plaster cast isn’t helping their case. The bruises on her face are dramatic, and obviously painful. Scotland has no choice but to take our treatment of prisoners into account when they’re making decisions about Jake’s future, and they don’t like what they’ve seen.  
 
    Lee is blaming Ketty, and I’m happy to hide behind her decision. I don’t need trouble from the brigadier, and this could be enough to take her down. Her Belmarsh pass gives her the ability to record her own news clips, and apparently she’s not expected to clear them with anyone before she sends them to PIN. 
 
    If her access pass is a test from Franks, she’s just gone down in flames. I need to make sure none of this reflects on me. 
 
    Lee is downstairs with Ketty and Bracken, and if his shouting up here earlier was anything to go by, she’ll be wishing she could turn back the clock. 
 
    She’ll be wishing she’d never left the RTS.  
 
    I check my watch. Lee is running late, and he has another meeting to get to. I give him a couple of minutes, but when he doesn’t show up I realise I’m going to have to go and fetch him. 
 
    I’m surprised to find Ketty at her desk. She’s reading through paperwork, doing her best to look calm, but everything about her is angry. She’s clenching and unclenching her fist, and her fingertips are white as she grips her pen. Her face is red, and her shoulders are tense.  
 
    Lee must have finished with her. She knows what she’s done. I need to make sure she knows it’s her fault. 
 
    “So, Ice Queen,” I say, controlling my smile. “Pushed it too far this time, did you?” 
 
    Slowly, she puts down her pen and looks up at me. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this,” she says, her voice flat. 
 
    I can’t hold back a grin. “I really am.” 
 
    She shakes her head, and looks back at her paperwork. 
 
    “Seriously, though – is he mad about it?” 
 
    “Yes, David,” she says, as if she’s talking to a child. “He’s mad.” 
 
    “Good to know. I’ll make sure I’m under the radar today.” She glances up at me. “I’ll let him take this out on you.” 
 
    She doesn’t bother to reply. She shakes her head, and picks up her pen.  
 
    “Is he in there?” I wave a hand at Bracken’s office. There’s a suspicious lack of shouting, but I’m guessing he hasn’t left yet. 
 
    “Yes,” she says, without looking up. “He’s talking to Bracken.” 
 
    I make a show of checking my watch. “He’s going to be late. You don’t want to go in and tell him …?” 
 
    The look she gives me is enough to make me back down.  
 
    “No,” I say as she goes back to her reading. “I guess not.” 
 
    She leaves me to knock on Bracken’s door. She doesn’t look up when I follow Lee as he strides through her office and out to the corridor, but I can see her fingers curling and uncurling, white-knuckled on the desk in front of her.   
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think you’re off the hook, Corporal.” Lee points at me across his desk. “I know you were there. I know you made the recordings. I’d ask what you were thinking, but I’ve already spoken to Corporal Smith, and she was pathetically clueless. I’ll assume you suffered the same momentary lack of judgement.” 
 
    I thought I’d made it. I thought I’d reached the end of the day without any of this rubbing off on me, but I was wrong. Lee is still mad about the PIN clip, and it’s my turn to be shouted at. I stand to attention, fixing my eyes on the wall above his head, and let him shout.  
 
    “Tell me, Corporal,” he says, his hands clasped in front of him on the desk. “Was it worth it? Did you gain some insight into Corporal Smith’s weaknesses? Her secrets? Other than the mutual lack of intelligence, of course.” He leans towards me, his voice hushed. “Are you any closer to tempting her into your bed?” 
 
    I could give him an honest answer. I could tell him that, far from learning about her weaknesses, I learnt more about her strengths. I saw her take another prisoner apart, using their own convictions against them.  
 
    But that’s not the whole story, and it’s not what he wants to hear. I could tell him about her reaction to Elizabeth’s question. The violence in her childhood that Elizabeth figured out and threw back at her.  
 
    Or I could keep quiet, and let him shout. If I’m going to get anywhere with Ketty Smith, she needs to think I’m on her side. Spilling her childhood secrets to Lee won’t help me, and right now I need less drama, not more. I don’t need to be in trouble with her as well as with Lee. 
 
    “Corporal?”  
 
    “No, Sir,” I say, my gaze still fixed on the wall.  
 
    “Well. You know what you have to do. Corporal Smith is your problem.” He raps a finger against the desk. “Solve it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Dismissed.” 
 
    I have work to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Seen 
 
      
 
    I can’t sleep. I’ve been lying here, staring at the ceiling, and all I can think about is Ketty. Curves, scars, attitude – and the distance between us. 
 
    I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how to take Ketty Smith from predator to prey. How to sidestep the fighter, and reach the girl behind the uniform. How to bring her from the office to my bed, and how to unlock her secrets.  
 
    She’s too strong. She fights too hard, and she doesn’t let anyone defeat her. 
 
    I was right, the first time we met. She’s playing a game. Defending herself, and figuring out who to trust. 
 
    I’m getting closer. She chose me to make the recordings at Belmarsh. She chose me to witness Elizabeth’s injuries. But I’m not there yet. 
 
    She doesn’t trust me. She’s competitive and focused, and she refuses to let anyone score points against her. The only person I’ve seen make a dent in her armour is Elizabeth Ellman – no one else can touch her. Not Bracken, not Lee, and not me.  
 
    She keeps fighting back. Standing up when she falls. Refusing to give in to anyone. Even when I’ve mocked her – when I’ve hidden behind her bad decisions or reminded her how little she knows – she’s reminded me who she is. What she can do.  
 
    She’s incredible. 
 
    My playbook doesn’t work here. Lee needs this – he needs me – and there’s nothing I can do.  
 
    I stare at the ceiling, fighting thoughts of Ketty. The scent of apple and mint. Her blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. The blouse she wore for our drinks at the bar. 
 
    Her scars. My marks on her skin. The way she fights me, every time we talk. 
 
    And I realise I’m afraid. I don’t want to push her too far. I don’t want her fists tightening for me. Her questions, incriminating me. She’s tough, she’s smart, and she’s used to fighting everyone to get what she needs. I can’t count on her loyalty, and I can’t count on her support. I can’t flatter her, I can’t dazzle her with my rank and knowledge. I haven’t earned her respect – and without that, there’s no way to bring her here.  
 
    We’re too similar. We’re playing the same game. We’re both trying to protect ourselves and we’re both trying to do better. We’re both trying to win. 
 
    We both want power. We both want to be in control.  
 
    Maybe …  
 
    I blink at the ceiling in the darkness. 
 
    My breath catches. Maybe that’s the answer.  
 
    Maybe I need to put myself in her hands. Maybe I need to give her control.  
 
    Maybe I need to let her win. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I haven’t had enough sleep. I’m sitting with Lee in the Terrorism Committee meeting, a mug of coffee in front of me, and I’m running on caffeine and willpower. But if I’m not at my best this morning, it doesn’t matter, because Bracken is a disgrace. 
 
    He’s slurring his words. He can hardly hold a pen. He’s so obviously drunk I wonder whether he slept at all.  
 
    And he’s challenging everything. Questioning decisions that were made before he came to London. Asking for clarification on plans we’ve already discussed. 
 
    It’s embarrassing.  
 
    Lee throws him out before the end of the meeting, and we all hear the brigadier shouting at Ketty to fetch her boss some coffee. 
 
    “Sent him off with his babysitter?” Someone calls out as Lee closes the door. 
 
    Lee takes his seat and gives the room a cold smile. “If only we all had such decorative assistants.” 
 
    The rest of the committee laughs, and I have to stop myself from choking on my coffee.  
 
    That’s not the way I would describe Ketty Smith. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m staring at the ceiling again. Another night, alone. Another night with Ketty on my mind. 
 
    I wish I could call Penny, or one of Lydia’s other girlfriends, and invite them over, but Lee wants me focused. Corporal Smith is my target, and he won’t be impressed if he hears that I’ve been distracted by someone else’s charms.  
 
    I’m not used to sleeping alone. I’m not used to having no one in my power. 
 
    I’m not used to missing someone – there’s always someone else to turn to, when the drama gets too much. 
 
    I wish I could call Emma. 
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, freckles, and curves. Sleeping in her arms.  
 
    That kiss, after dinner. Secrets and lies. Black dress, lipstick, and heels. 
 
    But when I sleep, it’s Ketty who dreams her way into my arms.  
 
    I wake up confused by her absence. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee calls me into his office as soon as I arrive in the morning. He’s standing in front of his desk, TV remote in his hand, staring at the screen.  
 
    “What do you think, Corporal?” he says, playing the footage. 
 
    It’s from a security camera on the ground floor of the Home Forces building. Black and white, but the image is sharp. It’s a view of the checkpoint at the entrance, and there’s a guard on duty. The street beyond the doors is dark. 
 
    “Timestamp,” he says, pointing at the screen. 
 
    “Nine-seventeen.” I check the date. “Last night?” He nods. 
 
    “Watch,” he says.  
 
    Two figures stumble into shot, one supporting the other as they walk down the hallway towards the doors. The taller figure is tripping over his feet, and the other is holding him up. They’re both in uniform, and it’s hard to tell who I’m looking at, until I realise the other shorter figure is limping.  
 
    I step forward for a closer look. 
 
    Ketty and Bracken, leaving the building after nine o’clock last night. Bracken is so drunk he can hardly stand. Ketty might as well be carrying him. 
 
    The guard steps towards them, and Ketty pulls her ID pass from her pocket. He checks the pass, shoots a disgusted look at Bracken, and holds the door open as they walk out into the night. 
 
    Lee stops the footage, and looks at me. 
 
    I thought I’d had a rough night, sleeping alone and dreaming of someone I can’t reach. Ketty’s night must have been much, much worse. 
 
    “Any idea what happened to them after that?” 
 
    Lee shrugs. “There was a taxi, to Bracken’s place. A taxi back to Smith’s flat, later.” 
 
    “He’s …” I can’t think of anything to say. He’s beyond drunk, in the footage. He needed Ketty to get him home. “Is this going to Franks?” 
 
    Lee smiles. “I’m taking it to her myself.”

  

 
   
    Heard 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what I expect to happen when Franks sees the footage, but it isn’t this. Ketty Smith, calmly drinking coffee in the waiting room at Belmarsh when I arrive with Lee. She stands up when we walk in, and gives us a smile. I know she can’t have had much sleep last night – Lee said the taxi didn’t drop her home until nearly one o’clock this morning. She’s not giving anything away, standing up and smiling as we walk in. 
 
    “So, Corporal Smith.” Lee gives her a glance as he pours his coffee. “No Bracken this morning?” 
 
    “No, Sir.” She sounds completely unconcerned. I have to hide my smile.  
 
    “Does he have something better to do?” Lee turns to her, a look of amusement on his face. 
 
    “Not sure, Sir,” she says, calmly. “I’ll check on that when we get back to HQ.” 
 
    Lee’s smile is dangerous. “I’m sure you will,” he says. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Back in the office, Lee sends me downstairs with papers for the Margaret Watson trial. He’s granted Ketty permission to use Enhanced Interrogation, and I’m the one who gets to bring her the good news.  
 
    Her office is empty, and the door to Bracken’s office is closed. I’m about to leave the papers on her desk when I hear shouting. Bracken’s voice. 
 
    I step closer to the door. 
 
    “You decided my flat wasn’t clean enough for you. You decided to interfere.”  
 
    I’m swearing under my breath. He’s shouting at her for helping him? After everything she’s done to keep him on his feet? 
 
    “It’s not enough for you that you fetch my coffee and bring me sandwiches. It’s not enough that you hand out medicine, as if I need a constant supply.” 
 
    I can hear footsteps. I step away from the door, but I can still hear everything he’s saying. 
 
    “It’s not enough that you think you have to take care of me here. No! You had to come to my home, and stick your nose in there as well.” 
 
    What happened last night? What did she do? 
 
    There’s a pause. The footsteps stop.  
 
    I haven’t heard anything from Ketty.  
 
    I’m wondering whether I should knock on the door. Get her out of this situation. Be the hero. 
 
    But then Bracken shouts again, and it’s obvious he’s furious. 
 
    “You’re my assistant, Ketty. You’re not my mother!” 
 
    I’m frozen, half way across her office. I could knock on the door – interrupt Bracken, and give her a chance to leave. Or I could leave the papers and walk away. Pretend I haven’t heard any of this. 
 
    I hear footsteps again, and he says something I can’t make out. 
 
    The door flies open, and Ketty walks into the room, head high, back straight, her hands shaking as she sits down at her desk. I’m relieved to see her – relieved that she’s got herself out of the argument without involving me. I can’t help laughing. She pushes her hands out of sight under the desk and looks up at me as Bracken’s door closes. 
 
    “Something I can help you with, Corporal,” she says, her voice steady and her chin tilted up. 
 
    I don’t know how to react. I’ve been caught, listening to their private soap opera. I could have stepped in – I could have helped – but I waited outside. I waited to see what she would do. 
 
    There’s no good way to spin this.  
 
    I’m smirking, looking between her and the door.  
 
    “So – you’re not his mother, but you are his cleaner?” I’m thinking about telling Lee. The expression on his face. “Lots of empty bottles, were there? Plenty of brown paper bags?” 
 
    She gives me an icy stare.  
 
    “Did you come in here to insult me, David, or is there a useful reason why you’re standing in my office?” 
 
    She’s in control. She’s handling this. I shouldn’t be laughing. 
 
    “Papers from the brigadier.” I hold out the envelope. “Enhanced Interrogation forms for Margaret Watson.” 
 
    She doesn’t move. I put the envelope on the desk in front of her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she says.  
 
    She’s not taking the envelope. She’s not showing me her hands.  
 
    She’s shaking. Ketty Smith, iron fists and steel toe caps, is shaking. Bracken must have threatened her. He must have … I can’t imagine. 
 
    “Are you OK, Ketty?” I’ve asked the question before I’ve thought this through. She doesn’t react. I wave my hand at Bracken’s door. “Did he …?” And I throw a gentle punch at the air. 
 
    I think she might burst into flames.  
 
    “Why?” She demands, blue eyes flashing with anger. “Are you offering to defend me?”  
 
    I do my best to smother a laugh. She’s angry with me. 
 
    “I can handle Bracken, David,” she says. “I’ve dealt with worse, and I really don’t need help from anyone else.” 
 
    From the look on her face, I believe her. I hold my hands up, appealing for calm. 
 
    “OK, OK. Just asking.” 
 
    She reaches for the envelope, a slight tremor in her fingers.  
 
    “Don’t you have work to do?”  
 
    She’s back in control. She can’t shout at Bracken, but I’m in her space, and she can direct her anger at me. I want to ask her what happened. I want to see this strength – I want to know what she did, behind that door. How she dealt with Bracken’s onslaught. 
 
    But she’s made it clear she doesn’t want to talk to me.  
 
    I nod, and head for the corridor, turning back to look at Bracken’s door, and at her, before I leave. 
 
    Bracken is the butt of everyone’s jokes, and Ketty is a target for Lee and the committee. She can’t fight Bracken, and she can’t report him – he’s the only reason she’s here. She helped him last night. She took him home, and she cleaned his flat. She must have been working past midnight. 
 
    And this is how he responds. 
 
    Whatever I think of Ketty – whatever I think of Bracken – I can see how unfair this is.  
 
    Of course I want to know what happened. This is someone else’s drama, and the next episode in Ketty’s personal soap opera. Of course I want all the details.  
 
    But as I walk up the stairs, replaying Bracken’s words in my head, I’m surprised to realise that I care.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Prey 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, Corporal. I’m done waiting. You, and Corporal Smith. I want secrets, I want answers, and I want them by morning. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    I was expecting anger from Lee when he stormed through my office, slamming the door to the corridor, but this ice-cold calm is far more frightening. I know how to control his anger – I know how to listen, when to speak, and when to let him shout. But this?  
 
    I have no idea.  
 
    Ketty has crossed a line. Or maybe Franks has – I’m not sure who he is most upset with. He caught Ketty leaving a meeting with the Major General. Ketty and Franks – and no one else. And Ketty was smiling.  
 
    I stand in front of his desk, waiting while he hammers a finger onto the papers in front of him, his voice hushed.  
 
    “I want to know what she was doing in a meeting with Franks. I want to know how often she is a guest in the Major General’s office. I want to know why she was smiling when she walked out.” He points at me. “I want to know everything, Corporal. I want her sidetracked and distracted and spilling her secrets.” He narrows his eyes. “Can you do that for me?” 
 
    My mouth is dry. I feel as if the floor is tilting. I have to clear my throat before I can speak. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    He doesn’t sound angry.  He sounds disappointed. In me, in Franks – in a world where Ketty knows more than he does. Where the RTS Corporal has meetings with the Major General, and walks out looking happy.  
 
    I’ve let him down. I haven’t found a way to make Smith spill her secrets. She’s not Penny – hungry for attention and eager to please someone who outranks her. She’s not Emma – the person who made it her job to get close to me.  
 
    She’s a predator. Iron fists and steel toe caps.  
 
    If I’m going to get anywhere, I need to learn how to let her win. I need to figure out how to become her prey. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I sit in the coffee room, cradling my empty mug in my hands. I haven’t seen Ketty today. I haven’t seen her since yesterday, and Bracken’s outburst. I think about her anger – her outrage at the idea of me defending her against the Colonel. Her shaking hands, hidden under the desk.  
 
    Whatever she’s lived through, whatever she’s survived, it’s made her strong. It’s made her independent and untouchable. 
 
    It’s isolated her.  
 
    She doesn’t hang out in the basement coffee room. She doesn’t chat to other members of staff. She spends all her time keeping Bracken on his feet, and manipulating confessions from prisoners.  
 
    The idea of Ketty Smith making small talk over coffee makes me laugh out loud.  
 
    But she spoke to me over a beer, the alcohol loosening her tongue. She told me about Camp Bishop, and the raid on the coach. She talked about Lee, and Bracken. She let me past her armour, for the briefest moment.  
 
    She’s lonely, in London. She left everyone she knew at Camp Bishop, and followed Bracken here. Looking after Bracken and tracking down her recruits – that takes everything she has, and she never takes a break. Her recruits are out of reach in Scotland. She’s the only reason the drunk Colonel is still working. Elizabeth Ellman is her key to controlling the kids she’s supposed to be bringing home, so that’s where she spends her time. Belmarsh, and Bracken.  
 
    What if I offer her a break? No strings, no manipulation – just a friendly face. A few hours away from the drunk boss and the missing kids. Will she take the bait? Will she drop her armour, just for one night?  
 
    No tricks. No power. No steering the evening the way I want it to happen. Let her decide what we do. Where we go. 
 
    Let her be the predator. 
 
    I think about the first time we met, at Belmarsh. The blush on her cheeks as we stood together in the observation room. Her discomfort as I moved into her space.  
 
    She dressed up for me, the night in the bar. She made an effort. Her hair falling in waves past her shoulders. Her necklace, flashing under the streetlights. Her blouse, falling away from her skin as she shouted over the music.  
 
    If I step back, if I give her control, this might work. If I give the night to her – if I give her space to forget her recruits, forget Bracken – if I’m the one waiting when she lets go … 
 
    This might work. 
 
    I take a breath.  
 
    I might not spend tonight alone. I might have Ketty in my arms.  
 
    Curves, scars, and attitude. A predator, taking what she wants from me.  
 
    Ice rises in my spine, and I can’t tell whether it’s fear, or pleasure.  
 
    Or both. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been thinking, Ketty.” 
 
    I haven’t given myself the chance to change my mind. I’m standing in front of her desk, and I can’t believe how nervous I’m feeling.  
 
    This is usually easy. Flash the girl a smile, show off my weaponised good looks, and tell her what time she’s meeting me. I know the script, I know the moves, and I know she’ll be waking up in my bed. Easy. 
 
    But this? This is terrifying. I have no idea what happens next. 
 
    Ketty looks up at me, an impatient frown on her face. 
 
    “We should go out,” I say, flashing her a smile. “Party. Drinking. Dancing.” 
 
    Her shoulders slump, and turns back to her paperwork. 
 
    “You must be joking,” she says, as if I’ve just asked her to clean my office, or polish my boots.  
 
    I can’t let her turn me down. Lee wants results, and he wants them now. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Ketty. You could use some fun.” She glares at me for a moment, watching as I glance at Bracken’s office door, then back at her. She drops her eyes and keeps working. 
 
    I’m in trouble. I need to offer her something she wants. Something she needs. 
 
    “Come on. You need to get out of here. You need to do more than work.” I nod towards the door again and lower my voice. “Get away from Bracken.” 
 
    I’m holding my breath as she stops writing, her fingers gripping the pen.  
 
    She’s thinking about it. She hasn’t turned me down. 
 
    There’s a smile, playing on her face. I can’t tell whether she’s going to accept, or laugh at my invitation. 
 
    My heart is racing. I imagine the scars on her knee. My hands on her skin. A night where she makes all the decisions. 
 
    She sits back in her chair, smiling, and shrugs. 
 
    “OK. Sure,” she says, and I can’t keep the grin from my face. “But no politics this time. No mysterious warnings. No cryptic messages.”  
 
    She said yes. She said yes. 
 
    I step back, hands held up in front of me. I can’t screw this up now. “No politics,” I say, nodding. “Absolutely. Just you, me, and dancing on the tables.”  
 
    That makes her laugh. 
 
    You, me, and dancing on the tables. I’ll have to remember that. 
 
    “Sure,” she says, still smiling. “Meet you at seven?” 
 
    She’s given me a smile, and she’s told me what time I’m meeting her. She’s in control already, using my moves against me. All I have to do is follow her lead. 
 
    “Seven,” I say, tapping both hands on her desk.  
 
    I’m terrified. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Dancing 
 
      
 
    I have one hour. Half an hour to work out and clean the flat, and half an hour to get ready. 
 
    This has to be perfect. I can’t give her a reason to change her mind, once she’s come home with me. I tidy everywhere – living room, kitchen, bedroom. I scrub the bathroom until the surfaces shine, and lay out everything she might need next to the basin.  
 
    I know what I’m doing.  
 
    I change the sheets on the bed and clear the bedside tables. I’m aiming for hotel chic, and clearing away the ghosts of all the girls who’ve come before.  
 
    This isn’t about them. This is about Ketty. About dropping her armour, and her clothes. About letting her write the script.  
 
    I’m inviting a predator into my bed. I’m giving her the power to do … anything.  
 
    I’m learning how to be prey. 
 
    I take a shower, and search through the wardrobe for something to wear. Shirt? Jeans? Smart? Casual? 
 
    I can’t believe how nervous I am. I don’t know how this story ends, and everything I do could frighten her away.  
 
    I’m not used to feeling this vulnerable. I imagine her laughing at my clothes. Mocking what I’m wearing.  
 
    I take a moment to style my hair, and I can’t help laughing at my face in the mirror.  
 
    I’m making the effort, here. I’m the one dressing up. The one tidying the flat, and worrying about rejection.  
 
    Is this how Penny felt, every time we went out? Rosalind? Jules? 
 
    Emma? 
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, freckles – a Ketty lookalike, my fingers tracing her curves.   
 
    I have to reach out and steady myself as I stand in front of the mirror.  
 
    Tonight I’ll be holding the real Ketty Smith in my arms. Exploring her curves, tracing the scars I left on her body. 
 
    Setting the ice queen on fire. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    She looks stunning, crossing the road towards me. Blonde hair in waves around her shoulders, skinny jeans defining the muscles in her legs, and an olive blouse skimming her hips under her winter coat. Flat shoes, perfect for dancing on tables. The ghost of a limp as she walks.  
 
    Curves, scars, attitude. Blonde, blue eyes, and freckles, just visible under the streetlights.  
 
    I’m flashing back to Emma. Black dress, heels, lipstick, and the night we spent lost in each other’s arms. 
 
    I push back my nerves, and give Ketty a smile.  
 
    “David,” she says, smiling back.  
 
    This is nothing like our last night out. Her shoulders are relaxed, her hands pushed into the pockets of her coat. She looks confident. Softer, out of uniform, but still strong. Still determined. She lets her eyes wander over my outfit – jeans, a heavyweight navy shirt, and a long black coat that matches hers – and I imagine undoing the buttons on her blouse. Lifting her necklace to run my fingertips along her collarbone.  
 
    Later.  
 
    “Ready to dance?” She says, and I realise I’m blushing.  
 
    “Lead the way,” I say, dragging my attention back to the evening ahead. We walk towards the river together. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “I needed this.” She smiles, and holds up her drink. “Thank you, David.” I click my glass against hers and watch as she downs another shot. I’m waving a waiter over before she’s recovered, holding up two fingers and pointing at her empty glass. Her cheeks are pink, flushed with warmth and alcohol, and she’s smiling. I line up the shots in front of her and take another sip of my coke. I don’t think she’s noticed she’s the only one drinking. I don’t think she cares.  
 
    “So,” she says, swinging another empty glass between her fingers. “Where’s the dancing?” She points a finger at my chest. “You said there’d be dancing.” 
 
    I nod, and lean towards her across the tiny table.  
 
    “I know a place …” I whisper, and she shrugs.  
 
    “So take me there, Corporal.” She blinks at me, and then stands up, pulling her coat over her blouse. I wave at the waiter and pay the bill while she holds herself up, one hand on the back of her chair. She takes my arm as we head out into the cold, her fingers gripping the sleeve of my coat. She’s unsteady as she walks, but I can’t tell whether it’s her knee, or the alcohol. 
 
    As long as she can dance.  
 
    We’re sidetracked before we make it to the club. There’s a late-night tourist market at Somerset House, and we wander through the stalls sipping mulled cider and eating hot dogs. We stop for a beer at an outdoor bar, joining the other customers under the electric patio heaters and enjoying a moment of warmth in the cold air. Her eyes are shining as she looks around the market, watching the stalls and the crowds and the fairy lights. 
 
    “I never do this,” she says under her breath. “Why do I never do this?” 
 
    She finishes her drink, and steps carefully down from her bar stool. “Come on,” she says, watching as I swallow the rest of my beer. “Dancing.” And I have to push through the crowd to keep up with her. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’ve never done this. I’ve never given someone else control of an evening. I’m always two steps ahead of the girl I’m taking home. Keeping close to my flat. Steering her to the places I know. Controlling the conversation to make sure she feels connected. Relaxed.  
 
    This is different. This is wild. Ketty wanted to dance on tables, and here I am, watching her dance on stage with the band as the packed club heaves around me.  
 
    She pushed her way to the front of the crowd, and waved until the singer pulled her onto the stage. They’re dancing together, two blonde-haired skinny-jeaned girls under the bright lights, the crowd cheering them on.  
 
    It’s too loud to make myself heard. I elbow my way to the edge of the room, find a seat on an empty table, and watch. 
 
    She’s with me. This wild, untamed force of nature is my date this evening.  
 
    I couldn’t hope to control her.  
 
    Everything she does, she does with pride and determination. Every time she makes a mistake, she fixes it. Chin tilted up, back straight, defiant against the world. She knows what she’s worth, and she won’t let anyone take that from her. 
 
    And tonight … 
 
    Tonight she’s mine.  
 
    This isn’t Penny. This isn’t Emma. Ketty is gunpowder and passion and sparks. She’s dangerous. Unpredictable.  
 
    She’s in charge, and she’s enjoying herself. She’s dropped her armour. She’s dropped her uniform, and her usual tight control. 
 
    I’ve taken her away from Bracken, and work. I haven’t mentioned the Home Forces. I haven’t tempted her with secrets or shown up her inexperience. I’ve shown her London, and I’ve shown her what she can be. 
 
    She grins, searching the crowd for my face as she dances. I hold up my drink and pump my fist in the air, and she laughs when she sees me, swaying her hips and beckoning me to the stage. I hold up my glass and she shakes her head, turning back to the singer as they stamp their feet in time to the music.  
 
    The band plays their final song, and the singer drapes an arm round Ketty’s shoulder as she takes a bow. My ears are ringing as I push against the crowd to the front of the stage to find her, and she’s breathless as she steps down to meet me.  
 
    She’s blushing, her hair tangled, the roots dark with sweat.  
 
    “Dancing,” she says, catching her balance on my shoulder, and grins.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Close 
 
      
 
    It’s cold on the Embankment, after the heat of the club, and Ketty shivers, pulling her coat tight around her and fumbling with the buttons. It’s after midnight, and usually I’d be steering us back to my flat, but this is Ketty’s night. I have to keep reminding myself that she’s in charge.  
 
    We walk along the river, and she’s quiet as she looks out across the water. She’s pushed her hands into her pockets, and she’s walking without limping. I wonder whether she’ll pay for that in the morning. 
 
    I have painkillers. Nothing we can’t handle.  
 
    I realise how much I’ve enjoyed this evening. How much I’ve appreciated Ketty’s enjoyment. The look on her face as she danced on the stage. As she looked round the market at Somerset House. When I glance at her, she’s smiling.  
 
    Time to move this along.  
 
    “What now, Dancing Queen?” She slows her steps, and looks at me.  
 
    My heart stutters. I can’t tell what she’s thinking.  
 
    I have to leave this up to her. I have to let her be the predator.  
 
    I want to take her face in my hands. I want to kiss her and whisper in her ear. I want to find a taxi and take us both home.  
 
    I know Lee wants results. He wants answers, but that’s not what I’m thinking about in this moment. I’m thinking about blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles. I’m thinking about curves and scars, and letting Ketty lead.  
 
    I’m thinking about her breathless smile as she stepped down from the stage. About the buttons on her blouse. About the scar on her knee.  
 
    She stops walking and turns to face me. I realise I’m smiling.  
 
    This is it. This is the moment when Ketty Smith lets her guard down. The moment she lets me in.  
 
    Slowly, she reaches for the collar of my coat, tightening her fists around the bunched fabric. Her eyes meet mine, dark blue under the lights along the river, and she steps closer, pressing against my chest.  
 
    She kisses me.  
 
    She kisses me, and it takes my breath away. All the times she’s mocked me, all the times she’s stood up to me, and all the times she’s pushed me away are flashing through my mind and I’m kissing her, finally breaking through her defences.  
 
    I can’t afford a mistake. I can’t afford to forget myself. I pull away, and look into her eyes.  
 
    “Is this OK?”  
 
    She nods, impatient, and pulls me back. This is real. This is Ketty’s decision – her choice – and she’s chosen me.  
 
    Slowly, I lift my hands to her face, pushing my fingers through her hair as her kiss grows more urgent. She smells of sweat and apple, and I want more. I run my hands over the back of her neck, her skin hot under my fingers. She gasps as I push under her coat, under the collar of her blouse, pulling her closer.  
 
    I can feel her hands, shaking against my collar. Her breath against my cheek. I break away, tracing the line of her jaw until I can whisper in her ear. 
 
    Until I can make her understand. 
 
    “So, Dancing Queen,” I breathe. “Your place or mine?” 
 
    Her hands tighten against my collar. She’s breathing fast, her cheek pressed to mine, her body arched against me.  
 
    She’s mine. She’s made her choice. I’m holding my breath, waiting for her answer. Letting her lead. 
 
    I’m thinking about scars. I’m thinking about her curves, under my fingers. I’m thinking about talking this wild creature to bed, and my heart is hammering. 
 
    She shakes her head, once, and straightens her spine. I cradle her face, gently, with both hands.  
 
    She’s about to give me her answer. She’s about to tell me what happens next. 
 
    She pulls back, but I follow, breathing in the scent of her hair, and for a moment she stands with me, her breath hot on my neck. 
 
    And then she steps away. She puts both hands on my shoulders and pushes me back, shaking her head. The look on her face is … what? Anger? Fear? 
 
    I can’t tell. 
 
    I can’t afford to lose her now. We break apart and I lift my hands in front of me. 
 
    “OK,” I make myself say, catching my breath. “OK.” 
 
    She pushes her fingers through her hair, watching me. She runs her hands under the collar of her coat, under her blouse, her eyes on mine.  
 
    She’s tracing my path across her skin. Watching me, her eyes wide.  
 
    She wants me. She’s taking a moment, but she wants me.  
 
    I reach out, taking her face gently in my hands, but she steps back. She shakes her head, pushing me away, her face clouding, as if she’s just woken up.  
 
    As if she’s just realised what she’s doing. What we’re doing.  
 
    “No,” she says, her voice unsteady. “I’m done. I’m going.” 
 
    I can’t believe I’m losing her. I can’t believe this is it. This is her choice. 
 
    “What did I do?” I sound ridiculous. I sound as if I don’t care. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Nothing,” she says. “I just …” 
 
    She stops, staring at me. Lee was right. She’s not a clueless recruit. She’s not one of the Home Forces girls. She’s dangerous, and she’s determined, and I’ve underestimated her.  
 
    I have to bite back a laugh. I’ve done everything I could think of. I’ve stepped back and followed her lead. I’ve put myself in her hands. I’ve given Ketty all the power, and she’s walking away. 
 
    She’s looking at me, watching my face as I try not to laugh, and it’s not attraction I see in her eyes. It’s disgust. With me? With herself? I can’t tell. But I know I’ve lost my chance with Ketty Smith.  
 
    “I’m going home,” she says. “Good night, David.” And she turns away, the warmth of her body dissolving in the cold air. 
 
    I stagger forward, catching myself on the railings at the edge of the path. Her shape is a silhouette, a shadow walking away from me in the dark. As I watch, she lifts her hands again, tracing my touch. Her hair shines gold in the streetlights as she pushes her fingers back, under the collar of her blouse.  
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles, out of reach.  
 
    Curves and scars that I’ll never see. 
 
    I was wrong. I’ve never owned Ketty. I’ve never owned her scar, or her loyalty. She’s never given me power, and I don’t know how to take it. She’s a predator, and she knows how to defend herself. She knows I’m dangerous, and she’s made her decision.  
 
    For the second time I’m watching Corporal Smith walk away in the dark. I’m thinking through what happened, wondering what went wrong.  
 
    And for the second time, I’m walking home alone.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Advice 
 
      
 
    Lydia is laughing as she puts a mug of black coffee in front of me, and sits down across the table. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” she says. “All your tricks. All your smooth talking. All this weaponised gorgeousness …” She points a finger at my face, grinning. “None of it survived contact with the girl from the RTS?” 
 
    I shake my head. I don’t want to be sitting here. I don’t want to hear my failures outlined by Sergeant Wheelan, but I do need the coffee. 
 
    I haven’t slept, and Lee is expecting my report in twenty minutes.  
 
    I don’t know what I’m going to tell him. 
 
    “Just so I’m clear.” Lydia waves a hand to keep me quiet. “Last time you failed to tempt Bracken’s girl with your charms, you called Private Penny to be your consolation prize.” I shrug, and take a sip of my coffee. “Which …” she says, pointing at me again, “led directly to the Penny-dumping drama.” 
 
    I can’t help groaning.  
 
    “Lydia. Do we have to?” 
 
    She gives me a sunny smile. “Oh, yes, David,” she says, clearly enjoying every word. “We very much have to. I need to know everything.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, and wrap my hands round my mug.  
 
    “So instead of walking away, instead of admitting defeat, you decided it was time to try again with the delicious Corporal Smith.” 
 
    I hold up my hand. “Lee,” I say. “Lee decided.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” She nods. “I had forgotten that your conquests are mandated by the brigadier.” She clasps her hands together on the table and gives me a disconcertingly accurate impression of an excited schoolgirl. “It’s so romantic!” 
 
    My head hurts, and I feel as if my skull is full of fog. I give her a hard stare, and she laughs again. 
 
    “So. Let’s see if I can piece this together. You went out. Carefully chosen bars? A path that accidentally passed your front door at a strategic moment?” 
 
    I shake my head. I might as well play along. “Not this time.” 
 
    She nods, smirking. “Trying new things, David? I approve.” 
 
    “Steering her towards my place didn’t work last time. She doesn’t like being told what to do.” 
 
    “I’m sure she doesn’t.” She’s still smirking. “So, what did you do?” 
 
    I take a breath. “I let her decide.” 
 
    “Bold move.” She nods. “And how did that work out for you?” 
 
    I think about the evening. Ketty, dancing on the stage. About walking along the river at midnight. 
 
    “She kissed me,” I say, and take a sip of coffee. 
 
    “She kissed you?” Lydia puts her mug down, and clutches a hand to her chest. “Was it passionate? Did the earth move? Did the stars fall out of the sky?” 
 
    She wants me to react. She wants me to confess. I can feel the colour rising in my cheeks, so I shrug, and she squeals.  
 
    “She kissed you, and it was breathtaking.” She tilts her head and looks at me. “So how did you end up walking home alone? What did you do wrong, Corporal?” She waves a hand at me. “This is supposed to be your superpower – tempting girls to do everything you want them to do.” 
 
    I stare at the mug in my hands. I’ve been asking myself this question all night. I did everything I could think of. I let Ketty decide. I followed her rules, and I gave her a night away from work.  
 
    And she kissed me. She kissed me. I didn’t force her to do anything. 
 
    But I remember the look in her eyes as she pushed me away. Disgust. Anger. As if she was waking up from a bad dream.  
 
    I don’t know what happened. I don’t know why she changed her mind.  
 
    “She’s not a girl,” I say, looking up at Lydia and pushing my mug away. “She’s definitely not a Home Forces girl, and I have no idea how to work with that.” 
 
    Lydia gives me a sad smile. “You’re right. You don’t.”  
 
    I shake my head and force myself to stand up. I need to get back to the office. Lydia sits back in her chair, watching me.  
 
    “It’s more than that, though, isn’t it?” She says, quietly. I run a hand through my hair, and wait for her judgement. “You don’t know how to work with feelings, David. You have no idea what to do when all this means something – when you actually like the person you’re trying to sleep with.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” I say, holding both hands up in front of me. “I’m in trouble.” 
 
    I’m expecting her to laugh, but she shakes her head.  
 
    “I don’t need to tell you, Corporal. You already know.” 
 
    “So I should walk away.” 
 
    She shrugs. “If she’s too much for you, yes. Go back to picking up girls from the mail room.” 
 
    I’m snapping at her before I can stop myself. “She’s not too much …” 
 
    Lydia raises an eyebrow. “Then figure it out. Give her another chance. She obviously likes this …” She waves her finger at my face again. “Why not find out what else she likes? What she wants from you?” 
 
    I shake my head. I don’t have time for this.  
 
    She catches my sleeve as I walk away. “Lose the training wheels, David,” she says. “Try a grown-up relationship, for once.” 
 
    I pull my sleeve out of her grip. I don’t need Lydia telling me what to do. I shouldn’t have told her about last night.  
 
    “Good luck with the brigadier,” she calls after me, and I’m sure she’s smiling. 
 
    My head is aching and my face is burning as I head for the door.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So?” Lee sits behind his desk, arms folded. “You look as if you’ve had a busy night.”  
 
    One coffee wasn’t enough. The ache in my skull is getting worse, and the dark circles under my eyes are advertising my lack of sleep.  
 
    He thinks I’ve been up all night with Ketty, and I haven’t figured out what to tell him.  
 
    He watches me, waiting for a reaction. He’s waiting for my report, but it’s all I can do to stand up straight. My thoughts are lost in a fog of exhaustion.  
 
    And suddenly, he’s laughing.  
 
    “Again, Corporal?” He asks, but there’s no humour in his voice. “Your charms failed again?” 
 
    I nod, my face hot. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    He taps a finger on his desk, watching my reaction. Making me wait. 
 
    “Explain something to me,” he says, eventually. “I want information from the mail room, and it takes you two days to bed a pretty little girl and bring me everyone’s secrets. I want information from the transport office, and it takes you two days to bed someone’s secretary. I want information on catering for meetings, and you have it for me the next day.” He looks up at me. “What’s the problem here, Corporal? What is so difficult about getting Bracken’s babysitter drunk and distracted, and showing her a good time?” 
 
    I clear my throat, but all I can manage is a whisper. “I tried, Sir. We …” 
 
    He waves a hand to stop me. “I don’t care. Whatever you did, it didn’t work. She’s outsmarted you, and you have nothing to give me. Nothing to show for your efforts.” 
 
     “No, Sir.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand, Corporal,” he says. “I warned you not to underestimate Katrina Smith, and here you are. I told you she wouldn’t make this easy for you, and you decided that you knew better. I told you she wouldn’t appreciate manipulation, and I can only assume that you …” 
 
    “Sir,” I say, and he glares at me. “I didn’t underestimate her. I didn’t manipulate her. I took her out for the evening and I let her decide what to do.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “And how did Bracken’s decorative assistant choose to spend her evening?” 
 
    “Drinking, dancing, exploring London. She enjoyed herself.” I can’t find the words to explain what happened – to explain that I did everything right. “It was going well. I thought she would … we would …”  
 
    The look on his face derails my protests, and my face feels as if it’s on fire.  
 
    “She did what she always does!” He’s shouting now. “She looked after Bracken, and she kept the rest of us from getting too close. She knows she’s only here because of him, and she’s his guard dog as well as his babysitter.” He shakes his head. “She intimidated you, and you backed off. I ordered you to find out her secrets, and you were too frightened to follow through.”  
 
    “Sir, I …” 
 
    “Sit down, Corporal.” He waves a hand at the chair next to me. “This isn’t over. We need a plan.” 
 
    He watches as I take a seat.  
 
    “Romance isn’t working. Alcohol didn’t win you any prizes.” He smirks. “Any other secret weapons in your arsenal of seduction?” 
 
    I’m doing my best to ignore his remarks, and I’m thinking about the first time I met Ketty and Bracken. About Lee’s comments.  
 
    “You said something, Sir. When she first came to London. Something about offering her what she needs …” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “You were listening, Corporal. Good.” He nods. “Katrina Smith will follow you into hell if you give her something she desperately needs. If you step in and save her, you’re her guardian angel. You hold the key to her loyalty.” 
 
    I shrug. This sounds easy. “What does she need?” 
 
    “What do you think she needs, trying to survive in the Home Forces? She’s been dropped here from the RTS, and she’s had no preparation. No training.” He sits forward in his chair. “She’s lost here, and she needs information. Just enough to feel as if she’s learning something she shouldn’t. Just enough to make her feel special.” 
 
    He’s smiling, and again I wonder what happened between them before she left the RTS. What Lee gave her, and what she did for him in return. What she needed so badly that she made a deal with the head of the Terrorism Committee, and what he did to make her regret it. 
 
    “She needs a friend,” he says, his smile fading into a sneer. “She needs someone she can trust. A little information here, a favour there. String her along. Make her think she’s manipulating you, and get me her secrets in return.” 
 
    I nod, and wait for him to continue. 
 
    “Bring Franks into it.” He shrugs, spreading his hands wide in a generous gesture. “Make her doubt whatever she has going on with the Major General. Make her think she’s in trouble. Bring Bracken into it. Make her feel threatened. Keep her under control.” He narrows his eyes, his gaze fixed on mine. “Do you think you can you manage that, Corporal?” 
 
    I don’t have a choice. I’m out of my depth and I’m out of my comfort zone.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say, and he smiles.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Slip 
 
      
 
    Two mugs of coffee later and I’m not feeling any better. I’m tired, I’m hungover, and I’ve disappointed Lee. I’ve failed to ruin Ketty. I’ve failed to compromise her. I’ve failed to convince her to trust me – and now Lee wants me to try again. He wants me to buy her loyalty with information. He wants me to be her friend. 
 
    I need something I can control. I need someone I know I can manipulate. 
 
    I head up to the conference room at lunchtime, and I’m relieved to find it empty. I switch the sign outside to ‘occupied’, and lock the door behind me. I take the phone to the far end of the room and dial the number, staring through the window at the river below. 
 
    The view really is astonishing. The London Eye, lit up against the dark clouds. The old City Hall, its curved frontage overlooking the water. And the Jubilee Gardens. The riverside path where Ketty turned to me, and took my coat in her hands … 
 
    “Hello?” I catch my breath as someone answers my call. Force myself to concentrate. 
 
    “Jen?” 
 
    “David?” She pauses, taking a breath. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I smile. “Just checking in. Do you have the password?” 
 
    I sit on the edge of the table, finding questions to ask. They’ve picked up their explosives, and the equipment they need. They’ve started assembling the suitcase bombs. Niall and Simon have been taking the trawler out every day, and the team members have taken it in turns to go with them and work on the preparations.  
 
    Everything is going to plan. The Canterbury cell is doing exactly what I need them to do. I have the power, here – I have nine people working for me, trusting that they’re doing the right thing. Trusting me.  
 
    And I’m using them. I’m making them attack their own city, and they have no idea who they are working for. They don’t know who is protecting me, and how easily I can destroy them if I choose to – if we need more terrorists on the execution platform. 
 
    “How’s Emma,” I say, when Jen has finished updating me on their progress. I mean to sound confident, but my voice is quiet.  
 
    “Oh,” she says, her voice unnaturally bright, and I know she’s searching for a lie to tell me. “She’s fine.” 
 
    “Good,” I say, and I want to say so much more. I want to tell Emma I miss her. I want to jump on a train and show up on her doorstep. I want another night like our last. I want to remember how it felt, sleeping in her arms.  
 
    “Tell her I called.” I say. 
 
    “I will. Goodbye, David.”  
 
    I hang up the phone. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I need to take control of the Ketty situation. I need to talk to her about last night, and I need to start offering her information.  
 
    I need to make her believe that I’m a friend.  
 
    If I wait, I’ll lose my opportunity. She’ll assume I don’t care, and she won’t be in a hurry to trust me again. The sooner I start, the sooner I can be back in control, and the sooner I can take results to Lee. 
 
    I head down the stairs to Bracken’s floor, and I can’t believe my luck. She’s walking, too slowly, along the corridor ahead of me. I’m a long way behind her, and it takes me a moment to realise she’s limping heavily, shuffling her feet on the polished floor.  
 
    I was right. All that dancing last night, the way she walked without any trace of her injury – she’s regretting it now. 
 
    Without thinking, I pick up my pace, catching her elbow and pulling her into a side corridor. She gasps in pain as I turn her to face me, keeping my grip on her elbow.  
 
    I don’t want her to fall. 
 
    I had a speech worked out. I was going to ask how she’s doing. Commiserate with her on our mutual hangovers. But when she looks at me, our bodies close as I hold her steady, I forget everything I’d planned. I’m back on the embankment, watching her push me away, and I can’t stop myself. 
 
    “What was that last night, Ketty? What happened?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and clamps her jaw, shifting her weight away from her injured knee.  
 
    “What was what, David?” 
 
    Maybe she doesn’t remember. Maybe she doesn’t know how the evening ended.  
 
    “You were …” I begin, and she stares at me. “We were …” She nods, waiting for me to say more. “And then you left.” 
 
    I sound ridiculous. I sound bewildered.  
 
    She shakes her head. “I changed my mind,” she says, watching me, and I have no idea what to say.  
 
    She was coming home with me. She kissed me, twice, and then she changed her mind. I’m trying to remember what I said. What I did to make her walk away. 
 
    “Is that it, Corporal?” She’s angry, and I’m still trying to understand what happened. “Does that answer your question? Or were you hoping for another chance?” And she glares at my hand on her arm. 
 
    I let go, holding both hands up in front of me. I’ve made another mistake, and I need to step away. 
 
    “Sorry, Ketty.” I mumble. “Sorry.” 
 
    I wish I could tell what she’s thinking.  
 
    She turns away from me again and without thinking, I step in front of her.  
 
    Make her think she’s in trouble, Lee said. 
 
    I can do better than that. I can make her think we’ve both screwed up.  
 
    “We’re in trouble, Ketty,” I say, my voice quiet. “Franks will use this against us.” 
 
    She frowns. “Last night? You said there wasn’t a policy about seeing other members of staff.” 
 
    I don’t have an answer to that. She still thinks I was telling the truth.  
 
    I shrug. “She won’t be happy.” 
 
    I watch as she straightens her spine and tilts her chin. She’s not letting me score any points. She’s refusing to back down.  
 
    “So what, David? Nothing happened. I walked away.” She shakes her head, and I notice her fingers curling into fists. “And how will she know?” 
 
    I’m tired. My head is pounding. I need to hand her some information, and I need to leave. I need a good night’s sleep and a decent meal before I confront her again.  
 
    “She’ll know,” I say, shrugging. “It’s something for her to hold against me. Against you. Against Bracken.” 
 
    “Why would …?” 
 
    “To make sure Bracken votes the right way on the Terrorism Committee. To make sure he puts his name to whatever the committee decides.” She stares at me, her fists tight. There’s so much she doesn’t know. Time to give her something useful.  
 
    I drop my voice to a whisper. “You still don’t get it, do you?” 
 
    “Get what, David? What are you talking about?” 
 
    She’s shouting, and I don’t need anyone overhearing this conversation. I take a step back and check that the corridor behind me is empty, then turn back to Ketty.  
 
    She takes a step away. 
 
    I need to reel her in. I need to make her think I’m a friend.  
 
    “It’s all about control,” I say, quietly. “It’s like using Sheena Richards to get to her father.” I wave a hand at the ceiling, in the direction of the Major General’s office. “Franks controls all of us. She’s got Bracken’s drinking. She’s got Lee and Holden’s names on the Leominster weapons test. She can get rid of any of us, if we don’t keep the bombings coming. And now she’s got this on me.” I’m hiding a smile. This should catch her interest. “If she decides that it constitutes inappropriate behaviour, she can fire me. She can send Bracken home with a dishonourable discharge. She can certainly fire you – for putting Elizabeth’s injuries on TV, and now for this.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “But we’re not on the Terrorism Committee …” 
 
    I can’t tell her what I do for Lee – for the committee. That’s information I’m not at liberty to share, but I can make her understand. I stare at her until she looks away.  
 
    “I have my role to play, Ketty. And I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    Her shoulders slump. She looks down, head bowed.  
 
    That’s enough information for now.  
 
    “Watch out, Ketty. Be careful. OK?”  
 
    I turn to leave, but she reaches out and closes her fist on my elbow. I turn back, and the look in her eyes makes my breath catch.  
 
    Too late, I realise what I’ve said. The secret I’ve given away. 
 
    “Keep the bombings coming?” she says, her voice only just above a whisper. “Is that what you do on the committee?” 
 
    I take a breath, and it feels as if I’m moving in slow motion. 
 
    I swear the floor is shifting. There’s a fist, closing around my lungs. My heart kicks against my ribs.  
 
    I’ve screwed up. I’ve said too much. I was so carried away, threatening her, that I said the one thing I should never disclose. I told her what the Terrorism Committee does. I told her what I do.  
 
    I can’t meet her eyes. I have no idea how I’m going to correct this mistake.  
 
    “You didn’t hear that, Corporal,” I say, fighting to keep my voice under control. “And you certainly didn’t hear it from me.” 
 
    I try again to walk away, but she pulls me back, her fingers digging into my arm.  
 
    “What’s your role, Corporal?” She hisses at me. “What is it you bring to this twisted party?” 
 
    I’m shaking my head, pulling her fingers away from my elbow, but she holds tight. I can’t afford a mistake like this. I can’t let it get back to Lee.  
 
    I feel as if I’m falling. I feel as if I’m drowning. 
 
    If he finds out … I don’t want to think about it. He could lock me up. Orange jumpsuit, prison cell, life sentence for being a danger to the Home Forces.  
 
    I need her to forget what I said. I need her to walk away. 
 
    “Don’t, Ketty. Don’t.” This is pathetic. I’m begging her not to get involved. “Go back to cleaning up after Bracken. Keep your head down. Don’t do anything stupid, and stay out of Lee’s way.” 
 
    I tug her hand away, and she lets me go. I can’t walk away fast enough. My fists are clenched, fingernails digging into my palms. I’m fighting to control my breathing. I’m trying not to scream.  
 
    I’m supposed to be controlling Ketty, and I’ve allowed her to manipulate me. I’ve given her the most important secret I have. I’ve betrayed Franks, Lee, and the committee. This could be the end of my career. 
 
    This could be the end of my freedom. 
 
    I can’t believe what I’ve done. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Fists 
 
      
 
    I didn’t expect to sleep. I expected to be staring at the ceiling all night, thinking about Ketty. Thinking about the things I said. 
 
    But when I wake to my alarm, I realise I’ve slept for eight hours.  
 
    I feel amazing. I feel calm.  
 
    I feel relieved.  
 
    I told Ketty Smith the secret I’m supposed to keep. I told her what she’s protecting when she’s taking care of Bracken. The secret that keeps the Home Forces in power, and the reason we’re all here. The reason she’s in London, and not stuck in the RTS. 
 
    It was a stupid mistake. I was distracted. 
 
    Blonde hair and blue eyes. Curves and scars. Apple and mint. A kiss, by the river … 
 
    I’ve handed her something valuable, and I hope she understands what I’ve done. That she doesn’t go spilling my secret to anyone else.  
 
    The thought makes me smile. Who would she tell? Who would she talk to? 
 
    Who does she see? Me? Lee? Bracken? Elizabeth? 
 
    I think I’m safe. I hope Ketty is smart enough to keep her mouth shut. She knows how to protect herself. She knows this is way above her pay grade.  
 
    She could use this against me, but she’d be in trouble for speaking out. And she knows she has to keep her job, or she’s headed back to babysitting schoolchildren.  
 
    Give her something she desperately needs, Lee said. Just enough to make her feel special. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t a mistake. Maybe I’ve given her exactly what she needs to start trusting me.  
 
    Maybe this is the way to her secrets, after all. 
 
    I’m smiling as I step into the shower. I might not be tempting Corporal Smith into my bed, but I can still make sure she’s in my power. I can still make sure she does everything I need her to do. 
 
    And I can use this against her, if she steps out of line. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    William Richards is waiting in the interrogation room when we arrive. I hurry to set up the recording equipment, and Lee calls a guard to remove William’s handcuffs. He’s not going anywhere, and he’s not going to try anything. Not when the price is his daughter’s life. 
 
    Lee steps out to fetch coffee for them both, and I’m left watching the prisoner through the one-way glass.  
 
    He looks relaxed. He’s gained some weight, and someone’s given him a haircut. Not a prison buzz-cut, but something that makes him look smart. Distinguished. He’s still wearing the jumpsuit, and he’s living in a high-security cell, but he’s enjoying the benefits of cooperating with Lee.  
 
    I’m about to open the door and fetch my own coffee when I hear voices from the waiting room.  
 
    Lee, and Ketty.  
 
    Ketty is here, and I’m not ready. There’s no way I want to talk to her with Lee in the room – I have no idea what she’s going to say. My caffeine fix will have to wait.  
 
    I press my ear to the door. 
 
    “You won’t make too much noise in there, will you, Corporal?” Lee sounds annoyed. “I don’t want to frighten my prisoner this morning. He’s in a cooperative mood, and I’d like to keep him that way.” There’s a cold threat in his voice.  
 
    “No, Sir.”  
 
    Enhanced Interrogation. She’s questioning Margaret Watson this morning. 
 
    I can’t believe Lee has me tied up with recording and observation. Ketty, Margaret, and the men in black? The Ice Queen and the silent girl? That’s an encounter I’d pay to watch. Margaret’s good looks against Ketty’s questions, and the interrogators’ fists. 
 
    But there are no cameras in the Enhanced Interrogation room. No recording equipment. Just the prisoner, the predator, and her thugs. And I’m in the next room, a wall between me and the action, observing Lee and William having a cosy chat about resistance cells and contact names, and where he buys his catering supplies for Makepeace Farm. 
 
    I check my recording levels, and sit back to watch, smiling.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m jealous of Ketty Smith.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The noise is deadened by the wall, but I realise I can hear shouting. At first I think it’s Margaret – that Ketty has broken the girl who wouldn’t speak – but more voices join in, and I realise the shouting is coming from Smith.  
 
    My breath catches. I stand up and open the door to the waiting room, and I can hear her screaming. The things she’s going to do to her missing recruits. How they’re all headed for firing squads on live TV. How she’s going to put bullets in them herself, and how there’s nothing anyone can do to stop her. 
 
    And the interrogators, shouting at her to stop.  
 
    Her shouts are breathless, punctuated by screams of frustration. She sounds as if she’s fighting, and the interrogators keep yelling.  
 
    I’m about to step out. I’m not sure what I’m planning to do – knock on the door? I hesitate, and the door to Lee’s interrogation room flies open. The brigadier sprints past me, his face crimson.  
 
    “Stand down, Corporal!” someone shouts. “Stand down!” 
 
    Lee barrels through the door, and I hear the silence that follows him into the room. The pause as he looks around. 
 
    “Out here!” He barks, and I’m grateful he’s not talking to me. I know that voice. He’s beyond angry. “Now, Corporal.” 
 
    I step quietly back inside the observation room, and wait. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It’s a moment before Lee starts shouting again. I’m listening at the door, and I can hear the fury in his voice.  
 
    “What was that, Corporal?” He’s barely in control, using his parade-ground yell to channel his anger. They can probably hear him upstairs. “What just happened?” 
 
    If Ketty replies, I can’t hear her. I imagine her standing, chin tilted up, giving Lee the chance to let off steam. Ready to stand tall, in spite of her mistake. Ready to prove that she’s better than this.  
 
    “Enhanced Interrogation is not your own personal revenge opportunity!” 
 
    There’s another pause. I wait for Ketty to speak, but it’s Lee who continues, his voice hushed. Even with my ear to the door, I can’t pick out his words. 
 
    I step back, and run a hand over my hair, piecing together what I’ve heard.  
 
    Ketty attacked the prisoner. That’s why she sounded breathless. Ketty, in front of two trained interrogators, took Margaret’s questioning into her own hands. Her own fists. 
 
    Iron fists and steel toe caps. She couldn’t stand back and let someone else throw the punches. She’s too used to dealing out beatings herself. 
 
    I’m shaking my head. I knew she was dangerous. I knew she was wild, but I wasn’t expecting this. 
 
    I realise I’m smiling. No wonder she walked away, on the Embankment. She needs to be in control. Fully in control, all the time. 
 
    I never stood a chance with Ketty Smith. 
 
    I just have to hope that she’ll keep my secret, whatever Lee threatens her with.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking her off the trial.” 
 
    It’s the first thing Lee’s said since we left Belmarsh. Our driver speeds us along the military lanes, passing queues of civilian traffic, and I’m watching our progress through the rain. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Corporal Smith. I’m taking her off the Watson trial.”  
 
    I know better than to answer him. I nod, and wait for his lecture.  
 
    “It’s too important. We need the entire country to be watching. After this morning? I can’t trust her to focus on the details. She’s too busy chasing her RTS refugees. Too busy letting her job get personal.” He shakes his head. “She’s distracted. I need someone I can trust on this. Someone who’s not going to let me down.” 
 
    He turns to look at me, and I know what he’s going to say. 
 
    “I need you, Corporal.” I raise an eyebrow. “The Watson trial is yours. Get yourself up to speed, and get everything ready for an audience of sixty million.” 
 
    “Sir …” I begin, but he interrupts. 
 
    “This is critical. This is the next step in our fight with the OIE. We need a spectacle, and we need everyone to be watching.” He watches me for a moment. “Can you do that for me?” 
 
    I take a breath. I can feel my heart, thumping. 
 
    He’s right. This is important.  
 
    I was expecting to help Ketty. I was expecting to be on her team, closer to the event.  
 
    I wasn’t expecting to be in charge.  
 
    “I thought we were keeping her busy, giving her the trial?” 
 
    “A distraction? And how did that work out for our prisoner this morning?” He shakes his head. “We can’t have a trial – we can’t have an execution – if Corporal Smith has taken it upon herself to dispose of the defendant.” He looks at me again. “No. Katrina Smith will not be permitted to contact Margaret Watson again. She will not be permitted to work on the trial. You will take over her role, and I expect a flawless event. I expect my prisoner to walk onto that platform alive, conscious, and ready to confess. I do not expect bruises and broken bones. I do not expect personal attacks. I do not expect to be interrupted by interrogators pinning one of my soldiers to the wall.” 
 
    He takes a breath, and I’m blinking away a vision of Ketty, fighting the men in black. Shouting at Margaret. Finding herself restrained as she threw her own punches at the silent girl. 
 
    “Why not send her home? Back to the RTS?”  
 
    Lee laughs. “Believe me. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d have given her an extremely dishonourable discharge this morning.” 
 
    “But …?” 
 
    He shakes his head again. “But Franks likes her. And for reasons beyond our understanding, she likes Bracken, too. And she knows that sending Smith home means losing Bracken.” He shrugs. “My hands are tied. I gave the order. I gave Corporal Smith permission to use Enhanced Interrogation. Franks will blame me for what happened, so Smith stays, for now. I don’t want a run-in with the Major General. It’s up to Franks to decide when Bracken and his assistant overstep the mark.” 
 
    I think about the trial. The time involved. The work that’s about to land on my desk. 
 
    “What about the committee? What about the Canterbury job?” 
 
    Lee waves a hand. “You’ve got – what – a week left on the Canterbury job?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir, but then I’ll be busy with the aftermath.” 
 
    He gives me a long stare.  
 
    “I will be busy with the aftermath,” he says, his voice cold. “The committee will be busy with the aftermath. You?” He stares at me again. “You will be busy with the trial. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say, as calmly as I can. I can’t believe Ketty has stolen my job from me.  
 
    I might be picking up her work on the trial, but I’ve lost my committee privileges. After the bombing, Lee won’t be turning to me to make decisions about the Canterbury cell. It won’t be me sending troops to arrest them, or deciding to let them go free.  
 
    All my work. Four weeks undercover, building relationships, preparing for the biggest bombing since Crossrail. Everything I’ve done to make this operation a success – and she’s cut me out. She used her fists on Margaret, and she’s cut me off from decisions about Emma. Decisions about the cell.  
 
    I can make sure the plan is on track, but after that it’s out of my hands. I’ve lost the power I worked so hard to build.  
 
    “Pick up the files from Smith, and get started as soon as you can.” Lee checks his watch. “I’ll tell her tomorrow. Morning meeting with Bracken.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    All I can think about is Emma. High heels and a black dress. A kiss at the heart of an explosion. 
 
    And Ketty, screaming. Fighting the interrogators as she threw her fists at Margaret – an explosion in the shape of a girl. 
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    Legend 
 
      
 
    “David?” 
 
    “Jen.” 
 
    This is what I need. Someone who trusts me. A team acting on my orders.  
 
    Jen demands my password and gives me hers, confident that this will keep her safe. Hidden from the Home Forces. I watch the Thames from the conference room window, grey water sliding past under a grey sky, and smile.  
 
    “Is everything on schedule? Any problems?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine.” She sounds impatient. I wonder whether Emma has shared the target with her – whether this call is for my benefit, not hers.  
 
    It doesn’t matter. They know what they need to do.  
 
    “The target, David?” She sounds breathless. Maybe Emma hasn’t told her. 
 
    “Your target is the Marlowe Arcade.” 
 
    Jen gasps.  
 
    “Is that a problem for you, Jen?” I try to sound kind. Friendly. I can’t afford to lose her now. “Jen?” 
 
    “No,” she says, quietly. “No. If you think that’s what we need to do …” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, gently. “Thank you.” 
 
    I explain the details. The exact placements of the suitcases. The timings – early in the morning, before the shoppers arrive. Where to park, and which route to take to the target. When and where the surveillance cameras will be switched off. I can hear Jen taking notes, her pen scratching as I talk.  
 
    “Any plans for getting the suitcases to the target?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says, brightly. “We’re going to borrow a van from a building company in town. Pete’s friend. He doesn’t know what we’re using it for, and no one will look twice at a local van unloading boxes.”  
 
    She sounds proud. I’m impressed – it’s a good idea. 
 
    “Thanks for taking the initiative,” I say, smiling. “That’s exactly what we need.” 
 
    There’s a pause, and then she speaks again, her voice quiet.  
 
    “Thank you, David. For everything.” 
 
    I’m going to miss this, when it’s over. Jen’s careful planning. Her focus on the job. Her trust in my guidance.  
 
    I end the call, smiling down at the grey water.  
 
    I’m back in control. This group will do everything I ask them to do. They still don’t know who I am, and they don’t know who they’re working for. They checked me out, Jen and Emma, and they found nothing to make them suspicious.  
 
    I think of Emma, laughing. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and curves, tanned against the white holiday-cottage sheets.  
 
    I think of Jen, on the trawler. Her arms holding me up as the deck tipped and rolled.  
 
    They’re mine. They’re doing this for me.  
 
    They’re doing this in seven days. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee’s diary is full, and I spend the rest of the day preparing him for meeting after meeting. Putting papers on his desk, filing his notes, acting as his personal alarm call when his appointments overrun. When he heads upstairs to meet Franks, I take advantage of the free time and head to the basement coffee room. The Canterbury job is on track. I feel like celebrating. 
 
    Twenty minutes later I have a date for the evening. Rose is a Private – one of Penny’s friends. She works in – what did she say? Supplies? Security? 
 
    I don’t care. It doesn’t matter who she is. She’s meeting me at seven, and I don’t plan to go home alone. 
 
    Dark hair in a neat ballerina bun. Brown eyes. Mediterranean skin. No agenda, no questions – just something to distract me from Ketty, and the mess she’s made.  
 
    I’m smiling as I head back upstairs to meet Lee. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Rose is waiting outside her flat when I arrive, five minutes early. No last-minute panic here, just fashion-model perfection and a smile.  
 
    “David,” she says, reaching out to take my elbow with one elegant leather-gloved hand. “Shall we?” 
 
    It’s a short bus ride to Leicester Square. I pay both fares, and we stand together at the front of the bus. 
 
    “So – where are you taking me?” She sounds excited as the driver navigates the evening traffic. “Somewhere special, I hope?” 
 
    I’ve booked a table at a high-end chain restaurant. Nothing too expensive, but I can see that Rose is expecting wining and dining. She’s dressed for a VIP table – flawless makeup, sweeping black coat, and a knee-length pencil skirt skimming her slim hips. Tall boots with smart heels. Her hair in a long neat plait. 
 
    I give her a smile as we step off the bus, and offer her my arm. She hooks her gloved hand into the crook of my elbow, tightening her fingers as we cross the street.  
 
    “Dinner?” I say as I hold open the door to the restaurant, and she steps inside, smiling as she slips the coat from her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We talk – about work, about families, about her plans for her career. We eat a three-course meal – she doesn’t shy away from dessert, in spite of her delicious figure – and I order champagne.  
 
    “Celebrating something?” she asks, smiling, as the waiter fills her glass.  
 
    “I think so,” I say, returning the smile, and there’s the hint of a blush on her cheeks. I think about Emma, still working for me, whatever happened between us. Jen and the others, making the final arrangements. The suitcases, waiting on the trawler.  
 
    I’ve done my job. Now it’s up to them. 
 
    “Well then,” says Rose, raising her glass. “Cheers!” 
 
    “Cheers,” I say, and drink, my eyes never leaving hers. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So,” she says, pulling on her gloves and buttoning her coat against the cold. I hold the door open, and she steps outside. “What’s next?” 
 
    I offer her my arm, but she turns to face me, straightening my coat. Her hands linger on my chest, and she stares at her fingers, biting her lip.  
 
    She’s making this easy. 
 
    “Your place or …” The familiar line trips off my tongue, but she doesn’t give me a chance to finish.  
 
    “Your place, David,” she says, her fingertips finding the buttons on my shirt. She leans in, her voice a whisper. “You’re a legend, Corporal Conrad. I have every intention of finding out what I’ve been missing.” 
 
    “My coffee room reputation precedes me.” I smile, cupping her face in my hands and kissing her perfect lips. She tastes of chocolate and champagne, her cheeks flushed. Her hair smells of cinnamon and roses.  
 
    “Taxis are this way,” she whispers, pulling away and tugging on my hand.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I don’t need wine. I don’t need cards. Rose doesn’t wait for the front door to close before she’s dropping her coat and gloves to the floor and opening the buttons of my shirt.  
 
    This is exactly what I need. No drama, no manipulation, no persuasion. Someone who wants what I want. Someone who can’t wait to fall into my bed.  
 
    We leave a trail of clothing across the living room, and by the time we reach the bedroom, we have nothing left to lose. She’s in my arms, and I’m in hers, and I don’t expect to sleep tonight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Telling 
 
      
 
    I wake to the sound of the shower running in the bathroom. I reach for my watch, and find I’ve slept for an hour. My alarm is set to sound in fifteen minutes.  
 
    “Join me?” Rose puts her head round the bedroom door, grinning. “The water’s hot.” 
 
    She’s had less sleep than I have, and she looks amazing.  
 
    This isn’t what I’m used to. I expect hangovers and painkillers, and girls who don’t wake up before I’ve closed the front door and walked away. I expect to leave a note in the kitchen, and disappear before the drama kicks in. I expect to head early to work, and wake myself up with coffee before the brigadier arrives. 
 
    But Rose is awake. Rose is in my shower. 
 
    And I have time, before I need to get dressed.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lydia is in the coffee room when I walk in, yawning. She gives me a quick glance as she waits for her drink, and I can see the smile on her face as she turns away. 
 
    “Don’t …” I say, reaching for a cup. 
 
    “Oh, I’m saying nothing.” She sits down at the table, hands wrapped round her mug. 
 
    “Lydia …” 
 
    “But you two looked so sweet, walking in together.” She puts on a thinking face. “Was that a taxi I saw in the road? Did you two carpool this morning?” She gives me a wicked smile. “And don’t you normally walk to work, Corporal? What could you possibly have been doing, to make you late enough to call a taxi?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’m not going to answer that, Sergeant.” 
 
    But I can’t help smiling when I think about this morning. Rose, under the shower. Both of us laughing as we searched the floor for our clothes.  
 
    She shakes her head. “There it is. Corporal Conrad’s ‘I’ve been up all night’ smile.” She takes a sip of her coffee. “Good night, was it?” 
 
    I take my drink from the machine, and lean back against the worksurface.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, it was.” She sits up straight, her hands clasped in front of her, waiting for me to go on. “But you know I don’t kiss and tell.” 
 
    She gives me a look of mock hurt, and shrugs. “That’s OK, David. I understand.” She smiles again. “But I’m pretty sure Rose has no problem with the kissing, or the telling. I look forward to catching up with her later.” 
 
    “Lydia – do you honestly have nothing better to talk about?”  
 
    “Are you joking? More Conrad gossip?” She winks at me. “You’ve made my day, David. I’ll enjoy hearing all about it from your willing friend.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “He is impossible.” 
 
    Lee storms into my office, barely containing his anger.  
 
    “Sir?” He stops in front of my desk. 
 
    “Bracken. Spineless, gutless, cowardly drunk.” I raise an eyebrow, and sit back in my chair. 
 
    “He did nothing to defend her. Nothing.” He shakes his head. “I listed her mistakes. I listed her failings. I made sure she understood how much trouble she’s in, and Bracken? He just sat there.” 
 
    His meeting. The meeting where he planned to kick Ketty off the trial.  
 
    “So she knows, Sir?” 
 
    He gives me a long stare. “Yes, Corporal. She knows. She’s preparing the handover now.” 
 
    I nod, trying to see the problem. He’s delivered his message, no one’s argued with him – he should be happy. 
 
    “Everything she’s done to keep him on his feet, and he didn’t say a word to defend her.” 
 
    I’m trying to picture the meeting. Bracken in the middle of his morning hangover. Lee, shouting. Ketty, standing tall against the brigadier’s accusations.  
 
    “You are a superior officer …” I begin. 
 
    “Of course I am. But I’d expect something from the man she’s babysitting. Some defence.” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe he can’t see it, Sir. Maybe he doesn’t realise how much she does for him.” 
 
    He nods. “Even when she’d left the room. Even when it was just the two of us. Nothing.” He clenches his fists. “He’s a liability. He’s a walking failure. He’s a disgrace.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say with feeling. He’s right. 
 
    He stares at my desk for a moment, then uncurls his fingers.  
 
    “Go downstairs, Corporal. Pick up Smith’s files. It’s time you took the trial out of Bracken’s hands.” 
 
    He marches to his office and closes the door.  
 
    I am not looking forward to this. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So you’re off the trial?” 
 
    Ketty is writing notes when I walk into her office. She ignores me until I’m sitting on the front of her desk, then she slowly puts down her pen and fixes me with an icy stare.  
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    I can’t help myself. I feel a hundred feet tall after last night with Rose, and I want to make Ketty understand. She’s taken Canterbury away from me, and I’m not letting her forget her mistakes.  
 
    “What did he use to get rid of you?” She raises an eyebrow. “Elizabeth’s injuries? Missing recruits? What you did in Enhanced Interrogation yesterday?” 
 
    Her hands curl into fists on the desk in front of her, and she nods, slowly. “Plus whatever you told him about our evening out.” 
 
    I nod. I’m not letting her blame me for this. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s for the best, with all the personal stuff between you and Margaret.” 
 
    The colour is rising in her cheeks. I’m getting to her.  
 
    Good. 
 
    “There’s nothing …” she says, but I hold up a hand to stop her.  
 
    “I heard you, Ketty,” I say, shaking my head. “We all did. It sounded pretty personal to me.” 
 
    She nods, thinking. “You were …” 
 
    “In the interrogation room with the brigadier. Yeah.” I lower my voice. I want to know what happened. “What did she do to you, anyway?” 
 
    She shakes her head, and I can’t help smiling. I’m enjoying her discomfort. 
 
    “She wouldn’t talk, would she? Just like her standard interviews. Even the men in black couldn’t make her talk.” The colour deepens on her face, but she doesn’t say anything. I can’t resist pushing her. “Tough kid. Bad luck, Ketty. Those are the worst. They’re no fun at all.” 
 
    She straightens her back, lifts her chin, and glares at me.  
 
    “Enhanced Interrogation isn’t meant to be fun, David. It’s meant to get results.” 
 
    I think about Ketty, facing Margaret in the white tiled room. Two thugs ready to deliver a beating on her orders. 
 
    I don’t believe her. I think she enjoyed every moment.  
 
    “Oh, but it is though, isn’t it?” 
 
    She looks away, her cheeks an angry shade of pink, and I know my comment has hit home.  
 
    It feels good, making Ketty suffer. Making her pay for her mistakes. I can’t resist throwing another punch. 
 
    “So Lee’s mad with you again,” I say, reaching for the pen she’s been using. “And you’re still in trouble with Franks.” 
 
    She watches me clicking the lid on and off the pen in my hand, her jaw tight. “You, too.” 
 
    I give her a cheerful shrug. “Don’t worry about me, Ketty,” I say, biting back a smile. “It’s you they’re disappointed with at the moment. I’m pretty safe, for now. Lee thinks you’re getting sidetracked.” 
 
    She looks at me, and I wonder what I’ve said. The colour is fading from her cheeks, and she sits up straighter in her chair.  
 
    “David,” she says, carefully. “Did Lee ask you to take me out for a drink? Did he suggest the night out?” 
 
    I make myself smile, buying time, trying to think of a response. Something I’ve said has made a connection for her. I don’t know how she guessed, and I don’t want to confirm her suspicions. I could lie. I could protect Lee. I could tell her the night out was my idea. 
 
    Or I could blame the brigadier for everything. She thinks she rejected me at the end of the night. I could tell her – I could confess to Lee’s plan – and that would mean her rejection was directed at Lee. 
 
    It’s tempting. 
 
    “David?” 
 
    She wants an answer. This means something to her. Whatever happened between Ketty and Lee – it’s still a problem for her.  
 
    This feels like drama. I don’t want to get involved. 
 
    “Does it matter?” I ask, shrugging. 
 
    “Yes, it matters.” She stands up, reaches out, and snatches the pen from my hand. “It matters.” 
 
    She’s looking at me as if I’m a difficult recruit. As if she’s trying to stay calm. 
 
    She’s never going to trust me. She’s never going to come home with me. I’ve got nothing to lose by telling her the truth.  
 
    I’m working for Lee. She might as well understand that. I wait until she looks at me.  
 
    “OK, then yes. He did.” I keep my eyes on hers. 
 
    “Huh,” she says, glancing down at the desk. The colour is back in her cheeks, and she’s thinking this through.  
 
    “Did Lee send you to spy on me?” she says, quietly.  
 
    I shrug, and look away. There’s no point explaining. She knows what she needs to know.  
 
    “David,” she says eventually. “Is Lee trying to get rid of Bracken?” 
 
    I shrug. This isn’t a useful conversation, and if I say too much it will be me in Lee’s line of fire.  
 
    “How should I know what Lee wants?” 
 
    She leans across the desk, her voice steady.  
 
    “What have you told him, David? What did you tell Lee?” 
 
    I don’t owe her an explanation. I don’t owe her anything.  
 
    I hold her gaze. “I told him what he needed to know.” 
 
    “To take the trial away from me?” 
 
    “To protect himself.” 
 
    She stares at me, and there’s the hint of a smile on her face. “He’s afraid of Bracken, isn’t he?” 
 
    I think about Lee’s outburst, this morning. His anger at Bracken’s apathy.  
 
    She watches my face, nodding. “He thinks Bracken is going to screw up.” She’s really smiling now. She thinks she has everything worked out. “He thinks Bracken is going to destroy the Terrorism Committee.” She runs both hands over her hair, thinking as she speaks. Her smile fades. “Lee wants Bracken gone, and I’m the way he’s going to make that happen.” 
 
    I can’t get involved. I’ve said too much. Let Ketty lie awake and figure this out – it’s her problem, not mine. I’ve lost the Canterbury job because of her mistake. I don’t want to waste any more time on her. 
 
    I clear my throat and glance around the room.  
 
    “So, the Watson trial. Is the paperwork ready?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Not yet. There are some notes I need to write up.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, then?” I say, stepping away from her desk.  
 
    “I guess,” she says, shrugging. 
 
    There’s a smile on my face as I leave her office. She’s paying for her mistakes. I’ve reminded her that she’s not safe here. She could still screw up, and Franks could still send her home. Let her worry about that – maybe she’ll be more careful. I’ve given her a warning, and maybe she’ll learn to keep her head down. Obey orders, do as she’s told, and keep Bracken from embarrassing himself. Keep my secret.  
 
    Maybe she’ll stay out of my way. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, my night with Rose has caught up with me. I need to crawl into bed and sleep until morning. I’m tired and hungry, and I can’t wait to get home.  
 
    But as I walk along Whitehall, it’s not Rose I’m thinking about – it’s Ketty. About the connection she made between me and Lee. About asking her out. About Lee’s opinion of Bracken. 
 
    She’s smart. She’s dangerous. 
 
    And she’s wasted as Bracken’s babysitter.  
 
    Curves, scars, attitude, and a kiss, by the river.  
 
    Lydia’s right. I can’t let her go. She’s screwed up the Canterbury job. She’s left me dealing with Margaret’s trial. Lee tore her down in front of Bracken, and her boss didn’t lift a finger to defend her. 
 
    But she’s still working. She’s still fighting. She’s picked herself up, and she’s still defending Bracken. 
 
    She’s still defending herself. 
 
    I think about this afternoon. Her blonde hair tamed into a tight bun. Blue eyes flashing as she challenged me. Freckles, and the blush on her cheeks.  
 
    I have information. I have access to Lee. I have the power, here. 
 
    She needs me.  
 
    Maybe I can fix this. Maybe I have a chance.  
 
    Maybe I can still make Katrina Smith mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Coffee 
 
      
 
    When I reach my flat, Rose is waiting. She looks like a movie star – knee-length fitted dress, boots, gloves, coat. She must have changed at work and called a taxi to reach my doorstep before me. I know I need to sleep, but I can’t say no to this.  
 
    “Corporal,” she says, giving me a mock salute with one gloved hand. Her makeup is perfect, with a smile to match. I can’t help smiling back. 
 
    “Private.” Her smile widens. I reach into my pocket for my keys, and let us both inside. She hands me her coat and gloves, and heads for the living room. I can smell last night’s perfume on her coat as I hang it in the cupboard.  
 
    “So – what does the famous Corporal Conrad do for fun?” She asks, looking round at the sofas, the TV, the empty shelves. Deliberate hotel minimalism. 
 
    I shrug, aware that while she smells of roses and spice, I’ve just walked home in the clothes I’ve been wearing all day.  
 
    I run a hand over my hair. I don’t want to disappoint her, but I need to step away from work. I need to wash Lee and Ketty and Canterbury away, and focus on the woman in front of me. 
 
    I give her a sheepish smile. “Right now, I need a change of clothes, and a shower.” I wave my hand at the sofa. “Make yourself at home …” 
 
    She grins and takes a step towards me. Her eyes meet mine.  
 
    “Shower sounds fun,” she whispers, her fingers once again finding the buttons of my shirt.  
 
    I don’t know who has the power here, and I don’t care. She slips the shirt from my shoulders, and runs her hands over my skin to my waist, biting her lip.  
 
    My breath catches.  
 
    This is the distraction I need. Ketty can wait. The trial can wait. Lydia can have her gossip, and Rose can have me.  
 
    I’ll figure the rest out tomorrow.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Coffee, sleepy head.” Rose is laughing as she waves a mug under my nose, the steam dragging me awake. 
 
    I grunt, and she laughs again.  
 
    Something isn’t right. I haven’t heard my alarm. 
 
    “What time is it?” I’m slurring my words, and my head feels heavy. I don’t want to open my eyes.  
 
    “I didn’t want you to be late,” she says, placing the mug on my bedside table and siting down on the edge of the bed. “So I woke you up early, just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case?”  
 
    I prop myself up on one elbow, and open my eyes.  
 
    She’s naked. And she’s grinning at me.  
 
    I don’t know what this is, with Rose. I was looking for a one-night distraction, but she invited herself back.  
 
    She made coffee. She woke me up. 
 
    I’m used to hangovers and sleeping girls. I’m used to getting dressed and leaving them behind. 
 
    I’m not used to coffee in bed. 
 
    She lifts the duvet and slides in beside me, one hand grazing my chest. 
 
    “So,” she whispers, watching my reaction. “Coffee? Or Rose?” 
 
    I smile.  
 
    I could get used to this.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Time’s up, Ketty.” There’s a spring in my step as I walk into Smith’s office. Whatever is happening with Rose, last night was a good night, and this morning was a good morning. I feel ready to take on anything – Lee, Ketty, the trial. I feel unstoppable. “I need the Watson files.” 
 
    She’s on her feet, arms folded, and I can’t help thinking about what’s under her uniform. The light tan of her skin. The mess of scars on her knee.  
 
    Would she make me coffee in bed? Or would she walk away without a word? 
 
    I bite back a smile. I need to concentrate.  
 
    “So”, she says, watching me. “Who’s taking over? Who gets to sponge off all my hard work?” 
 
    She’s asking for information. She wants to know who Lee is trusting with Margaret’s show trial.  
 
    I perch myself on the front of her desk, and give her a wide smile.  
 
    “That would be me,” I say, and watch as her face turns grey. 
 
    She stares at me, all the colour draining from her cheeks, and rolls her eyes.  
 
    “You’re joking.” 
 
    I’m grinning now. She brought this on herself, using her fists and boots on her prisoner. She might have stolen Canterbury from me, but I’m enjoying this moment. Scoring a point against the untouchable Ketty Smith. 
 
    “It must be my reward, for sidetracking you.” 
 
    Her expression darkens, and I know I’ve pushed her too far. I don’t want to provoke a response – two days ago she took out her anger on Margaret, and I could hear her from the next room. I don’t want her taking this out on me. 
 
    I stand up, and take a step back.  
 
    She glares at me for a moment, then sits down.  
 
    “Fine,” she says, waving her hand at the filing cabinet next to the door. “They’re in the second drawer.” And she picks up her pen and turns back to her work.  
 
    I open the drawer, and find it full of hanging files. Everything is stored in folders, carefully organised and neatly labelled. Far too much to carry in one trip. 
 
    “Any chance of a hand to take these upstairs?” 
 
    The look she gives me could blister paint.  
 
    “OK,” I say, as calmly as I can. “I’ll shift them myself.” 
 
    She ignores me as I pull out a handful of files, tuck them under one arm, and let myself out of the room. 
 
    I find a place for the files in one of the filing cabinets in my office, then head back downstairs, ready for another confrontation. She’s angry about the decision to take the trial away from her, and judging by the state of the files, she has every right to be. As far as I can tell, she has everything under control. Every aspect of the day planned and checked, every decision recorded, every conversation noted in detail.  
 
    She didn’t deserve to lose this chance, whatever she did to Margaret. Lee is wrong – she’s doing an amazing job. She’s focused, she’s disciplined, she knows what she’s doing.  
 
    She’s a tough act to follow. Any mistakes will be mine, not hers. I have a lot to live up to.  
 
    I’m expecting another cold stare when I open the door to her office. Another invitation to argue. But when I walk in, I find her sitting with her head in her hands, her pen on the desk beside her.  
 
    Whatever is happening inside her head, I want nothing to do with it. This is drama, and it affects me directly. Let her protest this in any way she wants – I’m not getting involved. I need to move the files, and walk away. I do not need to be part of her soap opera. 
 
    I take another armful of files, and carry it upstairs.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Revelation 
 
      
 
    I take some time to look through the arrangements Ketty has made. Producers from PIN. The staging supplier. RTS units providing patrols. The judge, the prison guards at Belmarsh, the prisoner transport. Road closures. Crowd control.  
 
    It’s all here.  
 
    This isn’t right. This isn’t fair.  
 
    I don’t know how she’s done all this while keeping Bracken on his feet, and doing her best with the missing recruits.  
 
    No wonder she enjoyed our night out. No wonder she found a stage to dance on.  
 
    No wonder she came close to losing control. To coming home with me.  
 
    She spends all her time in total control of herself. Holding up Bracken. Tracking the kids from Camp Bishop. 
 
    I gave her a night with no rules, and I might as well have thrown her a life raft. She needed a break. She needed permission to let go.  
 
    You, me, and dancing on the tables. 
 
    I look at the file in my hands. She’s put everything into this. She’s invested her time and effort into Lee’s show trial, and now Lee has taken it from her. 
 
    No wonder she’s angry with me.  
 
    She deserves better. She deserves a friendly word. Lee wants me to be her friend? I’ll start here. I’ll start by telling her what a great job she’s done. How intimidated I am to have to pick up her work.  
 
    I don’t want to deal with her drama, but if this is how I gain her trust, I need to step up. I need to be the person who understands.  
 
    I’m in a good mood, thanks to Rose. I might as well use it. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the corridor outside her office, I take a calming breath. She’s angry, but I need her to trust me.  
 
    This is my chance.  
 
    I open the door, ready to give her something she needs. Ready to be the friend. Ready to be the hero.  
 
    But she’s not at her desk.  
 
    I step into the room, and I’m reaching into the filing cabinet when the door slams.  
 
    I freeze, my hands on the files, and look up to see Ketty glaring at me, her back against the door. 
 
    So much for avoiding drama. I keep my hands in the drawer, and my eyes on her. She’s furious.  
 
    “What’s really going on, David? What’s your special job on the Terrorism Committee?” 
 
    I shake my head. This isn’t the confrontation I was expecting.  
 
    I keep my voice calm. I can’t tell her the truth, so I need to distract her. I need to make her believe I’m on her side.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She stares, her jaw tight and her fists clenched.  
 
    I have no idea what she’s going to do next. All I can think about is the Enhanced Interrogation room. Ketty screaming at Margaret, and the interrogators pinning her to the wall.  
 
    There are no interrogators here. It’s me, and Ketty. 
 
    I pull my hands out of the drawer and hold them up in front of me, trying to calm her down.  
 
    “Really,” I say, quietly. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    My heart is racing. She knows about the Terrorism Committee. She knows I work for Lee. I told her too much, and she’s been thinking it through.  
 
    I’ve underestimated her. I’m not in control, here.  
 
    She takes a step towards me. 
 
    “The other day, David, in the corridor, you said you had a role to play on the Terrorism Committee.” She sounds as if she’s talking to a child. As if she’s about to punish a disobedient recruit. I realise my hands are shaking.  
 
    She takes another step.  
 
    “What did you mean? What’s your role?” 
 
    Lee wants me to give her information, but I can’t give her this. I shake my head, and look away. “Ketty …” 
 
    “Because I think I know what you do for them.” 
 
    I feel as if she’s thrown a punch. I know I’m in trouble. She’s smart, and she’s been listening. If she’s figured this out – if Lee finds out – I’m in trouble. 
 
    She could take me down.  
 
    Her voice is calm, but every word is a bullet.  
 
    “I think you’re the one who makes friends with the terrorists.” 
 
    I catch my breath. She knows. She’s paid attention. She’s thought it through, and she’s worked out what I do.  
 
    My heart is a bomb, exploding. She can’t know this. It’s bad for her, and it’s bad for me. 
 
    She steps towards me again, close enough for me to smell apple and mint. 
 
    “I think you’re the one they use to gain people’s trust. Resistance cells. Rebel groups.” There’s the ghost of a smirk on her face. “I think you’re the eye candy. Someone young and convincing to sweet-talk them into helping the committee.” She watches my reaction, but I’m frozen. I need to know what else she’s figured out.  
 
    “Am I close?” I can hear the anger in her voice. “Ringing any bells?” 
 
    I keep my hands up in front of me. She’s too close. I know what she can do, and I don’t want to have to defend myself.  
 
    I don’t want trouble from Lee. 
 
    I don’t want a black eye, either. 
 
    “So I started thinking, and there’s something I want to know.” She sounds calm again. She’s almost smiling. “Was it you, telling William Richards where to find his convoy?” Her face darkens, and she raises her voice. “Where to find the coach I was travelling on? Where to find my recruits?” 
 
    She slams the drawer shut, and I jump back, lifting my hands a little higher.  
 
    I can’t breathe. 
 
    She’s right. She’s worked it all out. She knows I sent William to raid the coach, and she knows I gave the order that put the bullet in her knee. I ended her RTS career.  
 
    And I tried to take her to bed.  
 
    She knows. She knows, and I’m in trouble.  
 
    “Are you the leak, David? Are you the person who makes the bombings possible?”  
 
    Lee is going to roast me. He’s going to lock me up.  
 
    “Are you the soldier with the shiny government equipment?” She shakes her head, and all I can think about is the suitcases on the Lindisfarne Lady, ready to blow a hole in the centre of Canterbury. “I bet they love it when you turn up. When you give them all the best toys.”  
 
    I can see Emma, breathless, her back against the shop front in the Marlowe Arcade. Jen, meeting me on the seafront.  
 
    “When you tell them which sites will be miraculously unguarded when they want to plant their bombs.” 
 
    Emma. Jen. Kieran. The trawler, tipping through the waves.  
 
    I step back.  
 
    “They must be very disappointed when the troops turn up to arrest them, afterwards. Do they figure it out? Or do you manage to convince them that they did something wrong. Something to deserve that firing squad?” 
 
    Emma in an orange jumpsuit. Jen, facing the guns.  
 
    She knows.  
 
    I take another step back, gathering my thoughts. Figuring out what to say.  
 
    The desk hits my thigh, and I’m cornered. 
 
    I don’t know what she’s going to do. And then she smiles, and shrugs.  
 
    “I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it? Someone’s handing them military-grade equipment. It might as well be you, right?” 
 
    I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know what she expects from me.  
 
    She walks round the desk, and sits back in her chair, watching me. I don’t let her out of my sight.  
 
    I make myself breathe, and I make myself wait. There’s no point answering her if she has more to say. I need to know what she knows.  
 
    She leans forward, elbows on the desk, and lowers her voice.  
 
    “Except that it does matter, David. It matters, because my best friend was on that coach.” There’s ice, creeping up my spine. I know this tone of voice. She used this on the guard from Makepeace Farm. She used it on Elizabeth.  
 
    This is how she convinces people to confess. This is how she gets inside their heads. She’s calm. She’s reasonable.  
 
    But what she’s saying is wildfire.  
 
    “You told William Richards, and all his resistance fighters, where to find us. And Dan, and Bex – they raided the coach.” 
 
    I don’t like this. I don’t like where this is going. She still sounds utterly calm.  
 
    “They killed my best friend. And for good measure, Dan put a bullet in my knee. My knee that, after the dancing that had us both sidetracked the other night, hurts as if it’s just been shot.” 
 
    They killed my best friend.  
 
    Whatever I say now, whatever I do, I will always be the person who did this to her.  
 
    I’ve let Lee down. There’s no way Katrina Smith will ever trust me again. 
 
    Even if I say nothing. Even if I walk away, she knows. And she’s blaming me.  
 
    “I live with that every day, David.” She still sounds as if she’s discussing the weather. “With the pain, and without my best friend. And I think that’s your job. Making friends with people, using them to keep you in power. I think you did this – to William, to Jackson, and to me.” 
 
    She sits back in her chair and waits.  
 
    I take a breath. 
 
    I could deny everything she’s said, but she’s too smart for that. She’s already figured this much out – she won’t believe a denial.  
 
    I could say nothing. Take the files, and leave.  
 
    And that would confirm everything.  
 
    Or I could remind her that she’s new here. She’s the RTS girl, and I’m the one on the Terrorism Committee.  
 
    I could make her understand. 
 
    She’s figured out my secrets. I’ve got nothing left to lose.  
 
    I step to the front of her desk, and give her a round of applause. She’s right, about everything. She’s earned this.  
 
    I watch the colour fade from her cheeks, the angry pink turning to ice on her skin.  
 
    I keep my eyes on hers, and she watches me, holding her breath. I mime picking up a phone.  
 
    “Hi Will,” I say, smiling. “Yeah. It’s me. I’ve got a great prize for you this time. A coachload of recruits and all their armour and guns.” I make it sound as if I’m promising him a chocolate factory and a unicorn. She’s clenching her jaw, watching every move I make. “Oh, yes – there will be staff on board, but don’t worry. They won’t be armed.” I’m grinning now. “Easy target. I’ll send you the schedule.”  
 
    I mime putting the phone down, and watch her, smiling.  
 
    She takes a breath, fighting to stay in control. Her fists tighten.  
 
    It’s everything she figured out, and everything she feared. Her knuckles are white, her fingernails digging into her palms.  
 
    She thought I’d be afraid, if she confronted me with this. She thought I’d – what? Beg her to stop? Beg her not to tell anyone? 
 
    She’s not in control here. She’s Bracken’s babysitter, and nothing more. Just because she knows the truth, that doesn’t give her power.  
 
    It puts her in danger, and I’m done helping out the new girl.  
 
    I’m done wasting time on Corporal Smith.  
 
    “Get out, David,” she says. Her voice may be quiet, but there’s no mistaking the rage behind it.  
 
    Time to walk away.  
 
    I pull the last of the files from the drawer, and let the door swing closed behind me.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Playbook 
 
      
 
    Ketty knows what I’ve done. She knows who gave her the scars on her knee, and she knows who killed her friend. 
 
    I knew there were casualties after the coach raid, but I’ve never bothered to check the details. That was William’s screw-up, not mine. 
 
    I look him up in Lee’s files. Liam Jackson, Senior Recruit. Stupid enough to bring a gun onto the coach, and idiotic enough to exchange fire with opponents in full armour. Ketty’s report said he took a bullet to the chest for threatening Dan, and it sounds as if he deserved it.  
 
    All they had to do was sit still, and let the kids raid the luggage lockers. Liam Jackson couldn’t handle that – he had to be the hero. Without armour, without backup.  
 
    Knucklehead. She’s better off without him. 
 
    And now? 
 
    I’m relieved. No more pretending. No more drama.  
 
    No more curves, scars and attitude, either. No hope of ever bedding Ketty Smith.  
 
    At least she knows where she stands. How insignificant she is in this organisation. How easily she can lose everything she’s worked for. 
 
    Perhaps that will keep her under control.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’ve sorted through Ketty’s files, and I’ve made notes on everything that still needs work. I’m struggling to keep my eyes open, and I can’t stop thinking about Rose. Dark hair, dark eyes. Her hands on my skin. The scent of cinnamon and roses.  
 
    So when she walks into my office in full uniform and gives me a smart salute, it takes me a moment to react.  
 
    “At ease, Private.” I’m trying not to laugh, but she drops her salute and clasps her hands behind her back, eyes fixed on the wall behind me.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Rose?” I sit forward in my seat, waiting.  
 
    She relaxes her shoulders, and smiles at me.  
 
    “I came to tell you to meet me at seven, Sir,” she says, as if she’s giving an official report. 
 
    “Really, Private?” I raise an eyebrow, and smile back. “And where am I meeting you at seven?” 
 
    “Outside my flat. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    I pretend to consider her invitation.  
 
    “And why would I be meeting you?”  
 
    Her smile brightens. “I think you should take me to dinner. Somewhere nice.” 
 
    I nod, slowly, watching her. We’re both trying not to laugh. “That sounds acceptable.” I keep my gaze locked on hers. “Will there be coffee?” 
 
    She thinks for a moment, a blush of pink darkening her cheeks. “I think there’s a good chance of that.” 
 
    “Then I will see you at seven, Private. Dismissed.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she says, grinning. 
 
    I’m sure I hear voices and giggling from the corridor as she walks away. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I head home at five to tidy the flat, work out, and take a shower. Another night with Rose is exactly what I need, but it feels dangerous. I don’t want a relationship. I don’t want drama. I don’t want to lose control.  
 
    But I do want Rose.  
 
    I want her hands on my skin. I want coffee in bed. Early morning showers and no hangovers.  
 
    I want everything she’s giving me, but I don’t want to commit.  
 
    And I don’t know what she wants. 
 
    I think about Emma. Tears in the night, and a warning from Jen. She didn’t want to walk away when I left. We didn’t have time for drama – we had an expiry date, and she couldn’t afford to upset me. I was the one with the supplies for fighting back. With money for boats and suitcases and expensive restaurants. I was their hotline to the resistance. 
 
    But there’s no expiry date on me and Rose. No agreement on when I get to walk away. No limit to the drama when I’ve had enough.  
 
    I need to be careful.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    This time, dinner is expensive. I pull some Home Forces strings and book us a table at the Royal Hotel in Mayfair. I call a taxi, and make sure I’m early to meet Rose. 
 
    She’s expecting me to arrive on foot, so when I step out of the car and hold the door for her she’s delighted. She reaches across the back seat, and takes my hand in hers. I can’t help smiling as the taxi pulls away.  
 
    When we reach the restaurant, she gives me an approving smile. We walk through the hotel lobby, past velvet sofas and sparkling chandeliers, and she looks completely at home. Elegant, well dressed, flawless hair and makeup. Someone takes our coats and shows us to our table, and she’s looking around like a child in a toy shop.  
 
    “All this for me, David?” she asks when we’ve taken our seats. 
 
    “All this for us.” I shrug, and smile. “You said you wanted somewhere nice.” 
 
    She sits up straight in her chair, and smooths her dress over her toned stomach. “Yes,” she says, nodding. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “So this will do?”  
 
    She looks around, and nods again. “This will do.” 
 
    And she grins.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The taxi picks us up at ten, and we hold hands all the way back to my flat, the street lamps painting our faces with light and shadow as we head across London in the dark. 
 
    At the front door she takes the keys from my hand and kisses me, one hand against my cheek. She opens the door, and we step inside, speechless as we reach for each other. We drop each other’s coats and gloves in the hall. I kick off my shoes as we reach the living room. She sits on the arm of the sofa and I tug on the zips of her boots, dropping them as she reaches for my shirt and … her hands are on my skin. Her fingers trace the muscles on my chest. I slide the zip of her dress along her spine and she steps out of it, kicking it away. 
 
    She’s here. All of her, manicured and toned and perfect, taking my hand and leading me to my bed. 
 
    We haven’t said a word since the restaurant, and there’s nothing we need to say. 
 
    I follow her, and she takes charge. She whispers to me what she wants and I do everything she tells me to do. She’s like a flame, her skin hot under my fingers, and she breathes my name like a prayer.  
 
    Somewhere in the middle of the night I realise I could hold on to this. I could put up with drama if I could keep this perfect feeling. I could leave Lee’s demands and Lydia’s girls behind. I could forget Emma and the untouchable Corporal Smith, and come home every day to this.  
 
    The thought makes me smile as I drift into sleep, my pillow scented with cinnamon and roses, her arm a gentle binding round my chest.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When I wake, it’s to the smell of coffee, and silence in the flat. I reach out, but Rose’s pillow is empty, the sheets cold. There’s no water running. No one in the shower.  
 
    I follow the trail of clothes into the living room, but there’s nothing left of hers. I step over my trousers and shirt, pick up my shoes and drop them in the hall, then head to the kitchen, yawning.  
 
    And stop.  
 
    There’s a note, on the worksurface.  
 
    I step across the room, my stomach clenching, the tiles cold under my feet. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.  
 
    She’s left me a note. 
 
    The perfect woman. The perfect night. And she’s left me a note. 
 
    Rose’s handwriting is neat, precise, and feminine.  
 
    Good morning, gorgeous. 
 
    She’s used the notepad I always use. The pen I keep in the kitchen drawer.  
 
    I shake my head and run a hand over my hair, smiling.  
 
    I made coffee, but you didn’t wake up.  
 
    I can’t believe she’s done this. I can’t believe I’m reading a ‘good morning’ note in my own kitchen. 
 
    This is what I do. This is how I walk away from the girl in my bed without upsetting her.  
 
    This is how I avoid small talk and drama, and move on with my day. Keep the memories, but lose the girl.  
 
    And now Rose has done it to me.  
 
    Goodbye, David. It’s been fun. Your reputation as a legend is safe. Thanks for the entertainment. 
 
    And she’s drawn a smiley face in the shape of a heart. 
 
    She’s said goodbye. There’s no way this is anything but an ending. 
 
    My chest is tight. There’s a lump in my throat. I’m leaning on the worksurface, every muscle in my arms straining to keep me from falling. 
 
    My perfect world has exploded. My hands are shaking. I take a breath, trying to work out how I feel.  
 
    I’m angry. Offended that she’s not waiting for me in the shower or waking me with coffee in bed. 
 
    I’m disappointed. Last night was perfect. I don’t want that to stop. 
 
    But there’s a part of me that’s laughing. I know I deserve this, and Rose has delivered it perfectly. She knew what she wanted, she took it, and she left. 
 
    She gave me everything I needed. No strings, no commitment, no awkward morning after. And she said goodbye in a way she knew I’d understand. She spared me the drama, and she made a clean break.  
 
    She followed my playbook, and she left me clutching at memories. 
 
    It’s what I need, and it’s what I deserve. 
 
    There will be other girls. There will be other nights. But this makes me realise how much I wanted Rose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “David!” Lydia jumps to her feet as I walk into the coffee room. “I heard there was gossip.” 
 
    She’s laughing. Waiting to hear my side of this morning’s story. 
 
    I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want her to know how I feel. For once, this is none of her business.  
 
    I hold my hands in front of me, shaking my head, but that only makes her laugh louder. This isn’t where I want to dissect my nights with Rose. I don’t want to think about Rose at all. I’m tired, and I have work to do.  
 
    I turn, and head back to the corridor, Lydia shouting at me to wait. 
 
    I’ll have coffee upstairs. I’d rather meet Brigadier Lee than Sergeant Wheelan this morning. 
 
    And I’d rather not bump into Rose.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The phone is ringing when I reach my office, and I hurry to pick it up.  
 
    “Corporal? This is Monitoring. Is the brigadier available?” 
 
    I put the caller on hold, and knock on Lee’s door. 
 
    “Yes?” He sounds impatient as I step into his office. 
 
    “Sir.” He nods. “Call from Monitoring. Shall I put it through?” 
 
    He raises one eyebrow, then nods, and reaches for his phone. I close his door and connect the call, wondering what the spying department has picked up. What it has to do with Lee. 
 
    I don’t have to wait long to find out.  
 
    “Is there no end to that man’s incompetence?” Lee is shouting as he throws the door open.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    He watches me for a moment, then takes a breath, lowering his voice.  
 
    “Am I imagining it, or was Colonel Bracken negotiating to have Jake Taylor brought to London?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “He assured me he was working hard. Talking to the Scottish government. Making them all sorts of offers, and giving them assurances about Taylor’s safety in our custody.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “His reports were positive. Slow progress, but moving in the right direction.” I have to smother a smile at his ruthless impression of Bracken. “He was sure our misbehaving recruit would be in the cells and on trial in the foreseeable future.” I nod, and let Lee talk. “So how do you explain the conversation I’ve just had?” 
 
    I shake my head. I know this is bad, but I don’t know what he’s going to tell me. I don’t know what provoked this rage. 
 
    He folds his arms across his chest and fixes me with an angry stare. I can feel my stomach knotting. I don’t know what to expect. 
 
    “Jake Taylor is no longer in Scotland.” 
 
     This doesn’t make sense. Ketty’s recruit was in trouble – he was under arrest. But if Lee is this angry, then he hasn’t been sent home. He’s not in the UK. 
 
    And that’s bad news for us.  
 
    “Sir?" Lee glares, waiting for me to catch up. “He was locked up. He broke all those laws. They were trying to deport him …” I’m shaking my head again. “I’m confused.” 
 
    He nods. “So was I, Corporal.” He watches my reaction. “Would you like to know why Jake Taylor is no longer north of the border?” 
 
    My throat is dry. This can’t be good news. I nod. 
 
    “The incredibly lucky Mr Taylor has been shipped out to the Netherlands. Flown, in fact. And granted asylum.” 
 
    My stomach drops. This is very bad news. 
 
    “But we don’t have …”  
 
    Lee cuts me off. “No, Corporal. We don’t have an extradition treaty with the Netherlands. In fact,” he waves a finger to emphasise his point, “we don’t have any formal contact at all with the Dutch government.” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment, thinking this through.  
 
    “So Jake is safe?” He nods. “We can’t touch him?” 
 
    “Jake Taylor is firmly out of the picture. No more negotiations. No deportation, no trial, no execution.” 
 
    “So why the Netherlands? There are plenty of countries that won’t negotiate with us. Why chose one of our nearest neighbours?” 
 
    Lee’s face darkens. “That’s a very good question, Corporal. One I will throw at Bracken and see what he has to say. Call down and let him know I’m coming.” 
 
    He strides across the office, but turns back at the door. “On second thoughts, cancel that phone call. I want him scared. I want to see his face when I walk in. I want to watch him hide his whisky bottle and pretend to be sober.” He checks his watch. “If I’m not back here in twenty minutes I expect you to knock on his door, whether or not his babysitter permits the interruption. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    And he slams the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
     I have a few minutes before I need to rescue Lee, but there’s no harm in arriving early and making sure Ketty doesn’t stand in my way. She glances at me as I step into her office, then turns back to her notes without a word. 
 
    I roll my eyes. While Lee and Bracken are working together, I need to work with Corporal Smith, and she needs to work with me.  
 
    I didn’t choose her coach as a target – that was Lee. I’m the messenger here, not the mastermind. And I didn’t put the gun in Liam Jackson’s hand. I didn’t tell him to fight off the attackers. If he’d stayed on the coach and followed orders, he’d still be alive, and Ketty would have no reason to hate me.  
 
    She wouldn’t know about me and William. There would be no awkward history between us. I might have been enjoying her charms, instead of dropping my guard with Rose.  
 
    I need to remind her that she can’t ignore me, if she wants to keep her job. She can’t walk away. 
 
    And this morning’s news changes everything. No more playing nice with the Scottish government. No more hiding what happens to the prisoners in our cells. With Jake gone, there’s nothing to stop her putting injured prisoners on TV. 
 
    “At least you can use all that footage now,” I say, stepping across to her desk. “Elizabeth, Margaret. You can show off all the bruises on PIN.” 
 
    “I suppose I can,” she says, without looking up.  
 
    “Come on,” I say, smiling. “I thought you’d be happy. All that trouble you went to, giving Elizabeth a broken arm? And now you get to show it off on TV.” 
 
    She’s still writing notes. Still ignoring me. 
 
    “Corporal Conrad,” she says, her voice tight and controlled. “Is there a reason you’re in my office?” 
 
    I give her a shrug, and glance at Bracken’s door. “Just waiting for the brigadier.” I bite back a grin. “Is he roasting your boss alive in there? What’s taking him so long?” 
 
    She places her pen carefully on the desk, and gives me a cold stare.  
 
    “I don’t know, David,” she says. “But I think you should wait in the corridor.” 
 
    I have to stop myself from laughing. Corporal Smith is trying to give me orders. She’s trying to push me around.  
 
    After this morning – after Rose and Lee and Jake – I could use a fight. Particularly one I know I’m going to win. 
 
    “Do you?” I say, my feet planted solidly in front of her desk.  
 
    She glares at me for a moment, then stands up. I’ve taken a step back before I can stop myself.  
 
    Her voice is quiet, but her anger blazes through every word. 
 
    “You are not a friend, Corporal,” she says, her eyes fixed on mine. “You are not my protector. And you are not my date, when you’re bored.” She leans across the desk, her fists pressed into the paperwork in front of her. I can feel my smile fading. “You are the person responsible for the death of someone I cared about, and I will not forget that.” She sounds calm, but I can see her shoulders shaking as she tenses all the muscles in her arms. She’s barely in control, but she can’t touch me here. Not with Lee and Bracken on the other side of the door. She can’t make me leave. 
 
    I nod, smiling again, and wait for her to continue.  
 
    She takes a breath. “You are not invited,” she says, as if she’s talking to a stranger, “and you are leaving now.” 
 
    I’m about to congratulate her on a great speech, and point out that she has absolutely no power to make me do anything, when Lee slams open the door to Bracken’s office and steps into the space between us. He glares at Ketty, her fists still resting on the desk, and raises an eyebrow at me, then walks out, shaking his head. I follow him into the corridor, and when I glance back she’s still watching me – chin tilted up, jaw tight, and a flash of victory in her ice-blue eyes.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Exhausted 
 
      
 
    I need to sleep. I’ve spent the last three nights with Rose, and my face is grey in the bathroom mirror. I’m running on caffeine and the thrill of scoring points against Ketty. The Canterbury job will be over in a few days, and the Home Forces will have an excuse to claim more power, and impose more restrictions. Lee will be happy, Franks will be happy, and I’ll be one step closer to a promotion. 
 
    I’m changing the world. I’m reshaping the country. I feel invincible, but I need to stop. I need to spend a night alone, and asleep. 
 
    So why am I here, staring at the mirror at – what? Two in the morning? 
 
    Jake Taylor. Ketty Smith. Rose. Emma. Lee. 
 
    This was supposed to be straightforward. Seduce the RTS girl. Get a good look at the curves under her uniform and the scars I put on her knee, make sure she spills her secrets, and work out how to destroy Bracken. Bring back Jake, and show the country what we do with terrorists and resistance cells. Avoid drama. Avoid complications. Keep the brigadier happy.  
 
    And here I am. Ketty isn’t speaking to me. Jake is out of our hands. Rose and Emma are … complicated. I see their faces every time I close my eyes – their hands on my skin, my fingers tracing their curves. The final night in Canterbury and every night with Rose playing like high-definition movie scenes every time I try to sleep.  
 
    Lee is angry – with me, with Ketty, with Bracken, with Scotland.  
 
    I’ve lost my role on the committee. My power over Emma and Jen and the others. After the bombing, it won’t be me deciding what happens to them. It won’t be me deciding whether they live or die.  
 
    There’s no one in my power. No one in my bed. Everything I live for is drifting away, like smoke.  
 
    I splash water on my face, and try to ignore the dark circles under my eyes.  
 
    I can’t think like this. Things will change. I have the Watson trial, and I have faith in the Canterbury cell. In less than four days, the country will be reeling from a devastating attack. Lee will be congratulating me. I’ll remind the committee – remind Franks – who I am, and what I do for them. I’ll put Ketty and Rose and Emma behind me.  
 
    I know this is true. I know everything will work out. It’s just hard to believe it, alone, in the dark. 
 
    I switch off the bathroom light and crawl back into bed. There’s nothing I can do until morning. I need to sleep.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It’s hell, crawling out of bed. Forcing myself to get dressed and dragging myself to work.  
 
    I need to show my face. Lee needs me, even if it’s just to have someone to shout at. I need caffeine before I face him and whatever he’s angry about today.  
 
    The basement coffee room is empty, and I sit at the table with my drink. I’m grateful that I don’t have to make conversation – that I have a few minutes to myself. I rest my head on my arms.  
 
    “Corporal!” 
 
    Lydia’s parade-ground shout wakes me, and I’m on my feet before I realise where we are.  
 
    “Tired, are we?” She grins, and puts a fresh cup of coffee on the table in front of me. “Drink up. I want to know everything.” 
 
    She sits down across the table, and waits. 
 
    I check my watch. I still have a few minutes before I need to get to the office. I intended to put my head down for a minute, and I realise I’ve been asleep for ten. I have time for my caffeine fix. I’m not sure I have time for Lydia.  
 
    “Sit down, David. Drink your coffee.” She smiles as I sink into the chair. “I want to know about Rose.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. My throat feels as if it’s lined with gravel, and my eyes feel like sand. “You don’t.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh no.” She rests her elbows on the table. “Was there drama? Are you heartbroken?”  
 
    I concentrate on the mug in my hands.  
 
    Lydia gives a dramatic gasp. “You didn’t … fall for her, did you?” 
 
    I roll my eyes, and she giggles.  
 
    “Corporal Conrad! This is unexpected.” I hold up a hand to stop her, but she’s not finished. “Rose? Rose? She’s the one who grabbed your heart? She’s not blonde, she has very brown eyes, and definitely no endearing freckles.” She tilts her head and narrows her eyes, thinking. “Unless it’s not your heart she grabbed …” 
 
    “Stop.” I wrap both hands round my drink, and make myself meet her eyes. Her laughter fades.  
 
    “She actually got to you.” Lydia shakes her head.  
 
    “I don’t want to …” 
 
    “Talk about it?” She laughs. “I’m sure you don’t.”  
 
    I finish my coffee, and slam the cup onto the table. 
 
    “Go easy on yourself, David,” she says, her voice hushed. “It was bound to happen sooner or later.” She gives me a kind smile. “Get some sleep. And if you want to talk about it, you know where to find me.” 
 
    I can’t help laughing.  
 
    “I’m not your personal gossip factory, Sergeant,” I say, standing up. “I think I can handle this on my own.” 
 
    She gives me a mock salute. “Yessir, Corporal. But if you change your mind …” 
 
    She doesn’t have the chance to finish. I’m already walking away.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Canterbury, Corporal. Where are we?” 
 
    Lee glances up from his desk, then turns back to his notes.  
 
    “Final contact tomorrow, Sir. Everything’s ready.” 
 
    He puts his pen down, and gives me a long stare. “And you trust your team? You’re happy with their progress?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “No cold feet? No suspicions? No one bailing out and leaving you without the promised attack?” 
 
    I think of Emma. Black dress and heels. Her kiss, when I gave her the target.  
 
    I think of Jen, taking notes as I ran through the details.  
 
    Niall and Simon, and the Lindisfarne Lady, stocked with explosives.  
 
    Lee raises an eyebrow, and I realise I’m smiling.  
 
    “No, Sir,” I say, my smile widening. “I have every confidence in my team.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ketty hasn’t wasted any time. She doesn’t have to play nice with Scotland any more, so tonight’s terrorism update on PIN includes footage of the Scottish shop worker they arrested during the safe house raid in Newcastle. They’ve edited the feed to make the answers fit the questions, trying to establish a link between the safe house and the shop, and Ketty’s recruits.  
 
    They’ve done a good job.  
 
    I’m sitting on the sofa, beer in hand, watching Bracken guide the prisoner to a confession. It’s not as entertaining as watching Ketty, but at least the Colonel looks sober, and the unfortunate Mr Dewar looks suitably scared. 
 
    And clueless. He has no idea where Bracken is leading him.  
 
    He claims to have seen strangers working in the store room at the back of the shop. There’s a smile on my face as I watch Bracken lay out the photos from the recruits’ wanted posters.  
 
    “And who did you think they were?” 
 
    Dewar shrugs. “Illegals, I guess. Europeans.” He tugs on his handcuffs, as if he has somewhere more important to be. 
 
    “Do you recognise any of these people?” 
 
    The prisoner looks at the photos in front of him. “Don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    And Dewar picks out Dan Pearce. Ketty’s recruit from Camp Bishop, Bex Ellman’s right-hand man, and one of our top ten most wanted terrorists. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “He was there.” 
 
    PIN cuts back to the studio, and the newsreader confirms the charge of aiding and abetting a known terrorist. The prisoner has just signed his own execution papers.  
 
    I realise I’m imagining the smile on Corporal Smith’s face as she watched him fall into Bracken’s trap.  
 
    She’s doing it again. Failing. Falling. Paying for her mistakes, and dragging herself back to her feet. Standing tall, and handing another prisoner to a firing squad. Keeping Bracken in his job. Giving Franks and Lee the headlines they need. 
 
    She’s unbreakable. 
 
    And when I crawl into bed and let the tiredness of the last few days drag me into sleep, it’s not Rose in my dreams. It’s Ketty. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prepared 
 
      
 
    “David?” 
 
    “Jen.” 
 
    I can’t keep the smile from my voice. It’s good to be taking control again. I look out at the view from the conference room, at the pods on the London Eye glinting in the winter sunlight, and exchange passwords with Jen for the last time.  
 
    “Is everything ready?” 
 
    “It’s ready.” 
 
    “Any problems? Questions? Anything I should know about?” 
 
    “It’s ready, David. The suitcases are on the boat. We’ve borrowed a van. We’ve checked out the target. We’re good to go.”  
 
    “Last chance to ask for help.” 
 
    “Relax, David. We’ve got this.” She’s smiling. Confident. Everything I need her to be. “Let us do what we signed up to do.” 
 
    “You’re making history,” I say, and I’m grinning. We’re almost there, and everything is in place. “You’re making a difference.” 
 
    “I know,” she says, still smiling, and hangs up the phone. 
 
    Two days. Two days until Jen and Emma destroy the centre of their city, for me. Two days until they follow my orders and give Franks all the power she wants.  Until they give the Home Forces an excuse to restrict freedoms, increase surveillance, and extend Martial Law.  
 
    Lee’s right. This is important. And I’m the one making it happen. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The brigadier is waiting in my office when I head downstairs. He checks his watch as I walk through the door. 
 
    “Final contact?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Everything ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    We watches me for a moment, then nods. I can’t hide my smile. 
 
    “We’re expecting a full report, Corporal. Are you prepared?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Sir. Names, addresses, contact records – I’ll make the presentation to the committee.” 
 
    He stares at me, then gives me an icy smile. “Excellent work, Corporal,” he says. “We’ll look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’d like nothing more than a celebration tonight. A Private from the mail room or the supply office – someone who can’t make trouble for a higher-ranking officer. Dinner, drinks, and a note in the morning. Someone pretty and blonde and drama-free to keep me entertained. 
 
    But I need to sleep. I need to be ready when Franks is handing out credit for the bombing. I need to be at Lee’s side when he announces the success to the Terrorism Committee. I need to make sure they know who made their power-grab possible. Who made the bombing happen. 
 
    So I’m home alone, another beer in my hand as I switch to PIN for the evening news. 
 
    Ketty has been back to Belmarsh. She’s on camera questioning the Scottish prisoner, and he has plenty to say. He talks directly to the camera, and Ketty watches from the side of the screen. 
 
    “It was just a job. Just a job! I worked in the shop. Those kids? They worked out the back.” He shakes his head, glancing at Ketty, and when she points at the camera he takes a breath and carries on. “I didn’t mean to help anyone. I was just trying to pay the rent. I didn’t mean …”  
 
    He shakes his head again, desperation on his face. The feed freezes, and the newsreader cuts in, reminding the viewers that the prisoner is a terrorist sympathiser.  
 
    He looks angry. He looks dangerous. Ketty’s footage is perfect. 
 
    I raise my beer to the image on the screen. Good luck to him. He’s come up against Katrina Smith, and he’s starting to feel the pain.  
 
    She’s in control. She’s always in control.  
 
    The rest of us don’t stand a chance.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I wake refreshed, and I find myself singing in the shower.  
 
    One day. One day until all my plans come together. Jen and Emma and the rest of the team are doing exactly what I’ve told them to do, and I can already see the look on Lee’s face as he debriefs the committee. The look on Franks’ face when she comes to congratulate Lee. 
 
    The Canterbury cell will be going through their final checks. Are they packing bags? Preparing to run? Or have I convinced them they’ll be safe if they follow my instructions?  
 
    Some people stay, and the TV cameras get to watch their arrests in the middle of the night. Some people run. Cora ran, after the Bournemouth attack, and we’ve never tracked her down.  
 
    It doesn’t matter. Whatever happens after this will happen in the shadow of the most important bombing since Crossrail. No one will notice what happens to the bombers – we’ll be too busy stoking outrage and fear, and trading power for promises of protection. 
 
    I wanted to deliver the Canterbury bombers to the committee. I wanted to give the orders and take all the credit, but thanks to Ketty that’s not my job any more. Not my concern.  
 
    I realise I’m relieved. Emma’s fate is out of my hands. Lee can have the others, but I don’t want to be the one who puts Emma in a terrorist’s jumpsuit. I don’t want to watch her trial, or her execution. I want to think of her as the girl in the black dress, forever. Her arms around me, that last night in Canterbury. Blonde, blue eyes, freckles, and curves, doing everything I convinced her to do. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I spend the day preparing for the Terrorism Committee meeting. All the details I have on the bombers, and everything relevant I learnt from them, written down and filed away for the committee to use. As my team prepares for the attack, I’m preparing the aftermath.  
 
    The rush of power is back. I’m in control. What happens tomorrow will be down to me – my work, my efforts, the relationships I built. 
 
    I head home alone, and when I sleep, I dream of the Lindisfarne Lady, tilting and rolling through the waves with a cargo of destruction in her hold. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Early 
 
      
 
    The air is chilly as I step out of the building. It’s six in the morning, and I’m headed to work. I’ve been awake since four, and we’ll have confirmation of the bombing in an hour.  
 
    There’s no point waiting in the flat. I might as well be in the office, reminding Lee and Franks whose operation this is. I trained the bombers, I built the relationship, and I made sure they had everything they’d need for today. I can’t take credit if I’m not in the room. 
 
    I walk along Whitehall, thinking about my team. They’ll be in the van, heading for the target, suitcases ready. Niall and Simon will be tidying their empty boat, ready to be fishermen again.   
 
    This is the most dangerous part – moving the bombs. I know how many things could go wrong, and I force myself to take a breath and walk faster. My hands are shaking.  
 
    It’s still dark when I reach the Home Forces building. The security guard raises an eyebrow as he checks my pass, glancing at the clock on the wall. I ignore him, and he waves me through. The lights are on in the lobby and the corridors, but the coffee rooms and offices are dark.  
 
    I’m not surprised to find the lights on in my office, and the door to Lee’s office standing open. I can hear the PIN feed as I take off my coat – a reporter filing a segment from a children’s hospital. Human interest to start the day.  
 
    “Corporal?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” I hurry to his door, and find him sitting in one of the chairs in front of his desk, facing the TV screen. He doesn’t look surprised to see me. 
 
    “Here to watch the news?” He flashes me a smile, and I can’t help smiling back. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Time for a coffee, I think,” he says, checking his watch. 
 
    “No problem, Sir.” He turns back to the screen. 
 
    I have to turn on the lights in our coffee room, and flick the switch on the coffee machine. I fill two mugs, looking out of the dark window at the lights across the river. My stomach is knotted, and I feel as if there’s a band around my chest. I can’t take a full breath, and I can’t stand still. My bones are buzzing with excitement and nerves.  
 
    I check my watch. Fifteen minutes.  
 
    They’ll be placing the last of the suitcases. Right now, while I’m making coffee, they’ll be walking through the centre of Canterbury leaving smart black cases behind columns and in doorways. In shadows and corners, where they won’t be seen. Where they’ll do the most damage. 
 
    I’m proud of them. Emma, Jen, Kieran, and the others. I’m proud of what they’re doing, even if they don’t know whose side they’re on. And I’m proud of myself. They’re doing something dangerous – something bold – for me. They’re doing this because I persuaded them to. 
 
    I pick up the coffee mugs and head back upstairs, trying to keep my hands steady.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat.” Lee takes a coffee and waves at the chair next to him. 
 
    I sit down, and make myself sit still. I want to move. I want to pace the room. I want to feel the power, humming through me. 
 
    I am making this happen, and I feel ten feet tall.  
 
    I am in control.  
 
    I glance at the screen. Five minutes. I can’t breathe. I’m drumming my heel against the floor, my fingers tight around the mug in my hands.  
 
    Lee laughs. “Nervous, Corporal?” 
 
    I nod. I know he’s smiling.  
 
    There won’t be anything in the seven o’clock headlines. The bombs will explode just before seven, and there’ll be a delay between the attack, and the reports reaching the newsroom. We’ll be depending on Lee’s local contacts to call him with the code word – confirmation that everything has gone as planned. 
 
    But I can’t take my eyes from the clock in the corner of the screen.  
 
    One minute. 
 
    Thirty seconds.  
 
    Five. 
 
    My coffee is forgotten in my hands.  
 
    My heart thunders in my chest as the planned moment passes. I’m on the edge of my seat, waiting for the phone to ring.  
 
    This is it. This is everything we worked for – training the team, renting the boat, building the bombs. My pulse is a drum in my ears. 
 
    But the phone doesn’t ring. 
 
    Lee turns to look at his desk. He stands up, and walks to his chair. He leans over, fists on the desktop, watching the phone.  
 
    I can’t take a breath. My throat is a fist, closing.  
 
    We should have a call. We should have confirmation. 
 
    I fix my eyes on the newsreader, but I can’t hear anything she’s saying. 
 
    When the call comes, Lee and I both jump. He snatches up the phone and listens to the message. 
 
    I’m watching him, trying to read his expression. 
 
    His face is red. He’s taking deep breaths.  
 
    “Nothing?” He roars into the phone. “Check again!” And he waits, his knuckles white around the receiver.  
 
    Nothing, the contact said. Nothing has happened in Canterbury.  
 
    No bombs, no explosions. 
 
    I can’t breathe. The floor is tilting, like the deck of the Lindisfarne Lady. My stomach heaves. I lean forward, elbows on knees, fighting for breath. 
 
    Something has gone wrong. Something has happened to my team. 
 
    “Ask about the boat,” I say, swallowing bile. “Explosion. On the boat.” 
 
    If the bombs exploded at sea, it’s possible no one knows. That’s why we chose the trawler – an accidental explosion on a fishing boat would be easy to explain, and it’s possible there would be no witnesses.  
 
    I’m blinking away a vision of wreckage, sinking under the black water. If the bombs hit the boat, there’d be nothing left. Matchsticks.  
 
    And the people? I close my eyes tight, and make myself think of Emma in my bed. Emma in the black dress.  
 
    My mug hits the floor, broken pieces exploding across the office, coffee staining the carpet in front of me. I’m frozen, watching the stain spread. Seeing the boat, torn apart. 
 
    Lee is shouting, but I can’t make out his words.  
 
    I look up at the screen, but PIN is all laughter as the newsreader and the weather girl share a joke across the studio.  
 
    It hasn’t happened. The most important bombing since Crossrail, and it hasn’t happened.  
 
    We failed. On my watch. My team.  
 
    My thoughts are racing. All the things that could have gone wrong.  
 
    The suitcases are in place, but the explosions failed.  
 
    The van. Something happened to the van.  
 
    Something happened to Jen, or Kieran, or Emma, and the others backed out.  
 
    Something happened to the boat. 
 
    I’m running to my desk, pulling the notepad from my pocket. I know Lee is talking to me, but I grab my phone and dial Jen’s number. My fist is tight, fingernails pressing against the skin of my palm. The phone rings, and rings.  
 
    And I realise I’m powerless. I’m in London, hiding behind a fake identity and a mountain of lies. Everything I need to control is in Canterbury, and I have no idea what’s happened to my team. What’s happened to my bombs.  
 
    What’s happened to Emma. 
 
    The phone stops ringing. The line clicks and dies. I put the receiver down and sit on the edge of my desk. 
 
    I can’t do anything to make this right.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Corporal!” 
 
    I look up to see Lee at his desk, holding his phone out.  
 
    “In here,” he shouts, and I try to stand up. “Now!” 
 
    I make it to his desk, and he hands me the phone.  
 
    “They need everything. Names, addresses – everything you’ve got.” 
 
    I nod, and clear my throat, forcing my voice to something above a whisper.  
 
    Lee’s contact asks for the details of my team, and I give him everything I can think of. Kieran’s address, car registrations, a description of Pete’s bike. I ask about the Lindisfarne Lady, and the contact tells me they’re sending someone to Whitstable. When I have nothing else to suggest he thanks me, and hangs up. I pass the phone back to Lee, and he watches me, his eyes narrowed. I realise I’m standing in front of him as if I’ve been carved from stone. 
 
    I have absolutely no idea what to do next. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Disappeared 
 
      
 
    The next two hours leave me dizzy. Lee shouts, I try to explain what might have happened, the phone rings, Lee shouts again. PIN is our background music and wallpaper, every news update swinging past with no reports of bombings or explosions or missing boats or wreckage at sea. The local contacts have been to Kieran’s house, but there’s no one there. Lee sends the Coastguard and the Navy to search the fishing grounds off the Kent coast, but there’s no trace of the trawler. 
 
    My team has vanished.  
 
    I’ve picked up the broken mug from Lee’s floor, and done my best with the coffee stain. We can’t call a cleaner while we’re taking calls on a Top Secret operation, and I don’t have anything better to do. I’ve fetched two more mugs of coffee, and Lee is finally sitting at his desk, furious, but quiet. 
 
    “Sit down, Corporal,” he says, his voice calm. He looks exhausted, and I’m sure I look worse. He takes a sip of his coffee. 
 
    “So,” he says, looking at the mug in front of him on the table. “Your team.” He looks up at me, and I feel like a mouse in front of a lion.  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Any more insights? Any more thoughts on where they might be? What they might have done with your bombs?” 
 
    I shrug. “No, Sir.” 
 
    “The most important bombing since Crossrail, and you’ve delivered …” he starts counting on his fingers. “A vanishing team. A vanishing boat. A vanishing crew for your boat. And a very conspicuous lack of suitcases where your state-of-the-art suitcase bombs should be.” I start to agree with him, but he cuts me off. “Not only that, but the centre of Canterbury looks remarkably similar to the way it looked yesterday. And the day before. In fact, I imagine it looks exactly the same as when you were compromising some dazzling blonde with a very expensive meal on my tab.” 
 
    The knot in my stomach tightens.  
 
    “Sir, I …” 
 
    Lee smacks his hand onto the desk.  
 
    “I don’t care, Corporal.” He’s shouting again. “I don’t want your excuses. I don’t want your justifications.” He glances over my shoulder at the TV screen, and shakes his head. “This is a serious screw-up, and you …” 
 
    “I know, Sir,” I say, and he stares at me.  
 
    “Your trawler theory,” he says, eventually. “Is that …?” 
 
    But I don’t hear the rest of the question.  
 
    There’s a sound, like thunder. The floor jolts under my chair, and the phone rattles on the desk. Somewhere, there’s the sound of breaking glass.  
 
    I stare at Lee, and he stares back, eyes widening. 
 
    Another roll of thunder. Another jolt. 
 
    And another. 
 
    The evacuation alarm kicks in, drowning out PIN and whatever Lee says next. I should be moving. I should be standing up and leaving the building, but I’m frozen in my chair.  
 
    Three suitcase bombs. Three explosions.  
 
    I’m in so much trouble. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Lee 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes, blocking out the sound of the alarm.  
 
    Three explosions.  
 
    This is where my team planted the bombs. This is where they’ve been. 
 
    They weren’t in Canterbury at all. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee is shouting, but the alarm is too loud.  
 
    I can’t move. 
 
    A fist closes over my sleeve and he’s pulling me out of the chair. Dragging me across the office, past my desk, and out into the crowded corridor.  
 
    He tightens his grip on my shirt and hisses into my ear. 
 
    “Pull yourself together, Corporal. Walk.” And he pushes me in front of him, into the river of people. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Down the stairs, through the lobby, following the flow. Faces and uniforms pulsing red and white under the evacuation lights. Security guards shouting at us to keep moving, keep walking. The alarm, screaming.  
 
    Lee, behind me, pushing me forward. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Through the doors and onto the street and the cold air is like a punch to my throat. I try to catch my breath, but my chest is tight. Solid. Lee grabs my shoulder and swings me towards the river, and I can feel heat on my face.  
 
    Someone is shouting. Telling us to go back. Turn round. Lee shouts back, and we push our way out of the crowd. 
 
    I can see smoke, and flames. There’s a sound like a jet engine, roaring. The alarm fades behind us.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I stumble to the end of the street, my shirt bunched in Lee’s fist, and I think we’ve made a wrong turn.  
 
    There’s nothing here I recognise. Just flame and smoke and the screams of people in the water.  
 
    The opposite bank is falling into the river, and the London Eye appears from the smoke. 
 
    My knees buckle, and it’s only Lee’s hand on my shirt that stops me from falling.  
 
    He drags me back onto my feet.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I can smell the burning. I can hear the screams. Sirens, everywhere, heading for the South Bank.  
 
    And then Lee is running, pulling me with him.  
 
    I don’t see the Eye, falling. I hear the sound, like a musical note, as the cables tense and fail. I hear the slow-motion splash as the structure hits the river. And I’m running through the flood as a wave of dirty water rises over the embankment wall and crashes onto the road.  
 
    My feet are wet. Lee’s hand still grips my shoulder. The air is hot. 
 
    This is real. This is happening.  
 
    And it’s all my fault.

  

 
   
    Disgrace 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting in a tiny room, alone. A table, a chair, a waste-paper bin. A window, overlooking Horse Guards Parade.  
 
    And an armed guard outside the door.  
 
    “Don’t move,” Lee said when he dumped me in the chair, and told the guard to keep me here. 
 
    So here I am.  
 
    Horse Guards Parade is the emergency assembly point for the Home Forces building, and the noise from outside is constant. Shouting, marching, sirens screaming past on Whitehall. 
 
    I should be out there. I should be helping. We should have reported in with the fire marshals when we left the office, but Lee wanted me to see what had happened. 
 
    Maybe he didn’t believe it himself.  
 
    They’ve blown a hole in the heart of London – Emma, Jen, and the others – with only the river between the bombs and my office.  
 
    Did they know? Did they figure out who I was? 
 
    I remember Jen, searching the cottage in the middle of the night. Emma, laughing at how much I’d had to drink, mixing cocktails and drinking nothing but juice. 
 
    They didn’t find anything. I know they didn’t – there was nothing there to find.  
 
    I drag my chair to the table and rest my head in my hands.  
 
    What happened? What made them change the target? 
 
    What made them target me? 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m thinking everything through. First contact with Jen. Meeting up, on the seafront. Kieran following us to make sure she was safe.  
 
    Training the team. Giving them the skills and the tools to do … this.  
 
    Renting the boat. Recruiting Niall and Simon.  
 
    Emma, using my own tricks against me. Cocktails and cards. Inviting herself into my bed.  
 
    Emma in the black dress. Her kiss, when I gave her the target. 
 
    I gave her the target, ahead of time.  
 
    Stupid, stupid decision – but nothing she could use to find me. Nothing that would lead to today. 
 
    I shake my head. I can’t find my mistake. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Start again.  
 
    Jen. Kieran. Tankerton Beach. 
 
    Meeting the team. Pitching the job.  
 
    Training. The boat. Niall and Simon. 
 
    I remember the makeshift bar in the warehouse. The resistance poster on the wall. 
 
    Were they playing me from the start? It was Kieran who asked for the boat. Emma who backed him up. 
 
    And I didn’t question it. Niall and Simon checked out – there was nothing in their background checks.  
 
    But theirs was the oldest boat, and the poorest catch. The crew that needed money. 
 
    It was easy to recruit them.  
 
    Is that what they planned? 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Start again.  
 
    Lee’s contacts found Kieran. Kieran put together a group to fight for the resistance.  
 
    I made contact. I went to Canterbury.  
 
    Emma volunteered to check me out – get close to me, find out who I was. 
 
    Jen helped her search the cottage.  
 
    I found them a boat. I gave them a target. And I gave them everything they needed to build their bombs.  
 
    What if they were already working with the resistance? 
 
    What if my offer was too tempting to turn down? 
 
    What if everything they did was to get their hands on the military-grade explosives? 
 
    Shiny government equipment, Ketty called it.  
 
    Eye candy, she called me. Sweet-talker. 
 
    Entertainment, Rose said.  
 
    Trouble, Lydia said. 
 
    I think of Emma, joking with Jen in the middle of the night. Have you looked at him?  
 
    And Jen, calling Emma the tempting girlfriend. 
 
    I was so busy playing them, I didn’t catch them playing me.  
 
    I was so busy being the eye candy, I didn’t notice when Emma used herself as eye candy to distract me. I was so busy finding myself a pretty girl, I didn’t think about what the pretty girl wanted from me.  
 
    They took this from me, and I let them. I missed every sign. I ignored every clue. I ran their errands, gave them their bombs, and entertained myself with their willing friend.  
 
    I think of Emma – tanned skin against white sheets. Company for all those nights. Her arms around me on our last night together. 
 
    All for this.  
 
    And now London is burning. Landmarks are falling.  
 
    Smoke, flames, and screaming, and I let it happen. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When Lee comes back for me, I’m a mess. I vomited into the bin, but there’s no water in here – nothing to clean myself up with. My boots are wet from the river and my feet are cold. My shirt is creased, where Lee dragged me out of the building. I’m resting my head on the table, arms crossed in front of me, and my stomach feels like a bruise. 
 
    I hear the door opening, but I can’t make myself move.  
 
    “Corporal!” 
 
    Lee is shouting – asking questions and telling me to stand up – and I want him to stop. I drag myself to my feet and salute, my shoulders hunched.  
 
    “Go home,” he says, disgust in his voice. “Get yourself cleaned up and go home. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” 
 
    And he walks out. 
 
    The guard shows me to the bathroom, and I wash my face and rinse my mouth. When I’m done, he marches me to the door, and I’m on Whitehall.  
 
    The noise is shocking. I can hear shouting from Horse Guards Parade, and sirens across the river. A fire engine screams past, its blue lights pulsing. The pavements are crowded with soldiers in uniform.  
 
    I blink, trying to make sense of the shouts and noise. A figure in fatigues sprints across my path, heading for Westminster Bridge. Someone in a fluorescent Emergency Response jacket pushes past me, followed by a field doctor with a first aid box.  
 
    I’m the only person standing still. Everyone is busy. Everyone has a job to do. 
 
    I want to help, but this is my mess. I did this, and I can’t undo it.  
 
    I have no power, and Lee is sending me home. He wants me out of the way. 
 
    I’ve messed up, and now I have to live with it.  
 
    And suddenly there’s nothing I want more than to sleep. To crawl into bed and pretend this hasn’t happened – that this disaster is nothing to do with me. 
 
    Lee’s right. I can’t do anything to help. 
 
    I start walking, slowly, back towards my flat.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Type 
 
      
 
    My alarm sounds, and I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling. I’ve been awake for most of the night, and I don’t want to get up. I don’t want to put on my uniform and walk to the office. I don’t want to face Lee. 
 
    I don’t want to face anyone, but I don’t have a choice.  
 
    It takes all my strength to make myself sit up. Stand up. Walk to the bathroom.  
 
    The face in the mirror is grey. I run a hand over my hair and fill the basin with cold water, trying to wake up, but I find myself resting my head on my arms at the edge of the sink.  
 
    I feel hungover, without being drunk. I feel hollow. 
 
    I want to go back and make every decision again – change everything that happened with Jen and Emma. I want to undo the bombing. I want to put the South Bank back together – tidy up the mess, like picking up clothes from the floor. Like taking a painkiller. 
 
    I don’t want my mistake to stain the city, like a scar.  
 
    I don’t want any of this. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The streets are quiet, and the sirens are on the other side of the river as I walk along Whitehall. The Home Forces building was damaged by the bombs, and a security guard directs me to a temporary office in one of the buildings facing Horse Guards Parade. We’re doubling up, Lee and I sharing a single, small room. It takes hours for our files and furniture to arrive. 
 
    Lee doesn’t mention yesterday, but I think he’s relieved to see me. He keeps me in the office all morning, running through everything that happened in Canterbury. And when I’ve told him everything I can remember, he starts again. Everything I said to Jen. Every conversation with Kieran. Everything I did with Emma.  
 
    It’s excruciating.  
 
    He wants details. Who said what, and when. Exactly what happened with the trawler. How I found Niall and Simon. How much they knew, and how much I told them. How many times I noticed my team looking out for each other. Kieran, on the seafront. Jen, in the car.  
 
    How long Emma was sleeping in my bed. What she was willing to do to get close to me.  
 
    How I felt about her. How it ended, between us. 
 
    Everything that attracted me to her.  
 
    He smirks when I describe her athletic build, blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles. Tells me I have a type.  
 
    I feel sick. I think he’s enjoying this. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee calls an emergency meeting for the Terrorism Committee. They were supposed to meet yesterday to plan a response to the Canterbury attack, but my mistake put an end to that. I should have been next to Lee, taking credit for the bombing. 
 
    Instead, this feels like a trial. 
 
    Lee speaks for me, mostly. He repeats what I told him this morning, making sure he includes every damning detail. The committee members turn to me when they need clarification, but they’re happy to let him explain all the mistakes I made and all the clues I missed.  
 
    He’s twisting my story to suit his version of events, but it doesn’t matter. This was my job, my operation, and it ended with an attack on us. There’s no way I can deny the reality across the river.  
 
    “Any further questions?” Lee sounds exhausted. I don’t know how long we’ve been in here – I don’t dare check my watch – but it feels like hours. It feels like days.  
 
    “There’s the matter of the video.” Holden folds his hands on the table in front of him. Lee raises an eyebrow, and Holden doesn’t try to hide his smirk.  
 
    My stomach drops. I have no idea what he’s talking about, and I don’t think Lee does, either.  
 
    I think about everything I’ve done. Everywhere I went, and every conversation I had in Canterbury and Whitstable. What do they have on video? My meeting with Jen? Discussions with Niall and Simon? 
 
    Emma? 
 
    My face is hot, and my heart is kicking in my chest as Holden pulls up a video file on the TV in the corner.  
 
    And I finally take a breath.  
 
    It’s not what I was expecting. It’s not me, at all – or anyone in Canterbury.  
 
    It’s Ketty’s recruit. 
 
    Bex Ellman in a black T-shirt, her hair tied back to match the image on the resistance posters. She’s standing in a white studio, facing the camera, a look of determination on her face. Lee leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. I realise I’m doing the same.  
 
    “We found a copy when we searched the house.” Holden checks his notes. “Kieran’s house. He’d hidden a DVD in the back of a photo frame.” 
 
    The video starts to play. 
 
    “My name is Bex. You know me as the Face of the Resistance. I’m British, like you. I’m an angry citizen, like you. And I’m a fighter, like you.” 
 
    I have no idea what we’re watching. What Bex Ellman has to do with any of this.  
 
    There’s ice climbing my spine as I wait for her to continue. 
 
    “And I want to thank you, for what you’re about to do for us.” 
 
    There are rocks in my stomach. A band round my throat.  
 
    I know what this is.  
 
    “Fighting back is dangerous. It’s messy, and it’s hard, and it takes courage.” 
 
    This is an endorsement. A pep talk from the rebels.  
 
    “It takes courage to be part of the resistance. It takes courage to get up every morning and live through another day, knowing that your name could be on a list. Knowing that you could end up on PIN. Knowing that your government wants to lock you up.” 
 
    She pauses, to make sure her words hit their target.  
 
    “You have courage.” 
 
    She talks about determination, inspiration, and support, but I’m not listening. I’m thinking about how this video reached Kieran. When this video reached Kieran.  
 
    Maybe it’s a standard video. Whoever their resistance contact is, maybe they have a stack of these. Maybe they hand them out to everyone who wants to help. 
 
    And then my blood turns to ice. 
 
    “So, Andrew, Saanvi, Pete, Said, Emma, Jen, and Kieran: thank you. We see you. We know what you’re doing for us.” 
 
    I can’t breathe. 
 
    This is personal. 
 
    “We’ve done everything we can to make this a success. To support you, and to keep you safe. And you’ve done everything possible to support yourselves.” 
 
    I can hear Jen, searching the cottage. Emma, laughing as they emptied my pockets.  
 
    “You’re ready. Good luck. And thank you.”  
 
    Ellman stares at the camera, her expression intense, a blush of colour in her cheeks as the video ends.  
 
    Lee sits back in his chair. Holden smiles as he turns to me, but I can’t take my eyes off the screen.  
 
    Bex Ellman sent a video to my team. The Face of the Resistance told the Canterbury cell to bomb London. She wished them luck, with the disaster we witnessed yesterday.  
 
    And that means the OIE is behind this. The Opposition In Exile is protecting Ellman and her friends. They’re sheltering Ketty’s recruits in Edinburgh. The only way they’ve made a video of the Face of the Resistance talking to my team – the only way they know their names – is if they‘re in direct contact. Kieran, Jen, Emma, and the OIE.  
 
    I cover my face with my hands. The OIE used me to bomb London. I didn’t think this could get any worse, and now the committee knows I’ve been played by a schoolgirl and a bunch of failed politicians. The biggest attack the OIE has ever launched, and I’m the one who helped them.  
 
    I look around the room at the committee members. People I know and respect. People I’m lucky to work with. And they look at me, their expressions cold. 
 
    They know this is my fault.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lee sends me out of the room with instructions to wait outside. He’s trying to sound calm, but I can hear the anger in his voice.  
 
    I step into the corridor, the room silent as the committee waits for me to leave. Ketty looks up from the runner’s desk, ready to fetch more coffee or run an errand, but I’m not in the mood to talk. There’s an empty seat next to hers and I sink into it, hands over my face, head against the wall. 
 
    This is it. Lee didn’t defend me. He didn’t justify any of my decisions. He answered their questions and he told them everything they wanted to know.  
 
    They’re going to take my job.  
 
    My breath catches. They’re going to lock me up. 
 
    “Trouble, David?”  
 
    A conversation with Ketty is the last thing I need after what happened in the meeting, and I know she’s going to enjoy this. I drop my hands and look at her.  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    She smiles, and it takes everything I have not to throw a punch. 
 
    “I think you screwed up,” she says, brightly.  
 
    There’s nothing I can say. I put my hands over my face again, and groan. 
 
    But she’s not done.  
 
    “They took your toys, didn’t they – the bombers?” I can hear the smile in her voice, and there’s nothing I can do to make her stop. “They took the bait, but they didn’t follow the plan.” She waits for me to respond, but I concentrate on breathing. The last thing I need is a fight. “Where was the target, David? Where were the bombs supposed to explode?”  
 
    She leans towards me, and I can feel her breath on my neck. My jaw is clenched, and I’m doing everything I can to stay calm. “Which city was supposed to be dealing with this?” 
 
    Enough. She’s not supposed to know any of this.  
 
    “You don’t have the clearance for this conversation, Corporal.” 
 
    She nods. She’s not smiling any more.  
 
    “True. But I know what you do.” I can’t engage. I can’t answer her. I can’t deny anything. “And I spent yesterday afternoon carrying stretchers and rescuing people who were never supposed to get hurt.” 
 
    Of course she did. Of course Ketty was on the front line, witnessing the worst consequences of my mistake.  
 
    “So what went wrong? And how did they get so close to us?” 
 
    I don’t care any more. I don’t care about secrets and clearances and protocol. I want her to leave me alone.  
 
    “Suitcase bombs,” I say. “Designed to be hidden.” I wave a hand. “And we don’t patrol over there – not as much as we do on our side of the river. London Eye is the closest they could get. No one would notice hidden suitcases over there. Not like they would over here.” I’m still waving my hand. I know I’m not making sense, but I hope it’s enough to keep her happy.  
 
    She leans towards me again, her voice a harsh whisper.  
 
    “That should have been us, David,” she says. “They were aiming for us.” 
 
    I nod. Her voice is raw with pain, and I wonder what she saw yesterday. I wonder what I missed – what other people had to clear up while I crawled into bed and tried to forget what I’d done.  
 
    This is so much bigger than me, and right now she’s the only person who understands.  
 
    “I know, Ketty,” I say, grateful to make a confession to someone who can’t take my job. “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Blame 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be grinning if I were you.” Lee closes the door to the office behind us. “There’s still a hole in the South Bank that shouldn’t be there. A high casualty count. And this …” He waves his hand at the tiny room, the two desks still stacked with boxes from the Home Forces building. “Don’t forget that this is thanks to you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say, swallowing my smile.  
 
    It was an hour before they called me back into the meeting. An hour of thinking through everything Lee said. All the questions the committee asked, and all the answers I gave. An hour of wondering whether I’d be spending the night in a cell.  
 
    Spending my life in a cell.  
 
    The thought took my breath away, and sent cold sweat tracking down my spine.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m walking free. I can’t believe I’m still working. Still running the Watson trial, still Lee’s assistant.  
 
    I look around our temporary office. He’s right. Sharing one room is going to be inconvenient. We’re practically on top of each other, and it’s going to take days to organise the space. Days I need to work on the trial, and Lee needs to do whatever the Terrorism Committee is planning next. 
 
    Hunting down my team. Fast-tracking their trials and executions. Reserving time on PIN to show the OIE what happens to terrorists in the UK.  
 
    My stomach twists. In spite of everything, I still don’t want to see Emma face a firing squad. 
 
    “Sit down,” he says, and points at the only chair not piled with boxes. Lee sits on the edge of his desk, and gives me an uncomfortable stare.  
 
    “Do you understand what happened in there, Corporal?” 
 
    I take a breath. This isn’t over. 
 
    “I think so, Sir.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he says, his voice cold. “What happened in that meeting is something I never expect to happen again.” He watches me, a hawk watching its prey. I feel completely exposed. “I spoke up for you, Corporal. I explained your mistakes. I blamed the OIE and the resistance team, and I made sure they understood how you’d been manipulated by that shameless blonde you seem so fond of.” I can feel the heat rising on my face. He’s bought me my job, but he’s destroyed my reputation.  
 
    “It was close. Not everyone wanted to clear you of blame. You understand that you are barred from committee business?” I nod. “You will not be working for the people in that room again.” He rolls his eyes. “Right now, as far as the committee is concerned, you have less credibility than Bracken. Do you understand?” 
 
    That stings. We both know Bracken’s reputation, and we know how dangerous he could be for the committee.  
 
    He’s still on the inside. I’m not. That’s how far I’ve fallen. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” I say, my voice cracking.  
 
    “This …” Lee waves his hand at the boxes around us. “This is your problem. This, and Margaret Watson.” I nod. “I want the office ready for use, and I want your attention on our show trial.” He stares at me again. “No distractions, Conrad. No pretty girls from the mail room.”  
 
    “No, Sir.” There’s nothing else I can say.  
 
    He leans towards me and speaks slowly and clearly. “And one more thing. Stay away from Ketty Smith. I don’t want another devious athletic blonde turning your head, and you clearly have a weakness for blue eyes and freckles.”  
 
    My face is burning. I make myself nod.  
 
    “I cannot have my assistant undermined by Bracken’s babysitter. Not after I saved your career.” He sits back, folding his arms.  
 
    He’s saying I can’t be trusted. After everything he’s asked me to do, he’s making sure I don’t give Ketty the chance to manipulate me the way Emma did. He’s protecting me. He’s protecting himself.  
 
    I don’t know whether this is better or worse than being ordered to take her to bed. Better or worse than failing at everything Lee asked me to do.  
 
    It doesn’t matter. It’s the price I’m paying to keep my job.  
 
    It’s the price I’m paying for freedom.  
 
    “Understood, Corporal?”  
 
    “Understood, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I’m unpacking folders into a filing cabinet when Lee’s phone rings.  
 
    “Can we track them?” He asks. I can only hear one side of the conversation, and I shouldn’t be listening in, but I’m standing within arm’s reach of his desk. I do my best to concentrate on the files in my hands. 
 
    “There are seven of them.” His voice is angry. “Seven people don’t just disappear.” 
 
    I keep my eyes on the filing cabinet.  
 
    “Nine of them, then. How do nine people vanish? If you have them on camera, you can see where they went.” 
 
    He listens for a moment, his fingers drumming on the desk.  
 
    “They were in a boat? Then find the boat! It can’t be that difficult to track a fishing boat on the Thames.” 
 
    My team. He’s talking about my team.  
 
    “Not good enough,” he says, his voice raised. “Find the CCTV. Find witnesses. Send the Navy! Check the harbours! Start with the Kent coast, and work out from there.” 
 
    I’m holding my breath. He hasn’t found the Lindisfarne Lady. He hasn’t found the cell. 
 
    He hasn’t found Emma.  
 
    “Yes, now!” He’s shouting into the phone. “Update me when you find them.” 
 
    He slams the receiver down, and looks up at me.  
 
    “Well, Corporal,” he says, a wolfish smile on his face. “Your little blonde just got lucky.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Monitoring has been checking CCTV from the embankment yesterday. Your trawler was here, dropping off passengers with some very suspicious suitcases.” 
 
    My breath catches. This is why they wanted the boat.  
 
     “So … you haven’t found them?” 
 
    “Add this to your list of failures, Corporal.” Lee’s cold smile widens. “Your trawler, along with all nine members of her crew, is missing.” 
 
    I can feel the colour draining from my face. I have to reach out a hand to the filing cabinet to stop myself from falling. 
 
    They haven’t caught the people who did this – the people who used me, and almost cost me my job. 
 
    Emma is safe. I’m the only person the committee has to blame. The Lindisfarne Lady is free. 
 
    I don’t know whether to laugh, or cry. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Date 
 
      
 
    I’m sprawled on my sofa, shirt untucked, my boots kicked off on the floor in front of me. 
 
    My job is safe, and I feel … what? Empty. Numb. 
 
    Powerless. 
 
    This doesn’t feel real. 
 
    I still can’t believe I’m not locked in a cell somewhere, paying for all the mistakes I’ve made. I’m not on the committee any more. No more resistance jobs for me, and no more inside information – but I’m still working for Lee.  
 
    It was close, he said. There are people who blame me for the South Bank Bomb. Thanks to Lee, most of the committee members decided that I was manipulated by the OIE. That I couldn’t have guessed what was going on.  
 
    And that I shouldn’t have been sleeping with Emma.  
 
    I run a hand over my face. Lee backed me up, after I left the room. He must have used everything I told him to present my side of the story. The precautions I took, the background checks that came back clean. Everything I did to help the cell with their intended target.   
 
    He’s right. He saved my career. 
 
    I wonder what he expects in return. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The knock on my door sets my heart hammering.  
 
    No one ever comes to my door. I’m not expecting anyone. 
 
    Has Lee changed his mind? Has he sent troops to arrest me? 
 
    Has Franks? 
 
    The knock comes again, louder this time.  
 
    I have to answer. I have to find out what happens next. 
 
    My pulse is a drumbeat as I walk down the hall. I take a breath, and pull the door open.  
 
    Lydia leans against the door frame, grinning. She’s wearing tuxedo trousers and a black shirt and jacket, and her dark hair falls in waves to her shoulders. I’ve never seen her out of uniform, and I realise how much this suits her.  
 
    “So trouble found you, then, David?” 
 
    There’s no way Lydia is supposed to know about what happened. I give her a hard stare.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She waves a hand at me.  
 
    “Come on, Corporal. You look like hell. Thought you could use a friend.” And she pulls a bottle of vodka from behind her back. 
 
    I roll my eyes. The last thing I need is the Home Forces gossip girl trying to uncover my secrets.  
 
    My stomach sinks at the thought.  
 
    Lydia shouldn’t have my address. Is she here for Lee? For Franks? 
 
    “How did you find me?” I still have one hand on the door. I can shut her out.  
 
    She tilts her head, still smiling. “Is there a girl in the coffee room who doesn’t know where you live?” 
 
    Rose. Penny. Jules. Rosalind. She could have asked any of them. I need to stop assuming that everyone is working for the enemy. 
 
    “Are you going to invite me in? I thought you were a gentleman, Corporal Conrad.” She gives me a sunny smile. 
 
    She’s not going to leave me alone. 
 
    I could use a friend. Lee might have saved my job, but he’s not going to bring vodka and find out how I feel.  
 
    And it’s not as if there’s anyone else looking for my company tonight.  
 
    I push the door open, and stand back, waving her into the hall. I know I’m going to regret this, but for now I’ll take Lydia over an empty flat. 
 
    “Nice place,” she says, looking around the living room. “Very chic, David.” She gives me an approving nod.  
 
    “Sit down, I guess?” I’m picking up my boots and straightening the sofa cushions. She laughs, and takes a seat, placing the vodka on the coffee table. She turns to look at me.  
 
    “Now, David. I expected more from the famous heartbreaking Corporal.” I shrug, and she laughs again. “I’m told, by people who really should know, that you usually dress up for dates. This …” She points at my crumpled uniform, “just won’t do.” 
 
    I’m about to protest, but she raises an eyebrow. “I can take my vodka elsewhere …” 
 
    I can’t help smiling. She’s bothered to find me. She’s dressed up. She’s brought drinks, and she wants to hear my story. There’s no pressure – I know she’s not interested in sharing my bed. The least I can do is play along.  
 
    “Well, then, Sergeant Wheelan,” I say, stepping towards my bedroom. “You’ll have to excuse me.” She smiles, kicks off her shoes, and puts her feet up on the sofa. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “So all that was your fault?” Lydia leans back against the arm of the sofa, her feet up on the cushions, a glass of vodka and orange cradled in one hand.  
 
    She’s just told me everything she knows, and it’s frighteningly close to the truth. I’m sitting on the floor, my head against her knees, my third glass of vodka almost empty. I’ve dressed up – black jeans and a smart black shirt – and Lydia seems satisfied with my efforts. 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny …” I say for the tenth time, but she cuts me off. 
 
    “So I’m right. Your Top Secret trip, your blonde, blue-eyed, freckled woman – all that led to an attack on London?” 
 
    “I can neither confirm …”  
 
    “Oh, shut up, David,” she says, slapping me on the shoulder. “I already know you’re not going to deny the truth. Just let me enjoy figuring it out.” 
 
    “OK,” I say, nodding, ignoring the room starting to spin around me. “But don’t take my lack of denial to be confirmation in any form. I’m in enough trouble already.” 
 
    She laughs, and puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll pretend you denied everything. Now tell me the truth!” 
 
    So I do.  
 
    I shouldn’t. I should kick her out. I shouldn’t have let her in in the first place.  
 
    But this is the first chance I’ve had to confess everything, to someone I’m sure won’t use it against me.  
 
    “Well, now I need more to drink,” she says, when I stop talking. She shakes her head as I fill her glass. “That’s a lot of drama.” 
 
    I shrug, and she takes a sip of her vodka. 
 
    “So where are your bombers now? Tell me Lee’s found them. Tell me you’ve salvaged something from all this.” 
 
    I stare into my empty glass, shaking my head.  
 
    “You lost them?” She grips my shoulder. “David! They were in London! How did you lose them?” 
 
    I hold up a hand. “In my defence, they were on a boat, and we didn’t know they were in London.” 
 
    “OK,” she says. “Granted. But how do you lose a boat?” I shrug. “What sort of boat are we talking? Dinghy? Yacht?” 
 
    “Fishing trawler.” 
 
    She nods. “So something you might notice, on the Thames?” 
 
    I think about the Lindisfarne Lady. Wheelhouse, kitchen, tiny cabin. The deck that rolled through every wave. 
 
    “A small fishing trawler. And they arrived in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “And left again without stopping to see the sights?” I nod. “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Lee has the Navy searching the coast.” 
 
    Lydia laughs. “The English coast? Why bother?” 
 
    “They’re based in Whitstable. Why not?” 
 
    She thinks for a moment. “How far could you get, in a fishing trawler?” I shrug. I realise I have no idea. “If you started in London, you might be more restricted. But if you stopped somewhere for fuel – could you make it to France?” 
 
    Another mistake. I should have asked Niall. I should have asked Jen. 
 
    “Maybe,” I say, thinking it through. “France. Belgium. The Netherlands.” 
 
    My stomach knots. The Netherlands. The country that saved Jake Taylor from a trial in London. 
 
    The country that worked with Scotland – with the OIE – to get our wanted recruit to safety. 
 
    “Yes.” My voice is a whisper as I answer her question. I can see the pieces falling into place. Scotland and the OIE, working with their allies. Working against us.  
 
    This is worse than I thought.  
 
    I put my glass down. Run both hands over my hair. This is worse than Lee realised. “Yes,” I say, quietly. “I think you could.” 
 
    I sit for a moment with my head in my hands. Part of me is cheering – if I’m right, Emma is safe. Permanently safe, and there’s nothing Lee can do to catch her.  
 
    But part of me is making connections. Looking at the links between Scotland and its neighbours.  
 
    Part of me is wondering what else we don’t know. 
 
    “You screwed up, Corporal.” Lydia shakes her head, her voice hushed. “You screwed up disastrously.”  
 
    Something in her voice makes me want to laugh. She sounds amazed. She sounds impressed. 
 
    “Yes,” I nod. “Yes I did.” 
 
    “How do you still have a job?”  
 
    I shrug, and pour myself another drink. I don’t have an answer. “I don’t know. Lee likes me, I guess.”  
 
    She laughs. “Brigadier Lee has never liked anyone in his life! Try again.” 
 
    I wave my hand. I know she’s wrong about this.  
 
    “He likes Ketty,” I say, nodding, and then I remember his fury at her Belmarsh pass. Her meetings with Franks. “Liked Ketty. Liked.” 
 
    “Really?” She nudges my shoulder. “Tell me more!” 
 
    So I tell her about his test, when Ketty first arrived in London. His attempt to find out what I thought of the RTS girl. His subtle hints about working with her at Makepeace Farm, and her anger with him.  
 
    “Something happened there,” Lydia says, nodding. “Maybe I should take Corporal Smith out on a date. See what I can find out.” 
 
    I’m laughing so hard I have to put my glass down.  
 
    “What? You don’t think I could find out her secrets, woman to woman?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone can crack her armour. I got this close …” I hold up my thumb and forefinger, millimetres apart, “… and she walked away.” 
 
    She lets out a dramatic sigh. “First Ketty, and then Rose. You must be getting used to all this rejection.” 
 
    I make myself sit up straight. “Hey,” I say, waving a finger at Lydia. “Don’t bring Rose into this. That’s … she’s … it’s completely different.” 
 
    I don’t like the smile that appears on her face.  
 
    “Oh, I know, David. Completely different.” 
 
    I stare at her for a moment. “Wait – what do you know?” 
 
    She swirls the drink in her glass, choosing her words.  
 
    “Well. Ketty is a tough, independent, disciplined, no-nonsense kind of a girl.”  
 
    I’m thinking about that kiss. Ketty, choosing me, at midnight on the South Bank. Apple and mint.  
 
    Her shadow, walking away. Leaving me to walk home alone.  
 
    “Yes,” I say, nodding. “She really is.” 
 
    “But Rose …” Lydia laughs, and my stomach drops. “You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. Lydia laughs again. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing,” she says, patting my shoulder. I shrug her away. “They planned it, David. The girls in the coffee room.”  
 
    I’m lost. I don’t know what she’s talking about. “Planned what?” 
 
    She laughs again. “Everything! Rose, dinner, whatever happened in there …” She waves a hand at my bedroom door.  
 
    I’m shaking my head, but she doesn’t stop.  
 
    “Three nights, they decided. Three nights, and then she’d leave you a note. Just like …” 
 
    “… Just like I did for the others.” I run my hand through my hair and lean back against her knee, and we sit for a moment in silence.  
 
    It can’t be true. It doesn’t make sense.  
 
    “Seriously?” I say, eventually.  
 
    “Seriously.” She nods. “You’ve been played, David.” And she raises her glass. 
 
    I think about Rose. About that one, perfect night.  
 
    That first evening, in Leicester Square. You’re a legend, Corporal Conrad. I have every intention of finding out what I’ve been missing. 
 
    They planned it. Rose heard the gossip, and when she accepted my invitation the other girls gave her a mission. Love me, and leave me. Dump me with a note in my own kitchen. 
 
    It’s cruel, and it hurts more than I want to admit. The nights with Rose were … surprising. Different. Everything I wanted, and everything I needed. She made me feel … she made me fall. I don’t want to think about it. 
 
    “I had no idea.” I sound surprised. I sound baffled. “Rose … Emma … I didn’t see it. How did I not see it?” 
 
    Lydia grips my shoulder. “I’ll say this for you. You’re one cocky Corporal. It never occurred to you that you weren’t in control.” 
 
    She’s right. I feel as if she’s thrown me into cold water.  
 
    I was always in control. That was the point. That’s what made it fun.  
 
    Control, power, deciding who to sleep with and who to leave behind.  
 
    Deciding who to recruit. Deciding who to bomb. Deciding who to arrest, afterwards. 
 
    It’s a shock to discover I wasn’t in control at all. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lydia puts me to bed – jeans, shirt, everything untouched – and she lies down beside me to sleep. It’s comforting, the sound of her breathing when I wake in the night. No demands. No expectations. Just the woody scent of her perfume. The shape of her, next to me.  
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever slept with someone like this. Clothes on. No touching. No power games – just a friend. 
 
    I’m surprised to find that it’s exactly what I need. 
 
    Tomorrow, I have to go back to work. I have to face Lee, and Ketty, and all the girls in the coffee room. I have to face the wreckage of the South Bank and the tiny office I’m sharing with Lee.  
 
    There will be other girls. There will be other nights. But for now I want to leave everything behind – Ketty, Emma, Rose. Lee, and the Terrorism Committee. Complications. Mistakes. Drama.  
 
    Tomorrow can wait. For now, I’m happy just to sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Comfort 
 
      
 
    Another morning, another girl sleeping off last night’s vodka. I check my watch. I don’t need complications this morning, but I have time for one more round of drinks. I slip out of bed and head for the kitchen, and the coffee maker. For a moment, I’m tempted to pull a uniform from the cupboard, leave a note, and let Lydia sleep, but she looked after me last night, and I have time to return the favour.  
 
    I swallow two painkillers with water, and tip two more from the bottle for her. My skull feels as if it’s been kicked, and I’m sure she’ll be feeling the same. I take the coffee and painkillers into the bedroom and leave them on her bedside table, pulling the dark grey duvet up to her shoulders. Her dark hair falls over her face, spilling across the pillow as she sleeps.  
 
    I have ten more minutes. Time for a quick shower, and then I’ll leave for work – but I’ll wake her before I go. 
 
    She found me. She listened. She understood, last night. 
 
    She deserves more than a note. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PART FOUR: KETTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    David Conrad 
 
      
 
    Belmarsh Prison, March 
 
    

  

 
   
    Revolution 
 
      
 
    “When did you realise you’d lost control?” 
 
    I have to stop myself from laughing. Colonel Ryan gives me an impatient glance, and waits for my answer. 
 
    I know he’s talking about Margaret Watson’s trial. The coalition forces, the Horse Guards Revolution, and the moment we lost London. 
 
    The moment we lost everything.  
 
    But he could be talking about Emma. About Rose. About the moment in Lee’s office when the South Bank explosions rocked the building. 
 
    When we knew we’d been played.  
 
    “David?” He taps his pen on his notes, and my handcuffs clink against the table. 
 
    We should have listened. We should have expected the invasion. 
 
    We lost control a long time ago – we just couldn’t see it. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    There’s a patch on Ryan’s sleeve. Half Union Jack, half Dutch flag – the badge of the British Rebel Forces. The OIE worked with the Netherlands to put together a coalition of countries to liberate the UK, and we missed every sign. Every clue.  
 
    When they invaded during Margaret’s trial, we had no plan. No way to fight back. 
 
    My trial. My event.  
 
    My disaster. 
 
    I gave Lee the show trial he wanted, and the coalition used the distraction to march on London. 
 
    We had no idea what was coming. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “When did you …?” 
 
    I shift my hands against the table and sit up straight in my chair.  
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow and puts his pen down.  
 
    “You didn’t realise what was happening?” 
 
    I shrug. “I was backstage. I was watching the live feed. I didn’t see what was going on.” 
 
    “You saw the broadcast from Bex Ellman. That didn’t concern you?” 
 
    I think about the moment the OIE hacked into the live feed. Ellman’s face on the screen. 
 
    I didn’t believe it. I thought it was a warning – a prank from a resistance cell. I knew Ellman had a habit of making videos. I thought that was all it was, and I was too busy shouting at the team from PIN to hear what she had to say. 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “She told you the armies were coming. She told you you’d lost. She started naming the people behind the Leominster attack.” He frowns, watching me. “Are you telling me you didn’t pay attention?” 
 
    I have no idea what Ellman said. I was too desperate to get her off the air. 
 
    “I had a job to do, Colonel. I had to cut off their broadcast, and I had to get our footage back. I had to make sure the trial continued.” I spread my hands, pulling against the handcuffs. “I was doing my job.”  
 
    He picks up his pen, and scribbles a note.  
 
    “What was the last thing you saw, on your live feed?” 
 
    “When we cut off Bex’s broadcast?” I shake my head. “The prisoner waiting for the firing squad. Sheena Richards joining her on stage.” 
 
    It’s an image I can’t forget. Two figures in orange jumpsuits, standing against the black wall at the side of the stage. Sheena pushing her guards away and taking Margaret’s hand.  
 
    We hadn’t planned for two executions. I knew Lee was using Sheena as insurance, keeping her alive to make sure her father cooperated with us. I don’t know what made him change his mind, but I remember thinking it was a good decision. Sheena and Margaret together, helping us send a message to the OIE. 
 
    It felt good to be in control. Deciding who lived, and who died. Managing the show, and imagining the reaction in Edinburgh.  
 
    Smiling at the thought of Ellman and Pearce, watching us execute their friends.  
 
    I didn’t know the coalition was already in control. That Lee and Bracken were already dead. That Ellman was steps away from the front of the crowd, armed, and angry. That Sheena and Margaret would not be the ones to die on my stage. 
 
    “So when William Richards rushed the stage? When Bex and Dan stopped the execution?” 
 
    I shrug. When William rushed past me, shouting about his daughter, my part in the trial was already over. 
 
    “I was looking at the dangerous end of a gun. There were coalition soldiers surrounding my team.” 
 
    “So that’s when you knew?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I didn’t know anything. I heard shooting, I turned round, there were soldiers behind me. I assumed I’d screwed up – that Lee had finally had enough.” 
 
    “Of you?” 
 
    “Of having me as his assistant. I assumed I was under arrest.” 
 
     I think back. The sound of the audience, shouting. Gunfire. Soldiers crowding the backstage space. Opening my mouth to ask them to move, and finding all their guns trained on me. 
 
    My breath catches. I remember lifting my hands in the air, and trying to reason with them, ignoring the guns. 
 
    Like Ketty’s knuckleheaded friend, on the coach. Going up against armed men with nothing but my anger. 
 
    I wanted to be in control. I wanted to finish the job.  
 
    Instead I walked out in handcuffs, and the prisoners survived.  
 
    “And when did you realise it was more than that?” 
 
    I close my eyes for a moment. I don’t know why he’s asking these questions.  
 
    “This is a lot of detail, Colonel,” I say, carefully. “What are you trying to find out?” 
 
    Ryan makes another note, and puts his pen down again. 
 
    “I’m trying to establish a timeline, David. I’m trying to find out who you spoke to. Who you contacted, before you ended up here.” He waves a hand at the interrogation room. “I’ve spoken to Lydia Wheelan and Katrina Smith. Now I’m talking to you.” 
 
    My heart kicks in my chest. I think of Lydia in an orange jumpsuit. Ketty, sitting on the wrong side of the interrogation table, handcuffs on her wrists.  
 
    Everyone I know – everyone I worked with – is locked up, or dead.  
 
    If he’s talking to Lydia and Ketty, he doesn’t need to talk to me. They both know what I did for the committee. Lydia knows what happened in Canterbury. Between them, they’ll tell him everything he wants to hear. 
 
    I thought I had leverage with Ryan. I thought I had something he needed, but now all I can do is confirm someone else’s story. 
 
    He doesn’t need me at all. 
 
    My stomach twists. I want to laugh. 
 
    I look past Ryan to my reflection in the one-way mirror. Orange jumpsuit, handcuffs, hair that’s beyond taming. 
 
    There’ll be someone behind the mirror, looking back. Sitting where I used to sit. Recording everything I say. 
 
    I glance around the room – white tiles, table, three chairs. My handcuffs threaded through the loop in front of me.  
 
    I think of Craig Dewar, talking himself into Ketty’s traps. Sheena Richards, protesting her innocence and William, promising everything to keep her safe. Elizabeth Ellman, defiant through her bruises. Margaret, refusing to talk. The guard from Makepeace Farm, too angry to protect himself from Ketty’s questions.  
 
    All of them sitting where I’m sitting. All of them seeing themselves in the same mirror. Hoping for the best, but fearing the worst. 
 
    I look just like them. The jumpsuit and the handcuffs are the most important things about me, here. This is everything I am, and everything I have to offer. This is all I can expect, for as long as the coalition wants to keep me at Belmarsh. 
 
    The room is tilting, like the Lindisfarne Lady in a storm. I’m off-balance, eyes closed, my fists tight against the table.  
 
    I take a breath. 
 
    When did I realise I’d lost control? 
 
    I have my answer. 
 
    Here. Today.  
 
    Now.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Over 
 
      
 
    The guards take me back to my cell, and all I can think about is Ketty.  
 
    He’s spoken to Ketty.  
 
    I try to imagine her facing Ryan across the table. Handcuffs and jumpsuit. Is her hair up, or down when they talk? Pulled back, or spilling over her shoulders in waves? 
 
    I close my eyes against a vision of our first night out. Crossing the road to meet me – skinny jeans, blouse, tumbling blonde hair. Breathtaking. 
 
    Does Ryan think about the curves, under her jumpsuit? About her scars? 
 
    Or do we all look the same to him? Prisoners. Enemies. Sources of information. Jumpsuits and handcuffs, safely locked away. 
 
    Does Ketty cooperate? Does she talk, or does she stare into the mirror, like Margaret? 
 
    And Lydia – is she telling him everyone’s secrets? Is she enjoying the drama? 
 
    I remember the prison van on Whitehall. Climbing the steps in my handcuffs to find Lydia, already gathering stories from everyone inside. Making sure we all knew what she’d found out. 
 
    That’s when I realised we’d lost.  
 
    Lee’s dead, she said, and I didn’t believe her. Ellman did it, before the broadcast. 
 
    I laughed. It was impossible. Absurd. Ellman couldn’t be in London.  
 
    Lee couldn’t be dead. 
 
    Bracken killed himself. Redecorated one of the clerks’ offices with the inside of his skull. 
 
    One of the girls in the van nodded. She’d seen him, afterwards.  
 
    It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Some part of me thought the trial was still happening. I’d heard the gunshots. People falling on the stage.  
 
    I wanted to know that I’d done my job. Delivered the show trial we’d planned.  
 
    David. Lydia reached across the van with both hands, her handcuffs glittering in the harsh light. Let it go. They won. All we can do now is gather information, and make sure we’re useful to the OIE. 
 
    I insisted. Demanded to know more, and Lydia shook her head. Someone else spoke up and described what happened on the stage.  
 
    William’s sacrifice, for his daughter. Ellman and Pearce taking control. The firing squad, falling. The judge, his hands in the air, begging. Soldiers and medics. 
 
    The speech from the King. 
 
    Lydia gripped my hands in hers, keeping her eyes on mine.  
 
    It’s over, David. Be smart. Make sure you have something they want.  
 
    I nodded, and listened, and I still couldn’t believe what I heard. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I saw Ketty, later. In the holding cells. She called out to me as the soldiers took me away, and I remember my disappointment. Lydia said she’d got out, after Bracken’s suicide. I wanted to believe she was free. 
 
    Where’s Bracken, David? She sounded desperate. She didn’t know. Is he here? 
 
    We’d been invaded. Dragged away in handcuffs and locked up. And she was still trying to protect her boss.  
 
    I had seconds to tell her he was dead. I made sure she knew she was on her own.  
 
    I think about Ketty, locked in a cell. I’m sure she’s not here – I haven’t heard her voice. Is she at another secure site? Or is she in one of the prisons? Does she have a high-security cell like mine, or does she share her space with one of the other Home Forces girls? 
 
    The thought makes me smile. Jules or Rosalind or Penny, sharing a cell with Ketty.  
 
    I think about her ice-queen act in the interrogation room. Sending a guard to break Elizabeth’s arm. Using her own fists and boots on Margaret. 
 
    The girls wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    And Lydia. Sergeant Wheelan. Is she with them? Or is she in isolation, like me? Giving up her gossip in exchange for attention and favours. 
 
    It’s such a waste, these girls. Curves, smiles, cinnamon and roses. The way they called out my name in the dark.  
 
    I dream about them, in here. Penny’s milk-white skin. Rose, pulling me into the shower. Ketty, walking away from me on the South Bank, at midnight.  
 
    We’re not getting out any time soon. I don’t know how long we’ll be locked up – Ryan won’t tell me – but I know we’ll all face trial. Some of the girls will get away with a quick court appearance and a few years inside. The rest of us? 
 
    I guess Lydia was right. It depends on how useful we can be.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Judgement 
 
      
 
    I dream of a girl. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles.  
 
    We’re in Whitstable, with the white holiday-cottage sheets – but I don’t know whether it’s Emma or Ketty in my arms.  
 
    I should be happy, sharing my bed, but I feel empty and heavy and dark.  
 
    I know Emma is free. She’s miles away with the Canterbury team – heroes of the resistance, after the South Bank Bomb.  
 
    I know Ketty is behind bars, like me. Facing years of waking up in the same cell. Living through day after pointless day. 
 
    Curves, scars, and attitude in a prisoners’ jumpsuit.  
 
    The dream hollows me out. The sadness is overwhelming. 
 
    I don’t know who is holding me. Whose dream I’m sharing. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The lights hum and flash, and someone shouts in the corridor. I throw my arm over my eyes against the sudden brightness. 
 
    There’s a banging on the door, and on every other cell door in turn. I make myself stand up, rubbing my hands over my face and trying to smooth my hair.  
 
    Five minutes until inspection.  
 
    I relieve myself, and throw cold water onto my face. The high-security cells are stark, but at least our needs are met. Toilet, wash basin, bed, and a tiny mirror glued to the wall. We don’t need to leave, unless they want to question us. I’ve spent days in this room, staring at the walls.  
 
    The door opens and I’m standing in the centre of the space, jumpsuit on. The guard looks at me and grunts before pushing a breakfast tray into the room and closing the door.  
 
    I close my eyes as he slides the lock into place.  
 
    How many years will I spend, sealed inside a concrete box? 
 
    I used to tell myself there would be other nights, other girls. I wouldn’t be alone forever.  
 
    But I’m not sure I believe it any more.  
 
    I have a routine, every morning. Get dressed for the inspection, then strip off again when the door closes. Press-ups, sit-ups, stretches, shadow boxing. Anything to keep fit and focused. When I’m done, I wash, filling the tiny basin and drying myself with the thin, scratchy towel. Dress again, and sit cross legged on the bed to eat breakfast. 
 
    Today I have cold toast, weak tea, and orange juice mixed from powder. It’s separated in the plastic cup, the last mouthful grainy and rough on my tongue. 
 
    I make it last. There’s nothing else to do. 
 
    When I’m done, I clean my teeth, wash my hands, and lie down on the bed to wait for lunch. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The bolt slides back on the door, and I’m sitting up before I realise it’s too soon for a meal tray. Another interrogation, then. I wait for the guard to call my name, but nothing happens. 
 
    The door swings open, and there’s a figure in a black suit watching me from the corridor.  
 
    For a moment, I think my time is up. I think they’ve come to take me to trial, or worse. I can feel the sadness from my dream spreading through my chest. My stomach tightens.  
 
    The figure steps through the door, and my breath freezes in my lungs. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. 
 
    This is impossible. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    It’s Ketty. Ketty is in my cell. 
 
    This has to be a dream. This can’t be happening. 
 
    It’s only the faint scent of apple that convinces me she’s real. 
 
    “Oh my god. Ketty!” I’m on my feet, running a hand through my hair, trying to understand what’s happening. What she’s doing here. 
 
    “Conrad,” she says, nodding. 
 
    I’m staring. I can’t take my eyes from her. She looks amazing. Her hair is tied back, neat and smart. A black trouser suit and a dark mustard roll-neck top hide her curves, and there’s a Belmarsh Visitor’s pass clipped to her pocket. 
 
    This isn’t a prisoner’s jumpsuit. This is expensive. Businesslike.  
 
    I’m shaking my head as I take in her clothes. The way she stands tall, her chin tilted up. The freckles dusted across her cheekbones. 
 
    “You’re not locked up.” I know it’s a stupid thing to say, but none of this makes sense. 
 
    The smile she gives me is like ice. I make myself take a breath. 
 
    “It looks that way.”  
 
    I can hear the chill in her voice. What is she doing here?  
 
    I watch as she inspects me. Her eyes roam over my jumpsuit, my wild hair, my bare feet on the cold floor. There’s the ghost of a smile on her face as she nods. 
 
    “Nice outfit, David.” 
 
    It’s like a punch. She’s completely calm, and she sounds as if she’s talking about the weather, but she might as well have used her fists.  
 
    This is impossible. I know they caught her. I know she was locked up. I can feel my own fists tightening. 
 
    I can’t help raising my voice. “You were behind bars.” She watches me, waiting for me to figure this out. “You were at the Police Station. How did you get out?” 
 
    She shrugs, and points a finger at my jumpsuit.  
 
    “Oh, I wore one of those for a while.” She knows something I don’t, and she’s enjoying the power. “Inconvenient, isn’t it? Being locked in here?” 
 
    I shake my head. I don’t understand.  
 
    There’s a smile, spreading over her face. I think about Lydia at Horse Guards Parade.  
 
    All we can do now is gather information, and make sure we’re useful to the OIE. 
 
    Be smart. Make sure you have something they want. 
 
    That’s what she’s done. 
 
    She’s bought her freedom. She’s spilled her secrets – my secrets – and they’ve set her free. I need to know what she’s told them.  
 
    “Why did they let you go, Ketty?” I need an answer. I need to know the price of freedom. “What did they get from you? What did you give them?” 
 
    She looks down at her smart clothes. Spreads her hands to emphasise the shape of her jacket.  
 
    “It seems that I’m valuable to the government, David.” She’s still smiling. Still controlling the conversation. She meets my gaze, her blue eyes frozen. “But apparently you’re not. It seems that you’re more useful as a prisoner.” 
 
    It’s like another punch. She hasn’t answered my question. I can’t believe she’s doing this. I can’t believe she’s making me beg. 
 
    “Tell me what you did, Ketty.” My voice is quiet, my throat tight. I need this.  
 
    She straightens her spine and lifts her chin, her smile fading.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    She doesn’t need to shout. She doesn’t need to move. There’s steel in her voice, and I take a step back before I realise what I’m doing.  
 
    “Enjoy your show trial, David,” she says, and I hear her voice catching. There’s colour, rising on her cheeks. She waves a hand at my cell. “And get used to this. I think you’re going to be here a long time.” 
 
    And she turns to go. 
 
    She’s leaving. She’s walking away. She’s my only chance at freedom, and I can’t let that happen. 
 
    I’m crying out, my voice cracking as I try to bring her back. I’m reaching out, tears stinging my eyes.  
 
    “Ketty! Ketty, please. Get me out of here.” 
 
    It’s pathetic and powerless and I don’t care. I need her help. 
 
    She stops, a step away from the door, and turns back. My heart is a drum and my hands are shaking.  
 
    She’s still here.  
 
    She watches me, her back straight and her chin raised. She’s beautiful, and terrifying. I feel as if I’m falling. 
 
    I’m completely in her power.  
 
    I wanted this. I wanted Katrina Smith, holding my future in her hands. I wanted to know how it would feel.  
 
    I wanted to know whether she cared about me. Whether she would save me, if she had the chance.  
 
    The floor is tilting under me. I’m breathless, waiting for her judgement.  
 
    She shrugs. “Oh, if this was just about you and me, I might. I could probably get you out. Colonel Ryan might listen to me.” 
 
    My pulse races. There’s a chance. I can convince her.  
 
    I swallow the lump in my throat. Keep my voice steady. 
 
    “Ketty. Please. I tried to help you, before …” 
 
    I’m reaching out. Begging for her help. She takes a step towards me and my heart slams in my chest.  
 
    There’s a chance. 
 
    And then she speaks, her voice cold and hard, her cheeks flushed with anger. 
 
    “This isn’t about me, David. You used me. You manipulated me.” I’m falling again, my stomach knotted with ice. “I know you tried to help. You tried to warn me about the Terrorism Committee. And maybe I could forgive you everything else, for that.” 
 
    I’m nodding, watching her eyes. Hoping for some sign of warmth, of connection, but there’s nothing. Steel and ice and anger. 
 
    She takes a breath, calming herself. 
 
    “But the thing I can’t forgive, David, is what happened to Jackson.” 
 
    The floor drops away. There’s nothing I can say. I gave her the scars on her knee, and I killed her friend. She knows I’m responsible. 
 
    She’s going to make me pay. 
 
    “Ketty …” 
 
    “You did that.” The anger is back, flashing in her eyes. Her fingers are curling into fists. “You told Will where to find us. You sent the resistance fighters onto my coach, and you killed my friend. You killed the person I loved.” 
 
    Her fists tighten. She takes a sharp breath. The colour fades from her cheeks. 
 
    I think about Margaret, in Enhanced Interrogation. Ketty screaming as she punched and kicked her prisoner. 
 
    I watch her fists, and I know she wants to use them. I know she wants to punish me. 
 
    I hold up both hands, and make myself breathe. 
 
    “I was doing my job, Ketty. I was only doing my job—” 
 
    “So was Jackson!”  
 
    She’s shouting, fists raised, and I step away. I think of Margaret’s bruises. Elizabeth’s broken arm. I know how this ends. 
 
    She lowers her voice, and her fists, but she’s choking on her anger.  
 
    “Jackson died, because you did your job. Jackson died.” She waves a hand at the cell, and I realise there are tears in her eyes. She’s barely in control. “So get used to this. Enjoy the jumpsuit and the handcuffs. Enjoy your televised trial.” She shakes her head and takes a breath, fixing her eyes on mine. “I can’t bring Jackson back, but I can make sure that you pay for what happened. For what you took from me.” 
 
    There it is. There’s her judgement. 
 
    I’m calling her name as she walks away, but it’s too late. She doesn’t look back as she pushes the door closed and slides the bolt home. 
 
    She’s bought her freedom, but she won’t buy mine. She’s locked me up and sealed me in, and there’s nothing I can do to change her mind. 
 
    I’m on my knees in my cell, fighting for breath. 
 
    She had the power to save me, and she walked away. This is Ketty Smith’s choice. This is my punishment. 
 
    She’s right. I’m going to be here a long, long time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Witnesses 
 
      
 
    “David?” 
 
    Colonel Ryan taps his pen against his notes, waiting for me to speak, but there’s no point. I have no idea what he asked me, and I know there’s nothing I can tell him that he doesn’t already know. I slump back in my chair, my hands pinned by my handcuffs, and stare at the wall behind him. 
 
    I’m looking at decades behind bars. Decades of pointless days and pointless conversations with people who know all my secrets. There’s a trial date set, but I’m trying not to think about it. My humiliation on live TV.  
 
    They’ll call witnesses. Everyone I’ve ever convinced to plant bombs. Everyone who put their faith in me and did something brave and extraordinary because they thought I was a friend. Everyone I’ve manipulated and everyone I’ve locked up. And the people we executed? They’ll read out their names. Make sure the world knows about the lives I threw away to protect myself. 
 
    They’ll call Jen, and Emma. I’ll watch as they tell the cameras what I did. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles, condemning me to a life that’s out of my control. 
 
    Decades of powerlessness. Decades of doing what I’m told, without question. 
 
    Decades of losing my looks. There’ll be nothing left by the time they let me out. 
 
    I remember Lydia in the coffee room, her finger circling my face. 
 
    This is cheating. It’s weaponised. Those poor girls don’t stand a chance. 
 
    Emma, laughing with Jen in the cottage.  
 
    Have you looked at him? 
 
    Rose, after dinner in Leicester Square. 
 
    You’re a legend, Corporal Conrad. I have every intention of finding out what I’ve been missing. 
 
    Ketty, her body pressed against mine on the South Bank. The kiss that stole the breath from my lungs.  
 
    I think of all the girls who’ve shared my bed. All the notes I’ve left, dropping them neatly from my life. 
 
    All the times I’ve moved on, without giving them a second thought. 
 
    Will they call them at the trial as well? Penny? Jules? Rosalind? Rose? All the others whose names I no longer recall? 
 
    Will the girls use their evidence against me to buy their freedom? 
 
    One day this is going to get you into so much trouble, Lydia said, and she was right. The girls will talk, the world will listen, and there will be no price I can pay to unlock these doors. 
 
    There will be other nights, there will be other girls, I tell myself. 
 
    But I know it’s not true. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ryan gives up and calls the guards to take me back to my cell. We do this every day – he asks questions, I stare at the wall, he locks me up for refusing to speak. 
 
    I can’t change anything. I can’t talk my way out. But I can make him waste his breath, every day. 
 
    He’s the one who let Ketty into my cell. He’s the one who stood in the corridor and listened while she handed down her punishment for the death of her friend. Her revenge for the person she loved.  
 
    I know Katrina Smith. I know how it felt, for her to turn her back on me. I know how much she enjoyed showing off her freedom, and refusing mine. Using her power to keep me locked away.  
 
    I still don’t know what she gave them, to walk free. I don’t know who she sacrificed to save herself, and it doesn’t matter.  
 
    She’s not useful any more. She walked out and left me in my cell. 
 
    She doesn’t matter.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Walls 
 
      
 
    I don’t matter.  
 
    Not to Ketty, not to Ryan, not to the people in charge.  
 
    They’ve made that clear. Lydia and Ketty have given up my secrets, and I have nothing left to trade. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Another morning, another inspection. Another work-out, another breakfast, another day spent staring at the walls. 
 
    I’d kill for a cup of coffee, but every morning brings another mug of weak, milky tea.  
 
    I’d kill to talk to Lydia again. To pick up a girl from the coffee room. For a night where I’m not alone with my dreams.  
 
    I’d kill for a shower, too, but those come once a week. The guards escort us, one at a time, and we have five minutes of lukewarm water to make us feel human again. 
 
    I can’t stop thinking about the trial they’re planning. The details, the drama, the list of my crimes. Witnesses. Accusations. Questions I don’t want to answer. 
 
    I’ve decided to tell them I was following orders. I’ll blame Lee and Franks and the Terrorism Committee for the decisions I made – but I know they won’t listen. Lydia Wheelan and Ketty Smith have made sure of that. 
 
    They’ve made sure I’ll live most of my life in this cell. 
 
    I focus on moving my body and distracting my mind. Press-ups, sit-ups, stretches, shadow boxing. Over and over again. 
 
    I can’t change what happened, and I can’t change what’s coming – but I’ll get out one day, and I want girls and bars and dancing on tables. I want cinnamon and roses and apple and mint. I want blonde hair, freckles, and curves. My name like a prayer in the dark. 
 
    I want to be in control.  
 
    I blink away visions of last night’s dream. A nameless girl, unbuttoning my shirt. A door, closing. Dark, consuming sadness. 
 
    I’ll be an old man when they give me my freedom.  
 
    My muscles are burning as I push myself up from the floor again and again. I make myself ignore the pain – I want to be ready. I want to have something to live for. 
 
    It’s pointless. It’s pathetic. But it’s all I can do. 
 
    It’s the only control I have left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Notes 
 
      
 
    Alcoholism is not a weakness – these are Conrad’s words, not mine. Addiction in any form is acknowledged to be an illness, not a choice. 
 
      
 
    Conrad is not a likeable character, but he is a real character. His interactions with the women in the book are based on men I have met (and thankfully never fallen for). Sadly I suspect they will be familiar to all female readers. He is absolutely not intended to be a role model, an attractive ‘bad boy’ character, or a misguided man destined to be redeemed by the love of a good woman. He is selfish, entitled, and blind to the humanity of others, and his attitude towards women – negating and ignoring their humanity – echoes his attitude towards the targets for his bomb attacks. I have done my best to bring him to justice. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Reviews 
 
      
 
    First, thank you so much for reading Balancing Act! I hope you enjoyed it, and I hope you’d want to recommend the series to other people. Please, please do! 
 
    Here’s why this is important.  
 
    I want to write more books, but I can only do that if there are people reading the Battle Ground Series. How will readers find out about the Battle Ground books? I can buy all the adverts in the world, but the best way to reach new readers is through personal recommendations.  
 
    If you enjoyed this book, you can help me to write more, just by telling your friends and social media followers about it. 
 
    It’s that simple. 
 
    Head over to Amazon. Give the book a star rating, and tell other readers why they might want to pick it up and read it. Tell them what you liked about the story and the characters. Tell them about other books you think are similar to Balancing Act. Give them a reason to read this book instead of something else. Reviews don’t need to be long – Amazon reviews can be as short as twenty words. 
 
    If you have an account on GoodReads or Library Thing, head over there and copy and paste your Amazon review. And if you have a blog, a YouTube channel, or an account on Instagram or Twitter or Facebook, drop your review on there as well. If you’ve read the rest of the series, reviews for the other books would be amazing – thank you! Tag me (@RachelChurcherWriting on Instagram, @Rachel_Churcher on Twitter, or Taller Books on Facebook), and I’ll repost your reviews when I see them. 
 
    This really makes a huge difference.  
 
    Thank you. You’re a wonderful person, and I really appreciate your support. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Don’t miss the final book in 
 
    the Battle Ground Series! 
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    Finding Fire and Other Stories (Battle Ground #7) brings you short stories from behind the scenes of the series, and a taste of what happens next ... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Battle Ground series 
 
      
 
    The Battle Ground series is set in a dystopian near-future UK, after Brexit and Scottish independence. 
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    Book 1: Battle Ground 
 
      
 
    Sixteen-year-old Bex Ellman has been drafted into an army she doesn't support and a cause she doesn't believe in. Her plan is to keep her head down, and keep herself and her friends safe – until she witnesses an atrocity that she can't ignore, and a government conspiracy that threatens lives all over the UK. With her loyalties challenged, Bex must decide who to fight for – and who to leave behind. 
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    Book 2: False Flag 
 
      
 
    Ketty Smith is an instructor with the Recruit Training Service, turning sixteen-year-old conscripts into government fighters. She's determined to win the job of lead instructor at Camp Bishop, but the arrival of Bex and her friends brings challenges she's not ready to handle. Running from her own traumatic past, Ketty faces a choice: to make a stand, and expose a government conspiracy, or keep herself safe, and hope she's working for the winning side. 
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    Book 3: Darkest Hour 
 
      
 
    Bex Ellman and Ketty Smith are fighting on opposite sides in a British civil war. Bex and her friends are in hiding, but when Ketty threatens her family, Bex learns that her safety is more fragile than she thought.  
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    Book 4: Fighting Back 
 
      
 
    Bex Ellman and her friends are in hiding, sheltered by the resistance. With her family threatened and her friendships challenged, she's looking for a way to fight back. Ketty Smith is in London, supporting a government she no longer trusts. With her support network crumbling, Ketty must decide who she is fighting for – and what she is willing risk to uncover the truth. 
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    Book 5: Victory Day 
 
      
 
    Bex Ellman and Ketty Smith meet in London. As the war heats up around them, Bex and Ketty must learn to trust each other. With her friends and family in danger, Bex needs Ketty to help rescue them. For Ketty, working with Bex is a matter of survival. When Victory is declared, both will be held accountable for their decisions. 
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    Book 6: Balancing Act 
 
     
 
    Corporal David Conrad has life figured out. His job gives him power, control, and access to Top Secret operations. His looks have tempted plenty of women into his bed, and he has no intention of committing to a relationship.  
 
    When Ketty Smith joins the Home Forces, Conrad sets his sights on the new girl – but pursuing Ketty will be more dangerous than he realises. Is Conrad about to meet his match? And will the temptations of his job distract him from his target? 
 
      
 
    Balancing Act revisits the events of Darkest Hour, Fighting Back, and Victory Day. The story is suitable for older teens. 
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    Book 7: Finding Fire and Other Stories 
 
     
 
    What happened between Margie and Dan at Makepeace Farm? How did Jackson really feel about Ketty? What happens next to the survivors of the Battle Ground Series? 
 
      
 
    Step behind the scenes of the series with six new short stories and five new narrators – Margie, Jackson, Maz, Dan, and Charlie – plus exclusive access to bonus blogs and insights from the author. 
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    Novella: Making Trouble 
 
      
 
    Fifteen-year-old Topher Mackenzie has a complicated life. His Mum is in Australia, his Dad is struggling to look after him, and Auntie Charlie is the only person who understands. When his girlfriend is forced to leave the UK after a racist attack, Topher faces a choice: accept the government’s lies, or find a way to fight back.  
 
      
 
    Download FREE from freebook.tallerbooks.com 
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His Mum is in Australia, his Dad is struggling to look after him,
and Auntie Charlie is the only person who understands.
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