Excerpt from A is for Apple, book three of the Sophie Green Mysteries, available from Samhain in September 2007.

Prologue

Basically, I’ve been spending a lot of time lately drinking too much and eating nothing but Pringles, thinking about sex and my gun. The reason for this is pretty much because I’m about two thousand miles away from both, on an island paradise that’s boring as hell. I don’t speak the language, I don’t understand the currency, and although it was supposed to be a getaway, what I really want to do is get back to my job, which is dangerous, unpredictable, frustrating and unbelievably cool.

My name is Sophie Green, and I’m a spy.

“Esto es un robo,” I said, and the little blonde in front of me looked slightly alarmed. “Manos arriba. Dónde está la caja? Ábralo.”

“You’re holding me up?”

“Do I sound convincing?”

“Very,” she nodded admiringly. “I think you even convinced the people in the apartment downstairs.”

I looked over the balcony, where there was indeed a Spanish family looking rather alarmed.

“Sorry,” I yelled. “I didn’t mean it. I can only speak the Spanish I learnt from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.”

I looked over at Angel, who was giggling uncontrollably. “Can you say that in Spanish?”

She took a sip of margarita and called out, “Apesadumbrada, ella no lo significó. Ella cotizaba de una película. No es realmente un robo.”

They yelled something back up, and I caught the words “Sundance Keed” and Angel yelled down, “Si!”

“I think you’re forgiven,” she said to me.

I smiled and sat back against the white wall and looked out over the street and the dunes and the sea.

“You know, this might sound insane, but I’m actually kinda missing England.”

“You’d rather be in grey Essex than Fuerteventura?”

I made a face. “Last time I went abroad someone tried to blow me up.”

“And the time before that you made out with my boyfriend.”

“He wasn’t your boyfriend then. You didn’t even know him then. In fact, I should get Brownie points for introducing you.”

Angel looked at me over her margarita. “You didn’t introduce us so much as crash your car with him in it and get me to visit.”

“Well, it still worked,” I said placidly, far too relaxed to argue, and slightly too pissed, too.

“Have you heard from Luke?” Angel asked.

I scrunched up my nose. Luke was my boyfriend and had officially been so for just under two months. I’d told him not to call me while I was on holiday because it’d make me homesick to hear his voice, but I was starting to wish he had anyway. Harvey, Angel’s perfect boyfriend, had called every day, just to hear her voice, and every night to wish her sweet dreams (while I held back my nausea).

“You know Luke. The most unromantic sod there ever was.”

“I think he’s pretty romantic,” Angel said. “Remember when you were hurt and he lent you his entire collection of Buffy DVDs?”

I smiled. Luke and Angel were the only people who understood my Buffy obsession.

“It was his fault I was hurt anyway,” I said.

“How so?”

Actually, it had been totally my fault, I’d run into a building site and it had sort of collapsed on me, but I usually managed to come up with some excuse as to why it was Luke’s fault.

“He should have gone in first,” I said, and sucked some green ice up through my straw.

“Do you miss him?” Angel asked, and I brought up a mental picture of Luke Sharpe. Six-foot-one, blond hair, blue eyes, cheekbones you could cut diamonds with, long, lean muscles, a package so sexy I had to guzzle a lot of ice to cool myself down.

“That bad, huh?” Angel asked.

“I can control it,” I lied.

“So what’s SO17 got lined up for you when you get home?”

I sighed. I didn’t want to think about it. “You know I couldn’t tell you even if I knew,” I said.

“Which you don’t?”

“Not a Danny.”

She looked puzzled, and I smiled and explained, “Danny la Rue? Clue?”

She laughed. “You’ve been hanging out with Macbeth.”

“He sort of rubs off on you.”

We looked out at the view for a while longer. The sun was sinking over the sea. It was simply one hundred percent beautiful.

“It’ll only be something boring,” I said, inaccurately as it turned out.

Chapter One

Taking off from Fuerteventura at nine p.m., we soared upwards through a glorious sunset. The air outside the terminal had been so hot I’d nearly choked when I left the air-conditioned departures lounge. I was wearing a halter top and a little flippy skirt that showed the Spanish ground crew exactly what colour my bikini bottoms were.

When we landed at Stansted it was just after one in the morning. And it was cold.

“Jesus Christ,” I gasped as the Stansted ramp boys got a view of my underwear, “don’t they get summer here?”

“This is England,” Angel said. “So of course not.”

Between us, we knew pretty much everyone at the airport, the dispatchers and luggage loaders, the gate staff and baggage agents. By the time we’d got through saying hello to everyone, and by the time they’d all finished complimenting Angel on her perfect all over tan, and asking me if I’d perhaps been to another island—say, Greenland—it was nearly two in the morning. We grabbed our baggage and stumbled out into Arrivals.

Where a tall, handsome man with shiny hair and great teeth was waiting, holding a dozen long-stem red roses and looking right at us. I nudged Angel. She spied him, abandoned her case and rushed into his arms.

“Harvey! My God, I’ve missed you so much!”

This was true. Pretty much all she’d done was sit around going “I wonder what Harvey’ll be doing now? I wonder if Harvey misses me? I wonder if he’ll be at home when we get in?”
But Harvey, all-American wonder-boy, had gone one better and turned up. At two in the morning. With flowers.

I looked around. I checked my mobile. No Luke.

“Hey, Sophie,” Harvey said, when he’d unsuckered himself from Angel. “Good trip?”

I smiled. Harvey really was just so lovely. “Great,” I said.

“Did you stay in the shade all week?”

I scowled. “I have Celtic ancestry,” I said. “I don’t tan.”

He grinned. “Well, it’s bad for you, anyway.”

I don’t care. I still want to be brown.

“Do you need a ride home?” he asked, and I shook my head.

“Ted’s in the car park. I’ll speak to you tomorrow, Ange?”

She nodded and spied someone over on Baggage. “I’m just going to say hi to Aletta,” she said, tugging Harvey after her, and he grabbed her suitcase and followed like the good boy he is.

I hefted my big case, which had seemed somehow lighter before I saw Harvey, and trudged to the lift, searching in my bag for my car keys. I get a staff parking place because my day job (or sometimes my night job) is being a passenger service agent at the airport, just like Angel. We check people in, board them at the gate and generally pander to their whims.

I need this day job because my other job is slightly unpredictable. I’m a spy. I work for a very small, very secretive government agency called SO17, along with my boss and three other agents. Luke is one of those agents. Only two people outside the British government know of our existence, and I’ve just waved goodbye to them. Angel’s parents were agents, and Harvey is on secondment from the CIA.

I spied Ted waiting for me, stumbled up to him gratefully, feeling unbelievably cold, and had a small panic attack about where I’d left my car park pass. And then I saw it in the door bucket, and felt quite stupid.

I collapsed into him, running my hands over him appreciatively, and sighed. I was home. So long as I was with Ted, nothing bad could happen to me.

Well, apart from when Luke and I had that massive break up in the front seats. And that time someone got in the car and pressed a gun to my head. And there was the crash incident. But we survived, me and Ted, we’re resilient.

I looked over Ted’s big bonnet. He’s a Land Rover Defender, my jolly green giant, big and solid and utterly cool, and I adore him. He’s got me out of a lot of trouble, has Ted. I started him up, and he rumbled happily, glad to see me again. I put him in gear and pointed him homewards, and off we went, round the roundabouts, along the little back roads, nearly home by the time my mobile started ringing in my bag.

Luke, I thought, and picked it up. But the display read One, and I clicked onto the call gloomily. One is our boss—we have numbers according to seniority. Luke is Three. I’m Four. I’m not allowed to put anyone’s real name in my phone directory, so I just entered them under their numbers.

“Hello?” I yawned.

“Sophie?” Her voice was clipped and cool. “You’ve landed. Good. Where are you?”

“On my way home.” Yes, I know it’s illegal to use a mobile when driving. Who’s going to catch me at two in the morning?

“Can you call into the office? I have something for you.”

Why did I get the feeling this “something” was not going to be of the present variety?
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