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Robert Muchamore was born in 1972. His books have sold millions of copies around the world, and he regularly tops the bestseller charts.
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WHAT IS CHERUB?


CHERUB is a branch of British Intelligence. Its agents are aged between ten and seventeen years. Cherubs are mainly orphans who have been taken out of care homes and trained to work undercover. They live on CHERUB campus, a secret facility hidden in the English countryside.


WHAT USE ARE KIDS?


Quite a lot. Nobody realises kids do undercover missions, which means they can get away with all kinds of stuff that adults can’t.


Key qualities for CHERUB recruits include high levels of intelligence and physical endurance, along with the ability to work under stress and think for oneself. The 300 kids who live on CHERUB campus are recruited between the ages of six and twelve and allowed to work undercover from age ten, provided they make it through a gruelling hundred-day basic training programme.


CHERUB T-SHIRTS


Cherubs are ranked according to the colour of the T-shirts they wear on campus. ORANGE is for visitors. RED is for kids who live on CHERUB campus but are too young to qualify as agents. BLUE is for kids undergoing CHERUB’s tough one-hundred-day basic training regime. A GREY T-shirt means you’re qualified for missions. NAVY is a reward for outstanding performance on a single mission. The BLACK T-shirt is the ultimate recognition for outstanding achievement over a number of missions, while the WHITE T-shirt is worn by retired CHERUB agents and some staff.


THE ARAMOV CLAN


In April 2012, CHERUB agent RYAN SHARMA was promoted to the rank of Navy Shirt following a successful American-led operation to infiltrate a global smuggling organisation known as the Aramov Clan.


Rather than immediately destroying the Aramov network, United States Intelligence decided to take over the clan. The aim was to slowly wind Aramov operations down, while gaining valuable intelligence on dozens of other criminal groups that use the Aramov smuggling network. This covert takeover was led by a unit known as TFU, under the command of DR DENISE HUGGAN.


Shortly after his promotion, Ryan Sharma returned to the Aramov Clan’s headquarters in Kyrgyzstan, posing as the son of CHERUB instructor YOSYP KAZAKOV. While TFU agents discreetly controlled the Aramov Clan from the top, Ryan and Kazakov operated at grass roots level, picking up the kind of intelligence that never reaches senior management.




1. THANKSGIVING


November 22nd 2012, Manta, Ecuador


Manta Airport’s only terminal felt like its best days were behind it. Built to serve a United States Air Force squadron running anti-drug operations, the Yanks didn’t like it when the Ecuadorian government kicked them out and before leaving they’d stripped everything – from the main radar in the control tower to the benches at the departure gates.


Fourteen-year-old CHERUB agent Ryan Sharma squatted on a canvas backpack in the airport’s sparsely populated passenger lounge, hearing cheesy piped music compete with rain pelting the metal roof.


Ryan had barely slept during a twenty-hour journey from Kyrgyzstan. The long flight had given him a sore throat and bloodshot eyes. A hot shower and soft bed would have been perfection, but it would be a long time before he got near either.


For the past seven months, Ryan had been based at Aramov Clan headquarters in Kyrgyzstan – known as the Kremlin. Ryan’s job was to scrape gossip out of the smuggling operation’s employees and family members.


The Kremlin didn’t offer much in the way of entertainment and the main hangout for teens was an outdoor yard full of weightlifting equipment. Ryan had pumped enough metal to put ten centimetres on his chest. He liked the way he looked with his shirt off now, and so did the girl he’d fallen in love with.


Three aircraft could be seen through plate glass windows across the shabby lounge. It was early morning, but clouds blotted the sun and it felt more like twilight. The smallest plane was a turboprop flown by the Ecuadorian Post Office; next door was a Boeing 737 cargo jet with custard-yellow hull and the logo of Globespan Delivery. The company’s slogan was painted beneath it: Anywhere, Anytime, On Time.


The third much larger aircraft loomed behind these two, standing on eighteen threadbare tyres, with flaking paint and patched-up bullet wounds. It looked badass, like it might roll up to the two smaller planes and make them hand over their lunch money.


It was an Ilyushin-76. The four-engined Uzbek-built freighter had rolled off the production line in 1975 and could swallow a truck through its gaping rear cargo door. This old bird first saw action when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. Records showed the Soviet Air Force selling her for scrap in 1992, but in reality the old freighter had spent twenty years flying the world, carting everything from stolen Mercedes coupés, to Class A drugs.


Anyone could hire her if the money was right, and besides the naughty stuff the Ilyushin had dropped bags of food in earthquake zones, and made deliveries for the US military in Iraq. Over the years, the plane had worn the insignia of twenty different airlines, two national governments and the UN, but anyone smart enough to follow a paper trail of forged maintenance logs and dodgy holding companies would always have found that the real owners were the Aramov Clan.


Ryan had to block out the cheesy airport music as a low voice sounded through the invisible communication unit buried inside his left ear. ‘Has she moved?’


The voice belonged to CHERUB instructor Yosyp Kazakov, currently playing the role of Ryan’s dad.


Ryan looked up slightly, catching a woman in the corner of his eye. She was touching thirty, sat in a battered armchair, wearing a pilot’s uniform. A cap with the Globespan Delivery logo on a yellow band rested on the next seat.


‘Not yet,’ Ryan said, putting a hand across his mouth so that he didn’t look like some loony talking to himself. ‘Size of that latte she bought, she’s gotta need a piss soon.’


‘What’s she doing?’ Kazakov asked.


The pilot was reading a copy of USA Today. She’d made it through the paper itself and now studied a wodge of advertising pull-outs. Home Depot, Wal Mart, Target, Staples. Black Friday Special – 40-Inch Sony $399, Two-Part Air Con $800, Complete Harry Potter Blu-Ray $29.99.


‘She looks depressed,’ Ryan said.


Kazakov snorted with contempt. ‘It’s Thanksgiving. She wants to be home in Atlanta, watching NFL with hubby and the rug rats.’


Ryan felt a stab of guilt. What he was about to do was hopefully for the greater good. It might save thousands of lives, but this pilot was about to go through the most horrifying experience of hers.


‘You really have it in for the Americans,’ Ryan noted.


The voice that came back in Ryan’s ear was grudging. ‘You’ve got three brothers, Ryan. How would you feel if the Americans had sold a missile to a bunch of terrorists that killed one of them?’


Before Ryan could answer, he saw the pilot fold the crumpled newspaper and post it beneath her seat. As the woman stood, she tucked her cap under her armpit and grabbed the briefcase standing between her legs.


‘Showtime,’ Ryan mumbled.


He let the woman take a couple of steps before standing up himself. As he swung his pack over one shoulder, Ryan realised the woman was hurrying. Either late for something, or desperate to use the bathroom.


‘Shit,’ Ryan mumbled, knowing it’s much harder to follow someone in a rush.


‘Problem?’ Kazakov asked.


‘I can handle it,’ Ryan said quietly, as he tried to catch up without making it too obvious.


‘Try getting her in the corridor.’


‘I know,’ Ryan whispered irritably. ‘I can’t think with you babbling in my earhole.’


Although Manta wouldn’t handle a passenger flight for another six hours, there was still a newsagent and café open and a few other people in the lounge. There was a chance the pilot might freak out, so Ryan didn’t make his move until she’d walked into a deserted corridor, passed a speak-your-weight machine and was turning into the ladies’ toilet.


‘Excuse me,’ Ryan said loudly.


The pilot assumed Ryan was speaking to someone else, until he repeated the call and tapped the back of her blazer. She looked startled as she turned, then a little irritated.


‘Can I help you, son?’ she asked, sounding cocky.


‘I need you to listen carefully,’ Ryan said, keeping his voice flat as he pulled a large touchscreen phone out of his pocket. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’


The woman raised both hands and took a step back. Ryan’s olive complexion meant he could just about pass for a local.


‘No money,’ she said frostily as she swiped a finger across her throat. ‘It’s bad enough kids begging on the street. Clear off before I report you to security.’


Ryan switched on the phone and turned the screen to face the pilot.


‘Stay calm, don’t make a sound,’ Ryan said.


The pilot dropped the cap under her arm as she saw the picture on screen. It was her living-room. Her husband knelt in front of the couch, dressed only in pyjama bottoms. A hooded man stood behind, holding a large knife at his throat. On his left stood two small boys, dressed for bed. They looked scared and the older one had wet pyjama legs from pissing himself.


‘What is this?’ the pilot asked, trembling. ‘Is this a joke?’


Ryan kept his voice firm, but felt terrible inside. ‘Tracy, you need to keep your voice down. You need to listen carefully and do everything I tell you to. If you do exactly what I say, your husband and sons will be released unharmed.’


The pilot trembled as her eyes fixed on the photograph. ‘What do you want?’


‘Speak quietly,’ Ryan ordered. ‘Take deep breaths. Walk with me.’


Ryan pocketed the phone and began a slow walk, leading Tracy back towards the passenger lounge.


‘Me and my people came on that big Ilyushin parked out on the tarmac,’ Ryan explained. ‘But we need a plane with flight clearance to get cargo into the USA.’


‘What kind of cargo?’ Tracy asked.


Ryan ignored the question. ‘We’ve got friends behind the scenes at this airport. Right now they’re loading your 737 with our stuff. You’re scheduled to fly to Atlanta in four hours. You’re going to take off on schedule, but once you’re in US airspace, you’ll put out a mayday and do an emergency landing at a small airfield in central Alabama. By the time the authorities realise what’s happened, we’ll have emptied our cargo and vanished. You and your family will be released unharmed.’


‘I want to talk to my husband,’ Tracy said.


‘You can want whatever you like, you’re getting Jack shit.’


‘How do I know that picture isn’t Photoshopped?’


Ryan hated what he was doing, but faked a mean smile as he looked back. ‘You want your boy Christian to lose a thumb?’


‘You’re just a kid yourself,’ Tracy stuttered, as she touched a wet eye. ‘Who are you working for?’


‘They like to call themselves the Islamic Department of Justice,’ Ryan said. ‘But I don’t work for them. Me and my dad are just in this for the money.’




2. SKIDS


The English weather wasn’t bad for late November. A bit of a sting when the wind blew, but the sky was bright. The four CHERUB agents wore their combat trousers and training boots, but nothing with the CHERUB logo on was allowed off campus, so their T-shirts and hoodies were plain.


‘Where the hell are they?’ Leon Sharma asked, as he lay flat on a bench, six rows up a decaying wooden grandstand.


Ryan’s eleven-year-old brother Leon was the youngest of the quartet. The other three all had a Ryan connection too: Alfie DuBoisson was one of Ryan’s best mates, Fu Ning was a good friend and Grace Vulliamy had been Ryan’s girlfriend. Or maybe still was his girlfriend, depending on who you asked.


‘Why make us get up so early?’ Leon moaned, as he glanced at the clock on his iPhone. ‘I hate waiting around.’


‘Beats lessons,’ Alfie said, as he lobbed a piece of gravel that bounced harmlessly off Leon’s belly.


‘I looked this place up on Wikipedia,’ Ning said, though nobody seemed interested.


Three days past her thirteenth birthday, the broad-shouldered Ning sat near the top of the grandstand, with a view over a long tarmac straight, faded Dunlop and Martini billboards and the steel frame of a much larger grandstand which had buckled in a fire.


‘I can’t get my Facebook,’ Leon said, scowling at a battered BlackBerry. ‘Maybe they forgot about us. There’s not even a mobile phone signal.’


‘Stop complaining,’ Alfie said, his French accent strong as his bulky frame loomed over Leon. ‘You do my head in.’


‘I looked this place up,’ Ning repeated. ‘Wikipedia says there hasn’t been a professional race on this track since 1957. A Bentley went over the banked kerb, burst into flames and killed seven spectators.’


But Grace wasn’t listening and Leon was unnerved by Alfie’s presence.


‘What you gawping at?’ Leon asked.


Rather than reply, Alfie uncupped a hand and flicked a small spider on to Leon’s chest. Leon sprang off the bench, flailing his arms and screaming his head off.


‘You dick,’ Leon screamed, swiping at imaginary spiders as he scrambled over the rows of wooden benches towards the racetrack. ‘Where is it? Get it off me!’


Grace couldn’t resist. ‘I think it’s in your hair!’


‘Jesus,’ Leon shouted, as he frantically flicked his hands through his hair. Then he started unzipping his hoodie and reaching up inside his T-shirt. ‘Is it gone?’ he screamed. ‘Don’t laugh, it’s not bloody funny.’


Grace wore a huge grin. ‘It’s at least moderately funny, Leon.’


Alfie was howling. ‘Ryan told me you were scared of spiders, but I never expected that drama.’


‘I can’t help it,’ Leon spat.


Leon had finally convinced himself that he’d brushed the spider off, but he glowered as he stepped up the wooden grandstand towards Alfie. ‘What did I do to you?’ Leon shouted. ‘I’m gonna smash your face in.’


But physical reality stood in Leon’s way. He was an average-sized eleven-year-old, while Alfie was thirteen and held his own playing rugby with lads several years older.


‘Suddenly not so brave,’ Alfie said, smirking and pounding a beefy fist into his palm.


‘This won’t end well,’ Ning shouted wearily. ‘Pack it in before it gets out of hand.’


But while Leon wasn’t stupid enough to throw a punch at someone who’d flatten him, he wanted revenge and Alfie’s backpack lay on a bench two metres away.


‘Yoink!’ Leon said, as he grabbed the strap and started running.


‘You’d better give that back,’ Alfie roared.


Alfie was speedy in a straight line, but he was more battering ram than ballet dancer and Leon’s whippy frame gained ground as he hopped across the wooden benches towards the top of the grandstand.


‘See how you like it,’ Leon shouted, as he flung Alfie’s backpack over the rear of the grandstand into a mass of overgrown bushes.


Alfie got within a couple of benches of Leon, but his boot slid and he bashed himself.


‘I will kill you!’ Alfie shouted, as he rubbed his kneecap. ‘Go get that back.’


But Leon was sprinting across the top of the grandstand, and when he reached the end he turned towards Alfie and gave a succession of two-fingered salutes.


Alfie realised he had little chance of catching Leon and decided to lure him out instead.


‘OK,’ Alfie shouted, as he stepped back towards where Leon had been lying. ‘You throw my backpack away. See what I do to yours.’


When Alfie reached his target, he raised a size 7 boot and stamped down on a Puma backpack. There was a sound like a ruler snapping, and a pop of a yoghurt carton. Then Alfie took a step back and booted the backpack high into the air towards the racetrack.


‘Happy now?’ Alfie shouted, but he couldn’t understand why Leon was still smiling.


‘My bag’s up here,’ Leon said.


As soon as Leon said this, Ning remembered that she’d left her backpack down there. And the one she’d seen cartwheeling through the air looked awfully similar  … 


‘Alfie!’ Ning shouted, as she stood up.


Few girls, even grown women, would intimidate Alfie, but Ning was a former Chinese boxing champ and when she threw a punch you knew all about it.


‘I thought it was Leon’s,’ Alfie said, holding his palms out meekly as Ning steamed towards him. ‘He tricked me.’


‘You started it with the spider,’ Ning said, as she picked up her backpack and unzipped it. ‘I told you to pack it in.’


Ning looked furious as she stared into the backpack, seeing science textbooks and a calculator smeared in yoghurt.


Ning turned back towards Leon. ‘You wipe that smirk off your face and go look for Alfie’s pack in the bushes,’ she demanded. Then she thrust her pack into Alfie’s belly. ‘I don’t know how you’re gonna clean that out, but you’d better or you’re buying me a new one.’


Ning’s steely glare made it clear that she meant business. Alfie started hunting in his pockets for a pack of tissues and Leon headed behind the grandstand to retrieve Alfie’s pack, but before either made much progress they were distracted by the sound of cars on the track.


‘Finally,’ Leon said.


Grace was now highest up the grandstand and got a glimpse over treetops at two VW Golfs – one silver, one blue – driving in close formation on the far side of the track. Tyres squealed on a tight corner as the engines grew louder.


On the final approach to the straight in front of the grandstand, the silver car in the lead put its rear end out and there was a hairy moment as the other Golf nearly clipped it before overtaking on to the main straight.


When it reached the grandstand in front of the kids, the man driving the blue car hit the brakes and threw the car sideways into a donut, throwing up clouds of choking grey rubber smoke. As it did this, the silver car stopped more sedately and a crash-helmeted driver stepped out.


‘All right, boys and girls,’ the driver said, as he unbuckled the helmet. ‘You’re all here for the Advanced Driving course?’


When the helmet came off, Ning liked what she saw. The instructor was six feet tall, in his early twenties with a solid physique. He had blue-green eyes, and blond hair just long enough for the helmet to have mussed it up.


‘I expect my good buddy Mr Norris will be with us when his ego calms down and the tyre smoke clears,’ the instructor said. ‘But I’ll introduce myself first. I’m Mr Adams, but I’d prefer it if you call me James.’




3. CARGO


Until late 2010, the Islamic Department of Justice (IDoJ) was regarded as one of many obscure militant Islamic groups mainly known for posting anti-American and anti-Israeli material on the Internet.


This changed in October 2011, when IDoJ kidnapped two wealthy American executives attending a conference in Cairo. Sophisticated techniques used during the abduction suggested IDoJ members had received Special Forces-style training.


After a video was released showing the beheading of one kidnappee, the family of the other victim defied US Government wishes and paid a ransom of several million dollars. It is now believed that this money has been used to fund further terrorist activity.


Nothing more was heard from IDoJ until March 2012 when a woman was arrested in Paris while conducting a cyber-attack on the French train-signalling system. She had proven links to IDoJ and further investigation revealed a credible plot that might have resulted in the hijacking and deliberate collision of two high-speed passenger trains.


This threat to a prestigious European target elevated IDoJ to a top priority for global intelligence agencies. However, the suspect arrested in France gave little away under interrogation and the rest of the organisation slipped back under the radar.


The next sign of IDoJ activity was picked up when the group attempted to hire a large cargo aircraft from the Kyrgyzstan-based smuggling outfit known as the Aramov Clan. Fortunately, this organisation has been under the effective control of US intelligence for some months, and we are now presented with a unique opportunity to infiltrate and destroy the IDoJ terror group.


Extracted from a CIA anti-terrorist briefing, given to the United States President, October 2012.


 


Ryan had been chosen to deal with Tracy’s capture because he was strong enough to handle her physically, but would look less suspicious than some adult goon as he moved her around the airport.


He’d role-played at the Kremlin, with TFU agent Amy Collins acting as Tracy. Ryan’s first job was to freak the pilot out with the picture and nasty mental images of what might happen to her family, but after this Tracy had to play the part of an untroubled pilot preparing for a routine flight, so Ryan moderated his voice and started acting nicer.


After taking Tracy’s mobile phone, Ryan stood close by while she used a disabled toilet. She had to go to the pilots’ lounge to file her flight plan, and Ryan watched her through a glass door as she checked weather data and used a PC to log her flight plan.


‘You’ve got a missed call,’ Ryan said, when Tracy came back into the corridor. ‘Atlanta HQ. You need to act normal.’


Tracy nodded as she took her cheapo Android phone off Ryan. Even on a routine trip, a flight plan requires complex calculations on fuelling, weather and cargo weight. Major airlines like Globespan require pilots to e-mail flight plans to headquarters as soon as they’re filed and Tracy worried that her nervous state had led to an error.


But the Globespan employee was calling about a crew problem. ‘Phil Perry ate some bad crabmeat at his hotel and he’s doubled over,’ the woman explained. ‘Luckily the local crewing agency has dug someone up. He’s an Indian named Elbaz and he should be with you shortly.’


Until now, Tracy had drawn comfort from the assumption that she’d be sharing her ordeal with a familiar co-pilot. ‘Is Elbaz security-cleared for flights into the USA?’ she stuttered.


‘Full clearance,’ Atlanta confirmed. ‘He’s already on airport property and he has your number if he can’t find you.’


‘Great,’ Tracy said, trying to hide her nerves. ‘Is that it?’


‘All good to go, Tracy. Fly safe.’


Tracy looked at Ryan as she handed back her phone. ‘Do you know about Elbaz?’


Ryan nodded. ‘He’s working with us.’


‘Is Phil Perry OK?’


Ryan only knew a few details of IDoJ’s plan, but they were a ruthless bunch with no reason to keep the co-pilot alive after pointing a gun at his head and ordering him to call in sick.


‘I’m sure Phil will be fine if he behaves himself,’ Ryan lied. ‘We’ll head to your plane now. There should be plenty of spare time when we get there, I’ll see if they’ll let you call your husband.’


Tracy nodded as they walked side by side, crossing the little terminal in less than a minute.


‘You need a pass,’ Tracy said, flashing an ID hooked to her belt as they approached the doors leading out on to the runway. But the airport security officer let Ryan through with a nod.


It was getting lighter, but they still got blasted with rain as they stepped on to a paved verge and followed a striped yellow walkway towards the three parked planes.


‘They’ve got things sewn up tight,’ Ryan said, hoping that giving some info away would help Tracy to feel more in control of her own destiny. ‘During quiet periods, there’s only a couple of customs officers and a small cargo crew on duty here.’


‘So your people bribe or threaten ten men, and you’ve got control of the whole airport?’ Tracy said.


Ryan nodded, as he flicked his fringe back to keep the rain out of his eyes. ‘I’m told they searched the globe to find an American airline flying a plane big enough for our needs into an airport small enough for a few men to take control for a few hours.’


‘So the customs officer got shown a picture on a mobile phone too?’ Tracy asked acidly.


‘Something like that,’ Ryan said, as they reached the nose of the custard-yellow Boeing. ‘They don’t tell me a lot; I’m not exactly senior management.’


‘How does a kid get mixed up in this?’ Tracy asked.


‘There’s enough money in this for my dad and me to start a new life in the USA.’


‘Do you know what they’re putting on my plane?’


Ryan pointed at the big Ilyushin. ‘We picked up a bunch of military explosives in China. Apparently a piece the size of a ping-pong ball will blow up a car and we’ve got eleven tonnes of it.’


‘And I’m flying it to America,’ Tracy said, with a sob in her voice as she looked up at the sky. ‘What did I do to deserve this?’


‘Think about your family,’ Ryan said. ‘Nobody will blame you for protecting them.’


They were now within a few metres of the yellow 737 and a man was coming down a set of steps towards them.


‘Has she been behaving herself?’ a handsome Indian asked, when Ryan got close.


This was Elbaz. Tall, stubbly beard. He looked like a Bollywood actor, dressed in a pilot’s uniform with aviator shades and bleached white teeth. He spoke with the posh English accent you pick up at the best Indian boarding schools.


‘She’s fine,’ Ryan said.


‘Have you filed our flight plan?’ Elbaz asked.


Tracy nodded.


‘Then get up into the cockpit and run our pre-flight checks,’ Elbaz ordered.


‘The boy said I might get to speak to my husband,’ Tracy said, as she put her shoe on the bottom step.


Elbaz glowered at Ryan, before turning to Tracy. ‘We’ll see about that.


‘You get back to the Ilyushin,’ Elbaz told Ryan, as Tracy clanked up metal steps towards her cockpit. ‘You’re too young to be out here and not everyone is working for us.’


Elbaz was right, but Ryan resented his tone. He was supremely arrogant, never saying thanks, and always assuming that he was in charge.


Ryan jogged fifty metres through the gloom and walked up the cargo ramp at the back of the big Ilyushin. Most of the bulbs inside the fuselage had burned out and the smell was a mix of oil and cigarettes. Kazakov was the only man inside, sitting up in the cockpit with tired eyes staring at nothing.


‘All set, Dad?’ Ryan asked. After seven months undercover, calling the CHERUB instructor Dad had become second nature.


The muscular, silver-haired Ukrainian was dressed in an oil-stained string vest and battered khaki mechanic’s overall. ‘Explosives are all rigged. This old wreck will blow up four hours after we leave in the Globespan 737.’


‘Is our crew gone?’


‘They’ve transferred all the cargo to the Boeing. Now they’re driving to the Colombian border, with false IDs and pockets full of dollars.’


Ryan studied the IL-76’s filthy interior, imagining the dramas that had taken place over thirty-seven years and resenting the tiredness caused by his sleepless, deafening journey from the Kremlin.


For this one-way trip, the Aramov Clan had patched up a plane that had spent two years decaying in a hangar. It had to be destroyed where it now stood: nobody would dare crew it once the Americans learned of its role in a terrorist attack and IDoJ were too smart to leave a rich haul of forensic evidence standing in an Ecuadorian airport.


‘What do you reckon on Elbaz?’ Ryan asked.


Kazakov looked wary. ‘Obnoxious prick, but undoubtedly impressive. His people took Tracy’s family and the co-pilot without a hitch.’


‘They’ve got everyone who matters at this airport in their pocket,’ Ryan said, as he nodded in agreement with Kazakov. ‘Customs waved me and the crew through. Could we have underestimated IDoJ?’


‘IDoJ set up the kidnappings and organised everything here at Manta,’ Kazakov said. ‘But our people scouted and organised the landing site in Alabama. We’ll be landing on home turf and the Feds will be waiting for us.’


Ryan knew how the rest of it was supposed to go down: the FBI would wait until the plane made its ‘emergency’ landing in Alabama and see who turned up to meet them. In one swoop, they’d capture Elbaz, his two companions, members of IDoJ who’d been working inside the United States, and eleven tonnes of high grade explosive purchased from a corrupt Chinese general. In Atlanta, a second FBI team would storm Tracy’s home in a surprise raid, ensuring the safety of her family.


But the plan didn’t feel as solid as it sounded as Ryan looked out of the open cargo door at rainswept tarmac.


‘If something does go wrong, we’ll be responsible for delivering eleven tonnes of high explosive to a bunch of nutty terrorists,’ Ryan said.


Kazakov raised one cheeky eyebrow and broke into a broad laugh. ‘Never liked the bloody Yanks anyway.’


As Ryan rolled his eyes at Kazakov, Elbaz’s silhouette appeared in the shaft of light coming through the open cargo door.


‘We’re about to close up the cargo door on the 737,’ Elbaz said. ‘I take it you two are coming aboard?’


Kazakov stood up and nodded. ‘Mrs Aramov would get cross if we lost sight of our explosives before she got paid.’




4. REPUTATION


‘I’ve heard of you,’ Leon said, as James Adams approached. ‘You’re the guy that started the epic food fight in the campus dining-room.’


James smirked. ‘Good to know my legend lives on.’


‘I bow down before you,’ Alfie said. ‘You’re the guy that had sex in the campus fountain.’


Grace shook her head. ‘No, that was Dave Moss.’


James was supposed to set an authoritative tone, but couldn’t help laughing. ‘A couple of my girlfriends fighting caused the food fight, but I doubt anyone has ever had sex in the campus fountain. The water’s freezing.’


Bruce Norris was another ex-CHERUB, a year younger and a few centimetres shorter than James.


‘Winner of his weight class in the campus Karate Tournament six years running,’ Leon said, as Bruce approached. ‘Your name’s engraved on the trophy currently residing in my room.’


Grace tutted. ‘And we’ll never hear the end of that, will we, Leon?’


‘All right, you know who we are,’ Bruce said. ‘And you saw me overtake James for a spectacular victory, but we’re here to work, so shut your yap-holes.’


James took up where Bruce left off. ‘This is the CHERUB Advanced Driving course. You’ve all learned basic driving skills, but over the next five days you’re going to learn advanced techniques, both on this track and on the roads between here and campus. You’ll sample a variety of vehicles from motorbikes to limousines. You’ll practise skills ranging from skidpans to evasive manoeuvres and running roadblocks. This is the course that everyone wants to be on, and I’m not gonna deny that some parts are fun. But cars are not toys. If you don’t pay attention, you, and more importantly me, could end up in A&E. So, if you mess about, I’ll kick you off the course. Is that clear?’


‘Yes, sir,’ the kids said snappily.


‘It’s probably been a few months since most of you got behind the wheel of a car,’ James said. ‘So we’ll each take two of you and you’ll take it in turns driving around the track, starting off slow, then building up speed. Once you’ve got a feel for the cars, we’ll show you a few special moves, and if you’re very lucky you can finish the day with a race.’


‘Leon Sharma and Grace Vulliamy, you’re with me,’ Bruce said. ‘Fu Ning and Alfie DuBoisson get to ride with the runner-up.’


‘Get a crash helmet from the back of my car before we start,’ James said. ‘Any questions?’


Leon’s hand shot straight up.


‘Go on?’ James said.


‘Sir, if you never tried having sex in the campus fountain how do you know that the water’s too cold?’


James didn’t mind having a laugh, but the kids had to respect him if he was going to get the best out of them and he wondered what a full-fledged CHERUB training instructor would have done. Before he could speak, Bruce grabbed Leon by the scruff of his hoodie and yelled right in his face.


‘Tell you what, Leon. This circuit’s about four kilometres. Instead of riding in my car, I think you should familiarise yourself with it on foot.’


‘What?’ Leon said dopily.


‘Get running,’ Bruce said.


James smiled at his old friend, then looked at his two pupils.


‘Right,’ James said, as Leon set off jogging. ‘Crash helmets on, Alfie starts behind the wheel. Three laps, then Ning takes control. And try not to run Leon over  … ’


 


Kazakov armed the master detonator aboard the IL-76 and set the hydraulic rear door to close, jumping out as it began rising up towards the tail. He was last up the steps on to the Boeing and one of Elbaz’s men closed the door and signalled to a member of the ground crew to pull the steps away.


Like most cargo planes, this 737 had served a couple of decades as a passenger jet, before being converted for cargo. But although it had a few years under its belt, the beige plastics and efficient hum of the ventilation were a contrast to the brutal noise and vibration inside the big Ilyushin.


A single row of six seats had been preserved at the front of the cabin, with a sheet of dented aluminium separating them from a cargo hold behind.


Ryan had an aisle seat, with the two near-mute IDoJ men who’d been with them since they’d left Kyrgyzstan sat on the other side. Kazakov gave Ryan a reassuring look as he stepped over his legs to take the window seat, but Ryan didn’t see it because he was studying the action inside the cockpit.


Elbaz might have been co-pilot, but he was clearly the man in charge. Tracy looked comfortable going through her pre-flight routine, though Ryan could only see the top of her hair and her chubby arms reaching for overhead switches.


‘Tower, flight GD39, request permission for take-off. Over.’


The reply came through Tracy’s headphones, so Ryan didn’t hear.


‘Roger that, control. Following route B to runway south.’


As Tracy pushed the throttle forwards to begin taxiing, Elbaz looked back at his comrade in the aisle seat and gave a thumbs up.


‘Let’s go kill some bastard Americans,’ he shouted.


The flight would last around five hours, and Ryan pulled his iPhone from his jeans and untangled his headphone cord.


‘Try and get some sleep,’ Kazakov suggested. ‘You look like you need it.’


This was no major airport with queues of planes waiting to take off, and Ryan found himself being pushed into his seat by the force of take-off before he’d got his ear buds in.


 


CHERUB agents are supposed to blend in and act like ordinary kids. Ordinary kids don’t know how to drive cars, but in dangerous situations the ability to grab a set of car keys and drive fast had kept many young agents out of serious trouble.


James’ silver Volkswagen had dual controls, so that he could brake or accelerate if the driver did something stupid, and as it was a few years old the bodywork bore scrapes and dents, many of which had been crudely retouched with grey rustproofing to avoid the expense of respraying.


Ning almost added another dent as she came into a curve much too fast and put the tail out.


‘I told you last time,’ James shouted, as scenery whizzed by. ‘Take the corner from the left, turn in smoothly and put the power on when you hit the apex.’


‘Sorry,’ Ning said.


‘The engine’s roaring,’ James said. ‘Change up.’


As Ning went for fourth gear, the box made a horrendous crunch and the engine raced as she accidentally put it into second.


‘I’m glad it’s a long time since breakfast,’ Alfie shouted, as he sat in the rear passenger seat gripping the hand strap like his life depended upon it.


‘Marker,’ James shouted. ‘Brake!’


The front tyres locked up as the car went into the next corner, but suddenly the vehicle lurched to one side. They’d just turned on to the pit straight, which meant that the car hit a metal crash barrier before it had a chance to veer dangerously out of control.


Ning screamed as the car scraped the barrier. Sparks flew and the door mirror snapped off. Below the car there was a loud drumming sound. James’ heart was in his mouth, but he used the brake at his feet to gently push the car to a juddering halt.


‘Women drivers!’ Alfie shouted.


Ning would have punched him if hitting someone sat behind you in a car wasn’t so awkward. Instead, she looked at James in a state of confusion.


‘I don’t get what happened,’ she said. ‘What did I do?’


James was opening the front passenger-side door, and looked back along the side of the car.


‘Puncture,’ James explained. ‘Must have picked up some debris on the track and I can’t really blame you for that. So, who knows how to change a tyre?’


Ning and Alfie offered up blank stares.


‘Right,’ James said. ‘I guess that’s our next lesson then. Now go put out the warning triangle so that Bruce’s team don’t rear-end us next time they come around that corner.’




5. CAMP


Hayneville, Alabama had a population of less than a thousand, and a tiny airstrip used by Central Alabama aviation club. The town’s location at the intersection of three highways, with Interstate 65 a few kilometres east, made it a good spot for anyone wanting to land a plane and disappear with its cargo before anyone except the local two-car sheriff department could reach the scene.


Pre-Thanksgiving traffic that had choked the highway corridor through the centre of Hayneville had subsided, and now it was mid-afternoon. All over America people were home cooking turkey and waiting for the NFL’s Thanksgiving Classic. But the holiday was cancelled for a forty-strong team of FBI officers, commanded by intelligence officer Dr Denise Huggan.


Huggan was an eccentric, who insisted everyone call her Dr D. She headed up a unit called TFU, which had targeted the Aramov Clan and now effectively controlled it. Despite a flowing purple dress and wooden beaded necklaces, this petite woman was as tough as the FBI officers under her command.


It was reasonable to assume that IDoJ were watching Hayneville Airport, so Dr D’s team had to tread lightly to avoid being noticed in such a small town. Nevertheless, over the past week she’d sent officers into the airfield, posing as mechanics and pilots, and now the tarmac, hangars and surrounding roads were rigged with tiny night vision cameras.


She had three screens on the little desk in her motel room, and one presently showed a trio of U-Haul hire trucks rolling up to the airfield’s only entrance. A camera near the main entrance followed a man jumping out of the lead truck and using a key to take a padlock off the main gate.


A female FBI agent came across the com system. ‘Eyeballing three trucks with my binoculars. Opening main gate, dark-skinned, beard. Looks like they’re here to meet our plane.’


‘Understood,’ Dr D said. ‘All units keep well out of sight. IDoJ are known to be skilled operators, Special Forces background.’


As Dr D said this, she clicked an icon on one of the screens, switching from a CCTV camera at the airport to an output from air traffic control. The black and amber graphic was alive with slow moving triangles, each with aircraft IDs flashing beneath them. So far the Globespan flight from Ecuador was keeping to its slot in the civilian flight corridor and had clearance through to Atlanta’s giant Hartsfield Airport.


The leader of the FBI assault team squinted at the display over Dr D’s shoulder, then checked his watch. His name was Schultz, and he was plated up with body armour, with a Taser and gun on his belt.


‘How long do you reckon?’ Schultz asked.


‘The plane will need to start losing height in about seventy minutes,’ Dr D replied. ‘I’d expect Tracy to deviate from course and make the mayday call shortly after, so I’d say we’re looking at a landing in ninety minutes.’


‘Well, my boys are all ready and waiting,’ Schultz said, as he cracked a slight smile.


‘Just be sure they don’t move until I say so,’ Dr D replied firmly.


 


Ning’s day had been tough. Fast driving required intense concentration, her butt was numb from the car seats and her calves ached from working foot pedals. But she was a fast learner and she was starting to feel like the bashed-up Volkswagen was an extension of her body rather than some weird alien device.


Ning put the car into third and hit the gas as they rounded one of the track’s sharpest corners. When you got speed and position right, the car was close to skidding off the track and the steering wheel felt light, as if the car was gliding over the tarmac.


When Ning hit the straight, she clicked the gearbox neatly into fourth and floored the gas pedal. It was dark, with the only light coming from the yellow cones produced by the headlamps and a misty orange glow from streetlamps on a nearby housing estate.


James was in the passenger seat and looked at his stopwatch. ‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘Look for the cone, you’re four seconds up on Alfie’s time.’


As the speedo hit 110mph, Ning spotted the single orange cone in the middle of the broad tarmac straight. She braked hard and, once the nose was past, dropped down into second gear, reached for the handbrake and yanked the steering wheel hard left.


Ning had practised handbrake turns for an hour that afternoon, but her success rate was barely half and dread shot through her body as she grabbed the lever between the two front seats.


The combination of a tight turn and the handbrake threw the back of the car out violently. If Ning got braking and steering right and put power back on at the right moment, the Golf would pivot on its front wheels and change direction in under four seconds. But get the move wrong and she might veer off in any direction, or stall the engine and stop dead in a cloud of tyre smoke.


Twenty miles per hour was a little fast, and Ning didn’t get the steering exactly right. She had to correct the steering to avoid hitting the cone as she straightened up, and there was a nasty moment as the engine choked, but she was gentle on the accelerator and nursed the car back up to cruising speed.


Alfie was in the back and didn’t much mind that Ning was inside his time. After a tough day’s practice the pair had bonded and Alfie screamed and pounded his seat.


‘Nailed it, Ningo!’


The final part of the run took the car off the track, down a single lane, past a line of run-down pit garages and into a car park behind the trashed main grandstand. Cones marked out a winding course, but in focusing on where she was going, Ning failed to see an old lady on the apex of the turn in.


She swerved, but not soon enough to avoid demolishing the dummy and sending a hail of polystyrene clumps against the windscreen. A large white chunk squealed as it got trapped under the car, followed by a loss of traction as it went beneath one of the rear wheels.


After clipping a couple of cones, Ning cut her speed for the final weave across the car park. She stopped at a white line, then threw the car into reverse, looked behind and reverse-parked into a rectangle marked out with bales of hay.


As soon as she’d stopped, Ning cut the engine and gasped as she tugged at her crash helmet. Sweat was running into her eyes as she put the helmet in her lap and looked across at James.


‘Good news, bad news,’ James said, smiling as he showed Ning the face of his stopwatch. ‘The good news is that you were five point three seconds faster than Alfie. The bad news is there’s a ten-second penalty for killing Polystyrene Pauline.’


‘I wasn’t expecting her there,’ Ning explained, sounding a touch indignant. ‘She was in a much harder position than when Alfie did it.’


James showed no sympathy as he took off his six-point racing seatbelt. ‘That’s kind of the point. Pedestrians can crop up anywhere. And don’t worry about it. The competition element is only a bit of fun. You both did good today.’


Ning smiled as she pushed a mound of sweaty hair off her face. ‘You’re a good teacher.’


James had never done anything like this before and was flattered and intrigued by the comment. ‘What makes you say that?’


Ning shrugged, but Alfie answered for her. ‘You get the balance right. Pushing us when we need it, but not so hard that we get pissed off.’


‘And you’re good at breaking things down to explain them,’ Ning said.


The other Golf with Bruce, Leon and Grace inside had finished its final run a couple of minutes earlier. James, Ning and Alfie walked towards them, while fifteen-year-old black shirt Kevin Sumner dashed about collecting the cones.


‘All good?’ Bruce asked. ‘Ready to take us on tomorrow?’


James laughed. ‘We’ll crush you.’


‘Got a people carrier waiting to take you back to campus,’ Bruce said, looking at the trainees. ‘Any volunteers for driving duty?’


All four kids looked at their feet.


‘Now that’s enthusiasm,’ James said, smiling at Bruce.


‘I’m knackered,’ Leon said defensively.


‘It’s not physically as hard as normal training,’ Grace explained. ‘But mentally! Like, you lose concentration for one second and you smash a car into the wall and die.’


‘Guess I’ll have to drive you tired little bunnies home then,’ James said sarcastically. ‘And don’t stay up too late because we’re out here again all day tomorrow and things won’t be getting any easier.’



6. BORDER


The racetrack was twenty minutes’ drive from CHERUB campus, or fifteen if you were James Adams and you’d decided to show off. The four pupils belted off to the dining-room for some hot food as soon as they arrived, while James and Bruce cracked smiles as they stepped into reception and recognised the hot-blondein-short-denim-skirt coming out of Chairman Zara Asker’s office.


‘Amy Collins, bloody hell,’ James said.


‘Hey!’ Bruce added. ‘What are you doing? I haven’t seen you in yonks.’


Amy grinned. ‘Could ask you guys the same question.’


James pointed at Bruce. ‘He’s just back from uni for a few days. Zara found out I was at a loose end. Mr Kazakov is on some mission and another instructor’s on long-term sick with a dodgy back, so she asked if I’d like to come back for two or three months and help out in the training department.’


‘So you dropped out of uni?’


James shook his head. ‘Graduated this summer. Applied for some jobs around Silicon Valley, but the job market’s dead right now.’
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Epilogue


If you liked this, you’ll love…
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