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For Sam and Tom




One


Exciting News
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It was a high-risk mission but Jack Carter knew he could handle it. He had a priceless cargo to deliver. And he had to move fast. The payload was extremely unstable. In this heat, total meltdown could happen at any second.


Sweat ran into his eyes. Jack blinked it away. He gauged the distance to the exit. His knuckles tightened as he gripped the tray. He turned from the counter and struck out across no man’s land, the James Bond theme playing in his head. A tricky little backward shimmy through the door in the slipstream of a departing customer and he was out.


Mission accomplished!


‘One strawberry sundae,’ he said, handing a tall glass of ice cream to his brother, who was sitting in the shade of a striped parasol, squinting at his iPod screen.


‘And, for me, choco-banoffee-marshmallow-cookie-dough ice cream with extra whipped cream, rainbow sprinkles and caramel sauce.’ Jack stood back to admire the spectacular creation.


Scott pulled a face. ‘That looks gross!’


Jack frowned. ‘You’re right! It’s definitely missing something.’ He headed back into Dotty’s Tea Rooms. A moment later he emerged from the café and placed a shiny red cherry on the top. ‘There! A work of art!’


It was one of those hot, sticky days when the sky bulged with purple clouds, and little black thunderbugs flew into your hair and – for reasons known only to themselves – tried to crawl up your nose. Jack and Scott had spent the morning helping Aunt Kate in the garden at Stone Cottage. Ever since their first visit to Castle Key last summer, when they’d met Emily Wild and solved the mystery of the whistling caves, they’d come to stay with their aunt – technically their great-aunt – every school holiday, while their dad was off travelling the world on archaeological digs. Their mum had died in a car accident when Jack was so little that he wasn’t sure whether his memories of her were real, or whether he was just remembering the faded photos in the old albums.


Looking up from his ice cream Jack saw Emily bombing along the seafront on her bike. She was standing up on the pedals, her long brown curls streaming out behind her. She skidded to a halt, her front tyre bumping the edge of the table. Drift hopped down from his special basket on the back, wagging his tail in bliss. After his beloved Emily, Jack and Scott were his all-time favourite humans. And they had ice cream!


‘Exciting news . . .’ Emily panted. ‘I’ve just heard . . .’


Jack and Scott exchanged grins. Knowing Emily, she’d uncovered a smuggling ring, a treasure map or, at the very least, a plot to steal the Crown Jewels.


‘. . . from the Castle Key Nature Watch Group!’ Emily went on.


Nature Group? A lump of ice cream slithered down Jack’s gullet. He hadn’t felt this disappointed since his last birthday present from Gran turned out to be a pair of socks. He wouldn’t have minded so much, but they’d been pink with ballerinas all over them.


Jack had nothing against nature. He liked animals. He loved Drift, of course, and Aunt Kate’s tabby kitten, Boomerang. And during their last case he’d even been appointed by the Carrickstowe Police as official guardian to the Prince of Medania’s white mouse (long story!). But as far as Jack was concerned, nature didn’t like him; it was always biting him, stinging him or crawling up his nose. He was sure a couple of those thunderbugs were still camping out inside his right nostril. And don’t even get me started on spiders, he thought.


Emily helped herself to a spoonful of Jack’s ice cream. ‘We’re talking killer whales!’ she said dramatically.


Suddenly Jack was interested. Killer whales were serious wildlife, like tigers and polar bears: the kind of nature you saw on TV programmes.


‘I didn’t know there were orcas in Cornwall,’ Scott said.


Jack snorted – not a wise move with a nose full of thunderbugs and a mouthful of ice cream. Typical of Scott ‘Know-it-All’ Carter to show off by using the scientific name, he thought.


‘It’s very rare to see them here,’ Emily agreed, ‘but two were spotted off North Point this morning. You guys coming to see?’
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The friends cycled out of Castle Key village, over the common and along the track across North Moor. It was a wild and remote corner of the island. A few sheep meandered among clumps of gorse and heather cropping the short, springy grass. Seagulls wailed high overhead. The only signs that humans had ever passed this way were the abandoned tin mine and the ancient standing stones.


But that all changed when they reached the coast. A small crowd had gathered on North Point, a craggy promontory where huge boulders were stacked in tumbling heaps and strewn around like giant Jenga blocks.


Everyone was staring out across the water. Some had obviously settled in for the day, with folding chairs and flasks of tea. Emily took the binoculars from the investigation kit she always carried in her shoulder bag. She looked for a moment, shook her head and handed them to Jack. He scanned the sea for a pair of jet-black dorsal fins knifing through the water. He could see fishing boats and seagulls, and the buildings on the mainland a mile or so across the channel, but not a single fin.


A man with a disorganized sandy beard and sideburns and a clipboard pressed to his Save the Rainforest t-shirt broke away from the crowd. ‘Super! Super! Some new young members for the Nature Watch Group. That’s what I like to see.’ He shook hands all round and introduced himself as Don Penrose. ‘We think a mother and a calf must have strayed from their pod and got lost.’


‘Maybe they’ve swum back out to sea,’ Scott said. ‘Don’t they have to come up to breathe every few minutes?’


Don Penrose nodded. ‘That’s right. We’ll keep watching in case they haven’t found their way out of the channel.’ He thrust his clipboard at the friends. ‘Great to have you on board!’ Before they knew what was happening, they’d all filled out application forms and signed up to the Castle Key Nature Watch Group.


‘Super! I’ll put you three down for the early watch on Wednesday, shall I?’ Penrose enthused as he handed them each a member’s badge. ‘Report at six a.m. sharp.’


As they left, Jack shook his head in disbelief. Had he really just joined a nature group? As he picked up his bike he felt something plop on his head. Great! A welcome message from a low-flying seagull!


They were halfway across North Moor when he felt another plop. Then another. But this time it wasn’t gulls. There was a rumble of thunder. Diagonal rain came sweeping across the moors and most of it seemed to find its way down the back of Jack’s t-shirt.


‘Nature!’ he groaned. ‘Don’t you just love it!’
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Next morning, Scott was woken by the Match of the Day ringtone on his phone. He peered at the screen. ‘It’s Emily!’ he muttered.


‘Tell me it’s not another urgent communication from the Nature Watch Group,’ Jack grumbled from under his quilt on the other side of the cosy attic bedroom. ‘What is it this time? A herd of invisible rhinos stampeding across the common?’


Scott had the phone to his ear now. ‘She says do we want to go and see the black salamander . . .’


‘Salamander? Isn’t that some kind of lizard?’ Jack said. ‘I think I’ll pass.’


But Scott was pushing himself up on his elbows. ‘She’s talking about the Black Salamander!’


Jack sat up so fast he cracked his head on the sloping ceiling. ‘No way! That awesome new supercar they were talking about on Top Gear the other day? The one with bazillions of cool gadgets? The one that can dive underwater like a submarine?’


Scott could hardly speak for excitement.


He didn’t need to.


A single nod of the head said it all!




Two


The Coolest Car on the Planet
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As they jumped on their bikes, one super-sized question kept whizzing round Scott’s head: how had Emily wangled the chance to see the world’s most talked-about supercar? The Black Salamander was so exclusive that only one prototype had been built. The car magazines and websites had been buzzing with rumours about it for months.


‘I had a call from Max Fordham this morning,’ Emily explained, as the boys pulled up to meet her on the high street. ‘You remember – from Operation Lost Star?’


Scott and Jack both nodded. Max wasn’t the kind of guy you forgot in a hurry. He was an ex-SAS soldier who now worked as a stunt co-ordinator for the film industry. Last summer he’d come to stay at The Lighthouse in Castle Key – which Emily’s parents ran as a Bed and Breakfast – while working on location on a movie. When Savannah Shaw, the star of the film, had gone missing, Emily, Jack, Scott and Drift were soon on the case.


‘The Black Salamander is going to feature in this new Hollywood movie called Ocean Force,’ Emily went on. ‘Max is designing all the stunts, so he’s come to see the car in action at the Wheel Power test track.’


‘Wow!’ Jack whistled. ‘That’s just outside Carrickstowe, isn’t it? What are we waiting for?’
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The Wheel Power test track was on the site of an old airbase not far from the causeway that crossed the narrow channel from Castle Key island. The friends gazed up at the huge metal gates. High-security mesh fencing was festooned with razor wire and bristled with cameras.


Emily stood on tiptoe to reach the speakerphone and asked nervously for Max Fordham. The gates creaked open. Feeling very small, she and the boys pushed their bikes into a large compound. The gates clanged shut behind them.


Max strolled out from an ugly, red brick building that looked like part of an old Victorian hospital. With his black t-shirt and combat trousers, he looked as if he might still be on special operations with the army, but his steely blue eyes crinkled as he raised his hands for high-fives all round.


‘Do we have a problem, Max?’


They all turned to see a slim woman in a red spotted dress hurrying towards them on skyscraper heels. Her glossy black hair glowed with coppery highlights in the bright sunshine. She spoke with an American accent.


‘Not at all,’ Max answered. ‘Scott, Jack and Emily are friends of mine. I’ve invited them to see the Salamander.’


The woman pursed her red-glossed lips for a moment, then flashed a dazzling smile. ‘I am so loving this,’ she said. ‘Engaging with young people in the community. That always plays well.’ She nodded as if agreeing with herself. ‘I know! We’ll do a photo-shoot with the Salamander.’ She looked the friends up and down as if they were dresses in the end-of-season sale. ‘Hmm, a pretty face, but we’ll need a hairbrush . . .’ she murmured to Emily. She smiled at Scott. ‘Fabulous. Loving that floppy-haired boy band look.’ Then she came to Jack, slowly taking in the sticking-up hair, the ketchup-stained t-shirt and the grubby knees. Her smile wobbled, but only for a second. ‘Nothing we can’t sort out in Photoshop!’ With that, she whipped a phone out of her handbag and dashed away, reeling off instructions as she went.


‘Boy band!’ Scott snorted, although he couldn’t help a blush creeping over his ears.


‘Hairbrush!’ Emily fumed.


‘Photoshop!’ Jack spluttered.


Max laughed. ‘That was Alesha Rahal. She’s in charge of publicity for Silverwood Motors – that’s the company that makes the Black Salamander. She’s quite harmless, just a bit . . .’


‘Bonkers?’ Jack suggested.


‘I was going to say full-on!’


‘Publicity?’ Scott asked. ‘I thought the Black Salamander was all hush-hush?’


‘It has been so far,’ Max said. ‘Silverwood had to make sure other car companies couldn’t copy the design or steal all their cutting-edge technology before it was finished. But now the Salamander is almost ready to roll and they can start showing her off. After the last few performance tests here she’ll be whisked off to the Monaco Motor Show to be unveiled in a blaze of glory – then shipped to Hollywood to start filming.’


Max tapped a code into the security pad on the door of the red brick building and ushered the friends inside. They signed their names at a reception desk and were given visitor passes to hang round their necks. Then they walked out through the other side of the building, past storerooms, garages and workshops, until they came to a racing circuit in the shape of a figure of eight. It was cordoned off with crash barriers and stacks of tyres. Cones and chicanes had been set out along one side of the track.


‘Silverwood Motors are based near Birmingham, aren’t they?’ Scott asked Max, as they leaned on a barrier and watched a red Ferrari and a silver Lamborghini zoom onto the track. ‘Why have they brought the Salamander all the way to Cornwall for testing?’


Max shaded his eyes against the sun. ‘It’s because they can test all the underwater functions here as well as the road performance. There’s an artificial lake over there.’ He pointed to a stretch of water beyond the track. A powerboat was speeding along in a plume of spray. ‘And at the back of the compound,’ Max continued, ‘there’s a private harbour where they can test the car in seawater . . .’


Max’s words were drowned out as the Ferrari and the Lamborghini roared past. It’s a good thing we left Drift at home, Jack thought. That noise would have blown a fuse in his hypersensitive ears! Jack, on the other hand, loved it – the sound throbbed through muscle and bone to his very core. And the smell! He breathed in petrol fumes, burning rubber and oil. Heaven!


Now a third car had appeared on the circuit. Unlike the other two, it hardly made a sound, even though it was travelling at phenomenal speed. The air shimmered around it in a heat haze.


As the car whispered to a stop in front of them Jack let out a long sigh of awe. It sat low and wide and sleek, its black paintwork glistening in the sunshine, as slick as if it were wet. Air vents along the flanks gave it the menace of a shark. Jack grinned at Scott and nodded. The Black Salamander had everything: the raw power of a Bugatti Veyron, the style of an Aston Martin and the silent speed of a stealth bomber.


The doors opened upwards like the outstretched wings of a giant bat. For a moment Jack expected Batman himself to spring out, cape aflutter. Instead a tall man in white overalls eased out of the cockpit. He pulled off his helmet and raked a hand through his sun-streaked hair.


‘This is Connor Jamison,’ Max said. ‘The Black Salamander’s official driver.’


Jack had to stop himself bowing down in worship. Connor Jamison was only the sharpest new British Formula One driver since Lewis Hamilton!


Max clapped the driver on the shoulder. ‘Connor is going to be the stunt double for the lead actor in Ocean Force. And I’ve got some immense stunts lined up for him!’


Connor Jamison grinned. ‘I get to do all the dangerous stuff! Cool, eh?’


Just then a mechanic hurried over from one of the workshops to tell Connor that the new oil filters he’d asked about were ready. Scott and Jack listened happily as Connor discussed intercoolers and twin turbos.


Emily tuned out. She wasn’t interested in engines. She just wanted to find out about the gadgets and the going-underwater part. As she gazed around she spotted Alesha Rahal hurrying towards them. A man in black jeans and t-shirt loped along at her side. His designer stubble and sunglasses gave him a cool-without-even-trying look, and a bulky camera bobbed on his chest with each step. Emily guessed he must be a reporter. Alesha was holding her phone to her ear. And what was that in her other hand? Not . . . a hairbrush!


Emily dived behind the Black Salamander. No one was coming near her hair with a brush! Even her mum had given up years ago! She peeked out and saw Alesha introducing the reporter to Scott and Jack. ‘This is Shane Hazard, from Motor Mania magazine. We thought Ace driver shows off supercar to local kids would make a nice little feature.’ She waved the hairbrush in Scott’s direction. ‘Now, where’s your friend? A pretty face will widen the market appeal.’


Emily had almost crawled underneath the Salamander now. She could feel the heat radiating from the black metal. A little red light winked under the exhaust pipe. Suddenly she heard a voice behind her. She looked round, preparing to dodge the hairbrush, but the voice belonged to a young man in a leather jacket who was sitting on a stack of tyres.


‘Yeah,’ he muttered into his phone. ‘Connor Jamison is swanning around playing the big hero again . . .’


The man paused and looked to the side. Emily realized with a start that his ginger hair hadn’t been deliberately shaved into a punk style, as she’d thought at first, but was growing in patchy tufts. His forehead and scalp were horribly scarred down one side, the skin waxy and warped like a melted candle. ‘Just because Jamison’s got the film-star looks,’ he continued, ‘Silverwood fob me off with “back-up driver” and he gets Monaco and Hollywood!’ He listened for a moment. Then he laughed softly. ‘I know! Tonight’s the night. Don’t worry, I’ll be there . . .’


Meanwhile, on the other side of the Black Salamander, Connor Jamison looked at his watch. ‘We need to crack on with the underwater testing in a minute.’ He turned to Shane Hazard. ‘Do you want to get a couple of quick shots of the boys sitting in the car first?’


Shane Hazard gave a thumbs-up. ‘Sounds good.’


Jack couldn’t believe his luck! He was going to get his photograph in Motor Mania magazine with the coolest car on the planet! His friends back in London were going to be so jealous! Surely any minute now his alarm clock would go off and he’d wake up to find this was all a dream. He reached out towards the Salamander just to check it was real.


Wee-wah! Wee-wah! Wee-wah!


Jack shot back and clapped his hands over his ears.


The noise blared louder than a million alarm clocks!


Security alarms were going off all over the compound.




Three


Security Alert
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‘I didn’t touch it!’ Jack yelped.


‘Nor me!’ Emily cried, popping up from behind the Black Salamander.


Max was glancing rapidly from side to side like a soldier under enemy fire. ‘Someone must have tried to break in.’


‘Initiate lock-down procedure!’ voices shouted all over the compound. Security guards ran back and forth. Metal shutters slammed down over the workshops and garages.


Connor jumped back into the cockpit. ‘I’ll lock the Salamander into the top-security garage . . .’ But before he could start the engine the alarms stopped wailing and a security guard jogged over to join them.


‘Panic over,’ the guard puffed. ‘It was just Frank.’ He jerked his thumb towards a forklift truck crawling across the compound. ‘He popped out to pick up a delivery and mistyped his code into the keypad when he came back in.’


The forklift driver – a middle-aged man with a jowly face that gave him the look of a friendly bulldog – leaned out of the cab as he passed and slapped his forehead. ‘Sorry! I’d forget my own head if it wasn’t screwed on!’


The security guard rolled his eyes. ‘Second time that’s happened this week,’ he grumbled. ‘Well, I’m on the nightshift tonight as well! I need a coffee!’ With that he stomped off in the direction of a grey Portakabin building that looked to Jack just like the temporary classrooms that dotted his school.


Alesha Rahal smiled as if she’d planned the whole event. ‘As you can see, security is top-notch here.’ She looked up as a man with a bald head encircled by a monk-like fringe of white hair came to join them.


‘This is Monty Howard,’ Max told the friends. ‘Chief engineer at Silverwood Cars – the brains behind the Black Salamander. The Salamander has its own built-in security systems too, doesn’t it, Monty?’ he added.
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