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WHAT IS CHERUB?

CHERUB is a branch of British Intelligence. Its agents are aged between 10 and 17 years. Cherubs are all 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.

WHO ARE THEY?

About three hundred children live on CHERUB campus. JAMES ADAMS is our fourteen-year-old hero. He’s a well-respected CHERUB agent, with several successful missions under his belt. James’ eleven-year-old sister, LAUREN, is a less experienced CHERUB agent.

James broke up with his girlfriend KERRY CHANG a while back, but they’re still on good terms. Amongst his other friends on campus are BRUCE NORRIS, GABRIELLE O’BRIEN and KYLE BLUEMAN, who recently turned sixteen.

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 (the minimum age is ten). BLUE is for kids undergoing CHERUB’s tough 100-day basic training regime. A GREY T-shirt means you’re qualified for missions. NAVY – the T-shirt James wears – is a reward for outstanding performance on a single mission. If you do well, you’ll end your CHERUB career wearing a BLACK T-shirt, the ultimate recognition for outstanding achievement over a number of missions. When you retire, you get the WHITE T-shirt, which is also worn by some staff.

WHAT IS HELP EARTH?

Help Earth is a well funded and highly secretive terrorist organisation that aims to ‘Bring an end to the environmental carnage wreaked on our planet by global corporations and the politicians who support them.’ More than two hundred people have died in Help Earth attacks since the organisation surfaced in late 2003. James Adams foiled a major Help Earth operation in his first CHERUB mission.


1. GAS

It was half-seven in the morning, but James had already been in the dojo for ninety minutes. Six pairs of kids were spread over the padded floor, wearing sweaty kit and a mass of protective padding.

Exhausted from a brutal twenty-minute sparring session, James bowed to his training partner Gabrielle, before grabbing a plastic bottle off the floor. He tipped back his head, opened his mouth wide and squeezed out a jet of high-energy glucose drink.

As he tried to swallow, a palm slammed into his back and he stumbled forwards, crashing into the springy blue floor with juice dribbling down his chin. Miss Takada ground James’ head against the mat, using a sixty-year-old foot with gnarled yellow nails and sandpaper tough skin.

‘Wa ru one?’ instructor Takada shouted. Her English was awful, but luckily she stuck to pet phrases that James knew by heart.

‘Rule one,’ James replied awkwardly, as the foot squished his lips out of shape. ‘Always be alert; an attack can come from any direction at any time.’

‘Be alert, stay alert,’ Takada tutted. ‘Drink quick, not glaring at ceiling like fool. Get off my floor. You dishonour my floor.’

James dragged himself up, keeping a wary eye on his teacher.

‘OK,’ Takada shouted, clapping her hands to get the attention of the whole class. ‘Final exercise. Speed test, little balls.’

A few of the shattered teenagers mustered enough energy to moan. There were only ten days of CHERUB’s six-week advanced combat course left, so everyone knew how to play: six students lined up against the wall at each end of the dojo, Miss Takada would throw out ten mini-soccer balls and the two who didn’t make it into the changing room with a ball had to forsake breakfast and run twenty laps around the outside of the dojo. It was a violent game and even wearing protective gear, broken bones weren’t out of the question.

Takada reached into a net filled with balls and threw out the first three. Twelve teenagers charged forwards, as they bobbled across the floor.

James sighted one rolling fortuitously towards him, but Gabrielle was faster and bundled him out of the way. As James ploughed into the floor for the hundredth time that morning, Gabrielle ripped the ball out of reach.

She managed three gangly steps, before coming under attack from two boys who’d started from the other end of the room. One hit Gabrielle head first, butting her in the stomach, while the other slid in with a two-footed tackle. Gabrielle groaned in pain as she hit the deck, but managed to hold on to the ball by tucking it under her chest.

The boy who’d butted Gabrielle tried to lever her into an arm lock, but caught a padded elbow in the face for his trouble and crumpled backwards in a heap.

While battle still raged over the first three balls, Miss Takada tossed in two more. James was exhausted, but the prospect of laps around the dojo gave him enough motivation to spring up and take a lunge. This time he judged it right and plucked the ball from between his legs without breaking stride.

James was thrilled to see less than fifteen metres between himself and the archway into the boys’ changing room. He leapt over a flying kick, picked up speed and could almost taste a cooked breakfast in the campus dining room. But three paces shy, the dream was shattered by a bulky sixteen-year-old called Mark Fox.

Mark had ham-sized fists and a twenty-centimetre height advantage over James, who got bundled into the padded wall before spinning out and adopting a fighting stance. It didn’t seem fair facing off an opponent who was so much bigger, but advanced combat training was meant to be realistic and the real world isn’t fair either.

James tried to visualise himself as the plucky underdog, who could come off best like in some kids’ movie. But the illusion didn’t last. Mark moved ruthlessly, spraying James with flying sweat as he landed a left-right punch combo, followed by a knee in the ribs. James crumpled up as Mark tore the ball from his grasp.

‘Later,’ Mark grinned, looking smug as he swaggered towards the archway.

The padded blows had only knocked the wind out of James, but he’d landed awkwardly and bent back some fingers. He stood as soon as he’d caught his breath, but his face was screwed up in pain. Six kids had now made it into the changing rooms; three more were almost there with no opponent in sight. That left James and two girls fighting over the last ball.

Dana Smith currently held it. She was a fifteen-year-old Australian, about the same height as James, muscular for a girl and an excellent athlete and swimmer. Gabrielle O’Brien had just turned fourteen and was the youngest on the course, but she could hold her own and had Dana penned into a corner looking for a way out.

James positioned himself a couple of metres behind Gabrielle. He figured Dana would make a break for it. Hopefully, Gabrielle would take her down and he’d be able to wade in and grab the ball while the girls tangled on the floor.

But Dana showed no sign of moving and Miss Takada was growing impatient. She had a queue of red-shirts outside, waiting for their beginners’ Karate class.

‘You got one minute, or all three of you run,’ Takada said, drumming on the face of her watch.

Gabrielle backed away from the corner, trying to lure Dana out. James was backing up too, as Dana made her move. Gabrielle lashed out, but Dana dropped down and skidded beneath the flying kick on her knees, sweeping away Gabrielle’s leg in the process.

James sensed an opportunity to snatch the ball, while Gabrielle was falling and Dana was on her knees. He ploughed into Dana, grappled her around the neck, ripped the ball out of her hand and clasped it to his chest, ignoring the pain in his fingers.

Dana yelled as she broke out of the choke hold and flipped James on to his back, before straddling his waist. She pinned his shoulders under her knees and batted him across the face. As she did so, James’ weakened fingers lost their sweaty grip on the ball. It bounced between his legs and began rolling across the mat.

Gabrielle spotted the ball and dived in. By the time Dana realised that James had let go, Gabrielle was sprinting triumphantly towards the girls’ changing room.

James was still pinned to the floor as Miss Takada made a circular motion with her finger. ‘OK, you two. Round and round, twenty time. You know the drill.’

As the instructor stepped out to yell at the rowdy group of red-shirts outside, James looked up at Dana with a hint of desperation. Her beefy thigh muscles loomed over him and her entire bodyweight pressed on his shoulders.

‘Let us up,’ James gasped. ‘It’s over.’

Dana gave him an evil smile. James didn’t know Dana all that well. She was a loner, still a grey shirt after five years of CHERUB missions and notoriously bitter towards younger kids like him who’d achieved better things.

‘This is because I’m a navy shirt, isn’t it?’ James said. ‘Well maybe you’ve been unlucky, or whatever, but you can’t blame me for that.’

‘It’s not that,’ Dana grinned.

‘C’mon, let me up,’ James said, getting angry as he tried to wriggle out. ‘Takada’s gonna have a right go if she comes back and sees we’re not running.’

‘She’ll be a few minutes helping the little kids get changed. I’ve got long enough.’

‘Long enough for what?’

‘You’ll see,’ Dana said, shuffling forwards so that her bum loomed over James’ head.

James heard a rumbling sound from inside Dana’s shorts and felt a blast of warm air.

‘Oh, Jeeeeeesus,’ James whined, screwing up his face.

Dana started laughing as she rolled off and found her feet.

‘You’re an animal,’ James groaned, wafting his hand in front of his face. ‘That’s putrid. I’ll get you back for that.’

He couldn’t help seeing the funny side. He liked Dana,even though she was an oddball.

Dana shrugged. ‘Don’t expect me to lose any sleep.’

James’ laughter dried up as he staggered towards the dojo exit, grabbed his trainers and began stripping off his padding. Twenty laps around the dojo takes half an hour when you’re knackered, and it was freezing outside.


2. CLYDE

The Echelon security network is the world’s most sophisticated electronic surveillance system. It is jointly run by the United States National Security Agency (NSA) and the intelligence services of several friendly nations, including Great Britain and Australia.

Echelon monitors communications, including telephone calls, e-mails and faxes passing via microwave links, communications satellites and fibre optic cables. The system currently scans nine billion private messages and conversations per day.

Every hour, approximately one million messages containing trigger words such as bomb, terrorist, napalm, or phrases such as Help Earth or Al Qaeda are picked out and stored by the system. These suspicious messages are run through logic analysing software that is capable of determining the emotional state of a person from their voice, or the likely context of suspicious words in an e-mail or text message.

Of the million messages stored each hour by Echelon, about 20,000 will be flagged by the computer and read by one of 2,000 monitoring staff on duty at any given time.

In late 2005, an Echelon station in south-east Asia intercepted an e-mail message between two unknown parties. The e-mail mentioned a possible Help Earth attack in Hong Kong and the involvement of a sixteen-year-old environmental campaigner named Clyde Xu.

Rather than arresting the young suspect, it has been decided to infiltrate Xu’s family in the hope that more senior figures within Help Earth can be uncovered. (Excerpt from a CHERUB mission briefing for Kyle Blueman, Kerry Chang and Bruce Norris.)



Hong Kong, February 2006

Kerry Chang broke into a jog when she spotted Rebecca Xu leaning against a lamppost waiting for her. The two thirteen-year-olds wore school uniform – blue blouse, navy skirt and pullover, white tights – and were mixed up with hundreds of others dressed the same way. Some were heading home alone, some stood in groups gossiping, while others cut precariously into four lanes of snarled up traffic, trying to catch a double-decker bus parked at a stop on the opposite side of the road.

‘Good day?’ Kerry asked, speaking in Cantonese.

Rebecca shrugged. ‘School’s school, you know how it goes.’

Kerry knew how she felt. When an undercover mission drags on, the person you’re pretending to be starts getting mixed up with who you really are. She’d now been attending Prince of Wales School for six weeks and had settled into a rut.

Rebecca started walking.

‘Aren’t we waiting for Bruce?’ Kerry asked.

‘Detention,’ Rebecca smiled. ‘I thought you knew. Your brother’s such an idiot.’

‘Stepbrother,’ Kerry said. ‘No shared genes, thank you very much. What’s he gone and done now?’

‘Oh, just him and his stupid mates yapping all through maths class. Mr Lee chucked a mental and told them to come back after school.’

Kerry shook her head. ‘I wish I was in your class. I’ve got nobody to talk to all day.’

Rebecca smiled. ‘But we’d probably get in trouble for chatting all the time.’

The air-conditioned school was always chilly, but it was sunny out and Kerry got hot as they headed home. She loosened her tie, then pulled her sweater over her head and knotted it around her waist. The fifteen-minute walk took the two girls through a maze of high buildings, cramped streets and elevated walkways choked by fumes from speeding traffic.

Home for both girls was a recently built tower block, twenty storeys high. It had five identical cousins, the last of which was still under construction. Hong Kong’s sea air and tropical climate eats buildings, and despite its newness, the balconies stretching skywards already looked tatty.

In most wealthy countries, cramped apartment blocks like these would house the poor, but Hong Kong is one of the most densely populated cities in the world and this accommodation was mostly home to professional types. Rebecca’s family was typical: her father was a dentist and her mother part-owned a jeweller’s shop in an upscale mall.

The doors parted automatically as the girls passed into a muggy lobby. The security guard gave them a friendly nod from behind his desk.

‘Have you got much homework?’ Kerry asked, as they waited for the elevator up to the ninth floor, where they both lived.

‘A fair bit,’ Rebecca said. ‘We can do it together … Or surf the net, whatever.’

‘Cool,’ Kerry said. ‘But I’m gonna go in my place and lose the uniform first. I’ll see you round yours in ten minutes.’

*

The front door of the cramped apartment led directly into the kitchen. Kerry yawned as she stepped inside. She dumped her backpack on the floor and skidded her keys across the dining table. Assistant mission controller Chloe Blake leaned through the doorway leading into the living-room.

‘Hiya, Kerry. Where’s Bruce?’

‘Detention.’

‘Oh great,’ Chloe said, looking stressed.

‘What’s up?’

‘Are you doing homework with Rebecca tonight?’

Kerry nodded. ‘As soon as I’m changed. Why, what’s going on?’

‘You’d better look at this.’

Kerry moved through to the living-room. Sixteen-year-old Kyle Blueman – Kerry’s other stepbrother for the purposes of this mission – was sitting on the couch dressed in shorts and a T-shirt.

‘No school?’ Kerry asked.

‘Clyde Xu skipped out of our English class this morning,’ Kyle explained. ‘I followed him down to the harbour, but I had to keep my distance and lost him at a busy crossing. John picked up a couple of mobile calls in the surveillance suite back at the hotel, but they didn’t tell us much. All we know is that Clyde met with someone at an Arby’s in the business district around lunchtime.’

‘Any idea who?’ Kerry interrupted.

‘Not even a name,’ Kyle said. ‘But after the meeting, Clyde came back here to the Xus’ apartment. We’ve got it on video.’

Chloe flipped up the lid of her laptop, which was connected to a satellite antenna on the balcony. She double clicked, opening up a video file which Kerry leaned in to watch. The fisheye image was from an ultra wide angle camera that Bruce had sneaked into the light fitting above Clyde Xu’s bed four weeks earlier.

‘When was this recorded?’ Kerry asked.

‘A couple of hours ago,’ Chloe replied.

The screen showed Clyde Xu walking into his tiny bedroom. He sat on his bed, then pulled off his trainers and school shirt, revealing a muscular chest.

‘He’s so fit,’ Kerry said.

‘Totally,’ Kyle grinned. ‘Cutest little terrorist I’ve ever seen.’

Chloe tutted. ‘Can you two keep the raging hormones under control and concentrate on what you’re watching?’

Clyde Xu pulled a small, cellophane-wrapped package out of his school backpack, then leaned forwards. He opened a chest of drawers and tucked it under a pile of socks.

‘Any idea what that is?’ Kerry asked.

‘Impossible to tell,’ Chloe said. ‘But you don’t go to all that trouble to meet someone and come back with something you could have bought from the Seven Eleven, do you? Can you try and get a look at it, maybe take some photos?’

Kerry looked uncertain. ‘Couldn’t we wait until tomorrow and go in when the Xus are out at work and school?’

‘It would be easier,’ Chloe said. ‘But that’s fifteen or sixteen hours away. Who’s to say Clyde won’t have passed the package on to someone else by then? Knowing what’s in that package now might be the difference between foiling an attack and hundreds of innocent people losing their lives.’

‘Well,’ Kerry said, shaking her head, ‘it’s gonna be tricky without Bruce there keeping an eye out. He’s such a knob, getting himself in trouble on the one day we need him.’

Chloe clicked a few icons on the laptop screen, making the display switch to a live feed from the Xus’ apartment. Between them, Kerry and Bruce had managed to place a miniature camera and microphone in every room.

‘Well,’ Chloe said, as she flipped between the live pictures from six different cameras. ‘Rebecca is in her room, Clyde is on the computer in his parents’ room and we can rely on Mum and Dad not being home before seven o’clock.’

Kerry nodded. ‘You can’t get Clyde off that PC once he’s online. Rebecca always has to fight with him when she wants to go and play Sims Two.’

‘Do you think you’ll be safe going into the room without Bruce covering you from outside?’

Kerry shrugged. ‘I can probably talk my way out if they catch me in the room, but if I’m sitting there taking pictures of whatever he’s got hidden in that drawer, our cover’s totally blown.’

‘What do we do if the package turns out to be a bomb?’ Kyle asked. ‘If it is, Clyde could be planting it at any time. In just a few hours, or something.’

‘I doubt it’s tonight,’ Chloe said. ‘Don’t forget the second meeting.’

‘What meeting?’ Kerry asked.

‘Something John picked up in one of Clyde’s mobile calls,’ Chloe explained. ‘He’s got a meeting tonight at eight o’clock.’

‘Where?’

‘No idea where or who, Kerry. But groups like Help Earth keep information on potential attacks separate. One person deals with the device, another knows the target and the attacker is only given the whole picture at the last minute. That way, the plan isn’t compromised if anyone is caught.’

Kerry nodded. ‘So, all these meetings mean the attack has to be coming soon.’

‘Almost certainly within the next seventy-two hours,’ Chloe said.

‘What if Clyde isn’t the attacker?’ Kyle asked.

‘We’ve had this discussion,’ Chloe said, a touch wearily. ‘Xu is a sixteen-year-old with no specialist knowledge. His only use to Help Earth is as a lightning rod: an unlikely suspect who can take some of the risks that more senior people don’t fancy.’

‘Right,’ Kerry said. ‘I’ll hook a two-way radio up under my T-shirt. As soon as I get in Clyde’s room I’ll fix it in my ear.

You guys watch on the video and speak to me if you see someone coming.’

Chloe gave Kerry a friendly rub on the back. ‘You’d better hurry up and get changed before Rebecca starts wondering where you’ve got to.’


3. PLASTIC

Rebecca’s bedroom was a windowless box, so the two girls always did their homework in the Xus’ living-room. Kerry lay on the floor, with her books spread over a sheepskin rug, while Rebecca sprawled on a smart leather couch with one eye watching MTV.

‘Oooh, Busted,’ Rebecca said, grabbing the remote and turning the sound up loud.

Kerry looked up from her maths exercise book and shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you still like them. They’re so last year.’

‘Last year, next year, Matt Jay is still hot.’

Kerry giggled. ‘Not as hot as your big brother, Clyde.’

Rebecca screwed up her face. ‘Kindly keep your warped fantasies about my brother to yourself, Kerry. Besides, he’s only interested in saving bluebottle dolphins, or standing outside the American embassy with some dopey placard. I don’t think he’d know what to do with a girl if you gave him one.’

‘Bottlenose dolphins,’ Kerry corrected, as she stood up. ‘If you’re listening to that racket, I’m going to the loo.’

Kerry guessed the Busted video lasted three-and-a-half minutes. Rebecca wouldn’t budge while it was on, but she needed to know what Clyde was up to as well. She cut out of the living-room, took two paces down a hallway and stepped through the open door of Mr and Mrs Xu’s bedroom. Clyde sat at a desk between two wardrobes, totally wrapped in a game of Doom III, with gunfire roaring out of the speakers.

‘Ahem,’ Kerry said, noisily clearing her throat as she stepped up beside Clyde.

‘What?’

Kerry smiled, with a hint of flirting, as she pushed a strand of hair away from her face. ‘I like that T-shirt, Clyde. It always looks nice on you.’

‘I can’t pause this game,’ Clyde said irritably, as he switched weapons and unleashed a barrage of rockets. ‘I’m playing an online death match. What is it you want?’

‘We won’t be getting our internet set up until my dad finishes his old job and moves in with us. I was hoping I could do an e-mail to my old mates back in London.’

‘They’ve got internet in the library at school, you know,’ Clyde said.

Kerry backed off a step and made herself sound wounded. ‘OK,’ she said weakly. ‘I’ll do it at school, I suppose.’

Clyde sensed that Kerry was upset and briefly snatched his eyes away from the screen. ‘Look, after this game, OK? It’ll be ten minutes or so, I’ll give you a shout when I’ve finished.’

Perfect, Kerry thought as she brushed her hand against Clyde’s shoulder. ‘Thank you, Clyde.’

She turned on her socked feet and passed through the kitchen, confident that she had two uninterrupted minutes to get a look at the mysterious package. There was a short hallway leading from the kitchen towards Clyde and Rebecca’s tiny bedrooms. The bathroom door was directly opposite.

Kerry leaned into the bathroom and tugged on the light cord to make it look like she was inside, then cut a quick glance over her shoulder, before slipping into Clyde’s room. Her heart rate bounced as she pushed open the door, flipped on the light switch, pulled a tiny earpiece from inside her T-shirt and plugged it into her ear.

‘Chloe, can you hear me?’ Kerry whispered.

Chloe’s reply came through the earpiece with a soothing tone. ‘Don’t worry; I’ve got your back. You’ll know the second either of them moves.’

‘Mind’s gone blank,’ Kerry said nervously. ‘Which drawer was it?’

‘Second one down.’

Kerry quietly pulled open Clyde’s drawer and slid her hand amongst the balled up socks until her fingers touched the package. She made a mental note of its exact position, before pulling it out and placing it on top of the cabinet.

‘OK,’ Kerry whispered, as she unravelled the plastic bag wrapped around the package and glanced inside. She immediately recognised the contents, having used identical equipment during basic training. ‘Looks like four bars of plastic explosive – probably C4 – and two self-contained detonators. I can’t tell what type they are just from looking.’

The explosives looked like grey plasticine and the two sophisticated detonators would make turning it into a bomb a snip: simply mould the explosive to shape, put it where you want to – inside a car, under a desk, whatever – push in the detonators and your bomb is complete.

‘Someone paid a lot of money to get their hands on these,’ Kerry said.

‘Whys and wherefores later, Kerry,’ Chloe warned, deliberately keeping her voice calm. ‘Just take some photographs and get out as quickly as you can.’

Kerry slid a tiny digital camera out of her jeans. She placed the two detonators, which looked like tiny fireworks, on the top of the drawer and took a picture. While the flash recharged, she set out the explosive ready to photograph.

The doorbell rang.

‘Dammit,’ Kerry gasped into the microphone. ‘Chloe, who is that?’

In the flat five doors along, Chloe sat at the laptop clicking through the different camera feeds until she came to the one positioned in the corridor outside.

‘It’s Bruce,’ Chloe said.

Kerry snapped the picture of the explosive and started putting it back into the bag in a state of panic.

‘What the hell is he playing at?’

‘I don’t know,’ Chloe said frantically. ‘He must have got out of detention and decided to come straight over there.’

‘Didn’t you ring him to say what was going on?’

‘Oh …’ Chloe said, sounding choked. ‘I should have, shouldn’t I?’

Kerry was annoyed, but she didn’t have time to let it fester. She quickly wound the plastic bag around the package, shoved it back under the socks and pushed the drawer shut.

‘Clyde and Rebecca are in the kitchen,’ Chloe said.

Kerry tried to think as she heard Rebecca answer the front door. The kitchen was less than two metres away; there was no way she could emerge from Clyde’s bedroom without being seen.

‘Hi, Becks,’ Bruce grinned, speaking in stilted Cantonese that had improved rapidly over the six weeks of the mission. ‘I thought you and Kerry would be doing homework. Is she here?’

Rebecca nodded. ‘How was detention?’

‘Oh, nothing major,’ Bruce shrugged. ‘Just wasted half an hour of my life staring at a clock with my arms folded.’

Clyde looked put out at having had to answer the door. ‘Might as well go for a pee now I’m up. I was kicking that guy’s butt ’til you got here.’

‘You can’t, Kerry’s in there,’ Rebecca said.

But by the time the words were out, Clyde had the bathroom door open.

‘Not unless she’s flushed herself down the toilet she isn’t.’

Rebecca looked mystified, as Bruce had the horrible realisation that he’d probably blundered in and disturbed Kerry when she was up to something.

‘Maybe she went home,’ Bruce said edgily.

Back in Clyde’s tiny bedroom, Kerry realised she needed to do something desperate as she ripped out the earpiece and tucked it back down her T-shirt.

Rebecca opened her bedroom door and leaned inside. ‘Kerry? – Well, she’s not in there.’

Kerry plunged her little finger deep into her nostril, then dug her nail into the soft tissue and ripped it out. The pain was horrendous, but she managed to snatch a wad of tissues from Clyde’s bedside table and bunch them against her face as he stepped into the room.

‘What the hell are you doing in here?’

As Kerry turned to face Clyde, she blew out the drips of blood that had collected at the base of her nostril. Clyde looked shocked as it dribbled over her lips and down her chin.

Rebecca stepped in behind her brother. ‘Oh my god, Kerry. What happened?’

Kerry didn’t need to fake anything; the injury she’d inflicted upon herself was bloody and extremely painful.

‘I get nosebleeds quite a bit. I was coming out of the toilet and it started up really bad. I ran in here to grab tissues.’

If Rebecca or Clyde had stopped to think in great depth, they might have wondered why Kerry didn’t go back into the bathroom and grab some toilet tissue, or grab a paper towel from the kitchen rather than enter a room she wasn’t familiar with. But neither of them could think beyond the bloody face and pained expression standing right in front of them.

‘What do you want us to do, Kerry?’ Clyde asked.

‘I think I’d better go home,’ Kerry said, close to sobbing. ‘My mum’s there. She knows how to stop the bleeding. She’s done it loads of times before.’

*

Bruce opened the door of the flat. Kyle and Chloe had watched Kerry’s escape plan unfold on the laptop screen, but they weren’t prepared for the torrent of blood pouring down her neck as she stumbled towards the table and slumped into a dining chair, glowering at Bruce.

‘Moron,’ Kerry screamed. ‘You nearly blew this whole

operation.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t think,’ Bruce said, wrapping his hands over his head, totally unable to look Kerry in the eye.

‘You never think.’

Chloe stepped in to calm them down. ‘Kerry, it was my fault. I should have phoned Bruce.’

‘It wasn’t you that got a detention,’ Kerry said.

She grabbed her camera out of her pocket and banged it on the table, as Kyle grabbed a first aid box from under the sink.

‘Bruce,’ Kyle said, trying to be diplomatic, ‘why don’t you go in the other room and e-mail the photographs to John. I’ll stay here and patch up Kerry.’

Bruce and Chloe walked through to the living-room, as Kyle handed Kerry a damp flannel to wash her face.

‘The old nosebleed trick,’ Kyle said. ‘I learned it in espionage training, but to be honest I’d totally forgotten it.’

Kerry appreciated Kyle’s bedside manner and managed a tight smile as she dumped the bloody flannel on the table in front of her. ‘I won’t be in any hurry to use it again.’

‘OK, tip your head back. I need to take a look up there.’

Kyle took a small torch out of the first aid box and shone it up Kerry’s nostril. The flow was already slowing, as the blood darkened and clotted.

‘Fingernails pick up a lot of dirt and bacteria, Kerry. I’m gonna squirt antiseptic up there so you don’t get an infection.’

Kerry couldn’t nod with her head tipped back, so she made a little uh-huh noise as Kyle flipped the top off a pump spray.

‘This might be a little bit cold. Hold your breath; I don’t want it running down into your throat.’

Kerry clenched her fists in pain as the mist of antiseptic burned the inside of her nose.

‘Sorry,’ Kyle said. ‘I’ll make you an ice pack from the fridge. You’ll have to hold it against your nose until the bleeding stops.’

Chloe came back into the kitchen from the living-room.

‘I spoke to John at his hotel and told him about the plastic explosive. He says it’s critical that we find out where Clyde Xu’s meeting is tonight and what’s being said.’


4. MEET

Every breath reminded Kerry of the dried blood caked inside her nostril. She was in a packed shopping street, walking briskly alongside her mission controller, John Jones. It was dusk and the greens and reds of hundreds of illuminated signs reflected off his silver-framed glasses and bald head.

‘Can you still see Clyde?’ Kerry asked.

She could only see the backs and heads crammed around her. John was taller, with a view over the crowd.

‘I think I can,’ John said. ‘But straight dark hair isn’t exactly uncommon around here.’

There was a brief gap in the crowd and John caught a glance of the yellow baseball jersey attached to the head he’d been watching for the last two minutes. Clyde Xu was wearing a green bomber jacket.

‘Dammit,’ John said. ‘Wrong guy.’

‘You’re joking,’ Kerry gasped, as they stopped walking and anxiously turned into the frontage of a shop selling tacky jewellery.

John pulled a smart phone out of his pocket and dialled Chloe. She was back at the apartment, sitting in front of the laptop.

‘I’ve lost Xu,’ John said. ‘What are you getting?’

MI5 had connections inside Hong Kong’s telecommunications industry and they’d managed to set up a trace on Clyde Xu’s mobile phone signal, without having to tell the Chinese authorities about the CHERUB operation.

‘According to this he’s right on top of you, John,’ Chloe said. ‘Mobile tracking isn’t pinpoint, but he should be less than fifty metres away.’

‘Which way is he moving?’

‘Nowhere fast. Maybe he’s gone into a shop or something.’

‘Thanks, Chloe,’ John said. ‘Call me back if he starts moving.’

John snapped the phone shut and looked across at Kerry. ‘Any sign?’

‘I’m too short,’ Kerry said. ‘I can’t see a thing.’

‘Chloe said he’s stopped moving.’

‘We passed a Starbucks twenty metres back,’ Kerry said. ‘We could check that out.’

‘Right,’ John said.

As the pair turned away from the display of cheap watches to head for Starbucks, Kerry spotted a green jacket, hands buried in pockets. It flashed past less than a metre in front of them. Luckily, Clyde Xu had things on his mind and his eyes were glued to the back of the person walking ahead of him.

John and Kerry exchanged shocked expressions, before stepping into the crowd and resuming the chase.

‘How did we manage to get in front of him?’ Kerry asked.

‘Must have dropped into a shop to buy something,’ John said, as he craned his neck, desperate not to lose his fix on Xu for a second time.

Kerry looked at her watch. It was three minutes to eight, which either meant Clyde was running late, or that the meeting was going to take place somewhere nearby. They closed right up on their target as they waited to cross a road. As soon as the green walk sign lit up, Clyde jogged forward behind the first line of stopped cars, then bounded across the pavement and into a noodle bar with a grubby white sign and a plate glass frontage steamed up with condensation.

They wanted to give Clyde a few moments to settle into the restaurant. John and Kerry crossed the road at a sedate pace, then made themselves look busy at a newsstand. Kerry bought a Hong Kong Times and some sweets, while John called Kyle on his mobile phone.

‘Kyle, where are you?’

‘Me and Bruce saw you crossing the road,’ Kyle answered. ‘Don’t sweat it.’

‘OK,’ John said. ‘Stay close to the restaurant, but don’t let Clyde see you and don’t make any moves before I give you the all clear, you understand?’

‘You’re the boss,’ Kyle answered.

John snapped his phone shut and looked at Kerry as she slid a tube of mints into her jeans. ‘Ready?’

Kerry handed John the newspaper and nodded. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

‘OK, go and win yourself an Oscar. I’ll follow you inside in three minutes.’

Because of the condensation, Kerry wasn’t sure what she’d find as she pushed open the glass door. The kitchen was at the front of the restaurant, with a muggy soy-sauce smell rising from steaming tubs of noodle and rice dishes.

A sweaty face popped up from behind the counter. ‘Hi, do you want a table, or take-away?’

‘Table,’ Kerry said tightly. ‘I think my friend is already here.’

The man waved his hand towards the rows of plastic tables at the back of the restaurant. Kerry felt queasy as she passed a short line of customers waiting for take-out. The restaurant was seventy per cent full and the decibel level was pretty high. She spotted Clyde at a table and was relieved to see that the person he was meeting hadn’t arrived. He looked tetchy, jiggling his ankle up and down and fanning himself with a laminated menu.

‘Hi,’ Kerry said, as she sat opposite.

Clyde’s chin dropped so fast it practically hit the tabletop. ‘What …? What are you doing here?’

‘I followed you,’ Kerry confessed.

‘Par-don me?’

Kerry started to babble. ‘Clyde, I know this probably sounds dumb, but I really wanted to talk to you. I’ve been meaning to for ages, but I kept chickening out. You see, I can’t stop thinking about you. All the time. I just need to know if you like me. You know, not like a friend. Like a girlfriend.’

‘Well, um … Kerry, I’m flattered.’

‘Oh … This feels so dumb now,’ Kerry said, screwing up her face like she was about to cry. As she did, she reached into the pocket of her jacket and pulled the sticky backing away from a small listening device.

‘Are you even allowed out this late on your own?’

‘Not really,’ Kerry sniffed. ‘I should have realised you didn’t like me.’

‘Kerry, there’s nothing wrong with you. I bet we’d get on really well if we were the same age. But I’m sixteen and you’re thirteen. Be sensible, that’s never gonna work, is it?’

‘I’m nearly fourteen,’ Kerry said, as she stuck the bug to the underside of the table.

Now the initial shock of Kerry’s presence had worn off, Clyde put some thought into how embarrassing it was going to be if the person he was meeting found a girl sobbing at his table.

‘And I’m nearly seventeen,’ Clyde said, snatching Kerry’s wrist and squeezing it hard.

‘You’re meeting another girl here, aren’t you?’

‘Now you listen, Kerry,’ Clyde snapped, pointing a finger. ‘I’m here for a meeting. We can talk about this some other time. But right now, you have to get out of my face.’

Kerry had no reason to stick around now she’d planted the bug. She snatched her arm away from Clyde and sobbed dramatically as she stood up. A group of women with lots of shopping bags sitting a couple of tables away craned their necks around, slightly concerned.

‘I’m sorry, Clyde.’

Clyde raised a hand in front of his face, as if to say he couldn’t listen to any more. ‘Just get out of here.’

As Kerry strode out of the restaurant, pretending to be in tears, she swept past John heading in the opposite direction.

John passed between the rows of tables and settled in a few rows behind Clyde Xu. He pulled open his newspaper, placed a wireless headset over his ear that looked exactly like the kind that get supplied with upmarket mobile phones and switched on the receiver unit. He heard the sound of Clyde anxiously jiggling his menu.

*

It was nearly quarter past eight when a heavily built Australian man carrying a large sports bag slid into the plastic bench facing Clyde Xu. He reached across the table, shook hands with Clyde and spoke in English.

‘How’s it going, pal? Sorry I kept you.’

Clyde had a nervous touch in his voice, like a first date or a job interview. ‘No worries.’

‘OK mate, nothing goes in writing, so prick up your ears,’ the Australian said, too quietly for anyone in the noisy restaurant to overhear, but easily picked up by the tiny microphone half a metre away from his mouth.

‘The bag is for you. There’s a security pass and cleaner’s uniform inside. The pass is for an office block called the Pacific Business Centre, in Kowloon. The real cleaners work from eleven at night until two in the morning. You sneak in just after they arrive at eleven tomorrow night. Tell the security on the front desk that it’s your first night on the job and you got lost. Act nervous.’

Clyde smiled. ‘I probably will be nervous.’

The Aussie smiled back. ‘Only natural, son. When you arrive at the office, you stay the hell away from the other cleaners and hide out until they leave.’

‘Where do I hide?’

‘Toilets. Not the ones in the offices themselves, but the ones outside by the elevators. They’re maintained by a different contractor that only works during office hours.

‘At two a.m., you use the security pass in the bag and enter the offices of Viennese Oil on the sixth floor. It’s a small Italian oil exploration company. At the back of the office you’ll find the chairman’s suite behind a set of double doors. In the washroom off to the side will be a Samsonite overnight bag. It’ll be packed with clothes and toiletries. Open the bag and place the explosive at the bottom. Insert both fuses, in case one goes wrong. You activate them by snapping off the heads and twisting the two wires together.

‘When you’ve finished, you go back to the toilets and strip off your cleaner’s overall. Then you leave the building via the stairs. You’ll set off an alarm when you open the fire door. The security guard is no spring chicken, but he might call the cops so I wouldn’t hang around, OK?’

Clyde nodded. ‘What happens then?’

‘You’re a teenager, so my guess is that you go home and play with yourself before falling asleep.’

‘No, I mean what happens with the explosive. Why are we putting it into an overnight bag instead of under his desk or something?’

The Australian shook his head slowly. ‘Come on, you know how this works. We don’t tell you what you don’t need to know.’

Clyde felt stupid. ‘Of course, sorry.’


5. FOLLOW

John was troubled as he sat behind his newspaper in the noodle bar, listening to Clyde Xu’s meeting with the Australian. He was operating nine and a half thousand kilometres from home, without the knowledge of the Hong Kong authorities, and he was a couple of bodies shy of what he really needed to run his operation.

In the UK, a CHERUB mission controller can call in extra cherubs, adult intelligence officers or police at short notice, even bringing in a team by helicopter if necessary. Out here, there was nothing except a couple of deskbound MI5 officers at the British embassy, who John wouldn’t have trusted to carry his luggage, let alone conceal the existence of an ultra-secret organisation like CHERUB.

John’s team had spent six weeks building up to the moment when they could successfully identify Clyde Xu with a more senior member of Help Earth, but that would all be for nothing if the Australian walked into the crowd and disappeared before being identified. Someone would have to follow him.

It couldn’t be John himself; he’d be recognised after sitting opposite the Australian in the restaurant. Chloe was back at the apartment coordinating the phone tracking and there was a chance the Australian had been watching the restaurant for some time and had seen Kerry.

That left Kyle and Bruce as the only ones who could do the job. John had told them both to wear protective body armour under their clothing, but he still wasn’t comfortable about sending two boys after a man who might be carrying a gun. There was also a chance they’d bump into Clyde and get recognised as he left the restaurant.

John studied the physically imposing Australian, looking for any obvious sign that he was armed. But he’d been in the intelligence game more than twenty years and wasn’t fooling himself: unless your target is stupid enough to let a weapon bulge through their clothes, there’s no way to tell if a man is carrying a gun.

At least the potential problem of Kyle and Bruce bumping into Clyde solved itself. The Australian threw a HK$100 note on the table as he stood up to leave and told Clyde to stay back and pay the waitress.

John grabbed his mobile, dialled up Kyle and kept his voice low. ‘Where are you?’

‘We’re lurking by a cash machine fifty metres down the road.’

John’s brain tried to turn a dozen contradictory factors into a decision.

Kyle spoke tautly. ‘Come on, John. We’ve been waiting six weeks. Me and Bruce can handle this.’

John took a deep breath. Help Earth had killed more than two hundred people since they first surfaced. This was an exceptional opportunity to crack the organisation open and the boys were keen to go.

‘All right,’ John said, running an anxious hand around the back of his neck. ‘You’re going for it, but no stupid risks, OK? Your mark is tall, two hundred centimetres. Big shoulders, squashed up nose like a rugby player. Blond hair, side parting. Smart suit, rectangular glasses with an orange tint.’

‘Just eyeballing him now,’ Kyle said. ‘He’s stepping out. How far are we taking this?’

John had no basis for making a decision on how dangerous the Australian was. ‘Kyle, it’s down to your training and common sense. There’s nothing I can say.’

‘Do we just follow, or do you want us to take him down?’

‘Yeah,’ John said. ‘If you think you can do it, take him down.’

He snapped the phone shut and hoped he’d made the right call.

*

Kyle grinned at Bruce as he pocketed his phone. ‘John’s got the jitters, but we’re on.’

‘Mission controllers always get the jitters,’ Bruce shrugged. ‘I think it’s in their job description.’

‘And we’ve got ourselves a nice easy mark.’

The Australian’s blond head stood out in the crowd, and because he didn’t know Kyle or Bruce they could follow more closely than John and Kerry had been able to follow Clyde. Still, the boys couldn’t get cocky: two teenaged Europeans stood out, wandering the streets of Hong Kong after dark.

After walking a kilometre, the bobbing blond head ducked into an underground MTR station, down a flight of steps and into a gloomily lit ticket hall. The Aussie had a pass and entered through the electronic turnstile. The boys didn’t.

‘Shiiit,’ Kyle said, as he headed up to the ticket machine with a hand burrowing down his pocket looking for change.

An elderly man stood in front of them, trying to feed in a twenty-dollar note. It was agony watching the note whirr in and out, with a red LED flickering above the slot. Finally, the note got sucked in and a paper ticket and a flurry of coins clanked into the dispensing drawer.

‘Come on, Granddad,’ Kyle murmured impatiently, as the old codger scooped up his change.

Bruce pushed in and began feeding his coins. As soon as the first ticket popped out, Kyle grabbed it. He raced through the turnstile and began sprinting down an empty fixed staircase that ran between two crowded escalators. Bruce was fifteen seconds behind him, but there was no sign of the Australian when they met up at the bottom.

‘Which way?’ Bruce gasped, as the crowds bustling around them divided off towards platforms for trains heading east and west.

‘We’ve gotta split,’ Kyle said anxiously. ‘You try eastbound.’

The boys headed through the crowd on to separate platforms. The metro was packed out, and Kyle got jammed into a slow-moving crowd on a short flight of steps leading down to the westbound platform. The crush made it impossible to see anything beyond the head of the person in front and no amount of pushing was going to help.

Bruce had an easier time making it on to the other platform, but a distant rumbling and rush of air meant a train was arriving at any second. If the Aussie was on the platform, he had to identify him fast.

Bruce scanned the platform, but couldn’t see the distinctive blond head. To get a better look, he pushed through to a drinks vending machine at the back of the platform, wedged his trainer in the drawer where plastic bottles dropped out and used it as a step to raise himself above the crowd.

It only took a second to spot the blond head, fifty metres down the platform. Meanwhile, the wind coming through the tunnel was blowing back Bruce’s hair and the two lamps on the front of the incoming train lit up the tunnel.

There wasn’t time to fetch Kyle. Bruce stumbled forwards as he stepped down, clattering into the back of a rough looking dude with punkish hair and slashed up jeans. He turned on Bruce with an angry face.

‘Watch it, you piece of shit.’

Bruce ignored the remark as the train doors slid open. He ploughed into the crowds of people getting off, but only managed to move fifteen metres along the platform, before having to cut into a carriage as a recorded voice told him to mind the doors.

The air-conditioned space was cooler than the stifling interior of the station, and Bruce felt a hint of relief as he grabbed a pole and the train began to move. It was standing room only, but the carriages weren’t packed out, so he began moving towards the front of the train, politely asking people to make way.

‘Sorry, I’ve lost my auntie … ’Scuse me … Coming through.’

The design of the Hong Kong metro gave Bruce a huge break. Instead of separate carriages, the train was made up of an unbroken tube, with a bendy section every thirty-five metres to enable it to turn corners. The train was slowing up for the next stop by the time Bruce made it to the front section, which was less crowded than the centre.

The Australian had found an empty seat, and as people stood up to get off, Bruce grabbed one for himself, squeezing between two fat ladies twenty metres away from his target. It was close enough to eyeball the Australian, but not so close that the Australian would pay any attention to him.

Bruce took out his phone, hoping to contact Kyle, but there was no signal in the tunnel, so he grabbed a discarded newspaper off the shelf behind. The text wasn’t English and while six weeks in a Hong Kong school had brought his conversational Cantonese close to the level of a native speaker, he still found the weird little squiggles the language was written in hard work. After a couple of lines, he gave up and stared at a car ad.
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