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Prologue

London, England, 3 a.m.



PC Kevin Winters was mid-yawn when the stolen red Ferrari streaked through his field of vision.

119 miles per hour – in a 30mph zone.

It was going so fast that he might even have missed it, if he had blinked at the same time as yawning. His colleague, PC Jenny McFarlane, let out a surprised gasp and instinctively reached for the siren.

They didn’t even have to speak. PC Winters gunned the patrol car out of the side road where they’d been parked, bored and waiting for the end of their shift, and took off in hot pursuit. The Ferrari was already disappearing from sight on a Fulham Palace Road slippery with rain. Adrenaline flushed through the young PC. He’d been on the force for two years, and ninety-nine per cent of his work was mind-numbingly boring. But challenges like this made it all worthwhile – a high speed chase, genuine danger, and the satisfaction of an arrest at the end.

Perfect.

As they roared after the sleek red car, PC McFarlane called in to report and to ask for support. They were required to do this – but were determined to have the vehicle stopped and the driver in handcuffs before any showed up.

It was going to be hard, though. The Ferrari was a high-powered supercar leaving a trail of destruction across central London. Wing mirrors were torn off parked cars as it sped past, tyres screeching. Red lights were ignored, crashes with oncoming vehicles narrowly avoided. Those few pedestrians still around at such a late hour leapt out of the way to save their lives. One cyclist hurtled into a parked taxi and went flying through the air.

‘We’re going to get ourselves killed,’ PC McFarlane warned, her face pale, as they took yet another corner at speed.

‘Not tonight,’ said PC Winters, ‘not tonight! He’s fast, but he’s careless. We have to stop him before he kills someone!’

As word spread across the police network, a tried and trusted plan swung into action. Very soon a helicopter was tracking the pursuit and relaying pictures back to HQ. Streets and junctions were blocked off as the Ferrari was channelled towards Green Park and the Mall, where an ambush would be set: two chains of spikes spread across the ground and only raised as it approached, puncturing its tyres and causing the driver to lose control. It was a wide expanse of road in the midst of a public park that was likely to be devoid of other traffic, parked vehicles and most importantly, late night revellers.

As the plan roared towards its climax, PCs Winters and McFarlane buzzed with excitement, knowing they would be first on the scene when control was yanked out from under the Ferrari.

‘Steady … steady …’ PC Winters said under his breath. ‘Calm … calm …’

Then finally the Ferrari skidded onto the long, straight, tree-lined Mall, deserted as they had hoped; at the far end stood Buckingham Palace itself, still regally lit, with its gates shut tight, and all other exits already blocked.

This was it, the end of the pursuit.

Three quarters of the way up the Mall, the two lines of spikes were suddenly raised, and in a fraction of a second all four tyres were shredded. The vehicle lurched to the left, then back to the right, went up on two wheels, toppled over and then slid on its roof in a straight line for nearly thirty metres until finally coming to a halt and bursting into flames right in front of the Palace.

PC Winters’s patrol car was the first to reach the crash. It skidded to a halt and both of them leapt out. PC McFarlane had a small fire extinguisher which she immediately began spraying, while PC Winters crouched down beside the smashed side window, reached inside, released the seat-belt holding the driver upside down, and dragged the idiot out.

Other patrol cars arrived, and very soon there were two dozen cops surrounding the burning car, not to mention the security teams who had swarmed anxiously out of the palace.

And they all stood looking in amazement as the driver stood up.

Not more than fourteen years old.

Cocky.

Unapologetic.

‘What seems to be the problem, officers?’ the kid purred, raising a thumb towards the now open gates of the palace. ‘I’m just parking outside my house.’



Chapter One

Michael Monroe didn’t think he was in heaven, he knew he was there.

It was possibly the softest and most comfortable bed he had ever slept in.

He had no way of knowing if he had been out cold for one hour or twenty-four. All he was sure of was that he had enjoyed one of those hugely satisfying dreams where everything – and he couldn’t remember quite what – had worked out well, and now he had woken to the first rays of sunshine, squeezing through the wooden slats that served as his bedroom window, feeling gloriously warm, totally refreshed and absolutely up for anything. The soft whirr of the ceiling fan was soothing, the rotation of its blades hypnotic, and he lay there groggily, knowing that he could easily drift away again, but determined not to. There was too much to do, too much to find out. The SOS Artists, of whom he now counted himself a fully-fledged member, even if they did not quite, had arrived in darkness last night, knowing only that they were landing at a farm belonging to Dr Kincaid, their organization’s founder, situated in the heart of the Zambeziland savannah. The few questions he had managed to ask – Why are we here? Why does Dr Kincaid have a farm? What emergency are we being plunged straight into? – had been roundly ignored by everyone.

There was a light knock on his door. Before he could respond, it opened a few inches and a man in a white waiter’s jacket grinned at him. ‘Excuse me, sir, breakfast?’

‘Yes, absolutely.’

The door opened fully. The man stood to one side to allow two of his colleagues to enter before him. Each was carrying an immaculately carved wooden tray. As Michael sat up in bed, one tray was placed across his lap, the other at his side.

‘Sir,’ said the first man, ‘this morning we have freshly squeezed orange juice, melon, banana, bacon, scrambled eggs, toast, raspberry preserve and pains au chocolat. And on this tray we have fried eggs, sausages, hot chocolate, croissants, grapefruit juice and strawberries. Is there enough here for you, sir, or would you like to order something else?’

‘No, no, this will be just … fine,’ said Michael.

In the boarding school, before he ran away to join SOS, breakfast had consisted of oats that tasted like a cross between sawdust and budgie food.

‘And will that be all, sir?’

Michael almost said, ‘No, could I have a slap in the face to wake me up? I think I’m dreaming.’

The men quietly exited. Before the door was fully shut, Michael attacked. He was starving. He wanted to gobble it all up before he was snapped suddenly out of the dream. He was probably really lying in a swampy trench somewhere chewing on a mouthful of ants and suffering from a rare and life-threatening tropical fever. But the more he ate the more he realized that the food before him was very real, and in so realizing he forced himself to slow down so that he could truly savour what had been placed before him. It was delicious. The scrambled eggs were so soft, so immaculately prepared, that he imagined they came from a hen that had been pampered for all of her life.

When he had finished – and he ate all of it – Michael set the trays to one side, threw back the quilt, stood up and stretched. He padded across the floor – thick with exotic rugs – and pulled open the two wooden, slatted doors. He didn’t quite know what he expected to see. He knew he was on a farm, so quite possibly there would be some kind of African cow, skinny ones with big horns, perhaps tended by tall warriors in scarlet robes or half-naked women who carried pots of water on their head. He had no idea.

But what he did see was … stunning.

A vast, epic, panorama was laid out before him; a lush, verdant pasture sweeping down to a river shimmering in the early morning sun. And on the near bank and shallows of that river: elephants. Further in: rhinos. On the other side, loping along: giraffes. It was as if someone had painted a picture featuring everything they had ever imagined about African wildlife, squeezing it all into something that was utterly unrealistic, and then stepped back and uttered some ancient incantation which magically brought it all to life. It was all there before him.

Michael stepped out onto the veranda, placed his hands on the top of the wooden fence, and blew air out of his cheeks. The sun was still low in the sky, but hot already. Twenty-four hours before he had been in New Guinea, with its clawing, sticky, unpleasant heat, but this felt wonderfully invigorating, as if it was breathing life into his tired batteries.

‘It’s incredible, isn’t it?’

Michael turned to his right. Katya, his teenage comrade and occasional enemy in SOS, was standing in exactly the same position on her own veranda.

‘It’s … magical,’ said Michael.

Katya pointed. ‘Oh, look!’

They watched as a flock of pink flamingos glided in to land gracefully on the water, not disturbed at all by the crocodile whose snout was clearly visible just a few feet away. It was as if the giant reptile was ignoring them because he was too busy enjoying a nice swim, and was thinking he couldn’t be bothered eating them because he was on holiday.

‘When Dr Kincaid said he had a farm,’ said Michael, ‘this isn’t quite what I imagined.’

‘I knew he had a place in Africa, but nothing like this. It’s amazing. We should go exploring.’

‘Absolutely.’

She was smiling across at him. Usually they fought like cat and dog, but perhaps, Michael thought, the luxury of their new surroundings and a good night’s sleep was helping to mellow her combativeness. Michael smiled back.

Katya smiled some more.

Michael was starting to find it unnerving. A smiling Katya was rare enough, but grinning like an idiot for such an extended period was grounds for an examination of her mental faculties.

‘What?’ Michael finally demanded.

‘If we’re going exploring – you’d probably want to put some clothes on?’

Michael’s mouth dropped open at exactly the same moment that realization dawned. He was absolutely and completely naked.

As he thundered back into his room, his hands covering the bits he had to cover, he could hear Katya cackling like a hyena.



It was like a cross between a hunting lodge, a mansion and a holiday resort. Almost the first thing they found was a swimming pool, complete with slides. It was attended by three men whose sole task appeared to be fishing out any bugs that happened to land in the water. The water was crystal clear and, when they dipped their toes in it, beautifully, refreshingly cold. They had both just agreed to jump in in their underwear when they were approached by another white-jacketed member of staff. They were being summoned to see Dr Kincaid.

As they walked, the man said, ‘This is your first time in Zambeziland?’

‘First time in Africa,’ said Michael.

‘It is very beautiful, no?’ the man replied. Michael nodded. ‘This farm, every direction, for one hundred kilometres, owned by Dr Kincaid. He very important man.’

‘We know,’ said Katya.

They were led back into a lounge that was open to the elements on two sides. The Artists were sitting around, chatting and drinking coffee: Dr Faustus, their medical expert, was engaged in earnest conversation with Bonsoir, who was in charge of planning and supplies, and was their linguistics expert. Bailey, their pilot, had a pair of binoculars raised and was watching the wildlife down by the river. Mr Crown, the muscles of the outfit, a fearsome warrior and adversary – fearsome colleague, for that matter – was sitting on a bar-stool, quite happily shaping a piece of wood with a very large knife. Dr Kincaid had a mobile phone clamped to his ear, and nodded at Michael and Katya as they entered. It was unusual for Michael to see the Artists like this – so relaxed. Normally, wherever they were, you would also find banks of television screens reporting the world’s trouble spots and natural disasters, and dozens of computers showing dangerous weather patterns or simulations of approaching hurricanes; there would be multiple phone lines manned by SOS staff urgently discussing supply lines or refuelling or interrogating locals half a world away about civil wars or government oppression. But here, there was scarcely anything in the room that would have looked out of place in an African hunting lodge a hundred years previously.

Dr Kincaid closed the phone and sat on the edge of the large snooker table that filled one corner of the room. He was wearing khaki shorts, sandals, a white T-shirt, SOS baseball cap and Armani shades. He didn’t say anything, but everyone fell silent. He nodded around them slowly. ‘Guys,’ he said, ‘it’s been a long year, a dangerous year – but I know you wouldn’t have it any other way.’

‘I would,’ said Bailey.

Everyone laughed.

‘That’s because all you do is fly around in your little bird,’ said Mr Crown, ‘while we do all the dangerous stuff.’

‘Whatever you say, Big Man,’ Bailey replied, ‘but next time you’re surrounded and call on me to get you out of there, I’m turning a blind eye and a deaf ear.’

‘Which is exactly how you fly,’ said Mr Crown.

‘OK,’ said Dr Kincaid, holding up his hand for quiet, ‘what I’m saying is it’s been tough, particularly these past few weeks, and we could all do with recharging our batteries. This then, is a little thank you from me. For the next two weeks our Artists in the US and in the Far East can deal with whatever comes up, because you lot are officially here on holiday. You will be waited on hand and foot, the finest chefs in the world will prepare exactly what you want to eat, you can lounge by the pool, use the state of the art gym, you can go off on safari or use my library and watch any movie you care to name in my private cinema. Just do whatever makes you happy, it’s a gift from me to you.’

They broke into spontaneous applause.

Michael grinned at Katya.

And then Dr Kincaid went and spoiled it all by adding: ‘That is, except for you two.’ He pointed at Michael first, then Katya. ‘You’re going on a mission. You can enjoy your holiday when you return. I mean, if you return.’

It took about three seconds to sink in.

And then Michael exploded.

Dr Kincaid, the adult Artists, and of course, Katya herself, knew exactly how volatile he could be. Michael certainly knew himself what he was like, and did his best to control his flare-ups, but this time, this time he was being pushed too far.

‘That’s just not fair!’ he roared. ‘We’ve worked every bit as hard as the rest of you, we saved the Eden satellite, we rescued Dr Roper from inside a volcano, we’ve risked our lives repeatedly and now … and now … you’re sending us off on some …’

Michael’s words trailed off, finally aware that it wasn’t particularly cool for him to blow his top, that everyone was looking at him, and that he didn’t quite know what to say next.

‘Do you want me to explain why you’re going on this mission in private?’ Dr Kincaid asked, his voice calm, ‘or do you want me to do it in front of everyone?’

‘I don’t … care.’

Dr Kincaid looked at Katya. ‘What about you?’

‘Whatever way you want to tell us.’

Katya always played her cards close to her chest. She was naturally patient, but also had enough experience to know that there was a reason for most things, and she needed to find out what it was before she came to her conclusion. Only then would she explode, if required. She was aware that Michael was staring at her.

‘What?’

‘Aren’t you going to stand up for yourself?’

‘Michael …’

‘Forget it!’

‘Michael?’ This time it was Dr Kincaid.

‘What?!’

‘Calm down.’

He glared at Dr Kincaid. Then took a deep breath.

‘It’s not fair,’ he said, his voice quieter.

‘Michael, you, and Katya also, have done well since you joined us. Yes, you recovered the Eden satellite, and of course, my sister would not be alive without the pair of you. But good fortune has also played a large part in your success, good fortune which could easily have become bad fortune. You have disobeyed direct commands and repeatedly put yourself in harm’s way. We cannot allow that to continue. The journey you are about to embark on will instil in both of you the importance of following orders, the importance of team work, and it will hone your survival skills. In short, it will turn you into better SOS Artists. You will be joining up with Major Calvin Hunter, an ex-commando, a hunter, a survival expert, the best on this whole continent. He’s leading a group of teenagers who have each been selected because they are suffering from various behavioural problems – from having criminal convictions to drug addictions; mixed-up, fragile, aggressive kids, you name it, they’ve got it. You will take nothing beyond the bare essentials with you, no phones, no laptop, no GPS, no internet; you will walk until you can’t walk any further, you will sleep under the stars, and survive on your wits. There are creatures out there that want to eat you. If you get as far as Mount Zambella, the second highest mountain in Africa, you will then climb it. You haven’t been with us long, Michael, but this will definitely be the toughest thing you’ve ever done.’

Michael was still glaring. Katya’s mind was working overtime. They both spoke at the same time.

‘It’s a punishment,’ said Michael.

‘It’s not a mission,’ said Katya.

‘It’s a trek,’ said Michael, ‘like tourists do.’

Dr Kincaid smiled ruefully. ‘No, it’s not a punishment. It’s just another step along the path to becoming a fully-fledged Artist. And yes, it’s a trek, but it’s the Star Trek of treks. A lot of it will be to where no man has gone before. And as for it not being a mission? Well, actually, yes it is.’

‘To go for a walk?’ snapped Michael.

‘No, Michael, the primary purpose of your mission is to provide security for one of your fellow travellers. A fourteen-year-old tearaway called Peter Windsor. Your job is to stop him somehow killing himself, or anyone else for that matter, and to make sure he returns home safe.’

‘And why exactly are we doing this?’ Katya asked.

‘Because Peter Windsor just might one day become the King of England.’



Chapter Two

They were in the back of an open-topped truck, rattling along a deeply rutted track. Their vehicle must have had suspension at one point, perhaps back in the 1960s when it was built, but it had long since lost it. Now every time they plunged into a pot hole the entire vehicle and every single one of their bones shuddered and threatened to snap.

It was an hour since the reason for their trek had been revealed, and Michael had just about settled down. Sixty minutes in which more details of their mission had been given, equipment had been gathered and farewells exchanged. The other Artists didn’t seem unduly upset to see them go. They were too busy jumping in and out of the swimming pool, drinking cocktails and generally having a good time.

Michael was somewhat embarrassed by his lack of control, but still felt hard done by. They had worked just as hard as the other Artists, and the reason the Eden had been recovered and Dr Roper saved was precisely because they had disobeyed orders. Making them rigidly obey commands might improve their discipline, but at what cost? He also believed that Dr Kincaid had deliberately set him up, knowing he would overreact and thus proving the wisdom of sending him on the trek. If their boss had handled it differently then they might have jumped at the opportunity and the challenge – what wasn’t there to like about walking through some of the most beautiful country in the world, the chance to track and observe all kinds of wildlife, to camp under the stars – and, to top it all, to climb the second highest peak in Africa? And all in the company of not just a legendary hunter but also a real-life Royal?

When he said to Katya, between bone-crushing bumps, that Dr Kincaid was just as much to blame for his bad-tempered outburst as he was, she shook her head and called him an idiot.

He was used to this by now, and didn’t react, beyond asking why.

‘Because you don’t know him at all! He’s always testing you. He says things the wrong way round not to make you lose your temper, but to teach you a lesson. Do you think that when he’s meeting world leaders, presidents, kings, people who are starving or who have lost loved ones, and every one of them is demanding that SOS does something right now, or are threatening him or screaming in his face, do you think he can afford to lose his temper and explode the way you did?’

‘Uhm, no?’

Katya sighed. ‘Exactly.’

‘I’m not an idiot.’

‘Well, you do a very good impression of one sometimes.’

‘You’re here with me, so he must think you’re one as well.’
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