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  The female assassin pointed the gun between the mans eyes. Or rather, between his eye and the puckered scar where his other eye used to be.




  ‘When I pull this trigger,’ she said calmly, ‘you will be unrecognisable, even to your own brother.’




  The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his scrawny throat. ‘I don’t want to die,’ he snivelled, a slimy yellow worm slithering out of the hole in his face where his nose

  should have been.




  ‘Oh, don’t be so melodramatic, Kurt,’ said the woman, rolling her piercing green eyes. ‘It’s hardly as if your life is worth anything – you’re so

  ugly.’




  She placed her left hand over the gun’s bulbous capsule-shaped chamber and cocked it.




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘It’s no good. I simply can’t bear to look at your hideous face any more.’




  ‘No!’ Kurt protested.




  Closing one eye, the assassin aimed the gun and squeezed the trigger.




  ‘Aaaarghh!’ Kurt screamed as a cone of fine mist sprayed gently over his face.




  ‘Oh, don’t be such a baby!’ the woman rebuked. ‘And do keep still, there’s a good boy.’




  Realising that the liquid coating his skin was actually painless, Kurt stopped screaming. The fluid dried instantly on contact, turning into a thin rubbery mask. The gun automatically controlled

  the distribution of the spray, building layer on layer, like the contours of a map, to create brand-new features.




  When the spraying stopped, Kurt had been transformed. He had slightly sagging jowls, a hooked nose and large ears with fleshy lobes. His single eye blinked from behind his lifelike latex mask.

  The woman jabbed her thumb and forefinger into the mask’s empty eye socket, stretched the lids apart, and popped in a glass eyeball.




  ‘There,’ she said, handing him a mirror. ‘Something of an improvement, I’m sure you’ll agree.’




  Kurt admired himself, grinning at the brand-new features looking back at him. ‘I’m handsome,’ he announced proudly.




  ‘Let’s not get carried away, darling,’ the woman sneered. ‘I think normal is about the best we can say. But that’s good. When you’re working undercover

  the last thing you want is to stand out from the crowd, which is why my beauty has been such a curse.’ Snatching the mirror back, she tilted her head and teased a couple of tresses of

  her long flame-red hair.




  ‘Whose face have you given me?’ Kurt asked, feeling the end of his freshly applied prosthetic nose.




  ‘Nobody special,’ the assassin replied, absently stroking her thick eyelashes with the back of one finger. ‘I utilised the randomiser function on the

  Face-mapping-quick-drying-liquid-latex-mask-gun. It has thousands of facial maps stored in its database so I just told it I wanted a middle-aged man. I could just as easily have turned you into a

  schoolgirl or an old woman.’




  A second man, who had been watching the demonstration with interest, started to chuckle. He was muscular with a shaved head and a single continuous eyebrow growing along the ridge of his low

  forehead.




  ‘He’s always been a bit of an old woman,’ muttered Klaus Von Grosskopf – Kurt’s brother.




  ‘No I’m not – you are,’ Kurt whined.




  ‘You are.’




  ‘You are.’




  ‘Am not.’




  ‘Are so.’




  ‘Silence!’ the woman snarled. ‘We don’t have time for your petty bickering. We have to plan carefully if we’re going to get our target without being noticed.

  Fortunately, thanks to the Face-mapping-quick-drying-liquid-latex-mask-gun, the perfect disguise is literally at our fingertips.’




  ‘Who is the target?’ asked Kurt.




  ‘Him.’ The woman thrust a photograph into Kurt’s hands. ‘And it’s going to be all the more enjoyable taking him out in front of hundreds of people.’
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  ‘Red Alert!’ Barney Jones grimaced. ‘I repeat, Red Alert.’




  ‘Are you sure it’s that serious?’ Archie whispered.




  ‘That’s a roger. This is a Priority One.’ Barney’s head swivelled from side to side. ‘There’s nothing here. I’ll try the adjacent premises. If I’m

  not back in five . . .’




  ‘I’ll wait,’ Archie said, pushing his glasses up his nose. ‘I’m not leaving without you.’




  Barney nodded, then turned to leave. ‘All units, we have a go,’ he muttered, holding his wrist to his chin, as though talking into a cuf mic. ‘Operation Emergency Chocolate Bar

  is live.’




  Archie watched Barney’s stocky figure leave the bookshop. It had been an hour since they’d had a milkshake and a cookie in Starbucks so he wasn’t surprised that his best friend

  was in desperate need of another sugar fix. While he waited for Barney to return from the sweet shop next door he browsed the magazines on the shelves.




  Almost ten minutes later Archie looked up from a copy of National Geographic Kids and glanced over his shoulder to see what was taking Barney so long. Instantly his mouth dried up and his

  pulse thrummed. The man standing about ten metres away was middle-aged, with short dark hair and a wispy moustache. He was wearing a green cagoule, brown cords and brogues. He didn’t appear

  to be a particularly threatening character, but Archie had noticed him loitering nearby in the last three shops they’d been in, which could only mean one thing.




  They were being followed.




  Turning away from the man in the green cagoule, Archie lowered his head, as if reading his magazine, and tried to think up a plan.




  Six months had passed since MI6 had recruited Archie and Barney to join its brand-new sub-agency employing a team of uniquely talented kids as spies. The team had been named S.T.I.N.K.B.O.M.B.

  which stood for Secret Team of Intrepid-Natured Kids Battling Odious Masterminds, Basically.




  MI6 Team Leader, Helen Highwater, had been joking when she had suggested using kids for surveillance operations because teenagers were better qualified than anyone to sit around all day doing

  nothing. But the Director General had loved her idea and appointed her Initiative Commander (IC) of the fledgling team.




  When Highwater found herself facing a potential EMU (Evil Mastermind Uprising) most of her existing agents were unavailable for duty. Agent Kilo was grounded, Agent Alpha had chickenpox and

  Agent Uniform had just had her tonsils out. With Agent Hotel nursing a broken ankle, sustained playing football in the school playground, the only existing agent available to track down the

  enigmatic Dr Doom had been skilled computer hacker, fourteen-year-old Gemma Croft, aka Agent X-ray.




  Determined to recruit someone to accompany Agent X-ray on this assignment, Highwater had consulted SPADE – MI6’s Secret Potential Agent Data Evaluator. SPADE had identified

  twelve-year-old Archie Hunt as an ideal candidate because of his intelligence, linguistic ability and aptitude for problem-solving. He also happened to be a skilled pilot (taught by his father who

  was an ex-Special Forces pilot and millionaire businessman), as well as being genetically predisposed to excel at martial arts. His mother, who died when he was nine, had herself been an MI6

  operative and an expert in hand-to-hand combat.




  Barney Jones boasted none of Archie’s natural aptitude for being a secret agent and his SPADE score had been pretty average. But he was fanatical about spy films and books and he had

  managed to talk his way on to the team with his encyclopedic knowledge of Evil Masterminds.




  Archie had been given the codename Agent Yankee and Barney became Agent Zulu. Together with Agent X-ray the three kids had embarked on STINKBOMB’s first mission, to thwart Dr Doom (aka

  Yuri Villenemi) in his quest to create the ultimate super-being and take over the world.




  The assignment had been so successful that MI6 had designated Archie, Barney and Gemma to Team Alpha, while the other four agents had been assigned to Team Bravo.




  All STINKBOMB agents had been taught that if their cover was compromised they could be valuable assets to terrorists, as well as a target for any Evil Mastermind with a grudge against the

  British government. Whether the stalker was an assassin or a kidnapper or just an innocent shopper, Archie knew he had to give him the slip and head for the nearest safe house.




  ‘Mission accomplished.’ Barney slung a friendly arm around Archie’s shoulder. ‘Sorry that took so long,’ he said, his voice distorted by a mouthful of chocolate.

  ‘I couldn’t decide whether to get a Twix or a Picnic.’




  ‘So you got them both?’ said Archie, nodding at Barney’s handful of confectionery. ‘Plus some crisps and a bag of Liquorice Allsorts?’




  ‘As a precaution.’ Barney’s plump cheeks squeezed into a grin. ‘Just in case. Anyway, how come you’re looking so shifty?’




  ‘Don’t look now,’ Archie muttered through the corner of his mouth. ‘But I think we’ve got a tail.’ Raising a hand to scratch his mass of mousy brown hair,

  Archie jerked his head towards the stalker.




  ‘Where?’ Barney yelped, snapping on to tiptoes and peering over the magazine racks like a prairie dog scanning for predators.




  Archie yanked Barney back down and whispered sharply, ‘Keep your voice down! The last thing we need is for him to know we’ve clocked him. Just act natural.’




  ‘Copy that.’ Barney dropped into a low crouch. Parting some copies of Hello! on the bottom shelf he peered through the gap towards the checkout.




  ‘If I tell you who the mark is, do you promise to be subtle?’ asked Archie.




  Barney nodded slowly apparently unaware that the magazine he was earnestly pretending to study was the latest edition of Just Seventeen.




  Archie’s heart was hammering against his ribcage but he told himself to relax. If he panicked he might make irrational decisions that could lead to fatal mistakes. ‘In my four

  o’clock,’ he said calmly. ‘Ten metres away. Cagoule, sensible shoes, ’tache.’




  Barney peeked over the top of the magazine and twisted robotically at the waist. ‘Contact,’ he said definitively. ‘Although I think it’s unfair to say she’s got a

  moustache. Quite a lot of older ladies – like my nan for instance – get a few whiskers but I wouldn’t class that as—’




  ‘Not her,’ Archie interrupted. He was pretending to study his iPhone while actually using a mirror app to look over his shoulder. ‘The man next to her. I’ve

  noticed him in the last three shops we’ve been in. And now he’s over there reading Model Railways Monthly. Doesn’t that strike you as weird?’




  ‘Well weird,’ Barney agreed. ‘I mean, what kind of grown-up spends his spare time playing with toy trains?’




  ‘Not the magazine, you wally I mean it’s weird that he seems to show up everywhere we go.’




  ‘Good point. What’s the plan?’




  ‘I say we leave now,’ Archie said. ‘You’ll have to finish reading about “Ten Bikinis for Winter Sun” another time.’




  Realising what he’d been pretending to read, Barney blushed, slipped it behind a copy of Shoot! and followed Archie outside. ‘We are on the move,’ Barney muttered.

  ‘I say again, the mongoose is migrating.’




  Forcing himself to walk at a steady pace, Archie exited the shop and turned left. Barney was swinging his arms frenetically as he struggled to catch up without breaking into a telltale run.




  It had been raining since mid-morning but the street was still rammed with weekend shoppers, heads bowed against the icy winter air. The two boys tried to weave through the crowd without causing

  any commotion. Archie knew they were safer among lots of people but he felt uncomfortable not knowing how close the man in the green cagoule was. He paused, pretending to look in a shop window and

  stole a quick glance over his shoulder. The man was just a few metres behind them.




  ‘What do you think he wants?’ Barney wheezed.




  Archie pushed his rectangular glasses up his nose and scratched his head through his tangle of brown hair. ‘No idea. But if we don’t do something quick he’ll have us right

  where he wants us.’




  Three more shops remained on the High Street, but beyond that lay the dangerous desertion of common land.




  ‘How about splitting up?’ suggested Barney.




  Archie shook his head. ‘It’s safer if we stay together. At least we stand a fighting chance if he corners us.’ In truth Archie was quietly confident of defending himself,

  having recently discovered a natural flair for martial arts during STINKBOMB’s first mission. But he knew Barney might not fare as well on his own.




  Desperately scanning the mass of shoppers, Archie saw their chance. Coming the other way, wearing assorted anoraks and matching rucksacks, was a long line of foreign-language-school children.

  With each child holding on to the backpack of the child in front, the school party formed a continuous line that was making tortuously slow progress. Stationed around the human crocodile were eight

  adults, presumably teachers, chaperoning the children, like bodyguards around a presidential cortège.




  Archie knew they would have to time their move perfectly He waited until the children were just about to pass in front of the entrance to a big department store.




  ‘In here. Quick!’




  Suddenly Archie grabbed Barney’s wrist and hauled him sideways. The two boys darted across the flow of human traffic, brushing in front of the teacher at the head of the school party.




  ‘Sorry miss!’ Barney called over his shoulder.




  As they jogged into the shop Archie spun round to check on their pursuer and saw the man in the green cagoule still outside. His head and shoulders were visible beyond the procession of

  schoolkids who were blocking his path to the doorway. He was frowning and frantically scanning the line of children. Suddenly he looked up and locked his eyes on the entrance to the department

  store.




  Archie turned and considered his options. He had to think fast.




  ‘This way,’ he whispered as he led Barney towards the rails of women’s nightwear at the back of the shop. ‘I’ve got a plan.’




  The man in the green cagoule smiled stiffly at the school kids dawdling across his path. He was tempted to barge through them but that would draw unwanted attention to him.

  ‘Patience, old boy,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Assassins are invisible, like falling snow.’




  Finally the line of children dispersed and he strode briskly into the shop. The delay had cost him valuable seconds, maybe a minute, and now his prey was nowhere to be seen.




  He paused and searched the vast sprawl of clothes and shoppers before him, his eyes darting around eagerly. The boys might have given him the slip but they had nowhere to go. All the

  shop’s emergency exits would be alarmed so the only way his targets could escape surreptitiously was by going out the way they came in. And to do that, they had to get past him.




  The man slowly turned his head and his eyes locked on something at the far end of the store. Protruding just an inch above a clothes rail laden with women’s pyjamas, he could make out a

  sliver of navy fabric. It was the hood off a boy’s sweatshirt.




  ‘Bingo,’ he whispered.




  As his eyes grew accustomed to the collage of shapes and patterns, he was able to distinguish the light grey of the other boy’s hoody.




  ‘Looks like I get to kill two birds with one stone,’ he muttered. Then he strode down an aisle that led across the front of the store – initially heading ninety degrees away

  from his target.




  Having negotiated a circuitous route round the edge of the shop, the man in the green cagoule approached the two hooded figures from behind.




  ‘Dear oh dear,’ he smiled to himself. ‘This is almost too easy.’




  As he came within striking range he pulled his leather gloves tight, flexing his fingers. Silently coming to a stop right behind the boys, he allowed himself a triumphant smirk.




  ‘Bang, bang,’ he mouthed. ‘You’re dead.’




  
 





  [image: ]




  The man reached a leather-clad hand out towards the nearest boy and snatched at his collar. But, as he grabbed a fistful of material, the boy rocked forward, leaving behind his

  sweatshirt, which had been draped over his shoulders. With the hoody hanging limply in the mans fist the boy toppled over, like a falling tree, and hit the ground with a thwack. He lay face down,

  motionless – one arm twisted at an impossible angle.




  Yanking the hood of the other boy’s head, the man grimaced.




  ‘I don’t believe it,’ he sighed. ‘Outsmarted by a couple of dummies.’




  Already a mile away, Archie and Barney were pumping the pedals on their bikes as hard as they could, steam piping through the holes in their helmets. Having disguised the

  mannequins in their sweatshirts, they had watched their stalker approach before heading straight for the exit. Now, dressed in soaking T-shirts and jeans, their cheeks were bright pink and their

  arms blotched by the wintry air.




  ‘Nearly there,’ said Archie, sensing Barney was slowing down.




  ‘Copy that,’ Barney wheezed, his tight blond curls glistening with sweat under his helmet. ‘I think Operation Blind Mice has been successful, don’t you?’




  ‘Operation Blind Mice?’




  ‘Yeah.’ Barney heaved a couple more breaths. ‘That’s what they call losing your tail – Operation Blind Mice. Because the farmer’s wife cut—’




  ‘Yeah, I get it,’ said Archie. ‘I just don’t remember that from any of our training exercises. Are you sure you didn’t just make it up?’




  ‘Negative.’ Barney sounded offended. ‘Check your manual, Agent Yankee.’




  ‘Anyway, I think we gave him the slip,’ Archie said, glancing over his shoulder. ‘He’s probably still looking for us in the clothes department. Unless he’s decided

  to jacket in.’




  ‘I’d have thought he’d want to hanger round for a while,’ Barney puffed. ‘He probably thought he had us hemmed in.’




  ‘Soon he’ll realise he’s been short-changed though,’ Archie added. ‘And his boss is gown to be really shirty.’




  The boys swung into Stour Gardens and skidded to a stop outside number sixteen. After parking their bikes out of sight behind a side gate they went to the front door and rang the bell.




  A teenage girl with black hair cut into a slanted fringe opened the door a couple of inches, keeping the security chain on, and peered out. She was wearing skinny black jeans and a black

  T-shirt.




  ‘Girls go to college to get more knowledge,’ she said evenly.




  ‘Come on, X-ray, you know it’s us,’ Archie implored. ‘Just let us in.’




  The girl held his stare for a moment, then repeated, ‘Girls go to college to get more knowledge.’




  Archie and Barney exchanged a brief glance. Archie sighed and flatly recited the accepted response: ‘Boys go to Jupiter to get more stupider.’




  The girl smiled briefly, the caramel flecks in her blue eyes shining for an instant. The door closed momentarily then it opened wide and she ushered them inside, quickly shutting and locking it

  behind them.




  She looked the drenched boys up and down, then, with mock concern, she asked, ‘Is it a bit wet outside?’




  ‘Isn’t it about time we got a new passcode?’ asked Barney.




  The girl shrugged. ‘I quite like this one. It’s so . . . true.’




  ‘Come on, Gemma,’ Archie pleaded. ‘It’s not fair that you get to choose all our passcodes.’




  ‘Of course it’s fair.’ She folded her arms. ‘I joined the agency four months before you two drips, so technically I am the senior agent here. Plus I’m two

  years older. What are you doing here anyway? You’re not due any new training until next weekend.’




  ‘We missed you, Agent X-ray, didn’t we, Agent Yankee?’ Barney nudged Archie as Gemma rolled her eyes.




  ‘Very funny,’ Archie sneered, trying desperately not to blush.




  Helen Highwater appeared at the far end of the narrow hallway. With her blunt bobbed hair, tailored grey suit and grey silk blouse she exuded authority.




  ‘Well why are you here then?’ she demanded. She approached the boys and peered at them through the slender lenses of her glasses. ‘This is a government safe house, not a

  youth club.’




  ‘We picked up a tail,’ replied Archie. Then, hoping to impress both females, he added, ‘As soon as we’d identified the suspect’s behaviour we successfully invoked

  an Operation Blind Mice.’




  A loud snort of amusement escaped Gemma’s mouth before she clamped her hand over it. ‘More like an Operation Drowned Rat,’ she muttered.




  Highwater removed her spectacles and fixed Archie with her flinty eyes. ‘You invoked an Operation what?’




  Suspecting his confidence in Barney had been misplaced Archie adjusted his spectacles nervously. ‘Erm . . . we invoked an Operation, uh . . . Blind Mice?’




  ‘It means we lost our tail,’ Barney added helpfully. ‘Just like the three blind mi—’




  ‘Thank you Agent Zulu,’ Highwater snapped. ‘I had guessed what the term referred to but it is not official MI6 terminology. I think we’d better go downstairs to

  the Ops Room for a full debrief, don’t you?’




  ‘Yes, IC,’ the boys mumbled as one.




  Helen Highwater led the way to the end of the corridor and down a flight of stairs into the basement. Gemma tagged on behind her and the two boys brought up the rear.




  ‘Pssst,’ Archie whispered to Barney. ‘I think an apology is in order, don’t you?’




  Barney glanced at him and grinned. ‘Don’t sweat it – you weren’t to know.’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘You didn’t know that you were divulging classified data.’ Cupping a hand over his mouth, Barney mumbled earnestly, ‘Highwater’s security clearance level obviously

  doesn’t give her access to certain operational protocols. Blind Mice ops must be above her pay grade.’




  Archie realised his mouth was hanging slightly open. ‘And yet you are in the know?’




  Barney shrugged enigmatically.




  Archie let out a short laugh. ‘Sometimes you are unbelievable.’




  Barney accepted the comment with a modest shrug. ‘Just doing my job.’
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  The Operations Room in the basement of the Stour Gardens safe house was fortified by steel plates embedded within its ceiling and external walls. The only point of entry

  – the door at the foot of the stairs – looked like a typical domestic door but was actually constructed of solid steel with a wood-look veneer on the outside.




  The room was dimly lit with tiny LED spotlights that created a low glow around the workstations. One wall was covered in rows of flat-screen monitors and beneath them was a long marble counter

  covered with numerous keyboards and laptops. The far end of the room was devoted to some sort of workshop, with soldering irons and blowtorches hanging from racks on the wall and a bench piled high

  with countless mechanical components.




  At the other end of the basement stood a large chrome desk with a smoked glass surface, behind which sat Helen Highwater in a black leather chair. Archie, Barney and Gemma stood side by side in

  front of the desk.




  ‘OK,’ Highwater announced. ‘Tell me – with minimal use of made-up jargon – what happened.’




  While Archie described the sequence of events preceding their arrival at the safe house, Highwater listened intently, tapping a silver pen on her teeth and occasionally using it to write

  notes.




  ‘Can you describe the appearance of the man who was following you?’ she enquired.




  ‘That’s affirmative,’ replied Barney.




  ‘A simple yes or no would suffice,’ Highwater sighed.




  ‘Yes, that’s affirmative.’ Barney cleared his throat. ‘He was a male . . . er . . . in fact he was a man . . . who was wearing . . . some sort of . . . coat.’

  Barney screwed his face up and studied the ceiling.




  ‘Agent Yankee?’ asked Highwater after a lengthy silence. ‘Do you have any more to add to Agent Zulu’s incredibly insightful account of a male man in a coat?’




  ‘I’d say he was six foot and pretty skinny – about a hundred and forty pounds,’ Archie stated. ‘He was wearing a green cagoule, brown cords and brogues. His hair

  was short and dark and he had a straggly moustache although he might have been wearing a disguise.’




  ‘Age?’




  ‘Hard to say. He looked about mid-forties but something about the way he walked made him seem older. He sort of stooped a bit.’




  ‘Interesting,’ Highwater said pensively.




  ‘Would you recognise him if you saw him again?’ Gemma asked, folding her arms and cocking her head to one side.




  ‘In a moment, Agent X-ray,’ Barney nodded, tapping his temple. ‘Every detail of that dude is filed away in my photographic memory. With my perfect recall I’d remember him

  even if I saw him in ten years’ time. And I’m talking tiny details – not just his blue cagoule . . .’




  ‘Green,’ whispered Archie.




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘His cagoule was green, not blue.’




  ‘Really?’ Barney frowned. ‘I could have sworn it was blue. Maybe it was a sort of bluey-green?’




  Archie shook his head almost imperceptibly.




  ‘Anyway,’ Highwater said, bringing the dispute to an end. ‘It’s good to know you would recognise this man if you ever met him again. Forewarned is forearmed. If you

  provide Intel Branch with a full description they can run a search on the database.’




  ‘Do any suspects spring to mind?’ Archie asked.




  Highwater nodded grimly. ‘One in particular. Sounds like you followed protocol to the letter though. Any time you’re pursued by a potential hostile it is imperative that you evade

  and shelter.’




  A series of high-pitched beeps from the other side of the door signalled someone typing the entry code into the hidden keypad.




  Six bleeps, a pause then a clunk and the door opened outward. In walked an elderly man in a tweed jacket with the sleeves pushed up to his bony elbows. He had a thin white moustache and his fine

  silvery hair was gelled up into a quiff at the front.




  Holden Grey was STINKBOMB’s experienced Tech Branch Specialist. Having retired from MI6 twenty-odd years ago his technological knowledge was hardly up to date but he had returned to active

  duty to kit out Agents X-ray, Yankee and Zulu for their mission to track down Dr Doom. Keen for the young agents to like him, he was desperate to show them he wasn’t too old to be cool.




  ‘Hey posse,’ he said brightly, his eager blue eyes pausing on each of the kids in turn. ‘What’s going downwards?’




  ‘Hello, Mr Grey,’ the three children replied together, a note of amused affection in their voices. The old man high-fived each of them in turn.




  ‘Where have you been?’ Highwater asked in her customary curt manner.




  ‘Upstairs, in the kitchen,’ Grey replied. ‘Just making a snack. I’ve been so busy in the workshop since nine a.m. I forgot all about lunch. A chap, I mean a dog,

  can’t think straight on an empty stomach, you feel me?’




  ‘Quite right, Mr Grey,’ said Highwater. ‘Anyway you’re just in time – I was about to brief the team on Operation Gumshield.’




  Archie felt his spine tingle at the mention of a new mission. Over the last six months he’d spent most of his spare time secretly learning spy tradecraft and he was excited about putting

  his training into action.




  Helen Highwater waited while Holden Grey took up his usual position, standing at her shoulder, then she began. ‘As you may already know, next weekend the British Student Games are being

  held in London. The athletics will take place in Crystal Palace and there’ll be a swimming gala at the K2 in Crawley as well as rowing at Dorney Lake. But your only concern is that on

  Saturday this young man will be competing in the boxing at the O2 Arena.’




  Holden Grey unfolded his spindly arms and pointed a remote control at one of the wall-mounted monitors. A picture of a boy filled the screen. He looked about fifteen years old, with cropped

  blond hair and a strong jaw line.




  ‘Who is he?’ asked Barney.




  ‘He’s fine,’ enthused Gemma.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Archie mumbled casually. ‘He looks like a meathead to me.’




  ‘He is Toby Winchester,’ announced Highwater. ‘Son of Adam Winchester – our very own Prime Minister.’




  ‘Ordinarily these games wouldn’t make the headlines,’ Grey added. ‘But Toby Winchester’s involvement ensures the ears of the world will be watching very closely

  indeed.’




  ‘MI5 and MI6 will be running a joint operation at the event,’ Highwater explained. ‘There will be a huge uniformed presence, as well as scores of undercover agents covering

  every conceivable angle, be it terrorist attack, kidnap attempt or even just some wacko looking for attention.’




  ‘So what do you need us for?’ asked Archie.




  ‘We need you three to be on the inside, mixing with the athletes,’ said Highwater. ‘As kids you can get closer to Toby Winchester than any adult MI6 agents. We want you to

  watch him closely – twenty-four-seven.’




  ‘You got it,’ said Gemma. ‘I won’t take my eyes off him. That’s a promise.’




  As Holden Grey strode across to one of the laptops, his shoes squeaked on the marble floor. Archie looked down instinctively and saw the old man was wearing a spotless pair of bright white Nike

  basketball boots with the thick orange laces left untied. The old man tapped a couple of keys and an inkjet printer whirred into life at the end of the counter. Retrieving three sheets of paper

  from the printer he handed one to each of the agents.




  ‘These are your undercover identities,’ Highwater informed them. ‘You are to memorise the profiles until the information is second nature. Mistakes can cost lives.’




  ‘Wicked,’ cooed Barney, his hand trembling as he studied his sheet.




  Grey stroked his moustache pensively and said, ‘BWT, guys, these profiles are FYOE, aka for your eyes only.’




  ‘We’ll rendezvous here next Friday after school,’ Highwater announced. ‘Your cover stories will be tested so make sure you’re up to speed. The boxing competition is

  scheduled to take place over the weekend. On Saturday we’ll travel to London early – get you all embedded in your roles before the games begin.’




  ‘So I have to come all the way down here again next Friday?’ Gemma groaned, folding her arms. ‘Why can’t Yankee and Zulu come up to London instead?’




  Helen Highwater removed her glasses and studied the young girl for a moment. ‘Agent X-ray,’ she said coldly. ‘The locations of our meetings are decided by me, and me alone.

  I’m sorry that you consider travelling to this safe house to be so inconvenient but its location on the south coast makes it ideal for our covert operations. Apart from not attracting the

  attention of hostile organisations – and I include the national press in that category – STINKBOMB can operate from this base without the continuous scrutiny of MI6 central command.

  Essentially it gives us almost total autonomy as an agency and for that alone I’d have thought the hassle of your train journey was a small price to pay. Do I make myself clear?’




  Gemma’s jaw jutted forward slightly but she said nothing, nodding once, slowly.




  ‘Besides, all my gear is here,’ added Grey jovially. ‘And I’ve got a couple of fierce gadgets that should be ready in time for your assignment.’




  Barney barely suppressed a yelp of delight but Archie’s mind was elsewhere. Something had been niggling him for the last few minutes and he’d suddenly realised what it was. His heart

  was pounding as adrenalin coursed through his body.




  ‘Agent Yankee,’ said Highwater. ‘Do you have anything you wish to add?’




  He was sure he was right, yet the prospect of making a fool of himself had kept his mouth shut.




  ‘Agent Yankee!’ Highwater repeated irately.




  Archie felt his conviction swelling like a balloon inside him. If he was wrong he would look stupid for a while, but if he was right and said nothing he would never forgive himself.




  ‘It was you.’ His nervousness pushed the words out more forcefully than he’d intended. Pointing at Holden Grey, he took a calming breath and said, ‘You were the man in

  the green cagoule. You were following us in the shops.’




  A chilled silence filled the room.




  All eyes were on Archie.




  ‘Agent Yankee, that is an extraordinary accusation,’ said Highwater. ‘I think you’d better explain yourself. And it had better be good.’




  
 





  [image: ]




  Archie immediately regretted airing his suspicions in front of everyone. Perhaps a quiet word with Helen Highwater would have been a more tactful way of expressing his concerns

  but it was too late for that.




  Eight eyes scrutinised him as he took a moment to mentally organise his evidence.




  ‘OK,’ he said, his voice barely a croak. After clearing his throat he started again. ‘OK. The man following us was about six feet tall and weighed about a hundred and forty

  pounds. I estimate Mr Grey fits that description pretty closely.’




  ‘Mr Grey?’ Highwater enquired.




  ‘I must say I find Agent Yankee’s insinuation most outrageous. It’s totally whacked.’ Holden Grey’s eyes narrowed. ‘It just so happens I’m six feet

  exactly in my socks and a hundred and forty three pounds.’




  ‘This proves only that you can evaluate physiques with reasonable accuracy.’ Highwater sat back in her chair. ‘I’m sure many thousands of men in this country fit that

  profile.’




  ‘Mr Grey’s posture matches the man who followed us too.’




  ‘Lots of people of Mr Grey’s age experience slight curvature of the spine,’ Highwater stated.




  Archie conceded the point with a nod, then countered, ‘But how many of those men wear brown corduroy trousers?’
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