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  Helen Highwater gazed across the Thames from her office in MI6 headquarters, swivelling her leather chair from side to side as she considered how to conduct her imminent

  meeting. Standing beside her, dressed in his customary tweed suit with his spidery arms crossed, was her Tech Branch Specialist, Holden Grey.




  ‘I don’t know what you’re worried about,’ he said, stroking his white, pencil-thin moustache with thumb and forefinger. ‘You’ve been dealing with field

  operatives for years.’




  ‘They were adults,’ Highwater countered, tapping a silver pen against her teeth. ‘Need I remind you that Agent X-ray is only fourteen years old?’




  ‘I say we play it cool,’ said Grey. ‘Hip, even.’ He unfastened the top button of his shirt and loosened his knitted tie.




  ‘I’m not sure that’s a wise—’ Highwater was interrupted by a knock at the door. Her sharply bobbed hair kicked outward as she spun her chair round. ‘Come

  in,’ she commanded.




  Holden Grey quickly ruffled a hand through his hair and pushed up the sleeves of his jacket. ‘Trust me,’ he murmured, partly untucking his shirt. ‘I think it’s time to

  show Agent X-ray we’re not too old to be down on the kids.’ The door opened and the teenager approached the smoked-glass desk.




  ‘Good afternoon, X-ray,’ said Highwater.




  ‘What’s up, partner?’ added Grey, holding up a fist as a salute.




  ‘Partner?’ the young agent sneered. ‘What is this, like, the wild west or something?’ Noticing Grey’s dishevelled appearance, X-ray added, ‘OMG, Mr

  Grey, have you been mugged or something?’




  ‘No, no, nothing like that.’ The old man affected a dismissive laugh. ‘This is just me – being my casual, groovy self.’




  ‘Groovy?’ Agent X-ray repeated dubiously, as if reading some obscure Shakespearean text.




  ‘Sit down, X-ray,’ Highwater said sternly.




  ‘Yeah,’ Grey added. ‘Like, just chill off for a while.’




  ‘Er, I think you mean chill out,’ mumbled the agent, dropping into the leather chair positioned opposite the desk.




  ‘Oh, well.’ Grey cleared his throat. ‘I say tomato . . .’




  Highwater glared at her colleague.




  The clock on the desk ticked.




  Agent X-ray looked absently round the office, taking in the plush black carpet, angular leather sofa and sleek grey walls adorned with colour-coordinated abstract paintings. The room was

  tastefully dressed with an assortment of vases in highly polished ceramic, and metallic vertical blinds were drawn back to reveal a stunning view of London.




  ‘We have our first mission,’ announced Highwater at last, persevering with her authoritative approach. ‘There’s been a disappearance. A young man in Norway has gone

  missing from his own bed. Local police are treating him as a runaway but we have information suggesting he was kidnapped.’




  Agent X-ray’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is there any connection with—?’




  It’s too soon to tell,’ interrupted Highwater.




  ‘For real,’ Grey agreed, ‘but we’ve got the green light on the go-ahead to investigate.’




  ‘Do we have any leads?’ asked X-ray




  ‘Affirmative,’ stated Highwater.




  Holden Grey grabbed a chair and straddled it backwards, trembling slightly as he lowered his ageing frame into the seat. ‘We’ve just cracked a coded message on the Internet that

  foretold this latest kidnapping before it happened . . . obviously. It seems our mysterious kidnapper thought we wouldn’t be smart enough to decipher his clue. Well, how wrong he

  was!’




  ‘I’m not being funny,’ X-ray sneered, ‘but solving the riddle after the crime has taken place is about as useful as party poppers at a funeral.’




  Highwater nodded as though she appreciated Agent X-ray’s input but she was really thinking how much she missed working with grown-ups. At least adults pretended to respect her,

  unlike these kids who said exactly what they thought.




  ‘In some ways you’re right.’ She frowned thoughtfully. ‘The point we’re making is that the Internet is so vast that identifying a code is usually much trickier than

  deciphering it. To be honest, the code itself is so simple even a child could solve it . . . no offence.’




  Agent X-ray shrugged.




  Highwater removed her rectangular spectacles and thought for a moment. ‘Look, X-ray, this is serious,’ she said grimly. ‘I don’t know what his intentions are but my

  instincts tell me we might have an EMU on our hands.’




  ‘EMU?’




  ‘Yes, Emu.’ Highwater pressed her palms on to her desk and, leaning forward purposefully, whispered, ‘Evil Mastermind Uprising.’




  ‘So what’s the plan then?’ said Agent X-ray. ‘Do we go and stake out his house or whatever?’




  Holden Grey grimaced. ‘The exact location of his precise . . . er . . . location is, presently at this moment in time, unknown to myselves – I mean ourself. That means we must

  monitor and filter the suspect website twenty-four-seven. Seven days a week. And that means round the clock.’




  ‘Yeah, I know what twenty-four-seven means.’




  Grey continued, ‘Next time our Evil Mastermind brags about his impending crime we’ll be one step ahead and stay right on his tail. Although, when I say “we”, I do of

  course mean you, X-ray.’




  Agent X-ray nodded.




  ‘Naturally you’ll need a partner,’ said Highwater.




  ‘What about Agent Hotel?’




  Highwater shook her head. ‘Unfortunately Agent Hotel will be spending the next six weeks in plaster following an injury sustained in the field.’




  ‘The field?’ Agent X-ray frowned. ‘But this is our first mission!’




  ‘Not that sort of field,’ said Highwater wearily. ‘The playing field. The silly boy broke his ankle playing football yesterday lunchtime. And Agent Kilo won’t be

  available to us for months unless he’s released from house arrest for exceptionally good behaviour.’




  ‘House arrest?’ Agent X-ray was horrified, imagining some sort of military coup in far-off lands.




  ‘Yes, he’s been grounded indefinitely for crashing his father’s new BMW while showing off to his friends.’




  ‘I didn’t even know Agent Kilo had a licence.’




  ‘He doesn’t,’ said Highwater with a snort of disapproval. ‘In fact, with Agent Alpha suffering from chickenpox and Agent Uniform having her tonsils out we don’t

  have a single existing agent who’s eligible for this assignment.’




  ‘I’ll handle it then,’ said Agent X-ray.




  ‘Don’t be foolish,’ said Highwater. ‘You know agency protocol forbids underage operatives engaging in field ops alone. We will simply have to recruit a fresh

  agent.’




  ‘Who?’




  Helen Highwater stood, picked up two pieces of A4 paper and walked round her desk until she was opposite Agent X-ray Handing over one sheet, she perched on the edge of the glass desktop and

  folded her arms. ‘We ran SPADE again,’ she said.




  SPADE stood for Secret Potential Agent Data Evaluator – a computer program used by MI6 to identify people who possess the right skills and aptitude to make good future agents. The school

  records, SATS test results and sporting achievements of every child in the country were recorded alongside their medical records and genetic make-up. All the data was fed into SPADE, which analysed

  and quantified it before allocating each child a score from one to a hundred depending on their potential suitability for field ops.




  ‘Ninety-eight,’ said Agent X-ray, casually scanning the SPADE printout. ‘Could do better.’




  ‘Not much,’ Highwater retorted.




  At the top of the page was a photograph of a young boy with a lean oval face framed by a messy thatch of mousy hair. His shy smile revealed two front teeth with a slight overbite and his eager

  brown eyes peered keenly from behind small spectacles.




  ‘He looks like a bookworm to me,’ sneered Agent X-ray.




  ‘Don’t judge a bookworm by its cover,’ laughed Grey.




  ‘So why does SPADE rate him so highly?’




  Highwater slid her glasses on and peered at her own copy of the printout. ‘He has an impeccable school record and his SATS are exemplary. He is highly intelligent with a particular flair

  for lateral thinking, languages and verbal reasoning and he is potentially an expert at hand-to-hand combat, which might come in very handy if your cover gets blown.’




  It doesn’t say anything here about any martial-arts training,’ Agent X-ray interjected. ‘I’m not being funny, but watching The Karate Kid doesn’t make him a

  lethal weapon.’




  ‘We have reason to believe that he is genetically predisposed to be able to look after himself,’ stated Highwater. ‘Besides which his father was a military test pilot and we

  know that he has inherited his piloting skills too. In fact my only reservation is based on his age.’




  ‘I hate to break the bad news but all your agents are teenagers, you know,’ said Agent X-ray.




  ‘Exactly,’ Highwater agreed. ‘This one isn’t. He’s twelve.’




  X-ray started to laugh but, realising that Highwater was serious, protested instead. ‘That’s crazy. You can’t catch evil masterminds with babies.’




  ‘SPADE says he’s the best available.’




  ‘Well, I say you’ll be digging a deep hole for yourself if you use SPADE on this one.’




  ‘Time will tell,’ Grey mused, ‘in the fullness of . . . er . . . time.’




  ‘His youth may have certain advantages,’ Highwater suggested. ‘He probably won’t be tempted by the sort of stunts that got Agent Kilo into trouble.’




  ‘Whatever.’ Agent X-ray shrugged. ‘So what’s his name, this new boy wonder?’




  Highwater removed her glasses and smiled.




  ‘Hunt,’ she said emphatically. ‘Archie Hunt.’
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  Archie Hunt was struggling to stay awake. The afternoon sun was streaming through the classroom window and bathing him in warm yellow light while his teacher, Miss Moore, who

  was known as Moore the Bore, had been droning on about lizards or frogs or something for over an hour.




  Archie allowed his eyelids to close – just for a moment – while he listened to his teacher’s nasal monotone.




  ‘Like many reptiles, lizards have a keen sense of smell which they use to detect the presence of any potential predators. Interestingly, they actually smell using their tongues.’ The

  flat whine of Miss Moore’s voice washed over Archie, gradually receding until it was no more than a faint hum, like a distant jet plane. His head began to nod.




  Soon he was flying his own plane – soaring through the clear blue sky above. He was on a dangerous bombing mission, diving low over enemy territory, rocking his wings this way and that as

  he avoided enemy gunfire. Amidst the scream of his jet, the chatter of machine-gun fire and the drumbeat of explosions, he could hear mission control trying to contact him.




  ‘Calling Mr Hunt. Come in, Mr Hunt.’




  ‘This is Hunt,’ he replied. ‘Pass your message.’




  ‘Will you be back with us soon?’




  ‘Just as soon as I’ve taken out the enemy base.’




  ‘Excellent. Will that be before or after PE?’




  ‘PE?’ Archie wondered. What was mission control talking about? But in that moment of reflection, the bombs faded away and his screaming jet plane evaporated. With a swelling sense of

  discomfort Archie opened his eyes.




  Everyone in the class was looking at him. Some were wide-eyed with astonishment, others were grinning with malicious delight. Miss Moore was standing over Archie’s desk, her lips pursed in

  an expression of disappointment.




  ‘Now you’ve come back down to earth,’ she said, ‘I think you can safely put those wings away don’t you?’




  As the whole class exploded with laughter Archie realised his arms were outstretched like a five-year-old playing planes. His cheeks burned furiously as he tucked his hands under his desk in

  case they should embarrass him again.




  ‘Oh dear,’ growled Harvey Newman, the class hard man, under his breath. ‘It looks like Mr Goody Two Shoes himself is well and truly in the doghouse.’ A handful of his

  cronies made a show of stifling their chuckles.




  ‘I’m surprised at you, Mr Hunt,’ said Miss Moore, placing her hands behind her back like a barrister cross-examining a witness. ‘I hope, for your sake, you weren’t

  actually daydreaming in my class?’




  ‘No, Miss.’ Archie did his best to sound surprised by the very suggestion.




  ‘Good.’ Miss Moore sounded so pleased that, for a moment, Archie thought he was off the hook. ‘In that case,’ she continued, ‘perhaps you would be so kind as to

  remind the class what animals prey on lizards?’




  Archie felt a rock drop into his stomach. ‘Well . . . that would be . . . obviously . . .’




  ‘I’m waiting.’




  Miss Moore tapped her foot impatiently.




  ‘If you can’t give me an answer I’ll have to conclude that you have been paying no attention whatsoever and refer the incident to Mr Head.’




  Archie sighed. The headmaster, Head the Head, who was renowned for his merciless approach to classroom discipline, had once given a boy detention for a whole term for sneezing in assembly. Just

  as Archie was beginning to accept his fate he noticed his best friend, Barney Jones, who was sitting at the front of the class and holding up a sheet of A4 behind Miss Moore’s back.




  Surreptitiously Archie pushed his glasses up his nose and peered at the words Barney had scrawled on the paper.




  ‘Five seconds,’ barked Miss Moore.




  ‘Birds of prey!’ Archie blurted out with a mixture of relief and triumph.




  ‘Yes,’ Miss Moore conceded with grudging surprise. ‘What else?’




  ‘Most bigger animals like wolves . . . foxes and . . .’ Archie squinted at the last word that Barney had squeezed into the bottom corner of the page.




  ‘Coy . . . oats?’




  ‘Excuse me?’




  Quickly Archie realised his mistake. ‘Coyotes,’ he said hurriedly ‘I meant to say coyotes.’




  ‘Correct,’ Miss Moore said, studying him suspiciously




  Archie smiled innocently.




  ‘OK, class,’ continued the teacher. ‘Get your textbooks out and turn to page two hundred and thirty-four.’




  As she turned and strode to the front of the class Barney spun in his seat, screwed his cheat sheet into a tiny ball and pushed it into his rucksack.




  ‘Thanks for helping me out with Moore the Bore,’ Archie said as he and Barney walked along B-block corridor. The aroma of disinfectant and musty sweat filled the

  air. ‘I owe you one.’




  ‘Don’t mention it,’ said Barney, pushing a Bounty bar into his mouth. He was a tubby boy with tight curly blond hair and wide blue eyes that gave him an expression of permanent

  wonderment. ‘I saw a fellow agent under interrogation and I acted. It’s what I’m trained for.’




  ‘Sure.’ Archie smiled.




  Barney spent his whole life playing a game in which he was an undercover agent, teachers were evil villains and some other pupils were double agents. He pretended his parents were his MI6

  handlers and his bike was a supercar loaded with gadgets.




  ‘I could see the Bore was about to break you and that would have compromised our mission,’ Barney continued, speaking through one side of his mouth while chomping his chocolate bar

  on the other.




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  ‘So I sent you the coded message. It’s basic trade craft.’




  ‘The message wasn’t exactly coded though, was it?’ Archie laughed. ‘It was just written quite small.’




  ‘Exactly.’ Barney grinned. ‘I didn’t want any enemy agents to decipher it.’




  ‘Don’t you ever get tired of pretending to be a spy?’ Archie asked.




  ‘Everyone needs a fantasy,’ Barney conceded. ‘You dream about being a pilot and I dream about being a spy. It’s the same thing, isn’t it?’




  Archie hesitated for a moment. ‘Yup,’ he said. ‘We’re just a couple of dreamers.’




  ‘Code red, code red.’ Barney was looking towards the exit at the end of the corridor where Harvey Newman and a bunch of his mates were loitering. ‘Enemy operatives up

  ahead.’




  ‘Great,’ sighed Archie. ‘That’s all we need – a run-in with Hardly Human.’




  Barney studied his mobile as if it was a palmtop computer. ‘Intel reports suggest suspects are prone to mindless aggression of the roughing-up variety and planning an imminent strike. Your

  orders are not to engage with the enemy. I repeat, do not engage.’




  ‘What do you mean, “intel reports”?’ asked Archie as they approached the group of thugs.




  ‘It’s short for intelligence rep—’




  ‘I know what it’s short for, you wally. I meant, “Where does your intel come from?”’




  ‘I overheard him talking in the bogs,’ Barney conceded. ‘Newman got double detention for giving Miss Smith verbals. He said he’s ready to pound someone.’




  The gang blocked the corridor. ‘Excuse us, please,’ said Archie. ‘Can we just get past?’




  ‘Well, look who it is,’ sneered Newman. He circled the two friends once then stood so close in front of Archie that their noses were almost touching. ‘All right,

  Hunt?’




  ‘Hello, Hardly.’




  Newman frowned. ‘What did you just call me?’ he demanded, grabbing a handful of Archie’s shirt.




  ‘I meant to say Harvey. Slip of the tongue, sorry.’ Archie smiled amiably as Newman’s eyes narrowed. He was a solid lump of a boy with pinkish skin and gingery blond hair cut

  into a flat top.




  If I find out that’s some kind of smart-alec nickname then I’ll mash you like a . . . like a . . .’




  ‘A potato?’ suggested Archie helpfully.




  ‘You think you’re so clever, don’t you?’ snarled Newman.




  Archie shrugged. ‘Not really.’




  ‘Well, you’re not the only one who can think up clever names,’ Newman said. ‘I’m going to start calling your friend here Fatty.’




  ‘That is clever,’ said Barney. ‘Can we go now?’




  ‘As for you, Hunt, I’m going to call you Four Eyes. You know, because you wear glasses and that.’




  ‘Yes, I pieced that together for myself, thanks,’ said Archie, absently adjusting his spectacles. ‘Brilliant – well done you. Anyway, must dash.’




  ‘Not so fast.’ Newman put a hand on Archie’s chest, stopping him in his tracks. ‘What got into you in biology? You looked like such a weirdo.’




  Archie shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Moore the Bore just seemed to be living up to her name more than usual.’




  ‘Yeah, well, I was bored too. But I didn’t pretend to fly round the classroom going, “Come in, mission control, can you hear me, mission control?”’ For his

  impression of Archie, Newman adopted a high-pitched warble that made his cronies snigger. ‘How come I get double litter duty for giving Smith a bit of lip and you get away scratch free for

  acting like such a clown? You were like that toy that thinks he can fly in that cartoon. You know, Buzz whatsaname. In fact, forget Four Eyes – I’m going to start calling you

  Buzz.’




  Newman emphasised the last word by shoving Archie.




  ‘You can go now, Fatty and Buzz,’ Newman smirked, standing aside to let Archie and Barney pass.




  The two friends exchanged glances then Barney pushed open the exit door.




  ‘Bye, Hardly’ said Archie, stepping into the afternoon air.




  ‘See you tomorrow, Buzz Lightwater.’




  ‘You mean Lightyear, brainache,’ Archie muttered under his breath.




  ‘HEY!’ Newman ordered. ‘What did you say, Buzz?’




  ‘Me? Nothing,’ Archie said innocently. ‘I probably misheard but it sounded like you just said Lightwater.’




  ‘Yeah? And so what if I did?’ Newman snorted.




  ‘I think you meant Buzz Lightyear,’ Archie said slowly.




  ‘No I never,’ Newman insisted, bunching his fists and frowning.




  ‘My mistake.’ Archie smiled pleasantly. ‘So who is this Buzz Lightwater then?’




  Newman studied Archie for a moment before turning to scan the expectant faces of his gang. Looking back he considered his options for a few seconds before replying with two simple words.




  ‘Get them!’




  Two of the bullies grabbed Barney, yanking his rucksack off his shoulder and tipping its contents on the ground before laying into him with their feet and fists. Meanwhile,

  Newman charged at Archie, who braced himself for the pain he was about to endure. Apart from being much slighter than Newman, he had never been in a fight in his whole life. But as the punches few

  at his face Archie felt a strange sense of control come over him.




  As though it was second nature to him, he skipped backwards, blocking or dodging every single blow. When there was a lull in Newmans onslaught Archie intuitively planted his left foot, leaned

  back and drove his right foot straight into his opponent’s chest. To his amazement his kick lifted the bully clean off his feet, knocking him flat on his back.




  Seeing Newman floored, his cronies forgot about battering Barney and scarpered immediately. Newman himself clambered hurriedly to his feet, jabbing his finger and warning Archie to ‘look

  out next time’ as he backed sheepishly into B block.




  ‘Whoa! Dude!’ Barney laughed. ‘That was awesome! What got into you?’




  Archie pushed his hands into his pockets and shrugged. ‘I dunno,’ he replied, his face pale with shock. ‘It just, sort of, came naturally.’




  ‘Well, just so there’s no confusion next time,’ Barney said, dabbing at his bloodied lip with a tissue while retrieving his James Bond lunch box, ‘Do not engage the

  enemy translates into Don’t wind up Harvey Newman.’




  ‘Sorry,’ said Archie, picking up a couple of exercise books and handing them to his friend. ‘I thought it was some sort of code.’




  ‘For what? Try and get us duffed up at all costs?’




  Archie smiled weakly.




  ‘M’s going to kill me when she sees my coat,’ said Barney, inspecting a tear under one arm.




  ‘Tell your mum it was my fault.’




  Barney smiled and shook his head. ‘An agent never blows another operative’s cover. Besides, it was worth it just to see you kick Harvey Newman’s butt. You were like some sort

  of super-ninja-nerd. Seriously, where did you learn those moves?’




  Archie clenched his hands in his pockets to stop them trembling. ‘Honestly, I haven’t got a clue.’




  ‘Well, it was wicked.’ Barney smiled. ‘Totally weird – but wicked.’




  Blushing, Archie smiled. ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’




  ‘I’m a bit shaken,’ Barney admitted. ‘But not stirred.’
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  ‘You’ve got two bogeys in your six o’clock.’




  Archie Hunt reacted instantly to the familiar voice in his headset, slamming forward both thrust levers and pulling the control column into his stomach. The jet aircraft responded immediately.

  It was a Dragonfly 600, a revolutionary business jet that boasted incredible aerobatic performance. Engines screaming, its nose reared up and it arced into an increasingly steep climb.




  Archie glanced to his left, stifling a groan as the G-force pushed him into his seat. Far below, the surface of the Channel was sparkling in the afternoon sun as it lapped up against chalk

  cliffs and sandy beaches. When his torso was parallel to the horizon Archie checked the stick forward and the jet powered vertically upward like a rocket piercing the clear blue sky.

  ‘Yeeehaaah!’




  The voice in Archie’s headset was impassive. ‘Don’t forget you’re not Captain Kirk, and you’re not flying the starship Enterprise. Check your

  airspeed.’ Archie scanned the two screens on the panel in front of him, comprising the aircraft’s flight instruments, assimilating the information in a moment.




  The Dragonfly’s two jet engines couldn’t sustain the vertical climb much longer. The aircraft was simply trading speed for height, like a cyclist freewheeling up a steep slope. Soon

  its momentum would run out and then the aircraft would simply topple out of the sky like a toy plane.




  Pulling back on the stick, Archie kept the wingtips level as the aircraft looped on to its back. He dropped out of his seat and felt a momentary stab of panic before his shoulder straps snapped

  taut to arrest his fall. Hanging in his harness he shoved the control column forward to hold the Dragonfly’s altitude and checked his instruments.




  Glancing momentarily at the coastline above him, Archie felt his eyes bulging as the blood rushed to his head. Then, as he slapped the stick against his left thigh, the world spun round the

  aircraft’s nose until the earth was beneath him once again. When the wings were level he centralised the controls, arresting the roll with a crisp jolt.




  ‘Watch your airspeed.’ The voice in Archie’s headset was calm but firm.




  Archie pushed the throttles forward but the plane’s body angle was too steep, his reaction had been too slow and the aircraft began to wallow like a sinking ship. Suddenly the Dragonfly

  flipped on to its back, twisting to the left, spiralling like a corkscrew as it fell.




  Archie knew the drill for spin recovery off pat and recited it in his head as the plane plunged towards the water. Forcing himself to adhere to the procedure, he relaxed his grip on the control

  column and extended his left leg against the rudder pedal. The aircraft’s nose seemed to drop further as its rapid clockwise pirouette began to slow down. He glanced at the altimeter as he

  waited for the rotation to stop.




  The Dragonfly had already dropped four thousand feet. It would take less than a minute to plummet the remaining ten thousand feet between him and disaster. Looking through the windscreen, he

  reckoned the world below was spinning more slowly but it was expanding at a frightening rate as it rushed up to meet him. Tiny details were emerging as if he was on Google Earth, zooming in on his

  point of impact. He could see the swell of the ocean and ripples on its surface and brightly coloured windsurfers skipping along in the breeze. All the time the plane was falling.




  Seconds passed.




  The aircraft tumbled another few hundred feet.




  The plane had virtually stopped spiralling as the altimeter whipped through five thousand feet. Archie couldn’t hold his nerve any longer and he hauled the controls into his gut.




  ‘Wait for it,’ urged the voice in his headset. But it was too late.




  The air still wasn’t flowing smoothly over the aircraft’s wings and Archie’s input only made matters worse. In a split second the world was spinning violently as the plane

  speared towards the earth in a tightening corkscrew.




  ‘I have control!’




  Breathless with terror, Archie watched as his father gripped the control stick between his knees. Richard Hunt was an ex-Royal Air Force test pilot who had flown countless combat missions over

  Iraq and the Balkans. After proving his skill and bravery at a young age he had been recruited to the SFS – the highly classified Special Flying Service – an elite squadron of fighter

  pilots trained to land behind enemy lines and carry out covert commando missions. While everyone knew tales about the daring missions carried out by the SAS, the SFS remained so secretive that only

  a handful of high-level government officials were even aware of its existence.




  Archie knew that if anyone could save them, it was his father.




  With arctic coolness, Richard Hunt centralised the controls and applied full left rudder. Then he started talking to Archie through the intercom in the sort of reassuring voice surgeons use when

  they’re explaining an impending procedure to a nervous patient.




  As his father commentated, Archie instinctively gripped his armrests and pushed himself back into his seat. The windscreen was filled with a terrifyingly close view of the sea, which would be

  pouring through their shattered canopy if they didn’t pull out of their dive in the next fifteen seconds.




  Richard continued, ‘Fifteen hundred feet, rotation rate zero, initiating recovery at twelve hundred feet.’




  The sight of the unusual jet aeroplane tumbling earthward had caught the attention of a number of holidaymakers on the beaches of England’s south coast. Some were frozen open-mouthed while

  others already had their camera phones poised, capturing the imminent impact, as they estimated the price they’d be able to demand from satellite news channels for their exclusive

  footage.




  Just when everyone in the crowd was sure they were about to witness a horrific plane crash, the silver sweptwing jet began to recover. Swooping perilously close to the water, the aircraft drew

  gasps of wonder from its audience, almost skimming the waves before pulling out of its dive and climbing steeply away. As it headed skyward it completed an immaculate four-point roll, pausing

  briefly after each quarter-turn.




  Archie exhaled long and hard.




  ‘Sorry about that,’ he breathed.




  ‘We’re still in one piece, aren’t we?’ Richard steered the plane inland.




  The Dragonfly crossed the coast and descended into a wooded valley, like an insect targeting the crease of a sleeping rhino’s skin. Dropping the undercarriage with the flick of a lever

  Richard banked hard right, carving a turn low over the vast chrome and glass house he shared with his son.




  The aircraft Richard had flown in the SFS was the Harrier jump jet, a plane capable of hovering or executing a vertical take-off and landing by directing the thrust from its engines through

  controllable nozzles. Since leaving the SFS Richard had assembled a team of engineers capable of adapting the Harrier’s vectored thrust technology to design the world’s first Vertical

  Take-off and Landing (VTOL) private plane.




  The Dragonfly was popular with millionaires, who liked the idea that it matched their helicopters’ versatility while flying at five times the speed. Richard had used some of Hunt

  Aviation’s handsome profits to fund a fleet of Red Cross Dragonflies, which were proving invaluable in providing swift medical care to people injured or endangered in remote war zones.




  Archie brimmed with admiration as he watched his father coordinating subtle movements to achieve a rock-solid hover. Easing back the thrust levers, Richard finessed the controls and the

  Dragonfly began to descend vertically. Seconds later the aircraft’s landing gear touched down and Richard taxied it towards his private purpose-built hangar.




  When the engines were shut down Archie unclipped the canopy’s red safety lever and slid the glass dome backwards along its rails. He felt devastated about the near catastrophe he had

  caused – angry with himself for messing up the spin recovery and ashamed that his father had witnessed his failure. Not only was Richard Hunt a test pilot of immense skill, he was the one

  person in the world whom Archie had always wanted to emulate and make proud.




  Gripping the top of the windshield, Archie climbed from the cockpit and walked round the plane’s sleek torpedo-shaped nose to meet his father. With his long gangly limbs, Archie was taller

  than most of his classmates and tended to slouch to compensate. His tousled hair gave him the appearance of someone who had just rolled out of bed but his brown eyes peered keenly through the

  rectangular lenses of his tortoiseshell glasses.




  ‘I’m sorry about that, Dad,’ he repeated, meeting his father’s eyes. ‘It won’t happen again.’




  ‘No.’ Richard nodded as if to accept his son’s apology. Archie looked up at his father, waiting for him to say something else – to offer some encouragement or praise to

  buoy his spirits. At last Richard ruffled his son’s hair and said, ‘Let’s see what’s for tea – I’m starving.’




  Later that afternoon Archie was on Facebook when he got a new message from someone whose profile picture was a silver X on a red background. After reading it twice he grabbed

  his mobile and called Barney.




  ‘What’s happening?’ asked Archie.




  ‘Not much.’




  ‘Listen, can you come over before school tomorrow?’




  ‘Can do. What’s up?’




  ‘I just got this weird message on Facebook. I think you might be able to shed some light on it.’
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  Barney stared at the computer screen in Archie’s bedroom, his mouth hanging open slightly, as it had been for the last few minutes. He read the message out loud for the

  eighth time, his voice trembling with excitement.




  

    

      ‘My name is Agent X-ray. You don’t know me but I am a government operative. If you are willing to help your country in matters of national security, meet me at

      the corner of Ashdown Road and Cavendish Way at 8 a.m. tomorrow. Come alone.’


    


  




  ‘You can own up now,’ said Archie, gently shoulder-barging his friend.




  ‘What do you mean?’ asked Barney, taking his eyes off the screen at last.




  ‘I’m on to you, Agent X-ray.’




  ‘What? No! I didn’t send that.’




  ‘Promise?’




  ‘I swear on my signed copy of Silverfin.’




  ‘Well, if you didn’t, who did?’




  Barney’s eyes widened. ‘It could actually be from MI6,’ he breathed.




  ‘Sure, that’s obviously the most likely solution,’ said Archie dryly. ‘But, just for argument’s sake, let’s work on the unlikely scenario that I haven’t

  been contacted by an actual secret service spy. Who else could it be from?’




  ‘What about Newman? He might be waiting on that corner with back-up – ready to get you back for the other day.’




  ‘Nah.’ Archie shook his head. ‘Check the spelling.’




  Barney looked back at the screen and nodded. ‘I see what you mean – there’s no way Newman could spell government operative.’




  ‘I’d be surprised if he could pronounce it.’




  Barney laughed and shoved the last quarter of a slice of buttered toast into his mouth.




  ‘It’s like watching a hyena devour a chicken. Or whatever hyenas eat.’ Archie pulled an uncertain face. ‘Didn’t you have breakfast before you left your house this

  morning?’




  Barney bobbed his head from side to side and twirled a hand while he chewed up his mouthful, then said, ‘Course I did. But that was nearly forty minutes ago.’




  ‘No wonder you were getting hungry again. It’s lucky you didn’t pass out on the way over here.’ Archie gestured at the monitor. ‘I tried replying but it

  wouldn’t let me.’




  Barney nodded wisely. ‘They’ve probably set up a number of ghost server nodes so they can’t be traced. Standard secret service diversionary tactics.’




  ‘Is that something that can actually happen or is it from one of your spy films?’




  ‘No, it’s real, honest,’ Barney insisted earnestly. ‘I saw it on Spooks.’




  ‘If you say so.’ Archie slung his rucksack over his shoulder. ‘Come on. It’s nearly quarter to and I don’t want to miss my rendezvous with the mysterious Agent

  X-ray, do I?’




  Archie strode purposefully along Cavendish Way, intrigued but half hoping he wasn’t walking into some sort of ambush. His pace slowed instinctively as he neared the

  junction with Ashdown Road.




  Suddenly someone grabbed his wrist from behind and pulled him into a rhododendron bush. He spun round to face his attacker, his pulse suddenly out of control.




  ‘Barney! What are you doing?’ he hissed.




  ‘This could be an ambush,’ whispered Barney. ‘I suggest we covertly surveil the hotzone.’




  Archie studied the street corner, which was deserted except for a young girl who was leaning against the street sign.




  ‘I don’t want to spoil your fun,’ Archie murmured, ‘but the zone in question doesn’t look especially hot. And I don’t think surveil is even a

  word.’




  Barney responded by holding a finger to his lips and pulling Archie down to a crouching position.




  The boys waited and watched in silence for ten minutes. No one else appeared except for an elderly lady walking a small dog, who crossed Cavendish Way and disappeared along Ashdown Road without

  pausing.




  ‘It looks like the leopard has ceased stalking the polar bear,’ whispered Barney at last.




  Archie turned to him and frowned. ‘What does that even mean?’




  ‘It’s code,’ Barney said. ‘You are the polar bear and whoever sent the message is the leopard. It means, “I don’t think they’re coming

  today,”’




  ‘Why can’t you just say that then?’ asked Archie.




  ‘What if we’re overheard – or being bugged? If we use code we won’t arouse suspicion.’




  ‘You’re right.’ Archie smiled. ‘After all, there’s nothing suspicious about a couple of schoolboys cowering in the bushes talking about leopards and polar bears

  who, incidentally, live on different continents. I bet MI6 would recruit us on the spot if we weren’t so darned elusive.’ He stepped out of the bushes and glanced left and right.

  ‘Polar bear to grizzly,’ he said, laughing. ‘You are clear to cease hibernation – the hunting season is over.’
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