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About the Book



Back at Alexandria, with their friend Curtis Pepper visiting, Kensy and Max are enjoying the school break. Especially when Granny Cordelia surprises them with a trip to New York! It's meant to be a family vacation, but the twins soon realise there's more to this holiday than meets the eye.

The chase to capture Dash Chalmers is on and when there’s another dangerous criminal on the loose, the twins find themselves embroiled in a most unusual case. They’ll need all their spy sensibilities, along with Curtis and his trusty spy backpack, to bring down the culprit.
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Kensington Méribel Grey
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Maintenance and handyman




	Other
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Possible Pharos recruit, Kensy and Max’s friend from Australia
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Husband of Tinsley, father of Donovan and Ellery
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Wife of Dash, mother of Donovan and Ellery
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Son of Dash and Tinsley
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Daughter of Dash and Tinsley
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Mother of Dash Chalmers
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Father of Dash Chalmers




	
Annika Bailey

	
    

	
Reporter, BNA




	
Fenton Grady

	
    

	
Building superintendent




	
Tessa Grady

	
    

	
Daughter of Fenton Grady
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For Ian, who introduced me to the wonders of New York City and to my Nana, Edna, who has the strength and tenacity of a Pharos agent and some.








Case Note 19

Author: Fitzgerald Williams, Pharos Agent (PA) X2660

Subjects: Kensington Grey, PA A2713; Maxim Grey, PA A2714

 

Kensington and Maxim Grey were admitted as Pharos agents-in-training at the age of eleven years and one month.

FIELDWORK

Kensington Grey was inadvertently caught up in a theft-to-order ring, stealing expensive jewellery, antiques and other curiosities, which were then distributed to purchasers in London and around the globe. Under the guise of extra stealth and quick change training, Kensington had been unknowingly recruited to the gang by PA P2699 Theo Richardson, an actor who had taken on a temporary role as a drama teacher at Central London Free School. His involvement with the group was a direct result of his romantic entanglement with the gang’s leader, Victoria De la Vega. Although the relationship had broken down, Victoria was blackmailing Theo for access to his baby daughter – if he didn’t participate, she threatened that he would never see the child again. Kensington believed that as part of her training she was ‘borrowing’ specified items from Theo’s friends, which he would then profess to return to them that same day, none the wiser; however in truth Kensington was stealing the goods, from which Theo was making 3D-printed copies, selling the originals and returning the counterfeit items instead.

Upon realising that she was part of a gang of thieves, Kensington informed her friend and fellow trainee agent, Autumn Lee. A scheme was hatched for Kensington to travel to Highgate in North London on a reconnaissance mission, which would then enable her to seek assistance from myself or Song in identifying the perpetrators. However, her plans went awry when Autumn realised that the van in which Kensington had hidden was in fact bound for Paris. Autumn then informed Maxim Grey and Carlos Rodriguez, and together the three of them travelled via rail to Paris to release Kensington. Their investigations proved timely as they were able to secure Victoria and her cronies, bringing the entire operation to its knees. It was unfortunate that a series of miscommunications led to the children having to tackle the mission on their own. However, all ended well and Dame Spencer was very pleased with their initiative and determination, although she did have a quiet word to Kensington about her competitiveness, which led to her being involved with Theo in the first place.

Theo’s infant daughter, Sophie, is now in his full custody as her mother, Victoria De la Vega, is serving a long sentence in prison for her role as mastermind of the gang and for money laundering via a string of failed companies, while ripping off investors for millions of dollars. Her daughter will likely be an adult by the time she is released. Theo’s acting career has been put on permanent hiatus and he will continue to teach drama at Central London Free School for the foreseeable future. He has reported that he doesn’t mind at all and is very much enjoying his new roles as teacher and full-time father.

SKILLS, STRENGTHS AND VULNERABILITIES

Whilst Kensington’s excellent stealth and quick change skills were acquired under somewhat dubious circumstances, she has proven outstanding in both areas. Maxim is equally adept and has impressed all with his coding capabilities too. The children have taken to their training regimes like true professionals and while Kensington needs to work on her ability to better read people, she was fooled by a skilled agent who is also a highly trained actor.

TRAINING

The children have maintained their daily training and with the benefit of the new facilities located in the basement at the house in Ponsonby Terrace they have both made incredible gains in their skills and knowledge. They passed the parkour section of their Pharos reviews with flying colours. Kensington’s knowledge of mechanical engineering is now bordering on expert and Maxim’s photographic memory continues to impress.

EMOTIONAL STATE

Since being reunited with their parents both children have been more emotionally stable, although the riverside attack on the family has revealed an anxious side to Maxim’s personality, mirrored in his mother. He has a propensity to teeth grinding and jaw clenching, and reported that he has also been experiencing bad dreams. We will need to keep a close eye on all of these things and ensure that he speaks to the Pharos psychology team if things worsen. Kensington’s fretfulness seems to have diminished considerably as she feels more confident within the family unit.

RESULTS OF FIRST PHAROS REVIEW

Kensington and Maxim passed their first Pharos review with identical scores of 97%. As competitive as ever, they matched one another in their final aggregate result, despite Maxim beating Kensington by one point in ciphers and Kensington beating him by one point in the art of disguise. While there is room for future improvement, the twins were thrilled with their results.


OTHER INFORMATION

The children will continue their studies at Central London Free School as Pharos agents-in-training. Rupert Spencer has not yet returned to London and is still on the trail of Dash Chalmers. The last reported sighting of the man was in the United States. Cordelia Spencer ascertained that Dash has been in contact with his mother, Faye Chalmers, who also happens to be Cordelia’s oldest friend. He’s misled his mother, telling her that he and Tinsley reconciled their differences and were going off-grid for a few months to take a well-earned holiday and regroup as a family. Dash has reportedly put measures in place at the company to cover his role. Cordelia has subsequently had her agents bug the Chalmers’ home but so far to no avail. Faye and Conrad have no idea that their son was responsible for kidnapping Anna’s parents, Hector and Marisol Clement, and holding them captive to do his evil bidding for almost twelve years.

Dash Chalmers is currently Pharos’s most-wanted man. There has been no word from Tinsley Chalmers. She has apparently vanished into thin air, along with the children. It is imperative that Pharos finds them before Dash does.
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Max ran his finger along the text and read the words again. He’d scoured the library at Alexandria, looking for books on ciphers and coding and finally found this one. It was far more complex than any he’d studied to date. Perhaps it would help him to unravel the mysteries of the coded note he’d accidentally found in Headmaster Magoo MacGregor’s office last term. The page had fallen out of a book Mrs Vanden Boom had instructed Max to pull on to open a secret passage – except that he pulled on the wrong book and this one clattered to the floor. When he’d noticed his and Kensy’s names on the top of the paper, Max couldn’t help himself and stuffed it into his pocket.

No one knew he had it, not even Kensy as he didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily, although maybe that wasn’t the only reason. After months of trying all manner of combinations and ideas, he’d only managed to unscramble three words: future, imminent and threat, which on their own didn’t mean much at all. It was as if there were several layers. Plus there was always the possibility that the ciphers and codes that had been used were known only to the writer and the intended recipient. If that was the case, it might prove uncrackable. The boy turned his attention back to the jumble of letters and numbers he’d scrawled on a separate page. Max was concentrating hard and thinking about a new formula he’d studied when, almost like magic, he deciphered the word Song. And it was written with a capital ‘S’ – as if it was the person and not just a thing.


Max checked again and was convinced that he was correct. Then there was another word – birthright. He felt a tingle down his spine. Perhaps he was going to get it after all. Unfortunately at the moment he didn’t have a lot of time. They had a guest to entertain, if he ever emerged, that is. Max was focused on the text when Kensy barged into his room.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked as he quickly slipped the page and his jottings inside the book.

‘Reading the paper,’ Max said, turning to page two of the Beacon.

‘You do know we’re on holidays,’ the girl said, flopping down on her brother’s bed.

Max grinned at his sister. ‘Do trainee spies ever get to take a proper holiday? Have you seen this story about the poison-laced letters in the United States? Apparently as soon as the recipient opens the envelope they get a blast of whatever the toxic substance is and immediately fall ill. It only affects the person holding the letter – which is weird and clever. Initially the authorities thought it was anthrax, but now they believe it’s something even more powerful. One man has already died and another woman is critically ill in hospital.’

Max had read the article earlier that morning.

Kensy sat up and shook her head. ‘Sounds like something Dash Chalmers would do – the way he unleashed all those viruses he had Grandmère and Grandpère create. It’s hard to imagine there’s another human being as sick as that horrible man, but I guess you can never underestimate humans’ capacity for evil. I wonder if Uncle Rupert is any closer to finding him.’

Max frowned. They hadn’t heard any updates recently. Following Dash’s escape, a decision had been taken that Pharos would bring him in alone. His assistant, Lucy Dowsett, and the journalist, George Kapalos, who had helped investigate his evil doings were currently in witness protection given how much they knew – they believed that the people looking after them were police, but they were actually Pharos agents. Hector and Marisol did not want their return from the dead to be made public – as that would bring Interpol into the picture and Cordelia thought it would be easier to flush Dash out by letting him think he’d got away with it. There was also the delicate issue of Faye and Conrad Chalmers, Dash’s parents being two of her dearest friends. Neither had any idea of Cordelia’s ‘other life’ as the Head of Pharos. They’d both been unwell and a revelation like this could tip them right over the edge. Cordelia had to handle the whole dastardly business very carefully. At least Tinsley and the children appeared to be out of harm’s way, though she was keen for them to be found just in case. They would be safer under Pharos protection rather than going it alone.

‘Curtis should be up by now,’ Kensy said.

The boy had arrived around midnight the previous evening. The twins had stayed awake to greet him, but Curtis was suffering horribly with jet lag and had barely been able to keep his eyes open. It was no wonder, considering he said he hadn’t slept for a day and half.


‘Do you think Granny will invite Curtis into the program?’ Kensy asked her brother.

‘I hope so,’ Max replied. ‘He’d make an excellent spy. I mean, seriously he’s probably done a lot more pre-training than we ever did.’

‘Don’t be so sure about that. Did you ever wonder why Fitz insisted we learn mixed martial arts and parkour when all our friends were into ballet and soccer?’ Kensy arched her left eyebrow.

There was a knock at the door and Curtis poked his head around.

‘Speak of the devil,’ Kensy said. ‘You’re alive!’

Curtis Pepper walked into the room. ‘Good morning,’ he said, his blue eyes sparkling.

Kensy pointed at the clock beside Max’s bed. ‘I don’t think so.’

The boy did a double take. ‘Is that really the time?’ He couldn’t believe it was quarter past twelve.

Max nodded. ‘We weren’t going to wake you.’

‘Sorry, I had no idea. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow and I only woke up a little while ago. You must think I’m so rude – Mum would be mortified.’ Curtis wandered around the room then walked to the window and looked outside. ‘Whoa! That’s some garden you’ve got there.’

‘Are you hungry?’ Max asked.

‘Starving,’ the boy replied as his stomach growled on cue. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten.

There was another knock on the door and this time Song entered the room. With the sun streaming through the window, his white suit took on an almost ethereal glow.

‘Bit bright, Song.’ Kensy shielded her eyes dramatically, much to the chagrin of the butler who ignored her antics.

‘Good afternoon, Master Curtis.’ The man gave a bow and acknowledged the twins. ‘Miss Kensington, Master Maxim.’

‘Hi Song. It’s good to see you,’ the boy replied.

‘And you.’ Song smiled. ‘I came to let you know that lunch is ready. I hope lasagne and crispy baked potatoes will be to your liking.’

Curtis licked his lips. ‘That sounds great. Yours is the best lasagne I’ve ever eaten.’

The butler grimaced. ‘This time I only placed the order, Master Curtis. Mrs Thornthwaite has made the meal in honour of your visit. I told her it was one of your favourites.’ He then lowered his voice. ‘I suspect it won’t be nearly as good as mine, but please don’t tell her. She doesn’t take well to criticism.’

Curtis gave the man a wink and tapped the side of his nose. ‘It’s our secret,’ the boy said.

Max hurried into his walk-in wardrobe and returned with a pair of sandshoes. He would have preferred to stay in his room and keep working on the note, but he couldn’t abandon his friend on his first day. It would just have to wait a little longer – though he was intrigued about the idea of a birthright and why Song was mentioned too.

‘What about a tour after lunch then?’ Kensy asked.

Curtis’s face lit up. ‘Yes, please.’


Song dallied at the door. ‘I’m afraid that will have to wait until after you see your grandmother. She has requested a meeting as soon as you finish your meal.’

Kensy and Max looked at one another. Surely she couldn’t have made her decision already.
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Cordelia Spencer sipped her tea and nibbled on a shortbread biscuit. Minutes ago she’d received a call about a business award that had come as quite a surprise and she was still thinking about it when there was a knock on the door.

‘Come in,’ the woman called, trying to suppress the smile that kept tickling her lips.

Max entered first followed by Kensy then Curtis.

‘Hello Granny,’ Max said. ‘Song sent us. He said that you wanted a chat.’


‘Hello darlings,’ she stood up and walked over to greet them and ushered everyone to the armchairs and lounge that were arranged around the fireplace. ‘How are you enjoying Alexandria, Curtis?’

The boy took in a deep breath then exhaled loudly. ‘Well, I’m afraid I slept in very late, but from the little I’ve seen so far, it’s incredible. You must love living here. If I lived here, I don’t think I’d ever leave. Thank you so much for having me. And it’s a real honour to finally meet you – even though we are technically next-door neighbours in Sydney.’

‘Yes.’ Cordelia smiled. The boy’s enthusiasm was endearing. ‘Kensy and Max told me that you’re something of an amateur sleuth.’

The twins wondered where their grandmother was taking the conversation. Surely she wasn’t just going to ask Curtis if he wanted to join Pharos – the world’s most important secret spy organisation. She’d have to do a lot of explaining first, and Fitz and Song said that Curtis had to pass a series of tests before he’d even be considered and that would take weeks.

‘I like to know what’s going on around the neighbourhood,’ the boy said, nodding earnestly. ‘It’s important to pay attention.’

‘I completely agree. You never know when something might be awry,’ the woman said, matching the boy’s seriousness. ‘I’ve had a few concerns with staff recently.’

‘Really, Granny?’ Kensy leaned in closer. ‘Who? Because I’ve always had my suspicions about . . .’ Max gave his sister a sharp kick in the ankles and glared at her.

‘Ow!’ the girl complained, unsure about what she’d done to deserve it. Now seemed the perfect time to tell her grandmother what she thought about Shugs – although to be fair he hadn’t done anything lately – but she was still convinced he was the taxi driver in London who tried to kidnap her and Max before they knew anything about Pharos. And the identity of the person who planted the bomb that destroyed 13 Ponsonby Terrace before they were sent to Sydney remained a mystery too.

‘Be quiet,’ Max mouthed. ‘This might be part of the test.’ Finally Kensy understood.

Cordelia ignored her grandchildren’s antics. ‘Perhaps while you’re here, Curtis, you can keep a watch on things for me – let me know if you notice anything out of the ordinary.’

The boy’s eyes lit up. ‘I’d be happy to. It’s not Song, is it?’ A deep frown line appeared at the top of his nose. ‘I’d hate for it to be him because he’s become one of my favourite people in the world. And he’s an excellent cook.’

Max smiled at the thought of Curtis suspecting Song of any sort of bad behaviour – the man was a pillar of the family, which made the reason his name was in that note from Magoo’s office even more curious.

Cordelia stood up and walked to her desk. She picked up a small leather-bound notebook and a pen then passed them to the lad. ‘In case you’d like to make some observations.’

Curtis turned the book over in his hands. ‘It’s beautiful. But what are those markings on there?’

‘Perhaps you’d like to see if you can work them out,’ the woman said.


‘Do Kensy and Max have notebooks too? I mean it would be better if we were all on the lookout for strange behaviour, wouldn’t it?’ Curtis asked.

‘Of course,’ Cordelia said. ‘They’re already well equipped.’

The children were wondering exactly what their grandmother was playing at. They didn’t have notebooks like the one she’d given Curtis. Kensy was beginning to feel a little miffed that the woman hadn’t asked her and Max to keep an eye on things as well – maybe she’d just do it anyway.

The girl was deep in thought when she noticed that the eyes of the brass monkey paperweight on her grandmother’s desk had begun to glow.

‘Granny,’ Kensy said then motioned towards the light.

The woman stood up and peered over the top of the children’s heads. Suddenly there was a crackling noise and a voice.

Cordelia rushed to her desk and immediately the static ceased, the voice along with it.


‘Right, sorry to have to hustle you out, but I have something urgent to approve for this evening’s edition of the Beacon,’ Cordelia said. ‘Why don’t you go for a walk? Show Curtis about. I’ll see you all at dinner.’

Curtis turned and looked over at the desk. ‘That’s a very cool ornament.’

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it?’ Cordelia said, shuffling the children towards the door.

But Kensy didn’t miss the strange look in her grandmother’s eyes. There was something going on and she was almost certain it was more than just a newspaper story.
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Rupert Spencer closed the door and slid the deadbolt across.

Tinsley Chalmers tried to calm her racing heart while her children huddled either side of her, holding tightly to each hand. Both Van and Ellery Chalmers were the colour of stone. Though it wasn’t surprising given the events of the past few hours.

‘How did my husband find us?’ Tinsley whispered as she pressed her eyes closed and took a deep breath.

‘Probably the same way I did,’ Rupert said. ‘You’ll be safe here for now. We won’t be staying long.’

‘Here’ was a cottage in the middle of a thick woodland they’d reached after a long and bumpy drive through densely forested countryside.

Not more than a few hours ago, Van and his younger sister, Ellery, had been poking around the derelict chook shed on the farm where they were living on the outskirts of a town called Eymet in France when two strangers arrived. The pair soon made it clear that they had come for the children and weren’t planning to leave until they had their prize. It seemed they hadn’t counted on Rupert showing up. Things had taken a dramatic turn, but at least the family was intact.

Van let go of Tinsley’s hand and stepped forward. ‘You still haven’t told us how you know our mother.’

Rupert glanced at the boy then walked over to check the windows and pull the curtains across.

Van was the image of his father, Dash; good looking with a touch of fire and a sprinkle of arrogance. Hopefully he was young enough that his mother’s influence would be more pervasive.

‘Who do you work for, Rupert Spencer?’ Van demanded. He wanted answers.

Ellery had taken a seat on the ancient floral couch and was picking anxiously at the skin around her fingers.

‘Shut up, Van,’ she yelled. ‘Someone just tried to snatch us. If it wasn’t for Rupert, where do you think we’d be now? And I don’t even want to think about what could have happened to Mum!’ The girl began to sob.

Tinsley raced to her daughter and wrapped her arms around the child. ‘It’s all right, sweetheart. You’re safe.’ Ellery burrowed into her mother’s chest, wailing loudly. Tinsley had never been so happy to see a familiar face in all her life when Rupert turned up in Eymet. But how he knew where to find her was another thing altogether. And why? Unless he’d been sent by her parents-in-law – that was a possibility given his mother and her mother-in-law were best friends.

‘I’ll make some tea,’ Rupert said and walked through into the kitchen of the old cottage. Van followed him.

‘What happened back there? Where’s our father?’ Van’s words fired at Rupert like bullets from a Gatling gun.

Rupert filled the kettle and opened a cupboard then another, hunting for some tea bags and cups. He located what he was after and threw an unopened packet of biscuits at Van.

‘You should probably have a snack. It might take me a while to find something for dinner,’ Rupert said.

Van caught the packet then put them down on the bench. ‘Mum said that Dad did something really bad and that’s why we had to leave Sydney. She said he’s an evil man, but I want to go home. I hate France – I hate everything here!’ the boy shouted. ‘What’s happening to us?’ Tears welled in his eyes.

Rupert turned and held the lad. Van struggled at first, kicking Rupert’s shin and digging his fingernails into the man’s arm, but eventually he succumbed to his grief, howling into Rupert’s chest.

‘It’s okay, mate. I’m going to look after you and your mum and sister. I promise,’ Rupert said calmly.

He’d been searching for Dash for months, following a trail that ran hot and cold all over the world. Recently he decided to change tack. If Rupert knew anything about Dash, the man would want his children back and there was no way Tinsley was going to win on that front. It didn’t matter if he still had feelings for his wife; she knew too much. Given what else he’d been up to, holding Hector and Marisol hostage for all those years, Tinsley would simply be collateral damage. Rupert set forth, tracking her down. Ultimately it wasn’t nearly as hard as he would have liked it to be. Which meant that Dash, with his vast resources, would be able to do the same. And Rupert was right. Fortunately his timing couldn’t have been better.

Rupert had already arranged for a clean-up team to get rid of the two thugs he’d left in a bad way at the farmhouse in Eymet.

He finished making the tea and some hot chocolate for the children and guided Van back to the sitting room. He passed Tinsley a mug and sat another on the side table for Ellery.

Tinsley looked at the children through weary eyes. ‘You don’t know the whole story. I was trying to protect you from the worst of it but given what’s happened I think it’s time you know the truth.’

‘Finally,’ Van muttered under his breath. ‘Except how do we know you’re not lying to us?’

Tinsley had felt her son’s resentment building ever since they’d left Sydney. Ellery had been easier to cajole, but Van missed his father terribly.

‘Rupert was engaged to your aunt, Abigail,’ Tinsley said.

‘Dad’s sister?’ Van frowned. ‘The one who drowned?’

Rupert nodded.


‘So you’re our uncle?’ Ellery glared at him, her lashes still wet with tears.

‘I was going to be,’ Rupert said. ‘Sadly, Abi and I never made it down the aisle.’

Van leaned forward in his seat, tapping his fingers against the chipped mug.

Tinsley sipped her tea. ‘Your aunt’s death wasn’t an accident.’ For a minute or so silence hung in the air.

Finally Ellery spoke. ‘She was murdered?’

Tinsley nodded. ‘I’m not a big fan of that word, but yes and your father was responsible.’

‘What?’ Ellery spat her drink across the room. ‘No, he wasn’t. You’re just saying that so we won’t hate you for taking us away from him and all our friends.’

So much for Ellery being more reasonable.

Van sat quietly, turning his mother’s words over in his mind. It didn’t make any sense at all. His father was a great man. He ran a huge corporation and gave buckets of money to charities, and when he wasn’t away working, he played with his kids and took them to the beach and to cricket matches and normal stuff that parents do.

‘Tinsley’s telling the truth,’ Rupert said. ‘I have proof.’

Van glared at his mother. ‘You said that Dad was involved in something else. Something to do with the company.’

Tinsley nodded. ‘I didn’t know about any of that until right before we left.’

Van stood up and walked over to the bare fireplace. ‘How do we know that you’re not lying because you and Dad aren’t in love any more and now you’re trying to keep us from him? Parents do that sort of thing sometimes. I mean seriously, Mum. Are you having a nervous breakdown or something? Because this is ridiculous.’

‘Your mother’s telling the truth, Van. Your father is a kidnapper and a murderer,’ Rupert said. ‘Sit down. I’m afraid this might take a while.’
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‘What should we do now?’ Max asked his sister as they scurried up the steps towards the Atlas fountain at the front of the house.

Kensy was itching to take a spin in the new and improved Esmerelda, but the racetrack was off limits until their grandmother gave express permission. They’d pretty much exhausted every other place they knew they could show Curtis without piquing the boy’s curiosity too much. Although his fascination with the automaton had taken up almost an hour.

‘What about we walk out to the lighthouse?’ the girl suggested. She and Max had never properly explored it before and that was something new they could all do together.

Max checked his watch. It had just gone three and Song had told them at lunch they were due home for dinner at seven. That meant they still had hours to fill in.

‘I love lighthouses,’ Curtis said. ‘Does anyone live there?’

The twins looked at each other and shrugged. ‘I don’t think so – no one’s ever mentioned it,’ Max said. Then again neither of them had ever asked.

The trio walked around the side of the mansion to the rear garden, which wasn’t quite as formal as the front.

‘What’s over the wall?’ Curtis asked, pointing.

‘Mim’s greenhouse,’ Max replied, giving Kensy a wink. ‘We’ll take you there another time. She’s pretty particular about us not disturbing her or the plants.’

Kensy and Max had both agreed that until Curtis was officially part of Pharos they’d leave the greenhouse alone. There were too many odd things that couldn’t be easily explained. The strains of a loud classical piano piece drifted from the building. Mim had recently decided to experiment to see if music had any effect on her produce.

The children reached a gate in the back wall when they heard a cough. It was coming from behind one of the pencil pines close by.

‘It is not as easy as that,’ the voice said. ‘There are many things to consider.’

Kensy looked at her brother and then at Curtis.

‘Is that Song?’ the lad asked.

‘Sounds like it,’ Max said.

‘Things can be a little explosive at times,’ they heard the man say.

Song was on a private call and they shouldn’t have been listening in.

‘Come on, we’d better get a move on,’ the lad said as he pushed open the squeaky gate and headed along the start of the path that wove towards the cliffs.

‘I can’t believe you never told me about this place or that your grandmother is Dame Spencer,’ Curtis said with a shake of his head. ‘You must have thought I was an idiot when I was raving on about her in Sydney. But I suppose it makes sense because she’s a newspaper baroness and if everyone knew you were related, you’d probably be a target for kidnappers – actually do you have bodyguard? Is it Song or Fitz? I suppose Song would be more likely – Fitz is a little on the heavy side, isn’t he?’

‘We’re fine, Curtis. We can look after ourselves,’ Kensy said, glancing at her brother. The twins knew very well why they’d kept quiet about their grandmother and her country retreat. Curtis was quite possibly the most curious kid they’d ever met, and at the time they’d been next-door neighbours for a month or so in Sydney, they didn’t think they’d see him again – at least not for a while and probably never in the company of Cordelia.

The truth was too that Curtis hadn’t ever met the ‘real’ Fitz. When they were in Sydney the man had worn a disguise with a giant belly and facial hair. Like everyone else the twins encountered at the time, Curtis had believed Fitz was their father and a PE teacher at their school, but when their parents returned, they told the boy the truth or a more-palatable version of it. They’d said that Fitz was actually their dad’s first cousin – correct – and they called him Dad because their parents had been away for a while and they didn’t want to have to explain things about their family – it was a little bit complicated. Curtis hadn’t seemed fazed by the news at all and had met Ed and Anna one afternoon before the family returned to London. Poor Fitz had to keep up the charade until they left, but at least there had been several months for him to have undergone a stunning weight-loss transformation. Hopefully Curtis wouldn’t have too much trouble believing the man had hit the gym with a vengeance.

The children crunched along the gravel path.

‘Wouldn’t it be awesome to have a bodyguard – or at least to be important enough to warrant one?’ Curtis said. ‘Anyway, thanks for inviting me to stay. Mum was so excited when your grandmother called to ask. I thought there was no way she’d let me come to England on my own, but Dad has this big work thing on next week and Mum is busy at the art gallery – they’re really short on guides right now. I think the fact that Dame Spencer said she was sending her private jet to pick me up sealed the deal.’

Kensy turned to face the boy. ‘Curtis, do you ever stop talking?’ she asked with a glint in her eye.

For a moment the boy looked wounded. Then he grinned. ‘Are you kidding? We have four and a half months to catch up on and you’ve hardly told me anything about your life in London and up here. Do you come every weekend?’

Max shook his head. ‘No, usually just in the holidays. Now that it’s summer break we can stay for a while.’

Curtis Pepper was at Alexandria as a guest of Dame Spencer. Unbeknown to him, the boy was actually on trial to see whether he’d be invited to join the agents-in-training program. His parents were currently undergoing assessment too.

When the twins had returned to England from Sydney they begged their grandmother to bring Curtis into the fold. After all the boy had helped them foil Dash Chalmers’ evil plans, albeit as an accidental addition to the mission, and had shown himself to have some impressive spy credentials, but it wasn’t as easy as that. There was a process and it would take at least several weeks for Dame Spencer to decide the lad’s fate. If he failed, Curtis would have a lovely holiday and go home none the wiser, but if he passed, he and his parents’ lives would change forever. Once you were in – and that was mostly due to being born into the group – you could never leave, although the twins had heard rumours about a couple of rogue agents who had disappeared years ago. Apparently the recruitment of trainees outside of the organisation was a rarity, which made this situation even more important.

‘What’s that building up there?’ Curtis pointed towards the family vault, which was almost as ornate as the mansion itself though significantly smaller in scale.

‘It’s where we keep our dead relatives,’ Kensy said straight-faced.

Curtis’s eyes widened for the umpteenth time that day. ‘So it’s the Spencer mausoleum? Can we take a look?’

Max glanced across at his sister. ‘Maybe another time. It’s pretty boring – there’s not much life in the place,’ he joked.

‘I get it,’ Curtis chuckled.

The breeze had picked up and there was a sticky salt spray in the air. The twins were enjoying the warmth on their cheeks after a lifetime of living in the cold. The lighthouse was a way off in the distance, standing proudly on the point where the land jutted furthest into the sea. Its whitewashed walls stood out against the rolling green fields behind it and the blue-green water below.

‘Look! There’s a boat,’ Curtis pointed at a small vessel speeding towards the cliffs.

Kensy flinched. It reminded her of the speedboat on the Thames with the shooter who had fortunately missed their targets.

Her reaction wasn’t lost on Max. ‘It’s not the same one,’ he said quietly, although he had to admit it was similar.

‘What are you talking about?’ Curtis said. The pair had forgotten that their friend practically had bionic hearing.

‘Nothing. We saw a boat on the river in London that looked a lot like that one,’ Max said. But Fitz reported that Pharos knew who was on board that boat – some guy named Huang and one of his associates. There were agents on the hunt and according to their intelligence, Huang had already skipped the country. As far as they knew the boat was still impounded by Scotland Yard.

The vessel on the ocean vanished.

‘Is there a cove?’ Curtis asked. ‘They must be awfully close to the rocks.’

The boy charged off the path, hoping that he might get a glimpse of where the boat had gone. The twins ran after him.

‘Don’t get too close to the edge!’ Max shouted, but his voice was carried away on the breeze. Song had told them that the cliffs were prone to crumbling and the last thing they needed was having to explain Curtis’s untimely demise to his parents.

Kensy and Max caught up to him just in time to watch the vessel disappear between two rocky outcrops. Maybe there was a beach down there.

Curtis dove onto his stomach, trying to get a better look. The twins hit the ground beside him, but the boat was gone.

‘Do you think there could be a pirate’s lair – a cave?’ Curtis fizzed.

‘Um, maybe if the year was 1760.’ Kensy grinned but she was desperate to know more too. No one had ever mentioned anything about caves along the cliffs.

‘Come on, we’d better get to the lighthouse or we’ll run out of time,’ Max said, standing up and brushing the grass from his knees.

Kensy and Curtis jumped to their feet and followed the boy, who had started to jog. It took another ten minutes before they reached their destination. As with every other building on the estate, this one was pristine, bordered by a white picket fence and a manicured laurel hedge. There was a path leading to the lighthouse door, which had a blue stained-glass window in the top half. Beside the lighthouse was a pretty white cottage with a gleaming slate roof.

‘Maybe someone does live out here,’ Curtis said, nodding towards the adjacent building.

He pulled the notebook from his backpack and scribbled something down.

‘What are you doing?’ Kensy looked at him.

‘Your grandmother told me to take note of anything unusual. The speedboat – that’s a bit weird, don’t you think?’ Curtis said.

Kensy shrugged, but something about it niggled.

The children hurried down the path to the lighthouse. Max tried the door but it was locked.


Kensy plucked the hairclip from the underside of her braid.

‘What are you doing?’ Max whispered.

‘What does it look like? We didn’t come all this way for nothing. Distract Curtis for a minute,’ she said. It was just as well the lad had already found something else to look at – a plaque in the garden commemorating the poor souls who had been lost at sea before the lighthouse was erected.

Kensy inserted the device and in a flash she was in. She waited a few seconds before shouting out to the boys who came running.

‘How did you do that?’ Curtis asked, eyeing the open door.

‘I found a key under the mat. Granny’s staff are clearly not very creative with their hiding spots,’ she lied.

The children walked inside. The lighthouse wasn’t as tall as some and had an unusual octagonal shape. The ground floor was almost bare save for a small table inside the entrance. Max led the way up the staircase for three floors until they reached the light. It was encased in a metal frame and looked to be operated on some sort of timing system.

‘There’s a good view from up here,’ Curtis said, peering out into the ocean, which had calmed again. There were a couple of freighters on the horizon.

‘Sure is,’ Max said when an excruciating noise like metal grating against metal clanged from below. It was followed by a whooshing sound.

Kensy sprinted down the stairs with the boys on her heels.

‘That wasn’t there before,’ the girl said, pointing at an open hatch in the floor to the left of the front door.

‘Whoa,’ Curtis peered inside. A spiral staircase corkscrewed into the void. ‘Your grandmother has the coolest things.’

‘Come on,’ Kensy said, shimmying into the gap.

‘I’m not sure that we should, Kens,’ Max said. ‘What if we can’t get back out again and what if someone is down there?’

Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘You stay here then, scaredy cat, and Curtis and I will take a look.’

‘I’m not scared but . . . we don’t have a torch,’ Max added.

Curtis reached into the pocket of his cargo pants. ‘Yes, we do.’

‘I love you, Curtis Pepper,’ Kensy said. She grabbed it out of his hands.

The boy’s cheeks blushed a fiery red.

‘I mean, like a brother,’ she added. ‘And sometimes I don’t like him at all so don’t get on my bad side, okay?’

Curtis grinned.

Kensy looked at the boys. ‘I know it’s getting late, but come on. We need to see what’s down there, don’t we?’

‘Okay,’ Max sighed. ‘But we can’t be too long.’

And with that the three of them disappeared into the abyss.
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The children charged down the staircase, deep into the chalk cliff below. The further they went, the louder the sounds of the sea became. Kensy shone the torch about as they forged on. Eventually they dropped out of the cylindrical stairwell into a huge stone cavern. Electric sconce lights dotted the walls, giving the place an eerie glow.

‘It’s a cave,’ Curtis breathed.

‘Of sorts,’ Max replied.

This was no ordinary hole in the rock face. The children peered around at the subterranean lair that was full of boats and other maritime equipment. The speedboat they’d seen out in the sea was bobbing about, tied up to a steel jetty. Further around, a white yacht sat in dry dock beside a cruiser that was more like a mini ocean liner. Two rows of jet skis and at least a dozen skiffs filled racks along the walls and there was a mountain of fishing gear as well – all perfectly ordered and neatly in its place.

‘I didn’t realise Granny had her own yacht club and fisherman’s wharf,’ Kensy said with a grin. Alexandria was certainly the property that kept on giving.

‘I can’t imagine what it would have cost to build this place,’ Curtis said. ‘The engineering down here is off the charts.’

‘Come on – let’s take a closer look,’ Max urged, although he also had one eye on the time.

The children jumped off the bottom step and onto the concrete platform that ran around the water’s edge.

‘What happens when the tide comes in?’ Curtis said. ‘Wouldn’t it get flooded?’


Kensy and Max had both been thinking the same thing.

Kensy shone the torch towards the ocean. They could hear the waves but they couldn’t see them and it quickly became apparent why not. A vast metal wall separated the cave from the sea. Without warning it began to slide like a cavity door receding into the cliffs.

‘Someone’s coming!’ Kensy called and the three children leapt into a rubber duckie that was sitting on the edge of the dock. They lay down flat on their stomachs and covered themselves with a black tarpaulin, then peered out to see what was going on.

‘Whoa,’ Curtis mouthed. ‘Why are we hiding if this is your grandmother’s place?’

‘Just be quiet, okay?’ Kensy shushed the boy and flicked off the torch.

The entire front face of the cave had regressed and they could see a beach and a cove beyond.

A black speedboat, its engine rumbling, was sitting on the other side of the sand, bobbing up and down in the waves.


‘Maybe that’s the boat we saw?’ Kensy whispered. ‘Not that one over there.’

Max shrugged. They looked pretty similar so it was impossible to tell.

‘How do they get in here? There’s no channel or anything,’ Curtis asked quietly, but they didn’t have to wait long for an answer. The middle of the sand began to give way and water rushed to fill the space. Moments later the outboard engine revved and the vessel puttered inside. The noise was deafening until the driver switched off the ignition and the motor died.

‘Who is it?’ Max asked, wiping away the salt spray on his glasses with his T-shirt.

‘I don’t know,’ Kensy mouthed back.

The three children lay still and watched as the fellow steered the boat alongside the dock then tied it up. He wore a dark jacket with a hood and black trousers. Black trainers completed his look. He jumped onto the metal platform and pulled a phone out of his pocket, answering the silent ring.

‘It’s done,’ he growled in a strong Northern accent.


Curtis could feel his left leg beginning to cramp. He tried his best to stretch it out, but as he moved his foot he made contact with something inside the rubber duckie, causing a loud thud.

The man on the phone stopped and looked around. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said and walked along the platform towards the children’s hiding place.

‘He’s coming!’ Kensy breathed. She could feel her heart pounding. It would be a miracle if the man didn’t hear it himself.

‘Is there anyone down here?’ the fellow called. His voice echoed around the walls. He pushed the hood of his jacket back revealing a mop of curly ginger hair.

Curtis’s calf muscle was tightening and the pain was intense. He grabbed the torch out of Kensy’s hand and bit down on it hoping that it would help him to stay quiet.

Then Max did something completely unexpected. He slid out of the rubber duckie and onto the floor then rolled over until he was shielded by the other speedboat.


‘What’s he doing?’ Kensy mouthed.

But Curtis was concentrating too hard on not making any noise to respond.

Like a meerkat, Max popped his head up from behind the boat.

‘Oh, hello,’ he called out.

The man practically levitated for a second, clearly not expecting anyone to answer him.

Max stepped out and walked towards the fellow, his hand outstretched. ‘I don’t believe we’ve met before. I’m Max,’ the boy said.

The man was taken aback and seemed to have lost his voice, momentarily at least.

‘Granny asked me to check on something,’ Max said. ‘She was thinking about taking the cruiser out on the weekend if the weather is good.’

‘Granny?’ The man finally spoke, his brow creased.

‘Dame Spencer,’ Max said. ‘She’s my grandmother.’ He eyeballed the man, imprinting his face on his memory.

‘Of course,’ the fellow said as if he knew exactly who Max was, but the boy had his doubts.


‘You didn’t tell me your name?’ Max said confidently.

‘Um, Fife, Frank Fife,’ he said with a nod.

‘This place is incredible,’ Max said. ‘Looks like it’s been here forever too but I suppose it was built . . .’

But the man didn’t participate in the conversation. Max’s attempts to learn more about the grotto and its history were failing dismally.

‘Better not keep you then,’ Max said.

Frank scratched his head and nodded then walked towards the spiral staircase where he disappeared from sight.

‘Ow!’ Curtis roared, although it was somewhat muffled under the tarpaulin. ‘Cramp!’

Kensy threw off the cover and jumped up to stretch his leg. She pushed his foot back and held it tightly for several seconds to release the strain.

‘Are you okay?’ Max hurried over to see if he could help, but fortunately the pain had begun to ease. Curtis rubbed his calf muscle and exhaled loudly.


‘I forgot my magnesium supplement this morning,’ the boy said, making a mental note to take one as soon as they got back to the mansion. ‘Sorry, I almost gave us away. Though I have to wonder exactly why we were hiding. I mean your grandmother owns this place, doesn’t she? So surely she wouldn’t mind you seeing it.’

The boy had a point.

‘I couldn’t believe it when you slithered out of here and confronted the guy,’ Kensy said with a grin. ‘I think he might need a change of underwear.’

‘So who was he?’ Curtis asked as he and Kensy hopped out of the rubber duckie and onto the floor.

‘Frank Fife apparently,’ the boy replied. ‘Not very chatty and I must say he has the reddest hair I’ve ever seen.’

‘Do you think he’ll tell Granny that we’ve been down here?’ the girl asked.

Max shrugged. ‘I think we should tell her ourselves. No one said we couldn’t and that hatch was left wide open.’


Curtis wandered to the end of the jetty, poking about among the boats and equipment. He wiped his torch on his sleeve and shone the light around.

‘Someone doesn’t care about bringing the seafarer’s bad luck,’ the boy said.

‘What are you talking about?’ Max asked.

He and Kensy hurried along to see what Curtis was looking at. The boy pointed at the stern of the speedboat that Frank had driven into the cave.

‘There,’ Curtis said. But the twins wondered what he was looking at. The name on the vessel was Osiris.

‘Everyone knows it’s considered bad luck to rename a boat. You’re supposed to purge all traces of the old name before you christen it with a new one. Then it’s imperative to have a renaming ceremony – otherwise the boat will likely fail and all on board will perish in a watery grave,’ Curtis explained.

The twins peered closer. Hidden beneath the ornate letters Max could just detect a faint outline.


‘See there’s a “t” and an “i” and an “o” and an “n” – it must have been called something else,’ Curtis said. ‘Tion. Maybe contraption, invention, satisfaction, competition. Though they’re not very good boat names are they?’

Kensy began to feel sick.

She looked at her brother who nodded. ‘Deception,’ he whispered.

‘That’s a good name,’ Curtis said. ‘Anyway, you’d better make sure that the boat’s been properly cleansed before it goes out again – you wouldn’t want to risk upsetting the gods of the ocean.’

‘Yes, of course,’ Max said. ‘Perhaps don’t mention it to anyone though, Curtis. Granny gets upset if things aren’t done properly and I’d rather have a quiet chat to her.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Come on, we should get going. Dinner is in less than an hour.’

But Kensy had different ideas. She wanted to check the other speedboat too – the one that was already there before they arrived.

‘Can I borrow your torch, Curtis?’ she asked.

‘Kensy, come on. We don’t have time,’ Max said, but his sister was undeterred.

Curtis handed it over and Kensy ran to the other speedboat to have a look at what it was called. Sobek and there was no evidence that it had ever been anything else.

‘That’s interesting,’ Curtis said, having followed her. ‘Sobek was the God of the Nile – depicted as a crocodile, and Osiris was the God of the Dead, but before that he was the God of Water and Vegetation. Your grandmother must have a thing for Egyptian history.’

‘Mmm, I guess she must,’ Kensy nodded.

Curtis was right of course. Pharos was the ancient lighthouse at Alexandria in Egypt and the founding location of the world’s most important and secretive spy organisation, but she couldn’t tell Curtis that, at least not yet. Hopefully one day he’d learn about it, just as she and Max had. But for now, they had to find out more about Frank Fife and what he was doing driving the black speedboat that had been used in the attempted murder of their family. Why was it here at Alexandria with a new name? Surely this was proof there was a rat in the ranks somewhere, but whom they could trust with this new information was another thing entirely.
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Kensy scraped her hair into a messy ponytail then quickly tied it with a hairband. She checked herself in the mirror – it would do. There were other more important things on her mind. She hurried down the hall to Max’s bedroom and turned the handle.

‘Max, are you here?’ she called. She desperately wanted to talk to him before dinner, but the room was empty and so was the ensuite.

She thundered down the stairs and along the hallway, almost knocking Song over as he walked out of the small sitting room into her path, a pile of cashmere throw rugs in his arms.

‘Goodness me, Miss Kensington. You need to slow down!’ the man berated. ‘But at least you are here on time. That is one good thing.’

‘We took Curtis to the lighthouse,’ Kensy said, eager to tell the man what they’d seen, but keen for some answers first. ‘Does anyone live in the cottage?’

‘It has been home to the Fife family for several generations,’ Song replied, his eyebrow twitching. ‘Young Frank lives there on his own since his father passed away the week after Christmas. Now if you will excuse me, Miss Kensington, some of us have jobs to do and I must get back to the barbecue.’

‘Is he Pharos?’ Kensy asked.

‘Of course. Everyone who works on the estate is – you should know that from your review,’ Song said tersely. ‘Miss Kensington, please go and brush your hair before your grandmother sees you. It looks like a bird has taken up residence in the rear of your head.’ There was the sound of tripping claws as Wellie and Mac hurtled around the corner and almost knocked the man over. ‘Outside, you two!’ he yelled. ‘Now!’

Kensy rolled her eyes as the butler scurried away. ‘At least I’ve still got hair,’ she called after him, but if he heard her, he didn’t bite. She wondered what had put Song in such a bad mood. He was usually the happiest person in the house.

She walked through the double doors and onto the flagstone terrace, which was bathed in twilight sunshine. The area at the rear of the mansion was tucked into an alcove with a long table for at least a dozen people and four sun lounges too. There was a built-in barbecue with an outdoor kitchen. Kensy loved that it didn’t get dark until almost ten o’clock in the evenings at the moment. Cordelia was standing in the corner with Mim and her grandfather, Hector, all sipping drinks from long crystal tumblers. The barbecue was sizzling away unattended.

‘Oh, hello darling,’ Cordelia motioned for Kensy to join them. ‘Did you have a good walk?’


‘Yes, Granny,’ the girl said. ‘We went to the lighthouse. It was –’

‘How lovely,’ the woman replied, cutting her off. ‘Mim was just telling me about the exciting new project she’s been working on with Hector and Marisol. Honestly between the three of them, I think they could solve the entire world’s food and health problems. You know, they’ve come up with a fast-growing wheat that can go from seed to harvest in a week and needs barely any water.’

‘Wow,’ Kensy said flatly. She had far more exciting things to talk about than boring old crops.

‘I would have thought you could show a little more enthusiasm, young lady,’ Cordelia said, arching her eyebrow at the girl. ‘Your grandparents and Mim might well change the world, which is more than most people do.’

‘If only there was more time,’ Hector said, a sad look in his eyes.

Kensy frowned. ‘What are you talking about, Grandpère?’ Suddenly she felt a knot in her stomach.


‘We are getting old, my dear. If only we were young like your parents, then per’aps we would make more gains and then we could really make a difference,’ the man said.

Kensy felt horrible for being so dismissive and lunged forward to give him a hug. ‘You’re not old, Grandpère. And you’re not allowed to think like that. I forbid it.’

The man chuckled just as his wife appeared. Marisol Clement was as elegant as ever, dressed in red cigar pants and a white linen shirt. She wore a long gold chain around her neck and sparkling diamond earrings.

‘Oh, I wish I was French,’ Mim sighed when she caught sight of the woman. ‘Marisol, you could make a potato sack look like it was haute couture – unlike me who makes everything I wear look like a potato sack.’

‘My dear, that is not true at all.’ The woman smiled and patted Mim’s arm.

Max and Curtis arrived at the same time a helicopter whumped overhead. Song appeared too, wearing a striped apron and twirling a set of tongs.


‘I think the sausages might be burning,’ Cordelia said, a curt edge to her voice. ‘And your parents are here, children.’

Anna and Ed had flown up from London for the weekend. Fitz was meant to join them but had been delayed on some or other mysterious business.

Song raised the lid of the barbecue, engulfing the terrace in a pall of smoke, leaving everyone coughing and sputtering and earning himself a death stare from Cordelia. The twins looked at each other and launched themselves over the garden bed, sprinting around the corner to the helipad, leaving Curtis behind.

‘I think my grandchildren have quite forgotten their manners this evening. Why don’t you go after them?’ Cordelia said to the boy.

‘Thank you, Dame Spencer,’ Curtis replied. ‘But I think sometimes families need to have time alone. I’m sure they’ll be back in a minute.’

The woman nodded, impressed by the boy’s level of emotional intelligence. He was considerate and kind. ‘How are you coping being so far away from your own parents?’


Given the boy had only been at Alexandria for a day he hadn’t really thought about home terribly much.

‘I miss them, of course, but this is all so exciting, and Mum and Dad were really happy that you invited me to come,’ the boy replied. ‘Even though I’m an only child, my parents have always been pragmatic about the times I’d be away – for school camps and Scouts and sleepovers, though this is definitely the best one of those I’ve ever had.’

‘Your parents sound like particularly sensible people,’ the woman said. ‘What sort of business is your father in?’

‘Engineering,’ Curtis replied. ‘Although he was saying a little while ago that he would love a new challenge. Mum said that he should think about changing jobs. She was even keen for him to do some work overseas so we could all have a bit of an adventure.’

Cordelia smiled. ‘What a wonderful idea.’ Little did Curtis know that every answer he gave was part of the test to see whether or not he was a suitable candidate.


Meanwhile around the corner Kensy and Max had enjoyed a cuddly reunion with their parents and were now bursting to tell them about the boat and the lair and Frank Fife, except Ed had to take an urgent call from the newspaper and Anna made a dash for the bathroom through the kitchen, not wanting to be seen before she had freshened up.

‘Seriously,’ Kensy huffed. ‘I’ve tried to tell Song and Granny and they didn’t want to know. It’s as if all the adults are way too busy to listen to anything we have to say.’

‘It’s okay, Kens,’ Max said. ‘We can tell them at dinner.’

‘No, we can’t – at least not about the boat because Curtis doesn’t know that people have been trying to kill us, remember,’ Kensy said. ‘And we can’t just blurt that out.’

Max frowned. ‘Okay. But I’m sure that we can mention the lighthouse and what we found. Then we can tell Granny about the boat later on.’

Kensy grinned, a twinkle in her eye.


Her brother looked at her. ‘What are you up to?’

‘Nothing, but maybe we should have some fun – tease Granny a little bit,’ Kensy said.

Max nodded. ‘Okay, you can take the lead.’

The children arrived back at the terrace moments before their parents.

‘Evening all,’ Edward said and greeted his family one by one. Anna did the same. The twins were happy to see that Cordelia kissed their mother and gave her a hug – things seemed to have thawed a little of late, which was some good news at least.

‘Hello Curtis. How are you?’ Edward reached out to shake the young man’s hand.

‘I’m very well thank you, Mr Spencer,’ the boy replied.

‘Please call me Ed,’ the man said.

Song was quickly on hand to offer drinks and canapés and it wasn’t long before they sat down at the long table to enjoy the barbecue feast. There was an array of gourmet sausages, lamb cutlets, steak and chicken kebabs as well as several salads and baked potatoes with sour cream and chives. The children sat between their parents and Curtis was opposite with Mim and Marisol either side. Cordelia was at the head of the table at one end and Hector at the other. Wellie and Mac had taken up residence under the table, hoping for some tidbits.

‘What ’ave you got planned for tomorrow, children?’ Hector asked.

Kensy glanced across at her brother and gave him a sly wink.

‘Nothing really. I wish we had a boat,’ Kensy said, staring at Curtis and willing the boy to go along with her.

Cordelia glanced up. ‘What sort of boat?’

‘Something big enough that we could go out on the ocean. It looked so lovely from the clifftop and it’s supposed to be calm again tomorrow,’ the girl said.

‘It would be great to go fishing,’ Max added, giving Curtis an encouraging look.

‘Yeah, I love fishing. My grandad has a little tinny that we take out on the harbour,’ the boy said.


Edward glanced at his wife and then at Mim before his gaze came to rest on Cordelia.

‘We used to have a boat, didn’t we, Mother?’ the man said, a cheeky look on his face. ‘Several, as I recall. An adventure on the high seas sounds like fun to me.’

‘Where did you go on your walk this afternoon, children?’ Cordelia eyeballed the twins and then Curtis. ‘The lighthouse, was it?’

The three of them nodded.

‘And did you see anything interesting out there?’ the woman asked.

Dinner had suddenly turned into a game of cat and mouse and now it felt as if Cordelia had taken on the feline role. She was stalking her prey, clearly aware of exactly where the children had been.

‘The lighthouse,’ Kensy said.

‘And the cottage,’ Curtis added. ‘Don’t forget that – it’s like a scene from a postcard.’

‘And the underground lair with the boats that looks like something out of a Bond movie,’ Max confessed.


‘I was going to tell you before, Granny, but you changed the subject,’ Kensy said. ‘No one told us that we couldn’t go. And we only found it by accident.’

‘An underground lair,’ Hector gasped. ‘That sounds intriguing.’

A grin began to play on Dame Spencer’s lips.

She looked over at Song. ‘Do you think it would be possible to have Anuket ready for an outing tomorrow? I understand she’s had a complete overhaul for the summer. Could you ask Frank if he’d captain the ship for us? Might be good for the young man to have a distraction. I know he’s still very sad about losing his father.’

Song nodded. ‘I will make the arrangements, ma’am.’

‘Anuket?’ Curtis said. ‘You must really love Egypt, Dame Spencer. She’s the Goddess of the Nile and nourisher of the fields. And I saw that your other boats are called . . .’

Kensy delivered Curtis a swift kick to the shin under the table and stared at the boy wide eyed.


‘Ow,’ he yelped then realised why she’d done it.

Cordelia looked at the lad. ‘Go on, Curtis. You were saying.’

‘Oh, delicious sausages. What sort were they again?’ he asked, stuffing a large bite into his mouth to prevent himself from saying anything else that he shouldn’t.
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Following the main course Song and Mrs Thornthwaite appeared with an array of desserts. There was summer pudding with Song’s home-made vanilla bean ice-cream, pavlova laden with fruit and whipped cream, and chocolate mousse to satisfy the sweetest tooth at the table.

‘How long are you and Dad staying?’ Max asked his mother who had just popped a plump strawberry into her mouth.

‘I’m afraid that I have surgery this week and your father has to get back to the paper for meetings so it’s only the night,’ Anna replied. She could see the disappointment etched onto her son’s face. ‘But we’re having two weeks holiday as of next Friday.’

Max’s expression brightened. ‘Really? That’s great. Are you coming up here?’

Anna nodded.

Song walked over and whispered something in Cordelia’s ear.

‘Excuse me, everyone, I have to take a call. I won’t be long.’ Cordelia folded her napkin and placed it on the table before pushing out her chair and walking into the house.

Curtis tried to get Max’s attention. He squirmed in his seat and realised that it probably hadn’t been the best idea to guzzle four large glasses of Song’s homemade lemonade in the space of an hour or so.

Mim noticed the boy fidgeting. ‘Are you all right, Curtis?’ she asked quietly.

‘I’ve had a few too many drinks,’ the boy replied. ‘Could you point me in the direction of the nearest toilet?’

Mim smiled and explained. She’d hardly finished when Curtis pushed out his chair and sprinted inside. He was repeating the instructions in his head, but when he turned left at the end of the corridor he couldn’t remember if Mim had said it was the first door or the second. He didn’t have time to go back and check – it was getting desperate.

Curtis decided on the first one and found himself in a billiards room. It was lined with dark wood panelling and there was a gruesome assortment of antique hunting trophies on the walls. Curtis flinched at the sight of them – especially the poor old rhino above the fireplace. There was another door at the opposite end of the room – maybe that was it, although he didn’t remember Mim saying anything about going through the games room. He ran around the edge of the vast billiard table, past the bar, which could have been plucked straight from the interior of an English pub, wrenched open the door, relieved to find what he was after – an old-fashioned water closet. Though upon closer inspection he wasn’t exactly thrilled by the stuffed ferret sitting atop a shelf leering down at him. Curtis turned his back to the creature and thankfully felt much better with every passing second. Except that he could hear a voice. He glanced around, anxious to make sure that he was alone when he realised that the noise was coming through a vent beside the toilet. Curtis finished his business and pressed his ear against the grille.

‘You need to get them out of there as soon as possible,’ Dame Spencer said. He shouldn’t have been listening, but everything about Alexandria was intriguing and with his penchant for spying, he couldn’t help himself. Curtis washed and dried his hands then went to leave when something Dame Spencer said stopped him in his tracks.

‘Tinsley and the children will do whatever you tell them to. This is not a negotiation. The children might be upset for now, but that’s far better than the alternative,’ the woman said.

Tinsley. The children. Was she talking about Mrs Chalmers and Van and Ellery? Curtis knew that their father had done something bad that night in the shed at Exeter, when he’d helped Kensy and Max, but he hadn’t seen the man around the neighbourhood since. Strangely Van and Ellery and their mother had left town too. They weren’t at school the week after the incident so Curtis had gone to their house to see if they were okay. It was locked up tight. He asked Ms Skidmore in the school office if she knew where they were and she said that the family had moved overseas indefinitely – something to do with their father’s work. It was weird though, Van and Ellery were the sort of kids you would have expected to have a big farewell party, but they pretty much disappeared overnight without a word.

Curtis was still listening when he heard Max’s voice.

‘Curtis, are you in here?’ the lad called.

For a second he dallied, but then he opened the door.

‘Yeah, hi, sorry – desperate trip to the loo,’ the lad said.

‘I think you must have got lost,’ Max said. ‘You know there’s another toilet down the hall, off the patio.’ Max frowned, pointing behind where Curtis was standing. ‘So there’s a toilet through there?’

Curtis nodded. ‘It’s a bit creepy.’

Max pushed his way past the boy. ‘I see what you mean. Someone in the family had a thing for taxidermy. Thankfully Granny said she won’t be adding to the collection, but she doesn’t have the heart to get rid of it all. Apparently there’s loads more up in the attic. We should check it out while you’re here.’ The boy turned to leave when he stopped short.

‘Did you hear that?’ he asked Curtis, who was standing outside the open door.

The lad shook his head.

‘No, not a thing,’ he said. He didn’t want Max to think that he’d been eavesdropping on his grandmother’s private conversation.

Max picked up a pair of glasses that were sitting on a small table beside the toilet. They looked exactly like Song’s. In a basket on the ground was a pile of magazines. He reached in and took one, realising it was written in Chinese. The cubicle must have been the man’s secret retreat. Fair enough – even in a house this big perhaps he had trouble getting some peace and quiet at times, and Max didn’t imagine this was the most popular of rooms for the rest of the family.

The boy spun around and was about to step outside when he heard his grandmother’s voice loud and clear.

‘Take them to the Eagle’s Nest. Plain sight. We’ll speak in the morning,’ Dame Spencer said. ‘And Bear, be careful. We all know what he’s capable of.’

They heard a chair scrape on the floor and footsteps.

‘Don’t tell me you didn’t hear that, Curtis,’ Max looked at his friend.

He hesitated for a second then nodded.

‘Then you had to have heard more, before I arrived,’ Max said. ‘Granny was on a call. Her office must be on the other side of that wall.’

Curtis was about to say no then decided better of it. Max wasn’t stupid.


‘Okay, I heard a couple of things,’ Curtis said.

Max folded his arms and tapped his foot on the ground. ‘I’m waiting.’

‘Your grandmother mentioned Tinsley and the children. I assume she meant Tinsley Chalmers and Van and Ellery. There can’t be too many Tinsleys in the world, can there? She said that they had to do whatever the person she was talking to told them – that it wasn’t a negotiation,’ Curtis blathered.

‘Did you hear her say the name of who she was speaking to?’ Max asked.

The sandy-haired boy shook his head. ‘No, she didn’t say. At least not before she just called them Bear.’

Max wondered if this meant something had happened with Dash. If Uncle Rupert had found him. He didn’t know that Pharos was looking after Tinsley and the children. Then again, he’d never really thought about where they were – which was pretty silly given everything that had happened.

‘We need to get back to the barbecue. Don’t say anything about this to anyone, okay?’ Max instructed the lad. He needed time to think. Max doubted his grandmother knew that her private conversations could be monitored too. A terrible thought entered his mind. Song obviously used the amenities here. So he could hear every phone conversation and others that she had in person. Surely there was nothing untoward. Song was Granny’s right-hand man. He’d never do anything to compromise her or the family . . . would he?
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Max and Curtis returned to the patio in time for hot chocolate and homemade petit fours. Kensy was deep in conversation with Mim and her grandpère, debating what Mrs Thornthwaite’s secret ingredients might be – quite likely something from the garden that was unrecognisable to most palates but tasted spectacular.

Dame Spencer had not long sat down when Ed noticed she seemed tense.

‘Is everything all right, Mother?’ he asked.

Cordelia nodded and clenched her hands together. ‘Yes,’ she said, then raised her voice. ‘Actually I have some news. And it’s rather exciting.’

Everyone stopped their conversations and looked at the woman.

‘We’re all going on holiday next week,’ she said.

‘But I thought that’s what we were doing here at Alexandria,’ Kensy said with a frown.

‘True but something quite wonderful and unexpected has happened and I think it would be the perfect opportunity for all of us to take a trip together,’ the woman said.

‘Mother, I have to work this week and Anna has surgery. She can’t possibly skive off at such short notice – there are patients counting on her,’ Ed explained. He wondered what Cordelia was up to.

‘You can join us later in the week then,’ the woman replied. ‘I’ll take the children with me.’

Anna wasn’t at all happy about the idea – it was hard enough them being at Alexandria let alone somewhere even further afield. She was about to object when she caught sight of her husband’s face and stopped herself. Some battles were worth fighting, but perhaps this one wasn’t. At least not until she found out what her mother-in-law had planned.

‘Where are we going, Granny?’ Max asked.

‘Well, you see, I’ve received notification of an impending award and I would like all of you to be with me for the ceremony,’ Cordelia said, a wry smile tugging at the corners of her lips. ‘I thought we could make a holiday of it.’

‘Is it a Nobel prize?’ Kensy asked. She didn’t exactly know what that was but the name was familiar and people seemed to get pretty excited on the television when it was announced each year.

Cordelia shook her head. ‘No, darling, we’re not off to Sweden and it’s not a Pulitzer either.’

Kensy had no idea what that one was, but she made a note to herself to find out.

‘Did you win the Myrtle award, Granny?’ Max asked.

The woman looked at her grandson, her eyebrows just about jumping off the top of her forehead.


‘How on earth did you guess that?’ she considered the boy carefully and hoped that he hadn’t been snooping in her study – although she couldn’t recall writing anything down and they were sending her the details in an email.

‘I was reading an article about it the other day when I was doing some research on the history of newspapers. It’s the highest accolade for people in the media and has a charitable element too – I actually thought you might already have one,’ Max said. ‘And it has this slightly odd tradition where everyone who attends the awards gives the recipient a card and they’re supposed to open and read them during the dinner, which must take up lots of time, but apparently they’re often very amusing.’

The knot in Cordelia’s stomach released and she smiled at her grandson. ‘Well, I can see that the Beacon will be in good hands come future generations. I’m a little gobsmacked actually. They tend to wait until you’re of a certain age to bring out the big gongs and I’m very humbled to be this year’s recipient – at least it’s not posthumous.’


Curtis chuckled. ‘Congratulations, Dame Spencer. It always seems a bit sad when they wait until people die to honour them.’

The woman smiled at the lad, impressed by his vocabulary. ‘Posthumous’ wasn’t a word many eleven-year-olds would know.

Kensy wrinkled her nose and wished she’d known about the Myrtles. Granny was hard to impress. Even after she and Max had both passed their reviews with flying colours, the woman was eager to hear what they were going to do next time to ensure that they improved their near-perfect scores.

‘So a vacation in New York then?’ Ed said.

‘Yes!’ Kensy clenched her fists and grinned at her brother, forgetting immediately about being eclipsed by Max’s knowledge of the weird award.

Curtis suddenly realised that his own holiday was about to be cut short. He couldn’t mask the feeling of disappointment though he was trying hard not to look glum.

‘You’ll be coming with us too, Curtis, as long as your parents approve,’ Cordelia said. ‘We invited you for three weeks and that would be terribly unkind to send you back so soon.’

‘Really?! That’s amazing. England and now New York. Seriously I never thought my life would be this exciting.’ The boy pumped his fists in the air.

‘This is wonderful news, Cordelia,’ Hector said. ‘We will be cheering you on from ’ere and per’aps the ceremony is on the television?’

‘No, you won’t,’ the woman shook her head. ‘When I said that this was a holiday for everyone, I meant it.’

‘But that is not practical, nor is it sensible,’ the man began to protest.

‘Nonsense,’ Cordelia rebuked. ‘We are all going to live a little. That’s my word and it’s final. And don’t worry – there will be plenty of eyes on the ground.’

Curtis wondered what that meant exactly, but right at the minute it was a fleeting thought. New York would be so exciting – especially if it was anything like it was on the police dramas he enjoyed watching with his parents.

The family exchanged glances and even Anna looked mildly excited. She hadn’t been to New York in ages – not since the twins were born – and on the last trip she and Ed had the most brilliant time. Just walking and eating and inhaling the energy of the city. It wouldn’t matter if it was only for a few days.

‘I hear the shopping is amazing,’ Max said.

‘Trust you to care about that,’ Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘I want to see all the sights. The Empire State Building, Central Park, the Statue of Liberty.’ She reeled off the list.

‘Well, you’ll get to see the Statue up close on the night of the ceremony – the awards gala takes place there,’ Cordelia said.

‘Wow,’ Max’s eyes widened. ‘Do you think we’ll be able to have a tour inside? Go all the way to the crown?’

‘I believe that’s an option again these days,’ Cordelia said. ‘If you can manage the spiral staircase that seems to go on and on forever. The views from the top are definitely worth the climb.’

Curtis’s stomach was full of butterflies. He hoped that his parents would agree to the unexpected side trip.

‘Will Uncle Rupert come too?’ Kensy asked. They hadn’t seen the man in ages and she was looking forward to catching up with him.

‘I hope so,’ Cordelia said. ‘I will be very pleased to have the family together again. But first things first – let’s head out on the boat in the morning and do a spot of fishing. Perhaps we can have a picnic at one of the coves along the coast.’

The children could barely contain their excitement. Kensy hoped that it would be an opportunity for them to do some more research on the speedboat and how it happened to be here. And it was not lost on Max that their skipper was someone they were keen to know more about.

‘Who’s up for a game of charades in the sitting room before bed?’ Cordelia asked.

‘Yes!’ Kensy accidentally slammed her spoon on the tabletop, garnering herself a glare from both her parents. ‘Sorry,’ she said sheepishly, hoping not to be told off by Granny in front of Curtis. The family had engaged in some fierce charades contests over the years and it came as a surprise to Kensy that her grandmother was a fan too.

‘Wonderful. But I have to warn you, children, between Mim and your father, none of us stand a chance. They’ve always been outstanding and if Fitz was here, he’d win for sure. The man is a born actor,’ their grandmother explained.

‘Don’t be so sure of that, Granny,’ Max began. ‘Kensy and I are pretty good –’

He was interrupted by a voice floating through the patio doors. ‘Did I hear my name?’

‘Fitz!’ the twins exclaimed in unison. They both sped out of their seats and ran to hug the man.

Curtis grinned and turned to look his way, but immediately did a double take. Surely this wasn’t the same person he’d met in Sydney. Four months ago Fitz was sporting a beer belly, not a six pack, but this guy was ripped. His arms were like legs of mutton – with the sort of muscles you only got from spending hours in the gym each day. He searched the man’s face for any hint of recognition. And there it was – the same eyes and smile Curtis remembered.

‘Hello Mother,’ Fitz walked over and kissed Mim’s cheek once the twins finally let go.

‘Darling, I thought you were caught up on business,’ the woman said, while Fitz walked around and greeted everyone else.

‘I had to drive to Durham and thought “I’m almost home” so there was no point stopping there for the night,’ Fitz replied.

‘Well, we’re very pleased that you came. Although I’m afraid, children, you now have absolutely no chance at charades.’ Cordelia shook her head.

Fitz cast his eyes toward Curtis who was still sitting with his jaw gaping open as if he was catching flies.

‘Curtis, good to see you, mate. How are you enjoying Alexandria?’ The man asked.

‘You’ve . . .’ the boy began, then faltered.

‘Lost a few kilos,’ Fitz answered for him. ‘Yes, I was in dreadful shape when we were in Sydney. Really let myself go, so I decided to hit the gym and rectify that. Doctor warned me I was on a fast track to a heart attack.’

It wasn’t just the weight loss that Curtis was perplexed by. ‘Good for you,’ the lad said. ‘And you shaved off that beard as well. You look about twenty years younger. Note to self – no beards after thirty. They make you look like fifty.’

Kensy and Max grinned at one another. They’d wondered what Curtis would make of Fitz’s amazing transformation.

‘Do you mind if I ask how you did it?’ Curtis said.

‘A razor,’ Fitz rubbed his smooth face and chuckled.

‘No, not your beard – your body,’ Curtis said with a grin.

‘Oh, eating well and some serious graft in the gym. There’s no easy way to do it,’ Fitz replied.

Kensy rolled her eyes and marvelled at the way the lies flowed so freely from Fitz’s lips. But then again deception was a big part of their world these days.


‘Kudos to you,’ Curtis said with a nod.

‘Now what have I missed – apart from some delicious food?’ Fitz said.

‘I will bring you a plate, Mr Fitz. There is plenty left over. Although Wellie and Mac were definitely eyeing off the sausages in the kitchen, so I cannot promise they will still be available,’ Song said and hurried away.
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Ellery Chalmers woke with a start, as if she was falling through a hole in the sky. She rubbed her tired eyes and wondered why her head felt as if it was stuffed with cotton wool. Then she pushed her way up off the pillow and screamed.

The door opened and Ellery’s mother came rushing in, hurrying to the bed and wrapping her arms around the girl.

‘Sweetie, it’s okay, I’m here,’ Tinsley Chalmers cooed as she rocked her frightened daughter to and fro. She could feel the girl’s heart beating through her chest.


Tinsley had thought this would happen so she was prepared – at least as well as she could be. Van was still fast asleep. They’d given him a slightly larger dose, knowing that it would be impossible to deal with the two of them at the same time.

Ellery disentangled herself from her mother’s grip. Then she pushed back the covers and slid her feet to the ground. She stood up, wobbling for a second before stumbling to the window where she gasped. Her eyes scanned the crowded skyline with hundreds of skyscrapers, like soldiers standing sentry all around her. In the distance she could see an oasis of green.

‘Where . . .?’ Ellery began but could barely get her brain to form a sentence. ‘Where are we?’

Tinsley poured her daughter a glass of water from the carafe beside the bed and took it to her.

‘New York,’ her mother replied. ‘We’ll be safe here.’ Tinsley hoped with all her heart that was true. Given their hiding place in France had been discovered, she had no option but to take Rupert up on his offer – although America wasn’t the place she would necessarily have selected, had she been given a choice.

Ellery stared out into the city. She felt like a bird on the edge of a precipice.

‘You need to go back to sleep for a little while, sweetheart. You’ll feel much better if you do,’ the woman said as she steered her daughter to the queen-sized bed that barely occupied a third of the generous bedroom.

‘No!’ Ellery wanted answers, not sleep. But there was a disconnect between her brain and her mouth and she felt powerless to make sense of anything right now. She climbed up onto the soft mattress and allowed her mother to tuck her under the fluffy duvet, where almost as soon as her head hit the pillow she was out cold.

The door opened and Rupert’s face appeared.

‘How is she?’ he asked as Tinsley stood up and met him in the doorway.

‘Confused and, I dare say, angry,’ Tinsley replied.

‘I’ve made you a cup of tea,’ the man said and the pair of them walked down the hallway to the kitchen.


‘Do you really think we’ll be okay here?’ the woman asked. ‘I mean, Dash found us in the middle of the French countryside in a place he never knew I had any connection to and now we’re in New York. He’s been here so many times – I’m sure that he’ll have his spies out looking for us.’

Rupert placed two mugs of tea on the kitchen table and the pair of them sat down.

‘We have people too, Tinsley,’ Rupert said.

‘What people?’ the woman asked as she picked up her mug and took a sip.

‘I won’t let anything happen to you or the kids, but you must promise – they cannot get in touch with their grandparents while they’re here – not yet. Your husband has spun Faye and Conrad a story that you’re all together on a sabbatical travelling around the world. If they found out that was a lie, then I don’t know what would happen. Your father-in-law hasn’t been well and Faye isn’t exactly a picture of health either. You can’t tell them the truth,’ Rupert said.

Tinsley nodded. ‘I agree. I wish I could have told them what I knew back in Sydney, but they never would have believed me. Dash is their golden-haired boy and even when I had proof about what happened to Abigail it wouldn’t have made any difference.’ The woman’s face crumpled and she began to cry. ‘How did I marry a monster?’

Rupert reached out and held her hand. ‘None of this is your fault, Tinsley. If I’d been there that morning on the lake, Abi would be alive today.’

He brushed the tears that were welling in his own eyes.

‘We have to catch him,’ Rupert said. ‘He can’t get away with it and after what he did in Australia – I can tell you his whole world is about to unravel.’

Tinsley leaned across and hugged Rupert tightly, her tears refusing to stop. There was comfort in their shared pain for a few minutes at least.

‘How did we get here?’ a voice growled from the doorway. Tinsley immediately let go of Rupert and swivelled around to face her son.


‘And why are you hugging him? Is he really your boyfriend?’ the boy spat. ‘Is that why we left Australia? Because you wanted to split up with Dad and be with him.’

Van seemed to have forgotten everything he’d been told in France. The boy was far steadier on his feet than his sister had been, despite having had a larger dose of the tranquilliser. It was the only way they could travel without the children asking too many questions and when you have access to private jets and cars with pilots and drivers who were all part of the organisation, Rupert had decided it was easier that way.

‘Van, of course not,’ Tinsley said, shaking her head. ‘If it wasn’t for Rupert, I would likely be dead now and you might be back with your father. Is that what you want?’

The words struck Van like a blow to the stomach.

‘No, but I want to know why we’re here in New York – in some penthouse palace,’ the boy said, walking towards the table.

Rupert pulled out a chair for Van before he proceeded to make the lad a hot chocolate.

‘We couldn’t stay in France and we can’t go home – not yet,’ the woman said. ‘I’m afraid that you just have to trust me on this.’

Van didn’t know what to think, but the last thing he wanted was his mother to die. He loved her with an ache so profound that the mere thought of her not being there was enough to bring tears to his eyes.

‘So everything you told us about Dad and the company and Abigail is true?’ Van asked.

Rupert placed the cup down in front of the boy.

‘No one is lying to you, Van,’ the man said. ‘Your mother’s actions have been those of a desperate woman – not someone having a midlife crisis and wanting to renovate a farmhouse in France. Good grief, no one would move to that place if they had a choice. I mean seriously, Tins, what were you thinking?’ A grin played on Rupert’s lips.

Tinsley smiled too and Van even managed a chuckle.

‘I stayed there when I was a backpacker and I thought it was gorgeous. I didn’t remember it being quite so rural and tiny and having to rely on the farmer for everything,’ the woman replied.

‘And you must have forgotten about the rats and that goat that kept on appearing inside the kitchen every morning,’ Van said. ‘Though he was kind of funny after a while.’

Van stared across the table at his mother then looked at Rupert.

‘Won’t it be easier for Dad to find us here?’ Van said.

‘Not necessarily, but there is one thing – you absolutely cannot be in touch with any of your friends from home or your grandparents here in the States. Not a word – no social media, no calls, no photographs. At least not until we catch him,’ Rupert explained. ‘Your father is a dangerous man and he will stop at nothing to get you and your sister back. I mean nothing.’

Van nodded. He felt as if someone had taken his world and shaken it so hard that nothing made sense any more – everything was upside down and the wrong way around. And now they were in New York. Would they be able to go outside? To go to school? To have any semblance of an ordinary life or were they about to spend forever locked in a penthouse, looking out over a city that never slept?

Van’s eyelids were heavy as he struggled to finish his drink.

‘You need to sleep some more,’ Tinsley said.

Van put his head down on the table and closed his eyes.

‘There’s always another round with that particular sedative. It’s best they both get a good rest. Tomorrow we’ll think about what comes next,’ Rupert said. He pushed Van’s chair out and lifted the boy into his arms then carried him back to his bed.

Tinsley didn’t even want to think about the future. She would live for the moment and with some luck things might begin to return to normality – although for now she wouldn’t be able to stop looking over her shoulder.
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Cordelia Spencer gripped the steering wheel of the open-topped Land Rover Defender as it bounced along the rutted track. Fitz was in the passenger seat beside her while Song was nursing the picnic baskets in the back. Kensy, Max and Curtis were standing in the rear compartment, holding onto the roll bar and having the time of their lives, squealing and urging their grandmother to drive faster – which on several occasions she did. Behind them in a second vehicle, the twins’ father seemed to be deliberately driving into any pothole he could find.

‘Slow down!’ Anna demanded, although there was a giggle in her voice. ‘And could you stop hitting all the bumps.’

‘No, this is more fun than I ’ave ’ad in years!’ Hector shouted, his laughter ringing across the open fields. Marisol was seated beside her husband, holding on for dear life while Mim was over the back, smiling at the thought that they were all here together – something she would never have imagined only months earlier.

Thankfully it wasn’t much further before they reached the lighthouse and both vehicles shuddered to a halt.

‘That’s a relief,’ Anna chided her husband though there was no wiping the smile from her face.

‘That was awesome,’ Curtis said, jumping down from the vehicle. ‘You’re a very good driver, Dame Spencer. I’d almost guess that you’d done one of those special defensive courses on a race track or something.’

‘Thank you, Curtis. There’s nothing quite like a bumpy ride to make one feel alive and I do enjoy a bit of speed on occasions,’ Cordelia replied with a wry grin.

The family alighted from the vehicles and the children grabbed the picnic baskets. They raced ahead into the lighthouse through the open door. Kensy would have liked to demonstrate her lock-picking skills to her grandmother, but then she might have been in trouble if Curtis had seen her – though maybe he could pick locks already given his penchant for all things spy related. She’d have to test that theory later.

The hatch was open too.

‘Frank must be down there,’ Kensy whispered to her brother, out of Curtis’s earshot.

The boy nodded. The previous evening he’d tried to get a moment alone with his father and Fitz to explain about the speedboat, but Curtis had stuck to him like glue and then they were sent to bed. Max was asleep by the time his mother came to tuck him in. Kensy had given up for the night. Following their game of charades her father was on the phone again for ages and then her mother had an emergency call with the hospital. One of her patients had a problem and for a little while it looked as if she might have to return to London. Fortunately that wasn’t the case. Granny and Fitz had disappeared and Song along with them and their other grandparents and Mim had retired early.

Surely Fitz and their father would realise about the boat as soon as they saw it. Although to be fair, the twins hadn’t spotted the name change until Curtis pointed it out. The lad certainly had a good eye for detail.

The children descended into the subterranean dockyard and were shocked to find their grandparents and Mim had beaten them there. They were standing on the jetty ready to board the cruiser.

‘How did you do that?’ Max asked, perplexed.

‘Well, if you hadn’t run off ahead of us,’ Cordelia explained, ‘then you would have seen that there is a lift from the little outbuilding next door to the cottage. I’m afraid I’m not a fan of spiral staircases these days and I didn’t think Hector and Marisol would have liked to negotiate it either.’

The children were stunned when the lift opened again, this time depositing Song, their parents and Mim. The contraption was concealed behind the concrete wall and seemed to be part of the structure. Only Fitz came down the stairs behind them, having locked the place up tight again.

‘Wow!’ Curtis breathed. ‘This place gets more and more like a lair from a James Bond movie every day.’

‘You’d better believe it,’ Kensy muttered, hoping this time he didn’t hear her.

Max looked around then nudged his sister.

‘Where is it?’ he whispered. But he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed.

‘That boat’s gone,’ Curtis said, looking at the identical one that was still tied up exactly where they’d seen it the day before.

‘Shh,’ Max pressed his forefinger to his lip.

Curtis grimaced, remembering that they weren’t going to mention it to anyone.

‘Are you lot coming or not?’ Cordelia called out from the back deck of the cruiser.

The children ran around the dock and down the gangway. The vessel was seventy feet in length and boasted a main deck with an outside barbecue and entertaining area at the rear, a lounge and dining room in the centre and a full-sized luxury kitchen at the front of the interior cabin. There was another seating area on the bow with loads of storage. Upstairs was the wheelhouse while down below there were four staterooms each with their own ensuite bathroom, as well as the engine room. The transom at the stern housed a small boat garage with a rubber duckie and two jet skis as well as fishing equipment.

Frank Fife emerged from down below where he had been checking the engine.

‘Children, this is Frank,’ Cordelia said. ‘Frank, these two are my grandchildren, Kensy and Max. And this is their friend, Curtis. Although I think you’ve already met, haven’t you?’


The man said a quiet hello and gave a nod, then quickly turned and hurried upstairs to the wheelhouse. Technically it was only Max that he’d met previously but he didn’t let on.

‘You wouldn’t miss him in a line-up,’ Curtis whispered out of the side of his mouth.

Kensy nodded. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen hair quite that ginger before.’

The engines burbled to life and Frank shouted to Ed and Fitz to cast off. The two men untied the ropes and jumped on board as Frank reversed the boat into the harbour then turned it around and chugged towards the closed cliff face.

‘Anyone keen to learn how to drive?’ Ed asked. All three of the children responded with resounding yeses.

‘Edward, I think you should teach Curtis first,’ Cordelia said. ‘After all, he is our guest.’

Kensy was about to object when she realised that this was probably another one of Granny’s tests – to see whether the lad had any aptitude for machinery. She kept her mouth closed, even though she was dying for a turn.


Frank manoeuvred the vessel towards the wall, which had begun to slide back. The broad channel filled with rushing water, giving them an access way across the little beach and within minutes he’d driven the boat out into the North Sea, past the rocky outcrop that hid the entrance to the cave. Today the ocean was like a millpond with barely a ripple.

Cordelia, Mim, Hector and Marisol had taken up positions on the banquette seating at the rear of the main deck, while Anna was helping Song in the galley to organise the food. While he was unpacking, the man realised that one of the picnic baskets had been left behind. They would prepare as much as they could then he would have to return in the rubber duckie to retrieve the last basket, given that it contained the parcels of roasted meat Mrs Thornthwaite had been up cooking until after midnight.

The children ran to check out the interior, marvelling at the size and luxury of the boat.

‘This is a bit different to my grandad’s tinny,’ Curtis exclaimed as they poked their heads into the largest of the staterooms, which he decided was bigger than his bedroom at home.

Kensy ducked off to another room, where she was gawking at a model of a submarine inside a glass case on the wall.

‘Granny certainly has some amazing toys,’ Max said with a nod. He stared into the marble bathroom, thinking how strange it was that not even a year ago he and his sister were crammed into a tiny apartment with Fitz and their parents, getting in each other’s way and not knowing that any of this existed. And while the trappings of their grandmother’s lifestyle were impressive, by far the best thing about their new world was meeting their extended family and becoming part of something so much bigger than themselves.

‘Are you okay?’ Curtis asked his friend. ‘You look like you were a million miles away.’

‘Yeah, I’m fine – just thinking,’ Max said with a smile. ‘Do you want to have your driving lesson?’

Curtis nodded. ‘You bet. Grandad won’t believe me when I tell him – you’ll have to snap some photos for me.’

The boys headed back to the main deck then shot up the stairs to the wheelhouse. The boat was now at least a couple of hundred metres off shore.

Frank Fife cut the power and stood aside, motioning for Ed to take over.

‘It’s very smooth today, Curtis,’ Ed explained, urging the boy to climb into the driver’s seat. ‘Steering is easy – though no sharp turns. We don’t want anyone going overboard. This is the throttle – forward to power on and back to power down. And remember, we don’t have any brakes.’

Curtis eyed the digital control panel that had one main screen and three other smaller ones as well as several knobs and switches.

‘What does this do?’ he said, pointing at a red button.

‘Don’t touch that!’ Ed shouted and pushed his hand away. ‘There’s no need to fire any missiles.’

Curtis chuckled. ‘Good one, Mr Spencer. Seriously, how cool would that be – except stuff like that only happens in the movies, right?’

‘Absolutely, and for heaven’s sake, call me Ed,’ the man said, catching Max’s quizzical frown.

‘What does it do?’ the boy mouthed as he gestured towards the red button. Fortunately Curtis was intent on driving and hadn’t taken his eyes off the sea in front of them.

‘I’ll tell you later,’ Ed whispered and gave his son a wink.

Fitz was at the stern, sorting the fishing gear and called out to Max to give him a hand while Frank Fife headed down to the main cabin and walked around the outside deck to the bow. As Kensy was ascending the stairs from the sleeping quarters she spotted the man and decided to follow him.

‘Do you need a hand?’ the girl asked. Frank flinched and spun around.

He shook his head. ‘No, thank ye. I’m fine, miss.’

‘May I ask you something?’ she said.


‘Of course,’ the man replied, his eyes downcast as he lifted the lid of a storage compartment.

‘Yesterday there were two identical speedboats in the dock. Today there’s only one. Where did the second one go?’ Kensy asked.

Frank frowned. ‘I don’t know what ye mean.’

Kensy scoffed. ‘I was there yesterday with Max and Curtis and we saw you drive a boat into the dock. A black speedboat exactly the same as the one that was already there. And today it’s gone.’

The man swallowed hard. ‘Please don’t tell ye grandmother.’

‘Why not?’ Kensy demanded. ‘I gather it’s her boat.’

‘I suppose,’ the man swallowed hard and ratted around, looking for something.

‘What do you mean, you suppose? And why don’t you want me to tell her? Actually you’re lucky we didn’t already and it wasn’t for want of trying,’ Kensy said. She wasn’t about to give up this easily.

‘Please, I don’ know where it is. I came down to get the cruiser ready this mornin’ and it was gone.’ Frank pulled three fishing nets out and turned around.

‘So it’s been stolen?’ Kensy said.

‘I think so,’ he nodded.

Frank stared at her. There was something in his green eyes that made the girl feel a little bit sorry for him.

‘We should tell the police then,’ Kensy said, then thought for a moment. ‘Okay, that’s probably not the best idea, but you should at least tell Fitz. He’ll know what to do. Are there any security cameras in the dock?’

Frank nodded again. ‘I’ve already taken a look and there’s nothin’ on them. Whoever was down there knew how to turn the surveillance off or at least to make somethin’ interfere with it.’

‘Why don’t you want Granny to know?’ Kensy asked. The man really wasn’t making much sense. ‘Surely if someone has broken in and stolen one of her boats, she should be told. It’s not the sort of place you could easily find without some insider knowledge.’


‘Please, miss, I’m beggin’ ye. Don’ tell her,’ Frank pleaded.

Kensy frowned and decided to change tack. ‘Where did the boat come from in the first place?’

Frank shrugged. ‘I don’ know. I was instructed to pick it up in Whitby weeks ago. I drove it down the coast here. Yesterday I took it for a spin to check the engine. I didn’a think it was firin’ on all cylinders so I did a bit of maintenance work and made sure that it was runnin’ okay in case anyone wanted to use it.’

‘Who did you get it from?’ Kensy asked.

Frank shrugged. ‘I just ’ad a message that I was to pick it up.’

‘What sort of a message?’ Kensy asked.

‘A coded one,’ the man replied.

This was getting more and more mysterious at each turn.

‘KENSY! Come quick!’ It was Fitz doing the yelling and it sounded urgent. The girl scurried to the side of the boat to see what the matter was.


‘Coming!’ she shouted. Kensy turned back to Frank to tell him that he was to let her know the minute he found out anything about that boat and what might have happened to it, but rather inconveniently he was gone.
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Kensy raced around to the stern to see what all the commotion was about. Max was gripping a huge fishing rod arched over with the line whizzing away. He was struggling to keep hold and Fitz and the rest of the family were watching on, yelling encouragement.

‘I think I’ve hooked a monster, Kensy,’ the lad said, smiling.

Kensy rolled her eyes, thinking about how her mysterious conversation with Frank had been interrupted by her competitive brother. There was a lot more she needed to find out.


Curtis had already cut the boat’s engines and Ed had just taught him how to send down the anchor.

‘I think you ’ave caught Moby Dick,’ Hector called out. He was smiling at his grandson.

‘Let it run for a while,’ Fitz said.

Max released the ratchet on the reel and the line zipped out further.

It was an epic contest – boy versus beast, until the line stopped screaming and Max began to reel it in again. It seemed to take an age and by now everyone was cheering the boy on. Ten minutes after the fish had been hooked Fitz stood on the transom, ready to help haul it on board.

‘Well done, mate. That’s a ripper pollock,’ Fitz said as he leaned over and grabbed the line, lifting the exhausted creature from the water.

‘It’s not that big,’ Kensy said. She’d been expecting something the size of a great white shark, but this couldn’t have been more than sixty centimetres long at best.

Song was standing nearby, eager to get a look too. ‘Miss Kensington, Confucius says it is not the size of the dog in the fight but the size of the fight in the dog – or in this case the fish. This fish had a very big fight.’

Curtis chuckled. He and Ed were standing upstairs, looking down over the stern. ‘Good one, Song – although I thought that quote came from Mark Twain.’

Song turned and looked up at the boy then rolled his eyes. ‘Honestly, why are children these days so much smarter than in years gone by. Mr Ed and Mr Fitz never doubted my intelligence, but now I cannot even get one over on the younger generation. You are all too clever.’

‘Hello! Anyone care about my epic catch here?’ Max said. ‘Photos please, before my arms break.’

Anna hurried off to get her phone then returned and took a heap of pictures.

Meanwhile Song had dispatched the rubber duckie from the cruiser’s garage so he could make the quick trip back to the lair to collect their missing picnic basket. He was already on board with the engine revving when Fitz cast another line out for Kensy, who was hoping to eclipse her brother’s catch. Curtis was upstairs on the bridge when something in the distance caught the lad’s eye. The boy turned to see a black speedboat flying towards them.

Song had just cast off and was speeding away towards the cliffs in the opposite direction.

‘Mr Spencer.’ Curtis spun around to speak to Ed, but the man had disappeared downstairs to get a closer look at Max’s fish.

‘I’ve got something!’ Kensy shouted. The line took off and she held the rod tightly. The family looked on eagerly.

Upstairs Curtis could see the black boat heading straight for them.

‘Ed!’ he yelled. But Kensy was making so much noise, whooping and cheering that nobody heard him.

‘Sorry, I need some help up here!’ Curtis shouted, watching the black boat getting closer and closer. It was on a collision course. The boy’s heart was pounding. He reached out and pressed the button to raise the anchor, hoping that it was the right one.


‘Fitz, Ed!’ he cried again, but no one came. So the boy did the only rational thing and fired the engines.

Now he had their attention.

‘Hey, Curtis,’ Ed called. ‘What are you doing?’

The man bounded up the stairs as the boy pushed the throttle to full speed. Max and Fitz fell forward, grabbing the back of the boat and just saving themselves, but Kensy flipped into the sea, still clutching her rod tightly.

It was fortunate that Hector, Marisol, Mim and Cordelia were all sitting down as they tumbled against one another like a pack of dominos. They quickly managed to right themselves. Anna grabbed a chair to stop herself from quite literally hitting the deck.

Frank was nowhere to be seen.

‘Girl overboard!’ Fitz roared.

Kensy wasn’t giving up her fish for love nor money. It was pulling her through the water at a rate of knots. She did her best to keep her mouth shut but still managed to take on several large gulps of sea water. If only she could stand up, she’d be able to ski behind the thing it was going so fast.

‘What are you doing?’ Ed screamed at Curtis. But then he saw the speedboat too.

‘Who’s driving that thing?’ Ed shouted, but he couldn’t see anyone on board. Curtis turned the wheel sharply to the left, almost flipping everyone over for the second time in as many minutes. The vessels missed each other with barely centimetres to spare. Moments later the speedboat exploded into a fireball, sending debris raining down over the sea.

‘A bomb!’ Ed shouted. ‘It must have been booby trapped or something as it didn’t look like there was anyone on board.’ He scanned the water for any signs of life and the cliffs too, but there was nothing.

Downstairs the rest of the family was rendered speechless until Cordelia shouted that Kensy was still in the water.

‘Good job, mate.’ Ed nodded at Curtis who was the colour of a sheet of paper. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

Ed wheeled the boat around, away from the burning wreckage and sped towards his daughter who, when she heard the explosion, had finally let go of the rod. She was bobbing up and down and waving her left arm.

Ed pulled up beside her and Fitz leaned over, dragging her onto the transom. Kensy coughed and sputtered.

‘What was that?’ she gasped for breath.

Max ran to the side of Anuket and looked back to where pieces of the shredded speedboat were floating in the water.

‘What about the driver?’ he yelled.

Ed called down from the bridge. ‘There was no one on board.’

‘One heck of a remote-controlled toy,’ the boy mumbled to himself.

‘We need to get that picked up now,’ Cordelia said. ‘All of it. Where’s Frank?’

The family looked around.

‘Frank!’ Cordelia shouted. Fitz flew downstairs, followed by Max and Anna. They checked every stateroom and the bathrooms too.

Max ran to the engine bay.

‘Frank!’ he called out then spotted the man lying on the floor. ‘He’s in here!’

Fitz and Anna charged into the room.

Max stared at the lifeless body. ‘Is he dead?’

Anna fell to her knees and checked the man’s pulse and breathing.

‘No, he’s alive, but only just,’ she said.

‘Help me carry him to a bed,’ Fitz said.

He and Max grabbed the man and with Anna’s help they lugged him to the largest of the staterooms.

‘What’s that, in his mouth?’ Max said, noticing a sliver of foam trailing from his lips.

‘I think he’s been poisoned,’ Fitz said then raced into the bathroom to get a first-aid kit that contained far more interesting things than betadine and bandaids.
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The family minus Mim and Fitz had gathered in the sitting room as per Cordelia’s instructions. Fitz had remained behind at the lighthouse, overseeing the recovery of what was left of the speedboat along with Shugs and O’Leary and a crew they’d called in. Mim was upstairs, keeping watch on Frank. Much to Anna’s annoyance her mother-in-law had requested the man be given a thorough check up by Dr Edwards, the local Pharos GP, as well. Frank was now resting comfortably, his vital signs back to normal although he hadn’t yet regained consciousness. It was fortunate that Max had spotted his reaction to the toxin before it was too late and even luckier that the Pharos scientists had recently invented a broadbrush antidote to a wide range of poisons. Exactly what it was and how Frank had come to ingest it would remain a mystery until the lab results were returned and Frank woke up.

Anna was still feeling slightly miffed that she had been cut out of the medical team once Frank had been made stable. But if there was one thing she didn’t plan to do, it was work for Pharos ever again.

Curtis hadn’t said a word the entire way home. It was as if the lad was completely dumbstruck. Kensy had stayed by his side and Max had asked him several times if he was okay. The boy had simply nodded. Max wished he and Kensy had been more persistent in their efforts to tell someone about the speedboat last night. Perhaps they could have stopped the whole thing. They were both shaken by yet another close call.


Cordelia walked into the room, a sombre look on her face.

‘Well, that wasn’t quite what I had in mind when I suggested we take the boat out,’ the woman said as she stood by the grand piano, surveying her family who had taken up positions around the room. Hector and Marisol were on one of the double sofas, the pair gripping each other’s hands. Max perched on the arm while Anna was sitting beside Kensy and Curtis on the cream couch. Ed was pacing by the window and Song was standing sentry by the door.

Curtis picked at the skin around his fingernails. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he whispered.

‘Whatever for?’ Cordelia asked, eyeballing the lad. ‘If it wasn’t for your quick thinking, Curtis, we’d all be fish food right now.’

Kensy leaned over and put her arm around his shoulder. ‘Granny’s right, Curtis.’

The boy managed a tight smile, but he still couldn’t quite believe what had happened out there.

Anna chewed absently on her bottom lip while Ed’s forehead seemed to bear a permanent row of frown lines.

An uncomfortable silence shrouded the room and for almost a minute no one said a word, lost as they were in their own thoughts.

Finally Max felt the need to fill the void. ‘Granny, we think that speedboat was the one that was used in the shooting on the Thames,’ he said.

‘What?’ Anna looked over at her son. ‘How do you know that?’

Cordelia arched her eyebrow.

The boy explained what they had seen the day before and how they had wanted to tell someone last night. Then Kensy confessed that she’d cornered Frank about it while they were on the cruiser, demanding to know where it had come from and why it was missing this morning.

Ed’s fingers drummed on the windowsill. ‘Surely you could have told one of us.’

‘We tried,’ Kensy said. ‘But everyone was so busy, we gave up and decided to work things out for ourselves and tell you after we’d gathered more evidence.’


Song was standing in the corner, shaking his head. Max thought he of all people had no right to be so condescending, when clearly he had his secrets too. Maybe Max should tell his grandmother about the toilet and that you could hear everything she said in her study from there. It was only while he was thinking of that that another uncomfortable thought entered the boy’s mind. Song hadn’t been at home in Ponsonby Terrace when the bomb exploded and this afternoon he was making a run back to the lair when the speedboat came for them. Surely they were mere coincidences. Maybe Song was the luckiest man alive. Either that or – well the alternative was too awful for words.

Fitz had just walked into the room and caught the last part of the conversation.

‘Did you order that boat from the river shooting to be brought up here?’ Cordelia turned and asked the man.

‘No, as far as I understand Scotland Yard still has it down in London. It was impounded – that’s how I got the DNA via our man in the Yard,’ Fitz said. ‘At any rate Huang’s long gone – and regardless, it’s not the same boat. This one was called Osiris.’

‘But it wasn’t always named that,’ Max said, shaking his head. ‘That boat has been renamed. Curtis spotted it yesterday. There were the letters “tion” at the end, but we couldn’t make out the rest. It had to be the boat called Deception from the river. It would be too much of a coincidence otherwise.’

Fitz frowned. This was news.

‘We need to find out who asked Frank to pick it up and why.’ Cordelia let out an unsettling sigh.

‘Frank said he didn’t know,’ Kensy reported.

‘Honestly, I’m sick and tired of this. Houses don’t just blow up, people don’t just get shot at while they’re on an evening walk and boats don’t load themselves with explosives and mount a collision course with cruisers. Someone wants us dead – and I mean, all of us, not just you two as we had perhaps first thought,’ Cordelia looked at the twins. ‘There is someone out there who has designs on our lives and we need to find them before they tear everything apart.’

Curtis had been studying his shoes for the past ten minutes when finally he looked up. ‘You’re not a regular family, are you? I mean, apart from owning a newspaper and having a private jet and living in a mansion. You’re not exactly normal.’

Cordelia nodded. ‘In many ways, we are like every other family, Curtis. We have our quarrels and ups and downs, but I agree – we have some peculiarities.’

Curtis swallowed hard. ‘What do you mean?’

Cordelia walked over and stood in front of the fireplace. ‘I imagine there are some things that don’t make a lot of sense.’

‘Like why you said that someone wanted to kill you all?’ the boy said. ‘Did you do something bad?’

‘We haven’t done anything, and yes, there are people who would like to see our family harmed. I’m not entirely sure what their motives are, but I am sorry that you were part of it – and yet at the same time, I’m extraordinarily grateful that you were there and took the course of action that you did,’ Cordelia explained as she folded the cuffs on her white linen shirt.

‘Dash Chalmers did something horrible to your family too, didn’t he?’ Curtis said. While the boy had received a dose of memory erasing serum he clearly still had some recollections of the incident.

‘That man is pure evil,’ Marisol spat.

While she and Hector had adapted remarkably well to their new life, the woman was prone to the odd angry outburst, and rightly so. Hector squeezed his wife’s hand and whispered some calming words in her ear.

‘Curtis, what I am about to ask you is not something I want an answer to right away. I need you to consider my offer carefully because if you say yes, your life will change immeasurably,’ Cordelia explained.

Kensy and Max exchanged glances somewhat surprised by their grandmother’s timing – although Curtis had probably made the decision easy for her when he’d just saved them all.

‘Mother, are you sure about this?’ Ed asked, wondering if she was being a little hasty.

‘Of course. Curtis has proven himself today,’ the woman replied.

‘I don’t understand,’ Curtis said.

‘I’m asking if you would like to join the family business,’ Cordelia said.

A wry grin perched on the boy’s lips. ‘I’m a bit young for a journalism cadetship, though the offer is attractive.’

‘Is that really what you think I’m asking?’ Cordelia’s brow furrowed and she walked over to a small bureau and picked up the journal she’d presented him with when he arrived.

Curtis was surprised to see it here considering he’d tucked it carefully into his bedside cabinet last night. The boy gulped. ‘My thoughts in that journal are only guesses. I’m sure there’s more to it.’

Cordelia pursed her lips then flipped the pages open.

‘I think they belong to some sort of spy organisation,’ she read. ‘But not MI6 or the FBI or ASIO or Mossad or anything as ordinary as that. It’s more secret. The markings on this journal are something to do with ancient Egypt and a library at a place called Alexandria – which is the same name as this mansion. The lighthouse there was named Pharos. It stood thousands of years ago and was one of the seven ancient wonders of the world. But it was destroyed in an earthquake. I thought it was strange that the newspaper was called the Beacon – that’s a light in a lighthouse – maybe it’s all linked in some curious way.’

Kensy and Max looked at one another, both thinking that Curtis had certainly worked out a lot in the short time since he’d arrived.

‘I was only jotting down the crazy ideas that came into my head,’ Curtis said. ‘Because you know – there have been some odd things and Fitz dropped way too much weight for him not to have been wearing a disguise in Sydney, and Kensy and Max said he was their dad but then he wasn’t. And no offence, Anna, but I thought you were dead and clearly you’re not. That was a bit of a shock.’


‘You have impressive deductive skills, Curtis,’ Hector said with a nod.

‘So what are you really asking me to do?’ Curtis focused on Cordelia.

‘I am offering you to join our agents-in-training program and if you pass, you will become part of Pharos – the world’s most important clandestine spy organisation,’ the woman replied.

The boy grinned. ‘Are you serious? That’s the most awesome thing I’ve ever heard. Will I get a gun and a licence to kill?’

‘Steady on, Curtis,’ Max said. ‘I think that only happens in the movies, doesn’t it?’ But then again he wasn’t entirely sure himself.

‘But you have gadgets, don’t you? I know you must have gadgets. Kensy picked the lock at the lighthouse with her hairclip . . .’

‘What? How did you know that?’ The girl’s jaw almost hit the ground.

Curtis shrugged and his face turned red. ‘Your house in Sydney has so much awesome stuff – that room in the basement and the front door lock with the thumb print.’ Suddenly the boy’s look of elation dissolved. ‘What about my parents? I can’t leave them and live here in England. I’d miss them too much.’

‘You don’t have to. If you agree to being part of this, they’ll be relocated to London. I’ve already lined up a position for your mother at the Victoria and Albert Museum and I have something in-house for your father,’ the woman explained. ‘They’ve been prepped and are in agreeance depending on what you would like to do.’

‘Wow, the V&A – that’s Mum’s dream job,’ Curtis said. The boy glanced from Anna to Mim then at Hector and Marisol before his eyes landed on Max.

‘So are you in?’ Kensy asked. She couldn’t help herself.

‘Kensington,’ Cordelia said, glaring at her granddaughter. ‘This is not something Curtis should decide now and he still has to speak with his parents.’

‘Are you kidding me? I’ve wanted to be a spy since, well, ever since I can remember and I’ve been training all my life! Except that it’s a bit hard to train on your own, barring commando rolls and surveillance,’ Curtis said. ‘And now you’re asking me to be part of a real spy organisation where danger lurks at every turn? The answer is yes – I don’t have to think about it at all.’

Kensy hugged the boy tightly and Max offered his hand for a high five.

‘That’s awesome news, but you do realise that no one can ever know outside of the organisation?’ Kensy said.

‘I kind of gathered that,’ Curtis replied before his face dropped.

‘What if I’d said no?’ The boy frowned. The whole objective of being a spy was to ensure that no one knew you were one – except for the other spies. That would surely have broken spy protocol. ‘Would you have had to kill me?’

Cordelia chuckled. ‘Of course not. We have ways to neutralise memories.’

Curtis’s mouth fell open. ‘Whoa! That sounds amazing. Is that what happened after our encounter with Dash Chalmers in that shed in Exeter? There are some things about that day I can’t remember properly and you know I have an awesome memory. You don’t have to do that to Mum and Dad, do you?’

The woman shook her head. ‘No, of course not – you said yes.’

‘That’s a relief. They might forget who I am.’ The boy grinned.

‘I doubt that very much, Curtis. You are quickly proving yourself to be unforgettable. Your formal training will commence tomorrow with Fitz and Song, but as you are also on holidays, things will progress more slowly until you go back to school for the start of the New Year.’

‘But it’s July. We don’t start a new school year until January,’ the boy said.

‘It’s different here in England – the new school year commences after the Northern Hemisphere summer,’ Kensy said. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. I expect you’ll be in the same classes as us.’

‘Us – but Max is older than you, Kensy. He was in Year Six and you were with me in Year Five,’ Curtis said.


Kensy shook her head. ‘Really? You still haven’t worked that out? We’re twins, Curtis – that whole school thing was because I had to cosy up to Ellery and Max was buddies with Van.’

Curtis’s eyes widened as the realisation sunk in. ‘So that’s why you can finish each other’s sentences and read each other’s minds.’

‘Not,’ Kensy said.

‘All of the time,’ Max added, grinning.

‘Well, this is excellent news, Curtis, but I’m afraid right now we need to get our heads around all of the facts about our recent maritime incident and find out who is trying to do away with the Spencer family,’ Cordelia said as Song pressed a button that lowered a giant glass screen from the ceiling. ‘And then I want you children to go and pack so we can be ready to leave first thing in the morning for New York.’

Anna looked at her mother-in-law. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea? After what just happened?’

‘My dear, it’s clear that we’re in danger here at the moment. I would much prefer that you and Edward and Fitz were coming with us too, but I understand that your work comes first. I should think the children will be much safer squirrelled away in New York with me than here or in London.’

Anna smarted at the woman’s comment. ‘I’ll cancel my surgery roster.’

‘Oh, there’s no need to do that, Anna. The children will be fine and I know how hard you’ve worked to get your registration in order. You don’t want to disappoint your patients now,’ Cordelia said.

While her mother-in-law sounded genuine, Anna couldn’t help feeling that she was still being judged.

‘Mother’s right, darling. The children will be fine with her and we’ll join them for the awards ceremony on Thursday evening,’ Ed said. ‘You can’t postpone. People are relying on you.’

‘I’ll get there as soon as I can,’ Fitz said. ‘But in the meantime, Song can keep a close eye on things.’


Max felt a squirl in his stomach. Somehow he didn’t feel quite as secure with Song as he used to.

‘Right. Let’s get to work, shall we?’ Cordelia flipped open a small antique box and took out something that resembled a marker pen. ‘So what do we already know?’
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Fenton Grady turned the key in the last lock. ‘Well, Smelly, are you comin’ or not?’ He eyed the scrawny black cat on the other side of the grille. The creature gave a devil-may-care flick of its tail before turning and walking away.

‘Suit yourself, but don’t blame me when Stinky eats all the treats,’ the man said as he straightened his cap and brushed some dust from his white superintendent’s overalls. They were surprisingly clean given he’d spent half the morning unblocking a pipe under the sink in apartment number five.


At the mention of the word treats, the cat spun around and scampered through the bars, meowing its approval.

‘Knew you couldn’t resist, you old devil,’ the man said as the cat followed him to his office in the apartment block’s basement. It jumped up onto a stack of cardboard boxes and Fenton gave the old moggy a rub on the head. ‘Don’t you go getting your mangy fur all over my deliveries. The people who live in this building notice things like that.’ He shooed the creature back down then put a handful of freeze-dried chicken snacks into a bowl on the floor. A second cat emerged and the pair scoffed the biscuits until there was nothing left. Both retreated to their preferred spots – Smelly on the top of Fenton’s filing cabinet and Stinky behind a pile of boxes.

Fenton poured himself a cup of strong black coffee and opened a packet of Oreos. He then carried the recently boiled kettle over to his desk where he watched the steam rising from the spout. It was a good trick his grandma had taught him many years ago – no one would be any the wiser. Fenton sat down at his desk and pulled the pile of envelopes towards him, then began what he considered to be his most satisfying work of the day.
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Two black limousines had collected the Spencer family from Teterboro Airport ten minutes before midday. The vehicles were a familiar sight in the city – although not quite as prevalent as the yellow taxi cabs that clogged the streets.

Kensy, Max and Curtis were travelling with Cordelia at her request. They’d taken the FDR along the East River, which meant so far all they’d seen was a freeway and lots of high-rise buildings. It was only when the car turned right into East 63rd Street that the children began to get a proper feel for the place.

‘It’s so busy,’ Kensy commented as the car travelled west along the one-way avenue.

The lunch hour had deposited crowds of office workers onto the streets.

Cordelia nodded. ‘Yes, New York is the sort of place that one could hide in plain sight if that was the desired objective.’

The children looked at each other.

‘Is that what we’re doing?’ Max asked.

‘Of course not. We’re here for a holiday and so you can all celebrate my award. I just mean it’s the sort of place one might easily get lost among the millions,’ Cordelia clarified.

But Max wasn’t convinced and neither was Curtis. Cordelia had said something about plain sight on the telephone the other night when they’d overheard her conversation. The boys exchanged curious glances.

‘What’s the name of the hotel we’re staying in?’ Kensy asked as she pressed her face against the window and marvelled at the mix of buildings, old and new.

Cordelia realised that in her haste to get the family away she hadn’t told them any details about their accommodation.

‘No hotel, darling,’ the woman replied.

‘Don’t tell me you have another house, Granny?’ Kensy said, thinking it was getting a touch ridiculous the number of properties her grandmother owned around the world.

‘Well, yes, I do, but don’t worry – it doesn’t sit here idle and unoccupied,’ the woman said.

‘What do you use it for?’ Kensy asked, but she didn’t get an answer.

The driver pulled up out the front of a stunning Georgian townhouse. It was wedged between a high-rise apartment block with a pretty blue striped awning and a doorman dressed in a smart navy uniform on one side and an ornate three-storey brownstone that housed an upmarket jewellery store on the other. The townhouse was at least five storeys high and had four windows across. The wrought-iron gate slid open before the car turned sharp left into a driveway and proceeded into a box-like garage. Max went to open the door, but was met with a sharp rebuke from his grandmother. He soon realised why as the vehicle descended into a basement large enough to house at least half a dozen vehicles. The car exited the compartment then the driver parked beside a lift where he opened the doors and the family hopped out.


Curtis looked around, taking everything in. ‘Didn’t expect that,’ he said.

‘Granny’s house in London has a garage almost the same – except you can fit even more cars in there,’ Kensy said. ‘She clearly loves paying engineers and builders.’

‘Well, they are the experts and I do enjoy a good entrance – especially when it’s a little surprising,’ the woman said with a cheeky grin.

‘You mean, like the boat lair,’ Max said.

‘Actually, your great-grandfather had that built during the Second World War,’ Cordelia said. ‘The British Navy used it as a base and afterwards MI6 requisitioned it to keep an eye on the Russians. It’s only been back in exclusive family use since the late 1960s.’

Max pondered what she’d just said. ‘So there would be people outside of Pharos who know about it then?’

Cordelia nodded. ‘That was a long time ago, but, yes, you’re right. Though how many of them would still be alive is debatable.’

Yesterday when the family had put their heads together about the identity of the person or people who wanted them dead, no one was considered off limits – except that, of course, Max didn’t mention his concerns about Song and the man’s strange ability to be out of harm’s way every time something really bad happened. It would have been tricky to accuse him while he was standing right there, but Max planned to share his thoughts with his sister when they got some time alone. Kensy had finally told everyone her suspicions about Shugs only to learn that it simply wasn’t possible. The day they were abducted in the taxi in London he was working with Mim in the garden, planting a new hybrid variety of corn – she checked her diary. There were photographs too. It couldn’t have been him.

So the list of potential suspects ranged from Huang and a slew of criminals the family had dealt with in the past to almost anyone within the organisation – perhaps a mole who was working for two sides. Unfortunately they didn’t have much success narrowing things down. Dash Chalmers was cited, but it didn’t seem likely given that their interactions with him happened after the London house explosion.

The children alighted from the vehicle and helped their driver with the bags. His name was Mike and their grandmother had explained that he and the other driver were agents who worked for Pharos in New York. A few minutes later the second car arrived carrying their French grandparents, Mim and Song.

Cordelia insisted on taking Hector and Marisol up in the lift first, along with Mim, who promised to make some tea. Song would organise the luggage with Mike and Steve, their other driver.

Kensy, Max and Curtis stood in front of the lift doors, waiting for it to come back down. Max fingered the page in his pocket. He was desperate for some time on his own to see if he could decipher any more of it, but for now he would have to be content studying the code and cipher book he’d brought along with him. There was also the uncomfortable feeling that he still hadn’t revealed any of this to his sister. They didn’t have secrets and yet, for some reason, he hadn’t wanted to tell her. Maybe he was punishing Kensy for what had happened with Theo Richardson – but that was weeks ago and surely he was more mature than that. He would tell her tonight and see if she could help. There was something about the note that gave him a heavy feeling in his stomach – maybe the idea that everyone around them could fall under suspicion so easily. The spy business wasn’t one that naturally engendered trust, that’s for sure.

‘Max,’ Kensy said sharply.

He looked up.

‘Are you coming?’ she asked from inside the lift.

‘Sorry, I was just thinking about something,’ the boy replied as he stepped into the elevator.

‘Careful of brain strain, little brother,’ the girl quipped as she reached out and pressed the button.

Max rolled his eyes. ‘I’m sure I can cope.’

‘Is Kensy older than you?’ Curtis turned to Max.

‘Thirty minutes,’ Kensy answered. ‘And he’s been trying to catch up to me ever since.’

‘As if.’ Max poked his tongue out at her.

Curtis grinned as the lift ascended at great speed before the door opened into a hallway. ‘Anyway, Max, you’re lucky if your head doesn’t hurt. Mine is spinning. I keep on expecting to wake up and find out I’ve been in the middle of a super-strange dream and it was all a figment of my overactive imagination.’

Kensy pinched the boy’s arm.

‘Ow!’ he cried out and rubbed the red mark.

‘You’re awake, Curtis. Trust me,’ she said, grinning.

‘Which way?’ Max asked as they stepped out of the lift into a long hall.

‘Anyone here?’ Kensy called.

‘We’re out the back,’ Mim replied.

The children followed the sound of her voice towards the rear of the building, which opened into a vast white kitchen where Mim was making tea. Off the adjacent open-plan family room was a large garden terrace, accessed via a wall of French doors.


‘Wow,’ Curtis said. ‘Nice place.’

Cordelia Spencer smiled. ‘Yes, it is rather lovely. Why don’t you all take a look around?’

‘Granny, before in the car, you said that the house wasn’t empty. Who lives here?’ Kensy asked.

‘It’s a safe house for agents,’ the woman replied. ‘The McMahons Point house is too.’

Curtis frowned. ‘I’ve seen a few people coming and going from there lately. I’ve got all their descriptions if you’d like to do any checks – they’re in another notebook I brought with me from home.’

Cordelia stifled a grin and shook her head. ‘Thank you, Curtis, but I’m quite confident I know who’s been there recently.’

‘Is anyone staying here now, apart from us?’ Kensy asked.

‘No, it’s only the family at the moment,’ Cordelia said. ‘Now I suggest you settle into your rooms and we’ll get some lunch sorted.’

‘Can we go for a walk after that?’ Kensy asked.

‘I’d love to, but I’m afraid I have a little bit of work to do. Perhaps Song can take you. I think Hector and Marisol and Mim are planning a quiet afternoon at home – it’s been a big day and it’s not over yet.’

‘Of course, ma’am,’ Song replied. ‘I would enjoy an outing with the children. Though perhaps I will get changed first. It is rather warm out there and I do not fancy playing tourist in my suit.’

‘Yes, I quite agree,’ Cordelia replied.

‘I thought you were supposed to be on holidays, Granny,’ Max said as he opened one of the cupboard doors, looking for a glass then walked to the fridge and poured himself some iced water and asked if anyone else would like the same.

‘Unfortunately, darling, the news doesn’t stop for anyone,’ Cordelia said.

‘And neither does being a spy, I imagine,’ Curtis added. ‘It’s not a job, it’s a way of life, and we have to be ready for whatever comes our way. But I was pretty much like that before, so don’t worry, Dame Spencer. I’m always on the lookout for anything unusual.’


‘Well, I suggest you clock off for a while, Curtis. You must remember you’re still a child and you need to enjoy being one.’ Cordelia smiled at the boy.

Max put his glass down on the bench. ‘Where are our rooms?’

Song told the children that they were on the fifth floor – Kensy on her own, and Max with Curtis. He also explained that there were two staircases – one just off the kitchen and the main one in the foyer.

Max spun around and his grandmother pointed towards the entrance hall while Mim pointed to the back stairs, which were through a door next to the pantry.

‘Race you!’ Kensy shouted and sped away. Curtis stepped one way then the other, not knowing who to follow.

‘Take the lift, Master Curtis. You will be there before both of them,’ Song said with a wink and Curtis took off at a sprint.
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‘Where would you like to go first?’ Song asked as he led the children out onto the street. Before they’d even reached the footpath Curtis had his phone out and was snapping pictures.

‘What about the Empire State Building?’ Max asked. ‘It would be great to get a bird’s eye view of the city – see exactly where we are.’

The others agreed though Song suggested they head to the Top of the Rock instead – it was closer and the views were every bit as good. Perhaps they could visit the Empire State Building with their parents over the weekend.

‘I’m surprised you haven’t already memorised a map of the whole place, Max,’ Kensy said.

The boy raised his eyebrows. ‘Who said I haven’t?’

‘Can you really do that – remember an entire city?’ Curtis asked.

Max nodded.

‘Oh, have you been implanted with a microchip or something?’ Curtis said knowingly.

Kensy chuckled. ‘No. Max just has a different brain to the rest of us. Though I wonder if we could develop something like that – it would make life so much easier.’

‘I don’t understand how, but I seem to have a photographic memory, especially for maps,’ Max said.

‘He’s like our own personalised GPS, which comes in especially handy when you’re being pursued by bad guys and need to escape in a hurry.’ Kensy grinned.

‘Not that that happens very often, Master Curtis.’ Song made a face at the girl then mouthed, ‘Stop scaring the boy.’


‘Oh no, I’m not scared, Song. I find the whole idea absolutely thrilling,’ Curtis said.

‘Confucius says a lion chased me up a tree, and I greatly enjoyed the view from the top,’ Song said as the children pondered what he meant. Kensy thought he probably made that one up but the man objected strenuously when challenged, telling the children that it was absolutely attributable to the master.

‘And by the way you have excellent hearing, Master Curtis.’ Song was surprised the boy had picked up his words.

‘Mum and Dad have always said that it’s like I’ve got bionic ears or something – and it helps that I can lip read a bit too. I have a deaf cousin and she’s been teaching me for years,’ Curtis said, glancing around at the shops and street signs and people. ‘I only hope that I can live up to everyone’s expectations when we start training.’

The group trotted past a long glass shopfront. Kensy glanced across and was surprised to see Song eyeing his reflection. She could have sworn he even gave himself a smile. There was no denying that he did look rather stylish in his navy shorts, pink polo shirt, boat shoes and sunglasses. Kensy was glad he’d abandoned the tux. It always made people stare, but still, she couldn’t help giggling.

‘I’d go on a date with you, Song,’ the girl teased. ‘If I was fifty years older.’

‘What are you talking about, Miss Kensington?’ Song snapped. ‘What date?’

‘I was only making a joke,’ the girl said, rolling her eyes. ‘Touchy much?’ She ran ahead to join her brother and Curtis who were still talking about Pharos.

‘Are there many new recruits?’ Curtis asked.

‘Hardly ever, according to Granny,’ Max said. ‘You pretty much have to be born into the organisation, but they introduce new blood every now and then and you are allowed to marry outside of Pharos as long as your potential spouse is properly vetted. They must undergo agent training but can remain dormant.’

Curtis was feeling even more pleased with himself. But it went to show that life was strange. If he hadn’t been Kensy and Max’s next-door neighbour for that short time, he’d never have this opportunity. He suddenly realised that he wouldn’t be going back to Wentworth Grammar, even if he did head home to help his parents pack up the house. He’d be a bit like Van and Ellery and just drop off the radar, which actually suited him fine. Kensy and Max were, without a doubt, the coolest kids he’d ever met and the thought of being able to spend the rest of his school days with them was incredible. He was excited about moving to London too – history was definitely his thing and the city was full of it.

‘So what are the kids at school like?’ Curtis asked.

Last night the twins had given him a run-down on the way Central London Free School operated – that all of the adults who worked there were spies who had taken on additional roles as teachers or administrative or kitchen and grounds staff, but only a small percentage of the students were trainee agents. That was part of the objective to ensure that no one ever found out about their clandestine life.

‘My friend Autumn is super clever and she’s the tidiest person I’ve ever met – we’re polar opposites that way. She is also madly in love with Max and I think he has a crush on her too but he hasn’t realised it yet,’ Kensy teased. ‘And they’d be the perfect couple because he’s as obsessed with neatness as she is. Although I’d pity their children.’

Max’s cheeks lit up and he jabbed Kensy’s arm. ‘I do not have a crush on Autumn. She’s just a good friend. The way you’re just friends with Carlos – or maybe you’re in love with him.’

‘As if,’ Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘That boy is a walking advertisement for cheap cologne. You should probably tell him that less is more. You’d be doing him a favour.’

Max grinned. He had noticed himself recently that Carlos was a bit heavy handed on the scent – he’d have a word when they caught up. ‘In answer to your question, Curtis, Carlos is heaps of fun and Dante’s great and Alfie too. He’s a bit older than us and he’s huge. Everyone gets along.’

‘Except when Misha was pretending to be besties with this girl Lola so she could get to her father – Misha was outstanding at playing the mean girl role but she’s not at all,’ Kensy said. ‘It’s a really good school and the teachers are pretty awesome – although you might find a couple of them a touch scary to begin with.’

Curtis could feel his stomach churning with anticipation. He couldn’t wait to get started, but then he shouldn’t get ahead of himself either. They were in New York and there was so much to see. What was it his mum always said? You need to live in the moment.

The foursome tripped down East 63rd Street then turned left onto Park Avenue. The crowds had thinned a little from the lunch rush but it was still bustling. The sounds of the traffic were punctuated by the incessant beeping of horns and shouts from drivers.

By the time they reached the plaza outside the Rockefeller Centre they were all feeling the effects of the sticky July day.

‘It’s hotter here than in Sydney,’ Kensy complained as she felt a trickle of perspiration run down her back.

Curtis nodded. ‘I definitely think the humidity’s worse.’

Song found the entrance and ushered the children inside, paying for their tickets before they rode the lift to the first of three viewing decks.

‘Wow!’ Kensy, Max and Curtis gasped in unison when they stepped outside.

‘You could do some crazy parkour training in this city.’ Max grinned at his sister.

‘Parkour?’ Curtis whispered.

‘Do not get any silly ideas,’ Song chided. ‘Remember we are here on holidays – and to celebrate with your grandmother – not to test our skills on absurdly tall buildings.’

‘Do you have any money, Song?’ Kensy asked the man who passed her a handful of quarters.

Kensy walked towards one of the coin-operated binoculars and dropped some change into the slot. Then she stood on the platform and fiddled with the focus. The view was breathtaking. She peeked into several office blocks and could see a lady eating a sandwich in a kitchen before she trained the spyglasses on Central Park, spotting the lake first then a horse-drawn carriage with a couple looking very cosy. Max and Curtis had procured some change of their own and the three children were now lined up, scouring the city.

Song stood next to Curtis, pointing out various landmarks.

Max trained his binoculars onto the street below them. It was such a melting pot with people from all walks of life. He was about to spin the contraption to the park when he spotted a familiar face in the crowd. Max squinted and blinked, his mind racing.

Was it really her? He looked again, willing the man blocking his view to move out of the way. The fellow took a few steps and disappeared into a doorway, giving Max a clear line of sight.

‘Kensy, come here!’ the boy barked.


‘No, I’ve still got heaps of time before my money runs out,’ the girl protested.

‘Please, I need you to see something,’ Max insisted. ‘It’s important.’

Kensy rolled her eyes then reluctantly left her post.

‘So what’s the big deal?’ She bumped her brother out of the way and grabbed the handles.

‘Down there on the street. Do you see her?’ Max asked.

‘Who?’ Kensy squinted. There were hordes of people, but no one she recognised.

‘Give it back.’ Max wrestled the binoculars from her and peered through the lenses. He swivelled them to the right trying to catch her again. ‘There!’ he exclaimed. ‘She’s wearing a white dress. Look! But don’t move it this time.’

Kensy leaned in and focused on the crowd below. She panned along until she could see a woman in a white blouse. ‘The old lady with the fluffy purple hair and the red spotted skirt?’

‘No,’ her brother said. ‘Tinsley Chalmers. She’s in white and has a dark handbag over her shoulder.’


‘What? I don’t see her,’ Kensy said. She followed the line of people and finally hit on a woman in a white dress. ‘Oh, wow,’ she gasped. ‘I think that is her, except her hair is darker and shorter. Honestly, Max, it’s hard to tell.’

‘Let me look again,’ the boy said as he jumped up. He searched the street until the money ran out and the lens went black, but it was no use. She was gone.

Max was mumbling to himself. ‘Why is she here?’ His mind was racing. ‘Eagle’s nest,’ he breathed. ‘Is that it? Eagle – symbol of America – somewhere up high.’

‘What are you going on about?’ Kensy looked at the boy then glanced around to see where Curtis and Song were. They had walked to the other side of the deck and Song was pointing at the Empire State Building in the distance.

‘We need to talk,’ Max said then immediately clammed up.

‘Okay,’ Kensy said, waiting. She wondered if the boy was suffering some kind of heat stroke. ‘I’m listening.’


‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Not here. I’ll tell you tonight, after Curtis goes to sleep. And it has to stay between us, okay?’

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. The way he was speaking, Kensy was beginning to worry.

‘It’s fine – there’s just stuff I need you to know,’ Max said.

‘Shouldn’t we tell Song about Tinsley?’ Kensy said.

Max shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think we should tell anyone – not yet.’

Kensy wondered why Max was being so weird, but if that’s what he wanted, she’d do it.

‘Hey, you two, come and see this!’ Curtis called out. ‘We can see the Statue of Liberty and the Brooklyn Bridge.’

Kensy nodded. Obviously whatever her brother had to share was important. Kensy had been concerned that ever since she’d messed up with Theo Richardson something between her and Max had been different. She couldn’t blame him if there was – after all she’d been so stupid and vain. But Max was her best friend in the world and she trusted him more than anyone.


‘How many skyscrapers do you think there are?’ Curtis asked as the twins joined him and Song. The boy had his phone out and was taking loads more pictures.

‘Too many to be bothered counting right now,’ Kensy said. ‘Can we please get an ice-cream, Song?’

‘That sounds like a very good idea. What about we walk home via the park? We should be able to find some cooler spots there,’ Song said.

Song and Curtis walked ahead but Kensy and Max found themselves looking suspiciously at every woman wearing white. Max wondered why Tinsley would come to New York – given that the last information they’d heard was that Dash was somewhere in the States. Surely there were better places for her and the children to hide.
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Kensy licked her sticky fingers as the ice-cream dribbled down the side of the waffle cone, unlike Max who popped the last bite into his mouth without a single drip.

Song passed the girl a paper napkin. It wasn’t lost on him that Kensy was always a mess and her brother was as neat as a pin. They were so different and yet in many ways still so alike.

Curtis fell somewhere in between as he finished his ice-cream, having managed to get the drips on the grass rather than all over himself.


The foursome had walked quite a distance, all the way to the sailing lake and the Alice in Wonderland statue. There were people everywhere – joggers, parents pushing strollers, couples holding hands and taking photographs. But Central Park didn’t feel crowded, quite the opposite in fact. It was an oasis of calm in the middle of one of the busiest cities on earth.

‘Did you know that the park covers almost eight hundred and fifty acres of land?’ Max said. ‘That’s over two hundred more than Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens in London.’

Kensy looked at her brother and shook her head. ‘Seriously why would you know that? I suppose you can visualise it all too and tell us exactly how far it will be to walk home.’

Max frowned and thought for a moment. ‘Well, if we go straight out down 5th Avenue, it will be thirteen blocks to East 63rd Street.’

‘That’s miles.’ Kensy sighed. ‘Can we catch a taxi, Song? I didn’t realise we’d come so far.’

‘It will not be that bad, Miss Kensington, and if my old legs can carry me there, then your young ones will do the same,’ the man replied.

‘Do you want to take a look at the boats?’ Curtis asked the others, hopping up from the bench.

Max followed him but Kensy stayed behind. ‘Do you not want to go with the boys, Miss Kensington?’ Song asked.

‘I’m tired,’ Kensy moaned. ‘These young legs of mine need to recover before you make us walk another ten miles.’ She closed her eyes and felt the warmth of the sun filtered through the trees on her face. At least now there was a bit of a breeze and it didn’t feel quite so steamy.

Song grinned to himself and felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. ‘Not now,’ he mumbled, before pulling it out and reading the message.

‘Is something the matter?’ Kensy asked.

Song breathed a sigh of relief. ‘No. Everything is fine, but we had better be getting back. Your grandmother has summoned us. You are having dinner out this evening as a special treat.’


Song was glad to hear it given he hadn’t begun to think about what he would prepare for their evening meal. He called the boys.

Curtis and Max had just watched an epic battle between an older fellow in a Yankees cap and a young boy about nine years old. The boy had won, his sailing boat cutting in front of the old man’s right on the finish line.

The group exited the park and walked down 5th Avenue, past the mansions and high-rise apartment towers with their doormen dressed in suits. Kensy felt sorry for them in this weather. At least Song had been allowed to abandon his uniform. The crowded streets thronged with colour and noise and the atmosphere felt charged – perhaps it was the impending summer storm, but there was no doubt New York was everything Kensy thought it would be and more. Despite the oppressive heat, she couldn’t help feeling excited to be here.

‘My mum said we should visit the Met if we get a chance,’ Curtis said.

‘Your mother is right,’ Song agreed. ‘It is wonderful. Perhaps I could take you tomorrow? Their exhibition of Chinese armour and weaponry is quite something to behold. In fact I can show you one of the swords that belonged to my great-great-grandfather who was a skilled assassin and saved the life of the Emperor on more than one occasion.’

‘Cool,’ Curtis said with a nod.

‘Is that true?’ Kensy frowned, but Max wasn’t paying attention at all. He was watching something up ahead. A young man sauntering along the street, far too close to a blonde woman who seemed oblivious to his presence. She had a large taupe-coloured handbag slung over her right shoulder and Max spotted that she had earphones in. With lightning speed the fellow reached inside her bag and pulled out her wallet. She must have felt something, as she started to turn around, but the guy shoved her to the ground. The woman hit the pavement with a sickening thud.

‘Hey!’ Max yelled and sprinted after him.

The thief turned to see where the shout had come from. His shoulder-length dark hair hid his face, but Max had taken a mental note of his clothes – a black T-shirt and jeans with bright red trainers.

‘Master Maxim!’ Song called out. Kensy and Curtis gave chase but Song stopped to attend to the woman who was lying on the ground holding her head.

The man turned a corner into East 63rd Street and immediately disappeared from sight, but Max wasn’t about to give up. He looked left and right, without success, then he looked up. The thief had climbed onto a first-floor scaffold and was right above him. He clearly didn’t count on the athletic skills of the eleven-year-old who scaled the metal railings like a monkey, jumping onto the walkway at the opposite end.

‘Give me the purse!’ Max ordered.

The fellow spun around. Max thought he couldn’t have been much older than nineteen or twenty, but he was tall and broad shouldered with a deep scar across his left cheek.

‘Or what?’ the guy scoffed. ‘Get lost, kid. This is none of your business.’

‘Stealing will get you into a lot of trouble,’ Max said. ‘And that woman’s hurt.’

‘Not my problem, buddy,’ the man sneered. ‘She shouldn’t have had her bag hanging open. It was like an invitation.’

By now Kensy and Curtis had turned into East 63rd Street too.

‘Did you see where they went?’ Kensy panted. Curtis shook his head, but a thud on the metal above them gave Max’s position away.

‘It would be far better if you handed it over,’ Max threatened. ‘Then you could leave and we won’t have to get the police involved.’

‘You’re jokin’, right? What are you gonna do? Hit me?’ The guy pushed his greasy fringe out of his eyes. Then he balled his fists and began dancing like a boxer. ‘You’re gonna regret gettin’ involved, kid. I’m a champion over at the Y.’

Down below Kensy had started to climb too. She’d already checked where Max and the other guy were through the gaps above.

Curtis was still on the ground, wondering what he should do. ‘Do you want me to come up?’ he whispered.

‘No, stay there,’ Kensy mouthed.

The girl scaled the metal frame, silently dropping down behind the thief. For a moment she was mesmerised by his shoes – the fanciest pair of trainers she’d ever seen and certainly something that would easily identify him.

‘You’re really going to hit an eleven-year-old?’ Max said to the guy.

‘Sure, I’ll hit you. You’re lucky I left my Glock at home,’ the man threatened.

Max spotted his sister over the fellow’s shoulder and couldn’t resist a smile.

‘You serious, dude? You smilin’ at me?’ the guy said. ‘Oh man, I’m gonna give you a whoopin’, and I’m gonna enjoy it.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Kensy warned. She ran towards him and executed a high kick into the middle of his back, sending the fellow flying. He sprawled forward, the purse shooting out of his hands and skimming along the metal platform.

As he got to his feet Max ran towards him and dealt another blow to the chin, propelling the man backward. He shook his head and rubbed his jaw, wondering what had hit him.

‘More?’ Kensy asked.

‘Why, you little brat!’ he shouted and leapt up, reaching out to grab the girl, but he didn’t count on Kensy being so quick.

She ducked beneath his outstretched arms and spun around, delivering a scissor kick that flung him towards the edge of the scaffold. He grabbed the rail and only just managed to stop himself from going over.

Max retrieved the purse.

‘Curtis, catch,’ the boy shouted as he threw it to the lad.

‘Got it!’ he called back as Song and the young woman appeared from around the corner. ‘I think this is yours,’ Curtis said, passing it to her. The woman smiled and nodded her thanks. Apart from a scratch on her forehead she didn’t look as if she’d been badly injured, though she still seemed to be a little shocked.

Song saw the thief bent over the railing. There was blood on his lip and he was wobbly.

‘Children, it is time to go!’ the butler shouted.

Back on the corner Curtis spotted a police officer. He ran to the man and quickly explained what had happened then the officer used the radio on his vest to call for backup. Seconds later a car pulled up and in a matter of minutes the man from the scaffold was in handcuffs and the woman whose purse had been taken was answering questions from a policewoman.

‘Ma’am, can you tell me your name?’ the officer asked, pulling a notepad and pen out of her pocket. She clicked the end of the pen and flipped open to a new page.

‘Annika Bailey,’ the woman replied. Despite having caught her breath she was still shaking.

The police officer gave her a quizzical look. ‘Oh, you’re a reporter on BNA – I thought there was something familiar about you. You broke the story about the nutcase sending the poisons in the mail.’


The woman gave a tight smile. ‘Yes, that was me.’

‘There was another one earlier today. Some poor guy downtown opened a letter and now he’s in intensive care and it’s not looking good,’ the policewoman divulged. ‘But I probably shouldn’t have told you that.’

‘I appreciate that you did,’ Annika replied. She hadn’t seen anything come through on the news feeds today so if she could get there in time, it might be another coup for her.

‘Just don’t tell anyone where you got your lead. Anyway are you okay? Would you like me to call someone?’ the officer asked.

Annika shook her head. ‘I’m fine, thanks to that lovely man and the children. Did you get their names? I’d really like to thank them all properly if I could.’

The officer looked around, but Kensy and Max had already climbed down the scaffold and melted into the crowd with Song and Curtis.

‘I didn’t see anyone,’ the policewoman said.

Annika glanced up and realised it shouldn’t be too difficult to find them, given New York was teeming with CCTV cameras. With her connections, locating some good footage wasn’t even really a challenge. And if she showed it on the news, surely there would be someone who could identify them.

Meanwhile the children were back in the kitchen at the townhouse, enjoying well-deserved milkshakes and telling Mim, Hector and Marisol all about their adventure.

‘It was amazing!’ Curtis could hardly believe what he’d seen. ‘Kensy almost knocked the guy clean over the edge and Max, he didn’t even hesitate to go after him.’

Kensy smiled. ‘He deserved it. I’m just glad we got the lady’s purse back. Was she really okay, Song?’

The butler nodded. ‘I am sure she will be fine. It was a good thing we managed to get away without any questions from the police – it is much better that we remain anonymous. Your grandmother will be pleased.’

‘What will I be pleased about?’ Cordelia asked as she entered the room, having finished a long conference call.

Song immediately set about making the woman a cup of tea as the children launched into their story for the second time.
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Max slipped off the covers and dropped his feet silently onto the floor. He could hear Curtis’s breaths, deep and even, coming from the bed on the opposite side of the room. Kensy was down the hall on her own. Max hoped that the floorboards weren’t as squeaky here as they were at Alexandria, but that was the least of his problems as thunder growled across the city and a light show began through the gaps in the curtains. A cool breeze blew through the open window and Max hurried to close it before he shrugged on his dressing-gown and picked up the book from under his pillow. The note and his jottings were inside.

Curtis rolled over and mumbled something. Max froze, hoping the boy was just talking in his sleep. He waited a few moments then tiptoed out of the room, gently closing the door behind him.

‘You took your time,’ Kensy said as she looked up from the book she was reading. She was deliberately propped up against a mountain of pillows because lying down would have seen her snoring in seconds. As it was, the girl had been fighting the sandman for the past hour, yawning and rubbing her eyes in a bid to stay awake. It didn’t help that the book wasn’t exactly riveting either. It was about a dog, but he wasn’t very interesting. Kensy had found herself thinking about Wellie and Mac, wishing they’d been able to come along to New York, but the pair had stayed in Alexandria with Mrs Thornthwaite.

It was lucky Max had caught her eye when the family arrived home from dinner or she would have gone straight to sleep. After all the excitement with the woman on the street, she’d forgotten about their discussion at the Top of the Rock.

‘Curtis took forever to nod off,’ the boy replied, sitting on the end of Kensy’s bed. ‘He kept on asking me questions about Pharos. He’s going to be an excellent spy, but if he badgers Vanden Boom like that, she might put a gag on him.’

‘So what is it that you need to tell me?’ Kensy asked, closing her book and setting it aside.

Max took a deep breath. ‘I found a note. And it’s about us.’

‘What do you mean?’ Kensy asked, scratching her nose.

Max explained what had happened the day Blair passed out in the science lab and he’d helped Mrs Vanden Boom take her upstairs to the sick bay.

‘That was ages ago,’ Kensy said. ‘So why haven’t you told me until now?’

Max shrugged. ‘I didn’t want you jumping to conclusions if it was nothing.’


Kensy wriggled forward and drew her knees up to her chest. ‘Well, is it? Nothing?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve only figured out a little bit. I need your help to work out the rest,’ he replied.

Kensy grinned. ‘Second time today – good to know I come in handy sometimes. What have you worked out so far?’

Max pulled the note from the middle of the book and passed it over then unfurled another page on which he had been doing his scribblings. The words future, imminent, threat, Song and birthright were written above the coded letters and symbols he thought he had deciphered. The twins’ names were on the top of the page, clear as day.

‘Do you think that whoever wrote this is talking about us as a threat or someone who has been threatening us?’ Kensy asked, puzzling over the likely meanings.

‘I don’t know. Without the words in between it’s impossible,’ Max replied. ‘There’s something else that’s been bothering me too.’

Kensy looked at him expectantly. But Max seemed to lose his voice for a minute. ‘Come on, we’re not playing charades and I would like to get some sleep tonight.’

‘Okay, it’s Song,’ Max said. ‘And his incredible ability to be out of harm’s way right at the time it’s headed straight for us.’

His sister frowned. ‘That’s not true,’ Kensy said then stopped. She thought for a moment, realising that Max was right. Even way back when the first assault on the twins happened in London, it was Autumn and Carlos who had come to their rescue and then Song joined in later. He’d been distracted by a call from his boss, who at the time they had no idea was their grandmother – at least that’s what he’d said.

Kensy felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach. The idea of it was too awful for words. ‘Max, you don’t really think he could have anything to do with the attacks, do you?’

‘I don’t know. Song’s a bit like a crazy old uncle – I’m really fond of him, but we can’t ignore the evidence. The fact that his name is in that note concerns me too. And there’s something else,’ the boy said. He then explained to his sister about the toilet in the games room at Alexandria that had contained a spare pair of Song’s glasses and magazines in Chinese. He and Curtis had been able to hear everything their grandmother said from the other side of the wall in her office. Max told Kensy what Cordelia had said about an eagle’s nest and hiding in plain sight and that Curtis had heard her say the name Tinsley too.

‘We need to tell Granny all of this,’ Kensy said, nodding.

‘I thought about that, but Song’s her right-hand man. He’d find out and then who knows what he might do. Another part of me thinks if he really is behind everything, he’s had so many other opportunities to get us. I mean he could smother us in our beds or poison our food if he really wanted to,’ Max said. ‘Maybe he doesn’t want to kill us, just get us out of the way for some strange reason.’

‘Max, this is awful,’ Kensy moaned. ‘I love Song, except when he sings and says his confusing Confucius quotes . . . although sometimes they are pretty funny. I can’t believe he’d want to hurt us. But you’re right, the evidence is all there.’

Kensy rocked back and forth, her mind in overdrive. ‘Maybe we should set a trap.’

‘A trap?’ the boy said.

‘Put one of us in danger and see if Song comes to the rescue,’ Kensy suggested. ‘We could make it look like it was an accident and then if he rises to the occasion, we’ll know it can’t possibly be him, but if he lets you die, then guilty as suspected.’

‘Steady on! Why does it have to be me who has the accident?’ Max said.

‘Because I thought of it and you’re braver – at least that’s what you’re always telling me,’ Kensy said with a smile.

‘That’s not true. You’re always telling me how you’re the daring one,’ the lad retorted. ‘And you got in the first blow with that thief this afternoon.’

‘True – I am pretty amazing. If you’d rather I did it, I will,’ Kensy said with an exaggerated sigh.


‘I’ve got a better idea. Let’s play scissors, paper, rock and that will decide it,’ Max said.

The twins clenched their fists and started counting when they heard footsteps outside in the hall accompanied by a crack of lightning to rival the wildest Sydney storm. Kensy jumped, her heart hammering. For a fleeting second she wondered if Song had somehow found out they were on to him and he’d come to finish them off. It was the perfect night for it.

The handle on the door turned and the light from the hallway sliced into the room along with another drumroll of thunder.

Kensy squinted then squealed and leapt out of bed. ‘Uncle Rupert!’ She charged across to hug the man with Max right behind her.

‘How’s my favourite niece and nephew?’ their uncle said, grinning. Rupert prised the pair off him and walked over to the chair in the corner where he plonked himself down.

Kensy and Max sat on the edge of the bed, agog.

‘Where have you been all this time?’ Max asked. ‘We haven’t seen you in ages.’


‘Have you found Dash? Is he here in New York?’ Kensy fired.

‘Steady on, you two. I only came to say hello, not be the subject of an inquisition.’ Rupert frowned. He was dressed in a casual navy checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of chinos with white sandshoes, looking effortlessly chic as always.

‘So you’re not going to tell us anything?’ Kensy said.

‘Can I catch my breath? I mean you two just about squeezed the life out of me,’ the man sighed.

‘We saw Tinsley Chalmers today,’ Max said, wondering what sort of reaction he would get.

Rupert frowned again. ‘Really? Where?’

Max and Kensy explained what they’d seen from the top of the Rockefeller Centre, but their uncle seemed sceptical. ‘So this woman looked sort of like Tinsley, but you’re not one hundred per cent sure?’

‘She had different hair and she might have been thinner,’ Kensy said.

‘But people lose weight and they change hairstyles, so it could have been her,’ Max said.

If Rupert knew anything, he certainly wasn’t letting on.

‘Well, you can keep an eye out, but I suspect she’s probably on the other side of the world given the last information we have about Dash is that he’s somewhere in the United States. I can’t imagine she’d bring the children here. Dash is a dangerous man,’ Rupert said. He stood up. ‘You’d better get some sleep.’

‘Where are you going?’ Kensy jumped off the bed and ran to block the door. ‘You can’t leave yet. You haven’t told us anything.’

‘All in good time, sweetheart,’ Rupert said.

‘Will you be here tomorrow?’ Max asked.

‘I’m not sure, but I’ll certainly be at Mother’s special event – I wouldn’t dare not show up for that one,’ the man replied. ‘I’d be disinherited.’

‘Have you always been so mysterious?’ Kensy asked.

‘I do my best,’ Rupert said, arching his left eyebrow and with that he manoeuvred himself around her and out the door.


Kensy launched herself onto her bed.

‘He’s going back on my list,’ she said.

‘What list?’ Max asked.

‘All the people who might want to kill us and the rest of the family. He’s never around when the bad things happen and then he disappears all the time without anyone knowing where he is. Maybe Uncle Rupert wants to take over the empire on his own and he can’t do it if the rest of us are around,’ Kensy said. ‘He could be annoyed that Mum and Dad and Fitz aren’t actually dead and then we showed up too.’

‘I think you’re imagining things, Kens. Uncle Rupert saved us in Rome, remember?’ Max said, not wanting to think that the perpetrator could be anyone so close to them.

‘Well, it’s hard to know who to trust around here any more. I’m going to sleep. My brain hurts,’ Kensy said as she snuggled down under the covers. Max had barely left the room before she was out cold.
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Fenton Grady picked up the remote and turned the television onto the morning news. He had just poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down to read the newspaper when his daughter appeared in the doorway.

The man glanced up. ‘Mornin’, sweetheart. You got any plans for today?’

The teenager shrugged. ‘Everyone’s left for the summer.’

‘I told you you should have accepted one of those invitations. I hear the Hamptons is real nice this time of year. You could have been swimmin’ at the beach or in a fancy pool instead of sweatin’ like a rat in a sock here with me,’ the man said. ‘They say it’s gonna be back up around ninety-five tomorrow and I reckon over a hundred in here even with the air conditionin’ going at full speed,’ Fenton said. ‘But at least today we get a reprieve.’

‘Daddy, you know I didn’t want to go anywhere without you and besides you promised to take a coupla days off sometime,’ the girl said. ‘Maybe we can take the ferry over to Coney Island.’

She sat down and poured herself a bowl of Apple Jacks then looked at the television screen.

‘Yesterday one of our own was attacked while going about her business on the Upper East Side,’ the news anchor said.

Fenton Grady frowned and turned up the volume.

‘Don’t you go tellin’ me it’s safe for you to be out roamin’ the streets around here on your own.’ The man glared at his daughter.

‘Daddy, people get mugged and New York is about a million times safer now than it was twenty years ago,’ Tessa rolled her eyes. ‘Besides, this is a fancy neighbourhood and I ain’t fancy so no one’s gonna be interested in me.’

The news reporter continued. ‘But I am pleased to say that Annika Bailey is fine and doing well following her ordeal thanks to the swift assistance of a group of good Samaritans who came to her aid. Three children and an elderly gentleman, I understand. Annika, you are standing on the corner where you say the children confronted the man who stole your wallet and basically, erm, kicked his butt,’ the man said, a curious look on his face.

‘Good morning, Dan. And yes, that’s absolutely correct. If it wasn’t for the actions of those children and their guardian, I certainly wouldn’t have been reunited with my wallet and reassured that the kindness of strangers really does exist here on the streets of New York City,’ the woman said into the microphone she was holding.

‘The alleged offender was caught, Annika?’ the man said.


The view cut back to the reporter who was wearing a pale pink dress and matching heels. Her blonde hair was tied neatly in a ponytail and her perfectly made-up face was flawless.

‘Yes, he was apprehended and charged and I expect will feel the full force of the law,’ she replied.

‘But you are keen to find the youngsters and gentleman who assisted you?’ Dan said.

‘Indeed. I’ve managed to get some CCTV footage from the building opposite. I’m hoping that someone will know these people and put us in touch with them – or maybe they will see it themselves and contact the station, so I can thank them properly for what they did,’ Annika said.

Fenton Grady carried his coffee cup to the sink and kissed his daughter’s forehead. ‘I’d better be gettin’ downstairs. That new tenant in number fifteen has had me doin’ jobs all week and I don’t expect that I’m finished yet.’ He exited the room as the footage appeared on the screen.

Tessa coughed and almost spat her cereal across the table. The recording of the two children climbing down from the scaffolding was very clear. So too was the image of the Asian man on the street alongside a blond-haired boy who would have been about eleven years of age.

‘Is that really you?’ she whispered under her breath. Tessa’s brain was in overdrive. She was certain she’d seen the children before – in an interview on television and in a tiny piece in the newspaper. The story ended and the focus was back on the hosts in the studio.

‘In other news a man has died overnight in a New York hospital, the latest victim of the letter virus attacks that have now claimed three lives. The FBI says they have put a vast number of resources on the case but so far have few leads to go on, with the mail originating from a variety of locations across the country. Initially thought to be anthrax, it now appears that the letters have each contained an as-yet unidentified virus stored in a tiny pressurised ampoule, which is triggered upon opening and has an almost immediate effect on the recipient. The three victims were not known to one another.’

But Tessa wasn’t listening. This was her chance and there was no way she was going to let it pass her by.
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Kensy sat down at the kitchen island in front of the row of cereal boxes Song had brought out of the pantry.

‘Is Uncle Rupert still here?’ she asked no one in particular as she poured muesli into her bowl then sloshed some milk on top.

Cordelia glanced up from the newspaper she was studying at the kitchen table. ‘So he did look in on you and your brother last night?’

‘Yes, but he didn’t stay long and he didn’t answer any of my questions. I think Uncle Rupert loves the international man of mystery identity that he’s conjured for himself,’ Kensy said, rolling her eyes.

‘Rupert has always been his own person, my dear, and anyone who thinks they’re going to tame him should think again,’ Cordelia said.

Hector Clement looked up from his marmalade toast and gave his wife a quizzical look while Mim who was outside on the terrace pulling weeds, stopped her whistling. The boys hadn’t yet appeared though Kensy had heard them talking when she walked down the hall.

‘Abigail must have believed she could rein him in,’ Kensy said.

Cordelia closed the paper and pushed it aside as Song delivered a fresh pot of tea to the table.

‘Abigail was the most darling girl – exactly like her mother. Kind, confident and terribly smart. She was her own woman too. Abi and Rupert were made for one another and I couldn’t wait to welcome her to the family. I’d planned to tell Faye and Conrad the truth about my life too and invite them into the fold. We could have done such wonderful work together,’ Cordelia said, absently lifting her teacup into the air. ‘Now I shudder to think what would have happened if that dastardly brother of Abi’s had known about our true lives.’

Marisol Clement shook her head. ‘I think ’e would have destroyed you, Cordelia. Imagine if that man ’ad got a whiff of the power ’e might have ’ad at the ’elm of an organisation like Pharos.’

Hector patted his wife’s hand and gave her a sympathetic smile.

‘But that will never ’appen now. He will be caught and brought to justice. Cordelia will see to it,’ he said with a firm nod.

‘I certainly will,’ Cordelia said, her lips pursed.

Kensy picked up her bowl and swivelled around on her stool to face her grandmother. ‘Do you know where Dash is?’

‘We have some leads,’ Cordelia replied.

Kensy thought she was being just as mysterious as Rupert and decided to try another angle.


‘What really happened to Abigail? I mean we know that she drowned, but Uncle Rupert must have found out a lot more to be sure that it was Dash who was responsible,’ Kensy said, munching on her muesli.

‘Your uncle received an anonymous tip-off last year that Abigail’s death wasn’t the accident we had all thought. He spent months investigating. Apparently there had been witnesses, a fellow named Danver Collings and an older woman, Etta Loveridge, who had both seen Abigail in the canoe from different angles on the lake. Tragically, Danver Collings was killed in a car accident a month after Abi’s death and poor Etta Loveridge didn’t last a week – having slipped and hit her head while out walking on a trail in the woods.’

‘Well, that can’t be a coincidence,’ Kensy said. ‘Maybe one of them could die an untimely death but not two – that makes no sense at all.’

‘Yes, I tend to agree. The coroner’s reports had strangely gone missing, but your uncle uncovered something else and was about to confront Dash the day you found Hector and Marisol,’ Cordelia said before being interrupted by the arrival of Max and Curtis who were laughing at something on their way into the room.

Kensy was desperate to know more, but it was clear that their conversation was over for now.

‘Good morning, boys,’ Cordelia said with a smile. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘Like the dead,’ Curtis said. ‘Not that I know what it’s like to be dead – and I don’t plan to anytime soon, but I really didn’t hear a thing.’

‘I cannot believe you slept through the thunderstorm, Master Curtis,’ Song said. ‘It was so fierce and frightening.’

‘Really?’ Max looked at the man and grinned. ‘You’re scared of storms?’

‘Of course not. Do not be ridiculous.’ Song made a pffing noise and batted his hand.

Cordelia Spencer looked across at the man. ‘Oh, Song, astraphobia is nothing to be ashamed of. Although you did almost scare me half to death when I found you hiding in the laundry hamper at Alexandria last time.’

The children giggled as Song’s face turned an ever-darkening shade of red.

‘Now, what shall we do today? Does anyone have a suggestion?’ Cordelia asked.

Max looked at his grandmother in surprise. ‘You don’t have to work, Granny?’

The woman shook her head. ‘I did bring us all here for a holiday so I should be able to take a little bit of time off, don’t you think?’

Max beamed then did something his grandmother was not expecting at all. He walked over and wrapped his arms around Cordelia’s shoulders.

‘You deserve a holiday, Granny. You work harder than anyone I know, even Mum and Dad and they work a lot too,’ the boy said.

Cordelia squeezed the boy back, then brushed a tear from the corner of her eye. She spotted Marisol’s eyes glistening too. It had been a long time between hugs and the twins seemed to do it quite spontaneously, which was lovely.


‘So what are we going to do today then?’ Cordelia asked.

‘The High Line?’ Max said.

‘What about the Met?’ Curtis added.

‘Roosevelt Island Tram?’ Kensy said.

Cordelia suggested they go for a drive to see where they ended up, but Kensy wrinkled her nose.

‘And what do you find objectionable about that idea?’ the woman asked.

‘Don’t get me wrong, Granny. I like riding in the airconditioned comfort of your limousine, but wouldn’t it be more fun to see the real New York and take the subway?’ Kensy said.

Song looked up sharply from where he was thumbing through some recipes. ‘Excuse me, who are you and what did you do with the real Kensington Grey who yesterday afternoon was moaning and begging me to get her a taxi because walking was far too strenuous?’

‘I was tired, but there was a cool change last night after the storm and it’s not going to be as hot today. I just think we’ll see more,’ Kensy said. ‘Get a proper feel for things.’

Cordelia nodded. ‘I couldn’t agree more, but what about Hector and Marisol? I don’t want to exhaust them.’

‘Actually, my dears,’ Hector said. ‘Mim has arranged a backstage tour of the Museum of Natural History to see some special archives that could help with our work.’

‘No offence, but that sounds a bit boring,’ Kensy said. ‘I mean, if you were looking at robotics, I might want to come, but plants and diseases – they’re not really my thing.’

‘Kensy!’ Max chided, but she simply poked her tongue out at him.

‘Well, I’m only telling the truth and in our business we don’t always get to do that,’ Kensy quipped.

‘Too true. It’s settled then. Let’s go exploring. Song, you will join us?’ Cordelia asked, though it wasn’t so much an invitation as a directive.

‘Of course, ma’am,’ he nodded. He’d been hoping to have the day at home, making ice-cream and cooking something spectacular for dinner. Perhaps he’d order in pizza – that was a New York experience.

‘Right, we’ll leave in half an hour,’ Cordelia said, pushing back her chair and standing up. She carried her teacup and saucer to the kitchen bench despite Song telling her that he would do it.

‘I’ll bring a map,’ Kensy said then grabbed her brother’s sleeve.

‘Very funny.’ Max rolled his eyes.

Curtis grinned. He’d take his backpack – after all, you never knew what sort of things you might need on an urban exploration.
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‘That was the best pizza I’ve ever tasted!’ Curtis exclaimed, having finished his third slice.

‘I can only agree. This pepperoni is excellent,’ Cordelia said with a grin. Max touched his bottom lip and made googly eyes at his grandmother who hastily wiped away a blob of tomato sauce. ‘Thank you, dear. Nothing worse than walking around with food on your face.’

The children had started their day at the 63rd Street Lexington Avenue subway station, where they rode the train downtown to the Brooklyn Bridge City Hall stop. From there they walked across the Brooklyn Bridge, stopping to take photographs of Lower Manhattan and the Statue of Liberty. It was quite a way though, and by the time the group reached the other side everyone was ready for lunch. Song voted they try the renowned Luke’s Lobster restaurant, but none of the children were keen. Dame Spencer suggested Grimaldi’s, one of the most famous pizza parlours in the city, which was met with great enthusiasm by all, except Song as it messed up his plans for dinner.

‘Shall we take a look at the park under the bridge?’ Cordelia asked when everyone had finished their lunch. ‘If my memory serves me correctly, last time I was here, there was a fantastic ice-creamery around the corner.’

‘And a beautiful carousel too,’ the waiter interjected.

‘That sounds like fun,’ the woman said, getting directions from the fellow.

‘Two ice-creams in two days,’ Curtis said. ‘Now it feels like we’re on holidays.’

‘That’s because we are,’ Kensy replied, although she couldn’t help thinking that there was so much else going on. The mystery of who was trying to do away with the family and whether that really was Tinsley that she and Max had spotted yesterday. Then there was her brother randomly chasing petty criminals on the street. Being a spy was a way of life, not a nine-to-five career and to think they were still only trainees.

The family walked to the carousel via the ice-cream shop where Song ordered a cardamom black pepper cone and Cordelia went for goat’s cheese with a beet swirl. The children screwed up their faces at both of those, selecting choc fudge, vanilla bean and cookies and cream instead.

The antique carousel was housed inside a modern glass pavilion on the water’s edge with sides that concertinaed, opening the whole thing to the air. It was quite the juxtaposition of old and new, and Max couldn’t help thinking it was a bit like a life-sized automaton.


‘Shall we?’ Cordelia asked.

‘Perhaps I will sit this one out, ma’am,’ Song said, a sheepish look on his face.

Cordelia frowned then suddenly her eyebrows jumped up. ‘Oh yes, of course. How could we ever forget the notorious night of the flying chairs?’

‘What happened?’ Kensy asked.

Song shook his head. ‘I would prefer not to say. It is a bad memory.’

‘Come on, Song. We love a good story,’ Kensy was insistent. ‘Did you throw up?’

‘Kensington, I don’t think Song wants to discuss it,’ Cordelia said with a glint in her eye. ‘But I’ll tell you, because even though it was horrid, it was also the funniest thing I’d seen in years.’

Kensy, Max and Curtis looked at her expectantly.

‘I cannot bear to listen,’ Song said, covering his ears.

‘Poor Song. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the sight of you losing a raspberry swirl soft serve all over that ghastly man, Hector Woodgate.’


‘Oh, ma’am, please. It was terrible,’ Song cringed.

‘After what he did, forcing up the price of that apartment in the Barbizon building that I was negotiating on, he deserved it,’ Cordelia giggled. Song cradled his face in his hand and wandered over to sit on a park bench in the shade.

‘Well, come on then, let’s have a spin,’ Cordelia said. She paid the money and told the children they should go and find a horse that truly spoke to them – they’d get on better that way. Max grinned when he spotted his grandmother nimbly alighting a pretty palomino pony up ahead. The carousel was beginning to fill with parents and children of all ages – from toddlers to teens – and couples old and young as well.

Kensy selected a dark brown steed towards the middle while Max leapt onto a grey a couple of rows across and Curtis found a black horse that he took an instant shine to.

The old wurlitzer organ moaned and groaned as the mechanism picked up speed and within a minute the music was blaring with a thumping bass drum and cymbal clashes while the carousel began to spin.

Max’s pony rose up as Kensy’s went down.

Curtis was grinning and pretending to be a trick rider, standing up on the frame that acted as stirrups. Kensy decided to show off too, jumping onto her horse’s back and performing an arabesque.

The children were laughing while up ahead their grandmother had closed her eyes and lulled herself into an almost trance-like state, rising and falling with the rhythm of the horse beneath her.

Max spun around to face Curtis behind him and was distracted by a small girl who was giggling, her blonde plaits flying. He gave her a wave, but then he spotted someone else. The man looked just like a regular guy – maybe a dad, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt with black trainers, but there was something odd about the way he ran from the cover of the trees and jumped onto the carousel, weaving his way through the horses and sleighs. He was looking for someone and Max wasn’t taking any chances.

‘Kensy!’ he shouted above the din of the organ, but she was too busy practising her new found riding skills, much to the delight of three little boys who were sitting in one of the sleighs with their mother.

As the man drew closer, Max jumped down from his pony and wove his way over to his sister, pulling on the leg of her cargo pants.

She startled and almost fell. ‘What?’

‘We need to go,’ the boy shouted.

Further around Curtis had sat back down on his horse. He craned his neck to see Max and was surprised when the grey pony popped up without its rider.

Kensy jumped down onto the platform and looked over her brother’s shoulder. The man was heading straight for them. By now Curtis had spotted him too.

Max grabbed his sister’s hand and the pair began to run. The man picked up his pace, dodging in and out of the horses and running right past Cordelia, who still had her eyes closed. It was clear the twins were his target. Apparently, he wasn’t interested in Curtis, which was undoubtedly a good thing.

Max turned to see the man gaining. He was right behind them and Curtis was on his tail.

‘Max! Look out!’ Curtis yelled as the fellow reached into the back pocket of his jeans. He couldn’t see what he was about to pull out.

The boy held his breath, but Max leapt up onto an empty horse and used the pole to spin around, landing a kick on the unsuspecting fellow’s chin. He stumbled and grabbed hold of another pony, much to the horror of a mother and her daughter who had been snapping some photographs and laughing.

‘We need to get Granny and find Song,’ Kensy called. The woman was currently on the opposite side of the carousel thoroughly enjoying her ride and completely oblivious to the drama.

The man wasn’t about to give up. He lunged at the twins, clutching Max around the middle.


‘Let go of me!’ the boy yelled over the organ din. The fellow lifted him off the ground, but Max kicked out and connected hard with his shin.

Curtis saw an opportunity. He ran at them from behind, and shoved the fellow in the back. Startled, he released Max, who dove out of the way. The attacker fell forward and caught himself on an empty pony. But this time Kensy was ready too. She pulled a tiny box from her pocket and took Ferdinand the bee from his case, stabbing the creature’s abdomen against the man’s bare neck.

He flinched but didn’t call out.

‘Hurry!’ Kensy said as almost immediately the man’s eyes rolled back. As the horse bobbed down low the boys pushed him onto the saddle, while Kensy wrapped his arms around the silver pole. Curtis and Max leaned against him from either side to keep him upright as he slumped forward.

‘Here, use this!’ Curtis threw a roll of duct tape at Kensy. He’d already unpicked the end.

‘Where on earth did you get . . .?’ Kensy began then realised that Curtis had brought along his trusty backpack and who knew what treasures it contained.

She wound the tape around the man’s hands, securing him to the pole.

‘How long will he be out for?’ Max asked.

Kensy shrugged. She was trialling a new sleeping potion that her grandfather had given her and had no idea of its time limit. The carousel was slowing down.

‘Is there anything in his pockets?’ Curtis asked.

Max frisked him and found a licence, but that was it. If he did have a weapon, it was gone.

Kensy noticed a woman staring at them and so she did the first thing that came into her head. ‘Oh, Dad, you are so hilarious! Quick, guys, let’s get a picture before he wakes up. Honestly our father could fall asleep anywhere – even on a carousel with all this noise. Mum will love it,’ she said loudly, covering his hands with hers. ‘Dad, you are so funny!’ She laughed raucously and the others did too – pretending that it was just a regular family outing, though perhaps a little overacted as the woman quickly ushered her children off the ride, sneaking sideways glances at the strange scene.

Curtis pulled out his phone and snapped a few selfies, which would also come in handy when trying to identify the man.

‘Where’s Song?’ Max frowned as the carousel slowly rotated past where he had been sitting under the trees. ‘Seriously, he’s never around when you need him.’ The thought was not lost on Kensy either.

The ride came to a stop, but the children stayed put, shielding their prisoner from the curious glances of other passengers who were spilling out onto the concourse.

Unfortunately the sleeping potion was beginning to wear off and it seemed to have a side effect that neither Kensy nor her grandfather had been aware of. Without uttering a word the man’s muscles flexed and he tore his hands from the pole.

‘Look out!’ Kensy yelled as he took aim at Max.


But he missed his mark. The children sped off into the crowd, searching frantically for their grandmother.

‘Granny!’ Kensy yelled.

But she was nowhere to be seen. Kensy ran back to the carousel, but she wasn’t there either.

‘Where’s the guy?’ Curtis yelled, realising that he was gone too.

‘There!’ Max shouted as the man vanished among a large group of tourists who were being led by a small Chinese woman holding a red flag in the air. They were walking away towards the car park.

The children struggled to see if they could spot him again, but it was Kensy who saw someone else.

She gasped. ‘Is that Dash?’ But as soon as she’d said the words, he was gone.

Max fumbled in his pocket and pulled out his phone, noticing he’d missed a call from Cordelia. He quickly dialled her number, but it went straight to voicemail.

‘You don’t think the guy on the carousel was a distraction?’ Kensy said. ‘And Dash is here to get Granny? You know what he was prepared to do with Grandmère and Grandpère – he’ll kill her for sure.’

‘Why would he do that? It makes no sense,’ Max said.

‘I don’t know,’ Kensy blurted. ‘He’s a very bad man.’

Curtis felt sick to the pit of his stomach. ‘Maybe Dame Spencer got called away for work or something.’

‘No. She wouldn’t just leave us,’ Max said, shaking his head. He could feel the panic rising. But that was no way for a spy to behave even if he was still a trainee. He took a few deep breaths to calm his pounding heart.

‘Children,’ Song called as he hurried towards them.

‘Where’s Granny?’ Kensy demanded. ‘And where have you been?’

After their conversation last night the twins were even more wary of Song than ever.

The man looked guilty. ‘I had to make a call and your grandmother has been summoned away on urgent business, but she will meet us at home. She said that we should continue our sightseeing.’

Max felt a wave of relief and Kensy did too.

‘Well, at least you know your grandmother –’ Curtis began, but Max cut him off.

‘Got to ride the carousel,’ Max said, pressing a finger to his lips.

Curtis frowned and wondered why they weren’t telling Song. But it wasn’t up to him to say anything.

‘Did something happen?’ Song asked, glancing around.

‘No,’ Kensy snapped. ‘We were worried about Granny, that’s all.’

‘Your grandmother is fine. Perhaps we should find a taxi,’ the man suggested.

The children all agreed. They needed to be alone so they could talk more about what had just happened . . . and the twins couldn’t shake the feeling that Song’s recent weird behaviour was somehow involved.
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Cordelia Spencer sat in the back of the town car stopped in traffic. There had been no time to tell the children. She’d searched for Song, but the man had strangely disappeared and she couldn’t get him on the phone either, so had left a message. She tried Max then Kensy too, but neither of them had picked up. Honestly she was getting far too old for all this. Perhaps she would hand over the reins sooner than she’d originally intended.

‘Excuse me,’ the woman said as she pressed the intercom button. ‘It would be much faster to take the FDR at this time of day.’

‘Certainly, ma’am,’ a voice replied. There was something vaguely familiar about it. Cordelia pondered for a moment then froze. She grabbed her handbag and waited for the car to pull up at the next intersection then reached for the door handle. It was locked.

‘We’re not there yet, Dame Spencer,’ the voice came through the speaker. ‘But soon. Very soon.’

Her mind was racing. This was not how she had intended for things to play out at all.
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The children piled in across the back seat of the taxi, still rattled from their encounter with the mysterious stranger.

‘Where are we off to now?’ Song asked cheerily.

Without any hesitation, the three rear passengers replied. ‘Home.’

Song’d hoped they might say that. He was tired and had a lot of things on his mind. And now he had to conjure something for dinner too. ‘What about we take The Bowery up to Park Avenue and at least then you can get a feel for downtown?’

But the children didn’t answer. They were all lost in their own thoughts. Max stared out the window at the passing parade of people, Curtis’s eyes raised to the skyscrapers and Kensy looking straight ahead, flicking a piece of salami that was caught in her back teeth with her tongue and thinking she’d have to get some floss as soon as they got home.

The driver nodded. ‘Yeah sure,’ he said in a thick Jersey accent. ‘First street in New York, you know, The Bowery. Worst street in the city for years too – Skid Row. Every day there were robberies and murders and you name it. If it was bad, it happened down here.’

‘Yes, thank you for your commentary, but perhaps the children would rather just look out the window,’ Song said.

‘No, I like to hear the stories,’ Kensy said, coming out of her daydream. She was thinking they were a good distraction from the gut-churning realisation that even here in New York someone was trying to kill them.

‘Used to be where all the homeless people lived. Lots of ’em still do. Not a place I recommend you take the kids at night-time – or any time for that matter,’ the man continued.

‘Is this New York’s Chinatown?’ Max asked, having noticed a run of restaurants bearing Chinese characters on their signage and lanterns hanging outside.

‘One of them,’ the driver replied. ‘New York has nine Chinatown neighbourhoods, but this is the oldest. Food here is amazing. Mrs Lim, she owns that restaurant over there, makes the best dumplings in the world.’

‘Oh no, I think you’ll find that Song has that honour,’ Curtis said. ‘His soup dumplings are like nothing you’ve ever tasted.’

‘If you ask me, I don’t think so,’ the man said.

Song turned and looked at him. ‘Well, nobody actually asked you.’

A terse silence descended over the car for the rest of the journey.

When they reached the corner of East 63rd Street, Song asked the man to pull over. He paid while the others got out.


‘Why didn’t you get him to take us all the way?’ Kensy grumbled, realising that during their earlier drama she had pulled a muscle in her leg and it was now a bit sore.

‘Because he would have had to go around the block – 63rd is one way remember,’ Max said. He’d been distracting himself with the challenge of saying the cross streets in his head before they arrived at each one – though it wasn’t especially tricky given the city’s grid pattern and logical nomenclature.

The twins walked ahead of Song and Curtis.

‘So who was that guy?’ Kensy asked.

Max pulled out the licence. ‘His name is Nick Thomas.’ The man in the picture matched their guy – with a mop of dark curls and a droopy left eyelid. ‘He’s thirty-nine years old and he lives in Apartment 7C, 1629 Lexington Avenue, East Harlem.’

‘What does he want with us?’ Kensy asked her brother.

Max shrugged. ‘It’s weird, don’t you think? If he’d hoped to hurt us, it’s not exactly difficult to get a gun here.’


‘Maybe he just wanted to scare us,’ Kensy said. ‘I’m pretty sure that was Dash Chalmers in the park – and if it wasn’t, then he has a twin.’

Max bit his lip. ‘Anything’s possible. Remember Granny said this was a great place to hide in plain sight and maybe he’s found out that Tinsley is here. And what was with Song missing in action yet again? I think you’re right that we need to set him up and test his loyalty – otherwise we’ll be forever wondering and I hate that.’

‘Great holiday,’ Kensy said. ‘I almost wish we’d stayed in England – except that someone there was trying to kill us too. I’m beginning to think we’ll never be able to stop looking over our shoulders.’

Max nodded. ‘There must be access somewhere in the house to the Pharos mainframe, seeing as though we’re locked out via our laptops for the summer. We need to run the photos and the licence through the database and see if anything more comes up about Nick Thomas,’ Max said, quickly diving left as a lady walking a Great Dane ploughed straight between them.

‘Song will know,’ Kensy said.

The boy looked over at her. ‘No. I think I’d like to do some investigations without Song’s help.’

Kensy frowned. ‘If you say so. Though it does make me sad to think we can’t trust anyone at the moment, not even him.’
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Tessa was almost home. It felt as if she’d walked half the city to no avail and now her toes were throbbing, jammed into a pair of sneakers that were at least a half size too small. She was about to head inside the building when she looked up.

‘Are you kidding me?’ she gasped. Walking towards her were the kids she’d seen on the television that morning and the older guy too. She dropped her eyes as they strode past and then she waited until they were half a block away, turned and followed, doing her best to blend into the streetscape. She walked beside a man with a wiry dog, patting it every now and then as if it were her own and then when he left, she latched onto a family and pretended she belonged to them as well. It wasn’t hard to be invisible in this city of eight million people.

They stopped outside a townhouse – the prettiest one in the street – the one she’d walked past a thousand times and wondered who was lucky enough to live there. The man opened the wrought-iron gate and the four of them trotted down the path and inside the front door, where no doubt there were baked goods in the kitchen and fancy-smelling potions for all the bubble baths they could take. It was the sort of home people killed for.

The girl couldn’t believe her luck. She was here and now all Tessa had to do was wait.
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‘You do know that I’ll be missed,’ Cordelia said to her captor. ‘You can’t just kidnap the head of one of the world’s largest media companies and expect to get away with it.’

‘Really? I think you’re wrong about that,’ he replied. ‘And besides, you’re going to let someone know that you’ve had to rush away on urgent business. That gives us at least a day or so to sort out this predicament I find myself in.’

Cordelia was sitting on a narrow single bed, staring through a glass window into a hallway where the man was pacing up and down. She had no idea where she was, although it reminded her of a hospital or a sanatorium with the thick metal door and long viewing pane. Cordelia had fallen into a deep sleep in the back of the car seconds after a fine mist penetrated the rear compartment of the vehicle. She’d woken up here, her head thick as if it were stuffed with giant wads of cotton wool.

He’d taken a while to come, but when he did he was unmistakable. The gorgeous little boy who’d become a very handsome and charming man. Except that somewhere along the way a monster had grown within. ‘I’m here on holiday with the children. They’ll ask questions,’ she said.

‘Yes, they’re nosy little creatures, your grandchildren – the ones no one knew about because Anna and Edward and what’s that cousin’s name, Fitz, were all dead. I have to say that pleased me no end – really took the pressure off when it came to Hector and Marisol. Such an odd coincidence that they were Anna’s parents – I didn’t realise until it was in the paper after the deed was done.’

‘What happened to you?’ Cordelia said as the man peered at her.

‘I don’t know what you mean, Aunt Cordy,’ he said. ‘I’m fine. I just need your help to make everything right again. You see, I think you know where my wife is and I’d rather like to find her and my children and go back to Sydney. Mum and Dad will start to worry if we stay on permanent sabbatical and I know the last thing you’d want is for them to come to any harm. You and Mum have always been so close. Isn’t she the sister you never had? I had a sister, but she died. It was all rather sad actually. She didn’t need to – if only she’d been able to keep her big mouth shut.’

Cordelia felt her stomach twist. Surely he wouldn’t hurt his own parents, but then again, he’d just confessed to having a hand in Abigail’s death. The man was capable of anything.

‘What do you want from me, Dash?’ Cordelia asked.

‘My life back. The way it was. I know you can do it. There’s been no big fanfare about the Clements returning from the dead. I fancy you’ve kept that a secret for some reason – probably a bit much after Anna and Edward’s miraculous homecoming. And just so you know I have every law enforcement agency on my payroll; if you plan to blow things open, I’ll blow things up. It’s simple really. You give me my family, and I’ll let you return to yours. If you don’t, well, you know what can happen,’ the man said.

Cordelia swallowed hard. She certainly did.

‘All right, Dash. I’ll do whatever you want, but you must remember that Tinsley knows everything. I can’t imagine that she will want to reconcile,’ Cordelia said.

‘Perhaps not – at least to begin with, but poverty has never suited my wife, and she won’t want to live without her children. You see, they’re my greatest weapon and you’re going to bring them to me. Now, shall we make a plan?’

His smile sent a shiver down Cordelia’s spine.
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The children congregated around the kitchen island while Song poured each of them a glass of iced water.

‘I can’t believe this house doesn’t have a dedicated workout space,’ Kensy said as she gulped her drink. She was fishing for information – surely in a Pharos safe house there had to be more than the regular rooms they’d seen so far. Kensy was hopeful that one secret room might lead to another and so on. It was a long shot, but maybe somewhere there was a computer that they could use to access the mainframe. Max had already snuck into their grandmother’s study when they arrived home to see if he could get into her computer, but it was locked up tight and he didn’t dare risk playing around with it.

‘Who said there wasn’t?’ Song replied and promptly turned and walked into the butler’s pantry.

Curtis clenched his fists in excitement. He loved all the secret passageways and entrances that had become part of his life in the past few days. Although he wondered if he would ever be able to walk past a wall of wood panelling without trying to find a concealed door.

The butler’s pantry was a large room with a wide porcelain sink, rows of drawers and shelves and a huge industrial-sized refrigerator at the end. There was a commercial dishwasher as well as a bank of ovens in addition to the ones in the actual kitchen.

Kensy looked around, wondering whether they were all about to fall through a hole in the floor, but it was Max who guessed first.


‘It’s the fridge, isn’t it?’ he said as Song walked to the end of the room and opened the double doors. The shelves were stocked with food resembling the interior of any normal family appliance, but clearly this was no regular machine. Song pressed a button inside of it and the interior separated down the centre revealing a cavernous white space.

He turned to the children. ‘Are you coming?’

‘This is different,’ Kensy said as the three of them followed Song inside the empty box, which closed up tight and rocketed downwards for what seemed much further than the underground car park.

‘Fridge lifts – this is awesome!’ Curtis exclaimed. He couldn’t stop smiling.

When the door opened the children spilled into a fully fitted gym complete with raised boxing ring and resistance machines. There was a wall of mirrors and yoga mats as well as medicine balls and skipping ropes. Everything that a commercial operation would have available.


Kensy looked around and wondered what else they might find.

‘There is a change room through that door,’ Song said, pointing past the boxing ring.

‘So why all the secrecy for a gym?’ Kensy asked.

‘Perhaps there is a little more than that down here,’ the man replied.

‘Like what?’ Max said.

‘When your grandmother wants you to know, you will,’ Song said. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I have things to do. There is gym wear in your sizes in the lockers. When you’d like to return, just press the red button on the outside of the door.’

‘Thanks, Song. Are you sure you don’t want to stay down here and get beaten up?’ Kensy asked, a droll expression in her voice.

The man shook his head. ‘Not today.’ His phone began to vibrate in his top pocket. They could all hear it even though he chose to ignore the call.

‘I think your heart’s ringing, Song,’ Max said. Curtis and Kensy giggled.


‘I will check it upstairs,’ the butler replied, then promptly stepped inside the elevator and disappeared.

‘Mr Mysterious,’ Kensy mumbled and rolled her eyes.

‘I gathered you didn’t want me saying anything earlier in the park because something’s off with Song at the moment,’ Curtis said.

The twins nodded. ‘He’s never there when we need him and he’s always so distracted when he is about,’ Kensy said. ‘For now, we do some investigations on our own and trust pretty much no one.’

Max glanced around. ‘Okay, so I’m guessing that there could be a Pharos control room here somewhere,’ Max said. ‘I want to run that licence and the photographs Curtis took through the mainframe.’

‘What about your laptops?’ Curtis asked. ‘Aren’t you able to access Pharos from them?’

Kensy shook her head. ‘Everyone at school is offline for the summer. Granny said that it’s the only way we can get a proper break, but that’s turned out to be a bit of a joke, don’t you think?’

‘Let’s check inside the change room,’ Max said.

The trio walked through the door and into a fancy bathroom suite. There was an adjacent sitting-room area, boasting a mirrored vanity unit loaded with all manner of toiletries – a hair dryer, straightener, brushes and combs.

‘This is better than Mum and Dad’s golf club,’ Curtis said.

‘Look in the shower stalls and the toilets,’ Max suggested, heading to the end of the room.

‘It might be like school,’ Kensy said.

Curtis gave her a curious look.

‘We get to the underground classrooms via the back of one of the toilet stalls,’ the girl said.

‘Really?’ Curtis gasped. He wished that the holidays would be over soon and he could start his proper lessons. ‘The school must be amazing.’

‘Erm, no not really,’ Kensy said. ‘The facilities are all pretty old and ordinary. It’s nothing like Wentworth Grammar – until you go downstairs anyway.’

The children searched high and low. Kensy flushed the toilets several times each, but there was nothing.

‘Maybe it is just a gym,’ Max said as they retreated back to the lounge area.

Kensy stood in front of a full-length mirror next to the vanity.

‘You getting vain in your old age, Kens?’ Max teased, but his sister wasn’t studying her reflection.

She shook her head. ‘Nope. I’ll never enjoy looking at myself as much as you do. But there’s something a little off about this glass. It’s got a weird sheen.’

Kensy placed her hand in the middle of the surface. Immediately it swirled in front of her eyes.

‘Whoa! Okay what’s this?’ She stepped back and pulled her hand away. Perhaps it was a hologram, but the odd thing was that it felt solid.

‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a portal to another world, but we’re spies not characters in a science fiction movie,’ Max said.

He stepped forward and touched the glass too, but this time he left his hand there for longer. The surface swirled and dematerialised, leaving an opening.

‘Come on,’ he urged the others to follow him lest the hole cover itself back up.

On the other side was a room that resembled the command centre at NASA. There was a long desk in the centre and rows of screens on the walls with seating for at least ten people.

‘What’s all this then?’ Kensy said out loud.

‘Good afternoon, Miss Kensington,’ a voice crackled through an unseen speaker and a line depicting the soundwaves appeared on the biggest screen.

‘Who’s that?’ The girl’s eyes darted around the room.

‘My name is Alex and I am at your service,’ the voice replied.

Curtis swallowed hard and looked up at the screens. ‘Are you a computer?’

‘Yes, Master Curtis,’ the voice said.


‘Alex? Who are you?’ Kensy asked.

‘And why haven’t we ever spoken to you before?’ Max added.

‘I’ve only recently come back online following an extensive upgrade,’ the computer said. ‘My full name is Alexander the Great – the name given to me by your grandmother, but we decided some time ago that Alex was easier.’

‘Are you called Alexander the Great because he was the person who discovered Alexandria, where Pharos was located?’ Curtis asked.

‘You are very sharp, Master Curtis. Dame Spencer will be impressed.’

Kensy felt a twinge in her stomach. She knew that too and wished she’d said it first.

‘What may I help you with, children?’ the computer asked.

Kensy walked along the bench, running her hand across the top.

‘How do you even know that we’re Pharos?’ she asked.

‘Your DNA is on the mirror. You are a direct descendent of the founders of the organisation. It is your birthright to one day take over from your forebears.’

Max’s ears pricked. That word. Birthright. It was in the note he’d found in Magoo’s office.

‘What about Curtis? He’s not related to us,’ Kensy said. ‘And he didn’t touch anything. So how do you know him?’

‘Facial recognition,’ the computer replied. ‘Your grandmother has an extensive dossier on Curtis and his parents in the system.’

‘What’s through there?’ Max pointed at a door at the opposite end of the room.

‘Please take a look,’ Alex said.

Max scampered towards it, but realised there was no handle. He pressed his hand in the centre, wondering if the door would disappear the way the mirror did, but nothing happened. He then looked for a retinal scanner or a secret keypad but couldn’t find anything.

‘How do you open the door?’ he asked.

‘Ask nicely,’ Alexander said.

‘Open door,’ Max commanded, but nothing happened.

‘Master Maxim, perhaps you have forgotten the magic word,’ the computer said with a chuckle.

‘Open door, please,’ Max said and was stunned when this time it worked.

He walked through into a huge sitting room with a kitchen and couches and a television. There were more doors leading to bedrooms and bathrooms. But the décor was utilitarian – more practical than panache. Curtis and Kensy had followed the boy inside and were exploring too.

‘You could live down here,’ Kensy said as they walked back into the command centre.

‘Yes,’ Alex replied. ‘This is a secure reinforced bunker. Your grandmother could run the entire organisation from this location if necessary.’

‘Do we have something similar at Alexandria?’ Max asked. They’d seen loads of amazing things there, but he didn’t remember a purpose-built bunker – though to be fair, given the size of the place, they might well have missed it.

‘Yes, but only your grandmother is able to divulge that information. I am sure she will in due time.’

Max couldn’t help feeling as if Alex was more than just a computer. The way he spoke – he had empathy and made jokes. It was the strangest thing. Obviously Pharos had made great gains with artificial intelligence.

‘What’s through the other side?’ Kensy asked. But before Alex had time to answer, she’d already commanded the door to open, remembering her manners of course, and was inside a workshop not unlike the one they had in the basement at Ponsonby Terrace in London.

‘Awesome!’ she called.

Curtis hurried in behind her to take a look. ‘Wow!’ He peered up at a row of clear plastic drawers, all labelled and containing a myriad of different gadgets and equipment. ‘Mini parachutes? Amazing.’ He moved further along the line and spotted a drawer full of what looked like inner soles, except that the label said ‘Outer soles for mountaineering’. ‘What do they do?’

Alex’s voice came through another speaker.


‘Those are excellent for mountain climbing or extra grip when scaling tall buildings. You stick them on the soles of your shoes and they act like magnets.’

‘But magnets only work when there’s metal,’ Max said.

‘Well, the clever scientists who work for your grandmother have found a way to magnetise concrete and rock and all manner of other substances,’ the computer said. ‘I could explain the science behind it but that would take approximately nine hours including algorithms.’

‘No need.’ Max shook his head.

‘That is so cool.’ Curtis was in awe.

‘Is there anything I may assist you with today?’ the computer prompted.

‘Oh, yes,’ Kensy said, remembering the reason they’d come down in the first place. ‘Can you check a licence and cross-reference some photographs?’

The children headed back to the command centre and Max fished about in his pocket, pulling out the driver’s licence.


‘Can you see this?’ he asked, placing the card onto the benchtop.

‘Yes, scanning now,’ Alexander said.

A copy of the licence appeared on the screen. Curtis pulled out his phone and seconds later the photographs of the man who attacked them that afternoon were on the screen too.

It wasn’t more than a minute before Alex had some answers.

‘The photographs and the picture on the licence are matches – it is the same person in both,’ the computer said.

‘We should stake out his apartment,’ Kensy said. ‘Find out more about him and his evil intentions.’

‘That will be difficult, Miss Kensington,’ the computer said.

The children looked at one another. ‘Why?’ the girl asked.

‘Because the man in the photographs is not Nick Thomas of Lexington Avenue, East Harlem.’

‘What?’ Max reeled. ‘You said that the photographs were of the same person.’


‘Nick Thomas, resident of Lexington Avenue, East Harlem, was killed in an accident last year. The man in the photographs is not him. Someone has stolen his identity.’

Another picture appeared on the screen, along with an obituary and a newspaper article reporting the man’s death. There was no mistaking it – the two were not the same person. The real Nick Thomas was a portly man with a receding hairline, while the man they had encountered today had thick curly hair and was tall and lean with a droopy left eyelid.

‘Are you sure there aren’t two people called Nick Thomas who live in the same building perhaps? It’s not that unusual a name,’ Max said.

‘That would be a rare circumstance,’ Alex said.

‘If he’s not Nick Thomas, then who is he?’ Kensy asked.

‘I have no record of the man you photographed in the database,’ Alexander said. ‘He is a ghost.’


‘No, he’s real. Believe me – I touched him,’ Kensy shuddered.

‘Miss Kensington, have you washed your hands since then?’ Alexander asked.

‘Of course,’ the girl said. ‘He was gross.’

‘That is a pity. If we had his DNA, then perhaps we would be able to match him in the database.’

Curtis was on it. ‘It’s in my backpack. I grabbed some of the duct tape when he tore it off. I couldn’t just leave it lying on the ground. I’m sure it was covered in hairs from his arms.’

Kensy ran and hugged the boy. ‘Curtis, you’re a genius! Now go and get it, quick!’

The boy’s face lit up as he prised Kensy’s arms from around his neck.

‘I’ll come with you,’ Max offered. ‘You stay here, Kens, and see what else Alex can find out about the real Nick Thomas.’
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The refrigerator doors slid apart and Kensy hurried out, followed by her brother and Curtis. The boys had managed to get upstairs and back to the workout room without encountering Song, which was good news. All the while Kensy had enjoyed a long discussion with Alex, ranging from the dead man and his mundane life to whether computers had feelings. He’d also suggested a handy upgrade to Ferdinand’s sound capabilities.

Alex had explained to the children that it may take a while to get a hit on the DNA from the hairs on the duct tape – if it was possible at all. Kensy was dubious, but then who knew that mirrors could dissolve either. She’d done as Alex instructed and placed the material on the bench for him to scan. Curtis then covered it in cling wrap and returned it to his backpack for safe keeping. Why the boy carried a roll of cling wrap around with him was another mystery – though it had come in undeniably handy.

The children hoped to escape the kitchen without Song’s notice a second time, but that was not to be. They turned the corner out of the butler’s pantry and narrowly avoided a head-on collision. Song was balancing a casserole dish containing the coq au vin he had prepared for dinner, which he was about to place into the oven. He’d also taken the opportunity to watch one of his favourite soap operas while he was working and the television was still blaring in the background.

‘You don’t look at all sweaty,’ he said, eyeing the three of them warily as he deposited the dish and closed the oven door.

‘We got changed downstairs,’ Kensy replied. ‘And don’t worry, we’ll wash our own gym clothes. You have too many other things to do.’

The man narrowed his eyes. ‘You must think I came down in the last shower, Miss Kensington.’

The girl frowned. ‘No.’

‘What have you really been doing?’ he asked. ‘Did you find the magic mirror?’

Curtis began to nod until Kensy stamped on the boy’s foot.

His nodding immediately changed to shaking his head from side to side.

Max grinned. ‘Yes, we did. Why didn’t you tell us about it? That place is incredible. And we should all know anyway in case the house is ever under threat – or the city for that matter.’

‘It was a test,’ Song said. ‘To see if you could work it out for yourselves. And you have passed. Well done.’

‘Is Granny back yet?’ Kensy asked.


Song shook his head. ‘She telephoned to say that she has been called away overnight.’

‘Really?’ Kensy said. ‘This morning she told us that she was on holidays and she wanted to spend some time with us and now it’s all work, work, work again.’

‘Your grandmother is a very busy woman. She is often travelling,’ Song replied. He fidgeted and looked down at his pocket.

The evening news had come on and Curtis was distracted by the first story.

‘There has been another victim of the person the authorities are now calling the Postal Assassin. This time it was a woman from Soho. She is currently in isolation in hospital and doctors are frantically searching for an antidote.’

‘That’s four now,’ Curtis said. ‘I hope they catch whoever’s behind it soon. I mean, who knew that opening a letter could potentially kill you?’

‘It is indeed a dreadful thing, Master Curtis,’ Song nodded then pulled a large mixing bowl from one of the cupboards. He was planning to whip up a cheesecake for dessert.

‘And now to other stories. This morning we ran a positive news piece, but still we haven’t been able to locate these good Samaritans who helped our very own reporter, Annika Bailey, when she was mugged on the Upper East Side yesterday.’

The children all turned to the television set where CCTV footage of their heroics on top of the scaffolding was now screening. ‘That’s us, Max!’ Kensy exclaimed. ‘So the whole of New York knows that we’re here – even if they don’t know who we are.’

‘But in news to hand,’ the anchor said, as the shot zoomed in on the twins’ faces, ‘two of the children have been identified as the grandchildren of Dame Cordelia Spencer, owner and CEO of the Beacon newspaper and media group. The youngsters have only recently become known to their grandmother. The man and other boy remain a mystery.’

Max sighed. ‘Great. Now the whole of New York is looking for us.’


‘Well, maybe that’s a good thing. He said that they ran the story this morning. Perhaps that guy at the carousel recognised us and wanted to say thank you,’ Curtis said.

Kensy gave him a death stare. ‘You are kidding, aren’t you, Curtis? I mean if he was there to tell us what a great job we’d done, I would hate to see him when he was upset.’

‘What man at the carousel?’ Song asked.

‘It was nobody,’ Max said. ‘Curtis is only messing around.’

But the thought wasn’t lost on him or Kensy that if the story had already gone global, potentially the world now knew their whereabouts – not just Dash. That meant whoever had been trying to kill them and their family quite likely knew too.

Kensy eyeballed her brother and motioned for the boys to go upstairs.

‘What time’s dinner, Song?’ Max asked.

‘We will eat at half-past six,’ he said, glancing at the clock. It was a few minutes to five. ‘And please do not make too much noise. Your grandparents and Mim are resting after their museum tour.’

‘Okay, thanks,’ Max said.

The children were about to leave when Kensy noticed the agitated look on Song’s face. She looked down and saw something move in his trouser pocket.

‘I think your leg is ringing. Maybe it’s your heart calling again,’ the girl said.

Kensy couldn’t help noticing the blush of pink that had risen from the man’s neck to his cheeks.

‘I beg your pardon, Miss Kensington. My private phone calls are exactly that – private,’ he barked and retreated into the butler’s pantry.

‘It was a joke,’ Kensy called after him. ‘Maybe it was someone calling to say they’ve found your missing sense of humour.’ She sighed and hurried away with the boys.
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The children retreated to Kensy’s room.

‘I think my brain is going to explode,’ the girl said as she collapsed onto her bed. ‘And what’s with old cranky pants, Song?’

‘Something’s up,’ Max said. ‘He’s snappier than that angry grey goose at Alexandria. The one who always kisses the bronze crane statue. I’m sure he thinks it’s his girlfriend.’

Curtis fished the notebook that Dame Spencer had given him from his backpack along with a pen.

‘What are you doing?’ Max asked.

‘I think we should note all the weird things that have been happening since we arrived,’ Curtis said, opening to a fresh page.

Kensy eyeballed her brother, who gave her a nod.

‘So there’s something you don’t know, Curtis,’ Kensy said.

‘Only one thing? I’d have thought there would be a lot more than that,’ the boy replied.

‘Well, this has only happened since we arrived,’ Kensy said.

Max indicated that Curtis should sit down.

‘I saw Tinsley Chalmers when we were at the Top of the Rock,’ Max explained. ‘At least, I’m pretty sure that it was her.’


Curtis scratched his head. ‘So what we overheard at Alexandria about the eagle’s nest – do you think that’s here in New York?’

Max nodded. ‘It has to be. Probably somewhere up high, don’t you think? That would make the most sense.’

‘Well, that only gives us about ten thousand options,’ Kensy said. ‘It will be like trying to find a needle in a haystack.’

‘Maybe if we knew who Granny was talking to that night, it would make things easier,’ Max said. ‘Who this mysterious “Bear” is?’

‘Did you say “Bear”?’ Kensy looked at her brother. ‘You never told me that part of the conversation. You only said that she was talking about an eagle’s nest.’

‘She called whoever she was talking to Bear. Why? What do you know?’ the boy demanded.

Kensy walked to the bookshelf at the other end of the room. ‘Last night I was trying to find something to read that was more exciting than the book I brought with me and I opened this one. It wasn’t my cup of tea, but I noticed the handwritten message in the front.’

The girl pulled down the text – a hardback edition of The Wizard of Oz – and flipped it open. There on the inside page were the words, ‘To our darling Bear, Happy Birthday, lots of love Mummy and Daddy xxx.’

‘How long has your grandmother owned this house?’ Curtis asked.

‘I’m pretty sure it’s been in the family for years,’ Max said. ‘Edward. Sometimes people named Edward get Teddy for short, maybe Granny and Grandpa called Dad Bear because of Teddy – as in teddy bear.’ He jumped up to investigate whether there were any more books with messages in the front, pulling them in and out until he came up trumps. ‘Yes!’ the boy exclaimed as he read the title.

Kensy and Curtis rushed over to see what Max was talking about.

‘The Rupert Bear Annual,’ Kensy said. ‘Looks thrilling.’

Max opened it up and found another inscription. ‘To our own darling Rupert Bear, Happy Christmas. All our love Mummy and Daddy xxx. So he was lying to us about Tinsley.’

‘Uncle Rupert must know exactly where she is and the kids too,’ Kensy said. ‘But why would he lie?’

‘Clearly he doesn’t trust us,’ Max said.

‘Well, the feeling’s mutual,’ Kensy sighed.

‘Have you seen him? Your uncle?’ Curtis asked. ‘He was the guy who arrived with Song at the shed when we found your grandparents, right?’

Max nodded and explained that Rupert had popped in the other night, but when the twins had told him what they’d seen, he denied any knowledge of Tinsley’s whereabouts.

‘What else is there?’ Curtis asked. ‘You know, apart from the mystery man at the carousel?’

‘Dash Chalmers is obviously here in the city,’ Max said. ‘And he likely knows we are too.’

‘So maybe he is the letter guy? The one killing all those people?’ Curtis said.

Kensy bit her lip. ‘We should find out more about the victims. See if there are any links – even if it isn’t Dash, whoever is behind it needs to be caught before anyone else dies.’

The boys nodded. ‘The best place to find out that information is downstairs with Alex. It would be faster than doing our own research, don’t you think?’ Max said. It had also occurred to him that maybe Alex could help with the coded note he found in Magoo’s study – but not right now. There were more urgent matters at hand.

Kensy and Curtis agreed, although Song would be suspicious if they went down there again so soon.

‘Someone needs to distract Song then two of us can go,’ Max said.

‘I’ll do it,’ Curtis volunteered. He wasn’t sure how but he’d think of something.

The children hurried downstairs to the kitchen and family room. Song wasn’t there, but the sound of someone crooning a country love song was a dead giveaway and they soon found him in the formal dining room adjacent to the kitchen. He had a pair of wireless headphones on and was dancing around the room, singing, ‘I love the way you love me’ while putting out the place settings.

‘He’s getting weirder by the minute,’ Kensy whispered and rolled her eyes.

‘We’ll go,’ Max said to Curtis. ‘You keep him busy and if he asks, we’re upstairs reading.’

‘Okay,’ Curtis said and walked into the room. He tapped Song on the shoulder and the man jumped and spun around, holding a butter knife in the air. He realised who it was then took his headphones off and left them hanging around his neck. ‘Curtis, what were you thinking?’ he gasped. ‘I could have killed you.’

Curtis suppressed a grin. ‘Not with a butter knife.’

‘Yes, with a butter knife!’ Song nodded. ‘And you should see the damage I can do with a dessert spoon.’

‘Sorry, Song. I came to see if you needed any help, you know with dinner or anything,’ the boy replied sheepishly.

‘That is very kind of you. What are the twins doing?’ Song asked.


‘Reading,’ the boy fibbed. ‘I got a bit restless, and Mum and Dad have always told me that if I’m a guest in someone’s home, I should offer to help.’ At least that was true.

‘Your parents have taught you well,’ Song said. ‘If you wouldn’t mind, you could get the bread and butter plates out of the sideboard over there. The small white ones. There are also some crystal water glasses for the table.’

Song directed the lad and they chatted about mundane things like the weather and what was Song’s favourite place in the city. In the meantime, Kensy and Max were already downstairs in the control room.

‘Hello Master Maxim, Miss Kensington,’ Alex said. ‘I’m afraid that I do not have any results for you yet on the DNA sample.’

‘We’re not here for that,’ Kensy said. ‘We want to know about the people who have been targeted by the Postal Assassin – you know the person who’s sending those virus-laced letters.’

In a matter of seconds, photographs of the four victims appeared on the screen with a bio beside each.


‘They must have something in common,’ Max said. ‘A reason why they’re being targeted.’

Kensy read through the list.

‘Gabe McKenna, 37; he owned a mechanic shop in Denver, Colorado. Naomi Bull, age 44; an executive assistant from Baltimore, Maryland. Dexter Ellis, age 62; owner of one of the largest hedge funds in the US, he lived on Park Avenue not far from here. Lisbeth Turner, 73; an art dealer from Soho, here in the city.’

Max looked at the dossier on each person and tried to make connections. Dexter and Lisbeth were both residents of New York City but Naomi and Gabe were spread across the country. There was nothing about their occupations that stood out either. Their ages weren’t grouped together – so the attacker couldn’t have been at school with them. Maybe it was random but why?

‘Are any of the victims related or known to each other – like ex-partners or siblings or distant cousins?’ Max asked.

Alex brought up screeds more information, but there was nothing linking them together at all, at least not yet.

‘So some maniac is attacking people who have no connection to one another for what? For fun?’ Kensy said.

‘Stranger things have happened, I’m afraid,’ Alex said. ‘I think you had better be getting upstairs for dinner.’

Max looked at his watch. They had five minutes.

‘Don’t worry, I can distract Song for a moment if you want to make your way without being found,’ the computer said.

‘I like you, Alex. You’re one of the good guys,’ Kensy said. ‘But I’m absolutely not convinced you’re a computer. You sound far too real to me.’

Max grinned. ‘Thanks, Alex. We’ll have to come back down tomorrow to see if you’ve found anything else about that other guy – the dead one who’s not dead.’

‘Actually, you can contact me via your watches, should you wish,’ the computer said. ‘It’s one of my recent updates.


‘How?’ Max asked.

‘You’re a smart lad. Why don’t you figure it out,’ Alex said and promptly the buzzing soundwave line disappeared from the screen.
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‘Come on, hurry up,’ Kensy said, as the three children scampered down the front path and onto the street. She closed the gate gently and then sprinted towards Lexington Avenue with the boys behind her. They all wore caps and sunglasses, hoping that no one would recognise them from their unexpected television appearance yesterday. It was also practical, given it was already sweltering.

‘Do you really think Song won’t mind us going out on our own?’ Curtis puffed as they rounded the corner.


‘He won’t even notice we’re gone,’ Kensy said. At least that’s what she and Max were hoping.

Last night the children decided not to mention anything about the man at the carousel to anyone – it was easier that way, at least until they could speak to Cordelia. This morning they’d waited until their grandparents and Mim left for their outing to the Metropolitan Museum.

They’d been invited along but begged off, preferring a quiet morning at home. The children did agree to join Hector, Marisol and Mim for lunch at the Boathouse in Central Park at one o’clock. They’d told Song they were going to tinker in the workshop downstairs then waited until he was upstairs – doing who knows what – before they headed out. They needed to find the man who was claiming to be Nick Thomas and see exactly what he was up to.

‘How far is it?’ Kensy asked again, wiping a dribble of perspiration from her brow.

‘It hasn’t changed since the last time you asked,’ Max said. ‘We’ll take the subway. There’s a station at 103rd and Lexington. I’m pretty sure that the apartment is right across the street.’

The children trotted down the steps and purchased three tickets from one of the machines. None of them noticed the girl standing back against the red-tiled wall. She kept her distance, used to being able to make herself invisible in a crowd.

It was only a minute or so later that the train pulled in and they hopped on board. The carriage was almost full and the children congregated around a silver pole and held on.

‘Did you work out how to speak to Alex via your watch yet?’ Max asked. He hadn’t even tried – there were too many other things on his mind, but he wondered if Kensy might have, given her love of gadgets.

‘No, I suspect I might have to take it apart, and I haven’t had any time,’ Kensy replied. She glanced across the carriage and spotted a girl reading a book they’d been studying last term at school.

‘What do you think of it?’ Kensy asked.


The girl looked up but didn’t reply.

‘The book?’ Kensy tried again.

‘Sorry, were you talking to me?’ the girl said. The train pulled into a station and came to a stop. A woman who had been sitting beside the girl hopped up and Kensy slipped onto the bench seat.

‘I was just curious about your opinion,’ Kensy said. ‘We had to read it in school.’

‘Um, it’s good,’ the girl replied. ‘Actually it’s great.’

‘I thought so too. But my friend Autumn hated it. She loved the movie though, which is weird because most people say the book is always better than the movie.’

The girl nodded and went back to her reading.

Max and Curtis were still standing in the centre of the carriage.

‘Do you really think we’ll find that guy?’ Curtis asked.

Max shrugged. ‘It’s a long shot. I was researching identity theft – apparently it’s a big thing, especially when it comes to dead people. If the real Nick Thomas was some sort of recluse and he didn’t have many friends, then this guy could have taken over his whole life, but most people have someone who cares about them so it’s not likely.’

Max caught his sister’s eye and indicated that they were getting off at the next stop.

The girl stood up too.

‘Do you live around here?’ Kensy asked.

The girl shook her head. ‘No, I’m visiting a friend.’

Kensy nodded and gave her a smile.

The children exited the station and headed up to the street. It was a very different neighbourhood to downtown. Mostly seven-or eight-storey blocks of apartments with fire escapes blemishing the facades and shops underneath. Diagonally across the intersection there was a meat market and a Mexican restaurant. On the opposite side of the road was an old church with a row of bicycles chained to the fence. Given the rubbish blown against them and the rusty handlebars, they must have been there a while.


‘So where is it?’ Kensy asked.

Max pointed up the avenue to a white doorway with a grey arch around it. He was right about it being close to the station. An ominous ‘No Trespassers’ sign hung above the doorway and there was an intercom system with a couple of numbers but no names.

‘Doesn’t look like it will be easy to get inside,’ Curtis said. Then he remembered who he was with.

Kensy took out her hairclip and was about to attack the lock when a man with thick tufts of dark hair and a droopy moustache barrelled through the door. He yelled something in Spanish as he exited the building, ignoring the children. The sound of salsa music blared from somewhere upstairs. It was loud as if there was a party going on.

‘Hello,’ Max said to the fellow, but he didn’t get a reply. As the door was about to close the boy pushed against it and the three children scurried inside.

They didn’t notice the girl. She was standing in the shadows outside the church, wondering what they were up to. This didn’t seem like the kind of neighbourhood Dame Spencer would want her grandchildren visiting.

In the foyer several rows of letterboxes clung to the wall.

‘How does the mailman get in?’ Curtis asked. The other two had been thinking the same thing.

Max checked the box marked 7C. It was locked and wasn’t overflowing with junk mail like a couple of others.

‘Looks like someone lives there,’ he said.

Kensy peered up into the stairwell. A woman was shouting and the music suddenly stopped.

‘Come on,’ Curtis said. ‘What are we waiting for?’

Kensy looked at her brother. ‘You know we probably shouldn’t just knock on the guy’s front door. What about we try one of the other apartments and see if they know anything about Nick Thomas?’

Max nodded. ‘Good idea. Curtis, you stay here and if the guy comes in, then give us a signal and we’ll get out of the way.’

‘What sort of a signal?’ the boy asked. He wasn’t too keen on the idea of being down here on his own, but if he was going to be a proper spy, then he needed to pull on his big boy pants.

‘Can you whistle?’ Max asked.

Curtis gave a shrill blow.

‘Be back soon,’ Max said with a grin. ‘And don’t worry, we got away from that guy yesterday; we can do it again if we have to.’

Max bounded up the first two flights of stairs, with Kensy behind him, when a door opened and a tiny woman with brunette curls and wearing an apron over the top of a red dress charged out into the hallway brandishing a wooden spoon. She shouted something in Spanish and waved the spoon about, then launched into a verbal tirade so fast that even if they could speak the language, they doubted they’d have been able to understand a word. She was gesticulating wildly and stamping her left foot when suddenly she stopped and looked at the children blankly.


‘You are not Rosa and Luis,’ she said, placing her hands firmly on her hips.

Kensy and Max shook their heads.

‘Have you seen them?’ the woman asked. ‘They were supposed to be home an hour ago.’ The twins shook their heads again.

‘Then what use are the two of you if you do not know my children and you do not know where they are?’ the woman said with a dramatic flourish.

‘We were actually looking for someone,’ Max said.

‘You are English, no?’ the woman replied, trying to get her head around the boy’s accent.

‘Sort of,’ Max said. ‘We were looking for Mr Thomas in number 7C.’

Immediately the woman’s face began to crumple and tears sprang to her eyes. ‘You are his family?’

‘Distant relatives,’ Kensy said, earning herself a glare from Max. ‘Visiting from England and we thought we’d say hello.’

‘Bambinos, I am so sorry to tell you, but Mr Thomas, he pass away in an accident last year. It was so sad. His cousin came to take over the apartment, but he is hardly ever here. He works very hard for the USPS,’ the woman said.

The twins looked at one another. Max was running the acronym through his head. USPS – United States Postal Service.

‘Mr Thomas’s cousin?’ Max said.

‘Yes, you know him?’ she asked. ‘Javier. He is a handsome man. He makes my heart skip like a rope.’

Kensy grinned then remembered the circumstances and frowned instead. ‘When was he last here?’

The woman shrugged. ‘I have not seen him for weeks, but I collect the mail for him. There are so many letters for Nick – the government is stupid that they do not stop. The poor man is dead, for sake of heavens.’

Max remembered that Curtis had taken a photograph of the guy from the carousel. He’d shared it with him and Kensy so they all had copies.

He pulled out his phone and scrolled to the picture.


The woman peered at the screen. ‘Javier! You know him. Why he not tell you about Nick? Is he sleeping on the carousel?’

‘He was trying to be funny – oh, and that picture was taken years ago,’ Max said of the snap, quickly blanking the screen. The woman wasn’t stupid – it wouldn’t have taken too much to realise that they looked exactly the same in the photo given it was from yesterday.

Kensy felt sick. But at least they had a name. Javier. ‘We’re very sorry to hear about Nick, but we’ll leave a message for Cousin Javier.’ The lies were coming thick and fast at this point.

Max wondered what she was up to.

‘Do you want to go and write a note?’ She made googly eyes at her brother. ‘Except we don’t have any paper or a pen so perhaps Mrs . . .?’ she looked at the woman expectantly.

‘I am Mariana,’ she said.

‘Perhaps Mariana can help you and I’ll go and tell our other brother. He’s waiting downstairs,’ Kensy said.

Max nodded.


‘Yes, of course,’ Mariana said and ushered Max inside her apartment.

As soon as they were gone Kensy raced to the end of the hall and whipped out her hairclip. Trouble was there were at least four locks on this door and she had to get every one of them open before Max reappeared.

Her heart was pounding as she heard footsteps on the stairwell, but they didn’t stop at the landing and continued further up. Kensy fumbled for the last lock and fiddled with the two pins then heard the click. She was in.

She opened the door and was hit by an overpowering smell. The apartment was stifling and Kensy hoped the odour was garbage and not something worse. She dashed inside the dingy hallway and into the main room where she flicked on a light. The place was a mess. There were unwashed dishes stacked on the floor beside the couch and when she peeked her head into the tiny kitchen the bin was overflowing with something resembling a green smoothie trickling down the side. She held her nose to stop from gagging and wondered how the pong hadn’t made its way to the rest of the building. But then she saw why. There was a window open to the fire escape. The gauze curtain was blowing in the breeze.

There were discarded clothes strewn over the furniture too. The place was unloved and she couldn’t imagine Nick’s ‘cousin’ Javier had spent much time here at all. There was a pile of mail on a small side table. Kensy riffled through it – bills, junk mail, nothing interesting. She headed into the bedroom. The bare mattress bore the sort of spreading stains you didn’t even want to think about. Kensy was about to leave when she spotted a closet in the corner. She scampered around the edge of the bed being careful not to touch anything then opened the door.

‘Are you serious?’ she gasped. There on the floor was a biohazard box – the same as the ones they’d seen in the shed at Cherry Tree Farm in Australia. This guy, Javier – was he the Postal Assassin? He had the perfect cover. And he had to be working with Dash Chalmers – how else would he have got his hands on the diseases.


Kensy looked at the box. It wasn’t the kind of thing you carried in the street – someone would notice for sure. She looked around the room and remembered the clothes on the couch. Kensy was headed there when she heard a key in the lock. There was no time to get the box. She turned off the light and made a run for the open window, climbing out as quietly as she could onto the fire escape.

Meanwhile inside Mariana’s apartment Max had finished writing his message to ‘cousin’ Javier. He folded the note and placed it inside an envelope the woman had given him.

‘Thank you,’ he said and passed it to her. Outside in the hallway there was a loud commotion – feet on the floorboards and the sound of salsa music starting up again.

‘Ay, caramba, that woman will be the death of me!’ Mariana waved her fist towards the ceiling then opened the apartment door. Two dark-haired children, a little younger than Max, rushed inside.

‘Where have you been?’ the woman screeched then proceeded to berate the pair in Spanish. Max took this as his cue to leave. He made a hasty retreat, leaving the family to their feud.

As he turned to look at the end of the hallway his blood ran cold. There was a man entering apartment 7C. He was wearing a USPS uniform and although Max only caught a glimpse of him from behind, he knew immediately who it was. And Kensy was in there. He heard Curtis whistling from downstairs and bolted.

The boy was facing the letterboxes with his cap pulled low over his face.

‘Where’s Kensy?’ Max demanded.

‘I don’t know,’ Curtis swallowed hard.

‘Why didn’t you whistle before now?’ Max asked.

Curtis looked shamefaced. ‘I found a mintie in my pocket and had just put it in my mouth when the guy came in. I tried to whistle, but my gums were stuck together.’

‘Well, you won’t do that again,’ Max said and peered out into the street as his sister launched herself from the bottom rung of the fire escape ladder and onto the ground. He grabbed Curtis’s arm and the pair raced out into the street.

‘We need to go,’ Kensy yelled. The children ran across the road and hurtled down into the subway.

It was a pity no one looked back. Or they would have seen the man who called himself Nick Thomas staring down into the street, his eyes following them as he contemplated his next move.
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It was almost midday when the children arrived back at the townhouse, their minds reeling about what Kensy had found. They’d tried to call their grandmother, but her phone went straight to voicemail. When they couldn’t get hold of her the twins agreed that it was time to talk to their father and Fitz, but they couldn’t be reached either. And it was unfortunate, but Song and Uncle Rupert were both currently on their not-to-be-trusted list – so no telling them.

Song was singing loudly in the kitchen when they tiptoed through the front foyer.

‘Come on, we need to get changed and make out as if we’ve been here the whole time,’ Kensy said as they sped up the main stairs.

But Max had other ideas. What if Song went to look for them in the basement and realised they weren’t there. He left the others and strolled out into the kitchen.

Song had just taken a cake out of the oven and placed it on a rack to cool.

‘That smells good,’ the boy said.

The butler looked around at the pantry. ‘When did you come up?’

‘Ages ago. I’ve been in my room reading,’ Max said nonchalantly. ‘Is Granny home from her work trip?’

Song shook his head. ‘No.’ Then he raised his left eyebrow. ‘Mmm, you haven’t been spying on me, have you?’

‘Now why would I do that, Song? Have you got something to hide?’ Max frowned. There was a note of challenge in the boy’s voice.

‘Absolutely not,’ Song said and closed the oven door a lot harder than he’d intended. ‘You had better tell your sister and Master Curtis to come up and change. We need to get to lunch and it is very hot outside. I do not want to rush in this awful sticky weather.’

‘Yeah, it’s boiling,’ Max said, then instantly regretted his words.

Song narrowed his eyes. ‘Have you been out?’

‘Just on the terrace and it was blazing,’ Max said. He was looking for a way to get Song out of the room to give Kensy and Curtis enough time to enter the butler’s pantry when he realised that there was a phone buzzing somewhere. Max walked into the dining room. The vibration was a little louder but he couldn’t find its source. He hurried to the sitting room next door and spotted the phone on a side table. The boy picked it up and looked at the screen, but almost dropped it when he saw the name. Why was someone named Huang calling Song? He was one of the criminals on their list of potential killers.

Max hadn’t noticed that Song was right behind him.


‘Are you serious?’ the boy murmured under his breath, his heart racing. What did this mean? Had they been right about Song all along?

‘Hand over the phone, Master Maxim,’ the man said, the colour draining from his face. ‘I can explain everything, but you must promise you won’t tell a soul, not even your sister or Curtis, and especially not your grandmother. This must be our secret.’
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Cordelia Spencer brushed her hair and smacked her lips together before snapping the compact shut. At least Dash had the decency to deliver her some fresh clothes although she was feeling anything but.

‘So I can go home?’ she said. It was not so much a question as a request.

‘Yes, a deal is a deal,’ Dash said. ‘And I don’t imagine you’re going to renege. You’re too smart for that, Cordelia. Besides you know what I’m capable of. Give me my children and we’ll forget that any of this silly business ever happened.’


Cordelia took a deep breath. ‘Silly business – is that what you think it was? All those lives at risk – all those people you killed, for what? For money? As if you didn’t have enough of it already.’

‘Heck, no,’ the man replied. He was standing on the other side of the glass, his arms folded. ‘It was actually excellent business. Just a pity those nosey brat grandchildren of yours got involved or Hector and Marisol would still be working for me and life would have gone on the way I’d planned. And as for the money, Cordelia, it was never about that. It was about being number one – the biggest and the best and if we happened to be the richest too then why not? Mum and Dad worked hard to make something of The Chalmers Corporation; I simply took it to a new stratosphere. They’re so proud. You should hear Dad bragging to his friends at the club about me. It’s almost embarrassing. Anyway, I think we’re all set and I will eagerly await your final instructions – I know you’ll make sure that the way is clear for our departure at the appropriate time.’


Bile rose in the back of Cordelia’s throat. The man had the worst case of narcissistic personality disorder she’d ever come across – and she’d dealt with some nutcases over the years. There wasn’t an ounce of remorse in him, as if someone had hit a switch and all of the empathy, or capacity for it, had departed the man’s body. At least he had no idea of her life beyond the Beacon. She would do as he asked, but only because she had a watertight plan of her own.
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Hector, Marisol and Mim were already seated on the terrace at the restaurant overlooking the lake in Central Park when the children and Song arrived.

‘How was the Met?’ Curtis asked. He was still hoping they’d get there, but there were other more pressing issues to deal with than playing tourist at the moment.

‘We ’ad a lovely time,’ Marisol said with a smile. ‘So much beautiful art. It ’as made me feel alive again.’

‘Please sit down, everyone. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,’ Mim said. ‘We’ve walked for miles.’

Song hovered but didn’t take his place.

‘I will not stay,’ the man said. ‘I am afraid that there is something urgent I must attend to.’

‘Oh, that’s a pity, Song,’ Mim said. ‘You work far too hard, looking after all of us. I should have a word to that sister-in-law of mine.’

The man gave a bow and dashed away.

Max bit his lip. He’d made a promise to Song and he wouldn’t break it – for now.

‘What did you get up to this morning?’ Marisol asked as the waitress placed warm crusty rolls onto the bread and butter plates.

‘Not much,’ Max said. ‘Just a bit of reading and tinkering.’

‘You need to see more of the city,’ Hector said. ‘Your grandmother and I ’aven’t been ’ere in so long – it ’as been fantastic to feel the buzz of New York.’

Curtis nodded. He glanced across the lake and wondered if maybe after lunch they could hire a row boat and join the people who were splashing about and mostly turning circles. His eyes scanned the bank when something or rather someone caught his attention. Curtis nudged Kensy as the waitress began to take the family’s orders.

‘What’s up?’ she asked, leaning in close.

‘See that girl over there,’ Curtis said. ‘The one in the cargo pants and white T-shirt sitting on the bench, reading.’ She was partially hidden by a branch.

‘That’s the girl from the train – the one I was talking to this morning,’ Kensy said, immediately recognising her.

‘Strange coincidence, don’t you think?’ Curtis said. ‘Didn’t she get off the train in East Harlem too?’

‘Yes,’ Kensy replied with a gulp. ‘She said she was visiting a friend.’ Kensy guessed she might be a couple of years older than them – not your obvious assassin type, but then again what was an assassin supposed to look like?

The waitress asked Kensy what she wanted to eat. ‘Oh, sorry,’ she glanced at the menu. ‘May I please have a cheeseburger and spies . . . I mean, fries?’ she corrected herself.

When Kensy looked back across the lake the girl was gone.
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After lunch Kensy and Max were eager to get home. They wanted to tell their grandmother about Javier, and maybe Alex could reveal more about him too now that they had a name. They needed to stop him before anyone else was hurt or worse. Curtis’s sightseeing would have to wait until later.

‘Are you going to get a taxi?’ Max asked his grandparents.

‘No, we will walk,’ Hector said. ‘It is lovely to be in the fresh air, even if it is a little on the warm side. We will take it slowly.’ The man dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief.

Max had already calculated that it would take about twenty minutes at a clip to get home.

‘Would you mind if we go ahead?’ the boy asked. ‘We have a couple of experiments set up and we should check on them.’


Mim eyeballed the lad. ‘And you’re going straight home?’

The children nodded. ‘We know the way,’ Kensy said. ‘We’ve got Max – our personal GPS.’

Mim looked at Hector and Marisol who smiled. ‘If anyone can take care of themselves, it’s these three. We will see you soon.’

With the adults’ blessing, the children took off through the park, running past monuments and playgrounds, past groups of vacationing kids who were playing and having fun – the sort of things the three of them should have been doing right now, but instead they were on the trail of the Postal Assassin and Dash Chalmers. Life was never going to be ordinary again, that’s for sure.

‘Hey, wait a sec, I’ve got a stitch,’ Curtis puffed as they reached 5th Avenue. He wished he hadn’t eaten all of the fries at lunch. The children walked until the boy caught his breath and the pain subsided.

‘Do you think that girl is following us?’ he asked, looking around.


Max had no idea what he was talking about, but Kensy quickly filled him in.

‘I doubt it,’ Max replied.

Kensy looked across the street ‘Really. Well, that’s strange because there she is,’ the girl said. ‘Don’t look. We don’t want her to know she’s been spotted.’

‘What do we do now?’ Curtis asked.

‘Keep moving and act like there’s nothing different to ten seconds ago,’ the girl replied.

The children walked down the tree-lined avenue until they reached East 63rd where they crossed at the pedestrian crossing. The girl was on the other side and had stopped somewhere. Kensy couldn’t see her any more and wondered if she’d dropped off. It wasn’t until they were halfway down the first block that Max spun around and spotted her again. She was walking in the shadows on the other side of the street with her head down.

‘Still with us,’ the boy said as he turned back to face the direction they were heading.

‘We could confront her and ask what she wants,’ Kensy said. ‘I mean, she’s a kid.’


Max shook his head. ‘Let’s see if she follows us all the way.’

The children continued towards home and were a block away when they noticed a USPS van pull up in front of an apartment building with a green awning on the other side of the road.

‘It won’t be him, Kensy.’ Max felt his sister tense up beside him. ‘Thousands of people must work for the postal service.’

Someone hopped out of the passenger seat and the van drove away.

Kensy grabbed her brother’s arm.

‘It’s him! Javier,’ she breathed. The children ducked into the driveway of an underground car park and out of sight.

Curtis spotted the girl. She’d stopped at the entrance to the building Javier stood in front of. There was another man too. They all spoke and the girl didn’t look happy when the three of them entered the building together.

‘So she’s just a kid, hey?’ Max said.

‘Come on, we need to talk to Granny and if not her, seeing that Dad and Fitz are AWOL, we’d better tell Uncle Rupert – even if we know he’s been lying to us and he’s still on my dubious character list,’ Kensy said as the three of them charged back up to the street.

Max would have loved to involve Song, but he’d made a promise and the man had enough problems of his own right now.
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The children burst through the front doors of the house to the sound of raised voices. Max pressed his finger to his lips and the trio crept inside.

At least they knew their grandmother was home, but she didn’t sound happy.

‘She is not to leave the apartment again until I say so,’ she shouted.

‘But, Mother, I told her that they’d be able to have a life here,’ Rupert countered. ‘How would you like being held captive for days on end?’


The twins and Curtis had snuck into the hallway and could see the pair’s reflection in the mirror on the wall opposite the open study doors.

Cordelia rolled her eyes. The irony of Rupert’s question almost made her laugh. She couldn’t risk sharing her plan with him. At least not yet. There was far too much at stake and if Rupert said anything to Tinsley, the whole thing could go pear-shaped. Her accomplice would be Song. He was the most reliable person she knew.

‘Please tell her that it won’t be much longer,’ Cordelia said.

‘What are you up to, Mother?’ Rupert asked, but before she had time to answer Cordelia spotted a movement.

‘Maxim, you do know that I can see you,’ she said loudly. ‘And your sister and Curtis.’

The children looked at one another, shamefaced for eavesdropping and walked along the hall to the doorway.

‘We’re so glad you’re here, Granny!’ Kensy exclaimed, racing into the room where she threw her arms around the woman and hugged her tightly. ‘We need to talk to you urgently.’

‘Hello Uncle Rupert,’ Max said and introduced him to Curtis as this was their first official meeting. Kensy gave the man a nod.

‘What? No hugs for your favourite uncle?’ Rupert pouted.

Kensy remedied the situation and Max did too but Curtis hung back.

‘I have to go,’ Rupert declared.

‘You might want . . .’ Kensy began, but Max glared at her. ‘Never mind. Will we see you soon?’

‘Yes, of course. Look after my mother, will you? She’s in an odd mood,’ Rupert said and with that he turned and left.

Cordelia stood up and walked to the window. She watched her son exit the front gate and head west. But she wasn’t thinking about him. It was Dash and his words that were playing on a loop inside her mind – but she wouldn’t let that man get the better of her.

‘Granny,’ Max said, jolting the woman back to the present.


‘Yes, darling,’ she said, turning around.

‘We do need to talk to you. It’s really important,’ the boy said.

‘Take a seat,’ she motioned towards the twin couches either side of the fireplace.

Cordelia pulled the pocket doors closed and sat down opposite the children who told her everything, starting with the man at the carousel yesterday.

‘And I saw Dash there too,’ Kensy said, leaning forward. ‘I’m certain it was him.’

‘Will you send some agents to get this guy, Javier or whatever his name is?’ Max asked.

Cordelia listened intently to the children’s stories before standing up and walking to her desk where she pulled out a notepad and pen. She scribbled something down then returned to the children and sat on the arm of the settee.

‘Granny?’ Max said, wondering why she was so quiet.

‘Who else knows about this?’ Cordelia asked.

‘No one,’ Max shook his head. ‘We tried to call Dad and Fitz, but they weren’t answering and we decided not to tell Mum because she would worry.’

‘We didn’t tell Song because he’s been acting really weird and he’s never around when we need him,’ Kensy said.

‘Good,’ the woman replied.

The children looked at one another. That seemed like a strange response.

‘And in answer to your question, I’m not going to do anything and neither are you. You will not leave this house again without my express permission and you will not mention any of this to your parents or uncle or Fitz or Song or anyone in the family – or outside of it. Do you understand?’

‘What?’ Kensy spat. She was incredulous.

Curtis’s eyes were wide. He wasn’t expecting this.

‘Why? That’s stupid.’ The girl wasn’t about to give up. Not when there were lives at stake.

‘Kensington, are we clear?’ Cordelia said, arching her left eyebrow.

‘But, Granny, Javier is killing people and we could stop him right now,’ Kensy said. Her grandmother was making no sense.

‘This is not your decision to make,’ Cordelia said. She looked at the children. ‘Are . . . we . . . clear?’ She repeated, eyeballing the three of them one by one and waiting for their responses.

‘Yes, Dame Spencer,’ Curtis’s head jiggled up and down at pace.

Kensy whispered the word ‘yes’, folding her arms tightly in front of her. Max agreed too, though he didn’t want to.

‘Sometimes you have to trust me – and this is one of those times,’ Cordelia said.

‘What about the gala?’ Max asked. ‘Will it be safe?’

‘Of course. The place will be crawling with security. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do,’ Cordelia stood up and walked to her desk. ‘And might I suggest you stop worrying about things that are none of your concern and go and enjoy yourselves. Within the confines of the house of course.’

The children stood up too and walked to the door. Max opened it and he and Curtis left. Kensy stopped and turned around to face the woman.

‘I can’t believe you’re prepared to let innocent people die, Granny. Is this really who you are?’ she said then walked away without waiting for a response.

Cordelia Spencer sat down and cradled her head in her hands. For several minutes she sat in silence, her thoughts swirling before a bone shuddering sigh racked her body. A lone tear slid the length of her cheek and dropped onto the table. ‘If this is what it takes to keep you safe, my darlings, then yes, I will do whatever is necessary.’ She pulled out a tissue and wiped her eyes then pressed a button on the underside of her desk. A computer screen rose from the flat tabletop.

‘Alex, bring up the site plan for the gala, please,’ she said. ‘I think this may take some time.’
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‘I can’t believe that Granny is doing nothing,’ Kensy said as she stormed into Max and Curtis’s room and threw herself onto the end of her brother’s bed. ‘It’s not right. What if someone else dies?’

Curtis sat down on his bed too. He was inclined to agree. It seemed a very strange decision.

‘Granny has to have her reasons,’ Max said. ‘Maybe she knows things we don’t. She said that sometimes we just have to trust her. I imagine there will be plenty of times when we’re working as agents that we won’t have all the answers and we have to trust our instincts and our counterparts.’

‘Stop defending her, Max,’ Kensy huffed. ‘What she’s doing is wrong and you know it! And as for blind faith, look at how that’s worked for us until now. How many times has someone tried to kill us?’

Kensy lay back and raised her legs in the air then flung herself forward, launching onto the floor. ‘I’m not staying here.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ Curtis asked. He didn’t like the idea of going against Dame Spencer’s wishes. He wasn’t even a proper Pharos trainee yet.

‘Granny said that we’re not allowed to go out,’ Max said.

Kensy smirked. ‘Who said anything about leaving the house? I have resources remember, and I think we should do a little bit of reconnaissance.’

‘Ferdinand?’ Max said.

‘You got it,’ the girl nodded. Kensy scampered off to her room and collected three pairs of glasses and the life-sized remote-controlled bee. She’d inspected him closely after stabbing Javier in the neck the day before and with Alex’s help had made some improvements to the creature’s sound capabilities.

When she returned the trio made their way to the outdoor terrace on the top floor.

‘Okay, so my flying is going to have to be amazing – you two need to wear these and look out for anything I miss,’ Kensy said, handing the boys a pair of glasses each. She’d programmed them to see what Ferdinand could. Extra pairs of eyes would hopefully keep him out of trouble. She then jammed the new earpiece into her left ear.

‘Do you want me to fly?’ Max asked.

Kensy looked at her brother with a deadpan expression. ‘After what you did to him in Paris – you must be joking?’

The girl launched the creature off the balcony and quickly flew the tiny drone higher and higher, trying to spot the apartment building they had seen Javier enter, making a beeline, so to speak, for the windows. If they could glimpse Javier or that girl inside, then maybe they could see what the pair was up to.

‘It’s the one with the green awning,’ Curtis said, amazed that he felt as if he was flying along the street too.

Kensy zoomed in lower and was about to swoop towards the front door when Max shouted, ‘Look out!’

She zipped the little creature back into the sky, narrowly missing a tree branch as a high-top truck sped down the street.

‘Thanks,’ she said, bringing the bee down again. She hovered outside and almost copped a swipe from the doorman.

‘Hey, get outta here, you little pest,’ the man said and took another swing.

But Kensy was fast. She flew the creature inside the open doorway and looked around. The foyer was far more stylish than the exterior of the red-brick building. There was an elevator off to the left and a polished staircase on the other side.

‘What now?’ Max asked. ‘We’re never going to find them. They’ll be inside an apartment. You should have stayed outside and checked the windows.’

Kensy was about to turn Ferdinand around when the elevator bell rang and the doors opened. Two men got out and one of them was Javier. The other wore a uniform and looked like he was the building’s superintendent.

‘Thanks, Fenton. Really appreciate the help with all those boxes and collecting that suit for me,’ Javier said.

Kensy had landed Ferdinand on the balustrade facing the pair.

‘What’s the other guy got in his hand?’ Curtis said, squinting.

‘Looks like an envelope,’ Max said.

‘Would you mind taking this for me?’ the man in the uniform asked.

‘Of course. I should be able to send a letter for you.’ Javier grinned as the other man passed it over.

The lobby was suddenly crowded with people entering the building. Kensy lifted Ferdinand off the railing and flew him towards the door, but she was too slow. Javier had slipped out and by the time she reached the street there was no sign of him anywhere.

‘Darn!’ Kensy exclaimed, sending the little bee soaring into the sky.

‘Kensy, what are you doing?’ Max tried to grab the controller, concerned that Ferdinand was about to become roadkill.

‘Let go!’ The girl fought him off while Curtis watched the creature flying higher and higher.

Max stepped back and Kensy calmed down.

‘Hey guys, can you see what I see?’ Curtis asked.

‘What? An old high-rise apartment building,’ Kensy said.

‘Go higher,’ Curtis implored the girl. ‘There!’

Max spotted it first.

‘An eagle,’ the boy gasped. High up in the parapets on the side of the apartment block was a stone eagle. ‘Do you think it could be?’

‘The Eagle’s Nest,’ Curtis nodded.

‘Go in closer,’ Max said. Kensy flew the bee to the highest windows, but she couldn’t find a way in. The blinds were all closed too. She buzzed from one side of the building to the other, but there was nothing.

‘You know it’s not that unusual to have decorations like gargoyles and eagles and things on old buildings,’ Kensy said, a note of disappointment in her voice.

‘They’re here!’ The trio heard a voice float through the open patio doors behind them.

‘Mum!’ Kensy spun around and ran to the woman, momentarily forgetting about Ferdinand.

‘Kensy!’ Max shouted. She gasped and quickly regained control, taking the next minute or so to fly the bee back to the terrace where she landed him gently in her hand.

‘Let’s try that again.’ She grimaced and ran to her mother, although Max had beaten her for the first hug.

‘What are you doing here?’ Max asked as Ed and Fitz arrived and there were more hugs all round.

‘Hi Curtis.’ Ed walked over and shook the boy’s hand and Fitz followed suit.


‘Did Granny call you?’ Kensy asked, wondering if they were in trouble.

‘No, we decided to come early,’ Ed said. ‘Thought we’d surprise you.’

‘Actually we were missing you like mad,’ Anna said. ‘So I managed to bring my surgery roster forward and once I was done there was nothing to keep us in London. Except your father’s work and that’s never going to be any different. Besides we couldn’t let you lot have all the fun.’

Curtis looked at Max and the pair grinned. Fun – is that what they were having?

‘And I thought I’d better get over and make sure that you haven’t been making Song’s life a complete misery,’ Fitz added. ‘I might have missed you a bit too.’

‘Naw,’ Kensy pouted then gave the man an extra hug. Truth be told she and Max had been missing Fitz more than ever. The twins wanted desperately to tell their parents and Fitz everything that had been happening, but they’d promised their grandmother they wouldn’t.


‘So we’ve got the whole day tomorrow and then Granny’s gala tomorrow night,’ Ed said. ‘We’ll all go home together on Sunday, although I suspect your grandmother will whisk you all off to Alexandria again – which would be more exciting than staying home in London.’

‘Anyway, what were you lot doing up here?’ Fitz asked.

‘Showing Ferdinand to Curtis,’ Kensy said.

‘Shall we get something to eat?’ Edward said. ‘It smells like Song’s been baking and I’m famished.’

Kensy linked arms with her mother and the pair headed off, but Curtis and Max lingered behind.

‘I’d love to get into that apartment block with the eagle and take a look around,’ Max said.

Curtis nodded. ‘It seems a bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?’

Max agreed.

Ed looked at the boys. ‘What are you two whispering about?’

‘Nothing,’ Max grinned. It seemed like for now their investigations would have to wait.











[image: image]




The family gathered in the kitchen around the giant island while Song made tea and coffee and cut large chunks of freshly baked Victoria sponge.

‘So what have you seen of the city so far?’ Ed asked.

‘The Rockefeller Centre and Central Park and the Brooklyn Bridge and the carousel under the bridge,’ Max reeled off the places they’d been. ‘And we had lunch with Grandmère and Grandpère and Mim at the Boathouse in the park today.’


‘You must have exhausted them,’ Ed said. ‘Apparently they’re all upstairs, having a nap.’

‘I’m surprised you haven’t done more,’ Anna said. ‘I expected your grandmother would have had you traversing the length and breadth of the city.’

‘Granny had to go away for work,’ Max said.

Ed looked at the boy. ‘When?’

‘She had to leave yesterday when we were at the carousel and she only just got back this afternoon,’ Kensy said.

This was news to Ed. Cordelia hadn’t mentioned anything to him about a work trip and when he’d tried to call yesterday her phone had gone straight to voicemail at least three times.

Max stared across the quartz benchtop at his sister. He was hoping she wasn’t about to say something out of order. Granny had to have her reasons – and she hadn’t let them down yet. Kensy stared at the boy then shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. Max allowed himself to breathe again.

‘Well, where would you like to go tomorrow? We can do something until mid-afternoon and then I’ve booked hair and make-up. I can’t go to the gala looking like something the cat dragged in,’ Anna said.

Song looked at the woman and nodded his approval. ‘That is very sensible. Do you have a gown, Mrs Spencer?’ he asked.

‘I went shopping the other afternoon, but I’m not sure if it’s really me,’ the woman replied. ‘It’s lime-green and sparkly and I suspect I might look a bit like a glitzy tree frog.’

Song screwed up his nose and Max shoved his hand in his mouth to stop from laughing. Kensy shuddered. Their mother’s fashion faux pas were well known.

‘Let me arrange for you to visit one of the local designers this afternoon,’ Song said. ‘I could accompany you if you like.’

‘Oh, Song, you’re so sweet, but do you really think that’s necessary?’ Anna said.

She looked at her family who replied ‘yes’ in unison.

‘Please, Mum, let Song take you. He’s got great taste,’ Max said.


‘Mum, do it,’ Kensy said. The girl might not have trusted Song with their lives at the moment, but when it came to fashion, there was no one in the family better qualified – apart from Uncle Rupert perhaps.

‘You want to look your best around all of Granny’s friends,’ Max said. ‘I could come too.’

That reminded Anna – she needed to make a call to confirm some arrangements. She was so excited that she’d managed to pull off the surprise without anyone knowing.

‘Well, that’s settled. Your mother, Song and Max are off to the shops and I think I might do some work for an hour or so,’ Ed said.

‘You mean have a sleep?’ Curtis grinned.

The man frowned.

‘That’s what my dad always says when he’s going for his nana nap in the afternoon,’ the boy said.

Ed gave Curtis a wink. ‘Your dad sounds like my kind of fellow.’

‘And what will you and Kensy get up to?’ Fitz asked.

Kensy decided to see if she could cajole the man into taking her and Curtis out. Surely Granny wouldn’t object to their parents or Fitz chaperoning them beyond the front door.

‘Are you up for a visit to the Met, Fitz? I think it’s open for another couple of hours,’ Kensy said to him just as their grandmother swept into the room.

‘Well, isn’t this a wonderful surprise,’ Cordelia greeted Anna and Ed and Fitz with hugs and kisses.

‘You didn’t mention that you had to go away for work yesterday, Mother,’ Ed said.

‘Oh, it wasn’t anything important,’ she said. ‘I had some meetings in Boston. Nothing to worry about.’

But Ed wasn’t convinced.

‘Now what’s this about a trip to the Met, Kensington?’ Cordelia said. ‘I think I’d like to join you, if that’s all right?’

Kensy looked at Curtis. Something told them that this was not negotiable.

‘Of course, Granny. We’d love that,’ the girl said tightly.

‘Good, well, let’s get moving, shall we?’ the woman said. ‘Oh, and tonight I think we’ll dine at Le Bernadin. Song, could you make the arrangements please? The whole family for eight o’clock and you too of course. We might even walk home if it’s a pleasant evening.’

‘Certainly, Dame Spencer,’ he said. ‘Thank you for the kind invitation, but I was hoping to take some time for myself, if I may.’

Max caught the man’s eye and he stifled a smile.

‘Whatever you’d prefer,’ Cordelia said.

Song nodded. What he really would have preferred is for his boss to have made her decision about dinner a couple of hours ago before he’d peeled a kilogram of potatoes that were now sitting in the pantry sink.
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Thursday morning dawned grey and stormy. Max hoped it wasn’t an omen for something worse to come. He was still feeling uneasy about their grandmother’s decision to do nothing about Javier, but she clearly had her reasons.

The family had trickled down to breakfast, having had a late night out. Hector, Marisol and Mim had opted for a quiet day at home, so they’d have plenty of energy for the gala that evening and Cordelia had already withdrawn to her study.


The twins, along with their parents, Fitz and Curtis took a car downtown to the Museum of Mathematics called MoMath. Ed had heard about it from a friend and they weren’t disappointed – especially when they got to ride a square-wheeled bicycle that was smoother than your average limousine. They wandered among the interactive exhibits for a couple of hours before deciding to try the restaurant their taxi driver had recommended in Chinatown the other day.

‘Song would hate this place,’ Kensy said as she slurped her fifth soup dumpling.

‘Why?’ Curtis frowned. ‘These are delicious.’

‘My point exactly. He gets jealous if he thinks that anyone makes them better than he does,’ the girl said, grinning.

‘So what’s going to happen tonight at Granny’s gala?’ Max said. ‘Do you have to make a speech, Dad?’

Ed nodded. ‘Apparently so. Now what to say about your grandmother?’

‘She’s bossy and sometimes she does what she wants and it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks,’ Kensy said, garnering herself a glare from her brother. ‘Well, it’s true.’

‘I’ll second that,’ Anna said, then wished she hadn’t. ‘Sorry, that was mean. Cordelia is an amazing woman and I, for one, wouldn’t be able to deal with what she does. She’s probably the toughest old bird on the planet.’

‘Well, don’t worry. My words are honest – and mostly kind,’ Ed said with a grin. ‘And let’s face it, there aren’t too many people who would have coped with what we put her through.’

Fitz wiped his mouth with the napkin and stood up to pay the bill.

‘I think we should be heading home,’ Anna said. ‘I’m afraid you kids will have to amuse yourselves while I get zhooshed up for the gala.’

‘Your dress is gorgeous, Mum,’ Max said. ‘You’re going to look amazing.’

Anna reached across and squeezed her son’s hand. ‘Thank you, darling. You know I never would have tried that on if it wasn’t for you and Song.’


The earlier grey clouds had blown away and the sky was now a sparkling blue filtered through the skyscrapers.

Back at the townhouse it was a hive of activity as Mim had booked a hair and make-up artist to take care of her and Marisol too. A makeshift salon had been set up in the conservatory on the roof. Song decided that was where they had the best light and so he had made arrangements earlier in the day to bring up some stools and mirrors.

‘What are you going to do this afternoon, Dad?’ Max asked.

‘Well, this time I’m not skiving off for a nap. I actually do have to get a bit of work done,’ the man replied.

‘Me too,’ Fitz said.

The children were left at a loose end and although the house was full of people, it was eerily quiet.

‘Come on,’ Kensy said. ‘Downstairs. We have work to do.’

The children hurried into the butler’s pantry and entered the fridge, arriving moments later in the underground bunker.

‘We still have to test Song,’ Kensy said. ‘He’s been acting like a total weirdo.’

Max tried hard not to smile, but Kensy didn’t miss it.

‘What? Do you know something?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he replied innocently, hoping that Kensy’s twin lie detector wasn’t working as well as usual.

‘Mmm, we’ll see,’ the girl said. ‘Maybe I can’t trust you now either. Hello Alex,’ Kensy greeted the computer as they walked into the control room.

‘Good afternoon, Miss Kensington, Masters Maxim and Curtis,’ Alex replied. ‘How may I help you?’

‘We have a name for the guy in the photo. But it’s only his first name,’ Kensy said.

‘Javier,’ Max jumped in.

‘Excellent,’ Alex said. ‘I have a match on the DNA from the hairs on the tape. Well done, Master Curtis.’

The boy grinned.


‘His name is Javier Hernandez. He has worked for the USPS for twenty years and has recently lost a great deal of money due to a gambling addiction. He grew up in Charleston, South Carolina and attended the same high school as Dash Chalmers. His mother was a hairdresser and his father was a scientist at the Chalmers Corporation. They are both deceased. He has no other family – except interestingly his cousin is . . .’

‘Nick Thomas,’ the children said in unison.

‘So he wasn’t lying about that,’ Max said. ‘Wow. He’s a piece of work though, stealing his dead cousin’s identity.’

‘Probably wasn’t even his idea. That psychopath Dash Chalmers is capable of anything,’ Kensy said.

‘Alex, can you get a list of all the people who live at 125 East 63rd Street?’ Curtis asked.

‘Good thinking,’ Kensy gave him a nod.

‘Yes,’ Alexander replied. ‘But is there anyone in particular you’re looking for?’

‘A man named Fenton,’ Curtis said.

‘Give me a few minutes,’ the computer whirred.


While the children were waiting, they headed into the workshop. They were only in there for a few seconds when Song’s voice came through unseen speakers.

‘Master Maxim, Miss Kensington, your grandmother would like to see you in her study. Immediately,’ the man’s voice boomed.

‘Sounds like fun,’ Kensy said.

‘Maybe not,’ her brother replied.

‘Do I have to come too?’ Curtis asked.

‘Curtis, you are not required,’ Song said as if he’d just heard every word.

‘Guess not. I’ll come up as soon as I get the intel on Fenton,’ the boy said. ‘I’ll wait in our room.’

Kensy and Max disappeared, leaving Curtis on his own. The boy still couldn’t believe all the cool gadgets Pharos had and decided that maybe he should take a few things with him – something was brewing and if they were going to catch the Postal Assassin, they’d need all the help they could get. He filled his backpack with an assortment of things then shot off to find out if Alex had any information for them.


‘Master Curtis, there is a Fenton Grady who is the building superintendent. He has a daughter called Tessa who is fourteen years old. Nick Thomas is also a resident, having recently moved in a week or so ago.’

‘Except that it’s not Nick Thomas, it’s Javier Hernandez,’ Curtis said. ‘Thanks, Alex, and can you tell me how Kensy and Max can contact you – if they need to?’

‘Well, technically I should let them work things out for themselves, but given you are concerned, please tell them that Julius will be of the most assistance . . .’

‘Julius,’ Curtis frowned. ‘The only Julius I’ve ever heard of is Julius Caesar. But he’s been dead forever.’

‘True, but when he was alive he often used a cipher to encrypt messages of state significance,’ Alex said.

‘Ah! It’s the Caesar Cipher, isn’t it? That’s how they reach you.’

‘Well done, Master Curtis. You are already thinking like an agent,’ Alex replied.
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Kensy paced up and down the floor of Max and Curtis’s bedroom. ‘Let’s go – we can get to Javier’s apartment in a couple of minutes,’ she said. ‘Granny won’t even miss us.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Max said.

They had returned from Cordelia’s office a few hours ago more confused than ever. Max had tried to tell their grandmother about the connection between Javier Hernandez and Dash Chalmers, but she had firmly cut him off, demanding their support at the gala, and reiterating that they had to trust her implicitly by keeping everything they knew to themselves. It was as if she didn’t want to know what they had discovered and she certainly wasn’t sharing anything. The twins felt incredibly frustrated – if only she would tell them what was going on, surely they could help.

‘Kensy, we’re leaving for the gala in less than an hour,’ Curtis reminded her as he fiddled with his bow tie. He’d just finished helping Max tie his too. ‘What if something happened and we weren’t back in time?’

‘Urgh!’ Kensy stamped her foot. Curtis was right of course. The girl was wearing the same long pink skirt and top that she’d worn for their Opera House concert, although this time her mother insisted she wear sparkly silver ballet flats instead of her favourite boots. Kensy was still thinking about changing.

‘Don’t you all look wonderful,’ Anna said as she poked her head inside the door.

‘Mum, wow!’ Max was taken aback. Curtis nodded his approval too.

‘Thank you,’ Anna said, with a twirl. Truth be told she felt like a million bucks. Her navy gown had a beaded lace bodice and mid-length sleeves with an organza skirt that fell all the way to the floor. Anna’s hair had been swept up into a soft chignon and she had long pearl drops hanging from her ears. Her make-up was perfect too.

‘You look great, Mum,’ Kensy said.

‘We need to get moving – family photos on the sitting room terrace in five minutes,’ Anna said, quickly repining a loose curl in her daughter’s hair.

‘How are we getting to Liberty Island?’ Max asked.

‘That’s a surprise,’ their mother said. ‘Come on, let’s get downstairs. We don’t want to keep your grandmother waiting on her special night.’
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Cordelia Spencer smiled for the camera. Behind the hair and make-up and the glittering emerald gown none of the family knew what was going on inside her head and she was beginning to wonder if that had been the right decision. But it was too late now. Things were in motion and if everything went according to plan, Dash Chalmers would no longer be a threat after this evening.

‘I think that’s it, Dame Spencer,’ the photographer said with a nod.

‘Mario, it was so good of you to come. I’m sure that the shots will be lovely,’ the woman said. ‘We are rather a good-looking family, even if I do say so myself.’

‘Thank you, Mother,’ Rupert said. He’d arrived with about three seconds to spare before the first portraits had been taken. ‘And now I’ll be off. See you there.’

‘Why isn’t Uncle Rupert coming with the rest of us?’ Kensy remarked to no one in particular.

‘That’s not your concern,’ Cordelia said.

‘Excuse me, Dame Spencer,’ Song said. ‘I have heard reports of another storm moving in. The pilots would like you to hurry, please.’

‘Pilots?’ Max frowned. ‘Are we going by helicopter?’

‘Well, that was meant to be a surprise for the children, but thank you, Song. Everyone, let’s get a wriggle on,’ Cordelia said. ‘Just take the first available car downstairs and we’ll meet at the heliport on East 34th Street.’

‘Cool!’ Curtis gasped. This was going to be epic.

The next few minutes were hectic to say the least. At the last second Kensy decided to change her shoes and Curtis remembered he’d left his backpack containing his phone among other things upstairs. Somehow in the ensuing pandemonium Anna thought that Kensy and Curtis were with Cordelia, and Cordelia thought the children had gone with their parents. Three cars streamed out of the garage one by one. Kensy was upstairs in her room when she caught a glimpse of the limos turning onto the street, then she heard a door slam and Curtis exclaim loudly.

She tied her second lace and hurried out into the hall.

‘I think they’ve gone without us.’ She looked at Curtis who was just as surprised to see her as she was him.


‘What?’ The boy frowned. ‘But Max knows I came back up.’

Kensy shrugged. ‘It’s okay. We can take a taxi and meet them there.’

The pair flew downstairs as the front gate buzzer sounded.

Kensy peered through one of the sidelights and was stunned to see the girl from yesterday standing there holding an envelope.

‘What on earth?’ Kensy gasped.

‘Are you going to let her in?’ Curtis asked. ‘You know that might be a deadly weapon in her hands.’

Kensy’s mind raced. The boy was right, but all of the other laced letters had been sent through the post. This was weird.

‘Hello.’ Kensy pressed the gate release and opened the door as the girl walked down the path.

‘Excuse me,’ the visitor said then took a breath. ‘Wow, you’re really dressed up.’

‘We’re going out and we’re late,’ Kensy said.

‘I have something for your grandmother,’ the girl replied, holding out the envelope. ‘I was hoping to meet her – if only for a minute.’


‘Are you trying to kill her?’ Kensy asked.

The girl’s eyebrows almost leapt off her forehead. ‘No, why would you think that?’

‘We saw you cavorting with a criminal,’ Kensy said.

Tessa recoiled. ‘What? I don’t know any criminals.’ Beads of sweat had begun to pool on her forehead and she was beginning to think this hadn’t been the best idea after all.

‘You’re the girl from the train,’ Curtis said. ‘You were following us yesterday.’

Tessa shook her head. ‘No, she spoke to me,’ the girl pointed at Kensy. ‘And I wasn’t really following you. Well, I was, sort of, but only because I wanted to meet your grandmother. I knew you were one of her grandchildren after I saw your interview on the television a while back – when your parents miraculously returned from the dead. And when I saw you on that news report the other morning I recognised you immediately. I thought you and your brother might be a way to get to her.’

‘Get to her? Are you stalking our family?’ Kensy demanded.


‘No. Well, maybe, but not in a creepy way. I don’t mean to do your grandmother any harm. I want to thank her. That’s what this letter is.’

‘So you’re not the Postal Assassin?’ Kensy said.

‘No!’ Tessa flinched. ‘My name’s Tessa Grady and I live with my father in an apartment down the street. He’s the building superintendent. Your grandmother gave me a scholarship – via her foundation – and I’ve been desperate to meet her to thank her in person. She’s my role model and I owe her everything. She changed my life and my father’s. He got his job because the chairwoman of the building co-operative was an alumnus of my school.’

Kensy and Curtis looked at one another.

‘What were you doing talking to Javier Fernandez yesterday?’ Curtis asked.

‘Who’s that?’ she asked.

‘You might know him as Nick Thomas,’ Kensy said.

Tessa nodded. ‘He’s a new guy in our building. He only moved in a few weeks ago. My dad has been helping him with lots of things.’

Kensy and Curtis looked at one another. ‘Is your dad home now?’

‘No, he’s gone to do some errands for Nick. He was collecting some things uptown – actually, right where you were the other day.’

‘We need to see inside Nick’s flat,’ Kensy said. ‘Now!’

‘Should we call someone and tell them that we’re still here?’ Curtis said.

Kensy shook her head. ‘They’ll work it out – and there’s no point upsetting Granny on her big night. We’ll get there as soon as we can.’

Meanwhile the fleet of limousines had been delayed in traffic. For the moment no one was any the wiser about Kensy and Curtis’s whereabouts.
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Kensy, Curtis and Tessa sped along the street to the apartment block at number 125.

‘Hey Elwood, have you seen my dad?’ the girl asked the doorman.

‘No, Tessa. He’s not back yet,’ the man said.

She ran into the building and was about to head into the lift when she realised that she would need a master key to get into the apartment. Although maybe that wasn’t such a good idea if the tenant was a criminal.

‘Come with me,’ she said and fled across to the stairs where they descended into the basement. As she opened the door there was a strong smell of cat followed by the yowl of a hungry feline.

‘This is where my dad works,’ she said, grabbing a set of keys from a hook. ‘Sorry about the whiff. Those cats aren’t called Stinky and Smelly for nothing. Dad inherited them with the job.’

Curtis felt something rub against his leg and looked down to give the moggy a scratch.

‘What are all these letters?’ Kensy asked, glancing at the addresses on the front. They weren’t for Fenton Grady. ‘Is it your dad? Does he work for Dash Chalmers?’

Tessa had no idea who that was. ‘No, my dad has this thing where he thinks even though we don’t have much money, we’ve been really lucky. I mean your grandmother’s scholarship pays for me to get a pretty fancy education and so he thinks he should pay it forward. He probably shouldn’t do it because I know that opening other people’s mail is a crime, but he pays some of the electricity bills and stuff for the residents he knows can’t really afford it.’


‘Wow, that’s so kind,’ Curtis said. ‘Even if it is illegal.’

Kensy was taken aback too. ‘Okay, I’m sorry I thought bad things about your dad, but we need to get up to Javier’s place,’ the girl said.

The three of them hurtled up the stairs all the way to the fifth floor. Kensy and Curtis stayed hidden at the end of the hallway while Tessa knocked. She tried at least three times before she was convinced that there was no one home.

‘Come on,’ she whispered as she inserted the key in the lock.

The children made their way inside. ‘It’s a lot nicer than that feral apartment uptown,’ Kensy said. Draped over the arm of a couch was a garment bag.

Curtis spotted a piece of notepaper on the kitchen bench. Beside it was a huge pile of bills. He flicked through them. ‘Wow this guy owes people a fortune.’ Curtis stopped at a handwritten note.

‘Hey Kensy, you’d better take a look at this,’ the boy called.


The girl’s eyes scanned the page. On it was written the name and phone number of a catering company, a location and something else. ‘He’s planning to give Granny a letter at the gala. We need to get there, before it’s too late!’

‘Wait,’ Tessa said. She was rummaging around on the dining table. ‘There’s a list of names and addresses here. I think some of them are the people who have been targeted by the Postal Assassin.’

Kensy’s mind was racing. Her grandmother wasn’t interested in exposing this criminal, but she knew someone else who could help with that. ‘Tessa, do you think you could reach that reporter from the news? The one who is looking for us?’

‘Sure. She works downtown at Broadcast News America. I guess if I could find you, she shouldn’t be too hard to track down,’ the girl replied.

Kensy scribbled something on a scrap of paper. ‘Gather the evidence you find here – use the washing-up gloves so you don’t get any more fingerprints on things then take it to her and tell her to get to Liberty Island as soon as she can. But you mustn’t say a word about me and Curtis.’

Kensy hoped her grandmother would never find out where the leak had come from – she wasn’t sure what the punishment was for agents who broke rank and she wasn’t keen to find out either.
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A red carpet guided guests from the ferry wharf and the helipad all the way to the glittering marquee that stood on the lawn at the base of the Statue of Liberty. The island had been transformed into a sparkling fairyland with hundreds of guests having already arrived to honour Cordelia Spencer and her lifetime of achievements in the media. It was indeed a who’s who with politicians and leading business acolytes, designers and friends and more than a peppering of ordinary folk too – the people who had been part of the story from the beginning.


Drinks and canapés were currently being served inside the base of the statue in the pedestal lobby where the original Liberty torch sat centre stage. Dinner would be in the open-air marquee with the statue framing the backdrop. Fortunately the storm threat had eased.

‘Where’s your sister and Curtis?’ Anna asked Max as the family arrived to the flash of photographers.

‘They must be with Granny and I think she’s already inside,’ the boy replied.

Max felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He took it out and was surprised that it was Kensy. He could hardly hear her over the whumping of helicopter rotors.

‘What?’ he shouted. The boy’s mind was racing. Did she really just say that?

Max looked around. How he would ever be able to find anyone in this crowd was a mystery. The best thing he could do was attach himself to his grandmother and make sure that she was safe. He made his way inside, smiling at his parents and Fitz who were moving between groups and chatting to guests. His grandparents and Mim were busy too. He was glad to see Song hovering near Cordelia who was speaking to a woman with a pile of red curls. Song was also holding a basketful of envelopes. Max remembered that was one of the eccentric traditions that went along with the event. People brought cards for Cordelia to open during the night. But a stack of envelopes didn’t bode well this evening. Not if what Kensy told him was true.

‘Oh, hello darling, come and meet Mrs DuPont,’ Cordelia urged.

The woman asked him how he was enjoying the city and suggested that perhaps the family would like to visit their house in the Hamptons over the weekend for a barbecue. Max nodded absently, smiling and doing his best to be charming even though he had other more pressing things on his mind. ‘Where’s your sister?’ Cordelia asked, hoping to introduce her as well. ‘Our Kensington, she’s a little firebrand, that one.’

Mrs DuPont laughed. ‘It’s good to have spirit.’


‘She and Curtis are outside, I think,’ Max said.

The boy turned around and his jaw almost hit the ground. Uncle Rupert had just arrived with, of all people, Tinsley Chalmers and her children.

‘Excuse me, Deandra,’ Cordelia said as she hurried away to greet them.

Max followed, but he had no idea what they were doing here.

‘Hey Max,’ Van Chalmers waved. ‘It’s really good to see you.’ He then gave the lad an unexpected hug. Ellery did the same. They both seemed tense, their eyes darting around like nervous birds.

‘Hi,’ Max said. ‘Wow, you’re here.’ He was doing his best to sound normal but this was completely unexpected.

‘Max, gorgeous boy.’ Tinsley embraced the lad. ‘Congratulations, Cordelia. What a wonderful honour and thank you so much for inviting us. It’s been a bit hard lately,’ Tinsley said, blinking back tears. ‘It’s lovely to finally get out with some civilised company.’


‘Things will be better soon,’ Cordelia said tightly and patted Tinsley’s hand. But her stomach was churning. Dash was a clever man – what if he realised that she’d set a trap? Using Tinsley and the children as bait didn’t sit well with her, but it had to be done.

On the other side of the room Anna was delighted to see that her special guests had arrived. She hastened to greet them and quickly steered the couple through the crowd to her mother-in-law.

‘Excuse me, Cordelia, I have a surprise for you,’ Anna said as she stepped aside.

Instantly the colour drained from Cordelia’s face.

Max thought his grandmother was about to faint. ‘Granny, are you all right?’ he asked, grabbing her hand.

‘Faye, Conrad,’ she gasped, steadying herself. ‘How perfect. I didn’t realise that you were well enough to travel again.’

‘Oh, darling.’ Faye hugged her friend. ‘We wouldn’t have missed this for the world. It’s your greatest honour yet. Who would have thought when we were girls that you’d one day be receiving a Myrtle.’

Conrad greeted the woman warmly too. The trio exchanged small talk when suddenly Faye realised that her grandchildren were hovering in the background.

‘Ellery, Donovan!’ The woman moved faster than she had in months, pursued by her husband right behind her. ‘What a wonderful surprise. Now where is your father? He must be here somewhere.’

‘What have you done?’ Cordelia glared at Anna, who immediately felt sick.

She thought inviting Cordelia’s best friend to one of the most important events of the woman’s life would have earned her brownie points for at least twenty years. Apparently not.

Max looked around. He wished Kensy would hurry up and get here. There were some very strange things at play and they needed to find out exactly what was going on. Finally, he spotted them in the crowd.

‘Max,’ Kensy said as she and Curtis ran towards the boy. ‘Have you seen him?’


‘Where were you?’ Max demanded.

‘No time to explain now. Have you seen Javier? We think he’s dressed as a waiter.’

Max shook his head.

‘No, but take a look at who else is here.’ The boy pointed at Tinsley and the children.

‘What?’ Kensy’s eyes were huge.

Van Chalmers noticed Kensy immediately and flashed her a grin. ‘Ew, not this again,’ she grumbled.

But the girl needn’t have worried. Van’s attention was about to be diverted by another guest.

It was Curtis who spotted Dash first. ‘Oh, my word,’ the boy said. ‘This can’t be happening.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Kensy asked, her eyes following the lad’s gaze. She grabbed her brother’s arm.

‘What’s he doing here?’ Max gulped. He looked at his grandmother with her beaming smile. This must be part of her plan, but why? Why bring Dash Chalmers here? To such a public place?


‘Granny’s up to something,’ Kensy whispered to her brother.

‘Absolutely,’ Max replied. ‘Something dangerous.’

Ellery’s eyes lit up and she ran. ‘Dad!’ she squealed and leapt into the man’s outstretched arms.

Tinsley Chalmers looked as if she’d seen a ghost. Kensy noticed her uncle Rupert reach inside his jacket, but Cordelia froze him with a stare and an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

‘Mother, Father, what a delightful surprise,’ Dash said, looking as handsome as ever in his tuxedo. He walked towards his parents, who embraced him warmly.

Van looked at his father, not knowing what to think after everything he and Ellery had been told about why they had left Australia. Why was his dad here? What on earth was going on?

‘Tinsley, sweetheart, don’t you look ravishing. The new “do” suits you,’ Dash leaned in, placing a hand around the woman’s waist. He kissed her cheek then whispered. ‘Play nicely, darling, and this will all be over soon.’

The woman smiled, although it was all she could do not to be sick.

‘Hello Dash,’ Cordelia greeted the man. ‘How lovely to see you. Please join us for a glass of champagne.’ There was a waiter holding a drinks tray right by them.

Cordelia picked up a glass.

Rupert wondered what his mother was playing at and then he saw it. She squirted something from her bracelet as she passed Dash the flute.

‘Song, you must have one too,’ Cordelia insisted. ‘You work far too hard and tonight is not all about me – it’s about everyone I love.’

But the butler was momentarily distracted by a woman in a red dress. His eyes followed her across the floor and for a second everyone turned to see what he was looking at.

‘Song?’ Cordelia said again, more urgently, returning her attention to the tray.

‘Oh, thank you, ma’am,’ he took another flute of champagne and had a rather large gulp.

Kensy tugged on Max’s sleeve. ‘We need to split up and find Javier,’ the girl said. ‘Or they won’t be giving Granny a toast, because she will be toast.’

Max looked around. Rupert was watching Dash like a hawk and Max’s parents and Fitz had disappeared. There was no time to explain anything to anyone now.

Kensy quickly pulled the earpiece from the side of her watch and Max did the same. It was a pity Curtis didn’t have a watch of his own yet, but he’d just have to keep an eye on things.

The children made their escape, wandering through the crowd, scanning everyone, especially the waitstaff.

It was Max who sighted Javier first. He whispered into his wrist. ‘Main stairs.’

Kensy looked up. It was the USPS guy all right. She’d know that droopy eyelid anywhere. ‘He’s got the letter meant for Granny – it must be in one of his pockets. If he drops it in the basket and she opens it during dinner, that’s it.’


‘We need to get it off him – now!’ Max said.

The boy jogged up the stairs and deliberately brushed past the man. ‘Hello there,’ he whispered. In the blink of an eye Max had nabbed the envelope from inside Javier’s jacket.

‘Have I got something you want?’ Max taunted him as he waved the letter about, hoping that none of its contents escaped. Although according to the press, the virus was contained in some sort of pressurised ampoule that only affected the person immediately opening it.

‘Why, you little brat!’ the man roared and raced after the boy.

Max sprinted up several flights of stairs and then several more with Javier hot on his heels. Kensy gave chase and Curtis did too. They finally reached the statue’s pedestal observation deck. Max stopped to catch his breath, but Javier was right there.

‘Give that back,’ he said.

‘Or what?’ Max spat. ‘You’ll kill me. You were intending to kill my grandmother, weren’t you?’

Kensy and Curtis reached the platform.

‘You kids think that you’re so smart. Dash told me what you did. You ruined everything and now you’re all going to pay,’ Javier threatened.

‘I do not think so,’ a voice said. It was Song. He’d seen the children leave and decided to follow them, though he wasn’t quite feeling himself and was struggling to keep up. Song rubbed his cheeks and gave them a slap.

Kensy grinned. ‘So you are still a good guy, Song.’

‘He always was,’ Max said. ‘All those mystery phone calls – you can ask him about his girlfriend later.’

Song’s face turned bright red and he shot Max a death stare. ‘That was supposed to be our secret, Master Maxim.’

‘Sorry,’ the boy said. ‘I had to tell her. It’s the only way Kensy will believe that you’re truly on our side.’

‘Enough!’ Javier shouted. ‘Give me the envelope.’


He lunged at Max, but Song flew across the room, landing a blow to the man’s shoulder. Trouble was no one anticipated Javier being quite so fast. He stood up and ran for Song, kicking him hard in the stomach then landing a stunning knockout blow to the chin. Curtis ran to Song’s aid.

Kensy squared up to Javier next, but he flung her away like a rag doll.

He turned to Max, his sinewy arms flexing beneath his tight white shirt. ‘Your turn now.’

Max took off up the spiral staircase towards the statue’s crown. Javier was right behind him.

Kensy dusted herself off and checked on Song. He was still unconscious and there was a trickle of blood on his temple, but she couldn’t let Javier get her brother.

‘Stay with him!’ Kensy commanded.

Curtis nodded as she sped away. He pulled out his phone but there was no signal.

Max, Javier and Kensy wound their way up and up, the equivalent of almost twenty storeys until finally they reached the inside of Lady Liberty’s crown. It was like a viewing room with its row of rectangular windows that wrapped 270 degrees around the statue, giving a spectacular panorama over Manhattan.

‘Give that envelope to me,’ Javier demanded.

Kensy arrived, having barely raised a sweat. ‘Leave my brother alone,’ she ordered.

But it didn’t look likely. The man obviously hadn’t enjoyed being made a fool of on the carousel and he was determined not to be outsmarted by a bunch of kids for a second time.

‘I hoped it wouldn’t come to this.’ The man reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small pistol. ‘You are far too stubborn for your own good. Over there with your brother,’ Javier commanded, brandishing the weapon.

Kensy wanted just one kick but she didn’t dare. Who knew what sort of ricochet effect a bullet would have inside the metal statue.

‘Open the window,’ Javier directed.

Down below in the echo chamber, despite the great height, Curtis could hear snippets of the man’s demands. Song had begun to rouse, but he was far from conscious. Curtis hovered, trying to decide what he should do – stay with Song or help his friends. Song passed out again and Curtis made up his mind. He couldn’t leave Kensy and Max up there with that lunatic.

‘Sorry, Song. I’ll be back soon,’ the boy whispered and hotfooted it up the stairs.

Meanwhile Max looked at the rectangular panes of glass and realised with horror that they weren’t fixed. All of them were hinged and opened wide enough for a child to crawl through easily.

‘That one there!’ Javier motioned towards the middle window.

Max did as he was told, unlatching the pane and swinging it upwards.

Kensy peered outside, her heart pounding.

‘Now be good boys and girls and climb outside,’ he said. ‘But you will give me the letter first and maybe then I won’t kill you – just leave you dangling.’

Javier held out his left hand, with the gun still aimed at the children in his right.


‘You’re a murderer,’ Max spat as he passed the envelope over.

Javier stuffed it inside his jacket pocket as Curtis finally reached the landing. The boy was huffing and blowing. ‘Oh man, I need to get fitter,’ he panted then looked up and realised what he’d walked into.

‘Not you too.’ Javier rolled his eyes and spun around, waving the gun.

‘Oh, that’s not good,’ Curtis swallowed hard.

‘Out there with your friends – now!’ Javier ordered.

The twins had climbed through the window and were perched on the edge of Lady Liberty’s fringe. Curtis pushed himself through the pane to join them.

‘Javier, you really don’t want to do this,’ Max said.

‘Here, take these,’ Curtis breathed then passed something to each of the twins.

‘What about you?’ Kensy asked, feeling greatly relieved.

‘I’m sorted,’ Curtis replied.


‘You are three silly kids who could not help yourselves,’ the man said as he aimed the gun through the open pane.

‘You said you wouldn’t kill us,’ Max berated the man.

‘Sometimes people lie,’ he smirked.

Javier didn’t see the slim blue bands the twins and Curtis had attached to their wrists.

‘Which one of you will I shoot first?’ Javier said.

‘On my count,’ Max mouthed. ‘Three, two . . .’

He was about to say ‘one’ when Kensy leapt off the statue’s head. Curtis hesitated for a second then jumped. Max eyeballed Javier then flew into the abyss.

‘What are you doing?’ Javier screamed.

He poked his head through the window and leaned out as far as he could, but the children were gone. Javier turned and fled, hardly believing what he’d just seen. He was partway down the double-helix spiral staircase when the escapees pulled their chutes and drifted silently to the ground.


‘Curtis, you’re amazing!’ Kensy hit the button on her wrist and the chute folded back up to nothing. She ran and hugged the boy, her heart pounding.

Curtis patted his chest and tried to catch his breath. ‘That was amazing,’ he mumbled, still a little dazed. ‘We jumped off the Statue of Liberty.’

‘Yes, we did,’ Max embraced his friend. ‘And you saved our lives.’

‘It was nothing,’ the boy grinned. ‘Doesn’t everyone carry mini parachutes around in their backpacks in case of emergencies?’

Kensy smiled. ‘Gotta love that backpack.’

Max looked up towards the marquee. He could see the guests sitting down at their tables. ‘Dinner’s about to be served and we don’t want Granny thinking we’ve skived off.’

‘Umm, isn’t that the least of her worries? I can’t believe you gave Javier the letter,’ Kensy said. ‘Though I suppose he didn’t give you a lot of choice.’

‘Ah, but which one?’ Max said mysteriously as he pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket.

‘What? How?’ Kensy gasped.

‘It’s not only Curtis who comes prepared,’ the boy said.

He’d swiped another letter from the basket Song had been carrying around and made sure that was the one he’d given back to Javier. He’d kept the poisoned letter for himself. ‘But Javier has to be caught and I’m at a bit of a loss as to how that’s going to happen now.’

Kensy raised her eyebrows at Curtis, but neither of them said a thing.

‘Come on,’ Max urged and the children sped to the marquee where the crowd was now seated for dinner. They hovered outside the entrance, taking note of where their family was sitting and where Dash was too.

‘You’d better get inside,’ Curtis said. ‘I’ll check on Song and see that he’s all right. Javier knocked him out cold.’

‘He’s usually tougher than that,’ Kensy said. ‘Maybe try and delay him a little if you can, Curtis. If Javier is still here, we don’t want Song going after him in the middle of dinner. Granny would be mortified.’

Curtis nodded and raced away. Max was about to head in when Kensy pulled on his sleeve.

‘What are you going to do with that letter?’ she asked. ‘It’s not safe.’

‘Where have you two been?’ Rupert Spencer asked as he approached them from behind. The children spun around. ‘And what’s this letter you’re talking about?’

Kensy and Max looked at one another. A minute later, at a rate of knots, they’d told their uncle everything.

‘Give it to me, Max,’ the man said. ‘It seems your grandmother’s plan, which has gone quite pear shaped, might just work out after all. If only she hadn’t been so selfish, wanting to bring Dash down on her own, I suspect things could have gone far more smoothly.’

The twins had been thinking the exact same thing, but there was no time for more talk. The dinner gong had rung and they needed to get inside quick smart.
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As the twins sat down between their parents they spotted Javier lurking behind a huge floral arrangement. He followed another waiter towards their table and dropped an envelope into the basket beside their grandmother’s chair. She had already begun to open the mountain of cards and was smiling and laughing at the messages inside, although there was something else in her eyes. Panic. She was looking for someone.

‘Where’s Curtis?’ Anna asked, glancing at his empty seat on the other side of Ed. Max told her he’d run to the loo and would be back soon.

‘I cannot believe that scoundrel is ’ere tonight,’ Hector breathed, eyeing the Chalmers family who were seated at the table to the left of them.

It was all he could do not to jump up and throttle Dash. But he trusted Cordelia and knew there was more to this than met the eye. There had to be. She would never have invited Dash here without a plan.

A bald man dressed in a dinner suit and a floral bow tie stood on a small platform at the end of the room and cleared his throat.

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys and our honoured guest, Dame Cordelia Spencer. Welcome to tonight’s gala. My name is William Van Tol and I am the great grandson of Beauregard Myrtle for whom this award is named. We are gathered to celebrate the lifetime achievements of a formidable woman. A woman who has made her mark in the world of media for over fifty years now and whose generosity and kindness has allowed many to lead lives much greater than they had ever dreamed. Appetisers are about to be served, after which we will hear from some of Dame Spencer’s nearest and dearest. So to kick off the festivities, could you please be upstanding as we raise a toast to Dame Spencer.’

‘Dame Spencer.’ The words echoed around the marquee.

Cordelia’s eyes were everywhere as she smiled and waved at her guests, but there was someone missing.

‘Has anyone seen Song?’ she asked.

Max leaned around his parents. ‘He wasn’t feeling well. We saw him when we were having a tour of the statue and I think he was heading for the bathroom.’

The revelation only seemed to cause his grandmother more distress.

Kensy was watching Javier who was now loitering at the side of the pavilion. Fortunately he hadn’t yet noticed them. The fact that he had a gun was something of a problem.

Max had his eyes on Dash.

Meanwhile, inside the statue, Curtis was mopping Song’s brow. The man had received a brutal kick and had a lump the size of an egg on his forehead. He had not long ago woken up and was muttering deliriously. ‘Dash. Champagne. Poison.’ His eyes rolled back in his head and he was out cold again.

Poison. Curtis wondered why Song had been knocked out so easily. According to Kensy and Max the man had a black belt in just about everything and could stop an attacker with a single finger. He rummaged around in his backpack and found what he was looking for then administered a dose, hoping it did what it said on the label. Fortunately the man immediately began to rouse and started muttering the name Juliet. Curtis had no idea who that was, but at least Song was awake.
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‘Are you all right, Mother?’ Rupert asked. ‘Still got a plan, have you?’

Cordelia eyeballed him.

‘Not now, Rupert,’ she said firmly and reached into the basket to open another card then smiled at a well-wisher who had stopped at the table. ‘If you want to do something useful, go and find Song and make sure that he’s in one piece.’

Ellery Chalmers hadn’t left her father’s side since he arrived. ‘Are we going home soon, Dad?’ she asked.

‘Yes, darling. I think we’ve all had more than enough adventures for a while.’ He planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘Mummy must be eager to get back to all her lovely things.’

Tinsley felt faint. Her hands were clammy. She needed to get the children out of there and fast.

Waitstaff walked in processionals, delivering plates of food. A young woman with an earpiece arrived at the Chalmers’ table. She leaned down and murmured something in Dash’s ear, handing him an envelope. He turned it over in his hands and caught Dame Spencer’s eye. He’d been expecting this – the final instruction for how he was going to leave with Tinsley and the children. The man smiled and ran his thumb under the flap. A puff of air blasted his face and he recoiled.


Kensy and Max looked at one another.

‘Uncle Rupert,’ they whispered then glanced across at the man who seemed completely oblivious to whatever was going on.

For several seconds, Dash stared in their direction before his head hit the plate in front of him. Ellery Chalmers screamed hysterically, causing the entire room of almost a thousand people to be silenced.

‘No! No!’ Javier raced to Dash’s side. ‘Dash, what have I done? It was those children. They must have swapped the letters!’

Now was their chance. ‘It was him!’ Max stood up and pointed. ‘That man there. The waiter. He’s the Postal Assassin! His name is Javier Hernandez.’

‘Javier!’ Conrad Chalmers shouted. ‘He was one of Dash’s best friends at school. What’s going on?’

There was a gasp from the crowd and a woman entered the marquee trailed by a cameraman and a guy holding a sound boom. ‘It’s true. That man is the Postal Assassin and I have the evidence to prove it.’


‘What’s that reporter from the television doing here?’ Max said.

‘Well done, Tessa,’ Kensy mumbled to herself.

In the blink of an eye a swarm of security guards had apprehended the man. Given the Deputy Director of the CIA and the Head of the FBI were both guests at the party, it didn’t take more than a few minutes for Javier to disappear – quite likely for a very long time.

‘Dash!’ Faye Chalmers stood behind her son, trying to shake him awake. ‘My darling boy.’

Cordelia hurried to her friend’s side. ‘Oh, Faye, the ambulance is on its way. We’ll see that he has the best care. Mark my words.’ Cordelia embraced the woman.

Tinsley hugged her daughter. ‘It’s all right, darling. Daddy will be fine,’ she soothed.

Rupert stood beside her. ‘Faye, Conrad, please go with your son. I’ll look after Tinsley and the children.’

A helicopter thumped overhead and Dash was stretchered out of the marquee, his parents by his side.

Rupert turned to his mother. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ Kensy and Max stared at their uncle and he gave them both a wink.

‘Of course, darling,’ the woman said. ‘Perhaps we should abandon the party?’

‘Over my dead body,’ Hector said. ‘There is so much to celebrate tonight. And it ’as not been lost on me that we are ’ere in the shadow of Lady Liberty – a gift from my country to America and a symbol of enlightenment for all the world. She would be pleased with what ’as transpired.’

Cordelia smiled. ‘Yes, but sadly it was none of my doing.’

She looked at the twins and arched her left eyebrow. They both simply shrugged.

After the initial shock, the noise levels in the marquee reached fever pitch with everyone speculating about what had just happened and whether or not Dash would pull through. Curtis and a weak-looking Song had arrived in time to see the whole chaotic scene and now Kensy and Max were explaining everything.

‘What are you going to do, Mother?’ Ed asked, a glint in his eye.


‘Hector’s right. I’m not going to let that scoundrel spoil my night. I’ve waited a long time for this and besides, I hear the dessert is going to be spectacular,’ Cordelia said, as she turned and walked to the podium.

She cleared her throat and waited several minutes for the room to fall silent. ‘Dear friends, it would appear that tonight a major crime has been foiled. It is a great relief to the entire country that the Postal Assassin has been caught. I’m sure that you will all join me in sending your very best wishes to Dash Chalmers for a speedy recovery.’ Her throat almost dried up when she said that evil man’s name, but it was for the best.

‘Here here.’ A man halfway down the marquee stood up and clapped. Soon the entire audience had joined him and while the atmosphere was somewhat subdued for a short time, the party quickly regained its momentum and was everything the Spencers could have hoped for and more.
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On Friday morning the news headlines all carried the same story. The capture of the Postal Assassin and the tragic death of his fifth victim, Dash Chalmers.

‘Good morning.’ Cordelia Spencer kissed the top of her granddaughter’s blonde head as she arrived in the kitchen just after nine.

‘Morning, Granny.’ Kensy looked up from her cereal bowl. ‘I can’t believe we got him and that horrible Javier too. That was the best!’

Max and Curtis were seated beside her along the island bench, chomping on their vegemite toast.

‘Yes well, thanks to you and your brother and Curtis. And no thanks to me and Song,’ the woman said as the butler passed her a strong cup of coffee.

‘I think it’s Uncle Rupert you have to thank the most,’ Max said.

‘I swear, ma’am, Dash was fast. I did not see him make the exchange of champagne glasses,’ Song said, still nursing a rather sore head.

Dame Spencer’s plan had not been quite as foolproof as she had hoped. She’d run a huge risk inviting Tinsley and the children to the party. As per the deal she’d made with Dash when he had held her captive, she had agreed to hand them over to him that night. Except that what she’d really planned was to drug him with the spiked champagne then capture him with Song’s help. She hadn’t counted on Dash being so observant and Song so distracted. And she’d been so stubborn that she hadn’t listened to her own grandchildren. She would never have forgiven herself if something had happened to them.

‘Well, we’re very lucky that Curtis had the presence of mind to take that backpack of his along and that he’d stocked up on supplies downstairs – or things might have turned out very differently,’ Cordelia said.

The lad smiled.

‘I think you’re going to be a welcome addition to the Pharos family, young man.’

Curtis felt his chest puff out, even though he tried hard to keep it still.

‘What will happen now?’ Max asked. ‘To Tinsley and the kids?’

‘I’m not sure. Your uncle is going to help them work out what they’d like to do next. They might go back to Sydney or they could stay here,’ Cordelia said.

‘In the Eagle’s Nest – in the Barbizon building a few doors down?’ Kensy said.

‘Is there anything you lot haven’t worked out for yourselves?’ Cordelia smiled.

Kensy grinned. ‘Well, we are spies too, you know.’


‘Trainees, darling,’ the woman reminded her.

‘We still haven’t worked out why Dash and Javier targeted those people with the letters,’ Max said. ‘But I suspect Javier did Dash’s bidding for money.’

‘That’s often a great motivator,’ Cordelia said. ‘As for the victims, you can be sure they all have links to Dash somewhere along the line. We’ll work it out. Unfortunately I’ll have to go to the funeral – for Faye and Conrad. But at least they’ll never know what a monster their son had become and for that I am grateful.’

‘We had some help last night before we got to the island,’ Kensy said. ‘Did you open a card from a girl called Tessa?’

Cordelia’s eyes widened. ‘Yes. It brought a tear to my eye – most unexpected. I’d love to meet her. I believe she could be someone to keep in mind for the future.’

‘We can arrange that,’ Kensy said. ‘I suspect she’d make an awesome spy.’

‘Well, it sounds like she might be in for a sizable reward for solving the case of the Postal Assassin,’ Cordelia said.


‘That’s fantastic.’ Kensy smiled. ‘I’m sure she and her father will put the money to very good use.’

Anna and Ed walked into the room. Hector and Marisol and Mim were already on the terrace, enjoying their breakfast in the sunshine.

‘Morning, Mother,’ Ed said, kissing the woman’s cheek.

‘Good morning, Cordelia,’ Anna said sheepishly.

Cordelia set her cup on the benchtop and walked around to her daughter-in-law. ‘I owe you an apology, my dear,’ she said, her eyes glistening. ‘I know that you invited Faye and Conrad because you wanted them to share in my special night and if I hadn’t been so focused on my rather ill-thought-out plan to capture Dash . . . well, I’m sorry I was cross – it was cruel of me.’

She hugged Anna tightly and the two of them brushed tears from their eyes.

The children frowned at each other and Ed pulled a face.


‘How about we do something fun today?’ Ed said. ‘What about we hire a boat and go out on the river?’

Kensy looked at her father. ‘Are you kidding?’

‘No way!’ Max shook his head.

‘Not voting for that,’ Curtis said.

There had still been no progress on who was behind the cruiser plot back at Alexandria and that was the last thing they needed to be reminded of. Although in a disturbing twist, Dame Spencer had recently learned that Frank Fife had been poisoned by his own hand – or at least that’s how things appeared.

‘What about a stroll around the Central Park Zoo?’ Anna suggested.

‘Now that’s a much better idea. Maybe Song can bring his girlfriend – the one he has listed as Huang in his phone,’ Max teased.

‘What girlfriend?’ Cordelia snapped. ‘And why on earth would you give the poor woman that code name?’

‘Woo woo,’ Kensy teased.


A deep blush raced up the man’s neck. ‘I was not sure that I wanted anyone to find out. In case things did not go the way I have been hoping.’

‘Come on, Song, you’re going to have to give us a little more than that. Does she have a name? How did you meet? Where does she live?’ Cordelia fired.

Beads of perspiration ran down Song’s temples. ‘Her name is . . .’

‘Juliet!’ Curtis exclaimed loudly and was met by a sea of furrowed brows. ‘Song called her name last night when he was delirious.’

‘Did I?’ the man grimaced.

Curtis nodded.

‘Tell us more,’ Cordelia urged.

Song sighed. ‘We met in London, but she lives here in New York. We have not seen each other since I arrived but she is a very enthusiastic user of the telephone. I am worried that she is a little obsessed with me and my dumplings, and I did not want to introduce her to anyone until I was sure. I was shocked to see her at your gala last night, Dame Spencer – but then I realised she works for the events company. Anyway, Confucius says that wheresoever you go, you go with all your heart and I am afraid that my heart is not ready to be broken. What if Juliet does not fancy me as much as I fancy her?’

‘Well,’ Kensy said earnestly. ‘Given I am fast becoming the expert on relationships around here – just ask Max and Autumn – I’d say that you can’t be sure unless you actually see the poor woman. That’s not fair to either of you.’

Max glowered at his sister.

‘Yes, come on, Song. You need to live a little,’ Cordelia said. ‘And if you’ve been worried that I’d be against the idea, goodness me, you clearly have no idea how many dates your brother goes on.’

The children chuckled. So did everyone else.

‘He never told me that,’ Song said.

‘That’s because it’s his business, except that I’ve blabbed. Oops.’ Cordelia grinned. ‘A trip to the zoo it is – and you have to introduce us to your friend, Song. Or we’ll tease you mercilessly for the rest of your life,’ Cordelia said.

‘Granny’s right,’ Max agreed. He picked up piece of toast and popped it into his mouth when suddenly a random thought hit the boy that he could apply to his cipher puzzle. A swap – the envelope swap. What about swapping the letters of the alphabet in the note from Magoo’s office. What if he turned a few things on their head? Maybe that would work. He’d take a look after breakfast – and he’d talk to Alex too.

‘Anyone for pancakes?’ Song asked, desperate to divert the conversation. ‘I will make whatever you want.’

‘Stop trying to change the subject, Song,’ Kensy said, grinning.

‘Kensington, stop teasing Song,’ Mim called from the terrace.

Hector glanced inside. ‘What a family,’ he said.


Marisol patted his hand and smiled. ‘Oui, and I am very glad that they are ours.’

Meanwhile in a secure facility thousands of miles away, Pharos had just taken delivery of a new prisoner. A handsome and charming man whose file was marked ‘Never to Be Released’.
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The A1Z26 code is a very simple code. As you know there are 26 letters in the English alphabet so if A equals 1, Z would equal 26 because it is the 26th letter in the alphabet.

This is an easy code to crack, but could be made more difficult if you altered the corresponding order of letters and numbers. In that case you would need to create your own key to decode the messages that you write.
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The five Kensy and Max books so far have all used different codes and ciphers for the chapter headings; the Caesar Cipher, the Pigpen Cipher, the Atbash Cipher, Morse Code and now the A1Z26 code.

The difference between a cipher and a code is that a cipher changes a message on a letter-by-letter basis, while a code converts whole plain-text words or phrases into other words or numbers.
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