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About the Book



TOP SECRET


What do you do when your instincts and obligations pull you in opposite directions? When there are multiple leads, which one do you follow?


After a school excursion goes horribly wrong, Kensy and Max are left with a sneaking suspicion that the incident was no accident. But there’s no time for investigation as the twins are whisked away to Switzerland on a fully sanctioned Pharos mission.


Upon landing in Zermatt, Kensy and Max are tasked with infiltrating the Van Leer family. Strange as the Van Leers are, proof of their misdeeds is scarce. And when a surprising figure appears in the ski town, it seems there is more than one mystery to solve. Kensy and Max are on a mission for justice and won’t stop until it’s served.


PHAROS MISSION CHECKLIST


	Snow-melting pods

	Telescope

	Snooping skills

	Speed

	Ski lift ticket

	Courage
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The Spencer household




	
Kensington Méribel Spencer

	
   

	
Agent-in-training, 12-year-old twin to Maxim




	
Maxim Val d’Isère Spencer

	
   

	
Agent-in-training, 12-year-old twin to Kensy




	
Anna Spencer

	
   

	
Dormant agent PA S2694, Kensy and Max’s mother




	
Edward Spencer

	
   

	
PA X2658, Kensy and Max’s father, son of Dame Spencer




	
Fitzgerald Williams

	
   

	
PA X2660, Kensy and Max’s manny, Edward’s first cousin




	
Pharos




	
Dame Cordelia Spencer

	
   

	
Head of Pharos, PA Z001




	
Song Li

	
   

	
PA U2613, butler




	
Rupert Spencer

	
   

	
PA X2672, Dame Spencer’s son




	
Tippie MacGregor

	
   

	
Head of Inventions Team, Magoo MacGregor’s wife




	
Central London Free School staff




	
Magoo MacGregor

	
   

	
Headmaster



	
Romilly Vanden Boom

	
   

	
Science teacher


	
Monty Reffell

	
   

	
History teacher


	
Lottie Ziegler

	
   

	
Mathematics teacher



	
Gordon Nutting

	
   

	
PE teacher




	
Central London Free School students




	
Autumn Lee,

	
   

	
Trainee Pharos agents




	
Curtis Pepper

	
   

	
    



	
Harper Ballantine,

	
   

	
    



	
Carlos Rodriguez,

	
   

	
    



	
Sachin Varma,

	
   

	
    


	
Yasmina Ahmed,

	
   

	
    


	
Dante Moretti,

	
   

	
    



	
Inez Dufour

	
   

	
    




	
Blair Braithwaite,

	
   

	
Regular school students



	
Liam Lewis,

	
   

	
    


	
Graham Churchill,

	
   

	
    


	
Madeline Catanzariti,

	
   

	
    



	
Angus Woods

	
   

	
    




	
Other



	
Sir James Strawbridge

	
   

	
Chief Inspector of Scotland Yard


	
Fox Van Leer

	
   

	
Co-owner of Van Leer Holdings, Soren’s father


	
Heike Van Leer

	
   

	
Co-owner of Van Leer Holdings, Soren’s mother


	
Soren Van Leer

	
   

	
Fox and Heike’s son


	
Sylvie Gould

	
   

	
Van Leers’ housekeeper


	
Axel Gruber

	
   

	
Van Leers’ personal trainer
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For Ian and the brave children of the world who face all manner of challenges every single day.








Case Note 20

Author: Fitzgerald Williams, Pharos Agent (PA) X2660

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

 

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

FIELDWORK

Kensington and Maxim recently played a key role in identifying and apprehending the Postal Assassin who had been targeting victims across the United States with letters designed to poison the recipient upon opening.

The children and their Australian friend, Curtis Pepper (who accepted an invitation by Dame Spencer to join the Pharos Agents in Training Program), travelled to New York with Dame Spencer, ostensibly for a holiday and to celebrate Cordelia receiving the Myrtle Award for her service to media and philanthropy. Unbeknown to anyone other than Cordelia and her youngest son, Rupert, she was also setting a trap for Dash Chalmers, Pharos’s most-wanted criminal (and the son of her dear friends Faye and Conrad Chalmers).

Things went awry when Kensington and Maxim discovered the identity of the Postal Assassin – a man called Javier Hernandez. They subsequently learned that he was working for Dash Chalmers and intended to kill their grandmother at the gala where she was to receive her award. Due to quick thinking from the twins, and help from Curtis and their Uncle Rupert, they were able to ambush Javier. He was taken into custody, though not before his poison pen infected Dash Chalmers who had attended the event and was planning to flee, with his wife Tinsley and children, Donovan and Ellery, home to Australia at its conclusion. Having been kidnapped by Dash while in New York, Dame Spencer had cut a deal with the man, however she had no intention of allowing him to leave, planning her own double cross. She wasn’t counting on the other plot against her.

Dash Chalmers succumbed to the poison and was publicly declared deceased the same day that a prisoner whose file was marked ‘Never to be Released’ was interned in a remote and highly secure Pharos facility.

SKILLS, STRENGTHS AND VULNERABILITIES

Kensington and Maxim have demonstrated initiative and courage, initially hunting down Javier without adult assistance. Their physical fitness and endurance are serving them both well and Kensington has worked hard to match her brother’s code-breaking skills.

There have been some other ongoing challenges, with the family still unaware of who is trying to harm them following another critical incident during an outing on their grandmother’s cruiser. There appears to be a link with that attack to the boat from which the children and their parents had been shot at while walking along the Thames in London; however investigations have come to a standstill.

TRAINING

Kensington and Maxim continued their training over the summer vacation, undertaking many unprompted tasks and impressing everyone with their dedication to fitness and skill development.

EMOTIONAL STATE

Kensington and Maxim are both exhibiting signs of true resilience and determination – two attributes that will serve them well in the spy business. Kensington is still prone to the odd outburst and must learn to keep her emotions in check – something she will no doubt learn from her grandmother who is an expert in that area.

Maxim must also understand that it is important to be armed with all of the facts before jumping to conclusions, particularly when it comes to other agents – in this case, namely Song whom he suspected was working against Pharos during this time.

OTHER INFORMATION

Kensington and Maxim have returned to their home in Ponsonby Terrace, London, to live with their parents and myself. Song is currently stationed at Alexandria now that the family unit is settled. Curtis Pepper and his parents have taken up residence in Esme Brightside’s recently renovated terrace house directly across the road from the Spencers’ home.
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‘Kensington, may I see you for a moment please?’ Mrs Vanden Boom asked loudly as the children streamed out of the lab into the corridor.

Kensy looked at her best friend, Autumn. ‘Uh oh,’ she murmured.

Autumn raised her eyebrows as she retied the red ribbon at the end of one of her long black plaits. ‘Any idea what that’s about?’

Kensy shook her head. ‘No. I haven’t destroyed anything this week – at least nothing obvious.’


Autumn grinned. ‘I’ll see you upstairs,’ she said. ‘Remember we’ve got Reff’s history excursion to the Houses of Parliament leaving straight after morning tea, so try not to be too long.’

‘Thrilling,’ Kensy said, deadpan as she turned to walk back to where the teacher was standing at the front of the room.

‘Is something the matter, Mrs Vanden Boom?’ Kensy asked. She thought she might as well just come out and ask.

‘No, nothing’s wrong,’ the woman said and waited until the last student had closed the door behind them. Then she lowered her voice. ‘I wanted to show you something. A new invention I’ve been working on for quite some time now. Though it’s not ready yet – it definitely needs to be trialled on some willing participants.’ There was an unmistakable glint in the teacher’s eye.

Kensy let out the breath she’d been holding and felt her stomach settle. Last week she’d knocked over a bottle of sulphuric acid in the lab and although the stainless steel benchtop got off unscathed, the timber doors on the cupboard below hadn’t fared so well with the liquid burning a huge hole in the middle of them. She’d earned herself a right telling off for that, though deservedly so. This week Kensy had earned full marks for her research project on soundwaves, so she was definitely back in the woman’s good books.

The science teacher reached into her pocket and pulled out a small silver case. It was quite flat and looked a bit like one of the antique snuff boxes in the collection Kensy’s grandmother had on display at Alexandria, the woman’s country estate. Romilly unsnapped the latch and revealed three pieces of black material, each less than a centimetre square, along with what looked to be three small earpieces paired beside them.

‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ the woman said, picking up one of the patches between her forefinger and thumb.

Kensy frowned. ‘Um, what are they?’

‘Mind-readers,’ Romilly replied.

Kensy’s eyebrows jumped up. ‘Are you serious?’


The teacher nodded and pressed a finger to her lips. ‘Top secret, but I had to share it with someone whom I knew would appreciate what’s gone into the development.’

‘How do they work?’ Kensy asked.

‘Well, the patch needs to be attached to the inside of a hat or a helmet around about here.’ Romilly patted the side of her head. ‘Although it doesn’t matter too much if it’s a little out of alignment, as placing it accurately under pressure is going to be tricky. The messages from the wearer are transmitted back to the receiver, via the earpiece. It’s still in development, but I’m sure it’s going to be a game changer for the organisation.’

‘Are you working with the inventions team on this?’ Kensy asked. Kensy and her twin brother had recently been given a tour of another Pharos site located deep below the headquarters of the Beacon – the newspaper that their grandmother and father ran. The pair had been stunned to meet a small team of scientists and inventors who were responsible for all of the Pharos-issue gadgets. Apparently it was a rare privilege to be given a peek and they’d been sworn to secrecy.

Romilly shook her head. ‘No, unfortunately. Tippie and I, we don’t always see eye to . . .’ the woman hesitated. ‘Never mind . . . and, Kensy, you’re not to mention this to another soul. No one – not even Maxim and especially not your grandmother. I promise I’ll reveal more when I can.’

‘That’s an incredible invention,’ Kensy declared, clenching her fists and jiggling on the spot.

‘Yes, it is rather. Now off you go – and remember, this is our secret,’ the woman said, tapping the side of her nose.

‘Of course,’ Kensy agreed.

The girl could hardly believe it. A mind-reader. Imagine what could be done with something like that. Although she’d hate for someone to plant one on her – that would be horrible. And what did Mrs Vanden Boom mean about her and Tippie not seeing eye to eye? The twins had been shocked to learn that Tippie MacGregor, their headmaster’s impossibly glamorous wife, whom they’d met a couple of times now at Alexandria was actually a highly accomplished scientist in charge of the Pharos inventions team. No one had thought to mention it before, which was odd, but then again, Pharos was a secret organisation. Their grandmother had seemed delighted by the looks of surprise on Kensy’s and Max’s faces. It was probably another lesson in stereotypes – just because someone appears a certain way and is called Tippie doesn’t mean they’re an airhead. Far from it. Kensy had felt a bit bad for having thought that in the first place. Clearly the MacGregors were a formidable team.

Her thoughts returned to the mind-reader. This was next level – and showed just how clever Mrs Vanden Boom was too.
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Kensy scurried to the end of the line as Monty Reffell marked the roll.

‘Rodriguez,’ the teacher called out to a ‘Here, sir,’ from the boy.

‘I got you a chocolate muffin,’ Autumn whispered, passing the cake, which she’d wrapped in a napkin, to Kensy.

‘Thanks,’ the girl said, shoving it into her uniform pocket, then licking her finger, which had protruded through the paper and into a plump choc chip.

‘What took you so long?’ Autumn asked.


‘I’d forgotten a couple of references in my assignment and Mrs Vanden Boom asked me to show her where I got the information,’ the girl replied. She had already worked out her excuse on the way upstairs, knowing that Autumn would ask.

‘At least you weren’t in trouble this time,’ Autumn said, arching her eyebrow.

Kensy grinned. ‘True.’

‘Kensington Grey,’ Mr Reffell said loudly.

‘Here, sir,’ the girl replied. Kensy and Max had recently legally changed their surname back to Spencer, but at school they were still known as Grey.

‘Thank you for gracing us with your presence.’ The man pressed his lips tightly together. He’d called her name earlier and was now going back through the list of students who had been missing the first time.

Kensy stifled a smile, having just realised that their excursion was being led by Sir Winston Churchill. At least that’s the character Mr Reffell was dressed as this morning. He wore a dark three-piece suit with a spotted red bow tie and a bowler hat atop his head. No doubt he’d get lots of stares on the short walk from school to the Houses of Parliament at Westminster, but the children were used to it. It was his thing to dress up and teach in character.

With everyone accounted for, Mr Reffell led the children through the office to the front doors. The headmaster, Magoo MacGregor, had just stepped out of his study and guffawed loudly when he caught sight of his colleague. ‘Looking splendid, Mr Reffell. I mean, Sir Winston.’

‘Thank you, Mr MacGregor. We’re off to Westminster where this lot will soon learn that politics is more dangerous than war, for in war you are only killed once,’ Monty said, channelling Sir Winston’s voice as he recited one of the man’s famous quotes. The teacher raised his hand in the air and motioned forward. ‘Press on, chaps.’

‘Enjoy yourselves.’ Magoo grinned at his assistant, Daphne Potts, who was sitting on the opposite side of the room behind a glass screen. Today she was wearing a new jumper that she’d finished knitting last week – a soft pink turtleneck with a delicate snowflake pattern, for which she had already received several compliments.

‘I wish I’d had a history teacher like Monty when I was a girl. He certainly makes things entertaining,’ she said, fiddling with one of her dangly parrot earrings.

‘He does indeed,’ the man replied. ‘I’ll be off campus for the rest of the afternoon, Daphne. Business.’

That was their code for something other than school matters. She assumed it was Pharos, but it was not her place to ask.

Meanwhile outside, the children tripped along the street, basking in the winter sunshine, chatting and swapping stories of their recent Christmas break. As tradition dictated, everyone inside of Pharos spent the holiday at Alexandria as guests of Dame Spencer and unlike last year, when the vacation was cut short due to an emergency mission, this year had been a huge celebration. Curtis Pepper and his parents had loved every minute of it – especially when it snowed on Christmas Eve, though no one told him that it magically happened every year, no matter the weather.

It didn’t take more than twenty minutes to reach the entrance of the Parliamentary Education Centre accessed via the Victoria Tower Gardens on the southern tip of the enormous building. Monty was greeted by a bald chap called Harold who wore thick-rimmed glasses and an immaculate uniform. The two were well acquainted given Harold had worked at the centre for over forty years. He was a big fan of Monty’s and always enjoyed the man’s character dressing.

The group was ushered through an airport-style security screening, before a briefing from Harold about the rules and regulations they were to follow. The children were then shown to a theatrette to watch a short film before being taken into the Palace of Westminster proper. First stop was Westminster Hall where Monty Reffell regaled them with a history of the vast room with its giant oak beams and flagstone floor.

Next stop was St Stephen’s Hall, then the Members’ Lobby on the way to the House of Commons where they ascended to the public viewing gallery above. Parliament had only resumed the day before and the green leather benches in the chamber below were packed with politicians.

The Prime Minister, Gabriel Lord, was in full flight, giving the opposition a roasting over a new tax law the government was trying to pass. Kensy and Max recognised him immediately. The man was a good friend of their grandmother’s and they’d met him and his wife Catherine at Granny’s Belgravia townhouse when they’d all had dinner together several months ago.

The children shuffled into their seats and Mr Reffell quietly pointed out the Speaker of the House ruling over the proceedings from a throne-like chair at the end of the room. The teacher was about to say something else when he noticed a bald man look up towards them. The fellow nudged a wasp-thin woman in a smart red suit sitting beside him and the pair began to chuckle and point at Monty.

‘I’m sorry,’ Gabriel Lord paused for a moment. ‘Since when have death duties been such an amusing subject?’ He searched for the culprits on the other side of the room, but by now they’d been joined by several other members of the opposition who had realised what the pair was fussing about. Gabriel turned and glanced up at the gallery behind him.

‘Oh my heavens,’ the man bit back a smile. ‘I hadn’t realised we were in the presence of greatness this morning.’

Monty Reffell gave a nod. ‘It is my pleasure and honour, Prime Minister.’ A master mimicker, Monty was revelling in his role.

‘Perhaps you can tell us what you think of our honourable opposition colleagues decrying this proposal to reduce the current death taxes,’ Gabriel said.

Without missing a beat Mr Reffell gave a stinging reply. ‘Direct taxation was a great corrector of extravagance – perhaps they’re onto something.’


The Prime Minister blanched. ‘You do know your Winston quotes, don’t you, sir? Although I can’t imagine you would actually agree with that rabble over there.’

Max was grinning at the men when something caught his eye. It looked like a wave of gas billowing into the chamber from a gap under the balcony and blanketing the members of the house directly below.

A woman began to cough loudly, a chorus that soon echoed around the room. Someone exclaimed that their eyes were stinging and suddenly there was a cacophony of shouts and general dismay.

‘What the heck is that?’ Carlos sputtered then buried his face in the crook of his left arm, trying not to inhale.

‘Sound the alarm!’ the Prime Minister yelled. ‘Everyone out!’

The Speaker of the House pressed the emergency button concealed in the arm of his chair and a siren blared.

Monty Reffell turned to the children. ‘Get up, move, move!’ he yelled.


Harold, their tour guide, was already at the door, though the old man’s eyes were streaming and he was gasping for breath.

Harper and Inez were first out onto the stairwell with their classmates close behind.

Down below the members of the house were coughing and spluttering as they stood up and rushed towards the exit. The woman in the red suit pushed hard against the huge oak doors, but they refused to budge.

‘They’re locked!’ she declared. ‘We’re all going to die!’

‘Not on my watch!’ Gabriel Lord covered his face with his jacket and, with some of his colleagues, made a run to check the other doorways that led to the gallery and various secret rooms, but every one of them was secured too.

Meanwhile the children had fled down a narrow stairway that opened into the vestibule between the chamber and the Members’ Lobby. Fortunately the air was clearer, but the exits were all locked there too.

They could see the politicians pounding on the chamber doors through the glass panels.

‘Break the glass!’ someone shouted. One man removed his rubber-soled shoe and started pounding away but it wasn’t going to work, given the panes were blast and shatter proof.

Monty Reffell gathered the students around him. ‘I need you to stay calm,’ he said, as the siren continued shrieking.

Unfortunately a girl called Blair was already bawling and in danger of setting off a chain reaction. ‘It’s a terrorist attack, isn’t it?’ she cried out, verbalising what everyone else had been thinking.

‘Of course not,’ Harold replied. ‘It’s a gas leak, that’s all. The fire brigade will be here any moment.’

Harold had already realised that there was no signal on his phone and the two-way radio he used to communicate with his colleagues in and around the building was dead too. None of that made any sense whatsoever.

Kensy grabbed her brother’s arm. ‘We’ve got to do something. You need to distract everyone and I’ll have a crack at the lock.’


Max nodded. ‘Go for it.’ He raced over to Mr Reffell and whispered to the man what Kensy was up to. The teacher ushered the children to the other side of the room, telling them to keep watch for anyone in the long hallway in the hope they could call for help. Surreptitiously, the trainee Pharos agents formed a shield, hiding Kensy and Autumn from their non-Pharos peers.

Kensy pulled the hairclip from the side of her head and the pair crouched down to begin their work.

‘Hurry up!’ Autumn whispered as there was a dreadful thudding sound on the other side of the door followed by a shriek. She stood up to take a look, horrified to see the men and women of the British Parliament dropping to the floor like flies. ‘We have to get them out of there before it’s too late.’
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Kensy inserted the pin into the slot and pulled a second one from her hairclip to act as a tension wrench.

‘Hurry,’ Autumn urged. Kensy’s fingers felt like sausages as one of the pins clattered onto the marble floor. She scooped it up and tried to calm her racing heart.

‘You can do this,’ she muttered under her breath. Autumn gave her a tight smile.

The rest of the children were being soothed by Mr Reffell who had abandoned his Winston Churchill persona and was doing his best to stem the rising hysteria. Unfortunately the thuds on the other side of the chamber door weren’t helping.

‘We can’t just stand here,’ Carlos whispered to Max. ‘We could go back up to the gallery and see if there’s another way out.’

Max nodded. The boys watched as Monty Reffell checked his phone again. The man had never had a problem with the Pharos line before but it was dead now. The boys scurried across the floor and hid behind a conveniently placed pillar before fashioning themselves some face masks from their school jumpers by tying them around their mouths and noses.

‘There must be a way to get from the chamber floor to the gallery without leaving the room – though I don’t understand why they haven’t done that already,’ Max said in a muffled voice.

The pair quickly scurried through the door and up the stairs where they re-entered the gallery. They were stunned to see the gas floating like a thick fog just above the floor of the chamber. Strangely there was no smell, but alarmingly, through the haze, they could see that most of the members of Parliament were now lying on the carpet or on the padded benches. It was impossible to tell whether they were conscious or not.

Max felt a sickening twist in his stomach. Why hadn’t the fire brigade arrived? Surely it had been more than five minutes since the alarms had gone off. It dawned on him that they were now silent.

Carlos went one way and Max the other, trying all of the upstairs doors that looked as if they would lead to the chamber below, but they were shut tight.

The boys could feel the gas stinging their eyes. They couldn’t stay in the room for much longer lest they too be overwhelmed.

Meanwhile outside, Kensy listened closely. She held the pins as tightly as she dared and gave one last push. There was a loud click and the lock gave way.

‘You did it!’ Autumn hugged her friend as the pair leapt up and wrenched open the door, stunned by the sea of bodies.


‘Mr Reffell!’ Kensy shouted as the extent of the carnage became apparent.

The children rushed to look and Blair immediately fainted into Dante’s arms. The poor lad didn’t know what to do with her.

‘Come on,’ Monty ordered, covering his face with a large handkerchief. ‘Those of you who are first aid trained and can fashion a mask from something you’re wearing, follow me.’ He reasoned that the gas would begin to disperse at least a little and they couldn’t just wait about and do nothing.

But Kensy was already inside, tending to the Prime Minister. Gabriel Lord’s eyes were open, but he couldn’t move. She checked his pulse, which was strong and regular. At least that was positive.

‘Mr Lord, help is coming,’ she tried to reassure the man though she wasn’t sure that was true.

Carlos raced out of the gallery to join the others in the chamber, but Max was still making his way back to the staircase when he heard a door open below. He felt a wave of relief as he realised it was a firefighter in a full face mask with breathing apparatus. The man glanced around then did something very odd. Instead of rushing to help, he stood beside a pillar, out of sight.

‘The fire brigade is here!’ Harper shouted, alerted by the sound of heavy footsteps approaching on the marble floor.

‘About time,’ Monty hissed as the uniformed officers smashed open the doors from the Members’ Lobby and raced through the foyer, almost barrelling some of the children over in their haste to reach the chamber. He couldn’t believe how long it had taken for them to arrive – and unless half of London was on fire it was absolutely unforgivable.

They seemed light in numbers too with only about twenty or so officers followed closely by medics wearing full face masks. Given this was the seat of government Monty would have expected a much bigger contingent.

But Max hadn’t taken his eyes off the solitary firefighter. The man remained exactly where he was even when the chamber was full of his colleagues. Seconds later it was pandemonium and that’s when he slunk into the centre of the room unnoticed, except by the boy. Max pulled out his phone and snapped a photograph at the exact same time the fellow looked directly at him. For a second their eyes met and a shiver ran straight down Max’s spine – in that moment it felt as if the man had seen into the deepest recesses of his soul. The boy shoved his phone into his pocket and raced downstairs, wondering what on earth had just happened.
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Within five minutes the children had been ushered from the building to an evacuation area. A fleet of ambulances lined the street and there were more police cars than you could count. Fire engines were thin on the ground though and the reason for their delay was immediately apparent. A huge plume of black smoke filled the sky to the north not very far away.

‘What’s that?’ Kensy asked.

Monty Reffell had just sought the answer to the same question only to be told by one of the police officers that it was a fire at Charing Cross tube station, which had started in the abandoned section of the Jubilee line. These days that area was mostly used as a film set and a rail siding when necessary, but the fire had already spread to the main part of the station and was potentially disastrous. In a small way that made him feel a little better about the length of time it had taken for the brigade to reach them – though it was also an indication of how under resourced the organisation was in times of major crisis.

The area outside Parliament had been cordoned off and the media was hovering at the end of the street behind blue-checked tape, eager to get the scoop. Overhead, helicopters buzzed and reports of the two major incidents were being broadcast live around the world.

‘We’ll need to give each of the children a check-up before they’re allowed to leave,’ a paramedic informed Monty Reffell who nodded.

He’d already done a quick assessment and was fairly confident that no one was seriously unwell, bar a few exhibiting signs of shock. Blair had fainted a second time when they got outside and was now lying on a gurney with a blood pressure monitor around her upper arm.

‘Do they know where the gas came from?’ Dante asked loudly to no one in particular. ‘I mean it was just a gas leak, wasn’t it?’

‘I think we should leave that for the authorities to decide,’ Monty said, giving the boy a glare that told him he should keep his theories to himself for the moment.

Kensy pulled Max aside and whispered, ‘What do you think?’

‘I’m not really sure, but there was something weird going on in there.’ He went on to explain about the firefighter and then he pulled out his phone to show Kensy the photograph he’d taken.

‘We should give that to Dad and Fitz and see if we can find out who he is,’ Kensy replied. ‘At the very least it sounds like he could do with some intensive training.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ Max said and hastily put the phone back into his pocket as a paramedic approached the pair and asked if she could examine them.

The twins nodded and a few minutes later they were given the all clear.

In the distance they could see their headmaster approaching. Magoo MacGregor’s pelt of white hair was even more dishevelled than usual and despite the chilly weather, beads of perspiration streamed down his cheeks. He flashed his ID then had a quick conversation with a policeman guarding the cordon before being ushered through to the children.

‘Good heavens, is everyone all right?’ he asked the group, wiping his brow with the back of his sleeve.

Most of the students murmured a yes, but from the confused looks on some faces, it was clear not everyone was coping equally well. He had arranged a bus to transport the children back to school where they would have a group debriefing and counsellors on standby. Parents were currently being contacted too.

‘Are we almost ready to go?’ Magoo asked Monty.


‘I think so,’ the man replied. At least the paramedics had given Blair a clean bill of health and the girl was now nibbling on a honey sandwich that had been procured from somewhere. ‘There was talk about the children being interviewed by the police and having to give statements, but I think we should get them out of here. We don’t know if whoever is behind this has other plans.’

Magoo MacGregor frowned. He then pulled out his phone and hurried away to call Cordelia. Minutes after he returned, the police inspector in charge of the operation walked over and told him they could leave. They would arrange to speak to the children tomorrow if deemed necessary.

The short bus ride back to the school was as swift as it was uneventful. The police had created a one mile cordon around the Houses of Parliament, which took in the school as well as the Beacon office and Buckingham Palace so they were able to travel without scrutiny from the press. Once they arrived, the children were taken to the dining room first for lunch and then a chat.

The rest of the student population had been corralled into the assembly hall to be informed of both the Charing Cross fire and the incident at Westminster – though details were scant and Mrs Vanden Boom had made a special request for the children not to speculate about what had happened until the police were able to conduct their investigations. They were then dismissed early to travel home before the cordon was lifted. With a number of underground rail lines out of action, alternative arrangements were being made for those who usually travelled on the tube.

In the dining room the students from the excursion were now seated at a couple of tables.

‘I don’t know how you can eat, Sachin.’ Autumn looked at the lad who was hoovering the shepherd’s pie from his plate at pace.

‘I’m starving,’ the boy said and wiped his lips with the back of his hand, leaving a smear of tomato sauce, which he licked off. ‘And we didn’t die or anything.’

‘Der.’ Harper rolled her eyes at him.


‘It was a terrorist attack, for sure,’ Carlos said. ‘Someone just tried to kill the entire British government – I mean, it’s pretty obvious given all of those exits were locked.’

‘Maybe there was a malfunction and the doors automatically closed off, like when there’s a fire,’ Yasmina said.

But the others were sceptical and she didn’t really believe it either.

‘At least whoever was responsible didn’t succeed,’ Dante said.

The children continued to speculate when Curtis chimed in. He’d been oddly silent since they returned. ‘I’ve got a theory,’ the boy said.

The children stopped eating and looked over at him.

‘What if it was a diversion? The terrorists have something bigger planned and this was just a distraction?’

‘Oh gosh, that’s a horrible idea.’ Harper bit her lip. ‘We have to tell someone – if you’re right, Curtis, there could be a huge disaster looming.’

Blair was sitting at an adjacent table with Liam and another lad called Graham. A mousey girl called Madeline had offered to keep an eye on her, but all the while they’d been eating Blair had kept an ear on the conversation at the table beside her.

‘I think you’re right, Curtis,’ she said, standing up and walking over to join them.

‘Huh?’ Dante looked at her. ‘About what?’

‘That the attack was a distraction. I think they’ve probably planted a bomb or something and they’re going to blow up the whole building. Like someone just blew up Charing Cross Station.’

The children looked at one another, jaws agape.

‘It was a gas leak,’ Max said. ‘I asked one of the firefighters and he said there was a broken pipe. Nothing more to it than that.’

‘Why didn’t you say so?’ Blair glared at the boy.

‘Sorry, I thought I had,’ Max replied, eyeballing the others to keep their mouths closed. ‘And the Charing Cross fire was an accident too – welding sparks caught some rubbish – it just spread really quickly. That’s what Mr Reffell told me.’

‘Well, that’s a relief then,’ Blair sniffed then tears began to roll down her face. Within a second she was sobbing uncontrollably.

Kensy and Autumn leapt up to comfort the girl then accompanied her to Miss Ziegler who was standing by the door.

‘So that’s the story, okay?’ Max said. He glared at his friends. ‘No more talk until we meet with Granny, all right?’

The others nodded and went back to their lunch, though most of the children just pushed the food around their plates, their minds racing.
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The Prime Minister sipped his tea and looked across at the Chief Inspector of Scotland Yard sitting opposite him. ‘What happened?’ the man asked.

Sir James Strawbridge had been the head of the Yard for over ten years now and had a formidable reputation for being a tough boss and even tougher on the criminals he apprehended. A handsome man in his younger years, these days his looks could more accurately be described as rugged and a touch beaten, with his nose slightly askew, shaved head and wiry body – the result of rigorous training every day before dawn.

‘Preliminary investigations point to a gas leak. It had been building up for quite some time after a pipe ruptured in the basement during some remedial work. You got off lightly – the whole place could have blown up from what I’ve been told,’ Strawbridge replied.

‘So why were the doors locked and the phone signals jammed? That seems awfully strange, don’t you think?’ The Prime Minister pursed his lips.

‘Fault in the alarm system, by the looks of it. The device registered a lockdown instead of an evacuation, which is why none of the other staff in the building came to investigate the chamber. They were all hiding under their desks. Apparently it’s on the list of a thousand jobs that need attention in that decrepit building. I mean, Big Ben was set to fall down before they started the renovation. There was a major telecommunication outage all over the city, which unfortunately happened to coincide with the incident.’

‘Well, that’s just not good enough.’ Gabriel shook his head. ‘I need that system checked and repaired before Parliament sits in the morning. Can you imagine the outrage from the public, putting all those lives at risk? Mass confusion at the very top – what a disaster.’

James Strawbridge frowned. He wasn’t sure that would be a general consensus, given how unpopular both parties were at the moment.

‘And what’s the situation with the fire at Charing Cross?’ the Prime Minister asked.

‘It’s out. No casualties and a small amount of damage to the upper concourse. Unfortunately, they won’t be making any movies on the lower unused part of the station anytime soon – apparently it’s a bit of a mess, but the trains should be back up and running in the morning.’

‘That’s a lucky break,’ Gabriel said. ‘Fancy having two major incidents within minutes of
one another. It’s no wonder the brigade was delayed.’

James’s phone beeped in his top pocket. He pulled it out and saw the word Done on the screen. A look of relief swept over his face.

‘Some good news?’ Gabriel asked, arching his left eyebrow.

Strawbridge faltered for a moment. ‘Um, yes, sir. Just my son letting me know his team had a win at football this afternoon,’ the man replied. ‘He scored the winning goal.’

‘Excellent,’ the Prime Minister said, though that didn’t help the hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. There was something that didn’t sit well about that gas leak and the faulty doors. It all seemed too convenient. Gabriel shuffled some papers on his desk and picked up a pen, giving James his cue to leave.

‘I’ll see myself out, sir,’ the man said as he stood up and left the room.
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Anna Spencer dropped her handbag to the floor and rushed at the twins, wrapping them tightly in her arms. ‘Oh, you poor darlings. What a dreadful shock you’ve had.’

Kensy and Max hugged their mother back until they were almost suffocated in her woolly scarf, wriggling out of her grasp.

‘Really, we’re fine, Mum,’ Kensy said, stepping back. ‘I mean, it was a bit grim seeing those politicians dropping like stones – especially when we didn’t know if they were dead or alive – but I still managed to pick the lock, even with all that commotion.’

Anna’s lips turned upwards in a sort of half-smile half-frown, as if she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘My goodness, that was very brave of you.’

The children had not long arrived home, having been met by Fitz at the school gate. It had been a brisk walk, given the earlier blue skies had clouded over and there were spits of sleet-like rain falling. The temperature had plummeted too. Anna had been in surgery and only learned of their ordeal once she was finished. She’d hurried home as quickly as she could.

The woman’s eyes widened when she registered who had just emerged from the butler’s pantry.

‘Song, what are you doing here?’ she asked then blanched. ‘Oh, sorry, that sounded awful. Hello, it’s lovely to see you.’

The man smiled. ‘I was in London on business for Dame Spencer when she called to tell me what had happened. She suggested I could offer some moral support as I think Mr Fitz is going to be busy and you had a full day in surgery.’

‘That was very thoughtful of her,’ Anna said.

Thankfully the frosty relationship with her mother-in-law had continued to thaw of late and she’d felt much more valued by the woman – and under no pressure to rejoin the active agents. Still, her natural instinct was to be wary. Anna knew from experience that Cordelia was not a woman to be trifled with.

Kensy walked around to the other side of the island bench and gave the butler a hug. ‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ she said quietly. ‘Are you doing a lamb roast with scalloped potatoes for dinner? Please tell me that’s what I can smell, and cauliflower cheese and green beans with apple pie for dessert.’ It seemed the girl had got her appetite back since lunchtime.

He nodded. ‘I hope that meets with your approval, Miss Kensington.’

‘You’re the best, Song!’ she exclaimed.

Fitz thudded down the stairs, carrying a laptop under his arm. ‘Oi, I heard that, young lady. What’s wrong with my cooking?’ Fitz stuck his lip out.

‘Nothing, it’s just that no one does a roast like Song,’ the girl replied then muttered, ‘and I’m a little bit over spag bol twice a week.’

Song gave Kensy a wink as he lifted a large pot from the stove and carried it to the sink. ‘Your grandmother will be very pleased with what you did today.’

Max had plonked down on the stool at the island bench while his mother was busy peeling off the layers of extra clothes she was glad she’d thought to take with her that morning.

‘I think Granny would be proud of all the Pharos kids,’ Max noted. ‘Everyone handled it pretty well. I guess that’s where our training comes in – being able to cope under pressure.’

‘You are absolutely right, Master Maxim,’ Song agreed.

Following their debriefing at school most of the students had been collected by their parents. So as not to arouse suspicion, the trainee Pharos agents were scheduled to meet during their regular lessons tomorrow, but in the meantime they were instructed to go home and record their accounts of what had happened, remembering that any small detail could be important. They were to send them via an encrypted link to the headmaster.

Fitz sat down beside Max and opened the computer. ‘Right, where’s that photograph you took of the suspicious firefighter?’

Max quickly sent it to him from his phone. He’d told Fitz all about the guy during the walk home.

It didn’t take long for Fitz to magnify the man’s face – at least what you could see of it behind the mask.

‘I’ll run that through the facial recognition database we have for the emergency services and see what comes up. You say he came through a different door to the others and no one else followed him?’ Fitz asked.

Max nodded. ‘At first I thought maybe he was just catching his breath or something and then I realised that it seemed like he was hiding from the others and he only joined them once there were enough people not to notice where he’d come from,’ the boy explained.

Anna walked over and stood behind Max and Fitz, peering at the screen while Song placed two cups of tea in front of them as well as mugs of hot chocolate for the twins.

The computer filed through thousands of photographs and finally came to a stop. ‘Well, that’s odd,’ Fitz said. ‘No match. I know this software is brilliant – I’ve used it before and we’ve managed to identify people with minimal detail. There was one fellow recently we got a match from half an eye.’

‘Perhaps he’s new,’ Max said.

Kensy had just joined the others and was looking at the enlarged picture.

‘What do you think those stripes mean?’ she asked, pointing to the man’s helmet.

‘It’s an indication of rank but . . .’ Max thought for a moment. ‘That’s not right.’

Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘How would you know that? Have you seriously been studying the London fire brigade uniforms?’

Her brother looked at her and nodded. ‘And the police and the ambulance service. I thought it might come in handy, just so we know that they’re legitimate in the event of an emergency.’

Fitz looked at the lad and grinned. ‘That’s impressive, Max. Your grandmother will be happy to see initiative like that.’

Kensy’s stomach twisted. Max could have told her – she’d have studied it with him. Sneaky little so and so. She wondered if he had some inside running on their next Pharos review.

‘What’s wrong with it then, genius?’ Kensy said, a snipe in her voice.

‘Excuse me,’ Anna said. ‘There’s no need for that tone, Kensy.’

The girl pulled a face.

Max looked at it again. ‘The yellow helmets are for the rank and file, and the white ones are station officers and commanders. A trainee has a yellow square inside a black circle, a general firefighter has no mark and a leading firefighter has two diagonal stripes. This helmet has three – which doesn’t add up.’


‘So if that fellow isn’t a firefighter, then who is he?’ Anna asked.

But Fitz was way ahead of her. He’d already put the man’s photograph into another database – this time of criminals. But once again it drew a blank.

‘Well, if he’s a bad guy, he hasn’t come up on anyone’s radar,’ Max said.

‘Why don’t you just see if he has a driver’s licence?’ Kensy suggested sarcastically. ‘Wouldn’t that be the most obvious place to get a match?’

Fitz turned and beamed at the girl, who was now sporting a milk moustache from her hot chocolate.

Her mother indicated she should wipe it, which Kensy promptly did with the back of her hand.

‘That’s not what I meant.’ Anna frowned and dug a clean tissue from her pocket. ‘Honestly, Kensy. You do know that one of these days your grandmother is likely to get us invited for tea with the queen. You’re going to have to improve your manners before then.’


‘The queen probably wipes her milk moustache off exactly the same way – at least when no one’s looking,’ Kensy giggled.

Max and Fitz chuckled.

‘I don’t think so,’ Anna said.

‘Oh no. Miss Kensington is absolutely right,’ Song said as he closed the oven door and turned around. ‘I have heard that from Her Majesty’s own personal butler.’

The others guffawed, and Anna let out a little snort, spraying her tea onto the bench. ‘Song, that’s terrible,’ the woman admonished after she wiped her mouth and mopped the puddle. ‘I thought all of you adhered to some sort of butler cone of silence. I’d love to know what you tell the others about Cordelia.’

The cheeky look disappeared from Song’s face and he pursed his lips. ‘Are you kidding me? I tell them nothing. Your mother-in-law is terrifying.’

The sound of footsteps on the stairs from the basement interrupted their conversation. To everyone’s surprise Cordelia Spencer walked into the kitchen.


The rest of them looked at one another and for a moment there was a deafening silence before Max saved the day, pushing back his stool and rushing over to hug the woman. Kensy quickly followed suit, everyone hoping that Cordelia hadn’t heard their earlier banter. But if she had, she wasn’t letting on.

Cordelia greeted Anna and Fitz then sat down on another stool at the end of the island bench.

‘I could murder a –’

‘Cup of tea?’ Song said brightly.

‘Gin and tonic,’ the woman replied tersely. ‘Sidney would have had it on the table before I had time to take off my coat.’

‘Yes, of course, ma’am,’ the man said and quickly set about preparing Dame Spencer’s drink.

‘So what have you discovered about Max’s mysterious firefighter?’ Cordelia asked.

Fitz stared at the screen. He’d run the photograph through the driver’s licence database and had come up empty handed for the third time. ‘Absolutely nothing.’


‘He’s a ghost,’ Kensy said.

Max shuddered. Just thinking about the way the chap stared right through him set his nerves on edge. ‘I can tell you he’s real and there’s something evil about him.’

‘That doesn’t bode well, does it?’ Cordelia said as Song passed the woman her drink. She stared at it for a moment. ‘Is there a lemon shortage?’

The butler quickly took the tall glass back and scurried into the pantry.

‘Right, we’ll talk about what happened today over dinner and I have some other news too,’ Cordelia said.

Kensy and Max looked at each other, wondering what it could be.

‘But for now Fitz and I have work to do. Shall we go to the study?’ the woman said as Song reappeared with her beverage, to which he’d added ice and a slice of lemon.

‘I will bring it upstairs, ma’am,’ the man said. ‘And some snacks. Dinner will not be ready for a little while yet.’

Cordelia and Fitz promptly disappeared, leaving Anna with Song and the children.

‘I’m starving,’ Kensy moaned then remembered the choc chip muffin in her pocket. She pulled out the squashed snack and held it up.

‘That looks awful,’ Anna screwed up her nose.

But before she could suggest Kensy might throw it away, the girl had stuffed the whole thing into her mouth.

‘You can’t always judge a muffin by its appearance,’ Kensy mumbled, crumbs sputtering from her lips.

Anna sighed. The idea that she might ever have a ladylike daughter was beginning to pass her by completely.

Max stood up and went to get a slice of banana cake from under the glass dome on the kitchen bench.

‘I’ll have some of that too,’ his sister said, then changed her mind when she noticed her mother’s glare.

‘Well, I suggest you both get on with your homework or do some training before dinner,’ Anna said. ‘It sounds like your grandmother is about to share something earth shattering. I think I’ll need a shower and a lie down first.’

Kensy smiled at her brother – her front teeth smeared with chocolate. ‘Are you going to let me beat you up?’

‘As if,’ Max said with a shake of his head. ‘I’ll meet you downstairs in ten.’

Max couldn’t stop thinking about that firefighter, or whoever he was. A little bit of combat training was probably just the thing to keep him from worrying, at least for an hour or so.
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Fox Van Leer stared at the plate, mentally assessing each portion of food before turning to the apron-clad woman standing to his left. ‘I requested a two hundred-gram steak this evening, Sylvie. This would appear to be larger.’

The woman shook her head before answering. ‘I can assure you, sir, it is exactly what you asked for. I checked it twice.’

He leaned down closer, his bouffant hair defying gravity as he studied the dimensions of the offending piece of meat.


‘Bring the scales,’ he demanded with a pinched smile.

Opposite the man, Heike Van Leer had just picked up her cutlery.

‘Stop!’ Fox ordered. He leaned forward to examine his wife’s portion. ‘No one is to eat until all of the steaks are weighed.’

‘Really, Dad?’ Soren Van Leer’s shoulders slumped. ‘Do we have to do this again? I’m starving and this looks delicious and by the time it’s weighed it will be cold.’

‘Of course we must,’ the man replied. ‘It is for our own good.’

But Soren couldn’t see that. He yearned for the day when he could eat whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted and didn’t have to suffer at the hands of his parents’ latest fad diet. He’d lost count of them over the years. Pescatarian, vegetarian, vegan, paleo, volumetrics, raw food, whole food, Mediterranean – you name it, they’d tried it. Thank goodness Sylvie was on his side. She would often sneak him treats – although there would be a hefty price to pay if his father ever found out.


‘Why is he still here?’ Soren asked, looking at the dark-haired man sitting to his father’s left. The boy folded his arms.

Axel Gruber had become an almost permanent fixture in their lives about three years ago, recently moving into the family home. Officially he was Fox and Heike’s personal trainer, but Soren suspected he was much more than that. Axel and his father were always locked away in the study or going to meetings. Soren hated that the man garnered far more of his father’s attention than he ever had and things were only getting worse.

‘Soren!’ his mother chided. ‘Axel is our guest.’

But the boy didn’t care.

Fox glared at his fair-haired son. ‘One day you will understand the value of good people, Soren. Loyal people who understand exactly what is required of them. Until then I advise that you keep your mouth closed and your ears open, rather than the other way around.’

Soren caught the sneer on Axel’s tanned face. There was something about the dark-haired man that made him feel very ill at ease.


Sylvie returned with some tongs and a small set of kitchen scales. She was about to lift the steak from Fox’s plate when he stopped her. ‘I will do it.’

Soren noticed how the woman wrung her hands together and wiped a tiny droplet of perspiration from her temple.

Despite having lived with the Van Leers since Soren was a toddler, Sylvie’s nerves still jangled more often than was probably healthy. It bewildered him why she stayed, but he was very glad that she did. Sylvie was kind and fun – everything his parents weren’t. He’d die if she left them.

The young woman glanced across at Soren while Fox weighed the meat. A frown settled on her forehead as she looked back to the screen, which flashed before a long beep.

‘Mmm,’ the man said. ‘Exactly two hundred grams.’ The disappointment in his voice was clear as he then insisted she bring the three other plates to him. With the exception of Heike’s steak that was two hundred and one grams, the others were all spot on.


‘Eat,’ Fox instructed.

There was no apology. Sylvie hovered for a moment, wondering what that miniscule oversight was about to cost her, before she hastily removed the scales and tongs, scurrying away to the kitchen.

‘Fox, Dr Faust will be here tomorrow at two for maintenance,’ Heike said to her husband.

Soren blanched inwardly. It wouldn’t do for him to show an actual expression on his face, lest he too be seen as a candidate for all the ghastly ‘beauty’ treatments Dr Faust practised on his parents. Both of them had made so many changes to their faces that they were beginning to resemble cats and not in a good way.

‘I don’t have time,’ Fox snapped then caught sight of his reflection in the mirror on the wall behind his wife. He ran his finger along his left jawline and, though he didn’t think anyone was watching, Soren could see exactly what he was doing.

Heike leaned towards her husband. ‘I can cancel the appointment if you’d like, but in another month that,’ she looked at his face and waved a hand around her own, ‘could be a problem.’

‘Fine, I will make the time,’ Fox said.

Soren finished his meal, glad that the sauerkraut wasn’t as cold as he’d expected. It was far from his favourite dish, though he’d relished the steak and mashed potato. Hopefully his parents wouldn’t discover another new diet anytime soon. He was really enjoying this one.

The boy’s thoughts drifted to the project he’d been working on. His father was a self-professed computer genius, but Soren was determined to match the man – or at least prove that he was capable of big things.

‘Soren!’ his father barked. ‘What do you think?’ The man picked up his glass and took a sip of mineral water.

The boy recoiled. ‘Sorry, Papa. I was contemplating my homework.’

His mother came to the rescue. ‘Your father asked how you are feeling about spending a month in the mountains.’

‘What? When?’ the boy asked, leaning forward in his seat. It was the first he’d heard of it.

‘We are going to the chalet in Zermatt next week,’ Fox said.

‘But what about school and my friends?’ Soren said. ‘I can’t take any time off to go to Switzerland. It’s against the rules.’

‘We will ask the school to send your work and Sylvie can supervise,’ his father said.

‘But I have examinations coming. Sylvie can take care of me here.’ Soren looked into his father’s eyes, silently pleading.

‘You are my son and you will do as you are told. I want you to enjoy the mountain air and spend some time outside, away from that damn screen. It will do you good. Besides, no one will be here,’ the man explained.

‘But you’re always on the computer,’ Soren argued. ‘Isn’t that how you made your fortune?’

Fox’s overblown lip curled like a giant caterpillar. ‘Yes, but you’re not me, Soren. I have more talent in my little pinky nail than you have in your whole body – and if you do not believe that is true, then you must prove it to me.’


‘What about Axel? Why is he coming?’ Soren demanded.

‘Would you leave your right hand at home when you have business to attend to?’ Fox tried to narrow his eyes, but nothing on his face moved.

Soren knew that this was a battle he wouldn’t win. He decided to change tack.

‘Will you ski with me then, Papa?’ he asked.

‘Of course,’ the man said. ‘Your mother and I will be out every morning for first tracks and you will join us – not negotiable.’

But that’s not what Soren wanted – to be up at dawn, trekking to the top of the mountain in the dark only to have his father beat him down the slopes every time and take the greatest of pleasure in doing so. If he was allowed to bring a friend with him, or meet some kids his own age, then it would be something to look forward to.

The boy did his best to stop the tears that were threatening. He wouldn’t cry in front of them. It would only make his father angry and he hated when the man ranted. Soren glanced at Sylvie who was standing in the doorway. She gave him a tight smile then pulled a face, to mimic his father’s frozen features. Soren bit his lip to stop from laughing. ‘It’s okay,’ Sylvie mouthed. Soren knew it wasn’t but he was glad that Sylvie was coming with them – at least that was something positive.
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Kensy leaned against the doorframe, her arms folded. ‘So what do you think?’ she said, walking into the room where she plonked down on the end of Max’s bed. Her brother was sitting on the swivel chair at his desk with the pages of a workbook open and a pen in his hand.

‘About what?’ he asked. ‘Granny’s surprise news or today’s strange events?’

Kensy shrugged. ‘Both.’

During dinner their grandmother had revealed scant details of an upcoming mission, which was thrilling and slightly nerve-racking at the same time.

‘I wish Granny had given us a bit more information. I mean I’m super excited that we’re going to Switzerland, but we still don’t know exactly where or what we’re supposed to be doing.’

The twins had only been there once before – just over a year ago with Fitz, the day their lives were turned upside down. They’d arrived in Zermatt in the Alps to meet their parents – who were due to start work with the ski patrol and in the hospital clinic. Anna and Ed had taken a holiday en route from Australia after the twins had convinced them that they be allowed to stay on for another month at their school in Jindabyne. Fitz was looking after them and Kensy and Max said it was the perfect opportunity for their parents to have a well-earned break and do some voluntary work in Africa. But when Anna and Ed didn’t show up right on time Fitz had started acting very strangely. He insisted they leave straightaway. The man had then driven non-stop for sixteen hours to Alexandria, their grandmother’s mansion in North Yorkshire (not that they knew it at the time). It had been the weirdest day of their lives – but little did they know then just how much stranger things were about to get.

Kensy pulled out her hair tie and began to unravel her long plait. ‘Granny said we should be ready to leave at a moment’s notice – so I gather we should pack a bag, but do we need ski suits or just regular clothes?’

‘Hopefully she’ll tell us soon. And is the mission surveillance? Do we have to cosy up to some more kids like we did with Van and Ellery? Are we going undercover?’ Max pondered.

‘Granny said that we should think of it as a working holiday and that we’re going to love what we’re doing so maybe it is to the snow. That would be amazing. I wonder if that’s why she had the VR skiing room installed here – so we could start training again, even if it is only virtually,’ Kensy said.

Max grinned, still coming to terms with their latest piece of equipment. ‘We should give Curtis a go next time he’s over.’ The boy spun around to face his sister. ‘Did you see the look on Mum’s face when Granny said that she would be part of the mission too?’

‘Blindsided,’ Kensy said as she lay down with her legs dangling over the side of the bed.

‘You’re right about that. I thought Dad’s eyebrows were about to jump off his forehead. He was clearly trying to tell Mum not to engage the enemy and thankfully she didn’t this time,’ Max said.

Kensy sat up again. ‘As for today, it all seems so strange. Granny said that her man at Scotland Yard is adamant it was a gas leak. There’s no reports of anything untoward, which is seriously concerning given that the doors were locked. Seems awfully fishy to have had a malfunction like that at the exact same time that the gas line ruptured.’

‘It might have been a gas leak, but it wasn’t the sort of gas we use for domestic purposes. There was no smell – and you know gas really stinks. I’ve been doing some research about what it could have been,’ Max said.

‘And?’ Kensy looked at her brother. ‘You do know that natural gas actually has no smell and they add the horrible odour so that if there’s a leak it can be detected.’

‘Of course I do, but surely the gas used at the Houses of Parliament is the same sort that gets used all over the rest of London, which smells,’ Max said. ‘Anyway, I have a theory. A few years ago there was a terrorist attack by a group of Chechen militia in Moscow and the authorities pumped fentanyl, which is commonly used for anaesthesia, into the room to try and bring an end to the situation. Unfortunately it wasn’t a great success as they wound up killing loads of the hostages,’ Max said. ‘Fentanyl has no smell and it affects the nervous system. The way that those politicians were dropping like flies definitely suggests something like that.’

‘That’s horrible,’ Kensy said. ‘But I agree, it’s entirely possible. I wonder if the residue stays on your clothes – maybe we could do some tests in the lab downstairs?’


Max was way ahead of her. Given he had used his school jumper as a face mask, he’d already bundled it up in a plastic bag to test tomorrow.

‘Surely there’s CCTV of that bogus firefighter I saw too,’ Max said. ‘There must be cameras everywhere.’

Kensy glanced at her watch. ‘There might be something on the late news,’ she said, grabbing the remote control from Max’s bedside table and flicking on the television set in his bookcase.

The bulletin had just begun. ‘Fortunately no one was injured and Charing Cross Station is set to reopen in the morning. The fire was thought to have started as a result of some welding sparks. In other news Scotland Yard have declared that today’s incident at Westminster was the result of a leaking gas pipe, a build-up of pressure causing a line to rupture following some recent renovations. While several members of Parliament were transported to hospital, everyone has now been released and there is no cause for further alarm,’ the newsreader said. Then he started talking about the cordon around the city and that transport links had reopened.

The footage focused on several MPs being carted off and the Prime Minister speaking to someone, but then there was something else.

‘Pause it, quick!’ Max yelled at Kensy who snatched up the controls and did as she was asked. ‘No, go back a bit – to the firefighter.’

Kensy rewound the footage for a few seconds.

‘There! Stop!’ Max stood up and looked closely at the screen. ‘It’s him – look at the helmet. It has to be. But who’s that he’s speaking to?’

There were footsteps in the hall and their father appeared in the doorway.

‘I thought you two were supposed to be in bed.’ He frowned. ‘I was just coming to say goodnight.’

‘Dad, quick, can you have a look at this? Max thinks that’s the firefighter he saw in the House of Commons – the one who’s not really a firefighter,’ Kensy said. ‘Do you know who he’s talking to?’

Ed Spencer walked into the room and stared at the screen. ‘Well, from this angle it looks like James Strawbridge. Hang on, I’ll take a picture so we can be sure.’ Ed dug his phone from his pocket and held it up.

‘Isn’t he the head of Scotland Yard?’ Max said, his eyes widening.

‘One and the same,’ the man nodded. He glanced at his phone, which had the photo from the screen and a headshot of James Strawbridge with the word MATCH in the middle.

‘So what’s he doing talking to some fake firefighter?’ Kensy said. ‘Pretty weird, don’t you think?’

Ed frowned. ‘Maybe not. How was Strawbridge to know he’s a fake – unless he’d been studying the London brigade uniform like someone else we know.’

‘We need to find out who that man is – because I don’t believe for one second that it was a gas leak in there today, not an accidental one, anyway,’ Max said. ‘There’s something else going on and I’ll bet that firefighter is right in the middle of it. And maybe James Strawbridge is too. He wouldn’t be the first person in high office to be on the wrong side of the law.’

‘Don’t let your grandmother hear you say that. He has a reputation for getting things done – though I’ve also heard he has a massive ego,’ Ed said. ‘Cordelia thinks he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to Scotland Yard. I remember the poor chap who was in charge before we disappeared – she used to call him Plod, to his face no less.’

Max grinned. ‘Fancy the idea of Granny being direct.’

‘And rude,’ Kensy chortled.

‘Because you’re never like that at all.’ Max gave his sister a strange look.

‘Not on purpose, most of the time. Anyway, at least now I have someone to blame,’ Kensy said.

‘Okay, Sherlock and Watson, time for bed. We’ll do some more investigating tomorrow. I have to go and convince your mother that we really need her on the mission,’ Ed said. ‘I just wish she liked expensive jewellery – at least then I could offer a bribe.’

‘Well, that’s not Mum, is it?’ Max said. ‘Granny promised that she didn’t have to go back to being an active agent – so it’s no wonder she’s upset.’

‘That’s another thing,’ Kensy said, jumping up off the bed and hugging her dad. ‘We need more details. We don’t even know what to pack.’

‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow,’ Ed said and kissed his daughter’s forehead.

Kensy waved goodnight to her brother and hurried out the door to her room. Ed gave Max a hug.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll find out who that firefighter is,’ the man said.

Max stiffened. ‘There was something about him, Dad. The way he looked at me.’ The boy shivered as if someone had just walked over a grave. ‘His eyes were black – evil. I hope he doesn’t have a good memory for what children look like because I’m really not keen to see him again.’

‘You’ll be fine, mate. Now hop into bed. And wish me luck with your mother,’ Ed said, leaving the boy alone with his thoughts.
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The boy crouched lower as he wove in and out of the last three gates and zoomed across the finish line.

‘Go Max!’ Curtis yelled, jumping up and down – his avatar in the crowd at the bottom of the hill was going nuts. The boy brushed some snow from his tingling cheeks, still wondering exactly how this whole thing worked. But that was the case for most of the inventions he’d become acquainted with since entering the trainee spy program. He spent a great deal of time with his jaw gaping in amazement.


‘Woohoo!’ Max cried, the ski pole dangling from his right hand as he raised his arm in victory. He was glad of the distraction. First thing in the morning before school, he and Kensy had done some tests on his school jumper to see if there was any evidence of fentanyl in the fibres. Unfortunately they’d come up empty handed and not only that, they’d completely ruined the garment. It was fortunate the boy had a spare, but he’d used some of his pocket money savings to purchase another one from the uniform shop that day, in case anyone noticed.

Max’s name moved above his sister’s on the scoreboard in the corner of the screen that filled the wall in front of them.

‘Well done, Master Maxim.’ Song nodded, pulling the hood of his parker up around his ears.

‘You beat Kensy by a whisker,’ Curtis said. ‘But it’s my turn next.’ He pulled on his gloves, glad to have them, given the temperature inside the room was only nudging two degrees Celsius.

Kensy rolled her eyes and unfurled her legs from the bench seat along the wall. ‘Point two of a second – seriously. I’m going to get you on the next run. And Curtis, remember we’ve done this before.’ She hoped that the boy’s confidence wasn’t misplaced – it was harder than it looked and this was his first attempt.

‘I would not be so cocky if I was you, Miss Kensington,’ Song said, giving Curtis a wink.

The boy often spent time training with Kensy and Max after school. It was easy now that he and his parents lived right across the road in the beautifully renovated terrace that had previously belonged to Esme Brightside, a criminal granny who was currently serving a long stint in prison. Some afternoons Carlos and Autumn joined them, but today there was only the three of them with Song on supervision.

The children were downstairs in a small room in the basement off the much larger training area with its boxing ring, built-in boards for target practice, the ever changing virtual parkour course and general fitness facilities. This new room had been part of Granny’s Christmas gift to the twins – an extension to the original renovations. They’d only used it a few times but it was fast becoming their favourite space.

Song congratulated Max and unbuckled the cleats that attached the boy’s ski boots to the ramp. The contraption allowed the rider to move as freely as if they were on a snowy slope. Today, the butler had let loose with the snow flurries to give the children’s experience additional authenticity – he thought that Curtis might especially enjoy it.

The door opened and Fitz appeared. ‘I wondered where you all were. Mind if I join you?’

‘Sure,’ Max said. ‘I think this is my favourite training apparatus yet.’

Fitz closed the door and climbed up onto the bleachers beside Kensy. He was glad he’d thought to grab a parker and beanie that were hanging on the hooks outside as the room was icy. ‘Be sure to tell your grandmother that. She was worried you might be missing our old life on the slopes so she’s had the developers working on it for the past six months.’


‘Wow, that’s really kind of her,’ Max said.

‘Come on, Curtis,’ Kensy said. ‘Hop to it. Now given it’s your first time, don’t expect too much and remember that if you fall, somehow it still hurts.’

Curtis raised his eyebrows then jammed his helmet on his head and pulled down his goggles, shivering as another arctic blast bored through the room. He’d laughed when the twins had said they were going skiing in the basement, but as they kitted up in their race suits he realised they weren’t kidding.

‘Are you ready, Master Curtis?’ Song asked as he secured the boy’s boots.

Curtis gulped. ‘Ready when you are,’ he said, giving the butler a nod.

The boy wriggled from side to side and rolled his shoulders, watching the screen as he leaned his knees against the gate at the top of the slalom course. There wasn’t really anything in front of him but it felt as if there was – which was pretty strange.

There were fifty-five red and blue poles on the way down – technically called gates – and the idea was to weave in and out of them. If he missed just one, he’d be disqualified.

The starting procedure began – three short beeps followed by a higher-pitched long bleeeeep. Curtis used his poles to push forward and onto the slope where he quickly found his rhythm. He felt like he was flying – seriously there was wind rushing against his face and he wondered how that was even possible.

Kensy leaned forward between her brother and Fitz, watching the boy’s avatar speeding down the course. ‘Whoa, Curtis, you’re killing it.’ This was something of a surprise.

A grin tugged at Curtis’s lips then for a second he began to wobble. There was a rut in the snow and he only just managed to save himself, though he clipped the gate and had to turn sharply to make the next one.

‘Watch out, Master Curtis!’ Song called. The man’s heart was in his mouth, but the boy was a superb skier. His technique was one of the most natural Song had ever seen.

‘You’re flying,’ Max cheered.

The last part of the course was the steepest, but Curtis was undeterred and, if anything, was gaining speed.

‘Curtis Pepper, I think you’ve been holding out on us,’ Fitz said.

The boy sped across the finish line, his breath ragged but his smile broad.

The twins looked at each other, incredulous when they saw Curtis’s time match Max’s on the leader board.

The boy tore off his helmet and wiped a trail of perspiration from his brow.

‘Phew – that was amazing,’ Curtis panted, his face beaming.

‘That was brilliant,’ Fitz said with a grin.

‘You never said that you were a freakishly good skier,’ Kensy said, wondering if Song had done something to the machine to give the boy an unfair advantage.

‘You never asked,’ Curtis replied. ‘It was summer when you were in Sydney so I wasn’t really thinking about skiing.’

‘But you’re . . . incredible,’ Max said, finding it hard to believe himself.

‘I was the junior national champion two years ago at the interschools competition,’ Curtis said casually. ‘I was supposed to go again last year, but when your grandmother invited me to Alexandria things kind of changed – forever.’

‘Wait. What?’ Kensy said. ‘I remember you asked me where we lived before we moved to Sydney and I told you it was Thredbo and you just said that you’d been there in July and the snow hadn’t been that good. You didn’t think to mention that you were practically an expert skier?’

‘I didn’t want to sound like I was showing off. Anyway, we only skied in Thredbo for a day on that trip because we belong to a lodge in Perisher,’ Curtis said, taking off his gloves. ‘We used to go most weekends in the winter and all of the school holidays. I’ve trained with the race team every season since I was six.’

‘Well,’ Fitz said. ‘That’s fantastic, Curtis. Another feather in your cap when it comes to the trainee program too.’

‘Mum and Dad were thinking of going to the Alps for a week in the February half-term,’ the boy said. ‘They said I could ask the twins to come with us.’

Kensy looked at her brother who glanced at Fitz. They still didn’t have any further details on their mission, but they were pretty sure it was going to be sooner than the half-term break. Maybe they’d be back by them.

‘That would be so amazing,’ Max said. ‘If we’re allowed.’

‘You’re up next, Fitz,’ Kensy nudged the man.

‘Not today, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘These old knees are not my friends at the moment. I think I’ll have to do a bit more training before I get back out on the slopes.’

‘Wuss,’ Kensy teased.

‘Have you found out anything more about that fake firefighter, Fitz?’ Curtis asked as Kensy stood up and shivered.

Earlier, at school, the children who’d been on yesterday’s excursion had met downstairs for a full debriefing. Max had told everyone about the fake firefighter and the fact that he’d seen the fellow and the head of Scotland Yard speaking in the background of the news broadcast. The students had all done as they were asked and logged their recollections online the previous evening, though there was nothing that really helped with the investigation. Scotland Yard continued to maintain that it was a gas leak caused by some building works in the basement. But the children were convinced it was a cover up.

Fitz shook his head. ‘Cordelia signed off on surveillance in the brigade, but she drew the line at tailing Strawbridge. We’re hoping to send someone into Westminster to see what they can find in that basement, but it’s tricky.’

‘Maybe we could help?’ Curtis asked.

Fitz smiled at the boy. ‘I don’t think there’s anything you can do at the moment. But we’ll let you know if there is.’

Curtis grinned. ‘I love this spy business.’

‘Right, who’s up for a rematch?’ Kensy said, moving to the ski platform.

‘Is there anything else you can experience on this machine?’ Curtis asked.


Song nodded. ‘I believe you can try ski jumping. What about that?’

‘Yes!’ Max clenched his fists. ‘I’ve always wanted to give that a go, but it looks terrifying in real life. At least here we won’t get any bruises, will we?’

Fitz stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to it. And I expect all of you to surpass the achievements of Eddie the Eagle, okay?’

Kensy and Max frowned at one another.

Curtis chuckled. ‘He was an English ski jumper – and a pretty terrible one at that.’

‘You really are the repository of a great deal of useless information, Curtis,’ Kensy said.

Fitz looked at the blond-haired boy. ‘No, Curtis has excellent general knowledge. One day that’s going to come in very handy and not just at the school trivia quiz. Anyway, I’d better go and do some work. Don’t stay down here too long. Whatever Song’s got in the oven for dinner smells great and I’m starving.’

‘My potatoes!’ Song leapt into the air and threw Max the remote before speeding from the room.
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‘Are you okay?’ Autumn turned to her friend.

Kensy was staring into space and seemed a million miles away. ‘What?’ Kensy’s brow wrinkled before she registered what the girl had said. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little distracted.’

‘Only a little?’ Autumn looked across at the mostly blank page. They were supposed to have almost finished writing up the experiment they’d just done, but Kensy had barely managed to get down the title and hypothesis.

‘I was thinking about something,’ Kensy said. ‘And clearly it had nothing to do with the process of distillation.’

Autumn pushed her book over. ‘Use my notes. Vanden Boom’s on the warpath and you don’t want to have to stay late. Remember, we’re going to the cinema after school.’

Kensy had completely forgotten, which was awful because she was the one who’d organised it. Fitz was coming home early from work to take the girls, Max, Carlos and Curtis to see the first movie in a new spy franchise. Song said that he might join them too. The children considered it homework as much as entertainment.

At the front of the room Romilly Vanden Boom barked instructions about cleaning up and making sure that they had everything recorded.

Kensy began to copy Autumn’s meticulous summary, though given the speed at which she was working, her notes looked more like chicken scratchings. Somehow by the end of the lesson she’d finished – though reading what she’d written was going to be a challenge.


‘So what were you thinking about before?’ Autumn asked as the girls washed their equipment in the sink.

Kensy wished she could tell her, but she’d made a promise. ‘Why everyone’s lying about what happened at the Houses of Parliament.’

‘Hmm,’ Autumn said. ‘I’ve been thinking about that a lot too. I wonder if there’s going to be another breach – but I suspect we wouldn’t find out about it even if there was. Whoever released that gas obviously wanted to create a diversion for some reason. Maybe they were planting seriously untraceable bugs or hacking the computer servers.’

Kensy nodded. ‘I suppose anything’s possible, really.’

Max had been eavesdropping behind the girls.

‘I agree, Autumn. I’d thought of both of those scenarios,’ the boy said.

He was with Curtis and Carlos who were both listening intently too.

‘What if we go back there?’ Curtis said.

Max frowned at the boy. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, we could book in on one of the public tours on the weekend and then accidentally get lost,’ the boy said.

The rest of the group agreed.

‘I like your thinking,’ Carlos said as Romilly Vanden Boom dismissed the class and the students headed for the door. Kensy lingered behind.

‘You coming?’ Autumn turned when she realised her friend was still standing at the desk.

‘Um yeah – I’ll catch up. I want to have another read over my notes and tidy things up a bit,’ the girl replied. ‘Otherwise I’ll probably have to do it again.’

Max grinned at Autumn. ‘Do you realise that my sister just said the words “tidy up”? I’m not sure that she even knows what that phrase means.’

‘Get lost, Max,’ Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll meet you and your girlfriend upstairs. Don’t leave without me.’

Kensy noticed the tips of Autumn’s ears turning red and Max’s cheeks flushed too.


She waited until everyone was gone before approaching Mrs Vanden Boom who was scurrying about, putting things away and working out what she needed for her lessons tomorrow. The teacher hadn’t realised that there was anyone left in the room.

‘Mrs Vanden Boom,’ Kensy said, causing the woman to spin around quickly.

‘Oh, what are you still doing here?’ Romilly peered over her blue glasses perched on the tip of her nose.

‘I’ve been thinking about that thing you showed me at the beginning of the week,’ the girl said. She wasn’t sure if this was a good idea or not, but she figured there was no harm in asking.

Romilly raised her eyebrows.

‘I was wondering if I could trial it for you?’ the girl said.

‘Absolutely not!’ the woman retorted.

‘But you said . . .’ Kensy began. ‘And I wasn’t thinking that it would be me exactly doing the testing.’

‘I know what I said, but you’re to forget it was ever mentioned,’ the woman replied, pressing her lips together tightly. ‘Nothing will come of it. I have to stop these fanciful notions that perhaps one day I’ll be more than just a science teacher.’

Kensy stared at the woman. Something had happened. On Monday Mrs Vanden Boom had been so excited to share the invention, but now, clearly, she was regretting that decision.

‘Anyway, I’ve destroyed them,’ Romilly said with a sniff. She reached into the pocket of her lab coat and seemed to fiddle with something before taking her hand back out again.

‘But, Mrs Vanden Boom, why? It sounded like you were really onto something. I’m sure that Granny would have been so excited –’ Kensy began, but she was cut off mid-sentence.

‘Your grandmother and I aren’t always on the same page, Kensy,’ the woman snapped. ‘There are others who curry more favour.’

‘Well, that’s true for pretty much everyone, isn’t it?’ Kensy said. ‘You should see the way she treats my mother. Their relationship is truly love-hate and I think right at the moment Mum hates Granny about as much as she ever has.’

Kensy had probably said too much, but she wanted to make Mrs Vanden Boom feel better.

‘I’ve got to get to a staff meeting,’ Romilly said. The woman took off her lab coat and hung it on the hook inside the office door, taking particular care to smooth out the creases, which Kensy thought a bit strange.

‘Would you mind washing up those last beakers for me?’ the woman asked.

‘Sure,’ Kensy said, nodding. Though she was surprised that she was allowed to stay here on her own. That wasn’t protocol.

‘And when you’re finished, pull the door shut and make sure that it’s locked. I wouldn’t want anyone getting in here and finding things they shouldn’t,’ Romilly said, casting her eyes towards her lab coat.

‘Okay,’ Kensy said, feeling a little confused. Was the woman trying to tell her something?

Romilly Vanden Boom trotted out the door and down the hallway, leaving Kensy to her own devices.


The girl washed the two beakers in the sink then sat them on the draining board. She wondered if she should dry them too, but she was mindful of the time. Max and Autumn would be waiting for her. Kensy turned to leave then a thought drew her back. What if Mrs Vanden Boom hadn’t destroyed the devices at all? What if she was giving Kensy a hint? The only way to be sure was to take a look.

Kensy walked over and peered on the woman’s desk inside the small glass office. There was nothing there, then she looked at the lab coat. She could see something in the pocket and when she reached inside, bingo!

Kensy pulled the little silver box out and opened it up. But instead of three tiny pieces of fabric there were only two as well as the matching earpieces. She snapped the lid shut and unzipped her uniform pocket, shoving it inside and making sure the zip was closed tight.

Vanden Boom had meant for her to find it. But why? And why had she made such a big fuss about saying that Kensy couldn’t help her when clearly that’s exactly what she wanted? Something wasn’t right. Given their upcoming mission, Kensy had thought the devices might come in handy and if they didn’t work, then there was no harm done. The target would probably never even find the thing, as they looked just like tiny pieces of fabric, they were ingeniously undetectable.

Kensy raced to the lift, which deposited her behind the wall in the last stall in the girls’ bathroom upstairs. It was empty and she quickly flushed the toilet and washed her hands – just in case anyone came inside – then hurried down the hallway to meet her brother and Autumn who were still standing by the lockers.

‘We thought you’d abandoned us,’ Autumn said. She was going straight home with the twins, while Carlos was meeting them at the movies and Curtis had already left to get changed and meet them at number 13.

‘Sorry, I had to finish my work then Mrs Vanden Boom asked me to give her a hand with some last-minute washing up,’ Kensy explained. She stuffed her books into her locker and grabbed her bag, trying to remember what she needed for her homework.

As the three children walked out through the office Mrs Vanden Boom was inside talking to Mrs Potts.

‘Did you get everything done, Kensy?’ the woman asked.

The girl nodded. ‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Excellent,’ the woman arched her left eyebrow ever so slightly. ‘I’ll look forward to hearing about your research.’

And there she had it. Mrs Vanden Boom’s blessing and definitely the strangest exchange she’d ever had with a teacher.
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The rest of the school week went mostly without incident, although the mystery remained about what had really happened at the Houses of Parliament. Max was beginning to doubt his instincts on this one, which he hated. Perhaps he’d feel better after they had another chance to look around the building on Sunday. Curtis had booked the five friends into one of the general public guided tours; all of them eager to do some more research. Though Max had wondered if he and Kensy would still be in London by then. Despite not having heard any more news about the timing of their upcoming mission – just that they should pack suitcases for a holiday in the snow and be ready to go at any time, there was every chance they could be gone by the weekend.

A chill wind blew across the football field on Friday afternoon as Max, Carlos, Dante and Curtis jogged four abreast around the perimeter. The boys’ noses were dripping from the cold and it was threatening rain or maybe even snow, according to the weather report.

Curtis shivered. ‘I’m really looking forward to summer,’ the boy said. ‘Winter here is a lot colder than in Sydney.’

‘Oh you’ll love an English summer. It’s usually a nice day or two in July or August,’ Carlos quipped. ‘Although last year it was pretty abominable the whole time. You have to go to the continent to get some proper heat – my pick is definitely Spain.’

‘Of course it is,’ Dante said with a scoff in his voice. ‘Italy is far superior for a summer holiday. My family loves . . .’


Before the boys could begin a proper argument over whose homeland had the better weather, Gordon Nutting blew his whistle and motioned for the students to join him in the middle of the pitch.

‘Right, I hope everyone’s warmed up,’ the man said, wrapping his scarf around his neck and checking the game plan on his clipboard.

‘Sir, it’s freezing out here,’ Sachin whined.

The man rolled his eyes. ‘Suck it up, Varma – you’ll live.’

Curtis was still getting used to soccer being called football. He always associated the word with rugby league or union. But he was happy to have made the team and had surprised himself with more natural flair than he’d imagined.

The boys were playing in a city-wide knockout competition comprised of schools from every sector. This afternoon they’d taken the bus to Edgewater School in North London, which reminded Curtis quite a bit of Wentworth Grammar, where he used to go in Sydney. There were endless green playing fields surrounded by high hedges and a pavilion that wouldn’t have looked out of place at Lords, as well as a main school building that was once a stately home. While on the surface it might have been a lot flashier than Central London Free School, Curtis wouldn’t have traded places with the kids here for all the money in the world.

The referee was jogging up and down on the spot in the centre of the field and had just blown the whistle for the teams to run out. A minute or so later the game was underway and the lads from Central London Free were looking every bit the underdogs for the first ten minutes or so, with almost one hundred per cent of the possession going to the boys from Edgewater. Sachin was doing a good job defending the goals until one of the opposition unleashed a screamer that ricocheted off the left side rail and bounced into the net behind him.

‘Come on, Free! What are you doing?’ Carlos yelled.

The boys ran into a huddle for some serious pep talking from their captain, Dante.

‘We’re better than this, lads. And I’m Italian – football is in my blood. I’m not losing to this bunch. Change of tactics – we’re going to play man on man. That kid you’re defending, Max – he looks about ten and he’s not very fast. And your guy runs past the ball all the time, Sachin. I think he’s forgotten to wear his glasses. We need possession and then we’ve got this!’

The boys high-fived and raced back to their positions.

No one was more surprised than Dante when his strategy worked and Max booted the ball into the goals a minute after play restarted.

Gordon Nutting barely reacted, but the boys knew he was pleased when they saw his subtle nod. Unlike the Edgewater coach who was yelling and carrying on like a man possessed. When he shouted that his boys should be ashamed of themselves being outplayed by a bunch of losers from a state school, he obviously didn’t realise the effect the slight would have. The lads from Central London Free upped the ante and by half-time were in the lead four goals to one.

The boys huddled to discuss tactics for the second half, Dante encouraging them to double that score and really let Edgewater have it.

Gordon Nutting pulled Max aside. ‘Would you mind sitting out for a few minutes so I can give Angus a run?’

‘Sure, sir, no problem,’ Max replied. He was hoping the kid would get some pitch time. Angus had started at the beginning of the new school year, having moved down from Manchester. He was super shy and barely said two words to anyone most of the time. He wasn’t the best player, but he was dogged and determined and for that alone he deserved a go.

‘Dante,’ the coach called the boy over and explained what he was doing.

The referee blew the whistle and the teams took to the field. Max sat at the end of the bench. At the opposite end an Edgewater boy jiggled his leg up and down – perhaps from nerves or, more likely, he was trying to stay warm.


‘Hi,’ Max said. He wasn’t sure if the kid would speak to him, but the lad gave a wave.

‘I’m Max,’ he said and stood up, moving to sit closer.

‘Nathaniel,’ the kid replied.

‘You getting a run today?’ Max asked. He hadn’t remembered seeing the boy on the field.

Nathaniel rolled his eyes. ‘I doubt it. I’m officially classed as useless and our coach isn’t as benevolent as yours. I haven’t had more than ten minutes game time all season. I’m only on the team because my dad gave the headmaster an earful and threatened to withdraw me from school. Honestly, I wouldn’t have cared if he did.’

‘Sorry,’ Max said. ‘We’re lucky. Our coach Mr Nutting’s a good guy and we’re competitive, but we’d rather look after our mates than win at any cost.’ Though Max was secretly very pleased that his team was now in a commanding lead. He’d only been thinking a few minutes ago how weird his life was these days. One minute he was playing football and yet anytime soon he and his sister would be leaving on a mission that would no doubt put them in some dangerous situations. It was all a bit surreal. And then last night he’d pulled out that note he’d taken from Magoo’s study months ago. He was glad he’d told Kensy about it while they were in New York, but between the two of them they still hadn’t got any further. Maybe one day they’d crack it, but it was the most puzzling and frustrating thing they’d come across yet.

Max’s team had just scored again and were celebrating while the coach from Edgewater was bellowing at his boys to get their blasted act together.

‘I wish I went to your school. Sounds like a good place,’ Nathaniel said with a grin. He looked across the field and blanched. ‘Oh blast, what’s he doing here?’

‘Who?’ Max followed the boy’s gaze.

‘My father. He said he might drop in this afternoon. He’s been harassing the coach all season, but to be honest I don’t care that much. I’m not really the sporty type – unlike Dad who was a champion at everything when he was my age and likes to remind me at any opportunity.’

Max squinted. The man striding across the field looked familiar. It suddenly dawned on him. ‘Your dad’s James Strawbridge?’

The boy blinked. ‘How would you know that?’

‘I’m a bit obsessed with Scotland Yard. I’d quite like to work there when I’m older,’ Max lied. He couldn’t help thinking how easily untruths came to him these days – simply rolling off his tongue.

The man strode towards them, a look of thunder on his face.

‘I see you’re playing your normal position of left right out,’ he said sarcastically to his son.

Nathaniel ignored the man, hoping to deflect his obvious ill temper. ‘Dad, this is Max. He’s a big fan of yours.’

Max stood up and held out his hand. ‘Good afternoon, sir.’

James Strawbridge was immediately impressed by the lad’s forthrightness. ‘Hello Max,’ the man replied. ‘You keeping the bench warm too, I see.’

‘Mmm.’ Max nodded. ‘Sir, I wonder if I could ask you something?’

‘Of course. Whether or not I can answer is another thing,’ the man replied, a smile creeping to his lips.

‘I’m curious about what happened at Westminster this week,’ Max said.

James Strawbridge looked at the boy with a frown. ‘An accident – there was a gas leak. The contractors working in the basement should have been more careful. Why?’

‘I was there,’ Max said. ‘It was my history class who was on the excursion in the chamber when it all happened.’

Nathaniel Strawbridge’s jaw dropped. ‘Oh wow, that must have been scary.’

‘A bit,’ Max said. ‘Especially when we realised that all of the exits had been locked.’

James eyeballed the boy. Max wasn’t sure if the man was threatening him not to say anything else, but this was his chance. His father had said that Strawbridge had a huge ego, but Max wasn’t scared of him. That fake firefighter with the black eyes on the other hand. He shivered just thinking about that guy.

‘What do you mean locked?’ Nathaniel said.

‘No one could get out,’ Max replied.

‘There was a fault with the automatic shutdown system. It’s been fixed,’ James said bluntly.

But Max sensed that he was lying.

‘I saw something else that was really strange,’ Max said.

James Strawbridge inhaled deeply. ‘Well, perhaps you should come into my office then and we can have a chat.’

‘Or I could just tell you now,’ the boy replied.

‘What did you say your name was again?’ James asked.

‘Max,’ he replied, deliberately leaving out his surname. ‘There was this firefighter. I saw him –’ Max began but was cut off mid-sentence.

‘Max!’ Carlos yelled at his friend. ‘You’re on.’

The boy bit his lip.


‘Go on.’ James Strawbridge seemed interested now. ‘What were you going to say?’

‘Max!’ Carlos yelled again, as Angus limped towards him and Mr Nutting ran to get the first-aid kit.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Max said.

But clearly it did to James Strawbridge. His face was stern and his eyes narrow. ‘You need to come and see me on Monday after school. I assume you know where my office is,’ the man called as Max ran onto the field.

Max wondered if what he had done was wise, but this had been too good an opportunity to pass up.

James Strawbridge felt sick to his stomach. A mistake, a stupid mistake all those years ago and now his whole life could implode because a nosey twelve-year-old child thought he saw something. James had to put an end to it – now.
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Thick snow sparkled on the rooftops across the resort as the lights began to come on in the chalets and hotels that dotted the village and surrounding hillsides. Kensy thought it looked like an icy fairyland and she couldn’t wait to get out and explore. The family had arrived at the Bahnhofplatz Zermatt via train from Geneva, having stayed in the city the night before. They were met by a driver who ushered them to a little green electric taxi, which more closely resembled a miniature bus, to be driven to the chalet they were about to call home for who knew how long.

On Friday evening Cordelia Spencer had called in at 13 Ponsonby Terrace, but this time her visit wasn’t social. The family was given their travel arrangements and told they would be fully briefed upon arrival at their destination. Max debated whether to tell his grandmother about his run in with James Strawbridge earlier in the day, but in the end had decided against it, given his father had said how much his grandmother revered the man. Besides, he wouldn’t be able to visit Scotland Yard on Monday now anyway and surely someone as important as the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police had better things to do than waste time chasing up on the fanciful notions of twelve-year-old boys.

Max hadn’t told anyone else about their encounter either – he wasn’t sure why, but there was something that made him uneasy about what he’d done. Perhaps he’d acted hastily – and that was the last thing someone who was training to be a spy should do. He hated to think that some of his sister’s impetuousness was starting to rub off on him.

The pair had conference called Autumn, Carlos and Curtis to let them know they’d be away for a while. The twins didn’t go into details and their friends didn’t ask – although they could see that Carlos was dying to. The trio said they would go ahead with their investigations of the incident at the Houses of Parliament and see what else they could learn about the fake firefighter.

The official line for the twins’ absence from school was to be a family issue. Fortunately the other Pharos students wouldn’t ask questions, but there would no doubt be some nosey parkers like Blair; however, the teachers would put an end to her speculations quick smart as the children’s whereabouts were none of her concern.

‘It’s so pretty,’ Kensy remarked as their vehicle passed half-a-dozen horse-drawn carriages that were lined up waiting for their next passengers. ‘At least this time we’ll get to have a proper look around.’

She grinned across at her brother who raised his eyebrows. It seemed almost unreal that they were here now as trainee spies on a mission for Pharos, instead of just spending a ski season while their parents worked.

Anna Spencer clenched her gloved hands together.

‘Come on, darling,’ Ed whispered. ‘You know why we had to do this. We’re on a family holiday and it wouldn’t have been as convincing if we’d left you back at home. Besides, if we happen to run into some new friends, I need you to be a charming hostess.’

‘Fine,’ the woman whispered through gritted teeth.

‘I hope our accommodation’s a bit roomier than that flat we were meant to live in last time,’ Kensy said.

Max nodded. ‘It was a shoebox, with possibly the ugliest yellow and brown kitchen I’ve ever seen.’

Fitz chuckled. ‘I’m surprised you remember anything about it given we were in and out in record time.’

‘I think you will find the chalet very comfortable,’ Song said. The man had been dispatched to accompany the family, along with Fitz.

‘Is it . . . secure?’ Kensy asked. She’d been thinking about that on the journey.

‘Yes, perfectly,’ Ed replied. ‘And brand new. We’ll be the first people to stay there.’

‘Does Granny own it?’ Max frowned.

Their father gave a slow nod. Seriously the woman’s real estate portfolio just seemed to get bigger and bigger. But that was a relief to Kensy. If Granny’s builders were as innovative up here as they were in all her other homes, then this was something to look forward to.

The electric buggy hummed along the Bahnhofstrasse – the main thoroughfare in the village – past shops, restaurants and hotels like the gorgeous old Grand Hotel Zermatterhof with its twinkling lights on the balcony railings and cypress pines laden with snow. There were people out walking and children playing. Max couldn’t help wondering if they might have ended up friends with some of them if they’d stayed last year.


The driver made a left turn past the Mountaineers’ Cemetery and crossed the bridge over the freezing river where he turned right and followed the waterway. He made another left turn into a narrow street that wound higher up the mountain side then stopped outside a beautiful timber chalet.

‘This okay?’ Ed said to his wife.

Anna rolled her eyes. ‘I suppose it will do.’ But the children could see their mother trying to bite back a smile.

The family hopped out to help the driver with the luggage. Song then tipped the man who promptly drove away while the family steered their suitcases to the front door. Ed punched a series of numbers into the touch screen to give them access.

‘Well, this is lovely,’ the man said as they entered the lower level of the house.

Kensy and Max left their bags and took off to explore, quickly discovering a drying room, gym, spa and sauna and a cinema room as well as extensive storage areas including a garage with two very cool-looking snowmobiles. They’d already been told that the machines were only allowed to be used on the mountain side and not in the village. There were no obvious secret rooms, but they could search for those later – surely they had to be there. The twins raced upstairs to find another two floors of bedrooms and then on the top level was the living and dining area and the kitchen. The roof boasted a hot tub with views of the mountains.

‘I know what I’m doing tonight!’ Kensy swished her hand into the steaming water.

‘Me too,’ Max said as the pair dashed back down to the living room where Song was busy inspecting the fully stocked fridge and pantry and working out what he might make for their evening meal. ‘Song, do you know which rooms are ours?’

The butler nodded. ‘Yes, Master Maxim. You and your sister are on the next level down with your parents. Your rooms are identical so there is no need to squabble over who has the best space. Please unpack your bags – I am sure that will improve your mother’s mood.’


‘Thanks,’ the boy replied.

Kensy charged off ahead of him and located her room.

Max was right next door. The decor had a Scandi vibe with lots of light wood and sleek lines – nothing like anywhere they’d lived on the snow before.

The boy quickly unzipped his bag and began to unpack, meticulously folding his clothes and putting them into one of the timber chests of drawers.

Fifteen minutes later their mother called out from the top of the stairs. ‘Children, Song’s made hot chocolate and whipped up some cheese fondue. I’d be quick if I was you – it’s your father and Fitz’s favourite.’

Max had just hung up the last of his clothes in the wardrobe when he walked out into the hallway and glimpsed inside his sister’s room. ‘Was there an accident in here? Like a bomb or something?’ The lad grinned, wondering how on earth she could have made such a huge mess in so little time.

Kensy huffed. ‘No, I’m unpacking.’


‘What’s that?’ Max spotted a silver case that was sitting on Kensy’s bedside table.

The girl bit her lip. She’d only just pulled it out from the inside of one of her ugg boots and had meant to stow it safely – though maybe she’d actually left it out slightly on purpose. Ever since the devices had come into her possession she’d been wrestling with the idea of telling her brother. Besides, they could come in super handy on the mission.

Kensy picked it up. ‘If I tell you, you absolutely cannot tell anyone else, okay? Mrs VB made me promise, but keeping secrets, especially from you, doesn’t always work out well so I’d rather you know.’

Max walked into the room, intrigued.

Kensy opened the case, displaying the two patches of material and the earpieces.

‘They’re mind-readers,’ the girl said, watching her brother’s reaction, which was pretty much as she expected.

‘Wait, what?’ He frowned.

‘You can use them to read someone’s mind and get into their head,’ Kensy said.


The boy swallowed hard. A terrible thought dawned on him. ‘You haven’t tested them on me, have you?’

Kensy grimaced. ‘No, of course not. Though I did consider the possibility, but only for a second. I know I’d hate it if you used it on me.’ She then explained how they’d come into her possession and the strange interactions she’d had with Mrs Vanden Boom back at school. Then she told him how they were meant to work.

‘This is awesome,’ Max whispered as their mother called out again. ‘You’d better hide them somewhere safe.’

Kensy quickly closed the lid and stuffed the box into her bedside cabinet, piling some underwear on top. Max helped her tidy up – actually he did most of it, but at least now she wouldn’t be in trouble with their mother.

‘Come on,’ Kensy said as Max folded the last of her jumpers and put it into the chest of drawers.

The twins bounded up the stairs together where Song handed them a mug each and they sat on one of the couches next to Fitz and opposite their mother and father.

‘What took you both so long?’ Anna asked. ‘Hot chocolate usually brings you running.’

‘We finished unpacking and I was just helping Kensy – her room looks great,’ Max said, garnering a smile from his mother.

In the centre of the coffee table a bowl of melted cheese simmered atop a little gas burner surrounded by chunks of fresh bread and long skewers.

‘You’ve outdone yourself with this fondue, Song,’ Fitz said as he reached forward and stabbed another piece of bread before dipping it into the yellow goo. ‘Is there a secret ingredient?’

Song looked over from the kitchen where he had made a start on dinner. ‘It is the mixture of cheeses. I think the goat is key – although it smells like wet socks on its own.’

‘Ew,’ Kensy wrinkled her nose, sniffing the air and thinking she might see if there were any crisps in the pantry.

Max was braver. As he munched on the crusty loaf he took a good look around the room, noticing the floor-to-ceiling windows on almost every wall. Their view stretched down across the valley and up to the chalets and hotels on the hillside opposite. There were no coverings on the windows, but it wasn’t cold due to the central heating as well as the flickering gas fire.

Ed wrapped his arm around his wife and drew her in close for a cuddle. ‘Is this okay?’ the man asked.

Anna looked at him and rolled her eyes. ‘It would be perfect if we were here for a holiday.’

‘Speaking of which.’ Fitz walked over to the internal wall by the stairs and placed his hand on a small panel. Seconds later the timber slid apart to reveal a cavity housing a small arsenal of weapons and armaments.

‘What are you doing?’ Max gasped. ‘Everyone for miles will be able to see that.’

Fitz grinned. ‘You don’t think your grandmother would have that covered?’

‘It is absolutely safe, Master Maxim,’ Song said. ‘No one can see in from the outside. The windows have a special coating as well as being triple glazed with a thermally broken heating system between the panes. They are blast-proof too.’

Max breathed again then hopped up to inspect the collection. His sister walked over to join him.

‘Is there more?’ Kensy asked. ‘In other parts of the house.’

Fitz nodded. ‘I’ll show you where everything is later, but for now you need to put these on.’ He threw the twins a pair of glasses each then grabbed another four pairs for himself, Anna, Ed and Song.
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The family sat around the room and Fitz initiated transmission. Cordelia appeared as a hologram in front of each of them.

‘Good evening, everyone. As you are now viewing this it means you have safely arrived at your destination. I hope you find the accommodation comfortable. I’m looking forward to the day when we are there for the simple pleasures of a family holiday, however, while I hope that you get to have some fun, you are in Zermatt as part of an important undertaking. And I want to make a special point of thanking you, Anna, for agreeing to be involved. I know this is not what you wanted, but it is important that you are there as a family and I know that you won’t let me down.’

Anna’s body tensed. She wished her mother-in-law hadn’t said anything. It was bad enough that she felt blackmailed into going in the first place.

‘Your targets are Fox and Heike Van Leer,’ Cordelia said.

A picture of a man and woman appeared in front of them and Kensy physically jumped back while Max grimaced and his parents, Fitz and Song pulled faces too.

‘And yes, they both have an unnatural addiction to plastic surgery. They are also the owners of Van Leer Holdings, a company that has expanded at a rapid rate in the past few years, with no obvious capital. We have received information that the Van Leers are likely the instigators of an organised-crime syndicate moving armaments through Europe to supply various militia groups in the Middle East and European domestic terrorist organisations. We believe that this activity has enabled them to purchase a vast number of legitimate business interests including in transport, agriculture, mining, casinos and other infrastructure, which would enable them to launder the money made from the arms deals. Given they both come from families of very modest means and neither has received any grand inheritance nor earned a legitimate fortune, their enterprise is highly suspicious,’ Cordelia explained.

‘The pair seems to have an uncanny ability to know when a company is in trouble, allowing them to swoop in and purchase the distressed brand for a fraction of what it is worth. We’ve spent many hours trying to determine how they have gained this information, but there is no evidence of insider trading. Unless one of them is clairvoyant.’

Cordelia went on to explain more about the pair and then she introduced the family to Fox and Heike’s fourteen-year-old son, Soren, a handsome blond-haired boy who resembled neither of his parents, as well as their live-in housekeeper, Sylvie Gould, who had been with them for thirteen years and an associate called Axel Gruber who was officially the family’s personal trainer, though it was suspected he did much more than that. Axel also resided with the Van Leers and barely left Fox’s side.

‘We believe that Fox and Heike are meeting with associates while in Zermatt and what we need is proof of these relationships and any hard evidence of deals – either done or in the making. We are unsure if Soren knows anything of his parents’ misdeeds but, Kensington and Maxim, I would like you to strike up a friendship with the boy. Your key objective is surveillance and gathering any other information that will help us to put an end to their activities. Our man in the Federal Intelligence Service in Switzerland will take over at the end – whenever that may be. We all know that FIS is about as effective as a screen door on a submarine, however, bringing down an organisation of this size will surely improve their credibility and we all like to help the underdogs when an opportunity arises.’


Kensy and Max were well aware of the way Pharos worked. Transcending governments, it was something akin to the world’s largest private espionage organisation – giving them the ability to work for the greater good rather than just the government paying the most money. Of course there were Pharos agents inside almost every important body, but that was the point really – Pharos often did a brilliant job of making the agencies look good, without taking any of the credit.

‘Good luck, darlings, and have a soak in that lovely new spa for me. See you all soon.’

And with that Cordelia was gone.

‘Well, they’re a pair of weirdos,’ Kensy said, shivering at the thought. Max collected everyone’s glasses and Fitz put them back into the cupboard, which closed up again at the touch of his hand.

The adults began to dissect the information Cordelia had just supplied while Kensy stood up and walked to the kitchen, placing her empty mug on the bench. From there she spied a telescope in the corner of the living room and hurried over to take a look. When she leaned in against the eyepiece, she realised that the lens was pointing directly into the living room of another chalet across the river on the hillside opposite. She could see someone whom she immediately recognised.

‘Oh, good grief!’ Kensy exclaimed. ‘Fox Van Leer is even weirder looking in person than in his pictures. And seriously, was it just a coincidence that Granny happened to build this lodge right here overlooking the Van Leers’ place?’

‘Your grandmother doesn’t believe in coincidences, Kensy,’ Ed said.

The girl continued peering through the lens, watching the man’s every move. He sat down at a dining table with his wife and Axel. A young woman, most likely Sylvie, had just set down two plates and disappeared through a doorway. The telescope was so powerful Kensy could see what they were having for their meal.

‘Dinner looks good – it’s schnitzel and potato roesti,’ she declared.

‘That is slightly disconcerting,’ Song said as he walked out of the pantry with an armful of potatoes. ‘We are having the same. Though I am sure mine will taste better.’

‘I haven’t seen Soren yet,’ Kensy said. ‘Are we certain that he came with them?’

Fitz nodded. ‘He was seen leaving Berlin with his parents, Sylvie and Axel.’

‘Actually, here is he now,’ Kensy said.

The boy was nursing some sort of electronic device as he walked into the room and sat down at the table.

Max skittered over to his sister. She stepped aside to let him take a peek. Max was staring through the telescope lens when he gasped.

‘What’s the matter?’ Kensy demanded.

‘Fox just grabbed that device from Soren and threw it on the floor before crushing it under his foot,’ Max said.

‘Are you serious?’ Kensy nudged her brother aside and looked into the lens.

She spied the debris then moved the telescope back to Soren who was clearly upset. ‘Someone’s an angry man.’

‘What has your mother got us into this time?’ Anna demanded, staring at Ed.

‘You know very well,’ her husband replied. ‘If they’re supplying arms to militia groups, we can’t sit back and do nothing.’

Kensy stepped back from the telescope. ‘True, Dad. Imagine how many innocent people are caught up in the crossfire because of them – children and babies.’

Anna huffed loudly. ‘Of course you’re going to bring up the children and babies, Kensy. Thanks for that reminder.’

‘We’ve trained for this, Mum,’ Max said.

‘Come and sit down, kids,’ Ed instructed. ‘We need to talk about tomorrow and what’s going to happen from here on in.’
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Max had spent the night in a dreamscape of terror. He was running away, but he couldn’t get a footing. It was too slippery and whoever was chasing him was getting closer and closer until he could feel their breath on his neck. He’d fallen, hitting his head. For a second he was knocked senseless, but when he awoke and rolled over to see who had captured him, there was no face – just the darkest, coldest eyes he’d ever seen. There was a word too that had blazed across in front of him as if it was on a screen. Tip. He had no idea what that was supposed to mean. He’d woken screaming and within a minute his mother and sister were by his side.

Beads of perspiration trickled down the boy’s face and his pyjamas and sheets were soaked with sweat.

Anna had quickly found some fresh trackpants and a T-shirt and although there was a spare loft bed in the boy’s room accessed by a ladder, Kensy insisted Max take hers. She slept in the loft in her own room, not wanting her brother anywhere he could fall, should the nightmares return.

Kensy had just come out of the bathroom the next morning when Max finally stirred. She watched him open his eyes and register where he was.

‘You okay?’ Kensy asked as she pulled a pale blue jumper over her head.

Max sat up, still groggy. ‘Yeah, I think so,’ the boy replied. He hesitated for a second, remembering the events of the night before. ‘Sorry about, you know. I didn’t mean to kick you out of your bed.’


Kensy sat down on the chair in the corner to pull on some socks. ‘I don’t know what you were dreaming about, but you screamed so loudly. Much worse than the night terrors you used to have when we were little.’

Max shivered at the memory. ‘It was him. The firefighter. Except that it wasn’t all of him – just those evil eyes. He was chasing me and I couldn’t get away. It felt so real.’ Then Max remembered the word too. For some reason it made him think about the note from Magoo’s study, which they still hadn’t figured out. Fortunately he had brought a copy with him and would check it later. The word was tip, which made no sense, but then neither did the rest of it. Future, imminent, threat, Song, birthright. And if Song wasn’t a bad guy, which they’d definitely established during their trip to New York, then why was he even mentioned? What did he have to do with any of it?

Kensy stood up. ‘Well, that horrible man’s not here, so you don’t have to worry,’ she said.

Max nodded. ‘I should have a shower.’

Kensy smiled. ‘I’ll see you upstairs.’


She exited the room and bounded to the top floor where Song was pottering about in the kitchen. There was no sign of her parents or Fitz yet.

‘Good morning, Miss Kensington,’ Song said, smiling. ‘Would you like some bacon and eggs or pancakes for your breakfast?’

‘May I have pancakes with crispy bacon and maple syrup?’ Kensy asked. ‘I haven’t had that since New York.’ She walked to the windows, watching the sun rise over the top of the mountains. The whole place sparkled.

‘I’d forgotten how much I love the Alps,’ she said wistfully, while Song bustled about in the kitchen.

‘Me too,’ the man replied. ‘There is nothing quite like the feeling of speeding down a mountain with the wind in your hair – or in my case, the wind on your very big forehead because your hair has migrated past the middle of your head to the back only.’

Kensy giggled. ‘At least you haven’t gone grey yet.’

‘It is a minor miracle known as Grey Away, Miss Kensington – and I have no idea why I just told you that, as it is my one and only vanity,’ the man said.

Kensy laughed. ‘It’s okay, Song. Your secret’s safe with me.’ She tapped the side of her nose. ‘At least for a little while.’

‘Thank you, Miss Kensington, and in return I promise not to tell your mother where her missing chocolates went – you know the special French ones that her parents had recently sent as a reminder of her childhood.’ The man gave a nod and a smile.

Kensy’s eyes widened. ‘What? How did you know that? She’ll kill me.’

‘Wrappers under the bed are never a good idea. I am fastidious with the vacuum. So I take it my secret will never surface either?’ he said.

‘Deal,’ Kensy replied, hurrying to the fridge where she pulled out a jug of orange juice.

‘What are you two making deals about?’ Anna asked as she appeared at the top of the stairs.

‘I said I’d stop teasing Song,’ Kensy said, ‘if he’ll stop playing really awful country music.’

‘I can’t see either of those things happening.’ The woman smiled and flicked the kettle on.

Within a few minutes the rest of the family was gathered around the island bench. Fitz made coffee while Ed helped with the toast. When Max arrived Anna walked over to give him a hug. She pressed the back of her hand against his forehead and checked that the dark circles under his eyes were nothing more than tiredness.

‘Can we go up the mountain later?’ Kensy asked, taking a bite of her pancake, which was dripping with syrup.

‘Absolutely. Today is all about getting a feel for the place and hopefully meeting our targets – or at least sighting them,’ Ed said. ‘We need to get as close to the Van Leers as possible and remember your job is to befriend Soren.’

The twins nodded. Last night they’d discussed ways to make that happen. They knew Soren liked to ski so hopefully they would be able to ‘run into’ him on the slopes.

‘Have you been to Zermatt before, Dad?’ Kensy asked.

‘Years ago, before you two were born your mother and I came for a long weekend but that’s it. So we’re not terribly familiar with the trails either,’ the man replied.

‘Don’t worry – I’ve memorised the whole place,’ Max said. ‘But what are we doing about skis and boards and things?’

The family had always travelled with their own equipment during the years Ed and Anna had worked in resorts around the world – more often than not, second-hand kit sourced from their parents’ colleagues whose kids had outgrown their gear. This time they’d arrived with a suitcase full of casual clothes, but that was it. Their father said they didn’t need to worry about packing bulky ski gear – they’d sort that when they arrived.

‘Your grandmother instructed us to take you on a very special shopping trip,’ Ed said.

‘Cool,’ Kensy replied, a rasher of bacon hanging out of the side of her mouth.

‘That’s very generous of Granny,’ Max said.

‘Yes, but we are technically working,’ Kensy added. ‘So that’s like our pay and we never got anything special for bringing down Dash Chalmers in New York.’


‘I think we had some help there, Kensy,’ Max said. ‘Uncle Rupert was the real hero, as I recall.’

‘Speaking of Uncle Rupert,’ Kensy said, waving her fork in the air, ‘will he be joining us? Granny said that he might if we needed him.’

‘I’m not sure. He’s been in Australia and I don’t know when he’s due back,’ Ed said. This was news to everyone except Fitz.

‘What’s he doing there?’ Max asked.

‘Helping resettle Tinsley and the children. They ultimately decided to go home to Sydney in time for the start of the new school year,’ Ed explained.

Max frowned. ‘Really? He’s been spending a lot of time going back and forth to America since we were there.’

Song winked at Max, but Kensy caught it too.

‘Oh no,’ the girl grimaced. ‘Uncle Rupert’s not in love with Tinsley or something is he? If Van Chalmers ends up being our cousin, I think I’ll be sick.’

‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ Max said, spooning some scrambled eggs onto his plate. ‘Technically if he was your cousin, then he couldn’t be your boyfriend because that would be totally weird and probably against the law.’

Kensy’s shoulders relaxed. ‘I didn’t think of that. Though I’m still not sure I’d want to be related to him. And I suppose he’d have to become part of our world and can you imagine what a massive ego he’d have thinking he was a junior James Bond.’ Kensy looked at Song who was flipping more pancakes on the stove. ‘It’s a pity things didn’t work out with your girlfriend, Song.’

‘Please, Miss Kensington. I do not wish to talk about it,’ the man replied. ‘The minute she criticised my dumplings I knew that was the end.’

The twins and their parents and Fitz roared with laughter. Poor Song had had a promising romance with a woman from New York, which he’d tried hard to keep secret, but Max caught him out. Then everyone had teased the man mercilessly, though they were all a bit sad when it ended. She was nice.


‘I’m sure there’ll be another one,’ Kensy said. ‘I’m always on the lookout for you. In fact, I was thinking about . . .’

Song shook his head and held the spatula aloft. ‘I have given up on finding true love. My life is full as it is. And besides, there are other more important things to think about at the present time. Like what sort of graphics I will have on my new snowboard.’

‘Seriously,’ Kensy almost choked on the much-too-large piece of pancake that she’d stuffed into her mouth. ‘You snowboard?’

Max was chuckling too, but when he thought about it, why wouldn’t Song be into snow sports? The man had incredible mixed martial arts skills and was fitter than most people he knew.

Song nodded. ‘There are a lot of things you still do not know about me, Miss Kensington.’

Ed rubbed his hands together. ‘Right – hurry up and finish breakfast then and we’ll get moving. No time to waste.’
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Shopping turned out to be quite a different experience to what Kensy and Max had in mind.

Instead of heading to the village, Song ushered everyone into one of the storerooms that was actually a cleverly concealed lift leading to a basement containing racks of skis and boots, snowboards, helmets, stocks, gloves, goggles, hats, ski suits and just about anything else one might require for a day on the slopes.

‘Why the special security for this?’ Max asked.

Ed raised his eyebrows. ‘Surely you don’t think that Pharos-issue ski gear is the same as what everyone else has, do you?’

‘Cool!’ Kensy gasped, wondering what secret gadgets were about to be revealed.

Fitz picked up a pair of goggles. ‘These have an inbuilt recording device so you can send what you’re seeing in real time back to the mainframe computer.’

Ed held a pair of gloves aloft. ‘Whoever thought of this is a genius. You can tap Morse code messages with your finger and they will be transmitted like a text message. If they happen to fall into the wrong hands, quite literally, the gloves will fingerprint the wearer and alert one of us. We can send a message to release a small pin prick whereby the wearer will be rendered unconscious for a couple of hours.’

‘Wow!’ Max said.

‘And my own personal favourite,’ Song grabbed a pair of stocks. ‘The left one will release a net while the right will shoot a grappling hook.’

‘Oh, that’s disappointing,’ Kensy said.

Her mother looked at her with a frown.

‘I thought at least one of them would fire bullets,’ the girl said. ‘A stock gun is an awesome idea.’

‘Well, I for one am relieved that’s not the case,’ Anna said.

Ed decided that it probably wasn’t a good time to reveal that the adult stocks had that capability should it be needed. He didn’t want Anna to be any more upset about the mission than she already was.


Fitz held up a helmet. ‘GPS that will give you your exact location on the mountain via a screen in the corner of your goggles and will also let HQ know where you are.’

‘This is so awesome,’ Max said. He rushed around the room, investigating everything.

The family spent the next half an hour or so getting fitted while Fitz and Ed adjusted bindings and settings so that when they went out later in the day they would all be properly equipped. The children had skis and snowboards at the ready, given they were equally accomplished on both apparatus.

Once they’d got the sporting goods sorted the children tried on their ski suits. Kensy was thrilled with her orange parka and black pants and Max looked great in a lime green jacket and grey pants.

There were ski suits for the adults too though Anna baulked at the hot pink ensemble that had been chosen for her. Thankfully Song told her it was very flattering and she agreed to keep it. Max had been mortified when, on their way to the chalet yesterday, she’d pointed out a ghastly brown suit in a shop window telling him how much she liked it. This was far better.

Fitz glanced at his watch.

‘I should make a move. I’ll let you know where I am once the targets have been sighted.’

The family finished up, making sure that everyone had what they needed.

‘What are we doing now, Dad?’ Kensy asked.

‘I think a walk in the village – let’s get acquainted with the lay of the land,’ the man said.

‘Are you coming too, Song?’ Max looked at the man who was examining a black snowboard.

‘No, I am planning to add some graphics to this board.’ He held up a geometrical patterned stencil that resembled computer generated code.

‘That’s very fancy,’ Kensy said with a grin. ‘You’ll be the coolest old man shredder on the mountain.’

‘The graphics are actually a satellite transponder,’ Song said. ‘And once I am finished I will also keep an eye on the Van Leers’ chalet just in case there is anything to report.’

‘Thanks, Song. Come on, kids. Let’s get going,’ Ed said.

The family took their ski suits and some of their accessories upstairs then donned warm jackets, scarves, hats and boots for their walk to the village.

Kensy stuffed the little silver box into her jacket pocket and zipped it up – just in case she and Max had an opportunity to plant the devices.

It was a dazzling day with blue skies for miles and the snow glistening on the mountains. They tripped along beside the river and over the bridge to the Bahnhofstrasse where they headed in the direction of the train station, the sound of bells on horse-drawn carriages tinkling along with the clip clops of the horses’ hooves. They passed ski shops and upmarket boutiques, pharmacies and gift shops as well as expensive watch makers. The village catered to the shopping tastes and budgets of a wide range of guests.

Max had pulled his sister aside to find out if she had her latest gadget with her – he had some ideas about how they could use them too.

Ed felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He took it out and looked at the screen then glanced across at his wife and children. ‘And so it begins,’ he said and gave a nod.
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Fitz had found them and the family’s reconnaissance was about to commence.

Anna took a deep breath. If this was her mother-in-law’s way of bringing her back into the family business she had already resolved that wasn’t going to happen. She’d do what she had to for now, but that was it. Once they returned to London her work for Pharos would be over and she wouldn’t get bossed into another mission whether her husband liked it or not.

Ed, Kensy, Max and Anna turned left into a laneway that led to a small sunny courtyard with the seating for a patisserie and cafe. Fitz gave a wave from a table in the far corner.

‘I’ve ordered some hot chocolates and pastries,’ the man said as the family sat down. ‘Did you enjoy your shopping?’ Fitz winked at Kensy.

‘Yes!’ the girl said. ‘I love my parka – it’s really pretty.’

‘Since when have you cared about pretty?’ Max frowned.

Kensy shrugged while her brother gabbed on about his skis being so cool with blah blah bindings and the most comfortable boots he’d ever worn. For all intents and purposes, the group looked like any happy family on holiday. Except that they’d all spied their targets.

Fox Van Leer was sitting at the table beside them with Heike, Soren and Axel. Axel was much younger than his employers, with dark hair and olive skin. He hadn’t appeared to have fallen foul of the plastic surgeon’s knife yet.

Kensy had to stop herself laughing out loud when she realised that Fox and Heike were dressed in matching snow suits – white with a bold cobalt stripe down the legs and similar markings on their jackets. Heike’s lips were huge and her cheeks and brows puffed out with fillers. Even her bleached hair looked stressed. Kensy thought the woman wouldn’t want to stand too close to a naked flame. Fox’s hair had a horrible orange tint and almost seemed to levitate on the top of his head. His chin was so long his face had taken on an equine quality and he too appeared to be full of foreign materials. Soren, on the other hand, had that sort of boy-next-door look about him with fair hair and peachy skin and from where they were sitting he looked quite slender and tall.

Kensy unzipped her jacket pocket and felt about for the silver case she’d brought with her. She already had a plan about how she was going to use them on Fox and Heike but it would mean gaining access to either their ski helmets or beanies and that might not be as easy as she hoped.

Max pulled out his phone and leaned in close to his father. ‘Let’s get a selfie, Dad,’ the boy said except that the camera was facing forward, allowing him to snap several pictures of their targets.

Fox had just poured himself some tea from a pot and did the same for his wife. He glanced over at the mug in front of his son.

‘What’s that?’ he demanded. Soren replied that it was a low fat, vegan hot chocolate, which seemed to appease the man. Except that it wasn’t. The boy had quietly ordered the regular full fat variety (with a marshmallow that he’d quickly eaten) when he’d gone to the counter to arrange their drinks.

‘What are you doing for the rest of the day, Soren?’ Fox asked.

The boy shrugged. He would have loved to go up to the terrain park, but given he’d already been on the mountain with his parents at first light he didn’t hold much hope of that happening. His mother and father only exercised early in the morning and again in the evenings.

‘I thought maybe I could ski,’ the boy said.


‘Not without your mother and me. And Axel is busy too,’ Fox replied.

At the table beside the Van Leers the Spencer family was enjoying morning tea and an ebullient conversation, all the while eavesdropping on their neighbours.

Soren almost choked on his drink. He would rather have thrown himself off the Matterhorn than spend time alone with Axel.

‘I can go by myself,’ Soren said.

‘You will do no such thing,’ his father barked. ‘Besides, you have school work to do. Sylvie can help you.’

‘But Papa, I can catch up tonight,’ Soren protested.

‘No. You will study and then you can hit the gym. You haven’t logged any training for today,’ the man said. ‘You’re getting tardy, Soren. Your mother and I did one hundred push-ups before first tracks. You do not get bodies like ours without serious effort.’

Kensy leaned in and whispered to her brother, ‘I wonder exactly how you get a chin like that?’


Max bit his lip and nudged her to be quiet. At one stage the boy looked over and he and Soren caught each other’s gaze. Max smiled, but Soren didn’t react.

‘So what time are we heading up the mountain?’ Kensy asked loudly. ‘I’m dying to try out my new skis.’

Max and the others realised immediately what she was up to.

‘As soon as we go back to the lodge, I guess,’ the boy replied. ‘I wish we knew someone who could show us around.’

Kensy spied Soren’s ears prick up. She smiled at the lad too. But this time he acknowledged the girl, with the ever so slightest of grins.

Fox looked at his watch. ‘Where is Sylvie? She was meant to be here to take Soren back to the chalet.’

Just as the man stood up, a young woman rushed into the courtyard, a look of fear on her face. Her eyes darted around before she scurried to their table. ‘I am so sorry, sir,’ she said. ‘I had the wrong cafe. I apologise. You’re not late for your meeting, are you?’


‘We will be soon if we don’t get moving,’ the man replied. Axel and Heike stood up too. ‘We will be back by six, but you,’ he pointed his manicured forefinger at Soren, ‘you will go home with Sylvie and do your school work and two hours in the gym. No arguments.’

Soren Van Leer stared at the man. The twins were watching the lad’s reaction and in that moment the boy looked as if he hated his father with every fibre of his being.
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‘I’d best get back and see if Song needs a hand with anything,’ Fitz said, standing up. He farewelled the group and followed the Van Leers and Axel from the courtyard, keeping his distance. The family had already decided ahead of time that Fitz would stay on Fox and Heike’s tail for the day and the Spencers would stick together and go up the mountain. Though after what they’d just heard it didn’t sound as if Soren would be heading there. Kensy and Max were both thinking about how they were going to introduce themselves, but it had to occur naturally.

At the table beside the Spencers, Sylvie looked at Soren and whispered conspiratorially. ‘Would you like something yummy to eat?’

The boy nodded. ‘Yes, please. But only if you’re not going to tell my parents.’

The woman gave him a wink. ‘Of course not. I won’t tell if you don’t.’

Sylvie walked into the cafe and returned a few minutes later with a horseshoe-shaped hazelnut pastry called a meitschibei, which she set down in front of him.

‘I thought we could share,’ she said. ‘Then we will only be in half as much trouble if your parents find out.’ They both knew that wasn’t true, but the pastry was too delicious to resist. A steaming cup of coffee was delivered by a waitress along with another hot chocolate for Soren. It was clear the pair was going to be staying for a while so Ed ordered another round of coffees and hot chocolates too.

Max had a perfect view of Sylvie from where he was sitting. According to the Pharos dossier she was thirty-three and had lived with the Van Leers since Soren was a toddler, working as a nanny and housekeeper. The boy was now fourteen. The woman had long fair hair tied back in a ponytail and a dimple in her left cheek. She actually looked as if she could be Soren’s older sister. Unlike her employers, Sylvie’s clothes were plain – black wool pants, sensible snow boots and a grey parka that looked at least a size too large.

Sylvie and Soren chatted away and the boy was clearly much more comfortable in her company than with his own parents.

Kensy nudged her father. She’d noticed that Soren and Sylvie had finished their drinks and the pastry and had an idea. ‘Let’s go, Dad,’ she whispered, widening her eyes slightly. ‘Now.’

He wondered what she was up to, but it was obvious she had something in mind.

‘I think we should make a move,’ Ed said loudly. ‘You kids must be gunning to get out there. What a day!’

With thick snow having fallen overnight and blue skies for miles, it was true the conditions were just about perfect.


The family exited, but not before Kensy left some bait on the table.

They’d walked a hundred metres or so back towards the chalet when Anna realised one of her daughter’s belongings was missing. Again.

‘Oh, Kensy, where’s your beanie?’ the woman berated her.

‘Oops. I must have accidentally-on-purpose left it on the table,’ she said then spotted Soren running towards her. The plan had worked.

‘Excuse me, I think this is yours,’ the lad said as he thrust the cream hat with a pompom towards the girl.

Max suppressed a tickly smirk. That was good work from his sister.

‘Oh, thank you, I just realised, actually Mum realised and I was about to go back,’ Kensy said, taking the garment from him. She flashed the boy a smile and caught sight of Sylvie heading their way.

‘I’m so glad that Soren found you,’ Sylvie said. ‘I hate losing things, especially a lovely hat like that one.’


‘My sister loses things all the time,’ Max said with a grin.

Kensy jabbed his arm.

‘I’m Kensy.’ The girl offered her hand to the pair. ‘And this is my twin brother Max and these are our parents Ed and Anna.’

Soren introduced himself and Sylvie.

‘Are you here on holidays?’ Kensy asked.

‘Sort of,’ Soren replied. ‘My parents have a chalet so we come quite often.’

‘This is our first time. We just got our gear organised this morning,’ Kensy said.

‘It’s gorgeous today,’ Soren beamed.

‘Have you been up already?’ Max asked.

Soren nodded. ‘My parents are first tracks people.’

Ed shuddered. ‘That’s dedicated. We’re keener on the slow start, midday sunshine ourselves.’

‘That would suit me just fine too,’ the boy said.

‘You should come up with us,’ Kensy suggested. ‘It would be great to have a guide who knows the trails.’


Soren looked at Sylvie who shook her head.

‘Come on, Sylvie, please. I’ll be back before Mama and Papa. I promise.’

The woman bit her lip. It was clear that she wanted to say yes, but whether it was worth putting her job on the line was another thing altogether.

‘Soren is supposed to be doing his school work this afternoon,’ Sylvie said. ‘And his exercises.’

‘That’s a pity. The forecast says the weather won’t be this perfect every day,’ Max said. ‘And skiing is great exercise.’

‘Please,’ Soren begged, clenching his hands together and holding them out in front of him.

‘If it makes you feel any better,’ Ed said. ‘My wife is a doctor – a bone specialist actually – and I’m a trained medic and up until a year or so ago we worked with ski patrols all around the world.’

‘That’s amazing,’ Soren said. He turned to Sylvie. ‘So they’re professional skiers who are also doctors – I’m sure that Mama and Papa wouldn’t say no. How could they?’


Sylvie frowned. It was nice to see that she could make a proper expression.

‘We promise to have him back whenever you say,’ Ed said. ‘And, honestly, I can’t imagine we’ll be up there for more than a few hours. We’re all a bit rusty.’

‘Okay,’ she said quickly, as if saying it any slower would make her reconsider.

Soren launched himself at the woman and hugged her tightly then stepped back, his face a little pink.

‘We were thinking of taking the gondola and then the cable car up to the Klein Matterhorn,’ Max said. ‘Is that okay with you?’

Soren nodded.

Ed glanced at his watch. ‘What say we meet you at the lift in forty-five minutes?’

‘Great. It’s close to our chalet,’ the boy said.

Anna wondered if this was the best way to approach their mission – befriending the boy. He was likely to be in terrible trouble if his parents were to find out, but then again that would give her and Ed the perfect excuse to properly make their acquaintance and invite them to dinner to apologise. She pushed the thoughts from her head. Why was she thinking like a spy again? That wasn’t supposed to happen and she certainly wasn’t about to enjoy any part of it.

The group walked along together past the Climbers’ Museum, which Soren duly pointed out and the pretty church of St Mauritius with its green spire sitting atop an unusual clock tower. It was there that they parted company, the Spencers turning left to head over the river and Soren and Sylvie going straight ahead to their chalet on the opposite hillside.

‘Well done, Kensy,’ Ed said as they crossed the bridge. ‘That was a very fine move.’

‘I think we got lucky with the parents and Axel leaving,’ Kensy replied. ‘He seems like a really nice kid.’

‘I’d have to agree,’ Ed said.

‘I wonder where the parents and Axel have gone,’ Max said to his father.

The man fiddled with his watch. ‘Fitz was tailing them so I expect wherever he pops up on the GPS they won’t be far away.’ He waited a few seconds and saw Fitz’s location on the other side of the village nearer to the station.

The family reached the chalet and Kensy punched the code into the pad beside the front door. They hurried inside, where they were met by a blast of heat. Jackets, scarves, hats and boots were peeled off immediately.

‘Excuse me, young lady,’ Anna called out to Kensy who was halfway up the stairs. ‘Come back here and put all of this away please.’

Max had already hung up his belongings and deposited his boots into the specially built heated rack.

‘Sorry,’ the girl said sheepishly. ‘I thought we had to hurry. We don’t want to be late meeting Soren.’

Anna eyeballed her daughter. ‘I’m sure he’ll wait.’

‘Who’s here?’ Max asked. There were voices coming from upstairs. ‘Is that Granny?’

Anna and Ed looked at one another. During the briefing on Friday evening there had been no mention of Cordelia joining them.

The twins charged up the stairs.


‘What are you doing here, Granny?’ Kensy asked then realised that Song was standing in the kitchen, but there was no sign of Cordelia. It wasn’t until she spun around that she realised the woman was on the television screen on the opposite wall.

‘Hello, darlings,’ Cordelia said. They could see that she was in her office at the Beacon. ‘I heard that you’ve been staking out the targets.’

‘We’re going skiing with Soren in half an hour,’ Max said, glancing at the oven clock and realising they’d better get moving. ‘And Fitz is tailing Fox, Heike and Axel.’

‘Good work,’ the woman said.

‘Is something the matter, Mother?’ Ed asked.

Cordelia shook her head. ‘No, I was just checking in. But please be careful.’

‘Of what?’ Kensy said.

Anna had been about to ask the same question when she stopped herself.

‘Just look after yourselves. I’ve got a bad feeling about Fox Van Leer and that wife of his.’ Cordelia rubbed her hands together.


‘Thanks for the ski gear, Granny,’ Max said. ‘It’s amazing.’

The woman smiled. ‘Lovely, I’m glad you like it.’

‘We’ll check in with you this evening, Mother,’ Ed said. ‘Unless there’s something else you need to tell us?’

Cordelia was momentarily distracted by the eyes on the brass monkey paperweight on her desk that had begun to glow. Something was up. She needed to get downstairs immediately.

‘Mother, are you all right?’ Ed prodded.

‘Just remembered I have a meeting,’ she said, logging out before anyone had time to say another word.

Although Cordelia didn’t know it yet, she had much bigger things to worry about than social niceties.
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Cordelia Spencer stood up from her vast oak desk and spun around to the bookshelves behind her. She pulled out her favourite copy of Pride and Prejudice and waited until there was a click, after which the wall slid open to reveal a small elevator. She stepped inside and looked directly into the iris scanner. Almost immediately, the chamber rocketed downwards from her eagle’s nest on the thirteenth floor, stopping briefly before it speared sideways and travelled for another few seconds until it came to a gentle halt. The door opened to reveal a large white space containing a bank of computer screens and other technology.

The woman smoothed some invisible creases from her plaid skirt and strode into the Pharos Control Room where several employees tapping away on keyboards instinctively straightened their backs, suddenly aware of their boss’s arrival. Her youngest son walked towards her.

‘You’ve only been home five minutes and there’s already a major problem?’ Cordelia kissed Rupert’s cheeks.

‘I thought you’d be glad to see me, Mother,’ the man said, giving her a grin.

‘Of course I am. But what’s so urgent?’ the woman softened.

‘The Beacon’s been hacked,’ he said bluntly. ‘We have no idea how, or who the perpetrators are, but it would appear they have taken control of the entire system.’

‘What? Why didn’t Peter tell me immediately?’ Cordelia demanded. Peter was the editor-in-chief of the paper and also a long-time agent whom Cordelia considered her right-hand man in the office.


‘We’ve only just learned of the breach,’ Rupert said.

The lift doors opened again and Peter hurried into the room. He was as dishevelled as ever with his mismatched clothes and hair combed over in an attempt to disguise his thinning grey pate.

‘Ma’am.’ He gave Cordelia a nod. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘We’ve been hacked,’ Rupert said.

‘Pharos!’ the man recoiled. ‘That’s impossible.’

‘Not Pharos – at least not that we know of. It’s the Beacon,’ Rupert replied. ‘Whoever got in has now acquired the details of all our subscribers, their credit card numbers, our suppliers, our contacts and the archive, amongst other things.’

‘Well, what the heck are they planning to do with all that information?’ Peter asked.

‘Fraud, identity theft, blackmail,’ Cordelia blanched. ‘There’s any number of probable outcomes. Right, you need to shut it all down. The whole place, until we can work out how they’ve infiltrated the system.’


‘What about the paper today, ma’am?’ Peter asked. ‘We have several greenlit missions with agents who are relying on us.’

While the Beacon provided daily news for the residents of the United Kingdom, up until now it had also been a fail-safe way to deliver coded messages to agents working on missions around the world, via advertisements, death notices and, more recently, photographs.

Cordelia sighed and looked at her son. ‘Is it possible to continue operations at a trade level and close down everything in the background? How much further can we be compromised?’

Rupert shrugged. ‘The technicians are on it, but if whoever has access to the Beacon files gets a whiff that there’s anything deeper, who knows what might happen. It could be the end of everything.’

‘That’s not possible, Rupert. The two are completely separate,’ Cordelia snapped.

‘Not if whoever has control is any good at cracking codes, Mother,’ Rupert replied, a terseness in his voice.

A woman with dark braided hair stood up from a curved computer desk and hurried over to the group.

‘Excuse me, ma’am, I think I may have found something,’ she said, twitching nervously.

Cordelia raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes, out with it, Bibi.’

‘We know that our systems are impervious to hackers from outside the organisation. So this has to have happened from within,’ she said then licked her dry lips.

‘Please, while I’m still breathing, Bibi.’ Cordelia wasn’t known for her patience at the best of times.

‘Well, we think whoever has planted the bug did it from a USB stick,’ the woman said. ‘We have too many controls in place if employees are silly enough to open phishing emails. There are warnings and, with the amount of training they have, no one would dare.’

Cordelia’s shoulders slumped. ‘A USB stick! So you’re telling me that there’s been some tainted USB that has now spread throughout the servers and is compromising the entire organisation. It’s almost laughable.’

The woman nodded. ‘Staff aren’t allowed to bring their own devices – they have to use the ones provided. In fact, I thought we’d had something built into the code to deny access for anything that wasn’t Beacon approved.’

‘Absolutely,’ Peter said. ‘So there must be a rat in the ranks then. Someone with insider knowledge and superb skills.’

Another technician was running through security footage from the offices.

‘Ma’am,’ he called out. ‘I think we have our perpetrator.’

He transferred the recording to the large screen in the centre of the room.

‘There, the fellow in the baseball cap,’ the man pointed out.

Cordelia, Rupert and Peter stared at the screen. The technician rewound the vision to where the fellow entered the building and was given a security pass. He was carrying a toolbox and wore overalls with the name ‘Knightsbridge Plumbing’ on the back. He seemed very careful not to look directly at any of the security cameras, as if he had knowledge of exactly where they were. They followed his trail to the third floor where, as he passed by an empty workstation, he swiped a laptop from the desk and dropped it into his oversized bag with the ease of someone who had been trained to do exactly such a task. Then he disappeared into the staff bathroom, but not before placing an ‘Out of Order’ sign on the door. He was inside for exactly ten minutes before emerging and dropping the device back onto the desk, without drawing the attention of a single soul.

‘Who sits there?’ Cordelia demanded.

Peter racked his brain, but it was Bibi who provided the answer. ‘The last person to occupy that space was a copyrighter called Evie. But she was only with the paper for a month and she left the day this happened – her exit interview said that an opportunity had arisen closer to her home so she had to take it.’

‘Well, that’s just perfect.’ Cordelia shook her head in disbelief. ‘Since when have we been so lax with our processes? It’s pretty darn obvious what happened – she was a plant. That computer wasn’t docked so it was able to be removed without any trouble at all. Right, I want a picture of his face. Now! And I want the mysterious Evie found too – though I can forecast that her name’s not Evie and she won’t live anywhere near the address she gave on her employment forms.’

Within minutes Bibi came up trumps with a photograph of the fellow looking directly at a camera on the street outside the office.

‘I’ve got him, but . . .’ she hesitated as the data ran through again. ‘He’s not in the system, ma’am. He’s not in any system,’ the woman said.

‘What do you mean?’ Cordelia demanded.

‘He’s a ghost,’ Bibi said.

‘Two in one week,’ Cordelia huffed. ‘That’s rather convenient.’

‘I think you’d better fill me in,’ Rupert said.

Peter looked perplexed as well.

Cordelia nodded. ‘Let’s go to my office. Bibi, call Sidney and ask him to bring tea. We’ll be in Pharos One.’
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Max hit the ramp and executed a perfect star jump, his arms outstretched and legs spread wide. He landed with ease on the downslope and spun around to watch his sister who was stamping her skis up and down, eagerly awaiting her turn. Kensy was really showing off when she flew high, flipping over backwards and thankfully nailing the dismount. The girl high-fived her brother as she skidded to a stop, showering his pants with powdery snow.

‘That was a touch ambitious.’ Max grinned at her, dusting off his trousers.


Kensy grimaced. ‘I know. But I couldn’t help myself. I’m sure that Mum will have something to say about it.’ She looked over Max’s shoulder at her parents who were watching the children’s antics from further down the slope, having stopped to see where they were and realising with some trepidation they’d discovered an impressive launch pad.

‘Here comes Soren,’ Max said, pointing his stock as the lad sped down the runway. He hit the jump and helicoptered three hundred and sixty degrees, landing the stunt perfectly before he crunched to a stop beside them.

‘That was awesome.’ Max high-fived the boy.

Soren’s grin couldn’t have been any wider. He was laughing now too.

‘What’s so funny?’ Kensy asked.

‘Do you know how many times I’ve chickened out on that move when I’ve been up here with my parents? Papa is always pushing me to go harder and faster and higher, but he and Mama sap my confidence. I always think I’m going to crash and then Papa will make fun of me. My parents think they are professionals, but they are average at best. Your parents are incredible and so are you two. I’m not sure what it is, but I must be feeding off your confidence or something.’

‘That was impressive.’ Kensy grinned at the boy. The way he smiled back at her caused a strange feeling in her stomach and she felt a hot flush rise to her cheeks. She’d noticed he had the cutest smattering of light freckles across his nose and the longest eyelashes. Kensy quickly turned away and took off to where their mother and father were waiting.

‘I’m glad you’re all in one piece after that little exhibition,’ Anna said, shaking her head.

‘Come on, Mum, we were amazing and you know it,’ Kensy replied.

Anna reached out and hugged her daughter, glad that she wasn’t having to deal with any broken bones.

‘How cool was Soren’s helicopter?’ Max said as the boys caught up too.

Anna and Ed both praised him for his skills.

‘I am relieved that worked out for you, Soren,’ Ed said.


‘Yeah, me too,’ the boy replied, biting his lip.

As the sun began to sink in the sky, long shadows crept across the snowfields and Soren looked at his watch.

Max noticed. ‘We should get back.’

‘Yes, it will take about half an hour from here,’ Soren said.

It had been a fantastic afternoon with excellent snow, no crowds and glorious sunshine. It helped that Soren was super likable and good fun. At times Max had almost forgotten they had another agenda. Anyway, their main goal for the afternoon was to get to know the boy and build trust and he thought they’d managed that in spades. Hopefully there would be an opportunity for a few probing questions before they parted ways.

This time Ed and Anna were in the lead with the children behind them. The five skiers reached the bottom, out of breath with thighs burning, but keen to do it all again tomorrow. While Soren could have skied straight to his lodge on a higher trail he elected instead to walk back with his new friends.


They had to take their skis off as they reached the roadway – given there was only a thin dusting of snow. The group thudded along the pavement towards their accommodation before Soren stopped. ‘That’s me up there,’ he said, pointing at the spectacular timber chalet that they’d been spying on through the telescope the evening before.

‘What a gorgeous lodge,’ Max said. ‘Do your parents own it?’

Soren nodded. ‘They have quite a few places in the village, but they’re all rented. This one is our home. No one stays here except for us.’

‘What does your father do for a job?’ Kensy asked. She hoped it wasn’t too soon to be digging, but Max’s question had prompted her to make another query.

‘Papa spends a lot of time on the computer, he’s a bit of a genius – at least that’s what he tells me – and I know he has real estate investments,’ Soren said. ‘My mother is his partner in everything so they’re always talking about deals. They just bought a skyscraper in New York and an airport in England.’


‘Wow, that’s impressive,’ Kensy said.

This wasn’t in the information they’d received from Pharos, so the girl had done well.

Max remembered there had been several stories in the Beacon recently about Heathrow being on the brink of financial collapse following a hacking incident that had brought the company that owned the airport to its knees. ‘That would be cool – having your own airfield,’ he said, hoping to extract more information from the lad.

‘Oh no, it’s a proper airport. Heathrow,’ Soren said, confirming Max’s suspicions. There had certainly been no mention of Fox and Heike Van Leer as prospective buyers in anything Max had read.

‘Thanks for joining us today,’ Ed said. ‘Your knowledge of the mountain was very helpful.’

Soren grinned.

‘Maybe we’ll see you tomorrow,’ Max said.

‘I would like that, but my parents are very strict,’ the boy said.

‘Perhaps if we met them, they’d feel more relaxed,’ Ed offered.


‘No!’ Soren shook his head. ‘That’s not a good idea. My parents don’t really socialise with people they don’t know.’

Anna and Ed looked at one another. Fox and Heike Van Leer were proving quite the enigma.

‘Isn’t there a saying that a stranger is just a friend you haven’t met?’ Anna said. ‘If we made their acquaintance, we wouldn’t be strangers any more.’

‘Have you got a cell phone? We could at least text and let you know if we’re heading out and then you can join us if you’re able,’ Max suggested.

‘I do, but I’m not supposed to give anyone my number,’ the lad replied. Something or rather someone walking towards them caught his eye. ‘Oh darn,’ he muttered.

Kensy and Max had seen the man too. It was Axel, but he was alone.

‘Is something the matter?’ Max asked. He didn’t want Soren to think they’d been paying attention to them at the cafe earlier.

‘That’s Axel. He works for my parents and I need to get home,’ Soren said, trembling.


‘Go!’ Kensy urged. ‘We’ll think of something.’

The boy took off, racing up the lane towards the lodge. There was another pathway closer to Axel too. But Soren had to get home and put his things away before Axel arrived and pray that his parents weren’t already there.

The family quickened their pace, Max keeping one eye on Soren as he ran between the buildings below his family’s chalet. The Spencers were all carrying their skis over their shoulders and as they neared Axel, Max saw that Soren was almost at his front door. He turned back and spied Axel looking up towards the house. Then he did the only thing an irresponsible twelve-year-old could in this situation and spun around like a top, belting the fellow in the head with his skis as he did.

‘Ow! You dummkopf.’ The man clutched his skull and fell to his knees. ‘Watch where you’re going!’

‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ Max apologised. ‘I didn’t see you.’

Anna raced to the man while Ed gave his son a stern telling off for being so careless, fortunately facing away from Axel as he was smiling the whole time.

Kensy saw that Soren had made it inside and a few minutes later she spotted the lad in one of the windows on the top floor giving her two thumbs up.

Soren had no idea what had happened, but seeing Axel on the ground caused him to roar laughing.

‘Please may I take a look at your head?’ Anna said. ‘I’m a doctor and I think my son must have clipped you with one of the sharp edges. There’s a little bit of blood.’

‘Don’t touch me,’ Axel grouched as he stood up. ‘You’re lucky if I don’t sue you for damages.’

‘We’re terribly sorry,’ Anna said again. ‘I would recommend you get that checked – if not by me then someone at the clinic.’

Axel shook his head. ‘I will be fine, but next time keep control of your rabid child.’

‘There’s no need for name calling.’ Ed stepped up and looked the man in the eye. ‘My son was careless, that’s all.’


‘Your son is an imbecile,’ Axel sneered then strode to the path that led up to the chalet.

Once he was out of earshot Ed stuffed his fist into his mouth to stop from laughing.

‘Max, that was brilliant,’ he said. ‘I wish your grandmother had been here to see it.’

Anna smacked her husband’s arm. ‘Edward Spencer, since when do we condone physical violence in this family?’

Kensy turned and looked at her mother, deadpan. ‘You are joking, Mum. You do know what the family business is? And you just hit Dad anyway.’

Anna rolled her eyes.

‘I suppose you’ve never hurt anyone, Mum, even by accident,’ Max said, biting his lip to stop the smile from spreading across his face.

‘No, your mother’s an angel,’ Ed said. ‘Pure as the driven snow and totally useless on a mission. I’m not sure how she ever earned her PA stripes.’

Anna’s jaw dropped. ‘Really, Ed. Who was it that gave Huang two black eyes and a broken nose when we finally brought him in? And don’t get me started on what I did to that Russian monster. Let’s just say his voice was a lot higher after I was finished with him.’

‘Mum!’ Kensy burst out laughing. ‘You’re evil.’

‘And brilliant,’ Max said.

Anna began to laugh too. ‘What you did back there, Max, that was pure gold, my darling. I wish I’d done it myself.’

Ed frowned at his wife. ‘I thought you hated the idea of being active again.’

Anna took a deep breath. ‘Perhaps I’m not entirely against it.’

Max grabbed his mother around the waist and hugged her tight. ‘I’m sure it wouldn’t be all bad. But you have to come back on your terms – if you come back at all.’

‘At this stage I have no plans,’ Anna said with a firm nod as they crossed a little bridge that led to their chalet.

But Kensy and Max weren’t convinced. There was obviously some pluck left in their mother yet – even if at the moment she’d rather set noses than break them.
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Lights were coming on all over the village when Kensy and Max set off to the supermarket. They’d arrived home to find Song up to his elbows in pudding mix and lamenting that he’d forgotten to get cream and berries for their dessert, which he was now halfway through making. The twins had offered to go.

Their father had to take an urgent call from Cordelia moments after they’d walked through the door and there was no sign of Fitz. Anna had made herself some tea and decided to recover from the day’s activities in the sauna and spa downstairs. Kensy and Max were planning to soak in the hot tub on the roof after dinner. There was nothing quite like being in a steamy whirlpool with snowflakes falling and the weather forecast was for another sprinkling that evening. Max pulled his collar up around his neck and adjusted his scarf. ‘I know we’re supposed to be impartial when it comes to targets, but I really like Soren.’

Kensy nodded. ‘He’s super normal considering his weirdo parents. I feel sorry for him – I doubt he has any idea how they fund their businesses.’

Max agreed as the pair hurried along the Bahnhofstrasse. The road was busy with skiers and boarders returning from their adventures and couples and families heading out for early meals. An electric cart tooted its high-pitched horn, scattering walkers left and right and clearing the path for a beautiful ruby-coloured carriage belonging to the Hotel Mont Cervin Palace. Max couldn’t help thinking that the resort was a little Disney-like in its icy perfection.


‘Sylvie seems lovely too,’ Kensy said, looking around and realising how far they’d walked.

‘You wonder how she got involved with them,’ Max said. The pair continued a little way further in silence before the boy piped up again. ‘Kens, last night when I was having those awful dreams, there was this word that kept flashing up. Tip. I have no idea what it means, but I can’t help thinking it might have something to do with that note from Magoo’s study.’

‘Really? That thing gives me a headache. I’m sure it’s written in the impossible code, but I’m assuming you brought a copy so we should check it out later,’ Kensy said. ‘Mrs Vanden Boom says we should listen to our subconscious self because sometimes problems are solved in our sleep, which is weird, but could come in handy.’

Max nodded. He was glad that Kensy was keen to help.

‘By the way, do you know where we’re going?’ she asked.

‘Of course, I do,’ Max grinned. ‘Migros Supermarket. It’s just around the corner up here to the right.’

‘Forgive my ignorance,’ Kensy said with a smile. There was no doubt having a brother with an inbuilt GPS had its advantages, though a couple of times this afternoon she’d noticed he’d deliberately made mistakes about the mountain trails in a bid to gain Soren’s confidence.

The twins found the store and quickly located a bottle of cream and the fruit and vegetable aisle where the selection of berries was somewhat scant.

Kensy held up a punnet of strawberries and another of raspberries. ‘Which do you think? Song didn’t specify, did he?’

‘Let’s just get both,’ Max said.

She threw them to him then headed down the sweets aisle and found some chocolate to add to their supplies. Kensy hurried over to her brother who was next in line to pay.

As the young shop assistant scanned their goods, Max glanced at the checkout next to them. A man in a long woollen overcoat with a grey scarf tied stylishly around his neck was unpacking a small basket of goods onto the counter. He was very well dressed and looked more local than tourist, but there was something vaguely familiar about him.

‘What are you gawping at?’ Kensy asked, having noticed her brother staring.

‘Nothing,’ the boy replied as the man looked up, directly at him. Max held his gaze for several seconds before the boy’s blood ran cold.

‘We’ve got to go,’ he whispered urgently, grabbing the brown paper bag with their groceries and his sister’s hand.

‘Your change?’ the cashier called after them.

‘Keep it!’ Max shouted as he sped from the shop, turning right towards the river. He didn’t stop until they reached a recessed doorway where he pulled his sister in beside him, out of sight.

‘What? What’s the matter?’ Kensy demanded through ragged breaths. She rubbed her wrist, which Max had held so tightly that it scared her.


‘It was him,’ Max panted, barely able to get the words out.

‘Who?’ Kensy asked.

‘The firefighter from London.’

Kensy looked incredulous. ‘How can you be sure? You didn’t even get a proper look at him at the time.’

‘Those eyes,’ Max whispered. ‘I know it was him. I’ve never seen eyes like his before.’ The boy fidgeted and began to shiver.

‘You dreamt about him last night, Max. I’m sure it’s just your imagination. Lots of people have similar eyes. Come on, we need to get home,’ Kensy said. ‘You’re freezing.’

Max shook his head. ‘No. That man’s eyes are different – it’s like they can see into my soul or something.’

‘Well, that’s a nonsense,’ Kensy said. ‘No one can do that. Not even me and I’m your twin sister.’

She stepped out to leave, but Max stayed put.

‘What are you doing?’ Kensy turned and asked.


‘I’m going to follow him and find out what he’s doing here,’ the boy replied. Max was wondering if he’d somehow brought this on himself having mentioned the firefighter to James Strawbridge the other afternoon at football – but that didn’t make any sense. Why would Strawbridge send the firefighter to Zermatt and how did he know they were here anyway? No one outside of Pharos knew that – and only a select group of agents close to his grandmother had been briefed about the mission. The twins weren’t even allowed to tell Curtis, Autumn and Carlos where they were.

Max had a horrible thought. What if the firefighter was somehow tied up with whoever had been trying to kill their family ever since they’d arrived in London over a year ago? Was it even possible? Surely, it was just a coincidence Max had seen him in the Houses of Parliament – wasn’t it?

‘That fake firefighter has no idea who you are, Max. How could he? You saw each other for mere seconds and the man back there – did he look as if he recognised you?’ Kensy asked.


Max folded his arms, his teeth chattering. ‘I don’t know, but way to go drawing attention to ourselves by running off like that. I’m such a professional. A professional loser.’

‘Don’t beat yourself up, Max. We all make mistakes,’ Kensy said.

The boy leaned out of the doorway and saw the man exit the supermarket and turn left towards the Bahnhofstrasse.

‘I’m going after him,’ Max said. ‘At least then we’ll know where he lives and we can find out more about him. And if it’s not him, then no harm done and maybe I’ll get some sleep tonight.’

Max felt sick to his stomach. He’d never been so unnerved by another human being. Not even Dash Chalmers had had that effect on him.

Kensy sighed. She was usually the impetuous one, but right now she just wanted to get back to the chalet to their parents and Song.

They were about to follow the guy when Kensy’s watch vibrated.

‘We have to go home,’ she said. ‘Song needs the cream or the pudding will be ruined.’

‘You go then and I’ll be there soon,’ Max said as he took off, weaving his way through the evening throng.

Kensy’s body tensed. ‘You can’t do this on your own!’ she called. ‘What am I going to tell Mum and Dad? And what if something happens to you?’

She grunted in exasperation and legged it after him, catching up at the corner. Kensy grabbed his arm.

‘I’m coming,’ she said.

‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist,’ Max replied with a tight grin. ‘Anyway, the village isn’t that big so he can’t live too far away and at least he’s heading in our direction.’

‘Fine. But be it on your head when Song’s dessert is ruined,’ Kensy sniped.
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The children saw the man up ahead. He was carrying two bags of groceries and walking purposefully towards his destination. When he reached the Matterhorn Museum he turned left – the same direction the twins had to go – heading up and over the Kirchbrucke Bridge with its shrine to Mary Magdalene.

At the end of the bridge he continued straight ahead for another hundred metres or so before he stopped outside a modern apartment building – only three-storeys high and in complete darkness. The twins stayed back, waiting in the shadows and watching.

Within a minute, lights illuminated the top floor and they saw the man walk to the front windows where he looked back towards the village.

Max could feel his heart pounding.

‘Can we go now?’ Kensy asked, shivering as snowflakes began to fall. ‘We know where he lives.’

‘Let’s just watch for a few more minutes,’ Max said.

Kensy hopped from one foot to the other, trying to keep warm. The snow was getting heavier and her nose was beginning to run.

‘Don’t you think this is way too much of a coincidence if that is the same guy from the Houses of Parliament?’ Kensy said. ‘Going by how he’s dressed he’s not here on holidays. He looks like a lawyer or something.’

Max’s stomach churned. He’d been debating all the way there whether to tell Kensy about his encounter with the head of Scotland Yard.

‘You know how Granny really likes James Strawbridge?’ the boy began.


‘Yes,’ Kensy said, wondering what this was about.

‘I met him last Friday afternoon at football,’ Max said. ‘His son was on the other team. We were both on the bench for a while and I struck up a conversation with him. I didn’t know who the kid was, of course. I felt sorry for him because he said he hadn’t got any game time all season and then this man strode across the field and I recognised it was Strawbridge straightaway.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ the girl asked. ‘I’m the stupid one who keeps secrets and if you’ve noticed, I shared Vanden Boom’s little invention with you even though I wasn’t supposed to.’

Max sighed. ‘I think I might have stirred something up,’ the boy added.

Kensy looked at her brother blankly. ‘What did you do?’

‘I asked Strawbridge about the incident at the Houses of Parliament and he said that it was an accident – a gas leak, which we know everyone is saying and then I said I’d seen something odd with one of the firefighters,’ Max explained. ‘All of a sudden he was super interested, but I got called back to the field and that was it. He asked if I would go and see him at his office at Scotland Yard on Monday, but we’re here so I couldn’t. The thing is I didn’t tell him my full name. I only said I was Max. So he doesn’t know who I am.’

‘And you really didn’t think to tell me about that before now?’ Kensy said. ‘Besides which, it would probably take the head of Scotland Yard about ten seconds to find out your surname because he knows where you go to school and that you’re in the U14 rep football team.’

‘Please don’t lecture me about making mistakes, little Miss Quick Change Specialist,’ Max snapped, annoyed that he’d acted so impetuously. ‘And it’s not up to you to blab now. I’ll tell Dad and Fitz, okay?’

Kensy nodded. ‘Okay. It’s probably not the firefighter, Max. That would be too weird and I can’t imagine that the head of Scotland Yard would send him after you. And even though you saw him acting a bit dodgy we have no evidence that he did anything wrong.’ Kensy danced about on the spot then spied something that could prove useful. ‘Hang on. I’ve got an idea.’

She dashed from the cover of the awning of the chalet across the road to the front of the block where there were three letterboxes. It made most sense that the apartments would be numbered in ascending order so she turned her attention to the box marked three. It was locked, but it didn’t take the girl long to open the flimsy mechanism. Kensy probably could have tackled this one with her eyes closed, given how simple it was.

Max quickly realised what she was up to and hurried over to join her – providing a watchful eye in case anyone came along.

Kensy opened the hatch and pulled out three letters. They were all addressed the same way.


Frau Helena Meyer

Cornucopia

Apartment 3, Riedstrasse 2, 3920

Zermatt, Switzerland




That obviously wasn’t the guy upstairs.

Kensy showed Max. ‘Cornucopia – interesting name for a business. Abundance. I wonder what it’s an abundance of. Maybe the apartment at the top is number one instead of three – they’ve done it the wrong way around or something.’

Max nodded. Kensy was about to start on the box marked one when an electric buggy pulled up outside the block. The vehicles were so quiet they didn’t hear it before it was right there, parked beside them.

Max turned around to shield his sister who quickly deposited the letters back into the first box and closed the hatch. Kensy twirled to face the man, giving him a huge smile.

‘Hello,’ the driver said cheerily as he hopped out with a satchel in his hand.

‘Hello,’ the twins replied in unison.

The man walked up to the front door and pressed the intercom button.

‘Delivery,’ he said.

There was a man’s voice on the other end saying he would be right down.


Max spun around and pushed Kensy ahead of him, the pair skittering into the darkness. Kensy pulled on Max’s arm.

‘Wait,’ she said and dived into the covered porch of the house next door where they ducked down out of sight.

Max looked at her, his palms turned upwards.

‘We might as well hear his voice. See if you can record it,’ Kensy whispered.

Max nodded and pressed a button on the side of his watch.

They heard the door open. Kensy peered through a crack in the timber.

‘Do I need to sign for it?’ the man in the suit asked the driver as he took the envelope.

‘Here, please,’ the other fellow replied.

When the suited man closed the door the twins sped away, running all the way home, arriving puffing and panting and apologising for taking so long.

Kensy dumped the bag of groceries onto the island bench and realised that her parents and Song were all looking somewhat stunned.


‘What’s the matter?’ She frowned.

There was a stony silence.

Max eyeballed his father. ‘Clearly there’s something wrong, Dad. What is it?’

‘The Beacon’s been hacked,’ Ed said candidly.

‘And Mr Fitz is missing,’ Song added quickly, as if saying the words at lightning speed would render them untrue.
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Fitz’s eyes fluttered open. His head was pounding, but much worse was the searing pain in his left shoulder. He couldn’t see anything in the pitch black and there was a strong smell of damp and another scent he couldn’t put his finger on. He struggled to sit up and felt in his pocket for his phone, but it wasn’t there. Reaching around in the darkness with his good arm, his hand collided with something furry. It shot out from under his grasp, sending a shiver down his spine. That smell he couldn’t place – he knew it now. Rats. Something brushed against his leg and Fitz kicked it away.

He had to find his phone. Using his good arm the man pushed himself onto his knees, doing his best to ignore the excruciating pain. He had a feeling his shoulder was either dislocated or broken – which didn’t bode well.

Fitz fumbled about in the darkness until finally his hand bumped against what he was looking for. He grabbed the device and upon his touch, the screen lit up. There was only one bar of signal, but that should have been enough to get a message to Ed. He’d have a look around to see if there was a way out first.

Fitz found the torch function on his device and stood up, cradling his injured arm. As he shone the light about it became apparent that he was in some sort of bunker. It had a rounded roof and rows of bunk beds three high along either wall, enough to accommodate thirty people. Of course the hatch he’d fallen through hadn’t allowed him to land on one of those. Instead he’d plummeted at least fifteen metres, by his calculations, to the concrete floor below. As well as the beds there were other household items too. Chests of drawers, a table, chairs and a gas lamp. There was even a broom in the corner. To his great relief the place wasn’t crawling with rats, but there was a stench nonetheless. He spied two doors at either end of the room.

Fitz had known about the Swiss government’s obsession with building bunkers during the war, despite the fact that they were a neutral country. In the years since, many of them had been decommissioned, but following a nuclear power plant accident in Japan, the authorities made a decision to ensure that the entire Swiss population could be housed underground for months, should the need ever arise. This one didn’t look as though it was in contention for future use. It would have been a bleak place to live at any time.

Fitz walked over to inspect the lantern and was pleased to see that there was still liquid in the lower glass compartment. He pulled a cigarette lighter from his pocket (though the man wasn’t a smoker he always carried one with him) and spent the next few minutes endeavouring to get it working. With one arm out of action it was more difficult than it should have been. Finally, after ten minutes or so, fiddling with the wick to make sure that it was soaked in fluid, a flame appeared.

The glow lit up the place. He walked to the door at one end of the room. On the other side was a kitchen and mess hall with long tables and benches and beyond that was a primitive bathroom with open showers and two toilet cubicles. He tried one of the taps but nothing came out – the pipes were likely frozen.

Back in the mess area, a row of cupboards lined one wall – potential secret access points, though after checking every one, he came up empty handed. Fitz walked back through the room where he’d landed and tried the door at the other end. Immediately he was overwhelmed by the smell. ‘Oh my word!’ he lifted his good arm to cover his nose. The place was alive with vermin, but that wasn’t all.

‘Paydirt,’ Fitz muttered to himself as he pushed his way inside among the military-issue crates with their Russian labels. He could see some of the equipment through the slatted timbers and knew immediately that none of this was left over from the war. Weaving his way through the munitions to the wall at the far side of the room he looked in vain for an exit. There had to be one here somewhere. This much ordinance hadn’t come down through that hatch.

Fitz searched high and low, his eyes scanning for anything anomalous. He was just about to give up and head back to the other room when he spotted a patch of concrete that was a slightly different colour to the rest of the wall. He rubbed his hand over it and realised it wasn’t concrete at all. The man could feel his spirits lifting. He did his best to dislodge the plate, but he needed some tools. It obviously housed the mechanism for a secret door. Hurrying back to the kitchen he located a bread and butter knife and a fork – not exactly what he was after, but better than nothing.


Ignoring the pain in his shoulder that was getting worse, Fitz scurried back to the other room where he prodded and poked and finally removed the covering.

‘Damn,’ he said, his heart sinking as he realised there was more to this than he’d hoped. He needed some pincers.

Fitz’s plan earlier in the day had been to follow Fox, Heike and Axel when they left the coffee shop and that’s exactly what he’d done, keeping his distance, of course. Fox had told his son that they were off to a meeting – and Fitz was keen to find out who that was with.

The three of them had walked a little way along the Bahnhofstrasse before they jumped into an electric taxi. Fitz had grabbed another one and instructed the driver to follow the vehicle as it wound its way up and up along the narrow roads that led to the highest part of the village at the northern tip. He’d glimpsed their taxi come to a halt outside an isolated farmhouse at the end of the road and made sure that his driver let him out near a cluster of lodges further below, though it did mean some swift uphill walking. He’d sent Ed a message to let him know where they’d gone and suggested he might like to look the place up and see who owned it. As he’d reached the house, taking cover in a stand of pine trees, Fitz had heard a couple of snowmobiles start up. They’d taken off across the snowy landscape, Fox and Heike doubling on one machine and Axel behind them.

Fitz should have left them to it and had a snoop around the building, but the sight of another snowmobile in the garage was too tempting. He’d checked to see there was no one around then commandeered the vehicle, following the others’ tracks, but keeping a long way back out of sight. Except that the parallel imprints suddenly stopped right in front of a granite mountain covered in snow – as if the snowmobiles and their riders had disappeared into thin air. It was the most curious thing. Fitz had hidden his vehicle in a thick stand of trees and decided to walk. He’d trekked to the top of the ridge and had been about to turn back when the earth had opened up below him and he’d fallen into the bunker.

Fitz walked back towards the door and pulled his phone out, sitting it on top of a pile of crates. He tried to call Ed, but the signal was dropping in and out. He’d have to send a message instead. It was tedious using one finger to type and he’d only managed a couple of words when he felt something brush against his leg. The man looked down to see a rat climbing up his trousers. Fitz kicked out, but the surprise caused him to bump the phone, which clattered through a gap in the timber slats. The device was now firmly wedged halfway down between the contents, completely beyond his reach. ‘Oh darn!’ he exclaimed. The top of the crate was nailed down and with only one good arm he wondered how he was going to retrieve it. Fitz needed his phone. And even more than that he needed to get out of there.
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‘What do you mean Fitz is missing?’ Kensy gasped. The words had made her blood run cold, especially given their parents had disappeared for almost four months just over a year ago.

‘He sent a message earlier to let me know he’d followed the Van Leers to a farmhouse on the northern tip of the village and then he’s just sent another one now – though it was certainly unfinished. I’ve tried everything to get hold of him and he’s not responding. The GPS tracker has stopped functioning too. I think his battery must be dead,’ Ed explained. ‘Though he wouldn’t usually be so careless.’

‘Perhaps he’s turned it off on purpose,’ Max said. ‘What did the message say?’

Ed passed his son the phone. Max looked at the screen and read the words aloud. ‘Help. Trapped . . .’

The children both swallowed hard. But it was Kensy who was immediately pragmatic.

‘At least we know he’s alive,’ she said. ‘Fitz is a professional, Dad. He can pick locks better than anyone, even me, and he’s fitter than all of us. He’ll be back.’

‘What if he’s hurt?’ Max said. ‘What if the Van Leers saw him following them? If Fox and Heike are selling weapons to the highest bidders, then who knows what else they’re capable of. And why did Axel come home alone?’

‘Are the Van Leers back now?’ Kensy asked.

Ed nodded. He and Song had taken turns keeping a lookout for the pair.

Anna hadn’t said a word the entire time. She was standing at the bench, sipping a cup of tea after having spent forty-five minutes downstairs in the spa and sauna unwinding from the day’s skiing. The tension had immediately returned upon hearing about the Beacon hack and then when Ed received Fitz’s message she remembered exactly why this was not the life she wanted for her family any more. ‘Kensy’s right,’ Anna said. ‘Fitz is resourceful and he doesn’t usually make mistakes.’

‘Lucky him,’ Max muttered.

Anna looked at her son. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Max glanced at his sister who narrowed her eyes at the boy. ‘If you don’t tell them, I will.’

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I saw the firefighter from the Houses of Parliament. He was at the grocery store. Kensy and I followed him and we know where he’s staying.’

‘What?’ Anna blinked. ‘Why would he be here?’ She looked at her husband. ‘Has anything come of that “gas leak”?’

Ed shook his head.

Kensy nudged her brother. ‘And the rest.’

Max explained about his encounter with James Strawbridge at football and why he hadn’t told anyone.


‘I thought I was probably out of line and given you said that Granny likes the man a lot I thought she wouldn’t be impressed by my being such a smart alec.’

‘Your grandmother might like him, but that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t listen to what you have to say, Max,’ Ed said. He fiddled with his watch and projected an image into the air. It was the CCTV footage Cordelia and Rupert had reviewed of the plumber in the office.

‘Who’s that?’ Kensy asked.

‘It’s the fellow who we believe planted the malware in the Beacon office. But he’s a bit like your firefighter. He seems to have come from nowhere,’ the man said.

While Ed and the twins were talking, Song had finished preparing dinner, which he began to serve up, with Anna’s help.

‘I’m not very hungry, Mum,’ Max said as she loaded their plates with roast meat, baked potatoes, cauliflower au gratin and green beans.

‘I’ll have yours then. I’m starving,’ Kensy said.

‘I don’t know how you can eat with Fitz missing and knowing that guy is here in Zermatt.’ Max looked at his sister.

‘Did you forget we’ve been skiing today? You know I’m always starving afterwards and there’s no point not eating. We’re going to need all our energy tomorrow to keep watch on everyone. The Van Leers, Soren, the fake firefighter – the list is getting bigger and Granny wants us to gather as much intel as possible,’ Kensy said.

The family took their plates to the dining room table and sat down just as the television screen flickered and Cordelia Spencer appeared on the screen.

‘Hello, darlings. Have I got you at a bad time?’ she asked.

Anna sniffed. Any time the woman appeared lately it was a bad time as far as she was concerned.

‘We’ve just sat down to dinner, Mother,’ Ed replied.

‘I won’t keep you then, but I wanted to let you know that we think we have a solution moving forward. Your clever brother has been investigating and there’s a data storage company we’re looking at – offsite so that this can never happen again,’ the woman said.

‘That’s good news, Mother,’ Ed replied. ‘But have you secured the data internally for now?’

‘Looks promising,’ she said. ‘Any sign of Fitz?’

‘Not yet,’ Ed said. ‘But I’ll keep you posted.’

‘Your brother is flying out tomorrow to meet the head of this company. They have an office in Bern. Perhaps you should meet with them as well. It’s only a couple of hours down the mountain on the train,’ Cordelia said.

‘Fine,’ Ed agreed. ‘Tell Rupert to send me the address and the time and I’ll meet him there.’

Max’s stomach was churning. He was waiting for his father to tell his grandmother about the fake firefighter and James Strawbridge, but Ed didn’t.

‘I’ll speak with you later and let me know the second you hear anything from Fitz,’ the woman said, shutting off the link before anyone had time to say goodbye.


Max looked at his father who had picked up his cutlery and was tucking into his dinner.

‘Thanks,’ the boy said. ‘For not telling her.’

‘It’s all right, mate. I think we should do some more investigating of our own before we involve your grandmother. She has enough to deal with at the moment.’ Ed gave the boy a grin.

Anna smiled at her husband. ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed from the other end of the table. But she was worried about her son. The last thing Max needed was another night of terrors.
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Soren sat at his desk, looking out at the sparkling lights from the chalets on the hillside opposite. High above them he could just make out the silhouette of the mighty Matterhorn in the moonlight. He smiled to himself. Today had been amazing – new friends, perfect snow, landing that helicopter trick he would never have attempted if it wasn’t for Kensy and Max. Those kids were so much braver than he was. Thankfully he’d made it home before Axel and spent the past couple of hours in his room, though he hadn’t been doing his schoolwork. He’d done some drawing in his sketchbook and logged his exercise, or what he thought would have been equivalent to his afternoon on the slopes. For the past hour he’d been doing some research on the computer.

Soren looked at the screen. His father always accused him of wasting his time playing games, but nothing could have been further from the truth. Games weren’t of any interest to him, though finding ways to penetrate supposedly impenetrable fortresses – that was another thrill altogether. His father often boasted that no one knew their way around computer code the way he did – one day Soren would prove the old man wrong. Just not yet.

With a bit of luck his parents and Axel would be out on business again tomorrow. The weather forecast was clear and he really wanted to spend more time with the twins.

There was a knock on the door and Sylvie poked her head around.

‘What are you looking so happy about?’ she asked, pleased to see the wide grin on the boy’s face.


‘Aren’t I allowed to enjoy myself?’ Soren asked, half closing the lid of his laptop. Sylvie caught a glimpse of the drawing he’d been working on. It was a girl with long hair tumbling over her shoulder.

‘Who’s that?’ the woman asked, raising her eyebrows.

Soren blushed and closed the book. ‘No one. Just a portrait I’ve been working on for art.’

‘It’s very good,’ she said. ‘I wish you smiled like this every day – it makes me happy too.’ Sylvie stared at the boy for longer than she should have. ‘Oh, there was a reason why I came up. Dinner is almost ready and your father has asked to see you in his study.’

Soren’s shoulders slumped as he pushed the lid of his computer down and stood up.

He turned to face the woman. ‘Do you like working for my parents?’

Sylvie frowned, taken aback by the question.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘They are very good to me.’

‘No, they’re not. They are bossy and mean and Mama is so jealous of you. I don’t understand why you stay. I’m sure that they pay you pittance too,’ the boy said. ‘They didn’t get rich being generous. I can vouch for that.’

‘Sometimes there are other reasons, more important than money,’ Sylvie replied with a smile.

‘I’m sure that my parents don’t think there is anything in this world more important than that. Except for plastic surgery and the diets and trying to be young,’ Soren said. ‘They really don’t have a lot going for them, do they?’

Sylvie chuckled then her smile melted. ‘They have you. The most perfect boy in the world.’

Soren turned and looked at her then raced across the timber floor and hugged her tightly.

‘I love you, Sylvie,’ he whispered, his voice muffled in her woollen jumper.

But Sylvie had heard him. ‘I love you too, Soren,’ she mouthed back.
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No one was more surprised to have slept through the night than Max. He hadn’t wanted to close his eyes lest the nightmares return, but after their antics on the slopes, followed by the worrying revelations about Fitz and the Beacon, not to mention the trauma of seeing the firefighter again, he was absolutely shattered. His mother had curled up beside him until he’d nodded off and she’d returned to his room several times during the night to make sure that he was still sleeping.

The boy rolled over and glimpsed the clock, surprised to see that it was after eight.

‘Morning,’ Kensy said as she sidled into her brother’s room still in her pyjamas. ‘You were out to it last night.’

He pushed himself up against the pillow. ‘And you know that because?’

‘I got up five times to check on you,’ the girl said. ‘I tell you what, I’m never having a baby – at least not without a night nanny. All this up and down, sleeping, not sleeping, it’s exhausting.’ She yawned and rubbed her eyes.

‘Sorry,’ Max apologised. He genuinely meant it.

‘It’s fine.’ Kensy waved away his concern. ‘I didn’t want you waking up the whole house again. Anyway, it wasn’t only you I was worried about. I might have checked to see if Fitz was back as well. And he’s not – well at least he wasn’t when I last looked at twelve minutes past five. Mum and I had hot chocolate at three o’clock when we bumped into each other.’

Max frowned. ‘He’ll be okay, Kensy. He’s Fitz. The fittest guy we know – and probably the smartest too.’


‘I keep telling myself that, Max, I really do, and I know I said all that yesterday too, but then I thought about it properly. He’s out there in the snow trapped somewhere. He could die from hypothermia before anyone finds him.’ Kensy bit her lip and steeled herself, willing the tears that were building to stay away. ‘I know. I have to keep it together. This is what we do. He’s trained. We’re trained and the spy business isn’t for wimps.’

Max grinned. ‘Come on, Kens. We’re also human.’

‘I guess so, though I’ve sort of been hoping that as part of this gig we find out that maybe we have spare robot parts or something.’ She smirked.

‘Speaking of robots, or actually technology, what if we could somehow get one of your mind-readers onto that guy we saw last night? Then we’d know for sure who he was and what he was thinking,’ Max said.

Kensy shook her head. ‘No way. I want to use them on Fox and Heike or Axel. I’m not wasting them on him.’

Max was about to say something when Kensy held up her hand to shush him. ‘Did you hear that?’ she asked. There was a faint growling noise. At first she couldn’t work out where it was coming from then she realised what it was. Max’s laptop was sitting on the desk under the window, the lid half-closed.

She hurried over and opened it to find that Autumn was phoning through on a video link. Kensy turned to her brother.

‘It’s your girlfriend,’ she teased, then wondered why her best friend was dialling her brother and not her.

Kensy sat down and accepted the call while in the background Max smoothed his bed hair and quickly threw his navy blue dressing gown over his Batman pyjamas.

‘Good morning,’ Kensy said.

‘Thank goodness one of you answered,’ Autumn said, pushing her red glasses onto the bridge of her nose. ‘I tried you last night, Kensy, but you didn’t pick up.’

Kensy thought for a moment and realised that she hadn’t unpacked her computer. It was still in the bag on her desk.


‘Are you okay?’ Kensy asked. Autumn wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t something important – technically they weren’t really supposed to be communicating although the line was secure.

The girl nodded. ‘I’m fine, but you need to know there’s this guy who’s been sniffing around outside of school. Yesterday afternoon he approached me as I was leaving and asked if I knew anyone called Max. He followed Curtis home and he’s been talking to Carlos too.’

Max flinched. ‘What?’

‘We didn’t tell him anything of course, but he’s bound to ask someone who’ll happily talk about you sooner or later,’ the girl said.

‘Did he say what he wanted?’ Kensy asked.

‘He told Curtis that he worked for Scotland Yard and he needed to ask someone called Max a few questions, but that seemed a bit odd. Why wouldn’t he just come to school and make arrangements with Mr MacGregor to meet you?’ Autumn said. ‘Curtis asked to see his ID and the guy changed the subject then rushed off.’

Kensy was about to ask her if she’d managed to snap a picture of the fellow, but her friend was one step ahead. ‘I’ve just sent you a couple of photographs.’

Max picked up his phone when he heard the ping. He opened the message, the colour instantly draining from his face.

Kensy looked at him. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘See for yourself,’ he said, holding the screen towards her.

Kensy’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘That’s him, Max, the guy from the supermarket last night.’

‘What are you two talking about?’ Autumn asked, peering into the camera.

‘Autumn, when did you take these?’ Max asked, leaning in close so that she could see him.

‘Yesterday at about half past three,’ the girl replied.

‘Which is half past four here. What time did we see him?’ Max looked at his sister.

‘Around quarter to six,’ she replied.

‘It’s physically impossible,’ Max said, biting his lip.

‘What do you mean you saw him too?’ Autumn asked.


‘He’s the firefighter from the Houses of Parliament,’ Max said. ‘And he’s here, where we are.’

‘Given I don’t know where that is, although going on the decor of that house it’s somewhere alpine and you said you were an hour ahead of us so you’re on the continent and now . . . I’ll keep quiet and stop speculating,’ the girl said, catching Max’s shaking head. ‘How could it be the same person?’

‘If you see him again, I need you to film him,’ Max said. ‘It’s important.’

Autumn nodded. ‘Are you okay?’

Kensy bumped her brother out of the way. ‘I think Max is hallucinating. Now we know that it can’t be the same guy, unless he has some weird ability to split himself in two. But take footage if you can and don’t let him catch you because Max thinks he’s some kind of weird devil man who can see inside your soul.’

‘Okay,’ Autumn said. ‘You look tired.’

Kensy yawned. ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ the girl began.


‘Actually, I meant Max,’ Autumn said. She had spotted the bags under his eyes and was worried that he might not be feeling well.’

Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘Max, Max, Max, anyone would think he was your boyfriend or something.’

Autumn’s jaw flapped, but the words wouldn’t come.

‘It’s all right, Autumn. I think Kensy might have a little crush of her own – and I don’t mean Curtis, though they’re going to make a seriously cute couple one of these days,’ Max teased.

Kensy elbowed her brother. ‘Be quiet!’ she snapped.

‘Did you find out anything on your tour of the Houses of Parliament on Sunday?’ Max asked, quickly changing the subject.

‘Yes,’ Autumn replied. ‘Curtis managed to get himself “lost” while Carlos and I created a distraction – he said that he found this room directly below the House of Commons that had all of these official stamps and seals and important-looking documents along with a bank of computers. But a guard caught him and he only had a few minutes down there – he even had to pick the lock, which he was pretty thrilled about.’

They didn’t realise that their mother was standing in the doorway.

‘Right, you two. Showers and dressed now!’ the woman ordered. ‘Briefing upstairs in fifteen minutes.’

The twins turned around, shielding the screen from their mother’s sight.

‘What’s going on?’ Max asked.

‘Your father and Song have been out half the night searching for Fitz – and no, they didn’t find him. We need to make plans for what’s happening today.’

She noticed the twins standing jammed against one another. ‘What are you doing?’

Kensy spun around to face Autumn.

‘Gotta go,’ she whispered and terminated the call before her mother could see.

‘Who were you talking to?’ Anna demanded.

Max thought there was no point lying. Their mother would find out sooner or later. Anyway, Autumn had provided some important info.


‘Autumn phoned us,’ Max confessed. ‘She said that there’s someone at home asking about me. She showed us his picture and, Mum, it’s the guy we saw last night in the village. The firefighter.’

Anna frowned. ‘Really?’

‘Except that it can’t be the same person, Mum,’ said Kensy. ‘Because the timing just wouldn’t work at all. Max is wrong. It’s not the firefighter – it can’t be him.’

‘Firstly, your grandmother wouldn’t be very happy that you’re taking calls from your friends and secondly, bring the picture – we’ll check to see whether it matches with the firefighter, then at least you’ll know for sure, Max,’ Anna said.

‘Listen to you, Mum. All spy mode, MI6,’ Kensy said. ‘And why weren’t we allowed to go with Dad and Song last night? We could have helped.’

‘Don’t push me, darling,’ the woman said. She looked exhausted. ‘Showers and upstairs in fifteen minutes. I have a feeling today is going to be a very long one.’
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Ed was already halfway through his second cup of black coffee when the twins arrived upstairs. He’d only managed a couple of hours sleep last night, having been out with Song until after two. The men had taken a taxi to the other side of the village and investigated the farmhouse where Fitz had sent his first message. From there they’d trekked up the mountain for some distance. Given it had been snowing steadily though, any tracks or footprints were long gone and it was too dangerous to continue in the dark, snowy conditions.


Kensy walked over and hugged her father from behind. He turned his head and kissed her cheek.

‘Do you think Fitz is okay, Dad?’ she asked. ‘I dreamt about him last night – don’t worry, it wasn’t a nightmare. He was trying to find his way home.’

‘If anyone can survive out there, it’s him, but your priority today has to be the search,’ Ed said. ‘Unfortunately, I have to go to Bern to meet Rupert, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

‘Did Mum tell you about the guy who’s been asking about me at home?’ Max said.

Ed nodded. ‘Send me Autumn’s pictures and I’ll run them through the database.’

Max did as he was asked, while Song placed two mugs of hot chocolate down in front of the children.

Kensy looked at the butler who was sporting puffy bags under his eyes. ‘You need to go back to bed.’

‘Sadly I am not as young as I once was, Miss Kensington, and your father is a hard man to keep up with,’ Song replied. ‘But I will get my second wind. We have work to do.’

Ed scoffed. ‘Song’s joking about keeping up with me. It was totally the other way around. I have a feeling that old man is going to put all of us to shame out there on the slopes sometime this week.’

Song grinned. ‘Enough with the old, please, and we will see.’ The butler returned to the sizzling pan of bacon on the stovetop and stirred the pot of scrambled eggs beside it with a wooden spoon. ‘Breakfast will not be long.’

Kensy jumped up to butter the toast that had just finished cooking.

Ed ran Autumn’s photograph through their extensive databases. Thousands of pictures flicked across the television screen on the wall beside them until the words NO MATCH indicated the result.

‘Clearly that guy doesn’t work for Scotland Yard, does he?’ Max said. ‘Try a comparison with the firefighter.’

Ed brought both photos up on the screen and the software set to work. This time MATCH appeared across the pair in large letters.

Kensy set two plates laden with scrambled eggs, bacon, grilled tomato and hash browns down in front of her parents. ‘I just don’t see how it would be possible for that fake firefighter to travel all the way from London to Zermatt in the time there was between following Curtis home and us seeing him at the supermarket. Unless he’s capable of teleportation then it can’t be the same person. Except . . .’ she hesitated for a second, ‘if he’s an identical twin.’

Max’s jaw dropped. ‘Of course.’ Why hadn’t he thought of that before now?

Ed sipped his coffee. ‘I’m going to post an agent outside the school and I’ve already alerted Magoo. He said that he’d have a stranger danger talk to the students this morning, and let them know there’s been a man loitering about asking inappropriate questions. Putting the whole school on his tail is a very good idea,’ Ed said.

‘It’s pretty obvious he’s working for Strawbridge. How would he even know who I am otherwise?’ Max said.

Ed frowned. The connection was definitely the most likely explanation. ‘I suspect your grandmother will orchestrate a meeting with the head of Scotland Yard – she’ll concoct some excuse to get him in.’

‘What about the hacking? That’s a legitimate reason,’ Kensy said.

Ed shook his head. ‘No. That will be dealt with in house. There’s too much riding on it to make anything public. Your grandmother will think of something.’

Kensy nodded. ‘Anyway if the firefighter is a twin, Max, that explains the other guy – though it’s a pretty weird coincidence that he’s here.’

Kensy and Song delivered the last of the breakfast plates to the table and the pair sat down.

‘So you and Song didn’t find anything last night, Dad?’ Max asked, loading his fork with a sizeable helping of scrambled eggs.

‘An old farmhouse that looks to be used as tourist accommodation. It was empty, and some cow sheds, which we checked too,’ the man replied.

‘So what’s the plan for today?’ Kensy asked.

‘I’ll get back from Bern as quickly as I can, but the main priority is to find Fitz. So no more escapades with Soren until he’s back.’

‘And after we find him?’ Max said.

‘I think we need to get into the Van Leers’ chalet and see if there’s anything incriminating there. The tip off we had was that they were meeting with intermediaries up here to expand their business. We need to catch them in the act – find proof of how they’re financing their purchases with dirty gun money.’

Ed looked at his watch and stood up. This morning he was every inch the businessman in a smart grey suit. He leaned down to kiss Anna.

‘Keep me posted,’ the man said as he grabbed his overcoat.

The family gave a wave.

‘Okay, let’s get moving,’ Anna said. ‘We have a Fitz to find.’
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The twins, Anna and Song set off to the village not long after Ed had left for the train. Dressed in their ski clothes and sturdy walking boots with snowshoes slung over their backs, they looked like any other family off for a day walking in the mountains.

‘This search is going to be a lot easier in the daylight,’ Song said as they made their way towards the taxi rank at the end of the row of shops.

‘We’d better find him,’ Kensy said, a determined look on her face. ‘One night is tolerable, but more than that I don’t think I’ll sleep a wink.’

Max nodded. ‘I’ve got a good feeling.’

‘Really? That’s novel because you’ve had a string of bad ones up to now,’ his sister teased. She knew that Max would be on the lookout for their mystery man and truth be told she was too. They’d pointed out his apartment on the way to the village and given the place a cursory glance in case he was there, but there was no sign of anyone.

‘I’m trying to be positive, Kens,’ Max said, giving the girl a sneaky side eye.

They had almost reached their destination when a group of people tumbled out of a coffee shop straight into their path. The man was saying something loudly about reporting a stolen snowmobile to the police. The whole street could have heard him.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Anna apologised as she almost bumped into the man before realising whom she was speaking to.

‘Hi Soren,’ Kensy said. The words were out of her mouth before she had time to stop herself.


The boy blushed a deep shade of red. He bit his lip and didn’t reply.

‘Soren, do you know this girl?’ the man asked. The family was dressed in their ski gear; Heike resembling a giant canary in a vibrant yellow abomination while Fox wore a horrid orange ensemble. Standing side by side they looked like a fruit punch. The family’s skis were leaning against a rack on the footpath nearby. Kensy recognised Soren’s from yesterday and there were two longer pairs beside them. Hanging from the tips were their stocks and helmets too. The dusting of snow overnight had covered the roadway and there were other people skiing in the street, heading to the lifts at various points in the village. Given what Soren had said about his parents being first tracks people, the twins wondered why they were heading out so late. It was almost nine thirty.

Soren swallowed hard and Kensy frowned. If the boy didn’t want to say that he knew them, that was fine, although on second thought it would be far better for the families to get to know each other and denying their acquaintance would only make that harder in the long run.

‘Hello Mr Van Leer, Mrs Van Leer,’ Kensy offered her gloved hand. ‘My name’s Kensington Spencer. We met Soren yesterday when he returned my beanie that I had carelessly left at the cafe. He’s a very kind boy.’

Fox and Heike clearly didn’t know what to make of this jabbering child and her story.

But Kensy wasn’t about to stop. This was their opportunity to be formally introduced. She was waiting for her mother to step up and inject some charm and Max too, but it was Song who came to the rescue.

‘Mrs Van Leer, might I compliment you on your stunning suit. That shade of yellow really brings out your peachy complexion,’ Song said. The woman baulked for a moment, staring at the man, but Song had a deft touch. ‘You must tell me where you bought it. I would like to chase something like that for myself, though I cannot imagine the colour will suit me nearly as well.’

‘Oh,’ Heike said. ‘What did you say your name was?’


‘I am Song, at your service and this is my empl–’

Anna cut him off. ‘Family,’ she said, glaring at the man. ‘I’m Anna Spencer and these are my twins, Maxim and Kensington, and this is Uncle Song.’

Max had to turn away to stop himself chuckling. Uncle Song – that was a newie.

Fox Van Leer tapped his foot impatiently. ‘Well, that is all very nice, but we must get going. There was a mix up this morning and our alarms failed. We missed our usual time on the mountain so decided to have some coffee and breakfast first. It is not our usual way of doing things.’

Max noticed a smile tugging at Soren’s lips when his father disclosed this information. He and the lad exchanged a sneaky look, all but confirming Max’s suspicions that Soren had something to do with the family’s late start.

Kensy looked at the helmets and had a brilliant idea, but she needed time. She stared at Max and tugged on her right earlobe. It was a secret signal that they had always had between them – a tug on the left lobe meant that everything would be all right, but they’d recently expanded the repertoire and a tug on the right meant ‘create a distraction’. They’d used this very successfully when paired up on spy tasks at school.

‘Mum, I’m sure that you’ve met Mr Van Leer before, haven’t you?’ Max said to his mother, making a face.

‘I think you’re right, darling, but I just can’t place it,’ Anna said, taking her son’s lead.

‘I don’t think so,’ the man snapped.

‘Maybe it was a party in London?’ Max said.

‘Or a ball. I’d never forget someone as handsome as you, especially not in a tuxedo,’ Anna said. ‘Could it have been at Christmas?’

Fox shook his head, but the handsome comment had appealed to his giant ego. ‘What did you say your name was again?’

‘Anna Spencer. Dr Anna Spencer, actually.’

‘What sort of doctor are you?’ he asked.

Now that Fox was talking to Anna, Song continued to work his charm on Heike. She was telling him all about where she had bought her ski suit. Kensy just needed Max to keep Soren busy for a few minutes.

‘What was your father saying about a stolen snowmobile?’ the boy said quietly, guiding his new friend away from the others and directing their attention towards the roadway while Kensy pretended that she was fixing the lining inside her glove.

‘Papa said that it was at one of our rented chalets – a farmhouse on the northern outskirts of the village. Someone must have broken into the garage and taken it, probably just kids joyriding. It happens sometimes,’ Soren replied.

Meanwhile Kensy had managed to get the silver box out of her pocket and place the first patch inside one of the helmets – she had no idea whose it was as they were both the same.

She was about to take the second one out when Fox looked up at the mountain.

‘I am so sorry, Dr Spencer, but we really must go. Axel will be waiting,’ the man said, glaring at his son who was still deep in conversation with Max.

His booming voice startled Kensy, and the second patch slipped out of her hand. She looked down and couldn’t see it anywhere. This was not something she wanted to lose.

Kensy pretended to drop her glove and bent down to pick it up, her eyes searching the pavement for the piece of fabric.

‘Of course,’ Anna said. ‘It was lovely to meet you all. Perhaps you would like to come for drinks this evening? We’re staying in a gorgeous chalet. I think it must be one of the most beautiful on the whole mountain.’

‘Really, I cannot imagine so. We own the most beautiful chalet on the mountain. You must come to us,’ Fox said, his chest puffing out proudly.

Anna had never met anyone so vain – she’d almost rolled her eyes, but realised that wouldn’t have gone over very well.

‘And not just for drinks. We will have dinner too. But first, drinks at six. Chalet Julen on the Bachstrasse 112,’ the man said. It wasn’t a suggestion as much as an order.

Soren was surprised by his father’s insistence, but hopefully tonight their annoying diet would be abandoned and they could have a decent-sized meal.

Kensy was still fumbling about on the ground when the others turned to her.

‘What are you doing, darling?’ Anna asked.

‘I lost my ring when I pulled my glove off,’ she said, finally spying what she was searching for. She picked it up and shoved her hand into her pocket.

‘Did you find it?’ her mother asked, fully aware of the fact that her daughter didn’t wear any rings.

‘Yes, silly me. It was in my jacket the whole time,’ Kensy said, garnering quizzical glares from Song and her mother, and a wide grin from Max.

Fortunately the Van Leers weren’t remotely interested in Kensy the klutz. They grabbed their gear and hurried away towards the funicular and the runs on Mount Rothorn at the northern tip of the village.

As soon as they were out of earshot Anna asked Kensy what she’d been doing.

The girl couldn’t answer truthfully. Mrs Vanden Boom had requested that she keep the mind-reading device a secret between the two of them and she’d already blabbed to Max so she made something up.

‘I’ve been toying with a new invention. A listening device,’ she lied. It wasn’t terribly far from the truth. It was just that she was going to be able to listen to Heike’s or Fox’s thoughts if it worked.

‘Did you plant it?’ Anna asked.

Kensy nodded.

‘Awesome,’ Max said. ‘And tonight we should be able to bug their whole house. Great work, Mum. Dad will be impressed.’

Anna took a deep breath. She wasn’t enjoying this. She wouldn’t allow herself to enjoy this. Even though it was just a tiny bit thrilling. She pushed all thoughts of espionage from her head.

‘Come on, we need to find a taxi,’ she said.
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Max was glad of his snowshoes as the family trekked higher up the mountainside towards the farmhouse that Fitz had messaged his father about yesterday. Without the aid of the devices – which in the old days looked like elongated tennis racquets, but now more closely resembled two miniature snowboards that attached to their walking boots – they’d all be sinking up to their knees in the new snow.

‘Mr Edward and I came up here last night,’ Song said. ‘But the house was empty and there was no sign of Mr Fitz. We even ventured into the creepy basement and the attic. There were two snowmobiles in the garage.’

‘I wonder if the snowmobile that Fox was going on about was from here too,’ Kensy said. ‘It would make sense that if Fitz saw them take off on those two, he may have followed them if there was a spare.’

The girl pulled her beanie down over her ears, making sure that the earpiece for the mind-reading device was secure. So far she hadn’t heard a thing – but surely the gadget was worth a try. During the taxi ride she’d managed to get the other patch out of her pocket and back into the silver compartment without anyone noticing.

Max bit his lip. ‘Soren said that it was stolen from one of the family’s rental properties at the northern end of the village. This is about as far north as you can go.’

Anna looked across at Song and raised her eyebrows.

‘Dr Spencer, are you sure?’ the man said.

Anna nodded.

‘It stands to reason that Fitz has gone a lot further than we’ll be able to on foot,’ the woman said.

Max nudged his sister. ‘I think Mum’s about to steal some snowmobiles.’

‘Borrow, darling,’ the woman said, smiling. ‘We’re just borrowing them. We’ll return them as soon as we find Fitz.’

Kensy felt a shiver run the length of her spine. If it wasn’t from the cold, it was definitely the anticipation. ‘Do you think we’ll need to hot-wire them?’ she asked as they neared the house. But then Kensy heard something in her ear. It was the most bizarre thing – as if she was inside someone else’s head. She was pretty sure that someone was Heike Van Leer.

Look at him go. He thinks he is all that, but what a peacock.

Kensy had no idea who Heike was thinking about, but it was as if the woman was speaking to her. It was the weirdest sensation.

‘I’m rather hoping there are keys close by,’ Anna said, though she knew the children were well versed in starting all manner of vehicles without them. The twins had recently found themselves in a little bit of bother, having challenged one another to see who could hot-wire their grandmother’s 500cc Ducati, Carmelita. Max had succeeded in record time and while Cordelia had told them off, Anna sensed that the woman was secretly a little bit proud.

Song walked up to the front porch and rang the doorbell just to be sure there was no one in residence. After a few minutes he was convinced they were in the clear, but the twins did a lap of the house nonetheless, peeking through the windows. There were towels folded on the end of the beds ready for the arrival of the next influx of guests.

‘If Fox is so worried about security, I don’t understand why the garage is unlocked,’ Max said as he and his mother pulled open the old style barn doors.

‘I think your father and I may have left it that way last night,’ Song said. ‘In anticipation of returning today.’

Kensy stood around the corner. Heike’s thoughts were getting busier and this time she was left under no illusion who the woman was thinking about.

Fox, you’re so embarrassing. Stop showing off.

Kensy chuckled out loud then shoved her hand over her mouth.

‘And the keys are in the ignition,’ Anna said, realising this was going to be much easier than first thought.

‘Kensy, where are you?’ the woman called.

The girl had just heard Heike thinking that if Fox broke his leg and had to go to hospital then everyone would see he wears Superman long johns under his ski suit – what a child.

Kensy giggled again. Obviously Mrs Vanden Boom hadn’t thought about all the implications for the device. Hearing what sort of undergarments their subject preferred was definitely not something Kensy anticipated.

‘Right, Max, you ride with Song and, Kensy, you’re with me,’ Anna said.

She’d been expecting an argument about who would drive, but Kensy didn’t say a word.

The girl really wanted to tell her brother that the mind-reader was working – though there were a few crackles at times that were driving her a bit mad.

Between the four of them they had the vehicles out of the garage in no time and were soon on their way, speeding up the mountain higher and higher. Fortunately there were no ski trails this far over and a large stand of pine trees gave them cover from prying eyes.

‘Do we have the coordinates of where Fitz’s GPS last pinged?’ Max called out to Song who was sitting in front of him.

‘Yes, we are heading there now. Last night your father and I did not make it this far,’ the man replied.

As they emerged through the forest and into a clearing Song slowed down and Anna pulled up alongside of him. But it was Max who spotted something behind another cluster of trees further over.

‘There!’ he yelled and pointed, leaping from the snowmobile. The boy sank into over half a metre of powdery snow, forgetting he’d taken off his snowshoes, which were now in the rack on the back.

‘Good one, Max,’ Kensy chuckled at her brother who was flailing about trying to push himself up.

Obviously Heike hadn’t been thinking about much the past little while. She seemed to be concentrating on her skiing technique – as if running the words of a previous instructor through her mind on a loop. Kensy had blanked her out and wasn’t really listening until she heard something that made her ears prick up. Her grandmother’s name. Heike was thinking about Cordelia. That Cordelia Spencer, she is so . . . There was an awful crackling sound and Kensy missed several words before she heard smug and perfect, followed by another long crackle then coming. What was coming? Kensy bit her lip. Ah this helmet is too tight, she heard the woman thinking before the transmission ceased.

Kensy gasped loudly.

Anna turned to her daughter. ‘What’s the matter?’


The girl shook her head. ‘Nothing.’ She had to pull herself together. ‘Is that a snowmobile in the trees?’

‘Yes, we’ve just been talking about it,’ Anna said with a frown.

But Max had noticed her reaction and she gave him an ever so slight nod. They had to get some time alone so he could find out what she’d heard. That would be amazing if the mind-reader actually worked – though he wondered whose helmet she’d managed to place it inside.

The snowmobile was almost completely buried. But if it was the one that the Van Leers were missing and Fitz had taken it as they thought, then he had to be around here somewhere.

Song switched off the ignition and Anna did too.

‘We should go on foot,’ the man said.

Anna turned and indicated for Kensy to pass over her snowshoes, but the girl was lost in her own thoughts staring into the distance.

‘Kensy!’ Anna waved her hand in front of her face. ‘Snap to it. Pass me my snowshoes.’

‘Sorry, Mum.’ Kensy took a deep breath and did as she was asked then attached her own. All the while her mind was racing. Why was Heike thinking about Cordelia? What did she have to do with any of this? After she told Max, she needed to share this information with her parents and Song and Fitz, though she’d say she got it from her listening device for now. She wanted Mrs Vanden Boom to be the second person after Max to know that her invention actually worked.

Song put on his snowshoes then went to Max’s aid, pulling him out of the waist-deep snow and plonking him back onto the snowmobile where he strapped the boy’s snowshoes to the bottom of his walking boots.

Max jumped down and raced over to his sister.

‘Did you hear something?’ he whispered.

Kensy nodded. ‘I’ll tell you later.’ She turned back to her mother and Song.

‘How do we even know which way to look?’ Kensy said. ‘There’s so much new snow. Any trails are long gone.’

Song studied his watch, which had recorded Fitz’s last coordinates. ‘Mr Fitz’s final communication was not from this place. We need to head north.’ He used the compass to direct them.

Song led the way towards the ridge when he suddenly stopped, the others almost crashing into one another.

‘This is it. The final transmission point,’ he said, looking around. He was standing on the exact spot in the middle of a wide expanse of open space.

‘But there’s nothing here,’ Max said. ‘Unless he was abducted by aliens, how could he just disappear?’

Song shrugged when suddenly the snow around him began to funnel downwards.

‘Song!’ Max called. ‘Jump!’

The boy charged towards him and pushed the man out of the way as the surface disappeared from under his feet.

Max and Song lay on the snow, breathing heavily as a hole about a metre in diameter opened up.

Kensy gasped as she and her mother leapt back. ‘What on earth?’

Max stood up and offered his hand to Song, pulling the man to his feet.

‘Thank you, Master Maxim,’ he said. ‘I suspect we may have solved the mystery of what has happened to Mr Fitz.’

The four of them lay on their stomachs around the void and peered into the dark cavern below, wondering exactly what it was that they had found.
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Anna pulled a torch from her pocket and shone it into the cavern below.

‘Fitz!’ Kensy called. ‘Are you there?’

Meanwhile Song and Max had gone to get the snowmobiles. Regardless of whether they had to send someone down or they had to winch Fitz up, they needed the machines as anchors.

In the bunker below, Fitz was still scratching his head, his thoughts vacillating between whether he was about to electrocute himself or preferably open some secret doorway. At least his stomach had stopped grumbling, having located some ancient tins in one of the cupboards and a can opener. He’d sniffed the baked beans, wondering if they were fit for human consumption, but they smelt fine and were surprisingly tasty. Eating had provided a welcome distraction from his throbbing shoulder and, on top of that, he’d managed to fashion the can opener into a pair of pincers, which he was just about to put to use when he thought he heard a voice. Fitz stopped and turned around then raced back through the labyrinth of armament boxes to the central room.

‘Fitz! Are you down there?’ Kensy shouted.

‘I’m here!’ Fitz called, then cleared his throat and yelled again. ‘Kensy!’

‘It’s him!’ Kensy gasped, leaping to her feet and jumping up and down, though Song urged her to stop lest she end up falling too.

‘We’ll get you out of there,’ Max called.

Song pulled a small gadget from his jacket pocket – a Pharos-issue harness complete with tension wire and a winch perfect for any vertical emergency.


‘Mr Fitz, please put the harness on and we will have you out of there in a jiffy,’ Song directed the man.

Fitz blanched. He wasn’t sure that he’d be able to stand the pain if he had to have it around his shoulders, but this was his best option right now.

The harness fell to the ground beside him and he managed to pull it over his head. He’d have to hold tight with his good arm and hope the pain didn’t cause him to pass out.

‘Are you ready?’ Song shouted.

‘Yes,’ Fitz said as the line tightened and his feet rose from the floor.

On the surface Max fired up one of the snow mobiles to which they’d tethered the winch. He had it idling in reverse just in case they needed some extra power. Given the device could hold up to a tonne this wasn’t likely, but it was still best to be on the safe side.

Fitz yelped as the harness grabbed at his damaged shoulder, but he held tighter with his good arm and gritted his teeth.

‘Shhhhhhhhheeeesh,’ he cried out in pain, now about halfway up. At first he could only see the blue sky but as he got closer to the surface the anxious faces of Kensy, Song and Anna hove into view. The three of them grabbed hold as he reached the top and dragged him to safety.

Kensy hugged the man tightly, causing him to cry out in pain again.

‘Kensy, get off him. He’s hurt,’ Anna said, shooing her daughter away.

‘Sorry, Fitz. I didn’t mean to make it worse.’ Kensy bit her lip.

‘I’m okay – I think I busted my shoulder on the way down. It was a bit of a drop,’ Fitz said.

Anna didn’t like the look of the man’s pallor at all. He was grey and clearly needed urgent medical attention. With Song’s help, she managed to get Fitz to a sitting position, then she carefully removed his jacket to take a closer look.

‘Good self-diagnosis, Fitz,’ Anna said. ‘I don’t think it’s broken but it’s definitely dislocated.’ She carefully ran her fingers over the area. ‘I’m going to have to pop it back in.’


‘What? Here?’ Max asked with a grimace.

‘Here’s as good a place as any,’ Fitz said. ‘Although I’m guessing you don’t happen to have anything that might numb it a bit, do you?’

Anna raised her eyebrows and pulled a small first-aid kit from her jacket, though it wasn’t your usual bandaids and betadine. Within seconds she’d administered a shot of a strong painkiller.

‘That’s brilliant,’ Fitz said, obvious relief washing over his face. ‘I can’t feel anything now.’

Anna looked at the man. ‘Okay, well hopefully you won’t feel this either.’ She quickly crunched and pulled and within seconds the bone that had been out of the socket was back where it needed to be.

‘Oh Mum, that was disgusting,’ Kensy shook her head. ‘But clearly you’ve done it before.’

‘Many times, darling, though most people aren’t as brave as Fitz,’ the woman said with a wry smile.

Anna helped the man to his feet and he leaned up against the snowmobile.


‘What happened to you?’ Max asked. ‘How did you end up down there?’

‘Well, I was following Fox and Heike and Axel – on a borrowed snowmobile,’ the man began.

‘You mean stolen. Don’t worry, we stole these two to come and find you,’ Kensy said.

‘I stayed a long way back, but then their tracks just came to a stop. Completely disappeared along with any sign of the three of them or their vehicles. So I parked in among the trees down there . . .’

‘Max found the snowmobile – it’s buried under a tonne of new snow,’ Kensy interrupted him again, garnering a glare from her mother.

‘Please, darling, just let Fitz finish,’ Anna chastised.

Kensy clamped her mouth shut.

‘Anyway, I headed off on foot, looking for them and I fell through that hatch there into an old military bunker. I was just about to test another way out when I heard you calling me,’ the man explained. ‘You couldn’t have come at a better time given there was a high probability I might have electrocuted myself in the process.’

‘What’s down there?’ Max asked.

Fitz went on to describe the place complete with rats and ancient tins of baked beans before the biggest surprise of all.

‘There’s a huge room packed to the gills with military grade weapons from the Russian army. My phone is at the bottom of a crate full of hand grenades. Hence the lack of communication. I was in the middle of typing a one-finger message when the darn thing fell inside and I couldn’t retrieve it no matter what I tried. Smashing it open wasn’t an option,’ the man said.

‘But Dad got your message – at least a couple of words and that’s how we knew you were stuck somewhere,’ Kensy said.

Fitz frowned. ‘It must have knocked the send button on the way through. Did you use the GPS locater?’

Song nodded. ‘We only had this place as your last location – here on top. We suspect the phone battery must have died straight after the message came. I will go and get it now. Which crate is it in?’

Fitz quickly explained while Song put the harness on and used the winch to drop down into the cavern below. Kensy wanted to go with him, but the adults all objected. Besides, Song was down and back in no time flat with the missing device and having taken quite a few photographs of the lair too.

‘Do you think the arms have something to do with the Van Leers?’ Max asked.

‘Highly likely,’ Fitz said. ‘Though I’m at a loss to see how they’d be able to move anything at the moment in the middle of winter.’ He looked around and tried to work out where the end of the room full of weapons would be in relation to where they were now. He measured it out in his mind.

Anna noticed that Fitz was shivering. Some fierce-looking storm clouds were rolling in from the north and a chill wind had begun to blow.

‘We need to get you home and into a bath then to bed,’ the woman said. ‘The effects of that painkiller will definitely wear off before we get there and we’ve got to return the snowmobiles too, hopefully without anyone noticing.’

Fitz nodded.

‘Song, can you record all of the coordinates?’ Fitz said.

‘Of course,’ the man replied. He’d already started the process.

Max and Song trekked back to retrieve the buried snowmobile. Max wondered how long it was going to take to dig it out, but then Song produced a small pod from his pocket, about the size of a pea. He crushed it between his fingertips before setting it down on top of the snowy pile. Within less than a minute the snow had melted away.

‘Wow, that’s a good gadget,’ Max said. ‘How come we didn’t see those when we got all our gear?’

‘There was far too much to show you in that short time. But do not worry. I will equip you when we return to the chalet. It is a simple chemical reaction inside of the pod that causes extreme heat – not unlike those hand and toe warmers you can get for inside your ski boots and gloves, but this one is much more powerful and not something to be toyed with.’

Fortunately the engine fired first go and the pair quickly rode up to meet the others. Anna had helped Fitz onto the back of the machine he’d been leaning against while Song returned with Max and Kensy got to ride on her own – but only after a stern talk from her mother who told her she wasn’t to try any daring manoeuvres.

The family headed down the mountain with Song in the lead again, Kensy in the middle and Anna and Fitz bringing up the rear. As they neared the farmhouse Song pulled into a stand of trees. He would don his snowshoes and investigate that it was still empty before they returned the snowmobiles.

The man did a lap of the house and gave the others a wave when he was certain that the coast was clear. A couple of minutes later the transports were safely back in the garage and the family had set off down to a cluster of lodges where Anna had organised for a taxi to meet them.
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It was after one by the time the family arrived back at the chalet. Anna and Song fussed over Fitz, while the children rushed straight to Kensy’s room where she pulled the silver container out of her pocket and set it down on the bedside table.

‘So did it work?’ Max asked as he closed the door.

Kensy nodded. ‘Sure did. I got right inside Heike’s head. It was the weirdest thing ever and don’t get me started about Fox’s Superman long johns – that was information I didn’t need.’


Max grimaced. ‘Okay, what else did you learn?’

She quickly blurted everything that had come through about their grandmother. ‘Unfortunately there was a lot of interference so it was really disjointed.’

Max’s eyes scanned the room for some paper and something to write with, but he couldn’t see anything so quickly raced back to his own room and reappeared with his journal and a pen.

‘Again, tell me what she thought,’ the boy instructed. He opened to a fresh page and began to take everything down.

‘Um, so it started like, that Cordelia Spencer, she is so . . . then there was a long crackle and she said smug and another long crackle. Then and perfect then another lot of interference and the last word that seemed to have anything to do with Granny was coming, before Heike complained about the helmet hurting and suddenly it all stopped,’ Kensy said.

Max looked at the text then wrote it again with gaps where Kensy said there had been interference. Maybe they could work out the words that were missing for themselves.

‘Why would she be thinking about Granny?’ the boy said.

‘Well, if I knew, I’d have already solved the case,’ Kensy said.

Max flipped his notebook to another page and realised the note from Magoo was tucked inside. He pulled it out and Kensy frowned.

‘Did you have any luck with tip?’ she asked.

Max shook his head. ‘I haven’t had any time to work on it. Do you want to take a look now?’

‘Sure,’ Kensy said. She glanced at the code and pointed. ‘There!’ she said and snatched the pen and the notebook from her brother. In a series of lines she worked backwards to find the first three letters, t-i-p, but there was more.

‘Max, it’s not tip, it’s tippie.’ She looked up.

‘What? Show me,’ the boy said. His sister was right. He’d been wondering if it was something about the tip of the iceberg or a tipping point but Tippie – what did Magoo’s wife have to do with it?


‘Her name adds about as much significance as Song’s did,’ Kensy said. ‘Seriously – what if it doesn’t mean anything?’

Max took the page from her and folded it up. He placed it back in the front of his journal. ‘I’ve got no idea, but at least Mrs VB’s mind-reader actually works – that’s so cool. Are you going to tell Mum and Dad?’

‘What I heard about Granny, yes, but not that it came from the mind-reader. Mrs Vanden Boom was insistent that I didn’t tell anyone and I’ve already told you and lied to Mum about having a new listening device. Given the mind-reader works, I’d really like Mrs Vanden Boom to be able to reveal it to everyone herself. It might go some of the way to patching up whatever has happened between her and Granny and Tippie – she definitely gave me the impression that they weren’t on great terms.’

‘Vanden Boom could probably run rings around Mrs MacGregor. Maybe they’ve been rivals for a long time. I mean they’re both clever, but Mrs VB is a genius as far as I’m concerned,’ Max said.


Kensy nodded. ‘And why is Heike thinking about Granny? Unless she and Fox are going to make a takeover bid for the Beacon, but they’re way off there. Granny won’t ever sell. Anyway, I want to plant the other mind-reader in Fox’s helmet tonight when we’re at dinner and I’ll probably need your help.’

‘Absolutely,’ Max said. ‘And you can help me too. I know you think I’m crazy, but I want to take another look at that apartment block where the mystery firefighter was – or his twin or whoever that guy is.’

Kensy agreed, but they’d have to wait a little while. There was no way their mother would let them go anywhere at the moment with a blizzard raging outside. As they’d returned to the chalet an icy wind had sent snow flurries twisting and twirling and the village was blanketed in low cloud. It was forecast to clear by late afternoon, but the odd patch of blue sky gave the twins hope that it might be sooner.

In the meantime they needed to tell their mother and Song what Kensy had ‘heard’ Heike saying about their grandmother.

[image: image]

Kensy peered through the telescope across the valley towards the Van Leers’ place. ‘The weather’s improving. I can see Soren. He’s in his bedroom.’ The girl turned to her brother who was sitting on the couch doodling in a notebook.

Max had been writing down all of the odd things that had happened recently, trying to uncover any tangible links as well as thinking about what his sister had heard in Heike’s head.

‘What’s he doing?’ the boy asked.

Kensy fiddled with the focus and zoomed in closer. ‘Drawing, I think.’

She waited until Soren took his hand away and realised that the picture was of a girl and it looked a bit like her. Kensy felt a strange twinge in her stomach.

‘What is it?’ Max asked.

‘Nothing interesting,’ Kensy deflected her brother. ‘His laptop’s open too and I think I can hone in on the site he’s looking at.’

The girl brought the computer screen up closer.

‘Okay, well, that’s just weird and worrying,’ she said.

‘What is?’ Max looked up, pen in hand.

‘I’m pretty sure that he’s on the Beacon website,’ the girl said, turning to her brother.

Max rolled off the couch and jumped to his feet, eager to see for himself.

Kensy stepped aside and, sure enough, Max saw his sister was right.

‘Tonight we need to get into his room and have a proper look around,’ Max said. ‘That computer is the first port of call – especially his search history. Maybe he knows a lot more about his parents’ business dealings than he’s letting on.’

Kensy frowned. ‘He might just be good at current affairs and he’s realised who we are?’

Max pressed his lips together tightly, his brain in overdrive. ‘You really think so – after what you “heard” from Heike?’


Kensy shook her head. She didn’t know what to think any more.

Song arrived at the top of the stairs, having just finished a load of washing. He took a couple of things out of his pocket and placed them on the bench.

‘Would anyone like some hot chocolate and a slice of carrot cake?’ the man asked.

‘Yes, please,’ the twins chorused.

Downstairs Fitz was fast asleep, having had a long soak in the tub after which Anna had given him a complete check-up and administered another shot of painkiller. She was in the office on the second floor, doing some research. She and Song had both been surprised by what Kensy had heard Heike saying about Cordelia and she was keen to investigate whether there were any obvious links between the Van Leers and the Beacon.

‘I have brought a couple of gadgets up that you might be interested in,’ Song said as he poured some milk into a small saucepan and found the cocoa powder in the cupboard.


The twins walked over to join him at the island.

‘Oh, that’s one of those instant melt devices,’ Max said, picking up the small silver capsule.

‘Yes, but whatever you do, do not crush it in your ski suit pants. Your bottom will feel as if it is on fire,’ the man said. ‘Trust me – I learned that one the hard way.’

Max chuckled.

‘And what about these?’ Kensy picked up a little tin of what looked like mints. ‘Are they for Max’s bad breath?’

Song looked at Max, a wry grin on his lips. He gave the boy a wink.

‘Why don’t you try one, Miss Kensington?’ the man suggested. ‘They are delicious.’

Kensy flipped open the lid and popped one into her mouth. It tasted just like a regular mint.

‘Ask your sister a question, Master Maxim,’ Song directed.

Max looked at her, wondering if this was similar to their French grandparents’ truth serum, which Kensy had trialled in one of her remote-controlled insects. He was surprised he hadn’t seen them on this trip and wondered if she’d brought them along.

‘Um – a question. So do you like Curtis?’ the boy asked. He was hoping that the mint made her mouth run away with itself and he’d get all the dirt on exactly how she felt.

Kensy opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Her vocal cords were paralysed – not even a whisper.

Max started laughing and Song did too.

‘I wasn’t expecting that.’ The boy grinned.

Kensy looked at them her palms upturned. ‘What?’ she mimed.

‘How long does it last?’ Max asked.

‘Anywhere from five to fifteen minutes,’ the man replied. He turned and walked into the butler’s pantry.

Kensy’s jaw dropped and she stormed away to the telescope. But a few minutes later she was leaping about, trying to get Max’s attention.

‘Max!’ the girl screamed, though she hadn’t meant to and had surprised herself as much as anyone else.


The boy almost dropped his mug. ‘That wore off quicker than expected. What’s the matter?’ He rushed over to join her.

‘It’s him,’ she said, pointing towards the street below.

Max leaned in and saw who she was talking about.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’

Song was still in the butler’s pantry when the pair dashed downstairs.

‘We’re going for a walk,’ Kensy called, hoping that someone had heard her.
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The twins grabbed their jackets and boots and were out the door before anyone had time to stop them.

‘What exactly are we hoping to find?’ Kensy asked. ‘Apart from that guy.’

‘A name would be helpful,’ Max said. ‘And if that fake firefighter is a twin then this man won’t recognise me anyway. We might even be able to talk to him – start up a conversation about us being twins and he could give something away. You never know.’

Kensy jogged along next to her brother on the path beside the river, their rubber-soled boots squeaking on the fresh snow. There were still a few flurries coming down, but there were patches of blue sky too and it had warmed up a little.

From the chalet, Kensy had sighted the fellow standing on the bridge near the statue of Mother Mary. He’d looked as if he was waiting for someone, checking his watch several times.

The pair slowed up as the structure came into view, but it was now crowded with a group of tourists gathered together for a photograph. There was no sign of the man.

‘I knew we wouldn’t get here in time,’ Kensy said, her shoulders dropping.

Max sighed. ‘We can go and have another snoop around his apartment. We might even be able to get inside and we can check the other letterboxes.’

They were about to turn right when something caught Kensy’s attention. In the cemetery on the other side of the bridge she spied a man in a dark coat. He was talking to someone, but they were partially hidden behind a gravestone.


‘Max,’ she said, tugging on his sleeve. ‘It’s him.’ Kensy pointed.

Enclosed by granite walls the cemetery was accessed via a staircase on the other side of the bridge.

‘Come on, we’ve got to get closer. I want to take some pictures and see who he’s with,’ Max said then grabbed his sister’s hand and pulled her along with him. They made their way into the grounds, keeping an eye on the man who was standing in front of a headstone towards the middle of the cemetery. The person opposite him was the same height and was wearing a black beanie and a dark jacket, but they couldn’t see his face.

The twins were doing their best to keep low and out of sight, while getting as close as possible. As they dashed along a row of headstones two over from the man, they spied a young woman. She was kneeling by one of the graves, laying a bouquet of dark red roses. She genuflected then kissed a cross around her neck and pressed her palms together, all the while her eyes were closed.


The twins hurried past, not wanting to interrupt the woman’s silent meditations. They skittered between the graves and crouched down behind one of the tallest stones.

The men were speaking German, which wasn’t a problem for the twins. Along with French, it was their most fluent language after English due to years of being tutored by their mother and Fitz.

Max leaned around and for the first time got a clear view of the man and the person he was speaking to.

He pulled back, his heart racing.

‘There’s two of them – and they look exactly the same,’ he whispered to his sister.

‘So I was right. The fake firefighter has a twin, but what are they both doing here in Zermatt?’ she mouthed back. ‘Is he looking for you? And how would he know that we’re here?’

Max shrugged and pulled out his phone to take some photographs. His stomach was churning.

‘Where is he?’ one of the men asked loudly.


‘I don’t know. He said that he’d meet us at four,’ the other man said. ‘I don’t know why it has to be here in the cemetery. This place gives me the creeps.’

Max shivered. It wasn’t the cemetery that made him feel that way – it was those two and their evil eyes.

One of them took a phone out of his pocket and typed something while the other kept watch, scanning the area. At one point he was staring right at the children, but thankfully they were shielded by a low shrub as well as the gravestone.

Seconds later there was a ting.

The man looked at the screen. ‘He’s in the chapel. Let’s go.’

The pair turned and walked towards the little church on the edge of the grounds. Kensy and Max waited until the men were some distance away before they popped their heads up and went after them.

The men slipped through the front doors and closed them again, which wasn’t ideal. The twins circled the building to see if there were any windows other than the tiny stained-glass ones, to no avail, but it looked like there was another access point. Max tried the handle. It wasn’t locked so he pushed the door open and peered inside. He soon realised they were in a small antechamber, probably where the priest did his preparations before a service.

There was another internal door. Kensy knelt down and looked through the keyhole. She could see the men on the other side.

Her eyes widened when she realised who it was they were meeting.

‘It’s Axel,’ she mouthed to her brother.

Max frowned. What was he doing with the pair?

Kensy pressed her ear to the hole, listening to their conversation.

‘Pick-up is tomorrow, late afternoon,’ she heard. ‘As long as the transporters can get through, but the shipment is not as big this time. I have the paperwork signed off – and we can do that anytime we like now, after my recent visit to Parliament. There should be no problem getting it into the United Kingdom.’


‘I think they’re talking about the guns,’ Kensy whispered to her brother, but she was shocked to hear that they were bound for England. She leaned in close again, eager to hear more.

‘Good,’ Axel said. She could tell it was him, having heard his husky voice at the coffee shop yesterday morning. ‘After this transaction I will be leaving.’

‘What!’ one of the other men exclaimed. ‘Why?’

Max leaned his head against his sister’s, trying to hear them too.

‘You do not have to live with those two imbeciles,’ Axel said. ‘I cannot stand it a moment longer. The diets, the constant need to be told how great they look and how smart they are. But they are not that smart really. And you must make sure that if things go awry, you know where the fingers will point.’

‘This is news about you leaving,’ one of the other men said. ‘What exactly are your plans?’

‘None at the moment. I have made enough money to buy a place somewhere sunny and take time to consider what comes next. Perhaps you two should think about that before you are too old to enjoy your life,’ Axel explained.

Kensy and Max looked at one another. So the twins worked with Axel and therefore with Fox and Heike too. Though it didn’t sound as if Axel was especially happy, hence he was leaving.

‘We should have been recording this,’ Max whispered, wishing he’d thought about that before now. Regardless the children had a huge amount of information. But they still had to find out what that fake firefighter had been doing in the Houses of Parliament at Westminster – and why he said that he could have paperwork signed off anytime now. They also needed to figure out his relationship with James Strawbridge – if there was one.

‘Let me know when it is done and the money has been transferred. It has been nice doing business with you,’ Axel said. ‘Oh, and tell your sister she needs to up her game. Heike mentioned her to me yesterday and said
that she was worried her conversion rate was dropping off.’

‘I don’t think that’s true. She is about to sign a very big fish – today, I think,’ one of the men said.

Max wondered what that was supposed to mean.

‘We still don’t have any names,’ Kensy hissed, far more loudly than she’d meant to.

‘Shush, what was that?’ Axel said.

Max looked at his sister and pressed his finger to his lips.

They could hear footsteps heading towards the door. The twins both held their breath. Suddenly the handle rattled but it didn’t turn.

Max pressed his eye to the keyhole and for a second wondered why he couldn’t see anything. But then he realised. There was another eye staring back at him. An eye so dark and frightening he jumped into the air, clattering against a chair and creating much more noise than his sister had done.

‘Come on, we need to get out of here,’ Max pulled Kensy to her feet and they took off out the door. Running, they sped from the churchyard and crossed the bridge then turned onto the path beside the river. Without a word between them the twins raced home, their pounding hearts almost bursting out of their chests. At least they’d got away without being seen!
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‘What is with those brats?’ Axel frowned, standing outside the chapel. ‘That boy – he smacked me in the head with his skis yesterday. Who is he?’

‘I think I saw him when I was in the supermarket last night,’ Damon Meyer said. ‘They were both there, but left in a hurry.’

His twin Daniel glowered. ‘I know exactly who he is. His name is Max Grey and he’s the brat that took the photographs of me in the Houses of Parliament last week.’

‘What the heck is he doing here?’ Damon demanded.

‘That’s a very good question. I was asking about him at his school yesterday, but his friends are very loyal. It was fortunate I came upon a blabbermouth called Blair who was more than happy to tell me about him. His grandmother is Cordelia Spencer, the owner of the Beacon newspaper,’ Daniel said.

‘What?’ Axel’s jaw almost hit the ground.

‘He will not be a problem. Snow sports are dangerous at the best of times and so are the mountains by their very nature,’ Daniel sneered.

The other two men grinned.

‘Do a good job then,’ Axel said. ‘We don’t need any slip-ups at this point in time.’
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The twins arrived home minutes after their father had returned from his business trip. Amid much puffing and panting they told their parents, Fitz and Song what they’d seen and heard about the arms deal, blurting everything they’d learned about the evil firefighter being a twin and that he and his brother, for whom they still didn’t have any names, were working with Axel and the Van Leers, though Axel was planning to leave as soon as this shipment was dispatched. They also filled their father in about what Kensy had ‘heard’ earlier from Heike about their grandmother via her new ‘listening device’.

Meanwhile Song produced a calming brew, which quickly brought the children down from their feverish excitement. Fitz reported that he was feeling much improved, having had a decent sleep and some strong painkillers, though Anna warned him that there would still be some stiffness for a little while. Ed said that his and Rupert’s meeting in Bern had gone very well and they’d been impressed by what they’d seen, at least virtually, of the data storage facility at an unspecified location in the Alps – meaning it could be anywhere along the Swiss border for several thousand kilometres. Rupert had flown straight back to London as he was worried about Cordelia who was under more strain than usual.

‘We really need to identify those twins,’ Ed said. ‘And I’ll alert Mother. Given that one of them has links to Strawbridge, this mission has just become inherently more dangerous. The man is one of the most powerful in the UK and from what you heard those weapons are bound for England. We’d better get a tail on all known domestic terrorist organisations too.’

‘It was lucky Axel didn’t see us at the church,’ Kensy said.

Max agreed. It was one less thing to worry about.

Before the family headed off to get changed for their dinner at the Van Leers’, Song had produced a metal suitcase with the most extraordinary array of bugs, which he duly distributed to the twins, Anna and Ed, ready for placement around their hosts’ chalet. They each had a selection housed in small silver cases. Song would be attending the dinner too, but Fitz was staying home to do some research about possible transit routes from the bunker through the mountains.
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Ed rang the Van Leers’ doorbell at exactly six o’clock. Unsurprisingly it was Sylvie the housekeeper who greeted the family and attended to their coats and boots before they were ushered into a large lift and taken up four flights to the main floor, which boasted walls of windows and twinkling views of the village below. The chalet was huge – at least twice the size of the Spencers’ place.

The startling decor included a sunken circular couch with built in coffee tables wrapped around a hanging fireplace that was the centrepiece of the room. Upholstered in cobalt blue velvet, it clashed horribly with the purple dining chairs and an orange shag pile rug.

Sylvie disappeared, leaving the family on their own. They hovered near the lift at the end of the room, awaiting their hosts while doing a visual reconnaissance, noting the various knick-knacks and furniture where they might conceal their cameras and listening devices. The place was brimming with garish tat, as the twins’ grandmother would have called it. The artworks were interesting too, with an enormous painting of a zebra wearing a fedora and various modernist pieces.

‘Good evening, everyone.’ Fox swept into the room through a hallway off the far wall. Though it was his hair that seemed to enter first. ‘Dr Spencer, how wonderful to see you. I trust that you have had a good day – though the weather has been very unpleasant.’

Anna bit down on her lip to stop herself from laughing. The man was wearing a lime green silk tracksuit, the long sleeved jacket zipped about halfway up his hairless chest.

‘Hello, Mr Van Leer. May I introduce my husband, Edward,’ the woman said. ‘And you’ve met Maxim and Kensington and dear Uncle Song.’

Kensy giggled at the description and Song elbowed her much harder than he’d meant to, eliciting an ‘Ow!’ from the girl, which was silenced by a glare from her father.

The group shook hands.

‘Ever since we met this morning your name has been tumbling around in my mind,’ Fox said. ‘Spencer, and now I have realised that you are Edward Spencer. Your mother is Cordelia, the media baroness. How extraordinary it is to meet you.’


Ed was thinking the same thing, though for very different reasons. Given what Kensy had discovered earlier with Heike talking about his mother, he wondered what the pair was up to.

‘Heike, Soren!’ Fox shouted and clapped his hands together, summoning his wife and son. The woman appeared via the same route as her husband – a vision in citrus, clearly having taken Song’s comments that morning to heart. Heike’s long bleached hair had been curled and teased and was sitting almost as high on her head as Fox’s wiry coif.

‘Please, come and take a seat,’ Fox held out his arm towards the couch. ‘I am fascinated to hear about your business.’

He then snapped his fingers and Sylvie appeared, scurrying to his side.

‘Where is Soren? Go and get him and tell him that our guests – hissss friends,’ he hissed, ‘have arrived and his absence will not be tolerated. Find Axel too. I would like him to join us.’

At the mention of the man’s name Max’s blood ran cold and his sister shivered.

The woman hurried away downstairs while Fox plastered the smile back on his face.

‘Soren is studying,’ Fox said. ‘Given that he is not nearly as clever as his mama and papa, it is important that he works hard.’

Max wanted to kick the conceited piece of work in the shins. What sort of parent said that about their child? Even if it might be true, it wasn’t very kind.

In the minutes since the family had arrived, Sylvie had delivered an extraordinary array of antipasto platters that had been placed on the coffee tables around the couch.

There was a drinks trolley too containing bottles of expensive-looking wine and champagne and all manner of aperitifs as well as sparkling water and soft drinks.

Fox seemed to be relishing his role as host – something of a surprise given Soren’s reluctance for the families to meet yesterday. Perhaps he was just embarrassed by his parents, which was completely understandable.

Song asked if Fox would like some assistance with the drinks, but received a definitive no – which suited the man just fine. He fingered the tiny metal box inside his pocket and asked Heike where the nearest bathroom was. By the time Song had been there and back he’d managed to plant three cameras and two listening devices – one inside the top of the toilet cistern which was potentially unpleasant, but he’d known more than a few villains who liked to make calls while indisposed. He gave Ed and Anna a knowing nod.

Max glanced over and realised that Soren had finally arrived. He and Kensy quickly jumped up to greet the lad who apologised for being late.

‘How long until dinner?’ the boy asked.

‘It will be served at seven,’ Heike replied. ‘On the dot.’

‘Papa, may I take Kensy and Max downstairs to the games room?’ the boy asked.

Fox didn’t look terribly pleased by the idea, but it was obvious the man was doing his best to be charming and agreed.

Kensy thought about the mind-reader in her pocket as well as the other bugging devices. This was a brilliant opportunity and they hadn’t even had to orchestrate it themselves.

‘Maybe you could give us a tour?’ Max asked. ‘It’s a gorgeous chalet.’

‘Okay, sure,’ Soren said. They started at the bottom, the boy pointing out a large garage, a fully equipped gymnasium, a laundry and drying room as well as a sauna and spa. There was also a beautiful indoor-outdoor swimming pool with a ceiling that had more stars than the clear night sky. Soren showed them that you could swim under a glass wall to the outside, where there was a stone terrace and spa as well.

On the other side of the hallway was a room with a pool table, arcade games, table tennis and a bowling alley. It reminded the twins of their grandmother’s basement at Alexandria.

‘Is there a toilet somewhere close by?’ Kensy asked. When Soren had opened the door of the drying room she was fairly certain she’d glimpsed Fox’s and Heike’s helmets – it was the obvious place they would be.


The boy pointed down the hall and Kensy disappeared while Max kept him busy with a game of pool.

Kensy looked around to make sure that she was alone and entered the room. Among the racks of ski gear and clothes were several helmets. She quickly checked to see if the patch she’d inserted that morning was still in place. It was almost impossible to detect and if she hadn’t put it there herself, she would never have found it. Within seconds she’d put the other device into Fox’s helmet and replaced it on the rack. As she opened the door to leave the girl froze. Axel was in the hallway.

‘What are you doing in here?’ he demanded, eyeballing the girl.

‘I got lost going to the toilet,’ she replied. ‘I mustn’t have listened properly to Soren’s directions.’

‘Why are you here anyway?’ he said, glancing past Kensy, a suspicious look on his face.

‘Mr Van Leer invited us,’ she replied.

‘No, I didn’t mean that. Why are you here in Zermatt? It’s not school holidays in England,’ the man said, arching his left brow.

‘Our parents decided to take some time off and it’s half-term soon but, really it’s none of your business,’ the girl sniffed and strode past him, eager to get away.

When Kensy opened the door at the end of the hall, she glanced back only to see that he was still there, staring at her. She hurried inside away from his glare.

‘Are you okay?’ Max asked. His sister looked as if she’d seen a ghost.

Kensy nodded but it was pretty obvious that something was up.

‘Do you want to see the rest of the house?’ Soren asked. While he was nothing like his parents in looks, he definitely shared some of their competitive edge and wasn’t enjoying being thrashed by Max at pool.

The twins agreed and Soren showed them eight oversized bedrooms and bathrooms – although they didn’t go into Sylvie’s or Axel’s quarters – as well as a fabulous theatre room with its own snack bar. Finally he took them to his own room, which they were very keen to see. The space was impressive and had an ensuite bathroom and a loft, similar to the rooms the twins were sleeping in at their chalet, only twice the size.

Max spotted the sketch pad on the boy’s desk and asked if he liked to draw, but to Kensy’s great relief Soren didn’t offer to show them his work. His laptop was there too, with the lid open.

Kensy looked at her brother and he gave her a nod.

‘That loft looks amazing,’ she said. ‘Will you show me what’s up there?’ It was the only way to distract him so that Max might have a quick snoop on his computer.

‘Okay,’ the boy said, but Max begged off saying that he wasn’t a fan of high places – which in hindsight was ridiculous given he had no trouble with chairlifts and gondolas and the like on the ski fields. He said he’d stay put and check out the view. Soren seemed happy about that too and Kensy blushed when the boy offered his hand to help her at the top.

As soon as the two were out of sight Max wriggled the mouse. Fortunately the device was still unlocked. He quickly navigated to the search engine and viewed the browser history then snapped a photograph of the page with his phone.

‘So, Max!’ Kensy called out loudly. ‘It’s amazing up here. Soren’s got a television and a games console and there’s two sets of bunk beds so he could have all his friends over.’ She was warning him that they were on their way back down.

The boy quickly turned and pretended that he was looking at Soren’s bookcase. A list of websites probably wasn’t going to help too much, but it was something. While Max distracted the boy, asking if he’d read anything good recently, Kensy planted a camera and a listening device.

‘That’s a really cool computer,’ Max said. He was appealing to Soren’s vanity – hoping that like his father he might suddenly want to show off.


‘Yeah – it’s super powerful. I can do lots of interesting things with it,’ the boy said.

Kensy frowned. ‘What do you mean? Like games and stuff?’

Soren shook his head. ‘My father is a computer genius. He is always saying that I’m hopeless, but he’s wrong.’

Kensy looked at her brother.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t really get what you mean,’ the girl said.

Soren sat down and began to type. ‘Have you ever heard of the underground web?’

Max’s jaw dropped and Kensy took a deep breath. Of course they had. Only recently they’d had a whole series of lessons with Ms Caspari, their librarian, about its uses. Mostly evil and untraceable and generally designed to do harm via hacking and theft and all manner of illicit enterprises.

‘Never,’ Max said.

‘I’ll show you,’ Soren said. His fingers moved like lightning and within a minute he was somewhere they’d never seen. ‘Would you like to buy some credit cards?’


‘No, why would I?’ Kensy asked, the shock on her face obvious.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t either, but you can if you want,’ the boy said.

‘Can you hack into private accounts?’ Max asked.

Soren nodded. ‘I can do better than that. I can hack my parents’ business and they don’t even know it.’

The boy was an evil genius. Clearly the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, Max thought to himself.

‘What do you do with the information that you get?’ the boy asked.

‘Nothing. I just think it’s funny that my father thinks he has built an impenetrable fortress but it’s not. There are flaws and one day I will tell him.’ Soren turned and grinned. He began typing again and this time screeds of code raced across the screen. The words scrambled and unscrambled until the letters formed into something legible.

Max leaned in. The word Cornucopia flashed up then Soren hit a button and it disappeared.

The twins had seen that word before – it was on the letter Kensy had pulled out of the box at the apartment building where they’d seen the fake firefighter. It was addressed to a woman but none of that had seemed important at the time. Max wondered why it was on Soren’s screen.

‘My father thinks he’s the cleverest person in the house but he’s not,’ Soren said.

‘I can even get into their personal files – the ones they think are buried beneath a tonne of rocks, quite literally.’ The boy began typing again and randomly entered a password that he thought might work – but really he was just showing off. To his utter surprise it did – how he hadn’t thought of that before was beyond him, given it was so simple. This was the furthest he’d ever got.

There were files and folders organised in alphabetical order but there was one two thirds of the way down that immediately got the boy’s attention. Soren hovered the cursor above it. Kensy had seen it too but said nothing. It wasn’t her business.

‘Soren!’ Fox’s voice bellowed from the end of the hall.

Kensy looked at her watch. It was seven o’clock.

The boy clicked out of the folder and slammed the lid on his computer.

‘Are you okay?’ Kensy asked.

Soren nodded, but from the look on his face, he’d been as surprised as she was.

As the children exited his room into the hallway they were startled to hear loud country music blaring from above. And even more horrified as they reached the top of the stairs to see Heike and Song line dancing side by side and laughing uproariously while Fox, Axel, Ed and Anna were chatting on the couch.

If the twins didn’t know better, it was the scene of a group of people enjoying a very sociable evening, not a reconnaissance mission to bring down two of the world’s shadiest criminals. Max was worried about what would happen to Soren when things came unstuck, but he glanced over at Sylvie who had started to serve their dinner. He noticed she smiled at the boy and he had a feeling that no matter what the future held, the kid would be okay. Besides, from what Soren had just shown them he was a delinquent in the making.












[image: image]





The Spencers had arrived home just after ten, having enjoyed a delicious meal of French onion soup followed by rib eye steak with potato au gratin, green beans and honey glazed carrots. Dessert was apple strudel and ice-cream.

Fitz had emerged from the study where he’d been for most of the night and now the whole family was gathered around the island. Song offered to make hot chocolate while they debriefed the evening’s antics.

‘What on earth were you and Heike doing line dancing, Uncle Song?’ Kensy asked, unable to get the strange sight out of her head.

‘That sounds intriguing,’ Fitz said as he set a notepad down on the bench.

‘Ah, well,’ Song began. ‘In the course of pleasant conversation we were discussing ways that we like to keep fit and Mrs Van Leer mentioned that she was a fan of the dancing technique. I agreed with her and seconds later she was showing me her skills and insisted that I join in. She is actually quite talented, though still very scary to look at.’

‘Poor old Fox,’ Ed chuckled. ‘When I asked if he could direct me to the toilet just before we left I’m convinced he thought there must be something wrong with all of our bladders, given by then everyone had been at least once and Song twice.’

Song shrugged. ‘I am an old man. Bladder problems are par for the course and besides, we should be able to hear just about everything that goes on in that house from now on.’

The man walked into the pantry and retrieved a laptop. Seconds later he activated the software for the cameras and microphones, but despite the family having planted more than thirty devices, every screen was a blur and all the sounds were distorted.

‘Something must be wrong with the program,’ Song said, looking to see if there was a quick fix.

Fitz walked around to take a look and shook his head. ‘I think the Van Leers are more paranoid about their security than we first thought. I’ve seen that before – they have something known as a blocker in the house. They must be running a huge server somewhere that’s creating havoc. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I suspect we’re not going to get any remote intelligence from that lot.’

Anna sighed. She’d been so thrilled with the placement of one of her cameras, having popped an eye out of a horrid little hippo ornament and inserted one of the tiny gadgets.

‘Well, it wasn’t a total waste of time,’ Max said. ‘I took this,’ he held up his phone and showed the picture of Soren’s computer search history. He quickly mirrored the photograph onto the television screen so everyone could see.

‘Why has he been looking at the Beacon website?’ Ed asked.

‘We don’t know, but he showed us lots of other things too. He’s a big fan of the underground web and he has some pretty serious hacking skills,’ Max said.

‘That’s interesting and disturbing at the same time,’ Ed replied.

‘It was weird that at dinner Fox talked almost non-stop about the Beacon,’ Kensy said. ‘You don’t think they could have had something to do with the hack, do you? I mean Soren said that his father is a computer genius and Soren is as well.’

‘Anything’s possible,’ Anna said. ‘The man’s so cavalier boasting about his business acquisitions – how he’s brilliant at buying bargains and then he either revives the company or chops it up and sells off the assets that are still worth something. He even had the gall to tell your father and me what he’d do if he bought the Beacon.’

‘Well, that’s not going to happen,’ Max said.


‘And Heike was talking about Granny earlier in the day too, don’t forget,’ Kensy said.

‘Master Soren seemed very sullen at dinnertime,’ Song said. ‘Do you think he was regretting having shared his skills with you?’

Max shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

Kensy frowned. ‘When he was showing off that he could get into his parents’ files I saw something and I’m pretty sure he did too. I got the feeling it may have been a surprise.’

Max hadn’t noticed anything, but he was probably still too stunned by Soren’s underground web revelations at that point.

The family looked at Kensy.

‘There was a file that said Soren Adoption,’ the girl said.

‘Whoa!’ Max gasped. ‘That would be a horrible shock if he didn’t already know.’

‘I thought so too,’ Kensy said.

‘The poor boy,’ Song tutted. ‘Though perhaps he might be relieved that he is not genetically related to those horrid parents.’

‘They’re still his parents,’ Anna said. ‘No matter how awful they are. If that’s true and he only found out tonight then he’s probably devastated and angry. I know I would be, especially at his age.’

‘Dad,’ Max said. ‘I think we need a diagram – what we’ve learned so far and who’s who.’

‘Now you’re thinking like a spy,’ Ed said.

Song pressed an unseen button and a large clear screen dropped from the ceiling near the window. He passed Max a marker pen and the boy set to work, using bullet points to write abridged comments.

‘These are the things we know:


	Fox and Heike have a lot of money and a huge business empire – but we don’t know where the money has come from to acquire it all. They also own loads of houses and quite a few here in Zermatt by the sounds of tonight’s bragging.

	Axel and those evil-eyed twins are working together – for Fox and Heike – but one of them is also linked to James Strawbridge, but we don’t know how or why.

	So far we have nothing to pin on Fox and Heike, but Axel is planning to leave them – he isn’t their biggest fan, but he’s made a lot of money from them.

	There’s a bunker containing Russian military weapons that are going to be picked up late afternoon tomorrow bound for the UK, but we still have no idea who the buyer is or how they are getting the weapons into the country.

	Soren’s been looking at the Beacon website, he’s very familiar with the underground web and the Beacon was hacked this week – so maybe those things are linked. We still have no idea who the guy is that planted the software at the Beacon either. And Kensy heard Heike thinking about Cordelia earlier in the day.’




Kensy glared at her brother. ‘Talking. I heard her talking on my new device,’ the girl corrected him.

‘And we still don’t know where Fox, Heike and Axel disappeared to the other day when I was following them on the snowmobile,’ Fitz added. ‘They vanished and it obviously wasn’t to the same place I found myself. I wonder if there’s another bunker somewhere with more hardware.’

‘We need to make a plan for tomorrow,’ Ed said.

Fitz nodded. He projected a hologram map into the air from his watch. ‘There is a road up here near that bunker and by my reckoning the vehicle or vehicles to move the arms will have to be oversnow transporters to negotiate that pass at the moment. They will come from here.’ He pointed out the direction. ‘We need to catch them in the act of moving the weapons and I think if we round everyone up, we can probably keep them locked in that bunker until the Swiss authorities arrive. We can’t alert them too early or they’ll mess it up.’


‘What about Fox and Heike?’ Anna said. ‘If they’re not present and there’s no paper trail, what’s the point?’

Max looked at his sister and grinned. Their mother may have protested loud and long that she didn’t want to be back in the business, but she certainly wasn’t behaving like a civilian any more.

‘They were up that way the other day. We have to lure them back again,’ Fitz said.

‘I think we should meet them for first tracks in the morning,’ Kensy said. ‘Then we can find out what they’re doing for the rest of the day.’

‘I agree,’ Max said.

Then, like preparations for a football game, positions were decided and tactics discussed. Tomorrow, all things going to plan, Fox and Heike Van Leer would be brought to justice.
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Max pressed his finger against the tiny earpiece Kensy had given him. Concealed beneath his beanie and helmet, he hoped that it worked as well as the other one had for his sister. At least they might get an insight into Fox and Heike’s plans for the day, and hopefully more than that.

Yesterday’s snow storm had blown itself out and today the mountains were picture perfect. Up ahead, at the front of the lift queue, waiting for it to open, they spied Heike and Fox, but surprisingly Axel and Soren weren’t with them.


Max realised the pair was wearing helmets, but so far he’d heard nothing.

He tapped Kensy on the shoulder. ‘I don’t think that thing’s working.’

Kensy looked at the Van Leers and realised immediately that Fox and Heike were wearing white helmets today instead of the black ones where she’d planted the mind-reading patches. They were obviously coordinating with their all-white ski suits.

‘Oh damn!’ she exclaimed.

‘Excuse me, Kensington, what was that for?’ Her mother glared.

‘Sorry, Mum, I just realised that Soren’s not here,’ the girl said, pretending that was the reason for her outburst. She then told her brother what the problem really was. Her mind was racing. All was not lost if she could get back to the Van Leers’ chalet and retrieve the devices. Though it might take some figuring out how to get them into the helmets they were wearing.

‘Mr Van Leer, hello!’ the girl called out.

Anna and Ed looked at one another, wondering what she was up to now.

At the sound of his name Fox turned and gave a wave.

‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I see you have taken my advice to join the early birds. We are always out catching the worms.’

‘Where’s Soren?’ she asked.

‘He is not feeling well this morning,’ Heike said. She looked past the girl to Song and gave him a little wave, curling her fingers in a strangely overfamiliar way.

Song smiled and waved back.

‘New girlfriend,’ Max muttered through a plastered smile and Song whacked the boy in the back with his elbow.

Fox rolled his eyes. ‘That son of ours has a very weak constitution,’ he waved his arm dramatically in the air.

‘Oh, I hope he feels better soon,’ Kensy said.

The lift opened and the skiers and boarders were soon on their way up the mountain, but Kensy was determined to get back and find those patches as soon as she could. She wanted to make sure that Soren was okay too.

As for Axel, she hoped that the plans for the weapon collection hadn’t changed. Yesterday the three men had said it would happen late afternoon and that’s what the family was counting on. Fitz was back at the chalet coordinating with Cordelia how they would involve the Swiss authorities while the rest of them had decided to tail the Van Leers during their morning session and see if they could learn about their plans for the remainder of the day.

As the family exited the gondola they realised that Heike and Fox had taken off and were a couple of hundred metres down the mountain already.

‘Might as well have some fun,’ Ed said as he and Anna donned their skis and the children and Song clicked their boots into their snowboard bindings. The twins had decided to change it up today and give their new snowboards a run. They couldn’t let Song have all the fun.

Kensy and Max pushed off, chasing Fox and Heike with their parents right behind. Kensy turned to look for Song and was stunned to see the man launch himself off a sizeable jump, landing ahead of them and giving a big thumbs up. Apparently he wasn’t kidding about his impressive skills.

Their goal was to catch up to Fox and Heike and make sure that someone from the family rode the next lift with them.

The Van Leers were much better skiers than their son had acknowledged and were still a considerable way ahead.

Max spied a snowy ramp and veered towards it. He took off, grabbing the bottom of his board as he soared high in the air. When he crunched back down, he caught sight of another boarder speeding towards him and coming in dangerously close on his left.

Kensy and Song were ahead of Max now as were his parents.

‘Hey, watch out,’ the boy yelled, but the boarder turned back, heading for him again. Dressed top to toe in black with a full face helmet, Max couldn’t tell whether it was a man or a woman.


The boarder shoved Max, who wobbled, but managed to get away.

Kensy had stopped for a second and looked back, wondering what had happened to her brother. It was then that she saw exactly what was going on. Max swerved left and right, but the other boarder was relentless.

‘Hey!’ she called. As the pair zoomed past her she took off after them.

The way the person was chasing Max, they were steering him towards an out-of-bounds area to the left. Their parents had disappeared down the right-hand side of the slope – she glimpsed them as they passed an old barn in pursuit of Fox and Heike. She had no idea where Song was.

The signs on the mountain were clear. The area Max was headed towards was dangerous and he needed to change course immediately.

‘Max!’ Kensy cried out.

Her voice echoed around the mountain and Song heard it too. He stopped and looked across, horrified to see the boarder clip the back of Max’s snowboard, sending the boy tumbling. Max finally came to a stop, teetering on the edge of a deep ravine, the other snowboarder standing over him. Song sped towards them.

Max was trying to catch his breath when the boarder lifted their visor. The fellow had unclipped one of his boots and planted his foot firmly on Max’s chest. The boy wriggled and squirmed, but he was going nowhere.

‘Who are you?’ Max demanded staring into the man’s black eyes. ‘And what do you want with me?’

‘My name is not important, but your silence is,’ the man hissed. ‘And the best way to manage that . . .’

He had lifted his leg to kick Max over the edge when Song slammed into the fellow’s back, sending him flying. But the man grabbed Max’s board as he fell, taking the lad with him.

‘Max!’ Kensy screamed as she reached Song. Without hesitation she pressed a button on the gadget around her wrist, which looked for all intents and purposes like a gold bracelet. A length of metal coil shot out the end like a lasso and flew towards her brother, grabbing the boy around the middle while she pressed another button that speared him back up towards her.

Song reached for Max and pulled him in.

Kensy fell to her knees and hugged her brother tightly. ‘Oh Max, I thought you were a goner this time.’

Max panted. ‘Me too. Thanks, sis.’

Song peered into the ravine. The man had landed on a snowy ledge about halfway down, flat on his face, but very much alive. Kensy could see him too – he rolled over and raised his fist at them.

‘Come on.’ Song pulled Max to his feet and hugged the boy.

‘You and your sister need to go home. I will find your parents and let them know. I assume that was your fake firefighter or his twin?’

Max nodded, his teeth chattering, but not from the cold.

‘Let us hope that he makes it to his afternoon activity as nothing is going to give me greater pleasure than to hand him over to the authorities,’ Song said. ‘Or push him off another cliff.’

Kensy grinned and looked at her brother. ‘You okay?’

Max smiled back at her. ‘Yes, thanks to you two. And remind me never to tease you about your snowboarding skills ever again, Song. You’re awesome.’

‘Thank you, Master Maxim,’ Song said. ‘Confucius says our greatest glory is not in never falling but in rising every time we fall. And believe me I have had many falls, but the reason I am skilled now is because I have always got back up again. Now go – I will see you at the chalet.’












[image: image]





The twins raced down the mountain, but Kensy had no intention of going straight home. She stopped near one of the old cow barns that had been converted into a restaurant and informed her brother that she wanted to get the mind-reading patches back from the Van Leers’ chalet.

Max agreed. He thought it would be a good idea to check in on Soren too and see if he was okay.

The pair remembered to stay up higher on the slope, allowing them to weave their way through a cluster of hotels, houses and apartments taking them directly to the Van Leers’ place.

Kensy was just about to knock when Sylvie opened the front door.

‘Good morning,’ the woman said brightly. ‘I am afraid that you have missed Soren. He is out on the slopes with his parents.’

Kensy frowned, but didn’t contradict the woman.

‘Oh, is Axel home?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘He is skiing with the Van Leers too. I am just off to do the shopping.’

The twins said goodbye and pretended that they were heading back to the slopes. They waited until Sylvie was well on her way before they turned around.

‘Okay – so Soren’s parents think that he’s home in bed and Sylvie thinks he’s with his parents. There’s something fishy going on here,’ Max said.

‘We’ve got to get inside,’ Kensy said. She had already whipped out her hair pin lock picker, but quickly realised that there was nothing to use it on. Entry was by pin pad and they had no clue about the combination.

‘Okay, well, that’s not going to work,’ she said and shoved the hair clip back into her pocket.

The twins glanced at the house to see if there were any open windows, but it didn’t look good.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ Kensy said. She and Max hid their snowboards at the side of the building and ran around to the terrace where they scaled the stone wall up to the steaming pool and spa. She looked at her brother and pulled a face, then motioned towards the water.

‘You are joking, aren’t you?’ he said.

‘Well, I don’t have any swimmers,’ she said, remembering that you could get from the indoor pool to the outside by swimming under the glass wall. Presumably you could go the other way too.

‘Um, I don’t either,’ Max said, a look of alarm on his face.

‘Yeah, but you’re a boy. You can just wear your undies and as soon as you’re inside you can grab a towel. It was like a day spa in there with piles of fluffy towels – probably robes too. I’ll meet you at the front door with your clothes,’ Kensy said.

‘If I catch pneumonia, it will be your fault,’ he said, beginning to strip off.

Kensy had her arms full as Max dipped his toe into the water, grateful that it was much warmer than he expected. Seconds later he was under the glass and inside. Kensy ran back to the front door and waited for him to emerge, but he was taking a lot longer than she expected. Finally he opened up, wrapped in a fluffy robe with a towel on his head.

‘Thanks for hurrying,’ Kensy said. ‘Did you have a mani pedi while I was waiting?’

‘Haha,’ he said. ‘I just threw my undies into the dryer.’

‘TMI, little brother.’ She rolled her eyes and followed him back inside.

Kensy made a beeline for the drying room where she quickly located Fox’s and Heike’s black helmets. Fortunately she knew what she was looking for and soon had the two patches back in the silver container. Max had already given her the second earpiece so her set was complete. Her brother had made a bolt for the laundry where he grabbed his damp underpants from the clothes dryer and got dressed before returning the towel and robe to the bathroom in the pool area.

The twins met in the hallway when they heard the front door beeping.

‘Someone’s coming!’ Max grabbed his sister’s hand and the pair dived through the nearest door, finding themselves in a coat cupboard.

‘What do you mean the pick-up has been brought forward?’ the voice growled. It was Axel and it sounded as if he’d stopped right outside their hiding place.

The twins shuffled to the back as the door flew open and they could see Axel rifling through several of the coats, pulling a couple down off their hangers. He almost grazed Max’s head. The boy held his breath as the man closed the door again.


‘I need to finish packing and I will drop my suitcase at your apartment. Fox and Heike don’t know about my plans, but I will leave them a note. I guess it’s the least I can do after all these years,’ the man said and the children heard his footsteps walking away.

‘The pick-up at the bunker has been brought forward,’ Kensy whispered. ‘We need to get a message to Mum, Dad and Fitz. And how are we going to get Fox and Heike to the bunker and make sure that they’re caught red handed with their cronies?’

But Max had an idea. They just had to wait until Axel left the house again – then find that note.
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‘I wonder where Soren is,’ Kensy asked as the twins scooted along the roadway on their snowboards, heading for home.

‘He’s lied to everyone,’ Max said. ‘But why? What’s he up to?’

When Axel finally left the Van Leers’ chalet the twins had emerged from the cupboard. They’d done a quick check of the house to make sure that Soren wasn’t hiding somewhere – it was big enough that you could lose someone for days, but there was no sign of the boy. Interestingly his laptop was missing from his room. They’d located the note Axel had left for the Van Leers upstairs and Max had quickly rewritten it, pocketing the original. Hopefully his plan would work.

Max had sent messages to his parents and Song about Axel’s revised plans and that he’d left some bait for Fox and Heike. Anna and Ed were impressed, given they’d learned while on the slopes that the couple had been planning to head home and stay there for the rest of the day. The four had ridden the chairlift together a couple of times.

Max turned to cross the little bridge over the river when he spied someone up ahead.

‘Kensy.’ He nudged his sister and pointed. ‘Is that Soren?’

The boy was trundling a suitcase. He wore a beanie pulled down low over his ears and had his collar up high.


‘What’s he doing?’ Kensy frowned.

‘Come on, let’s catch up and see,’ Max said.

It was fortunate there had been such a good fall of snow as the village was now completely covered making it easy to continue the journey scooting along on their snowboards.

The twins reached the bridge and saw Soren turn right. He was heading up the street near the fake firefighter’s apartment when suddenly he dived out of sight, pressing himself up against a doorway.

Kensy and Max leaned their snowboards against a wall and scurried inside a shop opposite where they had a view of Soren and the apartment block. One of the evil twins had just exited the building along with a woman. Surely it wasn’t the one that had chased them on the mountain. Max thought he would have been stuck on that ledge for quite some time unless he had exceptional climbing skills. The woman was dressed in a black ski suit and had a dark beanie over her long blonde hair. Axel was there too.

‘We need to get closer,’ Max said. The pair ducked back outside and wove their way along the shop fronts, diving behind the racks of clothes and tourist goods that dotted the promenade.

‘Have you got anything useful with you?’ Max asked.

Kensy suddenly remembered that she’d put one of her insect drones into her pocket that morning just in case.

‘Hang on,’ she said and tore off her gloves, quickly retrieving the dragonfly from its little box before sending it skywards.

‘You didn’t think Ferdinand might have been a better choice than Roger?’ Max said. ‘I can’t recall seeing too many dragonflies around here.’

Kensy shrugged. As long as she could get him close enough to hear what they were saying.

‘I can’t believe they have arrived early,’ the woman said. ‘It was lucky my client cancelled their appointment in Bern, though Heike will not be pleased. But at least I have had word that the new account with the Beacon will be finalised this afternoon. We can start transferring the data as soon as we have the release – and then I’m sure it won’t take long for Fox to begin causing trouble.’

Kensy’s jaw dropped.

‘What?’ Max looked at her, his palms upturned.

She pressed her finger against her lips.

‘Good work, Helena,’ the twin said. ‘Any idea where Daniel has got to?’

The woman shook her head. ‘He has always been my most unreliable brother. You on the other hand, Damon, I can set my watch by you.’

Kensy relayed the information she’d heard through the headphones to Max. ‘Her name is Helena – like on the letters we saw. Those twins are her brothers and they’re called Daniel – he’s the fake firefighter – and Damon. She just said something about the Beacon – about the data storage and that Fox is going to make trouble.’

Max’s brain was in overdrive. ‘Cornucopia. I saw that name flash up on Soren’s computer last night, but wondered what it meant. It must be the name of the data storage company where Dad and Uncle Rupert went yesterday for their meeting.’

Kensy nodded. ‘Fox and Heike must own it.’

‘We have to warn Granny not to sign anything,’ Max said, pulling out his phone.

Just as he was about to make the call Axel and the other two walked past. Kensy and Max spun around and buried their heads in a clothing rack, pretending to be tourists, but in doing so, Kensy forgot all about Roger the dragonfly. She turned back just in time to see him crash into the side of the apartment building. But that wasn’t all. Soren had emerged from his hiding spot and once the others were gone, he left his suitcase outside the building and headed inside.

‘What’s he doing?’ Max asked.

The twins raced towards the apartment block, Kensy scooping up Roger on the way. One of his wings was broken, which meant he wouldn’t be any use to them until she could get back into the workshop.

The door was unlocked and the twins hurried up the stairs. Soren had taken the lift.


Kensy and Max checked each level, though they didn’t find the boy. By the time they reached the top, Max looked out of one of the windows to see the lad running down the road, his suitcase dragging behind him.

But what he had been doing at the apartment block was a mystery.

As they flew back down the stairs Max telephoned his grandmother, but she didn’t pick up. He left a message telling her not to sign anything with Cornucopia and blathering on about it being something to do with Fox and Heike and they would ring her as soon as they knew more. He then phoned his father and told him what they’d seen.

Ed, Fitz, Song and Anna were already on their way to the mountainside bunker, having taken the snowmobiles from the garage at their chalet. Max said he and Kensy would follow Soren and see what he was up to then make their way to the bunker somehow. It wasn’t part of the plan, but it was what they needed to do for now.
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The twins followed Soren all the way through the village to the train station where he hired a locker and placed his suitcase inside. He then hopped into a taxi. Kensy and Max got into the one behind and asked their driver to follow the vehicle. They weren’t surprised that Soren ended up at the farmhouse where the Spencers had borrowed the snowmobiles earlier in the week. The twins hid among a stand of trees, watching as Soren opened the garage and quickly removed one of the vehicles. All the while he was looking around and fidgeting. The boy sped away and Kensy and Max made a run for another of the snowmobiles, dumping their snowboards in the rack on the back as they pushed the vehicle outside. Max was about to turn the key in the ignition when they were aware of the quiet shooshing sound of another electric vehicle close by.

Kensy peered around the corner of the garage and saw Fox and Heike still dressed in their white ski suits and heading directly for them. They must have got the note Max had left at their chalet.

‘Why is Axel not answering his phone?’ Fox bellowed.

‘Pff, Axel is becoming unreliable, Fox, and I don’t like the way he has been criticising my workout routine. Where was he this morning anyway?’ Heike said as they crunched on the snow, getting closer and closer.

‘Come on,’ Max said as he turned the ignition and the distinctive pinging of the four-stroke engine filled the air. Kensy leapt onto the back and they took off, skidding and bouncing through the thick snow.


‘What on earth?’ Fox yelled, rushing around to the back of the house just in time to see the vehicle disappear over a snowy mound. Heike was right behind him.

‘Come back here, you rotten kids,’ Fox bellowed, shaking his fist at them. ‘I’ll teach you to go joyriding on my equipment.’

A way ahead of them the children could see Soren flying up the mountain. Kensy turned around and saw Fox and Heike making a beeline towards them on their own snowmobile.

‘Max!’ She banged her brother on the shoulder. ‘Go for the trees!’ she shouted as the Van Leers gained on them.

The boy dodged and weaved his way through the forest while Fox continued in the clear, following his son’s tracks.

Kensy kept watch as Max concentrated on where they were going. As they came out near the top of the grove the boy spotted two more snowmobiles higher up on another trail. Axel and Helena were out front and behind them were the evil twins. He hoped that his parents, Song and Fitz were already in place. Max turned for a moment to see where the Van Leers were, but when he looked up again his blood ran cold. Daniel and Damon had turned off the path and were speeding their way. ‘Oh no!’ Max shouted.

Kensy looked up and realised the problem.

The twin at the back was pointing and yelling before he made a cutting motion across his neck.

‘They’re coming for us!’ Kensy grabbed her brother around his waist and held on as Max revved the engine and took off up the mountain.

Kensy was trying to think whether they had anything among the Pharos-issue gear that could come in handy right now. If only they’d been skiing instead of boarding, then they would have the stocks with them, but the snowboards were only good for their intended purpose. This time they’d have to rely on Max’s driving skills alone.

Although she did have the lasso on her bracelet. She just wasn’t sure that it was going to be any use this time.

The twins were gaining ground on Kensy and Max, while Soren and the Van Leers had disappeared from sight.

‘Max!’ Kensy shouted as Damon and Daniel flew over a rise and almost landed on top of them.

The boy turned sharply, somehow managing to keep the machine upright. He spun around and took off back down the mountain again, with their pursuers right behind. Once again he made for the shelter of the trees, hoping to lose them. He wove in and out of the tall pines, but Daniel and Damon were still gaining. Kensy realised that whoever was at the rear was reaching inside his jacket.

‘I think he’s got a gun!’ the girl screamed, hoping she was wrong.

But Max had already made a potentially fatal mistake. Ahead was a huge ramp of snow-covered rocks and he was gunning straight for them. The boy looked left and right but the trees were too close together to make an escape.

‘Hold on, Kensy!’ Max could feel his heart racing as they hit the obstacle and shot up into the sky.


The snowmobile began to flip backwards, but Max pulled himself up as far as he could on the handlebars and Kensy clung to his back, their weight teetering the vehicle forward. They landed hard and deep, but in one piece. Except that the engine had cut out and the others would be on top of them if they didn’t get it started straightaway. Max turned the key – the motor churned and coughed.

He leapt off and cleared snow from around the engine cowling while Kensy scooted forward and took the handlebars, trying again to start the machine. To their great relief the contraption fired. Kensy revved the engine and speared away to the right just in time to see Daniel and Damon hit the jump too.

But the two men were much heavier than Kensy and Max. Their vehicle flung straight into the air and the pair slid off the back, landing heavily in the deep powder. Seconds later the riderless snowmobile crashed to the ground just beyond them.

The twins turned to see Damon and Daniel almost buried and their machine poking out of the snow at a right angle.

One of the men pushed himself up. ‘You rotten brats!’ he yelled as Kensy took off.

She flew back to the open slope, but there was no sign of the Van Leers or Soren.

‘They should almost be at the bunker by now,’ the boy said, regaining his bearings. He looked around and grabbed Kensy’s arm. ‘There!’ he shouted, spying Fox and Heike.

Soren was in front of his parents, but he was leading them away from the bunker not to it, which was a problem.

‘Kensy!’ Max yelled as suddenly the wall of snow in the distance ahead of them began to move. They could hardly believe their eyes as a hole opened up in the mountain and Soren whizzed through followed by his parents.

For a second the girl hesitated as the entrance began to close. But she revved the engine and steered the machine through just in time before the mountain sealed up behind them.

Kensy killed the engine as soon as they were inside. It was a cavern-like space – large enough to drive trucks inside if need be. A row of sconce lights lined the rock walls. The other two snowmobiles had disappeared down the long runway.

‘What is this place?’ Kensy breathed. ‘It doesn’t look anything like what Fitz described.’

Max’s eyes were on stalks as he took it all in. There were pipes running along the roof and while some of it looked old there were obviously newer installations too.

‘Didn’t Dad say that the data storage place was somewhere in the Alps?’ Max said.

Kensy nodded. ‘Whoa. I think we’ve just found Cornucopia’s HQ.’

‘Let’s go. We need to see what Soren’s up to and find Fox and Heike,’ Max said.

The children kept close to the wall as they ran down the straight roadway. It curled around at the bottom and they soon realised why they hadn’t been able to hear the other snowmobiles any more. A huge metal door separated them from whatever was on the other side.

But Max had it covered. Among the gadgets and gizmos that they’d been introduced to at their grandmother’s chalet was one that Kensy hadn’t seen. Max pulled a pen from his pocket and unclipped the lid. He pointed the device at the door, drawing a rectangle big enough for them to walk through and seconds later the metal literally vaporised before their eyes.

‘Where did you get that?’ Kensy gasped. ‘I might have been able to use it on Damon and Daniel if they’d got any closer.’

‘Sorry, you’re not the only one with cool toys, sis,’ the boy said as they peered inside.

The Van Leers’ snowmobiles were parked together, but there was no sign of the family. The place was obviously an old army bunker too. But this one had undergone some serious modifications.

A metal staircase led to a gantry with windows into another space. The twins tiptoed to the top and were stunned by what they saw on the other side. Rows and rows and rows of computer servers in an area the size of a football field at least.

‘This is insane,’ Max gasped.


‘No wonder they called it Cornucopia,’ Kensy said. ‘Abundance is right.’

Max spotted Fox about twenty metres down one of the rows. He and Heike were standing over Soren who looked as if he was yelling at the pair.

Kensy sighted a door down below and pointed. The pair leapt over the railing to the floor.

Max tried the handle and happily found this one unlocked. The twins crept inside along the parallel row.

‘Why didn’t you tell me I was adopted?’ the boy shouted.

‘It was never the right time,’ Fox said.

‘And it was none of your concern, really,’ Heike said in a supercilious tone.

‘How can you say that?’ Soren’s voice broke. ‘You’ve lied to me my entire life.’

‘We didn’t lie. We just didn’t tell you the whole story. And so what. You have an amazing life with two amazing parents. You should think yourself lucky that we took you in. And we put up with you being less than the most intelligent child too,’ Fox said.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Soren bellowed. ‘I’m smarter than both of you. This, this empire you have built, I’ve destroyed it all.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Heike demanded.

The twins found a gap in the servers a little way further along and peered back at the family. Kensy hit the recording device on her watch. She then relayed it straight to her grandmother’s phone, hoping that the woman would pick it up and listen.

‘You think I’m nothing, but I’m a better hacker than you are, Papa. I’ve sent messages to every legitimate company with data in this bunker to let them know what you do. How you cause trouble and find out their secrets and then you bring them down. And the only reason they come to you in the first place is because you hack them mostly using old-fashioned Trojans and USB sticks. You aren’t clever enough to get in from the outside. Then you make it seem like Cornucopia is the only safe place on earth for them to store their information. It’s all a lie. A clever lie but a lie nonetheless.’

Heike’s jaw dropped. ‘Of course you did no such thing. That would make you a traitor to your family. And how did you get in here in the first place?’

‘I stole Helena’s pass. She’s not very careful with it. Anyway I don’t care what you think, Mama. I hated you before I found out I was adopted and now I hate you even more for what you have done. You’re nothing but common criminals,’ Soren spat.

‘How dare you! There is nothing common about the sort of criminals that we are,’ Heike declared. ‘We are clever – no one is as clever as your father and me.’

‘Right, you need to be taught a lesson, boy.’

Fox raised his hand. But Max was faster. He sped from his hiding place and kicked Fox’s legs out from underneath him.

‘Where did you come from?’ Heike shouted, her blonde hair practically standing on end.

Soren looked just as surprised as his parents.

Fox crashed to the ground, clutching the back of his head. ‘Why, you little brat!’

The man rolled over and pushed himself up, ready to take the boy on, but Kensy was there now too. She rushed towards him and smashed into his stomach, sending Fox backwards.

Soren couldn’t believe his eyes.

‘Tie him up!’ Kensy yelled at her brother who had produced some cable ties from his pocket.

Kensy looked at him quizzically.

‘Not everything has to be high tech,’ he said, glad that he’d thought to swipe them from the kitchen that morning.

Within seconds Max had Fox’s hands bound. Heike jumped from one foot to the other before she turned and ran down the aisle. But Kensy had her covered. The lasso shot from her bracelet, hitting her target. Kensy reined the woman back in, all the while Heike was screaming and cursing at the children. Some further swift manoeuvres saw the pair sitting back to back, bound together with gaffer tape.


Soren looked at the twins, wondering who they really were.

‘Not exactly Superman now are you?’ Kensy sneered at Fox.

‘What?’ the man said.

‘I know you wear Superman long johns. Your wife told me all about them.’ Kensy tried hard not to smile.

Heike blanched. ‘I did not. I would never tell anyone about your undergarments.’

‘And we know about the guns too,’ Max said.

This time Fox and Heike looked genuinely surprised. Max even detected that one of Fox’s eyebrows moved, just the tiniest bit.

‘What guns?’ Soren looked at the twins. ‘Don’t tell me this gets worse?’

‘Your parents have been heavily involved in arms dealing. That’s how they make the money to buy all the companies they have,’ Kensy explained.

‘We don’t know anything about arms dealing. That kind of behaviour is completely immoral,’ Heike said.


‘Exactly. We don’t need to sell guns to make money. Do you know how many huge companies I have infiltrated and brought to their knees before I have purchased them for next to nothing and built them back to their former glory? Arms deals are for amateurs.’ Fox made a pffing sound.

Kensy laughed. ‘You two are the best. Of the worst. I have a feeling we’ll be studying you for years.’

‘Why is she laughing at us?’ Fox swivelled his head to try to see his wife.

Max felt his phone ring in his pocket. He reached into his jacket and pulled it out.

‘We’re fine. We’ve got them covered,’ the boy said. There was a long pause. ‘Okay, we’re out of here.’

The boy turned to his sister and Soren. ‘We need to go. Good job letting Granny listen in, Kensy. She called Dad and told him what was going on and lo and behold they’ve got Axel and his associates bailed up in the other bunker. Apparently Axel just showed Fitz a route between the two underground lairs – which Fitz was cross about. He might have found this place himself had he decided to use the shower.’

‘What are you blathering on about, you imbecilic child?’ Fox rolled his eyes. ‘You’re making no sense at all. What other bunkers? We have this one and no more and where is Axel? That man is completely unreliable.’

‘Axel and Helena and her brothers, Damon and Daniel, are in the hands of the Federal Intelligence Service,’ Max explained. ‘Dad said they’ve been double crossing you to do their own deals – arms deals with countries all around the world. Anyone who would pay, actually.’

‘So that’s what Axel meant yesterday when he said that Damon and Daniel needed to make sure where the fingers will point if things went badly,’ Kensy said.

Max nodded. ‘Axel was leaving today. He can’t stand the sight of either of you.’

‘What?’ Heike’s bloated lip began to quiver.

‘Swiss Intelligence will be here soon, so you won’t have to wait long,’ Max said.


‘What about me?’ Soren whispered. ‘I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.’ He looked as if he was about to cry.

‘You need to come with us,’ Max said.

‘No, Soren don’t leave us. Mama and Papa love you. You are our baby,’ the woman wailed.

Soren eyeballed her. ‘You don’t mean that, Mama.’

‘No, of course I don’t. You were such a clingy child. Thank goodness for Sylvie. She always knew exactly what you needed.’

Soren swallowed hard and his eyes brimmed with tears.

Kensy touched the boy’s arm. ‘Don’t worry, I have a good feeling that everything is going to work out.’

Soren looked at her. ‘I hope so.’

Max nodded. ‘You’re going to be fine, Soren.’

The boy looked back at Fox and Heike who were wailing and shouting.

‘You’re right. Nothing could be worse than having those two for parents.’ He sighed and felt a weight lift from his shoulders.
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‘A toast,’ Cordelia Spencer raised her glass in the air. ‘To my clever family.’

There was a loud clinking of crystal glasses around the table.

‘This looks delicious, Sidney.’ Kensy smiled at the man who had just set a twice-baked cheese soufflé with walnuts and a creamy sauce down in front of her. ‘You must be easily as good a cook as your brother.’

Sitting next to her, Song gave the girl a sneaky side eye. ‘Really, Miss Kensington, you want to go there?’ he whispered.


Kensy giggled then whispered back. ‘You know I’m just teasing you, Song. You’re the best.’

‘Yes, Sidney is a wonderful cook,’ Cordelia said with a nod. ‘But so is Song – though he doesn’t get nearly as many opportunities to demonstrate his skills with Mrs Thornthwaite bossing him about at Alexandria. I suspect he rather enjoys the opportunity to stay with you at number thirteen.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ the man said. ‘And thank you for having me to dinner this evening.’

‘Well, from what I hear, you and Anna rather saved the day,’ Cordelia said, smiling at her daughter-in-law.

‘Your mother certainly hasn’t lost her touch,’ Ed said. ‘The way she brought down Daniel Meyer was insane. A sweeper kick then a choke hold and then she gave him an earful for having scared you so badly, Max. It was pure gold.’

Anna bit her lip, but couldn’t help smiling just a little. ‘Song was right there with me.’

‘So, can I amend your PA status, dear?’ Cordelia asked.


Anna shook her head. ‘No. Not yet.’

‘Well, not yet is better than never,’ Cordelia said.

‘I can’t believe how cruel Fox and Heike were to Soren,’ Max said. ‘But the fact that Sylvie is his birth mother was the best news ever.’

‘The poor woman – forced to give him away as a baby, but how wonderful that she tracked him down and took a job, basically being the Van Leers’ slave so all that time she could keep an eye on him. It must have been so hard not to tell him who she really was,’ Anna said. ‘But it’s understandable that she thought it was too risky. What if he didn’t believe her? And even if he did, they would never have got away from the Van Leers.’

‘I’m so glad we caught up to him that day,’ Kensy said. ‘He was planning to run away, but he went to the bunker because he knew that his father had a safe full of cash in there.’

‘Sylvie is practically a saint in my books,’ Cordelia said. ‘And Soren will be fine.’

‘Granny, what’s going to happen to James Strawbridge?’ Kensy asked.


‘Silly man. When I asked him to come in for a chat, he broke down in front of me – floods of tears. He said that he’d made a silly mistake as a young constable, and now he was being blackmailed into doing the bidding for a crime syndicate. They had evidence of payments to him as well, which is why he thought he was going to be at their beck and call forever. I had no idea why he was telling me. What could I do other than out his story in the media? I’d begun to wonder if he was on to Pharos, but it turns out he just likes me and felt that he had to tell someone,’ Cordelia explained.

Max finished his soufflé and set the spoon down on the side of the plate. ‘What did he do?’

Cordelia sipped her wine. ‘Early on in his career, he got drawn in by some fellows and ended up taking a bribe. Those chaps happened to be Daniel and Damon Meyer. The beastly pair had it all on tape – apparently they were plotting a big future in the underworld and decided that one day they might need a police officer to help them with a few things. They never counted on Strawbridge ending up as the head of Scotland Yard. Imagine their delight when they realised that they had the top man over a barrel. James was basically forced to look the other way when they were conducting their schemes, as well as helping them on occasions too. They paid him – and took photographs of the money drops. He promised me he’d never spent a cent – it was all buried in the back garden and one day if he ever escaped the brutes’ clutches, he was planning to donate it all anonymously to charity.’

‘Poor man,’ Fitz said. ‘We all make mistakes.’

‘Yes, and his have been erased,’ Cordelia said. ‘He has nothing to worry about any more – not that he knows how I did it, but I told him that he needed to lay off that poor son of his and stop pressuring him to be good at sport. The boy will find his own thing. And then I suggested he do something good with his ill-gotten gains.’

Max grinned. He was glad that he’d finally come clean to his grandmother about his encounter with James and Nathaniel Strawbridge.

Fox and Heike Van Leer were now in the custody of the Swiss authorities, as were the Meyer siblings and Axel. They were all facing lengthy prison terms.

‘Will Soren be left with anything?’ Kensy asked.

Cordelia nodded. ‘Don’t fret about that. He and Sylvie are now the owners of a very beautiful chalet in Zermatt and he’s going to attend school there.’

‘That’s great,’ Kensy said, beaming.

‘Oh, you’ll get to see your boyfriend if we ever go skiing again,’ Max teased, earning himself a swift kick to the shins under the table.

‘Ow,’ he yelped, but Kensy just poked her tongue out at him.

Sidney cleared the plates and Song stood up to help, but Cordelia insisted he sit back down. She then surprised everyone by helping Sidney herself.

‘What?’ She looked at the family who were all staring at her. ‘I didn’t grow up in the lap of luxury, my darlings. I can tell you now that Sidney doesn’t wait on me hand and foot every night.’

‘No, that is because he is off on dates with his girlfriends,’ Song said to chortles from the rest of the family.

Cordelia and Sidney returned bearing plates of roast beef and potatoes with Yorkshire puddings, carrots, peas and pumpkin smothered in gravy. The woman sat down again at the head of the table.

‘At least we found out why Daniel infiltrated the Houses of Parliament too,’ Max said. ‘I wondered what Curtis had stumbled on in that room beneath the chamber, but Daniel stole a government seal so that they could get their arms into the United Kingdom on some special Prime Ministerial pass. It meant that the shipments didn’t have to be inspected.’

‘Speaking of Curtis, I have news,’ Cordelia said.

The children looked across at one another. Surely they weren’t off on another mission yet. They had to get back to school and then it was half-term holidays.


Everyone stopped eating and faced her way.

‘I’ve decided after all the excitement the children need a proper holiday at half-term,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ Max hissed. His sister grinned.

‘And seeing that from what I hear you only got a couple of days on the slopes I’ve decided we’re all heading to Zermatt and I’ve organised for Curtis and Autumn and Carlos to come along too – and Curtis’s parents.’

‘Brilliant, Granny.’ Kensy jumped up out of her seat and ran to hug the woman, clinging to her neck.

‘Steady on, darling.’ Cordelia wiped a splodge of gravy from her blouse.

The news was greeted with enthusiasm around the table.

‘And Rupert will be joining us as well, though I suspect he might be bringing some friends,’ she said mysteriously.

Kensy looked across at her brother. ‘Who?’ the girl asked, wrinkling her lip.

‘I’m going to leave that surprise to him.’ The woman winked.


Max smiled with all his teeth. ‘I can’t wait to see how Kensy deals with three love interests all at once,’ he whispered to Fitz who gave him a nudge.

‘Oh, there’s one last thing,’ Cordelia said.

‘Ma’am, you are certainly full of surprises this evening,’ Song said. ‘Are you perhaps going to tell us that you have become a convert to line dancing?’

There were guffaws of laughter from the table.

‘Never,’ she said. ‘But I do need to let you know that after the revelation of Romilly’s incredible mind-reading device, I’ve decided to give her an opportunity to be part of the Inventions Team. Don’t worry, she’ll still be teaching science, but she certainly deserves this chance.’

‘How does Tippie feel about that?’ Ed asked.

‘She’s fine. Very happy to have her,’ Cordelia said.

‘Really, Mother? You have seen them in the same room together?’ Ed said with a frown.

Kensy looked across the table at her brother. They both wondered the same thing, given what Mrs Vanden Boom had said to Kensy when she’d first shown her the mind-readers. But Mrs Vanden Boom’s love-hate relationship with Tippie MacGregor wasn’t the only thing the twins were worried about right now.

On the plane coming home, Max had pulled out the note from Magoo’s study and, taking a completely new tack, together they’d deciphered an entire phrase to add to the words they already had: future, imminent, threat, Song, birthright and Tippie. Though there were still plenty of gaps in the text that they hadn’t worked out. They’d now decided that every part of the puzzle was written using a different code – which meant trying masses of combinations until something made sense. It had taken almost the entire journey to reveal the most startling piece of the puzzle yet. And right now they had no idea what to do about it. While the rest of the note was disjointed, this part was crystal clear: Romilly must be stopped.
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The QWERTY code is a very simple code using the alphabetical layout of a computer keyboard to substitute the regular chronology of the English alphabet.

Use the table on the facing page to help you decipher each chapter heading.

All of the Kensy and Max books so far have used different codes and ciphers for the chapter headings; the Caesar Cipher, the Pigpen Cipher, the Atbash Cipher, Morse Code, the A1Z26 Code, and now the QWERTY Code.
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